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To my darling daughter, Hannah. 


 



A new life. A new beginning.


 







 



The
Legend of the Lorelei


by Nathaniel Jacobs


1853


 



 



Come ’round the fire and I’ll tell you a tale


Of the Siren
Lorelei and a gusty gale;


The worst nor’easter e’er to pass


That split the ship from bow to mast.


 



Lightning crack’d and thunder roared


And there, yet many miles from shore


Fire raged upon the prow,


The wrath of God come
raining down.


 



For all their sins, pirates damned to Hell


Heard for themselves the last death knell,


All left for dead in a watery grave


A fitting end for murderous knaves.


 



O’er a hundred men were lost,


Three men only, battered and tossed


Were spared the horror and the gore


Made it safe upon the shore.


 



And as they rested, weary and spent


Believing salvation Heav’n sent,


A boat washed up in black of night


With an iron chest sealed tight.


 



Containing treasure with a mystical lore,


Bound by a lock that three keys bore,


Forged of a metal stronger than steel,


Not stronger though than each man’s will.


 



Mere riches could no way compare


To the treasure they found there,


Worth more than gold was this plunder


Blessed providence it had not gone under.


 



And as the sun rose on a blood red dawn,


Pirates had no time to mourn;


They’d dance the hempen jig if caught


And so a hiding place each sought.


 



Laying low till the sun was down


Afore venturing out into the town,


The three men made a solemn pledge


In which no man could drive a wedge.


 



To secret the chest within a cave


Hidden well by tide and wave,


Until the time they’d reunite,


Retrieve their spoils and again take flight.


 



Dividing then, each pirate three


Concealed with stealth one ancient key


Vowing to return again one day,


Then clasped hands and went separate ways.


 



But God has plans for lowliest men


Fickle fate! There was no way to ken


That they’d not return to the place


Where once they’d met with His own
grace.


 



And to this day from vale to beach


The legend’s secret hast
not been breached;


Keys, chest, lore—it
silently waits


From a deep slumber for to wake.


 



Mere myth or truth? The legend grows


Until no living person knows


What truly happen’d on that night


When the Lorelei
was lost to sight.


 



From Pirates on Boston’s Gold Coast: A
Compilation of Lore by Branford Weld © 2011


Reprinted
with permission from the Star Harbor Historical Society






 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 1


 



“Any local worth his salt knows what
time the fishing starts in Star Harbor,” a large, handsome, dangerous-looking
man with raven-black hair intoned in a deadpan. “And it ain’t eight-thirty.” 


After listening to this blatant
insult, Sebastian Grayson, world traveler and master chef, fought the urge to throttle
the man who was now reeling in his line. Throttle him, or toss his own tackle
box off Mutterman’s Pier and crawl back into his tiny berth on Val’s boat. Of
course, both would require energy, so he let exhaustion win out. Pulling his
leather jacket more tightly around his tired, aching body, Seb leaned back on a
pylon and closed his eyes, breathing in the familiar tang of salt water and wet
wood. The cold, foggy air rushing into his lungs was helping to wake him up some,
but he’d still kill for a latte.


Cole’s wisecrack had definitely
hit a nerve. Just like his brother, Seb was Star Harbor born and bred, and even
though he hadn’t lived in town for the last decade, it didn’t mean he’d lost
his “local” status. He’d been on this pier a thousand times. The clang of the
buoys in the harbor, the strain and creak of the boats at their moorings, and the
cries of the seabirds searching for their morning meal were all imprinted on
his brain. The images of his three brothers were imprinted there, too, each of
them in his favorite spot along the wharf, just as they were now. 


Val, the oldest, stood against the
far pylon, his lean, wiry frame concealed by an oversized fisherman’s jacket,
longish black hair curled at his nape. Cole, second in age, was seated with his
broad back up against another pylon, his eyes covered by mirrored sunglasses. Theo,
Seb’s twin, had one long leg folded against his chest as he leaned on a bench,
his rod in one hand and a book of Whitman poems in the other. Theo’s green eyes
were the exact mirror of his own, and right now they
were crinkled in mirth. 


The Grayson brothers, Star
Harbor’s former resident bad boys, were back in town and ready for business.


That is, after
Sebastian got his coffee. 


Farther down the wharf, a few
older men who’d cast their lures at the crack of dawn were silently packing up
to leave, their thick jackets buttoned up against the early autumn chill as
they gathered their morning’s catch. Each of Seb’s brothers had already caught
a few fish large enough to keep—striped bass and mackerel, mostly. If Seb
had been out here fishing at five-thirty like they’d been, he’d have something
to show for his efforts, too. 


 “Sleep well, princess?” Cole asked, his deep
voice cutting through the mist. Theo snickered softly from behind his book. 


“Mmm,” Seb grunted. He tried to
ignore them but he knew it was futile. His brothers were dead set on giving him
hell for sleeping late. Cole pushed his sunglasses up on his head, revealing
deep blue eyes. Funny, he didn’t remember his brother looking so hardened. Ever
since Cole had returned from Afghanistan where his Special Forces unit had been
stationed, he’d been on edge. Seb was glad Cole had left his job as a cop in
Boston to become the sheriff of Star Harbor. Maybe being back in their small hometown
would do him good. 


“Seb needs his beauty sleep, isn’t
that right?” Theo teased with a smile.


They weren’t going to quit ribbing
him until he rose to the bait. “Any one of you could have woken me up,” Seb
complained.


“No one would dare. Don’t you sleep
next to your wicked sharp knives rolled up in that nylon bag?” Cole said, his
mouth curving up in a half-smile.


“At least I don’t sleep with a
loaded Glock on my nightstand,” Seb retorted before he could stop himself. In
less than a second, Cole’s smile was gone and he was standing up, his posture
putting all of Seb’s senses on high alert. 


“Not today.” Val’s calm, even voice
sliced through the tension. Both brothers backed down, realizing that Val was
right. For a moment they had forgotten that they were here in Star Harbor for
one reason: to pay homage to their father, who’d died twenty years ago during a
hurricane. No matter where they were or what they were doing, they always gathered
together in their hometown on Labor Day weekend, the anniversary of his death. 


Val and Cole lived in Star Harbor,
but Seb had driven his motorcycle in from New York City and Theo had flown in
from San Francisco. As was their tradition, they’d spend the long weekend
together, remembering their dad.


