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  Prologue
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It was supposed to be an ordinary day. When Sal awakened on a bright, brisk Chicago morning, his only concern was the root canal scheduled that afternoon. He hated to have another root canal done, but his endodontist was young and beautiful, and he could escape into those deep blue eyes while she did unthinkable things to his tooth. He couldn't put off his appointment any longer; the tooth was throbbing. 
   As he strolled through his home office, he noticed a file cabinet ajar. He had not left it like that. Sal had a reason to be concerned about his personal safety and wondered who was in his office and what they were looking for. He didn't trust his business partner, Victor Volkov, and having a root canal was suddenly not the most troubling task on his schedule. 
  Victor was waiting for Sal in a secluded booth at the back of a crowded restaurant. Victor looked sullen.
  "We have a problem, Sal." 
  "Is that why we're meeting here? We usually meet at the lab."
  Victor's steely gaze warned Sal. "It seems we did our last job in the wrong neighborhood. The items are hot, and I'll have to hold them for a while. Word on the street is they suspect your involvement."
  Sal swore under his breath. "Damn it. I told you the job was too risky." He looked at Victor with contempt.
  "My business dealings with you are over," Victor announced. " I will settle the finances with you later, but I can't associate with you. My advice is to get in your car and not look in the rearview mirror."
  Victor stormed out and threw a ten-dollar bill on the table for his lunch and coffee. Sal lost his appetite, but realized he should eat something. He had to be careful to avoid biting down on his sore tooth, so he ordered the soup. He finished, paid the tab, and exited the establishment with caution.
  The wind was bone-chilling in February. He pulled a scarf around his face for warmth and camouflage. The busy streets provided cover, and he became an anonymous figure in the crowd. He had a sinking feeling. Was it paranoia? Sal didn't think so. Nameless, faceless men could close in on him, men hired to find him. He considered his next move and concluded the dental office might be a safe place to hide out. The office, Dental Creations Dental Studio, was in a highrise building on Michigan Avenue. Sal cut through several shops, zigzagged his way to the appointment, and climbed eleven flights of stairs to avoid the risk of being trapped in the elevator with one of his pursuers. He cursed himself, since he was out of shape and overweight, and he gasped his way to his destination. Sal realized he couldn't go home, or stay in Chicago, or risk getting into an elevator again. He slumped into a chair in the waiting room, stressed and exhausted. Sal's heart raced, and his anxiety was off the charts.  
  "Mr. Senatore, how are you?" asked Leah, the dental assistant.
  "Ok," he muttered.
  When Dr. Amy White entered the treatment room, she took one concerned look at her patient and reached for the blood pressure cuff. 
"Mr. Senatore, are you anxious about the root canal? I promise I will be gentle, and doubt you will feel any discomfort." 
  "I have other things on my mind, Doc. I'm not afraid of the procedure." 
  "Let me take your blood pressure." 
  The reading registered high. Dr. White wondered if the toothache was the cause. "I'm going to administer lidocaine and allow you to relax for a few minutes, Sal." Dr. White dimmed the lights and reclined her patient. She spoke to her assistant in the hallway. 
  "Mr. Senatore has high blood pressure and anxiety, so prepare the operatory for an emergency visit. We'll get him out of pain and finish the root canal at a later date when the tooth has settled down."
  Leah, her assistant, was happy to comply. She had a date that night and wanted to go home. Her mind was not on completing the root canal. Sal's blood pressure was lower when Dr. White took it again. She suggested a short appointment to start the root canal and finish at a second appointment. Sal grimaced with disappointment.
  "I hoped to finish the root canal today," he explained. "I'm leaving town on business, and I don't know when I'll be back."
  The doctor sighed. "I'll try, Mr. Senatore; the calcified distal root is an impediment to treatment. If I can finish today, it will take more than an hour, and I may prescribe an antibiotic."
  "I don't care if it takes three hours, and I'll do whatever you ask of me. Please, Dr. White, this is important. I wouldn't ask if it wasn't."
  The assistant set up the dental tray to complete the root canal. She knew Dr. White would always stay late for a patient, who often told Leah their kindness would get them to heaven. Leah had a hot date, and getting brownie points with God was not on her mind. The process wasn't easy, but after ninety minutes of skill and determination, Dr. White completed the root canal. As she removed the rubber dam, she told Leah to go home and get ready for her date. Dr. White and Mr. Senatore were alone in the treatment room.  
  "Mr. Senatore, your root canal is complete, but you must follow up with a buildup and a crown. You will lose the tooth if you don't have the final restoration done."
  "I promise I'll take care of it, Dr. White." He gazed at her longingly. He admired her. The root canal wasn't that bad, and the worst part was sitting still with an uncomfortable box in his trouser pocket. He had to get rid of it, and he had to leave it in a safe place where it could raise questions if he was no longer around. The perfect solution came to mind. "Listen, Doc, I have a present for you."
  She stared at the velvet jewelry box, embarrassed. "Mr. Senatore, that is very kind, but I can't accept a gift from a patient." 
  He had a twinkle in his eye and flashed a grateful smile. "Please, Doc, I don't mean nothing by it; after all, I'm a married man. It's a custom piece I can't give to anybody else."
  She opened the box to reveal an upper bicuspid on a silver chain. The tooth was anatomically correct, fabricated by a jeweler who knew dental anatomy. "Where did you get this?" she asked.
  "Let's just say I know a guy. The tooth is platinum, a precious metal."
  "This is so thoughtful. Thank you, Mr. Senatore."
  "Please call me Sal." He gave her a hug and lingered longer than he should have. As he approached the doorway, he looked back. Sal doubted he would see her again. He would be somewhere else, or dead. He shuddered. "Dr. White, please don't take this the wrong way, but I think you should quit this job. Word on the street is that Dr. Landry is under investigation by the Chicago police. You are young, and honest, and I would hate it if you ruined your career by your association with your boss and his practice."
  Amy believed him. She felt uncomfortable working at Dental Creations and had suspicions about the staff and clientele since she started the job. "Thanks, Sal, I promise I will consider your advice."
  Sal was rough around the edges, but she liked him. He was friendly and had a sparkle in his eyes that made him appear more youthful than his middle age. She feared he might be in some kind of trouble and hoped everything would be okay.
  






