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Chapter One




“YOU’RE LATE AGAIN, LEAH.” BELINDA is giving me the tired face, the one that says she wants to scold me but then we’d both realize there’s really no point in me being here when she’s probably only had one customer all morning. Plus, she’s terrible at being mad at me for longer than five seconds.

“I’m sorry, Belinda, I really am. It won’t happen again.” I rush through the store to get to the messy back room where I dump my bag on a ratty chair and check myself in the mirror for any errant nostril-lint. I won’t bother checking my hair; it’s always a crazy, frizzed-out, curly mess in a shade of blond that’s unfortunately referred to as dishwater. So attractive.

“If I had a nickel for every time you’ve said that,” she says, finishing with a sigh.

“I know, I know,” I say, wiggling my nose left and right, lifting my head up and down to get a better view, “you’d have at least two dollars.”

“Come out here, Smarty-Pants, we got a shipment of new essential oils and I want you to set up a new spot for them.”

When I left home earlier, I’d tried to console myself over the inevitable boring day I was about to have with ideas of an ice cream splurge after work, but now my mood perks up instantly even without the ice cream, and my pinkie finger freezes in mid eyebrow-shaping. “New oils? From where?”

“No comment.”

That gets me out of the back room in an instant. “You didn’t order from Greenterra did you?”

She won’t look at me.

“But you said…”

“I know what I said. Never listen to me, I’m a liar.”

I walk over and put my arm around her shoulders and pull her against me. “You never lie. You just change your mind sometimes, and since you’re a chick, you’re entitled.”

“Ha! I stopped being a chick thirty years ago. I’m a hen now. A clucky, tired, angry old hen. But I got tired of you bugging me, so I ordered some of that garbage so you can see I’m right about it never selling.”

I laugh and let her go, moving over to the stack of boxes that are in the corner of the store. “You might be tired, but that’s only because you work too hard. You don’t get to claim henhood until you’re at least sixty so you have … twelve years left of being a chick.” I cut open the first box to reveal the beautiful dark, purplish-blue glass bottles inside. “Why don’t you stop going to the farmer’s market every weekend?” I ask. “You hardly make any money there anyway.” I hold the bottle up to the meager light coming in the front window and smile over the fact that I can barely see inside. Sunlight diminishes the power of the oils, and I’m glad to see this company knows its stuff.

“I like the farmer’s market,” she says. “It’s better to be outside than cramped up in here all the time.”

I can’t argue with her there. This place is dark and dreary, but Belinda has always fought with me over making any changes. Not that I’m Miss Interior Design or anything, but I do know the difference between a cave and a new-age shop. This place looks more like the former, even though the name on the sign outside says it’s Belinda’s New Age Wonders.

“Speaking of the market, I’m going to need you to cover for me in two weeks.”

I look up in surprise. This isn’t something I’m used to hearing; Belinda lives for the farmer’s market.

“Why? Where are you going?”

She acts like she’s busy rearranging pens on the counter and shrugs. “Nowhere special. Just my thirty-year high school reunion.”

I stop what I’m doing and clap while hopping a few times. “Oh my god, that’s so exciting!”

She tries to shrug it off, still pretending pen alignment matters. “It’s no big deal. I got cheap plane tickets and figured I could miss two market days.”

“Oh, Belinda, you’re finally getting out into the real world. That’s awesome. I’m so happy for you.”

She looks up with a scowl. “You act like I’m some kind of shut-in.” She folds both sides of her shawl tighter across her chest.

I put my hands on my hips and give her my best mom-look. “Name the last time you went anywhere but here, your apartment, or the market.”

“I go places.”

“Name one.”

“Just because I like to buy my veggies fresh…”

“Listen, you do all your shopping at the market. All of it, including your clothes and shoes. You’re like the poster-girl of clean living. But you need to get out more, I’ve been telling you that for years. There’s more to the world than hemp skirts and organic mushrooms.”

“You’ve only worked here for nine months so there’s no way you’ve told me anything for years.”

I wave my hand around, sending her negativity away. My bracelets jangle like I’m some kind of belly dancer. I love feeling like a belly dancer. Ching ching.

“Whatever. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she says, leaving the counter to go into the back room, her voice fading with the distance, “just don’t make any plans for the fifteenth and sixteenth, okay? You’ll be in charge of everything for two full days.”

I resist the urge to rub my palms together like an evil genius, but it’s hard. I’ve been wanting to get my hands on her stuff for years. Okay, so it’s only been nine months, but it’s been nine loooong months. All this place needs is a little freshening up, and the customers would come in droves. Then I’d have a job for life and not just one for as long as Belinda can survive. I seriously don’t know how she affords to pay me anything at all; even minimum wage is too much for what I see coming in the door.

“And don’t get any crazy ideas,” she shouts. “I know what you’re thinking and it’s not going to happen.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say, trilling my words like a Disney princess as I line up essential oil bottles on a tiny shelf attached to the wall. I cannot keep the smile off my face. She is so going to love it when I’m done with the place. Love it. Love love.


























Chapter Two




I’M STILL FEELING LIKE A Disney princess when I leave the store mid-afternoon and head to the subway. I only work half-days because that’s all Belinda can afford, and usually that stresses me out on account of the fact that I make almost no money, but today, I’m perfectly fine with it. The sun is shining, my favorite fountain is working and sending white water splashing all over the place, and …

“Shiiit!” I yelp, slipping on the sidewalk and nearly busting my ass in the process. I’m saved by my ninja-esque skills as I grab the edge of a garbage can affixed to the concrete next to the street. I hang there for a couple seconds until I can get my feet under me again.

“Oh, man, that’s some bad luck right there,” says a guy who’s walking past and looking at the reason for my near-fall.

I cringe as I stand up and realize I’ve slipped on a dog turd. Literally. It’s a poop right there on the ground.

“Who didn’t clean up after their dog?!” I yell, for some reason imagining that the perpetrator is still hanging around the scene of the crime, when I know perfectly well he stopped, plopped, and ran. “This isn’t Paris, you know!”

I’ve heard there’s dog poop all over the sidewalks there, but here in New York, people usually take care of their doggie-business. Unfortunately, my head was too full of dreams of re-designing Belinda’s place to realize where my feet were placing themselves.

“What the hell am I going to do now?”

I look down the sidewalk and notice a man with a hot dog cart up ahead, and an idea-lightbulb goes on above my head. Hot dog carts have lots of napkins. Score.

As I start to hobble over, an alarmed expression comes over the vendor’s face and he starts shaking his finger at me.

“Oh, no, lady, no no. No doggy stuff for me. No, not for me. Not for you. No, no.” For some reason his horrible accent is making this worse. His hand becomes a stop sign. “You go away!”

After trying to shame him with a mighty scowl that says Whatever happened to chivalry? and failing miserably, I change the trajectory of my hobble over toward the fountain, thinking maybe I can splash some water onto the ground and use it to clean my shoe.

When I get to it, I sit on its concrete edge and slip my shoes off. The sun is shining down on me, and even though the odor of horrible unspeakable things hovers, I’m reminded what a fabulous day it is. My bracelets give a little jangle and I angle my face up to the sky to soak up the sunlight.

A black man drifts by on old-school rollerskates with a boom box up at his ear, distracting me for a moment. I watch as he glides over the sidewalk. He has no shirt on, and if his shorts were any shorter, I’d be seeing the mighty motherlode. Thank God they’re not shorter, because his lode looks like it could be very mighty if the bulge is any indicator. He’s singing loudly in a falsetto voice.

“Walking on sunshine … Waaaooohhh … I’m walkin' on sunshine … waaaaoohhh…”

He’s gone before he finishes the rest of the song, but I know the tune and it restores my faith in today. I start humming it to myself as I turn around and put my feet in the fountain. My toes are way too hot and sweaty, so this water feels positively scrumptious. I lean my head back and close my eyes, letting the bliss overtake me.

“Hey, lady! Yo! You can’t put your dirty feet in the fountain!”

I ignore this person, whoever he is. I will not let him intrude on my rapture. Go. Away. Rude person.

“Hey! You hear me? Whatt’re you deaf or somethin’? I said you can’t put your dirty feet in the fountain!”

I stand up all of a sudden, my mood destroyed. All I wanted to do was cool my hot, sweaty, almost dog poopied feet off, and now this guy’s all up my ass about … what? Fountain trespass? Is there even such a thing? No, there’s not; not in my world, anyway.

I decide then and there that fountains should have people in them. What’s the use of all that cool water if you can’t even enjoy it? Eyeballs don’t need cool water — feet do. Cold water? Meet my feet. You’re welcome.

I take two steps out toward the middle of the thing. It has a mostly naked woman with a basket of something in her arms in the center with a bunch of fish dancing around her. The Apple logo floats in the background behind her, suspended on one side of the store’s giant glass entrance. 

“Stop right there,” says the fat, bald-headed rent-a-cop, coming toward me through a quickly-gathering crowd of onlookers, hands on his belt at his hips. “I’m not jokin’. You’re playing with fire right now. I’m warnin’ you.”

I snort. Fire, my ass. I take several more steps in and can’t help but smile. Sometimes it feels really good to be bad. Okay, usually. It usually feels good to be bad.

He’s working up a serious sweat coming to the edge of the fountain. When he points at me, I can see big sweat stains from his pits, and the buttons going down his belly are straining to keep his shirt together. Uh-oh. Paul Blart, mall cop, is out to get me. So not scary.

“Get outta there right this second. I’m gonna count to five.”

I take another step toward the fountain lady.

“One!”

I take one more step. There are two higher levels of fountain between her and me. He wouldn’t dare follow me up there.

“Two! Don’t go there! Don’t you go there!” He’s eyeing the edge of the fountain, like he might be considering whether he can lift his short, pudgy leg over it.

I lift my foot and hoist myself up to the second level.

“Three! You’re almost at the end of your rope! You’re gonna hang yourself, young lady!”

A couple of teenagers standing in the crowd start chanting: “Do it! Do it! Do it!”

Their enthusiasm for my possible future incarceration inspires me. I actually skip up to the next level higher, once more a Disney princess in my head. I might actually be Ariel since I’m nearly a mermaid at this point. Plus my bangles are jangling again. Ching ching-a-ring! I’m walking on sunshine, dammit!

Paul Blart, mall cop, is pretty much enraged at this point. “Four! Okay, you got one more number! One more, that’s it! And there ain’t gonna be no halvsies or three quarterzies either! After four, it’s five, and then you’re done.”

I take one more big step, the one that will get me all the way to the foot of the naked lady.

“Five!”

And my foot lands on something really hard and really sharp. Holy mother of …

“Aaaack!” I scream, yanking my leg up out of the water and away from the offending object. It crosses my mind that I’ve probably just cut my foot open on a broken bottle. Will I get tetanus? Toxic shock syndrome? Lose my foot? I’ll be unbalanced forever with only one foot! Argh! This must be my karmic punishment for breaking the law. When will I ever learn?

“You’re under arrest!” the rent-a-cop yells. “Citizen’s arrest for disturbing the peace!”

I try to regain my balance, but I can’t. My arms start pinwheeling out to the sides, but it does me no good. I’ve jumped back too far from the pain and now gravity has made me her bitch. I’m going down.

“Aaaaahhh!” The world literally turns upside down. Or does a one-eighty. I was never very good at math.

SPLASH!!

And what was once a very refreshing oasis of sanctuarial bliss has now become a very cold, very wet pool of regret, pain, and stumbling yet indignant rent-a-cops.


























Chapter Three




HE GRABS ME BY THE arm and tries to wrestle me up, but I’m not having any of it. Because in the midst of my catastrophe, something has caught my eye. As the water settled and the sun struck its surface just so, a sparkle became apparent. A sparkle that was coming from the spot where I had just lost my balance.

“Time to go to jail,” he says, huffing and puffing and sloshing all over the place. He’s messing up the water so I can’t see beneath its surface anymore.

“Get off me,” I grind out, shoving him backwards as I get to my feet.

He falls to the wayside, making it possible for me to limp over to the naked lady. I lean over the higher edge and run my hands along the bottom of the fountain, praying I’m not going to cut my fingers off on some sort of razor or crystal. What are the chances someone threw a crystal goblet into the fountain? Probably not good, but that’s what it looked like — like a shard of crystal.

Just as the butthead in the way-too-tight uniform comes up behind me and tries to grab me again, my hand runs up against something lying on the bottom of the fountain that’s not one of the ten thousand wish-coins. My fingers close around the metal and glass thing and come up out of the water clenched in a fist.

I catch him right in the gut with it as I scream, “Take your hands off me!” I’m still yelling as I get to my feet. “Help! Assault! I’m being assaulted! This man is assaulting me!” My horrible hair has fallen out of the clip I put it in earlier and is hanging around my face, probably looking like random clumps of seaweed. I figure it’s making me look more like a victim, so I leave it. Goodbye, Disney princess. Hello, Ursula the Sea Witch.

He’s bent in half, groaning out a response as he gasps for air. “You’re the one hittin’ people, not me.”

I leave him in my wake, taking giant steps through the water over to my shoes.

My poopy shoes.

My long skirt flows out behind me in the water. Very soggy. Very heavy. I’ve pretty much soaked up about half of the fountain’s water.

Ugh. I climb over the concrete edge of the pool and slide my very wet feet into my sandals before hightailing it out of there, leaving a trail of fountain-water behind me. With every step, my shoes make farty sounds. Perfect. The smell matches the sound effects. Could I be any more disgusting? No. I could not.

“Hey, get back here, lady! You’re under arrest!”

I can tell from the direction of his voice he’s still in the water and nowhere near a threat to me.

I flip him the bird over my shoulder. “Arrest yourself, rent-a-cop!”

Several of the onlookers who gathered to witness my shame laugh at my retort.

I move as fast as I can to get away from there. In my efforts to disappear before the rent-a-cop can get on dry land, I slam into someone headed right for me.

“Hey!” I yell, bouncing off his chest and almost falling on my ass. Again.

He looks down at himself, his briefcase held out high to the side in one hand and coffee cup in the other, his suit jacket looped over his forearm.

“What the hell…?” He’s staring at the giant wet stain I’ve left on his crisp blue shirt.

“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” I ask, annoyed and flustered. I look like a drowned rat, and he looks … perfect. Handsome. Possibly mouthwatering. Yes, definitely mouthwatering.

He looks up at me, obviously furious. “That better be water.”

I scowl at the implication. He’s not nearly as cute as he was half a second ago. “What else would it be?”

He lifts his eyebrows. “God only knows.” He frowns. “Oh, Jesus, what is that smell?” He looks down at his shoes and lifts one up.

I glance over my shoulder and see the crowd parting near the fountain. Rent-a-cop is out now and headed my way.

“Screw you,” I say, shoving past him and his gorgeous, perfectly put-together, rude self.

“Is this water?!” he yells after me.

“No, it’s sweat!” I yell back.

I cringe when I realize what I just said about myself. What kind of weirdo is so covered in sweat she leaves a full-body print on the front of a stranger she bumps into? Ugh. Me. I’m that kind of weirdo; or a least, that’s what that guy thinks now. Thank God I’ll never see him again.

My apartment is normally eight subway stops from the shop, but there’s no way I can ride soaking wet like this. I’d be too easy to catch there, a sitting wet duck. Plus, I look like a crazy person and I’ve already suffered enough humiliation for one day, thank-you-very-much. The long walk ahead of me will not only save my pride, it will dry me off.

It’s a whole block later when my adrenaline finally calms down and I suddenly remember that I picked something up off the floor of the fountain. I open my hand to look at it, figuring I’m about to see a bottlecap or something equally worthless.

My breath freezes on my chest and won’t come out for a few seconds. When it does, it’s more like a wheeze than actual respiration.

In the middle of my palm is a giant diamond ring, the rock about the same size as a frigging dime.

“Oh my god,” I say, all the blood draining from my face.

I have no idea how I got home that afternoon. The next thing I know, I’m sitting on my couch, soaking the cushions through with fountain water that unfortunately did not dry on my walk, staring at a monstrous rock of an engagement ring while my poopy dog shoes sit on the floor next to me, stinking up the joint. What. The. Fudge.


























Chapter Four




I TURN THE RING AROUND and around in my hand, squinting to read the small print on the inside of the band. There is no identifying information. All it says is 18k. I suppose that means it’s real gold. Or white gold, apparently.

The diamond, if it’s real too, has to be worth a ton of money. I’ve never shopped for a diamond before, but I know I’ve never seen a ring like this on anyone’s finger except for in photos of celebrities in People magazine. Those kinds of rings are usually for the marriages that last less than five years. If I were a Hollywood person, I’d tell my man to buy me something smaller just so we’d have a better chance of working out. This ring screams divorce to me. I guess that makes sense since I found it in a fountain.

A knock at the door disturbs my visions of Hollywood stardom.

“Open up, Leah,” comes the heavily Bronx-accented voice from the hallway. “I gotta get the rent from you.”

Dammit. It’s Larry, the landlord’s son and self-appointed harasser of yours truly. Maybe I got lucky and he didn’t see me come in the front door. If I just sit here as quiet as a mouse, he’ll eventually go away. I know this from experience. I hold onto my bracelets to keep them from jangling.

“I see the trail of water going into your apartment, so I know you’re in there. Come on, open up.”

Chewing my lip, I consider my options. I only have about half the rent money, and he told me last time I tried to partial-pay that they couldn’t let me do that anymore. It’s all or nothing with these blood-sucking bastards.

I could slip out the window, using the fire escape to disappear for the rest of the day, but that won’t do me any good later when I want to sleep. I don’t have any friends I can crash with since they’ve all either moved away or gotten married, and I can’t ask Belinda if I can stay with her because then I’d have to explain why I can’t go home, and she’d feel terrible about not paying me much and it would ruin our relationship. And since Belinda’s my stand-in mother figure, I can’t do that to us.

Larry’s voice comes in softer, but more urgently, like he has his mouth right up to the crack of my door. “You know, if you can’t pay with money, maybe we can work something else out.”

Screw being as quiet as a mouse.

Disgusted, I leap off the couch and slide back the locks in record time. I fling the door open, and before I can stop to consider whether it’s a good idea or not, I slap him right across the face. My palm is stinging like a bitch, but I’m not complaining. He totally deserved that, the little perve.

He puts his hand up to his chubby, beard-prickly face. “Ow. What’d you do that for?” He’s scowling at me as he rubs his cheek and moves his jaw around.

“Ask me to pay you in hootchie one more time and see what happens, Larry.” I almost barf a little just thinking of being with him that way. Even on my worst day, I’d never… Oh, God. My salivary glands are working overtime and my stomach is churning. Think about puppies! Kittens! Lasagna! Anything but …. Oh, God. I’m seeing him naked. I’m nauseated. There’s hair … and gold chains … and … 

He holds up his hands and backs up, the jacket of his maroon and bronze track suit opening up to reveal the wife-beater undershirt underneath and several gold chains nestled in his wiry chest hair. “Hey, ain’t nobody said nothin’ about paying in hootch. We don’t allow drugs in here.”

My equilibrium is instantly restored by his idiocy and the knowledge that even if he were the last man on earth, I would never come within a ten-foot radius of his naked noodle. The human race would just have to cease to exist. My stomach stops churning and the sour taste in my mouth disappears.

I roll my eyes as I cross my arms. “I didn’t say hootch, doofus, I said hootchie, as in sex.”

He drops his arms. “Oh.” He smiles and wiggles his eyebrows around. “You offering me sex instead of rent money?”

I reach up to slap him again and he ducks, watching me from under his arms. “Yo, hey, watch the violence, would ya?”

I stick my chin out a little, trying to control my temper. “I’m not kidding, Larry. Don’t ever suggest we have sex again. Like … Ever.” I shudder involuntarily.

He shrugs and stands up straight again, letting one arm drop to his side as the other rests on his chest. I notice he has a new pinkie ring, and I’m tempted to ask him which gumball machine he got it out of, but I resist.

“You’re the only one talkin’ about sex, not me. I said we could work somethin’ out. I was talking about … you know … a trade or whatevah.”

“A trade? For what, exactly?” I lift an eyebrow at him, daring him to try and explain himself out of this one.

His face contorts as his puny brain attempts to create a new story, but eventually, it proves to be too much. His expression turns sour and his arms start flapping around like he’s some kind of guido rapper. If it weren’t so hilarious it would be disturbing, since it looks like he’s having a semi-conscious, standing-up seizure.

“Yeah, well, whatevah. You owe me eight hundred bucks rent and it was due last week. You need to pay or you’re gonna get evicted.”

“I can write you a check.”

“No, huh-uh, no checks. Cash only, you know that. Your checks are like rubber balls, bouncing all over the place.”

“Excuse me very much, but they are not. You’ve only taken one check from me in the year that I’ve lived here.”

“Yeah,” he scoffs, “and it bounced from here to Jersey.”

He’s still laughing like a hyena at what he considers grade-A hilarity when the door slams shut in his face. Shut down. Hoo rah.

I walk back over to my couch and flop down, staring at the ring again, ignoring Larry’s muted threats coming through the door. This thing is probably worth so much money it could pay my rent for the next decade.

I try to do the math in my head but give up after the first sign of multiplication appears. I need paper and pen to do that stuff, and I’m too lazy to get up off the couch right now. And since I couldn’t afford to pay my cell phone bill as of three months ago, I let my phone die and the calculator app that’s on it went too. My thoughts move on to other issues.

How would I get money for it if I wanted to sell it? Bring it to a pawn shop?

I shake my head at that idea. No, pawn shops don’t give you jack doody for anything good like this. They’d probably offer me a grand, and this thing has to be worth at least fifty grand. Maybe more. It makes my blood heat up just to think of that kind of money. I’ve never made that much in a year, let alone found it in a fountain. I’d have to go to a real jewelry store and try to sell it, not a pawn shop.

My conscience starts to niggle at me. What was this thing doing in a fountain, anyway?

I attempt to picture the woman who would take such a valuable thing, a ring that signifies a man’s deep love and commitment to her, and toss it out at a naked concrete lady and her fishy friends. It had to be that she’d thrown it and not just dropped it, because it was too far up in the fountain to have just fallen off someone’s hand.

I try it on for size. It fits perfectly, but weighs way too much. If this thing left my finger, I’d notice the difference right away. If she’d thrown in a wish-coin and the ring had flown off, she would have felt it leave her hand.

What kind of dumb chick throws a ring like this away? Probably a really angry one. She must have been royally pissed. It made me wonder what the guy had done to deserve such a blatant eff-you. I sure didn’t want to meet up with him, whoever he was. With my luck, I’d fall in love with him and he’d destroy me, just like my last three boyfriends had.

To say I’m bad at picking men would be like saying Larry is just a little gross … a massive understatement. I’m done trying to find Mr. Right. Belinda’s happy being single her whole life, so I can be too. That’s what I keep telling myself anyway, but it’s kind of hard to believe me when I’m lying in bed half the time wishing there was someone there beside me.

I put the ring next to my couch, on the stack of books that serves as my side table, and stand up. I’m going to take a shower, find some clean, dry clothes, and then decide what to do with my fountain treasure. And then I’ll have to figure out how I’m going to slip out of here without Larry catching me. Day planned. I’m so organized.


























Chapter Five




THE FIRE ESCAPE LADDER MAKES a horrible screeching sound as it drops down to the street below, but thankfully there’s some construction going on in the building next door that covers it up.

I escape to the sidewalk without Larry catching me and take off at a brisk walk. It’s four in the afternoon and I’m going to do a little research before I decide what to do with the ring.

The entire time I was taking my shower I was thinking about what my life would be like if I had a nice savings account, and it started to make me feel high, like I’d literally taken drugs. Yet that high was a little off, because my conscience kept reminding me that the ring doesn’t really belong to me.

If it had been anything else, like a pile of cash with no wallet, or a watch or something like that, I probably could have talked myself into just ignoring the owner and taking the money for my rent. But this ring is a different story. It’s not just that it’s so big and so obviously expensive; it’s that it was a gesture of love for someone, a promise of a future together for two people out there. I can’t get past that, and it’s making my high not as enjoyable as it could have been.

Stupid conscience. Hate you sometimes.

I stop at the doors of a jewelry store four blocks down from the fountain, figuring I might as well start here closest to my work subway stop and near the fountain. Grabbing the handle and pulling does me no good at all; the entire door rattles in the frame. I frown in confusion because there are people inside, both employees and a single customer.

They all look at me like I’m crazy.

I read the sign stating their hours and see that I’m here before closing. What the fudge?

A buzzing sound comes and I realize that this is the kind of place that doesn’t leave their door open for just anyone to waltz in. I’m relieved to know that I’m not considered a threat and pull the door out so I can enter.

The cool air washes over me and makes me shiver. I’m immediately intimated by the fact that I look like a homeless bumpkin in my gypsy skirt and that this place actually smells expensive. Is there a scented candle called money? Because if there is, they’re burning the shit out of it in here.

“Hello, how may I help you?” asks an older woman in a business suit.

I swear she looks like the lady who started eBay. I saw her on Yahoo once.

“Um, I … uh … have a ring I’d like to know what the value of it is?”

She looks at my hands and sees the chunky costume jewelry rings I wear pretty much all the time and smiles uncomfortably. “I see. And is this appraisal for insurance purposes, or…?”

“No, it’s just for me to have a general idea.” I reach down into my bag and pull out the wad of tissues I used to protect the ring. “I … uh … got this ring from my mother, and she said she didn’t know the value but that it was probably a lot and I just wanted to know.”

Since my mother passed away ten years ago, I don’t feel any guilt bringing her into the picture. Maybe it sounds weird, but it was actually nice to think that she was somehow doing this with me. I guess that’s what made me feel like elaborating so much. Or maybe it’s that when I panic, I kind of tend to lie a little. Here it comes. The lies. Oy.

“She was dating this guy for a long time, but he never wanted to get married, so she broke it off and then he showed up with this massive diamond and begged her to marry him, so she did, but then he cheated on her with a tranny and she left him and they got a divorce and he told her to keep the ring, but then every time she looked at it, she got angry and thought about a woman wearing size fourteen heels, so she gave it to me and told me to do whatever I wanted with it.” I smile at the woman, hoping my lie made any kind of sense. “So I was just wondering what the value might be. I don’t need anything official or anything.”

I scratch nervously at my neck. I should mention I also get lie-hives from time to time.

The woman says nothing, she just watches as I place the tissues on her glass display case and start unwrapping them.

When the first sign of the ring appears, she clears her throat. “Hold on a moment, let me get a loupe.”

She reaches under the cabinet in front of her and pulls out a black velvet tray, a white glove, and a metal thing shaped like a thick teardrop.

“You say your mother gave this to you?”

I nod. “Yep.”

“May I?” she asks, gesturing to my wad of tissue.

“Sure.” I move my hands away and let her do her thing.

She puts the white glove on and picks up the ring. In her other hand she picks up the metal thing she brought out, her loupe I guess, and slides part of it away. Holding the ring up with one hand, she puts the loupe up to her eye and uses it to look at the stone really close.

“This is a genuine diamond,” she says.

“Yeah, that’s what I figured. That’s what my mom said.” I can feel my face burning beet red. My neck hive is on fire. Lying is never my favorite form of communication, but now I’m lying and learning that I’ve found a ton of money in the form of a rock. I don’t feel quite as bad about my ridiculous story now. I curl my hands into fists to keep from scratching my skin off.

“Color is very clear, possibly even as good as colorless. Very, very slight inclusions. It’s a natural stone.”

“What does that mean? A natural stone?”

She keeps examining the ring as she answers. “It means it wasn’t created in a lab. It was found in a mine.”

“That’s good, right?” Another hive pops up on my butt cheek. I reach around and give it a quick scratch. Hopefully I’ll never see these people again.

“Yes, it’s the best you can hope for.” She turns the ring around and looks at it from different angles. “And you say that your mother gave this to you?”

“Yes.” I turn kind of sideways and lean my butt on the counter, hoping the sharp edge will bring me some relief. It doesn’t. I just barely stop myself from indulging in a few deep-knee/butt-scratching bends.

She places the ring very carefully onto the velvet tray and takes her glove off. “It’s a beautiful stone. Are you interested in selling it?”

I shrug, my heart going a million miles an hour. “Maybe. I guess it would depend.” I go up on tiptoes and then lower myself back to my heels, using the corner of the counter to scratch my itch. I want to scream with the itchy torture that is my left buttcheek right now.

“On…?”

I try to act casual about the fact that I’m being a money-grubbing fiend right now, but it’s impossible. I’m sweating bullets and finding it impossible to look this woman in the eye. Instead, I focus on a small mole next to her nose.

“On how much it’s worth and how much I can get for it, I guess.” I wave my hands around. “I’m not even sure I want to sell it. I’m just gathering information right now.”

It feels better to say that, like I haven’t yet committed to selling something I don’t really own.

“Well, if you have the certificate for the diamond it would be a lot easier for me to tell you precisely what we could give you for it.”

“Certificate?” I ask, my tone going meek. What in the hell is that for? Are they born? Do they die?

“Yes. Does your mother have the certificate for the diamond?”

“I don’t think so.” I shrug, trying to look innocent. “I’m not sure she even knew it came with one.”

The woman puts her glove on again and picks up the ring, once more putting her loupe to it. “There is an identification number laser-etched into this stone, so we could look it up for you, follow the sales history on it.”

I almost have a heart attack at that little bit of information. Suddenly, I feel the extreme urge to get the hell out of there. More hives. Holy itch-fest.

“Okay, well, that’s great. I’ll take that into consideration and then decide what to do.”

I want her to put the damn ring down, but she keeps looking at it. I’m worried she’s memorizing the identification number.

“Oh, crap, sorry,” I say, as I not-accidentally use my purse to knock her velvet thing off the counter.

She pulls away from the diamond and looks at what I’ve done.

I hold my hand out for the ring. “I’m very clumsy sometimes. Sorry about that.”

She hands me the ring and bends over to pick up my mess. “No big deal, don’t worry about it.”

I quickly wrap the ring up in my tissues and shove it into my bag. “Thanks so much for your time. I have to get back to work, though, so I should be going.”

“Don’t you want to know what the ring’s worth? I thought that’s what you came in here for.” She’s staring at me with a challenge, like my real intention was to come in here and rob the place or something. Wench.

I put my purse strap over my shoulder and grip my bag with my elbow. “Sure, yeah. Do you know already? I thought maybe you’d have to do some calculating.”

“I did.” She gives me a tight smile. “The ring is approximately seven carats, and with the color, cut, and clarity I see there, assuming you can provide the certificate for it, I’d say its value is anywhere from five-hundred-thousand to six-hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

I can’t breathe. Nine-one-one. Somebody call nine-one-one.

“Since there is an identification number there, however, you should be able to get a copy of the certificate from the seller of the stone linking it to your mother’s husband and you’d be fine.” She pauses and stares me down. “But if you cannot get a copy of the certificate for whatever reason, you’ll have a hard time selling it for more than a hundred thousand, because diamonds like this are traceable and selling something that isn’t yours is a crime.”

If I thought my face was burning red before, that was nothing compared to what it’s doing now. I’m pretty sure I’m about to spontaneously combust. Fire engines. Me. We’re the same color.

I want to defend myself and tell her to go eff herself for suggesting I’m a thief, but since I did find this ring and my mother’s been gone from this earth for a really long time and she didn’t leave behind a jilted husband who secretly likes trannies, I keep my indignant response to myself.

“I understand,” I say with complete calm. “Thank you very much for your help.” I can literally feel a nerve-inspired hive pop out in my armpit. I clamp my arm harder on my purse to keep from scratching the hell out of it.

“Here’s my card,” she says, sliding it across the glass. “Give me a call if you want me to track down the certificate for you. After you talk to your mother, of course. Maybe she has one and it can save you the trouble.”

I take the card just so I won’t seem rude and head for the door. “Will do. Thanks!”

I welcome the heat that blasts me as I step outside the door. Those cold-sweats that had started up in there were making me feel like it was winter time, and the shivers weren’t far off. How much of a psycho would I have looked like then, shivering all over with my fire-red face? She would’ve pressed that secret button under her counter and had the cops all over my hivey butt in seconds. Thank God I got out of there when I did.

I scratch at my neck, armpit, and butt until they burn and practically run I’m walking so fast. I have no idea where I’m going. All I do know is that I need to get away from that woman and her guilt-inducing tone of voice. I swear it feels like the ring is searing a hole right through my purse and into my hip, especially now that I know it’s worth more than a half a million dollars.

A half a million dollars! Oh my god! My butt is on fire!


























Chapter Six




I CANNOT SLEEP. EVEN THOUGH I’ve managed to sneak back home without being accosted by Larry the Perve, and my hives have subdued themselves, I still can’t rest. The ring is still in my purse and my purse is wrapped around my body as I lay on my pull-out-couch bed.

I’m afraid to put it down anywhere, worried I’ll somehow manage to lose it in my shoebox of a studio apartment or that this will be the night some asshole decides to break in and rob me of everything I own. Murphy’s Law. It owns me.

After staring at the ceiling for hours and imagining all the ways I could change my life with half a million dollars and then ruin it by spending it all and having to go back to poverty, I finally give up. It’s three in the morning when I say to myself, No wonder that chick threw her ring in the fountain. Who needs this shit?

I sit up in bed and take my purse off me. I’m pissed now. I tried to tell myself that this ring came to me as a solution to my no-rent problem. I tried to tell myself this was karma rewarding me for all my good deeds — like all the times I didn’t clock Larry upside the head when he made suggestive remarks, like all the times I gave change to the homeless guy down the street, like all the hours I worked for Belinda for no pay or minimum wage … but it wasn’t working.

It’s not my damn ring, and I know I can’t keep it or I’ll end up going nuts over the guilty feelings. Some girl owns this ring or the guy who bought it for her does, and I just have to give it back. And if some asshole wants to rob me of it today, saving me from the trouble of tracking down the owner, at least I’ll have a great story to tell later — about how I was almost in the money for the first time in my life but then decided to be a good person and give it back but then got robbed.

Man, what a sucker I am. I’m going to be poor forever; that’s the only conclusion I can come to. For. Ev. Er.

I shove my bag under the couch and lie back down, determined to get some sleep before I have to go to work tomorrow. When dreams come, they involve me getting arrested by a SWAT team as I stand at a jewelry store counter with my wad of tissue papers in my hand.

When I finally wake up, it feels like I never slept at all. Stupid ring. I’ve got to get rid of it.


























Chapter Seven




BELINDA FROWNS AT ME. “WHAT’S got you all hot and bothered today?”

I can’t look at her or she’ll read my mind. I’m terrible at keeping secrets from her.

“Nothing. Just on my period.”

“No, you’re not. You’re not due for another week.”

I pause in arranging books on a narrow shelf and look at her. “You’re tracking my periods?”

She shrugs, running her pencil eraser down a list of figures in front of her on the counter. “It’s kind of hard to miss. Your moods follow the phases of the moon almost perfectly. You’re definitely a moon-child.”

I roll my eyes. “Or you’ve just noticed no toilet-paper-wrapped packages in the bathroom trash.”

“There’s that too.”

I smile and go back to my arranging. Maybe today a customer will come in and appreciate my organizational efforts. One can only hope.

“I’m fine,” I say. “I’m just nervous.” Oops. Did I say that out loud? Now what? Am I going to tell her I found a half-million-dollar ring in the fountain too?

“Nervous?” She stops her tallying. “Nervous about what? Or is it a big secret?” She winks at me.

“It’s not a man, if that’s what you’re hinting at.” Not exactly. I mean, there is a man involved if you count the guy who spent a wad of money on a ring that’s in my bra right now making it look like I have a tumor on my boob.

“You need to date more,” she says. “When was the last time you met someone for coffee?”

“How about never.” I laugh. “Who does that? Just meet for coffee, I mean.”

“People. People do that.”

“Not this person. If you want to date me, you date me. If you want to buy me coffee, then forget it.”

“I don’t understand that attitude,” Belinda says. “Why wouldn’t you want to meet someone for coffee?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. It’s so cliché. How much can you possibly learn about a person’s real self over coffee at Starbucks? It’s like you’re there for show, to be cool. If you really want to get to know a person, you do something alone. Something that doesn’t involve the rest of the world watching you, giving you a nod of approval. I don’t like being on parade.”

“Now who’s the shut-in?”

I give her a raspberry. “Hush. We have work to do. I’m expecting a crowd today.”

She puts her pencil in her teeth and speaks around it. “Good, because we could use a crowd around here.” She leaves me in the main part of the store for the back room, her big log book wrapped in both arms.

The bell hanging from the door jangles as someone walks in.

I turn with a big smile, ready to help this customer spend her money on everything in sight, but then my smile disappears when I realize who it is. And how bad he smells.

“Hey darlin’,” he says in his southern accent. “How’re you today?”

“Mel, what are you doing here?” I rush forward to greet him at the door.

He lowers his voice. “Sorry to bug you at work, but I was just hoping I could bother you for some change. I missed my normal group this morning … couldn’t get out of bed in time to get my best spot.”

I turn him around and push him gently outside the door. “Just wait out there and I’ll be right back.”

“Thanks, darlin.’” He limps out and leaves me alone in the store.

I rush to the back room and then slow down as I enter it through the colorful hanging beads, whistling like I don’t have a care in the world.

Belinda’s standing on a stool, pushing boxes left and right trying to arrange them on a high shelf. “Give me a hand with this, will ya?” she asks.

“Just a second. Someone’s out front.” I grab my purse and leave before she can ask me any questions. Stealth mode, activated.

I shove my hand in my bag and tilt it as I walk rapidly to the front of the store. A few coins fall into my palm along with several crumbs, paperclips, and bits of things I can’t identify.

Looping my finger through the door handle, I pull the heavy glass open and step outside. Mel is waiting for me out on the sidewalk.

His clothing is stained and baggy, and his shoes are held together with duct tape. His hair hasn’t seen a shower or a brush in I don’t know how many months. I know the shelter he prefers doesn’t provide showers, so that’s probably why. Or maybe he’s allergic to water. Either way, he’s a mess, and I can never say no to him. He reminds me of my alcoholic father who went six feet under five years ago with cirrhosis.

“Here, it’s all I can afford.” I hand him eighty-three cents covered in purse-lint.

“Good enough for a cup of coffee.” He smiles at me, revealing teeth that have also been neglected for way too long. He leans in to give me a hug, and I accept it with only a slight cringe. His stink has a tendency to stick to my hair and clothes, and all it takes is one little touch, but I never say no to a hug. It’s kind of a personal policy I have. Luckily, Larry has never asked for one and challenged my stance on that.

“You okay?” he asks me as we separate.

“Just low on rent money, no big deal.” I shrug.

I’m not going to tell him the tumor in my bra could have us both living large for the rest of our lives because it wouldn’t be fair to get his hopes up like I’d done with my own. The ring is not mine or his. I can’t keep it or gift it, no matter how many problems it would solve. I try not to cry over the vision of Belinda’s, Mel’s, and my futures being so much brighter.

“But you got a job,” he says, confused, gesturing at the store.

“Yeah, but it’s only part time. Belinda doesn’t have a lot of customers.”

“That’s a damn shame,” he says, and he means it.

“I know. But I’ll survive. I always do.”

He grins again. “That’s right. You and me, we’re survivors.”

I smile, kind of sadly. I want to do more than just survive for a change. “Have a good one. I have to get back to work.”

“Have a blessed day,” he says. “Keep that smile on, pretty girl. You know you’re gonna have a great day with a smile like that.”

I leave him to shuffle down the sidewalk with his eighty-three cents. I could have given him part of my rent money, but if I did that I’d be checking into the homeless shelter with him and I’m not ready for that. I like showers too much. Maybe one day I’ll have to go down that road, but not today. Please, not today.

Today is going to get a lot better; I have a feeling about it. Giving money to Mel always makes me feel this way, like life is just about to turn a corner. Hello, corner. I’m so ready for you and all you have to show me.


























Chapter Eight




I LEAVE THE SHOP WITH a promise to return after lunch for an extra hour of work, to cover for Belinda while she goes to the dentist. Even though I don’t even have the money for the hot dog I claim to want, I go boldly out the door, acting like all is well with my world.

My true goal: to find a jeweler who will look at the laser etching on this diamond and tell me who bought it, so I can track him down and give it back to him. Maybe he and his girlfriend have made up and she regrets throwing it away. Maybe they’ll be so grateful that I returned it, they’ll give me a reward. Or maybe I’ll just be so glad to not be carrying this damn thing and the weight of its implications around, I’ll be glad to see it go.

No matter what happens, it’ll be way better than being tempted to keep it. I’m a huge believer in karma, and I know that keeping something that isn’t mine — that’s worth half a million dollars, no less — will have karma kicking my ass for the rest of my life. No. Thank. You. Bad karma, stay away from me, you asshole.

The first jewelry store I go to is much like the one I visited the day before — way too pretentious. I can see the man’s trigger finger twitching near that secret alarm button I know is just under his countertop. Snob.

I leave there in a hurry and decide to ride the subway a little farther north. There, I find a small hole-in-the-wall type place that has stuff in the window I wouldn’t wear if you paid me. Perfect.

Stepping inside, the first thing I notice is the smell. It’s mildew. Things are looking so much better than they were a half hour ago. The man behind the counter is nearing ninety if the number of wrinkles in his face is any indicator. He’s bent over with a big hunchback that appears almost painful. I realize I am in Quasimodo’s jewelry shop. I always wondered what happened to that guy after he left the church. Ugly jewelry. Makes sense.

He looks up at me through thick glasses. “Hello.”

I smile. “Hello.”

He stops moving something around in his display case and stands as straight as he’s able, resting his hands on the edge of the glass. “May I help you?”

“I’m not sure.” I hike my purse up higher on my shoulder, suddenly nervous. It doesn’t matter that this guy is so old he probably doesn’t even know there’s an Internet. I’m freaking out all over again, worried I’m about to be arrested for some crime I’m not even aware I’m committing. Jail. Butchy lesbian girls wanting to sleep with me. No thanks.

He smiles, his eyes a watery blue, huge behind his thick glasses. “Are you looking for a pretty necklace, perhaps, to match your eyes?” He points to some below the glass. “I have some nice emeralds here.” His finger is gnarled and bent, but the nail itself is neatly trimmed and the cuticle perfect.

“Actually, no … I have a ring.” I take a few steps closer.

He looks up and blinks several times. “You have a ring?”

“Yes, I have a ring. And I know the value of it, but I’ve lost the certificate. Or I should say my mother lost the certificate. So I was wondering if you could read the laser-etched number on it and tell me where I could find the seller so I could get a copy of the certificate. For her, not for me. For my mother.”

His face goes slack and he stares at me.

My nerves are instantly frazzled. Here come the hives and the lies. Dammit.

“See, my mother got the ring from her husband, but the marriage didn’t last long on account of the fact that he was actually a woman but failed to mention that until after the ceremony, so she gave it to me. The ring, I mean, not the marriage. But she never got the certificate, so she wanted a copy. In case we decide to sell it.” Oh my god...I’m so nervous, I’m making up more transvestite stories. I sense a theme. Not a good one, either.

“Ah,” he says giving me a polite smile of forgiveness. I’m not sure what I’m being forgiven for, but I’ll take it. “Do you have the ring with you?”

I nod like a crazy person — which apparently I am — as I pretend to dig around in my purse. I turn around slightly so I can grab it out of my bra without him seeing and then pretend to have found it in my bag as I turn back toward him.

“Here it is.” The wad of tissues around it that used to look so smooth and pristine now look like used snot rags. My ears get hot over the judgment I’m sure he’s making of me. No, I’m not a cat lady.

The old man pulls a stool close to the counter and sits on it, taking a loupe out of his vest pocket. From the nest of tissues I offer him, he lifts out the ring, placing it on the end of his first finger and drawing it closer where he can look at it.

“This is a very large stone,” he says, adjusting the loupe under his eye. I’m not sure how his fingers are even working, they’re so bent.

“Yes. It’s about seven carats.” I wipe the sweat from my upper lip and chin. Who sweats on her chin? Yep, that’s me — sweaty-chin girl. Prreeeetty.

“D in color,” he says.

“Almost colorless,” I offer, pretending I know what I’m talking about.

“Mmmm…,” he says.

I don’t know what he means by that. Maybe he’s agreeing. Or maybe he’s saying, Yes, and I’ve just pressed my secret silent alarm button, and your ass is about to be thrown in jail.

I hope it’s the former.

“There is a number here,” he says, reaching over with his loupe-holding hand and pulling a pad of paper and pen toward him. He puts the magnifier down and licks the end of the pen before posing it over the paper.

His handwriting is what I imagine chicken scratch would be like. I can’t tell if he’s putting letters or numbers there. He writes a couple things, puts the pen down, picks up the loupe, looks at the ring for a few seconds, puts the loupe down and writes again. This goes on for probably only about two minutes, but it feels more like ten. Ten loooong minutes. Quasimodo be slow.

When he’s done writing a string of numbers, he turns the ring all around, looking at different parts of it, and writes a few more things down. Then he hands it back to me and puts his loupe in his vest pocket.

“So, do I understand that you want to get a duplicate certificate for this diamond?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I want.” I’m filled with relief that I’ve expressed myself properly and that he doesn’t sound like he’s accusing me of doing anything wrong.

“And then what will you do with it? Sell it?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Probably not. I mean, it’s a beautiful ring, right?”

“Absolutely. A little big for my taste…” He looks up at me with a lifted eyebrow.

“Yeah. It’s pretty showy.”

“You could trade it.”

“Trade it?”

“Most jewelers will take a piece in trade. You could get something else you prefer. Several things, in fact.” He gestures around the store.

For a moment I’m tempted, imagining the diamond earrings I’d get with matching necklace, the pretty thin watch with diamonds on each number that I saw in the first jewelry store, the band of gold with multi-colored stones I saw at the last place… But then I stop myself. Those things wouldn’t make me feel any less guilty than keeping this thing would. Screw you, bad karma! I will not fold!

“Can you track down the seller for me?” I ask, wrapping the ring up in my tissues and putting it in my purse.

“Perhaps. Can you come back tomorrow?”

I pause, panic settling in. “Tomorrow? You can’t do it today?”

He gives me a patient smile. “I don’t keep a computer here. Too easy to steal, and it won’t fit in my safe.”

“Oh.” And here I thought this old dude didn’t know what the Internet was. “Okay. I guess I could come back tomorrow. What time?”

“Come back around noon. Same time as today. I should be here.”

I take one of the business cards from a holder on his counter. “Are you Mr. Goldman?”

“Yes, I am.”

I smile. “That’s a great name for a jeweler.”

“That’s what my mother always said.” He smiles back at me, this time warmly.

I wave the card at him as I walk out the door. “See you tomorrow.”

“Until then.” He gives me a brief wave, his bony hands the last thing I see before I’m out the door.

I find myself out on the street again, rain coming down on me, the only girl on the entire block without an umbrella. Of course. That’s me. Water-logged crazy girl.

I take off running to the subway and don’t stop until I turn the corner into the underground entrance and run into a wall of a man.

“Oooph!” The breath is smashed out of my lungs and I’m thrown to the ground with the force of the impact.

My purse goes flying, and I realize as I watch it sail away that it has the ring in it. It lands about five feet from me, and I scramble toward it like a madwoman on hands and knees. A hand reaches down and grabs it up before I can get there.

“That’s my purse!” I roar, ready to tackle the thief.

The guy I bumped into holds it up over his head, the long strap making it so the bag hangs by my face.

“Easy!” he yells. “I’m just trying to help you!”

I grab the purse and hug it to my chest like it’s got a half-million dollars in it, which of course it does.

When I realize who’s standing in front of me and the ring is no longer at risk, my eyes bug out of my head.

“It’s you,” he says, looking confused and then annoyed. He looks down at his chest. “Am I covered in sweat again?”

Oh my god. It’s that guy! Is he following me?! Is he calling me a sweaty girl? Why is he so gorgeous all the time?!

To be fair, I have gotten a few drops of rain on him. I’m pretty much soaked. But it’s not my problem that he doesn’t look where he’s going.

“Oh, shut up,” I say, moving away, trying to get around him and the few people who stopped to watch the scene.

“You really should look where you’re going!” he shouts after me.

“And you really should get out of people’s way!” I shout back. “Stupid jerk,” I mumble mostly to myself. “Stalker.”

I realize as I put more space between us that my paranoia is getting the better of me. How could he be following me when he’s always walking in the opposite direction as I am? This ring is a nightmare. I have to get rid of it soon. Talk about bad juju.

I know it’s the ring causing me most of my anxiety right now, but that guy almost ruined my life, so he’s not off the hook for some of the blame. Here I am, all ready to be an altruistic do-gooder, sacrificing my own happiness for someone else’s by giving this ring back, and he almost made me lose it. What if a thief had been standing there when my bag went flying? How would I have done the right thing if he took off with everything inside?

I have to stop and feel inside my bag for the tissues. I find them there in a lump at the bottom of my purse, the hard ring easily detectible by a squeeze of my fingers. Thank God.

I take a deep breath. Then I realize. Dammit. I’m sweating again. I am a sweaty girl after all, it’s not just the rain.

As I stand on the subway platform headed back to work, I try to focus on the fact that tomorrow I’m finally going to unload this albatross from around my neck. But try as I might, I can’t get the image of that indignant guy’s face out of my mind. What was he all pissed about? I’m the one who ended up on the disgustingly dirty ground. He has some nerve acting all offended toward me. It wasn’t sweat that got on him before, it was fountain water. That stuff has bleach in it; it’s totally safe and non-toxic, right? I think?

I snort, seeing him in my mind’s eye with that tailored suit and silk tie on. He’s probably so busy thinking about how important he is, he doesn’t even pay attention to people walking around him. I’m one of the invisible peasants not worthy of his time. That’s why we keep bumping into each other; I’m invisible to him. How rude.

He’s like all those other businessmen I see running around Fifth Avenue, totally obsessed with their work and their suits and their beautiful girlfriends. None of them take a single second to think about how much of their lives they’re wasting on materialistic things. Dopes.

I’d love to educate him on the fact that happiness cannot be found in the bottom of a Gucci shopping bag, but I know it would be wasted effort. You could never say that to a guy like him. He’d just laugh and call you a cretin and then you’d feel stupid for trying to care about important things like being environmentally conscious or trying to eat organic. And who needs that? Not me. Live and let live, that’s my motto. And stay out of the way of people like him. Done. I’m over it. I’ll never see him and his stupid tie again anyway.


























Chapter Nine




I GET BACK TO THE store ten minutes late and hug Belinda so hard she forgets to lecture me about not being on time.

“What are you so happy about?” she asks from the front of the store as I drop my bag on the back room floor and tuck the ring into my bra.

“Oh, I don’t know. Just feeling grateful for my life, for my friends, for everything.”

“Did you get drunk on your lunch hour?”

I join her in the front, smiling. “No, but I kind of feel like I did.” I’m high on life and it feels good. I’m walking on sunshine. Just thinking that reminds me of the man on the roller skates and I smile even harder. I’m going to give this ring to its real owner and settle things with karma. All will be right in my world in no time.

“Tell me what hotdog vendor you used so I can go have a word with him. I told you that stuff is pure poison.”

“I know.” I kiss her on the cheek. “But don’t worry. I didn’t eat any hotdogs. I just wandered around and cleared my head of some garbage.”

She points to the air around us. “That’s the lavender talking. I put it in the diffuser earlier to help you get rid of that nervous energy that was flowing all over you.”

“Whatever you did, it worked like a charm.” I go over to the table of quartz and amethyst crystals and start arranging them according to size and color.

“Don’t you have an appointment to get to?” I ask.

“No, it was cancelled.”

I stop with my arranging. “Do you want me to clock out?”

“No, work the extra hour,” she says, lighting an incense stick and putting it on the counter. “I can swing it.”

The crystals get my attention again. I’m glad to have the extra hour in my paycheck, even though it’ll only mean another ten bucks to add to my pot.

“Did you eat?” she asks.

I kind of mumble my answer, but she sees right through me.

“Go get the yogurt in the fridge back there. Go. Now. I don’t want you fainting away on me because you haven’t eaten.”

“As if. I have enough extra weight on me to keep me in calories for six months without eating lunch.”

“Regardless … go eat it.”

I sigh, but leave my crystals to do what she says. I do kind of feel like I have a hole in my stomach where a hotdog should be.

I’m scooping up the last bit of the slightly sour, yogurty goodness when I hear the front door bells jangle. At first I was going to let Belinda deal with it, but then I hear her reaction.

“Oh, no you don’t, mister. Out!”

I drop the yogurt and spoon on the counter and run through the layers of beads that close the store off from the back room, to find Mel standing in the entrance of the store and Belinda spritzing him with patchouli oil.

“Mel, what are you doing?” I ask, coming forward to intervene.

“He’s here to beg you for more money,” she says. “He has no shame. Go on, get.” She waves him toward the door.

“Belinda, stop,” I say, putting my hand on her arm. Mel never just walks in after getting a cup of coffee from me. It would be unusual for me to see him more than once a week. Usually I have to go hunt him down at one of his haunts to bring him lunch or a snack. He’s only shown up here a few times in all the months I’ve known him.

“Mel, what’s up?”

He’s swaying on his feet. “I dunno,” he says, his words slurred together. At first I think he’s suffering from an overexposure to patchouli oil, but then I quickly realize it’s a lot more than that.

“Belinda, call nine-one-one.” I take him by the arm and put my hand behind his back, trying to keep him from tipping over.

Just as she’s walking away, he falls to the side, landing on me and shoving me into the table full of crystals.

I try to hold him up, but the combination of his weight and the unholy stench that’s wafting out of his clothes makes it impossible. My brain wants to support him, but my self-preservation instincts are telling me to run from the ebola that’s hiding in the folds of his trench coat. We lose our balance and together crash to the floor, bringing a shower of quartz and amethysts down with us.

“Oh my god!” Belinda screams.

“Ack! Mel! Get off!” It wasn’t very nice of me to yell like that, but I couldn’t control it. The smell on him is making me physically ill.

“Hello, nine-one-one?” Belinda is yelling now too. “Man down! Man down! We need help over here, stat! Belinda’s New Age Wonders on Church Street.”

I struggle to get myself out from under a moaning Mel. I’m afraid he’s peed on both of us; something is way too warm and way too wet.

“Oh, God, oh God, oh God, this is not good.” My stomach turns several times. The sourness of the yogurt is hovering in the back of my throat.

I finally wiggle out from under Mel and get some somewhat fresh air in my lungs by leaning way over and inhaling. I’m on my knees at his side a second later.

“Mel, are you okay? Are you breathing?” I’m not sure why I expect him to answer such ridiculous questions, but I’ve never been this close to a sick person before. Not this sick, anyway. Holy stink.

His face looks more flushed than usual, and he has some nasty drool coming out of his mouth, but he’s breathing; I can see his chest rising and falling. Thank God for that, because I would have done mouth-to-mouth if necessary but then I’d have to bleach my tongue for the next month.

“What’s wrong with him?” Belinda asks from her spot next to the cash register.

“I don’t know.” I put my hand on his head. It’s cold and clammy. “He’s unconscious.”

A person comes to the door and opens it, but then just as quickly closes it and leaves. I’m pretty sure it’s the stench that loses us that customer, not the fact that we have a man passed out on the floor. He does smell really, really bad, and now, unfortunately, so do I.

I hold Mel’s hand until the EMTs arrive and start working on him. The first thing they do is cut his jacket and shirt away. The smell that comes wafting out from his body can only be described as unholy. Belinda immediately pours about ten different essential oils on the pile of rotted material the EMTs put on the floor.

“Where is he going?” I ask, wondering if he’s going to make it as they bring him to the entrance of the store and put him on a wheely-bed. I have his clothing with me, even though I should probably just burn it. It’s actually stinky and sticky.

“Bellevue. You related to him?”

“Uh, no. Yes. Maybe.”

The EMT frowns at me like I’m annoying him. “Which is it? I need someone to sign off on this.” He stands next to the gurney and hands me an insurance paper attached to a clipboard.

“I’m his daughter-in-law,” I say, pulling the lie right out of my butt. “I don’t know all his details, though. We weren’t that close.”

“Just sign it and you can have your husband fill it in later.”

“He’s dead.” Lies roll off my tongue like water off a duck’s back. I’m blaming it on extreme duress. “He died of … tuberculosis. Last winter. It was terrible. He was there one day and gone the next.”

“Oh. Sorry,” the EMT deadpans. “Just sign it and you can worry about that other stuff later.” With the help of his partner, he hoists the rolling bed up onto higher legs and starts wheeling it toward the waiting ambulance on the street.

“Is he going to be okay?” I say, following behind them. I have to jog to keep up.

“Can’t say.” The guy takes the clipboard from me and glances at it for a second or two before throwing it on top of Mel’s legs.

“His name is Mel?” the guy asks me.

“Yes.”

“You didn’t put his last name.”

I search through the gross coat that they cut off Mel’s body and feel something hard in a pocket. It’s a wallet and it has a Michigan driver’s license in it. “His name is Melvin Wallace,” I say, reading from the front of it. “Here.” I hand over the identification and wait for the EMT to finish using it. He’s stopped at the back of the ambulance, jotting down some things on the paper.

“Here,” he says, handing the ID back to me. “You should probably come to the hospital soon so you can make sure he gets taken care of.”

I snort. “What, are you saying … they’ll just put him in the parking garage and ignore him?”

He shrugs. “I’m saying he looks and smells homeless, and if you want him taken care of, you should let them know he’s not.”

I’m struck dumb by that sickening fact. I could just picture Mel out in the parking lot growing sicker by the minute. It sounds like something that could happen these days.

“Okay, I’ll be there as soon as I’m done at work.”

“Good. See ya.” He gets into his truck without another word and takes off with a wail of sirens trailing behind him.


























Chapter Ten




BELINDA WAVES AT ME A half hour later. “Go. Go to the hospital. You’re no good to me here.”

“Really?” I run into the back room and grab my bag. “Are you serious?”

She hugs me and pats me on the back. “I’m sorry I was so mean to him.” I can tell from her tone she’s trying not to cry. It makes me start to cry just hearing it.

“Don’t worry about it. He does smell really bad.”

“I’m going to have to set off an ozone bomb in here. Might as well start now. I’m going to close the shop early and leave it closed through tomorrow. Come back on Friday, okay? And keep me posted on Mel. I hope he’s going to make it.”

I nod, not trusting my voice enough to try speaking. Hooking my bag over my shoulder, I run from the store all the way to the bus stop. By the time I get there, I’m sweating like a pig.

Sweaty girl strikes again.

But I do not care one bit. I’m freaking out that Mel’s going to die, and I realize now that I hadn’t even bothered to find out his last name before, in all the months I’d known him. What kind of person am I? Not a good one. No wonder I can’t pay my rent. Asshole alert.

The bus ride takes a half hour with all the traffic, but I make it there in time for visiting hours.

“Mel Wallace,” I say to the volunteer manning the front desk. She’s wearing a painfully bright, reddish-orangish smock over her clothes. “He was brought in a couple hours ago by ambulance.”

The old lady lifts her heavily colored-in eyebrow. “And you are?”

“I’m his daughter-in-law. Leah. His son is dead, so I’m all he has.”

She stares at me.

“Tuberculosis. Last winter.”

She keeps staring at me.

“We were only married for a few months when it hit him. He was one of those doctors-without-borders guys. He caught the disease in Zimbabwe.”

“He wasn’t vaccinated?”

I pause at that question. I have to admit, it’s a valid one. “Yep, he was, but this was a tropical strain. They said it was really rare. He almost made it but then his system just shut down. There was nothing they could do.”

I send up a quick prayer to the universe that karma will not see fit to punish me for the whopper lies I’m telling. I can’t seem to stop myself, though. The more she stares at me disbelieving, the more I feel the need to elaborate. I’m sweating again, but does that stop me? No. Of course it doesn’t.

“His fingers and toes all turned purple,” I say. “It was really sad because he was a pianist and when he couldn’t play anymore it broke his heart.”

“Did you want to visit your father-in-law or not?” she asks.

“Um … yeah. That’s why I’m here.”

“Take this. Put it on your shirt. Don’t go anywhere but to his room.”

I take the sticker she gives me and look at it. Leah Wallace. I don’t bother telling her that I didn’t take my fake-husband’s last name.

“And where would that be?” I ask.

“Fourth floor. Room four-oh-eight. He’s in critical care so you can only stay for twenty minutes.”

“Okay, thank you. Thank you very much.” I turn around and at the same time peel the sticker from the backing and look down so I can put it in a clear spot on my shirt.

As I round the corner toward the elevators, I’m stopped short by a person coming from the other direction.

“Whoa, sorry about that,” I say, sidestepping to avoid a collision.

“You,” says the voice from above me. “I can’t believe it. Are you stalking me or something?”

I just stare at him with my mouth hanging open.

There he is again. That annoyingly overdressed, Fifth Avenue asshole who cannot look where he’s going to save his life.

“Excuse me, but I’m here to see a patient.” Indignance makes me sound like someone who went to Haaaavard. “What’s your excuse for almost knocking me over again?” I gesture at his suit, suggesting that he has no business being in a hospital dressed like that.

He opens his mouth to answer but I cut him off.

“Never mind. I totally don’t care.” I leave him standing there and walk into the elevator that opens up just in time. Three more people come in after me and then someone hits the Door Close button to send us on our way. Goodbye, Butthead, and good riddance. It’s annoying how good-looking he is. What a waste. Jerk.

Mel looks better than he has in a long time. His beard is gone and his face has some bandages on it. His hair’s been totally shaved off, leaving him bald, and there are a couple bandages on his scalp too.

“What the heck?” I say as I draw closer. He really looks good, all things considered. I could imagine him being a pretty handsome guy back in the day. But why is he bald? Did he ask for a haircut when he arrived? Do they give free haircuts at the hospital? No, they’re probably not free. That shave probably set him back five thousand bucks.

“Can I help you?” a nurse asks, coming in the door behind me.

“Um …” I turn around to face her, totally confused. “What happened to his hair?”

“Had to shave it off. He had a very bad case of lice.”

“Oh.” I swallow with difficulty. I swear I can feel them crawling in my own hair as soon as the word lice is out of her mouth.

“And he has some very infected wounds. A man like him shouldn’t be living on the street.”

“A man like him?”

