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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    Sheets of rain shrouded my Subaru in a watery cocoon, obscuring everything ahead except pairs of red taillights stretching into infinity. If today had gone according to plan, I would have left my house early and missed being caught in this miserable downpour. Instead, I was inching along Interstate Highway 81 toward the neighboring town of Fruitvale during a July afternoon cloudburst, the type that overflows storm sewers and ruins everyone’s outdoor barbecue plans. I was also doing my best to forget about recent traffic deaths along this stretch of highway, which happened to be the quickest route to my new gig. Now, I was caught in an endless stream of traffic, taking my life in my hands to get to a job I didn’t want in the first place. 
 
    I was already frazzled by the lack of visibility and the stop-and-go traffic when the driver ahead of me slammed on his brakes for no apparent reason and I narrowly avoided a rear-end collision. My heart thumped, and I reminded myself to take some deep breaths. Better to get there late than not at all. 
 
    Three exits and a half hour later, I turned off the highway and let my GPS lead me to the destination, an executive rental in a gated condo community. I arrived a full ninety minutes later than I planned and my anxiety was building. The job was dropped into my lap at the last minute and I didn’t quite know what to expect.  
 
    I was not, nor had I ever been, a personal chef. That type of work represented a huge step down from cooking in a restaurant and having my own business. The sole reason I agreed to it was to help a friend, subbing for a former employee who had to travel overseas with his partner to pick up their newly adopted daughter. 
 
    “The money’s good and he’s okay to work with,” Denny promised me. “A little odd, but nothing you can’t handle.” 
 
    Reality dictated that I produce an income. Aside from a few catering jobs, I hadn’t worked in more than a year, living off insurance proceeds and the money I got from selling our restaurant. My accountant warned me that I couldn’t go on that way or I would wind up penniless. 
 
    All I knew about my new client, television actor Ian James, is that he was on location in the northern Shenandoah Valley to film the second season of some prime-time soap opera I hadn’t bothered to watch. Denny was hired to cook for him last year through the TV production company, and he recommended me to fill in. I hadn’t met the man, although I had received several emails from his manager with instructions and recommendations. 
 
    Ian prefers only organic meat, dairy, and vegetables, I was informed. Ian wishes to have Thornbridge Kill Your Darlings lager on hand, along with Remy Martin cognac and a selection of wines. 
 
    You’d think living less than ninety minutes outside our nation’s capital would’ve given me access to any type of alcohol, but I had to order the lager through a local craft beer distributor because in my little town it was considered a rare item. The cognac set me back a breathtaking $350, for which I would be reimbursed, but it was a lot of money out of pocket.  
 
    I also was instructed to make sure I had loose leaf Earl Grey tea on hand, as well as a ceramic teapot. None of those convenient tea bags for Mr. James, who insisted that his beverage of choice be prepared the proper, traditional British way. 
 
    After hauling in three plastic tubs full of food and supplies, I got to work organizing the kitchen where I would be preparing dinner five nights a week through late August. Ian would like dinner served no later than 7 p.m. unless he is shooting at night, in which case you will be informed in advance. 
 
    I could handle that. The cluttered chaos of this kitchen was a different matter. At first glance it looked clean and modern, with a cozy breakfast nook, the requisite granite countertops and stainless-steel appliances, and a fun blackboard wall, until I began to open the cabinets and drawers. On the inside, things were a disaster: pots and pans scattered randomly, a spice drawer with most of the spices missing, and dozens of plastic cutlery packets and take-out menus from various fast food outlets, probably left over from a previous tenant. 
 
    “A reflection of your life, Shelby,” I said out loud, my words taking a bitter tone. On the surface, everything seems fine. Only when you peer beneath do you encounter the mess within. 
 
    At any rate, from the little I knew about him, Ian James didn’t seem like the type of man who enjoyed chowing down on Big Macs, so I cleared out the drawers and began organizing. I’d brought my own supplies, including a set of newly sharpened professional knives. The mismatched collection I found jammed in a drawer was so dull that none of them could cut butter. 
 
    Most of my re-arranging would have to wait another day when I could get there early, barring any further weather delays. In the meantime, I began to unpack, stocking the pantry and fridge with my client’s requested items—a variety of fresh fruits and vegetables, organic milk, three different types of chutney, imported cheeses, tins of “biscuits,” the wine and liquor, and a jar of HP Sauce, the British answer to ketchup. 
 
    It was after six p.m. and I needed to get started on dinner, but first I had to address my disheveled appearance. There was a half-bath off the kitchen where I went to freshen up, not that I particularly cared about what I looked like, but I felt compelled to at least try and make a good first impression. 
 
    I usually avoided looking at myself in the mirror because I didn’t like what I saw—a 54-year-old woman who was a little too thin, with a sad attempt at a smile. My silvery hair, which was sleek and smooth when I left my house, was now a mass of damp frizz, courtesy of the persistent rain. Rummaging through my tote bag, I found a brush, applied a dollop of anti-frizz serum, and pulled my hair into a low ponytail, securing it with a scrunchie. Slipping a chef’s apron over my tank top and cropped pants, I tied it around my waist before washing and drying my hands. As every chef knows, clean hands make the best kitchen tools. 
 
    Back in the kitchen, I begin to set up my mise en place. Tonight’s menu featured pan-seared scallops with lemon buerre blanc, served with orzo and roasted asparagus. I had made the dish dozens of times, at both the restaurant and at home. It was one of Jean-Pierre’s favorites.  
 
    Next, I trimmed the ends off a bunch of freshly washed asparagus. For the sauce, I juiced a couple of lemons and minced a shallot, combining them in a pan with white wine and thyme sprigs, and allowing the mixture to reduce over a low flame. The asparagus wouldn’t take long to cook in the oven, and the scallops required only a few minutes, so I decided to wait and start them once my client got home. There’s nothing less palatable than overcooked seafood. 
 
    Retrieving a well-seasoned cast iron skillet, I placed it on the gas cooktop. At home, I usually listened to music while I prepared a meal, and since there was no one around, I fished through my bag for a set of ear buds, pushed a few buttons on my phone, and treated myself to the familiar opening notes of So What, the first tune off the classic Miles Davis LP, Kind of Blue. Jean-Pierre used to tease me that I was born too late, because my favorite music is from the glory days of jazz in the 1950s and ’60s.  
 
    “Shel-bee,” he would purr in his delightful accent, “if you could sing, you would have made a lovely chanteuse in the jazz clubs of Paris.” He pronounced it Par-EE, as the natives do. 
 
    The orzo was cooking, my sauce was reducing, and the seasoned asparagus stalks were laid out on a baking sheet, ready for the oven. I moved on to preparing dessert. Strawberry granita, a simple dish that consisted of fruit, sugar, lemon juice, and water, along with a touch of basil from my garden to add an earthy freshness. I placed everything in a blender and let it whirl the ingredients into a pink puree that was transferred to a tray and placed in the freezer. I made a mental note to check it in a half hour. The secret to perfect granita is scraping the ice crystals several times with a fork to obtain the desired texture. 
 
    Everything was going as planned. Here in the kitchen, I was in control, organized, and on top of my game. Too bad that feeling didn’t extend to other aspects of my life. 
 
    In my ears, the plaintive piano introduction to Blue in Green began, followed by the sound of Miles’ muted trumpet. The aching emotion of his solo evoked longing and loneliness, along with the memory of seeing and hearing him play that song in concert, many years ago in Paris. J-P and I were impoverished culinary students who blew a week’s pay to get tickets. I could still recall every detail about the smoky club and the way he clutched my hand, enraptured by the talented American musicians on stage.  
 
    God, I miss him. 
 
    There were times I longed to talk to my mother about what I was going through, but she wasn’t capable of conversation. Delusional and frail, she was living out her remaining days across the country in a memory care facility near Portland. She and Dad had spent their entire married life in the Northwest, and she steadfastly refused to move closer to me after he passed away. My mother hated all things Southern. Now, my communication was with the nursing staff, not her. 
 
    Grief never takes a holiday, does it?  
 
    On this particular evening, I didn’t have the luxury of allowing myself to get weepy and nostalgic, because I had a job to do. Taking my reduced sauce off the stove burner, I set the hot pan on a cutting board, removed the thyme sprigs, and whisked in a full stick of cubed, unsalted butter. When the butter was blended, I poured the finished sauce into a thermos to keep it warm, and dipped in a spoon to taste. The buerre blanc was rich and velvety, with a nice tang from the lemon juice. 
 
    “Shelley?”  
 
    A disembodied masculine voice jolted me out of my reverie, causing my heart to leap in my chest. My body jerked, the tasting spoon fell from my hand and flipped onto the tile floor, spilling a thin trail of butter sauce in its wake. Ripping the ear buds off, I turned toward the sound of the voice and managed to suppress a little gasp. 
 
    Slouching in the kitchen doorway was arguably one of the best-looking men I’d ever laid eyes on. Ian James was tall, straight-backed, and broad-shouldered, with a lean body partially covered by a t-shirt and a pair of shorts. His face was nothing short of flawless, defined by whisky-colored eyes, a strong jawline, and a killer smile. A full head of dark hair, laced with gray, swept almost to his shoulders, and he raked it back with one hand in a dramatic gesture while keeping his eyes on my face.  
 
    Jee-zus. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were here.” Ian’s speaking voice was deep and well-modulated, with an upper-class accent that I might’ve associated with a Shakespearean actor.  
 
    “You scared the crap out of me,” I managed to stammer, feeling foolish while trying not to stare at him. I couldn’t quite read his expression. Bemusement or curiosity? Do I have food on my face? Is he smirking at me?  
 
    I grabbed a fistful of paper towels and began to clean up my mess. 
 
    “So sorry.” He smiled again, flashing perfect teeth. “We were rained out, so I came home early.” His amber eyes darted around the kitchen, taking in the sight of my dinner preparations before he returned his gaze to me.  
 
    “Might I have a cup of tea before dinner?” 
 
    “Of course,” I responded. “By the way, my name is Shelby.” 
 
    “Again, my apologies.” He offered another quick smile. “I’ve managed to make quite a bad start of things, haven’t I?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say in response. Instead, I filled a kettle with water and placed it on the stovetop to heat. When the water reached the desired temperature, right below the boiling point, I poured a bit into the teapot to warm it, an important step to insure the best flavor.  
 
    After I poured out the water, I added the correct portion of tea leaves, then refilled the pot and let the mixture steep while I sliced a lemon and retrieved organic milk from the refrigerator. 
 
    Ian seated himself at the breakfast nook and watched me with the same amused expression. I began to wonder if I was being evaluated.  
 
    After the tea was sufficiently steeped, I poured it into a cup and served it with the lemon, sugar, and milk. He sipped the brew, closed his eyes, and pronounced it “lovely.” Apparently, I had passed my first test. 
 
    “Where did you learn to make tea like a proper Brit?” he asked, eyeing me from across the table. 
 
    “Culinary school.”  
 
    I am not some backwoods hick who happened to fall into this job.  
 
    The asparagus went into the oven.  
 
    “Where would you like dinner served?” I asked my client. “In the dining room or in front of the TV?” 
 
    He threw me another look I couldn’t quite decipher, but I was reasonably sure I was being played with. I was not used to being scrutinized. 
 
    “I never use the dining room,” he said. “It’s too cold and sterile.” He pronounced the last word “STER-ile,” sounding like a character out of Downton Abbey.  
 
    “And I seldom watch television, except for classic films and the occasional documentary.” He produced a blinding smile. “Odd, don’t you think, for a man who makes his living as an actor?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I responded, intrigued by his question despite myself. “I’m not much of a TV fan, either.” 
 
    “You’ve never watched my show?” 
 
    I shook my head. Might as well admit that I hadn’t seen a single episode. I thought the series had something do with pre-Civil War era ghosts, which didn’t sound too appealing. The X-Files, circa 1850? 
 
    One eyebrow arched before he raked his hair back again. 
 
    “Well, you’re better off without it, Shelby, because it’s bloody awful.” He let out a bitter laugh before draining his tea. 
 
    “I’ll have dinner in here, so we can have a little chat.” 
 
    Great. Now he was going to be underfoot, watching my every move.  
 
    I retrieved tonight’s protein from the refrigerator—not those tiny bay scallops, but the plump, tender ocean variety—and patted them dry with a paper towel before setting my cast-iron skillet over a stovetop flame. Combining butter and oil with a screaming hot skillet was my secret to getting a good sear. The scallops hit the pan with a satisfying sizzle as their briny freshness wafted throughout the kitchen. 
 
    They were cooked in a matter of minutes. While they rested off the heat, I started plating. A small pool of buerre blanc went down first, then the finished seafood, with the asparagus and orzo artfully arranged alongside. A sprinkle of fresh herbs completed my signature dish, which incorporated classic technique with the freshest locally sourced ingredients. As a final touch, I wiped the rim of the plate with a clean kitchen towel to make sure the presentation was flawless. 
 
    I set the dinner plate in front of Ian, who gazed at it with nothing short of awe. When he looked up, I noticed for the first time that his amber eyes were flecked with green. Was there no end to this man’s physical attributes? 
 
    “Would you like a glass of wine? I have a Pinot Noir that’s slightly chilled.” 
 
    I received a skeptical glance. 
 
    “I thought seafood should be served with white wine.” 
 
    “Why don’t you try it first, and if it’s not to your liking I’ll open another bottle.” 
 
    “You’ll have a glass as well?” 
 
    “Only one. I have to drive home.” 
 
    I retrieved the wine and poured two glasses. He pulled out a chair and motioned me to sit. My eyes couldn’t help but linger over his classic profile, and I concluded that Ian must have no shortage of female attention.  
 
    He bit into a scallop, closed his eyes and sighed, before taking a sip of wine. 
 
    “These are perfection.” He set down his glass. “And you were correct about the wine,” he added, surprising me with his honesty. “The soft, fruity taste marries well with the scallops. Where did you say you went to cooking school?” 
 
    I hadn’t said. Swirling the liquid in my glass, I paused to take a generous sip. The Pinot Noir was beautifully soft and far more expensive than the mid-priced wines I usually bought for myself. 
 
    “Le Cordon Bleu.”  
 
    One of his eyebrows lifted in surprise.  
 
    “In Paris?”  
 
    “I lived in France for a few years after college graduation. I wanted to follow in the footsteps of my idol, Julia Child.” 
 
    “And yet here you are in this…” He cleared his throat before continuing in a spot-on southern drawl. “This charmin’ backwater Virginia town, of all places, cookin’ for a bad-tempered television actor.” 
 
    The corners of my mouth ticked upward at his self-description. Our eyes met for an instant, and the sudden surge of energy that passed between us caught me off guard. He probably has the same effect on most of the women he meets, I concluded. Certainly, I was not in the category of most women, even though I found that shadow of a beard downright sexy. I was immune to the attention of good-looking men, most of whom were arrogant and self-absorbed. I’d bet he couldn’t pass a reflective surface without glancing at himself. Besides, I was broken, and my heart was sealed shut. 
 
    In only a few minutes my new client had polished off every morsel on his dinner plate. 
 
    I served dessert in a tall-stemmed glass with a sprig of fresh basil for garnish. My granita also received a rave review. In fact, Ian swore tonight’s dinner was the best meal he’d enjoyed in years. I offered myself an imaginary pat on the back as my brain surged with recipe ideas. When it came to my cooking, he hadn’t seen anything yet.  
 
    While I cleaned up and loaded the dishwasher, he sat at the table, nursing another glass of wine and looking over what appeared to be a script. 
 
    “Homework?” I asked innocently. 
 
    A scowl crossed his perfectly symmetrical features.  
 
    “The writing is so miserably bad that we’re getting daily revisions. I have several pages of dialog to learn before tomorrow morning, so I must get back to work.” 
 
    Standing up from the table, he made a formal, sweeping bow. 
 
    “Thank ya kindly, Chef Shelby, for your delicious dinner.” The southern drawl had returned. “Y’all have a good evenin’.” 
 
    He grabbed the script and began walking away. 
 
    “Ian?”  
 
    He turned toward me at the sound of his name, smiling. I wondered how many women would gladly have dropped their panties to be the recipient of that smile. 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it. If you need anything in the way of food or drink, write it on the blackboard wall. I’ll also leave my phone number, just in case.”  
 
    He nodded before wandering off to study his lines, taking all the energy in the room with him. My head spun a little, probably from drinking wine on an empty stomach, I assured myself. Everything about my new client was larger than life—his looks, his demeanor and his appetite—but nothing I couldn’t handle.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Although the rain had stopped, I took a back-road home to be on the safe side, since I was still a little buzzed. My house was dark when I climbed the back steps because I forgot to leave the outside light on. Once inside, I was greeted by two pair of feline eyes, one bottle green and the other burnished gold. Except for their different eye colors, the cats were identical, both covered in thick, charcoal-gray fur. A few years ago, Jean-Pierre had discovered two kittens shivering and starving underneath a dumpster behind the restaurant. He brought them home, fed them, and made an appointment with the vet for neutering, the required shots, and ear mite treatments. He used to joke that when he wasn’t at the restaurant, his second job was serving as staff for two cats.  
 
    Francoise let out an anguished wail before running into the kitchen ahead of me, where he sat in front of his food bowl, staring at the contents. The bowl was three-quarters full of dry food, but that was not what mattered. Because I had not replenished his food at the prescribed time, I would pay for it by hearing him complain. His brother, Henri, who was quiet and laid-back, pressed himself against my legs, purring so loudly he vibrated.  
 
    Once the cats were fed, I walked back through the open kitchen into the sunroom, where I dropped into Jean-Pierre’s favorite reading chair. The back and seat cushions still carried his body impression, as if he had stepped away and would be returning momentarily. On his rare days off, he used to enjoy sitting and reading, usually a mystery or thriller if he wasn’t poring over a new cookbook. The now-familiar feeling of loss and unspeakable sadness washed over me as I curled up in his seat, resting my head against the well-worn leather.  
 
    Francoise regarded me suspiciously from the rug as he cleaned his paws. Occasionally, he would allow himself to be petted, but for the most part he avoided contact. Jean-Pierre was the only human he cared for. 
 
    Henri jumped into my lap and stared at my face before closing his eyes as he pushed his head into my palm. I stroked his lush coat and rubbed his ears, causing him to purr again. 
 
    I guess I’m a crazy old cat lady now.  
 
    Although I didn’t feel hungry, I knew I needed to eat something. I’d lost weight during the past several months, and if the trend continued, I would acquire the gaunt, hungry-dog look of an underfed supermodel. I moved Henri off my lap, padded into the kitchen, and retrieved a pint of locally made vanilla bean ice cream from the refrigerator. Carrying the small carton of calorie-laden decadence back to J-P’s chair, I dug in with a spoon, pausing long enough to turn on the wall-mounted TV with a remote and setting my cable system to record the current season of Sutherland’s Ghosts. I would look for the first season on Netflix tomorrow. 
 
    Having never been a personal chef, especially not for a celebrity, I wasn’t sure what to make of Ian. He almost seemed more comfortable playing a character than being himself. I was surprised to hear him talk so disparagingly about his TV show, but then I’d never watched it. Could it have been as bad as he claimed?  
 
    Much later, I awakened, slumped in the chair and blinking in the darkness. The empty ice cream carton lay on the floor, where it had been licked clean by the cats. Suppressing a loud yawn, I checked my phone messages one last time before heading upstairs to bed. There were none, so I logged onto Facebook to find out if my daughter had posted anything new. Instead, there was a friend request from Ian James. 
 
    This could be trouble.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    I had been transported into culinary nirvana for the next few weeks. Having a French-trained chef was a pleasant surprise, far exceeding my expectations. The young man who cooked for me last season was talented, but his food didn’t compare with what I ate last night. If Chef Shelby maintained the quality of her cuisine, I could become quite pudgy by the time we wrapped up location shooting.  
 
    Sitting in the makeup chair this morning while Tasha fussed over my face, my thoughts returned to the delectable meal that Chef had prepared, a far cry from the fried chicken and tasteless potato salad that southerners seem to relish. My mouth watered at the memory of those scallops and butter sauce. In fact, everything about dinner was sheer perfection, including her wine choice, which I stupidly questioned. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.  
 
    As a man who had spent his professional career pretending to be someone else, I’d made it a lifelong habit to study how people moved and spoke. The way Shelby conducted herself in the kitchen caught my attention. There was an economy of movement in her preparations that suggested both artistry and confidence. Apart from dropping a spoon, which was my fault, every graceful motion that she made had purpose.  
 
    What would bring a chef with her level of talent to this sleepy part of a southern state?  
 
    I guessed her to be around my age, 50-ish, perhaps. The fact that she was exceptionally attractive, with beautiful bone structure and eyes the color of a clear California sky, presented an unexpected bonus. Someone nice to come home to, even if my temporary “home” was nothing more than a bland, antiseptically clean condo.  
 
    I liked her little cat-like smile that appeared when she found something to be amusing. I believed that smile might hide a multitude of secrets, including an undercurrent of sadness I detected in her expression.  
 
    Did we have a moment when our eyes met, or was it merely my imagination? She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, which didn’t necessarily mean anything. Slow down, man, and don’t be such a dolt. You just met her. Besides, you are damaged goods and unfit for any respectable woman. 
 
    “Were you out late last night, Ian?”  
 
    Tasha’s girlish voice transported me back to the moment. She applied compresses to my puffy eyelids, the result of staying up past midnight and finishing the rest of that silky Pinot Noir, which only made my insomnia worse. Every overindulgence, it seemed—including too much wine or not enough sleep—was reflected in my face, one of the many negative side effects of growing older. 
 
    “No, I was a good boy. I stayed home and snuggled in bed.” 
 
    My young colleague moistened her lips with her tongue. She shot me a look that indicated she would have no problem sharing a snuggle, while I pretended not to notice.  
 
    “You’ll have to work a little harder to make this old man camera-ready.” 
 
    Tasha emitted a high-pitched laugh.  
 
    “You’re not old, Ian,” she claimed. “Besides, you’re one of those men who get better looking with age.” 
 
    Ah, the less-than-subtle flattery. There was a time when I would’ve been delighted with her comments. Safe to say I probably would have taken her home for a quick one, but now it didn’t seem worth the effort.  
 
    She could say whatever she liked, but I saw myself aging every time I bothered to glance in a mirror. The lines at the corners of my eyes were more pronounced, I was beginning to get jowly, and my skin was losing firmness. It was suggested that I try Botox, but who wants an actor with no facial expression, and the thought of cosmetic surgery frightened me. I had seen too many Hollywood faces ruined by a botched facelift. Instead, I consoled myself with the fact that I was not yet losing my hair.  
 
    Tasha removed the drape protecting my linen dress shirt and tie. I pushed myself out of the chair and slipped into a deep green frock coat, leaving my hat off until I was needed on set.  
 
    While I waited, I checked phone messages, finding one from my divorce attorney informing me that in another few weeks I would be a free man. Although the relationship was over, the emotional damage Monica inflicted was still a gaping wound. I wasn’t the one who ended our two-year marriage with a public, humiliating affair.  
 
    “Why?” I asked her tearfully when she confessed her infidelity. True, we’d both been working long hours and not spending much time together, but all of that was supposed to change once we wrapped up shooting of our respective shows for the season. Instead, she ditched me and moved in with her Boy Toy after incriminating nude photos of them together appeared online. 
 
    “You’re not exciting enough,” she told me the night she left. “You’re old and stodgy.” 
 
    The tabloid headlines were brutal. 
 
      
 
    Dumped! 
 
      
 
    Marital Meltdown in Malibu 
 
      
 
    Ian James “Gutted” by Wife’s Betrayal 
 
      
 
    When I finally extricated myself from the mess, I had vowed I was finished with marriage and emotional commitment. 
 
    I wasted a few more minutes on Twitter before logging onto Facebook, where I found a little something that brightened my morning, despite its bleak beginning. 
 
    Shelby Faith Durand has accepted your friend request. Write on Shelby’s timeline. 
 
    I opted not to write on Shelby’s timeline. Instead, I send her an instant message: What’s on tonight’s menu? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This morning, the cast of Sutherland’s Ghosts was on location at Ashland Plantation, an historic-mansion-turned-museum. My first scene was a throw-away. I was required to walk out of the home’s front entrance to meet an approaching horse-drawn carriage, whose passenger was my intended love interest this season. As the widowed patriarch of a fictional TV family, my character had seen his share of girlfriends, although none of them lasted for more than a few episodes. The most recent was killed in a tragic horseback riding accident, forcing me to emote in a scene so badly written that it took every shred of my acting skills to make it sound plausible.   
 
    All I was required to do in this scene was help her out of the carriage. My wool coat was already making me sweat. 
 
    On the first take, Jennifer stumbled while getting out. Take two was ruined when one of the horses urinated, leaving an enormous puddle underneath the carriage that had to be cleaned up before we could continue. The third time truly was a charm, and we completed the brief scene without further mishap. I retreated to my trailer to await my next appearance on camera, where I would meet my youngest “son” in the barn to talk privately about our latest paranormal investigation. My character, John Sutherland, was a respected attorney by day and a subversive ghost hunter at night.  
 
    What a ridiculous way for a grown man to make a living.  
 
    Checking my phone again, I saw a response to my message. 
 
    Braised short ribs, creamy polenta, and tender green beans, served with a full-bodied Syrah, followed by chocolate pot de crème. 
 
    I texted back: I am salivating at the prospect of another excellent dinner. 
 
    The rest of my workday went smoothly enough. After lunch I did a quick read-through of the barn scene with my TV son, played by Tyler Chance, a former Navy SEAL turned actor/hunk du jour, who negotiated top billing. He had muscular shoulders and chiseled abs, not to mention firm skin. I knew this because I had seen most of his body in every episode. Rumor had it that his agent added a clause to his contract that required Tyler to literally lose his shirt each week. Since location shooting began, a steady stream of young, beautiful women had been spotted going in and out of his trailer. He was getting laid so often that I was surprised he could stand up and recite dialog.   
 
    Chance was cocky, brash, and utterly full of himself. When we first met last season to talk over our respective roles, he attempted to lecture me, saying, “Look at it this way, dude, you’re sort of like Gibbs on NCIS. You’re not the leading man and you don’t have the largest role, but all the action revolves around you.” 
 
    Bollocks. 
 
    By the time we finished shooting our pivotal scene, the afternoon light was fading, and our director called it a day. I was back in my trailer, out of makeup and freshly showered, waiting for my driver to deliver me to the condo, when I heard a faint knock at the door, followed by a female voice. 
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    Jennifer Simmons, my new on-screen love, had shown an unusual interest in my well-being. Today was not the first time she’d asked to meet privately so we could run our lines together. I knew very well what she was after, and I had no interest in becoming her latest conquest, or her arm candy at a high-profile event.  
 
    Reluctantly, I let her in. She was also out of makeup and wardrobe, having changed into tight jeans and a cropped t-shirt that stretched across a pair of large breasts. Honey-blonde hair fell loosely to her shoulders. No doubt she was an attractive woman, but I’d found most actresses to be shallow and self-absorbed. There had to be more than physical beauty to hold my attention. In any case, I had no desire to sleep with her. 
 
    “If you’re not busy, I thought we might grab a bite to eat,” she said, looking me over with an intensity that suggested a predator stalking its prey. 
 
    “Thanks, Jennifer, but I have plans.”  
 
    Plans to go home and stuff my face with more of Chef Shelby’s epicurean delights before going to bed early, and alone. 
 
     “A hot date?” she pouted. “Are you seeing someone?” 
 
    “I’d never say. I’m not a man to kiss and tell.” 
 
    She came nearer and stroked my forearm with one finger, sending an icy chill down my back. 
 
    “You know why I like you, Ian? You’re so old-fashioned. You have manners.” 
 
    “No, I’m just old, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I appreciate mature men,” she persisted, while staring at my crotch. “They have so much more…experience.” 
 
    My phone vibrated with an alert. I checked my new texts to find that my driver had arrived to rescue me from this uncomfortable moment at precisely the right time.  
 
    “Got to run or else I’ll be late.”  
 
    I ushered her out the door and climbed into the backseat of a waiting car for the 45-minute drive home, breathing a huge sigh of relief and feeling like a man who had just deflected a shark attack.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The succulent aroma of cooked beef drew me into the kitchen of my rented condo, where Chef Shelby stirred something on the stove—her creamy polenta, I surmised, judging from its pale-yellow color and the cloud of steam rising from the pot.  
 
    Not wishing to startle her again, I announced my arrival in a loud voice. 
 
    “Hello there. I’m home from a hard day of pretend paranormal investigating.” 
 
    She turned away from the cooktop, regarding me with an expression of confusion before removing her ear buds. Despite standing near the burner flame, my chef appeared calm and composed in her usual habitat. I, on the other hand, was damp and wilted from the oppressive heat, even in the air-conditioned room. 
 
    “Oh, hi,” she said. “I forgot for a second. You’re not a ghost-chaser, but you play one on TV.” 
 
    The feline smile returned. Pausing for a moment, I took in the sight of her, graceful and completely at ease in her natural environment. Chef Shelby’s silver hair was pulled back into a long, low ponytail. She wore a t-shirt and capris accessorized with a pair of blue plastic clogs. Her immaculate chef’s apron featured a whimsical pattern of multicolored kitchen whisks.  
 
    “At your service, ma’am.”  
 
    I lapsed into the southern accent I had cultivated for my current role.  
 
    Shelby opened the oven door, removed a large covered pot, and placed it on a wooden cutting board.  
 
    “Want to take a peek?” she asked.  
 
    I moved closer and she lifted the lid off a Dutch oven. I looked inside, where meaty ribs simmered in a fragrant tomato and wine sauce. My mouth watered in anticipation.  
 
    “I slow-cooked them at home before bringing them here,” she added, smiling down at her food.  
 
    Grabbing a beer from the fridge, I slid into a chair at the breakfast table, anticipating my next exceptional meal. 
 
    “Dinner in fifteen minutes,” she said. “Right on time.”  
 
    If it hadn’t been so bloody hot and humid, I’d have suggested having dinner on the back deck, which offered a less-than-inspiring view of a sea of look-alike condo buildings. Instead, my chef set a place mat and utensils in front of me. 
 
    “I’m curious about something. What’s it like being on a television show?” she wanted to know. “I guess what I mean is, what happens when you’re on location?” 
 
    “Well, it’s quite glamorous, as you might expect.” I made sure we maintained eye contact for a few moments until she broke off to study her feet. 
 
    “My typical workday is ten to twelve hours, sometimes longer, beginning with hair and make-up. There’s a certain amount of standing around between takes or waiting in my trailer if I’m not in the scene. That’s when I study my script or catch up on phone calls and emails. And sometimes we shoot at night, darkness being the optimal time to hunt ghosts. The schedule doesn’t leave a lot of time for anything else, but at least I get the weekends off.” 
 
    Shelby nodded before she returned to the stove, where she began to sauté green beans and mushrooms in a skillet. Again, the thought crossed my mind of how good it felt coming home to someone, even if that someone was a service provider hired by the show’s production company. Having her to converse with helped keep the loneliness at bay. 
 
    I explained that most of the show was shot on location for authenticity, although we filmed a few of the interior scenes on a soundstage near Los Angeles, where there was a replica of the Sutherland home.  
 
    “Isn’t that a duplication of effort?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really. On a soundstage, no one needs to worry about the lighting or weather. Or irritating the tourists who come to see Ashland Plantation, only to learn that a portion is closed off for the TV crew. Some people are madly enthusiastic about anything related to the American Civil War.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Her enigmatic smile returned for a moment. “I live here, remember?” 
 
    She lifted the skillet off the flame and flipped the beans with an expert touch before finishing them with a pat of butter. 
 
    “I believe they’re ready.” 
 
    My chef prepared the plate—polenta first, followed by the spareribs, so tender they were falling off the bone, and the succulent little beans. She wiped the plate with a clean towel before presenting it to me.  
 
    “Bon appetit,” Shelby said brightly.  
 
    I unfolded a cloth napkin on my lap and picked up my fork, but before I could taste my first bite of savory goodness, my cell phone rang. 
 
    I glanced at the name on the screen, hoping to let the call go to voice mail. Georgianne James. We’d been divorced for more than a decade, with little contact unless it was regarding our daughter Madeline. I’d hardly classify Georgianne and I as friends.  
 
    “Do you mind keeping the plate warm?” I asked my chef. “I need to take this call.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    Keep the plate warm?  
 
    The polenta should’ve been served immediately, and the tender little beans would get mushy if I had to re-heat them. I loosely covered Ian’s plate with aluminum foil and placed it in the still-warm oven, hoping for the best. At least the pots de crème would hold in the refrigerator. I would wait until I served dessert to make the finishing touch—soft peaked whipped cream sweetened with confectioner’s sugar. 
 
    The concept of keeping my station clean and tidy was drilled into my head in culinary school as the hallmark of a professional, so while dinner was on hold, I finished rinsing bowls and utensils before loading the dishwasher. After I wiped down the stovetop and counters, there was little to do except wait. From the next room, I heard Ian’s mellifluous voice growing increasingly agitated.  
 
    “No!” he shouted. “Absolutely not!” 
 
    Another fifteen minutes passed. He continued the conversation, but I couldn’t make out his words. It was just as well, I told myself, because I had no interest in learning about his personal life, or lack of one.  
 
    When Ian returned to the table, a troubled expression clouded his photogenic face. I poured the wine and retrieved his dinner from the oven. The presentation looked acceptable, but if I’d been working in the restaurant, I would have remade the entire plate. 
 
    Ian stared into space for a few moments before picking up his fork and spearing a piece of beef. He chewed without making a sound. No accolades for tonight’s menu, I guessed.  
 
    “Everything’s a little overdone,” I said apologetically, although it wasn’t my fault. “Because it sat in the oven.” 
 
    He offered the briefest hint of a sad smile, reminding me of myself. It’s an effort to smile when you’re miserable. 
 
    “Your food is exceptional,” he said. “And beautifully presented, as well.” 
 
    He scooped up a bite of polenta, followed by a generous gulp of wine, before setting down his fork and focusing his whiskey-colored eyes on me. 
 
    “Shelby, do you have children?” 
 
    His question caught me completely off guard. Talk about putting the personal in Personal Chef. Maybe I should’ve insisted on getting a better job description. Still, I had to admit that I was curious. 
 
    “I have a twenty-seven-year-old daughter, Danielle, my only child. When it came to motherhood, I literally put all my eggs in one basket.” 
 
    He returned a wistful smile. 
 
    “Did you have problems with her as a teenager?” 
 
    “Oh, the usual boy-craziness, and there was a rebellious time during her junior year in high school when she didn’t want to come out of her room, but nothing major. Her father and I raised her to understand she could talk to us about anything. We might not agree, but we promised her that we would listen without judgment. I guess some of that must’ve stuck because Dani and I are close now.” 
 
    “And your husband?” he probed. “Is she close to him as well?” 
 
    “She was.” My voice softened as I struggled with the words. “He died last year.” 
 
    Ian set down his fork, regarding me with what appeared to be genuine sympathy. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Shelby. I had no idea. Here I am prattling on about my problems, when you…” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I interrupted, although I knew it wasn’t, and never would be again.  
 
    “So, do you have kids, Ian?” 
 
    I was dying to steer the conversation away from my own personal life, or what was left of it. 
 
    He pulled his cell phone from a shirt pocket and handed it to me. A photo of an unsmiling girl with porcelain skin and his amazing eyes filled the home screen. 
 
    “My daughter, Madeline. She’s sixteen. The child of my first marriage.” 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” I responded, wondering briefly how many marriages he’d been through. 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, “and she has a brilliant singing voice. But she’s struggling in school, she and her mum don’t get on well, and…” Ian paused. Pain, grief, and regret were written on his features. If he was acting, this was an award-winning performance. 
 
    “She cuts herself. That lovely child slashes her arms with a razor blade to cope with her emotional pain.” 
 
    I pulled out a chair from the breakfast table and sat across from him. I had not been aware that my new job might include being an amateur therapist, yet I couldn’t walk away from someone who was hurting. 
 
    “We sent her to a psychologist and I thought things had gotten better, but it’s happening again. When my ex called, they were in the hospital emergency room. One of the doctors wanted to admit Maddie into the psych ward for evaluation, and that’s when I blew up at him. 
 
    “I’ve talked to her mental health counselor and I’ve read up on self-harm and cutting disorder. I couldn’t bear the thought of her being locked up when she’s already fragile. She’s not suicidal, but she needs help.” 
 
    His usually robust voice cracked.  
 
    “Last year, she carved the word loser into her arm.” 
 
    The thought of that girl slicing herself tore at my heart. I’d heard of cutting disease, but I’d never known someone who had it, because it was almost always kept hidden. 
 
    Ian raked one hand through his hair as his eyes got moist. I sensed that he was on the verge of breaking down, but he composed himself at the last second and returned his eyes to me.  
 
    “I keep second-guessing everything I’ve done as a parent. Maybe if I’d been at home more when she was little, or recognized the warning signs earlier.” His voice faltered again as he studied his unfinished dinner. 
 
    “I’m sure you did the best you could. We all make mistakes and manage to screw up our kids in some way.” 
 
    “That’s where you’d be wrong,” he continued, his voice taking on an unfamiliar bitterness. “I didn’t do the best I could. I spent a lot of time away from home on location. My career was top priority, and family came second. I did some things I’m not proud of.” He stared at his plate.  
 
    “I’ve gotten it all wrong, Shelby, and there are no do-overs. No second takes.” 
 
    I didn’t quite know what to say in response. With Ian’s looks and his level of success, I assumed him to be a spoiled, arrogant jerk, instead of the emotionally wounded man who sat across from me. 
 
    “I think we’re all broken in some way. What matters is how we move forward.” 
 
    Strange words coming from someone like me, who had been frozen for the past year and a half. I hadn’t been able to sort through Jean-Pierre’s clothing and personal items, much less move on with my life in any meaningful way. My stomach coiled into a tight knot. 
 
    “You said Maddie had a therapist. Are you getting any help for yourself?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “No time, I’m afraid. Maybe when I get back home.” 
 
    “I could recommend someone if you’d like. Counseling helped me after Jean-Pierre died.” 
 
    I remembered well the five stages of grief that we discussed: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Somewhere along the way to “acceptance,” I’d gotten stuck, unable to emerge from the black hole of my sadness. 
 
    He fixed his eyes on mine. 
 
    “Thank you, Shelby,” Ian said in his beautifully articulated accent. “I’ll give it some thought. It was good of you to listen, because I’m certain that hearing Ian go on about his problems is not part of your job description.” He offered a half-hearted smile.  
 
    “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to have dessert in the living room. I’m going to study my script for a while before I go to bed. All of this emotional upheaval…” His voice trailed away. “I must get back to work.” 
 
    I knew all about emotional upheaval, and I wondered how much sleep he would get tonight. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    Another day of shooting had begun on the troubled set of Sutherland’s Ghosts, where my first scene took place in the plantation home’s manicured garden. Per the script, I was attempting to talk my on-screen daughter out of marrying a worthless scoundrel, when one of the household staff rushed to tell me the young neighbor who claimed to have been stalked by a ghost was dead. Judging from the marks on her neck, foul play was suspected. 
 
    It was all I could do this morning to keep my attention on saying my lines. I’d tossed and turned for most of last night before I made the decision to fly to Los Angeles for the weekend to spend time with Maddie. After I finally got to sleep, I dreamed that I visited a psychologist who looked remarkably like Chef Shelby. She was dressed in a tight-fitting suit with a short skirt, and when she sat across from me in her office and crossed her legs, I could see halfway up her creamy thighs.  
 
    Removing a pair of oversized reading glasses, she looked me over with clear azure eyes. “What seems to be the problem, baby?” she asked. “Maybe I can help.” 
 
    Her voice carried the softest trace of a southern accent. I woke up with a raging hard on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This morning, I was perched awkwardly on a stone garden bench, ready to shoot the first part of the scene, when a wasp flew into my line of vision, causing me to miss my cue. The instant I caught sight of the little yellow-legged bastard, I jumped off the bench and walked away. I am severely allergic to wasp stings. A single prick would’ve been enough to trigger an anaphylactic reaction and send me to urgent care.  
 
    “You all right, Ian?” Our thirty-something hipster director, Chris, made a valiant attempt to appear concerned about my welfare, although I was certain he was far more worried about the delay in production. Shooting a weekly series meant we were on a rather tight schedule. 
 
    “Could someone please get rid of the wasp? I’m allergic.”  
 
    Chris tugged at his sparse goatee and shot me a disapproving look before dispatching two production assistants to the garden to either shoo away or kill the offending insect. I wasn’t trying to be difficult, but I hoped to get through the day without having my face puff up to twice its normal size, right before I stopped breathing. 
 
    The second and third attempts to shoot the scene were ruined when my fellow actor blew his line. By the time we tried a fourth take, I was completely unfocused.  
 
    My manservant rushed in again and cried, “Sir, it’s Miss Anna. She’s dead.” 
 
    TV daughter clutched at her chest. “Oh, God, no!” she wailed. 
 
    “Her body was found this morning, ma’am,” Manservant continued. “Looks as though she was strangled.” 
 
    At this point, I was supposed to assume my character’s serious lawyer face and respond with, “If she’s been murdered, then someone is responsible.” 
 
    I rehearsed the line and convinced myself that I could utter the words, but when I was sitting in the stifling hot garden, surrounded by cast and crew, I realized that I simply couldn’t go through with it. I was likely to destroy what was left of my professional credibility, becoming a subject of ridicule on late night television. 
 
    “Chris?” I called out, ruining the take and getting no response. 
 
    “Chris!”  
 
    This time I used my loudest stage voice, which made a couple of crew members flinch in surprise. My director ambled over, frowning and obviously irritated by yet another delay. He fished in his shirt pocket for a roll of chewable antacid tablets and swallowed a handful. 
 
    “What is it now, Ian?” 
 
    “I can’t say that line.” 
 
    He grimaced. “What do you mean, you can’t say it? Why not?” 
 
    Why not? I jumped up again, releasing a torrent of rage, frustration, or a combination of both, brought on by my lack of sleep and worried mind.  
 
    “Because it’s utterly fucking ridiculous, that’s why! Don’t you get it? Of course, someone is responsible if she’s been murdered.” 
 
    From the corner of my eye I caught Jennifer staring at me from off-set. Others were murmuring among themselves, no doubt unsettled by my uncharacteristic outburst. Ian’s always cheerful. Ian is easy to work with. 
 
    I shook with fury, while Chris simply stood with his arms crossed, waiting for my rant to end. I suspected that his daily dose of anti-anxiety medication might be all that was keeping him from crossing the line into insanity. He stared up at the sky, which was becoming grayer and cloudier by the minute. Rain was in the afternoon forecast.  
 
    “All right,” he replied in a calm voice, as if he was soothing a misbehaving child. “What would you suggest?” 
 
    “Why do I need to say anything? We’ve already established that she’s been killed.” 
 
    “We’ll do it your way,” he agreed, and we managed to complete the scene, including the close-ups, minutes before a light mist began falling. I retreated to my trailer to wait out the rain, where I cranked up the air conditioning before crashing onto the sofa.  
 
    My heart beat too fast and I was perspiring again. Maybe I should’ve followed up on Shelby’s suggestion and gotten counseling, but when? At night, when I was exhausted after my workday? My mental health check-up would have to wait until I returned to California.  
 
    In the short term, perhaps getting laid might brighten my outlook. I had no doubt that Tasha would go for a quickie on the couch, but that thought only depressed me. I was not at all certain I could perform to her satisfaction. Neither was I turned on by the idea of shagging Jennifer and becoming another conquest she would boast about to her friends. 
 
    In truth, the only woman I enjoyed thinking about was my new personal chef. While I’d just met her, she seemed the antithesis of my soon-to-be-ex, who cared more about her clothes, manicures, and interior design choices than she ever did about me. Shelby, on the other hand, was nurturing, warm, and unaffected by my so-called celebrity status. She hadn’t even watched the show. 
 
    Retrieving my cell phone, I searched for a local florist, scrolled through the results, clicked on the link that promised same day delivery and chose a tasteful arrangement of white roses, lilies, and delphinium. In the message box, I typed: Thank you for being a friend. Ian. Not the most poetic statement, but at least it was sincere. 
 
    In the next instant, I realized I didn’t have her delivery address, so I navigated away from the florist site and began a search, finding the information I sought in the online white pages, along with an archived article about her husband’s death. 
 
      
 
    Local Epicureans Mourn Loss of Restaurateur 
 
    Customers of Appleton’s acclaimed restaurant, Faith, are mourning the loss of Chef Jean-Pierre Durand, who suffered a fatal heart attack last week at the age of 56. Durand and his wife, Shelby Faith Durand, for whom the restaurant was named, were renowned for their casual French cuisine and Faith’s informal atmosphere, which attracted a mix of locals and seasonal tourists to its historic downtown location. 
 
    “The staff adored Jean-Pierre,” his wife recalled. “He was an inspiration to us all.”  
 
    She has not said whether she plans to re-open the restaurant, which has been closed since Durand’s passing.  
 
    Durand was taken ill in the restaurant kitchen last Friday night. Efforts to revive him were not successful, and he was pronounced dead after being transported to Appleton Regional Medical Center. Funeral services are pending. 
 
    He and his wife, also an accomplished chef, met when both were students at Le Cordon Bleu in Paris. After their marriage they relocated to New York, where they gained experience working in the restaurant business before moving to Appleton more than twenty years ago.  
 
    “We wanted a lifestyle that was more conducive to raising our daughter, who was a first-grader at the time,” Shelby Durand said. “When the opportunity presented itself to own our own business, we jumped at the chance to experience small town life.” 
 
    The couple have been active community supporters and are credited with sparking a revival of Appleton’s downtown pedestrian mall. As early advocates of the “farm to table” restaurant movement, they insisted on using locally sourced ingredients from nearby farms, wineries, and ranches. 
 
    In addition to his wife, Durand is survived by a daughter, Danielle Nicole Durand, of Alexandria, Virginia. 
 
      
 
    I was beginning to understand the sadness behind her smile.  
 
    Returning to the florist site, I placed my order. Outside, persistent rain descended in sheets, turning the ground around my trailer into a shallow, gray lake. We still had a half-day of shooting to complete, including a crucial scene inside the plantation house that we couldn’t begin until today’s tourists were gone. Given the rain delay, I knew I was in for a long night. 
 
    I composed a short message to Shelby: 
 
      
 
    Looks as though I’ll be home late on account of the rain, so don’t bother with dinner. I’ll see you Thursday. 
 
    Your beleaguered Ian 
 
      
 
    Afterward, I booked a flight to Los Angeles departing Friday night from Washington Dulles. With nothing more to do but wait, I chose a book on pre-Civil War America from a stack of reading material on a side table, thinking that I’d do some research to flesh out my character. That was the last thing I remembered until almost two hours later, when a knock on my trailer door from a production assistant woke me from a fitful sleep.  
 
