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            Chapter One

         
 
         She should have been safely ensconced in the apartment above her family’s restaurant, scarfing down leftover pasta and catching up on the reality show glut bursting her DVR. Instead, Lili DeLuca was considering a 3:00 a.m. stealth mission down a dark alley, wearing shiny blue Lycra hot pants and a star-spangled bustier. As ideas went, this one was as smart as bait.
         
 
         Peeling off her Vespa helmet, she sent a longing look up to her bedroom window, then peered once more into the alley leading to the kitchen entrance of DeLuca’s Ristorante. The door was still propped open. Light streamed out into the night. Brightness had never looked so wrong.
 
         A busy Damen Avenue could usually be relied upon to assure an unaccompanied woman that she was not alone. Wicker Park, formerly a low-income haven for underfed artists and actors-slash-baristas, had grown into a dense jungle of expensive lofts, chic eateries, and shi-shi wine bars. Between those, O’Casey’s Tap on the corner, and the regular influx of suburbanite good-timers, the streets were always full and safe.
 
         But not tonight.
 
         The bars had dribbled out their last drunks an hour ago, and by now, the 708ers were snoring soundly on their Sleep Number beds back in the burbs. Despite the stifling ninety-degree June heat, her neighborhood had never appeared so stark and cold. Living so close to work might have its perks, such as a thirty-second commute and the best Italian food in Chicago, but it was hard to see the upside in the face of that damn kitchen door, open like a gaping maw.
 
         Maybe it was Marco. Her ex liked to use her family’s business as his playpen, adamant that his investment accorded him certain privileges. A bottle of expensive Brunello here. A venue for an after-hours poker game there. Even a chance to impress, with his miserable culinary skills, the latest lithe blonde he was wearing. He’d cooked for Lili once. His linguine had been as limp as his…
 
         Sloughing off those memories, she refocused on her current problem. Six hours ago, the Annual Superhero Extravaganza had seemed like a harmless way to rehabilitate her social life and get out there (oh, how she hated there). Guilting her into living was a favorite pastime of Gina’s, and her cousin had persuaded her to attend with honeyed words.
         
 
         Time to get back in the game, Lili. No, your thighs don’t look like sides of beef in those shorts. The Batman with the wandering digits? He’s not fat—he’s just husky.
         
 
         A husky Batman might come in handy right about now.
 
         Leaving behind the safe hum of traffic, she crept toward the door. The garbage stench stung her nostrils. Something furry scurried behind one of the Dumpsters. A raucous riff from the Rolling Stones’ “Brown Sugar” swelled and filled the space around her. Insanity had its own soundtrack.
 
         You might be dressed like Wonder Woman, but that doesn’t mean you should play the hero. Just take a look, then call someone.
         
 
         She sneaked a peek around the door. Expensive kitchen equipment—her equipment—lay strewn with serving dishes, pots, and pans on the countertops. Renewed alarm streaked through her. This didn’t look like the handiwork of Marco, who thought a bain-marie was the name of a girl he’d like to date.
         
 
         So much for the plausible explanation. Some shithead was burglarizing her restaurant to the strains of Jagger and Richards.
 
         The next move should have been obvious, but her cinder-block feet and racing brain warred all the same. Call someone. Anyone. Her father. Her cousin. That cute chocolate-eyed cop who stopped in for takeout on Fridays and insisted she give him a buzz at the first scent of trouble. She swallowed hard, desperate to stop her heart from escaping through her throat. It settled for careening around her chest like a pinball.
         
 
         A cautious sniff caught an astringent blast of bleach that competed with the lingering basil aroma of Friday night’s dinner service. Trembling, she nestled her camera, an eight-hundred-dollar Leica, inside her Vespa helmet, then squeezed her phone out of the tight pouch at the side of her shorts. She started to dial. Nine. One…
         
 
         Her twitchy finger paused on hearing something more eerie than heart-stopping. From inside the walk-in fridge, a voice bounced off the stainless-steel interior. High-pitched. Indeterminate gender. Singing at the top of its lungs. It was also completely out of tune.
 
         She repocketed her phone, pulled open the screen door, and quietly stepped inside. Damn feet had never known what was good for them.
 
         Frantically, she searched for a weapon, and her gaze fell gratefully on the cast-iron frying pan resting on the butcher’s block. She swapped it out for her helmet, appreciating how the new heft almost worked to stop her hand from shaking. Almost. Her blurred and frankly ridiculous reflection in the fridge’s stainless steel should have given her pause; instead it emboldened her. She was dressed for action. She could do this.
 
         Rounding the walk-in’s door, she took stock of the enemy in a millisecond. Built like a tank, he had his back turned to her as he reached up to the top shelf for a container of her father’s ragù. For the briefest of seconds, the incongruity gnawed at her gut. A tone-deaf, ragù-stealing brigand? So it didn’t exactly gel, but he was in her restaurant.
         
 
         In the middle of the night.
 
         Any hesitancy to act was wiped away by his stutter-step backward and the corresponding spike in her adrenaline. She hurled the pan and allowed herself a gratifying instant to confirm his head got the full brunt. Wolfish howl, check. Then she slammed the door shut on his thieving ass.
 
         It had been quite a nice ass, too.
 
         Good grief, where had that come from? It must be relief because a drooling appreciation of criminal hot stuff was so not appropriate. She loosed a nervous giggle, then covered her mouth, trying to smother that wicked thought along with her chuckle. Naughty, naughty.
 
         Now what, Shiny Shorts? Time to call in the cavalry, but as she pulled out her phone again, another thought pierced her veil of giddy triumph. By now, Fridge Bandit should have been making a fuss or bargaining for his freedom, yet a full minute had passed with not a peep.
         
 
         Confident that the broken safety release on the walk-in’s interior would keep him at bay, she laid her head and hands flush to the cool fridge door. Somewhere behind her, the music’s boom-boom bass meshed with the walk-in’s mechanical hum. Both now vibrated through her body while the thump-thump of her heart tripped out a ragged beat.
         
 
         Still nothing from within that cold prison. New horror descended over her.
 
         She had killed him.
 
         Fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—the panic of that dread conclusion was dislodged by the fridge door’s sudden jerk outward, sending Lili into a rather graceless meet-cute with the kitchen floor. Butt first, of course.
 
         So someone had fixed that safety lock, then.
 
         Her former comrade, the frying pan, emerged like a mutant hand puppet, soon followed by a wrist and a hairy arm before the whole package materialized. Vaguely, something big, bad, and dangerous registered in her mind. He held the pan aloft to ward off an imminent attack, but he needn’t have worried. Still grounded, superpowers severely diminished, she blinked and focused. Then she wished she hadn’t bothered, as the tight knot of fear unraveled to a cold flood of embarrassment.
 
         “Jesus Christ, you could have bloody killed—” Fridge Bandit said. His mouth dropped open. Scantily clad superheroes flat on their butts often have that effect.
 
         Thick black hair, green eyes flecked with gold, and a face straight out of a Renaissance painting were his most obvious assets. Lili postponed the full-body browse because she knew she was in trouble. Big trouble.
 
         It was him.
         
 
         He touched the back of his head, a not-so-subtle reminder of her transgression, and placed the pan down with all the care of someone disposing of a loaded weapon. His casual wave at the countertop behind her cut the music abruptly. Probably a skill he had acquired during an apprenticeship with the dark side of the Force.
 
         “You all right, sweetheart?” he asked in the casual tone of one who doesn’t really care about the answer. He pocketed an iPod remote and made a halfhearted move toward her. She held up the okay-hand. Too late, buster.
         
 
         Lowering her eyes to check the girls, she exhaled in relief. No nip slips. She jumped to her feet, surreptitiously rubbed her sore rump, then cast a glance down to her red knee-high Sandro boots for inspiration. Nothing doing.
 