“Someone with diabetes. His wounds are bad. He has gangrene on his right foot. He’s probably going to lose at least the toes if not the whole thing.”

I have to sit down to get the room to stop spinning.

The nurse comes over and puts her hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. You’re his daughter, aren’t you? I can see the resemblance.”

I nod, too numb to correct her or really speak at all. His feet are rotting off? How does that happen in this day and age? And why didn’t I help him more? And how was he even walking? Is that what I was smelling? Oh my god. I’m going to be sick.

“I’m sorry if I came off all harsh on you,” the nurse says, “I just hate seeing people get in this kind of condition.”

I nod, swallowing a few times to keep the bile where it belongs. “Me too.” I look up at him and start to cry. “I had no idea.” My heart is aching. Why am I such a jerk?

“Don’t beat yourself up about it. Some of these vets just can’t get over what they saw and did over there. Doesn’t matter how much their family loves ‘em, they just can’t deal. Don’t blame yourself.”

“Okay.” My answer is lame, but I’m too upset to make sense of my own brain let alone this conversation. War sucks. I hate war. I hate diabetes. I hate gangrene.

“Just hit the red button on his bed if you need me. I have four other patients I need to deal with right now, so I can’t stay to chat.”

I stand up as she leaves and move closer to the bed. I’m seeing Mel in a completely different light right now. He’s a veteran? With diabetes? And his foot is going to fall off? Oh my god, that’s so gross. And so awful. And so unfair.

I force myself to look down at the bottom of the bed, but his feet are under the covers. I feel guilty being grateful for that.

He moans.

I put my hand on his arm. “Mel?”

“Shhmarple fat dlerbin.”

“I know you feel like shit, but I want you to know I’m here for you.” I lean in closer and talk kind of loudly in his ear to be sure he can internalize what I’m saying. “I told them I’m your daughter-in-law and that your son died of tuberculosis. Just go with it, okay? Otherwise they probably won’t let me visit.”

“Godchen verbindoser.”

I pat him on the chest. “I’m going to take that as a yes.”

A woman I haven’t seen before puts her head in the door. She’s wearing one of those awful headache-inducing red smocks. “Visiting hours are over. Five-minute warning.”

I nod and then lean down to kiss Mel on the cheek. For once he doesn’t smell like terrible things. Now he has more of a bandaid odor to him, and it’s a big improvement. I make a mental note to bring some essential oils with me next time I drop by. “See you tomorrow … Dad.”

He doesn’t respond, but his mouth twitches up in what I’m going to interpret as a smile.

I leave him there, trying to figure out what the hell is happening to my life. It feels like I’m being tested, but at the same time I’m pretty sure I’m failing that test. I wonder what else could possibly go wrong. I also start to worry that the stupid ring in my purse has some seriously bad juju associated with it that’s starting to rub off on me. I need to get rid of it fast.


























Chapter Eleven




AS I LIFT MY FOOT to mount the stairs to my apartment, Larry’s door opens to my right.

“Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” he says, leaning in the doorway. He’s wearing an old wife-beater undershirt, a pair of blue satin boxing shorts, and flip-flops with high white socks. Yes, he has managed to mold the flip flop straps around his toes with the socks on. It’s quite a look. Not a good one. Not on any guy, in any situation, in any country.

“Not now, Larry, I’m not in the mood.” I seriously could slap him in the face and not care one bit. I have a lot of built-up negativity in me. I’m turning into a monster.

“You wanna come in and watch the fight with me?”

His response is not what I was expecting. It has the effect of making me decide not to slap him. Not right this second, anyway.

I grab the railing and use it with both hands to haul my tired body up the stairs, one step at a time. “No, I don’t want to come in and watch the fight with you.”

“You wanna come in and do something else with me?”

I roll my eyes, but this time I don’t get angry. Larry reminds me of Mel — one of society’s cast-offs. Someone who might just be a little bit misunderstood. My heart spasms in my chest and my feet refuse to climb any more steps.

I turn around and face him from above. “What’d you have in mind, Larry?”

He stands there for a few seconds in shock. Then he shrugs. “I dunno. Eat a bowl of ice cream or somethin’.”

I tilt my head to the side. Ice cream actually doesn’t sound half bad. “What flavors you got?”

“Chocolate, vanilla, rocky road…”

“Get me a bowl of rocky road. I’ll be down in five minutes.”

“Really?” He sounds like he doesn’t believe me.

I turn back around and continue up the stairs. “Yeah, really.”

“Is this a trick?” he shouts up behind me.

“No, but if you harass me for the rent while I’m in there with you I’m going to shove the ice cream in your face.” I totally will. Right. In. His. Fat. Face.

“Okay. That’s a deal. I won’t mention it. We could watch a movie too if you want!”

“Don’t push it,” I say, unlocking my door.

“Yeah, okay. I’ll just get that bowl of ice cream ready for ya.”

Since I’m in no mood for any shenanigans from Larry, I put on my ugliest, most body-covering pajamas and my beat-up, once fuzzy but now matted slippers before going back downstairs.

“That’s a good look for you,” he says, opening the door wide so I can come in.

“Shut up.”

I’ve never been inside his apartment, always averting my eyes when he has his door open. Before, I was afraid of what I’d see in there, but now I’m kind of curious.

I can tell he’s a hardcore Catholic right off the bat. There are four different sacred-heart Jesus paintings hung on the walls and a couple sets of rosary beads wrapped over the corners of two of them. Lace doilies cover pretty much every surface. There’s a cross hanging over the entrance to the kitchen, and the wallpaper is so busy I feel like I need to go jogging after looking at it for ten seconds.

Larry hurries to the living room area and turns on the television. “Have a seat. I’ll bring you your ice cream in just a second.”

I walk over a really ugly rug that has an image of the Virgin Mary with Baby Jesus in her arms and sit on the worn plaid couch. My butt sinks almost to the floor.

“Here we go,” Larry says, coming out of the kitchen with two giant glass cups full of ice cream. “Rocky road sundae deluxe, just for you.”

I blink a few times, taking in all the sugar. “You didn’t have to make me a sundae. Wow. This thing is monstrous.” The ice cream dish is cold but my heart goes a little warm.

He sits down on the couch next to me, smiling at his ice cream like a little kid. “If you’re gonna go for it, I say, go big.”

I laugh as I look at the five scoops of ice cream layered with chocolate, whipped cream, and sprinkles in front of me. “Go big? I think you mean go fucking huge.”

He glances over his shoulder, a look of panic crossing his features.

I look behind us and see a photo of The Virgin looking at us.

“Are you worried she’s going to hear?” I jab my spoon at the picture.

“Kind of,” he half-whispers. “She gets all bent outta shape when she hears me swearing.”

I laugh, but he doesn’t laugh with me.

I pause. “Are you serious?” Now that I know he talks to his paintings, I’m a little worried about being in this apartment alone with him.

“Larry!” screeches a voice behind us.

My first bite of ice cream freezes in my throat. “What the fuck?” I accidentally drool part of the creamy goodness back into my cup.

Larry puts his ice cream down on the coffee table and jumps up. “Don’t go anywhere. I just gotta see what my Nona wants.” He takes off jogging down the hall and I’m left there in his living room, trying to decide if I should be laughing or running away.

The ice cream is too tempting. Digging in, I relish the perfect flavor-mixture of chocolate, whipped cream, marshmallows, and nuts. Talk about sex in a glass…

“Sorry ‘bout that,” Larry says when he comes back, grabbing his ice cream and plopping down on the couch next to me. He picks up the remote from his side table and aims it at the television. “She gets all freaked out when she hears voices. Says she can’t tell if they’re out here in the family room or in her head.”

He’s staring at the TV screen, pretending like he didn’t just reveal the fact that he’s taking care of a loonybird named Nona.

“Thanks for the sundae, Larry.” I chew slowly on my frozen marshmallows and chocolate chips, watching him. He’s not nearly as gross-looking when I have ice cream in my hands. That’s not to say that he’s handsome, but he does have a certain …charm to him. Kind of like sloths or Snuffleupagus.

“Yeah, sure, no prob.” He still isn’t looking at me. Apparently, the antiques road show is an enthralling program not to be missed.

“I’m sorry I’ve been mean to you,” I say, the load of my guilt almost to the point of exploding out of me. Bad karma. I totally deserve it. No wonder I stepped on that stupid ring.

He stops watching the show, but keeps his head down as he picks out his next bite. “You’re not mean. You’re just feisty.”

I smile at that. I don’t mind being called feisty.

“I like feisty women.”

Cringe. “Larry, I don’t mean to be mean, but I’m not ever going to go out with you.”

“I know.”

“You do?”

He shrugs. “Yeah. I get it. I’m too much man for ya. You prefer those wispy guys. The guys with wet spaghetti for arms.”

I bite the insides of my cheeks to keep from laughing. “Yep. That’s what I like, all right. Pasta arms.”

He puts his legs up on the table and folds them at the ankles. “Well, if you evah feel like going out with a real man, you just let me know, a’ight?”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll look you up.”

The screechy voice comes from the back room again. “Get your feet off the coffee table, Larry!”

Larry gets a panicked look on his face and quickly drops his feet to the floor.

I burst out laughing. This is the best sundae I’ve ever had. Ever.


























Chapter Twelve




I THOUGHT COMING BACK TO the jewelry store would be easy. I mean, I pretty much know the guy who owns the place. But nope. It’s not easy. It’s freaking me out. I’ve come all the way over here on my day off and before I walk through the door I’m ready to take off in the opposite direction. Hello, hives. Where have you been? Oh, yes, sure, settle right into my armpit there. That’ll be fine. Not at all.

Mr. Goldman sees me through the glass and waves, standing up off his stool to come greet me.

Dammit. The choice has been taken out of my hands. I push on the glass door and walk through, inhaling the mildewy scent and reminding myself that I’m not doing anything wrong.

It doesn’t really help, though. I feel very guilty for some reason.

“Good afternoon,” he says, glancing at his watch.

“Yeah, sorry about being late. I … uh … fell on the tracks. Of the subway. That’s why I’m late.”

Oh, God. It’s happening again. The panic-lies are coming.

He lifts a brow. “That’s terrible.” He glances down at my legs. “Are you all right?”

The worry in his voice makes me feel terrible. I try to wave off his concern. “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. Luckily one of New York’s finest was there, and he jumped down and saved me. About ten people lifted us both up onto the platform and everyone cheered. It was really nice, actually.” I could totally picture it — people happy that lives had been saved, that we’d all pulled together as New Yorkers and helped one of our own. I smiled briefly at the crystal-clear yet totally bogus image I’d concocted in my brain. I’m probably going insane. That would explain a lot.

“I’ll be seeing it on the news tonight, I suppose.”

“Nope.” I shake my head. “There were no cameras of any kind. No phones or anything. Everyone was too busy helping or cheering.”

What are the chances of that happening, of people in New York City not filming someone almost dying instead of actually helping? Zero. One in a billion, maybe. But I’m prepared to go all the way with this lie because it’s way better than dealing with the real reason I’m here.

That damn ring — karma’s ass-kicking delivered in the form of a half-million bucks I can’t have. I must have been really bad my whole life to deserve this special kind of torture.

“That’s astounding.” He moves over to his desk and shuffles through some papers. “I’m glad you made it through okay.”

“Yeah, me too.” I move closer, hoping he’ll help me change the subject. “So, did you find any information about the ring?”

“I did. I’m just looking for the paper I wrote it on.”

His organizational skills look worse than Belinda’s, but he surprises me by slipping a yellow sheet of legal paper out of a pile and holding it up with a smile. “Here it is.”

He walks over slowly to the counter and stands opposite me. “I did a little digging, made a few phone calls, and came up with this.” He puts the paper down on the glass case and slides it closer to me. When he’s done pushing the paper, he turns on a small lamp that’s sitting nearby. “Can you read my writing? It’s not the best. Ever since my RA kicked in, it’s been difficult. My penmanship teacher is rolling over in her grave.”

I nod, not sure I know what he’s talking about. His writing is crap, though, that’s no joke. I point to the paper. “Does this say Harper’s?”

He squints at it and then turns the paper to face him. “No, actually it says Cartier. Fifth Avenue.”

I can barely swallow, my throat is suddenly so dry. “Cartier? The jeweler Cartier?” Oh my god. It’s right next to the damn fountain. Did the woman throw the ring in right after her boyfriend bought it? Why wouldn’t she just bring it back to the store? Who is she? The stupidest woman alive? She must be.

He looks up at me, confused. “I’m sorry … I don’t follow.”

I wave my hand around, maybe to try and dissipate the fog that has gathered around my brain. “I’m just messing with you. Of course you mean Cartier the jeweler on Fifth Avenue, just the most expensive jeweler in the entire world.”

“Some would argue that title goes to Harry Winston.”

I laugh really loudly, kind of barking it out like a hyena. “Really? More expensive than Cartier?”

“I suppose it depends on the piece. But Harry Winston has the Hope Diamond right now.”

For the life of me, I cannot get my voice to go above a whisper. “I’m not carrying the Hope Diamond around, am I?”

The old man smiles and then chuckles. “No, no, no. The Hope Diamond is over forty-five carats and it’s blue.”

“Oh. That’s like … a lot bigger than mine. Than my Mom’s, I mean.”

He winks at me. “Yes. Your mother’s ring is much smaller. But it’s not small by any means.”

I can finally breathe and talk properly again. A quick scratch at my armpit has my hive satisfied for the time being. “Yes, you’re right. It’s too damn big. I hate having it.”

“Are you going to Cartier?” he asks me.

“Yes. Maybe.” Imagining myself going into that store instead of just drooling outside the windows makes me break out in more hives, this time between my boobs. Nice. Love it when they go there.

“Well if you do, you can ask to speak with Wendy. She was a colleague of mine once, and I’m sure she’d be happy to help you.”

“Wendy? Okay, great. Thanks.” I reach into my purse. “How much do I owe you?”

“Owe me?”

I look up at his confused tone. “For the work you did for me.” I’m praying feverishly in my head that he’ll say five bucks, because that’s about all I have. Honestly, I don’t even have that much. Visions of Larry with his fat, harry hand out float in my mind.

“No charge. Just come see me when you’re ready for a pretty emerald to match those eyes.”

My shoulders slump down, and I want to cry over how nice he is. “I could totally hug you right now.”

He waves his hand and nods at me. “It was my pleasure. I don’t often get my hands on stones that big anymore. It was fun playing detective for a little while.”

I back toward the door, holding my bag tightly against me. It presses into my side and makes the ring wrapped in tissue cut into my boob a little, but I don’t care. Today is a great day. “Bye, Mr. Goldman. I appreciate your help.”

His eyes lock on something behind me and he says nothing in response.

Before I can look at what has his attention, the door flies open behind me, making the bell on it smash against the glass.

Mr. Goldman’s eyes go a little wide.

I turn around to see who’s being so rude and then lose my balance when whoever it is shoves me to the ground, ripping my bag out of my hands. My arm is yanked to the side, and it feels like my shoulder is practically dislocated from the force of it.

“What the …!”

That’s all I get out of my mouth before the asshole is gone and I’m left there on the floor, everything I own worth anything stolen from me. Rent money, dead useless cell phone, maxed-out credit card, driver’s license, apartment keys … everything is gone in the wind. I can hear the running footsteps of the thief fading out as they disappear in the distance.

That fucking ring. Oh my god, I have to get rid of it before I get hit by a bus!

I cup my hands over my boobs just in case the thief decides to come back and steal my bra and the ring inside it too. I fear if I don’t find the owner of this thing soon, karma is going to put me in a grave somewhere.


























Chapter Thirteen




I TRUDGE UP THE STAIRS, and Larry’s door opens after I pass by it.

“I need the rent, Leah,” he says at my back. “It ain’t no joke no more.”

“I know, Larry.” I can’t look at him, so I just keep walking up, one step at a time. “Except that I just got fucking robbed, so it’s going to take me even longer than before.”

“You got robbed? You serious? Or’re you just saying that to delay paying your rent again?”

I have cried all the tears I can possibly spare on the subway on my ride back home. All I have now is extreme fatigue. “I’m not lying. I have a copy of the police report in my bra.”

“Why is it in your bra?” he shouts up the stairwell.

“Because the fucker stole my purse and I don’t have any pockets!”

When I reach my door I remember that fucker also took my keys.

“Larry!”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t have a key anymore.” I was wrong when I thought before that I didn’t have any tears left.

“I’ll be right up. Don’t go anywhere.”

I lean my back on the door and wait, staring at the ceiling, willing my pain to go away. I will not sob. I might let a couple tears fall out, but I won’t break down. I will not waste another single second on the lowlife scum who stole my stuff from me. Karma would be so proud. I must be earning some points somewhere. Please let that be happening.

Larry comes pounding up the stairs and arrives breathless in a black track suit. “Got ya a spare right here. You can keep it.” He unlocks my door for me and hands it over.

I pat him on the shoulder. “Thanks, Larry. You’re a stand-up guy.”

“Yeah, I am.” He points at my face. “Better than a guy with pasta-arms.”

I laugh, pushing him away as I turn to go inside. “Whatever. Good night.”

“You want some ice cream?”

“No. I’m too fat to eat ice cream every day.”

“Are you crazy? You ain’t fat. You wanna see fat, you should come meet my Nona.”

He immediately stops talking and looks over his shoulder.

I laugh when he turns back around and I catch the look on his face.

“Did she hear you?”

He shakes his head ruefully. “You have no idea. She has ears like a friggin’ elephant or somethin’.”

“Goodnight, Larry.”

He smiles, revealing two front teeth that cross over each other a little, something I never noticed before about him. Kinda cute. “Goodnight, dollface.”

I pause halfway through closing the door on him. “Did you just call me dollface?”

“Yeah. I saw it in a movie once.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Okay. I’ll catch ya later, uhhh, Leah. When d’ya think you’ll have the rent money?”

I close the door gently in his face and go straight to bed-couch, proud of myself that I didn’t yell at him or burst into tears. I fall asleep with my clothes on and the ring still in my bra.


























Chapter Fourteen




I WAKE UP ON FRIDAY morning with renewed energy. I think the new essential oils Belinda gave me are helping. She was wrong when she said they were crap and probably wouldn’t work.

Wearing my nicest outfit that has pockets, the gypsy skirt I wore the other day with a hidden compartment in the waistband, I leave the apartment. I have the ring in my bra and my key in my skirt. Since I’m working later in the afternoon today, I have the morning to play detective.

Cartier is several stops from my apartment, and it takes me almost an hour to get there with the morning commuter traffic jamming the subway and the streets. I look at every punk in the subway car around me with a critical eye, wondering if he’s the one who jumped me and took my stuff. I’m totally ready to karate chop him in the nuts.

I’m not too worried that the thief will come for me at my apartment, since Larry promised me he’d check out every person who walks in the front door of our building, but still … I’ve heard stories about bad guys becoming stalkers and continuing to steal from the same person over and over again after learning their addresses from their driver’s licenses. I set a few traps in my apartment, just in case.

As I approach Cartier, the hives come again. The worst itch is in my armpit and I want to resist, but I can’t. I indulge in a few good scratches before going inside, hoping that’ll be enough to stem the tide I can feel coming.

I’m allergic to nothing other than panic, and when I find myself in a situation like this, both the hives and the lies start coming out. It’s obviously an evolutionary defense mechanism, designed to make me want to create a smokescreen and then run the hell away from whatever’s freaking me out. But I can’t run from this. I have to be strong and get rid of this damn ring.

Itch — scratch — itch — scraaaaatch.

I glance to the side and notice a gutter in the street covered in papers. It’s tempting to just throw the ring into it, but then I think about the person who bought it or who received it as a gift and I can’t not make sure that they get the ring back. Something this beautiful should never end up in a gutter. Or a fountain for that matter.

A security guard comes out the front door and frowns at me. “Can I help you with something?”

I smile weakly. “I’m not casing the place, I promise.” I give my armpit one last scratch and let my hand drop to my side.

“I sincerely hope not,” he says, resting a hand on the taser in his belt.

“I was just … getting ready to come in.”

He looks me up and down. “You in the market for some jewelry?”

His critical expression pisses me off. “As a matter of fact, I own some jewelry that’s worth quite a bit of money, and I want to talk to someone inside about it.”

He pulls the door open and nods once. “After you,” he says.

Now I have no choice. I can run and look suspicious as hell, making it pretty much impossible to return, or I can go in and do this thing.

Do this thing it is.

“Thank you,” I say, once again sounding like I graduated from the Ivy League or something.

He follows me all the way to one of the counters off to the right of the store. The golden cases gleam with glittery things. I glare at him over my shoulder as he addresses the man in a suit behind a case full of diamond rings.

“This young lady says she has some jewelry to be appraised.”

“Actually, that’s not what I said.” I give him the stink-eye and then immediately change my expression to one of pure sweetness and look at the salesman. “I said that I have a ring worth quite a bit of money, and I wanted to talk to someone here about it.”

“Do you have the ring with you?” the man-boy asks me politely. His hair is parted exactly on the side with a bright-white part and slicked down with liberal amounts of gel. It could be dyed black, it’s so dark. He smells like the cologne counter at Macy’s, and there’s not a single fleck of lint on him anywhere. I suspect he’s either gay or a seriously dedicated metrosexual. Not that it matters what he is, but for some reason, it makes him more approachable to me than the man with the taser.

“Thank you, David,” the suited salesman says, looking behind me. “I’ll look after her.”

I give the security guard my best poo-eating grin. “Yes, David, thank you. You can go away now.”

He nods at the guy, completely ignores me, and leaves us alone.

I roll my eyes and turn back to my helper. “Thanks. That guy was so rude.”

“He’s my brother.”

“I knew that,” I say without thinking. My face starts to heat up.

The guy lifts an eyebrow. “You did?”

I wave my hand between us. “Oh, yeah.” I snort, like it’s so obvious you’d have to be an idiot not to notice they’re practically identical twins, when actually they couldn’t be more different. “He has the same facial structure. High cheekbones, arched brows.”

“I’m adopted.” The guy’s expression does not change. Not one bit.

He caught me in a lie, so now I’m pissed. That almost never happens. “Fine. I didn’t know you were brothers. Are you happy?” I’m completely deflated.

“Actually, I was just joking.” The guy smiles for one second and then stops. “Can I help you with something? A ring you said?”

My jaw drops open but I can’t think of what to say, and this might be a first for me, but what the hell? This guy is completely crazy, right? It’s not just me, I know this. How did he get a job here?

He blinks a few times, maybe waiting for my brain to come online again.

“You’re seriously twisted,” I finally say, a smile creeping up to appear on my face. I can appreciate a twisted personality if nothing else.

“So I’ve been told.” He grins back, but only for a second before going back to being stoic.

He’s so pristine and neat, I swear he could be a mannequin, and his ridiculous nano-second smiles and weird delivery only heighten that impression. I lean in closer and stare into his eyes, searching for a circuit board buried deep inside. “Does Cartier have seriously lifelike robots waiting on customers right now? Because that would explain everything that just happened here.”

He blinks once. “Not that I’m aware of.”

I lean back and shake my head. This is just too weird. It’s got to be the ring thing; that bad juju is coming out again. I decide to switch to all-business mode so I can get out of here as soon as possible.

“Okay, here’s the deal … I have this very valuable ring, which I got from … someplace … someone … but I don’t want it anymore and I want to return it to the person who bought it. I was told to ask for Wendy.”

The salesman tilts his head. “I don’t follow.”

I put both hands on the counter and take a deep breath in and let it out before trying again. My previous story of having a recently-divorced mother isn’t going to work here. I have to get the identity of the owner from this guy so I can track him or her down and give this ring back.

“I have this ring that was purchased here. I want to get in touch with the person who bought the ring so I can give him or her the ring back.”

The salesman looks up and makes a slight gesture with his chin at someone behind me.

Before I can figure out what’s going on, the security guard is back.

Now I’m pissed. “What the hell, man?” I feel completely double-crossed or something, which I know makes no sense.

“You were saying?” the salesman asks me. Both men are staring at me, and neither of them look very friendly.

I look from one to the other, and then at the other people in the room who are now staring at us. I feel like a criminal when all I’m trying to do is be a good person.

“You know what? Screw it. Never mind.” I push away from the counter and turn around. “If you don’t want to help me, then I’ll just … give it to charity or something.”

I leave the store in a huff, furious that I’ve been made to feel like a lowlife when I’m doing nothing wrong. Okay, so maybe I’m being a little sneaky or something, but whatever. I’m no thief.

I’m ten feet down the sidewalk when I sense someone at my side. The danger alarm in my brain starts chiming and adrenaline shoots into my bloodstream. Evasion tactics! Engage!

I send out a quick judo chop to my left and then dance to the right, protecting myself from the would-be mugger. I’m convinced the purse-thief is back, looking for more loot.

“Ow!” says a voice, as the man in the suit bends sideways and covers his ribs. It’s the salesman from Cartier.

“What the hell?!” I shout at him. “What is your problem?!”

People make wide circles around us to avoid the situation.

He holds out a stiff arm, still bent over. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you. Wow. You do karate? That kind of hurt, actually.” He stands up straighter. His hair hasn’t moved, not a single strand.

I can’t stop staring at his head. Is it plastic? “What kind of gel are you using on that ‘do of yours, anyway? It’s like space age polymer or something.”

He smiles and pats his hair. “Nice, ‘eh?”

We stand there and stare at each other.

He lowers his hands and tugs at the bottom of his suit coat, pulling it straight.

I put my hands on my hips and glare at him. “What’s the deal? Why are you following me?”

“I wasn’t really following you, I was trying to get you to come back to the store.”

I snort. “Not likely. You treated me like a scumbag in there.”

He has the decency to look chagrined. “You mentioned Wendy.”

My chin goes up. “I did.”

“She’s retired now.”

My chin goes back down. “Oh. I didn’t know.” So much for having contacts. I knew that guy was a hundred years old.

“But she was my mentor, and if you knew her then I’d like to help you.”

“Your mentor? In the jewelry sales business?” I don’t know why this sounds funny to me, but it does. Maybe because all I see those people doing is standing around looking like robo-salesmen. How much mentoring is needed for that? Five minutes? A quick download to the motherboard chip or whatever?

“Yes. She taught me everything from the ground up.” He steps closer. “Do you have the ring? I know all of our stock. I could probably tell you with one look who we sold it to, if it was our store that sold it.”

I look around us and realize that we’re on a very busy street corner. “Not here,” I say, deciding I might as well trust this guy.

“No, of course not. Come back to the store. I’ll bring you into my office.”

“You have an office?” I begin walking next to him, back in the direction of the store.

“Of course.” He smiles and looks at the ground. “I’m not a robot.”

“You could be, though, the way you look so perfect.”

“Perfect? I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

“What’s your name, anyway?”

“Joshua Livingston the third.”

“My name’s Leah.”

He nods. “Nice to meet you.” We’re back at the doors to the store and he opens one for me. “After you.”

This time when I go in, I keep my head up. No one here is allowed to make me feel like less of a person just because my hair isn’t gelled into a hard candy shell around my skull.

“Follow me,” he says, nodding to David the security guard who leaves us alone. I really want to give him the finger, but I resist. He might taze me. I’m pretty sure I won’t like being tazed.

We walk through a black door and down a hallway I wouldn’t have imagined existed. Joshua opens a door, and after allowing me to enter, sits at a desk. There’s a small black safe on the floor in the corner behind him. I take the seat across from him.

“So. You have a ring.” He laces his fingers together and places them on the desktop. His shoulder pads inside his jacket rise up around his ears.

“Yes.” I reach into my bra and bring out the wad of tissues. It takes a little work to get the ring uncovered since everything is kind of sweaty. When it’s finally free, I hold it out between us. There are several bits of paper-lint hanging from it. I try to act like it’s not ridiculous.

Joshua blinks a few times. He’s back to being a robot for a few seconds before reaching over and grabbing a velvet tray and sliding it over to stop in front of me.

I put the ring on top of it.

He pulls the velvet tray over to himself and then pulls a loupe out of a desk drawer. He uses a set of tweezers to pick up the ring and turn it around as he examines it.

“I could be wrong about this … but I believe I recognize it from something that was sold about four days ago.” He looks up at me. “Does that sound about right?”

I nod. “Sure.” He could have said eight years ago and I would have agreed. “I know it was sold here. I had someone look up the laser code or whatever.”

Joshua is back to looking at it again. “Every diamond has a unique pattern of inclusions and color that make it identifiable, but the etching makes it easier, for sure.” He puts the ring and the loupe down, detaching the tweezers last. “If you hold on a moment, I’ll jump on the computer and see what I can find out.”

I shrug. “Sure.”

He gets up and leaves the room. I’m left sitting there, staring at the walls. There are framed prints of jewels tastefully selected and hung, one on each wall.

It takes him so long to get back, I start to get nervous. After several minutes, I pick up the ring, wrap it up in my tissues, and shove it back in my bra. After another five minutes, I stand and try and work up the nerve to open the door.

When I finally do, I find David standing in the hallway next to me.

He looks down at me and frowns.

“What are you doing here?” I ask. “Are you trying to keep me in here against my will?” My nerves start to frazzle. Time to plan my prison break-out.

His hands never leave the crossed position at his waist. “No, I’m here to protect you. You have a valuable piece of jewelry on you and we’re liable for its safety while you’re in the building.”

“Oh.” I feel kind of stupid thinking that someone at Cartier would try to keep me prisoner. “Well, I have to go. Maybe you can tell your friend thanks for me.”

He stares at me, saying nothing.

“I can’t wait for him anymore. I have to go.”

“He’s not back yet. He’s getting information for you.”

“Yeah, well, I have other things I have to do today, so I can’t wait around forever.” This is a lie. I have nothing else planned, but staying here is making my armpits itch too much. Just thinking of it makes me need to scratch again.

The door at the end of the hall opens up and Joshua comes through it. “Sorry it took me so long,” he says, sounding a little off. “Someone was on the computer before me and I had to wait.” His fingers go up and flick his neck, like he’s itchy there. It makes my armpits feel like they’re on fire. I rub my arms against my ribs trying to ease the sensation.

“No big deal,” I say, pretending like I wasn’t just all freaked out over nothing. “What did you find out?”

He stops in front of me, his face kind of twisted up. He looks uncomfortable. “I did find the actual purchase order and we do know the identity of the buyer.”

“Great!” This is the best news I’ve had all week. “Who is it?”

“I can’t say.”

My face falls. “What do you mean you can’t say?”

“I mean, we keep our clients’ identities private. We can’t give the information out to the public.”

I’m about to unload a huge load of anger on his head when his hand comes up like a stop sign.

“However … I would be happy to contact this client on your behalf and deliver a message for you.” He smiles. “I’m sorry, but that’s the best I can do.”

I chew on my lip for a second as I consider his proposal. “Okay, fine. Do it.”

Joshua looks very relieved. He scratches liberally at his neck, as if he’s forgotten how perfect he normally is. It leaves a red welt there. “Great. I’ll just need your contact information.”

“Hmm …” I have no cell phone anymore, and I never did have a phone at my apartment. “I guess you could call me at work. I’m at 555-5309.”

“Two-one-two area code?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Great.” He holds out a hand. “I’ll be in touch very soon.”

I take his hand and shake it. “I appreciate your help, Joshua.”

“Why is she calling you Joshua?” David the security guard asks.

Joshua says nothing. He stands there like a statue, his arms dropping to his sides.

I put my hands on my hips, once more irritated. “What should I be calling him?”

“Ralph. His name is Ralph.”

Joshua or Ralph has the courtesy to blush.

“You are a seriously fucked-up individual, you know that?” I shake my head at him and walk down the hallway, leaving him in my dust.

I follow David out of the offices and leave the store, my head kind of spinning from the lunacy I just experienced. I have no idea if this guy’s even going to call me now.


























Chapter Fifteen




I’M WALKING DOWN THE HALLWAY at the hospital with my badge on — I’ve taken a page out of Joshua-Ralph’s book and named myself Betty today — when I see that fancy hot guy again. He’s all the way at the other end of the corridor, so at least this time I’m not being flattened or thrown to the ground.

I keep my eyes on him just in case he decides to change course.

He looks up just as he’s about to pass me. He pauses and holds out a finger. “Watch where you’re going …,” he narrows his eyes at my chest, “Betty?”

I snort. “Watch yourself, Helen.”

He stops, but I keep going.

“Helen?” he shouts out after me.

“Helen Keller!” I shout back. “The blind chick.”

I step into the elevator smiling. I probably shouldn’t be, having thrown out that totally non-politically-correct insult, but still, I am. As the doors slide shut I sigh with satisfaction. After waiting all day at the shop for that guy to call me and getting nowhere with it, a little bit of satisfaction goes a long way.

Mel is asleep when I enter his room, but when I touch his arm he wakes up.

“What’re you doing here?” he asks in a slurred voice.

“Visiting my father.” I lean in and whisper, “Don’t tell them the truth. They won’t let me in if we’re not related.”

“You’re my daughter.” He says it like a statement. He looks confused.

I shake my head. “No. I’m pretending to be your daughter-in-law so I can visit. Is that okay?”

He stares at me for another few seconds before he nods and then turns his head to look up at the blank television. “Sure. You can visit me anytime.”

I pull a chair over and sit down next to him. “Mel, you never told me you had diabetes.”

He closes his eyes for a couple seconds and opens them again. “Didn’t think it mattered.”

“Well, it does. I could have helped you get medication or better care or something.”

He looks over and smiles. “You did all right by me, darlin’. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“How do you have a southern accent when you have a Michigan driver’s license?”

“Raised in the south. Followed a girl to Detroit.” He looks back at the TV. “Anything good on?” He gestures up toward the screen.

I take the remote from his bedside and turn the TV on. “What do you like to watch?”

“Anything. Just not the news.”

“Too depressing?”

“I left all that garbage behind me. Now I just want to be entertained.”

“What garbage? The war?”

He looks at me. “What war?”

“You’re a veteran. They told me.”

He shrugs and goes back to blanking out at the screen. “Past history.”

We watch in companionable silence for a while, one of those Housewives of Someplace shows, before I speak again.

“What’d they say about your feet?”

“Nothin’ much.”

How does a person ask another person who could be about to lose his toes or his foot how he’s going to get along as a homeless person? I have no idea, so even though I’m curious and worried, I say nothing.

“Visiting hours are over,” says a voice from the door several minutes later.

I stand. “Can I come see you tomorrow?”

He glances at me for a second before going back to his show. “If you like.”

I lean over and kiss his cheek before leaving. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

Just as I’m at the door, his voice stops me.

“You okay?”

I turn and look at him, holding onto the edge of the door. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You look like you’ve got some stress in your life.”

I gesture at his bed. “Well, what do you expect? My fake father-in-law is sick, and I don’t know how he’s going to get along in the big bad world after they kick him outta here.”

“Don’t worry about me, Kitten, I’ll be fine. Always am, always will be.”

I leave with a tear in my eye. I always wanted a dad who’d call me Kitten. Mine was always too drunk to bother.


























Chapter Sixteen




I COME INTO WORK SATURDAY just after ten and find a note on the counter from Belinda.

Some guy called you yesterday. Said to give you his number.

I pick up the shop phone and dial the number she left on the paper, my hands trembling just a little when a voice picks up and says, “Cartier, Fifth Avenue.”

“Uhhmm, can I speak with Josh… I mean Ralph, please?”

“Hold on a moment.” I listen to some elevator music before he gets on the line.

“Ralph Chadwick here.”

“Chadwick? You didn’t even give me your real last name either?” I snort at how whack-a-doodle this guy is.

 “Who is this?”

“Duh, who do you think this is? It’s Leah. The girl you called about that ring? Did you call the buyer for me and tell him I want to give the ring back?”

“Oh. It’s you.”

“Yeah, it’s me.” I roll my eyes to the ceiling as I wait for his answer.

“I did call him, and his secretary called me back.”

I wait but that seems to be the end of his sentence.

“And?”

“And, she really didn’t have any information for me.”

“What’s that even mean? What did she say? What did you say? Maybe you screwed the message up.”

His voice goes lower. “I didn’t screw anything up. I told him via his secretary that you have a ring we sold to him several weeks ago and that you want to give it back. Did you steal it?”

I almost drop the phone. “Of course I didn’t steal it! Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Well, if you’re not his fiancée, why do you have it?”

Inspiration strikes. “Truth is, Ralph — or should I call you Joshua — I am his fiancée.” My face starts to burn. I have no idea how I’m going to talk myself out of this corner.

“What?”

I decide a ballsy statement needs to be followed up with a ballsy attitude and tone. “You heard me. I’m his fiancée. And that lousy asshole cheated on me and I want him to call me back and apologize or he’s not getting his ring back.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m completely lost right now.” Ralph sounds genuinely confused, so I take that as a good sign. My smoke screen is working. I’m awesome. I could so work in Hollywood.

I adopt a sob-like, miserable tone. “He hasn’t returned my calls or allowed me in to see him. And I get it that we’re through, but that doesn’t mean I’m just going to give you the ring and walk away.”

“Give me the ring?”

“Yes. That’s what he suggested, that I walk into Cartier and hand the ring over. But I don’t think that’s fair, do you?”

“I don’t know…”

I talk over whatever he was going to say. “It’s not. It’s completely unfair. You spend years with a guy, investing in the relationship, giving it everything you have, and then one day you find out he’s cheating on you with a girl barely eighteen and giving her jewelry that should be rightfully yours, just because you won’t do anal. I mean, is that fair? No, of course it’s not. He probably bought her those pearls from your store, the cheating bastard. And then what … I’m just out in the cold? With nothing but my gypsy skirt and a ring that’s so big it’s ridiculous? No. I don’t accept that. I want an apology. Not every girl in the world does anal. Some girls just aren’t ever going to do it, and I don’t think they should be punished for that.”

Ralph clears his throat. I think he’s uncomfortable. “He didn’t buy any pearls from our store.”

“So, he’s cheating on you too, then. How does it feel? Terrible, right?”

I let that sink in a little before I continue.

“That’s the kind of person he is, Ralph. He charms you with his smile and then when he has you hooked, he starts messing with your mind.”

“Doctor Oliver never gave me the impression he was that kind of guy.”

My heart nearly barfs right out of my chest, I’m so thrilled to hear that name. “Well, he is. Believe me, he is. He’s a total dirtbag who uses people and then throws them in the trash. I used to be hot, you know. Before he got his hands on me. Before he wore me down. One cell at a time, he wore me down with his little insults and comments about my weight or my hair or my clothes…” Clearly, I’ve added up all the terrible boyfriends I’ve ever had and put them into this Doctor Oliver character I’ve created. It’s almost cleansing in a way, sharing this with Ralph.

“You’re still pretty…”

“No, don’t lie. I’m old now. I used to be young and vibrant and healthy. Now I’m just a used up old hag at twenty-eight.”

There’s nothing but silence on the end of the phone.

“Ralph, are you still there?”

“Yes. I’m not sure what you want me to do. I’m sorry about all of this stuff that happened to you, but … I think you need a therapist.”

“A therapist? A therapist?!” I don’t know why that makes me mad, but it does. “I think a person who totally lies about his name is in need of a little therapy if you really want to know what I think.”

“Sorry. I lie when I panic. It’s a character flaw.”

I open my mouth to speak but then can’t. He lies when he panics? Or is he messing with me right now, calling my bluff? This guy is seriously twisted. Either that or wicked smart.

“That’s too bad,” I say experimentally.

He sighs. “Well, anyway, that’s my personal problem I probably shouldn’t be sharing with a client. Is there anything else I can do for you?” He sounds very tired.

“No. I’m good.” I suddenly feel really bad for him. “You didn’t do anything wrong, okay? We’re cool.”

“We are?”

“Yes,” I assure him.

“Are you going to call the manager and tell him that I got involved? Because they frown on that around here.”

“No, I’d never do that to you. I’m not the bad guy in this situation, Ralph. Dr. Oliver is. Oh, and could you just, before you hang up, tell me what his secretary said?”

“She said that he isn’t interested.”

I throw my hand up. “You see! Not interested. After all the years we had together…”

“Sorry. Sounds like he’s a real douchebag. You’re probably better off without him.”

I cannot stop smiling for the life of me. “You’re right. I am better off without him. Have a nice day.”

“You too. Bye.”

I hang up and do an Irish jig all around the store. Then I grab the phone book and start cursing when I realize there are at least five Doctor Olivers in Manhattan alone.


























Chapter Seventeen




I HAVE ELIMINATED ALL BUT the last Doctor Oliver. The first one was way too old. The second one was already married. The third one was gay if his public Facebook pictures are any clue, and the fourth one was out of the country. That leaves only one guy remaining: Doctor Oliver, plastic surgeon to the rich, wealthy, powerful, famous, or all of the above.

He works in Lenox Hill on East 76th Street. I see his name on an engraved plate affixed to the wall in the lobby. Oliver Cosmetic and Reconstructive Surgery Center. Sounds really fancy. I nod briefly at the doorman, pretending like I have the right to be here. He probably thinks I’m coming for a boob job if his glance at my chest is any indicator. As if I need one of those. Please. B cups is where it’s at, yo.

Riding the elevator up, I’m nervous. My hands are sweating and my back starts to itch, so I lean on the wall and slide up and down a little trying to ease the pain.

I have no plan whatsoever. The only thing I want to do is get rid of this frigging ring. The cops have no idea who took my bag, and every time I walk down the street, I imagine I’m being followed. It’s time to unload this bad luck rock, today.

His office is at the end of a long hallway and the entrance is a double-door affair in carved wood. There’s smoky glass on either side, giving the whole thing a kind of other-worldly feel. When I step through them will I disappear into Oz? Maybe. I wonder if it will be as disappointing for me as it was for Dorothy and her crew. Better not be any flying monkeys though. Those things were crazy weird.

I turn the handle and nothing happens. It’s locked.

I take a step back and look around. There’s a buzzer to the right of the door, so I press it.

“May I help you?” comes a disembodied voice over the speaker.

“Are you The Great and Powerful Oz?” I couldn’t help myself.

“Excuse me?”

I giggle and then stiffen my spine, trying to control myself. “Sorry. I … um … wanted to come in, I guess.” Could I sound any stupider? No, probably not. But they threw me off having the door locked like that.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No.” I chew my lip. I never thought about that little issue.

“Are you a patient?”

“No.” This is getting annoying. It took me an hour to get here and I have to get to work in less time than that.

“Are you a rep?”

“A rep? A rep for what?”

There’s a long silence after my question, and I’m hoping that means she’s about to buzz me in. I chew my lip as I wait for the sound so I can push the door in. I also give my armpit a good scratch, knowing once I’m past the doors I’ll have to chill on that stuff.

Then her voice comes back over the speaker. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to make an appointment if you want to come in.”

I stand there with my jaw hanging off kilter for a few seconds, slowly realizing that I’m getting blocked when I’m almost to my goal.

“Okay, I’ll make an appointment now. Book me in.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that at this time.” Her voice is getting uppity and that just makes me more mad.

“Why not?”

“We don’t have any availability.”

“Then why did you tell me I had to make an appointment?”

“Because you do.”

I seriously want to punch her door, but I hold back. Instead, I grab the door handle again.

“Please don’t touch the door,” says the voice.

My hand jerks back like it was burned. I look up and notice a camera in the corner of the ceiling for the first time.

“Are you spying on me?” I glare at the screen.

“We use surveillance to keep people out of our offices who don’t belong.”

This chick is so lucky I don’t have a BB gun or something really long and pointy with me right now, otherwise I would totally blow the lens of that thing right off the wall.

“You’re really rude, you know that?” I don’t wait to hear her response. Instead, I take the elevator back down to street level. I don’t start crying until I’m a full block away.


























Chapter Eighteen




“WHAT’S THE MATTER, LOVE BUG?” Belinda asks as soon as she sees me.

“Nothing. I just got lint in my eyes.” I walk through the beads into the back room. A quick trip into the bathroom to wash my face off puts everything almost back to where it should be.

“That looked like real tears to me,” she says when I walk back to the front, adjusting bracelets on my arm. She lifts an eyebrow at me.

“I know. I just hate when people think they’re better than you, you know? Like you’re just some kind of piece of crap, something they find on the bottom of their shoe.”

She rubs my upper arm. “Who did that to you? You know they can’t make you feel that way without your permission, right? You’re internalizing their garbage.”

“I know, I know.” I fiddle with the edge of my torn cuticle. “It’s hard, though, when you’re in a swanky building outside a fancy office and the people inside are telling you they can’t buzz you in because you’re not one of them.”

She frowns and draws her chin into her neck. “What kind of fancy office were you visiting today?”

I wave the air in between us and then walk away, intent on letting the hurt feelings dissipate. “Nowhere. Just a surgeon’s office.”

“Do you need surgery? Sweetie, you didn’t tell me. Is it serious?” She comes around the counter to join me at the bookshelves.

“No, it’s not for me. It’s not for anyone. I was just … stopping by to give him something of his that I have.”

“Was this a one-night stand gone bad?”

“No, not at all. I’ve never met the guy.”

She sighs. “You’re making no sense, you realize that, right?”

I nod. I so badly want to tell her all about the ring, but then I know the subject of me not making enough money will come up and she’ll feel pressured into giving me a raise and it’ll make things awful between us. And this place is my haven. If I had to leave it would break my heart. So instead of caving in to my weakness, I stay strong and smile. “I just need to get in to see this guy but his frigging secretaries are blocking me.”

“So make an appointment,” she says. “If he’s a surgeon he can hardly refuse to see you.”

“Sure he can. He’s a plastic surgeon in Manhattan. He can pick and choose anything he wants.”

“Honey, plastic surgery? Seriously?”

I face her and laugh. “It’s not for me, I promise.”

She strokes my cheek. “Good. Because your face is exactly perfect, just the way it is.”

I hold her hand next to me, soaking up her positive energy.

“So why don’t you try and make an appointment? Maybe he’ll see you. The economy isn’t that great still. Maybe he’ll need the money and you’ll be able to get in. You don’t have to tell him that you’re not really going to go through with it.”

“I guess I could try.”

“Do it. I’ll be your wingman.” Belinda walks over to the counter and grabs the phone from it, handing it to me when she comes back.

I take the phone number from my pocket and dial it, getting more and more nervous as the rings go by.

“Oliver Cosmetic and Reconstructive Surgery Center, how may I help you?”

“Hello. I’d like to make an appointment.”

“May I ask who you are and what you’d like to make an appointment for?” The bitch is already riding the snooty train. I so want to derail her ass.

I have to breathe in and out a few times to get myself to calm down.

“Yes, my name is … Belinda and I would like a boob job.”

Belinda whacks me on the arm, but I ignore her.

“I’m sorry, but we don’t have anything available.”

I hold the phone out and give it the finger before going back to the conversation. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I understand.”

“Are you the same person who showed up outside our door earlier today?”

I hang up the phone. My heart is racing.

“What’d she say?” Belinda asks.

I swallow with difficulty. “She basically told me to eff off.”

Belinda grabs the phone from me and hits the redial button.

“No!” I snatch it back and hang it up. “They’ll never see me if you call and bitch them out.”

“I wasn’t going to bitch them out. I was going to remind them that a little kindness goes a long way. And I was going to offer them a complimentary packet of essential oils. Lots of doctors are using them in their offices these days.”

I shake my head. “Not now. Wait until after I’ve seen him.”

She crosses her arms. “How are you going to do that if they won’t even give you an appointment?”

I chew my lip. “I’m not sure. I’ll think of something, though.”


























Chapter Nineteen




RALPH IS SURPRISED TO SEE me. I can tell by the way his entire hair-helmet moves with his eyebrows as they go up.

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” he asks as I approach him at his counter. David the security guard is right behind me, the bastard.

“Hello, Ralph. So nice to see you again.”

“Likewise?” He says it like a question.

“Do you have a minute to discuss some jewelry?” I gesture with my eyes and head that we need to lose David. “Privately?”

Ralph’s eyes flick up and land on the guy behind me. He nods once and we’re left alone.

I talk fast because I don’t know how long I have. I don’t doubt for a second that Ralph will press that button under his counter if he feels threatened. I try to look as innocent as possible.

“Remember how you called my fiancé for me before?”

“Yes.”

“And how his secretary basically shut you down?”

“Yes.”

“Well, she’s doing it to me too now.”

“You don’t say.”

“And I need your help to get past her.”

“Past her?” He leans in and lowers his voice. “Are you going to break the law?”

“No, don’t be silly.” I grin really hard. “I just need an appointment to see him, and I need you to make that appointment for me.”

Ralph looks all around him, his gaze landing on each of his colleagues before coming back to me. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s very simple. See, I need someone who’s a really good liar to call the secretary, pretend to be my personal assistant, and book me an appointment. I’ll take it from there.”

“Are you completely insane?” he whispers. He might also be sweating. He reaches up to scratch at his neck.

“No, I swear I’m totally sane.”

“FYI, no insane person in the history of insane people ever admitted to being insane.”

“I totally would if I were,” I say, nodding so he’ll see I’m serious.

“I can’t help you.” He stands up straighter and then gestures at David.

“You have to,” I say, desperate to make this work. “Or I’m going to totally tattle on you.”

Ralph holds up a hand to stop David’s approach. “Tattle?”

“Yes.” I fold my arms across my chest. “I’m going to tattle that you got involved in my personal relationship with my fiancé and now he won’t see me. Because of you.”

His face goes white. “You wouldn’t.” He’s whisper-yelling at me now. “I didn’t do anything!”

I shrug, cool as I could possibly be. I don’t have a single hive yet. I am so badass right now.

“I have to see him and give him his damn ring back. And get an apology. The only way I can do that is with an appointment. All you have to do is say I’m someone famous who needs a boob job and book the appointment. That’s it. Your job will be done.”

He sighs, I think in defeat. Yay!

“Why do I think my job will never be done where you’re concerned?” he asks.

Victory is near and I’m nearly giddy with happiness.

“It will be, I promise.” I wink at him. “Come on, it’ll be fun. You can put your talents to the test.”

“What talents?”

“You’re lying-your-ass-off talents. Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

He refuses to smile, but I swear I can see the desire there. “When?”

“Right now. In your office.”

He shakes his head, his lips pressing into a thin line. “No way. Ten minutes. Meet me outside at the corner of Fifth and East Fifty-Ninth.”

“Done.”

I wiggle my fingers at him and leave the building, ignoring David completely. I’m tempted to jump up and click my heels, but I resist the urge. For now, anyway.


























Chapter Twenty




RALPH SHOWS UP WITH A scarf around his neck and black leather gloves on.

“What are you doing?” I ask, laughing. “It’s the middle of summer.”

“I don’t want to be recognized.”

“You’re calling him on the phone, moron. How’s he going to recognize you?”

“Hey! I’m helping you out, okay? Don’t call me a moron.”

That subdues me right away. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You’re not a moron, you’re just a little strange.”

“Look who’s talking.” He frowns at me. “What’s the number? And what am I supposed to say?”

I hand him the slip of paper. “I don’t care what you say. Just get me an appointment.” I lean in and nudge him. “Just let it flow.”

He stares at me for a long time and then shakes his head, dialing the phone. “You are so much trouble. My mother warned me about girls like you.”

“That’s because we’re so much fun.” I rub my hands together. “Just get me that appointment, that’s all I care about.”

He stares at the sky as he waits for the call to connect. I know exactly when it does because his face instantly undergoes a complete transformation. He’s no longer the uptight salesman at Cartier. Now he’s …

“Yo, hey girl, whass-up? This is R.J., personal assistant for Shay Dee, big up-and-comer for G-Unit. I need to book her an appointment for a little assistance if you know what I mean. Got your number from a friend. A trusted source, yo.” He chuckles like he and this girl on the other end of the line are old friends.

My jaw drops open. He’s a street-smart rapper from the inner city, talking about someone, I have no idea who. I think she might be a rapper too.

After he listens for a few seconds he responds. “Just a little nip and tuck. I don’t like to do deets on the phone. You never know who might be listenin’, you know how it is. So what … the doc got any time for my girl or not?”

He nods a few times and smiles. That grin comes through in his voice. “That’s perfect. You’re gold, baby. Twenty-fo’ carat.” He pauses and then shakes his head. “Nah, I ain’t got time to accomp’ny her. She’s gettin’ ready for a tour and I’m up to my azz in the work, yo, but you know, she’s a big girl. She’ll be incognito, no worries. The paparazzi won’t bother you. They won’t even know she’s there. Maybe we can get a drink sometime.”

He gives me a thumbs up. “Wednesday, three o’clock. She’ll be there. And yo, no assistants or any bullshit like that. She sees only the doctor. She values her privacy and so do we, fo’ real.”

I hear lots of yammering coming from the other end of the phone, but I don’t try and decode it; I’m too busy swirling around the sidewalk in circles of happiness.

Ralph shuts his phone off and sighs heavily. “I can’t believe I just did that.”

I run up and clap him on the back. “You’re amazing! Thank you so, so, so, so much.” I hug him, carried away by my excitement. I just watched a master at work. He could totally be my twin, except for the fact that we look absolutely nothing alike.

He shakes his head and pinches the space between his eyebrows. “Please tell me that’s the last time I’ll ever have to do something like that.”

“Absolutely. No problem at all. You’re off the hook.”

He stops rubbing his eyes and stands up straight. “How much of your story that you’ve told me is true?”

I grin. “Pretty much none of it.”

He kind of collapses down in on himself and then laughs sadly. “I think we’re both going to hell.”

I start walking with him back to his store. “No, we’re not. Trust me. I’m doing everything I can to get my karmic balance back in line.”

“What about my karmic balance?” He stops half a block from the doors to Cartier.

I pat him on the shoulder. “Stop by Belinda’s New Age Wonders. We have some really great crystals and essential oils. I can fix you right up.”

He rolls his eyes to the sky. “God help me.”


























Chapter Twenty-One




I’VE REALLY PULLED OUT ALL the stops. A trip to the Salvation Army store in Hell’s Kitchen has me totally tricked out. I have faux leather pants on in a nice, slightly skeezy snakeskin pattern, a hot pink blouse that’s completely see-through revealing a turquoise bra underneath, a white belted trench coat, and a baseball cap with giant sunglasses to complete the look. I put on a ton of make up and my hair is in a very messy bun. I look like the street version of Lindsay Lohan suffering the aftereffects of a serious bender. No one will doubt my star-status now.

Standing in front of the double wood doors of Doctor Oliver’s place has me nearly peeing my pants. I’ve never gone undercover before, but I am totally loving this. I keep my head down so they won’t see me too clearly in the camera. I have hives on my ass cheeks that no amount of scratching is going to fix, but I’m not going to let that stop me. Why? Because I’m Agent Double Oh Awesome, that’s why. Boom. Taking no prisoners today.

“May I help you?” the disembodied voice asks.

“Shay Dee here for Doctor O.” I practiced my street-rapper voice for two days straight. I sound so inner city right now.

The door buzzes and I have to really force myself to not dance over the threshold. I’m not really in yet. There’s still the bitch at the front desk to get past. Hopefully the snake venom lipgloss I found has puffed up my lips enough to make me unrecognizable. It sure is making my mouth itchy, so I hope it’ll be worth it.

I stop a few feet from the front desk. There’s an empty waiting room around me, and the girl in reception stands. She looks a lot less confident than she sounds over the speaker outside.

I tip my head down and look at her over my glasses, making sure to only move them the slightest bit. I don’t want to blow my cover.

“Yo,” I say before putting the glasses back up.

“Hello. Welcome to Oliver Cosmetic and Reconstructive Surgery Center. Can I get you a glass of water? Espresso? Tea? Tonic?” She laughs self-consciously. “Or beer, maybe? Wine?”

“Water,” I say, sounding as tough as possible. “The bubbly kind.”

She frowns for a split second but then goes back to acting like a bootlicker. “Please have a seat. I’ll be right back.”

“Make it quick,” I say in a bitchy tone. “I ain’t got all day.” I smack my gum for effect. Some of it sticks to my puffy lip, so I turn sideways to hide it.

“Of course.” The girl runs down a hallway as best she can in heels, and I can’t help but chuckle as I pull the gum off my face. Being famous is awesome when it comes to getting revenge. Who’s the mean-girl now? I would feel guilty, but she’s probably stuck-up all day long. I’m doing the world a favor bringing her down a peg or two.

I notice a stack of business cards on the desk and I reach over to grab a few, shoving them in my purse before she can return. I have no idea why. It’s not like I’m ever going to call this guy again, once I unload this ring on him. I back away from the desk and center myself in the room again.

She’s back in a flash with my Perrier and a glass. I ignore the glass and drop the bottle into my leopard-print bag, daring her to say anything about it.

She watches me for a second, looking like she’s about to say something, but then she disappears into some back area of the office. I take a seat in the waiting room. She comes into view at her desk a few seconds later and says, “Doctor Oliver will be right out.”

I nod, but say nothing. Instead, I focus on getting the perfect bubble going with my gum. It’s tough when my lips are twice their normal thickness and gooey with gloss.

A little while later, a door opens to my right. I stand, tucking my bag firmly under my arm as I turn to face the doctor. When I finally get a look at the man who spends way too much money on engagement rings, I nearly choke on my gum.

Holyyy shit. It’s him. Suit guy! Suit and a tie guy! Helen!


























Chapter Twenty-Two




“YOU!” I SAY, BEFORE I can stop myself.

He holds out his hand. “Me. Yes. I’m Doctor Oliver.”

His smile is pure charm. His hair is slightly wavy. Blond highlights mix with the sandy brown color so naturally I know they can’t be fake. His hair is tousled just enough to be sexy and professional at the same time. His teeth are clean and white but not too straight. He’s tan like he does outdoor things but doesn’t visit a tanning salon. Basically, he’s exactly what I expected of a plastic surgeon to the stars. Bleck. Too perfect. I can’t help wondering if his nose is real. I search his face for scars, the telltale signs that his beauty is fake, but I find nothing. Dammit. I really wanted hating him to be easier than this.

He’s still smiling. “And you must be … Shay, is that right?”

I nod, pressing my lips together. I’m pretty sure I look like an ornamental carp, my lips are so swollen at this point. That gloss has gone into overdrive or something.

I’m really glad my disguise is still holding, though. The idea of having my real identity revealed in front of that receptionist woman who made me feel like a beggar at their door is very unappealing right now.

“Shay Dee, thass me. Thass my name.” I look past him into his office, trying to hint that I don’t want to hang out in the waiting room. This is what famous people do, right? Act all pushy, like they can get whatever they want, when they want it? Get me in that office, doctor full-of-himself.

He nods at his secretary and then turns sideways, gesturing for me to go ahead of him into his inner sanctum. “After you.”

I go in and quickly scratch the hives on my butt when he turns around to close the door behind him. A quick adjustment of my jacket and I’m as good as new when he turns in my direction again. He walks around to my left to take his chair on the other side of the desk.

I sit down and take in my surroundings. There are diplomas and certificates all over one wall. He went to Haaaarvard. Not surprising at all. He’s also board certified in several things. That’s good. I mean, not that I’m getting anything done, but if I were, I’d want my guy to have all kinds of board certifications.

“So, what brings you here today, Miss Dee?”

I try to think of how to start the conversation, but my mind draws a blank. I guess I never thought I’d get this far.

“You married?” I ask. I almost choke on my gum when the sentence bursts out, but then I quickly recover. This is actually an awesome question. My brain is obviously on auto-pilot, thank goodness. Now I can get the story behind the ring and satisfy my curiosity before giving it back.

“No, I’m single. But let’s talk about you…”

“Ever been engaged, maybe?”

He tilts his head and frowns at me.

Shit. I forgot to use my street accent. “Yo, you know, like almost with a ball and chain.”

Then I really do choke on my gum and have to bend over and cough it up to keep from dying.

The doctor is on his feet staring down at me. “Are you okay?”

I hold up a hand to calm him down. “Yeah, yeah, just got my gum stuck in my throat. So, you were saying…?”

“Are you married?” he asks me.

“Why? You interested?” I try to look sexy but judging from the expression on his face, I’m coming off more as deranged. Oops.

Trying to recover and act cool at the same time, I wave my hand in front of my face a few times. Then I stop immediately when I realize it looks like I’m trying to dissipate somebody’s fart-smoke.

“Just jokin’,” I say, my face burning red. Quick! Think of something to say! “I’m taken. But let’s get back to the conversation. You have a fiancée recently? Lost one, maybe?”

He doesn’t sit back down. Instead, he’s starting to look a little cranky. “Miss Dee, I think I’d prefer to keep the conversation about your reason for being here. What is it that I can do for you?”

I let out a big breath. Time to just finish this. So much for wanting to know the story behind the ring.

I pull my hat and my sunglasses off before leaning over and spitting my gum into the trashcan that’s sitting at the side of his desk.

“You!” he says, sitting down. Just as quickly, he stands. “Your name’s not Shay, it’s Betty!”

I hold up my hands like two stop signs. “Easy, there, Helen, don’t worry … I came here for a reason other than to be plowed over by you again.” I grab my bag and start fishing around inside it for the ring. “It’s in here somewhere…”

“No!” he yells, yanking a desk drawer open.

The next thing I know there’s a gun pointed at my face.

“Oh my god!” I squeal. “What the hell is your problem?!” I push my legs on the ground to try and move my chair back, but the adrenaline that’s blazing through my bloodstream gives me superpowers. The back legs of the chair stick in the area rug they’re on and that’s the end of me being a normal person. Instead of just scootching the chair away a little bit, I’m flying backwards, ass over teakettle.

Most of the contents of my purse are now sprinkled all over my chest, stomach, and face. There’s a tampon on my eye, a map of Manhattan on my neck, and the wad of tissues next to my face.

I grab the wad of tissues and hold it up straight toward the ceiling. “This is why I’m here, you freak!”

His head peeks over the top edge of the desk, along with the end of his gun. “You came to show me a dirty tissue?”

This is too ridiculous to be real. I’m no longer afraid of being shot by a plastic surgeon — and for the record, I can’t think of a more useless way to die — instead, I’ve shifted into annoyed.

“How can a person as stupid as you are possibly be a doctor?” I ask angrily.

“You don’t have a gun?”

“No, I don’t have a gun. What do I look like? A criminal?”

“Do you want me to be honest?”

I consider that for a second and remember what I’m wearing. “No. Lie to me.”

