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Hockey player Lucas Leighton never mixes sex with commitment, but his high school crush, chef Morgana Rossi, is back in town and determined to whet his appetite for love…







  
  
The story doesn’t end on the last page…

There’s something special waiting for you at the end of this book—but don’t peek just yet… some things are better discovered at the right moment.

Visit www.rachellevaughn.com and subscribe to my newsletter for exclusive Red Valley Ravens extras, collectible cards, and reader-only surprises.



Come spend a little more time in my world:
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  Dear Reader,


You first met smokin’ hot hockey player Lucas Leighton in the sexy short story Tease Me and then again in Ménage à Me when he helped spice up the sex life of two of his closest friends. But there is a lot more to him than meets the eye!
I was excited to finally give Lucas his own book and to delve into his past and discover what makes him tick. Everyone has a secret, and his has been eating him alive for most of his life. After a lifetime of one-night stands, Lucas is looking to savor something more long-term in his life. He just doesn’t know it yet.
Morgana Rossi is the perfect match for him—although he might not realize that at first either! After selling her D.C. catering business and returning to her hometown of Red Valley, she’s looking to get the bad taste of her nasty, public breakup with a politician out of her mouth. And that’s where Lucas comes in.
Sometimes a man needs an extra little push in the right direction, and I know Morgana’s tasty cuisine helped do the trick. You know that old saying about the way to a man’s heart? Well, Morgana is ready to turn up the flame and cook up some fresh romance!
So, dust off that old cookbook and join me in another installment of the Red Valley Ravens series…where the ice is cold and the players are HOT!
As always, feel free to contact me through my website at www.rachellevaughn.com, and be sure to sign up for my newsletter to receive info about giveaways, new releases, and special offers.


Bon appétit!
Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Chapter One
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Sauté


Every recipe has a skill level. Don’t attempt to make time-consuming Cassoulet or labor-intensive Baked Alaska until you’ve mastered the art of boiling an egg first. Relationships are the same way. You wouldn’t expect a man to walk down the aisle with you when he hasn’t even asked you on your first date yet, would you?
Gramma Gan’s Recipes for Love

