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 CHAPTER 1 
 
    October 10, 2015 
 
    2:03 pm 
 
    'The Grove' Apartments 
 
    Los Angeles, USA 
 
    Twenty-five-year-old Danika Dheer clutched the pink tulips wrapped in clear plastic as she walked past the Seven-Eleven store with its usual crowd of teenage boys on skateboard and homeless people snacking on a-dollar hotdogs. Taking the next right on Fairfax Avenue, she walked past the large wrought iron gates and into her apartment complex consisting of a few red and green twelve storied buildings. 
 
    Today Danika was excited and a warm shade of hopeful, unlike the resignation and dread that usually assailed her when she headed to her small one bedroom apartment she shared with her techie husband of ten months - Piyush Saxena. 
 
    Piyush and Danika's arranged marriage wasn’t made in heaven but rather in a bottomless barrel of differences. Differences that started from thought meandered through food, books, hobbies and ended at the boudoir.  
 
    Still walking, Danika discreetly pulled at the red velvet thong biting into her bum. Before leaving her work because of contrived fever, Danika had slipped into new, provocative and red lingerie that felt more uncomfortable than erotic. It was making her burn and sweat in very places it was meant to make arousing. 
 
    If it was up to me I would make big airy bloomers mandatory for all women. Danika flexed her chest trying to ease the discomfort caused by the restraining velvet rope that kept the two tiny triangles that barely covered her nipples in place. Danika gritted her teeth, determined. Be positive, Dani, all this is for a cause. Excite Piyush, add some spice to your non existent sex life. 
 
    Going past the Halloween decorations in the lobby – a howling, shaking witch and the heap of orange plastic pumpkins with green and purple lights twinkling inside them, Danika grumbled, “Thanks a bunch, Shazia! This is all on you.” 
 
    Shazia Leonard had moved in the apartment opposite Danika’s ten days after Danika and Piyush had landed here. Shazia was the girl Danika used to be before marriage – positive and brimming with life minus the 'free love' mumbo jumbo, which Danika personally thought was just a pseudo term for no-strings attached sex with strangers.  
 
    Danika and Shazia had instantly hit off when they had first bumped in the bleak gray laundry room in the building's basement that smelled like chemicals, damp clothes and more often than not weed. Go figure! For the first few minutes they had stood next to each other exchanging polite smiles as they waited for their individual washing cycles to finish and then Shazia had started a conversation by saying, “Have you ever tried having sex on the top of a running dryer?” 
 
    Danika had been struck speechless as her face had turned various shades of red and then she burst out chuckling at the mischief in Shazia's green colored eyes. It had felt good to let go of some of the tension she felt 24/7 around Piyush and his high expectations of always being proper and only talking when necessary. The devil in her prompted Danika to say, “Haven’t tried it and won't be able to. My husband isn't that tall.” 
 
    Shazia had snickered, seemingly impressed with Danika's candor and quip. That frank one-heck-of-an-icebreaker conversation had led to some more in the apartment corridors, building lobby, and parking lot. Eventually they had met up for coffee at the nearby cafe. A close friendship had been cemented between Danika and Shazia. 
 
    If God closes a door, he leaves the washing machine in the basement.  
 
    Danika sighed as she rode the elevator to the seventh floor. Piyush had hated Shazia within five minutes of meeting her, for all the very reasons Danika had liked her. Piyush immediately tagged Shazia, not on any Facebook post but in their life, as a 'bad influence'. Revise that, 'a very bad influence'! 
 
    Danika's nerves jangled as she got off the elevator. Hope Piyush likes the flowery surprises. She killed the nervous giggle that flooded her mouth. Lots of flowers - actual flowers, thongs with flower pattern and the bottle of rose wine in my purse. 
 
    To others, Danika always came across as someone calm and quiet even though her wit and words were expansive. However, Danika had realized at a very young age that majority of people liked to talk rather than listen-especially in her family, and especially the men. Danika could not have been happier when she had got the opportunity to migrate from her hometown. 
 
    Danika was the kind of gal who could see hope in the tiniest of flowers growing from under a rock, a rhythm in blaring horns and a whiff of something pleasant in the smog, of first Mumbai and now Los Angeles. Thus, she wasn't willing to give up on herself, Piyush and their marriage. 
 
    Danika treaded the faded, dark gray carpet of the long corridor, her gait slow, anxiety gnawing her insides. She pasted a smiled on her face and straightened her shoulders. Blinking her almond shaped, onyx eyes a few times, Danika attempted a brighter and excited countenance. She stopped in front of the green apartment door, 7C, with the dull and scratched golden knob. 
 
    Over her shoulder, Danika glanced at the door of the flat opposite to them. Her one foot turned toward that door. 
 
    Shazia's apartment! I could go in there and genuinely laugh a little. But I won't. Because you darling Shazia have arm-twisted me to bring spice to my marital bed. Throwing caution to the winds, Danika had decided today would be a good as any to act on that advice. She had taken half the day off from her job at the advertising agency to surprise her husband. 
 
    Danika reached in the pockets of her pants and making as little noise as possible, she extracted a key ring with several keys hanging on it. 
 
    The door of the apartment next to her, 7E, opened partially. A head full of frizzy, auburn and gray hair popped out. Danika lobbed a smile at the wrinkled face that belonged to the hair- Ms. Pitrova, the old lady with the cats. Ms. Pitrova knew exactly what went on in all the ten apartments on the floor, even though she barely spoke a polite word to anyone. Her favorite form of greeting was a scowl. 
 
    Shazia had a theory about the old lady. One word and an acronym: Retired KGB. 
 
    Ms. Pitrova's face broke into a toothy grin. Not a kind one! She nodded at Shazia's apartment door and spoke in a raspy voice, “Only if you had key for that one.” She shut the door on Danika's puzzled face. 
 
    “What?” Danika pursed her mouth as she swung her gaze to Shazia's apartment door. Panic flooded her. Did something happen to Shazia? Ms. Pitrova disliked Shazia because of the loud music Shazia loved to play whenever she was home. Danika glanced at the keys in her hand. 
 
    The silver key at the very end was of Shazia's apartment. I should at least check. Piyush can wait few more minutes. I have to make sure Shazia is okay. 
 
    Danika slid the silver key in the keyhole turned it clockwise till she heard the soft click. Slowly pushing the door in, Danika stepped inside. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The living room was empty. This is trespassing! Danika hesitated at the door. She turned to go but paused when she saw the pair of shoes discarded carelessly near the sofa. Frowning, Danika tilted her head to the side. 
 
    Aren't those Piyush's sneakers? 
 
    The blue and white sports shoes with stained laces, carelessly discarded near the door were similar to her husband's favorite pair. 
 
    Danika thought she even smelled Piyush's overpowering musky cologne. My mind is playing tricks on me. Her ears pricked. Muffled and indiscernible sounds came from behind the closed bedroom door. 
 
    Was that Piyush groaning? 
 
    Some sweat appeared on Danika’s upper lip as her insides knotted. She walked toward the closed bedroom door. The bedroom door with the bright red sign, 'HOTTIE ALERT'. Danika pushed at the door. It was unlocked and swung open. 
 
    Danika felt like all her breath had left her body. The flowers slipped out of her hands and fell on the laminated floor with a soft thud. 
 
    Piyush who had his face twisted over his naked damp shoulder was first to see his wife. He froze in middle of his sex romp. Bug-eyed, his mouth fell open. Piyush's body language and sudden inertness alerted his lover. 
 
    With a small yelp, Shazia pushed a-very-naked-and-very-aroused Piyush off her. Piyush fell back on his bare butt and hurriedly pulled a sheet over his lower body, his face as red as the Hibiscus flower painting above Shazia's bed.  
 
    Shazia did not bother covering her bare body as she gazed at Danika with shock and guilt. 
 
    Danika could not take the sight of her cheating husband and best friend anymore. Her eyes crowding with tears, she turned around sharply tripping over the flowers she had dropped. She paused for a moment, caught her balance and then walked blindly to the front door. Her mind seemed to have shut down, but her heart felt like someone had taken a chainsaw to it. 
 
    “Dani, wait!” Shazia called out. 
 
    “It’s Danika for you!' Danika screamed back. Suddenly, her insides revolted. She ran to the tiny, pink and white bathroom next to the living room and barely had the time to close the door behind her. 
 
    In seconds, Danika was bent over the pot throwing up her guts. Afterwards, she tumbled to the cold tile floor, dazed and hurting. Her body felt icy and her head kept playing the image of her husband and best friend having sex.  
 
    Danika lurched once more and threw up in the pot. 
 
    I have to get out of here! 
 
    Fighting the dizziness, she got up, flushed and wiped the seat with toilet paper. Her hands were as unsteady as the ground during an earthquake. Her legs wobbled as she splashed water on her face and rinsed her mouth. The bitter taste refused to go away. 
 
    Danika came out of the bathroom, as blank as a board. She leaned on the wall for support, her legs weren’t the strongest. 
 
    The cheaters were clothed and waiting for her in the living room. 
 
    Piyush met Danika’s eyes and was quick to lower his gaze. His lashes, wet, stuck to each other. Shazia stood at one side of the room, smoking and blowing out of the open window. She chugged at her cigarette hard.  
 
    Ignoring them both, Danika picked up her purse where she had dropped it on the floor and went to the front door. Her purse felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. 
 
    “Why are you sad? You don't even love him!” Shazia called out. 
 
    Danika paused and bit her lips to stop the scalding tears burning her lids. She turned around and glared at Piyush. “That is her excuse for betraying me. What is yours? I thought you hated her.” 
 
    Piyush whimpered, tucking his head to his chest. “Sorry Danika. I told you she was a bad influence.” His voice wasn't the steadiest. 
 
    Danika could only stare at her cheating spouse. His ridiculous excuse left her speechless. 
 
    Shazia moved from the window and landed a tight slap across Piyush's face. 
 
    Danika did not wait to see how Piyush reacted. She had seen enough. She walked out of the apartment, her head held high. The door to Ms. Pitrova's apartment swung open. The old woman gave Danika a toothy, malicious smile that revealed yellowed dentures. 
 
    “Thank you!” Danika said with feeling. 
 
    The old woman flinched. Something akin to guilt crossed over her wrinkled face. “Be strong!” She said and then shut the door. 
 
    Danika dragged her feet inside her apartment. She paused and her eyes ran over the apartment she had taken pains to decorate. Frugal yet chic! More pain rammed her heart. 
 
    Why the hell do I have to suffer when others screw up? 
 
    A startled laugh escaped her lips. “Screw. Nice choice of words Danika!” 
 
    Even though Danika had to stop often to wipe her eyes, she began to pack in an organized and thorough manner. 
 
    Will not take anything of Piyush's nor will I leave anything that belongs to me. Not even a piece of my floss. 
 
    In less than two hours, Danika walked out of the apartment. Piyush sat slumped on the floor near the front door, his eyes red and beseeching. 
 
    Danika ignored him, knowing well that her eyes would be red and her thoughts dark for a very long time. All thanks to her husband and best friend! As she waited for the elevator, Danika was gripped by panic. 
 
    I can’t live here. I’ll have to leave the city. How long will it take me to find a job? She bit the inside of her cheek not caring that she tasted her own blood. How much money do I have in my account? Not enough! 
 
    The sound of the elevator doors opening snapped her out of her thoughts. Danika was scared. 
 
    “Don’t pray for a life without problems. Pray for problems with solutions. Then, become the solution.” Danika blinked. Her maternal grandmother, one of few people to love Danika seemed to be speaking to her from beyond the grave. 
 
    Danika got in the elevator pulling her bags behind her. She knew there was one person, her only family, who would help her out come what may. Her stepbrother in Philadelphia. 
 
    Danika observed the glum expressions on Piyush and Shazia’s face as they stood few feet from the elevator doors. 
 
    Just look at us! We will always be bound to each other by this pain. Danika tightly closed her fast filling eyes. 
 
    Trust is an expensive commodity. I should not have given it so easily, she thought. 
 
    “Assholes!” In a last spurt of defiance, Danika raised her middle finger at the duo, just as the elevator doors shut on that part of her life. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    October 15, 2015 
 
    Kabul, Afghanistan 
 
    A Caucasian man sat hunched on the scratched, green plastic sofa in a dinghy office that smelled of dust and old paper. The smell of greasy kababs being sold in the miniscule and cramped restaurants outside wafted in the office, adding its own flavor to the atmosphere. 
 
    A US flag and the flag of Afghanistan flag with black, red and green stripes hung on two pole stands in front of him. The man's head was lowered, his blank gaze fixed on the floor. His clothes were wrinkled and stained. There was an unnatural stillness in his pose that would make an onlooker question if the man was breathing. 
 
    A pair of tan sandals stopped next to him. “Dr. Noah Collins.” 
 
    Noah raised his head. His eyes were tired as if he had not slept for weeks. His complexion lacked vitality, his cheeks gaunt and his lips appeared to be stuck together as if he had no intention to speak ever again. 
 
    The other man, a local Afghani, Lala Pashtooni, extended a white envelope to Noah. “This and the box,” he pointed at the cardboard box behind him, “belonged to Mrs. Collins.” The burly Afghani had a thick hooked nose, a long beard and was dressed in a Pathani Suit - the traditional garb consisting of knee length shirt and loose pants. The hulk-sized man seemed to have trouble holding back his emotions as he swallowed rapidly and rubbed his eyes. “She was an angel!” 
 
    Dr. Noah gazed at the envelope and then at the box. “Is this all?” Noah asked his voice hoarse. “Alicia was here for nearly two years.” 
 
    “Yes, this is all. Miss Alicia never collected much. She just liked to give. Most of the things in the box are trinkets, bracelets and paintings that the women she worked with made for her.” 
 
    Noah got to his feet with the slowness of an eighty year old with chronic arthritis. He reached out to take the envelope from Lala but then hesitated. “Are you sure Alicia is. . .” Noah swallowed, ”gone?” 
 
    Lala grabbed Noah’s hand. “There were no survivors. The convoy was ambushed and bombed. Everyone died in that ambush.” He shook his head. “The jewelry in the envelope is hers, all that is left of your... of Miss Alicia. The gold necklace you gave her. She never took it off!” Inhaling deeply, Lala gave Noah’s hand a gentle squeeze and then stepped back. “She is gone Doctor. Miss Alicia is in heaven. She spoke so much about you. Her gray eyes would light up-” 
 
    Noah did not wait for Lala to finish. He went around the tall Afghani and picked up the box. “Thank you.” He took slow steps to the door of the office that opened into a narrow alley. Noah paused at the door. “Will you write to me if you remember anything about her?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, my friend. Miss Alicia will always live in our hearts as most cherished. I will pray for you.” 
 
    Noah could only bring himself to nod. Talking exhausted him. He stepped out of the dusty office into a dustier street. The hot setting sun bathed everything in hues of orange and gold. Sounds of street vendors, peeling sounds of bicycle bells, car horns and local radio station music made for a noisy environment ripe with smells and sights. Yet it did not dent the bleakness on Noah's face. His gait was slow and his shoulders slumped as if breaking under the weight of whatever he carried inside. 
 
    A blue car that appeared to be on its last set of wheels waited at the end of the road. Getting inside, Noah sat back and rested his head on the seat. The old driver turned the key, not saying a word. 
 
    Noah raised the window with the squeaking silver handle that moaned at every turn. He opened the envelope Lala had handed him and took out the necklace with a simple gold and diamond heart on a delicate gold chain. The metal was colder than his skin. He gripped his fingers around the heart till it bit into his fingers. Noah was hoping to feel Alicia's warmth on it. He was disappointed. 
 
    The tears held back for so many days finally trickled down his cheeks, scalding them. The driver afforded Noah some privacy by hunching further over the wheel.  
 
    Noah was beyond the point of caring. A dam of emotions burst in him. He covered his face with his hands and sobbed noisily. He was crying for the future he would never have with his young wife. His first love, his childhood sweetheart, Alicia. 
 
    Noah felt like someone had taken a box cutter to his heart and shredded it to ribbons even though he knew better as a cardiologist. But one thing Noah was sure about, he would never love again. 
 
    It hurts too damn much! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Two years later 
 
    October 10, 2017 
 
    Downtown Philadelphia 
 
    The chilly October wind coming through the back door did nothing to cool the resentment that singed Danika from her head to the sole of her sensible work shoes.  
 
    Danika's mouth twisted all the way to the side of her face as she stomped to her desk that was littered with small colorful souvenirs. Her face, usually as calm as the surface of a forgotten lake, trembled with a deep-seated rage. She took a seat and bent over her desk, taking refuge behind the two 18-inch monitors there. She knotted her hands in her fleece jacket fighting the urge to break something. 
 
    An older lady with a top knot, wearing a loose red and white wool dress, popped by Danika's desk- Ms. Sarah Silver. Sarah was the front desk receptionist and mother hen to the eclectic seventeen that worked in the advertising agency. “You okay, love?” 
 
    “I have been better!” Danika bit her lips to control her panic.  
 
    “Look at those three!” 
 
    Danika turned her head and saw the faces pressed against the glass wall of the break room that was close to her desk– her three musketeers. Sweet Jenna, crazy Caleb and the very mercurial Shanti! The three wore similar expressions of worry. 
 
    Danika's smile was glum as she mouthed. “Fired!” 
 
    Since the last two weeks there had been hushed whispers in the office that soon someone from the designing department was going to get the fired or worse still, the entire team would be laid off. Just for the heck of it, a couple of days ago, Jenna, Caleb, Shanti and Danika had played the game 'drawing straws'. Danika had eagerly drawn the first, hoping to win but she hadn't. 
 
    “Shoot!” She had exclaimed staring at the short, fluorescent green plastic tube in her hand. She had immediately proposed ‘best out of three’ but the rest of the drawees had disappeared faster than candy in a child's mouth.  
 
    Danika raised troubled eyes at Sarah who was still hovering near her desk. “It’s all over!” 
 
    “Lets go to the supply room! You need boxes to pack your stuff?” Ms. Silver patted Danika’s shoulder. 
 
    The supply room was actually a walk-in closet, a favorite place to stuff a wide spectrum of unwanted things. From coins of other countries to used condoms, all had been discovered in the 'supply room'. 
 
    Danika gladly took the older woman's offer to remove herself from all the sideway glances directed at her. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, holding a cardboard box full of her paraphernalia, Danika walked out of the shiny glass door; the place where she had literally spent all her waking hours for the last two years. The contents of the box seemed to mock her for spending innumerable hours at work and doing nothing much besides that. 
 
    I will have to get another job ASAP. Any job! 
 
    Danika recalled her meager bank balance that could go into overdraft any day. 
 
    Danika felt like collapsing on the pavement next to the red water hydrant often toppled by careless drivers and peed on by dogs. She felt as kicked as the red cylindrical object right now.  
 
    This is all I had. I gave it my all. Asshole Craig and his fuck buddy Kelly Connor! May they rot in hell! 
 
    Danika clamped her quivering lips, a telltale sign of impending waterworks. She had forbidden her friends from walking her to the car for Danika knew that she could stay composed for only so long. 
 
    Craig Hutchinson, the 'CEO', and his slimy Director Kelly Connor, who were known to be sleeping together in spite of being married to other people, had stolen Danika's concept and jingles twice before but Danika hadn’t protested much. She had tagged it as 'taking a few for the team'. 
 
    However, this time Craig and Kelly had not been satisfied with just stealing Danika's concept they had gone after her job and fired Danika citing ‘poor performance’. All because of the big fat commission attached to the project- commission that would have come Danika's way. Money she desperately needed for a luxury she had prematurely treated herself to – a spanking new car. 
 
    At the end of the block of 1400 Broadway, Danika turned left and entered a covered three-floor parking structure that smelled strongly of urine and greasy food. 
 
    Danika stopped next to her month-old red, shiny car - her only treat to herself in the last twenty seven years. Her anxious dark gaze and the nervous tic at the base of her throat were the only outward signs of the tension swirling in her. 
 
    Dropping the box onto the passenger side seat, Danika leaned against the car. Her mind still grappling with what had just happened. Her cell beeped indicating she had received a new text. Danika feverishly reached inside her purse to find it. 
 
    Maybe it’s Craig texting to apologize, to call me back. Please call me back. 
 
    Unlocking her cell, she saw the thumbnail of a picture along with the text. Danika recognized the number and turned as still as a statue. She felt cold all over like someone had dunked her in icy water. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Don't do it, Dani. Don't do it! Danika’s conscience screamed at her but Danika couldn't help herself. Her hands shook yet she opened the text and the image popped up.  
 
    It was Piyush and Shazia leaning into each other sporting wide smiles with The Eiffel Tower framed behind them. Danika read the text at the bottom of the picture and felt like someone had landed her a hard kick in her solar plexus. 'First day of Honeymoon!! Will remember 10th October for different reasons now. Suck it! Piyush.' 
 
    Danika kept staring at the picture until it became blurry. Something fell on her cell with a soft 'plop'. Danika jerked her head and wiped her tears. Fresh betrayal struck her in the spot that had just started healing; straight to the left of her chest. 
 
    A homeless woman in mismatched clothes and shoes several sizes bigger hobbled in front of Danika’s car. The woman’s hair was stringy, her face and hand stained with dirt. The woman’s gait was slow. She seemed like hadn’t eaten or taken a bath in days. 
 
    Things could always get worse! 
 
    Blowing her nose in a tissue, Danika reached inside her car grabbed the box of her two years worth of collectibles which included ramen soup, cereal bar boxes, ibuprofen, sanitary napkins, a Ziploc full of loose change and a collection of lip balms among other odd things. She was only surprised that she did not have a bed in that box for she had spent innumerable hours in the brownstone building. Danika walked over to the homeless woman and stopped in front of her. “Excuse me! Here, you can have this.” She thrust the box in the surprised woman’s hands and walked back to her car. 
 
    Danika got in, reversed the car her tires squealing. Her insides burned much like the tires on the concrete. She drove the car out of the parking garage. She had to wipe her eyes with the back of her hand. 
 
    Why do I mean so little to so many? 
 
    The downtown traffic was heavy at this time of the day. In fact, it was heavy at any time of the day. A white and green cab fell behind Danika. Obviously she wasn't driving fast enough for the cab driver or the cab driver had forgotten that one of his hands was pressing the car horn. 
 
    Danika was one such driver who could be easily labeled as ‘lane-sane' or 'happy-at-thirty'. Today however, rankled by the persistent horns, Danika decided to shake things up a little and pressed her foot on the accelerator. The shiny red car jumped. 
 
    Danika wiped her eyes and nose repeatedly using her elbows to keep the wheel straight. Drunk driving is not the only kind of bad driving. Emotional driving too can be quite damaging! Danika was just about to learn that first hand. 
 
    “Dammit!” Danika tried to stretch the three-fourth sleeve of her blouse further. Her eyes kept skittering between the traffic in the front and the overhead traffic lights. Faces of Craig, Kelly, Piyush and Shazia kept swirling unstoppable in front of Danika like some horror film hologram.  
 
    Left to right, left to right, round and round. To a point their faces merged into one ugly cruel face.  
 
    The face of my luck! 
 
    Danika whimpered. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Noah rubbed his overnight stubble as he maneuvered his rental car past a tour bus lurching on a narrow street. Philadelphia afternoon wasn't much different from a Baltimore afternoon; dreary, polluted and gray! 
 
    Here he was, thousands of miles from a city he had lived in since birth. Noah’s move was the doing of his therapist and college friend, Dr. Lana Singh. 
 
    “You need a damn change of place ASAP Noah! Keeping the same routine, going to the same stores, the same restaurants as you did with Alicia isn't healthy.” Lana had said, tapping the tip of her nose with her silver pen. Her sharp gaze studied Noah during one of their recent sessions in the Starbucks near her office. Noah had refused to see Lana in her office or sit on her couch so she conducted their sessions in restaurants, coffee shops and once, even in a grocery store. She was costing Noah two hundred dollars an hour plus food and drinks. And that was with her 'friends and family' discount. 
 
    “You are exhibiting signs of chronic dysfunction, this inability to let go. A few days, weeks or months are understandable. But doing it every day, every week for nearly a year and half is very detrimental to your sanity.” Lana had drilled in his ears. 
 
    Fed up of Noah's stubbornness to listen but not act, Lana had gone to his family, who in turn had gone to Alicia's family. It was ‘united-we-shall-bully-the-crap-out-of-someone’ kind of intervention. The result was that in less than a month, Noah was in Philadelphia where he had accepted a job offer - Head of Cardiology department at a renowned Philadelphia Hospital with a start date next week.  
 
    Constant honks made Noah swing his gaze to the rear view mirror. A taxicab, one red car, behind him was honking like it was required by the law. Noah’s mouth twitched and he slowed down some more. 
 
    You need some more bugging. Doctor's orders! Now have to find a place to live. Noah thought steering the wheel. Mother can find me something near the hospital. 
 
    His mother was one of the top realtors in Baltimore with investment property all over the country. He reached out for his cell phone. It slipped from his fingers and went under the seat. 
 
    “Fuck!” Noah just realized that the traffic light in front of him was about to turn red from yellow. He slammed hard on the brakes. 
 
    His whole body jolted like John Cena had punched him in the back. Making an awful loud metallic grating sound, the car's metal frame shuddered, jerked, and came to a stop. The jerk was not caused by Noah hitting his brakes but by someone else not hitting their brakes soon enough - the car behind him! 
 
    I don’t believe this. Some dick just rear-ended me! Noah opened his seat belt and shifted his body gingerly to make sure nothing in his body was broken. 
 
    In that nanosecond, Dr. Noah Collins realized one very important thing, one thing that Lana had been unable to make him realize in years and the car driver behind him had succeeded in seconds – Noah wasn't ready to meet his creator yet! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Danika barely had the time to register that the car in front of her had stopped. She slammed on her brakes but it was too late. The bonnet of her car slammed the trunk of the silver car. She heard the horrible sound of her bumper breaking and twisting as her body wrenched painfully, even though restrained by the seat belt. 
 
    I just freaking rear-ended someone. My car is totaled. My insurance rates will go through the roof. I'm screwed and jobless! Oh my God, Oh my God! 
 
    Danika was robbed of the power to move or think. She could only stare at the mangled metal in front of her that was now spewing fumes. The front of her car resembled her life – crushed and disfigured beyond a point of recognition. 
 
    Repeated knocks on the window finally penetrated Danika's shocked mind. Her ponytail had come loose and most of her hair now covered her face. A man peered in, his dark eyes questioning. He was talking to her. Danika lowered the window with trembling hands. 
 
    “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” Noah studied her face for any signs of pain or bodily discomfort. 
 
    Danika shook her head. Her lips felt stuck to each other. The man with some gray in his sideburns gestured her to come out of the car. Working purely on reflexes, Danika undid her seatbelt. Something else came off - her foot from the brake! 
 
    With a sickening crushing sound, she hit the car in front of her, again. Like some lacerated, dying beast, the other car shuddered and with a loud groan it rolled forward a few more feet on to the intersection, in the direct path of a garbage truck! 
 
    "Hit the brakes. Hit the brakes!” Danika heard the man shouting at her through the window. People on the pavement near the intersection scampered to get away from the inevitable accident. Slamming on her brakes, Danika could only watch horrified. The garbage truck driver tried to stop his lumbering green vehicle. More metal on metal sounds, smell of burning tires and fizzing smoke were the only things that Danika registered. 
 
    A wiry muscled hand peppered with dark hair reached past her and shut off the ignition. “Are you fucking high?” 
 
    “What?” Danika blinked her eyes as she acknowledged the approaching police siren. It caused her to move. “No! I'm not high!” Ducking down, she pushed at the door. It refused to move. The man, around 5'11, moved back, all the while scrutinizing her. Danika pushed at the door. 
 
    A sudden realization dawned on her. “Oh my God! There must be someone in the car I just hit.” Danika pushed at the door with her shoulder using all her might. It opened and she jumped out. She skidded and would have fallen down had it not been for the timely intervention of the man. He held her up by the forearm, his grip painful. But Danika did not care. Her anxious eyes were on the car she had just pushed in the path of the truck. 
 
    “There is no one in the car!” Noah blocked her path. “What the hell were you thinking?” His voice was curt, his full mouth puckered in irritation. “You were right behind me. How did you not see the red light? Look at the mess you made.” He gestured at the pile sitting in the middle of the intersection. 
 
    Danika could only stare at him. She was just beginning to find her breath. 
 
    “Go back where you came from bitch!” Someone from the small crowd of onlookers that had gathered on the pavement shouted. 
 
    Noah turned to them. 'Now there is no need for talk-" 
 
    “You idiot. Moron!” Danika's low voice interrupted him. 
 
    Noah’s eyebrows rose high up his face. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “You slammed your brakes last minute. I was behind you, you stupid piece of shit.” Screaming did not come naturally to Danika so her voice was quiet but ferocity and rage shook her body. She wanted to throttle the man in front of her. 
 
    Noah took a step toward her. “Excuse me. You are completely addled.” 
 
    “You two okay?” Came a new voice. 
 
    Both Danika and Noah turned toward it. 
 
    In front of them stood a woman cop with a dour expression. “What happened here? Someone hit the bar early?” 
 
    “She said she is from ISIS!” A voice yelled again from the bystanders. 
 
    “What? No!” Danika stuttered. 
 
    In the current political atmosphere, the cop went from bored to menacing in seconds. “10-94! I repeat 10-94! I need backup!” She shouted in the radio attached to her shoulder and to her partner. Her partner, who had been walking with some catwalk swagger stopped, immediately, placing his hand on the holster. 
 
    In seconds, Danika was staring at the barrel of two pistols. For a person who had never seen any weapon other than a fly swatter, the cold gray barrel of gun was quite an upgrade. A terrifying upgrade! 
 
    Jobless, carless and shot to death in matter of hours! Danika’s teeth began to chatter and her legs trembled. “I… I…” 
 
    “She said nothing like that!” Noah interjected. 
 
    “Sir you stay back!” The policewoman ordered. 
 
    “You, move!” The cop beckoned Danika. “Over to the pavement. No sudden movements! Move I said.” Then she looked at Noah. “You Sir wait here.” 
 
    “Listen, this is a misunderstanding-“ 
 
    “I am not talking to you Sir!” The Cop gestured at Danika. “C'mon Miss move over there right now!” 
 
    “What did I do? I was in an accident.” Danika's steps were stilted and unsteady. 
 
    The Cop made her stand against the wall and frisked her. Danika winced as the cop patted her back. “This is a huge misunderstanding! The accident was that man's fault. He slammed his brakes last minute.” 
 
    “Its not a crime to hit the brakes in this city!” The burly cop now moved to Danika’s legs. 
 
    Danika lowered her head to her chest even as she rested her forehead on the gray wall of a building. I hate that man! I hate him so much. In Danika's mind, Piyush and Craig suddenly didn't seem that bad. 
 
    “Put your hands behind your back.” The woman cop ordered. 
 
    Danika cringed. “Really, is that necessary? I'm not a terrorist, I'm not even a bad person.” 
 
    “Sure! Just a bad driver.” The Cop brought Danika's hands down. 
 
    Danika felt the cold steel around her wrists. Please let me wake up now, please let me wake up now...please! She bit her lower lip. 
 
    “I have been wanting to break this new pair of cuffs. Finally.” The cop turned around and shuffled Danika to the pavement. “Sit down! Your not under arrest. This is just a precaution till we don’t figure out who you really are.” 
 
    Danika flopped down on the cracked cement. The foul smell coming from a nearby drain, made her stomach turn. 
 
    “Don't I get a call?” Danika asked a clean shaved young cop who hovered close. He looked as if he had just graduated from high school. 
 
    The woman cop beat the young cop from answering. “Did I not just tell you Ma’am that you are not under arrest?” She frowned. “Just put the cuffs on you for everyone's safety, including yours. Sit tight for ten minutes and stop talking.” 
 
    Danika’s eyes wandered back to the accident site on the intersection. Paramedics had arrived and were checking the driver of the garbage truck. Am I going to jail? 
 
    Danika swallowed the plum sized lump in her throat. Her head suddenly felt very tight. 
 
    Now even Bro will disown me! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “No, I'm fine. Thank you. I checked myself, I’m a doctor.” Noah, seated on the steps of the ambulance, assured the paramedic. “Is the driver okay?” 
 
    “Which one?” The paramedic retorted and walked back to the truck driver who was being examined by another paramedic. 
 
    Unnecessary hassles and paperwork! Noah scowled. His eyes darted to the woman who had caused the mayhem. He saw her seated on the pavement, her hands cuffed behind her back. The woman cop and another cop hovered around her. 
 
    Noah's scowl faded as he observed the woman with a now-messed-up high ponytail, big dark eyes, small but sharp nose, thin cheeks and short chin. Staring down, she kept blinking her lids.  
 
    “Did you check her?” Noah asked the paramedic inside the ambulance. 
 
    “She’s next. We are short staffed today.” Came the reply. 
 
    The woman shifted her head and Noah found her looking straight at him. Her expression altered. The wounded look disappeared. Her eyes blazed with anger. Noah could not bring himself to look away. Her gaze was intense. 
 
