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Chapter 1

“Where the hell are you? I’ve left so many messages, your voicemail is full!”

Sawyer Quaid pulled his cell phone away from his ear. “I’m in a little burg in middle America. It’s quaint, quiet, and unassuming. Besides, you’re my agent, not my keeper.” Lately, Ned Cahill had become a major pain in Sawyer’s ass.

“Don’t give me that shit! Two months ago, you left a goddamn message telling me you had to find yourself and decided to explore America. Since you just turned fifty, I’ll call it a midlife crisis.”

Sawyer ignored the annoying blather in his ear and paused in front of a shop he was surprised to see in such a small town. Fresh Beans was a coffee chain popular in major cities. So what was one doing here in Eden Prairie, Indiana?

“I’ve a great idea. Play up your adventure and blog about your experience. How about three times a week? It will hype up the publicity for your new book.”

It was just what he’d expected. His popularity contributed a great deal of money to his agent’s bank account. “You don’t seem to understand. I need this time alone.”

“And what am I supposed to tell your publicist?”

“I’m on a sabbatical, experiencing the different foods and customs throughout America.

Don’t call me. I’ll call you. Bye, Ned.”

“But...”

The pressure he’d been suffering from his agent was one of the things that influenced Sawyer’s decision to get away. He’d learned about sacrifice and doing unto others, but he was done. It was time to think about what he wanted to do. He noted the time before he turned off his phone. One in the afternoon. The rumbling in his stomach was a reminder to eat lunch.

The layout of the coffeehouse was familiar since he’d visited a number of Fresh Beans locations in his travels. Coffee lovers were immediately seduced by the wonderful aroma from the freshly ground beans. Two coffee baristas prepared the specialty blends, while two others took orders. Customers picked up their drinks at the other end of the counter, so the line moved quickly.

Ten ice-cream-shop-style tables and chairs occupied the front of the store. In the rear were big, comfortable couches and armchairs. Tall bookcases framed a gas-burning fireplace. The thick wooden mantel added to the congenial atmosphere.

Fresh Bean’s clever marketing scheme individualized the décor depending on the location in the US, and the chain promoted hometown vendors. The presentation at the Eden Prairie location was warm and inviting.

A glass display case in front of him was filled with a variety of delicious-looking baked goods. He noted the cauldron station of soup and decided to enjoy something warm this late April afternoon. He hadn’t stopped for breakfast because he hadn’t wanted to get off the interstate. If there hadn’t been a construction detour, he probably never would’ve found this small town.

“Welcome to Fresh Beans. What can I get you?”

The name printed on the tag above the pocket of the woman’s white shirt read Hope Wilson, Manager.

He nodded toward the soup display. “How’s your pasta e fagioli?”

“It’s the best you’ve ever tasted,” she boasted with a proud smile. “Our soups and sandwiches are prepared by Martina of Martina’s Kitchen Magic, a local vendor. The standard favorites, French onion, and chicken noodle, are also outstanding. A serving comes with sourdough bread and butter. The bread and pastries are supplied by Polly’s Pastries. Her shop is two doors down.”

“Hope, you’re an excellent saleswoman. I’ll have the soup, a three-cheese panini, and a large coffee, black.”

“Excellent choices. I’ll call you when your order is ready.”

He handed her the cash. “Name is Sawyer.”

Half of the tables were occupied with people enjoying their meals. He’d barely taken a seat at one of the round café tables when his name was called.

“Enjoy,” Hope said, passing him a tray.

The first taste of the soup announced it was five-star. The blend of oregano, basil, thyme, and marjoram was perfect. The bread forming the panini was some of the best he’d ever eaten. If people lived here just for the food, they knew a good thing. He was literally being seduced by the food and atmosphere.

In between the salt and pepper shakers was a laminated welcome flyer listing the stores on Main Street, the local government offices, the library, and the hospital. He was surprised to see a Hughes Department Store, another countrywide chain. On the back side was a map that noted the Eden Prairie Mall just off the interstate. They had everything. If you couldn’t find what you were looking for in town, you went to a mall.

He’d just finished his delicious soup and eaten the last bite of his panini, when his eyes opened wide as he recognized the couple who’d just entered the café. Of all the gin joints...

