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      To say that I’d agreed to this blind date would be a bit of a stretch. I could think of more accurate ways to describe what had happened: manipulated into a blind date, guilt-tripped into a blind date, pestered into a blind date, puppy dog-eyed, or lured into a blind date. Yep, any of those sounded way more accurate for my current situation.

      If I didn’t care about my brother’s future happiness, I would regret pulling that little matchmaking stunt that had caused Adrian and Kari to fall in love, because then Kari wouldn’t feel the need to “return the favor” and set me up with someone. I yanked a hairbrush through the dark strands of my sleek bob cut with one hand while tugging on a high heel as I hobbled down the busy Sacramento sidewalk, running late to this blind date.

      They say that when it rains it pours and, for me, they apparently meant it literally, even though rain felt like a rarity in sunny Sacramento. So, this obligation thing I really didn’t want to do also required that I hold an umbrella. If only I had three hands. . .

      My ‘running late’ issue technically started last night when I cupped my alarm in my hands, trying to decide whether I wanted to hit the gym before work or sleep in and deal with the guilt over not working out. Always a tough decision. One that had taken too long to make, apparently, because I woke up this morning to an unset alarm sitting on the pillow beside my head. Oops.

      So, I started my day running fifteen minutes late, which had happened way more lately than I’d like to admit. Due to being late, I missed a call with an international art dealer and a call from my dad regarding the high priority acquisition of a local boutique art auction house called A. Keating, and my dad left a message stressing the importance that I meet with the owner today to “reel her in.” No notice for a pitch today? No pressure, or anything.

      After tending to crisis after crisis all day in the office, I scarfed down a croissant and a latte from Courtney Carmichael’s coffee cart since I’d skipped lunch, and then hurried to my car to squeeze in the initial must-do-today meeting over drinks with Alexandra Keating before the thing I really didn’t want to do. The fact that there was no time to have this date hurt my brain but canceling wasn’t an option since Kari had set it up and I didn’t have my blind date’s phone number. Knowing I needed to stay calm, I tried to focus on wooing Alexandra Keating as fast as possible since I basically needed to be in two places at once.

      When I arrived at the Geoffries hotel’s swanky cocktail lounge and saw Alexandra waiting at the bar in her stylish black turtleneck and colorful glasses, I immediately stopped in my tracks and started second-guessing what I’d planned to pitch to her.

      Yeah, I’d made it there on time, but my overactive mind kept launching horrifying scenarios in which my wording would cause Alexandra to storm away without agreeing to sell her business to The Maxwell House, which would be all my fault and my dad would forever see it as a mistake to have made me CEO. If Alexandra Keating rejected me, she would likely sell her boutique to Rothley’s Auction House—our biggest competitor—and no matter what achievements I may or may not make for the rest of my time as CEO of The Maxwell House I would always be a failure.

      A terrible, horrible failure.

      I couldn’t let my dad down after I’d finally proved that I was ready to be in charge of the family business, could I? No, not an option. Since this promotion, my nerves had been in a constant state of frazzlement. Was frazzlement even a word? If not, it should be. Calm down, Martina. You’re smart and qualified and everything will be fine. Just fine.

      Yeah, tell that to my racing heart.

      Since I felt like I might pass out, which would not exactly evoke confidence as a solid buyer, I decided to take a lap around the block to calm my nerves before going into the lounge. One block did absolutely nothing to help, so I power-walked two, then three, and when I’d finally built up the nerve to go into the lounge the barstool was empty. Oh, no.

      Alexandra Keating was gone.

      I thrust the heel of my hand to my forehead, wondering how to tell my dad that I’d stood up the owner of the boutique I needed to acquire. Not good, Martina. Not good. Knowing I would have a lot of explaining to do tomorrow, I made a mad dash to my car, rifled through the glove compartment for a phone charger, realized I’d left the phone charger at the office since I hadn’t been able to decide whether or not I’d need it, played the high stakes game of driving in traffic as it started to rain, suffered the horror of finding street parking downtown, pulled out my umbrella, applied lipstick in my window reflection along the sidewalk, and then raced past the restaurant—oops, going too fast—hurried back to the restaurant while fanning my armpits with my clutch, and strode into the restaurant gracefully like there had never been a cloud in any sky, because everything was fine.

      Well, if you didn’t count my racing pulse.

      I set my umbrella in a bin just inside the front door and then pulled out my cell phone so I could check Kari’s email to figure out what my blind date looked like, but just as I started to type on the screen it suddenly went black, leaving me staring at my wide-eyed reflection. If it had been a catch-a-break kind of day, I would’ve looked up to see a mostly empty restaurant and a handsome man sitting alone at the bar who would turn to smile and wave at me as I entered. Instead, I looked up to find the restaurant absolutely packed.

