

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	HE COURTED HER WITH PUNCH LINES.


	Middle-aged stand-up comedian Josh Steinberg, formerly the star of his own popular TV series, finds himself struggling to keep his career alive, playing seedier and seedier clubs. Plump, balding, and plain-looking, he has never had much luck with women. That is, until Josh meets Holly Brannigan while performing his stand-up act in a comedy club. Holly, an attractive, intelligent, and divorced 50-year-old businesswoman, becomes instantly smitten with Josh and even finds his unconventional looks wildly sexy.


	 


	“… a surprising novel … Filled with characters that seem as if they just walked out of a sitcom, Love Is the Punch Line might just tickle your funny bone.”—Anne Clinard Barnhill, author of The Beautician's Notebook, At the Mercy of the Queen, and Queen Elizabeth's Daughter


	 


	“Outside observers might wonder what middle-aged romantics Josh Steinberg and Holly Brannigan see in each other, beyond the mirror image of their mutual loneliness … Fireworks onstage. Fireworks off-stage. Fireworks in the bedroom. Then come the duds..."—B.A. East, author of Patchworks


	 


	“… Author Kathleen Jones successfully brings readers into the gritty, often brutal worlds of stand-up comedy and the Hollywood film industry, where talent means little unless it 


	 


	 


	is combined with youth and beauty, and where love is often an illusion.”—Kathleen Duhamel, author of the Deep Blue Trilogy


	 


	“When aging comedian Josh meets businesswoman Holly, sparks fly, but it's not an easy road to happy ever after … a sweet love story with lots of twists and turns that will take you on an emotional rollercoaster ride.”—Alicia Montgomery, author of the True Mates Series


	 


	“...relatable and relevant, edgy and witty. It is clearly well sequenced and flows as a good piece of writing should, with plenty of moments to pause and chuckle along the way.”—Chris Sellars, personal trainer, BRM, NSCA-CPT, CSCS


	 


	“… an authentic romance novel ... love builds not in a linear way, but in a realistic, fragmented pace. … I liked how Jones treated the story and how the romance follows a different path. An enriching reading.”—Lisa Torquay, author of  The Lass Defended the Laird


	 


	“… fascinating and different … There are sorry-for-themselves male characters and strong women … lots of sex and also a religious theme … a page turner for sure. It ends somewhat happily. “—Marika E. Tamm, freelance editor 


	 


	“… reminds you that ‘love conquers all’, and that … love will go a long way to ensuring success. In this case, Holly's love for Josh carries him through his personal crisis to a new beginning.”—David Iggulden, former editor, Wolters Kluwer Canada 


	 


	“Holly and Josh aren't your typical young, beautiful lovers. They are real people with real feelings, and come complete with flaws that I can identify with. As I was reading, I was rooting for them to make it.”—Charlene Watters, editor, Wolters Kluwer Canada 


	 


	“A well-written novel of turbulent love and the catastrophic happenings of a Jewish comic. It is fast moving and very descriptive. The characters are easy to remember.”—Gordon Calvert, former employee, Wolters Kluwer Canada


	 


	“… unforgettable and touching ... a story about disappointment, failure, and shame … but also a story about faith, courage, hope, and triumph. … The path to true love can be a treacherous one indeed, stretching the human character to its limit … ”—Sheila Mitchell, author of I Love You, Grandma!


	 


	“Brilliantly humorous, fun romance! … Kathleen Jones is not only brilliant with her storylines, but she is also amazing at her imagery and scenes. Love is the Punch Line will keep you thoroughly entertained, and I bet you even laugh out loud a few times!”—Stella Knights, author of  The Dusty Rider Series
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	Chapter One


	 


	Josh Steinberg’s mission in life was to make other people laugh, but these days, he could barely make himself smile.


	“Good evening, everyone,” Josh said, starting his act in a halting voice, his eyes sweeping the half-empty, dimly lit room.


	Holy shit, what a dive. The Yahoo Comedy Club in Toronto? Never heard of it before. God, why does Greg keep lining up these crappy gigs? And how did I end up with an agent who knows nothing about the comedy business? Serves me right for hiring someone who used to be a roadie with a rock band.


	Josh smiled at the half-drunken faces before him, then launched into his routine — the usual shtick about his hopeless love life.


	“My looks have helped me in life. I mean, no women are filing paternity suits against me.”