“You look … mostly harmless.”

I struggle to get up, but the only way to right myself is to roll sideways, taking the chair with me. All the crap that was in my purse goes with me and falls all over the floor.

When I can finally get on my hands and knees, I push the chair away and quickly gather my things and shove them into the purse — everything but the tissues.

Standing, I bring up my purse and drop it onto his desk. It makes a loud thump. I can’t look directly at him. I’m waaaay beyond humiliated at this point, and seeing his face will make me want to run. And I probably will run too, as soon as this ring is in his hand, because I can’t see how I’m going to get out of this without looking like a complete idiot.

Why did I dress up like a maniac and sneak in here? Why didn’t I just wait for him to leave for the day and talk to him in the elevator? Sometimes I worry about myself.

“So …,” he says in a conciliatory tone, “that’s quite a get-up you’re wearing.”

“Shut up.” I unwrap the ring and put it on his desk. Then I turn around, put the chair back on its feet, and sit in it. Now seems like a great time to continue with my earlier perusal of his walls, so I check out the other one to my right. There are pictures of the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building, and Central Park. I feel like I’m in the local Triple A office.

“What in the hell is that doing here?” he asks.

I finally look at him, and I’m surprised to see he’s pissed. Talk about ungrateful.

“I found it.”

He frowns at the ring, then he frowns at me. Then he frowns at the ring again and then at me.

I sigh, waiting for him to say something.

“What … I don’t … this isn’t …” He growls a little and runs his hand through his hair. Now it’s standing up on just one side, making him look like he recently had some great sex. I wonder if his secretary will think we were getting it on in here. It makes me want to do it, just seeing him like that. Obviously, I’m a glutton for punishment. A guy like him would use me up and spit me out.

Part of me wants to mess my hair up a little too just to keep her guessing, though. Then I remember that I already look like Lindsey Lohan, so anything could happen. I’m so going to give him a saucy wink when she can see us again.

Since he seems incapable of regular conversation, I try to make him feel more at ease. “You know, that’s exactly what I thought when I found it.” I grin. I’m so happy to be getting rid of this thing now. All of this humiliation is going to be worth getting back on Karma’s good side.

“You say you found it?”

“Yep. In a fountain. Not far from here, actually.” I tilt my head and stare at him very closely. “Did you put it there?”

“I don’t want it,” he says. He picks it up, crumples it into the tissues I used and holds it out at me. “Take it back.”

I’m not sure he’s understanding things, so I hasten to explain. “No, it’s yours. I looked it up. You bought it, so it’s yours, not mine.”

“You looked it up?”

“Yes, with the laser-etching on the stone. Cartier has a record.”

“A record? Cartier? They gave out my name to you?”

I frown. “You don’t have to say it like that. Like I’m some kind of maniac.”

He stares at me, his gaze running from my head to my feet.

“Fine,” I say, getting more pissed by the second, “I see your point, but this isn’t what I normally dress like.” I notice another escaped tampon on his floor, so I bend down to get it and have to crawl partway under the desk when I see another one while I’m down there. How many tampons does a girl need in her purse? Well, according to my purse, ten. If I’m ever locked in a subway car with nine other women and we all start spontaneously menstruating, I will be prepared. I’ll be a hero.

“No,” he says, “normally you dress like a hippy who’s an hour late to a peace rally.”

I stand up suddenly, tampons in hand, sending the chair backwards again. At least this time I’m not in it.

“Hey!” I point at him with a fist full of feminine products. “Watch it, bud! That’s just plain rude and totally uncalled for.”

He crosses his arms, the gun no longer in sight. “I’ve met you four times, and three of those times you’ve run smack into me without looking where you’re going.”

I want to laugh, but I’m too pissed. The sound that leaves my lips is some kind of crazy bird-bark.

“Ha! That’s called projection, buddy. It ain’t me, it’s you. Don’t try to put your shit on me. You’re the one who thinks he’s soooo important he doesn’t have to look where he’s going, even when he’s in a crowd of people in the middle of New York City!”

He points to the door. “Get out.”

“Gladly!” I yank my purse off his desk and turn to go.

“And don’t ever come back here!” he says loudly.

“As if! You wish!” I’m shouting at the top of my lungs, not even sure I’m making sense at this point. But I don’t care. All I know is I’ve done what I came to do and my lips feel like they’re about to fall off. I have to get rid of this lip gloss, like yesterday. I swipe at my mouth with the back of my hand and feel my very large lips move sideways, literally folding over onto my face.

The receptionist is staring at me like I’ve grown two heads when I fly past her. I don’t bother with pleasantries, I just take off, thrilled to not be carrying that damn ring around with me anymore. Let Doctor A-hole Oliver deal with that bad juju from now on. He seems like the kind of person who deserves it.

My pulse finally calms down by the time I reach the lobby. Then I start laughing so hard, tears come to my eyes. My lips are on fire.

I reach into my purse to get a tissue to dry them off, and my fingers wrap around a wad of them that feels way too familiar. I stop dead in my tracks as I pull the tissues out.

I don’t want to believe it’s happening, but it is; wrapped inside the layers of white, scruffy, nasty-looking tissues is that damn frigging fracking frucking ring!

Did I put it back in there, thinking it was a tampon? Would he have shoved it in while I was goofing around under his desk? Who would do that with a ring this valuable?

I shake my head. It must have been me. He’s really going to think I’m nuts, coming in there demanding he take his ring back and then stealing it from him.

Stealing?

Now I’m panicked that I’m going to really be called a thief. And this time, the police might actually agree with that assessment. I can’t go to jail. I’d totally end up being someone’s bitch and having to clean toilets all day. I hate cleaning toilets.

Knowing that I’ve been backed into a corner by a glorified Ken Doll with probably a fake nose, I want to smash all the glass out of the totally see-through lobby; but instead, I grit my teeth together and storm back to the elevators. No freaking way am I leaving here with this ring in my possession.

I’m sure the doctor doesn’t have another patient in there yet, so I go back up to his floor and stride over to the double doors, certain I’ll be let in. I hold up the tissues toward the camera a smile. “Yoo hoo! It’s me again! I accidentally took this with me when I left.” I grin like I’m trying out for a toothpaste commercial.

“Doctor Oliver can’t see you,” comes the zombie voice from within. “Please go away.”

All I want to do is hand over the ring, but the bitch won’t open up. I buzz nicely, I bang loudly, I plead with all kinds of crazy stories, but nothing works. Several minutes into my campaign, two security guards show up and escort me out of the building.


























Chapter Twenty-Three




RALPH IS GLARING AT ME.

“Don’t look at me that way,” I say, sipping my chai.

“I told you I wasn’t going to do anything like that again.”

“Come on,” I plead, “just this one time.”

“You already got your one time.” He crumples up his paper coffee cup and tosses it in the trash bin we’re walking by on the way to work. I managed to accost him when he went out for lunch and got myself a muffin out of the deal when I refused to leave his side at Starbucks.

“Pleeease, Ralph, I promise, I won’t ask again. It’s just that this guy is nuts, and I’m not sure if I accidentally took the ring back or he put it back in my purse, and I really don’t want it.”

He stops and faces me. “Why not? It’s worth a lot of money. If he told you to keep it you should keep it.”

“Hell no. Do you have any idea the bad karma that’ll follow me around for the rest of my life? I’m not falling into that trap.” I finish my chai and toss the cup into the trash behind Ralph. Two points!

“You’re crazy. There’s no such thing as karma. There’s just you and me and the rest of the world, everyone trying to get a nut.”

“What does that even mean?”

“I don’t know. Anyway, I’m not pretending to be your manager or whatever. It’s done. Over. Sayonara.”

“No, see? That’s the beauty of this thing. You don’t need to do that. No more manager, no more Shay Dee, whoever she was.”

He’s walking so fast now, I think he’s trying to ditch me. Good thing I wore my sneaks today. I could run a marathon in these puppies.

“I don’t want to know.” He’s refusing to look at me, but I don’t let that dissuade me either.

“I have two plans. Plan A is you pretend to be a delivery guy and deliver it to him.”

“After hearing Plan A, I’m absolutely sure I don’t want to hear Plan B.”

“Plan B is you call up from Cartier and say that I left the ring there with you.”

He stops and points in my face, his cheeks growing two bright pink spots on them. “No. Absolutely not. You leave Cartier out of this.”

I back up a half-step. “Fine. No need to get your perfectly starched undies in a bunch.”

“Just mail it to him.”

“No way! It’s worth a half-million bucks! I’m not putting it in a box and mailing it. It’ll get stolen.”

“So? Then it’s not your problem anymore.”

I snort. “You have no idea how karma works, do you?”

“Whatever. I’m not helping.”

“Please?”

“No.”

“Not even if I tell you that I have a dreadful illness that’s going to end my life any day?”

He snorts. “Talk about bad karma. Pretending you have cancer? I’m pretty sure that’s tempting fate.”

“Who said cancer?”

He stops and stares me down. “What are you talking about? Do you really have something wrong with you?” He pauses. “Other than the obvious, I mean.”

“Hey!” I hit him in the arm. “Not funny.”

He smiles. “Yes it was.”

I smile back. “Fine. It was a good one.”

He’s not smiling anymore. “Seriously, do you have something going on?”

I get very serious. “Yes. I’m dying.”

“Of what?” He lifts a brow.

I try to look pitiful but I can’t help it. He looks so stupid with that hard-candy-shell hair. “Of life! I’m dying every day. Every single day I’m one day closer to dying. It’s terminal. Incurable.”

He rolls his eyes and takes off, leaving me on the sidewalk.

“Please?!” I shout out at his back.

“No! Go away! Never talk to me again!”

I laugh because we both know that’s never going to happen. He’s way too good a fake-rapper manager for that.


























Chapter Twenty-Four




I GO TO VISIT MEL in the hospital later that day and he’s lying in bed, staring at the ceiling.

“Hey, Mel, what’s new?” I walk over and put my hand on his arm, hoping he isn’t dead. He looks kind of zombie-ish; his skin is very gray.

“Nothing much,” he says in a gravelly voice. “Just learned I’m about to have surgery is all.”

I cringe, not really wanting the details but knowing I have to ask anyway. “What kind of surgery?”

“You don’t want to know.” He turns his head and looks at me with tears in his eyes.

I feel terrible, instantly. Time to lie. “No, I do want to know. Tell me.” Reaching behind me, I grab the closest chair and pull it over to the bed. I take his hand after sitting.

“My diabetes caught up with me. Can’t get that foot to heal. I guess I let it go too long.”

I nod. There’s nothing to say to that, is there? I sure can’t think of anything. Sorry about your foot. I’m going to miss it. Probably not as much as you are, though. No, that would be insensitive. I opt for silence.

“Should’ve taken better care of myself, they said.”

“Kind of hard to do when you’re homeless,” I say in a soft voice.

“Oh, there’re services out there. But I never liked being a charity case. Being inside makes me feel cooped up.”

Mentioning that he begs for change on street corners at this point would be very counter-productive, so I tuck that factoid away for another conversation, the one where I tell him he has to let me help him after he gets out of here.

“So what’s your plan for after?” I ask. “Rehab, probably?”

“Rehab, I guess. I don’t know. I don’t really care, to be honest.” He looks at the window.

“You should care.” I shake his hand a little.

“Why?”

“Because. You have friends. Like me, for one. I’d be sad if I didn’t see you around, share a coffee with you once in a while.”

A ghost of a smile floats across his face before it fades away again. “You’re a good girl.” He looks at me and reaches over to pat my hand. “Life’ll be good to you. Just keep doing what you do, and it’ll all pay off.”

I roll my eyes. “If you say so.”

He frowns. “Aren’t you happy? Is there something wrong?”

The irony that a guy with his feet rotting off him is worried about my wellbeing is not lost on me. I work up the biggest smile I can find in my repertoire. “I’m totally great, Mel, you don’t need to worry about me. Seriously, I have a great job, I have great friends … I have a boyfriend.”

Yeah, I said that. And why Doctor Oliver’s face popped up in my mind when I said it is an even bigger WTF moment. But now I’d said it and there was no going back.

“You do? Oh, that’s wonderful news. What’s his name?”

I panic. “Doctor. Oliver. Doctor Oliver is his name.”

Mel is confused. “That’s not his first name is it? Doctor?”

I fake-laugh, trying to play off the fact that I just realized I don’t know his first name. Had I ever seen it? I can’t remember.

“No, don’t be silly. That’s what the rest of the world calls him. But I call him … Boo.”

“Boo.” Mel frowns and shrugs his acceptance. “I guess that’s what all the kids are doing these days.”

“We’re hardly kids, Mel. I’m a grown woman. Twenty-nine this month, in fact.”

“How’s your brother?”

I have to think for a few seconds so I can process that totally weird and out-of-nowhere question.

“Brother? I don’t have a brother.”

“You don’t?”

Mel looks as confused as I do.

“Iii’m pretty sure.” I grin, worried his medication is making him weird. I don’t want him to feel bad about it. “Last time I checked, anyway.”

Mel blinks a few times and then shakes his head. “I’m sorry … I thought you told me once that you had a brother.”

“Nope.” I keep grinning, hoping the awkward moment will pass soon. “Not me. I’m an only child.”

“And your birthday is this month, right?”

“Yep. June twenty-fifth.”

“Nineteen eighty …” Mel waits for me to finish.

“Eighty-five. I was born in eighty-five.”

He nods, staring at me. “That’s what I thought.”

He stares at me for so long, I get nervous. “Soooo… can I get you any jello? Pudding? Salisbury steak?”

He smiles and looks at the window again. “No, I think I’ll just take a nap.” He closes his eyes and makes me feel like I’ve been dismissed.

“When is your surgery?” I ask.

“Tomorrow,” he whispers. And then he starts to snore.

I leave the room wondering what the heck is going to happen to my homeless fake-father-in-law. I almost think it’s the ring that’s brought this bad luck into his life, and that renews my desire to get rid of the damn thing as soon as possible.


























Chapter Twenty-Five




“I CAN’T BELIEVE I LET you talk me into this,” Ralph says, smoothing down the front of his brown shirt.

“You so rock the UPS look, Ralph. You should wear this thing more often.”

“If you ever tell anyone that I wore a UPS uniform, I’ll never speak to you again.”

I fold my arms across my chest. “You realize you threaten to never speak to me again every time you see me, right?”

He sighs, adjusting the large box at his waist under his arm. “I have zero willpower. Plus, you’re pushy.” He pulls at the collar of his shirt. “This thing is giving me a rash.”

“That’s just your nerves,” I say, pulling open the door to Doctor Oliver’s building. “As soon as you’re out of here, it’ll go away.”

“How do you know?” he asks, turning to look at me as we walk through the lobby.

“Because, it happens to me all the time. Panic-hives. It’s totally normal.”

He shakes his head as he steps into the elevator without me. “Now you’re really scaring me.”

The doors slide shut before I can respond.

It takes him just five minutes to come back down.

As soon as I see him, I’m elated, but then a split second later, I’m pissed. He still has the frigging package under his arm.

“Why are you still carrying that?” I ask, hands on hips.

He’s walking so fast I have to run to keep up. He answers at the doors leading to the street. “They made me.”

“They made you? They made you? What does that even mean?”

“It means, my cover was blown, that’s what it means.”

“How?” I’m running out of breath, jogging next to his long strides. “Did you get nervous?”

“No, it wasn’t me, it was you. I was totally rocking this uniform but then you had to go screw everything up.”

“How could it have been me? I wasn’t even there.”

“No, but you were in the lobby, weren’t you?” He glares at me.

“So?” I put my hand on his arm to make him stop. “I’m having a heart attack, slow down.”

We stand face-to-face on the sidewalk. “As soon as they came over the intercom, they asked me who was delivering the package. When I told them I didn’t know, they called the lobby and described you, asking if you were hanging around.”

“No they did not!” I shout in his face.

“Yes, they most certainly did!” He starts walking fast again. “And if they recognized me from the store, I’m done. I’m totally done. If that happens I’ll never forgive you. I’m not kidding. I can’t lose my job.”

My heart kind of seizes up at that. “Don’t be mad. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble. You won’t lose your job, will you?”

He shoves the package at me in mid-stride. “Just keep that thing away from me. It’s bad luck.”

I stop in the middle of the sidewalk, forcing people to flow around me. “But that’s what I’ve been saying!” I wail. “That’s why we have to get rid of it!”

“There is no we!” he shouts back. His brown uniform disappears into the crowd. “It’s just you and that ring! Good luck! And don’t call me anymore!”

His voice follows me into my dreams that night and I wake up in a cold sweat. The ring still in the box is staring at me from across the room.


























Chapter Twenty-Six




I’M NOT A VERY CHURCHY person, so I suffer under the delusion that there are nunneries all over the city just waiting for people to ring their bell and offer them money for all the good causes they’re spearheading. But a few phone calls and misdirected trips out into the boroughs gets my head straight in a hurry. Charity work is tough business.

I finally find myself at a desk, sitting across from a very round woman in black polyester. I’ve brought the ring in my tissues — it’s much easier to carry around that way than in a cardboard box — and I’ve set it down on her blotter.

“I’d like to donate this to your cause.”

She blinks at me several times. “You’re giving me tissues for my cause. Thank you.”

“No, not tissues.” I’m so tired of dealing with stupid people, I’m very low on patience. Leaning forward, I open up the layers. “It’s a ring.”

The woman leans in and looks at it. Using a pencil, she picks it up and dangles it between us. “It’s a diamond ring.”

“Yes.” I clap, excited that she’s got at least half a brain. “And I’d like to donate it to you and your cause, whatever it is.”

“This is Catholic Charities.”

“Whatever. Give it to the Catholics if that’s what you want to do. It’s out of my hands.” I stand to leave. Maybe Larry will give me a month’s free rent for supporting his religion like this. I’ll have to ask him.

“Wait! Don’t you leave this here with me.” She sounds offended.

“Why not?”

“Because … I have questions you have to answer first.”

“Oh.” I calm down and take my seat again. “That’s not a problem. I can answer questions.”

She folds her hands on the desk in front of her. “Is it your ring?”

I bite my lip. And I thought this was going to be easy. “Yeeesss…?”

“That doesn’t sound like a yes.”

“It is a yes.” I nod emphatically. “It’s my ring. But I want you to have it. It’s your ring now.”

“Can you prove ownership?”

I try to bitch-intimidate her. Frowning, I scoff. “I gave it to you, didn’t I?”

“I need proof of purchase.”

“It’s a diamond ring. You think I buy diamond rings for myself?”

“Your boyfriend, then, or your husband. Do they have proof of purchase? A receipt maybe? A diamond certificate?”

I roll my eyes. “Why does this have to be so difficult? I want to give you a half a million bucks and you’re arguing with me?”

She gives me a polite smile. “We can’t take stolen merchandise as charitable gifts. Robin Hood is a myth.”

I stand and snatch the ring off her desk. “I’m no thief!”

She stands too. “I don’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry if that sounded offensive.”

She looks like she genuinely feels bad, so I try to calm down. “It was offensive. But I accept your apology.” Sitting back down, I place the ring on her desk again. It’s propped up on the top of the tissues, making me realize that I really need to find some new ones. These look like they’ve seen a kindergartener’s nose more than once.

She smiles politely. “If you give me your boyfriend’s contact information, I’m sure we can work something out.”

I think about it for a few seconds and decide to take the chance. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right?

“Fine. He’s not my boyfriend, but his name is Doctor Oliver. He’s over in Lenox Hill on East Seventy-Sixth Street. You can look up his number online.” I point at her computer.

She gives me a funny look but starts typing away. After a few moments, she hits the speaker button on her phone and dials a number.

I really hate that she’s letting me listen in, but I don’t want to blow this, so I wait for the response. There’s a tiny hope living in my heart that the words Catholic and Charity used together in the same sentence will make a difference.

“Oliver Cosmetic and Reconstructive Surgery Center, how may I help you?”

I wish I could reach through the phone and slap the face of that woman speaking. I can literally feel her attitude on my skin and it’s making me break out again.

“Hello, this is Melba from Catholic Charities…I have someone here in my office who’d like to donate to our organization in the doctor’s name. Is he there to verify the gift?”

There’s a pause and then, “Could you please hold?”

I’m freaking out, thinking I’m almost to the finish line. My armpits are itching now.

“Yes, sure.”

Two very long minutes later, the phone clicks. “Hello?”

It’s him. I feel like peeing my pants, and I can’t sit still. My leg starts itching like crazy, so I bend down and scratch like a madwoman.

“This is Doctor Oliver,” the speaker says. “I understand one of my patients is donating in my name. May I ask which one?”

He sounds so pleased with himself I want to vomit. Don’t say it, Catholic Charities Lady! Don’t tell him who I am!

“Actually, I didn’t say she was a patient. I believe she’s your girlfriend. Or maybe an ex?” The woman has the decency to cringe at that last part.

I glare at her. She’s totally going to ruin this, and I was so close!

“Don’t tell me … let me guess. The donation is a ring?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.” She sits up really straight with a huge grin on her face.

— Click —

“Hello?” She stares at the phone.

I drop my face into my hands.

“Hello? Are you there?” She sounds confused. “I think we just got disconnected.”

I let my head fall back so I can stare at the ceiling while she re-dials the number.

“Oliver Cosmetic and Reconstructive Surgery Center, how may I help you?”

“Hello, this is Melba again, with Catholic Charities…”

“Please put us on your do not call list. Thank you, and have a nice day!” The receptionist hangs up, the fake-cheer in her voice still echoing around the office.

I tilt my head back to the front so Melba and I can share our frustration with one another.

She’s staring at the phone. “That was one of the strangest calls I’ve ever experienced in twenty years of working here, and let me tell you, I get some strange ones.”

“Can you keep the ring?” I ask, nearly crying.

She shakes her head and looks at me. “I’m sorry, but, no. Without his permission, we could be held liable for taking someone else’s property.”

I stand and grab the ring in my fist, throwing it into my purse. “Thanks anyway.”

She stands. “Honey?”

I stop and turn to face her. “Yeah?”

“Maybe you should think about keeping it.”

I frown because she’s nuts. “Why?”

“Because. I don’t think he’s ready to let you go.” She gives me a really sweet smile, and I realize she’s completely deluded herself into thinking I really am his girlfriend. My acting skills have apparently improved with all the recent practice.

“Oh, trust me, he’s definitely not interested in keeping me around.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure. What other reason could he have for wanting you to keep it?”

I snort. “He wants me to keep it because he’s a sick bastard who’s trying to make sure the bad juju can’t touch him anymore.”

She cringes. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Never mind.” I walk to her door and open it, the weight of the world pressing down on my shoulders. “Thanks for trying.”

“God bless you!” she says at my back.

I can’t answer and be polite, so I keep my mouth shut and walk to the subway. Time for Plan D.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven




EVERYTHING’S FALLING APART AND YET life must go on. I still have to get dressed every day, get to work on time, meet with people who’d rather be someone else — or look like someone else — and then cut into flesh and turn it into a work of art that God never intended. But that’s because I have no choice. I don’t have the luxury of checking out on life. There are too many people counting on me to keep my shit together.

Even when I can’t figure out why the hell I should even get out of bed in the morning, I go. I work, I play, I say all the right things to all the right people. But deep down inside, I know there’s something wrong. Something is very wrong with my life. I don’t even know who I am anymore.

I sit at the bar and stare into my glass of bourbon on the rocks. The ice hasn’t had a chance to melt before I’ve already finished my drink. “Another,” I say to the bartender, holding up a finger in his direction and then pointing to my empty glass.

He nods and reaches for the brown liquid.

My cell phone rings. It’s probably Hilary, calling to tell me she’s sorry about our latest argument and that she wants me to come over and make up.

The weight of her expectations presses in on me from all sides. How many more battles can we have before we realize the war is over and we’ve both lost? She’s told me, enough times that I’ve lost count, that there’s one surefire way to fix everything that’s wrong between us. There’s one magic gesture I can make that will soothe all her hurt feelings and make everything right between us forever.

I’ve had my doubts about the ability of that magic bullet to pierce the walls we’ve built over the past three years, but today I finally conceded. Today I decided I might as well try one last thing before I give up on everything forever. I bought her a gift at Cartier, the one she’s been asking me about for almost two years.

When are we going to get married? When are you going to finally commit to this relationship?

Answer: Tonight, after I work up enough liquid courage to say the words that will deliver me. To heaven or hell, I’m not sure which, but deliver me they will. I’ll end up somewhere out of here, this vicious circle that leads nowhere, and that’s fine with me. Even going straight to Hades is better than spinning my wheels going blindly into a future I cannot see.

When I finally wrestle my cell out of my pocket to see who’s calling, I realize I’ve probably had too much to drink. The name is blurry for a couple seconds before I see the letter J.

“Jeremy?” I mumble. I press the green button because even though I’m not in the mood to chat, I can’t refuse a call from my little brother. He always seems like he’s one step away from jumping off a cliff, and I can’t be the one who makes him think that’s a step worth taking. He has even more reason to be looking at the bottom of a bottle than I do.

“What’s up, Jer?” I say, trying to not slur my words.

“Fucked,” he says, obviously not making any effort to sound sober.

I sigh heavily, waving at the bartender to let him know I need to cancel my latest order. “What’s fucked?”

“Fucking women, thass what.”

My eyebrow goes up at that. My brother is a card-carrying feminist, which isn’t hard to understand when you know his history, so to hear him denigrating the female sex is more than a little disturbing. He was married to the most wonderful girl on the planet, albeit for a very short period of time before she was taken from us, so he has every reason to have hope in the female kind.

“I’ll drink to that,” I say, pulling a fifty out of my wallet and putting it on the bar. I point at it to make sure the bartender knows it’s all for him and grab my coat off the seat next to me.

“No, you dunno…” Jeremy sounds like he’s about to fall asleep.

“What don’t I know?” I step outside into the humid night, leaving my coat to hang over my arm. My eyes scan the street for an available taxi. I need to find Hilary and get this over with.

“She came to me. She actually searched me out and found me. I tried to stay gone, but goddamn … she’s persistent. Fucking fuck! I don’t wanna tell you this shit.”

I’m feeling a little queasy inside, wondering if we’re going to have another conversation about the spirit of his dead wife visiting again. Jeremy gets really creative when he’s wasted, which is pretty much all the time these days. Ever since her car accident three months ago.

I swallow the lump in my throat. “Listen, Jer, I know you miss her. We all do. But maybe you should talk to a therapist about this. I could recommend someone I went to med school with.”

“What? No…shit…I’m not talking about Laura, I’m talking about Hilary. Fucking…ah, shit. I can’t say the word. Laura would kill me. She’s gonna hate that I’m swearing so much. I’m fucked.”

There’s so much wrong with that statement, I don’t know where to start. I abandon all efforts to make sense of things and try a different tack.

“Jeremy, where are you? I’m going to come get you.”

“Nah, man. Just stay away. I’m poison. I’m jus’ callin’ to tell you that slut girlfriend you have is no good. Dump her. Fuck her. No, wait, don’t fuck her. Definitely do not fuck her.” He laughs very bitterly at that. Then he starts to cry.

“What are you talking about, Jeremy?” My stomach is in knots.

“I didn’t do it, James. I didn’t. I jus’ want you to know that. I love you too much, man. Even though she was here, and she was taking her fucking clothes off, and she has a nice rack, I didn’t touch her.”

“Her who, Jeremy? Her who?” I’m still hoping he’s talking about his wife’s spirit and not the woman I was leaving here to propose marriage to.

“Your girlfriend or fiancée or whatever the fuck she is. She came at me, man, and she touched my dick. She said she wanted to be with me.” He starts sobbing. “And all I could think about was Laura and how disappointed she’d be in me and how I must have done something to make Hilary think this was something I wanted, and I don’t want it. I don’t want it, James, do you hear me? I don’t want any of this! I just want Laura back! I just want her back!” There’s a huge clatter and the phone cuts off. My guess is he’s launched his cell across a room and into a wall for the fifth time.

My hands are shaking, I’m so furious. My brother’s been pushed to that cliff-edge and it wasn’t by me. It was by the lying, cheating bitch I never should have gone out with in the first place. I cannot believe I have a ring for her in my pocket.

I scroll through my favorites and hit the green button on my phone. I don’t even wait for her greeting before I start talking.

“We’re done, Hilary. Fucking done.”

“Sweetie, what’s going on?” Her voice is saccharine sweet. Why did I never notice before how fake it sounded?

“Where is he?” I grind out.

“Where is who?”

“My brother.”

“How would I know where your waste of a brother is?”

It’s bad enough that she’s lying, but she’s also insulting the one guy in the world who doesn’t deserve it. He can’t help the fact that fate destroyed his world three months ago and left him to fade out to nothing.

I’m tempted to punch the stone wall next to me, but remember that my hands are my work and I need to work.

“Don’t fucking act like you don’t know what I’m talking about!” I yell.

“You know what? I was going to forgive you for your latest bullshit, but you can forget it now.”

I hold the phone out and try to strangle it. Part of me honestly wishes it were her neck that I held in my hands.

Putting the cell back to my ear, I take a breath. “Hilary, whatever you said to Jeremy has made him really upset. I need to go to him and talk him down off the ledge. Tell me where he is.”

“How would I know?” she asks, but she’s not as bitchy about it this time.

“Because. You’re good at tracking people down, and I know you talked to him tonight.”

“Says who?”

“Says Jeremy.”

“He’s a fucking alcoholic, James. You can’t trust a word he says. He’s hallucinating about his dead wife again, you know.”

“Which you would only know because you saw him recently. Please, stop being a bitch and just tell me where he is.”

She hangs up on me without another word.

I guess I can’t blame her seeing as how I used her least favorite word in the world on her, but I can’t quite muster the regret I should probably feel. Instead, I call my sister.

“Jana, it’s me, James. Call me back ASAP. Jeremy’s in the shit again and this time I’m really worried.”

I hail a taxi and tell the driver to head out to Brooklyn. Jeremy won’t be at my sister’s place, but if I know her she has her phone off so it won’t wake the baby. She’ll never get my message in time to help us.


























Chapter Twenty-Eight




THE DRIVE TAKES US ALMOST an hour. Sometimes I really hate New York and all its non-stop traffic. I use my key to let myself in and follow the dim lights left on to the kitchen. Jana is sitting at the dining table, drinking tea.

“Hey big brother, since when do you hang out in Brooklyn on a Wednesday night?” She stands to give me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. She’s tiny, barely making it to my shoulder. With the dark circles under her eyes she looks way too fragile. I hold her against me longer than I normally do.

She looks up with concern in her eyes. “What’s wrong? Is it Jeremy?”

“How’d you guess?” I walk over to her kettle and pour myself some hot water, adding a teabag to it before joining her at the table.

“What are the chances anything else would bring you out here in the middle of the night?” She gives me a rueful smile.

“You’re right. And this time, it’s bad.”

“It’s always bad.” Her eyes get watery, but she doesn’t cry. My sister is tough as hell. She’s been put through the ringer, maybe more than any of us. Not only did she lose a best friend and a sister-in-law, she’s been left with the biggest burden of all.

I glance up the stairs with questions in my eyes.

“She’s asleep, as of ten minutes ago. I was just going to join her.”

“Still not going down easy?”

Jana snorts. “That’s funny. When did you turn into a comedian?”

I put my hand over hers. “I’m sorry. Just ignore me being stupid.”

She puts her hand over mine. “You’re not being stupid. You’re being a caring, loving, concerned uncle, and I appreciate it.”

“Want me to take her this weekend?” I’m not sure where that came from, but I don’t take it back when I see the look on her face.

Her eyes widen. “Could you? Would Hilary be okay with that?”

I shake my head and stare into my tea, gritting my teeth to keep from saying what I want to say about that bitch.

“What’s wrong?”

“Do you know where Jeremy is?”

I look up to find Jana blinking a few times.

“Is this related to the Hilary issue?” she asks. “I’m lost.”

I shake my head, trying not to get all teary-eyed about my fucked-up life. “Unfortunately, yes. She tracked him down and made a move on him.”

“What?!” Jana yells so loud her voice echoes all over the kitchen.

Two seconds later we hear a wailing from the baby monitor.

Jana drops her head into her hands and mumbles, “Fuck me sideways.”

I stand and pat her on the head. “Stay here. I’ll get her.”

“Don’t bring her down or she’ll never sleep. Just rub her hiney and pat her on the back. Keep the light off.”

“You have a system, huh?” I walk down the hall, impressed as hell with my little sister. Twenty-five is awful young to be taking on a three-month old baby, especially being single.

“Yeah,” she mumbles, “when it works.”

I climb the stairs, half-dreading what waits for me and half-hoping that the simple act of comforting a tired baby will somehow deliver me from the real world for just a little while.


























Chapter Twenty-Nine




I KNOW I’M NOT SUPPOSED to help her wake up any more than she already is, but I can’t help myself. Her smell is better than any drug or anesthesia I could administer.

Her soft, nearly boneless body is nestled in the crook of my arm and I’m rocking back and forth as smoothly as I can in the chair my sister has set up near the window. The moon is full and its light fills the room with a silver glow.

I sing in a half-whisper, my voice breaking on the high notes. “And then she tried, to sleep with my brooooother, and messed him up in the heaaad for life, and then I took the riiiiiing that I bought her and threw it in the Hudson riiiiiiiver…”

My sister leans in the doorway and wipes a tear from her cheek. “I can’t believe she did that,” she whispers. “Did you really buy her a ring?”

I nod, looking down at my niece who’s finally fallen back to sleep.

“Did you really throw it in the Hudson?”

I shake my head. “No, but I’m seriously considering it.”

“I think I know where Jeremy might be,” she says.

I stop rocking and stand. “Where?” I whisper, tensing up when I feel baby Cassie moving around in response to my voice.

“I used that tracking app on his phone. The last known location was in Dad’s old apartment.”

“On East Eighty-Sixth?”

“Yeah.”

“But that place has been locked up since...”

“I know. But he has a key.”

I carefully lay Cassie down in the crib, rubbing her gently on the stomach until she ceases wiggling.

“Why can’t he stay in his fucking apartment?” I ask, angry that he’s so miserable he can’t even do the safe thing and at least be where we can find him.

“Because, it was Laura’s place too. Their old apartment has too many memories. Did you know that he hasn’t changed a thing? Her cereal bowl is still in the sink. Her dirty clothes are still in the hamper.”

I stand straight and look at my sister as the picture she paints solidifies in my mind’s eye. “Seriously?”

“Yes. And when I tried to clean up, he flipped out on me. I thought he was going to physically throw me out.”

“Is he dangerous?” I’ve never seen that side of my brother, but at this point, I wouldn’t doubt anything. He’s been pushed too far.

“No, he’s just in pain. He’s more than that, he’s in misery. He’s embracing it. Letting it turn everything dark.”

“I’m worried about the drinking.”

She huffs out a breath. “Drinking? Try the drugs.”

“He’s using too?”

“Yeah. I found a pipe in his bedroom.”

I feel sick to my stomach. “We need to get him into rehab.”

“Good luck with that. According to him he’s acting completely rationally.”

“Maybe he is.” My shoulders are stooped and I can’t seem to straighten them up. “I’ve never lost what he’s lost. Hell, I’ve never had what he’s had. How do I know the right way to act after losing so much?”

Jana puts her hand on my arm and squeezes it. “Drugs are never the answer. We need to find him.”

“I’ll do it,” I say, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek. “Keep your phone close. I’ll text you.”

“I will. Good luck.”

I see myself out, knowing my sister needs every minute of sleep she can get. Cassie will be up and demanding to be fed in just a few hours.


























Chapter Thirty




THE TAXI STOPS AT THE steps leading up into my father’s old brownstone. It’s halfway done with renovations, a brown box full of old bones, walls and floors, and that’s about it. After he passed away two years ago we sat on it for a while, trying to decide what to do with it. Then Laura took on the job of tearing it apart and putting it all back together. Her and Jeremy’s place in Brooklyn’s Williamsburg area was almost done, so she needed her next project and we were all more than happy to let her take it on. We were guaranteed a return on our investment. She was a magician like that — able to take a thing old and lost and turn it into something everyone could admire.

Jeremy had walked around for years with a huge grin on his face, telling anyone who would listen that she was too good to be true. Turns out, he was right. That expression — Only the good die young — never meant more to us than on that day in March, the rainy day she went out almost nine months pregnant on a quick run for more drywall tape and never came back.

There are no lights on inside, but I don’t let that dissuade me. Jeremy’s living a very dark life right now; he avoids anything that will make things easier to see.

The door is unlocked. I push it in and inhale the scent of new construction materials. There’s a hint of staleness to it, making me wonder if this place will ever be finished. I don’t even care at this point. It seems like everything our family has touched has bad memories associated with it. Makes me want to burn it all to the ground and exorcise the demons I imagine are attached to it.

“Jeremy?” My feet crunch on construction debris as I go farther into the front entrance area.

“Jeremy? It’s me. I’ve come to take you home with me.”

I might hear something moving around upstairs, but then again, it could just be a mouse or a cat getting comfortable. With no activity here for the summer, things were bound to move in. Good real estate is hard to come by in New York City, even for the vermin.

 I mount the stairs with caution, not sure whether all of the boards are secured. “Jeremy, come on, man. Let’s get outta here. This place sucks.”

I find him passed out on the floor in one of the bedrooms. It used to be the one that he and Laura would stay in when they visited our father. She used to tell us that it had the best view, which always made us laugh because it looks out at the side of the neighbor’s house and down onto an alley that houses the garbage and random bicycles. Laura could find a way to make anywhere sound like a great place to be.

“Come on, time to get up.”

Jeremy is complete dead weight. The muscles in my back twang in protest as I lift him up, reminding me that they don’t appreciate being used this way and would soon be making their displeasure known in the form of spasms.

I have to let his legs bang down the stairs, only able to lift his upper body. Jeremy isn’t the tallest guy in the world, but he’s fucking stout. He takes after our Irish father, thick in the neck and chest, stubborn everywhere else.

The cabbie is waiting with his meter on. He doesn’t get out to help me, though, the bastard. Maneuvering my brother down the stairs and into the car is no mean feat on my own like this. All this drinking has really fattened him up. I’ve had a lot of practice, though, so I make do and get him situated.

Once I’ve got us settled with my brother’s head in my lap, I breathe out a long sigh. “Trump Tower.”

“He okay?” the cabbie asks.

I stare at the buildings going by out the window. “No, not really.”

Five blocks later, Jeremy wakes up.

“Take me to the fountain,” he says, slurring all the words together.

I sigh. “Not tonight, man. We can go tomorrow.”

“Nah, take me now.” He sits up and grabs his door handle, throwing the back door open before I can think to stop him.

The interior lights go on, wind blows through the cab, and the cabbie starts yelling as he slams on the brakes.

Jeremy and I are thrown forward, into the back side of the front seat.

“Shut the fucking door!” the driver yells. “You wanna get killed or what?!”

Jeremy tips over and falls out onto the street.

“Don’t go! Wait for us!” I grunt out, diving out after Jeremy and grabbing him by the back of the shirt.

“Fuck that. You pay me and get out. I ain’t got time for this shit. Fucking nut cases.”

I throw some cash at him and exit the cab, making sure my brother’s legs are clear of the street before the car takes off.

Jeremy crawls out of the gutter and starts down the sidewalk, still on hands and knees.

“Come on, man, you can’t do that.” I’m practically begging when I grab him under the armpits. “Stand up, asshole. Come on, please?”

“I gotta get to the fountain,” he says, standing and then stumbling down the sidewalk.

“You want to go to the fountain, fine, we’ll go to the fountain. But you have to promise to stop jumping out of cabs.”

Jeremy turns to face me. “You’ll take me there? To Laura’s fountain?”

I put my hands on the sides of his head and squeeze hard. “Yes. I’m taking you. Just don’t fucking vomit on me. I’m not kidding, Jeremy.”

He scowls. “I can hold my liquor.”

“Can you hold the crack too? Because I hear that’s what you’re into these days.”

“Crack is whack,” he says, before snickering. “But a little crystal never hurt anyone.”

I want to wring his neck. “Actually, yes, it has. It can kill you, asshole.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t like it anyway. I’m gonna stick to drinking myself to death.”

He starts wandering away from me and I have to grab his sleeve to keep him close. It stretches his shirt sideways.

“Great plan. A great investment in your life.” I can’t keep the bitterness out of my voice.

“Fuck you.”

“Fuck you too.”

We walk to the corner where I hail another cab. We ride in silence down to the southeast corner of Central Park, to the place where Jeremy and Laura met when they were only twenty-two.

Jeremy is out and running before I can pay the cab driver. I finally catch up when he’s taking his clothes off at the side of the fountain.

I try to grab him. “No, man, you can’t go in there. It’s fucking disgusting with bacteria.”

He twists out of my grip. “Nah, it’s good. It’s goddamn hot out here. Let’s swim.”

“No, no swimming.” I get a firmer grip on him and wrestle his shirt back on.

Thankfully, he gives up fighting me. His body goes slack and he drops to the edge of the fountain.

I stand there next to him feeling like some kind of bodyguard, keeping my errant charge from getting arrested for public intoxication. If he were a superstar, this might make some kind of sense, but he’s not. He’s just a guy who should be living out in the ‘burbs, happily married with a brand new baby and a newly renovated house, but who’s mourning the loss of his wife and his life instead.

“She used to make wishes here every week,” he says.

“I know. You’ve told me.”

“My stories are getting old, I see,” he says, following up with bitter laughter. “I guess that’s too bad since I can’t make any new ones for ya!”

I don’t remind him that he has a daughter who will eventually ask questions about what happened to her father and why he’s never around. I could but I won’t. He’s already half dead with pain.

He starts digging around in his pocket. “Gotta make a wish.” All of his change spills out onto the ground.

“Here,” I say, handing him the box from my pocket. “Make a wish with this.”

Jeremy stands there swaying on his feet, holding the box in his hand. “Whass this?”

“It’s the symbol of my wasted life.”

Jeremy starts laughing and doubles over, holding his stomach.

“I’m glad you find that so amusing.” My jaw muscles twitch with the effort of holding in my next sentence. I will not let my bitterness go after my brother and hurt him. He’s been hurt enough for one lifetime.

He stands and puts his hand on my shoulder. His greasy hair falls into his face, but he makes no move to fix it. “Brother, we are two seriously fucked up individuals.”

“You can say that again.” I sigh with defeat, dropping my gaze to the ground.

He opens the box and falls back a little. “Whoa.”

“Yeah.” I can’t look at it.

“That ain’t no fucking ring, that’s a fucking meteor. How much this set you back?”

“Too much. Don’t ask. It was a mistake. Throw it.” I gesture with my chin out to the fountain.

“Seriously?” Jeremy looks at me, questioning my sanity, probably.

“She fucked me over. She used me, she used you, she tried to hurt us both. I need to kill this thing.”

Jeremy nods slowly and I catch a devilish glint in his eye in the streetlamp’s light. His voice lowers to conspiratorial volume. “This is like an exorcism.”

“Yeah. You said it. Come on, get it over with.”

Jeremy turns around and faces the naked statue out in the fountain. “Lady of the lake!” he yells, simultaneously wiggling the ring free of its box.

“For chrissake, do you have to be so loud?” I look around, noticing a couple people slowing down who were content to walk by and ignore us before.

“The universe has to hear me,” Jeremy says over his shoulder. Then even louder he yells at the statue again. “Lady of the lake! I hereby make this sacrifice in the name of … in the name of …” He stops and turns around. “What are we doing this for again?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Whatever. To lose our bad luck.”

He turns back to the mermaid. “I hereby make this sacrifice in the name of LIFE!” He winds his arm back and prepares to finish with a flourish. His voice comes out like some kind of doomsday announcer. “Make this fair, make this right, let us find peace starting tonight!”

And then he lets the ring fly. I don’t see it zinging through the air, but I hear a Ping! sound when it hits the statue and a splash when it lands in the water.

The next thing that comes to my ears is the sound of Jeremy’s zipper.

“What the hell are you doing, man?”

“Taking a piss. Come on, do it with me. It seals the deal. I saw it in a movie once.”

A voice comes out of the shadows along with running footsteps. “Hey! You! You can’t urinate in there!”

“Cops!” Jeremy hisses, zipping up his pants in a hurry. “Come on, let’s fly!”

We take off running toward the street, the humid wind blowing through our hair. I know it’s crazy, but for the first time in a long time I feel free, like I don’t have to be suffocating under the burden of my responsibilities.

Jeremy stumbles once and I catch him so we can keep going. Neither of us stops until we’re three blocks away. Then he vomits in the gutter and I start laughing. I don’t completely stop until we arrive at my building an hour later. I haven’t felt this good in a long time.


























Chapter Thirty-One




DID I MAKE THE RIGHT decision, letting Jeremy throw that so-called meteor out into the fountain? I don’t have time to worry about it right now. I have an appointment with my attorney, the guy who’s going to help me extricate myself from my relationship with Hilary with minimal fuss, and I’m about to be late.

The subway stop nearest his office is right near that fountain and not far from my condo, but I need twenty minutes to get there and I only have ten, thanks to the fact that my taxi had to drop me off at Sixtieth and Madison. I hate when film crews block the streets in the middle of the afternoon. Now if I try and take a cab I’ll be twice as late, which will cause a domino effect for all the afternoon appointments scheduled at my office. Talk about a suck fest. I hate the goddamn subway. I avoid it whenever possible, but today that’s not going to be an option for me.

As I rush to the subway entrance, there’s a crowd of people cheering someone on nearby. I can hear them from half a block away. My heart skips a beat, wondering if someone has found the ring. That’ll make someone’s day for sure. Yeah, it’s worth a ridiculous amount of money, but as far as I’m concerned, it’s blood money I used to pay off the demon who was holding my soul captive. It was well worth the price. I’d pay it again if I had to. Finding money has never been a problem for me. It’s finding happiness that’s always proved elusive.

A man spins around in circles next to me on roller skates, singing about walking on sunshine. I smile because that’s exactly what I’m doing right now, despite the fact that I had to ride the subway. Getting on with life. That’s what I’m doing. It feels good. It feels right.

Breaking up with Hilary was definitely the right thing to do. I think there’s a part of me that had to go through the motion of buying that ring. I had to do what she’d been insisting was the one thing that could make everything work out for the best, so when it didn’t work out, I could say that I’d tried everything, or that I’d been willing to try.

It doesn’t matter that she never knew about the ring; it only matters that I took that step. She always said that I couldn’t commit, that I couldn’t even make the decision to commit, but she was wrong. She was always wrong about me.

Before, it never bothered me much that she knew who she thought I was or who she wanted me to be but never really put in the effort to get to the bottom of who I really am. Now it bugs me a lot that I was okay with that, with living like that. The tragedy of Laura and Jeremy taught me that life’s too short to settle for someone else’s version of me. I just can’t believe it took me this long to figure it out. They were happily in love for years.

The fountain comes into view and I’m angry enough at what Hilary did that I’d rather some employee of the city get that ring while sweeping out the coins than let her have it. She’s already taken enough from my family and me.

I take a sip from my coffee, making sure not to get any of it on my shirt. I have this meeting with the lawyer at his office and then appointments with three patients at my office, all A-listers who don’t forgive coffee stains like other people might.

I’m thinking about the surgeries I have scheduled for the next two days, when out of nowhere, I’m blind-sided by … it takes me a few seconds to figure out what just hit me.

She’s got greasy-looking, unkept, matted hair, a crazy look in her eye, and she’s soaking wet.

I look down at my shirt, a baby blue that used to be opaque. Now I can see my undershirt beneath as the material goes see-through.

“What the hell…?”

“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” she asks, as if I’m the one who slammed into her.

This is perfect. I’m going to show up at the attorney’s office and try to convince him that I’m not a complete mess over this break-up, that I can handle the pressure her lawyer will bring to the mix. Soaking wet. With … oh shit, what is this all over me?

“That better be water,” I say, wondering if this woman is homeless and swimming in her own urine.

She scowls at me, her eyebrows drawing together above her nose. “What else would it be?” I think she’s trying to look tough, but she’s about as intimidating as an angry mouse.

“God only knows.” For some ridiculous reason, I’m thinking about teasing her but then a strange smell wafts up from somewhere below my neckline. It smells like … dog shit?

“Oh, God... Jesus, what’s that smell?” I look down at my shoes and lift one of them up. If I stepped in dog shit on my way here, I’m going to throw these goddamn shoes in the fountain and go to the meeting barefoot. I might as well. I look like I’ve been swimming in the damn thing already, thanks to this crazy person.

The girl glances over her shoulder.

A security guard is making his way through the crowd, headed in our direction.

“Screw you,” she says, shoving past me, managing to knock my coffee cup out of my hand.

“Is this water?!” I yell after her

“No, it’s sweat!” She yells back.

I roll my eyes to the sky and let my arms drop to my sides. “Fucking perfect.” So much for the sacrifice made to the fountain gods. Maybe I should have pissed in it like Jeremy said.


























Chapter Thirty-Two




I’M TEN MINUTES LATE TO the lawyer’s office. If I weren’t such a good client and friend of his, I’d probably get a scowl from the receptionist, but she’s professional enough to keep her opinions about me to herself.

“Sorry for being late. Film crews.” I give her what Jana calls my panty-melting smile before continuing. “Could you let Robinson know I’m here, please? I have a full day ahead of me.”

Yeah, I’m that kind of dick. Being the top plastic surgeon in Manhattan gives me a lot of leeway in other people’s offices and I’m not too proud to use it. I can’t be late to work. My life is fucked up enough as it is; I don’t need to add pissed-off celebrities and socialites to the mix.

“Sure, no problem. Please have a seat. He should be right with you.”

I pick up a magazine and look at one page before I’m rescued by my former college roommate, Robinson T. Arnold, Esquire, attorney at law.

“James, how’re things?” he asks, extending his hand.

We shake with a grip that belies our casual exteriors. I’m going to leave with a sore hand today. This is my punishment for being late, but I’m not going down without a fight.

“Great. Dandy. That’s why I’m here.” I squeeze a little harder.

He laughs, knowing all too well that my visits here are never for pleasant things. He’s not only my ex-girlfriend-extricator, he’s also my malpractice attorney. Not that I ever make mistakes — knock wood — but there are some patients who will threaten to sue when they don’t wake up after a facelift surgery looking like Julia Roberts in her twenties. I’m damn good at what I do, but I’m no miracle worker, even if some might like to call me that.

“Come on back. I have forty-five minutes for you.”

“That’s probably perfect.”

“I’m charging you time and a half.”

“Try it and next time you come in for dermabrasion, I’ll give you a nose job and make it bigger than it already is.”

He laughs. “Glad to see you haven’t lost your will to live over this breakup.”

I cough out something that sounds like a pig snort. “Not likely.”

We enter his office and he shuts the door behind him. As I’m about to sit, he puts his hand on my shoulder. “You okay? Really?”

I nod, my voice going lower. “Yeah, I’m fine. This has been a long time coming.”

“Don’t I know it.” He moves around his desk to take the comfortably worn leather chair on the other side. “Thank God, too, man. I was starting to think we were going to have to stage an intervention.”

“Was it that obvious?”

He picks up a pen and starts wiggling it in his fingers. “Yeah. And it was bad. Was she as much a bitch in the bedroom as she was everywhere else?”

A flash of memory overtakes me, her yelling to bring down the walls. “I don’t know. Maybe.” I don’t like to fuck and tell, even around guys who are as close to me as brothers, so I keep my comments to that.

He grabs a legal pad from a wood tray on the corner of his desk and drops it in front of him. “Okay, so tell me what we’re looking at. What assets do you hold jointly?”

I think about it for a second and then shake my head. “Nothing, really. I bought her the BMW, but I put it in her name. The condo’s in my name entirely. She didn’t officially live there, but a lot of her clothes are still there.”

“She kept her place in Soho?”

“Yeah.”

“Excellent.” He wipes his forehead and then scribbles some things down. “I thought this was going to be a nightmare.”

“I do listen to some of the things you tell me.”

He laughs. “Since when?”

“Since I paid that huge settlement out to my last secretary.”

He stops writing for a minute and grimaces. “Yeah, that wasn’t pretty, was it?”

“No. Not pretty at all.”

I used to think of myself as worldly. Sophisticated. Street-smart. That opinion changed after I got conned by a cute girl with a devious plan. Never again will I trust a woman when she comes at me with wide eyes and a sob story.

I lean forward and try to interpret his writing. Impossible. “Anyone ever tell you that you should have been a doctor?”

“Yeah. My mother. But I’m not that stupid.” He winks at me and then writes some more things down.

“What are you putting on there?”

“It’s my grocery list,” he says without hesitating.

“Asshole.” I chuckle and let out a long sigh as I sit back. Although all his diplomas say he’s an attorney at law, he is a doctor of sorts, more psychologist than anything else. I already feel better just being here in his office.

He stops, puts down his pen, and holds up the pad, reading through what he wrote. “Okay, so you want to give her a call and tell her she can keep the car, the clothes, and the jewelry, but she needs to vacate by the 15th?

“That’s a week from now.”

“Yeah, so? You want to give her more time?”

“Hell no. I was thinking less.”

“Be reasonable. She’s going to need time to bitch about you with her girlfriends, maybe trash your car, show up at your office drunk. It’s a process.”

I shake my head and stare at the ceiling. I sincerely hope he’s wrong about all that but something tells me he won’t be.

“Fine.”

An uncomfortable feeling settles into my chest. I sit up straighter and try to get comfortable again, but it’s impossible.

“What? What’s wrong?”

I shake my head. “Nothing.”

“Bullshit. Something I said triggered something. Was it the clothes?”

“No.”

“Car?”

“No, it’s nothing.”

“Jewelry?”

I try to say no, but the word won’t come out. My face gets hot.

“What the fuck, man. Just tell me. I’m your friend.”

“I bought her a ring.” I have a hangnail on my thumb and right now, it gets all my attention.

“A ring? What kind of ring?”

“Diamond.”

“You want it back?”

My head shoots up and the hangnail is forgotten. “Hell no.”

“Then it’s no big deal. I’ll put it on the list of things she can keep.” He lifts up his pen.

“No!” I say much too loudly.

“So you do want it back?”

I drop my forehead into my hand. “This is so fucked up.”

His chair squeaks as he leans back really far in it. I look up to see him folding his hands across his belly, as if he has one there to hold them up. Maybe one day he’ll look like his father, but today, he looks like the athlete he was in college with a washboard stomach and shoulders the world could rest on.

“Talk to me, Goose. Tell me what’s going on with the ring.”

I grab the arms of the chair and hold them to keep from punching anything. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“You have thirty minutes. Use it all if you need to. Remember …,” he smiles, “…time and a half.”

“Dick.”

His smile disappears from his mouth but I still see it in his eyes.

“Fine. I bought her this ring…”

“How big?”

“Big.”

“How big?”

“Seven carats.”

His sharp intake of breath tells me all I need to know about how stupid I am.

“Anyway, I bought it for her because she was always bitching that I couldn’t make that commitment.”

“You showed her.”

“Fuck off, Robinson, seriously.”

He holds up a hand. “Okay, all right, I’m sorry. Continue.”

“So I bought the ring and then after I went to a bar.”

“Smart move.”

“I had a drink or two and was working up the courage to go see her.”

Robinson tips his chair forward. “Yeah?”

“And then just as I was about to leave, my brother calls.”

“Jeremy? What’s he got to do with the ring?”

“He doesn’t. Well, he does. But … just shut up and let me tell the story.”

He makes a motion like he’s zipping his lips.

“So Jeremy calls and he’s wasted off his ass, as usual, but he’s crying and apologizing.”

“What’d he do?”

“He didn’t do anything. It’s what Hillary did.”

Robinson leans toward me with his forearms on the desk. “Oh no.”

“Oh, yeah. Jeremy tells me Hillary made a move on him. Touched his dick.”

“Fuck me.”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“Did he? Did he … go through with it, I mean?”

“Hell no, he didn’t go through with it.”

Robinson’s eyebrow goes up.

“Listen, man, you and I both know under normal circumstances she might have been able to make that happen, but not with Jeremy. Not now. Anytime he looks at another woman, all he sees is Laura.”

Robinson’s gaze drops to his desk and he nods knowingly. “Yeah. Right. Fuck.”

“So I get the hell out of the bar and go driving around looking for him. I find him in our dad’s old brownstone. He’s lying on the floor, wasted out of his mind.”

“Poor asshole.”

“I have to drag him down the stairs and out to the cab. And then halfway to my place, he opens the door and jumps out!” I’m getting amped up just telling the story. My stupid fucking brother. He could have died that night and it would’ve been my fault. I remind myself to punch him really hard the next time I see him. Sober or not, he’s going to get nailed.

“He jumped out? Holy shit.” Robinson’s half serious, half laughing.

“It’s not funny, man. He could have died that night.”

“What a dick.”

“Yeah, you’re telling me.”

“So what happened next?”

“He starts talking about Laura’s fountain.” I pause at his confused expression. “You know, the one outside the Apple store.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Anyway, he and Laura used to go there a lot or whatever. He said he had to go there.”

“He didn’t get in, did he?”

“No. But this is where the ring comes in.”

Robinson frowns. “I don’t follow.”

“He’s feeling like shit because of what Hillary did on top of what happened to Laura, and that fucking ring was in my pocket. I couldn’t stand it anymore. I needed it to be gone from my life. It was a big fucking mistake.”

“Don’t tell me…”

I nod. “Yeah. I gave it to Jeremy and he chucked it into the fountain.”

“Tell me you went in and got it.”

I shake my head. “Nope. Left it there. And good riddance, too. That thing is seriously bad luck.”

“And that bad luck charm cost you how much?”

“About four hundred large. I got a discount.”

Robinson runs his hand through his hair. First he’s shaking his head and then he’s laughing.

“It’s not that funny.”

“Yeah, dude. It is that funny.” He has his eyes squeezed closed as he continues to laugh. His shoulders are quaking with his mirth.

“Fuck you.”

He makes efforts to control himself and look professional, only partially pulling it off.

“Okay, so is that the end of the story?” he asks.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“What does this have to do with Hillary?”

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “What if she finds out I bought it? Will she insist I give it to her?”

Robinson waves his hand in front of his face. “Meh, doesn’t matter. She has no claim to it. Engagement rings are conditional on a marriage actually taking place. No marriage, no ring. It’s a special kind of contract in the eyes of the law.”

He pushes his pad and pen to the corner of his desk. “So how do you want to play this? You want to give her a call or you want me to do the dirty work?”

“I’ll call her.”

Robinson pushes the phone over to me. “Go for it. Our lines are recorded. Tell her that before you start talking.”

“This is going to piss her off.”

“Good point. Before you call her, call your doorman and tell him to cut her off.”

“Already did that.”

“Good man.” He gestures to the phone and sits back.


























Chapter Thirty-Three




FINDING PARKING NEAR MY SISTER’S place is usually no picnic, but I opt to leave the cabs behind and drive over there in my own car anyway.

A parking space on the street opens up two blocks from her place and I take it, feeling like a lucky man. Maybe the dark cloud over my head is finally going to dissipate. The growl of my Porsche Carrera GT always puts me in a good mood.

The odor of garlic overwhelms me as I walk in the front door. “Smells good!” I yell toward the kitchen. Glancing at the stairs, I see a trail of clothing that starts at the bottom and goes all the way to the top. Almost every step has some item of baby paraphernalia on it.

“Come on back to the kitchen!” my sister yells. “You can rescue Cassie from her seat!”

Long strides have me there in two seconds, but I soon realize there’s no need to panic. Cassie’s in a pumpkin seat on the kitchen table, wrapped up like a baby burrito and strapped in like she’s about to go on a space launch. My sister is stirring sauce at the stove.

For a split second I see Laura standing there at the stove and not Jana, and it chokes me up. This house had been Jeremy’s haven for the year he’d been remodeling it with his new wife, a place we all liked to gather for Sunday dinners, even when there was construction debris everywhere. Now that it’s finished, it’s a place he can’t stand to be in. He hasn’t been here since the memorial three months ago, and when he was here for that, he was so wasted, I’m sure he doesn’t remember a thing. Jana took over the place when she realized Jeremy’s small apartment held too many bad memories for them all to be there. The last fixtures were installed last week by guys I hired to finish the job.

Cassie has that slightly absent, distracted look of a three-month-old. I pick her pliable body up out of the seat and rest her against my chest, mindful of her still floppy head. The thicker blanket that surrounded her falls away, and I catch it before it hits the floor and throw it over the back of a chair. The two of us walk over to Jana, and I kiss the back of her head. “What’s up, sis? What’s for dinner?”

“Nothing fancy. Spaghetti and meatballs.”

“My favorite. Has Cassie eaten yet?”

Jana laughs. “When hasn’t she eaten? She’s a piglet. Every two hours she’s ordering up again.”

I pull the baby away from my chest and hold her in the crook of my arm. “Are you being bossy again?” I ask her. “Who said you could be the boss, huh? You’re supposed to let your Auntie Jana be the boss.”

“That’ll be the day,” Jana says, but she doesn’t sound mad about it.

There’s this giant elephant in the room that neither of us ever acknowledges, and it’s staring me down right now. I’m antsy to get it out in the open, exorcised out of our lives like I did with Hilary’s presence in my life today at the lawyer’s office.

Jana moved in here the day after Laura died, ostensibly to help Jeremy transition into full-time single-parenthood. Now, three months later, she’s the only adult who lives here, and Jeremy is conspicuously absent. He’s no more capable of caring for a baby than he is himself, and we all know it, but the situation is seriously fucked up. Something needs to be done. That’s why I suggested this dinner. It’s time to clean out the closets. I dealt with Hilary today, and we need to deal with Jeremy tonight.

“Should I set the table?” I ask.

“Have at it.” Jana opens up the oven, and I turn away, making sure none of the heat hits little Cassie.

“Sooo, heard from Jeremy?” I ask casually.

“No, of course not. Have you?”

“Yeah, kind of. I found him the other night as you know.”

“Thanks for texting me, by the way. I was worried.”

“You’re welcome. I had him with me that night, but he took off before I woke up the next morning. I don’t know where he is now.”

“We’re not supposed to know where he is.”

I hesitate while putting forks down. “What’s that mean?”

“It means, he’s hiding from us. From everyone. From everything. From life.” She stirs the sauce in rhythm with her sorrow. “Life without Laura isn’t worth living.”

