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For Mia the Intrepid



CHAPTER ONE

I bustled through the living room toward the kitchen, glancing at Tyler perched on my sofa watching television. I grabbed my knife roll and packed it in my tote bag, while mentally checking off items on my list. I had my clogs, aprons, kitchen towels and mitts; the only thing I needed to get was my chef jacket. As I rushed back through the living room, I stole yet another glance at him. He seemed oblivious that I was gearing up to leave and would be gone all day catering an event.

I headed upstairs to my bedroom and took a chef jacket, still draped in plastic from the dry cleaners, out of the closet. I tossed it on the bed and started to get dressed.

I slipped into a pair of black slacks and a fitted black tee shirt. I pulled my shoulder-length bob in a bun, securing it with pins. I applied natural earth-tone makeup to my eyes and cheeks with a neutral lip. I didn’t like to wear heavy makeup when preparing food and cooking for special events. Too much heat or too many hours spent in the kitchen could have the most beautifully made-up face looking like clown paint in the end.

The event I was getting ready for was indeed a special one. When I received the call from Miriam Carlyle, I was astonished that she was inquiring about my business. She let me know one of the clients to whom I provided personal chef services was her sorority sister and recommended me. I held on to the phone, my heart racing, as she asked if I was available to cater a retirement party for her husband, Louis Carlyle—one of the most prominent money men in Atlanta. I didn’t hesitate to accept the event.

The offer from Mrs. Carlyle could not have come at a better time. It had been about a month since I had resigned from a position as executive chef at Eden2, a hot new restaurant in Atlanta. Eden2 was an unexpected opportunity that I pursued at the suggestion of a friend. I thought it was a one-of-a-kind chance to exercise my culinary chops and enhance my resume. I landed the dream position after a week-long residency in New York, only to step down two weeks later. It was a difficult decision, but one that had to be made. I shook my head, trying not to dwell on what could have been. Immediately after resigning from my post, I returned to my personal chef business. Luckily, I managed to recoup all of my clients. They were elated that I could resume providing their services after my brief hiatus. I even added two clients. The entire experience with Eden2 had left me a little down, however, the Carlyle event was exactly what I needed to lift my spirits.

I was a professionally trained chef having studied at Johnson & Wales and also Le Cordon Bleu in Paris. Although my primary profession was as a personal chef, I also catered affairs on occasion. I was honored to be catering the retirement party for Louis Carlyle and intended to dazzle him, along with his guests, with my cuisine. I checked the clock, snatched my chef jacket and hurried downstairs.

Tyler peered at me when I entered the living room. “You look good.”

“Thanks,” I blandly replied. “You know I’m going to be gone all day, right?”

“What time does the event start?”

“The party is this evening at six.”

“Why are you leaving so early? It’s barely after eight.”

“I have quite a bit of prep to do once I arrive at my client’s house. Everything that I’m serving tonight, I’ll be preparing today.”

“What time will you be home?”

“I don’t anticipate returning until the wee hours. I hope you have something planned for the day.”

“Actually, I don’t.”

“It’s Saturday. You’re just going to sit around here all day?”

“I didn’t get off work until eleven last night. That was after going into the newsroom at seven a.m. Then, I came straight here. So, yeah, I pretty much planned on doing absolutely nothing today.”

I shrugged and headed toward my bag. I didn’t have time to start a discussion that we’d been over many times before. “Well, enjoy your day doing nothing.” I started for the front door.

“Can I at least have a kiss before you go?”

I sighed and turned, walking back over to the sofa. Tyler puckered his lips, eyes never shifting from the television. I reluctantly graced him with a swift peck and breezed out the front door without another word. If Tyler wanted to squander away his day, then so be it. I, on the other hand, was about to make the most of mine.



CHAPTER TWO

My navigation guided me through a neighborhood in Sandy Springs I was certain I had never before visited. The homes I was passing on my drive were definitely not houses. I lived in a house. The homes I was passing were estates—monolithic mansions set upon acres of land, secreted away behind high fences. I turned off the main road and approached the Carlyles’ access gate. A red light glowed on a small surveillance camera as I reached out the car window, apparently motion-activated. I had barely pushed the call button before the gates parted, allowing me entry to the property. I traveled slowly up the road to the mansion, taking in the decadence and splendor. The manicured grounds were impeccable with lawns that appeared as thick and lush as carpet, an abundance of flowers and bushes architecturally positioned, and trees that were as stately as the grounds they adorned. I knew before I even saw the expanse of brick and stone that the Carlyle home would be a sight to behold.

