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ONE



DESPITE THE RESTAURANT’S CHAOTIC SPORT-THEMED decor, the waitstaff was efficient, friendly, and brought the entree in a very timely manner. However, I can only assume the reason the food was mediocre is due to the fact that it arrived in less than ten minutes. I’d like to be able to say the appearance made up for the bland, overcooked hamburger and French fries with enough seasoning to set my mouth on fire…’”


Brody leaned back against his desk as his assistant manager, Charlene, lifted her eyes up to his. “And?” he prompted.


Her tongue darted out along her bare lower lip before she continued reading. “ ‘But unfortunately the dish looked just as unsatisfying as it tasted. The hamburger, large enough to feed a small horse, sat on a bun much more suited to a silver dollar. Only about a dozen French fries accompanied the burger, and while most fries tend to please my palate, these weren’t worth eating more than one.’ ” Charlene dropped the magazine down to her lap and sent him a desperate look. He knew the feeling. “Do I have to keep reading this?”


He pinched the bridge of his nose in an attempt to ward off a bitch of a headache. “Yes.”


The magazine trembled when her fingers grasped the pages once again. “ ‘I forced myself to eat as much as I could, hoping to find some redemption, only to get my fifteen ninety-nine worth out of the meal. The only pleasant part was my waitress, who seemed to sense my disdain as she shot me a look of sympathy before carting away my half-eaten meal. The Golden Glove has been a staple of the small town of Trouble, Wyoming, for more than ten years now, but it’s hardly worth the price. On the upside, I was able to catch the game from one of the dozen televisions mounted on the walls. Maybe the owner should have taken the money he spent on forty-six-inch LCD televisions and hired a better chef instead.’ ”


Charlene placed the magazine down with great care on his immaculate desk so as not to add yet another blow to poor Brody’s day. “This is the second bad review we’ve had in six months, Brody.”


His assistant manager was four years younger than he and a force to be reckoned with. She also had a tender streak that ran deep, which wasn’t something she allowed a lot of people to see. Shortly after his divorce, she’d allowed him to see that side of her when she showed up at his house with a bottle of wine and told him he needed to shave. For one weak moment he indulged himself and broke one of his own cardinal rules by sleeping with her. Almost immediately thereafter, they realized they’d made a huge mistake. Granted, the release had been much needed, but they were far better as friends than lovers. Neither one had mentioned that night since. Both were happy to pretend it had never happened. In addition, they’d mutually agreed that they were better off as friends. Working together, and all that.


“Yeah, no shit.” He pushed away from the desk and tried to walk the agitation out of his bones. One bad review was enough to send a restaurant into restaurant hell, but two? He kept reminding himself that these kinds of restaurant reviewers were just freelance writers who couldn’t make it as chefs so they spent their time dogging every restaurant they could. But what were the chances of two different reviewers giving his restaurant such a similarly poor report? And, perhaps more important, his two previous chefs possessed more power to bring the restaurant down than a couple of magazine reviews.


When the Golden Glove had opened eleven years ago, the place had had a line wrapped around the building just to get a seat at the bar. Even though he’d known next to nothing about restaurants, his father had placed him in charge. Brody had stepped in and done the best he could, which had been damn good, if he did say so himself. The Golden Glove had thrived under his leadership for several years. Unfortunately, a series of simultaneous events, including losing their chef and RJ, had caused their numbers to dwindle. Despite his efforts, the Golden Glove was on a downward slide in terms of diners and profits.


In fact, the situation was so dire, if they kept up like this, they’d have to close their doors in six months. The thought created a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, something he’d been dealing with a lot lately. If the Golden Glove went under, not only would all his employees be without jobs, but Brody would lose his meal ticket and his means of taking care of Tyler.


No matter what it took, Brody had to save the restaurant.


“Well, the only good thing is this was written when we had Gary. Now we have Travis.”


“That doesn’t make me feel better.” Brody eased into his chair and leaned his head back. Travis was their third executive chef this year. The man had come highly recommended by a manager of another restaurant in town. The fact that said restaurant had recently closed its doors sent tremors of uncertainty through Brody. Michael, the man who’d been the Golden Glove’s original chef and a freakin’ miracle worker, had left them for the greener pastures of being the executive chef of a major five-star hotel in Los Angeles. Now, Brody wasn’t going to lie to himself; Michael’s departure had rubbed him the wrong way, mostly because the man had been there longer than anyone, and Brody had expected more loyalty. After the sting had worn off, Brody admitted that Michael needed to do what was best for him and his three kids. Then Gary had come strolling in, promising to outshine Michael and put the Golden Glove on the map of great restaurants. After three short months, Brody had shown his incompetent ass the door.


Charlene stood from the chair, grabbed the magazine, and tossed it in the trash can. “That guy doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He’s probably some loser who has nothing better to do with his time.”


“He’s right though. Gary was a terrible chef. That’s why I fired him.”


She placed her hands on her narrow hips. “I’m trying to make you feel better here. Tell me it’s helping a little.”


Brody stared back at her out of stormy gray eyes. “It’s not helping.”


She plowed fingers through her chin-length black hair. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to ignore this stupid review, go forward with the photo shoot today, and pray this relaunch will put this place back on its feet. Then we’ll show people like that idiot reviewer we’re worth coming back to.” Her legs ate up the expanse of his office.


“You’re awfully confident,” Brody muttered.


“Why wouldn’t I be? We’ve completely redecorated, and the place looks way better than it did when it first opened, plus we have new chef.” Then she added, “With a new menu.”


“Are you saying you think Travis can turn this place around?” Brody shifted his thick shoulders around to ease some of the tension that had his muscles coiled.


“Don’t you think he can?” Charlene’s thin brows shot up her forehead.


Brody swiveled back and forth in his chair and ran a hand along the edge of his desk. “I’m not sure yet. To be honest, I’m not all that impressed with him.” But if Travis wasn’t the savior this place needed, then who was? Although Brody liked the guy, his future in his own restaurant hinged on the young chef’s abilities. The thought sent a tremor of alarm through his already weary body.


“He’s a hell of a lot better than Gary was.”


A snort popped out of him. “My eleven-year-old son can cook better than Gary.”


The corners of Charlene’s lips turned up in a smile. She inhaled a deep breath and sat back down in the chair. “Look, I know you’re still kind of pissed about Michael leaving and you think you won’t find anyone as good as him. But you will.”


“I hope you’re right.” He ran a hand through his midnight dark hair. Man, he needed a haircut. “If not, there’s a good chance I’ll have to sell my house and find another job.” Another thought that had the contents of his breakfast churning like acid in his stomach.


She leaned forward in her chair and propped an elbow on the edge of his desk. “There’s no way Martin will fire you.” Then she jumped ahead when he opened his mouth to argue. “I think we’re taking a step in the right direction today. We’ve got that photographer coming in to take pictures. And I know Travis is young, but I think he shows a lot of promise.”


