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Chapter 1

				Casey Gray stood on the doorstep until she’d gotten her emotions under control. When the door opened, she glanced around the Johnsons’ big living room, viewing the cacophony of chatter, Christmas music, cheerful lights, and people inside as if through a dark portal.

				Outside, the cool, humid darkness of a Southeast Texas winter night beckoned with a promise of starlight and solitude — and the postponement of a potentially humiliating confrontation.

				“Come on in, Casey. I’m so glad I ran into you today.” Merrick Johnson, a former classmate, pulled her inside. “Look who’s back in town, folks. Our famous local chef, Casey Gray.”

				Merrick’s azure-blue eyes and overdone friendliness hadn’t changed a bit, Casey observed, but her red-blond hair had been lightened to a silvery color, her makeup imitated a natural tan, and the slinky, black pajama-like outfit she wore enhanced both.

				An image of another pair of blue eyes the color of a cloudless winter sky, framed by thick, black brows and long, straight lashes filled Casey’s mind. The eyes smiled into hers, loving and eager. She made herself call up an image of those eyes as she had last seen them — narrowed, contemptuous, and angry.

				Casey smiled and nodded toward the few curious faces that turned her way. “Thank you for inviting me,” she said to Merrick.

				“Are you kidding? And turn down the chance to have a genuine French-trained chef cook for the crowd? I’d have to be crazy. The kitchen’s all yours.”

				Casey smiled. She was well aware that Merrick had invited her tonight for a purpose, so she’d made her plans in advance. She had once spent many happy hours cooking in the Johnson kitchen, and had used that fact to hint that Merrick’s guests might enjoy a special, freshly baked treat. Merrick had leaped on the suggestion.

				An enormous Christmas tree dominated one corner of the living room, designer-decorated with wooden country-style ornaments and red bows. Piles of gifts wrapped in green, red, and silver lay stacked beneath it.

				Casey pretended to admire the tree while using the toe of her shoe to open any cards she could reach for the one name she was interested in. When she found it, her heart contracted with an emotion that might have been pain or joy, or both.

				“I had no idea you were in town. Why didn’t you call me?” Bonnie Brite, a short brunette who had long been Casey’s best friend, rushed over to fling both arms around her.

				“When I got in, I went straight to the hospital and ran into Merrick.” Casey tossed back her shoulder-length chestnut hair and smiled. “She said you’d be here tonight.”

				“How is your grandmother? As soon as I heard she was sick, I hoped you’d come home.” Bonnie stepped back and stared at her.

				“She’s better, I think. I’m waiting to see Dr. Johnson in the morning.”

				“God, don’t you look fantastic,” Bonnie said. “Love that crinkly hairdo on you. And look at the little wool business suit. It’s too hot, even in winter.” Bonnie grabbed Casey’s arm. “Let’s go in the kitchen where it’s quieter. I’m dying to hear all about your job in New York.”

				Casey, who wanted to forget about her job in New York, said quickly, “I’m dying to hear all about the beauty shop. Believe me, it’s a lot more interesting.”

				“Hah. You know what it’s like around here. The biggest event of the year is the Rice Festival, and I didn’t even go this year. But I’ll tell you who did. Old Kalin McBryde was there, checking out the Rice Cooking Contest. If you want to know what I think — ”

				“I don’t.” Casey softened the words with a smile.

				“ — he’s still crazy about you,” Bonnie finished, unabashed.

				Casey followed Bonnie past several people she didn’t know despite having grown up in the small Southeast Texas town of Winnie.

				Strange, how she’d heard of Kalin McBryde all her life, thanks to Merrick’s bragging, but had never met him until he spotted her struggling to get her Rice Cooking Contest entries inside the Community Building her junior year in high school.

				“I don’t see anyone here I know,” Casey observed.

				“Is that so surprising? No one can kill a party, even her own, faster than Merrick. Do you know what they say about her at law school?”

				Casey could imagine it. “No.”

				“They claim she’ll single-handedly close down the Texas Bar Association with all her talk about her future greatness. You know. She’s going to be a great lawyer like her uncle, Walter McBryde, the great criminal attorney. She leaves Kalin out of her spiel now, for which I’m sure he’s grateful.”