	Deep down inside, Josh knew that his looks had done absolutely nothing for him. He had never really been a hunk: five foot nine; slightly plump — always plump, even when he was young; a plain face with a big nose; thinning and graying brown hair; receding hairline; double chin. Josh especially hated his big, protruding belly; he had tried for years and years to get rid of it, with no success. 


	As if his aging looks weren’t bad enough, Josh now had some unwelcome competition from his new twenty-eight-year-old agent, Greg. Despite his short stature, Greg was darkly handsome — and Italian — with brilliant, piercing blue eyes and perfect features. On more than one occasion, Greg had stolen the woman that Josh tried to pick up. Each and every time it happened, Josh vowed to fix himself up through the magic of drastic diets and plastic surgery.


	“I have to be realistic about my expectations. I mean, if I were a woman, I wouldn’t date me.”


	Josh had always known he wasn’t great-looking, but he had never dreamed that he would still be alone at the age of fifty-four. He believed that once women got to know him, they would see the beautiful heart under his less than gorgeous exterior. All he had ever wanted was a soul mate, one special woman who could love him as much as he could love her. Josh knew that he would make a great husband, unlike most of the other comics on the road, who often cheated on their wives.


	“Anyhow, don’t feel too sorry for me. I’ve slept with lots of gorgeous women. They simply can’t resist us paunchy guys.”


	Over the years, Josh had managed to pick up a fair number of tall, thin, young, and beautiful models and actresses. But he had never been able to hold on to them; as far as they were concerned, Josh was nothing but a useful celebrity name who could get them auditions with producers, escort them to movie premieres where they could be photographed, or just satisfy them in bed until their far better looking Prince Charming came galloping along. Once they got what they wanted, they always disappeared.


	“I remember one gorgeous blonde I asked out through a dating app. When I turned up at her door for a date, she took one look at me … and threw up.”


	They barely laughed at that one. In fact, they’ve barely laughed at any of my punch lines.


	“I guess she had the stomach flu. And who could forget the flawless Asian beauty I met on a movie set? When I asked her out, she actually laughed at me.”


	Out of the corner of his eye, Josh spied a woman seated alone at a table in the corner, her chestnut hair styled in a chin-length bob that perfectly framed her delicately pretty face.


	She hasn’t laughed at any of my jokes. But for some reason, I can’t stop looking at her. The woman Josh kept staring at wasn’t his type at all. Oh, she was pretty enough, but she was hardly young. If she didn’t laugh at him, so what? She was only one woman out of billions, a total stranger that he would never even see again.


	The “total stranger” couldn’t take her eyes off Josh either.


	Holly Brannigan’s gaze trailed Josh onstage. He’s not bad looking. She had always found Josh somewhat repulsive whenever she saw him on TV; as far as she was concerned, he was just a fat, ugly guy with a nasal voice. But when he stepped out on the stage tonight, she found him wildly sexy. He wasn’t Holly’s type, and he was far from handsome, but … there was something special about him. Maybe it was his big, cuddly body … or his eyes. Yes, it had to be those warm brown eyes of his. Holly had never seen kinder eyes on a man’s face.


	“I should join Daters Anonymous. I’ve become a love-a-holic.”


	Holly didn’t find Josh funny at all. She couldn’t possibly laugh at a man who had been badly hurt by so many women. In fact, he depressed her… and she came to the club tonight to cheer herself up. 


	“Believe it or not, I was engaged once. Of course, she stood me up on our wedding day …”


	A phone rang. Very loudly.


	It’s my phone, Holly thought. I forgot to turn it off. Shit!


	As she reached into her handbag to silence the offending phone, she could see a shadow looming over her. She looked up timidly into the glaring, unfriendly face of Josh Steinberg.


	“What the hell are you doing, lady?” he said.


	The audience tittered. Holly’s heart started to pound.


	“This happens to be a comedy club. Why haven’t you laughed at any of my jokes?”


	“I’m sorry,” Holly said in a soft voice, blinking back tears.


	“Not only did you not laugh at me, but you had the nerve to pull out your phone during my set. What right do you have to do that? Answer me!”


	“I said I was sorry. Please leave me alone!”


	“Why should I leave you alone? You’re ruining my act. Get out of this place right now!”


