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Foreword

There has been very little to laugh about during the
pandemic. In fact, in this slice of history marked by
lives lost, economic strife, civil unrest, and the
debilitating fear and anxiety that have threatened to
smother us all, smiles are a commodity.
Please consider this my gift to you—the offer of a
little levity in the face of all that has been taken from
you. A verbal hug. ♥
— Virginia

xiii

1
Canceled
Sophie had been staring at the same pigeon for three
straight hours.
“I think it’s dead,” she called down to her best
friend and fire escape buddy Casey.
“Like all of Manhattan,” Casey sighed, waving her
arm at the empty street below. The few headlights
dancing off West Ninety-Second’s damp pavement
seemed ghostly, but then again, it was
Halloween—the most terrifying one in human
history.
Like everything else this year, trick-or-treating
had been canceled. Who on earth would let their
children go from one stranger’s door to the next
during a time like this? Talk about a nationwide
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super-spreader event. Sophie stared up at the perfect
semblance of Tim Burton’s full moon and sighed.
The one night when everyone in New York City had
a mask, but no one was allowed outside. Ironic.
Suddenly, the pigeon cocked his head to one side
and garbled unnervingly.
“Oh! He’s alive!”
“Or a zombie,” Casey muttered.
“You’re a ray of sunshine,” Sophie laughed.
Even in the darkest of days, Casey was resilient.
When the housing market froze in its tracks back in
March, and then her aunt and uncle both got sick,
Casey set aside her real estate classes and rolled up
her sleeves. With businesses failing left and right,
someone had to keep her family’s antique furniture
business afloat.
Sophie was in awe of Casey’s fearlessness. There
was no way she was leaving her apartment if she
didn’t have to, especially to deal with the public.
New York was a petri dish, and she wasn’t in a hurry
to end up on a stretcher. Filling her lungs with crisp
autumn air, she smiled in relief. Yep, they were still
working.
“Catch,” Casey yelled up as a fun-size M&M
packet flew past her. Sophie caught it, dropped it,
and then caught it again. She needed more sweets,
like a hole in the head—her pandemic pounds were
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adding up—but keeping the Mars candy company in
business was her way of helping the economy. Forget
buying Tesla and Amazon stock, if she had any extra
cash lying around, she’d invest it all in the chocolate
market.
“Any luck finding a job?”
Sophie laughed. “You are a funny one, Case.”
After shuttering for months, the museum where
she’d worked had finally closed its doors for good,
selling off its collection to larger museums
and—gulp—the private sector. Priceless relics
should be preserved under ideal conditions and
displayed for the world to see, not plunked on a
mantel in some billionaire’s smoky study. The
conservator in her shuddered at the thought.
She also shuddered at her mountain of bills. She’d
used up the last of her severance paying September’s
rent. Or had it been August’s? Staring at the same
walls for so long, months all kind of ran together.
And with no job prospects in sight, and an esoteric
specialty no one needed at the moment, food would
become a luxury before long.
“Do you know how to file for unemployment?”
she asked Casey.
Lots of folks did that these days. People who had
never needed help before. She shouldn’t feel
ashamed of being one of them. She knew this. Still,
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she shied away from the concept. An expert in her
field, she hadn’t gone to school for so long just to
live hand to mouth, darn it. What would her mother
have thought?
“Sorry, hon,” Casey replied. “We’ll figure
something out.”
Things were going to get better any day
now—back to normal, back to the way life had been
before the Times Square ball dropped last New
Year’s Eve. Sophie glared at the smirking moon.
“I’m going in. Night, Case.”
“Night, Soph.”
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Hulk Band-Aids
Jacob stared out his bank of windows for the fourhundred-thirty-seventh time today—not that he was
counting. Skyscrapers and a full moon; kinda
romantic if he looked at it from a certain perspective.
Though he knew this city like the back of his hand,
he’d never spent much time cataloging its beauty.
Of course, he had a lot more time for observation
these days, what with his fiancée leaving him back
in April, and work at a standstill. Film and television
productions had been halted, and his top-shelf actor
clients were out of jobs.
To stay on the air, late-night television show hosts
were broadcasting from their basements, and
podcasts were suddenly en vogue. Comics certainly
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had plenty to joke about right now, but the jokes
weren’t so funny if he really stopped to think about
them.
His phone buzzed. Another Zoom meeting from
the West Coast. It was Saturday night, for crying
out loud. Of course, since spring, weekends and
weekdays felt exactly alike; one ceaseless
Groundhog Day. Setting his Patek Philippe watch
on the expansive granite island as he passed by, he
knew had no right to complain; the stars whose
careers he managed had deep pockets.
“Hi, Jerome. Congrats on Tuesday night’s game.
You played great. We’ll get a lot of mileage off of that
catch in the fourth inning.”
“’Bout time we won a World Series. Didn’t enjoy
playing in an empty stadium, though.”
“It wasn’t totally empty.”
“Fake fans? Fake noise? Fake everything! It’s
interfering with my head. You promised to fix that,
man.”
“Jerome, I would if I could. I’ve made plenty of
calls, but your contract doesn’t specify live fans. I’ll
write it for next season.”
“You do that, Jake. You make sure!”
Though he’d known he’d had no chance of
winning that battle, he’d been glad to have
something to rage against. Jacob hustled for his
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clients nonstop. In a normal world, he might be
negotiating advertising contracts, finagling box seats
to sold-out shows, trading favors for last-minute
courtside seats, and picking out jewelry and gifts for
spouses (and those girlfriends or boyfriends on the
side) within the same hour. Once, he’d even closed
on a rock star’s private island purchase. The maître
des of every Mobile-starred restaurant in the world
were on speed dial, and flying around the country
like a hummingbird on crack was par for the course.
Now with everything shut down, and no one going
anywhere, he was going through withdrawals.
“Hopefully we won’t need plastic people next
time. The vaccine will fix everything,” Jacob said,
crossing his fingers. That’s what the news kept
saying. Right around the corner… By election day at the
very latest. Well, they were sure running out of time
on that promise.
“You know it. And I want that good one, too. The
one Kamala Harris is gonna take. That one.”
“You got it, Jerome.”
“And I want one of those soft needles.”
“Soft needles?”
“Yeah, man, the ones that don’t hurt. You know
what I’m talking about. And I want a Hulk band-aid.
That dude’s from Kenosha. Those people know how
to riot. Respect.”
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It took no skill to envision what Jerome was doing
now; tapping his heart with two fingers, kissing
them, then pointing them towards heaven. It was his
signature response whenever he felt emotional.
“You put that in my contract.”
“Hulk. Got it.”
Jacob kept his manager’s smile on until the call
ended. Of course, he couldn’t promise Jerome—or
any of his clients—the best vaccine, whenever it did
show up, but he could definitely do the band-aid
thing. Maybe he could even get Mark Ruffalo to sign
it for him. Like everyone else, Mark had tons of spare
time on his hands right now.
Jacob’s computer chimed again, and he sighed.
“Hello, Savannah.”
His relationship with his ex-fiancée, Savannah
Reed, had been one more pandemic casualty. One
month of lockdown was all it had taken for the two
of them to realize they couldn’t stand one
another—romantically, anyway. Professionally, he
was still her manager, and she was a nice, fat, Alist paycheck. So was her new boyfriend, star-pitcher
Aaron “Lightning” Bose. And Jacob had introduced
them.
At least he could take cold comfort in the fact that
the Tampa Bay Rays had lost the series. And when
Aaron got traded to the Cincinnati Reds—which
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was totally happening if Jacob got his way—there
was no way she’d follow him. Savannah in boring,
Midwestern, white-bread Cincinnati? The thought
made him laugh, and any laugh was a good one right
now. No, of course he hadn’t secretly bribed the
Reds’ general manager. That would be… wrong.
“I’m bored, Jake. Talk to me.”
“If you’re bored, why don’t you talk to Aaron?” he
said, internally rolling his eyes.
Savannah let out a long, mournful sigh. “I bought
him a new PlayStation, and now he won’t pay any
attention to me. He’s been playing Fortnite for
eighteen hours straight.”
“Why don’t you play with him?” What was he, her
mother?
“He’s too competitive.”
“He gets paid to be competitive. You do too.”
“Well, that’s not helpful,” Savannah hissed.
“Don’t you have a new script for me to work on,
or maybe some ad copy? I’ll even suffer through a
cartoon voice-over if I have to. Think of the poor
children!”
“That’s very altruistic of you, Savannah,” he said
sardonically. “Oh, darn. Another call’s coming in.
Gotta go, babe.”
“Jacob!”
Shutting down his computer, he pushed away
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from the desk. If she and Aaron didn’t put so much
in his bank account, he’d happily cut them both
loose, or at least trade them to another manager;
there were plenty of decent ones out there. In fact,
he’d offered Savannah that option after their
breakup, but she’d refused on grounds of
sentimentality. He’d been her manager since she
landed her first movie role; since she’d walked into
his office, batted her long lashes, and whispered,
“Please, help me.”
Maybe he suffered from the same affliction, or
maybe he took so many of her unnecessary calls
because he was lonely and they had once meant
something to one another. He couldn’t change the
past, and meeting someone new in the present was
likely impossible. Shuttered bars and clubs weren’t
conducive to dating. A run would do him
good—work off some of his frustration.
After Savannah left for California, he’d bought
himself a Peloton treadmill. Sure, it was trendy and
stupid expensive, but it had kept him sane during
the long spring lockdowns. Selecting a mountain
course option, he imagined climbing a peaceful,
snow-covered California range.
Jacob’s family still didn’t know about the breakup.
Technically, he wasn’t allowed to tell them. Even
after all of this time, Savannah hadn’t formally
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announced it yet, and his contract stipulated that he
could do nothing to tarnish her spotless professional
image. He’d scoffed when Spirea Jameson,
Savannah’s public relations guru, insisted he sign a
non-disclosure agreement after the engagement, but
he’d had no plans to leave Savannah, so it hadn’t
seemed important enough to argue about.
For PR, Spirea was the best in the business. She
could spin stories so fast it would make your head,
well… spin. Publicity was all about stoking fans, and
high-profile relationships were a big part of that,
especially the breakups. With them, there was
always a good guy and a bad guy, and straws were
drawn according to who needed which kind of
publicity. Positive spins were engineered for
upcoming releases, negative ones to spark the kind
of controversy that kept fans glued to their phones
all night. Savannah’s latest film was scheduled to
release in the spring, and he was pretty sure Spirea’s
latest masterpiece—the spectacular Savannah Reed/
Jacob Rossi breakup—would hit social media
platforms shortly before then.
He was fine with taking the fall, and he tolerated
Spirea’s weekly phone threats in the name of doing
business, but lying to his relatives was pure misery.
But when it came to his family, keeping it quiet from
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them had a lot more to do with cowardice than
money.
His mom was so giddy about having a movie star
as a daughter-in-law that announcing they’d broken
up would crush her. His Aunt Penny was practically
president of Savannah’s fan club, and his cousins
asked about her all the time. But it was Gram that he
was most worried about.
Still frail after her illness, he was loath to upset
her. Suffering from Legionnaires’ disease was
horrible at any time, but coming down with it during
a pandemic had to be the worst. The situation had
nearly given him a heart attack. And when the
family wasn’t even allowed into the hospital to visit
her… Nightmare! It was a miracle she hadn’t caught
COVID-19 while there; that would have ended her.
Then when she told him that dancing with her
grandson at his wedding was giving her something
to look forward to, well, how could he take that away
from her?
Groaning, he hit stop and trudged to the shower.
He’d wait until she was stronger. Maybe he would
tell everyone at Christmas. No, that was no
good—New Year’s Day. That’s when the NDA
expired. Yes, he’d tell them all then, whether Spirea
liked it or not.
On his way to the bedroom, he snagged a fresh
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bag of M&Ms off the kitchen island. Those candycoated gems had gotten him through the worst of
this year, and now he was addicted. His favorite had
always been the green ones. Not because they tasted
any different, or that they were supposed to be lucky,
or even the aphrodisiac every middle-schooler
claimed. Nope, green was just his favorite color. He
eyed his bedroom walls speculatively. Maybe a fresh
coat of paint would help his general outlook.
Savannah’s gray fetish made his apartment
downright depressing.
The doorbell stopped him dead in his tracks; he
hadn’t ordered takeout yet. Jogging to the foyer, he
donned a fresh mask and opened the door.
“Trick or Treat!”
Dressed as the world’s skinniest Spiderman, his
eight-year-old next-door neighbor, Louie, held up
an oversized pillowcase.
Holy Moses, he’d completely forgotten it was
Halloween!
“Sorry, man,” his dad, Spencer, said, resting his
hands on Louie’s narrow shoulders. “I know it was
canceled and all, but he’s been working on this
costume for weeks.”
“And you wear it well, little man,” he said,
glancing from Louie’s pillowcase to the unopened
family-sized bag in his hand. He could always order
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more candy tomorrow. Shrugging, he dropped it in
Louie’s sack, the loud plunk echoing down the
hallway.
“Wow, Jacob! Thanks!”
“Anytime.”
Closing the door, he chuckled. What a sweet kid.
He always took things in stride—even the pandemic.
Jacob was once that way; until the night his world
turned upside down. Gram had never told anyone
what he’d done to the family heirloom, and he loved
her all the more for it.
That reminded him; he needed to move forward
on her Christmas gift. Normally, she was impossible
to shop for, but this year he was giving her
something heartfelt and meaningful. And if he were
honest with himself, a bid for his own redemption.
If this horrifying year had taught him anything, it
was that the people you love should not be taken for
granted. They could be gone in the blink of an eye.
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Sacred Butts
Sophie’s phone rang Monday morning. Well, it
didn’t ring so much as play “Girls Just Want to Have
Fun”, Casey’s ringtone.
“Hi, Case. Talk to me,” Sophie said, thrilled for
the chance to communicate with another human.
“I met someone.”
No surprise there. Casey was the fun one, the one
who went to bars and danced all night. And even
during this time, when regular options weren’t
available, she still found ways to meet men.
“I still don’t know about that last guy—the
Armenian Prince.”
“Hey, he showed me his family’s royal crest.”
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“That’s not all he showed you,” Sophie said,
snickering.
“So, the crown jewels were less impressive. Still,
you gotta admit, his profile picture was a
showstopper.”
When Casey sent her the screenshot, it had
equally impressed her, until she realized the features
were past human perfection and most likely AIgenerated. She wasn’t planning on mentioning it;
however,, her best friend’s dating escapades were the
closest things to normal she could think of.
Sophie was about ten blocks from that state of
mind, but weren’t all art conservators? A quirky lot,
with all the obsessive-compulsive, perfectionist,
anxiety disorders, she was their poster child. Take
her acute germaphobia, for instance. Fear had kept
her locked up like a Central Park Zoo animal for
the last umpteen months. Of course, hers was
warranted. The last family member still breathing
(her adopted cousin, Ruthie, didn’t count), Fate had
its laser sight trained on her chest.
Pre-Covid, she coped by carrying hand sanitizer
on her the way NRA members toted guns. And no,
mimes did not have exclusive rights to wearing
white gloves in subway stations, thank you very
much. But a germaphobe in a pandemic—especially
one in which hand sanitizer was only available on
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the black market? Well, she’d nearly checked herself
into an asylum early on. White walls, lots of
disinfectant. Hmm, she thought, tapping her chin.
That didn’t sound so bad, actually. Regardless, she
was absolutely planning to come down with a solid
case of PTSD as soon as this thing was over. She’d
already scheduled it on her calendar.
Casey had been going through men the way most
people went through toilet paper, so her relationship
expectations of late weren’t high. As long as they
made her happy—even for a few days, that’s all that
mattered. And like toilet paper, happiness was in
awfully short supply at the moment. “Tell me
everything.”
“So, this super-hot guy walked into the shop,
asking if we could fix his antique rocking chair.”
“Wait, a real, live, human being?” Sophie said,
shocked.
“I know, right? Anyway, I started to send him
away, but then I thought, if I can get it fixed for him,
maybe, you know, he’d ask me out. So, I told him I
knew the best furniture repairer in Manhattan.”
“Do you?”
“Yes,” she said. “You.”
“Me? What are you talking about?”
“You can fix his chair. You’re, like, a furniture
expert.”
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“I’m an objects conservator, Case. I restore statues
and relics, not home goods.”
“Didn’t you fix some throne last year?”
“Queen Victoria’s, yes.”
“Well, thrones are chairs, right?”
“Chairs are chairs. Thrones are sacred.”
“A sacred place for your butt. Look, you need
money, and he’s got loads of it.”
“How do you know?”
Casey snorted. “His shoes alone could pay my
rent, and his watch was completely Fifth Avenue.
And it’s not like you have anything else to do. You
haven’t even left your apartment since the
shutdown.”
“I can’t leave my apartment!”
“You mean, you won’t. Germs are everywhere,
Soph. It’s a fact of life. Besides, without another
stimulus check, it’s take this job or be evicted.”
Politicians drove Sophie nuts most of the time,
but she was sure grateful that Congress had passed a
moratorium against evictions. Of course, she didn’t
know how long that would last. And this was New
York. People didn’t always play by the rules.
“They’re not supposed to kick anyone out right
now.”
“Yeah, well, good luck with that. Our landlord’s a
real doll.”
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“Mr. Marconi is nice to me.”
“Sophie…”
“Okay, well, he did smile at me that one time.”
“Whatever. Listen, when this guy calls, don’t
forget to talk me up, okay?”
“You gave him my number?”
“I give everyone your number.”
Well, that explained all the prank calls.
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4
Stimulus Checks
Jacob stared at the business card the flaky blonde at
Sagona’s Antiques Shop had given him. She’d spent
way more time looking at his clothes than the chair,
but with less than two months until Christmas, and
a hefty amount of guilt weighing heavily on his
shoulders, he had little choice but to trust her
referral; Gram’s antique rocking chair absolutely
had to be repaired.
Gram had sounded a little down yesterday on the
phone, but he’d attributed that to loneliness. Who
wasn’t suffering from that right now? And while he
couldn’t say that he missed Savannah all that much,
he definitely missed the benefits.
“Hi, I’m trying to reach a Ms. Longeway?”

21

Virginia Gray

“Look, I’m broke, so don’t ask me to contribute to
your campaign,” a high feminine voice barked. “And
if I don’t have a stimulus check in my mailbox by the
end of today, I’m not voting at all. Got it?”
Jacob stared at his blank phone screen in disbelief
and then laughed. No one could blame the woman.
He’d been bombarded with political calls as well.
Though he was pretty sure about who he’d be voting
for, he wasn’t really crazy about either candidate.
That one vice presidential nominee seemed
interesting, though. Ethnically speaking, she was
almost as Heinz fifty-seven as he was.
Jacob appreciated the views on both sides of the
aisle. People came from lots of different
backgrounds, and the issues one person cared about
might not be so important to the next. At least folks
were passionate about voting for once, and Jacob
wanted to reward them for it. He’d decided early on
that whichever party called; he’d tell them he was
voting their color.
Jacob was a firm believer in second chances, plus,
he really needed this furniture repair person’s help.
He punched in her number again.
“Hell—”
“Jacob Rossi, here,” he quickly said. “The clerk at
Sagona’s Antiques gave me your name. I need a chair
fixed.”
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“You mean Casey?”
“That’s not the name on the card, but sure.”
“I’d love to help you, Mr. Rossi, but I’m not
actually in the furniture repair business.”
He’d suspected that the blonde was looking for
more than a quick sale. “It’s a Christmas present for
Gram, I mean, my grandmother. The chair is pretty
messed up, and I need an expert.” Jacob exhaled in
frustration. “Look, if you can’t do it, can you at least
refer me to someone who can? It’s important. She’s
not well,” he added. Jacob realized he sounded a little
desperate, but in fact, he was.
The woman was quiet for so long he was afraid
she’d hung up on him again.
“Hello?”
“I’m still here. It’s not that I can’t repair antiques.
I mean, I can. I do. I just don’t work in the private
sector.”
What an odd thing to say. “What other kind of
sector is there?”
“The public one. I work for museums and
historical societies, mostly. I’m an antiquities
conservator.”
“I’m not actually sure what that is,” Jacob said,
perplexed.
“I work on, you know, art. Preserving, repairing,
cleaning.”
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“Okay, but the clerk said you do furniture.”
“In a manner of speaking.”
This woman was acting a little cagey, but he
hadn’t become a top shelf talent manager by taking
no for an answer. Suddenly, Jacob wished this
meeting were in person, so he could look into her
eyes, get into her head, and find pressure points to
exploit.
“Then this chair is right up your alley. It happens
to be an antique. It’s been in my family for
generations, and it means a great deal to my
grandmother. Look, Ms. Longeway, money’s no
object.”
This was a terrible way to start a business deal,
and he knew it, but with no other leads and a loudly
ticking clock, he had no alternative. He mentally
kicked himself for waiting so long to start the
project.
“But—”
“Just look at it. If it’s not—I don’t know, ‘antiquey’
enough for you, then take a pass. But money’s tight
right now, and unless you were just blowing smoke
to get a pollster off your line, you could use some.”
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Canadian Boyfriend
Sophie was going to kill Casey. She didn’t want to
work on this stupid chair, and she didn’t want to
introduce new germs into her apartment. She’d just
finished sanitizing it again, for crying out loud.
Eying her bag of M&Ms, she then glanced at the
mountain of bills beside it. She couldn’t ignore
those much longer. Collectors were beginning to
call. “I’ll need to see it first.”
“Great. Shoot me your shop’s address, and I’ll run
it by tomorrow.”
“I don’t have a shop.”
“Not a problem. We can meet at Sagona’s,” Mr.
Rossi offered.
Sophie gasped. What a horrible idea! “No, I
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couldn’t possibly go outside. You shouldn’t be out
there either. It’s dangerous. There are germs.”
“It’s New York,” Mr. Rossi said, snorting. “There
are always germs. Look, if you’re worried about the
virus, I can just run it over to your place.”
Sophie dropped her shoulders in resignation. She
was doing this for Casey, but in her opinion,
allowing foreign germs into her home was pushing
the boundaries of friendship.
“I suppose that would be okay. I’ll text you the
address.”
“Do you have a time in mind?” her client—oh, she
didn’t even want to go there—asked.
“You’re hilarious. I never leave my apartment.
Anytime is fine.”
“Great. See ya tomorrow.”
“Yeah.”
Sophie ripped open the candy bag and tossed a
few pieces in her mouth, crunching loudly in
protest. She didn’t need the sugar; she needed fresh
air.
Wishing she had the courage to leave her
building, she climbed out of her window and stood
on her fire escape balcony, surveying the street
below. The view was kind of tremendous because
she could see Central Park—the treetops, anyway. If
she stood on her tiptoes.
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A delivery truck hissed to a rumbling stop,
spewing a black plume of diesel smoke into the air.
Every day at three o’clock sharp, Henry and Elliot
delivered supplies to Hurry Curry, the Indian
restaurant housed on the first floor of her building.
Sophie had learned the names of every single person
who worked within shouting distance of her
apartment. She wasn’t a “Karen”; she was just bored.
And lonely. Don’t forget about lonely.
Already shaking his fist, Ramesh Acharya, Hurry
Curry’s owner, stepped onto the sidewalk. “Every
day I tell you to park in the alley, and every day you
do not. Do you have bad hearing? You’re blocking
the entrance!”
“How are we supposed to park in the alley with
your big dumpster blocking the way?” Henry
grumbled, adjusting his ball cap. From her fourthfloor vantage point, she could say with complete
certainty that it was not.
Elliot, the second of the duo, ignored Ramesh
altogether, smiling up at her instead. “Looking good,
Sophie,” he said, his gold eye-tooth flashing in the
afternoon haze.
“Still not dating you,” she shouted back.
With the restaurant’s door propped open, the
heavenly scent of garlic and exotic spices permeated
the air. She was sorely tempted to remove her mask
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and breathe in the savory goodness with abandon,
but fear won out as always. Who knew where the
virus lurked?
“Hello, Sophie! How are you on this fine day?”
“You’re in an awfully good mood, Ramesh,” she
shouted down.
“It’s my son’s birthday.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful. Please give him my best.”
“You should come to his party tonight. It is at
eight o’clock in the restaurant. I’m closing early!”
“That’s very kind, but you know we’re not
supposed to have parties during the pandemic.”
“Only if the gathering is over ten people. Only
nine will be there, so we’re okey-dokey.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“You know, Dinesh is now a man in my culture,”
he said, his expression unusually shrewd.
“A man? Impressive.”
“And he’ll be needing a wife soon.”
“A wife?”
“It is tradition. One thing I can promise is that the
woman who marries my son will eat very well.”
“I’m sure she will.”
“You like Hurry Curry, right?”
“Ramesh, I order from you at least three times a
week. Your Josh Rogan is the best I’ve ever tasted,
and your kheer is like liquid silk.” Sophie could wax
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poetic for hours over Ramesh’s cooking. It would
almost be worth marrying into the family for those
two dishes alone.
“Sophie, Dinesh has always liked you.”
“He’s an awfully sweet guy.”
“You could be the one.”
“The one what? Who?”
“Dinesh’s wife.”
“But, but… He’s fifteen!”
“A man!”
“We have laws in this country, sir.”
“You need a job still, do you not?”
“Well, yes.”
“Very good,” he said, rubbing his hands together.
“I will arrange the marriage and then hire you as a
server. The patio will be open when the weather is
nice. You can do deliveries when it’s not.” Ramesh’s
patio comprised two metal tables on either side of
the front door. He hadn’t offered indoor dining
since April, and while so many restaurants had gone
under, his takeout business was thriving.
“Ramesh, no. Thank you, but no. I, um… I already
have a boyfriend.”
“Who is this boyfriend? I have never seen him.”
Sophie hated lying to the man, but she couldn’t
afford to cause a rift. Besides, she’d already ordered
saag paneer for supper.
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“He’s… Canadian.”
“Ah. This is forbidden love then. He’s on one side
of the wall, and you are on the other.”
“The wall’s in Mexico. Well, sort of.” Sophie
racked her brain. “Travel ban?”
“I see,” Ramesh said, nodding sagely. “It is a
terrible thing. We would go to Mumbai to check on
our relatives, but there is too much infection. Your
boyfriend is safer to stay in Canada for now.”
“I couldn’t agree more.”
“Dinesh will be up with your order shortly. He’s a
good boy, Sophie. A good catch.”
Sophie shook her head as she climbed back
through her window. Canadian boyfriend. Who was
she kidding? Unless her television love affair with
Justin Trudeau, their Prime Minister, panned out,
she didn’t have anyone waiting for her across the
border. Heck, she didn’t even know any Canadians.
And even if by some miracle a gorgeous guy
happened to knock on her apartment door, offering
to sweep her away, the virus loomed like a blackwinged beast waiting to swoop down on the
unsuspecting. No, thank you.
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Tom Brady
“You suck, Jacob,” Spencer said, stepping out into
the hallway.
“On the tender teat of victory. Hey, it’s not my
fault the Steelers have won every game so far this
season.”
Spencer narrowed his eyes. “I think you’ve got
insider information.”
“Cut me some slack, Spence. Fantasy football is
the only sport I get to play because I don’t represent
a single NFL player.” Although he’d give his eyeteeth
to represent Ben Roethlisberger, Pittsburgh’s
quarterback. Or Tom Brady. A grandpa by industry
standards, Brady was still a portfolio crown jewel.
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He’d even throw in a molar to sweeten the deal.
“Who are you starting this week?”
“Dude! I’m not telling you anything.”
Jacob threw back his head and laughed. “I’m in it
to win it this year, baby. Ain’t no stopping me now.”
“I stand by my words. You suck. Oh,” Spencer
said suddenly. “I meant to ask, can Louie hang out at
your place for an hour or two this evening? I’ve got
a West Coast conference call, and Maryann’s at the
hospital.”
“Of course. Send the little man over whenever.
I’m feeling a mac ’n cheese night coming on.”
“He’ll love that.”
Tossing his mask and the mail on his side table,
Jacob hung his coat on the hook above. It had been
the longest spring and summer in human history,
but winter was already breathing down his back. At
least the election was finally over. He knew the
results wouldn’t be finalized for a while, but he sure
wouldn’t miss sorting through all the junk mail.
The election made him think of that Sophie
Longeway woman. With no stimulus checks arriving
in the near future, he wondered if she’d made good
on her threat not to vote. What an odd bird.
For some reason, he was interested in meeting her.
He’d been to plenty of museums in his life, but past
a few security guards and a lot of fictional characters
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featured in art-heist movies, he’d never given much
thought to what actually went on behind the scenes.
Did she work alone in some secret basement lab, or
was there an army of conservators?
While Jacob had made plans to meet with Sophie,
he hadn’t considered exactly how he’d get the chair
across town to her. He doubted it would fit in the
back seat of a taxi, and though it wasn’t particularly
heavy, carrying it onto the subway would probably
not go over well with the other passengers.
When the doctors weren’t sure if Gram would
ever recover enough to return home, the family
began moving items into storage. No one wanted to
see Gram in a nursing home, but they were trying to
be realistic. It was in the throes of decision making
that he’d absconded with her rocking chair. Though
they had a checkered past, he felt a certain sense of
responsibility for its welfare.
Driving the old pickup truck he used for home
repair projects, Uncle Buck had helped him
transport the chair from New Jersey to Manhattan in
the first place. Now that Buck had officially retired,
he wondered if he was doing anything tomorrow.
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The knock the next morning came later than he
expected.
“Did you sleep in?” Jacob joked.
“Nope. Just wanted to avoid morning rush hour.”
“Uncle Buck, it’s the pandemic. There’s not much
of a rush hour anymore.”
Buck grunted and followed him inside. Like
always, he headed straight for the apartment’s bank
of windows, whistling appreciably. “I tell ya, I never
get used to this view.”
Until recently, Jacob had taken it for granted. His
eightieth-floor Midtown corner office offered a far
more sweeping cityscape vista than his mere
fourteenth-floor abode, but after spending months
literally staring out of his apartment windows, he’d
come to appreciate the majestic beauty of the
surrounding buildings, the intricate cement work,
the little details the architects had thought to
include. There was even a resident peregrine falcon
that swooped down occasionally to claim a fat
pigeon.
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“Me either,” he said. “I’ll grab the chair, and we
can go.”
“So, you heard we’re having a virtual
Thanksgiving?” Uncle Buck said, rolling his eyes.
Jacob pressed the garage level elevator button, and
the doors silently slid shut. “Mom mentioned
something about it.”
“Yeah, Penny says they have it all worked out,
with activities and everything. I’m giving a turkey
carving lesson,” he said, snorting.
“Well, you are the official family turkey carver,”
Jacob said.
“I don’t know. This is all too strange for me. It’s
not the same as seeing everyone, and Julia’s not even
coming home. It’ll be the first time she’s ever missed
a family holiday.”
“That really stinks,” Jacob said as he placed a
blanket over the chair before strapping it down good
and tight. “How’s North Carolina treating her?”
For some bizarre reason, Buck’s youngest
daughter, Julia, had moved to the tiny Lake Lure
back in the summer. He couldn’t imagine his
fashion-designer cousin surviving in the great
outdoors for very long, but he’d heard she was doing
better than expected.
Uncle Buck shrugged.
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guy—from Seattle, of all places. A rock climber or
some such. What’s this world coming to?”
“I do not know,” Jacob said, chuckling.
“So, where to?” Buck asked, revving the grumpy
truck’s engine.
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Sophie Germs
Sophie spent the morning wringing her chapped
hands. Running out of hand sanitizer had been
traumatic enough, but with only a teaspoon of
rubbing alcohol left, she was a nervous wreck. That
Mr. Rossi guy would be over soon, and she still
wasn’t sure how to disinfect his antique. Eying her
half-empty bottle of vermouth, she shrugged.
Alcohol was alcohol, right?
And she still wasn’t crazy about taking on such
a mundane project. Working on objects so old and
historically significant that it was a challenge—no,
her duty to all humankind to repair them was what
she lived for. She’d cleaned five millennia’s worth of
sand off of Egyptian sarcophagi, she’d repaired the
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fragile gold-leafing on medieval crowns, and she’d
even preserved papyrus scrolls. She was a
professional, darn it, not some corner store furniture
repair person.
Even if her pocketbook was forcing her to take
this job, at least it was for a worthy cause. And she
had to admire any man who cared enough about
his grandmother to brave a pandemic just to get her
favorite chair fixed. Besides, wouldn’t she have done
the same for her grandmother, were she still alive?
Sophie jumped when her buzzer sounded.
“Hello?”
“Yeah, hi. It’s Jacob Rossi with the chair.”
“I’m in 402.”
Buzzing him in, she began hyperventilating. The
thought of meeting someone face-to-face right now
was almost more than she could handle. Only
patronizing companies that offered contactless
delivery, her closest face-to-face interaction was
with Casey while outside with an entire apartment
floor separating them. Just the thought of leaving her
door open long enough to drag a piece of furniture
inside was giving her hives.
Donning her rubber dishwashing gloves, Sophie
slid a tall kitchen garbage bag over her shoulders,
forcing her head through the small hole she’d cut
out. Accidentally bringing her safety goggles home
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back in March had been a stroke of luck. Who knew
it would be the last time she’d ever stroll the marble
floors of her beloved museum?
Slipping on the jungle-print mask her cousin had
sewn for her, she peered out of the peephole when
she heard the elevator ding. Either it was Mr. Rossi
with the chair, or Mrs. Silver’s Amazon delivery. Her
next-door neighbor ordered items one at a time to
make the most of her Amazon Prime membership
fee. It had turned the hallway into a regular parade.
“Ms. Longeway?”
“Yes?”
“I’ve got the chair.”
A large piece of furniture obscured most of Mr.
Rossi’s person, but his warm, smooth voice
reminded her of a radio personality. “Okay, just
leave it there.”
After a moment of silence, he said, “You want
me to leave my family heirloom in the middle of a
hallway?”
Sophie didn’t think this was an unusual request.
“Of course.”
Her client looked left and then right. “Yeah, I
don’t think so. Can I bring it in?”
Was he crazy? And what was wrong with her
hallway? The apartment building was plenty nice, as
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were her neighbors. “No, you absolutely can’t come
into my apartment.”
A distorted eye met hers. Great, now she was
going to have to clean that peephole again. “Look,
Ms. Longeway, I’m not a murderer.”
“Murderers are the least of my worries at the
moment, Mr. Rossi. Germs are.”
“Germs,” the man muttered. “Okay, how about I
take a few steps back and then you open the door?”
Sophie considered this for a moment. She didn’t
like the situation one bit. “Twelve—no, eighteen,”
she replied. Maybe she could be comfortable for a
quick minute if he were that far away. And if she
held her breath.
Mr. Rossi disappeared from view. “Okay,” he
yelled. “I’m eighteen paces back now. Draw your
weapon.”
Sophie slowly unlocked her three deadbolts and
then unfastened the two chains. A girl could never
be too careful. Scooting the door wedge alarm out of
the way with her toe, she held her breath and crossed
the threshold.
“That’s… quite a get-up,” the man said, his eyes
crinkling at the edges.
“Who knows what germs are floating around this
hallway,” she shot back. “You could be raging with
coronavirus for all I know.”
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“I feel fine, Ms. Longeway.”
Sophie scrubbed away the fog forming on her
goggles and inspected him. His thick, wavy, black
hair looked healthy enough underneath the dim
lights, and his rich caramel skin was practically
glowing. And boy, did that pale blue mask sure set
off his bright, bourbon-colored eyes. Sophie was no
doctor—well, not that kind anyway—but he didn’t
look sick to her.
“You could be asymptomatic, you know. You
could have gotten your asymptomatic germs all over
this chair and my door. You could have gotten them
on my peephole!”
Mr. Rossi rolled his eyes dramatically. Well, he
could roll them all he wanted, as far as she cared; it
wouldn’t change a thing.
“The chair,” he said, nodding towards it. “Can
you fix it?”
Beads of sweat erupted across her forehead, and
the t-shirt underneath her makeshift biohazard suit
felt damp. “I’ll have to take it inside to assess it. I’ll
call you when I know something.”
“You’re an unusual lady,” the man murmured,
raising an eyebrow.
“I’m the most normal person in my field,” Sophie
retorted, jutting out her chin and then dragging the
chair into the safety of her living room.
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Blabbermouth
It took all of Jacob’s willpower not to keel over
laughing right there in her hallway. He was all for
safety, but some people sure took things to extremes.
Uncle Buck wasn’t back yet with the truck, so
Jacob ducked into the Indian restaurant. He loved
spicy food, and the scents wafting from its kitchen
were making his mouth water.
“Welcome to Hurry Curry,” the man at the
counter cheerfully said.
“Hi. A couple of samosas to go.”
Shouting something in a melodic tongue, the man
hustled to the back. Jacob wished he could speak
another language. His grandpa Rossi had
immigrated from Sicily, but he’d been so dead set
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on becoming Americanized that he refused to speak
Italian in front of his kids. When his mom’s
Brazilian parents died in a car accident when she was
a teenager, she’d elected to stay in the States and
finish school rather than move back to her native
country. And while she could still speak Portuguese
to a degree, she’d been so busy helping with the
family business while Jacob was growing up that she
hadn’t pressured him into learning it.
If Gramp Rossi hadn’t given her a job at sixteen,
she might never have been able to afford to stay in
the city. And she would never have met his dad.
Jacob shook his head. In love, it seemed Fate was
always behind the wheel.
“Dinesh,” the man called out, returning with a
small white bag and pressing it into a lanky
teenager’s hand. “Take this up to Sophie. Tell her it’s
on the house. And tuck in your shirt.”
Jacob smiled to himself. His dad used to tell him
the very same thing. “Is that the Sophie in 402?”
“Yes. She’s a lovely girl and one of my best
customers. Are you a friend of hers?”
“We just met, but I’m looking forward to seeing
her again soon,” he said, hoping she’d be able to
finish the job quickly. It would be tomorrow if she
decided not to take the job at all, he supposed.
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The restaurateur eyed him speculatively. “She’s
marrying my son, you know.”
“She didn’t tell me.” Not that he’d considered
asking such a personal question. And with her going
on about germs the way she had, he certainly
wouldn’t have found the opportunity, anyway. An
engagement ring would have been impossible to
notice underneath those elbow-length, yellow
rubber gloves. Her flowing red hair was another
story. Lucky guy.
An older woman emerged from the back and
handed him his order. Jacob paid the bill, stepped
onto the sidewalk, and into Uncle Buck’s waiting
truck.