    I was dreaming about Shelby again. In this scene, I arrived at the condo after work to find her in the kitchen wearing nothing but her chef’s apron with the whisk print. As she turned and bent over to check something in the oven, her bare arse was exposed, a sight that made my cock stiff and my heart pound out of control.  
 
    Why was I dreaming of Shelby instead of hot little Tasha, who would’ve had me in a heartbeat? More to the point, why was I so drawn to her in the first place? I had sworn off romantic entanglements. I had made a mess of almost every relationship I’d been in. Try as I might, though, I could not stop thinking about her. All I knew for certain is that in only a couple of days my new chef had managed to heat up a lot more than just the kitchen.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    As luck would have it, I’d already returned home from the gourmet market with ingredients for tonight’s meal when I got Ian’s message about working late. A small stab of disappointment pricked at my heart at the thought of not seeing him swoon over my food again. Not to mention the fact that I had sifted through the avocado bin for a good ten minutes to find three perfectly ripe fruits to top open-faced shrimp tacos. Fresh ingredients were a hallmark of my cooking. If I held the food for tomorrow, the shrimp would be a day older and the avocados overripe.  
 
    The remainder of my day stretched before me, lonely hours that begged to be filled. If not for the pouring rain, I would have been at work in my garden, one of the few places I found peace and tranquility, grooving to classic jazz while spending the afternoon weeding, pruning, and planting. I’d discovered the process of growing and harvesting food was even more healing than spending time in my therapist’s office. You can’t be a gardener and remain totally pessimistic.  
 
    Instead, I wandered through my empty house, wondering again if I should put it on the market and move into an apartment or condo. Jean-Pierre and I had purchased our 100-year-old home more than two decades ago, updating it over the years with remodeled bathrooms, a new, open kitchen, and an upper deck overlooking the backyard. The three-story house was much too large for one person. It was filled with memories of our life together, a fact that had become a stumbling block in my recovery process. My therapist had suggested more than once that I sort through my husband’s belongings and make the house mine. Ours didn’t exist anymore. 
 
    The thought of boxing up all his things produced a knot in my stomach, along with a pulsing headache. On a whim, I made a rare workday call to Danielle, hoping to catch her during a break.  
 
    “Just wanted to chat, if you have a few minutes.” 
 
    “Sure. I don’t have to be at work for a while. I start training the bar staff tonight.” 
 
    My daughter’s job as a manager for an international restaurant chain required her to travel throughout the country to open new locations. She loved her single, nomadic lifestyle, while I was proud that she hasn’t settled for a mediocre marriage. My exceptional daughter deserved an equally exceptional partner, a man who would cherish a strong woman. Sometimes, though, I wondered if she would ever find someone who could meet her exacting standards. 
 
    “I’m thinking about packing up some of your father’s things.” 
 
    “I wish you would.” A note of skepticism crept into her voice. I’d told her the same thing several times during the past year, but never followed through. 
 
    “You know how much I love Daddy, but you shouldn’t make your whole house a shrine to his memory.”  
 
    My opinionated daughter was wise beyond her years.  
 
    “Wait until I come visit if you don’t want to do it alone.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetie, but I think I’m going to tackle it. Tomorrow.” Another delay would give me a few more hours to mentally prepare myself for the task. 
 
    “I’ll save the old photos for you to sift through next time you’re here.” 
 
    “Did you start that personal chef gig for the actor?” she asked. Dani had been concerned about my continued lack of enthusiasm for regular employment. 
 
    “Yes, he’s one of the stars of Sutherland’s Ghosts, here on location for the next few weeks.” 
 
    “Tyler Chance? The gorgeous guy who manages to lose his shirt in every episode?” 
 
    I didn’t know who she was talking about, although the thought of a bare-chested Ian made my pulse speed up and my stomach tighten. Briefly, I fantasized about what Ian might look like naked before I slammed the door on that X-rated thought. 
 
     “No, he’s older. Probably about my age.”  
 
    “Ian James? You’re cooking for him?” Her voice brightened. “He’s pretty hot for an old guy, like Clooney, or Brad Pitt. He played the Time Traveler.” 
 
    Again, I was clueless. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Time Traveler, Mom. It was a tongue-in-cheek sci-fi series he did several years ago. One of the cable networks started airing reruns that became popular in my college dorm. All my roommates had a crush on Ian. 
 
    “What’s he like?” 
 
    I pondered her question for a moment. If pressed, I’d have to describe him as witty, unpredictable, complex, and emotionally wounded. Add “drop-dead gorgeous” and “charming” to the mix and that made him dangerous. Especially when he turned those amber eyes on my face. 
 
    “I just met the man,” I finally responded. “I have no idea.” 
 
    Late in the afternoon I received a delivery, an enormous arrangement of white roses and deep blue delphinium in a ceramic vase. Who in the world would be sending me flowers? When I read the attached card, my face flushed, leaving me so light-headed that I had to sit down. Sending the bouquet was a thoughtful thing to do, even though Ian’s gesture was a little over the top. All I did was listen while he worried about his daughter’s problems. Didn’t he have someone close he could talk to? 
 
    I placed the vase on an antique sideboard in the sunroom before returning to my kitchen to plan dinner. There was no point in letting fresh shrimp go to waste, so I decided to grill them for myself and re-think tomorrow night’s menu.  
 
    When the rain finally let up, I wandered out to my garden, choosing carrots, tomatoes, and a variety of greens and herbs for a salad. After I washed my fresh produce and spun it dry, I skewered the shrimp on metal rods, heated the gas grill, and made my salad, tossing it in a fresh vinaigrette before putting the shrimp on to cook. My finished plate, accompanied by a wine glass and a full bottle of Chardonnay, went onto a TV table in the sunroom. 
 
    The smell of cooked seafood drew the attention of both cats, who sat near my feet in anticipation of a treat. I flopped into Jean-Pierre’s leather chair, turned on the television, and started Season One of Sutherland’s Ghosts on Netflix. If nothing else, I rationalized, watching Ian’s show would give Dani and me something to talk about.  
 
    The first episode served as an introduction to the Sutherland family in pre-Civil War Virginia. Ian portrayed John Sutherland, the widowed patriarch, lawyer by day and paranormal investigator at night. With all of that going on, I’m not sure when his character got any sleep. His three grown children lived in the family home, the youngest son played by frequently shirtless Tyler Chance. 
 
    While I was no critic, I characterized the acting as mostly overblown, bordering on amateurish, although Ian delivered a solid performance. His presence lent a certain gravitas to the otherwise ridiculous and hard-to-follow plot, and he did look dashing in a frock coat.  
 
    I made it through three episodes and most of the bottle of wine before turning off the television and Googling “Ian James” on my tablet. Since I seldom read Hollywood gossip magazines or celebrity websites, the scandal surrounding his divorce in progress was news to me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    TV Host Monica Lewis Dumps Husband for Game Show Contestant 
 
    Monica Lewis, co-host of television’s 90-Day Fitness Challenge, has been served with divorce papers from her husband, actor Ian James, amid rumors of her alleged affair with one of the show’s weight loss contestants. A source close to Lewis said the former beauty queen has moved out of the couple’s Malibu home and is living with 26-year-old Braden Milkowski, winner of Season Four.  
 
    “Everyone on the set knew what was going on,” our source told us. “Most of Braden’s daily workouts took place in Monica’s dressing room.” 
 
    A friend of James, who asked not to be identified, said the star of Sutherland’s Ghosts was “gutted” by the breakup, which he blamed on conflicting work schedules that kept the couple apart for weeks at a time.  
 
    “He knew there was friction in their marriage, but he never saw this coming.” 
 
      
 
    The accompanying photo depicted the two of them during happier times, posing on the red carpet at a formal event. Ian appeared stunningly handsome in a classic tuxedo. She was tall and fitness-model-thin, with cheekbones so well-defined they could cut someone.  
 
    Ian was dumped for a man half his age? That had to have bruised his ego. Part of me was relieved to know he wasn’t the one who violated his vows, but who really knew what went on in a couple’s marriage?  
 
    I’d already learned far more about his personal life than I wanted to know, yet something compelled me to keep searching. When I pulled up his official bio, I learned that Ian was three years younger than me. I discovered that he was married once before to a woman named Georgianne, who is Madeline’s mother. Two failed marriages, a divorce scandal, and a troubled teenage girl. No wonder the man seemed a little depressed. His personal life was a tangled, emotional mess. Even more reason to guard my feelings and not let his charisma cloud my decision-making. I certainly wouldn’t want to get sucked into his overblown lifestyle and become fodder for a tacky grocery store tabloid. 
 
    My gaze landed on the lush floral arrangement atop my sideboard, and I wondered how much of the online story was true. I wanted to believe his side of things because, as much as I told myself it didn’t matter, I also didn’t want to find out that Ian was a jerk. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, fortified by a breakfast of soft scrambled eggs and avocado toast, I planned dinner, substituting pork for yesterday’s shrimp. After I seasoned a roast and placed it in the slow cooker, I tackled the job I’d been dreading for well over a year. Starting downstairs, I took Jean-Pierre’s coats and jackets out of the front hall closet and removed most of the framed photos that cluttered the top of the sideboard in the sunroom. The photos went into a box for Danielle to sort through. I left only one, a favorite picture of J-P and me standing in front of Faith, taken on the restaurant’s fifteenth anniversary. 
 
    Next, I trudged upstairs to the master bedroom, where I’d dropped several cardboard boxes on the hardwood floor near the walk-in closet. Opening the closet door, I braced myself for the wave of sadness and loss washing over me at the sight of all his clothes, untouched during the past eighteen months. Shirts and pants were removed from hangers and placed into the cartons, along with all his shoes. Sifting through his t-shirts, I lingered over the ones that still carried a hint of his scent.  
 
    When I was done, his side of the closet was bare except for the few items I decided to keep: his favorite worn leather jacket, a chef’s coat from Faith, and a Tommy Bahama tropical print shirt, new with the tags still attached. He was going to wear it on the Caribbean cruise we had planned before his premature death changed everything.  
 
    I paused to sit on the edge of our bed, holding the tropical shirt and smoothing the fabric with one hand. My eyes got moist when I thought of all the plans we’d made: work a few more years, sell the restaurant, and travel. Jean-Pierre and I would become freelance restaurant consultants and I’d finally write my cookbook.  
 
    I knew I’d never get through the process without breaking down, and as I sat and sobbed, tears of sorrow and regret spilled down my cheeks. All the time we waited, the retirement we planned, the trip to France, and to what end? What had all the waiting gotten us?  
 
    Now he was gone, and those plans had turned to dust. 
 
    Returning to the closet, I shifted some of my clothing to his side, so it wouldn’t look empty. In the process, I re-discovered a summer dress in a delicate rose-and-white print, also unworn, along with a new pair of strappy, low-heeled sandals, put aside and forgotten in the wake of his death.  
 
    Moving over to Jean-Pierre’s dresser, I started opening drawers, removing socks, underwear, sweatpants, and a pair of silk pajamas I bought him years ago. All the items went into another large carton, leaving only a small wooden jewelry box. Inside were his wedding band, a pair of old-fashioned cufflinks, and his expensive Swiss watch, a Christmas gift from me. I slipped his ring into a silk pouch containing my matching band, which I’d finally taken off a few weeks ago. Seeing it on my finger every day was a constant reminder of what I’d lost. I planned to give the watch to Danielle. 
 
    After only a few hours of emotionally draining work, I was so tired that I wanted to crawl into bed, although it was only mid-afternoon. My body was numb, and my brain had turned to mush. I was almost finished with this dreaded task, however, so I loaded the boxes into the back of my Subaru and drove to the local hospice thrift store with my donation. I had hoped that clearing out Jean-Pierre’s things might help to bring a sense of closure to his death, but I didn’t feel much different, only slightly relieved at having completed the dreaded chore. 
 
    Back at home, I managed to take a twenty-minute power nap before showering. Putting aside my unofficial uniform of cropped pants and tank top, I slipped into the rose print dress, which felt cooler and looked more girly than my usual attire. The sandals were perfect with it. I wasn’t dressing up for Ian, I reminded myself. I was trying to move forward and overcome my loss by wearing something fresh and new.   
 
    Returning to my kitchen, I slipped on an apron, washed my hands, and began assembling the ingredients for tonight’s dinner. I decided to use the succulent, moist pork to make open-faced tacos with a spicy slaw. The slightly overripe avocados could be transformed into a delicious crema by blending them with sour cream and lime juice. A comforting refried bean casserole would round out the meal. 
 
    The ingredients and tools went onto a plastic tub for transport to the condo. At the last minute, I added a six-pack of Dos Equis. While the Mexican beer wasn’t on Ian’s list of acceptable beverages, I hoped he might enjoy it. My final task was feeding the cats, who looked slightly confused by their early mealtime, but if I waited until I got home later tonight, Francoise would never let me forget it.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    A few minutes past six p.m., I let myself into the condo, arriving home after surviving yet another miserably hot day on the plantation. Right before I left the set, I got an update on last week’s TV show ratings, and ours were dismal. Sutherland’s Ghosts had dropped to third in its time slot, outperformed by a long-running crime drama and a national amateur talent competition. 
 
    I’d prepared myself mentally for the possibility of cancellation, which would be somewhat of a relief, although I’d also hate for my name to be associated with failure. The long workdays and the unrelenting heat and humidity had taken a toll on both my physical and mental health. Or, perhaps I was simply getting too old for the daily grind. In any case, I consoled myself with the prospect of a delectable dinner prepared by my new chef. 
 
    Shelby was standing at the kitchen counter, deftly shredding a head of cabbage with a mandolin. A cheese-topped casserole rested on a cutting board and the aroma of spicy cooked meat filled the space. My stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Hello, Chef,” I announced. “Your favorite antebellum ghost chaser has returned again.” 
 
    She turned and offered the barest hint of a smile before glancing at the kitchen clock. 
 
    “You’re home early. I wasn’t expecting you so soon. Would you like an appetizer before dinner?” She set a bowl of tortilla chips and a dish of salsa on the breakfast table. 
 
    “I’m making pulled pork tacos,” she continued. “You didn’t ask about tonight’s menu, so I hope they’re all right.”  
 
    “I’m sure they will be quite…satisfying,” I responded, instantly regretting my questionable word choice. I hoped she didn’t view me as a stereotypical Hollywood creep.  
 
    Lingering in the doorway for a moment, I took in the sight of her while trying not to get caught staring. Shelby was wearing another fanciful chef apron, this one featuring a colorful pattern of olive oil bottles, tied over a short dress that showed off a pair of slim legs. Her pedicured feet were encased in low-heeled sandals. I couldn’t recall seeing her in a dress before tonight and I wondered if she was going out later, perhaps to meet a man in some dimly-lit bar where they would whisper to each other and hold hands under the table. 
 
    Man, you need to get a grip.   
 
    When I offered Shelby a smile, her face flushed before she returned her eyes to the cabbage. I decided to remove myself from the kitchen before I blurted out something completely inappropriate, such as, I dreamed about you naked. 
 
    “Since I’m here early, I’m going to work out on the elliptical trainer before dinner. Our wardrobe supervisor says I’ve put on weight.”  
 
    “Because of my food?”  
 
    Her face broke into a warm grin as the earth gave way underneath my feet, like the feeling of being caught in a Los Angeles tremor. My mind flashed back to the dream of her bare backside, and I hoped I didn’t get an embarrassing stiffy in front of her.  
 
    “Give me forty-five minutes for a workout and quick shower.” 
 
    I dropped an armful of American history books on the breakfast table before walking toward the hallway and the spare bedroom-turned-exercise studio. 
 
    “Ian?” I turned to find her eyeing me.  
 
    “Thank you for the flowers. It was sweet of you to send them, but I’m not sure what I did to deserve roses.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure. You were here to listen, and I appreciate your perspective.” 
 
    I headed down the hall into my bedroom. Stripping off my clothes, I changed into shorts, t-shirt, and trainers before walking into the exercise space and stepping onto the elliptical machine, trying unsuccessfully to focus on my workout. Instead, my thoughts returned to Shelby—her legs, her glorious silver hair, and that mysterious smile.  
 
    My current line of thinking was unproductive. Even if she was attracted to me, I would be back in Los Angeles in a few more weeks, so there was no point in starting something that would go nowhere. Only a self-serving prick would attempt to take advantage of a grieving widow. The same type of self-serving prick who once embarked on a steamy affair with an unattainable woman, damaging both their lives. I’m no longer that man, I reminded myself. I’ve learned some painful lessons. 
 
    Less than an hour later, I was back in the kitchen, drawn by the tantalizing aroma wafting from a large covered pot on the countertop. I sat at the breakfast table and helped myself to her appetizer. 
 
    “Those are organic tortilla chips, and the salsa was made from ingredients in the garden,” my chef informed me. “I brought some Mexican beer to go with the meal, although it wasn’t on your list.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go by the list, Chef. That was only a test to find out if you were paying attention. Feed me anything you want. I’m happy to be your culinary guinea pig.” 
 
    She handed me an open bottle of beer topped with a lime wedge. I squeezed the juice into the bottle and took a healthy swig. The fresh, cold beverage left a hint of tang on my tongue. 
 
    A few minutes later she dished up the meal—juicy shredded pork served on flour tortillas, which she heated on the grill, producing a nice char. The tacos were topped with a spicy slaw and avocado sauce and accompanied by “organic and vegetarian” refried beans. 
 
    “Cilantro: yes or no?” she asked, while chopping herbs on a cutting board. “Some people think it tastes like soap.” 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    “Good for you. That means you have a well-developed palate.” Chef offered the briefest hint of her smile. 
 
    Even though I knew I shouldn’t, I helped myself to a second portion of the cheesy bean casserole. I was beginning to wonder how I could return to my own mediocre cooking, not to mention fitting into my trousers, after having been fed by Shelby. 
 
    She cleaned up the dishes while I gorged myself.  
 
    Between mouthfuls I managed to tell her, “We have more than our share of fine Mexican restaurants in southern California, but I have to say I’ve never eaten better tacos. Surely you didn’t learn Mexican cuisine at Le Cordon Bleu.” 
 
    “No.” She turned toward me with another unreadable smile. Tapping one side of her mouth with a forefinger, she said, “You’re wearing a little avocado sauce on your face.” 
 
    I grinned and wiped my mouth with a cloth napkin. The dreary paper variety was not allowed at her table.  
 
    “Come sit down and have a beer with me,” I urged. “You’ve definitely earned it.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. I do like it when people are enthusiastic about my food.”  
 
    She popped the top off a bottle of Dos Equis and joined me at the table. Her clear blue eyes were fixed on my face. 
 
    “If the calories are a problem,” she said, “I can lighten things up, substitute skim milk for whole, eliminate most butter and oil and make fewer sauces, if that’s what you want. But the food won’t taste the same.” 
 
    “I have no intention of asking you to change your recipes,” I insisted. “I suppose I’ll have to work out more often.” 
 
    “I think you look just fine.”   
 
    She drew out the last word in her subtle southern accent before lowering her head and staring at her lap for a long, awkward moment. 
 
    When she gazed up again, I offered my best smile.  
 
    “I believe that’s the second compliment you’ve paid me this evening, Shelby. Maybe I’m not quite as offensive as you’ve no doubt heard.” 
 
    “I don’t find you offensive. And, by the way, I watched your show. Three episodes of the first season.” 
 
    “Wretched, isn’t it?” 
 
    Her grin sent the room spinning around me. 
 
    “I thought it was…somewhat entertaining,” she stammered, in a valiant effort to remain diplomatic. “Although the plots are, uh, a little hard to follow. I do have a question, though. When does your character get any sleep? He’s either practicing law, chasing ghosts, or spending time with some new lady friend. The poor man must be exhausted.” 
 
    Her comment made me laugh out loud. 
 
    “That’s a good question. I’ll take it up with the writers.” 
 
    Chef stood up, hands on her hips, her eyes drawn to the stack of history books on the table. The volume on top was titled Harpers Ferry, John Brown, and the March to Civil War. 
 
    “You know, Harpers Ferry is only a few miles up the road, across the West Virginia border. I’ve been there a few times. Some of the old town has been turned into a national historical site. I think history is a lot more interesting when you can see the places you’re reading about. Are you enjoying the book?”  
 
    I scratched my chin while considering her question.  
 
    “I was hoping to get a bit more background for my character, but in all honesty, it’s quite dull. I have found it to be an excellent cure for insomnia.” 
 
    I was rewarded with a genuine laugh that lit up her face. “I thought the same thing about history when I was in school.”  
 
    I found myself wishing that Shelby would laugh more often. I also understood why she didn’t. 
 
    “You have trouble sleeping?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Actually, I can’t remember the last time I slept through the night. Something having to do with the aging process, I’m told.” 
 
    “Me too,” she said, as her smile disappeared, and the veil of sadness returned. 
 
    For an instant I contemplated the insane notion of pulling her into my lap, folding my arms around her and assuring her that things would be all right. Of course, that would have been stupid, not to mention way out of line. Besides, things can’t always be made better, despite our best intentions.  
 
    “I’m flying to L.A. tomorrow night to see Maddie, so you’ve got the evening off. I’ll be back late on Sunday.” 
 
    She dragged her eyes downward, but not before I detected what I thought might be a hint of disappointment in her expression.  
 
    “I’m sure she misses you. What do you plan to do, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “I thought we’d go out for breakfast, then spend the day at a flea market. She loves looking at other people’s castoffs, particularly vintage clothing. Maybe go to a movie afterward, or watch pay per view. You survived the teenage years with your daughter. What do you recommend?” 
 
    She kept her eyes on her lap while she contemplated a response. 
 
    “Hard to say since I haven’t met her, but considering what you’ve told me, I’d focus on ways to boost her self-esteem, without being too obvious about it. Maybe you could have her update your phone and computer.” 
 
    “Brilliant idea. I’m quite sure Maddie is more tech-savvy than her old man.” 
 
    “And she’ll probably tell you exactly what you want to hear, so don’t take anything she says too seriously.” 
 
    She looked up and gave me another of her enigmatic smiles, sending my pulse pounding. A vision of Shelby in my bed, her glorious silver hair spread out on the pillow, had taken up residence in my fevered brain.  
 
    “I don’t want the production company to think I’m slacking,” she said. “Why don’t I drop off some food on Sunday, so you’ll have something good to eat when you get home?” 
 
    “That would be lovely.” 
 
    I wondered if she would make another guest appearance in my dreams that night, perhaps handfeeding me some tempting morsel and soothing me in her soft accent.  
 
    Here, Ian. Try another bite, baby. Oh, you’ve dribbled all over your chin. Let me take care of that for you, lover. 
 
    She rose from the table, taking the empty beer bottles with her. 
 
    “How about dessert? I made coconut flan.” 
 
    Of course, I couldn’t say “no,” because that would’ve been rude, wouldn’t it? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    I think you look just fine. 
 
    What had possessed me to say something like that? Particularly to a man like Ian, who’d no doubt been showered with compliments about his looks for most of his adult life. I behaved like some adoring fangirl instead of a professional chef. You are a service provider hired by the production company, I reminded myself, and that’s all there is to it.  
 
    I hadn’t dated anyone since Jean-Pierre’s death, and the last thing I was looking for was a boyfriend. If I’d been interested in Ian, which I told myself repeatedly that I was not, he was spectacularly unsuitable. In only a few more weeks, he would fly home to his luxurious lifestyle in Malibu, home of the beautiful people. He was on the rebound, and obviously wounded from his most recent breakup. I was in no better shape, existing day-to-day in my emotional strait jacket.  
 
    Two broken people. 
 
    You need to stop this insanity right now and get on with rebuilding your life. Find yourself a permanent job and think about moving closer to D.C. In a few weeks, Ian will be gone. 
 
    I lectured myself all the way home from the condo, and by the time I returned to my house, I had convinced myself there was nothing going on between us. He was my client and we could be friends, but that was as far as it would go. 
 
    When I unlocked my back door, I was greeted at once by Henri and Francoise. Both cats followed me into the kitchen, where I made myself a grilled cheese sandwich, one of my guilty food pleasures, and took my plate into the sunroom. Settling in Jean-Pierre’s chair, I flipped on the television and continued watching Season One of Sutherland’s Ghosts. 
 
    I knew it was a foolish thing to do, because the minute I saw his face on the screen, blood rushed to my head, causing my face to flush like a hormonal teenager. The sight of Ian’s lean frame in his period riding wear of long jacket, tightly fitted pants, and tall boots made my stomach flip. When he mounted his horse effortlessly, as a refined southern gentleman of the time might have done, the churning sensation got worse. I imagined what it might feel like to be his saddle, with his legs wrapped around me and his balls pressed tight. Then I flipped the script to an erotic little movie of me, riding him hard while he called out my name as he came. 
 
    I remedied my queasiness with a glass of Merlot, then a second glass, as I binge-watched the remainder of Season One. On screen, John Sutherland was stylish, confident, and always in control of his emotions. He was a loving husband to his late wife, who was seen only in flashbacks. When he was not practicing law or chasing ghosts, he managed to become involved with a series of lady friends, none of whom survived for more than a few episodes. 
 
    Quite a different guy from the isolated, sometimes bitter man who savored my cooking and told me his troubles. I was beginning to think he might be a better actor than I first thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With no one to cook for until Monday, the three-day weekend and all its empty hours loomed large. I had hoped to sleep late on Friday morning, but the cats wanted none of it, yowling until I climbed out of bed and fed them. I ended up spending most of the day in my garden, which had produced a small bounty of fresh produce: lettuce, spring onions, and baby eggplant, along with more carrots and beans. 
 
    After I rinsed and dried the veggies, I placed everything onto a platter, arranged in what I considered an artful manner, and snapped some photos with my phone. The soft palette of fresh green and orange looked luscious in the photos, so I chose the best image, cropped, and saved it. I spent the next half-hour debating whether it would be a good idea to send Ian a friendly text. It wasn’t like I was sexting him or sending a nude selfie, so what harm could it do?  
 
    Before I could talk myself out of it, I attached a short message to the veggie photo. 
 
      
 
    Shelby: Today’s Harvest!  
 
      
 
    When I didn’t hear back from him for more than an hour, I began to second guess my pathetic, childish attempt at communication. He’d probably received more than his share of nude selfies, and I sent him a photo of vegetables? Another half-hour passed, and I’d convinced myself that Ian was laughing at me. In another fifty-three minutes, I got a text alert. 
 
      
 
    Ian: Just got off the set, on my way to the airport. Will the veggies keep until Monday? 
 
      
 
    Shelby: No, but there’s more where they came from! Have a safe trip.  
 
      
 
    I followed the message with a smiley face emoji. 
 
      
 
    Ian: Thanks, Shelby. See you then. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t quite sure whether to feel good about our little exchange...or foolish.  
 
    That night I curled up in the familiar contours of J-P’s chair and started the second season of Sutherland’s Ghosts, which I had recorded. Ian’s story arc concerned his would-be relationship with yet another female who met her untimely death in the third episode. I was beginning to think there was something sinister involving all the women who had died, disappeared, or left town in a hurry after becoming involved with John Sutherland. I would have to ask Ian for an explanation.  
 
    The thought of him sent me speculating about what he was doing on the West Coast at that moment. And who he might’ve been doing it with. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I spent Saturday morning at my hair stylist’s salon for my regular appointment. Scott is an artist who couldn’t be hurried, so by the time I got a trim and a few fresh highlights, along with a pedicure, it was well past noon. My next stop was a parking lot adjacent to Appleton’s historic downtown pedestrian mall. I’d avoided this area for the past year and a half, particularly the block that housed our restaurant. After I sold the building, it was converted into a semi-successful Mexican eatery. 
 
    Next, I ducked into my favorite espresso bar for a latte before wandering along the four-block mall, lined with shops and restaurants frequented by tourists, many of whom had come to explore the area’s Civil War monuments and battlefields. My destination was a tiny boutique, owned by a former customer of Faith, that offered a selection of unique women’s fashions not found in a department store. I left with three new additions to my closet—a sleeveless wrap dress featuring an oversized hibiscus print, a gauzy white shirt with blue-and-white batik cropped pants, and a bohemian-inspired outfit consisting of a violet tank top and attached tiered skirt in a variety of colorful, contrasting prints.  
 
    Guilt pricked at my insides when I pulled out a credit card to pay for my windfall, but I shoved the feeling aside. I hadn’t spent money on clothing in more than a year, and since my therapist insisted that I needed to take care of myself, I rationalized that a few new outfits might be part of my recovery process. The fact that I’d caught Ian staring at my legs had absolutely nothing to do with it. 
 
    Back at home, the cats and I made ourselves comfortable in the sunroom, settling in for another evening of Sutherland’s Ghosts. I planned to binge-watch the remaining recorded episodes while eating dinner, which consisted of a salad and another bottle of Merlot. 
 
    Starting where I left off the night before, I pushed Play. The episode began with a gratuitous shot of bare-chested Tyler Chance splitting logs outside the family home. Sweat glistened on his muscled torso, a sight that sent me into my own erotic soap opera, this one starring Ian in a glass-walled shower stall. He let me watch while he washed every inch of his spectacular body before I joined him. The warm spray coursed over me as I was pressed against the tiled wall. His cock was hard, and my knees turned to butter… 
 
    This is crazy.  
 
    I had to find a way to bring my emotions under control. I was lonely, and I knew he sensed it, which also made me vulnerable. Ian led a privileged life on the West Coast. I, on the other hand, was a small-town chef struggling to make some major life decisions. Until I figured out a path for my future, getting into a new relationship, even a casual, temporary one, would only make things more complicated. Especially with someone like Ian, who was obviously troubled and probably untrustworthy.  
 
    Returning my gaze to the TV screen, I realized that I’d missed several minutes and could not follow the overly complicated plot. It was just as well, because I couldn’t concentrate on anything else but him. Reality check: I was a fiftyish widow living in a small Virginia town. My romantic options were limited, at best, so when a great-looking, charming man showed an interest, what was stopping me? My own guilt at being attracted to a man other than Jean-Pierre? Or my fear that Ian could crush what was left of my heart? 
 
    Other questions kept spinning in my brain. Did people my age date anymore, or did they simply hook up for sex? I had been married for twenty-eight years. I didn’t have the slightest idea of how to be a single adult.  
 
    My phone vibrated with a text alert. When I glanced at the screen, I had to stop and catch my breath. OMG, it was him. 
 
      
 
    Ian: I am utterly exhausted from keeping up with a 16-year-old girl. Did you drink heavily when your daughter was a teenager? 
 
      
 
    Smiling at his message, I typed a reply. 
 
      
 
    Shelby: There were times when mommy needed a Vodka Collins or two. Hang in there. It gets better. 
 
      
 
    Ian: I watched The Notebook with her last night. I’d say that’s going above and beyond, wouldn’t you? A row of smiley face emojis followed. 
 
      
 
    Shelby: Dads are often called upon to make painful sacrifices. 
 
      
 
    Ian: I will keep that in mind. See you Monday. Miss your food! 
 
      
 
    My heart thumped while I reminded myself to think clearly. Don’t get the wrong idea. He misses your cooking; he didn’t say he misses you. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Sunday I got up early to gather another harvest from the garden before the day became unbearably hot. The temperature was predicted to reach a humid ninety-four degrees by mid-day, with the possibility of a late afternoon shower, making today ideal for staying in my air-conditioned house and doing some serious cooking.  
 
    After I rinsed the fresh veggies, I placed them in a colander in the sink to drain before starting on a sweet treat to deliver to Ian. While I didn’t consider myself to be much of a pastry chef, over the years I’d learned to make a few tasty desserts. This morning, I decided to bake a rustic tart shell and fill it with lemon custard. Using my food processor to make the crust, I combined flour, sugar, lemon zest, and chopped rosemary with a stick of cold, cubed butter. The finished dough was formed into a ball, covered in plastic wrap, and placed in the refrigerator to chill. 
 
    Pausing for a moment, I synced my phone to a remote speaker and treated myself to Weather Report’s Heavy Weather, another jazz fusion favorite. Every tune on the ’70s LP was a gem, from the hard, tight groove of Palladium to the poignant, heart-wrenching ballad, A Remark You Made. Listening to the familiar tunes distracted me momentarily from the anxiety building in my chest at the prospect of seeing Ian on Monday. What would he have thought if he knew I’d spent a big chunk of my weekend watching him on television, lost in silly romantic illusions?  
 
    Next, I made the tangy, aromatic lemon filling. After it had thickened, I added more cubed butter, turned off the flame, and whisked it in. When the dough had chilled, I planned to press it into a tart pan and pre-bake the crust before adding the cooled lemon mixture. A few fresh raspberries and a sprig of rosemary on top would provide a colorful finish. 
 
    In another couple of hours, I finished the tart, made a vegetable and pasta salad using the garden produce, and assembled a deli platter of charcuterie and imported cheeses while listening to the classic John Coltrane album, Blue Train. After placing my food in a plastic tub, along with a tin of homemade parmesan crackers, I made the drive to Ian’s condo.  
 
    I let myself in and unpacked my bounty, stashing the tart and the meat and cheese platter in the refrigerator before I set the breakfast table for one. On my way out the door, I scribbled a message on the blackboard wall. 
 
    Welcome Home! 
 
    Monday night’s menu: 
 
    Chef’s special baked halibut with crispy panko topping  
 
    Served with rice pilaf and broccolini 
 
    California Chardonnay 
 
    Fresh berries and whipped cream 
 
    Afterward, I mentally beat myself up all the way home, second-guessing what I’d done. I hoped I hadn’t come off as foolish and desperate, a lonely widow in search of sex, although that description was becoming perilously close to the truth. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    Returning to my condo on Sunday evening, I discovered a fully stocked refrigerator and a welcoming note from Shelby written on the blackboard wall, which brightened my spirits. I was eager to see her, even though I’d spent part of my weekend trying to convince myself our mutual attraction couldn’t be real. We were two lonely people, each of us trying to navigate through a rough patch. Not exactly the best circumstances to begin anything, much less a romantic relationship, which I had sworn off. She wasn’t over her loss and I was not quite divorced. The timing of our situation couldn’t have been worse, yet I couldn’t push her out of my thoughts. Shelby was so unlike the grasping, manipulative women I’d known in Hollywood.  
 
    I found myself wanting to talk to her about Maddie because I valued Shelby’s perspective as a parent. She related to teenage girls much better than I did, having raised one and been one herself. Even though my father-daughter weekend had been a relative success, Madeline and I still had a long way to go when it came to honest communication. I tried not to ask too many probing questions about her therapy, and she didn’t volunteer much information about her twice-weekly group sessions, other than assuring me that they “don’t suck.” Despite the warm weather, she wore long sleeves all weekend, which led me to believe she was either embarrassed by her scars or cutting herself again.  
 
    I knew she harbored some resentment toward me for not being around much when she was younger, and that was something I would have to live with. For the immediate future, I was content with the fact that she still wanted me in her life, which was probably more than I deserved. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Monday, I began my work week shooting a love scene with Jennifer in the parlor of Ashland Plantation. Calling it “romantic” would be an exaggeration, especially when there was a sound boom overhead, a camera trained on my face, and most of the crew watching. It was obvious the two of us had absolutely no on-screen chemistry. Every move felt awkward and clumsy. 
 
    A scene like this one required several set-ups as the camera was moved and we were shot from different angles. More like bloody torture than anything else. Chris became anxious when he couldn’t get what he wanted in three or four takes, which made the rest of us uneasy. 
 
    However, I gave it my best effort, pretending to be attracted to her character and uttering some stilted dialog before we ended the scene with what was supposed to be a gentle kiss. Jennifer apparently hadn’t bothered to read the script, because she kept trying to slip me some tongue.  
 
    Other than Tyler Chance’s often-bare chest, there was no nudity on our show, and definitely no sex. According to the history books I read, respectable unmarried women of the 1850s were not supposed to think about sex, much less engage in it. Men, however, were permitted to fool around with abandon, although dying of syphilis was a distinct possibility. So much for the good old days. 
 
    When we broke for lunch, Jennifer followed me to the buffet table and asked, “Why don’t we take our food back to my trailer? I’ll bet I could get you loosened up.” 
 
    I was as loose as I intended to get, so I declined her offer. She pouted before stalking off, leaving me to wonder if her actions fit the definition of sexual harassment, and if my career was headed into the crapper. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your wayward traveler has returned, ma’am.” 
 
    That evening, I announced my arrival from the condo’s kitchen doorway in my best southern accent, accompanied by a formal bow. My chef was loading pans and utensils into the dishwasher. A beautiful piece of halibut rested on a cutting board, and the room smelled of fresh thyme and lemon. 
 
    Shelby turned, closed the dishwasher door, and offered one of her feline smiles that left me at a momentary loss for words. She was wearing another sleeveless dress that showed off toned arms, and her silver hair was pulled into a high ponytail. A black chef’s apron bore the embroidered logo of her former restaurant, Faith.  
 
    The sight of her standing in my kitchen was both comforting and familiar, not to mention strangely arousing. I found myself speculating about what might happen if I pulled her into my arms and kissed her. Not the awkward embrace I shared with Jennifer earlier today, but a warm, lingering kiss meant for a lover. Would she stiffen, or would her body melt against mine? Something told me we would sizzle like butter hitting a hot skillet. 
 
    “Welcome back,” she greeted me. “Did you have a good trip?” 
 
    “Yes, yes I did,” I managed to stutter, still lost in my fantasy of her bare flesh pressed against mine. 
 
    “Would you like a cocktail before dinner?” she asked. “I make a mean gin and tonic. They’re so refreshing on a hot summer day.” 
 
    “I would love one,” I said, keeping my eyes on her face. We stood and smiled at each other for a long moment before she broke eye contact and got to work on my drink.  
 
    I slid into a chair at the breakfast table and she served my cocktail. Clean and crisp, the gin and tonic was a bit tart from a squeeze of lime. I was impressed that she didn’t skimp on the alcohol. 
 
    While I sipped my libation, Shelby cooked the fish and assembled my plate, beginning with a pool of pan sauce. Accompanying the halibut was a rice pilaf brightened with fresh herbs and toasted, slivered almonds. Lemon zest garnished the tender-crisp broccolini. The fish sent my taste buds straight to culinary heaven with its crunchy topping and tender, flaky flesh.  
 
    “This is excellent. Why don’t you join me?”  
 
    As usual, she had prepared far too much food for one person. 
 
    “Well, maybe a glass of wine,” she said. “I had a late lunch.” 
 
    Shelby brought a bottle of Chardonnay and two stemmed glasses to the table. She poured the wine and studied the pale gold liquid in her glass for a few seconds. 
 
    “I watched your show this weekend. I’m all caught up on Season Two.”  
 
    She watched every episode?  
 
    “Either you’ve got a high tolerance for mediocracy or you enjoy looking at bare-chested young men.” 
 
    She grinned before taking a sip of wine. 
 
    “Tyler Chance is from my daughter’s generation, and he seems a little too arrogant to be appealing. He doesn’t interest me.” 
 
    Judging from the inflection in her voice, I assumed that someone else might be of interest to her.  
 
    “I think you’re very good in your role,” she went on. “The others, not so much. And I really dislike your newest lady friend. She seems like a treacherous woman.” 
 
    If she only knew. Jennifer’s on-screen persona was mild compared to the real-life version. 
 
    “I had to kiss her today. It wasn’t much fun.” 
 
    “Really?” Shelby’s eyebrows twitched upward.  
 
    Man, you’re such a wanker. Going on about kissing another woman, even if it’s part of your job, is probably not the best way to impress her. Better change the subject before you dig the hole any deeper. 
 
    I finished my food in silence before seizing onto another topic, 
 
    “Despite having to endure another chick flick on Sunday, I believe I made it through the weekend without embarrassing Maddie, although she did tell me my hair is too long. She says I look like an old hippie. I told her I’d think about cutting it after we wrap up shooting.” 
 
    Shelby’s quick glance in my direction did not mask her disappointment.  
 
    “I know you grew it out for your character, but I think it suits you. I like old hippies.” 
 
    She lowered her eyes while staring at her lap, becoming self-conscious again. 
 
    We were dancing around each other like a couple of shy virgins on their wedding night. Still a bit uncertain about how to approach her, I determined that I would first have to earn her trust. I already knew that Shelby was a woman who carefully guarded her heart, so unless she could be persuaded that my intentions were honest, her emotional vulnerability might hold her back. I needed to play the role of a man she could count on, despite his disastrous romantic history.  
 
    There was also the matter of her late husband, whose looming presence seemed far more real than any of the computer-generated spirits on my show. 
 
    “I’m thinking of taking your advice and going to Harpers Ferry on Saturday. Would you consider coming with me as my tour guide?” 
 
    She regarded me calmly with clear blue eyes. I would have given almost anything to know what thoughts were spinning in that beautiful head of hers.  
 
    Is he a narcissistic prick? I certainly hoped not, although I sensed I was still suspect. 
 
    Can he be trusted? I liked to think of myself as an honorable man, although my poor track record with marriage and fidelity spoke for itself. 
 
    Will he want to have sex? Of course, but I’d take things slowly. 
 
    I was not quite prepared for what came next. After a moment, she asked, “Ian, is this a date?” 
 
    “If you would like it to be.” 
 
    A few seconds of silence followed, and I wondered if I’d said the wrong thing. 
 
    She focused on the wine in her glass before returning her eyes to mine. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to do this,” she said. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Date someone. I was married for most of my adult life. I have no experience being single.” 
 
    “No pressure,” I assured her. “We’ll explore the town, pop in for lunch somewhere, and get to know each other better.”  
 
    That was my intent—a relaxing outing with no expectations. Going to Harpers Ferry was merely an excuse to spend the day with her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Orange day lilies bloomed outside of Shelby’s door, great masses of them on either side of a walkway leading to a front porch adorned with baskets of lush ferns. Her red brick home was situated in the middle of a quiet block of square, symmetrical houses with traditional details, and located within walking distance of Appleton’s historic downtown mall.   
 
    I was parked in front of her house, arriving on Saturday morning as scheduled in a two-seater Mercedes roadster that I had rented in a blatant attempt to score some points. Now, I was wondering if the luxury car didn’t scream, “Man having a mid-life crisis here!” 
 
    Sitting in the driver’s seat, I lingered for a minute or two, wishing I was as composed and in control as my character, John Sutherland. Instead, I was every bit as nervous as I had been on my first audition, which this was, in a manner of speaking. I was attempting to win the real-life role of her love interest.   
 
    I climbed out of the car, walked to the house, and rang the bell. After a few moments, Shelby opened her door and welcomed me inside.  
 
    “You’re right on time,” she said, with some enthusiasm. That I am. Punctual, reliable, and trustworthy.  
 
    At the first sight of her cat-like smile, my apprehension melted. Looking cool and chic, she was casually dressed in a long, lean tank top, a tiered skirt that barely reached her knees, and padded walking sandals. Her shining hair was pulled back in its usual long ponytail.  
 
    She led me past the tall brick fireplace in her living room, through a large, open kitchen and dining space into a sunroom marked by a wall of windows overlooking the fenced yard. A flat screen TV, sofa, and time-worn leather chair indicated that this room was where most of the actual “living” took place.  
 
    Two gray cats eyed me suspiciously from the couch, where their nap had been disrupted by the presence of an intruder.  
 
    “Henri is the friendly one,” Shelby informed me. “Francoise hates almost everybody. You’re not allergic, are you? I should’ve asked.” 
 
    “The only creatures I’m allergic to are bees and wasps.” 
 
    “Let me get some bottled water from the fridge and we’ll go,” she said.  
 
    While she disappeared into the kitchen, I glanced around the sunroom, which had been painted a muted gold. Morning sun poured through east-facing windows, leaving patterns of light on a vintage oriental rug that anchored the seating area. A framed photo of Shelby and a man I assumed was her husband rested atop an old oak sideboard, next to a stone jar that I suspected might be a cremation urn.  
 
    I glanced at the photo again. Jean-Pierre was a big, robust guy with a bit of a belly, but I guess that was to be expected in his business. The picture depicted them standing in front of a storefront restaurant, smiling at each other. My insides twisted. I probably didn’t stand a chance against the memories of her near-perfect French chef husband. 
 
    Shelby returned to the room and stashed the water bottles in a small backpack.  
 
    “I’m ready,” she said. “Want to look at the garden first?” 
 
    “Yes, please.”  
 
    I’d been curious about her green thumb since the first time she served me home-grown organic veggies.  
 
    Shelby led me downstairs through the walk-out basement and into a grassy yard. A good third of the outdoor space was taken up by the rectangular raised bed of a vegetable garden, surrounded by chicken wire and partially shaded by an enormous chestnut tree. At one end of the bed, runner beans climbed a trellis made from plastic ties and bamboo poles. Several healthy tomato plants were partially contained in metal cages. Carrots, onions, and an assortment of leafy lettuces were planted to take full advantage of the sunlight, with the tree providing partial cover as the day wore on. Whoever planned this garden had carefully considered every detail. 
 
    On the far side of the bed, a dense hedge of holly thrived along the chain link fence separating Shelby’s yard from the neighbors. 
 
    “Did you know that holly comes in both male and female versions?” I asked, trying to make interesting small talk. Where in the bloody hell did that come from? 
 
    Shelby removed her sunglasses, assessed me coolly and replied, “Yes, I did. I planted this hedge row. You have to have a male and female near each other if you want to get berries.” 
 
    Why was this innocent little conversation making my head spin? 
 
    We passed through a side gate into her front yard, where there were more holly shrubs near the house, along with some climbing rose bushes covered in scarlet blooms that she paused to examine. 
 
    “I need to do some pruning,” she noted. “Maybe next weekend, if it doesn’t rain.” 
 
    She turned toward me and asked, “How do you know so much about plants?”  
 
    “I was a horticulture major at university. I intended to become a landscape architect until I was seduced by the Dark Side and ended up as a disreputable actor.” 
 
    Her sunglasses came off again, and she looked me over as though she was seeing me for the first time. 
 
    “Really?” Her voice was barely audible. Then, she spotted the Mercedes parked in front of her house and stifled a cough. Her mouth dropped open. 
 
    “That’s your car?” 
 
    “It’s a rental. Quite sporty, wouldn’t you say?” And definitely not stodgy.  
 
    After I opened the passenger door, she slid onto the seat while I walked around to the driver’s side and got in. She fastened her seat harness and said, “Believe it or not, I’ve never ridden in a Mercedes.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    My heart was pounding so loudly that I worried Ian might hear it. Who would’ve thought that small town chef Shelby Faith Durand would be enjoying a leisurely Saturday outing with drop-dead handsome TV star Ian James, being driven in a gleaming white Mercedes sports car to Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, of all places? I couldn’t have made up this stuff if I’d tried.  
 
    While waiting for Ian to pick me up, I changed clothes three times before settling on the violet tank top and tiered skirt, after determining it looked appropriately casual for a day trip during the peak of a sweltering summer. I didn’t want to look as though I tried too hard or give Ian any indication that I was available for anything more than a daytime date. I might’ve been interested in “more” if I thought I could trust him, but I hadn’t yet made that decision.  
 
