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“Pamela Burford creates the memorable characters readers love!” –The Literary Times

Rule Number One: Never mix business with pleasure. New York restaurant reviewer Lina Holland learned that lesson by watching her beloved mentor self-destruct, and she's not about to make a similar mistake, even if the chef and owner of the restaurant she’s secretly reviewing is the most sexalicious hunk who ever seared a T-bone. It's not enough to be scrupulously impartial, she must avoid even the merest whiff of favoritism. Date a restaurateur? She can't allow herself to even think about it. Okay, she thinks about it, but that's all. Really!

Chef Eric Reid is a widower struggling to raise twin boys and keep his fledgling Long Island restaurant afloat long enough for word of mouth to lift it out of the red. Little does he suspect that the intriguing new customer groaning in ecstasy over his bourbon pecan tart is none other than the legendary Lina Holland, the reviewer whose thumbs-up could spell the difference between colossal success and the extermination of his lifelong dream. No one in the industry knows what Lina looks like, but he's convinced she's a brash, zaftig shrew who applies her makeup with a putty knife. When he finds out how wrong he is, the fun really starts!

Throw in a buttinsky roommate, a lecherous ex-husband, bribery by chocolate, and the fishing excursion from hell, and the result is, well, too darn hot!
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Chapter One


“Hey, Joy. Do you smell smoke?” Lina Holland glanced over her shoulder at the closed door to the restaurant’s kitchen. A surprise flambé, no doubt.
The door swung open and the frazzled waitress darted out, performing a tricky balancing act with four laden salad plates. Before the door slammed shut, Lina caught a brief glimpse of the chef, an imposing, white-clad figure gesturing animatedly and barking orders at his small staff.
Joy pushed away her wilted salad and sniffed the air. “Jeepers! I don’t know what’s going on tonight. It’s like the place has just...fallen apart.”
Lina raised an eyebrow. “You told me this restaurant’s outrageous.”
“It is! Usually.”
“You told me this restaurant belongs in Greenwich Village, not out there in the boondocks of Rocky Bay, Long Island. You told me—” Lina raised a finger “—and I quote: ‘The Cookhouse is a buried treasure just waiting to be unearthed.’ Well, as far as I’m concerned, this is one treasure that—”
“Don’t say it,” Joy groaned.
“Should’ve stayed buried.”
The Cookhouse did have one thing going for it. It was a feast for the eyes, if not the belly, styling itself as a combined cooking school, restaurant, and art gallery. On the white walls of the three small dining rooms hung the cheerful work of a local Long Island painter. Daisies in charming, one-of-a-kind bud vases adorned the white-draped tables, along with whimsical salt and pepper shakers. Lina found herself toying with the set on her table, shaped like a gun and holster.
She’d been impressed and, yes, hopeful when she first arrived. Perhaps, she’d thought, Joy was actually on to something here. Stranger things had happened.
Unfortunately, the favorable first impression promptly went up in smoke—literally. The food and service were lousy. End of story. The Cookhouse could fill its walls with Van Goghs and Vermeers, for all she cared. No little pretties ever saved a lousy restaurant.
And no one knew that better than Lina Holland.
Joy said, “Eric—that’s The chef, he owns the place—figures that in a few weeks when the beach season starts, things’ll pick up. I mean, when the bridge and tunnel people discover this gem in their own backyard—”
“Joy, we’re the bridge and tunnel people.” Lina’s roommate still talked like a Manhattanite, though she now lived in Queens. “And the only thing I want to `discover’ about this place is the exit.”
“Come on, Lina, give it a chance.”
“I did. Let’s go.”
“Hi, Joy.”
Lina looked up at the blond youth filling their goblets with ice water.
“Hi, Adam,” Joy said. “What’s burning?”
“Lamb chops. And I’m Daniel.”
“I’ll have to take your word for that, won’t I?” To Lina she said, “Twins.”
“Adam’s in there—” he gestured with the pitcher toward the kitchen “—washing pots.”
“Lucky you. So what gives? Your dad shorthanded tonight?”
“Oh man, you can say that again. First Chrissie doesn’t show, right?”
“Chrissie’s the other waitress,” Joy informed Lina.
“Then Joe does show—falling-down drunk. Dad had to kick him out—”
“Young man, we’re still waiting for water,” called a diner at the next table.
Joy turned to Lina as Daniel moved on. “Joe’s the dishwasher.”
“Fascinating. Let’s go.” Lina started to signal the waitress for the check, and Joy grabbed her arm.
“We can’t leave yet. You haven’t met Eric.”
“What’s the point? I’m outta here.”
“Oh, Lina, please—at least try the main course.”
Lina stared pointedly at the cracked, dried-out rolls and the pitiful excuse for a salad. “Just thinking about the main course scares me.”
Out of six entrées listed on the menu, only two had actually been available: braised duck with Oriental plum sauce, and lamb chops Provencal.
Daniel elbowed the kitchen door open and disappeared through it. Lina heard a deep male voice, agitated but controlled. Reflexively she swiveled toward the sound, just as the door closed.
“Lee-nahhh...”
She turned back to her roommate. “Joy, you’ve whined at me for thirty-four years. Have you ever known it to work?”
“On occasion.”
Lina tossed her napkin on the table and stood, smoothing out her blue silk sheath dress. “This place should stick to art. You can stay and wallow in this new masochistic streak you’ve developed. I’m getting a pizza. With everything.” She watched her friend ruffle her bangs with a fierce exhalation—something else she’d been doing for thirty-four years. “And I’m not saving you any.”
The flushed, overworked waitress appeared out of nowhere and unceremoniously plunked two duck dinners on the table.
“MynameisBetsyenjoyyourmeal,” she gasped. Before they could ask her to remove the uneaten salads, Betsy was a memory.
Lina slumped back into her chair and stared sullenly at the half duck before her, ignoring the crisp slices of roasted potato and the mélange of spring vegetables. “I hate duck.” She poked it with her fork, refusing to admit that the meal looked pretty good. And smelled better. “Almost as much as I hate lamb chops.”
“Well, I like duck,” Joy pronounced, digging in.
“And a good thing, too, ‘cause you’re getting the whole bird.” Lina pushed her plate away.
From behind her came a distinctive male voice—raspy-soft and kissed with a touch of laughter. “You picked the wrong night to bring someone new, Joy.”
Lina had never heard a voice quite like that. Not exactly husky. More like...like honey and smoke, she thought.
She felt knuckles brush her shoulders, and sensed the weight of someone leaning on her chairback. A large someone. A warm someone.
Joy perked up. “Hi, Eric.”
Lina twisted in her seat to look up. It was the man she’d spied through the kitchen doorway—the chef and owner of The Cookhouse. He appeared just as formidable close up.
Joy commenced introductions. “Eric Reid, this is—”
“Lina,” she interrupted, offering her hand, deliberately forestalling her friend’s use of her full name. No point in letting Chef Reid know she was Caroline Holland.
“Welcome to The Cookhouse, Lina.”
As Eric’s big, callused hand closed around hers, she couldn’t help but notice the subtle flex of some pretty impressive deltoids under his double-breasted chef’s whites. The welcoming grin he bestowed involved his entire face, from the tired-looking dark brown eyes framed by laugh crinkles, to the generous furrows bracketing his mouth. His lashes and thick eyebrows were several shades darker than his wavy reddish brown hair. 
She returned his warm smile and gently withdrew her hand when he seemed in no hurry to release it. She wondered if he was checking her out. Did Chef Reid make it a habit to scout out fresh meat in the dining rooms?
“Are you a teacher, also?” Eric asked.
“Uh, no, I...”
“Lina’s a writer,” Joy supplied.
“I’m a writer.” Don’t ask me what I write, she silently pleaded. Her smile remained frozen for an awkward moment while she cast about in her mind for something to compliment.
“Lovely place, Eric. The decor is exquisite. Elegant but fun.” 
“Thank you.”
His eyes were the color of black coffee, she thought. No, make that espresso. No—coffee liqueur. Yes. Two deep, fathomless pools of coffee liqueur.
After a few moments, it dawned on her that he was waiting for her to continue. She turned to her companion. “Isn’t that right, Joy? Elegant but fun?”
Her mouth full, Joy nodded and, with a negligent wave of her hand, urged Lina to continue.
Thanks for nothing, she thought.
Nodding toward the wall, Lina summoned her most worldly mien while her fingers began pleating the napkin in her lap. “I’ve been admiring the paintings.”
Eric crossed his long arms over his chest. His sleeves were rolled up nearly to the elbow, revealing well-developed forearms with a generous sprinkling of dark hair. A brief flash of gold caught Lina’s eye, and she noticed for the first time the heavy, barrel-shaped gold ring. On the third finger of his left hand.
A wedding band.
Figures, she thought, then mentally scolded herself. Of course he’s married—the man does have twin sons, for heaven’s sake. And anyway, she’d never mix business with pleasure. That particular rule was hardwired into her cerebrum, after what happened to Mercy Litton.
Eric’s Kahlua eyes briefly lit on the artwork she’d praised. He waited for her to continue.
What were they talking about? She cleared her throat. “A...unique combination. Restaurant and art gallery. It...works, you know?”
Long, silent moments later, she turned a help-me-out-here smile on Joy, who was engrossed in dismembering her duck and took no notice.
Damn you, girl. Get with the program.
Watching her friend devour that bird with such unrestrained gusto brought to mind the pizza she’d threatened not to share. It had been ten hours since she’d put anything in her stomach. Without warning, that treacherous organ rumbled softly.
She shot a quick glance at Eric. He hadn’t heard. Well, thank goodness for small favors.
“You sure you don’t want yours?” Having inhaled her own meal, Joy now commandeered Lina’s. With each forkful, her eyes rolled in delight. She moaned and grunted and hummed in gustatory rapture. “Mmm...I can’t believe you don’t love this.”
Uh-oh.
Lina’s stomach responded with a yowl of indignation—mercilessly loud and prolonged, and spanning an impressive range of octaves.
The man at the next table looked up from his lamb chops.
Wide-eyed, Joy hurriedly swallowed a mouthful of duck. “Cool. Sounds just like the brakes on your old Honda. Can you do it again?”
Eric bit back a chuckle.
He was laughing at her! The talentless chef with the splendid deltoids was laughing at her for succumbing to starvation in his own lousy restaurant.
Lina aimed her most malignant scowl at him. This was a look that could melt the suet off a side of beef. It had been known to reduce officious food editors and hapless restaurateurs to quivering, sputtering wrecks.
It was, needless to say, a useful expression.
Unfortunately, it had the opposite effect on Chef Reid, who took one look at Lina and loss the battle to contain his laughter.
Obviously this particular restaurateur was either too foolhardy or too stupid to respond appropriately. Then she remembered that he didn’t know who she was. She had the sudden wicked urge to enlighten him, just to see the look on his face.
The impulse shocked her. Never before had she even been tempted to flaunt her status.
Joy took a breather. She put down her fork, leaned back in her chair, and patted her lips with her napkin. “Or was it that big old Chrysler—”
“Shut up and eat your damn duck,” Lina growled as the last of Eric’s snickers died away.
“Actually, that’s your damn duck, Lina,” he informed her. “Why aren’t you eating it?”
Flamenco dancers began to stomp out a rhythm behind her eyes. “I. Don’t. Like. Duck.” She twisted in her chair and glared at Eric. “Okay? Satisfied? I don’t like duck. Don’t you have some lamb chops to cremate or something?”
“Lina!” Joy smiled an apology at Eric. “She doesn’t like duck.”
“Then why did she order it?”
Lina shot to her feet. “She didn’t have much of a choice, did she?”
Now that she was standing, Lina found herself looking up, and up some more, to make eye contact with the chef. She estimated him to be six one or two—he had eight or nine inches on her own five five. Her three-inch heels weren’t much help in bridging the gap.
Her voice rose in pitch and volume, despite her efforts to keep it level. “I have been sitting here for an hour and a half, and I can’t get anything to eat. Correction. That’s not true.” She lifted a roll and attempted to tear it—an exercise in futility. She gesticulated with the leaden loaf. “I can get all the wilted lettuce and...and hockey pucks I want.”
She tossed the roll into the bread basket, but missed. The thing bounced off the table and skipped across the floor, unscarred. “How do you have the—the nerve to—to—” At a loss for words, she gestured helplessly at her surroundings. Then she planted her hands on her hips and faced Eric head-on as if daring him to defend his establishment—to her and to a roomful of curious diners who’d stopped eating to listen.
Her eyes mere inches from his face, she saw the shadow of stubble on his firm jaw, a faint scar on his bottom lip...and the chagrin in his eyes. The deep laugh crinkles had smoothed out. He looked weary and tense and disheartened.
Lina blinked. What was she doing?
Humiliating the man in front of his customers and his employees, that’s what, a little voice said. Ashamed, she tore her gaze from his and took a step back. She cleared her throat.
“I, uh, shouldn’t have...” she murmured. “I was...That was...”
His voice was suddenly more smoke than honey—and frigidly polite. “As Joy can tell you, you’re not seeing The Cookhouse at its best, Lina. Excuse me.”
She watched the kitchen door swing shut on his stiff back.
Oh, hell.
Lina sank into her chair and glanced sheepishly at Joy, who gaped at her for long, torturous moments.
“Well. Why don’t you just insult the man, Lina? Jeepers!”
She groaned and cradled her face in her hands, massaging her throbbing forehead. “I’m hungry, Joy,” she whimpered.
“Give me a break. This isn’t like you. I haven’t seen you that irate since that Chef Rudolfo guy at The Golden Goose offered a night of unparalleled ecstasy if you’d agree to review the place.”
“Shhh!” Lina glanced around, hoping no one had overheard. “You didn’t tell Eric who I am, did you?”
Her friend rolled her eyes. “I know the rules.”
“Good.” She didn’t need that kind of complication. Joy had given The Cookhouse a big buildup and begged Lina to consider featuring it in her magazine column. A glowing Caroline Holland review could spell extraordinary success for a restaurant.
But as for The Cookhouse, it was a lost cause. Lina didn’t bother reviewing bad restaurants. What would be the point in devoting an article to trashing some dreadful eatery? That was done in other publications all the time, of course, but not in Bon Vivant, the slick monthly gourmet magazine she wrote for.
Her readers were interested in learning about places they’d want to patronize. Yes, she detailed the shortcomings as well as the strengths in her review, but each restaurant she covered had to offer, in its own way, a quality dining experience.
“Anyway, as for Rudolfo,” Lina said, “as I recall, I displayed remarkable restraint.”
Lowering her voice, Joy leaned across the table. “Restraint? Lina, you dumped a bowl of vichyssoise on the guy. No, two bowls. Yours and mine.”
“Well. At least it was cold. Lucky for him he wasn’t serving French onion soup that day.” She leaned across the table and whispered fiercely, “Any man dense enough to try to bribe the New York restaurant critic for Bon Vivant magazine with a `free ride on Mr. Johnson’ deserves a lot worse than a lapful of cold leek soup.”
“Maybe he didn’t know that the going rate for bribe offers is—what?—a few thousand bucks, right?”
“Oh, I think he knew. He probably just figured his free ride was worth a few grand.”
Joy resumed her meal. “Well, at least he doesn’t have a self-esteem problem.” She grinned around a mouthful of potato. “Or he didn’t before you came along.”
Right. Lina peeked over her shoulder at the closed kitchen door. Caroline the Barbarian, annihilator of male self-esteem.
Joy continued, “Maybe if you’d used a little of that fiery temper on Steve...”
Sighing, Lina returned her attention to her exasperating friend. “Let’s leave ex-husbands out of this. Unless you’d like to talk about Gary?”
In response, Joy stuck out her tongue.
Lina grinned. “I don’t know how Gary could have accused you of being immature.”
“Beats me.”
The kitchen door swung open, and Lina found herself holding her breath. She let it out when the maitre d’, Cookie D’Angelo, emerged with two dessert-laden plates—respectable-looking bananas Foster—and delivered them to the next table.
Lina wondered how an Amazon like this—six feet if she was an inch—had ended up with the name Cookie. Her hair was a short platinum cap, her clothes an eclectic blend of colors and styles that thumbed its nose at Madison Avenue but somehow worked admirably on Cookie D’Angelo.
She stopped at their table. “Hi, Joy. How did you like the Middle Eastern class?”
Joy attended so many of the biweekly cooking classes held at The Cookhouse that she’d become something of a regular.
“I loved it. I’ve been practicing my falafel since Wednesday.”
“I can attest to that,” Lina muttered. Three days of her roommate’s attempts at falafel made even this lousy restaurant look passable. When it came to the culinary arts, Joy had more enthusiasm than talent.
“Why aren’t you eating your duck, Lina?” Cookie asked.
Lina closed her eyes. Lord, give me strength.
Cookie said, “The duck is one of the few things that’s good tonight.” She glanced furtively at the kitchen door and slid into a chair, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “This is hell night, pure and simple. Just when we think it can’t get worse—” from her mobile mouth came the sounds of a bomb whistling to earth and exploding “—another disaster.”
Joy said, “We already know about the incinerated pork chops.”
“Lamb chops, and you wouldn’t be smelling them if the range hood didn’t have PMS. On top of that, the dishwasher isn’t working.”
“That would be Joe, right?” Lina said.
“Well, that dishwasher isn’t working, either, but I meant the mechanical one. Chrissie’s a no-show, and Tommy and Deirdre had a fight and aren’t playing nice. They’re Eric’s assistants, a couple of local high school kids,” she explained to Lina. “Anyway, the bread is their responsibility.” As if to emphasize her point, Cookie plucked a roll from the linen-lined basket and thumped it soundly on the table. The thing was distressingly durable. “Great kids, but sometimes...” she growled, miming double strangulation.
Joy shook her head in amazement. “What a night!”
“It gets better.” Cookie’s body language signaled the coup de grace. “The storm yesterday knocked out our power for something like twenty hours, only we didn’t know it. The freezer... refrigerators...” She wrinkled her nose. “Everything spoiled. And our fish vendor—” she raised her palms in disbelief “—just plain doesn’t show.”
“Maybe he eloped with Chrissie,” Lina ventured.
“So we had to cancel all of the appetizers and most of the entrées on tonight’s menu. Then the new produce vendor brings us icky-poo veggies at the very last minute.” She grimaced at the sight of the two untouched salads. “Normally if that happened, Eric would just eighty-six the salads. But seeing as we didn’t have too much else to offer tonight...” She shrugged helplessly.
Joy shot Lina a look that said, See? I told you there was a logical explanation, which Lina answered with a look that said, Any decent restaurant should be able to handle the occasional crisis without falling apart, though her heart wasn’t in it. She knew that a disasterfest of this magnitude would have brought even the best-run restaurant to its knees. She had to admire Eric for having the grit to roll up his sleeves and forge ahead. No wonder the man looked exhausted.
She winced inwardly recalling her childish outburst.
Cookie rose and collected the salad plates, her clunky bracelets jangling. “Adam’s supposed to be busing tables, but since Joe’s had tee many martoonis, the poor kid gets to play galley slave for a night. I better give Betsy a hand, too, now that it’s slowed down out front.” She shrugged. “They call me the maitre dee, but sometimes I feel more like the maitre do. See ya.” She elbowed her way through the kitchen door.
Lina rose and, once again, flung her napkin on the table.
Joy frowned. “What are you going to do?”
“Attempt to pry my foot out of my mouth. Get the check.”








Chapter Two


“Who brought the Glenfiddich?” Eric asked. He had one eye on the sizzling pear slices and cherries he was tossing in a skillet, and one eye on Cookie, who was occupied with pouring whiskey over ice in two old-fashioned glasses. The Cookhouse didn’t have a liquor license, which suited him just fine, but the staff readily provided setups and mixers for those diners who brought their own spirits.
“Stu Cathcart,” Cookie answered. “I told him God will smite him for contaminating single-malt Scotch with ice, but would he listen?”
The fragrant aroma of cooking fruit filled the kitchen, competing with the glazed duck and roasted potatoes and, yes, scorched lamb chops Provencal. At the central work island, Tommy and Deirdre chopped, measured, and mixed in surly silence. Eric had finally managed to get the two teenagers to suspend hostilities, but it was a fragile cease-fire.
Thirteen-year-old Adam was scouring a pot at the big steel sink. After months of pleading by the boys, Eric had finally relented and permitted them to help out on Saturday nights, when The Cookhouse operated as a restaurant, and during the cooking classes and private parties that constituted the bulk of the business—provided the boys kept their grades up. Watching his son sweating and muttering over his work, Eric wondered if the kid was having second thoughts.
“I’ll teach Stu how to take his whiskey neat,” he offered as he moved to the center work island to slice a puff pastry shell and arrange the two halves on a dessert plate. “Just stick a straw in that bottle and hand it over.” A muscle in his jaw twitched.
The maitre d’ grinned and placed the glasses on a drinks tray. “Wait till quitting time. It’s embarrassing when the chef starts belting out bawdy drinking songs.”
He returned to the stove, keeping a death grip on the towel-covered handle of his skillet as he snapped his wrist to toss its contents. He stared fixedly at the leaping fruit, but what he saw was the sanctimonious expression on the face of Joy’s friend.
Lina.
Just who did she think she was, to mouth off at him like that in front of a roomful of paying customers?
He asked, “You really think anything could make this night worse?”
“Probably not.” Cookie sailed out with the drinks.
Hearing the door reopen immediately, Eric turned, expecting to see Betsy—
And nearly lost the panful of fruit in midtoss.
Perhaps the night could get worse after all.
Lina stood just inside the doorway. Something about her air of self-assurance—the way she spared only a cursory glance for her surroundings before meeting Eric’s gaze—caught him up short. Most customers exhibited some degree of wide-eyed awe in his sanctum. Not Lina.
Any other time he might have been intrigued, but at the moment he didn’t have the mental energy necessary to sustain a sense of curiosity.
He had just enough mental energy to notice that Lina’s short, figure-hugging dress was the same striking color as her eyes.
Sapphire blue.
To the youngsters working with him, a customer visiting the kitchen was nothing new. Three pairs of eyes regarded Lina with polite indifference. Three young faces returned her tentative smile. Then the kids bent to their tasks once more.
Squaring her shoulders, she delicately cleared her throat. “Eric—”
Betsy barreled through the doorway, nearly colliding with her. “The pears?” She plucked up a dessert plate and started slicing a piece of bourbon pecan tart.
“You got ‘em,” he said.
He turned his back on Lina and sprinkled brandy over the pear slices and cherries, regulating the flow of liquor with his thumb. A tilt of the pan over the flame, and the contents ignited. After a few moments the flame burned itself out and Eric deftly deposited the fruit on the plate between the puff pastry halves. He placed another piece of pastry on top and then Betsy scooped it up, along with the slice of pecan tart, and hurried out of the kitchen.
Lina’s shoes clicked on the terra-cotta tiles as she approached him, and reflexively his gaze skimmed down the length of her shapely legs to her feet. Sexy bronze pumps with high heels and pointy, low-cut toes. Eric almost smiled. He’d always been a sucker for toe cleavage.
He forced his eyes from the distracting sight and began slicing another red pear on a butcher block. “I’m afraid I can’t give you the two-cent tour, Lina. Perhaps another time.”
He punctuated this statement with a look that was less accommodating: This is my domain. You’re not welcome here.
Lina seemed to get the message loud and clear. She stopped uncertainly a few feet from him and nervously pushed her hair behind an ear with flawless manicured nails. Her hair was short, thick, and glossy. Stylishly cut. Dark brown, like sable. And probably just as soft.
“I didn’t come in for a tour. I know you’re, um...busy tonight.”
Busy. Yeah, you could say that. You could also say overwhelmed, demoralized, and, thanks to you, lady, downright humiliated.
Tonight’s series of calamities couldn’t have come at a worse time. The Cookhouse was hanging on by a thread as it was. He’d struggled for nearly a year to turn a lifetime of dreams into something solid and tangible, something of which he could be proud.
He’d promised himself he’d give it till the end of the summer before throwing in the towel. By hook or by crook, he’d scrape by this summer. And then...
He didn’t want to think about what would happen then.
The razor-sharp knife in Eric’s proficient hands reduced the pear to a pile of uniform wedges in a matter of seconds. He looked up to find Lina staring at the results.
She quickly raised her eyes—then averted them. She pushed her hair behind her ear. A pink flush blossomed in her cheeks.
That was when it hit him. She hadn’t been admiring his expertise, she’d been staring at his hands.
And whatever she’d been thinking had her beautifully flustered. Interesting.
He might have a few moments to spare, after all.
Eric set the knife down and leaned back against the work island. He crossed his arms and calmly regarded his unwelcome visitor. “Okay, you didn’t come for in here for the grand tour. What’s on your mind, Lina?”
She darted a quick glance at his assistants and cleared her throat. So. She didn’t want an audience. That hadn’t stopped her a few minutes earlier, out in the dining room. That muscle jumped in his jaw again.
She took a deep breath and closed the distance between them. “Eric, I was unforgivably rude before. I’m sorry.”
He was mesmerized by the stark sincerity in her eyes. The anger that had felt so good a few short seconds ago came to a skidding halt in the face of Lina’s blushing self-rebuke. He wished he could hold on to his hostility. It made him feel safe.
He couldn’t say how long the silence stretched between them before faint whispers teased at the edges of his awareness. He turned toward his helpers. In perfect tandem, three heads whipped down and three pairs of hands became very busy.
Daniel burst through the door with a tray full of dirty dishes, Betsy on his heels.
“Pecan tart and chocolate wedges,” the waitress announced. “I can handle it.”
Cookie appeared with a bottle of French cognac. “The Avalons always have to have their postprandial pick-me-up.” She located two snifters.
Within five seconds, the place had become Disney World during Easter recess.
“I’d better go,” Lina murmured, not meeting his eyes. She turned to leave.
Before he realized what he was doing, Eric had caught her arm. He sighed, wondering why he couldn’t leave things as they were. The woman had apologized. As well she should have. Why couldn’t he just let her walk out? Then he’d never have to set eyes on her again.
He turned to Cookie. “Can you hold the fort for a few minutes?”
The maitre d’s inquisitive hazel eyes flicked to his visitor for an instant, but all she said was, “Sure thing, boss.”
“Come on.” Eric took Lina’s soft hand in his and led her through the doorway to the storeroom, where two walls of shelves were crammed with boxes, bags, huge cans, and plastic tubs. He unlocked the outside door and held it open for her. She hesitated for a fraction of a second and then stepped outside with him, into the crisp May night.
They were behind the restaurant, which was located in a residential area of Rocky Bay. A public park was directly across the street. Traffic was sparse this time of night on the back roads of this little seaside town. Even though they couldn’t see the rolling waves and pristine white sand of Long Island’s South Shore a few blocks away, they could smell the tang of salt in the bracing cool air.
Eric inhaled deeply, cleansing his lungs. He’d been inside The Cookhouse for over eight hours straight, putting out fires, both literal and figurative. He’d almost forgotten there was a world outside the sultry confines of his kitchen.
He took a few steps away from Lina and rubbed his eyes, irritated from greasy smoke and exhaustion. He undid the top two buttons of his shirt, then stretched his stiff arms back until his shoulders popped.
He glanced at Lina. She was watching him in silence. In the dim glow of a streetlight he could just make out the half smile that curved her lush mouth.
“You look exhausted,” she said quietly.
“I’ve had better nights.”
As she stared at him, Eric found himself wondering what she was thinking.
He asked, “Are you usually so outspoken when you go out to dinner?”
She seemed to find that amusing. “Always.”
“Well, don’t hold back on my account. If there’s something more you’d like to add...”
Her teasing smirk made his breath catch. How could a woman be so obnoxious one moment and so disarmingly enchanting the next? The female of the species surely was a mystery to him.
She took a few steps toward him, those sexy toe-cleavage shoes click, clicking on the sidewalk. “Cookie explained about your disasters tonight. Under the circumstances, I must say, I have to admire...” She hesitated, rubbing her bare arms.
“My persistence? You’re cold.” Without thinking, he met her halfway and chafed her goose-bumped arms with his palms. He sometimes did this for the boys during Little League games in early spring when it was still so cold, you could see your breath.
He looked down. Lina’s eyes were nearly black in the murky half-light, her full, sensual lips slightly parted. Her scent teased his nostrils—something expensive, he had no doubt, with some silly name like Possession or Ecstasy or some such nonsense, but warm and stirring nevertheless. He thought he detected a hint of jasmine....
Abruptly he dropped his hands. Little League, huh? Month after month of abstinence must’ve finally taken its toll on his mind. This was no frosty morning on a ball field, and this vision in sapphire silk and designer perfume was anything but a pubescent boy in a batter’s helmet and his first cup.
His hand slowly came up. He lifted a strand of her hair and drew it between his fingers, watching it catch the meager light from the streetlamp. 
Her voice was a shivery whisper. “What are you doing?”
“I wanted to see if your hair is as soft as sable.”
She swallowed, her eyes wide. “Is it?”
“Yes.” He finger-combed the strands back into place.
“Oh.”
He could swear she was blushing again, but in this gloom, it was frustratingly hard to tell.
She grinned crookedly. “Sable, huh?”
“Trust me. I know my pelts.”
“Gee, thanks.”
He ran a hand over her chilled arm. “If I had a jacket, I’d offer it, but under the circumstances...”
“I’m sure you have to get back to work anyway.” She started toward the door.
“Lina.”
She turned back.
A voice inside asked him what he thought he was doing. This wasn’t in the game plan. He wasn’t even sure he knew how to do this anymore....
“Why don’t you, uh, stay and have dessert? On the house. It’s the least I can do.”
She hesitated, but he saw the beginnings of a smile. She was about to accept.
“And if you’d like,” he rushed on before his rational side could interfere, “I could—we could—” Damn, was it this hard when he was courting Ruth all those years ago? “There’s this great little place in Island Park where we could get a drink. And a snack.” He grinned—disarmingly, he hoped. “They don’t serve duck.”
In the blink of an eye, her features iced up. A moment before, she’d been smiling warmly, even laughing with him. Now her eyes narrowed and her shoulders squared in haughty disapproval. She seemed to gain two inches in height as he watched.
What had he done wrong? Maybe they changed the way this is done, and no one had bothered to tell him.
She glanced away, as if the sight of him were somehow offensive. “That won’t be possible. I came with Joy.”
“No problem. I’d be happy to drive you home later—”
“No.” Lina spun on her heel and click, clicked back to the door, but not before impaling him with a look designed to wither whatever was left of his masculine ego.
He stared at the door long after it slammed.
Damn. Someone had changed the rules.








