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Chapter 1

GHOSTS DON’T HAVE SEX, DO THEY? ANNABELLE Ronaldi wasn’t 100 percent sure of the answer. Floating between sleep and wakefulness after a night of way too much champagne, she figured she’d either had mind-blowing sex with the ghost of her dead boyfriend, Chip, or his double. She crossed her fingers for the latter.

She’d only slept with two men, so the chances she’d increased that number by 50 percent beat the hell out of the odds of her waking with a ghost—especially when she thought about it in a semisober state. A state she hadn’t been in the night before.

She had to admit her relationship with Chip would have been a lot better if he’d been half as good in bed alive as his ghost was last night—if, in fact, it was Chip's ghost sleeping beside her. Which brought her back to her initial question regarding the ability of ghosts to have sex—really, really good sex.

Annabelle opened her eyes and screamed. Loud.

The guy asleep next to her awoke and sat straight up as she jumped out of bed. “My God, you’re real.” Yep, definitely real, and very much alive.

He stared at her with such heat she was surprised she wasn’t incinerated. Which, under the circumstances, would be preferable to standing there like an idiot. An idiot wearing nothing but a blue garter. She ripped the sheet off the bed, leaving him naked, only he didn’t look like an idiot. On the contrary, he looked… big and um… happy to see her. Very happy.

Annabelle was speechless.

“Belle… ” He scooted toward her. She backed away until she hit the dresser with a thunk. Belle? Chip never called her Belle. If she hadn’t almost totally dismissed the whole ghost question as a possibility, being called Belle would have cinched it.

“Hey, take it easy. I’m not gonna hurt you.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Mike… Mike Flynn, your brother-in-law's best friend; we met at the wedding. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“No kidding.” He didn’t seem like the ax murderer type, not that she knew what that type looked like, but she was pretty sure it required an ax, and he didn’t have one or anywhere to hide one either. She found herself staring at… him. Probably not the polite thing to do. Annabelle took a deep breath and moved the direction of her stare past his washboard abs and nice chest, straight to the eyes of Chip's double. He looked almost exactly like Chip, a.k.a. Christopher Edmond Van Dyke Larsen, except for the eye color, a slight bump on his nose, and the size of a certain appendage.

“Hi… um.”

“Mike. Mike Flynn.”

“I knew that.” You’d think she’d offered to sell him the Brooklyn Bridge, and he wasn’t buying. “I’ve never done this before—”

“This, meaning brought home a nice guy, had mind-boggling, earth-shattering, world-rocking sex?” He winked at her. “Yeah, if it makes you feel any better,

I don’t make a habit of it either—especially the part where the beautiful woman can’t remember my name. Aside from that, I can’t think of a more pleasurable morning.”

Annabelle's wish to disappear wasn’t happening, so she had no choice other than to deal with… whatever this was.

“Anyone ever tell you you’re beautiful when you’re embarrassed? Well, you’re pretty much beautiful all the time.”

She shifted her weight from foot to foot. “So, we really did… um… you know?”

“Oh yeah. Several times.”

Maybe her mind was playing tricks on her. Maybe he didn’t look and sound like Chip. Maybe she’d had a mental breakdown. Lord knew, with everything she’d been through recently, taking a vacation from reality wouldn’t be that big of a stretch.

Pictures of the two of them stumbling through her new apartment undressing each other flitted through her mind like a grainy sex video. She winced again as she remembered the sound of ripping fabric and her bubbling laughter when she’d realized her little black dress had suddenly become a lot smaller. If her memory was correct, she was surprised her dress hadn’t spontaneously combusted from the heat they’d generated.

“You want me to give you some time? I’ll take Dave for a walk.”

“How do you know Rosalie's dog?”

“I’m Nick's best friend, remember? I’ve known Dave since Nick and Rosalie got together.”

“Oh, right.”

“I’ll take Dave out, pick up some breakfast, and then we can talk, and you know, do the first date thing.”

“The first date thing?”

“Yeah, you tell me your middle name. I’ll tell you mine. We can do a fast run-through of our families, occupations, and the normal stuff. Then, us sleeping together won’t seem so premature.”

“It won’t?”

“Well, like I said, I don’t make a habit of ravishing women within hours of meeting them. In fact, it's never happened before. I figure exchanging the first date info is worth a try. What do you say?”

“Okay.” She squeezed her eyes shut and thought he’d leave—at least temporarily. Then he moved closer and cupped her face in his hands. Before it registered in her addled mind, he pressed soft kisses on her eyelids, then her lips. She opened her eyes, and he smiled at her as if she were the most adorable creature on earth. The man obviously needed to get out more.

Mike brushed one more kiss on her shoulder, which seemed to be hardwired to her nipples. Her breath caught in her throat, and Mike gave her a very satisfied smile before he searched for his clothes.

She had never seen that satisfied a smile on any man she’d shared a bed with. Though, it's not like she’d slept with many men. There was Chip, then… ugh… Johnny, and now… um… Mike. Right, Mike.

Dave, the dog she was watching until her sister came back from her honeymoon, strolled into the bedroom with a pair of jockey shorts in his mouth. She’d hazard a guess they were Mike's. She winced. “Sorry about that.”

Mike pulled on his gray pinstripe suit pants and zipped them. “Hey, have you seen my shirt?”

“It's in the living room.”

“Ah, so now you remember. Sure helps the ole bruised and battered ego.”

Before she could think of anything to say, the phone rang. Annabelle peeked at the clock. Since it was still early, it must be Becca. “I’m sorry—”

Mike held up his hand. “No, it's fine. Go ahead and take your time. Dave and I will be back.”

Mike turned and left the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

She threw herself on the bed, pulled the sheet over her, and reached for the phone. “Hello?”

“So, you did survive the wedding. See, you were worried for nothing.”

“Becca? You don’t by any chance have a cousin in New York, do you?” She heard Mike whistle for the dog, the jangle of the choke collar striking dog tags, then the front door closing.

“A cousin?”

“Yeah, a male cousin, about thirty, blond hair, gray eyes, totally hot. A cousin who looks a lot like Chip. Exactly like Chip, except his lips are a bit fuller, his nose looks like he's broken it more than once, and well, he has bigger… feet.”

“Bigger feet? Annabelle, are you all right?”

