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​ALL JEMMA HEDGE WANTS to do is care for her ailing grandmother, and a job behind-the-scenes on a reality show is the second chance she desperately needs. There's one unbreakable rule—no fraternizing with the cast. Easy enough, until she meets the show's sexy bachelor, the smouldering restaurateur she's already had the displeasure of meeting.

Paul Almeida risked more than money when he opened his dream restaurant. To give his fantasy a fighting chance he accepts the role of Chef d'Amour on a brand-new reality show. Flirting with the women vying for his heart should keep him too busy to worry about overstepping boundaries with the crew, until he spots Jemma.

Now the only woman Paul wants is the one he can’t have.

#
[image: ]


WANT  MORE SAVVY, SLOW burn contemporary romances? Join Brenda’s newsletter and you’ll immediately receive three sexy bonus reads. You’ll also be able to tag along with her dog-walking adventures, find out what she’s reading when she should be working, and other randomness...along with all her writing news, of course! Just click here.
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TO MY PARENTS, WITH much thanks and a whole lot of love
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SHE WANTED TO PUNCH him in the face. Jemma Hedge’s fingers clenched into a fist, anticipating the smack of her knuckles against his beak of a nose. Not a beak. A snout. Why had she never noticed before? Dane Smythe had a nose like a pig.

“So, what do you say? Want to give it a try?” He licked his lips with a moist pink tongue and she shuddered. A disgusting pig.

He tightened his hold on the stacked blonde next to him and the woman snuggled closer, her eyes watching Jemma avidly. Amber Something. Jemma hadn’t caught her last name. Not that it mattered.

“Not on your life.”

The leer on his face hardened. “You’re kidding, right? Don’t tell me you’ve never done it before.”

She stared at him from behind long bangs draped over one eye. “Why the hell would you say that?”

“It doesn’t matter if you haven’t.” Amber’s voice was low and breathy, provocative and sinful. “I wouldn’t mind...initiating you.”

Dane narrowed his eyes at Jemma but spoke to Amber. “Look at her. You think a girl like her hasn’t done kinky stuff?”

Jemma glanced down. She’d dressed for the evening in her customary black. Dark skinny jeans, midnight tank top scooped low over her breasts. She’d fancied it up with rows of silver bangles on her wrist and silver beads doubled around her neck. “Because I wear black?”

He snorted. Definitely a pig. “You have a nose piercing. And a tattoo on the back of your neck. I bet you have more I can’t see.” His eyes glistened. “I want to see them all. Amber wants to see them all.”

Punching him wasn’t good enough. She was going to kick him in the balls.

A server passed their table carrying two plates. The scent of paprika, garlic, and seafood wafted toward Jemma. Her stomach gurgled. She was starving, but Dane’s suggestion of a ménage à trois had snuffed out her appetite.

She should have stuck to her rule about dating colleagues. In fact, Dane was worse than a colleague. He was also the son of the owners at the restaurant where they both worked. At least he hadn’t taken her there. Instead he’d raised her hopes of a decent date by bringing her to Paulo’s, one of Vancouver’s newest fine dining establishments. This was awkward enough without it happening in front of people she knew and liked.

She’d regretted agreeing to the date from the moment she said yes. While she’d worked for Mr. and Mrs. Smythe at Spoonful for a number of years, Dane had only assumed the role of chef there in the last few months. Rumour among the servers was he had been fired from his previous job, and his parents took him on because, well, that’s what family did. Jemma was wary when he asked her for a date, but something in his eyes told her he might not accept a refusal gracefully, so she’d agreed, hoping to avoid conflict. 

When he picked her up, he presented her with a lavish bouquet of flowers before handing her gallantly into his over-compensating-for-something Hummer. He treated her with pompous courtesy during the short drive, and by the time they arrived at the restaurant, Jemma had begun to believe the evening might be bearable. Then Amber slid onto the seat beside Dane, and he put forward his unappealing proposal.

Now Jemma wanted to bundle herself into a parka to keep his lecherous eyes off her skin. “There’s no way in hell you’re going to see any more of me than you can at this moment.”

“Come on, be a sport.” His lips curved up, but his eyes were cold. “Ever since Amber saw you at the diner, she’s been bugging me about you.”

