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      CHAPTER 1
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      Kate Anderson flashed hot all over.

      


      The summer heat wave assaulting New York City had nothing to do with it.


      Here she was, Miss Efficient Art Gallery Manager, overseeing the annual “Art in Central Park” outdoor exhibit cosponsored

         by the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Yet, what was she doing? She was fantasizing about the handsome mounted patrol officer

         galloping up the path in her direction.

      


      Fantasizing about him naked, to be exact.

      


      Prewedding jitters Kate assured herself.

      


      That, and her pesky subconscious trying to challenge her belief that size didn't matter.


      Size didn't matter.


      Not to Kate.


      Not if you were a prominent corporate attorney with a no-nonsense outlook on life that would finally bring focus and clarity

         to her life.

      


      She'd met Harold Trent Wellington shortly after her time-to-grow-up-now thirtieth birthday. From their first date, Kate had

         known Harold was exactly the type of man she needed to keep her grounded. Harold was handsome by any woman's standards—tall,

         lean, a touch of distinguished-looking premature gray at his temples. He was older and settled, another plus. They shared

         the same interests: opera, art, the finer things in life.

      


      Maybe Harold was a neat-freak and a tad bit anal. Maybe they had a nonexistent sex life at the moment, but they were working

         through Harold's feelings of inadequacy in the bedroom with a reputable couple's therapist. The main thing was, Harold had

         been a calming and positive influence over her life from the moment they started seeing each other.

      


      Proof being, overseeing today's outdoor art exhibit; a responsibility her still-in-her-irresponsible-twenties self wouldn't

         have been able to handle in her pre-Harold days.

      


      So size didn't matter at all.


      Kate simply wouldn't allow size to matter.


      She blinked twice, willing the officer's naked image to go away. It didn't. Her fantasy was still nude, rippling muscles everywhere,

         begging to be touched.

      


      The total opposite of Harold, Kate thought briefly.

      


      Harold's only interest had been in passing the bar, not in pumping one.


      But yikes!


      Now the police officer was staring back at her just as intently.


      Oh God.


      Had he read her mind?


      Of course not.


      That was impossible.


      There was no way the officer could have known what she'd been thinking. Still, the look on his face was more than just perplexed.

         He looked shocked. As if he couldn't quite believe what he was seeing.

      


      Kate sent a nervous look around her, pleased to see the crowd of people milling in and around the exhibit couldn't have been

         more orderly. There were a few couples, several small groups, one or two lone art admirers. Many of them were regular customers

         she recognized, politely showing their support for Anderson Gallery of Fine Arts. Everyone was even speaking in hushed tones,

         as if the exhibit were being held inside at her grand-mother's prestigious art gallery in SoHo, one of the most notable art

         galleries in the city.

      


      No, nothing was amiss with the crowd.


      Nor would he find anything wrong with her paperwork, if that was the reason for the concerned look on the officer's face.

         She had a permit and everything else in order right there on her clipboard.

      


      But wait.


      Was he looking at her?


      Or was he staring at the painting beside her?


      Kate glanced at the oil painting sitting on an easel to her right. She'd never cared for the artist who called himself “Apocalypse.”

         His paintings were usually dark and violent. But there was nothing offensive about this painting. Who could possibly be offended

         by a painting of the Madonna and Child?

      


      She squared her shoulders when the officer pulled on the reins, bringing his mount to a stop a short distance away from her.

         He slid one leg easily over the back of the horse. The second his shiny black boots hit the ground her fantasizing stopped.

      


      Thank God.


      He was fully clothed again.


      He walked up and stopped in front of her, the name on his badge announcing he was Officer Anthony Petrocelli.


      An Italian on a stallion, Kate thought.

      


      No wonder her libido had kicked into overdrive the minute she saw him.


      She followed his gaze to the painting. “From your expression, I can't tell if you like this painting, or if it disturbs you,”

         she said. “And that's a first for me. I can usually read people pretty well.”

      


      His sexy grin caught her off guard.


      Kate tensed.


      She was not going to let her gaze drift any lower than his chin—even if he held his gun to her head.

      


      He didn't reach for his revolver. Instead, he unsnapped his chin strap and took off his helmet.


      Mercy.


      He was all male and even more handsome than she'd imagined. Sexy brown eyes. Chiseled features. Olive skin. Just a hint of

         a five-o'clock shadow running along his strong angular jaw.

      


      Maybe it was the contrast between this guy and Harold, Kate decided, that made him so appealing to her. He had that reckless

         unrefined edginess about him—something calm, cool, and always collected Harold didn't have.

      


      He ran a hand through his short black hair and hit her with another grin. “I don't know how to tell you this,” he said, “but

         you and I were destined to be together.”

      


      What?


      The fantasizing was definitely over.


