
  
    [image: Beagle Diner Cozy Mysteries Box Set]
  


  
    
      BEAGLE DINER COZY MYSTERIES BOX SET

      BOOKS 1-3

      
        BEAGLE DINER COZY MYSTERIES

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        C. A. PHIPPS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      For my mum.

      Ten years has flown, but it’s a long time to miss you.

      Love you to the moon and back. x

      For my daughters who fill me with admiration at the women they have become.

      You are amazing. xx

      For my son who is everything I hoped he would become.

      Strong, loving, clever and caring.

      We are richer for having you in our lives. xxx
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      An agent AWOL, a death that makes no sense, and an ex with a grudge!

      

      All celebrity Chef, Lyra St. Claire wants is to cook. After the Paparazzi lead the charge in hounding her and her TV shows, things go from bad to worse when a contestant is found dead. With her trust beagle, Cinnamon, by her side, Lyra won’t stand by and lose everything without a fight!

      This 3 book box set includes:

      
        
        Beagles Love Cupcake Crimes

        Beagles Love Steak Secrets

        Beagles Love Muffin But Murder
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        Celebrity chefs, relentless paparazzi, a deadly competition... and one determined beagle!

      

        

      
        Lyra St. Claire thought she had it all—a glittering culinary career, adoring fans, and a beagle sidekick named Biscuit who always sniffed out trouble. But her world crumbles when her agent vanishes without a trace, leaving her in the lurch. Worse, a fellow competitor meets an untimely and suspicious demise during a high-stakes cooking contest.

      

        

      
        Now, Lyra is caught in a simmering pot of mystery, where cryptic clues lead her in circles and secrets threaten to boil over. With her reputation—and possibly her life—on the line, she must unravel the truth before she becomes the killer's next course.

      

        

      
        Will Lyra’s quick thinking and sharp instincts save her, or is she destined to be the final ingredient in a recipe for disaster?

      

        

      
        Spicy suspense, a dash of humor, and a loyal pup who won’t back down—this cozy culinary mystery serves up a feast for the senses!
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      Lyra St. Claire was in her element, piping swirls of buttercream onto cupcakes in the Portland Hotel suite she frequently leased. Her beagle, Cinnamon, lounged nearby, ever hopeful for a sugary mishap.

      The frosting bag slipped from Lyra’s grip as Maggie Parker, her assistant, burst into the room like a whirlwind. The bag arced through the air, landing with a splat on Cinnamon’s head. A thick line of frosting dripped between the dog’s caramel-colored eyes, but before Lyra could react, a quick swipe of Cinnamon’s tongue cleaned up half the mess.

      “Good thing it wasn’t chocolate frosting,” Lyra quipped, stooping to reclaim the frosting bag. “What’s got you in a frenzy, Mags?”

      Cinnamon seemed utterly unbothered by the incident, her tail wagging as she sat at Lyra’s feet, waiting for the inevitable cupcake crumb. The mostly white beagle’s back was dappled with a warm brown hue, as if a shaker of cinnamon had been tipped over her as a pup. Though her coat had since faded to a lighter, biscuit-like shade, her name had long since stuck. Besides, Lyra thought with a grin, Cinnamon had a much sweeter ring to it than Biscuit.

      When Lyra glanced up, Maggie was leaning heavily on the kitchen counter, her face pale.

      “Mags, you don’t look well. Are you sick?”

      Maggie shook her head. “I wish there was an easy way to say this. There’s been an accident at the contestants’ hotel.”

      “An accident?” Lyra frowned. “Did someone get burned?” It wouldn’t be surprising, given the high-stakes cooking contest she was judging in Boise. Burns were an unfortunate occupational hazard. “Please tell me they’re okay.”

      Maggie’s grimace said otherwise. “Justine Long fell from her balcony. She’s... dead.”

      Lyra’s breath caught. “Oh no. Do they know what happened?”

      “Not yet,” Maggie replied, shaking her head again. “She went back to her room after the practice session. The police are there, but it’ll take time to question everyone.”

      “The other contestants must be in shock. I should go back and check on them.”

      “Your agent contacted me,” Maggie said, stopping her. “Symon wants you to stay here in Portland. He said the police will come by to talk to you later. That’s all he told me. I’m sorry.”

      Lyra frowned. “Symon phoned you? Why didn’t he contact me?”

      Maggie screwed up her nose. “I was surprised too. The contestant’s hotel manager called the producer, and he called Symon. Your agent might not have bothered to come on this trip, but you know how tuned in he is to everything that’s going on.”

      Lyra knew exactly what Maggie meant. Symon’s finger was firmly on the pulse of every detail of her career—whether she wanted it or not. He should have called her himself, but she couldn’t deny it was a relief not to have him around when his presence upset everyone. Including Cinnamon.

      Full of reasons for what he expected of her while ignoring her suggestions, she’d bet a strawberry cheesecake he already knew exactly what had happened but was thinking of damage control and not Justine, her family, or the other contestants.

      She dialed Symon’s number, which clicked to voice mail almost immediately. Clearly she wouldn’t get any information from him until he was good and ready, but she desperately needed to know more. She was involved whether he liked it or not, and felt responsible for all the contestants’ well-being.

      Lyra was well-known as a celebrity chef, and her TV show, A Lesson with Lyra, featured guests who were also celebrities. Her platform was the girl-next-door who could teach anyone to cook recipes packed with flavor.

      She also hosted regional cooking contests. Boise was the last one and the competition was fierce. After that, the winners of each leg would appear in a grand final held here in Portland. She’d unfortunately had to make the extra trips back and forth to do various pre-show promotions.

      Lyra snatched up a cloth and wiped the counter vigorously. “This is tragic. She was so talented, and destined to do well, but I can admit to you that I wasn’t particularly fond of Justine. Her abrasive personality made her unpopular with everyone, and sometimes she was downright cruel. I personally witnessed her ‘accidentally’ knocking other contestants’ dishes over on more than one occasion and had to step in.” Lyra paused, cloth in hand. “Surely, another contestant didn’t have anything to do with her death?”

      Maggie frowned. “Do you mean is this a did she fall or was she pushed scenario?”

      “Exactly. Because I can’t believe Justine would take her own life when she had so much to live for.” The words came out a little shaky. “If there was an argument and Justine lost her footing—that’s one thing. But what if that wasn’t the case?”

      “Wow. You think someone wanted retribution? I guess anything’s possible.” Maggie let that sink in before adding, “We’re back there in a few days for the final. I’m sure you’ll know more by then either via the papers or if Symon gets in contact.”

      The counter couldn’t be any cleaner, and, needing something to do, Lyra finished frosting the last of the cupcakes. “That’s true, although, if it was foul play, they might cancel the rest of the contest.”

      Leaning over the tray, Maggie followed each swirl with fascination. “They never have after an accident. Then again, no one died before.”

      “Thank goodness. But however the death happened, it will be hard for the rest of them to continue.” Lyra shook her head at her assistant. “I don’t know how you can eat, but help yourself. I’ll make coffee.”

      “Food makes me feel better when I’m upset.” Maggie grabbed a cupcake and sniffed in appreciation. “Mmmm, chocolate.”

      Lyra couldn’t argue with the reasoning. “Chocolate with a twist. Made especially for you.”

      Cinnamon, now miraculously clean, padded around the counter to Maggie for a scratch, big eyes glued to the cupcake.

      “Poor Cin. I’d give you some if I was allowed.”

      “She knows she can’t have chocolate. Although, it doesn’t stop her from wishing I’d drop more than the frosting.”

      Lyra made coffee, and they sat companionably at the counter.

      “These are so good.” Maggie nonchalantly reached for a second cupcake.

      “I knew you’d love the caramel center, but perhaps you could save one or two for Dan.”

      Her driver, who did anything else required, would be here soon, and he loved all of Lyra’s baking. Between these two, she had discerning taste testers on hand whenever she needed them, and, along with Cinnamon, they took her mind off the troubles which had lately escalated.

      Maggie reached for a napkin and dabbed her mouth, the beagle still at her feet in case a few crumbs happened her way. Suddenly, Cinnamon ran to the door, and then a knock sounded. It was Maggie who checked the peephole and admitted the police while Lyra calmed her nerves by wiping the counter some more and making a fresh pot of coffee.

      Maggie had done her best to take Lyra’s mind off Justine, but if she were honest, she’d barely been distracted. There were so many unanswered questions, and she hoped the officers had answers.
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      Returning to Boise was hard, but necessary. The mercifully short flight took them over the small-town of Fairview which had once been her home. Lyra peered out the window to catch a glimpse. Though she hadn’t been back in years, and lived in a lavish apartment in LA, a part of her would always miss the familiar crisscross of roads, the lake, and sense of peace that had been lacking since she left.

      As soon as they landed her driver collected the delivered limousine and took them straight to the contestant’s hotel. It wasn’t super fancy, but, as Lyra could attest, when you were young and struggling to find your way, a hotel that had working elevators and clean towels every day was amazing.

      Not all the contestants fit into the financially challenged category. Justine Long certainly didn’t, and, according to Lyra’s agent, her parents were out for retribution. Maybe they deserved it, but from whom or what, no one seemed to know, which made things doubly upsetting—and awkward.

      The police believed Justine committed suicide, so Symon sent her into the fray to do damage control. He played to her weakness of caring and wanting to make things right with the excuse that he was too busy.

      Too busy to do his job? Lyra swallowed her anger and slipped out of the cab after Maggie. None of this was the contestants’ fault, and she worried how it was affecting them.

      Nodding to the concierge, who was expecting them, they hurried to the elevator and rode it to the next floor. Maggie had arranged for the manager to let them use the conference room so Lyra could speak to the contestants together.

      Some were tearful, while others paced the room, but they were all there. “Thanks so much for coming this morning. I know Justine’s death is a terrible thing to come to terms with, and I’m proud of you for not quitting.” She looked at each of them, having already decided to be completely honest no matter that Symon had told her what to say. “You have every right to be upset by this and what the media are reporting about it not being an accident, despite what the police say.”

      A dark-haired contestant sat at a table chewing her nails. “They don’t know for certain that it wasn’t,” she muttered.

      “Do you know something that would prove there was foul play, Ashley? This is important. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt, and I’m sure you don’t either,” Lyra implored.

      Ashley’s mouth quivered. “I only know what we all do. Justine bagged you the whole time. She was jealous of anyone who got more airtime than her, but she truly couldn’t stand you.”

      Lyra grimaced. The police might find that interesting, and she wondered what Ashley had told them. “Do you know why?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? You have everything she wanted and was determined to get no matter how many people she had to step on.”

      Lyra’s skin prickled. “Did she do anything about her dislike of me?”