Seb swept his gaze over the misty
water, watching the boats pitch and roll through the haze as the tide slowly
went out. Then he turned toward the town. The old-fashioned gas lamps that
stayed on all night were still lit, but the fog was thick and he could barely
make out the Victorian houses lining Harbor Street. Star Harbor looked exactly
the same as it did when he’d left it so many years ago. 


God, being here brought back so
many memories. Like the time he and his brothers had rigged those fireworks to
go off seconds before the annual summer small craft regatta started. It had
taken the organizers at least an hour to get everything back on track. Or the
time they all ditched school to head to Providence for Oktoberfest. Their
mother had been furious. A smile crept onto his face. For a few moments, he could
almost forget his weariness and the mountain of work waiting for him back in
New York—planning his fall menu, brainstorming for his television show,
and figuring out where he was going to open his new restaurant. He thought he
might have settled on Boston, but he couldn’t be sure until he found the right
venue. Crap, he’d better be sure. He’d already spent too much time trying to
make that decision. 


Seb sighed. He used to love being
a renowned chef, and had thrived on the sheer volume of work. But lately, it had
started to seem like a slog. Had he lost his passion or was he just exhausted? 


Damn. He had to stop stressing so that he could enjoy the
weekend, but that probably wasn’t going to happen. He had only himself to
blame. His plan was to stay in Star Harbor for a full week, but it wasn’t going
to be much of a vacation. He would need to spend at least part of the time
working on his upcoming projects. Later on in the morning, he was scheduled to
scout out spaces in Boston for his new restaurant. His brothers weren’t too happy
about it—their tradition was to spend the weekend together, after all—but it was rare that he ever got time
away from his restaurant, Helena. Suddenly, the fact that he was tired, damp,
cold, and seriously decaffeinated started to wear on him. He needed that
coffee, bad. 


“So how’s the writing going,
Theo?” he asked, trying to think about something else.


Theo set his book down. “Not as
well as I’d like,” he admitted. “I’m having trouble getting started on my next project.”


“Lower your standards,” Cole
joked.


            “Never.”
Theo shook his head. “I just wish I could find some real inspiration.”


            “It’s
everywhere, all around you,” Val said sagely. He was right. Seb himself could
draw inspiration for one of his entrées from anything—a smell, a color,
or even an interesting texture. Val didn’t talk much. Never had. But when he said
something, it was worth it to listen. Val had been his rock—everyone’s
rock, really—since their father had died. And after
their mother had passed away twelve years ago, taken from them by a stroke, Val
was the closest thing they had to a parent.


He looked at his oldest brother.
Calm. Resolute. His face bracketed by a square jaw and steely blue eyes. Their mother’s eyes. He’d trust Val with anything. He
trusted Theo and Cole, too, of course, but Val was the most solid of them all.
The younger Grayson boys had gone wild when their dad had died. But somehow, despite
the fact that he was only a few years older than Cole, Val had brought them back
to Earth. Grounded them. Without him, they would have stayed adrift. Val hadn’t
supported most of their rowdy adventures, but he had always stepped in to keep
things under control. It was Val who’d suggested Seb travel to pursue his
passion. He had taken that advice, and now he was at the top of his culinary
game.


“Maybe you should come back to
Star Harbor for a while. Get some good ideas for your new book,” Cole suggested.


“Maybe,” Theo responded ambiguously
and went back to reading. Though not as soft-spoken as Val, Theo was quieter
than either Cole or himself. They’d called him “the Professor” growing up because
he’d always had his nose in a book or his pen to paper, meticulously plotting
their escapades. Cole had been their logistics guy, so it had come as no
surprise to anyone when he joined the military. And Seb? He’d been the charmer,
able to sweet-talk anyone into anything. Just like their father. 


Seb had loved his mom, but like most
boys, he’d worshipped his dad—his slow but easy smile. The way the corners
of his eyes would crinkle up when he found something funny. The old pirate
stories he used to tell the boys before bedtime. Seb thought about him every
day. It was hard not to. Every time he opened his mouth or looked at himself in
a mirror he was reminded of his father. But most of all, he missed his dad’s
laughter echoing off the sides of his fishing boat as he hauled in the day’s
catch.


“Hey, you guys talk to James Bishop
lately?” Seb asked, trying to snap himself out of his funk. Jimmy had been a
part of their high school crowd and Seb felt a brief twinge of regret that he
hadn’t kept in better touch.


“I haven’t talked to Jimmy in
years,” Theo said as he broke down his rod and reel.


Val nodded. “Yep. Owns his own
tour boat and sailing company now. He’s getting married in a few weeks. Asked
me and Cole to be in his wedding party.”


“Really?” Seb couldn’t imagine
Jimmy—a huge bear of a man with an outsized voice and a nose for trouble—tying
the knot.


“To Emma Newbridge, Kate Everhart’s
niece,” Cole said, as if he were reading Seb’s mind. “Emma’s been helping run
the Star Harbor Inn since Kate was diagnosed with cancer a few months ago. Jimmy’s
a changed man. Or so he says.” Cole chuckled as he reeled in his line and
started packing up his gear. 


“I’ve met Emma,” Seb said. “Can’t
imagine how Jimmy snagged someone so…so…”


“Sweet?” Theo interjected.


“Yeah.” Emma was appealing and
engaging, the exact opposite of Jimmy. Or at least how Jimmy used to be.


“Well, you can ask him yourself. He’s
at the Rusty Nail most nights after work,” Val said. “We can join him later for
a beer.” 


 “Beer sounds good,” Seb said, reminded of
his aching body, “but coffee sounds better. Any idea where I can grab a decent cup
of joe around here?”


Val smiled and closed his tackle
box. “I know just the place.”




 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER
2


 



 



            “Damn.”


            Lexie
Meyers, chef-owner of the LM Kitchen, didn’t even flinch as a huge tray of
glassware slipped out of her teenage busboy’s hands and fell to the floor with
a deafening crash. As nearby patrons gasped with shock, the culprit winced, looking
utterly chagrined. Lexie just let out a deep sigh—and the strongest curse
she could say in polite company—and signaled for Dennis to clean up the
mess before bending down to help him.


It had been that kind of day already in Star Harbor, Massachusetts,
and it was barely nine a.m. She’d
needed to make a last-minute run to Martins’ Market because her supplier hadn’t
delivered the vegetable shipment, which had put her at least half an hour
behind schedule. Then both of her morning shift servers had called in sick, meaning
that Lexie was the only one available to waitress. To top it all off, one of
the gas lines to the stove had ruptured, making the unit completely inoperable.