“But he has Cassie.” I stare down into her tiny face.

“Cassie is a reminder of Laura, and he can’t deal with that. I don’t agree with it, but it’s not my place to tell him how to feel.”

I nod. She’s right. It sucks, but she’s right. I’ve never had to manage pain like my brother is trying to right now. I pray I’ll never be in his situation.

“What are we going to do?” I ask quietly.

Jana sighs heavily. “With what?”

She and I both know what I’m talking about, but this conversation is even more difficult than the things we had to deal with after Laura’s death, like her funeral and inheritance issues.

“With Cassie,” I explain. “We need to make things more official. More permanent. I talked to my lawyer today.”

Jana keeps her back to me, but I know she’s crying.

I continue. “I know you don’t want to upset Jeremy, and neither do I, but we need to do what’s best for Cassie. She needs consistency. She needs to get medical care and schooling and whatever else, without all the extra hurdles that you not being her official guardian causes. We can file the papers this week if you want.”

“I know. I don’t need you to tell me that.”

I walk over and put my hand on her shoulder. “I don’t mean to be pushy. I’m just trying to do my part.”

Jana nods. “I know. You’re doing a good job, too. It’s just … hard.”

I go back to setting the table, putting the pasta bowls next to the forks. “Did you make garlic bread?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I made garlic bread.”

I can’t help smiling at her tone. She’s so fucking tough. I love my little sister. She’s stronger than anyone I know.

“Good. Because I was going to leave if you didn’t have garlic bread.”

“Pfff, as if. You get tired of eating out all the time, you don’t fool me.”

I’m not going to argue with that. I don’t want to miss out on her cooking next time she’s in the mood to invite someone over. “Nothing like a home cooked meal,” I say, sucking up to the best of my ability.

“Here,” she says, putting a bowl of green salad in front of me. “Toss this.”

I look at the bowl and then my niece. “Did you hear that, Cassie? We have to toss the salad.”

Cassie wiggles, grimaces, and farts. Then all I see are gums.

“Did you see that? She smiled at me.” I can’t stop grinning.

“That was a toot-wince. You can’t claim her first smile. It’s mine.”

I tickle Cassie’s chin. “We know it was a smile, don’t we?” I use a conspiratorial whisper just to get under my sister’s skin.

“Babies make you stupid,” Jana says, sounding happy about it.

“Ain’t no baby makin’ that happen,” I say, taking my seat. “It’s just women in general who have that effect on me.” I make a weak effort at tossing the salad with one hand and a single spoon.

Jana turns around with a big bowl of sauce in her hands. “I’m putting this over here so she doesn’t accidentally put her hand in it.” She sets the sauce down all the way across the table from where I’m sitting.

I roll my eyes. “I’m not a complete idiot where babies are concerned, you know.”

“Oh really? Okay, then. You can babysit her next week when I go out with my girlfriends.”

Panic immediately sets in. “Seriously?” I have a hard time swallowing.

Jana comes back to the table with a bowl of pasta in her hands. “You should see the look on your face right now.”

I shrug and rearrange my features. “No big deal. I can handle it. Send the date to my secretary so she can put it on my calendar.” Truth is, I probably can’t handle it, but I’m not going to tell my sister that. She really needs to get out more. Besides, I can hire a nanny to come in and handle things when I’m in charge.

She smiles. “Good. Because I could use the break.”

Jana spoons out two bowls of pasta and puts a generous helping of sauce over both of them, topping them off with parmesan cheese and a slice of garlic bread.

“Put her in the pumpkin seat,” Jana orders.

“No, I’m going to hold her.” Tucking the baby in my arm off to the side, I ready myself to dig into this glorious dinner.

“You’re going to spill sauce on her.”

“No, I won’t.” I open up my napkin and lay it over her lower half, the only thing that might be in danger of being sauced.

“I already have enough laundry to do.” My sister is glaring at me.

“Yeah, I noticed.” I start twirling my first forkful of pasta up. “On the stairs when I came in. Looks like you’re losing the battle.”

As I lift the first bite of spaghetti to my mouth, I notice my sister’s expression. Her eyes are half filled with tears. My hand freezes in midair.

“What?” I ask. “Are you upset about the laundry?”

Jana stands all of a sudden, throws her napkin down, and leaves the kitchen.

Cassie and I stare at each other as the sounds of footsteps banging up the stairs echo above our heads.

“I think I’m in trouble,” I say to the baby.

She winces and farts again. And then two seconds later a sound of fury comes from her diaper area, and I wince. “Did you just shit your pants, Cassie?”

She gives me a big, gummy, googly smile in response, but I’m not going to tell Jana. Instead I put my finger on my niece’s little mouth and say, “Shhhh, save the smiles for Auntie Jana, okay? She gets first dibs, especially after she changes this diaper.”

Standing, I leave the napkin that used to be Cassie’s protection from my sauce splatter and head down the hallway that will take me to the stairs. We find Jana sitting on the edge of her bed, crying.

I lay Cassie in the middle of the king-sized monstrosity and sit next to my sister.

“I’m sorry. I’m an asshole.”

She shakes her head. “No, you’re not. You’re just messing around like you always do. I’ve just completely lost my sense of humor.”

Taking her hand in mine, I pull it over and rest it on my leg, letting our fingers lightly twine together. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m hiring you a housekeeper to do all the laundry and the cleaning.”

“But…”

“No buts! And I’m hiring a nanny to help with Cassie.”

Jana yanks her hand away. “Absolutely not. No way will I allow that to happen. She’s already had her mother taken away. I won’t let her be raised by a stranger.”

I take my sister’s hand back. “Okay, fine. But I’m hiring the housekeeper. I know you wanted to do it all yourself, but it’s just too much. You’re only twenty-five. You didn’t have any time to plan for this, to prepare. You had to quit your job…”

She snorts bitterly. “I was working in a clothing store.”

“You were making good commissions and it got you out of the house.” We both know with the trust fund money she gets every month she has no need to work, but like me, she goes crazy just sitting around.

Jana turns her head to look at me, and I look at her too, even though the sight of her watery eyes nearly tears me in two.

“I need to do right by her, James. I need to show Cassie that her family is here for her and we’re not going anywhere. Jeremy can’t do that right now, so I need to.”

Anger at Jeremy rises up and nearly chokes me. Yes, he’s steeped in misery and pain, but for God’s sake … he has a baby here! But when I look at my sister’s expression, I wonder if she’d be all right with Jeremy getting his shit together and taking over as full-time parent. Would she be okay having Cassie taken from her, after three months of being her mother?

It doesn’t matter because it’s not going to happen. Jeremy is too far gone for that. Attempts to get him into rehab have so far failed, and he’s proven himself very difficult to find when he gets it into his head to be lost.

I stroke my sister’s hand to calm her down. “Listen, sis, this is all going to turn out fine, I promise. Every new mom needs a little help and you’re going to get it. I’m not going to argue with you any more about it. I’m paying for the housekeeper and I’m coming to babysit next weekend.”

She gives me a weak smile. “Actually, I was kind of thinking I’d bring her to your place.”

I frown. “My place? I don’t have any baby stuff there.”

“Well, get some. I’m thinking she needs to spend more time with you as she gets older. She needs a male role model in her life.”

“So get a boyfriend.” I said it kind of as a joke, but Jana apparently doesn’t appreciate my sense of humor these days.

She punches me in the ribs.

“Ooph. Ow! You have rings on, no fair.” I lean as far away from her as I can without actually getting up.

“As if I have time to date,” she growls. “Are you insane?”

She looks like she’s ready to hit me again, so I hold up my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, I get it. Your life is over. You’re going to die a spinster.”

She shakes her head at me. “You should probably leave now.”

I turn around and grab Cassie’s little legs, dragging her slowly across the bed. “Clean up on aisle four.”

Jana crinkles up her nose. “Oh, God, that’s a bad one.”

“Yeah. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

I start to stand, but Jana grabs my sleeve and stops me. “Not so fast. You need a lesson in diaper changing.”

My face goes white. I can literally feel the blood leaving my head. Suddenly, I’m faint.

“I’m sure I can figure it out. When the time comes.” I beat it out of there without looking back and run down the stairs.

“You’re a doctor for God’s sake!” my sister yells down after me.

Doctor Scmockter. We never had to change shitty diapers in med school. The very idea of seeing my tiny niece’s girly parts covered in … Oh, Jesus … I can’t even think it in my own head.

My shirt is sticking to me by the time I take my seat at the kitchen table again. I can hear my sister laughing her ass off upstairs for a long time after I’ve left her there with that nuclear disaster of a diaper.

The idea of babysitting Cassie overnight has my mind spinning. What are the chances she won’t poop for a twenty-four hour period? I’m going to have to Google that. I won’t panic until Google tells me to panic. Picking up my phone I stare at the screen, wondering if I should look it up now using my browser app. Instead, I send a text to my attorney.

Get the guardianship papers started. It’s a go.


























Chapter Thirty-Four




HOUSECALLS DON’T HAPPEN ANYMORE IN the medical world, generally speaking, but in my particular line of work, and with the clients I have, sometimes exceptions are made. Case in point, I’m now in East Harlem, coming back from a post-operative check-up with a patient who’s had a rhinoplasty, reduction mammaplasty, and mastopexy. She had started to get bitchy about the fact that the changes to her body weren’t as drastic as she’d envisioned, but when I reminded her that Michael Jackson had the same tantrum with his plastic surgeon and won, she calmed down pretty quickly.

It’s a pet peeve of mine when someone with beautiful ethnic features wants to erase them completely. I take a lot of time getting people to see the real beauty there that I can enhance without taking away the naturalness of it. That’s why they call me a miracle worker. That’s why I can charge three times more than anyone else in Manhattan. And that’s why I’m leaving a subway tunnel in East Harlem to finally get to a spot where a taxi will pick me up when suddenly I’m accosted by a crazy person.

She comes out of nowhere. One second I’m coming out of the tunnel to the stairs and the next I’m getting plastered by something soft and wet.

“Ooph!” she says at the same second I groan.

She clipped my ‘nads and I’m breathing hard through the slight twinge of pain. It could have been a lot worse, so I’m actually feeling kind of lucky.

She was carrying a huge bag that looks like some kind of sling made of sewn-together scraps of ragged material, but it went flying when we made impact. The expression on her face at losing it is pure terror, so I reach over and grab it from the ground, intending to give it to her and end her freak-out.

“That’s my purse!” she screams.

Here I was expecting her to be grateful, but instead she looks like she’s about to attack me, so I hold it up high.

“Easy!” I yell. “I’m just trying to help you!”

She grabs the purse and hugs it like it’s a long lost child. It’s then, when her hair moves out of her face, that I recognize her. It’s the looney bird from the fountain. And she’s wet again. What is it with this woman?

“It’s you.” I look down at my chest and see giant wet stains on my suit coat. “Am I covered in sweat again?”

I expect her to laugh, because I’m being a pretty good sport about this, but I get the opposite reaction.

“Oh, shut up,” she says, walking around me, giving me a wide berth, as if I’m the asshole that keeps getting people wet.

“You really should look where you’re going!” I yell after her.

“And you really should get out of people’s way!” she shouts over her shoulder.

I can see her somewhat fluffy and very scraggly hair in the crowd that’s slowly swallowing her up by the turnstiles. What a lunatic. I watch as she slides a card through the reader, hugging her purse to her like someone’s about to steal it at any second.

I almost feel guilty, like that’s what I was doing, trying to steal her bag, which is completely crazy, I know. But something about that woman gets under my skin and has me stopping to consider myself when normally I’d just be oblivious.

I shake my head as I move out of the tunnel and out into the rain. All this stress from my brother’s antics and Jana’s situation with Cassie is making me crazy. If I didn’t have three new clients lined up for the afternoon, I’d take the rest of the day off and go to a bar to drown my sorrows, but as it is, I don’t have that luxury.

“No rest for the wicked,” I say, running to the edge of the street with my hand out, snagging a cab headed downtown.

“Lenox Hill. East Seventy-Sixth.” I lean back and let my head drop to the seat behind me, reviewing in my mind the email I received from the attorney this morning.

A simple filing, a form signed by Jeremy, and a hearing; that’s all it’s going to take for Cassie and Jana to find some peace through guardianship. That’s my goal, now — to get the two most important girls in my life happy. After that, I’ll work on Jeremy, and if there’s anything left of me after, I’ll see what I can do about getting my shit together.

I feel better having a plan, as half-assed as it is. I fall asleep in the cab and only wake when we arrive a block from my office. I can’t believe in that short period of time, I actually had a dream. It featured a crazy woman with frizzy hair, clutching a bag to her chest and running from me.


























Chapter Thirty-Five




THE TIMING CAN’T POSSIBLY BE worse. I’m sitting in a consult with a client I’ve just met for the first time, a woman whose work I’ve admired for years, and my secretary comes over the intercom. This is something she’s been specifically instructed never to do unless someone is about to lose a limb and only I can save him.

“Doctor Oliver? I’m sorry to disturb you, but it’s about your brother.”

I frown at the phone. “I’ll be out in a moment.”

Smiling at my patient, I stand. “My apologies. This will only take a minute.”

She smiles back at me. “No problem. I have a brother too. I get it.”

I touch her shoulder on my way out as a thank you. Not every patient is as understanding as this one. She’s more old school and has the manners that go along with it. I wish I had more clients like her, but it seems as if more and more these days the patients are getting younger, not older, and definitely more inclined to consider themselves the center of the universe.

As soon as the door closes, I’m at the secretary’s desk, yanking the phone off the cradle. “Doctor Oliver.”

I’m taken a bit aback when I don’t hear my brother’s slurred voice coming through the line in response.

“Doctor Oliver, hello, this is Officer Frank Filner over at the thirteenth precinct, Manhattan.”

My blood runs cold. Oh, God. Not Jeremy! I got this same phone call three months ago, a police officer telling me my sister-in-law had been in an accident. Everyone in the family carries my business card in their wallets, so I’m the lucky one who gets these calls.

“We picked up your brother on a public intoxication charge. He says you’re his lawyer, but I know you’re not a lawyer.”

“No, I’m a physician.” I sigh heavily, the weight of our world pressing down on my shoulders. “What did he do this time?”

“He wizzed in a fountain. Said he had to seal the deal, whatever that means. Bunch a kids saw him, but since we only heard about it and didn’t see it, we’re just sticking with the public intoxication charge and not adding the indecency charge.”

“Thirteenth precinct?” I quickly map out Manhattan in my head. “That’s not near the fountain.”

“You know what fountain he wizzed in?”

“I could guess. Over by the Apple store?”

“Yeah. But he took off on foot. Made it into our area before we caught up with him. This is just a courtesy call, really. The guy just keeps crying about his wife. I guess she died recently.”

My throat closes up a little. “Yes. Three months ago. She was pregnant. The baby survived, but she didn’t.”

“Upper east side?” the officer asks.

“Yes, as a matter of fact.”

“Oh, that was a rough one. I wasn’t there, but I heard about it.” There’s a pause and then a long sigh. “Listen, what do you want me to do with him? Do you want to come pick him up?”

I blink a few times. “You’d do that? Let me come get him?”

“Yeah, this time. Maybe you can get him checked into a program. By the looks of him, this isn’t his first run-around with the bottle, if you know what I mean.”

My mind is spinning. Do I bail my brother out once again or let him learn his lesson? And what kind of lesson will he learn in prison? I fear it won’t be the right one, the one that sets him down the path to recovery.

“Can I get him into a program right now?” I ask.

The officer pauses. “Hmmm … well … I suppose, you being a doctor and with our say-so, we could put him on a forty-eight hour psychiatric hold at Bellevue. Baker Act him.”

“Do it.” I don’t even hesitate. This is the best thing for him. I know exactly who to call. One of my best friends in med school went into psychiatry and he recently set up a practice in town. Hopefully he has privileges at Bellevue. If not, I’ll make sure he gets them.

“He isn’t going to be happy,” the officer warns.

“Yeah, well, he’s making everyone else miserable with his bullshit, so I’m not worried.”

“Guy’s been through a lot,” the officer says.

Maybe he’s scolding me for being a hardass, but I’m not going to let that make me feel guilty. All I can picture is my sister crying and little Cassie lying there on the bed with a diaper full of nuclear disaster.

“We’ve all been through a lot,” I say. “I’ll come down there to sign something if you need me to.

“Nah, it’s all set. We’ll take it from here. Contact the hospital if you have any questions.”

“Will do. And thanks, Officer Filner. I appreciate the call.”

“Anytime. Just doing my job.”

I hang up, knowing Officer Filner wasn’t just doing his job. Sometimes Manhattan sucks with its traffic and non-stop pressure, but then again, sometimes it’s the best place in the world to live. When I catch a glimmer of humanity like this it makes me believe we’re all in this thing together.

“Send some cigars to Officer Filner at the thirteenth precinct,” I say to my secretary as I head back to my office.

“How many?” she asks.

“Whatever you think is appropriate for a guy who just saved my brother’s ass.”

As I take a seat across from a Hollywood star who has featured in more than fifteen blockbuster films over her career, I can think of nothing but how I’m going to go to Bellevue after I’m done here and confront my brother with the fact that not only is he about to become a more permanent resident of the psychiatric ward, but he’s also about to lose his parenting rights.

Now this is what I call a shitty day.


























Chapter Thirty-Six




JEREMY IS HAVING A FIT and it ain’t pretty. The alcohol is one thing, but I’m pretty sure he’s wasted on something else too. His eyes are blood-red and he’s got white goo in the corners of his mouth. When I say he’s spitting mad, I’m not being poetic. He’s literally spitting at me with every word that flies out of his mouth.

“I’m going to fucking kill you!” he screams. His arms are tied to the sides of the bed as are his feet. The tendons and veins in his neck stand out as he strains against his bindings.

A nurse stands off to the right near the window, acting as though she hears and sees nothing while she enters information into a computer on wheels.

“Ease up, Jer,” I say, trying to calm him down, “this is just to get you sober, nothing else.”

“Fuck being sober! I don’t want to be sober!”

The nurse glances up at me and we share a look of sadness together. This is not good, her expression says.

“Maybe you’ll change your mind tomorrow,” I say, holding back my sorrow. My brother doesn’t need my pity right now, he needs my strength, so that’s what he’s going to get — like it or not.

“Tomorrow I’ll be outta here, and fuck you for putting me here.” He’s growling as he strains against his bindings.

“You’re not going anywhere tomorrow. You’re on a forty-eight hour hold and I’m going to see about making it fifteen days.”

Jeremy’s body arches up off the bed at that little bit of information, and then he just starts screaming.

“I think maybe you should just step outside for a bit,” says the nurse, pushing on my arm. It’s only because I’m a physician with privileges at the hospital that I’m allowed in here at all, so I take her advice and leave the room.

Once we’re outside the door and it’s shut, she looks up at me. “He just needs to detox and then he’ll be more in the mood to talk.”

“Hopefully,” I say, speaking the words I know are in her head.

“Yes, hopefully.” She rests her hand on my arm. “These things take time. You did the best thing for him. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

“Oh, trust me, I’m not.” Not really. Maybe a little.

The nurse’s hand moves up toward my elbow, stroking me a little. “I’m here for you, if you have any questions or concerns about his meds. I know you’re not the attending, but you’re family and I know you understand what we’re doing here.”

I take a step back, knowing the next step will be her giving me her personal cell number in case I want to get in touch with her after hours. This happens all the time, but I’m a big believer in keeping business and personal lives separate. Hospital drama is notorious for making people miserable and I’ve already got a corner on the market for that emotion.

I glance at her name tag, not personally familiar with the nurses in the psych unit. “Thanks, Jennifer, really, I appreciate it. You can let Jeremy know I’ll stop by tomorrow when he’s feeling better.”

She nods. “I will. Would you like my number? In case you need to talk about his care after hours?” She gives me that knowing look, a simple invitation that part of me hates myself for turning down. I could lose myself in some hot sex right now, I really could. But maybe I’m already lost enough as it is.

“No, that’s all right. I’m going to let things take their course and not interfere.”

“Okay, suit yourself. I’m here if you change your mind.” She turns to head down the hall, leaving me there alone.

As I make my way to the elevator, I wonder how I’m going to bring this up with my sister. Jana already has so much shit to deal with. Do I really want her freaking out about Jeremy? Coming to visit him with Cassie on her hip?

Then I imagine her expression when she finds out after the fact that I’ve had Jeremy committed and he’s been in the hospital for a while, when I turn a corner and almost run into someone.

“Whoa, sorry about that,” she says, jumping to the side, barely avoiding plowing me over.

As soon as I see her scruffy hairdo and crazy bag, I recognize her. The Bag Lady.

“You,” I say, blinking a few times to be sure I’m not hallucinating. “I can’t believe it. Are you stalking me or something?” As if I didn’t have enough on my plate that I’d need to deal with a crazy stalker. Jesus, what next?

She stands there for a few seconds with her mouth hanging open and her hair flying all over the place. Then her hand goes to her hip and she sticks her jaw out.

“Excuse me, but I’m here to see a patient.” She suddenly has an accent I hadn’t noticed before. She must be from Boston. “What’s your excuse for almost knocking me over again?” She points at my suit and then my tie.

I’m confused enough that I’m lost for words. But that doesn’t affect her in the slightest. Before I can think of a response, she’s off and running again.

“Never mind,” she shouts out. “I totally don’t care.”

I spin around in time to see her jump into an elevator and the doors slide shut behind her.

I stand there staring at the wall and blinking. What in the hell just happened? Am I being stalked or do I just have the worst luck in the entire world? I’m starting to wonder if getting rid of that ring had any effect at all. I’d thought it was a bad talisman, but maybe it’s just me. Maybe I’m the walking embodiment of bad luck. Maybe I’m to blame for crazy people stalking me and covering me in god-knows-what. Fountain water? Rain water? Sweat?

My feet are finally working again, so I let them take me to the front of the hospital. I’m headed for the doors, but then take a quick detour to the welcome desk. An older woman I recognize as one of our most decorated volunteers smiles at me.

“Hello, Doctor Oliver. What can I do for you today?”

Her dentures are almost blue they’re so perfectly white.

“Hello, Esther.” I give her my panty-dropper smile. It works like a charm on the older ladies especially. “I was just wondering if you could tell me about a visitor here. Someone who just left your desk probably.” Normally I wouldn’t be allowed access to this information, but I’m kind of an expert at getting ladies to break the rules. And yes, I’m proud of that.

She frowns, maybe a little confused. “A visitor?”

“Yes, a woman who has this crazy kind of hair…,” I make motions above my head to indicate a halo of frizz, “… a skirt and a big purse? She was coming to visit a patient, she said.”

Esther’s smile comes back and it has a sneaky edge to it. “Ohhhh, so you want to know her name, is that it?”

“Yes, and the room she’s going to, if that’s not too much trouble.”

I have no idea why I’m asking for this woman’s information. I’m telling myself it’s because I want to make sure I’m protecting myself from a potential stalker, but I really cannot picture her being a danger to anyone. Not with that hair. Not with that skirt. She looks like a gypsy reject. A cute one if I’m being honest. The kind that drinks a lot of wheat grass. Not that I care.

“Well, it says on my clipboard here that her name is Leah Wallace and she’s visiting her father in room four-oh-eight. She mentioned something about her husband having tuberculosis? From Zimbabwe?” Esther waves a hand in the air in front of her. “I don’t know. She seems kind of looney to me.”

“And so she is.” I knock the top of the counter. “Thank you, Esther. Have a wonderful day.”

“You too, Doctor Oliver. See you again real soon.”

“Yes, indeed,” I say as I walk away.

Yes, indeed. Now that my brother’s been committed here, everyone will be seeing me way more than I would like.

I let out a long sigh as I put my hand up out on the curb. Time to catch a cab and head over to my attorney’s office. My work as big brother never seems to be done.


























Chapter Thirty-Seven




I’M BACK IN BROOKLYN AGAIN, but this time I’ve brought Chinese food with me from the city. My sister forewarned me that she wasn’t in the mood to cook.

When I walk in the door the first thing that hits me is the smell. It’s like the bottom of a trash can. I remember then that I promised to get a housekeeper in here and I pause to grab my phone and tap out a text to my secretary. She should still be in the office.

Veronica, get a housekeeper scheduled to come to my sister’s place in Brooklyn 3x a week starting tomorrow. Bill it to the office.

I close my phone and slide it into my pocket. Problem solved.

“Jana, where are you?” I call out, cocking an ear to listen for the answer.

I get nothing.

Grabbing clothing and toys as I walk up the stairs, I follow my nose. It leads me into Cassie’s room and a plastic garbage pail overloaded with dirty diapers. Snagging it, I hold it at arm’s length and leave the room. I pass by three other bedrooms and find them all empty, all a shambles. It looks as though my sister hasn’t run a vacuum in here in weeks. Our dearly departed mother would have had a heart attack at what I’m seeing. I’m pissed at myself for not getting help out here sooner.

Knowing Jana’s probably outside with the baby, either taking a walk or sitting on the back stoop, I make myself busy with emptying trash cans, piling up dirty clothes, and throwing toys into a basket in the living room. Jana insists Cassie needs the visual stimulation, despite the fact that I have reminded her often that she’s only three months old and probably can’t see past the end of her nose yet. But what do I know? I’ve never had a kid, never even been around one for more than a few hours at a time.

That thought reminds me that I have to take responsibility for this mostly blind, pooping machine very soon. I need to figure out exactly what day it is so I can buy some things. I pause in my housekeeping to send another message out by text.

Veronica, I’m watching Cassie one day in a week or so. Find out the date and order me some stuff on Amazon, delivered to the apartment.

The cell goes back in my pocket and I walk to the back of the house, looking out the windows to try and find my sister.

“Jana?” I push open the back door.

“Shhh, we’re out here,” she says.

She’s sitting on a bench near the small fountain Jeremy built, rocking Cassie gently in her arms.

“She sleeping?” I whisper as I go down the stairs into the micro-sized back yard that’s divided off from the neighbors’ places by a bamboo fence.

She nods.

“The housekeeper will be here tomorrow,” I say softly. “Sorry it wasn’t today.”

She shrugs. “No big deal.”

It’s tempting to say it’s a very big deal, that no one should live in such a mess, but I keep my comments to myself.

“Got you some Chinese,” I said.

Jana yawns. “Excellent. I could use a little MSG pick-me-up.”

I hold out my arms. “Let me have her.”

“No, she’s sleeping.”

I walk over and take the baby anyway. “My turn. Go brush your teeth or something.”

She slaps me on the arm as she walks by. “Rude.”

I smile down at my niece. I know exactly how to get rid of my sister. She’s probably all paranoid now, thinking that I’ve seen something green in her teeth, and she’ll floss for ten minutes over it.

“Don’t ever tease your Auntie Jana about her teeth,” I whisper to Cassie. “She hates that. She also hates when you tell her that her butt looks big in jeans. Only use that comment when you want her to run away screaming.”

“I heard that!” Jana says from the back stairs.

I stand up and turn around, cringing when Cassie’s eyes open a little and roll up into her head. I find myself holding my breath until her lids close again.

We follow Jana back into the house and I sit at the table while my sister takes the food out of boxes and puts it onto plates for us. She uses the paper ones that were in the bag, I suspect because all her regular ones are dirty. The sink is full.

“I talked to the attorney. He’s getting the paperwork done.”

Jana sighs heavily. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” She pulls two sets of chopsticks out of the bag and rips the paper from around them.

“It’s the best idea we have. You need the legal power to care for Cassie.”

“But Jeremy’s going to get upset.”

“Jeremy is not going to get upset, because if he does get upset, I’m going to punch him in the face.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“Yes I do. I’m tired of his shit.”

“No cussing in front of the baby.”

“Okay, fine, I’m tired of his doo-doo.” I smile down at the baby who smiles back in her sleep, her lips winking up at the corners a few times. I’m definitely her favorite. I’ll wait until later to brag about it to Jana.

“He’s just hurting.”

“He’s just self-destructing. I had him committed today.”

She slams down a box of moo goo gai pan. “You what?!”

When I respond I say it to Cassie, not Jana. I can’t look at my sister’s angry face right now. It might cause me to doubt myself. “I got a call from a police officer who arrested him for public intoxication. They said they could put him on a forty-eight hour hold over at Bellevue, so I told them to go ahead.”

“And how did Jeremy take it?” she asks, her temper somewhat more subdued.

“As you could imagine. He flipped.”

“Did he leave?”

“He can’t.” I move the baby off to the side so I can set myself up to eat. Jana has dumped half of all the food boxes onto my plate and their contents have all bled together. I’m not going to complain, even though this violates my number one rule of eating, namely that no one food should be touching another until I say so. Jana knows this about me, and this is her way of telling me she’s pissed.

“Why? Because you say so?”

“No.” I grin up at her. “Because he’s tied to the bed.”

Her jaw drops open. “You aren’t serious.”

I lose my smile. “I sure as hell am.”

She’s sputtering, but I cut her off.

“Listen, Jana, do you have a better idea? Because I’d love to hear it.”

“Yes, I have a better idea!”

I sit back and gesture at her with my chopsticks. “Okay, then, let’s hear it. I’m all ears.”

“We could get him into treatment.”

“Not when he’s wasted. He refuses treatment. We have to get him sober first.”

“We could get him sober at home.”

“No we can’t. We’ve tried already.”

“I haven’t tried.”

I laugh bitterly. “And how are you going to do that with Cassie on your hip?”

Jana’s face twists up in several directions as tears well up in her eyes.

I don’t wait to hear her defense.

“Just let me handle it, okay?” I put the chopsticks down and lift Cassie a little. “You’re handling this situation, I’ll handle the Jeremy situation.”

“Cassie is not a situation.” Jana drops down ungracefully into the chair across the table from me.

“She is a situation. A cute, gassy, adorable one, but a situation nonetheless. She needs to be handled, Jeremy needs to be handled, and this guardianship is all a part of that.” I lean over and plead. “Please, Jana, do this. It’s for Cassie and for Jeremy, even if he doesn’t see it that way right now. I promise you, he will in the future.”

“If he’s even still speaking to me then.”

“He will. I swear to you, he will.”

“Or what? You’ll pound him?”

I nod. “Into the ground if necessary.”

She shakes her head as she picks up her chopsticks. “I never understood the way you guys communicate.”

“Sometimes fists speak more effectively than words.”

“If you’re a caveman, maybe.”

“Urph. Goombala goo.” I growl a little for effect.

“You are a complete idiot,” she says, trying to hold back her smile.

“Ba goo doo rah mah boo.” I frown, poking a chopstick out at her.

She laughs. “Keep joking. We’ll see who’s grunting and caveman talking after your weekend with Cassie.”

“Weekend?” My heart seizes up. “Who said anything about a weekend? I thought it was for one evening?”

She smiles even bigger. “Oh, did I say that? Yeah. I meant weekend. Friday, Saturday, Sunday.”

“Friday?! I have patients on Friday!”

“I already checked with Veronica. You’re done at six. You can pick Cassie up at seven.”

I frown at my lo mein and then my niece. “I think I just got bamboozled, Cassie.”

She squirms and farts.

Jana starts snorting she’s laughing so hard.

I sigh deeply and then stab my chopsticks into my noodles. “This is the story of my life,” I say, before stuffing my mouth full of soy-sauced goodness. At least I have Chinese food.

“I recommend you buy a crib,” Jana says, “and a rocking chair.”

I try to say, “And I recommend you buy a nanny,” but she can’t understand a word of it because I have too many noodles in my mouth.

“Caveman,” she says.

I don’t respond. My mind’s too busy panicking over being a single father for two days. I have no fucking clue what to do with a baby for more than fifteen minutes; what am I going to do with one for forty-eight hours? I have a sneaking suspicion that Jeremy’s forty-eight hour commitment is going to be a lot easier to manage than mine.


























Chapter Thirty-Eight




I SHOULD BE FULL AND completely sated after my meal and dessert at Jana’s, but I’m back at my condo feeling empty inside. I convince myself it’s a digestion issue and pour myself a glass of whiskey.

The night is perfect. Balmy for Manhattan in the middle of summer, with a sky full of stars. I sit out on my terrace, staring at the buildings across the street from me, wondering about the lives of the people who live in there. My vision’s too blurry to be able to see inside their windows.

The evening spent with the girls has made me sentimental. I miss Cassie’s mom. She was such a great girl. The best sister-in-law a guy could ask for. She was cool. She could pop open a beer top with a lighter and drink it down like a champ, but she never over-indulged. She was a great cook, a real down-home kind of girl who loved to cook and have family gatherings. The Sunday dinners were her idea and before she came into our lives, we never felt so close. She changed us all, and now it felt like we were changing back again, back into the separated cold people we used to be when our father ruled the roost.

My phone buzzes and I take it out of my pocket to see who’s there.

I need to come get my things, the message says.

Hilary.

I’ve put her clothing and odds and ends in boxes stacked by the front door. Should I let her come get them now? It feels like a bad idea considering the fact that I’m lonely as hell and halfway to drunk. But I type out the text anyway.

Come now if you want.

I stare at the phone, almost hoping she’ll turn me down.

Be there in 20, she says.

I finish my whiskey and get up to pour myself another. I don’t trust myself to manage this face-off sober.

Hilary arrives forty minutes after her text. As usual, she’s late, probably because she spent a lot of time in front of the mirror and her closet before she came. She looks great and she knows it. As soon as she comes in the front door, I know what she came for, and it’s not her boxes of shit.

“Hey, James, you’re looking fine,” she says, coming close and rubbing her hand up my chest.

I back away one step, trying to get some perspective on this … situation. Everything from my waist up is telling me to get the hell out of here. Unfortunately, everything from the waist down is telling me to stay. That means I have no control of my dick or my legs.

I take a step back closer.

“You smell nice,” I say, recognizing the perfume I bought her for her last birthday. Before she’d told me it was too light, too flowery. She refused to wear it, giving me a list via text of good replacements, should I feel the urge to “try again”.

“It’s the perfume you gave me,” she says sweetly, pressing her breasts into my chest, running her hands up my arms. I always loved the way she arched her back as she leaned into me. She knows this. I’m annoyed that she’s playing me so easily. I’m also turned on.

“I thought I recognized it,” I say, leaning down to kiss her neck. “I thought you didn’t like it.”

Her hands stray down to my ass and she squeezes when she gets there. My dick goes rock hard, knowing it’s close to getting what it wants.

“Sure I liked it. I love it, silly. Why would you say that?”

I pause for a moment and speak against her neck. “Because you told me you didn’t like it. You said it was too flowery.”

“No, I didn’t. Don’t be ridiculous.” She reaches her hand around to the front of me.

I pull away so I can think clearly. My head is swimming a little, but my memory’s as sharp as a razor.

“You sent me a text with a list of perfumes you would have preferred.”

She frowns playfully. “You’re drunk. Come on, let’s go into the bedroom.” She takes me by the hand and tries to lead me away, but finally my bottom half gets on board with my brain train.

My arm extends out with her efforts, but that’s as far as it goes. My feet remain planted.

“Hilary, I think this is probably a bad idea.”

Her smile slips. “Don’t be silly, it’s a great idea. Our make-up sex has always been fabulous.” She winks. “That’s why we fight so much, baby.”

I yank my hand away. “Do you have any idea how sick that sounds?”

Her expression falls into bitch mode. “Oh, so I’m to blame because you like to fuck when you’re mad.”

I never thought of Hilary as anything but a hard-driving, goal oriented woman before, but tonight I’m seeing her in a completely different light. Maybe it’s because I just spent the evening with my sister playing house with a baby, but whatever the reason, all I can think when I look at my ex is that she’s fucking harsh in the light of truth. Harsh and bitchy and fucking cold.

“It’s time for you to go,” I say with a heavy heart. I can’t believe I’ve wasted so much time with this person. I’ll never get those years back. “All your things are in the boxes there. I’ll have Carlos bring them out to your car.” I’d normally do this kind of heavy-lifting thing myself, but decide that the less time I spend in Hilary’s presence, the better off we’ll all be.

She crosses her arms and sticks her chin up. “What if I’m not ready to go?”

I want to be angry at her, but I can’t. This is the worst part of breaking up; when you know it’s the right thing but you still keep fighting it. There’s just no way I can believe that she thinks this is real love. Real love isn’t about battling for every single thing and then enjoying the temporary peace resolution found later in bed.

“It’s over, Hilary. Say goodbye.”

Her expression turns vicious. “It’s not over until I say it’s over!” She rushes at me and slaps me hard across the face, her nails taking some of my skin with them as they slide across my cheek.

I grab her by the arm, but she yanks it away, headed for the door. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer,” she says.

“I look forward to it,” I say, picking up one of the boxes.

She’s way ahead of me, standing in the foyer outside my door. The elevator is down the hall. I place the box just behind her.

When I turn around to get the other box, I take my phone out of my pocket. Speed dial gets me to Carlos, one of the guys who mans the front doors to the building.

“Carlos, Doctor Oliver here. Could you make sure Ms. Winterfield gets into her car with these boxes I’m going to put into the elevator?”

Once I have his assurances, I shut the phone down and grab the other boxes. I reach the elevator just in time, before Hilary can get the doors shut.

“Take these,” I say, “or I’m donating them to charity.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she says, her eyes just slits.

“Try me,” I say, sliding the last one in with my foot. “See what happens.”

She leans over and pushes the button for the lobby forcefully, several times, before straightening and looking up at me.

“You’re a fucking bastard, James,” she says through angry tears.

“Yeah. I’ve heard that about me.”

The doors slide shut between us.


























Chapter Thirty-Nine




THURSDAY DAWNS BRIGHT AND SUNNY, the exact opposite of my mood. A headache rages as I catch a cab to work.

My day is full, starting with three different surgeries and then consults until early evening. Assuming everything goes well, I won’t be coming up for air until eight o’clock. Too late to visit Jeremy. I try not to feel guilty about being relieved.

“Good morning, Veronica,” I say to my secretary.

She smiles at me and holds out a paper. “Your updated schedule, James.”

I lift an eyebrow at that. We’ve always been on somewhat formal terms. I recall telling her she could refer to me by my first name but up until today, she’s always declined. I wonder what caused the change of heart.

“Thanks. Any surprises?”

She shakes her head. “No, just the same old, same old.” She stands and smoothes the front of a very tight skirt. It’s the exact opposite style as the one worn by that Leah Wallace person. Why her name and her face jump to mind when my secretary stands up is a mystery. It must be the leftover booze talking.

I leave the front desk for my office. “Buzz me when the first patient arrives,” I say, disappearing inside.

Leah Wallace. Leah Wallace.

I can’t get this girl out of my head now that the memory of her has resurfaced again. Manhattan is a big place with millions of people walking around in it at any given time. What are the chances that I’d literally bump into the same person more than once?

Sure, I see some of the same people again and again over the days, weeks, and months. It’s inevitable when you live in the same area or work nearby someone. But I didn’t get the impression that this Leah person lives near me. Her clothing tells me she lives uptown. Way uptown, probably near where I bumped into her in the subway. Where was that? A hundred and fifth? I’m trying to recall the stop when my intercom lights up.

“Your first patient is here, James.”

James again? The hell?

“Thank you, Veronica. I’ll be there in a moment.”

I jump on Google maps to take a look at the subway stops. “A hundred and twenty-fifth,” I say to myself before I stand. I wonder if she lives near that stop. I have an insane flash in my mind, seeing myself standing out on the corner of 125th and Lexington waiting for her to walk by. Of course she’ll be soaking wet…

“James? She says she’s in a hurry.”

I roll my eyes. I probably should have gone into general surgery. They have all the luck, meeting a patient five minutes before they go under anesthesia and then once more for another five minutes when it’s all over. Sure, they make a hell of a lot less money, but when have I ever needed to worry about that? Not since birth. My trust fund remains untouched, getting bigger and bigger every year with accrued interest.

I walk out my door into the lobby and smile, showing as many teeth as possible. “Good morning, Corinne, how are you today?”

“I’m great now,” she says breezing by me into my office, her heavy perfume making my nose go stuffy immediately. “And how are you?”

I close the door behind us, ignoring my secretary’s weird expression. She looks pissed.

“I’m great. Are you ready for the big day?” I’m referring to her upcoming surgery. I always have a consult the day before, just to be sure the patient and I are still on the same page.

“Yes, but I wanted to talk to you about some changes.” Her hands flutter around her, making the diamonds she wears on several fingers flash crazily in the fluorescent lights. My mind strays to the Cartier showroom where I spent way too much money exorcising the ghost of Hilary.

“To the surgery plan,” she says, working up the courage to tell me whatever it is she has to say. I could tell her not to bother because I already know the drill, but I don’t. It’s a process she needs to go through.

“Mmm-hmmm.” I take my seat and fold my hands in lap. Here it comes…. Wait for it …

“I was thinking that I’d like to go bigger. Bigger on the breasts but smaller on the nose.”

I nod. She’s not done yet. I know because I go through this at least once a week with one patient or another.

“I was talking to my friend Angelique and she was telling me that if I don’t get at least a double D, I’m going to regret it.” Corinne reaches up and twists one of her diamond earrings around left and then right. She’s nervous. I don’t know why, but apparently I intimidate the hell out of people here in my office. I’ve been told it enough times over the years that I believe it.

“Is Angelique a physician?”

“No, but…”

“Is she an artist, by any chance?”

“No.” Corrine frowns at me. “Why would that make any difference?”

“Because an artist’s eye can be trusted with proportion and perspective more so than a non-artist’s.” I smile as I wait for her to catch up.

“Are you saying she has a bad eye?”

“I’m saying that as a professional plastic surgeon who’s successfully transformed more than three thousand noses and two thousand sets of breasts, I have a pretty good eye for what will look good and what will look … shall we say … unnatural.”

She gets a bitchy look to her face. “Welllll, isn’t anything different from what you were born with unnatural?”

I shrug. “Not necessarily. Subtle differences can make all the difference to a person’s perception of his or her beauty. It’s usually not in my patient’s best interests to make drastic changes. In your case, I definitely wouldn’t recommend it.” I get up from my chair and come around to her side of the desk, taking the seat next to her.

“Why? What do you mean?”

I turn my seat to face hers and lean over, touching her brow. “You have beautifully arched, full eyebrows over a nicely proportioned brow ridge.” I touch the bridge of her nose. “This small bump is something you got ice skating when you were younger, and I understand why you want to get rid of it, but to take your nose down smaller than just a fraction would make it out of proportion to your eyes. The upper part of your face would look too heavy if I took your nose down, say, more than three millimeters in height and two in width.”

“Millimeters? But that’s so small.” She’s weakening, I can tell from her voice. I’m relieved because I’d hate to say goodbye to this patient a day before her big surgery. Sometimes I do have to do that when I think someone is making a big mistake. My malpractice insurance premiums are already too high as it is.

“It’s really not,” I assure her, “when you consider the overall size of a normal human nose.”

She pouts. “But my nose is not normal at all. It’s huge.”

I pull my hand back and smile. “Your nose is not huge, and you know it. It’s bigger than you want it to be, and I get that. But please don’t compare your features to faces and noses that belong on people who look nothing like you. You have German ancestry, I can see it in your bones. You’re never going to look like you come from China, and you shouldn’t try to. You have a beauty that many women from all over the world would kill to have. Please don’t take that away from yourself. Enhance, don’t change. That’s my professional credo. Trust me, it’s the best way to go.” I glance down at her chest. “And with respect to your breasts, I don’t want your skin to end up as thin as paper. It’s not attractive to any guy. You’ll have to take my word on that.”

A smile comes, albeit a bit shaky. “How is it that you’re the most successful plastic surgeon in Manhattan when you spend half your time talking people out of surgeries?”

I put my hand on hers and pat it a few times. “I’m honest and I care about my patients, not the money.”

“Does that mean I can have a discount?” she asks as I stand.

“Do you mind if I hire a less experienced doctor to operate on you in my place?”

She chokes out a laugh. “Uh, yes, I mind quite a bit, actually.”

I shrug after I sit. “Then I guess you have your answer.”

She sighs heavily. I can hear the defeat there and it makes me happy.

“I don’t know how you did it, but you’ve convinced me that Angelique is wrong. About the nose and the boobs.” She looks down at her chest.

“She is wrong, trust me. I have to do reconstructive surgeries every month on people who come from other doctors who I won’t mention by name. It breaks my heart to have to try and remedy the fallout from other people’s bad choices.”

“Does it cost more to have mistakes fixed?”

“Yes, it does, as a matter of fact. I usually have less to work with and a lot of damage to try and turn back into workable tissue.”

She puts her hands on her boobs. “Ouch.”

“Yes. Ouch.” I open up my agenda where Veronica’s schedule is resting between the pages. “So we’re on for tomorrow, eight a.m. sharp at the clinic, right?”

“Yes. I’ll be there.”

“Excellent.” I shut my book and stand. “Unless you have any other questions, I think I’m done here.”

“Nope, I’m satisfied.”

I walk her to the door and out into the foyer. “Remember, no food or drink after eight tonight. I want you in there with an empty stomach. That includes no water, no coffee, no nothing.”

“Got it. And I have the special soap for my shower.”

“Great.” I shake her hand and smile. “See you soon.”

Once she’s out the door, I turn my attention to Veronica. She’s up from her desk and headed toward me.

I back up a step, fearing the look in her eye. She’s never been so … enthusiastic before.

“Can I get you anything, James?” she asks.

“No, I’m fine. When’s the next patient?”

“A half hour. We have time to chat, if you want.”

She follows me into my office. I resist the urge to walk backwards so I can keep an eye on her.

She stops next to my desk as I sit down. I now have the perfect view of her crotch. Her skirt is so tight, I can see the V where her legs meet her pelvic area. I’m trying to block the image out of my mind right now with only limited success.

“I heard you kicked Hilary out,” she says. Her tone is sly.

My eyes narrow. “I thought you were friends.”

She flips her hair over her shoulder and then props a hip up on the corner of my desk.

I wheel my chair over to the left, acting as though I have something very important to find in my far desk drawer. The only thing I keep in there is gum, though, so I fish around for only two seconds before I’m done.

“We were friends before, but not so much now. She was really unfair with you. I just wanted you to know you have my support.”

I take a piece of gum out and pretend like unwrapping it is a real time-consuming event. “Thanks, Veronica, that’s very nice. Would you mind taking a few minutes to find a housekeeper for my sister?” I’m hoping this will get rid of her, but no such luck.

“Already done.” She gives me a big smile and tucks some hair behind her ear. It’s like she knows I’ve told Hilary a hundred times how much it gets to me when women do this.

“They’re probably already there right now,” she says.

“Great.” I pick up a file and page through it. “Thanks.” I leave my eyes glued to the papers in front of me, hoping she’ll get the hint.

“Do you need anything else?” she asks, swinging one leg up into the air. Is she going to bend down and run her fingers from ankle to thigh now? I feel like I’m watching a lady shaver commercial.

“No, that’ll be all,” I mumble.

Feeling trapped in my own office is pissing me off, but good secretaries who can keep their mouths shut about high-profile clients are hard to find. If she’s not friends with Hilary anymore, that makes her twice as valuable, so long as she can get rid of the idea that she and I will ever get together.

“Okay, well, just call me if you need anything. I’ll be right outside your door waiting.” She hops off the desk and does a model runway walk out the door. I never noticed before how long her legs are.

I let out a huge stream of air after she closes the door behind her. As if I didn’t have enough to deal with already; now I have to worry about beating my secretary off while also not offending her.

My mind flicks back to that ring flying through the air and landing in the water. I’m seriously tempted to go take a piss in that fountain so I can get rid of this bad luck that keeps following me around.


























Chapter Forty




I OPEN THE TAXICAB DOOR and reach in to pay the cabbie as Jana unhooks our niece’s carseat buckles.

“Thanks, bro,” she says, lifting Cassie from her confines.

I take the carseat out of the cab and let it dangle from my left hand as I pull my girls into a one-armed hug. “Don’t mention it.”

Jana hands me a giant bag that I assume holds all of Cassie’s necessities.

“She sure carries a lot of stuff for such a small girl.”

Jana laughs. “Just wait until she’s a teenager.”

That sobers me up quick. I can’t imagine what we’ll be doing if Jana’s still taking care of Cassie fifteen years from now. I send up a silent prayer to whoever’s listening that my brother will still be alive on that day.

I guide them into the building that houses our attorney’s office. “You ready to do this?”

“Heck no,” Jana says, blowing her bangs up off her forehead.

“Me neither,” I mumble, nodding to the people at the security desk as we walk by.

Two people rush over to help us with the elevator. For some reason carrying a baby makes us look handicapped. When I try to maneuver into the elevator, I realize why. I look like some kind of comedy show, bouncing back outside as first the carseat and then the bag blocks my entry.

“Carseat first,” Jana says, holding out a hand.

I swing it in and drop it onto the floor before walking in behind it. Several people hold up hands outside the elevator indicating they’re willing to wait for the next one. I’m sweating in nearly subzero air conditioning. How does my sister do this? I’m once again sent into a minor panic as I picture myself attempting the whole parenting thing next weekend.

The secretary beams when she sees us coming in. “Can I help you with that?” she asks, getting up from her seat.

“Nope, I got it,” I say, tripping over the strap of the bag the very next second.

I catch myself just before hitting the dirt, and my attorney walks out into the lobby in time to be entertained.

“Wow, that was graceful,” he says. Walking over to my sister, he leans in and kisses her on the cheek. “Baby sis,” he says, smiling.

She blushes, which causes me to stop for a second and stare. My sister never blushes. Ever.

“Robinson,” she says, “nice to see you.”

“You’re among friends,” he says, “no need to lie.”

She smiles and pushes his shoulder. “Shut up, I’m not lying.”

The receptionist stares at us. My guess is that she never sees her boss acting so familiar with clients. That’s probably because Robinson only had one college roommate in his four years at Dartmouth and that was me. My little sister visited the campus frequently and Robinson came home with me nearly every holiday, making him practically family.

“Give me that baby,” he says, taking her from Jana’s arms. Holding the baby up above him, he grins. “Hello Cassiopeia. Have you missed me?” He bounces her a little.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Jana warns. Her expression is pained.

Robinson looks at her. “I know what I’m doing.” His gaze shifts to Cassie again. “Don’t I, baby girl? Eh? Eh?” He bounces her two more times before she responds … with a mouth full of baby formula vomit that flies out in a stream right into Robinson’s face. Some of it splashes onto his suit coat.

He closes his eyes and waits there in suspended animation.

“Oh my god,” Jana says, half-laughing as she searches through the bag over my shoulder for something to help with.

“Help,” Robinson says feebly.

“Here.” Jana steps over and wipes him down with a wet napkin.

“Do I even want to know what that is?” he asks, opening one eye and staring at her.

“Butt wipe. Deal with it. I told you not to bounce her.”

I hold out my hands and Cassie gets deposited unceremoniously on me.

“Well done, baby girl,” I say, trying to maneuver her tiny hand into a high five. I give up and just kiss it ten times instead. She’s kind of hard to resist that way, little bugger. When I’m done I see something that looks suspiciously like toe jam in the creases of her palm. I frown, wondering if it’s on my lips now.

“Come on,” Robinson says, taking a tissue from his receptionist as he walks away. “Let’s get this thing done.” He’s lost some of his earlier good humor.

“He’s going to smell like a baby’s butt all day,” I whisper to Jana, relishing the idea.

“Shut up,” she says, nudging me. But I can see her smile under her distress. I figure we can use all the baby barfing incidents we can get today with what we’re about to deal with.

Robinson opens a door ahead of us and waits for us to enter before him. There’s a large conference table with a stack of files at one end of it.

“Have a seat,” he says, moving to take the chair at the head of the table by the papers. The smell of baby powder wipes surrounds him.

Jana sits and I hand her the baby while I deposit the bag next to their chair. I take the seat opposite them.

“Okay, so…,” Robinson opens a file folder and pulls out some papers, “we have some forms for you to review. This is your petition for guardianship.” He puts a copy in front of Jana and one in front of me.

“We’ll be filing this in Family Court where a hearing will be scheduled to consider the petition.”

“A hearing?” Jana asks.

“Yes. You’ll be asked to give testimony as to your reasons for wanting guardianship. The judge will make a determination whether it’s in the best interests of the child to be with you instead of Jeremy.”

“What about Jeremy?” I ask. “Does he need to be there?”

“Not necessarily,” Robinson says, pulling out another set of papers. “This is the waiver of process form. If he signs it, that’s all we need.”

Jana and I exchange a look.

“You think you’ll have a problem getting him to sign?” Robinson looks first at Jana and then at me.

“Who knows?” I say, shaking my head as I picture my brother fighting the restraints in the hospital. “I had him Baker Acted the other day.”

Robinson sighs. “And you didn’t think to mention that?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Will that help us or hurt us?” Jana asks. She suddenly looks uncomfortable. “It’s not that I’m trying to take advantage while Jeremy’s in bad shape or anything. I just … I just …” She can’t finish because the tears take over.

Robinson and I practically trip over each other to console her.

“Hey, hey,” I say, “don’t cry.”

Girl tears have always freaked me out when they’ve come from my sister. Manipulative girlfriend tears, not so much. Hilary was a pro at conjuring the water works when necessary, but those things never fazed me much.

Robinson holds her shoulder. “Listen, Jana, what you’re doing, you’re doing for the best interests of Cassie, and that’s exactly what the State of New York wants for the kids who reside here. A child needs consistency and security. Cassie will get that with you. She can’t get that from a guy who spends most of the day tanked out of his mind, even if he is her biological father.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to defend my brother, but then I don’t bother. Robinson’s not wrong. Jeremy’s a mess and in no position to be raising a baby. He knows that too; that’s why he’s gone all the time.

“I’m not sure he’ll sign that paper, though,” Jana says, giving voice to my concerns.

“I’ll make sure he signs it,” I say, my voice gruff. I’m already picturing that conversation and it’s breaking my heart. Laura would be so disappointed in all of us. Not Jana. She’s the only one innocent in all this, trying to do the right thing.

“No strong-arming,” Robinson warns. “He needs to do it of his own free will.”

I nod. “He will. Trust me.”

Jana buries her face in Cassie’s blankets and cries silently.

Robinson sighs and looks at me. “It’s on you, man.”

“I know.” I swallow several times to keep the pain down.

My throat is raw with the effort by the time we leave his office with forms needing Jeremy’s signature.


























Chapter Forty-One




“WHAT DO YOU MEAN HE’S not here?” I ask the nurse at the main station in the center of the psych unit, trying to rein in my temper that wants to explode all over this hospital.

She shrugs, no expression on her face. “He checked out. His forty-eight hours were up. There was nothing we could do.”

“What happened to Doctor Forrester? He was supposed to recommend the patient remain for a fifteen-day hold.”

She shrugs again. “You’ll have to talk to him. You know I can’t share that information with you when you’re not the attending physician.”

I spin around and run my hand through my hair distractedly, pissed there isn’t a young, unmarried nurse here to charm with my smile. None of my powers of persuasion will work on this old battleaxe. She’s old enough to be my mother and she hates her job. She’s one of those people who tries to make everyone else hate being at the hospital too. Misery loves company.

I face her once more, schooling my features to hide my anger at her. “If Forrester comes in, tell him to call me.”

She lifts an eyebrow. “And you are…?”

I don’t even bother to respond. She knows very well who I am. Instead, I leave, determined to track my brother down and get his ass back in here before he has time to get wasted again.

As I get off the elevator and walk the long hall toward the front of the hospital, I’m considering where he might go, fresh out of psych-jail and into the big, bad, lonely world.

A bar.

He’s definitely going to a bar.

A flash of color catches my attention and I slow as my eyes take in the sight. It’s the woman again, the sweaty one, just a few feet away from me.

Leah. Leah Wallace.

My eyes narrow so I can focus on her and be ready for whatever she’s going to do next. She doesn’t look wet this time. She’s carrying a different bag, too. Something a lot less homeless-woman looking than the last one. It makes her seem slightly less crazy.

“Watch where you’re going …,” I say, pointing at her. I look at her nametag as I’m about to say her name and then stop. It doesn’t say Leah this time. It says … “Betty?”

She makes a sound like a pig as she walks by me. “Watch yourself, Helen.”

I freeze in my tracks. Did she just call me Helen? Is that some kind of code for something? Some urban joke I haven’t heard before? She keeps on walking like she didn’t just call me an old woman’s name. She’s four feet away before I get my brain back online.

I turn around and say loudly at her back, “Helen?”

“Helen Keller!” she shouts back. “The blind chick.” And then she disappears into the elevators laughing.

I stand there kind of stunned for a few seconds. This woman is running all over Manhattan covered in water half the time, barging into people without an apology, and then has the nerve to say they’re the blind ones? Wow. Talk about issues. What a nut job. Her attitude throws me off because I’m not used to women treating me this way, like I’m some aggressive fool who can’t look where he’s going, a guy you’d want to avoid.

It makes me wonder what she’s like in bed. Unconventional for sure. Probably hot. Wild, even. She’d make me work for it. I can’t remember the last time I’ve had to go through that kind of bullshit. She’d be a challenge for sure.

Just the idea starts stirring things up below the belt.

A nano-second later, I feel like punching myself in the head at my own thoughts. I must be losing my mind, thinking of going to bed with someone like her. I obviously have some excess sexual energy that needs to be gotten rid of, but the last thing I need is a woman trying to cling to me, needing a relationship. Talk about out of the frying pan and into the fire. No thanks. Maybe I should look up one of those escort services.

I’m headed past the reception desk when a voice reaches out to me.

“Doctor Oliver! Hello!”

I turn around and see one of the hospital volunteers waving me over. It’s Esther, the older woman I talked to before about Betty or Leah or whatever her name is. Jesus, it’s like I can’t get away from this person, even when she’s not around.

“You just missed her,” Esther says with a smile.

“I just missed who?”

“The girl. The one you asked about last time.” She winks.

Oh shit. She’s got that look that tells me she thinks she’s helping play matchmaker.

“Thanks,” I say, “but I’m not interested in her personally. I was just curious who she was.”

“Said her name was Betty this time. Before she said it was Leah.”

That causes me to pause. “I noticed that.” Why would she do that? Is she hiding something? What would she be hiding?

“She’s undercover maybe,” Esther says in a whisper.

“Or maybe she’s just a crazy person.”

Esther waves her hand between us, blowing my concerns off with a laugh. “Oh, don’t be silly. She’s as harmless as a mouse.”

“May I remind you that mice eat through wires and cause fires that burn down entire apartment buildings.”

“Pish posh. That girl wouldn’t hurt a flea.”

“She should. They carry bubonic plague.”

Esther laughs again. “Now I know you like her. Me thinks thou dost protest too much, Doctor Oliver.”

I frown. “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t even know her, how could I possibly like her? We don’t even know her real name.”

She shrugs. “That’s the way it works sometimes. Destiny…”

“Not this time.”

“Oh, I don’t believe that.” Her eyes take on a distant look and she sighs, lost in a memory somewhere maybe. “Sometimes Fate just has a plan for us and all we can do is follow it…”

“Believe what you want, but that’s not what’s happening here. Have a nice day,” I say, turning to leave the building.

“Doctor Oliver?”

“Yes?” I pause without turning around.

“Do you want me to tell her you asked about her?”

I turn around and glare at her. “Absolutely not.”

She loses her smile. “Fine. Have a nice day, Doctor.”

I know when I’m being scolded, but in this particular situation, I don’t care. Esther stepped over the line, and I don’t want to encourage people to do that. I already have too many demands on my time. The last thing I need is old ladies at the hospital playing the dating game with my life.

I step out onto the sidewalk and look left and right, trying to decide which way my brother might have gone to get his first of many drinks.


























Chapter Forty-Two




I’M AT MY DESK WHEN the call comes through.

“James, Cartier is on the line for you.”

I frown as I try to remember why Cartier is calling me. Did I set up an appointment and forget it? When I bought the ring I was told about various services I could take advantage of, but I don’t remember thinking I’d use any of them. Maybe it’s just a follow-up after-the-sale kind of thing.

“What do they want?”

“Hold on, I’ll find out.”

I twirl my pen around as I wait for Veronica to get back to me. The line stays lit, but for two minutes I hear nothing. As the seconds tick by, I get more concerned. When my door opens two minutes later and Veronica comes in and shuts the door behind her, the hair stands up on the back of my neck.

“What’d they say?” I ask.

She comes around the desk and stands next to me. “They want to know if you want the engagement ring you bought back. Apparently your ex-fiancée has approached them with the ring and they are acting as middle man.”

To say that I’m stunned would be an understatement. Words fail me.

She folds her arms across her chest as her eyes go very squinted. “Hilary never told me about an engagement ring, and trust me, if she ever got one from you, I would have heard about it.”

I lean back in my chair, trying to blow the whole thing off. “Obviously they have me mixed up with someone else. I never gave Hilary a ring.”

“I’m not so sure,” Veronica says, dropping her arms and turning to face me. “They said they have it on file under your name with your credit card. I verified the number, James. It’s your purchase.”

My face goes red, part with embarrassment and part with anger. How dare she push me like this. I’m her employer. It’s not her business who I buy things for or where or what they are.

“Tell them I’m not interested.”

“But it’s a diamond ring. A pretty substantial one from what I’m getting over the phone.”

“I don’t care.” My temper is flaring up again and it comes out in my tone. “Tell them I’m not interested.”

I turn my chair away from her, taking a file off the top of the pile at the corner of my desk. “Let me know when my next patient arrives. And shut the door behind you, please.”

She huffs out a loud breath, but says nothing. I’m really glad, because finding a new assistant on short notice like this would be a real bitch. She slams the door behind her, leaving me with a thousand thoughts tangled together.

 Who the hell is at Cartier saying they’re my ex-fiancée? It can’t possibly be Hilary. She doesn’t even know about the ring. Something strange is going on here, and I’m absolutely sure I don’t want to know what it is. My life is fucked up enough as it is.

My plan solidifies in my mind at that moment; deny, deny, deny. If anyone else asks me about a ring, I’m going to play stupid. The good news is that it shouldn’t be that difficult, considering how completely confused I am right now.


























Chapter Forty-Three




IT’S MONDAY AND I HAVE a headache that will not quit. Eight hundred milligrams of ibuprofen aren’t touching it, and I have a surgery that starts in two hours. I have my head down on my desk when the intercom goes on and Veronica’s voice comes over it.