				“Merrick’s okay,” Casey said, grinning.

				Casey banished memories of Kalin chasing her through this very room and catching her in the kitchen. “Dr. and Mrs. Johnson must have left the house to Merrick for the weekend. Look at that.” She pointed to the trays bearing an assortment of cheeses, chips, pickles, nuts, and sandwiches laid out on the dining room table. She added in tones of loathing, “Party trays. Sheer laziness on Merrick’s part. She ought to be ashamed.”

				“Spoken like a true professional. Can you really run a big restaurant by yourself, cooking and all?”

				“You bet. The first thing I’d do in here is pitch out all that garbage.” Casey led the way into the modern white kitchen. “Look at this wonderful equipment. Mrs. Johnson is a great cook, and Merrick never learned a thing from her.”

				“Merrick believes her brain is too good for anything domestic.” Bonnie dissolved into laughter. “And you’re right. Those trays are still full.”

				Casey opened the refrigerator and peered inside. “Look at that. Full of milk and eggs. The possibilities are endless.”

				“I can’t believe you.” Bonnie’s short, black curls quivered with mock outrage. “The living room is full of sexy young law students, and you’d rather be back here in the kitchen making something for everyone to eat. You haven’t changed a bit.” Her glare morphed into a grin. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

				“The only person I really hoped to see tonight was you. Stick around. I’m about to bless this gathering with something far more interesting than that excuse for party food in the dining room.” Casey straightened and smiled at her friend.

				Merrick entered with a good-looking, red-headed man. “Look who’s back, Clay. Casey Gray. Say, Casey, you never graduated from college, did you? What a shame. Dad always said you had a good mind.”

				Casey said, with enormous calm, “I graduated from International Culinary College in Baltimore, which was exactly what I had planned to do all my life.”

				“It’s a shame so many people think you’re ignorant unless you’ve been to college,” Merrick observed.

				Bonnie, who had become a licensed cosmetologist rather than a bachelor of arts or sciences, pressed her lips together and cast her gaze to the ceiling. The red-headed man glanced from Merrick to Casey with mild curiosity.

				Merrick added, “I wouldn’t have missed the college experience for anything.”

				“I’ve decided you’re right, Merrick. I think I’ll sign up for law school tomorrow,” Casey said, straight-faced.

				Merrick’s azure eyes, so like those of her cousin Kalin, went impossibly wide. “You want to go to law school? Do you have any idea what you’re talking about?”

				Casey looked at her hopefully. “I’m counting on you to set me straight. I figured that if I apply this week … ”

				Merrick, looking horrified, proceeded to set her straight, detailing a process that required about five years, upright ancestors all the way back to the American Revolution, and a mind like Einstein’s. Casey pretended great interest.

				“Anyway, if you still want to go to law school,” Merrick finished, “I’ll be happy to show you what courses to take in college to prepare yourself.”

				“I’d appreciate that, Merrick. It sounds like a lot of work, but I’m sure it’ll be worthwhile.”

				“It’s the best thing that ever happened to me,” Merrick said, in all earnest. She glanced at the large yellow kitchen clock. “Are you sure you have time to bake something?”

				“After culinary school I spent six months in Paris training under some of the top chefs. I’m fast. It’ll only take an hour.”

				“Have at it,” Merrick invited. “Mom always said you were wonderful in the kitchen.”

				Casey wasted no time in shedding her jacket and rolling up the sleeves of her creamy silk blouse. She tied on one of the voluminous aprons hanging on a hook beside the door and ignored Merrick and her male friend.

				The red-headed man, Clay, took a sudden interest. “You’re a cook?” He studied Casey from the top of her chestnut head to the tips of her high-heeled pumps. “You don’t look like any cook I ever saw before. Are you as good as Julia Child?”

				Casey smiled from the depths of a cabinet. “Wait and see.”

				Clay took his cell phone from his pocket and tapped on it. Casey hid a shudder and tried not to think of her own cell phone, lying dead in a charity collection bin in New York. She hated that phone. It symbolized everything she disliked about the city.