    Keeping her eyes fixed on Noah, Danika staggered to her feet. She took a step forward and then paused. Her eyes narrowed as she gazed at her other foot still raised. She tottered.  
 
    The Cop said something to her, trying to stop her. Danika felt like the cop’s voice was coming from far away. Danika vigorously shook her head refusing to sit down even as her body twitched. The earth under her feet lurched. 
 
    “She is going pass out!' Noah jumped off the ambulance and hurried in Danika’s direction. 
 
    Danika did not see Noah running toward her. All she felt was her head tilting back as blackness swarmed her. Danika folded like a punctured balloon. 
 
    “Cradle her head!” Noah shouted reaching the unconscious Danika just in time to break her fall on the cracked pavement. 
 
    **__** 
 
    Danika’s first thought was that a ball of cotton was stuffed between her ears. Her eyes fluttered open to piercing white light. She was lying on a cushion of some sort. A soft masculine voice spoke to her. “Blink your eyes twice if you can hear me." 
 
    Danika narrowed her eyes trying to see the person who was talking to her. All she saw was a silhouette against the bright light.  
 
    She remembered someone. A face with gray sideburns! The douchebag! That thought brought some alertness to her mind. The person standing with the light behind him moved and bent over her. Danika saw his face. 
 
    Idris Elba? 
 
    Danika remembered her long time crush. Idris Elba is taking care of me! Danika attempted to pull her lips back trying to smile. “Idris! I love you. . you!” She spoke in a weak voice. 
 
    Idris smiled. “She is okay!” He said to somebody. Then Idris looked down and smiled at her again. “You were in an accident. You fainted. Do you remember love?” 
 
    Danika nodded. Idris is a doc? She tried to think but her temples hurt so she winced. 
 
    “Are you in pain? Is it hurting anywhere in your body? We will be arriving at the hospital soon.” 
 
    “Which hospital are we going to?" Danika asked in a weak voice. 
 
    “The local hospital!” Idris Elba replied. 
 
    Danika closed her eyes. “At that hospital please ask for-” She swallowed for her throat felt dry, “Dr. Dheer.” 
 
    “Okay. Can you spell that for me?” 
 
    Danika slowly spelled the last name. 
 
    “Husband?” Idris Elba asked. 
 
    “No. My step brother.” Danika closed her eyes succumbing again to the frailty she was experiencing in mind and body. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    A few hours later 
 
    Danika lay on the cold hospital bed in the emergency area. The smell of antiseptic and medicines was strong enough to cut through. Sipping a cup of chilled apple juice, she watched the activity around her. 
 
    An older man clutching his side sat groaning on the bed next to her. On the bed in front of her a young boy of seven or eight lay down as his mother hovered over him, constantly touching his forehead. On another bed a young woman sat cross-legged, her face ashen, eyes glassy. Her blue and pink dyed hair only made her look paler. A purple bruise under her eye and on her cheek spoke its own tale. 
 
    Hope she hit back too! 
 
    “Dani!” 
 
    At the masculine voice, Danika sat up. Her eyes moistened on seeing the man of around 5'7", in his late thirties, with a benign smile that gave his round face a sagely air. Dr. Hans Dheer, her stepbrother. “Hi bro!" She resisted the urge to fling herself in Han’s arms. 
 
    Danika's father had died when she was few months old. Nearly five years later her mother had married Hans's father. Hans had been fifteen then. Hans had never cared much for his stepmom but he had welcomed Danika with open arms. 
 
    Within a year, Hans had taught Danika how to climb trees, make paper airplanes, fake body temperature by putting onion in the arm pit and produce killer farts by drinking milk after cauliflowers. When Danika's mother and stepfather had died in a freak accident three years into their marriage, Hans took the role of Danika’s legal guardian – in absentee. At that time, he was pursuing a medical degree living in a hostel in another city.  
 
    Danika stayed with several relatives, some gross, some indifferent and some loving though not in the same order. She attended various schools, some good, some rustic and some plain 'meh', again not in the same order. All this made Danika one heck of a survivor and thick skinned. To young Danika problems were simply hurdles that begged to be jumped over. 
 
    After his bachelors, Hans moved to USA for further studies and work. The distance between Danika and Hans grew yet their sibling bond only became stronger. Hans started sending money to Danika so she could live in a single girls hostel and pursue her education in graphic design. 
 
    Three years ago, Hans had fixed Danika's marriage to the son of one of his patient's cousin based in Los Angeles. Danika, who had her entire life only done what was expected of her, did nothing different. She married the stranger and came to USA, closer to stepbrother. 
 
    After her marriage ended abruptly, Danika had moved in with Hans for a while. She had no one else or nowhere else to go. A few weeks later, she had found a job in an advertising company and had moved in to a studio apartment. 
 
    Hans had just had twins and they needed more space. Also, his wife, Simi wasn't overtly fond of Danika and that was fine by the latter. Simi and Hans did not have the best of marriages so Danika was more than happy to do whatever she could to not cause trouble in an already strained relationship. 
 
    Dr. Hans Dheer was probably the only 'poor' doctor in the whole of United States. For he had a knack for making the worst investments! Every Ponzi scheme, big or small, domestic or international, had a common investor - Hans Dheer.  
 
    His colossal debt and impulsive gambles nearly broke his marriage. Her brother was trying hard to mend it by partaking in couple's counseling with his wife of seven years. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Hans asked, pulling a circular stool next to the Danika’s hospital bed. 
 
    “On a scale of one to ten, ten being the worst, today was eleven and half.” Danika tried to joke but a tear leaked from the corner of her eye making her joke anything but that. 
 
    Hans opened the nearby kept box of wet wipes and cleaned her face with it, leaving more moisture on her face than before. Danika appreciated the thought behind the gesture. Hans clucked his tongue soothingly. “Dani, Dani it is the end of world only when it is the end of the world. Tell me everything from the beginning.” 
 
    So Danika did, not leaving out a single bit except for the vile curses she had bestowed on the man who had caused the accident. 
 
    After she finished, Dr. Hans crossed his arms and tilted his head to the side. “It wasn't really that man's fault. You see that, right Dani?” 
 
    What the heck are you saying? It is totally that dilhole's fault. What is wrong with you Bro? How can you not see it? Danika wanted to shout but did not out of respect for the other patients. But she did glare at her brother. 
 
    Hans took off his glasses and cleaned them with the sleeve of his lab coat. “So, now what?” 
 
    “I will probably be thrown in jail!” Danika twisted the sheet. 
 
    “They do allow visitors there from time to time.” Hans put his glasses back on and smiled. Danika’s eyes widened. “Just kidding, sis. I will talk to the police and I know a lawyer or two.” 
 
    Danika nibbled at her lower lip like it was the main course. “I'm so sorry! Will it cost a lot?” She knew her brother was already in a tight financial spot. 
 
    “You stay put here!” Hans patted her hand. “Let me find out what the cops want to do.” 
 
    Danika nodded. Her eyes swinging back and forth between her brother's face and the ER door. Are the cops waiting outside to arrest me? Her head began to throb again. “I have never fainted in my life.” Her voice was hoarse. 
 
    Hans got to his feet and smiled down at Danika. “You'll be fine. Sometimes the head has just had enough.” 
 
    “Whether you agree or not, it was all that horrible man's fault! I hope I never see him again. This time I'll just drive over him.” Danika cursed with feeling. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Two weeks later 
 
    “I'm leaving. Bye!” Danika called out to her sister in law, closing the front door behind her. Simi did not reply. 
 
    She is probably in the bathroom. 
 
    Danika often stopped at her brother’s house to cook for them or help her sister in law with household chores. 
 
    Danika walked out of the split-level, jetty, stone house with beige, brown bricks and a red tile roof. A few dormers with gabled roofs added character to the upper structure.  
 
    Terra-cotta and ceramic pots with colorful fauna were placed on either side of the solid mahogany front door adding a splash of color to the exterior.  
 
    Danika zipped the jacket, pulling the slider right up to her chin. “Damn, its cold!” Growing in warmer temperatures of West India, she always brought jackets a size bigger here. Her body enjoyed the cozy feel of a jacket hanging on her frame. Danika walked down the street, heading for the Indian produce store three blocks away. 
 
    Halloween decorations were up in the front of the houses, adding a stroke of orange and green to the neighborhood. 
 
    It had been nearly two weeks since the very eventful October 10th. Fortunately, there were no charges filed against Danika, criminal or civil. Unfortunately, Danika did not have a car now. Nor could she afford one. Her barely there credit history had been wiped out.  
 
    Just to pay her rent and utilities, Danika was working three odd jobs. She worked for a few hours at the Indian grocery store, then as a part-time receptionist at a dentist and lastly in the merchandising department of a retail store. On weekends, she babysat for people in her brother's neighborhood and for some in her apartment building. 
 
    Danika raised her chin and waved to some children who were riding their scooters. Out of habit, she stopped as she was about to go past the two four feet posts with metal light sconces placed on top. Behind them lay a sprawling brick house with a charcoal brick exterior, a paved porch that went around the house, several projections in the structure and a short curved driveway lined with trees. Weeds were sprouting in the grass and most of the plants had turned yellow. Some from fall and some from neglect! 
 
    Being a fan of classics, Danika could not help but draw parallels between this house and the Thrushcross Grange in Wuthering Heights. The front arched windows with crimson framing added color and rakish charm to the dwelling. 
 
    Few months ago the longtime owner, sweet Mrs. Schneider, had passed away in her sleep at the ripe age of 93. Her children had put it on sale immediately for they were all settled on West Coast, sunny California. 
 
    Who would trade sand for snow? Danika sighed. Just hope no piggish realtor buys it only to tear it down and make more cookie cutter homes. 
 
    While running errands for the old lady, who was confined to the house due to severe arthritis, Danika had come to know her well. Mrs. Schneider was a romantic who had left her homeland to marry her American pen-pal. Mrs. Schneider loved to celebrate all festivals. Her Halloween decorations and lights would go up in September and her Christmas lights on the first of November. 
 
    Bending down, Danika straightened the two cheap plastic pumpkins she had left under the light sconces at the driveway entrance. Sorry Mrs. Schneider, this is all I can afford this year. Next year I promise to do better.  
 
    The sounds of rumbling wheels made Danika pivot. A moving company truck slowly made its way down the street heading in Danika's direction. Danika glanced around and noticed that the realtor sign in front of the house now proudly proclaimed 'SOLD'. 
 
    Are these the new owners? Curious, Danika moved away from the driveway and waited on the pavement under the shade of an orange yellow maple tree. 
 
    Her cell rang. Someone was calling Danika from the Indian grocery store. 
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    It was the storeowner's twenty something son Param Patel. “Where are you Sis? It’s getting busy in here.” 
 
    “Yes, Param, I'm two minutes away!' Danika replied turning away from the sprawling house and resumed walking toward her first job of the day. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Noah drove past the moving truck and parked his softtail slim bike near the pavement. What the hell? 
 
    Taking off his helmet, he moved around just gazing at the never-ending house and land. 
 
    “This is the house?” One of the movers called out to him. 
 
    “Hold on!” Noah waved signaling him to wait as he called his realtor. She answered in two rings. 
 
    “What in heck’s name did you buy me mom?” 
 
    “Language, Noah Abe!” His mother reprimanded. 
 
    Noah paused. “But seriously, what the hell did you buy me?” 
 
    His mother sighed. “It's just a house.” 
 
    “No, it’s not!” Noah's tone was testy. “It's a massive ruin.” 
 
    “Then un-ruin it. Fix it!” She commanded in a motherly way. “There was a time when you enjoyed DIY house projects.” 
 
    “That was in college! Is Dad around?” 
 
    His mom paused. Noah could imagine her obsidian colored eyes just like his, narrow. “Are you going to whine to your dad about your mommy issues? How old are you?” 
 
    Noah shook his head and some of his dark hair grazed his forehead. He pushed it back. “What? No! I just wanna say hi to him.” 
 
    “Oh!” His mother exhaled noisily in his ear. “I got this amazing house dirt-cheap. It's a great neighborhood with the market, movie theatre and awesome schools within walking distance.” 
 
    Noah ignored how his mother slyly slipped in the part about schools. After Alicia's death, his mother had been pushing him to get back on the dating train. Noah had pushed right back. He was practical enough to know that one day he might develop romantic feelings for someone else but that seemed light years from now. Casual dating is all that he was doing nowadays. 
 
    Noah walked out to the movers and handed them the keys his mother had shipped him. “Okay you guys go in. Just put the stuff in any room, anyhow you want.” 
 
    “Noah Abe Collins!” His mom's voice was loud in his ear. 
 
    “You got me the house. Your work ends there. I refuse to decorate the ruin.” 
 
    His mom, sixty-two years old Victoria Collins, had raised her two sons and one daughter with patience and thick skin. Negotiating was in her blood. “Give it six months. If you still don't like the ruin, sell it back to me. I will tear it down and build three houses in that area and make a ton of money. Now do you still want to talk to your father?” 
 
    Noah smirked, revealing a dimple in his cheek. “No, I think I'm good.” 
 
    “Met any neighbors yet?” 
 
    “Nope!” Walking out to the pavement, Noah glanced around. He saw a slim, tall woman talking on her phone, walking away from him. Her walk was jaunty. Noah watched her till she turned the corner and disappeared. Then he glanced around to the other side. The street, lined with yellow and gold sugar maple and dogwood trees, was quiet. 
 
    “So whom did this house belong to?” 
 
    "Some old hag who died suddenly and her kids wanted to get rid of this monstrosity.' 
 
    “Talking of old hags, mom-“ 
 
    “Perish that thought, Noah!” His mother hung up on her oldest not before Noah heard the dry grin in her voice. 
 
    A woman in her late thirties or early forties, thin as a reed with bird like features and a stiff bob, stepped out of the house next to his new lodgings. She was holding a plate covered with tin foil in her hand.  
 
    “Hi!” She walked toward him, smiling. “I’m Simi Dheer. Welcome to the neighborhood!” 
 
    They shook hands. 
 
    “Noah Collins.” 
 
    “New to the city?” Simi asked. 
 
    “I moved from Baltimore.” Noah replied, subtly eyeing the foil covered plate. He had skipped breakfast this morning. 
 
    “I love that city. Have been there a few times for work. Anyhow, Philly is great too! My husband, my twin girls and I stay there.” She pointed at her two-story brownstone. “This is a lovely neighborhood and most of the families have been here for a while. Do you have kids?” 
 
    “No, it’s just me!” Noah shook his head. 
 
    “Oh!” Simi extended her plate toward him. “These are for you. Chocolate chip cookies.” 
 
    “Thank you!” As Noah bent to take the plate, a white envelope flew down from the pocket of his leather jacket. 
 
    Simi retrieved it for him. “Oh! That's the hospital my husband works at." 
 
    “Thanks.” Noah stuffed the envelope back in his pocket. “He's a doc?” 
 
    “A cardiologist at Jeff.” 
 
    “Small world!” Noah crossed his arms, his smile quizzical. “I just joined the cardiology department. What's his name?” 
 
    “Dr. Hans Dheer.” 
 
    “I remember Dr. Hans. Sorry I forgot his last name. I met him yesterday!” Noah scratched his chin. 
 
    “Collins?” Simi narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “You are Dr. Collins, the new Chief Surgeon?” 
 
    "Yes! The very same. What a small world. I'm sure we'll be seeing more of each other!” Noah said, breaking a warm cookie in his mouth. “Sorry missed breakfast today.” 
 
    “No worries! Can I get you something else to eat?” Simi shared an easy laugh with him. 
 
    “No thank you, these are really good!” Noah picked up another cookie. 
 
    Simi lost some of her smile. “My sister-in-law made them.' 
 
    Just then a burly mover appeared on the side. 
 
    “Excuse me!” Noah said. 
 
    “Sure! If you need anything feel free to stop by.” Simi waved. 
 
    “Will do. Thank you for the treats.” Noah hurried inside his new house. 
 
    Simi Dheer watched the young doctor and her husband's new boss jog in. A plan was already forming in her mind - a matchmaking sort of plan. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Danika pushed open the glass door that had several stickers on it, promoting everything and everyone from Pope to plumbers. 
 
    “Hey sister!” A beefy young man with tattoos of skulls and ladies covering both his arms from shoulder to forearm called out. 
 
    “Hi Param!' Danika came around the counter and joined him near the cash register. “So Dad and Uncle are not in today?” Danika asked, sliding her simple black purse in a slot under the register. She wasn't really asking. Param put his 18-inch biceps and tats on display only when his father and Uncle were not coming to the store. 
 
    “Uhhh!” Param smirked, his tanned left cheek bunched up. “So, how is your day going?” He rested his elbow on a crate of fresh fruit. 
 
    Just like every other day since the accident, juggling and struggling! “Too early to call!” Danika remarked with her usual calm smile. 
 
    Param adjusted his dark brown beanie. “You remember how I saved you last month from those goons Sis?” 
 
    Danika raised a brow and replied slowly. “Yes!” 
 
    Param was referring to some drunken idiots who had noticed Danika from the adjoining gas station as she waited at the bus station, late at night, trying to catch a bus to her apartment. It was post that incident that Danika had decided she needed a car. The drunken boys who seemed to be in their late teens had crowded her, making obscene gestures and shouting suggestive crude comments. One of them had snatched her cell as Danika had been about to call the cops. 
 
    Param had heard the loud voices and come down from his apartment above the store. He was accompanied by his three cousins and they weren't empty-handed. Thick baseball bats and their stocky appearance had rid Danika of her rowdy admirers. “I do remember that night! Thank you again!” Danika said, changing the paper roll in the printer. 
 
    Param waved his arm dismissively. “But you did say next day that you owe me big.” 
 
    “Okay!” Danika bit her lower lip, trying to hide her tension. Param’s like a younger bratty brother. He better not hit on me. The thought terrified her even though Danika hid it well. 
 
    “So, sister, there is this cousin of my mine. He just got divorced and he is moping around like a girl.” 
 
    “Like a girl, Param?” Danika raised her brow. 
 
    “Sorry! It's just that he is very sad all the time. His mother, my aunt, she’s tired of him. She says his wife was the first woman to kick her son out of the house and she will be second.” 
 
    Danika smiled, relieved. Param was looking for some empathy for his cousin. “Sure, I can talk to him. I get it, I'm too am divorced. Everyone gets over it, some sooner than others.” Danika sat down on the stool behind the register. “I'll talk to him, no worries!” 
 
    Param tugged his ear lobe and smiled cheekily. “Can you talk to him over dinner? Maybe wearing a nice dress? Maybe in a restaurant? Maybe-“ 
 
    Danika blinked her eyes rapidly. “Hold on! Are you asking me to go on a date with your cousin?” 
 
    “Please sis! Please! Just one date. He is really nice. Please!” Param folded his hands in front of her. 
 
    “He's a crybaby!” 
 
    “To his mom!” Param faked some indignation by puffing out his chest. “Every kid cries in front of their mom. Didn't you?” 
 
    Danika tried using logic. “If he hasn't got over his ex-wife, how would going on a date help him?” 
 
    “He can see for himself that there are other options. More divorced fishes in the sea. He is a vegetarian though. Just saying!” 
 
    “Param, I don't think it will really help.” Danika rushed to change the topic. “Did you shelve the boxes of noodles and flour that came in last night?” 
 
    Param grabbed her hand. “Please sister, just one date! Please just take that dude out for dinner. I'll pay! Please!” 
 
    Danika puckered her mouth and tugged her hand free. “I don't think I can.” 
 
    “Please, please. I helped you get this job too, remember?” Param persisted, his expression like that of a puppy begging for a bone. 
 
    Danika felt some reluctant gratitude. She swallowed her denial. “He's not a pervert or something like that right?” 
 
    Param chuckled at that. “Pervert? I would be surprised if he knows how babies are made.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Danika slid off the stool. 
 
    “So, will you?” 
 
    Danika exhaled noisily. “Fine! Just one date and that’s it.” 
 
    Param clapped his hand. “Just one. Thank you. Thank you.” 
 
    “And then you and I are even?” Danika's tone was firm. 
 
    "Even steven!” Param flexed his bicep. 
 
    “Gross!” Danika smiled in spite of herself. 
 
    “Then can I confirm for this Friday?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” Danika walked to the back office. She saw the boxes of flour and noodles stacked, unopened.  
 
    “Coolio! I will talk to my cousin and then get back to you. His name is Kiran.” 
 
    Danika nodded, tackling the first box. 
 
    “By the way, he's really hot.” 
 
    “That’s some consolation.” Danika slit the seal of the box open with a stubby knife. 
 
    She did not hear Param's muttered words under his breath. “To his mother!” 
 
    “Yeah don't choose an expensive restaurant.” Param rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    “I love drive-throughs.” Danika smiled 
 
    “He doesn't have a car.” 
 
    In for a penny, in for a pound. “Well, then I love vending machines I guess!” Danika replied taking packets out of the box. 
 
    “Would a sandwich shop or a fast food Chinese work?” 
 
    Danika batted her eyelashes. “My dream restaurants!” 
 
    Param chuckled. “Oh yeah, FYI Kiran has a medical condition.” 
 
    Danika paused, her arms loaded with yellow and red colored packets of flour. “What medical condition? Is it contagious?” 
 
    “Thankfully not!” Param chuckled and disappeared in the back of the store. 
 
    Danika stared at the packets in her hand. “An evening with a handsome whiner and cheap food. What more can a girl ask for?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Close to seven in the evening, Danika used her key and entered her brother's house. The first person she saw was the one she was most fond of in the world, after her nieces of course. 
 
    “From the Indian store?' Hans asked as he sat on the dining table, scribbling something on the file in front of him. An open packet of potato chips lay on the table next to him. 
 
    “Indian store was morning, evening is the dentist gig!” Danika flopped on a chair next to him and yanked away the chips. “Hasn't Simi B put you on a diet?” Simi B was short for Simi Bhabhi. 
 
    “Don't come between me and my food.” Hans said, pulling a bar of chocolate from the pocket from his green scrubs. 
 
    “Where are all your girls?” 
 
    “Look at your watch!” 
 
    “Aha! Kids bath time.” Danika pulled a chip and stuffed it into her mouth. Simi was a stickler for routine. Sometimes when thinking random thoughts, Danika was sure Simi must have been a watchmaker or a timekeeper in her past birth. 
 
    “Shouldn't you be up there helping her, Bro?” 
 
    "I'm working!” Hans winked, unwrapping more of the chocolate. “You look tired. Why don't you crash here tonight?” 
 
    Danika stifled a yawn. “Thank you for the offer but I'm just going to make some dinner and head home.” She got up, stretching. 
 
    “You don't need to come every other night and cook dinner for us Dani. Your eating or crashing here is not a burden.” Her brother was back to scribbling on the papers in front of him. 
 
    “Pshh!” Danika wrinkled her nose. “I basically cook for myself. You guys get the extras.” She got to her feet. Sure, I didn't borrow any money from them but since loosing the full time job and car I have been eating here and using a lot of their stuff. “It’s only fair!” She murmured. 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    “Nothing! I better start cooking. Simi B will be done soon.” Danika began with washing and peeling potatoes. Her brother was not the only one fearful of his wife. So was Danika. Simi with her perfect hair, perfect mannerisms, an ideal mom and a thorough professional, who still found time to be active member of several committees and charities, gave Danika a complex. 
 
    Simi had tried to convince Danika to either go back to the cheater of her husband or India. However, her brother had, probably for the first time, resisted his wife for which Danika could not thank him enough. Hans was the only family Danika had. 
 
    “So guess who is visiting us this weekend?” Hans muttered grabbing back the chips. 
 
    “Does her name start with the letter A?” Danika efficiently cut the potatoes and sprinkled them with olive oil and rosemary. 
 
    “Yeah. My lovely sister-in-law Anya!” 
 
    “She's sweet!” Danika said. Anya was Simi B's stunning twenty six year old sister. She was a happy-go-lucky woman who only lived to please herself. However, her heart was in the right place. 
 
    Currently, Anya was working as an event planner in New Jersey. The only reason Simi did not pick on Danika's lack of a real career was because of her own sister's habit of dropping jobs like they were yesterday’s newspaper. Fortunately for Anya, she and Simi had rich parents who could afford their daughter's extravagant ways. 
 
    “Simi and her matchmaking habits! She has set Anya up on a date.” Hans grumbled. 
 
    “Nice!” Danika put the potatoes in the oven and then took out the rice. She saw the lights on in Mrs. Schneider's kitchen that was obscured partially by the overgrown foliage between the houses. “Did you see, you have new neighbors Bro?” 
 
    Hans sauntered into the kitchen, his gut coming in before him. “I know. And guess bloody who it is? My new boss!” 
 
    Danika paused, her mouth open. “The guy who took the position that rightfully should have been yours.” 
 
    “The one and the same!” Hans chucked the packet of chips in the trash bin. 
 
    “I hate him already!” Danika muttered washing the rice with more vigor than the grain deserved. 
 
    “You hate who?” 
 
    Danika and her brother turned at the terse voice. 
 
    “Hi Simi B.” Danika greeted. “Should I warm the nuggets for the girls?” 
 
    “I'm going to kiss my clean babies!” Dr. Hans went up the stairs slowly. 
 
    Simi filled a glass with chilled water and took a seat at the dining table, her small sharp eyes steadily following Danika’s movement around the kitchen. “Yes please warm the nuggets. So who do you hate?” 
 
    "Our next door neighbor! Bro’s boss.” 
 
    “Why hate that poor man. Hans at his work is the same as he is in personal life - laid back, unambitious and prone to bad decisions.” Simi was quick to point. 
 
    Danika bit her lip and did not respond to her sister-in-law's diss of her brother. She's his wife. She has the right to slay or support him. 
 
    “Can you babysit the twins this Friday?” 
 
    Shoot! Danika bit her bottom lip. “Ugh! I actually have some plans.” 
 
    “They can't be cancelled?” 
 
    Danika chewed the inner lining of her cheek. “Sorry, can't. Not this time!” 
 
    “May I ask what these plans are?” It did not sound like a request. 
 
    “Umm! I have a date.” Danika whispered the last word keeping her back to Simi. 
 
    “You have a date?” Simi sounded incredulous. “Who's the guy?” 
 
    “You don't know him.” Danika grimaced. I don't know him! 
 
    Danika drowned whatever else Simi was about to say in the sizzle of cumin seeds tossed carelessly in the heated cooking oil. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Friday Evening 
 
    7:00 pm 
 
    Noah unzipped his dark blue trousers and tucked in the sky blue shirt. He studied his reflection in the mirror propped against the wall. “Too formal!” He shrugged. “Whatever! It’s dinner.' He ran a comb carelessly through his dark thick hair that had a tendency to curl at the back. “Why the heck did I agree to this?” He shook his head. “I can do this, it’s just a mtter of few hours.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Same time 
 
    Dheer residence 
 
    Is my lipstick too bright? Danika puckered her mouth staring at her lips in the square mirror above the sink. What if the accountant tries to hit on me? Since her experience with Piyush, Danika went out of her way to shun any and all romantic encounters. She dressed drab out of choice and usually wore no makeup. But Danika could do nothing to hide her sparkling eyes with long, thick and curling eyelashes that were the most riveting features of her face and seemed to shine with inner light. Men stared at her admiringly but Danika never encouraged anyone, always snubbing them with her chilly expression. 
 
    Danika tore off some toilet paper and dabbed her mouth, reducing the crimson on her lips. She pinned her thick front locks at the back of her head showing more of her eyes and smooth complexion. Danika frowned at her reflection and then drew in a deep breath. I can do this. It’s just for few hours! 
 
    **--** 
 
    Ten minutes later when Noah came down the stairs in the quiet house, he was wearing jeans, white shirt and a leather jacket. Most of his wardrobe was still packed in one of the many boxes littering the room across the master suite. “Wallet check, house keys check!” He shut the lights off and closed the front door behind him. 
 
    “Dammit!” A minute later Noah was back in the house. He switched on the kitchen light and grabbed the wine bottle off the counter and left again. 
 
    **--** 
 
    Danika came down the stairs and peeked in the kitchen and then the living room. All she saw was her nieces along with the baby sitter. “Hi Danika!” 
 
    “Hi Chloe!” Danika greeted the seventeen-year-old girl who lived a few houses away from them. 
 
    'Dani!' One her nieces stretched out her arms. Danika did not need another invitation. She picked up her niece and inhaled her baby powder smell as she dropped kisses on the baby’s chubby cheeks.  
 
    “Do you think you will be able to handle these two little munchkins?” 
 
    “You bet!” Chloe replied smiling widely, her cheeks laden with teenage acne. 
 
    “Cool!” Danika sat in between both her nieces and started playing with them. She was dressed practically for the date- Jeans, red and blue plaid shirt and a faux leather jacket. She couldn’t afford the real deal. “I’ll be nearby. You have my cell number?” 
 
    “Don't worry, Danika. You have fun! We will be fine, won't we?” Chloe tickled the tots who shrieked in delight. 
 
    Just then the doorbell rang. Danika felt new butterflies awaken in her stomach. She was nervous even though she knew this was not really a date. It had been a long time since she had been alone with a man even across a table. Danika walked toward the front door and bumped into someone at the end of the stairs. Simi’s younger sister, Anya. 
 
    “Is it for you or me?” Anya asked, looking stunning in a gray sheath dress, and glittering heels. Her long highlighted hair was styled in soft curls around her petite face and her make up was perfect- drawing attention to her eyes and wide mouth. 
 
    Self consciously, Danika tugged down her simple jacket. “It could be for either. Do you want to get the door?” 
 
    “No Dani!” Anya grin was impish. “I can't get the door. What if it is for me? One has to make an impression. My first impression should not be that I open the door. I should actually make the entrance at the end. You can open the door.” 
 
    “I was going to!” Danika nodded. “You look stunning!” 
 
    “Always!” Anya raised a brow for effect. Danika smiled and gave her a ‘thumbs up’. 
 
    “Someone is super eager. It definitely must be for Anya!” Danika trotted to the door as she heard another peal of the bell. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “I’m not ringing the bell thrice. I'll just go home!” Noah turned around and then paused. He heard the approaching steps from behind the door. A feminine silhouette appeared behind the stained glass door. 
 
    Noah schooled his expression into a friendly one. He gave his hair a final brush and waited a polite smile on his face. 
 
    **--** 
 
    Danika spotted a male shadow through the stained glass door. She straightened her hair and smoothed the front of her blouse and then reached to unlatch the hook. Faking a friendly smile, she swung the door open. “H-“ 
 
    Danika froze! All breath seemed to exit her lungs when she saw who was standing at her brother's doorstep. 
 
    **--** 
 
    Noah's smile cooled quicker than the temperature in a freezer when he saw the woman at the door. 
 
    “What the hell?” Danika hissed. It was the man she hated the most in the universe. The one who had caused the horrible accident that had cost her the precious car, sent her to the hospital and nearly to jail. Her eyes narrowed and red blotches appeared on her face. “How dare you? You are stalking me?” 
 
    Noah's expression travelled from shock, to astonishment to anger in seconds. His finger gripped the wine bottle like it was a stress ball. “I'm stalking you? Still missing the brakes?” His tone was dismissive. 
 
    “Don’t you dare patronize me!” Danika waved a finger in his face. “How did you find me? How did you get this address?” She pushed her hands in her jacket pockets. The man's presence brought back all the unsettling memories of that day. Her being fired, Piyush's text, the accident, the racist pedestrians, the cops, the guns, the handcuff and most of all the feeling of being stripped of all dignity. “I'm calling the cops on you right now!” 
 
    Noah could not control his irritation. “You are a delusional fool! Straitjacket is what you need!” He had gone easy on Danika with the insurance company as well as the cops and had taken blame for the accident yet she had the gall to scream at him instead of expressing gratitude. Danika opened her mouth but Noah did not give her chance to talk. “Don't bother saying another word. I'm leaving. I couldn't sit across from you if someone paid me a million bucks.” A frown marred Noah's usually smooth forehead. 
 
    “Sit across from me? Hold on!” Danika ran muddled eyes over Noah's, jeans, T-shirt and leather jacket. He is the accountant? Param's cousin! Her eyes fell on the wine bottle in his hand, the label obscured by his fingers. He probably picked that from the dollar store! He's my date. Danika felt a hysterical laugh tickle the back of her throat. 
 
    “Are you bloody going to faint again? Because seriously, I'm done catching you!” Noah turned around and walked down the paved front steps, his gait quick and fierce. 
 
    “Yeah, keep walking. Straight to hell!” Danika slammed the door and stepped back in the house. He caught me when I fainted? Her insides churned. Her chest was heaving. Danika usually never experienced rage but right now she felt hot enough to launch herself in space. 
 
    “Wow, you look mad. Who was that?” Anya asked, going back to studying her reflection in the mirror above the foyer table. 
 
    “My date!” Danika snapped. 
 
    “So why are you still here?” Anya fluffed her hair. 
 
    Danika tried to think of some excuse. 
 
    “Have you seen my date, the doctor from next door? Is he hot?” 
 