Seth Wolfington walked in, holding hands with an attractive woman who Sawyer knew was Seth’s wife. His recent marriage had been well publicized in the media. Sawyer had last seen the world-famous magician three years ago at a Texas Hold’em fundraiser for their fraternity. He’d totally forgotten Seth owned the Fresh Beans chain of coffeehouses.

Sawyer was able to hear what Seth said to his coffeehouse manager, that they’d just gotten back from the obstetrician, and everything was fine with the baby. As far as he knew, Seth lived in New York, so did that mean he’d relocated to Eden Prairie?

How much Sawyer wanted to offer his congratulations, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. He kept his head down when they passed in front of the pastry counter and went into the back area of the coffeehouse.

Before leaving, he dumped his garbage in the disposal can and breathed easier when he stepped out into the April sunshine.

He’d purposely parked his truck in the lot next to the town hall two blocks down, wanting to look around town. The word quaint fit his surroundings perfectly, right down to the gazebo in the center of the park. Necklaced about the base was a variety of colorful tulips.

At the four-way intersection, a cherry picker was being operated by one man, while another city worker was attaching a banner to the cable strung across Main Street. Memorial Day Carnival and Chili Competition. Register at town hall. Proceeds to go to St. Anne’s Youth Hostel.

The more stores he passed—Tahlia’s Mystical Teas, Sweet’s Candies, Polly’s Pastries, Critters Corner Pet Shop, Penny’s Petals Flower Shop, Feel Good Pharmacy—the more he fell in love with the town.

The scent of Italian herbs made him pause in front of Lacatelli’s Italian Deli. In one corner of the front window was a sign: Home of Martina’s Kitchen Magic. “So this is the home of the chef who made that spectacular soup.”

A hastily scrawled note on a piece of parchment paper had been taped to the front window. Immediate Help Wanted: Dishwasher, kitchen helper and delivery person.

His interest was aroused, something he hadn’t experienced in a long time. He read the sign a second time. No, don’t do it. You need to move on, his common sense argued. But he didn’t have a schedule. It wouldn’t hurt to take a few extra days to enjoy this town that was off the beaten path.

He rubbed a hand over his month-old beard. He wore glasses instead of his usual contacts. His Wrangler jeans, T-shirt and denim jacket had been purchased at Target before he’d started his adventure. He looked like an ordinary Joe.

“Martina, are you as pretty as your name?” he wondered and adjusted the brim of his soft peaked cap. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

A bell tinkled in greeting when he opened the door. He was immediately drawn to the display of mini torpedo-shaped cheeses, dried salami and homemade sausages that hung from an iron bar suspended above the four glass-fronted cases filled with a variety of cold cuts, salads, and Italian entrées. Different shapes and sizes of fresh-baked Italian bread and rolls were neatly stacked on a tiered wire rack.

He reached over a pyramid of cans of imported olive oil and removed the sign from the front window. Sawyer, what are you doing? His common sense warned a second time, but he ignored it. Four people were waiting at the counter. As soon as the last person was served, he stepped up to the register.

Before the woman behind the counter could ask if she could help him, he held out the sign. “I’d like to apply for the job if it’s still open.”
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“Why did I commit to all these orders?” Frustration filled Martina Lacatelli’s voice.  The dry-erase board that occupied one of the walls in her small office was three times the size of the one she’d hung when she started her business three years ago. Four bridal showers, twenty-fifth and thirty-fifth anniversary parties the first and second weekend in May, two weddings, a fiftieth-anniversary party at the VFW Hall, and a surprise baby shower. The baby shower just happened to be for a personal friend. All of these events were over and above her personal-chef commitments.

The ever-popular prepared takeout dishes for the deli were also a top priority. At least she no longer had to make the bread and desserts. Polly’s Pastries had taken over that task, using Martina’s family recipes that had been passed down from her grandmother, Teresa Margarita.

A stickler for organization, Martina had set up the workstations in the commercial prep area with room to work. The stainless-steel appliances, along with three long counters and double shelving, filled the rest of the large room.

She was slowly paying back her father for the cost of the newly installed fire-suppression system above the convection oven, grill, and fryer. The fire department and Department of Health had given her the seal of approval a couple of months ago.

She’d been hesitant to take on two full-time employees, but was now glad she had. Corky Watson had been a chef in the Navy and was currently preparing three trays of their signature macaroni and cheese with diced ham. Emiliano Galante had proven his worth in preparing Italian specialty dishes for the takeout section in the store. He was her father’s godson. Even though there wasn’t any blood connection, they considered him family.