      After an idiotic statement like that one, he could have been stark naked with a willy the size of Texas, and she still wouldn't

         have been interested in Officer Anthony Petrocelli.

      


      Kate sent him a bored look. “That has to be the corniest pickup line I've ever heard.”


      “I'm not trying to pick you up,” he said quickly. “If you'll let me explain, I think you'll understand why I had to stop and

         talk to you.”

      


      “Not interested,” Kate told him.


      His challenging look called her a liar. “A total stranger walks up to you. He tells you the two of you are destined to be

         together. And you aren't the least bit interested in why a guy would be willing to make a complete fool of himself with a

         statement like that?”

      


      “Not in the least,” Kate said.


      Of course she was curious.


      But she wasn't going to tell him that.

      


      For all she knew he could be some weirdo pervert who was only impersonating a police officer. Except for the horse, she decided,

         glancing past him for a second. She doubted even a pervert would go to the trouble of rounding up a horse. Plus, this was

         one fine-looking weirdo pervert, if he was one. One she doubted had any trouble whatsoever when it came to picking up women.

      


      “I'm interested in why you would make a complete fool of yourself with a statement like that one.”

      


      Kate turned around to find Alexis Graham, a.k.a. best friend, standing behind her. The best friend who was supposed to have arrived at the exhibit hours ago to lend support. And the best friend who was also camping out on Kate's sofa at the moment, thanks to the current squabble Alex was having with

         her husband.

      


      Alex was dressed for success as usual—a power suit befitting her important AT&T executive title. Her signature short dark

         hair was heavily moussed and slicked back dramatically—manly almost. Except there had never been anything manly about Alexis Graham. Not her seductive grin. Not her flirtatious personality. Definitely not her dynamite all-woman figure.

      


      “Oh, come on, Kate,” she said. “Let the officer tell us his story.” She ignored Kate's stern look, stepped forward, and thrust

         out her hand. “Alex Graham, best friend.” She looked back at Kate. “This is Kate Anderson.”

      


      He smiled. “Are you the artist, Kate?”


      Kate missed the question.


      Her mind was wandering back in the naked direction again. It made no sense, but now that she knew he wasn't trying to pick

         her up, it was safe to fantasize about him. Besides, fantasizing was harmless. Her thoughts were her own. It wasn't anybody's

         business if standing this close to a man with such raw sex appeal made her want to…

      


      Alex punched Kate with her elbow.


      “What?” Kate said when Alex sent her a what's-wrong-with-you look.


      Alex looked back at the officer. “No, Kate isn't the artist,” she said. “Kate's grandmother owns the gallery hosting this

         exhibit. Kate is the manager of Anderson Gallery of Fine Arts.”

      


      Damn!


      Her best friend was giving her fantasy way too much information.


      Alex ignored Kate's frown and smiled at him.


      When he happily smiled back, Kate's eyes betrayed her and moved slowly down from his chin. Lower, lower…


      “It's ironic you should bring up the subject of grandmothers,” he said. “My grandmother is the reason I'm standing here now.”


      Forget grandmothers!


      Grandmothers had no place in the middle of her fantasy.


      He pointed to his name tag. “Petrocelli. Think big, meddlesome, Italian family. That would be mine. Think an adorable but

         eccentric grandmother from the old country. That also would be mine. A grandmother who reads tea leaves for the male members

         of the family on their sixteenth birthdays so she can make a marriage prediction.”

      


      “Fascinating,” Alex said.


      Kate was still only half-listening. Her gaze kept wandering back to his mouth. He had the most incredible lips. Full, yet

         firm. The kind of lips that would…

      


      He laughed, snapping her back to the conversation.


      “I'm glad you think tea-leaf reading is fascinating, Alex,” he said. “I call it ridiculous.”


      “I'd say ridiculous is a fair description of this whole situation,” Kate said, and Alex quickly shushed her.


      He said, “Twenty years ago my grandmother read my tea leaves. She predicted I wouldn't marry until I was thirty-six years old. That I would marry a beautiful blonde with green

         eyes. And…”

      


      “Oh, please,” Kate said, and “pop” went her fantasy bubble again.


      “And,” he repeated, “my grandmother said I would meet this woman in Central Park, standing beside the Virgin Mary.”

      


      Alex gasped.


      All three of them automatically looked at the painting sitting on the easel directly beside Kate.


      “Unlike the rest of my crazy family,” he said, “I've never had a superstitious bone in my body. Tony, I told myself, a blonde

         with green eyes? Maybe. But the Virgin Mary hanging out in Central Park? Forgetaboutit.”

      


      “Until today,” Alex spoke up. “When you came riding through Central Park and saw Kate standing beside this painting.”


      “Exactly,” he said. “And since I just turned thirty-six a few weeks ago and I'm still not married, the Twilight Zone music definitely kicked in for a second.”

