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        CJ

        Seven years ago

      

      

      “Auntie Betty!” I squeal, launching myself into the arms of Aunt Meg’s best friend of nearly forty years the moment she walks into the living room.

      “Oh, sugar, look at you,” she gushes, wrapping me in her familiar vanilla-scented embrace, her curly blond hair poofing against the side of my face. “All grown up and almost done with college, for goodness’ sakes.”

      “Well, I guess we all know who CJ is really excited to see this year,” Aunt Meg says drily from the archway to the foyer.

      I stick my tongue out. “You know I love you too,” I assure Aunt Meg.

      Auntie Betty presses me away and scans me from head to toe, her eyes landing on the obnoxious sweater that’s sure to win the family’s annual ugly Christmas sweater contest. “What on Earth is that?”

      I grin widely. “It’s the periodic table,” I explain. “Arranged to look like a Christmas tree.”

      “Nerd alert,” my twin brother says as he enters from the kitchen. He saunters up indifferently, but his cool college guy façade is betrayed by the kiss he gives Auntie Betty on the cheek. “Merry Christmas, Betty.”

      Auntie Betty arches an eyebrow. “Merry Christmas, Matthew,” she replies acerbically.

      He huffs quietly but doesn’t respond. I hide my smile. Matt hates being called Matthew. Auntie Betty one, Matthew zero.

      We all settle in on the couches, Uncle Chuck joining us with a pre-dinner tray of deviled eggs. Christmas day in the Roberts household means a string of visitors, an overwhelming amount of Christmas spirit, and what feels like more food than I’ll eat for the entire month of January. All traditions I thought I was over in my teenage years, but being away from home for school has given me a new appreciation for these moments.

      I especially love Auntie Betty, who is one of the most carefree people I’ve ever known. She also has the worst case of wanderlust I’ve ever seen, so she always has fabulous stories to tell about her travels.

      This time is no different, as apparently she just got back from Scotland. It sounds lovely, and she spends a good while trying to convince Aunt Meg and I to go because — and I quote — “Every woman needs to be called ‘lass’ by a true Scotsman before she dies.”

      It’s almost as fun listening to her as it is watching Matt squirm while she talks about the many virtues of Scottish men. Much to my dismay, she quickly turns the conversation back to us, asking Matt and I all about college life.

      Matt is happy to talk about himself at length. Which is fine by me, as I just broke things off with my boyfriend of over a year after I caught him cheating on me. I know she’s going to have all sorts of questions. So will Aunt Meg, for that matter, since I haven’t told her either. Matt already knows, though. It’s hard to keep things from your twin. Especially a twin who, like you, has a psychic ability. But because of his ability to see the past, I was saved having to explain myself. And thank god for that.

      “Didn’t you see it coming?” That’s the question I fear the most. Because yes, I did. Literally. In multiple visions that I promptly ignored. I thought there was a chance it wouldn’t happen. Boy, was I wrong, and that’s not really something I want pointed out right now.

      “CJ?” Auntie Betty’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

      “Hmm?” I ask reflexively, meeting her knowing green eyes.

      “I asked how school is going for you,” she says with a smile.

      “Oh, it’s fine,” I reply vaguely, knowing that will by no stretch satisfy her.

      She arches one of her perfect flaxen brows. “You sure about that?”

      “Sure, um, classes are great,” I say lamely.

      Auntie Betty chuckles. “So is it the extracurricular activities that are just ‘fine’ then?” she teases.

      And normally, for me anyway, it’s not all about boys. But this time, she’s hit it on the nose. The bright, shiny red nose of Christmas shame.

      I press my lips together, feeling the words fighting to get out.

      Aunt Meg lays a hand on Uncle Chuck’s knee. “Honey, why don’t you and Matt go set the dinner table?” she suggests.

      Uncle Chuck takes the hint immediately, and the men leave.

      “Well, out with it, then,” Auntie Betty prompts. “Who is he and do I need to have him killed?”