The recent message she’d received from her dishwasher and delivery person had upset her smoothly run operation. He’d applied for a full-time job as a truck driver, and they needed him to start immediately.

She pulled the pencil from above her ear and checked off the priorities for the day on the yellow pad in front of her. The meatballs and sausage were already in individual takeout containers and stored in the walk-in refrigerator. Soup for Fresh Beans was done, as well as the three trays of chicken and rice for St. Anne’s Youth Hostel. Specialty dishes for her personal-chef clients were set to be delivered.

“What are you doing, Martina?” she mumbled to herself. Nothing like doing extra work by writing everything down. Her sixteen-year-old nephew had set up a program on her computer for her to track all of her events, names, dates, and special requests. The takeout dishes needed for the delicatessen had their own category. Tony had even set up a special category for her personal-chef clients, who required special dishes because of their food allergies.

When she came into work in the morning, all she had to do was call up the date, and everything showed up. Maybe it was overkill, but she still liked to post the bigger events on her dry-erase board.

She pulled a colorful scrunchie from her wrist and secured her long hair into a quick ponytail.

If there was one person who was deemed not to resemble the members of her family, it was her. Somewhere, her authentic Italian genes had gotten infused with, as her grandmother liked to say, “a foreigner’s coloring.” Some errant gene had given her red hair, not reddish-blond or auburn, but red. At times, she felt her age of forty-nine, but was often told she appeared ten years younger.

She looked up to see her sister-in-law come in. Her brother’s wife was a sweetheart and made Luigi very happy. Lucille handled the accounting and worked the counter. She’d given birth to their fourth child fifteen months ago and was still a bundle of energy. To her husband’s annoyance, Lucille had added deep-red highlights to the ends of her long black hair. Personally, Martina thought it looked stylish and very becoming.

They’d taken over the store that their father had started over fifty years ago. He hadn’t given up the reins and he put in a few hours each day, despite having just turned seventy-eight.

“You look like you could use this,” Lucille said, setting a cup of espresso in front of Martina.

“Thanks,” she said and took the first heavenly sip.

Lucille inhaled deeply. “I never get tired of the scent of garlic and oregano in this place,” she confessed, perching a slender hip on the corner of the desk. “There’s a guy out there applying for the dishwasher job.”

Martina had posted that notice five days ago, and this was her first response. “Is he a local?”

Lucille shook her head. “I didn’t recognize him.”

“Teenager-young with a cell phone permanently attached to his ear, or white hair and aches-and-pains old?”

“Actually, his black hair is sprinkled with gray, and he has a few more grays in his neat beard. He’s cute,” Lucille added. “Do you want me to tell him the position is filled, and we forgot to take down the sign?”

Martina was torn. They’d passed the word around that she was looking for a kitchen helper, but there hadn’t been any takers. She was also desperate. It was only an interview. She’d let him know it was only temporary.  If he proved to be a good worker, she’d offer a permanent position. Her staff was close by, so she wouldn’t be alone.

“Why not?”

“I’ll bring him back and then head home. I’ve got to relieve my mother, and the girls will be getting off the school bus. I’m so glad Tony gets out of high school by two so he can relieve me at the store.”

Martina suddenly remembered the job applicant was a guy and that she had to look a sight. She yanked the scrunchie from her hair and finger-combed the waves before putting on her white chef’s jacket that she wore when she catered off-site.

Lucille escorted the man into the kitchen and wiggled her eyebrows.

Martina held out a hand. “Martina Lacatelli. My father owns Lacatelli’s.”

“Sawyer Quaid,” he returned and removed his hat.

Okay, gentlemen. He was definitely eyebrow-wiggle handsome. Short, salt-and-pepper hair. Very nice. Close to her own age. Clothes clean, neat. Dark-framed sunglasses prevented her from seeing the color of his eyes. 

Martina, get your professional mind in gear.

She nodded toward the wooden chair next to her desk. “Have a seat.” She also just realized she didn’t have an application for him to fill out. Professional operation? Hell.

“Since this is a small town, I’m pretty familiar with everyone who lives in Eden Prairie. Are you passing through or visiting a relative?”

