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“I NEED YOUR HELP,” HE SAID.

She closed her eyes and heard Amy’s words from the day she showed up in New York. Josh Toby is your One True Love.


Dear God, destiny was a sadistic fiend to hand her Josh Toby.

“Okay. I’ll do it,” she found herself saying. Her hand flew to her mouth. Had she really just said that? Okay, that was it: she was no longer shy. Now she was possessed by an evil twin.

Josh leaned in and wrapped her in a hug. “Hot damn!” He took her face in his hands and kissed her smack on the lips. Then he pulled back a hairsbreadth, looked her in the eyes, then kissed her again. More slowly. Deliberately.

Seconds. Minutes. Days.

He pulled back.

They stared at each other.

Her hand went to her lips. Again.


He leaned in and kissed her again.


PRAISE FOR MAKE ME A MATCH



“4½ stars!
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To everyone who has ever blushed, stuttered, or had their nose twitch like a rabbit’s, this book is for you.
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Chapter 1

Hi! I’m Jasmine Burns!”

The naked man stared up at Jasmine blankly.

Great. She sounded like a cruise ship director on crack. She cleared her throat and adjusted her black teddy. “It’s great to meet you!”

Ugh. This was definitely not working.

Jasmine stared at herself in the mirror on the far (okay, not-so-far) wall of her tiny Upper-Upper West Side Manhattan studio. This only looks crazy, she silently assured her reflection.

She looked down at the naked Ken doll perched on her couch.

Okay, it was crazy. Call-the-cops nuts, even.

She paced. Seven steps. Pivot. Seven steps. Pivot. Exercise #12, page 127 in her Good-bye Shy! workbook had made sense in theory: Practice job interviews with a doll to focus on until the panic is gone. To achieve maximum vulnerability, rehearse the interview with both parties naked.

Jasmine couldn’t get completely naked. She settled on a black lace teddy for herself. Ken wasn’t so shy. He went all the way without complaint.

The mind controls the body. Let the panic wash over, then continue. Repeated exposure to the object of fear will dull the emotion.

So why was her terror growing? Her interview was three days, seven hours, and twenty-seven minutes away, and she was getting more panicked by the second.

Okay, so she knew why her terror was growing: Arturo Mastriani. Her (hopefully) future boss was one of the sexiest men she had ever met, and she was deathly shy around sexy men. No, not shy. The label the self-help books used these days was “socially anxious.”

When she had met Arturo a year ago at the cast party for The Cheddar Chronicles at her friend Lucy’s apartment, the right word was clearly “bananas.” Jasmine had hid out in the back bedroom until the party ended. Two hours! She could still smell Lucy’s lavender potpourri sachets every time she thought of Arturo.

Jasmine flopped onto her bed and stared at the ceiling of her shoebox-shaped apartment. The heel end of her single room was crammed with her elaborate queen-size iron bed, which was centered between the door to the hallway and the door to her tiny bathroom. The toe end was dominated by a lead-glass window that stretched four feet across and from the ceiling to within two feet of the floor.

And what a window. It made the narrow, tiny studio worthwhile. Magnificent, even. In a shoebox sort of way.

Despite her exhaustion, Jasmine forced herself off the bed and back to the “living room”—a flea-market, all-white couch; one white overstuffed chair; and a white coffee table rescued from a curbside trash pile, all arranged neatly at the foot of her bed. She sat next to Ken on the couch and toyed with a scrap of black Italian gabardine wool that had called out to her the day before from a sample table on 37th Street. Salsa music and car horns floated up from Amsterdam Avenue, a melody of the city she barely noticed anymore.

This shot at a real costume design job with Arturo was the chance of a lifetime. After all, the tailoring business she ran out of her apartment was an accident, not part of her plan.

Okay, so it was a wildly successful accident. A hem here, a tuck there, and within days she was in demand—the miracle worker of 109th Street. She could make a cigarette hole in silk pajamas disappear, or take in a suit better than anyone west of Hong Kong.

It wasn’t a bad way to make a living. She rarely had to leave her apartment, and she liked her clients. Plus, no one noticed they were all women. When a man called, she claimed she was too busy to take the job. It was perfect. No stress.

Not that she had a problem with all men. Just appealing men. It was a minor problem. Insignificant, like a fear of snakes or spiders. A person could get by avoiding tempting men. Especially in New York, where two out of three men who (a) were tempting or (b) had anything to do with costume design were (c) gay.

Arturo, unfortunately, was (d) beautiful, straight, and terrifying.

Ugh! She had to get a hold of herself. It wasn’t like she wanted to sleep with the guy.

Tell that to her nerve endings, though. Those suckers were immune to reason.

She had to get control of herself. Her graduation (MA in costume design from NYU) was five months past, and her ex-classmates were out hitting the pavement, interning and networking, sometimes in theaters, sometimes even getting paid. She let the wonderful possibility of being in their shoes spread through her.

Meanwhile, I’m twenty-eight and playing with dolls.

Naked dolls.