    “Sorry! I haven't met him.” Danika sounded as unsettled as she felt. Param is going to be mad at me. Shit! Just hope he doesn't have his dad fire me. Danika chewed the side of her lower lip. How come Param’s cousin look Italian? 
 
    “You both are still here. I thought at least one would have left!” Hans joked, coming down the stairs followed by Simi. They both were dressed nice and ready to go out. 
 
    “It was Dani's date! Don’t know why she’s still here?” Anya remarked, checking something on her phone. 
 
    “He forgot something! He'll be back in a few.” Danika fibbed. Hopefully they will leave soon and I can simply go home after that. 
 
    The doorbell rang again. “That must be the doctor from next door!” Danika rushed back to the door. Anxiety hadn't left her completely. The bizarre encounter of five minutes back had thrown her mojo off. 
 
    Danika heard her sister-in-law remind Anya. “Remember Dr. Collins doesn’t think of this as a date or anything like that. He thinks he is going for dinner with his colleague and his family. So don't act heavy and hot on him. Keep it casual!” 
 
    Danika tossed her brother a look over her shoulder. Hans rolled his eyes. They both knew it would be the doctor who would be acting hot and heavy before the night ended. Men were drawn to Anya like woman were drawn to sale. 
 
    Opening the door, Danika felt all the tension leave her body. She smiled at the tall, lanky man who stood under the dim light of the porch swatting some moths who buzzed around him. “Hi!” Danika greeted the man with thinning hair, round eyes behind square silver glasses, long nose and a wide mouth. He wore a thick jacket, a striped formal shirt underneath it and ironed slacks. Yup, the doctor! 
 
    “Hello!” The man's smile was tense and then he did something that caused Danika's eyes to widen. He briefly touched what one never touches in public – his crotch. “Please come in.” Danika hurriedly moved aside shepherding the man in. Never knew the neighbor too is from India? “Dr. Collins is here.” Danika announced, shutting the door before the moths swarmed in. 
 
    Simi pivoted and scowled. “He is not Dr. Collins.” 
 
    “Thank god!” Anya muttered. 
 
    “No I'm not!” The man spoke in a raspy voice, his eyes bulging as he stared at Anya. 
 
    “He's not?” Danika swung puzzled glances at her brother who looked amused, her sister-in-law who was glaring at the man and then at the stranger himself who was now conducting his microscopic study of Anya. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I'm Kiran, Param's cousin.” This time he definitely touched himself. 
 
    “He's your date Dani.” Anya cooed mischievously. 
 
    Shit! Shit! Shit! What is happening? Rubbing her forehead, Danika studied the floor as if piecing a puzzle. This guy is Param's cousin. Not the doctor? So that man who came earlier. He is the doctor? Dr. Collins? Danika groaned softly. Oh my God! The man I sent away is Bro's boss and Anya's date. The one Simi B has been singing such praises about. Shoot! 
 
    Danika registered Simi B and her brother's conversation. 
 
    "I see the lights on in Dr. Collin's house. Maybe we can just go over there?” Simi suggested 
 
    “Lets do!” Anya agreed. 
 
    "NO! Wait!” Danika's loud shout stopped them. “I will get him! Right away! Because. . .” 
 
    “Because?” Her brother prodded. 
 
    Danika wet her lips and cast glances at everyone including Kiran, “Because…ummm… like Anya said, impressions matter. Ask her! Be right back.” She fled out of the house before anyone else could say anything, leaving Anya to explain whatever Anya wanted to. Which knowing Anya would be nothing. For Anya did not understand a lot. 
 
    Danika ran in the direction of Mrs. Schneider’s house. “Unbelievable. Un-freakin-believable! Of all the places in the world, this man has to be our neighbor. And bro's boss. So whether I like it or not,  I will have to suck it up to him. Someone shoot me! Danika paused, anger adding color to her cheeks. “I will never be nice to him.” She shivered in the cold. 
 
    Danika increased her pace to force some heat in her body and to get the act over with; the act that would symbolically be like throwing her pride down the garbage chute. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Noah slammed the door with force. “Bullshit!” He tossed his jacket in the direction of the kitchen counter uncaring where it landed. Keeping the wine bottle on the counter, he poured himself a glass of water from the faucet. “That crazy girl lives next door to me?” He tried to remember what Dr. Hans had mentioned about who all were coming for today’s dinner. 
 
    “Hans, his wife and his sister or wife’s sister?” Noah took large sips from the glass. I shouldn’t have left like that. I should have talked to Hans or his wife. Wonder what that crazy woman will tell them. Don't want other people's family drama at work. Better call Hans and explain. Noah went looking for his cell, which was in the jacket that lay on the floor. 
 
    His doorbell made a short strained bleating noise. Sounds like a wet fart. Noah walked to the door and opened it. He stopped short staring at the woman on his porch. Uneven creases on his forehead and his clamped mouth signaled Noah's disapproval. “Get off my property!” Noah began to close the door on her face. 
 
    “No stop! Please stop!” Danika put her hand on the door. Noah paused, his expression like the temperature outside, frigid. 
 
    “There's been a misunderstanding.” Danika huffed tilting her chin imperiously. “That’s why I am here, to explain.” 
 
    “No kidding!” Noah sneered leaning against the doorjamb. “Is it similar to the one you had the other day when you hit your accelerator instead of your brakes?” If sarcasm were liquid it would have poured from his voice. 
 
    Danika's eyes narrowed down to slits but she quickly averted her face and pulled in a few deep breaths. 
 
    Noah watched her profile, smooth skin, thin and pert nose. “Goodnight!” He was out of patience. 
 
    Danika, reflexively raised her hand thinking Noah was about to close the door. He wasn't. Her palm connected with his jaw. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Danika yanked her hand back. “Sorry. I thought you were closing...” The warmth of his skin and feel of his slight bristle stayed on her palm. Childishly, she wiped it at the back of her leg. “I didn’t know that you are my brother's colleague or that you had been invited.” Her tone was grudging. 
 
    “You are Dr. Han's sister?” 
 
    Danika nod was brisk. She gritted her teeth. I hate talking to him. I hate looking at him. Mrs. Schneider, if a part of you is still here then please haunt the heck out of this jerk. 
 
    “Hans is so normal and sane! Unlike…” Noah baited with a bland face. 
 
    Danika’s eyes began to narrow again but then she shook her head. Her hair slapped the side of her neck. “He's my stepbrother. That should explain the difference.” 
 
    Noah straightened when he saw the hurt flash in her expression. He tried to say something but nothing came to his mind except, “you should leave”. 
 
    Douchebag! Danika pressed her lips and continued firmly like she was talking to a five year old. “You are going for dinner with my brother, sister in law and her sister Anya. They are waiting for you.” She gestured with her head in the direction of her brother's house, her voice robotic. “An Italian restaurant. It’s one of the best here.” 
 
    Noah went back to leaning against the doorjamb. “You are not going to be there.” 
 
    “No!” Danika muttered at Noah keeping her eyes away from where his shirt had tightened over his chest. Showoff! 
 
    Noah's mouth twisted in a mocking smile. “It must be my lucky day!” 
 
    Danika surprised him with a smile that was like a snarl. “And mine too? Well not mine. I bumped into you.” 
 
    Noah straightened and took a step toward her. “You have funny choice of words. Bumped did you say?” He felt some satisfaction when, surprised, she took a step back. “You have a name, Danny something right?” He remembered he had taken her insurance information. 
 
    None of your damn business! “Danika!” She spoke quickly. 
 
    Noah noticed Danika rub her arms. She's cold! Turning around, he closed the door on her face. In less than a second, Danika was banging with her fists on the door. 
 
    Noah opened the door in minutes. “Stop the racket! I'm just getting my jacket.” 
 
    “You could have left the door open!” Danika growled. 
 
    “Where's the fun in that?” Noah mocked, sliding his arms in his jacket. 
 
    Danika swung her head. Seeing him wear a jacket was making her feel colder. She tightly crossed her arms in front of her and went down the stairs. A thought stopped her. She swallowed. Shoot! I have to ask him for a favor. She spoke casually. “So my family doesn’t know that it was you who-“ She changed her words at Noah’s sudden hardening face. “That I. . . that we were involved in the accident and I would like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Why not tell them? Clear the air!” Noah said, going down the stairs leaving the porch light on. 
 
    Danika spun around. “What? You are not a man enough to fight your own battles?” The words just spilled out. 
 
    Noah stopped at the last step and peered down at Danika. She titled her face to meet his eyes not backing off. “I'm man enough to do several things.” Noah voiced softly. 
 
    In the muted light of the streetlight he saw some color shoot in her cheeks at the suggestiveness of his words. Their eyes met and stayed locked. 
 
    Danika was the first to blink and break the stare. “You forgot your cheap wine!” Walking away briskly, Danika left Noah standing in the cold. 
 
    Noah watched Danika till she became a part of the darkness beyond the streetlight. The aroma of lavender mixed with something citrusy tingled his nostrils in a pleasant way. He assumed it was something the ex-owner had planted near that spot. “The wine’s not cheap!” It’s a small world is necessarily not a good thing always. Noah thought biting off a cuss as he headed back again in the house. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “A small world my foot! Feels more like a damn claustrophobic elevator.” Danika muttered, joining her family that was waiting outside. 
 
    “Where is Dr. Collins?” Simi asked. 
 
    “He's coming!”' Danika stopped near Kiran who still ogling at Anya. 
 
    “So now you have seen him. Is he hot?” Anya whispered, curiosity adding a shine to her hazel eyes. 
 
    “Sure!” Danika replied, through tightly clamped lips. Who can even remotely find wide and dark eyes, long arrogant nose, thin cheeks, and a regular mouth handsome, not to forget the horns on his head? 
 
    “Shall we leave?” Danika asked Kiran eager to get away from a situation that held no promise of improving. 
 
    “Sure!” Kiran agreed, casting one last look of longing in Anya’s direction. 
 
    Danika waved a quick bye to her brother and Simi as she turned to walk away. The restaurant she and Kiran were going to was a few blocks away. 
 
    “Damn!” Danika growled quietly as she turned and saw who was almost upon them. Kiran too stopped behind her as Hans, Simi and Anya stepped forward to meet Noah. 
 
    Feeling trapped between them, Danika quickly switched positions and moved behind Kiran putting more distance between her and Noah. 
 
    Danika kept her eyes fixed on her shoes even as blood was pounding in her ears. Hope he doesn’t say anything stupid and make trouble for me. 
 
    “And that is my sister Danika.” Hans made the introduction. Danika raised her head and hand for a fraction of a second and shot a terse 'Hi'. Danika resumed the intense study of her shoes wondering how fast and how far she could get away from the present company. 
 
    “Have we met before Danika?” 
 
    Danika whipped her head up at Noah's question. His face was innocent of all expression except a mild curiosity but Danika saw the glint in his eyes and the smug turn of his lips. 
 
    Douchebag! “We just did when I shut the door on you.” Danika matched his innocent expression. She added an apology for the sake of their audience. “Sorry!” Sorry that I did not get your awful face with the door. 
 
    Noah smirked, seemingly giving her that round and his gaze shifted to Anya who stepped forward, her face wreathed in a becoming smile. Danika saw Noah's eyes widen briefly just like every straight man's did around Anya. 
 
    Danika blanked out their conversation, wistfully glancing in the direction of the restaurant, she and Kiran were going to. Why won't Kiran move? Danika turned back just in time to notice Noah raise Anya's hand and drop a kiss on it, murmuring soft flattering words Danika was too far to hear. 
 
    Unconsciously, Danika stuffed her hands in her pockets. She saw Noah notice her tiny movement and his eyes tipped down to her hands in her jacket pocket and then very slowly he raised his eyes and stared at Danika. His gaze mocked her. 
 
    Danika flashed her teeth just enough to be a smile and a grimace simultaneously. 
 
    “What are you two doing?” Anya purred her. 
 
    “Nothing!” Danika retorted quickly, tucking some loose hair behind her ear. “Well you all enjoy yourselves. We should be leaving.” In get-away mode, Danika firmly tucked her hand in Kiran’s arm. Her squeezing grip seemed to remind her date of her presence. 
 
    'Yes, yes, we should go.' Kiran mumbled giving in to his nervous tic. Danika bit her lower lip at the brief surprise and then the amusement that shone in Noah's gaze. Of course he would be amused! She tugged Kiran. “Lets go!” 
 
    “You are eager to go with him!” Hans muttered in a sullen manner, portraying brotherly protectiveness as old as the Neanderthals. 
 
    Danika gave Hans a look as if to say, ‘Now don't you start!’ 
 
    “So where are you guys going?” Anya asked. 
 
    And of course Kiran rushed to answer for it was probably the only thing Anya had spoken which had something to do with him. “The sandwich shop some distance from here.” 
 
    Danika watched the surprise on the faces of all the gathered. 
 
    “What are you in high school?" Anya's expression was horrified. Anya's dates always treated her to over the top restaurants and retail experiences. 
 
    The earlier confusion between Noah and Kiran, her own anxiety at meeting Noah, Anya and Simi’s reaction to Kiran, and to top all that Kiran's nervous tic - it all became too much for Danika. And in such situations Danika did the thing she usually did when things became complicated- she found humor. Self-depreciating humor! 
 
    It began with a startled laugh and then transformed into genuine mirth. Danika started laughing and waving at everyone as she walked away uncaring whether Kiran followed her not. He did. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Noah watched Danika walk off with the tall and gangly man who touched himself more than the dog licked its balls. Probably Tourette's syndrome! The doctor in him made the clinical observation. He tried to focus on the beautiful woman in front of him but his ears were still full of the infectious sounds of another woman’s laughter. 
 
    In a situation so weird nearly every woman he knew would have either pouted, complained or sulked, Danika had laughed. Sweet infectious chuckles that had made even those who had no understanding of the undercurrents, smile, albeit grudgingly. With that laugh she reduced me to an insignificant speck in her universe. Noah struggled not to be impressed. 
 
    “Will you stop worrying? She is a grown up!” Simi's words caused Noah to glance at the couple. Dr. Hans was typing on his cell. 
 
    “I'm just letting Dani know that if it gets late she should not take the bus. I will drop her home.” 
 
    “How late can she get? The sandwich shop closes at ten!” Simi rolled her eyes. “We are getting late. They will give our reservation to someone else.” She began to walk towards a black car that was parked in front of the house. 
 
    “Dani lost her job and got into an accident on the same day!' Anya sighed and shared with Noah as they fell in pace behind Hans and Simi. “She has had a rough couple of weeks.” 
 
    Noah paused mid step. “Job and accident?” 
 
    Hans spoke up. “Yeah, Dani's douchebag boss hijacked her project, took the credit and fired her. If that wasn't enough, some jackass caused an accident that had caused Dani to rear end him.” Hans opened the car door for his wife. Noah did the same for Anya. “Till she finds a decent paying job she is working several gigs. Today after ages Dani goes on a date and the guy is taking her to a blasted sandwich shop.” 
 
    Noah sat inside the car, his face somber. He turned his head and looked out of the window. Fuck! Wish I had known all this before. I wouldn’t have teased her. 
 
    “Poor Dani!” Hans started the car. “She did not have much growing up. My family was middle class and patriarchal so I got the good education and everything else. She just got the leftovers. Dani-” 
 
    “Can we not start the evening talking about depressing things that happened in the past?” Simi interrupted. “Lets talk about something else please.” 
 
    Noah didn’t feel like talking much after that. By the end of the dinner Dr. Noah Collins earned two new titles from his immediate neighbors - 'best listener in this side of the town' and a 'man of extremely few words'. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Next day late afternoon 
 
    Spice and Rice 
 
    “I will kill you Param!”' Danika entered the store. Her expression did not match her threatening words. 
 
    “What happened sister?" Param got off the stool behind the cash register. Today his sleeveless vest was neon orange in color. 
 
    Danika came around the counter. A couple of customers were ambling around the counter that served fresh lunch buffet. 
 
    Param lowered his voice. “So why are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “Kiran has a medical condition!” Danika mimicked the very same words Param had said to her. 
 
    Param bent over and began laughing. 
 
    Tapping her foot, Danika waited for him to finish. 
 
    “Oh that was funny!” Param straightened, wiping his eyes. “Thank you...now I owe you big time.” 
 
    Danika shook her head as she took her place behind the cash register. “Kiran should see a doctor its damn weird.” 
 
    Param shrugged his shoulders. “Kiran hasn’t stopped smiling since last night. His mom told my mom.” 
 
    “I don’t care how much he smiles. I’m not going on a second date with him.” Danika folded her hands and raised her eyes to the sky. 
 
    “Last night Kiran joined tinder, eHarmony, match.com and shaadi.com.” 
 
    “Thank goodness and ewww!” Danika muttered. 
 
    Param chuckled and was about to say something when a customer called out to him. 
 
    Grabbing a worn green cloth kept under the register, Danika started dusting the counter behind her seat, which housed some forgotten directories, a coin dish and an old-school rolodex. “Ssskk!” The duster in her hand hit the top of one of the directories and the converging dust flew off it and straight into Danika’s nostrils. 
 
    Just then the bell on the door rang. A customer was walking in. Danika pivoted to utter the customary 'welcome to spice and rice' greeting even as an oncoming sneeze tickled the back of her nose. She froze on seeing Noah standing a few feet from her. A powerful sneeze was building up behind her nose and the first thing she could grab to cover her nostrils was the dusty green cloth. The first sneeze rolled into another and another and her eyes watered. 
 
    'Achoo! Achoooo! Achoooi! Achinnk! 
 
    Noah hurried to the counter. “You are about to sneeze out your brains!” His tone was teasing even as he watched her concerned. 
 
    Glaring at him, Danika turned her back on him even though the avalanche of sneezes continued to shake her. Thank god for panty liners! 
 
    “That cloth against your face isn’t that the duster?” 
 
    Damn! Tossing aside the cloth, Danika pulled and tugged at her nose, sniffed and wiped her eyes. What the heck is he doing here? Please let him be gone now. Please! 
 
    Danika turned around. Her prayers had been ignored. 
 
    Noah stood there watching her. His slightly narrowed eyes and the tiny lines on his forehead could be mistaken for either concern or irritation. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No one sneezes out their brains.” Danika shot back even as she rubbed her nose, which continued to tingle. 
 
    Noah did not challenge her. 
 
    Danika flipped the end of her ponytail off her shoulder and sat back on the stool. She grabbed a tissue from her purse and wiped her nose studiously ignoring the man in front of her. His dark gaze was fixed on her and under it she felt like a St' Bernard who had stayed out in sun for too long - hot and uncomfortable! 
 
    Noah quietly studied the woman behind the register, the one who seemed to be giving him the silent treatment with her clenched cheeks and pursed mouth and lowered eyes. She was pretty in a quiet sort of way. A smooth forehead, dark eyes fringed with long eyelashes, a short nose that was currently red at its tip, mouth fleshy and small. Her cheeks were round at the top and a tiny mole sat at the point where her left cheek merged with her upper lip. Danika was a quiet beauty not the kind that grabbed your attention in one glance but the kind that grew on you. 
 
    Even as he studied Danika’s face, Noah was trying to figure out a way to apologize. Since finding about out her troubles on the day of the accident and after, he had experienced plenty of guilt. 
 
    Danika looked up and showed him her most riveting feature: dark, shining, almond shaped eyes that probably never knew a word like 'dull' existed. 
 
    “You work here?” Noah blurted the first words that popped into his mouth. 
 
    “No, you are in my house. I live here.” Danika went back to staring at the register not before she rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    Noah tried smiling but Danika did not spare him a glance. “I'm here to shop.” He waved a green lattice basket. 
 
    “Enjoy!” Danika kept her focus on the receipts she was organizing with much frenzy. 
 
    The bell at the door rang again. “Hi Danika!” Called out the neighborhood busybody, Mrs. Garth, as she entered the store. 
 
    Realizing his apology to Danika would have to wait a little longer, Noah moved to the nearest aisle.  
 
    Thank you for taking the hint, finally. “Hi, Mrs. Garth. Out of tea again?” Danika greeted the sixty seven year old retired elementary school teacher. Mrs. Garth in her flower housecoats, puffed silver hair and bright lipsticks was a familiar sight in the area as she often walked her three brown poodles. Mrs. Garth had a fetish for Indian black tea. 
 
    “Yes dear!” Mrs. Garth parked herself near the counter. “So Danika, heard your brother has a new neighbor, a doctor I heard. Quite handsome. I saw him today morning as he was putting out some boxes.” 
 
    Danika grunted. What is it with this handsome tag? 
 
    “You should say hi to him, he’s right there?” Danika pointed to where Noah was standing. 
 
    “Aha! I will. Thanks Danika.” Mrs. Garth turned around walking over to Noah. 
 
    Danika turned her back on the two and acted as if she was straightening something on the shelves. 
 
    Noah was all charm as he chatted up the older lady and nodded appropriately even as his eyes kept darting to the woman who was arranging and re-arranging shelves with gusto. He noticed her moving essentially the same objects repeatedly. He smiled down at Mrs. Garth but he was thinking of Danika. All her attention is here.  He felt the devil spur him. “Danika and I know each other from before.” He saw Danika’s hands still and her shoulders stiffen. 
 
    “Danika, do you know Dr. Collins from before?” Mrs. Garth was always game for more information. 
 
    Danika tossed a look over her shoulder. “Barely. I just bumped into him yesterday.” She wanted to bite her tongue. Why do I keep saying bump, again and again? 
 
    Noah's eyes glinted. “Well, ya she did!” He goaded quietly. 
 
    Danika gritted her teeth and faced him. Her eyes were stormy. “Obviously did not bump hard enough. You are still walking.” She colored on noticing the manner in which Mrs. Garth was watching them – with more than a healthy dose of curiosity. 
 
    Noah grinned. 
 
    Danika crossed her arms and pressed her lips as she addressed Noah. “You got what you wanted?” 
 
    Noah’s smile just widened. “Not really. I have this recipe, I want-“ 
 
    "PARAM!” Danika yelled out. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    “Oh my!” Mrs. Garth murmured putting a hand on her chest. 
 
    “Yes sister!” Param came running, his expression puzzled. “Where’s the fire?” 
 
    “This customer needs help!” Danika pointed at Noah. “Help him.” 
 
    “Hey Mrs. Garth how are you doing!” Param greeted the older lady. 
 
    “Now please!” Danika ordered. 
 
    “Okay! Okay!”' Param reacted going toward Noah. “How can I help you Sir?” 
 
    "Thank you for the help!” Noah made it a point to address Danika, his brow raised.  
 
    Danika ignored Noah and started chatting up Mrs. Garth who only waited until Noah disappeared to lean over and ask. “Is there something going on between you two? It’s about time Danika. You are such a nice girl.” 
 
    “Good Lord! No, Mrs. Garth.” Danika grimaced. “He has met Anya.” 
 
    “Oh!” Mrs. Garth nodded, her expression pondering. “You know my ex-student's father got recently divorced-“ 
 
    “Mrs. Garth, please!” Danika protested mildly. “What do you think will be Diane Keystone's reaction to Doctor?” 
 
    Mrs. Garth chuckled. “Diane will go nuts over this one.” Diane Keystone lived at the end of the street and spent most of her time in gym or at the cosmetologist. All in preparation of the next man to put an expensive ring on her perfectly manicured finger. She had recently divorced her fourth husband and was yet to hit her thirty-second birthday, or so she claimed. “Do you know if he is single?” 
 
    “I think he’s widowed. I heard it from Anya.” Danika was quite curious to find out how Noah's wife died. She had her theories. 
 
    “I better get my tea quickly and spread the word about the how handsome and maybe single the new resident of our neighborhood is.” Mrs. Garth winked at Danika and went into the aisle where the tea was stocked. 
 
    Danika sighed and retrieved her cell waiting for the next customer. She shied away from gazing at the black and white monitor showing live CCTV camera footage of the store. One camera seemed to follow Noah and Param exclusively. 
 
    Few minutes later, Danika noticed Noah coming toward the register, his basket loaded. 
 
    Danika scrambled and grabbed a basket with a broken handle, stuffed random things from around her and placed it on the counter in front of her, just as the Noah appeared from the aisle. 
 
    Noah was about to put his basket on the counter when Danika stopped him, “There is someone ahead of you. She is just coming. You will have to wait.” 
 
    “Sure!” Noah obliged and stepped to the side. He smiled at Danika but his smile went unreciprocated. 
 
    Danika went back to updating the excel sheet of things that the store needed to re-stock. 
 
    Noah retrieved his cell from his pocket and busied himself. Noah and Danika both stood next to each other not saying a word yet acutely aware of each other. 
 
    “I'm done!” Mrs. Garth said, waving a red and green tea packet in her hand. 
 
    “There's a line.” Noah informed her. 
 
    “She has only one item. I can ring you up.” Danika said. Waving quick goodbyes, Mrs. Garth exited the store. 
 
    Danika was quick to lower her face and resume her work on the excel sheet. 
 
    “So how is your day going?” Noah attempted some casual conversation. 
 
    “It was going good!” Danika remarked not looking up. She was thoroughly enjoying making Noah wait. 
 
    “This is a nice neighborhood.” Noah tried again. 
 
    “Was.” Danika hit the keys harder. 
 
    “Your family is nice.” Noah baited her. 
 
    “Wa-” Danika looked up. She refused to soften to the humor visible in his gaze. 
 
    Just then another customer came to the counter her basket had a few things. 
 
    “There is a line-“ 
 
    Danika cut Noah off. “Her basket is practically empty. No worries.” She checked out the woman's items with quick efficiency. 
 
    “Are you sure you didn't imagine this customer?” Noah said as Danika put the broken basket back on the counter in front of his face. 
 
    “So now I’m crazy?” Danika shot back. “Straitjacket delusional perhaps?” She purposely used a word Noah had used for her earlier. 
 
    Noah had not forgotten that he was here to make amends. He backed off raising his hand appealingly. “No. Absolutely not! I will wait.” 
 
    Danika kept ringing every other person who came up to the register on some pretext or other. Noah made a point to chat with all of them, especially the women, the pretty ones. He even handed some of his cards out. 
 
    Loverboy! Danika gritted her teeth watching Noah work the customers. “Fine! I can ring you up now.” 
 
    “Me? Are you sure?” Noah asked her straight-faced. “Just half an hour wait time? I was ready to wait five.” 
 
    “I wasn’t!” Danika grumbled shoving the basket aside. She roughly took out the items from his basket and started lining them on the counter. 
 
    “So can you tell me the price of each item as you ring it?” Noah asked in a mood to provoke. 
 
    “Really?” Danika gave him a hard smile. 
 
    “Yes please!” Noah nodded. He was enjoying needling Danika. Who knew grocery shopping could be so much fun? 
 
    “I’m not going to call the price out. You can read it on your side of the register.” 
 
    “I think you have a lovely voice.” Noah persisted. He was sure Danika had muttered a cuss word under her breath. 
 
    “Can’t say the same for you.” Danika shot back ringing Noah’s items. Danika saw the woman behind Noah study his backside like she was writing a paper on it. 
 
    Noah glanced over his shoulder and saw the woman. His smile was friendly. Too friendly! Danika wanted to dent the side of Noah’s head with the can of garbanzo beans in her hand. An idea struck her. The mischievous kind! “Would you like to subscribe to the monthly newsletter?' Danika gave Noah her finest smile. 
 
    Noah blinked. Danika’s eyes gleamed and the sweet curve of her mouth warmed him. Her smile was stunning. 
 
    “Do you want to subscribe?” Danika repeated completely oblivious to the effect of her curving lips. “All I need is your cell number and email.” 
 
    “Sure!” Noah cleared his throat and nodded. He gave her his personal information. 
 
    Noah did not see what Danika had written down. His cell number! Just his cell number. “Thanks. $56.00 is your total. Debit or credit?” She kept the smile. 
 
    As Danika processed the transaction, Noah tried not to stare but Danika’s smile was just too beguiling to look away. It made her eyes sparkle, plumped up her cheeks, showed her fleshy lower lip and neatly aligned perfect teeth. 
 
    “Have a nice day!” Danika handed Noah the bags with quick efficiency and waved the customer behind him. “Next!” 
 
    “Okay then!” Noah felt hustled as he walked out with his bags. He did not get far. 
 
    “Howdy new neighbor!” 
 
    “Hi!” Noah greeted the woman with the stylish braided blond hair, makeup that brought out the best of her blue eyes, petite nose and wide coral colored lips. She wore a tight sleeveless tee and calf length tights, an outfit that showed a voluptuous body. 
 
    “Diane Keystone, I live at the end of the street, just a few houses down from you.” 
 
    “Noah Collins.” Noah nodded his head, returning Diane's frank gaze with one of his own. “Nice to meet you. I would shake but my hands are kind of full.” He raised them to show the grocery bags he was holding. “Sorry!” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. Do you need help?” 
 
    “No I’m good, but thank you.” 
 
    Danika watched Noah and Diane from the window of the store. What a flirt! No woman is safe. Surprised he let Mrs. Garth go. Danika rolled her eyes and that was the minute Noah happened to glance at her. 
 
    Why the eye-roll? What did I do now? Noah cocked his head, his gaze questioning but Danika had already looked away. 
 
    Noah’s thoughts were all about Danika even though it was Diane who walked next to him. Diane insisted for she was going in the same direction as him. 
 
    That night when Noah slipped under the sheets he felt like he had met the entire neighborhood in a day and half. Cookie platters and business cards lined up the kitchen counters. For the last many years he and Alicia had lived in an apartment complex that housed working professionals who only nodded when passing in corridors or sharing elevators. Friendly folks! Noah yawned and stretched. An unexpected grin creased his face. 
 
    Danika's shining dark eyes unbidden came to his mind. Noah paused and then pushed the image out of his thoughts. Too much angst there! He conjured up Alicia's face, always the last person he thought of before falling asleep. Today he had trouble visualizing her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Day after 
 
    Hospital 
 
    After a particularly long arrhythmia surgery that had lasted over several hours, Noah walked the white and blue clinical corridor into his small office. Flexing his shoulders, Noah enjoyed the aftermath of a successful operation. The appreciation from the patient's family and the admiration of peers could easily push a doctor with exalted sense of importance into a God-like complex. Noah remembered his best friend from med school, Dr. Marco Perez, who was now serving a seven-year term in prison for making a cocky decision that led to the unfortunate death of a twenty-year-old patient. 
 
    Noah made it a point to remember Marco whenever he felt in the vicinity of the word, ‘invincible’. That memory always grounded him. Noah wrote to Marco every few months just to remind Marco that he wasn't forgotten. 
 
    “Have a minute Doc?” 
 
    “Sure. But just a minute.” Noah gestured Ahmad, his secretary to come inside. Ahmad had been secretary to the previous Department Head and had eased Noah's transition woes considerably. 
 
    Noah grabbed a bottle of juice from his mini fridge. He noticed the wad of message slips in Ahmad’s hand. “I have so many messages?” 
 
    “Your cell has been ringing more than a church bell. And very strange calls Doc.” Ahmad said avoiding Noah’s gaze. 
 
    Noah did not understand why Ahmad was so flustered. “Anything hospital or patient related?” Noah asked, sliding in the chair behind his desk. 
 
    “Not on your cell. Left the files of the patients you have to call on your desk. Also you have to approve invoices for defibrillators, vascular ultrasound machines, and aortic balloon pumps before you leave for the day.” 
 
    “Did you review the invoices?” 
 
    “Yes! All legit.” Ahmad replied, bobbing his head full of red hair. Ahmad liked the color red on him, on his clothes, and his shoes. 
 
    Noah opened his mouth but his cell rang at the same time. 
 
    “There it goes off again!” Ahmad trotted inside the office dropped Noah’s cell and messages on the desk and trotted out with much speed. 
 
    Noah but did not recognize the number on her cell. “215 area code?” He declined the call and then he saw the notification window pop up on his cell. Twenty-seven missed calls? The number was a bit much even for Noah who had a habit of forgetting the whereabouts of his cell phone often and for hours. That’s why Noah handed his cell to his secretaries so they could hand it back to him at the end of the day. Noah’s cell rang again. He answered it on the second ring. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi! Is that Noah Ass Colic?” A feminine voice asked. 
 
    A startled laugh escaped Noah's mouth. “Excuse me?” 
 
    "Is that Noah Ass Colic, the one who thinks of himself a squirrel because he likes to bury his nuts in women!” The woman sounded indignant. 
 
    Noah felt himself turn red. He sputtered. “Lady you got your wires crossed. I'm not the Ass Colic or squirrel or anything else weird.” 
 
    “Aren't you the ass doctor?” 
 
    “No. I'm a heart doctor.” Noah thumped the desk. “A cardiologist! Where did you get this number from?” 
 
    “Jackass!” She hung up. 
 
    Noah could only stare at his phone stumped. What was that? 
 
    A wry smile soon appeared on Noah’s face. Squirrel who likes to bury his nuts, what the hell? Noah tossed his cell aside and resumed work. 
 
    Few minutes later his cell rang again. An unknown number! “Hello?” Noah answered tentatively. 
 