      That gets a dry laugh out of me. “He’s not worth it, trust me.” And it all spills out. Auntie Betty is one of a small circle who knows about my precognition, so I don’t have to edit the story. By the time I’m done talking, even though nothing has changed, I feel better.

      “I’m so sorry, CJ,” she says kindly. “Precog or no, there’s no guarantee in relationships.”

      Aunt Meg nods in agreement. “What I want to know is why you didn’t talk to me about this before now,” she says softly. “You know you could’ve come to me any time, CJ.”

      I sigh heavily. “I know. I just … couldn’t say it out loud. I knew if I told you about my visions, I wouldn’t be able to ignore them.”

      Aunt Meg and Auntie Betty share a knowing look. I bury my face in my hands, now fully embarrassed.

      “God, I hope I don’t have any classes with him next quarter,” I groan.

      “Well, you could always take time off and travel with me,” Auntie Betty offers.

      I drop my hands and look at her, startled. “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack,” she assures me. “I’m leaving for Rome in a few weeks. Why don’t you join me? It’ll take your mind off of things and give you a chance to see the world.”

      “Betty, I don’t know,” Aunt Meg says with a note of caution in her voice.

      Auntie Betty waves her off. “Nonsense. She’s young. There’s plenty of time for college and traveling.”

      A glance at Aunt Meg tells me exactly what she’s thinking, though she’s never been one to explicitly forbid me from anything. But she’s also the reason Matt and I still have a family after our parents’ death. And she and Uncle Chuck made sure we could go to college and have it paid for. Clearly this isn’t something she wants me to do, so as appealing as it sounds, I’m just going to have to put my big girl panties on.

      I give Auntie Betty an apologetic smile. “Thank you, but I’ll be okay. If I stop now, I might be tempted to never go back. I’ll push through.”

      Auntie Betty reaches out and wraps a hand over mine. “Well, the offer is always on the table, sugar.”

      But her words fade as the familiar sensation of a vision pulls me away … and into blackness. Ominous, silent, and oppressive, it’s like no other vision I’ve ever had. And certainly not from Auntie Betty. I’ve Seen some crazy stuff when she’s not focused on staying in the present, but never anything like this.

      Her hands slides off of me, releasing me from the terrible hold of the vision. My heart pounds in my chest as my eyes refocus on what’s in front of me. Both Aunt Meg and Auntie Betty are staring at me, concern written all over their faces.

      “That was a strange look,” Aunt Meg says carefully. “Did you See something?”

      Dread pools in my stomach. “Yes and no,” I croak. I clear my throat. “It was black. I couldn’t see anything. But it felt … final.”

      “I don’t understand,” Aunt Meg says. “What do you mean, ‘It was black’?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand either. I’ve never had a vision like it before.”

      Matt chooses that moment to burst back into the room, his arms full of attractively wrapped packages.

      “Who’s ready to open presents?” he asks cheerily.

      We all turn silently to stare. But Matt, totally oblivious to the tension in the room, dumps the pile on the coffee table and retakes his seat.

      Reluctantly, we return to the festivities, not getting to revisit the vision. When Auntie Betty leaves, I hug her same as I always do, vowing to see her again sooner than the year it had been this time. I’ve been distracted, but I promise myself I won’t let that happen again. Family is more important than anything.
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        * * *

      

      Four weeks later, while I’m in class, I get a call from Aunt Meg that I return on my way back to the apartment I share with Matt.

      “Hey,” I greet her. “You didn’t leave a message. What’s up?”

      “Oh, baby girl,” Aunt Meg sobs. “It’s Betty.”

      I stop in my tracks. “No,” I protest, the blackness and the feeling that went with it instantly rushing back. And I just know. Auntie Betty is gone.

      “She was crossing a busy street near the Trevi Fountain when she was struck by a car,” Aunt Meg says. “She didn’t even make it to the hospital.”

      I sink to my knees on the sidewalk. No. No, no, no, no, no.