    Ian had the route programmed into his smart phone and was following Siri’s directions, having changed her voice to the British version. This morning, he exuded cool West Coast style, dressed in khaki shorts that revealed long, well-muscled legs, a pastel plaid short-sleeved shirt, worn untucked, and high-tech hiking shoes that looked almost weightless.  
 
    As we headed east out of town, catching Highway 340 north across rolling, wooded hillsides toward West Virginia, I was far less interested in the roadside scenery than in my companion’s strong jawline, which was covered in a salt-and-pepper scruff. His eyes were concealed behind dark lenses; his longish hair partially hidden underneath a straw fedora. If the man had a physical flaw, I hadn’t been able to detect it. When he took off the hat and raked his hair back with one hand, the now-familiar gesture produced a pounding pulse and a knot in my stomach. 
 
    Had I become so superficial that I would go out with a man based on his looks and the type of car he drove? No, you’re not like that, I reassured myself. Besides, you didn’t know about the Mercedes until today. 
 
    “What music would you like?”  
 
    Ian turned on the radio and began pushing buttons while keeping his eyes on the highway. 
 
    “I like old school rock, blues, and jazz. Not the New-Age pseudo stuff, but the classics. Coltrane, Monk, Miles Davis.” 
 
    From the corner of my eye I could glimpse his little smirk, and I knew I’d made a comment he found amusing. He tuned the digital dial to a satellite station playing a vintage Sarah Vaughn tune. 
 
    “I should have pegged you for a jazz fan,” he said. “It’s a bit like cooking, isn’t it? Once you’ve mastered the recipe, you’re free to improvise.” 
 
    Despite my misgivings about the man, I was beginning to believe he might be more than just a pretty face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    High on the hill above us, a white church spire towered over the picturesque town of Harpers Ferry, set on a steep incline near the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac rivers. Ian remarked that it reminded him of an English country village, replete with its own High Street. After he parked the car, we walked to a visitor center to join a line of tourists waiting for the park service shuttle, which deposited us outside the “lower town,” a collection of store front museums and exhibits. Except for the modern concessions of paved streets, electric lights, and indoor plumbing, this part of town had been restored to its pre-Civil War era, before the armory buildings that once fueled the town’s economy were destroyed and floods ravaged the area.  
 
    Harpers Ferry was overflowing with summer vacationers who crowded its narrow sidewalks, pedestrian streets, and a portion of the famed Appalachian Trail that followed the river alongside town. After we stepped off the bus, I was drawn into an outdoor heirloom seed market set up under a canvas tent top. Searching through the herb packets, I gathered a few while Ian watched with his usual half-smile. 
 
    “Get some lavender,” he suggested. “It should do well in your garden as long as you amend the soil. You compost, don’t you?” 
 
    Of course, I composted. What serious gardener didn’t? 
 
    I glanced in his direction over the top of my sunglasses. 
 
    “I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the fact that you studied horticulture.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he responded in a smooth southern drawl, before tapping the side of his forehead with an index finger.  
 
    “This brain is a veritable repository of trivial plant-related information.” 
 
    He turned a beaming smile toward me while the seed market proprietor, a young woman dressed in period clothing, continued to gawk at him.   
 
    “Lord, have mercy,” I heard her mutter when we walked away  
 
    We continued down historic Shenandoah Street to the John Brown Museum, which recounted the still-controversial abolitionist’s life and failed rebellion that ended with him being hanged for treason. Afterward, we crossed the street to the restored brick armory building, scene of Brown’s last stand against federal troops.  
 
    “I finished reading the book about his life,” Ian told me, “but the story is so much more compelling when you see where it happened.” 
 
    Next, we wandered up High Street, ducking into a few tourist shops and boutiques before we took a break for lunch.  
 
    The Hilltop Grill, which in my opinion offered the best outdoor seating in town, was a popular spot I’d visited before. After a short wait, we were led outside onto an upper deck and seated at an umbrella-topped table that overlooked the town’s restored train depot. A stiff breeze blew off the river, making the meltingly hot July afternoon a little more tolerable.  
 
    Ian removed his shades and studied the menu for a moment before turning his eyes to me.  
 
    “What do you recommend, Chef?”  
 
    When he smiled, a spear of heat tore through my stomach, ending in a delicious tingle between my legs. 
 
    “I’m going to have a burger and the pale ale.” 
 
    One eyebrow arched upward. 
 
    “Not exactly gourmet fare, is it?” 
 
    “No, but I’m not a food snob, either. Some of the best things I’ve eaten came from street vendors in Paris.” Then, not being able to leave well enough alone, I added, “Maybe some time I’ll tell you about my guilty food pleasures.”  
 
    The eyebrow rose higher.  
 
    “I look forward to that conversation,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So…” I asked, after we’d ordered lunch. “Tell me what it’s like being you. Did you catch that girl at the seed market staring at you? Do you enjoy the attention, or does it become exhausting?” 
 
    He grimaced. 
 
    “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but mostly it’s a pain in the arse. Believe it or not, I’d like to be able to go through a day or two without anyone noticing me.” He sighed. 
 
    “Life is all about tradeoffs,” he said, before hiding his eyes once more behind his sunglasses. “I also realize I wouldn’t have an acting career without this face.” 
 
    His gorgeous face. For a moment I wondered what his parents must’ve looked like to have produced such a beautiful child. 
 
    The waiter returned with my ale and a mug of dark lager for Ian. 
 
    “How does a college horticulture student wind up becoming the Time Traveler?” I asked. 
 
    His face lit up at the mention of his hit series.  
 
    “Oh, you watched that show too?” 
 
    “No, but Danielle and her roommates were big fans. She said you had a cult following on college campuses.” 
 
     “It has been the high point of my career so far.” He shrugged. “I haven’t done anything that successful since. 
 
    “Let me tell you a story that could well be the perfect made-for-TV movie,” he went on. “University student Ian James Andrews is coerced into trying out as an extra on a BBC period drama. When the casting director sees him wearing nineteenth century attire, she says he looks as though he stepped out of a Jane Austen novel. He gets a small speaking role that leads to a larger role in another historical drama.  
 
    “When the parts keep coming, he shortens his name—so as not to embarrass his skeptical family—and drops out of school to pursue acting full-time. Later, he is cast as the Time Traveler and achieves a certain level of international recognition. 
 
    “But while his star was rising, his first marriage was falling apart, and he allowed it to happen.”  
 
    He chugged the rest of his beer and requested another round when our server returned with the burgers. 
 
    “You see, Shelby, I’m a bit of a fraud. For years I made my living based strictly on my looks. Later, I hired an acting coach and got better at delivering my lines, but I know my limitations. 
 
    “I’ve also come to realize that physical attractiveness is nothing but mathematics. The length of a person’s nose and chin compared to the spacing of his eyes forms some ideal ratio that human beings find appealing. That’s all it is. 
 
    “However,” he continued, ignoring the burger and fries on his plate, “you might not like me if I looked like a beast, and that would be a shame.” 
 
    His grin fired a heat-seeking missile that lodged deep in my chest.  
 
    “I’m certainly not as noble as my character, and, for the record, my current ex found me to be stodgy.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” I replied, which made him laugh. 
 
    Ian bit into his burger and chewed thoughtfully before proclaiming it “beyond average, although I’ll wager you could do even better.” He removed his sunglasses again. From across the table, his eyes found mine. 
 
    “I’ve another confession to make,” he said. “I’ve been drawn to you since the day we met. You’re an outstanding cook…and a beautiful woman.” 
 
    Those few words, spoken in his precise British accent, made my heart thump out of control, while warning signals exploded in my brain. Don’t believe everything he tells you. 
 
    “How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “Fifty-four last month. I know I’m older than you. So, whatever you do, don’t dare call me the c-word.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak and immediately closed it before giving me a look of utter confusion. I realized we might not be thinking along the same lines. 
 
    “I’m not a cougar,” I added for clarification. “They are predators, not like me at all.” 
 
    Ian pushed his plate away. He folded his hands on the table while his amber eyes studied my face, eliciting another wave of internal warmth.  
 
    “I prefer to think of you as a rare silver lynx with unfathomable blue eyes. Sleek, graceful, and a bit mysterious. You could lure me to my doom and I’d go willingly.” 
 
    Wow. Just wow. No one had ever compared me to a gorgeous wild creature. As the Brits might say, I quite liked it, as long as I remembered to pay attention to the annoying little voice that repeated in my head. Don’t take him too seriously. He’s an actor, after all.  
 
    After lunch, we descended the hill on a series of stone steps, making our way to the street below, headed toward The Point to observe the river confluence. In the early 1800s, the two waterways would’ve been crowded with boat and barge traffic, but this afternoon there was not a single craft to disturb our tranquil scene, only a throng of tourists milling around the water’s edge, taking photos and browsing a series of interpretive plaques. Ian snapped a selfie of us with the river in the background.  
 
    I couldn’t determine if I was a little buzzed from the beer, or light-headed from being the subject of his undivided attention. As we turned to go, a sudden, sharp pain stabbed the bottom of my foot, causing me to stumble and pitch forward. I was on my way to doing a face plant into the gravel when Ian’s arm encircled my waist, yanking me upright. I made an awkward turn toward him, smashing my face into his chest, knocking my sunglasses off, and leaving both of us breathless. I was conscious of his hand on my body, and the fact that he held on for a few seconds longer than necessary. I quite liked that too. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, before releasing me.  
 
    He retrieved my sunglasses from the ground and handed them to me. I didn’t know how to respond to his question. My heart was thumping, not so much from my near-fall as from the electricity in his touch. I shoved the shades back on my head, hoping they would mask any raw emotion that my eyes might give away.  
 
    “I think there’s a rock in my shoe,” I finally sputtered. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    Something passed between the two of us, and this time I was quite certain it was not my imagination. For an instant, I glimpsed the light in Shelby’s eyes, and I knew she felt it—the insistent pull of sexual attraction that happens every time we’re together. When I stopped her fall, drawing her close for a moment, the nearness of her body sent a tremor of lust straight to my cock. A normal physical reaction, I rationalized, brought about by my loneliness and self-imposed celibacy. I hadn’t held a woman in my arms, apart from my unlikeable co-star, since Monica left me. 
 
    “Come with me, ma’am.”  
 
    Lapsing into my affected southern accent, I offered her my arm to lean on, as a mannered southern gentleman like John Sutherland would have done. She limped forward a few steps to rest on a long concrete bench, empty except for a young couple at the far end who were sucking face in a passionate PDA. I had to look away before I was overcome with envy. 
 
    Shelby unfastened her sandal, releasing a sharp-edged stone that had lodged itself beneath her instep. 
 
    “Let me take a look,” I offered.  
 
    She crossed her legs at the same moment a breeze lifted her skirt, offering a tantalizing flash of pale thigh, which looked even better than it had in my dream. I swallowed hard. Being this close to her was unnerving, although I was attempting to show some tasteful restraint instead of behaving like a randy old fool.  
 
    Taking her injured foot in both my hands, I rubbed the underside with my thumb while noticing her pale lavender toenail polish and the tiny dragonfly embellishment that adorned her big toe. She let out a low moan while I continued the light massage. 
 
    “You might have a bruise, but no real damage done,” I said, before reluctantly letting go. 
 
    Shelby slipped her injured foot back into the sandal and stared at me for a moment from behind her sunglasses. Was I imagining things again, or did I feel her tremble under my touch? 
 
    Think carefully, man. With your big head, not the little one. This is a woman of class and intelligence. You will need to earn her trust instead of trying to rush her into bed. 
 
    “You think you can hobble to the shuttle stop?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Taking her hand in mine, I laced our fingers and pulled her up from the bench. We strolled down the street together, ducking into a bookstore where I purchased two more volumes on American history and a copy of Southern Traditional Recipes from the 1800s for my chef. 
 
    “I devour cookbooks the way some women read romance novels,” she informed me while we waited for the shuttle to arrive. 
 
    “Does this mean you’re not into romance?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    She tilted her head and regarded me solemnly for a moment. 
 
    “I said I wasn’t into romance novels. As I used to tell Danielle, life isn’t a fairy tale and there is no happily ever after. We get to experience a few moments of pure joy throughout our lives if we’re lucky.” 
 
    When it came to love and emotional entanglements, I might have met my skeptical match. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the bus returned us to the parking area, we made our way back to the Mercedes. I stowed our purchases in the car’s boot while Shelby slid into the passenger seat, managing to look composed despite the afternoon heat. My heart raced whenever I gazed in her direction. With her classic looks, sleek ponytail, and oversized sunglasses, she could have been at home on the Italian Riviera or strolling along the Rive Gauche in Paris. My mind began to wander, envisioning the two of us ducking into bohemian boutiques or tiny, hidden restaurants before returning to a romantic garret apartment where we would fall onto the bed, laugh, and make love like newlyweds. 
 
    What straight man in his right mind wouldn’t be attracted to a warm, lovely woman like her? I didn’t give a damn about her age, either. I liked the fact that we were from the same generation and had some similar interests.  
 
    I turned on the ignition and adjusted the rear-view mirror. 
 
    “Would you like me to put the top down for the drive home?” I asked, fully expecting her to say no. Monica never would have consented to ride in a convertible. She claimed the wind ruined her hair. 
 
    “You can do that?” She looked my way. “Sounds like more fun.” 
 
    The hardtop retracted at the push of a button. She tilted her head back and said, “This feels so luxurious.” 
 
    “Since you like the car, I’ll keep it for the rest of my time here if you’ll agree to go out with me again.” 
 
    She offered another of her unreadable smiles. 
 
    “We haven’t finished this date yet. What’s your hurry?” 
 
    “I like to plan ahead.” I had to make the most of every day I had left with her. 
 
    On the way home, I offered to take her to dinner, but she surprised me by suggesting we stop for takeout instead.  
 
    “It’s a little Peruvian deli with the best rotisserie chicken in the Shenandoah Valley,” she insisted. “We can take it home and dine al fresco on my back deck.”  
 
    I couldn’t come up with a single reason to object to her offer, even though the idea of Peruvian cuisine in small-town Virginia did seem a bit odd. She directed me to a rather seedy-looking residential block near her street, ending in front of a shabby two-story house on the corner with a collection of mismatched outdoor tables scattered in front, most of them filled with diners. A small neon sign in a window flashed “Open.” 
 
    “Are you certain about this place?” I asked, unable to hide my disbelief. “It looks a bit tattered.” 
 
    We could’ve been having a fine dining experience, and this is what she chooses? 
 
    I received a cool appraisal.  
 
    “Don’t let the exterior put you off,” Shelby said. “The chicken is delicious, and I know the owners personally.” 
 
    She did say she wasn’t a food snob. 
 
    I found a parking spot on the street, put the retractable top up, and locked the car, feeling nervous about leaving it in the dilapidated neighborhood. Inside the house-turned-restaurant, I followed her through a makeshift dining room to the back counter.  
 
    “Hola!” Shelby called out.  
 
    In a few seconds, a slight, brown-skinned woman wearing a chef’s apron stepped into view. Her face broke into a wide, toothy smile at the sight of my chef. She rushed over to Shelby and the two of them embraced. The woman took Shelby’s hands in her two small ones, speaking non-stop in rapid Spanish, most of which I couldn’t comprehend. I caught some bits and pieces involving ninos before the woman turned her eyes to me, smiled, and blushed. 
 
    “Es tan guapo. Es el su novio?” she asked Shelby before giggling and covering her mouth with both hands. 
 
    “Oh, no, Felisa. Es mi amigo, Ian.” 
 
    While my own knowledge of Spanish was rudimentary at best, I was fairly certain Felisa asked if we were romantically involved and was told we were just friends. My already-wounded ego took another direct hit. A few minutes later we left with a whole roasted chicken, cut into quarters, and containers of fresh corn salad and spicy black beans.  
 
    Back at Shelby’s house, she set our takeout feast on the kitchen island and gathered plates and flatware from a cabinet while two pair of feline eyes watched her every move. I took the opportunity to get a better look at her kitchen, which conveyed an understated, professional style with pale gray cabinets, stone countertops, and gleaming stainless-steel appliances, including a restaurant-grade six-burner cook top. A magnetic strip mounted on the backsplash held a collection of knives, organized by size and function. An oversized black-and-white photo of her culinary icon, Julia Child, hung on a short wall next to the refrigerator. 
 
    One of the cats—the friendly one, I assumed—wound around Shelby’s bare legs, while his anti-social sibling retreated to the adjacent dining room, no doubt plotting some act of vengeance. Francoise’s ears were flattened against his head and his tail twitched while he planned his attack.  
 
    “Let me feed the boys and then we’ll take our food outside.”  
 
    She opened another cabinet, retrieved a sack of cat food, and topped off a bowl on the floor. Both cats converged on their dinner dish. 
 
    “I don’t believe he approves of me,” I muttered, nodding toward the ill-tempered one. 
 
    “Francoise isn’t all that interested in making new friends,” she informed me. “Don’t take it personally.” 
 
    She poured tall glasses of iced tea and garnished them with lemon wedges before piling our takeout containers, plates, and utensils onto a tray. 
 
    “I’ll get that for you,” I offered.  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    She produced a smile before I opened the door onto her back deck, where I stepped into a southern fantasy.  
 
    Her outdoor living space spanned the width of the house. One end was anchored by a large gas grill and smoker, while a dining table and chairs were positioned at the opposite end, offering an inspiring view of her garden. A dozen or more planters bursting with blooming petunias, begonias, and coleus added splashes of vibrant color. Several strands of tiny globe lights crisscrossed overhead.  
 
    The central area between the dining table and outdoor kitchen had been outfitted as a lounge with faux-wicker furniture and a free-standing fireplace designed to replicate a weathered wine barrel. At the touch of a switch, flames danced over a bed of glossy rocks. On the wall behind me, a small fountain produced a soothing trickle. The overall effect was nothing short of enchanting. 
 
    “Welcome to my bistro,” Chef said. “I might’ve gone a little overboard on flowers this year.” 
 
    We seated ourselves at the dining table and she began dishing out food. She set a plate in front of me piled with a quarter of the chicken, generous helpings of the corn salad and beans, and a tiny plastic container of spicy green sauce, which I was advised to use sparingly due to its heat factor. I bit into the moist, tender chicken through crispy skin brightened by the slightest hint of spice.   
 
    I finished my portion of the juicy bird and helped myself to another piece.  
 
    “Do you have the recipe for this?” I asked between bites. “It’s insanely good.” 
 
    She shook her head and grinned. 
 
    “Nope. It’s a carefully guarded secret. All I know is that Felise and Gabriel marinate the chicken overnight in a special sauce.” 
 
    “I’m assuming you are friends?” 
 
    Shelby nodded. 
 
    “We hired them at Faith to bus tables, wash dishes, and make salads—anything that was asked of them. They both worked extra shifts and saved money until they could open their own place.” 
 
    “She seems to think a lot of you.” 
 
    “I helped her enroll in English classes and gave some of Dani’s old clothes to her two girls.” She shrugged. “A lot of working families struggle here because of the high cost of living.” 
 
    My thoughts turned to Monica, who’d never have volunteered to attend a charity event without bargaining for something in return—a photo opportunity or interview to promote herself—and the soulless décor of our Malibu home, which I never wanted in the first place. Was I so desperate for love and companionship that I ignored all the obvious warning signs to have her? That being the case, it didn’t say much about my decision-making skills when it came to choosing a romantic partner. 
 
    Was this why I was drawn to Shelby, because she was the antithesis of everything Monica represented? Maybe I was only deluding myself to think I could have a chance with her, and I knew that time was not on my side. In another month I would be home in California. 
 
    By the time I polished off more corn salad, twilight was descending on the backyard, covering her garden in deep shadows. Shelby refilled our tea glasses, placed two plump sugar cookies on a plate, and suggested that we eat our dessert by the fire. Fortunately, the barrel-shaped fireplace didn’t produce much heat, but it did lend a warm ambience. She pulled two wicker chairs close and set our dessert on a side table. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me from falling on my face today,” she said, training those cool eyes on me. Her feline smile returned. “You were very gallant, sir.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.”  
 
    We sat side-by-side in comfortable silence for a few moments. I stretched my legs out in front of me, relishing the sensation of being pleasantly stuffed and more at ease than I’d felt in months. Shelby placed her hand on my forearm, igniting a spark of desire that I was afraid my eyes wouldn’t be able to hide.  
 
    “Ian, look,” she said, keeping her voice barely above a whisper. “The fireflies are out.” 
 
    I gazed out into her backyard, where tiny pinpoints of lights flashed on and off in the blackness like a decorated Christmas tree. I hadn’t seen fireflies, nor thought about them, since my boyhood in England. Sitting close to her and watching the little shining insects was such a simple pastime, yet it triggered some bittersweet memories of the curious, nature-loving child I’d been, long before I became the jaded man I was, haunted by the mistakes of his past.  
 
    Shelby kept her hand on my arm for a few more seconds, as she might have if we were an old married couple. Her touch was probably an instinctive gesture, I surmised. How many nights must she have spent out here with her husband—making plans together, laughing, and touching?  
 
    “Did you know the males flash to attract a mate, and if a female is impressed, she will flash back? Apparently, my backyard has become the neighborhood hook-up spot for fireflies.” 
 
    She let out an awkward laugh. 
 
    Was this a veiled invitation, or was I projecting my own thoughts onto her? If she could’ve read my mind, she would’ve taken my hand, led me upstairs to her bedroom, and slipped between her cool sheets, where we would hold each other and make love. Not tonight, though. I needed to be patient. 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, why aren’t you cooking in a restaurant?” 
 
    She took a sip of iced tea, set her glass down, and studied her lap for a moment. 
 
    “After Jean-Pierre died, my heart wasn’t in it. We’d built the business together over the past two decades, and the thought of going into the kitchen and working in the same spot where he collapsed and died…” Her voice faltered.  
 
    “It was too much to deal with, so I sold the restaurant. For the past year and a half, I’ve been living off life insurance proceeds and money from the sale. For the record, I’ve never been a personal chef until this summer, and you’re my only client.” 
 
    Shelby paused for a long moment. 
 
    “I love this house, but it’s far too much for one person. After my job is over…” She cut her eyes at me for an instant before turning away. In other words, when I’m gone. 
 
    “…I’ll get serious about finding something permanent, but probably not here in Appleton. Dani would like me to move closer to her near D.C., and I guess that makes sense, although my age and gender are working against me in the job market. In most restaurant kitchens, it’s still a man’s world.” 
 
    I was under the false assumption that any fine dining establishment would be fortunate to have her. Now, I began to realize that Shelby’s situation was more complicated than I first thought. The idea of leaving Virginia, knowing she might be struggling, both financially and emotionally, made my jaw tighten. She’s not yours, I reminded myself, and she’s a grown woman who is perfectly capable of taking care of herself.  
 
    “If money wasn’t an issue, what would you do?” 
 
    She stared into the darkness for a few seconds. 
 
    “I’d start a consulting business to help struggling restaurants revamp their menus, and I’d finally write a cookbook. I’ve been collecting recipes for years, updated and simplified southern classics from a French-trained chef. I plan to call it Bon Appetit, Y’all.” 
 
    “I believe you could do anything you set your mind to, Shelby. Could I be your recipe taster for the book?” 
 
    I caught the faintest glimmer of her smile before she asked, “What are your plans when you finish here?”  
 
    Go home to an empty beach house, put it on the market, and try to get on with things. 
 
    “I’m shooting a commercial in Europe and I have some voice work lined up. There’s also talk of a Time Traveler film script being pitched to a few of the major studios, although I doubt anything will come of it. At any rate, I’d be considered far too old for the role.” 
 
    Steering away from the touchy subject of my age, I asked, “Did you know I played the evil wolf in Fox Tales? The studio is talking about making a sequel.” 
 
    “I’ll have to watch it on Netflix,” Shelby said. “Were you really evil?” 
 
    “Only in an animated, PG-13 sort of way.” 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    “Wolves always get a bad rap, don’t they?” 
 
    Rising from her chair, she refilled our tea glasses while I watched the fireflies dance. I couldn’t think of a single place I’d rather have been than sitting close to her near the flickering fireplace. I found myself wondering what it could be like to come home to a warm, welcoming house every day, to a woman who was interested in me rather than what I could do for her. I would give almost anything to have that kind of easy, natural relationship before time ran out and I morphed into a cantankerous old git who yelled at children and dogs for walking on his lawn. 
 
    I needed something or someone to help change my life for the better. Obviously, I was not faring too well on my own. 
 
    Shelby sat again, closed her eyes, and sighed. 
 
    “I love it out here with the sound of the trickling water and the fire, don’t you?” She went on before I had a chance to answer. “I guess that’s why I’ve been reluctant to sell the house. I’m emotionally attached to it, according to my therapist.” 
 
    “I understand. You’ve created a wonderful home.” 
 
    She turned toward me and our eyes locked.  
 
    “I had a good time with you today,” she said. “And that car is ridiculously cool.” 
 
    “Then may I assume that our first date gets a thumbs up?” 
 
    Another smile played at her mouth while I tried to read her thoughts.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In that case, would you like to go out next weekend? Something appropriately small-townish, such as dinner and a movie?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “You can choose the movie. I won’t make you sit through another chick flick.” 
 
    With great reluctance, I rose from her cushy wicker chair and announced, “I’d better go home now before I fall asleep on you, start snoring like a bear, and ruin my carefully crafted image.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I couldn’t quite tell if she sounded disappointed…or relieved. 
 
    Shelby walked me to her front door where I stood for a moment in awkward silence, debating about whether I should kiss her, or bolt for the condo before I did something foolish and begged her to let me stay. She studied my face as though she was weighing her options before she said, “Well, I’ll see you Monday evening. Any preference for dinner or should I text you the menu?” 
 
    I guess we were back to business. 
 
    “Why don’t you surprise me?” 
 
    She tilted her head again as she looked me over. 
 
    “I could do that.” 
 
    As I turned to leave, she took hold of my arm and reached up to plant a quick kiss on my stubbly cheek. I was caught off guard by the unexpected gesture, and it was all I can do to stop myself from pulling her into an embrace. Better to let the anticipation build a while longer, though. I was convinced there was a fire smoldering beneath her cool exterior. Sooner or later, I predicted, it would ignite.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    Granted, it wasn’t much of a kiss. More like a friendly peck on the cheek, the type of affectionate smack I might have given to a close friend or family member. Normally, I wasn’t so impulsive, but spending the day with Ian had inspired me to do something completely out of character, like drag him upstairs to my bed. I don’t believe I would’ve had to drag him, though.  
 
    You could lure me to my doom and I’d go willingly. 
 
    A couple of times tonight he looked at me with an intensity that hinted of loneliness and need. My heart pounded much too fast, and I thought I might have been having another anxiety attack like I experienced after Jean-Pierre’s death—racing pulse, nausea, and a sense of impending disaster.  
 
    I was certain Ian intended to kiss me at my front door. I could almost feel his lips on mine when his mood abruptly shifted, leaving me to wonder if he was having second thoughts. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, although I believed he hesitated because of my own uncertainty. 
 
    Maybe he didn’t realize it, but Ian gave a great audition today. I intended to find out how he would behave with me in public—would he call attention to himself, gaze at his reflection in the shop windows, or look at attractive women? He did none of those things. He listened attentively when I spoke and didn’t try to mansplain anything. His interest in gardening and landscaping was a pleasant surprise.  
 
    In short, he passed with flying colors, leaving my insides twisted. I was consumed by erotic thoughts and bothered by more than a touch of guilt. A short eighteen months had passed since Jean-Pierre’s death, yet I was drooling over Ian like a gawky adolescent girl experiencing her first crush.  
 
    My therapist told me there was no timetable for grief. Moving forward with my life didn’t mean that I forgot my loved one, but learned to accept my loss. Jean-Pierre and I had a good marriage, better than most, but far from perfect. If our sex life had become a little stale in the years before he died, wasn’t that to be expected? Few, if any, couples can sustain the excitement of a new relationship when kids, demanding jobs, and mortgage payments enter the picture. 
 
    I’d like to feel passion again. I’d like to be held in a man’s arms. Even if I wasn’t in the market for anything permanent, what would be wrong with a short-term fling? No promises or declarations of forever. We both knew there was no possibility of anything else, not with us on separate coasts, living far different lives.  
 
    The nagging warning voice in my head had returned, this time accompanied by flashing red lights: Don’t get in over your head, Shelby. You could be hurt. 
 
    I won’t, though, I assured myself. I’ll make it clear. No attachments and no expectations. 
 
    Anyway, my heart was already shattered beyond repair. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Monday night’s menu: pan-seared duck breast with a citrus glaze, buttery mashed potatoes, and roasted baby carrots fresh from my garden, served with a fruity California zinfandel, and followed by lime sorbet. I made it to Ian’s condo shortly after six o’clock, despite another drenching rain that did little to slow the heavy highway traffic, and began prepping my ingredients, beginning with rainbow carrots in vibrant shades of purple, red, and orange. The slender little veggies were so tender they didn’t need to be peeled, only seasoned and arranged on a sheet pan for a quick roast. 
 
    Moving on, I cubed some potatoes and placed them in a pan of cold, salted water over a stovetop burner. I planned to cook the duck after Ian got home.  
 
    A pint of sorbet was chilling in the freezer. Yesterday, I made a quart of the tangy dessert and devoured half of it while watching Fox Tales on Netflix. The movie’s plot revolved around a colony of foxes whose ancestral forest home was threatened by a pack of wolves, led by the evil Felix. While I was far from objective, I thought Ian did a great job of bringing his animated character to life, managing to make the grinning wolf sympathetic.  
 
    I had the table set, potatoes boiling on the stove, and the carrots and duck breast ready to cook, so while I enjoyed a few extra minutes, I headed into the half-bath to freshen up. On a whim, I yanked the scrunchie from my usual ponytail, applied a dollop of anti-frizz serum, and let my hair fall long and loose. It was something I never would have done while cooking at the restaurant, where I always had it pulled back or covered for hygienic reasons. This kitchen wasn’t a restaurant, I rationalized, and I knew beyond a doubt that Ian admired my hair. 
 
    Digging through my bag, I retrieved a lipstick and applied a subtle mauve color, pausing to check myself out in the bathroom mirror. My skin fairly glowed due to the persistent humidity, and I didn’t appear quite as gaunt as I did a couple of weeks ago, probably due to the high-calorie ice cream and other treats I was enjoying. 
 
    After washing my hands, I returned to the kitchen, fished in my bag for a set of ear buds, and searched through the music on my phone for another favorite jazz classic, Monk’s Dream. Thelonious Monk was an acknowledged genius who played with many of the great jazz musicians of his day, and I particularly liked the quartet on this album, especially Charlie Rouse’s earthy tenor sax. I had listened to Monk so much over the years that I could identify one of his songs within the first three or four notes. His quirky style and unusual piano harmonics always put me in a better mood. 
 
    I was grooving to the upbeat tempo of Bye-Ya when my client and potential lover strode into the kitchen. I took out my ear buds and we assessed each other for a long moment. Why did he have to look so mouth-wateringly fine, standing there in faded jeans and a t-shirt that hugged his torso, which didn’t look the least bit fat to me. This entire situation was stacked in his favor.  
 
    My potatoes boiled away on the stove top, sending clouds of steam into the already moist, refrigerated air. Around us, the heat rose.  
 
    How was I supposed to resist that face, the picture of masculine perfection? Did he have any idea of the effect he had on me?  
 
    Probably. A man like Ian had no doubt received far more than his share of female adoration. 
 
    “We need to take care of some unfinished business,” he announced in his commanding lord-of-the-manor voice, sending a delicious shiver of anticipation down my spine. 
 
    Before I could respond, he hurried across the kitchen, swept me up, and placed his lips on mine. Oh, my God. This wasn’t some friendly little peck, either, but rather a long, lingering kiss that stirred something deep inside, pushing up all the longing and loneliness I’d tried to bury. As his tongue slipped inside my mouth, my hands reached out to grip his shoulders before they worked their way through his hair, pulling him closer. His insistent kiss probed the recesses of my mouth, demanding more. The man was hungry, and not only for a duck dinner. 
 
    My legs were paralyzed. I realized if he let go of me, I would collapse faster than a poorly made soufflé. After a few moments I steadied myself and pulled away to press my cheek to his chest, while my heart continued to pound at a dizzying pace. 
 
    “That was…intense,” I managed to stammer, my breath still ragged. “You gave ‘kiss the cook’ a whole new meaning.” 
 
    He placed both hands on my shoulders, turned me toward him, and fastened those uncommon eyes on mine. 
 
    “I’ve been wanting to do that for some time,” he said, drawing me to him again in a bone-crushing embrace. “You’ve inspired some lovely dreams lately.” 
 
    He dreamed about me? 
 
    I wound my arms around his neck, momentarily mesmerized by his photogenic features. It would have been so easy to get swept away by his attention, caught up in some misplaced fantasy, when I knew better.  
 
    What came out of my mouth next surprised us both. 
 
    “Were we naked?” 
 
    He eased his grip on me, threw back his head, and let out a robust laugh. 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to tell you. Let’s say the overall effect was quite…stimulating.” 
 
    The thought of me gave him an erection.  
 
    Keep your panties on, Shelby, and get yourself under control. Yes, he’s charming, handsome, and probably wealthy by your standards, but who is the real Ian, apart from the characters he portrays?  
 
    “Let’s talk about this,” I mumbled, instantly ruining the mood. 
 
    “I assumed that’s what we were doing.” He eyed me with a confused expression.  
 
    I steered him to the kitchen table and sat across from him. 
 
    “This is crazy, Ian. What’s going on here?” 
 
    “I believe we were kissing,” He shot me a grin that made my stomach flip. “And you seemed to enjoy it.” 
 
    I did. But am I willing to take this further, knowing our attraction is mutual? What do I really know about him? How many other women has he seduced with only his smile? Am I setting myself up for a massive emotional letdown? 
 
    “I need to finish cooking dinner.” 
 
    Sliding my chair back, I started to get up from the table when he took my hand in his. 
 
    “Wait a minute.” 
 
    When he squeezed my fingers, I got light-headed. Obviously, being the recipient of his passionate kiss had impaired my judgment. A few days ago, I would’ve sworn my attraction to Ian was based strictly on his appearance, but as I had discovered, there was more to him than good looks. Admittedly, though, what met the eye was mighty fine.  
 
    “Shelby,” he continued, holding my gaze. His crisp, masterful voice sent another shiver down my back, inspiring yet another erotic fantasy, one in which I was naked and kneeling at his feet. What would be your pleasure tonight, sir? 
 
    “Be honest with me. If I flashed you in the darkness, would you flash back?” 
 
    My stomach dropped, releasing an unsettling mix of terror and pure lust. I couldn’t evade his question or pretend any longer than I didn’t feel something for him. After a moment, I gulped, looked him in the eyes, and said, “I would.” 
 
    “Brilliant!” His smile beamed. He took hold of my hand under the table, squeezed it, and said, “Now that it’s settled, might I have a cocktail before dinner? Another of your mean gin and tonics?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After dinner, we sat on the couch and talked for a while until he started to doze off. He’d been awake since 4:30 a.m. and put in a long day on the set, so I wasn’t offended. In fact, I was relieved. I wanted our first time together to be memorable, and after hearing him talk about his sexual fantasies, the seed of a wicked idea had taken root in my brain. If I intended to go through with this, maybe I should give him exactly what he dreamed about. I’d flash him back, all right. 
 
    Once, when Danielle was still a teenager, she was spending the weekend at a friend’s house when her father and I agreed to meet at The George (as in Washington), our favorite downtown hotel, for a little adult fun. I wore a mini dress and a short, dark wig. Sitting alone at the bar, I pretended not to know Jean-Pierre when he walked in, slid into the stool beside me, and began to whisper a variety of filthy suggestions in French, which he knew would be a huge turn-on.  
 
    “Je bande pour toi,” he informed me. “Je suix ammanchee comme un tareau.” 
 
    After he’d succeeded in ‘picking me up,” we took the elevator upstairs to a room he’d reserved and went at each other like two sex-starved prisoners released from solitary confinement. Later, J-P claimed it was one of the most satisfying encounters we’d ever shared. Now that he was gone, I wish we had done it more often.  
 
    While I was fairly certain that Ian didn’t speak much French, I was equally sure that tongue of his could send me straight to heaven. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I planned the evening menu. I intended to go full-on southern with shrimp and grits, one of the most popular entrees at Faith, served with a garnish of fried okra and a choice of ale or unoaked Chardonnay.  
 
    It was mid-afternoon when I climbed the stairs to my bedroom to get in a quick power nap before I had to start dinner prep. I couldn’t seem to doze off, though, and as I lay alone in the big bed, not quite asleep, the thought occurred that if I was serious about going through with this sexual encounter, I would make Ian’s fantasy come true. The more I ruminated on it, the more empowered I became. 
 
    Sometime later, I got up to rummage through my dresser drawers, looking for a tiny, black lace thong (“Crotch floss,” J-P used to call it), that I hadn’t seen in more than a dozen years.  
 
    After stripping off my shorts and panties, I slipped into the thong, then used a hand mirror to view my mostly bare ass in front of the dresser, breathing a small sigh of relief to see that my backside was as rounded and firm as it had been in my thirties. Probably from all my stair climbing and kneeling in the garden, I theorized.  
 
    Next, I took off my t-shirt and bra before slipping on the whisk print apron. It didn’t cover much in front and I was displaying a lot of side boob. When I was younger, I used to complain about my undersized breasts, but at age fifty-four, I was happy they weren’t sagging to my knees. I added a pair of black stilettos, which I didn’t recall seeing in my closet until now, before stepping back to assess the overall picture. My self-esteem soared. Not too bad for a woman my age, especially if I dimmed the lights, although I also wondered how I would compare to the young, tiny actresses that inhabited Ian’s world. 
 
    After I re-dressed, I went downstairs and began the familiar ritual of preparing dinner. I shelled and de-veined the shrimp before placing them in a plastic container for transport, along with the other ingredients for tonight’s meal. I was trying to stay busy so I wouldn’t be overcome with nervousness. At the same time, I was strangely exhilarated by the thought of Ian’s hands exploring my body, despite being wracked by guilt over what I was about to do. Was I being disloyal to Jean-Pierre’s memory, or simply moving on with what was left of my life?  
 
    Once I arrived at the condo, I unpacked and set the table before slicing the okra into thin rounds. Later, I would bread and fry them into little morsels of crispy deliciousness. The remainder of the meal would come together after Ian got home. 
 
    At about 6:30 I sent him a text. 
 
      
 
    Shelby: Are you on time tonight? 
 
      
 
    Ian: On my way now and might get home a little early. What’s on the menu? 
 
      
 
    Shelby: Shrimp and grits served with a special appetizer. 
 
      
 
    Ian: Want to tell me more?  
 
      
 
    Shelby: No. Just get here. 
 
      
 
    That should’ve piqued his interest. Now, I’d have to hustle to be ready. Moving into the half-bath, I unzipped my dress and hung it on the back of the door, shed my bra, and donned the chef’s apron, tying it at my waist. I stepped into the stilettos before applying lipstick and a touch of smoky eyeliner. I left my hair loose again, letting it fall past my shoulder blades. 
 
    You look fabulous, I told my reflection. 
 
    Next, I dimmed the lights and synced my phone to the remote speaker I brought from home, letting Billie Holiday set a romantic mood. Her rich, gravelly tone conveyed so much sorrow and pain in such a beautiful, satisfying way. Like any great singer, she made you believe every word.  
 
    They Can’t Take That Away from Me, Billie crooned, recounting her memories of a lost lover. The bittersweet irony of my song choice was not lost on me. While I waited, a twinge of self-doubt invaded my thoughts. Again, I wondered if I was about to make a fool of myself, so I downed half a glass of white wine, which did little to calm my anxiety and slow my pounding heart.  
 
    What if he’s been putting me on, playing me for a desperate widow? No, I determined, that kiss was real, no doubt about it.  
 
    In a few more minutes, I heard the back door open, so I stationed myself between the island and the stovetop, where Ian could get a good, long look at me. If I had to die of embarrassment, better to get it over now. At that moment, he strolled into the kitchen, looking mighty fine indeed in his period riding habit. I was tempted to ask why he wore his costume home from work, but instead I announced, a little too loudly, “Bienvenue à la maison, Ian.” 
 
    While I tried to sound nonchalant, I noticed that my hands were trembling. 
 
    Ian’s mouth gaped open, then closed, while his eyes swept over my scantily-clad form. 
 
    “I am gobsmacked,” I heard him whisper.  
 
    What does that mean? My heart leapt into my throat and I was on the verge of panic. 
 
    Is gobsmacked a good thing…or bad?  
 
    He rushed toward me, exactly like I saw him approach his on-screen wife in a touching flashback scene on Sutherland’s Ghosts.  
 
    “Are you my starter course?” he asked while nibbling at my neck.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” I managed to mutter, gasping at the softness of his lips on my shoulder. “And it should be served hot.” 
 
    “Well, in that case…” 
 
    Ian took a step back before placing one hand on my bare back and steering me down the hall into his bedroom. While I perched on the edge of the bed, he closed the drapery panels, leaving the room in semi-darkness. My body trembled with anticipation, although I also detected a touch of cold fear. My lord-of-the-manor fantasy was about to become reality. 
 
    Dropping my hand, he moved closer before his arms encircled me. His lips brushed my forehead before finding my mouth, and I returned his kiss with an intensity that made my heart jump again. His teeth tugged gently at my bottom lip, as a shuddering swell of desire took over. I was long past the point of re-thinking my hasty decision. I wanted him, and I would deal with the emotional fallout later. 
 
    Ian released me, stood up, and kept his eyes on my face while he began to undress. Slowly, he unbuttoned his long frock coat and slipped out of it before he untied the cravat and flung it on the floor. 
 
    The single-breasted vest, which hugged his chest to perfection, came off next, buttons popping in his haste to shed his clothes. He didn’t bother to fully unbutton the linen shirt, either, opting to pull it over his head. 
 
    Ian stood so near that I swore I could hear his heart pounding. For a moment I thought my own heart might stop at the sight of his broad shoulders, bare chest, and the contours of his abs, offering a hard canvas for my hands and lips to explore.  
 
    He seated himself beside me on the bed and pulled off the riding boots before standing again, unbuttoning his trousers and stepping out of them. He wore nothing but a surprisingly modern pair of briefs. My eyes took in every inch of him, following the angles of his body down to hard-muscled thighs before returning to focus on those briefs, which were sporting a noticeable bulge. He placed both of his thumbs under the elastic waistband and yanked them off, causing his cock to spring forth in its fully erect glory.  
 
    “Stand up,” he murmured, “and let’s get you out of that apron.” 
 
    I rose from the bed on unsteady legs and turned my back to him, so he could untie the sash. Ian removed the apron, pulling it over my head and tossing it on the floor. He lifted my hair to kiss the back of my neck, sending another tremor of desire down my spine, before he pulled the black lace thong down to my ankles. One hand reached around to grip my waist while the other slipped between my legs. I groaned out loud. 
 
    We crashed onto the bed in a passionate embrace. I flung my arms around him, surprising myself with my own recklessness.  It had been far too long since a man held me like this. I couldn’t get enough of his lips and his sculpted, hard body.  
 
    Ian hovered over me, his gorgeous face only inches from mine.  
 
    “My beautiful chef,” he whispered, before moving my legs apart. His cock pushed inside me, tentatively at first. As his thrusts became harder, I raised my hips to meet them and wrapped my legs around his body, urging him deeper. My moans became more guttural as I reached the point of no return, ending in a mind-blowing orgasm unlike anything in my recent sexual experience.  
 
    Ian wasn’t finished, so I held on for the sweet ride as he plunged into me again and again. I felt his body stiffen before he came, moaning my name. He stayed inside me for a few more moments while our hearts pounded together. I was lost in the moment, astonished by own physical response and unnerved by his passion.  
 
    Ian kept his voice low and his lips near my ear. “I believe that was the best appetizer I’ve ever been served,” he said. “The perfect combination of hot and spicy.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’d closed my eyes for what seemed a few seconds, and when I re-opened them, sunlight shifted through the open blinds. I was back in my bedroom, blinking and bewildered. It had to have been a dream, or else I was losing my mind, like my mother. My heart raced, flooding me with anxiety.  
 
    In any case, I couldn’t allow myself to waste more time re-living my imaginary sexual encounter. Who was I kidding? I was a middle-aged woman with cellulite, stretch marks, and less-than-perky breasts. I’d never offer myself, half-naked, to a man I wasn’t sure I could trust. Especially not tonight, when I had dinner to make. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    For as far back as I could remember, I have enjoyed the company of women. I believe my fascination with mature females began when I was a boy in England, an often-lonely only child who loved being around his beloved mum, especially when her friends would visit. They were products of the 1970s with long, straight hair, colorful clothing, and liberated attitudes. When their men weren’t along, the women seemed more relaxed, talking freely among themselves in a secret society marked by laughter, exotic cocktails, and the occasional marijuana joint, which they didn’t think I knew about.  
 
    I was fussed over, hugged, and frequently discussed in the third person. 
 
    Oh, you’ve got your hands full with that one. He’ll grow up to be a heartbreaker. 
 
    Which I did, of course, also wounding myself in the process. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Madeline’s rare phone call came just as I returned to the condo the following evening. When I entered the kitchen, Shelby was stirring a pot on the stove. She added a generous amount of shredded cheese to the steaming mixture and turned off the flame before looking in my direction. I pointed to the phone at my ear and mouthed the word, “Maddie.” She nodded, stopping me for a moment to hand over a bottled craft beer before I headed into the living room. 
 
    My daughter’s voice carried more genuine enthusiasm than I’d heard in months. Fresh from a two-week musical theatre camp, where she received heaping praise from her instructors, she had made the gut-wrenching decision to audition for a small singing part in her school’s upcoming production of Beauty and the Beast. For a painfully shy girl who had never tried out for anything, this was good news indeed. If my fragile, emotionally damaged daughter could find a way to move forward with her life, perhaps her father could too.  
 
    “Will you help me with my lines, Ian?” she asked, causing my heart to twist despite her insistence on using my given name, instead of Dad or Father. “My audition’s not for a few weeks. Won’t you be home by then?” 
 
    I grimaced inwardly at the thought of home. Not the Malibu beach house, nor the bleak rented condo, but a place filled with warmth and some measure of happiness. Quite a stretch of the imagination for someone like me: currently rootless, an unclaimed man who belonged to no one. 
 
    “Yes, of course.”  
 
    My little girl, now almost a grown woman, wanted to run her lines with me. By the time we ended our call I was smiling again. My spirits soared and my ego swelled, as I was convinced that the time was right to throw caution to the wind and approach Shelby with a romantic proposition.  
 