I walked from my car to the front door, gawking at the ornate stonework. The sheer volume of windows made me pity whoever was responsible for cleaning them all. A classic Westminster chime rang out when I pressed the doorbell. I was greeted by a middle-aged woman in a spotless black uniform. She introduced herself as Melba, the Carlyles’ house manager. She escorted me from the entrance foyer down a long hallway to the kitchen. I managed to get a glimpse of the living room, dining room, library and what appeared to be a sunroom. I silently marveled and speculated how many rooms there were in the entire mansion. I wished I could see more than a mere fraction. I had never seen so many chandeliers hanging in one home. The light was reflecting off the sheen of the perfectly buffed hardwood floors.

During my conversation with Mrs. Carlyle, she assured me that her kitchen would be more than adequate to accommodate my prep and cooking for the evening. As I followed the house manager into what would be my workshop for the remainder of the day, I realized Mrs. Carlyle had not exaggerated. The kitchen was larger than some commercial spaces I had previously worked in before starting my own business. I slowly surveyed the kitchen. Two full-length islands and stone counter tops on both sides of the room would absolutely provide ample workspace. There was an eight-burner range with a grill and double oven, a full-size built-in refrigerator and two additional under-counter refrigerators.

Melba showed me where all of the pots, pans, bowls, utensils and anything else I would need could be found. “The refrigerator has been stocked with the food you ordered for the event. Your spices are located in the cabinet next to range and you’ll find your additional items in the pantry.”

“Thank you, Melba.”

“I’ll bring the platters, serving trays and dishes that we’ll be using for the evening in shortly. In the meantime, the kitchen is yours. Please let me know if you need anything. Just pick up the phone on the wall next to the pantry and your call will be routed directly to me.”

Melba left me alone. I took a minute to do another walkthrough to acclimate myself with the space. I observed the top-of-the-line appliances, fine cabinetry and made a mental note to avoid any spills on the stone flooring. The kitchen was simply amazing…and spotless. I wondered whether Mrs. Carlyle ever cooked in it.

I looked at my watch. I had work to do and it wouldn’t get done if I continued standing around taking in the magnificence of the kitchen. I audited the contents of the refrigerators, freezer and pantry to ensure everything I ordered had arrived. I retrieved an apron from my bag and put it on. The kitchen was equipped with cutting boards of all sizes. I grabbed a few I intended to use, opened my knife roll and began the task of prepping food. I started with the vegetables that would serve as the base for more than one dish—peppers, onions and celery. As I chopped, diced and minced, I ran through what would be prepared in which order. I had beef and chicken to trim and marinate, as well as seafood to skin and debone. There were sauces to be made, hors d’oeuvres to assemble, vegetables to roast, bisque to puree and desserts to bake. I glanced at my watch again. I had eight-and-a-half hours before the party started and I would need every minute.

When I cooked for my weekly clients, the amount of food I needed to prepare depended upon the number of meals they required for the week. I spent approximately three to four hours at each client’s home. I typically wouldn’t provide services for more than three clients on any given day. However, on occasion, I have worked for four clients on a single day. That meant long hours and a lot of cooking.

Aside from creating delicious food, I prided myself on my time management and ability to juggle multiple tasks. Those skills had served me well as a personal chef and for my catered events. They would certainly come in handy for the amount of food I needed to prepare for Mr. Carlyle’s retirement party. A wave of excitement washed over me. I was in Louis Carlyle’s kitchen. My food was going to be served to Atlanta’s elite. I packed a stack of business cards to share with Mrs. Carlyle in case any of her guests inquired about the food, and with the menu I had planned, they most definitely would.