She felt like screaming, “No, I’m not all right.” How could someone wake up wondering if they’d had sex with a ghost and be even remotely all right? But Becca would drop everything, jump on the first train out of Philadelphia, and run straight to Brooklyn if she thought Annabelle needed her. As much as she loved Becca, she wasn’t sure she could handle everything that calling Becca into this situation would entail.

“I’m fine. I just met this guy yesterday. His name is Mike Flynn, and he has an amazing resemblance to Chip. He must be related to you somehow.”

“Annabelle, my brother's been gone two years. Don’t you think it's time you let go?”

“Geez, Bec. I just said that I met a guy who looks like Chip. I’m not hanging on to Chip's memory. Hell, I’ve moved on. Up until a few weeks ago, I was engaged.”

“To the scum-of-the-earth mortician.”

“Johnny wasn’t that bad.”

“Johnny was caught with his pants down, the makeup lady's skirt up, doing the nasty right next to a corpse—”

“Yeah, Mrs. Nunzio.” Annabelle crossed herself. “God rest her soul.”

“Face it. That pretty much screams scum-of-the-earth behavior.”

“Fine, if you want to get technical about it. But Johnny had nothing to do with Chip.”

“Johnny had everything to do with Chip. Everything you’ve done since Chip's diagnosis has been a direct result of Chip. Including planning to marry the scum-of-the-earth mortician.”

“Look, sweetie, as enlightening as this conversation is, I don’t have time to talk right now. I have to get dressed. Was there something you needed?”

“I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. It must suck going to your own wedding as a guest and not the bride.”

“I’m fine.”

“Liar. You’re way too shallow to be fine. No matter how much you love your sister, and I know you do, the fact she hijacked your wedding day has to chap your ass. It would rankle an angel, and we both know you’re no angel. I know you didn’t take this lying down.”

“Actually, I did.” To prove her point, Annabelle sat up and kicked the sheet off her naked body. Naked except for the scratchy blue garter she wore high on her thigh. “Oh God.” She’d forgotten about that.

“Okay, that's it. I’m on the next train to New York. You’re scaring me.”

“No. I’m fine, really. I… um… I just noticed the time, and well, I have to… meet someone for breakfast, um, brunch, and I’m not dressed. I promise to call you back later. I swear. I’m fine. Really.”

“Okay, but I know something's up. I’ll talk to you later this afternoon. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll be there in the morning banging down your door.”

“I promise I’ll call. Bye.” She hung up the phone and groaned. Her head ached, her teeth were fuzzy, and she was pretty sure someone had spiked her champagne with battery acid. She pulled on her robe and stumbled into the bathroom.

Mike was right about one thing—her memory was coming back. She’d been at her sister Rosalie's wedding reception. The wedding reception Annabelle had planned, the wedding reception she’d dreamed of since she got her first Wedding Day Barbie, the wedding reception that would have been hers if she hadn’t broken her engagement to Johnny. Watching her sister living her dream wedding mortified her enough, but then she’d seen Chip's double talking to her new brother-in-law, Nick.

He had the same broad shoulders and dirty blond hair that was long enough to curl up over his collar. And the similarities didn’t stop there. No. He had the same posture, the way he stood with his feet spread and hands on his hips as he laughed. It had made the hair on her arms stand up and had her fighting the urge to cross herself.

Chip's double had turned and stared directly into her eyes. Annabelle remembered grabbing the chair beside her as her head spun, gray narrowing her vision. She’d dropped her glass. She’d heard it break. She’d heard the buzz of three hundred people conversing, but it had all seemed so far away. Still, she’d been unable to take her eyes off the man walking toward her.

He’d been rushing, yet moved in slow motion. His warm hand grabbed her elbow. “Sit down before you fall down.”

“Chip?” she’d mumbled.

“I’m Mike. Are you okay?” He pushed her into the chair and crouched in front of her as he held her wrist and glanced at his watch.

“Fine.” She’d pushed away from his grasp and rubbed her arms, trying to dispel the chill.

His eyes were different from Chip's; they were gray and assessing. Chip had one brown eye and one half brown and half green, lit with a constant sense of wonder. It must have been magical to see the world through Chip's eyes. He only saw beauty. He left everyone else to deal with reality.

“You don’t look so good.”

“Thanks, that's what every girl wants to hear.”

“I mean you don’t look well. I’m a doctor. Have you eaten today? Are you taking any medication?”

“Look, Doc, I’m not sick. I thought I saw a ghost, that's all. I was wrong, obviously, since you are definitely not a ghost.”

“Huh?”

“You look a lot like someone I used to know.” Annabelle rose, and Mike followed suit. “It was nice meeting you—”

“Mike.”

“Right.” She’d walked blindly to the other side of the room, wishing she could leave. Only the fear of her mother's wrath had kept her from going any farther than the deserted terrace overlooking Park Avenue.

Later, she’d been too drunk to remember to drop the bouquet after she’d caught it. Mike caught the garter. And before she could duck out, she’d been forced into a chair in the middle of the dance floor while, to a chorus of wolf whistles and clapping, Mike very slowly slid the garter and his hands beneath her dress and high onto her thigh. The higher his hands went, the darker his eyes became. She was still trapped by his gaze as he helped her out of the chair and into his arms for the obligatory dance. The next thing she knew, they’d been in a cab on their way back to Brooklyn.

Annabelle wished her mind were like an Etch A Sketch, and she could give her head a good shake and start with a clean slate.



Mike left Annabelle's apartment with Dave ambling beside him. He walked right to the nearest light post and banged his head against it. Hard.

“Fuck.” He opened his eyes and saw an old lady, a lace shawl covering her head and rosary beads hanging from one hand. The scowl she shot him had him ducking his head in shame. “I’m sorry,” he said as she passed.

She muttered something in Italian. Shit, he was batting a thousand this morning.

“Great show, Mikey. Now tell me what the hell you’re doing with my dog, outside my sister-in-law's apartment, at the crack of fuckin’ dawn.”

“Nick? What are you doing here? You just got married less than twenty-four hours ago.”

Mike tried unsuccessfully to keep the dog from jumping on Nick.