         You’re wearing a Wonder Woman costume and you just went all-out ninja on one of the most famous guys in the Western Hemisphere.
         
 
         At last, she raised her eyes to his face, now creased in a frown.
 
         “I’m Jack.”
 
         “I know who you are.”
 
         Lili figured anyone sporting a painted-on outfit like she was probably had, oh, a ten-second ogle coming her way. Her ego might have taken a shot along with her behind, but she knew she had started the evening looking pretty darn good. Hell, four out of the five flabby-muscled Supermen at the party had thought so. With her overweight teens firmly in the past, she’d since embraced her size 14 figure, and on the days she felt less than attractive—for every woman suffered days like those—she had enough friends telling her to own it, girl, revel in those curves.
 
         So here she stood, owning and reveling, while simultaneously forging a somewhat unorthodox path for feminism with her own leering appraisal.
 
         Jack Kilroy’s extraordinarily handsome mug was already branded into her brain. Not because she was a fan, heaven forbid, but because her sister, Cara, was constantly babbling about its perfection, usually while nagging everyone she knew to watch the cooking show she produced for him, Kilroy’s Kitchen. (Monday nights at seven on the Cooking Channel—don’t forget, Lili!) A hot-as-a-griddle Brit, he had risen to stardom in the last year, first with his TV show, then with his bestseller, French Cooking for the Rest of Us. And when not assailing the public with his chiseled good looks on food and lifestyle magazines, he could invariably be found plying his particular brand of brash foodie charm on the daytime talk-show circuit. He wasn’t just smokin’ in the kitchen, either. Recently, a contentious breakup with a soap star and a paparazzi punch-up had provided delicious fodder for the tabloids and cable news outlets alike.
         
 
         The camera might add ten pounds, but in the flesh, Jack Kilroy was packing the sexy into a lean six-and-change frame. The matching set of broad shoulders didn’t surprise her, but apparently the tribal tattoo on his right bicep did, judging by the shiver dancing a jig down her spine. It seemed so not British and just a little bit dangerous. Her gaze was drawn to his Black Sabbath T-shirt, which strained to contain what looked like extremely hard, and eminently touchable, chest muscles. Sculpted by years of lugging heavy-duty stockpots, no doubt. Long legs, wrapped in a pair of blue jeans that looked like an old friend, completed the very pleasant image.
 
         Jack Kilroy was proof there was a God—and she was a woman.
 
         “Is that your usual MO? Frying pan first, questions later?” he asked after giving her the anticipated once-over. He had used up his ten seconds while she had stretched her assessment to fifteen. Small victories. “Should I hold still and let you use your lasso to extract the truth from me?” He gestured to the coil of gold-colored rope hanging through a loop on her hip. If he expected her to act impressed by his knowledge of the Wonder Woman mythology, he’d be a long time waiting.
 
         Maybe she was a little impressed.
 
         “I thought you were stealing. I was about to call the police.”
 
         “You’re telling me there’s something worth stealing around here?”
 
         Her body heated in outrage at his dismissive tone, though it could just as easily be because of the way his dark emerald eyes held hers. Bold and unwavering.
 
         “Are you kidding? Some of this equipment has been in my family for generations.” Right now, most of it had been pulled out from under the counters and was scattered willy-nilly on every available surface. “Like my nonna’s pasta maker.” She pointed to it, sitting all by its dusty lonesome on a countertop behind a rack of spices.
         
 
         “That rusty old thing in the corner?”
 
         “That’s not rusty. It’s vintage. I thought you Brits appreciated antiques.”
 
         “Sure, but my appreciation doesn’t extend to food-poisoning hazards.”
 
         A protest died on her lips. Her father hadn’t used that pasta maker in over ten years, so a zealous defense was probably unnecessary.
 
         “So either I’m being punked or you’re Cara’s sister. Lilah, right?”
 
         “Yes, Cara’s sister,” she confirmed, “and it’s Lil—”
 
         “I thought you were the hostess,” he cut in. “Are frying pans the new meet-’n’-greet in Italian restaurants?”
 
         It’s three in the morning! she almost screamed. Clearly, the blow to his skull had impacted his short-term memory. On cue, he rubbed his head, then gripped the side of the countertop with such knuckle-whitening intensity that she worried he might pass out.
         
 
         “I’m the restaurant’s manager, actually, and I wasn’t expecting you. If I’d known Le Kilroy would be gracing us with his exalted presence, I would have rolled out the red carpet we keep on hand for foreign dignitaries.”
         
 
         She sashayed over to the ice cabinet and glanced back in time to catch his gaze fixed to her butt like he was in some sort of trance. Oh, brother, not even a whack to the head could throw this guy off his game. With a couple of twists, she crafted an ice pack with a napkin and handed it to him. “How’s your head?”
 
         “Fine. How’s your—” He motioned in the direction of her rear with one hand while gingerly applying the ice pack with the other.
 
         “Fine,” she snapped back.
 
         “I’ll say,” he said, adding a smirk for good measure.
 
         Oh, for crying out loud. “Is that your usual MO? I can’t believe you have so much success with the ladies.” The gossip mags devoted pages to his revolving-door dating style. Only Hollywood fembots and half-starved models need apply. They clearly weren’t in it for the food.
         
 
         For her insolence, she got a blade of a look, one of those condescending ones they teach in English private schools, which for some ridiculous reason they called public schools.
 
         “I’ve had no complaints.”
 
         She folded her arms in an effort to project a modicum of gravitas, which was mighty difficult considering what she was wearing. It didn’t help that every breath took effort in her sweat-bonded costume. “So, care to explain?”
 
         “What? Why I’ve had no complaints?”
 
         “I mean, what you’re doing in my family’s restaurant at this ungodly hour.”
 
         “Oh, up to no good. Underhanded misdoings. Waiting for a superhero to take me down.”
 
         Okay, ten points for cute. She battled a smile. Lost the fight. Palms up, she indicated he should continue and it had better be good.
 
         “I’m doing prep and inventory for the show. Didn’t Cara tell you?”
 
         Of course she hadn’t told her. That’s why she was asking, dunderhead. “I haven’t checked my messages,” she lied, trying to cover that she had and her sister hadn’t deigned to fill her in. “I was busy all evening.”
 
         “Saving cats from trees and leaping tall buildings in a single bound, I suppose.”
 
         “Wrong superhero, dummy,” she said, still ticked off that Cara had left her out of the loop. “You haven’t explained why you’re doing this prep and inventory here.” It seemed pointless to remind him of the lateness of the hour.
         
 
         “Because this is where we’ll be taping the show, sweetheart. Jack Kilroy is going to put your little restaurant on the map.”
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Good thing Laurent had stepped out, because if he’d caught Jack referring to himself in the third person, he’d laugh his derrière off. That shit needed to stop. It was worth it, though, just to get this reaction. Wonder Woman’s mouth fell open, giving her the appearance of an oxygen-deprived goldfish.
 
         “Here? Why would you want to tape your stupid show here?”
 
         Jack let the comment slide, though the snarky dig about his success with women had been irksome enough. Rather hypocritical, too, considering all that hip swaying and lady leering in his general direction.
 
         “Believe me, it’s not by choice. This place is far too small and some of the equipment is much too…vintage for what I need.”
         
 
         Contrary to his comment about the size and age of the kitchen, Jack felt a fondness bordering on nostalgia. The nearest stainless-steel counter was scuffed and cloudy with wear, the brushed patina a testament to the restaurant’s many successful years. He loved these old places. There was something innately comforting about using countertops that had seen so much action.
 
         Returning his gaze to Cara’s sister, he speculated on how enjoyable it might be to hoist her up on the counter and start a little action right here and now. That costume she was poured into had cinched her waist and boosted her breasts like some comic-book feat of structural engineering, creating an hourglass figure the likes of which one usually didn’t see outside of a sixties-style burlesque show. A well-packaged, fine-figured woman with an arse so sweet he was already setting aside fantasy time for later. His head throbbed, but the lovely sight before him was the perfect salve.
 