				Clay looked up from the tiny screen and stared at Casey with the expression of a man who has come across a strange new specimen of womanhood and assessed her thick, wavy hair, large gray eyes, and slender, small-boned figure one more time.

				“You’re for real. You managed Chargois in New York.”

				“You’re going to stay in here?” Merrick asked him and shot Casey a warning glance. “All right. I’ll be right back.”

				Casey ignored the pair and opened each cabinet in turn, then studied the contents of the freezer. She abstracted a box of frozen puff pastry and laid it on the cabinet to defrost.

				“You aren’t going to be any fun for the rest of the night,” Bonnie complained. “Aren’t you even going to use a recipe?”

				“If I were you,” Casey said, from deep within the recesses of a tall cabinet, “I’d go visit in the living room for a while. I’m going to be busy for the next hour or so.”

				“I’d rather visit with you.” Bonnie sat down at the table.

				Casey came out of the cabinet clutching a box of cake flour. “I’m about to produce something that will be worth the wait.”

				“You’re going to bake a cake?” Clay regarded the cake flour with awe as Casey seized a measuring cup and poured out exactly two cups of flour.

				“I’m going to bake a gateau.” Casey set a pan of water on the stove and turned on the gas. “I don’t think anyone here has ever eaten a French gateau.”

				Bonnie stared. “Well, I’ll be.”

				Clay’s green eyes followed Casey. “Ah. Now I know who you are. You used to date Kalin McBryde, didn’t you?” His tone let Casey know Merrick had been talking.

				“That was back when Bonnie and Merrick and I were in high school.” She smiled and measured sugar, then stood on the tips of her toes to reach a copper bowl hanging on the wall, which she took to the sink and cleaned carefully with salt and vinegar. “Are you in law school with Merrick?”

				Clay declined to answer.

				Merrick entered the kitchen and ran a red-tipped hand through her silvery hair. Upon seeing Casey cracking eggs into the copper bowl under the interested gaze of her current flame, she said, “What’s up, gang?”

				“We were determining who was in law school with you.” Casey poured in sugar, set the copper bowl over the pan of now-boiling water on the stove, and beat it energetically with a wire whisk.

				“You’re making a cake like that?” Merrick watched the operation, then seated herself beside Clay and sighed with overdone nostalgia. “I remember when my cousin Kalin used to take loaves of homemade bread Casey had baked back to school with him. Kalin is Walter McBryde’s son. You know, the great criminal attorney.” She looked at Bonnie.

				“We know.” Bonnie managed not to laugh.

				“Casey, did you know Kalin just sold a book?” Merrick asked. “He told Dad last week. I didn’t even know he wrote. Did you?”

				“Casey used to read all his manuscripts,” Bonnie said.

				Merrick’s eyes opened wide, and she looked with disbelief from Bonnie to Casey.

				Casey’s heart leaped with an emotion she tentatively identified as joy. She tested her batter by lifting the whisk and allowing a trail of batter to fall. “That’s wonderful news, Merrick. I’m very happy for him.”

				She fought to blank out the image of Kalin, black brows drawn together in a straight bar, eyes blazing, clutching a thick stack of paper and arguing with her over whether or not his cowboy hero should have a girlfriend.

				Clay glanced at his cell phone. “No wonder the poor guy can’t make a go of his practice. He should have gone to work for one of the big law firms if he can’t cut it on his own.”

				“I can’t understand him.” Merrick frowned. “With his name and connections, he could be as rich and powerful as his father.”

				Casey switched off the heat and transferred the copper bowl to the table, where she continued to whisk. “Kalin always said he couldn’t defend a client he suspected was guilty.”

				She smiled at the memory of Kalin getting into trouble when he refused to lie about running his Viper over a flowerbed.

				“Cheez,” Clay said beneath his breath.

				“Most of us have to remind ourselves that in our legal system, each person is entitled to the best representation,” Merrick hastened to explain.

				“Kalin never wanted to go to law school in the first place,” Casey said. An image of Kalin’s hopeful, tanned face and bright blue eyes as he’d told her his plans for writing several Western novels a year overlaid the thick foam she was whisking.

