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      This book is dedicated to the home chef in all of us, the inner cook that strives to bring flair and flavor to our culinary achievements, whether those be the creation of a simple meal or a gastronomical masterpiece.

      I would like to think I’ve become a fairly credible cook, but it wasn’t always like that. Other than how to make chocolate chip cookies, I didn’t pay much attention to my mom, Evelyn’s, attempts to teach me my way around a kitchen. I did learn from my dad, Richard, though, the technique for Sunday pot roast. I never mastered my Grandma Emily’s piecrust recipe, but producing the perfect pie is still on my bucket list.

      The one dish I could make as a newlywed was tuna casserole. Now, years later, my husband, Veryl, cringes every time I even suggest we have it, due to its repeated appearances during those early years. I thank him for hanging in there as I expanded my cooking repertoire. Today, cooking is one of those special times we spend together.

      My children, Leslie and Christopher, somehow survived the food prepared by a mother who worked outside the home, when all the energy I could muster for the evening meal went into opening boxes and cans. I thank my daughter-in-law, Shannon, for helping my son learn to cook more healthy meals and my son-in-law, Chris, for helping my daughter in the kitchen whenever needed.
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      This book includes several recipes at the end. Most relate to some aspect of the story, although I did include one of my favorites also. I hope you enjoy them.

      

      Barbara
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      God, that smelled good! Nick Coltrane inhaled the spicy fusion of tomatoes, herbs and garlic. The pasta dish almost made him forget the real reason he’d invited his aunt to dinner at Solange, one of the Big Apple’s top restaurants. But he couldn’t let this culinary feast distract him—he was a man on a mission.

      The discussion to follow probably would go nowhere, but he had to try. His freedom was at stake. Show time.

      “My agent called the other day. Haven’t heard from her in months, not since I told her I’d agreed to do your project. She wants me to submit my name for this role in an upcoming Broadway play. A featured role.”

      Leonie McCutcheon’s slightly slanted emerald greens flickered, but she covered her reaction to his news by patting her mouth with her napkin. “Oh.”

      Was that all she was going to say? She went back to her meal. “I want to take her up on it, Leonie. I got your show up and running. You said that’s all you needed from me and then you’d make a run at hosting it yourself.”

      She placed her knife and fork to the side of her plate with great care. Her hand went to her neck to fondle the diamond pendant she always wore, a sure sign of the agitation she must be attempting to conceal. “A featured role? Isn’t that a bit of a step down after your starring role on that TV series?” She picked up her knife and fork again.

      “So? What do you think?”

      She turned her slim pillar of neck to face him directly, her eyes a blend of concern and an attempt to look happy for him. “It’s wonderful that your agent hasn’t forgotten about you after all these months. But do you think you’re ready? I mean”—she shifted her gaze to her hands, then looked back at him—“you were so depressed when they fired you.”

      “They didn’t fire me. They cancelled the show when my co-star sued the showrunner for harassment. I only agreed to help launch your show because I, uh, needed a change of scenery while I disassociated myself from the scandal. But I’m ready to get back into acting now, so I want you to honor our agreement.”

      She sighed heavily. “When I said it would only be a few months, I didn’t realize how long it would take to get the network to notice us. Everything I’ve sent them features you, dear. How could I now take over a show called And He Cooks Too?”

      He snorted. “Since when have you been a stickler about that title when your own star can’t cook?” Saying it out loud felt good.

      Freaked her out of her usual icy manner. She nearly came out of her seat as she clamped a hand across his mouth and sent a furtive glance around the room. “Shhh. How many times have I told you to avoid that subject when we’re in public? If anyone ever learns our secret, the show’s credibility is over.”

      Ragging her wasn’t getting him anywhere. Time to switch tactics. “I can’t put my acting career on hold indefinitely, waiting for some network official to get excited. My agent told me she had to do some fast talking to get the producers to even consider giving me an audition. My name recognition these days is virtually nil, and if I am remembered, the first thing many casting directors allude to is the scandal. It’s all she can do to remind them I had nothing to do with my former boss’s predatory actions or his legal problems.”

      His aunt didn’t appear to hear him. “I feel it in my bones, Nick. We’re so close. Please. I don’t like to beg, but that seems to be my only choice.”

      He had to steel himself against her pleas and proceed with his plans. If she turned her back on him for leaving, he’d just have to deal with it. Hell. Who was he kidding? He couldn’t walk away from her. He knew how that felt, since his own mother had walked out on him when he was child. The hurt still resided deep within him. He couldn’t do the same to Leonie, especially since she’d been the one who’d been there for him in her own self-involved, manipulative way. No, he couldn’t walk out on her, at least not yet, not until he’d convinced her she was up to hosting the show herself or found some other way to make his exit acceptable. A win-win for both of them.

      But he wasn’t going to accomplish that tonight. That point had become abundantly clear. He stood abruptly. “I’ll catch the bill on the way out and tell your driver to expect you soon.” He bolted from their table the way he should have left the show.

      Before he could make it to the exit, though, a tall brunette in a white chef’s jacket charged past him. She was too fast for him to snag a glimpse of her face, but the rear view, swinging back and forth to her staccato clip, caught his attention when he might otherwise have held back. “Sorry,” she called over her shoulder as she kept going.

      A thinnish man also dressed in chef’s whites followed in her wake. He didn’t bother to excuse himself.

      What the— Was anyone left in the kitchen?