Chapter Three


“You know what you need.” Joy pulled a clean but wrinkled T-shirt of Lina’s—featuring Mr. Spock with his hand raised in a Vulcan greeting—out of a half-full laundry basket. She folded the shirt and added it to one of the growing piles on the dining table.
Lina groaned. She didn’t have to look up from the towel she was folding to see her roommate’s leer. “Give it up, Joy.”
“I don’t get it. All through your awful divorce, you kept saying, `Once I’m a free woman, watch out, fellas!’” She shoved a pile of panties aside to make room for dish towels. “Big talk. What happened to Miss Sexual Revolution?”
“You’re dating yourself.”
“Don’t change the subject, Lina. What happened to those grand plans you had to sow your wild oat bran or whatever?”
“Oat bran. Now, that’s an improvement. You just leaped three decades in a single bound.” Lina placed a folded blue washcloth on top of an apricot one. The one and a half bathrooms in Joy and Gary’s Manhattan apartment had been blue. The two and a half bathrooms in Lina and Steve’s Garden City colonial had all sported apricot linens. Unfortunately, the one Lilliputian john in the two-bedroom apartment the friends now shared in Forest Hills, Queens, was green.
Lina folded the last pair of socks and added it to her sock pile. “Do you believe we’re done with the folding? And it’s only Sunday!”
“Lee-nahhh...”
She cringed. “Okay. You want to know what happened to Miss Sexual Oat Bran Revolution? Just the thought of negotiating the whole safe-sex thing wears me out.”
Joy shook her head. “I don’t buy it. That’s not the only reason you haven’t slept with anyone. I mean, when Gary and I split up three years ago, I decided I could either crawl under a rock and hide, or I could learn how to be discriminating, ask the right questions, and take precautions.”
“Well, thank you, Dr. Ruth.”
“These are skills you’ll need to cultivate, Lina, as a divorcée of mature years.”
“Don’t say that.”
“Divorcée?”
“Mature years.”
Joy shrugged. “That’s okay, there’s always your ex, ready and willing to satisfy all your carnal needs.”
Lina shuddered dramatically. “Steve puts the moves on me every time our paths cross. Probably figures if he does it often enough, he’ll get lucky.”
“Maybe one of these days you’ll get desperate enough to—”
“Does the expression ‘When hell freezes over’ mean anything to you?”
A few moments of blessed silence lapsed before Joy caught Lina’s gaze and smiled knowingly. “Come on, admit it. You’re waiting for Mr. Right.”
Lina rolled her eyes. “There’s no such person—”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it before. But that’s who you’re waiting for.” She stood and shook out one of her sheets decorated with Mickey and Minnie Mouse. “Otherwise you’d have spent the last two years doing the wild thing with all those Mr. Close But No Cigars out there. Like you said you were going to.”
“I date,” Lina said defensively, rising to help Joy with her sheet.
“Close, but no cigar.”
Lina smirked as she and Joy synchronized their folding motions. “Cigar, huh?” 
“Just make sure the darn thing’s shrink-wrapped.” Joy placed the folded sheet on a pile destined for her own room. “So when are you going back to The Cookhouse?”
“Whoa! I thought we were talking about sex?”
“Sex, food—what’s the difference?”
The two women hefted piles of clean clothes and headed down the hall.
“Joy, you know how I feel about that place....” And about married chefs who come on to their customers and are off limits anyway.
She felt foolish thinking about how her insides had turned to pudding when Eric Reid touched her hair. Like sable. Not too corny. Maybe Joy was right. Maybe two years of abstinence had warped her mind.
Joy opened the linen closet and slid a pile of towels into it. “You did apologize to Eric last night, didn’t you?”
“I told you I did.” And that’s all she’d told Joy about her encounter with the chef. The chef with the Kahlua eyes and the honey-and-smoke voice and the wedding ring. She wanted to forget about the incident, not rehash it ad nauseum with her blabbermouth roomie.
“Well, what’s the problem? You know the screw-ups were out of his control.” Joy took the blue and apricot washcloths from Lina and wedged them into the overstuffed linen closet, slamming the door quickly to avert a terry cloth avalanche.
“The problem is, it’s obvious the place just isn’t up to snuff.” The problem is, I don’t want to see Eric Reid again.
More to the point, she wanted to see him too much.
Lina carried her things into her room, and Joy disappeared into hers.
“Something’s weird about this, Lina.” Joy’s voice bellowed through the apartment as the roommates filled their dressers. “You’re not even giving The Cookhouse the ittiest, bittiest chance. I mean, this just isn’t like you.”
Isn’t like you. She’d said the same thing last night after Lina’s outburst at Eric. What was there about that man that made Lina do what wasn’t like her? She slammed a drawer shut.
“If you’d just tried the duck, you’d be a believer. And the desserts. Jeepers!”
If there was one thing Lina always prided herself on, it was her impartiality in the reviewing process. She knew that the fact that she didn’t particularly want to face Eric again shouldn’t be the deciding factor in whether she gave his restaurant another chance to earn a review.
She fell backward onto her bed, her mind a jumble of burnt lamb chops and sizzling fruit and bouncing rolls and the cool sea air and wilted salad and those sexy crinkles at the corners of his eyes when he smiled.
Joy appeared in the doorway. “So?” She parked herself on the bed next to Lina and crossed her arms imperiously.
“So I’ll give it one more chance,” she muttered. What am I doing?
“Yes!” Joy shot her fist.
“A chance, Joy. That does not automatically mean a review.”
“You’ll review it,” she said confidently. “You’ve just got to hit the place on a normal night. You’ll see.”
One more chance, Lina told herself. Then she could say adiós to The Cookhouse and Mr. Married Kahlua Eyes with a clear conscience.
*
“This is nothing new for me—I’m used to dating older women.” Bob Flanagan reached up to smooth his neatly trimmed blond hair. “Girls my own age lack maturity. Once they find out my income, I begin to wonder if they’re more interested in me or in my money, you know what I mean?”
“Yeah. You said that.”
Lina cursed herself anew for letting Bon Vivant’s executive food editor, Etsuko Flanagan, choose her dining companion: Etsuko’s nephew. At the time, Lina had had no problem with the decision. As ambivalent as she’d been about returning here and facing Eric, she couldn’t have cared less about who shared her table. Little had she known this self-important twit would view the excursion as a Date.
Bob leaned back and straightened his red paisley power tie. His smile was a bit lopsided and more than a bit suggestive. “In my experience, older women have very definite ideas about what they want—ideas that don’t include wheezing, potbellied, middle-aged guys with receding hairlines.” He chuckled and smoothed his flaxen tresses once more.
She drummed her fingernails on the white tablecloth and looked for the waitress. That made six times so far this insolent pup had used the term “older women.”
He gave her the once-over. “Nowadays, older women are so—”
God help him if he says...
“—well preserved.”
Lina briefly closed her eyes. It was going to be a long evening.
She and Bob had just been seated in the largest of The Cookhouse’s three dining rooms, a long, airy space called the “gallery.” This was the room one entered from the street, and at the moment all the tables were filled. Last week she and Joy had sat in the smaller “dining room.” The cozy “library” next door featured floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and only one large table, and was reserved for parties of six to eight. Utilizing all three rooms, The Cookhouse could accommodate close to forty patrons at a time on a Saturday night. Lina had chosen a late seating and made the reservation in Bob’s name.
“I still can’t believe I had to bring my own booze,” Bob grumbled, one manicured hand caressing the bottle of cabernet sauvignon he had brought—a vintage of dubious distinction. “I hope the waitress comes soon. This should be opened a half hour before it’s served, to let it breathe.” He scanned the paintings and bright decor, his handsome, tanned features twisted into a smug sneer. “Cute place, but if they can’t even manage to get a liquor license...”
She tried to summon patience. “The Cookhouse is less than a year old, Bob. It takes time to get a liquor license, and besides, many fine restaurants choose not to serve alcohol.”
His jaw dropped. “That’s crazy! You know what the markup is on booze? That’s what keeps a lot of places afloat. I know what I’m talking about. My law firm has a few restaurants as clients. If fact, we were discussing one of them, La Colombe, at the last partners’ meeting. You ever review La Colombe?”
How many times was this guy going to bring up the fact that he’d made partner at age twenty-seven? Of course, it didn’t hurt that his daddy was a founding partner.
“Yes, I reviewed it about six years ago.”
La Colombe was an elegant, well-known French eatery in Manhattan. As she recalled, its public relations man had tried to bribe her with free meals and several cases of expensive French wine. As always, she’d rebuffed the offer and evaluated the place on its merits. The irony was that La Colombe was an exquisite restaurant, more than deserving of a Bon Vivant review. She’d never gotten used to the fact that many restaurateurs offered bribes as a matter of course, on the assumption that all reviewers were on the take.
As always when she allowed this train of thought free rein, Mercy Litton’s jovial, leathery face filled her mind’s eye. At one time Lina had had only the greatest warmth and respect for her onetime mentor. Now she tried not to think of her at all.
“Six years ago, you say?” Bob rubbed his square jaw. “Let’s see...I was still an undergraduate six years ago. While you were already a grizzled veteran, holding the fate of every New York restaurant in the palm of your pretty little hand.”
Grizzled? Did he say grizzled?
He reached over and entwined his fingers with hers. She pulled her hand away and smoothed her red linen skirt. At that moment she heartily wished she could order a martini.
He leaned across the table and spoke sotto voce, his pale eyes glittering. “You know, Lina, there’s no need to play coy with me. Aunt Etsuko told me all about you.”
She frowned. What had Aunt Etsuko run on about now? “I’m afraid I have no idea what you—”
“Okay, okay,” he laughed, his palms raised in mock surrender. “She never said a thing. I can play it that way.”
Lina had to restrain herself from lunging across the table and choking it out of him. “Enlighten me, Bob,” she snarled.
He leaned back again and played with his spoon. “Hey, don’t get me wrong, Lina. I’m with you. God knows, if I’d been tied down to the same person for—what did she say?—eleven years, I’d be jumping at every opportunity to get it on, too.”
The two couples at the next table looked at her.
She thought of her friend and colleague Etsuko Flanagan, she of the inscrutable countenance and the big, big, big mouth. She was going to kill her. Slowly.
She knew better than to try to explain that she’d never acted on her onetime urge to play the field. Bob had clearly made up his mind how this evening was going to end.
Her expression must have reflected her state of mind. He smiled indulgently and patted her arm. “All right, I get it. There’s a generational difference here.”
A generational difference? The little twerp was seven years younger than she! Lina was thankful there were no sharp knives on the table. Etsuko would have been out one insufferable nephew.
He leaned across the table again and purred, “You don’t want to be up front about it, fine. I guess I’ll have to get it the old-fashioned way, then. I’ll have to earn it.”
Before she could discharge the scathing setdown that sat poised on the tip of her tongue, ready to leap, he directed his arrogant gaze to a point behind her and said, “Here’s the chef. Don’t worry, Ms. Reviewer. Mum’s the word.” He winked.
The chef.
Bob’s words yanked her back to the here and now. Her breath caught. Sure enough, that one-of-a-kind voice floated to her over the chatter of the other diners. Eric greeted several people by name. Apparently The Cookhouse enjoyed a steady stream of regulars. That was a good sign. She sat a little straighter and pasted a polite smile on her face. She turned just as Eric began to approach her table.
His welcoming smile faltered for a split second when he recognized her, but he swiftly recovered. “Hello, Lina.”
Now that she’d actually set eyes on him, actually heard that deep, sensuous voice again, she realized how much she’d been thinking about him all week. A current seemed to flow between the two of them, like an unanswered challenge.
A faint scent clung to Eric, the oddly comforting aromas of cooking—an indescribable amalgam of herb and spice and oil, redolent of the kitchen and his craft. And somewhere under it all, she sensed the unmistakable essence of the man himself: primal...male...compelling.
She commenced introductions. “Eric, this is Bob Flanagan.”
The chef offered his hand. “Eric Reid. Welcome to The Cookhouse, Bob.”
Bob thrust the wine bottle into Eric’s hand. “Open this and let it rest undisturbed for thirty minutes.”
Eric smoothly accepted the bottle and glanced at the label. “No problem. I’ll unscrew the cap and let it gasp awhile.”
Lina buried her face in the menu, coughing delicately. She dared a glance at Bob over the top of it. He appeared to be in the eye-bulging, vein-throbbing, face-flushing stage of speechless indignation.
She wished the speechless part could last.
She smiled to herself. Eric had an imposing presence that the younger man could never hope to achieve, in or out of the courtroom. It was in the restaurateur’s carriage, in his voice, and yes, in the decade or so that he had on Bob. He’d earned those laugh lines and the sprinkling of gray hairs at his temple.
“Lina, I’m glad you decided to give us another chance,” Eric said. “Surprised but glad.”
While outwardly he was the essence of courteous charm, she detected more than a hint of derision in the cool glance that encompassed both her and Bob. He obviously thought this snotty, supercilious weasel was her date. As did the weasel himself.
She seemed to be the only one who knew what was going on here. And if that was the case, then why didn’t she know what was going on here? Why did she even care what Eric thought?
She offered the chef a cool smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”
Bob finally found his voice. “That bottle has a cork, dammit!”
Eric looked a little too pleased with himself. “Enjoy your meal.” Bottle in hand, he disappeared into the kitchen.
She sighed heavily and slapped the menu back down on the table.
“That’s French wine!” Bob sputtered. “`Chteau’ something or other. It has a cork!” He was positively vibrating.
A basket of fragrant rolls appeared on their table. Lina looked up and smiled at the blond youth. “Hi, Daniel.”
“I’m Adam.”
“Oh. Then you were the one washing dishes last week.”
“Don’t remind me.”
“I’m Lina. Is Joe back?” Lina tore off a small piece of a whole-grain roll and buttered it.
“No way. Dad hired a new guy. And a new waitress, too.” 
“Sounds like he’s had a busy week.” She tasted the bread. It was perfect—warm, savory, redolent of sourdough.
“Yeah, I guess. Had to get new vendors and repair some equipment. You know.”
Did she ever. “Things are pretty much back to normal then?”
“Yeah, I guess.” He shrugged and smiled shyly. “`Bye.” He moved on.
“I hope you roast this place, Lina!” Bob hissed in a stage whisper that had heads turning all around them. “I want you to put this joint out of business!” Veins protruded in his scarlet neck.
Lina put down her butter knife. She skewered her dining companion with The Look. “Bob, do you read my column?”
A telling pause, then, “Sure.” He gave a short little laugh. “My aunt’s the executive food editor of that rag. Of course I read your column.”
“What’s the last restaurant I `roasted’?”
“Uh...I don’t remember the name.” He ripped a roll in two and thickly buttered one half. A canny look came into his eyes. “But I do remember the place sucked—you gave it only one star.”
She leaned back and crossed her arms. “One star.”
He took a huge bite and paused in midchew. “Uh...one little fork or whatever it is you give them. You know.” When this was met with frigid silence, he said, “One and a half forks?”
“Bob, I don’t use stars, little forks, or any other qualifying symbols in my reviews.”
“Then how do you rate the place?”
“I don’t. I’m a reviewer, Bob, not a critic. There’s a difference. Restaurants should be described in detail, not rated on a scale of one to five.”
“Hey, you could try little chef’s hats or, lemme see, water glasses. How about salt shakers?”
Lina caught Betsy’s eye and waved the waitress over. The sooner they ate, the sooner she could lose Bob Flanagan, Esquire.








Chapter Four


Eric blinked. She was back again. The third Saturday night in a row.
He shook his head in amazement. With another boyfriend. No wonder he hadn’t been able to get anywhere with this woman. She had them lined up in the wings, waiting their turn.
From the entrance to the cozy dining room, he surreptitiously observed Lina as she chatted animatedly with Mr. Flavor of the Week, a pleasant-looking guy about her age but prematurely gray. She must have said something particularly witty, because the two of them abruptly cracked up. Lina clutched the fellow’s arm and turned an attractive shade of pink as she gave in to her merriment.
Eric scowled. So glad her ladyship was enjoying her visit. She was probably regaling her date with hilarious stories of her first ill-fated visit to The Cookhouse. 
She looked good, though. Thank heaven for high hemlines. This week it was a wine-colored leather skirt and a stretchy gold halter top that exposed part of her back and all of her shoulders. All of her creamy, exceptionally well shaped shoulders. The kind of shoulders that begged to be tasted. 
He wondered what little noises she’d make as he lightly nipped—
Just then she looked up and noticed him standing in the doorway, staring at her. A change came over her face, something suspiciously close to...nervousness? interest?...before she schooled her features.
Wishful thinking, he told himself.
He scowled. It wasn’t wishful thinking, it was lunacy. This was the woman who’d not only rubbed his nose in the debacle of two weeks earlier, in front of a roomful of people, but had then gone on to reject him in the coldest, snottiest way possible.
She’d made her feelings excruciatingly clear about both him and his restaurant, yet here she was. The Ice Goddess returneth. Again and again.
What kind of game was she playing?
He began moving among the diners, greeting them in turn. When he stopped at Lina’s table, he introduced himself to her date.
With a genial smile, the man offered his hand. “Mark Thayer. I was just telling Lina I’m tempted to desert Jersey and move to Long Island. This place is a wonder. I won’t rest until I’ve managed to duplicate your chicken breast with apricot, mango, and red onion sauce.”
Eric didn’t want to like this boyfriend of Lina’s with the firm handshake and the genial smile, but he couldn’t help himself. “You like to cook, Mark?”
“Sure. Almost as much as I like to eat.”
“Well, if you’re free some Wednesday or Thursday night, come back for a cooking class. We’re just a hop, skip, and an hour and a half from Jersey.”
“I might just do that.”
Mark resumed his seat, and Eric directed his attention to Lina, who’d listened to their exchange with a polite smile.
He said, “So. Lina. No wine tonight?”
The smile turned into a teasing grin. She tapped the menu. “I was going to order the sparkling apple cider, but I was afraid it might not have breathed for a full thirty minutes.”
“Ye of little faith! Here at The Cookhouse, we accord every vintage the utmost respect.”
One dark eyebrow rose. “Be it ever so humble.”
Mark looked from one to the other, obviously waiting to be let in on the private joke. Eric thought it might be fun to fill the guy in on his competition. You see, Mark, last week she was with this rude, leering fellow who couldn’t even wait until he got outside to begin pawing her.
He wondered whose place they’d ended up at—Lina’s or Bob’s—and how far she’d let him go.
After she’d turned Eric down.
“Well, duty calls.” He started to leave but turned back to ask her, “You like chocolate?”
“My favorite major food group.”
“Give the chocolate hazelnut tart a try. I guarantee satisfaction.”
Sapphire lights danced in her eyes. Her full, lush mouth stretched into a warm smile. “How can I resist?”
He took too long to break eye contact. Sensing Mark’s curious stare, he nodded politely and headed for the kitchen.
Lina watched until the door closed on the chef’s broad back. She realized Mark was staring at her, a small smile lighting his amber eyes.
“What?”
He leaned forward. “What’s the story with the chef?”
“I don’t know what you mean.” She began picking at the last of her filet of beef tenderloin with mustard horseradish sauce.
“Come on, Lina. There was this—thing zinging around between the two of you. I could practically smell it!”
She tried for an air of cool detachment. “A thing zinging around? Could you be more specific?”
“Try boy likes girl, girl likes boy.”
She looked him in the eye. “That boy is married.”
“Ah.”
“Which didn’t stop him from trying.” She viciously stabbed the last bite of steak and popped it into her mouth.
“The devil.”
Mark knew her too well. He and his wife, Dee, were old pals from her college days. There wasn’t much that got past either of them. “And you know me,” she said. “Mixing business with pleasure is strictly verboten, anyway.”
During her “date” with Bob last Saturday, Lina had been astonished at the superlative food and service. First had come a small, complimentary appetizer—chopped smoked salmon mixed with dill and other seasonings, tucked into an endive leaf. Delicious. Then an exceptional salad—a mixture of impeccably fresh arugula, radicchio, and romaine with mandarin orange sections and a heavenly dressing made with raspberry vinegar and poppy seeds.
For appetizers they chose the smoked turkey quesadilla, and scallops in Oriental black bean sauce. Their entrées were boneless breast of chicken with a pecan and Granny Smith apple stuffing, and roast filet of salmon Dijonaise. For dessert: a dense, dark, and divine concoction called “chocolate wedge,” and the sautéed red pears and cherries on puff pastry she’d watched Eric prepare the week before.
Quite simply, each dish was incredible. Bob avidly wolfed down everything in front of him. Lina had to move fast to sample the items he’d ordered. Earlier she’d explained to him that his main function as her dining companion was to provide as many dishes as possible for her to taste, a role that seemed to slip his mind as soon as the food arrived.
Sure enough, after precisely thirty minutes, Cookie brought out Bob’s bad wine. Lina managed to choke down a few sips. Though she kept an eye out during their meal, to her disappointment she saw Eric only once more, as they were leaving. He politely bade them farewell while she attempted to nonchalantly dislodge the proprietary arm Bob had draped around her shoulders.
She’d wasted little time in dumping Lothario at the door of his Upper West Side apartment. Thank heavens she’d taken her own car.
So. Her plans to give The Cookhouse “just one more chance” for the sake of equity had backfired. The superior quality of the place left her little choice but to follow her usual routine. This consisted of visiting the restaurant several times, enough to sample two to three dozen dishes, before deciding whether to include it in her column. Each month Lina reviewed three New York-area restaurants.
As for The Cookhouse, part of her was thrilled to discover what appeared to be a culinary gem in this out-of-the-way location. Joy was vindicated! But another part of her dreaded having to deal with Eric week after week. She despised the fact that she couldn’t stop thinking about Eric even though rationally she knew he was just another married man on the make.
But more than that, he was the owner of a restaurant she was evaluating—an even more compelling reason to shake off her adolescent fixation on the big, sexy chef with the big, sexy hands and the bottomless eyes and the postorgasmic voice.
She shivered and took a sip of mineral water, trying to leash her renegade imagination. “My editor’s really intrigued by the whole concept of this place. She wants me to cover the cooking classes as well as the restaurant in my review. If I do a review.”
“You’re still not sure?”
She shrugged. “I’ve got to visit at least one more time before I decide.” She was determined to apply the same objective criteria she did with any restaurant.
“But so far...?”
“So far it looks good.”
The waitress interrupted. “Have you decided on dessert?”
“I’ll have the chocolate hazelnut tart,” Lina said.
“Good choice. And you, sir?”
“You decide for me, Lina.”
This was why she liked bringing Mark along when she evaluated restaurants. He enjoyed himself, but never forgot the purpose of their visit, always deferring to her.
“How does the coffee mousse sound?” she asked.
“Perfect.”
When they were alone once more, Lina said, “Eric’s teaching a class on French bistro cooking this Thursday at seven, but there’s a ten-person limit. I’d better make sure they have room.” She rose and sent him a warning grin. “Save me some mousse.”
*
The mournful lowing of a distant foghorn greeted Lina as she stepped outside into the mild night. It was late May, and at least fifteen degrees warmer than the last time she’d found herself behind The Cookhouse, two weeks earlier. A blanket of mist hung heavily in the air.
Her search for Cookie had proved fruitless, and reluctantly she’d looked for Eric. He wasn’t in any of the dining rooms or the kitchen, so she’d obeyed her intuition, which led her out the supply room and through the back door.
Peering into the fog, she was on the verge of cursing her intuition when a movement half a block away caught her eye. She made out a long figure leaning against the chain-link fence bordering the public park across the street.
It could have been anyone lounging in the murky shadows, but she knew in her gut it wasn’t just anyone. She chose not to dwell on why her heartbeat sped up fractionally when she recognized the chef’s whites and faded jeans.
She approached him slowly, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom while she watched this intriguing man who’d been too much in her thoughts the last two weeks. He’d brought a bottle of water outside with him, and now upended it to drink. Her eyes were riveted to his throat as it undulated with his swallows.
That was when she noticed he’d unbuttoned his shirt. It lay completely open, exposing a muscular chest with a mat of reddish brown hair. When he lowered the bottle, his dark eyes lit on her immediately. She paused in the middle of the street a few yards away.
“If you’re going to sneak up on people, you should wear quieter shoes.” His gaze dropped to her high-heeled black and white patent pumps, and those sexy crinkles appeared near his eyes. “On second thought, disregard that. I think if I ever saw you in sneakers, I’d cry.”
A tingling warmth invaded her, inch by inch, as his dark gaze traveled slowly back up to her face. She shivered. His expression revealed only a polite regard, so why did she feel so thoroughly scrutinized?
And it was downright balmy outside tonight, so why did she feel her nipples pucker under the gold knit fabric of her halter top? She tucked her hair behind her ear, grateful they were nowhere near the block’s lone streetlamp.
He took another long swig and held the bottle out to her, still leaning negligently against the fence. She crossed the last few yards and accepted the bottle, raising it to her lips. The water was cold, but the plastic retained the warmth of his mouth, and—was it her imagination?—the taste of him.
He watched her as she drank. When she lowered the bottle, his eyes lingered on her mouth, where a droplet remained. She licked it off and handed the bottle back. “Thanks.”
Suddenly she remembered why she’d looked for him. “I want to take the class Thursday. I hope it’s not full yet.”
He stared at her a moment, his face maddeningly impassive. He raised the bottle one last time to drain it, then capped it and set it on the sidewalk.
She endured a few more moments of silence before giving in to her irritation. “So? Is there room in the class or not?”
“That depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether you behave.”
Her mouth dropped open. “On whether I what?”
“You heard me. You have a mood-swing problem, and I don’t like it. Sweet as pie one minute, bitch on wheels the next.” Though his words were blunt, his tone was calm, almost bored. “Your boyfriends might eat up that schitzy nonsense, but I’ve had all I care to take. I don’t put up with that from my staff, I don’t put up with it from my kids, and I sure as hell don’t have to put up with it from you.”
“Why, you arrogant—!”
He could stuff his class. She turned to execute a dramatic exit, but two large, strong hands caught her and spun her back toward the fence. The shock of cold chain link against the warm skin of her half-bare back stole her breath.
Lina found herself imprisoned between two powerful arms as Eric braced himself against the fence. She glared up into smiling coffee-colored eyes.
“I’m not finished.” He sounded more maddeningly sedate than ever. “When you come back Thursday, I expect to see only one Lina: the Good Lina of the North. The Wicked Lina of the West can stay home and channel-surf.” He brushed back a strand of her hair that had fallen over her forehead. His fingers smelled like basil. “If you can handle that, we have a deal.”
“The Good Witch of the North was a dweeb,” she muttered. “Dorothy would’ve been better off with a subscription to Cosmo and a Jag with a full tank of gas.”
He grinned, his teeth glowing like a beacon in the dark. “I always thought the Good Witch was a babe.”
His smile threatened to disarm her ire. She turned her face away and watched the heavy gold wedding band wink as his long fingers curled around the wire fencing. His elbows flexed as he pulled himself closer, until less than an inch separated them. His large body was taut and controlled, his breath warm in her hair, his heat threatening to sear her.
Torn between her unappeased anger and her body’s unwelcome response to his nearness, she stood immobile, her hands at her sides, clutching the fence for support. She wished she had a broomstick to shake at him. I’m me-e-e-e-l-t-i-i-i-ing!
A restless hunger coiled deep within her belly, like an untamed beast pawing its cage. Her breathing quickened, and as her breasts brushed Eric’s bare chest, she felt the sensitive peaks tighten even more...
...and knew Eric felt them, too, nudging him through her clingy top. He became utterly still for a moment, a long moment during which nothing existed except the hammering of his heart against hers...the rasp of his breath...the heady scent of him.
His honey-and-smoke voice vibrated on her scalp. “Maybe the rules didn’t change that much after all.”
As she struggled to make sense of this enigmatic statement, he cradled her head in one large palm and lowered his. His mouth on hers was warm and firm and devastating to her resistance. The satin caress of his lips, the taste of him, overwhelmed her senses. His other hand slipped behind her waist to press her to him. If he hadn’t been holding her up, her legs alone wouldn’t have supported her.
He nibbled her closed mouth, sucked gently on her lips, coaxing them to open. The silky tip of his tongue teased her, seeking admittance, but still she resisted. Lina sensed instinctively that if she gave him this, she’d be lost. With sensual deliberation Eric intensified his siege, threading his fingers into her hair, whispering her name again and again, his breath hot and sweet against her mouth.
With a little moan of surrender she parted her lips ever so slightly and felt his tongue slide in, breaching the barrier, victorious at last. His sweet possession of her mouth was her undoing. All sense of judgment and propriety took wing on the warm, briny breeze as her fervor matched his own, her tongue dancing with his, her palms sliding up his chest.
She slid her fingers through the wiry hair. He felt hot and solid and powerful under her hands. His heart thumped as his chest rose and fell faster, the muscles expanding with each breath.
Eric shifted position, locking them together hip to hip. His erection throbbed against her belly, and Lina whimpered with the force of the raw need that slammed into her in that instant. At the sound, he tensed, misinterpreting her response, and she knew a moment of panic. She arched against him, grasping his firm buttocks, clinging to him with her hands and mouth, silently beseeching.
He groaned and pressed closer still, their mutual hunger stealing her reason until, breathless and dizzy with need, she tore her mouth from his. She’d never felt more aching, more empty.
He pressed a hot kiss to the side of her neck, wringing a sigh from her. She held on to his shoulders, her head tipped back against the fence, staring up into the inky night sky. Clouds obscured the heavens. No moon...no stars...just a great dark void like the one she was spiraling into.
Her eyes drifted closed as Eric kissed his way across her bare shoulder to the very tip. They flew open again when she felt his teeth—the merest nibble, as if he were tasting her. Her gasp ended on a little shudder of pleasure, and she felt him chuckle softly into her shoulder, his breath warm and tantalizing against her sensitive skin.
God help her, she wanted to make love with him—needed to make love with him. Steve had never made her feel this way.
Eric cupped her cheek, his eyes locked on hers. Helplessly she watched as the soft glaze of passion gradually gave way to frustration and regret. He was pulling away from her, and there was nothing she could do about it.
He braced one arm against the fence and gazed beyond her into the fog-shrouded park. He ran a hand through his dark auburn hair and sighed before glancing back at her.
“This isn’t right,” he murmured.
Lina felt as if she’d been slapped. “That just dawned on you, did it?”
Her voice sounded acerbic even to her own ears. She took a few wobbly steps from him, consumed with shame that, if not for Eric’s sudden attack of conscience, she would willingly have made love with him. It seemed that all he had to do was snap his fingers, and her long-held values—her inviolable rules—vaporized just like that.
She finger-combed her hair and smoothed her clothing, trying to get a handle on her galloping emotions. At last she turned to face him, expecting to see a healthy dose of husbandly contrition in his features. Instead he was looking at her the way she’d looked at that wilted salad two weeks earlier.
He shook his head in wonder—or was it disgust? “Just dawned on me? News flash, Lina.” He gestured toward The Cookhouse. “That guy is with you, not me.”
She blinked. That guy...?
“Let me get this straight,” she said. “You’re talking about Mark?” He was chastising her for messing around behind her supposed date’s back? The unmitigated gall of the man. Where did his wife fit into the picture?
“Unless you have two or three more guys waiting in your car—yeah, I’m talking about Mark.”
She folded her arms over her chest and stared him down. “News flash, Eric. I’m not married to Mark.”
He smirked. “So anything goes, is that it?” He started buttoning his shirt.
Lina was speechless with outrage. Intellectually she knew the world was full of men who thought nothing of cheating on their wives, but this display of hypocrisy was not to be believed.
He raised a hand, forestalling further discussion. Dismissing her. “Come for the cooking class if you want. But I warn you, Lina. At the first hint of shrewishness, you’re out on your butt. Don’t underestimate me. I will take great delight in personally making good on that threat.”
And when the time comes, Mr. Reid, I will take great delight in personally informing you whose butt you just threatened.
“Just to set the record straight,” she said, “Mark is not my date. Not in a, you know, girl-guy way.”
“Uh-huh.”
“He’s a friend. A married friend.”
“You’d let that stop you?”
“Yes. Which is more than I can say for you.”
“Me?” He followed her gaze to his wedding band. When his eyes met hers once more, she detected something new there—a glimmer of comprehension. He ran a hand over his jaw. “I just assumed Joy told you about Ruth. It never occurred to me you didn’t know.”
“Know what?” But something in his expression told her.
“I’m a widower. My wife died eighteen months ago.”
“Oh, Eric...I’m sorry. I’m...I just assumed.” Recalling her brusque response when he’d tried to ask her out that first night, she cringed inwardly.
He was quiet for a few moments. Then he said, “It would seem our assumptions got the best of us. What do you say we start over?”
She couldn’t ignore the enticing implication, or the frank interest he radiated.
More than anything, she wanted to respond to that interest. She wanted to say to hell with restraint and professional ethics, and lose herself to the seductive promise in those mocha-java eyes.
She shouldn’t. She wouldn’t. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to burn him off. She pushed her hair behind her ear.
A little smile started at his mouth and lit his eyes. That man’s smile ought to be illegal. She knew he interpreted her silence as a green light. Meanwhile the little traffic cop inside her, the part of her that at any other time would have blown the whistle and put a halt to this doomed flirtation, had suddenly been struck mute.
She took a deep breath and stuck out her hand. “Friends?”
He wrapped his large hand around hers. “Friends.”