•  •  •

I looked up at the sound of approaching footsteps. I had been diligently at work for over four hours before she made an appearance. I was rolling out the dough for the mango cream tartlets when Mrs. Carlyle entered the kitchen. She flowed in like a breeze. Her lilac skirt suit fit her svelte frame to perfection. She smoothed her side-swept bangs, though not a hair was out of place on her tapered cut.

“I don’t think my kitchen has ever smelled so divine.” She stood on the opposite side of the island and smiled. “You must be Riley.”

“Hello, Mrs. Carlyle. I would shake your hand but…” I stopped working my dough and held up my flour-coated digits.

She waved me off. “I wanted to see how things were coming along and make sure you have everything you need.”

“Melba was kind enough to get me situated.”

“I apologize I was unable to greet you this morning, but I had a sorority meeting that couldn’t be missed.” She examined the trays filled with hors d’oeuvres, stacked containers of vegetables, and simmering pots on the range. “You seem to have things under control.”

“I’ll be ready when your guests start to arrive.”

“The servers will be here at four. Utilize them as you deem fit.”

“I will, thank you.”

Although it was my first time meeting Mrs. Carlyle in person, we had communicated numerous times about the event and menu.

“As we discussed, we’ll start with the passed hors d’oeuvres at half past six,” she said.

“I’ll have the servers circulate three hors d’oeuvres at a time beginning with the smoked salmon tartine, olive tapenade bruschetta and oyster puffs. The next round will include the mini beef wellingtons, shrimp polenta and grilled mandarin pork belly. We’ll finish with chilled asparagus soup shots, lemon basil chicken and crispy prosciutto wrapped melon.”

She nodded. “Dinner will be served at eight. Since all of the guests returned their menu selection cards, I hope there aren’t any last-minute changes.”

“I can accommodate additional requests for either of the main courses—the seared saffron salmon, tenderloin steak, French-trimmed stuffed chicken breast or braised short ribs.”

“That’s good because even though we’re expecting fifty, I imagine a few more people that neglected to RSVP may show up.”

“It’s not a problem.”

“We’ll have dessert before port and cigars.”

“I’m working on the tartlets as we speak. The raspberry mousse is chilling and the chocolate hazelnut torte will be served warm.”

“I’m already glad I hired you. You came highly recommended by my soror.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Carlyle.”

“Please call me Miriam.”

“Okay. Miriam. I have everything covered here in the kitchen.”

“I can see that.” She smiled again. “I just want everything to be perfect tonight for Louis. All the years he’s worked and sacrificed can’t go unrecognized.”

I nodded my comprehension. “I will do my part to make sure his night is special.”

“I’ll let you get back to work.”

“Nice meeting you, Mrs. Carlyle.”

“Miriam,” she reminded. “I’ll check in a bit later.”

I watched her leave the kitchen as gracefully as she had entered. Miriam Carlyle was an elegant-looking woman. It wasn’t just her clothing or jewelry; it was the way she carried herself. She had an air about her—and it wasn’t pretentiousness. She was confident. And I was confident the Carlyles would be more than happy with my services.



CHAPTER THREE

I handed a platter filled with oyster puffs to one of the servers. I sent him, with two other wait staff, out of the kitchen in succession with the first round of hors d’oeuvres. It was six-thirty on the dot and my service was beginning. The servers had been briefed on the food being served for the cocktail hour, instructed to circulate the ballroom and to return immediately when their platters needed to be refilled. There were six servers at my disposal and we were all in for a very busy evening.

The doorbell had been ringing intermittently for the better part of an hour. I was curious who had congregated to celebrate the special occasion. The sounds of mellow jazz music reached the kitchen. It was a welcome sound after working in relative quiet for the majority of the day. The music gave me a lift I wasn’t aware I needed. I readied the next group of servers, furnishing them with the second round of hors d’oeuvres, napkins and cocktail picks. As they filed out of the kitchen, Mrs. Carlyle sauntered in. The man of the hour was by her side. I caught myself staring. He was an Atlanta icon, after all.

I wiped my hands on a towel and came from behind the island. I extended my hand to Louis Carlyle. “I’m Riley Ryan. Congratulations on your retirement.”

“Thank you.” He grinned and firmly grasped my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Ryan.”

“I told Louis that you were cooking the most delectable meal for him,” Miriam offered.