      This wouldn’t have been such an issue if I could remember the description of what my date looked like, but without the ability to check my email on my cell phone I didn’t have those pertinent little details. With a frown, I glanced at my phone to see if it had changed its mind about helping me (it hadn’t), and then I started to push my way through the crowd.

      Since taking over my dad’s position as CEO of The Maxwell House so he could retire, making decisions had slowly, but surely, become more and more difficult for me. I’d always seen myself as a smart, decisive woman, but the pressure to succeed was wearing on me and even something like deciding how to find a blind date in a busy restaurant had somehow become an insurmountable task.

      Should I just shout out my name? I couldn’t shout out my date’s name since I didn’t remember what it was without that email from Kari. Also, shouting didn’t seem like the best way to start a date. Not that I even had time to date—obviously—but didn’t I deserve love in my life? I liked to think so, not that my past dating record indicated this would happen. I never seemed to have that elusive ‘feeling’ about the guys I’d dated that people say they feel with The One.

      Should I bother someone for a phone charger so I could call Kari? And then crawl between people’s legs, searching the floor for an outlet? Should I look for a pay phone? I mean, did those even exist anymore? Should I wander around, hoping to find my blind date holding up a piece of paper with my name like they do at the airport for pick-ups?

      My mind raced with possibilities as I spun around in the middle of small clusters of businesspeople having cocktails. Suddenly, someone shouted, “Coming through!” and I turned toward the loud voice too quickly because I stumbled into a server who was hoisting a tray.

      I immediately bounced off the waiter and pitched toward the floor, thinking, “If only I’d set my alarm . . .”

      Or, maybe I’d said that aloud.

      In any event, I was clearly going down.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for the impact and the inevitable ambulance ride but then strong arms caught me before I hit the ground. What the . . .? My eyes flew open and I blinked several times, before confirming I was being held securely in someone’s very solid arms.

      I glanced up at my savior. “Wow, your eyes,” I blurted.

      The man with the amazing blue eyes studied me a moment. “You alright?”

      “I, um . . .” I continued to blink, making my first decisive decision in weeks: I didn’t want this guy to move an inch. It felt good being held in his arms. I felt safe here and the whole world stopped. My heart fluttered at the closeness of his face to mine. And I liked the way his blue eyes sparkled as he stared down at me, the corners of his eyes crinkling in amusement. I also liked—

      “What took you so long?” he asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      My eyebrows came together. “You were waiting for me?”

      “Yes, I’ve been waiting for you,” he said, the corner of his mouth lifting. “My whole life, in fact.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling bad for being late as I stared up at the handsome man who had apparently had the organization and forethought to memorize my name and physical description. Nice qualities in a blind date, but Kari hadn’t told me about those deep blue eyes or I would’ve remembered. I immediately took back all of my grumblings about Kari forcing me into this date. I mean, I’d just arrived and he’d already saved me from certain death (or at least a bump on the head) and those eyes, wowzers. “On the bright side, at least I fell into the right person.”

      “All that’s left now is to fall in love,” he said, winking down at me.

      My tummy warmed and I laughed. “Maybe we should start with a drink?”

      He chuckled. “Why bother? Let’s go straight to city hall.”

      My cheeks heated after realizing I was actually considering the proposition. But that would be rash. I was not a rash person. In fact, my tendency was to overthink everything, which accounted for my recent anxiety spike. “Well, either way you’re going to have to lift me upright at some point,” I said, regretfully.

      The corner of his mouth tipped up more. “Is that so?”

      “Unless you plan to spend the rest of your life holding me.”

      He gripped me tighter. “I can think of worse ways to pass the time.”

      Oh, swoon. Despite starting with stress and near disaster, my date seemed off to a good start. “People are staring,” I said.

      His gaze darted to the side before returning to me. “Who?” he asked. 

      “All these people,” I said, feeling so very comfortable in this stranger’s arms. “Do you want them to be looking?” I asked.

      “Well, of course,” he said, the corner of his mouth curving upward. “I just rescued a beautiful woman. The whole restaurant should be applauding.” 

      “Should I check to see if we’re making a scene?” I asked, lowering my voice. 

      “Maybe that would be best,” he said, his expression turning serious. “Just in case.”

      I dared a quick look around and found a few curious eyes glancing in our direction. “Hmm.”

      “Not good?” he said. 

      “Definitely not the whole restaurant,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “And definitely no applause, I’m afraid.”

      “Disappointing,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Maybe this happens all the time here,” I said, my back still arched and the toe of my right shoe pointing up toward the gilded ceiling, while suspended in this man’s arm as if he’d dipped me while dancing.

      He twisted his mouth as if in deep thought and then I yelped when he swiftly pulled me upright, twirled me around like we were on a dance floor in a ballroom instead of a packed restaurant, and then lifted me up and set me onto the seat of a high-backed barstool. 

      “Well, if this is par for the course,” he said, leaning over the bar and attempting to flag down the bartender. “I’ll just have to try harder.”