  
  Chapter 1
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Amy White was an independent woman. She rarely visited her family and had many acquaintances, but few friends. Men admired Amy because of her girl next door beauty, angelic face, flawless complexion, and eyes that were deep blue, like the ocean. She was also voluptuous and blonde. Any man with a pulse had to look. She thrived on their attention and enjoyed the pleasure a man could give her, but had no inclination to fall in love or make a commitment. Amy couldn't understand women who sacrificed themselves on the altar of marriage, dreaming of a prince who was not a prince but a man who wanted a wife to cook and clean and have sex. Amy used men until she was done with them. Her romances were intense and dramatic but never seemed to last, and she rarely referred to any man as her boyfriend. Amy chose men who were averse to commitment, and her current squeeze was no exception. Amy dated Peter Clark, a handsome, successful lawyer who could charm any woman. He separated from his wife, but did not divorce her. Peter once admitted a divorce would be costly unless his wife wanted out. Amy knew he was interested in now, not ever after, and his wife could hold on to him if she wanted to. 
  Since Amy's relationship with Peter was precarious, and her continued employment uncertain, she accepted a job opportunity at her alma mater, the dental school she had graduated from three years earlier. The school needed an instructor to head the clinic's endodontic department. Their longtime endodontic administrator, Dr. Carabelli, planned to take a leave of absence for heart surgery and the recommended rest and recovery. When Mr. Senatore warned Amy of trouble at Dental Creations Studio, the decision to accept the job was an easy one. She headed southwest to Omaha to work until Dr. Carabelli was ready to return. Peter was unhappy with her decision, but the relationship was on the rocks and she had no reason to prolong it. Her long-time friends, Joe Reilly, and his wife Cathy, lived in Omaha and offered their guest room until she could find an apartment.