      “Yes,” Aunt Meg says sadly, making me realize I’d said the words out loud. “They’re shipping her body back for the funeral. You’ll come home?”

      I nod numbly, then realize she can’t see me. “Of course,” I whisper. A sob catches in my throat as it hits home. “I’m sorry, Aunt Meg. I’m so, so sorry.”

      “I know. It’s unbelievable. There are no words,” she agrees, her sniffling indicating she’s still crying.

      “No, I mean, I’m sorry,” I stress through sobs. “I Saw it. I Saw the black. The finality. It was a warning. I should’ve told her not to go, I should’ve known, I —”

      “Stop,” Aunt Meg interrupts in an uncharacteristically harsh tone. “You know better than that, Catherine Jane. You know that’s not how your visions work. This isn’t your fault.”

      I shake my head, tears pouring down my face as my bottom hits the pavement. I can feel people skirting around me. I can feel the cold, damp concrete under my jeans. But I don’t care about any of it as despair fills me. I don’t even have the will to argue, though I know that will come later.

      “I don’t know anything,” I say sadly. “But I’ll come home. Now. I can’t be here. Have you told Matt yet?”

      “I called, but he hasn’t called back yet.”

      “I’ll tell him then. He should be home,” I say with a loud sniff, mustering up the energy to pull myself together.

      “You should both call me once he knows, okay?” Aunt Meg pleads.

      “Of course,” I assure her. “Talk to you soon.”

      Once we’ve ended the call, I trek the remaining few blocks home. As soon as I’m inside, I see I’m right. Matt is sitting on the couch and looks up at my arrival.

      Tears fill my eyes, but no words come. He rises, clearly sensing my distress. When I’m this upset he can’t ignore me. I hold out a hand to let him use his retrocognition to hear the words straight from Aunt Meg. Because right now I’m barely holding it together, and there’s no way I could voice the awful truth.

      As he pulls the memory, a decision forms in my heart. Not being able to do anything about my visions of a cheating boyfriend were one thing. But Seeing the death of a woman who was basically another mother figure to me and not being able to do anything about it? It’s unthinkable. I’m not going to ignore my visions anymore. But I’m also not going to accept them. I’m going to find a way to change them. Because if I can’t, what’s the point?
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        CJ

      

      

      He’s got man boobs. How on earth did I end up on a date with a guy who has man boobs? I tried not to pay attention for the first hour, but as he drones on about his boring job, it’s all I can think about. Not for the first time I wonder why I let Aunt Meg convince me to give online dating a try. It’s not like anyone ever represents themselves honestly. I mean, there’s no checkbox for “man boobs,” or “I secretly weigh four hundred pounds,” or “I’ve got the most boring job on the planet that I don’t know how to shut up about.”

      You’d think I’d have learned to be suspicious of the headshot-only profiles with the body type “a few extra pounds.” I’m so going to give Aunt Meg an earful, and hopefully it will get her off my back long enough to have some peace.

      Also, not for the first time, I wish I had a close female friend to rely on for the escape phone call. You know, when they call you before you waste too much of your life on the wrong guy.

      Internalizing a sigh, I realize I’m going to have to get myself out of this one. Thankfully, we’d only agreed to meet for drinks, and it is a Tuesday night.

      I continue humoring him as he goes on, running my eyes over his boring blond hair and boring flat brown eyes. Recalling that he didn’t look quite so boring until he opened his mouth. After a few more “mhms” and “yeahs,” I’m able to find a natural break in the conversation.

      “Wow, Kevin, that’s great,” I say flatly, followed by a dramatic glance at my phone. “Oh gosh, look at the time!”

      The portly Kevin glances at his ridiculously expensive watch. Show-off. “It’s not even nine p.m.” His tone is annoyed. Of course it is. Because why wouldn’t I want to sit here and listen to him prattle on for another hour, even though there is zero attraction?

