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Chapter One

Marianne Dawson woke to the steady and
determined thump of a headache. Gingerly, she lifted her hand and
poked the sensitive place right above her right eye, wincing at the
sudden, and intense, stab of pain. Yep, she probably had – or would
very soon have – a very nice bruise. Just in time for the
weekend.

She shifted with a grimace. Great. She’d
passed out in the middle of a job. Hopefully she hadn’t been out
too long; she’d just bet the well-to-do couple that had hired her
to redesign their penthouse garden would be thrilled to find her
unconscious on their patio.

But the surface under her didn’t feel like
stone, slate…or even grass.

It actually felt a lot like…a bed.

Loathe to find out where she might be, Mari
didn’t lift her lids. She slowly became aware of sounds around her.
The steady, clinical beep of monitors, the rustle and slide of
footsteps and, over it all, the blanket of antiseptic scent. Very
slowly, she opened her eyes, her mind whirling with what she might
see.

She supposed she shouldn’t have been
surprised to see a hospital room, but she gasped nonetheless,
causing the pounding in her head to escalate to new levels.

And then she remembered.

She’d been carrying a large bag of
fertilizer across the Wyndham family’s gorgeous penthouse garden,
the bag so large that she could hardly see over it. The October
sunshine, unusually bright, shone down and, lost in a daydream,
Mari hadn’t bothered to check the ground beneath her.

The ground on which she’d recently laid her
rake.

The memory made Mari cringe. Only people in
slapstick movies – and apparently now her – got hit in the face by
a rake.

Hopefully the only person nearby had been
her best friend and business partner, Jen, who had presumably
brought her here.

But had that really been necessary? Mari
tried to sit. Her gaze traveled the length of her body, down to her
hot pink sneakers, before a wave of dizziness assaulted her. Whoa.
Apparently it had been very necessary.

Where had Jen gone?

Thinking caused a stabbing pain behind her
eyes and Mari lay back on the flat pillows, rubbing her temples in
small circles. It helped a little.

Around her, thin white curtains prevented
her from the full effect of the working hospital around her. She
could make out the shapes of feet under the curtain’s hem, the
movement, but little else. Every few moments, half a shape appeared
through the curtain fabric, as someone brushed too close.

“Ms. Marianne
Dawson?”

Mari’s eyes snapped open. That hurt, too.
She frowned, biting back a groan.

She soon forgot the pain
when her gaze settled on the man standing at her bedside. A single
coherent through made its way through her headache:
My God, he’s hot!

He was tall and lean; she’d never seen a man
fill out a doctor’s white coat better. His hair, a rich chocolate,
glinted under the fluorescent lighting, picking out strands of
coffee-dark and caramel-light brown. It looked like he might’ve
styled and combed it earlier in the day, but through the day he’d
obviously run his fingers through it, tousling the mass and causing
a few tendrils to hang over his forehead, giving him a boyish,
unkempt look.

Her gaze dropped to his face, drinking in
beautifully sculpted cheekbones, a strong jaw, and eyes of an
intense sea green.

“That’s me,” she said when
her brain started to work again.

“I’m Dr. Campbell. How are
you feeling?” he asked gently. “Do you need anything for the
pain?”

“Not yet.” She rubbed her
hand over eyes that still gave her a slightly fuzzy view of Dr.
Dreamy. “I only just woke up.”

“Okay.” He wrote something
on the clipboard he held. “I need to ask you some questions. Is
that all right?”

“Sure.” She closed her
eyes. The headache retreated a little.

“How old are
you?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Do you have a history of
any serious medical conditions?”

“My grandmother had pretty
bad asthma.”

He made a note; she heard the quiet stroke
of his pen on paper. “Do you feel nauseous or feverish?”

“No.”

“Does it hurt to look at
the lights on the ceiling?”

She opened her eyes and directed them
towards the strip lighting. “My head still hurts, but no more than
usual.”

“Where exactly is your
headache, right now?”

She cautiously hovered her hand over the
sensitive spot in her forehead. He made a noise that might have
been a chuckle.

“What’s funny?” Mari
asked.

He sobered immediately. “I’m sorry.
Nothing.”