         As intended, his “too small” and “vintage” comments set her off on another round of fervent indignation. The wild hand gestures, the hastily-sought-for jibes, the churning eyes. Beautiful eyes, too, in a shade of blue not unlike curaçao liqueur, and with a humorous glint that had him trying not to smile at her even though he was incredibly pissed off at what she’d done. A woman—a very attractive woman—in an agitated state got him every time.
 
         “This kitchen is not too small. It’s perfect.” She jabbed her finger at the burners and ovens lining the back wall. “We get through one hundred fifty covers every Saturday night using this tiny kitchen, and we don’t need the Kilroy stamp of approval. We’re already on the map.”
         
 
         “I never said tiny, but I’m full of admiration for how you’ve utilized the limited space.”
 
         That earned him a response somewhere between a grunt and a snort followed by a surprise move toward a heavy stand mixer. Surely she wasn’t going to start cleaning up? He put a placating hand on her arm.
 
         “Hey, don’t worry. I’ll put everything back the way I found it.”
 
         She glanced down at his hand resting on her golden skin. By the time her eyes had made the return trip, she was shooting sparks. Back off. Hooking a stray lock behind her ear, she returned to her task—cleaning up his mess and making him look like an arse. A cloud of unruly, cocoa brown hair pitched forward, obscuring her heart-shaped face and giving her a distinct lunatic vibe.
         
 
         It would take more than a death stare and a shock of crazy curls to put him off. Teasing her was too much fun. “I’m pretty fast, love, and if you can move with superhero speed, we’d get it done in a jiffy.”
 
         Another push back of her hair revealed a pitying smile. “Don’t ever claim to be fast, Kilroy. No woman wants to hear that.”
 
         Ouch.
         
 
         Before he could muster a clever retort, the kitchen doors flew open, revealing Cara DeLuca, his producer, in full-on strut. Neither the crazy hour nor the mind-melting heat had stopped her from getting dressed to the hilt in a cream-colored suit and heels. Laurent, his sous-chef and trusty sidekick, ambled in behind her with his usual indolence and a tray of takeout coffee.
 
         Cara’s sister grumbled something that sounded like, “Kill me now.”
 
         Sibling drama alert. Unfortunately, with a younger sister determined to drive him around the bend, he was in a position to recognize the signs.
 
         “Lili, what on earth are you wearing?” Cara gave a languid wave. “Oh, never mind.”
 
         Lili. He had called her Lilah. Lili was much better. Lilah sounded like someone’s maiden aunt. This woman didn’t look like anyone’s maiden aunt.
         
 
         Cara’s eyes darted around, analyzing the situation. His producer was nothing if not quick, which made her both good at her job and prone to snap judgments. The crew called her Lemon Tart, and not because she was sweet.
 
         “Why are you holding your head like that?”
 
         Jack cast a sideways glance at the sister. He wasn’t planning to rat her out, but to her credit, she confessed immediately. In a manner of speaking.
 
         “I thought it was that gang of classic-rock-loving, yet remarkably tuneless, thieves that have been pillaging Italian kitchens all over Chicago, and as I was already dressed for crime-fighting, instinct just took over, and I tried to lock your star in the fridge.”
 
         Laughter erupted from deep inside him, although he was fairly positive she had just insulted his beautiful singing voice. A muscle twitched near the corner of her mouth. Not quite a smile, but he still felt the warm buzz of victory.
 
         “Lili, you can’t go locking the talent up in a fridge,” Cara chided.
 
         “Or hitting it on the head with a frying pan,” Jack added.
 
         Cara’s head swiveled Exorcist-style back to her sister. “You did what?”
         
 
         Jack rubbed the back of his head, heightening the drama. “I don’t think she broke the skin, but there’ll be a bump there later.”
 
         Cara caressed his noggin and yelped like a pocketbook pup. “Oh my God, Lili, do you realize what could have happened if Jack got a concussion and had to go to the emergency room?”
 
         “It might have improved his personality. He could do with a humility transplant,” Lili offered, again with that cute muscle twitch that he suddenly wanted to lick.
 
         Laurent had been suspiciously quiet, but now he stepped forward, and Jack braced himself for the Gallic charm offensive. As usual, his wingman looked bed-head disheveled, sandy hair sticking out every which way. His bright blue eyes twinkled in his friendly face as he launched into one of his patented gambits.
 
         “Bonjour, I am Laurent Benoit. I work with Jack.” It tripped off his tongue as Zhaque, sounding lazy and sexy and French. “You must be Cara’s beautiful sister, Lili.” He proffered his hand, and Lili hesitantly took it while the corners of Laurent’s mouth hitched into a seductive grin. “Enchanté,” he said, raising her hand to kiss it. This netted a husky laugh, which was a damn sight more than Jack had managed in the five minutes he had been alone with her. Man, that Frenchman was good.
         
 
         “Now that’s an accent I can get down with,” Lili murmured.
 
         Jack sighed. While his own British voice accounted for much of his success with American women, over the years he had lost more skirt to that French accent than he’d eaten bowls of bouillabaisse. Laurent—brilliant sous-chef, occasional best friend, and his most rigorous competition for the fairer sex—was the embodiment of the French lover. As good as he was in the kitchen, his talents would be just as well suited to tourism commercials. All he needed was a beret, a baguette, and a box of condoms.
 
         Jack’s head still hurt and weariness had set in bone-deep. He was sure he had lost consciousness for a few seconds in the fridge, and now he battled the dizziness that threatened to engulf him. Coffee. That’s what he needed. Coffee and something to focus on. Something that wasn’t curvy and soft-looking and radiating man-killer vibes.
 
         “Any chance we can get on with what we were doing?” he sniped at Cara, more brusquely than he’d intended.
 
         “Of course, Jack, babe. We’ll let you continue.” Dragging her sister by the arm, Cara marched her out of the kitchen with a portentous, “Liliana Sophia DeLuca, a word in the office, if you please.”
 
         Laurent stood with arms crossed, staring at the scene of departing female beauty. Jack eyed his friend. Here it comes.
         
 
         “I think I’m in love,” Laurent groaned. “Is she not the cutest chérie you have ever seen?”
         
 
         A laugh rumbled in Jack’s chest. “That’s the fourth time you’ve fallen in love this year and it’s only June.”
 
         “But did you not see her cute little nose wrinkle up when I offered her my hand? And that lovely derrière. What I wouldn’t do for a piece of that.”
 
         “She might have ‘zee lovely derrière,’ but she’s got a dangerous bowling arm.” His fingers returned to the spot where the frying pan had connected. A bump was definitely forming.
 
         Jack followed Laurent’s gaze to the swing doors through which Cara and her sister had just exited. A sudden image of brushing his lips against Lili’s and watching the pupils of those lovely eyes magnify in passion flitted pleasantly through his mind. It wasn’t long before his imagination had wandered to stroking her inner thigh and inching below the hem of those tight, blue, shiny shorts.
 
         Things were just getting interesting when the crash of a dropped serving pan knocked him back to the present. While Laurent muttered his apologies, Jack blinked to quell his overactive brain, the pain in his head briefly forgotten. Maybe he should apply that ice pack to his crotch.
 
         Evie, his dragon-lady agent, had been clear. Think of the contract, Jack. Keep your head down and your nose clean. And whatever happens, do not engage the local talent. Right now, that imminent network deal was the rocket that would propel his brand into the stratosphere. No more rinky-dink cable shit. Instead he would spread his message of affordable haute cuisine to as wide an audience as possible and garner fame for all the right reasons.
         