“Does everything taste as good as it looks?” he asked.

“Even better.”

“I suppose I’ll have to break the diet Miriam keeps me on all the time.”

I laughed. The physically fit six-foot man in front of me didn’t appear to need a diet. If it weren’t for the salt-and-pepper hair, I would not have thought he was retirement age. Clean-shaven, chestnut-brown face, with very few discernable wrinkles, Louis Carlyle was quite handsome. I prayed I aged as gracefully. They had apparently coordinated their ensembles. Even with no tie, his black suit and shirt to match exuded class. The plunging neckline on Miriam’s long black gown showed more than a peek of her honey skin. She was about three inches shorter than her husband in her four-inch heels. Together they were striking.

“I can certainly tell you the healthier items on tonight’s menu,” I said.

“I intend to sample everything. In fact, I’ll try the smoked salmon now.”

“No you don’t.” Miriam tugged his arm. “You need to go greet your guests.”

“By the time I speak to everyone, the hors d’oeuvres will be finished.”

“You don’t have to worry, Mr. Carlyle. There are plenty. However, I will set aside a platter for you just in case.”

“You know, Ms. Ryan, I started my own asset management firm thirty-five years ago. And this is what I have to look forward to in retirement—my wife bossing me around.” He laughed. “Thank goodness I’m not completely retiring for another six months.”

“That’s still up for debate,” Miriam countered.

“It took years to build my firm. It will take time for me to be able to fully retire. I have to do it my way, in my own time.”

A young man interrupted from the doorway. “Dad, the senator is here.”

“Thanks, Preston.”

The Carlyles’ son looked at me for a beat and then winked. I glanced at his parents and then back to him, in time to see him retreating from the room.

“Truthfully,” Mr. Carlyle continued, “there’s much to be done before I entrust my company to anyone other than myself to run.”

“Louis…your guests,” she gently prodded.

He clasped Miriam’s hand in his and kissed it. “Ms. Ryan, I may be back.”

“Your hors d’oeuvres will be waiting.”

They left the kitchen hand in hand engaged in lighthearted banter. I resumed replenishing platters.

Once the hors d’oeuvres had been circulating for some time, I held two servers back to assist with plating the first course. While I put the finishing touches on the brandied lobster bisque, they worked on assembling the spinach and quail egg salads. Before sending out a single bite, I checked to make sure they arranged each and every dish perfectly.

I learned early in my career that a poor presentation was simply unacceptable.



CHAPTER FOUR

Fourteen hours. I was finally wrapping up in the Carlyles’ kitchen after fourteen long hours. I patted myself on the back because service went off without a hitch. Every single item I sent out of the kitchen was perfection. I knew I was a good chef, but moments like these made me realize I was an amazing chef.

The remaining food had been packed in containers. I opened the refrigerator and began to stack them neatly inside. I was running out of space. The last few containers would have to go in the under-counter fridge. I closed the refrigerator door and jumped, my hand instinctively touching my chest.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Oh,” I breathed. “I didn’t know you were standing there.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, with a laugh. “I’m Preston.”

“Right. The Carlyles’ son.”

“I don’t usually make it a habit to lurk behind refrigerator doors.”

I laughed. “I hope not.” I reached for a container from the counter, but Preston grabbed it first, handing it to me. I hesitated, looking up at him. Behind that goatee, he resembled both of his parents. Although I couldn’t imagine Louis Carlyle sporting a diamond stud in his ear.

“I enjoyed the food tonight.”

I took the container from him, placing it in the fridge. “Thank you.”

“Any of your delicious dessert left?”

I peered over my shoulder at him. He leaned against the island. Obviously, he wasn’t going away.

I turned, warily eyeballing him. “Which one?”

“Which was your favorite?”

Mrs. Carlyle entered the kitchen as I was about to respond. “Preston, I need you to drive Mrs. Akin home. She’s not feeling well.”

“Too many drinks?”

“Preston.”

“As you wish, Mom.” He kissed his mother on the cheek, winked at me again, and left.

She watched him exit, then spun around toward me. “Riley, the food was outstanding!”

“Thank you, Miriam.”