            Trying
not to think that all of this was a little bit more than just bad luck—especially
since she’d had the stove repaired just last week—Lexie scrambled to
greet customers, make coffee, and take orders. It was frustrating to be short-staffed,
particularly since it seemed like the whole town of Star Harbor had decided to
have breakfast in her restaurant this morning. Not that she
wasn’t thrilled about the business. But she would have loved a few minutes
to breathe, especially since everything was just a bit off this morning. 


            Dennis’s
broom scraped against the stone floor as he swept the smaller shards of glass
into a plastic bin. Lexie had no time to worry about it. At least she’d had the
time to get the bread and pastries baked before breakfast. Lexie did most of
the baking herself, and the display case at the front of the restaurant was stuffed
to bursting with freshly made almond croissants, cinnamon buns, morning rolls,
and of course, her famous coconut cake. It wasn’t likely that anyone would
order a piece of cake for breakfast, but it never hurt to showcase the treats. Besides,
it might tempt people back for lunch.


            Who
was she kidding? She just wanted to show off her perfect coconut cake. The cake that put the Kitchen on the map. The cake that she
hoped would one day make her a legend.


            The
bell on the front door jingled again. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Cole Grayson, the new sheriff of Star Harbor, enter the restaurant. He was a good-looking guy—big
hands, nice build—but she wasn’t into that whole man-in-uniform thing. 


            “Morning,
Cole,” she said over her shoulder. “You on duty or do you want a table?”


            “I’m
not Cole,” the man responded in a low, deep voice.


            Lexie
quickly turned. The apology she’d been about to give caught in her throat. 


No,
despite the strong resemblance, he wasn’t Cole. He wasn’t Cole at all. This man looked like he’d walked right out
of one of her dirtiest fantasies. 


He was tall, taller than Cole, which was
saying something, since Cole stood well over six feet. Dressed all in black, he
wore a leather jacket over a well-fitted T-shirt and slim jeans. He looked
completely out of place in Star Harbor, a quintessential New England town where
locals favored canvas barn jackets and waterproof boat shoes. Dominating the
space around her, he simply stood there and let her stare. Lexie should have
turned, should have stepped away, should have given herself some room to think,
to breathe. But she couldn’t tear her gaze from him.


His hair was raven black, and though the thick mass was swept
back, a long, wavy piece fell across his forehead. Refined, almost aristocratic
features graced his face. He had a strong, elegant nose and a perfectly formed
mouth with generously proportioned lips. Lips that were made
for tasting. For devouring. Unconsciously, she
leaned forward.


            Despite
the pull of those maddening lips, the most striking thing about him was his
green eyes. The color of a stormy sea at dusk with
flecks of glinting yellow, they made a fascinating contrast with his black hair
and his light skin. His expression was both utterly masculine and devastatingly
devilish. 


Lexie blinked, trying to clear her mind. Though she knew she
hadn’t met him before, he looked strangely familiar, and not just because he
resembled Cole. She stared up at him, trying to place him. He stared back,
those green eyes sizing her up. She could tell the moment his gaze morphed from
one of curiosity into one of blatant interest. It was no less intense but
infinitely more sensual. A tiny shiver of excitement crept up her spine.


            “Do
you know who I am?” he asked.


            Lexie’s
mouth went dry. Had they met before? Aside from in her
dreams? Before she could even form a coherent thought, Cole Grayson walked
through the door, followed by another similar-looking man.


            “Morning,”
Cole said with a slight smile. “I see you’ve met my brother, Seb.”


            Cole’s
easy tone snapped her out of her stupor. “Ah, yes,” Lexie managed to stammer,
eyes still on Cole’s brother. “I just did. Welcome back to Star Harbor.”


            “Thanks,”
Seb said, never lifting his gaze from her. “It’s good to be back. Very good.” He smiled, displaying a
beautiful set of straight, white teeth.


            Lexie
swallowed, desperately trying to get some moisture onto her tongue.


            “And
this is Theo,” Cole interjected, oblivious to the undercurrent running between her
and Seb. Turning her gaze to the other men, her mouth opened in surprise. Cole’s
brothers were twins. Theo was just as tall, dark, and handsome as his brother,
but there were a few critical differences. He parted his hair on the left
instead of on the right, and he wore a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. There was a
slight crookedness to his nose, while Seb’s was still straight. Perhaps the
biggest difference, though, was in their expressions—Theo looked polite,
sedate even, while Seb was dark and brooding.


            “Glad
you’re finally getting to meet the rest of my brothers,” Cole said. “I think
you missed them the last time they were in town. And you’re usually in the
kitchen. What’s going on?”


            She
returned her attention to Cole. Leave it to the cop to notice that something
had gone wrong. “You have no idea. But come on in, gentlemen,” she said, with
an ease that belied the fluttering in her stomach. “Grab a booth, if you can
find one. I’ll come around in a minute to tell you about the specials.”


            “Thanks,”
Cole said, ushering his brothers toward an open table. As soon as Seb moved
away, Lexie could breathe again. She busied herself with a coffeepot for a
moment, more to collect herself than anything else. 


The last time she’d been so affected by a mere look it had
gotten her into a whole lot of trouble. Trouble she wasn’t keen to rehash. She’d
left Frank—fled from Frank, actually—leaving California far behind.
Three thousand miles of distance had barely been enough for her to keep her
head together and her body in check. She’d fallen for Frank hard. Too bad he’d
turned out to be crazy. Literally. He’d made it nearly impossible to leave him,
but she’d eventually skipped out, started a new life, and sworn off men. Especially men who had the ability to make her temperature rise with
just a smile.


            Steeling
herself, she grabbed the coffeepot off its trivet. When she reached Cole’s
table, she noticed that Val Grayson had joined them. Lexie
had met Val within a month of moving to town. Like all the Grayson men, Val was
large and powerful, but his sinewy strength was disguised by
his loose garb. Lexie knew exactly how strong Val was because she’d once
seen him catch in midair a seventy-pound flat of turnips that had fallen off the
back of her delivery truck. He hadn’t even broken a sweat—he’d simply
returned the flat to the truck’s bed like it was no big deal. Since then she’d
made sure to serve him a bit more food on his plate every time he showed up at
the LMK.


Val and Cole were absentmindedly thumbing through their
menus—like many locals, they knew it by heart—but Theo and Seb were
examining theirs more thoroughly.