      ***  Cathy couldn't wait to see her best friend Amy. She peered out the window, waiting for Amy to arrive. Joe, Cathy, four-year-old Sally and two-year-old Dustin ran onto the driveway when they noticed her car approaching. 
  "Oh my God, Amy, good to see you!" Cathy gave her a hug. "Welcome to our home."
  "It's nice of you to put me up; I hope it's only for a few days."
  "Stay as long as you'd like," replied Joe, "but you'll want to go someplace quiet after you've spent a few days with us."
  "Come here, Joe." Amy gave him a warm hug. Joe was the nicest guy in the world, a general dentist who graduated with Amy in the class of 1983. She was glad her best friend, Cathy, had married him. He carried her suitcase into the guest room. Cathy was all smiles. 
  "Why don't you relax? We'll talk after you're settled. The guest bathroom has extra towels, shampoo, and anything else you might need. We'll have dinner at six."
  "Thanks Cathy. I would love to take a shower and change my outfit."
  Amy knew her conversation with Cathy would have to wait until the kids were in bed. The Reilly household was chaotic, but the kids were adorable. Little Sally was in awe of Amy and asked her mommy if Amy was a Disney princess. Amy, amused, whispered to Cathy, "I'm sure Disney wouldn't want me; I'm no Snow White." Meanwhile, Dustin was in his terrible twos, busy taking everything apart. Joe apologized when Amy couldn't turn on the light in the guest room.
  "You have to use the overhead," he explained. "Dustin has 'fixed' the knobs on our lamps."
   She was relieved to have the trip behind her. Amy slept that night, but the pitter-patter of little feet awakened her in the morning. After slipping into her robe, she found Sally in the hallway.
  "Will you read to me, Aunt Amy?"
  "Of course, Sally. What book do you have?"
  "The Frog Prince. It's my favorite."
  Amy was not familiar with the story but read it to Sally, a little girl enchanted by the tale. Aunt Amy hoped the fairy tale would not leave a lasting impression on Sally. Amy had kissed many frogs; not one of them turned into a prince. Of course, the fairy tale was ridiculous. Too bad young girls had to learn this the hard way.
  After a leisurely morning visiting Cathy and the kids, Amy left for an appointment with Dean Gallagher at the dental school. He wanted to discuss a project with the Omaha Zoo, which required the expertise of a root canal specialist. Amy felt that being a team member on a project would help her get acquainted with other faculty members. If she kept busy, she would forget the disturbing problems in Chicago.