“Louis loved it. Our guests loved it. I absolutely loved it.” She handed me a check. “Here’s the balance of your fee and Louis insisted we give you a little something extra.”

“This is extremely generous.”

“It’s just a token of our appreciation.”

I was the one that was appreciative they considered a two thousand-dollar tip a token. I showed Mrs. Carlyle what food was left over from the party and she inquired about reheating instructions for a few of the dishes.

“I’m all done in here. It was a pleasure to cater your event.”

“I’ll see you out.”

“Let me grab my belongings.”

Mrs. Carlyle escorted me to the door, chatting as we walked. “I was wondering… Are you accepting any new clients?”

“I wish I could. I’m pretty much booked to capacity.”

“What about one meal a week? Sunday dinners only?”

“I’m managing a number of clients Monday through Friday, so I typically reserve weekends for myself or catering special events on occasion.”

“Well, please think it over and let me know. I would certainly make it worth your while.”

I departed with a promise to mull over her offer even though I knew I couldn’t juggle any more clients.



CHAPTER FIVE

I turned my key in the lock and was happy to be home. I closed the door behind me and listened. Complete silence. I kicked off my shoes at the door and slowly walked through the darkened foyer and hallway to the family room. I turned on the lamp and let my bag drop to the floor. I eased down on the sofa with an exhausted sigh. I had undoubtedly worked hard for my money. The client was satisfied and that was all I wanted. The tip was my confirmation—and the fact that Mrs. Carlyle wanted to hire me on a weekly basis.

I reached over and pulled my planner from my bag. I flipped through several weeks to determine if there was a way I could accommodate Mrs. Carlyle’s request to take her on as a client. I scanned a couple more weeks. The schedule I was currently managing was ideal. I had just enough clients where I felt I was maximizing my earning potential. Adding any more could push me to the side of having too many. Although, she did also inquire about providing services for Sunday dinners only. I tossed my planner on the coffee table. The thought of working every Sunday, leaving me with only Saturdays to myself, wasn’t appealing. I didn’t doubt that she could pay handsomely, but my weekends were my own. Unfortunately, I was unable to accept the offer.

I was blessed that I was in a place that I could turn down business. I had built up my clientele over the years and my services didn’t come cheap. I prided myself on providing elite personal chef services. I had established a great rapport with my clients. They welcomed me into their homes. I knew their culinary likes and dislikes. I fed their families. Over time, it became more than just the food. You learned about people while casually conversing during meal preparation. You got to know and care about them. Those were some of the things that I loved most about being a personal chef.

My love for the culinary arts was immensely deeper. As a child, I would tinker around the kitchen, creating concoctions that were far from edible. But, as I got older, my skills matured. When I made the decision in high school to attend Johnson & Wales for college, my mother tried to dissuade me. She felt I should go to school to study law or medicine. I told her that wasn’t what I wanted to do with my life. I reminded her that before my father died, he said to me that my dreams were my own and it was my duty to make them a reality. He knew I wanted to be a chef. He would ask me to bake him treats or surprise him with something tasty when he came home from work. That was our special connection. I loved to cook for my daddy. I decided to become a chef because to do anything else would have been to deny my calling.

After spending all day on my feet, my body melted into the sofa. I willed myself to get up to go shower. I crept upstairs to my bedroom. A stream of light slipped through the slightly ajar door. I pushed it open. The muted television cast shadows across the room. Tyler lay sleeping in the middle of the bed. I silently watched him from the doorway. I had sort of hoped that he went to his own house after I left. I told him I wouldn’t be home until the wee hours. That should have been his clue not to wait around for me. I shook my head. I undressed in my walk-in closet and then crept into the bathroom.

Freshly showered and wearing an oversized T-shirt, I slid beneath the covers. Tyler rolled over and draped an arm over me. I lay awake, as he slept soundly, wanting nothing more than to be able to stretch out alone.



CHAPTER SIX

I was functioning with barely four hours of sleep. The crisp morning air was helping to revitalize me, but a fresh beet, strawberry and lemon juice would really do the trick. I left my house early to meet my best friend, Aja, at the outdoor farmers market. Every Sunday local growers set up booths at the open-air market. I perused the fresh produce in search of fruits and vegetables to incorporate into the meals I was preparing for my clients that upcoming week. My reusable shopping tote containing a half-dozen pears and a few eggplants was slung over my shoulder. I picked up a bunch of basil and sniffed.