				Merrick stood, thinning her reddened lips angrily. Her chair scraped the floor as she shoved it back. “That’s ridiculous, Casey Gray. The truth is, you were holding him back. It’s a good thing he realized that before it was too late.”

				Merrick, Casey remembered, truly believed law school was the culmination of a worthy upbringing, reserved for the select few with the money and connections to get in. The attitude had reaped a lot of good-natured mockery for Merrick in high school.

				Casey sifted flour over the thick foam in the copper bowl and folded it in, French-style, with her fingers, well aware that Merrick felt personally attacked. She poured the batter into a springform pan she had sitting ready with a steady hand.

				“In that case, it doesn’t matter, does it?” she said. “Kalin went to law school and can now rise as far as his ability takes him.” She popped the pan into the oven she had preheated, then cleaned her fingers without concern.

				Placated, Merrick returned to her chair. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him. He simply refuses to work at it. What did you do to him?”

				“What did I do to him?” Casey repeated, amused. “I haven’t seen Kalin in five years, so if he isn’t progressing as you think he ought, it’s by his own choice.” She gathered up bowls and the whisk and carried them to the sink. Poor Kalin. Why was he practicing law when he disliked almost everything having to do with it?

				She’d known this party would be difficult. Busying herself with familiar tasks in the kitchen helped, but with Merrick discussing Kalin, not even the kitchen was a haven.

				“I’ve always wondered, Casey,” Merrick said, after sitting a moment in thoughtful silence. “We thought you weren’t leaving for culinary school until the fall, but instead, you left the summer you graduated from high school. Did you leave early because Kalin broke up with you?”

				Despite a lifetime of knowing Merrick’s tendency to tread in areas angels avoided, Casey hadn’t expected anything this nosy. She saw only one way to stop the discussion. “Of course.” She smiled and rinsed out the copper bowl. “I thought it would be better all the way around if I left early. That way, Kalin wouldn’t have to run into me every time he came to Winnie to go fishing or hunting with your dad.”

				Merrick went speechless for once as she belatedly sensed her audience’s discomfiture.

				“Wise move.” Clay stared at Casey after according Merrick one bored glance. “Obviously, McBryde is hopeless.”

				Casey measured eggs, milk, and sugar into a pan with great outward calm and applied the wire whisk to the mixture.

				“That was very thoughtful of you, Casey.” Merrick’s face glowed bright red.

				Casey bit her lip and maintained a straight face. To the accompaniment of dead silence, she took a wooden spoon from a drawer, transferred the pan to the stove, and stirred.

				“By the way, Merrick.” Casey took pity on the blond. “Did you make it to the Rice Festival? Who won the cooking contest?”

				“Heavens, I have no idea.” Merrick looked relieved. “I was busy in school, so I didn’t come home, but I did hear Teddy Buckley won the Rice Eating Contest. Isn’t that about like him?”

				Casey, pleased with the success of her diversion, kept stirring while Merrick and Bonnie exchanged reasonably friendly comments on Teddy Buckley.

				Merrick looked up suddenly. “You know, Casey, it’s really amazing how little you resemble your father.”

				At that, Bonnie prepared to wade into Merrick, and Casey gave her a warning glance. “I hope I don’t resemble him at all.”

				It was hard to tell whether Merrick was trying to deliberately humiliate Casey, or whether she was being her usual tactless self. Casey reflected with inward laughter that it was a good thing she had prepared herself to deal with Merrick’s habit of dredging up one’s darkest secrets for discussion. Merrick’s boyfriend, Clay, was likely to transfer to another law school very soon, judging from his expression.

				“Well, why on earth not?” Merrick leaned forward. “He was so handsome, besides being a movie star. Unless, of course, he wasn’t your father. Did you ever contact him before he died?”

				“I was too young then.” Casey’s tone reflected major disinterest. She bent to peer in the oven window at her cake.

				Bonnie took the cue. “How’s the cake, Casey? Are you sure you didn’t leave something out? Like the baking powder?”

				Casey smiled. “This cake won’t need any.”