“James, there’s a woman at the front door.”

I wait for more, but apparently that’s it.

“So? What do you want me to do about it?” I’m not in the mood to be polite. It doesn’t help that Veronica’s been bitchy all morning and came back late from lunch. I’m being punished for something she’s imagined I’ve done that’s completely none of her fucking business.

“She says she wants to see you, but I don’t recognize her. She looks like a gypsy or something.”

My heart stops beating. “A gypsy?” I barely get the words out. Flashes of the woman who called me Helen come to mind. But what would she be doing here? It can’t be her.

“Yeah. She looks crazy. Should I call security?”

I jump up from my desk and practically run through the door to Veronica’s desk. The surveillance camera is picking up a figure at our main doors and displaying it on a small screen on my secretary’s computer monitor.

“Son of a bitch,” I mumble to myself. It is that Leah Betty person! How in the hell…? Is she stalking me? But why would she be? It’s not like we’ve even exchanged a single pleasant word with one another. Maybe after seeing me in the hospital she wants to consult with me as a physician. That’s the only explanation that makes sense.

“Who is she?” Veronica asks.

I panic. The lie bubbles up and flies out of my mouth. “I have no idea. Send her away.” Seeing her as a patient just feels wrong. I know instinctively that I can’t do it. Nothing good will come of me seeing that woman’s breasts in a professional environment. I’ll lose my license with the things I’ll be wanting to do with them.

Veronica presses the intercom button that communicates with a box outside our main doors. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to make an appointment if you want to come in.”

My eyes are riveted to the monitor. The woman stands there with her arms hanging at her sides, her mouth open. I can see she’s offended, and it makes me smile. My panic subsides in the face of her expression. It’s not that I’m happy about being rude, but she’s kind of cute when she’s mad. It’s that hair of hers, flying out all over the place …

“Okay, I’ll make an appointment now,” she says, chin up in the air. “Book me in.”

Veronica snorts in disgust. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that at this time.”

I glance at my secretary, wondering where that tone of voice is coming from. Usually whenever I hear her, she’s practically simpering she’s so polite. I’m not sure I like this new person I’m seeing at my front desk. She reminds me of someone. Hilary.

I stare at the back of her head, wondering if she was being honest with me when she said they weren’t friends anymore. I never realized before how alike they were, but now it’s clear. Two peas in a pod. They could be sisters.

“Why not?” the girl asks.

“We don’t have any availability.” Veronica sounds very happy about that, like she’s just thwarted a rival.

“Then why did you tell me I had to make an appointment?”

Good question. I wait to hear what Veronica has to say to that.

“Because you do.” Not very brilliant repartée, but it does the job.

The girl’s hands ball up into fists. Then she reaches out really fast and grabs the door handle. I watch it wiggle from the inside as she tries to get in.

Veronica puts her face very close to the speaker. “Please don’t touch the door.” Her voice is so loud, it echoes inside the office and outside it too.

The girl pulls her hand back quickly. Then she looks up and she’s staring right into the camera. The image on the screen is slightly grainy, but even so, I can see she’s beautiful when she’s mad. It makes me want to have an argument with her naked. The make-up sex would be phenomenal, I know it would. My lower half starts to heat up at the idea.

“Are you spying on me?” she asks, obviously offended by the idea.

Veronica responds without hesitation. “We use surveillance to keep people out of our offices who don’t belong.”

My heart lurches a little at that comment. The comment and the tone in which it was delivered were designed to take the woman down to the lowest peg, and I feel bad when I realize she’ll think it came from me. She might be a little on the scrappy side, but I don’t believe she’s lower than me or anyone else. Something about her says diamond in the rough to me.

“You’re really rude, you know that?” She turns around and leaves the foyer, her black bag swinging out and hitting her on the butt. She grabs it and holds it close as she presses the button for the elevator that will take her back down to the lobby.

Veronica turns her chair around slowly and looks up at me. “Who in the hell was that?”

I shrug, suddenly angry that she’s talking to me in that tone and that she felt the need to be such a bitch, but absolutely sure I don’t want to alert her to the fact that I kind of know this person … this crazy woman who keeps showing up in my life being ridiculous, making me think stupid things like how she might look angry and without clothes.

“How am I supposed to know?” I say, playing stupid. “She’s not a patient.”

“But she wants to be one.” Veronica starts tapping a pen on the desk.

If I know nothing else about women, I do know one thing: when one of them gets curious and you don’t satisfy that curiosity with something they can sink their teeth into, they’ll start investigating, and there is no detective as skilled as a suspicious woman. This I know from personal experience. Hilary hacked into my voicemails and emails more times than I care to think about. I make a mental note to change all my passwords again.

“Okay, listen, I don’t know her, know her, but I have seen her around.”

“Around where?”

I frown, annoyed I’m being pressed for more details. I can’t look Veronica in the eye, so I stare at her monitor. “I don’t know, around. She bumped into me a few times.”

“At a bar?”

“No, not like that.” I move my gaze to Veronica now, so she can see I’m being honest. I feel like I’m being let off the hook, portraying this situation as merely happenstance. I can’t feel guilty over something I can’t control, right? “She literally bumped into me, outside. First near a fountain and then outside a subway stop.”

“You don’t take the subway.”

“Normally, no, but last week I did and I ran into her.”

“So what … you guys had some coffee, chatted…”

I run my hands through my hair. “No, Jesus, nothing like that. I mean this literally.” I put my hands out in front of me and try to mime two people running into each other. “Like this. Bam. We ran into each other.” I clap my hands together and let them fall away.

Veronica smiles. “Ohhhh, you mean you literally made impact.”

“Yes!” I smile too, holding my hands out flat. “See? That’s it. That’s how I know her.”

Veronica’s gaze narrows and she loses all hints of humor. “So how did she know where you worked if all you’ve ever done is literally run into each other?”

I have to think about that for a few seconds. “I have no idea. Maybe she looked me up at the hospital.”

“What?”

I’m nervous, like I’ve been caught lying. “I also bumped into her at the hospital.”

Veronica folds her arms over her chest, pushing her breasts up over the top of them. I’m sure it’s intentional, and I try not to stare.

“So you bumped into her there too, is that what you’re saying?”

I let out a long sigh. “As unreal as it sounds, yes. She was there to visit a patient, and I was there for Jeremy.”

“How do you know she’s not just stalking you? Seems kind of crazy that you’d literally bump into the same person three times. There’s like a billion people walking around Manhattan.”

“I know she’s not a stalker because I asked one of the volunteers.”

“Ohhhh, so you’re interested in her?”

“Why does everyone keep saying that?!” I yell.

Veronica lifts an eyebrow. “Who else is saying it?”

I spin around and leave her behind. “Never mind. Drop it.” I rush into my office, grab my suit coat off the hook behind my door, and go out into the lobby. It feels like the hounds of hell are nipping at my heels.

“I’m going to the clinic,” I say distractedly. “Text me any messages that come in.”

“But your surgeries don’t start for two hours,” she calls out at my back.

“I have things to do first.” I shut the main doors behind me without waiting for a response.

It’s possible I shut them too hard, but I’m pissed. I feel like a kid who’s broken the rules, being called to task by his mother. Since when does a secretary get to make her boss feel that way?

Since I started letting her.

Goddammit! My first order of business when I get back is to have a little talk with Veronica. If she can’t keep her nose out of my personal business, I’m going to have to replace her, that’s all there is to it.

I hail a cab and head to the clinic. As the car crawls down the street, I catch a glimpse of a girl in a multi-colored skirt about to turn the corner, five blocks up from my office. I crane my neck to watch her walk down the sidewalk as the cab slows in traffic. It’s Leah Betty, and her head is hanging down. I feel like the world’s biggest asshole as I watch her wipe away some tears.

Did I do that? Did I make her cry? I wonder how I could possibly be at fault as the cab accelerates and takes me away from her. I’m tempted to tell the driver to stop so I can run after her, but I resist. She’s just a girl from a different world, and I’m a guy who can’t afford the complication.

I face front and lean back into the seat as my brain pounds away painfully in my skull. Today has not been my day. I definitely need to go piss in that fountain.


























Chapter Forty-Four




MY CELL PHONE RINGS AS I get out of the cab at the clinic. It’s Hilary, and I hesitate about answering it, but instead decide to get it over with. I’m sure she’s calling to bitch at me about something. Maybe she’s changed her mind and she wants to try and fight me for my condo. Good luck with that, bitch.

“Hello,” I say, not very warmly. The last thing I want to do is encourage a conversation.

“James, sweetie, hi.” Her voice is saccharine sweet, immediately putting me on my guard.

“I’m going into surgery, what’s up?”

“Babe, do you have a minute?” Her voice has gone soft, as if she’s about to cry. I know this routine very well, and I’m not going to fall for it. I don’t know why she’s even bothering to try it on me; this method hasn’t worked on me for months.

“I have one minute,” I say, “what’s up?”

“I just wanted to apologize.” She’s crying for real now, or at least there are tears present. I can hear her going stuffy and sniffling.

“For what?” I could list about eighty things she should be apologizing for, but instead I wait to hear her version of things.

“For what I did … for Jeremy … for all the times I didn’t listen to you or give you the space you needed to come to terms with your feelings for me…”

I hold the phone out and stare at it. Never in our years together has she ever apologized for those things. She always apologized for my feelings, like she was sorry I felt the way I did, or she was sorry I was angry, or sorry I had taken things the way I had. As if whatever reaction I was having was to be regretted by everyone around me, as if my emotions or reactions to her behaviors or words weren’t valid. I always disliked that about her, but now I downright hate it. The only person who can apologize for my feelings is me, and I’m not sorry for anything. This relationship needs to be killed with fire.

I put the phone back to my ear. “I don’t get it, Hilary. What’s this all about? We’re through. It’s too late for this garbage.”

“It’s not too late, James! It’s not! It’s never too late for love and commitment.”

The word commitment has alarm bells ringing in my head, clanging away and making my headache ramp up to migraine levels.

I sigh, trying to send the pain out with my breath. “I’m sorry, Hilary, but I can’t do this right now.”

“Babe, listen, I’m going to go over to your place tonight. I’ll make you dinner, I’ll give you a bath, I’ll rub your neck … we can talk about our future together, it’ll be great, I promise.”

I get a cramp in my chest as panic starts to rush in and take over my body. It’s like I’m living on another planet right now where reality has no place in daily life. “Hilary, you can’t come over. I’ve told the doorman not to let you in anymore.”

“Why would you do that?” she says, her voice going higher. She’s not crying anymore.

“Because, we broke up!” I’m yelling way too loudly, causing people on the sidewalk to stop and look at me, but I don’t care. “You get that, right? You’re not my girlfriend anymore, we aren’t together … it’s a done deal, Hilary. Denial is not going to change anything.”

“But you bought me a ring!” she screams.

I nearly drop the phone with the pain that slices through my brain. Then my heart freezes solid as I realize what she’s said.

“Who told you about a ring?” I ask.

“It doesn’t matter who told me. All that matters is you bought me a ring and you were going to propose and I screwed it up. I want to fix that, James. If you loved me enough to propose, you can love me enough to forgive me.”

I grab my hair and pull it, trying to keep control of my temper. It’s not good for potential patients and colleagues to see me losing my mind outside the clinic before a surgery, and I’m so, so close right now.

My voice goes down to low levels, coming out almost in a growl. “Hilary, listen to me, and listen well, because I’m only going to say this once. I don’t love you. I’m not sure that I ever loved you, and it doesn’t matter anyway, because the second you touched my brother’s dick, it was over. Over. Do you hear me? We’re done. Finished. I will never, ever forgive you for doing that to him or to us.”

“James…!”

“Don’t call me anymore.” I hang up the phone without another word. My heart is racing, but it feels good.

My next thought is to dial my office and tell Veronica to take a hike because I know she’s the one sharing my secrets, but I don’t. Instead, I walk into the clinic with plans to set up for my surgery. Now is not the time to turn my life inside out.

First thing’s first … do this rhinoplasty, then find my brother and get him into treatment, and finally get the guardianship papers done so my sister can move on with her life as a single mom. After all that is taken care of, I’ll clean up my own life.

I put on my scrubs and leave the locker room, ready to scrub in. Visions of a girl in a gypsy skirt haunt my mind, taking the place of my headache and making it possible for me to get to work.


























Chapter Forty-Five




MY HEADACHE THRUMS AWAY, DOWN to a mere whisper of its earlier levels. I pull my tie out of the locker but fold it and slide it into my jacket pocket instead of putting it back on. It’s seven in the evening, and I’m done being a doctor for the day. I leave my collar unbuttoned at my throat.

My phone buzzes on the top shelf in the locker and I take it out to see who’s texting me. If it’s Hilary, I plan to ignore it, but if Jeremy or Jana need me, I’m there, even though there’s nothing I’d rather be doing right now than falling asleep on my couch in front of the television.

Cassie is really sick. Call me.

My phone history says this is the third message from my sister in the space of one hour.

“Shit.” I drop my jacket on the bench behind me and hit the speed dial.

“What’s up?” I ask as soon as the call connects.

“Hi, James, thanks for calling. Sorry to bother you, but Cassie’s got a pretty high fever, and I don’t know what to do. I gave her ibuprofen but it doesn’t seem to be working.” Her stress comes through in her tone loud and clear, transferring right into my veins.

“I know the feeling,” I say, as my mind whirls. My headache ramps right up to previous levels, so I dig around in my coat pocket for the bottle of pain reliever I have in there.

“What?”

“Nothing. Listen, when was the last time you gave her some?”

“An hour ago.”

“And no change?”

“None.”

“Was that her first dose?”

“Yes.”

The reedy cries of a sick baby come over the line, making me feel uncomfortable with worry. I’m a doctor used to emergencies, but having one in the family is different. Babies are so vulnerable…

“Give her another dose. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to overdose her.”

“Jana, I’m a doctor. I went to medical school. Trust me when I tell you I’d never do anything to harm my niece.”

“No, of course you wouldn’t. I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant.”

“Just relax. I’m on my way. Call me if you see anything else alarming.”

“Like what? Like what would I see?” She’s gone into panic mode, something I was hoping to avoid.

Instead of telling her to watch for seizures, I opt for giving her something to do. “You need to get her temperature down. Take her clothes off and use a cool, wet rag on her. Don’t cover her in thick blankets, just a sheet if anything at all.”

“Are you serious? She’s burning up. When I have a fever, the last thing I want to do is get undressed.”

“Do it. I don’t have time to discuss this. I’ve gotta go or I’ll never get out there.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll do what you said, but I’m not going to like it.”

“No one said you had to like it. See you in an hour, less if I can help it.”

I hang up the phone and head out of the locker room, grabbing my things indiscriminately with plans to finish getting put together on my way to Brooklyn.

As I reach the street, a car pulls up to the curb. It’s the BMW I bought Hilary for our one-year anniversary. The door opens and she gets out, her face lighting up when she sees me standing there next to her car.

“James! Perfect timing. Can I give you a ride?”

I can’t believe she’s showing up here now. It’s either monumentally bad luck or good; at this point I can’t tell the difference. Every cab I see going by is full.

“Hilary, I talked to you about this already.” I’m looking for a cab with its light on, knowing that getting into her car would be a big mistake. I can be firm with her over the phone, but if she puts her hand on my dick it’s going to be harder, and she can be a very determined woman when she sets her mind to something.

“We can’t have a discussion like that over the phone,” she says, using her cajoling voice. “It’s too impersonal. I needed to see you, to talk to you face-to-face.”

“There’s nothing left to say.” Hope soars when I see a cab pull over across the street to drop off its passengers. Ignoring Hilary, I step in front of her car and hold out my hand, letting out the loudest whistle I know how to make.

“I have plenty to say,” she insists, her temper flaring.

I know this tone of voice well; it usually precedes things getting broken like plates or glasses.

“But I’m not interested in hearing it,” I say. Relief floods through me as I see the cabbie turning to come in my direction. He has to wait for the traffic to subside, so I put my arm down and step into the street, anticipating his arrival and my escape from Hilary’s clutches.

“You’re a bastard, James. A fucking bastard!”

I ignore her, knowing that anything I say at this point will only make things worse.

She gets back in her car at the same time the cab pulls into traffic.

I take another step out and farther down the street, giving him room to move around Hilary.

The next thing I hear over the noise of horns honking is the distinct sound of a revving BMW engine. There is no whine quite like the high performance motors under those hoods. I never feared that sound before, but as Hilary’s expression turns murderous and I catch a glimpse of it through her windshield, I do now.

Leaping back to the curb, I barely avoid being run over by the crazy bitch I almost proposed marriage to.

Horns blare and people start shouting. My cabbie is pissed she almost made him wreck his car. Bystanders are yelling that she almost hit me. For two seconds the world stops turning and everything else falls away as I stare at the woman I almost tied myself to for a lifetime. She smirks, flips me off, and then slams on the gas pedal, driving like a bat out of hell down the street, swerving to avoid hitting other cars.

The cab driver pulls in to the space she vacated. Leaning over as he opens his passenger side window, he says, “That lady almost hit you, man!”

I get into his cab and sigh heavily as I drop my head to the seat back behind me. “Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Bedford Ave.”

“You know that lady?” he asks me as he pulls into traffic.

“I thought I did. Once.”

“My advice? Stay far away from that one. She’s a crazy lady.”

“You’re telling me.”

“You gotta find yourself a nice girl. A good girl. That’s what I did. Now we got three kids, all of them on the honor roll at school.”

“Good for you,” I say only half listening. My mind is swirling with sick babies, surgeries, disloyal secretaries, and nut bag ex-girlfriends.

“Used to drive my ma crazy, though. I dated all kinda bad girls. None of them tried to run me over, but I’ll bet some of them wanted to.” He chuckles at his memories. “My ma would say, ‘When are you going to settle down with a nice girl?’, and I’d say, ‘When I’m ready to settle down.’” He looks up at me in his rearview mirror briefly. “Mothers don’t get it, do they?” He goes back to watching the road. “There’s the dating kinda girl and there’s a marrying kinda girl. You don’t fool around with the marrying kind. You commit to those girls, right off the bat. Like they said in Jerry McGuire … you don’t shoplift the pootie.”

I blink a few times, not sure I heard correctly. “Shoplift what?”

“You don’t shoplift the pootie. You’re with a nice girl who loves you, you treat her right. You don’t play around. Otherwise, you’re shoplifting the pootie, and that ain’t cool.” He nods, giving me a serious look, as if he’s dispensing life lessons from the front of his cab.

“Yeah, sure.” I’m just trying to get him to shut up at this point. I’ll destroy my kidneys if I take another Advil.

“You got yourself a nice girl?” he asks.

Visions of a crazy woman in a gypsy skirt dance in my mind. “No.”

“I’ll bet you’ve never had a nice girl before. Am I right?” He grins at me.

I close my eyes and try to forget where I am for a little while. “Maybe,” I finally say. Honestly, I can’t remember ever begin attracted to a woman and thinking to myself what a nice girl she is. I’ve always admired the way her ass filled out a pair of jeans or thought about how much I wanted to dive into her cleavage. Any woman who seemed interesting from the neck up always felt like trouble to me.

Maybe Hilary was right when she accused me of being bad at commitment. Before I could have cared less, but as I race to the aid of my sister and our sick niece, I’m starting to wonder if I should care more. Or even a lot.


























Chapter Forty-Six




TWO DAYS LATER I’M IN my office with decisions to make. Big ones. After taking a day off to help Jana with the baby and realizing that neither of us is in a position to be making major decisions for Cassie without something legal to back us up, it’s become clear that being the nice guy is only going to hurt us more in the long run.

“I hate the idea of just taking her away from Jeremy so … legally. So in your face,” Jana says.

I’m in my office, talking to her using my landline, expecting Veronica to come in at any moment to let me know about my next patient. I see her name on my list as the next appointment, but I don’t recognize it. Shay Dee? Who is that? Is that even a person?

“I know you do, and so do I, but we don’t have a choice at this point. We’re lucky Cassie didn’t need to be hospitalized. If she had been, I’m not sure my credentials would have been enough to help us.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, that while I’m allowed a certain amount of leeway, I’m not a pediatrician. I can’t be her treating physician and that means I can’t be given access to her records or her treatment. And since you aren’t her legal guardian, neither can you. If she got seriously ill or injured, it would be … complicated. And not in a good way.”

Jana sighs. “Okay, fine. I understand everything you’re saying and I agree, but only because it’s what Cassie needs.” She pauses. “Jeremy’s going to be pissed.”

“Then Jeremy can get off his drunk ass and start being a father,” I say, angry that we’re both feeling guilty about a problem he’s caused.

“I’m going to hang up before you say something you’ll regret,” she says. There is no censure in her voice, just extreme fatigue. And after seeing what she goes through with Cassie for twenty-four hours, I can fully understand why.

“Get some sleep. I’ll email Robinson and get him moving forward on that paperwork.”

“But don’t we need Jeremy’s signature?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll get it.” I’m picturing a private detective following his drunk trail around Manhattan.

“Okay. Love you. Thanks for all your help.”

“Love you too. Thank you for everything you’re doing for Jeremy and Cassie.”

She hangs up without another word and as soon as the line goes dead, my door opens.

“Your next appointment is here,” Veronica says. She looks nervous.

I motion for her to close the door. Once we’re alone, I frown. “Who is this person, Shay Dee?”

Veronica comes in and leans over, whispering even though no one can hear us outside this room. “She’s a rap star. Her manager called on Monday and set up the appointment.”

“Have you ever heard of her before?”

Veronica shakes her head. “No. And I googled her and there’s nothing about her online either. I think she’s a new star, about to hit it big.” She looks excited about this fact.

“Do we know who referred her?”

“No.”

I’m not happy with that answer because I’ve specifically instructed Veronica to gather that data with every new patient. “I’ll be out in a minute. Please make sure she has something to drink if she wants it.”

“Already taken care of,” she says, smiling before she leaves me.

I stand up and check my teeth in the small mirror that hangs next to my door. Time for a haircut, I think as I open the door and step out into the waiting room.

I’m not sure what I was expecting, but this isn’t it. A young girl with the loudest outfit I’ve ever seen is waiting for me, a giant plastic purse under her arm. If I were to describe her look for a magazine, I’d coin the term grunge tranny. I study her face carefully to see if she’s already had some work done. It’s then that I get the impression that I’ve seen her somewhere before.


























Chapter Forty-Seven




“YOU!” SHE SAYS, POINTING AT me.

“Me. Yes. I’m Doctor Oliver.” I reach my hand out to take hers and smile, hoping to ease us past this very uncomfortable greeting. I can’t tell if the weird feelings are a result of her get-up or the fact that I can’t place her exactly.

Where have I seen her before? Online? On television? Whoever did her lip injections needs to be sued, that’s for sure. She looks like she’s got hives.

I smile. “And you must be … Shay, is that right?”

She nods. “Shay Dee, thass me. Thass my name.” She takes my hand in a loose grip, but looks around me into my office, like she can’t wait to get in there.

I look at Veronica and give her the signal to be on the alert. We do this when I think I’m about to be dealing with an overly emotional patient.

“After you,” I say, gesturing for her to go in before me.

Her skirt is riding up high on her waist and she’s trying to push it down from the front. I turn around to shut the door and give her a few moments to get herself together. I hear rustling behind me as she moves her clothing around.

She takes a seat across from mine and checks out my diplomas as I move around the desk. This is standard procedure for any new patient, so I give her time to absorb it all while I take a seat.

“So, what brings you here today, Miss Dee?” I say as soon as her attention is back in my direction.

Her face goes blank for a few seconds. Then she bursts out with, “You married?”

I wasn’t expecting that, but I act like it’s a completely normal first question from a patient to her new doctor. “No, I’m single. But let’s talk about you…”

“Ever been engaged, maybe?”

I could swear she just lost her street-smart accent, but before I can say anything, she jumps back in.

“Yo, you know, like almost with a ball and chain.”

I open my mouth to respond but am interrupted when she starts choking. 

I jump to my feet, wondering if I’m about to use the Heimlich. “Are you okay?”

She puts one hand up like a stop sign as she holds her neck with the other. Her voice is hoarse.

“Yeah, yeah, just got my gum stuck in my throat.” She lets her neck go and sits straighter, her voice back to normal. “So, you were saying…?”

This is the most ridiculous question and answer session I’ve ever been a party to. I need to find a way to derail it. I remain on my feet, sensing that I need to be ready for anything. I don’t trust this Shay Dee person. Shay Dee, indeed.

“Are you married?” I ask, hoping the turn-around will make her uncomfortable enough to change the subject.

“Why? You interested?”

She gives me the craziest look, and I start to feel a little unsafe. My hand drifts over to the desk drawer that houses my weapon.

She starts waving her hand back and forth in between us, making me think one of us must have very bad breath.

As if she’s read my mind, she stops with the waving, her hand freezing in midair. She immediately drops it into her lap.

“Just jokin’,” she says. “I’m taken. But let’s get back to the conversation. You have a fiancée recently? Lost one, maybe?”

Oh my god, is she a stalker? Someone sent here by Hilary? A spy? Hilary can’t get me to talk to her so she sends some deranged rapper in here to try and communicate on her behalf? How twisted can a woman get?

My temper grows very short. “Miss Dee, I think I’d prefer to keep the conversation about your reason for being here. What is it that I can do for you?”

She sighs long and deep. Then she takes off her hat and her sunglasses. Leaning over, she spits a wad of something into my trashcan at the side of my desk.

It’s then that I finally recognize her.


























Chapter Forty-Eight




“YOU!” MY LEGS TURN TO jelly and I fall to my seat, but then when I realize how vulnerable that makes me, I stand again. “Your name’s not Shay, it’s … Betty!”

She holds up her hands in front of her. “Easy, there, Helen, don’t worry. I came here for a reason other than to be plowed over by you again.”

She grabs her pink plastic purse and reaches inside.

My survival instincts go into overdrive. I refuse to be taken down by a demented gypsy having an allergic reaction to polyester clothing.

“No!” I yank my desk drawer open and pull out my .45. No way am I letting her get the drop on me. I know the damage bullets can do, and if she’s got a gun in there, I’m not going to be the one with a hole ripped into his organs. I’m going to shoot first and ask questions later. I point my pistol at her shoulder, the meaty part where it wouldn’t kill her if I hit it but would definitely stop her from coming after me with her weapon.

“Oh my god!” Her voice is shrill. “What the fuck is your problem?!” She kicks out so hard, it sends her chair backwards with her still in it. Her purse opens and all of its contents fly out, landing like hail around her head and chest.

When she finally comes to a rest on her back in the middle of my floor, there’s a tampon in her eye, papers folded up on her neck and tissues in her hair next to her head

She grabs the tissues and holds them up above her. “This is why I’m here, you freak!” she yells.

I lean over to see her better, bringing the gun with me so she won’t get any funny ideas. She could still have a weapon in that bag. Hell, she could have a small village in that thing; it’s enormous.

I look at what she’s holding up, not sure I understand. “You came to show me a dirty tissue?”

She must be an escapee from the psych ward. It’s the only explanation for her behavior. I can’t believe I’ve been haunted by visions of someone who I thought might be one of those nice girls the cabbie was talking about, but who instead is obviously insane. I should never ever trust my instincts about women again. They’re obviously broken.

“How can a person as stupid as you are possibly be a doctor?” she asks. She sounds angry.

“You don’t have a gun?” Having her point tissues at me instead of a nine millimeter is a little bit of a let down. Did I read that wrong? Was she really here to show me something stupid and not kill me? Talk about an overreaction. Now I’m worried about losing my license to practice medicine.

“No, I don’t have a gun. What do I look like? A criminal?”

I take in her ridiculous outfit and plastic purse, along with the hat and the swollen lips. She looks like a drugged out amateur tranny reject from the wrong side of the tracks. Now I’m not worried about my license anymore. I acted completely rationally. Anyone in my shoes would have moved to defend himself.

“Do you want me to be honest?” I ask.

She sighs. “No. Lie to me.”

I do a quick re-evaluation. Now that I know she’s not here to kill me and I can see the real girl underneath the costume, I realize she doesn’t look as dangerous as I originally thought. “You look … mostly harmless.”

She tries to get up, but it’s a struggle. She rolls sideways and the chair goes too. Her personal items fall to the floor like droppings left behind by a goat.

She ends up on her hands and knees, and I have to look away before my imagination has me there behind her with my pants down. How she can be sexy even with all that stuff on, I have no idea, but it is what it is.

She brings my attention back with a loud thump. Her purse is now on my desk, in all its shiny pink glory. She’s looking at the wall behind me, the ceiling, and the floor … anywhere but at me. It’s obvious she’s uncomfortable, and my heart goes out to her. Anyone who would wear that outfit just to see me must be desperate.

“So … that’s quite a get-up you’re wearing,” I say as a form of peace offering.

“Shut up.” She grabs the wad of tissues she held up before and unwraps something from it. An item spills out onto my desk blotter. She turns around to get her chair back on its feet so she can sit down.

I stare at the thing she brought for me to see, and my heart pounds painfully behind my ribs.

What. The. Fuck.

Recognition dawns. It’s that goddamn ring!

“What in the hell is that doing here?” I’m furious that this bad luck omen has followed me all the way from that fucking fountain to here at my place of work, my sanctuary from all that craziness. I have a security system, goddammit! How did this happen?!

“I found it.” She’s the picture of innocence.

I’m so pissed, I can’t think of what to say. Obviously she’s trying to be a good samaritan, returning a lost article, but she doesn’t understand; I don’t want this fucking thing. It’s a giant, expensive, painful reminder of how lost I am, how screwed up my world is, how empty my existence is, how I’ve gotten it wrong more often than I’ve gotten it right. I need to move on from this life, but this ring won’t let me!

She sighs, probably growing impatient with my inner monologue.

“What … I don’t … this isn’t …” I can’t get a single sentence out. How did she even find this thing? Does she swim in fountains? Steal the money from them? And how did she know it was mine? Did she see me throw it in with Jeremy?

I growl with frustration, running my hand through my hair. The headache is back. Fuck me senseless.

She smiles. “You know, that’s exactly what I thought when I found it.”

“You say you found it?” Hope sparks in my heart and starts a tiny flame. Finders keepers, losers weepers, right?

“Yep. In a fountain. Not far from here, actually.” She tilts her head like a confused dog would and stares at me intensely. “Did you put it there?”

“I don’t want it.” I grab the thing and shove it back into her tissues, holding it out at her. “Take it back.” From the looks of her, she could use it. I’m certain she’ll want it now that she knows she has my permission to keep it. My confidence soars. I’m almost home free.

She shakes her head emphatically, dashing my hopes into the dirt. “No, it’s yours. I looked it up. You bought it, so it’s yours, not mine.”

“You looked it up?” What? How is that even possible? She’s lying. She has to be. She actually saw Jeremy do it and then she followed us. She just doesn’t want me to know she’s a stalker.

“Yes,” she assures me, “with the laser-etching on the stone. Cartier has a record.”

A flash of memory arrives, a phone call that Veronica screened for me... Cartier called here. Were they calling for her?

“A record?” I ask, not sure I understand. Hoping I don’t understand. “Cartier? They gave out my name to you?”

“You don’t have to say it like that. Like I’m some kind of maniac.”

I drink in her appearance, from the top of her frizzy bird’s nest hairdo to the tip of her nineteen sixties go-go boots. She must be kidding.

“Fine,” she says, her tone going bitchy, “I see your point, but this isn’t what I normally dress like.”

Then she disappears under the desk.

I have no idea what she’d doing down there, but I waste no time in remedying my little problem. I scrunch up the tissues and throw the whole thing into her purse as it rests on my desk. The ring disappears into its depths. I swear I can sense the sun coming out from behind dark clouds as it falls from view.

“No, of course not,” I say, covering up my tracks with conversation, “normally you dress like a hippy who’s an hour late to a peace rally.”

I yank my hand away from her purse at the exact moment that she stands up and points a tampon at me.

“Hey!” she yells. “Watch it, bud! That’s just plain rude and totally uncalled for.”

The relief I experience at putting that ring back in her purse is like being high on drugs. Seratonin molecules are coursing through my circulatory system, making me feel as though I’m floating on air. My feet are barely touching the ground right now.

I cross my arms over my chest, feeling supremely confident. Now I’m in the mood to tease her, not just because she’s going to deliver me from the evil the ring represents, but because she’s kind of cute when she’s mad.

“Totally uncalled for?” I arch an eyebrow at her. “I’ve met you four times, and three of those times you’ve run smack into me without looking where you’re going.”

She barks out a laugh. “Ha! That’s called projection, buddy. It ain’t me, it’s you. Don’t try to put your shit on me. You’re the one who thinks he’s soooo important he doesn’t have to look where he’s going, even when he’s in a crowd of people in the middle of New York City!”

I point to the door, afraid she’s going to find out what I did with the ring. Besides, she obviously doesn’t share my feelings; I think she’s cute, and she thinks I’m an arrogant asshole.

“Get out,” I order.

“Gladly!” She takes her purse and spins around.

“And don’t ever come back here!” I say loudly, hoping to intimidate her into wanting to leave fast so I can lock the doors behind her and that ring asap. I follow her as she leaves my office.

“As if! You wish!”

She storms through the lobby and yanks the doors open, helping them to slam shut behind her as she exits.

I turn to a stunned Veronica and motion with my finger to my lips. “Shhhh … make sure that door is locked.”

She nods and gets up, testing the handles. They always lock automatically, but I don’t want to take any chances.

I let out the breath I’ve been holding. “Do not let that woman in here again, under any circumstances.”

Veronica puts her hand on her chest. “Wow, did she … what did she do?”

“Nothing. She’s just not who she says she is, and I don’t want to see her or anything she might try to give me in here again.”

“She tried to give you something?”

I hate that I’ve given so much information away. “Just keep her away, got it?”

She backs up a step, annoyed with me. “Yes, I’ve got it.”

I leave the lobby and shut myself up in my office, hoping my blood pressure will calm down soon. I feel like I just ran a four-minute mile.

I’m at my desk for less than five minutes when Veronica’s voice comes over the intercom.

“She’s baaaaack,” she says, evil laughter in her voice.

I push the intercom button. “Do not let her in.”

“I heard you the first three times,” she says, cutting off the intercom.

From inside my office I can’t hear anything. A little while later, I press the intercom button.

“Is she gone?”

“Yes. I called security and they escorted her out.”

Picturing Leah Betty or whoever she is being led away by two gorillas makes me feel guilty. But she asked for it, trying to force something on me I don’t want. Hopefully now she has the lay of the land and she’ll go trade that ring in for something she can use. Like a new wardrobe maybe.

I go back to my files, determined to get out of the office before seven. Eventually, a smile takes over my face and won’t go away. Imagine the balls on that girl, coming in here dressed up like a rapper of all things. Where would she get that idea from? She might be crazy, but she has my respect. And very possibly my admiration. I’ll bet she’s fun as hell when she’s on her meds.


























Chapter Forty-Nine




JANA AND I SET ASIDE half a day to find Jeremy so we can discuss Cassie’s future with him and get him to sign the guardianship papers, but so far, we’ve come up empty.

“What about the brownstone?” Jana asks as we crawl the streets of Manhattan in her Audi. Cassie’s asleep in the back, thankfully. She may be tiny, but she has powerful lungs. I’m not sure if she fell asleep at her regular time or if she collapsed in exhaustion. Apparently, she hates riding in cars.

“I checked there before you picked me up,” I say. “He hasn’t been there since I found him the other night. The place is stale.”

“He’s not at his old apartment, so what’s next?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. As far as I know he’s not seeing anyone that he’d be staying with.”

“No way,” Jana shakes her head, “Laura is still fully alive in his mind. He’d consider it cheating to be with another woman.”

“All his friends have disappeared.” Jeremy always had more friends than I did. He says it’s because I’m too driven, too competitive. I say it’s because I never had any time to fool around; I was always too busy studying and then working. But all the friends we thought Jeremy had turns out were just there for the good times, not the bad. Not that I blame them; Jeremy has pushed everyone past the limits of common decency.

“Even Danny?” Jana asks. Danny and Jeremy were friends starting in first grade.

“Yeah, even Danny. I talked to him last night. He said Jeremy’s a total downer. Showed up at his house wasted, and the kids saw him falling all over the place, breaking things, mumbling about death and other bullshit. Danny had to tell him to leave. His wife was pissed.”

Jana’s face twists up in pain. “I hate to imagine him sleeping on the street somewhere.”

“I doubt he’s doing that, but wherever he is, it probably isn’t much better.”

Jana stops at a light and looks at me. “What should we do?”

“I’m going to hire a private investigator to track him down. He’s probably still using his credit cards. Anyone with access to those records can figure out where he’s staying, where he’s drinking.”

“What will we do when we find him, though?”

“Get him into a treatment facility of some sort, before he ends up in jail or worse.”

“Or worse.” Jana shakes her head as tears well up in her eyes. “Who would have thought his life would come to this?” She glances over her shoulder at Cassie. “Why can’t he see her and get out of his rut?”

“He’s in too much pain. It’s blinding him. Making him numb.” I stare out the window, wondering what it would be like to love someone so much that it destroys you when they leave. When Hilary left me it was a relief. I just cannot comprehend that kind of connection, but I know it’s real. At least for some people.

“What about the guardianship?” Jana pulls forward as the light turns green.

“Robinson says if Jeremy can’t be found, the court can go through the process of appointing you as guardian without his permission.”

There’s a long pause in the conversation, and I think we’re moving on to other subjects when Jana surprises me.

“I want us both to be guardians,” she says, glancing over at me. “I can’t do this alone.”

“You never mentioned that before.” I’m stalling. I had no idea she felt this way, and while I appreciate what she’s going through, I’m not sure I’m in a position to be that person for her or Cassie. I’ve never even owned a pet, let alone acted as a father to a child. I break out in a cold sweat just imagining it.

“I know, but I was thinking about your upcoming babysitting this weekend, and I thought it might be better if we took turns with her to some degree. Give her two parents or role models or whatever. I need to get out of the house more, get a job…” Her hands squeeze the steering wheel over and over. “I love Cassie, I really do. It’s just that I’m so tired all the time and I don’t get any interaction with adults anymore. I was going to wait until I was at least thirty-five and married before I had any kids.”

Seeing her so stressed out makes me feel bad. And selfish. I’ve been allowed to live my life exactly as I’ve wanted, but ever since Laura died, Jana’s life has been derailed. I need to find a way to do what she’s asking, even though I’m probably the least qualified person in Manhattan for the job.

“If you need me to, I’ll do it. Just relax. We’ll figure this out together.” In the back of my mind I’m picturing Jeremy getting his shit together and taking his child back soon, even though I know in my heart it isn’t very likely to happen.

I take a deep breath in and let it out. One day at a time, isn’t that how the saying goes?

“Are you sure?” she asks, pulling into a parking garage near my condo. “You’ve never had to be a parent before.”

Her reminder of how unqualified I am stings. “Are you kidding?” I give her my parking card so she can get past the barricade. “I’ve been parenting our brother for years.”

She smiles for the first time all morning. “And you’ve done such a great job.”

Ouch. I can always count on my sister to be real, at least.

“You’re lucky we’re all grown up now,” I say, reaching out and poking her in the ribs.

“I’m kidding. His bull … you-know-what … is no reflection on you and all the things you’ve done for him.”

I sigh as she guides the car into the second space reserved for my unit. “Maybe, maybe not.” Whether I could have done better by him is haunting me more often these days. I’ve never doubted myself so much before now. 

She shuts off the engine and puts her hand on my arm, pulling me back into the moment. “Seriously. I was only kidding. He’s in a tailspin but none of it’s on you. It’s just the way life worked out. He was never good at handling tragedy. When mom died and then dad … it took him forever to get over it.”

“And he had Laura then.”

“Yeah. He had his rock. Now his rock is gone and he’s just floating out there in the ether.”

“And I thought I was lost.”

I freeze, realizing I’ve revealed too much, hating that I said that to her. The last thing I need is anyone feeling sorry for me, especially Jana. She’s already worried about too much as it is.

“You? Lost?” My sister laughs as she opens her door. “You’re about as found as a person can get, brother of mine.”

I smile so she won’t see how much I disagree with that statement. “True, so true. Ready for lunch? I had sushi delivered.”

“Sushi? Say no more. Just point me to my plate.”

Jana gets Cassie out of her carseat while I get her bag of stuff from the trunk. I have no idea why a ten pound baby requires twenty pounds of shit, but Jana says every bit of it is necessary.

“You can change a diaper while I’m here,” Jana says, placing the sleeping baby gently to her shoulder. She sounds way too happy about the idea. “Practice for your slumber party.”

I laugh, pretending like it’s no big deal, but inside I’m more worried than I’ll ever admit. I’ve got forty-eight hours of feeding, crying, pooping, peeing, and God knows what else ahead of me.

Jesus. What did I agree to? Am I crazy? I’m a surgeon, not a father-figure. Put a face in front of me that needs to be made to look ten years younger, and I won’t bat an eyelash. But a helpless baby? A whole weekend? Fuck me. I’m in so much trouble.

I follow my sister to the elevators and try to focus on other things. For example, crazy women who show up at my office dressed like rappers. I really want to tell my sister about her, but I refrain. After hearing about my semi-stalkerish good samaritan, Jana might worry about leaving the baby with me, and I know how badly she needs to get out into the adult world, even if it’s just for a weekend.

I keep my Shay Dee anecdote to myself, but even though I’m going through the motions of getting the sushi out and putting together bowls of soy sauce and wasabi, I can only think of one thing: Her.

Who is this woman really who came to me looking one step above homeless, trying to give me back a ring worth half a million bucks? Where is she from? What’s her story? And why does she keep turning up in my life? Is it just the ring or is it something else?

Laura used to say that finding Jeremy was part of her destiny. I always laughed at her when she said that, but now I’m wondering if there might be something to her theories.


























Chapter Fifty




AFTER ESCORTING JANA AND CASSIE back down to the car and seeing them off, I go back up to my condo and lie down on the couch. I can’t remember the last time I did something like this — take an afternoon off and then be on the couch when I could be working. It feels strange. Not entirely unpleasant, but still, not quite right. Laura used to tease me and say that I have no idea how to relax, and I used to laugh her comments off. Now I’m wondering if she wasn’t some sort of angel, put on this earth to bring us all messages before she had to leave.

My cell phone buzzes, and I take it out of my pocket to check the screen.

“Hey, Robinson, I was just thinking about calling you.”

“I hope you have good news for me.”

“Not really. Jeremy’s gone. Can’t find him anywhere. I’m going to hire that investigator you told me about.”

“Good. In the meantime, I’m going to file this petition now. We won’t get a hearing for a few weeks. You see what you can find in the meantime.”

“Yeah. Got it.” I’m pulling the phone away from my head to hang it up, but I hear Robinson’s voice again, so I wait, expecting to hear him signing off.

“Listen, man, I need to ask you a question.”

“Sure. What’s up?”

“You okay?”

I blink a few times, sure there must be more. But he waits for my response.

“Okay? As in, am I feeling okay?”

“Yeah. How are you doing?”

“I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” I’m waiting for the joke that’s sure to come next.

“I don’t mean to be getting all touchy feely on you, but the last time I saw you, you kind of looked like shit.”

I sit up and run my free hand through my hair. So much for relaxing.

“Yeah, well, my sister-in-law was killed by a drunk driver three months ago, my brother’s disappeared and is probably going to kill himself with an overdose, my baby sister’s raising his abandoned child, and I just broke up with my cheating girlfriend who’d I’d just decided to propose to. I guess you could say I’ve been dealing with some stress. Nothing I can’t handle, though.”

Silence is his response.

“But hey, thanks for asking about me. You’re a good friend.”

“Nah, I’m a shit friend.” His tone is laced with guilt.

“Why?”

“Because, I’ve done nothing to help you guys out.”

“You’ve done plenty, believe me. We got your flowers and card, you’re taking care of the Cassie issue … we’re going to be okay. It’s just going to take some time.”

“If there’s anything else I can do for you, you’ll let me know, right?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“And I’m not charging you for this guardianship issue. It’s on the house. Pro bono.”

“I don’t expect you to do that.”

“It’s done.”

“Don’t expect me to fix that nose of yours for free,” I say, trying to lighten the mood. His nose is famous for the beating it took in college during our intramural rugby days.

“The day I go under your knife is the day I’m on the coroner’s slab, buddy, trust me on that.”

I laugh for a second and then an image of Laura in the morgue jumps to mind and my humor disappears completely. I was at the hospital when she was brought in, but didn’t find out about her injuries until she had succumbed to them. Jeremy had a breakdown after seeing her on that gurney. That was easily the worst day of my life.

“Listen, I have a meeting starting five minutes ago. Talk to you soon?”

“Yeah,” I say softly. “Talk soon.” I hang up before he can respond, and drop the phone to the couch. I should probably get up, but I can’t. My legs aren’t functioning. All I can do is sit and stare at the floor.

Images play in my head like a movie montage. Things I don’t even remember seeing are there for me to enjoy, whether I like it or not.

Jeremy in his tux on his wedding day.

Laura in her bridal gown, holding a bouquet of wild flowers.

Jana crying with both happiness and extreme sadness, holding a brand new baby Cassie in the hospital, just hours after her mother is declared dead.

Jeremy trashing the house in Brooklyn that he and his wife had spent so much time remodeling together.

The ring, sailing through the night air and splashing water as it landed in the fountain.

A fake rapper named Shay Dee going to ridiculous lengths to do the right thing by me and return my property.

Taking the step of removing Jeremy’s parenting privileges and bestowing them on a girl who wanted to wait before becoming a mom.

A future that’s so dim, I can’t see any further than thirty seconds from now…


























Chapter Fifty-One




FRIDAY USED TO BE A day I celebrated. I’ve always worked seven days a week, using late weekend mornings to do rounds at the hospitals where I have patients, but Friday night is the one time I allow myself to indulge. Today, however, I can’t think of anything I want to do other than get in my car, start driving, and never look back. It may have something to do with the fact that I’m about to become a temporary single father in about three hours.

“Got any big plans this weekend?” Veronica asks me, standing in my doorway.

“Just taking care of my niece.” My stomach flutters like I’m about to take my licensing exams all over again.

 “Your niece? Isn’t she a baby?”

“Yes, she is.” I keep my eyes on the lab results in front of me, hoping she’ll take the hint that I’m not interested in casual conversation right now. Veronica’s attitude has been getting on my nerves all week and today is no exception. I don’t have the fortitude to remain calm if she pushes the wrong button.

“Have you ever taken care of a baby before?”

“No, I haven’t. But I went to medical school and I’ve saved countless lives, so I think I’ll manage.”

She snorts. “You obviously have no idea what you’re doing if you think that qualifies you.”

I literally bite my tongue to keep from saying what I want to say. Lucky for me, the door buzzes and saves me from drawing blood.

Veronica goes to her desk and touches the intercom button. She’s left my door open, so I can hear what she’s saying, but I can’t see her.

“Can I help you?” Veronica asks.

“Delivery,” says a male voice. “For Doctor Oliver.”

Veronica’s voice comes over my phone’s speaker. “Are we expecting a delivery?”

“Not that I’m aware of.” I stand and go out to her desk. There’s a man in a brown uniform standing in the hallway.

“That’s not our regular UPS guy,” she says before pressing the button to speak with him. “We weren’t expecting a delivery. Who’s it from?”

The guy looks behind him, like he’s expecting a sneak-attack. Then he reaches up and pats the top of his head.

I stare at him, sure I’ve seen him somewhere before. It’s that hair… it looks like a plastic cap stuck to the top of his head.

“I don’t know who it’s from,” he says, not even looking at the box.

“Hold on a moment,” Veronica says.

She looks up at me. “What do you think? Should I let him in?”

Alarm bells are going off in my head. I know this guy from somewhere, and that box he’s holding doesn’t even have a label on it that I can see.

“Just one second,” I say, grabbing her phone and hitting the speed dial that will connect me to the building’s security staff located in the lobby.

“Security,” comes the voice through the line.

“This is Doctor Oliver. We have a delivery guy at our door right now that we don’t recognize.”

“Yeah, he’s here with some lady. Saw him go up. You having a problem?”

“No, not exactly.” He’s here with a lady? I look at our security monitor again and see the box. It’s too small to be drug samples or any other supplies we order on a regular basis. “Is this lady in a brown uniform too?”

“No, sir. She’s wearing a skirt. A colorful one. Not brown at all.”

My pulse quickens. “Does she by any chance have frizzy blond hair, kind of looks like a flower child?”

“I suppose you could say that.”

“Thanks.” I disconnect the call.

Veronica’s looking at me like I’m crazy, but I ignore her.

I press the intercom button. “I know who you are, and I know you’re working with that woman. I’ve already told her, I’m not interested.”

The guy who was previously shifting his weight back and forth between his two feet suddenly freezes. “What woman?” he asks. “I don’t know anything about a woman.”

“I called down to the lobby. They described her to me, and they said you came in with her. Leave or we’ll call security and have you escorted out.”

The guy leaves without a word and Veronica turns her chair around to stare at me.

“What in the hell was that all about?”

I back away and then turn to go in my office. “Nothing.”

She’s not so easily dissuaded. When I look up from my desk, she’s already in my doorway.

“Seriously. Is this something I should be worried about?”

“No, why would it be?”

“Because, someone is trying to deliver packages you don’t want, some woman is involved … maybe stalking you? Is that what’s going on here?”

“No. There’s no one stalking anyone. It’s nothing.”

Veronica folds her arms over her chest. “I don’t believe you. Is this about Hilary? Did you cheat on her? Is that who that woman is?”

The last thing I need is Hilary thinking I screwed around on her. She’s been known to break things, but if she ever thought I’d done something like that, I could probably say goodbye to my vehicle and any glass item within ten feet of it. Clearly, I need to shut this line of thinking down fast before it turns my life upside down.

“Just … give me a couple hours to catch up with my work and then we can discuss it.”

“Fine. I’ll give you until four o’clock.”

I grit my teeth hard to keep from firing her on the spot. I hate the happy gleam in her eye and the idea that she really believes she can make a call like that in my office. She’s way too much like Hilary for me to deal with anymore. I really need to find another secretary, asap.


























Chapter Fifty-Two




FOUR O’CLOCK IS LOOMING. I never hated a time before like I hate this time of day now. Veronica is expecting me to — no, demanding that I — tell her about this ring, about this person Leah Betty or whoever she is. And why do I feel the need to tell her anything? I’m the boss, and she’s the employee. I’m the one who’s supposed to be calling the shots.

I get all riled up just thinking about it, but then I realize it doesn’t matter. The job of being my assistant isn’t difficult, but it is critical. I’m too busy taking care of patients and performing surgeries to man the telephones and keep track of my schedule. I thought paying a more than fair salary would ensure I wouldn’t have to deal with bullshit, and yet, here I am, dealing with bullshit, once again. This time it’s a demanding employee who has way too close of a relationship with my ex. Before this it was someone drinking on the job, and before that a girl with a hot-headed boyfriend making her miserable, harassing her at work.

Where are all the normal people without bags of issues being dragged behind them is what I want to know. Maybe there just aren’t any. Or maybe I’m not in a position to judge that anymore.

Regardless, I can’t have Veronica disappearing on me before I can find a replacement, so I need to do what I can to keep her happy for just a little while longer. Maybe after Cassie’s guardianship situation is figured out and my sister’s had more sleep I’ll be in a position to start interviewing candidates — candidates who can be more discreet than Veronica has turned out to be.

Hilary’s last phone call comes to mind. How did she find out about that ring? The only one who knows about it is Veronica and my family, and no way in hell would anyone I care about tell her anything. Jana and Jeremy never liked Hilary. They were never outwardly rude about it, but they didn’t need to be. She didn’t belong in our circle; it was obvious from the start.

I wish I knew why I ignored all the signs. Was I that desperate for companionship? I hate to think I was. Or that I still am. Laura’s death has changed everything for our entire family.

It was Veronica who opened her big mouth about the ring. And I’m supposed to believe she and Hilary aren’t friends anymore? Right. I realize now that I definitely can’t keep an employee who shares my personal business with her girlfriends. It’s time to cut the cord. My hands stray over to my computer keyboard, ready to type in the name of the recruiting company I’ve used in the past to find employees.

“James, there’s a charity on the line for you.” Veronica sounds bored.

I frown at the phone. “A sales call? Get rid of it.”

“No, it’s not a sales call. At least, I don’t think it is.”

“What do you mean, you don’t think it is? Didn’t you ask for the purpose of the call?”

“Uh, no, obviously I didn’t. But she said it was a charitable donation. Maybe. I can’t remember.”

I take a deep breath in and let it out slowly. Patience. Don’t bite her head off. You need her, at least for now.

“Could you please?”

“Could I please what?”

“Confirm the reason for the call.”

“Can’t you do it?”

Her annoyed tone makes something snap inside me. “Are you kidding me?!” I shout.

“No, I’m not kidding you. What, are you too good to talk to charities now?” Her tone is acidic.

“Too good? … What…?” I can’t even wrap my head around that comment. None of this is making sense. Does she want me to fire her now?

“Are you my secretary or not?!”

“Not anymore,” she says, just before disconnecting the intercom.

I sit there for a few seconds absorbing what just happened. Before I can decide whether to be happy or angry about this turn of events, my office door opens and Veronica is standing there in the entrance.

She gives me a two-second, bitter smile. “Just so you know, you’re an asshole.”

“I’m the asshole.” I laugh, leaning back in my chair. This is some kind of crazy alternate universe I’m in right now, obviously. “Okay. Thanks for the information.”

“I’m quitting.”

“Yeah, I got that.” I hear a roaring in my ears. It might be from my blood pressure jacking up to dangerous levels. “Leave your keys to the office on the counter.” I don’t know whether to celebrate or panic right now. There are at least five surgeries that I can remember off the top of my head scheduled for next week.

“You’re not going to survive without me,” she says, her chin going up in the air.

I smile. It’s a warm emotion filling me up now, generated by the idea that I’m almost free of this lunatic, thank God. There’s no question now; that roaring sound in my ears is the sound of relief.

“I survived a long time before you got here, so I’m pretty sure I’ll be fine.”

She reaches into her purse, pulls her hand out, and throws something at my desk. A key bounces off my phone and lands in my lap.

“Good luck with your shit life,” she says. Her hair flies out behind her as she spins around.

I say nothing, but only because I want to avoid being sued. I’m not entirely convinced she won’t try it anyway, but the last thing I want to do is give her a good reason. Bitch.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel pretty damn good right now. My problem just took care of itself. I’m sure there’s a temp agency that could hook me up with someone in the short term until I can recruit someone more qualified, someone who’s not friends with Hilary, who’s not a high-maintenance bitch … someone who can be discreet and respectful, and normal.

Does such a woman exist in Manhattan? I want to think so, but I’m starting to wonder. Veronica was supposed to be that person. She sure came across that way in the interview.

The blinking light on my phone distracts me.

“Oh shit. The charity call.”

Clearing my throat and sitting up straighter, I pick up the handset and push the blinking button. “This is Doctor Oliver. I understand one of my patients is donating in my name. May I ask which one?”

An older woman’s voice answers. “Actually, I didn’t say she was a patient. I believe she’s your girlfriend. Or maybe an ex?”

My girlfriend? Hilary? An ex? A donation?

Thoughts are whirling around and around in my skull, making me feel almost dizzy.

And half a second later that UPS man and the girl with the skirt pops up in my mind.

I shake my head in disbelief. She wouldn’t dare…

“Don’t tell me … let me guess. The donation is a ring?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.” The woman sounds surprised at my clairvoyance. 

I put the phone back down on the cradle without another word and lean back far in my seat. Once I start laughing, I can’t stop. Picturing Leah Betty’s face and the frustration that must be there is killing me. Maybe it’s the stress from the past few months or the fact that I’m about to be a single father for two days, but whatever the cause, I’m coming undone over getting one over on her. Man, is she persistent. But I still beat her. I still won. And winning feels good when I’ve lost so much recently. Great, even.

By the time I finally get my shit back together and can breathe normally again, I feel like I’ve done a thousand crunches at the gym. My abs are aching with the workout. Goddamn that feels good. I can’t stop smiling. I almost hope I bump into her again on my way home.

Standing up, I grab my keys, including the one that was thrown at me a half hour ago and leave the office. It’s time for me to go pick up my niece and start my weekend off with a bang. My smile falters just the smallest bit.


























Chapter Fifty-Three




MY BROTHER’S HOUSE HAS A window in the front door. Through that window I can see a stack of bags and other things, making me think for a few seconds that my sister is planning to move out permanently. As I open the door, it pushes on one of the bags, causing it to slide across the wood floor toward the bottom of the stairs.

“Oh, you’re here! Good!” Jana comes out of the kitchen and down the hall toward me, Cassie in her arms.

“What’s going on here?” I point to the mess.

“It’s Cassie’s stuff.” She holds the baby out at me.

“But … she’s not moving in with me, is she?” The panic is back.

“For two days, yes.” She pats me on the arm. “Don’t worry. I promise to come get her Sunday night.”

I try to smile back, but my mouth won’t cooperate.

Jana bends over and grabs three of the bags and goes out the door.

“You in some kind of hurry?” I watch her run down the stairs to my car.

“Yep! Leslie will be here any minute!”

I look down at the sleeping baby to study her face. “What are the chances you’re going to stay asleep for the ride to Uncle James’s place, eh?”

Jana comes back through the door for her second load. “Did you go shopping for her like I told you to?”

“Oh yeah, sure I did.” That’s a lie. Truth is, I completely forgot about it, and apparently Veronica dropped the ball. I’m tempted to take my phone out of my pocket to do a quick search for store hours, but I don’t want Jana to catch me.

“You got a crib, I hope!” She throws more stuff in my trunk.

“Of course.”

A crib? I need to buy a crib? Is she just screwing with me? She looks serious.

“What about a pumpkin seat? Did you get one of those?” Her smile slips a little. “Seriously, James, don’t screw this up for me.”

I give her my best guilt-inducing smile. “Come on, where’s your faith?”

“I’m running low on that stuff lately.” She takes the last bag and hooks it over her shoulder. “Her car seat is in my car. After I transfer it over, you’re all set.”

“I’m not sure what she eats,” I say. “Formula, but what else?”

Jana pauses and slowly turns. “Are you serious?”

I grin really hard. “Just kidding. Go on, hurry up. Put the car seat in. I have a date with my niece.”

As soon as Jana can’t see my face anymore, I let out a stream of silent swear words. Cassie frowns in her sleep, as if she’s somehow picked up on my distress.

I’m sweating through my shirt by the time Jana’s done outfitting my car — car that’s woefully under-engineered for the use it’s being put to right now. The entire back seat is filled with junk colored either pink, purple, or yellow. It’s hurting my eyes to see my man-car looking like this.

“My god, you’ve turned my Porche into a mini-van.”

She snorts. “Hardly. Go on. Leave, before one my girlfriends gets a look at you and decides she needs to marry you.”

I’m so confused, I don’t even know how to respond to that.

Jana points at Cassie. “You’re standing there holding an infant, wearing the remnants of your suit, and your Porche is a mini-van. Chicks love that shit.”

I grin. “Good. Maybe one of them would like to come spend the weekend with us.”

She goes behind me and starts pushing on my back. “Don’t even try it. This is your weekend. Enjoy it. Make the most of it. Cassie loves to go for walks.”

“Doesn’t she get heavy?”

“Yes, which is why you bought her that stroller I sent you the email about last week.”

I didn’t open any of the emails my sister sent in the last week, once I realized they were going to be full of links to baby crap she thought I should buy. When the first message suggested a diaper genie, whatever the hell that is, I stopped opening them. I figured I’d put Veronica on the job. Oops.

Whatever. I’m a grown man. I don’t need my little sister telling me how to take care of a baby for two days. At least … I didn’t think so before. As I walk down the front stairs and see my back seat again, I feel the panic coming on stronger. The mountain of stuff in my back seat has me second-guessing myself.

“Okee dokee. Ready?” Jana’s standing next to the open passenger door of my car.

I hand the baby over and watch carefully as she buckles her in, taking mental notes.

“Always make sure this middle buckle is engaged,” she says, her voice muffled with her head in the car.

I get in the driver’s side, looking over at my sister and my niece.

“You sure you’re going to be okay?” Jana asks me. She casts a worried glance at Cassie.

“Of course, we’ll be fine. Cassie and I are going to have Chinese take-out and some ice cream sundaes, and then we’ll stay up until one in the morning watching Desperate Housewives of Vermont.”

“First of all, if you do any thing even remotely like that with my niece, you’re going to have your Uncle title stripped. And second, there’s no such show.”

“There should be,” I say, putting my S-key into the ignition slot. I have no idea what I’m talking about. My mouth is on auto-pilot saying whatever crazy thing comes to mind. I have to buy a whole baby-life worth of crap and I have no secretary anymore. What the hell am I going to do?

“You can handle this, big brother. I’m going to stop worrying about you,” Jana says, closing the passenger door.

“Do that!” I say loudly, hoping my voice will carry to the front of the house where she is now. “Don’t worry about a thing! We’ll be fine!”

Jana waves and I pause before pulling away from her place so I can look at my niece. Her eyes are open now and she turns her head to look at me.

“You ready for the big time?” I ask her softly.

Her face crumples and she starts to cry.

I quickly back out of my parking spot and take off, worried my sister will hear her and decide she has to cancel her weekend of fun. I need Jana to be at a hundred percent, because I’m in no position to become a full-time dad. A weekend being single again will re-charge her batteries and then I’ll be able to get back to my normal life.

As I pull onto the Brooklyn Bridge with Cassie screaming her tiny head off, I wonder at what percent I’ll be Monday morning for work.


























Chapter Fifty-Four




MY FIRST STOP IS BACK at the condo. Cassie and I are going to take a limo to do our shopping. No way am I going to deal with the hassle of finding parking while there’s a screaming baby in the car. And if we take cabs, I’ll have to haul that damn baby seat in and out with me. Nope. The limo service is the way to go for sure.

I pull into the garage and call the service desk in the reception area of the tower.

“Lobby.”

“Hey, this is Doctor Oliver. I’m down in the parking garage, and I need someone to bring some things up from my car.”