      But I’m always the “nice girl,” so instead of saying all the snarky things running through my head, I give him a shrug and a tight smile. “I’m an early riser, what can I say?”

      “Well, apology accepted,” he drawls. I can’t help blanching. Huh? I didn’t apologize. On purpose. Because I have nothing to apologize for. My obvious distaste for his response is lost on him, as he continues. “I’ll take you out to dinner this Friday. Then we’ll have plenty of time to keep getting to know each other.”

      My eyebrows scrunch together. That wasn’t even a question. And speaking of questions, he didn’t ask me a single one, just rambled about himself without end. So, add clueless and pushy to his list of traits. Ugh.

      “As tempting as that offer is,” I say, barely controlling the sarcasm in my voice, “I think I’ll pass. I don’t want to waste your time, and I’m just not feeling a connection here.”

      His mouth opens and closes comically a few times. “But I bought you a drink!” he finally sputters.

      And I’m done. I rise, pulling a twenty from my purse and dropping it on the table. It’ll cover the single glass of red wine I had twice over. “And now you didn’t. Not that buying a drink gives you any right to tell a woman she has to go on another date with you. Bye now.”

      I walk away as he returns to his codfish impression, clearly trying to come up with a witty retort. Add “witless” to the list.

      I push out of the wine bar and into the pleasantly cool San Francisco evening. Having just slipped into October, we’re past the lingering late summer heat and back to the usual of sixties in the evening. I’m glad for the change, as I much prefer fall and winter to the heat of summer. I stroll the couple of blocks home through the busy Mission District, appreciating the bustle around me.

      When I get home, I gladly dump my purse and keys at the door and kick off my shoes.

      Matt looks up at me from the couch in our tiny living room. Then he looks pointedly at the clock on the wall.

      “Guessing that didn’t go so well?” he asks with a teasing glimmer in his mocha-colored eyes.

      I sink into the armchair next to him. “Meh.” I hold out my hand, palm up, and let him touch one of his long, slender fingers to it. He closes his eyes for a few moments as he pulls the highlights of the last hour from my mind. His retrocognitive abilities come in handy at times like this, when I have zero desire to bore myself further by rehashing everything.

      He pulls away with a chuckle. “Seems like it wasn’t anything you couldn’t handle,” he replies, a smile tugging at his wide mouth.

      I shrug. “Whatcha workin’ on?” I ask, deflecting.

      He runs a hand through his short, dark brown hair, closing the lid of the laptop in front of him. “Just looking for a venue for our department head meeting.”

      That pulls a frown from me. “I already gave you a list of potential options,” I point out, leaning forward to find it in the sheaf of documents sitting next to his laptop. He beats me to it, drawing it out of the pile.

      “I saw it. But I’m just not sure if any of them are quite right. Since it’s going to be an after-work thing, I want it to be a little classier than our usual lunch out.”

      I roll my eyes. “First, I wish you wouldn’t bring work home. It’s bad enough we’re siblings, and we work together, and live together. There have to be some boundaries.” He smirks at my usual lecture. “And second, you really need to embrace delegating these kinds of tasks. You’re a director now. All you had to do was tell me that. Trust me. I’ll take care of it.” He shoots me a skeptical look. I sigh impatiently in response. “If you can’t trust me, who can you trust?”

      Matt scrubs both hands over his tired face. He’s been burning the candle at both ends these last few months since he was promoted, and clearly still feels like he needs to impress people. Which I get, because he’s only twenty-seven and has risen through the ranks of the social media corporation we both work for faster than he ever dreamed possible. It doesn’t hurt that he interned with them through college. Still, to hit director at twenty-seven is amazing. But then, my older-by-less-than-a-minute brother is that brilliant. I just wish he believed it. And then I know everyone else would follow.

      He shoots a pleading look at me and offers his hand. His implication is immediately obvious, and I bark a derisive laugh.

      “You want me to read you to tell you where the damn dinner will be?”

      He smiles innocently. “This is me, trusting you.”