				“Her father was a movie star?” Clay let his eyes wander appreciatively over what could be seen of Casey beneath the big apron. “I believe it.”

				“Derrick Davenport.” Merrick looked proud to be the one revealing this tidbit. “Casey’s mother, if you can believe it, went to Hollywood when she was about eighteen to become an actress. Instead, she wound up pregnant and publicly begging Derrick to marry her. He got out of it, which always made me wonder. Did he leave you anything in his will, Casey?”

				Clay stared at Casey’s profile. “She must have been very beautiful.”

				Casey remained unmoved. “No, he didn’t leave me a thing, which is just as well. I wouldn’t have taken it.”

				Merrick clearly found this hard to believe. “Do you think he really was your father, or was your mother just making it up?”

				“I don’t know,” Casey said in non-encouraging tones. “He never had anything to do with me, nor I with him. So far as I’m concerned, both my parents died at my birth.”

				“That’s a healthy attitude,” Merrick said. “If I thought my father was Derrick Davenport, I’d be telling the world. I couldn’t believe it when I found out you had never told Kalin, as close as you two had been.”

				Casey shrugged. “Since a court of law had determined Mr. Davenport innocent of fathering me, in spite of the DNA evidence, what good would it have done to claim otherwise?”

				“She has his eyes,” Clay said suddenly.

				The group stared at Casey’s face, and Casey was hard-put to keep stirring without reddening. She had long ago realized that she did indeed possess Derrick Davenport’s distinctive, sparkling gray eyes framed with the same dark, curly lashes. That discovery, however, instead of making her proud, had shamed her.

				“Casey’s right,” Bonnie said quickly. “What good does it do at this late date?”

				Clay nodded and fingered his phone, still staring at Casey.

				Merrick looked at him. “Kalin always talked about how beautiful Casey’s eyes were. He was furious when he learned who her father was. Allegedly was, that is.”

				Casey removed her pan from the heat, extracted her cake from the oven, and flipped it expertly upside down onto a cooling rack.

				“McBryde was always weird,” Clay pronounced.

				Casey glanced up and smiled.

				“Well, you can’t blame him,” Merrick said, in the judicious tones of one who has thought things over very carefully. “When he broke up with her, Casey made a public scene begging him not to leave her. What else could he think but that she was doing the same act her mother had? At that time, the McBrydes were wealthy, you know.” She added, “Of course, anyone who has known Casey as long as I have knows that she’s not the type to try and shame Kalin into marrying her. But it was embarrassing, all the same.”

				Casey adjusted the oven temperature and unrolled a sheet of puff pastry onto a piece of waxed paper. As she worked it over with a rolling pin, a vision of the last time she’d seen Kalin McBryde arose in her mind. She had been practically on her knees, begging him just to listen to her.

				Even the bare memory was a knife-like thrust to the heart. But she had known that scene would be mentioned tonight. She had performed about one thousand creative visualization exercises in order to be able to deal with it. She could handle it.

				Bonnie sat up straighter and glared at Merrick. “Don’t you think you ought to change the subject? After all, it’s none of our business in the least.”

				Casey turned away to search the cabinets quickly and returned with a package of dried beans. She fitted a piece of tin foil into the pastry, filled it with dried beans and ran it into the oven. Concentrating on every practiced movement helped her maintain her composure. By the time she returned to the table, Merrick sat in depressed silence while the other two enthusiastically discussed their plans for the upcoming Christmas holiday.

				Casey fetched her cake from its cooling rack and picked up a long, thin knife. “Merrick, don’t you usually go skiing over the holidays?” She removed the cake from its pan.

				“Not this year.” Merrick looked thankful. “I’ve got to study. If you do go to law school, you’ll find out what I mean.”

				“I’m sure I will.” Casey expertly sliced the single cake into three thin layers.

				Clay stared. “You’re really planning on going to law school?”

				“You needn’t sound so astonished,” Casey said, tongue-in-cheek. “Merrick is one of the best salespeople a law school could have.”

				“I believe in what I’m doing.” Merrick tossed back her silvery hair, seemingly unaware of the humor in Casey’s voice. “Does Kalin know you’re planning on going to law school, Casey?”