Maybe that was the problem. Naked Ken was too much. After all, if Ken were impersonating a famous costume designer, shouldn’t he have amazing clothes?

She carried Ken to the whitewashed plywood door balanced on two white wooden sawhorses next to her window. Her black vintage Singer Featherweight 221-1 sewing machine with gold scrollwork gleamed in welcome. She ran her hand down its curves, her steel and chrome kitty. She settled into the space next to it and began to sketch.

She could do this. Costume design was her destiny. She was sure of it. She just had to get past her fear of Arturo. And she could. She would. She had to.

She took a cleansing breath and began to sketch.

One sure, practiced stroke at a time, the perfect outfit for Arturo Mastriani to interview his up-and-coming brilliant new assistant began to form on the page as if of its own accord.

Jasmine jolted awake. She was on the couch, Ken in his beautiful new clothes at her side—a tiny, perfectly behaved date.

Someone was ringing the downstairs buzzer.

Her eyes jumped to the clock: 2:00 AM. Probably Suz with a ripped seam. Jasmine had warned her wildest client and best friend that the cheap Chinese silk was too delicate to wear for clubbing, especially when Suz had insisted that she take it in to skinlike tightness.

Jasmine pushed the intercom button to the street-level door. “Suzie?”

“Jas? Let me up—quick.”

Jasmine fell away from the intercom.

Amy, Jasmine’s sister. In New York. In the middle of the night. Last time Amy showed up unannounced, Jasmine had to hide her from a guy named Rufus for two weeks.

Definitely not good.

Jasmine pushed the buzzer to let her sister up, then raced for the couch, tripping over the white shag throw rug. Must hide Ken.

Jasmine had only once made the mistake of discussing her man issues with her sister. The next day, Amy had brought home a tattoo-covered gypsy named Mario who gave “the best oral sex this side of the Mississippi.” Or so Amy said. Jasmine chose not to find out for herself. It was bad enough imagining what Mario’s gypsy brethren were up to on opposite banks of that raging river.

Amy had assured Jasmine that a man like Mario would make Jasmine “shake at the sight of sexy men in a whole new way.”

Jasmine shuddered—in her same old way—at the memory. It had taken her forty-five minutes of absurd chase-around-the-couch terror before she managed to shove Mario out of her apartment and toss his faux-leather pants after him.

She shoved Ken between the pillows. Kicked The Shyness Handbook under the couch. Scooped Living with Social Anxiety and Ten Steps to Being Bold into the crick of her elbow, then crammed them into one of a dozen identical blue forty-gallon fabric bins stacked along the wall. She was forcing the top closed when she remembered she was wearing the black teddy.

Oh, hell. Amy was going to love this.

The doorbell rang.

Jasmine could smell Amy’s clove and cinnamon through the thin plank door separating them. Jasmine ransacked her apartment for her white terry bathrobe. “One sec!”

Amy pounded on the door. “Jas? You got a man in there?”

Yeah, but he doesn’t have a penis. How could she lose her bathrobe in a closet-sized apartment?

“Jas! Your place is the size of a rowboat. You can reach the door from the damn pot.”

Could she? Well, it was close. She spotted her bathrobe neatly folded on top of a bin of last season’s wool flannels. She pulled it on over her teddy, flipped the three deadbolts, slid free the safety chain, and stood back as Amy burst into the room.

Showtime.

“Jasmine. Shit.” Amy went straight to the window, threw open the curtains, and peered out. “We have to talk.”

Jasmine followed her sister to the window and peered down five stories to the deserted sidewalk. The trees were just changing, and the brilliant yellow of the maple glowing in the moonlight complemented her pomegranate red crepe curtains. She sucked in her breath at the pleasure of the night-muted colors, then carefully closed the curtains. She hadn’t seen Amy since her graduation from NYU last spring.

“I need cash,” Amy said.

Well, might as well cut to the chase. The memories of Jasmine’s happy graduation were replaced with memories of the meal afterward—Amy hadn’t contributed a dime. Come to think of it, there was no gift either. “Let me put some coffee on.”

Amy pulled a two-liter, almost-empty vodka bottle out of her sheepskin coat.

“Okay. Not coffee, then,” Jasmine said. Amy was a social drinker, not a drunk. Jasmine’s blood ran cold. Something was wrong. Amy, after all, wasn’t a normal person.

Amy was a psychic.

But not just any psychic. She had one gift, besides crashing into Jasmine’s life at the most inopportune moments. She could touch a person and hear a voice that spoke the name of the person’s One True Love. Her soul mate. Her true companion. Her One and Only.

If you believed in such a thing.

And Jasmine did. Jasmine believed completely. Not just in Amy’s power, but in destiny as a concept. In a world where attractive men reduced her to a blushing, fumbling mess, there had to be one desirable man, somewhere, who would make her whole.

But there were problems with Amy’s names. If your One True Love was named John Smith, well, too bad for you; you had to figure out which John Smith was the right one. And if the right John Smith turned out to be a married pig farmer in Iowa with seven children and you were an up-and-coming New York City costume designer (and she was; she knew she was; she was going to get this job), well, then, you had some tough choices to make. Amy’s spirit voice rarely served up the lover a person expected. After all, who was this fate, this voice, this power? An angel? A devil? A long-dead kibbitzing old ghost, too mean-spirited even in death to mind her own business?