Nick handed Mike a couple of the bags he held so he could pet Dave. The expression on Nick's face made Mike thankful that Nick wasn’t the violent type. “No, don’t tell me.” He studied Mike, seeing all the signs of the morning after that it was. “You didn’t sleep with my sister-in-law, did you?

“Do you really want to know the answer to that question?”

“What, you’ve gone through all my old girlfriends, and you’re starting on family now?”

“It's not my fault your old girlfriends ran to me for solace. With my work hours, it's almost impossible to sleep, much less meet women. It's been five or six years since I had the time or opportunity to meet a woman without the letters MD or RN after her name.”

Mike had had bed buddies, and even a couple relationships that went beyond sex, not far beyond, but there were a few he’d felt an emotional connection to. Nothing had prepared him for Annabelle Ronaldi. She was almost too hot to handle. When he touched her, the charge he’d felt was only slightly weaker than the one he’d gotten the day he’d been playing in the wet basement and come close to dying of electrocution. “Annabelle's different.”

“Yeah, she's my fuckin’ sister-in-law. You couldn’t find another chick to sleep with?” Nick raised his arms and slapped them against his thighs, obviously forgetting that he carried several bags from the deli and bakery down the street. “From the look on your dopey face, I guess the answer to that question is no. And I’m thinking now is not a good time to stop by the apartment and pick up that bag Rosalie left.”

Mike couldn’t hold back a smile. “You’re right both times.”

“I’m gonna pretend I didn’t see you.”

“Isn’t Rosalie going to wonder why you didn’t stop?”

“I’ll tell her to buy a new one. Besides, you know how much Lee loves chocolate. She's gonna take one look at these chocolate-covered doughnuts, and she’ll forgive me for forgetting to look for her bag. I’ll tell her I couldn’t stand to be away from her. After all, it's the truth.”

Nick took his bags back.

Mike knew exactly how Nick felt. Well, almost. The gods had smiled on him last night, because the first time his eyes met Annabelle's, she seemed to have the same reaction to him. Annabelle was the type of woman who made him glad he wore loose-fitting pants, not only because she was beautiful and sexy, but because she’d stared at him as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. From that moment on, her eyes never left him. He might as well have been the only man in the room.

Mike wasn’t going to let her get away. He just needed to make sure she’d never forget him again.



Annabelle tossed on a pair of yoga pants and a workout top and stepped out of the bedroom as Mike and Dave returned.

Mike had folded the remains of her dress, her panties, and her stockings, and laid them neatly on the couch. His suit jacket hung over the back of a chair with a tie rolled and stuffed into the breast pocket. He had on the wrinkled shirt that was missing a button or two, his suit pants, and black dress shoes. Even wearing clothes that had spent the night on the floor, she’d be hard-pressed to find a better-looking man.

Her only question now was what to do with him.

“Hi.” Mike placed two bags on the table and handed her a cup of coffee. “I didn’t know how you like your coffee…”

Annabelle removed the cover and took a gulp of the steaming liquid, trying to think of what to say.

“Ah, damn.” Mike pulled a cell phone off his belt and read the screen. “I’m sorry. I have to go. I know we need to talk, but this is an emergency.” He removed the tie from his suit pocket, flipped the collar of his shirt up, and tied a perfect half Windsor without looking in the mirror.

She used to have to tie Chip's ties for him on the rare occasion she got him to wear one. She’d always wondered if he was pulling her leg. A kid who’d spent his life in prep school should have known how to tie a tie in his sleep. Maybe that was why he’d refused to wear one as an adult.

Mike cinched the knot up to his throat and didn’t even make a face. Chip always looked as if he were being garroted. How weird was this? Here she was watching Mike get ready for work. Well, he hadn’t specifically said he was going to work, but if her fuzzy memory was accurate, he’d said he was a doctor, and doctors had to take care of emergencies. She shuddered as the memories of times she’d taken Chip to the hospital spilled over the dam she’d built in her mind to hold them back. She remembered all the times she’d waited for the doctor to give her more bad news.

Watching her with concern, Mike tugged her into his arms. “Hey. What's this about?” He tipped her head up and stared into her eyes. She opened her mouth to tell him it was nothing, but before she could press the words out, he cut her off with a kiss. A coffee-, cream-, and sugar-flavored kiss that packed so much heat it stole her breath.

He didn’t taste like Chip, he didn’t smell like Chip, and even with their uncanny resemblance, he didn’t feel like Chip. When in remission, Chip had been hard and strong. He’d been a marble statue, beautiful to admire, but uncomfortable to lean against. She’d found out the hard way that when you leaned on a statue, he either wobbled until he dropped you or took you down with him, shattering when he hit, and leaving you lying bruised and bleeding on a pile of rubble. Alone.

Mike was comfortable, firm but not chiseled, strong and solid, and he held her. She didn’t have to lean. He drew her to him, pulling her weight against his body and steadying her. For a second, she rested in his arms, her eyes closed as she savored what was a false sense of security.

“As much as I’d like to stay and find out what's going on in that busy mind of yours, I really do have to run. I hope it won’t take long.” Annabelle opened her mouth to ask if he was coming back, but he kissed the thought away, turned, and walked out.

Dave sat on his bed with Mike's jockey shorts hanging from his mouth and whined. The dog might weigh a good one hundred and fifty pounds and look like a cross between Cujo and the Black Stallion, but he was nothing more than a puppy in the body of an ox. She sat on the couch and stared at the door. Dave sauntered over and rested his enormous St. Bernardish head on her lap. The jockeys seemed to staunch the flow of slobber, thank God. Dave's deep brown eyes stared into hers, and he let out a plaintive whine.

Annabelle absently rubbed his big head. She wasn’t sure what she felt, but she felt something. Too much. Was it better to spend life in a vacuum or to be shot through a veritable galaxy of feelings, unable to identify them? The vacuum of emotion she usually swam in was a lot more comfortable.



Annabelle struggled to move a crate of canvases from the storage area in the basement of the apartment. Before Rosalie had gotten engaged to Nick and rented her apartment to Annabelle, Rosalie had offered Annabelle storage space when she’d moved back from Philadelphia. It had been two years since Chip's death—past time to go through her things. Johnny wouldn’t have understood her hanging portraits and nudes all over the house, especially since most of the paintings were of Chip. She’d keep a few of the small portraits for herself, offer the others to Becca, and destroy the nudes. Well, all but one. She couldn’t part with the first. No, no matter what, even if it stayed wrapped in paper in the back of her closet until the day she died. She’d never be able to part with that.