  
  Chapter 2
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Dean Gallagher scheduled a meeting with Damian Bludik, or as students called him, Dr. Blud. Damian joined the staff as a clinical instructor in the crown and bridge department. The offer to teach surprised him, but he realized his background as a lab technician brought a unique skill set beneficial to the students. As an instructor, he tried to be helpful, but most students were wary of him. He was intolerant of any student who was slacking or who lacked focus. Damian was a perfectionist, and dentistry is rarely perfect. Too many forces are beyond the dentist's control: a wandering tongue, an assistant who can't mix cement, a patient who nods in agreement when given instructions but then fails to follow them. As a result, Dr. Bludik was a moody, frustrated man. His colleagues and his students avoided confrontation with him because of his intimidating nature. Damian was formidable in appearance, tall with raven hair that reached his collar, a short trimmed beard, and a small silver stud in his ear. Strangers would assume he was a temperamental artist or poet, brooding and aloof, unconcerned with his appearance and consumed by his craft. His friends gave him the nickname, Dr. Blud, in the fall of 1980, when he attended a Halloween party as a vampire. He fabricated acrylic vampire teeth in the dental lab, slicked back his hair, and placed a blood-red ruby in his ear. He looked like an actual vampire, a very attractive one. Any female would offer her neck. 
  "Have a seat, Damian," instructed the dean. "I called you in to discuss the zoo project. I suppose you realize Dr. Carabelli will not attend because of his surgery."
  "Is the project canceled?"
  "No. We have a tiger who needs dental care as soon as possible. Fortunately, I have found an endodontist willing to step in for Dr. Carabelli on short notice."
  "Is it anyone I know?" he asked.
  "I believe she was in your class. Amy White."
  Damian could not hide his reaction. He was certain Dr. White despised him, but didn't know why. The dean continued. "She should be here shortly."
  Despite Damian's seen-it-all aura, he was caught off guard. He wished he had been more attentive to his appearance; he should have worn a better shirt. When Amy arrived, both men stood to welcome her. She was more attractive than Damian remembered, sophisticated and stunning. Amy was around five foot four and slim, with a smile that was breathtaking. Her golden hair was shoulder length, with shimmering highlights; her eyes a deep, fascinating shade of blue. After a brief greeting, they discussed the project, and a few minutes later the dean excused himself.
  "I'm sorry, I have an appointment with a group of benefactors who scheduled a tour. You won't need me to work out the details. If you need information, ask Mrs. Susman."
  Mrs. Susman was the dean's secretary. She peeked in on Amy and Damian. "Would you like coffee?"
  Damian answered for both of them. "I would love a coffee. How do you take it, Amy?"
  "Cream and sugar, please ."
  After he calmed himself, he looked Amy over in his usual assessing manner, trying to decide what to do with her. He was not subtle, and she had the unsettling sensation he could see beneath the surface. "What have you been up to since graduation?"
  "I attended the University of Chicago for endodontics and worked briefly as an associate after getting my certification. How about you?"
  "I took the teaching position after graduation. It has been rewarding, but I plan to set up a cosmetic dentistry practice in the future. There are too many dentists in Omaha, so I doubt I'll stay here permanently."
  Amy never had a conversation with Damian when they were students at the dental school. She avoided him and knew her usual flirtations would not impress him. He fascinated her because he seemed reckless and dangerous; the earring, the dark black mane that curled as it reached his collar, the amber glow in eyes that were intense and unreadable. His voice was low and commanding as he discussed the project.
  "The patient is a four hundred pound tiger named Rudy. He will arrive with the zoo staff and his anesthesiologist on Saturday. Dr. Frey will be in attendance to extract an abscessed molar, but we plan to save Rudy's maxillary left canine, diagnosed with irreversible pulpitis. The plan is to do root canals on both upper canines, then build up with self-cure composites."
  "Why do root canals on both canines? Is there decay in the right one?"
  Damian gave her a wicked glance. "Evidently, Rudy has been harming the females after they mate. The zookeeper thinks cutting down the canines will render him less ferocious. The canines have a large pulp chamber, and cutting them down could cause an exposure. Reduction and composite buildups will achieve the result the zookeeper wants, and hopefully the tiger will be more docile in the future."
  Amy blushed, unwilling to discuss the sexual habits of the tiger with a man she didn't know and was determined not to like. She changed the subject.
  "How big are the canals?"
  "Dr. Carabelli took preliminary X-rays and left notes. He set aside large piezo reamers and files for instrumentation. Dr. Carabelli's assistant will be there to hand you instruments, and I will have two assistants who can help if you need them."
  Amy appeared hesitant. The treatment seemed crazy to her. She tried to be diplomatic, but thought they planned too much for one visit. "This sounds complicated and somewhat dangerous."
  His direct, intense stare seemed to search her soul and challenge her. "If you're uncomfortable with this, I'm sure the team can find another endodontist. This is short notice for you, and I understand if you do not possess the fortitude to proceed."
  Her response was sharp. "I can improvise and work under stress, Dr. Bludik. Can you?"
  "Of course, Dr. White. I felt obligated to let you know what the venture involved. I didn't mean to question your competence."
 His condescension provoked her, and he knew she would not back down from the challenge. The man had managed her well. Now she would feel compelled to participate. Amy suspected she wouldn't like him, but her intense reaction to a person she hadn't seen in three years or even had a conversation with was surprising. 
  "Perhaps a male endodontist would be more comfortable with the project," he taunted as he gave her a thin smile.
  "I can't believe you said that. That's the most chauvinistic remark I've heard in years."
  "You don't get around much, do you?"
  Mrs. Susman entered. "Here's your coffee." Dr. Bludik and Dr. White were having a disagreement, so Mrs. Susman exited the room. He smirked, finding the conversation amusing. 
 "You are more arrogant than I imagined you'd be," she snapped. Her comment permeated the uncomfortable silence before he responded.

  "You wound me, Dr. White." He noted the determined look on her face. She did not find it amusing. "I'm sorry, Amy," he mumbled. "There's something about you that brings out the worst in me."