	That was the last straw. She felt horrible about her phone, but she couldn’t believe he had the nerve to accuse her of ruining his unfunny act. And now he was trying to kick her out, too. Infuriated, Holly stood up, grabbed a glass of water off the table, and tossed it into Josh Steinberg’s face. Then, without missing a beat, she snapped up her handbag and bolted down the hall.


	The audience — finally — gave Josh the heartfelt approval he’d been seeking, punctuating their roaring laughter with loud applause and lusty whistles.


	Stunned, Josh blindly picked up a napkin from a nearby table and mopped his face, his eyes trailing Holly as she disappeared into the women’s washroom.


	She locked herself into the nearest stall. Hot tears coursed down her cheeks. Why did he upset me so much? Holly had always been a tough businesswoman; it was unusual for her to crumble like this. Was she touchy because Eric just dumped her … or did she have a crush on this big prick?


	Ten minutes later, Holly emerged from the washroom to find the big prick himself standing outside, his eyes slightly downcast, his angry face transformed by a kind expression.


	“Excuse me, dear,” Josh began in a humble voice. “I want to apologize for yelling at you.”


	Maybe he didn’t mean to hurt me. Maybe he needed to lash out at someone, and I just happened to be there.


	“I know I interrupted your act, but you had no right to yell at me.”


	“Look, I’m sorry. I was having a rough night, and I took it out on you.”


	He looked so sad on that stage. She really felt sorry for him … even though he was a celebrity.


	“You think you’re better than me because you’re a celebrity, don’t you?”


	“No, I don’t. I’m sorry, really.” Josh sighed. “What else can I say?”


	I guess he’s sincere. After all, he didn’t have to apologize to me.


	“Okay,” Holly said, her voice softening. “You don’t have to keep apologizing.”


	“But … you really didn’t laugh at me. Why? Was I terrible or something? Please tell me.”


	He might be an asshole, but he did notice me. Maybe there’s more to him than I thought.


	“I couldn’t laugh at you because you just seemed so … sad.”


	“Sad?”


	“Yes. All of those mean women rejecting you, treating you like crap.”


	“Oh. Well, it was supposed to be funny.”


	But Holly really hadn’t found Josh’s act funny. And she couldn’t understand why all the women in Josh’s past were so cruel to him. He wasn’t that bad-looking … and he was actually sweet.


	“I’m sure it was. I’m sorry I didn’t laugh.”


	“Lady, you have nothing to apologize for. Well,” Josh glanced at his watch, “I’d better call it a night.”


	It’s now or never, Holly. Go on and ask him — you’ll never get another chance.


	“Oh, uh, Mr. Steinberg?”


	“Yes?” Josh looked up, puzzled.


	“Can I buy you a drink?” Holly asked, her heart pounding. “It’s the least I can do after I ruined your act.”


	“You didn’t ruin my act. You helped me get a big laugh,” Josh said, a playful smile spreading across his face. “You should join my act — and I should buy you  a drink.”


	“No, I should. I’m the one who asked you out.”


	“Oh, okay.” Josh chuckled. “But you really don’t have to. Now,” he said in a more businesslike voice, “can we get out of this place and go somewhere decent?”


	“I know just the place,” Holly said, smiling back at him. “Follow me.”


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Two


	 


	What a crazy evening, Josh thought as he sat down in an old wooden booth at the back of Paddy O’Connor’s, an Irish pub down the street from the comedy club. The cheerful room was small and cozy, its walls covered in colorful travel posters bursting with blue skies and sandy beaches, its floor covered with a soft carpet. One minute, I’m depressed and lonely and pouring my heart out onstage; the next minute, a pretty lady is asking me out. Though who knows why — you can’t really trust women.


	“What’ll you have?”


	Josh looked up. A heavy-set young woman in tight black jeans glared at him.


	Josh smiled at her. “I’ll take a pint of the house draft. And you?” he asked, turning to Holly. “Perhaps you’d like a glass of water to replace the one you spilled at the club?”


	“Uh, no. I’d like something a bit stronger than that. I’ll have a pint of the house draft, too.”


	“My kinda woman,” Josh said, a grin spreading across his face.


	The server scribbled on a notepad and disappeared.