Aja was staring at me. “Do you have to smell everything?”

I laughed. “It’s the chef in me.”

“Can you explain why the chef in you always seems to drag the non-chef in me to the farmers market early on Sundays?”

“It’s best to get here early.”

“That doesn’t explain why I need to be here.”

“We’ve both been really busy lately and we get to catch up.”

“Uh huh.”

I nudged her with my elbow. “Seriously. I really need to vent.”

“Why, what’s up?”

“Tyler.”

Aja put down the bok choy she was holding. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened. That’s the point. He’s content with doing absolutely nothing. We don’t go anywhere. We don’t do anything. He’s good with staying home all of the time. I was gone all day long yesterday. He didn’t even bother to go home. He was in my bed asleep when I got back after one in the morning.”

“That’s not so terrible.”

“We’ve only been dating seven months.”

“I know.”

“That’s a little soon for him to be so settled. I could understand if we had some years under our belt. Maybe it would be okay. But seven months?”

“When was the last time you addressed this with him?”

“When don’t I? I’m starting to feel like a nag.”

“You’ve told me yourself that other than the going-out thing, he’s a great guy.”

“He is. That’s why I’m still seeing him, but something has to give.”

“Don’t give up yet. He may change.”

My brow furrowed. “Really, Aja?”

“Okay, he may not change. All I’m saying is keep working on him.”

“I shouldn’t have to work on him. This is a relatively new situation. If he’s not giving me what I need now, why would he start later?”

“It’s not impossible. When Maxim and I started dating, he wasn’t the perfect package. We’ve learned each other over the years and he does what he can to make me happy. Some things it took time for him to realize he needed to do. If I had thrown in the towel in the beginning, then what?”

“I hear what you’re saying.”

“We both know you can be impulsive…”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

Aja knew me better than most. Her family lived across the street from mine growing up. We played together, had slumber parties together, bickered with each other, trusted each other, shared secrets, double-dated, supported and advised one another. Aja was a true friend. I never questioned her loyalty or that she wanted the best for me.

“You disagree that you’re impulsive?” she asked. “I hope not.”

“Do you want me to answer?”

“Not really. That was a rhetorical question. Just in case you’re going to try to debate me…a month ago you quit your dream job after only a week.”

“Let’s be clear. Being a personal chef is my dream job.”

“So was the executive chef position at Eden2.”

I paid for my basil and put it in my bag. “I left because it wasn’t going to work out. It had nothing to do with impulsiveness.”

“Do you regret leaving?” Her tone had softened and she touched my arm.

“I’m disappointed and I wonder what could have been. Ultimately, it was for the best.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

“Well, I think you’re doing big things with or without the restaurant gig. I still don’t know how you can deal with those persnickety clients and their crazy requests.”

“They really aren’t bad. I know what they do and don’t like and I create the menus. I have a great relationship with my clients. They love me.”

“I do too. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be meeting your tail at eight in morning when I could be snuggled up with my man.” She wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

“Thank you for meeting me, Aja,” I said with feigned reluctance.

“You’re welcome.”

“Let’s stop at the fresh juice stand up ahead,” I said. “I need a pick-me-up.”

“You do seem a little sluggish.”

“I worked for about fourteen hours yesterday.”

“How was it?”

“I’m not exaggerating when I say it was perfection. First of all, their home was magnificent. It’s enormous. The little I saw of it, the décor, was gorgeous. The kitchen was like something out of a magazine. It had every single appliance I could ever want and need. I don’t have to tell you the food was amazing.”

“Did you meet Louis Carlyle?”

“I sure did.”

“What was he like?”

“I only spoke with him briefly, but he was cordial. Get this. His wife gave me a two thousand-dollar tip.”

Aja stopped in her tracks. “Are you serious?”

“I told you the food was amazing. So much so, she wants to hire me as a personal chef for one meal a week. Sunday dinners. I can’t do it, though.”

“Why not?” she asked, her voice raising an octave.