      I roll my eyes and huff out an annoyed breath. Though he’s right, it’ll probably work. Normally, I’d consider this an exceedingly stupid use of my precognition, but there’s not much I’d deny Matt.

      Begrudgingly, I grab his hand, perhaps a little more roughly than necessary, and close my eyes.

      The vision rips through me, as always. But it’s just one flash this time. Brick walls. Tall windows. Tables, chairs. It’s clearly a small, cozy restaurant. I stay in the vision long enough to see the Bay Bridge looming just outside to the right before I rip myself back to reality.

      Matt’s eyebrows are raised expectantly.

      I gesture to his laptop, which he opens and hands to me. After a short search, I find it. I pull up the website, noting they have several private dining options that sound promising, and hand the laptop back to Matt.

      It takes him all of five seconds scrolling through the gallery before a smile spreads across his face. “This is perfect,” he gushes. “Book it first thing tomorrow.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sure thing, boss,” I reply with as much sarcasm as I can muster.

      Matt narrows his eyes at me. “Yeah, get it out while you can, CJ,” he gripes. “Better now than in the staff meeting tomorrow. Which is at —”

      “Ten, I know,” I gripe, rolling my eyes again. “I’m your executive assistant and you don’t just pay me to sit there and look pretty.”

      Matt rises with a grin, stretching his tall, lean frame. “Technically, I don’t pay you,” he points out. “The company does.” He drops a kiss on top of my head as he shuffles out of the living room. “’Night, Sis.”

      “’Night,” I murmur, sinking back into the couch.

      I sit in the dark, silent living room for a few more minutes before trudging up to my room. I change carefully, slipping an oversized gray T-shirt on. Or regular sized, maybe — I’m just the size and build of pre-hormoned-up-food-era thirteen-year-old girl. I take my time brushing out my long, unruly brown hair before winding it into a braid. Rather than reflect on my wasted evening, I grab a book off my desk and slip between the sheets.

      I soon realize reading is pointless; I have zero attention span. While I’m disappointed by my date, it’s more than that. I’m frustrated by my whole life right now. I know I shouldn’t complain. I’ve got a good job, a place to live, family who loves me. But right now it feels like the only thing in my future is booking a goddamn restaurant for our department heads to meet and doing the other thousand errands a day my brother requires. Not that I don’t love him, and it’s always been this way, just us two. How could anyone else understand us the way we understand each other? But it makes me wonder if it will always be this way. Deep down, I know I want more.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I arrive at work the next morning, I settle at my desk and place the call to the restaurant. I have to leave a voicemail as, unsurprisingly, the restaurant isn’t open at nine on a Wednesday morning.

      The rest of the day is meetings, preparing reports, and pretty much organizing Matt’s entire professional life, as per usual. Even though my degree is in biology, I don’t mind so much. I really have no desire to be a lab technician or a doctor, and I’m not cut out for research. I think I just studied it hoping to find some physical reason for our psychic gifts. Unfortunately, I realized quickly that even if I dedicated my life to the cause, it would be nearly impossible to pinpoint.

      But I am good at organizing, something my brother sucks at royally, so I was a natural fit to be his assistant. Besides, when you have our abilities, it’s not exactly safe to confide in anyone else, and I can provide him a measure of security on that front. But really, it’s more than that. Being orphaned at four, we’ve always relied on each other. Even before we discovered our gifts.

      I’m torn out of my reverie by the ringing of the phone. It’s the restaurant coordinator, a Mr. Campbell, calling back. He makes the reservation for the following Thursday and invites me to come for a menu tasting. I figure hell, why not? It’s included in the booking fee, and I could use some time away from Matt, work, and, well, everything. So I book for a late lunch the next day, happy to have something to distract me.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrive at the restaurant, I’m shown upstairs where I wait to meet Mr. Campbell. Even without tasting any food, I’m impressed. The view from the private dining tier of the restaurant is pretty amazing. An unfettered scape of the water and the Bay Bridge, but for a small lane between the restaurant and the bay, it’s pretty easy to get absorbed in staring at the choppy waves.