“I had a threesome last week,” Lucas Leighton told his therapist. He chose to lean back on the couch, rather than lay down like some of her patients probably did. 
“Oh? And how did that go?”
If Lucas had been expecting to get a rise out of Dr. Margot Hamlin, he’d be let down. No matter what he said, or what shocking, intimate details he shared with her, Hamlin always had the same stoic reaction.
Lucas put thoughts of the steamy threesome aside and took a minute to study her. Hamlin was most likely in her mid-fifties, but her subtle, expertly applied cosmetics made it impossible to pinpoint her exact age. She wore fitted, tailored suits, probably from the Avery Addison New York collection, that never dared to show even the hint of a wrinkle. Because one of his teammates was dating Avery, Lucas knew that the fashion designer created power wear for women who needed an A-line skirt to make them feel empowered.
In Lucas’ opinion, women didn’t need clothes to make them feel powerful. One night with him and they had all the confidence in the world to take on life and all it threw at them.
He couldn’t imagine Hamlin in any other environment. Although he was sure that she went grocery shopping and ran normal, everyday errands like everyone else, he just couldn’t imagine her existing outside of this room.
Her office was tastefully decorated in calm, “soothing” colors. There was a bouquet of fresh flowers—the only real pop of color in the entire room—displayed on the coffee table every week. Today they were lilies, last week they had been tulips. No matter the flower, the bouquets were always elegant, always uniformly perfect, with identical blooms.
The plush couch, in a rain-cloud gray, was adorned with several throw pillows in equally neutral colors. Lucas imagined distraught women clutching a beige pillow to their breast, crying their mascara off over some douchebag who had mistreated them.
A long white bookshelf lined one wall of the office. Books, chosen carefully for appearances’ sake, stood studiously on the glass shelves. Titles like Unlock Your Inner You and How to Overcome a Destructive Legacy stared back at him. Hamlin had given him a copy of her own book for Christmas last year and he’d promptly chucked it into the first trash receptacle he’d come to. He wasn’t interested in reading her “remarkable self-help guide” to help him gain emotional independence. He paid top dollar for the real-deal, face-to-face therapy sessions.
Everything in her office was in place so that Hamlin’s clients felt comfortable enough to spill their guts to her. All those deep, dark secrets just swirling around, waiting to be cracked open and exposed to brutal, unforgiving sunlight.
As flawed as her patients inevitably were, Hamlin exuded perfection. Her posture was perfectly straight, her hair never dared to have a strand out of place, and her office was a decorator’s flawless vision come to fruition.
A diamond wedding band—the best money could buy, no doubt—sparkled on her left hand. Lucas briefly wondered what poor sucker had chosen her as their prudish ball and chain. Mr. Hamlin probably drove something pretentious and dressed like a douchebag. Just perfect enough to compliment his perfect wife. Hamlin really thought she had everyone fooled, didn’t she?
Lucas looked down at his faded jeans and unadorned black T-shirt. He imagined Hamlin spent as much time polishing and grooming herself as he spent out on the ice. And he’d bet his lethal slapshot that she had more skeletons in her closet than all of her patients combined.
No one could be that perfect. No one could remain that poised and polished every second of their wretched life. Hamlin was as fucked up as every other schmuck on the planet, Lucas was sure of it. The only difference between her and everyone else was that she’d figured out how to hide it and how to live with it without letting her “issues” fuck up her perfect little head.
Hamlin’s office was located on the north side of town, tucked behind a cluster of medical offices and industrial buildings. Inside the waiting room, there was a giant octagon-shaped saltwater fish tank and a few upholstered chairs that were surprisingly comfortable. The solo piano music that piped into the waiting room was probably supposed to soothe the frazzled nerves of her patients, but it just annoyed the hell out of him. In his opinion, music should be loud and pulsing, or else why bother with it at all?
Hamlin’s receptionist was pushing seventy and had so many deep wrinkles that she resembled a Shar-Pei. Lucas presumed that that was also by design. Hamlin wouldn’t have a young, hot employee and risk having Lucas snatching up the help and leaving her with no one to answer the phone that barely rang.
In all the times Lucas had been there, he’d never once seen anyone else in the waiting room. He figured Hamlin made sure to clear the office whenever his name popped up in the appointment book to prevent him from corrupting her other patients. He could do a lot better than a shrink’s waiting room to pick up chicks anyway. He might have a penchant for sex, but that didn’t mean he was hard-up or looking for someone as fucked up in the head as he was.
Although, on second thought, that was probably the best way to go. They could share a night of hot and sweaty sex and then engage in riveting pillow talk afterwards, discussing each other’s psychosis.
At first, Lucas thought Hamlin could help him not feel so empty inside, but all she ever wanted him to do was talk about stuff he wasn’t comfortable talking about. Deep down stuff that he’d never told anyone about. And he didn’t plan on starting now. That kind of stuff was better left buried deep beneath the walls he’d put up around himself.
Hamlin didn’t make Lucas feel like an idiot—and that was a plus—although he sometimes felt like one all on his own. But he kept showing up to his appointments because he didn’t want his business floating through the locker room. Any issues he had were his and his alone.
So, he confided in Hamlin and got some stuff off his chest so he could have some semblance of a life without going berserk and ending up on the ten o’clock news.
He hadn’t expected to have to work so hard in therapy. He’d simply hoped there were some magic words and he’d be on his way, able to suddenly have a “normal” relationship with a woman.
He didn’t need a shrink to tell him he had abandonment issues from his mom leaving him at such a young age. It wasn’t exactly classified information that he left women (physically and emotionally) long before they could leave him. It was simpler that way. Neat and tidy and…safe. What kind of a fool put their heart on the line when it could so easily be shredded to bits? Not him. He had a reputation to uphold.