Once Buck was on his way back to Jersey, Jacob sat
down for his afternoon call to Gram.
“Jacob? How’s my boy?”
“You know, living someone else’s dream, Gram.
How’s that cough of yours?”
“Not too bad. I slept most of the day, I’m
embarrassed to say, but I do feel better for it.”
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“Uncle Buck said they put you back on
antibiotics.”
“Well, isn’t he a blabbermouth?”
“We’re all concerned.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be in tiptop shape for
the wedding. You’re on my dance card.”
Jacob wanted to pull his hair out. He refused to
lie outright, but he could only be evasive for so long.
He was never signing another contract without
scrutinizing it with a magnifying glass. Distraction
was his best course at the moment.
“I’m working on a big Christmas surprise for you,
Gram. You’re going to love it.”
It would be a better idea to wait until Ms.
Longeway formerly accepted the job, but he was a
desperate man.
“I’m sure I will.”
“So, a virtual Thanksgiving?” Like Buck, Jacob
had balked when his mother first made the
announcement. Holding a business meeting on
Zoom was one thing, celebrating Thanksgiving
there was quite another.
“I think it’s a wonderful idea,” Gram said.
“Strange, yes, but in case you haven’t noticed, these
are strange times. I remember my grandfather telling
me stories about Thanksgiving during the Spanish
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flu. Having computers back then would have saved
lives, I imagine. We’ll make the best of it this year.”
Jacob could always count on Gram to put things
in perspective. Speaking of the flu, the way 2020 was
going, he’d darn well better get his flu shot soon.
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Drawn and
Quartered
After jamming a rolled-up towel into the door crack
for added germ protection, she tented her client’s
chair, and then set off a mushroom cloud of
disinfectant inside of it. Back in March, knowing she
had enough cleaning supplies to last for a while had
been such a relief. Toilet paper, not so much. The
mad scramble for paper products had been
America’s darkest hour, in her opinion.
Mr. Rossi’s chair was far more interesting than
she could have imagined. Objects had
essences—personalities, even—and this chair was
no exception. What it had touched, the things it had
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been exposed to—street dirt, room dust, perfume,
smoke—those traces humans left behind said a lot.
This piece of furniture hadn’t just sat in a corner
somewhere. It had held a prominent place in
someone’s home—many homes. She was sure of it.
Sophie ran her fingers gently over the cuts, nicks,
and the giant rips running down the cane weaving.
She couldn’t imagine what had made them. And the
gouge marks… Strange. Based on the pattern—or
lack thereof—they almost seemed deliberate.
Whatever monster had done this should be drawn
and quartered!
Sophie relied on books and computers for
background research. Through her professional
organizations, she had access to a host of
conservation journals, their broad topics ranging
from material science to art history. And there was
definitely history here. Maybe not museum-worthy,
but certainly of note.
This piece’s caning style was not only unusual,
it was downright rare. The backing had been prewoven and then mounted using an unusual
technique. If she had to guess, she’d say this chair
was from the early twentieth century, well before the
depression. She couldn’t wait to start her research.
Of course, there was just one problem: how.
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Hoping it wasn’t too late to call her client, she
punched in his number.
“Rossi here,” the man crisply said.
“Yes, it’s Dr. Longeway.”
Her client was quiet for a moment, and then said,
“Do I have it?”
“Have what?”
“It. The virus.”
How horrible. Had he been exposed? Had she been
exposed?
“This is Sophie Longeway, the conservator with
your chair?”
“You’re a doctor?”
Sophie could hear the relief in his voice, but not
complete relief.
“You got tested?”
“Yes. I do it every week.”
“Even when you haven’t been exposed?”
“Well, who knows, right? My family means
everything to me, so I can’t be too careful.”
If Sophie had family left, she would certainly take
every precaution as well. She knew firsthand the
devastation infections could wreak.
“So, what do you think, Miss—I mean, Dr.
Longeway?”
His voice really was like butter. “You can call me
Sophie, if you’d like.”
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“Call me Jacob. So, can you fix it?”
“With the right supplies, sure. The destruction is
substantial, though. It almost looks deliberate. Any
idea what caused it?”
“That happened a really long time ago,” he said
airily.
“What a shame. I can’t believe someone would
mutilate such a beautiful piece of furniture,” she said
sourly.
“Yeah, but what can you do? So, are you still
wearing your hazmat suit?” he asked after a moment.
Sophie giggled. “Are you asking me what I’m
wearing?”
“Of course not,” he stammered. “I was just teasing
you. I haven’t seen anyone take precautions so
seriously.”
“I don’t understand why everyone doesn’t.”
“You’re probably right, but people have to live
their lives. And everyone’s so tired of being careful.
Don’t you miss the days when you could go to
crowded bars, dance with people, and not worry
every time a taxi driver sneezed?”
She really had done little dancing before the
pandemic, but taxi stress… absolutely. “Ugh. You’d
better change the subject before I get depressed.”
“I agree. So, how long will that take? I need it by
Christmas.”
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Sophie couldn’t believe her ears. She’d never
rushed a job in her life. Rushing made for sloppy
conservation. Nobody wanted that, especially not a
museum. Preserving art required research, care, and
focus, and that’s what Sophie was best at. She could
study an object for months on end and never tire of
it.
She needed time to research the best solvents and
materials for the job, and it was important to mend
every crack and crevice while maintaining the
integrity. Jacob’s chair deserved that level of
attention, and even if he couldn’t appreciate a
century’s worth of patina, surely his grandmother
could.
“Christmas?” Sophie yelped. “That’s impossible!”
“But you’re the best, right? And as I said, money’s
no object.”
“March would be more realistic.” A sudden shiver
ran down her back at the mere mention of that
month. March was when the whole coronavirus
nightmare hit her city—when the avalanche of
disaster buried it alive, making 9/11’s death toll seem
disturbingly small. But at the same time, she’d never
felt more at one with the rest of the world. Forget
wars, forget cultures she didn’t understand, forget
languages she’d never even heard before. Forget
differences. Everyone on the planet had wrestled
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with the same fears, the same hopes, the same
frustration—all at the same time. Brothers and
sisters in arms, fighting together, all facing the same
foe. It would have been a wonder had it not been so
horrible.
But now, as this year approached its end—and it
couldn’t get here fast enough as far as she was
concerned—so many things had changed. People
still carried around the same hopes and fears, but it
seemed the virus had shaken a lot of other feelings
to the surface. Camaraderie had given way to
competition and finger-pointing. Even hunkered
down in her apartment, four floors above the street,
she felt the animosity like a living presence.
The only present Sophie wanted for Christmas
was to feel some love again—love and safety. For
people to be kind to one another again. If she could
afford one of those “be kind” t-shirts, she would be
wearing it right now. Maybe Santa could fit a little
“peace and goodwill to all people” into his bag this
year. Surely, that wasn’t too much to ask.
“March won’t cut it, Dr. Longeway. It has to be
done and in my hands by December twenty-fourth.
End of story.”
Sophie huffed. Clearly, this man did not
appreciate her field, and his flippant attitude was
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exactly why she’d never been interested in the
private sector.
“I’ll do what I can, but I’m not making any
promises.”

Still fuming about her client and the job in
general, the knock at her door startled her. Hurrying
over, she peeked through her peephole, and then
rolled her eyes.
“What do you need, Mr. Marconi?”
“What do you think I need?” her grumpy landlord
said, waggling his caterpillar eyebrows salaciously.
“The rent.”
“I’m working on it.”
“Yeah, well, work harder, Sophie. I got other
people interested in this place. Other paying
people.”
Judging by the mass exodus of people fleeing to
suburban neighborhoods over the past few months,
she seriously doubted it. “Look, Congress passed an
eviction moratorium.”
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“Yeah, they also said they’d send more money, but
I ain’t seen any checks yet.”
Mr. Marconi had a good point. Half of America
was still waiting for the government to help them
out of their current financial situations. The first
check had been a life preserver, but she’d burnt
through that months ago and was still being tossed
by waves. Now that their reelection campaigns were
over, politicians needed to stop bickering, roll up
their sleeves, and do the important work.
“As soon as I get it, it’s yours, okay?”
“Don’t make me do something I’ll regret.”
“Goodnight, Mr. Marconi,” she said.
Sophie leaned back against the door and sighed.
She certainly didn’t live in the most expensive
building in New York, but even so, she couldn’t
afford to stay here much longer. The muffled
pounding next door told her that Mrs. Silver was
about to be on the receiving end of Mr. Marconi’s
practiced spiel. At least she wasn’t alone in her
misery.
Glancing back at the chair, any concerns about
getting this project completed by Christmas
evaporated. It was either finish it or be rendered
homeless.
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Shenanigans
Sophie’s resounding hesitation left no doubt in
Jacob’s mind; she was a perfectionist. He’d had
plenty
of
experience
with
people
like
that—especially highly trained actor types, more
worried about their craft than production timelines.
Sure, pressuring artists stressed them out, but
money wasn’t about perfection. It was about the best
they could do in the time given.
Sophie’s best was probably spectacular, and come
Christmas, Gram’s chair would surely be in mint
condition, but if she worked on the world’s most
sacred objects, she probably thought his chair was a
piece of junk. Hiring her was tantamount to casting
Meryl Streep in a fast-food commercial; the finished
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product would be stellar, stupid-expensive, and
absolute overkill. Well, bring on the Meryl, Dr.
Longeway; Gram is worth every penny.
Money was a great motivational tool. The threat
of losing it was the primary reason he put up with
all of Savannah’s legal shenanigans. He didn’t know
what museums paid their conservators, but dollars
to doughnuts it wasn’t great. And since most
museums had closed months ago, she’d probably
gone without a paycheck for quite a while. Her
Upper West Side rent had to be significantly less
than his, but last time he checked, New York City
wasn’t giving away free apartments, and no money
equaled no rent.
Jacob took a few more West Coast calls and then
flipped on his favorite late-night show. Laughing at
a joke, he remembered the sweet way Sophie had
giggled when she mistook his question as a come-on
line. Her soft, breathy voice was almost melodic, and
he wondered if her face was equally lovely. Her wavy
hair sure was.
Ever since Rosie Reynolds punched him in the
arm in second grade, he’d had a thing for redheads.
With her freckles and her braids, Rosie had been a
real beauty—and the best darn passer on his co-ed
soccer team. He’d never believed he had an actual
type, per se, but the day Savannah dyed her hair
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red for a role was the very day he’d asked her out.
Come to think of it, she’d gone strawberry blond just
before he proposed.

Running down Sixth Avenue on a sunny morning
usually cleared his head, but last night’s dream was
proving tough to shake. While the details were
fuzzy, an all-grown-up version of Rosie Reynolds
had stood in his bedroom doorway wearing nothing
but braided pigtails and a fabulous black lace teddy.
His mind hadn’t bothered supplying a face, but he
didn’t remember Rosie ever having a sexy, breathy
voice.
Whoa, whoa, whoa! He could not have fantasies
about his conservator. She was an employee, in a
manner of speaking. Further, he didn’t even know
what she looked like behind that jungle print mask.
Plus—and this was a big negative—she was
marrying into the Hurry Curry family.
He thought about his former fiancée. Cosmetic
companies paid top dollar to feature her face in their
advertisements. Her God-given beauty had made
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her tons of money—him, too, but when personality
was the measure, well, looks could be deceiving. No
matter what she looked like, his next girlfriend was
going to be warm, like a summer field dotted with
red poppies—or an apple orchard, or maybe a garden
filled with red roses.
And maybe this faceless mystery woman was
someone else entirely, like Emma Stone. What redblooded American male didn’t harbor a secret crush
for that woman? But Emma had married that
Saturday Night Live guy and, according to insider
gossip, was possibly pregnant. Did that make Jacob a
creep? Yeah, probably.
“Yikes!” he yelped, nearly tripping over a standard
poodle with fur dyed in rainbow colors. After a
hurried apology, he shook his head ruefully. He
should lay off the chocolate before bedtime.
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Rich People
Sophie hadn’t dreamt of any man other than
Orlando Bloom in years. She loved him as a pirate;
she loved him as an elf, and she especially loved him
in that romantic comedy set in Kentucky. But last
night, Orlando had been wearing a blue surgical
mask, and his thick, wavy hair seemed fuller and
darker than normal. Those gorgeous, bourboncolored eyes, well, those weren’t quite right either.
But of course, it was Orlando. A tall, broad-chested,
fabulously tanned pandemic version of him,
standing outside her apartment door, holding a…
chair.
Sophie hoisted said chair onto her kitchen table to
get a better look at it. His seat—and she was positive
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the chair was male—sagged slightly, but the frame
was certainly sturdy enough. The strange green
waxy residue on the arms and the back caning was
quite unusual and would have to be carefully
removed.
Years of experience told her that high purity
mineral spirits were the best solvents for dissolving
waxes. In fact, that Elizabethan piece she’d worked
on last year had been covered in pesky candle
drippings, and she’d had to use a specialty mixture
to get all of it off. The good folks at Ace Chemicals,
the museum world’s boutique solvent supplier,
specialized in high-purity blends customized for just
this kind of esoteric task.
Without access to the museum’s stockpile of
periodicals and reference books, Sophie’s only
research tool was her phone. Skimming Ace’s
website, she recoiled; she hadn’t realized they were
out of Australia. Money had never been a problem
for the museum—or at least, grumpy Janet from
accounting had never called her out for spending
too much of it. A call to Australia would exhaust
her limited phone plan’s allotment, and without the
benefit of expedited international shipping, their
proprietary solutions might take weeks to arrive. She
quickly emailed Al, her favorite Ace scientist, to get
answers.
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Pacing in circles while wringing her hands, Sophie
was absolutely not ready to report her findings to
Mr. Rossi; the news was not good. Before she could
pull her big girl pants up, her phone rang.
“Hello?”
“Yeah, Sophie? This is Jacob Rossi. Just wanted to
check in and see how things were going.”
“Well… we’ve had a minor setback. According to
my supplier, if everything goes smoothly, the solvent
I need will arrive in three months.”
“Three months?” Jacob sputtered. “That’s
insane.”
“Well, it’s an Australian company, and the entire
country is currently in a bubble.”
“Of course, they are,” Jacob muttered. “Can’t you
get it from somewhere else? Like, in the US?”
“Look, Mr. Rossi, designer aromatic mineral
spirits aren’t exactly sold off the rack in Fifth Avenue
boutiques,” Sophie snipped, not appreciating his
tone in the slightest. This man didn’t know the first
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thing about chemicals, and it wasn’t her job to teach
him.
“If that were the case, I could just run down the
block and grab some for you,” he replied in a humorlaced voice. He’d better not be laughing at her.
“Wait, you live on Fifth Avenue?”
“Sixth. Why?”
“It’s just—only rich people live there.”
“I’m not rich. I’m comfortable,” Jacob retorted.
“That’s exactly what a rich person would say.”
“Untrue. I didn’t come from money, and I work
darn hard to make what I have,” he said hotly.
Sophie didn’t have an issue with wealth, per se.
After all, the museum’s top patrons were filthy rich.
Still, appreciating their donations wasn’t the same
as building personal relationships with them, and
so many of those she’d met at museum galas and
fundraisers seemed arrogant and snooty.
After a moment of charged silence, she said, “I
didn’t mean to offend you. What do you do, by the
way? I never asked.”
“I’m a talent manager,” he said. “A good one.”
“What does that mean exactly?”
“Right now, it means I listen to famous people
complain about being bored.”
“I’m in good company then, I suppose,” Sophie
mused. “But thanks to you, I have something to keep
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my mind off of my troubles for a little while. I owe
you for that.”
“You fix Gram’s chair, I’ll pay you for it, and we’ll
call it even, okay?”
Anyone who cared that much about his
grandmother couldn’t be completely awful. And for
the brief few moments she’d seen him, his eyes had
exuded passion, just like Orlando’s.
“Deal. Listen, there’s a strange green waxy
substance in some areas. Identifying it might
expedite the process. Perhaps I can find an
alternative to the solution Ace recommended. Do
you have any idea what it could be?”
Jacob was quiet for a long moment, and then said,
“I’ll look into it. I’m booked up for the rest of the
day. Let’s meet tomorrow.”
“In person?” she said, her voice shooting up an
octave.
“No, on Zoom. Or do you prefer GoToMeeting or
Webex?”
“I have no idea,” Sophie replied.
“Don’t you video conference?”
“With whom?” she said.
“I don’t know—people, family, clients.”
“I don’t have any clients, except you.”
“Skype then?” he said, sounding frustrated.
“Um.”

65

Virginia Gray

“You don’t Skype either?”
“Hey, don’t judge me,” Sophie said. “It’s just…
well, my phone’s camera broke, and I don’t own a
computer.”
“How can a professional not own a computer?” he
growled.
“My computer belonged to the museum, and I
never enjoyed bringing work home.”
“Well, I suggest you order one immediately,” Jacob
said before disconnecting.
Well, that was unnecessarily rude. Just because
she didn’t own much technology didn’t give him the
right to be snotty. Hmm… just like a rich person.
And who enjoyed working from home, anyway?
Sure, no commute and free parking were great perks,
but she’d always found it hard to enjoy her leisure
time when work was staring at her from across the
room. Glancing at the chair taking up most of her
breakfast nook table, she smirked.
Sophie wasn’t opposed to having a virtual
meeting with Jacob Rossi. It would be nice to see his
face when they talked. And aside from his recent
grumpiness, his voice was warm and smooth…
“Stop it, Sophie,” she said to her reflection as she
washed her hands. Jacob was a client. A paying client
who had just demanded an online meeting. She
really had no choice but to order a computer.
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After checking her bank account balance, Sophie
hung her head. She didn’t have nearly enough to
buy a computer—even a cheap one. Heck, she barely
had enough for food. She hated to admit it, but she
was going to have to find a cheaper place to live
soon. Probably out of the city. Really out of the city.
Ever since the pandemic struck, Cousin Ruthie
had been trying to convince her to move back to
California. Ruthie ran an artist commune in
Temecula and talked nonstop about its sunsets, the
crunchy guys there, and the yurt with Sophie’s name
on.
Sophie wasn’t interested in living the crunchy
lifestyle, or in guys who felt bathing was optional.
Frankly, she didn’t even like the scent of patchouli.
No, she liked the tall, dark, and mysterious type. A
take-charge kind of man who grabbed business
opportunities by the horns and still had time for his
sick grandmother. The kind who lived in New York.
Oh boy.
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Let's Party
“Look Justin, I can’t make her sell you her license
plate if she doesn’t want to,” Jacob said, ready to tear
his hair out. It was his fifth Justin Halpan call of the
day.
Justin’s 4.5-million-dollar pumpkin orange
Lamborghini Veneno had just arrived yesterday, and
the personalized plate he wanted, IDABEST, was
already taken. The owner, one Mrs. Ida Best, a
seventy-eight-year-old woman from Lakewood, had
received the plate as a gift from her grandkids and
had no interest in parting with it.
“Doesn’t she know who I am?”
“Actually, no. She’s not a big basketball fan.”
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“What’s wrong with the old bat? Everybody loves
basketball!”
Jacob did not take too kindly to Justin’s attitude
towards this sweet old lady who reminded him of
Gram.
“She’s not interested in courtside season tickets.
Lakewood is on the other side of the state.”
“Offer her money,” Justin said.
“She says her grandkids’ feelings are more
important than money.”
“Buy her a new car then—fully loaded.”
“Already tried. She says there’s nothing wrong
with her dependable Toyota, and she knows where
all the buttons are. Maybe it’s time to find another
plate.”
“I want that one!” Justin roared.
“Let me think of something,” Jacob said,
summoning an inner Buddha that had apparently
packed up and headed for the coast.
Snapping at Sophie earlier was really despicable.
She certainly hadn’t deserved his ire. Normally, he
was a fairly even-keeled kind of guy, but he was
running out of options and running low on
creativity. The solvent dilemma was one
complication too many.
Maybe the everyday uncertainty that came with
living through a global pandemic was disintegrating
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his patience, or maybe it was the political drama that
seemed to have no end. Maybe he should cancel his
New York Times subscription and stop surfing
headline news—or better yet, follow his wayward
Buddha to some secluded mountain retreat and
forget about life for a while.
He wondered how Sophie was keeping her sanity
during this difficult time, especially without a
computer. Perhaps that was the key. Without a
screen constantly flashing information in her face,
maybe she was a happier person. Well,
unfortunately for her, Jacob wouldn’t allow her to
remain that way. He was too selfish for that.
A face-to-face meeting with Sophie Longeway
wasn’t necessary, and he knew it; he just wanted one.
Even though she was forbidden fruit, not knowing
what she looked like was driving him bonkers. Plus,
seeing her face would put to rest any notions that
it belonged to the mysterious redhead haunting his
dreams.
During the fifth mile on his treadmill, Jacob
realized how unfair it was to expect an unemployed
conservator to cough up money for a computer she
didn’t absolutely need. Though how she got through
the day without a laptop was a mystery to him. No,
if he wanted this meeting, then he could just buy
her a computer. They didn’t cost all that much, and
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she probably needed one for the job, anyway. She’d
mentioned research or something. And if she
couldn’t go into her museum, or even a library to do
it, then buying her one was the least he could do.
And he should apologize, too. Mom and Gram
would be ashamed of him for snapping at a woman
like that.

“Thanks again for watching over Louie,” Spencer
said. “I hate to keep doing this to you, but
babysitters are a no-go right now.”
“I’m always happy to help,” Jacob said. “Really.”
His next-door neighbor was a firm believer that
dates were essential for successful marriages,
especially once kids came along. Jacob had always
admired him for his approach to romance, and
planned to emulate him if he ever actually made it to
the altar.
In the past, Spencer had taken Maryann out to
dinner at least once a week. A part time ICU nurse,
she’d had little trouble finding time for them to be
together. But since the pandemic hit, with medical
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personnel pushed to their limits and so many getting
sick themselves, Maryann was rarely home, and
when she was, she was exhausted. Spencer’s
solution was to take dinner to the hospital at least
once a week, so they could spend time together, even
if it was just in the parking lot.
“Be good,” he told Louie, lightly bopping him on
the head with his baseball cap.
“Give Maryann my best,” Jacob said.
As soon as he shut the door, Louie turned to Jacob
and said, “Let’s party, dude!”
Jacob snorted. “Eat first, then party.”
“I can live with that.”
“Glad to hear it. So, pizza, mac’n cheese, or grilled
cheese? It has to be cheese-based.”
“Um, grilled cheese,” Louie said, opening the
refrigerator and pulling out four American cheese
slices.
“Tomato soup on the side?”
“Chicken noodle.”
“As you wish,” Jacob said, ruffling Louie’s strawcolored hair. Man, if he ever had kids, he hoped they
were as easy to deal with as this one.
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After M&M topped ice cream sundaes followed
by four vicious games of Animal Crossing, Jacob
glanced at the clock. “I almost forgot. I’ve got to buy
a computer. Want to help me pick one out, Little
Man?”
“Duh!”
“It’s for a friend,” Jacob said, pulling up the
website, “so it has to be really special.”
“Excellent,” Louie said, rubbing his hands
together. “What kinds of games does he like?”
“It’s a she, and I’m not really sure.”
“Then we’ll have to get her everything,” he said,
nodding sagely. “What’s her name?”
“Sophie,” Jacob said, smiling. “Sophie Longeway.”
“There’s a Sophie in my class. She shared her
Cheetos with me at lunch once. Does your friend do
stuff like that?”
“She’s a new friend, but I bet she would.”
“Let’s get her a pink one.”
“Pink is good, but maybe something more neutral.
In case it clashes with her furniture.”
“Good point. White?”
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“Perfect. Go to it, Little Man.”
At eight, Louie was no computer expert, but after
he’d picked out all the features that sounded
interesting, Jacob checked out and paid for
overnight delivery. Now there’d be nothing in the
way of seeing Sophie’s face tomorrow.
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Quarantinis
Working all afternoon, Sophie hadn’t realized the
time until her stomach growled.
Dinner? she texted Casey
Quarantinis? Casey countered.
Most evenings, she and Casey hashed out the
day’s few events over a pandemic martini; she’d
made so many that at this point she could probably
go pro. Taking a sip from her chilled glass, Sophie
spooned leftover chicken tikka masala over a plate
of rice and shoved it in the microwave. Within
moments, the scent of cumin and chili pepper filled
her little kitchen. Donning her coat and scarf, she
climbed through the window onto her fire escape
patio. An aromatic steam cloud billowed up and into
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her face as the crisp autumn air swirled around her
too-hot plate.
Every time she stepped outside, the sound—or
rather, the lack of it, struck her. Back in March, it
had felt as if someone had turned down the city’s
volume knob, and they had yet to turn it back up
again. In fact, Sophie still had trouble sleeping some
nights because of the quiet. She wasn’t sure what
she was going to do if she moved to the secluded
California mountains. Strike that, when.
“I can’t believe it,” Casey said with no preamble.
“We had two actual customers in the store today,
and they both bought high-ticket items. Uncle Alec
says if we have another day like today, he might
actually pay me. Cheers!”
“That’s fantastic, Case,” Sophie said, raising her
glass.
“People are moving out of the city in droves, and
with so much more square footage in their suburban
houses to fill, everybody wants furniture and
antiques.” Casey sighed. “It really makes me wish I
had my realtor’s license.”
“Things are going to get better, and then you can
get it. I bet tons of new people will move into the city
as well. You’ll be selling apartments right and left,”
Sophie said, willing it to be so.
Casey and Sophie had been doing that a lot lately;
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fantasizing about what they would do when the
pandemic was over. The running list included seeing
every Broadway show, attending marathon movie
features—no matter what was playing—and maybe
even taking a cruise. These everyday pipe dreams
kept them both going during the toughest times, but
the sad reality was they both needed paying jobs
before any of those things could happen. Moving to
California would destroy all those plans. How was
she going to tell her best friend?
“Yeah, and maybe more single guys will move into
town. Ones who look like Jacob Rossi, who hasn’t
called me yet, but the way.”
Sophie felt a twinge of guilt. She hadn’t found the
right time to put in a word for Casey, and the way
her stupid dreams were tormenting her, she wasn’t
sure she wanted to, which was just ridiculous.
Attraction for a masked man sounded more like
something out of a Marvel comic book than reality.
“I’ve only talked to him a couple of times, Case,
and he’s pushy and a little rude, to be honest. He
wanted to have a Zoom meeting, and when I told
him I didn’t have a computer, he got kind of angry.”
“Jerk. But that’s rich people for you. Throwing a
fit when they don’t get their way.”
“He claims he’s not rich.”
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“There’s no way I’m believing that. Where does
he live?”
“Somewhere on Sixth Avenue.”
“Ha! Rich. Tell Mr. Moneybags, if he wants to
have a Zoom meeting with you so badly, he can buy
you a darn computer. Then, when the project’s over,
you can sell it.”
“I suppose it would cover a month’s rent.”
Casey groaned. “Speaking of rent, I got a visit
from the Grinch last night.”
“Yeah, Mr. Marconi knocked on my door as well.”
“That guy’s a creep.”
“No argument here,” Sophie said, grimacing.

The sound of her buzzer made her jump. She
hadn’t purchased groceries yet this week, and online
shopping was absolutely out of the question.
“Yes?”
“Yeah, delivery for a Sophie Longeway,” a gravelly
voice said.
“I’m Sophie, but I didn’t order anything.”
“Look, I’m just a delivery guy trying to do his job.”
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“Are you wearing a mask?”
“We’re required to.”
“Gloves?” Sophie asked.
“Gloves, mask, a spacesuit. Can you just let me
in?”
Well, he didn’t need to get snippy about it.
Peeping out, she noted that the burly man did in
fact have on a mask covering his mouth. But that was
all it was covering.
“Sir, could you cover both of your respiratory
portholes, please?”
The man rolled his eyes and pulled up his mask.
“Happy now?”
She’d be happier if he would care more about the
safety of others, but it wasn’t worth the argument at
this point.
“Just leave it outside the door.”
“It says right here that you’re supposed to sign for
it.” He held up his electronic pad.
“Do you sanitize the pen and screen after each
person touches it?”
“Oh, sure. Of course, I do,” the man said, rolling
his eyes yet again.
Sophie didn’t quite believe him. “I only accept
contactless delivery. Can I email my signature to
someone?”
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“No, lady. Here’s how it works. I deliver a package.
You sign. I give you the box. Easy peasy, see?”
“I am not opening the door. I don’t even know
what’s in the box. It could be a bomb.”
Huffing, the man looked up at the ceiling for a
long moment. “You know what? I don’t care if you
sign it or not. I’ve got a hundred more deliveries
tonight and I don’t have time to deal with crazy
people.”
The man dropped the box on the floor, snapped
a picture, and then jerked his mask down under his
chin. “And just so you know, until a few months ago,
I was a top-rated airplane mechanic. I was union for
chrissake!”
“I’m sorry,” she muttered, truly meaning it.
Sophie waited until she heard the elevator ding
and then brought the package inside. After heavily
disinfecting it, she opened the card.
Dr. Longeway,
Welcome to the twenty-first century. Check your email
for a Zoom link.
Jacob Rossi
Carefully opening the box, she discovered a sleek,
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white laptop nestled in enough packing material to
single-handedly destroy the environment.
What on earth? Who sent computers to people
just because they wanted to have a meeting? Forget
Marvel Comics, this relationship was sounding
more Mission Impossible by the minute. Would it selfdestruct as soon as she finished using it?

Two hours in, Sophie felt like a fool. It had taken
her so much time to set up the laptop and then figure
out this Zoom business that she hadn’t had time for
a shower. She knew computers weren’t her strong
suit; this one especially. Her museum computer was
a desktop model so old that it didn’t even have a
camera on it, and this one was loaded with a gazillion
programs she’d never heard of before.
Goodness, she wished for the old days when
people could just sit down over a cup of coffee and
talk. Of course, she’d probably be a nervous wreck
meeting Jacob in person. Even with a hallway
between them, he’d been large and intimidating.
Still stinging from their last conversation, she
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wasn’t looking forward to this one. So what if she
couldn’t afford the same things as him? There were
far more important things to judge a person on than
bank account zeros, like merit, work ethic, and
authenticity.
Admittedly, Jacob seemed authentic to her so far,
and the fancy laptop he’d thoughtfully sent would
certainly go a long way toward expediting her
research, but he was in the entertainment business.
Who knew what he was really like. Maybe he was
a horrible misogynistic jerk with a sordid past and
a disfigured face under that mask from some
experiment gone wrong. Maybe he wasn’t a dark
hero at all, but a comic book villain! Well, she
supposed she would find that out soon enough, and
then at least she could stop dreaming about him.
“Sophie?”
“I’m supposed to see you, right?” she said, tapping
the little camera.
“Yeah. And I’m supposed to see you. It’s a virtual
meeting.”
“Then, where are you?” Sophie said, afraid she’d
disabled some feature but not wanting to admit it.
He surely didn’t need additional reasons to criticize
her.
“Zoom glitches sometimes,” he grumped. “I’ll
send you a new link.”
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Crossing her fingers, Sophie clicked it as soon as
it popped up. The only feature visible on the blank
screen was the little square containing her face. She
dashed her fingers through her messy hair. “Okay, I
still can’t see you,” she said.
“Dammit!”
She understood his frustration, but she didn’t
think it was worth swearing about. Regardless, she
was taking the glitch as a stroke of luck. Maybe if
they tried again another time, she would have time
to curl her hair, and maybe even put on a little
makeup. She hadn’t worn mascara in ages. She
hoped it hadn’t dried up.
“Well, thanks for loaning me the computer,
anyway. It’s really nice.”
“I hope it facilitates your research. As I’ve said,
time is of the essence. And it’s not a loan. It’s a gift.”
Sophie was glad he couldn’t see her face, what
with her jaw indecorously dropped to the table. A
gift? No one had ever given her anything so
extravagant. Once Jared, the museum’s elevator
attendant, had given her a red tulip, but she was
pretty sure he’d illegally picked it from Central Park.
Of course, any feelings she might have been
entertaining vanished when she noticed an identical
flower on the giftshop’s checkout counter, where
Stella, the nubile cashier, worked.
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Maybe Casey was right. Maybe money was no
problem for him. Still, how generous? “I’m not sure
what to say.”
“‘Thanks’ is traditional,” Jacob said with a laugh.
“How about thank you very, very much?”
“You’re very, very welcome,” he said, his voice as
warm and silky as a chai latte. “So, do you have plans
tomorrow night?”
Okay, now she was really confused. The other
day, when he’d asked her what she was wearing,
she’d assumed it was a joke—they’d both laughed it
off, but this had the genuine ring of a proposition.
Was this the part where the villain lured the
innocent heroine into his dark lair? Well, she was
having none of it!
“I’ll have to check my schedule,” she said,
promptly slapping her hand over her mouth. She’d
been trying for evasive, not coy.
“Well?” he said after a moment.
“Oh, I was kidding. I never leave my apartment.
For any reason,” she added for good measure.
“Thus, the Zoom call.”
“Oh.” One thing was for sure, he found ways of
making her feel stupid at every turn. Was he toying
with her? Was this some twisted game of cat and
mouse?
“How’s seven?” he said.
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“Seven is awfully early. Could we maybe do eight
instead?”
“Eight it is. See you tomorrow night, Dr.
Longeway.”
“Hang on, is this a date or a business meeting?”
Sophie waited for his response. And waited…
“Hello? Jacob?”

Setting the project aside at six-thirty sharp the
following evening, she stepped into a steaming
shower both to calm her nerves and, of course, to
sanitize herself. She was happy to learn that her
curling iron still worked and her brown mascara was
as pasty as ever. It felt nice to dress in work clothes
again, even if he could only see her blouse.
Sliding the cap back on her lipstick tube, she
laughed at the ridiculousness of it. He would never
see her lips.
Lowering herself into a kitchen chair, she glanced
at the banana leaf wall clock Casey had given her
for Christmas last year, and then at the computer
screen. Taking a deep breath, she stared at the
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menacing Zoom link poised to attack her like some
rabid hellhound.
“Hi,” she said cautiously as his face appeared.
“Hi back,” he replied brightly, his dimples
imploding as he warmly smiled.
She couldn’t have been more shocked if Orlando
Bloom himself was smiling at her. But this man was
no Orlando. Sure, he had the same sexy eyes, but
his dark complexion and full lips screamed Rodrigo
Santoro. It was fully impossible to believe, but Jacob
Rossi, grump extraordinaire, was actually
handsomer than either of them.
Suddenly, he barked out a laugh.
“What’s wrong?” Sophie asked, alarmed. She’d
looked nice enough in the mirror. Did she have
something in her eye? Had her pesky mascara run?
“You’re wearing a mask.”
“Of course, I am.”
“Why? You can’t catch Covid-19 through a
computer.”
Pets could catch it, zoo animals were completely
susceptible, and then there were all of those
asymptomatic people she kept hearing about—and
the ones who said it was a hoax. She hadn’t read
anything about computer transmission, but then
again, she hadn’t seen a virus task force briefing in
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months and months. How was anyone supposed to
know anything at all?
“You don’t know that for certain.”
“Yeah, I kinda do. Take it off.”
“Is that an order?” she said, not sure if he was
being cute or serious. The latter would require a
conversion about client-employer boundaries.
Jacob laughed. “A request. Please remove your
mask, Sophie.”
Well, that was a lot better, especially with the way
his velvety voice had wrapped around her name like
an elegant scarf. Holding her breath, she slipped off
her mask. She really didn’t know whether men
found her attractive. Between long hours in the
museum’s basement and her garden-variety phobias,
she rarely dated. And when she did, those men were
typically fellow museum conservators who had their
own set of phobias—intimacy being right up there at
the top of the list for most.
“Well, here I am,” Sophie murmured.
When Jacob stared back at her without saying a
word, it kind of hurt.
“Could you at least say something?”
Jacob’s facial expression hadn’t changed in nearly
a minute. In fact, she wasn’t even sure he was
breathing anymore. Perhaps she should have put
lipstick on after all.
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“Jacob? Are you okay?”
Garbled sounds crackled through her speaker,
and then the screen went completely blank.
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Grasshopper Green
This was not happening! First, the Zoom glitch and
now no internet connection? Was Karma rearing her
ugly head? Was the world ending? Well, with
everything else going on right now, he was pretty
sure something biblical was happening. The Book
Of Revelations came to mind.
Jacob whipped out his phone and pulled up his
internet provider’s website. This amazing new 5G
business everyone was going on about was supposed
to be the wave of the future, but speed was far less
interesting at the moment than simple reliability.
According to the service map, outages were
happening all over town; however, the Upper West
Side appeared to have been spared. Perhaps the
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universe had different plans for Sophie—ones with
guys who didn’t sign NDAs and then lie to their
families.
Well, he could sidestep Fate, at least for a little
while, and hear her voice.
“Jacob?” Sophie immediately said. “Are you
alright?”
“I think I’m cursed,” he said.
“Or maybe I am. I just can’t seem to work this
Zoom business,” she said. “Maybe we’re destined for
the phone.”
Oh, that would not be acceptable. “You were
doing fine. My Internet just bugged out. It’s all
technology’s fault.”
“When isn’t it?” she said, giggling. Man, did he
like her bubbly champagne laugh.
“So, tell me what’s happening with the project,”
he said, summoning late-night jokes he could weave
into the conversation. There were worse life
missions than to make a woman laugh. Of course,
this woman was spoken for, wasn’t she?
“The computer is helping bunches.