	Holly glanced around the room, which was full of young couples and a smattering of middle-aged men perched on stools at the bar, hoping that they wouldn’t be bothered by a bunch of autograph seekers. And Holly hoped that Josh hadn’t agreed to go out with her just because he felt guilty about yelling at her. But that was probably the only reason he was here; she knew that he wouldn’t have asked her out on his own. After all, he is the Josh Steinberg and I’m nobody special.


	“So, why did you bring me to an Irish pub? Are you Irish? And Catholic?” There was a twinkle in his eye.


	“Sort of.”


	“Sort of? What’s your name?”


	“Holly Brannigan.”


	“Holly … Brannigan? Sounds Irish to me. Unless Brannigan is your married name.”


	“It’s an Irish name, but my family hasn’t been Irish or Catholic for several generations. I’m Protestant — and mostly English — thanks to intermarriage. And it’s my name. I’m divorced.”


	“I’m Jewish. I guess that’s pretty obvious. Does that bother you?”


	“Of course not. Jewish men are gorgeous … and sexy.” She smiled warmly at Josh.


	“Oh,” Josh said, looking down at the table. “And what exactly do you do for a living? Do you have any kids? Or a serious boyfriend?”


	“I own an event planning business called An Affair to Remember. I have a grown son named Kyle. And I don’t have a boyfriend anymore. My ex-boyfriend, Eric, dumped me a couple of months ago after five years together. I guess it would have happened sooner or later — he is seven years younger than me — but it still hurts.” Holly sighed. “Look, Mr. Steinberg — Josh. I hope you didn’t agree to go out with me just to be polite. I mean, I’m a boring person and nothing special to look at.”


	“Holly — ”


	“You’re Josh Steinberg. You can have any woman you want. Actresses, models — ”


	“Josh Steinberg is just a schmuck. I didn’t go out with you just to be nice, and I can’t have any woman I want. A lot of women turn me down. And you’re not a boring person at all — you’re a smart, capable woman with your own business. And you’re pretty.”


	“Maybe for my age. I’m old, Josh.”


	“How old are you? You can’t be older than me. I’m fifty-four.”


	“I just turned fifty today.”


	“You’re ancient. Anyway, you’ve held up a lot better than me.”


	“That doesn’t matter. Men your age only date younger women.”


	“Maybe some other old guys do, but I date anyone I want.”


	The server appeared and set two frosty mugs of beer on the table.


	“A toast!” Josh declared, picking up his mug. “To Holly! Happy birthday, Holly!” They clinked their mugs together. “Speaking of looks,” Josh continued, lowering his voice, “I’ve always hated mine. Holly, if you were me — if you looked like me — what work would you have done? Would you reshape my nose, get rid of my double chin, do a hair transplant? Or something else? Please tell me, and be honest. Be brutal!”


	Holly stared at Josh, dumbfounded. “Well, I don’t know. Are you planning to have some work done?”


	“I want to, but I don’t know where to begin.”


	“Don’t, Josh. Please don’t do anything to that beautiful face of yours.” She picked up his hand from across the table and tenderly kissed the palm. Now it was Josh’s turn to look dumbfounded. “You shouldn’t have any work done. You’re gorgeous, Josh. Really.”


	“Oh.” Josh reached across the table and gently stroked Holly’s hair.


	“All those women you talked about in your act, they really did treat you like crap, didn’t they? And that’s why you feel bad about your looks.”


	“It’s the other way around. They treated me like crap because I’m fat and ugly. Women have always used their beauty to hurt me.” Josh paused. “But don’t you think your questions are getting a little too personal?” 


	Holly flinched, stung by this sudden verbal attack. “But you just asked me a bunch of personal questions. And you talk about your personal relationships onstage.”


	Josh considered Holly’s words for a moment, a sober expression on his face.


	“Maybe you’ve been chasing the wrong women. You need — you deserve — to be with someone who really appreciates you.”


	“There’s no such woman.”


	“Sure there is. You’re sitting across from that woman right now. I think you’re very sexy, Josh.”


	“Oh.”


	That word again! What’s he’s really thinking?


	“I really wish I could take away all of the hurt those mean women inflicted on you. You didn’t deserve it.”


	Josh looked tenderly at Holly and smiled. “Thank you, dear.”


	The next two hours flew by. Josh found himself pouring out his heartaches to this lovely stranger: His loneliness on the road and empty sexual encounters. His bouts of depression and suicidal thoughts, always unpredictable and scary. His stalled career and his fruitless search for work — any work.