“I have enough clients right now and I need my weekends.”

“It’s one meal. You’re not going there to prepare a week’s worth of food.”

“It’s still my Sunday.”

“It’s not the worst thing in the world. I have to work some Sundays.”

“Well, you’re a nurse. You’re saving lives so it’s worth it.”

“It’s worth it for you to take on the type of client that gave you a two thousand-dollar tip.”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you’re crazy. You better make that money!”



CHAPTER SEVEN

A morning at the farmers market quickly turned into an afternoon of shopping. Aja and I dropped our produce at her house and then went to Atlantic Station. It was my intention to do a bit of window shopping, until I saw a leather peplum jacket that would be perfect when the fall weather rolled in. I had to have it. I scooped up a pair of gloves and ankle boots to match. I could admit I wasn’t the best window shopper. I always ended up buying something. We parted ways with Aja teasing me about blowing through my bonus. The tip was icing on the cake for my extremely hefty fee. After the hours and work I put in for the Carlyles, I deserved to splurge.

I came through the door balancing bags on my arms. Tyler was headed toward me, hands outstretched, to relieve me of my packages.

He kissed me on the cheek. “I was wondering when you’d return.”

“Aja and I went to Atlantic Station after the market.” We headed into the kitchen together.

He started to unpack the produce. “What did you get?”

“Chard, bok choy, eggplant…a few other vegetables.”

“Are you cooking this for dinner tonight?”

“No.” I cut my eyes at him. “I didn’t plan on cooking, but you can take me out to dinner.”

“Tonight?”

“Yes, tonight. I would like to get dressed and go somewhere nice to eat.”

“I wanted to stay in tonight. I have to be at work at five tomorrow morning. All I want to do is chill at home with you tonight.”

I placed the pears on the counter. “Where did you get the impression that I wanted to be home all the time? I know it couldn’t have been from me because I’m always saying ‘let’s go out.’ ”

“Yeah, you say that a lot and sometimes we do.”

“Most of the time we don’t. Since we’ve been dating, I can count the number of times we’ve actually gone out.”

“Come on, Riley, we went out all the time in the beginning.”

“How long have we been together, Tyler?”

He squinted, pondering my question. “Eight months.”

“Seven.”

“Okay, seven…”

“This is still the beginning.”

We stared at each other. Clearly we had a difference of opinion. Tyler had been in long-term relationships in the past. He had to know that seven months in was still the honeymoon phase.

“Which means we’ll have plenty of opportunities to go out in the future,” he rebutted.

I walked away and left him standing in the kitchen. He followed me into the family room. The television was on. A bowl of chips and a bottle of beer were on the coffee table.

“So this is your idea of a fun evening? We should sit around watching TV and eating chips all night? It would kill you to go out to dinner?”

“We can go another night. I’m settled in.”

I felt a flash of anger. “You’re too damn ‘settled in.’ I’ve been out all weekend. Why are you even at my house? If you wanted to stay home all damn weekend and do nothing, you could do that at your own house. You don’t need to be here.”

“I didn’t think my being here was a problem.”

“You’re missing the point. You know what, Tyler. If we’re not going to dinner, maybe you should just go home.”

“I should go home,” he repeated.

“I don’t want to spend the rest of the evening arguing with you. And, since you have to go to work early, you can go home and get a good night’s sleep.”

He frowned and then nodded. “I’ll do that.” Tyler went up to my bedroom to collect his overnight bag.

I was standing at the bottom of the stairs when he came back down. “Your car keys are on the entry table by the front door.”

“Thanks.” He wouldn’t look at me.

I trailed behind him as he headed to the door. “Get home safely.”

“Yup,” he muttered, snatching up his keys.

He left the house without so much as a glance back. I closed the door before he even reached his car. He wanted to chill at home; he could do it at his own house. Not mine. I went into the family room, straightened up and then carried his chips and soda into the kitchen to discard. I finished putting away my produce and realized I still needed to eat something.

I went upstairs to get dressed. I was going out to dinner alone.