            Lexie
swallowed hard. “Coffee?” she offered briskly, hoping they couldn’t hear the
quaver in her voice. 


            “Yes
please,” Cole said, flipping his cup over and pushing it toward her. Val followed
suit, and Theo threw her a brief smile as he did, too. Seb was silent as he
turned his cup over and shoved it to the edge of the table. 


Lexie filled the four cups, her hand shaking a bit as she
reached over the table. Then she began to rattle off the morning’s specials. “We
have banana caramel French toast, which I highly recommend. Our omelet of the
day is the Star Harbor special, with crabmeat, red peppers, and Swiss cheese.
If you’re in the mood for pancakes, we have—”


            “I’ll
have a piece of the coconut cake,” Seb broke in.


            “Sorry?”
Lexie asked, once again lost in those amazing eyes. 


            “Coconut
cake. I saw some in the display case. It looked incredible. It’s for sale,
right?” 


            “Ye-es—”
Lexie started slowly, trying not to sound like an idiot, “but our steak and
eggs breakfast is great, and it comes with—”


            “Coconut
cake. That’s what I’m having. Theo,” he gestured to his twin without breaking
eye contact with Lexie, “will take forever to order, so why don’t you just get
me the cake now.” 


            He
paused, then let his gaze drop from her face, run down
her body in a leisurely fashion, and rise back up again. 


            As
Lexie felt her cheeks warming, Sebastian gave her an
utterly disarming half-smile. She simply stared at him, not sure whether she
was more surprised that he’d zeroed in on the coconut cake, her pride and joy,
or the fact that he’d blatantly scoped her out in front of his brothers. And at breakfast, no less. 


            Cole,
Theo, and Val were all giving him dirty looks. 


“Sebastian, don’t be an ass,” his twin hissed.


            “What?”
Seb said. “I’m not being an ass. I know what I want and you don’t, so she might
as well bring me my cake while you all make up your minds.”


“I might have my mind made up if you’d let us hear the rest
of the specials,” Theo muttered.


            And
as Lexie stared at him, it hit her. She knew exactly why the man looked so
familiar. He was Sebastian Grayson, chef-owner of Helena in New York City. She
remembered seeing a photograph of him in a Boston paper. 


            Lexie
wanted to slap her forehead, knowing that she should have put two-and-two
together. Of course he was related to Val and Cole. They had the same last
name, the same looks. Close to the same voice, even. That low male rumble would
have been ridiculous on a smaller man, but on this one, it fit.


            As
she mentally cursed Cole and Val for failing to mention that their brother was the
Sebastian Grayson, Lexie wracked her brain for every shred of
information she knew about him. Knowledge was power. If she was armed with
information, maybe she could prevent herself from melting into a puddle of goo every
time he looked at her. 


            The
brothers’ voices broke into her thoughts.


            “…and I say you’re being ridiculous,
Seb. I want to hear the specials, and if you can’t be patient enough for all of
us to order then you can go back to the boat and fix your own food in the
galley.” 


            Lexie
was rooted to the spot. She had to move, had to say something, had to do something.



            “You
know who I am now, right?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow at her and leaning
back in the booth. Challenging her. Daring her. 


A few long seconds passed before Lexie could will herself to
speak. “Oh, I know who you are,” she said smartly, blinking away his gaze. “Sebastian
Grayson. Born in Star Harbor. Nationally renowned chef.
No formal training. Dropped out of college at age twenty-one to apprentice with
Bobby Flay in New York City. Later apprenticed with Guy Martin at Grand Véfour in Paris. Returned to New York to open your own
restaurant, Helena, named after your mother. Focus is on American food with a
heavy French influence. You favor seafood entrées. Last year, you won the James
Beard Foundation’s award for ‘Rising Star Chef of the Year.’ Recently got signed
with the Cooking Channel for your own show.” Lexie ticked off the facts with
precision. “Oh, and I’d like to add an additional credential to your already
impressive résumé,” she said. “Unbelievably presumptuous.” When she was done, she
placed her free hand on her hip. Knowledge was power. 


            Seb’s
mouth dropped open. Deliberately, she stared him down, her cheeks burning. “I
think the real question, Chef Grayson, isn’t whether I know who you are. It’s
whether you know who I am!” And with that, she turned
on her heel and briskly walked away, her apron strings swishing behind her
skirt.


 



            Dumbstruck,
Seb could barely drag his eyes away from her tiny, curvy body. Her magnificent
chocolate eyes, bright with anger, had been utterly mesmerizing against her
creamy skin. And that beautiful little rosebud mouth, spouting off his culinary
résumé like a television announcer? Fascinating. As far as a wake-up call went,
she was better than coffee, any day of the week. His brothers burst out into
huge guffaws. 


            “Oh,
man,” Theo said, laughing as he pushed up his glasses. “You just got schooled.” 


            “And
you deserved it,” Cole said. “You’d better go apologize.”


            “What?
What did I do?” He was remembering the loose curl that had come free from her
twist, framing her face in a chestnut chin-length wave. “Why should I
apologize?” Was this about the cake? He lived in New York City, for God’s sake.
When you ordered in a restaurant, whether it was a five-star restaurant or a
corner diner, you got what you wanted right away. He was just being decisive. 


            “Because
she owns the place, idiot. And since I live in town now, I’d like to be able to
come back here.” Cole crossed his arms under his chest and gave him a pointed
look. “She’s the best chef in town.”


            “Crap,
she’s the owner?” Seb swore. “I thought she was just a waitress.” Not that it
would have mattered.


            “‘Just
a waitress’? Will you listen to yourself?” Theo said angrily. “You’ve been
working in Manhattan for too long.” 


            Seb
looked back and forth between his brothers. The cop and the novelist. True to
form, Cole was staring him dead in the eyes, as he typically did when he was angry.
Theo, on the other hand, refused to meet his gaze. He wasn’t getting any
quarter from either of them. He looked to Val for the final say. His brother’s cool,
disapproving look spoke volumes. 


            Seb
sighed. “Sorry. You knew what I meant. And it’s been a long time since I’ve
seen a woman who’s put together like that.”


            Theo
rolled his eyes. “You really are an ass.”


“Don’t apologize to us. Apologize to Lexie,” Cole said.


            Seb
groaned. “Why didn’t you tell me she was the owner?” When Val’s lips formed a
hard line, Seb knew there was no point in arguing. “All right, all right, I’m
going. Think she’ll throw hot coffee in my face?”