I’ve

discovered that Bennie’s Hardware Store in
Brooklyn carries mineral spirits. I mean, they’re not
designer quality, but they’re better than nothing,
and they do have plenty in stock. They’ll even
deliver it,” Sophie said, sounding very pleased with
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herself. Jacob guessed this chore hadn’t been nearly
as easy as she made it out to be.
“That’s great news.”
“Well, I don’t want to get your hopes up. I’ve
never encountered wax like this on any museum
piece I’ve ever worked with. I can’t for the life of me
figure it out.”
“It’s got to come off,” he said, immediately
ashamed of the desperation in this voice.
“I understand, but—”
Sophie didn’t understand that he was the culprit,
and he wanted it to stay that way. But if he gave
Gram a repaired chair still sporting all those stupid
marks, they only would serve as a reminder of how
poorly he’d treated something so precious. “It’s
crayon,” Jacob blurted. “Crayola’s Grasshopper
Green.”
“Crayon?” Sophie sounded shocked. And why
shouldn’t she be?
For the first time, he was grateful that faulty
technology was keeping her eyes from his.
“Crayon?” she repeated hotly. “Who on earth
would mark up a… And why didn’t you tell me this
before?”
Without question, he deserved her ire. His pride
had cost her valuable time, and if she didn’t finish
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the job by Christmas, he would have no one to
blame but himself.
“I just… Well, I guess I was embarrassed.”
“You did this?”
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PTSD
There were plenty of more shocking things Jacob
could have said, but in the art world where velvet
ropes protected sculptures, security guards hovered
near tapestries, and bulletproof glass protected the
Mona Lisa, the thought of someone defacing an
antique in that way was a staggering revelation. She
needed to step back for a moment and remind
herself that this had been a family heirloom, not a
museum piece. Mothers had darned socks in it;
babies had been rocked to sleep.
Her grandma had once owned a rocking chair—a
wooden slat model she’d kept on her front porch
until a terrible storm blew the entire house into the
next county. And while she was quite young when it
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happened, she was glad the family had moved west.
In retrospect, though, California hadn’t turned out
to be any safer than Oklahoma.
“Don’t judge me. I was seven.”
“Seven?”
“I was in love,” Jacob confessed. “With a girl in
my class named Rosie. We were destined for the altar
until that rat Taylor Thomas showed up with a
brand new sixty-four pack. I was crushed, and I took
out my anger on the chair.”
“I bet your grandmother was angry.”
“She acted like it didn’t bother her, but I caught
her crying later that day. I felt miserable until Gramp
sat me on his lap and explained that kids are kids,
mistakes happen, and Gram was upset about
something else entirely.” Jacob was quiet for a
moment, and then he added, “I need it gone, Sophie.
I really need the chair to be perfect for her.”
He sounded a little desperate—more so than she
thought he ought to.
“If it’s only paraffin, of course, I can remove it. I’ll
call the hardware store tomorrow.”
“Really?”
He sounded so relieved that Sophie laughed. “Yes,
really.” Glancing up at the chair, she sighed. The
backing was a whole other story.
“I figured you’d hate me,” he said.
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“When I was seven, I cut the bangs off my
grandma’s antique doll. I tried taping all the little
hairs back on, which, of course, didn’t work. When
I peeled off the tape, a chunk of the painted veneer
came with it, exposing the cork. I was horrified, but
also fascinated. That’s when I decided to go into art
preservation. If this chair means as much to your
gram as my grandma’s doll had meant to her, then
it’s my honor to fix it.”
“Has your grandma forgiven you yet?”
“She’s gone.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry. How did she die?”
“Salmonella.”
“What?”
“She ate a contaminated hamburger from a fastfood restaurant. She was dead in a matter of days.”
“That must have been devastating.”
Sophie took a shaky breath. The guilt still
weighed heavily on her. And the sorrow. Her
grandma had been a genuine force of nature and the
person from whom she’d inherited her red hair.
“After a soccer game, I convinced her to take me
to Burger Shack, this neighborhood greasy-spoon. If
I hadn’t ordered chicken fingers that day, I’d be six
feet under as well.”
Sophie thought back to the day. She’d missed
making the goal by a mile, and it had been the only

97

Virginia Gray

opportunity her team had had to score in the entire
game. Grandma had felt sorry for her, and while she
normally refused to feed her fast food, because of
Sophie’s tears, she’d made an exception.
That’s how Sophie’s germaphobia had begun, and
it had gotten progressively worse after losing her
aunt one year later to meningitis, and eventually her
uncle to encephalitis. Even Ruthie had contracted
that bizarre case of Lyme disease that still flared up
now and then. But it was the loss of her mother that
put the last nail in her germaphobe coffin. Sophie
grimaced, feeling a case of PTSD coming on.
“Sophie…”
“It was a long time ago, but I haven’t eaten fast
food since.”
“I don’t think I’ll ever look at a hamburger the
same way again,” Jacob said with a loud gulp.
“You can always eat Indian.”
“Is that your favorite?” he asked.
“Living above Hurry Curry, I eat it a lot. Yeah, I
guess it’s my favorite. How about you?”
“Indian’s great, but there’s this steak place a
couple of blocks from my apartment. They serve the
best prime rib I’ve ever tasted. I should say served. It
closed a few months ago.”
“Restaurants are folding right and left from what I
hear. It’s awful.”
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“It is, but hey, at least you don’t have to worry
about getting your Hurry Curry fix, since you’re
marrying into the family.”
“I’m what?” she said, exploding with laughter.
“The guy at the counter told me you’re marrying
his son.”
“His son is fifteen,” she said, gasping for air.
“But—”
“Ramesh—the owner. He feels sorry for me
because I’m out of work. It’s his way of helping me
out.”
“With marriage?”
“His family is big into arranging them, evidently.”
“So, you’re not engaged?” he asked, sounding
strangely relieved.
“Nope.”
“Are you dating anyone?”
Sophie’s skin heated. The truth didn’t embarrass
her, but she wondered why he had asked such a
personal question. Exchanging childhood anecdotes
was one thing, relationship questions was another.
She wished he’d stop sending her mixed signals; it
was confusing. As she considered her answer, she
wondered what his relationship status was. Grumpy
though he was at times, he was flat-out delicious,
and she imagined he had women falling all over
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themselves to be with him. Well, maybe she’d ask for
Casey’s sake.
“Not at the moment. Are you?”
“No,” Jacob breathed.
As the silence stretched, Sophie warred with
herself. The new star of her dreams, this extremely
attractive man was making her heart race, but wasn’t
a friendship worth more to her than some guy she
barely knew?
“My friend, Casey, is single. And really funny.”
There, end of discussion. Jacob already had Casey’s
number—or at least the shop’s, and he could call her
at will.
“Good to know. So, you’re not seeing anyone at
all?”
That had backfired. And what did he expect her to
do, announce that she was New York City’s biggest
loser? “I should probably go,” she said. “I mean, now
that I know what kind of wax we’re dealing with, I
can order the solvent.”
“Yeah,” Jacob said. “And I, uh, have some West
Coast client calls to make.”
She glanced at her banana leaf clock. It seemed
awfully late for business calls, although they were
technically having one right now, she supposed.
And it was three hours earlier on the other side of
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the continent. “I guess in your business that makes
sense.” Why did she sound so breathy suddenly?
“So, do you want to get together?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she said, twisting a curl around her finger.
“I mean, what?” Sophie wasn’t leaving her
apartment, no matter how absolutely gorgeous he
was.
“For another virtual meeting,” he said, chuckling.
“To try to Zoom again?”
“Oh. Of course,” she said, feeling foolish.
“Same time tomorrow night?” How could such a
warm, rich voice make her shiver so?
“Yeah, tomorrow.”
“Perfect,” he said softly.
“So, okay… bye.”
“Bye, Sophie.”
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Cincinnati Reds
“Are you dating anyone?!” Jacob groaned, smacking
his forehead.
He’d been so relieved to learn Sophie wasn’t
engaged that it had popped right out. And then
she’d hesitated. That should have told him
everything he needed to know. He had no right to
ask his conservator personal questions—even if he
was exceptionally pleased with her answers.
The Casey comment had thrown him as well. Was
she using her friend as a shield, to send him a
message that she wasn’t interested? But then she’d
agreed to have another meeting—another
unnecessary meeting. Well, unnecessary for her.
Some might label him as shallow because of all
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the movie stars he’d dated, but they were just the
women he met through work. Without even seeing
Sophie, her personality was really doing it for him,
and her voice was like music. Surely, he wasn’t a
callous jerk in simply wanting to see her face before
doing something stupid like asking her out. To
which she would probably answer, no. But she might
say yes—there was always that possibility. Staring at
the bottom of his screen, he glared at the little yellow
triangle superimposed over the Wi-Fi symbol. The
cable company was going to get a piece of his mind
if service wasn’t back up and running by tomorrow
night.
A glance at his planner shifted Jacob’s mood from
cautiously optimistic to full-on Grinch. His first call
of the evening was to Aaron Bose, star baseball
player for—what team was that again? The Cincinnati
Reds, you say? Jacob laughed evilly. He’d begged,
borrowed, and stolen to make this trade happen.
Perhaps he should reexamine his moral fiber, but
how could something so bad feel so unbelievably
good? He didn’t want Savannah back, and, yeah, it
took two to tango and all that, but Aaron had made
the moves on his ex-fiancée within hours of her
landing in Los Angeles, and that was just cold.
Nothing wrong with a little payback. Especially
when it was going to make them both a lot of money.
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Long red curls formed a canopy around his face.
A faint voice whispered that any woman lacking a
nose and mouth should be feared, but he was already
lost in a haze of sweet perfume and soft creamy skin.
Material, the color of her emerald eyes, slid silkily
against his fingers as he slowly unbuttoned her
blouse. Jacob gasped. She had the most perfect,
round—
“E-e-vil woman,” the band ELO crooned.
“What? Huh?” Jacob groaned, feeling around his
nightstand for his frantically vibrating phone. Why
hadn’t he turned off the ringer?
“Rossi,” he grumbled.
“Do you ever think about us getting back
together?” a soft voice whispered.
Propping himself up against his headboard, he
raked his hand through his mussed hair. “Savannah,
you are living with another man. I think that ship
has sailed.”
“You never know. People change, feelings change.
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I don’t like the thought of your being all alone in that
big apartment.”
“I’m perfectly fine.” His mind drifted back to hair
and eyes and an old rocking chair. “Actually, I’ve
kind of started seeing someone.” Dreams counted,
right? Jacob’s lips turned up, and he nodded to
himself. Yes, in this case, they certainly did.
“Who?” she demanded testily.
“You don’t know her.”
“I know a lot of people, Jacob. Try me,” she
growled. Why on earth did she sound so mad all
of a sudden? It wasn’t like they were together
anymore—like they had any hope of ever mending
romantic fences.
“You just said you didn’t want me alone, and now
you’re upset because I’m not?”
“We’re still engaged, in case you’ve forgotten. I’m
still wearing your ring.”
“Yeah, about that… Why?”
“Appearances. You of all

people

should

understand that.”
After bringing him tons of business in the holy
name of stars too busy to shop for themselves, Emil,
owner of the most exclusive jewelry store in
Manhattan, had given Jacob a phenomenal deal on
Savannah’s ring. Of course, the man was no dummy;
having Savannah Reed sport a ring from his store
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was nothing short of the crown jewel (no pun
intended) in advertising ploys. Jacob wasn’t
planning to ask for it back, but couldn’t believe
Aaron was okay with her still wearing it.
“You should thank me for taking so many selfies
of us after we got engaged. I’ve been posting them on
social media for months now, but I’m going to run
out soon. The holidays coming up, Jakey. You’ve got
to fly out here so we can take more.”
“I’m not flying anywhere, Savannah. In case you
haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of a flipping
pandemic.”
“Don’t be a baby. Everybody’s saying it’s no worse
than the flu.”
He didn’t know who “everybody” was supposed
to be, but they obviously weren’t living in the same
world as he.
“I’m not coming out.”
“Well, what am I supposed to do then?”
“Um, officially break up?”
“No! Spirea says no scandals until my movie
releases. I’ve got, like, a thousand promo interviews
in January, thanks to you. She says I can’t talk about
anything but the movie, life during the pandemic,
and our upcoming wedding. I have talking points!
That one late night guy is even going to ask me what
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my favorite sandwich is. I don’t have a favorite
sandwich, Jacob. I don’t even eat bread!”
“Your life is pure torture,” Jacob snarked.
“I know!” she whined.
“In case you’ve forgotten, our NDA expires on
New Year’s, so you and Spirea need a new plan.”
Jacob stifled a yawn. “Savannah, it’s three in the
morning here, and I need sleep.”
“See, this is why we broke up. You’re not
sympathetic to my needs.”
“Yeah, I suck,” Jacob said, dropping his phone in
his nightstand drawer.

Downing a liter of water, he grabbed the “Calm
down Karen, it’s allergies” mask he’d just purchased
off of Etsy. Since masks weren’t going out of style
anytime soon, he’d started collecting them—the
funny ones. Smiles were worth more than gold right
now, and helping enterprising artists during a time
of extreme unemployment seemed kind.
Of course, artists made him think of Sophie. If
she were his girlfriend, he bet she wouldn’t call him
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at three in the morning just to tell him he wasn’t
sympathetic enough.
Jacob inhaled deeply as the late November air hit
him. The thought of staying indoors on such a nice
day seemed criminal. Besides, after last night, a long
run would do his head some good.
He’d eventually fallen back to sleep, but the
mystery redhead was nowhere to be found. Instead,
a giant sandwich had chased him through the city,
spewing gloppy dressing, sauerkraut, and insults in
all directions. Weird.
Savannah’s words troubled him. Why had she
mentioned getting back together? He knew he didn’t
love her anymore, and he was pretty sure she’d never
loved him. What she did love was having power over
people, and the NDA was sure keeping him on a
short leash. He chuckled to himself as he juked
around a small group of Times Square tourists;
hinting at another woman had been a stroke of
genius. Planting that seed of uncertainty in her head
might help her come to terms with the fact that he
wasn’t hers to command anymore.
Jacob enjoyed running in Central Park, and he
usually took Fifth Avenue to get there. Without
intending to, he realized he was running straight
toward the Upper West Side. A whiff of curry hit his
nose, and he followed the savory scent down Ninety-
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second Street. When Sophie’s apartment came into
view, a flash of red caught his eye, and he dove under
the nearby coffee shop’s awning.
Her face tilted up toward the sun, Sophie stood on
her balcony with her eyes closed, the gentle breeze
making her hair a living thing. Jacob marveled at her
neck’s swan-like quality and the reserved set of her
shoulders. Then he barked out a laugh. Why was she
wearing a mask four floors up?
Sophie’s eyes popped open, and she scanned the
street below. Jacob flattened himself against the wall
and watched her from the corner of his eye.
Eventually, she shrugged and disappeared through
her window, and he sighed audibly.
As reality set in, he shook his head in disgust. He
was a stalker. He was an absolute stalker, and she
was going to call the police on him. Thank goodness
nobody else noticed him.
“Hey, it’s Sophie’s friend!” the Indian restaurant
owner bellowed as he emerged from the coffee shop.
Jacob smiled tightly and nodded.
“Did you recently move into the neighborhood?”
Jacob wasn’t sure whether to lie or tell the
truth—well, not the whole truth, because that would
land him in jail. “Um…”
“Come over to Hurry Curry, and I’ll give you a
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mango lassi on the house. A welcome to the
neighborhood gift, eh? Then you can order food.”
“I’m kind of in the middle of a run right now. Just
stopped to tie my shoe. See,” he said, pointing at his
double-knotted Nikes. “Maybe later.”
“Don’t forget our lunch specials,” he shouted as
Jacob sprinted off.
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Meth Lab
Sophie hummed along with the radio as she slowly
circled mineral spirit-soaked cotton swabs over
green crayon scribbles. Perpetually alone, she
alternated between podcasts and music to keep her
company. Sometimes she tuned in to random radio
broadcasts from around the world. The Uruguay
station last week had been just delightful, and the
Zambian one she was currently listening to made her
want to pull out her hair tie and dance wantonly.
A loud rapping at her door had Sophie darting
across the room on unsteady legs. This solvent was
making her dizzy.
“Yes?”
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“Whatcha doing in there?” Mr. Marconi’s voice
called from the other side of the door.
“I’m working. Why do you ask?”
“Look, Sophie, I’m not gonna tell anyone how to
live their life, but police raids affect my insurance
premium.”
“Huh?”
“You need to move your meth lab somewhere
else.”
Sophie kicked the rolled towel away from her
door and tore open the locks and chains. Crossing
her arms over her chest, she glared at Mr. Marconi. “I
do not take drugs. I do not sell drugs. And I certainly
do not make drugs. I’m restoring a piece of furniture,
not that it’s any of your concern. And if you don’t
mind, I need to get back to it so I can pay my rent at
some point. Capiche?”
Mr. Marconi raised his thick, caterpillar eyebrows
and then pointed a stubby finger at her. “You’re
skating on thin ice, lady.”
“Oh yeah? Well, pull your mask over your nose!”
she retorted, slamming the door in his face. Drugs.
How ridiculous, she thought, huffing more chemical
fumes.
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Her solar fairy lights blinked on every evening at
twilight, twinkling jubilantly until they ran out of
battery. With the press of a remote, she could make
them nearly any color she wanted. Technology was
magical when it worked properly, and she sure
hoped it did so tonight. She wanted to see Jacob’s
handsome face again and pretend his call had
nothing to do with business. She also wanted to
pretend he wasn’t some undercover supervillain,
waiting to pounce on her if her guard dropped.
It was farce to think he’d been hitting on her last
night. They barely knew each other, for goodness
sakes, and she couldn’t possibly be his type. In last
night’s dreams they’d gotten fully acquainted,
however. Closing her eyes, she swayed her hips to
the salsa music spewing from her phone’s tiny
speaker, remembering dream-Jacob’s smooth warm
hands drifting down her bare back. And when he
unfastened her black lacy bra…
Shaking herself, she gasped. If they were able to
successfully Zoom, she didn’t want the evening
troubled by random unexplained blushes. But in her
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own defense, she couldn’t control her dreams any
more than she could control the weather. Sliding
the rocking chair over to make room for her laptop,
she checked her email. An unstoppable smile spread
across her face when Jacob’s Zoom invitation link
popped up.
After a few cleansing breaths, she tapped the
touchpad.
“Hi Jacob!” she said far too perkily. This was a
business meeting, and she needed to remain
professional, while at the same time remembering
she was not asleep.
“Hi Sophie,” he said, his face inching closer to the
screen. Supervillains did not have eyes like that. No
way.
“Did you have a nice day?” she asked.
“What do you mean?” he said, looking… guilty?
No, that couldn’t be right.
“Just, was your day good?”
“It was great, actually. Super. I got a lot done.”
“Me too. I’m happy to announce that the
hardware store solvent worked great, and your
grandmother’s chair is now one-hundred percent
crayon free.”
“That’s excellent,” Jacob said, grinning. “And I
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promise not to infect you from halfway across
Manhattan.”
“Huh?”
“Your mask, Sophie,” he said, smirking.
Sophie had completely forgotten to take it off
after retrieving a package from the hallway earlier.
Shoot! Her lipstick had probably smeared onto her
mask’s lining.
A strange shyness came over her, and she felt as
though removing her face covering was exposing
herself. Ridiculous! She supposed the real problem
was her fear of rejection—of seeing disappointment
cloud his eyes when he discovered she was
absolutely average.
“Okay, well, here goes,” she muttered, squaring
her shoulders. Slipping her fingers through the loops
around her ears, she peeled off the jungle print
material and offered him a timid smile. “Ta Da!”
Jacob’s image froze again. Ugh, this was getting
ridiculous. “Jacob?”
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Jane of the Jungle
Emma Stone had nothing on Sophie. Sparkling eyes
filled with secrets, a pale spray of freckles, the kind
of generous mouth made exclusively for kissing, and
a smile that lit up the entire room—hers and his. Her
sculpted cheekbones were set high, and her nose was
downright adorable. He realized suddenly that those
fully kissable lips were moving.
“Huh?”
“Is your computer working? Can you see me?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh good. I thought I’d lost you again. You got
quiet,” she said, angst pinching her eyebrows
together.
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What on earth could a woman like that be worried
about?
“Just admiring the view,” he said dreamily, before
mentally smacking himself. Had he flat-out
forgotten how to talk to women? “Of your
apartment, I mean,” he added, searching what little
bit of it he could see and failing spectacularly; his
eyes kept drifting back to hers, drawn like metal to
her magnet. “I like your couch,” he stammered when
she leaned to one side. To the delight of his darkest
fantasies, the highly colorful jungle print material
conflicted with the reserved librarian image he’d
initially assigned her. Let her be Jane of the Jungle,
scantily clothed and wantonly swinging from vines.
“Thanks. It was my mom’s. I had it recovered a
couple of years ago after an exhibit tour made a stop
at our museum. I was so taken by the paintings that I
wanted something to remind me of them.”
Except for Gram’s chair, Jacob had never put the
level of thought into anything he’d owned. He
hadn’t even picked out his own furniture.
“Your wall color is nice, too.” He thought of his
“Fifty Shades of Grey” apartment. The movie’s title
had inspired Savannah’s color scheme. With its
charcoal walls, the study he logged so many hours
a day in was positively bleak. “Green’s my favorite
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color. I’m thinking of repainting my office that
color.”
“Not like the crayon, though, right?” she said,
smirking.
“I was thinking of something more adult,” he said,
rolling his eyes.
“Green’s a wonderful choice. Can I see?”
“See?”
“The space. Your office?” Sophie’s white teeth
sank into her lower lip, and he swallowed hard, his
mind going to places that weren’t remotely
businesslike. “If that’s not inappropriate,” she
added.
Jacob would gladly show Sophie anything she
wanted to see. Absolutely anything. “It’s totally
appropriate.” Lifting his laptop, he pointed the
camera at the wall behind him.
“You must really like celebrities,” she said.
“Those are just clients.,” he said, snorting. “They
like seeing their pictures when we talk. I moved most
of them here after I broke my office lease.” He’d
hated giving up that spectacular space, but there was
no reason to keep paying such an ungodly rate if he
wasn’t even going to be there. And who knew when
things would return to normal—or if they’d return.
The thought was nearly as dismal as this room.
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“They’re also great for advertising. Images of my
current clients help me sign new ones.”
“That makes sense.”
Jacob shook his head ruefully. “I guess you could
say I work in the vanity sector.”
“With all the portraits I’ve restored, I suppose I do
as well,” Sophie said, laughing.
Jacob couldn’t help but smile; he could listen to
that sound all day.
“You’ve got great lighting, but I think a lighter
shade of paint would make the space feel larger.”
“I chose this unit specifically for the windows.”
“Do you have a nice view?”
“Definitely. You should see it from the living
room. It’s even better. Here, I’ll show you.” Jacob
crossed the open room and pointed the camera
toward the street. “See that aura of colored light over
there?”
“Is that…?”
“Yup. Times Square.”
“Oh, my gosh. How do you even sleep at night?”
“That’s where these come in handy.” Jacob
whisked her into his bedroom, trying not to think
too much about what he was doing. When he
flipped the wall switch, an opaque screen slowly
dropped. Savannah had insisted on the crazy
expensive window treatments because light messed
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up her sleep cycle. “The right nightshade helps
tons.”
“That’s really amazing.”
“Yeah, my fi—”
Jacob clamped his mouth shut. The last thing he
needed to do was to talk about Savannah on his
first-ever Zoom date. She had no business tainting
whatever was happening between Sophie and him.
Quickly sweeping her into his favorite room, he said,
“This is how I’ve kept sane during lockdowns.”
“Nice treadmill.”
“It’s been a lifesaver.”
“I could use something like that. Don’t know
where I’d put it, though.”
“I’m lucky I have the space.” He hadn’t planned
on giving Sophie a full tour of his apartment, but he
was doing anything to stretch out the time they had
together. Stepping into the hallway, he passed the
spare bedroom door without slowing down.
“What’s in there?”
“A boring guest room. You don’t want to see
that,” he said, stepping away from Savannah’s “New
York” closet. Filled with boots, coats, and all things
black, Savannah was all about having the right
costume for the right setting. She’d even installed a
crystal chandelier in there to make it swankier.
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“Let’s check out the kitchen, shall we? Nice
counters, right?”
“Um, sure. This is an enormous apartment for one
person. Don’t you have a roommate or something?”
“Nope. Not anymore.” And he was not saying
anything further on that topic. “Alright, I’ve shown
you my evil lair. Now it’s your turn.”
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Supervillain
Sophie gulped. “My place?” Living in a chic and
glamor-magazine-ready apartment, Jacob would
surely think hers was just… less than. “It’s not very
interesting.”
“I’ll be the judge of that. Show me.”
In all fairness, he had unabashedly shown her
his—even the bedroom, which she feared would star
in tonight’s dreams. “Okay, but give me a moment to
tidy up.”
“Oh, no you don’t. I want to see it just as it is.”
She wasn’t a messy person, per se, but she had
lived in her space nonstop since March. “It’s really
not much, but okay. Don’t judge.”
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Jacob held up his hands. “Consider this is a
judgment-free zone.”
“Before I let you past my virtual front door, I need
to know something. Are you a supervillain?”
“Am I a what?”
“A supervillain. If you are, I have some
reservations.”
Jacob’s eyes widened, and then he barked out a
laugh. “Do I look like a supervillain?”
“Not exactly, but sometimes it’s hard to tell. And
I’m not letting you in until I know for sure.”
“If I swear that I’m not a supervillain, will you
believe me?”
“Probably.”
“But if I’m secretly a supervillain, I’d just be lying.
You’d expect that.”
“True.”
Sophie’s eyes roamed over Jacob’s bright eyes,
dazzling white teeth, and those manly dimples of his.
She couldn’t think of a single comic book
supervillain who had dimples.
“Swear it,” she demanded.
Holding up his right hand, he garnered a serious
expression and said, “By the powers vested in me by
the state of New York, I, Jacob Rossi, hereby swear
that I am not a supervillain, nor a villain of any sort.
Happy?”
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“Reasonably.”
Sophie picked up the laptop and strode into the
kitchen. Though sanitized within an inch of its life,
it was admittedly cluttered. “My countertops aren’t
granite like yours, and it’s super small, but it works
for me,” she said, slowly turning in a circle.
“The plates are nice. Sweet.”
“Those were my mother’s. The flower pattern
around the edges reminds me of an eighteenthcentury botanical art study.”
“The couch, the plates… Your mom keeps you
well furnished, doesn’t she?”
A wave of sadness washed over her like it always
did when she thought of her mom. By now, she
ought to be able to talk about it without tearing up,
but the pain just hadn’t lessened for her. She needed
to change subjects right away.
“Here’s my workshop.” She flashed the screen
around her little breakfast nook.
“Are those chopsticks?” Jacob asked.
“Yep. I’m using them to reproduce the chair back’s
weaving pattern. It’s very complicated and unique to
the time. The other night, while eating Vietnamese
takeout and racking my brain for some way to
stabilize the ties, I realized chopsticks were the
perfect solution. I ordered Vietnamese food again
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the next night because I needed another set to
complete the practice frame.”
“You’re a little bit crazy, aren’t you?” Jacob said,
chuckling.
“All conservators are a little crazy.”
“You’re the first one I’ve ever met, so I’ll have to
take your word for it.”
Sophie had better watch herself. The longer she
looked into his eyes, the readier she was to plunge
headfirst into those warm bourbon pools—ones she
would probably drown in.
“So, here’s my living room. You’ve already seen
the couch, of course. And my TV. It’s the thing
that’s kept me from climbing the walls. I watch a lot
of movies, especially historic ones. Of course, they
always get the furniture wrong. It drives me nuts.”
“You should consult for Hollywood,” Jacob said.
The thought made her laugh. She couldn’t
imagine how odd it would feel to work on a loud,
dirty movie set rather than in a quiet, dust-free
laboratory. Those two environments were night and
day, though it would be nice to help make shows
more believable. “Yeah, I should totally do that,” she
joked.
“No, I’m serious. I know a ton of people in the
business.”
“Maybe I’ll look into it when the pandemic is
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over.” In truth, Sophie wasn’t sure when she would
trust the world to be safe again. She’d read that
scientists were predicting more pandemics in the
future, and they hadn’t even gotten a handle on this
one yet.
“Okay, well, here’s the bathroom.” Sophie
glanced at the dental floss that rarely made it into the
can by its own accord, the toothpaste without a lid,
her hairbrush that needed de-hairing, and all the ties
and bands scattered about. “It’s kind of messy.”
Jacob laughed. “The shower curtain is great.”
“Hey, don’t laugh at my swinging monkeys.”
“They’re hilarious.”
“They’re thematic. If you’re making a statement,
own it,” she said.
“I respect that.”
Sophie flipped off the light and walked back into
her living room area. “Okay, that’s about it.”
“Do you sleep on the floor?”
What a bizarre question.
“Nope. In a bed like a normal person,” she said,
snorting.
“Then show me,” Jacob said, raising his eyebrows
and nodding.
Sophie shook her head. Refusing to use the
basement machines and running out of money for
the neighborhood laundry service, she’d been hand
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washing her clothes then hanging them in her
bedroom to dry for some time now.
“I can’t.”
“C’mon Sophie. I showed you mine.”
“No, really. Maybe another time.”
Jacob looked as though he wanted to argue, but
then seemed to think better of it. “Promise?”
“Promise,” she said as a little butterfly fluttered
around her stomach. He wanted to talk to her again!
And not about work. She realized suddenly that
other than the chopsticks comment, he hadn’t
mentioned the job at all. A montage of dream scenes
flitted through her mind.
“So, do you have plans for Thanksgiving?” he
asked.
“Oh yeah,” she said, chuckling. “Big plans. Huge
plans. I’m baton-twirling in the parade, followed by
cheering at a sold-out football game, and then I’m
going to a crowded restaurant’s huge buffet.”
“Just your style,” he said, his dimples imploding.
“My mom’s planning a virtual Thanksgiving.”
“How’s that going to work?”
“I really don’t know. I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.
What’s your family doing?” Jacob asked.
Sophie sighed and looked down at her fingers for
a moment. “Nothing.” With no family other than
Ruthie left, a quick phone call was as celebratory as

130

VIRTUALLY YOURS

it was going to get. She had no right feeling sorry for
herself, especially knowing there were thousands in
far worse shape than her. She had nutritious food
to eat, a warm place to sleep, and maybe even a new
friend in her life. When she felt her eyes misting, she
said, “Jacob, I need to go.”
“Oh, sure. Have a great—”
Sophie closed her laptop and indulged in a nice,
long cry. Tomorrow would be a better day.
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Purple Turkey
Had he said something wrong last night? One
moment Sophie was laughing, and the next she
couldn’t get off the call fast enough. She hadn’t
seemed interested in talking about her family, and
he wondered if maybe they’d had a falling out at
some point, or if there was some other situation she
hadn’t wanted to share. Or maybe she just wasn’t
into him. There was always that.
Regardless, not having anyone to celebrate
Thanksgiving with would make for a very lonely
day. It made him all the more grateful for his big,
loud, supportive family. And if Savannah would
release him from the NDA, so he could stop lying
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to them, he would greatly appreciate it. And at her
earliest convenience, thank you very much.
“Mom, the place looks great,” he said as soon as
the dining room came into view. Beautifully set for
twelve, the table boasted three large flower
arrangements, complete with glowing orange
tapered candles, lined in a neat row down a festive
tablecloth runner. The fancy China dinner plates his
mom only broke out twice a year glistened on top
of large gold chargers, and chocolate-colored linen
napkins he didn’t know she owned set off the
polished flatware Gram had passed down to her.
Wait, were those turkey placeholders? They’d never
had placeholders before.
“I think so too,” she replied, poking an eyeball
into the camera and then disappearing again. “I’m
elbow deep in stuffing right now, honey, but I can
hear you just fine.”
Jacob’s mouth began watering. His mom did
Thanksgiving Brazilian-style, stuffing the bird with
classic farofa, loaded with raisins, nuts, and the
garlicky Linguica Portuguesa sausage she had
shipped in from her ancestral home of Florianópolis.
The recipe had been handed down from her greatgreat-avó, and she’d promised Jacob that when he
married Savannah, she would hand the recipe down
to her. Considering his former fiancée didn’t cook,
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and anything containing carbohydrates was on her
dietary no-fly list, it would have been a wasted effort.
“But if no one’s coming over, why bother
decorating and setting the table?”
“I need some normal, you know? More this year
than ever. We have family traditions which should
be kept, and I won’t let some dreadful virus take
those away from us.”
“And she’s got nothing better to do,” his dad
piped in, emerging from the basement stairwell
carrying a turkey the size of a small ostrich.
“That’s not true, Tony,” his mom chided. “This
will be my famous future daughter-in-law’s first
Thanksgiving with us, and I want it to be special.”
Jacob’s stomach knotted with guilt. If he didn’t tell
them soon, he was going to get an ulcer. “Mom, I
have a confession.”
“What sweetie?”
“Savannah—”
“I just love that name,” his mom mused. “It
sounds so dramatic. Like Vivien Leigh in Gone With
The Wind. She’s glamorous like that.”
“Yeah, she’s glamorous alright,” he muttered.
“But, she’s in Los Angeles at the moment. I sent her
the link, but she might not show up.”
“Oh,” she said, disappointment thick in her voice.

135

Virginia Gray

“Well, I’m sure she’ll pop in to stay hello, at least.
Nothing says family like Thanksgiving.”
Jacob had sent her the link—that much was true,
and Savannah had laughed in his face. He knew
there was no way she’d bother with his family. Sure,
she’d turned on her trademark saccharin charm
when she’d met them last Christmas, but it had
evaporated as soon as they climbed back into the
car. Her Mississippi family wasn’t exactly peopled
with the sophisticated, but with the houses, cars,
and country club memberships she’d given them,
she created the illusion that they were. But those
shiny illusions crumbled when her parents voiced
their displeasure about a multiethnic, multiracial,
New Yorker marrying into the family. His one and
only visit to the Deep South had been a rude
awakening.
“Dad, why are you cooking a turkey of epic
propositions if it’s just the two of you?” Jacob asked
as his dad trudged back across the room with a large
bag of potatoes.
“With few people traveling, and gatherings
severely limited, nobody wants the big turkeys this
year. I got a deal.”
His mom stepped back in view, drying her hands
with a dishtowel. “Your father’s running food over
to the airport taxi stand as soon as it all comes out
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of the oven,” she stage whispered. “It’s a terrible day
to sit in your car, especially knowing you won’t have
many fares.”
Jacob shook his head. That was just like his saltof-the-earth dad. He was also pretty sure his father
was nursing some solid guilt as well. He and Uncle
Buck had sold off the family taxi business last year
to a national chain. Considering the state of things
at the moment, it had been a financial windfall for
them, but big chains weren’t known for taking care
of their employees, and Tony Rossi still considered
all of those men and women he’d hired family.
“Hello, hello!” Aunt Penny’s voice rang out. “Is
this thing on?”
When Aunt Penny’s face appeared, it was so close
to the camera, he could only see one eyebrow.
“Step back a little, Penny,” his mom said.
“Is that better?”
“Looking good, Aunt Penny,” Jacob said,
grinning.
“Thanks, hon. I just got this sweater. Isn’t it fun?”
His Korean-born aunt had a style all her own,
brimming with color choices that could stop traffic.
If there were an ugly Thanksgiving sweater contest,
her bright orange number with its google-eyed
purple turkey would surely win.
Within minutes, the faces of Jacob’s whole family

137

Virginia Gray

filled his screen, all chattering at once. Impossible to
get a word in edge-wise, he sat back and basked in
the unexpected glow of having his family all in one
place, so to speak. And in that moment, he realized
how very much he missed them.
After his cousin’s impressive charcuterie board
demonstration, Aunt Penny’s origami napkin
tutorial, and of course, Uncle Buck’s carving of the
bird, his mother said, “Alright, everyone, time to
eat!”
A restaurant down the street was delivering premade turkey dinners. Having ordered his well in
advance, it had arrived early this morning. Stepping
into the kitchen, he transferred the contents onto
a large plate and popped it into the microwave. As
he watched the stuffing and mashed potatoes slowly
rotate, he thought of Sophie, wondering what it
would be like to enjoy Thanksgiving dinner with
her. Maybe he’d check in on her later to see how her
day was going. That wouldn’t be weird. They were
friends now… weren’t they?
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Sappy Romance
Pulling her frozen turkey dinner from the microwave
as soon as it dinged, Sophie removed the plastic
cover and inhaled deeply. Thanksgiving was one of
her favorite holidays, and she usually spent it
watching the Macy’s Parade floats weave and bob
their way down Central Park West to the beat of
marching band drums. She loved the Christmas
displays that invariably rode in on November’s tail,
and the Rockefeller Center tree lighting ceremony
that came the following week. Despite the crowds,
she always attended. This year, however, she’d have
to watch the festivities on television; there was no
other choice. Sophie forced a smile as she climbed
out her window.
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“Casey, are you ready?” Sophie yelled, peering
through the grating after settling at her tiny café
table.
“Girl, I’m waiting for you,” she answered.
“I’ve got turkey, stuffing, gravy, and little orange
cubes,” Sophie said, popping one in her mouth.
“Oh, they’re sweet potatoes! What do you have?”
“Roasted chicken, lemon rice, and spanakopita,”
Casey replied.
“You cooked?”
Casey nearly fell out of her chair cackling. “Are
you kidding me? My aunt Helena made it. She also
sent enough dessert for both of us. And guess what
it is.”
“Promise it begins with a B.”
Pre-pandemic, Sophie and Casey had a
Wednesday night tradition: dinner at The Soup
Kitchen, a comfort food restaurant specializing in,
well, soup, and dessert next door at their favorite
pastry shop, Half Baked. Casey had bonded with
Sara, its owner, after she made a batch of baklava
almost as good as Aunt Helena’s. Too bad both
restaurants had temporarily closed.
“It sucks that there’s no parade,” Casey said. “Hey,
remember when the cable broke on that turkey
float?”
“I thought it was going to blow away.”
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“And that guy that chucked candy at us last year?
I still have a dent in my forehead from where that
sucker hit me.”
“Yeah, he had great aim.”
“And then he felt so bad, he asked me out.”
“Whatever happened to that guy?”
“Don’t you remember? The police hauled him off
for assault.”
“That’s right.”
“Good times.”
They sure had been. Two girls, eating the Big
Apple right to its core. “Stop it, Case, you’re making
me depressed.”
“This is just a blip. Everything’s going to be back
to normal next year, and you and I will be curbside
for the parade, just like normal.”
Sophie smiled sadly. Even if Casey was right, she
was going to be living in the California countryside
by then.
“A toast to a very normal next year,” Casey said,
raising her wine glass.
“Yep,” Sophie said around the lump in her throat.
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Climbing back inside, chilled from the rainsoaked breeze, Sophie tossed her plastic tray in the
trash and made herself a cup of instant cocoa. She
wasn’t interested in watching a football game,
though she’d kidded Jacob about it. She wondered
how his virtual family Thanksgiving was going. Had
they gotten to dessert yet?
The little marshmallows floating on top of her
steaming drink made her think of snow and presents
and kisses under the mistletoe. Maybe like parades,
tree lightings, and even family gatherings, the only
place to find romance this season was virtually. In
need of a guaranteed happily-ever-after, she flipped
to the Hallmark channel, found a super sappy
romance, and snuggled under her tattered throw
blanket.
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Virtual
Thanksgiving
Jacob’s mom had done an amazing job of filling the
day with family activities. Julia, his fashion designer
cousin, had just finished giving a slideshow of
beautiful Lake Lure, North Carolina, the place she’d
moved to in the early months of the pandemic. If
you could work remotely, there weren’t many nicer
places to do it than by an idyllic mountain lake. He
was going to have to pay her a visit soon—soon
meaning in the next two years. He was trying hard
not to be pessimistic.
In the middle of Cousin Sara’s lecture on how to
choose the best fruit for a tart, Jacob’s phone blew up
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with texts. What on earth was going on? Stepping
away from his computer, he read the messages and
then gasped audibly. His worst nightmare had been
realized: the Pittsburgh Steelers vs. Baltimore
Ravens football game had just been canceled
because of Covid infections. This couldn’t be
happening! He was leading his fantasy football
league, and his only kicker was a Steeler’s player; as
they rarely got injured, no one in their right mind
kept a second on their bench. He would have to drop
a perfectly good tight end to replace him, unless he
and Spencer could negotiate a quick trade. Donning
a mask, he stepped into the hallway and knocked on
his neighbor’s door.