Chapter Five


Eric sensed her presence even as he kept his eyes on the photocopied recipes he was collating and stapling. Somehow he knew the instant Lina walked into the kitchen of the Cookhouse, where he was preparing for that evening’s class.
“Hi, Eric.” At Joy’s buoyant greeting, he looked up. She was pulling a bottle of burgundy and two aprons from her enormous shoulder bag. She handed an apron to Lina.
He nodded. “Hi, Joy. Lina.”
Lina returned his greeting, with a quick little smile, before her eyes skipped away. Something about him made her skittish, and he had yet to figure it out. Still, skittishness was preferable to hot and cold running Lina.
When he’d found out why she’d been running hot and cold, he’d felt like an idiot. She’d assumed, quite reasonably, that he was married. At least he’d gotten that straightened out.
Daniel was readying utensils and cutting boards, and Adam was in the process of hauling eight pounds of chicken legs out of one of the enormous steel refrigerators lining a wall.
“Are we the first ones?” Joy asked as she slipped a Paddington Bear bib apron over her head and tied it around her waist.
“You are indeed.” He handed each of them a packet of recipes. When he let his fingers brush Lina’s, she flinched. He indicated the small half apron in her hand. “Quite a fashion statement.”
She inspected the design on it—apparently for the first time. “This is all you could come up with, Joy? Smurfs?” She held the garment gingerly between thumb and forefinger, as if she expected the whimsical blue figures with white hats to suddenly sprout fangs and snap off her fingers.
“Hey, that thing’s a classic!” Joy protested.
“Exactly when does junk cease to be junk and become a classic?”
“I’ve had that apron forever,” Joy proudly announced. “It’s B.G.”
At Eric’s inquisitive look, Lina translated. “Before Gary.”
“Ah.” He nodded. “The detested ex-husband.”
Joy strolled around the center work island—composed of a butcher-block counter and two steel counters arranged in a U shape—checking out the ingredients Eric and the boys were setting out. Ten steel stools had been placed around the work island. “Lina, on the other hand, owns almost nothing that’s B.S.” 
Daniel and Adam snickered. Lina sighed, the soul of patience.
“Is that true, Lina?” he asked. “No B.S.?”
She said, “Anything that’s Before Steve would have to be...Good grief. Thirteen years old.”
She drew the apron’s strings behind her waist, but before she could tie a bow, Eric commandeered the task. She tensed and jerked her hands away from his. She was wearing that same stirring scent he remembered from her first visit. He smiled, wondering if there was a perfume called Indignation.
“How long have you been divorced?” he asked.
She hesitated, clearly reluctant to open up to him. He wished he knew why.
“Two years,” Joy supplied. “They met in college.”
“Joy...” Lina’s sapphire eyes shot warning sparks.
“Steve was her first—”
“Joy! I don’t think Eric’s interested in my past, as scintillating as it is.”
“Nonsense.” He grinned. “I love stories of despoiled innocence. So do the boys. Right, guys?” He winked at his sons. “Please continue, Joy.”
“Whose despoiled innocence are we talking about?” a booming male voice demanded from the doorway.
Joy said, “Hi, George. I was wondering if we’d see you tonight.”
George Quinn was a jovial bear of a man, and one of the regulars at Eric’s cooking classes. After introductions had been made, George deposited a bottle of Mexican beer in a refrigerator and donned his own bib apron—an enormous green and white thing festooned with Leprechauns and an invitation to visit the Emerald Isle.
Eric looked from George’s apron to Lina’s as he placed containers of spices on the butcher block. “Tonight anyone wearing pygmies gets to peel potatoes.”
George slathered on a thick brogue and fondly patted his apron. “Potatoes! Well, the little people’ll not be mindin’ that one bit, begorra!”
As Joy tied George’s apron for him, four more students entered. Lina introduced herself to Bill and Barb Harmon, a middle-aged black couple, and to Frank and Irene Duffy, whose matching freckles and orange hair made them look more like siblings than spouses.
While the others flipped through the recipes and discussed them, Lina began a slow perusal of the kitchen. She paused at the bank of refrigerators, where some papers were mounted with magnets.
She turned and smiled. “Who’s the Trekkie?” A poster of the Enterprise adorned the middle fridge.
“Daniel.” Eric cocked his head toward the storage room, where the boy had gone in search of confectioner’s sugar.
Without hesitation she crossed the kitchen and entered the storage room. Eric was near enough to hear snippets of conversation, and intrigued enough to feel no compunction about eavesdropping. She seemed to be speaking to his son as an equal, not patronizing him as most adults tended to do with kids. They were laughing. Eric strained to hear, and was able to make out references to James T. Kirk and Jean-Luc Picard. He smiled. Trek talk.
The two abruptly exited the storage room, nearly mowing him down. He answered the suspicious twinkle in Lina’s eye with a sheepish grin.
“So you’re a Trekkie, too,” he ventured.
“Have been my whole life. Daniel favors the New Generation, but I’m still hooked on the original three seasons. Call me an old fogy.”
“Never.”
She was dressed more casually than he’d ever seen her, in a light pink polo shirt and black jeans. The Smurfs cavorting below her waist added just the right touch of je ne sais quoi. He was glad they’d made up and he wouldn’t have to follow through on his threat to toss her out on her butt. It looked too darn good in those snug jeans. His gaze lowered to her feet, clad in black leather Keds.
He placed a hand over his heart. “Quel dommage!”
She grinned crookedly, obviously remembering his comment last Saturday about her sexy shoes. I think if I ever saw you in sneakers, I’d cry.
“Am I in the right place?” a female voice called from the doorway.
The speaker was a pretty young woman in her early to mid twenties, with long, honey blond hair and a perfect, petite figure. Her huge green eyes swept the room before lighting on Eric. She smiled.
He extended his hand. “You are if you’re looking for the cooking class. I’m Eric Reid.”
“Hi. Amy Dalton.” Her soft hand lightly squeezed his. “I guess you don’t remember, but we met a couple of weeks ago when I had dinner here.” She flipped her hair behind her shoulder and smiled again. He smiled back and watched her cheeks pinken.
Hmmm...
He handed Amy a pack of recipes and studied her, covertly, as he counted tomatoes. Six, seven, nice legs, eight...
Lina and Joy found seats together, while Amy pounced on the stool nearest to Eric.
“French bistro cuisine is really French home-style cooking,” Eric began. “The meal we’re making tonight is fairly heavy, more suited to fall or winter, perhaps, than late spring, but I think you’ll like it.”
Lina was listening attentively, like a good little pupil. The Harmons and Duffys were already beginning to crack jokes, as usual.
“Our appetizer is tapenade—page one in your recipes—which we’ll serve with toasted rounds of French bread. The main ingredient in this spread is oil-cured olives.” He tipped the bowl of glossy, wrinkled black olives to show the group. “One of you lucky people will get to pit these.”
He noticed Lina’s dark eyebrows rise as she read the ingredients—in appreciation or distress, he couldn’t tell. He wondered if she liked capers and anchovies.
He continued, “On the next page you’ll find soupe poireaux, pommes de terre, et lard fume.”
Amy looked aghast. “Lard?”
He translated. “Bacon. This is a thick, chunky soup with leeks, potatoes, and bacon.” He lifted a great hunk of slab bacon with the rind still on it, for all to see.
He went on to explain how to carefully clean the sand out of the leeks. As he spoke, he lifted one and ran his fingers over the smooth green and white vegetable. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Lina watching intently. He remembered how he’d caught her staring at his hands that first night when he cut the pear....
His train of thought vaporized.
“What’s this?” Lina asked, lifting a celerylike vegetable from a huge bowl.
“Fennel. Here, smell.” Wrapping his fingers around hers, he urged her to sniff the stalk. God help him, she could even make the act of smelling a vegetable look sensual.
“Smells...like licorice.”
“That’s right. We’re going to use it in our bouillabaisse de poulet.”
“Sounds fancy,” Amy gushed.
“Chicken stew,” he translated, and almost laughed at the way the young woman’s face fell. “Ah, but this is no ordinary chicken stew. The fennel and Pernod will lend a bit of anisette flavor. And the Pernod, tomatoes, and saffron will color the stew a nice yellowish-orange.
“And for dessert—” with a sweep of his hand he indicated a dozen lemons on a cutting board “—lemon tart in sweet pastry.”
Eric tried not to look at Lina as she shifted a little on the tottering stool, causing wondrous things to happen under that pink polo shirt. A persistent memory assailed him...
...of high, firm breasts rising and falling against his chest...of two taut nipples burning him through flimsy gold fabric...of a soft, full mouth yielding to his relentless invasion....
“Eric?” Lina asked.
He cleared his throat. “Yes?”
She crossed her legs and bounced in place, trying to get comfortable.
Dear God.
...of an agile, slippery tongue dueling with his...of two flawlessly manicured hands reaching behind to grab his butt and pull him—
“Will we get to do everything tonight?” she asked.
“Excuse me?” His voice cracked.
She took a deep breath. Don’t do that, he wanted to yell. He edged closer to the butcher block in front of him, wishing he were wearing an apron. 
“You know,” she said. “Will we get to participate in all the food preparation and cooking tonight?”
He rolled up the sleeves of his white chef’s shirt and tried to steer his mind back to fennel and leeks and chicken stew. “Yes. Absolutely.”
He glanced at the clock. Thirteen minutes down. Only two hours and forty-seven minutes to go.
*
He had made her peel potatoes. But it was worth it. Lina brought another spoonful of the rich, hot soup to her mouth.
All the participants were now perched on those rickety steel stools, enjoying the fruit of their labors. Daniel and Adam leaned against the big double sink, soup bowls in hand. Eric was on the other side of the work island, dishing out stew onto plates and sprinkling paprika around the edges before handing them to Amy, his self-designated assistant.
The pretty young woman had stuck to him like a barnacle the entire evening, and now stood at his side, serving the others. Lina’s eyes narrowed as she watched Amy toss back her long, blond hair and flash her dimples at the chef. Eric was chatting and joking with her, just eating up the adoration.
They ate their lemon tart piping hot—not the best way to appreciate it, but they didn’t have time to let it cool. The ever-obliging Amy served the slices Eric cut. By this time she was practically rubbing herself against him, giggling and cooing and sharing little private jokes.
And Eric! Looking so insufferably pleased with himself.
If only Lina hadn’t been so uncomfortably conscious of him during the whole evening. She despised the way her breath had caught when Eric placed his large, warm hands on hers to show her how to slice the leeks...and when his deft fingers had joined hers to press pastry into the tart pan....
Her heart had raced when she suddenly felt him at her back as she browned the chicken, his arms coming around her to shake the pan and adjust the flame. She’d resolutely stared down into the sizzling mass of chicken legs and tomatoes and onions and fennel...
...and absorbed his heat, and filled her lungs with the too fleeting scent of him.
He’d stood behind her too long—and stepped away too soon.
Lina looked back on the evening as a string of such disturbing little interactions. She felt like a coiled spring.
After polishing off her dessert, she excused herself to visit the ladies’ room at the far end of the deserted gallery. As she made her way back to the kitchen, she passed the open door of Eric’s tiny, Spartan office and was surprised to see him standing over his desk, stapling papers.
When she paused in the doorway, he said, “Amy wants an extra copy of the recipes for her mother.”
She quelled a blistering response. That’s not all Amy wants. “Can’t say I blame her. Everything we made was terrific. I learned a lot tonight.”
Those irrepressible crinkles fanned into the corners of his dark eyes. Lina’s fingertips itched to reach up and stroke them. She clasped her hands together.
“I’m glad.” He appeared in no hurry to get back to the kitchen—and the adoring Amy. He sat on the edge of the beat-up steel desk and picked up a smooth green stone, about the size of an egg, that he used as a paperweight. She had to drag her gaze away from his long, sensual fingers as they rhythmically rolled and stroked the stone. “Can I assume you’ve reassessed your initial opinion of The Cookhouse?”
She felt her face warm at the reminder of her outburst that first night. “You know I have. In fact, I’m returning Saturday. With my—with a friend of mine.”
“Another married pal?”
“This one happens to be female. I think Joy’s going to join us, too.”
He tossed the stone up and caught it a couple of times, then rolled it between his palms, as if manipulating the smooth, heavy object could somehow facilitate his thought processes. Replacing it on the pile of papers, he pushed off from the desk and came toward her. She sucked in her breath, acutely aware of the tingle that raced down from her scalp to curl her toes.
Eric didn’t touch her or kiss her or do any of the things she swore to herself she didn’t want him to do. He grabbed the doorframe and briefly leaned out into the gallery to ensure privacy. For the barest instant his large, hard body brushed hers, and the tingle rushed inward to the deepest, neediest parts of her. She swallowed hard and pressed back into the doorframe even as every instinct urged her to move forward, into his warmth.
He asked, “Do you like baseball?”
She knew she should lie. She didn’t. “Yes.”
“My produce guy gave me two tickets to the Yankees game Sunday night, to make up for his part in that fiasco a couple of weeks ago.” He wagged his eyebrows, a gesture that was all Eric. “Box seats. Could I interest you?”
Could he interest her? What she felt went way past interest.
“I...I can’t.”
He started to respond, and stopped. Something in his eyes told her her last opportunity had come and gone. After being struck down twice, he wasn’t going to ask her out again.
A kind of panic set in. She blurted, “I’m busy Sunday, but...maybe some other time.”
What was she doing?
After a moment he murmured, “Fair enough,” and leaned closer. If she let him kiss her, not only would she say yes to the Yankees game, she’d probably jump him right there in his office. Deciding to git while the gittin’ was good, she spun on her heel and hustled back to the safety of the kitchen.








Chapter Six


“Give it up, Etsuko. I’m not selling you my car.” Lina eased into traffic on Queens Boulevard.
Etsuko Flanagan, Bon Vivant’s executive food editor, had met Lina and Joy at their Forest Hills apartment, and now the three of them were headed out to Rocky Bay and The Cookhouse in Lina’s mint 1966 candy-apple red Mustang with a black vinyl roof. It was eight P.M. and not yet fully dark on this, one of the longest days of the year.
The middle-aged Japanese woman snorted at Lina’s mulishness. “I’ll up it a grand, but that’s my final offer. Mind if I smoke?” She’d already slipped a pack of Virginia Slims and a gold lighter out of her sleek designer handbag.
Lina said, “Put those coffin nails back, Etsuko. As I’ve already explained, this vehicle’s a virgin—it’s never been sullied by smoke, since the day my uncle Andy drove it out of the lot over forty years ago.”
“Virginity’s overrated,” Etsuko grumbled, but she stuffed the butts back in her bag. “Twelve hundred more, and that’s final.”
Joy spoke up from the backseat. “Is she always this irascible, Lina?”
“Only when she’s awake.”
“Only when I’m hungry,” Etsuko griped. “So. This Chuck Wagon place is a happening thing?”
“Cookhouse,” Lina corrected. “And yes, it’s a happening thing.”
Joy concurred that the eatery was well worth reviewing.
“Good. We’ll put it in the October issue. Along with that Italian place in the Village...?”
“Marcello’s,” Lina supplied.
“Right. And what about Honeysuckle? Those three’d make a nice mix.”
“I told you, Honeysuckle’s a lost cause. Too much tofu and not enough taste.”
“Hey, don’t knock tofu,” Etsuko said in a rare display of Japanese pride.
“I’ve got a cute little Greek place in mind. Brooklyn. Practically under the bridge. Trust me.”
“Don’t I always?” Etsuko opened her purse. “Can I smoke?”
Lina was merging with traffic on the parkway. “Yes, you can smoke, Etsuko, and no, you may not.” She reached over and snapped her friend’s purse shut.
Joy said, “The Cookhouse is a striking place, Etsuko. Visually, I mean. It’s not just the art on the walls. It’s in all the little details. Like the funky salt and pepper shakers. The chef’s late wife collected them wherever she went.”
Lina asked, “Is she responsible for the art, too?”
“Well, yeah, she and Eric developed the whole idea of the place together, but she never got to see it—she died a few months before The Cookhouse opened.”
“Crappy luck,” Etsuko said.
Lina found herself asking, “How did she die?”
“It was really tragic. Ruth interrupted a robbery in a convenience store. From what I understand, she went in for a carton of milk and a loaf of bread. The creep who was holding the place up panicked and shot her. They never caught him.”
“Oh, that’s awful,” Lina said. “He must’ve been devastated. And the boys...” How much strength it must have taken for Eric to pick up the pieces of his life and pursue the dream he and his late wife had started.
“The scuttlebutt is...” Joy leaned forward and grabbed the back of Lina’s seat. “Not long before she died, Eric caught Ruth in bed with an old boyfriend.”
Lina gasped. “She was unfaithful? To Eric? What would make a woman cheat on a man like that?”
Her passengers looked at each other.
“I mean...” she stammered. “Not that I would...not that I care...”
“Oh, this is gonna be good,” Etsuko cackled, obviously enjoying her friend’s embarrassment.
Joy slapped Lina’s shoulder. “I didn’t know you had a thing for Eric.”
“See, this surprises me,” Etsuko said. “I thought roommates had regular girl-talk sessions for that sort of thing. You know—sitting around in your jammies, painting each other’s toenails and talking about boys?”
Joy said, “She never even asked me about him.”
“Hell no, I didn’t ask you about him,” Lina fumed. “I didn’t want it to end up on the six-o’clock news.”
“Oh! That’s not fair.”
“Is, too. A busybody like you? I’d have never heard the end of it if I’d said word one about Eric, and you know it.”
Etsuko sobered. “Listen, Lina, I know I don’t have to remind you to keep your hands off the hot chef. When it comes to the owner of a restaurant you’re evaluating, even the merest hint of involvement could blow up in your face.”
As it had for Mercy Litton. Not that Mercy ever dated a restaurateur, as far as Lina knew. But bribe taking was even worse. And both were violations of the same basic canon, after all: impartiality.
Keeping a professional distance had never been a problem for Lina before she met Chef Reid.
She gripped the steering wheel tightly. “You’re right, Etsuko. You don’t have to remind me.”
Joy asked, “Is he interested in you?”
“Joy...”
“Did he ask you out?”
She sighed. “Yes.”
“Jeepers!” Joy sat back. “What a shame. The first guy to spin your wheels in two years, and it’s ‘look, don’t touch.’”
Etsuko drawled, “Can’t wait to meet this guy. According to Bob, he’s a—now, how did he put it?—an insolent boor.”
Lina jerked toward Etsuko, nearly careening into the next lane of traffic. “Talk about a busybody. What possessed you to fill your nephew’s head with all that crap about how horny I am?”
Etsuko grinned like a Cheshire cat. “My nephew? I prefer to think of Bob Flanagan as my sister-in-law’s evil spawn. Was it really awful?” She cackled again, with malicious glee.
“I’ll get you for that one, Etsuko.”
“Ooh...I’m shaking.” She opened her purse. “Mind if I smoke?”
*
Lina couldn’t remember when she’d been more uptight.
Eric was politely attentive to the three of them during their brief interactions that evening, while it was all Lina could do to maintain her composure. She felt like a twelve-year-old with her first crush, not a comfortable feeling for someone accustomed to calling the shots in most every situation she found herself in.
Her dining companions didn’t help her jangled nerves. Joy and Etsuko hung on every word that passed between Lina and Eric, like mastiffs leaping at meat scraps, storing up juicy tidbits for the long ride home.
Eric stopped by the table one last time while they were finishing dessert. “How do you like the bourbon pecan tart, Lina?”
She groaned rapturously, scraping the last flecks off her plate. “I have never tasted anything like this. You’re a master with desserts, Eric, but this one is not to be believed.” She licked her fork clean.
Etsuko’s tone was arid. “I think she likes it.”
Lina felt his warm hand on her back, just for an instant, just long enough to make her nerves run a relay race. “We aim to please,” he said, and headed for the next table.
As they left The Cookhouse, Lina turned back from the door and caught Eric’s eye across the gallery. He held her gaze for one long, sizzling heartbeat, before disappearing through the door to the kitchen.
*
Lina awoke at three A.M., breathless and disoriented. She’d had an erotic dream, fading fast, in which Chef Reid devised imaginative uses for his sinfully luscious bourbon pecan tart.
Perhaps it was just as well she couldn’t recall the details.
She turned on the lamp, swung her legs off the bed, and located her slippers. She knew from experience that the best way to purge a disturbing dream was to get fully awake and apply her gray matter to the rigors of work. She made a pot of coffee and finished polishing her review of The Cookhouse—in retrospect, a less-than-ideal distraction.
Later that morning when she opened her apartment door to retrieve the Sunday Times, she found a white bakery box sitting atop the newspaper. Inside was an entire bourbon pecan tart.








