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Under the dim lighting, the vibrant elegance of a dining experience awaits you. As you walk through the glass doors, the smell of Chef Barone’s signature rich sauces and sizzling dishes reinforces his title as the Seafood King of Soho. His eccentric obsession for detail is present in every corner. From his spectacularly good lobster bisque down to his crab cakes, the freshness of the food from the bay was one of the most delicious things I have eaten this year.

Valentina Aragon smiled at her laptop. This was the perfect overview of each dish. Now, the spotlight.

The tender, thick cut, prime rib was seared to perfection, drowning in rich, succulent jus.

So was the honey-mustard chicken, tender and juicy.

So were the lamb chops, dipped in...

And there her creativity folded like a flimsy deck of cards.

Val exhaled audibly and dropped her head into her hands. When did she get so derivative? 

Chefs thanked her for the influx of patrons to their restaurants. Letters from readers also flooded the office mailbox. Many were grateful for bringing new restaurants to their attention. One woman cited her talent for describing a rich, tasteful experience in her reviews.

Now, she was repeating herself like a backup singer.

Val’s cell chirped and vibrated from the coffee table. Ooh, a welcome distraction.

She leaned over to get a closer look at the caller’s ID and the picture with it. Two fresh-faced young women hugged as they laughed and smiled at the camera. April! The beachy background reminded her of the last vacation they took years ago. They really needed another one.

Val grabbed the phone and answered.

“Hey, you.” She fell back on her couch. “What’s up?”

“Ooh,” April sucked her teeth on the other end. “You have that ‘I’m so over it’ tone in your voice.”

From the sounds of traffic and the background chatter, Val figured her bestie must have been outdoors somewhere. “Sorry, this review is fighting me. It’s like I’m yanking the words from thin air rather than letting them flow.”

“I thought you always did that.”

Val frowned at the phone. “Ha. Ha. Not the way writing works. Well, in theory, that is. Normally, I run with my emotions and translate them into an experience on the page. Not anymore.”

“So, take a break. Let your mind rest while we grab dinner.”

“No thanks. I just came from a shopping spree hours ago.”

“Another one?”

She stood and wandered across her tiny but cozy kitchen apartment. A snack might supercharge her mind. “It was a reward to myself for the Times mention while you and Joe went out for another fun-filled evening on the town.”

“Yeah, about that. Joe and I... we’re pretty much through.”

“What?” Val reached for the fridge door, but the sleek metal handle slipped right out of her hand. “Sweetie, what happened?”

The sound of city traffic droned in the background of the phone as April fell silent. After a moment, she sighed. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you over dinner?”

Val opened the fridge again and peeked inside. Near empty shelves stared back at her. It was dinner out or water, milk, condiments, and bread at home. Note to self: make a grocery trip ASAP. “Sure. I’ll meet you at the burger place down the block.”

* * *
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AFTER SWITCHING OUT of a comfy pair of leggings, an oversized sweater, and cozy knitted booties for a sleek pink A-line pencil dress and a dark, navy peacoat, Val was ready. Casual enough for comfort yet still professional enough in case she ran into anyone she reviewed or recognized. Hmm. Maybe she should bring her laptop to kill some time with the review.

Argh, bad Val!

Leave the work at home.

Okay, the laptop stays...

Hmm. She needed something else to occupy her mind while waiting for April.

“That leaves you, Mr. Book.” She grabbed a romantic suspense novel from her shelf. One she had been eager to continue when she had enough free time.

“No time like the present,” she said, slipping the book under her arm and grabbing her clutch purse. After making sure she had her wallet, cell, and keys, Val locked up and was on her way.

Minutes later, she ventured down the sidewalk enjoying the cool evening air. Manhattan was alive with busy patrons filling the sidewalks and vehicles of all kinds crowding the roads. She loved this city. Music and culture lived at every corner. People of all cultures and backgrounds mingled and worked together. To Val, it was the center of everything.