    Returning to the kitchen, I threw her a wink before my eyes were drawn to the stovetop. 
 
    “Hello, Chef. It smells delicious in here.” 
 
    “I’m making shrimp and grits with fried okra. I hope you like it.” 
 
    I expected I would, because she had yet to serve me a meal that I did not devour.  
 
    Shelby tossed the okra rounds in a cornmeal mixture before using a slotted spoon to lift them out, shaking off the excess breading. She dropped them into a skillet of hot oil, producing a satisfying sizzle. After only a few minutes, she used the same spoon to remove the cooked morsels to a plate before adding a final sprinkle of salt. A tray of sliced bacon, cooked extra crispy, came out of the oven to rest. The unmistakable aroma of cured pork drifted my way, causing my stomach to rumble.  
 
    “Everything okay at home?” she asked. 
 
    There was that word again. I dropped into a chair at the breakfast table and took a sip of lager before pausing to read the label. It wasn’t too bad…for an American beer. 
 
    “Yes, things are good, actually.” I offered a condensed version of my phone conversation, adding, “She loved the music camp and she’s made a few new friends in the theatre department.” 
 
    “You mean to tell me your daughter is hanging around with show folk?” Shelby assessed me with one hand on her hip, the other holding a pair of kitchen tongs, while attempting to keep a straight face. 
 
    Her smile appeared for the first time tonight. 
 
    “She could do a lot worse, you know.”   
 
    She placed a dozen plump shrimp on the stovetop grill, enveloping the kitchen in briny goodness while they cooked.  
 
    “Maddie asked me to help with her audition, so it seems I have some value as a father, after all.” 
 
    “I always thought you did,” she said, sending yet another pang to the vicinity of my heart. 
 
    Before I could talk myself out of it, or consider the ramifications, I rose from the table and walked around the island to draw her close, my arms encircling her waist. She smelled of lemon and vanilla with a hint of bacon. 
 
    “What would you say to going away with me for the weekend? The two of us at some little hotel where we can begin to figure out what’s happening between us.” 
 
    Her head tipped back to study my face. When she wrapped her arms over mine, the warmth of her hands on my skin made my head spin, although I could also sense her hesitation.  
 
    Was I someone she believed she could trust? Had I come on too strong? 
 
    “Dinner’s almost ready,” she said, maneuvering away from an obviously awkward subject. An invisible wall rose between us. 
 
    “Let’s talk afterward. I don’t want to overcook the shrimp.” 
 
    While feeling a bit dejected, I tried to console myself with thoughts of another memorable meal. That, and the fact that she didn’t say no. 
 
    After the shrimp turned a delicate pink, she removed them from the grill and ladled cheesy grits into a bowl, adding the crumbled bacon, her perfectly cooked seafood, and a generous garnish of okra rounds. She wiped the rim of the bowl clean, set it in front of me, and poured two glasses of crisp, white wine before making a second, smaller helping for herself. 
 
    “You’ll probably have to do penance on the elliptical trainer after this meal,” she said.  
 
    From the first bite of her succulent shrimp, salty bacon, and cheesy grits, I was lost in food nirvana. 
 
    “Outstanding,” I announced between bites. “I’ve never eaten grits.”  
 
    I wrongly assumed from the name that grits would be gritty. On the contrary, her creamy dish was completely habit-forming. 
 
    “You’ve got a lot to learn about becoming a good southern boy.” She teased me again with another catlike smile. “But then you probably didn’t get a lot of soul food growing up in England. I got this recipe from an old friend who’s a New Orleans-based chef. It was a best-seller at Faith for several years.” 
 
    I polished off every morsel on my plate before pushing it away with a contented groan. 
 
    We took our wine into my generic, blandly decorated living area and settled on the sofa. I wrapped one arm around her shoulders and raked my fingers through her silver hair, which she had left out of its usual ponytail. The silky strands fell over her shoulders, glimmering in the dim light.  
 
    “Your hair is amazing. It feels like liquid silver.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She sank deeper into the sofa cushions. “It started going gray when I was still in my thirties. A few years ago, I stopped coloring it, mainly out of curiosity, and this is what had been hiding underneath the hair dye.” 
 
    My fingers worked their way to her scalp for a gentle massage, as she lapsed into a state of relaxation, wearing a blissful expression like that of her cat, Henri, when he was curled up on her lap. 
 
     “It’s very attractive,” I told her. “And before I get myself in trouble, it doesn’t make you look old.” 
 
    “You’re sweet,” she murmured, as her eyes opened into a feline slant. “Some people claim that gray is the new black. 
 
     “About the weekend…” Shelby sat up abruptly and helped herself to a generous sip of wine. 
 
    “This is so awkward. I…I haven’t dated or been sexually active since Jean-Pierre died.” A trace of uncertainty clouded her voice. “I’m not entirely sure why I thought you should know, but now that I’ve said it, there’s no going back.” 
 
    I took her hand in mine and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’ll make sure it’s good. And, of course I’ll bring protection.” 
 
    Her mouth gaped open before I heard my normally refined southern chef mutter, Oh, shit under her breath. 
 
    “I didn’t think about that.” Her face flushed. “But we won’t need birth control. According to the period tracker on my phone, I haven’t had one in 789 days.” 
 
     “Well, now that we’ve covered all the libido-crushing details,” I countered, receiving a brief smile in return, “that’s not what I was talking about. I can assure you that I’m safe. I had myself tested after I found out about Monica’s affair.” 
 
    My jaw tightened and the muscles in my neck twitched. 
 
    “I haven’t been with anyone since.” 
 
    Shelby closed her eyes while she contemplated a response. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, following a few moments of excruciating silence. “I’d like to spend the weekend with you. But let’s agree in advance: no attachments and no expectations.” 
 
    She turned toward me to study my face, re-assuming her cool, composed mask. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “I’ll go along with that. You set the rules and I’ll abide by them. 
 
    “Where should we go? I was hoping you might have a suggestion.” 
 
    “You could try Ravenswood Inn. It’s not far from here. I haven’t stayed there but I’ve eaten in the restaurant a few times, and it was outstanding. I believe they had a Michelin star at one time.” She twirled the glass in her hand. “The staff is very discreet,” she went on. “Rumor has it that Ravenswood is a favorite getaway for certain elected officials who are cheating on their spouses.” 
 
    “You don’t have an aversion to being seen with me, do you?”  
 
    “Of course not, but we don’t get many celebrities in this part of Virginia, and I’d rather not find my face on the cover of a grocery store tabloid.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed, making a note on my phone app. “I’ll make a reservation tomorrow.” Going somewhere with an award-winning restaurant would be a bonus. I was far more interested in the comfort and privacy of the room than in the dinner menu. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My plans to spend the weekend with Shelby in a romantic destination were dashed the following afternoon. During a break in shooting, I returned to my trailer and called Ravenswood Inn, only to be told it was fully booked with a wedding party. The inn’s cheerful proprietress did have a suite available the following Saturday, due to a last-minute cancellation, so I gave her my credit card number to hold the reservation. She suggested two other nearby properties that might have rooms available, but when I called I got the same result. Every lodging establishment was booked due to a regional wine festival taking place in a neighboring town.   
 
    When I mentioned this unfortunate development to my chef over a delectable dinner of tossed salad and steak frites, she didn’t appear to be either surprised or disappointed. 
 
    “I was wondering if you’d be able to find a room. Ravenswood is known as a wedding destination, and on top of that we’ve got a lot of tourists in town for the Winefest.” 
 
    “We could fly somewhere instead.” 
 
    My suggestion was met with a frown. 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to tackle Dulles International on a Friday night,” she said. “Why don’t you stay at my house instead? I’ll treat you to the best barbecue in the northern Shenandoah Valley.” 
 
    A weekend at Shelby’s house? What could be better than a cozy home, excellent food, and her, all to myself? 
 
    “Brilliant! What’s the name of the restaurant? I’ll make a reservation.” 
 
    “Shelby’s Outdoor Bistro,” she replied, as the corners of her mouth curved upward. “I have a smoker, remember?” 
 
    Our plans were finalized. I would arrive on Friday evening and stay the weekend. With this event to anticipate, the remainder of my week on location dragged on, mercifully with few weather-related delays, my evenings brightened by the presence of Chef and her delectable cooking. One night she stayed for an after-dinner drink, regaling me with stories about her carefree years in Paris and revealing her concerns about Danielle. 
 
    “Because Dani is pretty and petite, with big boobs, she gets a lot of unwanted male attention, so much that she’s started carrying a little knife for protection. I’m finding it hard to believe that I am the mother of a dagger-wielding daughter. Couldn’t she get some pepper spray instead?” 
 
    Her tone turned even more serious when she discussed her elderly mum, whose once-vibrant personality had been obliterated by late-stage dementia.  
 
    “I begged her to live closer to me after Dad died, but she refused to leave her golf league and her friends at the retirement community. Now she’s too old and frail to travel, and she doesn’t know who I am…but let’s move on to a less depressing topic.” 
 
    She pushed her chair back from the table and got up to serve dessert—crepes filled with lemon-thyme custard and dusted with confectioner’s sugar. 
 
    “One of my specialties,” she confessed, as I swooned over the filling’s tangy sweetness. “I worked at a creperie in France for a while, and I got pretty good at making them.” 
 
    Pretty good was a bit of an understatement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Friday morning, I drove the Mercedes to work so I could go directly to Shelby’s house after shooting wrapped for the day. After folding shirts, shorts, and a pair of jeans into my airline carry-on bag, I stowed my luggage in the boot, next to the gift bag that contained a bottle of her favorite Chardonnay, an oaky variety called Chanticleer. Its label featured a colorful, proud rooster, the unofficial symbol of France. I also included a dozen rich, decadent chocolate truffles and a silly refrigerator magnet that read Kiss the Cook. I found the truffles and magnet at a gourmet food boutique in the same strip mall as the liquor store. 
 
    It was well past six thirty by the time I turned onto her quiet block. I had been instructed to drive down the alley to the detached garage and park there. 
 
    “It’s a pretty safe neighborhood, but I don’t want to worry about the car all weekend,” she told me. “It does tend to call attention to itself.” 
 
    When I sent a text to announce my arrival, the garage door opened, and I pulled the Mercedes inside, where Shelby was waiting at the far end. My face broke into an involuntary smile at the sight of her, looking fresh and cool in a gauzy white shirt, tied at the waist with the sleeves rolled up, blue-and-white cropped pants, and a pair of jeweled flip-flops on her pedicured feet. 
 
    “You made it just fine,” she noted, carrying the slightest hint of a drawl in her speech.   
 
    I hopped out of the roadster and retrieved my bags before we made our way toward the house, walking along a flagstone path to a set of stairs leading to the deck, otherwise known as Shelby’s Outdoor Bistro. Water trickled in the wall-mounted fountain; small flames danced atop the propane fireplace, and a mouth-watering meaty aroma permeated the moist air. 
 
    “Let’s go in and put your things away,” she suggested. “Then I’ll make drinks and we’ll take them outside, unless you think it’s too hot out here.” 
 
    “First things first.”  
 
    Reaching for her waist, I drew her close, my lips meeting hers for a lingering kiss. She pressed her body against mine, providing a tantalizing hint of what I hoped would happen later. After a few moments she pulled away, offered another of her feline smiles, and said, “Come inside before we give the neighbors something to talk about.” 
 
    Following her through the door, we walked through the sunroom into her kitchen, where I handed over my gift bag.  
 
    “Oh, how sweet!” She slipped one hand around my neck as her lips grazed my cheek. I inhaled her subtle scent—herbal and lemony, evoking images of steamy summer days and cool blue eyes.  
 
    She pulled the chilled Chardonnay out of its bag and paused to admire the magnificent bird on the label. 
 
    “Chanticleer. You remembered my favorite.” 
 
    “I thought you might appreciate a big cock tonight.” 
 
    She regarded me with cool detachment until her grin gave her away. “I guess you read my mind,” she said. 
 
    Shelby stowed the wine in a small, temperature-controlled fridge before taking my hand and leading me upstairs to the place of my dreams. Her large master bedroom, which had a row of windows overlooking the street, spanned the front of the house. The walls were painted a soft, calming blue-gray. Her king-sized bed was covered in a colorful paisley print comforter. At the far end of the room, another worn oriental rug, a twin to the one in the sunroom, softened the hardwood floor. As in the other rooms of her house, the furnishings were classic, time-worn, and totally appealing. 
 
    She drew the blinds, switched on a bedside lamp, and directed my attention to the remodeled ensuite, which featured a glass-walled shower and marble-topped vanity. 
 
    “Would you like to unpack now?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll do it later. Let’s have a drink and relax.” 
 
    Back downstairs, Shelby opened a California pinot noir and filled two glasses, handing one to me. We returned to the deck, where she moved over to the smoker and raised the lid. The mouth-watering scent of porky goodness drifted in my direction. She mopped barbecue sauce over two full racks of baby-back ribs before closing the top. 
 
    “Are you expecting others?” I teased, surprised by the large quantity of food being prepared. 
 
    “No, it’s only us two,” she responded, before emitting a nervous laugh. “I always seem to make too much. It’s a bad habit.” 
 
    Great for my taste buds, but not for my waistline. Most likely, I would have to employ a personal trainer after I got back to the West Coast. 
 
    We sipped our wine as the ribs continued to cook, until a light rain sent us back inside. A few minutes later we sat down to eat in her charming dining room, which had white-painted wainscoting and an antique chandelier. 
 
    I bit into a succulent pork rib. The juicy meat fell off the bone, its flavor intensified by tangy sauce. Next, I sampled fresh tomato salad, enhanced with chopped garden herbs, before swallowing a mouthful of creamy mac and cheese, which she admitted was another of her guilty food pleasures. 
 
    “Mac and cheese, grilled cheese sandwiches, and cheese puffs,” she confessed.  
 
    “I’m beginning to sense a trend. Don’t forget about your cheesy grits.” 
 
    She set down her fork and grinned at me from across the dining table. “I don’t know how I’d manage to survive if I became lactose intolerant.”  
 
    I watched her face while wondering how I would manage to survive once I was back in California, a topic I’d steadfastly avoided. I dreaded the thought of leaving her, even though she wasn’t mine. 
 
    After dinner, I was pleasantly stuffed, not to mention exhausted from another stressful week of work on a failing TV series. Shelby retrieved tonight’s dessert from the refrigerator before we retreated into the sunroom, where I sank into her sofa cushions. She sat beside me and placed a tray of chocolate-dipped strawberries on the coffee table. From across the room, both “boys” appraised me with wary eyes. 
 
    “If the wardrobe supervisor has to let out my pants, I’m blaming you.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault if you can’t show some restraint,” she taunted. “Here, have a strawberry.” 
 
    Shelby picked up a berry and fed it to me, cupping it in her hand as though she was giving one of the cats a treat. When I bit into the sweet fruit, juice dribbled down my chin and, at that precise moment, reality and fantasy began to blur. 
 
    “Oh, we’ve made a little mess. Let me clean it up for you,” she muttered  
 
    In a move I never could have predicted, she leaned closer to lick the juice from my bottom lip. One brief touch was all it took before my mouth claimed hers in a deep, satisfying kiss. She broke away to wipe my sticky face with a cloth napkin while I contemplated what had happened.  
 
    “You look a little tired,” she said, studying my face. “Why don’t you put your head in my lap and relax for a few minutes before we go upstairs to bed?” 
 
    One again, I had no reason to object. What’s not to like about being treated like a king, as long as I didn’t get used to it? No attachments and no expectations. 
 
    Shelby grabbed the remote and the flat screen flickered to life. I stretched out on her cushy sofa, my head resting on a pillow in her lap while she fed me another strawberry. 
 
    “No more,” I begged, looking up at her. “Not another bite or I may have to unzip my shorts.” 
 
    “That could get interesting,” she commented, her expression giving away nothing. “Let’s watch some TV.”  
 
    I had a better idea. 
 
    Turning my head toward Shelby, I lifted the hem of her shirt to plant a row of soft kisses on her bare skin. She trembled before whispering, “That tickles, but please don’t stop.” 
 
    Hoisting myself up from her lap, I gathered her close as my lips met hers. From the moment I met her I knew we’d sizzle together, although this encounter resembled a kitchen fire, red-hot and out of control. I unbuttoned her shirt so I could touch her breasts, pushing her bra straps down to expose them. My tongue teased one nipple, which hardened immediately.  
 
    A low moan escaped her lips. 
 
    Filtering out all distractions, I focused on the sweet sensation of her body close to mine and the way she responded to the touch of my hands.  
 
    When she reached over to unzip my shorts, I guided her hand down to my already-throbbing penis.  
 
    “No underwear?” she whispered. 
 
    “John Thomas enjoys it when I go commando.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Keep touching me.” 
 
    Shelby grasped me with one hand before leaning over to flick the tip of my cock with her tongue, making me groan out loud. My serene southern chef had tapped into her wild side. Never in my wildest dreams had I anticipated getting a blow job tonight while making out on her sofa.  
 
    “You’re so big,” I heard her say. “And rock hard.” 
 
    As she bent over again to take me in her mouth, her phone rang with the familiar melody of an upbeat jazz tune. Shelby ignored the call and got back to business, moving her lips up and down my shaft and teasing me with her tongue. Winding my hands through her hair, I urged her on with a series of encouraging moans. 
 
    The doorbell chimed. 
 
    She jerked upright and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, gazing at me with an expression of surprise tinged with horror. When her phone rang again, she looked at the screen, blinked and gulped.  
 
    “Oh, no.” Her voice was barely audible. “It’s Danielle. She’s standing outside the front door.” 
 
    Her daughter is here? And I’m sprawled on her mother’s sofa with my dick hanging out? 
 
    “Her message says she’s home for a surprise visit.” She adjusted her bra and re-buttoned her shirt in a rush before adding, “I’ve got to let her in. She forgot her key.” 
 
    “I’m in no condition to meet your daughter, Shelby.” I zipped up my shorts, sending John Thomas back into hiding, where he throbbed in protest. 
 
    “You’ve got to stall her at the door for a few minutes until I pull myself together.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    Couldn’t she have called first? But then it wouldn’t have been a surprise, would it? Why tonight, of all nights, when I was looking forward to waking up with Ian in the morning and having him all to myself until Sunday evening? It wasn’t her fault, though. She had no way of knowing her mother had embarked on a risky, short-term affair with her impossibly handsome client.  
 
    Poor Ian! I brought him right to the brink of orgasm, causing him to suffer from that painful condition men get when they can’t finish what they started. What a disaster. 
 
    I called Dani back and announced, “I’m here. I was at the back of the house and didn’t hear the doorbell.” A flat-out lie, but what was I supposed to say? I ignored the phone because I was performing oral sex on my new lover? 
 
    I smoothed my hair with the fingers of one hand before extracting myself from the sofa. Ian’s eyes stayed on my face. 
 
    “Fix your lipstick,” he advised, before wincing.  
 
    “Are you okay?”. 
 
    “No, but I’ll muddle through. You’d better let her in.” 
 
    On the way to the front door, I stopped to assess my appearance in the hallway mirror. My mascara was smeared and my lipstick, or what was left of it, was a smudged mess. After wiping off most of the rosy stain with my thumb, I determined that I didn’t have time to do anything else. Taking a deep breath, I plastered a smile on my face and opened the door.  
 
    “Dani, honey, how great to see you!” 
 
    My daughter stepped in and dropped her bags before giving me a long hug. I always thought she looked like a true blend of Jean-Pierre and me with her father’s dark hair—which I noticed she had enhanced with purple highlights—and my eyes, but I wasn’t exactly sure where she got her attitude. Standing just shy of five-foot-four, Dani had a forceful personality in contrast to her diminutive size. She’d never taken crap from anyone, especially from aggressive men who’d tried to control her.  
 
    “Oh, you’ve done something funky to your hair,” I said, trying to delay for Ian’s sake. “I like it.” 
 
    She stared at me for a moment before asking, “Mom, are you all right?” 
 
    “Of course, I am. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “When I drove up, I could see lights on in back, but you didn’t answer your phone or come to the door. Why is your car parked out front? Did the garage roof collapse?” 
 
    Her eyes traveled over the sight of me. 
 
    “Have you been drinking? You look like you slept in those clothes. And your shirt is buttoned all wrong.” 
 
    Oh, hell. She hadn’t seen anything yet. Wait until she got a good look at the disheveled hunk of man in my sunroom. 
 
    “Come in the kitchen and we’ll talk,” I rambled on, hurriedly re-buttoning my shirt again. “Would you like a glass of sweet tea or wine?” I quickly headed to the kitchen. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” 
 
    Her suspicions aroused, Dani followed me into the kitchen and opted for wine before we retreated into the sunroom, where the sight of Ian perched on my sofa stopped her in the doorway. He raked his hair back with one hand before offering my daughter a movie-star smile, although I detected a touch of nervousness in his expression. 
 
    “Danielle, I’ve heard so much about you,” he said in the precise British accent that made me light-headed. “I’m Ian.”  
 
    He stood up and they exchanged a brief, awkward hug. I kept my eyes on his face, not allowing my gaze to drift anywhere in the direction of his crotch. 
 
    “I know who you are.”  
 
    Danielle’s eyes narrowed as she looked him over. “Mom said she was cooking for you, but I didn’t realize…” Her voice trailed away as she turned her gaze in my direction. 
 
    “Oh, never mind.” 
 
    “We, uh, must’ve dozed off,” Ian asserted, although he didn’t sound too convincing. Where were those stellar acting skills of his when we needed them?  
 
    A few moments of uneasy silence ticked by.  
 
    “Are you hungry, sweetie?” I asked Dani. “I cooked baby back ribs tonight and there are plenty of leftovers.” 
 
    “I’ll help myself,” she said. “You stay here with your friend.” 
 
    She disappeared into the kitchen, Henri at her heels. Francoise opened one eye before returning to his nap on the rug, ignoring our unfolding domestic drama. 
 
    “Bloody hell!” Ian whispered. 
 
    “Fuck is more like it,” I responded, before dropping onto the sofa beside him. 
 
    He managed a tight smile, despite our embarrassing circumstances. 
 
    “Chef Durand, I have never heard you drop the f-bomb until tonight. All this time I’ve been operating under the assumption that you are a refined southern woman.” 
 
    I kept my voice low, hoping Dani wasn’t eavesdropping.  
 
    “I’d hate to disillusion you, but most refined southern women don’t get caught having sex on the sofa—by their daughters.” 
 
    He took my hand in his and squeezed it. 
 
    “I’m going home,” he said, which made my stomach drop. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to stay over, not with Danielle here. Spend some time with her and we’ll reschedule.” 
 
    “I know you’re probably right, but I’m disappointed.” There weren’t many more days left before his return flight to California, and our entire weekend had now gone up in flames. 
 
    I trudged upstairs, retrieved his overnight bag, and set it near the back door leading to the deck.  
 
    “Honey, I’m walking Ian to his car,” I called to Danielle, who was still in the kitchen. “He’s leaving.” 
 
    She strolled back into the sunroom carrying a plate with two ribs and a miniscule portion of mac and cheese, while eyeing his carry-on. 
 
    “Through the back door?” 
 
    “He parked his car in the garage. It’s a Mercedes, and I didn’t think it was a good idea to leave it on the street.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she muttered, tight-lipped, before flopping into her father’s leather chair. 
 
    Inside my garage, Ian stowed his bag in the trunk before walking around to the driver’s side door.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I muttered, moving close to him. “I had no idea she would drop in unannounced.” 
 
    “Not your fault, although it did make for some rather uncomfortable moments.” He put his arms around me and hugged me tightly before planting a kiss on my forehead. 
 
    “I’ll talk to her,” I pledged. “Why don’t the three of us meet for dinner tomorrow night at some neutral location?” 
 
    A smile flickered at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Only if you’ll ask her to leave the knife at home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mom, I’m worried about you.”  
 
    Danielle was sitting crossed-legged in her father’s chair with Henri in her lap. A plate of chocolate-dipped strawberries and a half-finished glass of wine rested on a side table. 
 
    I dropped onto the now-infamous sofa across from her and busied myself plumping the pillows. 
 
    “Why, Dani? Because I’m dating someone?” 
 
    She threw me a withering glance before answering. 
 
    “No, because you’re dating him. When I suggested you dip your toe into the dating pool, I had no idea you would dive headfirst into the deep end. What were you thinking, Mom? You don’t really believe this could turn into something long term, do you?” 
 
    “I never expected it to.” 
 
    I also never expected to defend my sex life, or what there was of it, to my adult child. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” I asserted, marking the second time tonight I had lied to Dani. Reality check: I had no idea of what I was doing, preferring to stay lost in my silly daydream of lingering kisses, laughter, and the anticipation of astonishingly good sex.  
 
    She shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “This is a casual hook-up? My mother is having an affair with a Hollywood actor?” She kept firing questions before I had time to respond.  
 
    “Haven’t you heard about his divorce from that TV reality show host? He’s on the rebound. This is possibly the worst situation you could have put yourself in…and he’s too good-looking.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Caught off guard by her outburst, I was now on the defensive, and I didn’t like being backed into a corner. 
 
    “Men that handsome are hardly ever sincere. You’ve said so yourself. They’re arrogant and self-absorbed.” 
 
    Folding my arms over my chest, I met her unsmiling gaze. For a moment, I pondered whether Dani’s demanding job, combined with Jean-Pierre’s untimely death, had hardened her heart. She wasn’t always so judgmental. 
 
    “And you know this because of your wide-ranging experience with attractive men?” My voice carried a brittle edge that I didn’t quite recognize.  
 
    “He’s not merely attractive,” she snapped back. “He’s in a whole different league.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that he’s too good-looking for me? Is that it?” 
 
    She sighed, pitched Henri off her lap, and pressed on. 
 
    “He was planning to spend the night, wasn’t he?” 
 
    My face flushed with embarrassment. Leaping up from the sofa, I kept my arms wrapped tightly around my waist. 
 
    “I think the answer to that question is obvious. Yes, I invited him for the weekend. He’s fun to be with, and we have more in common than I first thought. I’m sorry you disapprove. I thought you’d be happy that I’m finally moving on with my life. Without your father.” 
 
    Her mouth tightened. 
 
    “And do you think Dad would have approved?”  
 
    “That’s so unfair, Dani.” Unwanted tears filled my eyes. “What do you want me to do? Stop living because he died?” 
 
    She turned her gaze to the floor, but not before I witnessed her quivering lip. 
 
    “I know your father would want me to be happy.” 
 
    She looked up, then stared at me in silence for a moment before asking, “Are you going to be happy when Ian goes home to California?” Her harsh words stung like a slap.  
 
    I stood mute, verbally defeated and unable to respond. 
 
    No. As a matter of fact, the absolute worst has happened. I’ve gone and done exactly what I told myself I wouldn’t do. I’ve gotten in over my head, driven by loneliness and desire, and it’s going to hurt when he leaves. 
 
    “I’ll never be able to look at that couch the same way again,” my daughter claimed. “I’m going up to bed.” 
 
    Tonight marked the worst fight we’d had since she went through a Goth phase in high school and shaved off most of her eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t been with anyone since.” 
 
    A man like Ian, deliberately celibate? I saw the way that girl at the Harpers Ferry seed market lusted after him, and I’m certain he could’ve found a willing partner without too much effort. Monica must have inflicted some severe emotional damage to have left him unwilling to risk intimacy again.  
 
    Until now. 
 
    Sleep eluded me for most of the night. Feeling lost in the king-sized bed that Jean-Pierre and I shared, I turned and thrashed until both cats jumped off in disgust. I was angry with Dani for making unfounded assumptions about Ian, and irritated that I had to defend him to her. My nagging little warning voice had returned, this time in the form of my bossy daughter. 
 
    Am I being naïve to think I can trust him, or believe any of the things he says? Is he playing me? Am I a foolish widow, desperate for a man’s touch?  
 
    I could not allow myself to conjure up some romantic fantasy that would never become reality. In a few short weeks, Ian would be gone, and we would get on with our separate lives.  
 
    It was well after midnight before I finally drifted off, only to be awakened early by two demanding cats crying for their breakfast. I threw on shorts and a t-shirt before padding downstairs, barefooted, to make a pot of coffee and top off the cat food bowl. There was no sign of Danielle, so I decided to let her sleep as late as possible, hoping that a good night’s rest might improve her attitude. 
 
    After the coffee had brewed, I poured myself a mugful and added a generous amount of half-and-half before continuing into the sunroom to retrieve my phone, which I’d left downstairs in the wake of our argument. When I checked my messages, I found a text from Mom’s nursing facility that was sent several hours ago. 
 
      
 
    Nurse: Your mother’s blood pressure has stabilized, and she ate most of her dinner. 
 
      
 
    One more entry in the diary of a dying woman who didn’t recognize either her daughter or granddaughter. 
 
    On a brighter note, I also had a text from Ian that had been sent a few minutes earlier.  
 
      
 
    Ian: Wish you were here, or vice versa. 
 
      
 
    A warm wave flushed through me, and I knew it wasn’t from the hot coffee. Now I felt guilty again, this time for doubting him. 
 
      
 
    Shelby: Me, too. How are you this morning? 
 
      
 
    Ian: Fully recovered. I came home and took a cold shower.  
 
      
 
    Me: Isn’t John Thomas what the gamekeeper in Lady Chatterley’s Lover called his penis? 
 
      
 
    Ian: You are correct. 
 
      
 
    Me: Give him my fondest regards, along with apologies for what I did to him. 
 
      
 
    Ian: He tells me he’s more than willing to give you another chance. 
 
      
 
    We were still texting each other when Dani stumbled in, clad in her pajamas. She stifled a yawn before curling up in the leather chair, her expression unreadable. 
 
    When I received another alert, I tapped my phone to view the accompanying photo. The sight of it produced an awkward laugh. 
 
    Dani pushed back her long hair and fixed her eyes on mine. 
 
    “Please do not tell me you got a dick pic.” Her voice carried a trace of last night’s hostility. 
 
    “Oh, no, nothing like that.” I passed the phone to her. “Here, take a look.” 
 
    Ian’s photo depicted a lumpy, scorched omelet accompanied by two pieces of burned toast. He had written: This morning’s pathetic attempt at feeding myself. 
 
    The corners of Dani’s mouth flicked upward despite her best effort at appearing disinterested. 
 
    “Now I understand why he needs a personal chef,” she said. “He’s helpless in the kitchen.” 
 
    I stashed the phone in my pocket, relieved that we had achieved some sort of truce. 
 
    “Are you hungry? Why don’t I make some waffles with the lemon-blueberry syrup you like?” 
 
    “Okay, Mom,” she agreed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once in the kitchen, I slipped into the familiar and comforting ritual of preparing a meal, trying to banish thoughts of Ian from my mind and focus them instead on food. I’d always regarded feeding people as a labor of love, so making breakfast for Danielle seemed like a treat. I had the waffle batter prepared and bacon sizzling in the oven when she walked in and seated herself at the island. 
 
    “I’m sorry about last night,” she said, keeping her gaze on the countertop. “I didn’t mean to come home and pick a fight. I know I shouldn’t be surprised that you want to date someone, but it was a shock to find the Time Traveler sitting in our sunroom.” 
 
    I opened the oven door to check on the bacon before slipping onto the barstool next to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry too. Maybe I should’ve said something, but I didn’t see any reason to unless…” My throat constricted. Unless it was a genuine relationship instead of a short-term hook-up. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you how lonely I’ve been without your dad. There were days I was so depressed I could hardly drag myself out of bed. But I’m feeling more hopeful now because of therapy, and you know how much I love cooking for someone. And, if you must know, Ian and I haven’t had sex.” 
 
    She cringed in response. 
 
    “We’ve been talking each other through a rough time. His divorce, of course, and some issues with his teenage daughter. And he hates his job.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” Dani suppressed a snort. “Have you seen Sutherland’s Ghosts? It’s terrible.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement and grinned at her.  
 
    “Try to see it my way. If you think it’s hard to find suitable men at your age, sweetie, it’s next to impossible when you’re over fifty. Most are looking for a caretaker, a mommy, or a meal ticket, but Ian is different. Maybe that’s why I like him, despite his issues. Anyway, I wish you’d give him a chance. I don’t think he’s a jerk, and, as you said yourself, he’s pretty hot for an old guy.”  
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “You’re a warm and accommodating person, and it would be easy for someone like Ian James to take advantage of your niceness. I’m worried that you’ll get in over your head. Besides, you were the one who told me not to choose a boyfriend based only on his appearance. ‘Beware of good-looking men who are full of themselves,’ I believe you said.” 
 
    I flinched a little before staring into my coffee cup.   
 
    “Have you ever gotten a dick pic?” I asked, determined to change the subject. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “So many that I could probably paper my bedroom with them. I can’t understand why guys think it’s a turn on for women. It’s revolting.”  
 
    Her smile returned.  
 
    “If I want to look at someone’s penis, I’ll ask politely.” 
 
    My laughter melted the last bit of tension between us. By the time I cooked and served the waffles, Dani had agreed, with some reluctance, to meet Ian for dinner. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    After I succeeded at cremating my breakfast, I searched through the kitchen for alternate nourishment, rediscovering a tin of vanilla bean scones and a jar of lemon curd that Shelby had left a couple of days ago, “just in case you get hungry for something a little sweet.” 
 
    While I considered myself more or less inept in the kitchen, I did take some pride in my tea-brewing skills. I made a fresh pot of Earl Grey, took the food and tea to the kitchen table, snapped a photo, and sent it to Shelby with the caption: Breakfast, Take Two. The gnawing in my gut remained unsatisfied even after I polished off a couple of her flaky scones, and I realized my inner hunger had more to do with my need to possess her than anything else.  
 
    Foolish man that I was, despite all my self-talk about avoiding emotional commitment, I had fallen off the edge for a kind, beautiful woman whose life I would only complicate. My thoughts kept returning to what a hot mess she’d been last night with her rumpled clothing and smeared lipstick. I also spent a great deal of time thinking about where her mouth had been. 
 
    The morning dragged on. I’d planned to spend part of our Saturday pruning Shelby’s overgrown shrubbery and mowing her lawn, although she protested. 
 
    “I didn’t invite you for the weekend to do yard work,” she told me, before last night’s debacle with Danielle sent me packing. “You put in enough hours with your day job.” 
 
    “I rather enjoy getting my hands dirty,” I insisted. “Don’t you agree there’s a certain satisfaction about being in nature?” 
 
    “Depends upon what part of nature you’re talking about. The rabbits have ignored the repellant I put out and are tearing up my veggies again.” 
 
    I’d planned to fix that for her too, by repairing the chicken wire fencing around her backyard garden, a large project she probably couldn’t complete herself without help. 
 
    Instead, I was wasting precious time at the condo. I managed to kill an hour working out on the elliptical trainer and with the free weights before collapsing into a leather recliner facing the living room TV. Flipping through the channels, I happened upon a Time Traveler marathon playing on an obscure cable channel. While I seldom watched my old shows, today I made it through an entire episode, wincing at the antics of the cheeky bastard on screen, so sure of himself, convinced that stardom would last forever.   
 
    Afterward, I flipped through a few hundred channels, finding nothing of particular interest, so I sat like a lump, awash in self-pity, wishing I was at home with Shelby. The prospect of returning in a few days to the cold Malibu beach house made me even more dejected. 
 
    Switching off the television, I located my phone and sent a text to Madeline. 
 
      
 
    Ian: Hope u r having a fun weekend!  
 
      
 
    She informed me that she preferred to be texted rather than called because it’s “more private.” Texting also avoided the need to chat with her old man in front of her friends, which was very uncool at her age. After a few minutes and no response, I contemplated calling my manager for an update on my European commercial, then thought better of interrupting his usual Saturday golf game. 
 
    Thinking that some music might bring me out of my funk, I found a satellite station playing recent rock hits. The first few notes of the reggae-inspired Deep Blue song, Never Mind the Time, sent my spirits lower. 
 
    Counting down the hours until I see your smile 
 
    While away the time when you’re not here 
 
    Chasing my illusions, wandering like a madman 
 
    Waiting for the moment you appear. 
 
    I had a rather cloudy memory of meeting the band’s lead singer, Robert Silver, at a party his wife hosted at their Manhattan townhouse decades ago. Robert has met so many people during his lengthy career that I doubt he would remember me. If he did, however, a second encounter might not be in my best interest, especially if he knew what had happened all those years ago.  
 
    Here in the darkness alone with you, 
 
    All that matters is now. 
 
    All that matters is now. 
 
    Trudging back into the kitchen, I retrieved a bottle of Kill Your Darlings lager from the generously stocked refrigerator before returning to the chair. I’d received a text alert from Shelby during my short absence. 
 
      
 
    Shelby: Meet us at 6:30 at the Lakeside Grill. It’s not far from your place. Dani is texting you a link with directions.  
 
      
 
    Ian: I shall be there. Will Danielle be unarmed? 
 
      
 
    She responded with a question mark. 
 
    I glanced at my watch, saddened to find out it was only 1:14 p.m. Turning on the telly once more, I located a classic movie channel and settled in to watch The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit, which I had viewed several times. The film was set in post-World War II America, with the incomparable Gregory Peck taking on the role of a returning soldier, haunted by his wartime memories and struggling to make a living. After he got a better-paying corporate job that threatened to compromise his integrity, he searched for balance between work and family life.  
 
    Bloody hell. It’s always something, isn’t it? Although Peck is one of my favorite actors, the movie itself was troubling. If he gets it all wrong, what are the odds of us mere mortals making a go of things?  
 
    Next up was On the Waterfront, in which cinematic genius Marlon Brando portrayed another compromised man, a former boxer who “coulda been a contender” before he was coerced into throwing a fight. The pity party continued until I fell asleep in my chair and missed the end of the film. When I awoke from my stupor, it was well after five o’clock, time to shower and meet the ladies for dinner. 
 
    Before I dressed, I assessed the face staring back at me, which was looking considerably older and grayer than during its Time Traveler days. The aging process has never been kind, especially to someone whose appearance is central to his livelihood. I’d always found it ironic that I continued to attract attention from strangers based solely on my looks, while precious few were interested in the man who lived within. Shelby wasn’t like that, though, which was one of the reasons I was drawn to her. I believed she enjoyed spending time with me, despite my brooding nature and flawed character. 
 
    I pulled on a pair of summer-weight trousers, topped them with a white linen shirt, and finished the outfit with lace-ups in soft Italian leather. I’d always thought you could tell a lot about a person by his or her shoes, and I abhorred the American custom of wearing trainers with everything, which probably made me hopelessly out of date. I rounded up my wallet, keys, phone, and sunglasses before I headed to the garage, slid into the Mercedes’ luxurious leather seat, and gave British Siri my destination address. 
 
    I arrived twenty minutes ahead of time at the lakeside restaurant, which had been designed to replicate an old farmhouse, complete with gables and a wrap-around porch. Several groups of diners were waiting outside, some of them seated in oversized porch swings. Inside, the décor was warm and rustic, with an elaborate beamed ceiling and mismatched pendant lights over the bar. Making my way to the host station, I was greeted by a woman who offered an approving smile before asking, “Do you have a reservation?” 
 
    “Durand party,” I replied in a flat American accent. “I’m a bit early.” 
 
    A flicker of recognition registered in her eyes. 
 
    “We don’t usually seat incomplete parties,” she responded. “But in your case…” Her face lit up in a blinding smile, “…we’re not too busy, so I’ll make an exception.” 
 
    I was led to a high-backed, horseshoe-shaped booth covered in chocolate leather.  
 
    “Would you like something from the bar while you wait?” she asked. I nodded, and she dropped a menu on the table before peering at me again. 
 
    “Say, aren’t you on TV?” she probed. “That ghost drama?” 
 
    The thought of forever being associated with Sutherland’s Ghosts sent a shiver of revulsion down my spine. 
 
    “I get that all the time,” I responded in my American voice. “I know who you’re talking about, but I’m not him. Sorry!” 
 
    She gave me a skeptical look before scurrying back to the host station. 
 
    A few moments later a waiter appeared to take my drink order, Tanqueray and tonic in a tall glass with a squeeze of lime. I’d become quite fond of the refreshing cocktail, thanks to my personal chef, who I assumed must be running late. Six forty-two and still no sign of her or Danielle. 
 
    Counting down the hours until I see your smile... 
 
    My drink arrived. I took the liberty of ordering an artisan cheese plate as our appetizer before I wasted more time indulging in my life-long habit of silently observing the people nearby. I enjoyed studying their speech patterns and mannerisms while filing away any ideas I might one day apply to future roles. That is, if I still had an acting career and a shred of credibility after the steaming pile of prime-time excrement known as Sutherland’s Ghosts. 
 
    Glancing toward the front of the restaurant, I caught the briefest glimpse of long, silver hair before taking in the merciful sight of Chef Durand and her daughter coming my way. 
 
    Shelby was back to her cool, composed self, wearing a sleeveless summer dress in a splashy print of deep pink hibiscus blooms. The dress’s vee neckline offered a tasteful, yet tantalizing hint of her cleavage. A pair of high-heeled, strappy sandals called my attention to her shapely legs and pedicured toes, polished in the same rose tone as her dress. My pulse sped up a little at the sight of her, so warm, appealing, and utterly lovely. Had her husband fully appreciated the exceptional woman that she is? 
 
    Danielle, shorter and curvier than her mother, wore a mini dress in a purple print that coordinated with the streaks in her hair. She assessed me cautiously, a petite ninja warrior with her arms crossed in a protective stance. I stood to greet them as a refined gentleman would do. In today’s society, chivalry might be on life support, but as far as I was concerned, it wasn’t quite dead.  
 
    Shelby hurried over to plant a chaste kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “Sorry we’re late,” she said, a little breathlessly. “Dani and I got pedicures this afternoon and time got away from us.” 
 
    Good to know. If mother and daughter spent the day together, it could mean they’d hashed out their differences from last night. Danielle and I exchanged a clumsy air kiss while I tried to determine whether there was still murder in her eyes. The ladies scooted into the booth, capturing me in a womanly cocoon that hinted of perfume and hair spray.  
 
    “I’m not sure how I will cope tonight, surrounded by all this loveliness,” I heard myself utter. It was a ridiculous comment, of course, and the instant the words were out of my mouth I regretted them. Danielle rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll cope just fine.” Shelby grinned in my direction, sending a warm shiver down my back. 
 
    Danielle’s phone emitted a jarring electronic tone and she excused herself from the table, giving her mother and me a few precious moments alone. As soon as Dani was out of earshot, I leaned close, pressed my lips to Shelby’s ear, and whispered, “Those hibiscus blooms flatter you. You look great.” 
 
    “So do you,” she said, keeping her voice soft. “I could just eat you up.” 
 
    Which she attempted to do last night. 
 
    “Why, thank ya, ma’am.”  
 
    Without thinking it through, I lapsed into the affected southern drawl of my television character. Shelby’s clear blue eyes bored into mine, and I knew she was not amused. 
 
    “Ee-an?” She drew out the sound of my name before resting her hand on my forearm. “No fake accents tonight, okay? Just be yourself. That’s the man I like.” 
 
    Although he might be old and stodgy, and unworthy of her daughter’s approval. 
 
    “Has Danielle still got it in for me?” 
 
    Shelby emitted a nervous laugh. “I’m not sure. She thinks her poor addled mother has gone crazy.” 
 
    “Lost the plot?” I inquired.  
 
    Her puzzled expression told me she had no idea of what I meant. 
 
    “When someone’s lost the plot,” I explained, “it means they have stopped behaving rationally.” 
 
    “Do you believe I’m irrational?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. We are two mature, perfectly rational adults who are attracted to each other. We were attempting to act on those feelings when we were painfully interrupted.” 
 
    She grinned and said, “I’m willing to give it another try if you are.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After Danielle returned to our table, both women ordered Chardonnay and I sipped what was left of my drink. When our appetizer was delivered, Shelby surveyed the assortment of cheeses, accompanied by smoked nuts and dried fruit, with the practiced eye of a professional. She scooped up a bite of lemon-zested goat cheese with a cracker before pronouncing it divine. 
 
    “I thought you might like it, given the fact that you’re something of a cheese freak.” 
 
    My remark drew a sharp glance from Danielle, who sampled the asiago while pretending to be enjoying herself.  
 
    “So thoughtful of you,” Shelby murmured, while her daughter narrowly avoided choking on a smoked almond. All of us studied our menus for the next few minutes until our waitress came back for dinner orders. Mother and daughter opted to split an organic mushroom pizza, while I chose pan-fried trout, served with chips—French fries, as Americans referred to them—and remoulade sauce, and accompanied by a second gin and tonic. 
 
    “What happens after you finish the TV show?” Danielle asked, her eyes fixed on my face. I wasn’t at all certain what she meant. What happens in my life? Or with me and her mother? I found myself at a sudden loss for words. 
 
    “First, I’m going on a diet,” I said, attempting to keep the mood light. “It seems Chef has fed me a little too well. And I’m shooting a commercial in Paris.” 
 
    “You’re going to Paris?” Shelby’s voice brightened. “That’s the European project you talked about? J’aime Paris. The Louvre, Notre Dame, Sacre Coure, and all those lovely little bistros and tree-lined streets. Every time you round a corner, there’s something that takes your breath away.” 
 
    “Mom’s a Francophile, in case you hadn’t noticed,” Dani added unnecessarily.  
 
    “The shoot is for a designer watch company.” I turned my gaze toward Shelby, struggling to keep my eyes on her face instead of the curve of her breasts. I’d planned to ask her to go with me once I had the dates finalized, thinking that we’d stay on a few more days and explore the city. I hadn’t said anything because I was debating about how she might feel about returning to the place where she met and married the perfect Frenchman. 
 
    It was a risky proposition, at best. 
 
    We sat in awkward silence for what seemed a short eternity. I racked my brain for a suitable topic of conversation, something that might spark a little interest from grim-faced Danielle.  
 
    Finally, I gathered my wits and asked, “Shelby mentioned that you watched a few episodes of Time Traveler. Were you a fan?” 
 
    She offered a hard stare before responding. 
 
    “Yes, along with almost everyone in my college dorm. We used to get together on Sunday evenings to watch your show and share a potluck dinner. Alcohol was usually involved, although it was banned on campus.” 
 
    A smile flickered across her face, and just as quickly disappeared. 
 
    “During my senior year, I moved into a house with four other girls, and that’s when the Sunday night parties really got going. Eventually, someone made up a drinking game. Every time you said bollocks, we’d all take a shot. You are responsible for several monumental Monday-morning hangovers.” 
 
    I shifted my gaze toward Shelby. 
 
    “My apologies for unwittingly contributing to your daughter’s delinquency.”  
 
    That comment drew a laugh from both women, so perhaps Danielle’s icy demeanor was starting to thaw. 
 
    “What was your favorite episode?” I pressed on.  
 
    She threw me another unflinching gaze. For the first time, I noticed that Danielle’s eyes were a bit darker than her mother’s. More gray than blue, the color of an overcast, unsettled Virginia sky. 
 