      “Ashley, you don’t have any proof,” Cameron Willett gently admonished his fellow contestant. Older than the rest but younger than Lyra, he was a favorite because of his kindness. Always looking out for the ones who struggled, he’d never had a cross word with any of them, as far as she knew.

      “Maybe not,” Ashley continued, “but we all know it was Justine who let that paparazzi guy onto the set when Lyra banned him.”

      “That is true,” he admitted.

      Lyra’s mouth was suddenly dry. “You mean Duane Buchanan?”

      Ashley nodded. “The day after that, there was a write-up on Justine and how she was the favorite to win.”

      Lyra’s heart hardened. This was no coincidence. Since she banned him against her agent’s wishes, which hadn’t been easy, Duane was always looking for ways to attack Lyra, and spreading false information was his favorite way to do that. Still, killing a contestant had to be a step too far to get at her. Didn’t it?

      “Then there was the day your soufflé flopped. Before you came on set, I saw her do something to your flour.” Ashley’s lip wobbled. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything, but she threatened me.”

      “That’s my fault,” Cameron said quietly. “When Ashley told me what she’d seen and that Justine knew, I thought if she stayed quiet, Justine might leave her alone.”

      It took an effort to continue as normal so as not to upset the group more than they were. “Justine was particularly rough on you, Ashley. I should have stepped in, and I’m sorry for that.”

      The young woman sniffed. “I know you tried, and I understand that the producers love all that stuff for the ratings. I just wanted to get through until the end despite her dislike of me. I certainly never harmed her.”

      “No one thinks that.”

      Ashley’s shoulders slumped. “The questions the police asked sure made it sound like they did.”

      “Justine wasn’t liked by any of us, but we don’t think she’d kill herself. She was too intent on beating us and gloating.” Cameron paled. “The rest of us are worried, because if she didn’t throw herself off the building, who did?”

      The other contestants nodded anxiously. Clearly they had discussed this at length and were on the same page. Scared by what this could mean, naturally they wanted to know more—just as she did. While Lyra agreed that it was unlikely a young woman with everything pointing to a standout career as a chef would kill herself, she couldn’t encourage them to do more than stay in the competition. Searching for answers might put them in danger.

      “I hear what you’re saying, but the police have decided it was death by misadventure. Therefore, the producers can resume. The kitchen will be open tomorrow, and I’ve ordered more security until the final episode because of the paparazzi. Please continue to practice, even though I appreciate it will be hard. You’re a great team, and you will get through this.”

      “I don’t know how you live like this.” Ashley sniffed again. “The press and the studio all yelling and giving orders scares me.”

      “Unfortunately, it comes with the territory,” Lyra admitted. “But it’s not all bad. I get to spend time with people such as yourselves, and I love that.”

      Cameron put his arm around Ashley’s shoulder. “We’ll be all right. I’ll look after you.”

      Lyra swallowed hard. “Is everybody else okay?”

      The group nodded with little enthusiasm.

      Cameron smiled gently. “As upset as we are, we won’t let you down, Ms. St. Claire.”

      “Thank you—all of you. Spending so much time together, I’m sure this tragedy affects you all more than the rest of us involved. If anyone needs to talk, you can contact me or this grief counselor.”

      Cameron took the cards she offered and handed them to the others. Sadly, it appeared to be something they would all consider.

      “One last thing. I have a surprise for you. Tonight, you’re having dinner in this room, and you don’t have to lift a finger. If you can, take a little time out of your grief to enjoy the meal and one another’s company.”

      That cheered them up a little, which helped Lyra face her next task—speaking to Justine’s parents. They were meeting in a suite upstairs, and only one thing made this a little easier—Maggie and Cinnamon were coming with her.

      Lyra called them in for a few minutes so Cinnamon could say hi to the contestants. They loved the beagle, and by the time Lyra left, the mood seemed less somber. But in the elevator, after Lyra explained to Maggie what had been said, she was back to needing answers to why Justine had taken her life or who might have orchestrated her death.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie knocked on the door and Mr. Long opened it. He was pale except for the red around his eyes. When they entered, Maggie made Cinnamon stay with her while Lyra continued further into the room to where Justine’s parents now stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows. Mrs. Long’s cheeks were tearstained and she glared at Lyra.

      “Thank you for seeing me. I want to say how sorry I am for your loss. We all are.”

      Mr. Long snorted. “I find that hard to believe when the competition is proceeding with no respect for our daughter.”

      Lyra privately agreed but wasn’t successful in swaying the producers. “It was a hard decision to make, but we’re so far through already, and the other contestants wish to continue⁠—”

      “Of course they would now that their biggest threat is gone,” Mrs. Long interrupted tartly.

      Since the other contestants couldn’t hear this, Lyra let the hurtful words slide off her. “Justine was very talented, like so many of the others.”

      “She was better than every one of them and every bit as good as you, but that’s not the point.” Mrs. Long clutched at a silk scarf around her neck. “Our child was left in your care, and now she’s gone.”

      “I appreciate that Justine may have been struggling in this environment, but she never mentioned any issues, and I wasn’t aware of any. If I had known, I would have made sure she had help.”

      “I refuse to believe our daughter killed herself,” her father began, “but if she did, it was due to the stress, and you should have noticed that. We’re going to sue you.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that I’m to blame, Mr. Long. Please let us know the details of Justine’s funeral. I’m sure some of the people attached to the show will wish to come.”

      “As if we would want any of them there. The way my daughter was treated is shameful, and each of you is just as guilty as the next.”

      Lyra chewed her bottom lip for a second. “I don’t think me being here is doing any good. Again, I’m so sorry. Please feel free to use the room for as long as you like. All expenses are taken care of.”

      “So they should be,” Mr. Long muttered, and his wife began to sob.

      Cinnamon whined as they left the couple and waited for the elevator.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get to use your magic, Cin,” Lyra murmured. “They’re hurting too much right now to let you try.”

      The beagle tilted her head as if weighing that up.

      “You handled that as best you could,” Maggie assured her. “They wouldn’t even look at me, and I didn’t feel I could add anything anyway.”

      “Nothing either of us could say would have made a difference. They need to blame someone, and it’s natural that they see me as the person who should have protected Justine.”

      Maggie pursed her lips. “No other celebrity would front up the way you have. Symon should have been the one dealing with this. Or the producers. Between them they could have found someone to take the heat off you.”

      “You’re not wrong, Mags, but I still would have felt obliged to see Justine’s parents. It’s my name on the show, and I feel a responsibility for what happens on it.”

      “I know, but you didn’t hurt the girl, and if she’d been on any other show, Justine would have been given the boot a month ago for the things she said and did.”

      Lyra nodded but couldn’t shake the feeling that she should have done something when the other incidents happened. Her recipes were perfected before she made them in public, so when one failed, it was not only rare but there had to be a reason that had nothing to do with her. Only, how could she have proven that without causing a huge disruption and upsetting all the contestants? “I’ll be glad when this leg of the contest is over and we can move on to the grand finale in Portland. These heats have been more exhausting than any I remember.”

      “With so much going wrong, I’m not surprised you’re exhausted. I’ll be glad to get home too.” Maggie peered into the lobby as soon as they reached the ground floor. “There’s a bunch of reporters outside, and I’m sure one is Duane Buchanan.” She signaled to the concierge, and he hurried over. “Could you take us out another entrance, please?” she asked him.

      “Certainly.” He led them down a hall and swiped his card at the door. “Do you have a car?”

      “Yes, I’ve messaged the driver. Thank you.”

      Once outside, Lyra sucked in the fresh air before they rushed to the end of the building where her driver waited. It wasn’t until they were on their way that she relaxed into the seat. The familiar warmth of Cinnamon leaning against her was reassuring and settled her thoughts.

      She turned to face her assistant. “I have to do something, Mags. Mainly for the other contestants, but I can’t live with myself if I ignore everything and something else happens. The tragedy will follow them until the show finishes, but after this heat, there’s still the final to get through for the rest of us.”

      “Tell me how I can help.”

      Maggie didn’t hesitate, which made Lyra smile. “I’m going to investigate this myself. Symon will hit the roof if he finds out, so I’d like you to run interference whenever possible.”

      “No problem as long as you promise to stay safe.”

      “I promise. If I could shut the show down, I would, but Symon won’t hear of it.”

      Maggie snorted. “Did you imagine he would? It’s all about the money for him.”

      Lyra nodded. Symon wouldn’t risk them being sued no matter what she said.

      She’d never felt as trapped as she did right now by the job she loved, and the craving for her small hometown of Fairview was growing every day. Or maybe she’d simply been pretending all this time that living a high-pressured existence in LA, and on the road, didn’t get to her anymore.
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      A month later, Lyra’s stomach gave that familiar swirl when she peered out of the elevator. Maggie stood at the hotel lobby door and beckoned her. With the assurance that she wasn’t about to get mobbed, Lyra wrapped the diamond-encrusted leash around her hand and hurried across the foyer with one nosy beagle.

      The doorman tipped his hat as they stepped outside into the sunshine of spring in Portland, and a camera went off in her face. Blinded for a second, Lyra couldn’t see who was behind it and stumbled down a step, gripping the leash of her frightened beagle.

      Maggie caught Lyra’s arm and managed to keep her upright. Her driver appeared on her other side, and between them, they bundled her into her limousine.

      Maggie thrust Cinnamon on Lyra’s lap and climbed in beside her. “Get us out of here, Dan.”

      They pulled away from the curb with a squeal of tires, and Lyra turned in time to catch a glimpse of a man in a dark trench coat. Coal black eyes stayed with her on the drive. Not the color—the hatred in them. She shouldn’t be shocked. Duane Buchanan turned up everywhere she went sooner or later.

      Maggie groaned. “I’m really sorry about that, Lyra. I swear I checked every doorway up and down for thirty feet, and Dan stayed to make sure it remained clear while I went inside to get you.”

      Lyra nodded. Dan was extremely careful, and he’d be upset that Duane had slipped by him. “I know you both did your best. Paparazzi don’t play by the same rules as the rest of the world.”

      “Never knowing when they’ll pop out of the woodwork is driving me crazy, and it’s not just that.” Maggie huffed. “After the incident in Boise, Symon promised to be around to cover all contingencies. I wish you’d find another agent, or at least hire a bodyguard.”

      She’d been saying the same thing for several months, and each time, Lyra felt the truth of her words a little deeper. Especially after Boise.

      All the work she’d done to find the reason Justine died came to nothing. Every contestant insisted Justine was determined to win the competition at all costs, and they all had accounts of threats and interference by her. Since she always appeared so confident, and happy to be in the limelight, nothing indicated Justine was suicidal.

      Lyra also spoke to everyone at the hotel involved with the group, including the concierge and cleaners. They’d already been interviewed by the police and had nothing to add about strangers around the contestants or seeing anything out of place.