During his first session, Lucas had offered Hamlin a night of no-strings-attached fucking, but her lips had flattened into a straight line and she’d graciously declined. If he thought the proposition would have resulted in her tossing him out of her office on his ear, he would have been mistaken. How typical of her.
Hamlin had taken that proposition, and all the rest that followed, in stride. She didn’t miss a beat or bat an eyelash when Lucas baited her, and for that simple reason, he respected the hell out of her. He’d trade his Lamborghini in for a Prius before he’d share that little tidbit with her, but he respected her all the same.
After that first appointment, Lucas didn’t offer to fuck Hamlin senseless ever again. Instead, he stuck to telling her all the little details about the times he fucked other women senseless. The tales of bouncing D-cups and blow job-happy twenty-somethings made their weekly meetings much more interesting. And probably entertained Dr. Margot Hamlin in a world where she was too restrained and unflappable to know a good time if it fell out of the sky and tried to fuck her.
Seeing a shrink made it appear that Lucas was taking steps to overcome his past, but in reality, he hadn’t made many changes since he’d had his first session with Margot Hamlin, psychologist extraordinaire. In order to change, one actually had to make an effort. And the only effort he was currently making was to shock the haughty expression off Hamlin’s impeccable face.
Speaking of fucking, Lucas remembered that he’d been in the middle of telling Hamlin about his recent ménage à trois.
“He’s a good friend of mine,” Lucas said. “And his girlfriend has always wanted to try a threesome, so I volunteered. They know I’m healthy and she’s a very beautiful woman.”
“Any particular reason you volunteered?” Hamlin asked.
“I knew she’d be comfortable with me,” he said, shrugging. “It can be an awkward situation, and I knew I could help make things more enjoyable for her.”
Hamlin nodded with detachment. “Do you have feelings for her?”
“Outside of the bedroom? No. She’s incredibly sexy and we had a good time, but I don’t think of her like that. Like I said, they are both good friends of mine.” Which meant a lot in Lucas’ world. He didn’t have many close friends, and a threesome was a small sacrifice to make for the ones he did have.
“I see. In your profession, do you think that maybe it’s expected of you to have many promiscuous relationships?”
Lucas and his teammates were like royalty in the city of Red Valley, and they lived like rock stars as a result. The perks of being a hockey player in Northern California included free drinks at bars, free food at restaurants, complimentary VIP treatment, and free reign with the ladies. And the hot and dry Red Valley climate allowed a woman to wear her bikini well past Halloween if she wanted. Lucky him.
The women Lucas slept with understood their role and abided by the unwritten rules a one-night stand entailed. Sure, some got greedy and thought they stood far enough from the pack to warrant a second “date,” but it didn’t take long for them to catch on to the fact that Lucas wasn’t the long-term relationship type. He hadn’t been built for any type of relationship at all.
Yes, some of his teammates had already proven that they could handle the role of the monogamous spouse/boyfriend, but Lucas hadn’t come across a woman worth taking the time to get to know better yet, or even her last name. Maybe that time would never come. And he was perfectly okay with that very likely possibility. At least he used to be. As the years ticked by, he wasn’t so sure anymore. And that was why he was sitting on Hamlin’s gray couch, discussing the opposite sex.
“Yeah,” he replied, “but I can’t really imagine being with just one woman.” He wanted to, though. Or he was simply curious about the concept. But then he’d have to open up more than his bed to a woman. Not likely.
“I’m sure that a number of your teammates have wives and families, kids even.”
“A few of them do.”
In all honesty, Lucas had sat by and watched as one teammate after another had found the “love of his life,” usually in the most unexpected places. The guys seemed so sure that they’d found the one woman they wanted to be with for the rest of their lives, and all it did was make Lucas feel like even more of an outsider.
Thank God there were guys like fellow goal scorer Patrik “Trik” Levine and the team’s Russian goalie Alexandre “Sebby” Sebastien. Trik and Seb were as cemented in bachelorhood as Lucas was.
When a woman—gold digger or not—caught wind that you played professional hockey for a living, the odds of getting lucky with her rose as high as her hemline and skyrocketed through the roof. Lucas couldn’t even seem to have a conversation with a woman without it leading straight to the bedroom in one way or another.
As if she’d read his mind, Hamlin suggested, “Try talking to a woman. Ask her about herself. Don’t take her back to your apartment.”
This was the first time Hamlin had ever given him a homework assignment. The fact that she expected him to follow through with it automatically made him want to not do it. Rebellion was a tough thing to ease out of.
“Just talk to her,” he echoed.
“Yes. Have a conversation and get to know each other.”
“We’ll see,” he said, giving her his patented brushoff response. “Don’t you want to hear more about the threesome? About how she spread her legs and—”
“That won’t be necessary. Have you given any more thought to what I said about your parents?”
“I’m not ready to get into all that yet.” Lucas would brush her off until kingdom come because he refused to go there. “I hooked up with a woman from the club last night.” If anything, he was adept at changing the subject when she touched on anything sensitive.
“Oh? What do you mean?”
“She wanted to buy me a drink, but I told her I had a stocked bar in my apartment upstairs. She just about tripped over her stilettos on the stairs on the way up to my place. She couldn’t get her clothes off fast enough either. She was a screamer, too. When she came, I thought she was gonna peel the paint right off the bedroom walls.”
“Are you going to see her again?”
“Nah.” Didn’t Hamlin already know that would be his answer? Why did she even bother asking the same tedious questions anymore?
When their time was up, Hamlin reminded him to make an effort to have a conversation with a woman rather than jump right into bed with her. Lucas responded with a condescending wave and a front-row seat view of his backside as he strode out of her stifling office.
Without giving any more thought to the ridiculous homework assignment, Lucas pointed his car in the direction of the gym and hit the gas.