Well, whoever or whatever the voice was, it had stopped talking just days before Jasmine found her sisters after a lifetime apart. They had been separated twenty-six years earlier, the ugly result of their parents’ True Love– induced divorce. (A naïve child, Amy had told their parents they were not each other’s One True Love. Mom and Dad promptly split to find their individual bliss.)

Amy and Cecelia, the eldest sister, stayed with their dad in Baltimore. Jasmine, a toddler at the time, was taken by their mom to Bombay, India, in search of a stranger named Emeril Livingston—her mother’s One True Love. Jasmine had briefly reunited with her sisters when she was sixteen, a calamitous three months together that ended in Jasmine leaving without even saying good-bye. She reunited with her sisters again just two years ago in Baltimore. Their relationship was still on eggshells.

Of course, Amy wasn’t the sort to let a few dozen trampled eggshells slow her down.

Since losing her power, Amy had been doing everything she could to get the voice to spit out more names. She ladled soup for the homeless in the moldy basements of churches (well, once anyway; the spores irritated her sinuses). She consulted other psychics (whom she then accused of conning her). She wore elaborate, ever-changing combinations of crystals. Now, obviously, she had turned to vodka.

It seemed an unlikely fix.

Amy closed her eyes and rocked. The bottle was empty.

Jasmine gently removed the bottle from her sister’s grasp. “Is this about the voice?”

Amy’s eyes sprang open, and she flung herself onto the couch in a dramatic display of exhaustion. Everything about Amy was dramatic. She craved attention as much as Jasmine avoided it. “Would you get in the real world, please? I told you—it’s about cash. Money. The green stuff.” Amy frowned, lifted her ample hips, and felt under her.

Busted.

Out came Famous Costume Designer Ken in his high-sheen Hugo Boss–style suit.

Jasmine feigned surprise.

Amy dangled him from his right heel, his double-breasted jacket flapping helplessly. “Does Barbie know about this?”

Jasmine sank onto the couch opposite Amy. She ran her hand over the angora throw she had tossed over the couch, sensing the red through her fingertips. “Oh! There he is! I was designing costumes for a new play. He’s a prototype.” The lie tasted stale in her mouth.

Amy leaned forward and studied Jasmine closely, as if noticing her for the first time, which was likely the case. “Look at you! What are you wearing? Under your robe?” Amy poked at Jasmine’s bathrobe. “Something sexy? Was there a man here?” She frowned at Ken. “I mean, a real one?”

Jasmine considered telling her sister that she had made the black teddy for a blind date last Thursday that her friend Suz had set up. She tried not to think about that awful almost-date: gasping for breath, her racing heart. Suz was still furious at her for disappearing on the guy mid-salad, but Jasmine couldn’t help it. He had such soft, deep, chestnut-brown eyes.

Jasmine took a deep breath. The cat was already out of the bag, or, in this case, the Ken was already out of the couch. Plus, Amy was right—Jasmine was an awful liar. “Ken’s part of an exercise to help me get ready for an interview. I’m supposed to pretend he’s the interviewer.”

Amy shoved Jasmine’s shoulder a touch too hard to be entirely playful. “When will you stop reading those con-job self-help books and let me help you get over this stupid man thing? I know a guy who can use his tongue like—”

“No! Not Mario again. I can handle this myself.” Jasmine pulled her bathrobe tightly around her.

Amy looked doubtful.

Jasmine studied her beautiful sister. The woman did know a thing or two about men. Smudged kohl rimmed her dark eyes. Her wild black hair, tangling into her legendary cleavage, was alive with her constant motion. Under her sheepskin coat, every inch of her clothes sparkled despite the dim light, as if lit by Amy’s excess energy. She was the stereotypical lusty gypsy, from headscarf to toe ring.

Jasmine looked down at the plain bathrobe wrapping her straight, thin body. The only thing gypsy about her was the blackness of her hair, as if every drop of her gypsy blood were trying to escape through the top of her head to a more gypsy-worthy life in another body, leaving the rest of her pale and drained. She looked more vampire than gypsy.

“Don’t you get lonely?” Amy asked.

Of course Jasmine got lonely. But it was like asking a one-legged man if he missed his leg. He did, but there was no sense dwelling on what wasn’t possible. “How much money do you need?” Jasmine tried to turn the conversation back to Amy.

“Two thousand.”

Jasmine gasped. “What about Cecelia?” Cecelia was their doctor sister. The one with the cash.

“She’s the one I owe. We had a little disagreement.”

Jasmine shook her head. Amy surely owed Cecelia more than two thousand dollars; she borrowed money from Cecelia all the time, with only the faintest notion of paying her back. This had to be about something more than money.

“I sort of pawned one of Cecelia’s rings,” Amy said into the silence. “How could I have known it was her engagement ring? Only someone as uptight as Cecelia would keep her diamond engagement ring in a box.”