Though the evening air held a crisp edge to it, the bustling atmosphere and bright city lights would be the perfect backdrop for dinner on the outside patio. When she arrived, Val grabbed a seat next to the sidewalk. She set her clutch purse on the table and sat down to read. The weather was already changing from the sweltering heat to the chilly autumn. If only there were a pile of leaves nearby.

After losing herself in a few chapters, the call of hunger pulled at her stomach. Where was April? Val reached into her purse for her cell.

“Boy, am I glad to see you.” April rushed up, tugging at the buttons of her jacket. Then she stopped and looked up. “On second thought, I’m keeping this thing on.”

Val giggled. “Yep. Fall has peeked its head out. Not too long until we break out the soups, sweaters, and pumpkin spiced everything.”

“Ugh. Don’t remind me.” April narrowed her gaze on Val. “And you just love it, don’t you?”

Val didn’t realize how big of a grin she had on until then. “Kind of.”

“More than kind of,” April said with a nudge.

“Okay, okay. I’m crazy excited! Beautiful golden leaves, cool, crisp weather, cinnamon, apple pie, hot drinks and, I reiterate, pumpkin everything!”

April giggled. “What is it about pumpkin that brings the happiness?”

“Comfort and joy wrapped in a warm mug. Oh, I love fall. I mean, the heat had its spotlight already, and since we didn’t have much time for the beach or planning a vacation––”

“Ooh yeah,” April pulled her chair out and sat down. “Sorry about that. Things were crazy between Joe and my pushy boss demanding redos on our biggest client’s brownstone.” After scooting in, she flipped her long, sleek black hair behind her shoulder. “I’m here now.”

Val smiled at her best friend. Ever since they were young, they had been close. So close, she considered April the sister she never had but always wanted. Just like sisters, they shared similar traits and appearances. While April had a long black blow out style cascading down her back, Val was a brunette with blonde ombre highlights added to the tips of her waist-length locks.

April’s complexion, always a gorgeous cool bronze, held an undertone of a rose tint from the cold kiss of the autumn evening. She wore a black peacoat over a blue cold shoulder style dress Val had seen her in before for work.

Once the waitress arrived with two glasses of lemon water, the two ordered two cheeseburgers, fries, and a large garden salad to share.

“So, tell me,” Val said, getting comfortable in her chair. “What happened between you and Joe?”

April gazed down at her bejeweled clutch next to her glass. She idly ran her hand along the satin outer lining. “We wanted different things. I was ready for something more serious and he... well, wasn’t. Apparently, he was still interested in dating every girl in the city. Silly me.”

“Oh, April. I’m sorry.” Val offered her friend a sympathetic frown. “He doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

“Thanks for saying.” April shrugged. “It’s probably for the best, anyway. I need someone who will give and take evenly with me. Partners in every sense of the word.”

“Absolutely. And you deserve it, girl. We both do.” Val sighed and leaned on the table. “I’m just not sure I’ll get it.”

April’s gaze widened. “What? Why not? You’re a great friend! You’re driven, caring, and awesome. You just haven’t met the guy yet.”

“Yeah, but that’s the thing. There aren’t many guys that have captured my interest.”

April bit her lip, staring at her drink in thought. Then she snapped her fingers. “Oh! What about that guy I set you up with that one time? Tim. Ter––no! Tony!”

Val frowned. “The one who brushed me off for a cross-country road trip to ‘find himself’?”

“Ooh, wait. Scratch that, I think he just got engaged.”

“Ha!” Val said. “Salt, meet wound.”

“Don’t worry, girl. You will find someone. The right one.”

“Mmm-hmm. And where might this mythical creature exist?”

*
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“RIVER VALLEY, MN.” Brandon Scott listened as the customer service rep on the other end repeated his location. “Yep, that’s right.”

“And the order number again?”

Brandon stifled a sigh. There wasn’t a week that went by he didn’t experience a shipment issue or a problem with his orders. It was one reason he preferred to do business in town, but the items he needed weren’t always local.

He repeated the 10-digit number.