  
  Chapter Two
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Soufflé


Heartbroken over a bad breakup? Reach for something decadent to prove to yourself that you’re good enough and deserve the kind of love that’ll knock your socks off. Chocolate is fail-safe, cream cheese works well, too, and whipped cream is sure to delight you when you’re feeling down about love. But don’t wallow for too long! The love of your life might be just around the corner.
Gramma Gan’s Recipes for Love

It all started with petite caprese skewers. The simple appetizer consisted of herb and olive oil drizzled mini mozzarella balls threaded onto a skewer with grape tomatoes. They were super easy, healthy, perfect bites of freshness, and they were one of Morgana Rossi’s catering business’s most popular menu items. They sounded simple enough, but boy had they started the scandal ball rolling. 
Morgana had been catering a fundraising event at a hotel in Bethesda, and Craig, her boyfriend of eleven months, was there along with a dozen other politicians. Everything had been going along smoothly—the shrimp gazpacho shooters had gone over especially well, and more than one guest had called the smoked chicken cornucopia quesadillas “to die for”—and then Morgana just happened to look in Craig’s direction at the same exact moment he popped a petite caprese skewer into the mouth of a very female, very married White House aide. The woman proceeded to moan over the appetizer’s perfect ration of cheese to tomato to basil—Morgana expected nothing less from her creations—and she knew right then that that was the end of her relationship with Craig. Not because some random woman enjoyed her food—no, Morgana wasn’t that petty. It was because Craig leaned down and nuzzled the woman’s neck in a way that told Morgana this wasn’t the first time he’d nuzzled that neck. And who knows how many other necks he’d been nuzzling.
What bothered Morgana the most wasn’t the fact that Craig was obviously cheating on her, it was the fact that he’d used her food to further seduce the women he had his eyes on. Morgana used the plural form of the female species because, right after the skewer incident, Craig was seen hand-feeding an intern bites of Morgana’s prized spinach quiche. The little squeeze he gave the intern’s ass most likely paired quite well with the rich and flavorful quiche and lit a fire under Morgana’s ass to make some much-needed changes in her life. Starting with her no-good boyfriend.
Later that night, when she confronted Craig about his extra-curricular activities, his face drooped like he’d anticipated this moment but still couldn’t believe the charade was coming to an abrupt end. He’d been aware that he was a liar and a cheat. It was obvious he had simply been biding his time until Morgana found out, too.
And it didn’t take long for the rest of the world to follow. Morgana received proof that Craig had been cheating on her the old-fashioned way. By seeing his affairs plastered all over the television. Besides the White House aide, the thirty-five-year-old congressman had slept with a married lobbyist and two waitresses. News of Craig’s “indiscretions” worked its way to every network, and by the end of the week his smarmy, grinning portrait was plastered on every channel and every form of social media.
The really bad news was that all hell had broken loose the following day when one of Craig’s conquests—whether it was the aide or the intern, Morgana couldn’t remember—came forth to the media and exposed Craig for the philanderer he was. The media firestorm continued when several more women—all slept with and cast aside by the noble, opportunistic Congressman Craig—came out of the woodwork and made their stories known.
To combat the gossip and humiliation, Morgana immersed herself in her work. As badly as she wanted to take them off the menu, she kept the petite caprese skewers and catered her little heart out. She had built up her catering business over the last three years and it was thriving. Up until reporters got ahold of her name and connected her to the whole sordid mess. As big as D.C. was, it still had a rumor mill that rivaled Hollywood’s.
So, Morgana cut her losses and returned to Red Valley, California. Back to the basics. Wasn’t that the best way to fix a recipe that had gone terribly wrong? Start from scratch and learn from your mistakes. Yep, that’s what Morgana’s Gramma Gan had always suggested. Regroup, reorganize, reset.
Ever since Morgana had moved to D.C. three years ago, there was something about her hometown that kept calling to her. Sure, it was a scenic spot on the map, but something in her gut told her she needed to come back. Something she couldn’t ignore.