      


      “And who could blame you?” Alex said. “Right, Kate?”


      All Kate said was, “Wrong blonde.” She held her left hand up, hoping the sizable bling bling on her finger would snap both

         of them back to reality. “I'm already engaged. I'm getting married in two months.”

      


      Alex nodded—sadly, Kate noticed—confirming everything she'd just said.


      She felt like slapping Alex. And she definitely didn't like the way he was staring at her now—searching her face—as if he sensed that whether she was getting married in two months or not, she'd

         been fantasizing about the naughty things she'd like to do to him from the moment he'd come trotting up the trail.

      


      “Well, there you go,” he finally said, impaling her with one last look. “So much for destiny.”


      “And such a pity,” Alex said.


      This time Kate gave Alex an elbow-to-the-ribs punch.

      


      He snapped on his helmet. “Thank you, ladies. For listening to my story.”


      “Our pleasure,” Alex said with a wistful sigh.


      “And thank you, Kate, for finally putting my grand-mother's prediction to rest.”


      Kate's nod was cordial.


      Almost.


      She wanted him gone. On his way and out of her face. She was an engaged woman. Soon to be married. The last thing she needed

         was some gorgeous and overly congenial hunk like this one showing up to remind her that if she did marry reserved and marginally

         stuffy Harold, she might be getting the short end of the stick—in more ways than one.

      


      Good. He's leaving.


      He sent both of them a friendly salute, then turned and walked back to his horse. After slipping a boot into the stirrup,

         he pulled himself effortlessly up on the back of his horse, rode off down the path, and never looked back.

      


      Alex immediately sent her the perturbed look Kate was expecting. “You dummy. He was gorgeous. He had a great sense of humor.

         He even got a little misty-eyed talking about his grandmother, for Christ's sake. How could you let a romantic guy like him

         ride out of your life like that?”

      


      Kate rolled her eyes. “You tell me, Alex. Why do you think I wasn't interested in some misty-eyed cop with a crazy story about his tea-leaf-reading grandmother? Aside from the

         fact that I'm already engaged. Because I am going to marry Harold, Alex. You can boycott my wedding. You can even keep pulling stunts like the one you pulled just now,

         trying to fix me up with random guys on the street. But it isn't going to work. I'm interested in Harold. And only Harold.”

      


      Alex snorted. “Oh, come on, Kate. The only reason you've ever been interested in Harold is because you've always been a sucker

         for a sad story.”

      


      “A sad story?” Kate shook her head in protest. “Harold doesn't have a sad story. He's smart. He's successful. He…”


      “He has a gherkin instead of a dill?” Alex said. “And that's pretty damn sad if you ask me.”


      Kate frowned. “I never should have told you his ex-girlfriend made some ego-shattering comment that Harold's still trying

         to overcome.”

      


      “And I still can't believe Harold told you his french fry was a tad short of a Happy Meal. What kind of a man would admit that? Unless, like I said, he was trying to

         play on your sympathy?”

      


      “He didn't just walk up to me and say, ‘Hi, I'm Harold Wellington, and I have a small penis,’ Alex. Harold's intimacy problem

         is a mental issue, and you know it. You were the one who suggested we should see a couple's therapist so Harold could get

         his confidence back in the bedroom.”

      


      “And how's that going for you?”


      When Kate frowned again, Alex said, “I'm boycotting your wedding because I don't trust him, Kate. You're my dearest and closest

         friend. It worries me that Harold has been rushing you to the altar from the first night he met you. What's the big hurry?

         You've only known him six months.”

      


      “Eight months,” Kate corrected. “Long enough to know Harold is the most charming man I've ever met. Plus he adores me. Tell

         me how being married to a successful and charming man who adores you can be a bad thing.”

      


      “He's nauseatingly charming to you, Kate,” Alex said, “but he's an arrogant prick to everyone else.” She thought for a second,

         and said, “No, make that an arrogant unresponsive prick, since that's more appropriate for Harold and his limp Wellington.”

      


      “Alex!” Kate scolded, looking around them. “Clean up your language, or at least keep your voice down.”


      Alex grinned, leaned forward, and whispered, “I bet there's nothing limp about Officer Petrocelli. And from the way he was looking at you earlier, I'd say he'd be more than willing to prove it to

         you.”

      


      “Not interested,” Kate said, and it was true, now that temptation had finally ridden off down the path and out of her sight.


      “Liar,” Alex said with a smirk. “I saw the way you were ogling the guy before he even stopped to talk to you. Admit it. Why

         do you think you didn't even realize I was here?”

      


      Kate's cheeks flushed. “Okay! I admit it. I was attracted to the guy the second I saw him. It was all I could do to keep from

         dragging him into the bushes and demanding that he frisk me. But that still doesn't change a thing.”