One of Charlene’s best assets was her positive attitude. At times when Brody found himself moping like a moody teenager, Charlene would come in with her Mary Poppins–like persona and pep talk him into straightening his act up. Brody would be the first one to tell anyone he’d been an unbearable hard-ass since his divorce four years ago. Something about separating from Kelly had opened up a side of him even he hadn’t known existed. Charlene had never let a moment escape without telling him to get his shit together. Being spoken to like that wasn’t something he appreciated, but from Charlene he tolerated it. She didn’t put up with his crap anyway, so telling her to stuff it would only be speaking to air.


“Tell me again why we’re publishing pictures in the same magazine that just gave us a bad review?” he asked Charlene.


She lifted a finger. “First of all, that reviewer isn’t employed by this magazine. Second of all, they’re the only ones who agreed to do this spread. We need the good publicity.”


At this point Brody wasn’t sure the restaurant was capable of generating good publicity. “Are you sure this photographer is any good?”


An exasperated sigh came from Charlene. “What happened to the Brody who never let anything bother him? I miss that guy.”


“So do I,” he muttered to the ceiling. Brody found himself smiling for the first time during their conversation. Yes, Charlene knew when to call his bullshit. His office door creaked open and Travis poked his head in. “The photographer’s here.”


A spread in a magazine that had already trashed them? Would those same readers even give a damn about the Golden Glove’s new, toned-down decor? Or that the new chef had introduced inventive, unique items to the menu? In Brody’s experience, once diners had a bad meal at a restaurant, they weren’t likely to return. Not only that, they’d probably tell everyone within earshot to stay the hell away from the place. His father had already pitched a fit about the first bad review. Even though Brody ran the place, Martin was a perfectionist who took insults to his restaurant personally, although normally he didn’t take reviews too seriously. In the light of the place’s recent dwindling numbers, his old man was paying extra attention to any sort of negativity. Brody’s working relationship with his father had already been on thin ice because of the downturn in business. Once Martin read the latest review, Brody was likely to be exiled. His earlier fear of his and Tyler’s futures returned with a wicked vengeance. How would he pay for his son’s college if he was unemployed?


“Brody?” Charlene asked after he’d failed to move from his chair. “You’re on board with this, right?”


He blinked at her. “On board, right. Yeah.” He pushed himself out of the chair and followed Charlene and Travis downstairs.


Okay, he’d be on board with this.


The dining room, recently redone to be more appealing to families and less to rowdy college students home from school, had been mostly cleared for today’s shoot. The tables and chairs had been pushed aside to make room for the “shooting area,” as Charlene had described it. “It’ll be short and simple,” she said.


Except it wasn’t. The area that used to be the dining room now looked like a professional photographer’s studio. In the middle of the room, surrounded by several tall lights and mirrors, were tables draped in dark brown tablecloths. Travis walked ahead of them and disappeared into the kitchen. Several seconds later he reappeared with plates on each hand. He lowered them carefully to the tables, added garnishes, wiped the rims, and spun them around until satisfied they looked presentable.


After his inspection, he went back into the kitchen.


“Is all this really necessary?” Brody asked Charlene.


Charlene shot him a narrow-eyed look. “You can’t just come in and take a few pictures of the food the way we would normally serve it. You have to doll it up and make it look attractive.”


He lifted a hand toward the shoot area. “But we don’t serve our dishes on brown tablecloths with wineglasses. Isn’t that a bit misleading?”


They stopped next to one of the tall light things. “Brody, do you trust me?” Charlene asked.


His eyebrows pulled together at her question. “I’m not sure.”


She patted him on the arm like one would a small child. “Well, you’re going to have to this time. Besides, this is the way food is photographed. And Elisa knows what she’s doing.”


He shot her a glance. “Elisa?”


“The photographer.”


Bright morning sunshine shone in when the doors to the restaurant opened. A tall woman, with hair the color of a moonless night hanging halfway down her back, floated across the parquet wood floor. Her attention was on a spiral notebook, which was cradled in long, thin arms. A loose-fitting, flower-printed blouse covered petite shoulders and disappeared beneath the waistband of wide-legged, light gray slacks. She was as professionally dressed as any person in a corporate office, yet the gentle sway of her hips exuded a magnetic sexuality that had blood rushing to Brody’s groin.


His eyes followed her every move. “Did we hire a model for this shoot?”


Charlene had started to walk toward the woman. She glanced back at him. “What?”


He jerked his head in the Amazon’s direction.


One corner of Charlene’s mouth curled up. “She’s the photographer.”


“Are you sure?” he asked. The woman who looked like she should be posing in front of the camera was behind it instead?


“Quite sure.” Always-present amusement lit up Charlene’s eyes.


Brody sauntered over to focus on the tables with the food only because he didn’t want to stand around looking like he had his thumb up his ass.


Travis had prepared a wide variety of dishes and ones that were more popular with their diners. Chinese chicken salad, minestrone soup, a barbecue bacon cheddar burger, and grilled chicken penne pasta with a garlic breadstick sat on pristine white plates. Charlene may have organized the photo shoot, but Brody had hand-picked the dishes. Two of them were Travis’s signature meals.


“You’re in my light.”


The husky, let-me-seduce-you voice came from directly behind him and danced over his skin. Brody glanced over his shoulder and locked gazes with the willowy Amazon who already had certain parts below his belt stirring. The woman either found time to visit a tanning salon on a regular basis or had a natural olive complexion. Almond-shaped eyes accented by thick, black lashes gazed back at him. The corners of her full, pillowy mouth were turned up ever so slightly.


“Sorry,” he managed. For hell’s sake, he ran a successful business, dealt with servers, chefs, and customers, on a daily basis, and now he could barely manage a two-syllable word. He’d really been out of the dating game too long.


When he stepped aside, she continued adjusting the mirror her ring-adorned fingers were wrapped around. The smooth skin of her forehead furrowed as she concentrated on her task.


“Is this going to be enough light?” he asked her.


Her attention remained on the food as she tried to achieve the right angle with the mirror. “Windows are best, but I can make do with the skylights.” She extended her hand to his. “I’m Elisa, by the way. Cardoso,” she added.


Brody allowed his eyes to drop down to her mouth one more time before wrapping his hand around hers. Her fingers were long and thin, and the silver rings she wore were cool against his palm. His hand lingered in hers, probably longer than necessary, but what the hell. Her hand felt good in his, a perfect fit. And he liked the way her hand felt wrapped up in his, small and feminine. A sudden image of them on his skin, exploring intimate parts of his body, slammed into him and assaulted his senses.