And now here she was in her parents’ kitchen, feeling sorry for herself, wallowing in the aftermath of her latest relationship gone bad.
Morgana’s childhood home on Brookside Ct. was a nondescript tri-level with tan paint and dark brown trim, and wasn’t located anywhere near a brook. It might not look like much on the outside, but the house was the cornerstone of Morgana’s entire life. She’d been born at the Red Valley Medical Center downtown, had gone to school from K-12 in the Red Valley School District, and had experienced every milestone of adolescence while living in this ordinary house.
Except there wasn’t anything ordinary about the flowerbed beneath the bay windows, the long, sloping driveway, or the towering tree in the middle of the front yard.
Morgana had helped her mother plant bulbs in the flowerbeds of all the flowers her mother loved. Daffodils, gladiolas, and tulips bloomed there every spring to add a cheeriness to the house. Only someone who spent afternoons on their hands and knees plucking stray weeds could truly appreciate their colorful beauty.
The driveway was anything but ordinary. The smooth concrete surface had served as a roller rink on sunny days, a place to play hopscotch, and a spot to display old junk when the family had their yearly yard sale after a particularly thorough round of spring cleaning.
And to anyone besides Morgana, the big Douglas fir in the front yard might look like any normal part of the landscaping in a suburban neighborhood. But it was the only one of its kind for blocks. Morgana’s parents had planted it on the day they brought her home from the hospital, the day they became parents for the first and only time. They knew that tree would grow, just as their daughter would, with roots firmly planted on Brookside Ct. 
Over the years, that strong, beautiful Douglas fir had been toilet-papered, draped with twinkling Christmas lights, nested in by local birds, and served as the backdrop for almost every family portrait. Now it was almost thirty feet tall and stood guard over the Rossi family home, even when Morgana decided to leave for college and study cuisine abroad.
Morgana thought back to the awful words Craig had said to her. The words he’d uttered with such conviction that she knew he truly believed every word that had come out of his mouth. Even though it was all total and complete bullshit.
“To be honest, I’ve always found you to be a little bit dull and…boring,” he’d said conversationally. In other words, he never had to worry about her being inappropriate or causing a scene. “While those are commendable qualities in a woman in my profession, and they used to be my favorite qualities of yours, I had other needs to fulfill that weren’t being met by you.”
Craig had sounded like a dissatisfied customer on the phone with a cable service rep, canceling his cable plan because the channel selection was inadequate.
And that wasn’t even the worst of it. Craig had gone on to catalog each and every one of her faults while he’d stood there looking down at her like he couldn’t believe he’d been attached to someone so pathetic for the past year.
But Morgana knew she wasn’t the pathetic one. Her only mistake had been putting her career first and letting her love life simmer unattended on the back burner. She’d let her relationship with Craig trail along as an afterthought, kind of like a caboose.
They’d had a convenient arrangement. He worked long hours and so did she. When they saw each other, they enjoyed each other’s company. No pressure, no strings attached. Just the way a man of his caliber preferred.
Speaking of caboose, Craig’s pompous voice echoed through her mind once more. “Other women actually care what a man thinks and cater to his needs,” he’d informed her. “You should try it sometime, Morg.”
Morgana cringed at the way he had a habit of shortening her name and making it sound like a place where bodies were kept.
Like he needed to lecture her about catering!
It had felt good to slap him. She’d never slapped anyone across the face before, but if anyone deserved it, it was Craig.
Morgana and Craig had been together for a year, and this was the first time he’d ever indicated that he wasn’t satisfied and she was lacking in the fun times department. Which was a laugh because Craig wasn’t known for being exciting. In fact, he was the definition of dull and boring, and he’d managed to kick Morgana to the curb in the most cold and clinical manner possible.
Maybe she’d been dull and boring in D.C. because she’d been dating a senator and working all the damn time. Who had fun when you worked sixty hours a week anyway?