“Ah yes,” the man said. Faint typing echoed over the line. “I see it here. Well, Mr. Scott, it looks like your shipment is still out for delivery and should be there by the end of the business day.”

Brandon leaned back in his office chair. Any other time, his tiny office space would be cozy. But this conversation was testing his patience, and the walls seemed like they were closing in on him. He was eager to step outside into the open air. “Is there any way to contact the driver? I’d like to be here when the shipment arrives, but I have jobs lined up all morning. Plus, I really need those supplies for today.”

“I understand, sir. But I’m sorry there is no way we can reach the drivers at their location. If you sign up at our website, you can receive up-to-date notifications––”

“That’s okay. I’ll just keep an eye out... somehow.”

Once he got off the phone, Brandon took a few breaths to calm down. He stepped outside of his small office and crossed the hall toward the much larger front lobby area. The small building space was perfect for the office side of things, considering most of his work was done outside. All he needed here was a front desk, some shelves, and a few gardening tools and supplies for his local community.

Brandon stuffed his cell phone in his pocket and raked a hand through his hair. If only his assistant, Kevin, was an intern instead of a high school student. An extra set of eyes would do well while he worked in the field during the day. Nothing inspired him more than the clear, fresh air, the warm rays of the sun on his back, and the earth between his fingers.

Now he had to wait around for the incoming shipment of crates and mulch necessary to finish up ground work. Just great. He couldn’t afford to miss any days. Too many people counted on him, and the bills weren’t going to pay themselves.

Brandon sighed as the front doorbell chimed, announcing he had a visitor.

“I’m sorry, I was just heading out––” Brandon turned and stopped short once he recognized the older woman smiling back at him.

Betty Dryer was one of the town’s well-known members... and River Valley’s biggest gossip. Right now she looked like the cat who ate the canary. Or perhaps was about to.

Brandon suddenly felt a certain kinship with that poor bird. “Hello, Mrs. Dryer. What can I do for you this morning?”

“Oh, I know you’re super busy, as always, and I won’t keep you. I just wanted to check your schedule about my front lawn space. I received clearance to have the whole entrance redone. I would love for you to use your magical touch like you did with Nan’s place.”

Whew. Perhaps he was getting nervous for no reason at all. He brightened up. “Oh right! Yes! Let me check that for you.” Brandon dashed around the back of the front desk to check the large desk calendar with scribbles in each of the boxes. “Let’s see here.”

Betty sauntered up to the desk, quietly clearing her throat. “I was, um, hoping you’d be free Friday. Evening.”

“Well, I usually try to finish up by the evening, so I like to fill out the morning and afternoons.”

“Oh no, no dear.” She shook her head. “Not for work. My niece is in town. And she is your age. Since you two kids are both single, I was thinking––”

And there it was. Brandon’s stomach dropped as Betty droned on. Just when he laid his guard down, she laid the boom on him. “Um, Betty. I appreciate the thought, but I’m not really dating right now.”

She frowned and looked at him as if he was speaking an alien language. “Not... dating?”

“Local jobs and my business keep me busy, but thanks so much for thinking of me.” He drew his attention back to the calendar, hoping that would be the end of that. “Looks like I do have an opening for next week. Say Wednesday morning? I should finish with Mrs. Taylor’s home and still have time to drop by your office. Once we figure out the best fit for your exterior, it’s smooth sailing from there.”

“Okay, well. If you change your mind about my niece...”

“I know where to find you.” Brandon nodded and smiled as he spoke, hoping the finality in his words came across loud and clear.

Betty smiled brightly and waved before turning to exit with an extra skip in her step.

Brandon sighed and dropped his head on his folded arms. What was it about this town? It seemed like everyone who had a daughter his age tried to pair him up. Tough break for them. He had given up dating a long time ago when he saw relationships only led to heartbreak and loss. It didn’t matter that his own parent’s relationship had made him nervous to put himself out there. Tension strained their marriage, and he had his father to thank for that. There was also the string of breakups his friends went through. He preferred to spare himself that kind of heartbreak.