    “Hi, is this Noah Ass Colic? The squirrel-” 
 
    Noah ended the call. “What is going on? Where are these weirdos getting my number from?” 
 
    His cell rang again. After staring it for few second Noah answered it. 
 
    A woman spoke, “Is this Ass squirrel-” 
 
    Noah shot up from his chair, exasperated. “Look lady-” The woman hung up on him. 
 
    A knock sounded on the door. “Come in!” 
 
    It was Ahmad. “Something wrong doc?” 
 
    “Getting very strange calls-” 
 
    “The Ass doctor one? The squirrel. . .” 
 
    Noah scratched his head. “I don’t understand where are these women getting my number from?” 
 
    “A library bathroom. Morristown Library.” Ahmad replied. “I answered some of those calls and then just put your cell on silent. 
 
    “Where is Morristown?” 
 
    “Near your house?” 
 
    “Near my house?” Noah rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t remember applying for a library card.” 
 
    The cell rang again. Both Noah and Ahmad glanced at each other. 
 
    “I’m not getting that.” 
 
    “Don’t.” Ahmad agreed. 
 
    “But you should find out how your number got out?” 
 
    “How do I find out?” Noah wondered. 
 
    “Go to the library?” Ahmad suggested. 
 
    “And do what?” 
 
    “Ask the librarians if any members have had similar complaints.” 
 
    “Hmmm!” Noah scratched his chin, a thoughtful look in his eyes. His cell rang again. Noah picked up and threw it in the desk drawer. “I could just get a new number.” 
 
    “Get a new number Doc but do go to the library. I would want to know what is going on.” Ahmad said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do both. Get a new cell phone and go to the library.” Noah said putting his reading glasses on as he sat down in his chair. 
 
    “You can actually do three. Get a library card too while you are the library.” Ahmad’s smile was cheeky. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Two days later 
 
    Morristown Public Library 
 
    6:30 pm 
 
    Danika snuggled in a black fleece jacket as she braved the chilly wind that stung her eyes and face. Her nose tingled and eyes watered. How cold is it today? She increased her pace to get inside the brightly lit library where warmer temperatures and hot coffee waited for her. There was more than coffee waiting for her inside. 
 
    Every other day Danika came to the library to use the free public internet to conduct job searches and send her resumes to any open positions she might find. She had a suspicion that her ex boss wasn’t giving kind references why else would so many good interviews not materialize after the ‘give two manager references’ stage. 
 
    I’m changing my references. No point being so honest. Am going to use my friend squad as my reference pool. 
 
    Danika snuggled deeper in her jacket. 
 
    **____** 
 
    Noah felt a slow burn as he signed the receipt of $250 donation he had just made to Morristown library. This wasn’t a bribe just a way of persuading the library staff to paint over the wall in the women’s bathroom where his number and the vulgar description about him was printed.  
 
    Half an hour earlier, when Noah had entered the library he had loitered near the long front desk with several librarians working behind it. He had observed the staff scanning books, helping members with book searches and charging for over due books. 
 
    Finally one of the librarians with butterfly glasses and a bob that seemed to be set in cement had beckoned Noah to come over. Fumbling over words and haltingly, Noah had explained his problem.  
 
    That librarian, Mrs. Paige, had Noah repeat his dilemma to a few others until one of the staff members, a young woman giggled and nodded. She knew exactly what he was talking about. Going in the women’s bathroom she had taken a picture of the vulgar quote and shared it with Noah and the other staff members. 
 
    “Seems like an angry ex?” Mrs. Paige remarked. 
 
    “I just moved to Philly, I have no angry ex here?” Noah paused. Or anywhere! He shook his head. “Pretty sure no angry ex at all.” 
 
    “Well then I don’t know what to say? I will find someone to paint over it.” Mrs. Paige said taking a seat. She already seemed to have lost interest in it. 
 
    “As a thank you for your efforts, I would like to make a donation to the library.” Noah took out his wallet. “One hundred dollars.” 
 
    Mrs. Paige did not look up. 
 
    Sighing Noah said, “How about a two hundred and fifty dollar donation?” 
 
    Mrs. Paige bestowed a saintly smile on him. “How generous of you Doctor Collins. We appreciate all our patrons. Let me make you a library card too. That will be an extra ten dollars.” 
 
    “Why not?” Noah said between gritted teeth. His image of librarians as simple people lost to sounds of softly flipping book pages was dissolving rather quickly. He was now thinking that some of them might be related to the mafia. 
 
    Noah was about to hand Mrs. Paige his card but he then pulled it back before she could take it. “You will make sure that area is painted over as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Mrs. Paige picked up a bottle of white out and a dark duct tape. “As soon as I finish charging your card. Like I said we appreciate all our patrons.” 
 
    Definitely Mafia. “Thanks!” Noah handed her his credit card and driver’s license and waited patiently as he was made a new library card - a one he did not need. 
 
    Having signed the receipt for the charge, Noah walked to the library entrance once he saw Mrs. Paige head towards the women’s bathroom with her paraphernalia of choice to cover the vulgarity on the wall. 
 
    Noah’s stomach rumbled. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast that was essentially a tiny bowl of milk and cereal with a banana. He debated getting take-out from a nearby restaurant. His taste buds revolted at the thought. 
 
    Since his move to Philadelphia Noah had been eating out. He was beginning to miss his mom’s cooking. Even when Alicia was alive, Noah and she rarely cooked and his mother who lived only a few miles away would regularly have them over for dinner or drop off mouth-watering leftovers. 
 
    Noah’s mouth grew pinched and his eyes hardened. I left a mountain of work for this nonsense, I’m starving, I’m short of two hundred and fifty dollars and saddled with a library card I will never use. Noah glanced at his watch again. Damn her whoever she is. 
 
    As Noah was about to reach the revolving entrance door, it started turning. Noah stepped to the side giving room to the person coming in. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Once inside the library, Danika pulled the hood off her jacket as she blinked, her eyes adjusting to the bright lights inside the library. “Brrr!” She warmed her forearms by rubbing them with her hands. 
 
    She became aware of someone standing on her side. A motionless figure, a few feet from her, Danika turned. And she forgot to breathe. 
 
    Dr. Noah Collins stood there looking straight at her. 
 
    Danika saw Noah’s mouth tighten ominously. 
 
    Shoot! Shoot! This is not a coincidence. He knows. Danika turned around and hurried back outside pushing the super slow revolving door as hard as she could. The door rotated but not fast enough. Danika felt like she had passed an eternity just trying get past that door. Her footsteps made quick soft sounds on the concrete pavement.  
 
    She did not get far. A grip on her arm brought her to a stop. 
 
    “Hey? Let go!” Danika tried to pull her arm free from Noah's strong fingers. 
 
    “It was you wasn’t it?” Noah demanded towering over her. 
 
    Danika met his eyes, her gaze challenging. “No clue what you are talking about. If you don’t let me go this very second, I swear I will scream.” 
 
    Noah dropped Danika’s arm but moved in front of her blocking her way. “Only if you were a guy!” He said between gritted teeth. Anger at her antics made him want to throttle her. 
 
    “Still no clue what you are talking about.” Danika swallowed under his blistering gaze but continued. “Are you stalking me?” 
 
    Noah gave a quick disgusted snort. “Are you for real? I would stalk you?” 
 
    Danika’s face flushed at the insult. She turned her face away and angled her chin up. “Move out of my way.” 
 
    Noah stepped closer to Danika. His expression was rigid. They were inches apart. Danika had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. Her hands fidgeted at her sides but she did not back down. 
 
    “Why did you write my cell number in the bathroom there,” Noah gestured at the library, “and the other stupid stuff? Why Danika?” 
 
    Color crept in her cheeks and Danika stepped back. She avoided his eyes. “I have no idea what you are talking about? Why and how would I have your cell number?” 
 
    “Really?” Noah placed his hands on his hips. “I gave it you at the grocery store for some stupid subscription you offered. There was no subscription was there?” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” Danika started gnawing her lower lip even as her gaze flickered. 
 
    Noah watched the tiny telltale sign of her nervousness. His eyes lingered and traced the shape of Danika’s mouth that was turning a dark shade crimson. “Stop biting your lips.” Noah was surprised by the huskiness in his voice. 
 
    Danika’s eyes widened at his tone but she did stop biting her lip and moved a few steps back. For a very brief moment something strange passed between them. A pull of a kind! 
 
    Noah quickly recovered, irritation seeped his voice. “I don't know what floats your boat but seriously, just stay the fuck away from me.” 
 
    “Gladly!” Danika sneered. She took a deep breath and started turning back to the library. “You stay away from me and I will from you.” 
 
    Noah felt cheated. The discussion was getting over too early and Danika had not apologized. “Maybe I should tell your brother what you have done?” 
 
    His words had the desired effect. Noah watched smug as Danika pivoted sharply back to face him. Her eyes were slits in her face and he could see the slow heaving of her chest under her jacket. Danika was trying to control and hide her panic. She shoved her hair away from her face with an impatient hand and tugged her bag's strap that had slid down to her wrist. 
 
    “What will you tell Bro?” Danika stepped in Noah’s personal space. “I haven’t done anything.” She stuttered. Some color came in her cheeks. 
 
    Noah wasn't sure if the color was because of her guilt or the cold. Frankly he did not care. “You know exactly what you have done. You have created much nuisance in my life.” 
 
    Danika felt her chest tighten painfully. She felt sweat collect on her skin that few minutes earlier had been shivering in cold. I'm so bloody reckless and stupid. I have to stop him. ”I didn’t do anything. But to calm you down, I’ll help you. What happened?” 
 
    Danika’s quick capitulation made him want to twist the knife a bit more. “You have helped me enough.” Noah dismissed her. “Maybe it’s your brother’s turn now to help me.”  
 
    Danika and Noah stared at each other. Danika's eyes were that of a deer caught in the headlights, uncertain and trapped. Noah’s gaze was biting and hooded. 
 
    “Tell me why you did it and I might, might not bring your brother in this.” 
 
    Danika gaze at Noah was pleading, imploring even though she did not say a word. But she saw no softening in his face.  
 
    Unknown to Danika, her wide eyes that were shining with an unnatural sheen were chipping bit by bit at Noah’s anger. He could feel himself become responsive to the misery in her face. Noah clicked his tongue impatiently, impatience that was directed more at him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Danika sighed and lowered her face. “Yes I did it. I wrote your number on the bathroom stall with that stupid inscription. I was mad. Very mad at you since the day of the accident. I lost so much that day but your life just continued as it was. You went back to your perfect job, your new big house! You know where I went? I went to drudgery!” She looked up her eyes were angry. “The accident for you was a ripple in your perfect life but for me it was the beginning. Beginning of how hard things were going to get for me.” Danika’s voice wobbled but she kept going. “I blamed you for the day that started bad and ended as a total disaster. I blamed you and I won’t lie,” She gave Noah a clear-eyed look. “I don't like you.” 
 
    Noah who was beginning to yield to Danika’s sad expression and sincere words stiffened on hearing her last sentence. “I don’t give a damn whether you like me or not. But there is a line one doesn’t cross. The accident happened and sorry you were having a shitty day but if you have to blame someone for all the crap in your life then maybe you should blame yourself. Not screw with other people’s happiness. I have left some very important work to be here today. Wasting my time has become a habit of yours.” 
 
    Danika blinked stung by Noah’s words. She sharply pivoted and faced the street. Wrinkling her nose, she fought the tears that threatened to escape at the unexpected bite of his words. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Noah called out. 
 
    “Not wasting your time anymore.” Danika called out over her shoulder. She walked to the library but for some reason, she did not make it all the way inside. Overwhelmed and uncaring of the nip in the air, Danika sat down on a wrought iron bench, crossing her legs under her. She stared at the darkness. 
 
    Noah ran his hand through his hair. Not quite sure what to make of the quiet hunched figure on the bench. 
 
    One moment she is screwing my happiness and the other. . . He rocked on his heels and his stomach rumbled again. An idea started forming in his head. You like to live dangerously! 
 
    Sighing, Noah walled over to where Danika sat. Danika flinched. “You are still here.” She wiped her mouth trying to hide her vulnerability from Noah. 
 
    “I said things I shouldn’t have said. ” 
 
    “Its okay!” Danika kept staring at the library. 
 
    Noah said something she didn’t quite hear. Danika looked at him. “Did you say something, I didn’t-” 
 
    “I said that you will have to make amends.” 
 
    Danika stiffened. “I will not!” 
 
    Noah raised a brow. 
 
    Danika got to her feet and brought her bag in front of her. “I will not sleep with-” 
 
    Noah put his hand out. “Stop right there. That is not at all what I meant. Do you know how to cook?” 
 
    Uncertain, Danika tucked her hair behind her ear as her eyes kept flitting back to him. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me the first time!” 
 
    “A few things I can.” Danika offered, hesitating. 
 
    “Fine! Cook for me for a week.” 
 
    Danika kept staring at him blinking her eyes. She finally blurted. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    Noah did not hide his irritation. “That is not the tone you should use when are you trying to earn someone’s forgiveness.” 
 
    Danika glanced at him through the side of her eyes. “A sorry should be enough.” 
 
    “For plastering my cell phone in a public place and for the harassment I have suffered, a mere sorry can’t be suffice?” 
 
    Danika grimaced. “Fine. I’ll cook-” 
 
    “Two weeks!” Noah crossed his arms. 
 
    “But you just said one-” 
 
    Noah could not resist. “Three weeks!” 
 
    Danika opened her mouth and then closed it. She moved her jaw side to side as if she were trying to chew metal. “Fine. Two weeks.” 
 
    “Good call. I will pay you only for groceries and whatever else you need to cook.” Noah just had to say. He saw Danika pull in a few deep breaths. He thought he heard her mutter ‘how bloody rich of you’! “Did you say something?” 
 
    Danika vehemently shook her head. ‘Nope! So if I do this then this stays between us?” 
 
    “Once you finish your weeks, I will consider us even and I will not share your little stunt with anyone.” Noah said pushing his hands in his jacket pockets. 
 
    Danika exhaled and her shoulders slumped. “Fine! When do you want me to start?” 
 
    “Tomorrow!” Noah had to remind himself what Danika was capable of and not weaken because of her forlorn expression. 
 
    “I work multiple jobs so my schedule varies. My timings will be odd.” 
 
    Noah did not detect any self-pity in her tone. “That's fine. As long as there is food when I come back from work which is usually around nine in the night.” 
 
    Danika was having problems processing her thoughts. I can’t believe I’m doing this and for him. Her mouth pressed in a tight line as she glowered at the pavement and scuffed the end of her sneakers on it imagining Noah's face to be printed there. “How do I get in your house?” 
 
    “Hold on!” Noah walked to a parked motorbike and opened the compartment. He took something out and walked over to her. “Here’s the key to my house.” He stretched his hand to her, a dull bronze key lay in his palm. 
 
    “You had this planned?” Danika asked her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “No Sherlock I got two set of keys when I bought the house.” 
 
    Danika shrugged but took the keys making sure her fingers did not touch Noah. Noah noted the gesture and simply raised a brow. Danika ignored that too. Her mouth clamped. 
 
    Two people had agreed on things neither liked including each other. 
 
    “I’m letting you in my house, don't do anything more stupid than you already have.” 
 
    Danika rolled her eyes but kept her silence. 
 
    Noah opened his wallet and handed her a $100 bill. “For groceries.” 
 
    “Are you allergic to anything?” She took the bill and placed it carefully in her wallet. Noah saw her expend some effort in zipping the frayed edges shut. 
 
    “To liars and thieves.” Noah said with a sly grin. 
 
    “Obviously not dramatics!” Danika bit her lip. “I have to go.” She turned back in the direction of the library. 
 
    “Planning to use the restroom there?” Noah goaded her. 
 
    Danika hesitated as if to say something else but then changed her mind and walked away. 
 
    Noah watched her slim figure all the way till she disappeared inside the library, not understanding why he felt much like an ogre. 
 
    Glancing one last time at the library, Noah rode off his bike in the direction of the hospital. 
 
    Danika logged into her email her thoughts were all over the place. Some thoughts made her awkward and some gave her horrible anxiety but there was one thought that made her dark eyes shine and lips curve happily. He has to eat what I make. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Next day, by the time Noah came home it was close to 9:30 in the night. The first thing that hit him was the smell of food in the dark house. Switching on the lights, he went straight to the kitchen and saw a few covered dishes on the brown, cream and gold quartz counter. He grabbed a yellow sticky note on one of the covers. 'Couscous with veggies, grilled Salmon and Caesar salad. Check the fridge.' He read the neat cursive writing. 
 
    Noah walked over to the fridge and peeped in. Eggs, milk, yoghurt, fresh fruits and cold cuts were arranged neatly. Holding the fridge door, he glanced around. Everything was peaceful, the kitchen was clean, no dishes left in the sink. He closed his eyes and tipped his head back. Somehow even though there was no one else in the house apart from him there was warmth and a feeling of coziness in his usually cold and dark house. She might have poisoned the food! The thought caused Noah to open his eyes. Grinning at his morbid imagination, Noah went over to the sink to wash his hands. 
 
    He took out beer from the fridge and warmed his food. He carried the food to the adjoining living room that housed an eighty-inch TV and couch. Putting on ESPN he sat down on the couch and took a first bite. It was delicious. The fish was soft and flaky nearly melting in his mouth, the couscous was perfectly cooked and the veggies weren’t over cooked. 
 
    When Noah went back in the kitchen for seconds, he noticed the money and receipts kept on the side. He walked to it when he noticed a familiar slight scent, lavender mixed with something tangy. He took a deep whiff. This is her perfume, her fragrance. 
 
    When Noah walked back to the living room, he noticed some minor changes, which he hadn’t noticed earlier. 
 
    The books that he had left scattered over the side of the room on the floor were stacked neatly in two piles. Boxes in the other corner that were earlier placed in no order where pushed back neatly to one side of the room. Magically coasters had appeared on the coffee table next to the couch. 
 
    Noah settled back on the couch. He took a swig from the beer bottle and this time he made it a point to place the bottle on the coaster. He also wiped the water ring the bottle had left on the table. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Next afternoon 
 
    Danika let herself in the quiet house. She still wasn’t used to the starkness of the interior. “This is so empty!” 
 
    When Mrs. Schneider had lived here the house was full of furniture - from the foyer to deck in the back, there were plenty of furniture, rug and plants. Mrs. Schneider would always have the TV or the radio on for she did not like silence. 
 
    However, today the house was as quiet as a coffin and equally dark. Awful! Danika went to open the curtains and blinds all across the living room and then walked to the kitchen. 
 
    Putting her bag on the counter, Danika emptied the dishwasher. She spied a yellow sticky note on the fridge. Curious, Danika walked over to read it. 
 
    Pulling it off she had to hold it at several angles to try and decipher the chicken scrawl. 'Hank o!’ No that can't be right. She held the paper closer. 'Thank you.’ She read it several times to make sure it was ‘thank you‘. 
 
    What horrible handwriting! Thank god prescriptions are sent online now. There was more chicken scrawl for her to decipher so Danika kept reading. 'Sinner Eds hoop!’ 
 
    What? Danika carried the post closer to the kitchen window. She again attempted to read the scribble. Dinner was good!  
 
    “Whatever!” Snorting, Danika tossed the post-it in the trashcan under the sink. He is forcing me to do this. “I don’t want your darn praise.” 
 
    A quick glance at her watch confirmed that she had less than an hour to cook before she had to show up at her next job. Cursing Noah heartily, Danika started prepping food. 
 
    **-----** 
 
    That evening Noah came home by 7:00 pm. The moment he opened the door, tempting aromas assailed him. I could get used to this! 
 
    Switching on the lights, he wandered into the kitchen. With two procedures and several staff meetings, he had barely had any time to use the restroom so eating breakfast or lunch was out of question. All he had managed to eat the whole day was an apple that had been sitting in his desk drawer for over a week. 
 
    Noah saw the sticky note stuck on the fridge. He recognized the cursive writing. 'Salad with kale and cranberries, pasta with chicken and veggies. I need more money. Please print your next note.’ Noah grinned at the last sentence. He could imagine Danika's expression when his handwriting must have frustrated her. She must have cursed me!  
 
    Whistling, Noah sat down to enjoy his dinner. It was still warm. She must have just left. This conversation would have been more interesting face to face. 
 
    Noah stopped chewing at the sudden thought. Bull! The less I see of her the better. 
 
    After dinner, Noah rinsed and placed the cutlery in the dishwasher. He put the left overs in the fridge. He wiped the counter and he stuck Danika’s note in the kitchen drawer where he kept his bills and other important mail. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Next day 4:00 pm 
 
    Danika entered Noah's house and went straight into the kitchen. Exercising extreme effort, she ignored the yellow note stuck on the fridge. 
 
    Danika emptied the dishwasher even as her eyes kept going back to the note pasted on the door of the fridge. “Oh for goodness’ sake!” She wiped her hands and grabbed it. A smug feeling shot in her! Noah had made efforts to write better. 'Dinner was good, a bit on the blander side though. I have left money in the drawer next to the fridge. If you prefer typed notes let me know. Thanks.’ 
 
    Danika growled. “Bland my foot. What does he mean typed notes? Jerk!” His criticism stung her. Danika crumpled the note like she were doing that to a certain part of Noah and then threw the crumpled paper with some feeling in the trashcan. 
 
    An hour later, Danika was done cooking and she walked out of Noah's house leaving it as quiet and dark as it was before. New sticky notes fluttered on the fridge. 
 
    **------** 
 
    That night Noah entered his house and went straight to the kitchen and not just in anticipation of the food alone. Aha! Two of them! 
 
    Grinning, he plucked the yellow bits of paper from the fridge. He had purposely baited Danika with his smart alec comment of ‘typed notes’ and Noah was looking forward to reading her reply. He was positive there would be a reply. 
 
    “Salad, Chicken Curry and Rice. Thank you for printing your notes. Thank you for the money.” Noah felt disappointed. Danika had not written a single mean word to him. 
 
    Noah read the other note too and felt more puzzled. The second note said, “There is some ice cream in the freezer. Enjoy.” 
 
    Noah opened the freezer and looked at the two pints of ice cream and wondered. Why would she mention ice-cream? 
 
    Noah decided to go for a run before he ate. After a run and a shower he was in mood for the home cooked meal that waited for him on the kitchen counter. 
 
    The curry smelled fragrant and flavorful as he warmed it. His stomach rumbled. Serving himself a generous portion of the Basmati rice and curry, he walked over to his favorite eating spot – the couch. 
 
    Noah took a large bite of the chicken curry and he almost dropped his plate. His mouth felt like it was on fire. He dashed to the kitchen sink and spit out the food. 
 
    Noah rinsed his mouth several times to dial down the scorching aftertaste of the spices. That night Noah ended eating his smug grin, salad, rice and ice cream. 
 
    Afterwards he trashed the entire curry but placed the rice in the fridge and Danika’s notes in the drawer. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    What was that? Noah opened his one eye. He was rather sleepy to open both. For a few seconds he just lay on his bed trying to gauge whether he was awake or dreaming. He glanced at the watch on the nightstand. The glowing dial read 4:32 am. 
 
    After few seconds of listening, Noah raised his head. The soft continuous sounds that had woken him were real and coming from downstairs. It sounded like a faucet was running somewhere on the ground floor. What the hell? 
 
    Irritated, Noah pushed the covers back and got out of his warm bed. Rubbing his eyes, Noah flexed his shoulders forcing some heat back in his body. He opened the door and walked towards the stairs. He paused seeing the light on in the kitchen. Soft clinks came from there. Someone is inside the house! Brilliant. 
 
    Noah remembered he had read somewhere that most break-ins occurred in the wee hours of the morning.  
 
    Making as little noise as possible, Noah went down the stairs. Even the slightest of creaks in the old wood made him grimace and pause. The sounds from downstairs continued uninterrupted. What is the burglar washing? Noah rubbed his eyes and kept going down quietly. 
 
    He picked up an iron poker from the fireplace in the living room and made his way toward the kitchen.  
 
    Noah raised his hands above his head holding the poker in a striking position as he rounded the corner and emerged in the kitchen. “What the hell?” 
 
    Danika gave a startled squeak. She dropped the colander she was holding, in the sink. A sharp clang rang out. Danika grabbed the metallic strainer and righted it before the chopped veggies  spilled in the sink. 
 
    “Do you know what time it is?” Noah brought the poker down. 
 
    Danika shut off the faucet. “I told you I keep odd times.” Her voice was gruff. She attempted to keep her gaze on anywhere but Noah. He stood there bare chested and bare feet in a pair of pale blue pajamas that made his smooth skin look darker and more exotic. His chest was all muscled, taut and peppered with dark hair. Curly black hair lightly covered his torso and disappeared in a thin line over his navel and inside the pajamas. 
 
    “You are done looking?” Noah asked doing some of his own ‘looking’. 
 
    Danika in her snug jeans, rust colored blouse, with kohl lined eyes and glossy lips was not an unpleasant slight. Her eyes were big in her face and the rush of color in her cheeks added to her quiet beauty. 
 
    Danika turned away from Noah. “You can go back to sleep. Sorry if I scared you!” She emphasized on the word ‘scared’. Noah did not miss the emphasis. 
 
    He sauntered in the kitchen closer to the sink and was satisfied when Danika put down the colander in the sink and hurried over to the other side of the kitchen pretending to take something out of the fridge. 
 
    “Why are you here so early. Its still night Dani.” Noah put the poker down. 
 
    Danika felt something sizzle in her at the way Noah addressed her by her nickname ‘Dani’. 
 
    Noah sat down on a kitchen stool and he crossed his arms over his chest for some warmth. His muscles bunched out and Danika cleared her throat unsure of how to react. Growing up in a household full of men who thought that flab was the new fit, she was used to bellies flopping over belts. 
 
    Her ex-husband had a built like a straw. But Noah was all sculpted shoulders, muscled arms and washboard abs. Danika blinked. Remember the accident. Remember how he is blackmailing you to work for him? 
 
    Noah watched Danika’s emotions pass as she rolled over a bell pepper in her hand. He was positive the bell pepper was not the only thing on her mind. She seemed distracted. “You don’t talk in the wee hours of the morning?” 
 
    “I thought it was still night.” Danika retorted and turned away from Noah as she took out a cutting board to slice the vegetable. 
 
    “I asked why you are here-” 
 
    “Today there is inventory at the retail store I work. I’m scheduled from 6:30 am to 11:30 pm there. This is the only time I could think of to come here and cook.” 
 
    Noah watched Danika’s shoulders and forearm move quickly and gracefully as she julienned the vegetable. “Did you come from your house or you crashed at your brother’s place.” 
 
    Danika paused then resumed cutting. “You should go back to sleep. I’ll be quieter.” 
 
    Noah clicked his tongue. He felt dismissed. “Why won’t you tell me-” 
 
    Danika kept presenting him with her back. “Because its not your business.” 
 
    Danika turned around but refused to look at Noah. Now I need the darn colander! Making a conscious effort she walked around the kitchen island in a manner to keep maximum distance between her and Noah. His gaze fixed on her was unnerving her. 
 
    Noah watched Danika with barely contained patience. 
 
    Behind her, Danika heard Noah’s breath come out in soft swishing sounds as he yawned. Stubborn man! She reached for the colander in the sink and looked out of the ivory colored lattice window above the sink, straight in the window of her brother's house where the light was on. 
 
    Danika dropped the colander for the second time. “Shoot!” She ducked down. 
 
    “What happened?” Noah turned looking down at Danika the lines in his forehead declaring his confusion. “Why are you crouching on the floor?” 
 
    “Nothing! Nothing.” Danika acted as if she were searching for something. She paused and glanced at Noah, hesitant. “Do you see anyone in the kitchen?” 
 
    Noah glanced around. “What? You see dead people now?” 
 
    Danika resisted the urge to do him bodily harm. She gestured above her head. “Do you see anyone in the kitchen of my brother's house? The light is on.” 
 
    Sweeping the dark hair falling on his forehead, Noah walked to the sink. 
 
    Danika muttered as she moved back on her knees to make room for him. 
 
    Noah leaned and stared into his neighbor's window. “Okay, I see your sister-in-law and Hans. They are in exercise clothes.” 
 
    “Can you pull down the window blinds?” 
 
    “I can!” Noah replied, glancing down at Danika. 
 
    She was looking up at him, her gaze distracted. 
 
    Noah got an opportunity to run his eyes over Danika’s face again- her wide, onyx eyes, her blemish free skin, a short nose which was currently pinched and her pale pink lips which glistened with shiny gloss. Very pretty! He noticed something else in Danika’s face that made him look closer. Dark shadows under her eyes! Her face appeared thinner than he remembered last. 
 
    Danika glanced at Noah and she noticed him staring at her. She flushed yet retorted. “You are done looking?” She lobbed his earlier spoken words back to him. 
 
    Noah broke the eye lock and pulled the blinds over the window. Guilt at what he was putting Danika through caused him to say, “You can get up now." He walked back to the counter. Noah rubbed the back of his neck. “Danika all is forgiven and forgotten. You can either stop coming or...” He crossed his arms. 
 
    Danika got to her feet and watched Noah’s face, confused by the disappointment in her gut. 
 
    Noah met her clear-eyed stare. He felt like she was reading his thoughts. He had a sudden feeling that the woman in front of him who constantly locked horns with him and played tough was fragile and sometimes forgotten. He had sudden notion of stuffing Danika’s arms with flowers. Noah banished the thought with alacrity. She will probably beat me down with them or attempt strangling me with the stems. “Or I could pay you $100 for cooking every week, five days a week. You can take any two days off your choice. Just let me know which days so I can make alternate arrangements.” 
 
    “$100 a week?” Danika asked. 
 
    “Hmmm!” Noah had no idea why he had just offered Danika a job. Probably lack of sleep. Her fault! 
 
    Danika just kept staring at him, her fingers grazed her parted lips. An action Noah watched most fascinated. 
 
    “Are you going to take it or not?” Noah ran his fingers through his dark hair. Some of his curls just fell back on his forehead.  
 
    What his hair needs is a good brush! “I thought my food was bland.” Danika blurted confused by Noah’s unexpected generosity and the damage it was doing to her indifference to him. 
 
    Noah clamped his mouth to hide the grin at Danika’s unexpected words. He walked over to the pitcher of water kept on the counter close to where Danika stood and poured himself a glass. “I think the curry you made burned all my taste buds. I think food is going to forever taste bland to me.” 
 
    “Sorry! I’ll keep the spice low next time. I’ll take the job offer. Thank you.” Danika moved around Noah, hiding her confused state. Being so close to him, her stomach fluttered. Noah emanated a clean soapy smell, like he had gone straight to bed after a shower. The smell and sheen of Noah's gleaming skin made her fingertips itch to touch him. What is wrong with me? Danika curled her nails in her palms. She walked back and cleared her throat. “Do you want coffee?” 
 
    “Sure! Just don't poison it.” Noah acted as if he hadn’t noticed Danika, slowly, backing away from him. 
 
    “If I had to poison you, it would have happened much earlier.” Danika flashed a rare smile. Her lips pressed back, cheeks rode up on either side as her eyes sparkled briefly. 
 
    And that smile reappears. Noah grunted unable to take his eyes off it. 
 
    Danika’s smile was flash in the plan. She busied herself taking out the peeler and spatulas. 
 
    “Coffee would be good please and thank you!” Noah left Danika in the kitchen and walked to the couch in front of the TV. He lay down on the sofa and placed his hand under head and stared at the ceiling. He wanted to think about work, his family, sports or anything relevant or irrelevant but all he could think was of the woman in his house. The sweetness of her face and the rare smile Danika had flashed. A feeling of content settled over him. 
 
    Noah had no inkling when his eyes closed and he fell asleep. 
 
    The sound of alarm on his cell roused Noah. He woke up groggy, automatically reaching out to the nightstand to grab his phone. The alarm kept going at some distance. His hand met empty space. Noah sat up and pulled down a blanket. He realized that he had dozed off in the living room on the couch. His eyes fell on the throw that covered him keeping him warm. Who put this throw on me? His question was answered when Noah's eyes fell on the side table in the center. There sat a cup with black brew in it and a note next to it. He ignored the coffee that was cold now and went straight for the note. 
 
    ‘Made some extra food to cover today and tomorrow. Spaghetti and meatballs, pasta with chicken. Salad’s in the fridge. Why ask me to make coffee if you were going to fall asleep?’ 
 
    Smiling, Noah lay back on the sofa. His eyes softened as he fingered the throw covering him. He stretched and then getting up he walked to the kitchen. Switching the coffee maker on Noah reached for the note pad and wrote carefully on one, his expression relaxed. His eyes wandered to the covered dishes cooling on the kitchen counter that made Noah think of the chef again, especially her smile. Noah felt a stirring in his body. He stiffened.  
 
    A year after Alicia's death, Noah had started dating casually. No feelings and no strings attached. He had never felt a need with any woman to continue beyond a few dates. None of them had invoked any feelings remotely close to what he felt for Alicia. No spark, no sizzle, no connection! But all that had made him a wiser man, wise enough to steer away from certain kind of women: the quiet kind, the kind who held back, the kind with whom one had to spend time to get to know. Because once Noah got to know them, the disappointment would come, simply because they were not Alicia. 
 
