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“...DON’T YOU AGREE Opa?” Harriet looked up from the magazine she’d been reading. “Someone has to find a man for Mom.”

Tap tap. “Ninety-eight” Tap tap. “One hundred.” Lukas Devries sighed and turned his attention to his granddaughter. “You almost made me lose count, Skattebol.” He tied off the last bag of oysters. “Now what were you saying?”

Harriet stabbed at the magazine with a forefinger. “I was saying...” she rolled her eyes to convey her impatience. “...that since Mom insists she’s not interested in any of the local men, I’ll have to find one for her.”

Lukas Devries knew better than to disregard his granddaughter. Who knew what she would get up to if he didn’t at least listen? “Which magazine is that?”

Harriet held it up so he could see the title. “East Coast Epicurean. You know how much I love it.”

“Yes, I do.” He wasn’t quite sure what his granddaughter saw in a magazine that focused on fancy dining. He’d much rather enjoy a bowl of chowder accompanied by a couple of chunks of Marina’s sourdough bread, but he’d keep that to himself. Harry, as his granddaughter liked to be called, was nothing if not inquisitive and in his opinion that was a trait to be encouraged. She’d been raised here in a remote area of the East Coast by a mother and grandfather who devoted almost all of their time to growing, harvesting and selling oysters. Sometimes he worried that it was a lonely existence for a twelve year old girl, but she was bright, curious about everything, and loved by everyone. They must be doing something right...

“You’ve got that far-away look in your eyes again,” she said affectionately.

“You’re right. Sorry.” He focused on the magazine. “What did you find in there? Do they have a classifieds column for husbands?”

Harry sighed. “I wish. But no. Finding a new husband for Mom couldn’t possibly be that easy.”

Lukas lifted the last bag of oysters onto the cart he’d use to wheel them into the cooler. “Did it ever occur to you that your mother might object to your meddling in her love life?”

“What love life? When was the last time she had a date?”

He had to admit she had a point. “You’ve got me there.”

She continued as though he hadn’t spoken. “Which is why I’ll have to lure a man here. But not just any man. Someone who shares her interests.”

“Interests? Plural? Since when does your mother think about anything other than...”

“...oysters! My thoughts exactly. Which is why I’ve chosen the man who writes the fine dining column. How long have I been getting this magazine?” She answered her own question. “Almost a year, right? I must remember to thank Shawna again for getting me the subscription, but back to the point.” Her eyes danced. “This man eats incognito at various restaurants in Boston and the surrounding area. Isn’t that cool?”

Lukas shrugged. “A lot of food critics do that; it seems to me it would be the only way to get an accurate feel for a restaurant.” In spite of himself, Lukas was interested in where this was going. “So what’s the column called?”

“One Man’s Opinion.” Harry wrinkled her nose. “Not the catchiest title, but he must have a lot of readers; the column’s in every issue. The point is, he must love oysters, because he orders them when they’re on the menu, and always comments on them. Listen to this: ‘Bound to change the way diners think about oysters. I caught a hint of seawater, followed by firm meat with a slight crunch. These are not to be missed.’” She looked up. “Sounds like something Mom would say.”

Lukas spread his hands. “A lot of people like oysters. Why did you choose him?”

Harry frowned. “I don’t know, really. There’s just something about the way he writes. I like him, Opa.”

Something in her tone told him this was more than one of her many notions, and that he’d be advised to listen. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but do you have a plan?”

Harry grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.” She looked around the empty sorting shed. “Where’s Mom, by the way. Shouldn’t she be home by now?”

“She said something about having lunch in Boston with Shawna, but she’ll be home for dinner.”

Harry nodded. “Good, then we can talk. Promise not to tell anyone?”

“You mean like your mother.” It wasn’t a question.

“Mainly her, but I’d like to keep this between the two of us.” She looked at him with the piercing blue eyes that were a family trait.

“All right, I promise.”

“I thought I’d write to him and invite him to come up here and see where his food comes from. It’s all the rage, you know.”

Lukas hid a smile. “Yes, I’ve heard.”

She nodded to herself. “I think there’s a much better chance he’ll respond if I challenge him a bit. Not too much, of course. I don’t want to put him off, but if I word it right, he just might take the bait.”

Lukas wasn’t sure if he should encourage her. He doubted that anything would come of her plan; he loved his granddaughter and couldn’t bear the thought of her waiting day after day for a reply that would never come. “You’ve been thinking about this,” he said tentatively, “and it’s not a bad idea, but what if he doesn’t respond?”