            “Only
one way to find out,” Cole responded.


            Seb
began to slide out of the booth, but before he’d even reached the edge, Lexie
was back at the table. Though she was still in high color, the spots on her
cheeks had faded to a rosy pink and she’d swept the wayward curl back into her
twist. She looked professional and composed, her chocolate-colored eyes evenly
meeting his gaze.


            “One
slice of coconut cake,” she said, placing the plate carefully in front of him.
When he didn’t immediately take a bite, she frowned.


            “Well?”
she asked, tapping her foot on the floor.


            “Well,
what?”


            “Aren’t
you going to try some?”


            “Oh,
yes. Yes, I am.” He was being granted a reprieve of sorts. He picked up his
fork with his left hand and dug it into the cake. He placed a large bite into
his mouth and chewed it thoughtfully. It was ambrosial—easily the best
cake he’d tasted in months. Maybe longer. The crumb was moist with a deep
coconut flavor that was enhanced with another flavor he couldn’t quite place.
The coconut cream-cheese frosting was whipped to perfection, and it perfectly
complemented the cake. “Mmm….delicious,” he said solemnly. Then he gave her a
smile. “Really delicious.”


            Lexie
looked at him with an air of incredulity and raised one eyebrow. 


            “I
swear I’m not lying to you.” Seb placed his right hand on his heart. “This is
one amazing cake.” Then he took another large forkful. 


            Pursing
her lips, Lexie addressed the other men. “Now, let’s try this again. What can I
get you gentlemen for breakfast?” she asked.


            Before
his brothers could order, Seb spoke. “Lexie…I’d like to—”


            “Apology
accepted,” she said briskly, holding up a hand to signal that he should stop
talking. “Cole?”


            Cole
took Lexie’s cue, giving her a small smile for having so effectively put Seb in
his place. “I’ll have the Star Harbor special with hash browns and wheat toast,
please. And some more coffee, when you get a chance.” 


            Lexie
nodded and turned to Theo. “I’ll take the short stack. And could you please
substitute fruit for the bacon?”


            “No
problem,” she responded. “And Val? You want your usual?” Val nodded. “Great. I’ll
put your order in now. It’ll be a few minutes.”


            After
she left, Seb’s brothers all turned to look at him. “She’s gonna make you work
for it, bro,” Cole warned.


            Seb
didn’t reply. He simply ate.          


 



From across the room, Lexie studied Sebastian. Slowly,
deliberately, he ate her coconut cake. Ignoring his brothers, he would take a
bite, close his eyes, and chew, as if he were trying to make the experience
last as long as possible. Lexie stared at the strong line of his jaw as it
moved up and down. When he finished one bite, he took another, seemingly lost
in pleasure. He looked blatantly sensual, as if he might devour more than just
the cake. As if he were devouring a lover
with those perfect, wicked lips. She tried to imagine the low moans of
appreciation he might be making.  


            Her
mouth grew dry again.


            With
difficulty, she dragged her gaze away and shook her head.


            “Don’t
go there,” she muttered to herself in warning. The last thing she needed was to
encourage him. She didn’t have time to get wrapped up with Sebastian Grayson
this morning. Or ever. 


            Star
Harbor residents considered Lexie to be no-nonsense. Spunky. She didn’t feel so
spunky at the moment. Deep inside, she knew that if she challenged this man,
she’d lose. The thought made her feel oddly drained. He was pushing her close
to her limits, but she wasn’t going to crack. She’d have to shut this thing down
before it even got started. 


            The
kitchen bell brought her thoughts back in line—their order was up. After
picking up the waiting food, Lexie placed the steaming plates in front of Seb’s
brothers. He was still eating the cake, one agonizingly slow bite at a time,
his eyes closed in pleasure. 


            She
needed to get this man out of her restaurant. Fast.


She prepared their check and brought it over to their table
as soon as they were finished eating. “You gentlemen can pay when you’re
ready,” she said, sliding it across the table toward Cole. Despite herself, she
snuck a look at Seb, only to realize that he was staring at her. She felt her
skin grow hot beneath his gaze.


            “I’m
sorry we got off on the wrong foot. I just thought you were…” he paused
deliberately, “someone else.” Then, he gave her a dangerous smile, small
brackets forming around that delicious mouth. 


            Before
she could stop herself, she smiled at him in return. Then her face froze as she
realized what she was doing. Caught off-guard, she began to stammer. “Ah, n-no
worries. We’re good,” she managed to get out.


“I’m glad to hear it,” he said. Then he pointed to his empty
plate. “This coconut cake is amazing.”


            “Thank
you,” Lexie responded automatically, relieved to move on to a safer topic. 


            “Do
I taste almond extract in here? Is that what gives the flavor that extra
depth?”


            The
corner of her lip curled up. “It’s a secret,” she said.


            “Is
your pastry chef here? Can we talk?”


            “Oh,
she’s here. But I don’t think she’ll tell you,” Lexie paused. “In fact, I’m
positive she won’t.”


            “Well,
I’d like to talk to her all the same,” Seb pressed.


            “You
are.”


            Sebastian
gave a start, and then he laughed, a deep, low rumble. “Lady, you are full of
surprises.” He smiled sexily at her. “And I like surprises.”


            Before
Sebastian could say anything else, Cole pressed several bills into her hand,
effectively ending their exchange.


            “All
right, everyone,” he said briskly as he got out of the booth. “Breakfast was great.
Keep the change, Lexie. We’ll get out of your hair now.” Cole shot a warning
look at Seb. “Come on, guys.”


            Lexie
pocketed the money, making a mental note to thank Cole later for trying to keep
his brother in line. “Val and Cole, a pleasure as always. Theo, nice to meet
you. Chef,” she said, “I’m glad you liked the coconut cake.” 


            “Oh,
I’ll be back for more,” Sebastian said, giving her a wolfish grin as he slid
out of the booth. “You can count on it.”


            He’d
taken off his leather jacket at some point and the tight T-shirt he had on underneath
left little to the imagination. It was stretched taut over his muscular chest,
and every nuanced line in his arms was visible. He plucked his jacket off the
seat and swung it over his shoulder. Theo slid out of the booth behind him, but
she barely even noticed. 


            Sebastian
placed his free hand on her shoulder, cupping it. Heat seemed to emanate from
his fingers. She froze where she stood, her whole body on alert, her entire
being focused on the place where their bodies were touching. When his thumb
brushed a sensitive area on the side of her neck, a jolt of electricity flowed
through her. A feeling much like panic rose up inside. But it wasn’t quite
panic. It was something else. Something both dangerous and exciting.