    An uneasy feeling grew in Noah's chest like he was experiencing acid reflux. I always wake up to Alicia's face in front of me. But today I woke up… woke up blank. 
 
    Noah glanced down. He still held the written note in his hand. He crushed it and threw it in the trash. Unnoticed by him it landed on the floor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Next Day 
 
    Danika rang the bell of her brother’s house. Simi opened the door. “Did you lose your key?” 
 
    “No, it is somewhere in my bag and my hands were full.” Danika replied, hefting the grocery bags in. 
 
    “You got everything I asked?” Simi followed Danika to the kitchen. 
 
    “Yup!” Danika nodded. 
 
    “So how much do I owe you?” 
 
    “It’s okay, you can pay me later.”' Danika said as she started taking things out of the bags. 
 
    “I rather pay you now. For all I know it might be your bus fare.” Simi remarked, grabbing some of the groceries. 
 
    Danika ignored the caustic remark. Simi's sharp tongue never bothered her. Actually anyone's sharp tongue never bothered her. Her brother often teased Danika of either having a heart of gold or the hide of a Rhinoceros. 
 
    “I got another part time job Simi B.” 
 
    “How are you going to do another job? You are already doing three, plus studying for that graphic designing course, and helping out with the twins. You need to have a few hours to sleep.” Simi replied as she studied the receipt. 
 
    Danika paused. In the last two years, she had never received any concern or acknowledgement from Simi of the help Danika provided. Danika felt a prick behind her lids. She was tempted to give Simi a hug but Danika wasn’t sure if it would be welcome, so she didn’t. Instead she smiled and began organizing groceries with more vigor. 
 
    “So what is the new job?” 
 
    “It’s cooking for the new neighbor, Dr. Collins.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” Simi slapped the receipt down on the counter. “Are now you going to beg our neighbors for work? This is too humiliating. Just take a loan from us for goodness’ sake, Danika.” 
 
    Danika’s smile faltered and she paused a bunch of spinach in her hand. It dripped over her hand but Danika did not notice as she stared back at her sister-in-law, her mouth slack. 
 
    Simi's brows met in the middle of her forehead and her lips pressed into a tight line. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Anya walked in looking splendid in her skinny jeans and pale blue top. Her hair was in rollers. 
 
    Danika swallowed and moved to the fridge. She hid behind the open door in pretext of putting things inside. Simi's unexpected anger had wounded Danika. 
 
    “Oh nothing unusual. Danika is now working as a cook for Han’s boss.” Simi muttered. “What did I marr-” 
 
    “So what Sims? It's a job.” Anya shrugged. “Its obvious Dani needs the money. I, for one, am impressed that she did not ask you guys for it. I would have in a heartbeat.” Anya chirped, fluffing her rollers as she studied her reflection in the kitchen window. 
 
    Danika kept working. Maybe I should have asked them before I said yes. She bit on her lower lip as she put the grocery bags away. This might upset Bro too. 
 
    “Obviously I'm the only sane one in this house.” Simi griped. 
 
    Anya ignored her sister. “This is good. Dani can give me inside info on that man. Can you imagine, Dani, he is resistant to my charms? Can you?” 
 
    Danika inhaled deeply and emerged from behind the fridge her hands full of the expired items to throw. 
 
    “Imagine that! What a weirdo?” Danika could have crushed Anya to her chest in gratitude. “I cook when he isn’t around, I barely see him.” Unbidden images of Noah holding the poker above his head, standing close enough for Danika to smell him, smirking at her, watching her with his piercing gaze flashed in Danika’s head. He’s definitely weird. 
 
    “Perfect! Then you can snoop into his things and find out interesting info.” Anya's eyes lit up. 
 
    “No, she won't. Being sent to jail is probably the only thing left for her to achieve for her resume.” Simi retorted. 
 
    “Who's going to jail?” Hans joined them, holding one of his twin girls. 
 
    Simi filled him in on Danika's new job. 
 
    Her face worried, Danika studied Han’s face as he listened to Simi. 
 
    “Poison the dude.” Hans winked at Danika before settling on the floor with his daughter. Danika felt the band around her chest loosen. She chose to change the topic and asked Anya. “Love the color on your nails. Going out somewhere?” 
 
    “It’s a new shade Ombre.” Anya held up her hands gazing at her nails. “I’m going on a date with your new Boss and my Brother-in-law and my sister who I don’t why is glaring at me. Simi set it up in the afternoon. Noah was quick to say yes. We all are going to watch a stand-up comic.” Anya said, swinging her foot side to side as she sat perched on the bar stool. 
 
    “Nice!” Danika exhaled feeling an unexpected depression hammering her heart. No one ever asks me out! Her shoulders drooped. The smell of the day clung to her clothes like the smog that hovered over a polluted city. “I should probably take a shower!” She hotfooted to the corridor that led to the guest bathroom. 
 
    “Wait up Dani!” 
 
    “Yes bro!” Danika stopped, ignoring the knot in her stomach. Some age-old feminine instinct warned Danika that Hans wanted to talk to her about her new job. 
 
    “Look, I supported you in front of Simi. But are you sure you want to do this? Cooking and cleaning?” Hans kept his voice low. 
 
    “It’s just cooking. You know how well I clean?” 
 
    “That's what I was thinking. I remember getting injured all the time because of your things lying around in the house.” 
 
    “For the millionth time, they were not lying around. They were just kept in their usual places.” 
 
    “On the floor?” 
 
    "Yes, on the floor.” Danika hid her smile. 
 
    Hans squeezed Danika’s shoulder. “Noah seems the fair sort at work. Is he the same around you?” 
 
    Danika remembered Noah’s generous pay and how he had, in only few days, let her off the hook for the stunt she had pulled on him. She patted Han’s hand. "Don’t worry, I barely see the guy. I have a key to the house.” 
 
    “Good. Keep it like that.” Hans removed his hand from Danika’s shoulder and scratched his chin. “Wish you could go in my place with Noah and the two sisters.” With his head, Hans gestured at the kitchen area. 
 
    “If you pay me, I just might” Danika poked her tongue out. 
 
    “Name your price, name it!” Hans demanded. 
 
    “Nah! You won't be able to afford it.” Danika teased, pivoting in the direction of the guest room. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    7:30 pm same day 
 
    Noah shut the bedroom light and went down the stairs, his gait relaxed. He was wearing his favorite shirt, and black trousers that sat well on his long muscular legs. Whistling a country song he went in the kitchen to slip his wallet and cell into his trousers. If I hit off with Anya tonight, I am asking her out solo. Maybe I should ask Nurse Claudia's friend. She was hot. Noah recalled the tall voluptuous African American woman he had bumped into today. He had found her alluring, all smoky hazel eyes and thick ruby colored lips. Definitely ask Nurse Claudia about her. 
 
    As he went to grab a wine bottle he had bought earlier Noah saw the yellow sticky-notepad. His easy grin fell off his face. Eyes hardening, Noah turned away. His hand reached out to get the two tulip bouquets he had picked up earlier from the florist at the street corner. Should I have bought three? He knew Danika would be there for Hans had mentioned that his sister would be babysitting his twins. It’s not like I'm socializing with Danika. 
 
    Noah got his black sports jacket from the closet and walked out of his house into the crisp and cold Philadelphia night. 
 
    **-----** 
 
    “How do I look?” Anya’s voice came from the top of the stairs. 
 
    Danika looked up from the course book she was reading: The Elements of Graphic Design. “Stunning! Are you sure you won't freeze in that?” 
 
    Anya was wearing a black and gold sheath dress that ended a few inches above her knee. Her hair was curled and clipped artistically to one side showing off an elegant neck and chandelier gold earrings. Her make-up striking and perfectly applied! She wore black heels with tiny golden bows. 
 
    “Just more reason for me to sit close to a certain someone.” Anya batted her lashes. 
 
    Danika smiled. “Like how you think.” 
 
    The doorbell rang on cue. 
 
    “Could you?” Anya asked. 
 
    “Sure. I remember you don’t answer doors. I got it! Strike a pose.” Danika winked at her. 
 
    Her insides knotted, as Danika walked to the door. It took an effort to smile. What is wrong with me? Why would someone ask me out? I don’t care much for going out. Why am I so low? Danika smoothed her hair, took a deep breath, pasted a smile and opened the door. “Hi!” 
 
    It was Noah looking striking in a black sports jacket, pale lavender shirt and well fitted black trousers. His hair properly brushed for once gleamed under the porch light and his cologne was sharp and tangy. The top shirt button was open showing off his tanned skin and some hair. Danika remembered how he looked bare-chested and she felt herself flush a deep red. 
 
    “Are you going to let me in?” Noah asked, irritated. He was irritated that he liked Danika’s eyes on him. Every time their eyes connected, Noah felt a slight buzz. A buzz that put him in fouler mood. He clicked his tongue, impatiently. 
 
    “Please come in.” Danika quickly moved to the side unconsciously pulling at her worn T-Shirt worn with a pair of boyfriend jeans. 
 
    Noah walked past Danika not saying another word to her. 
 
    “Hey!” Anya walked down the last few steps and paused in front Noah. 
 
    “You look amazing.” Noah gave her a warm smile. 
 
    Danika was surprised to see Anya blush. Around men, Anya was always the one in control. 
 
    With a coy smile, Anya walked closer to Noah. “You too look very nice.” 
 
    Danika stood behind Noah and Anya unsure. How do I excuse myself? She eyed the arched entrance to the family room, but Noah with his back to her was blocking her way. There was another way behind the armoire in the foyer but Danika would have to squeeze herself past the wooden monstrosity. 
 
    “Is it even legal to be so gorgeous?” Noah teased Anya. 
 
    “Oh stop!” Anya responded with a perfectly cultured chuckle laugh. 
 
    “Ah! You are so punctual. How lovely!” Simi entered the room wearing a light mauve dress with a black belt. Her smile was very warm and directed at Noah and Anya. She ignored Danika. “Hans is almost ready which means we have time to have a drink.” 
 
    “A drink sounds perfect. These are for you.” Noah handed Simi a bouquet and the other one to Anya. “And for you.” 
 
    Anya brought the bouquet close to her face. “They look and smell heavenly. Thank you.” 
 
    “Glad you liked them. Beautiful flowers for beautiful women.” Noah saw Anya look over his shoulder. “We'll share this Dani.” 
 
    Noah steeled himself and did not turn around. He wondered what Anya saw in Danika's face that she offered her the flowers. 
 
    “Don't be silly, they are for you. And like he said, beautiful flowers for beautiful women!” Danika waved her hand not understanding why she felt so alone and so bereft. 
 
    “Noah thank you for helping out Dani. She's in desperate need of as many jobs as she can get.” Simi stroked the flowers. 
 
    Noah clearly heard the slight in Simi’s voice directed at Danika. He bristled. “She's a great cook.” He said in a gruff voice. Noah turned around to look at Danika except she was no longer in the room. He glanced around. 
 
    “Danika went to the nursery. She squeezed past the armoire over there.” Anya explained. “Let’s go in the family room and have that drink. 
 
    “Sure!” Noah replied, his eyes wandering one last time to the armoire. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Danika lowered herself in the pink rocking chair. The twins were on the floor playing with patch dolls. She chewed her thumbnail not understanding the painful tightness in her throat. Why am I hurt? I know, I’m light years away from their perfect world, Simi B.’s, Anya’s and Dr. Collins. 
 
    Danika closed her eyes and tried to forget the burn she had felt when Noah had looked right through her even as he had swooned over Anya and chattered with Simi. 
 
    Since her divorce and the crippling betrayal by her best friend and husband, Danika had steered clear of all attachments other than those of her immediate family. I will never again give anyone the power to hurt me. That policy had worked very well for her for the last two years. But somehow Noah with his quips and smirks had made a tear in her fortress. He had enraged her, bullied and blackmailed her to work for him and at the same time, let her off without any real punishment and then quickly hired her paying her generously for her services. She recalled her brother's indirect praise of Noah. 'He seems fair sort at work' Hans had said. Noah’s actions reflected his kindness. 
 
    Danika exhaled slowly as her hands knotted in her lap. Her usually clear dark eyes were clouded. “Its those notes! Those damn notes!” She exclaimed loud enough to startle her nieces. “Sorry babies!” Danika joined them on the carpet. The notes are the culprit, they are making me feel like he and I share something, a connection, a closeness. No more sticky notes. Death to them! 
 
    Decision made, Danika felt better enough to launch into an extempore puppet show with the dolls. Her toddler audience was soon chuckling and shrieking, completely enraptured. 
 
    **__** 
 
    Everyone in the family room turned to the sound of young unbridled joy coming from the nursery. 
 
    “I should tell them to keep it low. Danika spoils them too much.” Simi moved in her chair. 
 
    “Oh let them be, Simi. The twins have so much fun with Dani.” Anya turned to Noah. “She is amazing with kids. A natural nurturer.” 
 
    “Hmmm!” Noah nodded sipping the scotch. In the last ten minutes his eyes kept wandering to the corridor that led to the nursery. He kept hoping to catch a glimpse of a familiar fair face with expressive eyes and naturally rose-colored lips. I should have gotten her flowers too. I shouldn't have overlooked Danika! Noah finished his drink in one gulp. Why am I so conflicted about her? 
 
    **____** 
 
    Standing up, Danika performed the twin’s favorite song with loud gestures and facial expressions. The children watched her unblinking. A sudden prickling sensation invaded her mind. Someone was watching. Danika faltered. 
 
    She turned her head and her gaze clashed with Noah’s. He stood outside on the pavement, still as a statue, looking at her through the nursery window that faced the street. His expression was unreadable. 
 
    Danika felt her breath catch in her throat. She couldn't look away. For what seemed very long seconds, Noah and Danika stared at each other. Danika felt her body quiver and her throat became dry. It was almost as if unseen hands were holding her face immovable, forcing her to look at him. Her lips felt stuck to each other. 
 
    Anya appeared at Noah's side. Hooking an arm through his elbow, she distracted him. 
 
    The spell broken, Danika quickly sat down not visible from outside anymore. She licked her lips and noticed that her hands were not the steadiest and body very flushed. Death to those notes! 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Monday late afternoon 
 
    Danika quietly opened the front door and entered Noah's house. It was quiet but toasty. The internal heating was on. She entered the kitchen and the first thing she saw was a large colorful bouquet of flowers sitting smack dab in the center of the marble counter. 
 
    Danika walked closer to the vibrant array of red, yellow, white and orange flowers. A sticky note stuck on it had a simple 'For you Danika!' scrawled on it. 
 
    She stroked the petals and then picked them up, holding them close to her chest. She blinked her eyes and hid her face in the flowers feeling emotional. She reveled in the sensation of cold smooth petals pressing into her skin. Danika stood like that for several seconds. 
 
    Danika had gotten flowers twice in her life. Once when she had graduated at the top of her class and Hans had sent her a gigantic bouquet. The other time was when she had gotten married, the court registrar had handed her some flowers, limp, yellow and wilting. Only if I had believed in signs then! 
 
    A tiny smile crept up her face. I should thank Dr. Collins! Out of habit, Danika reached for the notes kept near the fridge but then her hand wavered. 
 
    **____** 
 
    Close to 8:00 pm, Noah unlocked his front door. He smelled the food before he came inside. Noah headed to the kitchen. Hope she liked the flo- Before Noah could finish the thought he saw the bouquet he had bought for Danika. It was beautifully arranged in a light green funnel shaped glass vase and placed next to the covered dishes. 
 
    Frowning, Noah dropped his keys and plugged in his cell to the charger all the while studying the flowers. Did she not understand that the bouquet was for her? He spied a note at the base of the vase. Noah was quick to pick it up but felt a sense of keen disappointment as Danika had only written down the things she had prepared. 
 
    Irritated, Noah glared at the flowers. He felt resentful. It wouldn’t have hurt her to acknowledge the damn flowers! Noah recalled how he had woken up early so he had extra time to get fresh flowers from the nearby flower store and leave them for Danika. 
 
    The show he had gone for with Anya and her family, over the weekend, had been funny but he had been unable to focus for Danika had eclipsed his every thought. He vividly remembered how she had looked at him through the window. Vulnerable and raw. He saw his conflicted feelings mirrored on her face. 
 
    Abruptly, Noah slapped the side of his leg. “I’m bloody overthinking this whole thing. I gave her flowers. She left them here. End of the story.” He exited the kitchen. 
 
    Noah was back in seconds for his cell. He made a call to Nurse Claudia asking to be introduced to her hot friend. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    A week later 
 
    Cardiology Department 
 
    Jeff Hospital 
 
    “Hey Joe!” Danika greeted the administrative officer who was restocking a cart with office supplies. 
 
    “Hi Danika! How are you?' Joe smiled, showing a gap between his front teeth. 
 
    “Good thanks. Here's a box of the digestive biscuits from the Indian store.” She handed him a circular red tin box. 
 
    “Wow you remembered. That’s really nice of you. Thank you.” Joe took the box happily. 
 
    “No problemo.” Danika shrugged. “I remember last time I was here you had mentioned that you liked them and they were on sale yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh aren’t you nice. Thank you.” Joe patted her arm. 
 
    “No biggies! I’ll catch you later.” Danika continued to the nurse's station with several bags in her hand. “Hi Nurse Claudia, Nurse Beth! Got your supplies from the Indian store.” She placed the bags on the counter. 
 
    “Hi Danika!” Nurse Claudia got up from behind the station and hugged her. “Good to see you girl. It has been a while.” 
 
    Danika returned the hug. “I know. When I came last it was your day off.” The staff knew Danika well for she visited the hospital a few times every month either to drop something off or to meet Hans for lunch. The hospital cafeteria served finger-licking delicious food. 
 
    “Please don't come on my day off. I like chatting with you.” Nurse Claudia walked to the bags. “Which ones are mine?” 
 
    “The two on the left.” Danika turned to Nurse Beth's. “How is Tony?” Anthony aka Tony was Nurse Beth's thirteen year old son who had recently fractured his foot playing soccer last month. 
 
    “Like any thirteen-year-old with restricted movement. A colossal pain in the butt.” Nurse Beth rolled her eyes. “Thank you for getting my stuff. I'm almost out of the hard ginger candy.” Nurse Beth had a sweet tooth, particularly for Asian sweets. “How much do we each owe you?” 
 
    Danika told them the amount and waited as they wrote her checks. "Thank you so much.” She carefully put the checks in her purse and zipped it shut. “Gotta go, I have to drop off some goodies from Han’s wife at Pediatrics Oncology.” Danika tugged the red and white bag on her shoulder. 
 
    “Danika, do you have minute, can we talk?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “Sure. What's up?” Danika followed the Nurse to the Doctor's lounge, which was relatively empty except for a few unknown faces. 
 
    Claudia led Danika to a bunch of chairs grouped near the back of the room. Claudia's face was somber. Her false eyelashes lowered briefly and then she looked at Danika trying to portray some strength in her expression. 
 
    Danika felt her heart leap in her mouth. Something is terribly wrong! 
 
    “I wanted to tell you myself before you heard from someone else, Sienna died two days ago. She went peacefully in her sleep.” Nurse Claudia placed a comforting arm on Danika's shoulder. 
 
    **____** 
 
    Noah walked out of his office and past Ahmad's desk. “I’m going to the lounge to get some snack, do you want anything?” 
 
    Ahmad was grinning as he texted someone on his phone. “Sorry Boss, my Girlfriend. She needed to know something!” He reached into his pocket. “Peanuts please.” 
 
    Noah stopped him. “It’s on me.” 
 
    Walking to the lounge, Noah noticed a member of the hospital staff wheeling a bunch of wilted flowers towards the garbage chute. I did something similar today morning. Noah thought of the wilted flowers he had thrown, the he had bought for Danika. Just that thought zoomed an image of Danika straight in his head. It seemed like her face had taken permanent residency in his head. 
 
    For the last whole week there had been food waiting in the kitchen for Noah but no notes nor any Danika sightings. She always came, cooked and left before Noah got home, even though Noah had come home at different times this whole week. His house was close to the hospital. It’s like she has my schedule or something! He rapped his knuckles on the wall he was passing. 
 
    “Everything okay Doc?” A nurse in the corridor asked him. “You were frowning.” 
 
    “Nothing just thinking of some paperwork.” Noah kept moving. Its not like I care to see her or the notes. Just wondering how come I haven’t bumped into someone who comes to my house everyday and is usually there for sometime? Noah rounded the corner to the lounge and stopped. A pleasant sensation washed over him. He saw Danika in the doctor’s lounge. Noah moved closer to the glass window to see her clearly. Why is she looking upset? 
 
    Danika was sitting quietly on chair. Her legs were tucked under her and she leaned forward. Danika’s face was pale, her gaze glassy and fixed on the floor. Nurse Claudia stood behind her, patting Danika's shoulder comfortingly. 
 
    Noah was quick to enter the lounge. His stomach hollow, he went straight to the two. “What happened?” 
 
    Danika reacted to Noah's voice and raised her head slowly. For a few seconds she stared at him with no recognition.  
 
    “What happened?” Noah's voice was urgent. “Tell me?” He half pleaded and half ordered. 
 
    Danika blinked, lowered her face and lumbered slowly to her feet. “I have to go.” She mumbled and grabbed her purse and another bag from the floor and brushed past Noah. She went inside one place he couldn’t go behind her. The women's bathroom. 
 
    Noah swung his gaze to Nurse Claudia. 
 
    “Will someone tell me-" 
 
    “That is Dr. Hans's sister-“ 
 
    Noah cut her off. “I know who she is. What happened? Danika looks bloody upset.” 
 
    “Last year, there was an eight year old girl Sienna who came in with leukemia and severe bone damage. She wanted to be a graphic designer so Dr. Hans had introduced Sienna to Danika. Danika spend time a lot of time with Sienna whenever she could and they grew close. Sadly, Sienna passed away. And Danika just found out.” Claudia sighed. 
 
    “Oh!” Noah ran a hand through his hair. Death of children always hit home hardest. Even the doctors and medical staff who, ironically, dealt with death for a living could not stay unaffected in such instances. Noah could understand what Danika must be going through particularly because he had feeling that Danika was the sensitive kind even though she tried to hide that trait. 
 
    Noah's pager beeped. He checked it. “I have to go back to my office. Claudia, please do me a favor and have Danika stop by my office.” Noah grabbed a few things from the vending machine even as he kept glancing at the women’s bathroom. “Just tell Danika its work related. She will understand. Please don't forget!” 
 
    Claudia watched Noah hurry out of the lounge her look pensive. “Should I tell Shania to not get her hopes up tonight with Dr. Noah?” Shrugging, Claudia went behind Danika inside the women’s restroom. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Danika walked quietly up to Ahmad's desk. Her throat felt tight and a hoarse ‘Hi’ was all she could muster. 
 
    Ahmad got up and walked around the desk and hugged her sideways. “Hi Danika, I haven’t seen you in the longest.” 
 
    Danika lowered her face attempting to hide her red-rimmed eyes and slightly red and puffy nose. “Just super busy. Work and all! Sorry! Dr. Collins wanted to see me?” 
 
    Ahmad straightened away. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine! Just allergies.” Danika’s smile was tentative. “Dr. Collins is probably waiting for me.” 
 
    “Yes, he is. Go right in there!” He pointed at the door behind him. 
 
    “Thanks!” Danika walked to the door adjusted her hair in a manner to cover the sides of her face, took a deep breath and softly rapped on the wooden door. 
 
    At the knock, Noah immediately put down his pen. He wasn’t able to work anyway, his attention all taken by Danika’s distress. 
 
     Why did I ask her to come to my office? On hindsight, Noah realized that he had acted on impulse. At that point of time in the lounge Noah had felt compelled to be around Danika but now fifteen minutes later he wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    The knock came again. 
 
    “Come in!” Noah stood up as Danika came inside.  
 
    Her head was lowered and she avoided eye contact waiting at the door seeming reluctant to come inside. “You wanted to see me?” Her voice was thick. 
 
    “Come inside!” Noah beckoned. 
 
    Danika came inside dragging her feet. 
 
    Noah curbed his exasperation understanding that he wasn’t the only one unsure in the room. “Close the door and have a seat.” 
 
    Danika glanced at Noah, but did as asked, her demeanor quiet. She folded her legs neatly and rested her clasped hands in her lap. A picture of perfect poise but Noah knew better. He had seen her a few minutes ago. 
 
    Noah opened his wallet and took out a $100 bill. Sitting down he extended his hand out over his desk toward Danika. “Your pay for the first week.” 
 
    Again all he got was a quick glance and soft, ‘thank you’ as Danika took the bill and put it in her purse. Noah felt his insides contract at the slight thickness of her lids, her reddened nose and swollen mouth. She has been crying! Danika shifted in her chair. Noah had to quash the powerful urge to walk around to her and take her hands in his. 
 
    Noah did not beat around the bush. “I'm very sorry to hear about Sienna. From what Nurse Claudia described she sounded very special. You were close to her?” 
 
    Danika raised her eyes. Her usually shining irises were steeped in misery. “Yes I was and thank you!” She lowered her eyes and adjusted her purse. “I have to go to the Oncology Department. Simi B works with NGO for Pediatric Cancer patients,” Danika paused and inhaled deeply, “she was supposed to drop off some goody bags for the admitted children but Simi B couldn’t make it so she asked me to do that. I should be going.” Danika uncrossed her legs and started to rise. 
 
    Noah could not sit any longer in his chair. He hurried next to Danika and pressed gently on her shoulder. “Keep sitting here for-” 
 
    “No, I have to go.” Danika protested looking up. Noah saw the tears swimming in her eyes. He sat down on his haunches bringing his face closer. He kept a comforting hand on her shoulder. “For the kids there. They can’t see you like this Danika. They have it hard enough already.” 
 
    “Oh!” Danika blinked her eyes and sniffed. She clamped her lips and then nodded. 
 
    Instinctively, Noah reached out and tucked a loose curl behind her ear. The hair was soft to touch like her skin. Noah somehow wanted take all of Danika’s pain and hurl it far, far away. Her pain was hurting him. 
 
    Danika raised her eyes surprised at the gentleness of his fingers. She only saw empathy in Noah’s face. 
 
    The kindness in Noah’s face snapped whatever little control Danika had on her emotions. Her lips moved. “My dad died months after my birth and my mother wasn’t very educated so she lived, we lived, at our relation’s mercy for years. We were poor. Then when I was five my mother remarried Hans's dad.” 
 
    Noah did not interrupt. He was quite stunned how personal Danika’s pain felt and how eager he wanted to hear her. 
 
    Danika gazed at Noah, her wide eyes sincere yet glazed like she were turning pages of her memory. “My mother and stepdad died when I was eight. My stepdad was an amazing father but a hardcore gambler he didn’t leave much behind. Bro and I kids ourselves were alone and destitute. I was inconsolable for days but then I clocked it to 'shit happens'. Good education in India is expensive we just had enough for Hans to go to best schools and college. I was okay with that too and clocked it as you know shit happens.” Danika smiled through her tears, her hand unknowingly found Noah’s. 
 
    Leaning forward, Noah switched from resting on his ankles to knees and he tightened his hand around Danika’s delicate fingers trying to impart her strength. “I lived with innumerable relatives with varied temperaments, attended multiple schools, had very few friends for I never stayed long enough anywhere to grow roots.” Danika crinkled her nose and pulled in a deep breath. “After a time I got used to it and started considering it all as an adventure.” Mindlessly, Noah moved his foot and his calf rested against Danika's leg. Neither of them appeared to mind. 
 
    “Through everything, Bro and I always stayed connected. He had his own battles and so did I but it was okay, because. . . no one has it easy right?” 
 
    Noah nodded touched by all that Danika must have gone through and from such a young age. He remembered his own childhood surrounded by his loving parents, siblings and wealth. People and things he had taken for granted. At this moment he felt guilty for all that. 
 
    “Bro always supported me emotionally and then financially when he started working. Then Bro moved to US and he met a man here, an Indian, who he thought would be a good match for me. I married a complete stranger in less than 48 hours. We were so wrong for each other. I don’t know why I was surprised when I found him cheating on me. Within a few months of our wedding and with my best friend.” Danika did not notice Noah flinch. “They both used to hate each other. Even in my wildest dreams I couldn't imagine them together. Now they are married...happily!” Danika wiped her eyes, a wry smile creasing her mouth. “I clocked that too to shit is like really, really happening.” 
 
    Noah took both her hands in his. “Danika-” 
 
    She did not let him continue. “Simi, my sister in law works with several NGO’s and thanks to her I was introduced to children suffering from cancer who were admitted in this hospital. That’s how I met all these amazingly brave kids - four year olds, ten year olds, teenagers, suffering so much and with such dignity.” Danika’s sigh was uneven. “Sienna was one of them. She was so young. . so happy and so brave. She had so much potential, so much to live for and know she is gone. . . that is. . .  that is... this is the kind of shit that should never happen, never ever happen” Danika's voice cracked and she lurched forward. Noah could not take it any more. He caught Danika's hand and pulled her to her feet and crushed her to his chest. 
 
    “Danika!” Noah’s voice was deep and he blinked his eyes rapidly.  
 
    Danika couldn’t stop herself. She dug her head in Noah's chest and started sobbing quietly. “Sienna...so young, so brave...it wasn’t her time.” 
 
    “Sssshh!” Noah stroked Danika’s back, not quite sure how to stop her tears. 
 
    Alicia considered crying a weakness. When she was sad she would disappear, finding it beneath herself to share her tears with anyone, even Noah. 
 
    Noah simply pulled Danika closer to him and let her cry it out. Danika fit perfectly against his body. 
 
    Danika let Noah’s warmth bath her. His steady deep breaths calmed her from inside out. Being held in strong arms was a new sensation, a fulfilling one. She stayed like that for a few minutes. Her pain seemed to loose its intensity as she rested her head on his strong chest. I can stay like this for an eternity! Danika stiffened. Oh god what am I doing? 
 
    Noah felt his body react to Danika being in his arms. Danika's curves were soft and yielding. She felt so good to hold. Her fragrance covered him igniting a deep desire. Noah felt himself become hard. What will she think of me? Gently clasping Danika by the shoulders, Noah shifted back. It was one of the toughest things he had done. His body was screaming for Danika’s softness. 
 
    Danika clasped her hand to her chest and her cheeks burned. “I’m sorry I don’t know what came. . “ She wiped her tears with the back of fist. 
 
    Noah clasped her fist, his eyes gentle. “Stop! Its okay Danika. We all have rough days, some more than others.” He was sorely tempted to pull her back in his arms but resisted that need. Danika was vulnerable and exposed and not only passion - she stirred his protectiveness.  
 
    “Thank you for this.” Danika swallowed her gaze shifting. “I just couldn’t stop myself.” Noah’s nearness was affecting her. The flutters were awakening in her belly. Her mind did not seem her own, her body yearned to be back in his arms, her cheeks craved the warmth of his chest. No man had ever held her like that, like she was something precious and cherished. 
 
    Noah leaned back against his desk and glanced down at his shoes. He sighed. “I lost my first patient on the operating table- a twenty three year old. Her name was Nancy Harbridge. She had Ischemic Heart Disease because of abnormal amyloidosis buildup.” Noah looked up his eyes were dull. “In layman terms, her heart was very weak because of abnormal protein build up around it. I couldn't function for days, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat. Guilt and pain crippled me. But then my mentor who had been doing this for a while said to me that a surgeon's job is not to worry about the dead. He said if we worry about the dead Noah, who is going to save the ones who still have a chance?” 
 
    "Heartless bastard!” Danika attempted to lighten the mood as she wrapped her arms around her torso. She was missing the warmth of Noah's body like she had lost a limb.  
 
    “Indeed!” Noah's answering smile was soft. His hand reached out as if to caress her cheek but Noah stopped himself. 
 
    Danika felt a slice of warmth creep back in her body. He is really handsome! The thought was like an unexpected smack in the face. It made her flinch. Noah did not notice her tiny movement, he too was thinking of the past. 
 
    “He wasn't the best with words but I understood the intention behind his words. One has to let go of the pain and not loose focus, focus on those still here.” Noah's eyes darkened with a flash of feeling. 
 
    Danika saw the intense brief pain that flickered in his eyes. 
 
    How he lost Alicia hovered on Noah’s tip of the tongue but he could not bring himself to speak about it. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    Danika nodded giving him another rare smile, but a smile that stayed on her face. “I’m fine thank you. I just need some water.” 
 
    Noah couldn’t stop staring at Danika’s luminous face. “I have some. Just a second.” He walked to his fridge. 
 
    “Thank you!” Danika took the bottle. 
 
    Danika and Noah stood there facing each other, not really saying anything, just stealing glances when the other wasn’t looking. The atmosphere in the office was intimate. Danika and Noah felt cocooned in a world of their own where only their words and thoughts mattered. A world, neither of them wanted to leave but had to. 
 
    Danika licked her suddenly dry lips as she dragged her eyes away from Noah’s gaze. “I should be going. Thank you for listening and the water.” 
 