      By the time Nick neared them, the guy was standing just outside the door, blocking the statuesque brunette’s way. Damn. That meant he couldn’t escape either, unless he interrupted this little drama. He’d hang back in the dimly lit passageway leading to the lobby. Give them a moment to settle things. Except that meant he’d be forced to listen in, an unwilling audience.

      “You can’t leave me like this, Reese. Patrice is so new. I need your help breaking her in.”

      “Breaking her in? Come on, Louis. It appears you’ve already taken care of that.”

      The guy sniffed, lifted his nose. “Really, Reese. Get your mind out of the gutter. Patrice got the job on her own merits. You’re good. She was just … better.”

      “I’m sure she was better, considering the selection process you had in mind. But you promised me that job.” She pulled away from him and swiveled toward the door. “I can’t work for someone who lies to me.”

      The guy, Louis, lowered his voice, but Nick could still hear him. “I didn’t lie to you. We had another owner when I hired you. I take my orders now from the new guy, Julian Bell, and he’s a more hands-on kind of guy than our former boss.”

      “Hands-on?”

      “He wants me to bring chefs on board who have, uh, broader backgrounds. In television, to be precise. Have you ever appeared on one of those cooking shows?”

      She took a step back. “Well, no, but … ”

      “This guy’s a real foodie. His only knowledge of the restaurant business is what he’s learned from those shows.”

      “And Patrice? How does she fit in?”

      “He ran into her at some network shindig. She was just wrapping a stint on a show featuring one of their big-name chefs. Behind the scenes, but that qualified her in Julian’s eyes.”

      The woman—her boss had called her Reese—angled her head as if absorbing the man’s statement. It was the first real look Nick had gotten at her. Not bad. Not bad at all. “Patrice got the job because of the new owner, not because you and she got together?”

      He glanced away. “Uh, well—”

      “Both of you?” She started for the door again. “I am so out of here.”

      Louis clamped a hand on her shoulder. “C’mon, Reese. Cut the drama. I thought if I explained the situation, you’d understand.”

      “What I understand is that there is nothing here for me anymore.”

      “You know the code, Reese. Chefs don’t leave their kitchens in the middle of service. You’re good, but not good enough to test it.”

      She twisted around, which allowed him to view her face for the first time. “You can thank your new sous chef for the timing. Do you think her telling me about her new job just prior to the dinner hour was an accident?”

      He coaxed. “Stick around. We’ll work out something.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Nobody leaves me high and dry. You’ll regret going out that door.”

      “Let’s see who regrets what.” She ripped a net from her head, allowing a mass of raven black hair to escape, and pushed through the door to the outside world.

      Boy, did life slam its ironies in your face. Why couldn’t he stand up to Leonie the way that dazzling dynamo had with her boss? Louis Whatever-His-Name was a fool. If Reese, the runaway chef, had prepared the few bites of pasta he’d been able to get down, she was a keeper. He’d figured that out even before she released that gleaming cascade of dark hair. The city was full of good-looking women, but this one was extraordinary. Those wide-set, coffee-brown eyes, pale neck and full, red lips could easily heat up any guy’s kitchen.

      Wait a sec. Real chef. Great food. Beaten out of her job by someone with two minutes of television experience. She could be his ticket off the show! Either his replacement or the inducement Leonie needed to take over as host. The timing of her exit couldn’t have worked better. Who was he to turn down his nose at Opportunity?

      Couldn’t let her get away. He threw several bills at the cash register and sprinted for the door. There she was, near the curb, engaged in a futile attempt to flag down a cab. Even a looker like that couldn’t stop traffic at this busy hour.

      He called out to her heaving back. “Miss? You probably don’t want company, but if I didn’t catch you now, I’d have to hire a private investigator to hunt you down.”

      That got her attention. She pivoted to face him, taking one last swipe at the tiny river of mascara running down her cheek. “Excuse me?”

      God, she was gorgeous, even with a tear-stained face. “Back there in the restaurant, I overheard you. You’re a chef, right?”

      “Yes. At least I used to be.”

      “And they’re letting you go because you don’t have television experience?”

      She blinked. Damn! He’d gone too far.

      Her expression turned guarded. “Do you make a habit of eavesdropping on others’ conversations?”

      “Sorry. I didn’t have much choice. Couldn’t get past you and your pal.”

      She glanced back at the street. “Whoever you are, this isn’t a good time. I just want to get out of here, go home and fall apart.”

      “Looks like you’ve already started that last part.”

      “Cut the counseling act. I don’t want anything from anyone right now.” She resumed her attempt to snare a cab. “Unless you’re here to offer me another job?” she added, almost as an afterthought.

      “Although I sense sarcasm, as a matter of fact, that’s why I followed you.” He extended a hand as she jerked her head around to stare at him. “I’m Nick Coltrane. I host a cooking show called And He Cooks Too—the executive producer’s title, not mine. Ever heard of us?”

      She studied him a moment. “I don’t watch much television.”

      He moved a little closer. “Even if you did, you’d be hard-pressed to find us. We’re on a local channel.” Geez, Nick, can you make it sound any less enticing? “But we’ve built up a respectable following.”

      She didn’t respond. But she didn’t dismiss him either as she kept scanning the street.

      He kept talking while she was still there. “Can’t offer you anything in front of the camera.” Couldn’t offer her anything period, since only Leonie and Jasper, their supervising producer slash director, did the hiring. But that was beside the point at the moment. “We do need a production assistant, though. Probably doesn’t pay as much as the job you just left, but it would add television experience to your resume. Sounds like you’re going to need that to stay competitive.”