      


      “How do you know? If he'd frisked your brains out, you might have come to your senses and called off the wedding.”


      “See!” Kate said. “There's just no winning with you, Alex.”


      Alex reached out and put a supportive arm around Kate's shoulder. “Hey, there's no reason to feel guilty about being attracted

         to a good-looking guy. Especially with your hopeless celibacy situation. What bothers me is that I've never once seen you

         look at Harold the way I just saw you look at the man who could very well be your Mr. Destiny.”

      


      Again, Kate blushed at the truth.


      She pushed Alex away, and said, “I'd be worrying about my own celibacy situation, if I were you.”


      There.


      She could give back as good as Alex could send.


      Alex only sent her a sympathetic look. “At least I know my celibacy situation is only because I'm being too stubborn to go

         home right now.”

      


      “Don't lecture me, Alex.”


      “Don't mess with destiny, Kate.”


      Alex's warning made her shiver.


      She'd had her own premonition moments earlier as she'd watched him ride away. Something told Kate she hadn't seen the last

         of Officer Anthony Petrocelli.
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      “Well, I just took stupidity to a whole new level,” Tony said aloud, when he was safely out of hearing range of the two women

         who had just witnessed him making a complete fool of himself.

      


      Skyscraper shook his head up and down several times, pulling his bridle from Tony's hand. “Hey!” Tony said. “That wasn't a

         cue for you to agree with me.”

      


      The horse's ears pricked for a second, then relaxed, signaling to Tony that even his horse wasn't going to argue that moot

         point. Except stupidity didn't accurately describe the stunt he'd just pulled.

      


      Insanity would be a better word.

      


      Only a crazy person would have walked up to a total stranger and spent five full minutes telling her about the idiotic marriage

         prediction his grandmother had made twenty years earlier—especially when she'd told him up front that she wasn't interested

         in anything he had to say.

      


      Of course, then her take-charge best friend had butted in and opened the door so he could prove without a doubt that he really

         was too stupid to live.

      


      Tony shook his head disgustedly.


      Skyscraper did the same.


      He shifted in the saddle slightly, making Skyscraper's ears twitch impatiently at his restlessness. But even after he'd settled

         back into a comfortable riding position, he couldn't stop thinking about how Kate Anderson had looked when he rounded the

         curve and saw her standing there on the path.

      


      The late-afternoon sun had been at her back, shining through the flimsy material of her free-flowing dress, and giving him

         a silhouette peek at luscious curves he wouldn't have had the privilege of seeing otherwise. The sexiness of her stance alone

         had set his head reeling.

      


      His gaze had drifted up from her shapely legs to her beautiful face. High cheekbones. Perfect mouth. The sexy way she was

         nibbling at her bottom lip. That's when his heart had picked up more than a few extra beats.

      


      And the real clincher?


      Without a doubt, that long straight hair of hers, shining like spun gold against her slender shoulders.


      He'd been awestruck at the mere sight of her.


      That had been before he'd even noticed the painting of the Blessed Virgin sitting on the easel beside her. Or before he'd gotten close enough to determine the color of her eyes.

      


      Yet once he did get closer, those moss green eyes had drawn him in like a magnet. For one brief second, he'd even had the

         audacity to think, This woman is my destiny.


      “Idiot,“ Tony said aloud, and Skyscraper came to an abrupt halt. Tony nudged the horse gently in the sides with his knees. “I meant

         me, dammit. Not you.”

      


      Skyscraper snorted, then moved forward again.


      A green-eyed blonde standing beside the Virgin Mary.


      He still couldn't believe it.


      Nonna's twenty-year-old prediction had come back to haunt him for real.


      In fact, Nonna's prediction had been all everyone in his large family—from his parents to his tongue-in-cheek brothers-in-law—had

         been talking about since his thirty-sixth birthday party a few weeks ago. Crazy people. All of them. Even crazier was the

         family legend that Nonna had never been wrong about one of her sainted marriage predictions.

      


      Not that he hadn't voiced his own unpopular opinion on the subject the night of his birthday party, because he had. He'd patiently

         pointed out that it had been the generic nature of Nonna's predictions, not destiny, that had fulfilled the marriage prophecy

         for the four Petrocelli men preceding him. His own father's tea-leaf prediction being one of them—whether his mother wanted

         to believe it or not.

      


      So maybe his parents had met on the subway. What New Yorker didn't ride the subway? And maybe his mother had been wearing

         a coat with a fur collar and a pair of red high heels. There had to be thousands of women in the city, even today, who had

         fur-collar coats and red high heels in their closets. Believing his grandmother could actually predict the future was nothing

         short of ludicrous.

      


      Almost as ludicrous as finding a green-eyed blonde standing beside the Virgin Mary in Central Park.