Mari resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “At
least laugh with me and not at me. I could do with a good laugh
right now.”

Indecision plastered his face, and then he
said, “I’m guessing you received this injury by being smacked in
the head by the handle of a rake.”

Grudgingly impressed, Mari asked slowly,
“How do you know that?”

“Because the name of the
local hardware store is imprinted in your forehead.”

What? She wanted to look. She needed a mirror. How bad did it look?
Were the words clear? How quick could she cover it up? Desperate to
know, Mari tried to sit, but sharp pain lanced through
her.

Jen’s very timely arrival prevented her from
trying again. Jen hurried to the other side of Mari’s bed.
“Sweetie, you’re awake! I’m sorry I left you, I wanted to leave the
penthouse in a relatively neat state.”

“It’s okay. And thanks.”
Mari reached for Jen’s hand. Her blonde, curly-haired friend
squeezed it affectionately.

“Will she be okay?” Jen
asked Dr. Dreamy.

He nodded. “She’ll be fine. I suggest you go
home, though. You shouldn’t return to work until tomorrow at the
earliest,” he added, addressing Mari now. “I’ll prescribe some
medium strength painkillers in case you need them. Try a couple of
ibuprofen first, though.”

“That sounds
nice.”

Now he did chuckle. “Don’t overdo it.” He
touched her shoulder gently. Through the sleeve of her plain grey
shirt, his hand was warm and firm. “I’d like you to try and sit up
and tell me how your head feels.”

She did so, gingerly. The pain in her head
remained consistent, but didn’t worsen, and she told him that.

A smile ghosted around his mouth,
immediately drawing Mari’s gaze. “Good.” He gave her a slip of
green paper. “Take this to the pharmacy on your way out, and please
do come back, or see your doctor, if you think something’s not
right or the symptoms begin to worsen. You might want to have
someone stay with you for the next couple of hours, though I don’t
think you have a concussion.”

“Thanks.”

“Do you have hectic
weekend plans?” he asked, then added, “You might want to take
things easy for a couple of days.”

The jackhammer above her eye slowed its pace
a little as she remembered what she’d be doing in the two days
ahead. “I’ve organized a surprise party for some friends,” she said
with a smile for Jen. “They’ve been in England for the last three
months.”

“Sounds nice.” His eyes
warmed, suggesting he really meant it. “All right, you seem good to
go.” His hand rested on her shoulder. “Take it easy.”

“Thank you.”

He stayed by her side through her swinging
her legs over the side of the bed and standing, until Jen took her
hand.

“Take care,” he told her,
and then he hurried to the next patient. Her attention lingered on
the shape of his torso in his white coat until he was out of
sight.

~* * *~

“You sure you’re okay?”
Jen asked, concerned, as she and Mari made their way towards the
pharmacy.

Mari shrugged her handbag over her shoulder.
The world looked a lot less fuzzy than it had. “I feel much better.
Although I’m looking forward to having a few of these babies.” She
waved the green slip Dr. Campbell had written out for her.

Jen stopped at a vending machine, tapped it.
“Do you want something to drink? It might help.”

“Sure.” She waited while
Jen popped coins into the machine’s narrow slot. The mechanisms
inside whirred and clicked and then two thumps were heard. Jen
scooped up two bottles of water and pressed one, blessedly cool,
into Mari’s hands. “Half of headaches are dehydration, you
know.”

“I’m pretty sure
mine isn’t. At
all.” She stopped, and tugged on the sleeve of Jen’s lightweight
black sweater. “Are there…. Words imprinted on my
forehead?”

Jen seemed to have an internal debate with
herself for a few moments before she grimaced and nodded.
“Kinda.”

Oh, boy.
Mari reached up and rubbed at her forehead. It
hurt. A lot. For the first time in a long time, she wished she’d
grown bangs of some sort to cover the imprinted text. “Oh well.
It’ll fade before long. I just want to go home. How’s the penthouse
garden looking? Thanks for sorting that out by the way.”

“No problem,” Jen assured
her as they joined the line for the pharmacy. A woman in a white
coat dispensed medicines with surprising efficiency. “It’s fine. My
plan now is to get you home and then go back to work to finish some
things off. Even if you don’t work tomorrow morning, we’ll still be
ahead of schedule.”