      She should have been mollified, but Lyra had a lingering fear that somehow, she was to blame. No matter that her agent told her she was being dramatic, she couldn’t shake the idea that someone wanted to hurt her and, unable to do so, had vented their frustration on an innocent bystander.

      When Symon found out she was asking questions, he was furious. It didn’t stop her, but with no leads, she had to let it go for the sake of the contestants, who were over the scrutiny. It was hard to continue with the heat, but in the end, Cameron Willett was crowned the winner, and the rest of the group seemed happy about that. He made a great speech, thanking Lyra for his opportunity, and mentioned Justine’s talent.

      Now she was back in Portland to cover the finals, and her anxiety was through the roof. All the finalists were clearly talented, but would their aspirations outweigh their sense of fair play, or was she barking up the wrong tree?

      “I’ll deal with the security issue when we get home, Mags. I promise.” Tackling Symon about anything was like walking a tightrope and never pleasant. While he’d done a lot for her, Symon dropped the ball too many times. Constantly unreachable, and with security faltering more with each trip, it was time to have a reckoning. Maggie was right—it was long overdue.

      “I’m holding you to that, because quite frankly, I’m scared for you,” Maggie pressed. “You’ve had recipes go wrong, and valuable gifts have disappeared. Last week you were almost run down, a week prior there was the electrical fault in your restaurant, and now this. You could have broken something if you’d fallen down the rest of those steps.”

      “There are plenty of logical reasons for what happened. The electrical issue might have been lack of maintenance, and I didn’t get more than a couple of scrapes with that car business. The stumble was caused by a photographer’s flash. All those could be bad luck or coincidence.”

      Maggie raised an eyebrow. “You don’t believe that, and neither do I.”

      Lyra sighed, and Cinnamon, who’d been watching attentively, nosed her cheek. Maggie didn’t mention the death of Justine Long. In between the Boise competition and the finals, they’d gone home to LA and the subject was barely raised. It also hadn’t appeared again in the papers after the first wave of headlines and was as if it hadn’t happened. This made her sad and wary. Symon had a lot of sway with the media, but how far did it extend?

      Mentally shaking herself, Lyra knew she couldn’t dwell on this now. It was time to focus solely on today’s competition, and that meant keeping things positive no matter how she felt.

      Luckily, they were at their destination and Portland had turned on a great day. First out of the limo, Maggie stood opposite the door as a shield in case the press had been alerted. Dan chose to stay away from the obvious entrances of the show, and that had clearly worked. The limousine alone attracted attention, and even with her scarf pulled up high, Lyra ran the risk of being spotted. Symon always insisted she play the part of a star, from her makeup and clothes to where she stayed and how she arrived in each city.

      Having Cinnamon with her was another huge giveaway, but they were a duo and rarely out of each other’s sight, so Lyra accepted long ago that privacy hung on a knife edge. That didn’t mean she had to make it easy for the paparazzi.

      Lyra emerged, followed by Cinnamon, who stepped by them to look up and down the street like the good watchdog she was. “Is it safe, girl?”

      “Woof!”

      Lyra grinned at her sweet girl, who was arguably as famous as she was. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “Are you sure you’ll be okay from here?” Dan asked.

      He’d already scouted the area and the setup but hated to leave anything to chance.

      “We’ll be fine. Everyone will be around the corner where the stage is, and that’s where they’ll expect me to come from.”

      She knew he watched them for a while before he drove the limousine back down the tree-lined boulevard, and it made her smile. The three of them bypassed the mayor’s offices, which were attached to the courthouse. They rounded the corner where the imposing building showed off its century or two of architectural elegance to the best advantage.

      Maggie led her between the buildings and into the cordoned-off area behind the tent. She was hardly onto the walkway when a woman screamed at her from behind the velvet rope.

      “Lyra, Lyra. I love you!”

      This set off a chain reaction around the crowd, and a flush crept up her cheeks, which was silly when she’d been treated to this level of adoration consistently for the last few years. A trainee chef plucked from obscurity and turned into a TV show host, Lyra was still in awe that so many people loved her style of cooking and, by default, her.

      The concept of taking the ordinary and making it restaurant quality had grabbed her imagination from the time she first learned to cook as a child with her mom showing her the basics.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice drowning in the sea of other shouts, while cameras flashed in her eyes and a reporter shoved a microphone at her face, just missing her nose.

      “Let’s save our questions until after the presentation.” Maggie ran interference, pulling Lyra to the side and through a gap into a large white tent. “Whew! It never gets any easier to get past them.”

      “I’d be a nervous wreck if it wasn’t for you, Maggie. I swear some of them would take a piece of me if they could.” Lyra ran her fingers through the long red waves of hair released from the scarf. Photographers and news crews weren’t too fussy with what they chose to show, and she was just vain enough not to want to look a complete mess.

      When the local television station sent someone down to the Portland cookery school she attended four years ago, she was one of a class of sixteen and in her third year of training. Unaware of the visitor in the room—a well-known producer of cooking shows—until he began to watch her closely and ask questions, her focus was entirely on filling the tortellini she’d made.

      Being literally in the right place at the right time, her signature dish from that day, crispy salmon with a miso-dressed salad, had come along for the ride. The ratings proved that from the pilot, and after that, the show became a runaway success.

      With work as her focus and no other distraction, she’d written four cookbooks she was proud of and opened her restaurant, La Joliesse, six months ago. Pronounced “jo-lee-ES,” the name came from the French word for grace and loveliness. This was her greatest achievement and came a close second only to her love of Cinnamon.

      Lyra sat in the chair she’d been directed to so the makeup artist could touch up her face. Cinnamon made this a little awkward, since she insisted on lying under the chair, where she didn’t exactly fit, and every time she moved, the chair rocked.

      Just as the makeup was done, a runner poked her head around the door opening, startling the beagle, who banged her head for the tenth time.

      “Ms. St. Claire, there’s a group of six children from the local school who’d like to present you with flowers at the end. Would you mind?”

      “Tell Maggie who they are so she can get security to let them through if they’re not part of the paid group, then send them up on stage before I finish.”

      “They haven’t paid, and since it’s a sellout, there’s no room. The guests might get antsy if they have to squash up anymore,” the runner said, hopping from one foot to the other. “They’re happy to wait outside the tent.”

      Her sympathy for the children was touching. Symon would have cut off any suggestion that plans should change. Since he wasn’t here, the decision was an easy one.

      “Bring them up on stage now and have them sit on the far side. They can hand me the flowers at the end and watch the show for free.”

      The runner gasped. “Thanks so much, Ms. St. Claire. They adore you, and I know they’ll be thrilled at the opportunity to see you up close.”

      Lyra shared a smile with Maggie, who understood Lyra’s need to impassion everyone with cooking, especially children.

      For the next few minutes, Lyra mentally went over the speech she was making today while Maggie studied her clipboard and checked off all the elements of the show that she oversaw.

      A hand touched her shoulder, making Lyra jump slightly.

      “You’re on,” Maggie said softly.

      Taking a deep breath, Lyra stood. “Come on, Cinnamon. It’s showtime.”

      Cinnamon’s head gave the folding chair another thump, and she threw the world an accusatory look as she eased her way out with difficulty. Considering how smart her dog was, the way Cinnamon consistently squeezed into too-small spaces—and always with the same result—made Lyra laugh.

      This was the best medicine and a great way to start the show.
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      Maggie led them from behind the canvas door, and Lyra was back in the bright sunlight. Her sunglasses were in her bag, but she wouldn’t use them, as much as it would be a relief. Intent on making a connection with her fans, she understood that they liked to look in her eyes and know she saw them too.

      One thing she’d learned in this mad life she called her career was that no matter how famous a person might be, they didn’t stay that way if they didn’t show up and give the fans what they wanted. Social media had a lot to do with being accessible, but there was no substitute for the real thing. It was a balancing act of being grateful to her fans and keeping something of herself back to retain her sanity, but the scales often leaned in one direction more than the other.

      A round of applause accompanied more shrieking of her name—and Cinnamon’s. She smiled, waved, and made eye contact with as many as she could. Cinnamon barked to announce her presence, trotting along and wagging her tail at all the excitement buzzing around them. Then they were at the podium. The crowd settled down, and on cue, Cinnamon flopped at Lyra’s feet.

      “Good morning. Thank you so much for coming to this wonderful event. I’m honored to have been one of the judges and appreciate that you’ve been waiting a while, so I won’t talk too much before we move on to the fun stuff.”

      A few laughs ensued.

      “As you know, I’m here for two purposes. Firstly, to announce the winner of the best new junior chef in Portland, and secondly, to open the children’s competition. As you see, we have eight stations set up to your left, where our young contestants are ready to show how they got here by cooking their signature dishes. One finalist each will be chosen from the savory and sweet categories.”

      Heads turned to face the children, who wore expressions ranging from scared witless to overly excited and everything in between. Lyra knew the feeling too well, having been only twenty-three years old when she’d been plucked from her training and thrown into the deep end of celebrity status. It was heady stuff, even now at twenty-seven. At twelve to fourteen years of age, she imagined it would be even more of a culture shock for all but the hardiest of these young contestants.

      She’d met each of them and watched them in the earlier rounds, which were held in the studio’s headquarters in Portland. They’d touched her heart with their earnestness and, in some cases, bravado. Each one impressed her in different ways, but they were all so focused—something she could also relate to. As far as she was concerned, the best contribution she could give them—apart from helping with the jump into fame, if that was the way it went—was to make sure they had fun while they cooked.

      Her joy at producing every dish the way she imagined it should be was only one aspect of what the TV executives were looking for. Flair and a connection with the audience also mattered. On one hand, while the flair had been easy because of her passion, she’d had to work hard to feel comfortable talking about her recipes and explaining the process to a camera—let alone a group of people, or person-to-person on a stage.

      Lyra also believed she had a responsibility to help people appreciate a diverse and healthy palate. Her mom had grown their own vegetables and fruit back in Fairview, and freshness had never been an issue. As she got older, Lyra noticed that her friends ate from packets or had takeout more often than not. That was an eye-opener, which she and her mom had talked about at length. Everyone made their choices, but sometimes it was out of a lack of understanding.

      Lyra shook her head to bring herself back to the present. It was to Portland where everything had begun that made her feel whimsical. Even though her mom lived in LA now, their history was in that small town not so far away, when Portland had been their only big city experience.

      “We’ll introduce all of them to you very soon, but now let’s get back to the winner of Best Junior Chef.”

      She looked down to the first row, where the eight adult contestants sat. While not as openly nervous as the children sitting several feet away, she recognized the signs—folded arms, eyes down, fidgeting, wringing of hands, eyes glued to her as though she might toss them a clue. This was one of those moments that could make a huge difference in a person’s life, which made her feel elated for the winner yet sad for the others who had tried so hard. The winner from Boise, Cameron Willett, gave her a hopeful smile, as did all the other winners from around the country.