      “How do I know you’re for real?” she asked, her eyes narrowed. “You could have invented that story just to pick me up.”

      He waggled an eyebrow, attempting to lighten the situation. Like he could. The woman had just quit her job, and her former boss had threatened retaliation. “Any guy in his right mind would consider that possibility, but the offer’s legit.” He pulled a card from his tailored black Hugo Boss jacket. “Here, take this. Watch the show. This gives the time and channel.”

      She took the card. “This doesn’t mean I’m interested. I’m being polite, which is about all the civility I have left.”

      “Got it,” he replied, stifling an amused grin.

      “Like you overheard back there, I expect people to mean what they say. This had better not be a scam.”

      He did the thing with his eyebrow again, attempting to reassure her. “Don’t worry. I’m bona fide.” He stepped into the street and stuck his arm in the air. Least he could do for a lady in distress. An approaching cab screeched to a stop in front of them. The female driver behind the wheel smiled seductively at him.

      “My friend here will give you the address.” He turned back to the unemployed chef. “Hey, wait. I need your name and number.”

      She stared at him a moment. “Reese. Reese Dunbar.” She let down her guard enough to give him her cell phone number as well.

      He took her hand, just for a fraction of a second, but that’s all it took. A reckless charge of electricity coursed up his arm on its way to other parts of his body. Uh-oh. Watch yourself, Nick. “Nice to meet you, Reese.” He opened the back door of the cab and tucked her in. “Take care. Things are going to get better. Especially if you sign on with us.”
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      “Blacklisted! I’m being blacklisted in the city’s top restaurants, Mom. I thought I’d never live down the scandal when I learned that Henri Pellier was married. And now, thanks to that lying creep Louis Fronton, my career’s in trouble again.”

      “You’ve barely been job hunting a week,” her mother, Maureen Grandquist, said from her home in Connecticut. “Why do you think you’re being blacklisted?”

      “When none of the places I contacted would even talk to me, I called some friends who own a food market downtown. Giorgio and Lucia are privy to gossip from some of the best eating places in town. They told me he’s saying I couldn’t work with the other staff. That I pulled a major tantrum and walked out in the middle of service.”

      Silence filled the airspace. “Uh, didn’t you more or less do that?”

      “Under duress! I had just discovered my boss was a lying wimp.” The mere thought of Louis’s dishonesty ignited her blood. “I know, I shouldn’t have given in to my anger. Probably not the wisest thing I’ve ever done.”

      Her mother left that alone. “What are you going to do? Take him to court?”

      “Already considered and rejected that idea. I couldn’t win. Drawing attention to my dispute with Louis would only appear to confirm his charges.” She’d reached the point where she needed outside help. At least to vent. “I’m not sure what to do, Mom. That’s why I called you. My plan to become Super Chef in the next few years is in shreds.” The hitch in her voice told them both just how frustrated she was.

      “Maybe you should take a break from that career plan. You’ve set such lofty expectations for yourself, trying to live up to your father’s success.”

      Not this argument again. “Not live up to his success, Mom. Pay tribute to him. Celebrate the name that came so close to superstardom.” She probably should’ve told her mom the real reason why she was so driven to become the city’s super chef. Still too ashamed. Maybe someday but not yet.

      “Fine. But you don’t have to get there by the same age he was when he died. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you.”

      Right. Her whole dismal disappointment of a life. “Back to my current dilemma, what should I do?” Did that come out like a whine?

      “O-kay,” her mother replied tentatively. She didn’t say anything more for a bit. “Why not call that TV chef? The one that followed you from the restaurant and offered you a job?”

      “That Nick guy? I only told you about him because I thought his proposition was a hoot.”

      “That was then. Now, it’s a different story. You need a job, and his seems to be the only one on the table at the moment.”

      Surely her mother was kidding? Taking that job would be such a step down career-wise. If word got around that she’d become a production assistant on a local cooking show, it would annihilate what was still left of her professional reputation.

      “Even long distance, I can sense you turning up your nose,” her mother said. “Before it goes too high, think of it this way—you’d be diversifying your experience. Making yourself more marketable.”

      “You actually made that preposterous idea sound logical.”

      “You could call it cutting-edge culinary training. Let other chefs cook or sleep their way to the top, like that woman who got your job. You’d simply be taking a different path.”

      “I appreciate the humor. I needed a laugh today.”

      “Hey, wait! I was serious.”

      “Television’s not my thing,” she said, dismissing the idea. “But you did get me to thinking. Maybe I could use my cooking skills in another venue. At least until this current embarrassment dies down.”

      “Like … ?”

      “Like sign on as some billionaire’s personal chef. Or take up catering.”

      “As long as you’d enjoy yourself. But promise me one thing. Watch that show first.”

      “Oh, all right.” Anything to get her mother off the topic.

      But viewing the show wasn’t a priority. It wasn’t until the next day, when she was bored enough to clean out her purse, that she discovered the business card. According to the copy on it, the weekly episode aired in thirty-five minutes. She shrugged. How fortuitous. Why not?

      On the tube, Nick appeared to be holding court in the set designer’s idea of a bachelor’s urban kitchen. “Bachelor’s,” because it lacked any frills and was decorated in a palette of grays and blacks. “Urban,” because the window over a stainless steel double sink at the back featured a backdrop of the Manhattan skyline at night.