“I was passing through and love what I’ve seen of your little town. I had your pasta e fagioli at Fresh Beans and was seduced by its delicious flavor. I’ve decided to stay awhile.”

He was staying because I seduced him with my pasta e fagioli? She’d never heard of something so outrageous, but she was definitely flattered.

“Have you ever worked in a kitchen or food service before?”

“When I was a teenager. My father and Uncle Pat owned a luncheonette in Portland, Maine. I worked there after school, washing dishes and cleaning tables. When his delivery guy didn’t show up, I made deliveries.”

So far, he appeared to be acceptable. “Have you ever been arrested?”

“No.” He laughed and shook his head. “My brother-in-law is a cop in Portland.”

“You mentioned you’re passing through. Are you on vacation or out of work?”
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Damn, what have you gotten yourself into? Nothing like being direct with her personal questions. And she’s lovely! Gorgeous red hair and deep blue eyes. And you told her you were seduced by her pasta e fagioli. Now, about his job.

“I worked at a food warehouse for twenty years. The company was bought out, and my job was eliminated. The severance package was decent, so I decided to explore America. I’m being careful with my expenses, and my time is my own.”

“You’re somewhat familiar with what happens in a professional kitchen. The job is temporary, but there’s always a possibility of a permanent position. I don’t offer benefits.”

“That won’t be a problem, because I carry my own.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t have a commercial dishwasher. I’ll need you to help with setup and cleanup on larger catering jobs. The hours are sporadic, depending on the amount of orders and the size of the event.”

He nodded. “Sometimes my uncle was asked to cater small parties, you know, after a funeral or small wedding. I’d help him set up the catering racks and trays.”

“This would be very similar. I’d like to see some form of ID.”

He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and removed his driver’s license.

She read the name and raised a brow. “Tom Sawyer Quaid. That’s an unusual name.”

“It’s a family joke that I’ve learned to live with. My father loves the stories by Mark Twain and insisted his one and only son be named Tom Sawyer. I prefer being called Sawyer. I’ll be glad to give you a personal reference.” He’d give his sister a quick call to give her a heads-up.

“I don’t normally offer a job to someone who walks in from the street, but I’m desperate, and you seem to have all of the qualifications. Give me a few minutes to check your reference. If I’m satisfied, I’ll need you to start immediately. Where are you staying?”

“I checked into the Blue Bird Suites just off the interstate before I came into town.”

“This job is only for a few weeks, so staying there for any length of time will put a strain on your finances. My father has a furnished apartment above the garage. All the utilities are electric, so he’ll require you to pay fifty dollars a week.”

He wasn’t planning on staying very long, but he’d give it a shot. “That sounds very fair. Does your father live far from here?”

“It’s a ten-minute drive.”

Martina passed him a yellow legal pad and pulled a pencil out of her hair. “I’ll make a copy of your license, but write down your cell and the number of a person who can verify your identity. My sister-in-law handles the payroll. I’ll also need to copy your Social Security card. We can set up direct deposit if you prefer.”

“I don’t have my Social Security card with me. I’d prefer a check.” He quickly wrote down his contact information.

Martina stood up from her desk, taking his license. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Water would be great. Any chance I can use your bathroom?” He needed privacy when he called his sister.

“Sure. It’s on the other side of the kitchen adjacent to the storage closet. The door says Employees Only.”

Being a stranger, his presence didn’t go unnoticed, so he gave the workers a small smile and hurried toward the bathroom. He’d barely shut the door when he called his sister and remembered to keep his voice low.

“Hey, brother. How are you? Better yet, where are you?”

“I don’t have much time, Bettina, so listen. I’m in Eden Prairie, Indiana. I’ve applied for a dishwashing job at Lacatelli’s delicatessen, where they also run a catering service. I gave them your name and number to verify my identity. I said I worked at a food warehouse and that my job was eliminated, so I’m exploring the US.”

“Sawyer, you’re out of your mind. Suppose they find out who you really are?”

“They won’t. Just go along with what I’ve told you. I worked for Dad and Uncle Pat at their luncheonette after school, washing dishes and making deliveries.”

“Luncheonette! Our father and uncle would swat you upside the head if they ever heard you refer to O’Sullivan’s, their five-star restaurant, as a luncheonette. Sawyer, you’ve totally lost it, but I’ll go along with what you’ve told me.”