“Good.” Mari gave her
friend a one-armed hug. “I love being ahead.”

Jen’s happy grin was blinding. “I do my
best.”

“You do great,” Mari
smiled. “Do you have weekend plans?” The line moved forward, and
now only an elderly couple stood between them and the
counter.

“I have a totally hot three-way date: Jack Bauer, and my good
friends Ben and Jerry.”

Mari snickered as she finished her water.
She eyed Jen’s slim figure. “I have no idea where you put it
all.”

“You aren’t exactly Miss
Piggy yourself,” Jen pointed out, playfully poking Mari in the
side.

“I know that. But no one
can go through Ben and Jerry’s like you. You’re like an ice cream
disappear-o machine.”

“Yep.” Jen patted her
annoyingly flat stomach. “That’s the way I like it.”

Their turn came and Mari handed over the
little green slip. In no time at all, they were headed for the
subway and on their way back to Mari’s apartment in Astoria.

“Take Dr. Dreamboat’s
advice and be careful, okay?” Jen urged Mari as they entered 4D.
Despite being fairly small – or cozy, as the realtor had
described it – the apartment let in a lot of light and the creamy
paint on the walls made it appear larger. “You gave me quite a
scare.”

Mari hadn’t even thought about how her
accident might have affected Jen. “I’m so sorry,” she told her
friend sincerely. “I’ll be careful. All I have to do tomorrow is
blow up balloons – and I’ll have help. Sure you don’t want to
come?”

Jen shook her head. “Thanks, but family
stuff’s tied up my last few weekends and now I just want some chill
out time by myself.” She hugged Mari tightly. “Go put on your PJs
and relax. I’ll see you Monday.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Jen saw herself out and Mari dumped her bag
on the couch with a sigh. Knowing it couldn’t be put off, she made
the short journey to her cupboard-sized bathroom and looked in the
mirror.

Dr. Campbell hadn’t been wrong about her
forehead.


Chapter Two

Even with the help of seven people and four
helium canisters, inflating a hundred balloons proved to be far
more work than Mari could ever have estimated. At least her
headache had retreated, and, with judicious use of make-up, so had
the hardware store name on her skin. It wasn’t that the letters
stayed imprinted; it was that a bruise had formed in their
shape.

Perhaps she ought to think about investing
in a hat.

She checked her watch. Fifty balloons,
grouped into weighted trees of ten, stood prettily in the large,
wooden-floored workshop space. Mari couldn’t wait to see her friend
Will again, and guessed – correctly she hoped – that he’d waste
little time hot-footing it down to his business, The Workshop, to
check the progress of his apprentices, Mal and Billy.

The young men worked hard in the corner,
talking excitedly about the return of their boss and friend as they
inflated balloons and attached them to a tree with long coils of
silver ribbon.

And why shouldn’t they be excited? Everyone
here felt the same way, Mari thought, scanning the faces. Will’s
friends Nathan and Daniel, along with her brother Kale, had arrived
to help too. And so had Will’s father, Ted, clutching a spray of
flowers in his hands.

Mari knew who they were intended for. Not
only would they welcome Will back today, but his girlfriend Rachel
would arrive with him.

A Londoner, Rachel had met Will when the
theft of her passport had stranded her in New York earlier in the
year. Will had landed a commission to restore historical furniture
and, as part of the job, had been required to complete a
restoration course at a London museum. The duration of the course
had given Rachel time to prepare for a move to the States. Mari
looked forward to it immensely and hoped that Rachel would become a
good friend.

She finished her share of balloons and
crossed the airy workshop space to where Nathan, a tall,
dark-haired man wearing slim silver-framed glasses, set up a cake
and some bottles of soda.

“Looks good,” she told him
with a smile.

He returned it. “Won’t be as good as
Rachel’s,” he said, referring to the absent woman’s career as a
special occasion cake maker. “The first thing I’m going to do when
she gets here is ask for more muffins.”

Mari laughed and left him to the snacks
table, heading for the stereo she’d set up on a recently cleaned,
waist-high workbench. Nearby, Lauren, a friend Mari had recruited
for the party set-up, busied herself selecting CDs.