She might not be the most exciting woman on the planet, but Morgana wasn’t bland. She whipped up flavorful masterpieces in the kitchen. At least the food she cooked could never be described as dull. He’d been a jackass, but at least Craig hadn’t insulted her cooking. According to Gramma Gan, insulting a chef’s food was a cardinal sin.
The more she thought about it, the more Morgana was grateful that their relationship had imploded when it had. Once the senator hit forty, he’d probably indulge in a nice little rip-roaring, eye-popping mid-life crisis for everyone to see anyway and decide that Morgana wasn’t young enough for him. Which might have been understandable, but she was nine years younger than him and far from a fuddy-duddy.
The good news was that by then, Morgana already had a plan in motion that got her the heck out of D.C. and out of the scorching limelight.
It didn’t take long for Morgana to close out her life in D.C., far less time than it should have considering she’d called the Nation’s Capital home for the past three years. Her partner bought out her half of the catering business and that had been that.
Morgana didn’t consider it to be running away, just getting away from all of the politics—pun intended—of D.C. In fact, she’d been considering moving back to Red Valley for some time now. But she just didn’t have a clear-cut reason to. Now she had those in spades.
Craig breaking up with her wasn’t reason enough to go to extremes and sell her business. That decision had been a long time coming. Way before Craig’s cheating eyes had started wandering, Morgana had been throwing around the idea of getting out of the catering business. As much as she loved cooking, catering wasn’t where her heart was. And D.C. certainly wasn’t where her heart was either. Too bad it had taken a scandal to prove it to her.
Always supportive, her parents had welcomed her home with open arms—or they would have if they were in town—and now Morgana was sitting in her mother’s cluttered kitchen, wondering where she went wrong in her life.
She couldn’t exactly pinpoint the pivotal wrong turn, and that’s what was so damn frustrating. She thought she’d done everything right. From getting an education in the field she loved to pursuing a career in it as well. She’d attended the New England Culinary Institute in Vermont and then honed her skills for a few years in the finest European restaurants. But that wasn’t where her heart was.
Craig hadn’t been the only thing in her life that didn’t pre-heat her oven. Thinking back, she hadn’t been all that happy being swallowed up by her catering business either.
There it was again. That burning rise of acid crawling up her esophagus. Ever since she found out about Craig’s two-timing, she’d been experiencing severe heartburn. Her mother claimed that Craig had given Morgana an ulcer.
Heartburn. What an appropriately named malady.
Feeling like a failure on all accounts—here, here!—Morgana walked around the kitchen, her fingers trailing along the laminate countertop.
For years, she’d been bugging her mom to upgrade this room of the house. She’d even offered to pay for the renovations herself. But Helen Rossi couldn’t decide on granite or quartz, and the whole idea of contractors ripping apart her home overwhelmed her to the point where she did nothing at all.
Morgana’s parents would rather go globe-trotting all over the world, playing tourists in all the places they’d dreamed of traveling during their thirty-year marriage, than sink money into a kitchen they hardly ever used.
Helen and Gino sold their chain of dry-cleaning businesses and retired early. Morgana could have taken over, but she wanted to be on her own. If and when she ran a business, it would be hers and not something her parents didn’t want to let go of. They kept the house so their daughter would always have somewhere to come home to. And when they started getting restless from so much time off, they became jet-setters. One by one, they crossed off the exotic locations on their bucket list and were loving every minute of it.
Eyeing the Winnie-the-Pooh-hugging-Piglet cookie jar on the counter, Morgana went over to see if there was anything tasty inside. Something to sweeten the bitter taste of humiliation and heartbreak. Something satisfying. Something chocolate.
Morgana’s mom hated baking but usually kept some store-bought cookies around for Gino, Morgana’s father. Inside the cookie jar were a few Oreo crumbs, and it dawned on Morgana that her mom would have made sure not to leave any perishable food in the house while they were on their two-week-long cruise to Bermuda.
Morgana would have to take matters into her own hands.