“The person who’ll be calling you is Martina Lacatelli. She’s offered to rent me the furnished apartment above her father’s garage while I’m here. Fifty dollars a week.”

“Amazing that a place would come that cheap. Sawyer, I understand why you had to get away, and I’m glad you’re doing what you want to do.”

“Thanks for having my back. I’ll keep you posted on my new job.”

He ended the call, wondering if he’d lost his mind, or if this was a path he was supposed to take. He was about to find out.

Chapter 2

He was seduced by your pasta e fagioli. 

The thought played over and over in Martina’s mind. She’d faced the fact long ago that she wasn’t a petite, ravishing beauty. She enjoyed Italian pastries, but she didn’t overindulge—too much—eating her very favorites, Napoleons. Unfortunately, her comfort food was the puff pastry and cream confection she turned to when she was depressed or as a reward. Lately, her size-fourteen jeans had a lot of extra room. She also liked to wear roomy T-shirts and soft sweaters to cover her hips.

Right now, she had to convince her father to let a total stranger occupy the garage apartment. Around the time school let out, the shop did a brisk business with people coming in to pick up a ready-made dinner at the last minute. Her brother and Tony, her computer genius nephew, worked behind the counter.

Luigi had a slightly aquiline nose, and his dark hair and eyes, along with his olive-toned skin, epitomized his Mediterranean heritage. The slight belly bulge, covered by his bib apron, was a telltale sign he enjoyed his pasta a little too much. In his spare time, he loved to barbecue and make his own vino.

Tony had inherited his father’s good looks, including his black hair and blue eyes. The teenager had his mother’s smile. He was into weightlifting, and the high school junior planned to become a Navy SEAL.

She knew just where to look for her father—the pasta aisle. She folded her arms and waited, unable to hold back a smile. He was currently holding court in front of the display of imported dried pasta. Salvatore Lacatelli had just turned seventy-eight. A classy dresser, he favored tailored slacks, long-sleeved shirts and imported silk ties. While working in the store, he always wore a dark green bib apron.

He’d be leaving for home in a little while, after he gave his almost-daily dissertation to the ladies who were drawn to his Cesar Romero good looks, right down to the thin black mustache that dominated his upper lip. Three ladies, all of whom had hair as white as his, were beguiled by his honey-smooth baritone voice that he infused with a slight Italian accent. He held the same attention when he called bingo at St. Anne’s Catholic Church on Thursday nights.

He noticed Martina and winked before ending his presentation. Each lady selected three of each style of pasta and put them in their handbaskets.

“How’s my beautiful figlia?” he asked, patting Martina on the cheek. The diamond in the pinkie ring on his left hand flashed the brilliance of the afternoon sun.

“Crazy busy, as you’re very much aware. A man applied for the dishwasher and delivery person position. He needs a place to stay, so I mentioned the apartment above the garage, and he has no problem with the rental fee.”

A white brow laced with a few black hairs arched in question. “Who is this uomo?”

“Tom Sawyer Quaid is just passing through, but plans to stay in Eden Prairie for a little while. I told him the job is only temporary. If he does a poor job, I can give him a pink slip.”

Salvatore shook his head and straightened the remaining packages of pasta on the shelf. “How do you know he isn’t on the run from the police?”

“I don’t. I’ll check his reference, but I didn’t get any bad vibes. He got laid off from his job after twenty years and is traveling around the US.”

“What kind of job?”

“He worked at a food warehouse.”

He raised a knowing brow. “Is it too much of a coincidence?”

“Papa, it’s in the past. The incident took place fifteen years ago.”

A smile broadened his mustache. “How can I refuse my beautiful figlia? Make sure you tell him to keep the place clean.”

Martina kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you, Papa. I won’t be home for dinner. I’ve got to start prepping for the weekend. Your dinner is in the refrigerator. I made your favorite. Spinach-stuffed braciola. There’s also lentil salad.”

Disappointment registered on his face. “Did you forget about the meeting at St. Anne’s Auditorium? You know I’m on the planning board, and this is a special town-wide meeting.”

Her father had been very closemouthed about this meeting, but it had stirred up a lot of gossip, stressing it was something big and exciting. Despite all that she had to do, her curious nature encouraged her to attend.