  The amber glow in his eyes captured her attention. He was difficult to read, but Amy thought she saw both remorse and annoyance. She was too thick-skinned to hold a grudge and determined to prove she was untroubled by his comments.
  "The procedure is Saturday, and I'm the best you've got, so you'll have to put up with me."
   Damian realized how immature he sounded and returned to the business at hand. "Do you want to familiarize yourself with the treatment space?"
  "I have to meet the realtor in 30 minutes," she replied.
  "That doesn't give us enough time, Amy. Can you be back here at 7 p.m.?"
  "Of course," she added stiffly.
  This is not going well, he thought. He tried to make amends. "I merely wish to be helpful, Dr. White." 
  They gazed at each other. For an instant the interface jolted her, then they both looked away. The man was insufferable. She felt obligated to meet him again at 7 p.m., but was not happy about it. 

      ***    They met at the entrance of the dental school that evening. His smile had no warmth, just cool amusement. He wore a leather jacket, black jeans, and a small diamond stud in his ear. When he shed his rumpled shirt and dental instructor blazer, he looked more interesting, even sexy. Amy tried to disregard the inherent thrill she felt when she saw him. She greeted him with a smile. "Hello Damian, I'm here to see what the team has set up." 
  He brought her to a treatment room in the oral surgery department. It housed an operating table and equipment for the anesthesiologist, and dental delivery carts were on both sides of the setup. "We will have to perform the procedures while standing," he explained. "The conditions will be challenging." He narrowed his gaze as he assessed her. "You're short."
  "What?"
  "I said, you're short. The procedure was supposed to be done by three men over six feet tall."
  "I'm not short," she countered. "I can manage; the operating table does not look that high."
  "Perhaps I should visit the supply closet and look for a step stool."
   "I will not use a step stool. I'd sooner wear stilettos."
  "Well, I'd like to see that." He couldn't hide his smile.
  She ignored his rude teasing. "So tell me, Damian, how will we proceed?"
  "Dr. Frey will administer the lidocaine once the anesthesiologist has prepared the patient. After he extracts the lower right molar, you will instrument the upper left canine, and then the right. I will begin the buildup after you obturate. I will re-contour the canines, so they are blunt but functional."
  "I suppose we'll be running into each other while trying to work together, especially since I'm so short."
  His eyes sparkled with amusement. "Though difficult, we can coordinate."
  She recovered from the irritation she had felt. He was more professional as he explained the process to her in depth, and she imagined she could tolerate his insulting and chauvinistic remarks for one Saturday. Damian admired Amy's ability to move on after he provoked her. He had an odd desire to learn more about her, though she was more attractive when she wasn't speaking. 
  "Would you like to continue the discussion over a drink?" he asked.
   "Ok,'" she replied politely.
  "The jazz club is the closest bar. We can leave our cars here and walk."
  The cold March wind was intense, but Amy was used to it. The Chicago winters had been worse. 
  "Are you cold, Amy?"
   Amy shook her head. She tried not to stare, but he seemed to transform in the moonlight from a nerdy dentist to someone altogether different, an intriguing man with a dangerous appeal. Amy had forgotten about his earring. The instructors made him remove it when he was a student in the clinic, but she remembered noticing it once at a party. His appearance matched his personality: dark, brooding, and impossible to read. They entered the club in comfortable silence. She didn't want to admit her fascination. 
  The jazz club was slow on a Thursday night. They found a table close to the entertainer, who was playing soft jazz on the piano, providing a pleasant atmosphere for the business types who were there to talk and unwind. The waitress took their order and returned with their drinks. 
   "The boss says the drinks are on the house." 
  Damian turned to the bar and waved at Chuck.
   "I don't know how he makes a living when he continues to hand out free drinks."
   "How do you know him?" asked Amy.
   "We met years ago because my friend Anthony was his roommate. A handful of us stayed in the area; Joe Reilly is another one."
 ' "I'm staying with the Reillys," noted Amy.
  "Really?"
  "And Chuck is my realtor."
  "It's a small town, isn't it? Chuck Meadows owns this establishment, sells real estate, and his wife Ellen is an emergency room physician. The Meadows have to be the funniest couple I ever met. They have busy lives, but seem to have so much fun. They enjoy their marriage."
   The comment surprised her. She couldn't imagine Damian married or having fun. When Chuck joined them, his jokes lightened the mood, and the time flew. Amy was glad they had the drink and felt more comfortable working with Damian.