“The little toe ring?”

“No. The one Finny bought her last year. The big one.”

Jasmine winced. Two thousand would only pay for the setting on that rock. “She doesn’t wear it because she works in a clinic with people who can’t buy their kids shoes, Amy. It’s a matter of principle.”

“Whatever. She’s got so much jewelry she never touches.”

Jasmine was about to launch into a sermon on “borrowing” when she noticed Amy giving her a sideways smile. “What?”

“Forget it.”

“What?” Jasmine knew that smile. A chill ran up her spine. Amy is a con artist.

“Nothing. I was just thinking. No.” Amy shook her head, but her smile was growing. She shrugged out of her coat and stretched her arms like a cat. A sparkly, satisfied cat. Her shirt was skintight sheer black rayon stitched through with multicolored glittering thread. Her skirt was shiny, black, flowing to her ankles.

“Okay. Here’s a deal for you.” Amy licked her lips. “I’ll tell you the name of your One True Love for two thousand bucks.”



Chapter 2

The thrill of finally knowing her One True Love’s name battled with the disgust of knowing her sister was an opportunistic con artist. Either Amy had known the name for two years and not told her, or she was about to make up a name for cash.

Which option was more despicable?

“You don’t know the name of my One True Love,” Jasmine reminded her sister. “You lost your powers before we were reunited. Remember? You last heard the voice on September thirteenth two years ago. I came back the nineteenth.” Jasmine tried not to think about how hard it had been to come back to her sisters after running away from them ten years earlier. She had barely been a teenager when she left.

“Not true. I never told you that the voice came back one last time. For you. I read you two Thanksgivings ago; then the voice faded away for good.”

Jasmine’s heart plunged into her stomach. One last time? For her? Or another one of Amy’s lies?

Amy went on. “Cecelia had roasted that huge turkey, and you asked me to pass you the peas and bam!” Amy pounded her fist on the coffee table. “We both held on to those peas, and there it was clear as day! The name of your One True Love. We must have connected through the platter.”

Jasmine studied her beautiful sister. “I don’t believe you.” Truth wasn’t one of Amy’s strong points.

Amy shrugged.

Jasmine’s body suddenly went cold at the memory. “You spilled those peas in my lap.” Was Amy telling the truth? She remembered Amy startling. Jasmine had assumed the platter had burned her, but it felt cold to her touch. She had shaken off her confusion in the rush to clean up the mess. “You heard the name of my One True Love as destined by Fate and all I got was a lap full of peas?” Jasmine jumped off the couch. She paced, her arms crossed. “You knew for two years and didn’t tell me?” Her anger expanded through her chest, a hot orange-red gone blue around the edges. Jasmine threw up her hands. She believed Amy. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt that her sister was telling the truth. The moment had, after all, struck her as so odd that she still remembered it two years later. “Out!”

Amy didn’t budge. In fact, she settled herself deeper into the couch. “Gypsy hospitality rules, love.”

They may have had an unconventional upbringing with their divorced parents splitting the family apart, but their mother (and grandmother, in Amy and Cecelia’s case) had instilled them all with a strict sense of their gypsy heritage. Gypsy hospitality rules mandated that one gypsy give aid and shelter to any other gypsy in need, even a total stranger. But what would the Kris, the gypsy court of elders, say about having to give shelter to a blackmailer gypsy who had already stolen and pawned another gypsy’s ring?

“Look, Jas,” Amy said. “I promised Cecelia I would never, ever tell you your True Love’s name—”

“Why?”

“Doesn’t matter. Water under the bridge. Now that Cecelia’s cut me off, to hell with her!” Amy wagged her eyebrows. “I know you want to know. It was Cecelia who wouldn’t let me tell.”

“Why?” Jasmine asked again. She considered her drunk, desperate sister. Her stomach churned with apprehension. Yes, Jasmine had been waiting for this moment all her life, but now that it was here, she remembered how complicated it could be. She felt sick to her stomach. Cecelia was a pragmatist. “My True Love is awful?”

“Not exactly. Actually, he’s quite a looker.”

Jasmine’s stomach dove for cover. She let her eyes drift between Costume Designer Ken and Lying Blackmailer Amy. She had to stay focused.

I want to know the name. That was the most important thing.

Jasmine thought of the $2,324 she had in the bank. It was every penny she had made that month, and she owed $1,721 in rent next week. If she gave Amy the money, then she’d really have to go through with the interview. She’d have to nail it. Maybe going broke was the incentive she needed. Maybe Fate was trying to give her more than True Love.

Fate was offering up a whole new life.

If she dared.

Jasmine was bursting with questions. But where to start? “So you know him?” she asked.

“Sort of.” Amy began opening the fabric bins one by one. She peered into them as if expecting something good to eat, then closed them in scrunch-lipped disappointment.

“Do I know him?” Jasmine watched Amy approach the bin stuffed with her self-help books. Jasmine braced herself for another argument about her “man problem.”

