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  Rob van Horn is a hotshot sports journalist with an instinct for a headline.




  Taylor O’Brien is a basketball player with a checkered past and regrets.




  She’s not his type. He’s her best friend’s younger brother. When they clash over a




  bloody beef tenderloin, there’s more at stake than splitting the appetizer.




  When they go one-on-one on the basketball court Rob makes it clear to everyone




  that his tastes have changed—at least in women.




  There’s one little problem, an ex-husband who’s not what he seems, and a story




  that turns Rob into a bloodhound, with all clues circling back to Taylor.




  The more he digs, the more Rob finds that sometimes fate takes




  dinner and romance to a whole nother level...
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  One cannot think well, love well, sleep well, if one has not dined well.
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  Chapter One




  ––––––––




  Rob




  The maître d looked down his nose at me, which wasn’t really too hard seeing’s how I was on the height challenged side of six foot.




  “Do you have a reservation?” Pause. Heartbeat. Cue insolent sneer. “Sir.”




  “Uh.”




  Yes and no. My sister and her current husband made arrangements for us to meet here, at Che Snoot, for drinks, a light dinner and then off to see what the next Bob Fosse clone had thrown together for this year’s Tony Awards best musical.




  I’d had courtside at the Garden, a solo gig complements of the team manager and an old friend.




  There was the temptation to feign a fast acting flu but since hubby number four was a medical professional my darling sister would be sure to mention needles and a bracing elixir with Vicks or some other ungodly concoction and the jig would be up.




  Needles I could take. I wore big boy loafers.




  It was the Vicks ... did it every time.




  They were also in town just for the weekend, a second honeymoon. I knew better than to ask why they wanted to spend it with me, a sports journalist with Guinness in his veins, instead of on a round bed and a mirrored ceiling over in Pennsy. It was a nice time of year, just coming fall.




  If it had been me, I’d have opted for getting laid.




  Apparently Cordie had other priorities. I couldn’t speak to the neurosurgeon’s plans, having never met the man. Basically all I knew about him was he ran a lucrative fiefdom at Pittsburgh General and kept Cordie in a manner the first three hadn’t even come close to.




  “Sir?” The man actually looked a little frazzled. There was a line behind me, albeit it was still polite and non-committal. They had to be tourists. New Yorkers would have thrown me out on the sidewalk without a thought.




  Pre-show dinners required running a pretty tight ship. I wasn’t helping the cause.




  “I’m meeting a couple for dinner.”




  “Ah.” The magical pen appeared, conjured from an inner pocket. It was a nice Montblanc knockoff. I recognized it because I’d picked one up off a street vendor near the Post building last week.




  It leaked until it was dry and the cleaners said whatever they say in Chinese to mean you’re SOL. I still had it.




  “Is the reservation under their name?” He’d slowed down enough for me to realize he thought I was thick, you know, in that be kind to animals and retards way. I didn’t take offense. The truth was, it was like a trick question.




  He wanted a name. Geez, the pressure.




  Number one had been so far back in memory I’d been just a kid in short pants; hubby number two was Chaim, Cosmo, C-something; three ... now, him I remembered. Arnie, Arnie Clarkson. We’d gone to see Snakes on a Plane three times together, chanting—along with everyone else in the theater—“Enough is enough! I have had it with these motherfucking snakes on this motherfucking plane!”




  Cordie blamed me for that divorce.




  Squirming like I needed the little boys’ room, my eyes wandered to the ceiling, praying for inspiration. The man was going to pony up for a huge bar and dinner tab so it behooved me to do him the respect of fucking remembering his effing name.




  Oops. An intake of breath. A titter. A maître d on the edge of a coronary.




  Maybe I shouldn’t have thought that out loud.




  “Fec— Um, oh yeah, Finkelstein. Doctor. M.D.”




  You could cut the relief with a butter knife.




  Motioning me away from the podium and towards the inner sanctum, he announced regally, “Arturo will show you to your table.” With that he washed his hands of me and turned to the elderly couple next in line.




  Arturo was already mincing his way through a maze of knee knocker arrangements. Round tables outfitted in enough linen to sink a battleship, floating flowers, five hundred bucks an ounce carafes of Sicilian olive oil and silverware that looked like the real deal.