CHAPTER EIGHT

The waitress placed a cappuccino in front of me and inquired if I would like anything else. I thought about having a slice of cheesecake but decided against it. The pasta dish I had eaten didn’t leave much room for dessert. I sipped my after-dinner beverage and scanned the dining room. Almost every table was filled. I had been to the restaurant once before while on a date. I liked the style and ambiance of the place. Hints of violet lighting mingled with the dark furnishings gave the restaurant a sexy vibe.

It was my first time ever going out, in a little black dress no less, to dine by myself. I thought I would be self-conscious sitting alone to eat in a trendy restaurant, but it was quite the opposite. I felt empowered. I enjoyed a fine meal with a glass of wine and I didn’t need Tyler to do it. I smiled to myself. I was lost in my thoughts and only partially aware that someone walked by my table. That is until he double backed and I glanced up.

“You have a beautiful smile.”

“Thank you.” I sipped my cappuccino.

“I would love to know what you had to eat that put such an expression on your face. Are you dining alone?”

I nodded. “I am.”

He motioned to the empty chair across from me. “May I?”

“You aren’t here with someone?”

“A couple of my buddies. They won’t miss me.”

I gave my consent with a wave of the hand.

“I’m Gerald,” he said, sitting down.

“Riley.”

“Not to sound cliché, but I have to ask. What’s a beautiful woman doing eating all alone?”

“We have to eat too, don’t we?”

“Lucky for me you don’t have a companion.”

“So you reserve crashing dinners for the companionless?”

“Honestly, this is a first. I don’t usually invite myself to sit down while someone is having dinner. There was something in your smile that made me throw all decorum out the window.”

I regarded him for an instant and then chuckled. “It just so happens I believe there’s a first time for everything.”

“If you don’t mind sharing, what were you smiling about?”

“Nothing really,” I coyly replied.

“C’mon, tell me.”

“Okay. I was thinking to myself how liberating it felt to put on a sexy dress, a pair of high-heels and go out to dinner even though my man didn’t want to join me.”

“Ahhh. You were having an independent woman moment.”

I laughed. “I guess you can say that.”

“If I were your man, I wouldn’t let you dine alone.”

“That’s the good thing about being an independent woman. He doesn’t let me do things.”

“That’s not what I meant, but I’ll rephrase my comment so that I’m clear. If you wanted to put on a sexy dress and a pair of high-heels to go to dinner, I’d make sure I was with you. Especially with you looking so fine.”

“I knew what you meant the first time and thanks for the compliment.”

“I see. A brother sits down uninvited and a few licks come along with it.”

“That’s a risk you take when you let a smile motivate your actions.”

We shared a laugh and I assured Gerald I was only kidding.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get here earlier. Maybe I could’ve had dinner with you.”

“What about your friends?”

“Dinner with you or them… I’m sure they’d understand.”

“What makes you think I’d say yes to dining with a complete stranger?”

“I’m sitting across from you now.”

“While I finish my cappuccino. That’s not sharing an entire meal. I’m practically on my way out the door.”

“I like to think positive. But it’s all moot, isn’t it? You said you have a man and I’m going to respect that.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Can you recommend something for me to order? I can think about you while I eat.”

I held back laughter. “You can’t go wrong with the sea bass in beurre blanc sauce or the grilled prawns served over Bloody Mary risotto.”

“I like how that rolled off your tongue. Beurre blanc. What is that?”

“It’s French. Simply put, it’s a butter sauce. It’s made with white wine, vinegar, shallots and cream.”

“Sounds like you studied the menu.”

“I’m a chef.”

“Ugh.” He shook his head. “You just get more appealing.”

My waitress came over and placed a check holder on the table. I reached for it at the same time as Gerald. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“You let me to interrupt your dinner. At least allow me to pick up your tab.”

“I can’t let you do that,” I said, still reaching for the check.

“Let me?”

Again, we laughed.

“Okay, let me clarify. You don’t have to do that.”

“I know I don’t have to. I want to. Besides, your man should be here with you. Since he isn’t, I would be honored to treat you to dinner.” He took out his wallet and placed the money in the holder.

“Thank you, Gerald. That’s awfully nice of you.”

“You’re welcome. I enjoyed our brief time together.”

“So did I.”

“I don’t suppose you’d give me your phone number.”
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