Wearing a Cheshire cat smile, Jacob returned to
his family’s festivities, one place kicker happier.
Spencer had driven a hard bargain that included
babysitting Louie one day the following week. What
a sucker, Jacob thought. He would take care of that
kid anytime.
“Is everything alright, Jacob?” his mother asked.
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“Sure. Just had a little situation. It’s all been
resolved.”
“With Savannah?” Aunt Penny asked, her
sweater’s googly eyes imploring.
“No,” Jacob sighed.
“Where is she, anyway?” Sara asked.
“LA.”
“She flew?” Cousin Julia asked, horrified.
Savannah didn’t personally know anyone who
had contracted the virus, so she’d decided the whole
pandemic was a hoax. That ridiculous philosophy
justified her weekly hairdresser appointment,
regular nail touchups, untold numbers of massages,
secret parties, and of course, inside dining. She was
playing fast and loose with her health, and while he
wanted to wash his hands of the situation, he still
worried for her safety.
“Yes, unfortunately.”
“Can’t you make her listen to you? You are her
fiancé after all,” his uncle Buck said.
“Daddy, she’s a star, and stars don’t listen to
anyone. Right, Jacob?” Julia said.
He had to hand it to his cousin. She was spot on.
“Tell us about the wedding,” she continued. “I
want details.”
“Marrying on Valentine’s Day. You’re such a
romantic, Jacob,” Aunt Penny gushed.
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“Who did she commission to make her gown?”
Julia asked petulantly. His cousin would have
jumped at the chance, had she been asked. An
incredibly talented designer, she was hoping to start
her own label soon, and creating an A-list movie
star’s dress would have given her brand name
recognition. Jacob felt horrible about it.
“Um…”
“Sara’s doing the cake, right?” she said.
“Savannah hasn’t asked me yet, and I’m not going
to push,” Sara said. “Tell her to use whoever she
wants, Jacob. It’s her special day.”
Sara had always been such a generous person. It
killed him that she’d had to shutter her pastry shop,
and he feared the financial strain was taking its toll
on her; she didn’t smile nearly as much as she used
to.
“The poor dear’s not spending Thanksgiving
alone, is she?” Gram asked.
Jacob was so grateful that Cousin Alessandro had
walked Gram through her Zoom set up, but he felt
bad for the guy. Ready to enjoy an extended vacation
before his professional soccer team started their
next season, Alessandro had flown in from Italy two
weeks before the travel ban hit. Jacob and Savannah
had taken him out on the town when he’d first
arrived, but he’d been stuck at Uncle Buck’s for so
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long now that he’d enrolled in an online graduate
program.
“No, Gram, she’s spending it with a friend.” This
was certainly accurate enough.
“I’m dying for dessert,” Sara suddenly said,
smiling brightly. Jacob was incredibly relieved that
she’d changed the subject. Maybe she was as tired of
talking about Savannah as he was.
“I’m dying for a nap,” Uncle Buck countered.
Aunt Penny yawned. “A tiny nap sounds good to
me, too.”
“Alright. We’ll reconvene in two hours for pie,”
his mom announced.
“Everyone got theirs, right?” Sara asked
anxiously. “With the postal service running so
slowly lately, I’ve been worried.”
Sara had mailed a pecan pie to every member of
the family. Her brilliant creations had been served in
all the city’s top restaurants, and he’d made a point
to drop by her shop nearly every day.
The Thanksgiving dessert he’d received was truly
a work of art, but there was no way he could eat a
whole pecan pie by himself. Of course, there was no
way he was letting it go to waste either. Spencer’s
wife, Maryann, had been on call so often lately, he
wondered if she’d even had time to bake anything.
Mission-driven, he packaged several pie slices and
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headed for the door; Little Louie couldn’t go
without dessert on Thanksgiving Day!
As his family afterglow waned, Jacob stood in his
living room, staring outside, thinking about the halftruths he’d told them. The wedding plans were a
sham, the details fed to social media by her publicist
in order to court jewelry store advertisers. Until
now, it had worked quite well for their mutual bank
accounts, but it was hurting the people he cared
most about.
It reminded him of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day
parade. Passing right outside of his building, he
usually watched it from his window, but this year’s
virtual celebration had been just a bunch of floats
parked in front of their Thirty-fourth Street flagship
store. Sure, the television stations made it look like
business as usual, but nothing about this year was
normal. And on top of everything else, it had started
raining.
Was Sophie missing the parade as much as he
was? She lived near Central Park West, the parade’s
starting point, and it was easy to imagine her staking
her claim to a prime piece of sidewalk real estate
hours in advance. Maybe she went with that girl
from the antique store.
He hated that she was missing these normal
things, and he hated even more that she wasn’t
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celebrating with anyone. The thought of her being
alone on a day set aside for family profoundly
bothered him.
The longer he thought about it, the more he
realized it didn’t have to be that way entirely. She
might not let him drag her out into the germinfested city, but he could at least share a little
normal with her. Smiling with satisfaction, he fished
out his phone.
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Pecan Pie
Pulling her into his arms, Jacob slowly trailed kisses
down her neck, his breath warm against her skin, his
insistent lips so soft. Desire pooled in her stomach
as his kisses traveled southward, and she moaned,
fisting his hair.
A resounding knock wrenched her from paradise,
driving her delicious dream away with each rap. “Mr.
Marconi, I told you I don’t have the rent money yet,”
Sophie grumped, staggering to the door and peering
through her peephole.
“Yeah, it’s not whoever. I have a delivery for a
Sophie Longeway.”
“But I didn’t order anything. And how did you get
in the building?”
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The girl removed her glasses and wiped them on
her shirt. Fogged lenses went hand-in-hand with
mask-wearing. She didn’t know how medical people
saw anything at all. “Some guy hired me to deliver
this, so, I’m delivering it.”
“Um, well, just leave it in the hall, okay?”
“Sure thing.”
“And Happy Thanksgiving,” Sophie yelled at her
retreating back. Looking at the package skeptically,
she brought it inside, disinfected it, and set it on her
table. She would have assumed it was delivered by
mistake, except that her name was clearly displayed
on the envelope attached.
Dear Sophie,
Happy Thanksgiving from your friendly neighborhood
supervillain.
Jacob
Sophie cautiously opened the container and then
gawked at the gorgeous confection.
“Hello,” Jacob’s smiling voice said.
“Hello back. Thanks for the pie. I’d say that it was
so sweet, but I haven’t tried it yet.”
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“Well, you’re in for a treat. My cousin, Sara,
makes the best pie in the world.”
With its delicate flaky crust and large, perfectly
shaped nuts, she was itching to stuff the whole
wedge in her mouth. “It certainly looks it.”
“I thought we might enjoy dessert together.”
Sophie was so touched that she felt tears welling
in her eyes. “That would be really great. Send me a
Zoom link.”
“It’s already in your inbox.”
Pouring herself a tall glass of milk, she grabbed
a fork and raced to her computer, scanning the
“important” section; she’d designated all
communications from his email address as
important.
“There you are,” he said instantly.
Sophie couldn’t contain her smile. “And there
you are.”
“Have you had a nice Thanksgiving so far?” he
asked.
“It’s getting better by the hour. How about yours?”
“Exactly the same.”
Sophie sank her teeth into her lower lip. This was
a hundred miles past anything business-related, and
she wondered if maybe he liked her as much as she
liked him. Well, probably not that much. In her
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mind, pie trumped flowers any day, so she raised her
fork. “Here’s to supervillains bearing pie.”
“And here’s to gullible young women who let
them through the door,” Jacob returned, winking.
“Hold that thought, I forgot my fork.”
Suddenly, a stranger’s face filled the screen.
“Doesn’t this pie look extraordinary?” a lovely
middle-aged woman said, her rich caramel skin and
bourbon eyes so like Jacob’s it was clear the two were
related. She tilted her head to one side, her confused
expression likely mirroring Sophie’s. “You’re not
Sara. Wait, who are you?”
“I’m Sophie. A friend sent me this link. Who are
you?”
“Okay, back!” Jacob said, sliding into view, a fork
in one hand, a glass of milk in the other. “Cheers
to—Mom?”
“Jacob?” the woman replied.
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Holy Moses
Jacob couldn’t believe he’d sent Sophie the wrong
link. He’d been so excited to see her face that he
hadn’t really been thinking. That seemed to be
happening a lot lately—at least where Sophie was
concerned. And now, as the faces of his entire family
filled the screen like some giant multicultural
checkerboard, he wasn’t sure what to do.
“Um, everybody, this is my friend, Sophie.”
“Hi Sophie,” the chorus replied, confusion
painted across their faces.
“Hi,” Sophie said with a little wave. “Um, should I
go?”
“No,” Gram said. “You’re just in time for dessert,

155

Virginia Gray

and I see you already have yours. Well done.
Welcome to the Rossi Thanksgiving.”
“Thanks,” Sophie said, touched.
“Sophie?” a woman said.
“Sara?” Sophie replied, her jaw dropping.
Jacob shook his head in amazement. For a city as
big as New York, it seemed awfully small sometimes.
Sara laughed. “So nice seeing you. How’s Casey?”
Sophie’s face lit up. “Hanging in there. Helping
her family by working at her uncle’s antique shop.
In fact, she’s the reason Jacob and I are working
together.”
“But don’t you work at a museum?” Sara said.
“I used to, but they’ve closed.”
“Oh, poor you. Half Baked is closed for the time
being as well.”
“I heard that. I’m so sorry.”
“Jacob, what kind of work are you two doing…
together?” his mom asked, raising an eyebrow.
Sophie bit her lip but said nothing. He’d told her
the chair was a surprise, and bless her heart, she
looked as though she had every intention of keeping
that secret.
“Just some

consulting

stuff.

Sophie’s

a

conservator. For objects.”
“Objects?”
“Vases, paintings, furniture. That sort of thing,”
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Sophie said, offering a nebulous smile. It delighted
Jacob to have a partner in crime.
“Furniture? Oh, the chair!” Aunt Penny said.
Placing his hand on his wife’s shoulder, Uncle
Buck smiled guiltily.
What a nightmare. Panicked, Jacob texted his
mom at the speed of light. His mother glanced down
for a moment, nodded subtly, and then stepped away
from the screen.
“Hold that thought,” Penny said, her phone
chiming in the background. “Someone’s calling.”
“Pie time, everyone,” Jacob’s dad said, raising his
fork to the camera.
Small faces chewing and groaning in pleasure
soon filled the screen.
“This is phenomenal, Sara,” Sophie said. “Even
better than the ones you serve in the shop.”
“Thanks, honey,” Sara replied, her eyes crinkling.
“Only the best for my family.”
When Aunt Penny’s face reappeared a moment
later, she looked contrite. She mouthed, “Sorry,”
which didn’t help because everyone could see it.
“Now, Penny, what were you saying about a
chair?” Gram asked.
“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking I’d like to have a
chair like the one you used to rock the girls in when
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they came over. Maybe Sophie’s antique store friend
can help me find one.”
“You want an old chair?” Cousin Julia asked her,
gawking at her mother.
Jacob bit the inside of his cheek to keep from
laughing. Julia was all about sleek lines and
contemporary furniture. She’d picked out his living
room set. It wasn’t really his style, but Savannah had
loved it. He idly wondered if Sophie would too.
Whoa, he was getting way ahead of himself.
“I might have grandchildren to rock soon,” Penny
said defensively.
Julia gasped. “Mom!”
“Well, you never know,” Penny said.
“Yes, you do, Mother.”
“Julia, are you pregnant?” Gram asked.
“No, of course not. Just because I’ve met someone,
doesn’t mean I’m going to run around getting
pregnant. I’ve got a career to attend to.”
Jacob was grateful that all of his family’s attention
was suddenly focused on Julia. He winked at Sophie,
and she pretended to wipe sweat from her brow.
“I remember that chair,” Sara suddenly said,
ignoring the hubbub. “Whatever happened to it?”
“Holy Moses,” Jacob muttered to himself.
“Mom, tell the kids the story of the chair,” Buck
said to Gram.
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“I know Sophie would love to hear it,” Jacob said
enthusiastically. Any distraction was good enough
for him, and Gram would never rat him out.
“Would you, dear?”
“More than you could know,” Sophie said a little
too enthusiastically. “What I mean is, antiques
fascinate me, so, yes.”
“Well, it’s both a lovely story and a sad one,” Gram
began.
Jacob knew Sophie would have moved mountains
to learn the chair’s history, and he was so pleased
she’d have the opportunity now, and from the best
possible source. He only vaguely remembered the
story’s beginning, but he definitely knew where it
ended.
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Titanic
While Rebecca was surprised that Jacob had invited
someone other than his fiancée to a family event,
the girl seemed delightful, and so much warmer than
Savannah. Yes, her daughter-in-law was still starstruck by the actress, but in her opinion, Jacob had
been much happier before they’d begun dating. He
was certainly smiling a lot today.
She was hesitant to recount the somber story in
the midst of such a festive gathering, but if her
grandchildren wanted to hear it again, she would
oblige. Were she still alive, it would have been her
mother’s story to tell. She’d been such a strong and
caring woman, and Rebecca thought of her often,
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but it had been a very long time since she’d thought
about the circumstances of her birth.
This virus made her shudder. She keenly
remembered sitting on her grandfather’s lap while
he recounted stories of the Spanish flu epidemic.
At the time, she passed them off as wild
exaggerations—people believing it a hoax, flocking
to snake oil salesmen promising miracle cures,
leaders dismissing it—but as she watched current
events play out on the world stage, she was shocked
that some people were behaving just the way
Grandpapa had described. She’d always assumed the
people of her generation were so much smarter
because of all the wonders they’d invented, but it
seemed now that that was not the case. Rebecca
closed her eyes to better see the past.
“The chair belonged to Lilia, my grandmother.
After she was orphaned in Portugal, her cousin,
Cassandra, agreed to escort her to America so she
could live with her Aunt Aurora. They were
passengers on the Titanic.”
“The Titanic?” Sara gasped. “I didn’t know that.”
“Me, either,” Julia said.
“Now, I’m sure I’ve mentioned it before.”
Jacob was pretty sure he’d never heard that part
either, but the mere thought was mesmerizing.
“Anyway, during the mad scramble for lifeboats,
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Cassandra and Lilia were separated. Once safely
ashore, Lilia waited at the Port of New York for a
cousin who never arrived. Heartbroken and
desperately lost, she was swept up in a crush of
passengers spilling onto the street. She’d memorized
her aunt’s address, but who would pay any attention
to a bedraggled teenaged girl who barely spoke
English—especially a penniless one.
“Standing by the busy roadside with tears
streaming down her face, one of the first taxicabs
in New York City stopped in front of her. The
automobile was a wonder, as was the handsome
young man named William who offered her his
services.
“When William learned that she’d been a
passenger on the tragic voyage everyone was talking
about, he begged her to tell him the entire story on
their long drive through the New Jersey countryside.
He didn’t understand everything she said, but it
didn’t matter; her voice was lovely.
“The following morning, when William
discovered Lilia’s stained, satin glove in the
passenger seat, he immediately drove to New Jersey
to return it. Lilia’s Aunt Aurora invited him to stay
for lunch. Taken with Lilia’s beauty, William asked
permission to court her.
“In those days, courting took place on front
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porches. Not a wealthy woman, Aunt Aurora had no
porch furniture. Not wanting Lilia to dirty her skirts
on the stairs, William brought her a rocking chair to
sit in. Needless to say, the extravagant gift and his
chivalry flattered Lilia, and it wasn’t long before the
two wed.
“A few short years later, Lilia became pregnant.
The couple was overjoyed, but 1917 was not a good
year to be in New York, or anywhere else.”
“What happened in 1917?” Jacob asked.
“The Spanish Flu!” Sophie and Rebecca said at
the same time.
“It was a terrifying time, according to my
grandfather,” Rebecca continued. “People were
dying everywhere.”
“Just like now,” Sophie said grimly, giving Jacob a
pointed look.
Rebecca smiled at the girl. She seemed to have a
good head on her shoulders.
“A loving mother, Lilia rarely put her baby girl
down, rocking her for hours at a time while she slept.
Making a small fortune driving the wealthy around,
William worked long hours and was home less than
he would have liked. Winter was especially brutal
that year, and one night, William came home to find
Lilia asleep in the chair, the baby in her lap. When
he bent down to kiss her forehead, he discovered her
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skin was on fire.” Rebecca took a deep, shaky breath.
“She didn’t last the week.”
“No!” Sophie gasped, covering her mouth.
“By some miracle, the baby didn’t succumb to the
flu, and William and Aurora were left to raise her.
Each night from then on, when William returned
home from work, he rocked his little girl in Lilia’s
chair, telling her stories about her beautiful, brave
mother. And later, when his little girl was all grown
up and had her own daughter, Grandpapa rocked
me.”
“Did William remarry?” Sophie asked softly.
“No, dear. He threw himself into building his taxi
company, and when his daughter married one of his
drivers years later, he put them in charge of running
it. And when Dad died, my husband and I took over
the company. It put Buck and Tony through school.”
“And Jacob, Sara, and Julia,” Tony added.
“Too bad none of our kids wanted it,” Buck
grumped.
Julia rolled her eyes at her father, and then asked,
“So where is the chair now?”
“In the attic,” Rebecca said. “It was damaged in
an accident, so I put it away.” She smiled at her
handsome grandson.
Jacob had inherited his dimples and height from
her husband. He’d also inherited his charisma and
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his temper. She didn’t blame him for what he’d done
to her chair; he’d had every right to feel angry and
betrayed. A wave of sadness swept over Rebecca,
and she dabbed at her eyes. She didn’t want to think
about that horrible day, and knowing its anniversary
was coming up next month only magnified her
feelings.
“Actually, Mom, when Buck and I cleaned out the
attic this summer, we put everything in the storage
unit,” Tony said. “The chair, too.”
“Maybe after the pandemic, I can get it restored
for you,” Jacob said, guilt lurking in his eyes. He
needed to let it go; she’d forgiven him that very hour.
“That would be nice, dear,” Rebecca replied. “It
would be a treat to rock in it again after so long.”
“Thanks for sharing a little of your holiday with
me,” Jacob’s friend said. “And for the beautiful story.
It’s been really nice meeting you all, but I’d better go.
I’ve got some work I need to get back to.”
“On Thanksgiving?” Penny asked.
“Yes, ma’am. No rest for the wicked.”
“Like you would know,” Jacob murmured,
grinning.
Rebecca watched the two of them exchange looks.
Whether they realized it or not, there was definitely
more than simple friendship lurking beneath the
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surface. But with three hearts in the mix, someone
was going to get hurt. She just wasn’t sure who.
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Courted
After hearing Gram’s bittersweet tale of love and
loss, Sophie was more driven than ever to finish the
project by Christmas. In mute silence, this humble
chair had certainly borne witness to human strife in
its century of existence—two pandemics, the Great
Depression, the Great Recession, and a handful of
wars, but it had also seen technology explode, space
travel, medical miracles, the Internet, and new ways
for people from all over the globe to communicate
with each other. Whatever name future historians
called this current era, if she had anything to do with
it, the chair would be there as a testament.
Sophie was about to turn in when her phone
buzzed.
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“Did you get everything you needed from Gram
today?” Jacob asked.
“Almost. The chair’s history is inspirational. The
people surrounding it, I mean. Your family. And
very romantic.”
“People courted on front porches back then. Now
they do it on computer screens,” he mused. Why did
his voice make her feel warm all over?
“I suppose.” Casey’s online dating escapades were
a constant source of entertainment, and she
wondered how often Jacob met women this way.
“Is it too late to Zoom?” he asked.
“Well, I have my hair in rollers, and cold cream on
my face,” Sophie joked.
“This I’ve got to see,” he said. “Check your email.”
Sophie flitted to the kitchen table to get her
laptop.
“You know, you never finished your tour,” Jacob
said as soon as his face popped into view.
“You want to see my bedroom?”
Nodding, his dimples imploded. “I showed you
mine, so you have to show me yours.”
“Why does that sound like a junior high
proposition?”
Jacob ran his fingers through his thick hair.
“’Cause I’m sophisticated that way.”
The afternoon spent with his family had
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emboldened her. Jacob Rossi was no longer some
wealthy, stylish, out-of-her league guy. He seemed
absolutely normal. Normal and caring and flawed.
Mentally shrugging, she crossed the living room,
cradling her computer to her chest. At least she’d
straightened up her bedroom earlier.
“It’s not much, but… Voila.”
Positioning the camera away from her, Sophie
spun in a slow circle, the blush creeping up her
cheeks confusing her. It would have been bizarre to
show a colleague her bedroom, but not a friend,
which is what he felt like now. A friend with
benefits, as far as her dreams were concerned.
“It’s very you,” Jacob said.
“How do you know what’s ‘me’?”
“Well, the walls match your eyes, for one thing,
and your bedspread is jungle-patterned for another.
And, of course, there’s a lot of art on your walls.
What’s the picture over your bed?” he asked.
“It’s Rousseau’s The Dream. He painted it in
1910—about the same time your grandmother’s chair
was constructed, as a matter of fact. Rousseau did
twenty-five thematic paintings, but this one is my
favorite.”
“A naked woman lounging on a couch in the
jungle. Does she represent you?”
“She was Rousseau’s mistress.”
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“Take me in for a better look,” Jacob ordered.
Sophie was happy to oblige; she appreciated
anyone who was interested in art. Climbing onto her
mattress, she held the computer close to the print.
“What’s that long gold thing?” Jacob asked.
“A flute. If you look deep into the shadows, you
can make out a snake charmer playing it.”
“He must be terrible. Even the lions look
disturbed.”
Sophie couldn’t help but laugh; he wasn’t wrong.
“The woman likes it. And his music’s chasing off the
snake in the grass.”
“Who does the snake represent?”
“That depends on the viewer’s imagination.”
“Who is it in your mind?” he asked.
Facing the camera, Sophie settled against her
headboard and straightened her patterned
comforter. She’d never given it a lot of thought.
“Maybe the girl in high school who tried to steal my
boyfriend.”
“Very fitting. I have a nemesis like that, too.”
“Have? You mean right now?”
“Very right now,” Jacob said, grimacing.
He’d said he wasn’t seeing anyone, so why had he
felt the need to lie to her? Scrambling off her bed, she
marched out of the room.
“Where are you going?”
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“To the living room.”
“But you didn’t finish the tour.”
“I don’t think whoever you’re seeing would
appreciate your being in another woman’s bedroom.
Even virtually.”
“Whoa, back up. I never said I was seeing anyone.
A guy stole my last girlfriend, but that was a while
ago. He’s still my client, unfortunately, so I’m stuck
working with him.”
“Oh,” she said, a wave of relief washing over her.
“I still consider him a nemesis,” he said, chuckling
darkly.
“I guess I would too.”
“So, could we get back to my tour? I was really
enjoying it.”
Sophie warred with herself. On the one hand,
walking back into her bedroom would strip away the
last shred of professionalism from their relationship.
On the other, she was so lonely that at times she
ached. Relaxing her shoulders, she crossed the
threshold and settled back on her bed.
“So where did you go to school?” she asked. If
she was going to let him in, she wanted to know
everything about him.
“SUNY Binghamton. You?”
“Cal State and then SUNY Buffalo.”
“Buffalo’s a long way from California.”
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“Yes, but they have a great conservancy program.”
“How did your parents feel about your moving
across the country?” he asked.
“My dad passed when I was young, but Mom sure
wasn’t happy at the time. She hated the cold.”
Sophie wanted to laugh, but that darned lump in her
throat wouldn’t let her.
“She did come visit though, right?”
“Grudgingly. A blizzard hit the day after she
arrived—standard winter fare for the area, but the
only coat she owned was thin.”
“Sounds miserable,” Jacob said.
“It was. She caught the flu, and by the time she got
home, it had turned into pneumonia.”
“That sucks.”
“Then she was just… gone.” Wiping a stray tear,
Sophie looked away.
“Oh Sophie, I’m so sorry. That must have been
devastating.”
“Pretty much,” she said after a moment. “But I
finished the program—it’s what she would have
wanted. I grew up in a family of artists, and she’d
been so happy that I’d chosen a career in the field.”
“If it makes you feel any better, my parents were
very disappointed in my choice.”
“Why on earth?” Sophie said. “They seem so nice,
and it’s clear that you’ve done well for yourself.”
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“Yeah, but I didn’t carry on the family business.”
“Wait—your parents are disappointed that you
didn’t become a taxi driver? I thought your uncle was
joking.”
“Nope. I mean, I’d planned on it. When I was a
kid, Gramp used to sit me on his lap and tell me
about all the famous people he’d driven in his cab.
Movie stars, ballplayers, even John F. Kennedy
once.”
“Impressive.”
“He sure sold me on the idea, and as soon as I
was old enough, I started driving for the company.
After all of his celebrity stories, I was sure I’d meet
a baseball player or a star in no time, but I never
had that kind of luck. Then one day while working
the airport, a sharply dressed guy climbed into my
cab. I could tell right away that he was someone
important, so I asked him if there’d been any famous
people on his flight—you know, just making
conversation. He said famous people weren’t all they
were cracked up to be, but if I wanted to meet them
and make a real living doing it, I should leave the
taxi business and become a talent manager. Then he
tipped me a hundred bucks and gave me his business
card.”
“That was generous.”
“Yeah, and I kept that card in my wallet
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throughout college. I majored in business, and after
graduation, I looked him up. When I told him who I
was, he offered me an internship on the spot. I loved
it.”
“So, was he right about the famous people?”
“Completely,” Jacob said, chuckling. “They’re
horrible mostly, but the chase, the negotiations, the
networking, and if I’m honest, the money—those are
the things I enjoy.”
“Surely, your parents are glad that you’re doing
what you love.”
“They are. Of course, Uncle Buck regularly gives
me a hard time about deserting them in their hour of
need.”
“But your uncle has children, right? Julia and
Sara?”
“Yeah, and they wanted it even less than me.
Julia’s a big fashion designer, and Sara’s—well, you
know Sara. She’s really done well for herself.”
“She’s very gifted.”
“Sara went to work for the company right out of
school. She baked for the drivers all the time, but
soon realized sitting behind a dispatch desk was a
waste of her culinary talent. She enrolled in culinary
school, and the rest is history. It broke Uncle Buck’s
heart at the time, but in the long run, it was for the
best, I think. When Uber and Lyft came on the scene
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a few years ago, drivers began losing fares right and
left, and then last year, a conglomerate offered to
buy them out. With no one to pass it on to, they
decided to sell. They were lucky things happened
the way they did. If they’d still been running the
company when the pandemic hit, they would have
gone broke. Let’s just say, I always take cabs, and I
always tip really big.”
Sophie already knew Jacob was generous—just
look at the laptop he’d given her, the pie he’d sent
over, and inviting her to his family’s Thanksgiving
when he knew she was alone.
“Thanks again for a really great afternoon, by the
way. It meant a lot to me. More than you know.”
“I liked your being there. A lot. Gram did too.”
His tone surprised Sophie—the sincerity of it, and
her heart sped up. Her yawn broke the magic.
“I’d better get to bed. I’ve got tons of work to do
on Gram’s chair, and not a lot of time to do it.”
“I’ll let you go then. Goodnight, Sophie,” he said
warmly.
“Back at ya.”

177

27
Bedtime Story
“Yo yo, Jacob! I think my house is haunted. You need
to come over and deal with this, like, now,” Justin
Halpan, the six-foot-eleven-inch NBA power
forward, said edgily, his eyes wild.
Jacob sighed. This was the twelfth Zoom call he’d
had with Justin in the past ten days. After several
members of Justin’s basketball team contracted the
virus, he got sentenced to fourteen-day quarantine
with no time off for good behavior. It sounded like
Justin had just entered stage six: boredom-induced
delirium.
Early on, he’d ridden through a quarantine
himself, and the way he figured it, there were seven
stages to it, much like grief. The first was abject fear,

179

Virginia Gray

then blame, then second-guessing every cough or
sneeze. Bargaining with one’s deity of choice came
next, followed by sheer boredom. The delirium
generally lasted until Day Thirteen at 11:59 pm.
That’s when the profound relief kicked in.
“You’re almost through this, buddy. Hang in there
just a little longer.”
“You don’t understand, Jacob. I’ve worked all my
puzzles, woven a basketball net with macramé,
weighed all my balls—there’re some discrepancies
there I want to talk to you about. I even wrote
poetry. Man, I don’t even like poetry! Then I started
hearing these noises.”
“What kinds of noises?” Jacob said, biting the
inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.
“Yeah, well, at first it was a deep groan. You know,
like from the back of your throat?” Justin put his
hand on his chest and croaked into the microphone.
“Then came a high pitch howling sound.”
“Could it have been the wind? It was pretty gusty
earlier,” Jacob offered.
“It wasn’t wind. You gotta listen to me. It was a
ghost. Why’d you let me buy this house?”
Set on the scenic banks of the Hudson River,
Justin’s stunning, thirty-bedroom mansion was once
a hotel owned by Alexander Hamilton’s great-niece.
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“It’s historic, and old buildings make noise as they
settle.”
“It’s creepy.”
“Would you like me to read you a bedtime story?”
he asked, opening his top desk drawer.
“Yeah, man. Do my favorite.”
Jacob pulled out his worn copy of Thomas the Train
Engine. “Chapter One…”

Jacob and Spencer had spent the last three hours
watching the Pittsburgh Steelers lose to the Bills in
brilliant technicolor on Jacob’s new eighty-five-inch
TV. Spencer was euphoric because he had a lot of
Bills players on his fantasy football roster. When
Jacob’s quarterback threw yet another interception,
he groaned. This was supposed to be his year!
The only thing making this tragedy tolerable was
helping Spencer prepare Louie for his upcoming US
map test.
“Okay, what city are the Bills from?”
“Buffalo,” Louie yelled enthusiastically.
“What state?”
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“New York!”
“Good. Is Buffalo the capital of New York?”
“No, Albany!” Louie said, running around the
couch.
“And which Heisman Trophy hopeful will the
Buffalo Bills be drafting next year?”
“Um…”
“That’s a trick question, Little Man,” Jacob said,
laughing. “The answer is none. Zero. Nada.”
“I’ll admit it’s a long shot,” Spencer said, grinning.
“Want me to check on Mommy?” Louie asked
hopefully.
“Let her sleep a little longer. She’s exhausted.”
Spencer’s wife had just pulled four twelve-hour
shifts in a row. Infection numbers had skyrocketed
since the election, which meant hospitals were
overwhelmed. Jacob shook his head; Spencer’s wife
should be canonized, along with the rest of the
medical staff.
“When this pandemic is over, I’m taking Maryann
to Hawaii for, like, a month,” Spencer said.
“Honolulu is the capital,” Louie said proudly.
“Amen, son,” Spencer replied. “Amen. Now go
get your dad another beer.”
“Okay!”
Jacob admired Spencer and Maryann. When it
came to relationships, theirs was the gold standard;
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two people supporting one another, no matter how
tough times got. Savannah had always made him feel
like an employee. And the head games… he sure
didn’t miss those. Of course, she was still playing
them, wasn’t she?
Sophie seemed like a normal girl—a nice one
without an agenda. Busy himself and not wanting
to interfere with her work, he’d let nearly two weeks
pass without seeing her face. Sure, they’d exchanged
a couple of texts and emails, but really, they had
nothing pressing to talk about. Not professionally,
anyway. The project was running ahead of schedule.
In fact, Sophie was pretty sure she was even going
to make the Christmas Eve deadline. And once she
finished, she would have no need to communicate
with him at all. That dismal thought had him dialing
her number as soon as Spencer and Louie walked
out the door.
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A Little Bit
Wicked
Sophie was so pleased with herself. With few
interruptions, the project was really coming
together. Glancing at her calendar and the deadline’s
red-circled date, she didn’t even launch into a panic
attack like she once had. Meeting Gram couldn’t
have been a better motivator, even if finishing the
project meant losing the only reason that she and
Jacob had for communicating with one another.
The story of Jacob’s great-great-grandmother
fascinated her. Crossing the Atlantic on the Titanic
must have been awe-inspiring; the opulence, the
sheer size; a fleet’s crown jewel. She was aware of
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the financial disparity between passengers and
wondered where Lilia had fallen; Gram said that
Lilia’s aunt, Aurora, owned a house in New Jersey
but had no money for porch furniture.
And then to survive such a tragedy—the sinking
of a ship, the confusion and abject terror, the pain of
losing her cousin. Sophie could play out the scenario
a hundred ways, but always with the same result;
Cassandra lost at sea.
New York in nineteen-twelve must have really
been something to behold. Had her journey taken
her through London, or had this orphan sailed
directly from Portugal to Southampton’s port, never
having seen a large city? And what might she have
felt riding in one of the first taxis? Cars were still
such a novelty then. Was she afraid or exhilarated by
the thought of moving at such speed without a horse
galloping in front of her? Sophie forever wished she
had a time machine.
But when she thought of Lilia’s defeat only a few
short years later, she wanted to weep. Lilia had
survived one famous tragedy only to succumb to the
next. And what about her baby, Jacob’s greatgrandmother? How had she survived the Spanish flu
sleeping against her mother’s fevered chest,
breathing the same infected air? It gave Sophie chills
just thinking about it.
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This chair was a treasure, a link to the past, a
means for Gram to connect to her roots—and
Jacob’s. What a tremendous honor he’d bestowed
on her by entrusting her with this heirloom. There
were plenty of others who could have repaired it in
some fashion, and even a handful who might have
really done the job right, but she doubted there was
anyone else out there with a visceral need to make it
whole again.
Setting her cane weaving aside for the night, she
unplugged her Christmas tree’s lights and drifted
into the bedroom. Now that she had something to
do during the day, she’d begun setting her alarm
again; there’d seemed no point for so very long.
Laying her phone on the nightstand beside her, she
slipped into bed and cracked open the juicy romance
novel she was reading. Maybe it was the cause of all
the spicy dreams she’d been having lately.
Engrossed in a tense scene where pirates were
chasing the heroine through the duke’s castle, her
phone buzzed, making her jump. She’d just talked to
Ruthie yesterday, and Casey was out, so to speak, on
an online date.
Check your email.
An unstoppable grin spread across her face, and
she raced to the mirror to fix her hair. Rooting in her
makeup bin, she pulled out a nearly spent tube of
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gloss and rubbed a little color on her lips. Powering
up her laptop, she lowered herself into her kitchen
chair and clicked the Zoom link.
“Hi,” she said as soon as his face filled the screen.
“You. Me. Tomorrow night,” he said, enunciating
each word.
“Tomorrow night?”
Jacob raised his eyebrows and nodded.
“Are you asking me out?” Though an
impossibility, please let it be what he meant.
“No, I’m asking you in,” he said. “I want to come
over to your apartment and spend actual, physical
time with you.”
Sophie gasped. She’d expended a lot of energy
convincing herself that she’d misinterpreted Jacob’s
friendliness, but maybe she hadn’t. Still, asking her
on an actual date—the first one she’d had in
forever—was moving into dream territory, and she
wanted to spin around the room singing. But then
her eyes landed on her mask.
There were times—moments—when she forgot
all about the pandemic; forgot that the world had
turned upside down, that she couldn’t run errands,
hug people, have a freaking cup of coffee at the shop
across the way. But then she’d flip on the TV, or
check her phone, or glance outside at the empty
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streets, and remember that an uncontrollable virus
was ravaging the entire world.
She wanted to see this man more than she’d
wanted anything in a very long time, but she
couldn’t let him come over, could she?
“Jacob, I don’t know.”
“We’ll play it safe. I’ve already scheduled a rapid
test for tomorrow afternoon. If I get the green light,
I’ll come. If not, I’ll stay away.”
“But—”
“Say yes,” he said fervently.
Sophie closed her eyes for a moment. Like a
cauldron of Wuhan bats, a million reasons to say no
swarmed the great cavern of loneliness and isolation
that had swallowed her up. “Yes,” she whispered.