      Tony let out a deep sigh.


      Skyscraper responded with a horse-type version of the same, forcing air though his muzzle so it came out in a long, loud pfffffft.


      “Would you just focus on the trail?” Tony said, which was another stupid thing to say because Skyscraper knew their routine

         as well, if not better, than Tony did himself.

      


      As proof, Skyscraper left the path without even being prompted. Heading, Tony knew, for one of their first favorite afternoon

         stops. A particular shaded park bench located at this end of the park near the Met. A park bench where summer days like this

         one would find Solomon Stein, a rather stooped elderly Jewish man, working the daily crossword puzzle in the New York Times and feeding the pigeons.

      


      Sol looked over the top of his wire-rimmed reading glasses when Skyscraper came to an automatic stop by his park bench. “I'm

         stumped again,” he said, reaching out to give the horse a fond rub down the full length of his nose. “Ten-letter word that

         means carefree. Begins with ‘i.’ ”

      


      Tony thought for a second. “Insouciant.”


      Sol penciled in the word with a frown on his face.


      “You're welcome,” Tony said.


      Sol only grunted. “I say this every time you give me a split-second answer to a word that's had me stumped for hours. What

         a waste of a good Princeton education.”

      


      Tony laughed. “And every time you say that, I remind you that no education is a waste. And, that after spending two miserable years sitting behind a desk on Wall Street, I finally pulled my head out of my MBA ass

         and headed straight for the Police Academy.”

      


      Sol shook his gray head. “A cop with a Princeton education. What's wrong with that picture?”


      “Nothing,” Tony said. “It's who I am. It's what I do. Get over it.”


      “Only if you'll admit you have that photographic memory I've always suspected,” Sol said, reaching into the paper sack sitting

         on the bench beside him. “Which, aside from being a Princeton man, is the only explanation I have for why I've never been

         able to stump you with a crossword answer yet.”

      


      “We all have photographic memories, Sol,” Tony said, grinning. “Some of us just don't have enough film.”


      Sol looked over at Skyscraper. “A wise man and a wiseass. A deadly combination.” He slipped the horse the apple wedge he'd taken from the sack, then waved impatiently, motioning them

         forward. “Get your smart-mouth partner out of here,” he said to Skyscraper. “He's breaking my concentration.”

      


      As if the horse understood, Skyscraper headed back to the trail, leaving Sol with his pencil already poised back over his

         crossword puzzle again.

      


      But Sol hadn't been the first to question why Tony had decided “to protect and to serve” rather than continue his uptown life

         and his coveted spot on Wall Street. He'd surprised everyone when he'd taken an unexpected turn during his late twenties.

         Still, that didn't mean he'd let his experience on Wall Street or his fine Princeton education go to waste.

      


      He'd invested wisely in the stock market.


      Because he had invested wisely, he'd been able to purchase an apartment building not far from his parents' Italian restaurant—Mama

         Gina's—in Queens. He'd bought the building from a money-grubbing slumlord who hadn't cared about the living conditions or

         the safety of his tenants. He'd turned the building back into the type of residence people wanted to call home.

      


      Tony was proud of that.


      He lived in the building himself.


      When a tourist family of four began waving in his direction, Tony pulled on the reins and brought Skyscraper to a stop. Looking

         at their smiling faces reminded him exactly why he wasn't still sitting behind a desk in some stuffy office on Wall Street.

         He liked the flexibility of his shift schedule. He also liked the freedom of being outside—almost as much as he loved the

         opportunity to mingle with the people.

      


      That's what had drawn him to the police force.


      And the biggest reward of all?


      His opportunity to serve as a goodwill ambassador for the greatest city on earth.


      “Could you pose for a picture with the kids?” Mr. Tourist called out.


      “Sure,” Tony called back. “Skyscraper is a real ham when it comes to posing for pictures.” Though Skyscraper was as gentle

         as he could be stubborn, Tony still bent down and gave the horse a few reassuring pats on the neck when the kids started in

         their direction.

      


      The little girl, Tony guessed, was around eight years old. She eagerly sprinted forward, a big grin on her freckled face and

         her red pigtails bouncing up and down as she skipped in their direction. Her too-cool older brother, however, was more reserved.

         The teenager jerked the bill of his New York Yankees' ball cap farther down on his forehead and took his time sidling up beside

         them. He did a few major eye rolls as his father snapped the shutter several times.

      


      “You're a Yankee fan?” Tony asked, trying to ease the kid's embarrassment at finding himself in a situation too humiliating

         for his age.

      


      The kid looked up at him. “Isn't everybody?”


      “Right answer,” Tony said, and the kid grinned.