 
         Which meant grasping women were an unnecessary distraction, even a tasty piece like Cara’s sister. He needed to forget about smart-tart birds with eyes and curves that would lead a good man, or one who was trying to be good, off the straight and narrow. After his last disastrous relationship, he wasn’t looking to screw around with the help, even if she did have the best derrière in the Midwest.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Lili trudged after Cara into the restaurant’s back office, her focus on the platinum-blond cascade that swished from her sister’s ponytail. After three careful swipes of the swivel chair with a tissue from her purse, Cara sat, smoothing her cream silk skirt as she went.
 
         “Nice costume,” she said with a knowing smile. “Jack seemed to like it.”
 
         The absurdity of that statement canceled out the deceitful thrill Lili had felt while pinned by Jack Kilroy’s assessing gaze. She’d been right not to trust it. A man like that—too good-looking, too charming, too everything—needed constant female attention to keep his ego afloat. Memories of her ex were still fresh: she’d been there, done that, bought the T-shirt.
         
 
         Her long sweater hung on a hook inside the door, and she threw it on. “Have you seen Mom yet?”
 
         Cara examined her nails, an avoidance tactic Lili immediately recognized because she was rather fond of using it herself. “I spoke to her on the phone. She sounds in good spirits. I was planning to drop off a gift later.”
 
         Lili bit back a catty response. Cara’s ability to ignore the unpleasant was legendary and lately had become a source of ever-increasing resentment between them. Why bother to visit when nothing says Congratulations on beating cancer, Mom better than a fancy gift basket, delivered weekly like clockwork? It was too late, or maybe too early, for a sister-on-sister confrontation. Besides, there was something about all that fragile beauty of hers that made it impossible to hate her properly. Lili needed to change the subject, though it would probably take some sort of power tool to chisel off the sour look she knew was cemented on her face.
         
 
         “Cara, you could have warned me about the British Invasion.”
 
         Her sister crossed her shapely legs and picked some imaginary fluff from her tulip-shaped skirt. Size 0 or 2, Lili was willing to bet, though she looked a little plumper than she had on visits past. Cara’s thinness was both an object of envy and awe, and Lili wondered how her sister retained such a rigid grip on her self-control. Occasionally, Lili speculated that Cara’s distinctly non-Italian attitude to food could mean just one thing: her sister must have been adopted. If only.
 
         She shrugged in that don’t-hate-me-’cause-I’m-beautiful way of hers. “I talked to Il Duce last night and he’s on board.”
 
         Il Duce was the nickname for their father, coined to reflect his startling similarity to a certain Italian wartime dictator. Lili might be the de facto manager while her mother recovered, but her father was supreme ruler. She shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d make an end run on this. Standard operating procedure.
         
 
         By the way Cara quickly adopted a softer tone, Lili knew she hadn’t hidden her hurt reaction in time. “It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the restaurant. Remember I told you we had Serafina’s on Randolph lined up for the taping next week? Well, yesterday we find out they’ve had to close for health code violations. Rats!” She waved her hands in the air as if she’d seen the vermin with her own innocent eyes. “We were scrambling to find an alternative and I suggested our place to Jack. To be honest, Jack’s really grateful Dad can help out.”
 
         In the five minutes Lili had spent with Jack Kilroy, gratitude was nowhere in evidence. In fact, he had acted like he was doing them the favor, though in reality, that wasn’t too far from the truth. Her earlier braggadocio about DeLuca’s healthy numbers couldn’t disguise the trouble they were in, a perfect storm of external pressures and internal entrenchment. They were lucky to boast eighty covers on a Saturday, never mind the buck and a half she’d tossed out back in the kitchen. Weeknights were practically a ghost town. Classical Italian dining wasn’t quite in vogue anymore, and as amazing as her father’s food was, it was getting harder to compete with the hipper, trendier eateries that had popped up all over Wicker Park. Lili had ideas for taking their game to the next level. Lots of ideas. But her autocratic father refused to play ball.
         
 
         “What do you think of him?” Cara asked, dragging Lili’s thoughts reluctantly back to Jack Kilroy. “He gives good handsome, right?”
 
         Lili gave a noncommittal shrug that did little to divest her of worry. Her sister had been drinking Jack Kilroy’s Kool-Aid ever since her New York company, Foodie Productions, began handling his show back in January. It had been a real coup for Cara to get the gig, and to hear her sister speak, the future of mankind was riding on it. Though, how someone who despised food made her living producing food television was one of life’s great mysteries.
 
         In the interests of sisterly peace, Lili decided to feign some interest. “So why is he cooking in someone else’s restaurant and not in a studio like the other hack chefs you see on TV? I’m surprised Lord Studly would be caught dead in a place like this.”
 
         “On occasion, Lord Studly is happy to lower himself to the level of the great unwashed.” That accented voice swept over her like cut crystal. It really should come with a government health warning.
 
         She turned and got the full blast. Wow, if he wasn’t the incarnation of sin on a stick. Focus on the face, she told herself as her photographer eye drank in more details. A smattering of freckles dotted across his nose. A scar on his chin that was probably airbrushed out of magazine covers. And beautiful eyelashes, like silken, inky strands fringing his green eyes. Live-and-up-close Jack was much more impressive than small-screen Jack. She wondered how he might fare under her camera’s gaze. Very well, she suspected.
         
 
         Too late, she realized she was gawking, but funnily enough, he was gawking right back. Braining someone with cast-iron cookware was starting to look like a viable pickup strategy. She drew the edges of her sweater closer together. The scratchy brush of the wool heightened the new sensitivity of her skin, which felt like sunburn under Jack’s ferocious gaze.
 
         He blinked and held out her Vespa helmet. “Yours, I presume?”
 
         She took it with a shaky hand, relieved to see her camera and phone were still safe inside. “Thanks,” she muttered, wishing he didn’t turn her into such a gloopy mess.
 
         “You rode a motor bike in that getup?”
 
         “A scooter, actually. What of it?”
 
         “Just building a picture in my head.”
 
         Oh, for…never mind. She swiped all expression from her face. “The show?”
         
 
         “Well,” Cara said. “Here’s the premise.” She leaned forward as if she were making a pitch to a Hollywood producer. “It’s a cooking contest pitting Jack against a host chef in a cuisine he’s not so familiar with. Jack’s specialty, of course, is French, so he’s going up against other cuisines, preparing a brand-new menu and serving it to real restaurant customers. He’ll be competing against Dad, and whoever gets the most votes wins. Simple, right? The show’s brand-new. It’s called Jack of All Trades and DeLuca’s is going to be on the premiere episode!”
         
 
         Lili settled in against the desk and switched her attention to Jack, who lounged against the door frame with an easy, devil-be-damned grace that said he was above it all.
 
         Her father had won awards—Chicago magazine’s Best Italian, two years running, albeit over ten years ago—and chefs came from far and wide to learn the secrets of his gnocchi. He was the true kitchen genius, not this walking ego who coasted on charm and cheekbones. Time to get her game face on. Never too early to start the trash talking.
         
 
         “So, not so hot at la cucina Italiana, then?”
         
 
         He appeared to be thinking hard about that, so Cara jumped into the pause. “There’s also a twist. Jack gets to pick his own appetizers and dessert, but Dad chooses the pastas and the entrées for both chefs. And doesn’t tell Jack until the day of the contest.”
 
         Better and better. Lili could think of several dishes that could pose last-minute problems. This might be fun. Her gaze traveled the long, lean body of British Beefcake. This might be a whole lot of fun.
 
         “Oh, you’re going down,” Lili said, then winced as she realized that could be interpreted as flirty. So not her intention, especially as she sucked soccer balls at flirty.
 
         Evidently he hadn’t gotten the memo because his face lit up with a traffic-stopping smile. He probably had a million risqué comebacks on tap but he let that killer smile do all the work. Seeing it in person made a girl feel incredibly lucky.
 