				“You’ll have to be sure to mention it to him.”

				“I know you’re still in touch with him,” Merrick said. “I saw the Christmas card you sent him on his coffee table last week. It’s too bad things didn’t work out between the two of you. You were so well-suited.”

				Casey turned away to check her pastry shell. Merrick trying to make amends was almost as bad as Merrick putting her foot in her own mouth. Thank goodness she had chosen the Christmas card in question for its lack of a meaningful message. Merrick had probably peeked inside the card.

				She opened the oven door and leaned in to prick a bubble of pastry with a fork, hoping the heat would explain her face. Since Kalin insisted on sending her cards at every excuse, along with occasional letters, she tried to reciprocate often enough to foster the idea that she regarded him as an old and dear friend.

				Bonnie glanced at Casey. “It’s Kalin’s loss.”

				Casey steadied her reeling senses and crossed the white tile floor to the refrigerator with the cake layers. She returned to the table with a pound of butter and began heating another saucepan containing sugar and water.

				“Anything between us was over years ago,” she said. “After all, I was only eighteen then, and he was twenty-two. We both had lots of growing up to do.”

				Clay said, “I’ve always suspected McBryde wasn’t all there.” His eyes were fixed on Casey’s face as she plugged in the electric mixer and began beating the butter.

				Clay’s obvious admiration couldn’t help but lift Casey’s spirits. She smiled at him and asked if he’d like to help her make the icing for the cake.

				“Anything for you, babe. What do I do?”

				Soon Clay was bending over the pan on the stove, monitoring the temperature of the candy thermometer Casey had placed in the boiling sugar syrup.

				“We’ll all help, Casey,” Merrick said belatedly. “What can I do?”

				“Could you bring me the cake layers in the fridge?”

				Casey took the pan of syrup and poured it gradually into the butter with the electric mixer going full blast. The resulting frosting caused the three watching to squabble amicably over licking the bowl and the knife Casey used to spread the concoction over the cake. The cake gained almost an inch in height before she was through.

				She had just accepted a taste of her own creation off Clay’s finger when she noticed Bonnie staring rigidly at something in the doorway behind her. She turned to look as a deep, masculine voice said coolly, “Hello, Casey.”

				Casey froze and licked the icing carefully off her lips. “Hello, Kalin,” she said slowly. “Fancy meeting you here.”

	
Chapter 2

				Kalin stared keenly at her, tight-lipped. He was six feet tall and had the easy, arrogant carriage of an athlete, and the tanned skin and steady gaze of an outdoorsman.

				He stood just inside the door, dressed in dark trousers and a pale blue shirt open at the neck, and leaned against the doorjamb with the air of one who has come to stay a while.

				Casey, who figured the only thing different about herself was her hairstyle, noted that although Kalin’s physical attributes hadn’t changed, something else had. The Kalin she’d known was open, honest, and loving. This man looked hard, almost intimidating.

				She surveyed him, gave him a formal smile, and returned her attention to the knife full of frosting in her hand. The sight of him had caused a strange contraction in the vicinity of her heart and the feeling that her surroundings were whirling and closing in on her. It annoyed her because she thought she had prepared herself for this meeting.

				“What brings you back to this country town?” Kalin asked. “I’m surprised there’s anything here that attracts you.”

				Casey spread more frosting on her cake. “I’m surprised word hasn’t traveled faster around this country town,” she said. “My grandmother had a stroke two days ago. I came home to be with her.”

				Kalin’s mouth twitched into a smile. “Is that so? I’m sorry about your grandmother. Now that you’re home, she’s liable to get well fast.” He left the door and came toward her. “Let me look at you. How old are you now? Twenty-three? It doesn’t seem possible. So you’re now a professional chef. Well, well.”

				He came so close, Casey fancied she could feel the heat of his body. She had once associated Kalin with love and warmth.

				She rushed into speech. “I understand you just sold your first book. Congratulations, Kalin.”

				His blue eyes scanned her “Thank you. It took a while, but it was worth it.” He took his gaze off her long enough to look around the kitchen at the dishes remaining to be washed and the cake Casey was putting the finishing touches on. Then he added, “I figure that when I can average two books a year, I can quit practicing law.”