      When the family went on their way, Tony nudged Skyscraper forward. But as they plodded along on their regular park patrol,

         he couldn't keep his mind from wandering right back to the woman who had been wearing a rock on her finger so large it was

         borderline tacky.

      


      That's what bothered him.


      His gut instinct about people was usually correct.


      Kate Anderson didn't strike him as one of those all-about-money-and-prestige social climbers. She just didn't give off those

         all-about-me vibes. Nor did she strike him as the type who would be engaged to a man who obviously felt the need to flaunt

         his success by giving her a showy top-this diamond.

      


      In fact, had she been standing in a would-you-date-her lineup instead of beside the Virgin Mary in Central Park, he would

         have still picked her out for himself in a heartbeat.

      


      Until he saw the engagement ring.


      The ring said it all.


      She was marrying an uptown man.


      He'd turned his back on uptown long ago.


      Still, Tony couldn't shake off the feeling that something wasn't quite right there. He hadn't missed her wooden response when

         she'd held up her hand and announced she was getting married in two months. There'd been no sparkle in her eyes. No lilt to

         her voice. No excitement that she would soon be marrying the man of her dreams.

      


      Were those the actions of a typical bride?


      Hardly.


      Being the oldest child born to Mario and Gina Petrocelli, and the only brother to five younger sisters, he'd gone through

         five big fat Italian family weddings. Typical brides? He could write a book about them. Kate Anderson was not your typical bride.

      


      He hadn't missed the best friend's expression at the mention of the wedding, either. He was, after all, a cop, trained to

         read between the lines when it came to dealing with people.

      


      Yup. There is definitely a problem in paradise.


      Just not his problem.


      His problem was going to be breaking it to his family during their weekly Friday night dinner at his parents' restaurant that

         Nonna had lost her touch. Maybe then everyone would cut him some slack and stop asking every five minutes if he'd met the

         green-eyed blonde.

      


      Oh, I've met her, all right, Tony thought sadly.

      


      Forgetting her—that was going to be the problem.


   

      CHAPTER 2
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      Kate took her place in line at Mr. Woo's, her usual Chinese take-out stop, less than a block away from her Midtown apartment

         building. She never saw Harold on Friday nights unless some special function required their attendance. Friday nights were

         what Harold referred to as his “wind-down” time. He spent his Friday evenings at a private men's club with a massage and sauna

         ritual that supposedly helped him rejuvenate from his hectic workweek schedule.

      


      The rest of the weekend, Harold reserved for what he called “quality time.” Quality time was spent with her and with his widowed

         mother, whom Kate, surprisingly, adored completely. In fact, Alex often accused her of liking Margaret Wellington much better

         than she liked Harold.

      


      Never one to keep her opinions to herself, Alex had also warned her not to expect Harold's routines to change after they were

         married. Kate suspected Alex was right about that prediction. But it didn't matter. It was the order and consistency he demanded

         in his life that had drawn her to Harold in the first place.

      


      Life with Harold was guaranteed to be simple and uncomplicated. What could be better than simple and uncomplicated?


      “Hot and spicy,” someone yelled out.


      Kate blushed, thinking about the cop.


      It took her a second to realize the guy at the head of the long waiting line was only giving instructions on how to prepare

         his food.

      


      Damn Alex.


      It was just like Alex to come sneaking up behind her when she was ogling the cop.


      At least when she got home, she knew she could count on Eve to back her up when Alex started ranting about why she hadn't

         been interested in the cop's destined-to-be-together story. Eve Thornton was her other roommate—like Alex, another best friend

         from their Wells College days. Eve was a real sweetie. Plus, Eve actually liked Harold.

      


      Sad story, the voice inside her head jeered, reminding Kate of Alex's sucker accusation earlier in the park.

      


      I was a sucker for Eve's sad story.


      She'd admit it.


      She had felt sorry for Eve when her worthless snake of a fiancé dumped her two days before their wedding. Eve had already

         given up her apartment and moved in with the snake, so she really had noplace else to go. Unless she wanted to move down to

         Miami and move in with her parents, who lived in a retirement community—which certainly hadn't been an option.

      


      What good friend wouldn't have offered Eve a shoulder to cry on and a place to land until she sorted things out?


      Only weeks had turned into months, and months had turned into over a year, with Eve going from being depressed into a full-blown

         case of what her physician had diagnosed as social anxiety disorder. Eve never left the apartment, much less the building—she

         had an overwhelming fear that the first person she would run into was her ex with his latest fiancée.

      


      She and Alex had both tried to convince Eve that running into her ex was highly unlikely, since Eve was living in Manhattan,

         and the snake had moved his latest victim into the house he'd supposedly bought for Eve on Staten Island. But Eve kept insisting

         she just couldn't take that chance—not until she'd had sufficient time to get over the snake completely.