    Noah pushed his hand in his pockets lest he pull Danika back in his arms. The feeling was so intense that he actually took position behind his desk. “Sure! Any time.” He strove to keep it casual. 
 
    Danika and Noah kept looking at each even as Danika slowly backed to the door. 
 
    “I'll see you around.” She did not wait to hear Noah's response as she exited the room. 
 
    “You okay?” Ahmad asked her as he clicked a pen. 
 
    “Much better. Thank you. I’ll see you around.” Danika was eager to get out of there. 
 
    “Doctor's healing touch eh?” He teased. 
 
    Danika just grunted, and fled from there. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Noah fell down in his chair. Danika has gone through so much. She's one heck of a fighter! A tender smile played around Noah's lips as he leaned back in his comfortable chair remembering Danika's feel in his arms. Her pain continued to worry him. I have to do something to cheer her up. What can I do? Noah drummed his fingers on the desk. He had an idea.  
 
    Picking up his cell he texted Simi. “Hi! Hope all is well. I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    Simi replied instantly. “We are good. Hope the same for you. Sure, what do you need?” 
 
    Noah - I need your help in throwing a party for the neighbors. It’s about time. Danika shared that you are good at organizing things, so will you, please, help me? I’m thinking this weekend, Saturday evening. 
 
    Simi - Would love to. 
 
    Noah –Sorry should have asked first, are you guys available this Saturday evening? 
 
    Simi – (Sent a smiley emoji) Yes we are. 
 
    Noah – Wonderful then you, Hans, Danika and the girls are invited. 
 
    Simi – You don’t have to worry about inviting Danika. She’s not really your neighbor. Hans and Danika wouldn’t mind. Also Anya is coming over this weekend. Do you mind if I bring her along? 
 
    Noah – Please do bring Anya. 
 
    Noah mulled over how much he should tell Simi. She seems quite all right! He decided to come clean to her. 
 
    Noah – Danika is very upset about something. I actually thought of the party in hopes of cheering her up. Also, I would get to meet all the neighbors. 
 
    Simi seemed to be taking her time in replying to him. 
 
    Damn! Did I over speak? Noah remembered he had a few friends who were from India and their households were quite conservative and rigid. Hans and Simi do not seem like that. Noah tapped his foot as he waited for Simi’s reply. She did soon. 
 
    Simi - Is Danika helping you with the party? Cleaning the house, helping with caterers etc. 
 
    Noah shook his head – No, she’s a guest. 
 
    Simi – Lovely! I will let her know and we all shall be there. Once I get home I will text you a list of the caterers, cleaners etc I have used as well as the contact info of all the neighbors. Would that work? 
 
    Noah – That would be perfect. Thank you for your help. 
 
    Simi- Of course. Anytime. 
 
    Putting his phone down, Noah sat back in his chair. His smile was one of satisfaction.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    After dropping off the goody bags at Pediatrics Oncology Danika headed back to the Nurses Station in Cardiology. 
 
    She waved down Nurse Claudia. “Hi!” 
 
    Nurse Claudia immediately put down the chart she was reading. “Hey Danika. Feeling better?” 
 
    “Hmm! You know Sienna’s family right?” 
 
    “They live a few doors down from me.” 
 
    Danika held out a children's book “This was Sienna's favorite book to read. I had some of her friends write their thoughts in it. Could you please give it to her parents?” 
 
    Claudia smiled. “That is sweet. Her folks will really appreciate this. Thank you.” Claudia took the book. “Did you meet Dr. Collins?” 
 
    Danika nodded. “I did!” She couldn't help a slight flush remembering how close she and Noah had just been. She could still smell his tangy cologne on her hair where he had rested his chin as he had held her to his chest. Her cheeks tinged darker. 
 
    "If you don't mind my asking, how do you know him?” Claudia tried not to sound curious, but she failed. 
 
    "He is my brother's neighbor and I prepare meals for him.” 
 
    “You are a chef?” 
 
    “When I want to be.” Danika smiled. 
 
    Claudia leaned over the counter between them and lowered her voice. “Dr. Collins asked my best friend, Shania, out on a date. They are going out tonight.” 
 
    Danika’s felt like her heart stopped for second, her hand curled in her wool skirt. She took a long swallow then spoke. “That’s great.” She tried to inject some enthusiasm in her voice. “I should be going.” 
 
    Nurse Claudia picked up the book. “Oh okay! Catch you later Danika. Take care!” 
 
    “Bye.” Danika pivoted and stopped. 
 
    Noah stood there his eyes on Danika. 
 
    He raised his brow as if asking if she was okay. 
 
    Danika simply nodded. Her tongue felt thick and useless in her mouth. Noah gave her thumbs up and a smile. 
 
    Danika took an uneven step forward even as her chest burned. 
 
    Noah watched her intently. 
 
    Danika touched the base of her neck, as she got closer to Noah. Why am I hurt? He’s single, of course he is going to date? Why do I care? “I'll see you around.” Danika could only dare to raise her eyes as high as Noah's chin. Her thoughts and newly developed feelings for Noah were confusing the heck out of her. 
 
    “Take care Danika!” Noah touched her elbow as she passed him. 
 
    Danika quashed the thrill at the possessive manner his warm fingers had lingered against her skin or how he had uttered her name in a low familiar manner. Delusional Dani! Shoulders straight, she walked to the elevators and got in without a single backward glance. 
 
    Danika stepped out of the elevators into the hospital lobby. She went past the reception area with worn chairs and patients waiting their turn. Sounds of murmurs, human chatter and an odd child or two crying came to her ears as she kept walking. 
 
    “Danika?” 
 
    Danika halted as someone called out her name. The voice was familiar. Danika turned and halted. 
 
    A burly man with thick blond hair was making his way toward her. Craig Hutchinson! Her ex-boss, the one who had stolen her project and fired her, the reason Danika was working multiple jobs.  
 
    Meeting his gaze, Danika pointedly turned around. Craig was the last person she wanted to talk to. 
 
    “Danika wait, please.” 
 
    Dammit! Danika stopped her mouth pressed in a thin line. She only waited till Craig got close enough to hear her. “What do you want?” Her voice wasn’t polite. 
 
    “Can we go outside please, just for minute? If you have the time. Please Danika!” His tone was pleading. On a closer look, Danika noticed that Craig’s eyes were anxious and he had lost considerable weight. 
 
    “Fine! Lets go outside.” Danika pivoted and stalked out past the automatic sliding door of the hospital uncaring whether Craig had followed her or nor. He had. 
 
    The wind outside was strong today and Danika moved to the side of the building entrance. 
 
    “Can we move there?” Craig requested pointing to a covered metal and glass two-sided structure at some distance from the entrance. “Please Danika.” 
 
    Danika’s expression was sullen and she shrugged off Craig’s hand when he put it on her back as they avoided the slow oncoming vehicles and crossed the narrow road. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    The elevator door  opened and Noah took quick steps hoping to catch Danika before she left the hospital building. I want to invite her to the party. I should have said something earlier but she is always in such a rush to leave. Noah rubbed his nape. He knew why he had been unable to invite Danika, he had been too busy gawking at her. 
 
    After their unexpected personal conversation in his office, Noah was beginning to feel inexplicably close to her. He swiveled his head hoping to spot Danika as he trotted to the entrance. She couldn’t have gone far! 
 
    Noah stepped out of the hospital and looked around for Danika. That is when he noticed the two figures under the covered structure.  
 
    Noah frowned. Danika was standing with a tall blond man and as he talked to her he touched her arm in a gesture of familiarity. 
 
    Noah felt his muscles tighten and he clenched his jaw till it started hurting. His mouth tasted pungent. He took a spot outside from where he could watch them his expression pinched. 
 
    **__** 
 
    “Danika, I have wronged you. Terribly wronged you. I’m so sorry for firing you.” Craig touched her arm, his expression sincere. 
 
    Danika shrugged off his touch, her eyes stormy and face unyielding. “You are sorry now? Do you have any idea what you and Kelly have put me through? Why did you do it? I was honest and hardworking and my performance was excellent and you knew that very well. I worked so darn hard for your company for two years, day in day out and you and your minion threw me out like yesterday’s trash.” 
 
    Craig lowered his head and then looked up. His eyes drooped at the corners. “I know, I have treated you most unfairly and every word you say is true. You were honest and hardworking and excellent at what you did, I was so full of shit then. I got greedy and started coveting what wasn’t mine. But Karma caught up with me. Now I’m bankrupt and broke and going through a divorce.” 
 
    Danika gasped and covered her mouth. “What happened?” 
 
    “Kelly duped me. She had me sign some documents that made her the partner and then she and her husband threw me out of my company. They blackmailed me using intimate pictures of me with her. If I fought them they would make those pictures public. I had no choice.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell the police? Blackmailing is a crime.” 
 
    Craig shook his head. “It was a very well orchestrated plan by Kelly. Everything is good on paper. I contacted a few lawyers but they all said I had no case. They advised me to cut my losses and move on.” 
 
    Danika exhaled. She felt no satisfaction for what Craig had suffered but neither could she feel any pain for him. He had put her through the wringer. “Why the divorce?” 
 
    “I came clean to my wife. Told her the truth of how I cheated on her with Kelly. One less thing Kelly can blackmail me about.” Craig rubbed his eye with the back of his hand. 
 
    Danika hesitated and then said. “I’m truly sorry Craig. Hope things get better for you. What about the others at the company?” 
 
    “Kelly is their new boss.” 
 
    Danika felt like kicking herself. Her friends from work had tried to contact her several times after Danika’s abrupt firing but wallowing in self-pity and working round the clock Danika had shunned them all. No wonder I had no idea so much had happened at the company. “Why are you at the hospital? Is your health okay?” 
 
    Craig’s smile was wry. “I’m fine. I brought my dad for a check up.” 
 
    Danika nodded and then became quiet not sure what else there was to say. 
 
    “Where are you working nowadays?” 
 
    “At a few places?” Danika hedged. 
 
    Craig shook his head. “You know, Kelly never liked you because she knew you were more talented and better at your job than her.” 
 
    Danika shrugged. “Fat load of help that talent was. She is till screwing me even when I don’t work for you or her. I haven’t landed a single decent interview. I gave her as one of my references.” 
 
    “Why would you give her as a reference? You shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “She was my third choice but I guess those who interviewed me called her first.” Danika scuffed the ground with the tip of her shoe. “Anyhow I have to be somewhere-” 
 
    “Let me help you.” Craig touched her arm. 
 
    Danika jerked her head back. “How? You will give me a good reference?” She could not keep the sarcasm out of her voice. 
 
    “No one better, I will get you work. You are still skilled and I have contacts. I know people. I can get you a few well paying free lance gigs.” 
 
    Danika studied Craig’s face for a few seconds and then said. “There’s no catch to this offer.” 
 
    Craig swallowed. “No Danika, no catch at all expect wanting to undo the harm I did to your career.” 
 
    Danika studied the top button of his coat. Should I believe him? What do I have to loose? Its not like he can do me any more damage. “Thanks for your offer. Let me think about it and call you in a few days.” 
 
    “Danika, I still know a lot of people in the industry. I can recommend you to them. I can get you freelance work. I promise I can. Just say yes!” 
 
    Danika nodded. ”I have to go-“ 
 
    Craig hugged her impulsively. “Thank you Danika. You have no idea how tortured I have been about you.” 
 
    Danika felt smothered by the impromptu hug. She turned her head sideways and her eyes clashed with another pair of dark eyes. 
 
    **__** 
 
    Seeing Danika in other man’s arms, Noah felt bitterness swell in his mouth like high tide on a beach. Is that her ex? Did they just reconcile? Noah's hand fisted at his sides. 
 
    If the man kissed Danika, Noah wasn’t sure what he might do. Even the thought of another man putting his mouth on her lips, skin, inhaling her smell from so close made Noah's stomach turn. For once in his life, irrational and intense hatred surged in him turning his expression dark. That was the moment Danika noticed him. 
 
    Danika could only stare at Noah, surprised by revulsion she saw on his face. She was quick to look away as it unsettled her. 
 
    Her breathing grew rushed and color crept up her cheeks. She put some distance between her and Craig. “It’s okay.” Danika tucked her hair behind her ear. She was confused not by Craig but by the brief glimpse of Noah. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Craig lightly tapped her shoulder. 
 
    “What? Yes...yes of course.” Danika turned sideways to catch a sight of Noah. She saw him striding away his steps hurried.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    Later that day 
 
    Danika turned the key let herself in Han’s and Simi’s house. Content simmered on her face. Today, Danika felt like smiling and for no reason at all. After her conversation with Craig Danika felt some hope. A freelancing career with regular clients is what I have always dreamed of and now it seems possible. She hummed quietly as she walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Hi Dani!” 
 
    Danika jumped on hearing Simi’s voice from behind her. “Oh hi Simi B.” She raised her hand to wave but then dropped it. Simi wasn’t big on gestures. 
 
    “You are surprised to find me in my own house?” Simi remarked walking past Danika, her gait quick. 
 
    “No of course not. You are usually at work at this time.” Danika replied. 
 
    “Hmm!” Simi murmured as she flicked through some mail kept on the side of the dining table. She took a seat at the table and glanced at Danika. “I came back early today. Why don’t you make two cups of tea? Let’s chat. We haven’t done that in a while.” 
 
    We have never done that, Danika thought. “Sure!” She busied herself in making tea. Danika looked out of the kitchen window and her smile dimmed. Seeing Noah’s house she remembered for the millionth time the recent expression of angst she had witnessed on Noah’s face. Why did he look mad? I wasn’t doing anything wrong. Danika ran the faucet as she filled the teapot. Why do I care so much about what he thinks. After all he is going on a date with Nurse Claudia’s friend. Danika blushed. What am I thinking? His dating life is of no concern to me. 
 
    Danika’s skin became heated as the unbidden memory of the time she had spent in Noah’s office today. How could I say to him all that I did? I revealed such personal details to him? Danika bit her lower lip. Her body tingled in the most delicious manner at the memory of being in Noah’s arms.  
 
    “The pot is overflowing.” Simi called out. 
 
     You can say that again. Danika hurriedly shut the faucet off. “Sorry!” Danika mumbled. 
 
    Few minutes later, Danika slid in a chair opposite to Simi after handing Simi a cup of hot tea with cream and sugar. 
 
    “Thank you. So what’s going on with you?” Simi asked inhaling the fragrance of the tea. “This smells so heavenly just what I needed.” 
 
    Danika’s smile was ear to ear. “Thank you. Same old, same old. Well actually today I met-” 
 
    “You met Dr. Noah.” Simi interrupted her face bland. 
 
    “Well yes him too at the hospital when I went to drop off the goody bags for the children.” Danika tried but could do nothing about the color in her cheeks. 
 
    Simi sipped the tea and closed her eyes seeming to savor the taste for a second or two. “I don’t say this often but you are big help to us Danika.” 
 
    Stumped Danika could only stare. She swallowed a few times. “We are family, you don’t have to thank me.” Her voice was gruff. 
 
    Simi put down her cup. “I came back early as I’m helping Noah plan a party.” 
 
    Danika sat back. “A party. Noa. . Dr. Collins is planning a party?” She shifted in her chair when Simi gave her a closer look. 
 
    “You are tight with him?” 
 
    “I just work for him.” Danika took a sip wondering why Noah hadn’t mentioned anything to her. He probably will later. He will need food for the party. 
 
    Simi seemed to have an inside line to Danika’s thoughts. “Noah is getting food catered.” 
 
    “Oh!” Danika nodded. 
 
    Simi put her cup down and leaned forward. “Danika please don’t get upset. I think he is having this party for neighbors only. He did not invite you but he did ask if Anya is coming down this weekend.” 
 
    Danika clamped her lips and strove to mask her hurt on being left out. ”No problems, I’m not his neighbor and I definitely don’t live in this area.” So this is what complete humiliation feels like? 
 
    “And like you said, you just work for him so obviously its not like you guys are friends or meet socially.” 
 
    “We don’t meet socially nor are we friends.” Danika repeated her voice flat. She again remembered what it felt like to be in Noah’s arm. The feel of his hard body and how protected she had felt in his arms. The gentleness with which he had eased her pain, his genuine concern for her. Wrapped in her misery, Danika did not notice the smug look that flashed in Simi’s gaze. 
 
    “Please don’t mention that I told you about the party. Noah is having it this Saturday, that’s usually your day off isn’t it?” Simi asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes it is.” Danika replied her voice low as she rose to her feet. The peace she been had feeling earlier dissipated rather drastically. So he chose, my day off. I would too if I wasn’t inviting that person. 
 
    Rinsing her cup in the kitchen sink, Danika glanced up and saw Noah’s house through the window and found herself reflected in the glass. Danika you forgot your place. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Saturday afternoon 
 
    Indian Store 
 
    Danika adjusted the stool behind the check stand. As she was putting her bag down, Param walked past her. His face seemed longer than a rolled out pizza dough. “What happened to you?” she asked. 
 
    “Girls!” He scowled. “That's what happened to me.” 
 
    “Girls, as in plural?” Danika teased, eyeing the cartons of new inventory she had to arrange in the appropriate shelves. 
 
    "Okay, one girl. My girlfriend, Sandy, to be precise.” 
 
    “What did she do now?” Danika asked. Sandy and Param had a volatile relationship where they would break up nearly every week only to make up passionately the very next. Young love! 
 
    “She cancelled on me for tomorrow night. Because I don't have the money to take her to this new fancy club that opened in Downtown. She’s threatening to go with some other guy. Does Sandy not know my miser father? He's a jerk who keeps his only son on a tight leash!” 
 
    “Param! Don't speak about your dad like that please.” Danika grimaced. “All this business is for you. You should think of college-“ She became quiet at Param's irked glance. “I'm sure Sandy will call you soon and then everything will be fine.” She soothed. 
 
    Parma just shrugged and walked out of the store, his expression as dark as the beanie on his head. 
 
    For the next few hours, Danika got busy ringing up customers, answering questions and putting things away. 
 
    Couple of hours later, Danika finally had some free time as the lunch crowd dwindled. She dusted some flour off her dark jeans as she took her cell out of her bag to put it on the charger. She had two missed calls. “Bro called?” She dialed Hans number leaning against the counter. 
 
    “Hi Dani! Where are you?” Her brother greeted. 
 
    “I’m at the Indian store. Why are you sounding breathless?” 
 
    “I just got off the treadmill. Simi is killing me with this new exercise for an hour dictate.” 
 
    "She is doing the right thing for you!” Danika smiled. Cats did not hate water as much as her brother did exercising. 
 
    “You have to pick a side. Simi's or mine! You can't be on both.” Dr. Hans grumbled. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Danika heard a female voice in the background. “That’s Anya?” She sobered as her spirits plummeted to the same level they had been a few minutes ago – below the sea. 
 
    Hans lowered his voice. “Yup, came down this weekend just for the party. Don't know why she can't stay in a hotel? Her parents can easily afford one.” 
 
    Danika stayed quiet. 
 
    “You there. Dani?” 
 
    “Yes, yes! I’m here.” Danika cupped her chin in her palm. 
 
    “So what time are you coming?” 
 
    “Coming where?” Danika racked her brains. Was I to babysit the twins tonight? 
 
    “To my boss’s party. The one I don't want to go to but am being forced to go to.” 
 
    Danika felt a fresh stab in her heart. “Why would I come? That party is for neighbors, I don’t live there.” 
 
    “Noah did not invite you?” Hans sounded surprised. 
 
    “Why would I be invited? I just work for him Bro.” Danika twisted her mouth feeling a sting behind her lids. What is wrong with me? Am I in high school that I'm emotional about not getting invited to the popular boy's party? She rubbed her eyes. She took in a deep breath trying to banish Noah’s face from her mind. 
 
    “Now I don't feel like going at all.” Hans sounded churlish. “I was hoping you'd be there. At least someone would sneak me desserts and greasy food.”  
 
    Danika smiled in spite of her mood. “I'm sure you will find someone.” 
 
    Hans paused and then said. “Are you sure Dani that Noah did not invite you?” 
 
    “Who cares?” Danika slid off her stool. “You all have fun though. Who’s babysitting the girls?' 
 
    “We are taking them along. It’s a family affair.” 
 
    “Great! I guess I'll see you all tomorrow then. I'll swing by for sometime.” Danika ended the call. Depression clung to her like it were her outerwear. She remembered the funny notes Noah and she had exchanged, the way Noah had held her when she had cried, the concern in his voice, the warmth of his arms. The way Noah smiled, the way he smirked, the way his head titled to the side when he was listening, how his hair had a tendency to curl at the ends, his dimples that peeped when he smiled. She remembered everything. 
 
    Danika briefly caught her head in her hands. Dammit get a grip on yourself Dani. You couldn’t have fallen for Noah? Her heart seemed to skip a beat at his name. No! No! Danika hugged herself, her gaze vacant. I promised myself I would never fall for anyone. And especially not him. Girls like me don’t get guys like him. She wiped her forehead. “I have to stay busy!” Determined, she walked to the back of the store where all unopened boxes were kept. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    Noah watched the caterers move efficiently in the kitchen arranging food and drinks. A few floral arrangements had been placed all around to add a festive look to his otherwise undecorated house. The event planner had moved all of Noah's unopened boxes in the basement. 
 
    “Hey there!” 
 
    Noah swiveled his head. 
 
    Diane Keystone stood at the door the caterers had left ajar. Her red body hugging dress with a deep neck, showed a lot of the top of her breasts. 
 
    “Hey! Come in.” Noah walked up and welcomed Diane inside. “You are the first to arrive.” 
 
    “I can come back.” Diane sidled up to him in way that suggested that going away was the last thing on her mind. 
 
    “Well no need for that. I’m sure others should be coming soon.” 
 
    “I got something for you.” Diane gave Noah a coy glance and walked to the door. She bent down providing him with a perfect opportunity to glance at her shapely rear. 
 
    Noah looked away. 
 
    Diane got up and walked back to him, a wine and cheese hamper in her hand. “For you!” 
 
    “Thank you.” Noah took the basket. 
 
    Diane was close enough for Noah to get more than a whiff of her perfume – strong and musky. 
 
    Not lavender with a hint of citrus. Noah stepped away using the wine basket as an excuse. “I shall put this inside.” 
 
    Diane shadowed him. “Who else have you invited?” 
 
    “Just some folks from work and our neighbors.” 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    “On cue!” Noah hurried to the front door and opened the door to two other doctors from his department and their families. 
 
    The other guests started arriving soon. Tonight, in a house that was mostly quiet enough to hear every single creak of the floor was filled with chatter, music and the clink of silverware. 
 
    Even as he was talking to his guest, Noah’s eyes kept straying to the front door. Where is she? Its not like they have to drive to get here. 
 
    Noah excused himself and went in the kitchen. Even though there were caterers there and some guests passing through, Noah could clearly imagine Danika in there opening and shutting drawers, bending over the pot to inhale the aroma of the food, closing the fridge with the side for her hips while holding something, tucking back the cheeky hair which always escaped from the left side of her thick ponytail, chewing her lower lip as she planned what to make next. 
 
    Someone bumped into him. 
 
    “Excuse me!” Noah walked to the kitchen sink and bend down to glance through the window. He noticed the lights go off room by room in the Dheer household. She is coming! 
 
    Noah rushed out and made it a point to go over and talk to the group closest to the door. It was the group of few older gents who Noah had often seen playing chess or reading newspapers outside the area’s coffee shop. 
 
    “So do you give friendly no-cost check-ups to senior citizens?” asked a man in his seventies with bushy eyebrows, sagging cheeks and a thin frame as he bowed over the walking stick in his hand. His voice sounded like he had smoked his whole life. 
 
    Noah took out his wallet and handed him a business card. “Call my secretary and he will fix something for you. For reference tell him that you are my neighbor.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. It swung open. Noah, eagerly moved forward. “Hi Hans. Here let me help!” Noah went down the stairs to help Hans with the wide twin’s stroller he was trying to push up the few stairs. 
 
    Noah held the strollers up from the front wheels even as he smiled at the adorable little girls looking up at him with much curiosity. 
 
    “So where are your remaining girls?” Noah asked, scanning behind Hans. 
 
    “They are coming.” Hans pushed the stroller inside the house. 
 
    Noah was used to Han’s clipped tones. Hans, unlike the other team members, had not warmed up to Noah. From the grapevine Noah had later discovered that Dr. Hans was one of the contenders for Noah's position. 
 
    Sounds of feminine laughter and clicking heels on cobbled stone caused Noah to glance in that direction. His body tightened in anticipation of seeing Danika. He was disappointed; it was only Anya and Simi. Where is she? 
 
    “What’s up Doc?” Anya playfully poked Noah's arm. 
 
    “Hello and welcome back. Hey Simi!” Noah accepted the wine bottle Simi handed to him. “Thanks! Anyone else coming?” 
 
    Anya looked over her shoulder. “Nope, no one was coming behind us. I’m dying for a drink. I’ll see you guys inside.” She walked around Noah and went inside. Simi started after her. 
 
    Noah stopped her. “Isn't Danika coming?” 
 
    Simi flicked her shiny hair. “I thought she was. Isn't she here already helping you?” 
 
    “No!” Noah was quick to reply. “I told you that day she is a guest.” He tried not to sound as irritated as he felt. 
 
    “Oh right. I forgot. Yeah,I did tell her about the party.” Simi smiled. 
 
    Noah put his hands in his jeans pocket and looked out at the driveway. Where is Danika? Is she stuck at work? Is she with that guy who was hugging her outside the hospital? 
 
    Simi touched his shoulder. “Dani will come, she’s probably running late. Let’s go inside. Anya was so excited about the party, she loves your company.” 
 
    Noah grunted but did accompany Simi inside the house. Once inside he went looking for Hans. He found Hans studying the laid out buffet with much concentration. “Hey Hans. Do you know where Danika is?” 
 
    “Why are you asking?? 
 
    Noah ignored Han’s terse response. He had more important things on his mind. “Is she not coming for the party?' 
 
    Hans went back to studying the buffet, his eyes were centered on a golden-brown apple pie. “Did you invite her?” 
 
    “I told Simi that Danika was invited. I threw this party for Danika to cheer her up.” Noah blurted. 
 
    Hans finally glanced at Noah. “You threw a party for her?” 
 
    Noah rubbed the back of his neck awkward at his admission. “She was very sad about Sienna’s passing so I thought a party would distract her and I would get a chance to have the neighbors over. Kind of a housewarming! Two for one kind of a thing.” Noah shifted from one foot to another. 
 
    Hans must have seen something in his face. He relented. “Danika is working at the Indian store.” 
 
    Noah turned around sharply and then paused. “I'm going to get her.” 
 
    “Don't force Danika to come if she doesn’t want to. She deals with enough crap already.” Hans warned. 
 
    Then take better care of her! Noah bit off the retort realizing that Hans had his hands full with two kids, a demanding job and whatever else plagued him. He simply nodded and headed out of his house. 
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    “Sis where are you?” Param called out. 
 
    “I'm here at the back!” Danika called, leaning over the bags of rice that she had piled one on top of another. 
 
    Param appeared in the aisle and chuckled. “You are covered in dust!” 
 
    Danika made a face at him. “Not dust. It’s flour. One of the bags ripped open.” She dusted her arms and thighs. “Any customers?” 
 
    “No. It’s very light for the weekend. Probably the cold. Maybe we can close early.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Danika dusted a shelf she had just emptied. 
 
    “I'll be in the back room. Can you hear the door from here?” Param asked 
 
    “Yup! I'll call you if I need anything.” 
 
    “Please don't!” Param quipped. 
 
    “What do you keep watching in the office?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know sis.” Param guffawed loudly as he walked away. 
 
    “Whatever!” Danika rubbed her eyes and went back to cleaning. She went down on her knees to clean the side of the shelf. Her forefinger got caught on a protruding edge of metal bar. “Ouch!” Danika pulled her hand back and put the stinging tip in her mouth. 
 
    “Need a doctor?” 
 
    Startled, Danika turned her head. 
 
    Noah stood there behind her, his hands thrust in the pockets of his long black coat. But there was nothing calm about Noah's eyes, they were livid as he stared down at Danika. 
 
    **__** 
 
    The burst of emotion inside Noah on seeing Danika surprised him. He was angry! Angry that she was here working alone in a store on a weekend lifting heavy bags and wiping dusty shelfs because she had bills to pay and no one who would help her out. Noah was angry that the women currently partying in his house wore nice clothes and had the time to pamper themselves, while Danika who was probably prettiest of them all had white powdery substance covering her jeans and something close to what resembled a web stuck in her hair. 
 
    Noah was also angry that Danika had stayed away from him depriving Noah the deep seated satisfaction he got from observing her petite face with big haunting eyes, a pert nose and fleshy mouth which loved to tell him off. He was angry that Danika had it so hard. 
 
    Danika slowly got to her feet, her eyes locked with Noah. That is one thing Noah would never be angry about, her gazing at him. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” She asked her voice tremulous. 
 
    Noah watched her quietly. “Apparently my party is missing some guests.” 
 
    Danika wiped her hands even as her insides quivered like jelly at the manner in which Noah was staring at her. “I'm sure you can't find them here.” 
 
    “I just did. You.” 
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    Danika felt her heart skip a beat, at the way Noah said 'you'. The possessive tone in his voice really did something to her heart. It made it sing. Danika averted her face, nervous that what she was feeling would be revealed in her face. Her balloon burst as she remembered Simi’s words. ‘I think he is having this party for neighbors only. He did not invite you but he did ask if Anya is coming down this weekend.’ Danika’s mouth became pinched and she dusted flour off her jeans, her actions agitated. “The norm is to invite guests before the party not during.” 
 
    Noah cocked his head to the side and then rubbed his forehead. “What are you talking about? I had specifically told Simi that you were invited.” He held the bit that he had thrown a party for her. In the current mood Danika was displaying she might throw something at him. A pair of iron skillets was close to her. 
 
    Danika frowned thoughtful. Maybe his invitation was a pity invitation, an after thought, that’s why Simi B did not tell me about it. 
 
    “Please stop having a one-sided conversation in your head. Just say it!” Noah requested and ordered simultaneously. 
 
    Danika’s mouth made an ‘O’. “How do you-“ She changed her words, her face mutinous. “I did not get any invitation. And anyhow now it’s too late.” 
 
    “It’s not. The thing just started.” Noah gestured with his hand. 
 
    Danika shook her head. “I'm not going. Please go back to your party.” 
 
    Noah made an exasperated sound at the back of his throat. “Danika I'm really sorry about the mix-up. Come to the party, you will have fun!” 
 
    “No I can’t. The store gets busy.” 
 
    Noah snorted. “This place is empty. Is there no one else to watch the store?” 
 
    Reflexively, Danika's gaze went toward the back of the store. Noah saw that. 
 
    “No there isn't. Now please leave!” 
 
    “There is somebody back there isn't it?” Noah walked in the direction Danika had glanced at. 
 
    “Stop! Listen to me.” Danika called out but Noah disappeared in the back of the store. 
 
    Danika rushed to the CCTV camera nearest to her and cupped her mouth and said. “Just say no. Just say no! NO!” She hoped Param was watching the CCTV footage in the office rather than YouTube on his phone. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    Noah rapped on the fragile door of the only room at the back of the store. It swung open. He saw the beefy, dark skinned young man wearing a beany, tight t-shirt and black shiny track pants reclining back in the chair, his feet resting on the desk. 
 
    “Only staff in this part of the store Bro.” 
 
    “Are you the store owner?” 
 
    “Yeah! And you?” 
 
    “Noah Collins. I recently moved to the area.” 
 
    “Param!” 
 
    Noah came inside the room. “Hi Param, nice to meet you. Could you please let Danika off? She has to be somewhere else.” 
 
    Param shrugged nonchalantly. “Can’t do! She is working here till we close. How do you know Dani?” He flexed his arm as if in warning, showing off the bulge of his bicep. 
 
    Noah appreciated the protectiveness Param was showing for Danika. Even though the move was rather juvenile. “I live next door to her brother. She cooks for me.” 
 
    Param whistled. “Oh so you are the doc Diane is crus-“ He ended his sentence in a cough. 
 
    Noah ignored that comment. “There is a small party going on at my place right now. There was some mix-up about invitations and Danika did not get hers. But I would really like her to come. She seems to be working round the clock. A break would be good for her.” 
 
    “So the party is going on right now?” Param leaned on his desk. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “And you left your own party and came here for Dani?” 
 
    “Because the store is close by.” Noah fumbled. “I wouldn’t be gone for long.” 
 
    Param studied Noah for a few seconds and then said. “No, sorry I can’t, I would like to. But if Danika leaves our sales would be affected. I’d suffer a loss.” 
 
    Noah scowled. “The store is empty and you could go in front instead of sitting here with your feet on the desk. You wouldn’t miss any sales.” 
 
    Param clicked his fingers. “What I'm doing here is thinking. You know how Mark the Zuckerberg came up with the concept of Facebook? By thinking? Steve Jobs came up with iPhone by thinking about it. How did Drake come up-” 
 
    Noah cut him off and took out his wallet. “I get it. I’ve been thinking too. How about I sweeten the pot?” 
 