“Brody.” Another two-syllable word he had trouble forcing out of his mouth. What was wrong with him today? He’d always been able to hold a semi-intelligent conversation with an attractive woman before. Then in comes this exotic beauty and his brain ceases to function. “McDermott,” he threw in.


“Nice to meet you,” she replied with a playful gleam in her dark brown eyes. Before he was ready to let go, she slipped her hand from his and continued adjusting all her lights, mirrors, and other props.


Thirty minutes went by before she actually started snapping pictures. The first dish was arranged on the brown cloth-covered table with silverware and napkins placed casually about as if an actual diner had been sitting there. Elisa had picked up and moved the wineglasses half a dozen times before she was satisfied they were in just the right spot. After giving the setup one final glance, she took an expensive-looking camera out of a bag and dropped to her knees directly in front of the table. With her elbows resting on the table, Elisa cradled the camera in her hands and started snapping pictures rapidly, one after the other.


“She sure is thorough,” Brody muttered to Charlene.


“I told you she was good.”


Not only was she good with the camera, her ass looked damn fine in those slacks of hers, round but petite at the same time. The same image of her hands roaming over him continued, only this time her derriere took a front and center role. He bet it would feel damn good cradled in his lap rubbing against his thighs…


Okay, you’re supposed to be saving your restaurant here, and all you can do is admire the photographer’s ass?


Time to be professional.


“You might want to keep your eyes on a place that won’t get you sued for sexual harassment.” Charlene had the nerve to actually smirk.


He tossed her a narrowed-eyed look. “You’re not funny.”


As usual, Charlene ignored his surly remarks. “She could be a while. I’m going to work on next week’s schedule.” And with that, Charlene left him alone with the woman who made him stumble over two-syllable words. And had a great ass. And had soft hands.


Over an hour passed and Elisa had only done two dishes. Her camera would click rapidly, then she’d stop to make an adjustment with one of the mirrors or point the lights in a different direction. Call him ignorant, but Brody had no idea so much went into taking pictures of food. He’d thought Travis would cook some dishes, place them on a table, and he would take some pictures with his digital camera. Charlene had rolled her eyes like a teenage girl when he’d told her that. “Why don’t you let me take care of this?” was what she’d said to him.


Gladly. He’d had enough on his plate at the time, with having to decide which employees had to take fewer hours in order to cut back on costs.


Elisa lowered her camera and rolled her head from side to side.


“Do you need a break?” he asked her.


She craned her head over her neck and then stood. “No, I’m fine. If I stop I might lose momentum.”


“I was thinking the soup would look better with some steam coming out of it.”


Elisa set her camera down, then pulled her hair back in a high ponytail, revealing a long neck. One that was perfect for dropping light kisses. “I always digitally add steam in later. If you want it.”


His eyes danced over her neck. He’d never paid attention to such a thing before, so why was he starting now? “Won’t digital steam look fake?”


“Charlene said you’d never done this before,” she said with an alluring smile. “Digital steam looks just as good as the real stuff. Besides, real steam is too much of a variable. The slightest breeze can make it curl in an unattractive shape.”


Suddenly he found himself interested in the art of photographing food. Who knew? “And all the mirrors? What are those for?”


She planted her hands on her slim hips and ran her tongue along her lower lip. It was full and looked good enough to nibble. “They deflect the light in different directions. Different foods need light coming from different angles.” She gestured to the table. “Like with the salad, I had the light coming from behind so you can see the veins in the lettuce. But the soup needed light coming from above so you can see the reflection on the surface of the liquid. With the hamburger, I’ll probably have the light coming from behind so we’ll have some cool reflections on the plate and also have some translucency in the tomato…” Her deep eyes lit on his. “Sorry. I tend to get carried away when people ask me about taking pictures. Most people don’t realize how technical this all is.” Her laugh was melodious and sent blood rushing down to his groin.


He barely managed not to adjust himself around her and glanced at the staging area. “Very technical, I can tell.”


Her teeth nibbled her lower lip.


If she didn’t stop that, he’d do something to seriously embarrass himself.


“I’m boring you, aren’t I?” she said. “It’s just that you’re the first client to ask me questions. Most don’t care about the process, only the end result.”


His eyes stayed on her white teeth, which were still worrying that delectable lower lip. “It’s not boring at all.” Well, he wouldn’t go that far. It was a little boring. But the light in her eyes alone was reason enough to keep asking her questions. “This is all new to me. I just thought I’d be able to take pictures with my camera and send them to the magazine.”


“That’s what most people think. But you would have ended up with yellow food.” When he lifted a brow, she continued. “Light is very important to photographing food. If you don’t have enough light, the food in the picture will look yellow. Not very attractive to potential customers.”


He nodded his understanding even though the science of it still eluded him. “That makes sense.”


Elisa’s eyes roamed down to his mouth before she cleared her throat and picked up her camera again. Was she checking him out? Could he possibly be having the same effect on her that she was having on him?


“After you’re done, you should stay for something to eat.” Now, why would you go and say that? Isn’t it bad enough you’ve been staring at her ass, now you have to come on to her? “You’re taking pictures for us. The least you could let me do is feed you.” Okay, that sounded much more reasonable; not like you’re trying to hit on her while she’s doing a job for you.


She gazed at him over her slender shoulder. “I’ll have a Caesar salad with grilled chicken.”





TWO



ELISA SCOOPED HER FORK BENEATH a piece of soggy lettuce and tried not to stare at the man sitting across from her. She wasn’t even hungry, but the fact that an attractive man asked her to stay for a meal had her agreeing. Well, he was more than attractive. He was downright otherworldly. During her modeling days, she’d been up close and personal with some of the most handsome men on the planet. Had any of them made her heart go all pitter patter and her mind conjure up images it shouldn’t have? That would be a negative.


Brody was what Elisa considered a double threat. Not only did he have devastating looks, but he had an engaging personality to go along with it. When the chef had dropped off her salad, Brody had eyed it like it had worms and said she should be adventurous and eat a burger. Then she said she’d been adventurous enough that morning with the cinnamon roll she’d eaten. The comment had earned her a wicked grin, causing a shallow dimple to appear in his left cheek.


Brody could do some major damage if a woman wasn’t paying attention. Fortunately for her, she had both her eyes wide open.


“So, why food?” he asked after taking a sip of his water.


She paused with the fork halfway to her mouth. “Because you asked me to stay for a meal.”


Another slow grin broke across his face. “Why photograph food?”


Before answering, she slid the fork in her mouth and tried not to wince at the amount of dressing weighing down the lettuce. “I started off photographing landscapes, which is my real passion. If I could, I’d be out there right now taking pictures of anything in nature. Then I realized the world does not need another generic landscape photographer. So I got into food. It’s more lucrative.”


“When you say you’d rather be out taking pictures of nature, what does that mean exactly?”