“I’ll send someone right out, sir.”

I hang up and get out of the car, walking around to Cassie’s side. She stopped crying whenever the car came to a halt, thank goodness, which meant my eardrums got a reprieve at every stop light and now here in my parking space. I can only imagine the noise she’d make in this echoing garage with those lungs of hers, given the chance. She’s starting to look cranky again. Panic rises.

I hurry to unbuckle her and lift her out, feeling terrible when she hiccups several times as she tries to breathe. Apparently all that crying has her wiped out. I’m patting her on the back and bouncing awkwardly on my toes when someone walks out the service door and over to my parking spot.

“Doctor Oliver, hello. I’m Emilio, here to help you with your bags.”

“Thanks, Emilio. Everything’s in the back seat. Grab the car seat from the front too while you’re at it. Lock up when you’re done.” I toss him the electronic key fob and leave him to the task.

When we get into the residential elevator I smile. Cassie’s being cool now, and so far, no smelly business is coming from her diaper area. Maybe I’ll get lucky and she won’t shit her pants all weekend.

“You want to press the button?” I ask her, stepping toward the lit-up panel. “We’re on number thirty-five. Go ahead. Press it.”

I take her tiny hand and let her pretend to select the floor. “I used to love pressing the elevator buttons when I was kid.” I kiss her little fist as her fingers wrap around my thumb.

As we ride to my floor, I use her grip on my thumb to have her do some little baby exercises. “Up and down and up and down.” Her arm follows my movements and she just lies there, her expression serene. I start to pick up a rhythm as her arm goes through the motions, and I sway with the beat, getting into it. A chant pops into my head, and since there’s no one around to hear, I go with it.

“Two, four, six, eight, who does Cassie appreciate? Uncle James, Uncle James, yay, Uncle James!” I make her hand go above her head and wave around. All she does is stare at me as I make the sound of thousands of fans screaming their adoration for Uncle James. “Haaaa … Haaaa … Haaaaa…”

The elevator stops and we exit down the hall from my door. I pull my thumb gently out of her grip so I can fish the key out of my pocket.

“Here we are, home sweet home.” Opening the door, I inhale the fresh sent of lemon as the foyer is revealed. My cleaning lady has been here again. Friday is my favorite day to come back home from work. I start every weekend with a fresh slate.

We’re not one step into the condo when Cassie squirms and farts. 

“No.” I shake my head at her as I kick the door closed. “Huh-uh, Cassie. No farting in this apartment. I’m serious. It’s a hard rule. Not up for debate.”

She farts again and winces.

“I’m not kidding. This is the no-baby-fart zone. Farting leads to pooping and pooping leads to me changing diapers, so no. No, no, no. Not gonna happen.”

One second later, a horrible sound I’ve never heard outside a frat-house bathroom comes from her diaper, followed shortly by an unholy smell drifting up toward my nose.

“Jesus Christ, Cassie! Did you not hear what I just said?”

Her mouth twitches up into a smile and all I see are gums.

I frown at her as I realize any attempts at discipline will be completely useless this weekend. “You’re lucky you’re so cute.”

There’s a knock at my door, interrupting the next scolding I was about to give her.

“Come in!”

The guy from the parking garage is in my doorway with all of Cassie’s stuff on a rolling cart.

“Just in time,” I say, holding out a twenty dollar bill. “You know how to change diapers by any chance?”

The guy pushes past me, depositing bags in the foyer. “No. Why?”

“Because. There’s another twenty in this tip if you can show me how.”

He pauses and stands up straight. “You got a baby in here and you don’t know how to change its diaper?”

I realize as he says that, that I sound a lot like a kidnapper.

“She’s my niece and I said I’d watch her this weekend.”

“And you don’t know how to change diapers.” The guy raises his eyebrows at me but says nothing.

I’m getting the distinct impression he considers me a complete imbecile, which now that I think about it, might not be that far off the mark.

I shrug. “Can’t be that hard, right?”

Hope slides away as he shakes his head. “Don’t ask me. Don’t know, don’t want to know.”

“How about fifty bucks?” I ask.

“No thanks.” He throws the last bag into my living room and grabs the twenty from my hand as he walks back out the door. “Have a nice night,” he says, shutting the door behind him.

I mumble, “Asshole,” kicking a bag out of my way so I can get into the living room without tripping. I’m ready to call Emilio my non-savior a few more choice words when I realize that my hand feels wet. The one that’s under Cassie’s butt.

The smell gets worse.

And my hand is definitely wet.

“Oh dear God.”

I’m in the bathroom spreading towels all over the marble floor with the one hand I have available, planning on putting Cassie down and stripping her bare so I can spray her off with my shower handle, when the phone on the wall rings, telling me someone who works downstairs wants to talk to me.

I grab it, praying it’s someone who knows how to change diapers.

“Hello?” I’m a little breathless.

“Doctor Oliver?” the man’s voice says.

“Yes?”

“There’s someone here to see you.”

“Who?”

“Some woman. Delivering food. Chinese, I think. She’s … uh … Chinese. Maybe.”

“I’m Asian-American,” I hear a voice say in the background.

Jana must have ordered me dinner before she left for the night. Did she know how helpless I’d be just walking in the door? Whatever. I’m not going to get mad at her for underestimating me. I know she means well, and if this diaper thing is any indication of how my night is going to go, I’m going to need the sustenance in that take-out meal.

“Fine. You can bring it up.”

There’s a pause. Then, “She says you need to pay for it.”

Normally my food is paid for in advance and an employee of the building brings the take-out in. Building management frowns on outsiders roaming the halls. But my wallet’s in the other room, Cassie still stinks to high heaven, and I have pale cream carpets I’d like to keep that way.

“Can she just come up here? I’m kind of tied up right now.”

I hear him ask her and then he’s back on the phone. “Yeah. She’s on her way.”

“Tell her to just let herself in. I have my hands full.”

“Will do.” He pauses and then adds, “Have fun.”

I swear there’s a smile in his voice, but I don’t have time to deal with whatever the joke is. I have a nuclear disaster on my hands, and if I don’t hurry up and take care of it, all the fresh lemon scent is going to be destroyed, and my condo will smell like nasty baby butt all weekend instead.
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Chapter Fifty-Five




I PULL THE RED EMBROIDERED satin dress down farther over my buttcheeks one more time after I enter the elevator. I’m almost home free and I can hardly contain myself. Goodbye ring and hello good karma, easy street here I come.

Ralph said I’d never make it past the doorman, but he was wrong about that, underestimating my powers of persuasion like most people do. Silly man. You’d think he would have learned by now; nothing stops me when I’m on a mission. And my mission is to get rid of this stupid bad luck charm once and for all.

Mr. Fancy Pants lives on the thirty-fifth floor of Trump Towers. No wonder I bumped into him at the fountain. He was probably walking home that day. I reflect on my extreme good luck one more time as the elevator zooms upwards. When that girl Veronica called me at Belinda’s shop, I nearly had a heart attack.

“How’d you get my number?” I asked suspiciously. When she told me how she kept Shay Dee’s manager’s phone number handy and had tracked me down through him, I knew I’d met a kindred spirit. No man should mess with women like us. We always get what we want eventually. Doctor Oliver should stop trying to fight me on this. Anyway, after tonight, it won’t matter anymore. He can be as stubborn as he wants, but I’m going to win this war.

I was told to take a left off the elevator and go to the end of the hall. There’s a door there, but it’s closed. Normally, I’d knock in a situation like this, but I’m in too much of a hurry to finish my business. Maybe I’ll get lucky and he won’t even see me come in. I can leave the ring and take off. I just have to get out of the building before anyone can stop me. Maybe I’ll take the stairs down and give him and his army of doormen the slip. Trying to estimate how long it will take me to get thirty-five floors down on foot starts to give me a headache, though, so I decide to wait and do what feels right when the time comes. On-the-fly decision making. Ninja skills. I can do this.

As soon as I open the door, the smell hits me.

Death. Or something very near death. Is he a serial killer storing bodies in here or what?

“What the hell …?” I whisper.

“Hello?!” comes a voice from somewhere I can’t see.

I need to say something or he’ll come out here and bust me.

“Hello! Chinese food delivery!” I put the grocery sack full of crap from my meager pantry offerings down on the foyer table and reach into my backpack, trying to find the ring. I’m going to hide it in the apartment somewhere so I have more time to get away.

“Could you help me please?” he says loudly. “I’m kind of stuck here!”

I pause, my hand wrapping around the ring in my bag.

“Stuck?!” I really don’t want to answer his call, but he sounds desperate.

“Please! Help! It’s an emergency!”

Goddammit, Karma, why are you such a bitch?! I’m so close. So close!

“Oh my god, noooo!” he yells, sounding very distressed.

I can’t stand still any longer. This is a test. Karma is asking me what I’m going to do … be selfish or selfless. I really have no choice.

Dropping my backpack to the floor, I run as fast as I can in my heels, following the sound of moaning and groaning. They lead me through a bedroom and into a bathroom.

I cannot believe what I’m looking at.

First, there’s the reflection of me in the mirror. I look hot. I should probably masquerade as an Asian girl more often. My black wig, heavily lined eyes — drawn to make them appear almond-shaped — are killing it. And this dress I found in a cheap Chinatown souvenir shop? Holy crap. I never realized I had so many curves. Boom chakka lakka. Sexxxyyyyy.

“Excuse me, but when you’re done checking yourself out in the mirror, do you think you could help me out?”

I scowl down at the guy who’s on his knees and who’s obviously not hurt at all. Then I realize he’s not alone.

“What in the heck …?”

“She had a blowout,” he explains.

There’s a baby lying in the middle of a pile of towels, her diaper sagging off one leg, and baby shit everywhere.

“What did you do to it?” I ask, afraid to get any closer.

“She’s not an It, she’s a she. She’s Cassie.”

Somehow, I never pictured him as a father. He always seemed too stuck up or something. “Is she yours?”

“She’s my niece.” He looks up exasperated and sighs. “Do you know how to change diapers or not?”

“Not.” I laugh one quick second and then stop.

“How is that possible?” He gets up from his knees and puts his hands on his hips.

“What’s that supposed to mean? Because I’m Chinese I should automatically know how to change diapers?” Is that a thing? Are Asian woman expert diaper changers from birth? How did I not know that?

He narrows his eyes at me. “If you’re Chinese, my name’s Antonio.”

“Okay, Antonio, whatever you say.” I look away so he can’t get too close a look at my makeup. The stink in here is starting to make my eyes water, and I’m not sure this stuff is waterproof.

“Here,” he says, bending over and grabbing the baby, dangling her in the air between us, “pull her diaper off for me, at least.”

I stare in disgust at the mess just inches from my face. “Hell no, I’m not doing that!”

He arches an eyebrow at me. “You’re going to let this baby get sepsis from the infection?”

My heart lurches. “Infection? What infection?”

“Diaper rash. It’s inevitable.”

The baby isn’t facing me, but even so, I can see she’s tiny. And she’s cute. Even though she’s being dangled in midair, she doesn’t seem to mind. I know if I had my pants full of shit and someone was holding me like that I’d be pissed.

“Fine. I’ll take it off, but then I’m leaving.”

“Don’t you want to be paid?” he asks, pushing the baby closer to me.

“You’d better not be suggesting that I’m only getting paid if I change this diaper.” Not that it matters. He can have my cans of four-year-old soup gratis. It’s just the principle of the thing. You get take-out delivered, you pay for it without requiring extra services. That’s like a social rule or whatever.

“I can’t get my wallet until my hands are clean, which isn’t going to happen until this is finished.”

The ring is in the hallway and I’m afraid if I just take off, I won’t have time to get it out and hide it somewhere before he comes out and catches me in the act. He’ll have me arrested for trespassing or something, and if I get busted this time, I’ll never get another chance. This place is like a fortress. I know I got lucky this trip getting inside it, and my luck can only hold out for so long.

“Okay, I’m taking it off,” I say, reaching out for the sides of the diaper. “Then you need to pay me so I can leave. I’m allergic to baby shit.”

Grabbing hold of the diaper in the only two spots that don’t have poo on them, I try to pull it down. Nothing happens.

“What are you doing?” he asks, annoyed.

“I’m doing what you asked me to do!”

He scowls at me. “Shhh, don’t yell, you’ll make her cry.”

I shift down into a loud whisper. “Fine. I’m not yelling. Her diaper is stuck, though.”

“You have to un-do the tapes.”

“Tapes?”

“Jesus, you really don’t know what you’re doing, do you?”

I sigh loudly in annoyance. “I believe I said that from the beginning.”

“Just … come around to this side and pull the tapes off.”

Grumbling, I walk around to the other side of the baby, stopping when I’m next to him. “What tapes?”

He points toward the baby with his chin. “Near her hips. One on each side.”

I lean in and squint through my massively thick false eyelashes. Now that I’m closer I can see a piece of tape or something holding the diaper together. A smile pops up unbidden. “Oh. There they are. Cool. That’s handy.”

He sighs, but says nothing.

I reach in very gingerly and grab the edge of one. It pulls away with a slight ripping sound. I glance at the side of the doctor’s face. “You ready for number two?”

“I was ready five minutes ago.”

I roll my eyes at his rudeness. “Okay. Here goes nothing…” I pull the last bit of tape away and the diaper, released from its tether, slides down her chubby little legs and lands with a stinky plop on the bathroom floor.

Something wet splatters all over my ankles.


























Chapter Fifty-Six




NO WONDER THE DOORMAN TOLD me to have fun with that tone in his voice. As she looked at herself in the mirror, I was trying to decide if she was a transvestite prostitute or just a badly misguided teenager, but when she came over and stood next to me, I knew she wasn’t either. I’d recognize that smell anywhere. Leah Betty smells like an incense burner, an impossible scent to forget. I cannot believe she snuck past the doorman and got into my condo with that costume on. Talk about balls.

“Oh my god,” she says in a desperate tone, “I have baby poop on my legs.”

“You and me both.” I’m too annoyed with the smell situation to bust her ass for sneaking into my condo, and I can’t afford to alienate the one person who could help me right now. Besides, I know she’s here to unload that ring on me, and I need to keep her distracted long enough to throw her out of here … with that ring still in her bra or wherever it is she’s hiding it. Maybe it’s in the lo mein. I’ll have to chew carefully.

“Come on,” I say, stepping over the towels toward the shower.

“Where are we going?” she asks.

“We’re hosing this baby down.”

She laughs for a second and then stops. “Are you serious?”

I look over my shoulder at her. “You have any better ideas?”

Her fake-slanted eyes crinkle up at the corners. “Shouldn’t we try to use some toilet paper first?”

I battle to keep the smile from my face. Later I’m going to tell her that her eye makeup is crooked, making her look mentally unbalanced.

“No, it’ll just stick and then we’ll clog the drain with paper when we try to rinse it off.”

I step into the large Italian shower and gesture at the shower handle with my elbow. “Grab that and then turn on the water.”

She leans in really far and before I have a chance to stop her, turns a dial.

“Not that one!” I yell, just as the water bursts out of the showerhead and hits me square in the face. “I told you to grab the handle first!”

“Oh crap!”

Right now I’m really glad I paid to have the plumbing fixture that makes water come out at exactly the right temperature without having to wait, because I’m pretty sure Cassie would not have appreciated having her bare butt sprayed with ice cold water. As it is, she looks a little shocked.

“Get it!” I yell, water filling my eyes and mouth. “Get the handle off the wall!”

She leans in as far as she can, but it’s clear she won’t be able to reach without more of a commitment.

“You get it,” she says, her tone desperate.

“I can’t!” I roar, spitting out water. “I’m a little busy holding a shit-coated baby right now!”

Cassie starts to cry.

“Goddamn it, Boo!” Leah Betty steps into the shower far enough to grab the handle off the wall. One side of her head and face gets wet along with half her dress. Her left eyelash comes undone at the outside corner and hangs awkwardly from her eyelid.

She stands across from me, pointing the handle at Cassie’s butt.

The power of the spray sends all of the baby’s nasty business to the front of my shirt.

Leah Betty and I stand there in complete silence watching as the disaster unfolds and drips down my pants to my socks.

Slowly, she moves the spray, up and down, around to the front of the baby, and then finally to my shirt.

“Who’s Boo?” I finally ask, trying to forget the fact that I’m standing in the shower with a faux half-Asian, half-hippy girl from the wrong side of the tracks.

She looks good wet, which is saying a lot considering the fact that her eyes are falling off and the smell in here is enough to gag a normal person. I’ve smelled too many things at the hospital to be overly bothered by it, though, leaving me free to notice things like the fact that Leah Betty can look her very worst and still be attractive.

She sighs, refusing to look at me, staring at the front of my shirt instead. “Boo is the fake name I gave you as my ex fiancé to my fake father.”

“You have a lot of fake relationships, I gather. Any real ones?”

She bites the inside of her cheek but says nothing.

“Listen, I know why you’re here, and it’s not going to work.”

“I’m just here to bring you some food.” Her jaw goes off center.

“No, you’re here to try and give me that ring. But I told you before I don’t want it back. I want you to keep it.”

She finally looks at me, her makeup running down both sides of her face, leaving a trail of black streaks. “Because you love me?”

I’m too shocked to remain cool. “Love you? What? No!” I frown at her. “Are you nuts?”

She smiles. “No. Just testing you. Seeing if maybe you’ve been stalking me or something.”

I hold Cassie up higher so my wannabe-Asian friend can get her undercarriage better. “Please. This is the third … no the fourth … time you’ve tried to sneak in to see me. I think we know who the real stalker is.”

She drops the shower head to her side. “What is your damage, anyway?”

I lower the baby, turning her around and flipping her sideways so I can hold her like a football over my forearm. “Damage? I don’t have any damage. What’s your damage?”

“Of course you have damage. How else do you explain refusing to take back a five hundred thousand dollar ring that belongs to you?”

“I don’t care about the ring.”

“Obviously. But why can’t you just get your money back? Cartier will take it back for a full refund, they already said they would.”

“I don’t want anything to do with that ring or the money used to buy it.” I step around her to get out of the shower. Pulling the last towel off the rack on the wall, I carefully wrap Cassie in it and put her on my shoulder. Once she’s all set, I work my way out of my shirt, dropping it to the floor and leaving myself bare-chested. It’s tempting to leave my pants there too, but I don’t want to scare this woman away. Not yet anyway.

“But why?” She follows me out of the bathroom.

I go right for the bags in the front hall. Surely there are some diapers in there somewhere.

“It doesn’t matter. Just keep the ring and leave me alone about it.”

“I can’t.”

I wait for her to explain, but all I get is silence. I pause searching the bag I’m in to look over my shoulder at her. “Don’t tell me you don’t need the money, because I know you do.”

She puts her hands on her hips. “You are the rudest person I have ever met in my entire life, you know that?”

I shrug and go back to my search. “I’m just being honest. Take the money. Make a new life for yourself.”

“No. I told you, I don’t want it and I don’t need it. I’m leaving.”

She walks past me and leans down to grab a black backpack from the floor.

I snatch it away from her before she can lock her fingers around the strap.

“Hey! That’s mine!” she yells.

“You can have it back after I find a diaper.”

Her expression goes from angry to happy in a nano second. “That’s okay. You can keep it.” She turns to walk toward the front door.

“Try to leave and I’ll have you arrested for breaking and entering.”

She spins around and glares at me. “I never did that!”

“Sure you did. You didn’t knock, did you? I never told you to come in.”

“That’s not fair!” she yells.

Cassie starts to cry again.

“Great.” I glare back at her. “Look what you did.”

Leah Betty’s expression goes slack and then concerned. “I’m sorry. Oh, shit, I’m sorry.”

“Help me find a diaper, would ya?”

She points to a bag behind me. “My guess is they’d be in the diaper bag over there.”

I twist around to look at what she’s pointing at. There’s an edge of a diaper sticking out of a side pocket. “Good call.”

Standing and putting her backpack over my shoulder, I walk by and grab the diaper bag on my way to the bathroom.

“Where are you going?” she calls out behind me.

“To the scene of the crime!” I yell back, hoping she’ll follow me.


























Chapter Fifty-Seven




WHEN I WALK BACK INTO the bathroom, the baby is completely naked, lying on her back on a towel on the floor. My shirtless, fake ex-fiancé Boo Oliver is examining the fresh diaper like it’s a specimen in a science lab. God, even in baby pooed pants, he looks good. Asshole. 

“Here, give me that.” Taking the diaper from him, I lower myself carefully to my knees at his side. It’s easier to move around since I left my wet shoes in the front hall. I was worried I was going to bust my ass if I kept trying to walk around in them on all this marble. This place has the coldest decor I’ve ever seen. There are solid white surfaces everywhere. Even the carpet is hard. 

I’ve never put a diaper on anyone, but it looks pretty self-explanatory to me. I lift up one of the baby’s legs and the other one goes with it. I smile. “Hey, look at that. That’s handy.”

“What’s handy?” He looks first at the baby and then at me.

I use the diaper to point at her legs. “You lift one and the other goes too.”

“Are you going to put the diaper under there?” he asks, obviously not as impressed with baby mechanics as I am.

I hand it to him. “No, you are. I’m doing the heavy lifting.”

He glances at me sideways and sighs, but then he slides the diaper under her tiny butt.

I let her down gently and her two little fists move toward her mouth. Her tongue starts licking all over them and then she makes sucking sounds.

“I think she’s hungry,” I say.

Boo is looking all over the diaper, his eyebrows pulled together in a frown. “I’ve gotta do this first before I tackle that problem.”

“What are you doing now?” I ask. He looks mentally challenged the way he’s frowning so hard at the poor diaper. A mentally challenged hot guy. I hope he puts a shirt on soon. He’s making it hard for me to want to leave.

“Trying to find those tape things,” he explains. “I swear I saw them a minute ago.”

“They’re right there.” I point. “But I think they need to be on the other side, otherwise you’ll be taping the diaper back on her spine.”

“Very observant,” he says to me, giving me a quick grin before he pulls the diaper out and flips it around.

I lift the baby once more so he can position the diaper under her.

“We make a good team,” he says, taping the thing in place.

When he lifts her up off the floor the entire thing slides down her legs.

“Put her back down. You need to do the tape tighter.”

He follows my orders and I fix the tapes, bringing them closer together. “See? Fits like a glove now.” I feel pretty proud of myself, actually. First diaper changing in life? Check. Done it. Awesome at it.

“Wow, you really know babies, don’t you?” He grins at me again.

I’m immediately suspicious of all these compliments.

“Why are you being so nice all of a sudden?”

“I’m always nice.”

“Lie. You just told me I look like I could use money,” I remind him. “You basically called me a derelict.”

“It’s just basic economics. You need money, I have money. Take my money. Please. Take it.”

“No.” I kind of laugh when I say it. He’s too ridiculous. Who gives money away to a stranger like that? No one I’ve ever heard of. And certainly no one with abs like that. “I don’t just take money from people. I’m not a beggar. I work.”

“Where do you work?” he asks, as if he doesn’t believe me.

“Never mind where I work.” Like I need him showing up and busting me after I get rid of that ring, which is what I still plan to do before I leave here.

“You’re not a prostitute, are you?”

“I can’t believe you just said that.” I stand, moving away from him.

His gaze goes from my feet up to my head. “Can you blame me?”

“This is my Chinese food delivery costume!” I yell. “Have a little respect!”

He laughs. I think he’s just going to giggle a little, but he keeps on going. And going. When he finally gets to his feet, he staggers out of the bathroom and over to the couch, holding the baby in the crook of one arm, still laughing.

“I don’t see what’s so funny.” I’m trying not to smile, but he sure is cute when he’s laughing, even when it’s at me. And that shirtless, baby-in-the-arm thing he has going on is like, whoa. Sex drugs.

“Where’s the ring?” he asks, sinking into the couch cushions with a sigh.

“In my bag.” I point to it. He’s left it on the floor at his feet.

He reaches down and dumps the backpack upside down, causing everything to spill out.

I throw my hands up. “Rudeness. Again. Why am I not surprised?” I’m not angry he did it, even though I sound like I am. Maybe I’ll be able to find a way to convince him to keep the ring if I work this just right. I change my scowl to a smile.

He grabs the wad of tissues that hides the ring and holds them up. “Come here.”

I walk over and sit down near him on the couch. Not too near, but near enough that I can grab my stuff if the opportunity arises. It’s suddenly very warm in his apartment.

“Try it on,” he says, pulling it out of the tissues. He holds it out between us. The light from the overhead fixture catches it and sends sparkles out everywhere. It really is a beautiful bad luck charm. It’s alluring, like The Devil himself.

“Are you crazy? I’m not putting that thing on.” I frown at him and fold my fingers together tightly.

“Why not?” He holds it out closer to me. “Come on, let’s just see how it looks.”

“No way, José. That thing has bad juju vibes all over it. I don’t want that crap on me.”

He waves a hand over it, mumbles some nonsense, and then looks up at me smiling. “There. Bad juju gone. I just fixed it.”

“With a spell? No thanks.” I can’t help but smile. Who knew Doctor Boo Oliver could be so silly? He looks good with some silly going on.

He sighs, dropping his hand to the couch. “What can I do to make you take this ring and keep it?”

“Absolutely nothing.” I nod to be sure he knows how serious I am.

“How about we turn it in to Cartier and you keep the money?” he suggests.

“No, I told you, I don’t want it.” My heart seizes up a little at that lie, but I know this is the right thing to do. It’s a massive karmic test, and if I pass it, the universe will reward me with riches beyond measure. I can feel this in my bones. I just need to convince Boo to keep it. Or I have to trick him into keeping it.

“But why? You could buy an apartment with it or rent one for the next thirty years. You could stop working.”

“But I like working.” I realize as I say it that it’s true. Hanging out alone in my apartment is boring. Plus there’s that added bonus of random Larry sightings if I were home all the time. No thanks. Avoid.

“You do?”

“Sure. It gives me a reason to get out of my apartment, talk to people, hang out with my friend Belinda, learn new things. It’s great.”

He tilts his head a little and draws his brows together. “Where is it you work again?”

I point at him and grin. “Nice try.”

“How’d you find out where I live?” he asks, his expression going serious. So much for the nice-guy act.

“I’m not sure I should tell you. I don’t want to get anyone in trouble.” Veronica sounded very happy to give me his address. Maybe a little too happy. It makes me think I should warn him about her. I’m feeling very conflicted right now. Where should my loyalties lie? With the girl who gave me the inroad to offloading this bad luck or the guy whose naked chest and baby handling skills are tugging at my heartstrings?

“No one’s going to get into trouble. I just want to know who to thank.”

“Thank?” My chin backs up into my neck. “Are you trying to be funny?”

“No.” He smiles. “You saved Cassie and me from sure doom. I appreciate it.”

“Oh.” I smile back. “Well, you can thank Veronica, then.”

His expression goes stormy. “Veronica? She gave you my address?”

“Yeeeeah. She called me.” Now I’m worried.

“Son of a bitch,” he says under his breath.

“Hey! Whatever happened to me being your savior of doom?”

He stares at me for a few seconds and then his face relaxes. “You are the savior of doom.”

After I think about what he said and seeing him trying not to laugh again, I wonder if he and I are saying the same thing. Savior of doom. Is that a good thing or a bad thing?

“Just try the ring on once for me,” he says, making my head spin with the change of subject and mood. “You have beautiful hands. I never saw it on a woman’s hand before and I’d like to.”

My heart warms at the compliment, even if it is fake. “Your girlfriend never put it on?”

“Hell no. She never even saw it.”

His quick anger makes me intensely curious. “Will you tell me how it got in the fountain?”

“Will you try it on for me?”

We stare at each other for a little while. When I answer, I feel like I’m taking a big step toward something, and I’m not even sure what it is.

“Fine,” I say. ‘Tell me all your secrets and I’ll try the damn thing on.”


























Chapter Fifty-Eight




I HOLD OUT THE RING, hoping she’ll cooperate and let me just slide it on her finger. My grand plan to get her to fall in love with the look of ice on her hand is in motion. No woman can resist a gorgeous diamond, right? That’s what they told me at Cartier.

“No, you first,” she says.

Cassie starts to fuss, making sounds like she’s about to let one of those howls go like she did earlier in the car.

“Here,” I say, handing the baby over to my savior of doom. “Hold her while I find her food.” I leave Cassie in her arms before either of them has time to complain.

“Are you sure you know how to feed her?”

“Sure,” I lie, hoping if I fake the confidence it’ll be there when I need it. “There’s some formula in one of these bags. There’ll be directions on it, right?”

“God, I hope so,” she says under her breath.

“Ye of little faith.” I unzip the first bag.

“You really have no idea what you’re doing, do you?” she asks.

“That obvious, eh?” I abandon that first bag that’s full of totally useless, multi-colored clothing and go for another.

“How is it you end up with a baby in your completely un-baby-friendly condo for an entire weekend without any experience whatsoever?”

“Funny you should ask. It’s kind of tied up with the ring thing.” I look at her over my shoulder.

She has the baby in her lap, lying so that Cassie’s head it at her knees and Cassie’s feet are at her crotch. She has both of the baby’s hands wrapped around her thumbs and she’s moving her hands up and down kind of like I did earlier in the elevator. I’m unable to move when she starts to talk.

“Two, four, six, eight, who do we appreciate? Leah, Leah, waaaa hoo Leah! Savior of doom!” She claps the baby’s fists together over her head.

I go back to my formula search, only now I’m much more sober than I was before. All along I’ve been reminding myself how different I am from this Leah person, but then every time I do that, she slaps me in the face with a similarity. For example, we both don’t know shit about taking care of babies but we do know how to turn one into a cheerleader.

“So how is a baby being here in your place related to a ring in a fountain?” she asks.

I finally find a can of formula in the side pocket of a bag. The instructions say to add water in a fifty/fifty mix, so I grab an empty bottle from the same pocket and go into the kitchen.

“My brother was married to a girl named Laura. She was nine months pregnant with Cassie when she was killed by a drunk driver. Obviously, Cassie lived, but Laura did not.” I pause to open the can and to let myself breathe through those horrible facts. It still hurts to even think them in my head let alone say them aloud.

Next thing I know, Leah Betty is standing in the kitchen with me, Cassie held awkwardly to her shoulder and her eyes filling with tears. “Oh my god, that’s horrible, Boo.”

She looks so sad, I want to make her feel better, but I don’t know what to say. I open my mouth, hoping the right words are about to come out.

“Why do you keep calling me Boo?” I finally say. So much for my brain working without guidance.

She shrugs. “I guess because I don’t know your real name. And because when someone asked me what it was, I panicked. It was the first thing I thought of.”

The darkness that had descended thinking about Laura dissipates a little. “You mean you’ve been actively stalking me for a week and you don’t know my name? How is that even possible?” I can’t help but smile. This girl is completely bat-shit crazy, albeit in a sexy, air-headed kind of way.

“First of all, I haven’t been stalking you, and second of all, in case you never noticed, you always introduce yourself as Doctor Oliver. Is that your first name? Doctor? Do your friends call you Doc?” She snorts, laughing at her own lame joke.

She makes me feel ashamed of myself. I’m not sure how or why that’s happening, though. I am a doctor, after all. Every one of my colleagues does the same thing. First-name basis is frowned on in my field. One must keep a professional distance from one’s patients.

“My name is James,” I say, pouring formula into the bottle, “and my friends call me James.” Why am I hinting that she call me James? I don’t know, but I am.

“Well, I’m going to call you Boo. You look like a Boo to me.”

I act annoyed. “That’s ridiculous. Boo is a name for a teddy bear.”

She reaches out and rubs her hand up my bare forearm. “Perfect.”

I stop pouring the formula, unable to move without spilling. My pants are getting tight by my zipper at the feel of her hand touching my skin. What the hell?

She keeps right on talking as if nothing strange just happened. “Are you almost done?” She pulls Cassie away from her shoulder and stares at her while she holds her dangling in the air. “She’s eating her own hands.” Leaning into the baby’s face, she frowns. “You’d better stop that, little girl. You won’t have any fingers left.”

I have the craziest desire to kiss this nut job on the mouth. I can picture the sensation of her tongue sliding across mine already.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Leah Betty asks.

“Like what?” I say, shaking my head out of the weird clouds they were swimming in.

“Like you’re about to eat me alive.”

I shrug, playing it off. “You’re the one who said I look like a bear.”

“Teddy bear, not grizzly bear. Big difference.”

I hold up the full bottle and gesture with it. “Would you like to do the honors?”

She pushes the baby into my chest. “Nope. Your baby, your job.”

“That’s not very maternal of you,” I say, hoping to guilt her into taking over. I put my hand on Cassie’s chest, holding her against my own.

“Oh, trust me, I’m going to be very maternal one day, when I have a baby of my own.” Leah Betty leaves the kitchen and I follow her back out to the living room.

“When will that be? Soon? Are you seeing someone?” I tell myself this is important information to have if I’m going to be in a position to ensure she keeps the ring. I need to get to know her better, find an angle of attack.

“Nope. I’m off men for now.”

I wonder why. Did someone hurt her? Break her heart? I feel like breaking his face, whoever he is.

“Into women instead?” I ask, just to be sure I understand.

“Excuse me, but no. Why is it whenever I say I’m off men, people ask me that?”

I don’t answer because it feels like a rhetorical question, and even if it isn’t, it should be. The idea of going ‘off’ the opposite sex is like the idea of giving up all four food groups in my mind. I’m pretty sure I’d starve to death eventually. Even after Hilary, I’m finding myself getting urges that will probably get me in trouble. Like the urge to see this woman naked in my condo, for one. That’s definitely a desire I should ignore, right? I look at her and I’m not sure anymore. What could it hurt? Just the idea has me sweating in anticipation.

I sit down on the couch and hold Cassie in my arms. She opens her mouth as soon as the bottle comes close and sucks greedily at the nipple.

“So what happened after your sister-in-law died?” Leah Betty asks.

“My brother lost his mind.” I picture Jeremy the day of the funeral. We knew he was on a hair trigger, but neither Jana nor I expected him to literally throw himself on the casket like he did.

“Is he okay now?”

“No. He’s lost.” I stare down into his daughter’s beautiful blue eyes. “Very, very lost.” I have to struggle to say the words straight. My voice keeps wanting to catch.

“I guess it runs in the family,” she says.

“What?” I look up at her, not sure I understand.

She points at Cassie. “Is that why you have the baby for the weekend? Because your brother is out of it?”

“Yes. And it’s why during the rest of the week my sister Jana takes care of her.”

“Wow. Does she have other kids?”

“No. She’s only twenty-five. Not married either.”

“I’m twenty-eight and I’m nowhere near ready for a baby,” Leah Betty says, sounding shocked. “Twenty-five is pretty young to have to take over someone else’s life.”

“Yes.” I nod, feeling sorry for my sister now too. Why did I wait so long to take Cassie off her hands? Maybe Leah Betty’s right about me. Maybe I am an arrogant asshole.

“Where does the ring come in?” Leah leans over and starts stroking Cassie’s fuzzy head. Cassie’s eyes close a little in response to the soft touch. She looks like she’s battling against sleep taking over. She pauses in her sucking, then starts again. Pauses and starts. Pauses and starts again.

I lower my voice. “I was dating this woman for a while, and she kept bugging me to get married, so I finally bought her a ring. The night I was going to propose to her, she went after my brother.”

I can’t say any more. I’m angry just remembering it, and I don’t want to feel that way when Cassie looks so peaceful.

“When you say went after do you mean in a sexy way?” she asks.

I nod.

“Wow. What a ho bag.”

I nod again, only this time feeling a little bit lighter in the chest. Ho bag is an excellent description of my ex. I wish I’d thought of it myself.

“So you chucked the ring into the fountain?”

“No, my brother did. I went and found him. He was wasted as usual. When we were driving back to my place he jumped out of the cab to go to the fountain. He met Laura there and he goes back sometimes. Maybe a lot, I don’t know.”

“So you two went to the fountain, he tossed the ring in, and then what?”

“Then he tried to take a piss in the fountain and a cop busted us and chased us off.”

She laughs. “I can totally picture that. It’s probably the same rent-a-cop that came after me.”

I look up at her. “What do you mean?”

She sighs heavily before answering. “I was coming from work one day last week … I can’t remember the exact day … and I stepped in dog poo. So I went to the fountain to wash my shoe off.”

“You were going to put dog shit in the fountain?” I don’t want to think about how anti-social that is. I had her pegged as a different person. Thank God Jeremy didn’t get in and swim around in it.

“No, don’t be ridiculous.”

Relief washes over me. I want her to be normal, someone I could spend time with. Obviously there’s something very wrong with me right now. I’m writing it off to temporary fatherhood issues.

“I was just going to splash some water out of the fountain and try to use it to wipe my shoe off on the ground. But then when I took my shoes off, the air on my hot feet felt so good, I put them in the fountain.”

“You little rebel.” I can picture her in that crazy skirt, bare footed in the fountain. Only in my daydream, she’s pregnant.

Yikes. Where in the hell did that come from?

“Yeah, well, when some guy started yelling at me to get out of the fountain, I suddenly felt the urge to go in farther.”

“Of course you did.” I laugh. This girl is something else.

“So I went farther and climbed up a couple levels, and that’s when I stepped on the ring and hurt my foot.”

I blink a few times as I recall that day she ran into me. “You were soaked, weren’t you?”

“Yes, I was. Because of that damn bad ring juju! I stepped on it, fell back, and practically drowned in two feet of water. And that rent-a-cop came after me and tried to citizen’s arrest me, which made it worse. I grabbed the ring not even knowing what it was and took off.”

“And ran right into me.”

She looks at me and smiles. “Huh. Yeah. I guess I did. But it was more like you ran into me because you weren’t looking where you were going.”

“So you claim … because I think I’m too good.”

She frowns. “What?”

“That’s what you said. You said I don’t look where I’m going because I think I’m better than everyone else.”

Her smile is the awkward kind. “I may have been a little cranky when I said that. I take it back. I still think you’re arrogant, of course, but not as much as before.”

I’ve never had someone be so harshly honest with me in all my life. I find it … entertaining. I wonder how honest she’ll be if I push her.

“So on a scale of one to ten, one being the least arrogant and ten being the worst, where would I fall?”

She looks me up and down and shrugs. “When you hold that baby in your arms, you go down on the scale. Maybe to a four.”

“And?”

“And when you’re standing in your office or sitting at your desk, it goes up to level ten plus.”

“Do you have something against doctors?”

“No, I have something against big heads.”

Cassie turns her head and pushes the nipple away, squirming.

“What’s she doing?” I ask, not expecting an answer.

“Sit her up. Maybe she’s choking.”

I throw the bottle down and lift Cassie up immediately. I know what a choking victim looks like, but paranoia has me doubting myself. When Cassie hits my shoulder a loud, juicy belch comes out. Then something warm drips down my back.

“Wow. Holy exorcist baby alert,” Leah Betty says, looking at my back.

“Listen, Leah Betty or whatever your name is, could you find me something to clean this with? Maybe in one of the bags?”

“Leah Betty?” she stares at me. “What are you …? What?”

“What is your name anyway?” I feel my face growing hot. “Leah Wallace? Betty Wallace? Shay Dee?”

“How do you know all those names?” she asks me.

I glare at her. “A towel please? And don’t think I’m going to forget that you promised to try the ring on once you knew my story.”

She stands and goes over to a bag. “I didn’t forget. And you still need to tell me how you know my aliases.”

I’m worried she’ll get the wrong impression when I tell her how I know, that I specifically asked about her in the hospital. While she searches for a towel, I try to think up a convincing lie.


























Chapter Fifty-Nine




I HAND HIM A TOWEL I found in one of the baby bags to wipe the baby’s face and his back with and then stand in front of him with my arms crossed. “Spill it, mister.”

“Spill what?” he tries to wipe his back, unsuccessfully. Holding a baby and reaching around his body requires more coordination than he has, apparently.

I take the towel away from him and push him so he’s turned around, facing the wall.

“Don’t play games. Tell me how you know my aliases.”

“It’s not big deal. It’s not like I had to play Sherlock Holmes. After I saw you in the hospital, I checked to see who you were. I thought you were following me. The front desk told me the names you used and the fact that you were visiting your father.” He turns his head to look at me. “They also said you had a husband.”

I wave him off. “Ah, that was just a story I told them.”

“You tell a lot of stories,” he says, turning back around to face me more fully. Cassie is asleep in his arms.

“I do have a little issue with stress.” I look down at our feet. I’m so glad I painted my toenails the other day. I don’t want him thinking I’m really a derelict, even if my apartment is kind of awful and I can’t afford it.

“What kind of issue?” he asks.

“I tend to lie when I’m freaking out. It’s no big deal. I also get itchy.”

“Have you been lying to me all this time?” he asks. He looks sad.

“No, of course not.” I frown at him for a second. “Just about the Shay Dee thing. I’m not really a rapper. And my name’s just Leah, not Leah Betty. And my last name isn’t Wallace either. The man in the hospital isn’t my father. He’s just a friend.”

He laughs. “Are you sure you’re not a rapper? Because you sure looked like one.”

I smile, proud he can appreciate my thrift-shopping skills. “I know, right? I thought about busting out a rhyme while I was in your office, but I was afraid your secretary would recognize me.”

“Recognize you? From where?”

“I came to your office before. She wouldn’t let me in. She was a real bitch, if you want to know the truth. If I were you, I’d hire someone nicer.”

“You interested?” he asks. “Because the position is open.” He’s smiling when he says it but then his face goes slack. A panicked look replaces the former smile.

I laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I am.” He laughs too, pointing at me. “Ha, gotcha. You thought I was serious.”

For some reason his joke starts to hurt. “I would be a good secretary, you know.”

“Yeah, right. Okay.” He puts Cassie down on the couch and steps around me.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“Changing my clothes. Keep an eye on her would you?”

He disappears before I can answer, and I stand there in the middle of his living room. My body is stock still, but my mind is racing. I could totally leave without the ring and disappear forever. He doesn’t know my real name, he doesn’t know where I work, and it sounds like his secretary would tell him to go screw himself if he tried to get my contact information out of her. I could be home free!

But then I look down at that helpless baby he just left on the couch and my gaze slides over to her stuff. I don’t see a crib or a stroller or anything he’s going to need to take care of her properly. I’m no baby expert, but is this even safe? Leaving a single guy who has no clue with a helpless infant alone for two whole days? And why do I care? She’s not my baby. This isn’t my life.

The answer comes to me like a bolt out of the blue. This part of my karmic test! It’s all about making the right choices!

But how do I pass this frigging test? Leave and move on with my life or stay and help him at least get past dinner? Argh, I hate having a conscience.

“I have a proposition for you!” he says from the other room.

“I’m pretty sure I’m not interested,” I yell back. That’s a lie, but for some reason I like messing with him.

“I need to go to the baby store. Get some stuff for Cassie. Feel like riding along? I can drop you off at your place after.”

Yeah, right. Like I’m that gullible.

“Sorry, but I’m busy. I have to get going. It was nice talking to you, Boo.” I grab my black bag and shove everything but the ring that’s sitting on the coffee table in it.

James’s voice comes to me from a very close distance. “You still haven’t tried the ring on. A deal’s a deal.”

I sigh loudly. “What difference does it make?”

James is back in the room. He walks around the opposite side of the couch to stand near Cassie. I look up to see him staring down at me. “Just do it. What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid of anything.” Now that he says it, I realize that I may actually be afraid of something. Being in his apartment, seeing him standing there like a big bear — the grizzly dangerous kind — being all sexy and now clothed in a clean shirt and jeans … yeah. I’m afraid. I’m afraid I’m going to start entertaining the idea of keeping the money he’s offering. For sure I’d be a prostitute then.

“Then put it on.” He reaches down and picks it up, holding it out between us.


























Chapter Sixty




SHE LETS ME SLIDE THE ring on her finger.

I shouldn’t have done it. I knew that before I did it and when I saw the look on her face — an expression that probably mirrored my own — I knew it even more clearly after. But it’s too late now.

“They weren’t kidding at Cartier, were they?” she says in a low tone. She looks like she’s having trouble swallowing.

“Kidding?” I ask.

“When they said no woman could resist a gorgeous diamond.”

Her words startle me. They weren’t what I was expecting. “Does that mean you’ll keep it?” I feel almost bereft at the idea of our liaison ending so quickly and easily. I think I was looking forward to more crazy shenanigans from her.

When I admit that to myself, I realize how much she’s colored my gray days of late. I’ve almost managed to forget my wayward brother and the hopeless cloud that surrounds our lives while she’s been here.

“Hell no.” She grabs it with her other hand and pulls on it.

Relief floods through me.

Obviously I’m losing my mind.

“It’s not mine. Never was.” She puts the ring down on the coffee table. “You should give it to your ex. Let her figure out what to do with it.”

“No, that’s impossible. She’ll get the wrong idea.” Not to mention the fact that there’s no way in hell I’m going to give her another penny of my money. That I would happily give it to this near-stranger does not escape my notice, however.

Leah stands. “Okay, well, I should probably get going.”

“Get going?” Panic hits me again. I’m sure it’s because I need her help at the baby store. “I thought you were going to Baby Land with me.”

“Baby Land? Is that even a place?”

“Yeah, sure. It’s that super store with all the baby furniture and toys in it.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’m pretty sure you mean Babies-R-Us.”

I point at her. “See? You know this stuff. I don’t. Come with me. Help me shop for Cassie.”

Her gaze slides over to the baby. “I’m sure you can handle it.”

“Maybe. But do we want to take that chance when there’s an innocent child involved? Probably not.” I give her my best panty-dropping smile.

“When you grin at me like that it makes me want to punch you in the face.”

My smile disappears in a second. “Really? Hmmm.” I frown. Never in my life have I ever gotten negative feedback with that move. “I usually have a lot of success with that one.”

She shrugs. “Probably with the same people who think white carpet is a good idea.”

I look around me, wondering if the entire world thinks this way and I’ve been fooling myself, or if it’s just her. “Anything else I should know about myself before we go?”

She blinks a couple times, but then goes right ahead and answers, as if my question weren’t rhetorical.

“Well, if you really want to know, you’re also very stand-offish, your clothes are boring, and your cologne reminds me of my dead uncle.”

I should probably hate every second of this, but I don’t. I find it fascinating. No one has ever said anything to me like this. Ever.

“What about my hair?” I ask. “Anything wrong with my hair?”

She looks up at my head. “No, it’s pretty nice. Sometimes a little too perfect, but I get that that’s your style, as misguided as it is.”

“What? Perfection? That’s my style?” I’m kind of flattered by that, actually.

“Yeah. But don’t look so happy about it. It’s like the stick-up-your butt, my poo doesn’t stink, I never walk out the door without spending an hour in front of the mirror first, kind of perfection. It’s not really a compliment.”

I have nothing to say to that. Everyone I know would counsel me to ignore what I’m hearing, that the words coming from a half-homeless hippy chick are not things I should be taking to heart. But I remember one person saying something to me once, back in med school — a person who I respected and loved a lot — that really nailed me hard. She actually hurt my feelings, Laura did, when she made an offhand comment once about how I tried too hard to be someone my father would respect. At the time, all I did was argue against her inside my head. But today, when listening to Leah rail against my entire life’s choices, I’m starting to wonder if I’ve had my priorities pointed in the wrong direction for a really long time.

What? How is this even possible? Why am I giving any weight at all to the words of a madwoman? I must have man-flu or something. That’s what my sister calls it when a guy gets a head cold. I have no idea why man-flu is different from lady-flu, but she insists it is.

Leah is smiling and waiting for my reaction.

“Okay, so what you’re saying is, I’m a complete asshole. Thanks for the personality inventory.” Done for the moment worrying about my deficiencies, I walk around to the other side of the room and start searching bags, trying to figure out if I can get out the door with just one of them containing everything I need. I can’t imagine that Jana goes out during the day with seven cases of baby junk.

“I didn’t mean you’re an asshole,” Leah says behind me.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you’re right.” Maybe someday I’ll reevaluate my life and choose to make some changes, but that’s not going to happen tonight. Tonight I need to buy a crib and God knows what else before the store closes.

She bends over next to me and puts her hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I have diarrhea of the mouth, which is a fault, I know. I shouldn’t have said those things. I know what it’s like to be criticized by jerks. I don’t want to be the jerk.”

Pausing in my search, I turn my head to look at her. She’s just inches away and I can see how plump her lovely lips are. No surgeon’s knife could ever come close to mimicking that perfection. I wonder how her mouth would feel against mine. Against other parts of me…

I pull my gaze away so I can focus on what needs to be said, since I know there’s no chance in hell I’m getting under that red dress tonight.

“You were being honest,” I say. “Your words weren’t tainted by greed, desire, or ulterior motives, so they’re real. I appreciate that. People being real with me, I mean.” Because I’m feeling a little bit choked up — yeah, I definitely have man-flu — I stop there and continue looking for diapers and wet towelettes, formula, and another fresh bottle.

Leah squeezes my shoulder. “Maybe it was too real. Or not real enough. I think I was retaliating against your secretary or something.”

I stop my search again to look at her. “Veronica? What did she do to you?” I want to fire that bitch all over again after seeing the look on Leah’s face. I’d wager she doesn’t get upset often; she seems more like the live and let live type. But tonight, she’s definitely stressed about something that secretary said.

“I don’t know that she did anything really. She just kind of treated me like a third class citizen or something.” She shrugs. “I don’t know why I let it get to me. Maybe because of Larry.”

Now I really am stopping with the bottle hunt. Who’s Larry? Her boyfriend?

“Larry?” I ask, unable to quench my curiosity with the common sense argument that I shouldn’t give a rat’s ass who this guy is.

She stands up. “Never mind. I’ll go to the store with you. What are you doing right now, anyway?”

I’m distracted from my interrogation by the outline of a bottle pushing from the inside of a bag. Score! “I’m getting one bag together with all the stuff Cassie will need, just in case she wakes up.”

“You got a firehose in there?” she asks, laughing.

I look at her with questions in my eyes.

“For hosing her down. When she has a blow-out like she had earlier.”

I smile back at her. “I’ll look for one, but something tells me my sister is better at the diaper changing than we are. I doubt she packed a firehose.”

Leah points at my face. “That’s a real smile. Very charming.” She grins and stands up. “Let’s do this mother.” She walks over to the front door and opens it up.

“You get the bag and I’ll get the baby?” I shove a couple other things into the bag with the bottle and hold it out at her.

“Deal.” She slides her feet into her shoes before taking it from me.

I gather Cassie’s sleeping form into my arms and snag the carseat on my way past it.

“Do you want to lock the door?” Leah asks as I head to the elevator.

“Here, you do it.” I toss her my keys. “Hurry. I don’t want that store closing before we get there.”

After putting the carseat on the ground, I pull my cell out of my pocket and make a quick call to the lobby. “Yes, Emilio, could you please get a limo for me? I have some shopping to do.” I nod at his positive response and put my phone away.

Leah’s staring at me. “We’re going in a limo?”

I look at the baby, the bag, and the carseat. “You have any better ideas?”

She shakes her head, a grin coming to her face. “I’m totally having a Pretty Woman moment right now.”

“Whatever that is,” I say, shaking my head at her lunacy. One minute she’s haranguing me about my choice of wardrobe and decor, the next she’s acting like I just bought her a birthday present at Bergdorf. I need to stop expecting her to make sense.

She waves her hands at me. “Wait! You have to say, ‘Vivienne, stop fidgeting.’”

“Who’s Vivienne?” If she keeps flapping her hands like that she’s going to fly away. I can’t help but smile at her mania.

“Just say it, dope!”

I roll my eyes but decide that appeasing her is probably going to be easier than getting an answer out of her. “Vivienne, stop fidgeting.”

She squeals and then turns in circles with her arms out. “The hills are alive with the sounds of Eeeedwaaard!”

The elevator arrives and the doors open. She jumps in and continues her spinning.

I should probably press the button for the lobby and send her down alone to be escorted out of the building, but I don’t. I go in with her and wonder what the hell else she’s going to get up to on our trip to the baby store. I find myself looking forward to finding out.

“Boo?” she asks.

“Yes?” I close my eyes in silent frustration as I realize I’m now answering to that ridiculous nickname.

The elevator is whisper quiet.

“If I forget to tell you later, I had a really fabulous time tonight.”

“But…”

She puts her finger on my lips to shut me up. “Just go with it, Boo. Go with it.”

I want to grab her in my arms and kiss her stupid, but instead I nod. Maybe later she’ll let me steal that kiss. Or maybe later I’ll smarten up and get rid of her for good. At this point I’m not sure which would be better for my future.


























Chapter Sixty-One




“SO WHO’S LARRY?” HE ASKS me as we settle into the back of the limousine.

“Larry? Larry who?” I act like James is crazy. I really don’t want to discuss my landlord right now. Things are going so well. I don’t know if Boo realizes it or not, but that ring is on his coffee table and I’m out here in Manhattan. Woo hoo! One little shopping trip, a quick goodbye, and I’m home free. Boo yah! Problem solved! For some reason that thought doesn’t bring me as much joy as it did earlier.

James is not so easily deterred from his questions. “I don’t know, you tell me who Larry is. You said something about him earlier.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did. Is he your boyfriend?”

Just the thought makes me nauseated. “No, Larry is most definitely not my boyfriend.” I glare at James.

He smiles. “I thought it was ‘Larry who’. Now you admit you know him.”

I roll my eyes and look out the window. “Aren’t you tricky, going all detective on me.”

“If he’s your boyfriend, it’s no big deal. I’m not going to tell him you came to my place dressed to turn tricks.”

I reach over the baby and slap his leg. “Shut up, I did not do that! I told you, this is my Chinese delivery outfit.”

I notice the jerk driving the car glancing up in the rearview mirror checking me out, so I scowl at him too. He quickly goes back to looking at the road.

“If he’s not your boyfriend, who is he? Your brother?”

“No, he’s not my brother. I don’t have a brother. I’m an only child.”

“Is he your dad?”

“No, he’s not my dad.” This questioning session is getting really annoying, so I decide to end it. James is only interested because I’ve made it seem so mysterious. “He’s my landlord, okay? That’s it. And don’t even suggest I have something going on with him because I’ll knock your front teeth out.”

“Wow, violent. I paid a lot of money for these teeth, you know.”

I can hear the smile in his voice, but I ignore it. “I’ll bet you did, Doctor Oliver.”

It was mean to rub salt in the wound I created earlier with my critique of his personality. I admit that. But for some reason, he’s not taking my insults to heart. Or at least he doesn’t seem to be. I vow to be nicer going forward.

“Didn’t you hear?” he asks. “My name is Boo. Like Boo Radley.”

“Who’s Boo Radley?”

He looks at me sideways. “You serious?”

“Whatever. Look. We’re here.” I point to the brightly lit exterior of Babies-R-Us by Union Square.

“Excellent.” James leans forward and talks to the driver. “Wait for us, please. We’ll probably be a while.”

“Got it,” the man says, glancing at me in the rearview mirror.

I stick my tongue out at him.

His shoulders jiggle a little. He better not be laughing at me.

James unhooks the sleeping baby from the carseat. “Come on little bug, time to go.”

I get out of the car on the other side, not waiting for the driver to open my door. He’s too busy worrying about James and the baby anyway.

I have to pull my dress down to keep my ass cheeks from feeling the breeze. Someone honks while I’m in the process and then whistles out his window.

Jerk. I’m starting to think my cover as a Chinese food delivery girl might have gone over better as a cover for a call girl, but I’ll never admit that to James. He’d laugh his head off. His perfectly coiffed head.

Why did I say all those mean things to him? I don’t know. Maybe because all his money had me feeling self-conscious, which always makes me bitchy. I hate being poor. I think about how that ring looked on my finger and I get even crankier. The money from that thing would solve every single one of my problems.

“So … where to first?” James asks me as I join him on the sidewalk.

“What do you need?” I ask, looking up at him. In the glow of the Babies-R-Us lights, he looks like an angel, especially holding Cassie against him. When I have a husband, I want him to look just like this.

My heart flips over in my chest, and damn, it hurts when it does that. My husband will never look like this unless it’s him, and that can never happen. Sadness. Depression. Crap.

“Everything,” he says, oblivious to my discomfort. “Crib, stroller, highchair.”

“Highchair? Does she eat sitting up?”

“No. I guess not.” He grins. “See? I knew there was a reason I brought you along. You just saved me a hundred bucks probably.”

Maybe his words were supposed to make me feel good, but they have the opposite effect.

“What’s wrong?” he asks. “Did I say something bad?”

I shake my head and push him on the arm. “No. Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

“That distasteful, eh?” He’s still looking at me, even as we approach the entrance.

“No, not really. I just … I have to go soon. We need to hurry up.”

“All right then,” he says, “let’s do this.”

We walk into the store and I take James’s elbow, leading him over to the service desk.

“Where are we going?” he asks.

“Just follow my lead.” I make a beeline for the sales clerk standing there picking her cuticles.

“Hello,” I say, stepping up to her counter.

She raises an eyebrow at me. “Hello.”

Obviously, she’s not excited about providing any customer service, but I press on anyway.

“We’re here to buy a ton of baby stuff. We’re going to need some serious sucking up.” I’m still living the Pretty Woman moment.

She snorts. “Then you definitely did not come to the right place.” She points to her nametag on her shirt. “You see the words ‘suck up’ on here anywhere? No you do not. You see Tamika. That’s my name. Use it or lose it. I don’t care.” She deliberately turns her shoulder away from me and continues with her manicure.

My jaw drops open in shock at her rudeness.

“Come on, Betty, let’s go.” James has me by the elbow and he’s pulling me away from the counter.

“But … why are you calling me Betty again?” He’s successfully distracted me from my outrage by forgetting my name.

“Because whenever you go off the range and start acting like a nut job, you’re Betty to me.”

He releases me so he can grab a shopping cart, trying to push it in front of him with one hand. The wheels on the thing do not cooperate.

“That’s rude,” I say, losing most of my steam against Tamika or whatever her name was.

“So is telling someone they need to suck up.”

I grab the cart from him and sigh out in frustration. “For your information, I was having a Pretty Woman moment. She should have just gone with it. She has to know the correct lines. Everyone knows the lines.”

“I don’t know the lines. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“Have you lived under a rock for the past thirty years or what?”

“No, I’ve been going to medical school, finishing my internship and residency, and then building a very busy private practice. It doesn’t leave much time for … whatever it is you’re talking about, apparently.”

“Well, we’re going to have to remedy that.” I take over the cart pushing and head toward the first aisle. “What else did you miss?”

“Anything after nineteen eighty six, pretty much.”

“Eighty six?” I look up at him, trying to find the wrinkles he’s obviously hidden. “How old are you, anyway?”

He smiles. “I’m thirty-nine.”

“You don’t look a day over thirty-eight,” I say, unable to help myself.

He shocks the shit out of me by pinching my butt.

“Hey!” I practically squeal.

“That’s what you get for sassing me. Now find me a crib, woman. I don’t have all night. And neither do you. Larry’s waiting.”

My face goes white. “What?” Did Larry call him? Are they in this together?

James looks at me, his smile changing to confusion. “It’s a joke, Leah. Lighten up.”

I try to smile my way back out of the panic. “Yeah, ha ha. Very funny. And by funny I mean not at all funny.”

James points to something off in the distance. “Cribs. And strollers.”

“Excellent,” I say, my voice full of fake cheer. “We’re already almost done.”


























Chapter Sixty-Two




WHEN SHE’D SAID ‘WE’RE ALMOST done’ at the beginning of our trip, I lost some of my happy mojo. But I probably shouldn’t have worried. I don’t know a woman alive who won’t shop her ass off when given a blank check, and Leah is no exception. We’re having a hard time fitting all the things we bought into the limo, even considering the fact that we have a trunk big enough for ten dead bodies and a front seat to use.

“I’m going to put the rest in a taxi, if that’s all right with you, Doctor Oliver,” the driver says. He’s looking ruefully at the pile of bags on the sidewalk next to the limo.

“That’s fine.” I raise my hand at the first cab I see. It pulls over with a squeal of its tires.

“Man, no cab ever pulls over that fast for me,” Leah says with a sad face.

I put my arm around her and squeeze her close. “I don’t believe that.” I lean down and kiss her on the top of the head. “Come on. I’ll give you a lift home.”

I move forward but her feet don’t cooperate. My arm falls away from her shoulders.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“You kissed me.”

I have to think about it for a second. “Huh. I guess I did.” I don’t know why. It just happened. “So?”

She stares at me for a long time and then she shrugs. “Never mind.” She moves forward and gets into the back seat next to Cassie.

As I help the two drivers load the rest of the packages into the cab, I try to figure out what I did wrong. Was I not allowed to kiss her, even on the head? Is she mad I didn’t ask first? Is she upset I just assumed it would be okay? My inability to come up with an answer that makes me happy proves what I’ve known all along about myself: I know nothing about women.

When I get into the car, I find Leah staring out the side window.

“Are you mad?” I ask gently. Knowing her, I could spark a fire just asking the wrong question. I kind of like that about her. Must be the man-flu talking.

“No.”

I wait while the driver gets in and starts rolling away from the curb.

“You seem like you are.”

“Just tired.”

“What’s your address? We’ll bring you home.”

She turns to me quickly, like she’s suddenly woken up. “No! Just … I’ll get a cab from your place.”

“It’s really no trouble.” I look at the baby who’s staring off into space. “Cassie’s happy.”

“It’s fine. I’m fine with taking a cab. Really.” She looks up at the driver who’s watching us in the mirror. “Home, James.”

The guy rolls his eyes. I’m going to have to tip him big to get past this insult. Leah really has no idea how offensive she can be, but I like that about her for some strange reason. She’s real. She’s clueless but at the same time, she’s real. I’m not sure I’ve met any real people outside my own family, and even they are often constrained by the rules our parents imposed on us, the rules that say we have one face for family and a different face for the rest of the world.

I never questioned that idea before, but Leah makes me question it now. Is who I am really who I want to be, or am I just a product of my environment? Have I ever actually made a conscious decision to be who I show the world I am? I think I’m in the middle of an existential crisis brought on by extreme stress. Thirty nine years have gone by in my life and not once have I ever questioned myself.

The rest of the trip passes in silence. I want to say the right thing to smooth things over, but I don’t know what that is. I don’t even know what I did wrong. When we pull up to the front of the towers, Leah practically jumps out.

