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To my parents, who taught me to love stories.


To my husband, who gave me a love story.










  
  
Chapter One




Melinda dropped her keys and purse on the kitchen counter and closed the door of her tiny one-bedroom suite. She kicked off her work shoes and sighed in relief as her throbbing feet sank gratefully into the hall carpet. 

It had been a typical Thursday working at the diner. Truck drivers, cops, and local shop owners kept her running all day, every one of them lousy tippers. She wondered why Sandra never complained about her tips—but then, with her fluffy blond hair, doe eyes, and flirtatious smile, she was probably collecting tips just for showing up at a guy’s table.

Melinda paused to glance in the mirror by the door at her own features, then turned away. She knew what she would see—dark hair pulled back in a messy pony tail, tired grey eyes, a mouth set in a firm line. It had been years since she could smile at all, much less produce one like the dazzler Sandra flashed more often than cameras at a wedding.

Her perpetual melancholy drove her boss, Fred, crazy.

“Myers, you gotta smile,” he had snapped again that morning. “No one wants to be served by a waitress who looks like she’d rather bite ’em than feed ’em.”

“Sorry, Fred,” she said. “I thought I was smiling.”

“Really? Show me.”

Melinda forced out the smile she wore for the customers.

“You gotta be kidding me. Looks more like you just ate your dirty laundry. Listen, keep chasing away the customers with your attitude, you’re through here, ya hear me?”

Melinda nodded, wide-eyed, scooped up an order of fish and chips from the pass-through, and fled to the dining room. Seriously? She would be fired because she couldn’t muster a smile? What about her hard work and accuracy with orders? And I have never ‘chased away a customer.’ I get the same people every week. Mostly. Humph.

Still smarting with the memory, she looked back into her hall mirror with its chipped lacquer frame and put on the same smile she had shown Fred earlier. He was right—there were more sincere smiles on a used car lot. She tried rearranging her muscles to produce something more authentic. No success.

Melinda let out a snort of frustration and made her way to the bathroom to change, brushing past the floor-to-ceiling cardboard boxes stuffed into the tiny living room that blocked out any view of downtown Calgary. Not much to see, anyway—just someone else’s windows across the street. She carefully hung her gaudy pale blue-and-white diner uniform with its too-cute frilly apron on a peg behind the door, then threw on the same jeans and black Henley top she had already worn two nights in a row. They still smelled fresh enough, and she wasn’t trying to impress anyone, anyway.

Melinda leaned on the kitchen counter and munched on a carrot stick. The microwave hummed behind her with a small Styrofoam cup of soup on its turnstile. She twisted her engagement ring while she waited, caught herself in the nervous habit, and forced her hands to stillness by planting them on the counter. Soon. Soon she’d be in her happy place.

Next to the counter sat a small round dining table  completely covered in sewing paraphernalia. Wedged into the space between the table and the wall of dress boxes in the living room stood a linen-covered mannequin. A half-finished dress hung on the mannequin, calling to her with the allure of a mythical siren. She resisted long enough to slurp down the soup, toss the container in the garbage, and splash water on her hands and mouth. Drifting past the table, she stood in front of the dress, which was a vision in grey and black and pink. After a moment caressing the edgy skulls-and-roses silk crepe, she set to work.

It would be the wee hours of the morning before she finally crawled into bed—exhausted, but triumphant—with the completed dress hanging from the top corner of her bedroom door. A smudged pencil sketch of the design was attached to the front, like a seal declaring its finished state. Before she drifted off to sleep, she gave the gown one final, satisfied glance.

Yep, Robert would love it.
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Melinda nodded at the blonde woman and fished in her apron for a pen and pad as she crossed the checkered floor.

The couple at table eight were more interested in chatting than reading menus. Hearing their playful, affectionate banter, the familiar twinge of pain pinched her chest, but she suppressed it and tried out the new version of her smile.

Even from her side of her face, she knew it was weak.

“Hi,” she said to the tops of their heads during a break in the conversation. “Can I start you with something to drink?”

The dark-haired, mocha-skinned woman who glanced up and met her eye actually made her catch her breath a little. Women that beautiful rarely came into Fred’s Diner. Okay, never.

“Iced tea, please,” the woman said in a throaty voice.