“Annabelle!” Wayne yelled when he saw her sliding the crate up the basement steps to the first floor. “What are you doing? Henry, come out here and help me.” Wayne, Rosalie's—no, make that her—neighbor, slid beside her and picked up the crate. “Why didn’t you give us a holler? We’re right upstairs, and we’re always here to lend a helping hand. We’re so thrilled you’ve taken over your sister's apartment. You call us if you need help moving anything. Anything at all. I can’t tell you how Henry and I have been dreading the thought of losing touch with our Rosalie. Now, with you here… Well, we’re just so thrilled to have you. You have to come to dinner so we can get to know you. Was that handsome gentleman I saw leaving this morning your boyfriend? Girl, you have almost as good taste in men as your sister. Isn’t he just too cute? I mean really, if I were ten years younger, and if he wasn’t straight, I swear he’d give Henry a run for his money.”

Wayne finally took a breath. Annabelle stared at him blankly. “Um… What was the question?”

Wayne put his arm around her. “Dinner, then boyfriend.”

“Oh, yes, well, I’d like to have dinner with you and Henry. Rosalie has told me so much about you both.” She flipped her hair and pasted on her best smile. “Rosalie gave me your number in case I can’t get home to feed Dave. I hope that's okay.”

“Nice try, gorgeous, but that only works on straight men. Now dish. Tell me about Mr. Big, Blond, and Beautiful.”

“That's Dr. Big, Blond, and Beautiful to you.” Annabelle followed him into her apartment and directed him to the small room that was labeled a den but looked more like a walk-in closet with a window. “You can put the crate up against that wall.”

Wayne positioned the crate and then followed her to the kitchen. He watched as she rooted around the junk drawer.

“Whatcha looking for while you’re avoiding talking about Dr. Good Love?”

“A hammer so I can pry the crate open. You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“No.” Wayne went to the door. “Henry, bring a pry bar and a hammer when you come down, will you, sweetie?” he hollered up the stairs.

Wayne sashayed back, not even waiting for Henry's response. Rosalie had spoken a lot about her neighbors, and Annabelle had always wondered if she’d exaggerated. So far, she had to admit, Rosalie was dead-on. Knowing all the stories, and seeing firsthand proof, she wondered how Wayne managed to wrap Henry around his little finger.

He came up beside her and bumped her with his hip. “You won’t be sorry you’ve confided in me. Just ask your sister. If it weren’t for Henry and me, Rosalie and Nick would still be pretending the other didn’t exist. Just think of us as your Fairy Godfathers.”

That was it. Annabelle couldn’t keep a straight face no matter how hard she tried. By the time Henry joined them, she and Wayne were laughing so hard, she was having a difficult time catching her breath. She wrapped her arms around her aching sides and tried to breathe. God, it had been so long since she’d laughed.

Henry saw the two of them and scoffed. “Wayne, look at her.” Henry handed Wayne the tools, took his crisply ironed handkerchief out of his pocket, and dried the tears from Annabelle's face. Henry was tall. She didn’t often look up to men, but she had to tip her head back to stare into his eyes. Kind eyes. Wayne had good taste. Henry was very hot if you went for the metrosexual type. Not to mention the gay type.

“What’d I miss?”

“Wayne was just teasing me.” Annabelle wasn’t used to people touching her, and Wayne and Henry were definitely touchy-feely people. She stepped back and noticed Wayne was gone.

The sound of hammering filled the apartment and then the squeaking of nails being pulled from wood. She ran to the den, but before she could stop him, Wayne had the crate open. There it stood for all the room to see—a thirty-six-by-sixty oil of a very naked Chip. Oh God. She hadn’t imagined it. Mike looked exactly like Chip.

“Well, lookie here.” Wayne put his hands on his hips and let out a wolf whistle while he examined the painting. “My, my, my, it seems you know Dr. Big, Blond, and Beautiful better than I thought.”

He didn’t take his eyes off the nude, shaking his head and tsking. “If this painting is accurate, we have to rethink the big part of the good doctor's moniker. Such a shame. No matter what Cosmo says, we both know it ain’t just how a man uses it that counts.”

Annabelle sputtered and pointed to the painting. “B… but, that's not Mike.”


Chapter 2

AFTER HENRY AND WAYNE LEFT, ANNABELLE WENT back to bed and tried to get her bearings. She needed to go through the few things she’d been able to bring from Philadelphia and somehow turn Rosalie's apartment into her own.

Rosalie and Nick had leased the apartment to her furnished, which was nice. They didn’t need Rosalie's furniture. Nick's castle of a brownstone held the stamp of a professional decorator. One who Rosalie said had dated Nick and decorated it to her taste—stuffy, showy, and uncomfortably fake—nothing like Nick. There wasn’t one room in the entire brownstone she’d call relaxing. Even the bathrooms looked as if you could break them, which was one reason Dave stayed with her until Nick and Rosalie redecorated and doggy-proofed their love nest.

The phone rang, and she contemplated not answering it. No one had her new number other than her parents, Rosalie and Nick, and Becca. She didn’t think Rosalie would call today, and she’d already spoken to Becca. That only left her mother. Shit.

“Hello, Mama.”

“Annabelle. Why aren’t you here for dinner?”

Dinner… damn, she’d forgotten all about Sunday dinner. She peeked at the clock. It was a quarter to one. “Um, I’m sorry. I, um…”

“Oh, you have a date with that nice doctor friend of Nick's, don’t you? It was so cute the way he tackled that young man about to catch the garter. I saw him watching you all night, not that you did anything to encourage him. But then your aunt Rose said he took you home.”

“Yeah, he did. He's… nice.”

“Don’t forget single and a doctor. You know—”

“Yeah, Ma, I’m not getting any younger. I know the drill.”

“After the disaster you’ve made of your life by canceling your wedding, you better make the most of Nick's circle of friends. There were several very nice, successful men at the wedding. Speaking of the wedding, you should be thankful it wasn’t a total loss. It was wonderful how Rosalie saved the day by marrying Nick quickly. They had a beautiful wedding.”