“Amber? Amber’s the reason you asked me out?” Her gaze bounced back and forth between the couple. Dane was a reasonably attractive man—or had been until she’d noticed his snout—with pale blue eyes, light blond hair and a frame solid enough to mask the beginnings of a gut. Amber, on the other hand, was pin-up worthy, with thrusting breasts, rounded hips, and slick red lips.

“Adding a new woman adds a certain...flavour, if the combination is right.” A hint of the huntress hovered in Amber’s smile. “I enjoy discovering new...tastes.”

Dane wanted her because Amber wanted her.

Weird was too weak a word for it.

“I said no. I am not having sex with either of you, together or separately, tonight or any other night.” She glared at Dane.

“You might want to rethink that answer.” He lowered his voice and leaned over the table. “You wouldn’t want to have to find a new job, would you?”

Jemma’s fingers ached with the urge to grab him by the ears and shake him until his tiny pea brain rattled out of his nose. She wasn’t shocked by his selfishness—after all, she had plenty of evidence in her own life most people looked out for themselves before others—but that didn’t mean she was prepared to simply accept the situation. She’d dealt with worse problems than a sex-fixated chef and his bimbo girlfriend.

She relaxed her stiff spine, slumping in her seat and propping her foot on the chair next to her. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Dane’s nostrils flared. “You want to try me?”
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A BUSBOY CARRYING a tray towering with dirty dishes scurried past Paul Almeida as he stood near the reception desk. Paul scowled at the young man, who interpreted it as a command to move quicker and shifted up a gear on his way to the kitchen.

The busboy couldn’t know Paul’s frown was locked on his face for one reason, and one reason only. To disguise the overwhelming joy threatening to burst out of his chest. His restaurant. Full. On a weeknight. Paulo’s had only been open for six months, and they weren’t out of the woods, not by a long shot. This was just one night in a long line of much less successful nights. But he allowed the tight bundle of nerves that had recently replaced his stomach to ease.

Attuned as he was to every nuance in the room, it wasn’t long before he sensed tension in the corner nearest him. A man and two women occupied the small square table. The man was big. Big in the shoulders, big in the hands, and going to be big in the belly if he didn’t watch out. One woman reminded Paul of a wicked fairy. Short and slender, with delicate bone structure, she was dressed completely in black. Her hair, so dark it absorbed the light, was cropped at the nape to reveal an oriental character tattoo. In front, long, jagged bangs were tipped with bright pink. A nose stud glittered when she turned her head. Her eerie, pale blue eyes studied the other woman carefully. The second woman had arrived after the couple, oozing through reception on skyscraper heels. Long, golden hair curled to the tops of high breasts encased in a scarlet strapless top laced up the front. Long, golden legs, bare except for a smooth tan, stretched endlessly from a tight white miniskirt. She was a beacon of overt sexuality amid the dark, elegant fashions of the other customers.

Paul caught the eye of his head server, who smoothly disengaged from the customers he’d been speaking with and moved to Paul’s side. “Daniel, I know we have Alex assigned to table fourteen, but can you handle it? I’m getting odd vibes from them. You’ll know what to do if something goes wrong.”

“Of course.” Daniel slipped away.

Paul worked his way around the room, scanning the tables, ensuring water glasses were being filled, empty plates were being cleared, wine was being offered. He stopped to chat at one of the tables, thrilled to recognize repeat customers. He had grown up in a restaurant, learning the business from the inside out, learning to love its quirks and challenges. By the time he decided to open his own establishment, he’d known exactly what kind of restaurant he wanted—one that was sophisticated and cultured, traditional yet innovative. Paulo’s was that dream, that desire.

He took a moment to check on the kitchen. He loved the elegance, the charm of the dining room. But this—this!—was the heart of his restaurant.

Men and women in white coats and caps moved with a precision and grace belying their hectic movements. The noise level was intolerable and the heat intense. Faces shone with sweat, glowed with effort.

Paul loved it. Some nights he yearned to be here, juggling sauces and soups and entrées and appetizers. Now his place was up front, where the customers could see the man whose name the restaurant bore. Because one day, that name would be synonymous with the best restaurant in Vancouver.

He was determined to make it so. Would do anything to achieve that goal. Although pleased his presence upped the already frantic pace, he folded his arms and glared. The time for compliments would be after close, after the diners had gone away, replete, satisfied, and impressed enough to return. He hoped. Then he could dole out thanks to those who made it happen. Right now, he had to keep them on their toes, and if that meant snarling and scowling, he could do that with the best.
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JEMMA’S PATIENCE, NEVER robust, was rapidly wearing away. Dane’s persistence, however, was as strong as ever.