Chapter Seven


A gull glided overhead, its black-tipped wings outstretched, its white and gray body stark against the deep azure of a warm, cloudless morning. It swooped low over the white sand before a few powerful beats of its wings caught an air current and its sleek body soared skyward once more. Its fellows reconnoitered in a cluster near the water’s edge, scavenging for breakfast. Their sharp cries and the muffled snore of the waves were the only sounds as Lina made her way across the beach.
A lively ocean breeze tossed her hair and molded the soft cotton of her sleeveless white T-shirt and cutoff shorts to her body. She carried her white canvas sneakers, luxuriating in the feel of warm sand under her bare feet.
When she’d tried calling Eric at his home in Rocky Bay, Adam had answered the phone. He’d told her his dad had escaped on his usual solitary Sunday morning sojourn to the local beach. Within forty-five minutes Lina was pulling into the tiny parking area next to Rocky Bay Beach. She’d parked her new gold Subaru next to a battered blue Volvo station wagon.
She’d peered into the Volvo’s littered interior: an empty chips bag and soda bottle, two cardboard coffee cups, and a couple of unfolded maps. The contents of the trunk were more revealing: a baseball, wooden bat, well-worn mitt, insulated chest, tackle box, three fishing poles, and a cardboard carton containing model rocket parts.
Certainly looked promising. She’d sobered thinking how difficult it must be for a widowed father to raise two active teenage boys on his own.
Scanning the beach now, she saw an elderly couple ensconced on sand chairs, fully dressed and soaking up the warmth of the sun, and a well-oiled redheaded, red-skinned youth broiling himself on a beach towel.
But no Eric Reid.
The bourbon pecan tart Eric had sent to her apartment—or had he left it there himself?—sat on the floor of her car. This was a first for her—never before had she been wooed with baked goods. As touched as she was by the gesture, she had no choice but to return it. She’d always been so conscientious, scrupulously avoiding even the appearance of favoritism.
As she crossed the sand, Lina nodded good morning to the couple on the sand chairs, with their paperbacks and matching Mets caps. She shielded her eyes from the sun and peered to the left, at the uninhabited expanse of white sand on this small, out-of-the-way beach.
To the right the shoreline curved around a beach-grass-studded dune. She ambled in that direction, carefully avoiding the more dangerous-looking shell shards. Rounding the dune, she watched three gulls squabble over a crab carcass. A flash of blue about a hundred yards down the beach caught her attention, and she stopped. She squinted to make out the form loping toward her.
“Good Lord,” she whispered.
As Eric closed the distance between them in ground-eating strides, jogging along the tide line, she stared, mesmerized. Her greedy eyes took in every detail, from his sun-burnished, breeze-ruffled hair to his long, powerful legs and bare feet. Above royal blue running shorts hugging lean hips, his broad chest was bare. A wave broke and surged onshore, to tease his toes and lick away the footprints stretching behind him in the wet sand.
Although his eyes were shielded by dark glasses, Lina could tell he hadn’t yet noticed her. All concentration was on his run. She stood close to the dune, out of his direct line of sight. As he neared her, she noticed the graceful motion of his arms, the sleek ripple of shoulder and chest muscles, the way his sweat-sheened body gleamed in the sunlight. Not once did he falter, his body as smoothly efficient as a well-oiled engine.
Make that a warm, supple, thoroughly male engine, Lina thought, remembering all too vividly the intoxicating thrill of his aroused body pressed against hers during their stolen minutes behind The Cookhouse...the whisper-soft seduction of his lips against her bare shoulder under the starless cloak of night.
Groaning, she tried to redirect her thoughts to the purpose of this excursion. When he was about fifty feet from her, she took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and pushed her hair behind her ear.
His head pivoted in her direction. His churning legs lost their rhythm and the well-oiled engine stumbled to a graceless stop. A slow smile spread on his face. Gesturing for her to follow, he turned and jogged away from her, disappearing behind the dune.
She followed the curve of the beach, emerging at last in a secluded nook tucked into the sheltering embrace of high, sloping ridges of sand. The breeze was minimal here, the sun now almost directly overhead, bathing the entire cove in the crystalline light of early summer.
Here Eric had left a large yellow beach towel and a small plastic cooler, along with a gray T-shirt and white sneakers. His back was to her as he removed his sunglasses and wiped his face and chest with the towel. He extracted a bottle of ice water from the cooler and tipped back his head for a long swallow.
Lina hated the way her breath grew shallow at the sight of Eric’s barely covered body, hated the way she couldn’t keep her gaze from dropping to zero in on his well-shaped buns. The thin blue nylon of his shorts served more to enhance than conceal what lay beneath. With merciless acuity she recalled their encounter behind the restaurant, and the way his denim-clad muscles had tightened and flexed when she grabbed his bottom to pull him closer.
She dropped her sneakers to the sand and shoved her hands in the pockets of her cutoffs, fighting a crazy impulse to reacquaint herself with the feel of him. A gull shrieked and swooped in low, startling her, and she laughed nervously. He dropped the bottle back into the cooler.
She broke the silence. “This is a lovely little cove. Do you come here often?”
He gave her that toe-curling smile. “If you’re trying to pick me up, you’ll have to do better than that.” He squatted beside the cooler and struggled with the release catch. “I hate using this contraption, but when I don’t, the gulls have a feast. The minute I turn my back, bags and wrappers get torn open, food goes flying. It’s not a pretty sight.” He fished out a foil-wrapped parcel and wagged it at her. “Have you had breakfast?”
“Nope.”
“I’ll share my Fluffernutter with you.” He unwrapped the sandwich.
“I don’t believe it.” Peanut butter and sticky white goo—Marshmallow Fluff—oozed from between slices of white bread. “It is a Fluffernutter! I didn’t think they even made that stuff anymore.”
She joined him on the large towel, facing him cross-legged, and accepted the half sandwich he offered. “Chef Reid’s secret ingredient revealed at last.” She turned it this way and that, sniffed it, and took a tentative bite. It was delicious. “Takes me back to my youth.”
He said, “When you have kids, you rediscover the damnedest things.” His gaze lit on her mouth. She stopped chewing. He reached across and scooped a bit of fluff from the corner of her mouth with his index finger. He touched it to her lips, and she opened them.
The stuff stuck to his skin like glue. Lina would have liked nothing better than to take his fingertip into her mouth and suck it clean. Opting for a more dignified approach, she nibbled ineffectively at it. His skin tasted better than the marshmallow.
Eric appeared amused as he examined the inadequate results of her efforts. He finished the job, licking his finger clean. When he dropped his hand, her eyes remained riveted on the faint scar on his bottom lip. At last she raised her eyes to his. Say something, she commanded herself.
“How did you get the scar?”
He touched the tip of his tongue to the vertical line on one side of his bottom lip. “A bike accident. On my tenth birthday.”
“Ouch. Happy birthday.”
“It could’ve been worse. I was lucky. Got skinned up pretty bad, though. Nothing serious, but I looked like hell and scared the bejesus out of my folks.”
In the unforgiving sunlight and so close to him, she could see every crease in the spray of little lines that framed his eyes. She liked those creases.
He chucked the last bit of his sandwich across the sand, where a gull quickly pounced on it, and leapt to his feet. “Let’s go for a swim.”
Lina followed Eric’s lead and fed the last of her Fluffernutter to the voracious birds. “Aren’t you supposed to wait a half hour after eating?” She let him pull her to her feet. “Won’t our guts twist up or something?”
“What can I tell you? I like to live dangerously. Good thing you wore a suit.”
He was staring at her white T-shirt, where the outline of her bikini top was clearly visible. He raised his eyes to her face and grinned shamelessly.
“Okay, but if I turn into shark bait—” she pulled off the shirt “—I’m dragging you down with me.”
“Fair enough.”
She felt his eyes on her as she dropped her cutoffs to the towel. It was the first time she’d worn the bandanna-printed red and white bikini. With its ultra-high-cut legs, it showed more of her bottom than she was accustomed to displaying.
“Isn’t the water cold this early in the season?” she asked as they strode toward the ocean. When her toes encountered the wet sand, she scuttled back. Yikes!
“Don’t think cold,” he said. “Think bracing. Invigorating.”
“Right.”
“Last one in—”
She didn’t wait for him to finish, but barreled into the ocean at full speed. The shock of the freezing water nearly unbalanced her. Sheer momentum—and pride—kept her legs moving even as the “bracing” cold squeezed a howl of outrage from her lungs. Not one to back down from a challenge, she set her sights on the wave cresting a few yards away and dived headlong into the curl of water.
In that moment she knew they were all wrong about hell.
Hell is cold.
*
Eric surfaced near Lina, gasping for breath. Okay, he thought, so perhaps “bracing” didn’t quite cover it. “Startling,” maybe. “Coronary-inducing” was probably closer to the truth.
His arms and legs churned the water, more to generate heat than to keep him afloat.
Huff, huff, huff.
He looked at Lina, huff-huffing nearby. God but she looked cute with her short, dark hair wet and clinging to her head. She was grinning widely. Then again, perhaps that was a rictus of agony.
Their bit of ocean surged, like an ice-cold living thing, lifting them, pulling them shoreward like rag dolls as a wave cartwheeled onto the sand. The two of them simultaneously turned and began swimming vigorously away from shore, taking advantage of the undertow. They had to get past the breakers before the next wave formed. There they could relax and ride the swells.
He watched her strong, smooth arm strokes, the flawless economy of motion—the way her bottom looked in that little red bikini.
Eric was no slouch when it came to ocean swimming, and he was pleased she was able to keep up with him. He was also pleased at the wordless cooperation they enjoyed. They began treading again, slowly, almost effortlessly in the buoyant salt water, letting it rock and caress their bodies. Eric moved closer to Lina.
“Warming up?”
She laughed. “I’m getting some feeling back in my extremities.”
“You’re a good swimmer. You must’ve grown up near the water.”
“I did, but my parents weren’t really beach-goers.” She flipped wet strands of hair out of her eyes. “But after I married Steve, we spent practically every weekend at the beach. Made up for lost time.”
As the ocean urged them back toward shore, they scissor-kicked farther out, staying within touching distance.
“Were you married long?” He was unapologetically curious.
“Eleven years.”
A question popped into Eric’s head—and remained there. He wasn’t rude enough to ask how eleven years added up to zero children.
“That’s a long time, eleven years,” he said. “Was the breakup amicable, or one of these knock-down-drag-outs I hear so much about?”
“It was as amicable as these things can be, I suppose. We both knew it wasn’t working. We still see each other occasionally, at social functions.”
Are you still in love with him? “That’s nice that you’re, uh, on good terms with—”
“You want to know if I’m still in love with him, don’t you?”
“No.” He hoped his expression reflected the appropriate level of umbrage. “It’s none of my business.”
“Okay.” She closed her eyes and tipped her head back as if to drink up the stark sunshine after the long, bleak winter. Her arms continued to etch slow, graceful arcs in the water. She appeared serene and untroubled.
The little witch.
He muttered a curse. “So are you still in love with Steve or what?”
She smiled. “No.”
Eric couldn’t repress a grin of relief.
She looked at him then, her eyes bluer than the sky, and something sparked in a long empty place deep within his chest. Had he forgotten just how sweet it could be to spend time with a beautiful woman?
Eric realized how very little he knew about Lina. By the way, now that we’ve had a skirmish or two, and came darn near close to doing the nasty behind my place of business, do you think you could tell me your last name?
She leaned back until she was floating faceup. Her arms had probably gotten tired, but his hadn’t, and he moved closer. Gentle swells lifted them and rocked them. Her eyes were half-closed against the glare.
They felt the ominous surge at the same moment. Their heads snapped around just in time to see the ocean rearing, pulling itself into a whitecap, lifting them like so much flotsam.
The force of a wave this size could easily drag them into shore, tossed end over end, finishing up with a good scraping on the bottom. Obviously Lina was familiar with this particular experience. She stiffened and seized Eric’s arm in a killer grip.
He wanted to tell her to relax and dive into it, but there wasn’t time. Instead he held her hand and led her into the maneuver. It was awkward but effective. As one, they bulled their way through the churning water. A few more haphazard strokes had them safely riding the swells once again.
She clung to him, breathing hard, laughing giddily, as if she’d just come off the world’s biggest roller coaster. Their legs brushed underwater as he treaded for both of them.
How had it happened? How had the sky suddenly gotten bluer, the water warmer, and Lina lovelier than he’d ever seen her—lovely and silly, with her hair trying to go in three directions at once? He couldn’t remember feeling happier, freer, more at peace.
The look in her eyes said it all. For a blissful few moments she was open, unguarded. And so was he. All that existed was the energy arcing between them—raw and welcome and throbbing with sweet promise.
Too soon she seemed to become aware of her hands gripping his shoulders, of his hair-roughened thighs sliding rhythmically against her smooth legs as he worked to keep both their heads above water. She began to pull away.
The skin of her back felt like warm silk against his palm as he gently drew her close again. He was greedy. He was selfish.
And it felt damn good.
“Not yet,” he whispered.
Her eyes widened as he tilted his head to brush a kiss on her parted lips. She tasted of seawater and Fluffernutter. He smiled. “Close your eyes.”
She did. His arm curled around her back, pressing her to him, forcing her to wind her arms around his neck. She was a bit breathless. He hoped it was due to excitement and not fear of drowning. They moved as one, bobbing to the rhythm of the ocean and his bicycling legs. Her bikini-clad breasts grazed his chest in the same tantalizing cadence.
Lina returned his kiss with equal fervor. The feel of her soft, full mouth yielding to his made his blood pound. When his erection throbbed against her belly, she made a little mewling sound. Her leg circled his hips, locking them together.
Eric groaned deep in his chest. What he wouldn’t give at that moment to have something firmer under them than the deep blue ocean, to lay her back...to slowly pull off that scrap of a swimsuit....
His concentration faltered and he forgot to churn the water. In the next moment the two were sputtering and coughing and treading for all they were worth.
“You’re trying to drown me,” she laughed.
Drown you? No, something much more pleasant.
He looked toward the shore, where he could just make out his yellow beach towel. She must have read his mind, because she murmured, “Come on,” and started swimming. They rode a breaker to shore and emerged wobbly-legged in the foam and spray.
He didn’t know how they made it to the big towel, but somehow they did, falling together in a tangle of arms and legs and hungry mouths. The air felt ten times hotter after the frigid water, her skin cool and salty-wet, the heat of the sunbaked towel startling.
The sweet, silky tip of her tongue teased his lips, and he took a brief second to grin down into her flushed face. Her responsiveness thrilled him. Their tongues mated, plunging, tasting, promising. Their hands clung and stroked as they rolled on the towel, writhing like a couple of teenagers in heat.
It had been too long. He’d denied himself for too long.
He cupped her breast. Her stiff nipple teased his palm through the stretchy wet fabric, urging him to rub the peak in lazy circles. Lina’s breathing quickened. Her eyes drifted shut and her mouth opened on a little gasp of pleasure. She arched, offering herself. It was all the invitation he needed. His fingers slid behind her neck and found the tie strings of her bikini top. He pulled them free and bared her.
She was exquisite. He knew she would be. Her breasts weren’t large, one perfect handful, he thought, before lowering his head to a dusky puckered tip. He kissed it. She shuddered. He licked it, delicately at first, then with greater hunger, finally drawing the cool, salty-sweet flesh into his hot mouth.
She was breathless, squirming in his embrace. Finally his fingers replaced his mouth as he turned his attention to the other breast. Her gasps became soft cries of delight. She twisted under him, and he held her tighter.
Her hand came up, and she bit the back of her wrist to stifle her sounds. Eric pulled her hand away and held it. He wanted to hear her. He needed to know how he made her feel.
A noise just over the dune galvanized them. Voices.
Kids.
Lina whispered a succinct oath as she bolted upright. Eric was already lifting her bikini strings. He managed to tie them haphazardly in about two seconds, with shaking fingers. He felt like a derailed locomotive.
Damn!
He flopped onto his stomach just as three small children scrabbled to the top of the dune, peering down into the cove he’d thought of as his own private hideaway.
“Whatcha doin’ down there?” the littlest one, a girl of about three, asked. From a distance a woman could be heard calling for her brood. In a flash the spectators were gone.
He dropped his head to the towel and collapsed, his heart jackhammering. “Whatcha doin’ down there?” he mimicked in the guileless high voice of a toddler.
Lina was quaking with helpless laughter. Eric leaned up on his elbows and tried to scowl at her. “You find this amusing, do you? For your information, I’m in pain.” He shifted on the towel.
“Poor dear.” She flopped back onto the towel, smiling up into the sky. A telltale flush still adorned her face and chest.
He moved closer to shield her eyes from the sun with his shadow. She lifted a hand and ran soft fingers over his stubbled cheek, then lightly scraped her crimson nails over his whiskers.
“Did I hurt you?” he asked, thinking how raspy his face must have felt on the satiny skin of her breasts.
“I liked it.”
His eyebrows rose. She liked it.
“What can I say? I’m shameless.”
“Thank God for shameless women.” He leaned down and kissed her tenderly, almost chastely, and ran his fingers through her wet, unruly hair, straightening it. Her eyes never left his.
“I don’t know if you have any plans for tomorrow,” he said, “but we’ll be doing the basic Memorial Day barbecue deal at the Reid homestead. Real laid-back, nothing fancy. Hell, as long as you have enough beer and grilled flesh, what more do you need, right?”
He sensed her pulling back. “Thanks, but I—I can’t.”
Something told him she wanted to, though. Whatever plans she had could be broken. “Come on, Lina. You don’t want to miss this. The whole loony Reid clan’ll be there.”
“Loony?”
“Except for my uncle Ed. He’s rich, so he gets to be called eccentric. And there are a few that are just plain scary.” He sat up and leaned on a palm, still shielding her eyes. “Our family barbecues follow a prescribed ritual. My sister-in-law Jeri will get drunk and pick a fistfight with my cousin Ralph. Then her son Michael will eat till he pukes. I’m telling you, you can’t buy entertainment like that.”
“Sounds most diverting, but—”
“Arnie and his son will bring their guitars and serenade us with `Hey, Jude.’ All day. And of course, my aunt Harriet will have her camcorder going the whole time. That way, when Ralph sues Jeri for a broken nose, he’ll have the footage to back him up.”
He decided to bring out the heavy artillery. “This elegant affair will culminate in a frenzy of beer tossing, followed by a water fight, from which there is no escape.” He looked pointedly at her swimsuit. “Come as you are.” Lina was clearly impressed. Should he tell her about Cousin Fran’s strip poker tournament? “Well?”
Her eyes clouded over and she murmured, “I really can’t, Eric, but thanks.”
“Let me just ask one thing. Whoever you’re seeing tomorrow, it is serious?”
Confusion knitted her brow. “I’m not seeing anyone tomorrow.”
“I just assumed. I know you have an active social life,” he said, thinking about that weasel Bob.
“Are you thinking about that weasel Bob? That wasn’t a date. It was strictly business. Give me some credit.”
“What kind of business forces you to wine and dine sleazoids like that? You said you’re a writer....”
He left a fill-in-the-blanks opening. Most people love to talk about what they do. So why did Lina suddenly look like he’d asked her to do long division on her fingers? She stared off at the horizon, biting her lip. What could she possibly write that she’d be reluctant to admit to? Unless it was...
Naw, it couldn’t be. A refined lady like her? Writing porn?
Then again, there’d been nothing refined about her response to him behind The Cookhouse last week. She’d been on fire. And so had he. As for what happened between them today—well, for him it had been more than simple lust. For Lina, it had been...
Research?
“Lina?” He scowled at her shuttered expression, feeling his heart thump in rising confusion and anger, wondering if it was time to start feeling like a fool. His imagination left his rational mind in the dust as he thought about Bob Flanagan. And Mark Thayer. Research buddies? An outlandish notion perhaps, but one that, having taken up residence in his gray matter, proved impossible to shake.
It was strictly business. What the hell did that mean?
“Tell me, Lina. What do you write?”
She pushed her wet hair behind her ear. “Restaurant reviews.”
He let out the breath he’d been holding. She wrote—
“What?”
“And before you ask...” She looked him in the eye. 
“I’m Caroline Holland.”








Chapter Eight


Eric could only gape at Lina, speechless. He’d steeled himself to hear something along the lines of, Well, you know those triple-X-rated movie scripts? I crank those out.
Nothing could have prepared him for her pronouncement. She didn’t have to elaborate. Every restaurateur in the country knew who Caroline Holland was. She was a legend in their business.
Yet it wasn’t possible. Lina didn’t look anything like Caroline Holland. In his mind he pictured the reviewer every time he opened up the latest issue of Bon Vivant to the “Dining Out in New York” column. Caroline Holland was a brash, zaftig, middle-aged woman who applied her makeup with a putty knife. He always knew he’d recognize her the instant she set foot in The Cookhouse.
Which could never happen, of course. There was no question Eric’s offbeat, out-of-the-way little establishment had a snowball’s chance in hell of being noticed by a reviewer of Holland’s stature.
All this crossed his mind in the long seconds he sat staring openmouthed at the woman next to him. “That’s not funny, Lina,” he managed to croak.
“It’s not supposed to be.”
A few moments ago, every iota of mental energy had been devoted to finding the means to carry their intimate encounter to its logical conclusion. Next thing he knew, he was sharing his beach towel with one of the most powerful forces in his business, a person capable of ensuring the success of the venture on which he’d devoted so much time, money, and heart.
Caroline Holland. The first woman since Ruth. The first woman to crack the shell of grief and betrayal that had kept him alone and celibate for a year and a half.
Eric rested his arm on a raised knee. He rubbed his bristly jaw and thought about the past few weeks. The mayhem of that first night. Her vocal condemnation. The way he came on to her afterward—came on to the New York restaurant critic for Bon Vivant magazine. Good God.
He glanced at Lina and couldn’t help running his gaze down her body, remembering. No. It simply wasn’t possible he’d been rolling around on a beach towel, panting and groping, with a legend.
She said, “I know this must be something of a surprise.”
He couldn’t repress a you-said-a-mouthful grunt as his stunned mind struggled to fit all the pieces together. With a sweep of his arm he indicated their close encounter. “And all this...?”
Her eyes widened, sparking with dangerous blue lights. “Seduction of the chef usually occurs after evaluation and before publication of the article. We’re right on schedule.”
“No, I mean...” He shook his head, trying to clear his muddled mind. It was just beginning to sink in. An incredulous smile split his face. “This is all just...a little hard to absorb.”
“I understand that. I couldn’t tell you who I really was while I was still evaluating The Cookhouse.”
He fought the urge to jump up and howl with triumph.
A Caroline Holland review!
He said, “Is that why you came here looking for me? To tell me?”
“Well, yes, and to return—”
“This is like winning the lottery, do you realize that?” He hadn’t felt this giddy since the birth of the twins. An ebullient sense of gratitude had replaced his initial shock. “You’ve paid for your last Cookhouse meal, Lina—although I suppose the magazine was picking up the tab so far.”
A strange wariness came into her eyes. “What do you mean?”
“I mean I want you to consider yourself my permanent guest. Your money’s no good at The Cookhouse. Hell, I should build a wing and name it after you.” He gestured at an imaginary sign. “The Lina Holland Annex.”
He chuckled, but for some reason, she looked less than amused.
He added, “The same goes for the cooking classes. Show up anytime. On the house. It’s the least I can offer in exchange for a review in Bon Vivant.”
She leapt to her feet and grabbed her cutoffs. Stunned, he watched her yank them on. Her fingers shook as she snapped the fly. She was breathing hard and looking anywhere but at him. She pulled her shirt on over her head, clearly oblivious to the tantalizing wet spots from her bikini.
“Lina?”
Her eyes darted around until she located her sneakers some distance from the towel. It was then he saw the cold outrage in her eyes, the rigid set of her features.
“Lina, what is it?”
She barely heard him calling to her as she snatched up her sneakers and strode swiftly the way she’d come. It was hard to look composed as she slogged through the sand. She elected to sacrifice dignity in the interest of speed, and picked up the pace.
He called her again, and she realized he was following her. She walked faster, nearly jogging now. All she wanted was to get to her car and get the hell away from Eric Reid.
“Lina! Wait up.”
She took off at a run across the sand. There were a lot more sun worshipers on the main stretch of beach than there had been earlier, and every one of them was staring at her. The parking lot was still a long way off. Rapid footfalls drummed behind her. He was chasing her.
She turned on the juice, making a beeline for her car. Every broken seashell she’d managed to avoid earlier now found a tender spot on the soles of her feet. Over the hammering of her heart and the rasp of her breaths she heard Eric huffing, swearing, and pounding the sand. Too loud. Too near.
A bark of outrage burst from her when a long, strong arm whipped around her waist, yanking her off balance. Her eyes closed automatically as the ground rushed upward. But it never made contact. Eric lithely rolled with her, buffering her fall. All she felt was his steel-cable arms encircling her, and the warm, hard expanse of his body behind hers.
She tried to scramble out of his hold, but couldn’t gain purchase as her feet thrashed around in the sand.
“Let go of me!”
“Lina, honey, calm down.” He sat up with her, his arms still locked around her.
She struggled in vain. Sand clung to her sweat-dampened skin. “Calm down? I said get your paws off me, you...caveman!”
Eric snickered. “Caveman?”
“I think you better let the lady go, pal.”
Her head snapped up. Good heavens. Here was the caveman. Six and a half feet of bulging, gleaming brawn, every striation of muscle clearly defined. Above snug black swim trunks a Day-Glo pink tank top showed off massive, twitching pecs. Long blond hair hung below his shoulders. He couldn’t have been more than twenty.
A phrase from a pirate romance she’d once read flashed through her mind. Here, in the flesh, was Tremayne “Black Snake” Whitburn, dispossessed Earl of Walford, standing with “eyes ablaze and arms akimbo.” Though she couldn’t be certain about the “eyes ablaze” part. The earl wore reflective aviator sunglasses and a whistle around his neck.
Eric had become very still, though his arms never slackened their hold. “This is none of your business, pal,” he snarled. “The lady’s just fine.”
Oh brother. Og and Ug were obviously gearing up for some vigorous club swinging.
The lifeguard took a step closer, his bulging quadriceps dominating her field of vision. He smelled of coconut oil and raw menace. “Maybe I’m makin’ it my business.”
Eric released Lina, but her relief was short-lived as he stood, pulled her to her feet, and gave her a little shove toward the parking lot. His eyes never left the other man’s mirrored shades.
“Wait for me at my car.” Ugga bugga.
She held her ground. “No. What are you, crazy?” She gestured emphatically. “Look at this guy.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Go to my car.”
Black Snake yanked off his mirrored shades with a theatrical flourish and crossed his beefy arms over his chest. Lina suspected he was eager to show off his riveting ice blue eyes. Now he looked less like a pirate and more like a Viking with a glandular disorder.
“Big man—pushin’ around a woman,” he taunted. “You’re not such a big man now, huh?”
“Where do you get a line like that?” Eric asked. “Old ‘Starsky and Hutch’ reruns?”
The lifeguard took a step closer, as did Eric, the two combatants glaring for all they were worth. Now they were practically nose to nose. Or nose to chin—this guy dwarfed even Eric. She expected at any moment they’d start snorting and pawing the ground.
She gave up trying to talk sense to Eric. “Don’t worry,” she told him. “When I break the news to the kids, I’ll tell them their dad died with dignity.” She bestowed a grunt of derision.
Black Snake’s baby blues clouded with the strain of intense cogitation. “You guys’re married?”
Eric blinked. She could see the gears spinning furiously behind his dark eyes. “Uhh...”
His adversary backed off a step, palms raised. “Listen, man, I don’t wanna get involved in a domestic thing, ya know?”
Her jaw dropped. Domestic thing?
Some of the stiffness left Eric’s shoulders as he, too, took a step back. “Yeah. Well.”
Lina shook her head, trying to clear it. She stared at the blond behemoth. “Did I hear you correctly?”
“Honey,” Eric said soothingly, “it’s getting late. We better—”
“Did you say you wouldn’t get involved if we’re married?”
Black Snake looked from Lina to Eric as if to say, What’s her problem?
She stalked up to the lifeguard. Her voice climbed an octave. “A minute ago you were all set to protect me from—from—” She gestured toward Eric. “But as long as we’re married—as long as I belong to him—he can do whatever he wants to me, is that right?”
Black Snake backed up a bit, chuckling nervously. He looked at Eric and shrugged. Eric shrugged back. Women.
She peered up into the man’s befuddled face, and screeched, “That is so antediluvian!”
Eric’s fingers closed around her upper arm. “Come on, honey. Time to get home. The baby’s gotta be fed.”
She dug in her heels, to no avail, as he hauled her toward the parking lot. “You!” she shrieked at the lifeguard. “We need feminist rehabilitation camps for throwbacks like you.” She gesticulated with the sneakers that still dangled from her fingers. “A few months in one of those’d straighten you out, buddy.”
She felt hot blacktop on the soles of her bare feet. Eric pulled open the passenger-side door of the blue Volvo and pushed her onto the sun-warmed seat. Grasping the top of the doorframe, he leaned over her and said, “Now, tell me. Why did you take off that way?”
He really didn’t know! “Let’s just say I didn’t take kindly to your offer,” she said through clenched teeth.
He frowned. “My offer? You mean the meals? I didn’t mean to—”
“Pretty paltry as bribes go. Obviously you have no clue what a Caroline Holland review is worth,” she sneered. “I’d have thought you could come up with something more original than a few free meals.”
He straightened abruptly, his expression frigid, his Kahlua eyes having turned to watered-down decaf. She sprang out of his car, elbowed her way past him, and marched to her car. Throwing open the passenger door, she lifted the bakery box from the floor and hurled it at him, Frisbee style. He ducked and deflected the missile with his arm. The box opened, splattering piecrust and pecan filling on the asphalt.
Lina hopped in behind the wheel, started the engine, and burned rubber out of the parking lot.