“How’s it going?” Mari
asked.

Lauren smiled and habitually flicked back
her curtain of dark red hair. “Great. I’m almost done. I’ve totally
enjoyed eyeing up your friends over there.”

Mari glanced in that general direction.
“I’ve known them for too long to consider it, I’m afraid.”

“Excellent, more for me.”
Lauren slid a CD into the media system’s slide-out tray and set it
to play. “It still feels like summer.”

Mari looked through the workshop’s
generously sized bay windows, letting the late afternoon sunshine
bathe her face and neck. “I know. I never want to it to end.” The
warm weather allowed her to wear a cap-sleeved navy blue dress that
skimmed to her knees. She’d chosen a plain white belt and white
pumps.

“Finished!” Billy
announced from across the workshop, his young face glowing with
pride and exertion.

And just in time, Mari thought she
heard the tell-tale turn on a key in the door of the workshop’s
sales and customer area. Her suspicions were confirmed when she
heard Will’s pleasantly deep voice say, “I can’t wait to see what
the boys have been working on.”

The adjoining door to the workshop area
started to slide, and as soon as Will’s face appeared, everyone
yelled “Surprise!”

Seeing their faces, Mari remembered how much
she loved throwing parties. In seconds, the pair disappeared in a
sea of hugs and voices, their faces shining with health and
happiness. The love between them floated in the room, a tangible
thing, and Mari’s heart filled to see it. For herself, falling in
love wasn’t a big deal, but seeing others take the plunge and have
their courage rewarded gave her a fuzzy feeling inside.

She distributed cake and soda as Will told
everyone about his course and Rachel’s plan to set herself up as an
event organizer. With the large commission that Will’s restoration
project would pay, they also had plans to move into a larger
apartment.

Mari passed Rachel a slice of the sponge
cake and the brunette hugged her. “Thanks so much for this,” she
bubbled happily. “We were feeling a bit down on our way here, jet
lag and stuff, you know… this was just what we needed.”

“Glad to hear it.” Mari
hugged back.

The party seemed to fly past, and before
long, she and Lauren helped clean up. Rachel and Will had already
left in a flurry of hugs and kisses. Watching them, Mari thought
their new life together would be filled with joy.

Her head started to ache a bit again and she
hurried herself up, wanting to go home and slide into bed.

“Come on, stop that,”
Lauren urged, staying Mari’s hands on a garbage bag. “Let’s sit and
have some cake.”

Happy to give in, Mari tied the bag closed
and collapsed on to a chair Lauren pulled up. She smoothed back her
wavy, shoulder-length black hair and accepted the plated cake that
Lauren offered.

“Want some soda?” Lauren
asked.

“That’d be great,
thanks.”

Lauren saw to Mari’s request and then sat
opposite the taller woman. “Now that I’ve plied you with cake, I
have a favor to ask.”

“Wow, jump straight in,
don’t you?” Mari asked, after swallowing a bite of the deliciously
moist sponge. “What could possibly want? To borrow this fabulous
dress, maybe?”

Lauren laughed. “I have my own fabulous
dresses, although you do look hot in that color. Maybe you
could wear it tomorrow night.”

Mari sipped her soda and considered having
another piece of cake. Not without regret, she decided against it.
Unlike her business partner Jen, sweet foods wouldn’t help her keep
her figure. “And what are we doing tomorrow night?”

“How do you feel about a
double date?”

Mari hadn’t heard that phrase for a long
time. “What? Have you been two-timing some guys who found out about
each other?” she joked.

“Not at the moment,”
Lauren said lightly, polishing off her own slice of cake and
licking her fingers. “I’m sort of seeing this guy, and he has a
friend who recently moved here and feels pretty down. Apparently
it’s a pretty sad story.”

“Great,” Mari muttered, “A
charity case. Just the sort of quality I look for in potential
dates.” She set her empty plate down, preparing to
stand.

Lauren caught her hand. “He’s a really nice
guy. I promise.”

“So he’s nice, but too
lame to get himself a date?” Mari frowned. Sounded like a wet
blanket to her. She picked up her plate and handed it to Lauren. “I
think I’m going to need some more cake for you to convince
me.”