“Enough already.” He cut a quick glance at Amber, and the stealthiness of his look told Jemma he would do whatever it took to keep her. A man like him wouldn’t get a second chance at a woman like Amber. “It’s time to put that smart mouth of yours exactly where I want it.”

The server materialized at her side. He gave Jemma’s foot—clad in a heavy black boot and resting on the glossy leather seat—a glance, but said nothing. “Are we ready to order?” He waited, pen and paper poised.

Dane waved him off. “Not yet. Go.”

The server’s face remained carefully neutral. He gave a slight bow and departed.

Dane leaned forward. The candle nestled in the red clay holder flickered its light over his sneering features. “I mean it. If you don’t do what we want, I’ll get you fired.”

The thought of finding a new job paralyzed her. “You can’t fire me.” She forced an insolent grin. “And your parents won’t. They have no reason to.”

He returned her smile with one equally insincere. “I’m sure I could dream up a story that would convince them. I’m their son. They have to believe me.”

She resisted the urge to fiddle with her silverware. She couldn’t lose her job. Was she willing to bet Mr. and Mrs. Smythe wouldn’t fire her? They were good people, and they liked her. She slouched deeper in her seat.

“Come on, let’s order,” Dane said. “You and Amber can get to know one another...before you get to know one another, if you know what I mean.” Under the table, a large hand gripped her leg above the knee. His thumb brushed the inside of her thigh.

Jemma bolted out of her chair, bumping the table. Three glasses of red wine spilled onto the pristine white cloth and the candle tipped over. Amber shrieked. Dane cursed. Jemma froze.
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IN THE KITCHEN, a door in the far wall open, and Paul’s father stepped in. The spiral of tension Paul had allowed to unfurl snapped tight once more as João Almeida approached. For a time they stood side by side in apparent amity, watching the controlled chaos before them.

Paul waited, resigned.

“Your cook, he wastes the halibut.” João’s Portuguese accent was thick, but his meaning was clear. The white-coated chef Paul had lured away from a five-star restaurant neatly filleted a huge flank of fish. “And there are too many people. Your mother and I, we run our restaurant, the two of us.”

“I know you do, Dad.”

“It is hard, hard work. You know nothing of that. You hire too many people to do what you could do yourself. Your cook, he wastes fish. You,” he said, his voice sharp, disparaging, “you waste money.”

Paul swallowed the bitter retort rising on his tongue. “We’re full tonight. And reservations for the next few days are good.”

“Bah.”

João was a barrel-shaped man, broad in the shoulder and round in the torso. As a young man he chose the adventure and difficulties of a new world over the tradition and exertions of his Portuguese birthplace, bringing his bride with him. Paul and his sisters were born in Vancouver, their upbringing a sometimes-confusing blend of old-world customs and modern lifestyles. There was no denying João had provided his family with safety and security. Paul wondered if he were an ungrateful son because he also expected praise and acceptance.

He opened his mouth, not sure if he was going to argue or explain, when shrieking and bellowing ripped the air, overpowering the clattering in the kitchen. Paul spun on his toes and dashed for the dining room.
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AMBER SCREAMED as if her blood spotted her skirt, not red wine. At least Dane had the presence of mind to flip the corner of the tablecloth over the upset candle and smother the flame.

Jemma closed her eyes.

A smooth, deep voice said pleasantly, but with a slight edge, “May I be of assistance?”

Amber’s steam-whistling cut off mid-screech, the silence left behind fraught with tension.

Jemma opened her eyes.

The man who had escorted Amber to their table— she assumed he was the maitre d’—stood next to her. Her head didn’t reach his shoulder, and she had to tilt her chin to meet his eyes. “I’m sorry, I’ve made a bit of a mess.” She held herself defiantly straight, ignoring the embarrassment burning the tips of her ears.

“You almost set the damned place on fire.” Dane’s face purpled with rage.

The maitre d’ clicked his fingers and two busboys swooped over. In a matter a moments they cleared the table and replaced the linens. The server hovered beside him.

“Daniel, provide our guests with a new bottle of wine. On the house, of course.” He smiled at Jemma, bland and practiced. 

“Not for me,” she said. “I’m leaving.”

“Sit down,” growled Dane. “You’re not leaving until I say you’re leaving.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I said no and I meant no.” She refused to be intimidated, refused to acknowledge the queasiness in her belly. “You’ll have to get your sick jollies another way.” She directed a pointed look at Amber. “Both of you.”