Now more than ever, he was not interested. With a growing business to take care of, clients to look after, and more important things to worry about in his life, dating was the last thing on his mind.

Brandon checked the time on his cell phone. Shoot. He had to leave soon for his first job of the day. The weekend would be here in less than two days, and there was so much he needed to get done before his shipment came in.

Hmm. He should leave a note on the door with his cell number. That way the driver could reach him when his shipment arrived.

Brandon grabbed a blank piece of paper and a sharpie pen. Hopefully, this wasn’t the sign of a really long day ahead.
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Buzz.

Buzz.

Buzz.

Val opened her tired eyelids. What a dream. A factory of chocolate at her disposal and no weight gain. It was perfect. She was enjoying a slice of chocolate ganache cake when the loud beep of her alarm dragged her back into reality.

She turned toward the sound. Wait a minute. That wasn’t her alarm. That was her cell phone! Who was calling this crazy hour of the morning?

Val reached out, feeling around for the buzzing device... until she knocked something off the nightstand. The object thudded to the floor. From the sound of the droning––now further away–– it was the very item she sought. Just great.

A groan rumbled in her throat as she forced herself to reach down and grab the phone. She peeked at the caller ID. Seeing the name and picture on the screen was like icy water splashed in her face, shooting her senses to full alert. Haley Adams, boss extraordinaire. The image of a youthful, sophisticated woman on the ID stared back at her. Thin arms folded in front of her as she wore a stylish afternoon designer dress, a smile on her full lips, and a razor-sharp focus in her dark tawny eyes. Even in pictures, Haley was camera ready with her warm brown sun-kissed complexion and smooth, youthful expression that defied her late forties age.

Val quickly tapped the answer button. “Hello? I’m here.”

“Well, hello sleeping beauty,” Haley said over the line. Her professional, nonsense tone held a light flutter to it. She sounded as if she had been up for hours. Not surprising, considering the woman practically worked in her sleep. “Glad you’re up. I just got your newest review and wanted meet with you before I sent it to editorial. Do you mind coming by for an impromptu meeting?”

Val checked the clock on her phone. Six a.m. Way, way too early. “Um... yeah.” She cringed at the croak in her voice. Clearing her throat, she continued, hoping to sound more chipper and clear. “What time exactly?”

“Oh, preferably before brunch. I have a few meetings around eleven, but I can spare some time for our chat.”

“Looking forward to it!” Val cringed. She was hoping to come across bright-eyed and cheerful, not over the top and unhinged.

“See you then.”

The phone beeped, ending the call. Val groaned and dropped her head on her pillow. What on Earth did her boss need to talk about? She made sure to spell check her article. She even ran it through her favorite grammar software to make sure it read as smooth as possible.

Ugh. Sleep was out of the question now. Busy thoughts would keep her awake as she tried to figure out what was wrong. This always happened when someone said they needed to speak to her. She always assumed the worse.

Might as well yank the bandage off and get it over with.

Val sat up and tossed her bed sheets off. The cool morning greeted her bare toes before she even touched the cold tile floor.

Yup!

She was definitely awake now!

* * *
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BRANDON WIPED HIS BROW as the brisk morning air brushed against his damp face. Despite the chill in the air, he kept his body warm by constantly moving across the huge bed of grass. No need for a gym when a good day’s work on a lawn will do.

He and his workers had been at it since seven as they prepped the exterior lawn of the River Inn Bed & Breakfast. It was practically his second home, and the upkeep meant as much to him as it did the proprietor of the place. He took a moment to check on his workers. A few of them he had known throughout the years. Others came by word-of-mouth thanks to his fellow townspeople. No matter how he found them, he was glad for the extra hands to make the load a bit easier.