She didn’t answer at first, but ran her fingers over the glossy pages of the magazine. “I’ve thought about that,” she said finally, “but I have to start somewhere, and this man is my first pick.” She grinned up at him and his heart filled with love. “Start at the top, right? Isn’t that what you always say?”

“At the top. Good luck, Skattebol.”
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KARA SMILED APOLOGETICALLY and sat down across from her friend. “Sorry I’m late, but Chef Jean-Paul wanted to discuss a big oyster event they have coming up next month. Have you been waiting long?” She looked around the busy restaurant. “The place is packed, what’s going on?”

Shawna motioned for their server. “Sorry to rush, but I have to be in court at two. Do you know what you’d like?”

“I can’t believe I’m going to have the same thing again, but I’d like the duck confit.” Kara handed the menu back to the server. “It’s so good.”

“Excellent choice.” He turned to Shawna. “And for you?”

“I think I’ll stick with my usual Caesar with some grilled chicken. Thanks, Manny.”

“Something to drink?”

“No thanks, but I’d love some more coffee. What about you, Kara?”

“I have to drive, so coffee for me as well.”

Shawna sat back against the banquette. “To answer your question, the reason this place is so busy is that it got a recommendation in that column Harry’s so taken with. You know... the one in that magazine she reads.”

Kara sighed. “I feel guilty every time I think about that. I should have known she was interested and bought the subscription for her myself.” She fell silent as the server returned with her coffee, then continued. “Sometimes I think you know her better than I do. I worry about not spending enough time with her.”

Shawna held up a hand. “Listen to yourself. ‘I feel guilty’, ‘I worry’. You have nothing to be guilty about when it comes to raising Harry. She’s an amazing child.” She paused. “Okay, so she’s a little stubborn and single-minded, but wouldn’t you rather have a child with a mind of her own?”

“I would, yes.” Kara took a sip of coffee and regarded her friend. “So what’s the latest with Todd? Still hot and heavy?”

Shawna lifted her elegant shoulders. “We seem to be getting along okay.  He doesn’t try to tell me how to run my life, which puts him head and shoulders above the other jerks I’ve dated recently. It helps that he’s a lawyer too.”

Kara couldn’t hide her wistful expression. “Every once in a while I wish I had someone, but there are only so many hours in the day. Not to mention the lack of men.”

“I’m surprised that Harry hasn’t dragged some poor unsuspecting guy in to meet you.”

Kara chuckled. “I think she’d like to. She’s always on at me about finding someone, but I’ve made it clear that I’m not interested right now. Otherwise who knows what she’d do?”

Shawna narrowed her eyes. “If not now, when?”

Kara stared into her coffee. “I don’t know, Shawna. Maybe never.”

“I’ve said this before but it bears repeating. Most men aren’t like Callum McPherson.”

Kara acknowledged the remark with a wry smile. “I suppose you’re going to tell me you never liked him.”

“Would it have done any good?”

“Not really. I was in love. So was he, but it took a while to find out that he was in love with himself.”

“I saw him doing the weather on one of the small local channels the other day. So much for his big career as a play-by-play announcer.”

Kara shook her head. “I try to avoid thinking about him. He was supposed to come up and visit Harry a couple of weeks ago and cancelled at the last minute. She wasn’t even disappointed as far as I can tell. The last time she saw him he had the nerve to tell her about his new girlfriend.”

Shawna’s eyes blazed. “He probably cheats on her, too.”

“Probably.” Kara raised her eyes. “Can you blame me for being cautious?”

“Let’s just say I can understand.” She sat back while their meals were delivered. “Let’s talk about something else. What’s this event Jean-Paul is planning?”

“He’s setting up an event featuring oysters from the East Coast and he was asking for my recommendations.”

“He’ll feature yours, of course.”

Kara nodded. “Yes, along with a few others. I have a feeling it will be well attended. He asked me if I would do some shucking. Apparently that’s a huge draw at the Nantucket Wine Festival.”

“Hmmm.” Shawna speared a piece of chicken. “He wants you to work which isn’t so great, but on the other hand there are sure to be lots of men around.”

Kara groaned. “Let’s not go there, okay?”

“Are you going to do it?”

“I told him I’d think about it. I’m supposed to tell him next time I deliver, which is next week. Dad and I still take turns on the deliveries.”

Shawna reached for a piece of garlic bread and Kara smiled.

“What?”