Amy put her hand on the bin, paused, then passed over it and went on to the next. “Sort of.” Amy opened the box filled with Indian doupioni silks. She selected the twelve yards of a red and black print that Jasmine had spent two weeks bargaining for from her favorite shop in Bombay and draped it around herself like a tangled sari.

“Sort of?” Pressure was building in Jasmine’s head. Tell me and don’t touch my imported silks.

Amy wrapped the fabric around her head and over her face so that just her huge black eyes showed. She knelt down regally in front of the coffee table, her back upright, her head high, playing up the moment. “Your One True Love as destined by Fate. The one man on the planet destined to be your soul mate . . .”

Jasmine leaned forward. A flutter ran through her.

Amy closed her eyes. “Two thousand dollars?”

Get rid of my savings. Force myself to get that job. “Two thousand dollars. But you’ve got to pay me back.”

Amy opened her eyes. Two black coals blazed from the cocoon of silk. “Your One True Love . . .”

“Spit it out already!”

Amy sighed, pushed the fabric off her head, and then shrugged as if to say, It’s not my fault. “Josh Toby, Jas. That’s the thing. His name is Josh Toby.”

Jasmine laughed. “Josh Toby?” Of all the men in the world, her True Love had the same name as the biggest movie star of the decade? It was absurd. Josh Toby, as any woman with a pulse knew, was last year’s Sexiest Man Alive according to People magazine. His face was plastered on the wall of every thirteen-year-old girl’s bedroom in America and on the cubicle walls of many a thirtysomething. He was dating Cleo Chan, the reigning Sexiest Woman Alive and star of the Agent X HBO series that made her almost as famous as her main squeeze.

Jasmine got the shakes talking to a doll, and she was supposed to spend her life as the One True Love of Josh Toby?

Amy shrugged the silk to the ground. “It might not be that Josh Toby. There must be others.”

Right. Possibly. But what if it was that Josh Toby? Jasmine felt betrayed. How could her One True Love be someone so unattainable, so wrong? Jasmine didn’t follow the tabloids, but Josh Toby was definitely not a stay-in-and-watch-DVDs kind of guy.

An image of Josh Toby’s blue-purple eyes flashed in her mind from his last movie—the one with the terrorists. Well, they all had terrorists. Jasmine’s stomach jumped. The man was so sexy, he was practically feral.

Amy stood, leaving the fabric in a puddle on the floor. “I know. He doesn’t seem your type.”

My type.

The possibility of being loved by that Josh Toby seeped through every pore of Jasmine’s body, then drained out.

Empty.

She imagined being loved by another Josh Toby—maybe the guy behind the counter at the dry cleaners. Her stomach curled in on itself. Not even that was possible.

She had thought everything would change once she knew her True Love’s name. But everything was exactly the same. She had a name, sure, but she was still her same old self. Going out and acting on the name was impossible, whether her Josh Toby was a superstar or a schoolteacher. Face it, she couldn’t even get up enough nerve for a job interview.

My job interview.

What was she thinking? She couldn’t run off after a world-famous movie star sex symbol. She couldn’t run off after any man. She had to prepare for Arturo. She rescued the fabric Amy had abandoned. “Well, so much for that.”

Amy was back at the window. Her red fingernails tapped out Morse code for “don’t be an idiot” on the glass.

“If he ends up being the guy next door, I’ll go to dinner with him,” Jasmine explained. She neatly folded the doupioni and placed it into its box.

Amy stopped tapping and spun around. “You won’t go to dinner with the guy next door and you know it.” Her black eyes were blazing with challenge.

Jasmine thought of her last blind-date-turned-two-hundred-yard dash. “I would.” Cripes, her voice sounded so lame, she didn’t even believe herself.

“Face it, Jas. You have a serious man problem, and it’s time to kick it in the butt.”

Jasmine looked at Ken. Did a grown woman playing with dolls constitute a problem? “It’s just a little anxiety.”

“You’ve been running from hot guys ever since you came back from India when you were sixteen. Remember that cutie, Luke, who lived in the apartment downstairs? The senior quarterback? We had to check to make sure he wasn’t in the hall before you’d go out. Every day.”

“It wasn’t a big deal. Anyway, I paid you a buck each time.”

“I had to buy candy bars for you from Joey on the corner.”

“So? I paid you.”

Amy put her hands firmly on her hips. “Can’t you for one minute stop thinking of yourself and think of poor Josh? What if it is the movie star? That sweet guy has a tough, demanding life, and maybe you’re the one woman who could help him.”

“Me, help him?” Jasmine was flabbergasted. “He doesn’t need me.”

“The voice spoke for the very last time. There must be a reason it came back one last time just for you.”

Jasmine couldn’t help it. She imagined meeting Josh Toby, movie star. The lightning bolt of True Love would strike as they saw each other across a crowded, smoke-filled ballroom. Sure, Cleo Chan would be disappointed, but she’d understand the power of True Love and melt away from Josh’s side, her perfectly manicured fingertips trailing off him as he floated toward Jasmine. Violins would crescendo as she and Josh rushed out of the ballroom onto the moonlit balcony where they would swear their eternal, passionate love.