Melinda jotted down the woman’s order. She didn’t need to write it down, not really—but she did need an excuse not to stare at the woman. East Indian, she thought, from both the clipped, succinct accent and the way the woman reminded her of the actress on a Bollywood movie poster she saw every day on the way to work.

The man finally looked up. “Make that two.”

Melinda dropped her pen.

If the woman’s looks made her catch her breath, the man’s made her forget that she knew how to breathe at all. Bottomless black eyes, black hair, perfect teeth, a dimple—it was just not fair for that much beauty to be sitting at one table. The man could have been on the Bollywood poster right next to his companion.

Melinda nodded mutely at his order, scooped up her pen from the floor, and fled back behind the counter. Her face burned right up to the top of her head.

What would Robert think of her? Acting like a schoolgirl!

She continued to berate herself as she filled two glasses with ice and sweetened tea from the fountain, and then popped in lemon wedges and straws. By the time she had the drinks on a tray, she had herself thoroughly in hand. She managed to barely tremble when she placed the iced teas on the table in front of one of the most attractive couples she had ever seen. She took their meal orders and served them without further humiliating herself.

After they finished eating, Melinda returned to the table to collect the plates. Oddly, the man was observing her movements with a penetrating stare. She locked her gaze on the dishes, stacking the empty plates in one hand and grabbing the glasses with the other.

“Refill?” She kept her gaze on the table, not daring to meet their eyes.

The man spoke this time. “Yes, please. And I think we’ll have some of your mud pie for dessert.”

“Oh, Peter. Really? I can’t eat that!” The woman looked mortified and pleased at the same time.

Melinda looked at the tiny woman—who could certainly afford a little pie—then thought guiltily of her own meagre portion sizes. Like I can talk!

“Preeti, it’s not every day that we get to celebrate you landing your dream job! I’ll share it with you. You can have a few bites, can’t you?”

The woman hesitated.

“Chocolate. Chocolate. Chocolate,” Peter chanted.

Finally, she grinned and nodded. “Okay, just a bit.”

Peter turned to Melinda. “My sister is the new fashion editor at Fresh magazine,” he said. “This is our celebration date.”

Not a couple, then. Brother and sister. Melinda felt a little flush of heat creep out of her collar.

“Not every girl is lucky enough to have her brother take her to a truck stop for a date,” Preeti teased. Then she gasped and looked up at Melinda. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Melinda replied, surprised to find herself with a small but real smile on her face. It felt so unusual that she stood there, enjoying the sensation for several moments.

She was still standing there, smiling stupidly, when Preeti spoke up.

“So . . . the mud pie? I guess we’ll take one after all.”

“Oh! Sorry! Of course. I’ll be right back with it.” She hurried away, the heat wave overtaking her face completely.

Who knew a simple smile could be so much trouble?








  
  
Chapter Two




Preeti shook her head at the waitress’s retreating back. 

“That girl is a little odd,” she said in a low voice. “Too bad she doesn’t take better care of herself. She could be quite attractive.”

“Well, her fiancé obviously has different standards than you do. You saw the ring, right?”

Peter had glanced at the pretty waitress’s left hand out of Single Guy Reflex, and felt a twinge of disappointment to see the fourth finger encircled with a gold band sporting a sizeable diamond. He knew his older sister—who missed no attire detail on anyone in the room—would have seen it, too. Her nod confirmed it. And how high were his sister’s standards anyway? This girl might not win pageants, but she was pretty enough, in a classical sort of way.

His girlfriend Anise’s face flashed into his mind, her fiery red hair falling in waves to her shoulders, and he fidgeted with his cutlery. Old habits die hard, I guess.

The ponytailed waitress whisked back to their table with iced tea refills and a layered chocolate dessert on a plate. She set everything down, along with two forks, and left without a word.

Peter grabbed his fork and then caught the expression on Preeti’s face. He froze and narrowed his eyes.

Peter knew that look all too well. It was the one Preeti wore when she was about to meddle in his life—for his own good, of course. He had experienced the repercussions of her helping more often than he cared to remember.

He opened his mouth to stop her, but she spoke quickly.