“I forgot, but I’ll make sure I’m there. Can’t you tell me anything other than it’s important?”

“No, but you of all people will benefit from our plans.”

He’d just hyped her curiosity even more. “Me? What do you mean?”

Salvatore kissed her on the forehead. She caught the scent of his classic cologne, Eau Sauvage by Christian Dior. At times, she thought it might be his timeless cologne that drew the women.

“My beautiful figlia. It’s all good, but what about this uomo?”

“I’ll check his reference before I give Mr. Quaid our address. See you later at the meeting.”

“Seven-thirty sharp!”

They both looked up when her brother called out, “Salvatore, you’ve a question about the imported cheeses.”

When her brother emphasized her father’s name, adding an Italian accident, her father’s chest puffed out, and he straightened his perfectly knotted tie. Her brother could’ve answered the question, but it gave her father a sense of purpose.

Now it was time to get some background information on her new employee. She paused before heading for her office. Her new hire had taken off his jacket and was standing in front of the Mount Vesuvius pile of pots and utensils on the stainless-steel counter next to the commercial-size sink. He’d turned his hat backward.

Emil had left for the day. Corky was holding out a white butcher’s apron and a bottle of water.

The former Navy cook knew how she liked things and could run the kitchen in her absence. He was sixty and kept his white hair military short. His white linen trousers were spotless, despite Corky having worked all day. A chef coat covered his white T-shirt that hid a multitude of “risqué tattoos,” as he liked to call them. He rarely smiled and gave off prickly vibes. Those who knew him were well aware of his warm heart. In his off hours, he volunteered at St. Anne’s Youth Hostel.

Her new dishwasher started washing an oversize pot, and Corky returned to his prep station to work on his original navy bean soup that would be served at Fresh Beans and in the takeout section of the store tomorrow.

The yellow pad was sitting on the center of her desk. Sawyer had provided one name as a personal reference. His sister, Bettina Reed. Nothing like giving your sister as a reference. Was this all planned ahead of time?

She Googled his sister’s name. The search revealed a Bettina Reed in Portland, a pediatrician. Patient reviews gave her five stars. “Stop procrastinating and just call.”

Surprisingly, the woman answered herself. “Ms. Reed, this is Martina Lacatelli. I’m calling about your brother, Sawyer.”

“Hi, Martina. I don’t usually pick up calls from numbers I don’t recognize, but my brother said you’d be calling to verify his identity. That probably doesn’t mean very much since you don’t know me from Eve.”

“You’re correct,” Martina replied with a short laugh.

“I can assure you he hasn’t done anything dishonest and is on this crazy sabbatical to find himself.”

“So what does he hope to find?”

“That, he hasn’t told me. All kidding aside, he’s a great guy, honest, trustworthy, and dependable. And no, he didn’t threaten me to say those things. He knows better, since his brother-in-law is a cop. On a personal note, he’s divorced, but has no children or significant other.”

“Thank you, Dr. Reed, for being so forthcoming.”

“So you researched me. Good for you. Shows you’ve got common sense. Tell my brother to call me when he gets settled.”

“I will.”

So her new hire was trustworthy, honest, dependable, and single. He was second-glance handsome, and he was close to her age. Martina, keep a lock on your female hormones. You don’t have time to get involved. Besides, he’s only passing through. It was time to let him know he’d been given the green light to live in the garage apartment.

The steam from washing dishes had made him sweat. She’d expected him to swipe it away with the short sleeve of his T-shirt, but surprised her when he pulled a white handkerchief out of his back pocket and wiped his forehead.

“You don’t waste any time.”

Sawyer gave her a small smile and set a stack of cooking bowls in the sink before turning on the hot water. “I really don’t mind. Were you able to reach my sister? She’s a pediatrician, so her hours are crazy. The number I gave you was her personal cell.”

“She was very nice, and she wants you to call her when you get settled. My father agreed to let you use the apartment. I live with my father, so we’ll be neighbors.”

“Sounds good. I’ve already paid for tonight’s lodging, so I’ll move in tomorrow. Give me the address, and Google Maps will direct me to the house.” He turned away from the sink and dried his hands on a white towel. “Can you recommend a place for me to do food shopping?”

“Bob’s Market on Main Street. It’s not as large as the big food chains, but they’ll have everything you need to survive. You’ll need to purchase bed linens and towels. You can get those things at Hughes, which is also on Main Street.”