      [image: ]A short time later, Morgana was back from the grocery store and back in the kitchen, armed with all the ingredients needed to make the least dull and boring dessert she could think of: chocolate soufflé. 
In the store, she’d put blinders on and had gone straight for the soufflé ingredients. Later she’d need to go back for some real groceries, but right now the soufflé was the priority.
She hadn’t eaten dinner yet and probably should have cooked herself something comforting, if not nutritious, but the craving for chocolate had prevailed. Chocolate had been a staple item used to make it through breakups, broken hearts, disappointment, and depression probably since the time it was invented thousands of years ago. The French certainly knew their desserts.
Chocolate soufflé had only been around since the eighteenth century, but Morgana had been using it to make herself feel better ever since Jimmy Winnick had made fun of her new haircut in front of everyone in the cafeteria in eighth grade.
Morgana wasn’t intimidated by the recipe. It was just the sort of task she needed. To conquer it, devour it. And feel a sense of satisfaction at the end.
Sending a scowl in the refrigerator’s direction, she mumbled, “Don’t judge me,” to the pig magnets holding up the photos scattered all over the front. You could barely even see what color the fridge was because of all the magnets and photos blanketing the outside. There on the Frigidaire were dozens of photos of her parents at each of the vacation destinations they’d traveled to since their retirement. Jamaica, the Bahamas, the Virgin Islands...
Her mother’s broad smile, paired with her father’s goofy grin, made Morgana suffer the pangs of disappointment all over again. She couldn’t even find a man who could stick through the next election with her, much less spend retirement and beyond with.
How had her parents gotten things so right? They’d been together for thirty years and were still going strong. They didn’t fall like a soufflé when conditions weren’t perfect. They linked arms and plowed headfirst into the first sign of trouble. Being as stubborn as two mules probably had something to do with their marital success.
Feeling sorry for herself wasn’t going to solve anything. So, Morgana put thoughts of her parents aside and got to work preparing her favorite dessert.
First, she put the oven rack on the bottom rung so it wouldn’t burn the delicate egg mixture and then preheated the oven. She brushed melted butter into two ramekins and dusted sugar inside each one.
Now it was time to make the base. Using bittersweet chocolate and butter she’d melted in the microwave, she whisked the two ingredients together, added an egg yolk, vanilla, and salt, and whisked again.
For the meringue, she beat two egg whites and added cream of tartar when the eggs became foamy. When soft peaks formed, she slowly added sugar. Using a spatula, she took one-third of the mixture, added it to the base, and then folded in the rest.
With a big spoon, she filled each ramekin with the soufflé mixture. She smoothed the top with a spatula, popped them in the oven, and set the timer.
While the soufflés were baking, Morgana started on the whip cream. In a bowl, she combined heavy cream, vanilla extract, and confectioner’s sugar and beat until soft peaks formed.
Holding back a maniacal laugh, she delighted in knowing that Craig wouldn’t be licking her bowl—literally or figuratively—ever again.
After thirteen minutes, she turned on the oven light and checked the soufflés through the window. They had risen above the ramekins, so she took them out of the oven and dusted them with powdered sugar. To make a hole in the center, she pulled the soufflé apart with two spoons and poured the whip cream on top.
Just as she lifted the spoonful of chocolaty heaven to her lips, her phone rang. A quick glance at the display told her what she already suspected. The interruption was par for the course. Her mother always had a knack for calling at the worst possible moment.
With the spoon still hovering in the air, Morgana put her phone on speaker and hoped her mom wasn’t calling with bad news. There was only so much a girl could take. Knowing her overly dramatic mother, it was probably just good news wrapped up in an excuse to call and check up on her.
“Hey, Mom. What’s up?”
Morgana slid the spoon home and let the rich taste conquer her taste buds, one by one. Pure ecstasy dissolved in her mouth. The soufflé was perfect. The heavenly, foamy, airy texture was a lovely contrast to the richness of the base. It was light and divine. Like eating a cloud.