She pursed her lips and thought about her answer. “Spending time indoors and taking pictures of food was never my ultimate dream.” She gestured toward where she’d snapped pictures earlier. “I mean, I love being behind a camera no matter what, but…” She lifted her shoulders. “It’s just not what I imagined myself doing.”


“So, what happened? Why aren’t you out there taking pictures of sunsets, or whatever?”


His question made her grin. “When I first got into the field, I was. But landscape photography is extremely competitive. And although I loved what I was doing, I wasn’t making enough money. I needed to switch my focus to something more practical.”


Brody tilted his head to one side. “So, if you could you’d be out traveling the world with your camera?”


Was that disappointment she heard in his voice? And if so, why did that make her happy? “Absolutely. When I first got started I traveled the U.S. to build my portfolio. My ultimate dream is to photograph a collapsing ice shelf in Alaska or a migrating heard in Africa. If I could get my photos published in Time Magazine or National Geographic, I would die a happy woman.” She pushed her food around her plate before stabbing a piece of uncharred chicken with her fork.


He stared back at her with admiration coloring his spectacular eyes. “You sound like you’re a woman who knows what she wants.”


“I am.”


When he shifted in the booth, his leg brushed hers. The heat coming off him was palpable.


“If you’re half as good out in nature as you were in here, I’d say you could make a good career for yourself.”


His compliment warmed her in a way nothing had in a long time. Why did his approval mean so much to her? “Most people don’t realize how scientific and professional photography is. It can take hours to get one good shot.”


Brody glanced at the dining room, now put back together. “Yeah, I noticed that.”


The dry humor in his deep voice didn’t go unnoticed on her part.


As he took a sip of his water, his stormy-gray eyes burned into her over the rim of the glass. Something close to butterflies skittered around her stomach at the way he looked at her, as though his mind had conjured a naughty fantasy involving the two of them. Damn, she’d just met the man, and already he had her hormones in disarray.


And Elisa had never seen eyes quite that shade before. They couldn’t really be considered blue; they were too light. The penetrating gaze accompanied by hair as black as her own made for a knee-weakening effect she wasn’t used to, nor was she comfortable with. She’d only met the man a few hours ago, and she already felt like she wanted to come out of her skin.


With his eyes still on hers, he lowered the glass and wiped a bead of moisture off his lip.


His gaze ran over her face, then dropped down to her plate. “You’re not eating much of your salad. Is part of being a health freak not eating a whole meal?”


Elisa followed his attention to her meal. Let’s see, drenched lettuce, overcooked chicken, and questionable tomatoes? She’d done the salad more justice than it deserved, which was a shame considering the one she took a picture of had been damn near immaculate. This one looked like it’d been thrown together by a six-year-old.


“Well,” she started, not sure how to tell Brody the meal was subpar. “Would you like me to be honest?”


He lifted a hand off the back of the booth in a please-do gesture.


“The salad’s not that good. There’s way too much dressing and the chicken is overcooked. Quite frankly, it’s almost inedible.”


One of his large hands pressed against his chest. “Wow. Don’t tiptoe over my feelings or anything.”


She picked up her water glass. “You asked me to be honest. I didn’t think I’d be doing you any favors by lying.”


Something darkened those beautiful gray eyes. “Trust me, you wouldn’t be. Believe it or not, I appreciate the honesty.”


Elisa pulled in a breath and pursed her lips. “I didn’t want to say anything at first, but the food he brought out for the shoot looked amazing.” She picked up her fork and pushed at the lettuce. “Not at all like this.”


Brody drummed his fingers on the leather booth. “Travis has a bit of a problem with consistency. It’s something we’re working on.”


“I’ve photographed a lot of food over the past few years, and he definitely shows some promise. It might be an age thing. How old is he?”


“I think he’s a few years younger than me.” Brody ran a hand over the dark stubble on his chin. “Twenty-seven, twenty-eight maybe.”


So Brody was older than she was. He looked about her age, but she was twenty-eight so he had to be at least thirty or thirty-one. “He’ll get there,” she said. “Maybe he just needs some more experience.”


“Maybe,” Brody muttered while staring at a point over her shoulder. “I’m sorry about the meal. Every diner deserves top quality. Not…” He lifted a hand toward her dish. “That.”


She dropped her attention to the salad. “To be honest, I wasn’t that hungry.”


Her heart tattooed against her rib cage while his eyes continued to burn into hers. Oh yes, Brody could very well be dangerous to her and the quiet life she’d built for herself. Elisa wasn’t inexperienced or anything, but she generally stayed out of the dating scene. After her last disastrous relationship in college, she’d placed a nice little bubble around herself so as not to experience anything like that again. She had her quaint house big enough for just her and her photography. That was all she needed to be happy, thank you very much. The man sitting across from her had the potential to send all that to hell in a handbasket. It might be a fun ride down, but she’d been there and had no desire to go again.


“So, why’d you agree to stay if you weren’t hungry?”


His bedroom voice pulled her out of her thoughts. Yes, why had she? Because he was nice to look at? Okay, way more than nice. So, she’d succumbed to the chemical reaction he had on her. Big deal. She could hardly say that to him, though.


I just wanted an excuse to look at you because you’re so darn good looking.


Yeah, probably not a good thing to say. But it was all she had. So she lied.


“I guess I wanted to taste some of the food that looked so good.”


He tilted his head to one side. “Except it wasn’t that good.”


Her teeth plunged into her lower lip. “Well, no. But if Travis can make every dish like the ones I photographed, then you guys are all set.” When Brody didn’t respond she added, “You’re not sure, are you?”


“That’s a terrible thing, isn’t it?”


Elisa glanced at their surroundings. The place had been well decorated, she’d give him that. The plethora of sport-themed photographs was a nice touch and added a homey feel to the place. The rumor mill around town said that the Golden Glove had a tendency to get a bit rowdy, which kept away most families. Elisa didn’t have a hard time picturing that as she ran her eyes across the long bar on the other side of the restaurant. As she’d told Brody, she’d never been here, partly because of the name the place had made for itself. Not that she’d tell him that. She had the sneaking suspicion the Golden Glove was his baby. With the steady downhill descent of the restaurant, Brody had to be racking his brain about how to bring the place back to glory. And she could begin to imagine the stress he must be under. As the general manager, the ultimate responsibility of the restaurant landed squarely on his shoulders. Having a spread in a local magazine was a start. The key, however, was having at least a three-star chef in this little town. Was Travis one of those? Elisa wasn’t convinced.


“I wouldn’t say it’s terrible,” she answered. “You’re cautious, as you should be.”


His mesmerizing eyes narrowed at her. “What exactly have you heard about this place?”


“Nothing bad,” she assured him. “Well, I heard the food isn’t as good and it’s not as family friendly as it was a few years ago.”


“That’s kind of bad.” The smile creeping along his kissable mouth had her toes curling in her too-pointy shoes.