~* * *~

“Stupid date. Stupid
friend. Stupid tie.” Noah Campbell stood in front of the mirror in
his two bedroom apartment in Bayside, Queens, fiddling with a slim,
stone-gray tie. He normally didn’t mind the ties he wore for work.
But therein lay the cause of his resentment, tonight might be
work.

He looked over his shoulder at the Irish
wolfhound sprawled across the throw on the foot of his bed. “What
do you think, buddy? Tie or no tie?”

The only answer he got from Maverick came in
the form of a soft doggy snore. No great loss, Noah supposed;
wolfhounds weren’t known for their great fashion sense.

Deciding to live dangerously, he slid the
tie from the collar of his shirt and dropped it into the drawer of
his dressing table. Then he crossed to the small stereo system on
his bedside table and switched it to CD. Bruce Springsteen filled
the room, knocking Noah’s mood up a much-needed notch. If only he
could get himself in the mood for going out.

The music awakened Maverick, who lifted his
long, dark brown head and emitted a gentle woof. Noah sat down on
the bed and stroked the dog thoughtfully for a long moment. “What
do you think, Mav? Do you agree with Mike? Am I really so
lame?”

Maverick butted his head affectionately
against Noah’s hand. Who knew whether he did it in agreement or
not?

It had all started a few nights ago. Noah
and Mike had been shooting some pool in a local bar, one of their
favorites. Mike had been telling Noah about a girl he currently
dated casually, Lauren. The girl sounded pretty hot, and Noah said
so, thinking the compliment would give his friend an ego boost.
Instead, Mike had replied with, “A hot girl like Lauren is just
what you need. I’m willing to bet she has some smokin’ friends, and
at least one of them is bound to be single.”

“Mike, no,” Noah had
protested as Mike bent to take a shot at a ball. His friend had a
killer lead and would probably win. Again. Go figure. “I don’t need
a pity date. What the hell is her friend going to think? That I
can’t get a woman with my good looks and medical
degree?”

Mike had thrown him a get real look. “Noah,
it hurts my manliness to say this, but it isn’t that you
don’t possess charm and allure. It’s that you hardly bother
to use them. It’s been almost a year, man.” Mike clapped him on the
shoulder and gave him a long look. “You don’t have to get back on
the horse, okay? Just saddle it up, and see how it feels. Your
shot, by the way.”

Noah took the shot, but with his mind
somewhere other than on the game, he lost. Again. He was really
starting to lose his edge.

Maverick stirred and leapt off the bed,
breaking Noah’s reverie.

With a sigh, he stood, and looked in the
mirror again. A nicely cleaned up guy looked back at him, neat
apart from the few strands of hair that always fell stubbornly over
his forehead. His own eyes stared back at him, a clear, sea green,
and he always worked out enough to keep trim and healthy. He
supposed he might not be a bad catch, really, but it was so long
since he’d dated that he wasn’t sure what was expected of him.

Jesus, he thought. You’re
thirty-two freaking years old. Quit feeling so nervous.

He’d cauterized wounds. He’d looked into
dying men’s eyes and held their hands. He could handle a blind
date. Couldn’t he?

Doubt crept back in as he studied the blue
dress shirt he wore. Too professional? Had it
looked better with the tie? And what about the dark denim of his
jeans? Did they complement the shirt? Maybe he wore too much
blue.

He swore under his breath. No
wonder women took so long getting ready for dates. He didn’t blame
them. Quite frankly, he considered himself blessed to be a man. No
make-up or jewellery to worry about.

An insistent beeping made him
scramble in his pocket. His phone alarm rang, meaning he had to
leave. “Maverick!” he yelled. It was time for his four-legged
friend to go out and play in the yard while Noah tried to enjoy his
date.

Noah had been very fortunate to
snap up the two bedroom apartment, especially situated as it was,
on the ground floor. That meant he also got a share of the
apartment block’s communal garden. He’d painstakingly fenced it in,
and then, pleased with his work, had taken a trip to a nearby
kennel to choose himself a new friend.