“When will I see you again?” I ask, maybe sounding a little too desperate.

“Probably never!” she yells, running down the sidewalk as fast as she can in her ridiculous heels. She’s trying to put her backpack on as she goes.

“What about the ring?!” I yell as she’s about to turn the corner at the next block.

“Keep it!” she yells and then disappears.

I smile to myself. That’s going to be kind of difficult seeing as how I put it back in your backpack.

I’m grinning all the way up to my apartment. All the way through unpacking Cassie’s bags, I’m smiling. All the way through putting her down in her new crib, I’m basking in my win. All the way through the glass of whiskey I treat myself to, I think about how I got the last laugh on Leah. I congratulate myself and wallow in the glory that is me being a single uncle-dad who is no longer anchored to his bad luck by the weight of that fucking ring — the symbol of the bad decision that could have ruined my entire life.

I only stop grinning when I reach into the crack between my couch cushions to grab the bottle that got pressed in there and find that goddamn ring in there too.

“The hell?!” My yell startles Cassie, making her whimper in distress.

I run over to her crib and pat her leg until she falls back to sleep.

Leah. Leah Betty, that sneaky little wench. She totally and completely got one over on me. My head is ready to explode with disbelief and maybe even a little respect for her deviousness.

No way can I let her win.

Oh, this is so on right now. She is going down. I rub my hands together, trying to decide what my next move will be.


























Chapter Sixty-Three




THE FARMERS’ MARKET ISN’T AS bad as I thought it was going to be. Now I kind of get why Belinda comes here every weekend. It wasn’t too difficult to set up, either, since she has a system and a notebook explaining everything I had to do step-by-step.

I put the sign in the window of the store telling customers where they can find us, loaded all the crates of merchandise and folding table and chair into a cab, and headed out to White Plains. Belinda even left me cab fare.

Our spot is ready with a tent over it and I’m set up to start selling the crap out of essential oils and incense cones by seven in the morning. I even have time to check out the other booths before my first customer shows up.

Several people have already dropped their business cards into the fishbowl on the table, hoping to be the winners of the free healing crystal contest I set up. This is my idea, not Belinda’s. Everyone who puts a card in is going onto our new mailing list.

“Excuse me, Miss,” an older woman says, smiling at me.

“Yes? How may I help you?” I haven’t sold anything yet, but I’m ready. I’m so ready. My goal is to beat Belinda’s best weekend ever — $550 in sales.

“I was wondering if you have anything that’s good for arthritis.” She holds out her misshapen hands. “I have a touch of RA.”

I smile warmly. Helping people find natural paths to healing gives me a special thrill. “Well, I’m no doctor, but studies have shown that essential oils — which are the basis for most traditional medicines — can be very effective.” I consult my handy chart, provided by the essential oil company we stock and verified online by Belinda. “For arthritis, we suggest —

A male voice cuts in. “I’d recommend the cyprus or juniper berry.”

The woman and I look at the interrupter. Out of the corner of my eye I see him drop a business card into the fishbowl, but my attention is mostly on his face. His gorgeous, perfect, very familiar face.

My heart stops beating for a few seconds when it registers who this is. James. He’s here with Cassie, and she’s asleep in the brand new stroller we bought for her last night.

Mind. Blown.

“What are you doing here?” I say to him in a near-whisper, frustrated that he’s found me out here in the middle of nowhere. 

Dammit! How did he find me? And does he know I left the ring in his apartment? No, he can’t possibly know. He won’t find that thing for months. No one is so anal they clean out their couch cushions every day, not even him.

I try to find confidence in that fact, but it’s not working very well. I’m panicking he’ll bust me, somehow reading my mind, seeing the vision of me shoving that stupid thing in the cushions right before I grabbed my bag and left with him to shop for Cassie.

“Are you a doctor?” the customer asks him, oblivious to my distress.

“Indeed I am.” James gives her that cheesy grin I know he loves and thinks is awesome.

Grrrr, I so want to slap him right now. It’s annoying how quickly women fall under his spell. Can’t they see he’s manipulating them? Ugh.

“Do you use this stuff?” she asks, gesturing to my display.

I brace myself for the inevitable. Here’s where he says I’m a nutty nut bird who should take her snake oil and flush it. I’ve actually heard a medical doctor say that once.

“Yes, I do use and prescribe them for my patients from time to time,” he says. “I find it complements the other medications and therapies typically utilized in a general Western medical practice.”

He looks up at me. “Which reminds me … I’m almost out of stock. How much for everything you have here?” He pauses to reference the older woman. “Except for the items she’ll be purchasing, of course.”

They both turn hundred-watt smiles on me.

I would love to be able to respond, but words seem to have escaped me.

“Is she okay?” the woman asks James, her smile faltering.

“I’m fine.” And cranky now, too, thanks to this butthead. “I’m sorry, Doctor, but I can’t just sell you my entire stock.”

“Why not?” the woman asks. “That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it?” She grins up at James and he smiles back. They’re like co-conspirators in the crime of pissing me off.

I glare at her first and then at him.

“How did you find me?” I ask him.

He winks. “I played detective.”

“Feeling pretty proud of yourself, I see.” I try to scowl, but he’s making it hard. He’s too cute for my own good.

“Yeah, a little.”

The old woman looks at him and then at me, a smile creeping back onto her face. “Oh, I see what’s going on here. Romance!” She claps her hands and does a crazy but somewhat reserved jig with her elbows flying out to the sides. “Romance, romance, romance, oh what a happy thing.” She finishes and then starts to walk away, like a dementia patient who forgets what she was doing right in the middle of doing it.

“Don’t you want your oils?” I shout out after her.

“That’s okay, dearie. Sell them to your Romeo.” She moves down two booths to one of my competitors, a guy wearing pants with its crotch down at his ankles. I hate those stupid modified hippy Hammer pants.

I turn my ire on James. “Way to go, jerk. She was going to be my first customer.”

He laughs. “I told you I want to buy your whole supply. How does that make me a jerk?”

I huff out a breath and put my hands on my hips. “I can’t sell you everything!”

“Why not?”

The guy two booths down whistles and gestures. “Hey, man, if you want some oils, feel free to come on down!”

I glare at the dreadlock-Hammerpants-wearing guy, holding back on the urge to flip him off. Then I lean in so I can talk more quietly to James. Too many people are interested in eavesdropping.

“I can’t sell you everything because I know you don’t need it. You’ll just dump it in the garbage, and I can’t let you do that. These things help people. I’m not going to let you stand in the way of healing.”

His smile falls away. “I’m a physician, Leah. Why would I do that? I’ve dedicated myself to healing.”

I snort. “You’ve dedicated yourself to changing perfectly good faces and bodies into alien versions of themselves. That’s not the same thing.”

He stands up rigidly and stares at me, his face going expressionless.

I stand up straight too, but when I try to stare him down, it doesn’t work. I’m feeling very uncomfortable. The dancing light is gone from his eyes and his body language is screaming pain.

I’ve hurt him. I try not to care, but I do. “Listen, I…”

He interrupts me. “There are people in this world, believe it or not, who have legitimate reasons for wanting to make changes to their bodies. You don’t have that need or desire, but that doesn’t make other people wrong for living their lives the way that makes them happy.” He cocks his head to the side and stares at me. I feel disappointment in his gaze. “I thought you of all people could appreciate that.”

“Me? Why me?”

“Because. You’ve always struck me as open-minded. Real. But maybe I was wrong.” He looks down at Cassie and talks to her. “Come on, baby girl. Time to go home.”

The stroller starts to move and James is looking off in the distance, ignoring me.

I rush around the end of the table without thinking. “Wait!” I need to fix this.

He keeps going.

“James, wait!” My heart feels like it’s shrinking down and drying out like a prune or even a raisin. It’s literally painful. Ouch. Major suckage.

I watch as his back gets smaller and smaller and his form is swallowed up by the crowd. “I wanted to apologize,” I say mostly to myself.

All my pent-up breath leaves me in one long exhale. I walk around to the other side of my table and stare at my oils, my incense, and my fishbowl. Everything was starting out so well. How do I recover from this and sell anything at all at this stupid market? It’s like the bad karma is still hanging over my head even though I don’t have the ring anymore.

I’m staring in the fishbowl trying to figure out the meaning of life when a sparkle catches my eye.

I stand up so suddenly, my chair flips over. My neighbor in the booth next door jumps in fright, but I ignore her.

Grabbing the fishbowl, I jam my hand inside and flip the cards out of the way.

“Goddamn it to hell!” I screech, as my fingers close around the engagement ring I swear I left deep in the cushions at James’s condo.


























Chapter Sixty-Four




I THOUGHT I’D FEEL RELIEF and pride in my tracking and duping skills when I finally unloaded that ring. Okay, so I do feel both of those emotions right now, but right along with them is a huge load of guilt.

Seeing Leah at that market selling her oils and knowing what I already do about her from Ralph, the guy at Cartier who gave me her work address, makes me realize how badly she needs the money from that ring. And I don’t know her that well, but I do know that she isn’t going to keep the ring for herself by her own choice. My only chance at keeping it away from me is leaving her no choice at all, by cutting her out of my life using the various doormen at my disposal. The idea of it makes me positively depressed. It feels like a big mistake. Maybe that’s why I tracked her down and put that ring in her fishbowl. I know whenever I put that thing back on her, I’m bound to see her again.

Cassie’s in her bouncy seat on my dining table and I’m feeding her a bottle of formula, the same brand that’s now stocked in my pantry and outnumbering beers five to one.

“What do you think, Cassie? Do we want to invite Leah over here for dinner tonight?”

Cassie blinks and keeps sucking.

“Blink once for yes, two for no.”

She closes her eyes for a really long time. I think she’s fallen asleep but she keeps sucking.

“What does holding your eyes closed mean? Extra yes or extra no?”

She stops sucking.

“I’m getting the impression that this conversation is beyond you, Cassie. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

Her eyes open and she starts sucking again, with renewed vigor this time.

“Okay, fine.” I consult the contact list on my phone, entertaining the idea of having a conversation with an adult about my situation. Only problem is, the two people I could talk to are not available to me. Or at least one is, because I don’t want to interrupt her girls’ weekend extravaganza.

I hit the dial button, fully expecting to get a full voicemail box message.

“Hello,” comes a groggy voice.

“Hello? Jeremy?” I’ve already convinced myself that he’s lost his phone and this is its new owner. No way is Jeremy answering my call.

“Yeah. James? What do you want so early in the morning?”

“It’s noon, Jer.” I roll my eyes and lean in to whisper at Cassie. “Your daddy says hi, baby girl.”

“What’s that?” he asks. He sounds more awake this time.

“I was just telling your daughter that you said hello.” It’s hard to keep the censure out of my voice.

“Where are you? At the house?”

“I’m at my place.”

“Is Jana there?”

“No, she’s not. It’s just me and your beautiful daughter. You should come by. Say hello. Change a diaper maybe.”

There’s no response for a few seconds. Part of me is worried I’ve said too much and the other part of me has a lot more to say.

“Nah, I can’t. I have stuff to do.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to respond with some reality, like how stuff to do should include raising his child, but he starts talking again before I can unleash the beast that is my judgment against him.

“She okay? Why are you watching her?”

“She’s fine. I’m watching her so Jana can have a break. She’s twenty-five, Jer. She should be out partying with friends, not being a mother to her niece.”

I hear a lighter flick on and then an inhale. “Did you call me to bitch at me or was there something else?”

I take a deep breath to control my emotions. “Actually, I called you because you’re one of only two people I can talk to about my life, funnily enough, and I honestly didn’t think you’d answer.”

Jeremy blows out what I can only assume is a big cloud of smoke. I hope it’s tobacco smoke.

He laughs. “That’s pretty fucked up, isn’t it? Even I have more than one person I can call during a personal crisis.”

“Who said anything about a personal crisis?” His humor at my situation pisses me off. Having a drug addict legitimately mock you is not a proud moment.

“That’s the only thing that’ll get you to call me, other than the need to bitch me out. Believe me, I know. So what is it? You want the ring back? Pissed at me because I threw it in Laura’s fountain?”

“You remember doing that?”

“Yeah,” he says, his voice going very sober. “I remember everything. That’s the problem with my brain. I’m considering blowing a hole in it, actually.”

I grip the phone hard. “That’s not funny, asshole. Don’t even joke about that.”

He inhales and blows out again. “Whatever. You don’t need to worry about it. So what’s your problem, huh? Need my advice? Need to borrow a few bucks?” He laughs at his joke.

“Nothing. I don’t need anything from you.” I’m disgusted with both of us. Why did I call him? I should have known it was going to be a disaster. Now I have to worry about the asshole killing himself on top of everything else.

“Okay, well, you didn’t ask, but I’m going to go ahead and give you this advice anyway.” He coughs up some of his lung and continues. “No matter what happens, do not ignore that little voice that starts speaking to you when your heart hurts.”

“What?” I’m thinking now it’s not tobacco he’s inhaling.

“You heard me. Laura used to say this about you all the time.”

“What’s Laura got to do with anything?”

“She knew you better than any of us did. She watched you. She saw what you were about. I never listened to her much when she was alive, but I listen to her now. Hell yeah, I listen to her now.” His voice has gone soft. “She used to say that you had a ton of emotion tying you up inside, but you were too busy trying to please our parents to listen to your own heart. She told me the best thing that could happen to you was for you to finally start listening to that heart of yours. When it hurts, when it slows down, when it speeds up, it’s trying to tell you something. You should listen more often to it … even if it is all shriveled up and black from not being used.”

The insults have been plastered on in so many layers, I don’t know where to start being angry. All I know is, he’s got a lot of fucking nerve.

“You’re a dick, Jeremy. I don’t know what Laura ever saw in you.” The minute the words leave my mouth I regret them, but he speaks before I can take them back.

“I know. Me neither. Anyway, I gotta go. Say hi to Jana for me.” And then he hangs up.

No word about his daughter. No anger at me for being a dick. Just a message to pass on to our sister.

I feel worse now than I did before I called.


























Chapter Sixty-Five




I GET BACK FROM THE farmers market to find an eviction notice taped to my door. I rip it off and go inside, but stop just past the entrance when I realize something is very wrong in my apartment.

“Laaarrrryyyyyy!” I screech. That asshole. How dare he! My only happy thought right now is that at least he’s going to be suffering a little. I set a trap, and from the looks of things, he fell right into it. It’s possible I’m catching a whiff of its remnants right now.

“You callin’ me?” he says from below.

“You are so going to get sued for this,” I growl out. I’m breathing heavily from the stress, making me sound like a freight train. I’ve never felt so violated in my entire life. I hate being poor. I hate being in a position to be taken advantage of. I hate everything this apartment stands for.

“You can’t sue me for evicting you for non-payment of rent, Leah. That’s not how it works.”

“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about you messing with my stuff. You had no right to go inside, Larry. No right!” My eyes take in the couch cushions, torn and flung across the room. My little knickknacks broken and scattered in every corner. My clothing shredded. What kind of landlord shreds his tenant’s clothes?

Larry clomps up the stairs and stops in the entrance to my place. He smells like cheap men’s cologne. “Wow. You’re not a very good housekeeper, are you?”

I spin around to glare at him. “I didn’t do this, idiot! You did!”

Larry puts his hand on his chest and backs up his head. “You think I did that?” He shakes his head. “No way. I ain’t been in your apartment since you moved in. All I did was tape that notice to your door, and not because I wanted to. My Nona told me I had to, so I did. You don’t know her, but believe me when I say you don’t want Nona mad at you.”

Realization sets in. If he had been the one to break in, he wouldn’t smell like cheap men’s cologne right now. “If you didn’t do this, then …” I spin around and take in the mayhem. Of course it wasn’t Larry. It was … “Oh my god! Again! I’ve been robbed again!” I know immediately what the thief was after, too. “It’s that fucking ring, I know it is!”

“What ring? You were robbed? I don’t get it.”

I turn around and push past Larry so I can run down the stairs.

“Where’re you goin’?” he yells at my back.

“I’m going to kick someone’s ass, that’s where I’m going!”

“You gotta be out by next Saturday or I’m gonna put your stuff in storage, Leah!”

Screw you, screw you, screw you I chant, all the way to the subway. It feels like the hounds of hell are on my heels. Before, I thought this ring just had some bad juju associated with it. Now I know it’s even worse than that. The Devil himself is involved. I can literally feel the terrible mojo coming off that ring through my bag.

A chance look over my shoulder has me thinking there’s a guy following me. I swear I can smell the perfume I rigged to douse whoever came in through the window. And what are the chances that two people would need to get on the same subway in a huge rush on a Saturday afternoon? My brain tells me the chances are good, this being Manhattan, but my heart and soul are telling me the chances are zero. This guy is out to get me. I think I recognize him from the jewelry store, the one where my purse got jacked.

My heart is beating so hard it’s like it’s trying to escape my chest. The guy got in another train car, but he doesn’t fool me. He’s going to try and grab my purse again. For a few seconds, I entertain the thought of just letting him take it. Ha, ha! Joke’s on you, asshole! Now try and get rid of that bad karma! Unfortunately, I know how karma actually works, so this plan is crap. You can’t trick karma from your side; you can only do the right thing, and the right thing is not letting some thief do the dirty work for me. The right thing is getting James to see reason, and that’s what I’m going to do. That’s the only reason I’m going to see him again, not because the idea of being with him makes me feel safer than I’ve ever felt in my entire life.

As soon as the doors slide open, I dash out onto the platform. My thighs and butt muscles are burning by the time I make it up to street-level. I don’t even look back before taking off at a full-out sprint. I have six blocks to go since I didn’t want to risk trying to make a transfer onto the line that runs a block from Trump Towers, and the sandals I have on were not made for running.

Checking over my shoulder, I see someone running behind me. I knew it! It’s a man. A skinny one. I’m sure he’s the guy. I can smell his sorry ass from here.

Adrenaline gives me a shot of energy and I surge forward. My breath is burning in my chest, but I can’t slow down. I have to get to James before this thief reaches me. James will save me. James will make everything all right. I believe this with all my heart. Even my brain’s on board. I’m better off with him next to me when shit is going down. After seeing him with his niece, I know he’s a man I can count on when shit is getting real. And it doesn’t get any realer than a thief chasing me down the sidewalk in the middle of the afternoon on Fifty-Seventh Street.


























Chapter Sixty-Six




“COME ON, CASSIE GIRL, TIME to go.” I lift her up, mindful of the diaper bag over my shoulder that’s heavy enough to take out a medium-sized house cat. It keeps wanting to swing around and knock things over in my condo. I’ve already broken a vase and a statue.

I’ve seen mothers loading their kids into cabs, loaded down with the junk that kids need, and I’ve never questioned their skill sets. Now I’m in complete admiration. All I have is one baby, one diaper bag, one carseat, and one stroller, and I’m a goddamn mess. Why did I think going to The Met was a good idea? Oh, yeah. Right. Because I’m going stir crazy inside this condo and I have no reason to go hang out with Leah anymore.

There. I said it in my head. I want to hang out with Leah. I dumped that ring in her fishbowl and got rid of my problem. I could have told the doormen that under no circumstances were they to accept any packages or let any people up to my condo, and I’d be rid of her forever. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Forever seems like way too long a period to not be seeing her again. Six hours ago is too long. That’s how long it’s been since I walked away from her table at the farmers market. Why did I do that without asking her to dinner first?

Oh well. What’s done is done. I have a date with my niece and she probably could do with some culture, so The Met it is. They have a special exhibit on French impressionism this month, so we’re in luck. Two paintings from our family’s private collection are on loan for it, so she might as well start learning about her legacy right now. Are three-month-old babies too young to learn? I don’t think so. I plan to hold her up in front of every painting just in case. It’s better than staring at the four walls in here waiting for Cassie to vomit on me again. I’ve gone through three shirts already today and have taken to wearing a dishtowel permanently on my shoulder.

I call the elevator up and then pull out the red stop button inside. An alarm starts going off. It’s quiet at first but then gets more annoying. The first things in are the stroller and the carseat. I follow with Cassie in one arm and the diaper bag hanging from my other hand. I press the stop button in and the alarm turns off. The elevator begins its descent a few seconds after.

I grin down at my baby girl. “See that? We can do this. Just a day at the museum, right?” Sweat trickles down my hairline near my temple. I lean over to wipe it on my shoulder and realize the dishtowel is still there. I drop the diaper bag on the floor in time to rip the thing off me as the elevator doors open. I use the rag to dry off my sweaty face before reaching down and grabbing the diaper bag. I fling it out into the foyer in front of the elevators.

“Need some help, sir?” asks one of the several doormen who man the space near the elevators.

“That’d be great, thanks.” I reach for the stroller next.

“Let me do it, sir. You look like you have your hands full.”

I lift my hand and realize the dishtowel is in it. I wave it around. “Great. Thanks. Yeah, grab that carseat if you would. The thing is heavier than it looks.”

“Not a problem.” The guy lifts it like it’s an empty shoebox. I decide then that I might need a little more time in the gym. I’m going to work on balancing exercises, where I carry dead weight in one arm and lift things with the other arm. If I’m going to be watching Cassie more often, I’m going to have to develop those muscles for sure.

She lets out a bleep of noise, and I’m not sure if it’s a happy sound or an I’m-about-to-get-pissed sound. I stare down into her face as I squat to grab her diaper bag. “No crying, Cassie. This is Trump Towers. They have a very strict no crying policy.”

The doorman snorts as he grabs the stroller and carseat, waiting for me to tell him where to go with them. “If that were the case, half the residents would be outta here,” he says.

“Lot of crybabies in the building?” I ask, walking toward the entrance to the Towers.

“You could say that. We tend to call them emotionally fragile, though.”

“That’s probably a good idea.” I know some of the people who live here, and I also know they wouldn’t take kindly to being called crybabies, even if that’s what they are.

“Can I call you a cab, sir?”

“Actually, no, I’ve arranged for a limo service to be out front. I’m taking my niece to The Met.”

“That’s nice.” He makes sure the doors don’t close on Cassie and me as we walk through. “I didn’t know babies like art.”

“Let’s hope this one does,” I say, “because if I don’t get out of my condo and into the real world soon, I’m going to go crazy.”

He laughs. “Good luck with that, sir.” He deposits my baby gear on the sidewalk next to the limo that’s idling there. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

I dig around in my pocket and come out with a ten. “No thanks. Here. I’ll see you later.”

“Not me, sir. I’m off in an hour. Good luck.” He takes the ten and tips his head at me before going back inside.

The driver gets out and busies himself with loading the gear into the trunk. When he’s done, I give him instructions on how to install the carseat. I feel like a parent, knowing how it’s done. I’m surprised by the feeling of pride that gives me.

A parent? Me? I never thought about it much before. I figured I’d end up with a woman who didn’t want kids, and I would have been okay with that. Now I’m not so sure. Every time I try to picture myself with another woman, she looks just like Leah.

I lean in and strap Cassie into the carseat. The driver gets into the car as I stand and turn around, making sure we have all our things loaded before we leave. The idea of being in The Met without ten diapers, wiping cloths, three cans of formula and bottles, bottled water, five changes of clothing, baby ibuprofen, and four dishcloths has me panicking.

I’m distracted by the sound of someone running. A streak of yellow is coming at me from the north.

“James!” she yells.

It’s Leah and she looks like she’s being chased by an axe murderer the way her eyes are bugging out and her hair is flying all around her.

I hold out my arms to stop her from bowling me over and brace myself for impact.


























Chapter Sixty-Seven




AT THE CORNER OF FIFTH and East Fifty-Seventh I make a hard left. I can see Trump Towers just ahead. If I can just make it to the lobby, I’ll be home free. My legs are so sore and slow it’s like I’m running in quicksand. The adrenaline has worn off. This is my worst nightmare come true; I’m so close, and yet so far...

Someone grabs my bag from behind and tries to yank it off me. I twist around in mid run and let my arms do whatever they want. Windmill! Slap attack! Ow that hurts!

My hand makes contact with someone’s face and he shouts. It’s enough of a shock that he lets me go. I’m free!

People all around are staring at us with expressions of horror on their faces. I’m furious that it’s all they’re doing. Yes, people! Muggings do happen in Manhattan, just usually not in your neighborhood!

I take off running again, no thanks to any of these Manhattanites, another shot of adrenaline giving my legs an extra kick of speed. I’m almost there … almost there…

I catch a glimpse of a limo outside the Towers and a guy is standing outside it, looking at me. Recognition dawns and my heart soars into the clouds. I’m saved! My prince is here!

“James!” I scream, putting my head down and giving it all I’ve got.

I’m so intent on going as fast as I can, that I don’t give any thought to how I’m going to stop. He’s in front of me way before I expect him to be and I’m not prepared.

“Ooph!”

He grunts and takes me into his arms, both of us falling backwards into the side of the car. His body takes the shock of our impact, but I feel no pain.

“Holy shit,” he says in a strained voice. “That hurt.”

I’m still amped up on brain-drugs and fear of death. “Hurry up! Hurry up!” I push on his middle, planning to fold him in half and then jump into the limo after him. “Get inside!” I turn my attention to the front of the car. “Go, driver! Go!” I’m still not in the car but I’m willing to jump into the open window if necessary. I need to get me, James, and his sweet little baby niece out of here before someone hurts us.

“Leah, relax!” James clamps down on my arms with what feels like bands of steel.

I look over my shoulder, sure I’m going to see a guy standing there with a gun pointed at my back.

The sidewalk is empty, save for one old lady in a linen pants suit and a bright blue and red scarf.

I pause in my scramble to get into the car. “He was there,” I say between huffs of breath. Sweat is pouring down my back.

James pushes me away a little and stands up straighter, positioning me so that I’m between him and the back seat of the car. The door is open and I’m in the entrance. From my new spot I can see Cassie’s carseat inside and her in it. She’s looking at me and pouting.

“She’s upset,” I say, worried she’s about to cry. I wipe the sweat off my temple with a trembling hand.

“Maybe because a crazy person just tried to hijack our car,” James says, a hint of humor in his voice.

I swallow with effort, my throat as dry as sand. “It’s not a joke.” I’m angry at him now, my chest still heaving. “I was being chased by someone. A thief. A mugger. A mugger thief.”

“In the middle of the afternoon? On Fifth Avenue?”

I take a few deep breaths and let each one out with a loud yoga hiss as I scan the immediate area. “He trashed my apartment and followed me on the subway.” I huff and puff a few more times to keep my brain from blacking out due to lack of oxygen. “I barely got away. He grabbed me over there.” I point to the corner a block over. My whole arm is shaking so I put it down quick.

James looks out into the distance. “Did anyone see it happen?”

“Hell yes!” I’m pissed all over again remembering it. “Several people, in fact. But did they do anything? No. They just stood there with their fat mouths hanging open.”

“All right, come on.” He pushes on my shoulder. “Get in the car.”

“Where are we going?” I have to wipe the sides of my face again. The sweat won’t stop coming, and I’m tingling all over.

“We’re going back to your place to get your things.”

I was about to get in, but then I stop, bracing my hand on the hood. “No, wait! We can’t go back there.” Several images are racing through my brain, the foremost one being that I would rather eat frog eyeballs than let James see my apartment. It was bad enough before, but now it looks like it should be condemned. For real condemned, not theoretically condemned.

“Why not? Did you already file a police report?”

“No.” I pout as I realize I’m losing ground for my argument that staying here is a better idea. I probably should have done the police report thing first. The asshole probably left fingerprints. “I think I might be a little obsessed with this ring thing,” I admit. “My first thought was to get it back to you so all this bad shit can stop happening to me.” As I say it, I realize it’s a bit of a lie. My first thought was that I was safer with James. The ring thing came to mind a second after.

“The ring is doing this … is that what you think?”

“I don’t think it, I know it. And you do too. This thing has The Devil’s smudge on it.”

He laughs. “The Devil’s smudge. Is that a thing now?”

I shove his shoulder. “It’s always been a thing. Stop laughing at me. You know I’m right.”

His smile dies off and he puts his hand on my cheek. Part of me wants to move out of range because of the sweat, but I stay. I stay because he’s touching me and it feels nice. I want to throw my arms around him, but I control myself.

“I do know what you’re talking about,” he says. His hand slides down to my shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go to your place, file a report, and then go to Cartier and get rid of that thing once and for all.”

I feel like my head is about to explode. “Really? Do you mean it?” I start clapping in anticipation.

“Yes, I really do. Come on. Get in the car, would you? I don’t have all day.”

I practically jump inside, I’m so happy. Who cares if he sees my terrible apartment now? He’s agreed to take the ring and get rid of it forever. My life is finally going to get re-set. I’ll be able to go visit Mel without worrying my bad luck is going to rub off on him. I’ll go to the farmer’s market tomorrow and sell the hell out of those oils and crystals for Belinda. I’ll find another apartment, one that’s cheaper and maybe even closer to work. Or not. Maybe I’ll just live in a box somewhere, but I’ll be free of that bad juju. Life. Is. Awesome. Bright future, here I come!

As I settle into my seat and get a look at Cassie, my joy kind of dissipates a little. I have to look away to keep from tearing up. It becomes painfully clear in that moment that getting rid of the ring also means I won’t be seeing anymore of James or this tiny girl, either. Maybe a few days ago that wouldn’t have meant jack-poo to me, but today, it means a lot. Probably way more than it should. I seriously hate how much this ring has messed with my life. I’m damned if I keep it and damned if I get rid of it. I must have done something very, very wrong in my last life to deserve this. Karmic slap. Boom. Feel the burn.

I look at Cassie again and she’s smiling at me. It takes some of the edge off my frustration. The more I stare at her, the harder she smiles. I reach over and poke her gently in the belly. “Well, don’t you look adorable today?”

She’s wearing one of the outfits I picked out at Babies-R-Us. Not that she needed anymore clothes, but there was something about that little ladybug pattern all over it that called to me. Luckily James finally got into the Pretty Woman moment and let me buy anything I wanted. I’m touched he chose this outfit instead of one of the fifty his sister packed.

Looking back, I realize it was probably one of the funnest shopping days I’ve ever had. The only thing that would have made it better would have been to be able to walk up to Tamika or whatever her name is and say, “You work on commission, right?” while I waved my fifty bags at her.

“Ready?” James asks me, interrupting my fantasy as he settles into the seat on the other side of Cassie.

I nod. I’m back to having a melancholy moment, wondering if this is the last ride we’ll take together. The last day I’ll be able to call him Boo and see his facial expression go from angry to comical to serious. I love that he swings through so many emotions in such a short space of time. Being with him is like going to the fair and riding a huge roller coaster. I think I’m going to miss the thrill that trying to trick him brings.

I’m definitely twisted. My ends feel like beginnings and my beginnings ends. Here I thought I was at the end of the road, and yet I’m asking for a do-over. Yeah. I’m definitely sick. I feel my forehead with the back of my hand to check for a fever, but all I find is more sweat.

“Where are we going?” he asks.

I tell him my address as I dig around in my purse, pretending to be busy. I don’t want to see the expression on his or the driver’s face since I’ve pretty much just told him I’m poor as dirt by just saying the street name.

“Are you looking for the ring?” he asks.

“Yes.” I’m lying, but just as I say it, my fingers close around it.

“Give it to me. I don’t want anyone coming after you again.”

I happily hand it over. He puts it in the front pocket of his pants. “So what did this guy look like?”

“It’s not what he looked like so much as what he smells like.”

James just stares at me with one eyebrow lifted.

“I rigged a trap in case he came back.”

“Of course you did.” James breathes out a long sigh. “Are you going to tell me the whole story or am I going to have to torture it out of you?”

I bite my lip, the images of his ‘torture’ making me go all squirrelly inside. “Uhhh … I think I’ll just tell you minus the torture part.”

“Good call,” he says, giving me a dangerous look.

Now I’m warm for a different reason, and the heat I’m feeling from this little game is way more than I was feeling after running six blocks.

I lift out my shirt a little and wave the material around, begging for some cool air to come to my chest and help me out. At this point I’m going to combust five minutes into our drive and we have at least twenty to go.


























Chapter Sixty-Eight




“SO THIS ISN’T THE FIRST time you’ve seen him?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No. The first time was at a jewelry store. When I first found the ring, I tried to figure out if it was real.” She looks sideways at me, like she feels guilty about something, but then continues, scratching her neck. “I went to this Goldman’s jewelry store and he told me it was real and if I came back the next day, he might be able to tell me who owned it by the laser etching.”

Alarm bells are ringing in my head. “And this didn’t strike you as strange?”

Her eyebrows draw together. “No. Should it have?” She scratches her neck again.

“Why couldn’t he just tell you the first time you came in? Why did he have to make you wait?”

“I don’t know. I guess I figured it would take him a long time to do it. Maybe he was busy.”

“Was it a busy place?”

She laughs self-consciously. “Uh, no. Not at all. There was dust everywhere.”

I reach over and pull her hand away from her neck. “Are you having an allergic reaction to something? This looks like hives.”

“No, no, it’s nothing.” Her face turns pink all over. “I get itchy when I’m nervous.”

“Nervous? What are you nervous about?”

She shrugs and looks out the window, saying nothing.

“If there’s something you want to say, you know you can say it to me.” I want to ease her discomfort. It makes me feel bad to see her this way.

She sighs heavily, as if the weight of the world is on her shoulders. “I guess I’m not looking forward to the end as much as I thought I would.”

My pulse leaps. I know exactly what she means. When I suggested we’d go to Cartier and end this thing, I was doing the one thing I knew would make her happy, all the while knowing it was going to make me miserable.

“I know what you mean,” I say softly, trying to keep our conversation from becoming the driver’s next gossip session.

She looks at me, the sadness in her eyes difficult to take. “I don’t think you do.”

I reach over the carseat and take her hand, resting it with mine on Cassie’s legs. “Sure I do. This has been …”

I wait too long to finish my sentence.

“Crazy? Nuts? Annoying?” she offers.

“No. Fun.” I smile when I realize I’m telling the truth. “It’s been fun. Honestly, I can’t remember being this energized in years.”

She pulls her hand away, her expression going incredulous. “Fun? Are you kidding? I’ve disguised myself to try and sneak into your office, your apartment … I’ve been kicked out more times than I care to remember. You’ve been rude, arrogant … you pulled a gun on me…”

“Yeah,” I hold up a finger, “but it’s been fun, right?”

She opens her mouth to argue, but then she stops. She stares at me for a long time, and then she responds. “Maybe it’s been a little fun. Shopping for Cassie was fun.”

“See? That’s the spirit.” I look out the window and notice we’re close to her place. “There’s no reason the fun has to end.” I say it casually, but my ears are completely tuned into her, waiting to hear what she’s going to say.

“I don’t see how it can continue. Once that ring is gone, I have no more reason to dress up Asian-style and try to sneak fake-Chinese food into your apartment.”

I turn and grin at her. “You can just come up as you next time. No disguise.”

She looks at me funny. “You don’t want me up there as me.”

“Sure I do. I just said I did, didn’t I?”

She stares at me for a few seconds, like she’s trying to peel back layers of my brain and find out if I’m lying. Then she turns her head and stares out the window, saying nothing.

We reach her apartment and she gets out. At first I think she’s going to just take off and leave us at the curb but she stops and reaches in, taking the diaper bag off the floor below Cassie’s car seat. “I’m on the third floor. Apartment at the top of the stairs.”

“I’ll meet you up there.” Looking at the driver, I say, “Would you mind going with her, just to be sure there’s no one up there?” He’s about three hundred pounds, most of it muscle. I have no worries about his ability to handle whatever might be waiting.

“No problem, sir.” The uniformed driver gets out and runs to open the main door for Leah.

“Come on, baby girl. Time to go crack some skulls.” I pull Cassie out of her seat and follow them into the building.

The first thing that hits me is the smell. Someone has been boiling either cabbage or body parts for a really long time in here.

The door on the ground floor opens and a guy comes out dressed in a red and white track suit. “Who’re you?” he asks, acting suspicious.

“I’m James Oliver, and I’m here with Leah. We’re in the process of contacting the police to fill out a report.”

“Yeah, well, you’re too late. I already did it.” He smiles, obviously very satisfied with himself.

I turn around and check the door. “Do you have a lock on this front door to keep non-residents from entering?”

“Yes.” Larry’s chin comes up. “I installed it myself. I have good tools.”

“I’m sure you do. What about the fire escape ladder? Is it suspended high enough off the ground to keep an intruder from using it to gain entry?”

He frowns in confusion. “I don’t know. I don’t take care of that. It’s just attached to the building.”

I raise an eyebrow, waiting for him to make the connection.

“On the outside,” he says, as if that makes all the difference.

“So you’re saying, because it’s on the outside of the building, you’re not responsible for it? Do you expect Leah to be responsible for that, then?”

“No, I ain’t sayin’ that. That’s crazy talk. I’m sayin’ if the City had a problem with it, they’d tell me. Then I’d fix it. But I ain’t outside with a measurin’ tape checking heights and whatever.”

“No, of course you aren’t.” I leave him to stew in his ignorance and climb the stairs.

“Did you just agree with me or not?” he shouts up the stairs.

“I’ll leave that to you to determine for yourself,” I say, continuing in my ascent.

Leah’s door is open and the driver is standing just outside the entrance.

He nods at me and I nod back as we both take in the state of her place.

It’s a studio not much bigger than my closet. There’s one small window at the back that leads to a fire escape. Whatever furniture Leah might have had, it’s not recognizable as anything now. There are a couple cushions that have been relieved of their stuffing, some books scattered around, and a few items of clothing tossed from one end of the room to the other.

“This is where he got in,” Leah says, pointing at the window as she leans over and inhales deeply. “I rigged some perfume to spray when the window opened and I can tell it went off.” She sniffs again. “Whoever he is, he’s walking around smelling like an old man tart right now.”

I let the old man tart thing slide, since I’m sure trying to understand her explanation will only give me a headache. “Your landlord — I assume that’s who he is — says he already filed a police report.”

“He did? Oh. So what do I do now?” Leah looks around her, lost.

“Get what you need and let’s go.” The decision is made. It comes to me in a flash and I’m not going to let go of it.

“Go where?” Her gaze lands on something on the floor.

I look down near my feet and see a crumpled up wad of paper with a piece of tape hanging off it.

“Don’t touch that!” she yells when she sees me looking at it.

I bend over, mindful of Cassie and pick it up. “Why not?”

“Because!” She’s holding her hand out. “It’s evidence! You shouldn’t touch it!”

I open it up and begin to read. “This is an eviction notice.”

“No it’s not.”

I look up to find Leah itching her armpit like a monkey at the zoo. Then her nails move to her neck and leave a welt there as she scratches away.

“You’re nervous again. Is it about this?” I hold out the paper.

“What? That? Pfff. Please. That doesn’t bother me.” She’s frowning but it’s not fooling me for a second.

I crumple the thing up into a tight ball and throw it across the room. “Get your stuff, put it in a bag, and come with me.” That paper just confirmed my decision. No way am I walking away and leaving her here.

“But…”

“I’m not taking no for an answer, so don’t bother trying. You want to move in with Larry or you want to come with me?”

She gets a sick look on her face.

“Come on, let’s go. I don’t have all day.”

“I have to go to work tomorrow.”

“Work? Where? It’s Sunday. Can’t you take the day off?”

“I have another day at the farmer’s market. Belinda’s counting on me, so I have to go. All my stuff is there.” She points to a corner of the room where some crates are stacked.

“Fine. We’ll take them with us.” I walk over and put Cassie in her arms. “Take her, I’ll take the crates.”

“But …”

“Pack a bag,” I say over my shoulder. “Or don’t. We can shop for what you need. Looks like most of your things were taken anyway.” I see three shirts and one pair of pants in the chaos that is her apartment.

“No, I don’t think they took any clothes,” she says, sounding forlorn.

I ignore her distress because I know if I pay any attention to it, she’ll start arguing with me. She doesn’t want to come, that much is obvious. But that’s just too bad. Regardless of how much I might want to see her naked, that’s not my motivator right now. No gentleman would let a woman stay in a place like this when the chances of another break-in are so high, and if I’m nothing else, I’m that. A gentleman. A guy who can keep his hands where they belong when necessary. I hope.

“This is only temporary,” she says as I walk out of the apartment, two heavy crates stacked on one another in my hands. The small glass bottles inside jingle as they’re rattled against one another with my every step.

“Sure, whatever you say.” She’s not going to get any argument from me. It’s not like I’m asking her to move in with me permanently. It’s just for a few days, until she gets her feet back under her. A week maybe. Two, tops.

The idea of having her in the guest room gets me warm in dangerous places. I force myself to think about babies and dirty diapers so I can get a handle on my sex drive. It works like a charm within seconds. Sex? What sex?

The driver comes down the stairs in my next trip up, his arms full with a crate and a bag on top.

“You got recruited, eh?”

He grunts his response.

“Thanks.” I pat him on the shoulder as he walks by.

Leah is at the top of the stairs. “You’re nice to the help.”

“He’s not the help. He’s an employee of the Towers.” I grab the last crate. “Besides, we’re all just people, right? Simple respect is the very least we deserve.”

“Tell that to the a-hole who broke into my apartment.”

“I look forward to doing that,” I say, instantly boiling over the idea of some dirtbag coming in here to hurt Leah over something I did. Why did I let Jeremy throw that ring in the fountain? Was I nuts?

Even so, I have a hard time regretting my actions. Leah would have remained a stranger to me, were it not for Jeremy being a drunk, fucked up individual. Now that I think about it, I should probably thank him. And I plan to do that, as soon as I have Leah safely ensconced in my bed.

I mean, condo.

Shit.


























Chapter Sixty-Nine




AFTER WE DROP MY THINGS off in his apartment, James and I go to Cartier. The first person to see us come in is Dave the security guard. I’m tempted to stick my tongue out at him, but I don’t. The second one to spy us is Ralph. He gets one look at me and goes whiter than white. He might actually be blue, he’s so pale. He looks like a crazy mannequin. Or a robot. Beep beep boop.

I walk up to where he’s standing behind a glass case and grin big. “Hey there, Ralph, otherwise known as Joshua Livingston.”

James is a few paces behind me, giving Ralph enough time to whisper at me. “What are you doing here?” His eyeballs are bulging out.

“Good afternoon to you, too.” I wink. “I’m here with James Oliver to return the diamond engagement ring he bought from you a couple weeks ago.”

James walks up to stand at my side. “Hello.”

Ralph nods at him, standing stiff as a board. “Hello, sir. How may I be of service to you?”

I’m still smiling. “Yes, Boo, how may Ralph be of service to you?”

James looks at me out of the corner of his eye for a second before he answers with a slight smile on his face. “Ralph can refund me the purchase price of this ring.” He pulls it out of his pocket and puts it on the glass counter, shifting Cassie up higher on his shoulder when he’s done. “Minus a re-stocking and polishing fee, of course.”

Ralph reaches up and starts scratching at his neck. “Of course, I’d be happy to take a look and see what I can do.”

James narrows his eyes at Ralph, staring at him.

I notice his sudden change of mood, and it makes me nervous. Is James going to change his mind? Is Ralph going to say no? My chest starts burning in one little spot, and I have to scratch it to make it stop. I can feel a welt coming up instantly.

“Are you two related?” James asks. He looks first at Ralph and then at me.

It takes a few seconds for that question to process. Then when it does, I realize it makes no sense. “What? Related? Who?” I look at Ralph for explanation thinking maybe this is something relating to their original meeting, when James bought the ring. “What’s he talking about?”

Ralph is busy reaching behind him to scratch his lower back. “I don’t know. Sir, do you mind if I look at the ring under our microscope? It’s more powerful than the loupe.”

“I don’t mind, no, but I’d like an answer to my question first.” James sounds angry now.

“You want to know if who is related?” I ask, trying to clarify. “Ralph and who?” I look to the security guard on my left. “Him? David?”

“No, don’t be ridiculous. I’m talking about you.” James turns sideways to face me. “Are you related to this man?” He points at Ralph.

I laugh, thinking this is some kind of joke. “No. Very funny, ha, ha, but no. I have no siblings and no cousins and I’m definitely not married.”

James stares at my face and then stares at Ralph’s.

“You both get hives when you’re nervous,” he says several long seconds later.

I look at Ralph and shrug. “So? Lots of people do.”

“Actually, no, lots of people don’t.” James leans over and pushes on my cheekbone.

I lean back. “What are you doing?”

He looks at Ralph. “You have the same bone structure. Same brow line, same chin, same nose. You even have the same dimples right here.” He pushes on two spots on my chin. “Two chin dimples instead of one? That’s rare. Very rare. You both have those and at least five other markers telling me you are very closely related. At least one common parent. I’d bet that ring on it.” He points to the case where the ring still rests.

I start laughing. “Oh, that’s diabolical, James! But no, it won’t work.” I sigh, happy to find out he’s just being silly. “Karma requires that you get rid of the ring fair and square. You can’t trick someone into taking it.”

He’s frowning at me. “What are you talking about?”

“Your joke,” I explain. “How you’re trying to play this off as a trick by me and Ralph so you can unload the ring without any hassle. It won’t work. Karma sees through everything.”

James puts his hand on my shoulder. “Leah, I’m not kidding. You know I’d happily walk outside that door and hand that ring to a perfect stranger. I don’t need to make up stories about imagined genetic connections. You and this guy right here,” he points to Ralph, “are from the same gene pool.”

“How could you possibly know that?” Ralph says.

“I’m a plastic surgeon. I’ve studied the human skull for going on twenty years. I reshape faces to make them conform to different ideals, and I can recognize the underlying bone structure of any face. I’ve seen so many in my lifetime, with and without skin on them, that I can tell when people are from the same family. And you two are from the same family. I’d bet my medical license on it.”

“I’m adopted,” Ralph says very quietly.

“Well, I’m not,” I say, scoffing at the whole idea. “I had parents. They’re both dead now, but I had parents.”

“I had parents too, but that doesn’t make me not adopted,” Ralph says, sounding offended.

“When is your birthday?” James asks.

I think he’s talking to me, so I answer, but Ralph does too, so he answers at the exact same time I do.

In tandem we say, “June twenty-fifth.” We both pause and then at the same time, say, “Nineteen eighty-five.”

My heart kind of stops working right. First it slows way down, then it speeds up, super fast. I hear a rushing sound in my ears.

“That’s not possible,” I whisper.

“Maybe we’re twins,” Ralph says, smiling awkwardly.

I scoff. “You have black hair. I have blonde.”

“I dye my hair this color,” he says in a rush. “If I let it grow out, it would look just like yours,” he says.

I point at my face. “Freckles.”

He points at his. “Foundation.”

My mouth drops open. “You wear foundation?” I lean in and whisper, “Are you gay?”

“No, I’m not gay,” he whispers back. “I just hate my freckles, okay? They make me look like a bumpkin. They don’t hire bumpkins at Cartier, for your information.”

“Are you saying I look like a bumpkin?”

Ralph turns a panicked face to James. “Help me out here.”

“No, you don’t look like a bumpkin,” James says, frowning at Ralph before turning to me. “You look like a fresh-faced teenager who doesn’t believe in covering up her natural beauty.”

My heart’s rhythm immediately smoothes out and I feel a glow coming to my face. “Teenager? Awww, aren’t you a big fat liar.” I hug him. “But I love the thought.” When I let him go, I glare at Ralph. “I don’t care what you say, we aren’t twins.”

“Fine.” He shrugs. “Whatever.” He turns his attention to James. “I’m going to look at the ring under magnification. Then I’ll talk to the manager and see what he says.”

“Thanks. We’ll wait over here.” James points to some chairs near the door.

To say I’m freaking out now would be an understatement. The ring is almost gone, I think I’m going to be James’s temporary roommate, and both of these men think I have this mysterious and previously unknown twin who just happens to work in Manhattan just a few blocks from where I work. Yeah, right. My life’s not completely insane right now.

Karma is seriously giving me her all. I thought I respected her before, but I was wrong. Now I feel her true power and I am in awe. I’m almost afraid of what’s going to happen next. Please don’t hurt me, Karma. I promise I’ll be good from now on.


























Chapter Seventy




WALKING OUT THAT DOOR WITHOUT the ring in my pocket and most of my purchase price put back on my credit card should have felt amazing. Liberating. Fantastic.

Instead, it feels bad, like a seriously terrible idea.

I turn back toward the store, doing an immediate one-eighty.

“Where are you going?” Leah asks.

“Let’s go back. Let’s buy you something in there.” Something. Anything to connect her to me will do.

“Are you completely insane?” She grabs me by the arm and turns me back around. “We are not going back in there. The next thing I know you’ll have me married to the security guard.”

“Married? What?”

She looks up at me and crosses her arms over her chest. “You tried to convince me I was related to Ralph. Don’t think I don’t know what you’re about.”

“I wasn’t kidding, Leah. You might not like what I said, but that’s not going to change the facts.”

“Oh, so you’re like a forensic anthropologist now, is that what you’re saying?”

“I could have been. I’ve had most of the training.”

“I thought you were a plastic surgeon.”

“Yes. A medical doctor with extensive training in the human body, not just from this era but many others. And I know what your skull looks like under your skin. Same with his. Deny it all you want, but it won’t change my opinion.”

“Your opinion,” she says.

“Yes. My professional opinion.”

She turns around and leaves me standing there.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“Back to the car.”

“Do you want to get a cup of coffee first?”

She pauses to wait for me to catch up. “I don’t do cups of coffee.”

“You don’t like coffee? Okay, how about tea?”

“No, I like coffee fine. I just don’t do the whole ‘meet me for a cup of coffee’ thing.”

I laugh, thinking she’s kidding. But when she glares at me, I realize she’s telling the truth.

“Have you ever done it before?”

“No. I told you. I don’t like it.”

“How can you not like something you’ve never done?”

“I just can. I know myself.”

“I think you should give everything a shot at least once.”

“Oh really?” She gets a devilish gleam in her eye. “Like anything?”

“Sure. Once. You don’t have to like everything but you should try it.”

“Great. Because I have some freeze dried toad testicles back at the shop you can try later today, after the farmers market.”

“Bring ‘em on,” I say, knowing she’s just messing with me. “Come on,” I say nudging her arm and changing direction to the left a little. “Let’s go grab a cup of joe.”

“I’m going to hate it,” she says.

“No, you’re going to love it, because you have me and Cassie to keep you company.”

She doesn’t answer, but she does pull the door open for us to enter.

We take a seat in the back corner of the room, guaranteeing us some privacy.

“So,” she says, taking a sip of the coffee she ordered, “this is what having a cup of coffee is like.” She looks around the room and nods. “Exactly as pretentious and boring as I imagined.”

I lean in and put my hand on hers as it covers the side of her mug. Words tumble out of my mouth without any advance warning. “Leah, I want you to consider moving in with me. As a roommate.”

“What?” Her face goes pale as does mine.

Did I really just say that? Yes, I did. And I’m about to say more. My mouth opens again and I cannot stop the thoughts from coming any more than I could stop this cup of liquid in front of me from tasting like coffee.

“And if you’re looking for a job, I could use a secretary.”

I manage to keep my expression smooth and cool, even though inside I’m going crazy. Did I just say those things? Is there something in my coffee? Maybe it’s not coffee. Maybe it’s straight-up truth serum.

Yeah, I’d love to blame my recklessness on the arabica, but it’s no use. I look at that cute freckled face of hers and I want to throw all caution to the wind. Do you want to run away to Barbados, Leah? Sure. Let’s go. I’m feeling that out of control right now. I wait with bated breath to hear her answer.

“Don’t you think that’s a little much?” she asks. Her hand is trembling under mine.

“Maybe.” I’m feeling reckless and it’s as if I’m high. Wasted. Maybe this is what Jeremy is searching for, this elusive escape from reality that can only come from a certain woman being near. “But what the hell? Karma obviously wants us to be together. Why fight it?”

“Karma is seriously powerful,” she says in an almost whisper.

“I let my brother throw that ring into a fountain. It went into the highest level. It should have been a city employee fishing it out.”

“I stepped in dog poop. My feet were on fire. I was just trying to cool them off.” She’s getting a small smile. I’m encouraged.

“And being the rebel you are, when someone told you not to go in, you went all the way in.”

“I’m not a rebel.” She’s smiling shyly.

“Yes you are. And I love it.” I tweak her chin and leave my hand there.

She leans toward me a little.

I take the signal as an invitation. I lean forward too.

Leah’s lips are getting closer. The anticipation builds. I’ve been wondering what her mouth tastes like for way too long.

Cassie whimpers.

I realize I’m squishing her a little in my efforts to get closer to Leah.

“Ooops. Baby squash,” I say, backing up a little.

Leah stands half out of her seat, leans over, grabs me by the front of the shirt and presses her lips against mine.

My hearts feels like it’s going to explode and my dick decides to go hard as a rock. Her mouth tastes even better than I imagined.

When she finally pulls away, after sliding her silken tongue over mine, I ask, “What was that all about?”

She shrugs, leaning over to scratch at the side of her calf. “Just felt like the thing to do.” Her cheeks are pink.

“So, what do you say? Move in? Work with me? See what happens?” This is, hands down, the craziest thing I’ve ever done. I can picture Laura dancing and laughing with joy. It makes my heart go warm and soggy.

She huffs out a huge breath. “You have no idea what you’d be getting yourself into with me.”

“I have a pretty good idea,” I say grinning warmly.

“Tell me. Explain to me what you’re thinking.”

“I’m thinking … that you bring sunshine into a life that was getting way too dreary. You make me feel young again.”

“You are young.”

“But I felt old, until I met you. You make me feel like there’s hope in my life again. Like the anger is disappearing.”

“Anger?”

“Yes, anger. Anger at life. At Fate for stealing my sister-in-law from us so young. Anger at people who dump their expectations on me and expect me to be their version of who I should be instead of what I want for myself.”

“I might be that same kind of person,” she says. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know you enough to try, and that’s good enough for me.” I’m being completely honest with her. It feels amazing. “My entire life has been very carefully crafted. I’ve followed every rule, exceeded every expectation, never said boo to anyone when they demanded things of me. But now, I want to live life on my own terms. I want to make some changes.”

“Like moving in with a near stranger who’s your exact opposite?”

I take her hand in mine, sliding my thumb across her fingers. “We’re really not so different, Leah. We’re not. When I went to medical school, I almost derailed all my father’s plans and joined Doctors Without Borders. I never told my sister or my brother. Only him. And he threatened to cut me off. I was too afraid to go against him. I lived his life, not my own.”

“Do you want to join that group now? I’ll never see you if you do.”

She looks distressed over the idea and that makes me want to sing out loud, something I never do. Not even when drunk off my ass.

“No, but I would like to do some charitable surgeries. For kids with cleft palates and things. I have a colleague who’s done some of that work and he’s said before he could use the help.”

She shrugs. “I’m not sure what this has to do with me moving in.”

“It has everything to do with it.” I look down at Cassie. “Life’s too short to walk away from blessings that are presented to you.”

She looks at the baby too. “I’m not a blessing, though. A baby’s a blessing, but not me.”

“You are.” I lift her hand and kiss her fingers, one at a time. “You make me want to be a better man. No one has ever made me question who I am like you do. Thank you for that. Please don’t walk away before we give this a chance.”

I stare into her eyes, praying she hears me and feels what I’m feeling too. Even if I have man-flu right now, I don’t care. I don’t want a cure. For the first time in my life, I feel like I’m making choices that will lead me to be the man I want to be, not the man others have expected.


























Chapter Seventy-One




YOU COULD HAVE KNOCKED ME over with a feather when he declared his intentions over coffee. Over coffee! It wasn’t exactly a marriage proposal, but it sure felt like something close. And to think I’d said that I’d never meet someone for coffee before. I guess he’s not the only one changed by this relationship.

Everything is moving so fast, I’m not sure what to do. I consider my options. My apartment? No. I can’t go back there. The thief has come for me once, and he didn’t get what he came for; he’ll come again. Besides, my place is trashed. He easily destroyed what little I had. And the eviction notice isn’t going anywhere. As of next weekend, I’ll be homeless.

I think about friends I might be able to sponge off for a while. The only one who comes to mind is Sarah, an old high school friend, but she’s living in another state. I can’t move from here. This is my home. Manhattan is … Manhattan. Maybe I could go out to one of the outer boroughs, but that’s it. I’m not leaving New York.

And he’s offering me a job! A real job. Maybe he’d let me work just part time, so I could keep working with Belinda too…

“What are you thinking?” he asks. “Tell me.”

“I was just wondering if this was a full time job or a part time job you’re offering.”

“Full time.”

My face falls.

“Or part time,” he says in a hurry. “Whatever you want. Make it yours.”

I stare at him for a long time.

He laughs, a little self-consciously, maybe.

“You’re making me nervous,” he says.

“I’m just trying to figure out what your motivations are.”

“Haven’t I been pretty clear about that?” he asks.

“What about sex?” The words leave my mouth before I can think about whether it’s a good idea to bring this subject up.

“What about it?”

“Will you expect it of me?”

“No. But I’m not going to lie. I’m going to hope it’ll happen. Eventually. When you trust me. If you like me in that way.”

“Oh, I already like you that way, don’t worry about that. I just don’t want you to think I’m some kind of high class prostitute. Living in Trump Towers in exchange for … you know.”

“I’m not asking for that,” he says, his voice soft. “I don’t see you that way.”

“Even though I’m pretty much dead broke and will not be contributing to the rent money.”

“There is no rent money. I own my condo.”

“Or the monthly charges or whatever. I can’t pay for anything.”

“I wouldn’t let you anyway.”

“Why not?”

“Because. I just wouldn’t. These are my terms. You come live with me, keep me company, laugh with me, cook with me, take Cassie some weekends with me, and work with me. See what happens.”

“And if I don’t like it?”

“You leave. No questions asked. We say goodbye and we never see each other again.”

I mull it over like I have other options, but eventually I stick my hand out. And not because this feels like a trap or my only way out, but because the idea of being his roommate and possible sex partner is making me want to spin around and sing the theme from The Sound of Music.

“Deal,” I say gripping his hand firmly. “When do we start?”

“We start today,” he says. “Right now.”

Cassie lets out a big diaper boom and the smell hits us both at the same time. James and I frown through the fumes.

“Not a second too soon,” he says to her.

“Oh no,” I say, laughing as I stand up and put my backpack over my shoulder. “Dirty diapers are your domain.”

“Really?” He looks up at me with the most pitiful expression, and I can’t take it.

I sigh in defeat. “Fine. Come on. We’ll do it together.” I turn to face the bathroom at the back of the coffee shop.

He stands next to me and grabs the diaper bag. “You think they have a hose in there?”

I can’t stop laughing, imagining the trouble we’re about to get in together being roommates and co-workers. Belinda is never going to believe me when I tell her everything that’s happened.


























Chapter Seventy-Two




MY HEART IS GOING NUTS. I want to yell like a wild man when I step out onto the sidewalk, just to get the pressure out of my system. None of this is real. It can’t be. I think I feel a glimmer of happiness inside me. The emotion is so foreign it almost hurts.

Leah walks out to the curb and throws her arm up. “Taxi!”

I never realized how beautiful hippy girls are until today. Her skirt billows around her. Her bracelets jangle at her wrists. Her hair … it floats around her face like a cloud.

She turns to me all smiles. “Where to now?”

“Home,” I say, my ears burning when I realize it’s home for both of us. I must be crazy, but if I am, I’m not going in for a cure. Crazy feels good. No … crazy feels great.

“James!” says a male voice from off to my left.

I freeze in place. Turning, I see Robinson bearing down on me. My gaze darts from him to Leah and back again.

He notices and looks at her too. As he comes up next to me, he says, “Hey there. Who’s that chick? You know her?” He lifts his chin in her direction, sliding his hands into the pockets of his khaki pants.

A taxi pulls up and stops.

I open my mouth to answer him, but nothing comes out.

Leah turns around and smiles. “You ready?” When she sees Robinson standing there, her grin falters.

“Uhhh … that’s Leah,” I say, my pulse going rapid-fire.

“You’re with her?” Robinson’s tone is full of disbelief.

Leah walks over, her steps hesitant. “Hi,” she says when she’s a few feet away. I pray she didn’t hear what he just said. It’s difficult to tell from her expression whether she did or not.

He holds out a hand in her direction. “Hello, I’m Robinson.” He gestures at me with a tilt of his head. “This guy and I were roommates in college.”

Leah grins big as she shakes his hand. “Oh, that’s nice. He and I are roommates at Trump Towers. I’m Leah.”

“You live there too?” Robinson looks at me and then her again. “On the same floor or something?”

“Yes. And the same apartment too,” she clarifies.

When she says it out loud to someone else other than just the two of us, I realize how nuts it is.

Robinson looks at me, his eyes bugging out. “I guess I’m out of the loop a lot more than I realized.” He laughs. “Anyway, I’m late for a meeting, but maybe you guys can fill me in later? Feel like having drinks sometime?” He addresses Leah with the last part.

She answers before I can decline. “We have the baby tonight, so if you want to have drinks you should probably come over to our place Sunday evening.”

He nods, his lips pursed. “Well then … your place it is. Sunday.” He winks at me and claps me on the back. “I look forward to hearing your good news. See you around eight?”

I nod, not capable of speech at the moment. I watch him go, gripping Cassie to me like a drowning man holding a life preserver.

“You look a little scared right now, Boo. Did that freak you out? Admitting you have a roommate?”

I shake my head, but I don’t yet trust my voice not to betray me. Thankfully, Cassie lets out a whine just in time.

“Shhhhh, shhhhh, shhhhh.” I can manage a shushing without giving away the fact that I’m freaking out. “You’re okay. Let’s get you home.”

Home. Oh my god. I’m sharing my home with a virtual stranger. What was I thinking? Am I insane? Maybe I should have Baker Acted myself instead of Jeremy.

Leah gets into the cab, oblivious to my distress. She buckles Cassie in while I busy myself with making another bottle full of formula. The cab takes off with instructions from Leah to take us to Trump Towers. My hands — the ones that hold a scalpel with infinite precision — are shaking.


























Chapter Seventy-Three




CASSIE IS ASLEEP IN HER crib before we speak directly to one another again. James seemed so unapproachable in the cab, I didn’t want to push him. Now I realize as we sit here wallowing in uncomfortable silence that this was all a bad idea. He just felt bad for me when he saw my apartment. He was moved to rescue me without considering what he was actually offering. The poor guy feels trapped.