         He moved into the cramped office, inching closer like a jungle cat stalking something small and defenseless. While she was in no way defenseless, and no one would ever have characterized her as small, there was still something rather daunting about how he filled a space. Especially a confined space. A flushing tingle spread through her body and her nipples tightened. Although he couldn’t possibly have seen that, he cocked his head and considered her as if he had. As if her body’s reaction to him was the only possible response to a smile that dangerous.
         
 
         “You think I have something to worry about?” he said in a tone that made it clear he had this one covered, honey.
 
         Irritation over her hormonal meltdown turned her surly. “Oh, yeah. My father’s going to take you to the woodshed, Brit Boy.”
 
         A slight twitch appeared like an errant comma at the corner of his no-longer-smiling mouth. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I think Brit Boy can cook a bowl of linguine and melt some mozzarella over a slab of veal. Italian’s not the most challenging of cuisines, no offense to your father, and any restaurant would kill to be featured on my show. It’s a guaranteed seat-filler for the next six months.”
 
         Apparently she didn’t suck soccer balls at flirty; she sucked spectacularly. The great Jack Kilroy had just dismissed Italian cooking as barely worthy of his inestimable attention and, boy, did that stick in her craw.
 
         “If you think it’s that easy, perhaps you should stop by for dinner tonight. I think you’ll find my father can melt cheese to rival any idiot box chef. Oh, a hotshot like you probably won’t learn anything about food, but you might learn some manners.”
 
         He opened his mouth to speak, then seemed to think better of it. Good call.
 
         Stepping around her, he thrust a piece of paper at Cara. “Here’s what I need. I’ll start testing dishes tomorrow.” Pronouncement made, he stalked out of the office with all the flourish of a Shakespearean actor marching offstage.
 
         Lili shook her head in disbelief. “I know he’s your boss, Cara, but that guy’s got some nerve walking in here and proclaiming Italian cuisine is easy. And you should have heard him dissing the kitchen and our equipment. Just who does he think he is?”
 
         Cara picked a speck of invisible dust off her low-cut blouse and tousled her perfect, platinum-blond hair. “That, baby sister, is your birthday and Christmas presents all rolled up into one sexy, hunk-shaped package.”
 
      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Lili grasped her sweater so tight it was starting to resemble the Baby Jesus’ swaddling. Quietly, she pressed the office door shut, the hushed snick a marked contrast to her thunderous pulse.
         

         “Hunk-shaped package? Please tell me that doesn’t mean what I think it does.”

         “All that snarky back-and-forth, the sexual tension dripping in the air…” Cara fanned herself. “I’ve got goose bumps over here. I just knew you two would hit it off.”

         Hit it off? Well, she certainly had the “hit” part right. Jack Kilroy was the most arrogant, superior, arrogant—wait, she’d already said that—guy Lili had ever met, and she worked in the restaurant business where that personality type was as common as tiramisu on an Italian dessert menu. He also happened to be the hottest streak of male she had ever clapped eyes on, and unfortunately her nipples and her other body parts agreed wholeheartedly.

         Bad body.

         Take away the glittering green eyes, the scimitar-curved cheekbones, and the accent that made her knock-kneed, and he’d be nothing. Nada. Just a slab of beefy charisma with a few well-appointed muscles and a so-so smile. Okay, a gorgeous smile that hinted at good humor behind the amateur dramatics. Oh, hell, there was something about Jack Kilroy that turned her crank. If her life wasn’t so complicated, if her family’s business wasn’t a breath away from collapse—if she wasn’t such a coward—she’d be tearing open the wrapping on that hunk-shaped package before you could say “Happy Birthday, Lili.”

         Cara stood to lean against the desk, drawing Lili’s envious gaze. Her sister had great thighs, directly attributable to her diet of coffee, PowerBars, and a borderline manic devotion to the treadmill.

         “The show tapes Monday night. Jack has to do a spot-check on the new place he’s opening in Chicago, and then he flies out to London on Tuesday for business. Now, I know you’re out of practice, but I reckon that should give you enough time to get the job done.” She added a conspiratorial wink.

         Lili suppressed a compulsion to pop her one in the ovaries. “Cara, are you ill? On drugs?” She pressed her palm to her sister’s forehead. No obvious signs of fever, but her eyes were wide as saucers. Oh yeah, she was high on smugness.

         Cara lowered her voice to a whisper. “Lili, in case you haven’t heard, Jack Kilroy is a complete man whore. He’s so freaking needy he’ll jump at any opportunity. Even you could manage to hit that.”
         

         Even her? So she wasn’t the most adventurous sort when it came to men, but that one hit lower than she expected. “I’m not some charity case, you know. I have options.”
         

         Cara gave a dramatic eye roll, which made her look much younger than her twenty-nine years. “Riiight, options. How long has it been since things finished with Marco?”
         

         Lili shifted uneasily. Since Marco had called time on their fling several months ago, her sex life had been on life support. The battery-operated kind. A night with a hot guy might be just the ticket, but Jack Kilroy? No amount of advanced yoga could get her in shape for a guy like that.

         “It’s been months, and Jack is more than up to the task,” Cara continued blithely.

         “Cara, I’ve seen the type he hooks up with.” Ashley van Patten, soap diva, was enough to strike fear into the nether regions of any woman. Lili might have a voluptuous body type that a lot of guys went for, or claimed they did if she was to believe Cosmopolitan, but sex royalty like Jack Kilroy did not usually deign to slum among the little people.
         

         “Lili, you’re real and gorgeous and ten times hotter than the likes of Ashley. Best thing he ever did was dump her, though she got him back good in those interviews.” Her sister chuckled. “‘Naughty Nights with Kilroy.’ He went into DEFCON Divo for that one.”

         Other tawdry tabloid headlines popped into Lili’s head. Duracell Jack. Kinky Kilroy, and her favorite, Red Hot Kilroy Peppers. Headlines that summoned up wicked thoughts of Jack’s hard body wrapped around her like a luscious lick of fire. Quickly, she doused that illicit blaze with a sobering wet blanket from her memory bank. The one where he had taken a paparazzo to task with his fists for daring to record Jack with his model-of-the-week.
         

         “I’m sure beating the living daylights out of that poor photographer got him back on track. And the Victoria’s Secret angel he hooked up with the week after would have kissed it all better,” she said, feeling a mite ridiculous that she knew so much about a perfect stranger.

         “Listen, who cares about the details? All you need to worry about is crooking your finger and watching how fast he comes running. And you heard what Ashley said. Wizard in the sack,” Cara added, laying it on like a thick layer of cream cheese frosting.

         Lili was sure he was the Voldemort of all things down and dirty, but he’d need several more blows to the head before he would take an interest in her. However, just before he dismissed her with that coal-dark look and cool put-down about Italian cuisine, there had been a moment when…

         “Wait a second.” Bone-chilling panic sloshed over her. “Does he already know about this brand of crazy you’re selling?”

         “Of course not. What do you think I am, some sort of pimp?”

         “I think in your case, it would be a madam.”

         Cara curled her cupid-bow lips into that saputa smile Lili knew so well, the one that said that she was privy to some great wisdom that a pleb like her younger sister could never hope to attain. “Lili, you’re only twenty-four. You should be out clubbing, hooking up with guys, and deleting their filthy text messages the next day.”
         

         Tears stinging her eyelids, Lili twisted away and focused on the great cathedrals of Italy calendar on the bulletin board, pinned next to the clipboard detailing last night’s miserable numbers. Sometimes her sister displayed all the sensitivity of a grizzly on crack. Lili fought for neutral. Take deep breaths. Think of a calm place. Better yet, think of Mom’s shrimp linguine with lemon caper sauce followed by a slice—no, two slices—of ricotta cheesecake. Self-pity did not coordinate in any way with the amazing boots she was rocking.
         

         “Maybe I’d spend more time clubbing if I didn’t have to look after Mom every day and then come here to work every night.”