Sophie felt a little bit wicked and a whole lot
terrified. Though she’d spent the day sanitizing her
apartment to distract herself, it had done little good,
and by the time the intercom finally sounded, she
was a hot mess. “Um, hello?”
“Rossi Male Escort Service.”
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“I did not order a man,” she said, snorting.
“Ma’am, I’ve got paperwork here that says
different.”
Fighting the strong desire to giggle like a
schoolgirl, she said, “Well, in that case…”
Removing the towel roll wedged against the door
space and then toeing the kick alarm out of the way,
she donned her mask and gloves and cracked open
the door, trying hard not to hyperventilate.
Jacob’s eyes positively smoldered as he walked
towards her. And, boy, did those jeans hang well on
his hips. Cocking his head, he said, “So, can I come
in?”
“I’m thinking about it,” she said, biting her lip.
“How did you get here?”
“Taxi, of course.”
Sophie cringed. The driver could have been
infected, the previous passenger’s germs could have
contaminated the backseat, the intercom downstairs
might have been coated in virus droplets, and what
about the elevator buttons? With so many wild cards
in the deck, she was starting to rethink this venture.
And here she’d thought she was being so brave.
“Maybe this isn’t such a great idea,” she said,
dropping her shoulders in defeat.
“C’mon, Soph, you have to let me in. Look, here’s
my test result,” he said, flashing his phone’s display.
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The light smell of his cologne wound its way past
her mask’s fibers and into her nostrils, making her
lightheaded. She was no epidemiologist, to be sure,
but he had tested negative. Plus, when was she ever
going to have another guy this good-looking in her
apartment?
“I brought wine,” he said, holding up a nice bottle
of pinot noir. “And this.” Jacob fished a clear
container from his coat pocket and handed it to her.
“Nothing says date like hand sanitizer.”
“You sure know the way to a woman’s heart,” she
said, stepping back from the door and reaching for
her can of disinfectant. “Come on in.”
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Gossip
Jacob emerged from a mushroom cloud of
disinfectant, coughing and wheezing. Staggering
across the room, he sputtered, “Are you trying to kill
me?”
“Not you. The germs.”
Jacob was used to dealing with difficult people. In
fact, he couldn’t think of a single client who wasn’t
borderline neurotic. Sophie was definitely in major
league draft territory, but if spending time with this
beautiful woman meant embracing her phobias,
then so be it.
When he could breathe again, he glanced around
the room, feeling victorious; he’d finally made it into
Sophie’s inner sanctum. Unlike his apartment,
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which felt cold and disconnected, Sophie’s had a
warm and absolutely feminine feel, with a lavender
candle burning in one corner, whimsical
lampshades, and more plants than a florist shop.
Drawn to the window, he pushed aside the frilly
curtains and peered out at the loops upon loops of
fairy lights wrapping the fire escape railing. Blinking
spasmodically, they washed her little café table in a
brilliant purple glow.
“Here’s Gram’s chair,” Sophie said, motioning to a
small—very small—kitchen table, its surface littered
with tangled clumps of bamboo ribbon, an array of
sharp-looking dental tools, and several pairs of
chopsticks. To one side of the pièce de résistance
sat a tin of mineral spirits and a handful of cotton
swabs. Jacob’s eyes fell on a glossy image of Ryan
Reynolds, his face half-obscured by a splat of dark
stain.
“Gossip magazines?” Jacob said, raising his brow.
If Sophie followed celebs, he could be in real trouble.
Paparazzi followed Savannah wherever she went,
and Jacob’s images weren’t always cropped out. He
didn’t want Savannah infecting this budding
relationship, but at some point, he was going to have
to let Sophie know who he’d almost married.
Sophie laughed. “I don’t take the newspaper, and
I needed some way to protect the table while I
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worked. Casey loves reading about the rich and
famous, and she kindly donated a couple of older
issues to help the cause.”
“So, does Casey live nearby?”
“Yup. Right downstairs. We met on the fire escape
shortly after I moved in, and we’ve been friends ever
since.” Sophie eyed the wine bottle in his hand.
“Would you like a drink?”
No, he wanted to kiss her. A lot. And anywhere
she’d let him.
“Sure.”
“You have to do something for me first,” she said
hesitantly.
“Anything.” And he wasn’t kidding.
When Sophie handed him a pair of latex gloves,
he realized she was already wearing some.
“Did you have something kinky in mind?” he
asked, hoping she actually did.
“Safety,” she replied. “You can’t be too careful.”
Jacob was all for protection, but this was going too
far. He understood where she was coming from, but
he just wanted to touch her—to see if her skin was as
soft as it looked, as soft as he’d imagined it would be.
He hadn’t so much as shaken anyone’s hand since
spring, and he realized in that moment how much he
truly craved human contact.
Sighing audibly, he said, “Safety it is.”
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As soon as he slipped on the gloves, Sophie’s
tense posture relaxed, her puckering forehead
smoothing out. Jacob smiled to himself; a relaxed
woman was a far more willing one—not that his end
goal was necessarily sleeping with Sophie. He wasn’t
going to lie to himself either; being with her would
be phenomenal.
Sophie set two wine glasses on her painted coffee
table. Drinking was going to be awfully difficult with
a mask and gloves on, and judging by her knitted
brows, she must have realized it as well.
“Now that we’re finally together, what would you
like to do?” he said suggestively.
In the blink of an eye, Sophie put the couch
between them. “Sit?” she said, her voice unusually
high.
“We could do that,” he said. Sit, kneel, lie down…
whatever she wanted.
“You take that side,” Sophie said, pointing, “and
I’ll sit here.”
He gazed across the expanse of jungle fabric to the
object of his affection. Her long red hair glistened in
the candlelight, and her shimmering emerald blouse
clung to her curves in all the right places.
“I won’t bite,” he said after a moment. “Unless you
want me to.”
What little he could see of Sophie’s pale cheeks
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flamed. “We have to social distance. I measured
before you got here. Arm to arm, the couch is six feet
exactly.”
Jacob had been blessed with long arms, but how
on earth was he supposed to touch her from that far
away? “Six feet?”
“Dr. Fauci’s orders.”
There was safety, and then there was romance. He
respected the heck out of his nation’s top infectious
disease expert, but at the moment, Dr. Fauci was
cramping his style.
“Do you want to watch a show?” Sophie asked
nervously.
Netflix and chill? Jacob couldn’t think of many
things he’d rather do at the moment—the “chill”
part, anyway. “Sure.”
“I haven’t seen that tiger show yet. Have you?”
“Nope,” he said, counting the number of banana
leaves separating them. “You know, any respectable
jungle couch owner ought to have her own tiger.”
“I don’t think my landlord would appreciate that
too much,” she said, grinning.
“Not even a cub?”
“Well, as long as it’s little,” she said, giggling.
Her laugh was nothing short of sparkling wine,
and when her eyes met his again, his brain shortcircuited. With fluid movements that mesmerized
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him, she lifted the remote and pressed the power
button. Afraid he might actually drool, he tried to
keep his eyes off her chest when she straightened
again.
“So, do you have a favorite show?” he asked,
grabbing at the first neutral thought that crossed his
mind.
“I love romcoms, but right now, I suppose I’m an
‘anything that’s on’ fan. Podcasts give me something
to listen to while I work. They make me feel like
people are nearby, you know? When I run out of
money, my internet access will be the very last thing
to go.” Sophie reached out and began absently
twisting a cushion thread.
“Not food?” he said, draping his arm across the
sofa back mere inches from her fingers.
“Nope. I can last for weeks on my pandemic
pouch,” she said, patting her tummy.
She looked absolutely perfect to him, but it was
refreshing to meet a woman who was comfortable
joking about her figure. Savannah had meltdowns
every time she gained an ounce. Literally, one ounce.
“You’ve got job prospects lined up, though,
right?” he said. “Anyone would want an expert like
you.”
“Museums all over the world are closed—even the
Louvre, so most everyone in my field is unemployed
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right now. There’ll be stiff competition when things
open back up. I hate to admit it, but I’ll probably
have to move back home soon. Without a job, New
York is too expensive.”
No! He was just getting to know this girl. She
couldn’t just up and move across the country.
“California is expensive, too.”
“My cousin runs an art commune. She’s got a
spare yurt I can use until I find my own place.
Outdoors is supposed to be safer, virus-wise, and
everyone pretty much keeps to themselves there,
anyway.”
“What about forest fires?” Jacob said,
remembering the Northwest’s disastrous summer.
“They’re more dangerous than the pandemic. And
bears! No, I think California would be a terrible
place for you to go.”
Jacob knew lots of people—lots of important
people. Surely, he could find some source of income
for her. Heck, with her height and wholesome, girlnext-door face, he might even be able to get her a
modeling job. As soon as he got home, he was
making some calls.
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Innocent
Sophie scrolled through the Netflix offerings until
she found the tiger series that she’d heard so much
about. Feeling Jacob’s eyes on her, she glanced over
just as he returned his attention to the screen.
Sophie took a moment to admire his profile,
thinking of the square jawline and full lips hiding
under his humorous mask. She’d better be careful.
Having another human being in such close
proximity was thoroughly intoxicating.
The thread coming loose on the top of the sofa
cushion was driving her crazy. She considered
getting up to fetch scissors, but that would require
moving away from Jacob—something she was loath
to do at the moment.
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The tiger program was more of an over-the-top
reality series than a riveting story like she’d hoped.
In fact, it was kind of boring. Stretching his arm
farther across the cushion tops, Jacob seemed
restless as well. Maybe she should suggest a movie
instead—something more date-appropriate.
Just then Jacob’s fingers brushed against hers, the
electric jolt making her gasp. And when he began
tracing her knuckles, slowly following the contours
of each, her heart fluttered wildly. Even gloved, it
was a wonder her skin didn’t go up in flames.
What would touching him without two layers of
latex feel like? Was his skin smooth, or were his
hands rough and calloused? She was quite fine with
either. The temptation to find out was nearly
overwhelming, and she realized in that moment that
she was going to mess up if she wasn’t careful.
Peeking over at Jacob, she noticed the crinkling
corners of his eyes. It was amazing the little cues a
face could give—how she could tell he was smiling
without the benefit of seeing his lips. And he had
nice ones, she thought errantly—at least on Zoom.
In her dreams, his lips were soft and silky, and that
didn’t begin to describe his extraordinarily talented
tongue, but dreams were the only places in which
she’d ever get to kiss him; it was one of a million
reasons she hated this darn pandemic.
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After a moment, Jacob hooked his pinkie finger
around hers and tugged her hand toward the center
of the couch. Her heart went into overdrive, and a
swarm of butterflies took up residence in her
stomach. Jacob convinced her hand to open, and she
let his fingers slide in between hers.
“We’re six feet apart, Soph,” he murmured. “The
CDC says we can get a little closer.”
He wasn’t wrong, at least for limited periods of
time. And admittedly, she was going a little
overboard. Still…
“As long as we keep our masks on, I suppose it
would be okay to sit a little closer.”
Jacob scooched to the middle of the couch so
quickly she didn’t have time to react. He was a lot
closer than she’d been thinking, but her body argued
that he was nowhere near close enough.
Jacob lifted their clasped hands and rested them
on her thigh. Molten lava coursed through her body,
and she was glad she wasn’t standing right then
because she was pretty sure her knees would buckle.
“Jacob,” she whispered. “What are you doing?”
Turning towards her, he gently ran his other
thumb up her arm. Goosebumps exploded on her
skin, and her breath hitched.
“Sophie,” he breathed.
“We’re too close,” she whispered.
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His hand skimmed across her shoulder, tucking
several strands of hair behind her ear. The latex
tugged at them slightly, but having someone touch
her like that far outweighed any discomfort.
“Do you want me to stop?”
Not for all the tea in China.
When she didn’t answer right away, he cupped
the side of her face and stared into her eyes. She
craved this contact, the warmth of his hand, the
rhythmic stroking of his thumb across her exposed
skin. Her mask’s cotton fabric, soft after so many
washings, stroked her lips, the sensation so
tantalizing, it was almost worth risking infection for
more. Without thinking, she leaned towards him,
and he closed the distance.
Mask against mask, Jacob followed the contours
of her cheekbone, his nose stroking hers, his heated
breath warming her skin as he nuzzled her. A sigh
escaped her parted lips.
“But—” she protested.
“It’s okay, Sophie. You need this. You’re just
practicing self-care.”
Self-care. Yes, that was important, both physically
and emotionally. She felt a latex finger against her
ear, and then one of her mask straps came loose.
“Stop!” she said, bolting off the couch and quickly
putting her mask back in place.
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“What’s wrong?” Jacob said.
“You can’t. We’re… We’re too close. This is
wrong,” she said, hyperventilating.
“Sophie,” Jacob said calmly. “This is not wrong.
We’re two lonely, sex-starved adults in desperate
need of contact. I don’t want to scare you if you’re,
um, innocent, but I want you very badly.”
Sophie balked. “Innocent? I’m not innocent. I just
don’t want to flipping die.”
“You’re young and healthy, and I just got tested
this afternoon. It doesn’t get any safer.”
Sophie paced back and forth, mirroring the caged
white tiger on the screen. How were two people
supposed to have sex during a pandemic? She had
no idea. Her eyes cut to the really fine male specimen
on her couch, and then she bit her lip.
Jacob patted the cushion beside him. “Come sit
down. Let’s talk this through.”
Sophie felt the absence of his body so strongly
it was painful, and she wanted it back—more of it,
more touching, more heat, more… him. She wanted
to fill her lungs with the scent of his glorious cologne
and run her fingers through his unruly hair. She
wanted to feel his lips on her neck, his teeth on her
earlobe. She wanted… she wanted… She wanted not
to die!
“You’ve got to leave,” she said, racing to the door
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and throwing it open. “I’m sorry, but… I just can’t do
this.”
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Dopamine Rush
“Sophie…”
“Unh uh. No,” she said, her wavy hair swishing
back and forth with each shake of her head. “Please.”
Jacob was ready to explode—quite literally, but he
could see it in her eyes; she was terrified, and that
was unacceptable. But damn, did she make his blood
boil in the best possible way. Crossing the room, he
met her at the door.
“You okay?” he murmured, running his gloved
thumb over her postage-stamp portion of exposed
cheek, pretending that he could fully feel it.
“Yeah,” she said, her voice quivering.
“Then we’re Zooming as soon as I get home.”
“Uh huh.”
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Jacob decided that walking was his best course of
action. A little painful, maybe, but it gave him time
to think.
Touching Sophie had been everything. Yes, he’d
been willing to use any argument he could think of
to get her naked, but he was pretty sure his heart was
speaking at the moment. He craved human touch,
and even this brief contact was triggering a
dopamine rush. He wanted to dance around a light
post. Burst into song!
Her perfume clung to his mask material like an
elixir for the gods. She’d smelled just the way he’d
imagined; sweet, floral, and as fresh as the shower
of tiny snowflakes peppering his hair and shoulders.
There had to be an inch on the ground already, and
he hadn’t even thought to bring a hat.
The streets were empty as usual, but this lack of
human noise still came as a shock sometimes. New
York was a city that pulsed with energy—an electric
place powered by the steady vibration of residents,
tourists, and the homeless. He missed everything
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about its former self—even the not-so-great things.
With no one to give him dirty looks, he ripped off his
mask, inhaling Sophie’s scent once more, and then
stuffing it in his pocket.
Jacob wanted that beautiful redhead, and not just
physically. Nothing would please him more than to
date her, take her to parties, show her off, to belong to
her.
Dwarfed by the towering buildings surrounding
it, Times Square Church stood dark and solemn in
the falling snow, the festive tree out front its only
testament to life. The airy cathedral was stunning
inside; he’d been there many times, but with so many
churches shuttered, he wondered if anyone would
be able to attend an awe-inspiring Christmas Eve
mass. He knew Gram wouldn’t get to.
Cutting through the vacant square, a zillion
megawatts of neon light assaulted him. A cluster of
ragged street people congregated around a barrel fire
in a nearby alley. There was no reason to kick them
out of the area tonight, no tourists to beg and steal
from, no anxious patrons vying for cheap, lastminute Broadway tickets. The lack of children
dragging harried parents to the Disney store or the
two-story M&M candy shop troubled him; their
excitement and joy were forever contagious. He was
tempted to duck inside the latter and stock up on the
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full spectrum of candy-coating colors only available
there—not that they tasted any different. Tonight
was not the night for such indulgences, however. He
was on a mission to get home.
Glancing up at the absolute wrong moment,
Savannah’s exotically made-up, three-story face
aloofly stared down at him. They’d made a lot of
money off of that makeup ad. From an analytical
standpoint, there was no question she was a
beautifully sculpted woman—no doubt in anyone’s
mind, but her coldness nullified it. As warm as a
daisy-dotted meadow on a sunny spring day, Sophie
was her opposite. And he was going to bask in that
warmth if it was the last thing he did.
Jacob broke into a jog; he couldn’t get in front
of his computer fast enough. And this time he was
going to do more than make Sophie blush.
Affixing the mask as he entered his building, he
hopped into a blessedly empty elevator and pressed
fourteen. His long legs ate up the hallway, and he
crossed his living room, shaking the melted snow
droplets from his hair and snatching up his laptop
in one fell swoop. Propped against his headboard,
he quickly secured a Zoom link and emailed it to
Sophie at once.
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Lucifer
Sophie toweled off her wet hair. Nothing like a hot
shower to soothe and sanitize a girl. Slipping into
her softest loungewear, she peered out of her
bedroom window. The snow was still falling like
sifted confectioner’s sugar, her little blinking fairy
lights making it all the more magical, the more
Christmassy—if purple counted.
She’d sneaked onto the fire escape to watch Jacob
leave, and had stayed out there even after he’d
disappeared around the corner. The fresh air had
done her some good, calmed her down, helped her
reclaim her wits. Not fully though, because she was
already battling an overpowering desire to see him
again. The pressure of his mask against hers had
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been so sensual, his lips desperate to break through
the material. Hers too, and she imagined his tongue
skillfully teasing hers, her nose breathing him in.
Climbing into bed, all hot and bothered, she
could still feel Jacob’s fingers stroking her hand, her
arm, her face. Drifting into a daydream, she let the
evening unfold entirely differently, seeing it through
to the ending it should have had. Well, this wasn’t
easing her frustration one bit.
As soon as her phone buzzed, she snatched it up,
hoping it was Jacob. With so many city blocks
between, she felt much safer, bolder.
Zoom. NOW! the text read, and she couldn’t agree
more.
“Take me to your bedroom,” Jacob said without
preamble. Evidently, he was past small talk, which
was just fine with her. Images of Rhett Butler
sweeping Vivien Leigh up in his arms flitted across
her mind.
Afraid her face might break if she kept grinning
this widely, she said, “Yes, sir.”
“Show me the rest,” he demanded.
“The rest of what?”
“Your room. You never finished the tour.”
“The only thing I haven’t shown you is my
underwear drawer, and you can forget about that.”
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“I need to see it, Soph. Throw me a bone,” he said,
his eyes alight with humor.
“No!”
“Pull open the drawer and let me see your undies.”
“Absolutely not.”
“Are they black and lacy? Please be black and lacy.”
“I’m not telling you that!” Sophie said, feeling the
blush creep up her cheeks.
“Pink and lacy?” he said, his tongue caressing
every word.
Sophie couldn’t believe how absolutely, blatantly,
unapologetically sexy he was right now. “No,” she
said, biting her lip.
“Red and lacy?”
With the look he was giving her, she was pretty
sure whichever pair she happened to be wearing at
the moment had just melted. “Is your underwear
lacy?” she shot back.
“Hmm, let me check.” Jacob set down his laptop
and lifted his charcoal comforter. “Nope. Definitely
not lacy.”
With just his face in view, Sophie hadn’t realized
that he was already in bed. The thought of him
between the sheets was enough to send her thoughts
racing to the dark side.
“Want to see?” he said, grinning at her with an
expression that was downright naughty. She
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couldn’t believe the direction this entire
conversation had taken, and she realized with a
healthy dose of apprehension that she was traveling
in uncharted territory.
“Um… okay.”
Jacob slowly slid the bedding down past his white
undershirt until the waistband of his blue-striped
boxers was just showing.
“That’s not much of a peek,” she said, feeling
quite the harlot.
“Your turn, Soph,” he purred.
She hadn’t really thought he was going to do it,
and she definitely hadn’t entertained notions of
reciprocation. He hadn’t shown her very much,
though. Not really. She supposed she could match
his effort. Climbing into bed, she pulled her
comforter to her neck and shimmied out of her
sweatpants. She slowly slid the covers down, just
as he had, until the little bow of her satin undies
peeked out.
“More,” Jacob demanded.
“No!”
“Raise the comforter and show me what you’ve
got.”
“No way.”
Jacob’s expression turned speculative, and then he
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tacked right, completely changing direction. “Is that
sweatshirt new?”
“This? No, it’s from college.”
“It looks soft.”
“It’s super soft,” she said, feeling the sleeve.
“And thick, I bet.”
“Very thick.”
“So, aren’t you hot?” he said.
Hot? She was absolutely roasting, and it had
nothing to do with the thermostat. “Yes,” she
whispered before catching herself. Her conscious
mind screamed she was so far across the line that she
could barely even see it anymore. Other parts of her
mind told it to shut up.
“Slip out of it, Sophie,” he murmured, the words a
melting pat of butter. Oh my.
Ready for bed before he’d texted, she wasn’t
wearing a bra. After so many months of living in
seclusion, she’d decided there was rarely a need, and
going without one felt freeing. Her tank top was
awfully thin, but she supposed it wasn’t completely
indecent.
“O-okay.” Sophie slowly pulled the baggy Cal
State sweatshirt over her head and tossed it on the
bed beside her.
Jacob groaned. “The tank, too.”
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“You take off your shirt,” Sophie demanded
wantonly. “Fair is fair.”
Jacob ripped off the fabric, balled it up, and threw
it out of sight. Then he eased back against his
headboard, trapping the tip of his tongue between
his front teeth. Sophie nearly convulsed.
Holy crap, was he hot! Really, fabulously,
beautifully hot. His broad chest looked almost
sculpted, but not in a hulking, Thor kind of way.
Instead, it was sinewy like Lucifer from that
television show kind of way, all lines and tight
muscles. Maybe Jacob was a devil, too, she airily
thought. He was sure acting like one.
“Happy?” he said, raising his brows.
Sophie gulped. “Yes.”
“I’m not. Take it off.”
“No.”
“Do it,” he said. “You’re gorgeous, Sophie. Show
me whatcha got under that hood.”
He was not cajoling her into this. No way.
Unless… Sophie had a wonderful idea suddenly—a
fully she-devil one. Setting the computer onto her
other pillow, she switched off her light.
“Where’d you go?” he said.
“I’m right here, taking off my top now. Are you
ready?”
“You have no idea,” he purred.
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Quickly slipping out of her tank, she dove back
under the sheets. “Well, what do you think?” she
said, giggling.
“About what? I can’t see anything.”
“Maybe we’re having technical difficulties again,”
she said, laughing demonically.
“I’ll sue them all,” he said.
She plopped the computer on her comfortercovered chest and grinned at him. The little Zoom
square presented her with an image she barely
recognized. Forever-pale freckled skin, bleached
white in the computer’s ambient light, showcased
wild eyes and a mane of red curls in flagrant disarray.
Jacob pouted. “That was mean.”
“Just following instructions. You wanted it off, I
took it off.”
“You owe me more panty, then.”
“What?”
“You heard me. Slide them down your long legs
and show me.”
As long as she wasn’t baring it all, she could do
that. Pushing her panties to her knees, she let her
feet take it from there. Fishing around with her
hand, she finally found them.
“Here ya go,” Sophie said, brazenly waving the
scrap of satin in front of the tiny camera.
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“I can’t even tell what color they are. Turn the
light back on.”
“Jacob Rossi! I am naked.”
“I know,” he said, smiling. “Do it.”
“I’ve given more than my fair share tonight, sir.
How come you don’t have to be naked?”
“You want me naked?” Jacob said, his eyes
glowing. “Done.”
A swatch of striped fabric filled the screen and
then disappeared, revealing Jacob’s impish
expression turned sideways. When he leaned
forward to readjust his laptop, the sheet slid down
his muscular hip. Sophie’s mouth popped open.
“Do we see something we like?” Jacob said
tauntingly.
How embarrassing. Here she had a man—a
fabulously naked man practically showing her his
stuff, and she’d lost the ability to speak.
“Well, Dr. Longeway, you’re naked, and I’m
naked. What do you propose we do next?”
Sophie did not know. She wanted one of those
phone-a-friend life line calls that some game shows
featured. Casey would know what to do; she was
an experienced computer dater—something Sophie
could not wrap her mind around until tonight. And
what should she want to do with Mr. Delicious? She
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could think of a few things, but not one of them
could be done virtually.
“I, uh…”
“Let me drive, Soph.”
“I think that would be best,” she responded
dizzily. If she panted much more, she was going to
need a paramedic.
“I want you to slip your hand underneath the
covers,” he said.
She could do that. “Okay.”
“Now spread it wide and slide it down your
stomach, nice and slow.”
“O-okay.” Oh, my goodness, this was hot.
“Now touch your—”
Nope! No way. Not doing it. Not in front of
anyone. “Sweet dreams, Jacob!” she squealed,
slamming the computer lid down and vaulting off
the mattress. There were things you did with others,
and things you did alone, and she did not believe in
mixing the two.
Wearing circles on her tiny bathroom floor, she
eventually stopped pacing, splashed cool water on
her overheated face, and then sagged. This was a lot
more excitement than she was used to.
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Lost At Sea
Jacob burst out laughing, and he was still laughing
the following morning. He couldn’t believe Sophie
had bailed on him like that, especially when things
were getting really good. He hoped that she’d carried
on without him because there was no other way that
he could have survived the night.
Beginning his fourth mile, he shook his head.
Sophie had looked beyond sexy last night with her
long, loose curls spilling over those alabaster
shoulders. Not only did she work in the art field, she
was art—a beautiful, breathing figure he ached to
touch. She’d let him take her farther than expected.
Maybe his quiet conservator had a red-headed wild
streak, or maybe she wasn’t as quiet as he imagined.
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One thing was for sure; Jacob needed to see Sophie
again, and it had to be in person.
“Evil Woman” blared through his air pods,
cutting off his workout music. “Hello Savannah,” he
grumbled.
“I might be pregnant,” she blurted out.
“What?” Jacob yelped, milliseconds before his
treadmill sent him sprawling across the floor.
Crawling back to the machine, he leaned his head
against the frame, trying to catch his breath. It was
one thing for a guy to steal his girl, but quite another
to impregnate her with his baseball star seed.
“I assume Aaron is the father?” he snarked.
“That’s rude! Of course, he is.”
“So, what do you want me to do about it?”
He knew he shouldn’t sound so petulant, but
what did she expect, congratulations? Flowers? A
skywriter?
“A press release. Isn’t that what managers are
supposed to do?”
“That’s what publicists do.”
“Then call Spirea. I just wanted to let you know is
all. As your fiancée.”
“You mean my ex-fiancée,” Jacob growled. “Am I
supposed to announce that I’m the father, too?”
“Well, we are engaged. It would look bad
otherwise.”
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Jacob was about to make a snide comment about
her future baby’s skin color—or lack thereof, but
thought better of it. At least her parents would be
happy. He dropped his head in his hands. Was this
nightmare ever going to end? At least the women in
his family weren’t gossip mongers. This news—fake
as it was—would send his mother into fits of ecstasy.
“Savannah, how are you going to deal with it
when the paparazzi discover that you’re living with
another man?”
“You’ll figure something out,” she said flippantly.
“You know, Mom decorated for you at
Thanksgiving.”
“For me? Why?”
“She thought you were celebrating with us.”
“Why would she think that?”
“Um, because we’re engaged?”
“Oh.”
“Yeah, oh. My entire family was asking about the
wedding. Julia’s hurt that you didn’t ask her to
design your dress, and Sara would love to have made
the cake. Do you have any idea how difficult you
make life for the people around you?”
“I pay the people around me,” Savannah sneered.
“You included.”
“To be your manager, yes. To be your lover… um,
no.”
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“But—”
“I think you should start looking for a new
manager. I can introduce you to—”
“No! I want you. I’ve always wanted you.”
“You can’t have me anymore. Not the way you
want, not as a toy or as a safety blanket. I told you I
have someone in my life now. Someone really great.
It’s time to quit this charade, so we can both move on
with our lives. Tell Aaron I said congratulations on
the baby.” He could be civil, he supposed.
“Oh, he doesn’t know,” Savannah said.
“What do you mean he doesn’t know? If he’s the
father, he should be the first person you tell. I
shouldn’t know before he does! What is wrong with
you, Savannah?”
The sound of sniffles circled his brain in
surround-sound.
“Are you crying? Holy crap, why are you crying?”
“I don’t know. Baby hormones?” she said, before
blowing her nose like a trumpet.
When it came to babies, Jacob was lost at sea.
“Look, go take a warm bath and—I don’t
know—meditate or something. Babies are gifts.” At
least that’s what he’d always heard. He thought of
Louie. Yeah, a kid like that would definitely be a gift.
“You’re going to be fine.”
“You really think so?” she croaked.
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“Yes. And tell Aaron. He deserves to know.”
“You don’t really have someone else, do you? I
mean, you’re just saying that to make me jealous,
right?”
“Goodbye, Savannah.”
Jacob disconnected, and then immediately called
Spirea.
“That didn’t take long,” she said.
“This is your ballgame.”
“Ours, love. Always ours. And be happy for her.
A pregnancy is cause for social media rejoicing.”
“Yeah, but absentee baby-daddies do not play well
online. Aaron’s my client, too, and we’re in the
middle of a trade. Don’t mess with his image right
now.”
“Understood,” she said.
“Look, I want out of this sham of an engagement,
Spirea. I’ve found a special and uncomplicated girl,
and I shouldn’t need your blessing—or hers—to
move forward.”
“That complicates things. I’ll have to ponder
this.”
“Ponder quickly.”
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FBI
Snowplows barreled down the street below, with
engines grumbling noisily, and amber lights
flashing like deranged fireflies. Blanketed by the
city’s biggest snowfall in years, the landscape was
just magical, reminding her of her grad school days
in Buffalo, when nearly every snowstorm left
residents buried.
Sophie glanced at her calendar. In a little over a
week, Jacob would come to get the chair. The
sturdier bamboo strips had arrived yesterday before
the storm, and with all the practice she’d had on her
chopstick mockups, as soon as she stained them, she
could finally start weaving the new back.
Checking her phone again, she set it back on the
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table. She knew she shouldn’t expect Jacob to call.
After all, she had sent him away last night and then
bailed on him for computer sex, but a girl could
hope. Actually, the more she thought about it, the
more she realized he might be annoyed with her
right now.
Maybe she should call him and explain her fear
of virtual intimacy, or maybe she should just hide in
her closet until he forgot about it.
“Argh!” she yelled, knocking her coffee cup over,
the milky liquid soaking the kitchen table around
her work area. Grabbing her paper towel roll, she
wiped up what she could, but the magazine liners
she’d been using to catch solvent drips were ruined.
She quickly texted an S.O.S. to Casey. Can I have
another magazine or two?
Casey responded immediately. Meet me outside,
and I’ll toss them up.

“These are the last two I have at the moment.
Found them under a stack of overdue books. Who