“Yeah, thanks to me.”

“What did you have to do with it?”

“Gee, I don’t know, Ma. Other than planning every detail of that entire affair—I spent a year of my life working on that wedding.”

“Thank goodness Rosalie had the time and money to change it to suit her and Nick's needs.”

“They didn’t change a damn thing other than the invitations and the head count. Hell, they even used my seating chart for our side of the family.”

“No wonder you can’t find a nice man to marry. Listen to the language coming out of that mouth of yours. You better go to confession. Besides, we all know you’re not capable of organizing anything more complex than your closet. Stop trying to take the credit away from Rosalie.”

“Look, Ma, I’m tired, and I’m not up for dinner. I’m sorry I didn’t call before, but I’m just going to take a nap.”

“Okay, get some beauty sleep. You need it. Remember to look your best—”

“Yeah, I know. I’m not getting any younger. Bye, Ma.”



“I can do it. I can do it, damn it!” Tom Mullany wheezed, the crackle in his lungs loud enough to be heard down the hall.

Mike held up his hands in surrender.

“You!” Mr. Mullany pointed his arthritic finger at the poor nurse trying to hold the wheelchair. “Put the break on and get the hell away. I don’t need you looking at my bare, bony ass hanging out of this damn hospital gown.”

A cross between Walter Matthau and Oscar the Grouch, Tom Mullany was one of Mike's most challenging patients on a good day. This was not a good day—not for Tom at least. The poor old guy was scared. He’d never smoked a day in his life, but after spending his whole career in the bond room of a Wall Street giant where everyone else smoked, Tom Mullany suffered from chronic COPD and emphysema. He’d had a bout with pneumonia, and now, a relapse. Since his wife's death last winter, Tom had never been more alone or more sick.

Mike stood close by, allowing Tom the dignity of getting into bed by himself, but not too far away in case the old man teetered. Moving around would be difficult since he had both IV and oxygen tubing tethering him.

Waving away the nurse, Mike figured he might as well play nurse and orderly. After all, it wasn’t as if he had anything better to do than help the old guy protect his pride.

After Tom managed to get into bed under his own steam, Mike put the side rails up on one side, replaced the pulse oximeter, positioning it on his pointer finger, and checked his blood oxygen level—82 percent. Still low, but since he’d been moving around, not surprising.

“I still don’t see why you won’t let me go home.” Tom ripped the oxygen tubing off his face and held it in the trembling hand he pointed at Mike. “I’d be better off there where I can get some rest. Here they poke and prod me all the damn day and night.”

Mike took the tubing from Tom and draped it back over his ears, to position it under his nose. “If I did that, I wouldn’t have you to keep me company.”

Tom's hand went back up to the tubing, and Mike shot him a hard look. “I can replace your tubing with a face mask and a big orderly if that's what it takes to keep you breathing.”

Ignoring the old man's grumbling, Mike went to the window and opened the blinds so Tom could look out onto the courtyard below.

“So I’m suffering because you don’t have anything better to do than sit here torturing an old fart like me?” Mr. Mullany laughed, wheezed, and coughed. “You need to get a life, boy.”

“I’m working on it.” Mike sat back on the chair beside the bed, stretched his legs out in front of him, and crossed them at the ankles.

Tom pressed the button to raise the head of his bed and stared at Mike over the plastic tubing. He was an ornery old cuss. He licked his dry lips and smiled. “I hope to hell your door don’t swing both ways because I for one ain’t interested. But it would give me an excuse to get a new doctor and see if I could get myself out of this place.”

“No such luck. I was talking about a woman. It looks as if you’re stuck here until I release you.”

Tom stared at Mike. “You know you’re missing two buttons on your shirt, Doc.”

Mike smoothed down his tie, which he’d thought covered the evidence of last night's extracurricular activities.

“That new girlfriend of yours try to rip your shirt off?” Before Mike could deny it, Tom continued. “Why the hell are you here if you could be with that hellcat of yours?”

“Because I got a page that you were being brought into the ER, and believe it or not, I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

Some color came back to Tom's face. Mike checked the monitor, Tom's O2 levels were up to 85 percent, and he looked more relaxed with little or no retraction. The IV steroids and breathing treatments were doing their jobs.

“You’ve got yourself a girlfriend then?”

“I hope so.”

“A woman ripping the buttons off your shirt is a pretty good sign—at least it was in my day. I hope to hell things haven’t changed that much.”

“We’ll see.” Mike didn’t feel comfortable talking about his private life with patients—not that he’d had much of one to talk about, but since the death of Tom's wife, he and Mike had gotten pretty close.

“Where did you meet this girl—you did say she's a girl, right?”

Mike rolled his eyes. “I met her at a wedding. Her sister married my best friend.” He saw no reason to tell him that the wedding took place just yesterday.

“Well, I hope you like her. You know, I met my wife at a wedding some fifty-odd years ago. When you pick up a girl at a wedding, chances are she's wishing she were the one wearing white. Don’t be surprised if she gets ideas about more than just ripping the shirt off your back.”

Mike pretended to look over his chart and made a few notes.

“Heat like that is pretty hard to find. You don’t just leave a woman who ripped off your shirt the night before. Do you have another date with her?”

“Tom, come on, I’m your doctor.”

“Doctor, schmoctor.” He waved his hand again, dismissing Mike's attempt to keep his love life out of it. “You’re young enough to be my son… make that grandson. And let me tell you, boy, I’ve had more sex in my lifetime than you will ever hope to have.”

“Mr. Mullany—”

“You just got up and left?”

“No. I went out, brought back coffee and breakfast, and then I got the page—”

“Did you at least kiss her good-bye and make another date?”

Great, he was getting a sex talk from an octogenarian. “I’m not stupid. I kissed her good-bye and kept a spare set of keys.”

“Well, at least you’ve got a little bit of a brain. Seeing as how you’re my doctor, I’m glad for that much. Still, you shouldn’t leave her wondering if she's going to see you again. Send her flowers, call, and ask her out to dinner. That is, if you want to see her again.”

Mike checked his watch. He definitely wanted to see Annabelle again, but no matter what Tom said, it had been fifty-five years since the man's last date. Things had changed. “I have a few minutes before I go. Are you comfortable? Can I get you anything?”