    “Are you bribing me?” 
 
    “No I’m just making up for the loss you might have to suffer?” Noah took out a hundred-dollar bill. “So hopefully this would be compensation enough.” 
 
    Param yawned. 
 
    Noah dropped another hundred-dollar bill. 
 
    Param watched him not making a sound. 
 
    “Fine. Here’s another hundred.” Noah dropped another bill. Param did not blink. Noah looked inside his wallet and pulled out the last hundred-dollar bill. I will have to cut a check to the caterers! 
 
    Param put his hands out. “No that should cover it!” Standing up, he gathered the money off the table. 
 
    “So I can take Danika?” 
 
    “Yes, you may!” Param got to his feet smiling. “You like Dani eh?” 
 
    Noah ignored Param’s comment and went to the front of the store where his very reluctant-to-leave guest was. She will probably be tougher than him to negotiate with. 
 
    **__** 
 
    Danika was sitting behind the cash register, her mouth puckered. She watched Noah walk toward her. “Bye then, enjoy your party.” 
 
    Noah stopped in front of her. “Your Boss agreed. You are free to leave.” 
 
    Danika jerked her head back. Her eyes narrowed. “Param hates working here in front. What did you say to him?” 
 
    “I just asked him nicely. Told him about the confusion and he agreed, quite like a gentleman.” Noah said the last words through gritted teeth. 
 
    Just then the subject of their discussion joined. “You are free to go. I got this Sis.” Param moved to join Danika. 
 
    “You stop right there.” Danika put her hand out. “What did he say to you?” She gestured at Noah with her hand. “Whatever he did, let me tell you-“ 
 
    Param grabbed her hand and leaned in and whispered. “Please sis. Just go for that party. Your boyfriend paid me $300 to let you off. Please! Please. Don't say no. Now I have enough money to take Sandy out. Pleaseeee.” 
 
    Danika gazed at Param, her expression as shocked as someone who had just found a snake in the car. “You took money from him?” She accused Param. She turned to Noah. “You bribed him to force things your way?” Both men avoided her eyes. “Fine. Have it your way. You Neanderthals!” Danika grabbed her purse and stormed towards the exit. 
 
    Few minutes later, Danika was marching on the pavement. I’m not going for the party. 
 
    The streetlight and the lights from the adjoining houses added a warm yellow glow to the dark night. Danika was oblivious to everything but her anger. Her cheeks were flushed and eyes narrowed till they were slits. She heard and felt Noah come up on her side. 
 
    Danika stopped and turned to him. “Of all the high-handed things you has done with me, this has to top all that.” She rarely raised her voice but today was one such occasion where she did and an accusing finger in Noah’s direction. “To begin with you don't invite me to your party and then later you think, ‘oh I should have invited her’. Probably just to win some brownie points with either Anya or my brother. Just like the flowers for me, an after thought.” 
 
    Noah stepped closer. “I’m sorry! You are right about the flowers. But the invitation you are totally wrong about.” His voice rose just like his emotions. “Of course, I invited you and I don’t need to earn brownie points with anyone. I-” 
 
    Danika cut him off. “What I want just doesn't matter to you. You can shove your pity up your-“ 
 
    Whatever else Danika was going to say was cut off for Noah grabbed her arm and pulled her into him. The unexpected closeness to Noah’s body caused Danika to forget the rest of her words. 
 
    Noah’s dark eyes glittered. “I did not come to get you out of pity.” He looked down into Danika's face, inches away from his. 
 
    “Then why?” Danika stuttered, anger and confusion warring on her face. 
 
    Noah slid his fingers in her thick hair. It was silky to touch. He saw Danika's eyes widen but she did not pull away. Her mouth parted in surprise and Noah saw her tongue graze her teeth. He thought he would explode with desire. “This is why!” With a low growl Noah fused his mouth with Danika's. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    Danika was lost, as Noah pressed into hers. His lips were soft against hers. His musky smell, the passionate way Noah held her close and her own surprising desire drove every thought out of her head except one. She wanted more. 
 
    Noah ran his tongue on her fleshy lower lip. He groaned as he stroked that spot on Danika's lips, the one where she chewed it the most. He sucked it in his mouth, feeling heady passion overwhelm him. Danika’s fragrance enveloped him, her soft body pressed into him and he yearned to possess the woman in his arms. Noah shuddered, against her. 
 
    He stroked her lips roughly. He wanted to taste Danika. Merely holding her wasn’t enough. He wanted more, he wanted all, he wanted all of Danika, body and soul. 
 
    Danika lashes fluttered close as she felt Noah’s lips and tongue move over her lips demanding and yet softly coaxing. His tongue was like rough velvet, and with every stroke it was slowly but surely melting her body into a puddle. Every bit of it was pushing her in the direction of the man who held her like she was someone precious, someone that only belonged in his arms. 
 
    Heat build between her legs, her nipples hardened and Danika strained to get closer. The need to be kissed by Noah was burning Danika. Unsure, she parted her lips against Noah’s already open mouth. Noah groaned in satisfaction. His tongue slipped in and tangled with hers. He angled her head with his palms so he could kiss her deeper. 
 
    Danika did not protest becoming a slave to the pleasure his mouth was giving her. After several long minutes that were only filled with the sound of their mingled breaths and sounds of kissing lips Noah pulled his mouth from her. Disappointment kicked Danika but Noah was far from done. He pressed hot pressing kisses on the tender skin of her jaw trailing down to her collarbone. Danika moaned as Noah's mouth seemed to burn her in sweet heat. 
 
    I want all of him! Driven by some primal need, Danika rubbed herself against Noah. His embrace tightened in response and his teeth gently nipped her lobe and then sucked on it hungrily. Danika thought she would die of longing. She was sure if Noah hadn't been holding her she would have crumpled to the ground. He gently walked her back a step or two until she felt a brick wall behind her. 
 
    Their eyes met and Danika felt such power at the moment. Never before she had been so aware of being a woman like she was now under his searing gaze. “I…” 
 
    Noah took her mouth again. This time the kiss was deep, binding their lips and bodies together. Danika raised her arms and put them around his neck. Groaning, Noah slid her hands to her breasts, gently cupping and kneading them. He rubbed her nipple between his forefinger and thumb even as his tongue continued to mate with hers. 
 
    Mewing Danika arched into his hand. Danika had never even imagined that it was possible to experience so much pleasure through one's body. Wanting more of him, she stood on the tips of her toes going deeper in Noah’s embrace. Her fast dampening center connected with his hard arousal and Noah grabbed her thighs and pulled Danika more on to his. He rubbed her on him and they both moaned. They pulled apart slightly and their eyes met. 
 
    Danika blinked, and noticed the window of the house behind Noah’s head. Anyone can see us! Some sanity came back to her mind. Shit! I’m practically having sex on the sidewalk. She dropped her arms from around Noah’s neck. They both were breathing hard. 
 
    Noah's eyes matched Danika’s expression as he removed his arms from around Danika. He moved away and turned around presenting his back to her. 
 
    Danika slumped on the wall behind her. She was fighting tears, tears for now she knew her relationship with Noah would never be the same. She had seen the horror on his face when realization had dawned on him. Realization of the line they had just crossed. I have lost him! 
 
    Danika, simultaneously realized that all this while she had been working for Noah, Noah had inadvertently worked his way in her heart. Confused, she blinked her eyes as she attempted to calm her racing heartbeat. Her body was throbbing for him. What did we just do? Danika groaned softly. 
 
    The tiny sound cause Noah to raise his lowered head as he very slowly turned around to face Danika. The dark made it hard to read his expression. 
 
    Noah's eyes ran over Danika's face. She looked mortified as she slowly removed her hand covering her mouth and straightened avoiding his eyes. 
 
    Noah’s eyes lingered on her slightly swollen and ripe lips. I did that! And his body stirred again - for her. Noah carelessly ran a hair through his head. “I'm sorry! I just..” 
 
    Danika licked her lips even as she averted her face. 
 
    Desire kicked his guts. Noah almost moved toward her but she had turned, her hand resting against the wall. “You have a party to go to!” Her voice was thick. 
 
    The party! The guests at my house. Noah backed away from her. He started walking, dazed steps toward his house. He paused and slightly rotated his head. “Aren't you coming?” 
 
    "I don't know if I should.” 
 
    The anguish and confusion in her voice punched Noah's conscience. He knew that by kissing Danika so intimately and thoroughly he had done the unthinkable; pushed them to a place that neither of them would be able to come back from. “You should come. I can't say much for the company but the food is top notch.” 
 
    Danika started moving, hesitant and slow. “I’ll go to Bro’s house and clean up a bit and then join you all.” She needed some time to gather her composure. 
 
    “Sure!” Noah waited till Danika crossed him and walked behind her, keeping more than an arm’s length distance from her. They walked the rest of the way in silence. Noah paused at the entrance of his house, Danika kept walking without glancing back at him. 
 
    “Danika!” Noah called out. 
 
    She paused and then spoke hesitantly. “Yes!” 
 
    “You are coming back right?” Noak asked his voice quiet. 
 
    Danika nodded. 
 
    “I’m sorry about how I acted back there. I lost control and I’m very sorry if I offended you. I don’t know what happened, what came over me.” Noah swallowed. “I know that we don’t… I just reacted to my baser instincts.” Words just kept tumbling out of his mouth, rushed and unplanned.  “We are poles apart and this is not what I’m looking for right now. I’m just keeping things,” he cleared his throat, “as in dating loose and casual and I don’t think you would do anything, which lacks stability. Am I right?” Noah stepped closer to Danika, an urgency to hear her and see her face, riding him. All Noah knew that he had to make amends. He had acted rashly and mindlessly. His body still craved the woman standing few feet from him but his mind was made up. He wasn’t ready to fall in love yet. 
 
    You just implied that I’m boring! Danika shuffled her feet, her mind still unable to come to terms with her passionate response to Noah’s touch. Danika had always considered herself frigid, incapable of physical passion as Piyush had claimed but the moment Noah had kissed her she had gone up in flames. The fire within Danika was still flaming demanding that it be put out in the most delicious manner by the man standing close to her. The very man who could not wait to get rid of her! All this is so confusing. 
 
    “I know I have an effect on women but I have never left anyone speechless for so long.” Noah used mockery to hide his anxiety at Danika’s unnerving silence. 
 
    Danika stiffened and bitterness got the better of her. She wanted to hurt Noah as bad as he was hurting her. “I too am sorry, I lost control. I used you as a substitute for someone else.” 
 
    In seconds, Noah was in front of her, his chest thrust out and nostrils flaring. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Danika schooled her face. She lowered her head and then looked up like she were guilty of something. “Craig my ex-boss. You saw us hugging that day. I was just missing him a lot. He’s the most skilled-” 
 
    “I get it!” Noah clamped his jaw so hard that it hurt. He felt like kicking something. His blood boiled at the thought of Danika in that blond man’s arms responding with such uninhibited passion. “That is usually what one calls cheating.”  
 
    Danika felt satisfied on seeing Noah angry. “Its fine, Craig will understand. It’s very new between us. I will chalk you to something in my past.” 
 
    Noah felt jealousy go off in him like fireworks in a dark sky. I will wipe out  the thought of every other man from your mind. He stepped close to Danika, his head already lowered to kiss her, his arms reaching out for her. 
 
    Danika stepped back. “Stop! Someone’s coming out of your house.” Danika hated how her voice became husky and her body constricted in anticipation of feeling Noah’s mouth fuse with hers. 
 
    Noah stopped and drew his hands back even though his expression remained pinched. Danika looked at him from under her lashes. 
 
    Without saying a word Noah rotated sharply and walked away from her. Her words continued to sear him. She was thinking of another man and here I was forgetting the world for her. 
 
    Danika did come back to the party making it a point to avoid Noah even if it meant hiding in the kitchen or conversing with any group of people who stood furthest away from him. It did earn Danika a few 'Who are you?' and 'I'm sorry have we met?'. She braved through all those just to avoid the man whose taste and touch seemed to be imprinted on her soul. 
 
    Noah seemed to be following the same dictate but he could do nothing about his eyes that only seemed to focus on Danika throughout the evening. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    Next morning it took the combined cries of the twins to break Danika's slumber. She opened her eyes but they stung because of lack of sleep. Groggily trudging Danika exited the loft she had crashed last night in. Her brother's soothing voice reached Danika's ear as he sang to his daughters. The twins’ cries immediately ceased. Her brother had a way with children. 
 
    After a quick shower, Danika packed last night's clothes in a bag and walked down to the kitchen. She saw her brother sitting at the dining table as the twins watched TV in the family room. “I’m going to make my coffee hot and strong. Do you want some?” 
 
    “Sure! You didn’t sleep well?” Hans asked. 
 
    “Can I have the coffee first and then the questions?” Danika murmured, ducking her head to avoid his gaze. She had been awake the whole of last night, staring at the ceiling. Noah and his kisses had knotted her worse than a pretzel. His blunt words after, had broken her heart. He didn’t really want me. Baser instincts mean that he could have kissed any woman in that moment. Damn, I really was right not to like him the first time we met. 
 
    Danika carried her coffee and Han’s to where he sat. He gestured her to sit with him. 
 
    “I’m running late.” Danika resisted. 
 
    “It’s only 7:30 on a Sunday morning, I’m sure you can spare a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay!” Danika sat down but hid her face behind her coffee cup. She took a sip too soon and scalded her tongue. “So where are Simi B and Anya?” 
 
    “Still asleep!” Hans took a deep sip from his cup. “Is anything going on between you and Noah?' 
 
    Danika put her cup down with jerk and some coffee spilled. “Sorry!” She got up and grabbed a kitchen towel and wiped down the table. 
 
    “Dani?” 
 
    Danika exhaled noisily. “No there is nothing going on between us.” Except for exceedingly long kisses that have awoken strong ass feelings in me for that blasted man and made me horny beyond belief. 
 
    Danika steeled her expression as her brother studied her face for a few seconds. 
 
    “Good!” His smile was relieved. 
 
    Danika felt wary of his smile. “Why the 'good’?” 
 
    “Because last night your sister-in-law told me that she thinks Noah is perfect for Anya so she wants to play matchmaker for those two.” 
 
    “Oh!” Danika finished her coffee in one gulp. She moved away in the pretext of rinsing her cup. 
 
    “Don’t know how Simi did not notice that Noah did not take his eyes off you all night. He was watching you in a way that wanted me to walk up to him and give him a black eye.” 
 
    Danika paused. A teeny tiny smile began to curve her lips. Noah was watching me like that? She pushed that thought aside and was grateful that her brother could not see her face. She kept her voice steady. “You have an over active imagination, Bro. There is nothin-“ 
 
    “When I told him that you weren’t coming, he didn't call or text you. He simply just asked me where you were and went to get you from the Indian store. I’m pretty sure if I had said you were twenty miles away he would have gone to get you. Your being there just seemed that important to him. He even said he had thrown the party to cheer you up.” 
 
    Danika hands gripped the sink and heart thundered.  
 
    The buoyancy in her was short lived as she remembered Noah’s words last night. I just reacted to my baser instincts. We are poles apart. 
 
    “Dani will you say something?” Hans came up to her side. 
 
    “Sorry! Sorry! I’m just a little sleep deprived.” Danika kept her cup on the rack to dry. She glanced at Hans her expression serious. “I don't want to go down this route Bro with anyone. After Piyush I was heartbroken even though I didn't love him. It cost me too much last time. I lost my husband and a good friend in minutes and that made me realize that the only person I can ever rely on is myself.” 
 
    “Not every man is Piyush.” Hans reasoned. 
 
    “I know.” Danika sighed. “Its just that I have my personal goals to achieve and a relationship is not one of them. I have to make myself very strong, financially and love would just get in the way.” Danika crinkled her nose fighting tears. 
 
    Hans patted her shoulder comfortingly. “You are a strong girl Dani. I know you will achieve all your goals and more. I just know that.” 
 
    Danika bend down and splashed water on her face and then turned to Hans and smiled. “I’m strong because I have you. You are my strength bro.” 
 
    Hans ruffled her hair. “Where will I go?“ His stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Let me fix you some breakfast.” 
 
    “That would be great. I need something for acidity. Its happening a lot recently.” 
 
    Danika took out the eggs from the fridge. She then went to the medicine cabinet and took out the anti-acid pills. “Show yourself to a doctor.” 
 
    “I’m a doctor. Thanks.” Taking the pills, Hans went to the dining table, his gait slow as he rubbed his chest. 
 
    As she cooked, Danika studied her brother. There were bags under his eyes and his skin looked flushed like someone who had fever. 
 
    “You don't look so well.” 
 
    “I'll be fine. Just give me food!” He chewed the pills noisily. 
 
    Once done making his breakfast, Danika made a sandwich to-go for herself. She picked up her packed bag and purse. “I will see you in a few days then.” 
 
    Her brother waved. “We can meet for lunch next week.” 
 
    “Would love that!” Danika nodded and went to the front door and pulled it open. She stood on the patio her eyes pensive. If Simi B wants Anya to date Noah then there will be dates and dinners. Him coming over, more sightings, more awkwardness. I don’t think I could see that and not feel. .  . Danika did not finish that thought. I have to focus on myself, my goals. I will take Craig’s help. He owes me. I have to, just have to, move away from Noah. It will be just to painful to see Noah with Anya. Tears pricked her eyes. Before her determination wavered, Danika took out her cell phone and texted Noah. “I won’t be able to cook for you. It’s getting very hard with my current schedule. Thanks.” 
 
    She did not have to wait for long for his answer. “As you wish!” 
 
    Danika – I will prorate the money and leave the balance with Bro. 
 
    Noah – Don’t worry. Keep it! 
 
    Danike bristled. I don’t want a damn tip. She started texting him back then paused. Maybe this is how it should end. Danika put her cell back in bag. 
 
    Walking to the bus stop, Danika felt lonelier than a discarded shoe on the rail tracks. 
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    Two months later 
 
    A restaurant in Downtown 
 
    Danika walked into the Mediterranean eatery. Craig was waiting for her at a table near the window. 
 
    “Hi!” Craig got up and they hugged sideways. “How are you?” 
 
    “Good and busy. All thanks to you.” Danika sat down, keeping her new expensive laptop bag carefully on an empty chair between them. Craig had come true on what he had promised. He had recommended Danika aggressively to his connects and several short term and long term assignments had come her way. 
 
    Danika was in the midst of hiring an assistant. 
 
    “So things looking good for you?” 
 
    “They are. Thank you. And you how are things with you?” Danika asked. 
 
    Craig put his elbows on the table. “As good as they can be under the circumstances. I got a job in a marketing company. You are looking at the new Digital Marketing Manager for Adpubs.” 
 
    “That’s awesome. They have top notch clients and pay really well.” Danika high fived him. “Way to go!” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    The server interrupted them and Danika let Craig order for her. Mediterranean food wasn’t really her forte. She glanced out of the window and stiffened, noticing a man standing on the pavement, his back to her. His hair and build was like Noah. Shoot! Is that him? The man turned and Danika released her breath. It wasn’t Noah. 
 
    Sighing Danika, studied her newly manicured nails. She was running a decently successful one-person business. Her clients were very appreciative of her work. Orders just kept coming in. For once Danika had ample money in her bank, leftover over after her rent and utility bills. She had quit all her other jobs and was throughly enjoying her freelance gigs. But Danika still went to bed every night with a hole in her heart. Invariably she would thump her pillow hoping it was Noah’s face there. He had awakened something in her. 
 
    Feelings she had never felt her whole life. Feelings that wouldn’t go away even though he wasn’t around. Feelings that would make Danika emotional when she saw happy couples or happy couples with babies, or happy couples with puppies. Happy couples with babies and puppies could cause an avalanche of tears. Noah had got under her skin. Danika sighed. They had zero contact since the night of the party. She crossed her arms and rested her chin on the shoulder letting the sun fall on her face through the restaurant window. He’s probably taking out loads of women on dates and sleeping with all of them. Keeping it loose and casual and getting STDs on the way. 
 
    “Why the mad face?” Craig asked. 
 
    “Not mad. Not at all.” Danika shook her recently colored and styled hair. Nowadays she could afford to treat herself once in a while to saloon services and clothes that cost more than twenty dollars. 
 
    Danika’s cell beeped. It was a new email alert. “Excuse me!” She opened her email and read it. A small squeak escaped her mouth. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Craig asked concerned. 
 
    “More than okay. I just got a huge order from the hospital my brother works in. They had a RFQ for this new marketing project and I had submitted samples for it. They liked mine and one other person’s.” 
 
    Craig reached out and grabbed her hand. “Congratulations Danika. Its so good to see you happy and successful.” He caressed her hand and his eyes ran slowly over her face. 
 
    Danika’s smiled wavered and she gently pulled her hand from Craig’s. She was at a loss for words. 
 
    “Sorry Danika. I just got. . .you are very pretty.” Craig opened and closed his mouth trying to find the right words. “I forget, no woman would want to be with me.” 
 
    “Its not that at all Craig. It’s just that. .” That I have serious hots for someone else. For a jackass. Craig was looking at her face expectantly. “I’m very focused on my career.” 
 
    Craig sat back in chair and smiled. “So who’s the lucky guy?” 
 
    Danika flushed. The phone rang and saved her from answering. It was Simi B. 
 
    “Hi-” 
 
    “Hans has had a heart attack at work. I’m going to the hospital. Can you come there?” 
 
    “What?” Noisily pushing the chair back, Danika jerked to her feet. “I’ll be right there.” She squeezed her eyes shut and her breath grew raspy. Her chest and lungs hurt. 
 
    Craig saw the panic on Danika’s face. “What happened?” 
 
    Her eyes shot open. “My brother! He suffered a heart attack. I have to go to the hospital.” 
 
    Craig dropped money on the table. “Do you have a car?” 
 
    Danika grabbed her laptop bag. “No!” 
 
    Craig put a hand on her arm. “I’ll drive you there. Lets go!” 
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    Danika paced the hospital floor, chewing on her lower lip. “He has to be okay. He has to be okay. He has to.” She kept muttering. She truly had to believe that because there was no way she was ready to loose her brother. He is all I have. He is all they have. 
 
    Danika stopped and glanced at Simi who was sitting in a hospital chair, her body rigid and face bleak. Anya was seated next to her. Anya beckoned to Danika to join them. 
 
    Danika walked over. 
 
    “I was just telling Simi that if Hans was to have a heart attack, this was the best place to be at.” 
 
    Danika winced. She is probably right! 
 
    “Shut up Anya.” Simi said with a quiet ferocity. “Do you not know how stupid you sound sometimes?” 
 
    Anya mouth slackened. She wasn’t used to people not seeing things as she saw them. 
 
    Danika noticed how Simi’s fingers were clenched around the edge of her chair. “Anya could you get us some coffee please?” Danika pleaded at Anya with her eyes. 
 
    Anya noddded and rose to her feet. Craig who was seated a few chairs away from Simi, too stood up. “I should go with her.” 
 
    Danika nodded. “Thank you.” She took the chair Anya had just vacated. “Who is watching the girls?” 
 
    Simi blinked but kept staring at the floor. “She with Chloe and her mom.” 
 
    “Good call.” 
 
    Danika and Simi sat in silence for a few minutes then Danika said. “Bro is going to be okay. I just know.” 
 
    Simi gave her a brief glance. Her eyes were shining and she gulped. “I’m not a good wife Danika.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. Bro loves you, you are great for him Simi B.” 
 
    Simi shook her head, her eyes dull as she stared at her hands. “That’s not true. I have always looked down on Hans, never appreciated him for anything, I’m so critical of him all the time. Can you imagine how hard it is to live with someone like me year after year? And Han, he always reciprocates with kindness and understanding. He never gets mad at me. If he did I might not feel so bad, so evil.” She paused and took a deep breath. 
 
    Danika reached out and touched Simi’s hand. “Please don’t be so hard on yourself. You are a cure for Bro’s vices and he does have a few. He loves you and you love him.” 
 
    “Do I? Do I love him? You know nothing!” Simi’s voice was bitter. “I was having an affair Danika. I was cheating on Hans.” Simi put her face in her hands and started sobbing. 
 
    Danika jerked back like someone had sucker punched her. Her hand that she was about to put on Simi’s shoulder hovered in mid-air. She could only stare at her sister in law. 
 
    Simi raised her head to reveal a tear-stained, splotchy face. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Does Bro know?” Danika’s voice was hoarse. 
 
    Simi nodded. “I told him.” 
 
    “And?” Danika could hear the tears in her voice. Bro must have been devastated. 
 
    Simi shook her head as she wiped her eyes. “He forgave me Dani. He forgave me. Blamed himself. Said that he wasn’t a good husband that’s why I had strayed.” 
 
    “Is that what caused this?” Danika’s eyes started leaking. She was crying for her brother who was on the operating table fighting for his life. 
 
    “No, no! This was last month.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?” Danika rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “Because I want you to hate me.” Simi said as she wrapped her arms around herself. Her voice went up a few notches. “I want someone to hate me. Hans should not be the one hanging between life and death. It should be me. For what I have done to the poor man. I should be the one suffering. I have been awful to you-” 
 
    Danika just reached over and embraced Simi. “Ssshh! Its okay Simi B. No one deserves to suffer. Not you and not him. You and Bro will get a second chance at your relationship. I just know you will. He is going to survive this. I just know.” 
 
    Danika wasn’t sure how long they sat there, Simi’s head resting on Danika’s shoulders drawing strength from each other.  
 
    “Sis, Dani! We got coffee.” Anya’s voice caused them to straighten up. 
 
    Danika and Simi exchanged hesitant smiles as they wiped their faces. 
 
    “Thanks!” They took the coffee. Danika reached inside her bag and pulled out wet wipes. She handed some to Simi. 
 
    “Thanks!” Simi smiled and wiped her eyes. “Have you eaten anything Dani?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry. And you Simi B?” 
 
    Simi shook her head. “I guess we will eat with Hans. Hospital food for him, biryani for us.” Simi’s smile was watery. 
 
    “Absolutely.” Danika rose to her feet. “Excuse me.” Holding her coffee, she walked over to Craig. “You don’t have to stay. I don’t know how long the surgery is going to be.” 
 
    “Its okay! I don’t have anywhere else to be. I’d rather stay with you.” Craig smiled down at Danika. His craggy face was kind. 
 
    “Thank you so much Craig.” Danika reached out to pat his arm. 
 
    Craig glanced over her shoulder. “Danika!” He gestured her to turn around. 
 
    Danika did so. She saw a doctor in scrubs standing close to Simi speaking in hushed tones, his head lowered. It took a moment for Danika to recognize Noah. The lower half of his face was covered in beard and he had lost weight. 
 
    Danika took slow steps toward them, her heart thundering in her ribcage. 
 
    Simi sank against Noah’s chest and he supported her. 
 
    Danika felt her knees wobble. 
 
    Noah turned his head and he saw her then. 
 
    “Bro?” Danika voice was low and urgent.  
 
    “Is fine!” Noah was quick to reply. “Hans is in recovery, the surgery went well. He is okay.” 
 
    Relieved Danika reached out to grab something for support. Craig was nearby. He put a supportive arm around her shoulder. “Congrats Dani, your brother is going to be okay.” Craig whispered above her head. 
 
    Danika felt tears of relief well up in her eyes. She turned into Craig and hugged him. “Yes he is. Yes he is. Oh thank god! Bro is going to be okay.” 
 
    Craig hugged her back. 
 
    Soon Danika and Simi were hugging; Anya too joined the family hug. All three were teary eyed yet laughing. 
 
    Noah stepped to the side, his eyes kept shifting from Danika to Craig and then back to  Danika. 
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    Several hours later 
 
    Danika shifted in the waiting room chair. It was close to 10:00 pm. She was staying the night at the hospital. Hans was under observation in the ICU. Danika had forced Simi and Anya to go home to be with the twins. They needed their mom and Anya did not like hospitals. 
 
    Someone sat down next to Danika, she turned to look at the person and stilled. 
 
    “Hi Danika!” Noah settled in the chair next to her. 
 
    I must look a fright! Danika was surprised by her thought. “Is Bro okay?” 
 
    Noah sat back deeper in the chair. “He’s fine and resting. I checked on him. The nurses and doctors on duty are texting me regularly. We take good care of our own. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Danika nodded. She leaned slightly away from Noah. She glanced at him from the corner of her eyes. Noah was dressed in simple brown sweatshirt, well-fitted jeans and casual shoes. What does he want? Why is he here? Danika started biting down on her lower lip and missed the tender look that passed Noah’s face when he saw her action. 
 
    “So how have you been? I haven’t seen you in a while. You don’t come over to Han’s house anymore?” Noah said turning his torso to better look at her. 
 
    “I have been busy. With work.” Danika hated how stilted she sounded but she couldn’t help herself. Being alone with Noah in a rather empty waiting room was making her nervous. All her feelings for him that she had suppressed were coming back. Much like a zombie apocalypse! 
 
    “Hans was telling me that you have started your own company. How is that going?” 
 
    Danika glanced at Noah briefly. She wasn’t used to seeing him with a beard. 
 
    “I have. It’s not a company, its just me. I acquired some freelance gigs that are paying well.” 
 
    Noah ran his eyes over Danika. He just couldn’t stop staring at her. He had missed Danika terribly but seeing her today he had realized just how much. “You look good.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Danika felt herself grow warm under his gaze. “You have. . a beard.” 
 
    Noah smiled. “Like it?” 
 
    Danika shook her head. “Not really!” 
 
    Noah smiled as he placed his hand on the arm rest of her chair. “Missed your honesty among other things.” His voice was low. 
 
    Danika glanced at Noah and then couldn’t look away. A slow smile was building on his face. 
 
    Danika’s lips loosened in response and her hands moistened. It took some effort but Danika managed to glance away and straighten in her chair. They sat silently next to each other. 
 
    “Want to go to the doctor’s lounge. They have recliners that open all the way?” 
 
    Danika hesitated. 
 
    “They have cookies and Starbucks coffee.” Noah coaxed. 
 
    “I could use some coffee. But I don’t have a pass.” 
 
    “You don’t need one. I’ll get you in.” Noah got to his feet and extended his hand to her. 
 
    Danika rose without taking Noah’s hand. He led her to the elevators in the back of the corridor. The elevator ride was a quiet one. Danika felt like her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth especially because Noah wouldn’t stop staring at her – in a very intense manner as if all he saw was her. 
 
    The lounge was empty. Noah made coffee for her and Danika took it most gratefully. As she was about to take a seat, Noah said, “Lets go in my office.” 
 
    “No I couldn’t.” Danika murmured. “I couldn’t impose.” 
 
    “It has a leather couch and a blanket.” 
 
    Danika could not stem a chuckle at the way Noah was trying to change her mind. She sobered. “What if they try to reach me? For Bro?” 
 
    “Nothing will happen to Hans, he is sleeping peacefully. Also if something happens they will reach me first, his doctor.” Noah patted the pager attached to his belt. 
 
    “Okay! Then I’ll take the offer.”  
 
    “Lets go!”  
 
    Danika paused and blinked rapidly. “Wait you are coming too?” 
 
    Noah raised his brow. “Its my office.” 
 
    I can’t be alone with him in his office. I remember the last time very well. Danika touched her shoulder. “Oh..I thought. . I thought.” 
 
    Noah crossed his arms over his chest. “What did you think Danika?” He was teasing. 
 
    “You are saying my name a lot.” The words just slipped out of her mouth. She gave a slight gasp. “I did not mean. . .” 
 
    The teasing look slipped from his face. Noah leaned forward. “You have a pretty name. I like saying it. . . a lot.” 
 
    Danika got a whiff of his spicy cologne. She wanted to inhale deeply. I missed his darn cologne too. 
 
    “Still having conversations with yourself in your head?” Noah gently touched her temple. His fingers were warm. Danika remembered their kiss and her body heated up. She took a step back. “I think I should go down.” 
 
    “Danika I know you have a boyfriend. I won’t do anything to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    Danika opened her mouth and then shut it. Boyfriend? Craig! He thinks Craig is my boyfriend. 
 
    Noah stayed there looking at Danika his expression earnest. 
 
    Danika swallowed. “I know you won’t do. . . “ She could not bring herself to finish the sentence. “Lets go your office.”  
 
    Noah’s nodded as his mouth softened. 
 
    Inside his office, Noah switched on the lamp on his desk. It washed the room in cozy intimate light. 
 
    He and Danika both remembered the last time they were here together. Their eyes stayed locked until Danika looked away. 
 
    Noah cleared his throat. “This worn leather couch is the most comfortable and the best couch in the whole world.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Danika, primly took a seat at one end. 
 
    “Put your feet up. Try and sleep. You will need your strength. Hans is going to be in the hospital for at least couple of weeks.” 
 
    Danika leaned forward. “But Bro is going to be okay? Perfectly okay?” 
 
    “Yes, he will be fine. But he has to take better care of himself.” Noah took out a blanket from his desk’s bottom drawer and handed it to her. “Here you can use this.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Danika took the blanket and kept it on her knees. “You saved Bro. I never thanked you for that.” Her voice thickened. 
 