Chapter Nine


“I want to know her exact words,” Cookie demanded.
“I told you. Something like, a Caroline Holland review is worth a lot more than a few free meals, and I should try to come up with a more imaginative bribe—something more original, that’s what she said.” Eric was stuffing dozens of boneless chicken breasts with a pecan and Granny Smith apple mixture, for a wedding he was catering that evening.
She said, “But your offer wasn’t a bribe—was it?”
He leveled a flat stare at her. “What do you think?”
“I think if you wanted to bribe the New York restaurant reviewer for Bon Vivant magazine, you’d come up with something more—”
“Original? Would you cover these for me?” He slid a large pan of stuffed chicken breasts across the steel counter and started to fill another. Cookie hopped off the stool she was sitting on and pulled a length of plastic wrap off an industrial-size dispenser box.
A week had passed since the debacle at the beach, a week during which Eric had grappled with his principles—and the pragmatic issues involved in keeping The Cookhouse running.
He’d known when he went into the restaurant business that he’d have to face some less-than-palatable realities. He’d heard of greedy reviewers on the take, but he’d always assumed, naively, that none of that applied to him. In the back of his mind had been the conviction that his restaurant was deserving of a spectacular review and would stand on its own merits. His restaurant would blow away any reviewer who set foot in it.
And it had blown away Lina. He knew that.
But still she had her hand out, greedy and grasping.
Cookie stretched the plastic film over the pan. “She didn’t seem like the type to take a payoff.”
“What type did she seem like? You didn’t even know she was a reviewer. Neither did I, for that matter.”
She slid the pan into a refrigerator. “Well, I still can’t believe it.”
“Believe it.” Eric placed a gob of stuffing on a flattened chicken breast and expertly tucked the meat around it. Either I come up with an offering that suits Her Highness’s taste in graft or I can kiss The Cookhouse good-bye.”
“It can’t be that bad.”
“It’s worse. You know that, Cookie, you’re not blind. We’re hanging on by the skin of our teeth.”
“Damn! What happened to ethics? To honor?”
What happened to the exciting, sensual woman he’d thought he was beginning to know?
What a naive idiot he was.
Cookie sighed heavily and leaned against the counter where he was working. He sensed her trying to make eye contact, and kept his attention on his work.
Finally she said quietly, “I don’t think you have much choice.”
He placed a stuffed cutlet in the pan, trying to ignore that nagging twitch in his jaw. “I sort of figured that one out on my own.”
“The Cookhouse could do a land-office business if word got out, if people just realized this place existed.”
“Yep.” His casual tone belied the hurt and anger bubbling inside him. “Any suggestions?”
“Cash? Not too original, but a crowd pleaser.”
“Something tells me that’s not what she’s after.”
“So it’s a guessing game. What’s her favorite Cookhouse dish?”
“Bourbon pecan tart.”
An image leaped into his consciousness, of Lina Holland groaning in rapture with each bite of tart that passed her lovely full pink lips. And like some lovesick fool, what had he done but leave one of the things on her doorstep. He’d been giddy with infatuation, playing out his part in a pathetic—and doomed—mating ritual.
Little had he known that his offering was destined to be strewn across the parking lot at Rocky Bay Beach. The seagulls must have been ecstatic.
Cookie said, “Send her a dozen of the damn things. No, two dozen. Let her worry about freezer space.”
*
“With Chef Reid’s compliments. He, like, said to say that.”
Standing in the doorway of her apartment, Lina stared at the young man leaning on a hand truck on which were perched two large cartons. He wore a wavy black ponytail and wire-rimmed eyeglasses. “What’s in these?” she asked.
He shrugged and started to heft the top box. “Where do you want ‘em?”
“I want them to stay right here until you show me the contents.”
The youth produced a penknife, slit the packing tape, and opened the carton. Bakery boxes filled it. Lina’s eyes bulged when she lifted the lid on one.
“I don’t believe this.” The slimeball was still at it—still trying to bribe her! Had he no shame?
“So where do you want ’em?”
“I don’t,” she gritted.
“Huh?”
“I won’t accept them. Take them back.”
“I can’t do that. He’ll, like, totally go off the wall if I bring these things back.”
“Not my problem. Tell Chef Reid I’ve never been so insulted.” She slammed the door in the kid’s bewildered face.
*
“Any more brilliant ideas?” Eric asked. He and Cookie stood staring at the twenty-four bakery boxes that Lina Holland had thumbed her nose at.
“This offering was too paltry, you think?” she asked.
“Insultingly paltry, according to her nibs.”
She pursed her lips in deep cogitation. “Okay. Here’s what you do.”
*
“You gotta take it!” the youth with the hand truck wailed. “He made that, like, totally clear. I’m dog meat if I come back with this stuff, man. Uh, ma’am.”
“What’s your name?” Lina asked.
“Jason.”
“Do you work for Mr. Reid, Jason?”
“Yeah, I, like, wash the pots and stuff. And I make deliveries. I’m new.”
Obviously the replacement for the dishwasher who’d had a fondness for, as Cookie had put it, tee many martoonis.
“Jason. Listen carefully. Are you listening?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“I refuse to accept this delivery.”
“Take a look before you say that. Just take a look. This is, like, totally outrageous stuff.” He cut open a carton—one of ten that he’d hauled up to her apartment hallway before ringing her bell. “This caviar? It costs, like, I don’t know, a hundred bucks an ounce or something. It’s the good stuff, the little bitty black kind, see?”
He displayed a tiny jar of beluga caviar. She could almost taste it. Add a little chopped onion and egg, a shot of frozen Gray Goose...
Peeking into the carton, she counted eleven more jars of the pricey delicacy. She restrained a groan of frustration and tore her gaze away. “Put it back.”
He opened another box before she could stop him. It was packed with bundles wrapped in white paper. “You like chopped liver? I mean, whachacallit, pâté? There’s some of that in here. Chef Reid makes it himself out of duck livers. Sounds gross, but it’s, like, totally fine. And there’s all different kinds of outrageous cheeses and stuff.”
She couldn’t speak, her mouth was watering like a faucet.
He slit another box. The ambrosial aroma of fine coffee wafted from it. “There’s, like, a whole assortment in here, regular and decaf,” he said, pulling out sacks of coffee beans and tins of gourmet teas. He peered at a label. “Raspberry hazelnut creme. All right! Hot-date java!”
She couldn’t help herself. “What else did he send?”
“Well, there’s all these cakes and desserts and fancy breads Mr. Reid makes, some kind of flavored oils with, like, I don’t know, leaves or something in them. Let’s see...there’s a whole smoked salmon, some fruit stuff—compote, he calls it—these fancy syrups, nuts, sauces, salad dressings, his special way-hot salsa and guacamole, a case of these humongous kick-ass red grapefruit, and, like—” he spread his hands “—a ton of chocolates.”
“Chocolates?” The man was a monster! “He sent me chocolates?” She reached for the carton. Maybe just a peek–
No!
She stiffened her spine. “Jason. Tell Mr. Reid this is not helping his cause. He is being, like, totally offensive here.”
“You’re unnatural. Don’t you eat?”
“Good-bye, Jason.”
She closed the door and dashed into her kitchen, where an exhaustive search turned up a stale Tootsie Roll and an ancient packet of low-fat hot cocoa mix that she had to peel off the inside of her cupboard.
*
“I give up.” Eric threw his hands in the air.
Cookie said, “Don’t give up.”
“What does the woman want?”
“Why don’t you ask her?”
“I’m supposed to read her mind, that’s why. I’m supposed to be original.” He surveyed the Cookhouse kitchen, heaped with the cartons Lina had sent back. Jason had slunk out murmuring something about unnatural females who don’t, like, eat.
“Okay,” Cookie said. “Time to bring out the big guns.”
*
“I told you, I did not order that!” Lina cried. “Where would I put a thing like that?”
The two sullen delivery men appeared to give that some consideration. Thankfully, they kept any suggestions to themselves.
The three of them stood at the freight entrance behind her apartment building, where she’d been summoned to sign for receipt of Chef Reid’s latest insane attempt at payola. Inside the delivery truck sat an enormous gleaming steel freezer—industrial model. Sharing the truck were cases of yummy things to fill it: filet mignon, lobster tails, salmon steaks, veal cutlets, and who knew what else.
The man was certifiable.
She’d been offered cash bribes in her decade-long career as a reviewer. She’d been offered cases of fine French wine and champagne, liquor, exotic foods, free meals, and—last and unquestionably least—Chef Rudolfo’s “free ride.”
But this was the first time she’d been offered a major appliance.
One of the delivery men shoved a clipboard at her. “Sign here.”
*
“I don’t know about this, Joy.” Lina steered her antique red Mustang onto Woodcleft Avenue, the “Nautical Mile” of Freeport, Long Island. “The closest I’ve come to fishing is the fisherman’s platter at—well, at that restaurant right over there.”
On their left was Woodcleft Canal, a manmade waterway leading to the bay and the Atlantic Ocean beyond. Tied up at the dock were large white party boats advertising half-day, full-day, and night fishing trips to the general public. She didn’t know if the long walk down Woodcleft from Front Street to the bay was an actual nautical mile, or even a land mile, for that matter. Not that she knew the difference, but she supposed there had to be one. But whatever the street lacked in “mile,” it more than made up for in “nautical.”
Boat dealerships and gift shops competed for space with fish stores, bait-and-tackle shops, and restaurants, some with open-air seating. Fishing boats sold their catch directly to the public from ice-packed crates set out on the dock.
“Quit griping,” said Joy. “I’ve never been fishing either. It’s an adventure. How do you expect to meet men if you don’t go where the men go?”
“I meet men.”
“Yeah, men who are strictly off-limits. Isn’t that what Etsuko said? ‘Keep your hands off the hot chef’?”
Lina didn’t want to think about the hot chef. She couldn’t believe that grope session at the beach, the frightening ease with which she’d abandoned her principles and let down her guard.
At least she was no longer in danger of succumbing to Eric Reid’s heart-stopping hunkitude. Their relationship was now strictly business. Not only that, he’d shown himself to be the lowest link in the culinary food chain: the Audacious Palm Greaser.
Joy said, “I’m telling you, Lina, you’ve gotta get the upper hand when you set out to meet guys. When they go fishing with their buddies, the last thing they’re expecting is single women on the prowl. Men are simple. You present them with something they can’t easily compartmentalize—an out-of-context female—and right away you gain the advantage. It’s all about getting them off-kilter, capitalizing on their weaknesses.”
“Are we talking about meeting men or toppling a small dictatorship?”
Joy stuck out her tongue at her. “Oh! There it is.” She pointed to a boat tied up at the dock.
“Why this boat?” Lina asked.
“George Quinn recommended it—I saw him at that pasta class at The Cookhouse last Wednesday.”
Lina looked at the name painted in fanciful script on the seventy-foot hull: the Captain Joe II. A few people were already aboard, leaning on the rail, laughing and chatting, gearing up for an evening of fishing. She pulled in to the boat’s parking lot and found a space. It was seven o’clock, and the sun still shone bright in the western sky.
Lina asked, “You sure we can rent fishing rods on the boat?”
“That’s what George said.” Joy hauled a cooler chest out of the Mustang’s trunk. “Hope you’re hungry. I’ve got fried chicken, potato salad, coleslaw, lemonade—and something special.” She winked.
“Bloodworms!” Lina gushed. “My favorite.”
“They’ll give us bait on the boat, too. Would you settle for blackout cake? Here, you take this.” Joy handed Lina a lightweight foam chest—empty.
“What’s this for?”
“Our catch.”
“A tad optimistic, no? Anyway, who’s going to be fishing? I thought we were angling for men with rods.”
“We have to put on a good show or the jig’s up.”
They started across the street toward the boat. Lina’s eyes were drawn to a tall wooden piling on which were nailed perhaps a dozen gaping shark jaws of varying sizes. The display was as fascinating as it was creepy.
“I have motion-sickness pills. You want one?” Joy asked her.
“No need. I don’t get seasick.”
“How do you know?”
“I’ve been on my share of dinner cruises. Trust me.”
They followed a walkway to a narrow white gangplank and were soon aboard the Captain Joe II. Everyone else—Joy included—was wearing jeans and T-shirts. Lina felt more than a bit out of place in her sleeveless ice blue raw silk top, champagne-colored linen slacks, and matching suede flats. The linen blazer slung over one shoulder matched the slacks. Blue topaz earrings and necklace completed the outfit.
Well, they were supposed to be meeting men!
Lina and Joy made their way down the starboard side, between the railing and the hard bench that hugged the outside wall of the enclosed cabin. Lina peered in through the cabin’s windows and saw chairs, a snack bar, and bathrooms. Not bathrooms: heads, she mentally corrected herself. Gotta remember the lingo.
Joy chose a spot, produced a scrap of cloth, and tied it to the railing. “This’ll mark our place. According to—”
“George. Tell me, did the poor guy get to do any cooking Wednesday while you were picking his brains about this noble sport?”
“He’s so sweet,” Joy sighed. “Too bad he’s unavailable.”
“Married?”
“The other unavailable.”
“Engaged?”
“The other unavailable.”
“No! George Quinn?”
“Whose idea do you think this was? This is how he meets guys.”
Lina eyeballed the crowd, and hissed, “Joy, if you got us on some kind of gay fishing excursion, I swear I’ll—”
“Fat chance. Don’t you see the way those two are looking at us? Don’t look. Okay, now look.”
“Joy, they’re kids.” The pair ogling them as they set up their tackle a few yards down the railing couldn’t have been more than eighteen. All acne and attitude.
Joy scrutinized the boys more intently. “Maybe they came with their dads.”
“Right. Their godlike bachelor dads. Why did I let you talk me into this?”
It wasn’t long before a mate came by to collect money and set them up with fishing tackle. Lina stared at his filthy rubber waders and at her own carefully chosen outfit. She’d spent half an hour deciding what to wear before settling on light colors and delicate fabrics.
After the mates had collected the fees—plus a bit extra for the pool to award whoever caught the biggest fish—the Captain Joe II pulled away from the dock. Lina experienced an elemental thrill as the boat slowly chugged the length of the canal and emerged in the bay. It passed under a bridge clogged with bumper-to-bumper parkway traffic, and she felt a flash of pity for the drivers inching along overhead.
As for herself, she was beginning to relax and enjoy the experience. Deciding to leave the man-hunting to Joy, she came to the conclusion that her most pressing concern during the next few hours would be keeping potato salad off her new outfit. Life didn’t get much better.
Joy suggested a stroll around the deck: reconnaissance. When Lina expressed more interest in leaning on the railing and watching the island recede, her roommate struck out on her own.
Lina hadn’t felt this peaceful, this carefree, in years. Perhaps this had been a good idea after all, she reflected, for her mental health if not her love life.
“Made any conquests yet?”
At the sound of the distinctive raspy voice, her heart did a little bump and grind in her chest. She turned to see Eric Reid leaning on the railing next to her, a cream-lapping grin on his handsome face.








Chapter Ten


She was struck dumb.
“No?” he said. “I thought you had those two in your pocket for sure.” He nodded toward the leering youths.
Watching Eric tie a ragged bandanna on the railing to mark his spot, she muttered, “I’ll kill her.”
“Don’t blame Joy. It’s not her fault. Sound carries very well in The Cookhouse kitchen. All that steel and terra-cotta.”
“You eavesdropped.”
“George Quinn isn’t exactly the most soft-spoken guy.”
“Why are you doing this?” she demanded. “Cornering me like a rabbit. I can’t even get away from you.” She gestured broadly at the surrounding water. So much for serenity.
“I wouldn’t have gone to these lengths if you’d deigned to speak to me on the phone. I must’ve left a dozen messages on your voice mail.”
She pushed her hair behind her ear. “I make it a habit to screen my calls. We have nothing to say to each other.”
Eric’s snug black T-shirt was tucked into low-slung, faded jeans worn to shreds at the knees. He looked good, damn him, and smelled better.
He shook his head. “I have never met a woman harder to figure out. I thought that once we got that business about my marital status squared away, you’d stop being so schitzy.”
“Schitzy? Me?”
“Honey, you do more flip-flops than the Flying Wallendas.”
“What, exactly, am I flip-flopping on now?”
“The bribe I’m giving you.”
“Eric! Shh.” She clapped a hand over his mouth and glanced around to see if anyone had heard. “You’re not giving me a bribe.”
He wrested her hand away and held it by the wrist. “Correction. I’m giving, you’re not taking.”
“Glad you finally noticed.”
A look of distaste came over his features. “This whole nasty business will go a lot smoother if you can be a little more direct about your expectations.”
“I thought I was pretty darn direct.”
“Well, run it by me again. I’m pretty darn slow.”
Quivering with indignation, she jerked her hand out of his grip. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about the way reviews are earned, but let me make one thing absolutely clear. I don’t accept bribes. I evaluate every establishment strictly on its merits. And then I write about the best of the lot. No amount of caviar or steaks or bourbon pecan tarts—not even a damn Deepfreeze!—is going to sway me. Is any of this getting through to you?”
Eric looked like he’d been poleaxed. His mouth worked and finally he spread his arms and hollered, “You asked for a bribe!”
From bow to stern, all eyes turned toward them.
“What?” she said, eyes bulging. “I never!”
“Don’t deny it. You stood right there in that parking lot and demanded I pay you off for reviewing The Cookhouse. Something more original than a few free meals, you said. You said—”
“I know what I said. How was I to know you’d take it seriously?”
“How the hell was I supposed to take it?”
“Yeah!” cried a man a few yards away, gesturing with his beer can.
Lowering her voice, she asked Eric, “Don’t you know sarcasm when you hear it?”
“Didn’t sound like sarcasm to me. Sounded like you had this whole bribe-taking thing down—while belittling my offer of meals on the house. Which, by the way, was a friendly gesture, nothing more. Certainly not a payoff.”
He was flushed with outrage, and Lina saw it all clearly for the first time. She wanted to hurl herself overboard. “You—you said it was in exchange for my review. That’s what you said.”
“And you took it literally.” His droll expression made her feel even more foolish.
“The same way you took my sarcastic response.”
Eric scrubbed at his jaw. A full minute passed. Finally he said, “Took me a whole damn day to make those tarts.”
“You don’t know how hard it was to send them back. And the chocolates,” she groaned.
A hint of the toe-curling smile. “Never claimed I fight clean.” Facing her, he leaned one elbow on the railing and asked, “What made you so jumpy about this whole subject to begin with?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean your response to my innocent offer was nothing less than a monumental overreaction. Right away visions of graft are dancing in your head, when anyone else would’ve been saying, why, what a swell, generous guy that Eric Reid is.”
She replayed the conversation in her mind. He was right. How could she have so thoroughly misconstrued his words?
He angled his head to look her in the eye. “Well?”
“I guess...I’m a little sensitive on the subject.”
When she didn’t elaborate, he asked gently, “What happened?”
“It’s nothing I want to talk about.”
“Tell me anyway. You owe me.”
She sent him a challenging look.
He said, “For two weeks I ran myself ragged—and nearly bankrupt—trying to satisfy your avaricious urges.”
She took a deep breath. “It’s not all that complicated. I was very close to Mercy Litton. She helped me get started in this business. I guess you could say she was my mentor.”
His expression changed the instant she mentioned Mercy. Everyone in the industry knew about the renowned reviewer’s humiliating fall from the heights of power and respect.
He said, “That was quite a scandal.”
“A disgraceful end to a long and productive career.”
“Did she really do it, Lina? Take all those payoffs for so long? I know she tried to deny it.”
Lina hesitated. “She never confided in me.”
She knew the unspoken truth came through loud and clear. Yes, she did it.
She said, “I saw her ruined. Broken. Mercy was more than a business associate, Eric, more than a friend even. She was almost like a mother to me. She taught me the business, introduced me to all the right people, nurtured my talent.”
Lina would never forget the anger she’d felt toward Mercy when the scandal broke, akin to the anger one feels toward a loved one who dies suddenly. She’d felt betrayed, disoriented. She’d never suspected. And how pointless it all was—Lord knew Mercy hadn’t needed the money.
With time, her anger wore off and she saw her old friend as a sad relic, a victim of the temptations lurking around every corner in this business. She’d made a vow to herself then never to give anyone the chance to do that to her.
“Your turn,” she said.
Eric looked genuinely perplexed.
“Why did you do it?” she asked. “Why did you go along with my ‘demand’ for a payoff?”
“It seemed clear that was the only way I was going to get a Bon Vivant review.”
“But plenty of people would’ve said the heck with that, I’m not going to get involved in something so unsavory as bribing a restaurant reviewer.”
He turned to stare out over the water. The breeze ruffled his hair. “I don’t think you realize what The Cookhouse means to me, Lina. I have everything invested in it—and I’m not just talking about money.”
After an awkward moment she said quietly, “I know you planned it with Ruth.”
He sighed. “Ruth’s gone. It’s the future I have to think about now. My boys. They’ll be going to college in five years. How am I supposed to—” He cut himself off. His throat worked.
It was clear to her that he’d put everything he had into his business. If it collapsed, he’d be destroyed.
She said, “Well, my piece in Bon Vivant should certainly bring The Cookhouse to the public’s attention.”
He blinked. “Then you are going to review it?”
“Eric, I finished that article before we talked at the beach. It’s in the can. The photographer will schedule a date with you soon to take the accompanying pictures.”
His smile was one of relief mingled with elation. “When you told me who you were, I figured the review was a sure thing, but then when it looked like you were trying to shake me down—”
“You figured it was only a sure thing if you could manage to stuff me full of duck-liver pâté and beluga caviar.”
“What issue will it be in?”
“October. Which will be out in September. Think you can hang in there for three more months?”
“With a Caroline Holland review to look forward to? No problem.”
“Remember the Japanese woman who was with me and Joy that last time?”
“You mean the one who could flawlessly read, understand, and pronounce the most esoteric French and Italian menu items, but seemed to have trouble with the term `No Smoking’?”
“That’s the one.”
“Don’t tell me. Etsuko Flanagan?”
“Yep.” She wasn’t surprised he knew the name of Bon Vivant’s food editor. “She wants the recipe for your chocolate peanut butter pie.”
Joy materialized before them, with Daniel and Adam in tow. “Look who I ran into.”
The boys eyed Lina’s attire and exchanged a look. Uh-oh. Maybe she should’ve listened to Joy and changed into jeans and sneakers.
Eric said, “Sorry, Joy, you’ll have to set your sights elsewhere. These two haven’t started dating yet.” The boys rolled their eyes.
Joy got in Eric’s face. “That was a dirty trick, listening in on my plans.”
Lina said, “Chef Reid doesn’t claim to fight clean. Hi, guys.”
The boys offered stilted greetings, calling her “Ms. Holland.” Apparently their dad had filled them in on her true identity. What else had he told them?
She said, “I wish you’d call me Lina.”
They looked at their father, who seemed to send them some sort of unspoken assurance that things were copacetic.
Lina turned to Joy. “Any luck with men old enough to shave?”
Her roommate grinned wickedly. Lina knew that grin. Joy leaned in closer and said, “There’s this guy on the other side. Thirty-three-year-old divorced Protestant nonsmoker. Investment banker. Owns own home. Coaches Little League and builds canoes for fun. Five eleven, a hundred eighty-two pounds.”
“Let me guess,” Eric said. “He likes long, romantic walks on the beach and snuggling in front of the fire.”
Joy stuck out her tongue at him.
Lina said, “You found out all that about him in the time you were gone?”
“Did you get his name?” Eric asked.
“I got his name and his sign. Ken Kimble. Sagittarius.”
“Go for it,” Lina said.
Joy mouthed, He’s gorgeous! and hurried away.
Adam said, “Dan and I are set up down there.” He pointed to a spot well away from the older generation, near the bow.
“Have a blast,” Eric said.
They took off, vigorously belittling each other’s fishing skills—or pitiful lack thereof. She suspected both boys were already deciding how to spend the biggest-fish pool.
Lina said, “I’m getting the feeling this outfit was a mistake.”
“You look lovely.”
“I look like an accident waiting to happen. Be honest, Eric. I’ve never been fishing. Is this boat going to get real grotty tonight?”
“Grotty? How about colorful?”
“Colorful. And the water the other day wasn’t numbingly cold. It was bracing.”
His face lit in a wide, irrepressible grin. He looked so much like his sons at that moment, she had to laugh. 
“Okay. Colorful,” she conceded. “I’ll probably be hip-deep in colorful by the end of the night.”
He reached into the cooler he’d placed near Joy’s. “Have a brew or two and you’ll forget to worry about it.”
In the ocean now, the boat picked up serious speed, whipping a trailing froth. The engine rumbled loudly, and Lina caught the occasional whiff of diesel smoke when the wind shifted. She reveled in the heady sensation of motion as the boat quickly put mile after mile of water between itself and Long Island.
A couple of mates were busy at a crude table near the stern, hacking fish carcasses into small pieces and depositing the resulting bloody mess in buckets, a singularly revolting spectacle. Eric explained that when the boat reached its destination, this chum would be tossed over the side to attract the bluefish.
A few shrieking gulls followed their progress over the ocean, flapping their wings tirelessly, intent on the chum-chopping. Once in a while a mate tossed a piece of fish skyward, which would be unerringly snagged midair in an eager beak.
A sleek cigarette boat bounced across the wake, and the occupants exchanged a friendly greeting with Lina and her fellow fishermen. Fisherwomen? She took a sip of her beer and decided they were all fishers. She grinned. Gender-neutral recreation.
“I hope that smile means you’re enjoying yourself.” Eric leaned against the railing, his hair wind-whipped, his eyes dark and penetrating. The sky was still light under cloud haze, stained a fragile salmon pink in the west, kissing his features with the seductive play of soft light and softer shadow.
“I’m having a blast.” Impulsively she laid her hand on his and squeezed. “Why have I never gone deep-sea fishing before?” She looked down where her fingers rested on Eric’s. His hand was warm, sun-browned, dusted with dark copper hair. She narrowed her eyes. Something was different.
A lighter band of skin encircled the base of the third finger. His left ring finger.
Bare.
Stunned, she looked up into his face. “Your ring,” she whispered.
He smiled gently and turned his hand over to clasp hers. He looked out over the endless ocean. Long moments later, he said simply, “It was time.”
She looked toward the front of the boat, where Adam and Daniel had detected the presence of a pair of cute college girls in cropped T-shirts and microscopic cutoffs. The girls were bending over the railing, enjoying the view. The boys had lapsed into silence, having discovered an equally absorbing view.
She knew she shouldn’t, but she asked it anyway. “How do the boys react when you go on dates?”
“I wouldn’t know. I haven’t dated since Ruth died.” 
Was he serious? This hot man hadn’t been with a woman in a year and a half? She knew it wasn’t for lack of opportunity. The image of pretty little Amy from the cooking class popped into her mind. That girl had done everything short of a striptease on the butcher block to snag the chef’s attention.
His eyes widened. “You don’t believe me.”
“Well, of course I believe you. I’m just...surprised, that’s all.”
“Why?”
Why? Because you’re the sexiest man I’ve ever met, that’s why. Because I lie in my lonely little bed at night, every night, and imagine you doing every naughty thing I can think of. To me.
She shrugged. “No reason.”
He upended his beer bottle and took a long swig, his fathomless eyes boring into hers the whole time. She smiled as innocently as she knew how and wondered if her thoughts were scrolling across her forehead in flashing letters. She pushed her hair behind her ear. His mouth spread into a full-fledged grin of triumph.
Damn damn damn!
Dredging up her most worldly demeanor, Lina lifted her chin. “Well, to be honest, Eric, there’s no denying you’re an attractive man—” To be honest, Eric, you’re a heart-stopping, knee-weakening, toe-curling hunk “—and there are plenty of lonely women out there—” or so I’ve been told “—and it’s just hard for me to believe...um...” that your love life is as catatonic as mine.
He waited patiently. “Yes...?”
“Well, it’s just hard to believe, that’s all.”
He sighed. “Do you know how my wife died, Lina?”
She swallowed hard. “Yes.”
“It was sudden and tragic. My world was turned upside down. The boys needed me, they needed all the time and attention I could give them. And we’d been in the process of getting The Cookhouse off the ground, Ruth and I. I couldn’t just abandon it. My kids and my business have taken all my time, all my mental energy. From an emotional standpoint, as far as women were concerned, I guess I closed myself off.” He smiled wryly. “Physical, of course, is something else again.”
It took a second for that last part to sink in.
Whoa! Back up there, sport.
She sucked in a breath. It hadn’t occurred to her, while they’d discussed Eric’s dearth of “dates,” that nice, uncomplicated, park-your-emotions-at-the-door sex might occupy another category altogether.
She thought of that day at the beach when they’d come close to doing the wild thing right there on the hot sand. Was that all she’d meant to him? A convenient way to alleviate his physical needs?
“You look like you’re choking down chum en brochette,” he commented dryly. “Don’t tell me. It’s something I said.”
“Let me get this straight. When you say ‘physical is something else again’...”
He gave her a knowing smile. “I mean only that there are certain, shall we say, primal needs I couldn’t close myself off from like I could the emotional. They’re there whether I like it or not.”
He was too darn jovial. And he still hadn’t answered her question.
Of course, she still hadn’t asked it.
She glanced around and moved closer to him. He leaned in, too, till the briny tang of the ocean breeze was replaced by the intoxicating essence of Eric. He put a finger on her lips before she could speak, his eyes glowing warmly. “I find your rabid curiosity flattering.”
Her mouth dropped open in outrage. He laughed again and closed her jaw, then put her out of her misery.
“I haven’t had sex since Ruth died.”
“I am not rabidly curious,” she said. “I couldn’t care less.”
“Sorry. My mistake.”
“Really? You haven’t?”
“Really. I said I had the urge, not that I indulged it. Mind you, there are times when a trussed chicken looks good to me, but...” He shrugged. “Your turn.”
Lina composed her features into what she hoped would pass for guileless confusion.
Eric was having none of it. “True confession time, my dear. Come on, all the kids are doin’ it.”
Hoisted with her own petard. “Whatever do you want to know?” she asked airily.
His bark of laughter had heads turning up and down the railing. “I want to know about your sex life, of course.”
“Eric! For crying out loud.” He could at least whisper.
“That’s all right, I’ll just ask Joy.”
She seized his arm as he started to walk off. “Don’t you dare.” She wanted some secrets left. “Okay,” she conceded. “Fair’s fair, I guess.” She pushed her hair behind her ear.
“I’m waiting,” he said.
“Me, too,” she mumbled.
“You’re waiting, too?”
She growled in exasperation. “You know. Me, too. I haven’t...you know...”
“Oh.”
“Right.”
“Had sex.”
“Shh!”
“You haven’t had sex since your divorce.”
“Shhh! Eric, damn you, will you lower your voice?”
“You haven’t had sex in two years,” he stated matter-of-factly.
Lina slumped against the railing, certain that everyone aboard the Captain Joe II now had the inside track on her pitiful love life.
“Two years,” he continued, undaunted. “You win—a pair beats one and a half of a kind.” He stroked her hot face tenderly. “Looks like we’ve got a royal flush here.”
“Who brought this up in the first place?” she muttered.
“I don’t know, but I’m having fun. Why are you embarrassed? Don’t you know abstinence is a virtue in a lady? I’m the one with the tragic and shameful secret. I’m the one suffering testosterone poisoning.”
“Thank you for putting it in perspective.”
“No problem.”
She asked, “How long were you married?”
“Fifteen years. We met at the CIA.”
Lina knew he was referring to the Culinary Institute of America, in Hyde Park, New York.
He continued, “Ruth was my business partner as well as my wife. Our first venture was a little catering business. We must’ve washed a ton of lettuce in our bathtub.”
She chuckled with him over the image his words conjured. “Hope you scrubbed the tub first.”
“But of course. Our specialty was romaine with olive oil and Ajax.” He leaned back against the railing and crossed his arms. “So Joy told you how Ruth died. What else did she tell you?”
She stared out over the endless expanse of the Atlantic, feeling his eyes on her. Her roommate’s words rang in her head. Eric caught Ruth in bed with an old boyfriend. She said, “Nothing really.”
He wasn’t fooled. “It’s true, you know.” After an awkward moment he added quietly, “I was devastated. Ruth begged me to forgive her. She said she’d never been unfaithful before, that it just...happened.”
“Did you?” she asked. “Forgive her?”
After a long silence he said, “No. She died three weeks later, three horribly strained weeks for us.” He pushed his fingers through his hair. “I believed her, that she’d never done anything like that before. But still, I couldn’t get past the betrayal. It hurt too much—it was like this gaping wound. In my mind what she’d done tainted all those good years we’d had, wiped them out. Then, in the blink of an eye, she was gone.”
Lina didn’t know what to say except, “I’m sorry.”
He’d been focused inward, his expression clouded. Now he looked at her and gradually seemed to come back to the present. He reached over and straightened her windblown hair, an exercise in futility.
“I’ve never talked about it before,” he said.
“Does it still hurt?”
“Not in the same way. I think if Ruth had lived, we could have eventually gotten past it and healed our marriage. That’s what hurts now, the sense of unfinished business.”
The cataclysmic last weeks of his marriage no doubt contributed to Eric’s emotional withdrawal and his self-imposed celibacy.
He said, “Tell me about your ex.”
“Let’s see. Steve’s a professor of sociology at Queens College. Your basic academic.” She smiled crookedly. “Is this where I’m supposed to start whining about how rotten he treated me and how he stole the best years of my life?”
“Was he rotten to you? Did he steal the best years of your life?”
“No and no. I hope the best years of my life are still to come. I guess my basic problem with Steve was that everything was always about him.”
“About him?”
“You know. Only his interests mattered. His needs. Whatever I tried to discuss with him, he always turned it around to himself.”
Divorce had failed to mellow that charming aspect of Steve’s personality. Come on, Zanny my love, it’s been two long years. I need you. What’s the harm in getting our rocks off?
“I learned early on not to bother trying to talk to him about my career,” she continued. “He just wasn’t interested. All his friends were academics. That was the only kind of work that mattered, the only kind of writing that mattered—dry articles in those stuffy journals. When I realized I was pushing myself to succeed just to prove something to him, I realized I’d unwittingly succumbed to his self-absorbed agenda—my career was no longer about me and what I needed, it was about him. That’s when I decided it was time to end it.”
She leaned on the railing next to Eric. “The thing that clinched it, though—he doesn’t want children. Not ever. I thought he’d change his mind, but he didn’t. Silly me. I don’t think he could deal with competing for attention.”
“Kids sure do need a lot of that.”
She smiled sardonically. “What could be more pathetic than a lonely thirty-something divorcée sitting around on her biological clock, just waiting for someone to come along and wind her up?”
Those little eye crinkles deepened. “This is the digital age. What you need is someone to plug you in.”
“Well, wind up or plug in, I’d always hoped that by the time I was in my mid-thirties I’d have kids as old as these two.” She tipped her head toward Adam and Daniel, strolling down the boat toward them.
“We’re starving,” Daniel called.
Within moments Joy had joined them and was pawing through her cooler. She produced a cardboard pail emblazoned with a smiling cartoon chicken and the words BUCKET O’ WINGS, which she pronounced “Bucket Oh Wings.” She offered some to the boys.
“No, thanks. We’re cool,” Adam said. “We’ve got cold sesame noodles, Thai beef ribbons, prosciutto and melon, and shrimp and avocado salad.”
“And it’s all for me and Adam,” Daniel threatened. “You grups can have Bucket Oh Chum.”
“What are grups?” Eric asked.
“That would be us. Grown-ups,” Lina explained. “Trekkie talk.”
“I might’ve known.”
“Dan and I spent all afternoon making this stuff,” Adam said as he and his brother located plastic forks and paper napkins. “If you’re nice, we’ll share.”
“You guys cooked this food?” Lina was incredulous.
“Like we’d really let Dad pack the cooler,” Daniel scoffed, prying open a plastic container of Chinese egg noodles covered in peanut butter sauce with a sprinkling of sesame seeds. “I never want to see another Fluffernutter as long as I live.”
“Well, I’m impressed,” she said. “Like father like sons.”
“Dig in,” Eric offered.
She stared at the beautifully prepared repast the boys were unwrapping and wondered what had happened to her appetite. When she’d boarded the boat, she was looking forward to picnicking on the high seas.
“No, thanks.” She tried to sound enthusiastic as she added, “Be sure to save me some, though. I’ll have it later.”
For the next half hour her companions ate and drank and chatted animatedly while Lina’s loss of appetite progressed to more concrete sensations she resolutely refused to acknowledge. Her innards clenched and the blood slowly drained from her head as she watched Joy strip a chicken wing with her teeth. Her lips felt like rubber. She swallowed hard.
Please tell me this isn’t happening.
Not now. Not tonight.