Just remember the bubble.


What kind of person was she? First she told him the food wasn’t good, after they’d prepared it for her, then she told him his restaurant had a bad reputation? Maybe she should have declined his invitation so Brody wouldn’t feel the need to go hang himself.


She reached across the table and placed her hand on top of his. Her first thought was how big and warm he was. His fingers were long and thick and felt oh-so-nice beneath hers. Way too nice, actually. She pushed the thought aside. “It’s nothing that can’t be fixed. Photo shoots like this are a good way of getting a place back on its feet.”


Big mistake touching him. His big, warm, hard hand was a quintessentially male thing that Elisa had fallen victim to in her youth. The veins beneath the surface of his skin pressed against the inside of her palm. Her index finger actually itched to trace each vein over his hand and up his arm until she reached his shoulder.


Okay, time to leave. She needed to leave now.


Brody left his palm under hers. “I’m sorry about the meal.”


Reluctantly, Elisa removed her hand from his. “It wasn’t that terrible. The nonburned pieces of chicken were actually pretty good.”


“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” The smile that had been playing across his mouth grew wider.


The butterflies from earlier returned and danced all over her stomach. When was the last time she’d reacted this way to a man? Like she wanted to crawl across the table and settle herself on his hard thighs.


She found herself smiling along with him. “That’s the general idea, yes. Is it working?”


He waited a second before answering. “That depends on whether or not you’re willing to come back.”


Remember the part about leaving? Now would be a good time to do that.


Oh, but how could she leave this booth when the man across from her stirred things inside her she’d never felt before? Why would she deny herself that? Yes, it was smart to protect herself, which she worked very hard at.


Brody glanced at his silver watch. “Not that I’m trying to rush you or anything, but I have to get back to work. How about I walk you out?”


The invitation sounded so much more seductive than it should have been. As though walking her out would turn into some forbidden tryst that would leave her boneless.


And what if it did? You know you’d jump at the opportunity. You’re already lusting after him.


On the other hand, Elisa needed to tread carefully. If the opportunity to travel the world for a major magazine presented itself, she’d take it in a heartbeat. How would that work if there was a man in her life? A man she could easily develop some very deep feelings for?


Simple answer: It wouldn’t work.


Perhaps she could indulge herself just this once. After all, it’s not like he was down on one knee. He was doing the chivalrous thing by escorting her to her car. What harm was there in that?


“Okay,” she found herself saying.


He led her outside, and she didn’t protest when he placed a hand on the small of her back. Not only didn’t she oppose, but she kind of liked it. Liked it a lot, actually. His touch made her bones feel all gooey, and a warm feeling skittered up her spine. And was he walking so close to her on purpose? Because she swore she could actually smell him—some kind of woodsy bar soap that was nothing but cleanliness and masculinity.


Low-lying clouds drifted across the sky in the gentle breeze and hid the sun. Wind in Wyoming could often be an issue, especially in their area. At times it blew nonstop and often posed problems when she went out to take pictures. Luckily today it was pretty tame. With the low winds and cloud cover, it was actually a pleasant day.


Elisa led Brody to her compact SUV, parked on the side of the building. Before lunch, she’d taken the time to load all of her equipment in the back of the car.


“When I get home, I’ll upload the photos to my computer and put together a proof sheet for you. From there, we will go over the pictures together, choose what you want, and then they have to go to the magazine for approval.”


He nodded his understanding, even though he looked like he wasn’t interested in their conversation. Elisa could safely say that he looked interested in something, just not what she was saying. He tilted his head and dipped his gaze downward, touching every part of her until she felt exposed. How could a man have the ability to make her feel naked? And why did she like it so much?


“Okay,” he said noncommittally, as though he were commenting on the weather. He took a step closer to her, but she didn’t back up, mostly because he smelled so damn good. “What do I have to do to get you to come back here? I’ll even cook the meal myself.”


The huskiness of his voice bushed over her skin and left her breathless. A man hadn’t come on to her like this in a long time. Oh sure, they flirted with her. But this was more than flirting. This was outright seduction. The tone of his voice held all sorts of promises, the kinds of promises that led to screaming.


For a moment she couldn’t say anything, because she was literally speechless. Not only was Brody gorgeous, but he was so easy to talk to. He was the kind of guy she could spill her guts to, tell things she hadn’t shared with anyone. She ought to say no. She really wanted to. No, needed to. But jumping into a relationship with him could be exhilarating at the very least.


Then what happens when you leave?


As she’d told him earlier, her ultimate dream was to travel the world and capture some of its wonders through her camera. Life in Trouble was nice… but lacking. In her mind it had always been temporary, until that one dream job came along.


Until now.


With Brody standing in front of her, smelling so good, big and wide and so masculine, it didn’t seem all that lacking.


“Just for drinks,” he continued when she hadn’t accepted his invitation. “You don’t even have to eat anything. Because after that meal I wouldn’t blame you.”


She giggled despite the tension humming through her body. Just do it! Go out with him and have all sorts of wicked sex.


And then he touched her. If she thought herself incapable of speech a second ago, now she was practically paralyzed. She just stood there like some fool while he cupped her cheek with one warm hand. His hand was callused but felt divine on her skin. He rubbed his thumb in small circles over her earlobe. She’d never thought of her ear as an erogenous zone, but her eyes almost rolled back in her head. Had any man ever paid such attention to her ear before?


She sucked in a sharp breath when he skimmed his thumb just along the edge of her jaw.


“You think you can stay away from me, but you can’t,” he stated in a low voice. “Even if you don’t come back here, we’ll see each other again.”


She barely managed to peel her tongue off the roof of her mouth. “Is that a warning?”


He stepped closer and bent down so his lips were against her ear. “Just a promise,” he whispered.


Without another word, he sauntered away as though pleased with himself for throwing her off balance.


The rapid ticking of the egg timer echoed in the quiet darkroom. A steady stream of water ran from the faucet and cleansed the photo paper resting in the holding tank. Cleaning the paper of the chemical it just sat in would take thirty minutes. Elisa used the time to mix some new chemicals for her next batch of photos.


Since the digital age, developing your own photographs was becoming a lost art. No one used film cameras anymore. Even she didn’t use them that much, except for her landscapes. Why would people use film cameras when they could take the pictures and immediately upload them to their computer? Why waste all this time mixing, stirring, cleaning, scraping, and in the dark no less? Honestly, there was nothing more therapeutic for Elisa. In her darkroom, it was quiet. She was alone. Nothing but her and the photos—photos she’d captured with her camera and created on paper. The best part of the developing process was being able to watch the image appear on the paper, the fruits of her labor slowly emerging before her eyes. The results gave her satisfaction like nothing else could.


Plus being in her darkroom gave her time to think, which she did a lot of.