    “It wasn’t just me Danika. And you don’t have to thank anyone here we were just doing our jobs. Hans would do the same.” Noah took a chair opposite to her. 
 
    “But still thank you!” Danika smiled and removed her shoes and turned to recline on the couch. 
 
    Noah saw her pale, delicate feet. Even her feet are beautiful. 
 
    Danika freed her hair from a ponytail, rested her head on the raised side of the couch and covered herself with the blanket. It smelled like Noah. Danika happily tucked her cheek in it. 
 
    On watching her actions, Noah felt his gut tighten. Desire grew in him like hunger in the belly of the beast. He quickly looked away and sat straighter trying to cover his sign of arousal. 
 
    “I thought I was tired but now I can’t sleep. “Danika’s eyes were dull and flat as she looked up at Noah. “I’m scared!” 
 
    “Of?” 
 
    Danika’s throat felt scratchy, “What if I sleep. . .and something happens to Bro? Its silly but I just can’t sleep.” She swallowed her tears. 
 
    Noah started to get up and then stopped. Danika was emotionally vulnerable and his body was throbbing for her. I might do something stupid like take her in my arms and. . . Noah closed his eyes and his hands curled at his sides. It took herculean effort on Noah’s part to keep distance from Danika especially right now for he knew she would welcome any show of support or reassurance, verbal or physical. Noah shifted deeper in his chair. “That makes sense. I would be scared too.” 
 
    Danika dark eyes focused, briefly, on Noah. “You would?” She murmured going back to staring flatly at the floor. She did not sound convinced. 
 
    “I lost someone I loved too and very deeply. My wife. Alicia! She was killed by terrorists.” 
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    Danika pushed the blanket off her and sat up. “What?” He eyes were big in her face. “I’m so sorry, I did not know.” 
 
    Noah saw his pain reflected in Danika’s eyes. “It happened over two years ago. Alicia was in Afghanistan. Her convoy that she was travelling in got ambushed.” 
 
    Danika rose to get up, Noah gestured at her to stay. “I’m all right.” She wanted to go over and hold Noah. She could hear the anguish in his voice and see the pain in his eyes.  
 
    Noah’s voice deepened. “Alicia and I, we were together since we were kids. I loved her so damn much and then she was gone just like that. There was no sense to her death. She was kind and sweet and always helping people. She had found her calling, helping women in war-ravaged countries. She was the type of person this world needs badly.” Noah blinked. 
 
    Danika could not stay away. She moved to a chair near him. “She sounds amazing. I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Noah looked up and sighed. “Why was she killed Danika? A woman who had flown to another continent to help those stuck amongst poverty and crime, why was she robbed of her life?” 
 
    Danika was taken back by the sudden anger in his voice. “Noah-” 
 
    Noah turned to Danika, his breathing was noisy, his face reddened. “Why did Alicia stay there? The police had warned her that some groups were planning an attack on the NGO’s present in the area. Her organization was on the top of that list as it helped women. But for Alicia her cause was more important. More important than her life, her husband and her parents. . . ” 
 
    “Maybe she did not realize that it-” 
 
    “No, she knew. But she wouldn’t listen. She wouldn’t listen, not to the police, not to me. She just didn’t listen.” Noah hung his head down. “Everyone thought I was sad after her death what they didn’t know that I was angry too. Angry that our marriage meant so little to her, I meant so little to her.” Noah voice’s rose as his gestures became jerky. “You know what was our last talk? We had a huge argument and I told her to choose between her cause and me. The selfish bastard that I am! She was away from me so much. I needed her. I loved her, I wanted her here, safe next to me. I used to stay up night after night worrying for her. I was married and still single, lonely. And you know what Alicia chose. She chose right. She chose those people, the women she was helping. I was second or maybe not even on the list, I don’t know.” Noah ran his hand through his hair. “Alicia was angry at me. Our last words to each other were mean and vicious. I gave her an ultimatum and she told me to go to hell. I hung up on her and she never called me back. Those were our last words and next day she was killed.” Noah’s voice broke. “I’m the worst man, the worst husband.”  
 
    Danika went on her knees and did what felt most natural to her. She hugged Noah. “No you are not. Alicia knew you loved her. You wanted her back because you cared. Alicia knew that. She may have gone far but she always came back to you. Alicia loved you Noah, and you loved her. Don’t be guilty. Alicia knew you loved her.” 
 
    Noah wrapped his arms around Danika and pulled her close. He stuck his head in Danika’s neck and his low sobs shook his frame. Danika tucked her face in his shoulders and made soothing noises as her own eyes overflowed. 
 
    A few minutes later, Noah excused himself and left the room. Uncertain Danika went back to couch and waited. 
 
    When he came back, it was clear that he had washed his face as there were water droplets clinging to his skin. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what made me behave that way.” Noah’s voice was gruff and he avoided looking at Danika. 
 
    “What way? Apologetic and honest?” 
 
    “Foolish!” Noah gazed at Danika. His eyes were red. 
 
    “Then I’m foolish too. For I still feel for the parents I lost when I very young. Sometimes I have to look at their pictures to remember their faces clearly but the pain of having lost them still lingers right under my skin. ” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that.” Noah sat down on the chair he had vacated. “I don’t know why I told you all that. I didn’t even say that to my therapist.” 
 
    Danika smiled. “Because there is something about your couch. It makes people talk. You could loan this to the police.” 
 
    Noah glanced at her, his eyes glowed. “Thank you for listening and saying the things you did.” 
 
    “I meant them.” Danika looked down at her clasped hands quashing the crazy urge to kiss Noah till neither of them could breathe. How can I be horny in such a situation? What is wrong with me? 
 
    “Again, having a conversation with yourself in your head?” Noah voice was teasing even as he watched her tenderly. 
 
    Danika cast him a sheepish look. “I think I should try and get some sleep.” 
 
    Exhaling Noah, got to his feet. 
 
    “Are you leaving?” Danika flushed at how needy and panicked she sounded. 
 
    What embarrassed Danika pleased Noah. “No, I’m just sitting and working on my desk. We doctors have so much paperwork, sometimes I feel I got in the wrong profession. Try and get some sleep Danika.” He stood there watching her. 
 
    Danika lay down and Noah moved to his desk. She watched him through lowered lashes as Noah tackled a file. 
 
     He’s so handsome. . . . as I long as I overlook his grizzly beard. Danika’s lips curved in a smile. We both have suffered yet we have survived. We are broken yet hopeful. Noah isn’t cold or aloof, he does feel. He’s wary because he loved too deeply. I hope he can love again. He’ll make a good boyfriend or husband. Her smile dimmed at the thought of Noah falling in love. Danika sighed. I wish you love and happiness Dr. Collins. “Don’t ever change this office?” She murmured half asleep. 
 
    “Why not?” Noah looked up his voice gentle. 
 
    “Because everything here smells of you!” Danika snuggled deeper in the blanket already asleep. 
 
    Noah put the pen down and sat back in his chair. He watched Danika, memorizing every line, every groove of her face. After unloading in front of Danika, Noah was feeling light as if an anchor had lifted off his chest. He knew what he had confessed to Danika he would have never been able to say in front of anyone else. And he also knew why! 
 
    Noah smiled in the dim light. 
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    Twelve days later 
 
    Han’s house 
 
    “Hi Bro. How are you feeling today?” Danika asked coming inside her brother’s bedroom. Hans had been discharged from the hospital two days ago and was resting and recovering at home. He was off work for six weeks. 
 
    “Bored. Eager to get back to work.” Hans replied, putting down the medical journal he was reading. “Did you bring anything today?” 
 
    “Yup!” Danika hugged him and then sat down on the other side of the bed. 
 
    “Gluten free, sugar free, vegan oatmeal and raisin cookies.” Announced Simi coming in the room carrying a plate. 
 
    “The trash is in that corner.” Hans remarked. 
 
    “Don’t be such a baby! They are still warm try one.” Simi broke off a piece of the cookie and fed her husband. 
 
    Hans chewed it. “Its hard to eat something so healthy.” He muttered. Simi chuckled as she wiped the side of his mouth. Hans kissed her knuckles and she blushed. 
 
    Danika looked away even as her eyes gleamed with happiness. She felt like an interloper between Hans and Simi. Nowadays, nearly everyone felt like that between Hans and Simi. Han’s heart attack had definitely altered his marriage for good. Hans and Simi were acting like honeymooners. “Just don’t have twins okay.” Danika said, smirking. 
 
    “We were just. . “ Simi trailed off. “I will be in the kitchen and I need you to run a small errand for me Dani.” 
 
    “We will have quadruplets Dani what are you gonna do about that?” Hans said in mock anger. 
 
    “Make a life time of food like these cookies.” Danika shot back getting to her feet to follow Simi. 
 
    Hans groaned. “I’m sick and recovering Dani, don’t say such harsh things.” 
 
    Danika poked her tongue at her brother and went to the kitchen. 
 
    Anya was there, serving dinner to the twins. Anya and Simi’s mother had moved to Philadelphia for the next few weeks to help Simi.  
 
    “So what can I do for you?” Danika asked propping herself next to Simi who was putting a casserole in a bag. Danika and Simi’s relationship too had undergone a 180-degree change for the better. 
 
    “Noah just got back from Baltimore, can you please drop this off at his place. I made some lasagna.” 
 
    Danika bit her lower lip. Since that night in his office, Noah and she had not had another chance to talk. They were never alone and Danika was always busy either rushing in the hospital to spend time with Hans or rushing out of the hospital to babysit the twins or business meetings. 
 
    “I can go and deliver it.” Anya chimed. “I haven’t seen the doc in a while.” 
 
    “No Anya, Dani is doing it.” Simi replied putting the bag in Danika’s hand. 
 
    Danika shook her head. “If Anya wants to-” 
 
    “No you Dani. Go.” Simi squeezed Danika’s hand and lowered her voice. “I need to tell you something. Please don’t hate me. Noah threw that party for you. To cheer you up. He told me. I’m sorry, I should have shared that with you but that was the old me, not wishing anyone happiness. Will you forgive me?” 
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    Danika walked up the stairs of the Noah’s house. Snow flurries were falling outside. She brushed some off her hair and clothes and pressed the doorbell. Her stomach was hollow and her heart felt like it was participating in Formula 1. Simi’s confession had unnerved her. He threw the party for me? Why would he do that? 
 
    A part of Danika wanted to see Noah and a part of her was scared as to what might happen or what might not. The last part of her thought made her the most anxious. As she raised her hand to ring the doorbell again, the door opened. Noah stood there in his jeans and a maroon sweatshirt. “You shaved off your beard.” Danika blurted. She bit her tongue. “Sorry that was rude.” 
 
    Noah stood there relaxed, laugh lines showing up around his mouth. “Not at all. Please come in.” He moved to the side giving Danika room to come inside. “Everyone hated the beard.” As Danika went past Noah he leaned in and said. “You hated it.” 
 
    Danika shivered as she felt his breath on her hair. “Good call!” She turned to Noah avoiding his eyes. “Simi B sent this for you. She made some Lasagna.” 
 
    Closing the door, Noah took the bag and headed toward the foyer table. “Thank you. That’s nice of her.” 
 
    Danika stuck her hands in her jeans. “All right then, I’ll-’ 
 
    Noah stopped and cocked his head to the side. “What? You are not leaving are you?” 
 
    “Simi B was saying you returned from Baltimore. I’m sure you have to unpack and all.” 
 
    “I was gone for two days, don’t have much to unpack. Unless you have to be somewhere.” 
 
    “Well. . .” Danika fumbled. 
 
    Noah ran his eyes over Danika. Her hair was set in soft curls, she wore light make up enhancing her beauty, a black and white silky blouse, figure hugging dark jeans and ankle length boots. “You look beautiful. You have a date don’t you. Your boyfriend is a lucky man, Danika.” Noah’s smiled was self-depreciating. 
 
    Tell him the truth Dani. Roll the dice, girl! “Craig is not my boyfriend. He is my ex-boss. He helped me kick start my freelance business.” Her words were rushed. 
 
    Noah flinched. His eyes widened. “You let me believe that you he was your boyfriend.” He hurriedly put down the bag on the foyer table. 
 
    Danika slowly backed into the door. “I did nothing of that sort. I just didn’t correct you.” 
 
    Noah took sure confident steps toward her. His eyes gleamed under the ceiling lights. “Danika, Danika,” He clicked his tongue mischievously. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Danika squeaked as Noah pulled her in his arms. 
 
    “This!” Noah said he slid his fingers in her hair and lowered his face slowly. He gave Danika time to move away if she wanted. She didn’t. Danika closed her eyes and raised her face for Noah’s kiss. 
 
    Noah gently took her mouth. Danika sighed. For few seconds they just savored the closeness of their bodies. Then, Noah traced Danika’s soft lips with his tongue. Danika moved restlessly against him and her lips parted. 
 
    “Kiss me back Darling.” Noah ordered, his voice low. 
 
    Danika looked in Noah’s eyes. His gaze was heated and urgent as his eyes kept dipping down to stare hungrily at her lips. “Kiss me sweets!” He growled. 
 
    Danika hesitated. She had never initiated a kiss but right now she wanted to kiss Noah more than anything she had ever wanted. She leaned into Noah and lightly touched his lips with hers. She heard him inhale sharply and his hands on her waist tightened pulling her closer. 
 
    Feeling bolder, she closed her eyes and went on her tiptoes leaning into him. Just like Noah had few seconds ago, she traced his lips with her tongue. 
 
    Noah parted his lips and met her halfway taking control of the kiss. Moaning, he increased the pressure on her mouth deepening their kiss, his tongue boldly seeking hers. 
 
    Danika mewed and moved restlessly against him. I will never get enough of his kisses. 
 
    Noah’s tongue mated with her fiercely. His hands restlessly stroked Danika’s back drawing her into him. 
 
    They both moaned as Noah’s arousal dug in her belly. Danika pulled her mouth from him. “Noah please stop!” She said her chest heaving. 
 
    “I don’t ever want to stop.” Noah said leaving a trail of open-mouthed kisses down her the side of her throat. Danika closed her eyes in pleasure as her head fell back a slave to Noah’s mouth. 
 
    Unexpectedly Noah stopped. Danika lowered her head and opened her eyes. 
 
    Noah was looking at her, his face flushed, he was breathing hard. He stared deeply in her eyes. “I want you and you want me. And I’m going to have you Danika. So lets talk before.” 
 
    Danika could not stop a smile as she licked her lips, which earned her a rough kiss from Noah. “Stop doing that.” She said, her voice husky. 
 
    “Then stop being so darn sexy all the time.” Noah lowered his head, his purpose clear. 
 
    Danika quickly bend and went under his arm and around him. 
 
    Turning around, Noah looked at her, a glint in his eyes. “So is that how you are going to play, huh?” 
 
    “Stop, please!” Color ran high on her cheeks as Danika put out her hand. “What are we doing? What is this?” 
 
    Noah leaned back against the door and crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes were hooded and he ran them over her possessively, his eyes claimed Danika his. 
 
    Danika’s knees felt wobbly. She wanted to rip the clothes off the perfect specimen of masculinity facing her. I’m so savage! She shivered most deliciously at that thought. 
 
    “What I’m doing is I’m just showing some appreciation for my ex-chef.” Noah said, his eyes crinkling at the corners even as he leaned back on the front door. 
 
    Excuse me, appreciation for the ex-chef? Danika blinked, muddled. “Well then I should be leaving.” She walked to the door to exit. She walked to Noah. 
 
    Noah caught her by the waist and pulled Danika in to him. 
 
    Danika eye’s widened even as her body reacted. She felt herself melt. “Noah!” Her voice was breathless. 
 
    “This is how I play.” Noah murmured staring deep in her eyes. 
 
    Danika’s breath hitched in her throat. The ardor in Noah’s eyes, the way he held her was driving every sane thought from her head except to drown in her feelings for the man holding her. “Noah!” She moaned his name. 
 
    Noah placed a finger on her lips. “I love you Danika. Head to toe! I love everything about you.” His throat bobbed. “What you say, what you do. You are spell binding.” His voice and face held such tenderness that Danika felt her eyes crowd with tears. 
 
     He loves me? Oh good lord, he loves me? Danika inhaled a broken breath. “You love me. Why?” 
 
    Noah framed Danika’s face with warm hands. She felt his hot breath graze her lips and her toes curled. 
 
    “There are so many things to love about you sweetheart. Your spirit of never giving up, working harder than anyone I know with no fuss no drama,” Noah’s eyes roved Danika’s face. “Being always there for the ones your care for. Your smile, which I don’t see enough of, your eyes, gosh I have never seen such beautiful eyes and mostly your heart. . .your heart Danika is the most beautiful thing about you. I should know, I’m a heart doctor after all!” 
 
    Danika laughed even as her tears trickled down her cheeks. Noah kissed the tears slowly and lovingly. 
 
    Danika closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of his soft on her cheeks. Her heart felt like it would burst from happiness. He loves me. Danika slid herself fully in Noah’s arms. They bodies fit perfectly against each other. 
 
    When Danika opened her eyes, her eyes glowed as she gazed at him. She let Noah see what she felt for him in her eyes. Noah’s embrace tightened. Danika looked at his mouth from under her lowered lashes. She heard Noah inhale sharply at her look. “Pity my lips didn’t make it to the list of things you love.” 
 
    Noah growled as his lips brushed hers. “How did I miss this? They need to be explored more I guess. What else did I miss?” 
 
    Danika’s giggle was drowned as Noah took her mouth pushing every thought out of her head except that she needed Noah like she needed oxygen. 
 
    Noah and Danika crowded into each other, lost to the whole world. 
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    Noah may have kissed with his lips, but his soul was centered in that kiss. He was heady with happiness. The woman he loved more than anything in whole damn world seemed to reciprocate his feelings. Danika had not said so in words but her beautiful eyes seemed to reflect what he felt for her, her luscious, ripe body moving eagerly against his, wanting him, welcoming him, egging him to have his way with her was more than Noah had ever dreamed of. 
 
    Danika slid her finger in Noah’s crisp hair and clasped his face more firmly to hers. Their wants were the same. 
 
    Lust exploded in Noah, it throbbed in his body and roared in his ears. He slipped his tongue past her lips and mated with her tongue, sucking and tasting her. Danika tasted of raisins and sugar. Noah groaned and cupping her butt he pulled her closer to him. 
 
    Danika moaned and clung to Noah. Her body felt like puddle of something warm and gooey. Desire and pleasure was drenching her as Noah’s lips and hands moved over her body greedily learning the shape of all her curves. 
 
    Noah pulled his mouth away from her. Don’t! Danika wanted to protest. His breathing was ragged as his eyes glittered. “I want you all of you. I can wait anymore.” Noah said raking a hungry gaze over her. 
 
    Danika felt her nipples harden under his hungry gaze and her center dampened for him. “Yes please.” She whispered. 
 
    A look of elation came in Noah’s eyes even as he dropped a rough kiss on her lips reddening them more. Danika welcomed it. 
 
    Danika and Noah only made it far as the sofa of the living room, a room where all the lights were switched off. The room was lit up in warm and flickering shades of orange and yellow because of the burning logs in the fireplace. 
 
    Noah sat on the sofa, pulling Danika on his lap. He could barely contain his excitement that she was his. 
 
    The look in his eyes made her bold. No man had ever looked at her with such ardor. Danika linked her arms around Noah neck as she lowered her mouth to him. Noah fused his lips with her and his one hand found her soft breast and started kneading it. 
 
    So much pleasure! Danika moaned as Noah’s hungry mouth freed her lips and moved to drop passionate kisses on her neck. His wet warm mouth moving down her soft skin left a trail of sweet fire. His fingers unbuttoned her blouse and the Danika felt the cool air on her skin. Her first instinct was cover herself but the spellbound expression on Noah’s face as he gazed at stopped her. 
 
    “You are beautiful Danika.” Noah whispered staring at her. His voice was hoarse. 
 
    Danika lowered her eyes feeling shy when he saw the passion in his face. 
 
    Noah caught her chin gently and raised her face to meet his eyes. “Don’t look away darling. Watch me love you, see the pleasure you give me.” His voice was throaty. 
 
    Danika couldn’t look away, she watched his face as his hand tantalizingly slipped inside her bra and cupped her soft breast. 
 
    Noah groaned and closed his eyes. His body shuddered as his hand kneaded and shaped her soft mound and then rubbed her nipple between his thumb and forefinger hardening the nub. 
 
    They both moaned. 
 
    “You are mine!” Noah murmured. Pure longing shone in his eyes as he lowered his face towards her breast and Danika’s head fell back. Her whole body sang in pleasure anticipating Noah’s next move. He did not disappoint her. 
 
    As Noah’s hot, wet mouth closed over her breast, Danika felt herself consumed by a sweet heat. His rough tongue licked her nipple and then he suckled on it. Danika felt moisture pool between her legs. Moaning, Danika held his face close to her chest. She arched pressing her breast deeper in his mouth as Noah clamped his hands on her waist, his mouth sucking hard. 
 
    After few pleasure filled moments later, Noah pressed urgent kisses making his way to her other breast. Danika felt like all she had no bones in her body, she was just a pool of pleasure being stimulated by Noah’s touch. 
 
    Danika did not understand Noah’s murmured passionate words of love against her heated skin. Words that made her feel like she were a goddess of sorts. The only sex she had ever had was after marriage. With Piyush it was always act that need to be done once in a while. Piyush and she couldn’t wait to finish it off – there was no pleasure just pressure to move away. 
 
    But Noah’s loving touch and experienced hands and mouth were burning her with such bone deep ecstasy that she never wanted him to stop or shift even an centimeter away.  She only wanted him closer and closer to her till a point they were one. Soon sitting close wasn’t enough, Noah and Danika wanted more of each other. 
 
    Still kissing each other Danika and Noah shifted and soon Danika found herself lying on her back under Noah. 
 
    Noah leaned away so he could unbutton her blouse. His fingers shook. 
 
    Danika put a hand on his hand. “I haven’t..” 
 
    Noah understood the uncertainty on her face. Danika’s inexperience was clear in her pure unadulterated responses to his touch; the ones that were driving him insane with the want to know every little inch of her body with his mouth and hands. 
 
    “I won’t be doing all the work sweetheart.” Noah teased and sat up slowly even as his eyes roved over her possessively. He pulled his sweatshirt over his head. Underneath he wore a plaid check shirt. 
 
    Lying down, Danika watched him puzzled. Noah took her hand and placed it on his shirt button. “Your turn.” 
 
    Danika sat up and her partially unbuttoned blouse slipped off her shoulders. Noah moved to study her petite shoulders. He couldn’t stop himself and he leaned down and kissed her lightly fragrant soft skin. “You are so beautiful!” He murmured throatily. 
 
    Mewing, Danika nuzzled her face in his soft hair and she flexed her shoulder. “You make me feel beautiful.” 
 
    Noah moved a few inches away and gazed in her eyes. His look was one of surprise. “Do you not know how stunning you are?” 
 
    Danika shook her head, eyes big and dreamy in her face. 
 
    Noah took her lips in a rough kiss. “Let me show you.” His voice was ragged as he took her hand back to his shirt buttons. “Take it off love, please.” He begged. 
 
    Danika fingers shook but she did as asked. At every button she opened, her confidence grew so did her craving for the man she had fallen for heart and soul. Noah’s smooth supple skin peppered with dark hair glowed in the light of the dancing fire. Danika shifted closer to him and ran her fingers lightly over his chest. 
 
    Noah groaned, his cheeks clenched as fought for control. He did not want to stop her moving hands even though all Noah wanted was to pin Danika down and plunge himself deep in her oozing cavern.  
 
    Danika leaned in and planted kisses at the base of his neck and then her mouth traveled over his muscled shoulder. She let her tongue slid on his skin, it was salty to taste and Danika never wanted to stop. Her hand rubbed his flat male nipple mimicked the action he had done on her breast. 
 
    “Oh god Danika, do you see what you do to me. I want you so badly. When I look at you, I want to believe that I can be happy and whole again.” Noah murmured. 
 
    Danika’s heart cried a little for the pain that briefly flashed in his eyes. She clasped his face tenderly. “Let’s make each other whole.” 
 
    “I adore you darling.” Noah gently pushed Danika’s hair back and started nibbling at her neck. Danika felt a surge of love. She could feel the tension in Noah’s body, in his breath. He was letting her decide the pace of their lovemaking even though his body was raging for her.  
 
    “Noah..Noah!” Danika had to call out again. 
 
    “Yes sweets.” He was busy nibbling on her lips. Danika curled her toes as she ran her hands up his muscled arms. Mine! “Can you do me a favor please?” 
 
    That got his attention. Noah straightened, his eyes concerned. “What happened sweetheart?” 
 
    “Do you really.. . love me?” Danika asked gazing at him her eyes somber. 
 
    “Yes Danika I do?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Danika bit her lower lip. 
 
    Noah nodded. He was close enough for Danika to feel his breath on her lips. 
 
    “Even though I called you Dr. Noah-Ass-Colic?” Danika giggled. Noah’s face went from serious, to incredulous to amused in seconds. 
 
    “Thank you for that reminder, Danika. I guess I must exact revenge for.” Noah grinned even though his eyes stayed fixed on her curved lips. 
 
    Emboldened by his heated gaze, Danika unbuttoned his shirt completely and just as she was about to kiss him, she chickened and hid her face instead in his chest. 
 
    Noah slid her blouse off, and unhooked her bra. “You can stop me whenever you want.” He spoke in her neck. His breath tickled her. “Though don’t wait for the last minute because stopping then might give me heart attack.” 
 
    “Oh I thought we were done for the day doc.” Danika teased smiling against his skin. 
 
    “No, young lady we most certainly aren’t. Not for a day, not for a week, not for years.” Noah clasped Danika’s shoulder and tenderly pushed her down. 
 
    Danika blinked her eyes, his words were just so incredibly sweet.  Her inhibitions still clung to her as Danika covered her breasts by flinging an arm across them. 
 
    “You can’t hide them from me. Those are mine to enjoy.” Noah whispered softly as he gently caught her wrist and raised her arms over her head. He lowered his dark head toward her breasts. Danika arched her back offering him what he sought. 
 
    After that Noah and Danika did not speak much but they did communicate with the most passionate kisses and most intimate of caresses.  
 
    Soon all their clothes came off. Danika slipped lower under Noah and Noah sucked in his breath as her center grazed his shaft. Danika moaned. She wanted him inside her. Her body was craving the last act of fulfillment the one that would make them one. 
 
    Noah’s want was as big as Danika. “Darling! You are so beautiful!” He groaned as his muscled leg, nudged her knees apart and slid in between pausing just at her damp, softly fragrant entrance.  
 
    Danika moaned and moved restlessly following the demands of her body. “Please Noah..please.” Her cry was guttural. 
 
    Noah rested his weight on his arms as he hovered above her. His face was tight and he spoke between gritted teeth. “Danika, love if you have to stop then-” 
 
    Danika raised her hands and pushed down the curve of his bare hips. Her hands slipped. 
 
    Noah grinned above her. “Not like that silly. Like this.” In one thrust, he slid inside her slick folds. 
 
    Danika gasped with pleasure as he filled her deeply. He was bigger than she had imagined and her body stretched making room for him. For few seconds they lay like that getting familiar to the most coveted intimacy between a man and a woman 
 
    Noah moved slowly at first. Danika thought she would die of ecstacy as his every thrust build a pleasure so intense that her eyes teared up. Moaning, Danika arched urging Noah to increase the pace. He was quick to oblige. His thrusts became more powerful as his chest hair rubbing her breasts created the most delicious friction. 
 
    Mewing, Danika driven by age old instincts raised her legs and clasped them around Noah’s hips meshing him tightly to her. 
 
    Noah groaned as he lowered his face and fused his lips with hers. His tongue mated with her like his shaft inside her pleasure well. Noah’s hips flexed as Danika started to shudder around him. He felt his orgasm coming. They came together, clinging to each other with wild abandon. 
 
    Few minutes later, as they floated back to sanity, not wanting to crush Danika, Noah rolled off and pulled her half on top of him. He was breathing hard. Danika settled head against his bare chest, her damp legs entwined with his, her mind in a daze. If this is what sex feels like every time I’m signing up for lifetime of it with him. She sighed and then a sudden thought crossed her mind. She raised herself on her elbow and gazed in Noah’s face. His smile was smug, satisfied and happy as he twirled a lock of her thick dark hair around his finger. “We just had sex the deal is fixed for life, you can’t back out now.” 
 
    Danika felt tears prick the back of her eyes – happy ones. “For life?” 
 
    Noah’s expression softened. “Does that scare you?” He pulled her closer. 
 
    Danika resisted his tug and raised her brow. “Do I look scared?” 
 
    Noah raised his head and looked her over. “Nope not scared, you just look very naked, very sexy and utterly taken.” 
 
    She felt Noah stir under her. 
 
    “We just did it. Behave!” Danika dug her elbow in his side. 
 
    “Ouch!” Noah tried to pull her back into him. 
 
    Danika dropped her head and kissed Noah for a few very satisfying moments and then pulled back. “I need a glass of water. You have dehydrated me. What time is it?” 
 
    “Think you have been here for an hour.” Noah remarked lazily. 
 
    Danika shot up. “Oh shit Simi B must be wondering where I am.” She sat up and quickly put on her clothes. 
 
    “Don’t leave just yet love.” Noah pleaded sitting up. 
 
    “I’ll come back after dinner promise.” Danika leaned down and kissed Noah. He clasped her neck and deepened their kiss. His hands started roving on her body again. 
 
    “Please Noah!” Danika begged even as her body started melting under his touch. “I have to go!” She murmured breathlessly against his sexy lips. She clung to his lips and their kisses continued. 
 
    Finally, Noah moved a few inches away and asked. “You promise me you will come back.” 
 
    Danika nodded. “I promise. Give me an hour and half.”  
 
    “That’s too long!” Noah said throatily as he gazed at her breasts, hunger for her etched on his face. He raised himself on his elbows, angling for kiss. 
 
    Danika could not resist Noah. She leaned down brushed her lips with his and then quickly pulled away. “If I don’t leave now. I’ll just end up staying here another hour Mister.” 
 
    “And that would be bad why?” 
 
    “It would be perfect.” Danika got up her loose hair brushing her face.  
 
    “Don’t tie your hair. I like it loose. It looks sexy.” Noah’s voice was husky. “I miss you already.” 
 
    ““Me too!” Danika’s smile was one of regret as she buttoned her clothes. Danika got ready, all the while gazing at Noah who kept watching her riveted. “I’ll be back sooner than you think.” She blew him a kiss and went to the front door. 
 
    Turning on his side so he could see her better, Noah called out softly. “Hey Danika!”  
 
    Danika stopped and turned. 
 
    “Come back soon will ya? We have been apart long enough!” His eyes shone with feelings just for her. 
 
    Danika nodded and swallowed a few times. Her eyes shone. “True! Long enough.” 
 
    “I love you!” Noah said, his eyes serious, a hint of smile on his lips. 
 
    Danika thought she might explode because of happiness. She wiped the sides of her eyes. “I’ll be back soon!” 
 
    A broad smile broke out on Noah’s face. “When you come back we can take this party upstairs. The bed is more comfortable with more room to move.” 
 
    Danika blushed and nodded. “Good idea!” She said in a strangled voice. I think I might be back in ten minutes. “I need some water.” Danika walked to the kitchen. 
 
    “Make yourself at home.” Noah called out watching the sway of her hips. He wanted her back in his arms, naked and melting for him. 
 
    A few minutes later, Danika waved to Noah from the foyer. He rolled his tongue against his cheek. “You are going out like that?” 
 
    Danika glanced at herself. “Sorry forgot my coat.” She picked it up from where it lay on the floor near the door. 
 
    “Come back quick sweetheart.” Noah said as he pulled on his jeans. “Let me kiss you goodbye.” 
 
    “You stay there.” Grinning, she shook her head. “If you start kissing me, I will never leave.” Danika laughed and was out of the door just as Noah got up. He ran to the closet near the door. He wore his parka and slipped his feet into a pair of loafers and hurried out behind her. 
 
    Noah stood in his driveway until he saw Danika go inside Han’s house and then he walked back inside. 
 
    He chuckled not just because Danika was finally his but also because of what Danika had walked out wearing in haste. His shirt! 
 
    She will have some explaining to do. We might sign off on the ‘forever’ part sooner that she thinks. Noah laughed. No prospect seemed more appealing than being married to Danika. I love her so much! Noah sighed. She hasn’t said I love you back. Then he shrugged. She will when she is ready. 
 
    Noah shut the door behind him and went in the kitchen. His was hungry. Noah halted, his eyes widened and his hand grazed his chest.  
 
    Before leaving, Danika had come in kitchen but not only to get a drink. 
 
    Noah walked to the refrigerator and gazed at the several sticky yellow notes stuck on it. The handwriting belonged to the woman who ruled his heart. The notes had the same words written on all them. 
 
    I love you too! 
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