      ***  When Amy returned to the Reilly residence, the kitchen light was on. She smiled when she realized Cathy was awake. 
  "Is everything all right?" asked Cathy. "The meeting lasted a long time."
  "Dr. Bludik asked me to go out for a drink after we discussed the project. I was so stunned by the offer, I said yes." Amy noticed the subtle smile on Cathy's face. "What do you think of him, Cathy?"
  "I know Damian through Joe," she replied. "He has a notorious reputation at the dental school as a tough instructor, but whenever I see him, he seems like a fun guy. The kids love it when he visits. They climb all over him and call him Uncle Damian."
  "I wouldn't expect him to interact with children. He seems so ominous."
  "Maybe to you. His looks are intimidating; attractive, but not approachable. I don't know how someone so hot could act so cold."
  "Oh, I'm not interested," Amy responded. "He's not my type."
  "He's not my type either," said Cathy, "but if I didn't have Joe, I'd be interested in what he has to offer. He seems exciting, different."
  "His ego is too big for my tastes," Amy concluded, "but I can put up with that. After Saturday, I doubt I'll have any reason to further our association."
  








  

 






  
  Chapter 3
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The dental school was a flurry of activity on Saturday. Dean Gallagher arrived early to open the school, followed by Dr. Bludik, Dr. White, and Dr. Frey. The assistants arrived, along with a student who planned to videotape the procedure. Amy wore a tight sweater, black jeans, and three-inch pumps to flaunt her heels in front of Damian. Everyone noticed her outfit, which she intended to cover with a lab jacket. Damian had a light blue instructor's jacket for her. 
  "I brought a jacket for you," he offered. He glanced at her full bosom. The jacket was a large. 
  "This will be fine," she snapped. His eyes lingered in an inappropriate assessment. As he admired her outfit, he noticed how well she filled it out.
   The zoo officials took their time moving the already sedated tiger to the operating table. The zookeeper had unrealistic expectations about how quickly the dental work could be done, though given an accurate assessment beforehand. Dr. Bludik and Dr. White bumped into each other. He felt distracted by her light touch, and he had trouble concentrating, intoxicated by her enticing fragrance. It suited her; spicy, with a hint of sweet. Standing was uncomfortable for them, especially for Amy in her high heels. They normally worked on patients while seated, and on people who were awake and able to comply with instructions. The tiger was deadweight when they tried to move him, and the workflow was awkward. At one point, Damian backed into Amy, and she almost lost her balance. She swore under her breath. He rolled his eyes and whispered back. 
  "That's going on videotape, Dr. White."
  She kept her mouth shut, though annoyed with him. Finally, frustrated with his intrusions on her space, she excoriated him with a blatant accusation when she felt a hand on her bottom.
  "Dr. Bludik, I would appreciate it if you kept your paws to yourself," she said, loud enough for everyone to hear.
  "That's not my paw, Dr. White."
  They looked at the patient. He twitched, and his eyes fluttered. Dental personnel moved back, and the anesthesiologist took over.
  "We have to finish quickly; please expedite the procedures when I tell you to resume."
  The anesthesiologist gave them the green light to proceed, and Amy quickly obturated the second root canal. Damian performed the final step with ease by filling in the access openings to the root canals and contouring the canines so that Rudy the tiger would be less ferocious. The dentists left Rudy with the zoo officials and headed for the faculty lounge. Damian sat at a table, brooding over a cup of coffee. He was mad at Amy. She had been stubborn, strong-minded, and difficult. She looked annoyed.
  "I don't believe you could have been any more rude if you tried," she said coldly.
  "Me? I didn't hear any swear words coming out of my mouth."
  "You were boxing me out, Damian, and you're bigger than me. This wasn't basketball."
  Dr. Frey smiled, amused by the verbal jousting of his colleagues, but slipped out the back door. He didn't want to get involved. When Amy and Damian were alone in the room, they were no longer restrained by the oral surgeon's presence. The air crackled with tension.
  "Ok, Amy, tell me what I did that makes you bristle around me. This has been going on for years."
  "I don't know what you're talking about," she said defensively.
  "We worked together in the cafeteria, remember? We were in college and didn't know we would be in the same dental school class. You were the salad girl, and I cleaned tables. You never acknowledged me, and the day we ran into each other in the supply closet … you acted like you bumped into Jack the Ripper."
  "I don't remember that."
  "Well, I remember it. I said it wouldn't hurt to say hello, then you turned and bolted."
  The incident had a memorable effect on him. She always imagined what would have happened if she had given him a chance, and wondered if she should have befriended him while they worked together. Her tone softened. "I knew you had a girlfriend and didn't want to start a conversation."
  Her response made no sense. He was just looking for hello. 
  "I have to go, Damian. Goodbye."