         Cara rested her chin on Lili’s shoulder and rubbed her arms, surprising Lili out of her ill humor. The DeLuca sisters weren’t touchy-feely Italians, no cheek-pinching or bosom-clasping for them. Six months of air-kissing with D-listers had turned Cara soft.

         “I’m sorry. I know you’ve been a trouper, looking after Mom this last year and a half. But she’s been in remission for almost three months.”

         True, but fear, Lili’s overriding emotion these days, still clenched her heart like a fist. If it wasn’t dread that her mother’s illness might return, it was needling anxiety at how rudderless Lili felt with her life stuck in a buffering pause. Neither did it help that her father disapproved of everything his youngest daughter did, from how she managed the restaurant to her impractical dream to make photography her life.

         Cara carried on, oblivious. “I just think Jack might be good for you. A sexy rut to get you out of your sorry rut.”

         Lili faced her sister, every fiber pissy because she might be right. Traces of pity were etched on Cara’s beautiful, fine-boned face.

         “Now that Mom’s better, you can get your life on track. Come to New York, go to graduate school, quit being Il Duce’s lackey.” She brightened. “I can get you a job at my company. We always need talented photographers for our publicity materials.”

         Lili managed a watery smile. Graduate school seemed as fuzzy as a Monet landscape now that all her savings had gone to her mother’s medical care, or that was what she had taken to telling herself lately. Of course, if she really wanted it to happen…Leave that rock alone. Turning it over would only reveal those creepy-crawlies of self-doubt she went to considerable lengths not to acknowledge.
         

         Cara was making the effort, so Lili tried to front it out. “I don’t think I’m a good match for that kind of work. Shooting plates of coq au vin and crème brûlée…” She shuddered.

         Her sister laughed, a naughty, girly giggle that sounded so good on her. “Well, maybe not. But I think you’re a good match for someone I know. Nothing serious, just a hot and sweaty one-night stand.” One eyelid dipped in a lascivious wink. “And I’m sure Jack would love if you snapped a photo of his coq—”

         “Cara!” Lili had missed her sister’s filthy-minded take on everything. Truth be told, she had missed her sister.

         The idea of a hot and sweaty one-night stand with Jack Kilroy made her…well, hot and sweaty. What would Wonder Woman do? She’d take charge and kick some ass, that’s what.

         And given half a chance, she’d rip off Batman’s cape and ride him senseless.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It didn’t escape Jack’s notice that at 9:00 p.m., DeLuca’s Ristorante, in the usually hipster-sodden Wicker Park, wasn’t exactly packed to the gills. More like a third full, if even. So far, the clientele had consisted of an older Italian crowd, most of whom looked like they’d caught a group ride in from central casting. Special-occasion diners or once-a-monthers, judging by how they were all dressed up in their Sunday best on a Saturday, complete with heirloom bling. That customer base might be good enough to keep things ticking over in a smaller place, but it couldn’t possibly sustain an establishment this size in an area where overhead was high and competition was higher. Hard to fathom the night ending with seventy-five covers, never mind the one hundred fifty Cara’s sister had boasted.

         Still, the nostalgia he felt earlier about the well-worn countertops and equipment had stayed with him now that he was front of house. A snob to the toes of her designer shoes, Cara had implied her family’s business was some sort of down-market, red-sauce emporium with plastic checkered tablecloths, but nothing could be further from the truth. It was a fairly stereotypical design as far as neighborhood eateries went—two dining rooms separated by a large arch, cherrywood tables covered with pristine white linens, chocolate leather banquettes, a fifty-foot bar, and the ubiquitous frescoed ceiling. A touch stodgy, reminiscent of a bygone era. Or maybe it was Dean Martin crooning in the background that left Jack feeling like he was stuck in a Rat Pack movie. Music for Italian Americans to conceive by.

         The artsy photos dotting the walls might have kicked the old-world ambiance into modern if the subject matter had been a tad less run-of-the-mill. There was something arresting about the picture compositions, though. Off-kilter with strange angles of Italian types doing Italian things. Overhead shots of old men playing something like boules. Children having fun with wooden hoops and roller skates, showing snatched glimpses of legs and arms. Jack didn’t know much about art except what he liked, and while the portraits whispered of comfort and familiarity, he recognized a quantum of quirky yearning to break free of the frames. Cara had told him her sister was an amateur photographer, but this work didn’t really fit the image he had formed. Following that fiery display this morning, he would have expected something with more edge.
         

         Speaking of edge, he looked up at the fidgeting server with the big eyes and even bigger hair who appeared to be perched on it. Either she was pleased to see him or she needed to pee.

         “All right, sweetheart?”

         Jack’s drawl sent Italian Smurfette into a frenzy of hair twirling. A quick scan of the room confirmed half of the other servers went to the same salon. And they all looked alike. It was as if he’d been drop-shipped into the nickel slots aisle at Caesar’s in Atlantic City.

         “I just wanted to say how excited we are you’re here, doing the show and everything,” she gushed. “We’re all big fans. Everyone’s dying to meet you.”

         Jack found it hard to believe there was anyone left he hadn’t already met. For the last twenty minutes, his table had been inundated with DeLuca cousins who were dying to meet him. Looking into the lively face of the girl before him, he doled out one of his dazzling smiles, the ones he’d been told made his female fans horny. “I’m thrilled to be here. Really, I am.”

         Laurent shook his head and mouthed, Score.
         

         Jack grinned and turned back to his fan girl. “What was your name again?”

         “Gina. Gina DeLuca. I’m Cara’s cousin.” She motioned to Cara, who stood at the bar talking to her sister. The lovely Lili had covered up her shapely legs and stellar behind in black trousers, but the trade-off was a fitted shirt hugging that figure he’d been fantasizing about all afternoon. Jack would never have considered himself a hair man—was that even a thing?—but there was something about those riotous waves that heated his body like a furnace. She’d made an attempt to tame its nuttiness. While it was still on the big side, it appeared to have gone through some sort of anger management regimen since this morning.

         Before the night was out, he would apologize to her for diminishing her father’s cooking and all Italian cuisine. Yes, she had goaded him, but his response had been rude. And off-base. Eighteen months in Umbria had taught him plenty about the beautiful complexities of la cucina Italiana. Nevertheless, there was something both touching and exhilarating about her loyalty to her family. A hundred fifty covers, his arse. That little braggart.
         

         “Did you want to hear about the specials?” the cousin asked, vying for his wandering attention. Without waiting for a response, she launched into a recitation of the additions to that night’s menu. “We have two special appetizers tonight—funghi arrosto, which are wood-roasted mushrooms with pancetta, and polpettine arrabbiate. That’s veal meatballs in a spicy sauce.” She leaned in and pushed her hair back behind her ear, a gesture that reminded him of Lili. Christ, now he was being reminded of her? “The meatballs are spectacular.”
         

         “I’m sure they are,” Jack murmured, indulging in a dutiful gander at her cleavage before diverting his gaze around her to eye Lili.

         “Next up for primi are two special pastas. First we have ricotta gnocchi with sage and butter sauce.” She pulled a card from her apron and consulted it while Jack tried to silence his inner critic. It was only a neighborhood joint; the staff couldn’t be expected to memorize the specials in their entirety. “We also have penne strascicate—that means ‘mixed up.’ That’s fresh penne pasta with sausage, tomatoes, onion, and thyme. It’s a very old recipe from Tuscany. Uncle Tony says his mother used to make it for the family every Friday night back in Fiesole.”
         

         Jack itched to meet Uncle Tony—he especially wanted to see the man’s kitchen at full tilt—but Cara had said her father preferred to wait until they’d been served their entrées. Sounded like some power thing. He was used to games like that when he dined in restaurants at the topmost echelon. It was unexpected in a midscale establishment, miles from Chicago’s Restaurant Row.