	“It wasn’t always like this. Not long ago, I was a superstar on the stand-up circuit, and I had starred in a hit TV show and several popular movies. Lately, though, I have to scramble for work, and the clubs keep getting smaller and smaller.”


	“Why don’t you create your own work? You could write your own screenplay, then get some studio to produce it — ” 


	“Oh, sure. The movie studios don’t want anything to do with me. They’re not interested in producing another dumb Josh Steinberg comedy.”


	“You don’t have to write a screenplay for another dumb Josh Steinberg comedy.”


	“What would I write about?”


	“Real life. Real people.”


	“I couldn’t do that. All I know is comedy.”


	“Yes, you could! You’re more than smart enough, Josh. Challenge yourself. Reinvent yourself — ”


	The server returned to the table. “Excuse me, folks. Closing time in five minutes. Sorry to kick you out.”


	“I can’t believe how late it is,” Josh said, glancing at his watch. “It’s already midnight.”


	“I hope I didn’t take up too much of your time. Or bore you,” Holly said as she paid the bill.


	“Not at all, dear.” Josh smiled. “I had a wonderful evening.”


	“So did I.” Holly smiled back. “Even though it didn’t quite start out that way.”


	Thirty minutes later, Josh’s compact black car pulled into the driveway of Holly’s small townhouse near High Park. Holly had expected to get roaring drunk at the comedy club to blot out the pain of her breakup, so she’d left her car at home, planning to travel by cab. But Josh, concerned about Holly’s safety, insisted on driving her home.


	As Holly climbed out of the car, a cool late-summer wind whipping across her face, Josh pulled her close to him a bit awkwardly, then, pressing his lips against hers, kissed her deeply and passionately. Holly wrapped her arms around his big, solid body and buried her face in his chest.


	I never want to let him go. I feel so safe in his arms. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this way about anyone else.


	He lifted her face and brushed his lips against hers. “I love the way you taste. And I love the way you feel, baby. You’re so soft.”


	“It’s a little late to drive back to the hotel,” Holly said as he kissed her neck tenderly. “You’re welcome to stay here for the night. There’s room on my couch … or in my bed.”


	Oh my God! Did I just invite him to have sex with me? He must think I’m really ballsy.


	“Are you sure?” Josh asked as he nibbled her ear. “I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”


	“It’s no trouble at all. Of course, you don’t have  to stay if you don’t want to.”


	“Of course I want to. I’ll take the bed over the couch. But where will you sleep?”


	Holly laughed.


	“What do you know? I finally made you laugh. I guess you can’t hate me too much.”


	“I don’t hate you at all, Josh.” Holly fumbled with the key as she tried to fit it into the lock. With a jerk, she flung the door open, then reached blindly for the light switch in the front hall.


	“Don’t turn it on,” Josh said in a voice scarcely louder than a whisper. Before she could reply, he scooped her up into his arms and carried her down the dark hall and up the stairs. Somehow he managed to find the bedroom on his own.


	***


	Early the next morning, as the bright August sun streamed through the front window of Holly’s townhouse, a rumpled but happy Josh, a contented, lazy smile gracing his face, stumbled into the front hallway. A few seconds later, Holly, dressed in a short-sleeved navy shirt and faded jeans, followed him, clutching a small brown paper bag.


	“Homemade peanut butter cookies,” she said, handing the bag to Josh. “Just in case you get hungry on the road.”


	“Do I look like I need cookies?” Josh patted his rotund stomach.


	“Don’t worry. They’re low-fat.”


	“Thanks. And thanks for the most romantic evening of my entire life.”


	“Thank you, sir. And just for the record, you were the best lover I ever had. You’re a fabulous lover, Josh.”


	“So are you, dear. You really know how to please a man.”


	“That’s a real compliment from a guy who’s bedded so many young and beautiful — and tall — models.”


	“You’re way better than them in bed. They just lie there and expect to be serviced. And you’re smart. There’s nothing hotter than a brainy lady.”


	“I don’t think so,” Holly said in a flat voice.


	“Look, honey, smart ladies like you are hot. The brain is the biggest sex organ.”


	“Sure, Josh,” Holly muttered. Then she burst into tears.


	“What’s wrong, dear? Did I say something to upset you?”