      His blue oxford cloth shirt emphasized great shoulders and pecs. And accentuated incredible dark blue eyes. Mesmerizing blue eyes, like the depth of the ocean. Watch the show, Reese. Not the man. Nonetheless, the guy really was a hunk. That’s probably what brings in the audience. All female, I bet. But he was too good-looking with his perfectly trimmed black hair and male-model chiseled face. No man could be trusted, she’d learned that the hard way. But this one, with looks like that, could be trusted even less.

      Pretty one-dimensional. Just Nick Coltrane solo, preparing a meal. But the camera really liked him. She had to admit, there was a certain charm about him that said, “Difficult to prepare, yes, but if I can do it, so can you.”

      Appealing manner. Great looks. But those didn’t change her mind about the job offer. Other than earning a pittance of a paycheck, no benefit in joining the outfit.

      She reached for her remote to end the program and any further consideration of becoming part of And He Cooks Too. Then the credits ran. Leonie McCutcheon, executive producer. Could it be the same sought-after caterer she’d heard so much about? It had to be. That name was too distinct for there to be more than one. Reese had never met the woman, only heard of her by reputation from fellow culinary students and various patrons.

      Catering. Her mother hadn’t taken her seriously when she’d mentioned it as a possible new career direction. Realistically, it probably wasn’t such a great idea, since she wasn’t equipped financially to start her own business. But if she could team up with an established entity, that was different. In fact, it was reason enough to change her mind about that job in order to make the connection. Why not give it a couple of months—that’s all the time she could spare in her grand plan—and see what she could work out with the caterer?

      She retrieved the business card from the garbage can. “Okay, Nick Coltrane. It’s your lucky day.”

      She got him on the third ring. “Is that offer to work on your show still open?”

      Pause on the other end. “Sure is. Does this mean you’re interested?”

      “If we can work out a deal.”

      “This could be exactly what you need to bolster your career.”

      “It can’t hurt your show either with one more chef on board.”

      “Yeah, uh, that. Remember, this is a production assistant job. Not a chef’s job. In fact, until folks get to know you, it would be better if we kept that detail just between us.”

      “Excuse me?” Was that a small red flag going up?

      “You okay with that?”

      “Absolutely not! That’s what I do. Who I am.” She’d raised her voice. Better watch that. She didn’t have the job yet.

      “Here’s the thing. The executive producer is very budget-conscious. Even if we’re paying you as a PA, we don’t want her to get nervous.”

      “Leonie McCutcheon doesn’t know I’ve been hired?”

      “Ah, you’ve done some research since we met. Good sign. But you, uh, won’t be reporting to Leonie. Not directly, anyhow. Jasper Walters, the supervising producer and director, will be your boss. Show up next Thursday.”

      “Oh.” She’d hoped for a closer relationship with the caterer. “When can I see the contract?”

      “Only the on-air talent—me—has a contract.”

      Was that typical? Though this low-paying job was only temporary, until she’d regained her cred with the top restaurants in town, she needed to safeguard her continued employment. “It’s just that, well, you heard me with my former boss. Promises were made and then broken. That can’t happen again.”

      “Sorry. No promises.”

      “Except a job. And television experience.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “What about hours and pay?”

      “Probably should have gone into those immediately.” He laid them out for her. “Doable?”

      Doable? Yes. Desperate circumstances called for desperate actions. Desirable? God no. “The pay leaves a lot to be desired, but I knew that. However, the hours are shorter than I’m used to. And it won’t be forever.”

      Another pause. “You do plan to stick around awhile?”

      “Awhile.” No need to let him know her plans.

      “How long?”

      “No specific time period. I thought I’d see how things worked out first. I’ve built up a small rainy-day fund that will support my reduced salary but not forever.”

      “You know, that promise thing goes both ways. We need to know we can depend on you too.”

      “Thought you said there were no promises,” she reminded him. “If a great offer from some restaurant comes along, I’m likely to accept.”

      “Right. Got it. But give us some lead time.”

      Probably not such a bad idea, since it wouldn’t help her career to repeat history. She clicked off without giving him a chance to reply.
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      When she arrived at the studio the following week, it was rehearsal day. The two days before were prep days. The next day was the day they actually taped.

      Though she was a half hour earlier than reporting time, many of the technical crew were already there and performing whatever “technical” things they did. The activity produced a certain din, not unlike the restaurant cacophony she knew so well. The area even smelled a bit like a restaurant kitchen, with the tangy fragrance of cinnamon and apples mingling with other less recognizable smells. Paint? Epoxy? Those must be coming from the production side.

      “You report to Jasper Walters,” Nick Coltrane had told her. “Remember, no one else is to know that I hired you or that we’ve even met. Don’t mention you’re a chef, either.”

      Why the secrecy? She’d agreed, but it was sure going to make it more difficult to get acquainted with Leonie McCutcheon. Reese surveyed her new digs. Directly in front of her, she recognized the kitchen set from the episode she’d viewed. The larger, more utilitarian room off to the side must be the prep kitchen. A stainless steel counter loaded with produce, boxes of foodstuffs and several bottles and jars of spices ran down the center.

      A small, glass-enclosed room that spanned the rear of the studio must be the control booth.

      What a cavern. And no friendly faces to greet her.

      When no one approached, she drifted over to the only other person wearing a white jacket, a short, slightly overweight young woman with blue-rimmed eyeglasses. “I’m Reese Dunbar, the new production assistant.”

      The young woman spun her head Reese’s direction. “No kidding? I thought they were going to leave that slot open to save money.”

      “Apparently the hiring freeze is over. Are you the other production assistant?”