  Like most of the tony joints in town, this one was long, narrow and atmospheric. The wall to my right held asymmetric wine racks themed in white, red and you can’t afford it. The left was mirrored with some kind of leafy accents and the occasional Italian ceramic serving dish. The floor was wood, stained a dark walnut but buffed to a shine. Wall sconces and demi-chandeliers poured diffuse light throughout the small space.




  Seating capacity for most restaurants in the city revolved around high turnover. This one didn’t. That meant the menus came without prices and if you tried to skimp by skipping dessert you were one layer shy of a tiramisu.




  The back wall was also mirrored. It gave the setting a sense of vast inner space. It did not deaden the kitchen sounds or the obligatory warble of tenors in heat.




  Arturo glided to a halt by a table with place settings for four. I had almost forgotten about that.




  “Sir?” He graciously held the chair, making sure my back was to the mirror and facing anything incoming. Like my sister, and the M.D. with the eff-name.




  What that did was leave me and the staff arrayed with military precision behind me. To a man, they were short, dark and handsome if you were into smarmy and five o’clock shadow. Each sported a starched white jacket, tight black pants, pointy faux Italian boots and a linen napkin draped elegantly over the right arm. Said arm was clutched to six pack abs, ready to do my bidding.




  My bidding called for a single malt scotch neat, make it a double.




  I got red wine because sister dear had called ahead. Apparently the king of the fiefdom had very particular tastes. Arturo poured. He sniffed, I sniffed, then I twirled and I tried very hard not to think about where this ritual might have originated.




  I also tried not to think too much on the little SURPRISE my sister had pulled on me. One of her old sorority sisters was doing a stint at NYU, some kind of post doc I was guessing, and she’d been conscripted as my plus one for the evening.




  God forbid. Three seats, center, upper mezzanine simply wouldn’t compute. Instead of with three you get eggroll, she sucked up an extra seat and called it a date.




  I called it a setup and cried foul.




  Robbie, sweetie...




  Rob, it’s Rob. I’m not a kid anym—




  You need to get out. It’s been too long. We don’t like to see you...




  I’m fine, Cordie, really. I finally got my shit together. The job’s great. I don’t...




  Oh, hon, please, for me? I just know the two of you will hit it off.




  And she didn’t know anyone, I’d be doing her a favor and who knew...




  Knowing better than to ask what she looked like, I went for cagey, poking at whether or not we had the same interests...




  Like hot sweaty games of handball, ringside seats at the next welterweight smackdown, high-fiving with my boys in the Knick’s locker room. 




  The trouble with saying no to Cordelia van Horn cum Finkelstein was that she came with a Greek chorus of women intent on seeing me wedded, if not bedded. My mother, my other sister—Cordies’ twin, a younger niece and assorted cousins, all married, supposedly happily, all of them vowing to bring me back into the fold. I’d been once burned. To say I was gun shy wouldn’t be putting too fine a point on it.




  They’d all won the genetic lottery for fruitful loins and killer meatloaf. Their husbands were, to a man, rotund and content, well maybe except for the Fink. That was TBD.




  Robert van Horn was the Lone Ranger, satisfied with leaving them moaning ‘who was that masked man’ and dodging bullets. I figured, so long as I didn’t lose my hair or my thirty-two waist, my use-by-date was good for another ten years, maybe more if I was lucky.




  Arturo paused to refresh my wine glass, inquired after my health, and asked if I wanted to browse the menu. I said I’d wait for my party.




  Hesitant to admit I was marginally excited by having something in a skirt or nice linen slacks sitting next to me, smelling ... well, smelling better than me or anyone else I hung out with, maybe doing a little flirting ... it had a certain appeal.




  Though, maybe I shouldn’t get ahead of myself. My track record lately wasn’t something to write home about. I had no trouble with simpering or vacuous posturing or giggling—if and when it fell into my lap. But lately I was pretty much the job, and nothing but. Socializing meant sucking up to admins with agendas and stories and insider crap I wasn’t going to find outside of locker rooms or late nights at the bars catering to loud, obnoxious and hollow legged.




  I needed to make this work, otherwise no one would ever take me seriously again.




  Arturo hovered at my elbow. The thought crossed my mind he might be interested in more than my appetizer preferences, but then Cordie, a stout, balding man in his fifties and a Valkyrie floated to the table.