One look at the then-puppy
Maverick, with his huge pleading eyes, and enthusiastic tail wag,
and he hadn’t been able to say no. He hadn’t regretted it and hoped
he never would.

He called for the dog again,
and a bundle of fur, tongue and muscle raced into the room,
skidding to a halt at his owner’s feet. Maverick stared up at him
excitedly, black eyes bright, tail thumping, enthusiastically
awaiting a command.

“Love
going outside, don’t you?” Noah grinned, rubbing the dog’s head.
“All right. Time for me to go convince Mike that I’m looking
forward to this.” Time to see
what sort of woman would agree to go on a charity
date.

He briefly wondered if Mike had
paid her.

If only Mike’s idea of doing a
favor involved pizza, beer, and not leaving the apartment for the
evening. Noah checked his reflection one more time in the mirror,
scowling at the small crinkle in the collar of his shirt. He undid
the top two buttons. There. Maybe he looked a bit more…casual. Even
sexy?

God, this was going to be a
disaster.

Maverick sat by the back door
of Noah’s apartment, head cocked, looking at his master
expectantly.

“All right.”
Noah headed down the stairs. “Time for me to go play
nice.”

~* * *~

The restaurant seemed a good
choice, at least, Noah thought a half hour later as he waited for
the hostess to return to her podium in the drinks area. He stood by
a large sign which stated that diners should WAIT TO BE SEATED.

The large dining space sang
with the aromas of Chinese food. It pleased Noah immensely; he
loved Chinese food. Looking around, he took the measure of the
place as he waited. Men and women sat around circular tables, on
which a top, clear glass section rotated. Seeing dishes carried to
and fro by well-dressed waiters had Noah’s stomach rumbling.

He brightened a little. If the
woman Mike had picked out for him liked Chinese food, then maybe
all wasn’t lost.

A slender young woman dressed
in a long Chinese dress arrived at the wooden podium.

“Good
evening. Table for one?”

Noah wondered if he
looked that pathetic. Should’ve worn the tie. “No, I’m
here with friends. Perhaps it’s listed under Mike
Ramirez?”

The hostess moved behind the
podium and opened a lace-covered black book. She flicked through
it, her long-lidded Asian eyes scanning for the name. “Ah, yes.
Follow me, please?” she took a menu from a slot in the podium, and
then turned.

Noah followed.

Huge paper fans, decorated with
painstakingly painted koi, or bridges and sunsets, adorned the
walls. Delicate, tinkling Chinese music played over small speakers
that hung in each corner. In contrast to the deep red carpet, the
tablecloths protecting the wood gleamed a soft cherry-blossom
pink.

Noah spied Mike straight away.
His friend wasn’t wrong. The girl next to him – all heart-shaped
face, and dark, sleek red hair – could be in the pages of beauty
magazines. He didn’t see another woman at the table.

His heart did a nosedive. Had
his date decided it wasn’t worth it?

“Can I take
your jacket?” the hostess asked. Noah gave it to her with a smile
of thanks, and took his seat. As menus already lay open on the
table, she hurried away, promising to come back later and take food
orders.

“Glad you
made it.” Mike gave him a huge grin. The whiteness of his teeth
stood out against his dark beard. “This beautiful creature,” he
indicated the woman next to him “is Lauren.”

“Nice to meet
you.” Noah offered his hand. Lauren shook it. Her nails were
perfect oval shapes, and painted a sunset red. When the brief
handshake was over, Noah opened his mouth to ask where his date
was. Mike pre-empted him. “Relax. She’s powdering her
nose.”

Noah tried to do as Mike asked
and opened one of the menus on the table. The thick, laminated
pages smelled faintly of green tea. Above the menu, he noticed Mike
and Lauren staring intently at each other. They looked as if they
wanted to make out, so why the heck had they invited him and a
blind date here? His gut told him he might be in for an awkward
evening.

He lifted the menu a little
higher, covering almost all of his face. As he did so, Mike all but
leapt at his date and they wasted no time engaging in an intimate
game of tonsil hockey. For the first time in a long time, Noah
prayed for the thick carpet to open up and swallow him, chair, menu
and all.