         The munchkin was gearing up for the homestretch. “Now for the secondi. Bistecca fiorentina, made with Chianina beef. That’s for two people. And branzino al forno—whole sea bass, wood roasted.” She edged closer to the table, bending over to give them another flash. At this rate, he was confident he’d be able to pick her breasts out of a lineup.
         

         She lowered her voice to bedroom level. “Between you and me, I hate fish. And calling it by its Italian name doesn’t make it taste any better.” She chuckled and Laurent joined in, probably thinking he was onto a good thing. Clearly he hadn’t noticed the Jupiter-sized rock weighing down her left hand. Jack kept his testiness in check. It irked him to no end when servers inserted their unsolicited opinions into the proceedings.

         Although, given the size of the menu—the pages upon pages of every Italian specialty prepared since the fall of Rome that just screamed “waste” and “where the hell do I start?”—he supposed an opinion or two wasn’t such a bad thing. Rather than wade through the tome before him, he made an executive decision. “Just bring us one each of the specials and a bottle of Brunello di Montalcino. And make the steak medium rare.”

         Once the server had bounced off, Laurent cleared his throat. “I thought after Ashley you had sworn off women.”

         Sworn off? Nah, he’d just encased his dick in concrete, that’s all. Ashley had left Jack feeling contaminated and in need of a full-scale mind and body bleach. He had thought they had a connection, but in reality, he was just another tool in her quest for celebrity dominance. And once Jack became better known for his sex life than his kitchen expertise, he realized he had a problem. Casual hookups were no longer on the menu.

         “You mean the busty munchkin? No chance.” His traitorous eyes sought out Lili, who was busy showing a statuesque redhead and her plainly undeserving oaf of a date to a table. Finally, some diners under the age of forty.

         “I’m talking about ma chérie, Lili.”
         

         Jack snapped his head back so sharply he winced. “Oh, she’s your chérie now? She’s far too young. She must be the same age as my sister.”
         

         “But she’s not your sister,” Laurent countered quickly, because no one wanted to dwell on a friend’s sister when the potential of a mind-blowing lay was on the table. Jack silently agreed, not wanting to think about his sister either. Where Jules, ten years his junior, was scatter-brained and likely to lose her job at the drop of a hat, Lili projected a calm responsibility beyond her years. He had been watching her closely ever since he arrived, enjoying the ease with which she managed everyone, customers and staff alike.

         Laurent coughed again. It was really annoying. “So if you are truly not interested, you won’t mind if I take a shot?”

         “You’re asking permission? You never ask permission.” A muscle clenched in Jack’s midsection, but he chose to ignore it. Not trusting his instincts seemed to be the safest option these days.

         Laurent smiled and, not for the first time in their fifteen-year friendship, Jack wanted to pummel him. “You saw her first.”

         Jack laughed off his discomfort, forcing his fists to cooperate. “That’s awfully gallant of you. Have at it. Maybe you can bag the chatty cousin, too.”

         A few minutes later, Cara was back and Gina was struggling with the bottle of Brunello as if it were an enemy combatant. Following a quick sniff, Jack put the glass down on the table. The smell was akin to wet dog, indicating that the cork, and by extension, the wine, had been contaminated by a chemical compound.

         “It’s corked.”

         Her eyes grew wide in clear confusion.

         “Bad. Appalling. Wretched.” He tried not to sound too irritated, but come on.

         Gina stole a peek at the bar before turning back to face them. “Are you sure you don’t want to taste it first?”

         Now it was Jack’s turn for the wide eyes. If a guest—an expert—said the wine was undrinkable, then his word should be accepted without question. Laurent smirked, probably anticipating the reaming that inevitably followed when some sassy piece challenged the boss’s authority, but before Jack could reply, Cara chimed in.

         “Gina, you know that saying ‘the customer is always right’? Well, it’s a load of crap. But you know who is right? The chef with several fine dining establishments in three countries and six Michelin stars.”

         “Seven,” Jack corrected instinctively. It should have been eight; that two-star rating for New York still rankled. And no matter how many times he told Cara that the restaurants received the ratings, not the chef, she always got it wrong.

         Cara continued her defense of his superior nose. “And if Jack says the wine is corked, then it’s corked. So toddle off and bring us another one.” With a mutinous glare, Gina stormed to the bar.

         Jack’s fingers instinctively went to the throbbing bump on his head. It was going to be a long night.

          

         “You need to do something,” Lili’s cousin Tad murmured from behind the bar. He nodded at the estrogen flock near the water station.

         Yeah, yeah, didn’t she know it. She hauled in a fortifying breath and strode over to the ringleader. Her second cousin, Angela, was fronting the charge, licking her lips and bombarding Jack’s table with lustful gazes.

         “If I have to tell you one more time to get back to work, tonight’s tips will be dropped in St. Jude’s collection plate at eight o’clock Mass tomorrow.” Not that she’d be stepping across the church threshold herself—she might turn to ash—but her pious aunt Sylvia would be happy to make a donation on behalf of the servers at DeLuca’s. Angela scowled while the rest of the girls separated in a flurry of giggles, throwing longing glances in Jack’s direction.

         Lili seated Mr. and Mrs. Castillo, here for their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary, and returned to gossip with Tad.

         “So, Wonder Woman, huh?” her cousin asked, giving the bar a quick swipe with a damp cloth while he shot a glittering smile at a bouncy redhead on her way to the restroom. Ever the multitasker, her cousin. The poor girl’s perk faltered as she wobbled on her heels, helpless in the face of Tad’s blue-eyed, square-jawed, hint-of-scruff charm.

         “Hey, I didn’t look half bad in that costume,” Lili protested.

         “Yeah, I heard Kilroy thought so, too,” Tad said. “And judging by the heat he’s packing tonight, I’d lay good odds he spent his day thinking about peeling you out of that costume.”
         

         “Oh, hush.”

         But Tad was right. The air was thick with sex pheromones, and while ninety-five percent of it was one-way traffic from every female in the room to Jack’s table, the remaining five percent was swimming upstream from the man himself to her spot at the hostess podium. With the scorching looks he was sending her way, she half expected the smoke alarms to go off any minute.

         “What are you going to do about it?” Tad asked.

         “What? Kilroy?”

         Tad threw her a well-duh look. “Cara seems to think you’ve got an in. I thought she was talking out of her bony ass as usual, but now that I’ve witnessed the man in action, I’m inclined to agree.”

         “I’m not his type. You’ve seen the women he dates.”

         “Yeah, I wouldn’t throw that Ashley out of bed for eating breadsticks. And then there was that lingerie model and one of those bikini babes from Survivor.” Her cousin had clearly found a kindred penis in Jack Kilroy. “Yeah, you’re probably right. How could you possibly stack up against those chicks?”
         

         She knew he was being his usual sarcastic self, but it didn’t stop a sigh escaping her lips.

         “Babe, I jest,” he added, his expression resolving to sympathy. “Trust me. All men like ’em curvy. It’s like, programmed into our DNA.”
         

         Maybe, but Lili’s DNA still screamed, Danger! An afternoon of Google-Fu had thrown up all she needed to know about the lives and lusts of Cara’s star. Last summer, he’d been a minor-league TV chef on a fledgling network with fewer viewers than DeLuca’s Tuesday night covers. Then along came Ashley van Patten, star of struggling soap opera Tomorrow’s Hope. His people must have lunched with her people, angling to manufacture the next celebrity couple juggernaut. Jashley. Or Ashlack. Not as catchy as Brangelina, but it did the trick to reverse the slide of their respective ratings. Hers doubled. His tripled.
         

         While their relationship ups-and-downs were entertaining, their train wreck breakup had been even more so: a public fight at one of those Hollywood mogul’s shindigs that ended with Jack wearing a martini and Ashley coughing up a gallon of chlorinated water after she fell into the kidney-shaped pool. Not long after, he had punched a photographer who got all up in his grill on a London street. Lili obviously didn’t have the dramatic flair to go toe-to-toe with Jack Kilroy.