      “PA. Yeah, Trudy Grabowski.” She wiped her hands on her apron, pushed up her glasses, then shook hands with Reese. “How come I’m just hearing about this? News like that usually spreads faster than spilled milk.”

      Uh-oh. Her pledge to keep mum about the details of her employment was already being put to the test. “I’m not sure. You’ll have to ask Mr. Walters. He’s the one I’m to report to.”

      “Walters? Jasper Walters? Since when does he hire anyone?”

      Reese’s fingers began to tingle. That was the name she’d been given, wasn’t it? “Why do you say that?” Although it would be silly to let an idle comment from this underling worry her, something about her new job wasn’t adding up.

      “On other shows, the supervising producer, like Jasper, usually does do the hiring,” Trudy explained. “But here”—she glanced over her shoulder as if to check who might be near enough to hear—“the executive producer calls those shots.”

      “Oh.” Whatever. As long as she had the job, she didn’t care who hired her. But if she wanted to keep the job, she’d better get to work. “I need to discuss my duties with Mr. Walters. Any idea where I can find him?”

      Trudy considered briefly. “Should be here by now.” She shoved a box of strawberries toward Reese. “Here. I could use some help prepping these while you wait. We’re doing a pie today.”

      Reese bit back the suggestion that Trudy cover the clunky rings she wore on eight of her fingers with disposable gloves. Where did they keep the cooking utensils? Better ask Trudy. Except, where had she gone so fast?

      Reese placed the box of berries on the counter next to her and set off to catch up with her cohort, who’d stopped at a large sink across the room to peel potatoes.

      “Done already?” Trudy asked without taking her eyes off the vegetable in her hands.

      Not until she found a colander.

      “Who abandoned these strawberries?” a low, throaty woman’s voice demanded from behind them.

      Trudy gulped. “Uh-oh.”

      Like a championship wrestler displaying his newly acquired belt, in the center of the studio a tall, thin, red-haired woman of indeterminate age held aloft the box of fruit Reese had left behind. The woman appeared none too pleased. All action stopped in both the prep kitchen and the adjacent set, everyone motionless like a Christmas tableau.

      “Tell me that’s not the box I gave you,” Trudy whispered.

      “What’s the big deal?” Reese shot back. “I set it down for less than thirty seconds so you could show me around the kitchen.”

      Trudy gripped Reese’s arm and pulled her closer. “Newbie or not, no one leaves a food item by itself in the studio,” she said, keeping her voice low. “Too easy for someone else to use it. Or worse, to do anything to it.”

      “Like what? Add poison? You’ve seen too many murder mysteries.”

      “Not me, the devil in the kelly-green pantsuit over there. That’s our executive producer, Leonie McCutcheon. It’s one of her rules. Better get a list and memorize them fast.”

      “That’s Leonie McCutcheon?” Reese squeaked. Damn! The woman was the only reason she’d considered working on this show, and she’d already managed to irritate her.

      “You’ve heard of her?”

      “Well, yes. Her catering business has been around for years. Staff at my restaurant would work for her on occasion when she needed extra help for large events.”

      “You’ve got restaurant training?” Trudy’s voice softened, awestruck.

      “Of course. Don’t we all?” What a strange thing for someone on a cooking show to say.

      Trudy cocked her head, her expression patronizing. “You sure are new. But about Leonie. Even though we’re just a local show, she’s quite a prima donna.”

      “A local show in NYC,” Reese reminded her, compelled to defend the caterer.

      “Whatever. Be on the alert.”

      The advice came too late. The offending container of fruit suddenly appeared in front of Reese, as if suspended of its own volition. “I’m told you’re the one responsible for leaving this fruit unattended.” Leonie McCutcheon’s designer attire accentuated the green of her eyes, eyes that pierced through Reese, daring her to deny her transgression.

      Reese had stood her ground with more than her share of angry head chefs, but this woman was different. Better not blow it with her. Especially on her first day. She attempted a cordial smile. “I wasn’t aware of your rule, Ms. McCutcheon.” She reclaimed the orphaned berries.

      “Who. Are. You?” Though smoky, the older woman’s voice also carried a lilt, an educated tone, like that of a socialite accustomed to having her own way.

      A thin blonde in a black miniskirt who’d been following in the wake of the executive producer raised a hand. “She’s the new production assistant, Leonie.”

      The executive producer screwed up her face, appeared confused. “Why didn’t I know about this, Deborah?”

      The female flunky bit a lip. “Actually, you did receive notice. Last week, right after she was hired.”

      Apparently deciding not to air the communications slipup further, the executive producer returned her attention to Reese. “And you would be?”

      “Reese Dunbar.”

      “Then Reese Dunbar, dispose of these berries posthaste, because we can’t use food items that have been left unattended. And hurry. You’ve already put us several minutes behind schedule.”

      Diva alert. Was saluting required? Never mind. Groveling was in order. She kept her smile in place until the verdant lioness pivoted suddenly and stormed away.

      The executive producer stopped abruptly and then turned back to her. “I only allow one mistake per person on this production. You’ve just used your quota.” Then, swiveling, she clicked off in her stilettos.

      Don’t you think you’re something, lady? Too bad. No quaking in the boots here. She knew all about prima donnas. They permeated the food industry. She probably fell into that category herself on occasion.

      Her colander search, which now included a new box of berries as well, was yet again disrupted, this time by a male voice behind her. “Ms. Dunbar?”

      She turned to find a suave, silver-haired gentleman staring at her with furrowed brow. “Yes, I’m Reese Dunbar. Did I break one of your rules too?”

      The furrowed brow on the man’s square-set face rose a half inch. “Rules?”