      Seeing the disappointment of all but one was always hard, yet there was nothing she could do about it. She forced herself to smile back, then turned to the wings. Nodding to the technician, the tent behind them became a large screen, and eight dishes stood out on the whiteness of the canvas. Lyra called out the name of each one, and the chef responsible came onto the stage.

      “You’ve all done exceptionally well, which made it very difficult for Mayor Clements, Suki Love, and me to decide who truly deserved the title. As you know, there can only be one winner, but I’d like to congratulate you all for getting to this stage.”

      A hush descended as Suki, a beautiful rising movie star and another local export, brought out an envelope that Lyra slit open.

      “The prize, including production of your own cookbook, a guest appearance on A Lesson with Lyra, and an all-expenses-paid cruise for two, goes to… Adam Lancaster!”

      The crowd went crazy as Lyra handed Adam a larger envelope with his tickets inside, plus a Perspex and gold trophy of a chef’s hat with his name emblazoned on its base along with the accolade of Best Young Chef of the Year.

      “Well done.” She held out her hand.

      Adam ignored the hand, grabbed her shoulders, and kissed her firmly on the lips.

      Confusion and annoyance fought with each other as she pushed him away. Flashing cameras amid several wolf whistles captured that moment forever. Her professionalism ensured she didn’t make a fuss, but she would be having stern words with Adam Lancaster when they were done here.

      Cinnamon growled at the young man, and Lyra moved as far as she could from the hubbub of the other contestants as they congratulated him. The crowd, up on their feet, enthusiastically cheered for the handsome chef.

      The decision was unanimous, which Lyra had no qualms about since Adam deserved to win. The only problem, and it was a doozy, was that Adam was a pain in the neck. Early on during the competition, he’d decided that by sticking near Lyra, he would always appear before any other contestant, and if the media thought there was something more between them, so much the better.

      The truth he conveniently dismissed was that each contestant had one-on-one time with her. The exposure on this one was initiated by a TV executive, who thought they looked good together and pimped it out to push the ratings. Naturally, the other contestants were not amused and Lyra made sure she was never alone with him again, which didn’t stop him from flirting every chance he could.

      Plastering a smile on her face, she calmed her exasperation and growing dislike with a few deep breaths. Adam knew exactly what he’d done. Photos would appear with or without her consent, because that was how the celebrity game worked, and there wasn’t a darn thing she could do about it.

      She took a few minutes to commiserate with the other finalists. Lyra hated this part. No matter how brave they were, there was no denying that all of them were disappointed. Nothing she could say would fix that, but the words came anyway. “It really was so close.”

      “Like you said, there can only be one winner,” Cameron said with a smile. “No one blames you, and we know we tried our best, right, guys?”

      The others nodded, and not for the first time, she wished she could help them all. Luckily, they were a tight bunch and had Cameron to cheer them up.

      “You sure did. Now, don’t forget to celebrate getting this far, and good luck to all of you in the future.” Lyra shook their hands before she turned away.

      When she looked for Maggie and Cinnamon, something drew her attention. Actually, someone. A man stood alone to the left of the area as the crowd began to migrate to the cordon around the children. He was staring at her. This was nothing new, but there was something familiar about him. The cropped fair hair and the way he stood—hands deep in his pockets. He was also unsmiling, which made her look again.

      Kaden Hunter?

      It couldn’t be. Her good friend had always had a ready smile for her over the years.

      Then a ray of light bounced off the marquee, revealing that it really was him. Her heart skipped a beat. What is he doing here? It had been four years since they’d worked side by side at chef training school. Both from the Portland area, they’d also done some practical work in local restaurants and spent hours together testing recipes and studying. Did he remember her?

      Her heart did a happy dance as memories flooded her. Then she was mobbed by the VIP group, who expected handshakes and free signed cookbooks. She stood on tiptoes to give him a tentative wave, and he returned a brief nod before she was swallowed up.

      So, he did know it was her. They hadn’t spoken for so long that she didn’t have a clue what he’d been up to and didn’t have time to find out.

      Lyra signed books and anything else put in front of her as well as shaking so many hands it made her a little dizzy. Finally, she was whisked over to the children’s area, where it was her job to introduce them all.

      She loved watching the children, empathizing with their need to make things slightly different than the norm and hoping to make them feel more at ease. When she thought they couldn’t wait another second, she waved the green flag an assistant gave her.

      “Okay, it’s time to begin. Let’s get this show cooking!”

      A clamor began as the children pulled out their pots and pans and other appliances, and she glanced back once more to where Kaden had stood. The space his six-foot-three frame had filled was replaced with someone much shorter.

      She knew him too, but not as favorably. Duane Buchanan looked her up and down, then glared at her. A shiver ran down her back. This man scared her.

      “Are you okay?” Maggie whispered.

      The shine had fallen from the day, but Lyra wouldn’t give him the power to ruin it completely. He and the cold-eyed Kaden Hunter needed to lighten the heck up and leave her alone. “I’m fine. I better go watch the kids.”

      “I’ll take Cinnamon.” Maggie held her hand out.

      Lyra reluctantly handed her the leash. The beagle grounded her, but no matter how well-behaved Cinnamon was, she couldn’t walk around the kitchen.

      Then again, neither could the paparazzi.
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      Lyra wearily walked with Maggie from the hotel to the restaurant district. In the opposite direction from the courthouse, she hoped to fly under the radar of any fans. Changing clothes and her coat, Lyra hid her hair under a different scarf. At Dan’s insistence, they left by a side door.

      Thankfully the roads were clear, because she was famished. Tasting all the contestants’ food was the sum of everything Lyra ate that day, and she was looking forward to a proper meal from a restaurant the mayor suggested. His daughter was getting married tomorrow and having her reception there. Apparently this restaurant had been around for about a year and was still heavily booked most nights. Along with the mayor’s recommendation, this spoke volumes, and Maggie was adept at scoring reservations without dropping Lyra’s name unless it was necessary.

      A loud clang startled her from her thoughts, and she swung around to see a man picking up a sign that had fallen. He seemed familiar but was too far away and headed in the other direction to see him better.

      “You’re not still thinking about Duane, are you?”

      Her assistant was far too intuitive, and Lyra tried to sound casual. “Why do you ask?”

      Maggie flicked back her hair. “I saw your face when you noticed him.”

      “I hope no one else did. He brings out the worst in me.”

      “Oh, please. You’re nothing but polite to everyone, including that creep who doesn’t deserve it. I can only imagine what he’s going to print about you tomorrow.”

      “There’s nothing we can do to change that, but if you could hear my thoughts, you’d run a mile.”

      Maggie laughed. “I bet they aren’t worse than mine. Want to share?”

      “Let’s not spoil the evening. Besides, I prefer thinking about food.”

      “Thank goodness.” Maggie rubbed her stomach. “I could eat a horse and chase the rider.”

      They laughed again and picked up the pace as dusk fell around them. It was pretty in this part of Portland. Fairy lights decorated the trees along the main roads toward the restaurants, and she loved the festive atmosphere.

      Cinnamon would have loved it too, but Lyra had left her at the hotel. Most top restaurants had no outside dog area, and coincidently over the afternoon, the beagle proved unable to resist too many tidbits from the well-meaning audience members and contestants in between breaks. Tonight, Cinnamon was lethargic and happy to stay in her comfy bed.

      An empty building drew her attention. “Maggie, wait up a minute.”

      Her assistant sighed, used to Lyra and her need to consider any location as a place to open another restaurant. It became a habit two years ago, and she simply couldn’t resist the urge.

      Opening a second restaurant here not far from her hometown of Fairview was a dream of Lyra’s, but right now she had enough to cope with, so this was more a case of wishful thinking.

      Once she found the perfect spot to open La Joliesse in LA, it had taken her a year to be happy with the plans and another four months to get the building fitted out. Every spec was lovingly researched, with each space designed for a particular task.

      The opening had been a star-studded affair, and her agent, who’d been introduced to her as soon as she arrived in Los Angeles, had found a wonderful new photographer for the event. Shy, compassionate, and intelligent, Emilia Corban produced an amazing spread of pictures for a prestigious cooking magazine, using Lyra’s status as a celebrity chef tastefully. This gave her fledgling restaurant a massive boost she was grateful for.

      “This is it.” Maggie pointed at the restaurant across the road.

      Extra-tall glass doors showcased the front and made the place look inviting and trendy. This was the first tick of approval for a like-minded business owner.

      The maître d’ greeted them with a friendly smile as soon as they entered. “Good evening.”

      “Good evening. We have a booking for Parker, please,” Maggie said.

      “Certainly, your table is ready. Please, let me take your coats.”

      From behind Maggie, Lyra slipped off her brown coat and handed it to him, followed by the same-colored scarf. Her slim assistant wore a black coat with a blue pleated skirt teamed with a purple shirt. With her golden skin tone and almost black hair, it was a great look. Being curvier, the style wouldn’t suit Lyra, but she was happy with her own green velvet dress, short black boots and matching wide belt.

      The distinguished maître d’ had no doubt been doing this job for some time. Polite and helpful, he knew how to treat a customer, yet when he turned back to them after hanging their coats, his mouth dropped open.

      “I had no idea….”

      Lyra put a hand on his arm and said softly, “Please don’t make a fuss. We’re here for a quiet meal, nothing more. Could you make that happen?”

      He glanced behind him toward the kitchen at the far end of the room. His eyes suddenly twinkled; then he nodded and answered just as softly. “Of course, Ms. St. Claire. Right this way. This is our best table,” he said proudly when he reached a natural curve in the room. “I hope it is acceptable?”

      It was the most secluded spot in the restaurant, and she made a mental note to tip him well. If the food was as good as the service, they were in for a treat.

      Lyra smiled when he held her chair out, while Maggie sat down unaided and was already studying the menu. Or pretending to, since her shoulders shook.

      Lyra sighed. They’d been together for a couple of years, yet Maggie still found it amusing when people fawned over them while Lyra wished for some anonymity—just a little. Is there such a thing?

      “Thank you. What do you recommend, Colin?” She read his name from the gold embossed badge on his black shirt.

      He stood taller. “The salmon is our signature dish and has fantastic reviews.”

      “Then I’ll have that, please.” Lyra had no interest in reading the menu. She liked to taste recommendations, then base her opinions on her own likes.

      Maggie sighed. “I’ll have the salmon too.”

      Poor Maggie often had to endure exclusion from conversations as though she didn’t exist. It didn’t faze the younger woman, but Lyra struggled with embarrassment over it. She certainly didn’t feel as though she were better than anyone, plus Maggie was a sweetheart, taking on any role Lyra needed her to fill.