				“But you’ve only been in practice a couple of years,” Clay exclaimed incredulously. “With your name … ” He trailed off when Kalin cast him a look of impatient contempt.

				“I never wanted to practice law in the first place,” Kalin said, adding no explanation.

				Bonnie was the only one to respond. “Too bad your Dad wasted all that money sending you to law school.”

				Kalin shifted to look down at the small brunette, his smile suddenly going crooked. “I always thought so.”

				Casey saw no reason to intervene. Let Kalin take care of himself, she reasoned, and evened off her frosting.

				Clay, who had been staring at Kalin with an expression somewhere between contempt and disbelief, said suddenly, “I told you he wasn’t all there.”

				Kalin’s attention zeroed in on Clay with a vengeance. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those idiots who thinks a law degree is the key to success and status forever.”

				“It’s a start,” Clay returned. “Here, Casey, let me hold that pan. It’s too heavy for you.”

				Casey glanced up in surprise. She had transferred her attention to the pastry shell, now cooled and ready for the filling she had set aside to cool in an ice bath.

				She dried the water off the bottom of the pan. “I’d better do it myself. My wrists are stronger than they look.”

				The small group watched in silence as Casey poured the filling into the shell, spread it evenly, and began placing pecan halves in even, diagonal rows across the top.

				“That’s amazing, how fast you can do that,” Bonnie said. “I’d spend an hour just on the pecans.”

				“It’s not hard, once you’ve done it a few times.” Casey finished the pecans, opened a jar of apple jelly, dumped a few spoonsful into a pan, and melted it.

				Merrick, who hadn’t said a word since Kalin’s arrival, straightened, still staring at Kalin with disbelief. “I don’t believe this. Five years.”

				Casey looked up from her pan, then back, conscious only of the necessity of concentrating very hard on her cooking. She couldn’t begin to decipher the meaning buried in those words.

				Kalin’s thick brows drew together. “Yes, it has been five years, hasn’t it? Believe me, I’ve been counting.”

				Merrick cleared her throat, nonplused. “Are you about done, Casey? I thought you said one hour.”

				Casey bit back a smile. “So I did. I decided to make a pecan tart to go with the cake. Sorry.”

				“Cheez, Merrick.” Clay glanced at his phone. “It’s only been an hour and fifteen minutes. Give us a break.”

				Merrick, brilliantly red, subsided.

				Casey took pity on Merrick. “This is the final touch.” She used a brush to spread the melted jelly over the pecans.

				“That’s spectacular.” Clay cast a glance at Kalin. “One hour and twenty minutes. Where have you been all my life, sweetheart?”

				Casey laughed. “In cooking school, where else?”

				She caught the unsmiling, challenging stare Kalin directed at Clay and bit her lip to cover her shock. Apparently, old habits died hard with Kalin.

				Merrick eyed the food with the attitude of one who scarcely knew what to do next. “How do we carry them?”

				Clay lifted the gateau. “This cake is light.”

				“These are wonderful, Casey,” Merrick said at last. “Thank you. Don’t you want to help serve them?”

				“I’m sure you’ll do a great job.” Casey smiled graciously and carried the copper bowl to the sink.

				Ordinarily she’d serve her own cooking, but Kalin had the look of a man who intended to help her. She needed to readjust to Kalin’s physical presence slowly. No sense in overloading her circuits, she thought, smiling wryly.

				Kalin came up behind her and leaned back against the counter so he could see her face. “Aren’t you going to taste your own creations?”

				Casey glanced up fleetingly. “I know what they taste like.”

				“Why don’t you leave those dishes for Merrick? Consider it part of the general after-party clean-up she’ll have to do.”

				Casey rinsed the bowl and reached for paper towels. “This is Mrs. Johnson’s good copper bowl. I’d better clean it myself.”

				“I’ll never understand this holy-holy attitude of cooks toward copper.” He scanned her face, frowning. “If I know you, you traveled all night without a break, then waited on your grandmother all afternoon, and now you’re going to cook for a crowd and clean up all the dishes.”
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