  Arturo did not try to hide his disappointment.




  Chapter Two




  ––––––––




  Tay




  “Tay, dearest, it’s just dinner.”




  Dinner and a show. With her baby brother, the one I remembered as a pimply faced jock, loose-jointed and gangly. The only thing holding him upright was a sack of testosterone and a boatload of ’tude.




  I wanted to say no in the worse sort of way but the words hung on my lips, settled uncertainly along the pursed ridge between I’m so fricking lonely I could die and I’d rather gouge my eyes out with a spork.




  The game changer came with my belly growling in dismay. Being poor and a student and living in a hovel of a walk-up with mostly pervs and druggies for neighbors did not make for elegant choices. For some, eating out was a luxury ... for me, eating was the luxury. Something my six-foot frame was showing signs of a definite lack of groceries.




  If my mom was still alive, she’d have hauled my sorry ass back down to Blacksburg, chillaxing me with grits and chitlins ‘n gravy, maybe her deep fried chicken with breading so dense it’d have sunk the Titanic, just on principle.




  One thing about Cordie, she might not have much patience with her husbands, but she knew better than to rush me when I pondered.




  I was good at pondering. It made me smart and cagey in the paint, but shite with relationships.




  Cordie humphed and reminded me we were on the clock.




  I grunted, “Where?”




  Okay, partial capitulation. I left the door open just in case we were talking Shephard’s Pie and a Guinness—I married a mick: that bad taste still lingered. The only thing that lingered. The sonofamuthu— left me high and dry with nothin’ but the clothes on my back, stranded in Milano. Not the one in Texas. The one in Italy.




  No job, no money...




  “Hon, it’s just dinner. And you haven’t met Fink yet.” Fink was Cordie’s third, maybe her fourth, and no ... I’d yet to meet the good doctor. She iced it with, “It’s that nice place we went to back when you played the Garden, do you remember it?”




  Oh yeah, the Italian upscale, to-die-for lobster ravioli in a sauce so light the plate nearly floated away. Olive-skinned waiters with dark, flashing eyes, an obsequious air and little white napkins placed just so on strong muscular forearms. Bending over to fill the crystal water goblets. Attentive.




  Gack!




  Italian was my second choice of things-and-places to avoid, but the prospect of chowing down on all that lusciousness was way more than my dignity and bad memories could bear.




  “I guess.”




  “See, I knew you’d come around.” She mumbled something to someone, probably the Fink, alerting him that it was a go and to shine up his Platinum card because any one of the tony bistros on West Forty-Sixth was going to spike a bill to rival the national debt.




  To her ‘should we swing by and pick you up?’ I demurred and made arrangements to meet them at the restaurant. Driving by my place would only leave the Fink and my best friend without tires, an engine block, and any and all electronics. Even a mini-Cooper was fair game, the chop-shoppers leaving the small stuff to their offspring for practice. I’d bet my collection of dead roaches that the Fink drove foreign and tasteful.




  Besides, I hastened to remind her, “Cordie, you don’t need to drive. You’re at the Millennium, right?” Mumbling ensued. Apparently my clueless friend hadn’t paid much attention; she had no idea where they were in relation to anything in mid-town Manhattan. “Oh,” followed by titters, “alright, love, we’ll meet you there.”




  The Fink was on the ball and said, loud enough for me to hear, that five-thirty-ish would work and don’t be late because the show started at eight-thirty and he still needed to hit the will-call window.




  The ‘-ish’ part of the plan would nail us between set-up and before theater rush, usually way too early to chow down in this town, but the doctor had a meeting the next morning so late night schmoozing and imbibing was off the evening’s menu. Which was fine with me. Trying to walk the streets after midnight did not appeal.




  Not without a tank and the 101st as backup. Being mocha-whipped with cornrows and an awesome wingspan wasn’t good enough to keep predators at bay. I was working on seeing to the protection angle with a few like-minded individuals, older guys who still remembered my salad days when I was hot shit with an even hotter hand and the threes fell like manna from heaven.




  I hated asking for an escort. I hated even more being left like roadkill down a dark alley. Swallowing bile along with my pride made for longevity in this city. If I was very, very lucky, I’d last long enough to finish up my degree and find a job doing what I loved best: being involved with women’s basketball programs.