“You got a new pair of lungs lying around?”

Mike shook his head, but he did have a few other things in his bag of tricks. What Tom needed couldn’t be found in a hospital—not yet, anyway.

“I’m going to give these orders to the nurses, and I’ll be back to say good-bye before I leave.”

Tom waved him away. The old guy was tired—not that he’d ever say so.

Mike went to the nurses’ station and dialed the emergency contact number he’d found in Mr. Mullany's file. Tom wasn’t the only one who could give advice. While he waited for an answer, he tossed an empty coffee cup in the garbage, collected the pens lying on the desk, and put them neatly into the pencil holder where they belonged.

“Hello, is Kathryn Evans available, please? This is Dr. Michael Flynn.”

“This is Katy Evans.”

“Ms. Evans, I treat your grandfather, Tom Mullany.”

“Oh my God, what happened? Is he okay?”

Mike leaned against the counter and crossed his legs. “He's going to be fine. He's in the hospital—”

“Oh no. What hospital? Why hasn’t someone called me? What's wrong—”

“Calm down. He's going to be fine. He's had a relapse of pneumonia—”

“A relapse? Grandpa never even told me he was sick!”

Mike chuckled. “Yeah, I figured as much. That's why I called. I’ve been sitting with him for a while now. He wasn’t happy when I admitted him, but his blood oxygen levels were low, and he needs to be monitored. He's also lost a lot of weight, and I don’t think he's eating right. I was hoping you could see to it that he starts eating better, and if he knew you were coming to visit, he’d have something to look forward to. He's been a little depressed since your grandmother passed away.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor. He's canceled visits with me three times now. He never said he was ill. He usually just left messages on my voice mail. I think he's kept me playing phone tag on purpose. He hates when people fuss.”

“Yeah, I got that message loud and clear.”

“I’ll be right over—”

“No rush. He's pretty tired. He should sleep for a couple of hours. Maybe you can come about lunchtime and see if you could force him to eat—or better yet, bring him some real food.”

“I will. I’m sorry you had to take time out to call me. Once he gets better, I’m going to kill him for scaring the life out of me.”

“Ah, I can see the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

She laughed. “So I’ve heard. Thank you so much for letting me know.”

“It's my pleasure. I’m sure I’ll see you around the hospital. Your grandfather's quite a character. I really enjoy seeing him.”

Mike got off the phone and smiled. Poor Tom was going to get an ear full when Katy visited him later. If there's one thing Mike had learned treating geriatric patients it was that they recovered much more quickly when they were around people they loved, whether they wanted to be or not. After talking to Katy Evans, Mike had no doubt that the old man would have more company than he knew what to do with. Maybe he’d stop giving Mike advice on his love life—or lack thereof.

Mike had walked around the hospital all day with a dopey grin plastered on his face and Annabelle's keys in his pocket. He smiled, jangling them. She might be mad about him not returning her keys, but at least he’d have an excuse to see her again. He’d have to return them, apologize for the “mistake,” and make it up to her. He couldn’t wait to see her and hear her voice, but he didn’t want to look as if he was too anxious.

Just about ready to head home, Mike hung his lab coat in his locker and picked up all the coffee cups lying around the doctors’ lounge. He trashed the paper cups, washed out the sink, and wiped down the counters. Checking to make sure he was alone, he tackled the refrigerator.

Everyone teased him, but if he didn’t go through it once a week and toss everything that looked like a lab experiment, no one else would. Heck, when he’d started working at the hospital, it took at least three boxes of baking soda to remove the smell of rotten broccoli. He definitely did not want to go through that ever again.

He had his head stuffed into the refrigerator, giving a carton of Chinese food of questionable age the sniff test when he heard humming.

He pulled his head from the refrigerator only to be accosted by three nurses who started singing the Mr. Clean jingle in three-part harmony.

“Very funny.” He removed the box of rotten Chinese, made a two-pointer into the trash, and then did the only other thing he could think of—he pushed his shirt-sleeves up a little higher and flexed his biceps. At least the nurses were laughing with him, not at him. Gus giggled. Which, coming from a six-feet, two-hundred-fifty-pound black man who sounded like a cross between Mike Tyson and Joan Rivers, made Mike a little uncomfortable. But not nearly as much as the way Gus looked at him—as if Mike were a tub of Ben & Jerry's that Gus would like to eat with a spoon.

Gus struck a pose and ran his hand over his shiny shaved head. “So, do you do houses on the side, Dr. Clean? ’Cause you can come over to my place anytime. I’ve seen what you can do in a supply closet.” He fanned himself. “The two of us together could make magic with my place.” Gus waggled his eyebrows and blew him a kiss.

Mike rolled his shirt-sleeves back down. “Sorry, Gus. Just because I organize the supply closet doesn’t mean I’m in the closet.”

“Ah, such a shame, all the good ones are straight. Still, a man can dream.”

Tami, the little nurse who worked with Gus a lot, poured herself a coffee and looked at him over the rim of her cup. “I thought you had a thing for George Clooney.”

Gus sighed and leaned on the counter. “Na, just doctors in general.” He smiled at Mike. “Y’all look so cute in those white coats and scrubs.” He clicked his tongue and winked.

Mike patted the big guy on the back. “Sorry to disappoint you bud, but I’m a one-woman man.” Woman being the operative word. Mike donned his suit jacket, folded his tie, put it in his pocket, and went to say goodbye to Mr. Mullany.



Heading home, Mike's commute seemed to fly, maybe because he’d been thinking about Annabelle. He unlocked the door to his apartment, switched on the light, and kicked the door shut behind him. Since the Russians took over Coney Island, the area had gotten much safer, as long as you didn’t piss them off. The cost for the relative safety was spending your life smelling of borscht and sauerkraut. Considering the hours he kept, Mike saw it as an even trade. Still, he could never bring Annabelle there. Just the thought of her climbing the steps to his fourth-floor walk-up and down the dingy, dimly lit hallway had him contemplating moving to a nicer place. Lord knew, anywhere would be an improvement. Not that it bothered him. Hell, the only things he did there were clean, sleep, and change clothes. He kept his place very clean—he was a bit of a neat freak, though he’d die before he admitted it to anyone. Ninety percent of the time he spent in the apartment he was asleep, so the institutional green paint job and olive green carpet circa 1970 didn’t matter to him. It had everything he needed. A kitchenette on one wall, an ugly brown and tan plaid couch and a coffee table he’d picked up at the Salvation Army took up the wall opposite the windows where his dresser sat and served as a TV stand. The other wall held his bed, a small closet, and the door to the bathroom. In the middle of the room, he’d thrown another Salvation Army find—a Formica table and chairs that were probably older than he was. The place was depressing but temporary—for the last five years.