      


      The only good thing, Kate supposed, was Eve's career. Being a freelance Web designer meant Eve still had the ability to support

         herself. But Kate did wish sometimes that Eve had the type of job that required her showing up at the office every day. Eve's

         ability to work from home had only made her exit from society that much easier.

      


      Kate jumped when the counter clerk snapped his fingers and motioned in her direction. She stepped forward and gave him her

         order. A few minutes later, she scooped up the white paper sacks and headed home. But as she walked the short distance to

         her building, she did wonder if Eve had kept her promise and at least made it out of the apartment and to the corner and back

         today.

      


      In a two short months, Eve was going to be on her own again whether she was ready or not. Eve wouldn't be able to rely on

         her for daily shopping and errand running. After the wedding, Kate would be living with Harold in his ritzy Upper East Side

         penthouse, with a full-time maid and a chauffeur doing her shopping and running her errands for a change.

      


      A life of leisure, Kate thought, trying to get excited at the prospect of being waited on hand and foot for the rest of her life.

      


      She pushed that thought to the back of her mind, then hurried up the steps to her apartment building. She smiled when her

         building's “honorary” doorman opened the door for her so she didn't have to fumble around looking for her key.

      


      A Santa Claus physique and no hair whatsoever, Mr. Womack had the type of rosy cheeks that just begged to be tweaked. Alex

         called him an old snoop, but he was a lovable old snoop who Kate suspected preferred sitting in the lobby watching people

         come and go to sitting upstairs alone with no human contact to help pass the time.

      


      “Again? You girls are staying in on Friday night with takeout?” He clucked his tongue disapprovingly. “Please, Katie. Take

         an old bachelor's advice. Get out and live a little before it's too late.”

      


      Kate laughed. “Good advice, Mr. Womack.”


      She called this back over her shoulder, then headed for the elevator. But as she rode up to her sixth-floor apartment, Kate

         couldn't help but worry about Eve, about Alex and John, and about her own true feelings for Harold.

      


      Could she finally force Eve back into the world of the living in the short time she had left before the wedding? Would Alex

         and John finally reach a compromise over their squabble because just-turned-forty John wanted to start a family now, and close-to-getting-the-promotion-of-a-lifetime

         Alex felt now wasn't the right time for her?

      


      Most importantly, was Harold just another sad story she hadn't been able to resist?

      


      No. I feel comfortable with Harold.


      Comfortable wasn't everything, true.


      But nobody got everything when it came to marriage.

      


      Did they?


      Kate opened the door to her apartment in time to hear Eve say, “How romantic to have a total stranger walk up to you and claim

         you were destined to be together.”

      


      Frick.


      So much for Eve taking her side.


      Alex had already won Eve over.


      Kate dumped her keys and her purse on the table by the door. As she started for the living room, she heard Alex say, “Romantic

         is only half of it, Eve. This guy was hot. Picture every hot Italian actor you can think of, and I'm not kidding. This guy

         was triple times hotter than anyone you can come up with.”

      


      “De Niro?”


      “Younger,” Alex said.


      “DiCaprio?”


      Alex sighed. “Not that young, Eve.”


      “Armand Assante?”


      “Eve! I didn't mean it literally. I didn't mean you should think of every Italian actor on the planet. I just meant this guy has that whole Italian thing going for him. You know? Sexy as all hell

         and then some?”

      


      “Wait. I've got it. A cross between a young Al Pacino and an even younger Sylvester Stallone.”

      


      “Whatever!” Alex said, but she groaned loudly after she said it.


      I'd better get in there before Alex goes postal, Kate thought, and marched down the hallway and into the living room. She didn't see the object propped up in the middle of

         her sofa until Eve and Alex both turned around to look at her.

      


      “Alex!” Kate scolded. “I told you when you insisted on buying that painting to leave it at your office. I don't want it here.”

      


      Alex looked over at Eve. “Is that any way for a bride to talk about an expensive wedding present from a best friend?”


      The expression in Eve's big blue eyes told Kate she wasn't sure what she was supposed to say, but that she definitely didn't

         want to take sides.

      


      But that was Eve's personality in general. Passive. Easily confused. Almost mousy, except for her pretty face and a halo of

         shiny auburn curls befitting one of those cute angelic cherubs. Cherubesque, in fact, best described everything about Eve. Her tiny, barely five-foot frame. Her perfect cherry red bow lips. Even the

         pleasingly plump curves that made any man's mouth water.

      


      “You have to admit, it is a beautiful painting, Kate,” Eve finally said, when Alex kept glaring at her.


      Kate looked from one to the other. “Great friends the two of you turned out to be. One's a traitor. The other one's a big

         bully.”

      


      She placed the take-out sacks on the coffee table, picked up the oil painting of the Madonna and Child, and marched back to

         the front hallway closet. Kate even slammed the closet door for effect.