      “Ms. Roberts?” a man’s voice sounds behind me. I turn from the view to see a middle-aged man in tan slacks and a baby-blue button-front shirt looking kindly at me, with one hand extended.

      “Yes,” I agree. I fold my hands together, look down at his, and don a polite, regretful smile. “I’m sorry, I don’t shake hands. You must be Mr. Campbell.”

      He smiles kindly. “No problem at all, Ms. Roberts. Please, call me Scott.”

      “Thank you, Scott. Likewise, please call me CJ,” I reply, then with a sweep of my hand toward the window, “This is quite the view you’ve got here.”

      He laughs and nods. “Yes, it hardly feels like work. Well, most of the time anyway.”

      I smile indulgently. I worked in a restaurant once as a teenager, so I know he’s just being polite. Restaurant work is grueling, so I always go out of my way to be kind to everyone who works in food service.

      “Well, as you can see, this private dining space has both indoor and outdoor areas,” he explains, gesturing to the part inside the glass doors behind us. “There’s space for cocktails and drinks, and seating for two dozen. All food will be prepared in the private dining kitchen on this level, all drinks served by the private bar just inside.”

      I take a moment to look a bit closer at the restaurant décor itself. Unsurprisingly, it’s pretty swanky, though simple, with crisp, quality linens and rich earthen colors.

      “This all sounds fantastic so far,” I agree. “Which courses are we to select?”

      Scott gestures at a small table set for one. “Please, have a seat,” he urges. “You’ll get to customize each course. Anna will bring you samples and descriptions for each, and a card to keep track of your choices. And I’ll be back when you’re done to answer any further questions you may have.”

      A petite blonde of no more than twenty appears behind Scott as I take my seat. She lays a printed card and pen in front of me, alongside another list that’s been handwritten. A quick survey of the printed card shows me it’s to make my selections. The handwritten list has half a dozen appetizers scrawled on it, along with their ingredients, and I find my mouth already watering.

      “Thank you,” I murmur to both of them as they step away.

      A moment later, Anna reappears with two long, white rectangular platters, with three elegantly plated appetizers on each. She sets them down carefully and draws the handwritten menu between us.

      “Chef Davies has prepared a seasonal local sampling of our most popular appetizers for you today,” she explains softly. She begins pointing as she speaks. “This is a Tomales Bay oyster, curried pork cheeks, fried calamari, lemon shrimp, crab cocktail, and Parmesan fries. Please enjoy.” She slips away quietly as I take in the spread before me.

      I start with the oyster, since there’s no choice but to eat it all. I let it slide down my throat, relishing the garlicky butter sauce as it glides over my tongue. I proceed carefully with the rest, taking only small bites for flavor so I don’t have to roll myself out of here later. It’s difficult. Everything is off-the-charts delicious, and it’s all I can do to leave most of it on the platters.

      Thankfully, Anna returns promptly, whisking the remains away and giving me a few minutes to halve the contenders.

      She returns with another handwritten slip of paper, this time for main courses.

      “There will be a salad course, and each guest can choose between shrimp Caesar or house salad,” she explains softly, “and four main course options from which you may narrow it to two. I’ll bring those out momentarily.”

      I nod and she flits away once more, leaving me to pore over the menu. Somehow it makes my stomach rumble in anticipation, despite basically having just eaten a light meal. And when she returns a moment later with a large, round serving tray loaded with four dishes, the amazing aromas practically knock me over. I can see as she sets them down that they’re tasting portions, which bodes well for not stuffing myself silly.

      “I have for you today grilled king salmon, grilled grass-fed ribeye, chickpea fried vegetables, and our only non-local option, steamed Alaskan halibut.”

      I look up at her, amused. I’m not sure if our department heads are all about the local, sustainable movement, but honestly, as long as the food tastes good I’m not fussed. “This is amazing, thank you.”