Stifling a moan, she swallowed down a little bit of heaven in the midst of a chaotic, depressing world.
She didn’t need an industrial-sized kitchen in order to whip up a fabulous confection. The kitchen in her childhood home was good enough.
“Did I leave my curling iron on?” Helen Rossi’s worried voice boomed from the phone and Morgana turned the volume down. Neither one of her parents knew what an ‘inside voice’ was. “I swear I unplugged it before we left, but your father is doubting me, big time.”
“I’ll check.” Morgana quickly shoveled in another bite before heading down the hall toward her parents’ master suite. Turning left at the pig butler statue, she walked through the bedroom and into the ensuite bathroom.
Helen Rossi collected pigs. Not the flesh-and-blood-George-Clooney-house-pet kind of swine, but the ceramic-clutter-up-a-room type of hogs. Pigs with wings, pigs holding wineglasses, pigs dressed as Vegas showgirls, pigs on skateboards, on teeter-totters, on roller skates…you name it, Morgana’s mom collected it.
Helen’s porker obsession had begun long before Morgana was even a twinkle in her father’s eye. It had started small, in the kitchen with a salt and pepper shaker set, and it didn’t take long for the collection to take on a life of its own and overflow into the rest of the house. Now, there were helpful pigs holding spare rolls of toilet paper in the powder room, pig-adorned throw pillows in the den, and a particularly happy-looking piglet gracing the green mailbox outside.
On the bathroom counter, next to the pig taking a bubble bath, was the curling iron. Unplugged.
“Remember, Mom? It has an automatic shut-off, so it wouldn’t matter even if you did forget,” Morgana told her mother, impatient to get back to the cooling soufflés.
“That’s comforting and everything, sweet pea, but I’d hate to rely on some little sensor when we’re three thousand miles away. Thank goodness you decided to move back home. I just wish we could have been there to welcome you back.”
Her parents had had the trip to Bermuda booked for months. And Morgana hadn’t technically “moved” back home. Her stuff was still in storage in D.C., and she was just cooling her heels in Red Valley while she planned her next move. Housesitting for her parents was the perfect cover while she recovered from her very public breakup with her very public congressman boyfriend.
Morgana didn’t think she had the guts to do what she really wanted to do in life. Maybe some time spent at home, licking her wounds, would bolster her courage to do what her heart of hearts had always dreamed of.
Or maybe it would just add ten pounds onto her thighs from eating too much chocolate.
“We’ll have plenty of time to visit when you get back in two weeks,” Morgana assured her mother and walked back to the kitchen.
“Oh, that reminds me. I called in a favor for you.”
Uh-oh.
Morgana took another bite of the soufflé and hoped the heavenly flavor would soften whatever blow her mother was about to throw her way. A favor wasn’t always a good thing when it came to a meddling mother.
“What kind of favor?” she asked cautiously.
“You remember Elsie’s half-sister Mitzie?” Helen plowed on before Morgana could tell her that no, she didn’t remember. “Well, her great aunt Helga runs the Coochie Restaurant, and apparently they’re looking for a new head chef.”
“Mom, I—”
“Now, sugarplum, I know you’re not looking to make any commitments in Red Valley—in the way of a man or a job—but your father and I think this would be a fantastic opportunity to test the waters here before you make a rash decision and head back to that corrupt city. D.C. is so far away, and your father and I just can’t bear to see you go back again so soon, if at all. So, what do you say? Would you meet with Helga and be open-minded about staying here in town?”
By the time her mother was finished with her “Your father and I” speech, Morgana had just about polished off the rest of the soufflé. She eyed the other ramekin.
Figuring what the





OEBPS/images/c6e3c801-a52f-44ed-97cd-2f2cebcc885b.jpeg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/8a9a6584-7f00-42f2-8ec6-cee0816b452d.png





OEBPS/images/fc132c0d-3e8c-4f50-9ad3-bf20e9d33884.png





OEBPS/images/60cac777-55f6-4f66-b5ed-f757b99bae5c.png





OEBPS/images/9582b741-e60e-4a72-9d91-c0a77d96260a.png





OEBPS/images/57f43d48-0a75-43e1-a5ff-f36abe007662.png





OEBPS/images/c432a7fb-4cc4-469f-bfa5-4225e973eaea.png





OEBPS/images/21c953ae-a60f-4a98-a369-a80753b13e8e.png





OEBPS/images/47f162cc-04fe-4ac6-8c2b-67db3e93e050.png





OEBPS/images/a37a00be-843d-4777-b6aa-6cb4f5077280.png