The meal she had at the Golden Glove a few days ago might not be worth remembering, but the man she ate with was. His deep voice, like magical fingers caressing all her sweet spots, had been inside her head since departing from him. Like a forbidden promise she had little will to deny. He could be very dangerous if she spent too much time with him. His smile alone could chip away at the protective barrier she’d built around herself. Would he be worth coming out of that shell for?


You think you can stay away from me, but you can’t.


She’d thought Micah had been worth it. After that fiasco, she’d gotten back to reconstructing her life, this time taking extra care to keep herself even more protected. But a friendship would do no harm, would it? Brody had asked her to come back. Then proceeded to make her pulse race and give her erotic dreams. Would it really hurt her to eat out every once in a while? There had to be something on the menu worth eating.


However, once the photos got sent to the magazine, she had no reason to see him again. Unless it was on her terms. That she could do. Plus she deserved a little eye candy every once in a while. And why not a date? She hadn’t made it a priority since moving to Trouble, since she’d wanted to focus on her career. Some women would consider a few years to be a major dry spell. Elisa considered herself career driven. If the right guy came along, she’d go out with him. However, although she loved Trouble, there didn’t seem to be that many eligible men here.


The metroplex of Dallas/Fort Worth, where she’d gone to school at Texas Christian University, had plenty of young men for her to choose from. But Elisa had never really been at home in Texas. Years before her parents’ deaths, they’d taken a driving trip through the West to see the countryside. They’d explored Wyoming and had stopped in Trouble for lunch. After college and her parents’ deaths, there had been nothing to keep her in Fort Worth—just the memories of the family she used to have. On a whim, she’d packed her things and relocated from north Texas to southern Wyoming. Unexpectedly, there were things she missed about Texas: the breathtaking sunsets and blue sky that went on forever and ever. But Wyoming had its own beauty, and Trouble was a rare gem of a small town that could hardly be found across the U.S. Very quickly, she’d fallen into a pleasant routine, bought a house, and had been working on her photography. All in all, she’d never been happier. Even if she knew she’d leave in a heartbeat if the right job offer came along.


All it would take would be a phone call from her former college professor, who’d also been her mentor, asking her to accompany him on a shoot. Professor Samuel Harper had been her advanced digital photography teacher and had previously traveled the world shooting for some of the biggest magazines, including National Geographic. Some of his work had hung in his classroom, and Elisa had fallen in love with it immediately. He’d displayed some of his most spectacular work, such as snow blowing off the peak of Mount Everest, and the migration of gray whales in Alaska’s Nelson Lagoon. The man was an absolute genius behind the lens, and Elisa had known she’d wanted to be just like him.


Right after graduation, he’d pulled her aside and had given her the best piece of news she’d ever heard.


“Sometimes, if the right offer comes along, I’ll go on an assignment for National Geographic,” he’d told her. “And if they’re generous enough, they let me bring a team with me. If and when that happens, I’ll give you a call.”


Too stunned to speak, Elisa had just shaken her head in disbelief. “You’d do that for me?”


He’d placed both hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eye. “You’re an incredibly fast learner and one of the most talented photographers I’ve seen in a long time. I’d bring you with me in a heartbeat.”


Only once since then had he called her. It had been for a shoot in Australia, covering the Ningaloo Reef. To her ultimate frustration, the timing hadn’t worked. She’d already purchased nonrefundable tickets to see her brother during the time when Professor Harper needed her to go. She’d been so torn over her inability to pursue her dream. But Marcello had been and always would be more important than anything. She didn’t regret the decision to travel to South America to see her little brother, because she so rarely got to see him.


Despite that, she still held out hope she’d hear from her old teacher, inviting her to globe-trot for National Geographic.


After mixing the fixer solution, she placed it on her supply shelf and waited for the photo to finish rinsing. When she first started working in a darkroom, she made the mistake of being impatient and leaving the room during the rinsing process. Even the tiniest filter of light would cause a photo to turn gray. Nothing was more disappointing than watching a picture, which she’d worked painstakingly on to get just the right angle, turn gray. Gray pictures didn’t sell. Gray pictures ended up in the trash. She’d thrown away a lot of gray, streaky, and spotty photos over the years. Not only was it disheartening; it was an incredible waste of supplies. Things like paper and solution weren’t cheap.


When the thirty minutes was up, Elisa shut the water off, grabbed the paper by the corner, and hung it on a drying clip. Then she ran a small sponge over the photo to remove excess water. When the whole process was finished, she had a breathtaking shot of the moon edging just above a ridge of foothills. It had taken her a long damn time to get this. Each evening she’d go out, hoping to catch the moon at just the right time. To her disappointment, the sky would either be too light or she would arrive too late. In her mind, she knew exactly what she wanted and would settle for nothing less.


Brilliant daylight pouring in through the windows practically blinded her when she left the darkroom. Elisa was just about to pick up the phone and make her weekly call to her brother when the doorbell rang. She swung the door open, and on the other side stood one of her neighbors, Kelly. Whenever Elisa thought of Kelly, images of Tinker Bell flashed through her mind. The other woman was five foot four at best and sported a spiky hairdo that made her look like she was about fifteen. Elisa’s trained eye always spotted professionally done hair. Every varied shade of blond woven into the pixielike cut wasn’t cheap.


“Hi,” Elisa greeted her visitor. She stepped back and let the other woman enter.


Painted red toenails encased in silver-jeweled sandals stepped over the threshold. Elisa led Kelly into the kitchen.


“Would you like something to drink?” she asked the other woman.


“No thanks.” Kelly grabbed her sunglasses off the top of her head and dropped them in her snakeskin bag. “I came by to ask you a huge favor. I wasn’t interrupting your work, was I?”


Elisa shook her head and took a seat at her farmhouse-style breakfast table. “I just finished up.”


Kelly’s jade green eyes danced around the room and landed on some pictures. “Are those your latest pictures?”


Elisa followed her attention to the black-and-white photos propped on the mantel. “Yeah, I did those a few weeks ago.”


“This one is stunning.” Kelly picked up a photo of an old windmill.


“That one took me all day to get.”


Kelly glanced at her. “All day? For a windmill?”


“I needed the right light,” Elisa answered with a shrug. “You can have it if you want it.”


“Really? How much to you want?”


Elisa had given Kelly several pictures over the past year, and the woman still tried to give her money. “I do those for fun. Just take it.”


Kelly’s eyes lit up with delight. “Thanks. I think I’ll frame it and put it in Colin’s office. He loves this stuff.”


Elisa waited until the other woman joined her at the table. “So how’s it going?”


“Not so well, actually.” Kelly’s fingers ran over the edges of the photo. “My mother fell this morning and broke her hip. She has to have surgery. And since she lives alone and has no other family except me, and Colin can’t take a lot of time off work, I have to go and stay with her for a while and take care of her, at least until we can find a live-in nurse. Then we’ll probably have to start researching places for her to live.”