      I laughed. “Is that so?”

      “I refuse to be a mediocre date,” he said, resting an arm against the shiny wooden bar top and smiling at me. He had tousled blond hair that looked windswept, as if he’d spent his afternoon spinning me around, dipping me low, before looking at me with those eyes.

      “What do you have in mind to step up your game?” I asked, scooting against the back of the high-backed stool.

      “Oh, you know,” he said, shrugging, “maybe a dramatic pronouncement of love from up on the bar here.”

      “That’s it?” I asked, enjoying this game.

      “I was just getting started,” he said, lifting a hand toward the bartender again. “Then I’ll gather the candles from every table in the restaurant so I can spell your name on the floor, call you a horse drawn carriage to take you for a ride around the park, and perhaps a nightcap on the terrace of the Geoffries hotel. Things like that. Am I improving at all?”

      “If that’s a first date, sign me up for the second,” I said, relaxing for the first time in months as he finally caught the attention of the bartender.

      His blue-eyed gaze caught mine. “Champagne?”

      “Why not?” I said, deciding this was a champagne kind of date. And to think I’d wanted to cancel. Turned out that this whimsical man was just what I needed to light me up again inside.

      “We’d like two glasses of your finest champagne please,” he said.

      The bartender nodded, reached into the fridge under the bar, and then I heard a loud pop. As he poured two flutes to the top with bubbly liquid, I noticed the “Dom Perignon” label on the bottle. Impressive. My family drank Dom on New Year’s and I loved it.

      “Should I admit something to you?” I asked.

      “If it’s that you don’t actually like champagne, I’ll be disappointed.”

      “I love champagne,” I assured him.

      “In that case, the wedding is still on,” he said.

      I smiled. “I don’t know your name.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “A brave thing to admit.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head slowly. “It’s been a rush kind of day for me and I tried to check my email when I arrived but my phone died.”

      “I see,” he said, raising his eyebrows and looking slightly confused before his mouth curved upward again. “What would you like my name to be?”

      “A guessing game? You’d better not wait on me,” I said, holding my palms up. “We’ll be here until the place closes. I’ve had trouble making even the smallest decisions lately.”

      Wait, had I actually admitted my weakness aloud to a virtual stranger? Well, not a total stranger since Kari knew him from her store, Kari’s Kaleidoscope. I’d have to ask her what he’d bought. In fact, I wanted to know everything about him. What was it about this guy that made me feel so at ease? My blood pressure had to be almost in the normal range right now.

      “Your admission is honest and refreshing,” he said, scooting his barstool closer until his knee brushed against mine. “Let’s get to know everything about each other tonight, starting with the first words we ever spoke. Wait, if we start that far back then they’ll be chasing us out of here before we even get to the second grade. How fast can you talk?”

      I laughed. “Maybe I’ll call you Casanova. I’ve never met a man more charming.”

      “This is a good thing,” he said with a determined nod. “And you’ll be Polaris, because I’ve been searching the night sky for you.”

      “A little cheesy, but I like it,” I said, as my date—my Casanova—handed me a flute.

      He raised his glass toward mine and our gazes locked and held, my grin mirroring his as if by some spell. My tummy did a cartwheel

      “To Casanova and Polaris,” he said grandly, “to their fortuitous meeting, to their magical evening, to their forever and ever.”

      I clinked my glass against his. “To all of that . . .”

      I always thought they called it a blind date because you knew nothing going in and would just have to feel your way in the dark and hope for the best. But, clearly, I was wrong. They called it a blind date because by total accident and by total surprise you can be set up with someone so bright, so wonderful, so warm that it’s like staring at the direct sun.

      Smiling at Casanova, I raised my glass to my lips to take a sip and—

      “Excuse me? Are you Martina Maxwell?” a man asked, stopping beside me before I was able to sip that delicious champagne.

      “I’m sorry?” I asked.

      “You’re Martina, right?” he asked.

      The bubbly liquid fell back into the glass as I straightened the flute. “Yes . . .?”

      “Ah, good,” he said, blowing out a breath. “I had to call Kari to have her tell me what you looked like. She did a subpar job describing you actually. Though she said you’d be wearing a suit and I’d say that’s more of a heavy cardigan. And she said your hair was black and really I’m getting more of a dark brown vibe and I don’t really see the freckles she was talking about but maybe it’s just the lighting in here. But that’s alright now that I’ve found you and—”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, holding up my palm. “Who are you?”

      The man puffed up his chest and stretched up onto his toes, seeming to gain an inch or two of height as Casanova watched him curiously.

      “You know who I am,” he said, with slight annoyance in his tone. “I’m your blind date.”

      My jaw dropped as I looked from Casanova to this man and then back again as it all clicked. The perfect man who I thought Kari had set me up with was actually a complete and total stranger? My stomach sank. I really and truly should’ve set my alarm last night.
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