Mike couldn’t stop thinking about Annabelle and the way she’d stared at him the first time they met. Immediately intrigued, the instant connection shocked him with its strength. She felt it too. Annabelle's shock had her pulse racing so fast she’d almost passed out. He’d felt attraction before, but this thing with Annabelle went far beyond sex—although he wanted that too—badly. Nevertheless, there was something else. Something that made him want to break down the walls he’d seen so clearly. He wanted to find out what was behind the air of mystery she wore like a cloak. He wanted to know what she hid and what caused the pain and mistrust that shadowed her eyes. She had an acerbic wit that came out of a deceivingly angelic mouth—a mouth that was anything but angelic when it was anywhere on his body.

For the first time in his life, Mike wanted to protect and care for someone other than his mother. Damn, talk about bad timing.

He thought of the hundreds of thousands of dollars he owed in student loans and tried to calculate how many decades it would take him to afford a real home, no less a girl like Annabelle. Once he finished working off his buy-in at the practice, and they took him on as an official partner—if they took him on—things might get better. The way things had gone in the last few weeks, Mike wondered if that was ever going to happen. He was even beginning to wonder if he wanted that to happen. But right now, he’d just assume everything would work out as planned. After a few quick mental calculations, it still seemed like forever.

He stripped as he walked through his place toward the bathroom. He couldn’t very well show up in the suit she’d ripped off him the night before. Mike turned on the shower and waited for the hot water to work its way through the noisy pipes. What he needed was a plan. If things went the way he hoped they would with Annabelle, his five-year plan might change drastically. He just hoped hers would change too.



Annabelle stretched out under her cool cotton sheet. Even with the blinds blocking out the worst of the afternoon sun and the air conditioner going double-time, she was still too hot. She’d slept, but her dreams kept her from resting. She awoke itchy, frustrated, and undeniably horny, which, after her escapades last night and early this morning, was nothing short of amazing.

Sex had never been her thing. She never saw what the fuss was all about. Really, what was so great about having a guy grab you, breathe on you, and rub his sweaty, hairy body all over you? And that's before the act itself—which was either utterly boring or uncomfortable.

What's with men thinking every woman turns into elastic girl when they hit the mattress, floor, kitchen table, or any surface when their panties are removed, or worse, nudged aside? She didn’t have much experience, but she and Becca decided men had a penchant for twisting a girl into a pretzel and expecting her to enjoy her legs wrapped around her head.

Oh baby, do it to me. Yeah, right.

Then, to add insult to injury, literally, a man felt as if he had to bend a girl around like a Gumby doll and wouldn’t leave her alone until he’d come and she’d faked three orgasms, giving him the ego stroke necessary to break his arm while he patted himself on the back for being the world's greatest lover.

Even with Chip, sex had been… not fun, although not nearly as disgusting as it had been with Johnny. Mike had, for the first time in her life, made the whole sex thing enjoyable—an understatement to the nth degree. Annabelle couldn’t help wondering if it was Mike who made the difference, or if it was because she was completely blitzed and possibly temporarily insane.

Unfortunately, the only way to find out would be to have a repeat performance sans alcohol to see if lightning did indeed strike twice. The problem was, if it did, she could see herself becoming a total nymphomaniac— something that until today, she could never wrap her head around. And if it didn’t, she’d live her life incredibly disappointed.

The phone rang, and she stretched across the bed. Taking a deep breath, she inhaled Mike's scent on her pillow.

“Hello?”

“Annabelle? Did I wake you? It's Mike Flynn.”

She smiled, an unusual occurrence. “Hi, Mike, um… no. I’m in bed kind of lazing after a nap. How are you?”

“Good.” He paused. “I forgot to return your keys this morning, and I was wondering—”

“Do you want to have dinner? I could probably find something to throw together. That is, if you’re free.”

“That sounds great. I can bring takeout, or if you want, we can go out for dinner so you don’t have to cook.”

Annabelle rolled over, picturing Mike as he stood naked with his back to her that morning. Did he know what a great ass he had? He already had a little bit of a tan, which was unusual considering it was only mid-May.

“I don’t mind cooking if you don’t mind eating Italian. Unfortunately, that's about the only kind of food I’ve learned to make.”

“Italian's my favorite. How ’bout I pick up some wine?”

“Good, um, when can you be here? I mean, what time do you want to come over?” Oh God, she hoped she didn’t sound too desperate.

“Maybe we can do an early dinner and catch a movie or something.”

He sounded uncertain and really cute. “Sure, early dinner and then… whatever. Sounds good.”

Annabelle hastily calculated how long it would take her to change and cook one of the three meals she could manage. Okay, so Suzie Homemaker she wasn’t. She hoped that by the time she’d used up her three-meal repertoire, the guy wouldn’t care that she wasn’t a Betty Crocker clone.

“It’ll only take me a couple of hours. I don’t know about you, but I skipped lunch, and I’m going to be famished. What do you think of… let's say four?

“Great. See you then.”



[image: image]



The table was set, Jamie Cullum was on the iPod, the curtains were drawn, and the lights were low. Annabelle had the antipasto she’d picked up at the deli arranged on a platter chilling in the refrigerator with the Caesar salad. She’d emptied the ingredients out of the bag, and this time, thank God, she remembered to fish out the crouton bag before squeezing the dressing from the packet. The last time she’d made the mistake of serving it with the croutons still in the bag. The garlic bread was heating in the oven—yes, she admitted she was a wine stain on the lace tablecloth of her heritage because she purchased premade frozen garlic bread. She crossed herself and apologized to her dead grandmother, whom Annabelle was sure was rolling over in her grave… continuously. By buying frozen garlic bread, and, in more than one instance, purchasing canned sauce, she’d broken the twelfth commandment. Thou shalt cook from scratch everything served at your table, be it dining, breakfast, or picnic. Let's face it. Annabelle had broken all of the commandments above number ten and several below it. She was doomed to spend a long time in purgatory. At least she’d be among friends.