“I wonder if they have hired their wedding photographer yet?” Preeti indicated the waitress with her fork, then shaved off a small bite of mocha ice cream and slid it into her mouth. Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, this is good.” Her words were muffled. “You’ve got to try this, Peter.”

Peter gave her a look of mock exasperation, both for her meddling and his I-told-you-so. “You can ask her, if you’re so interested.”

He took his own mouthful of chocolate heaven.

She put up her hands in self-defence. “Hey, if you don’t start making money as a photographer soon, you’ll never be able to take me somewhere nicer than a diner for lunch.” She slid the plate closer to her and scooped up a large portion of the dessert.

“Not all of us have hit the big time yet, sis. But I’m working on it.” He glanced out the window. “Being a delivery truck driver may not be glamorous, but it pays the bills.”

“Oh, Daddy must be so proud. His son the engineer, pinching his pennies as a UPS driver.”

“Stop eating my head. You know I don’t want to be an engineer, any more than I want to drive that truck for the rest of my life, didi.” The Hindi word for older sister dripped with sarcasm, a reminder that they were not children in Mumbai anymore.

“You know that I’m just teasing, little brother.” She flashed a bright smile before scooping up another huge bite.

Peter scowled and aimed his fork at the dessert, surprised that his sister had already consumed most of it.  He glanced up at Preeti, who was licking off her fork with relish. She looked over at him in mid-lick and he shook his head, eyebrows lifting in amusement.

“‘A few bites,’ my butt!” He smirked, pulling the plate out of her reach to finish the last few bites himself.

“Oo, look who is learning the local slang!” she said, and then tried to scrape up a little more chocolate from across the table.

Peter curled his arm protectively around the plate and fended off her fork with his other hand, glaring at Preeti in mock outrage at her tenacity. 

“Never you mind,” she scolded against his silent reproof, but set down her fork with obvious effort, looking chastened.

He shook his head again, chuckling, and quickly finished the last bite during the cease-fire.

Preeti watched him enjoy the final bit of ice cream cake in consternation, then got back to her point.

“Seriously, Peter, you are a very talented photographer, you just need to promote yourself more. You need to get a proper portfolio put together. I want to be able to hire you at Fresh, but I’ll need to show them something more than snapshots of our friends on Facebook to prove that you know what you’re doing.”

“I will get to it, Preeti. Stop eating my head!” he exclaimed again, but he maintained his teasing grin—with effort.

“When?” Preeti’s steely gaze held his.

Peter was saved from responding when the waitress flew up to their table on her thick-soled white sneakers. She wiped her hands on her apron before speaking. Her eyes focused on the blue Formica tabletop, not them.

“Can I get you anything else?”

“Yes, actually,” Preeti replied, giving Peter a meaningful glare and then turning toward the waitress with a gracious, well-practised smile. She ducked her head until the girl was forced to look at her, though she seemed to do so only begrudgingly.

“My brother here is a talented photographer, and I can vouch that he is quite good at what he does. He’s too shy to ask, but he was wondering if you have already hired your wedding photographer.”

Peter shot darts at his sister with his eyes.

She ignored him.

The girl winced. “Wedding photographer?”

She started twirling the ring on her finger with her left thumb and bit her lower lip, her eyes suddenly moist. “Um, no, we haven’t. My, uh, fiancé, Robert, he’s a pilot. He’s gone a lot, so we haven’t had time to work out a lot of the details yet.”

Peter couldn’t make sense of her reaction, but he weighed his options. Starting his photography career with a wedding was enough to make his insides curdle, but he knew Preeti was right. There was no time like the present. If his older sister—who rarely wasted compliments—believed he could do a wedding, then maybe he could.

“Peter.” He thrust his hand toward the waitress.

She hesitated, then took it.

“And this is Preeti, my sister.” He nodded toward Preeti. “Uh . . .” He squinted at the waitress’s name tag. “Melinda. May I borrow your pen?”

The girl handed it over, and he scribbled his name and phone number on a napkin. He gave it to her, and she stared at the scrawl in black ink.

“I’d love to be your photographer, if you are interested.” He infused as much confidence as he could muster into his voice and ignored the smug look he caught on Preeti’s face out of the corner of his eye. “Give me a call, and we can get together when it works best for you. I’ll show you some of my stuff.”

He hesitated, chagrined at his own nerve.