    “I think it was when you went back in time to help King Arthur save his kingdom and spent most of the episode gagging from everyone’s body odor.” 
 
    I nodded. That episode was one of my favorites too. 
 
    “Few baths and no deodorant in Camelot, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I also liked the one where you ended up as tour manager for an ’80s hair band wearing way too much spandex.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, smiling to myself at the memory. Ancient history, more than a dozen years ago, when my career was at its peak. Long before I became part of the cast of a third-rate TV drama, doing it strictly for the money, which I swore I’d never stoop to. The horrifying thought occurred to me that I might have become more compromised than Terry Malloy in On the Waterfront, that poor bastard. 
 
    The waitress arrived with our entrees. My fish was tasty and well prepared, although I’d already become so spoiled by Shelby’s cooking that it had become the standard by which all other meals were judged. 
 
    Shelby snapped a quick photo of the mushroom pizza before she and Danielle each grabbed a slice. After the first bite, she closed her eyes and sighed in contentment. 
 
    “I’m tasting at least three different cheeses, those delicate mushrooms, and truffle oil,” she said, before tearing off a generous piece and feeding it to me. “You’ve got to try this.” 
 
    I had to agree with her assessment. The truffle oil added an earthy note that complimented the mushrooms to perfection. 
 
    “Delicious. Could you replicate the recipe?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, sure. No problem,” she said, rattling off the list of ingredients. “Ricotta, mozzarella, parmesan cheese, shitake mushrooms, and arugula. Would you like me to make it for you next week?” 
 
    “Yes, Chef.” 
 
    She grinned at me again, and in the next instant I got lost in the depths of her blue eyes, unable to look away. After a few moments, Shelby broke eye contact, took a sip of wine, and fanned herself with both hands. 
 
    “Is it hot in here or is it me?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “It’s just you, Mom,” her daughter responded with another eye roll, while I decided to show some self-control and keep my mouth shut. An idea had occurred to me, so simple and ingenious that I was surprised I hadn’t thought of it before now. A win-win that would wipe that frosty stare off Danielle’s face and please her mother at the same time.  
 
    “Would both of you like to visit the set next week?” I turned toward Danielle. “That is, if you’re planning to stay on for a few more days.” 
 
    Before she could answer, Shelby jumped in. “Visit you at Ashland Plantation? That sounds like fun, doesn’t it, Dani? I’ve never been on a TV set.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” Dani’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Why not?” 
 
    “Perfect!” I exclaimed. “Let’s plan for Tuesday, so I’ll have time on Monday to set things up.” 
 
    While the apple pie with cinnamon whipped cream did sound tempting, all three of us passed on dessert. After I took care of the check, I escorted the women outside to Shelby’s weathered Subaru and bid them both good night, wishing there was a way I could’ve eavesdropped on their conversation during the drive home. 
 
    As soon as I got back to the condo, I sent her an email. 
 
    Please do not think I am completely full of shit, but when you walked into the restaurant tonight, I could not take my eyes off you. I hope I did not behave like a stuttering schoolboy or embarrass you, but I thought you were, without a doubt, the loveliest woman in the room. I also hope Danielle does not find me to be an insufferable twit, although I guess time will tell. I am counting down the hours until we are alone together again.  
 
    Your admiring Ian.  
 
    A few minutes later she responded: 
 
    You were funny and charming tonight. I like the real Ian so much better than the characters you play. Don’t worry too much about Danielle. She thinks she needs to protect me, but she’ll come around eventually.  
 
    Sweet dreams, S. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    As much as I enjoyed having Danielle at home, her impromptu visit had put a serious kink in my ability to spend time with Ian. Each morning brought me one day closer to his return to California, which I tried not to think about because it made my stomach twist.  
 
    I’m not attached, and I have no expectations. That’s what I kept reminding myself, while my insides were telling me an entirely different story. The email he sent me after Saturday night’s dinner, although a little odd, was surprisingly endearing, like the man himself. What had I gotten myself into? 
 
    Monday night I served him coq au vin, which he insisted was “superb,” along with a fresh garden salad and crusty bread. After dinner we moved into the living room and sat on the sofa together, my head resting on his shoulder. 
 
    “Forgive me for asking,” he said, “and don’t take this the wrong way, but when, exactly, is Danielle going home?” 
 
    After I told him she was planning to return to Alexandria on Wednesday, his mood lifted. 
 
    “Then we’re on for this weekend?” he asked. “I’ll do my best to be entertaining and stay up past eight o’clock.” 
 
    Within a few minutes he had dozed off, so I gathered up my things and went home, making it back to my house shortly after nine p.m. Dani was curled up on the now-infamous sunroom sofa with both cats, watching a movie.  
 
    She hit the Pause button on the remote before asking, “Are we all set for tomorrow?” 
 
    I tossed her a black wristband embossed with Sutherland’s Ghosts’ logo. 
 
    “Ian suggests we get there mid-morning and stay through lunch.” 
 
    As she looked me over, I started to wither under the scrutiny of my own child. 
 
    “What? Is my makeup smeared? Are my clothes on straight?” 
 
    She offered a brief smile. 
 
    “I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the fact that my mother is dating an actor I once had a crush on.” 
 
    Well, that revelation might account for some of her hostility, along with more than a hint of jealousy. In the end, however, none of it would matter. By the time she got around to accepting our short-term relationship, Ian would be back in California and out of my life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Situated atop a low, sloping hill in what was once the “breadbasket” of the Shenandoah Valley, the manor house at Ashland Plantation evoked a faded Gone with the Wind grandeur with its classic front columns, limestone façade, and graceful circular drive. I recalled being there a few years ago for a charity wine tasting event. J-P and I stood on the oversized front porch to take in an inspiring view of the hazy blue Massanutten Mountains, a postcard-perfect version of what people who don’t live here think all of Virginia looks like. This morning, an early rain had left the air choked with moisture, and as Dani and I cruised onto the grounds, the stately house appeared to emerge from a misty dream.  
 
    Ashland’s house, outbuildings, and surrounding acreage were operated as a museum and events center and, for a few more days, as the temporary location for the cast and crew of Sutherland’s Ghosts. When we got a few hundred yards away from the house, crunching along a gravel road, a security guard wearing a neon yellow vest stopped my car. Once we flashed our wristbands, we were directed to a remote parking area situated behind the plantation’s restored barn.  
 
    In the adjacent pasture, cattle grazed in contentment as they might have more than a century ago, reminding me of how slowly things seem to change in this part of the country. Nearby, a collection of trailers and motor homes was surrounded by temporary fencing. Another security person waved me into a parking space and asked to see our photo IDs. He mumbled into a two-way radio before motioning us into a customized golf cart.  
 
    “I’ll take you up to the house,” the man said. “They’re shooting in the parlor today.” 
 
    We were driven to the manor and handed off to a young production assistant who met us at the top of the home’s impressive front steps. She placed an index finger over her lips before whispering, “Come with me. I’ll show you where you can stand and watch.” 
 
    Dani and I followed her down a spacious central hallway, brightened by sunlight gleaming through an enormous half-moon window over the front door. This had been a grand house in its day, and every room was large and well-proportioned. We tiptoed into the massive dining room, where plastic runners had been laid to protect an antique carpet, before continuing to the formal parlor.  
 
    All the action was focused on the opposite end of the room, where a movie camera, sound equipment, enormous lights, reflectors, and an assortment of crew members were clustered around the parlor’s marble and mahogany fireplace.  
 
    Ian and his female co-star were going over their lines. As he explained it to me, every shot was rehearsed so the director could figure out the positioning and movement of the actors, along with camera and lighting set-ups. Then, the cast members stepped away and stand-ins assumed their roles while the shot was planned. Once everything was ready, the actors came back and shot that bit of a scene, usually in less than five takes, or else they would get behind schedule. This process went on all day, every day. It did not seem the least bit glamorous or fun, in my estimation. 
 
    Ian’s character was nineteenth-century sexy in trousers and a dark tailcoat, worn over a white shirt and matching cravat. His longish hair fell over his collar. I pretended not to notice him too much, trying to behave as though visiting a TV set was an everyday occurrence in my world, although I was finding it impossible to take my eyes off the tall, straight-backed figure standing in front of the camera.  
 
    Ian’s blonde lady friend wore a pale blue, off-the-shoulder gown with an enormous full skirt that probably could have doubled as a parachute. While I couldn’t make out all the dialog, it sounded as if she was consoling John Sutherland about the upcoming wedding of his daughter, which he still opposed.  
 
    I glanced around the tastefully appointed room, luxurious in its time with white-painted wainscoting and hand-carved molding that framed the doors and windows. Oversized portraits of the home’s fictitious owners—Ian and the actress who played his late wife—flanked the fireplace. 
 
    Once the rehearsal ended, Ian stepped away from the camera and lights and scanned the room. I smiled and waved until I caught his attention.  
 
    “There ya are,” he said in his character’s distinctive drawl, before we exchanged a round of air kisses. “Are you ladies enjoyin’ yourselves?” 
 
    “We just got here,” Danielle said, “but yeah, it’s pretty cool so far.” 
 
    From across the room, Ian’s co-star was staring hard in our direction, a scowl marring her costumed perfection. What had we done, besides entering the room, to earn her wrath? Other than making it clear he didn’t like her, Ian hadn’t shared much information about his on-screen love interest. I was beginning to wonder if she might be an even bigger bitch than her character. 
 
    “Once we finish this scene, we’ll probably break for lunch,” Ian continued in his real voice. When he smiled at me, my face flushed, and I had to look away. 
 
    “Keep it together, Mom,” Dani muttered under her breath as her elbow speared my side. 
 
    Ian got called back to the set, leaving us to stand and watch the proceedings. A young woman with spiky hair approached him wielding a brush. As she fussed with his hair for a minute or two in a futile attempt to improve upon masculine perfection, I let out a deep sigh. I could just eat you up. 
 
    Then, a quick pang of guilt stabbed me when I recalled some of the things he’d said about only being valued for his appearance, and I concluded that being fawned over and complimented by strangers might leave something to be desired. 
 
    The southern belle character, whose real name was Jennifer, threw us another sharp glance. Danielle jabbed me in the side once more before whispering, “Why is she glaring at us?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I responded, as a crew member called for quiet on the set. The actors completed three takes before moving to rehearse the next set-up. In this bit, Ian’s co-star, positioned in front of the formal painting of the late Mrs. Sutherland, reached out toward the edge of the oversized portrait. The instant her fingers touched the canvas, she twitched, convulsed, and fell in a heap on the floor. Dani covered her mouth, and it was all I could do to keep from laughing myself. 
 
    Jennifer screeched in a most unladylike voice, “Goddamn it, Chris. I think I’ve twisted my ankle.” 
 
    “Instant karma can be a bitch,” I whispered to Dani, who snickered. 
 
    The tedious process of making a television drama ground to a halt after Ian’s leading lady was led off the set to receive medical attention. The director called for a break, and Ian returned to my side. 
 
    “Come with me,” he urged, “and let’s get lunch.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Who knows? Whatever it is, she’ll manage to dramatize it.” 
 
    He led us through a maze of cables taped to the parlor floor toward the manor’s back stairway. Behind us, a deep, manly voice called out, “Ian, aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?” 
 
    I looked behind me to glimpse the chiseled jaw and perfectly styled hair of Tyler Chance, also dressed in period formal wear. While he was every bit as handsome and buffed as he appeared on screen, there was an arrogance to his expression that was off-putting, to say the least. Tyler gave me a dismissive glance before fixing his gaze on my daughter. Did he just lick his lips?  
 
    “Shelby and Danielle Durand.” Ian’s crisp response made no attempt to hide his loathing of Tyler. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you both,” Tyler said, before offering what I believed to be an insincere smile. When he leaned close to Dani, I could scarcely believe the next words that fell from his mouth. 
 
    “That dress would look great on my bedroom floor. What are you doing tomorrow night?” 
 
    Danielle threw him a look of unfiltered hostility before responding.  
 
    “Not you.” 
 
    That’s my girl. Ian arched one eyebrow in my direction, and I had a good indication of what he was thinking. She doesn’t have that little knife on her, does she? 
 
    The brash young star of Sutherland’s Ghosts apparently was not acquainted with many women who did not fall at his feet. He gulped, recovered, and muttered, “Your loss, cupcake,” before stalking away in silence. 
 
    Ian guided us outside. 
 
    “Brilliant!” His smile beamed at Dani. “It’s about time someone shot down that cocky bastard. Let’s have lunch, ladies.” 
 
    We did not have to stand in line at the buffet with the crew and minor cast members. Instead, Ian had lunch delivered to his trailer, which I was curious to see, given the fact that he spent so much time there. We descended the manor house’s back steps and were ushered into another four-person golf cart for the short trip back to the collection of motor homes parked near the barn. Ian led the way to a typical travel trailer where a plaque with his name was affixed to the door.  
 
    We stepped into a surprisingly spacious living area outfitted with an upholstered sectional sofa and colorful contemporary artwork. In the adjacent kitchen, tiny but fully equipped, an enormous sushi platter rested on the granite countertop. 
 
    “You got sushi?” I asked, despite the obvious evidence. 
 
    “I can’t attest to the quality, but so far the caterers haven’t poisoned anyone,” Ian said. “And it’s got to be better than the buffet.” 
 
    He took off his black tailcoat and hung it at the end of a rolling rack of clothing. Pushing up the sleeves of his shirt, he loosened the cravat and placed a bib over his costume before filling his plate. 
 
    “The dressers insist on it,” he said in response to Dani’s questioning look. “Can’t have spilled food on the clothing.”  
 
    “I’m surprised that some of those tiny actresses eat at all,” she commented. 
 
    “That’s an astute observation, because some of them don’t,” Ian responded. “The camera always adds pounds, which means that eating disorders are common in my business. How do you think those size zero women maintain their figures? They exist on sticks, dust, and herbal tea.” 
 
    “I’d never take a job that required me to give up food.” Danielle’s comment made us all laugh. 
 
    “That’s the perfect answer from someone who was raised by two chefs,” Ian said. 
 
    “I’m not sure life would be worth living without butter and cheese,” I confessed, before stuffing another piece of tuna roll in my mouth. 
 
    “Yet neither of you ladies have weight issues that I’m aware of.” 
 
    Danielle’s unflinching gaze shifted to Ian.  
 
    “Well.” I swallowed too quickly and had to gulp down bottled water.  
 
    “That’s probably because of my years in France. I learned to approach food like a Parisian: eat small portions but don’t deprive yourself of anything. No processed foods or artificial ingredients.” 
 
    “You should’ve seen the homemade lunches she packed when I was in school,” Danielle added, her mood shifting once more. “I never got to eat sandwiches and chips like the other kids. Mom wouldn’t allow it.” 
 
    When Ian smiled in my direction, I noticed how the corners of his eyes crinkled, lending such an appealing manliness to his expression that even with the air conditioner running, my internal temperature shot up and I had to fan myself again.  
 
    We sat at the short breakfast bar, helping ourselves to shrimp tempura, a variety of sashimi, and more of the delectable spicy tuna roll. The sushi was as tasty as any I’d eaten locally, although, to be honest, the northern Shenandoah Valley was hardly a hot spot for fine Japanese cuisine.  
 
    “What do you think of my tiny house?” Ian asked. 
 
    “It’s cozy and surprisingly plush.” I reached for another piece of tuna roll and dipped it in soy sauce. 
 
    Ian nodded toward the far end of the living area. 
 
    “I’m particularly fond of that sofa,” he said, drawing a piercing gaze from Danielle. “And, no, it’s not what you’re thinking.” 
 
    He threw her a wink. 
 
    “I’ve had many lovely mid-day naps stretched out on that sectional.” 
 
    She produced a tight smile before setting down her chopsticks and launching into an anti-Tyler Chance rant, still fuming over his obnoxious sexist behavior. 
 
    “…and I used to think he was sexy. He called me cupcake! He’s so superficial. All he cares about is how someone looks, not who they are.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with that situation myself,” Ian muttered. “And you’re wise to stay away from him. He’s slept with at least half the female cast and crew since we arrived. I think he has women slotted in by the hour.” 
 
    Dani stabbed at a piece of shrimp sashimi. 
 
    “Fill us in,” she pushed. “What, exactly, was going on in that scene we watched? Is that painting possessed?” 
 
    Ian flinched.  
 
    “Bloody awful, isn’t it? The writers got themselves into a corner, and now they must figure out a plausible explanation for all women who’ve died or disappeared over the past two seasons. They’ve decided that the ghost of John Sutherland’s late wife is to blame. Any living woman who gets close to her husband is either killed or run out of town.” 
 
    “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” my daughter insisted. 
 
    “Agreed,” he said, “but I don’t write this shit.” 
 
    “Does it mean that Jennifer’s character is about to meet her demise?” I inquired, wondering if her on-screen death was imminent. 
 
    “One can only hope.”  
 
    “Is there some reason she would hate Dani and me when she’s never met us?” When I told him about the death ray looks we received from his co-star, he shrugged. 
 
    “We don’t get on well,” he said, which didn’t answer my question. 
 
    A long, uncomfortable silence followed, making me wonder what else Ian might be holding back. 



 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    Just as I was beginning to experience something resembling happiness, she came back to me again last night in a dream. I sensed her presence and inhaled the lingering scent of J’Adore long before I caught a glimpse of her. More beautiful than ever, tall and elegant, with a body worthy of worship. Dressed in an off-the-shoulder cocktail dress that showed off her pale skin, she stood at the end of my bed with her hands on her hips, mocking me with her eyes before directing her gaze to the delicate gold watch on her wrist. 
 
    “Aren’t you dead?” I asked my apparition. 
 
    “Yes, lover, but I’ll still be here if you need me.” 
 
    I wanted to cry, “Get out and stay out! You’ve given me enough heartache to last for several lifetimes.” Instead, I remained mute because I was trapped in a web of deceit and lies, as securely as I had been when she was still alive. 
 
    “No matter what, you always went home to him,” I managed to utter. The instant the words were out of my mouth, she vanished, floating out of sight like one of the computer-generated spirits on Sutherland’s Ghosts. I woke up to heart-pounding fear while blinking back warm tears. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Saturday morning, I arrived as scheduled to pick up Shelby for our overnight at Ravenswood Inn. Since check-in time was hours away, she suggested we have brunch at another favorite restaurant, a tiny hideaway tucked into the lower level of an historic building in downtown Appleton. Of course, she knew the owners, a cheerful gay couple who insisted on showing her photos of their recent New Zealand honeymoon before serving us soft scrambled eggs and apple wood smoked bacon, accompanied by that staple of traditional southern cooking, biscuits and gravy. 
 
    “That should tide us over until dinner, don’t you think?” she asked me, straight-faced. 
 
    “I should hope so. I’ll have to waddle back to the car.” 
 
    Ravenswood Inn was a pleasant half-hour drive away, reached on one of the secondary motorways that crisscrossed this part of the country. Our destination was located within the miniscule hamlet of Indian Springs, which wasn’t so much a town as it was a handful of vintage buildings clustered along one paved street. The inn, which anchored one end of “Main” Street, was a symmetrical, two-story white brick building dating to the late 1700s, with traditional black-painted shutters, a covered front porch, and chimneys rising from each end. Posted near the front door, a hand-painted sign featured the outline of a raven accompanied by Ravenswood Inn in shaky script. A lush, well-tended garden separated the main structure from another historic building, once a school and now home to four luxury suites, according to my reservation confirmation email. We were booked in the Adams Room. 
 
    Shelby sat on the edge of the four-poster iron bed and took it all in. Our mini-suite, once a classroom, oozed vintage charm. The room’s walls were painted a soft, buttery yellow, offset by crisp white moldings and trim. Dark plank floors, brightened by a blue and white pattered carpet, shone with the unique patina acquired from more than two centuries of use. In the cozy seating area, twin upholstered wing chairs flanked a small wood-burning fireplace. A pair of French doors at the far end of the room led to a private screened-in porch with views of the green countryside and the Blue Ridge Mountains beyond.  
 
    I’d upgraded our reservation to the Romance Package, which included several thoughtful extras—a bottle of local wine chilling in an ice bucket, a basket of fragrant soaps, lotions, and oils, his-and-her spa robes, and a small box of dark chocolates, all the ingredients for a night of passion. 
 
    “Is everything to your satisfaction?” I asked her, receiving a smile in return. 
 
    “So far, everything is perfect.” 
 
    She perched on the bed with her legs tucked underneath a short, flared skirt. As she bent over to retrieve something from her tote bag, her silver hair fell forward in a wave. When she pushed it back and gazed up at me, I was reduced to the maturity level of an anxious schoolboy swooning over his first crush.  
 
    “I brought some things,” she announced, which hardly prepared me for the sight of her “things” spread out on the comforter—a strangely realistic vibrator, a pair of fur-lined hand restraints, a bottle of scented massage oil, and an enormous cock ring, which she waved in my direction. 
 
    “Do you know what that is, Shelby?”  
 
    “I certainly do,” she said, assessing me with clear eyes. “It was described in the brochure that came with the Sinful Nights gift box. It’s made of hypoallergenic silicon, stretchy for a tight fit. I didn’t know your size, so I got a big one.” 
 
    “Thinking of me, were you?” 
 
    My comment produced her feline smile, the one that hinted of whispered secrets in the dark.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, I was thinking of you and what you might like,” she said, a moment before her face flushed. “In bed.” 
 
    “Next time, you really should measure the man’s knob before you make a buying decision,” I advised, receiving another smile. 
 
    “Your knob wasn’t around when I placed the online order, so I took a guess. After all, I do have some knowledge of your, um, man parts.” 
 
    “That you do.” 
 
    I eased myself onto the comforter next to her, slipped one arm around her waist, and nuzzled her neck with my lips. 
 
    “We can play with your toys later if you like, but for the record, I have no complaints about basic vanilla sex, either.” 
 
    She leaned into me and I rested my chin on the top of her head, getting a whiff of her lemony-herbal scent. 
 
    “Sex aside, you’ve no idea how good it’s been to have someone to come home to at the end of the day, somebody I can talk to and who won’t judge me. I think I’m going to miss our conversations even more than your food.” 
 
    I couldn’t allow myself to get maudlin at the prospect of saying good-bye in a few days, so I plastered a halfway authentic smile on my face, pulled her off the bed, and announced, “Let’s get going, Chef, and tour a few wineries before dinner.” 
 
    My lips found the sweet spot at the base of her neck that made her tremble. 
 
    “Ian,” she whispered, her voice barely audible, “I thought we said no attachments.” 
 
    I remembered precisely what I said, but despite what we agreed to, I’d never been a man who played by the rules. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The persistent rain that had trailed us all afternoon finally tapered off as I steered the Mercedes up a winding gravel road to our third and final destination. Misty Mountain Vineyards, located all of nine hundred feet above sea level, boasted of its “high altitude” wines in the brochure. The tasting room was contained within a large, two-story structure with weathered walls and a tin roof that suggested an historic barn. After we climbed a set of stairs to the second floor, the room opened onto a spectacular outdoor deck offering views of blue peaks in soft focus. 
 
    “Oh, let’s sit outside,” Shelby suggested, taking my arm. “While the sun is still out.” 
 
    In southern California, warm, sunny days were commonplace. Here, it seemed, sunlight was viewed as a special treat, a cause for celebration. A server wiped the last remaining moisture from a metal table and chairs before we were seated. I opted for a glass of Cabernet Franc, while she went for the Pinot Noir.  
 
    I lifted my wine glass in a toast. “To a lovely, relaxing weekend.” 
 
    She sat across from me wearing her serene smile, appearing cool and composed while I, on the other hand, was wilting in the oppressive humidity. My scalp felt moist and my shirt was sticking to my back. 
 
    “Don’t you ever perspire?”  I teased.  
 
    “Occasionally,” she said. “I guess I’ve gotten used to the heat over the years.”  
 
    She reached across the little patio table to take my hand. The touch of her fingers shot a current of raw energy up my arm and through my body, lodging near my restless cock.  
 
    “What you said in our room earlier,” she began, “about having someone to talk to. It’s been good for me too. In fact, something you said the other night made me start to re-evaluate my career plans.” 
 
    “What was that?” I gave her hand a gentle squeeze, feeling the power surge between us. 
 
    “When you told me I could do anything I set my mind to. I used to think of myself as an independent, capable person, but after Jean-Pierre died I let myself lapse into a dreary, day-to-day existence. I flew back to Washington state several times to check on Mom, and I rationalized that I couldn’t take a full-time job because of her declining health. That was simply an excuse to keep doing nothing.” 
 
    Shelby put on her sunglasses and turned her face toward the weak afternoon sun. 
 
    “My passion is cooking and feeding people, so I’ve decided to go forward with a consulting chef business. If I’m careful, I’ll have enough money to keep me going for a few months until I can produce an income. Dani said she’d help me set up a website so I can start blogging. And if things get slow, I’ll test recipes for my cookbook.” 
 
    “Brilliant.” This was good news, indeed. She was planning her future, moving on with a life that I hoped might include me. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be wildly successful. I could help you out financially if you need it.”  
 
    I could not stand the thought of her struggling, alone in that big house with only two cats for company. All alone, that is, until another man came along and saw her as I did. My chest tightened at the thought of her with someone else.  
 
    “That’s sweet of you to offer,” she said, “but I can make it on my own.” 
 
    “Oh, right. The ‘no attachments’ clause again.” 
 
    She peered at me over the top of her shades. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean we have to stop seeing each other,” I pressed on, offering a smile in an attempt to keep the mood light. “They have these things called non-stop flights that depart from places called airports. 
 
    “And we can always call and text.” 
 
    I laced my fingers through hers, holding on with a firm grip. 
 
    “Think it over,” I urged, training my eyes on Shelby’s face. “I don’t want to let you go.”  
 
    In less than a month, she had become a welcome sight at the end of my day, far removed from the brutal, back-stabbing world of prime-time television drama. With Shelby, I could open up and share my feelings, knowing she wouldn’t ridicule me or cast blame. She was warm and kind, sexy as hell, and everything I’d ever wanted in a partner.  
 
    Although, if she knew the whole, sordid truth, would she have me? 
 
    “Since you’re so hot,” she taunted, while removing her sunglasses, “why don’t we go back to our room and you can shower before dinner?” Her cool eyes looked me over as the corners of her mouth turned upward. She downed a remaining sip of wine. 
 
    “And maybe you could let me watch.” 
 
    It took a moment for her words to register.  
 
    “You want to watch me shower?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    My heart sped up at the thought of her eyes fixed on my nude body.  
 
    “Is this something you’ve fantasized about?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Ian in the raw.” 
 
    “I quite like where this is going.” 
 
    Under the table, her knee grazed mine.  
 
    “After you brought up the subject of John Thomas, I got to thinking about Lady Chatterley’s Lover. I read it years ago, strictly for the sex parts, of course. While I don’t remember much, there was one scene where she comes upon Oliver outside the gamekeeper’s shack, washing himself.” 
 
    Her hand squeezed mine again. “His back is turned to her, so she stands and watches, stunned by the sight of his naked flesh. It was so…voyeuristic. I’m getting a little turned on just thinking about it.”  
 
    Shelby’s blue eyes held mine. 
 
    An erotic appetizer before dinner? 
 
    As soon as I could catch our server’s attention, I waved him over, threw a few bills on the table, and stood up in such a hurry that I banged my knee and almost knocked over a water glass.  
 
    Extending one hand to her, I announced, “I’m ready to go when you are.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    “Since you’re the director of this independent production, who, exactly, is my character?” Ian kept his eyes on mine while I sat on the edge of our bed. “And what motivates him?”  
 
    He made sure I was watching before he unbuttoned his shirt and flung it on a chair. My heart thumped at the sight of his naked chest, smooth except for a few sparse, dark hairs sprouting around each nipple and a trail of wispy hair down his belly, disappearing below the waistband of his shorts.   
 
    “He’s, uh…well.” My throat tightened. “He’s a sexy, virile man in the prime of life, but he’s also lonely.”  
 
    Ian unzipped his shorts and stepped out of them, while I gulped at the noticeable swelling underneath his briefs. My head spun, both from the wine and the almost-naked man standing in front of me, eliciting a tingling sensation that began at the base of my neck and rocketed down my spine. 
 
    “He needs a woman’s touch, but she’s not around, so he’s forced to take matters into his own hands, so to speak.” I kept my eyes fixed on his face, not daring to look downward. “Pretend I’m not here and enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “All right,” he said, “although I expect to be paid handsomely for this role.” 
 
    “I don’t have any money. You would, however, get to have sex with the director.” 
 
    “We have a deal.”  
 
    Peeling off the briefs, he turned and headed toward the bathroom, leaving me with an inspiring view of his broad back and two sculpted butt cheeks. My heart caught in my throat. Every inch of him was nothing less than spectacular, and I was about to have it all. 
 
    I decided to give him a few minutes’ head start to get wet and soapy, so I took a seat in one of the wingback chairs and waited. My legs were wobbly and my hands shook. The thought of having sex with Ian, after all my foolish fantasies, was both exhilarating and terrifying. I knew I needed to relax, but I was as jumpy as Francoise and Henri during a thunderstorm. Burning anxiety built in my chest. Then, from somewhere deep in my subconscious, a random thought of Jean-Pierre emerged, and I was racked with guilt.   
 
    What would he think of me having sex in a hotel room with a man I’ve only recently met? 
 
    I could not let that thought take up residence in my head. I knew, without a doubt, that J-P would want me to go on with my life and find happiness. The question remained, however. Will being with Ian make me happy, or is he going to crush what’s left of my heart? Rising from my chair, I crossed the room on unsteady legs, pausing to take a couple of calming breaths before I opened the bathroom door to find out. 
 
    Ian stood in the glass-enclosed shower, his back turned to me. I crept into the room, stationing myself against the opposite wall so I could get an unobstructed view of the breathtaking scene unfolding in front of me. He lowered his head beneath the ceiling-mounted showerhead, letting the water spray over the rippling contours of his back and ass, a sight that made my stomach flip. I’d never seen a naked man who was that close to physical perfection. The tile floor shuddered beneath my sandals.  
 
    Lifting one foot, he planted it firmly on the shower’s built-in bench. Beads of sweat broke out on my forehead as a dampness grew between my legs. He took a tiny bottle of body wash, poured the contents into his palms, and began to touch himself, moving his hands in slow circles down his sides to those hard-muscled thighs, bending over deeper to offer me a good, long look at the previously mentioned man parts. My heart pounded wildly. When he slid one hand between his legs to caress his balls, I had to grip the towel bar to keep from falling in a heap. The sight of him was far more stimulating than any of the few porn films I’d watched in my life. 
 
    Ian turned, ignoring my presence as instructed, and braced himself against the back wall of the shower. He squeezed more body wash into his hands and rubbed it on his chest, lingering over his nipples. I managed to open the bathroom door so the steam wouldn’t obscure my view, mesmerized as his hands trailed down his abdomen, past his navel, following a line of dark hair that pointed the way to John Thomas, already semi-erect. His eyes closed as he began to fondle himself with long, slow strokes. A faint smile appeared on his face, and I got the distinct impression he was enjoying every second of this encounter. As for me, I was wet, from both the damp atmosphere and my own arousal.  
 
    Ian was turning in an award-winning performance, stroking himself while groaning with pleasure. Just when I thought he wouldn’t be able to hold off much longer, he dropped both hands to his sides, opened his whiskey-colored eyes, and fastened them on mine. The look that followed conveyed such undisguised longing that I almost choked.  
 
    He turned off the water, opened the shower door, and grabbed an oversized towel before striding close to me, leaving wet footprints on the tile floor. 
 
    “Look at what you’ve done.” He looked down at his engorged penis before returning his eyes to my face. 
 
    “I believe you did that to yourself.” 
 
    “Take your clothes off and get in bed,” he commanded in a distinctly British voice, ignoring my sarcasm. “We’re going to finish what you started.” 
 
    Wrapping the towel around his waist, Ian raked his wet hair off his forehead, while his eyes stayed fixed on me. As I turned and moved toward the open door, he took hold of my wrist and said, “Not so fast. Dry me off first, and don’t miss an inch.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    Shelby took full advantage of the situation, using a terry cloth towel to thoroughly dry my back before her hands drifted downward to squeeze my arse.  
 
    “You have such a fine-looking butt,” she noted, while gripping firmly. “Have you ever been naked in a movie? I’d pay good money to see that on a big screen.”  
 
    My breath came fast and hard. “You are killing me,” I moaned. 
 
    “You’ll survive,” she muttered. “Now, turn around so I can finish my job.” 
 
    I complied with her request, but instead of continuing with my rub down, she let the towel drop to the floor and fixed her eyes on my bare chest. 
 
    “I…I can’t even…” I heard her whisper, before she dropped her gaze to stare at my cock.  
 
    Apparently, I had turned in a credible performance because she’d been rendered speechless. 
 
    “For the love of God, Shelby, get undressed. I can’t wait much longer.” 
 
    She strolled into the bedroom ahead of me, unzipped her dress, and wriggled out of it. Standing close, wearing a silky bra and tiny thong, with her silver hair streaming halfway down her back, I was mesmerized by her milky skin and luminous eyes. When I climbed into bed, she made sure I was watching as she unhooked her bra and stepped out of the thong, revealing a neatly trimmed bush, the sight of which sent more blood rushing to my already stiff penis.  
 
    I reached for her and she tumbled onto the bed, laughing at her own clumsiness.  
 
    I knew she was nervous about having sex after such a long dry spell, so I maneuvered her on top to straddle me, giving her full control. It only made sense, given the fact that this encounter was her idea in the first place. As she eased herself onto John Thomas, Shelby closed her eyes and moaned softly.  
 
    “It’s been so long,” she breathed. “I hope I haven’t forgotten how.” 
 
    She needn’t have worried. I cupped her breasts with my hands, stroking her nipples until she begged me to stop. My hands then slid to her hips, holding her firmly so I could penetrate a little deeper, bringing her to a seismic orgasm within a few minutes.  
 
    “Oh, sweet Jeezus!” she cried out while continuing to ride me until I came too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did I get the job done thoroughly, and to your satisfaction? I thought I might have lasted a little longer.” 
 
    I studied Shelby’s face while lying next to her in post-coital bliss. 
 
    “Well, you did have quite a head start,” she said. “All in all, though, a stellar performance, and anything but stodgy, although I really hope you didn’t think of it as work.” 
 
    “We’ll take it slower next time. I think we were both a bit overeager.” 
 
    After a few more moments of closeness, she said, “Stay in bed if you want, but I’m going to shower and get dressed for dinner. That is, if I can still walk.”  
 
    Warm fingers caressed one side of my face before lingering on my chest. 
 
    “A few minutes more,” I begged. “Don’t hurry on my account.” 
 
    Turning toward Shelby, I ran my fingers through her tangled silver hair, spread out on the pillow as it was in my dream. She was precisely the type of woman I wish I’d met years ago, before the mistakes I’d made left me bitter and disillusioned with emotional commitment.  
 
    While it was still a painful memory, my thoughts drifted back to my last time in bed with Monica, an unmitigated disaster. For the first and only time during our short marriage, I couldn’t get aroused. Even after several minutes of groping on her part, my cock stayed as limp as overcooked asparagus. Far from being encouraging and supportive, she took the opportunity to berate me for my poor performance. 
 
    “What the fuck is the matter with you?” she snarled, before throwing me a disapproving glare. “Do you need to take a pill to get it up?”  
 
    She snorted in derision, got out of bed, and marched into the living room to watch television, leaving me alone with my crushed ego and flaccid penis. Shortly afterward, she moved in with her Boy Toy. 
 
    I didn’t believe Shelby had the capacity to behave in such a cruel way. In fact, there was something about her warm, open manner that made me think I could tell her anything without fear of reproach. Make that almost anything.  
 
    She snuggled closer and wound one arm around my waist. Dare I reveal my humiliating experience with Monica?  
 
    “Before today,” I began, “I thought I might have a physical problem. The last time Monica and I were together I couldn’t make anything happen. She got angry and said some unusually cruel things about my lack of manliness.” 
 
    Shelby propped herself up on her elbows to search my face.  
 
    “Oh, Ee-an.” I loved the way she stretched out the sound of my name in her soft, almost imperceptible drawl. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with any part of you. These things happen sometimes, particularly as men get older. You’re tired and stressed, or worried about something, and that affects your ability to get an erection.” 
 
    She sounded as though she knew what she was talking about. For a moment or two I wondered if she and the late Mr. Durand might have dealt with that problem. 
 
    “You certainly didn’t have that issue today.” Clear blue eyes bored into mine as she pushed my hair off my forehead. 
 
    “No, Chef, and I want to thank you for it.” 
 
    My comment produced another of her feline smiles, causing me to feel unsteady again, as if I were in a small boat being pitched about by the waves, or caught in another California tremor. 
 
    “You take direction well. In fact, I’m nominating you for a Silver Fox Porn Star award. Outstanding performance in a shower scene.” 
 
    “Silver fox? Isn’t that a kinder way of saying I’m old?” 
 
    “I’m not young, either. Does that bother you?” She pressed her head to my chest, while my hands stroked her back.  
 
    “No,” I answered, my voice choked with emotion. “It doesn’t concern me in the slightest.” 
 
    “Seeing you like that…” she continued, before her voice faltered. “Anyway, thank you. That was the sexiest, most erotic thing a man has ever done for me.” 
 
    Sexier than the dearly departed Jean-Pierre? 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it. Believe it or not, today marks the first time in my life that I’ve been paid to wax the carrot.” 
 
    Shelby stifled a laugh before asking, “And was your compensation adequate?”  
 
    “Much more than adequate. You were remarkable.” 
 
    She emitted a deep sigh. 
 
    “I’m glad you felt comfortable enough to tell me about Monica. As far as she’s concerned, please don’t let your future relationships be defined by what happened with her. If she truly cared about you, she never would’ve said those things.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever done something that you deeply regret?”  
 
    Ian’s big hand circled over my bare ass, making me wish I could purr in contentment like the cats. It was long past time to get up and dress for dinner, but I was reluctant to spoil the moment. When was the last time I wiled away a summer afternoon in a luxurious bedroom with a passionate lover? Or ever would again, for that matter. 
 
    “I don’t mean nicking a soda from the convenience store, or cursing in front of your daughter,” he continued in a quiet tone. “I’m talking about something that’s life changing, that causes you to hurt the people you claimed to love.” 
 
    I had no idea where he was going with our conversation, although the more I got to know him, the more I realized there was a complex, troubled man beneath his flawless exterior.  
 
    “I guess I regret that Jean-Pierre and I kept avoiding selling the restaurant and moving on with our plans. I can’t remember the last weekend we had off together, much less a vacation.” 
 
    He said nothing for a minute or two, while continuing to stroke my hip. I sensed that he wanted to unburden himself but was unsure about opening up. What had he done that was so terrible he was still haunted by it? 
 
    “I think you’ve got a lot bottled up inside you that needs to be let out.” I raised onto my elbows so I could look into his eyes.  
 
    “Whatever has happened, you need to find a way to forgive yourself and move forward.” 
 
    Ian studied my face. One finger reached out to stroke my jawline. 
 
    “I’m not sure I deserve to be forgiven.” 
 
    I moved away to pull the sheet over us, feeling a sudden chill in the air-conditioned room. My stomach tightened, and while I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear his ugly truths, I found myself asking, “Do you want to tell me about it?” 
 
    “Not especially,” he answered, “but I think you need to know.” 
 
    He fluffed the pillows so we could sit up in bed, wrapped one arm around my shoulders, and began.  
 
    “Before I was hired for Time Traveler, I had a small part in a movie being shot in New York. The screen writer was a brilliant woman and former actress, well respected in the film industry. She was several years older than me. Throughout the course of the shoot, we became friends. A few years later, after I ran into her at an industry event, we ended up spending the night together at her hotel. 
 
    “Although I knew it was wrong, it was also thrilling, at least in the beginning. She was married to a famous man and I was still married to Georgianne, so lying and sneaking around became our modus operandi. Moments of exhilaration followed by days and weeks of dark despair. It felt more like addiction than anything else I’ve known. 
 
    “I told her I’d get a divorce if she would leave him, all the time knowing it would never happen. Why should she, when she had the best of both worlds—her well-known, wealthy husband and another man on the side who was at her beck and call?” 
 
    I was hesitant to interrupt his confession, so I nodded as he continued. 
 
    “We went on that way for almost three years, until the day she called to say she and her husband had decided to work on their marriage. Just like that, we were finished.” 
 
    He pushed his hair off his forehead and stared at the ceiling, searching for answers beneath its smooth, plastered surface. 
 
    “I’m still troubled by it all. What I did destroyed my first marriage and probably contributed to Madeline’s emotional problems. She was only four when Georgianne found out about my cheating and filed for divorce. I still remember Maddie clinging to my pant leg, weeping and begging me not to leave.” 
 
    A lump welled in my throat. I was overwhelmed by his revelations and unsure of how to respond. Jean-Pierre and I had our share of disagreements, but we never let things escalate to the point of threatening divorce.  
 
    “Did the two of you go to counseling to try and work things out?” 
 
    He hesitated for a long moment before responding. 
 
    “No. By that time, she’d had quite enough of me. It wasn’t the first time I’d been unfaithful. There were flings with co-stars and the occasional one-off. I was the Time Traveler, sitting atop the world, without anyone to rein me in.” 
 
    “One-offs?” I inquired. 
 
    “You Americans call them one-night stands,” he clarified. 
 
    My stomach twisted into a tight knot of suspicion, tinged with jealousy. I knew all along he was likely to have had a sexual history of women flinging themselves at him, but I assured myself that it wouldn’t matter because we were not in a serious relationship.  
 
    Throwing off the sheet, I got out of bed, found my robe, and cinched it around my waist. All at once I was conscious of my nudity, while second guessing everything that had happened.  
 
    Why do I care so much? He doesn’t belong to me. 
 
    “I’ve upset you,” Ian said. “Please come back to bed.” 
 
    I sat on the edge of the mattress as he reached for my hand. 
 
    “Why, Ian, when you had a wife and small child at home?” 
 
    He winced, closing his eyes as if he’d been hit. 
 
    “I was young, foolish, and full of myself. There was no one to tell me no, nobody to point out the fact that was I was doing was stupid. Sex was always available, so I took full advantage.” 
 
    I dropped his hand. 
 
    “I’m getting a mental picture of a long line of women waiting outside your bedroom door, each of them holding a ticket, with me at the end of the line. Why does this bring to mind Tyler Chance?”  
 
    “Ouch.” He shuddered. “That one’s going to leave a mark.” 
 
    Ian threw me a soulful look that under different circumstances might have caused me to melt faster than ice cream at an August picnic. Instead, I steeled myself, narrowing my eyes in his direction. 
 
    “I brought those sex toys thinking we could have some fun with them. I thought I was being playful and adventurous. Now, though, I realize that hand restraints and cock rings are probably boring to someone like you who’s had so many partners. Been there and done that.” 
 
    “Shelby, please,” he pleaded. “Being with you is anything but boring. I needed to be honest about who I am and what I’ve done, although I knew you’d likely be put off by my past. I don’t want to mess this up.”  
 
    My nagging voice was back, and she was telling me to beware. You can’t trust him. You’ve jumped into this situation much too fast and now your emotions have overruled common sense. How do you know he’s for real? 
 
    Turning toward him, I asked, “You’re not into anything too kinky or weird, are you? Nothing involving pain and shame?” 
 
    One eyebrow shot upward. 
 
    “Fantasizing again, are we?”  
 
    “You are awful.” I ducked my head, but not before he caught my smile. My weak attempt to push him away was met with a sweeping embrace that crushed me to his chest. 
 
    “Awfully good, you mean.”  
 
    His lips landed on the base of my neck, sending yet another shiver of desire down my back. 
 
    Yes, you are. And that’s what worries me. 
 
    “Well, you’ve apparently had a lot of practice.” 
 
    “If you’re referring to fucking, I’ve done my share.”  
 
    “Don’t call it that!”  
 
    My words emerged a bit louder and with more bitterness than I intended. The f-bomb was a term that Danielle and her generation used with annoying frequency, conjuring an image of the raw act of sex without any feelings attached. F’ing this, f’ing that, ad nauseum. 
 
    He pulled away, surprised by the ferocity of my response. 
 
    “All right. What shall we call it, then?” 
 
    “Having sex or making love, depending upon what you thought we were doing.” 
 
    He was silent again for another painfully long moment, as his green-flecked eyes searched mine, laying my soul bare. When he did speak, his words twisted what was left of my already shredded heart. 
 
    “I think there’s more going on here than you will admit to either me or yourself, Shelby. I meant what I said earlier today. I don’t want to let you go.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    To my way of thinking, there was nothing more appealing than a self-confident woman wearing a little black dress. Tonight, Shelby looked the picture of classic elegance in a short sheath that flattered her slight curves and showed off her legs. Her silver hair was twisted into a loose knot at the back of her neck. She’d kept her makeup understated and natural, lending her a timeless Parisian charm. 
 
    We strolled hand-in-hand along the garden pathway, lit with strings of fairy lights that winked in the moist evening air. Making our way to the main building, where we were twenty-two minutes late for our dinner reservation, we were greeted by a hostess and promptly seated at a corner table. I glanced around the small dining room, which oozed quaint eighteenth-century appeal. Wide plank floors, multi-paned windows, and a fireplace filled with glowing white pillar candles reminded me of similar country inns in England, and at once I felt at home.  
 
    Shelby was equally taken with the space.  
 
    “Charming, isn’t it?” Her blue eyes glittered with reflected candlelight. “Absolute perfection.” 
 
    Gazing at her from across the table, her hair gleaming in the soft light, I had to suppress a gulp, shaken by the depth of my feelings. This afternoon had been, in a word, exceptional. I felt reborn, and anything but old and stodgy, particularly after my “man parts” had functioned to her satisfaction.  
 
    How did all of this happen so quickly, especially when I’d sworn off romantic entanglements? Am I setting myself up for another heartbreak? 
 
    “You look beautiful tonight,” I told her, receiving a smile in return. 
 
    “Thanks.” She searched for my hand underneath the table.  
 
    As she fixed her eyes on mine, I was drawn to the thin gold chain around her neck and a miniature kitchen whisk charm that rested happily in the cleavage of her breasts. 
 
    “Are you staring at the girls?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Aye, lass,” I admitted, my voice inexplicably taking on a Scottish pirate rasp. “And a bonny pair they are, but my attention was taken by ye wee charm.” 
 
    She grinned before shaking her head from side to side, causing me to wonder if I’d been too much again. After a moment she looked up, grasped the chain with her thumb and forefinger, and held up her treasure. The tiny replica was adorned with a single small diamond. 
 
    “It’s not worth a lot but it has huge sentimental value. I found it in a shop in Paris. It was my graduation gift to myself after culinary school.” 
 