      Colin poured water for them, in danger of spilling it as he stared.

      “Thank you,” Maggie said pointedly.

      It took a second before Colin realized what he was doing, and his face reddened, managing to stop just in time. “Would either of you like another beverage?”

      Lyra smiled. He was a quick learner, which was another tick for the restaurant.

      “A bottle of your best white, please.” Lyra didn’t have to work tomorrow until she got back to LA. She also had the distinct impression that Colin knew a thing or two about wine, and although she did have favorites, this would be a pleasant opportunity to match good wine and food with little research.

      He appeared delighted and gave a small bow as he backed away.

      Maggie snorted as soon as he was out of earshot. “Goodness, I was worried he was going to kneel at your feet.”

      “Stop that. He was doing nothing of the sort.”

      “It sure looked that way. Great service though.” Maggie dropped her voice as Colin came back with the wine and a basket of breadsticks in record time. He solemnly poured a taste in Lyra’s glass and waited for approval.

      She inhaled the light yet fruity bouquet before taking a sip and running the liquid around her mouth. “That is good.”

      A grin threatened his composure, and he gave a small cough as he showed her the label once more. It was a local wine, and that pleased Lyra as well.

      “Maggie, would you make a note…”

      “Already done,” her assistant assured her, placing a notebook and pen on the table.

      It never ceased to amaze her how Maggie anticipated her every move.

      “Your meal will be out soon,” Colin said before returning to his position at the front desk.

      “Nice restaurant.” Maggie jotted in her notebook again. “I like the wood paneling by the bar, and the lightness of the decor makes the place feel bigger than it is.”

      Lyra shook her head. “You are so wasted working for me. You could do a dozen other things successfully.”

      Maggie laughed. “I know, but no one would pay me to decorate like you pay me to play with your dog and organize your life. Plus, there’s the travel, meeting famous people, eating amazing food, and drinking fantastic wine. Not a bad job—and it makes my sister green with envy.”

      Lyra laughed while they clinked glasses, wondering if she could ever pay Maggie enough for making her life so stress-free. Having her assistant around most days gave Lyra a feeling of family, something she missed terribly when she was away from her mom.

      Although it was vastly different, Maggie and Lyra both had definite dress sense and liked food, white wine, and charity work—especially charities involving animals.

      One of the best days of her life was when Lyra met Maggie at the dog shelter where she volunteered while training for a degree in design. They bonded over puppies and recipes, and the rest was history.

      The salmon came in record time, and Lyra suspected that her name had been dropped behind the swinging doors. The plate was a vision of color, and Maggie made several approving noises as she ate with relish.

      “I don’t know why it seems like I haven’t had a decent meal in a while, but this is ridiculously good,” Maggie groaned.

      “I all but inhaled mine. The schedule we’ve been on with guest spots, the show, and the new restaurant means we haven’t been home to cook in what feels like forever. Mom would be shocked by that.” Lyra dabbed at her mouth, enjoying the lack of a fatty aftertaste common with salmon. It had a different flavor to her signature dish and yet was just as good.

      Maggie nodded, then gave Lyra a pleading look. “I know we’re just finishing, but I heard from the mayor’s wife that the desserts here are even better than the mains.”

      “This I have to see.”

      Lyra caught Colin’s eye, which wasn’t difficult since he’d been watching them most of the time while pretending not to. A few heads had peered around the kitchen door, but otherwise there was no fuss, and since they were semi-sheltered from the room by a small bifold screen, the other diners paid them no attention.

      Colin was at their side in a flash. “I hope you enjoyed the dish?”

      Lyra pointed to their empty plates. “We did. So much so that we’d like your opinion on dessert too.”

      His chest puffed out. “You can look no further than the Decadence of Chocolate.”

      “That sounds perfect. Shall we share it, Mags?”

      Maggie glared. “No way.”

      Lyra laughed. “Calm down, it was just a suggestion. Make that two please, Colin.”

      A grin split his face. “It’s a decision I don’t think you’ll regret.”

      “Until I get on the scales,” Lyra said quietly to Maggie when he’d gone.

      Maggie flicked her fingers. “Me too, but we’ll walk it off, and you have an amazing figure.”

      “She’s right. You have no need to worry,” a deep voice said from behind them, and Lyra swung around, spilling a little wine at the brazen remark.
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      Lyra recognized the voice instantly. Kaden Hunter stood beside her. For such a big man, he’d always moved quietly. She’d admired that about him until today. He’d obviously heard the conversation, and she was mortified. Reasonably happy with the way she looked, it wasn’t a discussion she cared to have, even if she couldn’t stop the media from doing so. There could be a lot of negativities around plus-size female celebrities, and it was good and bad that, as a chef, she somehow got a pass.

      “We’re having the chocolate dish,” she told him stiffly, annoyed that she couldn’t think of one witty comment.

      His barely there smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Decadence of Chocolate is a good choice.”

      “You’ve had it?”

      He snorted. “Many times.”

      She looked him over properly. His fair hair was closely cropped, as it had been four years ago. He wore black pants and a white T-shirt. By comparison, she and Maggie were overdressed, and they weren’t the only ones. She’d heard the place was swanky, and the other diners were also dressed for the part. Not so with Kaden.

      Then again, he’d never placed much stock in his appearance or in other people’s opinion of him. She’d always admired that and tried to emulate it, but once she moved to LA, there was an expectation to dress up every day and to care more than ever what people thought of her. That became tiring when you were worried about getting snapped in the same outfit or just as you put food in your mouth.

      Suddenly aware that he was studying her too, her cheeks, which had been warm, were now hot as an oven on grill. “Have you eaten?” It came out before she could stop herself.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Is that an offer to join you?”

      Maggie’s head swiveled between the two of them, and Lyra could feel the heat from her face travel down her neck. Isn’t heat supposed to rise?

      “As I said, we’re getting dessert, but if you’d like to, I’ll have a seat brought over.” Lyra was already scanning the restaurant for Colin, who was unfortunately talking to other diners.

      “No need.” Kaden took a vacant chair from another table and put it next to Lyra.

      Again, she looked to Colin, half expecting the maître d’ to object if the table next to them was booked and the chair required. It really wasn’t her issue, but she liked things to run smoothly and imagined the owner here might feel the same.

      She took a deep breath. What could she do about it without causing a scene? Having Kaden so near was making her thought processes slow considerably, but Maggie was giving her an inquiring look.

      “Kaden Hunter, this is my assistant and friend, Maggie Parker.”

      “Delighted.” He nodded slightly, his focus fixed on Lyra.

      Something in his gaze made her think he knew exactly how uncomfortable this was making her. Was his intention merely to amuse himself, knowing how she’d react?

      Just then, Colin appeared at the table with a glass of red wine and another of water, both for Kaden, which was odd. He also didn’t ask if Kaden wanted a menu before leaving again.

      “Are you here alone?” she asked, wondering if he was table-hopping.

      He shook his head, his mouth twitching in that way he had when he was teasing. “I’m not here to eat.”

      “But—”

      “I heard you were here and thought I’d say hello to a person from my past. Call it curiosity. You must be used to that by now?” He twirled the glass and sniffed appreciatively at the wine before placing it back on the table untouched, then sipped some water.

      There was something so dismissive in his tone that it made her skin prickle.

      “A person from your past? I thought we were friends.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I thought so too. However, it was so long ago, I assumed I’d gotten it wrong. In fact, I make it four years since we’ve seen each other, right?”

      Her eyes widened at his tone. “You’re angry with me?”

      His smile wasn’t particularly warm, and he shrugged. “I admit, I was for a while. Actually, I gave you the benefit of the doubt for at least a year, assuming you’d answer my calls eventually, or make one of your own. That should give you a laugh.”

      Confused, Lyra shook her head at Maggie, who was getting ready to jump to her defense. Kaden wasn’t a fan who wanted something from her. He was a good man. He was hurting and somehow blamed her. In doing so, he was also dead wrong, and she wanted—needed—the truth just as much as he apparently did.

      “Why would I laugh? They had me on a schedule from the first day that was so tight I hardly had time for my mom. I thought you understood how crazy my life got?”

      She reached for his hand that was white-knuckling the glass of water, but he moved it away, and her stomach tumbled.

      “Yeah, I understood for quite some time. A quick call or message to a friend would have obviously made the difference to your success.”

      Kaden’s sarcasm hurt, yet she heard something else in his voice. Sadness? Disappointment?

      She leaned forward. “I’m sorry I let you down. It took a while to get my head around everything that happened to me. But you’re right, I should have made time for my friends. I’m not really in contact with any of them, but we were best friends. I’m here now, and I really did try to reach you.”

      He stood, settling his face into a polite mask. “It’s good that we both agree you could have tried harder. To be honest, if I couldn’t compete for your time then, I imagine it would be far more ambitious to try now. It was good to catch up, and I’m genuinely glad that you’ve done so well. You look fantastic. Success obviously agrees with you.”

      While Lyra digested his words, he walked across the room and through the swing doors opposite.

      “Wow!” Maggie wasn’t so quiet about her thoughts. “He’s gorgeous. Who the heck is he, and why was he so upset with you? Surely it can’t be about you not calling him?”

      Was he gorgeous? Lyra thought him good-looking when they’d been at chef school together, but he’d changed, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. In the years since she’d seen him, he’d filled out in a good way. His shoulders appeared broader, his arms more muscular. The jeans fit him so well that his long legs were well-defined beneath the firm fabric.

      More than that, he seemed surer of himself. But she couldn’t remember a time when he got mad at her the way he just did. Frustrated, exhausted, excited—never disappointed or angry. She didn’t like that one bit, and it really did hurt.

      So, pluses and negatives. Was he still the Kaden who made plans with her in school to open a restaurant because they couldn’t imagine working without each other? The hours they’d spent together surely weren’t so easy to forget, even though they hadn’t managed to reconnect in the intervening years.

      With Maggie’s eyes drilling into her, Lyra took a thoughtful sip of her wine.

      “We studied together until I got the cooking show. We were best friends and called or texted each other when we had a moment, but that was early on after I left. Then life got busy for both of us, I guess, and we lost touch. I wonder what he’s doing here?” She played the pain of the meeting down, because if Maggie got wind of it, there would be plenty of questions, and she wasn’t up for that.

      Maggie gave her a curious look. “In Portland?”

      “No, what is he doing in this restaurant?”

      “Dishwasher?”

      Lyra shook her head. “He’s certainly not a dishwasher. Kaden Hunter is a wonderful chef. If no one bat an eye about him going into the kitchen, and since most chefs I know would have a hissy fit if someone barged in, he must be working here in some capacity.”