Dane snaked out an arm and snagged her wrist. “Sit down, dammit.”

This time there was no mistaking the edge to the maitre d’s voice. “I believe the lady has expressed a wish to leave. Let her go. Now.”

Dane didn’t release her. “It’s just a simple misunderstanding. You know how women are.” He winked, man to man. “I should have introduced myself when I came in. Dane Smythe, chef at Spoonful.” He held out his free hand.

The maitre d’ ignored it. “I am not familiar with that restaurant.” His tone implied if he hadn’t heard of it, it wasn’t worth knowing. “I repeat. Let her go.”

“Fix this, Dane.” Amber’s tone was sharp, all sultriness gone. “We had a deal, remember.”

His gaze swung between the two women, desperation evident in his eyes. “Ah, come on, babe. Don’t be like that.” His grip loosened, and Jemma tugged her arm out of his grasp. He reached for her again, was blocked by the maitre d’.

Jemma stalked out of the dining room.

The heavy door closed behind her and she leaned against the brick wall separating the restaurant from its neighbour. Her knees quivered and she wanted to sink onto the ground until her strength returned, but she locked them tight and stayed upright.

What had she done? She couldn’t afford to lose her job. What was a little unpleasantness compared to the risk of being unemployed?

Okay, a lot of unpleasantness. But still...

With a soft swish the door opened and the maitre d’ stepped out. She pushed herself off the wall. He regarded her, deep brown eyes intent. “May I call you a cab?”

She shook her head, twisted her lips into a half smile. “No, thank you.”

“What about a drink? I’m sure you could use one.” The formal tones in his speech eased. His shoulders slumped as he hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his black slacks. “Not that I’m allowed to bring liquor out of the restaurant. Sorry. Would coffee do?”

He stood outside her personal space, and yet she felt heat emanating from his body. The streetlight gleamed on a curl of dark hair falling onto his forehead, a strongly curved nose, a blunt and determined chin.

“I’m not planning to hang around. I imagine Amber—that woman—will be on her way out soon, and I don’t want to be here when she does.”

“Is there anything I can do?” Faint frown lines creased between heavy black eyebrows. Probably afraid she was going to bad-mouth his place.

“Hey, don’t worry about it. I won’t complain to your boss.”

“My boss?” Puzzlement clouded his expression for an instant, before amusement curved his lips.

She pulled her gaze from his mouth. “Yeah, your boss. It was my fault, the wreckage in there. I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble.” 

“With my boss.” Again that hint of laughter. A slash folded into his cheek instead of a rounded dimple.

Yeah. It’s not your fault my date decided to be a pig.”

His humour disappeared. “There is nothing I can do to help?”

She’d cast the die. Now she would have to head to work, pretend all was well, and keep out of Dane’s way. “I can handle it. Thanks for the offer, though. Good night.”

Her boots clomped hollowly as she strode off. At the corner, she looked back. He was still watching her. She flipped him a friendly wave, and turned right. The Skytrain station was a few blocks away. She could catch a ride home there.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE LAST CUSTOMERS were ushered out the door. The kitchen staff left after cleaning their space. Paul and Daniel prepped the dining room for the next evening, with crisp linens and freshly rolled utensils and virgin candles. 

Except for the table closest to the kitchen.

Paul slumped, slack-limbed, in a chair at that table. A long-necked bottle of beer swung between his fingers. “God, it’s good to get off my feet.”

Daniel dropped into a seat across from him. “You said it, man.”

In his parent’s restaurant, no matter how busy it was, the table closest to the kitchen was reserved for family. It was where he’d done his first jobs for the business, filling sugar bowls and folding napkins. It was where he had his after-school snack, and where he did his homework. Often as not, Daniel would have been grumbling across the table while he did his own, because he was family, too.

Daniel smoothed a hand over his hair. He wore his serving uniform of black pants, white apron, and white dress shirt, but had loosened the collar and rolled back the sleeves. “You handled that brouhaha all right.”

Paul shrugged. “It was just spilled wine.”

“I wasn’t surprised she made a ruckus. I caught a bit of the conversation. Sounded like the jerk was making an unwelcome suggestion, involving both the women, if you know what I mean.”

Paul choked, beer fizzing up his nose. “You’re kidding me.”