    Sensing an opportunity, I enquired, “Would you like to go back?” 
 
    Her head tilted as she regarded me with confusion. 
 
    “To cooking school?” 
 
    “No, Shelby. To Paris.” 
 
    “Seriously, Ian? Par-EE? With you?” Chef’s mouth dropped open in astonishment. I was unable to stop smiling at her. 
 
    “Of course. We’re working on finalizing the dates in September. Shooting the commercial will take two days at best, then you and I can stay on for a while and explore the city. You’ll be my tour guide.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know how much of a guide I’ll be. I haven’t been to Paris in years.” 
 
    “Neither have I, so, it will be a new experience for both of us. You have a valid passport, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s up to date. Jean-Pierre insisted on it in case we got the urge to visit his family.” 
 
    If she had any hesitation about returning to a place likely to trigger some bittersweet memories, she wasn’t letting on. The next step of my plan was complete. After spending a week together in one of the world’s most romantic cities, I intended to own her heart, which she had managed to keep exceptionally well-guarded.  
 
    I was still smiling when a server came to take our drink order and I realized neither of us had bothered to glance at a menu. 
 
    “Might you give us a few more minutes?” I asked, before he nodded and disappeared. 
 
    Shelby picked up a menu and immediately set it down. 
 
    “Oh, I can hardly wait.” Her voice trembled with excitement. “The weather in September should be ideal. What do you think we’ll be doing? What clothes should I bring?” 
 
    “I expect we’ll be sightseeing, eating, and having more amazing sex.”  
 
    A series of sepia-toned vignettes floated through my brain—Shelby, relaxed and laughing at an outdoor bistro table as we enjoyed an exceptional Parisian meal. Strolling arm-in-arm through Luxembourg Gardens, which I’d always hoped to visit. Studying the Louvre’s collection of world-class art. Or, better yet, returning to our quirky Left Bank hotel, where the thought of her lying naked in a luxurious bed sent my pulse racing again.  
 
    “You won’t need clothing for the third activity. In fact, if you want, you can bring an empty suitcase and I’ll buy whatever you need.” 
 
    She reached for my hand again, this time across the table, and I laced my fingers through hers.  
 
    “You’re too much,” she informed me, before focusing on the menu. 
 
    I turned my attention to the entrée items, settling on pork tenderloin and grilled octopus, served with my new southern favorites, grits and okra, and accompanied by a Virginia-made Pinot Noir. Shelby ordered pan-seared sea bass with fingerling potatoes and wild mushroom sauté, along with a locally-produced Riesling.   
 
    That task accomplished, we returned to the topic of our upcoming getaway. 
 
    “I’ll find a small luxury hotel away from the tourist areas,” I told her. “And if you like, I’ll take you shopping at some expensive boutique.” 
 
    “I’m not too sure haute couture would go over well in backwater Virginia,” she teased, “but thank you for offering. I’d rather spend our time doing things together.”  
 
    Her enthusiasm was contagious.  
 
    “The patisseries, those lovely little bistros, and the incredible street food,” she went on, lost in her memories. “My mouth is already watering.” 
 
    Mine too. I planned to savor every minute of my time away with her, like a multi-course fine dining experience. If I couldn’t earn her trust during a romantic vacation in the incomparable La Ville-Lumière, I would have to consider myself a failed lover.  
 
    Our drinks arrived, and I raised my wine glass in a toast. “To us, and an unforgettable trip.” 
 
    “Vive la France,” she responded. 
 
    When our food was served several minutes later, she snapped a quick photo of the beautifully presented plate with her phone, “for future reference.” I offered my usual smirk, finding Shelby’s quirky habit of photographing her food to be amusing. After a few bites she asked, “How’s your dinner?” 
 
    “The tenderloin is perfectly cooked, but the octopus is chewy. Both the grits and okra are good, but I doubt they would meet your standard.” 
 
    She reached across the table, scooping up a forkful of grits to taste. After swallowing, she pronounced the dish “a little heavy and thick, not fluffy like mine.” 
 
    “What’s your verdict on the sea bass?”  
 
    Shelby speared a piece of limp fish skin on her fork.  
 
    “Whoever cooked this made a rookie mistake by plating the fish skin side down, so it soaked up the sauce and got mushy. The mushrooms were great, though.” 
 
    A few moments passed before she commented again. 
 
    “Tonight’s meal was like a tune from a jazz ensemble with one player sitting out. Pleasant but nothing special. Nice, but no culinary fireworks.” 
 
    “Very astute comments, Chef,” I offered, which made her smile. “I predict you will excel at your new business venture.” 
 
    I ordered a second glass of wine for both of us before sinking deeper into the upholstered seat cushion, buzzed and happily satiated. She grinned at me as our knees bumped underneath the table, no doubt feeling a little light-headed herself, and I almost let slip what I’d been debating about telling her. 
 
    I know the timing isn’t right for us, and I respect your need to grieve over your husband. In a few more days we’ll be living on separate coasts, and although I’m not certain about how this will turn out, I want you to know that I have broken your rules. I’ve gotten attached. 
 
    I stopped myself before the words tumbled out, not willing to risk spoiling our happy moment. 
 
    When the server returned to check on us, we opted to share a piece of olive oil cake for dessert. Moments later, the simply prepared treat, adorned with yogurt cream, blueberries, and pistachios, arrived at our table. Shelby’s phone came out again for a quick snap before we attacked the cake with two forks. The dessert was light and buttery, with the tangy lemon yogurt cream a perfect accompaniment. The addition of berries and nuts was another delicious, chef-y touch.  
 
    “This is to die for,” Shelby asserted, while I nodded in agreement, my mouth still full.  
 
    She waved our server over and said, “Please let your pastry chef know how much we enjoyed dessert.” 
 
    A few minutes later, a tall woman with cropped salt-and-pepper hair emerged from the kitchen wearing a chef’s coat, leggings, and clogs embellished with a flame print. She strode over to our table as a wide grin spread across her face. Shelby stood up and the two of them embraced like long-lost friends. 
 
    Is there anyone in this part of the world that she doesn’t know or hasn’t befriended?  
 
    “Nancy, are you back in the kitchen?” 
 
    The woman switched her attention to me for the first time. Her eyebrows rose, almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “I’m filling in until we can hire a new pastry chef,” she said, returning her gaze to Shelby. 
 
     “It’s so good to see you,” Shelby said, as she sat down again. “Will you join us for a minute or two?” 
 
    Chef Nancy glanced around the half-empty dining room and nodded. “Just for a second, though.” 
 
    “Ian is an actor who’s been working here on location,” Shelby said by way of introduction. “He’s one of the stars of Sutherland’s Ghosts. I was hired by the TV production company as his personal chef this summer.”  
 
    When she looked my way, I noticed that her cheeks were flushed. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you out for a change,” her friend responded. “I have to say that happiness looks good on you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it, though?” I added, drawing another glance from my dinner companion. 
 
    “How was your meal?” Nancy inquired. 
 
    “Very good,” I said, hoping I came off as sincere. “And our room is delightful.” 
 
    Underneath our table, Shelby nudged my shin with her foot. Was I not supposed to reveal anything about our weekend rendezvous? 
 
    “Nancy and her husband, Frank, own the inn and restaurant,” she continued. “We go way back, don’t we, Nance? 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “How’s Frank doing?” 
 
    “He still has more good days than bad ones, but we’re not sure how long that will last.” She leaned in close and continued in a barely audible voice. “Listen, don’t say anything yet, but we’re thinking of selling while he’s still healthy enough to travel. I know I need to get the restaurant back up to its old standard. Our new young chef is talented and energetic, but she lacks finesse.”  
 
    She locked her eyes on Shelby. “What are you doing with yourself these days? Are you back at work, cooking?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I’ve decided not to take another restaurant job, but I have started a consulting business.” She dug in her bag and produced a business card adorned with her new kitchen whisk logo.  
 
    “I’d love to help you. I think all you may need are some tweaks and a few fresh menu items.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Nancy responded. “I’ll call you next week.” 
 
    What a happy coincidence for them both. 
 
    “There’s this one thing.” My chef grasped my hand underneath our table. “I’ll be out of the country for a few days next month. I, uh, we…” she stammered, “…are going to Paris. I hope that won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Oh, Shelby, that’s wonderful.”  Nancy’s eyes flickered in my direction. “A trip to your favorite city on the face of the earth. I’m sure you’ll come home inspired.” 
 
    “And I shall come home soft around the middle, no doubt.”   
 
    Shelby’s nails dug into my hand.  
 
    After Nancy returned to the kitchen, I raised my wine glass again and we clinked in solidarity. 
 
    “Congratulations, Chef. You’ve landed your first client.” 
 
    “It seems so, doesn’t it?” Her feline smile made my heart leap. 
 
    “I was surprised to see Nancy back in the kitchen,” she went on. “This was not exactly the way I envisioned introducing you to her, but it’s not as though we were hiding anything. I did feel a little awkward, though. The four of us used to get together occasionally for cocktails and dinner. Nancy and Frank thought the world of Jean-Pierre.” 
 
    I winced at hearing yet another glowing reference to the recently deceased, apparently now on the verge of achieving sainthood. I understood that she spent a big part of her life with the man, and I appreciated her loyalty, but I didn’t want to live in his oversized shadow. 
 
    On the other hand, perhaps I was being a bit unfair. Grief is not something that begins and ends of its own accord. It becomes part of who we are, sometimes subdued by happy events, but always lingering in the background, ready to surface again at the first opportunity. 
 
    Aren’t you dead? 
 
    Yes, lover, but I’ll still be here if you need me. 
 
    I took some solace in the fact that Shelby seemed enthusiastic about moving on with her life. At this stage of our relationship, I didn’t dare ask for more. 
 
    “Ian, did you ever play a Scot?” she asked, steering our after-dinner conversation away from the tender topic of Mr. Chef Durand. 
 
    “Aye, many years ago, in a rather dismal made-for-television movie.” 
 
    “And did you wear a kilt?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” she murmured, settling into her chair and closing her eyes. “I’m painting a picture of that in my mind.” 
 
    Her smile returned. 
 
    “Is it true that Scotsmen don’t wear anything under their kilts?” she pressed.  
 
    “I wouldn’t know. I wore cycling shorts underneath mine. We were on location in the Scottish Highlands during winter and I was freezing my balls off, so I chose preservation over authenticity.” 
 
    Taking Shelby’s hand once more, I paused to study her palm, marked by an irregular burn scar near the base of her right thumb, the result of a kitchen accident years ago. Seeing the small patch of discolored skin made me long to protect her from future injury, both physical and emotional. I pressed her palm to my lips and kissed the scar, while drinking in the sight of her blue eyes fixed on mine.  
 
    “Thank you for a wonderful day and evening,” she said, offering her smile once more. “No matter what happens with us, I want you to know I will remember this weekend for the rest of my life.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    When I awoke the next morning, Ian’s body was pressed close to mine. He had one arm flung around my waist, while his lips tickled the back of my neck. As I stirred and turned to face him, my throat tightened. I’d slept alone for so many nights that the sight of him, naked underneath a thin cotton sheet, was almost too much to contemplate, especially first thing in the day. 
 
    It was so unfair. Even while sporting prickly beard stubble and bed head, he looked better than most men did after hours of grooming. In the next instant, I was aware of my stale breath and messy hair. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” He leaned in to plant a kiss on my forehead before returning both hands to my waist.  
 
    “Great. Best I’ve had in months. Until the middle of the night, when someone woke me up and insisted on having sex.” 
 
    “That would have been me,” he asserted with a grin. 
 
    My hands slid up his taut belly—which didn’t seem the least bit fat, despite Ian’s complaints—before I pressed myself next to him, listening for a reassuring heartbeat. 
 
    “I figured as much.” 
 
    We rested in peaceful silence for a moment or two while he finger-combed my hair. If only I could’ve stopped time for a few more hours, we might’ve stayed in our blissful little world and not thought about certain unsettling issues looming on our horizon: living on separate coasts while attempting to make a new relationship work. I wasn’t sure how to do any of that, either. 
 
    “We’ve slept so late that I’m afraid we’ve missed breakfast,” he said. “The dining room stopped serving a half-hour ago.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I know a place between here and home that serves good chicken and waffles.” 
 
    His lips nuzzled the sweet spot at the base of my throat, making my scalp tingle. How did I manage to get in so deep in such a short time? The thought of saying goodbye to him in a few days produced a hard, unyielding knot in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    “Chicken and what?”  
 
    “It’s a southern thang. A waffle topped with a piece of crispy fried chicken and drizzled with maple syrup or gravy. I know it sounds odd, but it’s actually delicious.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” 
 
    “Umm-hmm. Thick, rich southern gravy.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    Again, I figured as much. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a weekend filled with great food, laughter, and mind-blowing sex, Monday morning arrived as an emotional letdown. One final week remained before Ian’s departure to Los Angeles, an unhappy fact made worse by his heavy schedule. All the remaining location shots had to be completed before Friday, meaning he would be working late every night. Anxiety burned in my throat when I allowed myself to think about our dwindling hours together.  
 
    How could I stay composed and in control in the kitchen, yet wilt like steamed spinach at the thought of being alone again? He said he wanted to make things work for us, and as much as I tried to believe him, my doubts lingered. I’d seen glimpses of what it was like to be Ian, and I wondered if he could keep himself in check the next time an attractive woman came on to him. What would stop him from fooling around when I was thousands of miles away? And how would I know if he did?   
 
    I never had to worry about Jean-Pierre flirting with our female customers or dallying with the kitchen staff. He was reliable, steady, and devoted to his family. When it came to Ian, however, I wasn’t so secure. 
 
    A stomach-twisting scene played out in my head. Ian, looking dangerously appealing in shorts and flip flops, strolls along the beach at sunset. He is approached by a bikini-clad actress wanna-be who strokes his ego while fantasizing about stroking something else. In the final moments, John Thomas leads the way back to her place and we fade to black. 
 
    He’s taking you to Paris, I reminded myself. He opened up about his past when he knew it was risky. Why can’t you let yourself trust him?  
 
    Because he was too much of everything—too charming, talented, and impossibly good-looking. As much as I hated to admit it, maybe Danielle had been right all along.  
 
    I had avoided talking to my daughter because I knew she was likely to ask questions I didn’t want to answer. When she called later that day, I had escaped the afternoon heat, settling into the sunroom sofa with a glass of sweet tea, Henri on my lap, and my new Time Traveler: The Complete Edition DVD, which included all seven seasons.  
 
    Watching his show had been a revelation. It was far better than I expected and frequently laugh-out-loud funny. Ian’s character, Dr. Nicholas Adderly, was brilliant, scatterbrained, and utterly loveable on his journeys in a frequently unreliable time machine. I sat through the first few episodes, mesmerized at how the camera loved Ian’s younger face, lingering on his unusual eyes and that panty-dropping smile. The fact that his character was totally unaware of his sexual attractiveness made him even more appealing.  
 
    I was beginning to understand Dani and her girlfriends’ obsession with the show and its GQ-worthy star. She probably fantasized about him like I did, I realized, only to meet him years later as her mother’s short-term lover.  
 
    While I tried to keep my conversation with Dani focused on neutral topics, such as my new opportunity with Ravenswood Inn, our talk invariably turned to Ian.  
 
    “Isn’t he leaving soon?” she asked, sending another stab of anxiety to my already queasy stomach. 
 
    “Next Sunday. The show wraps up location shooting this week. Dani…” I continued, still unsure of what to tell her. “You know how much I enjoy your visits, honey, but please don’t come home next weekend. Ian is spending his last few days here with me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” was her tepid response. 
 
    “And I should let you know that I’ll be gone for a few days next month. He’s taking me to Paris on a vacation.” 
 
    A long moment of silence followed. 
 
    “Are you still there?” 
 
    I heard her heave a deep sigh. 
 
    “I thought you said this would all be over once he went home to Los Angeles.” 
 
    “I guess things have changed.” 
 
    “You’re a couple now? How’s that going to work with him in California and you in Virginia?”  
 
    Reality check: I had no idea of how it would work. Or not.  
 
    “You’re not thinking about moving away, are you?” Her voice quaked, triggering a memory of a feisty seven-year-old, pleading with me to stay home from the restaurant. You’re not leaving again, are you, Mommy?  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. I’ve started a new business, and this is my home. Listen, Dani, all of this is new. We’ll have to work it out as we go.” 
 
    She sighed again, with obvious disappointment. My girl had figured out how to push her mother’s buttons long ago. 
 
    “Have you talked to your therapist about him?” 
 
    “No, I have not. I’d like to think I’m capable of making some of my own life decisions without having to consult a mental health professional. Don’t I seem happier to you? More engaged in life? Until now, I don’t think I would have had the courage to step out and take the risk of starting a business venture by myself.” 
 
    “Mom, I know you like him, and he’s witty and disgustingly handsome, but are you sure this is a good idea? Couldn’t you focus on being your own best friend for a while?” 
 
    I’d been my own best friend for the past year and a half, long enough to know that I didn’t want to live by myself, with only a couple of cats for companionship. Hadn’t I grieved enough? Was I wrong to want another man in my life?  
 
    I had a few female friends my age, or a little older, who’d completely given up on love and sex. Men were simply too much of an inconvenience, they claimed. “I’ve been spayed,” one of them confided to me after her recent hysterectomy. “I don’t want anyone to touch me, including my husband.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine living the rest of my life without male companionship, without ever being kissed and held in a man’s secure embrace. Did that make me weak…or simply foolish for desiring it all at my age? 
 
    “You know I enjoy having someone to cook for and fuss over,” I told my daughter, trying not to sound defensive. “I don’t think I was meant to live alone.” 
 
    “But you’ll be alone anyway, won’t you?” she persisted. “After he’s gone.” 
 
    On that depressing note, we ended our conversation, with Dani promising to call again in a few days. 
 
    “What do you think, boys? Is your mama a lovesick fool?”  
 
    As I rubbed Henri’s chin, his eyes closed and he vibrated in contentment, while Francoise eyed me from J-P’s leather chair. 
 
    “I’d say the reaction is mixed, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    Henri stood up, stretched, and jumped off the sofa to join his brother. 
 
    Great. Now you’re carrying on conversations with the cats. What’s next? Walking around town, mumbling to yourself while wearing baggy sweatpants and mismatched socks? Oh, that’s only Shelby Durand. She used to be a respected business owner. Now she’s just crazy. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    My smart phone registered twenty past ten when I stumbled into the trailer after a grueling fourteen hours on set, my next-to-last day on location. Shooting on Season Two would wrap tomorrow and end with a cast party, which I did not plan to attend. Instead, I’d be on my way to Shelby’s house for our private celebration.  
 
    Dropping onto the sofa, I paused to read an email from my attorney, sent more than two hours ago, informing me that my divorce from Monica was final. I had expected to feel some measure of relief. Instead, I sagged into the cushions, overcome by a toxic mix of fatigue and utter defeat.  
 
    Chalk up another bloody failure, Ian. 
 
    At least it was over. After I returned to California, I planned to find an apartment, take Shelby’s advice about seeing a therapist, and give myself a break from acting to assess my future, as I was convinced there would be no Season Three of Sutherland’s Ghosts.  
 
    Next, I read a text from my chef that momentarily lifted me out of my funk.  
 
      
 
    Shelby: A whole weekend together, so prepare yourself to be indulged. 
 
     Friday night’s menu: 
 
    Grilled beef tenderloins with mushrooms and classic Bordelaise sauce 
 
    New potatoes 
 
    Tender-crisp broccoli rabe 
 
    Dessert TBD. Is there anything you had in mind? 
 
      
 
    Although I wasn’t sure Shelby would still be awake, I texted back. 
 
      
 
    Ian: A full aerosol can of whipped cream and your naked body. Perhaps a few fresh cherries for garnish. 
 
      
 
    In only a couple of minutes, she replied. 
 
      
 
    Shelby: Don’t be silly. I’d never serve you canned whipped cream. 
 
      
 
    Her text was accompanied by three emojis: a smiley face, a heart, and a bowl of something white and creamy. Was it whipped cream or pommes puree? I couldn’t quite make it out. My brain was still spinning from her playful response.  
 
    I turned my attention back to dinner, salivating at the prospect of slicing into perfectly cooked medium rare beef drizzled with her rich, wine-infused sauce. My fantasy continued with our meal served in her dining room, where I guessed she would keep both the lights and the music low, her favorite satellite jazz station playing on a remote speaker. Later, if it didn’t rain, we might have an after-dinner drink outside on the back deck. We could watch for fireflies, although the flashy behavior of mating season likely was over until next year. 
 
    Afterward, we’d go upstairs, slip between her cool sheets, and make love. I’d do my utmost to give her another earth-shattering orgasm, so I could hold her close and witness the satisfied smile on her face. The next morning, we might take a walk to her favorite downtown breakfast joint to fortify ourselves with biscuits and gravy before I spent the afternoon repairing her garden fence and trimming the hedge.  
 
    My daydream of domestic bliss came to an abrupt halt at the muffled sound of a door opening and closing at the end of my tiny hallway. What the fuck? I vaulted off the couch with my heart racing. Is someone in here? How did they get past the guard? My eyes swept the room for some type of weapon, finding nothing except a small kitchen fire extinguisher, which I ripped off the wall. Reaching in my pocket, I grabbed my phone to call security, but before I could punch in the numbers, I caught a whiff of cloyingly sweet perfume. My stomach dropped as a female figure appeared in the hallway, clad in an oversized terry cloth robe. Mine, if I wasn’t mistaken. 
 
    “Jennifer, how in the bloody hell did you get in here?” My voice shook with barely concealed anger. 
 
    “You always leave the door unlocked.” She took a few steps forward. “You’re far too trusting.”  
 
    As she walked toward me, her scent filled my nostrils with nauseating sweetness. Honey-blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders. Her oversized lips were frozen in a pout. She sauntered closer and the robe slipped down, exposing one bare shoulder and most of her breast.  
 
    “Time’s almost up,” she growled, as her lips curved into a predatory smile. “I came to give you what you’ve been wanting.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything from you.”  
 
    “Oh, you’re too uptight.” She was right in my face, and the scent of her perfume was overpowering. “Don’t play games, Ian. I want to know what I’m working with.”  
 
    Before I knew what was happening, she slipped one hand between my legs and gave my balls a hard squeeze, sending me reeling backward, out of her grip. The fire extinguisher clattered to the ground. When she came at me again, I shoved her hand away and maneuvered aside, keeping her at arm’s length. She responded by dropping the robe. 
 
    “Put your clothes on and get out.” 
 
    She shrugged, as if it was an everyday occurrence to approach a man naked. Making the most of her limited assets, I supposed. When she bent over to retrieve my robe from the floor, her big, heavy breasts drooped like ripe fruit. I looked away as bile filled my throat. 
 
    “Well, it’s your loss,” she asserted. “I would’ve fucked you better than that young girl you brought to the set.” 
 
    Young girl? She thinks Danielle and I are seeing each other? Her outward hostility toward Shelby and Dani now made perfect sense.   
 
    “Don’t be absurd. She’s half my age.” 
 
    I realized as soon as the words left my mouth that Jennifer was fishing for information, which I conveniently provided. Still oblivious to her nudity, she offered a nasty smirk before shrugging into the robe, tying the sash at her waist.  
 
    “Oh, I get it now.” Her voice dripped with hostility. “You’re fucking grandma.”  
 
    A coarse laugh erupted from her throat while I struggled to control my seething anger. My jaw clenched.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were one of those men who needs a mommy.”  
 
    Keep it together, man. Losing your temper is not an option. No good can come of it. 
 
    “Get dressed,” I barked, “and bugger off before I call security.” 
 
    Jennifer threw a hostile glare in my direction before sauntering back down the hallway. My heart pounded too fast, and I collapsed onto the sofa, pounding the cushions with my fists. The air was thick with the stench of her heavy perfume. 
 
    She returned moments later, opened the trailer door, and exited without bothering to be discreet. “There is something seriously wrong with you,” I heard her hiss, before she became a pale apparition in the dank night air.  
 
    When I was certain she had gone, I opened the door again, leaving it ajar to release the smell of her before I stepped outside into an oppressively humid night. Revulsion built in my stomach. For a long, uncomfortable moment I was on the verge of throwing up.  
 
    After weeks of sexual innuendos and inappropriate touching, she had the audacity to fondle the goods when I’d made it clear I wasn’t available or interested. My options were few. If I reported her actions to the production company, I doubted I’d be taken seriously. With only one more day of shooting ahead of me, letting it go seemed the best option. That way, I might avoid public humiliation, not to mention more unflattering tabloid headlines.  
 
    Sutherland’s Ghosts Star Claims Co-worker Grabbed his Balls 
 
    ‘She Assaulted Me and Demanded Sex!’  
 
    One ugly scenario after another played in my head before a young security guard strolled into view. 
 
    “Everything okay, Mr. James?” he called out. 
 
    “Oh, yes…certainly,” I stammered. “Everything is fine. Just had to step out and get a bit of this thick air. Reminds me of home, you know.” 
 
    “Sure,” he replied, no doubt thinking the old git had lost what was left of his mind. 
 
    Once he had moved on, I pressed my forehead against the trailer’s aluminum siding and stood alone in the dark, clenched fists shoved into my pockets. How in the fuck did I wind up in this situation, working on a failing television series that had become the butt of media critics’ harshest jokes? I’d never have taken this job if not for Monica. She had a taste for luxury, and I was willing to provide it, including buying an obscenely expensive beachfront property that I never wanted.  
 
    I needed a fresh start, all but impossible when I was still stumbling over my past mistakes. 
 
    Standing alone in the dark, I forced myself to take several deep, calming breaths. After a few moments, when I’d regained my equilibrium, I stepped back into the trailer, stripped, and took a hot shower, hoping to wash away the evening’s ugly emotional stain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My anticipated weekend with Shelby passed all too soon, although we did enjoy decent weather for a day and a half, decent being a relative term in hot, soggy Virginia. At least it didn’t rain. On Saturday afternoon, after finishing the last of my self-imposed garden chores, we enjoyed an early dinner at one of her favorite local restaurants, a subterranean grill in the nearby George Washington Hotel. The atmosphere was informal and the food was tasty, although it didn’t compare to Shelby’s cuisine. 
 
    After returning home, I eased my body into an Adirondack chair on her covered front porch. She joined me a few minutes later, carrying two tall glasses of sweet tea that she placed on a small folding table between us, in time to watch the skies darken and rain descend. It fell softly at first, splattering the street with big, warm drops, before the storm reached its peak, pummeling her front yard and sidewalk with sheets of water that lent our tranquil neighborhood scene a dreary grayness.  
 
    We sat, not speaking, for several minutes, both of us lost in our own thoughts. A mere seven weeks ago, I didn’t know much about Appleton, Virginia, and I had no particular affection for its miserable weather, bland suburbs, and choking highway traffic. However, that was before I met the town’s most remarkable inhabitant.  
 
    I remained conflicted about leaving Shelby at such a fragile stage of our relationship, but it couldn’t be helped. I had to return to the West Coast, see my daughter, and take care of some unfinished business. Although, truth be told, there was little else waiting for me, other than Madeline, my manager, and a few friends. From a career perspective, Los Angeles had been a desirable location, but I was weighing other options, hesitant to take another acting role after my ghastly experience with Sutherland’s Ghosts.  
 
    Could I get out of my contract if the show was, by some act of cosmic retribution, renewed for another season? I’d have to call Sam as soon as I returned and find out if he had anything else lined up for me. Worst case scenario: I could make a good living with my voiceover work, commercials, and Time Traveler reruns. Not an A-lister’s income, by any stretch, but enough to live comfortably. 
 
    “I have a bit of good news to share,” I began. “My divorce is final.” 
 
    “I’m happy for you,” she said. “I know it’s been rough.”  
 
    Shelby turned toward me, a weak smile failing to mask the uncertainty in her expression. She’d made a good show of it this weekend, keeping the mood light and not talking much about the future. I expected she would leave many things unsaid and, in that regard, she did not let me down. 
 
    I reached for her hand, tracing the fine blue veins under her skin with my finger. That same small hand, bearing the battle scars of a lifetime in the kitchen, could wield a chef’s knife with grace and precision, while still conveying such tenderness. The thought of her in bed last night, fondling John Thomas as if he were a rare and beautiful object instead of a rather ordinary penis, sent my pulse racing. 
 
    “Our marriage was a mistake of my own making. I had doubts from the beginning.” I paused, wondering if Shelby would think me the most shallow, self-serving man on earth if I told her the unvarnished truth. 
 
    “When I look back on it all, I believe the reason I married her is because she reminded me of someone else.” 
 
    She studied my face for a few seconds before responding.  
 
    “I can see how that might happen.” Her voice was soft, with no trace of judgment or shame, only understanding. “Loneliness is a powerful motivator.”  
 
    Is mutual loneliness what drew the two of us together? The need for human contact and understanding? Or might there be more to it? We’d only begun to discover each other, and now I was running out of time. 
 
    “I don’t particularly like the rain,” she said absently, squeezing my fingers. “But I do love the way the air smells before a storm, don’t you?”  
 
    I nodded in agreement, enjoying the normality of sitting near her, watching as heavy rain overfilled the storm sewers and began to puddle in the street. Not another living soul was visible, leaving the two of us alone in a watery landscape, its colors muted by overcast skies. 
 
    “Jean-Pierre never got used to all the moisture,” she murmured. “Especially the times when the restaurant’s outdoor oyster bar was rained out. ‘This is bullsheet!’ he used to complain. ‘C’est des conneries!’” 
 
    “You haven’t said too much about him,” I ventured, hoping I hadn’t steered our talk in an unsettling direction.  
 
    “I didn’t know…” Her hesitant voice faded away before she turned to me. “I thought it might make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Why would you think that? I’ve told you about my exes.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’ve also had a lot more to talk about.” 
 
    She looked a bit distressed, and I thought for a moment she might change the subject to something less painful. Instead, she sipped her tea, looked out onto the sopping streetscape, and said, “I didn’t only lose my husband on that terrible night. I also lost my business partner and best friend.” 
 
    Moisture welled in her eyes, but she brushed it away with the back of her hand.  
 
    “I didn’t realize how much I relied on Jean-Pierre until he was gone. I always thought of myself as an independent person, but after he died, I felt so…incompetent. I remember bursting into tears because I didn’t know our trash pick-up schedule. One day for recycled material, another day for household trash, and still another time for lawn clippings. He took care of all that, like he took care of the cats, and so many other things.” 
 
    The Frenchman, it seemed, had left some sizable shoes to fill. 
 
    “You know the worst thing about losing a loved one?” I asked, not really knowing what I’d say next. Her eyes found mine and she blinked back another tear. 
 
    “All the things you longed to say but always held back, not willing to risk your feelings. Now there’s no more time, and the words in your heart will go unsaid.” 
 
    “That’s beautiful,” she said, pausing to study her lap.  
 
    She swallowed hard before asking, “Ian, do you ever see your old lover? The married woman who broke your heart?” 
 
    “Only in dreams,” I replied, as my chest constricted. “She died in a car accident several years ago.” 
 
    Our eyes met again for a second or two, and as her expression shifted to one of lustful contemplation, I read her unspoken invitation without the slightest difficulty. Without saying another word, she rose from her chair and clasped my hand, leading me upstairs. Not to my doom, as I once predicted, but to the pleasures of her bed where, on my final night in rain-soaked Virginia, Shelby took me home. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    On our last morning together, I woke up early, leaving Ian asleep in bed. Downstairs in the kitchen, I began the ritual of planning breakfast and assembling the ingredients. Staying busy helped me direct my attention to something besides our upcoming trip to the airport. At least in my domain I could maintain a professional façade, masking the doubt and anxiety that simmered beneath the surface.  
 
    A sheet tray of bacon was crisping in the oven, coffee was brewing, and a tea kettle steamed on the stovetop. While I had a few extra minutes, I walked outside onto my front porch to retrieve the local newspaper. I paused briefly to admire my blazing orange daylilies and listen to the persistent call of a songbird informing his ladylove that he was pretty, pretty, pretty. More than ironic, I thought, since my own pretty lover was leaving later today. 
 
    Returning to the kitchen, I cracked three farm fresh eggs into a metal bowl, retrieved a stick of butter from the refrigerator, and placed a non-stick skillet on the stovetop. While I waited for Ian to come downstairs, I poured boiling water into a teapot and let Earl Grey steep before syncing my phone to a remote speaker. The first few crystal-clear notes of Bill Evans’ piano transported me back to a simpler time, a few years before I was born. Nineteen sixty-one, to be exact, when his iconic album, Sunday at the Village Vanguard, was released.  
 
    I had to fast-forward through My Man’s Gone Now because the subject matter hit far too close to home, settling instead on the delicate beauty of Alice in Wonderland. I’d always loved the fact that you could hear audience members murmuring and glasses clinking throughout the performance, making it a true “live” experience. If I were a time traveler, I’d forget all about saving kingdoms and visit some smoky little clubs in Harlem to hear music from all the jazz giants I admire. And I’d find a way to meet my culinary idol, Julia Child. 
 
    I was lost in my thoughts when I heard Ian’s footfalls on the stairs. In another moment he made his way into the kitchen, barefooted, wearing a pair of baggy shorts and a faded t-shirt. My fractured heart swelled in my chest at the sight of him rubbing the sleep from his eyes. His beard stubble glinted with hints of silver. When he absently scratched his flat belly, I almost lost my balance. 
 
    “It smells lovely in here,” he said, before giving me a peck on the forehead. 
 
    “Where most men are concerned, the scent of cooked bacon is the most powerful aphrodisiac on the planet.” 
 
    One of his eyebrows lifted and he produced a grin. I poured a cup of tea, trying to study his face undetected, hoping to memorize that endearing little smirk and the clear light in his amber eyes. Ian seated himself at the island and looked me over. 
 
    “You’re cooking breakfast? I thought we might go out for another round of biscuits and gravy.” 
 
    “But I thought you didn’t want to go home fat.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” he said, patting his stomach, which didn’t look the least bit pudgy to me. “So, what’s on the menu?” 
 
    “Classic French omelets, and you’re going to help.”  
 
    “Me?” He chuckled. “I’m afraid I’m not much good as a sous chef.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine,” I assured him. “I was thinking about the photo you sent me with the horrible scorched omelet, and I thought I’d show you the proper way to make one.” 
 
    I handed him an apron adorned with a colorful sugar skull pattern. He slipped the apron over his head and tied it at his waist. The smirk had returned. 
 
    “Is this lesson similar to the teach a man to fish parable?” he wanted to know. 
 
    I nodded before tossing a pinch of salt into the eggs and picking up a whisk.  
 
    “You want to combine them thoroughly, until they turn pale yellow.” 
 
    I turned my attention to the stovetop and lobbed a generous tablespoon of butter into the pan. 
 
    “Don’t skimp on the butter. It’s what gives the finished dish a beautiful sheen.” I advised. 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” The smile he returned made my internal temperature flare hotter than the flame under my skillet. 
 
    Once the butter began to sizzle, I poured in the eggs and used the back of a fork to stir them around while shaking the pan.  
 
    “When the bottom starts to set and you can’t move the eggs easily, turn down the heat and spread your mixture evenly over the bottom. The surface should be wet, but not runny.” I poked the eggs with my fork to demonstrate. 
 
    “Then you start to fold.” 
 
    I showed Ian how to push the folded omelet to the edge of the plate and gently flip it, seam side down. My perfectly cooked omelet resembled a pale-yellow burrito. I removed the bacon from the oven and placed several slices on the plate next to it.  
 
    “The inside should be creamy, with the consistency of soft scrambled eggs.” I cut the omelet in half with a table knife to demonstrate. 
 
    “Bon appetit “ 
 
    Ian slid a generous bite onto his fork, brought it to his mouth, and chewed thoughtfully. 
 
    “Much better when it’s not burnt,” he agreed.  
 
    I rinsed the skillet, cracked three more eggs into the bowl, and said, “Now, it’s your turn. I’ll find out if you were paying attention.” 
 
    “Yes, Chef. What would you have me do?” 
 
    He looked so damn fine, sitting at my kitchen island wearing an apron and a silly grin, that for a moment I considered cutting the cooking lesson short in favor of another turn in bed. Instead, I followed through on my plan, guiding him through the process, step by step, until he produced a respectable finished product, his version enhanced with shredded cheese and fresh, chopped parsley. 
 
    “How did I do?” he asked, before presenting the plate to me. “I tried not to make a dog’s dinner of it.” 
 
    His use of quirky slang, delivered in that crisp British accent, tugged at my heart. 
 
    “An excellent first effort.” I decided not to point out a few minor inconsistences—the eggs were slightly overcooked, and the finished dish was a little misshapen. 
 
    “I’ll have to practice once I get somewhere with a kitchen,” he said, before digging into the second omelet. “For the time being, I’ll be staying in a hotel.” 
 
    “You’re not going back to the beach house?” 
 
    He swallowed another bite of eggs and shook his head. 
 
    “The home stagers are scheduled to come in a few days before the house goes on the market.” He turned his eyes toward the kitchen window and fixed them on the chestnut tree outside. “I don’t intend to go back there. I want to get clear of my past and make a fresh start.” 
 
    In California, without me. 
 
    I’d promised myself that I would remain cool and composed, as I would if I were managing a restaurant kitchen. Stay in control. Do not let your emotions get the best of you. 
 
    I could not allow myself to dissolve into a weeping, clingy female, especially in front of a man who’d agreed to the terms of our affair. Yet, despite my best efforts, a couple of tears escaped and rolled down my cheek. I brushed them away hurriedly, hoping he wouldn’t notice, and turned toward the sink. The few bites of breakfast I’d eaten sat heavily in my stomach.  
 
    I’m the one who set the rules, and now I have to live by them. 
 
    “Shelby.”  
 
    I heard the soft scrape of a barstool being moved, and in another moment he was behind me with his arms encircling my waist. The scent of him, slightly musky with a hint of last night’s subtle cologne, sucked the breath from my chest. I leaned into him and willed myself not to break down. 
 
    “This isn’t the end,” he whispered, hugging me tighter. “We’ll be together again soon.” 
 
    “I know, it’s only…”  He let go and I turned toward him with sudden determination to tell him what I felt, so the words in my heart wouldn’t go unsaid. I think I love you, and it scares me to death. Instead, I was seized by chilling uncertainty tinged with guilt and, once again, I shut down. 
 
    “I like having you here,” I managed to utter before blinking back another tear. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We exchanged a lingering kiss before leaving for Dulles International, knowing there would be no time for anything except a quick hug at the passenger drop-off. Ian had offered to take an airport shuttle, but I was equally determined to drive him myself, although I wasn’t looking forward to the lonely route home. 
 
    Leaving the gray, austere terminal in my rear-view mirror, I made a half-hearted attempt to clear my head. Not surprisingly, a light rain had begun to fall, the perfect complement to my emotional stress. Even a stop at my favorite roadside farm stand didn’t cheer me up. Yet another cloudy afternoon had turned the landscape gray and gloomy, and after looking over the displays of fresh produce and hanging flower baskets, I left empty-handed for the first time in my life. 
 
    It was nice while it lasted, better than nice, to be honest, but it’s also an impossible relationship. I won’t risk getting my heart crushed again.  
 
    Back behind the wheel, I punched Play on my CD player. My windshield wipers flapped in rhythm to Blue Rondo a la Turk, the first tune off the classic Dave Brubeck album, Time Out. As my mind began to drift, I speculated about what it might’ve been like to be a young woman in the 1950s, with lacquered hair and a shirtwaist dress, grooving to “modern” jazz played by a quartet of men who resembled clean-cut NASA engineers.  
 
    Would they have had groupies? Probably not Brubeck himself, reportedly a devoted family man, but who knew about the others? Women had been attracted to talented artists and performers since the beginning of humanity. My particular weakness, or guilty pleasure, if you wanted to call it that, was an actor who’d won the genetic lottery. Recalling Ian’s unsettling eyes and megawatt smile snapped me back to an unhappy reality. 
 
    Before today, whenever I’d made a major life decision, I usually resorted to the tried and true method of creating a mental check list, weighing the pros and cons in a structured, logical way. I put the Subaru on cruise control, careful to maintain a safe distance from the car in front of me, and tried to focus on the facts. 
 
    First, the obvious pros. Ian was intelligent, charming, and devastatingly handsome. He seemed to have genuine feelings for me, although it could have been my culinary skills that attracted him the most. We shared some common interests: gardening, fine dining, and classic movies. Both of us were parents of young women. 
 
    It was our physical relationship, however, that had been such an unexpected joy. Our intense delight in pleasuring each other was every bit as addicting as either alcohol or drugs, and I knew the inevitable withdrawal would be painful. 
 
    On the flip side, Ian carried the weight of a disturbing romantic and sexual history and was obviously troubled by events in his past. I suspected there might be more ugly secrets he didn’t want to reveal, things I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Danielle could barely tolerate him. The worst of it, though, was the distance between us. I couldn’t imagine how our bi-coastal situation could last unless it was solid to begin with.  
 
    What I should have been doing was concentrating on my future in Virginia without counting on anything from Ian. We’d make it a clean break, I had decided, with no drama and no expectations, one that would allow us to part as friends. But I couldn’t go through with it. Throughout the weekend, each time I tried to bring up the subject, I’d catch a glimpse of his smile, or covertly admire the beautiful geometry of his face when he was lost in thought, or feel his insistent hardness between my legs, and I’d lose all resolve. 
 
    Nothing about our situation was logical, because it was based on need and raw emotion. 
 
    This can never work, I reminded myself again. We’re too far apart and we’re barely more than strangers. He never said he loved me, and I didn’t tell him, either. 
 
    The emotional consequences of making such a statement were too difficult to contemplate. How could I possibly be in love with someone else, less than two years after my husband’s death?  
 
    You’ve been through far worse than this, I lectured myself. You shared some good times together and had amazing sex. That was all you claimed you wanted. You never expected it to last, so why has this hit you so hard? 
 
    By the time I made it home to my empty house, I’d halfway convinced myself it was time to stop pinning my hopes on a romantic trip to Paris when nothing had been finalized. Our travel plans, along with our tentative relationship, might fall apart at any moment.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    I took up temporary residence in a high-rise hotel with a stark white façade and rows of identical balconies that overlooked the famed Hollywood Hills. I chose my new abode not for the contemporary décor and lively bar scene, but because its West Hollywood location—ridiculously known as WeHo by the locals—was close to both Madeline and my manager’s office. I’d booked a loft suite on an upper floor under a fictitious name, hoping for some measure of anonymity where I could lay low, nurse my emotional wounds, and reconsider the future. 
 
    After I checked in and unpacked, I opened the glass doors leading onto my balcony and strolled outside, where I eased myself into an upholstered deck chair and called Shelby. The temperature on a conveniently placed digital thermometer registered eighty-six degrees under an almost cloudless blue sky, but I no longer felt much enthusiasm for Los Angeles’ balmy climate. Instead, I kept wishing I was back in steaming, soggy Virginia. With her.  
 
    “What are you doing at this moment?” I asked, after she picked up the call. “Besides thinking of me, of course.” 
 
    “It’s almost dinner time here,” she responded with a smile in her voice. “I thought I’d throw a chicken breast on the grill and make a fresh garden salad to go with it.” 
 
    “Tossed with that delicate lemon vinaigrette you make?” I flashed back to a recent memory of us lingering over one of her superb meals, while a sharp stab of longing embedded itself near my heart. Why in the bloody hell did I leave her? Oh, right. To work on my relationship with Madeline and salvage my career, or what’s left of it. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you already miss my food,” she teased. “You’re living in a restaurant paradise.” 
 
    True, I had access to countless culinary choices and twenty-four-hour-a-day room service, so I was hardly in danger of starving. I’d all but lost my appetite, though, which was no doubt a good thing. Earlier, after stepping onto the bathroom scale, I was shocked to discover that I’d put on a whopping twelve pounds during the past two months. 
 
    “That’s not what I miss the most,” I assured her. “I’m counting the days until we fly to Paris together.”  
 
    Her voice was so soft that it barely registered. 
 
    “So am I.”  
 
    Neither of us spoke for a few moments, and I worried that I’d upset her again. 
 
    “What’s your hotel like?” she asked, in an obvious effort to redirect our conversation. 
 
    “Sleek and modern, with no character whatsoever.” I headed back indoors to try out the sofa. Retrieving a tastefully bland brochure from the coffee table, I read to her from a list of amenities. 
 
    “I have a selection of environmentally-friendly bath and grooming products, a headboard upholstered in natural hemp, and quite a few artisanal, hand-dyed pillows. Not to mention those ‘inspiring views’ of the Hollywood Hills.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something, I suppose.” 
 
    I’d rather have been in her welcoming old house with its own inspiring views of the lush garden and landscaped yard. Or lounging in her cozy sunroom on the infamous sofa that neither of us could mention without dissolving into laughter. Better yet, I wanted to be holding her close in bed before drifting off to sleep beneath the soothing hum of a ceiling fan. 
 
    After we ended our conversation, I texted my manager to schedule a meeting, then called Madeline and left a message, offering to take her to dinner at her favorite taqueria the following evening. Afterward, feeling an unpleasant twinge of self-pity, I called room service to order a steak, medium rare, a bucket of ice, and a bottle of the restaurant’s best single malt Irish whiskey. I’d go to the gym tomorrow, I vowed. 
 
    Flopping onto a cream-colored sofa in front of the flat screen TV, I searched dozens of channels before finding a classic movie channel showing Cast Away. The heart-breaking story followed a man obsessed with the clock who found himself in a place where time was meaningless. Sitting through two hours of Tom Hanks’ emotional and physical anguish probably was not the best choice for a depressed individual with access to alcoholic beverages. However, I soldiered on to the enigmatic ending, where Hanks’ character literally stood at a crossroads, not knowing which way to go. I’d like to think he found some happiness with the woman in the pick-up, but who knew? Real life was about as far away from Hollywood’s depiction as one could get. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I had dinner with my daughter the following night at a tiny Mexican restaurant housed inside one of Los Angeles’s public markets, a warehouse overflowing with exotic food vendors, colorful eateries, and specialty kiosks. It was a far cry from the small, family-owned farm stands in Virginia that Shelby liked to frequent, but I knew she would have loved it. I snapped a couple of photos with my phone, hoping to capture the market’s bright and bustling atmosphere, and sent them to her along with the caption: Taco night with Maddie.  
 
    Madeline was cheerful and talkative during dinner, revealing more about her school life in one evening than I’d heard during the past several months. I had hoped her senior year would be a positive experience and, so far, it had been. She was spending more time with some new friends, mostly theatre and music students, and she’d distanced herself from the group of mean girls who sometimes bullied her. She seemed excited about her upcoming audition. Better yet, after she caught me glancing at a network of pale scars marring the inside of her left forearm, was her claim that the self-harm had stopped.  
 