His thoughts occupied him
sufficiently enough not to hear someone approaching the table,
until something tapped the front of his menu. He jolted in surprise
and lowered the leather-bound pages to see a familiar face.

The woman appeared equally
surprised. “Well now, Dr. Campbell, this is where you hang out when
you’re off duty.”

A smile tugged at his lips.
“Miss Dawson.”

Mike and Lauren stopped
exploring each other’s tonsils for a few seconds, and Mike asked,
“You two know each other?”

“You could
say that.” Noah allowed himself a moment to look at the woman that
faced him. Her ebony hair seemed brighter today, shinier. She wore
it loose, and covered with a number of silver, flower-shaped clips.
The center of the flowers glimmered and sparkled under the
restaurant lights. Her plain red wrap-around dress served to
emphasize the inky darkness of her hair. The hem ended mid-thigh,
showing off some truly excellent legs, slender, but not too skinny
with nicely shaped calves and ankles.

Kitten heels, red to match her
dress, hugged her feet. No sneakers tonight, he noted, remembering
the bright pink monstrosities she’d been wearing on Friday.

“How did the
party go?” he asked as she slid into the seat next to him. Her gaze
met his; her eyes the most intense blue he’d ever seen, like the
sky of a perfectly cloudless July day.

“Good. The
surprise was a success. There were balloons and cake.” She
snickered. “I can’t believe you remembered what I said.”

Noah looked across the table to
see that Mike and Lauren were regarding them both curiously.

Lauren spoke first. “Sweetie,
how long have you known Noah?”

“Not long.”
Mari chose a menu from the stack on the table and opened it. “I had
an, umm, accident on Friday. Noah was the doctor in the emergency
room.”

“Are you
okay? And you didn’t say anything at the party?” Lauren asked with
genuine concern.

“I’m fine,”
Mari smiled. “Just a bump on the head.”

Noah noticed that the hardware
store’s name hadn’t lingered on her forehead. He also remembered
that she hadn’t cringed when he’d told her, or shied away. She’d
behaved pretty calmly, which would always be valued in an emergency
room.

A waiter arrived at their
table. Mike ordered a pitcher of water, and two pots of Chinese
tea. Noah debated ordering something stronger for himself, but he
decided against it, not on a Sunday night.

When the waiter left, Lauren
asked Mari something about her outfit and the two began chattering
animatedly. As they did, Mike leaned over and addressed Noah. “What
d’ya think? Smokin’ or what?”

“Which?”

Mike made a face. He
leaned back to allow the waiter to serve them the water, and pour
steaming Chinese tea into small, round cups. “Dude. Seriously,
where’s your head these days? I know Lauren’s hot. What do you
think of your
date?”

“I
think…Right now I’m not really sure what I think.” Just seeing her
again had knocked him for a loop. As if that wasn’t enough, the
sight of her squeezed into that sexy little red number had injected
his brain with an extra dose of fuzziness. When he’d met her on
Friday, she’d been wearing baggy work clothes, so of course he
hadn’t noticed her slender waist or shapely hips.

The wrap-around dress also did
a hell of job squeezing her breasts together, offering them up for
his admiration. “She’s…”

The hostess arrived,
interrupting the gathering of his thoughts. “Are you ready to
order?”

After a brief discussion, they
requested Set Menu D, the recommended meal for a party of three of
four. Noah scanned the contents: crispy duck pancakes, crabmeat
soup, prawn noodles, sweet and sour fish, chicken with cashew nuts,
seasonal vegetables, Mongolian beef, and young-chow rice. Lychees
and vanilla ice cream would be served for dessert.

The hostess collected their
menus, re-filled their tea cups, and then headed off towards the
kitchen.

Lauren patted Mike’s leg.
“Honey, Mari and I are off to the ladies’ room.”

Mike leaned in for a quick
kiss. “You girls never can go alone, can you? All right, but hurry
back, pumpkin.”

Pumpkin? Noah had never heard
Mike behave like this before. Could his friend, a self-confessed
womanizer, be in love? Proper love, with stars and garters? The
whole shebang?

“So,” Mike
said, leaning back, stretching his hands behind his head. “What do
you think of her?”

“I like her,”
Noah answered honestly. “But-”
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