      She gives me a small smile and, with a nod of her head, she’s once again left me to nirvana. I sample each dish, bowled over by everything but the fried veggies. I literally can’t decide between the salmon and the halibut. Both were amazing.

      Anna approaches cautiously after a few minutes, and I wave her over enthusiastically.

      “Heeelllllp,” I plead. “Which would you choose, the salmon or the halibut?”

      She laughs. “They’re both popular choices.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her diplomatically evasive comment. “Have you tried them?” I press.

      She sucks her lips into her mouth.

      “Oooh, what should I know?” I ask greedily, because clearly, she’s got a secret.

      She shakes her head and smiles. “There’s nothing wrong with either choice,” she assures me. Then, she leans in and whispers, “I just don’t eat seafood.”

      I burst out laughing, and she covers her mouth with a hand to hide her smile. “All right then,” I reply. “But I’m really going to need more help deciding.” I pause. “Is Scott ready for me?”

      “Oh,” she says, her mouth rounding in surprise. “We still have desserts, so I think he’s downstairs taking care of something. You don’t have to decide now. Or I could get the chef for you, if you’d like?”

      I consider that for a moment. “Actually, it might take me a few minutes before I’m ready for dessert. If they’re available, I’d love to speak to them.” And bow at their feet for this amazing meal. But I don’t say that part out loud. Don’t want to make it weird — though that is my specialty.

      Anna smiles again in her quiet way. “I’ll go get him.”

      I take a sip of my water and use the break to stare out over the bay. The sun shines dimly through scattered clouds, and a light breeze plays off the water, keeping everything just cool enough to enjoy the day. Too soon, footsteps snap me back to reality. I turn my head and lay eyes on a striking man carrying a basket of bread.

      In a white side-button jacket with black trim, he must be the chef, though he looks like he’s not much older than me. And he might be the most attractive man I’ve ever seen. With rich, dark brown hair, sharp blue eyes, and a close-cut beard that highlights cheekbones to die for, the sight of him approaching makes me freeze awkwardly in my chair.

      This is the person who made all that amazing food? All words leave me as he sets the breadbasket down and extends a hand.

      “I’m Chef Davies,” he introduces himself. His voice is just as warm as his smile, and deep enough to send chills down my spine. “And I hear you need some help picking a main course.”

      I stare dumbly at him for another few moments before collecting myself. I resist the urge to slide my hand into his. As much as I want to touch him, experience has taught me that what I might See will make me even more awkward than I already am naturally.

      “I’m CJ Roberts,” I reply, blushing down at his hand. “And I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I don’t shake hands.” I’m so used to saying the words without remorse, but this time is different, and I’m worried about offending him.

      “It’s nice to meet you CJ Roberts who doesn’t shake hands,” he replies, withdrawing his hand and sinking into the chair to my left. I look up to see him leaning in and smiling winningly, and if it’s possible to blush harder, I do. “Is it okay to ask what CJ stands for?”

      His proximity makes my cheeks burn hotter by the second. “Catherine Jane,” I murmur, looking up into his eyes.

      “Catherine Jane,” he replies slowly, as if tasting the words.

      “Chef Davies,” I reply teasingly, folding my hands in my lap.

      He laughs, deep and booming. “Okay, I guess you can call me Drew. Short for Andrew.” He grins, and I notice a dimple on his left cheek. “Now. Salmon versus halibut?”

      I take a deep breath and nod, refocusing. It’s not easy. Being this close to him, trying to have a normal conversation, takes everything I’ve got. It would help if I weren’t so gawky to begin with, but here we are.

      He gestures to the bread. “Have a bite. Then try the salmon again.”

      I do as he asks. I go to lift the fork to my mouth, and he reaches to stop me. Instinctively, I pull back and look at him, wide-eyed.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he says huskily, with a sexy smile that makes me melt under his stare. “Just … I was going to tell you to close your eyes.” Then he clears his throat, as if suddenly aware of the intimacy that’s bubbled between us.