    “I haven’t done it in months,” she told me, and I didn’t press the issue. None of the scars appeared fresh, so I decided it best to give her the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    “I believe you’ve turned a corner and I’m happy for you, sweetheart. Do the scars embarrass you?” 
 
    She nodded and ducked her head. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “You could have cosmetic surgery if you want,” I offered. 
 
    I studied my bottle of Dos Equis before taking another sip, realizing that I’d never be able to order that brand of Mexican beer without reminiscing about Shelby serving it to me for the first time. Feed me anything you like, Chef. I’m happy to be your culinary guinea pig.  
 
    “I’d like to get some ink instead,” Maddie said, brushing the crumbs of a tortilla chip from her vintage Joni Mitchell t-shirt. “There are tattoo artists who specialize in covering up old scars.” 
 
    I swallowed hard and studied her face, so like mine in its symmetry. While Madeline was becoming a stunning young woman, she was still too self-conscious to place much emphasis on her looks. Someday, I hoped she would understand that physical beauty was hardly an accomplishment, but rather the luck of a genetic draw. I was more concerned that she grow up self-confident and happy. 
 
    “You’ll have to clear that with your mum first.” The last thing I wanted to do was spark another confrontation with Georgianne over how to raise our almost-grown child. 
 
    She frowned before pushing away her unfinished plate. 
 
    “Why, when she doesn’t care what I do? She’s got an agent and a book contract. It’s all she talks about when she’s not complaining about having to do revisions.” 
 
    “Good for her,” I replied diplomatically. “What’s the book about?” 
 
    “She won’t tell me. She says it’s an erotic novel for adults. But I overheard her talking on the phone to her agent, and I think it has something to do with you.” 
 
    Setting my beer on the table, I folded my hands in my lap in an effort to keep calm. A tell-all book, disguised as fiction? This could not be good news. Georgianne knew things about me that no one else did, including a few sordid facts that I’d rather she not reveal.  
 
    I’d have to ask my manager, who had extensive contacts throughout the entertainment industry, if he could find out more about her book. Surely, there couldn’t be much enthusiasm about yet another romance novel penned by an unknown writer. 
 
    In the meantime, I mentioned my upcoming trip to Paris and asked Maddie if she’d like me to bring her something. 
 
    “A beret,” was her response. “And maybe some French perfume?” 
 
    “I’m taking someone with me,” I went on. “Her name is Shelby and I met her while I was working in Virginia.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, reminding me of Danielle’s dismissive attitude. 
 
    “You just got divorced, Ian. Why do you need a new girlfriend so soon?” 
 
    I fidgeted in my garishly painted dining chair, unnerved by her habit of calling me by my given name.  
 
    Why indeed, when I’d sworn off any future romantic entanglements? Had I become so needy that I couldn’t cope on my own? 
 
    “I…I didn’t intend for it to happen, but nevertheless…” My voice failed. “You’ll like her, though. She’s not at all like Monica.” 
 
    I found myself wilting under my daughter’s impenetrable gaze, and I wondered if Shelby felt the same scrutiny whenever Danielle questioned the wisdom of my relationship with her mother. 
 
    Madeline sighed, gave me another eye roll, and said, “I guess that’s one thing in her favor. When are you getting a haircut?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, newly shorn and clean-shaven, I arrived at Azure, an overpriced restaurant on West Hollywood Boulevard, for lunch with my manager. I’d dressed casually but carefully, anticipating the presence of paparazzi, not to mention fans who frequented the restaurant, hoping for a celebrity sighting. Outfitted in artfully distressed jeans, an open-collared shirt worn untucked over my expanding middle, and soft leather slip-on shoes, I finished the outfit with aviator sunglasses and a couldn’t care less attitude. 
 
    While waiting to be seated, I raked the fingers of one hand through my hair, keeping the top a bit messy as my hairstylist instructed. She’d cut the sides short to accentuate the shape of my face, and I had to admit the result was flattering, even the gray at my temples. Shedding the last vestige of my character, John Sutherland, was somewhat cathartic, another completed step on the long path to re-making myself.  
 
    Ensconced in his regular booth with a dirty martini and an I-Pad, Samuel Leventhal acknowledged me with an almost imperceptible nod while speaking into his cell phone. Multi-tasking, as usual, a habit partially responsible for his amazing accomplishments during the past half-century.  
 
    Now well into his seventies, Sam was legendary for his smart and innovative business practices on behalf of his clients, a roster of mostly A-listers in film, television, and the music business. He’d been my manager since I relocated to the United States a quarter-century ago, negotiating the lucrative Time Traveler contract that insured a healthy annual income from residuals and merchandise sales. And, to his credit, he’d stuck with me, although I wasn’t one of his biggest money-makers.  
 
    As I approached the coveted corner booth, Sam ended his call and stood to greet me. Barely reaching five-foot-six-inches, impeccably dressed in a tailored suit and tie, he carried himself with the self-confidence and swagger of a much larger man. We exchanged a brief, masculine embrace before I sat down across from him on an upholstered banquette covered in toss pillows that resembled the ones in my hotel room. Artisanal and hand-dyed? 
 
    Our server, a twenty-something dude sporting a man bun, ambled over to take our lunch orders. Owing to my recent vow to work out regularly and eat lighter, I chose a Deconstructed Lettuce Wrap with sparkling water, served with a wedge of locally-sourced organic lemon. Sam ordered his usual, poached Mediterranean flounder (flown in daily) served with haricots verts and pommes puree, which were nothing more than green beans and whipped potatoes.  
 
    “Put a French name on food and you can sell it for at least twenty percent more,” Shelby once told me. 
 
    I took the phone from my pocket and snapped a few pictures of my lunch: a miniscule amount of grilled chicken atop a small mountain of lettuce, garnished with shaved carrots.  
 
    Sam offered a skeptical look. “You’re photographing your food now?” 
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    “It’s a habit I recently acquired.” 
 
    After a few minutes of requisite small talk, Sam paused to nod at an acquaintance across the dining room, adjusted the cuff of his crisp white dress shirt and said, “I wanted to break the news to you before it’s announced in a couple of days. Sutherland’s Ghosts has been cancelled.” 
 
    A wave of relief crashed over me. My prayers had been answered, although, with the exception of my Paris commercial shoot, the cancellation did leave me temporarily unemployed. 
 
    “Excellent news! I’m quite relieved, Sam, and I’m adamant about not doing another TV series. For one thing, I’m getting too bloody old for it, particularly in a place where the daily humidity is as high as the temperature.” 
 
    He looked me over as a smile appeared briefly on his white-bearded face. “I take it the Commonwealth of Virginia didn’t have much to offer except southern fried food. Your face is a little puffy.” 
 
    Is it that obvious that I’ve put on weight? 
 
    “My personal chef was trained at Le Cordon Bleu,” I responded, with a defensive edge to my voice.  “She might’ve fed me a bit too well.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he muttered, before spearing a bite of flounder. “I hope you plan to get back in shape quickly, because I’m setting up a meeting for you and Bill Lyons. He’s interested in directing the Time Traveler script.” 
 
    The William Lyons? Oscar-winning screenwriter, producer, and director of the acclaimed Highlander films? Actors clamored to be in his movies, and he wanted to talk to me? 
 
    “Obviously, he hasn’t seen Sutherland’s Ghosts.” 
 
    “You don’t give yourself enough credit, Ian. You never have. Bill has watched the show, and he told me you were the only thing that made it tolerable.” 
 
    “Did he?”  
 
    Despite my intention to stay detached and not take his comments too seriously, my mood shifted. In only a few seconds, I’d gone from dejected to almost delirious. For the role of Dr. Nick, a major studio would insist on signing some hot, young actor with enough star power to “open” the movie, but perhaps I could snag a small part for myself. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Ian.” Sam clasped his hands together on the table. “You already know that Bill was a big fan of the Time Traveler series. He told me in confidence that he wants the script re-written to make the character older. More than fifteen years have passed since the series ended, and he wants to reflect that on screen. If he produces the movie himself, he’ll get exactly what he wants.” 
 
    My head spun with random thoughts of what it might mean to introduce the Time Traveler to a new generation. Not to mention how being cast in a major motion picture might resuscitate my sagging career. Even though I’d tried to convince myself that I’d be perfectly happy without being on screen, I wasn’t convincing anyone, particularly Sam. If there was the slimmest possibility that I could reprise my most popular role as Dr. Nicholas Adderly, I’d go all out for it.  
 
    “Text me the details and I’ll be there,” I told him. “I’m planning to stay put until I leave for Paris, which reminds me—I’ll need to book a second airline ticket. I’m taking someone with me.” 
 
    He said nothing. Sam knew better than to ask too many probing questions about my personal life. 
 
    “My chef, Shelby,” I prattled on, unable to stop talking. “We hit it off right away and, well…I thought she would enjoy a few days in La Ville-Lumières.” 
 
    His expression remained unchanged. 
 
    “Do me a favor, Ian, and keep a low profile. You’ve already racked up enough bad publicity this year.” 
 
    To be specific, a humiliating cheating scandal, a messy divorce, and a cancelled TV show—all within the first nine months. While I was reluctant to bring up the subject of Georgianne’s forthcoming novel, I thought it might be wise to mention it sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Madeline told me my ex has a publishing contract for her erotic novel. I’m not certain what it’s about, but I suspect it might be based on our marriage.” 
 
    He tried to cover his reaction by reaching for the I-Pad, but I saw him flinch, ever so slightly, before taking a sip of his martini. 
 
    “Would you look into it? Maybe you could get your hands on an advance copy, so we’ll know what we’re dealing with. I’m not sure if she’s writing under her own name, or a nom de plume.” 
 
    He nodded while making some notes on the tablet. 
 
    “Is there some reason she would still have it in for you, after all these years?” he asked. 
 
    Oh, there were reasons to hate me, and one of Georgianne’s best skills was holding a grudge. I was certain that whatever she wrote with me in mind would not be flattering. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    Work proved to be my only salvation during the first few days after Ian’s return to California. Otherwise, without something to occupy my time, I might’ve driven myself over the edge with speculation and worry. Despite what he said about not wanting to let me go, we were not in an exclusive relationship, so for all I knew he could be back in the arms of an old lover. Certainly not Monica, not after the way she publicly humiliated him, but there had to be countless other Hollywood hotties who wouldn’t mind a casual fuck with a gorgeous man.  
 
    I cringed inwardly at my use of the hated f-bomb. Why should I imagine that what we’d been doing was any different? Because of what he said to me in bed at Ravenswood Inn? People say all sorts of things they don’t really mean when they’re caught up in a passionate moment. 
 
    There’s more going on here than you will admit to either me or yourself. 
 
    Maybe so, but how much could it matter? He was all the way across the country. Out of sight, out of mind. Besides, I was convinced that the one woman he truly wanted was no longer alive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Testing new recipes at Ravenswood required focus and discipline, so I reassumed my composed chef persona and took on the job at hand. Holding forth in the restaurant’s tiny kitchen, I could stay in control. Cooking was almost as natural to me as breathing, and my assignment was straight forward—once the overnight guests had been served breakfast, I had access to the kitchen for a few hours until dinner prep began.  
 
    The inn’s young chef, who called herself Ruby Violette, had good instincts but tended to rush, which resulted in erratic technique and sloppy presentation. 
 
    “It’s okay to slow down and breathe occasionally,” I reminded her.  
 
    I kept hammering home the point of consistency, which is essential for any restaurant’s long-term survival. Customers of Faith knew that if they ordered our popular shrimp and grits, for example, it would look and taste the same, no matter who prepared it. As chefs, our ongoing task was to meet, if not exceed, our customers’ expectations. 
 
    During the past few days Ruby and I had managed to cook, taste, and critique every dish on the menu. With Chef Nancy’s input, we decided to drop a few of the less-popular entrees in favor of new recipes that favored local ingredients. I called several food suppliers I had worked with at Faith, coming up with grass-fed beef, organic chicken and eggs, and oysters harvested off Virginia’s eastern shore. We were aiming for a true “farm to table” dining experience.  
 
    We planned to introduce the inn’s revamped menu during a private dinner for VIP guests, food writers/bloggers, and our new suppliers. I was thrilled with the progress we’d made and surprised by how much I enjoyed exercising my creative muscle.  
 
    During the drive home on Friday, I stopped at a grocery store to pick up half-and-half and cat food. Standing in line at the checkout, I tried not to glance at the cheap tabloids, conveniently placed at eye level, but one headline drew my attention as revulsion surged in my throat. This Week! magazine featured the douchebag—Danielle’s word—face of SEAL-turned-sex-symbol Tyler Chance, accompanied by the headline: Sutherland’s Ghosts: Worst Show on TV? 
 
    I yanked a copy from the rack and threw it into my cart, trying to appear disinterested while hoping I didn’t run into anyone I knew. Once-respected chef Shelby Durand is now a crazy old cat lady who reads trashy tabloids. 
 
    I made another quick detour to Felise and Gabriel’s place for one of their mouth-watering “to go” bowls, made with the secret recipe rotisserie chicken, and accompanied by rice, black beans, and a variety of toppings. Felise greeted me with her usual enthusiastic hug, although I thought I detected a hint of disappointment in her voice when she asked, “¿Dónde está tu novio?” 
 
    “He went home. To California.” 
 
    Her face fell as she gave my arm a sympathetic pat. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” she said, switching to English with ease. “He was so handsome. Do you think you’ll see him again?” 
 
    I shrugged while forcing myself to smile. Too handsome, too charming, too much of everything. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Back at home, I retreated to my usual spot in J-P’s chair, shared my chicken with two demanding cats, and opened the magazine to the cover story. 
 
      
 
    On-set Turmoil Roils Cast and Crew of Sutherland’s Ghosts 
 
    “Everyone knows the show is likely to be cancelled. For the time being, we’re just rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic.”  
 
    It’s been maligned by critics, parodied on late night television, and nominated for “TV’s Worst Shows Ever.” What began last year as a quirky 19th century family drama stumbled through its second season, plagued by clichéd writing, incomprehensible plots, and an uncooperative cast.  
 
    Several disgruntled crew members of TV’s flailing ghost drama spoke to us on condition of anonymity, one of them calling the show a “disaster” fueled by chronic in-fighting and prolonged delays during seven weeks on location this summer in Virginia. 
 
    Another source said the often-shirtless Tyler Chance, who plays the youngest Sutherland son, was responsible for much of the tension on set.  
 
    “He’s arrogant, rude, and disrespectful, especially toward women. He came on to me my first day on the job.” 
 
    Others blamed inexperienced director Chris Pierson for the gloomy atmosphere. “He didn’t make much of an effort to get along with the actors, who thought he was in way over his head.” 
 
    This source heaped additional scorn on Jennifer Simmons, who portrays Ian James’ (John Sutherland) love interest, characterizing her as an “overbearing drama queen.” 
 
    James, the former star of Time Traveler, was described as friendly and professional, although “he kept to himself when he wasn’t on set. I think he was embarrassed to be a part of the show. I overheard him tell Chris it was the biggest piece of shit he’d ever done.” 
 
    In our opinion, without James’s considerable charm and talent, this antebellum ship would’ve sunk long ago. However, even he can’t save Sutherland’s Ghosts, which seems destined for the trash heap of failed television dramas. 
 
      
 
    “No wonder he hated his job.” 
 
    I tossed the tabloid aside and turned toward Henri, who had stationed himself in a fading pool of sunlight on the hardwood floor. He ignored me while licking his paws. 
 
    At least Ian came off in a slightly better light than his cast members, although nothing in the article was flattering. I reminded myself that he was accustomed to getting bad publicity. He was a grown man who’d move on from it, settle back into life on the West Coast, and probably forget about me.  
 
    As darkness descended, I sat motionless in the leather chair, not bothering to switch on the lights. The fact that I couldn’t resolve my feelings about him filled me with new anxiety. How could I have fallen so easily? Was too much better than nothing at all? 
 
    When I was honest with myself, I had to admit that I missed him more than I ever imagined. That deep, masculine voice and crisp accent that made everything he said seem smart and witty. His enthusiasm for all things food related. His uncommon ability to transform himself into a character. The instinctive way he knew how to kiss the sweet spot at the base of my throat, turning my legs to jelly. And that award-winning performance in the shower, played before a fortunate audience of one.  
 
    Even his occasional moodiness didn’t concern me, because I knew it came from a place deep in his soul marked by loss and regret. Ian chose to mask his pain with witty banter and silly accents, but was I much different? I’d chosen to hide from the world for almost two years, existing rather than living, while trying to reassemble the shards of my shattered life.  
 
    I hadn’t received either a confirmation or airline ticket for the Paris trip. Maybe the idea of going to France was only another fantasy I’d conjured up, or else Ian had changed his mind about taking me with him. As good as we’d been together in bed, I had learned long ago that mutually satisfying sex was not enough to keep a couple together. Shared goals and values, common interests, and loyalty all came into play in a lasting love relationship, which is what I had with J-P. Was I being selfish to want that a second time? And was Ian the right man? My daughter certainly didn’t think so. 
 
    “Am I crazy to think that lightning could strike twice?”  
 
    Henri disregarded my question and curled into a charcoal fur ball as the last glimmer of daylight faded, along with my spirits. I was alone again. Worse yet, I was still talking to the cats. 
 
      
 
    When Ian called about an hour later, I had dozed off in the middle of a Food TV cooking show, exhausted from spending the day on my feet. I muted the sound and answered the phone to be greeted by his exuberant voice.  
 
    “I have excellent news. Sutherland’s Ghosts has been cancelled.” 
 
    “Oh,” was my lukewarm response. Certainly, I knew how much he despised the show, although cancellation also meant he wouldn’t be coming back to Virginia on location. An unyielding lump lodged at the base of my throat. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re happy that it’s over.” 
 
    “Yes, a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. And something else happened today, something extraordinary.” 
 
    He filled me in on his upcoming meeting with a well-known and respected director who was interested in talking to him about the Time Traveler film. I’d never heard him show such enthusiasm for a project, and it was obvious that he wanted it badly. 
 
    “That’s wonderful, Ian.” His considerable talent had been wasted on Sutherland’s Ghosts, and he deserved better parts. If the film was successful…well, I couldn’t allow myself to speculate. More fame would take him further away from me, both physically and emotionally. With his whole life centered in California, why would “backwater” Virginia have any appeal? 
 
    “I appreciate your vote of confidence,” he said, “but this is hardly a done deal. Only a meet and greet. If it goes well, I’ll be asked to audition.” 
 
    “There’s no one else alive who could play Dr. Nick like you can. I know the director is going to want you.” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment.  
 
    “Did I ever tell you how much I love the way you say my name?” 
 
    My stomach turned over. That one, small word filled me with a disturbing jumble of hope and pure terror. 
 
    “Ee-an,” he went on. “You draw out the vowel sounds ever so slightly, which slows the cadence of your speech. I find it to be both sexy and soothing.” 
 
    “What in the bloody hell are you talking about? I grew up in the Pacific Northwest, where there is no regional accent.” I could visualize the smirk on his face, and I knew he was playing with me. 
 
    “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Chef, but twenty-plus years of living in the South have left their mark, linguistically speaking.”  
 
    “Are you making fun of me?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” The intensity in his voice caused my heart to seize. “I love the way you speak. I miss being near you, talking over the day’s events, and doing ordinary things like getting takeaway for dinner and watching fireflies.   
 
    “We won’t leave for Paris for another three weeks. I’m not sure I can go that long without seeing you. Would you consider flying out next weekend? You could meet Madeline and soak up some sun at the same time.” 
 
    “Let me check my calendar and talk to Nancy. I’ve got a lot more work to do at Ravenswood before we debut the new menu.” I paused. “Do you want to have phone sex?”  
 
    I’d never said those words in my life, and I had no idea of what I’d do, but maybe some dirty talk in my now-sexy accent would be beneficial to our long-distance relationship. If he said yes, I’d have to wing it. 
 
    “What I’d like to have is naked, hot monkey sex with you,” he replied, causing my breath to catch in my throat. “So, thank you for offering, but I believe I’ll hold out for the real thing.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    Another technically perfect September morning was well under way by the time I angled my way down to Santa Monica before turning west onto the Pacific Coast Highway, headed toward my former home. Even with heavy traffic, Highway 1 was an unquestionably spectacular drive. The winding road hugged the edge of the Santa Monica Mountains for several miles through a largely undeveloped area, offering sweeping views of the ocean and rolling surf, which sparkled with reflected sunlight.  
 
    Back behind the wheel of my beloved BMW sport activity coupe, I pushed the edge of the 55-mile speed limit and settled in for the drive, using voice command to find a satellite station playing Thelonious Monk’s Straight, No Chaser. Before I met Shelby, I considered myself a connoisseur of ’80s British pop music and didn’t count myself much of a classic jazz fan. However, during the past weeks I’d become somewhat fascinated by the musicians she admires. You’d have to be bloody good at your craft to be able to improvise so freely.  
 
    All the way to Malibu, I tried to banish her from my thoughts, Instead, I ended up fixating on how she might be spending Saturday morning in Virginia. According to my phone’s weather app, skies in Appleton were cloudy, with a sixty percent chance of rain in the afternoon. If I was there, we might take umbrellas and stroll downtown to the mall, ducking into a tiny, locally-owned restaurant for cocktails and dinner. I wouldn’t have minded getting wet on the walk home. 
 
    Reluctantly, I returned my attention to the task at hand. When I came across a particularly stunning stretch of coastline, I found a pull off and stopped for a few minutes to snap some photos, thinking that I’d send them to her. I also lectured myself about how privileged I was to live in a place that others dreamed about. I was being considered for a major movie role. Madeline was doing well and making new friends.  
 
    Why, then, did my life seem so hollow? Was I becoming a man who’d spend the rest of his time on earth restless and unsatisfied, lost over someone who was emotionally unavailable? I’d been down that road before and I knew where it led, directly to the intersection of Heartache and Regret. 
 
    The closer I got to the exclusive gated community’s turn off, marked by a smattering of brilliant pink azalea bushes, the more my mood soured. Why hadn’t I asked Shelby to come to California and stay on for a while? Because I knew precisely what her answer would have been. She had a fledgling business to attend to, and she was far too attached to her house, Danielle, and the memories of her dead husband to contemplate such a bold move. I hadn’t yet earned her trust, and I knew she harbored doubts about me. Still, I should have shared my feelings. I couldn’t help but think I’d let her down, despite her insistence on no emotional attachments. 
 
    My beachfront home was one of a dozen secluded bungalows in the tiny subdivision, tucked along a coastline that offered killer ocean views. While not a large house by southern California standards, the layout made it seem expansive, especially when sets of double French doors in the living room were opened onto a spacious hardwood deck, where a row of lounge chairs faced the surf. 
 
    Inside, the décor was mid-century modern, with a couple of low-profile couches and an iconic Eames chair and ottoman, which Monica found in a vintage furniture store and insisted on having. I suspected she might have had more affection for that chair than she did for me. More’s the pity, because when she violated the terms of our pre-nup, she walked away with nothing. The house, and all its contents, was mine. It was being listed at a “reasonable” $3.4 million, which my realtor hoped would spark a bidding war.  
 
    The house stager, a crisply dressed man in charge of the final details, met me in the minimalist, all-white kitchen. The countertops were devoid of decoration except for a bowl of Granny Smith apples and a single glass vase in a similar hue. Stainless steel appliances gleamed like new. The space was being marketed as a chef’s kitchen, which was quite ironic since neither Monica nor I had spent much time there. Despite its enviable location, however, there was little color inside this house, and no life to speak of. Not like Shelby’s eclectic décor and well-loved furnishings, seasoned with a fair amount of cat hair.  
 
    I was beginning to miss those cats, even the grouchy one. 
 
    Christopher insisted on showing me through the rest of the house, which was set up in equally austere fashion. I poked my head through the open doorway of the master bedroom, not willing to set foot in the space Monica had referred to as The Dead Zone. I hoped the room’s negative energy wouldn’t rub off on its next occupants. 
 
    “By the way,” Christopher announced, turning his young, unlined face toward mine, “we found some things in a guest bedroom closet.” Two garment bags containing designer cocktail dresses and several pairs of women’s shoes, unworn and still in their boxes, to be exact. 
 
    I grimaced, pulled out my phone, and sent my ex a text: Please send someone over to collect the dresses and shoes you left. House is going on the market. After Christopher had gone, I returned to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, which had been stocked with beer, wine, and bottled water for the upcoming open house. Retrieving two airline-sized bottles of white wine, I poured them both into a plastic glass and walked onto the deck, thinking I’d enjoy a few final minutes of my world-class view while waiting for a response. 
 
    A half-hour later, I was still lounging outside, hypnotized by the gently rolling surf, when I heard her come up behind me and ask, “Don’t you ever lock the door?”  
 
    Monica’s smooth, broadcast-trained voice carried none of the rage that I remembered when she’d hurled her insults at me. A wave of suspicion lapped at my gut. Don’t believe a word she says. She will say or do anything to get what she wants.  
 
    I hoisted myself from the chair as she stepped out of the house and onto the deck. She stood with her hands on her hips, dressed in a zip-front jacket and running shorts that showcased a pair of impossibly long, tanned legs. Shoving her sunglasses on top of her head, she studied the sight before her. Me: downcast, unshaven, and presumably ‘puffy,” clutching a tumbler full of white wine. It wasn’t quite 10:30 a.m. 
 
    As her eyes mocked me, she brought to mind the woman in my dream, and of how much Monica resembled her. Both were outrageously flirtatious and charming when they wanted to be, and so physically similar they might’ve been sisters or cousins. When they tired of someone, they were equally capable of wielding the same emotional hatchet.  
 
    “Day drinking, Ian?” she inquired. 
 
    I stared down at the contents of my glass, sorely tempted to bite back, but discovering I had neither the will nor the energy for it. Too many spiteful words had already passed between us. 
 
    “There’s more in the fridge if you’d care to join me.” 
 
    She moved closer, looking me over with a skeptical gaze. “I’ve given up drinking and I’m back on my meds. Maybe you should cut down on the alcohol yourself, baby.”  
 
    She offered a smile, something I’d rarely seen her do during the final months of our marriage. My stomach tightened. What in the bloody hell was she up to?  
 
    We hadn’t seen each other or communicated in months, except through our attorneys. She knew our relationship was unequivocally broken, so why the sudden attempt at being friendly? Monica wouldn’t have come here herself without a specific purpose, which likely had nothing to do with shoes and cocktail dresses. 
 
    Once, I’d found her intriguing, before the mood swings became so extreme that I feared for her safety, as well as my own. Before she was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and kept it hidden from the media, which only caused more stress. The worst of it wasn’t the medical condition itself, but her refusal to take prescribed medications. Truth be told, Monica relished her manic episodes and the euphoria that encouraged risky behavior, such as having a very public affair with a weight-loss contestant who had appeared on her reality show.  
 
    To add insult to injury, the cheated-on spouse was the last one to find out, as is often the case. I sometimes wondered if our disastrous marriage was the result of karma kicking my sorry arse for the way I had deceived Georgianne. What goes around, comes around, as they say. 
 
    We walked back inside, and I closed the glass doors behind us. I set the plastic tumbler on a boomerang-shaped coffee table, next to my phone, while she scrutinized my face. 
 
    “Are you all right? You look a little ragged.” 
 
    “I’m perfectly fine,” I sniffed. Why the unexpected concern for my welfare? 
 
    Did she believe I was falling apart because of our divorce and the heartbreak of losing her? No doubt she did. Monica had always been the star of her own life story. I was sure she must’ve come here for some self-serving reason. Certainly, she had no interest in knowing what had happened to me during the summer, and how Shelby had come along, so unexpectedly, to shake up my life and make me wish to be a better man. 
 
    Monica walked through the living room, pausing to run one hand along the back of the Eames chair. 
 
    “Could I ask you something?” she asked, before seating herself on the sofa beside me. 
 
    “All right. What is it?” 
 
    “Well, my shrink says I need to make amends with the people I’ve hurt, so I wanted to apologize for everything that’s happened. The thing with Braden…” She waved her hands in front of her face. “…was a terrible mistake brought on by my mental health issues.” 
 
    The “thing,” as she referred to it, violated the morals clause in her contract and was the reason for her dismissal from the show. I now had a good idea of what her end game was, but I was also determined not to participate. I’d had more than enough of her unpredictable mood swings and broken promises. 
 
    “Apology accepted,” I muttered, as my jaws clenched. Life in southern California apparently wasn’t quite so sunny without either a job or a man with money. Reuniting with me would offer a far more favorable lifestyle. 
 
    Her gaze swept the living room and adjacent open kitchen before landing on my face. “I was also wondering if there’s any chance that we could start over.” She placed one hand on my thigh, surprising me with the lightness of her touch. 
 
    “I had no idea of how much I would miss you, Ian. I didn’t appreciate what we had.”  
 
    What kind of utter fool did she think I was? I could never forget her hateful words and the sting of her betrayal, not to mention the humiliation that followed. Even as my anger burned, I vowed not to let bitterness take over. We were finished, and nothing she could say or do would change that fact.   
 
    I moved her hand off my leg and replied, “I’m afraid that’s impossible. I’ve moved on.” 
 
    She was quiet for a long moment. 
 
    “You’re seeing someone?” Her hand wandered back to rest on my knee. “Someone you met on location?” Although I chose not to respond to her question, she kept probing.  
 
    “I’d rather not discuss it.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever get lonely, you know where to find me. Don’t you remember how good I used to make you feel?” 
 
    Regrettably, I hadn’t forgotten. Matter of fact, I used to spend most of my nights at home trying to satisfy her raging libido. Whenever Monica was in her manic mood, she became insatiable in bed, always wanting more. I snuck a glance at her toned runner’s legs, recalling how it felt to have those smooth thighs wrapped around my neck.  
 
    In a brief moment of sheer lunacy, I found myself contemplating her offer. Who would ever know? 
 
    You would know, Ian.  
 
    This is exactly the type of behavior that ruined most of your other relationships. How could you think of sleeping with her after what she did to you, especially when you claim to be a changed man? 
 
    I shuddered at the thought of what Shelby might say if she could read my thoughts. She’d toss me out faster than a piece of overripe fruit. 
 
    Removing Monica’s hand again, I suggested, “Why don’t you go through the house and make sure there’s nothing else that belongs to you, so we can be done with this.” 
 
    “Sure.” Her smile had vanished, and she appeared deflated. The tender reunion scene she had in mind hadn’t quite played out like she planned.  
 
    “Give me your keys and I’ll take the shoes out to your car.” I was eager to end our little drama and drive away from the beach house for the last time. 
 
    “I’ll only be a few minutes,” she said, before disappearing into the master bedroom. There wasn’t much left to sort through; I’d moved out my personal belongings before I’d gone to work in Virginia. 
 
    Fourteen boxes of shoes were too many to carry all at once, so I moved them to the front porch, where I gathered up half and headed toward Monica’s little red Audi coupe, which was parked on the street. The car had been her birthday present from me last year, when we were still pretending to be a happy couple, before she determined that I was too old and stodgy to live with. I pressed a button on the key, but instead of opening the boot, I managed to set off the car alarm, disturbing the tranquility of my exclusive neighborhood. 
 
     “Fuck,” I heard myself say, a bit too loudly. “Bloody fucking hell.” I felt stupid, a bit buzzed by the wine, and angry at myself for what I’d almost allowed to happen. 
 
    After making a second trip, I got all the shoes safely stowed away and returned to the house. Monica met me inside the door with her garment bags in hand. I couldn’t quite read the expression on her face. Was it nervousness, or perhaps a touch of anxiety? At any rate, she seemed in a rush to get out, and I certainly didn’t want to stand in her way.  
 
    I handed over the car keys.  
 
    “Well, I guess that’s it, then,” she said, brushing by me. “I’ve got to go. I’m running late for an appointment. Call me sometime?” 
 
    You should’ve been more direct with her, I chastised myself all the way back to West Hollywood. Now you’ve left a door ajar that you should’ve closed permanently. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    I planned to fly to Los Angeles the following Friday, take advantage of the time zone changes, and arrive well before sunset. Seeing Ian in his natural environment, I rationalized, would give me an opportunity to reassess our fragile relationship on his turf, while the idea of meeting Madeline sent me spiraling out of my comfort zone. Was I ready for all of this? At least she and I would get to know each other under better circumstances than Danielle’s first encounter with Ian, although I had to admit that I’d set a low bar. 
 
    On Saturday afternoon, I returned home with a fresh pedicure and two bags of groceries. I intended to spend a couple of hours developing topics for my blog after I called Ian to discuss my flight schedule for the next weekend. Hearing his smooth, rich voice with its crisp accent would be the best phone sex I could ever imagine, and despite my lingering doubts, I was eager to make our plans.  
 
    Scrolling through my phone contacts, I called the mobile number. On the third ring, a woman answered. 
 
    What? I couldn’t have misdialed.  
 
    “Who’s this?” I asked, while my stomach twisted. 
 
    “This is Monica,” she replied in a cool, confident voice. “Monica James.” 
 
    My insides began to shrivel. 
 
    “I’m trying to reach Ian. Is he there?” It was all I could do to keep my voice from quivering.  
 
    “He’s in the shower,” she said, without a moment of hesitation. “We were out late last night so we slept in this morning. You know how that goes.” She punctuated her remark with a giggle. “Do you want to leave a message?” 
 
    No. I ended the call before sinking heavily into J-P’s chair. A pain worse than a kitchen knife cut sliced through my abdomen, while my face burned with a mixture of rage and embarrassment. 
 
    He was with Monica? The shock of hearing her voice on his phone made me physically ill. The thought of them together, reunited in their luxurious beach house, sent me retching into the toilet. There had to be some mistake, although the evidence was damning. How could he have done such a thing after the horrible way she treated him? This time last week he’d been at my house, where we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. My worst fear had become reality.  
 
    I’d been played for a fool. 
 
    In retrospect, I knew I had gotten exactly what I’d asked for—a no-strings-attached relationship that was never meant to last. Still, an ugly stab of jealousy pierced my insides. Monica was beautiful and much younger than me. I doubted that she had stretch marks and saggy breasts. Anyway, what right did I have to be envious of her, when Ian didn’t belong to me? Why would I want a man who would willingly return to a cruel, deceitful woman? 
 
    My stomach roiled with a bitter salad of disappointment, anger, and overwhelming sadness. After several minutes of wallowing in misery, I found my phone and ear buds, along with a broad-brimmed straw hat, and headed out into the garden. 
 
    “Fuck you, Ian,” I muttered to the new rabbit-proof fencing he had installed. He’d done a thorough, professional job of it too, which only made me feel worse now that he was gone. I shook out my kneeling pad, placed it on the soil, and squatted to begin the laborious process of weeding, which I hoped would keep me occupied for a few hours.  
 
    My initial musical selection was Coltrane’s Giant Steps album, but when I heard the first few haunting notes of Namia, the soulful ballad he wrote for his wife, I had to switch to something less heart-wrenching. I settled on Steely Dan’s Aja, which technically isn’t a jazz record, although it was heavily influenced by the genre. The lyrics’ cynicism and emotionally detached observations were a perfect fit with my rotten mood. Oblivious to the sweltering afternoon heat, I took out my frustration on the dandelions and other invasive plant species, ripping them from the ground with glee until a late afternoon rainstorm drove me back inside.  
 
    Twilight filled my house with deep blue shadows by the time I showered and padded downstairs to forage in the kitchen. While I had no appetite, I knew I shouldn’t go to bed hungry, so I made myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and took it into the sunroom, where I took over Jean-Pierre’s chair.  
 
    J-P used to tease me about my low-brow food choices, especially my mild obsession with burgers and sandwiches, two of my go-to comfort foods. Tonight, however, the bread tasted dry, the peanut butter stuck to the roof of my mouth, and the strawberry jam I’d bought at a nearby farm stand was cloyingly sweet. 
 
    Setting the sandwich aside, I sank deeper into the leather cushions and closed my eyes, waiting for the oncoming wave of sadness to take me under. A tsunami of emotion, offering its own twisted version of comfort, filled my chest and overflowed in tears.  
 
    Why did your heart have to give out so soon? Don’t you know that the best part of me died when you did? 
 
    I tortured myself with the crazy notion that if I’d been in the restaurant on the night he’d collapsed, things would’ve been different. Although the ER doctor had told me otherwise, I clung to the idea that I might’ve saved him if I’d recognized the early symptoms of a heart attack. Then I wouldn’t be sitting at home facing life alone, and I wouldn’t have let Ian get close enough to hurt me. 
 
    Warm, salty moisture spilled down my cheeks, leaving my vision impaired, as if I was driving in a summer downpour. Sometimes, when my loss hit me the hardest, I tried to capture one small detail about J-P, holding it close in my mind. Anxiety built in my throat when I realized I could no longer clearly visualize his large, powerful hands. Jean-Pierre’s features, his hearty laughter, and all the things I loved most were fading away in a cloud of distant memory. 
 
    I was losing my husband all over again. And I’d probably lost Ian too, now that Monica was back in the picture. I was not emotionally equipped to be in a casual relationship, especially with a man who’d had women at his beck and call for most of his adult life. He was too much of everything. 
 
    As I let myself drift deeper into despair, the sharp pain of loss sliced through me a second time. I consoled myself with the fact that at least I could still feel something. Maybe life was only meant to be a series of disappointments, brightened occasionally by glimmers of happiness.  
 
    My nagging inner voice was unrelenting. For God’s sake, Shelby, your outlook is disturbing. You’ll move on from this. You’ll meet someone else more suited to your lifestyle. 
 
    I didn’t want suitable. I wanted him, despite what he might’ve done, so what did that say about my state of mind? 
 
    Ian called three times before I had the courage to answer. 
 
    “I saw that you rang me, but you didn’t leave a message.” The sound of his voice, with its perfect tempo and devastatingly sexy accent, sent my heart thumping. Stand firm, I warned myself. 
 
    “I figured you were too busy entertaining Monica.” 
 
    A painfully long moment of silence followed before he asked, “Might I ask, what in the bloody hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your ex-wife. She answered your phone. She told me the two of you had slept late. You were in the shower and couldn’t take my call.” 
 
    “What?” he muttered. “I don’t…” 
 
    I cut him off in mid-sentence. 
 
    “I realize that what you and I had was only casual fucking, but you could’ve at least had the decency to tell me you two were back together. I deserve that much.” 
 
    “We’re not together.” Anger and bitterness swirled in his voice. “How could you think that, knowing what she did? Don’t you have the least bit of faith in me?” 
 
    I wasn’t convinced. I knew he was capable of giving a first-rate performance, so how could I be sure he was sincere? 
 
    “Why would she have your phone in the first place?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. This morning I drove to Malibu to meet the home stager. He’d found some cartons of Monica’s things stashed in a guest room closet. I texted her and asked her to send someone to collect the boxes, and she showed up herself.” 
 
    I retreated into silence, waiting for his explanation. 
 
    “I’m still trying to sort out what you told me,” he said. “I did leave my phone in the house while I carried the shoes out to her car, but that was only for a few minutes. Long enough to take your call, I suppose.” He cursed quietly under his breath. “That vindictive, manipulative little…”  
 
    “How did she get your passcode?” 
 
    He exhaled deeply. “I never changed it. She was out of my life, so I didn’t bother.” 
 
    “She made it sound as though you slept with her.” 
 
    “I did nothing of the sort.”  Although he tried to keep his voice even, I could sense his outrage. “Do you view me as some testosterone-fueled brute who’s ruled by his cock? A man who would go from your bed straight into the arms of my cheating ex?”  
 
    Something about the intensity of his denial raised my suspicions even more. 
 
    “But why would she lie to me?” 
 
    “Because I told her I’d moved on. She had this insane idea that if she apologized for what she’d done, I’d give her another chance.”  
 
    My stomach twisted as a surge of nausea filled my throat.  
 
    She wants him back.  
 
    “Shelby, she doesn’t care about me. It’s her old lifestyle that she misses. She was fired from her show, then she dumped the Boy Toy after he regained all the weight he lost. It’s tough being out of work and single, so returning to good old Ian presented a solution to her problem.” 
 
    None of this was what I bargained for. A predatory ex-wife, lurking around the edges of Ian’s life, willing to use any opportunity to have him again. Even if he claimed he didn’t want her, she was in Los Angeles, ready and willing, while I was on the opposite side of the country. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to get caught up in her drama, but don’t I at least deserve the benefit of the doubt?” he pleaded. 
 
    “When I called you, I intended to fly out for the weekend, but now…” I gulped. “I need some time to think things over. I’ll talk to you in a few days.” 
 
    He was silent for so long that I thought I might have dropped the call. 
 
    “I will proclaim my innocence in this situation until my dying breath,” he countered in an overly dramatic manner. “Please don’t give up on us when we’ve barely begun.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My awful day got progressively worse. I had dozed off in the leather chair when I got a call from one of the nursing home staff. Mom had been given medication for a urinary tract infection but wasn’t responding well to treatment. The nurse, who was concerned about the possibility of renal failure, promised to keep me updated. I made a mental note to pack a carry-on bag in case I needed to leave in a hurry, and afterward I called Danielle. 
 
    “Your grandma’s health is deteriorating,” I told her. “I might have to go to Vancouver on a moment’s notice.” I pushed aside a pang of guilt, the result of my unspoken thoughts. As much as I loved my mother, she had become a shell of her former self, unable to recognize family members or realize where she was. A peaceful death might be preferable to her current quality of life. 
 
    “Have you been crying?” my perceptive daughter inquired. “Your voice sounds funny.” 
 
    While I hadn’t intended to unload my troubles on her, I ended up telling her everything, including my brief phone conversation with Monica. 
 
    “Do you believe his explanation?” Dani persisted.  
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Well, if you can’t trust him, what’s the point?” 
 
    Try as I might’ve, I couldn’t argue with her logic. 
 
    The call I’d been dreading came several hours later. Mom’s kidneys had failed, and she’d been transferred to hospice care. If I intended to see her alive one final time, I had to leave for the airport and hope I could get there soon enough.  
 
    Stumbling out of bed, I retrieved my carry-on bag, which was already packed to capacity, and pulled on a short, loose-fitting dress before slipping into a pair of soft flats. I yanked my hair into a ponytail and decided not to bother with makeup, Then, I grabbed my raincoat and phone before heading downstairs, where I experienced a moment of pure panic. 
 
    What was I going to do about the cats? 
 
    I didn’t think it was a good idea to phone someone at 2:35 a.m. with my non-emergency, so I cleaned the litter boxes and set out enough dry food and water to last for several days. Later, at a more respectable hour, I’d contact one of my neighbors and ask for help. 
 
    At that point there was little left to do except hide the house key inside a fake rock stashed among the daylilies, back my Subaru out of the garage, and head for Dulles International Airport. I planned to call Dani on the way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My turbulent flight bounced to a slippery stop in rain-soaked Portland shortly before 11 a.m. Pacific Time. After crossing three time zones, I’d been in the air for several hours, developing a pounding headache somewhere over the Midwest. The unrelenting drizzle that greeted my arrival did nothing to lift my flagging spirits. Instead, it lent the landscape a depressing grayness, triggering a memory of that classic song about “raining all over the world.”  
 
    I had prepared myself for the possibility of staying in Vancouver for several days to plan a funeral and move Mom’s possessions out of the nursing home, although the thought of dealing with another family death filled me with dread. I was also worried about Henri and Francoise, which I knew was foolish. They would be fine for a couple of days until I lined up a pet sitting service, I reminded myself.  
 
    After securing a rental car, a silver hatchback that blended well with Oregon’s overcast skies, I rifled through my purse, searching for my phone so I could use the mapping app to find the hotel. A muffled curse escaped my lips when I discovered my battery was at seventeen percent. I let loose another f-bomb when I found out I had left my charger at home. I needed to stay in touch with Danielle, whose flight was scheduled to arrive in a few hours, so I switched to low power mode and hoped it would hold up until I could buy another charger.  
 
    I had two messages from Ian, which I didn’t read, and an email from the nursing home that was flagged as important. My throat tightened when I called the number that had been provided, knowing the news wasn’t likely to be positive.  
 
    It wasn’t. Mom had passed more than an hour ago, when I was still en route. I hadn’t made it in time. I slumped in the driver’s seat, numb from a combination of exhaustion and regret. What if she’d had a moment of clarity at the end, and I hadn’t been there for her?  
 
    Traffic along Interstate 205 was stop-and-go, but eventually I made my way across the massive Columbia River bridge, crossing the border into Washington, where I located our extended stay hotel. After checking into a fifth-floor mini-suite, I texted Danielle the directions.  
 
    Our temporary home included a blandly decorated living and dining area, tiny but well-equipped kitchen, bathroom, and separate bedroom. I dropped my bags and used the landline to call Mom’s nursing home. The efficient staff had already transported her body to the mortuary she’d chosen years ago. I called the funeral home and made an appointment for the following morning to pick out a casket and plan her service. At least I’d had the presence of mind to bring a folder containing my power of attorney, a variety of other legal documents I thought I might need, and information about her pre-paid funeral and cemetery plot. 
 
    Later that afternoon, Danielle made it to the hotel, and we left for the nursing home to find some clothes for Mom’s burial. As we walked down a long, linoleum hallway inside the secure memory care unit, panic set in, and I wondered if I would get through the day without breaking down. My thoughts were a troubled montage of death certificates, insurance policies, and Mom’s final bills. All of it was eerily reminiscent of what I’d had to deal with in the wake of Jean-Pierre’s death. 
 
    Her small, utilitarian room contained a dresser, a shabby recliner, and a single bed covered with a vintage quilt. One wall was plastered with family photos. It was all I could do to keep from weeping. 
 
    Is this what my life will come down to? Living alone in one room, surrounded by nothing but memories?  
 
    Mom had given away all of her “nice” clothes, so after searching through her closet, we chose her favorite vintage golf outfit—a white polo shirt tipped with green, a coordinating yellow and green skort, and a pair of tasseled shoes. Clearing out the rest of her things would have to wait until after the funeral arrangements were made. 
 
    That task accomplished, we drove back to our hotel, stopping at Target on the way to buy a phone charger, wine, and tampons. Once we were back in our suite, I plugged in my phone and changed out of my travel clothes into yoga pants and a faded t-shirt before collapsing onto the living room sofa. Dani sat beside me and clasped my hand.  
 
    “I’m not sure I could’ve handled this by myself,” I told her. “I’m so grateful you’re here.” 
 
    She wiped her eyes. 
 
    “It’s so sad, although we knew what was coming,” she said. “Not like the shock of losing Daddy, but it’s still hard to accept that Grandma is gone.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement, even though a part of me was relieved that her long ordeal was over. During the past few years, I’d witnessed her slow decline, watching as she forgot how to read, watch television, or even brush her hair. In truth, I’d lost my mother long ago. All that remained of the vibrant woman who’d taught me to love both jazz and good food was an empty shell. 
 
    “We should eat something before we both fall asleep. Let’s order room service,” I suggested, “and go to bed early. I’ve been awake since two thirty Eastern Time.” 
 