Okay, it was corny. But it wasn’t so far-fetched. Jasmine knew deep down that she was meant for bigger things than hemming her neighbors’ pants. Somewhere in a hidden part of her soul, she knew that if she had her chance, she could have the love of a lifetime with a man as dashing and exciting as Josh Toby.

Or could she? What if she couldn’t? What if she was exactly what she seemed to be?

A person too afraid to go after her dreams.



Chapter 3

Josh Toby walked into the almost-empty diner with his Yankees cap pulled down low. He sported a three-day beard, a scuffed leather jacket, an unassuming flannel shirt, and faded jeans. Dark sunglasses hid his very well-known eyes.

The diner was his first test to see if he’d be recognized. Neither of the two elderly patrons reading the New York Post in a far booth even looked up. If he’d worn his signature black Armani suit and Italian black loafers, there’d be mobs around him by now. But instead he was playing his greatest role ever: Ordinary Guy. A nobody, sitting alone at the counter of a run-down greasy spoon on Broadway and 110th, starting from scratch.

“What’ll it be?” the man behind the counter asked.

Josh was startled by how tired the man looked. Usually when strangers saw him, they put on a show, lit up like 150-watt follow spotlights. This guy hadn’t given a shit since sometime last decade. Permanently on dimmer.

Josh tried not to stare. He focused on the menu. “Pastrami on rye and a diet Coke.”

The man nodded, blissfully unaware that he was about to serve one of the most famous people in the world.

The diner door jangled open, and a teenage girl spilled into the restaurant. This was it. It was one thing to go unnoticed around a depressed, unkempt burger flipper and a couple of geezers at the back booth. But around a teenager of the female persuasion, he would have to be wary.

“Josh!” the girl cried.

Busted. Josh braced himself to face his adoring public. He put on his “public” face: half-smile, cocked head, raised eyebrows. But the girl sailed by him and his absurd face and sat at the far end of the counter.

“Hi, Cassie.” The counterman nodded at the girl. He shuffled to Josh and put the sandwich down in front of him.

Josh blinked into the empty space where Cassie had been. I am an idiot. The counterman was also named Josh. He swallowed his smile.

And his pride.

He examined the sandwich. Two inches of gleaming red pastrami. Oh, New York. This town was humbling but worth it.

“Bad news, huh?” Cassie asked the counterman. She slung her backpack under the counter, and it landed as if it were filled with stones.

The counterman set about making the girl a tuna sandwich. He didn’t answer.

“So?”

“So? It’s not good. Your aunt Rini needs the operation. Fifty thou.”

Josh bit into the pastrami. Nicely salted, but wet-cured, not dry, making the meat tough. Machine-cut too. Still, the taste of home. He ate for a while in peace. Blissful, silent peace. Man, he could get used to this. For a little while anyway. Not too long. His stomach clenched. What was that? Probably the pastrami.

New York always got him in the gut. Hometown nostalgia.

He pulled a worn paperback out of his inside jacket pocket: Acts of Literature. He flipped to an article on Romeo and Juliet by Jacques Derrida, the infamous decontructionist philosopher, but he couldn’t concentrate with the snatches of whispered conversation floating down the counter to him. “Maybe more tests . . . if I sell the diner . . .”

He itched to jump down four stools and lean into the conversation. His right leg jiggled with pent-up energy.

The clenching in his gut wasn’t the pastrami.

Face it, pretty boy, you’re lonely. He was used to being surrounded by people. But he had come here to get away from all that so he could work. Really work. Josh stuck his nose back in the book, but the lines blurred. His stomach fluttered at the prospect of doing Romeo and Juliet. No special effects. No reshoots. Just him and a few other actors on a tiny stage. His chance to prove once and for all that he could be a serious actor if given the chance.

He reached for his cell to call Cleo, then stopped. She thought he was researching a role in Afghanistan. If she knew he was here doing off Broadway, she’d freak. After all, their relationship was purely about work; they posed as lovers so they could focus on building their careers without the distractions of personal relationships. They were both seasoned veterans of every brand of gold digger. The ones who were after money or fame weren’t the problem. It was the real lovers whose anger turned them into gold diggers when they realized that work had to come first. Always. That was what it took to stay on top. Single-minded determination, endless traveling, and nonstop promotion. Love was a fantasy for people with time and privacy.

Trouble was, now that his career had taken him as far as he could go in the world of blockbuster hits, he longed for something more, well, fulfilling. He hoped Romeo and Juliet would be the creative outlet he needed.

His palms itched. Who else could he call?

No. Bad idea.

The clenching again in his gut.

What the hell. He’d been thinking about them since he’d gotten to New York six hours ago.

He dialed his parents’ number. They lived just twenty blocks uptown, on the twelfth floor of a prewar building on Riverside Drive. He hadn’t seen them in two years. Each ring made his heart flutter.

A click, then, “Hello? Hello?”

Josh melted at the sound of his mother’s voice. “Hi, Mom.”