      “I seem to have gotten off to a poor start with the executive producer by leaving these berries alone for half a minute.”

      He motioned for her to follow him to a less occupied part of the set, all the while shaking his head.

      “I’m Jasper Walters. Call me Jasper. I’m so sorry.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I should have been here to welcome you. Of all mornings to get tied up in traffic. Having your own driver is not the perk it’s supposed to be. The guy’s more interested in auditioning for Broadway than getting me here on time.”

      “You’re the one who hired me?” She lifted a brow, as if to suggest she was in on their little secret.

      But Jasper played it straight, extending his hand. “That’s right. Sorry we weren’t able to meet until now. And that you had to deal with Leonie before I got here to run interference.”

      “I can handle her.”

      The furrow on his forehead reappeared. “I, uh, am sure you can. But”—he momentarily glanced away—“you are aware that you’ve been hired as a production assistant?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s not a chef.”

      She knew that. What was he getting at?

      “That means you follow orders. You don’t give them, like you did as a chef.”

      “Oh.” She knew that coming in. Nick Coltrane had gone out of his way to establish that point during their phone call. She’d just been denying that part of the job as long as she could.

      Jasper eyed her, his mouth turned down. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      She cocked her head. “Probably.” She summoned a tepid smile. “But I’ll get over it. I’ll remind myself what it was like as a student at the culinary institute, where the instructors were minor gods.”

      He smiled too. “Up that a bit for Leonie. She thinks she’s a major god.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got her number.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      She chuckled. “No, really. I’m here to gain TV experience.” And convince that woman she wants me on her catering team. “If that means biting my tongue, so be it.” As long as it’s only for a few months.

      “She’s actually an old friend of mine. But she’s also what you’d call … extremely focused. Creating an empire for that nephew of hers.”

      “Nephew?”

      “Nick. Nick Coltrane, our star, the host.”

      What had he said? “The executive producer is the host’s aunt?”

      Jasper pressed his lips together and nodded. “Coltrane’s his stage name. Didn’t want to be too closely associated with the McCutcheon wealth.”

      “Oh.” She swallowed. Then she swallowed again. Shouldn’t have quit her research on Nick Coltrane and this show quite so soon. Nick Coltrane wanted her to be part of the show, but no one, i.e., his aunt, was to know he hired her. Nor was Leonie McCutcheon to know she was a chef, though that was the only way she could approach the woman about catering. This was getting way too complicated just to be able to put “television experience” on her resume. What had she gotten herself into?

      Jasper continued to explain. “Nick’s a big reason why this show has managed to stay on the air this long, despite his aunt’s interference.”

      Interference? That didn’t sound good either.

      “Get rid of those berries,” Jasper directed. “Consider today your orientation.  I’ll introduce you to the crew and explain how this crazy production gets put together.”

      He gave the prep kitchen short shrift and spent the rest of the “tour” showing her the technical side of the production. When do I get to see my kitchen? That’s all I care about.

      As they approached the corner of a back corridor, they heard what sounded like whimpering. “I can’t put up with that woman much longer, Nick.”

      Jasper pulled up, holding out an arm to stop Reese.

      Nick? Nick Coltrane? Finally.

      “Sure, you can, Deb. She doesn’t mean half her threats.”

      Deb? Short for Deborah, Leonie’s lackey?

      “Her threats don’t scare you,” Deb responded, “because you’ve got her wrapped around your little finger. Her pinkies are not available to the rest of us.”

      “Direct confrontation doesn’t work with a control freak. Just makes her more combative. You have to go with the flow, work around her.”

      “Be passive-aggressive? Tell her one thing and do another?”

      A chuckle. Warm, reassuring. “You’ve been watching too much Dr. Phil. Give yourself an hour or so to calm down. By then, she’ll probably seek you out to apologize.”

      His strong, melodious voice coiled around Reese like a velvet caress. So calming, persuasive and at the same time … what? Commanding? Was it affecting Deb the same way?

      “O-Okay, Nick. Thanks.” Apparently yes.

      The muffled sound of retreating footsteps met their ears.

      Jasper put a finger to his mouth, indicating they should remain silent. A second later, Nick came around the corner. Involuntarily, she gulped air. He was even more attractive than the last time she’d seen him. Probably because her mascara wasn’t puddling her eyes today.

      “Jasper! I wasn’t expecting to see you.” His voice trailed off as he noticed her. One brow shot up. “Hello?”

      No indication of recognition in those indigo eyes. That was how he was going to play it? Okay. She hated pretense, but she could play that game too.

      How could any one person receive so much in the looks department? Little fish-flutters in her stomach signaled she should tread carefully around this man.

      Still, she couldn’t take her eyes away from him. Get a grip, girl. Where is your self-control?

      He tilted his head, giving her the once-over. “Who’s this?”

      “Meet our new production assistant, Nick, Reese Dunbar. Reese, this is Nick Coltrane, our host. Reese used to be a chef at Solange, that place in Midtown.”

      The hypnotic blues that were making her shiver inside her chef’s jacket blinked. “Really? My aunt and I dined there not long ago. What a coincidence.” Coincidence, indeed.

      “When I heard Reese was available, I jumped at the chance to sign her,” the supervising producer added.

      Nick Coltrane’s expression changed to that of a rock star, the magnetic kind of smile young girls swooned over. “Ms. ... ?”

      “Dunbar.” Though she was no longer a teenager, her knees still felt a little wobbly. She shifted her stance. He was playing this to the hilt. For whose benefit, though? Hers or Jasper’s?