“Nuh-uh.”

“No wondered she scarpered.” A detailed visual of the wicked fairy popped into his mind. Snapping blue eyes peering from behind fuchsia-tipped bangs. Clunky boots on the end of slender legs. “Although...”

“Although what?”

Something about the way she handled herself had tweaked Paul’s interest. He couldn’t fault the guy for wanting to get to know her better. His mistake had been wanting to add another woman to the experience. “Nothing.”

“I noticed you went after her.”

“I offered to call her a cab, but she refused.” He grinned. “She apologized and hoped I wouldn’t get in trouble with my boss.”

Daniel snorted. “You tell her you are the boss?” 

“Nah. Last I saw of her she was turning the corner onto Robson.”

Daniel wiped the damp bottom of the bottle on his apron before placing it on the bare table. After this nightly tradition, he would set the table to match the others. There was no family table in Paulo’s when customers were there. “Oh, hey, I forgot. There was a phone call for you when you were outside.”

A hint of embarrassment coloured his voice. Paul knew how much pride Daniel took in his work. He’d be upset he hadn’t passed on the message right away. “No big deal. Who was it?”

“NationWide TV. They’re doing a series on up and coming restaurants, and they want to feature Paulo’s.”

Paul’s bottle hit the tabletop with a thunk and he jackknifed up in his seat. “They do?”

“Yeah. They want to bring in a crew, follow you around for an evening, go behind the scenes. You know.”

“Oh, my God, this is great. Talk about exposure. Television news!” He’d have to have a terrific special that night. Was it time to present his Bacalhau a Almeida? What if no one came? What if too many people came and he had to turn them away? That might be worse. Sweat moistened his palms.

“You’ve gone pale,” Daniel said.

“Holy shit.” Paul stared at him. “This could be it. Exactly what Paulo’s needs.” The final push toward joining the big boys. “I’ll call them tomorrow, first thing.” He raised his bottle in salute. The clink of glass resounded in the quiet room.
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THE FAMILIAR RATTLE of silverware and clatter of conversation flowed over Jemma as she swung behind the counter at Spoonful. She reached into the pass-through from the kitchen for her next order.

“Jemma, can I see you for a moment?”

She twisted to look over her shoulder and saw Mr. Smythe standing at the end of the counter. The muscles between her shoulder blades tensed.

“Sure, Mr. Smythe. Let me bring this out first.” He nodded. She loaded her tray and carried it with the ease of long practice through the crowded room.

Spoonful was a few cozy steps up from a café, but a number of steps down from Paulo’s. Not that she’d had a chance to eat at Paulo’s. But it had smelled great. 

She delivered the meals: baron of beef with fries and extra gravy for her, a green salad, dressing on the side, for him—and didn’t their body types speak volumes to those choices—placed the empty tray in the kitchen and strode, chin out, shoulders straight, down the narrow hall toward the office.

Jemma had returned to work the day after her disastrous date with Dane primed for battle. If he dared to try to get her fired, she was ready to lay it out for his parents. She knew it would hurt them, but she was no martyr. She wasn’t going down because she wouldn’t, well, ‘go down.’

But nothing happened. Unless she counted his new, unnerving habit of spending time up front, not in the kitchen. Instead of staying sequestered in the back where she could avoid him, Dane announced shortly after their date he planned to learn the public side of the business. His parents were thrilled. Too bad it gave him more opportunity to watch Jemma as she worked. His cold, silent surveillance made her spine itch.

A casual comment from Mrs. Smythe revealed he was no longer seeing Amber. “I never did like her,” she whispered to Jemma. “Now he is not with her...” She left the statement hanging, winking slyly, but Jemma played dumb. No way in hell was she ever going on another date with Dane.

A few more days passed, and she started to relax. Until now.

At the door she paused and drew a deep breath. It was no use panicking. They could be calling her to the office for a good reason. Maybe they were going to give her a raise. She stepped inside.

Dane lounged against the wall, arms crossed, a cruel smile on his face.

Or not.

Mr. Smythe sat behind the untidy desk, balding head shining in the glare of the fluorescents, fingers tapping nervously on the calendar pad. Mrs. Smythe, her usually smiling face creased with a worried frown, stood behind his right shoulder.

“Jemma.” Mr. Smythe coughed and cleared his throat. “I don’t know quite how to begin.” He flicked a glance at his son. “We’ve learned something disturbing. We feel we must ask you about it directly.”