  He sat there for a few minutes, confused. The senior dental student knocked on the door to the faculty lounge, eager to discuss his recording.
  "Dr. Bludik, that was so entertaining — a dental school classic. The tension between you and Dr. White was a radical idea to keep the audience engaged. It was uproariously funny."
  Damian groaned. He feared the camera would expose a reality he was unwilling to share — his undeniable affinity for Dr. White. A violent rush of physical attraction had plagued him when he saw her in Dean Gallagher's office. He convinced himself she was high maintenance and spoiled, not the girl for him. Thoughts of being with her had to be dismissed, and he cursed himself for his inability to control his fantasies.
  
   






  
  Chapter 4
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Amy's realtor, Chuck Meadows, had several apartments to show, but the spacious two-bedroom duplex with a one-car garage was perfect. Omaha was cold in the winter, and the opportunity to hop in her car without having to clear the windshield of snow was well worth the price. Chuck owned the duplex, which was available. 
  Chuck's wife, Ellen, met Amy to complete the rental agreement. Amy was happy to meet another professional woman who was about her age. Ellen dressed like a realtor but was an emergency room physician.
  "Hello Amy," she said cheerfully. "Welcome to Omaha."
   Ellen was a pretty, well-dressed brunette with glasses who realized she might have met Amy in the past. "You look familiar, Amy. What year did you graduate?"
  "1983. How about you?"
  "I was three years ahead of you in the medical school class of 1980. I imagine we crossed paths, perhaps in the health sciences library." Ellen wondered if Amy had friends in Omaha who could assist her. "Do you need help with the move, Amy?"
  Amy did not have many items to move, but she needed help with furnishings.  
  "I might," she replied after some thought. "My immediate concern is furniture; buying inexpensive pieces I can sell or donate makes sense since I will only live here temporarily. Any suggestions?"  
  "A consignment shop in the Old Market sells furniture. I also have friends in my book club who are downsizing and may have pieces to sell. I will ask them at our meeting this week."
  "A book club, how exciting. What genre of books do you read?"
  "Mostly fiction, but the members have a tendency to choose romance novels. We meet on Tuesday nights. Would you like to join us?"
  Amy hesitated, but was interested in meeting the other women. "I don't read romance novels."
  "Romance is an escape from life's stresses, and the happy endings are uplifting." Ellen smiled. She never used to read romance novels either. "Finishing one improves my outlook on life. We are going to meet at my house this week. I'll give you my address."
  "Thanks, Ellen."

      ***    Amy made new friends at the book club meeting. She attended a knitting club and gained valuable information about furniture shopping. The ladies realized she was new in town and strived to make her feel welcome. She could see a valuable friend in Ellen, who was full of fun and constantly involved in social events. They signed up for a 5K at the dental school, a charity event to promote oral cancer awareness. Damian was manning the registration desk and greeted both women. Ellen was enthusiastic about meeting up with Damian.
  "He's always donating his time to the dental school," she remarked. "Do you know him? He's such a nice guy."
  "I know him," replied Amy. "I don't know if I would call him a nice guy."
  "I have known Damian for years, through Chuck. The three of us have fun together; his sense of humor is hilarious."
  Amy wondered if they were
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