  I had no aspirations for the top tier. Small, out-of-the-way colleges with passing interest in Title IX sports for women would do nicely.




  The cool thing about my parentage ... and I had no idea why that thought crossed my mind right that minute ... was that being is she or isn’t she opened doors, strangely enough.




  Cordie rang off with a ‘see you tomorrow, dearest, can’t wait, Fink is all atwitter with excitement...’ left me smiling and remembering better times, back when the world was still rabidly color-conscious but a cheeky socialite from Pittsburgh strong-armed her sorority into taking me on.




  I’m not sure Va Tech and my new sisters had ever been the same after that. Those ladies gave me perspective but, even better, they gave me the confidence to go after what I wanted without resorting to posturing and trash talking. And they kept me honest when the temptation to go outside the boundaries of my scholarship would have destroyed any chance at a career.




  Not bad for a poor girl from the backwaters of the Blue Ridge Mountains, with a daddy who made do with hard-scrabble farming on rock and determination, and a mother who scrubbed floors for the better-off living with pools and sculpted landscapes down on the flats.




  I missed them. The older I got, the more I realized what they sacrificed to get me to this point in my life. That I’d screwed it up big time was on my shoulders, not theirs.




  I owed them, and I owed Cordie. I didn’t like the ledger being so unbalanced. It’d never have suited Pa, though he’d kept his own counsel about such things. Not like Ma—she’d have holy-rollered me with the righteous good word and a reminder of what just do it meant in a world full of poor excuses.




  So if going to dinner and a show was a plus-one obligation to help a friend with her symmetry issues ... well, there were worse ways to spend the evening.




  Sipping the dregs of my cold cup of tea, I wondered how her younger brother had turned out. Guess I’d find out soon enough.




  Robbie van Horn had been a pain-in-the-arse wannabe jock, three, maybe four years younger than me. I’d only met him a few times when I’d gone home with Cordie over the holidays or spring break.




  Other than recalling shooting a few hoops with him and his sisters, I couldn’t conjure a picture of the boy to save my life.




  Now I was going to make nice, pass the salt shaker and pretend I liked musicals, pimping myself out for a meal and an obligation.




  I’d done worse, far worse...




  ****




  “Morning, Coach.” 




  He nodded in return and pointed to the racket. A man of few words. Which was a good thing. I’d skipped breakfast, again, in order to beat feet to the gym, part of my get-back-in-shape fitness program after letting myself blossom to a size blotto post Michael O’Brien.




  “O’Brien?”




  I still cringed at the name but it was easier to keep it and not admit I’d faffed away a mega-bucks deal on a sweet contract to follow a silver-tongued snake oil salesman around the continent.




  You don’t have to marry young to marry stupid.




  “Gonna hand you your ass in a sling, girlie, if’n y’all don’t get yore mind in the game.” Coach was slathering on the shugah, teasing me with memories of down-home and warm welcomes. It could have made me sad and morose but instead his wide grin and dark-eyed deviltry were guarantees to bring me out of whatever funk I’d slid into.




  And funk was exactly my state of despair, served up with a side of regret and a desperate urge to find a non-lethal illness that a brain surgeon might not ever have heard of.




  The odds for that were about as good as me beating the mountain taking up more than his half of the middle of the court. Racquetball was not my thing and it showed. Even with a reach that nearly brushed the walls, it did little against nearly six-five wearing two seventy like Twiggy on a diet.




  Coach was big, in a cast a shadow like the dark side of the moon big, but without anything resembling an extra ounce of body fat. My BMI was an embarrassing twenty-four, on the high side of normal but stratospheric compared to my lean, mean point guard dimensions.




  That made me, at an even six foot, thin and flabby. And thirty-eight years old.




  As if reading my mind, Coach chuckled and said, “It’s just a number, babe.”




  I mouthed eff-you and set to with a solid whack of the racket. Game on.




  Like dark and milk chocolate, we sauntered arm-in-arm to the corner Starbucks.




  “Not on your game, darling. Wanna talk about it?”




  “No, well...”




  He frowned and muttered, “Me and the missus don’t much like where yore holed up, hon. We got that extra bedroom, and the offer’s still on the table.”