228

VIRTUALLY YOURS

knows what my fine will be when the library opens
up again.”
“Hopefully, I won’t need anymore,” Sophie said,
lifting them from the ladder rung where Casey had
placed them. “The chair has to be finished before the
twenty-fourth.”
“That’s coming up quick.”
“Tell me about it.”
“So how did it go with Mr. Tall, Rich, and
Smokin’ Hot last night?” Casey asked. “Is he still
here?”
Sophie sighed. “No. I chickened out and sent him
home.”
“What? No! You had that gorgeous piece of man
flesh in your apartment and you kicked him out?
What is wrong with you?”
“Germs,” Sophie said in a small voice. “It was too
risky. I freaked out.”
Casey tsked her. “If I had an actual guy over—any
guy—I’d make him stay a week. I never realized how
precious a hug was, you know? Human contact is
like, everything.”
Even the little she’d had last night was like a shot
of heroin—as far as she knew. Sophie wiped an
errant snowflake from her eyelash. “Yeah. I saw him
virtually afterward, though.”
“Really?” Casey said, smiling salaciously.
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“Uh huh. He wanted to… um…” Oh, this was too
embarrassing.
“Have virtual sex?” Casey finished.
“Uh huh.”
“Did you?”
“Casey! Sheesh.”
“Did you or did you not do the virtual nasty last
night?” Casey said, planting her hands on her hips.
“Kinda.”
“There is no kinda. Yes or no?”
“No, I guess.”
Casey’s jaw dropped open. Not the best idea in a
snowstorm.
“You should have gone for it, Sophie. He’s
mouthwatering, and you’re lonely. I’m lonely. Every
single person in this city is lonely.”
“I wish I had your confidence.”
“Go inside and do it right now. Be the modern,
fearless, cosmopolitan woman I know you are!”
“But—”
“Do it,” Casey said in a bizarro alien voice.
Sophie brushed the railing, causing a tiny
avalanche of snow to land on Casey’s upturned face.
“Hey!”
Sophie snorted. “Oops!”
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Sophie was too nervous to eat lunch; the Caseyinspired bravado was quickly waning. If she didn’t
do something soon, she knew she’d regret it.
Remembering Jacob’s carnal expression when he’d
mentioned lacy underwear, she marched into her
bedroom and opened the top drawer. Bought on a
whim last year after the new museum curator had
asked her, she owned exactly one matching set that
anyone would consider sexy.
Slipping on the barely-there panties and super lift
push-up bra, she felt an unexpected shot of courage.
Unbraiding her ponytail, she finger-combed her
tousled waves, hoping he liked the messy look. The
white silk blouse she’d bought on sale just days
before the world tilted on its axis still had the tags
dangling. Leaving enough buttons undone that her
bra was clearly visible, she stared at herself in the
mirror. A little blush, a little gloss… Perfect.
Her fingers trembled as she reopened the email
containing last night’s Zoom link. Hopefully, it still
worked. Closing her eyes, she tapped it.
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“Hello,” a child’s voice said.
Sophie cracked one eyelid and then they both
popped wide open. Missing two front teeth, the
cutest kid she’d ever seen was staring back at her.
Did Jacob have a son that he hadn’t mentioned, or
did Zoom reuse old links?
“Hi. Does Jacob live here?”
“Oh, sure. He’s making me lunch right now. A
grilled cheese sandwich. That’s my favorite. Do you
like grilled cheeses?”
“Love ’em,” she replied, not sure what to do. It was
fine that Jacob had a son. Totally fine. It just would
have been nice for him to have mentioned it at some
point.
“What’s your name?” the boy asked.
“Sophie. What’s yours?”
“Louie,” he said. “Do you like your computer?
Jacob let me pick it out.”
“I love it. You did an excellent job.”
“Yeah, we got you the gaming package. Maybe we
can play sometime.”
“That would be great. So, um, is Jacob your dad?”
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With straw hair, blue eyes, and a hefty dash of
freckles, the kid looked way more like her than him.
“No, he’s my neighbor. He’d make a good dad,
though. Except he can’t spell very good.”
“He can’t?”
“Nope. He thinks tomato has an e at the end,” he
said, snickering.
Sophie threw her hand over her mouth to keep
from laughing. Of course, she was one to talk; she
could never spell potato correctly.
“Here ya go, Louie,” Jacob said from somewhere
out of view. “One grilled cheese sandwich and one
bowl of tomato-with-no-e soup.”
“You’d better make another one for my friend.
She likes them.”
“Does your friend happen to be named Ursa from
Avatar?”
Louie rolled his eyes. “No. Ursa is a cartoon
character. Sophie is an actual person. The one we
bought the computer for. Hey, are you about to go
swimming?” Louie asked, turning back in Sophie’s
direction.
“No,” she replied, laughing. “It’s too cold for that
today.”
“Then why are you wearing a bathing suit under
your shirt?”
Sophie gasped, pinching her blouse together. She
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couldn’t believe she’d been letting it all hang out in
front of an innocent child. She could be arrested for
computer porn. She could be hunted down by the
FBI.
Jacob’s surprised face popped in front of the
screen.
“Whatcha doin’ there, Sophie?” he said, grinning.
“I was hoping to finish what we started, um, you
know, last night. But when Louie answered, I was so
distracted that I forgot I was… I didn’t realize… Jacob,
he saw my bra!” she whispered.
Jacob held up a finger to the camera, and then she
heard him say, “Okay, Little Man, you have a date
with a grilled cheese sandwich. Why don’t I turn on
a show for you to watch while you eat?”
“Avatar?”
“Whatever you want.”
“Bye, Sophie,” he said.
“Bye, Louie.”
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Bathing Suit Girl
Jacob picked up the laptop and strode into the
bedroom, slamming the door behind him. Sophie
in a bra? His prayers had been answered. Climbing
onto his bed, he propped the laptop against his bent
knees.
Sophie’s long, lush hair was especially wavy, and
he could think of nothing better than to run his
fingers through it, feeling the silky strands. Then
he’d cradle her head in his hands and plant wet,
sucking kisses down her neck, not stopping until he
reached the promised land.
“You can’t spell tomato?” Sophie said.
A spelling test wasn’t part of his fantasy. “I can
spell it…. most of the time.”
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“Does Louie visit often?”
“I help out sometimes. His mom’s an ICU nurse,
and his dad’s working from home. He’s giving a big
presentation to his management team right now, but
he should be finished soon, and Louie will go home.”
“Should I call back?”
“Absolutely not.” He was not giving her the
opportunity to chicken out.
“I’m sorry about last night,” she said after a
moment.
“Sorry?”
“You know, for running away.”
“Tell me what you did afterwards. Every single
detail.”
Jacob had spent last night imagining her doing
exactly everything he could think of while he
watched on in amazement.
“I took a shower.”
Hmm, showers could be fun. All that slippery
soap and bare, wet skin.
“And what did you do in the shower?”
“Froze.”
“Froze?”
“Yeah, I took a really cold shower. I couldn’t have
slept otherwise.”
“No! You were supposed to enjoy yourself and
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think of me while you did.” A cold shower?
Criminal.
“I saw your picture in a magazine. Several of
them.”
“Picture?” Whatever direction she was taking this
conversation was the wrong one. He needed to steer
her back to the virtual bedroom, ASAP.
“I was spreading new drop paper on my kitchen
table, and there you were beside Aaron Bose, the
baseball player.”
“Are you a baseball fan?” He could definitely work
with that metaphor.
“No, but he’s so famous, even I know who he is.
The caption said he was accepting some sort of
award.”
“The Cy Young,” Jacob said. “You must be using
a really old magazine. That happened over a year
ago.” In pandemic terms, it felt more like seven. He’d
decided a while back that pandemic months were
like dog years.
“I also saw you at some red-carpet event with a
group of movie stars. You wear a tuxedo well.”
“Thanks.” He’d attended plenty of those with
Savannah but rarely made it into the magazines.
Usually, he was cropped out of photos like some
unimportant extra. In the celebrity world, he was an
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absolute nobody, and after circling Savannah’s orbit,
he was thrilled to stay that way.
“Do you attend things like that often?”
“Only when one of my clients is up for an award.
Who was in the picture?”
“Josh Metzer, that pop star, Kate Philler, and
Savannah Reed.”
Ugh. He remembered that night. Savannah had
acted so pettily when she hadn’t won best actress.
She was the villain, for goodness sakes. Villains
rarely won the big awards.
“I remember,” he said, sidestepping the egocentric
elephant in the room. “Josh is a client. It was a big
night for him.”
Louie was probably finished with his sandwich
now and would soon get bored. Underwear. Focus!
“I’m jealous of Louie,” he said.
“Why is that?”
“He got to see your bathing suit, and I didn’t.
What color was it?”
“Black,” she said, her cheeks flaming.
“Was it a lacy bathing suit?” Jacob asked, throwing
up a prayer to the patron saint of undergarments.
“Yes,” she whispered.
And the choir sang, “Hallelujah.”
“Could you show me your black, lacy bathing
suit?”
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Looking at him through her long eyelashes,
Sophie undid her blouse’s top button.
“Go on,” he breathed, his temperature nearing
critical. Could she be any sexier?
Biting her lip, she unbuttoned another. Black lace
contoured beautifully rounded breasts. Swallowing
hard, his eyes traced the material as it plunged into
the cleft in between her swells.
“More,” he murmured.
The doorbell wrenched him from the gates of
heaven, and Louie yelled “Daddy!”
“Hold that thought, sweetheart,” he said, wanting
to cry.
Striding across the living room, he gathered
Louie’s sandwich and the glass of milk he hadn’t
finished, and pressed them into his small hands.
Jacob slapped on a mask just in case and flung open
the front door. He’d never been so happy to see
Spencer’s face in all his life.
“Is he behaving?”
Jacob ruffled Louie’s hair. “The kid’s gold, right
Little Man?”
Spencer eyed Louie’s plate. “Is everything okay?”
“I made a new friend,” Louie said. “Except she’s
really Jacob’s friend. She promised to play video
games with me later.”
“That’s nice,” Spencer said.
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“Yeah, she was wearing a bathing suit, but it’s too
cold for that, right?”
Spencer’s eyes flashed to Jacob’s, and Jacob
mouthed, “I’ll explain later,” and then at regular
volume: “Okay, bye guys!”
“Yeah, about that,” Spencer said. “Maryann’s car
won’t start, and she has no way of getting home from
the hospital unless I go get her. The mayor’s only
allowing emergency vehicles on the road, but they’ll
probably give me a pass because she’s medical
personnel. Either way, with the road conditions as
they are, it’ll be slow going. Can Louie stay here a
couple of hours more while we get this figured out?”
Jacob smiled down at Louie. The last thing he
wanted was for the kid to get stranded in a
snowstorm. “Absolutely.” Glancing at the hallway
leading to his bedroom, he then said, “How about
popcorn and a movie?”
“Yay!” Louie yelled.
“Actually, no,” Spencer said. “Being online today,
Louie’s school is splitting into two halves. He’s in
the afternoon session. There’s a spelling test at onethirty, and he needs help with his math assignment.”
Spencer handed Jacob a scuffed up, blue backpack.
“What? This isn’t a snow day?”
“I think those days are over. Now that everyone
can work online, schools don’t need to close.”
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“That’s a rotten deal,” Jacob said, affronted. Snow
days were a sacred rite of passage.
“It’s the only deal this year. Louie knows what to
do. Thanks again, Jacob,” he said, smirking. “And,
um… good luck with bathing-suit girl.”
Jacob offered him the international sign of
friendship and then set Louie’s lunch back on the
table. “You finish up, and I’ll say goodbye to Sophie,
okay?” Jacob trudged back to his bedroom, feeling
every bit like he’d just gotten detention.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “Louie’s parents are having a
situation, and he’s going to stay a while longer.”
“It’s kind of you to help,” she said.
“He’s a great kid.”
Jacob noticed Sophie had put herself back
together. No! He might be in detention, but he
wasn’t quite through misbehaving. “So, what were
you doing while I was gone?”
“Staring at Savannah Reed.”
“Savannah?” he said, choking on his spit. If she’d
somehow gotten into his place unawares, they were
going to have a world war three kind of argument.
“That’s sure a big picture of her on your wall.”
Glancing up at the life-sized image of Savannah,
her barely clad body stretching languidly across
reams of pink satin, visions of murder danced before
his eyes. She’d insisted on hanging the ridiculous
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portrait above his headboard, and he was pretty sure
she’d stared at it every time they’d made love; she
was an “always-on-top” kind of girl. So used to it
being there, he didn’t pay it any mind anymore, but
if he was going to entertain another woman in his
bedroom—even virtually—it needed to go
immediately. And while he was at it, he was going
to demand Savannah get all of her junk out of his
apartment. She could hang that portrait over
Aaron’s bed.
“I’m her manager,” he said, readjusting his
laptop’s angle, so the portrait was no longer in view;
he was a hazard to his own sex life.
Sophie looked at him skeptically. “You keep
pictures of naked clients in your bedroom?”
“She’s a client, but she’s also my ex.”
“Your ex is Savannah Reed?”
“Yes,” he said, sighing.
“The one your nemesis stole from you?” Sophie
bit her lip, and not in a good way.
“Yes, but she’s absolutely history. Ancient history.
Like, before Roman times. I promise. You’re the only
woman I’m interested in. Now lie back on that
jungle spread of yours and let me have my wicked
way with you.”
“Jacob!” Louie said, knocking on the bedroom
door. “Can you quiz me on my spelling words?”
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“You got it, Little Man,” he yelled back in a
strangled voice. Forlorn, he met Sophie’s eyes. “Can
your lacy bra and I have a rain check? We were just
getting to know one another.”
“I’ll have to check its schedule,” Sophie said, her
laugh sounding forced. “Talk to you later.”
“Swear it,” Jacob said anxiously.
Sophie smiled blandly. “I swear I will talk to you
later.”
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A Misunderstanding
When Jacob leapt from the bed, toppling over his
computer, she’d gotten quite a shock. And she was
still reeling from it, in truth. Beyond the insult of
him having another woman’s boudoir portrait on his
bedroom wall while trying to seduce her, Sophie had
never felt more self-conscious in all her life. Not
when she was arguing her dissertation in an
auditorium filled with arrogant professors; not
during her museum job interview; not even when
she’d sung “The Star-Spangled Banner” at her
elementary school’s convocation. Here she was
playing sex kitten with a man who’d slept with the
queen of the pride—a veritable goddess among
women.
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She was hard pressed to find a cosmetics ad that
didn’t feature Savannah’s perfect face, and why not?
The woman’s stunning eyes were forever filled with
secrets, her hair was so gloriously shiny and thick
that you could make a rope out of it. She needed
to face facts: Savannah Reed was the creature who
haunted insecure women’s nightmares, and now
Sophie “completely average” Longeway was seeing
her ex? How could she possibly live up to that level
of expectation?
And why was Jacob her ex and not her right now?
Who walked away from a woman who made police
uniforms look like couture, spacesuits seem runwayready, and don’t even get her started on the
superhero costume? Sheesh! And if Savannah had
been the one to walk away, then what exactly was
Jacob’s fatal flaw?
Furthermore, why was he even interested in
Sophie in the first place? Was she just a
convenience? A plaything to be used and then
tossed when the next starlet walked into his office?
This was too much.
Stepping through her window into the deep snow,
she stared out at the winter wonderland. The snow
was letting up, and Ramesh and Dinesh were already
shoveling Hurry Curry’s sidewalk entrance.
“Use those manly muscles,” Ramesh said to his
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scrawny progeny. “Like this.” Plucking the shovel
from Dinesh’s hands, he demonstrated in aggressive
strokes.
“I’ve shoveled snow before, Baba,” he grumbled.
“You’re doing great, Dinesh,” Sophie yelled
down.
“Sophie!” Ramesh said. “Are you enjoying the
snow?”
“It’s lovely. And you?”
“Dinesh loves it, but my wife refuses to leave the
building. She grew up in Palodhi, the hottest place
in all of India. The temperature there was onehundred-fourteen degrees on our wedding day. The
first time she saw snow, she thought it was ash from
a volcano,” he said, guffawing.
“Oh, my goodness!” Sophie enjoyed a warm
summer day as much as the next girl, but onehundred-fourteen degrees was inhuman. No
wonder she never saw Ramesh’s wife during the
winter.
“You want Dinesh to bring up some Dal soup? It’s
just the thing to keep you warm on a wintry day.”
“That sounds great.” She’d burnt off enough
energy worrying that she could use some lentils in
her life.
“What’s all the commotion out here?” Casey
shouted, clambering out her window.
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“Just ordering soup. Want some?” Sophie replied.
“Hook me up, Ramesh,” Casey shouted down.
“Will do, Casey.”
“And have Dinesh bring it up.”
“You must button your robe when you answer the
door from now on. Dinesh is spoken for,” Ramesh
scolded, winking at Sophie.
“I told you that was an accident,” Casey said.
Glowering at his father, Dinesh disappeared
inside.
“What was that about?” Sophie asked.
“Misunderstanding,” Casey said airily. “Speaking
of baring it all, did you?”
“I started to.”
“And?”
“He had company.”
“Company in a pandemic?”
“It’s a long story. He was babysitting for his
neighbor.”
“Men with babies? Yum.”
“He’s so darn good at talking me into things, that
he had me taking off my clothes, even knowing there
was a kid in the next room. I’m so ashamed of
myself.”
“Experience goes a long way in the sex-timing
game. Or in your case, sex-zooming.”
“Wait! You think he’s done this before?”
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“No, of course not,” Casey said, rolling her eyes.
“Everybody’s done it before.”
“I guess maybe so with Savannah. She was
probably gone a lot.”
“Who’s Savannah?”
“His ex. It was hard to stay in the mood with her
staring at me.”
“You had a threesome?” Casey said, her jaw
dropping.
“What kind of girl do you think I am? No, there’s
a huge boudoir picture of her over his bed. It’s not
weird that he hasn’t taken it down, right?” she asked,
chewing on her thumbnail. “No, it’s weird.”
“Yeah, it’s really weird,” Casey said.
“And also intimidating, knowing he’s measuring
you against a famous movie star.”
“Wait? Savannah Reed?”
“Yes,” Sophie said, feeling utterly inadequate.
“That must be really old news,” she said.
“Savannah’s been engaged for the last year.”
“He said it was ancient history—his words.”
“Do you think the picture is a trophy?” Casey
asked, tapping her chin.
“He doesn’t seem like that kind of guy, but
honestly, I suppose I don’t know him that well. I
mean, we’ve talked a lot, and I met his family on
Thanksgiving. They certainly seemed nice enough.”
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“It might be worth taking him at his word. At
least for now. Guys really aren’t all that complicated,
and they say what they mean most of the time. But
definitely call him on it. If he’s over her, the portrait
needs to go.”
Though her mind was a million miles away—or
at least, numerous city blocks, Sophie spent the
afternoon working on the chair. Casey had a
hundred times more experience with men than she
did, and if she was willing to believe in him, then
she probably should too. Besides, this wasn’t the first
time in her life she’d jumped to an unfounded
conclusion.
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Snot
Jacob stared out at the Currier and Ives scene below.
It had been an incredible snow—nearly two feet
according to weather reports, and because of the
travel restrictions already in place, the city was quiet.
Having been shuttered for so long, he thought the
snow made for a wonderful change of scenery.
Sophie must really be enjoying it.
This level of accumulation was perfect for all
kinds of winter sports, especially skiing. Savannah
owned a condo in Colorado, and they’d spent last
President’s Day weekend there racing each other
down black diamond grade slopes. Who could have
predicted that a month later, pandemonium would
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strike? He wondered if the slopes were even open
right now.
Louie’s classes had just ended, but he hadn’t heard
from Spencer or Maryann. Past overdosing him on
movies and video games, Jacob wasn’t sure how to
entertain Louie. At his age on a snowy day, he would
have been sledding down Old Mr. Cooper’s hill,
getting into snowball wars with his friends, and
building igloos and snowmen. Sometimes he really
missed being a kid.
He didn’t really have to miss it, though, did he?
Adults were allowed to act like kids now and then,
especially when accompanied by a minor. An
unstoppable smile crept across his face. Jacob
happened to have a sled, snow pants, and, eyeing
Louie’s profile hunched over an electronic device, a
willing accomplice.
“Hey Little Man, how does an evening of sledding
in Central Park sound?”
“Awesome!” Louie shouted.
A couple of years ago, Jacob had purchased a nice
sled, intending to give it to a cousin for Christmas.
Unfortunately, Aunt Penny had beaten him to the
punch, and he’d never gotten around to returning it.
If he didn’t use it on the world’s most perfect snow
day, he probably never would. Rooting through his
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utility closet, he unearthed it along with a pair of
heavy winter boots and ski bibs.
“You need goggles, Little Man?”

“I’m so excited!” Louie squealed as they spilled
out onto Sixth Avenue. Spencer’s spare apartment
key had sure come in handy for winterizing Louie.
He wouldn’t get cold for hours in that get-up. “Can
we sled in the road?”
Jacob looked in both directions; not a soul to be
seen, but he could hear the rumble of salt trucks in
the distance. Had he been alone, he wouldn’t have
thought twice about it, but the thought of bringing
Louie home squashed had him playing the
responsible adult.
“Have you ever seen a Louie pancake?”
“Nope,” he said with a snort.
“And ya don’t want to. C’mon, the park’s calling
our names.”
Shopkeepers were just shoveling their sidewalks,
so it was slow going, especially with Louie
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periodically jumping into the dirty mounds
deposited by the city’s army of snow plows.
“Too bad you didn’t get to have a snow day,” Jacob
said.
“Do you think we’ll get to go back tomorrow?”
“To school?” Jacob asked, bewildered. Who
wanted to go to school when they had an excuse not
to? “I doubt it.”
Louie dropped his head dejectedly. “I hate staying
at home. It’s so boring. Dad is always in meetings,”
Louie said, rolling his eyes, “And mom works all the
time. In school, I get to see my friends.”
Jacob thought about his own struggles with
boredom. At least he had his clients to worry over.
“So, is Sophie your girlfriend?” Louie asked.
“Hmm. That’s a good question.” Was Sophie his
girlfriend? Were they even dating? What could you
call a virtual relationship?
“She’s really pretty,” Louie said.
“That she is, and I like her a lot. I just don’t know
if she feels the same as me.” Well, that was a bleak
thought, but considering her reaction to Savannah’s
picture earlier, probably an accurate one.
“I know the feeling,” Louie said, sounding a
decade older than he should. “I like this girl, Maura.
She’s beautiful! I’m going to give her a Christmas
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present and then see how it goes. Girls like that sort
of thing.”
“True. What are you thinking?” Jacob asked as
they passed a lingerie store. Maybe Sophie would
like sexy negligée for Christmas—or would that just
be a present to himself? Well, he’d been pretty good
this year, hadn’t he? He shook his head, ruefully. As
much lying as he’s done so far, he wasn’t sure Santa
would ever put him on the nice list again.
“Diamonds.”
“Diamonds?” Jacob said, coughing to smother his
laugh. “They’re a little pricy.”
“Commercials say you should give gifts that
sparkle, and diamonds are a girl’s best friend. I’m
giving Mom some too.”
“That’s very generous of you.”
“Or I could get her a sequined face mask. You can
get a lot of sparkle for your buck with one of those.”
“Very true,” Jacob said.
“It needs to be a really good one, so she doesn’t
have to miss any more school.”
“Has she missed much?”
“The past two days. She was sitting beside a kid
whose dad got it, so she has to quarantine.”
“Ah.”
“Mom has a stinky candle in the hallway. Every
morning, the first thing I do is sniff it. If it smells,
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I can go to school. Maybe I’ll get Maura a stinky
candle.”
“That’s a good plan.”
Jacob tried to push away his wave of bitter
resentment. Kids shouldn’t have to worry about face
masks and getting sick; they should enjoy the
carefree innocence that comes with childhood,
troubled only by little things like who to sit beside
on the bus, the best toppings to put on ice cream
scoops, and which avatar to choose in Super Mario
Kart. The pandemic had kept everyone’s anxiety on
simmer for so long, and he couldn’t think of a better
way to distract a kid than by playing in the snow.
“Pick your hill,” Jacob said, sweeping his arms as
they entered the park.

Three hours of sledding was enough to exhaust
a guy, and both he and Louie had started sniffling;
nothing like a snowy day to make your nose run.
Masks were certainly good for keeping your face
warm… until you sneezed.
“Gross,” Louie said.
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“Here, take off your mask.”
“But we’re not allowed,” Louie said.
What a good kid. Children were hands down
better at mask-wearing than adults.
“Yeah, but your face is covered in snot. I’ve got
an extra paper one right here,” Jacob said, pulling a
packet from his coat pocket and crouching to wipe
Louie’s nose with a crumpled tissue. He always kept
an extra mask on him; you never knew when
someone might need it. Plus, it was easy enough to
forget when you were in a hurry.
“Ahchoo!” Louie said.
“Dude!” Jacob yelped, wiping snot droplets off his
face.
“I’m sorry.”
“Happens to the best of us, Little Man. Ready to
head back?”
Racing from one hill to the next, Jacob had paid
no attention to their location in the park, but as they
exited onto Central Park West, he realized they were
only two blocks from Sophie’s side street.
“You wanna go bother Sophie?”
“Oh, yeah!” Louie said, pumping his fist.
The coffee shop across from Sophie’s building was
open, and thankfully, there were no patrons inside
for him to worry about. After hatching a plan over
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hot cocoa with whipped cream, they crossed the
street.
“You know what to do,” he said, looking down at
Louie.
“Yup.” Louie dropped to his knees and began
making snowballs, squeezing them into misshapen
blobs between his snow-caked gloves.
Proudly offering up the first, Jacob further packed
it and then stepped into the road.
“Fire away!” Louie shouted.
With the zeal of a juvenile delinquent, Jacob
launched it at Sophie’s balcony. He’d had a pretty
good arm back in Little League. Of course, Little
League was an awfully long time ago.
The snowball crashed into the fire escape balcony
below hers, sending an avalanche down on Hurry
Curry’s awning.
“Another,” Jacob demanded, holding out his
hand.
Stepping a few feet farther back, he lobbed it.
Sophie’s fairy lights quivered violently as the
snowball crashed against the railing, releasing a
cascade of snow onto the level below.
“Are you crazy, buddy?” a woman yelled, throwing
open her window.
“Sorry. Just trying to hit my friend’s window.”
“Which friend?”
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“Sophie on the fourth floor.”
“Wait, Jacob?”
“Yeah?” It was getting darker by the moment, so
he stepped into the streetlight’s dim circle and
waved.
“It’s Casey from the antique store. You need
help?”
“All I can get,” Jacob said.
Casey disappeared, returning moments later in a
coat, hat, and gloves. Climbing out of her window,
she yelled, “Sophie! Hey Sophie!” Making a
snowball of her own, she climbed partway up the
ladder and tossed it at Sophie’s window. A terrible
arm on her, she missed by a mile, but Jacob saw the
curtains in Sophie’s apartment move, and then a pale
face surrounded by a halo of red poked out.
“Casey? Are you okay?”
“Someone wants to talk to you!” she said urgently.
“Who?”
“Just put on a coat and come out here.”
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Prince Charming
Sophie didn’t know what the ruckus was about, or
who on earth wanted to talk to her in the middle of a
snowstorm, but Casey’s tone had her climbing onto
her balcony in record time. Gosh, it was cold.
“Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair!” a male
voice shouted.
Clinging to the icy railing, Sophie stared down
in amazement at the man waving from the street.
“Jacob? What are you doing?”
“Throwing snowballs at your window. Duh,” the
boy standing beside him yelled up.
Sophie covered her mouth with her gloved hand
and then spat out chunks of snow. “Is that Louie
with you?”
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“He’s my wingman. We’ve been running amuck
all evening.” Jacob held up a small sled, its metal
runners caked with packed snow. “Come out and
play with us,” he said.
“Yeah,” Louie added.
Being from California, she’d never sledded when
she was young, and in Buffalo, she was too busy with
school. She would have loved more than anything to
bolt down the stairs and join them, but the sudden
vision of her mother battling the deadly flu
reminded her that now wasn’t the time to risk her
life.
“You two need to get inside. You’re going to
freeze.”
“We’re not cold,” Jacob said, patting Louie’s snowcovered pompom hat. “Come on, it’ll be fun!”
“I will if you won’t,” Casey yelled up, laughing.
“Take a chance, Sophie. Go!”
Casey knew she was hopeless, and in that moment
that she realized Jacob needed to be with someone
fun and adventurous. Until things were safe again,
she couldn’t be that girl. Staring down at her
daredevil of a best friend, she sighed; Jacob should
be dating Casey.
“I’m hungry,” Louie suddenly announced.
“Hey Sophie, drop Louie a snack,” Jacob said.
“Be right back.”
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Sophie left a trail of snowy footprints across her
carpet. Having just finished dinner, she’d been
munching on a bowl of M&Ms before Prince
Charming had shown up. Though probably not the
healthiest snack for a kid, she grabbed the bag and
hurried back through her window.
“Is candy alright?” she asked, holding up the
nearly empty bag.
“Yeah!” Louie yelled, jumping up and down.
“Okay. Here goes,” Sophie said, sending it on a
four-story death plunge. Halfway to its destination,
she realized she should have properly disinfected it.
Bouncing off Hurry Curry’s awning, the bag
miraculously landed in Louie’s waiting hands.
“Great catch!” she yelled.
“If you don’t like snow, we can go back to my
place,” Jacob said. “I can turn up the heat, pull up a
video of a crackling fire…”
“Jacob!” Sophie gasped, both shocked and ready
to plunge into that fantasy.
“Or swimming!” Louie yelled up. “Where’s your
pool?”
Casey swiveled her head and gave Sophie the
hairy eyeball. “Pool?” she mouthed.
“I’ll tell you later,” she whispered.
“Achooooo!” Louie sneezed once, twice, three
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times in a row. Pulling off his mask, he looked up
balefully. That poor kid.
“I don’t have any more on me,” Jacob said, patting
his coat. “Hey, Sophie, do you have any extra
masks?”
What a silly question. “Of course, I do.”
Sophie dropped a disposable bag stuffed with
several masks and a wad of tissues, and Jacob deftly
caught it, bending down to wipe Louie’s nose.
“I’d better get him home. Check your email in a
little while,” Jacob said, his voice full of promise.
“That is seriously the hottest guy I’ve ever met,”
Casey said as their retreating backs disappeared
around the corner. “Did you see the way he took
care of that kid? No wonder Savannah Reed
snatched him up.”
“And Savannah probably would have gone
sledding with him,” Sophie said dejectedly.
“Hey, he’s not with her anymore, right? He’s with
you. Clearly.”
“And what happens once he gets the chair back?”
“Nothing. He says thanks, and you keep seeing
each other.”
“I hope you’re right.”
Sophie wanted to buy into the fantasy that they
could have a wonderful, long-term relationship, but
without a source of income, anything that developed
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would become long-distance in a hurry. And
California wasn’t exactly right next door.
“Well, I’m rooting for him,” Casey said. “He’s a
keeper.”
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On In Five
Jacob couldn’t stop humming Christmas songs.
“The Most Wonderful Time of the Year” was
topping his chart at the moment, but “Baby It’s Cold
Outside” was running a close second.
“That song doesn’t make any sense,” Louie
grumbled. Low on calories, his buoyant mood had
started sinking.
“It will when you’re older.”
Had Jacob been alone, he would have convinced
Sophie to let him back up. They could have been
stranded together for days!
Hopping up on the curb, Jacob grabbed hold of a
nearby lamppost and broke into a bad rendition of
“Singing in the Rain.”
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“You mean, snow,” Louie said, following his lead.
“Fine. We’re singing in the snow. Just singing in
the snow. What a glorious feeling, I’m happy again.”
“That doesn’t rhyme,” Louie snorted.
“Yeah, well, what do you know, kid?” Jacob said,
chuckling.

A hot shower had never felt so good. Tossing on
some nice clothes, he foraged in the kitchen, putting
together a quickie charcuterie board of salami,
cheese, and olives. Pulling a nice Cabernet
Sauvignon from his wine cabinet, he snagged two
long-stemmed glasses and set them on the coffee
table. Savannah’s storage closet/oversized guest
bedroom yielded a couple of scented candles,
though thankfully, whatever scent they’d been had
all but faded away.
Spreading a thick blanket in front of his bank of
windows, he picked up his phone and texted, Tell
your bra she’s on in five.
Stretching out beside his laptop, he closed his eyes
and imagined laying Sophie out on a bearskin rug in
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front of a roaring fire, her curls falling onto the white
fur like a great fan, the light setting her hair ablaze,
her pink lips begging to be kissed.
“Jacob?” Sophie said.
His eyes flew open, and he adjusted himself. “Hi
gorgeous.”
“Did you and Louie have fun?”
“A blast. Next time, we’re dragging you from your
apartment—kicking and screaming if we have to.
There’s no way the virus can live in the snow.” Not
that he had any actual data to prove it.
“Sounds wonderful,” she said, her voice so wistful
that he knew she’d beg out.
“And chlorine will definitely kill it.” That was a
published fact.
“Chlorine?”
“Yeah, you know, when you wear your ‘bathing
suit’ to the pool.” The blush on Sophie’s cheeks was
absolutely delicious.
“I’m still so embarrassed.”
“Long forgotten,” he said, losing himself in her
eyes. He wanted her so badly it didn’t even make
sense.
“Are those candles?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Music?” she said, raising her brows.
“Jazz. Do you like it?”
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“It’s nice.”
Jacob had selected a jazzy Christmas station he
hoped would set a casual, romantic tone. Sophie
needed to be comfortable, relaxed… and with way
fewer clothes on.
“Would you like something to eat? Or maybe a
glass of wine?” he said, angling the laptop’s camera
towards the cheese platter.
“Why, thank you. I’d love some wine. Be right
back,” she said, disappearing from view.
The windows rattled, and a high-pitched moan
echoed off the walls. The breeze had really picked
up by the time he and Louie had gotten back, and
it sounded like it was getting worse. Jacob narrowed
his eyes. Now was not the time for Justin Halpan to
need another Thomas the Train bedtime story.
“Oh, the weather outside is frightful, but the fire
is so delightful,” he sang, following along with Frank
Sinatra.
Fire, hair, lips. Jacob was back on the bearskin rug,
undoing Sophie’s blouse one delicate pearl button at
a time, pushing the silk aside to reveal her porcelain
shoulders. Her breath caught as he lightly traced her
collarbone with his fingertips, and when she let her
head fall back, he sucked and kissed his way up her
long, elegant neck. With no damn mask on!
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“Okay, I’m back,” she said, setting a glass down
beside her.
Jacob didn’t know how much longer he’d be able
to remain on his best behavior. “Soph, I’m pretty
sure your blouse had a few more buttons undone
earlier.”
“Did it?” she said, loosening the top one. “You
mean, like this?” The hint of her cleft was enough to
make his blood sing.
“I think it was two.”
“Two? You mean, like this?” she said, peering up
at him through her lashes, as she’d done before. She
was a fiery-haired temptress, and he was losing his
mind.
“Would you like to stretch out by the fire?” he
asked.
“You have a fireplace?” she said.
Jacob connected his phone to the Zoom call and
pulled up the fire app he’d installed before texting
her; there were apps for literally anything. The
screen’s crackling flame looked so real he actually
felt the heat, or it could have been that his furnace
had just kicked in. Either way, he was roasting.
“Very nice,” Sophie said, laughing. “You’ve
thought of everything.”
Everything except how to get her physical body
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close to his. That one he hadn’t worked out yet, but
give him time.
“Spread a blanket on your floor and join me,” he
said. “Your comforter with the jungle print. Get that
one.”
Jacob didn’t bother singing when she left the
room; he just closed his eyes.
His nose skimming under her jawbone, he deeply
inhaled her sweet perfume, loving the way her chest
rose and fell under his. Rapturous. He nibbled on
her earlobe and then kissed the fragile shell above. “I
love you,” he heard himself whisper.
What?! No, no, no. Way too soon for that.
Definitely way too soon. But what exactly was he
suddenly feeling?
“This one?” Sophie said, her smile mischievous,
her cheeks flaming. “Wait, are you okay? You look
pale.”
“No, I’m just fine,” he said, choking on his wine
and then pounding his chest several times to beat
back the coughing fit that threatened. “Better than.
Show me your comforter.”
Sophie angled her laptop until his screen
resembled the Congo.
“First, you need to take those orange fuzzy socks
off. I want to see flesh.”
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“You want to see my toes? Do you have a foot
fetish?”
“I can appreciate a woman’s bare feet without
being a perve.”
Sophie pulled off one sock, but in the middle of
removing the second, she stopped and checked her
phone.
“Everything alright?” he asked.

273

40
Wedding Bells
Casey usually texted funny memes, political
nonsense, and the occasional dirty joke. She enjoyed
them for the most part, but now was not the time;
she was committed to seeing this sexcapade to its
end. Slipping off her second sock, she dangled it in
front of the camera.
“Yep. Just fine. Your turn.”
Jacob’s grin was double dipped in trouble. He held
up one sock, tossed it over his shoulder, then held up
the second.
Her phone vibrated again. She checked it to make
sure it wasn’t important. Another article link from
Casey. She’d read it later.
“Now that our feet are au natural, I believe you
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were having some issues with your blouse buttons.
You sure you’ve got this?” Jacob said, raising an
eyebrow. “Because I’d be very happy to come over
and help.”
“All I know is your shirt is awfully buttoned-up
compared to mine.”
Jacob’s eyes lit. “How about this? For every button
you unbutton, I’ll do the same.”
“Catch up first, then we’ll talk.”
Her phone buzzed again. Another link along with
the message, Read this now!
She texted back. With Jacob. Talk later.
“Okay, your turn,” Jacob said.
Sophie’s fingers fumbled when “Girls Just Want
to Have Fun” erupted at full volume. “I’m so sorry,
Jacob. Let me just turn this off.” Sophie tapped mute
and tossed her phone onto a couch cushion.
Whatever the issue, Casey could just wait. A
gorgeous man was one button away from baring his
sculpted chest, and she didn’t want to miss any of it.
“Your turn, Sophie. Show me your sexy bathing
suit.”
Sophie pushed her blouse over her shoulders, and
it fell away. The wind howled outside, its icy tendrils
finding their way through the insulation.
Goosebumps exploded on her skin, but Jacobs’s
carnal gaze thawed her from the inside.
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“My God, you’re beautiful,” he murmured.
Sophie was drowning in Jacob’s warm eyes, and
she didn’t even care that she’d stopped breathing.
Visions of kids, white picket fences, and anniversary
parties swam before her eyes. She even heard the
distant bark of a dog.
“Sophie!” Casey shouted, banging on the door.
“Sophie?” Jacob said as she hopped to her feet.
Holding up a finger to the camera, she said, “I’ll be
right back.”
Hurriedly buttoning her shirt, she slapped on a
face mask and cracked open the door. “What?” she
all but growled.
“Dump him,” Casey hissed.
“What? Why?”
“Trust me.” Casey craned her neck, trying to look
around Sophie. “Is he here right now?”
“Yes. I mean, on the computer.”
Casey stood back and ran her eyes over Sophie’s
top. She hadn’t exactly done it back up properly.
“Zoom sex?”
“That is none of your business,” she snapped.
Casey was really pushing the boundaries of
friendship at the moment.
“We need to talk, and Jacob is not invited.”
“Now?”
“Right now,” Casey said, leaning back on her

277

Virginia Gray

heels. “Check your phone and then meet me on the
fire escape.”
Sophie dropped her shoulders. Casey had never
behaved this way before, so she knew it was
important, and spitting out Jacob’s name like a bad
pistachio nut did not bode well for either of them.
She lowered herself onto the comforter as her heart
sank. “Something’s come up.”
“But—”
“Meet you back here in thirty minutes.”
Sophie closed the laptop’s lid before he could
argue, and felt around the couch for her phone.
Opening Casey’s first message, she tapped the link.
Wedding Bells for Savannah Reed! the headline read.
Sophie skimmed the article, her hand flying to her
mouth as she gazed at the accompanying image. Two
beautiful people in evening wear stood together at
some publicity event; Savannah Reed holding up an
impressive diamond ring, and Jacob smiling
contentedly.
She opened the second link. Its headline: Love
Birds in Paradise. The caption: “Savannah and fiancé,
Jacob Rossi, enjoy a romantic Hawaiian sunset
during the filming of Last Night Alone.”
Scrolling through the armory of social media
posts Casey had provided, she cringed at the
thousand million selfies; parties, grocery shopping,
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the Statue of Liberty? Glancing at the date, she
gasped; that was posted two weeks ago. What the
heck? Had he put the moves on the nearest girl he
could find as soon as she wasn’t looking? Sick.
Dashing away angry tears, she climbed through
her window without so much as putting on a
sweater. The wind tore at her thin blouse, but she
barely felt it.
“I’m sorry,” Casey said, looking up. “After Jacob
took the kid home, I started wondering why
Savannah Reed would leave such a perfect guy. It
just didn’t make sense, so I started checking her
social media posts. From the looks of it, they’re still
very much together.”
“Yeah,” Sophie croaked, her tear tracks freezing.
“And I encouraged you to ignore the evidence,”
Casey said dejectedly. “Never take advice from me
again.”
“It’s my own fault for being so gullible. I just… I
wanted to believe that someone like him could be
interested in someone like me.”
“Oh, he’s interested, alright,” Casey said darkly.
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Sophie sat cross-legged on the floor, trying to pull
herself together. At least she hadn’t fallen in love
with him. Sure, she’d been flattered by all the
attention, and his hard-court press in the virtual
bedroom, his gorgeous physique, and of course, the
way he’d touched her had certainly stirred her
emotions. But that wasn’t the same thing as
recklessly running into his arms just because he
threw a snowball at her window—failing to hit it, she
might add!
Saying no to his invitation had been the right
thing to do; she’d really dodged the bullet there. The
two of them alone in his apartment would have led
to social distancing violations, and the exchanging
of spit and… other bodily fluids. The more she
thought about it, the more she realized Casey had
not only saved her heart, but she may also have just
saved her life.
Steeling herself, she clicked Jacob’s Zoom link
once more, summoning the molten fire every natural
redhead was born with.
“Now, where were we, gorgeous?” Jacob purred,
peeling off his shirt.
“Don’t gorgeous me!”
“But you are,” he said, feigning confusion.
“What’s wrong, Sophie?”
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“You’re wrong. We’re wrong. And you’re a liar.”
Jacob’s eyes flared, but after a moment, he shook
his head ruefully. “When did you figure it out?”
“When did I—? Are you not even ashamed?”
“Of course, I am. I should have told you from the
start, but the more I got to know you, the less I
wanted you to know. I was afraid you’d think badly
of me.”
“You’re darn right about that.”
“Look, I wasn’t in my right mind, okay?” he said,
sighing wearily. “My world had just turned upside
down.”
His fiancée goes out of town, and his world ends?
Pathetic. He’d never seemed needy before, but there
was a lot she didn’t know about him, wasn’t there?
And how callous to think it acceptable to take
comfort in the first warm body he came across, and
worse, play games with her emotions.
“That’s no excuse.”
“You don’t know how guilty I feel, and it’s not just
you I’ve hurt. But the fact is, I’m a passionate person,
and sometimes I don’t see past the moment in front
of me. You can understand that, right?”
Passion had been driving her life recently, which
was totally out of character. He must have
brainwashed her! At least she’d been right about one
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thing: he was a supervillain. Crossing her arms, she
glared at him.
“I guess in the grand scheme of things, it’s really
not such a big deal. You can forgive me, can’t you?”
“I can forgive a lot of things, Jacob Rossi, but not
this,” she growled.
“Um, Soph. Don’t you think you’re overreacting
just a little?”
“Overreacting?” she sputtered.
“I mean, I am paying you,” he said, raising his
brows condescendingly. “And you said you needed
something to do.”
Sophie gaped. Of all the horrible things to say… “I
am not a whore!”
“What? Of course, you’re not! You mean this?” he
said with fabricated indignation. “I’m only Zooming
because you won’t let me do this in person. Just say
the word, and I’ll be over in a matter of minutes.
I’ll run if I have to. I want you, Sophie. I want you
completely.”
Tears pricked in her eyes. Those words were like
water in a Covid desert, like a vaccine for all that was
wrong in the world—in her world. Men didn’t say
things like that to her, even in the best of times, and
for those words to come out of such an incredibly
attractive man’s mouth—a man she could fall for in
a heartbeat, a man for whom she already had… For
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one brief moment, Sophie almost forgot that he was
a dirty, lying, cheating rat.
“You know what? Save it for your fiancée. Maybe
she’ll believe it,” Sophie said, slamming her laptop
shut.
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Thermostat
Jacob stared at his ceiling in white shock. One
minute a beautiful woman was taking off her
clothes, the next she was auditioning for The Exorcist
2.0. While he was apologizing for not coming clean
about the chair, she was yelling at him about who
only knows what. Regardless, her very last words
had his blood boiling. Savannah and her social
media crisis-control. This ended now—or as soon
as he took some painkillers. The headache barreling
down on him was nearly debilitating.
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When Jacob cracked his lids, the sun streaming
through the window felt like an ice pick to the brain.
What had he drunk last night? His bleary eyes fell on
the nearly full wine bottle and the half-empty glass
beside it. He wasn’t that much of a lightweight. The
nearby candles had burned themselves out, and with
a start, he realized that he could have killed himself
by accident. Death by Bath and Body Works; that
would have made for an embarrassing obituary.
Jacob climbed unsteadily to his feet and stared at
the blurry kitchen clock. He’d slept for twelve hours.
Whoa! He needed a shower and a plan; he had to get
Sophie back. Once he explained everything to her,
they would have a nice laugh, then he could tell her
how much she meant to him. He knew earning her
forgiveness would involve flowers, candy, and a lot
of groveling, but he was up for the challenge. Maybe
he should have her Christmas present delivered
early. It was guaranteed to make her smile.
But first, he had to get some food in his grumbling
stomach before he passed out. Man, he felt weak.
And sore. If he couldn’t handle a little sledding, he
was in worse shape than he thought.
Jacob threw on a sweater and his heavy coat. His
apartment was chillier than usual, so he turned up
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the heat a few degrees before lumbering to the
elevator. No way he could handle the stairs today.
The snow magnified the sun’s brilliance tenfold,
nearly blinding him until the blessed shadow of a
nearby building interceded. People were emerging
from their apartments like bears from hibernation.
The little miracle of light had such a profound effect
on people.
Shoppers seemed drawn to the siren’s call of
Macy’s Department Store and its surrounding
merchants. Best to make Christmas purchases
before the governor ordered another pandemic
shuttering; the numbers were mercilessly rising.
At least he didn’t need to worry about Sophie
catching the wretched disease. She was safely tucked
away in her apartment, doing what everyone else
ought to be doing. He should aspire to be that
disciplined. Thinking of her shouldn’t make him
sweat like this, but maybe his visceral need to get her
back was to blame. Unbuttoning his coat, he pressed
his hands to his eyes, willing the pain to subside.
It had been forever since he’d had a headache like
last night’s, and he felt another one barreling down
on him now. Passing a series of restaurant
dumpsters, he was grateful that his face mask was so
efficient at filtering out the stench. In fact, even the
scent of his overly perfumed laundry detergent had
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finally faded away. Must be time to wash his masks
again.
He was pleased to discover that his favorite bagel
shop was open. With folks working remotely rather
than in their office buildings, he feared that even this
decades-old fixture was hanging on by a thread.
“Two everything bagels, Eli,” he said. “Lox on the
side.”
“Hiya Jacob! How are the stars today?”
“Grumpy.”
“Yeah, I don’t blame them. I miss going to the
movies, ya know?” the bagel shop owner said.
“At least they’re releasing a few Christmas
blockbusters directly to cable,” Jacob offered.
“It’s not the same thing.”
“You’re right.”
Jacob missed theaters as well. Places where you
could escape reality for a little while. Places where
strangers felt perfectly safe sitting in the dark beside
one another.
“You’re looking pale today.”
“Too much indoor time. Plus, I’m past due for a
tropical vacation.”
“As soon as the travel bans are lifted, Miriam and
I are going to Israel to check on her family. Hey,
maybe you can go to Hawaii again. I saw those
delightful pictures of you and your famous wife.”
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“We’re not married.”
“Soon, though, yes?”
“Sure,” Jacob muttered.