      I breathe through my nose, close my eyes, and take a bite. The subtle flavor sings under the lime dressing. I can’t help the groan that slips out of my mouth. My eyes fly open self-consciously to find Drew staring at me with an inscrutable expression.

      I swallow hard. “Sorry,” I say. “It’s just so good.”

      A smile tugs at his lips. “Thank you,” he replies. His eyes flick down to the bread, then back up to me. “Now, bread, then halibut. Eyes closed.”

      Something about his quiet command makes me blush again, but I comply. The firm, slightly sweet fish has a mushroom sauce that complements it nicely. But I realize it doesn’t have the heartiness and the punch of the salmon. This time when I open my eyes, I know exactly what I want.

      “Salmon. Hands down.” My eyes meet his. “You’re good.”

      He gives a shrug. “I’ve done this a time or three,” he replies nonchalantly. Coming from anyone else it would sound arrogant. But he’s got a humility that is ridiculously endearing.

      “What would you have chosen?” I ask curiously.

      His answering grin is so gorgeous it practically makes me dizzy. “Life’s too short for absolutes. Salmon for lunch, halibut for dinner, I say.”

      “Well, if I could cook like you, I’d probably say the same,” I admit. “Or, if I could cook at all.”

      He leans forward on the table. “Well nobody’s perfect,” he replies. Our eyes meet for a moment, and I let myself stare back. The small space between us practically crackles with energy. Until he leans back. “Before you make your final choices, you should also consider the type of event you’re having.”

      I tilt my head. “How do you mean?”

      “Well, if it’s a celebration,” he says slowly, “like an engagement party, or anniversary, or that sort of thing,” his eyes flick to mine briefly, “then you’d want something that goes well with Champagne. Like the halibut. But if it’s a more formal gathering, like a business function, and people will be drinking wine, the salmon would pair nicely with most of our house blends.”

      I raise my left hand to demonstrate the lack of ring. “Not engaged, not married. But I am my brother’s executive assistant, and this is for his quarterly department heads meeting. So doubling down on the salmon.” I end with a smile at the obvious relief on his face.

      “Great,” he says enthusiastically, rising from his seat and collecting the breadbasket. “I’ll send Anna out with desserts then. It was nice to meet you, CJ.” He leans in, so his face is inches from mine. “And I look forward to seeing you again at the dinner.”

      My mouth pops open, and I’m temporarily at a loss for words. He smiles again and starts to walk away. “Nice to meet you too, Drew,” I blurt out to his retreating back.

      He throws a heart-stopping grin over his shoulder before turning and heading off the patio. And as he walks away, I can’t help myself. I stare at his backside. And good lord the man has a nice butt.

      Right before he disappears inside, he throws another glance backward and catches me at it. Heat rises in my face, and I give an awkward wave in response to the smile that spreads over his lips. Damn, I am not subtle.

      Anna appears just then, with four mini-desserts and another handwritten menu. The writing is different, and I realize there must be a separate pastry chef. It’s a little disappointing that it wasn’t Drew’s strong and capable hands that made these too. But they look damn good anyway.

      Anna folds her hands together after arranging everything, then reaches out to name the dishes. “Chef Nguyen has prepared her famous hazelnut cheesecake with strawberry salsa, a peanut butter chocolate mousse, sticky toffee pudding, and strawberry shortcake.”

      I give Anna a nod of thanks and she once again leaves me to my gluttony. This time I eat it all. Call it nerves, but I feel something in the pit of my stomach I’ve never felt before. And as practical as I’ve always been, I can’t help wondering if this is what love at first sight feels like.

      I shake it off, chastising myself for being so silly as I write down the two desserts I’ve chosen. But I do decide that I’m going to this particular meeting, though I’ve traditionally declined attending previous ones. Maybe I’m not quite over the whole dating thing just yet.
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