As they worked, visitors passed back and forth along the stone path leading up the entrance. Nature welcomed the changing of the season as the leaves left its deep green tint to embrace various shades of gold, red, purple, brown and orange. That morning, he and his men were busy winterizing the grass. It was the perfect time to feed the lawn just as peak tourist season was growing. He made sure the fertilizer he ordered was organic, filled with potassium and decreased nitrogen to keep the grass blades healthy and happy. Now it was ready to apply. He picked up the huge twenty-pound bag and grunted softly as he poured it into the mouth of his lawn spreader. Then he walked in rows among the grassy exterior, releasing the fertilizer onto the soil.

Brandon loved his work. He prided himself on not only making the B&B exterior as beautiful as possible, but it also livened up the place with gorgeous colors. The baby blue and beige tones of the building would definitely stand out against the bright autumn foliage around it.

“Brandon!”

Was someone calling him? It was hard to tell amid the chorus of garden tools and machinery around him.

“Brandon!”

Yep, that was definitely a voice.

“Yeah?” He turned toward the sound.

An older woman leaned on the frame of the door’s entrance as she wiped her hands on her apron while gazing over the lawn. Nan Woods was like a second mother to him after losing his own mother when he was younger. Her friendly gray eyes complemented her warm personality. She welcomed anyone who passed through her doors and treated them like long-lost family members. Though she was a woman of sixty years, any signs of age on her smooth pale complexion told more of aging with grace and a vibrant, fulfilled life.

Nan brushed away a strand of auburn hair from her face. She smiled at the handiwork before her. “Wow. It’s already looking so good.”

He smiled. “And here I’m just starting out. I still need to bring in the Celosias and the Black-Eyed Susans from The Carroll Farm. I want to plant a few out front there on the porch bed. Plus sprinkle a few around the walkway. I think it would be a nice welcome for the curb appeal as visitors walk up.”

Nan nodded as she looked around, no doubt imagining what he had in mind. “I do like the sound of that. It’ll also do a world of good adding to your collection of skills. I still get compliments on your gorgeous work, you know.” She tilted her head slightly. “Say, why don’t you take a break, come inside, and get something to eat?” She turned to the other workers. “All of you guys. Come on. Let’s get those tummies filled so you can rustle up some more energy.”

Brandon held his hand up to decline despite his men murmuring in agreement. “No thanks for me, but you guys can go on. I had a pretty big breakfast before I got here.”

Nan shrugged and turned to head back inside. “Okay, well, suit yourself. I’m making a nice big lunch for the guests later, and you are more than welcome to come by and take whatever you like.”

“Thanks, Nan. Oh, and by the way, did you send Betty Dryer over this morning?”

Nan frowned. “Betty? No, why?”

“She’s still intent on seeing me hitched. This time with her niece coming into town.”

“Oh, wow. She still at it?” She laughed. “Nope, I didn’t tell her to set you up, in fact, I did quite the opposite and told her you weren’t interested. But you know, Betty. Every single person is just a challenge for her to find a match.”

“You can say that again.” He sighed. “Okay, well, thanks for putting the word in for me. I’ll just keep dodging her.”

Nan stifled a giggle. “You do that and tell me how it goes. Whenever you get tired of dipping and dodging, I’ll be here.” She parted with a final wave before disappearing inside.

Some days she reminded him so much of his late mother. After she died, Brandon’s relationship with his father grew more strained than in her final days. She and Nan had been good friends since he was young and they often visited the B&B throughout the years. It seemed fitting that he helped with the upkeep. He liked to think his mother would have loved what this place had become.

He looked around the now empty area. A break would be nice, but he was on a roll and wanted to keep the momentum until he found a nice place to stop. If it took until brunch, then so be it. At least he got a head start on the day.

Brandon continued filling the rest of the lawn with the fertilizer. After he was satisfied, he planted a small row of wildflowers and mixed in some Gerbera daisies they had picked up earlier that morning.

“Ooh, what a nice job you’re doing here, cowboy.”

That voice. Brandon wasn’t sure if he heard right when Nan called him. Now he hoped his imagination was messing with him.

Turning to look over his shoulder, he recognized the visitor right away.

“Hey, Shannon.” He wondered if the disinterest in his own voice was apparent to her as it was him.