            “I’ll
see you later, Lexie Meyers,” he said, letting her name play on his lips. He
removed his hand from her shoulder, letting his fingers trail down her arm. When
she shivered involuntarily, he smiled. A slow, masculine smile that spoke of dark
promises. As if he knew that she couldn’t take her eyes off of him, he turned
and sauntered lazily toward the door. 


            “Sorry,”
Val muttered before stalking after Seb and Cole, Theo trailing behind. She
watched their broad backs as they left the restaurant. The jingle of the door
echoed her shaken nerves. Lexie let out a deep breath she hadn’t been aware of
holding. 


For her own sake, she hoped he didn’t come back. 


 






 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 3


 



Lexie was still reeling a few minutes later when the door opened,
and an annoyingly familiar face appeared in front of her. She forced herself
not to roll her eyes. It took a lot of effort. “Paige,” Lexie acknowledged,
nodding her head slightly.


            “Lexie,”
the woman returned, dipping her head in a similar gesture. Neither of them
smiled. “Was that Sebastian Grayson I just saw leaving?”


            Lexie
shrugged. “Could be,” she said, knowing her vagueness would drive Paige crazy. 


            Warily,
they sized each other up, and then, unsurprisingly, Paige’s gaze slid to the
pastry case to check out her competition. 


            Paige
Sinclair was the owner of The Vanilla Bean, a rival bakeshop-cum-restaurant in nearby Falmouth. Lexie
and Paige had a love-hate relationship—they both loved to hate each
other. It went beyond the typical restaurant rivalry, as they also happened to
have completely incompatible personalities. 


A natural blonde with adorable ringlets framing her face and
floating down her back, Paige was always perfectly put-together, from her
made-up face to her manicured fingers to her fashionable shoes. But Lexie
wasn’t fooled. Beneath that sweet exterior, Paige had the heart of a viper. She
would have liked to say that Paige’s food was, like Paige herself, all style
and no substance, but The Vanilla Bean’s baked goods were surprisingly tasty,
as were the rest of its offerings. Lexie had heard rumors that Paige was about
to launch a catering business. Since that was Lexie’s goal, too, she was
anxious to beat out her competition by opening earlier. It would mean even more
hard work, and longer hours. 


            “Table
for one?” Lexie asked archly, even though she already knew what Paige’s answer
would be.


            “Oh,
no, dear. I’ll just take a piece of the you-know-what to go.” Paige gave her a
conspiratorial smile. 


She didn’t bite. “Up to your usual tricks, Paige?” Lexie’s
eyes narrowed. “You’ll never figure it out.”


            “We’ll
see.” Paige’s smile was gone.


            “I
could refuse to serve you, you know.”


            “You
could, but you won’t. You’re too proud to stoop to that.”


            “You’re
right.” Lexie slid open the display case and pulled out the coconut cake. She
cut a generous slice, placed it carefully into a small container, and handed it
to Paige. “That’ll be four ninety-five,” Lexie said matter-of-factly, holding
out her hand.


            “You’re
charging me?” 


            “As
if I’d let you try to figure out my recipe for free.”


            “So
much for professional courtesy.” Paige reached into her designer purse and
pulled out her wallet. She plunked down a five on the countertop. “Here. Keep
the change.”


            Lexie
scooped up the money from the counter and popped it into the till. “I’d say it
was a pleasure doing business with you, but we both know that’d be a lie.”


            “Do
stop by the next time you’re in Falmouth, dear,” Paige said, before making a
brisk exit.


            “You
don’t have any recipes I want to steal, Paige,” Lexie muttered to her departing
back. 


Much to Lexie’s relief, the rest of the breakfast crowd soon
cleared out. “Buster, do you, Isis, and Jenny have everything under control
back there?” she called into the grill room. 


“Yep,” Buster Quigley, her grill cook and right-hand man, answered.


            “Good.”
Lexie untied her apron and grabbed a cardigan from behind the counter. Isis
Dandridge and Jenny Arthur were two of her line cooks. Isis, a slim black woman
in her early thirties, was solid as a rock, and Lexie had no qualms about
giving her additional responsibility. Jenny, a younger woman with strawberry-blond
hair that was usually pulled back into a tight braid, was another matter. Until
recently, Jenny had been one of her more dependable employees, showing up on
time and even offering to help out with the baking, but over the past few
months, she had been calling in sick with increasing frequency. Thankfully, she
was here today. “I’m heading out to Martins’ Market for the produce we need for
lunch and dinner. I was too pressed for time before to grab everything we
needed this morning. I’ll be back in twenty.”


            She
heard a grunt from the grill room, which she assumed was Buster’s assent. Stepping
outside, she began the brisk walk to the Martins’ shop, sucking in large gulps
of the cool, fresh air. It was novel to be out and about in the middle of the
day, and although her mission was critical, she was happy to have the chance to
clear her head. There was no question about it; Sebastian had rattled her. The
last time she’d felt like this, she’d ended up in the relationship from hell. Now
that her body—and mind—had cooled off, she wasn’t rattled anymore. Just
angry. She was furious at herself for letting him get to her, and furious at
him for pushing her past her limits. She’d been on track, physically and
mentally, until he’d walked into her restaurant. There was no way she wanted to
mess that up. 


            By
the time she arrived at the Market, she’d calmed down considerably. The familiar
coolness of the shop was like a balm to her soul. Joanne Martins, who co-owned
the Market with her husband, William, greeted her at the door.


            “Lexie,
wonderful to see you,” Joanne said warmly, her eyes twinkling.


            “Great
to see you too, Joanne,” Lexie responded. “I wish I could stop to chat with you
about planning for the Harvest Festival, but I’m in a bit of a rush. Produce
shipment didn’t come in this morning.”


            “I
know, you poor dear,” Joanne said, her silver bob swaying as she stepped out of
the way. “William told me you dashed in earlier. We’ll talk about the festival another
time. Get what you need, and please let me know if I can find anything else for
you. We have some extra supplies in the storeroom.”


            “Thanks.”