Shivering as he stepped back into his apartment,
he checked the thermostat. It read seventy-two
degrees, just where he’d set it. Clearly, the darn thing
was broken. He’d call maintenance after breakfast.
After hanging up his coat and mask, he dumped
the still warm bagels on his kitchen counter and
slathered them with cream cheese. Had Eli gone
light on the onions and garlic today? He could barely
smell them. Thinly layering the smoked salmon, just
the way he liked, he tore off a large bite; tasteless.
What the heck?
Wiping sweat from his forehead, Jacob peeled off
his sweater. Finally, the heater was working. Better
put the thermostat back where it belonged before he
melted.
On his fourth step towards it, Jacob’s world tilted
and then went black.
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A Bribe
Sophie dropped to her hands and knees. This was
the second time she’d tripped over her feet in as
many hours. She’d been clumsy all morning, but a
sleepless night would do that to a person. At least
the sun was out.
After lunch, she carefully stepped out onto her
balcony to cool herself down. Every time she
thought of Jacob—and that was way too often, her
blood boiled again. What a jerk. It almost made her
feel sorry for the movie star.
Ramesh let out a litany of what she could only
assume were Hindi curses as the delivery truck
hissed to a stop in front of Hurry Curry. That Henry
and Elliot were even out delivering in this weather
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amazed her, but people had to eat, and money had to
be made.
“Why don’t you park where you are supposed to?”
Ramesh seethed.
“Look at that pile of snow,” Henry said, waving his
arm dramatically.
For once, Sophie had to agree. The wall of snow
was monstrous. Gripping the railing when her foot
slipped, she sent a shower of icy glitter down onto
Elliot’s head.
“Sorry,” she yelled down.
“Sophie, you can drop snow on me anytime,” he
said, winking at her. “When are we going on that
date?”
“Um… never?”
“You need a man taking care of you.”
“She has a man,” Ramesh said. “My son.”
Elliot eyed scrawny Dinesh, and then the big snow
shovel he was struggling with, before returning his
attention to Sophie. “A real man.”
“I’ll keep that in mind, thanks.”
A man was the last thing she needed at the
moment. Cash, a moving truck, and a speedy
getaway were more like it.
Knocking the snow off her shoes, Sophie
stumbled back inside and glared at the chair. The
sooner she finished it; the sooner Jacob Rossi would
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be a distant memory. And then shortly after, so
would New York, she supposed. Maybe it was for the
best that Jacob was out of the picture. Long-distance
relationships were unrealistic, especially during a
pandemic. Better not to have loose ends.
Still, she expected a groveling phone call, a
desperate text, or at least a thoughtfully written and
thoroughly plaintive email. Was that too much to
ask? She was never taking him back, of course, but
telling him so would be gratifying.
Cheery Christmas music didn’t feel all that cheery
today, so she tuned in to one of her favorite podcast
programs. Today’s topic was maximizing brain
power, using Queen’s Gambit—that television series
everyone was talking about—as a case study. The
host had interviewed a neurologist who claimed that
master chess players burnt around seven thousand
calories during a single match. She glanced at the
fresh bag of candy she’d broken down and ordered.
Maybe she could take up chess. Of course, who
would she play with?
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Suffering from hypothermia after another long
balcony pep talk, she fixed herself a cup of cocoa.
Casey had been helping her work through her initial
shock and heartbreak; after so many sessions, she
was in a much better place emotionally.
She didn’t recognize the number that popped up
on her phone, but her screening service hadn’t
marked it as spam. A California area code typically
signaled a call from Cousin Ruthie, but as they’d just
finalized the move last night, she wasn’t sure what
else was needed. Yes, Sophie Longeway was officially
yurt bound.
“Hello?” she said, waiting for the clever caller to
launch into their heavily accented telemarketer
spiel. Since the election, she’d gotten few random
calls, and as embarrassing as it was to admit, she was
fairly desperate to talk to anyone.
“Yeah, hi. Is this Dr. Longeway?”
“It is,” she said.
“Great. This is Timothy Silvers, an executive
producer for New Start Films. We’re beginning
production of a period piece set in fifteenth-century
Europe.”
Sophie didn’t know what the guy wanted, but he
was sounding less and less like a salesperson.
“Okay?”
“Jacob Rossi said you were an antiquities
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specialist. I was wondering if you’d be interested in
helping us out?”
Jacob? Why on earth had he given this man her
number?
“I am, but I’m not sure how I can help you.”
“We’ve got our sights set on the academy awards.
This project is just the kind of film they go nuts over,
but the set’s got to be spot on. We’ve had trouble
with authenticity in the past. Personally, I wouldn’t
know one century from the next, but people who do
know pay attention to that stuff. Jacob says you’re
great, and I trust him, so we’d like to put you on
retainer as a consultant.”
A consultant? Sophie hesitated, not knowing what
to say. She wasn’t even sure what a retainer was.
“It’s the standard industry rate, though we are
open to negotiation depending on your needs. I’ll
shoot over the paperwork for review. We’re just
starting to shop for the castle’s furniture and art, and
we need you to guide our people.”
“I can’t travel,” she said, though securing
European antiques on someone else’s dime would be
a dream come true.
“No one can right now,” he said. “We’ll do as
much as we can through Zoom. You can work that
way, right?”
She glanced at the computer she hadn’t turned
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on since slamming it in Jacob’s virtual face a week
ago. He’d said it was permanently hers, but now that
things were different between them, she didn’t want
it anymore—in fact, she’d already put it on
Craigslist. Maybe this Hollywood retainer would be
enough to buy a new one.
“Sure, I suppose.”
“Great. Look for my email. And Dr. Longeway,
we’re really happy to have you join the team.”
“Me too,” she said, stunned.
Once they’d disconnected, she stared at her phone
for a long moment. What a generous gift Jacob had
just given her; a temporary source of income during
her personal time of economic strife. But as
generous as it seemed, it was probably only meant
to ease his guilty conscience—a bribe to keep his
cheating a secret from his fiancée. Sophie rolled her
eyes; she wouldn’t know how to get in touch with
Savannah Reed even if she wanted to.
An hour’s worth of pacing hadn’t convinced her
to call Jacob. What she had to say was simple;
hearing his voice was not. Seven days was not nearly
enough time to lessen the pain of his betrayal. She’d
really cared for him, darn it. She still did, though he
didn’t deserve her affection.
A quick, curt call would be best. Surely, she could
keep her bruised heart out of the conversation for
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that long. But who was she kidding? She wasn’t a
skilled actress, able to project whatever emotion she
wanted. Savannah Reed had played some powerful
heroines; maybe she should channel one of those to
get through what she needed to say. Or… she could
channel her inner Sophie and just email him.
Dear Mr. Rossi,
The chair’s ready. You can pick it up tomorrow.
Respectfully,
Dr. Sophie Longeway
PS: Thanks for the movie referral. It was kind.
Barely a moment elapsed before Jacob’s reply
popped up. No words; just a Zoom link.
Well, they’d come full circle, hadn’t they? Cold,
hard businessman/supervillain extraordinaire, Jacob
Rossi. And she was glad of it. His breezy arrogance
would make things much easier.
Marching to the bathroom, she fluffed her hair
and applied blush and mascara. She then sorted
through her closet to find the perfect outfit. If she
were going to conduct business, she’d at least look
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the part, and honestly, dressing up made her feel
powerful.
Jacob’s pale, unshaven face filled her screen as
soon as he entered the call.
“You look amazing,” he said hoarsely.
Sophie searched for an appropriate response. This
wasn’t the Jacob she was expecting—not in a lot of
ways.
“And you look terrible.”
He coughed and then cleared his throat. “Covid
will do that to a guy.”
Sophie’s hand flew to her chest. No! Even if he
was a cheating rat engaged to someone else, he didn’t
deserve to die. Not now. Not when she was melting
inside just seeing him. Not when she knew she
might never get over him.
“Do you need anything? Should I call an
ambulance?” she said, her hands fluttering around
the screen.
Jacob’s laugh launched him into a full-blown
coughing fit. Turning his screen away offered her
a majestic tissue-mountain view, the lidless
expectorant bottle and digital thermometer added
topographical features. His raw cough sounded
terrible. Should she go to him? Face Fate head-on?
Returning to the screen, he took a sip of water
and then smiled weakly. “I’m much better now. The
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fever’s gone, and I actually thought I tasted
something this afternoon.”
Relief washed over her. “But who’s taking care of
you?”
“Louie’s mom is a nurse, so I’ve been in expert
hands.”
Sophie was grateful that someone qualified had
been close by. “When did you come down with it?”
“About fifteen minutes after you yelled at me,” he
said, coughing through a laugh.
He’d probably been contagious while sledding.
Come to think of it, his wingman had been sneezing.
“Is Louie okay?”
“All he got were sniffles and a sore throat. Can you
believe that? Kids have great immune systems.”
“I heard it doesn’t affect them as much.” And
thank goodness for that. The only way this
pandemic could have been any worse was if children
had been more susceptible. The fear and panic
would have been a thousandfold greater.
Sophie realized she’d gotten lost staring into his
bloodshot eyes—eyes she would probably never see
again.
“So, you finished the chair?” he asked.
“Yes, and it looks great. I know Gram will be
pleased.”
“No doubt. Listen, for obvious reasons, I can’t get
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it to her for Christmas. Do you mind keeping it a
little longer?”
“No, not at all,” she said, without considering the
ramifications. She was moving; she’d already given
Mr. Marconi her notice.
“Thank you. I’m so frustrated about getting sick. I
was planning a grand gesture.”
Sophie was in no hurry to say goodbye to him,
especially when he was so sick and pathetic-looking.
“Tell me.”
“On Christmas Eve, my family gathered outside
my grandparents’ house to sing. They’d come to the
door acting so surprised, and then we’d all go
caroling around their neighborhood. Afterwards
Gram would serve eggnog and the best hot cocoa
I’ve ever tasted. Gramp allowed us to open one gift.
It was always matching Christmas-print PJs,” he
said, shaking his head. “Then came the year that
changed everything.”
“What happened?”
“Gramp died on Christmas Eve.”
“How horrible!”
“We’d had a big snow. Much like the one last
week, and he’d gone out to shovel the sidewalk, so
we could get to the front door. When Gram brought
him coffee a little while later, she found him dead on
the porch. Heart attack.”
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“She must have been devastated.”
“We all were. When we arrived like normal that
evening, the house was dark, and the front door was
wide open. A neighbor came over to explain what
had happened, and then the adults rushed to the
hospital, leaving us to fend for ourselves. Sara baked
us brownies for dinner, and Julia Feng Shuied the
tree ornaments. I wrapped myself in Gramp’s
sweater—the brown one he always wore—and
climbed into the old rocking chair.”
“When Santa didn’t bring Gramp back to me that
night, I stopped believing in him. I was angry at
everyone, especially Gramp for leaving me, so when
the adults left for the funeral a few days later, I got
hold of Gram’s kitchen scissors and destroyed the
chair he used to rock me in.” Jacob shook his head
and cleared his congested throat. “Gram was
heartbroken when she discovered it, but she told me
she understood and promised not to tell anyone.
Gramp and I had been especially close, and she
didn’t want anyone punishing me for expressing my
grief. I helped her put it in the attic—well, followed
behind her mostly because I wasn’t the Hercules I
am today,” he said, snorting. “That evening, I caught
her crying, and I knew it was because of what I’d
done.”
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“Oh, Jacob, she was probably crying because of
her husband.”
“I’m sure you’re right, but at the time, I blamed
myself. I’ve held onto that guilt for a very long time.
I still feel it.”
Sophie fought the irrational urge to climb
through the computer screen, pull him to her chest,
and rock him.
“Have you ever asked her specifically to forgive
you?”
“You know, I never have. I’ve just gone along with
Gram’s white lie. After she got sick this year, and we
thought we might lose her, I decided it was time to
make amends.”
“Anyway, my plan was to place the chair on her
porch tomorrow night and ring the bell, like we used
to. When she came out, I’d ask her to sit and rock
while I sang ‘Silent Night’ to her. It’s Gram’s favorite
Christmas song.”
Sophie could see the scene playing out in her
mind. Without a doubt, Gram would have been
overjoyed.
“I feel like I’ve betrayed her by telling you this,
but I wanted you to know the whole story. Can you
forgive me now?”
“For being a devastated child? Trust me when I tell
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you that I’ve been exactly where you were. Several
times.”
“But you seemed so mad when I told you.”
“I wasn’t mad about that. Gosh, I was mad that
you lied to me about being engaged. I still am. You’ve
really hurt me.” Sophie felt her tears welling. He
didn’t deserve to see them. “Goodbye, Jacob. Text
me before you come for the chair.”
“No, Sophie! Do not leave this call!”
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Calm Down
Jacob was not letting her get away this time until she
heard him out—until he made her believe the truth.
He didn’t care if Savannah sued him; he was not
losing Sophie over a stupid contract.
“Savannah and I broke up at the start of the
pandemic. She moved back to LA and in with
another man—that nemesis I mentioned. I wasn’t
lying to you, Sophie. I swear it.”
“I’ve read the articles and seen her social media
posts,” she said, wiping her eyes.
Knowing he’d caused her tears was killing him.
“You’re still together, and you took advantage of
me to cheat on her. I would never knowingly do that
to someone. I’m a nice person, Jacob.”
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“You’re a wonderful person, but you need to
understand that nothing Savannah Reed has posted
since April is true. None of it. It’s just image
management.”
“If it’s all a big lie, then why are you going along
with it?”
“Our relationship is complicated because I still
represent her. She’s the face of Tiffany’s and Vera
Wang—contracts I negotiated, and they’ll both drop
her if they discover she’s no longer a bride-to-be.
Plus, she’s laying the groundwork for her upcoming
film’s media blitz. The money is where I come in, and
unfortunately, I’m contractually obligated.”
Jacob was so sick of the lies. He’d convinced
himself that he’d been honest with her, but he could
see now that a lie of omission was still a lie. Sophie
had deserved so much better.
“Her publicist and I have worked out a deal, and
we’re now scheduled for a big breakup in January. I’ll
take the heat for it all, of course, but that’s part of my
job, too.”
“Oh,” Sophie said, biting her lip. “But you could
have told me all of this. You should have trusted me
not to—I don’t know, call the papers or something.”
“You’re right, and I’m sorry. If it makes you feel
any better, my family doesn’t know either.”
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“Your family doesn’t know? Wha—why? Jacob,
they love you. I love you.”
Sophie threw her hand over her mouth, and
Jacob’s jaw dropped. She loved him? This was
suddenly the best day of his life. He could climb Mt.
Everest right now! Of course, his respiratory system
disagreed wholeheartedly, choosing this wonderful
moment to stop working altogether.
A tsunami of racking coughs struck him with full
force. Maryann had told him he’d gotten off easy, but
it sure didn’t feel that way. Everything still ached,
and a week in, it was still hard for him to catch his
breath. Talking to Sophie was taking more out of
him than he realized.
“I can’t do this,” he wheezed. “I’m sorry.”
Jacob staggered to the bathroom again. Intestinal
issues weren’t something heard much about, but
Maryann had emphasized that each immune system
reacts differently. He’d never experienced so many
symptoms at the same time in his entire life. Many
of his symptoms mirrored those of Gram’s
Legionnaire’s disease. Fear gripped him; he could
end up on a ventilator in isolation, just like her.
“Calm down. You’re young and in good shape,”
he said to his mirror’s reflection. This had become
his mantra. Whenever his mind wandered to the
cliff, chanting slowed down his racing heart. He just
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prayed that when he was finally over it, he didn’t
suffer from the brain fog some complained about.
He had things to do that required a reliable memory.
Crawling into bed, he buried himself under his
comforter, imagining he was holding Sophie in his
arms, that she was watching over him. She loved
him… As horrible as he felt at the moment, his spirits
were flying. Maybe that should be his new mantra.
And if someone like her was willing to love someone
like him—even after he’d inadvertently lied to her,
then he had no choice but to heal.
In a strange way, becoming infected was a gift.
Soon, he’d have immunity; freed from the shackles
of worry and fear that had held him prisoner since
March. He could see his family again without
harming them. He could see Gram! And he could
see Sophie, touch her, kiss her the way he’d wanted
to for so long. No, he absolutely had to get better.
But first, he had to sleep.
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Saint Tokig
Believing Jacob was still engaged had caused her
pain, but the sting of his rejection felt ten times
worse. She understood he was sick, and her mind
tried to explain it to her heart, but hearts could be
deaf sometimes; hers certainly was. She’d just told
a man she loved him, and he’d literally bolted. If
illness was the culprit, shouldn’t he have reached
back out by now? It had been hours.
In a state of anxiety so acute she could hardly
function, Sophie curled up in Gram’s rocking chair
for comfort. Eventually drifting off, her half-dreams
chased one another like a schoolyard game of tag.
At times she hovered in a fire-lit room across from
a beautiful young woman, her skin ashen, her weak
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coughs jostling the tiny baby in her arms. At others,
she stood beside a heartbroken wife watching her
grandson mutilate a family heirloom, his anger and
despair her own. At others still, she knelt beside a
stylish charcoal couch, dabbing sweat from a
handsome man’s brow, pleading with him to get
better.
Jolted awake when her dreams turned black, she
staggered to the kitchen and flipped on her coffee
pot. Glancing across the room, she realized she’d left
her Christmas tree’s lights on all night. “Merry
Christmas Eve,” she whispered.

With every passing hour, the sky grew grimmer;
another crazy storm was on its way. The media
blamed the erratic weather on global warming. She
was no scientist, but she had to wonder if it wasn’t
just another symptom of 2020. Future history
teachers wouldn’t be able to cover this pivotal year
in a few weeks’ time; they would need the entire
semester! Textbooks would simply be titled, 2020:
The End of Days.
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Nibbling on day-old naan while she packed, she
wondered if she should go ahead and order takeout
for tomorrow. Along with every Chinese restaurant
in the city, Hurry Curry was typically open on
Christmas Day, but she didn’t want to chance it.
Grabbing her phone, she stared at her text icon,
willing a notification to pop up.
Last night’s dreams had given her a new
perspective. Jacob might not love her, but at least
he’d been honest with her, which was all she’d ever
wanted. In fact, she’d texted him earlier to tell him
just that, with no response. Past leaving a concerned
voicemail, she didn’t know what else to do.
Though she’d spent time in his apartment,
virtually, she wasn’t sure on which Sixth Avenue
block it lay, and the most pertinent thing she’d
learned after a google name search was that there
were an awful lot of Rossis in the New York
metropolitan area.
Having received a surprise Christmas card from
Gram Rossi a few days ago, she had her address.
Securing her landline number would only be a
matter of a few clicks. She bit her lip. Should she
trouble the sweet old woman on Christmas Eve,
especially when she didn’t know for sure that Jacob
needed help?
I love you. She couldn’t believe those words had
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popped out of her mouth. It was awfully soon for
professing such feelings; they’d barely known one
another two months. All of this alone time might be
messing with her head, creating feelings that really
weren’t there. She was pretty sure she’d never
actually been in love before, so maybe this was just
intense infatuation—some kind of stress-induced
need to bond with another human being, a need to
simply be loved in all of this chaos and uncertainty;
another disorder.
Well, disorders were her specialty, weren’t they?
Her phobias had started with sand as a toddler, grass
at age five, scorpions after moving to Southern
California, and of course her debilitating
germaphobia. OCD had sentenced her to the
meticulous field of conservancy work, which had
inadvertently helped with her mild social anxiety.
At least she wasn’t acrophobic, she thought,
climbing onto her fourth-floor balcony.
The air pulsed with energy, and the Central Park
treetops, like crazed fans at a rock concert, swayed
erratically in the unseasonably warm breeze. A far
cry from last week’s snowstorm. Too bad New York
wasn’t destined for a white Christmas this year.
With few traveling, it would have been wonderful.
“Heya Sophie!” Ramesh yelled up. “Merry
Christmas!”
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“Thanks! And… you, too.” She never knew how
to respond to people who didn’t celebrate the same
holidays as her. Somehow “thanks” didn’t seem
enough, but “you too” made things awkward. “Will
you be open tomorrow?”
“I couldn’t let my best customers starve.”
“Excellent. But no turkey curry this year, please.
That was not your finest moment.”
“You wound me,” Ramesh said, pretending to
have a heart attack. Just then her pocket vibrated.
“Jacob!” she said frantically. “I’m so happy to hear
your voice. I’ve been so worried. How are you
feeling?”
“A hundred times better than yesterday. I slept
around the clock. I haven’t done that since I was a
teenager.”
“Your voice sounds stronger,” she said giddily.
Except for a mild hoarseness, he sounded like
himself.
“What did you say?” Jacob asked.
Sophie plugged a finger in her ear. “Your voice. It
sounds good.”
“What’s all that noise?”
“The restaurant supply delivery guys just showed
up. They never park where they’re supposed to, so
the owner yells at them. It’s, like, their thing. The
sound of their horn means it’s three o’clock.”
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“Ah,” Jacob laughed. “And so, it is.”
Sophie crawled back into her much quieter
apartment and slid the window shut. “So, you’ve
been sleeping, huh?”
She heard Jacob stifle a yawn. “Sorry about last
night. This thing’s really kicking my butt.”
With the weight of worry evaporating, Sophie
could fly. “Listen, about what I said. I—”
“Hold that thought. Gram is calling. Today’s a
hard one for her. I’ve got to take this.”
“Of course.”
Sophie shoved her phone back into her pocket
and watched Elliot and Henry through the window.
Working Christmas Eve was the pits, but they were
clowning around to make the best of it. Elliot even
sported a Santa hat.
Her thoughts drifted to Gram. Alone, with
nothing to distract her from the tragedy this day
invariably reminded her of, she was probably having
an exceptionally miserable time of it. If
Thanksgiving had been any indication, Rossi family
Christmases were loud and jubilant, with singing
and laughter and lots of really great tasting food.
She’d sure enjoyed Sara’s pecan pie and wondered
what she was making for Christmas.
Jacob mentioned that she’d baked brownies the
night their grandfather had passed away, and that
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her sister had made the house look more festive. She
supposed each person dealt with grief differently.
Her eyes drifted to Gram’s chair as vestiges of a
dream floated across her mind; a child alone with his
pain and anger, rocking himself. She wanted to wrap
her arms around that little boy. Gram needed a hug
too, didn’t she? And there would be no one this year
to provide it.
That wasn’t right! The pandemic had taken its toll
on everyone, but a poor, frail grandmother alone on
Christmas Eve was more than she could stand.
Plunging into the wild winds, she cupped her hands
around her mouth and yelled, “Elliot!”
“Hey princess,” he said, grinning.
“I need a favor. A big favor.”
“Sure thing, honey. Just name it.”
“I need a ride to Jersey.”
Sophie couldn’t believe what she was doing.
Better not to think about it too much.
“Well, come on down,” Henry said, pushing the
dolly back up the truck’s metal ramp. “That’s exactly
where we’re going.”
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Sophie strapped every mask she owned over her
face and shoved the hand sanitizer bottle Jacob had
given into her purse. Slipping her hands into her
thickest pair of gloves, she snatched Gram’s
envelope off the counter, and then threw open her
door. If she were going to die, it might as well be for
a good cause, and bringing joy to a homebound old
woman absolutely qualified.
“Nice place,” Elliot said, looking around her living
room area. “Feminine.”
“Thanks,” Sophie said, smirking. “This is it. It’s
not heavy so much as bulky. I’m afraid I’ll drop it.”
“Leave it to Uncle Elliot,” he said, lifting the chair
over his head like it weighed nothing.
Sophie took a final deep breath and followed him
down the hall.
“Oh, my lights!” she said, running back to turn
them off. The last thing she needed on Christmas
Eve was to set her building on fire, like she had back
in California when she was young. She’d learned
the hard way that candles and paper snowflake
decorations did not go well together.
She smiled up at the red velvet bow her mom had
rescued from the minor disaster. At first a source
of amusement, topping their tree with the singed
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decoration had eventually become a cherished
tradition.
Yanking down the velvet bow by its long,
blackened ribbon, she slammed the door behind her
and chased after Elliot. She felt so naughty
suddenly, like a high schooler playing hooky.
“Whoa,” Sophie yelled as a gust of wind almost
knocked her over.
“It’s been like this all day,” Elliot shouted over the
roar.
A fat raindrop landed on her head, and another
on the sidewalk beside her. “Hop into the cab,
honey,” Henry said, opening the door for her. “No
sense in all of us getting wet.”
“But—”
“Help me, I’m melting!” Elliot screeched
theatrically, his laughter trailing behind him as he
loaded the chair in the back.
Sophie stared at Henry’s ruddy face, and then at
the grimy green cab upholstery with its fine dusting
of crumbs and what she hoped was powdered sugar.
In the art world, conservators sometimes traveled
with pieces to ensure they were handled properly.
Once, a colleague had to ride in a Mexico-bound
cargo plane with a caged lion. If wimpy Jerome could
survive such a harrowing adventure, surely she
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could manage a virus-riddled truck ride to New
Jersey.
“I’ll stay in the back with the chair,” she said.
“No, ma’am,” Henry said. “Too dangerous.
Suppose the supplies shift when I take a corner too
fast. You could get killed. I can’t have that on my
conscience, Sophie. It’s Christmas Eve for crying out
loud.”
“Ho Ho Ho,” Elliot said, hoisting her into the cab
and then scooting in behind her. Henry hopped
behind the wheel before she had time to object.
Sophie realized in that moment that the Angel of
Death comes in so many forms.
“So, Jersey’s a big state,” Henry said. “Where to?”
Sophie pulled out the envelope. “Mountain
Lakes. To Gram Rossi’s.”
“You mean, grandmother’s house?” Elliot said,
grinning.
“Uh huh,” she said, smiling back conspiratorially.
Henry tooted the horn, Sophie waved to a
stunned-looking Ramesh as they pulled away, and
Elliot broke out into a rousing rendition of “Over
the River and Through the Woods.”
“The truck knows the way to carry the chair
through the rain and wind and… air,” Henry chimed
in.
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“That doesn’t work,” Elliot said over the growling
engine.
“Sure, it does,” Henry retorted, the lumbering
truck bouncing off a curb like a happy-go-lucky
elephant.
“Heaven help us,” Sophie murmured to Saint
Tokig, the patron saint of self-assembled furniture.

Emerging from the Lincoln Tunnel, the rainsoaked wind rocked the truck. “Whoa,” Henry
muttered. “Did you feel that?”
“The weather outside is frightful,” Elliot said,
winking at Sophie, his eyes full of mischief.
Sophie braced herself for, “Let It Snow.”
“Yeah, I heard something about tornadoes,”
Henry said obliviously. “Did you, Sophie?”
Sophie was doing her level best not to breathe.
Elliot had pulled his mask down to take a gulp of
orange soda, and had yet to re-cover himself.
Henry’s was barely clinging to the tip of his nose.
With her vision getting blurry around the edges, she
was pretty sure she was going to pass out any
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moment. Also, tornadoes terrified her. She shook
her head, no.
“Tornadoes,” Elliot chuckled. “That’s the perfect
way to cap off a pandemic Christmas.”
Henry chortled. “You mean, a very Covid
Christmas.”
“Good one,” Elliot said. “That would make a great
Hallmark movie, right Sophie?”
“You doing anything for the holidays?” Henry
asked, turning to her. “You got family in town?”
“No,” she said, sipping air.
Elliot and Henry shared a look.
“My wife normally puts on a real spread,” Henry
said. “Manicotti after midnight mass, lasagna for
lunch the next day, and then the main event on
Christmas night: baked ham. We have so many
relatives over, most years she bakes two. I’d invite
you in a heartbeat if we didn’t have all these
restrictions.”
“That’s very kind,” Sophie said, fully touched. In
a normal year, she would have jumped at the
invitation. Spending the holiday with strangers was
far better than spending it alone.
“The meat’s so tender it falls right off the bone,”
Elliot moaned.
“You and Joey are still coming though, right?”
Henry said.
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“Just me. Doreen’s got him for Christmas Day.”
Then turning to Sophie, he said, “My ex-wife. And
before you judge, Henry and I are in a bubble.”
“Will the boyfriend be there?” Henry asked.
Elliot rolled his eyes. “What a slime bag. Did I tell
you he moved in with her?”
“No!” Henry said, gasping.
Bubbles were great in theory, but in practice there
were too many variables. Sophie counted the
number of people whose germs she was coming in
contact with in this small non-socially distanced
enclosure. Henry and his wife, Elliot, his son, his
ex-wife, and possibly the slimy boyfriend; and who
knew who that guy was spending time with. Sophie
hummed a Christmas song to distract herself.
“Hey, I know that tune,” Elliot said. “My son just
watched that show last night.”
“Which one?” Henry said.
“You know, the one with Heat Miser in it. That
guy’s hilarious.”
“I don’t know that one,” Henry said.
“You don’t know it? Henry, you’ve not lived!”
Elliot said. “Sophie, what’s it called?”
“The Year Without a Santa Claus,” she said. She’d
just watched it last night, as well.
“Yeah, yeah, that’s the one. Tell him the plot.”
“Okay, well, Santa catches a cold,” Sophie began.
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“The flu,” Elliot interjected. “Because he’s got a
fever.”
“Yes, and he’s not sure he can make the trip.”
“So, some elves, Rudolf, and Mrs. Claus decide
they’re taking matters into their own hands, see,”
Elliot said, plowing over her. “But without a man in
charge, everything goes all to hell.”
“Ain’t it always like that,” Henry said.
Sophie didn’t remember the storyline going quite
that way. “But then Mrs. Claus and Mother Nature
join forces—”
“This year’s like that,” Elliot interrupted. “Upside
down and out of control. We just need a happy
ending, you know? The stars to shine in this hour of
gloom and despair.”
“That’s real poetic,” Henry said.
Sophie couldn’t agree more. At least Gram would
get a glimpse of the fabled Star of Wonder; a selfless
act of love by her grandson.

Sophie waved goodbye to Henry and Elliott, and
then lugged the chair up the short sidewalk, setting
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it under the porch’s awning. After wiping the rain
off of it with her scarf, she twisted the bow’s wire
tightly to keep it from blowing away. She was glad
she’d had the presence of mind to grab that bottle of
disinfectant spray she kept by her door; after riding
in the truck for an hour, who knew what kinds of
contagions had gotten on it.
Sophie’s finger was on the doorbell when
inspiration hit. She quickly pulled out her phone.
“Hey Gorgeous,” Jacob said, a few rings later.
“I need you to sing ‘Silent Night’,” she said
without preamble.
“What? Why?”
“So Gram will hear you when she comes to the
door.”
“Gram? What door?”
“Her front door. So, she’ll see the chair.”
“Sophie, whatcha been drinking?”
“Nothing. I’m at Gram’s house. With the chair.”
Those words sounded refreshingly normal. Sophie
felt normal at the moment, as if she’d left the virus
back in New York, as if this pleasant suburban
neighborhood, with its rolling hills and festively
decorated homes, were far removed from and even
immune to the city’s problems.
“You left your apartment?” Jacob said.
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“When I die, say nice things about me,” she said,
laughing weakly.
“Sophie, sweetheart, I don’t know what to say. I
can’t believe you did this. You’re my hero.”
Sophie would have loved nothing more than to
talk to Jacob all night long, but as a rumbling roll
of thunder echoed in the distance, she decided that
standing in the middle of a wet yard during an
electrical storm probably wasn’t the best idea.
“Jacob, it’s cold and kind of raining buckets out
here. Can we move this along?”
“Of course,” he said, laughing. “Ready?”
Sophie rang Gram’s doorbell, and then stepped
onto the sidewalk. “Hit it,” she said.
Jacob cleared his throat a few times and began
singing the first verse. The porch light flipped on,
and Sophie cranked the volume as high as it would
go, pointing the tiny speaker directly at the opening
front door.
The wind whistled through the trees, shaking
branches like so many maracas. The jingling sleigh
bells affixed to Gram’s wreath added to the strange
and disjointed symphony. Gram’s confused face
poked out.
Gram would never hear Jacob’s wavering voice
over all of this racket. She needed to push past her
glossophobia, open her mouth, and just sing; this
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was important! As Gram stepped back to close the
door again, she belted out, “Sleep in heavenly
pe-eace, sleep in heavenly peace.”
Sophie yanked off her quadruple-layered masks
and shouted, “Louder!”
Jacob coughed. “This is as loud as I can sing right
now.”
Sophie was pretty sure something biblical was
happening because suddenly an angelic host of
voices joined in the chorus. She whipped her head
around and stared at the group of people spread out
across the lawn. Several faces looked strangely
familiar, and she was quite certain the woman
nearest her was Jacob’s mom.
Just then, Gram stepped out on the porch,
covering her mouth as she took in her caroling
family. Then her eyes fell on the rocking chair,
which, with the help of the wind, was moving all by
itself.
Running her hands gently over the frame, she
touched the backing that Sophie had spent so much
time weaving, and then the arms that now lacked
all traces of goo and wax. Gingerly, she sat in the
chair, testing it, finally leaning back to rock. A bolt
of lightning revealed her twin streaks of tears.
“Aya! Hit the dirt!” Penny yelped, throwing
herself on the ground.
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“Oh my God, get up, Penny,” Buck said,
guffawing.
“Uncle Buck? Is that you?” Jacob suddenly said.
“Jake! How’re you feeling?” Buck said, his
baritone voice impressively competing with the
thunder.
“Fine.”
“Hi honey,” Mrs. Rossi said.
“Mom?”
Another bolt of lightning severed the sky, its
resulting thunderclap shaking the ground. Sophie
covered her ears.
“Mom, we’ve got to go,” Jacob’s dad yelled to
Gram through cupped hands. “We’ll see you
tomorrow on Zoom.”
Gram smiled brightly as she waved goodbye.
“We’ll drive you back to the city, hon,” Mr. Rossi
said.
“Are you sure?”
“Are we sure?” Mrs. Rossi scoffed. “You restore a
family heirloom and then bring it all the way out to
Mom Rossi’s on Christmas Eve, and you think we
wouldn’t take you anywhere you wanted to go? You
don’t know us very well.”
“Yet,” Mr. Rossi said, sharing a look with his wife,
and then opening the rear door. “Hop in before you
catch your death.”