Silence. Then, “Joshie? Is that you? You know I hate being called Mom. Call me Ruth. Are you calling from Afghanistan? Your, um, person, whatever you call her—”

“Maureen? Mo? My publicist?”

“I still can’t believe my son has a servant.” Her voice took on its familiar edge. His mother was an old-school socialist. She still had scars from the 1968 Columbia riots to prove it.

Josh didn’t bother to reply. He’d explained hundreds of times that Mo was a well-paid professional, not a servant. But his mother only responded with a sigh and a muttered, “An honest person handles his own affairs.”

“Maureen said you were in Afghanistan. We were thrilled!”

Josh perked. Mom—er, Ruth—is pleased with me. . . .

His mother was still talking. “And I told your father, finally, after all these years, he’s getting political! Protesting violence! Your father said you were finally understanding life and using some of that fortune of yours to help the war orphans.”

Josh held the phone loosely, trying to control the twisting in his gut. He looked out the window at the fall leaves floating to the sidewalk. Then he looked at the girl four stools down. She stared at her sandwich while her uncle talked. Josh felt closer to this stranger than he did to his mother. His mother would only be disappointed if he told her he was twenty blocks away studying for a role off Broadway. Just more proof that his life was frivolous and wasted. “I’ve got to go, M—um, Ruth. I’m losing the connection. I’ll call you later.” He clicked the phone shut before she could reply.

He felt like dirt, and it definitely wasn’t the pastrami. Maybe New York was a bad idea.

He was restless. He needed to get out. But the counterman was still talking to the girl. Josh tried not to eavesdrop. “Operation . . . no insurance . . . eighty percent chance . . .”

The counterman noticed Josh watching them. He patted the girl’s hand, scribbled Josh’s bill on a pad, made his way down the counter to Josh, and slapped down the bill.

$8.25 with tax.

Josh gawked at the slip of paper. He really had to start carrying cash. Usually Mo paid the bills—if people even bothered to charge him. He pulled his wallet out of his jacket pocket. No green. He fished his finger behind the plastic window where the kindergarten pictures of his kids should have been if he ever had kids (he used his wallet so infrequently, it still had the factory-installed picture of a smiling stranger) and found his emergency American Express Card. He hadn’t used it in years. It had his first initial and last name. He’d have to hope the counterman wouldn’t notice.

The man ran his card and handed it back to him without even looking at it. Josh watched the girl, Cassie, who was still staring into space.

The counterman gave him the receipt to sign.

Josh shrugged. What the hell? It was more important to help out than to hide out. He filled in a $50,000 tip, added up the total ($50,008.25), and signed his name as messily as he could. Then he dashed for the door.

“Hey, wait. I think you made a mistake, Mister, uh, Toby.”

“It’s for Aunt Rini,” he said as he slipped through the door. “Plus, you make a mean pastrami.”

“Wait—” the counterman began.

“Oh, my god. That’s—” the girl cried.

But Josh was gone. Already out the door and across Broadway on his way to the park.



Chapter 4

Jasmine’s hands grew clammy, her breath quickened, and for the fourth time in twelve minutes, she hurried past the Royalton Hotel where she was supposed to meet Arturo for her interview in the hotel’s famous lobby bar.

Okay, this was ridiculous. She just had to walk in, find Arturo, and be herself. Well, no. Not herself. She had to be the fearless, bold person she’d been rehearsing the last few days with Amy and Ken. The person Arturo would hire.

She could do it. She was going to do it. She was going to pass out.

She rounded 44th Street and headed up 6th Avenue. Again. Across 45th. Down 5th.

Then she was back on 44th street. The hotel, with its bright red door and stately Roman columns, loomed halfway down the block. Jasmine slowed. She had to go in this time or she’d be late. She took shallow, short breaths. Her enormous portfolio in its black leather box weighed her down as much as her dread. If only she could climb inside her portfolio case and disappear. . . .

“Jasmine Burns?” A high-pitched voice assaulted her. Skinny, jewel-encrusted arms protruding from the sleeves of an unbuttoned white fur jacket flew around her, and the puckery suck of an air kiss floated past her right ear. The unmistakable scent of Joy (was it still the world’s most expensive perfume?) drifted around her. Something hard banged against her kneecap, and she jumped back.

“It’s me, Samantha! Sam Olivia!” the woman cried. “Are you here to interview with Arturo? I just left. He’s a doll!”

Jasmine’s hands flew to Ken, who was tucked safely in her purse for good luck. No, Samantha couldn’t know. It was just an expression. She rubbed her knee where Samantha’s portfolio had banged into it. “Hi, Sam.”

“Oh, God, I’ll never get the job if you’re up for it. Everyone knows you’re the best. I’m glad I was before you and not after.” Samantha had graduated from NYU with Jasmine.

