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      George looks for his press contact, to blow the whistle on ethical issues at work.

      

      Karen looks for her girlfriend, to patch things up after a fight.

      

      When a mistake puts them together, their evening becomes much more interesting than either of them anticipated.
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      George paused inside the doorway to the back patio of Gepetto's and adjusted his tie.  He had selected a light blue one with silver-white polka dots, to offset the charcoal grey of his suit.  It was a good look, he knew, and he knew the tie accentuated his eyes nicely.  He would not normally dress up this way, but tonight he really needed to look the part.  But the damn tie was tight.

      Too tight, no matter how he adjusted it.

      He knew it was just his nerves getting to him, but that knowledge didn't help.

      Nor did it help to remind himself that he was the good guy here, blowing the whistle on some bad stuff that was going down.  Whistleblowers were celebrated, praised.

      They are also crucified, said that small voice in the back of his head that he had been fighting against for weeks, the one who told him he needed to go along to get along, not risk what he had.

      And maybe he was wrong, misreading things.  He didn't know the full context of what was going on in his lab.  Maybe…

      He knew that voice was spewing bullshit.  So he shoved it aside and looked around.

      Gepetto's was built of brick, and the front section was two stories tall and meticulously maintained.  The rear patio was a new addition, wider than the main building, with a round knee-high pool in the center, constructed from poured concrete and designed so that people could sit on the pool's lip and converse, or just watch the water spouting from the mouth of the stone trout that was breaking surface in the pool's center.

      Off to the left, a white marble-topped bar dominated, with a dozen or so stools, about half of which were occupied by customers, and every sort of bottle a man could want.  A slender guy with silver hair pulled back into a ponytail, in a black collared shirt with Gepetto's emblazoned on the right breast in gold, held court behind the bar.

      George recognized him from somewhere, but he couldn't place where; he had never set foot in Gepetto's until tonight.

      Didn't matter, he wasn't here to chat up the barkeep.

      The rest of the patio was scattered with tables, ranging from settings for two to one over in the back right corner that could take eight.   They were all covered in Gepetto's black and gold table cloths, with lit candles in clear glass holders in the centers, and wrought-iron chairs that looked like they would dig into a person's back and bottom.

      They were mostly filled, though, and the chatter of the various conversations almost drowned out the soft music—Italian folk from the sound of it—that came from a pair of speakers on either side of the bar.

      "Excuse me," came a voice from behind him, and George half-turned to see a short black-haired guy in Gepetto's staff attire with a full tray trying to get past.

      "Sorry," George said and moved out of the way, stepping off the single brick stair that led from the doorway down into the patio.

      The waiter swept past, and the scents of freshly-baked bread, a basil risotto—and was that veal piccata?—swept over George in the wake of his tray.

      Between the step and the scents of some other person's dinner, it was like a switch threw in George's mind, and he snapped to focus.

      He needed to get to it.

      He swept his eyes around, scanning the various customers for his contact.  Or rather, for the red orchid tucked into the hair above her left ear that she was to wear tonight, so he would know her.

      He had on a similar sigil, for her benefit: a lapel button from the Boston Marathon, the one and only race of that kind he had ever run, as a bandit when he was going to college at BU.

      There.  The far end of the bar, last stool.  A woman in a red skirt, loose for the warmth of the summer evening, and white short-sleeved, collared blouse that had the top two buttons undone.  Her wavy blonde hair hung loosely past her shoulders and halfway down her back, and was held back from her face by a white hairband.

      A white hairband with a red flower on the left side, just above her ear.

      George drew a breath and gathered himself, then, straightening his back and pushing his shoulders back, he walked over toward her.

      Wouldn't do to appear to be anything but friendly.  Just a normal guy out on the town.  Not at all someone out for a covert meeting that could get him fired. Or worse.

      As he approached the woman, he put on a smile that he hoped was warm and open.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Stephanie was late, but Karen found she didn't mind.

      They were supposed to meet up for dinner here at Gepetto's tonight, to clear the air.  Karen had suggested it; hell she had almost felt like she'd begged for it.  But all the same she had dreaded the meeting all day.

      It wasn't every day that your best friend accuses you of trying to seduce her husband—ex-husband, Karen corrected herself, though truth be told the signatures were not yet dry on their divorce paperwork—and Karen had no idea how to react, or how to respond.  She had most certainly not done that.

      Never even thought of it.

      But try telling Stephanie that.  Their fight had been epic, all the more so since Karen couldn't understand how Stephanie would have gotten that impression and, more to the point, why she would care what her ex did, anyway.

      She had made a big point about what a pussy he was, and she was so glad to be rid of him, and she was much better off.  And then she goes all jealous bitch about him?