“I’ll do that. Thanks for the place to live,” he said and reached for the bottle of commercial dishwashing soap.

Martina didn’t know whether to be insulted or pleased that he went right back to work.  As she made a call to her distributor for the food she’d need for her upcoming events, she frequently glanced at her new hire. He concentrated on washing the commercial-size pots and actually dried them off. Since she and her sous-chefs used a variety of pots and pans, she insisted that they be put on the same metal shelves. She’d be the first to admit the organization had been lacking over the past couple of weeks.

Rather than just place the cleaned pots on the shelf, Sawyer rearranged them according to size and hung the matching lids on the hooks attached to the metal framework. Neat, orderly, and conscientious.

At six o’clock, she walked over to the sink area and saw that he’d eliminated the pile of dirty dishes. “Wow, you’re a fast worker. I appreciate that you stayed to finish the work. I’m afraid Bob’s Market closed at six, so you won’t be able to get your dinner. To show my appreciation, go into the store and help yourself to a takeout dinner. The store closes at six-thirty. I’ll let my brother know you’ll be helping yourself to food.”

“Would you have any pasta e fagioli?”

“I don’t know. It sells out pretty quick.”

“What time do you want me here tomorrow?”

“I’ll be here at seven, but you can come at eleven. I have two personal-chef deliveries tomorrow. I prefer to go with you the first time, since my clients are eighty and eighty-two years old.”

Martina passed him a sticky note with her address. “The house won’t be hard to find. It’s a split level with a double front door. There’s an L carved in the wooden doors.” Martina laughed softly. “I know it’s ostentatious, but my father is very proud of our Italian heritage.”

“Corky explained about your operation, and I’m impressed. Since it’s the end of the day you should go home and relax.”

“I wish.” Martina sighed. “I’ve got to attend a town-wide meeting at seven-thirty. Supposedly, it’s something big. If you don’t want to sit around a hotel room, you might find it interesting. It’s in the auditorium of St. Anne’s Youth Hostel on Church Street. The building is right next to the church. Town-wide meetings are held there when they expect a large turnout.”

“I’d rather do that than watch television. Now, I’d better get my dinner before the store closes.”

Martina watched him walk away, noting he had a very cute ass, and she wouldn’t mind spending more time in his company. No, don’t even go there.
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An hour later, Sawyer asked himself, once again, what he’d gotten himself into. He sat in his hotel room at a small table in front of the picture window that afforded a view of a sprawling mall. The hotel room came with a microwave, so he heated up the Italian-spiced soup, savoring each delicious bite. He’d also selected two crusty Italian rolls.

Now he was going to a town meeting. This would be a first to add to the journal he’d been keeping on his travels around the US. When his agent had suggested Sawyer start a blog, he’d almost laughed out loud. No, his journal would never become a best seller. The R-rated ramblings would definitely have to be censored. No matter how much he tried to escape the pain of betrayal, it still pulled him into a dark place.

He took a quick shower and looked in the mirror over the bathroom sink to comb his hair. He’d finally gotten used to the face staring back at him. The short, salt-and-pepper hair was a welcome change. His agent had suggested he maintain his black hair with men’s hair dye and keep the length below his shoulders. The jeans and T-shirt felt comfortable. He topped it off with a windowpane plaid Untuckit shirt.

A ping from his phone announced an incoming text message. Of course it was his sister. Spoke to your new “employer.” She sounds very nice. How old is she? Remember, people can spend their lives searching. True love is out there. Maybe open your heart?

When it snows in July, he responded. I’m fine. Here’s the address where I’ll be staying. She’s close to my age and is nice. Hopefully, his sister wouldn’t read too much into his last comment.

Pretty or nice? his sister returned.

Both! Good night!

The address for St. Anne’s Catholic Church was already in his phone. He didn’t have any trouble finding the church or the hostel. Martina had said this meeting would be a big deal for the town. From the number of cars in the parking lot, the citizens had turned out in full force.

Almost every seat was occupied. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in a school auditorium. This one had long windows, hard wooden seats, and a stage that spanned the width of the room. The heavy gold curtain appeared faded and slightly frayed. The faded green walls could use a fresh coat of paint. Tucked at the back of the stage was an older-looking baby grand. A long table with six chairs dominated center stage.