“I’m sorry. That’s never an easy thing to do.” Elisa’s parents died before she had to make that kind of decision. Her heart squeezed painfully whenever she thought of the emptiness their deaths had left in her life.


Kelly fingered her pearl earring. “She’s getting up there in years anyway—she had me when she was older; I was a surprise baby. And she hasn’t been moving around that well. I don’t know if she’ll be able to walk after this.” Sorrow darkened her eyes. “Colin left first thing this morning, but can’t stay there for more than a few days. I had some things to do before I head out there this afternoon. My dilemma is Tyler. I can’t take him out of school that long, and his dad can’t get off work that early to pick him up.”


Kelly hardly ever brought up the subject of her ex-husband. All Elisa knew was that Kelly had divorced the man a few years ago and had joint custody of Tyler.


“Do you need me to pick him up and take him somewhere?” Elisa had been around the boy a few times. Hair as blond as his mother’s was always a bit too long so that it curled just over the top of his ears. Mother and son were equally well mannered and soft spoken.


Kelly twisted her wedding ring around her finger. “That’s the other thing. No one he’s comfortable with is home during the day. There would be no place to take him. Since we live so close together and he’s used to walking anyway, I was hoping you’d be okay with him walking here after school and hanging out for a few hours. It would only be for a few hours after school during the week. And it would only be for a few weeks, a month tops,” Kelly rushed on as though she suspected Elisa would object. “And I would be happy to pay you.”


Elisa shook her head. “I don’t want your money, Kelly. You have enough to deal with.”


“Please let me. It would be the least I can do.” The pleading look in Kelly’s green eyes told Elisa she wouldn’t accept anything less.


“We can talk about that later,” she replied.


Though she’d met the boy on a few occasions, she didn’t really know him that well. He always called her Senorita Cardoso because he’d heard her say something in Portuguese once and mistook it for Spanish. The nickname had been given so innocently, Elisa hadn’t had the heart to correct him. A sweet smile always lit up his green eyes when he addressed her that way.


“Would Tyler be okay with that? He doesn’t know me that well,” Elisa added.


“I’ve already talked to him and he seemed to be pretty excited.” Kelly leaned forward over the table. “Just between you and me, I think he’s sporting a little crush on you. Something about the whole foreign-language thing has him intrigued.”


Ah, youth. A giggle bubbled up in Elisa’s throat. “Maybe I’ll teach him some Portuguese while he’s here. We could have our own secret language.”


“Just don’t teach him any curse words. His dad would kill me.”


Elisa couldn’t help but ask. “Speaking of Tyler’s dad, would he be okay with Tyler being here?”


Kelly leaned back in her chair and lifted her eyes to the ceiling. “Trust me, he’ll be okay with it. The hard part will be talking him into leaving work a little early. He has a habit of disappearing sometimes.”


Was that resentment Elisa heard? Without any information on the man Kelly was once married to, it was difficult to make an assessment. Maybe he was a workaholic who ignored them, and that’s why Kelly divorced him? Or maybe he’d cheated? Kelly was around Elisa’s age, so she could only guess that she’d been young when she’d had Tyler. She could imagine a scenario in which she and Tyler’s father had married out of obligation.


“If you’re sure everyone’s okay with it, I’d be happy to help.” Plus Kelly had come through for Elisa big time when she’d been in a major predicament. About six months ago Elisa’s car had been making a funny noise, which had landed it in the shop. Turns out the thing had needed a major repair, and the mechanic had needed to keep it for three days. Unfortunately they hadn’t had a loaner car, and Elisa had needed transportation to get to a photo shoot for a recurring client. Kelly had swooped in and saved Elisa’s backside by lending her her car. She’d told Elisa to use it for whatever she’d needed. And she’d even driven Elisa back to the mechanic to pick her newly fixed car. For a long time after that, Elisa had tried to think of a way to repay the woman for her generosity. This was her chance.


Kelly’s slim shoulders slumped over in relief. “You are literally saving my life. If you wouldn’t be able to, I’d probably have to withdraw him from school then reenroll him after I got back. Then his dad would really kill me.” The woman turned her wrist over and gave her slender gold watch a glance. “I’m on my way over to talk to him right now. It’ll be fine with him, but if there are any snags I’ll let you know.” Kelly stood from the table and gathered the picture along with her purse. “My plane leaves at six, so I’ll pick Tyler up from school so I can explain things to him, then I’ll drop him off here. Oh, I almost forgot.” She pulled an envelope from her purse and passed it to Elisa. “This is my contact information just in case anything comes up. I also gave you the number for Tyler’s doctor and his dad’s cell phone number.”


Elisa felt for Kelly. It could not have been easy making a decision to put a parent in a retirement home. A lot of children must feel like they were letting their parents down by entertaining the idea of community living. Elisa’s heart went out to the woman.


“There’s just one thing,” Elisa started before Kelly let herself out the door. “There will be afternoons when I might have to go on a photo shoot or just out taking pictures. I just want to make sure it’s okay with you to bring him along. I wouldn’t feel right leaving him here alone.”


Kelly slid her aviator sunglasses over her green eyes. “As long as you don’t mind him tagging along. In fact, it might interest him.” Then, as if on second thought, she reached her arms out and wrapped Elisa in a tight hug. “I really appreciate this,” she whispered in Elisa’s ear. “I don’t know what I would have done.” She stepped back, retrieved a tissue from her pants pocket, and dabbed it beneath her sunglasses. “Sorry. I’ve never been apart from Tyler this long before, and it’s making me crazy.” She waved the wadded-up tissue in the air. “I mean, I know he’s in good hands and everything. I just can’t stand the idea of being three states away from him. Plus I’m so worried about my mom.” She made a mad dash to wipe away some tears that rolled below her sunglasses


“Don’t apologize,” Elisa replied, feeling heartsick for the woman. “I don’t have kids but I can imagine how you feel. Tyler’s dad and I will keep everything under control.” She closed the door after Kelly left. With no work to do, now was the perfect time to place a call to Marcello. He probably wouldn’t answer, but just hearing his voice on the answering machine was enough for her. Just as she was about to pick up the phone, it rang. Again.


With a groan of annoyance, she snatched it off the base and muttered a cheerful hello.


“Did I drag you out of your darkroom?”


The familiar voice on the other end sent a zing of excitement through her. “Professor Harper?”


“What have I told you, young lady?” he scolded in that typical way of his.


She grinned and sank to the couch. “Sorry, Samuel. It’s an old habit.”


“Hey, don’t mention it. Listen, I don’t have a lot of time to talk, so I’ll get to the reason I called. I’ve been offered a job by Time Magazine in Mongolia. They’re doing a piece on the nomadic shepherds who herd through the Mongolian steppes. It’s a huge job that I won’t be able to do on my own. Would you be up for that?”