Son of a bitch, here it came. She waited, legs braced.

“Dane has told us...” He sent his son another troubled look, harrumphed in his throat again. “Maybe it would be better if he told you himself.”

Jemma had been doing her best to pretend Dane wasn’t in the room. Now she met his malicious glare head on. “Go ahead,” she goaded. “Tell me what”—the word lie hovered on her tongue—“what you told your parents.”

“It was my duty to tell them.” The glint of anger in his eyes belied his pious words. “I couldn’t let you keep stealing, once I was certain it was you. We can’t have a thief working in our restaurant.”

“Stealing?” she scoffed. “What did I steal? Silverware?”

Mr. Smythe horked to clear his throat a third time, grating on her already chafed nerves. “There have been some...discrepancies with your cash outs lately.” Mrs. Smythe had yet to speak, but her sorrowful expression deepened, and she wouldn’t meet Jemma’s eyes.

The mention of cash made her wary. “What kind of discrepancies? Are you saying I’m pocketing money?” 

“I’ve been going through receipts carefully, learning the system.” Dane pushed off the wall and loomed over her. “Your reckoning at the end of each shift is out, when matched to the kitchen records.”

She fumbled to find her footing, thoughts tangling as she adjusted to the ambush. Dane wouldn’t make an accusation so easily proved unless he’d finagled with the paperwork. Her mind raced, trying to discover a way out, falling back on simple denial. “I didn’t do it.” She’d worked for Mr. and Mrs. Smythe for years. They knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t steal. “It wasn’t me.”

“We can’t avoid the evidence.” Mr. Smythe fiddled with a stack of papers on the desk in front of him.

The chill in her gut spread, ached in her bones. She kept her voice cold to match it. “Evidence?”

“Dane went through everything. It’s all right here.” Mr. Smythe handed over the sheaf of pages. Jemma flipped through them in horror. She felt no vindication in knowing she’d been right. Copies of her end-of-shift cash out records were stapled to the matching kitchen records. A quick glance at each was enough to show her what Dane had done.

His voice oozed spurious sincerity. “I hated to do this. But I have to protect my family’s business, our reputation.”

She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the papers. It had been so easy. Dane had simply deleted certain orders, making it look as if she’d pocketed the money, kept the unreported cash.

She met his smirking face. He’d set her up beautifully. He hadn’t attacked her. Instead, he’d reluctantly presented his parents with evidence, in the guise of defending their livelihood.

She turned to Mr. and Mrs. Smythe. “You believe this? That I did this? After all the years I’ve worked for you?” Mr. Smythe’s eyes were unhappy. His wife finally met Jemma’s gaze, a look of entreaty on her face. Neither spoke.

And there was her answer. Well, screw them.

Screw them all.

“I’ll clear my locker and be out of your precious restaurant as quick as I can.” She stormed down the hall in a fury of bitter humiliation. On her way through the kitchen she grabbed a plastic garbage bag and continued to the metal cubbyhole by the back door where she stored her personal items.

The light tapping of heels sounded behind her. She continued shoving her belongings into the bag.

“I’m sorry.” Mrs. Smythe’s words surprised Jemma enough she paused in her packing. “When Dane brought this to us, I didn’t want to believe. But I have to. I have to. Do you understand?” Sadness softened her face, sagging the corners of her mouth, dulling her eyes. “He’s my son. My only child.” Mrs. Smythe knew Dane was lying. Fat lot of good that did Jemma.

She nodded shortly. “And I’m just an employee.” Mrs. Smythe touched Jemma’s arm tentatively.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated.

“Not as much as I am,” Jemma said.

No one in the restaurant noticed when she slipped out, busy as they were dealing with the supper rush. Too wired to go home, she marched up and down streets, oblivious to the irate honking of drivers when she dashed between parked cars and the disgruntled mutterings of pedestrians as she bowled past.

When the worst of her anger burned away, she caught a bus home. In the lobby, she struggled to be civil to Mr. Chan when he held the elevator for her. He lived on the floor below and gave her grandmother tomatoes from the luxuriant plants he grew each summer on his tiny balcony.

Jemma strode down the quiet hallway to her apartment and twisted the doorknob. Unlocked. Again. Dammit.

“You have to remember to lock the door, Gramma.”

Silence. Miriam wouldn’t be expecting her this early, but where was she?