I get it. I’m not mad at him. I’m a little panicked about where I’m going to live, but I have a few days to figure that out. The last thing I want to do is live in this place when I’m not wanted. It would already be stressful enough being here, knowing I don’t belong, but to feel unwanted … no. I can’t do that. Won’t. Never. Ouch. It hurts. I rub my chest a little to make the pain go away.

We’re sitting on the couch having glasses of water. I can’t remember the last time I felt so awkward about anything. I could probably keep on moving around this condo like a ghost, waiting for him to notice me and finally say something, but then I’ll run out of time to find a new place to live. Nope. I’ve got to take care of this right now. No more messing around. I’ve got to just rip that band-aid off. Bam. Pain. No more arm hair. No more bull.

“So, are you totally regretting asking me to move in?” I put a grin on so he doesn’t think I’m after a fight. I’ll cry later when I’m alone.

He lets out a long breath, like he’s releasing a bunch of pent up emotion in one blow. “Why do you seem so happy about that idea?” 

I shrug, playing it cool, even though my heart is aching. “I don’t know. I guess I think it’s kind of funny that you just went with your gut reaction asking me to move in and become your secretary without even really thinking about it. I don’t think you’re a go-with-the-gut kind of guy usually.”

“I can go from the gut.” He’s offended. I can tell from his tone. “I’ve done it before.”

“Oh yeah? When? When was the last time?”

He frowns for a few seconds before answering. “I have before. Lots of times.” He stares at the carpet, his eyebrows scrunched up together. He looks like he’s about to blow a brain gasket trying to think of a single occasion of flight of fancy.

“Sure you have. I can tell by the way you’re coming up with all these examples.” I put my glass on the coffee table, ignoring the pain in my chest. “Listen, I know you were kind of taken away by the Sir Galahad thing when you saw my apartment, but you don’t need to worry. I’m not going to make you stick to your offer.”

I’m on my feet when he grabs my hand. “Don’t go. Sit.”

I look at him, pulling my hand away. “It’s okay. You don’t have to feel bad. I totally get it.”

He stands up too. “You totally get what?”

I look at the baby for a second, then back at him. “Shhh, you’ll wake her up.”

“You totally get what?” he says in a loud whisper.

I shrug again. It takes some of the edge off my pain to pretend that I’m strong enough to handle this. “I get that you and I are not supposed to be together, that me being here is like aliens landing on our planet, that your people and my people don’t mix. It’s okay. You don’t have to feel bad about that. It’s just the way the world works.”

“Bullshit!”

Cassie squirms and whines in her sleep.

He leans down and talks closer to my face. “That’s not what’s going on here.”

I tilt my head. “Really? Then what is it? Enlighten me.” I know he’s going to try and find some sort of excuse to make me feel better. He should know I’m tougher than that. I don’t need him to candy coat the truth for me. I steel myself for the pain. Give it to me. Lance through the heart. Blood everywhere. I can take it.

Instead of telling me, he leans down and presses his lips against mine.

Whoa nelly. What the hell? Talk about a rush. Talk about confusing. Talk about hot!

He kissed me on the head before, and he talked about sleeping with me over coffee or whatever … but none of it prepared me for what I’m experiencing right now. Sparks are flying out of me. I’m surprised the room isn’t lit up from all of it and the baby isn’t screaming in her crib.

When he pulls away, I feel dazed. Dizzy. Disconnected from reality.

“What was that for?” I ask, a little breathlessly.

“I just needed to see something,” he says, reaching up and cupping the side of my head in his big hand.

“What did you see?” I stare into his gorgeous eyes, searching for the truth, for some shred of hope that all of this isn’t just in my imagination.

“It’s not something I saw. It’s something I felt.”

“Where?” I look down at his waist.

“Not down there,” he says with a laugh, lifting my chin with a finger. “Here.” He releases me to point at his chest. “In my heart.”

“What did you feel in your heart?” I’m barely able to get the words out. This hurts so much, waiting for the pain that I know is inevitable. We are not meant to be. This is not possible. We are not possible.

“Hope. Happiness. Lightness,” he says.

“Maybe you have the flu.”

He tips his head back and laughs loud.

Cassie starts to cry.

I sigh loudly. “Look what you did, you big dummy.”

He grabs me into a huge bear-hug. “I really, really like you, Leah.” He separates us and leans back to look me in the eye. “Please ignore my bullshit, okay? I want you here, I just need to get used to going with my gut. You were right. I don’t do it often.”

I smile as his words ease the pain away from my soul. Now there’s just a dull ache left in its place. “I knew it.”

He leans in and gives me a quick kiss before walking over to the crib. “Don’t go anywhere. Just go unpack.”

I look down at my tiny bag of things. I could argue. I could walk out. I could leave without another word and never see him again. I get the impression he won’t come after me; offering me a place to stay was a big stretch for him as it is.

But the truth is, I want to stay. I want to unpack and watch that sweet little baby barf on him some more. I love watching him play daddy. He makes me want to get naked and make some babies of my own.

Oh, God. What? Did I just think that for real? Help. Someone.

“Where should I do it?” I ask, kind of lost in my own head. “Unpack, I mean.”

“My room or the guest room, whichever you want.”

I pick up my bag and walk slowly over to the other side of the room that leads toward the hallway that the bedrooms attach to. Should I go left or right? Left will lead me into James’s room. Right will lead me into the guest room. Left or right? Right or left? Sex or no sex? Hard road or easy? Risk or no risk?

My heart heads to the left. My feet angle to the right. I’m such a chicken shit.

“Where are you going?” he says from across the room.

“To the right?”

“Go to the left,” he says. “Please?”

I don’t say anything. I just shift my trajectory and head into the room decorated in deep gray and midnight blue.


























Chapter Seventy-Four




THE BABY IS SLEEPING SOUNDLY after my short outburst. I look at her to be sure she’s down for the count before following Leah into my bedroom. Stopping in the entrance, I watch her. She’s standing in front of my chest of drawers, staring into a drawer. Just seeing her in my room makes me feel like opening a window somewhere and shouting to the world. I have no idea what I’d shout, but it would be something good. Something happy. I’m the king of the world, maybe.

“You can have that drawer if you want,” I say. “You can have the whole thing as far as I’m concerned.” I’d put my stuff in boxes if it would make her happy and want to stay.

She laughs. “I have four articles of clothing. I’m not sure I need eight drawers.”

I walk over and pull the top one out, scooping up the socks from inside and dumping them on top of the furniture. “Start here and we’ll work down from there.” I shove the socks in with some undershirts.

She turns her bag upside down and we both watch as a few things fall out. They take up a very small portion of the space.

I can feel the heat building between us as we stand here and pretend we’re innocently unpacking her things, not thinking about being in a bedroom together, both of us nervous and full of pent-up sexual energy. The gentleman in me tries to ignore it. The stronger part of me leans in closer.

She turns and now we’re inches apart, her face just below mine.

“You’re standing really close,” she says in a soft voice.

“If it bothers you I’ll stop,” I say, just as quietly. I don’t move, waiting for her response. I’ll do anything she wants. I’m not going to force myself on her, but if she doesn’t tell me no, it is so on right now.

Instead of moving away, she places a hand flat on my chest. “I thought you were regretting your decision to have me over. Now you’re … doing something else. I’m a little confused.”

I stroke her upper arms softly, trying to rub away the pain I obviously caused. “I’m sorry for the confusion. I know it’s my fault. You were right when you said I’m not a spontaneous person. My whole life has been planned out either by my parents or by me, practically since the day I was born. I’m not used to flying by the seat of my pants, but this time I think it’s the right idea.”

“You think.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t know, though.”

“Is there any way to know anything for sure until it’s over and done?”

“Maybe.” She shrugs. “When will this be over and done? When will you know if you made the right decision?”

I slide my arms down so my hands can rest against her lower back, pulling her slowly against me. “I’m not sure when it will end, but we’ll never get to that point if we never start, right?”

She nods wordlessly.

“It seems like most of our time together has been about hiding that ring or sneaking past one another.”

“We shopped for Cassie. That wasn’t sneaking.”

“No, you’re right. And that’s when I knew that being with you could be fun and happy and … I don’t know … worth exploring.”

“I felt that too.” She smiles for the first time, giving me hope that I’m on the right track.

“What I’d like to do, if you’re into it, is move forward with the idea that you’re going to live here and that you’re going to work with me too. That our lives are going to become one life, lived together. Then we can see if it could work.”

“But we hardly know each other. And you’re not a spontaneous person, you said so yourself.”

“I wasn’t before I met you. I’ve stepped outside my box for the first time in my life, and I have to be honest … it feels good.” I smile so she can see how serious I am. I’m feeling vulnerable, but at the same time, it seems right to be that way with her now. I can’t keep hiding behind the mask I’ve used to get where I am today — alone and lost.

She wiggles in a little closer. “This feels good. I agree with that.”

“But you don’t agree with the rest of it?” Just the idea causes an echo of pain to bounce around inside me.

“I’m not sure. I don’t know if two people who are so different can be compatible like that. Is it even possible?”

I shrug. “Let’s find out. What have we got to lose?”

She looks off to the side, frowning. “Well, I guess I have nothing to lose. I don’t really have a place to live anyway. My job doesn’t pay much. And you said I could work part time for you, so I won’t be losing my old job.” She turns her gaze back to me. “I guess I have nothing to lose, but what about you?”

“Nothing.” I don’t even have to think twice about it. “I have nothing to lose and everything to gain by trying, so I want to try.”

A sneaky smile plays on her lips. “And by trying you mean …”

I grind my hips into hers a little so she can feel my meaning. “I think we might be more compatible than you think.”

“Oh yeah?” She presses her breasts into my chest. “How so?”

Reaching lower, I grab her ass and squeeze, using the pressure as leverage to grind into her some more. “Let me show you.”

“Okay,” she whispers, her eyes closing.

Leaning down, I press my lips to hers. They’re soft and wet, sweet tasting, like she just ate a cube of sugar. I moan with anticipation, knowing that holding out with her is going to be some kind of singular torture.

Her fingers come up and play at the back of my neck, tickling my hair. I slide my hands up her back and hold her tight against me. Every inch of her is laid against me. I want to bury myself in her, smother her with my arousal, feel her squirm and cry out in ecstasy beneath me.

“Are you sure?” she asks me between kisses, whispering against my mouth.

“I’ll go slow,” I say, sensing her fear, her inability to process everything happening so fast. “I want to make you feel so good right now.” This is a new challenge for me, to win a woman’s heart and convince her to stay purely by using my skills in the bedroom. With other women, I’d hope for a quick screw and then an empty bed after, but if she leaves when we’re done, I don’t think I’ll do very well with it. Just the idea makes me feel like I’m living in a hollow world with an empty husk for a heart.

“I already feel pretty darn good,” she says, giggling.

I separate from her just far enough to reach between us. Her blouse has four buttons that I plan to take care of one at a time, carefully, slowly.

After taking one apart, I lean down, pulling the edges of her shirt open to kiss the exposed skin. Her chest heaves with each deep breath. My lips press into the topmost swell of her soft breasts, first the left and then the right. She tips her head back to make it easier for me.

The second and third buttons come undone in quick succession. I kiss her stomach and lick the skin, moving so that I can feel her breast resting above on my cheek.

When my beard stubble scrapes her skin she gasps and then moans. “That tickles,” she whispers.

I take the top edge of her lacy bra with the tip of my finger and pull it down, exposing her right nipple. Sucking it, I bring it to a hard peak and then flick it with my tongue.

“Oh my god,” she says, sounding distressed, surprised.

I know I’m on the right track now. As long as I don’t rush it, I can’t lose. Her body is reacting to my ministrations perfectly. I’ve never been with a woman who seems so responsive and innocent at the same time. The contrast is intoxicating.

The last button has my mouth near her waist. I slowly peel the shirt down from her shoulders and I lower myself to my knees. Looking up, I see her gazing down at me with heavy-lidded eyes. I put my hands on her hips and pull her to me, stopping only when my lips are at the edge of her skirt.

“What are you going to do?” she asks, still whispering. I don’t think her voice is capable of more right now. I know mine isn’t.

“I’m just going to kiss you,” I say, sliding my fingers around to the front and pulling the edge of her skirt down just a little.

I love the way her skin smells, as though she might have put some perfumed lotion on hours and hours ago, but its scent has been replaced by something uniquely Leah. The scent of a very special woman. It’s a drug I want to overdose on. I inhale deeply as I close my eyes and kiss all along the edge of the material.

My finger goes down inside, to the top edge of her panties. She buries her hands in my hair, massaging in time with my kisses.

With two hands, I pull the elastic waist of her skirt down until it rests just above her pubic bone. She begins to shake, either with fear or anticipation, I can’t tell. Instead of moving on, I wrap my arms around her thighs and look up.

“Too fast?”

She shakes her head. “Too slow.” Her voice quavers. “I’m about to pass out with the waiting.”

I can’t stop the grin from taking over my face. “Then everything is going exactly according to plan.”

She smiles too and pulls my hair in two small fists. “You’re evil.”

Her words feel like a compliment, and the pain from her hair-pulling lights a fire in me. The room goes very dark as I picture four silk ties I have hanging in my closet tying her to my bed. I think it might be time for a little slow torture … the sexy kind.

“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” I say, yanking her skirt to the floor.


























Chapter Seventy-Five




THINGS STARTED OUT HOT ENOUGH, but now that I’m lying on his bed with neckties binding my wrists to the headboard, I’m about to burst into flames. James looks positively demonic the way he’s staring at me as he stands at the foot of the bed. I’m afraid I’m in way over my head with this man. It makes me tremble to think about it. It’s a good kind of trembling, though. Really good.

“What are you going to do?” I ask in a breathless voice.

He pulls his shirt over his head, revealing muscles I had forgotten he possesses. Yum. I think I have a new craving.

“I’m going to make you feel good. I’m going to make you beg.”

I squirm just hearing the words. I’m already there with the begging thing. If he stops what he’s doing I’m going to scream.

His hands move to his belt. I expect him to take his pants off, but he doesn’t. Just the belt falls to the floor. His pants sag a little at his waist now, held up only by the muscles that move to a V as they go down into the front of his pants.

Me being mostly naked, save for my panties and bra, and him still half dressed, is making me way hotter than it probably should. It’s like he knows better than I do how my body will react to every little thing he does. He’s playing me big time and I really like this tune.

He moves slowly over to the side of the bed, reaching out for my leg. First he strokes it, from ankle to hip. Then he puts his hand behind my knee and lifts. My leg is moved to a bent position.

He moves to the other side of the bed and repeats his actions with my other leg before going back to the foot of the bed. His hands go to the mattress and he begins to crawl up toward me, never breaking eye contact.

I’m having a hard time breathing. This is a very vulnerable position to be in. Seeing him there as I look between my legs makes me both afraid and thrilled. What will he do next? Will he put his mouth there?

When his face is between my legs, he leans down to kiss my kneecap. Who knew it was such a sensitive spot? I gasp with surprise. He smiles.

His kisses move down steadily toward my panties. I have goosebumps breaking out all over, but not because I’m cold. No, actually, I’m on fire right now and he’s barely touched me. My panties grow damp. I am such a mess.

Just when I think he’s going to press his lips to my center, he skips over to my other leg, placing kisses from my thigh up to my opposite knee. When he reaches the top, his hands come up and stroke the outside of both legs. Then they move to the inside of my thighs.

His thumbs begin to stroke the inside edge of my panties. They just barely slide under the material. I gasp again because he’s touching me there, the place I normally don’t let a guy get near until we’ve been together for a while, and I love it. I hardly know James! And yet, here he is, touching me, making me want to beg, just like he promised. Or warned. I think it might have been a warning. Man, he’s good.

His thumbs slide up and then back a few times before he withdraws and moves his hands to the top of my panties.

“What are you going to do?” I ask again. It’s pretty much the only phrase I’m capable of. Broken record. Brain not working. Help.

“I’m taking these off,” he says, pulling my panties down, off one leg and then the other. They go sailing over his shoulder to the floor.

And then his face is just there. Instantly. Like he’s diving into me, buried between my legs.

“Oh my god!” I yell out. Not in pain. Not at all in pain. It’s like he’s shocked me with a taser, but it’s just his mouth there.

I’m so ready for him. God, I can’t stand this. It feels too good to be real.

His tongue comes out and licks me as his lips make contact with everything. Up and down, around and around, his face moves against me, burning me up.

My hips buck up to meet him, out of control. I’m making all kinds of moaning and gasping sounds. Who knows where those are coming from? It doesn’t matter. All that matters is I’ve been nearly naked for all of five minutes and I’m already at the point of orgasm.

“Wait! Wait!” I gasp. “It’s too soon! Too fast!”

I close my eyes, trying to control myself. Sounds of a zipper come to my ears and then when I can see again, he’s over me.

I want to wrap my arms around his big body as it descends, but I can’t. I’m trapped.

“Undo me,” I say, my tone desperate.

“No.” His weight is on me and I can feel his hard length pushing at my entrance.

I yank on my arms, trying to free them, but it doesn’t work. His hand is roaming up my ribcage, grabbing my breast, squeezing, pinching the nipple through my bra. I’m still wearing a bra! God, I want it off of me!

I yell in surprise, ecstasy, and rage. How dare he make me feel this much. How dare he take me over so completely!

“Tell me to stop and I’ll stop,” he growls, “but I’m not untying you. Tonight you surrender to me completely.”

“I don’t want to surrender like that.”

It’s a lie and we both know it. I open my legs wider and arch my back.

He leans off to the side, slowing his hand. “Are you sure? Because I can stop right now if you want.”

I glare at him. He’s hot, just like I am, but he has more control. I both love and hate him for that. “You bastard.”

He grins. Totally evil-like. “Are you ready?” He’s back on top of me now. His weight feels like more than just a man’s body. This is destiny here, preparing to take me over completely. My free will is gone and it’s because I’m letting it be taken. I should be afraid, but I’m not. I’m excited. Thrilled, even.

“Ready for what?” I squirm in anticipation. I’m pretty much panting at this point. Like a dog. In heat. It’s not pretty.

“For this.” He reaches down between us and puts his rod gently into my folds. Just the slightest pressure and he’s entering my heat.

I nod. It’s all I’m capable of.

As he slides in, stretching me so beautifully, I yell. I yell to bring the walls down. And he shouts too. I don’t think he does this often. He sounds savage. Untethered.

Something magical is happening between us. I’ve never done anything like this before, felt something like this before. I start to cry uncontrollably, but I’m not sad. I’m happier than I’ve ever been.

He pushes all the way in and then pulls out halfway before plunging once more. His speed slowly increases. I meet his thrusts with my own. My back muscles strain as I try to push myself against him, bring him deeper, closer to my center. We should probably go slow and savor the moment, but I can’t. I’m desperate to take this path with him, wherever it may lead.

“You feel so damn good,” he says into my neck, his whole body straining to control his thrusts.

“Oh my god, I’m so close,” I whisper, my voice sounding desperate. I am desperate. I’m stuck in a whirlwind of passion. I’ve forgotten where I am, what I planned to do, where I plan to be a minute, an hour, a week or month from now. I’m drowning in whatever it is he’s cooking and I just want to die from it.

“I’m going to come, dammit,” he growls.

“Me too! Me too! Don’t stop!” One of my hands breaks free from its binding and I grab onto his back, holding on for dear life.

He yells when I scratch him. I didn’t do it on purpose, I’m just trying to survive at this point.

Every thrust brings a grunt from deep in his gut now. I’m moaning, he’s yelling, probably the entire building is getting a free show, but I don’t care. I’m exploding from the inside and the fireworks are amazing. My tears turn to laughter. I probably sound a little unbalanced, but I don’t care. I’m living totally in the moment.

He digs his arm under my shoulders and pulls me up to his chest as he spends his last bit of energy finding fruition. I feel cherished, desired, and then, fulfilled, as the feelings overcome my good sense and send me reeling. My heartbeat is pounding in my ears and I can hardly breathe. Nothing has ever felt so good in my entire life. I grab a handful of his hair and hang on for dear life.

My body doesn’t stop pulsing for the longest time. His muscles go slack and he falls into me before I finish spasming all over. Together we press the mattress down and our sweat mingles. I can feel a puddle of it building on my stomach. Our bellies slide together as he moves on top of me.

“Oh my god,” he groans.

I can’t breathe enough to respond. Part of it is the post-orgasm shock and part of it is his nearly two hundred pounds of solid muscle.

“Sorry. I’m crushing you.” He rolls off, pulling out at the same time.

I reach over with my one free hand, trying to get him to come back to me. I only manage to pat his face a little before he takes my fingers and starts kissing them. I can’t stop smiling.

“That was … amazing,” he says, still out of breath.

“Yeah. Not bad,” I say, grinning like a fool, trying to pretend I’m not dying for air. My heart is racing out of control. I could train for marathons in this guy’s bed.

Suddenly he’s in my face, only an inch away. “Oh, is that so? You saying you want to go again?”

“As if you could.” I try to wipe the smile off my face, but it won’t work. I’m going to have cramps in my cheeks soon from all this happiness.

He climbs back on top of me, bringing an already hardening friend with him. “Care to make a wager?” he asks, pushing into me a little. Our bodies slide against one another.

Oh my god, I can’t believe I’m such a slut. I want to start all over again! I glance up at the headboard. “Take me out of this thing and maybe I can show you a thing or two.”

His grin splits his face in two it’s so big. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

He reaches up and unties me, and I waste no time showing him that two can play at this take-no-prisoners game.


























Chapter Seventy-Six




EVERYTHING HAS CHANGED. WAKING UP naked with her in my arms after an entire night of earth-shattering, record-breaking sex has made me a different person. She’s different too. She’s smiling. She’s touching me, stroking my arm with her delicate fingers as the first rays of light penetrate my bedroom.

Our bedroom.

Just the idea of sharing my space gives me a thrill. And she’s happier than I remember her being just the day before. I like to think it’s my lovemaking that’s done this to her, the way I’ve touched her, the way I’ve made her feel. I could fly over the Towers without wings right now.

“So,” I say, rolling over to switch off the alarm. It’s six in the morning. “Off to the market?”

“Yep.” She stands, letting the sheet fall from her naked body. When I see the curve of her ass, I want to grab her by the wrist and yank her back in here with me.

She’s out of my reach though as she bends over to grab my shirt and pull it on over her head. The bottom of it falls to mid-thigh. She looks just barely twenty, not the twenty-eight she claims to be.

“You look great in my clothes.” I grin at her, my body heavy with the sexy feelings she causes to appear just by looking at me, her hair all mussed up and her makeup gone.

“That’s good, because I think we’re going to have to share,” she says. “I have exactly two shirts and two skirts left to my name.”

“We’ll fix that tomorrow. I’ll take you shopping.” I love the idea of spoiling her. She deserves that. I can’t understand how I’m the first guy to figure that out. Jealousy possesses me over the idea of another guy taking her out, doing things for her, treating her like a princess. That’s my job.

“I can’t accept your charity.” She frowns at me.

“It’s not charity. It’s a friend helping a friend.”

Her hands play with the sides of my shirt at her legs. “That’s what we are? Friends?”

I grab her hand and pull her to me. She falls to the bed on her stomach.

“Friends with benefits. Roommates.”

“Roommates who have sex,” she corrects, leaning closer to me.

I can’t tell if she’s happy or sad about her characterization of us.

“We are whatever you want us to be,” I say, hoping I’m not pushing her too far. Last night was so good, though, I’m willing to go just about anywhere she wants to go. We fit together like the last pieces of a puzzle. So perfect in every way, but only because we are so different.

She kisses me quick on the nose and then pulls away, crawling backwards on her elbows. “I want to be whatever this is. This is good. But I have to go, now, so yeah.” She points to the door. “I’m off to the shower.”

I shout out after her as she disappears from the room. “Want us to come to the market with you?”

“No, you don’t need to! I’m good going alone!”

I’m kind of glad she said that, because I have other plans that will be much easier to execute if I can have the afternoon to myself.


























Chapter Seventy-Seven




I DIDN’T SELL MUCH IN the way of essential oils, but I can’t quite get myself to care very much about it. Belinda will understand. I’m in love! Or in serious like. God, I can’t believe I said the word love. I must be insane. Crazy. Definitely.

He does make me crazy, that’s a fact. One minute I’m sure I can walk away and live my life like I did before and the next I’m picking out new carpet for his condo in my head. Is it the sex that did this to me or is it just him? I should probably have a lot more of it, so I can make an informed decision. It’s totally scientific.

The cab drops me off at Belinda’s New Age Wonders and I unlock the door so I can put all the products just inside before leaving for my date with destiny — otherwise known as the moment I meet James’s sister for the first time and we break the news to her that I’ve moved in.

She’s going to hate me, I know she is. What sister wouldn’t? This thing with James and me must look insane, like I’m some kind of gold digger or something. I hate that. I don’t want to be judged. I just want to be with James and find out if this is truly as real as it seems.

I’m locking the store back up when I catch the reflection of someone in the glass door. He’s wearing a hoodie and his hand goes over his head in a flash, and then something very heavy hits me from behind. 

Pain flares in my skull, lights explode from inside my head, and then everything suddenly goes black.


























Chapter Seventy-Eight




I CHECK MY WATCH FOR the tenth time in the last hour.

“So, where’s this mystery guest?” my sister asks me, grinning behind her glass. She and Robinson exchange amused glances.

“Did you scare her off already?” Robinson asks. He takes a swig of his beer and winks.

“He’s not laughing at our jokes,” Jana says, talking to Robinson like I’m not in the room. “I think he really likes her.”

“She should have been here by now.” I look at my watch again. A minute has passed since the last time I checked it. “The market closed down hours ago.”

My cell phone rings. It’s the answering service that picks up calls that come into my office after hours.

I press the green button. “Doctor Oliver.” I’m too distracted to be polite. The last thing I need right now is to deal with a patient emergency; I’m having enough of an emergency of my own.

“Doctor Oliver, hi, it’s Amanda from the service … we’ve got a nurse from Bellevue on the phone … she says there’s someone who’s been brought in that might be one of your patients?”

“Is she or isn’t she?” I’m truly annoyed now. Vanity is my business, but if this is a patient calling to complain that her swelling hasn’t gone down to zero just two days after a surgery, I’m going to knock some skulls. Nurses should know better than to bother me with that kind of nonsense.

“They’re not sure. She had your business card in her purse, but they don’t seem to have her in their system there. They don’t think she was ever a patient at Bellevue. But they were thinking maybe you had her somewhere else? I don’t know. I thought I should call since it was an emergency.”

“What kind of emergency?” My blood pressure has spiked. This can’t be what I think it is. It just can’t.

“A mugging, I think is what they said. She’s been beat up pretty badly, according to the nurse. Is she allowed to say that? To give details? Usually they’re very hush-hush with us over the phone.”

My heart lodges in my throat. “What’s her name?”

“How’d you know it was a woman? Did I mention that? I must be losing my mind, because I don’t remember saying it. Anyway, the ID they found says she’s Leah Carmichael.”

Okay. All right. No. I’m not going to scream. I’m not going to yell. I’m not even going to raise my voice. I can do this. I can remain calm while my world crumbles around me.

“You still have them on the line?” I rake my fingers through my hair and then grab a fistful of it, pulling until the pain is unbearable. It helps keep me grounded in reality.

Jana and Robinson see the look on my face and move in closer. All the joking around stops.

“Sure do,” Amanda says.

“Connect me, please.”

Waiting for Bellevue to come on the line is torture. Time feels like it’s standing still. I never fully appreciated that expression until now. Come on, Time, move, you bastard!

“What’s going on?” Jana asks, resting her hand on my arm.

I can barely get the words out. “Leah’s been hurt.” I look around the condo and realize there’s nothing keeping me here now that Jana’s back from her girls’ weekend. Cassie is in good hands, and I have somewhere I definitely need to be that’s not here.

“I have to go.” I stride over to the foyer and grab my wallet and keys off the table.

“You want me to ride along?” Robinson yells out behind me.

“No, stay with Jana. I’ll call you when I know something.”

“Doctor Oliver?” the voice says on the other end of the line.

“Yes, this is him.”

“Hi, it’s Anna in the ER. We have a Leah …”

“Yes, she’s mine. She’s my patient. I’m on my way.”

“Okee dokee.”

“Is she … how is she?” I hold my breath waiting for the elevator and her response.

“Well, she’s pretty banged up. They’re worried about internal injuries, so she’s going in for a CT right now.”

“I’ll be there in less than thirty.”

“See you when you get here.”

I disconnect and leap into the waiting elevator. Racing out of my building, I break stride only when I reach the curb where a cab is pulling up to take me to the hospital. My chest is tight and my mind is racing as we move out into traffic.

What if she doesn’t make it? What if she … Jesus. I never told her exactly how I felt when she left this morning. What if I never get the chance? Why did I wait?

I’m not much for praying, but I’m not going to take any chances. I close my eyes and mumble the words.

“God, please don’t take her from me. Not yet. Please, not yet. I need to tell her. I need to tell her that I love her and I can’t live without her.”


























Chapter Seventy-Nine




IT SMELLS IN HERE. NOT at all like Belinda’s shop. What is that odor anyway? It reminds me of … of … Mel? Does it remind me of Mel? Why do I smell like Mel? Oh, God, is my foot going to fall off?

I open my eyes, or rather, I try to open my eyes. One of them is kind of stuck closed, so I just open the one I can. I find myself looking at a ceiling tile with hundreds of tiny holes in it. This isn’t James’s apartment. What am I doing sleeping in an office building?

My one eyeball roams around.

Oh.

This isn’t an office. It’s a hospital.

And there are people in it.

And my head hurts. And my arm too.

Holy crap. Is it broken?

I recognize three of the four people in the room. They’re all staring at me.

“She’s awake,” says a woman holding Cassie. My brain tells me she has to be James’s sister. They have the same coloring and their noses are similar.

A movement out of the corner of my one good eye catches my attention. James is there, his eyes red and swollen.

“Hey,” I whisper. It’s the best I can do. Not only am I in pain, but seeing him there makes me suddenly feel like curling into a ball and crying. I want him to wrap his arms around me and make all this bad stuff go away.

“Hey,” he whispers back, taking my fingers in his.

“I think I broke something,” I say.

Everyone in the room laughs.

“You have a fractured ulna, a contusion above your right eye, and hemorrhaging in your spleen that necessitated its extraction.”

My eyeball rolls up into my head and I sigh. “Whatever that meant.”

Everyone laughs again. I’m thinking when I get out of here maybe I can find a job as a comedian. Ha, ha, I’m so funny when I’m dying.

James’s sister walks over closer to the bed. I turn my head to see her better. “Hi there. I’m Jana, James’s sister.”

I blink to acknowledge her. I’m suddenly pretty tired. Keeping one eye open is exhausting business.

“It’s nice to meet you,” she says. “Sorry it had to be under these circumstances.” Her eyes go a little watery and Robinson steps up next to her, draping his arm over her shoulders.

“When you’re on your feet again, we’ll have drinks together,” he says.

“Yeah, I guess I missed out on that, didn’t I?” My words slur together, try as I might to enunciate. Great impression I’m making here. So proud. Crazy drunk victim me.

James speaks up. “If you’re feeling up to it, there’s a police officer outside who wants to talk to you again.”

“Again?” I’m confused.

“Yes. You spoke to them when you first arrived. Before your surgery. Do you remember?”

“Surgery?” None of this is making sense. My head is spinning. Why is James looking so sad? Why was he crying? “Am I going to die?”

His voice comes out rough as he squeezes my fingers hard. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

That’s the last thing I remember hearing before the room goes black again.


























Chapter Eighty




I PUSH OPEN THE DOOR to the man’s room, inhaling the scent of topical antibiotic and post-surgical interventions common with people who have limbs removed. I remind myself once more before going all the way inside that I can’t push this guy too hard; he’s already been through a lot. But if he has information about Leah and maybe whoever it is who attacked her, I want to know about it. It seems like a long shot, but she was here visiting him, and she told me she has no family. I don’t like all the mystery, so while Leah sleeps, I’m going to put some of it to rest.

“Who’re you?” asks the man from the hospital bed. He needs a shave. Thick gray beard stubble covers every inch of his face from just below his cheekbones to the bottom of his neck.

“My name is Doctor … James Oliver. I’m a physician, but I’m not treating you.” I stop a couple feet from his bedside.

“What are you doing here then if you’re not treating me?”

“I came to tell you that a friend of yours is in the hospital. Thought you might like to pay her a visit.”

“A friend? Who?” The grizzled man frowns at me.

“Leah Carmichael.” I wait to see his reaction, and he doesn’t disappoint.

“Leah? What’s wrong with Leah?” He sits up straighter in bed, wincing at the pain it causes him.

“She was attacked. Outside her place of employment.”

The man throws his covers back and swings his one good leg over. The other is wrapped in gauze and missing the foot.

I step forward to slow him down. The nurse at the station told me why he’s here. “Sir, you can’t get out of bed just yet.”

“Like hell I can’t.” He’s putting his one remaining foot down on the ground.

“I’ll get you a wheelchair. Stay put or I’ll call a nurse and they’ll strap you down.”

He pauses, narrowing his gaze at me. “You’re a real ball buster, aren’t you?”

“Only when necessary.”

He gestures to me with a careless wave. “Who’s Leah to you? I don’t remember her mentioning a … a boyfriend or a husband.”

“We’re … uhhh … we’re … I’m not sure what we are. I’m her boyfriend maybe.” I wasn’t expecting that question. I’m flustered. I can’t tell him I’m the guy who just fell head over heels with a girl and then almost lost her. “Just hold on while I find a wheelchair.”

I’m back in less than a minute, my game face on.

“Took long enough,” says the old coot as he allows me to lower him into the chair, “I almost gave up on you.”

I ignore his grouchiness and adjust the footplates of the chair so his footless leg can rest straight out in front of him. I’m sure gravity isn’t doing his pain levels any good, so letting it dangle is not an option, especially if I want this guy to open up and tell me what he knows. Now that I’ve seen his face, I realize he is privy to a lot more information concerning Leah than I could have imagined.

“So, you’re her …. friend?” I ask, sure I’ve got it partly wrong and partly right. I feel like I’m in the twilight zone. Every time I meet a man in Leah’s life I could swear she’s related to him. This guy is no exception. He shares too many of her facial features not to be living in her family tree somewhere.

“You could say that.” The old man stares straight ahead, his jaw set.

I move around to the back of the chair and start to push. “If I were a betting man, I’d say you’re more like family.” When I get to the door I leave my duties as chair-pusher to open it. I wait there in the open doorway for his answer.

He looks up at me scowling. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I point at his face. “It means that I can see the family resemblance.”

The old guy rolls his eyes and lets out a long hiss of air.

“Blow me off if you want, but I know bone structure.”

“What, you some kind of artist or something?” He looks up at me, giving me the impression I’m being tested.

“Something like that.” I move back around to push him. “She could use some family right now. She’s in a lot of pain.”

“Her parents are dead,” he says.

“So I’ve heard. But if she had other relatives, that would be nice for her. To have them here. To support her.”

He says nothing.

I wheel him down the hall and nod at the nurse as we go by. She stares at me for a few seconds and then goes back to her computer. Being a doctor easily recognized has its privileges.

“What happened?” he finally asks. “To Leah.”

I smile, hoping this means he’s rising to the bait. “I wish I could tell you, but if you’re not family …”

I wait.

He says nothing.

I continue. “You know, HIPAA laws and so on. Privacy. I could let you see her for about a minute but then they’d kick you out. Unless you’re family. Then you could stay longer. Visit more frequently.”

He grumbles something unintelligible.

We enter the elevator. I wheel him in and make him face the wall, hoping it will be easier for him to talk to me if I’m not looking at him.

“If you tell me you’re family, I’ll support you. I can see it in your face anyway, so it’s not like it’s the wrong thing to do.”

For two floors he says nothing. Then, “Sometimes sleeping dogs should be let to lie.”

I shrug. “And sometimes sleeping dogs should be woken up so they can go for a walk.”

He grumbles again, but this time I can hear it clearly enough. “Ain’t no walking going to be happening any time soon for this old dog.”

“That’s what wheelchairs are for. Walk. Roll. Same difference.”

I pull him out of the open elevator doors and angle him to go down the hall. Leaning over, I speak quietly in his ear. “So, what’s it gonna be? Relative or not a relative?”

I’m holding my breath without even realizing it, releasing it only when my chest starts to burn. I push him forward until we’re stopped just outside Leah’s door.

“Relative,” he says finally. “I’m her uncle.”

I smile as I push the door in. “That’s what I thought.”


























Chapter Eighty-One




THE POLICE OFFICER IS TAKING notes on a legal pad from the chair next to me. She’s using my food table for support. I’ve told her my version of events, and now she’s telling me hers. I’m more than a little stunned at what I’m hearing.

“Apparently, Mr. Goodman, the jeweler you visited, has a nephew with a rap sheet long enough to paper the walls in here with. He heard his uncle talking about a new customer with a big ring and he paid attention. It was him who showed up at the store and took your purse.”

“Was it him who followed me on the subway?”

“More than likely.” She frowns at her notes and scribbles something in the margin. “We are guessing he’s the one who attacked you outside the store, but without any eyewitness accounts, it’s hard to say. We’re trying to place him at the scene using video from nearby businesses, but it’s going to take a while to get warrants.”

“Warrants?”

“Yes. People don’t just hand video over these days.” She rolls her eyes.

“That’s just mean,” I say, wondering if I should tell Belinda to put cameras up. I know she’d share her video footage if the police asked.

The door opens and a leg appears, followed by a body in a wheelchair.

I can’t stop the grin from appearing. “Mel! You came to see me!”

He looks like he’s ready to growl. “Of course I came to see you. Let them try to keep me away.” He looks over his shoulder at James, his driver.

My cheeks go pink as I realize what James has done for me. I feel uncharacteristically shy. I guess I’m not used to people being so considerate.

“Thank you,” I say, feeling silly the way my body is heating up and I’ve started to perspire. This is completely inappropriate seeing as how we have visitors, but I can’t help it. James is frigging hot.

“Couldn’t keep your uncle away, could I?” He grins big.

Mel frowns and turns around. “Couldn’t wait, could ya?”

James shrugs. “Time for the dogs to wake up, wouldn’t you say?”

I look from one man to the other. “Dogs?”

The police officer stands. “If you can think of anything else to add to your narrative here, just give me a call.” She places a business card on the table and then rolls it out of her way. “We’ll keep you posted if we find the perp.”

I nod, still too confused by the earlier conversation to pay her much attention. As soon as she’s out of the room, I look at Mel. “What’s going on?”

He reaches down and grabs the wheels of his chair, rolling himself toward me awkwardly. I can tell it causes him pain by the grimacing he’s doing. He’s not very good at navigating the chair yet. He bangs one of the wheels into the side of my bed, causing pain to flare up in my arm. I try to keep it out of my expression.

“Your boyfriend here came and got me. Told me I needed to discuss some things with you.”

I look up at James and he’s staring at me with the funniest look on his face.

“James did that?”

Mel jabs a thumb over his shoulder. “That guy. He’s your boyfriend, right? Said he was.”

James lifts an eyebrow. “Actually, what I said was that I wasn’t sure what I am to you.”

I’m having a hard time breathing.

“But I’d like to be considered your boyfriend. Maybe even something more.” He steps closer to the bed and reaches into his pocket.

“What the…” Mel stares at him.

I suddenly can’t breathe.

The door opens and Jana walks in with Cassie in her arms.

“Oh my god,” I say in a whisper. “I think I’m going to pass out.”

And then I do.


























Chapter Eighty-Two




WE’RE ALONE WHEN SHE WAKES up.

“Hi,” she says, a small smile coming to her lips. Her face flushes a beautiful pink.

“Hi,” I say, brushing some hair out of her face.

“You scared me,” she says, whispering.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” I try to keep the sorrow out of my voice. Too fast. I pushed her too far, too fast. I have to learn to take my time with her. Give her the space she needs to adjust. I can’t screw this up; it’s too important.

“I …” She doesn’t say anything after that.

I turn around so she can see what’s behind me. I don’t want her to focus on the bad, on the things that I should have probably waited until she was on her feet to bring up. I want her to see the here and now. The easy part. The part where I convince her I’m worth taking a risk on.

She frowns at it. “What’s that?” she finally asks.

“It’s a television.”

She looks up at the ceiling where a small black screen floats, attached to the wall. “What’s wrong with that TV?”

“You can’t play videos on that one.”

“Why do we need to play videos?” She seems to be warming up to the idea, no longer appearing panicked.

“Because. According to a very trusted source, my upbringing has been deficient.” I pick up the remote and turn the television on.

“What?”

She’s adorable when she’s confused. I can’t help myself. I lean toward her and kiss her right on the mouth. She smiles, taking the edge off my stress.

I lower my voice. “I figure if you and I are going to do this thing, I should be able to pick up on your pop culture references a little better.” I press the play button on the DVD remote. The movie Pretty Woman starts to roll.

Leah begins to cry.

I turn to her and wipe a tear away. “Why are you crying? I thought you’d be happy.”

“I am happy, stupid.” She points at her face. “These are happy tears. Sad tears look like this.” She frowns for a second.

I kiss her again, longer and slower this time. “Are we going to be okay?” I whisper.

She nods and whispers back. “Yes, I think we are.”

“Good.” I hold her hand in mine, the first scenes of the movie lost to me as I stare into her beautiful eyes.

“Were you going to give me a ring?” she asks in the softest of voices. “Earlier? When everyone was here?”

I smile and shrug. “Maybe. Maybe not.” I won’t tell her that it was a key to my condo wrapped up in a box. I thought it would be really romantic, but I should have known better — that ring boxes are scary shit to people like her and me.

Her chin juts out. “You’d better tell me.”

“How about we wait until you get home and then we’ll see.”

“Home,” she says, sighing.

I nod. “Home. My place. Our place.”

“Are you totally and completely serious about this? Are you sure?” She searches my face, maybe trying to detect a lie about to come out.

I nod. “Yes. I know I seemed reticent before, but that was just … nerves, I guess. This is a big step, but I’m ready. More than ready.”

“Is it because I got my face smashed in?” she asks.

I know she means to be funny, but my mouth quivers with the sorrow that wants to explode out of me.

My voice is rough. “Your accident reminded me of another girl whose life ended way before any of us expected it to. It brought back her advice … she told me I have to listen to my heart when it’s talking to me, and right now, my heart is threatening to go on strike if I don’t get you into my life on a permanent basis.”

“Permanent?” She pauses. “Sounds scary.”

“No, not scary. Exciting. Like dressing up as a rapper and sneaking into a doctor’s office.”

She tries not to smile but fails.

“Are you going to tell your sister I did that?”

“Do you want me to?”

“No.”

“Then I’m going to.”

She play-punches me. “You’re mean.”

“No, I’m not. I’m nice.” I lean in and kiss her. Our tongues tangle together and her breath catches.

I growl as I pull away. “Okay, not here. Not until you feel better.”

She pouts. “I feel better.”

I grin and turn toward the television. “Shhh … I’m watching Pretty Woman right now. Look. She’s a hooker.”

Leah pats me on the arm. “Just wait. You’re going to love this.”


























Chapter Eighty-Three




LATER, WHEN JAMES IS GONE, Mel rolls into my room. I was just drifting off, but seeing him perks me right up.

“Hi, Mel!” I say brightly.

He stops at the edge of my bed, banging into the frame. His navigating skills have only improved marginally.

“Hi.” He’s frowning at me.

I lose some of my happy vibe. “Are you mad at me?”

He puts his hand on the rail of my bed. “Not at you.”

“At James?”

“No, at myself.” He looks down at his lap.

“Why are you mad at yourself?”

It takes him a long time to answer. “Because I haven’t been entirely honest with you is why.”

I blink a few times, wondering what big secret he’s about to share. That he’s not homeless? I won’t believe that. No one can smell like he did and own a shower. I mean, some people can walk around with B.O. and not notice it, but the way he used to smell? No way. No way could anyone not notice that about himself. It’s like not realizing you have a dead animal in your pocket. Impossible. Even with a broken nose.

“See … truth is … I’m your uncle.”

It takes a few seconds for his words to sink in.

“What?” I sit up a little straighter. I wish he’d look at me, but he’s staring at the floor now.

“I’m your mother’s brother.”

I shake my head. This does not compute. He’s obviously on some very strong painkillers. “No, Mel, my mother didn’t have a brother. She was an only child.” I pat his hand. Poor guy. Delusional. Needs meds for sure.

He pulls his hand away and rests it in his lap. “Your adoptive mother was an only child. Your biological mother had a brother. Me.”

I keep shaking my head. I feel a little sick now. Maybe I should press the nurse button and have security take him out of here. I think he belongs in bed. “No. No. You’re wrong.”

Mel finally looks up at me. “I don’t think I am. I did the research. I tracked you and your brother to Manhattan.”

Now I’m getting angry. Screw compassion; he’s messing with my family. “I don’t have a brother. You need to go get your meds checked Mel, cuz you’re crazy talking right now.” I’m considering pressing the nurse button again, but Mel distracts me.

“Sweetie, I guess at this point I wish I were wrong. I can see it’s upsetting you, and that’s the last thing I wanted. I just …” He pauses and then starts backing his wheelchair out of the room.

He’s halfway out the door he had to wrestle to move when I can’t take it anymore.

“Mel! Wait.”

He pauses half in and half out.

I can’t help but ask. “What research?”

He rolls forward just enough to let the door shut. “Adoption records. Birth certificates. My sister told me about you and your brother before she passed. I swore to her that I’d find you and give you something.”

“But it’s not me.” Flashes of James telling me I looked like Ralph slam through my brain.

It can’t be real. It can’t. I had two parents who are both dead. I had no siblings. They would have told me I was adopted.

Mel interrupts my brain scramble. “You were born on June twenty-fifth, nineteen eighty-five at four fifteen in the morning. Your twin brother was born at four twenty-eight in the morning. Your parents were teenagers. Prom dates, in fact. I have a picture. You look just like her.” He starts to tear up. “Just like her. Same eyes. Same lips. They were too young. His family wanted it kept secret. She had to give you up, but she never stopped thinking about you. Never.” He fumbles with his blanket over his legs. A few seconds later he brings out a piece of paper. His hands are trembling, making it flutter between us. “Look.”

Part of me wants to grab whatever it is and rip it into tiny shreds. The other is too curious to let that part of me win out. I take the thing in my hand and turn it over. It’s an old photograph of two teenagers standing next to each other in front of an ancient station wagon.

My heart stops beating when I get the sensation that I’m looking at a photograph of myself taken years before I could have been born. And standing next to me is a man who has the same crazy hair and freckles that I have.

“I don’t … I can’t …” I’m suddenly too tired to deal with anything, let alone this nonsense. I let the photograph fall to my leg as I close my eyes. “Time to go to sleep,” I say, my voice fading out as I drift away. I have no dreams, and for that I’m deeply grateful. Bye-bye world. Bye-bye.


























Chapter Eighty-Four




WHEN SHE FINALLY WAKES UP again, I’m sitting by her bedside. As soon as her eyes open and lock on me, a grin comes over my face, unbidden. The clarity to her gaze is back, thank God.

“Sleeping Beauty is awake.” I kiss her fingers. I can’t keep my hands off her. I just want to get her home and back in my bed where I can keep her safe.

“Sleeping Beauty is going insane,” she says. She moves her tongue around in her mouth, wincing. “How long have I been here without a toothbrush, anyway?”

“This is your second day. They tried to kick you out, but I intervened.”

“Good. But I’m ready to go now. Can you take me home?”

My heart jumps at the word home. I love that it means my condo. “I can take you anywhere you want to be.”

“Don’t you have surgeries to do or something?”

“I performed a couple. Cancelled a few more. They can wait.”

She gives me a sexy grin. “I’ll bet you’ve never said that before in your life.”

“You’d win that bet.”

I smile and she smiles back. Then her face falls and I watch her happiness fade out.

“What’s the matter?” I ask.

She looks at the wall and the floor, avoiding my gaze. “Mel said some crazy stuff to me.”

Caution seems like the best way to handle this. I know she doesn’t want to believe what he said to her, but I’ve seen the evidence. It’s pretty convincing. “Seems crazy, yeah.”

“What do you mean, seems?”

I shrug, trying to take some of the pressure off the conversation. “The documents seem legit. And like I said before, I can see the resemblance.”

“Lots of people look alike,” she says, pouting. She plays with the edge of her sheet, folding it up like an accordion.

“Does it matter?” I take her hand and hold it close to my chin as I lean on the bed with my elbows.

“Yes. No. Maybe.” She sighs loudly. “I really don’t know. Does it?”

“If he’s right, then you have at least one uncle and a brother out there. That could be cool.”

“And if he’s right it means my parents lied to me my entire life.”

“Which would rightfully frustrate you, particularly when you can’t go have a conversation with them about it.”

“Exactly,” she exclaims, hitting the bed with her free hand.

“But then again, I’m sure being your loving parents, if they did keep a secret like that from you, they probably had what they thought to be very good reasons.”

She sighs again and then rolls her eyes before looking at me. “I really don’t like it when you sit there with that face of yours and very calmly make all kinds of sense. It’s really annoying.”

“What face?” I point to my face and give her one of my panty-dropper smiles. “This face?”

She laughs and shakes her head. “I’m so going to wipe that look off your face one day. Just watch me.”

I lean in and kiss her softly on the cheek. “Are you ready to come home yet, or not?”

She nods. “I’m ready. Take me home.”

“Or lose you forever?” I ask, proud that I can finally drop one movie line on her.

“What?” She frowns at me.

“You know. That line from Top Gun.”

She starts laughing and then can’t stop.

“What?” I’m confused.

When she can finally get control of herself, she explains.

“I think you need to watch the movie again.”

I grin. “It’s a date. You, me, a DVD and a bed.”

“And ice cream,” she adds.

“And this,” I say, pulling the box out of my pocket.

She stares at it, her eyes going red.

“You better not have,” she whispers.

“Just open it,” I say, grinning like a fool.

She takes it from me, her fingers shaking. “You know that people who buy big rings end up getting divorced. It always happens.”

“Is that so?” I’m ready to explode with happiness.

She lifts the lid of the box. It makes a creaking noise.

A silver key winks up at her.

She stares at it confused for a second or two before her grin starts. Eventually it covers the whole bottom half of her face, or so it seems.

“You made me a key.”

“I made you a key,” I say, leaning in really close.

“I love it. It’s the perfect gift.”

“Just wait,” I say. “Just wait. The best is yet to come.”


























Chapter Eighty-Five




I PUT ON ONE OF the dresses James filled my closet with. Somehow between Jana and himself, he managed to build me a complete wardrobe that now takes up three quarters of his walk-in closet. I’ve never owned so many things in my entire life — dresses, suits, pants, tops, even lingerie. I’m actually kind of glad I wasn’t there for all that shopping. I’m finding my Pretty Woman moments kind of uncomfortable. Like when the doorman runs to get the elevator for me and keeps trying to order me limo service. I think I’ll always be a subway kind of girl.

When I step outside into the main room of the condo, there are already several people there, drinking out of the pretty crystal glasses I found in one of James’s many cupboards. Moving in here has been like being on a never-ending treasure hunt. I can say a lot of things about his ex Hilary, but I can’t say she didn’t have fine taste in all things expensive.

“There she is,” James says, moving to stand by my side.

I freeze in place when I see Ralph standing near Jana.

“What’s he doing here?” I whisper.

“I asked him to come.”

I jab my elbow into James’s ribs. He grunts with surprise, but keeps his game face on.

“What’d you do that for?” This whole adoption thing is still rubbing my nerves raw. I’ve seen the documents, but I still don’t get it. I don’t even want to get it. My life has enough change happening in it that I don’t need my past unraveled too.

Ralph comes toward me but hesitates when he sees the expression on my face.

“Just give him a chance.” James looks down at me with a puppy dog expression. “For me?”

I point at his face. “That’s playing dirty.”

He hands me a glass of champagne. “I will always play dirty. Remember that about me.” He winks and I remember what it felt like when he slid his hands beneath the edge of my panties last night. The last week with him has been nothing short of magical.

“Okay, fine,” I whisper. I jump just a little when he reaches behind me and pinches my butt.

I walk over to Ralph and stop just in front of him. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He holds out his glass. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.” I touch my glass to his and take a sip of bubbly champagne. It tastes yeasty and sweet and makes my nose tickle.

“So. Freaking out much?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He shrugs. His entire suit jacket moves up and down with the motion of his shoulders. “Oh, I don’t know. Finding out you have an entire family you never heard of … that can be kind of panic-inducing.”

“Not for me. Because it’s not true.” I take another sip of my drink, feeling very stubborn.

“I talked to your mother once.”

I’m not sure I understand, so I say nothing.

“The woman who adopted you. You were already gone to New York.”

My pulse picks up. “You went to Detroit? Why?”

“I was tracking you down. I talked to a woman who retired from the adoption agency and she gave me your parents’ info.”

“That’s illegal.”

“Yeah, well, I guess she was never on board with the whole splitting-up-twins thing.” He shrugs. “Plus I’ve been told I’m a pretty good actor.”

I snort. “Yeah, right. You forget … I’ve seen you play a UPS guy.”

“Whatever. You know I was awesome. Anyway, I’ve decided to grow my hair out. See?” He leans down and shows me the part in his hair.

“See what?”

He points to the top of his head. “Same color as yours. Look at my roots.”

I stare at his face instead. I’m kind of stunned I didn’t notice it earlier. “I can see your freckles now.”

“Yeah, I stopped with the foundation. You were right. It was kind of gay-ish.”

“Why were you trying so hard to look like someone else?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Why are you trying so hard to ignore the facts?”

I can’t answer because I’m stuck between being mad and sad. I don’t know which emotion is going to win out yet. Which one should win out.

Ralph shrugs. “Anyway, your mom told me why she wasn’t going to tell you about being adopted.”

“Why?”

“Because. It’s what her husband wanted. And I got the impression he wasn’t the nicest guy in the world.”

I ignore that comment because it strikes far too close to home, to my memories, to be comfortable discussing in public. Or ever, maybe. Anywhere. No thanks.

“Did you stalk me?” I ask. “All the way to Manhattan? Is that why you were working at Cartier?”

“What? No.” He’s shaking his head. “I tracked you to Manhattan, yes, but I had no luck finding you beyond that. It was only after James mentioned that we had to be family that I figured out who you were.” He grins. “It’s kind of funny, how I was looking so hard for you and then you just showed up where I work.”

I shake my head, lost in the memory of that day in the fountain. “That fucking ring.”

“It’s a good luck charm. Too bad you gave it back,” Ralph says. “We sold it the other day to a guy from Dubai.”

“I hope you put a warning label on the thing,” I say, rolling my eyes before taking a big gulp of my champagne.

“Nah. Just gave him a sweet discount.”

I feel someone at my side and look up. It’s James.

“Troublemaker,” I say, trying to be mad at him. It’s not working. He’s too amazing and hot, and he’s also totally trying to do the right thing. How can I be angry at that? I mean, I’m crazy, but I’m not stupid.

He puts his arm around my waist. “Troublemaker? I’m not the troublemaker of the family. That honor goes to my brother Jeremy.”

“When am I going to meet this mystery man, anyway?” I ask. Now that I’ve met and talked to Jana at length, I’m almost feeling comfortable with the idea of being a part of this family. I hope Jeremy likes me. He’s the last step in this whole new life thing I have going.

“Who knows? He’s dropped off the grid. Even the investigator we hired can’t find him.”

“Is he okay, you think?”

“If he weren’t, I’d hear about it. I always do.”

Before I can respond, James lifts his champagne glass into the air. “Everyone, raise your glass, I have a toast.”

Jana, Robinson, Ralph and I comply.

“Here’s to Leah.” He looks at me with a sparkle in his eye that I’m going to call love. It warms me to my toes.

James continues. “I was lost and then I was found, thanks to her and her tenacity, willpower, and crazy costuming skills.” He winks. “May she speed down the road to recovery.”

“So she can get into your office and start working her fingers to the bone,” adds Robinson.

“Hey,” James points, “that’s not what I meant.” He tries to glare at his friend, but it doesn’t quite come off as angry.

I stretch my glass out toward James’s and touch the edge of it. “Cheers. Here’s to family, friends, and a successful house warming.”

“I’ll drink to that,” James says.

“Me too,” says Jana.

“Count me in,” says Ralph.

And when I look at him and he smiles at me, I realize how much he looks like the man in the photograph that Mel gave me.

Dammit.

I think I somehow just ended up going from being a soon-to-be evicted mugging victim to being a princess with a boyfriend, a condo in Trump Towers, a new job, a brother, and an uncle. Talk about being lost and found. Whoa. Mind. Blown.

I wonder what’s going to happen with my life next. I’m sure I’m not going to be ready for it, whatever it is. I find I’m starting to like surprises, though. I’m getting good at random acts of awesome.

Go ahead, Karma. I’m on to you. I know your game. I can handle anything you throw at me. Bring it.


























Chapter Eighty-Six




SHE LOOKS AT ME WITH tears in her eyes. She’s holding out a white plastic stick, the thermometer from the medicine cabinet.

“What’s the matter, babe?” I reach up to her from the mess of covers. If I lean really far, I can grab her by the wrist and get her back in the bed for round three. I try, but she backs up.

“I … I …” She looks at the device in her hand and then at me.

“You, what?” I laugh a little because she looks so shell-shocked. I was pretty good in bed this morning, I must admit. She’s still suffering the tremors. I can see them in her fingers as they twitch uncontrollably. Maybe I made her get a fever. That would be a first.

“Get your buns back in this bed so I can love on you some more.” I use my sexiest voice and lower my lids. She loves it when I do that.

“Do you know what this is?” she asks, shaking the white thing at me.

“Yeah, it’s a thermometer.” I frown. “Are you feeling sick? Do you have a temp? Let me check it. I have some ibuprofen in the medicine cabinet if you need it.” My plans to sex her up are now on the back burner. Maybe I pushed her too hard, being so recently out of the hospital. Her arm is still in a sling. What was I thinking? I’m mad at myself that I didn’t take it easier on her now.

I hold my hand out for the device. Time to step into my physician shoes.

She walks forward slowly and hands it down to me. I fall back into my pillows and look at the readout, expecting to see a number.

But there are no numbers.

There are just lines.

Two of them.

Pink ones.

“This isn’t a thermometer.” My heart is beating so loud I can hear it in my head. This doesn’t make any sense. What am I looking at? Am I looking at what I think I’m looking at?

“No. It’s not a thermometer,” she says, her voice strained.

I hold it above my head. “This,” I say in a loud, slightly off kilter-voice, “is a pregnancy test!”

“Yes!” she yells, sounding just as crazy as I do.

“And it’s positive!” I shout at the ceiling. Breathing is becoming more difficult.

“Yes it is!” she yells.

I look at her and she looks at me.

“Karma is such a bitch,” she finally says, sounding like she’s angry enough to spit.

She so mad, I can’t help but laugh.

“What on earth are you laughing at?” She sounds bewildered. Her frown eases up a bit.

I can’t stop. “I’m just picturing you — ha, ha — and me hosing a baby’s back end off — ha, ha — about five times a day, that’s all.” I feel like I’m high right now. Good drugs, this sudden parenthood thing. Wow. Parenthood? Me? I think I just came down with a fever.

“Five times? Babies poop five times a day?” She crawls back into the bed with me. She looks scared now. Gone is the anger, and in its place, stark fear.

I wrap her gently in my arms and kiss the top of her head. “Our baby won’t.” Our baby. Oh my god. We’re having a baby! I should be angry. Scared. Pissed. Feeling trapped. But I’m none of those things. I think I’m … yes. I’m definitely happy.

“It won’t?”

“No. We’ll have rules. Schedules. It’s going to be totally fine.” I can already picture a color-coded schedule in my mind. We can do this.

She talks into my neck, her voice muffled. “I don’t think babies follow rules.”

“Our baby will. Just watch.” I nod so she knows how serious I am. I can do this. We can do this. We had Cassie for a whole weekend and she survived. She thrived, even. She can hold her head up much better now. Plus we have all the baby gear. We are so ready.

Leah snuggles deeper into me, waking up certain very inconsiderate parts of my body. I should probably think un-sexy thoughts and get myself calmed down, but what the hell. Why not test the waters?

“I guess since you’re already pregnant, that means I can stop using birth control.”

“James.” Her tone has gone all serious. I leave the question about sex off the table in favor of dealing with her panic. I can hear it in her voice.

“Yes, Leah?”

“I’m going to need a ring.”

I take a few calming breaths, trying to decide if I understand her correctly. I hope I do. I’ve been thinking about it since the moment I got the call about her being in the hospital.

“You are, huh?”

“Yes. But not a big one. A small one.”

I can’t stop smiling. “Because big ones mean divorce.”

“That’s right. And I’m not getting one of those.”

I kiss her head and hug her tightly. “Whatever you want, dear.”

She giggles. “I like the sound of that. Dear.”

“I like the sound of you in my bed.” The smell of her is intoxicating.

“Here I am,” she says, her arm slinking down so her hand can do that thing it does, the thing that makes me lose control. “Take me to bed.”

“Or lose you forever?”

She looks up at me, a huge smile on her face. “You got it!”

“I’ve been studying.” I lean down and kiss her, long, slow, and hot. Her tongue sets me on fire and her hand stroking my hard length stokes the flames.

“I’m so glad I found you,” she says.

“And I’m so glad I was lost.”




The story continues with books 2 and 3 in the Love in New York Series. Read CABIN FEVER and MISTER FIXIT next!
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My Vampire Summer

Aces High




SCIENCE FICTION

Drifters’ Alliance (ongoing series)

Winner Takes All (short story prequel to Drifters’ Alliance, Dark Beyond the Stars Anthology)

The Ivory Tower (short story standalone, Beyond the Stars: A Planet Too Far Anthology)




DYSTOPIAN

Apocalypsis (4-book series)

*Book 1, Kahayatle, is a free ebook at most retailers*




PARANORMAL

Duality (2-book series)

Monkey Business (short story)

Dreampath (short story standalone, The Telepath Chronicles)

Pocket Full of Sunshine (short story & screenplay)
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