  “Ah, Sam, you know I can’t.”




  “Or won’t. Yore folks, they’d want this for you.” He was going to remind me of our shared family heritage but thought better of it.




  Sighing, I sipped at the white chocolate latte indulgence that Coach always treated me to after our workouts. I’d considered the offer more than once, but I’d been a leech, a parasite ever since my ignominious return from Europe. It was long past time to be accountable, to find my own way and stop relying on the kindness of family and friends to see me through the tough times.




  I said, trying to convey as much gratitude as I could without bursting into tears, “You’ve done enough, getting me into the program.” And seeing to financing without committing me to years of grad student servitude. If I was lucky, I’d graduate with at least a few years of useful career life left to me.




  Knowing he wasn’t going to get anywhere with me, but not giving up, he offered, “How about coming for dinner tonight. Marie’s been asking after you and with the kids gone, she’s been out of sorts. Do her good to cook for more than just me.” He patted a flat belly and grinned.




  Oh mercy, an excuse! I could lie through my teeth...




  Oh Cordie, I’m so sorry but I have this thing.




  I forgot all about...




  I wish...




  But the Fink had already purchased the theater tickets and it wasn’t fair to put him and his wallet on the sunk cost side of the equation.




  See, Cuz, those finance courses are sinking in.




  Wistfully, I nodded my thanks and told him about Cordie and the Fink, leaving off the plus-one because he’d tell Marie and she’d be all over that like white-on-rice.




  A childless divorcee in the Big Apple nearing the watershed of forty was a challenge and an opportunity for the empty nesters in my acquaintance.




  I did just fine and dandy making mistakes all on my lonesome. Having a phalanx of black yentas on my tail wasn’t going to improve my grade point average or get me where I wanted to go.




  I liked being alone, being accountable to just me. The loneliness sucked lemons but everything had a price.




  Sam gave me a bear hug and made me promise to come over soon, then turned left to head to his office. I watched him meld into the heavy stream of tourist traffic and felt the first of many frissons of fear about the upcoming evening.




  And for the first time, in ... like, forevah ... I worried about what to wear.




  The cell buzzed. I checked the text message.




  Wear flats.




  Uh-oh.




  Chapter Three




  ––––––––




  Rob




  Arturo harrumphed as Cordie and the Fink approached. Half of my brain registered that my oldest sister actually looked happy instead of simply well-groomed and petulant.




  Sis had married often and well, the partings amicable, mostly, and the settlements generous. But unlike the rest of the distaff portion of our clan, she’d rolled the dice in the emotional lottery, coming up sixes and sevens and it hurt. I didn’t need her twin, Cate, to tell me so.




  Of course, my peccadillos were the stuff of legend so anything I did, or didn’t do, was fair game. In some ways, of the whole brood, Cordie and I were cut from the same mold: cynical, closet romantics, loners with a hard-on for acceptance, but ultimately destined for rejection and disappointment.




  Way to go, Robert. Hop on the pity train when big Sis shows up beaming with happiness and sporting a Platinum Visa card on her arm.




  I should have been big enough to toodle past the misery loves company, and with another glass or two of that red wine under my belt, I’d give it a try.




  That was the half with commitment issues talking.




  I had a second half that was more left brain oriented, the one I used to analyze point spreads and keep track of double doubles. The Post had me locked into reporting on the pros but I had an enduring closet relationship with women’s basketball, especially at the college level. And there wasn’t enough currency in the world to convince me Gino didn’t walk on water or that Vivian didn’t part it.




  Which was why I got that tingle, the one that should start in the gut and swirl around, setting the fine hairs to full alert. The tingle that said game on or I smell a story. This one was different. It headed south, like a freight train. As Arturo hustled to lay claim to the rest of the party, forsaking me in favor of a sure fire hit in the wallet ala a tip, I lusted after that dangling linen napkin.




  Held just so, it would do a fine job of masking the happy to see you in my pants that was surprising the hell out of me.




  The Valkyrie wasn’t anywhere near my type, which at age thirty-five amounted to short, perky, young and willing. Even with the willing, it sometimes took a lap dance or two to fire up the synapses. Chalk it up to overwork, or boredom, or being high ... the fact of the matter was little Robert sometimes failed to show up to play. Tonight was different. I just couldn’t figure out exactly why.