“I was looking at your hand.” She placed hers beside Shawna’s. “It’s not hard to tell which one belongs to the lawyer and which belongs to the oyster farmer.”

Shawna bristled. “I hope you’re not putting yourself down just because you have a few nicks and cuts on your hands. I could never do what you do.”

“And I could never do what you do, either. If I had to stand up in court I’d die.”

“No you wouldn’t. Besides, most of my cases are settled long before court becomes necessary.”

“I guess that’s what makes you a good divorce lawyer. Does it bother you, hearing the details?”

“Sometimes, but don’t tell anyone. I’m constantly sickened by what people will do to one another... and how they twist facts around to suit their side of the story.” She fell silent for a few moments, then smiled across the table. “But then I’ll see a couple who sincerely care about their children and go out of their way to have an amicable settlement. It’s rare, but it happens.” She glanced at her watch. “Speaking of which, I need to leave in five minutes.”

Kara dug in her bag for her credit card. “Sorry I was late, but it was good to see you.”

Shawna waved her off. “Put your card away. I’ve already taken care of it.”

Kara knew better than to argue. “Okay, next one’s on me.”

“Fair enough.” Shawna patted her lips with the napkin. “Let me know what you decide about the oyster thing. I like JP’s, so if you decide to go I might see if Todd would like to come along.”

“Will do.” They rose and made their way out to the sidewalk.

Shawna pulled her into a hug, holding her longer than usual. Pulling back, she looked into Kara’s eyes. “Sorry if I sound bossy sometimes. I just want you to be happy.”

Kara managed to speak around the lump in her throat. “I know.”

“All right then. I’m off to court.” Shawna strode down the street, high heels clicking on the pavement. Kara watched until she rounded the corner, and then trudged back to her car.
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CHASE HAMMOND FINISHED the final read-through on his column, saved it and pushed away from his desk. He’d read it over again in the morning before sending it on to his editor. Rising from his office chair he made his way over to the massive windows overlooking the Charles. His grandmother had bought the Back Bay condo in the fifties after his grandfather died and he’d inherited it eight years ago when she passed on. The new chrome and glass structures lining the waterways of Boston Harbor might appeal to some, but he loved the high-ceilinged architecture of the old building. The top-floor condo even had an outside space that his friends envied every time they visited.

He looked out at the familiar cityscape without really seeing it. He didn’t know the reason for the restlessness that plagued him, but it had been insidiously working its way into his psyche for some time now.

A couple of months ago he’d come to the conclusion that he was tired of the column and had informed his editor at the magazine that he probably wouldn’t be renewing when his current contract expired this fall. It wasn’t as if the readers had a personal connection with him; they might even welcome a new perspective on the Boston dining scene.

Of course the lack of a personal connection didn’t stop them from writing to him at the magazine, berating him every time he expressed an opinion of their favorite restaurant that was less than glowing. No, he thought with a twitch of his lips, he wouldn’t mind that part at all. For example, the letter last week that –

His ring tone sounded, interrupting his thoughts. He strode back to his desk, checked the display and took a deep breath.

“Good morning Parker.”

“Chase, how are you lad?”

Chase gritted his teeth. Parker Cross was at most ten years his senior, but insisted on playing the role of someone much older. If he wasn’t such a good agent Chase would have parted ways with him a long time ago.

“I’m fine, Parker. What’s up?”

“Not much my boy. Just had a conversation with the publisher and the new book is right on schedule. They’ve taken another look at the sales figures on your last book and increased the print run.”

“Excellent.”

There was a slight pause. “You don’t sound very happy.”

“I am, Parker. What more do you want me to say?”

Another pause. “Quite right. Anyway, I thought I’d pass that on. You’ll still be available for your press commitments, won’t you?”

Chase bit back a comment and called up his schedule on the computer. “I’m good to go.” He wished they’d just publish the damn book and get it over with, but didn’t dare say anything. Given the slightest opening, Parker would go into a long explanation about design concerns, scheduling time with the printers who specialized in book production, and the myriad other details involved in book production. He’d made that mistake once and wouldn’t do it again.

“Was there anything else?” he asked. “I was about to meet a friend for lunch.” A small lie but a necessary one to keep the relationship on an even keel.

“No, that’s all. Just wanted to touch base.”

Chase tried to hide his relief. “Thanks for calling Parker. Always good to hear from you.” Okay, so that last part was also stretching the truth, but the man tried. And he’d negotiated an excellent advance for Chase’s second book.