      “Dunbar.” He reached for her hand. The heat generated by the brief contact counteracted her goosebumps. “Welcome aboard.”

      Jasper leaned closer to the show’s host. “We heard you with Deb. Is she okay?”

      Nick glanced back over his shoulder. “Yeah, I guess so. Leonie apparently read her the riot act for not informing her about, uh, her.” He stopped, gave Reese a sheepish look.

      Winning over Leonie McCutcheon was rapidly turning into more of a challenge than she’d anticipated.

      “Then you’ve already heard about Reese’s run-in with our esteemed executive producer?”

      Nick shot Jasper a strange look. “Something about cherries?”

      Jasper corrected him. “Strawberries.”

      She replayed the forgotten fruit incident for Nick.

      Nick rolled his eyes. “Leonie and her crazy rules.” He shifted his eyes back to Jasper. “Best to stick with this guy and keep your distance from the executive producer.”

      Good advice, but it wasn’t going to get her any nearer a partnership with the caterer. For now, though, it might not be such a bad idea to lay low where Leonie McCutcheon was concerned.
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      In his dressing room, Nick popped a can of diet soda and downed a gulp. Only one. Sometimes he allowed himself a second if he needed the extra jolt, but Leonie drew the line at two sips before a taping. She had this thing about unscripted belches.

      “Ten minutes, Nick,” the floor manager called from outside the door.

      “Gotcha, Jack.”

      Ten minutes. He needed every single second of that time to revamp his plan. Thanks to Jasper’s late arrival that morning, Reese Dunbar had already gotten off to a shaky start with Leonie. Had the guy done that on purpose? He hadn’t been keen on officially hiring Reese after Nick told him he’d offered her a job. Had Leonie not called about then, informing the supervising producer that she was changing up Nick’s on-screen wardrobe to better grab the network’s attention, Reese might still be unemployed. But Jasper had been so incensed about Leonie making yet another decision without him that he decided to make one without her.

      Reese Dunbar was an eyeful, especially when she wasn’t engaged in haranguing her boss or crying over her lost job. But he’d have to put his usual lady-killer routine on ice with this one. With effort, he shut out thoughts of her form-fitting chef’s jacket and tried to focus on how he was going to sell her to his aunt.

      God, he wished Leonie wasn’t so dead-set against anyone else hosting the show, including herself. A new face, especially the one on Reese Dunbar, attached to that body and connected to a brain that really knew how to cook, could revitalize the show to the point where the network might actually want to pick it up. Why couldn’t Leonie see that?

      He stared at the man in the mirror, splayed his fingers through his hair. I’ve got to get back to acting while I still have my looks. Much longer and I’ll be playing character parts, getting by on my wit and charm. Hell! He was doing that now. Playing the urbane fool whenever he forgot a step in food preparation or called some ingredient by the wrong name. Sure, he was independently wealthy, thanks to a hefty inheritance from his deceased jetsetter mother and what was left of his television money after he’d blown through a sizeable amount living the Hollywood life, but acting was his thing. He needed to act almost as much as he needed to breathe.

      “Nick, darling, are you in there?”

      Leonie. Thank God he’d locked the door. For once, she couldn’t breeze into his dressing room uninvited. He loved the woman dearly, like a mother, but he didn’t want to see her right now. He’d avoided her as much as possible since their dinner meeting the previous week.

      “I’m clearing my head,” he called back. “I’ll see you after the taping.”

      “I need to speak with you now.”

      He counted to ten, willing her to give up and leave, knowing full well that wouldn’t happen.

      “Nick? The door seems to be jammed.”

      He rolled his eyes, suppressed a sigh. Reluctantly, he set the soda can back on his dressing table, crossed the small space to the door and unlatched the lock. “Can’t it wait?”

      A flash of bright green shot past him. “I came to tell you that I forgive you.”

      He raised a brow. “Okay. I’ll bite. Forgive me for what?”

      His aunt adjusted her bracelet, a thin strip of green enamel. “For leaving me to fend for myself at that restaurant, of course,” she said, eyes wide.

      “I paid the bill on the way out and cued your driver. How exactly did you fend?”

      She waved a hand. “Not that. For threatening to leave the show.” She came over to him, briefly touched his arm, issuing a bright, aren’t-I-the-brave-one smile. “I’ve had some difficult moments since our dinner. I wasn’t sure you’d show up this week.”

      “I haven’t changed my mind. I’ll stick it out a couple more months and see how well you do with the network.”

      She immediately teared up. “Oh, Nick. You’ve made me so happy.” She didn’t give him a chance to respond but instead took his hands. “You’re the key to all this. The network is going to be so impressed with you.”

      He withdrew his hands, shaking his head. “You’re not hearing me, Leonie. I said I’d stick around for you, to lend support to you, not for you to build your entire campaign around.”

      She frowned, bit a lip, but then a weak smile emerged, like the first hint of sun after a rainstorm, the kind where, just when you think blue skies are on their way, an even heavier downpour follows. “Okay, dear. I want you to be really comfortable with the direction I see the show taking.”

      Comfortable enough not to leave. He could almost hear her thoughts. But just the same, he’d taken a stand, not the stand he would have preferred but a stand nonetheless, and Leonie had seemingly gone along with it. Besides, he wanted her in a good mood when the subject of Reese Dunbar came up.

      Which occurred about two seconds later. “Have you heard about Jasper hiring a production assistant?” she asked. “Without my approval.”