From the way Shannon’s eyes lit up as she moved closer, the subtlety flew right over her head and took a nosedive.

“Hello yourself, stranger.” She poked his chest playfully. “Still doing the hard-working landscaper thing, huh?”

He attempted to step back but stopped when she moved with him. “Yeah, it’s kind of what my business is all about.” He cleared his throat. “So, what can I do for you, Shannon? I’m sure you didn’t come over just to talk shop.”

She frowned. “Shop? You want to go shopping with me?”

Brandon resisted the urge to shake his head. “What’s up, Shannon?”

“I was hoping you would take me to brunch when you finish here.”

He loved how she framed her request as a question even though it was a strong suggestion. “Can’t do. I have a lot to finish up here before the seasonal guests arrive.”

“Oh, I’m sure you can spare a few moments for a friend. Right?”

Friend. The change in her tone was evident with that word. If Shannon had her way, he would be so much more. She had been chasing him through the quad and all through the halls throughout high school. They were the proverbial perfect couple in everyone’s eyes but his own. Captain of the cheerleading squad and the star quarterback of the football team.

The closest thing that could be considered a date was the prom king and queen dance––and that was only at the insistence of the dance Emcee.

Shannon was all high society. She always wore pencil skirts and designer blouses with matching high heels and designer purses on her arm. She wanted the best in life. The best restaurants, to drive the best car, and to live in the best houses.

All fluff to him. A safe, comfortable home and life, that was all he needed. That wasn’t good enough for Shannon’s father who made his thoughts clear years ago.

“You are just a boy stuck in this one-horse town,” her father had told him. “My little girl is going places, and some good-for-nothing boy isn’t going to hold her back. You’ll stay away from her if you know what’s good for you.”

A part of him wanted to take her out just to spite him, but it would lead Shannon on and make him look like a two-faced heel.

Brandon cleared his throat and smiled as politely as best he could without straining himself. “Thanks, Shannon, but um, no thanks. I need to finish this if I want to meet my deadline.”

“I could call in some workers from my daddy’s office and have them finish up for you.”

“You could...” Brandon said, slipping his gloves off. “But then that would defeat the purpose of me fulfilling my obligations, and I believe a man should always keep his word. So no, thank you. If you’ll excuse me, I better get back to my work.”

Shannon nodded. “Okay, then. Well, I guess I’ll head inside and have a chat with Nan. Is she in?”

“Always is.”

“Well, bye.” She eyed him demurely and gave a flirty wave. As she ascended the stairs, Shannon peeked over her shoulder to see if he was watching.

He shouldn’t have been. The smile on her face and the gleam in her eyes held a small spark of hope that there could be something between them.

Was it possible to kick one’s own tail up and down the curb? He was tempted to try it right about now. Instead, he resisted the urge to smack himself by shoving his work gloves back on. Might as well take his frustrations out with the fertilizer.

* * *
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VAL EXITED THE ELEVATOR to the tenth floor and started toward the main area. The dark, curly-haired receptionist sitting at the desk was engaged in a call, talking into the mic cradling her cheek. Behind her on the wall, the familiar logo was etched in the fabric lined wall.

Gold letters spelling ‘Sweet Chic Magazine’ sat near the top with the phrase, ‘An Exploration of Fashion, Food, and Culture’ beneath it.

Passion and hard work drove every member of the staff. The excitement was palpable every time Val stepped onto the floor. It energized her. Once only a spark of an idea in Haley Adams’s mind had become a full-fledged magazine and a love letter to Manhattan’s fashion, city atmosphere, and love of food. 

Val always dreamed of working at a prestigious magazine like Sweet Chic. She was thankful when Haley offered her a position as the magazine’s food critic. It came with access to the most exclusive, high-end restaurants and clubs in town. After graduating with highest honors, she couldn’t ask for a better start.

The receptionist looked up from her desk and covered her headphone mic. Once she saw Val, her gaze brightened. “Go on in, Val. She’s waiting for you.” She returned to her computer and uncovered her mic. “Sweet Chic Magazine, this is Erin. How may I direct your call?”