“Gramma?” She poked her head into the kitchen. No one. In the living room, the television, which should have been tuned to Wheel of Fortune, inciting her mild-mannered grandmother to a frenzy of letter calling, was blank and black.

She tossed the garbage bag in the corner and toed off her boots. Treading down the hallway in her sock feet, she opened the door to her grandmother’s room.

Miriam stood by her bed, hair neatly done in her favoured permanent style, a quilted pink bed jacket buttoned to her throat, long flannel nightgown sweeping her feet. She smiled at Jemma. “Hello, sweetheart. How was work?”

“What are you doing?” Jemma stepped forward to lay her wrist on Miriam’s forehead. “Aren’t you feeling well?”

Miriam laughed. “I’m fine. Getting ready for bed is all.”

“Gramma, it’s not even seven-thirty.” 

Miriam’s eyebrows drew together. “Oh, no, dear, it’s much later than that.”

Jemma showed her the display on her phone. “Seven twenty-four. Look at your alarm clock.”

She thought a touch of fear flashed in Miriam’s eyes, but it was replaced quickly with sparkling humour. “Of course I’m not going to bed. I just wanted to lounge in my pajamas for the evening.” She shuffled into her slippers. “Let’s have a cup of tea.”

Jemma never drank tea, but she fixed Miriam a mug and popped the top of a Coke for herself. They settled into their places in the living room, Miriam in her worn but well-loved recliner, Jemma at one end of the couch.

“Now, isn’t this lovely.” Miriam sipped her tea. “Usually I’m already snoring before you get home.” She giggled, but an instant later confusion chased itself across her features. “If it’s just gone seven-thirty, what are you doing home?”

Jemma plastered a reassuring smile onto her face. “I have news.”

“What?” Miriam clattered the teacup shakily into its saucer, eyes apprehensive.

“I won’t be working at the restaurant anymore.” 

“Not working at Spoonful? I thought you liked it there. Why would you quit?”

Jemma allowed herself an eensy sense of relief. It was best if Miriam believed she’d left of her own accord. She couldn’t see herself explaining ménage à trois to her dainty, lady-like grandmother.

“I do. I did. But it was time to move on.”

Miriam lowered the cup and saucer to the table set close to the arm of her chair. Liquid sloshed over the rim. “Why now? What about the rent? It comes due in a week.” Her voice pitched high in anxiety. “What about my medications? How will we pay for my medications?”

Fierce hatred swelled. The blow Dane had struck against Jemma was bad enough. But to cause her grandmother grief—

She willed her molars to unclench. “Don’t worry, Gramma. Everything will be fine.”

“Can you get Employment Insurance? That will help, won’t it?”

“I’ll go by tomorrow and see what I can do.” She didn’t bother explaining she wouldn’t qualify for EI—not if she’d quit, and certainly not since she’d been fired. “It will be okay. Haven’t I always looked after you?”

“It’s not right.” Miriam’s lips thinned. “It’s not right you have to take care of your grandmother.”

Jemma clasped Miriam’s hand. “I love you, Gramma. I want to take care of you.”

“You wanted to go to university. You should have been able to go, to have a life like other young people.” Her voice quavered.

Jemma squeezed her fingers, careful of the frail bones, desperate to give assurance. “I like my life, Gramma. Spoonful was just a job. I’ll get another.”

“I’m a burden to you.” A tear trickled down the crepe of Miriam’s cheek.

Jemma repeated a number of ugly words silently to herself. “Don’t you worry. I’ll have a new, better paying job in a couple of days. Wait and see.”

She managed to soothe Miriam, and, after a couple of hours watching her grandmother’s favourite reality shows, they went to bed.

But not to sleep. At least, not Jemma.

Miriam’s mention of university had stirred deeply buried memories. She lay on her back, arms crossed under her head, and stared at the ceiling.

Longer ago than she cared to remember, she had held the germ of a dream, cupped a fragile fantasy, in her heart. She had confessed it to no one. Her grandmother was content as a housewife, proud of her small home, her daughter and granddaughter. Her grandfather worked as a labourer, good with his hands, hardworking, loyal and steady.

They would never have understood her desire to attend theatre and film school, would have been baffled and confused by her belief she could make a living doing something so intangible. Her mother would have understood, would have encouraged her to live her dream, but it had been so tenuous she was afraid to burst it by putting it into words. So she’d kept silent.

As the end of high school drew closer, she surreptitiously searched for programs. New York or Los Angeles might as well have been Jupiter, but there were plenty of options in Vancouver.