      Maggie grimaced. “Yeah, I’ve seen some of those chefs on our travels and thank my lucky stars every day that you aren’t like that.”

      Lyra snorted, knowing the type of chef she meant—the ones who believed that being gruff, demanding, and rude was the only way to behave. She and Kaden had been determined not to be like that.

      Her thoughts were interrupted when the desserts arrived.

      Colin placed the platters in front of them with a flourish, grinning at their astonishment. “Bon appétit,” he said and left them to it.

      “Oh my goodness. How are we going to eat a whole one each?” Lyra picked up a spoon. “And where do I start?”

      The plate was a vision of five perfectly proportioned but different chocolate tasters. A conical mousse, a square of cake, two truffles—one rolled in coconut, the other in cocoa powder—and a mini tart with raspberries on top.

      “Don’t hold your breath on my account, and I’m not waiting until you figure it out.” Maggie dug her spoon into the mousse. “Although I’d suggest you begin with your favorite in case you run out of room.”

      Despite the upset of seeing Kaden, it was good advice, and Maggie’s straight talking was all Lyra needed to allow herself such an indulgence. Lyra’s first choice was also the mousse. She closed her eyes to the exquisite smoothness. Taste and texture—anticipated and delivered. Definitely five stars. She wondered if Kaden had a hand in any of them, because he was amazing with chocolate.

      Apart from several moans of ecstasy, they ate in silence until they were done. Colin came back to their table and collected their meticulously clean plates without comment.

      “Can I get you anything else?” he asked politely.

      Maggie patted her stomach, shaking her head with a rapt smile.

      Lyra knew how she felt. “I loved every mouthful, and it was a beautiful end to the meal. May I pay my compliments to the chef, please?”

      Colin raised an eyebrow, glancing at the kitchen doors with a frown and giving her request more thought than it should warrant. Being famous, she was often asked to come into the kitchen so she could give her opinion on a course or just to admire the chef’s pride in his “perfect” signature dish. She wasn’t asking for a tour; it was simply a mark of respect and a little kudos for the chef.

      “But didn’t you—” Colin cut himself off and smiled. “I’ll ask him, right away. I’m sure when he knows it’s you, he’ll be happy to reconsider.”

      “That was weird,” Maggie voiced Lyra’s thoughts when he’d gone. “Chefs love you.”

      “Maybe the kitchen’s understaffed and the chef can’t spare me any time.” Lyra made excuses while trying to think of another reason for a chef not wanting to see her. Undoubtedly, some were jealous of her quick rise to fame, but she’d never come across one who refused to see her.

      Time ticked by with no word from the kitchen. Maggie began to fidget, and Lyra didn’t blame her. It had been a long day, and they were both tired, but this was something she felt strongly about.

      “We’ll give them five more minutes.” Lyra folded her hands in her lap and watched the kitchen door.
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      Maggie sighed for what seemed like the hundredth time. “He sounds a bit pompous.”

      “Colin?” Lyra was pondering how the maître d’ got on with a chef who didn’t like to mix with customers. It was important to have a good relationship with staff at the front of house and also with your customers.

      Maggie snorted. “Funny lady. I meant our mysterious chef. All this traveling we do, and we haven’t encountered one chef unwilling to show off a little—until now.”

      Lyra was a little defensive of her fellow chefs. “It’s not showing off. Most want to excel with every plate that leaves their kitchen, and they have a right to be proud when they get it perfect. Besides, sharing ideas and recipes helps make us grow as chefs.”

      “Hmmm.” Maggie was barely listening, and she nodded in the direction of Colin. “I believe this chef’s response was less than enthusiastic.”

      Colin dragged his feet as he approached them, less composed than before he’d entered the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry, but the chef is not available tonight.”

      Colin didn’t elaborate. In fact, he looked embarrassed, and Lyra was sorry she’d asked. She didn’t want to upset the man by pushing the issue further.

      “Perhaps another time. I’m sure I’ll be back for more of this wonderful food.”

      Colin smiled with what she assumed was relief.

      “Thank you for understanding, Ms. St. Claire. Chef Hunter, as I’m sure you know, is usually more obliging, but he’s had a very busy day.”

      Lyra blinked a couple times as the words hit home. “Pardon? Did you say Chef Hunter? Kaden Hunter is the head chef?” Her voice rose, and several heads turned her way.

      Why would Kaden omit that information when it was what he’d always strived for? Confused, she wasn’t sure what to think.

      “I knew I should have googled him,” Maggie muttered as she took out her phone.

      Colin blustered for a couple seconds, regarding the door once more. “I assumed he’d told you his position when he stopped by earlier.”

      Lyra was confused. “I saw him go into the kitchen and assumed he worked here, but I had no idea in what capacity, and he certainly didn’t clarify it.”

      Colin’s mouth opened a couple more times, and she tamped down any further recriminations. It wasn’t this man’s fault, but she wasn’t about to leave without finding out why he wasn’t bursting to tell an old friend how well he’d done. It was time to play the celebrity card, one she’d never used before. Standing, Lyra turned to Maggie. “Excuse me a moment.”

      It wasn’t easy to gauge Colin’s reaction, but Maggie’s raised eyebrows as Lyra marched to the kitchen meant there would be some explaining to do. Rushed footsteps from behind made her think Colin may try to stop her, instead he held the left-hand door for her and she stopped just inside.

      Kaden, now in his whites, walked between stations. With a commanding presence, he gave firm instructions to his chefs and assistants. The kitchen gleamed. Even with all the things happening at once—sauces being prepared, the grill fired up and sizzling, pots and pans clanging as their variety of ingredients were stirred and tossed—the place was organized and running smoothly. She loved this. The atmosphere called to her, and she barely noticed Colin at her shoulder.

      Her presence, as it usually did, sent a ripple around the room when the closest person recognized her and spread the news. She smiled at them until her gaze reached Kaden, who couldn’t have looked less happy to see her.

      Warily, he came toward her. “What are you doing here? I thought Colin explained?”

      While she felt bad for the maître d’, Lyra stood her ground. “He did explain that it wasn’t possible to meet you. At first, I merely wanted to express how delicious the food was. When I found out you were the head chef here, which you somehow forgot to tell me, it made me want to congratulate you more. And we already know each other, right?”

      His gaze was cool. “Head chef? I own Phoenix.”

      Once upon a time, Lyra would have thrown her arms around him the way they had when one of them achieved something, but if his tone didn’t put her off, his stiff body language certainly did.

      “That’s wonderful news. I didn’t know, and I’m so proud for you. It’s a beautiful restaurant with gorgeous food.”

      A flicker in his eyes and a slight pink tinge to his cheeks were the only way she knew the statement affected him.

      “Thank you. Is that all?”

      Lyra flinched. “You’re obviously upset with me, and I don’t want to leave like this. Perhaps we could get together and talk this through when you have time?”

      An eyebrow lifted. “What could we possibly need to chat about?”

      “Kaden, we haven’t seen each other in so long, there must be a million things to talk about. I know I have a lot of questions. Surely you do too?”

      He hesitated, and Lyra waited for a no, but he surprised her.

      “When did you have in mind?”

      “I fly out tomorrow.”

      The other eyebrow joined its twin. “Then it’s not likely, is it?”

      Had his easy acceptance been a test? If so, she was failing, which made her panic. “Tonight? After you close.” It would be late, but she would happily not sleep if they could clear the air between them.

      Kaden was very still, the way he was when making a big decision. “I’m busy tonight.”

      They stared at each other, his face a mask, hers hot with embarrassment. “Of course. I’m sorry to have interrupted, and it was good to see you again.”

      Flustered and hurt by his attitude too many times in the space of a couple hours, Lyra departed as fast as she could. Maggie noticed her distress immediately and rushed to her side with their purses.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I need to leave—now.” Lyra strode to the door and waited while Maggie went to the front desk to pay.

      Colin politely refused to accept the company business card Maggie handed him. “The meal is paid for, Ms. St. Claire.”

      She froze for a second. “I’d rather pay for my own food.”

      He grimaced. “Do you want to be the one to tell Chef Hunter?”

      “No!” Lyra took a deep breath. Colin had been so attentive and looked genuinely sorry. He didn’t deserve to be raked over the coals for this, and with no desire to argue with Kaden, it meant swallowing her pride about receiving the free meals.

      “Don’t trouble him, but please thank him very much, and tell him again that the food was wonderful.”

      With a glance at the kitchen doors, Colin helped them into their coats. “It means a great deal to him that you came here and tried his dishes, even if he won’t tell you that. Have a good evening. I hope to see you back sometime.”

      His apologetic manner and words confused her further, and once they walked out into the cool evening, Lyra stalled at the curb, reliving each moment.

      Maggie tucked her own scarf tighter and waited beside her. “What just happened?” she asked finally.

      Lyra swallowed hard. “He’s annoyed that I left him behind and didn’t contact him, even though I tried to explain what it was like for me. We trained together side by side for three years and were such good friends. I can honestly say I don’t remember him ever being truly annoyed with me over anything.”

      Maggie screwed up her nose. “He might be a hunk, but if he can’t see that you care, then you shouldn’t fret over him. Trust me, it’s a waste of time and feelings.”

      Lyra would normally agree, but she was still trying to digest the way Kaden had treated her. Maybe she deserved his disdain and disappointment for not being available the way a good friend should be. With her agent managing her work schedule, there simply wasn’t time to chase him down. She’d called, texted, and left messages that first year; then, after some time when she still couldn’t reach him, she assumed he didn’t want to keep in contact.

      Still, it wasn’t Kaden’s way to be rude or uncharitable, and it seemed important to explain this to Maggie.

      “Kaden always encouraged me whenever I wanted to try something new and made the failures matter less. Something else must have happened to make him react this way.”

      Her mind spiraled, thinking back to that blurry part of life. She’d barely had time to tell her mom and pack before being whisked away. It was the job of a lifetime, and she couldn’t turn it down. She’d said her goodbyes, and Kaden seemed happy for her, but did he actually believe she should have stayed?

      Maggie tucked her arm in Lyra’s, and they began to walk. “Okay, so he’s worth a little effort. He said he tried to contact you. Several times.”

      Lyra shrugged. “Maybe he tried, but after the first month or so, I only heard from him once or twice in that first year. This was way before you started working for me, and my agent handled all my calls. In the beginning, Symon kept my schedule and made sure I wasn’t distracted by anyone. Unfortunately, it meant Mom and my friends were also kept at bay. I explained all that, and they seemed okay about it.” She stopped in the middle of the path. “Now that I think about it, I called Kaden about that, but I never spoke to him. I guess a part of me thought he would understand.”

      Maggie frowned. “That’s not the impression I got. It really sounded like he’d tried hard that first year. Unless his calls didn’t reach you?”

      They stared at each other.