Val held her purse at her side as she walked with her head held high and a hot cup of coffee in her hand. Haley’s office was the largest and furthest down the hall showcasing a huge window that overlooked the skyscrapers in the city. Her mentor/boss was already busy at work when she stepped in, hunched over her computer gazing at the screen.

Val knocked on the door to catch her attention.

“Ah! Val, there you are,” Haley stood upright and rushed around her desk toward her. “I’m glad you were able to make it, but I didn’t expect you here so early.”

“Well, from the phone, it sounded quite urgent, so I thought I would pop on over.”

Haley gestured to the puffy black comfy couch against the wall between the door and her desk. “Please sit, and we’ll chat.”

Val took a seat on the couch and set her purse down at her side. She cradled the hot cup between two hands. Her heart was already beating faster from the moment she stepped in. The anticipation of this meeting only made her tenser. Maybe she should have skipped her morning caffeine fix. Her nerves were already a volatile mix, but she needed her ‘wake up juice’ to function.

Haley brushed her skirt down before taking the seat next to her. “I’d offer you a cup of water or coffee, but I see you’re covered.”

Val nodded and smiled. She resisted the urge to break into a happy dance right there. Setting her cup down on the table, she figured it was best the hot liquid was on safe ground for now. The last thing she needed was to redecorate Haley’s office with a spill. Or worse, her boss’s charcoal gray skirt.

“So,” Haley continued, “the reason why I brought you here.” She brushed back a thick coil of hair and sat up straight. “I read your new article and, to be frank with you, it seems like a retread.”

Whoa. That was the last thing Val expected to hear.

“I’m sorry?”

“I sense you’re getting too comfortable in your descriptions. So much that they’ve become derivative. It’s like you’re trying too hard.”

Val started to speak when Haley held up a hand. “Now, don’t misunderstand me. Your descriptions are colorful. You pull the reader in, inviting them to imagine the flavors of these delicious dishes, but you are starting to repeat yourself a bit.”

Oh gosh. Haley was right. That was her exact worry. Val fought the urge to bite her lip. “Yeah, I had a feeling I was growing somewhat stale in my description.”

“No, no,” Haley said, holding up a finger. “Not stale, per se. Repetitive.” She stood to retrieve a piece of paper from her desk.

Val looked down at the words on the paper Haley presented to her. Right away she recognized the piece. It was her review for a restaurant she finished a month ago.

...illuminating elegance of a dining experience awaits...

...rich sauces and sizzling dishes...

...rich, succulent lobster tails...

It was like her brain copy pasted on auto-pilot. She wanted to smack the printout against her forehead.

“Oh, wow. I’ve been plagiarizing myself.”

Haley chuckled and shrugged. “It happens. Not surprising considering your tight schedule at the paper. The good thing is now that you’re on board with us, you can take stock and focus on one critique at a time to make it good. Unlike the newspaper, I can give you a little leeway.”

Val nodded. At least that offered some relief, considering everything else.

“In the meantime, I had a thought. Since you’ve done some photography on the side...”

Val shifted on the couch. “Oh. Well... that was just a silly hobby I had in college. I don’t show anyone my work. Unless it’s family or friends, that is.”

“I realize that. You don’t think you’re a professional, but I do. Some opportunities are opening up, and we’re short on good, creative photographers that match the exact look I want for Sweet Chic. So let it marinate for a while, and in the meantime, I would like you to go to River Valley.

“Where’s that?”

“It’s in Minnesota.”

Val nearly dropped her cup as soon as she picked it up. She couldn’t have heard right. “Minne––what now?”

“Mm-hmm,” Haley capped her response with a proud nod. “I was going there for a retreat that I booked some time ago, but I can’t get away at the moment. Not with our magazine set for a big re-release in three weeks. So, I want you to go.”

“Wait, why me? I know nothing about Minnesota.”

“Naturally. New York is all you’ve known, which would be perfect for your assignment.