Chapter Eleven


“Don’t you want to try the shrimp, Lina?” Eric held the container under her nose.
She stretched her rubber lips into an imitation of a smile and tried to ignore the sweat popping out above them. “I had shrimp for lunch.” She pulled in a deep breath, but it didn’t help. “Excuse me. Joy, take a little stroll with me, will you?”
Mouth full, Joy waved negligently. “As soon as I’m fin—”
Lina yanked her by the arm, sloshing lemonade out of the paper cup in Joy’s hand. “We’ll be right back,” she assured Eric.
When they were out of earshot she stopped and gripped the railing.
“Jeepers, Lina, you don’t look so good.”
“God help you if you say I told you so.”  She knew she had to be turning green. “You had pills. Where are they?”
“Right here in my pocket, but it won’t do you any good at this point. You’re supposed to take it before you—”
“Give it to me! She darted a glance back at Eric, who was repacking empty food containers in his cooler. “I refuse to get sick.”
She snatched the tiny yellow pill Joy produced and made the mistake of popping it into her mouth before securing a drink to wash it down with. That thing was bitter! Her roommate watched her mime frantically for a few interminable seconds before it occurred to her to offer a sip of lemonade. Even after it went down, the lingering flavor chased a shudder through her. “Blech.”
Joy said, “Good luck,” and took off to rejoin her Sagittarian nonsmoking canoe builder. Lina sauntered back toward Eric, her face contorted into what she hoped would pass for a jaunty smile. The boys had returned to their spot near the bow.
Dusk was finally beginning to claim the summer sky. Lina prayed for sudden dark to hide her pallor. The last thing she wanted was for Eric to see her sick. The breeze shifted and she got a good lungful of acrid diesel smoke. She almost groaned as the smell triggered a fresh wave of nausea. She wished she hadn’t had the beer on an empty stomach.
You can do it, she told herself. You can hold out till you’re off the boat. Two, three hours tops, and you’ll be back in Freeport.
Exchanging breezy bon mots with Eric while trying to ignore the giant fist squeezing her stomach took every scrap of concentration she had. Surreptitiously she wiped sweat from her face and wondered when the boat would stop. She knew she’d feel better once the boat stopped.
The boat stopped and she felt worse. As soon as the engine quieted, the Captain Joe II settled into a subtle rocking motion that urged her stomach to even more impressive acrobatics.
She closed her eyes and chanted a private mantra.
I will not barf, I will not barf, I will not barf....
Eric, clearly oblivious to Lina’s gastric turmoil, baited his hook and hers with chunks of fish and cast his line over the railing. She pretended interest in the disgusting procedure.
I will not barf!
A mate hauling a metal pail and ladle stopped nearby. He unceremoniously dipped the ladle into the mess of fish parts and blood, and let the contents fly past the railing in a graceful arc. The stream of chum made a plopping noise as it landed on the water. She bit the inside of her lip and drew in shallow breaths.
“Yeah, I have a good feeling about tonight,” Eric drawled. His gaze flicked to her neglected fishing rod. “Do you need some help with— Whoa! Here we go!”
His rod flexed as the line snapped taut and sliced the water. Eric’s biceps tightened, pushing up the sleeves of his black T-shirt as he gripped the rod and worked the reel. His features hardened in concentration even as a fierce grin split his face.
Little by little he wound the reel, claiming his prize by degrees. Even in the throes of her malady, Lina appreciated the way his shoulders strained as he pulled up on the rod while drawing in line. This would be the first catch on the boat, and the eyes of all those around them were on Eric.
Her imagination conjured another image: Eric’s powerful body sweating and straining toward a different goal, one that would surely elicit even greater single-minded concentration.
“I’ve got you, you son of a bitch,” he ground out as the line jerked violently.
Lina couldn’t help herself. She peered into the inky water and saw a silvery shape whipping around. A mate had appeared at Eric’s side, holding a pole with a vicious-looking hook on the end. Her eyes grew round. What was that for?
The mate reached over the railing and speared the fish with the gaff as Eric reeled in the line.
“Oh, my God!” she screeched.
Working together, the two men hauled the fish aboard, to general merriment.
That was a bluefish? That was what she was expected to catch? The damn thing must be over two feet long. She’d pictured something about six inches long. Something, well, cute.
The gaff was removed, but the hook remained in its mouth. Lina stood frozen as the silver-blue fish fought ferociously a few inches from her pretty suede shoes, its body flexing, thrashing, slapping the deck in a staccato beat.
The sight of the fish’s blood sent her over the edge. She gulped down bile and prayed she could make it to the head in time. She’d seen a sign in the john that read, “Don’t even think of puking in here, that’s what the ocean is for,” or something to that effect, but Lina knew that sign wasn’t for her. Oh no. She had no intention of disgracing herself in public.
The fish read her mind. Before she’d even begun to turn toward the cabin, the silver head whipped up and two rows of razor-sharp teeth latched on to the hem of her champagne linen slacks.
Lina’s scream must have been heard in Freeport and beyond. The damn thing was biting her pants!
She didn’t think, she reacted. She hopped, flailed, even kicked the tenacious beast in its meaty side.
“Eric! Get this thing off me!”
“Stop moving around, Lina. I’m trying, but you’ve gotta be still.”
Bzzz! Time’s up.
She staggered to the side of the boat, dragging the heavy fish along with her like some ghastly, writhing appendage. She gripped the railing and watched shadowy, silvery shapes glide under the surface as her stomach violently emptied. It was a long way to the water, making her public spectacle all the more impressive.
She heard a sickening thunk much too close and looked down just in time to see the mate clout the fish’s head a second time with some sort of small club. Only then did the thing finally forfeit the fight—and Lina’s pants.
The once pristine linen was torn and smeared with blood and God knew what else. Her suede flats were ruined. Her silk top had come half-untucked, and sweat dripped between her breasts. Her hair had flopped into her eyes.
She didn’t give a damn.
She’d humiliated herself in front of Eric. In front of everybody. Nothing else mattered.
“Here.” Eric pressed a cup of lemonade into her hands. She turned back to the railing and rinsed her mouth with the drink. His strong arm encircled her shoulders. She started to pull away.
“Oh no you don’t.” He dragged her back into his embrace, where she collapsed against him, burying her face in his chest. “You’re trembling.” His voice was gentle and concerned. “Why didn’t you tell me you felt sick?”
Her only response was an unintelligible groan, closer to a whine. He held her tighter and rubbed her back. She sighed as his large palms moved in firm circles. As soothing as the caress was, she soon felt her stomach tighten once more.
“Oh no...” she whimpered.
“Here, let me help you.” He led her back to the railing.
“No. I hate this. I don’t want you to see me like this.”
“Too late for that, honey. Don’t fight it. You’ll just prolong the inevitable.”
She stopped trying to push him away when the moment of truth was once more at hand. As she hung her head over the railing, he stood behind her, holding her, supporting her. It was the ultimate indignity.
When it was over, Eric gently turned her and offered a paper napkin and another mouthful of lemonade. He appeared unfazed. Thankfully, no one else seemed to be paying much attention to her predicament.
“If it makes you feel better, you’re not alone.” He pointed down the railing, where a burly young man was leaning over it, cursing a blue streak and making friends with the fishes.
His eye crinkles fanned. He bit his lip to stifle a grin. “You look pathetic. Like a lost puppy.”
“Precisely the effect I attempt to cultivate.”
Eric lost the battle to contain his chuckles. He rubbed his thumbs under her eyes. “Make that a lost raccoon.”
She groaned imagining how she looked with her mascara smeared.
“There. Perfect.” He sat with her on the hard bench.
“I don’t want to spoil your fishing,” she said. “You go on. I’ll just rest here.”
“Do you feel well enough to try your hand at it?”
“No, thanks. I’ve discovered a sudden aversion to blood sports.”
“I never viewed fishing in quite that light.”
With a dainty twist of her ankle she indicated the condition of her shoes and pants.
“Okay, blood sport,” he conceded.
“Did that guy have to, you know, stick it and clobber it and all that?”
“Well, it was eating your clothes.” After a moment of sober reflection, he added, “Though I suppose I could have tried to rehabilitate it.”
“Oh, shut up.”
“You know. To cure it of its unnatural appetites.”
“Go on back to your blood sport.”
The engines abruptly started up again. She breathed a gusty sigh of relief. “Thank God. We’re going back.”
“Well, no. We’re not.”
She stared at him in disbelief.
“There aren’t enough bluefish in this spot, so they’re going farther out.”
“Farther out?”
“‘Fraid so.”
“Wait a minute. Wait a minute. Time out.” She pressed her palms to either side of her throbbing head, trying to organize her chaotic thoughts. “Exactly how long is this trip supposed to last?”
“Exactly?”
“Approximately. Whatever.”
“All night. It’s night fishing.” He shrugged. “About seven hours or so.
“No...” she groaned. She couldn’t survive another five hours on this boat.
She stared at the bit of cut bait hanging uselessly from her fishing pole where it was propped against the railing. It swung back and forth with the rhythmic movement of the boat. She waited till the last possible moment before struggling to the railing once more.








Chapter Twelve


The irresistible aroma of fresh bagels tormented Eric as he rang the apartment doorbell. He shifted the heavy, warm paper sack in his arms and unfolded the top, sucking in a deep, restorative lungful as he did a quick inventory of the contents.
Onion, garlic, sesame—
The door swung open. “Bagels!” Nothing wrong with Joy’s sense of smell. She shoved a hand blindly into the bag and extracted a garlic-encrusted bagel. She bit off a healthy chunk and stuck her nose in the sack. “Any olive cream cheese in there?”
“Morning, Joy.”
She rooted around in the bag and pulled out a bagel studded with violet-colored bits. “Jeepers! What are you doing with a blueberry bagel? It’s a crime against nature.”
“Can I come in?”
“I don’t know...” she said regretfully. “No olive cream cheese.”
He edged around her and entered Lina’s apartment for the first time. If his showing up unannounced was unforgivably gauche, Joy’s response gave no indication.
Ah yes, General Reid’s ever-dependable Bagel Maneuver.
“Is Lina still asleep?” It was nearly eleven, but he wasn’t surprised when Joy answered in the affirmative. Not after last night’s disastrous introduction to deep-sea fishing.
Joy pulled a tub of whipped cream cheese from the bag he still held and pried off the lid. She tore her bagel in half and scooped up a wad.
“There are these things called plates,” he said. “And knives to spread stuff.”
Mouth crammed full, she waved airily in the direction of the kitchen. “Hop your shelf. God O rum. Fire-eating base hit.”
“Fire—what?”
She rolled her eyes and chewed faster. With exaggerated enunciation—and an empty mouth—she repeated, “Filene’s Basement. They’re having a sale. Maybe I’ll catch you later.” She grabbed her purse and keys.
“Gee...” Put some sincerity in it, Reid. “Wish you could stay and keep us company.”
She snorted. “I’ll bet.”
The door slammed shut and Eric was alone. He looked around the apartment—what he could see of it from the tiny foyer. It was pleasant enough, he supposed, but oddly unsatisfying, the furnishings an eclectic mix that reflected the personality of neither occupant. Off-white walls, hardwood floors, security bars on the windows. A typical Queens postwar building.
Still clutching the bagel bag, he made his way through the apartment to the only closed door. To knock or not to knock? He didn’t want to wake her. Eric hefted the bag under one arm and turned the doorknob. Slowly. He eased it open. He stuck his head in and looked around.
A breeze ruffled lightweight floral curtains that matched the bedspread sliding off the foot of a pretty brass double bed. In the subdued light that filtered through the curtains he made out Lina lying on her belly diagonally across the mattress, a pale yellow sheet twisted around her legs.
He nearly groaned at the unexpected physical response engendered by the sight of her luscious, barely clad body sprawled in the tangle of her bedding, looking much as he’d pictured her a thousand times in his fantasies.
Exhausted. Satisfied. Replete in the aftermath of his loving.
Eric took a deep breath and tried to rein in his galloping imagination. The smell of warm bagels reminded him he’d come here to bring Lina breakfast and make sure she’d recovered from her ordeal.
That was why he’d come, wasn’t it?
He approached the bed and set the bag on the carpet. Now he could see she wore some sort of short white nightgown, a flimsy little cotton thing with spaghetti straps. Practically nothing to it. As insubstantial as a naughty thought.
He sat cross-legged next to the bed and angled his head to peer at her face. She was turned toward him, but her features were obscured by the pillow she clutched and by her disheveled hair, going every which way. Her full pink lips were half-parted. He knew he should leave, but...
He couldn’t resist the smooth expanse of her upper back exposed by the skimpy nightie. His fingers lightly stroked the warm, silky skin, earning a deep sigh of contentment as her back rose and fell under his palm.
Yes, he really should leave. He certainly shouldn’t allow his fingertips to trace up the back of her neck and over her scalp.
Like this...
His teasing caress set off a voluptuous tremor that culminated in a languid stretch. Another, deeper sigh, and her eyes opened and locked with his, inches away.
For a miraculous few seconds, her drowsy, contented expression remained unchanged, as if he belonged there. As if his presence in her bedroom were an extension of whatever dream she was floating out of.
Then those sapphire eyes widened. She blinked.
Tenderly he brushed her hair off her face. “Good morning.”
Her voice was a croak as she tried to say his name. She cleared her throat. “What...” She sniffed the air, her brow wrinkled. “Do I smell—” sniff “—bagels?”
He tapped the bag. “Right here. Still warm.”
She lifted her head and peered at the large sack. “How many did you buy?”
“Two dozen.” So he got carried away. “They freeze.”
Her eyelids were puffy. The side of her face that had been pressed against the bunched pillow was sleep-striped with pink wrinkles. But most alarming was her hair. On that side of her head, it stuck straight up. She noted the direction of his gaze and tentatively touched her head. She cursed.
“You look half-scared,” he said.
“I went to bed with wet hair. Didn’t know I’d be entertaining first thing,” she teased.
“You actually took the time to shower when you got home this morning? As wiped out as you were?”
“Are you kidding? I was covered in fish guts and stuff. I’ve never been so grotty. Excuse me—’colorful.’ Stop laughing.”
“I’m not laughing.”
“Yes you are. I should sneak into your bedroom some morning when you’re sound asleep and— Oh!” She caught his devilish expression and slammed him with her pillow.
“Is this the thanks I get for bringing you breakfast?”
She moaned, as if even the thought of food were more than she could bear.
“How about a plain one?” He dug in the bag and came up with a smooth bagel. He tore it in two and offered her half. “To settle your stomach, soak up the acids and whatnot.”
“And whatnot?”
“You know what I mean. Just eat.”
She leaned on an elbow and ran her fingers through her hair. Now it looked less scary and just plain messy. Her nightgown had tiny buttons running down the front, and the top couple were undone. Her side-lounging position coaxed an enticing display of cleavage from her small breasts, the outlines of her dark coral nipples faintly visible under the wispy fabric. No sooner had he noticed this than Lina noticed him noticing it. She untangled the sheet and pulled it up to her shoulders.
Damn.
He shared the bagel with her, and they ate in silence.
“Better?” he asked when she’d taken a few bites.
She nodded. “Thanks.” She cocked her head, as if listening for something. “Is Joy here?”
“No. She went to fire-eating base hit.”
“Oh yeah, they’re having a sale.”
He studied her ingenuous expression a moment, then polished off his bagel, shaking his head in wonder. “You women are damn scary, you know that?”
“So I’ve been told.”
“So what did you have planned for the day?” He allowed his gaze to peruse her demurely draped form. “Not that I’m complaining. You can lounge around in bed, and I’ll feed you bagels till the cows come home.”
“A tempting offer, but I have work to do.”
“More superb restaurants to drag back from the brink of anonymity?”
“That’s me, patron saint of obscure four-star eateries.”
“You’re not going to make me wait three months to read the Cookhouse review, are you? How about a peek?” He rose from the carpet and sat on the edge of the bed, urging her to scoot over.
She bit her lip. “Well...I shouldn’t.”
“Sure you should. He ran a finger along the top of the sheet where it covered her chest, then gently pushed her onto her back and leaned over her. “I won’t take no for an answer.”
Her eyes widened slightly; in the muted light they were the darkest indigo. “You won’t?”
“No,” he whispered, “I won’t.”
She swallowed hard. “What will you do if I refuse?”
He grazed his knuckles over her jaw. “Whatever it takes to change your mind.”
Her voice had a slight tremor as she whispered, “You’re not going to give up, are you?”
“No.” Their lips nearly touched, their breath mingling. 
“What are we talking about?” she asked.
“Not your article.” He lowered his mouth to hers.








Chapter Thirteen


The satin caress of Eric’s lips chased away all conscious thought, leaving Lina floating on an ethereal plane of existence defined only by the scent and weight of the man leaning over her, the silk of his mouth sliding against hers, the intoxicating taste of him. That he was here, in her bedroom, was nothing short of a miracle. The dreamworld she’d inhabited a few minutes ago had not evaporated when she’d opened her eyes. 
He was here.
His large hands stroked her shoulder, cradled her head, those long fingers burrowing through the messy strands to slide over her sensitive scalp. She pulled back from his kiss, struggling for breath, her heart bucking wildly. Her arms were around his neck, and she wondered how they’d gotten there.
Eric smiled down at her, that delicious heart-stopping smile, his eyes bottomless pools—inviting her to join him there and lose herself.
“We mustn’t do this,” she whispered.
“We’re going to anyway. And it’s going to be wonderful.”
“I know.” Was there ever a doubt? Responsibility reared its ugly head. “Umm...” Exactly how does a mature but inexperienced divorcée broach this delicate subject? She cleared her throat. “I have—”
“Where?”
His impatience was delicious to behold. She laughed, then sobered. Where were those darn things anyway?
“They’re...yeah, they’re on the shelf in my closet.” She grabbed his arm as he started in that direction. “Wait, that’s not right, I got tired of dusting them. Let’s see, I think I put them in the bathroom vanity drawer. No, wait! I was afraid the cleaning lady would see them.”
He made a funny sound low in his throat, like the noise Steve’s Weimaraner, Percy, made whenever the UPS man came to the door.
“I know!” she said. “I hid them in my travel kit. I think. But where the heck...?”
Eric unceremoniously reached into his back jeans pocket and produced a few small square packets, which he slapped onto Lina’s nightstand. “There! At least mine aren’t two years old.”
“How old are they?”
He checked his watch. “Forty-two minutes.”
“Come here.” Lina pulled him back down and avidly reclaimed his mouth. She needed Eric. She’d needed him since the moment she’d first laid eyes on him. She could scarcely believe that now, at last, he was hers to touch, to love, to take inside herself and cherish. If only for a few short hours.
She knew she’d regret this. What she was doing went against the tenets she held so dear. As of this moment, her professional ethics were in a shambles, and she couldn’t care less.
With gentle pressure he urged her lips apart. The tip of his tongue slid between them, and her body tightened with unbearable anticipation. His hand glided across her collarbone, the base of her throat, down her chest, to settle over the sheet binding her breasts. Slowly his fingers traced their shape, tantalizing her with his lazy exploration. He trailed kisses down her throat as those talented fingers coaxed the sensitized tips to stiff peaks. A low groan escaped her and she bit her lip.
His mouth moved lower, closing over a nipple through the layers of fabric. He nibbled at it, the scrape of his teeth shooting a flaming arrow deep within her. She arched and cried out, stifling her sounds with her hand, as she’d done on the beach. And as he’d done on the beach, he seized her hand, pulling it from her panting mouth. He looked into her eyes.
“I want to hear you, Lina. Don’t hold back.”
Don’t hold back? She wasn’t sure she could oblige him. Not after eleven years of holding back. She felt painfully shy about this.
“I...all right.” Her face grew hot at the thought of letting Eric hear the effect he had on her.
He peeled the sheet down until it pooled at the foot of the bed. His eyes scorched her through the thin cotton of her nightgown. They lingered on her breasts, her belly, her thighs. And between them where she knew the dusky triangle was tantalizingly visible.
“You are so very beautiful,” he murmured. “I’ll try not to go too fast. Pull in the reins if I forget myself, okay?”
You’re asking me to pull in the reins? Lina thought. Good luck. She was nearly jumping out of her skin herself. “I’ll try,” she laughed.
Eric pulled off his light blue T-shirt. His torso in the gentle light washing through the curtains was magnificent, a gloriously male landscape of shifting shapes, the muscular contours enhanced by a dusting of dark copper hair.
She sat and reached for the zipper of his jeans, his penetrating gaze following her every movement. She urged him to stand and pulled the jeans down over his hard thighs. He stepped out of them, his erection stretching his white briefs. The sight caused her belly to tighten with anticipation. She caressed his chest, his nipples, the shingled plane of his abdomen. She pulled his briefs off.
“You’re beautiful, too,” Lina whispered as her fingers closed over his penis.
He groaned; his features tensed as he closed his eyes and gripped her shoulders. She relished the way his hot flesh leaped under her fingers. His entire body strained toward her. When he looked at her once more, she was startled by the raw hunger in his eyes. His chest rose and fell quickly, every muscle tense.
He pulled her to her feet, lifting her gown and tossing it aside. He held her by the shoulders, just looking at her. The heat of his gaze pooled between her legs, making her dizzy with longing. He crushed her to him and claimed her mouth once more. Through the drugging wonder of his deep kiss Lina felt the pressure of his hair-dusted thigh sliding between her legs. His fingers etched a whisper-light path on the curve of her bottom and lower.
The light touch of his fingertips there, where her hunger pulsed like a heart, sparked a flare of breathtaking sensation nearly too acute to bear. She could no more restrain her cry of pleasure than she could stop breathing. Her body bowed as she reflexively tried to close her legs, but Eric’s thigh pressed harder, increasing the sweet torment.
Too late, she bit her hand to smother her vocal response.
His fingers closed over her wrist, dragging her arm down. “Don’t, honey. I want to hear you. I need to hear you.”
“Eric, I...” She averted her face. He turned it back.
“You sound beautiful. Beautiful, Lina. Don’t keep this part of yourself from me.” Something in her expression told him more than she intended to. He relaxed his hold. “It’s Steve, isn’t it? He made you self-conscious.”
She shook her head.
He studied her intently. “Sure he did. Don’t lie to me. What did he do, make fun of you?”
She shot him a quick look. How could he know that?
His expression softened. “Honey, there’s a reason you divorced the guy. He’s a class-A jerk.”
“Yeah, well, he’s all I know. I mean, he’s the only man I’ve been with.”
“Well, now you’re getting to broaden your horizons. I’m not like Steve. I want to hear how I make you feel.”
He slid his fingers between their bodies and into her damp curls. He gently parted her, explored her. She gasped and clung to him, grateful for the unyielding support of his other arm around her back. Her hips rocked in time to the rhythm of his caress.
“Eric...” she whispered, awed.
“My God, you’re beautiful.” His voice was smokier than she’d ever heard it. His fingers slid deeply into her.
Little sounds of pleasure rose unbidden from her, and automatically she bit her lip. Ruthlessly he intensified the assault, varying the play of his fingers, the depth and pace of his stokes, until she gave herself over to the breathy cries clamoring for release.
He murmured, “Yes...that’s it...” in a steady litany of encouragement.
For the first time ever Lina allowed herself an uninhibited response to lovemaking. She could scarcely believe the wanton sounds filling the bedroom were coming from her. She was nearly there. Her climax was in sight. She was a wild thing reaching for the pinnacle when he withdrew his hand.
“Eric!”
He was already easing her down to the bed. “I know, honey—trust me.”
She understood then and knew she wanted the same thing he did: to be joined with him when her body reached its flash point. Lina was in an agony of wanting, cursing the heartbeat of time it took him to roll on the condom.
He fell on her as she reached for him, two parts of a whole eager to become one. Eric showered hungry kisses on her face and throat. He parted her legs and she opened to him unreservedly. He began to press into her, and she closed her eyes on a shuddering gasp. It felt too good. It had never been like this with Steve.
He stilled. “Lina. Open your eyes, honey.” His hand swept over her forehead, brushing back her hair. “I want to see your eyes.”
Her lids fluttered open. Her eyes locked with his, and he filled her with one deep thrust. His cry of elation matched her own. He tilted her hips and drove deeper still and she cried out again, her senses overwhelmed by the sharp, searing pleasure of total fulfillment.
He kissed her eyes and her mouth. He remained still, letting her adjust to him, until her own restless movements spurred him on. He retreated. He plunged. She rose to meet him, every delicious thrust wringing a moan from her, each more breathless than the last.
The promise of release rushed in on her once more, all the more intense for having been delayed. Her cries became sharper, her movements more frantic, her head whipping back and forth. “Eric...!”
He threaded his fingers over her scalp to hold her head still. His eyes burned into hers. The instant the glorious tension in her body reached its crescendo, he lunged with single-minded intent, holding her suspended on the razor’s edge while the awesome power of it blossomed and exploded within.
Lina’s body was not her own, bowed under the force of her orgasm, nor did she recognize the keening cries that pierced the air. She hovered just this side of darkness for a long moment before snapping back to full awareness. Still her body pulsed around him.
As Eric pounded headlong toward his own climax, she stared into his expressive eyes, which held nothing back. And she thought, God help me, I’m falling in love with you.
His deep-throated groans were intensely erotic, urging her to reach for the pinnacle once more. The moment came with soul-shattering intensity and they rode it out together, meeting and melding somewhere outside themselves, clinging to each other as they slowly floated back to earth.
*
Eric shifted onto his back and let his arm drop off the side of the bed. Lina heard a scrabbling sound. What’s he up to? She smiled. Maybe he just wants to find out if he can still move. They’d lain entwined for—well, who knew how long?
“What’re ya doin’?” she asked, her voice a well-loved mumble.
His hand appeared, brandishing a bagel covered with tiny black poppy seeds.
“I see.” She accepted the offering, and he began blindly digging for another.
“For stamina,” he explained.
“Oh my.”
“That’s what you said before.”
“When?”
“Right after. `Oh my.’ You said it a few times.”
“I did?”
“Would I lie?” The hand came up again. “All right! Sesame. Want some cream cheese?”
“You have any olive cream cheese in there?”
“What is it with you women and olive cream cheese? Joy almost didn’t let me in without it.”
“What can I tell you? We women are hard to please.”
“Not that hard.” He kissed her lightly.
Not for you, she thought. “Would it sound hopelessly trite if I told you I never knew it could be like that?”
His smile turned tender and heated at once. “Neither did I.”
Something gritty scraped her, and she looked down at the sheet, now dusted with poppy and sesame seeds.
He said, “I believe that’s one of those bad habits women are supposed to break men of. Eating bagels in bed.”
“Could be worse. You could have brought in spaghetti.”
“Now, there’s an intriguing thought. Doing the wild thing on a bed of spaghettini alla carrettiera. So warm. So slippery.”
She tried to brush the seeds off the bed, an exercise in futility. “And making love on poppy seeds?”
“Depends on whether you’re into pain, I suppose.” He went to work delicately plucking seeds off her body, popping each into his mouth.
She laughed. “I thought only gorillas groomed each other.”
“Don’t move! This one’s trying to get away.”
Lina bopped him on the head with her bagel, causing a shower of seeds to rain down on her. Eric grunted his approval in proper simian fashion and proceeded to lick away the bounty.
They didn’t get out of bed for another two hours.
*
“I can’t walk,” Lina laughed.
“Then sit.”
“I can’t sit either.” Carefully she eased herself onto a wooden barstool at the high kitchen counter where she and Joy ate most of their meals. “Gotta get cushions for these things.” She adjusted the sash of her white terry robe.
Eric filled the coffeemaker with water and rummaged around, locating the coffee and filters. “What can I tell you? I’m a selfish lout.”
“You waited long enough. I guess you have a right to be selfish.”
He came up behind her and caressed the front of her robe, his breath hot and teasing on her neck. “You’re very understanding, you know that?” His fingers started to slip under the terry cloth.
She laughed. “And you’re insatiable. Make me coffee before I go into caffeine withdrawal.”
“Cruel woman.” He kissed her neck and moved away to measure coffee grounds into the machine’s basket. “Brace yourself, Lina. I’m about to ask you out on our first date. A little belated, I know.” His grin was unrepentant.
She’d known this moment had to come. “Eric—”
“The Fourth of July is a little over a week away. You are to accompany me and my kin—that would be the loony Reid clan, in case you’d forgotten—when we swarm on a park out east for our annual Independence Day clambake, followed by a mind-blowing fireworks display.” Her expression stopped him short. “You already have plans.”
“Well, no, I don’t.” She pushed her hair behind her ear, a gesture that wasn’t lost on him.
He said, “You’re not ready to face my family, is that it? I’m rushing things.” He switched on the coffeemaker and leaned against the counter. “I just thought it might be fun for you, that’s all. You could meet my folks. It’s not important.”
Meet my folks. Lina swallowed around a dry lump in her throat. “Eric, we have to talk.”
A guarded look came into his eyes. “You told me you’re not involved with anyone. Well, no, you didn’t actually say that, did you? I guess I just assumed—”
“Eric, for heaven’s sake, I’m not involved with anyone else. Do you think I’d have...” She gestured toward the bedroom.
He relaxed fractionally. “What is it then?”
She took a deep breath. “Conflict of interest.”
He seemed taken aback. “Where’s the conflict of interest? You’ve already evaluated The Cookhouse. You’ve written your article. Objectively, I assume.”
She stiffened. “Of course I was objective.”
“Relax. I know that.”
“You know that, but everyone else doesn’t. Or they won’t when they realize we’re seeing each other. What I mean is—”
“What you mean is, you care more for the way it looks than the way it really is.” He pushed off the counter and paced across the small room, shoving his fingers through his hair.
“That’s not fair,” she snapped. “You don’t understand this business, Eric.”
He gave her a sardonic look.
“I mean, I know you understand the business,” she hastily amended, “it’s just that I don’t think you realize how important public perception is. You know what happened to Mercy.”
“Mercy was taking bribes.”
She flinched.
He closed the distance between them. “Listen, honey, I know you were close to her, but come on. You can’t compare the two situations. She crossed the line. She was taking payoffs in exchange for glowing reviews. You’ve done nothing wrong. Nothing even questionable.”
“I slept with a chef whose restaurant I reviewed.” She pulled her bathrobe tighter around her throat, feeling suddenly vulnerable. “Etsuko will go off the deep end if she finds out. She’s a stickler for appearances.”
He threw up his hands. “You handed in that article weeks ago. As of that moment, our business relationship was officially over. Kaput. It no longer impacts our personal relationship. Don’t you see the logic in what I’m saying?”
“Logic has little to do with this kind of scandal.”
“Scandal? I’m sorry, I don’t see what we have as any sort of scandal.”
She reached out to him. After a moment he took her hand and brought it to his lips. He frowned. “My God, you’re trembling.”
She said, “Try to understand. The general public won’t know when our business relationship ended and our personal relationship began, and they won’t care. If we were to start seeing each other, it would appear that I was exercising favoritism.”
“If we were to start seeing each other? Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think we passed the if stage around the time I was getting poppy seeds ground into my knees.”
She swallowed hard. “I meant if we were to continue seeing each other.”
Slowly he released her hand.
An anvil sat on her chest. “Eric. Please try to understand.”
“I understand that you’re willing to throw away this incredible thing that’s happening between us on the off chance someone might start spreading tales—some petty, small-minded person whose allegations would never stand up to scrutiny.”
“Careers have been destroyed for less.”
“So that’s it, then. You want to end it now.”
“No!” Lina sprang off the barstool and wrapped her arms around Eric. “I don’t want that. I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life to find you. I couldn’t bear to lose you now.”
His arms encircled her, crushed her to him. He nuzzled her hair and placed a kiss on the crown of her head. “There’s no chance of that, honey. You’re stuck with me. And to hell with what people think. We’ll brazen it out together.”
“It’s not that simple.” She leaned back to look him in the eye. “We’ll have to be discreet.”
He scowled. “How discreet?”
“We mustn’t be seen together in public. We have to keep our relationship private. Secret. There’s no other way.”
He sighed heavily. For how long?”
“Indefinitely.”
He backed away from her. “We’re supposed to sneak around. You want to keep me hidden like some kind of shameful—”
“I don’t want that, I have no choice.”
He turned from her and was silent for long, tense moments. The coffeemaker spat and sizzled, the brewing finished, the aroma of fresh coffee filling the kitchen.
He said, “Milk and sugar?”
“What? Oh. Just milk.”
As he poured her coffee and located the milk, he said, “In time you’ll see you’re overreacting, Lina. The public has a short memory, and Etsuko will come around. That business with Mercy warped your perspective. You’re beyond cautious, you’re downright paranoid.”
“Is it paranoid to want to protect my professional reputation?”
“Any rumor that flares up will die a quiet death once people see that you’ve done nothing to compromise your professional ethics.”
She accepted the cup. His fingers lingered on hers, and she looked up into his troubled eyes. He said, “The fact is, I couldn’t bear to lose you either. So I’ll go along with this nonsense. I’ll humor you. For now.”
Her relief was tempered by his tone of voice, which told her he had no intention of tolerating this “nonsense” forever. She wondered how long they’d have together before his patience ran out.