  Maybe it was the way the woman moved. Loose jointed, like a natural born athlete. A lot of tall women hunched to hide their height. This Valkyrie wore her dimensions with a fuck the universe attitude.




  Kind of like my guys in the locker room.




  If she’d been, say ... fifteen years younger I’d have pegged her for WNBA, that’s how she moved—or conducted herself, depending on your school of thought, and in what decade you were born. When she reached to direct Cordie around to my side of the table for the air kiss, I caught a glimpse of a wingspan wide enough to have me creaming my jeans.




  Not that I was wearing jeans. That’s just an expression.




  Cordie whispered in my ear, “You’re a prince, Robbie darling,” and pinched my ass hard enough to make me jump.




  Hissing, “I’m not six years old, in case you haven’t...” then left off, realizing I was being had.




  I shook hands with Dr. David F. Finklestein, III, M.D. plus a slew of other initials that proclaimed him ready and willing to suit up not just himself, but also a boatload of robotics and a few dozen scrub nurses to tackle the next brain aneurysm.




  “Call me Fink. Everybody does.”




  He had a pleasant smile and looked to be in his mid-fifties with steel grey hair thinning on top, pince nez glasses and a waistline that appreciated my sister’s quite excellent cooking.




  Arturo glared in my direction, indicating with a subtle flip of the napkin that I was falling down on my host duties.




  That meant moving away from the shelter of the tablecloth into the spotlight of too much information regarding my interest in my not-a-date. I moved quickly to step behind her, gently nudging a very shapely derriere toward the seat and out of line of sight of what was straining my only pair of metrosexual wool pants. They were cut tight, with straight legs that snugged over the tops of Kenneth Cole motorcycle boot knockoffs.




  Cordie granted me a nod of appreciation. I’d topped off the outfit with her Christmas present, a Ralph Lauren contour hugging long sleeve Merino wool mock turtle that set her back five C-notes or better. I know because I found it in Bloomies when one of my then current squeezes had strong-armed me into a flyby on the jewelry counter.




  We broke up the next day.




  Concentrating on my sartorial splendor wasn’t doing squat to get the lady seated. Nimbly, she maneuvered away from the seat, narrowly avoiding Arturo, still hell bent on getting the party—and his tip—jump started.




  Holding out a hand she smiled, although given my obvious efforts to park and duck for cover, it might have been more of a grimace.




  “I’m Taylor O’Brien. Call me Tay.” Cordie tittered in the background, making noises about remembering Robbie. I ignored her in favor of shaking the proffered hand.




  Strong. Not just for a woman, for anyone.




  Large hands, rough pads, like she worked outside with them, without gloves. Capable. Nice enough to palm a basketball.




  I liked women who could handle balls, especially mine, but I preferred being able to look them in the eye.




  Taylor-call-me-Tay towered over me. Granted she was wearing heels with the black wool trousers, and they gave her a three-to-four-inch advantage, but even without them, she was tall enough to be a point guard. Six foot, easy.




  If I was scouting, and I was always scouting, Id’ say she had the look and feel of someone who could handle herself.




  My eyes had yet to move much past the satiny over-blouse nipped in at the waist. It showed off a gentle rise of hips and a still narrow middle for someone her age. Flat boobs, but then the blouse wasn’t doing much to accentuate her assets.




  I wasn’t trying to be a dick but little Robert was interested to see if the nipples might join the party so I gave a good long stare, using my height disadvantage as an excuse.




  God knows, I couldn’t possibly be forced to look up. But I did, straight into quizzical dark brown eyes, wide-set with elegant brows naturally arched, not tweezed into submission. Despite a hint of a glower indicating a wee bit of displeasure over my obvious inspection, the package went beyond nicely put together. What really aggravated that annoying tingle was that the whole picture was done artfully, without conscious effort. She had a natural grace, the adornments simple, without pretense.




  Girl next door with Big Apple sensibilities. And a cornrow ’do that gave her beautiful head a sculpted, elegant quality, along with a hint of sass.




  I couldn’t help being a jock with a splash of Clinton Kelly. My sisters and nieces would understand and never blink an eye, but prudence dictated I should keep my hobbies to myself.