      “Met her. Not bad on the eyes.”

      “Of course you’d notice that.”

      “Jasper seems impressed with her.”

      That stopped her momentarily. “That fool? He was probably taken in by her looks too.”

      “C’mon, Leonie. Jasper’s not like that. He’s still not over his dead wife.”

      “Yes, he is,” she replied a little too fast. She glanced away, played with her bracelet. “He’s still very loyal to her, but he does show signs of moving on. I hope that doesn’t mean he’s trying to replace her with a younger woman.”

      He pulled at the neckline of his black knit tee. Too tight. Checked himself in the mirror one more time. “Careful there, Leonie, or you’ll have me thinking you’re interested in the guy.” He’d said it in jest, attempting to lighten things, but out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of her pink neck. What did that mean?

      He checked his watch. A minute before he had to be on set. Not enough time to discuss her relationship with Jasper but sixty seconds to plant the seeds of the next part of his exit plan. “I’ve got an idea for changing up the show’s format. Where I go on location to interview other chefs.”

      Leonie’s eyes flickered several times, but rather than reply, she took his place at the mirror to inspect her own appearance and patted a coiffure that didn’t budge. “Not now, dear. Taping starts soon.”

      A knock on the door proved her point. “Time, Nick.”

      Damn! How did the clock always seem to be on her side? “Be right there.”

      His aunt grabbed his wrist as he passed her on the way to the door. “Find out the real reason why that woman’s here,” she directed. “Use that charm of yours.”

      He returned a vacant look.

      “The new PA, dear! Focus.”

      He gave her a tolerant, if-you-insist grin. “Guess I could check her out,” he said, manufacturing a sigh of resignation. Yes! She’d just given him a blank check to initiate the next stage of his plans for Reese Dunbar. Plans that might work after all.
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      “Today is run-through day. We’ll tape to assure we have the right camera angles and setup. Tomorrow, we do the actual taping of this week’s episode,” Jasper explained to Reese as he escorted her to the set’s control booth. “The day after tomorrow is debriefing, but that only involves Leonie, Nick and me.”

      He went to the main console in the booth and indicated a nearby chair for her. Just like that, he launched into his directorial duties, leaving her on her own. The crew—she counted about fifteen people previously engaged in frenetic activity—all settled into apparently pre-established positions. For a man who had appeared exceedingly low-key when he’d first introduced himself, Director Jasper Walters ran a tight ship.

      The show seemed to revel in the idea that a genial, heart-stoppingly handsome heterosexual male could prepare his own meals. Big deal. Male chefs dominate the food world, or I’d be further along in my career than I am. Every one of Nick Coltrane’s seemingly unlimited assets, particularly his magnificently molded body, was exploited. Not quite the way she approached cooking, but with the right audience demographics—love-starved females—the concept probably had a certain appeal. It didn’t do much for her. Her eyes were glued to the monitor only because she was getting the lay of the land. An incredibly sculpted landscape, but she wasn’t there to appreciate the view.

      “Next, we blend the cooked pasta with tomato sauce, the pine nuts and a dash of oregano,” Nick told the camera as he ran a wooden spoon through the mixture in his skillet.

      He drew the utensil through the pan at an agonizingly slow pace, undulating its path, turning over the contents as if hating to lose sight of one morsel as it fell beneath its sisters. Pausing to taste, he brought a spoonful of the concoction to his lips, inhaling it first before taking it into his mouth. “Ummm,” he murmured, appraising his work.

      “Ummm,” she mouthed back, sinking into her seat. Oh, God, did she actually say that? Out loud? No, she couldn’t have. The man’s technique was absolutely wrong. And yet …

      “Camera Two, pull back. You’re fixated on Nick’s pecs,” Jasper ordered through his headset.

      Nick spread the mixture lovingly in the baking dish as if he couldn’t bear to part with it, then hefted it over to the wall oven. “Bake this at three-hundred-fifty degrees for forty-five minutes.”

      “Is that an example of Nick’s new wardrobe?” the director asked no one in particular about Nick’s tight-fitting, long-sleeved black tee and black pants.

      About time someone else noticed that the host’s garb resembled the duds of some Hollywood hottie actor. Why didn’t he wear a jacket like every other self-respecting chef? She could hardly drag her eyes away.

      “God, give him a cape and he could pass for a vampire. Especially with all that tomato sauce he’s stirring up today.” Jasper’s tone came out as a grumble.

      A now dry-eyed Deborah, seated next to Jasper, glanced up from jotting in her notebook. “Leonie wanted to turn up the sex appeal by dressing Nick in dark colors.”

      Jasper shook his head, nearly dislodging the headset. “I have no idea why that woman keeps pimping Nick to the audience. All hundred women watching are already in love with him.”

      “I, uh, think she wants to impress the network,” Deborah offered.

      “Is she still fantasizing that one of those network honchos is going to tune in?”

      Deborah swiveled her chair in the other direction and busied herself with her note-taking. “Something about her new campaign to catch their attention,” she mumbled over her shoulder.

      “By creating her own meat market?” Jasper’s voice rose, but he immediately lowered it when he noticed he’d attracted others’ attention. “We feature beef stew around here, not beef cake,” he muttered to himself.

      Deborah sniggered but went back to her notes without commenting further.

      Apparently Leonie McCutcheon preferred perching on the edge of the kitchen set to sitting in the control booth. Every time Jasper halted taping, she rushed over to Nick with a stack of notes and launched into perpetual lecturing while her nephew ignored her.

      On one break, when only Reese and
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