    Dani found a menu and called in our orders—a mushroom burger for me, while she opted for the grilled chicken sandwich. While we waited, I sank deeper into the sofa, retrieved my phone, and played back Ian’s messages from yesterday. 
 
    I sent a link to your e-ticket for Paris, but I haven’t heard from you. Please tell me you haven’t changed your mind after what happened at the beach house. Monica and I were finished long ago. 
 
    Three hours later, he called again. 
 
    I’m concerned that something is terribly wrong. Please return my call, otherwise I’ll likely stay up all night and worry. Tell me you won’t give up on the idea of us. 
 
    He sounded frantic. Maybe I’d overreacted, and he’d been telling the truth about Monica. I slumped in my seat, staring down at my phone screen.  
 
    Should I call to say I was sorry for lashing out? Although I ached to hear his voice, something was holding me back. We were still living almost 3,000 miles apart with all the challenges of an undefined relationship that neither of us was prepared for. I supposed I could fly to L.A. for a weekend of frantic sex and assurances that all was well, but then what? For a desirable man like Ian, temptation was never far away. I understood that, but I didn’t want to worry over him from afar. 
 
    I never told him that I love him. Would things have turned out differently if I had? 
 
    My eyes brimmed with sudden, unexpected tears. I could barely admit the truth to myself. How was I going to tell Ian that I’d broken all the rules I had insisted on? 
 
    Dani flopped into a faux-leather club chair and fixed her eyes on me. “What did he say?” she probed. 
 
    “That he’s sorry about what happened, and he’s worried that something is wrong.” 
 
    She gave me a long, searching look, rolled her eyes, and sighed. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to tell you, but now I think you ought to know.” 
 
    “Tell me what?” My heart raced. I wasn’t the least bit certain I wanted to hear what she had to say, especially if it was incriminating information about him and Monica. 
 
    “Ian called me this morning when I was waiting for my flight.” 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    “He was flipping out because he hadn’t heard from you. He thought you were trying to break up with him.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together and shook her head from side to side. I was convinced there was more to her story than she was letting on, and I intended to find out all of it. 
 
    “What else did he say?” I demanded. 
 
    Her eyes met mine briefly. She sighed again before muttering, “He told me you’re the person he’s been searching for his whole life.” 
 
    My throat tightened as I fought back fresh tears. Oh, fuck. Had I messed things up beyond repair?  
 
    “He actually said that to you?” I stammered. Why would he tell Dani, who barely tolerated him, and not me? He must’ve been desperate to have called her in the first place. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “It’s no secret that I’ve had some…doubts about Ian. I expected him to be a shallow, self-serving prick, and I’m still not sure. But unless he’s the greatest actor of all time, which I seriously doubt…” She cut her eyes at me. “…I think he was being truthful.” 
 
    I stared at her, openmouthed.  
 
    “And there’s one other thing,” she continued. “I didn’t know if you’d want to see him, so please don’t get upset.” She sighed. “I told him where we are.” 
 
    My heart thudded out of control. “Is he coming here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I had to hang up when they called my flight.” 
 
    I took a few deep breaths to slow my pounding heart before I called Ian’s cell phone and listened. An involuntary shiver of lust rippled down my spine at the sound of his recorded voice.  
 
    Ian here. Either I can’t answer the phone, or I don’t want to. Leave a message after the tone and have a lovely day.  
 
    I ended the call and sent him a text, hoping for a quick response. 
 
    I’m so sorry I didn’t call you back sooner. My mother died and I’m in Washington for her memorial service. 
 
    After an hour, when he hadn’t called or texted back, I sat shivering in the air-conditioned room, wondering what to do. An iceberg had lodged itself in the pit of my stomach. If only I’d stuck to my original plan of no attachments and no expectations, I wouldn’t have inflicted such emotional misery on myself.  
 
    Put on your big girl panties, Shelby. You’ve been through worse than this. You shared some good times together and had amazing sex, but that was all you said you wanted. You never expected it to last, so why has this hit you so hard? 
 
    I knew the answer, and it scared the crap out of me. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    Was it possible to lose someone who was never really mine to begin with? 
 
    The following morning, I had breakfast on my private balcony, but found the egg white omelet tasteless and overcooked. Even the extra-crispy hash browns didn’t tempt me, or the turkey bacon I stupidly substituted for the real thing. I finally settled for dry toast and tea. Ensconced in a luxury hotel, free of Sutherland’s Ghosts, and contemplating the possibility of a major movie role should have made me deliriously happy. Instead, I was cheerless. Disillusioned and fed up. What was the point of it all without someone to share my life? 
 
    Shelby was going to cut me loose. I could feel it as surely as the warmth of the California sun on my face. And I had no idea of what to do when she wouldn’t communicate.  
 
    In truth, I couldn’t blame her for being a bit wary, especially after what I’d told her about my previous life. It wasn’t a pretty story with a happily-ever-after ending. At the time, I thought it would be best to come clean about the man I’d been, so she wouldn’t be blindsided by old stories that resurfaced in the tabloids. Now I was second-guessing that decision.  
 
    Monica’s convincing lies had aroused her suspicions even more. I’d done all I could in a few short weeks to demonstrate my reliability and trustworthiness, but it hadn’t been enough to overcome the stigma of my bad boy past. To make matters worse, I’d almost stepped over the line with my ex, so perhaps I wasn’t quite the changed man I claimed to be. 
 
    Why in the bloody hell hadn’t I changed my phone passcode? One simple action on my part would have avoided this cock-up, and I’d have stayed in Shelby’s good graces, if not her bed.   
 
    I considered turning on the classic film channel and tuning out for a few hours, before I came to my senses. Dissolving into self-pity while watching old movies wasn’t going to end my growing desperation. Instead, I sat on the living room sofa, gathered what was left of my courage, scrolled through my texts to find the one from Danielle, and called her. 
 
    “Your mother hasn’t returned my calls and texts,” I started off. “I know she’s upset, but this is not like her. Is she all right?” 
 
    As I expected, she held back nothing. 
 
    “Give me one good reason I should help you. All you’ve done is gotten her hopes up before you hurt her.”  
 
    I could visualize Danielle fingering the little dagger she kept tucked away, while considering clever ways to gut me. 
 
    “Why don’t you leave her alone?” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘gotten her hopes up?’” 
 
    A deep sigh conveyed her annoyance at my obvious idiocy. 
 
    “I’m her daughter, so I know what she feels even when she doesn’t say it. She hoped you might be for real instead of some callous jerk who had no intention of sticking around.” Then she brought out the big guns. “And sleeping with your ex, Ian? That’s so tacky.” 
 
    Danielle’s harsh response was sharper than her knife blade. I struggled to respond.   
 
    “I’m not guilty of the accusation. I swear to you. I love and respect your mother too much to intentionally hurt her.” 
 
    “You love her?” She bit off the words and spat them back at me, her tone bitter and unyielding. “Whatever that means to someone like you.” 
 
    “Dani, please.” If I had to beg, I was more than willing to do it. “Don’t I at least deserve a chance to make things right? She can send me away if she wants, but I need to talk to her first.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you have my mother’s best interests at heart,” she countered. 
 
    “Why don’t we let Shelby make that decision?” 
 
    My request was met with silence. 
 
    “Let me ask you,” I went on, hoping I didn’t come off as unhinged as I felt. “What if you met the right person at precisely the wrong time? What would you do…if you found someone you’d been searching for your entire life?” 
 
    Another cynical sigh wafted my way and I heard some rustling. 
 
    “Listen,” she commanded. “What you’ve told me had better be sincere, and not some lines recycled from a movie script.” 
 
    That one’s going to leave a mark. 
 
    “I’ve got to go. They’re calling my flight. I’ll text you her hotel information once I’m on the plane.” In the background, I detected the muffled squawk of a boarding announcement. “Don’t make me regret this,” she added.  
 
    “Hotel information? What’s happened?” 
 
    “I’m on my way to meet her in Vancouver, Washington. Grandma passed away.” 
 
    Another death, coming so close on the heels of her husband’s passing. A second memorial service to plan. Seized by a sudden urge to forget everything else and go to her, I paused briefly to consider the ramifications. Shelby hadn’t asked me to be there, and I wasn’t entirely sure she would want me. In my mind, however, there wasn’t any choice. Provided she let me in the door, I’d be the one to give her comfort and help her through her loss, a gesture that would prove beyond all doubt how I felt about her. 
 
    I used my phone to book a late afternoon flight to Portland, the nearest major airport to my destination, not knowing how I’d be received. I sent Madeline a text telling her I’d be out of town for a few days. Afterward, I called my manager and begged off my scheduled meeting with Bill Lyons. The movie business would have to wait until I took care of some personal issues. 
 
    For the foreseeable future, real life demanded top billing. At that thought, a crushing weight lifted from my chest, leaving me a bit light-headed. I sank into the couch cushions, feeling both relieved and apprehensive. I would survive, with or without the movie role, but I wasn’t certain how I’d go on without Shelby in my life. 
 
    Sam would find work for me, although I’d sooner starve than slog through another wretched television production, working strictly for the paycheck. From now on I’d insist on quality, even if the job didn’t pay well, and trust that I hadn’t become compromised beyond redemption.  
 
    More than anything, I hoped Shelby hadn’t given up on the two of us. I’d have to find a way to prove that I was the man she needed, because heaven knew I needed her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The in-flight movie was a well-meaning but dreary survival/romance starring two actors, both appealing on their own, who had no on-screen chemistry. I suspected both had overlooked the mediocre script in the quest for box office gold, an all-too-common temptation in my business. I stopped watching midway through and was on the verge of dozing off in my aisle seat when I was approached by an overly solicitous flight attendant, eager to point out the amenities available in first class. 
 
    She wore a slightly quizzical expression that suggested some familiarity with my face. I guessed her to be in her mid-thirties, slim and attractive, with glowing, unblemished skin and long dark hair held back in a clip. 
 
    She leaned in a little, close enough for me to catch a flash of white lace underneath her crisp uniform shirt. “Say, aren’t you Ian James?”  
 
    “Who?” I responded, feigning ignorance.  
 
    She wagged a finger at me while offering a grin. I couldn’t help but smile back, giving myself away. 
 
    “You can’t fool me. I watched all seven seasons of Time Traveler. Are you sure I can’t get you a blanket or a pillow?” she asked, keeping her voice low. “Or anything else?” 
 
    Admittedly, I was a bit flattered by her attention and the obvious come-on, but the thought of thrashing around in bed with a stranger only made me tired. During another time in my life, I might’ve asked for her phone number or her hotel room key, engaged in quick, impersonal sex, then parted ways without the least bit of remorse. Times had changed and, I hoped, so had I. 
 
    “No, thank you. I’m going to put on my sleep mask and get some rest.” 
 
    “Are you going to Portland on business, or for fun?” Her eyes caught mine for an instant, long enough for me to read her intention, loud and clear. 
 
    “Neither, I’m afraid. I’m on my way to a funeral. My friend’s mum.”  
 
    “Oh.” Her voice was clouded in disappointment as she backed away. “I’m sorry for your loss.”  
 
    It seemed a bit odd referring to Shelby as my friend, but wasn’t she? My friend, lover, and confidant. Isn’t that what I’d wanted from the beginning, even though I’d tried to convince myself otherwise? Was it too much to expect that I could love someone enough to build a life together? Not the shallow commitment that Monica and I had, but a deep, lasting relationship with a woman who would want me for myself, no matter how flawed and stodgy I might be. Someone who knew a little something about loyalty and what it takes for two people to stay together. Shelby had a great capacity for love and understanding; I heard it in her voice every time she mentioned Jean-Pierre. 
 
    When my flight landed and I retrieved my bags, I hailed a taxi and gave the driver my destination address, an extended stay hotel across the Washington state line in nearby Vancouver. After I checked in and got my key card, I texted Danielle. 
 
    I’m in the lobby. What’s your room number? 
 
    Then, I waited impatiently for a response while my rain parka dripped water onto the hardwood floor. When she texted back, I sprinted to the elevator. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    The knock on our door was soft but persistent, followed by a deep male voice, instantly recognizable despite the phony accent. 
 
    “Room service, y’all.”  
 
    Ian. My pulse quickened at the thought of being near him again. Maybe I was foolish to think about the possibility of a future, when we were two people brought together by loneliness and despair, both of us too emotionally wounded to ask for what we needed. Despite my doubts and misplaced speculation, however, the terrifying truth was I wanted him, regardless of what he might’ve done. 
 
    I’m the one he’s been waiting for his whole life.  
 
    Each time I thought about what he said to Danielle, my heart lifted. Who Ian had been in the past wasn’t nearly as important as his self-awareness and willingness to change, I’d decided. And he had changed, I believed it beyond all doubt. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t convince myself that he’d slept with Monica, not after what Dani had told me.  
 
    “I’ll get it,” I said, leaping up before she had time to get off the sofa, and almost tripping over the coffee table in my eagerness to get to him. I opened the door to find him flashing a nervous smile. When he absently raked back what was left of his hair with one hand, the familiar gesture made my heart jump in my chest. I flung both arms around his neck before his lips met mine in a brief, awkward kiss, while Danielle looked on.  
 
    “That was a lovely welcome, I wasn’t entirely sure you’d open the door. I’m a bit damp,” he added apologetically, before shrugging out of his wet raincoat. 
 
    “Come inside,” I urged. “Let me take your coat.” I handed off the parka to Danielle, who hadn’t uttered a word.  
 
    Ian walked into the living area and paused in front of glass doors that offered an uninspiring view of the watery cityscape, before turning toward me. 
 
    “I could make you a cup of Earl Grey, if you don’t mind using a tea bag,” I offered, taking his hand. 
 
    “Shelby, I didn’t come here to have you make my tea.” He walked over to the hide-a-bed sofa, sat, and patted the seat cushion next to him. “Come sit down and let’s have a chat.” 
 
    I gulped, not knowing exactly what to expect. After I perched on the sofa, he trained his unusual eyes on my face.  
 
    “I’m so sorry about your mum.” 
 
    Ian took my hand and pressed it between his palms while gazing at me with an anguished expression. “Why didn’t you let me know? I would have come to you sooner if you’d asked me.” 
 
    Once again, guilt slashed at my insides. My silence over the past few days had hurt him, and the last thing I wanted was to inflict more emotional damage on a man who’d already had more than his share. I never should have gone off on him when I had few facts to support my accusation, especially when he’d come all this way to attend the memorial service of a woman he’d never met. 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” My mouth went slack; every word caught in my throat like dry saltines. “I should have called, but things were so unsettled between us that I figured I’d handle this on my own.” 
 
    I huddled on the couch and fought back tears. The stress of losing my mother, coupled with the raw emotion of seeing Ian again, was overwhelming. He drew closer, wrapping one arm around me so I could rest my head against his shoulder.  
 
    “Dani said you called her?” I asked in a muffled voice. 
 
    “Since you weren’t exactly in a communicative mood, I decided to talk to your daughter.” 
 
    He threw Dani a broad wink and received a stern look in return. 
 
    “I thought he deserved to know what’s going on, since the two of you had been, well, whatever.” Danielle shrugged, her gaze shifting uneasily between Ian and me. “So, go ahead and make up and do whatever you need to do. I’ll be downstairs in the lounge.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in his direction before she added, “Call me if you need anything, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I rested in the shelter of his almost-smothering embrace for a few moments, not willing to disrupt a tender moment.  
 
    “Please forgive me,” I finally managed to utter. “I was wrong to accuse you of sleeping with Monica. I know you wouldn’t have done something like that.” 
 
    “How do you know?” he asked, catching me off guard. 
 
    I inhaled deeply before plunging forward. “I believe what you told me. I should have given you the benefit of the doubt, but I was afraid that you would drift away. Sometimes I worry that you’re a little too much.” I sighed. “I’m sorry, Ian. I guess I got caught up in trying to be a strong, independent woman, while failing miserably.” 
 
    His hand reached out to squeeze mine. “You haven’t failed. You’re one of the most resilient women I’ve ever met. Two major losses in such a short time is a lot for anyone to bear. Anyway, all is forgiven,” he said, erasing the last of my lingering doubts. “None of that matters now. I’m here if you want me, and you don’t have to be strong every minute.” 
 
    He produced a phone from his shirt pocket, along with a pair of retro-styled eyeglasses in a tortoise shell pattern, which he set on his nose. The glasses, along with his shorter haircut, lent him a wildly appealing Atticus Finch vibe. “Let me show you something.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you wear glasses,” I noted. 
 
    “I took off my disposable contacts on the plane, then realized I’d forgotten to pack more.” He produced an endearing grin. “Take a look at these photos.” 
 
    He held his phone near my face. The screen featured a sweeping view of the Pacific Coast on a clear, sunny day.  
 
    “It’s beautiful, but why…” I began. 
 
    “I seem to have acquired your habit of photographing both my meals and my surroundings. I snapped these pics on my way to Malibu. I meant to send them to you but forgot in the aftermath of tropical storm Monica. The photos are time and date stamped. I couldn’t very well have taken them if I’d slept in late with her, could I?” 
 
    “I told you that I believe what you said. You don’t have to show me proof,” I protested. 
 
    “Perhaps I do.” His tone of voice shifted, becoming more serious. “If we’re going to move forward together, mutual trust is essential. I know that’s not easy for you, given what I’ve told you about my past, but I need you to believe in me.” 
 
    I leaned in to rest my head on his chest again, exhaling for what seemed the first time in days. From somewhere deep within, an emotional dam gave way, and the tears I’d been holding back flowed freely. It was an ugly cry that produced red-rimmed eyes and a tear-stained face, but Ian held me until my choking sobs subsided. Reaching into his pants pocket, he produced a folded white handkerchief and handed it to me with a flourish.  
 
    “Father always said a gentleman carries two—one for himself and another for his lady,” he said. 
 
    I wiped my tears and blew my nose.  
 
    “That’s so sweet and old-fashioned. I think I would’ve liked him.” 
 
    “He was a lovely man.” Ian’s rich voice grew softer, and I knew he must be lost in a memory. “I hope I made him proud in some way.” 
 
    “How could he not be proud of you?” I snuggled closer, while inhaling the intoxicating freshness of his subtle cologne. He dropped everything to come to me, forgave me when I accused him of sleeping with his ex, and…oh, my god!  
 
    I’d forgotten all about his meeting with the movie producer. 
 
    I broke away and sat up straight, receiving a look of surprise in return. “What about your meet and greet? It was so important to you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” He tightened both arms around me in another firm embrace. “I’ll reschedule. If Lyons wants me for the film, he’ll have to wait. You are more important than any part in a movie.” 
 
    My heart opened, my spirits soared, and a bold headline flashed in my brain. No longer a bit player, Shelby Faith Durand has secured top billing in Ian James’ life story. I only hoped he hadn’t ruined his chance at a meaty film role. 
 
    “I know you had to swallow some pride when you called Danielle, but I’m happy that you did,” I murmured. “Tell me, though, what happened to your hair?” 
 
    He let out a resounding laugh. 
 
    “I thought it best to return to the twenty-first century, so far as my appearance is concerned. You don’t like it?” 
 
    “I do, but it’ll take some getting used to. Those glasses remind me of Gregory Peck in To Kill a Mockingbird.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment, then. Peck was a brilliant actor and, from all accounts, a good human being, as well.” 
 
    I rose from the sofa to retrieve two plastic glasses from the mini-kitchen cabinet, along with a chilled bottle of locally-produced Pinot Gris.  
 
    “I believe we both could use a libation after what we’ve gone through during the past few days.” 
 
    I sat down again, poured our drinks, and took a generous sip from my glass. What I was about to say terrified me, yet I knew I had to get it out. The time for holding back was long past. I’d already wasted too many hours thinking about all the things I should have said to Mom when she still had the ability to carry on a conversation. And how many opportunities had I thrown away to tell Jean-Pierre that I loved and appreciated the man he was? 
 
    Now there’s no more time, and the words in your heart will go unsaid. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let that happen. Not this time, and not with this man. 
 
    I set down my glass and slid closer to Ian. Placing my hands on either side of his face, I paused to marvel at the symmetry of his features as my fingertips traced his salt-and-pepper stubble.  
 
    “There’s something I need to say,” I confessed, as one of his eyebrows arched expectantly. “I haven’t been completely honest with you. I know we agreed on no attachments, and I tried to stick to it, but the truth is…” I let out my breath. “I’m not sure where to go with this, but I need to tell you that I love you.” 
 
    He swallowed hard but said nothing, while his eyes shone with the richness of fine, aged whiskey. 
 
    “I never expected to feel this way again,” I went on, “and I know the timing couldn’t be worse, but I don’t want to let you go, either.” 
 
    Ian clasped my hands in his, squeezing firmly, and brought them to his lap.  
 
    “Good to know, because truth be told, you had me at buerre blanc.” 
 
    A grin spread across my face as he flashed another screen-worthy smile. 
 
    “So, it’s true that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach?” 
 
    “That’s how it began with this man,” he admitted, “but it quickly became something more.” He wrapped both arms around me and drew me close again. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you how I felt, but since you’d already said I was too much, I didn’t think you were ready to hear it.” His voice softened. “Then I almost lost you because I didn’t speak up.” 
 
    Our lips met in a scorching kiss, and as his tongue teased mine, the heat of my arousal threatened to overtake common sense. It was foolish to continue, given the fact that Dani could walk in on us at any minute. Ian drew back and said, “We’d better stop before there’s a repeat performance of the infamous couch incident. John Thomas is completely untrustworthy when you’re anywhere near.”  
 
    Placing my hands safely in my lap, I offered an expectant gaze. 
 
    “So, what happens now?” 
 
    Would he want me to move to southern California? Ian’s life and career were based on the West Coast, along with his daughter. The thought of leaving my cozy home, not to mention the business contacts I’d made after twenty-plus years of living in a small community, sent a new wave of anxiety crashing over me. We’d have to come up with a solution that worked for both of us, although I had no idea of what that might be.  
 
    “First, we’ll get through the next few days and give your mum a proper send-off. Then we’ll sort it all out. One step at a time, as they say.” 
 
    As my eyes swept over his face, I noticed deep creases at the corners of his eyes and a lingering hint of sadness in his expression.  
 
    “What’s left of my heart belongs to you,” I whispered. 
 
    “I won’t let you down, Shelby, I swear.” His voice broke as he struggled to continue. “The past few days, when I thought I might’ve lost you forever…”  
 
    I took his hand and said, “After you left for California, my insomnia came back with a vengeance. I was nauseated, my stomach hurt, and I couldn’t think about anything else except you. If that’s not love I don’t know what is.” 
 
    He produced a weak smile. 
 
    “Well, for the record, you’ve made me quite ill too. Until I got here, I was a miserable, brooding mess.” 
 
    “Have you eaten dinner?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “Didn’t have time. I wanted to see you as soon as I could. I haven’t had much of an appetite since I got back to California, but now that I’m here with you, I’m beginning to feel ravenous.”  
 
    The intense gaze that followed hinted that food was not all he’d like to see on his plate. 
 
    I shivered a little in anticipation before handing him a room service menu. He studied it for a moment and said, “Why don’t you call Danielle and ask her to come back? Otherwise, she’ll think we’ve jumped into the nearest available bed like a couple of randy teenagers on spring break.” 
 
    The thought of getting between the sheets with him sent another wave of desire to my insides. It was an idea with considerable merit, although we were here for my mother’s funeral, so probably not appropriate, especially given our current living situation. 
 
    I sent a text, and Dani returned to our room a few minutes later to find us sitting side by side on the couch. 
 
    “Everything okay here?” she asked. 
 
    “Certainly,” Ian said cheerfully. “Why in the world wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    She glared at him, eyes narrowed, before her eyes swept the room, seeking evidence of any sexual misconduct on our part. At least I knew my makeup wasn’t smeared, because I wasn’t wearing any. With my messy hair and tear-streaked face, not to mention the burger grease stain on the front of my t-shirt, I must look frightful. I vowed not to get anywhere near a mirror until after I’d gotten some sleep. 
 
    “I think I’ll lie down for a while,” Dani said to me, ignoring Ian again. “I started my period and these cramps are a bitch.” 
 
    Thanks for sharing, sweetie. 
 
    “Take the bedroom, and I’ll sleep out here on the sofa bed.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem right, Mom, when you paid for the room.” 
 
    Ian sat in silence with his hands in his lap, staring at the floor. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I pushed. “You’ll have some privacy and you can watch TV or sleep. Did you bring ibuprofen and a heating pad?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” She eyed Ian again. 
 
    “If you must know,” he volunteered, lending more awkwardness to an already tense moment, “I’m not staying over. I have my own room down the hall.”  
 
    Dani placed both hands on her hips and threw him a withering gaze.  
 
    “Look, I’m not the morality police, but could you try to show some restraint until after the funeral? Then you can have all the sex that’s possible for two people your age. I just don’t want to hear it, see it, or even think about it.”  
 
    Lack of sleep, coupled with menstrual pain, had brought out her cranky side. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “We’ll behave ourselves. Shelby’s not going to be awake much longer, anyway.” 
 
    True, my eyelids felt weighted. I suppressed a yawn before closing my eyes. As soon as I managed to get horizontal, I knew I’d be out like a light. 
 
    “Sleep well and I’ll see you in the morning, baby,” I murmured to my grown child. “We’ll all have breakfast together before we go and pick out Grandma’s casket.” 
 
    “Umm,” she muttered, offering me a skeptical glance. Without uttering another word, she crossed the living area into the bedroom and shut the door behind her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian 
 
      
 
    “Did she bring that little knife with her?” I inquired, while Shelby snuggled next to me. 
 
    “She couldn’t carry it on, but she might have stowed it in her checked baggage. Why, are you scared?” 
 
    “A bit,” I confessed. “Especially when her hormones are raging. Seriously, though, I don’t want to be a source of friction between the two of you.” 
 
    Shelby offered another of her enigmatic cat-like smiles.  
 
    “Things will smooth out over time once she gets to know you better. In any case, I’m not letting go of you, even if she disapproves.”  
 
    She managed to stay awake until my dinner was delivered, although it became a struggle. While I polished off a steak sandwich and chips, she slumped on the sofa, her eyes half closed. Afterward, I got up to pour more wine, but she was already woozy and ready for sleep.  
 
    I settled in beside her, rubbed my eyes, and tried to stifle a yawn. 
 
    “Come sit on my lap for a few minutes, then I’ll help you make this bed,” I urged. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked, turning her gaze to the closed bedroom door. 
 
    “It’ll be all right. I think we’re both too exhausted for much sexual activity.” 
 
    She climbed onto my lap and hugged me while I stroked her silver hair. As her breathing began to slow, I sensed her remaining anxiety slowly dissipating. She emitted a deep sigh and closed her eyes again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, love. You’re drooling on my shirt and I can no longer feel my legs.” 
 
    I grasped Shelby’s shoulders and gave them a gentle shake before glancing at the illuminated dial on my watch, which registered 3:14 a.m. We’d been asleep for several hours. Her head was still pressed against my chest, which also felt a bit numb. 
 
    “Let’s get your bed ready so you can go back to sleep.”  
 
    Even in the darkened room, I could make out the planes of her face and the shimmer of her tangled hair as a new surge of desire welled in my chest. I hadn’t thought it possible to love someone so fiercely and completely, but that was before I saw her for the first time, on the day my world came into sharp focus. In only a few short weeks, everything had changed. I’d been offered a new life script with a chance at long-term happiness.  
 
    I made a silent vow that I’d do whatever was necessary to hold onto this rare woman. She shifted, turning her face toward mine. 
 
    “You’re really here,” she whispered, as her fingertips smoothed the wrinkles in my shirt. “For a moment I thought I was having the best dream of my life. 
 
    “Was I snoring?” 
 
    “Can’t say for sure. I was asleep myself.” 
 
    Shelby slid off my lap and placed one hand high on my thigh, causing John Thomas to stir a little in response. She shook her hair back and stared down at the stain on her t-shirt. 
 
    “Look at me. I’m such a mess,” she claimed. 
 
    My hands reached for her again, pulling her nearer. 
 
    “On the contrary. I think you’re beautiful.” My voice cracked.  
 
    And everything I’d ever wanted. 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t stay here with me?” she whispered. “It’ll be daylight soon.” 
 
    Her question sparked numerous scenarios that were all completely unsuitable with Danielle asleep in the next room. 
 
    “That’s a rather tempting offer, and there’s nothing I’d rather do than snuggle in bed with you, but the last thing we need is for your daughter to stumble over me, especially after what she said earlier. She might slit my throat.” 
 
    I massaged my paralyzed thighs for a few moments, until I was sure I could stand up. 
 
    Rising from the sofa, I stumbled stiff-legged into the hallway, where I fetched sheets, pillows, and a blanket from an undersized closet. When I returned to the living area, she’d already piled the sofa cushions on the floor and pulled out the bed. A few minutes later, it was ready for a sleepy occupant. Shelby stretched out on the clean sheets, still fully clothed, and let out a contented sigh. I sat on the other side of the bed and finger-combed her hair back from her face, allowing my palm to linger near the sweet curve of her neck. 
 
    “We’ll have our time together soon,” I promised. “Get some rest and call me when you wake up.” 
 
    “Okay,” she mumbled. “Sleep well.” 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered, unsure of whether she heard me. 
 
    By the time I stood up, collected my bags from the entryway, and opened the front door, she was already asleep.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    We laid Gladys Marie Faith to rest on a September morning in a small cemetery marked by towering evergreens and a carpet of flame-colored leaves. The skies had cleared, offering a close-to-perfect, crisp fall day. Mom would have appreciated both the setting and unexpectedly good weather, since autumn was her favorite time of year.  
 
    Gathered around the polished casket was a small group of attendees, most of them from the nursing home or her golf league. While the minister droned on about an end to suffering and going home to Jesus, I found my mind wandering to some of my favorite childhood memories: me perched unsteadily on a stool at the kitchen counter, stirring pancake batter. Or was it brownie mix? From the time I was a wide-eyed four-year-old, Mom never had to ask for help with meal preparations, because I always volunteered.  
 
    She’d been the one who introduced me to Billie Holiday’s music, soothed a handful of high school heartaches, and encouraged me to pursue my dreams. Without her support, I might never have had the courage to strike out for Paris on my own and enroll in a French-speaking cooking school, where I met Jean-Pierre and changed the course of my life. 
 
    “Never put limitations on what you might accomplish,” Mom often told me. “You’re a shining star.” The old Earth, Wind & Fire song was one of her favorites. 
 
    My throat constricted while I fought back tears. At the sound of my sniffing, the tall, handsome figure standing next to me produced another clean handkerchief, along with a quick smile. He’d been nothing less than a perfect companion during our remaining days in Vancouver, going online to secure the services of a cat sitter, accompanying Danielle and me to the mortuary to plan Mom’s service, then patiently waiting while I went dress shopping at Nordstrom’s. I’d left home in such a hurry that I’d forgotten to pack something appropriate for a funeral.  
 
    He also asked the hotel staff to recommend a masseuse, who came to our room with a folding table, scented oils, and a selection of soothing, rhythmic music. Dani and I were treated to full-body massages, which eased the tension in my neck and shoulders and left me feeling blissfully calm. Once I surrendered to the idea of being pampered, I had to admit that I quite liked it. 
 
    During the brief graveside service, he stayed close, lending comfort and support. Appearing almost unrecognizable in a dark suit, glasses, and slicked-back hair, he was quiet and unusually subdued, introducing himself only as “a friend of the family.” No one had any idea of who he was, nor did they care. I was beginning to grasp how precious anonymity and privacy might be to someone who’d spent the better part of his adult life in the public eye.  
 
    Danielle remained stoic throughout the proceedings, and I could sense the tension radiating from her body. Her recent behavior had both confused and frustrated me. I couldn’t understand why she was still so resentful of Ian, when she was the one who’d told him where to find us. She’d also encouraged me to start dating, no doubt never imagining that I’d fall in love, especially with a Hollywood actor. Surely, though, she’d witnessed how caring and attentive he’d been during the past few days. 
 
    I couldn’t put my finger on what was bothering her unless it was unexpressed envy. She’d gone through a bad breakup last year and hadn’t dated anyone since. And she did confess to having had a crush on Ian years ago. Now, he was sharing her mother’s bed.  
 
    That one had to have left a mark too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ian insisted on upgrading our seats for the Sunday flight back to Dulles, then surprised me again with his request to join us.  “I’d like to spend some time with you before I have to go back,” he said. “That is, if you’ll have me.” 
 
    Ensconced in the relative luxury of the first-class cabin, I downed a free cocktail before drifting off to sleep for most of the long flight home. We arrived late in the afternoon and were greeted by—surprise!—a gray, overcast sky. Danielle had left her car at the airport, and she was eager to head home to Alexandria, so we said our goodbyes in the remote parking lot. She hugged me tightly, just as she had when she was little. 
 
    “Are you going to be all right, Mom?” A look of concern clouded her blue-gray eyes. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said, and strangely enough, I meant it. During the past few days, despite the unhappy circumstances, I’d awakened each day with a flutter of hopefulness in my chest. Maybe the best part of me hadn’t died when Jean-Pierre did. Instead, a new chapter of life lay ahead, ripe with possibility and another chance at love.  
 
    “Drive safely and call me when you get there, sweetie.”  
 
    She and Ian exchanged a clumsy air kiss before he and I began the ninety-minute trek back to my house. He got behind the wheel of my old Subaru while I placed an online grocery order for home delivery. 
 
    “You’re certain you don’t want to stop for dinner somewhere?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. I wanted nothing more than to return home, check on the cats, and get on with the business of daily life. My mother was gone, but so were my obligations to her. No more middle-of-the-night phone calls from nurses, no more spontaneous visits, and no more grief over her deteriorating health. Her death had liberated her from a miserable existence, and it also had freed me from constant worry. It was time for my second act to begin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Francoise and Henri were perched side-by-side on a basement windowsill, where they watched us, unblinking, as we walked along the flagstone path that led to my back door. The minute we were inside, Francoise fled upstairs, while Henri stayed close, unwilling to let me out of his sight. Once we climbed up to the kitchen, I topped off the cats’ food dish, even though they still had plenty to eat, and refilled the water bowl.  
 
    Ian slid into a barstool at the kitchen island to watch me putter in the kitchen while waiting for our groceries to be delivered. I opened the refrigerator, grabbed a bottle of craft beer, and handed it to him. 
 
    “How long do you think you’ll be here?” I asked. “This would be a great time of year to drive through the national park or visit Colonial Williamsburg, although I’ve heard the British aren’t especially popular there. You might be put in the stocks.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth curved upward. 
 
    “There’s no timetable. In fact, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you. I’ve been thinking that I’d like to stay on permanently if you’re open to the idea of having a housemate.” 
 
    My mouth gaped open in astonishment. Had I heard him correctly, or was this another of my foolish hallucinations?  
 
    “You want to live here? With me? I…my head is spinning,” I stammered, before bracing my hands on the island countertop. I now had a good idea of what it meant to be gobsmacked.  
 
    “You’re absolutely sure you want to move to ‘backwater’ Virginia?” I babbled on. “Aren’t you going to miss the great California weather?” 
 
    He turned his eyes to mine before taking a long drink of beer. A few beads of sweat marred his otherwise perfect forehead. 
 
    “Surely it won’t be this humid year-round?” 
 
    “No. We might have a few weeks of tolerable fall weather before winter hits and the cold, damp wind chills you to the bone.” 
 
    I shivered a little, just thinking about it. 
 
    “Are you trying to talk me out of this, love?” 
 
    “I’m not sure you understand what you’re getting into. You’re also not accustomed to small-town life, especially here where everyone knows everyone else’s business. Won’t it be inconvenient to live so far away from Hollywood? And what about Madeline?” 
 
    “I’ve thought it all through. As far as my career goes, I’ll be close to a major airport, so we can fly out to take a meeting or see Maddie. She’s made new friends, she seems happier, and she told me she’s stopped cutting herself.” I nodded in agreement.  
 
    “She’ll be finished with high school and off to college in another year. I need to start viewing her as an adult instead of my baby girl and allow her to make her own decisions. I’ll be there when she needs me. 
 
    “And where the weather is concerned, don’t sell me short.” He shifted in the barstool and sat up a little straighter. “I’m an Englishman, Shelby. Terrible weather is part of my cultural heritage.” 
 
    I couldn’t hide the smile that spread over my face. 
 
    “Besides,” he went on, “you would hate the Hollywood scene. It’s a youth-obsessed culture filled with fawning, phony people.  I know you’d never be satisfied with a part-time, long-distance relationship, so this is a way we can be together.”  
 
    “It’s so risky, Ian. Is this a recipe for disaster?” 
 
    He reached across the island to take hold of my right hand, tracing the irregular burn scar on my palm with his finger. 
 
    “A bit scared, are you?” 
 
    “Mildly terrified is more like it.” 
 
    He tilted his head back and laughed.  
 
    “You should be, because I can be a beast to live with.” 
 
    One damn fine sexy beast, that is. 
 
    “Loving someone is always a risk, but it’s one I’m willing to take. I was thinking we could go to couples’ counseling to get started on the right foot. You said therapy helped you and I know Madeline has benefitted from her group sessions.” 
 
    “You’d be willing to do that?” 
 
    He offered an almost imperceptible nod. “We both have issues to work through, although perhaps we don’t have to have all the answers to move forward.” 
 
    Was it possible that we could soothe each other’s emotional wounds while building a life together?  
 
    “You won’t have to worry about money, either, because I’ve got enough. I’ve invested well and haven’t lived extravagantly, for the most part. Sooner or later this whole bloody acting thing will end.” He laced his fingers through mine in a warm, secure grip. “Then I’ll retire and be your gardener, if you want.” 
 
    “What I want is for you to be happy and fulfilled by your job.” 
 
    “But don’t you see, that couldn’t possibly happen if I don’t have you.” 
 
    My mind reeled. I was on the verge of making a giant leap into unknown emotional territory, with no assurance of happily ever after. Dating him was one thing. Living together was an entirely different level of commitment. Was I convinced of his sincerity? What if he grew tired of life in a sleepy little town and things fell apart?  
 
    Except for my move to Paris long ago, I’d never been a huge risk-taker, and now I was contemplating taking the biggest gamble of my life. Could I throw off any remaining doubts, set aside my lingering guilt about Jean-Pierre, and make a new start? 
 
    I fought to slow my pounding heart. “I guess if we’re roommates you’ll be wanting full kitchen and bedroom privileges.”  
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    I sucked in my breath and said, “So, if you intend to live here and be my man, you’ll need to agree to my terms. I want this to be an exclusive relationship. No booty calls, one-offs, or pity sex with exes.” 
 
    He cocked one eyebrow and grinned. “I’ll be as loyal and loving as an old dog. I’m yours and yours alone, especially the jiggly bits.” 
 
    His silly term for male genitalia made me laugh out loud. 
 
    “You remember when you told me I could lure you to your doom and you’d go willingly?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Too bad you didn’t know doom would be spelled V-i-r-g-i-n-i-a.” 
 
    “I’ll muddle through,” he said, before offering another blinding grin.  
 
    Then, as quickly as it had appeared, his smile faded, and a single worry line creased his brow.  
 
    “There’s one more thing I should tell you.”  
 
    A new wave of anxiety flooded over me. “Do I need to take a Xanax before I hear this?” 
 
    He let out a deep sigh. 
 
    “Georgianne has written an erotic novel that might be based in part on our marriage. Maddie says she has a publishing contract. I have no idea of what might be in the book, but I’m certain it won’t be flattering to me.” 
 
    His returned his gaze to my face. “There could be some bad publicity, depending upon how outrageous her story is.” 
 
    One thing I knew for certain: Ian wasn’t the man he’d been then. He’d accepted responsibility for his behavior, done his best to make amends, and continued to work on his relationship with his daughter. He’d given me his love and loyalty while offering to move across the country. What more could I ask of him? And how much of a media splash could one more erotic novel create? 
 
    “I’m trusting that we’ll get through it. Together.”  
 
    “Thank you, Shelby.” He squeezed my fingers again. “I needed to hear that.” 
 
    A chiming doorbell signaled that our groceries had arrived. After we carried the bags back into the kitchen and tipped the delivery guy, I went searching through a stash of old recipes to retrieve a stained card covered in my mother’s distinctive scrawl. 
 
    “Why don’t you relax for a while and I’ll start dinner,” I suggested. “I thought I’d make Gladys’ Classic Sunday Pot Roast in her honor. Nothing fancy, but you might appreciate some comfort food.”  
 
    “That’s a brilliant idea, and I feel comforted already.” 
 
    A flicker of interest crossed his features as I set my favorite Le Creuset Dutch oven on the stovetop, added olive oil, and turned on the flame. While the oil heated, I unwrapped a rump roast and seasoned it with salt and pepper before placing it in the enameled pot to brown. Coming home to my kitchen, where I was surrounded by reassuring sights and smells, produced a wave of euphoria that brought me to the brink of tears. I attributed my weepiness to the pungent onion I had chopped. 
 
    Ian placed one hand over his breast pocket and produced a vibrating phone. He fumbled for his glasses to read the incoming message before handing the phone to me. Danielle had sent him a text: Tell Mom I made it home safely. Thank you. A smiley face emoji was attached. 
 
    “That’s wonderful!” I exclaimed. “See, I told you she’d come around eventually.” 
 
    He cocked one eyebrow before offering his familiar smirk. 
 
    “I will reserve judgment until after you tell her that I’m moving in.” 
 
    Ian retreated to the sunroom, while I scrubbed and peeled a half-dozen potatoes and rough-chopped a few carrots under the close supervision of Henri, who watched my preparations from a sunny spot on the floor. The beef roast was returned to the Dutch oven, along with chopped garlic and onion, a bay leaf, and a generous amount of beef broth. I also added my own chef-y touches: a small bundle of fresh thyme sprigs and good quality Cabernet Sauvignon. Although the recipe called for one cup, I poured in a generous half-bottle, or what Jean-Pierre would’ve jokingly referred to as a “French cup.” The thought of him standing at the stovetop, whistling some silly song while he watched a pot simmer, made me smile, marking the first time I’d thought of him since his death without some pang of grief or regret. Acceptance, my therapist called it: so long as I held his memory close, I’d never really lose him, even though I was moving on with my life.  
 
    I placed the covered pot in the oven to cook. I’d add the vegetables about an hour before serving. A fresh garden salad, dressed with the lemon vinaigrette that Ian loved, would round out our meal. 
 
    Tiptoeing back into the sunroom, I found him stretched out on the now-infamous couch, snoring in contentment. Incredibly, Francoise was tucked in beside him, also asleep. Moving quietly to avoid waking them, I located my phone and snapped a quick photo for posterity—my handsome hunk and the grumpy cat who had chosen his new human servant—while my heart swelled in my chest. For the first time in almost two years, I allowed myself to believe that things might work out just fine. 
 
    I let Ian sleep while I put away the rest of the groceries and picked tonight’s salad greens from the garden. After I washed and dried the veggies, I wandered upstairs, unpacked my bags, and dressed the bed with clean sheets. Glancing around the room, I wondered if my old house would be enough for someone who was used to Pacific Coast luxury. We’d have to make some changes to accommodate his possessions, not to mention another car, but I vowed that I’d take things one day at a time. 
 
    He was awake, lounging on the sofa with his glasses perched on the end of his nose, when I returned downstairs. Francoise was curled up near his feet. I walked over to sit beside him before planting a kiss on his stubbly cheek. 
 
    “Sorry I fell asleep on you.” He offered a sheepish grin. “My first day here and I’m already slacking. Do you have any idea of what you’re in for?” 
 
    “No,” I said, smiling back. “But I bet it will be fun finding out.” 
 
    He took off his glasses, placed one hand on my knee, and said, “I think I’ll fly to L.A.in a few days to help Maddie with her audition.” He paused to study my face. “And tell her I’m moving in with you. Can you get away and come with me?” 
 
    He’d been here for a few short hours and big changes were already in the works. I took in a deep, cleansing breath. Odd, but what might’ve made me anxious a few weeks ago didn’t faze me today. My newly-found happiness bubbled over like an unwatched pot on the stovetop.  
 
    “I’ll make it happen,” I promised. “How do you think Madeline will take the news?” 
 
    “About as well as Danielle, I expect.” 
 
    “Well, at least Francoise approves.” I nodded in in the cat’s direction as Ian brushed a clump of charcoal-colored fur from his pants. “Looks like you’ve been adopted.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply, sank deeper into the sofa cushions, and closed his eyes. “I smell onions and garlic, along with some sort of fragrant herb,” he said. 
 
    “Dinner will take a while longer. Are you getting hungry?” 
 
    “Aye, lass,” he growled in his Scottish pirate rasp while throwing me a seductive look. “I could eat the scabby head off a wean.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Roughly translated, it means I’m ravenous.” 
 
    I shook my head while attempting to hide another smile. Living with Ian might have its challenges, but I was convinced it would never be boring. 
 
    “Am I still too much?” he wanted to know. 
 
    “More than likely, although I’ve decided that too much of a good thing could be wonderful. 
 
    “In the meantime, since we have some time before dinner…and you’re all rested…why don’t we get your bags and I’ll help you settle in.”  
 
    We hadn’t spent any quality time in bed together since before the trip to Vancouver, and now that we were finally alone, I intended to make up for some lost time. Something in my tone of voice must have given away my intent because both his eyebrows rose as he regarded me with the same amused expression that I remembered from the day we met. 
 
    “Do you have something specific in mind?” he inquired. 
 
    “I certainly do.”  
 
    Taking his hand in mine, I laced my fingers through his and stood up. His smile widened when I commanded, “Come upstairs, and hurry. John Thomas and I need to get reacquainted.” 
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    Would you like to be a part of our FREEBIE FRIDAY LIST and get 6 FREE eBooks and other exclusive sales sent to your inbox every Friday? 
 
      
 
    One email every week packed with bookish goodies! 
 
      
 
    We send out different genres such as Romance, Suspense, Thriller, Westerns, Paranormal, New Adult, and much more! If you’d like to join over 53,000+ subscribers, click below to be a part of FREEBIE FRIDAY… 
 
      
 
    Join FREEBIE FRIDAY! 
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    Who doesn’t love a good eBook bargain? 
 
      
 
    Now, imagine receiving daily eBook sales straight to your inbox…Bookworm heaven! 
 
      
 
    Sign up for the BOOKSHARK NEWSLETTER and don’t miss out on epic eBook sales ever again! 
 
      
 
    BECOME A BOOKSHARK 
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    Do you crave books that make your skin sizzle? Your toes curl? Your heart race? 
 
      
 
    Do you crave the edgier kind of romance where the hero isn’t always the good guy? 
 
      
 
    Join the CRAVE LIST and receive emails with exclusive giveaways and information on Crave Publishing’s titles that will have you glued to your Kindle, craving more. 
 
      
 
    JOIN CRAVE 
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