	“No, of course not. It’s just, well … you live in Los Angeles. I’ll never see you again.”


	“It doesn’t have to be that way. We can always see each other. I’ll call you.”


	“No,” Holly said, shaking her head. When Josh shot her a puzzled look, she continued. “I hate it when men promise me that they’ll call. They never do, and I end up getting hurt. I can’t stand it when men and women play games with each other. So please don’t promise to call me, Josh. Okay?”


	“Oh, okay.” Josh chuckled softly. “I can’t stand it when people play games, either. But does this mean you’ll get mad at me if I do call you?”


	“No, of course not.”


	“Then do I have your permission to call you?”


	“Of course. Don’t be silly.”


	“Maybe I will, then.” Josh smiled at Holly. “Well … goodbye, Holly the Brain.”


	“Goodbye, Josh, the … Jewish Comedy King.”


	“Jewish Comedy King? That’s quite a claim! You must be sucking up to me.”


	Holly laughed. Josh pulled Holly close to him and kissed her — hard.


	Holly kissed Josh back, taking in his sweet taste and musky scent for several deliciously long minutes.


	And then, in a flash, Josh thrust open the front door, hopped into his car, and drove away.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Three


	 


	Josh’s romantic one-night stand with Holly raised his sexual confidence — just a notch. But once he had been on the road for several days and the hard daily grind had again set in, all of the old, familiar hurts came flooding back.


	Why did she sleep with me? She must have had some hidden reason; women always do. She’s middle-aged, lonely, and insecure about her looks … or she needed to feel good about herself after her younger boyfriend dumped her … or maybe she just wanted to bed a celebrity and I happened to be an easy mark. That must be it. Why else would she sleep with someone who looks like me?


	The end of the day was the worst time for Josh. That was when he was unable to run away from the loneliness that always lurked just below the surface, masked by the constant hard work and the relentless travel. That was when Josh missed Holly the most. And that was when Josh, dozens of times over the following month, tried to reach out to Holly by picking up the phone and punching in her number.


	But he never spoke to her. Instead, he disconnected the call each and every time she answered the phone.


	Josh knew that Holly really didn’t want to talk to him. And he didn’t want the risk of getting hurt again. Besides, she wasn’t really his type. He was into tall, beautiful blondes, not short, unbeautiful brunettes.


	But Josh was trying to fool himself; he didn’t really feel that way. The truth? He was just not attractive enough for Holly. He would have to forget that he had ever met her, keep himself busy, and concentrate on his work.


	But he couldn’t concentrate on his work, and he couldn’t stop thinking about Holly. He soon started performing a new stand-up routine about a small woman, an “Irish midget,” who had “assaulted” him at a comedy club in Toronto by throwing a drink in his face. And, taking Holly’s advice to heart, he started writing a screenplay about “real” people: a comic romance between a fat, plain-looking Jewish man, a computer sales rep who traveled from city to city, and a slim, petite, non-Jewish businesswoman who just happened to have an Irish background.


	***


	Holly couldn’t stop thinking about Josh, either. She kept hoping that he would call her; the voiceless calls, which she hoped were from him, always left her crushed. But she knew that she had no reason to feel hurt. Josh never promised to call her, and she had even told him not to. Besides, Holly meant nothing to Josh. She wasn’t famous, wasn’t beautiful, wasn’t young. And contrary to what he told her, she knew that celebrities like Josh are always surrounded by beautiful women just panting to jump into their beds.


	Holly’s self-scolding didn’t work; she still couldn’t stop thinking about Josh, no matter how hard she tried.


	I must forget about him, she told herself sternly one evening, after a long, hard day spent struggling with clients. I have to get on with my life. And the only way I can forget about Josh — the only way I can stop caring about Josh — is to dig up some dirt on him. Maybe he cheated on his ex-girlfriends or beat them up or had a child with one of them that he refused to support financially.


	But Holly, after searching online for hours, found no dirt on Josh, no fatal character flaws, no evidence of cruelty to past lovers. She did, however, uncover dozens of photos of him from his high school days into his fifties, images from movies, television shows, star-studded charity events, and red carpet movie premieres. Holly printed off every photo of Josh she could find, then stuffed the growing stack of images into large, brown — and increasingly plump — envelopes. That big pile of pictures only made Holly miss Josh even more.