He stood at the top of the center aisle, trying to decide where he should sit. When someone tapped him on the shoulder, he turned about and was greeted by a smile on the lovely face of Martina Lacatelli.

“Follow me to the good seats. They’ve opened up the balcony.”

They exited the auditorium and walked up a wide staircase to the balcony with a dozen rows of seats. Only a few seats were occupied. In the rear was what appeared to be a projection booth that was dark.

“Let’s sit in the front row,” Martina suggested.

She took off her jacket, set it on the adjoining seat and sat down with a sigh. “I’d like to say dig out the popcorn, but that would definitely be frowned upon by the powers that be.”

Sawyer caught the refreshing scent of the light fragrance of her perfume. Since she no longer wore the chef’s jacket, he appreciated the way the soft material of her sweater fell over her breasts. The pink color brought out the rusty-red color of her hair. She’d also added a bit of lipstick, a color similar to her sweater. She was natural, unassuming, and appeared to be comfortable with herself. He hated when people put on airs and pretended to be what they weren’t...or wanted to be. Sawyer, you just described yourself.

“You seem familiar with this place.”

“St. Anne’s has a sentimental attachment to many of the people in Eden Prairie.” Martina’s blue eyes sparkled from a pleasant memory and swept a hand. “This was the Catholic school that I attended. When the enrollment went down a number of years ago, the archdiocese turned it into St. Anne’s Youth Hostel, a home for orphaned children. Because the auditorium and stage are bigger than the ones at the elementary and secondary schools, they hold dance recitals here.”

He liked her, he really did. “Did you take to the stage?”

“Dancing school for six years, tap and ballet,” she proudly announced.

“Since you work in food, I take it you didn’t pursue a career in show business.”

“No. Ballet ruined my toes, and I had to have surgery. Did you grow up in Portland?”

He had to think quickly when she abruptly changed the subject back to him. “Public schools all the way, my sister and I.” He’d spoken the truth, but his career wasn’t what he’d envisioned. At least his sister had achieved her dream.

Sawyer was saved from having to give up more personal information when the seats at the table on the stage became occupied. His friend Seth Wolfington occupied one. Sawyer shook his head when he recognized another of his longtime fraternity buddies, Caleb Thompson, owner of Hughes Department Stores. He wore a dress suit, but hadn’t bothered to wear a tie. Sawyer decided keeping a low profile was very much needed.

His new landlord occupied another seat. Two women and another man filled the rest of the seats at the table.

Salvatore pulled a portable microphone close and tapped the tip to make sure it was working. The audience’s what’s-this-special-meeting-about chitchat dulled.

“Good evening,” Salvatore began. “Thank you all for coming to this special meeting. The Planning Committee was approached to come up with something to draw people back to our small community.”

“The mall has taken away a lot of business, but we need to remind people of the special places to enjoy in Eden Prairie,” one of the women at the table interjected.

“At this time,” Salvatore continued, “I’d like to turn the meeting over to Caleb Thompson, president of Hughes Department Stores.”

Sawyer’s college buddy pulled the one microphone closer. “I’m not taking credit for what I’m about to tell everyone.” Sawyer recognized the blond woman sitting in the front row whom Caleb acknowledged with a nod.

“Elaine Wolfington, the event coordinator for Hughes, has developed events that offer entertainment for the children in our community as well as all the Hughes locations nationwide.

Now it’s time for something for the adults.

“We plan to capitalize on the summer months. Memorial Day Weekend, we’ll be having our annual carnival with our famous chili cook-off at the fairgrounds,” Caleb continued. “That isn’t the biggest part of our summer plans. We’ll be hosting a food competition for Food Turf.”

Before the audience could blink an eye, a banner appeared announcing an event called Tastes of Summer Barbecue Cook-Off. The audience gasped and clapped in acknowledgment of the announcement.

Seth took over the meeting. “If you watch the Food Turf channel or get their magazine, the event has been publicized for the past six months. The location that was to host the event had to be changed. I reached out to my contacts in the entertainment field. They decided Marshall Stables and Dude Ranch would be the perfect place to hold their event.”

A hand went up in the audience, interrupting Seth, and the man didn’t wait to have his request acknowledged and spoke up. “What about the people in Eden Prairie? We have just as much right to enter the contest.”
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