            Lexie
gave a wave to the elderly Will, who was manning the cash register, and then,
with the practiced eye of an expert, she quickly loaded up three large crates
with her selections. She really needed to get to the bottom of the missing
produce shipments. Art had been prompt with his deliveries until a month ago,
when things had gone downhill. Increasingly, shipments had shown up late or not
at all. And when she called Art to follow up, he never seemed to be able to give
her a straight answer. There were a few other suppliers she used, but the bulk
of the goods came from Art. 


            “Can
we help you get all of this back to the restaurant, Lexie?” Will asked as she
paid for the goods.


            “Yes,
please.”


            “Good.”
He smiled at her. “My teenage grandson, Tim, is visiting for the week. I’ll
have him carry everything over for you. It’s only a couple of blocks, and he’s
a big, strong boy.”


            “Great,
thanks,” Lexie agreed.


            Five
minutes later, teenager in tow, Lexie arrived at the service entrance to the
restaurant. It was closed, so she gave it a sharp knock. After a few seconds,
Buster pushed it open. He took the top crate from the teen and ushered them
both inside.


            “Are
Kara and Rachel here?” she asked Buster, referring to her two second-shift
servers.


            He
nodded in the affirmative.


            “Thank
goodness.” She turned. “I appreciate you carrying the stuff for me, Tim. I’d
never have been able to do it myself.”


            “No
problem, ma’am.”


            Lexie
saw him out, pressing a few bills into his hand as extra thanks. Once he was
gone, she turned to her short-order cook. “You got everything under control,
Buster?”


            Buster
nodded again as he methodically unpacked the produce, laying what he needed on
the counter and shelving the rest. After he finished, he called Charlie, one of
their line prep cooks, over with a jerk of his head and gave him a few words of
instruction before heading back to the grill room.


            Lexie
smiled to herself. Her laconic employee rarely spoke. It had been that way since
day one. 


            A
few days prior to the LMK’s opening, a tall, slim, world-weary sort of man had
shown up on her doorstep. A worn baseball cap was perfectly molded to his head,
and he was holding a torn-out page of the Barnstable
Patriot. The help wanted ad she’d placed was circled in blue ink.


            “I’m
here about the short-order cook position,” the middle-aged man had said in a
low, quiet voice that held the hint of a Boston accent. His eyes didn’t stray
from her face while they were talking—a good sign, in her book. He
reached into his back pocket and unfolded a paper with three carefully
handwritten references. Without speaking, he handed it to her.


            Lexie
had looked at the list and then into his eyes. She didn’t consider herself a
terribly good judge of character—she’d been proven wrong too many times
to count—but she could usually tell if someone had it in him to work
hard. 


            “Let’s
see what you can do,” she’d said, inviting him into the grill room. He immediately
fired up the griddle and began turning out food as she called out orders,
giving instructions and ingredient additions on the fly. When he was done with
her requests, she tried each dish. One bite was all it took. “You’re hired. When
can you start?”


            He
just shrugged, as if to say, “Whenever you’d like, lady. I have all the time in
the world.”


            Ever
since that day, they’d had a stellar professional relationship. They couldn’t be
less alike in temperament, which could be the reason why they got along so well.
Buster liked working, so Lexie hadn’t hired a second short-order cook. They
were the restaurant’s only two full-time employees, and she trusted that Buster
had her back. She was thrilled when he decided to rent the apartment above the
restaurant. He was always there—a constant, comforting presence. 


            Lexie
gathered the empty crates and stacked them outside the back door, one on top of
the other. When she turned to come back inside, she noticed that something was taped
to the door. As soon as she saw it, she began to laugh. Paige Sinclair hadn’t
been able to leave without a parting shot. She pulled the note off the door,
Scotch tape and all, and went inside. 


            Buster
had just emerged from the grill room, and when he saw the small envelope in
Lexie’s hand, one shaggy eyebrow raised.      


“Yep, just found it taped to the door.” Lexie didn’t have to
explain anything to Buster. They’d been through this before. “Let’s see what
this one says.” She opened the envelope with a quick flick of her finger and
read. “‘You have it. I want it. Leave the recipe in an envelope taped to the door
tonight or else you’ll be sorry!’” She looked at Buster. “Handwritten in block
letters. No signature, of course,” she said wryly. “You’d think that Paige, of
all people, would be more original.”


            Buster
shrugged.


            “Should
we put this one with the rest?” Buster nodded and held out his hand. Lexie gave
him the note, and he tucked it into the manila envelope where he’d stored the
rest of the notes Lexie had received, all demanding the same thing—the
recipe for her coconut cake. Though she’d found the notes amusing at first,
they were getting kind of old. Next time she saw Paige she’d say something to
her. “Now let’s get back to preparing for lunch service.”


            Since
her lunch servers had made it in on time and were out on the floor, Lexie went
back to the kitchen to ice the rest of the cakes. She smiled as she worked,
sweeping her long baker’s knife in a curl at the top of an enormous devil’s
food cake. Concentrating on her decorating was the
perfect thing to block out the stresses of the day. With a flourish, she
swirled the knife one last time, then lifted it off of a shining peak of creamy
dark frosting. Turning the cake stand around, she examined her finished product
with a practiced eye. Gorgeous. 


            Unfortunately,
the thoughts she’d been trying to tamp down all day snuck into her
consciousness once she had finished. Letting
out a deep breath, she leaned against the island in the middle of the kitchen. No
one ever said that running a restaurant was easy. 


            And
no one had warned her that a man with a face like a fallen angel would cause
her, even for a second, to waver from the carefully calculated path she’d
chosen to follow. No attachments. No relationships. Just work.


            She
couldn’t believe she’d allowed a man—that man—to get under her
skin. Lexie shook her head in disbelief. She must be losing her grip on
reality. Hadn’t she hardened herself? Hadn’t she put up the walls she needed to
effectively run her business—and her life—the way she wanted? The
last thing she needed was for a man with bedroom eyes to knock her off her path.
The fact that he was a famous chef? Well, that just made it worse. If he came
back, she’d just ignore him. She needed to keep her head in the game. And her body out of it. 


            At
the end of the evening, when all the cakes had been baked for the next day, the
floors swept clean, and the dishes washed and shelved, Lexie stretched, then
yawned. It had been a grueling day, made more difficult by the missed delivery.
She sighed. Yet another thing she had to follow up on tomorrow. 


As usual, she was the last one out the door at
nine-thirty. She was glad she didn’t have to walk home tonight. Though her
pride in the LMK usually outweighed the tired ache in her bones, she was happy she’d
brought her car. Gratefully, she sank into the driver’s seat and drove the few
miles to her house on the other side of town. 