  Miz Tay finally gave in and sat down. Being the Neanderthal in the group, I forgot to noodge the chair toward the table, leaving that task to Arturo who wore a mask of polite disdain over my social gaff.




  My point spread for flavor-of-the-evening was falling off the charts.




  ––––––––




  The Fink proved to be an excellent dinner companion, keeping the discussions to light-hearted vignettes about the operating theater—and who knew that mishandling scalpels could be such a hoot—all told tongue-in-cheek, with a self-deprecatory style that had all of us smiling, then laughing out loud.




  Cordie nearly melted with adoration. And I couldn’t say I blamed her. She’d waited a hell of a long time for this, for a chance at real love, not a make-do place setting or the theater-of-the-absurd drama that had consumed most of her adult life.




  They sipped the rather excellent red while I drained my glass and forced Arturo to abandon his questions about first courses to do an emergency refill. I assumed it was Bordeaux but, really, it could have been anything from grape juice on up the price spectrum. No one would ever accuse me of being a wine snob.




  Ales were my passion: dark, robust, stand a spoon upright, with a thick fragrant head kind of thing.




  Regarding the menu, the one without the prices listed, the Fink expansively offered the sky’s the limit so dearest Cordie immediately volunteered to chat it up with an obsequious Arturo. The man registered a ten on the smarmy scale as he leaned over my sister’s shoulder as she did a rapid tippity-tap on the plasticized menu with a freshly manicured fingernail.




  Nodding with enthusiasm, she and our waiter agreed on breaking tradition and putting together an antipasto robust enough to merit a celebration, selecting combinations not even the award-winning chef had thought of.




  Arturo grinned, made a few notes and scurried off.




  Taylor-call-me-Tay watched the proceedings, looking a bit like I felt—in over my head and sinking fast. Whether she was ruing the suggested pairings of calamari ala griglia with broccoli rabe in olive oil with roasted garlic and chillies or, like me, she was fairly nimble with numbers that went ka-ching, neither of us felt prepared to deal with the capolavoro di eccellenza culinaria italiana soon to grace our humble table.




  As luck would have it, we were seated boy-girl-girl-boy, leaving me next to my not-a-date and tongue-tied. Normally I wasn’t shy, having grown up with a pack of assertive women. I held my own, most days. Even when said dinner companion, by circumstance and not by choice, wore a bright neon not interested sign, I managed to accept it as the challenge it was. Sometimes I scored, sometimes I didn’t.




  Looking at Cordie, knowing tonight was her way of spreading the love she’d so recently discovered, I vowed not to be a total dork. I would make an effort, above and beyond eat and run.




  While Arturo and a squad of ranch hands busied themselves artfully arranging small boat-like white platters of bits and bobs of undercooked seafood, I put on my Prince Charming face, smiled brightly and said, “So my sister tells me you’re in school.”




  Wrinkling her nose at the punte di asparagi, she kept one eye on the grilled octopus and the other on my finger tapping an unconscious SOS on my wine glass.




  “Yes.”




  Yes, I’ll fight you to the death for a piece of that knubby flesh swimming with capers and cherry tomatoes, or ... yes, I’m in school. Or yes to something else.




  Hard to tell, and not the best of starts.




  One of the helpers graced my vicinity with bloody beef tenderloin covered with parmigiano shavings. Forgiving the gods of culinary science for fouling it with arugula and hearts of palm, I speared it with the outside fork and narrowly missed an opportunity for a quick foray to St. Luke’s emergency room for stab wounds.




  Miz Tay was as quick as I suspected and she wanted that bloody bite of meat as much as, maybe more than, I did. The forks squared off in an Italian standoff worthy of the Godfather.




  A gentleman would have relinquished all rights to the raw meat. I wasn’t a gentleman.




  Being a lefty gave me a slight advantage. I kept the impaled temptation in place and secured my fair share with a swift, deft slice across the grain.




  While Her Ladyship demurely slid the dripping bit onto her plate, I did a lift and drizzle across the dazzling white linen tablecloth, leaving a trail of shame.




  Cordie blanched and looked up at some point over my shoulder. Arturo was there, he had to be. Fortunately, the kitchen noises ramped up at that point, drowning out whatever the waitstaff was thinking sotto voce.
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