Would she be up for that? This was only what she’d been waiting for since college. To shoot photographs in countries like Mongolia for Time Magazine was every photographer’s dream. How could she pass up an opportunity like this?


“Of course I’m up for it,” she replied. “When are you supposed to go?”


“Not until the end of summer. I wanted to give you enough time to update your passport, if you need to, and get all the necessary vaccinations. I also wanted to give you time to clear your schedule. The whole piece will take several months to complete. Will you be able to be gone for that long?”


Several months in Mongolia? Even if she had some pressing issue, she’d clear her schedule for this. She’d already passed up an opportunity with Samuel once. No way would she walk away from this.


“I’ll make it happen,” she promised.





THREE



THE SOUR, I-JUST-SUCKED-ON-A-LEMON look on Reginald Buchanan’s face didn’t lift Brody’s spirits. The man had ambled into the restaurant on legs so thick they resembled an elephant’s. The light blue polo tucked into black slacks was barely able to contain his round, sagging belly. His appearance alone told Brody that he’d been a food critic likely since leaving the womb. Martin, Brody’s father and the restaurant owner, had gotten a referral who said he had a habit of being one of the milder, more forgiving critics. Brody wasn’t sure he wanted a critic who was “forgiving.” After all, what good would that do them?


The situation had shown promise when Reginald nodded his bloated head and tilted one corner of his mouth in what Brody thought was a smile. That was after slurping his loaded baked potato soup so loudly, Brody’s stepmother, Carol, would have slapped the man upside the head. After that, the meal had taken a turn for the worse. His eyebrows, which looked like overgrown caterpillars, lowered in distaste after he saw the fried chicken. The man shoveled two impressively large bites into his mouth before shoving the plate away from him. The poor harried waitress endured grumbling and groaning from Reginald as she carted away his food.


Brody held out little hope for dessert.


“I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” Charlene muttered next to him. She’d been uncharacteristically nervous during their critic’s stay. In the past she would breeze past Brody, pat him on the shoulder, and say, “Don’t worry about it. It’s only one person’s opinion.” Okay, now they were working on their third, and things were not looking up.


“Maybe we should offer him a discount,” she suggested.


Brody’s gaze never left the critic’s table. “That would only look desperate.” Plus critics tended to frown on that sort of thing. They didn’t want to feel like they were being bribed into giving a good review.


The waitress hurried back to Reginald’s table and set down a berry cobbler à la mode. Reginald’s beefy fingers wrapped around a fork and attacked the dessert with gusto. The thing disappeared faster than gold in the Yukon.


Charlene glanced at Brody. “He seemed to like that.”


Brody snorted. “I think he likes all desserts.”


When the whole painful experience was over, the critic paid his bill and somehow managed to lever himself, after several attempts, out of his booth. Charlene offered him a professional, friendly smile and asked him to come back soon.


His response was a discouraging “Don’t count on it” muttered through lips bracketed by deep lines.


“He’s supposed to be forgiving?” Charlene asked, but Brody ignored it as he approached the waitress who’d served Reginald.


The young woman, Theresa, gathered the dessert plate and silverware in her hands.


“What did he say to you after eating the chicken?” Brody asked her.


“Trust me, you don’t want to know,” she answered.


He forced his voice to come out calm and not show the frustration and borderline hysteria bubbling inside him. “Yes, I really do.”


The girl turned her brown eyes to his. “He said it was too salty. In fact, his exact words were ‘I wouldn’t feed that to my dog.’ ” She held up a wad of cash. “But he gave me a decent tip.”


Brody managed to grace the waitress with a tight-lipped smile. “You did a good job handling him.” He left her to clean up and headed to the kitchen. There were some words that needed to be exchanged between him and Travis.


The chef was tossing pasta in a skillet, the noodles lifting up into the air without sliding over the edges and falling to the fire beneath them. “Is his highness finished with his meal?” Travis asked without taking his attention off his task.


“Yeah, he’s gone. The appetizer and dessert went well. The main course, however, is a different story.”


The muscles in Travis’s jaw hardened. “Theresa mentioned he didn’t like it.”


Chefs were temperamental creatures who tended to take criticism of their food personally. Travis was no different. If Michael had received feedback like that, he’d have chucked a meat cleaver across the kitchen.


Heat from the stove only exacerbated Brody’s rising body temperature. “Tell me you tasted the dish before you sent it out there.”


Travis threw him a borderline murderous look. “Of course I did. Either that guy’s taste buds are off or he was just having a bad day.”


So it was the critic’s fault? “No matter the guy’s mood, he’s now going to give an honest opinion about his experience. Which wasn’t good,” Brody added in case Travis didn’t seem to understand the severity of the situation.


The pan settled on the stove with a loud clang. Travis turned to face Brody. “Look, I tasted that dish and it was perfect. Get another reviewer in here and I’ll show you. Those other two clowns don’t know what they’re talking about.”


“Travis, when a possible customer is reading a review, they’re not thinking about whether or not a reviewer knows what they’re talking about. All they see is that this person had a bad experience. A bad review can have more of an effect on a restaurant than a good review can.”


The man turned back to his food. He picked up the pan and dumped the pasta dish onto a plate. “I’m fully aware of that.” Then he handed the plate over to Maria at the garnish station. Travis turned back to Brody. “I’ve already had the shit come down on me from your father.” The chef’s voice lowered a notch. “He said if this guy had anything negative to say, he’d fire me.”


Now, that was a real problem for both of them. Usually Brody took care of hiring and firing people. However, this was Martin’s place, and if he wanted to fire the chef, that was his prerogative. There’d be little Brody could do to stand in his old man’s way.


He pinned the chef with an aggravated look and forced his words to come out calm. “Your ass isn’t the only one on the line here, Travis. I have a son to think about.”


He left the kitchen and Travis to his work. When he’d first hired Travis, the man had been pretty good. The restaurant had just gotten rid of Gary and had been desperate to get someone back in the kitchen. Martin hadn’t been thrilled with the man and had compared his food to a low-grade buffet. Not a high compliment for a head chef. Fortunately for Travis, he was surrounded by excellent sous-chefs who did their best to cover up his inconsistent food.


Even though Martin hadn’t said so, Brody had a feeling Travis was his last chance. They may be father and son, but his old man was a hard-ass when it came to business. Brody had no doubt Martin wouldn’t hesitate to fire him if things didn’t pick up soon.
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Ready or not, here it comes..

ERIN KERN

Bestselling Autho!






OEBPS/images/9781455573936_c.jpg
ALONG
GAM
TROUBLE






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
ALONG
CAME
TROUBLE

ERIN KERN

OOOOOOOOOOOOO