“What assignment?”

“Glad you asked! Your task is to regain your inspiration. Lose yourself in the setting. Take pictures, taste the food, take in the sites. The B&B I’m sending you to is on the River St. Croix. It is gorgeous as it is inspiring. It’s quiet and quaint, and I’m positive you will be at peace during your stay. Consider it a creative retreat of sorts.” She stood and returned to her desk. “Now, I won’t take no for an answer because this is all a part of your business. Perhaps you can find some local restaurants there to review. A great little deviation from your usual fine dining ventures. Oh! We can even have a special feature section to give our readers a little something from out of town. It’ll be like a mini vacation for them without even having to leave the house! Brilliant!”

Val sat stunned as she watched her boss go to town with her one-sided conversation. In fact, she wasn’t even sure if her brain was able to form coherent words much less any thoughts. There were so many plans to make on such short notice. She had to pack, make flight plans...

Would she need a car? Transportation wasn’t a problem in Manhattan. Minnesota may be another story.

“Here is my ticket,” Haley said.

Val didn’t even realize when her boss left her side to return to her desk. She still watched stunned as Haley plucked the airline tickets from a drawer and handed them to her.

“Well, actually it’s your ticket now.”

Okay... scratching flight plans off the list.

“The owner already has lodging set up and will check you right in when you arrive.”

And lodging is off as well. “Haley, I don’t know what to say.” Val peered down at the flight ticket. Her departure flight was scheduled this weekend with a return flight for next weekend! “Yes, I do. You want me to stay for a week? Starting tomorrow?”

Haley folded her arms against her chest and leaned backward. “Oh, yes. I’m sorry for such short notice. The plan was set until yesterday, and I really don’t want this trip to go to waste. Giving it to you was probably the best idea I had this week.”

“Haley, I–”

“Ah-ah!” Haley held up her hand. “If you try to decline, I will have you fired and put out, Missy.” She capped off her words with a grin. Not a malicious one, but one that said ‘this was for your own good and will end up bettering your life whether you like it or not.’ It was a look Valentina was all too familiar with, thanks to her mother.

There was just one thing left to say. “Okay. I guess I leave tomorrow.”

“That a girl. I’m sure you will get a lot done while you’re there. And if you happen to come up with some fabulous photos of the locale, I’ll be even more proud of you.”

Val laughed nervously. “I’m just hoping to be competent much less fabulous.”

Haley smiled, the warmth adding an extra sparkle in her eyes as she placed her hands on Val’s shoulders. “You’ve been putting a lot of yourself into these food critiques, which are amazing, by the way. But that’s not what fully drives you. You’ll do well, Valentina. Sure you’ll be out of your element but believe me, this will be good for you.”

Val hoped so. She sure hoped so. Or else this may be one of those ‘famous last words.’

Yep. This was going to be a very long week.
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Chapter 3
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“Wait, you’re going where?”

“I know!” Val grabbed a handful of clothes from her closet and tossed them on the bed.

April flinched and leaned to the side, just missing the pile.

“I couldn’t believe it either. I had no words. I just sat there stunned into disbelief. She was so insistent on me going I couldn’t say no.”

April leaned forward to rest on her crossed legs. “So this means you’re really leaving then, huh?”

The disappointment in her best friend’s voice was like a knife to her heart, especially after they had made plans to hang out more. Val turned to April. They had been through so much throughout the years; from the time they were six years old running around each other’s front yards playing princess and dollhouse. Val remembered begging her mom to make sure they always attended the same school. Now she was leaving not only her best friend and family but also her home. The thought sent her nerves on edge.

“It should only be a week,” Val said aloud, partly for April but mostly to put her mind at ease. “Maybe it will go by quickly.” A thought hit her. Of course! “Hey, why don’t you come with me?”

“Me?” April chuckled lightly. “I could not see myself in the middle of nowhere. Plus, you know good and well if we both go, it’ll turn into a vacation and nothing will get done.”

“I feel
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