Chapter Fourteen


“I don’t buy it for a minute. You’re telling me you weren’t the least little bit nervous?” Lina leaned against a steel refrigerator, trying to keep out of the way of Eric and his young assistants, Deirdre and Tommy. The chef was slicing a length of filet mignon while his helpers finished shaping tiny round loaves of caraway-studded rye bread.
She’d stopped by The Cookhouse to say hi on her way out to Southampton to review a restaurant. It was late afternoon, and Eric was preparing for the first seating of the evening—a Thursday evening in mid-October.
Since publication of her article a month earlier, The Cookhouse had expanded dinner service to three nights a week to accommodate the swarm of new customers. Even so, Cookie now had to turn down more reservations than she accepted.
Eric had hired a pastry chef, another waitress, and more kitchen help. The demand for private catering and cooking classes had skyrocketed. At long last, not only was his business in the black, it was flourishing.
Eric’s success was his own doing, Lina knew, the result of the sweat and faith he’d invested in his dream. All she’d done was bring a unique culinary gem to the public’s attention.
“I wasn’t nervous.” He kept his eyes on the slab of beef on his cutting board and the razor-sharp knife he wielded. “A healthy shot of adrenaline to keep me pumped, maybe. Tell you the truth, I kind of got off on the pressure.”
Eric had appeared on “The Today Show” that morning, demonstrating how to make blackened mahimahi while engaging in witty repartee with the show’s hosts.
“Wish you could teach me how to do that,” Lina said. “Get off on the pressure, I mean, not cut steak. I appeared on ‘Good Morning America’ last year, and I was so nervous beforehand, I lost my breakfast.”
“And you didn’t even have a bluefish eating your clothes at the time.” Finished with the steak, he wrapped it and placed it in a refrigerator.
“You were so calm and in control.”
He shrugged. “I just relaxed and did what I do best.”
“Right.” If Eric had done what he did best, the show wouldn’t have made it past the network censors.
“You were so cool, Eric,” Deirdre gushed as her nimble fingers shaped the last loaf and placed it on a cornmeal-dusted cooking sheet. “All my girlfriends are in lust with you. My mom recorded the show and we all watched it after school. They kept making me rewind it.”
Tommy had already tidied up and was now sliding the loaves into the hot oven. “I knew there was a reason I wanted to be a chef. Nothing like the sight of a man in an apron to drive the girls wild.”
“Mmm, jailbait.” Eric wagged his eyebrows obscenely as he scrubbed his hands at the sink. “Tell the little darlings to line up in the parking lot.”
Deirdre giggled, “No kidding, they’d do it.”
Drying his hands, Eric said, “Listen, I need you guys to run out and get me two bunches of cilantro and a half pound of habanero peppers.”
After Deirdre and Tommy left, Lina asked, “What do you need cilantro and habaneros for?”
“For this.” He took her into his arms and kissed her until her knees melted and her toes turned numb. When he finally relinquished her mouth, he had to steady her so she wouldn’t topple.
She touched her tongue to her tingling lips. “Mmm. Hot and spicy. I see what you mean.”
His hands stroked down her back and over her bottom. “I had to get those kids out of here on some pretext. Now I’ll have to add a Tex-Mex dish to tonight’s menu.”
She aimed for her most woebegone sigh. “All of Deirdre’s friends are in lust with you. How can a dried-up old hag like me possibly complete with a gaggle of hormonally crazed sixteen-year-olds?”
“Is this where I’m supposed to assure you that you have more sex appeal than a truckload of perky adolescents?”
She raised one eyebrow. “Only if you value your habaneros.”
“I wouldn’t trade you for two truckloads of perky adolescents. How’s that?”
“Well...”
“Two truckloads of perky adolescents and a harem of sex-starved, kohl-eyed odalisques trained in the sensual arts.”
“Hey, I’ve got a few sensual arts up my sleeve.”
“So I’ve noticed. But they’re nowhere near your sleeve.”
He tipped her chin up for another slow, deep kiss that had the top of her head splintering and rearranging itself. Eagerly she abandoned herself to Chef Reid’s own proficiency in the sensual arts, grateful for the loving bond they shared. And more than grateful for these few stolen moments together.
The last four months had been a time of wonder and discovery. Every day she learned something new about the remarkable man she’d fallen in love with. She’d also become close to Eric’s sons. She’d taken Daniel to two Star Trek exhibits in Manhattan, at the Museum of Natural History’s Hayden Planetarium and at the Museum of Television and Radio. And she spent just as much time with his brother, who was patiently teaching her to make everything from homemade pasta to Key lime pie. The four of them had spent more than one evening in couch-potato mode, simply relaxing with a video and a bowl of popcorn.
The boys might have been born with identical genes, but they had distinct personalities, and Lina loved them both. When she was with them, she experienced an unaccustomed sense of completion. If she ever had to say good-bye to Daniel and Adam for good, there’d be an empty place in her soul that could never be filled.
She knew Eric was becoming impatient with the need to keep their relationship under wraps. He’d tried on several occasions to arrange some sort of outing, and she’d shot down each attempt. Even something as seemingly innocuous as a trip to the beach or a sporting event was out of the question. He’d expressed frustration that his sons had been on more dates with her than he had.
Lina broke the kiss to smile up into his warm brown eyes. Their lips touched once more, a light, tantalizing caress. She groaned.
“I know,” he murmured, reading her mind. “Me, too.”
She chuckled. “Think you can hold out till Sunday?” An entire night together. A rare and wonderful treat. The boys would be staying overnight with cousins.
“Do I have a choice?”
“Well, there are all those sixteen-year-olds leaving drool marks on Deirdre’s TV screen.”
“Still fishing for shameless flattery?”
“Yes.”
“Very well.” He treated her to another thorough, shamelessly flattering kiss while his hands roved like bloodhounds on the scent, tenaciously seeking buttons, zippers, and gaps in her claret-colored suit—a short skirt and snug, short jacket.
She tore her mouth from his. “This is—oh!” She grabbed his wrist and pulled his hand from under her skirt.
“You don’t like that?” His other hand took up the cause, raising the skirt to her waist.
“I—you know I do, but—Eric!” She wriggled, trying to dislodge the hand that had slid inside the back of her bikini panties. He pressed closer and his erection thumped against her belly.
“But what?” he mumbled into her ear as he caressed her bottom. She whimpered at the pang of raw desire that shot through her.
She managed, “We—we shouldn’t.”
“Sure we should. Haven’t you ever made love somewhere different, somewhere downright wacky?”
“With Steve, wacky meant switching sides in bed.” She glanced at the open doorway. “Deirdre and Tommy will be back soon.”
“Relax.” He pushed the lavender lace panties down her hips. “They’ll be gone another eight minutes at least.”
She clutched at her undies. “Eight minutes!”
He checked his watch. “Maybe six.”
“Anyone can just walk right in.”
“I’m not expecting anyone.” He pried her white-knuckled fingers off the lace and pulled the panties down. “And anyway, I can always claim this is a new cooking class—Lust Versus Gluttony, the Sinner’s Dilemma. Excellent toe cleavage,” he pronounced, removing her strappy high-heeled sling-backs and tossing the scrap of lace aside, leaving her naked from the waist down.
“Six minutes?” she fretted.
“Maybe four.” He backed her up against a steel barstool and lifted her onto it, kneeing her legs apart. The shock of the cold metal on her bare bottom made her yelp. Swiftly he unbuttoned her jacket, appearing pleased to find nothing but her lavender lace bra underneath. He released the front clasp and spread open the bra to look at her.
She’d never felt more exposed, sitting there before him under the bright fluorescent lights with her clothing in disarray. Along with the feeling of vulnerability came a primitive hunger that had her squirming in silent invitation.
He cupped her breast in his callused fingers and lowered his mouth to her stiff nipple. The brush of his lips was as soft as a butterfly’s wing. She sighed and arched into him as he dropped gentle kisses on the burning tip. The first delicate flick of his tongue made her jump, and she pulled him closer. “Eric, please...!”
He surprised her by keeping his pants zipped, instead reaching behind her to the butcher block, where bottles of flavored syrups were lined up. He uncapped one and held it under her nose. Vanilla.
Her eyes widened. “What are you going to do with that?”
“Vanilla’s a highly underrated flavor, don’t you think?” He tipped a drop onto his finger and smoothed it on her moist nipple. “Makes sweet things taste even better.” He licked the syrup off her with long, voluptuous strokes as if she were an ice cream cone in August. Breathless, she curled her fingers into his hair and clung to him. He repeated the treatment on her other nipple until she gasped, “Eric, I can’t stand it. Don’t make me wait any longer.”
In response he knelt in front of her, tossed her knees over his shoulders, and drizzled the vanilla syrup between her legs. She gasped at the astonishing sensation, lost her balance on the barstool, and fell backward with a shriek. Flailing with her arms, she managed to grab the butcher block behind her.
Seemingly oblivious, Eric leaned forward and began to satisfy his sweet tooth. She could only hold on to the butcher block for dear life while his strong, lithe tongue searched out every drop of syrup. She groaned as her body soared toward climax, her eyes fixed on the open doorway.
“How long—till they—get back?” she panted, the muscles in her outflung arms quivering with strain.
She felt more than saw him turn his wrist to look at his watch. Silence.
“Eric?”
His voice was a hot buzz against her drenched flesh. “We’ll hear them enter the building.”
At that moment her body detonated and the Vienna Boys’ Choir could have tramped through the kitchen for all she cared. Before her orgasm had subsided, he stood and drove into her, pulling her back up to a sitting position. She wound her arms and legs around him.
He grinned. “You don’t mind a quickie, do you? Under the circumstances?” He rammed into her hard and fast, and immediately she started to come again. With an exultant shout, he joined her, spilling himself in waves of heat she felt deep within.
Her hammering pulses nearly drowned out the sound of the outer door opening. Eric stifled her sharp gasp with his palm even as he withdrew from her and zipped up.
Shaking violently, she slid off the barstool, yanking at her skirt. Eric swiftly buttoned her jacket, leaving the bra unfastened.
“They only had one bunch of cilantro left,” Deirdre called on her way through the gallery.
Eric shoved Lina’s panties in the freezer and struck a nonchalant pose.
“My shoes!” she hissed.
He jumped to attention and located them just as Deirdre and Tommy sailed through the door.
Eric gestured triumphantly with the shoes. “Didn’t I tell you that super glue works fast?” He tried to jiggle a spiked heel. “Good as new!”








Chapter Fifteen


Using the keys Lina had given him, Eric unlocked her apartment door. He had about a half hour before she’d return from her regular kick-boxing class, more than enough time to sneak in to her apartment, leave her birthday present, and sneak back out again. He chuckled to himself.
Today was her birthday. Naturally he couldn’t celebrate with her tonight, Saturday being the busiest night at The Cookhouse. Thus he’d driven into Forest Hills at noon to leave a little surprise. Inside the breast pocket of his black leather bomber jacket was a slim, beautifully wrapped gift box: a sapphire and diamond bracelet. To match her eyes.
He opened the door and nearly jumped out of his skin at the vicious barking that greeted him from somewhere in the vicinity of Lina’s bedroom. Automatically he double-checked the number on the apartment door.
As he closed the door a large gray Weimaraner charged down the hallway and skidded to a halt at the entrance to the foyer, its nails clacking on the oak floor. The dog was barrel-chested and wasp-waisted, with a short, smooth coat and floppy ears. A ridge of hair rose menacingly on the back of the its neck as it bared its teeth and growled.
Were Lina and Joy pet-sitting for someone? If they were, he knew nothing about it.
Eric felt his own hackles rise. Never breaking eye contact with the animal, he reached for the Victoria’s Secret catalog he’d spied on a pile of mail on a side table. He rolled it into a tube as he slowly started down the hall to Lina’s bedroom. His canine escort snarled with increasing ferocity while keeping a wary eye on the makeshift snout smacker clutched in Eric’s fist.
With his hand on the knob of Lina’s closed bedroom door, he heard something that froze him on the spot. A man’s voice, raised in exasperation.
“Percy, stop barking at Mommy. What took you so long, Zanny my love?”
Eric’s fingers tightened painfully on the faceted glass doorknob. He stopped breathing as his pulse thrummed in his ears, nearly as loud as the fresh burst of rapid-fire barking. The sound of his master’s voice had apparently imbued the animal with renewed courage.
“Shut up, Percy,” Eric commanded in a low, pack-leader rumble. The dog quieted with a whimper and dropped to its haunches. It raised a paw.
He turned the knob and swung the door open, his gaze automatically homing in on Lina’s bed. The man sprawled between her yellow sheets in a side-lounging come-hither pose was handsome, with curly black hair and a trim beard.
He was also stark naked. The sheet was draped low enough on his hip to leave no question on that score.
Eric absorbed all this in the split second it took the man to bolt upright, yank the sheet to his waist, and demand, “Who the hell are you?”
Just the biggest fool who ever lived, he silently answered, nearly trembling with fury and the pain of betrayal.
Percy ambled in, tail wagging, and found a spot on the carpet that suited him. He turned three tight circles and settled down with a contented sigh.
The man’s pale eyes widened as he took in the rolled-up catalog being crushed in Eric’s fist. His arms flew into a defensive posture. “I’m a gree—black belt! Tae kwon do.”
“Save it, Steve.” Eric tossed the catalog on the bed.
The man flinched but swiftly regained his composure when it became clear he was in no danger from the wrinkled lingerie catalog. It took a moment for Eric’s use of his name to register. His eyes narrowed.
So Eric’s guess had been right. This was Steve. The ex-husband. The man Lina had sworn she wasn’t involved with.
For a year and a half he’d consciously repressed the memory of walking in on Ruth, naked in bed with her onetime lover. Now his late wife’s treachery returned with gut-wrenching force.
Steve glanced at the framed picture on Lina’s night table—a full-length shot of a grinning Eric flambéing pears and cherries in The Cookhouse kitchen. It was one of the photos used in the Bon Vivant article.
When Steve looked at his visitor once more, it was clear he’d put two and two together. His features settled into a nasty sneer. Apparently it had finally dawned on him that his occupation of his ex-wife’s bed gave him an intrinsic advantage. With leisurely ease he propped the pillows against the brass headboard and settled back.
Percy appeared to follow the unspoken exchange, his golden eyes flicking between the two men while the rest of him remained perfectly still.
Yep, that’s me, the world’s biggest fool, Eric thought. Deaf, dumb, and blind. With the emphasis on dumb. Without a word, he turned and let himself out of Lina’s apartment for the last time.
*
“Get up!” Lina landed a stinging slap on Steve’s bare rump as he lay peacefully snoring on her bed. Her ex-husband yelped and lurched to full wakefulness. He blinked sleepily and smiled.
“Zanny my love—”
“Don’t you `Zanny my love’ me. What the hell are you doing here?”
Percy rose and stretched, then came over to stick his nose in her crotch. She pushed him away. Steve smiled that arrogant smile of his—Lord, how had she put up with it for so many years?—and rubbed his butt where a pink handprint had begun to form. “Your tastes have gotten kinkier, I see.”
She had to restrain herself from choking him. “Who gave you permission to—to—?” Sputtering with rage, she gestured at her rumpled bed.
My God, he was waiting for me! she thought. He thinks all he has to do is park himself between my sheets and I’ll–
“Get out,” she repeated. “This instant.” She noticed the crumpled Victoria’s Secret catalog at the foot of the bed. Good grief, the man had no shame.
With a frown of perplexity Steve swung his legs off the bed. He seemed in no hurry to comply with her order.
“Put your clothes on.” She gathered his things from the carpet and hurled them at him.
He found his briefs and jerked them on, his face twisted into an angry scowl. “Must be that time of the month, huh?” He reached for his socks.
No, it isn’t, as a matter of fact. If it were, I wouldn’t need that cute little test kit I just bought at the drugstore.
“You don’t get it, do you?” She planted her hands on her hips and watched her ex-husband step into his neatly pressed khaki slacks. Fury slowed her words and heightened her enunciation. “This is my home.” She jabbed a finger at her chest. “My home. You have no right to barge in—”
“For your information, I did not ‘barge in.’”  He pulled on his undershirt and tucked it into his pants. “I was in the neighborhood, so I figured I’d be friendly and say hi. The super let me in. Rocky. Helluva guy. Flashed some ID and told him I’m your brother.” He chortled at his own ingenuity.
She knew that wasn’t all he’d flashed. Slip ole Rocky a nice crisp twenty and you could tell him Steve was her grandmother. She’d deal with the super later. “What made you think you could pull a stunt like this?”
He shrugged into his blue oxford shirt and began buttoning it, slowly, treating his ex-wife to an insolent once-over. “You just can’t admit there’s still something between us, can you? Some kind of chemistry.” Buckling his belt, he shook his head with that same superior little smile that had always set her teeth on edge.
Chemistry? she thought. Try oil and water.
She said, “I’ve never given you the slightest reason to believe I’d sleep with you. Never.”
He sat and slipped his loafers on, holding her gaze. “I don’t see it that way. Actions speak louder than words.”
“Is that so?” With unmistakable deliberation she turned and pointed toward the doorway.
“Come on, Percy. Mommy doesn’t want us around.” At the bedroom door he slowly turned back. “You know, you always talked a good game, Zanny, acting so holier than thou about your so-called professional ethics. And I always bought it. Is this a recent thing, getting it on with the chefs you review, or were you doing it when we were married?”
Her heart skipped a beat. “What are you talking about?”
He gestured toward the picture of Eric on her night table. “I’m talking about the guy with the bad attitude and the key to your apartment.”
Lina felt the blood drain from her face.
Her reaction wasn’t lost on Steve—he appeared immensely pleased with himself. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. Eric was here? He saw you in my bed? Steve’s mean little smirk gave her the answer. With a trembling hand she pushed her hair behind her ear. “He must’ve stopped by for my birthday.”
That familiar uh-oh look came into her ex-husband’s eyes—a look she knew all too well. The bastard had no idea it was her birthday. Well, why break with tradition, after all?
“Get one thing straight.” She stiffened her spine. “This is my home, Steve. You’re not welcome here.”
He leaned on the doorframe. “On second thought, I’d guess the getting-it-on part comes first, and the review is a nice little bonus for the lucky restaurant owner.” He shook his head sadly. “You don’t even know when you’re being used, Zanny. If you’re that desperate to get laid...” He spread his hands in invitation.
Lina’s eyes stung with the threat of tears. She took a deep breath. She’d be damned if she’d let Steve see her cry. “If you don’t leave this instant, I’ll call the police.”
His steel gray eyes skewered her. “You bitch.”
Having discharged the final salvo—that had always been important to him—Steve called his dog and stalked down the hallway. Lina braced for what she knew would follow.
Her apartment door slammed thunderously, rattling the pictures on her walls and the bottles on her dressing table.
She slumped onto the bed. “Happy birthday, Lina.”