      Something about that time nagged at her. “He had my personal number, but then I lost my phone. When I got the new one, Symon set it up for me. He also promised to contact Kaden when he saw how upset I was.”

      “Doesn’t that make you suspicious?”

      Lyra nodded. “Symon is a control freak, but he knew how I felt about the isolation. Plus, no matter how guilty I feel about not making more of an effort to reach him, Kaden did the same thing.”

      Maggie shrugged. “Yet he won’t take any responsibility for his part.”

      They continued on their walk back to the hotel with Lyra lost in her thoughts. Cinnamon ran to her as soon as they entered the apartment. Lyra dropped to her knees to embrace her best friend. It had once been Kaden, but when those bonds were severed, Lyra needed someone to lavish her affection on, and the dog shelter proved the perfect place to look. Much to her agent’s annoyance.

      For perhaps the first time, she’d put her foot down. When she refused to return the pup from an abandoned litter, Symon opted to make Cinnamon famous too. This worked out perfectly once Symon began leasing a plane, because then she could take the beagle almost anywhere.

      Maggie went to her room to call her family, and Lyra initially thought she would do the same, but instead of her mom, she needed to talk to Symon. With the urge to see his face when she questioned him, she turned on her laptop and used a video app instead of just a phone call.

      He appeared instantly and Cinnamon growled. For a reason known only to the beagle, Symon had never been her favorite person.

      “Lyra, darling, I’ve missed you. Is everything all right?”

      She smiled. He was always effusive, and the intimacy of his endearments had long since ceased to bother her. Despite rubbing people the wrong way, he did work hard for her. Although lately he’d been absent more than usual, giving Maggie more of his responsibilities. Fortunately, her assistant took to the heavier workload like a duck to water, and Lyra preferred her company. “The show went well, but that’s not why I called. I need to ask you a question.”

      He leaned back against the white couch in his penthouse apartment in LA. “Shoot.”

      “When I first went to LA for the show, and you became my agent⁠—”

      “The best moment of my life,” he interrupted with a self-satisfied smile.

      She nodded. “Thank you. Anyway, I had a good friend try to contact me back then.”

      Symon snorted. “There were plenty of hangers-on in the beginning. I can’t begin to tell you how many.”

      Her smile cracked. “I’m talking about my best friend, Kaden Hunter. Does the name ring any bells?”

      He picked a piece of lint off his suit trousers. “The name does sound familiar. Why?”

      “I just bumped into him at his restaurant, and he says he tried for a year to reach me—and never could after the first few times.”

      Symon lifted his hands in the air. “We did change your phone number at least twice, to stop all the unnecessary calls you were bombarded with. I recall you lost your phone once too.”

      “That’s right, and you said you would send my new number to the list I gave you and keep calling Kaden for me.”

      A telling pause followed, and she leaned forward to where the laptop was propped against her bag on the table. Her stomach churned. “Is that what happened, Symon?”

      He clasped his hands behind his head with a false casualness. “I did send the number to your mom and a few friends.”

      She kept her voice neutral. “Why would you leave anyone off, and Kaden in particular?”

      He gave a wry smile. “I told you from the start that it’s a good look for you to be single. Seeing you involved in any romantic entanglement, even one that’s only perceived to be so, could have harmed your ratings.”

      As he went off on his “what’s best for your career is the only important thing” spiel, Lyra clenched her teeth. It had gotten old a long time ago. He might have been good at his job, but he crossed the line too often, and this was one major step too far.

      “How dare you decide something like that. You had no right!” Her voice rose above his, and Cinnamon growled again.

      He sat up straighter but, to her frustration, didn’t back down.

      “Well, that’s easy to say now that you’re famous. Back then I was looking out for your fledgling career, and I believe it’s paid dividends. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Instead of arguing, Lyra picked up Cinnamon, rubbing her face in the softness of her fur, a way of calming herself that usually worked better than it did now. She would always acknowledge Symon’s role in her career successes, but she was over his interference in every aspect of her life. “You did do a good job, but that doesn’t excuse the decisions you made like this one. I’m tired. We can talk more tomorrow.”

      He leaned closer. “Yes, it sounds like you need a good rest, and I hope to see you when you get back to town.”

      The plaintiveness was not attractive, and she couldn’t bring herself to promise him any such thing. “Good night, Symon.”

      She closed the app and let out a breath. It was obvious now that Kaden wasn’t to blame. She’d bet every cupcake she made that Symon never once called Kaden.

      Clipping on Cinnamon’s leash, she called out to Maggie that she was taking the beagle for a quick walk.

      Donning her recently discarded coat and scarf, they did a few laps of the small park opposite the hotel. Cinnamon hugged her ankles so closely that Lyra almost tripped several times. The beagle’s uncanny knack of sensing Lyra’s mood warmed her a little. Large caramel eyes kept gazing upward, and Lyra crouched to cuddle the soft warmth and have kisses rain upon her face.

      With no clear idea how to fix things with Kaden, she simply knew she had to try. Otherwise, she would continue to feel as though she’d failed him. Busy or not, Lyra should have dug deeper into why she hadn’t heard from her friend. Tomorrow she would find a way to speak to Kaden.

      A shadow flitted between the trees ahead, and Cinnamon barked. Lyra looked around them as she spoke softly. “What is it, Cin?”

      The beagle whined, tugging at the lead. They’d walked quite a way into the park, and she could no longer see the street, which was careless so late at night after what had happened.

      “Let’s go home,” she urged.

      The beagle was happy to comply, although she looked back over her shoulder several times as they walked briskly back to the street.
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      It was another brilliant day, which didn’t mean Lyra could afford to walk around without the coat or the cap she wore low over her forehead, her red hair in a ponytail tucked beneath it. Any die-hard fans, knowing she was in town, might still notice her, but if she dressed this way, the chances were kept to a minimum.

      All night she’d tossed and turned thinking about Kaden, then woke with a sense of purpose. Although it was hours before lunch service, as a chef, Lyra knew the day began hours earlier. That meant there was every chance that Kaden was already at Phoenix.

      Opting to go alone instead of asking Maggie to accompany her made sense. Kaden was angry, and angry people usually said terrible things. The last thing Lyra wanted was Maggie giving him a piece of her mind because she thought she was protecting Lyra.

      Not that there was any guarantee they could have a discussion alone. That definitely bothered her. Years in the spotlight taught her that people loved drama. The press were forever looking for ways to find dirt on anyone with Lyra’s status. So far, she’d come off okay, though it was never assured. It only took one person to appreciate that they could sell a snippet, and a secret could hit the headlines without warning.

      She’d known chefs who’d lost their positions and occasionally their restaurants when something surfaced that painted them in a bad light. Even if it was a lie. With that weighing on her, Lyra had to take this chance to make things right between her and Kaden.

      How could she make him see that throwing their friendship away hurt them both?

      Not bothering with the front entrance, which would probably be locked until nearer opening time, she went to the back door. It stood open with only a screen in place to keep out flying insects. Inside, the hustle and bustle of a well-organized kitchen created a pang of longing. It was all very well traveling for different causes or shows, but she badly missed being in a kitchen.

      She took in a calming breath and knocked on the frame. Several pairs of eyes turned her way, and when Lyra unwrapped her scarf, a young woman dropped the pile of metal trays she was carrying. They clanged loudly, drawing the remaining staff’s attention. A man peeling potatoes stared and rubbed his eyes. When she didn’t disappear, he stared some more.

      “What’s going on in here?” Kaden came out of a room to the side of the door. “We’ve got a wedding party coming in tonight, and standing around isn’t going to get them fed.”

      He sounded puzzled rather than annoyed, and she took that as a good sign.

      “It-it-it’s Lyra St. Claire.” The young woman pointed.

      Kaden followed the finger, his face reflecting several emotions. As best she could tell from outside the screen door, happiness wasn’t one of them.

      “Did you leave something behind?” He crossed the room and unlocked the door.

      “More like someone,” she croaked.

      He frowned. “Are you ill?”

      She shook her head. “I need to talk to you, if you have a minute.”

      “I don’t have half a minute.”

      “Twenty seconds?” she pressed.

      His staff were glued to the exchange, and, suddenly aware of their audience, Kaden released a heavy sigh. “You’d better come through to my office.”

      Lyra lifted the lead she held. “Do you mind if I bring Cinnamon?”

      Kaden looked down to her beagle. The surprise slipped into a smile. “You always wanted a dog, and a beagle in particular,” he said, giving Cinnamon a good scratch behind her ears.

      Cinnamon rolled onto her back, and the other staff cooed over Kaden’s shoulder as she made little snorts of pleasure when he continued the treatment on her stomach. One back leg convulsed over and over with every scratch.

      Lyra felt a rush of affection for them both. Cinnamon allowing anyone other than Lyra and Maggie to pet her anywhere other than her head or back was a rare sight. Kaden being the one to have the privilege of making Cinnamon so happy was so sweet. That and the fact that he’d remembered her wanting a beagle.

      He casually took the lead from her hand and picked up Cinnamon. “Come on through. As long as we have no inspectors drop by, she’ll be fine in my office.”

      Cinnamon didn’t seem to have any misgivings, so Lyra followed, unbuttoning her coat along the way and smiling at the staff.

      Kaden put Cinnamon on the floor and took Lyra’s coat, hanging it on a rack behind the door, which he closed. Then he pulled out a chair for her before sitting behind the desk, still with Cinnamon’s lead in his hand. Her dog sat at his feet, staring at him adoringly.

      “She’s very cute.” Kaden lifted Cinnamon onto his lap, which was also something the beagle didn’t often permit.

      “She is,” Lyra agreed. “And she seems to like you.”

      “So, what brought you back?” he asked.

      Lyra clasped her hands together on her plum-colored dress. “My agent’s confession.”

      His hand stilled in Cinnamon’s short coat. “Pardon me?”

      Their eyes locked, and Lyra gulped.

      “I did call you many times when I first left, and you called me too, but then the calls stopped. I made excuses at first, like the time difference, exams, and the pressure of work. But now I know there was another factor. Symon Reeves, my agent, made sure your calls never reached me. I’d lost my phone, and I never checked when he set up my new one that your number was correct.” She handed him her phone, and he checked the number under his name.

      “That’s not mine.”

      “I guessed as much. I don’t remember anyone’s number except mine, do you?”

      He shook his head. “Still….”

      “I know. I could have called someone else to check. It simply never occurred to me. Symon decided, without asking what I thought, that you would negatively affect my career. I simply thought you were busy like I was. I get that it’s not a good enough excuse, but eventually I assumed you’d moved on with new, more available friends.”

      Kaden looked away; his fingers combed Cinnamon’s fur just the way Lyra’s did when deep in thought.