      


      She didn't want the Virgin Mary staring out at her from some painting, watching her every move. She didn't want to think about

         the Italian on the stallion, either. Or the fact that he most definitely had that Italian thing going for him that was sexy as all hell and then some.

      


      What she wanted to do was eat her Moo Goo Gai Pan before it got cold. She wanted to relax and watch whatever movie the girls

         had decided on for the evening—as long as there was no hot Italian actor in the starring role. And, she wanted to go to bed early and get a restful good night's sleep.

      


      Then, she'd be able to drag herself out of bed at the crack of dawn the next morning. Harold wouldn't be upset, because she

         wouldn't be running late as usual. And they could make their weekly trip to Bridgehampton to spend the rest of the weekend

         with Margaret.

      


      Kate let out a sigh, thinking how know-it-all Alex also couldn't resist pointing out how devoted-son Harold had been using

         the need-to-spend-the-weekend-with-Mother excuse from the moment Kate had met him. Rather, of course, Alex insisted, than

         risk Kate spending the weekend alone with him at the penthouse, where getting-more-sexually-frustrated-by-the-minute Kate

         could have possibly challenged Harold to demonstrate exactly how well those therapy sessions were really helping with his

         penile dysfunction disorder.

      


      Penile dysfunction disorder.


      Did it get any sadder than that?


      Stop it!


      She had to stop obsessing over Harold's penis.


      Or the lack thereof, as the case might be.


      Harold adored her.


      He was also perfect husband material.


      Her grandmother certainly thought so. And no one's opinion mattered more to Kate than that of Grace Anderson.


      Sad story.


      No!


      She wasn't going to let Alex's accusation creep into her mind where her grandmother was concerned.


      Of course, her widowed grandmother had been devastated when her only child—the son who had won notable acclaim for his photography—suddenly

         ran off with the promising young artist Grace had personally taken under her wing. Her grandmother had been betrayed by both

         of Kate's parents when they declared themselves antiestablishment and headed off to California, wandering aimlessly from one

         commune to another in search of the true meaning of life.

      


      Kate hadn't even met her grandmother until she was twelve years old. She probably wouldn't have met Grace then had her parents

         not decided to live in the not-exactly-safe jungles of South America for a year so her father could photograph the quickly

         disappearing rain forests for National Geographic.


      Grace had agreed to take her in, and once she'd arrived in New York City and had a taste of a conventional lifestyle, Kate

         had known living with her grandmother was where she wanted to stay. It was the one time in her life that having free-spirit

         parents actually paid off. Her parents both agreed it was her decision to make. They allowed her to stay with Grace when they

         returned from South America.

      


      Alex claimed she'd been trying to fill the void her father had left in Grace's life all these years, and maybe she had. But

         she had done so out of love, certainly not out of pity for her grandmother. That notion was as silly as Alex's claim that marrying Harold was just another way of proving she was

         nothing at all like her bohemian parents.

      


      Alex and her damn executive opinions.


      But still thinking about her beautiful and always gracious grandmother, she did wonder what Grace was doing at that very moment

         in gay Paree. Last year, Grace never would have taken a buying trip to Paris and left her in charge of the gallery for a whole

         month.

      


      Even Alex can't argue with that fact.


      Last year, she'd been doing what most twentysome-things in New York City were still doing every night of the week. She'd been

         cruising the night spots with her friends. Living it up. Holding on to that last bit of youth before life dictated that thirty

         had arrived and it was time to straighten up, fly right, and act like a reasonably responsible adult.

      


      She'd turned thirty in January, right after she'd met Harold. The fact that Harold was older (he'd be thirty-eight in November)

         had made it much easier to settle down than she'd ever imagined.

      


      So, forget Alex.


      Whether Alex believed it or not, she was perfectly satisfied being a responsible thirty-year-old who was now settled down.

         She was extremely fond of feeling blissfully comfortable with Harold, instead of being stuck on a bad-date merry-go-round

         playing the same sad song. And she was going to be wonderfully happy and delightfully content being married to comfortable, settled, organized Harold—who

         adored her completely.

      


      Amen.


      “Kate,” Alex yelled out. “Stop analyzing your entire life and come eat. Your food's getting cold.”


      “I'm not analyzing my entire life,” Kate yelled back, aware that Alex and Eve both knew she was lying through her teeth.


      She'd always been a master analyzer.


      The problem was, the more she analyzed the situation, the more confused she usually became—paralysis by analysis, her friends

         called it.

      


      Like her relationship with Harold, for instance. She'd given up on love long before she'd even met Harold. Not because she

         hadn't had her fair share of random boyfriends, because she had. She'd just never felt that zoom, bam, bop, knock-you-right-out

         connection Alex was always talking about.
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