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I was determined not to like Don Westen. He wasn't going to be my type. I liked my men big, muscular, and very physical. That was why I'd fallen for Mark Mills the moment I met him when I was nineteen. I had loved him until the day he died. From Ta–tea and John Walsh's description, I was sure Don Westen was none of those things. I mean, he managed a bookstore for a living and liked to cook in his spare time. Neither activity sounded very exciting nor was particularly masculine. But Ta–tea was my best friend. She and her husband, John, had been there for me when Mark died. So, even though I was wary of Ta–tea's attempts to fix me up, when she said that she'd consider my going out with John's friend from high school a favor, I couldn't say no.

Still, I'd warned Ta–tea not to get her hopes up. "I'll go out with him once, for you and John, but don't look for any repeat performances," I said darkly. Both of the men Ta–tea had introduced me to in the last six months had been nice enough, but neither had measured up to my Mark. And both had been Caucasian. After dating and finally marrying a white man, she'd convinced herself that was the only way to go.

That was a conviction I didn't share. While I had nothing against anyone who fell in love across the color line, the only thing I wanted to be white was the horse my next ebony knight rode in on to sweep me off my feet. Famous last words, huh?

"You know how I feel about going out with your Mr. Bookstore Manager Who Likes to Cook so don't get your hopes up," I warned. 

Ta–tea had just given me what I called her trust–me–you'll–love–this–guy smile. "We'll see, Sam," she'd sounded very pleased with herself.

Yes, we would, I thought.

To make it easy to end an evening I was sure I wouldn't enjoy, I'd insisted on driving my own car to the riverfront restaurant where we'd agreed to have dinner. That way I could make an easy getaway ASAP.

Fifteen years of marriage to Mark, and helping him in his handyman repair business, had made me very practical. After our courtship was over, Mark hadn't wasted time or money on dining out at romantic restaurants, except on our anniversary.

In the early years of our marriage, when I'd complained that he no longer loved me, Mark had told me not to be silly. He'd married me, hadn't he? Despite my occasional complaints and even given that Mark wasn't the romantic lover of my girlish dreams, I'd never had any real cause to doubt his love.

So needless to say, I wasn't impressed by Don Westen's choice of restaurant. The intimate atmosphere of the interior wasn't right for a first date, especially a blind one. I had no intention of gazing into his eyes across the table or letting him take any liberties with me. 

To make matters worse, I'd allowed Ta–tea to persuade me to wear a dress that clung to every curve of my body. Not that I'd needed much persuasion. I was secretly very proud that at thirty–seven, I was still able to wear the same size clothes I'd worn when I was twenty. 

As the waiter escorted me across the room, I became aware that a man at a table in the middle of the dimly lit restaurant watched me. To my surprise, the waiter stopped by his side. 

The man smiled and rose. "Samantha?"

I nodded.

"I'm Don Westen." 

I was disappointed to see that he was only medium height and build which meant he only had about a two or three-inch advantage over me. He was very different from my big, strong Mark, who at six–foot–six had swept me off my feet both figuratively and literally. Still, Don had a nice, dimpled smile and a warm, deep voice. And he was cute with thick, dark hair, but I'd made up my mind not to be impressed. 

Most people called me Sam. I rather liked the way he used my full name. So I gave him a very brief smile. "Yes. I'm Samantha Mills. Hello," I said. 

He seated me before resuming his seat. "I want to thank you for agreeing to have dinner with me tonight, Samantha. I've just moved back to town after fifteen years of living out of state and I really don't know any women." 

As he spoke, his dark gaze held a look that left no doubt in my mind that he found me attractive. 

I hadn't been out to dinner in a while and hadn't actually worn a dress since Mark's funeral. It felt great to know he liked the effort I'd made.

I glanced at him, met his gaze, and found it difficult to look away.

Maybe he didn't wow immediately but he was definitely worth a second look. He had the sexiest eyes I'd ever seen. It was disconcerting to find myself fighting the urge to lose myself in his dark gaze. 

"Yes, well I'm sure you'll soon meet plenty of women."