         “Ah, but still he stares.” Tad grinned, interpreting her apprehensive expression correctly. “Worried your lady bits might go into shock, babe? I know it’s been a looong while.”

         “Maybe he’s not my type,” she said, shooting for haughty.
         

         “Liar,” he said, then more casually, “We could make it interesting.”

         “How interesting?”

         “Fifty bucks says you can’t close the deal before he leaves town.”

         She shot him an impatient look. “How about twenty minutes on your hog?”

         Tad answered with the family stare-down, a skill learned by all DeLucas while still in the cradle. “I’ve told you before, Lili. I don’t think you can handle that much power.” Her cousin had a Harley but refused to let her ride it. It was much more fun to take potshots at what he called her “tin cup runabout.”

         “Forget it,” she said, turning away.

         “Okay, ten minutes. But it doesn’t matter because you’re such a chicken. You won’t go for it even if it’s offered up on a platter.” He sloped off to attend to a couple of cougars who had just stalked up and dug their claws into the bar.

         Chicken. More like Little Miss Do Nothing, and though she knew Tad was only teasing, it still stung. Now that her mom was better, Lili should have been back on the life train, next stop grad school. Two years ago, she had plans to blow this Popsicle stand and finally transform into the person she had dreamed of as a tortured fat girl. Future Lili would be poised, self-assured, successful. Achieving an acceptable comfort level with her body should have instilled a similar confidence in her mind, but there were always those lingering doubts—about her artistic talent, her self-worth, her place in the world.
         

         Until she got her restaurant back in the black, her place was at DeLuca’s, doing everything in her power to ensure the family’s future. Even if that meant enduring her father’s viselike grip on the business and her dreams. She sighed. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and neither was a new life.

         Minutes later, Lili spotted a teed-off Gina approaching the bar with a bottle of wine in one hand, a corkscrew in the other, and a face that even her extremely patient fiancé might have reservations about. While her cousin shook and gesticulated her way through an explanation to her brother, Tad, Lili ambled over to see how her meddling services might be best employed.

         She placed a protective arm around Gina’s shoulders as the girl spluttered, “They…they shouldn’t talk like that to people. I know he’s a freaking genius chef, but that wine costs a lot of money. Telling me to toddle off. There’s no need to be rude, you know?”

         Lili’s hackles rose as she contemplated tearing Jack Kilroy a new one. If that big shot big mouth with his behemoth restaurants and über-sensitive wine palate thought he could waltz in here and look down his British nose at everyone, he had chosen the wrong night to do it—and the wrong family to mess with. She pivoted quickly, only to bump chest-first into the object of her next tongue-lashing, who was doing a wonderful impersonation of a Stonehenge monolith.

         He stepped back just as she placed a hand on his chest to…well, to stop him, she supposed. Mercy, if he wasn’t incredibly solid and warm and undeniably male. He was definitely going to hear it. Once her brain unwarped and she could think straight.

         She raised her eyes using his shirt buttons as her road map and blinked when she reached his face. He really was the most handsome man she had ever seen in person—movie-star gorgeous—and briefly her resolve wavered. But that shit-eating grin was enough to straighten her spine and snap her back to mountain pose. Yay, yoga.

         “The next time you want to act like a card-carrying jackass with one of my staff, you should ask to see the manager.” Her cheeks burned. He opened his mouth—that crooked, sexy mouth—and she put up a hand to stop him.
         

         “You had better be a good tipper, Kilroy, because money’s the only way you’re getting out of this intact.”

         “Lili—” Gina tried to cut in.

         Lili waved a hand. She had this.

         His feet didn’t move, but his upper body leaned in so close she caught the scent of his skin, woodsy and citrus, reminiscent of a Sorrentine lemon grove. New man smell, nothing like it. He combed his fingers through his thick—and more lustrous than it had a right to be—hair.

         “I actually came to apologize to Gina. Cara was bang out of order and shouldn’t have said what she did.”

         Gulp.
         

         So maybe she didn’t have it after all.

         She shot a death glare at her cousin, who offered a wobbly smile in return.

         “I’m sorry. I misunderstood the situation,” Lili muttered before snapping in Italian, “Gina, take another bottle of Brunello to Mr. Kilroy’s table. Then it’s your turn to check the restrooms.” Her cousin slunk off.

         Lili turned back to the Duke of Hunk, who had crossed his arms over that barrel chest and appeared to be waiting for a more groveling apology than the one she’d just given.

         “You’re still here,” she said.

         “I am.” He smiled.

         She scowled because it was the opposite of smiling, and if she gave him the slightest opening, he would take it as some sort of encouragement.

         “You seem tense,” he said, his brazen grin widening.

         “I have a lot to do and you’re very distracting.”

         “You find me distracting, Lili?”

         It was the first time he had said her name—correctly—and it sounded like a devil’s whisper. Her heart pounded like a trip-hammer. She choked out a laugh because it was ridiculous to be affected by something so silly as a man saying her name, even when the way he said it was calculated to make pulse rates soar and panties plummet.

         “Oh, I don’t, but your siren call seems to have cast a spell on my girls. Maybe you should try to rein in your”—she flapped a hand and accidentally brushed against his chest, still solid, and warm, and male—“tendencies, so the rest of us can do our jobs.”

         “If you can’t control your staff, that’s not my problem. I feel like a tourist attraction over there with all the visits from your girls. Perhaps you should train them better.”

         Irritation simmered in her chest. She took great pride in how she ran DeLuca’s and in how her employees behaved, but she reluctantly admitted that the excitement of Jack’s visit might have led to a drop in everyone’s game, including her own. She was such a girl.

         “There is nothing wrong with how my staff is trained.”

         “So, trashing the fish special, arguing about the wine, and practically sitting in customers’ laps is all part of the training program? I’ve suffered through enough cleavage Italiana to last a lifetime.” His eyes gave an indolent dip. “Well, almost enough.”
         

         He was doing it again, that thing where he spoke and he looked and her body ignited, setting the women’s movement back fifty years. His voice took a shivery road trip down her spine and back again. She tried to think of something to say, but her usual sass was out on a smoke break in the alley.

         He tilted his head. “I understand this is a family business, but you may want to consider casting a wider net. Nepotism usually results in an inferior product.”

         At last, her voice returned from its sabbatical. “We don’t hire people because they’re family.” Well, except for Angela. And, um, maybe Gina. Both were unemployable. Dammit. “We hire people because they’re good at their job. If you’d stop flirting with them and let them do that job, things might go a lot smoother.”

         He moved in, taking up a stance a hairsbreadth from her body. “Don’t worry, I’m not interested in any of your waitresses,” he said, his voice a silky caress. “I’m more than willing to aim higher. Maybe even as high as the hostess.”

         I’m the manager, you clod. Heart still slamming, she plastered on a bored smile. “Oh, please don’t raise your standards for me, Kilroy. Just like I won’t be lowering my standards to a fame-hungry megawhore like you.”
         

         Bingo. A flash of something flared in his eyes. Nothing so mundane as disappointment, more likely the annoyance that accompanies a bruised ego. Men like Jack Kilroy weren’t used to being told they weren’t good enough, especially by a member of the hoi polloi.

         “So you believe everything you read online? Pity, you might have enjoyed a visit to the lower depths.” With a theatrical turn, he strode to the end of the bar and took a seat.

         Well, she sure showed him, but why didn’t she feel better about it? Instead of the rush of empowerment she expected, she was left feeling like a nitwit. A turned-on nitwit. Who needed contraception when they had a mouth as big as hers?

         Tad held up the keys to his Harley and jiggled them. “Poor Lili. Looks like you won’t be feeling anything hot and hard between your legs anytime soon.”
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