326

VIRTUALLY YOURS

“It might already be too late for that,” Sophie
muttered dismally, buckling her seatbelt. And if she
weren’t careful, she might share Henry’s, Elliot’s,
and his ex’s slime bag boyfriend’s germs with the
Rossis. She adjusted her masks to make sure they
were on properly.
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A Mean Bisque
Jacob couldn’t believe what Sophie had done. She
was the most special girl in the entire world. Here
she’d bravely left the safety of her apartment, and
then stood in an electrical storm just so he could
sing “Silent Night” to his grandmother on
Christmas Eve. Men had married women for far less
than that.
“You still there?” he said, hearing a door slam.
“Oh gosh! I didn’t realize I hadn’t hung up.”
“I’m glad you didn’t. Where are you now?”
“Your parents’ car. They’re taking me back to the
city.”
“Good. Zoom me as soon as you get home, okay?
I’m taking you to dinner.”
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Sophie laughed. “You’ve got Covid. You’re not
taking me anywhere. Besides, I’ve had enough
exposure to last me a lifetime. If I don’t come down
with it now, it’ll be a wonder.”

After a hot shower, Jacob shaved, put on fresh
sweats, and dumped the last of Maryann’s chicken
soup in a pot, adjusting the burner to simmer. She’d
been an absolute lifesaver, and he’d gladly babysit
Louie forever to pay her back.
Settling into his nest on the couch, he glanced
at his computer for the hundredth time, waiting for
Sophie to join the call. He knew it took a solid hour
to get back from Gram’s, but the waiting was making
him crazy.
Suddenly, a white tiger’s face filled his screen.
“Sophie?”
“Look what Santa left outside my door.”
Jacob breathed a sigh of relief. He’d paid a special
rate to ensure they would deliver her gift on
Christmas Eve, but this was New York. “No jungle is
complete without one. Do you like it?”
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“Like it? Jacob, I love it. You are so thoughtful,”
she said, setting the stuffed animal in her lap.
Sophie’s face always took him by surprise. She
was just so wholesome-looking, so lovely. Grinning
like an idiot, he stared into her emerald eyes, unable
to believe she was even talking to him; that maybe
she could be his if he played his cards right.
“You’re wet,” he said, noticing that the fiery hair
normally framing her face was dark auburn.
“I decided a shower would take too long,” she said,
blushing.
Jacob promptly drifted into a fantasy featuring
Sophie and showers.
Biting her lip, she said, “So… dinner? Or did you
eat without me?”
“Eat without my date? Don’t be ridiculous.”
It was late, he realized, and she was probably
starving. Holding up the stained takeout menu he’d
placed on the coffee table in preparation, he perused
it. “I’ll have the soup for starters. Chicken noodle, if
you have it,” he said, pretending to talk to a server.
“What would you like, dear?”
Fighting a smile, Sophie considered it for a
moment. “Soup for me, too. Tomato bisque sounds
nice.”
“I hear the chef makes a mean bisque.”
Sophie giggled and hopped up. “Be right back.”
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Jacob jogged to the kitchen, which wasn’t his best
idea, and transferred his dinner into a bowl. He
returned to the sounds of rattling utensils and
microwave beeps. Soon after, Sophie filled his
screen again.
Pouring herself a glass of merlot, she said, “Would
you like some?”
Jacob shook his head. He didn’t know when his
body would be ready for wine again. Instead, he held
up his water glass and said, “A toast to the bravest
woman I’ve ever met.”
Sophie rolled her eyes. “You know that’s not
true.”
“Are you kidding? A germaphobe braving a
pandemic to make an old woman happy? That
qualifies as courage in anyone’s book.”
Sophie shook her head and then blew on her
spoon. “Mm, you’re right. This chef really knows
soup. Too bad about the ambiance, though,” she
said, looking around her apartment. “They’ve
decorated the
apartment.”

place

like

someone’s

junky

“On the contrary, it’s avant-garde,” Jacob said.
“All the top restaurants in the city will be mimicking
this soon. But you know what it needs?”
“What?”
“Candlelight.”
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“I think you’re right,” she said, leaning out of the
camera’s view and then setting a purple candle on
the table in front of her. The match strike sparked
her eyes, the flame bathing her fair skin in glow and
shadow, setting her hair’s highlights ablaze. He took
a large sip of water, convincing himself to lay off the
fantasies until she said goodnight.
“I hope you don’t have plans for tomorrow,” he
said.
“One excursion per pandemic is all I’m allowed.”
“Good. You’re spending Christmas with the
Rossis.”
“That’s kind, but I intruded during
Thanksgiving.”
“Honestly, you have no choice. Gram called a little
while ago. She insists.”
“Well, if Gram wants it…”
“Gram, Dad, Sara, Penny, Buck… Everyone wants
it. I want it, Soph. Will you come?” Jacob didn’t
mention his mom. While she’d been delighted by
what Sophie had done, she was equally confused
about Jacob’s interest in her, and why he rarely
mentioned Savannah anymore.
Sophie’s smile was warmer than melted caramel.
“Sure. If it will make Gram happy.”
“It will. Trust me.” Plus, Jacob needed someone
in his corner when he informed his entire family
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that he’d been lying to them for nine months. Maybe
he should wait until New Year’s when the NDA
expires. Coward, his subconscious hissed.
He noticed Sophie had stopped eating. “Are you
ready to order the next course? The sky’s the limit.”
Sophie tapped her chin with her finger. “Well, in
that case, I could really go for some hot cocoa. Do
you have miniature marshmallows?” she asked the
imaginary server.
“What did he say?” Jacob asked.
“He said, they ship their marshmallows in daily
from the North Pole.”
“Well, in that case, make it two, sir.”

Halfway through It’s A Wonderful Life, Jacob
noticed Sophie had fallen asleep. He could think of
no reason to wake a woman sleeping on her own
couch, but since they were still technically on a date,
he decided there was nothing wrong with watching
her sleep for a little while. She looked so peaceful,
like Sleeping Beauty meets Anna from Frozen.
When the movie’s cast began singing “Auld Lang
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Syne”, he whispered, “Merry Christmas, Sophie. I’m
in love with you.”
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Ralph
Sophie awoke to the kind of sunshine that promised
spring. Glancing at her couch mate, she couldn’t
help but smile. She would rather have woken up
beside Jacob, but the adorable stuffed tiger filling in
for him wasn’t a bad substitute. Ten miles past
smitten, after last night she knew for sure that she
was in love with Jacob.
They hadn’t talked about her slip up, and he
hadn’t proclaimed his love in return, but it didn’t
matter; he liked her, and anything past friendship
was good enough for now. Adding a festive drop of
peppermint flavor to her coffee, she slipped on her
coat and climbed through the window.
“Merry Christmas, Casey,” she said, looking down
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at her friend’s striped ski hat with its oversized
pompom.
“Sophie! Can you believe how warm it is?”
“No. It’s crazy!” Sophie said, turning her face
toward the sun. The weather people said the
temperature would plummet later, but she’d enjoy
its balminess until then.
“I love my present, by the way,” Casey said,
modeling her scarf and then waving her new mittens
in the air. “So pretty.”
Once the alpaca yarn arrived, it had taken her
nearly three weeks to knit them. Normally, she could
knock a scarf out in no time, but Gram’s chair had
taken priority this year.
“And thank you for my throw blanket. I slept
under it last night. Me and my new boyfriend,
Ralph.”
“Ralph?”
Sophie nodded.
Confusion gave way to joy as a radiant smile
claimed her features. “Way to knock the dirt off your
boots and move on, Sophie!” Then her lips quirked,
and she fluttered her lashes. “So, tell us about
Ralph.”
“I’ll do better than that,” she said, returning with
her stuffed tiger moments later.
“He’s adorable. Inanimate, but hey, it’s a start.”
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“Jacob gave him to me last night.”
Casey narrowed her eyes. “You let that rat come
over? Hon, walk away from the pretty.”
“No. When I got back from New Jersey, the tiger
was waiting outside my door.”
“Let’s back up just a smidge. You went to Jersey?”
“Uh huh.”
“You actually left your apartment?”
“I did.” Sophie smothered a laugh; Casey’s gaping
expression was pure comedy.
“I’m so proud of you, Sophie! But Jersey? Honey,
you could have done so much better.”
“That’s where Jacob’s grandmother lives.” At her
caustic glare, she added, “I took her the chair.”
Sophie desperately wanted to tell her best friend
about everything—Savannah’s social media ruse,
Jacob’s contract, the guy she was secretly living with,
and especially the part about Sophie loving Jacob. It
would send Casey’s gossip girl dark side into fits of
ecstasy, but she’d promised not to expose him, and
she wouldn’t, no matter how difficult it was.
“If you’ll go to Jersey for his grandmother, you
can definitely come to my family’s apartment for
Christmas dinner. Aunt Helena’s serving her
famous baklava, of course, and you know how Uncle
Alec likes to spike everything with ouzo.”
Goodness, was he heavy-handed. The last holiday
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she’d spent with them left her nursing a three-day
hangover.
“I can’t, actually. Jacob’s grandmother invited me
to join their family Zoom call. Wasn’t that kind?”
“There’s no grandmother on the planet who
wouldn’t like you, and I’m sure his family is nice
and all, but I don’t trust him,” she said, her nostrils
flaring as she exhaled in a sharp burst. “Jacob’s lies
are going to catch up with him soon, and when they
do, Savannah will dump him like yesterday’s coffee
grinds. You don’t want to be part of that media
circus.”
Jacob had mentioned an official breakup was in
the works, and that he’d be blamed for it, but that
had nothing to do with her.
“Things aren’t as they appear. Trust me, Case. I
know what I’m doing.”
“Do you, Sophie? Do you really? Savannah gossip
is a tabloid staple. Paparazzi follow her everywhere.
So do her loyal fans and the social media trolls.”
Casey shook her head. “Get out while you can.”
Sophie wanted to tell Casey that she loved Jacob,
and it was all a big misunderstanding, but she knew
Casey wouldn’t believe her. And honestly, it
sounded a little far-fetched.
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Sophie’s wardrobe wasn’t extensive enough to
have clothing for all occasions, but she kept one
garment vacuum sealed in the back of her closet.
Sophie unpacked the sweater her mother had given
her during their last Christmas together and slipped
it over her head. Gaudy, with bell-laden cat-elves
dancing around a gold foil tree, her mom had meant
the gift as a joke—she had such a wonderful sense
of humor—but because of circumstances, it was
precious.
Sophie fixed her hair, and then pinned on the
matching cat hat. Pouring herself a glass of eggnog,
she settled on the couch and clicked the link Jacob
had sent.
“There’s Sophie!” Grams said enthusiastically.
“Merry Christmas, you sweet girl.”
“Merry Christmas, Sophie,” a checkerboard of
faces echoed.
Sophie inhaled deeply, basking in the glow. She
couldn’t remember the last time a group had
received her so warmly. Her mind traveled back to
last year’s Christmas morning when Casey’s family
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had gone on that holiday cruise; she’d never felt
more alone.
“Merry Christmas, everyone, and thanks for
having me. It’s a real treat to be here with you all.”
“Your sweater is extraordinary!” Aunt Penny said,
pointing to her own; they practically matched.
“Thanks. My mom gave it to me. I wear it every
Christmas.”
“Julia, make me a hat like Sophie’s,” she said.
Smiling tightly, Julia said, “Okay, Mom.”
Sophie’s eyes roamed the screen until she found
the little window containing Jacob. Grimacing, he
looked away.
Sophie covered up her confusion with an
overzealous smile. Was her sweater embarrassing
him?
It appeared the Rossis were in the midst of
unwrapping presents. She pulled her tiger onto her
lap, waiting for her turn. She realized suddenly that
she hadn’t given Jacob anything. After learning
about Savannah, she’d canceled the order. Could
that be upsetting him?
After Aunt Penny showed off her new crockpot,
Mrs. Rossi said, “Okay, Sophie, your turn.”
She held Ralph up to the camera. “My apartment
is jungle-themed, so Jacob gave me this stuffed tiger
to go with it.”
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A chorus of praise erupted, with Gram leading the
choir. “Such a thoughtful boy,” she said.
Jacob’s smile was cellophane, and his eyes were
tense and somewhat bloodshot. He barely spared her
a glance. She’d fallen asleep in Jacob’s virtual arms
last night, so what was wrong with him this
morning? Was he annoyed that she hadn’t said
goodnight? Was he having a relapse? He certainly
looked green around the gills, so to speak. Sophie
discreetly texted him as Cousin Julia showed off her
new hiking shoes.
Are you okay?
I’m fine, he replied a moment later.
Fine? Fine was what you said when you absolutely
weren’t.
Did I do something wrong?
No.
Sophie felt a stab of pain. One-word answers
would not cut it. Can we talk? she typed.
Not a good time.
She could accept that, she supposed. After all,
they were in the middle of a celebration. Perhaps
he’d call when everyone broke for lunch. In the
meantime, with no one else to talk to, she wasn’t
sure what to do. Zoom was fine for meetings and
one-on-one conversations, but for social gatherings,
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it made things just plain awkward. Sophie took an
anxious sip of eggnog.
“Your turn, Jacob,” Mrs. Rossi announced.
Jacob opened his mouth to speak, but another
voice cut in—a strangely familiar one. “I’m giving
him the most wonderful gift of all, aren’t I, honey?”
Savannah Reed’s face came into view, her red silk
pajamas gleaming dully as she wrapped her arms
around Jacob’s neck, her monstrous diamond
sparkling. “A baby. Merry Christmas, everyone!”
Sophie watched in horror as Savannah leaned in
and kissed his cheek exuberantly.
Jacob looked directly at her for the first time and
mouthed, “Sorry.”
The eggnog instantly curdled in her stomach.
Slamming her laptop’s lid, she raced for the
bathroom.

344

47
A Girl?
A cacophony of “Jacob!” exploded from his speakers,
and a patchwork quilt of facial expressions ranging
from disappointment (Gram) to confusion (Penny)
to euphoria (his mom) became his screen’s
wallpaper. The worst response had been Sophie’s.
With a chalky face painted with shock, she looked
downright sick. That’s how he felt as well, and he
could guarantee it wasn’t a relapse. He was never
forgiving Savannah for this.
“It’s not what you think!” Jacob snarled.
“Savannah and I are no longer engaged. We broke
up.”
“Broke up?” his mother said, horrified. “What
about the baby?”
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“Son, you’ve got to take responsibility for your
actions,” his dad said, his eyebrows pinching
together angrily. “We raised you better than that.”
“Fix it, boy,” Uncle Buck growled. “That’s what
men do.”
“There’s nothing to fix! Tell them Savannah.”
Savannah pouted. “You should listen to your
uncle.”
Jacob’s jaw fell open and his eyes narrowed to slits.
Were she not pregnant, he might seriously consider
strangling her. Strike might.
Savannah had crawled into bed with him in the
middle of the night. Lost in a Sophie dream, he’d
pulled her against him and kissed her deeply.
Halfway through undressing her, he realized the
body wrapped around him was way too familiar and
way too bony to be Sophie’s. A flip of the light
switch told him everything he didn’t want to know.
Savannah had burst into tears then, explaining
that she and Aaron had gotten into a big fight, and
he’d threatened to break it off with her. For some
bizarre reason, Savannah was under the impression
that his job description included playing couples
therapist.
His eyes shifted from his mom to his white-haired
grandmother, willing understanding.
“The pandemic got to us,” he said. “We realized
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we weren’t compatible, so we broke up, and
Savannah moved back to LA. She’s with someone
else now. Tell them Savannah.”
“Well, not exactly.”
“Yes, exactly.”
“If she’s had time to meet someone new, how long
have you two been apart?” his mom asked, pegging
him with a shrewd glare.
“A little while now,” he hedged.
“April,” Savannah said flatly.
“April?” Julia exclaimed. “Why didn’t you tell
somebody sooner? All this time I’ve been worried
Savannah didn’t ask me to design her dress because
she thought I lacked talent. It would have saved me
some heartache, Jacob.”
“Julia,” Savannah said sweetly, “You’re gifted,
hon, and the next time I need a wedding dress, you’ll
be the one to make it for me.”
“Really?” Julia said, smiling like the breaking
dawn.
“And Sara?” Savannah added. “You’ll be my
pastry chef.”
“Yes!” Sara said.
“Am I going to be a grandmother or not?” his mom
demanded.
“Yes,” Savannah said, glowing.
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“No!” Jacob corrected. “The baby is not mine. It
belongs to Aaron Bose!”
“Don’t call her an it,” Savannah snapped.
“A girl?” Aunt Penny crooned. “She can call me
Aunt Penny. I’m going to start knitting her
something right now.”
“I guess there’s one last question you need to
answer,” Gram said. “What are you going to do
about Sophie?”
“Who’s Sophie?” Savannah said.
“Jacob!” his entire family yelled.
He dropped his face in his hands. At this point,
his best course of action was to find a big rock to
hide under.
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Less Traffic
By New Year’s Eve, Sophie had eaten four familysized bags of M&Ms, two full gallons of Chunky
Monkey ice cream, and sixteen orders of Hurry
Curry kheer. She was absolutely, positively going to
puke.
Her phone buzzed again. Glancing at the screen,
she rolled her eyes and hurled it at the couch,
inadvertently toppling glass vases like bowling pins,
and sending red roses flying. Sophie wanted to
laugh; the barren carpet bore the perfect semblance
of a bullfighting ring after a match.
No one needed any more flowers, anyway. She’d
given Mrs. Silvers the yellow bouquet from earlier in
the week, and Casey had the two dozen white ones.
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Besides, red was for love, not guilt, and he clearly did
not love her. He could keep his lying flowers.
Jacob had called her so many times, her voicemail
box was full. His twenty “let me explain” texts had
gone unanswered, and all the emails with their
imploring Zoom links? Pah! Nothing that deceitful
pig could say would change the fact that he was
somebody else’s baby daddy. She morbidly
wondered how far along Savannah was. No, solving
that math equation would only bring her pain.
Making decisions had become a lot easier, thanks
to Jacob. She was no longer clinging to the fragile
dream of forming something real and lasting with
him. He wouldn’t know “real” if it bit on the butt.
And since he was no longer in her life, moving back
to California was virtually painless. In fact, when
she got there, she would get herself a brand-new
California phone number to celebrate her fresh
start, and he’d never bother her again. Postpandemic Sophie was going to be a force to be
reckoned with.
She’d also decided not to cash the ridiculously
large check that had arrived in this morning’s mail.
Could she have used the money? Yes. Had she
gotten supreme satisfaction from watching it and his
accompanying note writhe in her lavender candle’s
hungry flames? Well, that was a yes, too.
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The Hollywood producer’s letter had been
another story altogether; she’d already electronically
deposited the company’s sizable retainer check into
her checking account. She’d used part of it to pay
Mr. Marconi the due rent. The rest she’d earmarked
for moving expenses.
She wasn’t looking forward to driving a
cumbersome rental truck across the country, but it
was better than having a bunch of movers in and
out of her apartment. Trapped for an hour between
Elliot and Hank had been one fine Russian roulette
spin too many.

“There’s no good time to say goodbye, but
watching you leave on New Year’s Eve is the worst,”
Casey said, dabbing her eyes as she leaned against
her fire escape railing. “And you won’t even let me
hug you. It’s not fair.”
And it wasn’t. There were just too many unfair
things to count, thanks to this pandemic.
“At least let me help you,” she said, as Sophie
lugged another box to the alley where she’d parked
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her big yellow truck. Henry had used it as today’s
delivery excuse, and Ramesh hadn’t even
complained.
“You’ve been my best customer,” Ramesh said,
wiping his hands on his curry-stained apron as he
emerged from the kitchen entrance. “Who is going
to eat all of my kheer? Who is going to marry my
son?”
“I’m sure you’ll find a lovely girl in no time.”
“Dinesh,” he called out, “bring out Sophie’s
food.” Dinesh dutifully carried a large bag to the
truck, placing it on the passenger’s seat beside her
stuffed white tiger; Ralph had become her solace and
sleeping companion, and she wasn’t quite ready to
part with him. “My treat, but you’ll have to break up
with my son yourself.”
She fought the powerful urge to hug him, but
things being as they were, she raised her right hand
as if being sworn into office. “Dinesh Acharya, I
hereby release you from whatever crazy arrangement
your father has imagined. Keep it real, kid, and
marry the girl you want. When you’re old enough,
that is.”
“Thank the gods,” he muttered under his breath
before smiling triumphantly.
She’d already said goodbye to a crestfallen Elliot,
and because the museum staff had scattered to the
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four winds, she no longer had colleagues of any kind
to worry about.
Stepping onto her balcony after hauling a few
more boxes down, she surveyed the neighborhood.
Leaving New York City was heart-wrenching. It was
here that she’d become a certified adult, where she’d
made friends, where she’d finally fallen in love.
Wiping a stray tear, she gazed at the Central Park
treetops, their tips aglow in the setting sun.
California was sure going to look different.
“But why are you leaving in the middle of the
night?” Casey asked, breaking her trance.
“I told you, less traffic on the road, especially after
midnight. It’s really the perfect time. And
tomorrow’s a holiday.”
“But we may never see one another again.”
“That’s not true. When bans are lifted, and people
can start traveling again, I expect you to visit.
California is really nice, the commune is secluded
and lovely, and if you’re into crunchy guys, the
woods are filled with them. Who knows, maybe one
day I’ll move back to New York. You never know.”
Sophie smiled reassuringly, though she didn’t feel
it. The mere thought of returning pained her, and
even if she didn’t see Jacob—and why would she
in a city of millions—the scars would still be there.
Localized, though. They’d shopped in boutiques,
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dined in fancy restaurants, and strolled Times
Square hand-in-hand only in her imagination; no
real ghosts haunted any of those places.
“You’ll stay until the fireworks, right?” Casey said,
hugging herself. “We’ll say goodbye to the most
awful year in human history together. Next year’s
going to be better. I have to believe that.”
Kept like veal in her tiny apartment, she’d been
fed a steady diet of never-ending political drama, riot
coverage, environmental crisis reports, and infection
and death toll statistics. And then there was the
small matter of her broken heart. Yes, after a year
scored so deeply with human suffering and strife,
next year absolutely had to be better.
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Trending
Jacob’s apartment looked like an F-5 tornado had
blown through it; walls bare, furniture missing, the
guest room’s contents sucked out without a trace.
Man, it was beautiful! In less than an hour, his nondisclosure agreement would be dissolved, and he
could publicly see whomever he wished. Of course,
the only woman with whom he wanted to be seen
refused to leave her apartment. Worse, she still
wasn’t talking to him.
He didn’t blame Sophie. All of his lies had caught
up with him, and Christmas had been a day of
reckoning—the first of many. His whole family was
still furious with him. Except for Gram. She had the
capacity to look past his worst mistakes.
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Shutting his apartment door, he rolled
Savannah’s bags into the elevator.
“So, what will you do now?” she asked, pressing
G.
“See Sophie. Maybe if I grovel enough, she’ll take
me back.”
“You’re terrible at groveling,” she said, smirking.
“I’m a new man.”
“Maybe you can help Aaron become one too,” she
said, staring up at the ceiling.
“Now that he finally knows about the baby, he’ll
come around. This breakup will help things along.”
“You’ve talked to Spirea?” she asked, raising a
perfectly manicured brow.
Jacob nodded. He understood his role and had
already rehearsed the lines.
Savannah squeezed his hand. “You’re a good egg.”
“No, I’m a good manager.”
“Ex-manager,” she said, pouting.
“Geoff will take great care of you. He taught me
everything I know.”
Pulling her mask down as the elevator came to a
gentle halt, she kissed his cheek and then smiled,
wiping off the lipstick smudge. “I’m really going to
miss you, Jake.”
“It’s been a great run.”
“It sure has.”

356

VIRTUALLY YOURS

The air crackled with anticipation as the polished
metal doors slid open. “And action,” Jacob
murmured.
Savannah’s expression transformed from relaxed
confidence to fully traumatized, her tears heeling
like obedient dogs. Sliding down her dark
sunglasses, she stepped into the lobby. “It’s over,
Jacob!” she sobbed thickly, pushing past the
paparazzi, their camera flashes exploding like
percussion grenades.
Jacob trailed behind her. “I made a mistake,” he
said. “I’ll never lie to you again!” He was no actor,
but for once, he might just be believable; he was
practicing for Sophie.
“I never want to see you again!” she said,
dramatically throwing herself into the waiting
limousine and slamming the door behind her. The
driver finished loading her bags, jumped behind the
wheel, and they sped off into the night.
After his jilted lover money shot, he turned away
from the mayhem and walked down the quiet
sidewalk to the end of the next block, chuckling to
himself. One thing was for darn sure: he would not
miss the drama. Flagging a taxi, he gave the driver
Sophie’s street address and settled back into the seat,
scrolling through social media posts with glee. The
breakup was already trending!
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Boooo!
Nearing midnight, Sophie drifted through her
empty apartment like a forlorn ghost. Her lights
were glowing faithfully; she’d forgotten to pack
them. Climbing onto the fire escape, she realized
she’d forgotten to pack her café table as well. Maybe
she should leave them for the next person—a
welcome to the neighborhood gift, something kind
in an unkind world.
“You ready, hon?” Casey said.
“Ready as I’ll ever be, I suppose.”
Casey sighed. “I’m really going to miss your face,
you know?”
“Stop it. You’ll make me cry. And then the tears
will freeze.”
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“I put the champagne out earlier,” Casey said. “As
cold as it is, it’s super chilled by now.”
“Oops, forgot my glass. Be right back,” Sophie
said, ducking inside. She wished she owned a really
fancy flute glass for this particular occasion; it was
an important one, her big goodbye. Turning the
disposable cup around in her hand, she chuckled.
Well, it would have to do.
Her body hanging over the railing, Casey yelled to
someone below. Laughter rose in response. Looking
around, Sophie realized that every fire escape in
sight had been commandeered, most by parties of
one. Hatted heads poked from open windows even
in this biting cold, and for one moment, every lonely
soul in New York City wasn’t alone. She wondered
if it was this way all over the world; people eager to
say goodbye to this wretched year.
And they would still be anxious after
midnight—no doubt about that. Every man, woman,
and child would still harbor the same fear that had
been simmering beneath the surface since the plague
began. But with vaccines on their way, there was
cause for hope now, cause for celebration. Reaching
over, she switched her little lights to blinking mode.
And what the heck, she’d make them pink for the
occasion. Pink was bubbly and festive.
A yellow taxi pulled to the curb in front of Hurry
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Curry, and a man hopped out, shoving a wad of bills
back through the window. His mischievous laugh
sounded familiar. Awfully, awfully familiar.
“It’s that rat, Jacob Rossi,” Casey hissed, cupping
her hands to her mouth. “Go home to your fiancée,
you cheater!”
Jacob’s head snapped up. Dodging Casey’s venom,
his eyes found hers. She thought back to the
wonderful evening when he’d smiled up at her from
that very same spot, sled in hand, his coat caked
in snow. Seeing him had given her a secret thrill.
That feeling would have made an encore appearance
just then had the pain of betrayal not immediately
snuffed it out.
“Why are you here?” she said.
“I need to talk to you,” he replied.
“What, so you can tell me some other lie? I don’t
think so.” Sophie realized that people were staring,
but honestly, what else did they have to do?
“Please let me explain about Savannah.”
“I don’t want to hear it.”
“It’s just a misunderstanding.”
“Misunderstanding?” Casey scoffed. “Not only
are you engaged to another woman, you’re fathering
her child. What kind of sicko are you, Jacob? You
played Sophie and you’re playing Savannah!”
“Boo,” a woman two floors up shouted. “Boooo!”
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“Hey, stop!” Jacob yelped, shielding himself from
the handfuls of M&Ms raining down on him like
demonic confetti. Someone threw a shoe; another,
an empty beer can. “Listen to me. Everything I told
you was true. It’s been over, Soph. It really has. And
I’m not her baby’s father. It’s—” Jacob’s eyes roamed
over seven stories of tenet faces, then he shook his
head. “It’s someone else’s, okay? Really.”
“Not according to social media,” Casey spouted.
“Check again,” he snarled.
Suddenly, those same tenet faces were bathed in
the blue glow of phone screens.
“Savannah, who?” Mrs. Silvers asked.
“Savannah Reed,” Sophie said.
“Is she on Facebook?”
“I believe so,” Sophie replied.
Just then, Casey gasped. “It’s true! On Savannah’s
Instagram feed. It says, ‘Marriage is off. Devastated.’
Oh, oh! And she’s changed her relationship status to
‘single’.”
“But what about the baby?” Sophie said. “She told
your entire family. I was there, remember?”
“Your fiancée is pregnant and you are wooing
another woman? You are no good for our Sophie,”
Ramesh said.
“Boo!” the woman on the sixth floor yelled again
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as more candy rained down from above. Sophie
couldn’t have said it better herself.
“Wait! TMZ just broke the news. ‘No Wedding
Bells for Savannah Reed’. Oh, and here’s another
one. ‘Savannah Dumps Lying Jacob.’ And here: ‘It’s
Over! Savannah Leaves Jacob for Alien Lover’. I
can’t believe it,” Casey said, lost in a gossip haze.
Rolling his eyes, Jacob shrugged. “See, Soph, I
wasn’t lying. I never lied to you.”
“You didn’t tell me the truth, either. For all I
know, you could have broken up an hour ago.”
“We did break up an hour ago,” he said
exasperatedly. “Officially, anyway.”
“See, Sophie, now you can stay,” Mr. Marconi
yelled down from his seventh-floor balcony. “Hey
Casey, where’s my rent?”
“Ask Congress,” she retorted.
“Dinesh will help you move back in. Then you
will marry.” Turning to his son, he said, “Hurry, get
her things from the truck.”
“Wait! You’re moving?” Jacob said, sounding as
betrayed as she felt. “But I thought you were taking
the consulting job.”
“I’m only on retainer. I can’t afford to stay.”
Sophie regarded the skyline of her adopted city, her
building filled with wonderful people, and finally her
empty apartment. It was killing her to lose all of this,
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but as her eyes fell on the handsome man who’d
stolen her heart and then broken it, she realized
she’d already lost everything that mattered.
“Besides, there’s nothing left here for me.”
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CDC Guidelines
Gazing at the big yellow rental truck parked in the
alley, Panic gripped Jacob. Sophie couldn’t leave
town. She couldn’t leave him! Especially not now
that he was fully free.
“I’m left. Sophie, please, I’m left.”
“You blew your chance with me. Too many lies,
too much Savannah.”
“She’s out of my life for good. I’m no longer her
fiancé or her manager. You’re all I want, Sophie.”
She shook her head, and then wiped at her eyes.
Jacob wanted to cry as well. Savannah had accused
him of being a lousy groveller. Well, that changed
now.
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“You told me you loved me. Did you mean it?” he
said, desperate for any way to get through to her.
“Doesn’t matter,” she croaked. “You don’t feel the
same.”
“I don’t feel the same?” What was this woman
talking about? “Sophie, I love you. I’m absolutely,
crazy in love with you.”
“You love me?” she squeaked.
“Yeah. Can I please come up now? I’m turning
into a popsicle.”
“You can’t,” Sophie said.
“Why not?”
“CDC guidelines.”
Jacob’s jaw dropped; this was no time for
government interference. “But I’m not contagious
anymore.”
“You don’t know that, and I can’t put all of my
neighbors at risk.”
“Boo!” the M&M woman howled.
Whipping out his phone, Jacob scrolled through
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s
website. “Individuals can be around others ten days
after symptoms first appear,” he read aloud. “It’s
been more than ten days, Sophie.”
“Good enough for me,” Mr. Marconi shouted. “If
you’ve got Casey’s rent money, I’ll buzz you in,”
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“Don’t you do it, Marconi,” Casey threatened.
“Not until Sophie says.”
Jacob began pacing back and forth like a frustrated
coyote. “Fine, then you come down here.”
“Then I can’t see the fireworks,” Sophie said.
“They’re my last ones.”
With much of her face obscured by a mask, Jacob
couldn’t tell if she was serious or teasing, but he was
erring on the side of optimism.
“Not if I get my way,” he muttered, climbing on
the rental truck’s roof and lunging for the fire escape.
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Dr. Fauci
Sophie watched in fascination as Jacob dangled by
one arm from the Acharya’s railing. Bless his heart,
Dinesh reached down and helped him onto the
platform.
“What are you doing?” Ramesh shouted. “He’s
the enemy. Protect what’s yours!”
“Give it a rest, Baba. She’s, like, old. No offense,
Sophie,” he called out.
“None taken,” Sophie said, laughing. “Now go
wash your hands. You don’t know where he’s been.”
Jacob grabbed a hold of the ladder and began
climbing it. “You’re all I can think about, Sophie,” he
shouted. “When I was sick, all I wanted was to get
better so I could see you again.”

369

Virginia Gray

Without written permission, Sophie’s heart
swelled, all the cracks and fissures of the past weeks
mending themselves. Maybe that old song was right;
you had to go through hell before you get to heaven.
When Jacob’s head poked through Casey’s
balcony opening, he sized her up; one alpha predator
trespassing on another’s territory.
“Are you going to hit me with a baseball bat or let
me pass?” he asked, cocking his head.
“Do not hurt her again,” Casey said, poking him
in the chest as he straightened to full height,
towering over her. “I know karate, and I will end
you.”
“Understood,” he said, nodding.
Sophie was so impressed by her pint-sized pit bull
of a best friend.
“I love your quirkiness, and your phobias, and
your beautiful face,” he said, holding Sophie’s eyes
as he continued his climb. “I love the way you
crinkle your nose when you laugh, and the way your
skin flushes when I say something provocative.”
“Jacob!” she squealed.
Snatching the champagne bottle off the last
wrung, he muscled himself onto the metal grating at
Sophie’s feet. “I did mention that I loved you, right,”
he said, his eyes slowly running up her body until
they found her face. “Give us a little more time.”
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“But I don’t have anywhere to live,” she said, torn
between fairy tale and practicality.
“Turns out, I have a very large, mostly empty,
Midtown apartment in need of a jungle-print couch.
Why don’t we drive that big yellow moving truck of
yours over there and unload it?”
“But my cousin’s expecting me,” she said weakly.
“We’ll go out and visit when it’s safe again.
Promise.”
“Ten!” someone yelled out.
Climbing to his feet, Jacob set the bottle on her
café table and took a step towards her.
“Nine!” Mr. Marconi shouted.
Sophie stepped back.
“Eight!” Casey hollered.
“Where are you going, Soph?” Jacob said as he
took another step toward her, his eyes predatory.
Sophie quickly retreated.
“Seven!” the M&M lady bellowed.
“Social distancing?” she said nervously as the icy
metal railing pressed into her back. Gosh, he was
big, way too close, and… absolutely mouthwatering.
Sophie fought the sudden urge to launch herself at
him and bury her face into his neck like a vampire.
“Six!” Ramesh shouted.
“You’ve just run out of balcony,” Jacob said,
closing the distance between them. He smelled so
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good she was about to lose her mind. Searching his
beautiful bourbon eyes, she realized in that moment
that she already had.
“Five,” someone across the street cried out.
“I’m afraid, Jacob,” she whispered as he pulled off
his mask.
“Four!” Mrs. Silvers squawked.
“I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t safe for you,” he
murmured.
“Three!”
Slipping his fingers behind her ears, he slowly
removed her mask. The fierce trail of heat his fingers
left behind burned her cheeks and lips as he traced
them. She relished this first touch, his skin to hers;
real life. Something normal—no, beyond it. The
stuff of dreams. Jacob leaned in.
“You suck, 2020!” someone yelled out.
“Two!” Samantha in 3B squealed.
Dinesh whooped.
“Dr. Fauci wouldn’t approve of this,” she
mumbled.
“One!” a chorus of voices jubilantly sang out.
Cupping her face, he leaned in, stopping mere
inches from her mouth. “To hell with Dr. Fauci,” he
said, and his lips were on hers.
“Happy New Year!” the complex cheered, the
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block cheered, New York City cheered. Maybe even
the world.
Somewhere between exploding fireworks,
popping champagne corks, and Jacob’s insistent lips,
Sophie decided that if Fate had her in its sights, it
would be okay; this one kiss alone was absolutely
worth it. Throwing her arms around his neck, she
pulled him closer. And the year 2020 was gone…
forever.
THANK GOD!

I hope you loved this story as much as I did writing
it! If so, please consider leaving a review –> Virtually
Yours
Join my newsletter for news and a free book –>
Sign up
Become a member of my killer street team –> Let
me in!
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Need another read? Check out –> The Susan
Wade Saga
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Coming Soon!

Five thousand years ago when dinosaurs roamed
the earth, and the pandemic began, Julia Rossi was a
top New York fashion designer. That was, of course,
before everyone started telecommuting in their
underwear. When her couture division shuts down
and she’s transferred to activewear, she finds herself
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in the tiny tourist town of Lake Lure, North
Carolina, its only claim to fame, the actual setting
for the film Dirty Dancing. How is she supposed to
create innovative designs when she doesn’t know
the first thing about nature—ew!
Evan Davis was happily writing computer code in
Seattle until summer forest fires sent him packing.
Now he’s squatting in his parents’ lake cabin until
his company reopens their offices. At least the Blue
Ridge Mountains are great for hiking.
When Evan saves Julia from a wild boar, there’s an
instant connection, but teaching her to appreciate
the great outdoors is more daunting than he
imagines—especially when she starts designing his
clothes. Can these two find any common ground?
Subscribe to my newsletter for updates –> book
news.
While you wait, check out –> The Susan Wade
Saga.
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