Annabelle held the phone between her chin and shoulder as she tried to get the tissue paperlike peels off the smelly garlic cloves. Of course, the leaking juice made the peels stick as much to her hands as they did to the garlic.

Becca never answered her phone without checking the caller ID, and no one could blame her. Becca avoided her mother at all cost, especially since Bitsy Larsen had found her new mission in life. Annabelle's mother was bad, but compared to Becca's, she was a regular Carol Brady with a Roman nose and a Brooklyn accent.

Bitsy, a true high-society matron, had terminal lockjaw. Her name and lineage were emblazoned on the pages of the Social Register knighting her as a founding member of the United Sisterhood of Main Line Society's Sphincter Police. She belonged to the Junior League, the Philadelphia Garden Club, and was a member-since-birth of the Merion Cricket Club. With all the time spent dishing with other society matrons of her ilk, planning fundraisers, and going to lunches at the club—not to mention her escapades with the tennis pro—it's a wonder she had a spare minute to bother Becca. But since Chip's death, finding Becca a suitable “match” and passing on the family torch had become an obsession. As altruistic as Bitsy Larsen tried to make that sound, it was anything but. Too bad for Bitsy, Becca stopped trying to please Mommy Dearest after she forced Becca to have a debutante ball.

“Hi Annabelle. You sure took your sweet time getting back to me. I’ve been waiting all day. Now tell me all about the wedding. Was it perfect?”

“All except for the bride, which wasn’t me. Though, the groom was a definite improvement over the one in the originally scheduled program. If Nick Romeo wasn’t married… ah well, you know.”

“You’d look, but not touch. Annabelle, you’ve never picked a man up in your life. Heck, if Chip hadn’t crashed at our place, you’d still be a virgin, or worse, you’d have lost it to Icky Johnny. Face it, except for Chip, you’ve only dated losers. As for improving on Johnny the mortician, that's not exactly hard to do. The Unabomber would be an improvement, and I hear he's single.”

“Thanks for the 4-1-1, but I’m not interested.” Annabelle drained the liquid from a can of artichoke hearts and threw them in the food processor along with the garlic. She planned to pulse the food processor whenever Becca got on her nerves. Maybe Becca would get a clue.

“Tell me about this guy you met.”

Annabelle took the parsley, basil, a lemon, and Parmesan cheese out of the grocery bag and wadded it up. “His name is Mike Flynn, and he's a doctor. He bought me breakfast, but then he was called to the hospital before we ate. He seems nice, and he's really good-looking—”

“I know. He looks like Chip but with bigger feet, whatever the hell that means. Oh my God! Annabelle, you don’t mean… you do. You didn’t sleep with him, did you? You did! You slept with him.”

“I… well… I had too much to drink. And I caught the bouquet, and he caught the garter, and we danced—”

“Sounds to me like you did a hell of a lot more than that, if you know his shoe size.”

“When I woke up this morning, he was in bed with me.” She grated lemon peel, trying to avoid the white stuff just below it. The last time she’d fixed this meal she’d forgotten that the white stuff was bitter—big mistake. She held the grater over the food processor bowl and slid her finger down the back to remove the lemon peel.

“Go on.”

Annabelle turned on the heat under a sauté pan and tossed a handful of pine nuts in to toast. “Go on? What do you want from me?” She shook the pan, careful not to burn the nuts like she did the last time.

“Specifics.”

“What ever happened to privacy?” Annabelle chopped the lemon in half, squeezed it over the artichokes, and then fished out the seeds. The last time she’d made this she’d forgotten to remove the seeds and choked on one. The choking incident and the smell of burnt pine nuts made for a less-than-impressive dinner.

“Oh come on. There's nothing I don’t know about you, and I still love you. If you can’t tell me, who can you tell?”

“Fine, we had sex—” Annabelle waved a hand over the toasting nuts and caught their scent. She switched off the heat before she burnt them and dumped them into the food processor with a hunk of cheese and a handful of parsley and basil. “A lot of sex. And from what I remember, he's quite talented.”

“It's about time. Now that you’ve entered the realm of the sexually satisfied, aren’t you glad you didn’t marry the scum-of-the-earth mortician?”

“What if it's a fluke? What if it's because I had too much to drink, or maybe I dreamed the whole thing?”

“Or maybe you found a god in bed? Stranger things have happened.”

“Not to me.”

“Yeah, sweetie, I know. But it's not as if you’ve been with a ton of guys. Two is not a large enough population from which to form an educated hypothesis. And, as much as I loved my brother, he was spoiled and kinda selfish, so he probably wasn’t the most considerate lover. I know he wasn’t a considerate boyfriend. And then there was Johnny. Need I say more?”

“No.”

“So, when are you going to see this sex god again?”

“This afternoon. He's coming over for an early dinner.” She turned on the food processor and hoped it wasn’t the only thing she’d be able to turn on. She pulsed it a few times. As the machine whirled, she drizzled olive oil into the bowl, finishing off the artichoke heart pesto.

A quick glance at the clock told her that Mike would be there in ten minutes.

“Ah.” Becca broke the silence. “So are you going to seduce him and see if he's as good when you’re sober as when you’re drunk?”

“Becca, I’m no seductress. I don’t know how to do that.”

“Honey, girls who look like you don’t have to do anything but show up and look welcoming. I’m sure he’ll take care of the rest.”

“You think?”
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A snappy. funny, vivid, and romantic story
AllAhoutRomance.com

Dr. Nl Ty s woutd 1ov 1 hove o

oman to take cae of.To Dr.Mike, there’s nothing ke
Vacuuming or doing  few dshes to help a guy relox.

Suall Ponall oot rever coo i she coi

oder takeout. When they et at her ste’s wedding,
Wiko i sure tis is the woman he wans to take care
of forever. While Mike ets to work wooing Annabelle,
she becomes determined to sniff out the truth of the.
convaluted family secrt thats going to tum bath their
lves upside down..

Robin Kaye i sure to leave readers looking for a
‘good Islian meal and & man
‘a delicious as the hero.
—BookPage