      “That’s not how friendship works.” Though he didn’t look up, his voice was softer, giving her hope. “When I commit to someone, I don’t give up on them.”

      “Seems to me that you did exactly that,” she said regretfully.

      Now he did look at her. “No, that was different. Your star was shining bright after just a few months. I figured you had no time for a lesser wannabe.”

      Lyra grimaced. “You know me better than that. At least, you used to.”

      He had the decency to look shamefaced. “Even if I accept that your agent engineered what happened, we’re both different now. You don’t even live here anymore.”

      She smiled gently. “Do we really need to be in the same city to be friends?”

      His hand stilled, and Cinnamon wriggled underneath his touch to encourage him to continue.

      “What kind of friends?”

      “Ones who won’t let others interfere ever again. I really missed you, Kaden.” The words poured from her heart with the hope that he wouldn’t reject her a second time.

      “I missed you too, but I bet you have plenty of people to keep you company.”

      Lyra’s courage almost failed her. She leaned forward in earnest, not wanting to waste her one chance to make things right between them. “Sure, I have dozens of people hanging around me. People more interested in my fame than me. Do you crave those kinds of people in your life? The ones who always say yes? Or, just as frequently, the ‘no’ people. Because I don’t. I want friends who know me and speak to me honestly about my ideas and the mundane things in life as well as celebrating the highs and dealing with the lows. You were that person for me. I want you to be again.”

      He looked up and frowned. “I don’t know if we can ever go back. I hear it’s not so easy.”

      “Can we at least try?” Lyra wouldn’t beg, but she wasn’t ready to give up.

      Cinnamon tilted her head, then stood on Kaden’s lap and licked his chin. Caramel eyes pleaded with him.

      “Did you train your dog to do that?” he accused her with a tender smile as he hugged Cinnamon closer.

      Lyra laughed, a little choked up. “Not at all. Cinnamon seems to know when people are upset, and she wants to help. It’s one of the many things I love about her.”

      Kaden scratched Cinnamon between the ears while he looked at Lyra with an expression she couldn’t decide was good or bad.

      “When are you going back to LA?” he asked.

      “Tonight.”

      He steepled his fingers, and his eyes narrowed a little. “I suppose you’re busy until then?”

      “I’m packed and free until my driver picks Maggie, Cinnamon, and me up. Why?”

      He leaned back, Cinnamon sprawling across his knees.

      “I’m down one chef, and we have the place booked for a wedding party.”

      Lyra hadn’t seen that coming, and her fingertips tingled with the idea of cooking with him once more. “You’re really asking me to cook for you?”

      “Do you still know how?” he challenged, eyes twinkling.

      She was tempted to poke out her tongue like she would have once upon a time. “Now you’re being rude, and I do believe you’re testing me.”

      He gave a small chuckle. “Perhaps I’m testing how far a friendship will go.”

      “Okay.” Lyra relaxed into the chair, delighted by the shock on his face.

      Kaden sat bolt upright and Cinnamon scrambled up Kaden’s body so as not to fall. He managed to grab hold of her at the last moment.

      “Pardon?”

      She shrugged. “I’ll cook for you. Show me where my station is, and I’m all yours.”

      “In that?” Kaden nodded at the fitted dress she wore.

      “It’ll be a waste of time to go back to the hotel. Although, I could get Maggie to pop down here with a change of clothes and some shoes that won’t kill me to walk a few hours in.”

      She pulled out her phone, calling Maggie as she spoke. Kaden grinned as if he’d won a prize, then stood and placed Cinnamon carefully on his seat.

      “Here you go, sweetie. You’re in charge while your mom and I go have some fun.”

      Cinnamon barked, did a 360-degree turn, then curled up on the chair. She was going to be just fine here until Maggie could take her back to the hotel.

      Call made, Kaden handed her an apron. “It might help for now.”

      “Thanks, Chef,” she said cheekily as they walked back into the kitchen. Her heart fluttered the way it did before the camera lights turned green, or before she walked out on stage. Yet it wasn’t the thought of cooking with other people or cooking well. It was that she was cooking with Kaden like they used to. Her biggest hope was that he really could forgive her and that this wasn’t simply about needing another pair of hands.

      When they saw her, the staff stopped once more.

      “Okay, take a good look at the star in our midst, then get back to work. Chef St. Claire is helping us out today. If you need advice, ask, but don’t gawk or annoy her. Understood?”

      “Yes, Chef!” they chorused, still staring.

      Lyra smiled at them. “Let’s get this show cooking.” It was her catchphrase on A Lesson with Lyra, and they laughed delightedly, except for a slim woman who stood at the back of the room. She didn’t seem happy at all, but perhaps she was nervous. Sometimes having someone famous around made others feel uneasy at being judged or doing something wrong.

      Lyra turned back to Kaden. “May I see the menu?”

      A stocky man had come from the other side of the room and stood beside Kaden.

      “I’m Michel Fortneau. It’s a great pleasure to meet you in person and to work with you. We’re all very grateful for your help.” He handed her a card with every dish listed. “Come, see how we make these.”

      Kaden nodded. “I’ll catch up with you soon.”

      Once she’d washed her hands, Michel took her to the stations so she could see what each of them was working on and get an idea on where she could fit in. It was good to learn the staff’s names, and the Frenchman revealed his pride at working here, the food they made, and his team.

      “This is Rita Lowe. She’s been with us since we opened.”

      “Hi, Rita. You’re in charge of the vegetables, I see.”

      The woman looked down at her station. “I guess you have people to do the prep for you on your shows.”

      “Most of the time, but I am hands-on as much as possible.”

      Rita nodded. “Adam Lancaster sure was lucky to win that competition.”

      “He worked very hard to get there. Maybe you could enter next year?”

      “Me?”

      “Why not? Working here, I’m sure you’re picking up lots of tips and experience. Take my word for it, you never know when your lucky break will come, so you do need to put yourself out there.”

      This was her thing. Making people feel at ease while enjoying the art of cooking. It meant tamping down any imposter syndrome she might be clinging to and living in the moment. The end result was the goal, and you got there faster if everyone pulled together.

      At least that was the theory. Rita didn’t appear to appreciate her humor or encouragement, so Lyra moved on.
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      Side by side, Kaden and Lyra worked as if the years had rolled away and they were in the training kitchen not more than a couple miles from here. Except now they were more accomplished and understood better what worked and what didn’t. Lyra took notice of everyone, and every dish, as did Kaden. This way they knew before it went out the door that each plate would be perfect.

      Always good, now he was an excellent chef, and his staff were devoted to him. No task appeared to be too small or too daunting for any of them, especially the woman who stayed well away from Lyra but paid great attention to detail. When she wasn’t watching Kaden. Are they an item? Well, it was none of her business if they were, and he deserved to be happy. He certainly looked like he was.

      Kaden’s restaurant had all the ingredients necessary to be considered great. She recognized it immediately, because she not only saw it but also felt it. Phoenix had the recipe right just like La Joliesse, and the fact that they had both achieved their dreams made her smile.

      Colin arrived while they were preparing for service and came straight to Lyra’s station, beaming at her. “I heard you were assisting today, but I couldn’t quite believe it.”

      “I could hardly leave a friend in the lurch.” She nodded at Kaden.

      “Lucky for us.” Kaden grinned. “You’re early, Colin.”

      “I knew we were short-staffed, so I thought I could help somehow.”

      Kaden snorted. “Not just to watch Lyra St. Claire in action?”

      “That’s a bonus for sure.” Colin chuckled.

      “It looks great out there.” Kaden nodded toward the restaurant. “You must have worked late last night.”

      “Not just me. Angie was a big help. Such an important wedding has the potential to lead to many more. We all want that, so it has to be perfect.” Colin checked his watch. “By my calculations, the first guests will be arriving in one hour.”

      “We’re mostly cleaning up now. The mains are still cooking, but all the desserts are made, and the entrees are ready for plating.” Kaden put his arm on Colin’s shoulder. “I’m sure it’s perfect, but I’d like to give the restaurant layout a final inspection.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Lyra, would you like to come?” Colin asked hopefully.

      “Yes, please.” She was already washing her hands again.

      The room was resplendent in pink and purple. Purple for the chair covers, tablecloths in pink, and the centerpieces a mixture of Oregon iris and peace tea roses.

      “You already put the flowers out,” Kaden mused. “You must have arrived ages ago.”

      Colin shook his head. “I can’t take the credit. Apparently Lyra’s assistant positioned them on the tables and tweaked each one.”

      “Is she here? They look perfect, and I’d like to thank her.”

      Lyra grinned. “You were busy when Maggie came by to pick up Cinnamon. She studied interior designing, adores weddings, and couldn’t resist helping before she left. I’ll let her know you approve.”

      He grinned back. “Now that everything is in order, I’ll get changed, then open the doors. Will you put the place cards out, please, Colin?”

      “I’ll help him with that,” Lyra offered, not yet ready to leave. She hadn’t realized just how much she’d missed him until today.

      “You don’t have to. I’m sure you want to get back to the hotel and get ready for your flight.”

      She shook her head. “No way. I’ve worked too hard to miss seeing the wedding party arrive. Besides, I already called my pilot to arrange a later departure time.”

      Kaden snorted. “You have your own pilot?”

      A little embarrassed, Lyra shrugged. “I travel a lot, so I lease a plane. It’s necessary so I can bring Cinnamon with me.”

      With an amused look, Kaden spread his arms. “In that case, feel free. Just having you here is a bonus, so we’ll take all the time you choose to give us.”

      With a squeeze of her shoulders, he left Colin and Lyra to lay out the cards. The two of them worked fast. Soon they were done, and for the final touch, Colin erected a stand with table assignments on a large board at the entrance.

      “Thank you for your help,” Colin said as they returned to the kitchen. “It’s always a relief to have things finished when we get these important clients.”

      “My pleasure. It’s the mayor’s daughter’s wedding, isn’t it?”

      “That’s right, Antonia Clements. It’s been hush-hush until recently, but you know how hard it is to keep a secret from the media.”

      “Almost impossible,” Lyra agreed. “I met the mayor and his wife yesterday at the cooking competition. They’re a lovely couple, and I don’t imagine this will be a small reception.”

      Colin grimaced. “The wedding was held at St. Bart’s, and pretty much everyone they knew was invited. As you can imagine, that was half the town, and they were lined up thirty deep outside the church. We’ve utilized every conceivable space, but they still had to cull the guest list to make it work.”

      “Wow. I bet there are some people put out about not making the reception list.”

      Colin nodded. “It appears so. Kaden suggested they put up a tent outside the church for everyone to offer congratulations, and we provided the refreshments. That extra work and a person down is why we were so far behind this morning, so thank goodness you were willing to help. The reception is supposed to be just family and close friends. Plus one or two celebrities.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.
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