	After two weeks of searching online, Holly knew that she had to see Josh again. And if he didn’t call her — and she was sure that he never would — she would have to make things happen.


	That evening, she purchased a ticket for Josh’s show at the One Liners Comedy Club in Denver the following Saturday night, along with a plane ticket and a hotel reservation. She would just have to tell the office that she would be going on a business trip. None of Holly’s employees, or her business partner, would ever know the truth … or so she hoped.


	***


	That same evening, another former lover of Josh’s — Jill Boudreau, a blonde, blue-eyed model in her late twenties — also purchased a ticket for his upcoming show in Denver. Jill had dumped Josh only a year before and married one of his best friends, a popular young stand-up comic. Hurt and deeply embarrassed, Josh had sucked up his feelings, even agreeing to serve as the best man at their wedding, trying hard not to look at the beautiful young couple, trying hard not to cry.


	Jill’s marriage had lasted a mere six weeks, with her complaining to the ever-present paparazzi that her former husband was “neglectful.” Several months later, Jill picked up the phone and called Josh, crying and begging for his forgiveness … and asking for his help in starting a career as a stand-up comic.


	“I can’t get much work, Josh. The bad publicity from the divorce — my ex has gone out of his way to spread lies about me in public — has hurt me. A big modeling contract I had for a major cosmetics line got canceled; some movie parts I was up for went to other people. I need to try something else.”


	“Uh-huh.”


	“I’ve always loved comedy, and I’d like to try stand-up. I’ve written some material, but I don’t know if it’s any good. Maybe you could take a look at it, since you’re such a great comic …”


	Flattery will get you everywhere.


	“… and I know I’m asking a lot …”


	Aha! An almost-apology!


	“Look, Jill, I can try to give you some pointers, but I want you to understand that we’re not getting back together again. You and I just don’t mesh. But if you’re really serious about a stand-up career, why don’t you catch my gig in Denver this Saturday, and then I can take a look at your stuff the following day? You just might learn something.”


	“Sure, Josh. I’ll be there. And don’t worry about the … the … personal stuff. I’m engaged.” 


	“Anyone I know?”


	“His name is Jacques Von Graff. He’s Belgian. A billionaire. Made his fortune as a futures trader.”


	“Haven’t heard of him. How does Mr. Moneybags feel about you becoming a stand-up comedian?”


	“Oh, he doesn’t know about it.”


	“Doesn’t know about it? Why?”


	Jill paused. “I don’t think he’d want me to work in a club.” She sighed. “Let’s just keep this a secret for now, okay?”


	The following Saturday night, Jill drove to the One Liners Comedy Club in Denver, arriving fifteen minutes before Josh’s gig. Dressed in a tight black nylon mesh tank top and a skimpy black leather miniskirt with a fringed hem, she stepped into the noisy and spacious room, cleanly furnished with white walls, white wicker chairs, and small, glass-topped tables, and scanned the faces in the crowded room for Josh. Unable to find him, she seated herself on a stool at the long, sleek bar at the front of the club, ordered a glass of white wine, and then turned to the darkly handsome young man who was sitting beside her, his ear glued to a smart phone.


	Gorgeous guy. Looks like an agent.


	The man turned off his phone and stuffed it into the pocket of his black leather blazer.


	“Excuse me. Do you know where I could find Josh Steinberg? He’s a friend of mine.”


	“Is he?” the man responded, smiling at her. “Well, I happen to be Josh’s agent. I’m Greg — Greg Fanelli.”


	“Jill Boudreau.”


	“Nice to meet you, Jill. Come with me and I’ll take you over to Josh.”


	Greg rose from his stool at the bar and stood up — all five feet seven inches of him.


	Jill stood up, tall in her silver heels, and looked down at Greg, sighing. “You know, Greg, you’re really handsome. If someone could stretch you out, you’d be perfect for me.”


	“Well, you’re far from perfect for me. I don’t date bony giraffes.”


	“I was only trying to be funny.”


	“Oh, sorry. Well, Ms. Boudreau, I happen to be busy, so if you don’t mind …”


	“Jill.”


	Jill turned around to see Josh standing behind her, a cautious smile pasted on his lined face.


	“Josh,” Jill smiled, hugging him a little too tightly.


	“I see you’ve met my new agent,” Josh said, pointing at Greg.


	“Unfortunately,” Greg said.