Had Samantha called Jasmine “the best”? Samantha had scored an internship on Broadway before the end of the first semester. Of course, there were rumors of her exceptional blow jobs and of her daddy’s connections, but it was none of Jasmine’s business. Although, at this moment, eye-to-cleavage with Sam’s low-cut charmeuse blouse, she realized maybe it was her business. Sam’s blazing purple-red hair clashed with the orange-red of the silver oak behind her, jangling Jasmine’s already-jangled nerves.

“He is dreamy. Italian.” Samantha sighed. “But here I am jabbering when you better hurry! Good luck, love!” Sam embraced her again, and the air kiss flew by, borne into oblivion on fumes of Joy.

Shyness is an abnormal fear of normal situations. Take control of the anxiety or it will take control of you. Imagine Arturo is naked. Imagine that you won’t throw up on his Italian suede loafers. Imagine that you don’t feel as if you’re about to melt into a puddle of goo. . . .

Arturo sat at a table in the back of the bar taking notes on a yellow legal pad. He was more gorgeous than Jasmine remembered. And he was wearing almost the exact same suit she had made for Ken. She had nailed it.

Too bad she was stalled two feet from Arturo’s table, unable to move. We’re done, her legs seemed to be saying. Here is good. Her breath stopped too. Her thoughts were the only things in motion, swirling in endless spirals: You don’t belong here; you’re better off at home; it’ll be humiliating; he’ll laugh; he’ll be sorry he ever decided to interview you; in fact, it’s probably all a huge mistake and he hired Samantha anyway and hell, now he’ll be worn out from Samantha’s, um, many talents. . . .

Oh, she didn’t feel well. It was too hot.

I am not going to have a panic attack.

Oh, yes, I am . . .

She could feel an attack coming like an approaching train that she couldn’t stop. Her heart racing, her lungs constricting.

In a rush of determination, she picked up her portfolio and sped to Arturo’s table. Then stood, mute.

Here comes the train wreck.

Her portfolio clunked to the ground, making Arturo look up. “Oh, hi. Have a seat.” Gorgeous brown eyes, warm and soft. And that suit. Italian doupioni, the best. So much better than her Indian silk. “I’m Arturo Mastriani.”

And I’m about to be ill. She tried to speak but couldn’t.

He stared at her, confused, his smile slowly fading.

Just me and my neurosis, nice to meet you. She had to get out of there before he had a new story to tell at the next cast party—the one about the NYU graduate who barfed on his $2,000 suit. She tried once more to speak, but no words could get past her demons.

She forced her mouth into an apologetic smile, squeezed out the words “excuse me,” then turned as slowly as she could and walked away. One careful step in front of the other. Slow. Easy. Once she cleared the concrete pillar and was out of sight, she bolted to the huge potted lime trees set in a dark corner, fell to her knees, and puked.

Shoot me, someone. Now.

She glanced around. No one seemed to have noticed in the hushed, lush whispers of the general fabulousness that was the Royalton. But what if someone did? What if Arturo came after her?

She had to get out. Immediately. She searched the lobby. No Arturo. She carefully headed for the door, shoving through before the startled doorman could open it. She ran down the sidewalk, then slowed to a panicked walk.

It wasn’t until she was crossing into Central Park that she realized she had left her portfolio behind.

“So, so, so?” Amy splashed into the apartment, a sea of shopping bags. “How’d it go? Tell me every little thing! Did he hire you on the spot?” Amy was wearing Jasmine’s pewter merino sweater, stretching it to her voluptuous proportions. Her belly-button ring stared out like a third eye.

Jasmine took in the shopping bags in shock. I gave all my money to Amy. I lost my mind. Jasmine ran the iron over and over the hem of a pair of slacks with a stunning black warp and brown weft. It hissed out a cloud of steam as if it were angry too.

“You didn’t go, did you?” Amy asked.

“No. I didn’t. I decided not to. I’m a great tailor. I’m going to expand my business. I’ve been here all afternoon making plans. I’ve already designed the business cards in my head. I’m going to call it ‘Tailoring for Women.’”

“That’s better than ‘Tailoring for Women Because I’ve Got Some Bizarro Fear of Men,’ I guess. But still, pretty lame, Jas. Hey, speaking of men, where’s Ken?” Amy stared at the empty spot on the bookshelf where he’d been sitting in his off-hours.

Jasmine felt her eyes flick to the window before she could stop them, and Amy was off in a flash.

She leaned as far as she could, pressing her nose against the glass. “Oh, my God! You killed Ken!” Amy flew out of the apartment, leaving the door to the hallway flapping open behind her. Jasmine put the finished pants in the smaller pile and took the next pair off the top of the big pile. Being a tailor was nice. Peaceful. She got out her seam ripper.

Amy returned two pairs of pants later, out of breath, holding a dirty Ken like a sword. “Now look here. Don’t murder innocent dolls. That’s some scary shit, Jas.”

Jasmine slashed at the threads of a hem with swift, certain swipes. She would accept the Smith wedding job she had turned down last week. Then she’d have Suz and Jenn spread the word among their colleagues. She’d be an even huger success than before. Who needed the stress of costume design? “Do you know how to iron?” Jasmine asked.

“No.” Amy put Ken back on his shelf with elaborate care.
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