      Karen lifted her glass of chardonnay to her lips and sipped, then sniffed out a snort.  Stephanie probably thought Matthew would spend his life pining away after her.  Instead, word was he had turned into quite the man about town.

      Though how that translated into Karen trying to hook up with him, she had no idea.

      "Sellers remorse," Karen murmured to herself.

      She checked her watch.  Half past eight, and they were supposed to meet at eight.  She had given Stephanie more than enough time, and frankly Gepetto's menu was more expensive than Karen really felt like tolerating.  If she wasn't going to show, there were plenty of leftovers back at her place that she could heat up, and save some money.

      Karen took another look toward the doorway leading into the restaurant's main building, and did a double-take.

      The guy walking over toward her section of the bar was hard to look away from.  Tall, trim but not in a skinny way; he clearly worked out at least sometimes.  He was clean-shaven and had sandy blond hair, and wore a well-fitted charcoal grey suit that accentuated the breadth of his shoulders nicely.  The blue tie with white dots set off the tint of his eyes, making their blue all the more plain.

      It registered that he was not just coming to her section of the bar—he was coming to her—at the same time as it registered that if she could tell the color of his eyes—and such beautiful baby blues!—he was already really close, and she had been staring too long, and far too obviously.

      He smiled as he slid into the empty stool next to her, and a little flutter of warmth went up Karen's body.

      He nodded to her.   "I'm George," he said, as though he expected her to take note, and recognize him as something special.

      Karen found herself nodding in return.  "Karen."

      "Nice to meet you, Karen."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The stool was cushioned, but barely, and the contour was off just enough that it felt awkward sitting down.

      For whatever reason, that semi-uncomfortable sensation dominated George's entire consciousness for a second after the woman gave her name.

      He heard himself saying rotely that it was nice to meet her, and cringed inside.  That sounded dumb, considering.

      It wasn't like he had never approached a woman at a bar before, but this wasn't a social call, it was business.  Serious business.  She didn't care if he liked meeting her or not; she was here for his information.

      Although, truth to tell as he got a better look at her, he truly wouldn't mind knowing her more, and not just biblically.  Her green eyes flashed with intellect and she had cute little dimples that came out when she smiled as she gave her name.  To say nothing of nice boobs.

      Eyes up, George.  This is business.

      He noticed her wine glass was about two-thirds empty at the same time as the the bartender arrived at his stool.

      "Good to see you again, George," the guy said, and George cursed himself again for not remembering the guy.  "What'll it be?"

      George cast about, then gestured at Karen's glass.  "What she's having."

      The bartender gave her a look, and she said, "Chardonnay," in a tone that sounded a bit intrigued.  Her right eyebrow had gone up when the bartender greeted him by name..

      As the man stepped away to fill the order, George cleared his throat and said, "You've been waiting for a while," hoping that was not the case.

      Karen gave a little shrug, still looking at him as though not quite able to figure him out.  "Little while.  I was supposed to meet someone."  Her eyes flicked down as though she were annoyed, and he felt a surge of chagrin.
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      The guy, George, was clearly a regular here or the bartender would not have known him.  Did he make it a habit of coming up to women like this here?

      If he did, he seemed at ease with it, and he even managed to suss out she had been waiting on Stephanie.

      "Sorry," he said.  "I got caught in traffic."

      The completely deadpan way he said that confirmed it.  Definite player.

      Some other night she might have told him to take a hike.  But tonight, considering the reason she had been coming to meet Stephanie, and to be perfectly honest with herself, considering how long it had been since a guy who was worth giving the time of day to had come calling, she rather enjoyed the attention.

      And though part of her said she should have found that notion off-putting—she was not there just for his amusement—instead Karen found herself even more interested in him.

      The bartender brought George his wine, and George slipped him a twenty.

      After getting his change and leaving a tip that was a bit bigger than completely necessary, George took a sip from this glass, pursed his lips in appreciation.  A second later, he looked around quickly at the people nearby to them, then leaned in a little bit closer.  "So how do we do this," he asked in a lower, almost conspiratorial, tone of voice.  "Stay here, or go someplace more private?"

      Karen blinked.  He was getting a bit ahead of himself.  But again, strangely, that just made her more intrigued.  "Don't you think you should tell me something about yourself first?"  She tried to make it sound teasing, but she heard a bit of a bite in her tone even as she said it.

      He didn't recoil, though.  Instead he cocked his head at her, and she saw confusion on his face.  "I don't…"  He shook his head, some of that assurance gone.  So easily?  That was disappointing.  "I mean, you know where I work.  What else matters?"

      She blinked again.  "I beg your pardon?  Where you work?"

      He was beginning to look more confused now, and he raised his left hand to tap at his lapel pin.

      Karen had noted it, but hadn't really looked at it before.  Boston Marathon
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