Two days before graduation, her grandfather died.

No one expected a heart attack to kill Henry Hedge as he headed to work, metal lunch kit in hand, as he had for the last forty-seven years. Miriam’s grief was inconsolable. Jemma’s mother, Alice, walked through the days following her father’s death with a blank face, barely acknowledging the presence of the thoughtful friends bringing condolences and casseroles. Jemma abandoned her plans to attend her graduation ceremony and celebrations, and found herself making the many decisions necessary after a death without any help from the older women.

A few days after the funeral, Alice, Jemma and Miriam squeezed into the bank manager’s claustrophobic office. And their world fell apart for a second time.
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CHAPTER THREE
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ODD DETAILS WERE STAMPED in Jemma’s memory of that day—the dusting of dandruff on the manager’s shoulders, the incongruous calendar of kittens playing with yarn hanging on the wall behind him, the sharp smell of paper and pencils.

“Mr. Hedge went against the bank’s advice when he made these investments.” The manager had appeared pleased when he made the disastrous announcement. “He borrowed heavily against the equity of the house, using that equity to purchase high risk stocks and bonds. Unfortunately, his gamble did not pay off.”

“What does that mean?” Dark circles bruised the skin under Miriam’s eyes. Jemma had begged her to take sleeping pills, but she had refused. She hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in more than a week.

“It means Mr. Hedge, at the time of his death, owed the bank this amount.” He slid a piece of paper to Miriam.

She picked it up with trembling fingers. Jemma and Alice leaned over. A moan escaped Alice and she dropped her head in her hands. Jemma blinked, and blinked again. The astronomical sum didn’t change. “My grandmother’s not responsible for this, is she?”

“She cosigned for the line of credit, as well as a second mortgage on the house, which has not been fully paid, either.” The manager leaned back in his chair, swivelling gently. “Therefore, she is responsible.” 

Jemma’s dream evaporated.

During the next few months, she battled to control her fury at her grandfather’s carelessness. The house was put up for sale, but the market dipped and even after it sold there was still debt to pay. Miriam fretted about finding a job, but she had never worked outside the home, had few marketable skills.

Jemma turned to Alice for comfort and support. She was given nothing. Instead of pulling herself together and pitching in to help, Alice grew sour and cold.

She thought now she had been lucky, not knowing back then that life would get worse before it got better. Straight out of high school, with no experience, Jemma was thrilled to land a job in a café down the block. She moved on a couple of times, hoping for more money, easier hours, until one day she realized eight years had passed. Her dream had been smudged out by reality, but she was content, happy, supporting her grandmother and working for the Smythe’s.

Until Dane.
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THE NEXT MORNING, Jemma packed up the laptop for which she’d scrimped and saved and headed to a nearby coffee shop. She didn’t begrudge Miriam her cable television―she asked for so little―but Jemma couldn’t justify paying for an Internet connection in the apartment. Not when she could sip her caffeine fix and use free wifi.

She ordered a small, stomping out her guilt over the minuscule expense.

“We don’t usually see you this close to dawn, darlin’.” The man behind the counter poured her plain black. Colin Luxton was shorter than average, with a head large in proportion to his thin body, giving him a cartoonish look, and he sounded as if he was chewing a mouth full of gravel.

“I’m looking for work. Going to use your wifi, see what I can find.” She plugged her laptop into an outlet and came back for her coffee. “You wouldn’t happen to need a server, would you?” she asked without any expectations.

Colin shook his head, his dreadlocks swinging. “Sorry. I’ll keep you in mind, though, if anything comes up.”

She found a few “Servers Wanted” ads and picked away at her resume. It looked awful thin. What did she write about Spoonful? In the end she included her start and end dates, and under ‘References’ typed ‘Available upon request.’ She’d wobble across that tightrope when she came to it.

After making copies at a nearby QuickPrint, she hopped on the bus. She would hit the restaurants with help-wanted ads, and drop the rest at other likely places. Food service was a high turnover business. Restaurants were always hiring. It shouldn’t be too hard to find a new gig.

Rent was due next week. Miriam’s medications needed refilling soon, and her Medical Services Plan didn’t cover it all.

She had to get another job. Fast.
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JEMMA COULDN’T EAT. She loved her grandmother, but Miriam’s tuna-macaroni casserole had never been her favourite. After a long day handing out resumés
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