What stuff? Landscapes and bumblebees?

“Well, what I’ve got so far, anyway. Photography isn’t my full-time gig—yet—but I am . . . working on it. I’m usually off work by about five-thirty.”

He jerked his thumb at the cube delivery truck visible through the window, as if the tan-and-brown uniform he was wearing weren’t explanation enough. He did a mental face-palm. Way to work the sales pitch, bro.

“I get off then, too,” Melinda said. She seemed a bit dazed as she folded the napkin and tucked it into her apron. “Uh, thanks, P-Peter. I . . . I will. I’ll give you a call.”

She dropped the bill on the table between them, gathered up their dirty dishes, and was gone from their table faster than rain seeping into the dry, cracked Indian soil at the beginning of monsoon.

“Strange girl,” Preeti mused. She shrugged. “I guess it takes all kinds.”

“It does. Doesn’t it?”

Peter aimed the comment toward his sister, who did not look the least bit embarrassed by her audacity. He shook his head. She’d never been embarrassed by it before. Why would he expect her to start now?

As Peter sipped the last of his iced tea, he watched Melinda scurry around the diner as though she were on autopilot. She did her job thoroughly and efficiently, but without an ounce of joy.

Maybe she was having a bad day. But he sensed not.

“I think she’s lonely,” he said, mostly to himself.

“Lonely?” Preeti followed his gaze. “She’s engaged!”

Melinda was taking an order from the booth two down from theirs. Every mannerism seemed to declare that unnecessary interaction was not welcome.

Preeti pursed her lips. “Well, maybe. Maybe the ring is some form of defence against unwanted attention. Some waitresses do that, you know, so guys like you don’t hit on her. Maybe she’s not engaged at all. And don’t you have a girlfriend? Denise something?”

“Anise,” Peter corrected her. “I’m . . . not hitting on her. You were, remember?”

Preeti gave him a smug smile. “And now you have a potential photography client. You’re welcome.”

Peter frowned. He remembered the odd look Melinda had given him when he’d asked about her wedding photographer. She’d been nervous, but she’d used her fiancé’s name. That didn’t seem like a lie to him.

“If her fiancé is gone as much as she says he is, she just might be lonely.”

“Not our problem,” Preeti said, suddenly all business.

She slid out of the booth clutching a red patent leather bag which Peter knew would have some fancy designer’s name on it.

“I have to get back to work. Fashion waits for no woman.” She beamed, looking as though she were trying not to.

He stood, scooped up the bill, and fished his wallet out of his back pocket. “Let me give you a lift.”

“Seriously? You think I want to be dropped off in that?” She flicked her gaze to the truck. “I’ll take the bus, thanks. It’s only about ten minutes to the office.”

“Suit yourself.” He grinned at her. “See ya later, sis.”

Preeti headed for the door, and he made his way to the till to pay. He only had to wait a moment for Melinda to show up to take his money.

“Say, uh,” he began, not quite sure where he was going next.

She glanced up, then back down at the keys, pecking furiously.

“Hey, my girlfriend and I are going to the movies tonight . . . you know that theatre down on Macleod Trail?”

The waitress nodded and the cash register jingled.

“Eighteen ninety-five, please.”

He handed her a twenty and kept talking. “Maybe you . . . I mean, you and Robert, if he’s around . . . uh, would you guys like to come on a double date with us? And if he’s not, you are still welcome to come. Anise is really great. She won’t mind at all.”

He hoped he was right about Anise not minding. Things hadn’t been going so well between them lately. Women could be funny about having other pretty women around, he’d noticed, even if they were on the arm of another guy.

And the girl looking at him with those wide grey eyes was definitely pretty, just a little . . . tired, maybe.

She cleared her throat as she handed him the change. “Thank you, but Robert is flying in this afternoon, and we already have plans for tonight. Some other time, maybe.”

He nodded, pocketing his change. “Some other time.”

“Myers! Order up!” yelled a chunky bald man in a folded white cap and grubby apron from the kitchen pass-through window behind her.

“Coming, Fred!” she called back, and was gone.

Peter slowly walked to the table, left a tip for her, and headed out to the parking lot.

At least he’d tried. That’s all anyone could ask. Wasn’t it?
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