"Will I?"

I nodded. "Trust me. Ta–tea will see to that," I told him. "She'll soon introduce you to so many of us that you'll be drowning in women."

"That might excite some men, but not me."

"Oh? Why not?"

He shrugged. "I've never been one of those men who need countless women at my beck and call to be happy."

I blinked. Oh, hell. Was he about to tell me he was bisexual? "Oh?"

He shook his head. "I was hoping to meet just one special woman, Samantha, not a harem."

"Oh." I wasn't quite sure why, but I experienced a surge of relief at his declaration. "She can take care of that too."

"I know the evening as just started for us, but I'm already thinking that won't be necessary after tonight. At least that's what I'm hoping." 

As his meaning became clear, I felt a tingling sensation along the back of my neck that I hadn't felt since the last time Mark had made love to me. It had been so long since a man had flirted with me, I wasn't quite sure how to respond.

I moistened my lips and had to force myself not to look away from his gaze, which suddenly seemed so intense. "You know, most people call me Sam," I said, annoyed at the way my voice quivered. Get a grip, woman. He's just a man and not even your type. Don't go getting all girly.

"Do they?"

I nodded and swallowed hard.

"I hope you'll allow me to call you, Samantha."

"Why?"

"It would be a shame to shorten such a beautiful name, Samantha." 

He made my name sound so sweet and soft that I was in danger of blushing like a silly teenager. "Fine. Call me Samantha." 

"And you'll call me Don?" 

"You want me to call you Don?"

He nodded, smiling. "It's my name."

"Oh. Of course it is." I paused, biting my lip. I knew I sounded like an idiot, but I couldn't seem to think clearly with him smiling so intimately into my eyes. "I'll call you Don."

"Great. Samantha and Don. Hmm. Spoken together, our names have a nice ring to them. Don't you think?"

I shrugged and looked away—even though I agreed.

As if sensing my unease with the turn the conversation had taken, he changed the subject. We started to discuss books.

As I slowly relaxed, I tried not to enjoy myself that evening. I kept telling myself that it wouldn't do for me to get accustomed to dining out—especially with him. After all, I'd taken over the running of the business after Mark's death. That meant I had to work long hours and had to be willing to roll up my sleeves and help if push came to shove. And lately, push often came to shove. My busy work schedule didn't leave much time for courting and trying to look glamorous. 

I'd become very used to living in jeans, sweats, and work clothes. So glamorous isn't a word I'd normally associate with myself. Still, his constant long stares of appreciation left me feeling very desirable if not actually stylish.

Despite my intentions of remaining aloof, Don had such an easy, beguiling way about him that I found it impossible not to smile back at him when he turned one of his frequent, slow smiles on me. And when he told me about himself, I listened attentively. By the end of the evening, I knew he was thirty–six, had never been married, and was one of eight boys. He informed me that he was interested in marrying and having at least two kids. 

The only disappointment in my marriage to Mark had been his inability to father children. I have to admit the thought that Don wanted kids intrigued me. "How soon?" I asked, ignoring the voice of sanity that urged me not to show any interest in him that he might misinterpret.

"Very soon, Samantha. All my brothers are married and have children. My parents are beginning to despair of my ever marrying," he said. 

"So you want to marry to save your parents from despair?" I asked, smiling.

He laughed and shook his head. "I want to marry because I want to marry. As I said, I've never been a womanizer and now I'm ready to settle down."  

"Then why aren't you already married?" Though he wasn't handsome, he had an undeniable magnetism that was very exciting. "It certainly couldn't be from a lack of opportunity," I said confidently, and then could've bitten off my tongue the moment the words left my mouth. 

"I believe that's a compliment, Samantha. Thank you." 

He smiled so charmingly that I caught my breath. When he smiled like that with his eyes alight, it was hard not to think he was far more than just cute. A lot more. I shrugged but didn't answer because God only knew what I would have said then.

He sighed. "I'm an old–fashioned guy who doesn't believe in settling for second best. I've never married because I haven't met the right woman. At least I hadn't." 
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