Chapter Sixteen


Two weeks had passed since Lina had arrived home to find Steve ensconced in her bed. She needed to talk to Eric, explain the preposterous incident for what it was, but he refused to even come to the phone. She’d considered ambushing him at his house, but couldn’t bear the humiliation of face-to-face rejection. Besides, the boys didn’t need to witness a scene like that.
His callous refusal to hear her side hurt her deeply. If he truly cared for her, wouldn’t he at least let her speak her piece? This was the man who’d declared his love time and again during the past few months. She’d always thought love implied a degree of trust.
For the thousandth time in two weeks, her hand slipped down to reverently stroke her belly. No difference. No outward sign of the miracle taking place deep inside. Life was truly unpredictable. In all the years she’d dreamt of being a mother, never once had she considered single parenthood. And yet here she was, embarking on this great adventure.
Alone.
A pile of maternity clothes occupied the sofa next to her, still sporting their tags. Okay, so she was jumping the gun a bit, but it was hard not to. How many times had she passed maternity stores and wished she had a reason to spend a month’s wages on tentlike frocks and pants with ugly elastic panels?
Eric didn’t know about the baby. Joy was the only one she’d told. It would have been hard keeping anything from her roommate, much less daily bouts of morning sickness. Lina wondered, if he were to find out, would he be happy? Would he want the baby? Probably not. His sons were teenagers. No doubt he was thankful diapers and colic were a thing of the past. Responsible type that he was, he’d probably feel obligated to marry her for the sake of respectability.
Or maybe he’d eschew marriage and settle for visitation rights. She shivered. Out-and-out rejection looked good compared to grudging acceptance. Of course, she could opt to keep him in ignorance—and the child, too. Never acknowledge his paternity to either of them.
She thought of the wonderful, warm years of her own childhood. While it might be politically incorrect in this age of free-form parenting, she’d never shaken the belief that a conventional nuclear family is best for a child.
She sighed and patted her belly. “Well, little one, looks like it’s just you and me.”
She heard Joy’s key in the lock. Her roommate’s voice rang out from the foyer. “So did you buy out the store?”
“What do you think?”
Joy laughed when she saw the mound of dresses, pants, skirts, tops, nightgowns, and underwear. There was even a flowing wool coat. “I think they saw you coming.”
“Well, I’m going to need clothes, aren’t I?”
Joy tore open the wrapper on a pair of maternity tights and held them up. Her eyes grew round. “Jeepers.” She glanced at Lina’s flat belly. “Are you really gonna fill these out?”
“So they tell me.”
Her roommate lifted a stretchy yoga top. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
Lina snatched the garment away from her, laughing. “Dr. Schulman says I can continue to exercise, within reason.”
Joy perched on the back of the sofa. “When are you gonna tell Eric?”
She groaned. “Joy, don’t start that again. He won’t even talk to me.”
“So send him a registered letter. Don’t you think he has a—”
“Yes, he has a right to know, and I’ll tell him when I’m ready.” Maybe.
Joy’s expression made Lina wonder whether she could read minds. She swung her legs over the back of the sofa and bounced down onto the pile of clothes. “The longer you put it off, the harder it will be. You know that.”
Lina toyed with the tag on a jumbo-size beaded evening dress. “I’m not trying to put it off, I’m just...”
“You’re confused. And scared to face the thing head-on.”
Lina knew she could deny it. But what would be the point?
Joy jumped up, pulling Lina with her, hauling her into the foyer. “Come on. Let’s go.”
“What are you doing? I’m not going anywhere.”
Joy pulled Lina’s buff suede jacket off the coat tree and tossed it at her. She donned her own fleece-lined windbreaker. “That’s what you think.”
*
“What kind of maniac goes jogging in forty-degree weather? In the rain?” Joy squinted out the windshield of her beat-up Chrysler hatchback. The beach appeared deserted. They’d tried Eric’s rambling white clapboard house first. Lina had remained in the car while Adam directed Joy to Rocky Bay Beach.
“It’s not raining, it’s misting,” Lina said. “He’s not here. Take me home.”
“No. What’s back there?” She pointed to where the dunes curved around to the right.
Back there is a lovely little secluded cove with hot sand and cold water and gulls who beg for bites of Fluffernutter.
“Nothing. There’s nothing back there.”
Suddenly alert, Joy leaned forward and wiped fog off the windshield with her gloved hand. “Liar.” Through the mist a tall figure came into view from around the dunes, loping at a steady pace along the water’s edge. “Is that him?”
“Yes.” Even at a distance Lina recognized his fluid, masculine grace.
Joy turned up her collar and opened the car door. “Out.”
There was no use fighting her. When Joy latched on to a mission, she was like a dog with a bone. “I’m coming,” Lina grumbled.
The sky was a somber gray shroud on this brisk November afternoon, blending with the gray-green of the choppy ocean, obscuring the horizon. A lively wind whipped the mist, stinging their faces. Perfect weather for a confrontation, Lina thought, shoving her bare hands into the pockets of her jacket as she shuffled along in her roommate’s wake.
Joy didn’t hesitate. She marched straight toward Eric, tossing glances over her shoulder to make sure her charge hadn’t escaped. When he saw them he stopped and stared, chest heaving from exertion, breath smoking. Lina stopped, too, and tried to make out his expression. Joy snagged her sleeve and hauled her across the white sand.
Eric cut an arresting figure against the backdrop of the churning surf, broad-shouldered, still as stone. They stopped a few feet away, close enough to see the trace of steam that rose off his head and his forearms where he’d pushed up the sleeves of his dark green sweatshirt.
Close enough to see the hard set of his jaw.
“This has gone on long enough,” Joy announced without preliminaries. “It’s time for you two to clear the air.”
“This isn’t your concern, Joy,” Eric countered. He studiously avoided looking at Lina. “I know you mean well, but—”
“Don’t give me that crap,” she interrupted. “You have to at least talk to the woman, hear her side—”
“The circumstances speak for themselves.”
Lina felt weary and defeated. The man she loved had no desire to make things right, to even entertain the possibility she was blameless. If this was his level of commitment to her, she didn’t need him. “I’ll be in the car, Joy.”
She turned to leave, then stopped, wanting to make one thing clear. “This wasn’t my idea, Eric. It won’t happen again. I—” She choked on her words, feeling as if her heart were being torn from her chest. “I only wish you trusted me enough to—”
“Trust you?” Eric was animated now, his eyes glowing with a fierce golden light. “I did trust you, dammit. I loved you.”
Joy took this as her cue to leave. As she headed toward the car, she called over her shoulder, “Ask her why the super was fired.”
Eric was unable to contain his bafflement. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” He looked at Lina’s pale face. He told himself that her eyes were tearing from the wind, that her cheeks were damp from the mist. She slipped her hands into her pockets, hunched her shoulders against the cold, and started back toward the parking lot.
Shutting her out was damn near impossible now that he’d looked into those sapphire eyes, so filled with pain—now that he’d heard that little catch in her voice. It ate right through him. Refusing her calls had been so much easier. As he’d known it would be.
He closed his eyes and sucked in a lungful of briny air. Let her walk away. It’s what you should have done a half year ago at The Cookhouse. Just let her walk away.
“Lina.” What was he doing? “What’s this about the super?”
She kept walking.
“Lina!”
He cursed soundly and sprinted to catch up with her. Brusquely he spun her around. There was no denying her tears now. She tried to jerk out of his grasp, but he held on to her shoulders.
Eric sighed in defeat. He had no will where this woman was concerned. “Okay,” he said gently, “I’m asking. What’s with the super?”
She looked away, snuffling pathetically. “He was 
f-fired.”
“Yeah, so I gather.” He patted the back pocket of his gray sweatpants, but all he felt was his car key. No tissues.
Lina dug one out of her pocket and blew her nose. She dragged in a steadying breath.
“Why was Rocky fired?” he asked.
“Because he let Steve into my apartment when I wasn’t home.” Her sad eyes met his at last. “Steve greased his palm and said he was my brother. Then he...well, you know...got comfortable. In my bed. Waiting for me.”
Abruptly Eric released her and pushed his fingers through his damp hair. He turned his face in to the icy breeze. This was too weird. Nobody was that big a jerk.
Except possibly the arrogant creep he’d met in Lina’s apartment.
“You’re telling me...” He shook his head as if to dispel the absurd notion.
“That’s what happened,” she said flatly. “I told you I wasn’t involved with Steve.”
His mind supplied the part Lina left out. And you chose not to believe me.
He hurt for her. He hurt for them both. “And for this they fired Rocky?” he asked.
“It was the final straw. He’s been pulling this kind of nonsense for years, and the management company finally decided to can him. What’s the sense in having twenty-four-hour doormen and all kinds of security if someone can slip the super a few bucks and get into an apartment?”
“Especially unsavory types like horny ex-husbands.”
“Exactly.”
He couldn’t help asking, “So what did you do when you came home and found Steve in your bed?”
“I tore off my clothes and performed unspeakable acts with him.”
“In front of Percy?” Lord, it felt good to smile again.
“I blindfolded Percy.” She looked away again, toward the murky horizon. “So are you going to call the management company and verify my story? About Rocky?”
“Of course not. I believe you.” God, he wanted to hold her. She probably wouldn’t let him. He framed her cool, moist face in his palms. “When I found that creep in your bed—after what happened with Ruth...” He dragged her into his embrace, holding her tight, nuzzling her silky hair. “Forgive me, honey.” His voice cracked. “I love you so much.”
“I love you, too. I don’t think I realized how much I love you—need you—until Steve started mouthing off about how I’ve abandoned my scruples, how I’m granting reviews to restaurateurs I’m sleeping with.”
“The son of a bitch,” he growled.
“It’s okay.” She looked up at him. “I’m glad he said those things. He opened my eyes.”
“I can’t believe you’d give any credence to what that bastard—”
“I don’t. Don’t you see? Long ago you told me not to worry about what petty, small-minded people might say or do, and you were right. Steve’s about as petty and small-minded as they come. When he laid that on me, about favoritism, he was just trying to get to me. I don’t even care whether he believes what he’s saying. I know he’s wrong. So will any thinking person. What it comes down to is, I refuse to abdicate control of my life to people like Steve.”
“Does this mean we can show our faces in public? At the same time? In the same general vicinity?”
“I’d say we’re about five months overdue for that first date. Especially considering...” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “There’s something I’ve needed to tell you for the last two weeks.”
When she didn’t elaborate, Eric said, “Honey, whatever it is, just spit it—”
“I’m pregnant.”
Those two little words slammed into his gut, making his heart skid and his mind seize up. He could only stare mutely, looking her up and down.
“A baby?” he whispered.
She nodded, biting her trembling lip.
From somewhere deep inside, a tidal wave of emotion swelled and crested and burst forth in a long, loud whoop of pure elation. He laughed like a madman and lifted Lina, whirling her around and around in that wind-driven mist, under the dreary gray skies.
When he finally ran out of steam, they collapsed together on the wet sand, laughing breathlessly. The delicacy of her condition dawned on him and he sobered.
“Honey...” He laid a palm on her flat belly. “Are you okay?”
“Of course.”
She looked, well, radiant. Wasn’t that how pregnant women are supposed to look?
Radiant and relieved. “Are you happy?” she asked shyly.
“Hell no. Do I look happy?” He was well aware of the idiot grin plastered across his face.
“I was afraid you might not be thrilled about becoming a father again.”
“In my dotage?” He sprang to his feet and pulled her up.
“Well...” A teasing light came into her eyes.
He began brushing damp sand off the front of her suede jacket, letting his fingers linger naughtily. “I’ll show you just how decrepit I am when I get you alone, witch.”
Sobering, he dropped his hands to enfold hers and searched her eyes. He took nothing for granted. This would be done properly. She was entitled to that, baby or no baby.
“Will you marry me, Lina?”
She hesitated. “Are you asking because I’m pregnant?”
“No. I was planning to ask you before this whole mess with Steve. I think we both knew we’d reached a make-or-break point. All that sneaking around—it was driving me crazy.” He squeezed her hands. “Honey, I love you so much, I want to holler it from the rooftops.”
Her eyes misted and she bit back of little gust of laughter. She threw her arms around his neck and sobbed her joyful answer.
“Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you, Eric.”
He couldn’t have said how long he stood there holding her, rubbing her back, absorbing her warmth and her heartbeat. Wondering about the tiny new life pulsing within her. A life the two of them created out of their love.
Suddenly the losses of the past paled against a future of limitless potential.
At last he kissed her, a lingering kiss of devotion and promise. When they separated, he was surprised to see the sky had cleared and the sun was trying to peek between the clouds. It was a good omen.
He put his arm around her and steered her past the dunes.
“Where are we going?”
“There.” He pointed to two rows of beach cabanas set facing each other, two long whitewashed buildings actually, each subdivided into a dozen little rooms behind barn-type doors secured with padlocks. He headed for his cabana—third one on the right—and impatiently spun the combination lock.
The door creaked open on corroded hinges to reveal the small, shabby room, furnished with only a counter, cupboard, and bench, plus a tiny bathroom and shower in the back. A wooden picnic table was propped on its side against one wall, a rusted charcoal grill nestled between its legs. Folded-up lawn chairs were stacked in a corner on the sandy plank floor.
Eric did a quick inventory. Everything was where he and the boys had left it at the end of the summer. Frisbee. Suntan lotion. Rubber thong sandals. Enough salt-stained baseball caps to outfit the National League. A damp mustiness pervaded the space.
“I’ll take it.” Lina rubbed her hands together. She was shivering. “The grand piano will go there, the billiard table there.”
“You’re smart to snap it up. This neighborhood is positively crying for gentrification.”
He pulled a worn aluminum and plastic patio chaise from the bottom of the pile of chairs and unfolded it. “Let’s see, there should be...” A quick rummage through the cupboard bore fruit. “Yes!” The tattered wool beach blanket gave up sand and flakes of dry black seaweed as he shook it out.
Eric spread the blanket on the chaise. “Ta da!”
He was one great mass of throbbing, pulsing need. After only two weeks of downtime. Good God, how had he survived a year and a half?
He gestured proudly at his handiwork. “Where there’s a will—”
“You can’t be serious.” Her words puffed in the frosty air.
He dragged the zipper of her jacket down. “We’ll keep each other warm.”
“You are serious.”
He slid his hands around her waist and nuzzled her, tasting and teasing the sensitive skin at the base of her neck, feeling her shiver in response. Her pebbled nipples poked him through their clothing. Either she really was cold or he was better than he thought. He slipped his fingers under the red cashmere sweater and reached for her bra hook.
She chuckled, a delicious throaty sound that sent a fresh surge of heat through his lower body. Her hands came up to play with the hair at his nape. “I think you’ve just set a land speed record for bra release.” She sucked in her breath as his fingertips lightly stroked the sides of her breasts.
In the last few months he’d learned every one of her hot spots, and dammit, he was going to put that knowledge to use now.
“Eric—the door’s open.”
“Mmm...no one’s out there.”
“Yeah, but...” Nervously she glanced outside.
He left her just long enough to pull the door closed, throwing the cabana into darkness. Only a thin strip of light showed around the doorframe.
“There. Now it’s just you—” he found her in the dark and took up where he’d left off, nibbling her ear “—and me.”
She squeaked in surprise as he lowered her to the makeshift bed. “This is—”
Eric silenced her with a kiss. He inhaled the laughter that erupted from her when he gingerly added his weight to hers, causing the ancient metal frame of the chaise to shriek in protest. Clumsily he bundled them into the sandy blanket. It was like a giant, gritty cocoon.
“There!” he said. “Snug as a— Oof!”
“Sorry. Just trying to get comfy.” She squirmed under him.
“Does this help?” He pushed up her sweater and bra and lowered his mouth to her breast. She gasped in pleasure, clutching his shoulders as he nipped the taut crest and drew it into his hot mouth. He suckled deeply, lightly pinching its twin. When he began fumbling with the zipper of her pants, she didn’t protest.
Within seconds her jeans and panties were wadded at her ankles, and Eric’s clothing was similarly disarranged. The only sounds in the velvet blackness of the musty cabana were their sighs and the creak of overstressed aluminum.
The thin blanket did little to warm his back, in sharp contrast to the hot satin of Lina’s bare flesh against his front. As they touched and explored, he reveled in the little sounds that told him Lina’s hunger matched his own. He knew it for a fact when his fingers slid into her slippery heat. They groaned in unison then.
They wriggled impatiently, striving for a workable position that wouldn’t send an elbow or knee through the chaise. At last their perseverance triumphed. She opened to him, pulling him closer as he buried himself in one savage thrust.
In that moment they could have been lying on king-size satin sheets strewn with rose petals. Eric’s awareness was limited to the woman he loved, to the raw, poignant beauty of the physical expression of that love. His fingers lingered on her face in the pitch dark, reading every nuance of emotion as clearly as if he could see her. Reverently she kissed his fingers, one by one, as their bodies met and retreated, rose and ebbed like the tide.
The rhythm picked up speed as Lina began to climb, to reach for the pinnacle. Her nails dug into his back. Her hair whipped his face. Her body flexed hard against his, and her voice broke on a ragged, breathless cry. The clutching, throbbing cadence of her release ignited his fuse, sending him tumbling irrevocably into his own climax.
It came with blinding intensity, a white-hot wall of fire into which he willingly plunged himself, body and soul. The force of it left him shaken, awestruck.
At length he began to register sensory input in the inky darkness: the aromas of old wool and fresh sex...laughter from the soft, sweat-slick lady lying under him...his elbows and knees being scraped raw by the cabana’s gritty wood floor...
The floor?
He tried to raise himself and got hopelessly tangled in the jumble of clothing, blanket, and assorted arms and legs. Lina only laughed harder.
Eric did his best to keep his weight off her. He groped around and discovered they were indeed lying on the remains of the collapsed chaise. “Isn’t gravity a wondrous thing?” With effort he managed to extract them from the blanket. The frigid air on his bare, sweaty posterior was downright invigorating.
She was still chuckling. “If somebody came in and saw us like this—”
A loud pounding shook the door, making them jump and knock foreheads.
Joy’s jovial voice came through loud and clear. “I don’t suppose they could be in here?” She thumped the door with a palm. “In this cabana.” Thump thump. “The one with the padlock hanging open.” She paused as if to consider the possibility. “Nahhh—they aren’t even talking to each other. Someone must’ve left it open by accident.”
Eric heard the ominous sound of someone fumbling with the door latch.
Joy said, “I’ll just be a good samaritan and lock the place up—”
Lina screamed, “Don’t you dare!”
“By jingo, they are in here,” Joy gleefully announced. The door began to swing open.
“Noooo!” Eric and Lina shouted at once. They scrambled frantically to pull up their pants, swearing and falling over each other in the process.
Joy’s voice from behind the half-open door oozed solicitous concern. “Sounds like they’re in trouble. I’d better check it out.” The door swung open on Joy’s grinning face just as Eric was tying the drawstring of his sweatpants. Lina yanked down her sweater.
“Jeepers, Lina,” Joy said as her roommate stepped outside. “Doing it in a cabana? In November? I thought you were too, you know, mature and boring for stuff like that.” Her eyes widened as she surveyed the destruction inside. “Wow! So. Eric. You gonna do the right thing by my roomie here? Pick out a diamond before her fingers swell up like Vienna sausages?”
Lina frowned as she examined her slender digits.
He said, “I assure you, Joy, nothing would give me greater pleasure.”
She looked obnoxiously self-satisfied. “Then my work here is done. I’ll meet you back at the car.” She took off, a jaunty spring to her step.
Eric put his arm around Lina and steered her in the same direction.
“Do you think the boys’ll be okay about all this?” She bit her lip. “You know. Me...the baby...”
“Are you kidding?” He squeezed her shoulder. “Those little delinquents have spent the last two weeks devising schemes to get the two of us back together. Which only goes to show they’re smarter than their old man. And as for the baby—well, hell. They’ll fight over who gets to strap her into one of those baby packs and take her for a walk. It’s a scientific fact there’s no better chick magnet than a baby.”
After a moment he added, “You know, we were pretty careful.”
“Don’t you remember when we did it in The Cookhouse kitchen? With nothing for protection but vanilla syrup?”
“How could I forget? I had some fast talking to do when Adam went looking for the Ben and Jerry’s and turned up those frozen panties instead.”
A little smile of wonder and amazement lit her face. “I’m going to have a baby, Eric. Me! I still can’t believe it.”
He pulled her closer. “Honey, you’re not going to have a baby, you’re going to have a whole damn instant family. A little girl, two big strapping boys, and more nutty relatives than you can shake a stick at.”
“A little girl, huh?”
He loved making her grin like that. “Maybe two. Hell, why not go for triplets this time?”
Lina slid her arm around his back. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather do this baby thing one at a time till I get the hang of it.”
Eric smiled into the sunshine. “I can live with that.”



###
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Lucy woke with the munchies the night the kidnappers came for her. She padded down the curved staircase to her dark kitchen, where the stove clock’s LED display informed her it was 2:23 in the a.m.
“Happy birthday, kiddo.” She flicked on the overhead fluorescent. “You made it to the big four-oh.”
She poured a double small-batch bourbon on the rocks, nuked a bag of 94 percent fat-free popcorn, and polished off a partial pint of Cherry Garcia just as the last kernel detonated. She smiled. Timing is everything.
She located the paperback thriller she was reading in Frank’s library—her library now, she supposed, at least until the marital assets were sorted into His and Her piles. The His pile would include the centerpiece of this room, the bloated, pigskin-upholstered “chair and a half” Frank had had custom-made over her dogged objections. God knew she’d never wanted the damn thing, any more than she’d wanted the puffed-up McMansion that surrounded it, yet five weeks after she’d asked Frank to move out—the hardest thing she’d ever had to do—there sat his throne in all its swinish glory.
And the sick thing was, she’d gotten kind of used to it. The chair was as comfortable as it was ugly, squatting before the fireplace like a sumo wrestler with seams. It was also absurdly comforting in the dead-ass middle of the night when every sigh and rattle of the huge house reminded her how alone she was. She called the chair Babe, after the movie pig.
The house would probably be sold, which suited her just fine, though that would be one more heartbreak for Frank—something else for her to feel guilty about. But all that would take time, and meanwhile there was nothing and no one to stop her from moving her home office up here from the basement.
Frank had dubbed this space his “library,” going so far as to order forty linear feet of “important” used books from some salvage outfit, plus the built-in shelves to display them. But it had been constructed as a sunroom, with skylights and a wall of south-facing windows and French doors. During the day this room was flooded with buttery light, in contrast to the windowless catacombs where Lucy had pounded out the first thirteen books of her Johnny Sherlock children’s mystery series.
She experienced a naughty thrill thinking about the unfinished fourteenth book languishing on her computer’s hard drive. With her contractual deadline less than a week away, every waking minute ought to be devoted to finishing Johnny Sherlock and the Painted Poodle. Legions of prepubescent fans were counting on her, more and more each year according to her royalty statements. And Lord knew Lucy Narby—Lucille Moss to her readers—had never missed a deadline. Dependable, responsible Lucy? It was unthinkable. Logically she should be down there right now, cranking out that sucker.
But it was 2:23 in the
a.m., and the rules of logic were officially suspended at 2:23 in the a.m.
The bag of popcorn emitted a burst of fragrant steam as she yanked it open. There it was again, the stab of guilt—not over the calorie count, but the label. It was ridiculous, really. Every time she chowed down on a snack food that didn’t bear the familiar KrunchWorks logo, she felt like a traitor. Frank was nearly as devoted to KrunchWorks as he was to his family, a company man through and through. He’d forbidden her to bring a competing brand into this house, and she never had. Until now.
Lucy set her whiskey glass and the illicit popcorn within reach, lifted Grandma Willie’s freakishly unique hand-crafted quilt from it display rack, and submitted herself to Babe’s wide-load embrace. She set aside the emery board that served as a bookmark, hoping reading might nudge her toward the restorative coma she so badly needed.
She read for twenty minutes until the faint snick of a door lock brought her head up. She recognized the squeak of the exterior side door that led into the kitchen. Her pulse stuttered for several seconds until the alarm system’s warning tone stopped, telling her the code had been correctly entered on the keypad. Muted footfalls followed, moving toward the stairway. Stair treads groaned under multiple pairs of feet, ascending with unhurried caution in the dark. Overhead a floor joist creaked. Then another.
Lucy threw back her head and shouted, “Points off for inept skulking. I am so disappointed.”
All movement upstairs ceased. Lucy chuckled and sipped her bourbon. She’d raised John to be sneakier than that.
She hadn’t expected to see him until spring break. Of course, Long Island was only about a six-hour drive from Ithaca, and he’d surprised her on weekends before. She hoped this particular visit had been prompted by her birthday. His father had no doubt nagged him, as usual, reminding him to send a gift.
Frank had called her, too. He’d wanted to take her to Paris for a long birthday weekend or, failing that, at least a romantic excursion to Manhattan: La Bohème at the Met, dinner at her favorite Northern Italian restaurant, and a champagne-drenched suite at the Plaza. She’d declined as gently as she knew how, wondering how long it would take him to realize they weren’t getting back together, that their marriage was really and truly over.
John had one or two buddies in tow, by the sound of it. Possibly the paramour du jour, too. Ashleigh. The girl possessed a pretty head unburdened by deep cogitation, but at least she chose clothing that flaunted the dainty barbells skewering her nipples. Then again, what would be the point of enduring such a disagreeable procedure only to hide the result under a Playtex Cross Your Heart?
John was a discerning kid. It wouldn’t last. Meanwhile Lucy squelched any hint of maternal disapproval. That hard-won bit of wisdom had eluded her own mother.
Her visitors descended the stairs, making no effort at stealth now that they knew she was awake. She wished she’d thrown on a robe, but at least she had on matronly pj’s and not some peek-a-boo nightie. John shouldn’t get too embarrassed.
She slipped the emery board back in her book as she heard them approach. “I’m a hard gal to surprise.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure.”
Lucy didn’t recognize the voice. She glanced over her shoulder. Her yelp of shock turned to helpless laughter at the sight of three cheap plastic Halloween masks. The kids had turned themselves into, of all things, the Powerpuff Girls, a trio of huge-eyed TV cartoon superchicks. They were all there: Buttercup, the brunette; Blossom, the redhead; and Bubbles, the blue-eyed blonde.
God, how she loathed the Powerpuff Girls. Diana, her five-year-old niece, forced her to watch the show every time their paths crossed. Had Lucy ever mentioned her aversion to John? She must have.
“Very nice,” she told her son, “but you’re about six months late for Halloween.”
No, wait, Buttercup wasn’t John. This guy had a more solid build. The neck was thicker, the shoulders wider under the hooded gray sweatshirt. She looked at Blossom, somewhere between six five and the stratosphere, his maple-colored hair pulled back in a long braid. And Bubbles was blond for real. John had inherited Lucy’s hair, dark as espresso and utterly straight.
Lucy stood, letting the quilt slide to the floor. A crawly sensation tightened her scalp.
Buttercup produced a pistol and a roll of silver duct tape. “Don’t fight and you won’t get hurt.”
“What?”
They came at her. She fought like hell. Adrenaline surged with every dunk-shot bang of her heart. She writhed out of their grasp. Her fists and feet flew. Popcorn scattered. The CD rack toppled. The framed baby picture of Lucy and her sister crashed onto the hardwood floor, along with one of Frank’s giraffes, the eighteen-inch bronze. She lunged for the sculpture and got a two-fisted grip on its neck, holding it at the ready like a baseball bat.
Blossom, the giant, whooped. “A feisty one, God be praised!”
“Take whatever you want,” she said. “Take it and leave.”
Buttercup pocketed the gun and tore a strip of duct tape off the roll.
Lucy backed up a step. “I’ve got money.” She nodded toward the antique rolltop desk. “In there.”
They didn’t so much as glance at the desk. Bubbles, the blond one, made his move. She swung the giraffe. He ducked under it and body-slammed her against a bookcase. Pain exploded in her back as first editions went flying. She thought she heard Buttercup bark, “Easy!” as Bubbles wrenched the giraffe from her.
Inkblots crowded her vision. She blinked them away and saw Buttercup looming over her. He said, “You okay?”
Stupidly she nodded.
“Good.” He slapped the tape over her mouth and spun her toward the other two, who held her still while he taped her wrists together behind her back.
The instant they released her, Lucy sprinted toward the multipaned French doors. She was thinking of the inky expanse of woods that lay beyond her manicured back lawn. If she could just make it past the pool and gardens to the tree line . . .
She threw her weight at the locked doors. Shards of pain lanced her shoulder.
Blossom cackled in appreciation. He tilted his mask and drained the glass of bourbon.
Bubbles muttered, “Jesus, the bitch never gives up.”
Buttercup bent to retrieve the baby picture. He studied the pair of dark-haired one-year-olds through the cracked glass.
Lucy balanced herself on one bare foot and took aim at a windowpane with the other.
“Whoa!” Buttercup dropped the picture and launched himself at her, yanking her back an instant before her foot would have made contact. He wrapped his arms around her from behind. “All right, that’s enough,” he said when she continued to struggle. “We’re all very impressed.”
Bubbles swaggered up to them. “I think the lady needs a lesson in who’s in charge.” He sounded younger than the other two. “I think I’m looking forward to teaching that lesson.”
Using Buttercup’s bear hug for leverage, Lucy torqued her hips up and punched the heel of her foot into Bubbles’ thin plastic mask.
He screamed like a steam whistle and ripped off the mask. “Fug!” He held his nose. Blood seeped between his fingers. He gaped at Lucy. “Whud the fug didja do thad for?”
Lucy had guessed right. Bubbles was young, early to mid twenties. Not much older than John.
Blossom laughed and handed him a couple of tissues. “I had a feelin’ about this job.” His baritone voice was flavored by the Emerald Isle. He wagged a finger at Buttercup. “You didn’t want to listen.”
“Yeah, you’re perceptive as hell. Help me get her into the car.”
“I’b bleedeeg.” Bubbles pressed the tissues to his crooked snout. “By doze is broken.”
“Payback for that offside tackle,” Buttercup said. “Quit bitching.” He and Blossom clamped their fingers around Lucy’s arms and marched her out of the library. Bubbles trailed behind, bleating like a lost lamb.
Her assailants didn’t seem to care that she’d gotten a good look at one of them and presumably could pick him out of a lineup. This did not bode well for her longevity.
The little group proceeded through the greatroom into the kitchen, where Lucy heard, for the second time that night, the side door unlock.
John. Who else could it be?
Buttercup said, “Shit.”
Lucy pleaded with her eyes. She shook her head and mewled shamelessly under the tape. Don’t hurt him. Oh God, don’t hurt my boy.
Blossom murmured, “This is where it gets messy, lads,” as the door swung open.
Two men crossed the threshold. Neither was Lucy’s son. She felt confident of that even though both wore black ski masks that exposed only their eyes. The masks were a piquant accompaniment to their all-black ensembles: silk turtleneck, wool slacks, and lambskin bomber jacket for the portly, dark-eyed man; jeans and a windbreaker for the compact fellow with the aqua-by-Acuvue eyes.
“Who the fug are you?” Bubbles demanded.
The newcomers appeared just as bewildered. The big guy looked at the little guy. Buttercup looked at Blossom. All five of them looked at Lucy.
Don’t look at me!
“Okay, there’s been some kinda misunderstanding here.” The big guy spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. He sounded more than a little New Yawk. “My associate and I have been retained for this particular undertaking.”
Lucy was an undertaking?
“You know anything about this?” Blossom asked Buttercup, who leveled a threatening look at Lucy, right through his mask’s perky, round-eyed grin.
She glowered back.
“This bij is bad dews.” Bubbles was busy cramming strips of paper towel in his nostrils. His hands and face were smeared with blood. “Led these dickwads hab her. Good fugeeg riddance.”
“Shut up.” Buttercup turned to the pair in black. “Get lost.”
The second man tugged on his friend’s sleeve. “Come on, Wesley, let’s go. We didn’t bargain on this.”
Wesley took a step toward Buttercup. “This is our show, my friend. We have a deposit.”
“Debosid dis, lard-ass.” Bubbles went for Wesley, but the big Irishman was quicker. He shoved the young hothead against Lucy’s Viking range, with a command to “get a fekkin’ grip.”
“We were here first.” Buttercup tightened his grip on Lucy’s arm. “End of story.”
Wesley dipped into his breast pocket and produced a knife which Lucy instantly identified as a six-inch Wüsthof boning knife. Seventy-two bucks at Zabar’s. She herself was a Henckel gal. She gazed longingly at her beloved eight-piece set in its countertop knife block right there in full view—and within arm’s reach of Lucy herself, if only she had use of those arms. She’d put a fresh edge on those blades just yesterday.
Buttercup displayed the pistol. “Go away.”
“Oh my God.” The smaller guy’s eyes widened. “Wesley, he’s got a gun.”
“Ha!” Bubbles crowed. “Broughd a dife to a gudfight, ya fugeeg abateurs.”
“This is bullshit,” Wesley said. “We have an agreement.”
“He’s got a gun, Wesley. It’s not worth it.”
His partner wheeled on him. “Why don’t you say my name again? That’s incredibly helpful.”
“You can stay and get yourself killed. I’m leaving.” Wesley’s pal slammed out of the house.
The strange assemblage stood staring at one another. Blossom turned to Buttercup. “Well, lad, what are we goin’ to do with this pesky fella?”
Buttercup shrugged. He raised the gun. “Shoot him.”
Lucy squeezed her eyes shut. Instead of a gunshot, she heard the door slam. Bubbles hooted in delight. He trilled, “Rud, Wesley, rud!” The squeal of car tires, then silence.
“That was interesting.” Blossom scratched his chin under the mask. “Let’s get her out of here before someone else shows up.”
Buttercup glanced around, looking for something. He turned to Lucy. “Where’s your purse?”
That was more like it. As a motivating factor for this freak show, filthy lucre beat out all other choices hands down. Lucy might walk away from this thing alive after all. She nodded toward the menu desk in the breakfast nook. Bubbles located her Coach shoulder bag and strolled back, pawing through it. Buttercup grabbed it from him, spilled the contents on the floor, and kicked the mess around with the toe of his running shoe. Her lipstick rolled across the antique French granite floor tiles and came to rest against Frank’s new under-counter wine cellar.
He faced her again, with an impatient sigh. “Where are they?”
Her frown asked, Where are what?
“Your birth control pills, Mrs. Narby?”
Astonishment popped  her eyes.
Buttercup yanked the tape off Lucy’s mouth in one swift tear. She screamed.
“Don’t make me ask again,” he warned.
“Master bathroom. Top vanity drawer. That hurt.”
Buttercup slapped the tape back over her mouth. A minute later Bubbles had returned with her monthly pill compact, which Buttercup pocketed.
Her birth control pills. Lucy couldn’t begin to figure that one out. Granted, these creeps seemed less than enthusiastic about plundering, which left that raping thing kind of front and center, but birth control pills?
Buttercup propelled her toward the door.
It was a chilly outside—mid to high forties. Downright arctic by Lucy’s admittedly wimpy standards, especially since the only thing between her pampered hide and the elements was a pair or mismatched flannel jammies.
A nearly full moon provided the only illumination. Her five-acre property was isolated from her nearest neighbors by dense woods and a quarter-mile cobblestone driveway. She’d always appreciated the solitude. Until tonight.
The tender soles of her feet found every sharp pebble as Buttercup and Blossom half dragged her toward a dark sedan parked out of sight of the house. Bubbles jogged ahead to pop the trunk.
She screamed beneath her gag as the men hoisted her and dumped her on top of a tire iron and a set of jumper cables. The trunk also held a coil of rope. Buttercup hogtied her with practiced efficiency, lashing her ankles and tethering them to her wrists by a short length of rope behind her bowed back.
Bubbles leaned into the trunk to taunt her, now that those lethal feet were safely restrained. His nose was a pomegranate. The moonlight turned all that blood to black warpaint. “I’b gudda hab sub fud wid you, bij. Just you wait.”
The other two exchanged a look. Buttercup elbowed Bubbles aside to blindfold Lucy with an oily rag.
The trunk lid slammed shut. She heard car doors open and close. The vehicle rocked and settled. The engine rumbled to life, turning the trunk into a vibration chamber.
Trussed as she was, Lucy couldn’t keep herself from pitching to and fro as the car started rolling. Her stomach lurched. Oh yeah, she thought, that’s just what I need right now. A geyser of ice cream, popcorn, and bourbon, with only her nostrils for an exit.
She forced herself to take slow, deep breaths, forced her mind to function. Why would anyone want to kidnap her? Correction: Why would two anyones want to kidnap her, these trick-or-treat maniacs and whoever hired those two whiny chuckleheads who came late to the party?
When had it become open season on Lucy Narby?
She had to keep her head, no matter what happened. It was her only chance.
Don’t panic, Lucy commanded herself, right before something small and furry crawled up her pajama leg.
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