As he disconnected, Chase thought about the second book. Before he started writing, he’d heard that the first book was relatively easy because the author didn’t know if it would succeed, but that the second book was like pulling teeth. It wasn’t the story line that was the problem, but after a successful first book – and Chase’s has been spectacularly successful – doubt began to creep in that it could be done again. He’d scoffed at the writers he’d seen discussing the topic on the internet, but soon learned that he wasn’t immune to what they called second-book syndrome. Even with the huge advance he’d been nervous ever since typing The End a few months ago.

Chase’s experience as a kitchen helper during his university days was the foundation of his success. The main character in the two books he’d written so far was Leo, a down-on-his-luck chef who had formerly been Executive Chef in a 3-star kitchen. Booze and a bad marriage had cost Leo his job and a good chunk of his soul, but he was determined to redeem himself. Sober now, the former chef was determined to give back, and spent his time teaching inner city children the basics of commercial cooking. But the fictional Leo hadn’t anticipated the push-back from the lowlifes who preyed on the young people, luring them into their illegal schemes with money and drugs. The result was a compelling expose of details that could only be learned inside a kitchen combined with the darker side of life lived by the impoverished kids he strived to help.

The first book had hit the New York Times bestseller list within three weeks of its publication. The publisher scrambled to do a second printing and when that sold out, had hastily ordered more. As far as the critics were concerned, Chase Hammond was the hot new name in thriller fiction, but the instant success did nothing to bolster his confidence in his writing. He glowered at the computer screen, wishing for one insane moment that he didn’t have to go out on the talk show circuit to promote this next book. The first time had been easier in more ways than one...

His ring tone sounded again. He almost ignored it, then glanced down to see that it was his friend Tyler.

“Ty, how are you?”

“Getting old, man. Went for a skate today and I could hardly lift my feet.”

“That’s what you get for spending a month in Aruba. How was it?”

“It didn’t make up for missing out on the finals, but what’s not to like. Sun, sand and lots of women.”

“I thought you took Jessica along.”

“I did, but that doesn’t mean I can’t look. Listen, are you busy for dinner? I thought we could go somewhere and get caught up.”

“Sounds good. You choose the spot. Nothing too fancy, okay?”

“Suits me. I’ll swing by and pick you up in half an hour. That way we only need to park one vehicle.”

Chase wore an open-necked shirt, grey slacks and a sports jacket so he wouldn’t look out of place alongside his friend. A defenseman for the Boston Bruins, Tyler Keniston always dressed well, especially in his hometown where he couldn’t go anywhere without being recognized. The two had been friends since Chase accidentally broke Tyler’s nose with his hockey stick when they were eight years old. The nose was still slightly off kilter but the imperfection, along with a warm smile and easygoing manner was part of Tyler’s charm. Except on the ice, where he maintained a reputation as the Bruins’ fiercest defenseman.

Tyler had already arrived when Chase went downstairs. He climbed into the passenger seat and his friend pulled out immediately.

“I’m starving.” Tyler pulled the Hummer out into traffic. “I called ahead and made a reservation at our favorite steak joint.” He shot a quick glance at Chase. “You haven’t pissed them off with a bad review I hope.”

“No, and even if I had, they wouldn’t know it’s me, remember?”

“Right.” Tyler concentrated on driving for a moment. “It’s good to be home but I hate this traffic.” He zipped around a parked taxi and pulled up in front of the restaurant. “Gotta love valet parking.”

A buzz of excitement rippled through the restaurant as Chase and Tyler were shown to their table. Chase still wasn’t accustomed to people recognizing him, but knew that most of the heads turned for his friend. A couple of women sitting at the bar turned lascivious eyes on them and Chase groaned inwardly. Ty couldn’t go anywhere without women coming on to him but he rarely acknowledged their presence, which made him even more of a target. “I like to choose my own women,” he confided on more than one occasion.

Chase studied the menu as Tyler posed for a couple of selfies with a table of young men. The disturbance didn’t last long and when Chase raised his head, Tyler was grinning. “Sorry about that. Aruba was nice, but the only people who know about hockey are the tourists.” He glanced at the menu then set it aside. “I already know what I’m having. What about you?”

“I’m going to go for the large ribeye and a baked potato with everything.”

“No salad?”

Chase shook his head. “I need to save room for some of their bread pudding.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “It’s worth a column all by itself.”

Tyler made a ‘tut-tut’ noise. “You know you should have your greens but hey, who am I to lecture?” He patted his rock-hard abs. “I ate whatever I wanted on vacation and now I have to work to get it off.”
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