	Josh tossed one arm around Jill’s shoulders and pulled her toward the far end of the room. Laughing and talking excitedly, they passed table after table filled with customers, young couples on dates, groups of co-workers from nearby businesses, middle-aged men engaged in loud, passionate conversations. 


	And, at a table near the stage, Holly Brannigan. Josh didn’t notice Holly, since she was cowering under the small table, deeply embarrassed.


	I knew I shouldn’t have come here! He doesn’t want me — not when he can have her — and I’m just making a fool of myself by chasing him. I’ll have to get out of this place before he sees me.


	“Excuse me, miss?”


	Holly looked up. A small and pretty Asian woman with a friendly face looked down at her.


	“Did you lose something?”


	“Uh, no,” Holly said, trying hard to smile at the attentive young server. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jill sit at a table at the opposite end of the room and take out a small notepad.


	As Holly pulled herself upright, the stage in front of her was suddenly flooded with blinding lights as loud, aggressively cheerful pre-recorded music filled the air. A young man stepped onto the stage and picked up a microphone.


	“Good evening, folks!”


	It was too late for Holly to sneak out of the club.


	“Here he is, the one, the only … Josh Steinberg!”


	Josh bounded onto the stage, beaming, as the audience greeted him with thunderous applause.


	Her hands shaking, Holly shielded her face behind a large plastic menu.


	“You really meet some colorful characters on the road,” Josh began after the applause faded. “I met one of them in Toronto about a month ago.”


	Holly’s heart sank.


	“This woman, this clueless loser, had her cell phone on during my act. I mean, what woman talks on a cell in a comedy club — unless she’s trying to pick up a client for the evening?”


	Mild titters from the audience.


	“But she wasn’t that type of woman; she was just some bimbo.”


	Is he talking about me? Of course he is. What an asshole!


	“So anyhow, I told this loser to shut off her phone, and this little woman, this pathetic midget, actually beat me up. A big guy like me!”


	That’s not true at all. You provoked me, you liar.


	Holly couldn’t take it any longer.


	“Screw you, asshole!” she cried, rising to her feet. “You have real nerve to say that!”


	Josh wheeled around, startled, and stared dumbly at Holly.


	“Well, look who’s here,” he began, a mean smile spreading across his face. “It’s my wee friend, the leprechaun.”


	“How dare you call me that? You … you big fatso!”


	“Fatso? Is that the best you can do? I thought you were cleverer than that.” In an even louder voice, he added, “I can always lose weight, but you, leprechaun, won’t grow any taller. In fact, you’ll never grow up.”


	“Hell will freeze over before you lose an ounce. And you have no right to insult me in public. I should sue you for defamation of character.”


	“Defamation of character? Listen, honey, this is a comedy club. There’s no reason for you to feel hurt.”


	“But you’re picking on me. You’re making fun of my size. You’re acting like a bully, not a comedian.”


	Josh glared at Holly. “What makes you think I’m even talking about you? You can’t exactly prove it, can you?”


	“It’s obvious you’re talking about me.”


	Josh ignored Holly’s reply. “Listen, Holly the Brain — Holly the Shrimp — I have no reason to talk about you. I have no interest in you. You’re not really my type. I rarely date anyone who can shop for clothing in the children’s department.”


	Enraged, Holly snatched a slice of chocolate cake off a nearby table, jumped onto the stage, and smeared it down the front of his white polo shirt. Then she ran out of the club. Her heart beating wildly, she dashed through the crowded parking lot, searching for the small blue car she rented that afternoon.


	What if she couldn’t find the car? What if the security guards at the club stopped her? What if Josh caught her? She was afraid to think of what he would do to her.


	Shaking and out of breath, Holly finally found the car, slipped inside it, and turned on the ignition. A few seconds later, she could hear someone shouting.


	Holly glanced up. Josh was standing outside the car’s passenger-side window, yelling at her and gesturing broadly. A large crowd of people — customers and employees from the club, as well as curious onlookers — was standing behind Josh, laughing and jeering.


	Terrified, Holly backed out of the parking lot, praying she wouldn’t hit another car, and drove off down the highway, the car’s tires screeching.


	Josh couldn’t move. He stood in the parking lot and stared at Holly’s car until it became a speck in the distance, the cool fall breeze ruffling his hair.
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