            






 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 4


            


From the moment he left the LM Kitchen that early autumn
morning in Star Harbor, Seb’s mind started to whir. Not about food, although he
really should have been thinking about expanding and enhancing his already
impressive culinary repertoire. Not about his career, although he could do with
a few hours of brainstorming, both alone and with his very competent assistant-slash-business
manager, Ivana Vlatova. Not about the space for his new restaurant, although Ivana
had set up a meeting for him with a Boston Realtor this morning. And certainly
not about his new show, the underlying theme and tone of which he hadn’t quite settled
on. 


No, Seb was thinking about sex. Specifically, sex with the
delectable proprietor of the Lexie Meyers Kitchen. 


He’d kept his thoughts in check while he was in the company
of his brothers, who obviously thought that he’d insulted Lexie. But once he
was on his bike on the way to Boston, his thoughts were free to wander. And
wander they did. 


All over Lexie’s delightfully lush body.


He saw beautiful women every day. That wasn’t anything new. What
was new was when a beautiful woman—a woman who had nothing to lose by
being nice to him and everything to gain—recognized him and rebuffed him
soundly. It was intriguing, to say the least. Very intriguing. Women had been
flinging themselves at Seb for as long as he could remember, even before he’d
achieved celebrity status.


He wasn’t sure why Lexie was affecting him this way. There
were other women, after all—many of them. But there was something about
the curve of her hip and the sparkle in her eyes that he couldn’t stop thinking
about. Something that physically drew him closer even as she very verbally
pushed him away.


Seb thought about Lexie for a long time. He thought about
her for the entire ride to Boston, and was still thinking about her when he met
Ivana at the Realtor’s office. He thought about her some more while the Realtor
showed them space after unremarkable space for his new restaurant. 


            Unfortunately,
Seb came out of his Lexie-induced stupor at an inopportune moment. One minute,
he was in the throes of a daydream involving him, Lexie, plastic wrap, and cake
batter, and the next, he was staring into the face of a middle-aged woman with
a chic bob and a hopeful expression.


            “So
you think it’ll work?” she asked.


            “Yes.
I think it’ll work nicely,” Seb responded, still musing about Lexie. “Very
nicely.”


            “Great,
so we can sign today.”


            “Sign?”
Seb was confused. “Sign what?”


            “Why,
sign the lease. For the space, of course.” 


            Now
Seb was fully present. “I’m not signing anything for this space. The light’s
not right, the layout is terrible, and the kitchen is way too small.”


            “But…I
thought you…I mean, that is…” the woman sputtered, but Sebastian was already
halfway out the door.    


Ivana pressed her lips together and barely repressed a sigh
as she escorted him back to the waiting car. “You could at least pretend to be interested in this,” she murmured.
“It’s only your career, here.”


            Seb
grunted as Ivana slammed the door. She was right. He wasn’t paying attention
and he really should be. 


Hiring Ivana Vlatova had been one of his more intelligent
decisions. She was knockout gorgeous, which was useful for the art of
distraction. She was also cold, ruthless, and utterly brilliant. By the time
most people figured that out, she’d run laps around them. Suffice it to say,
she usually got what she wanted, which in turn worked well for Seb. More important,
she wouldn’t—under any circumstances—sleep with him.


Smart woman. 


He slouched down in the seat of the car and glanced sideways
at Ivana. As usual, she looked sleek and cold. Her black hair was meticulously arranged
in some kind of long sweep to her shoulder blades. She was dressed for
business. Or for battle. Sometimes he thought it was the same thing with her. She
was staring straight ahead, a neutral expression on her face, which, for Ivana,
was a clear indication of disapproval.


“Ivana?”


She turned to him, her artfully cut black suit shifting with
her body, her clear blue eyes cutting right through him. “Yes, Sebastian?”


“What’s next?”


“Two properties in Back Bay and one in the Fens close to
Fenway Park. I saw the specs the Realtor sent over last week, and one of them
looks particularly promising. And Sebastian? I think you need to improve your
people skills. Think warm and approachable. We don’t want potential investors
or fans thinking you have a major attitude problem.” 


Seb grunted again and turned to look out the window. Maybe Ivana
was right. He did have an attitude. But
his career was on an upward trajectory and he sure as hell didn’t want to blow
it. Just then, he saw a woman strolling along the street wearing a wine-colored
wrap. It reminded him of Lexie’s lips. He wondered if they’d feel smooth and
soft pressed up against his own. 


He should stay away from her. Cole and Val had clearly
warned him off. And the lady herself had made it clear what she thought of him.
Presumptuous. 


What was that supposed to mean, anyway? Of course he was
bold and direct. He hadn’t achieved fame and fortune by rolling over and
playing dead.


Ah, well, he loved a challenge. Could he turn her frostiness
into warmth? Her protestations into moans of passion? She’d be so good, he just
knew it. That small, curvy body wrapped around him, tingling with desire
instead of stiffening in outrage. That smart mouth whispering words of love
instead of tossing retorts. That spark in her eye igniting into flames as he
took both of them higher, higher…


“Sebastian? Did you say something?” Ivana questioned.


            Had
he said something out loud? “No,” he muttered.


            “All
right. Prepare yourself. We’re almost at the next place.”


            And
prepare himself he did. He deliberately wiped Lexie from the forefront of his
mind. For now, there’d be no more thoughts of her. It was too distracting, and
he had work to do. Steeling himself, he stepped out from the car into the
chilly air.


 



“Here you go, Sebastian,” said Andy Neiman, sliding a tall
glass of ice-cold beer to him across the polished oak bar. Andy was the
proprietor of the local Star Harbor tavern, the Rusty Nail. “This one’s on the
house. It’s good to have you back.” 


“Good to be back, Andy,” Seb replied, smiling at Val and
Theo, who were sitting next to him. “Cheers.” He picked up the glass and raised
it to Andy, then took a sip. Easing back on his high wooden stool, he took a
look around the place. He’d last been here three years before and nothing much
had changed. John
Anson, a middle-aged man who ran the pharmacy, was at one of the sturdy wooden
tables lining the wall with Max Wright and his wife, Karen, the couple who owned
and managed The Wright Read, the town’s independent bookstore. Luke Bedwin, the owner of Star Harbor Hardware and the
town’s unofficial handyman, sat with them. They all looked pretty much the same,
just a bit older, with a few more gray hairs. He raised his hand in greeting,
and they smiled back at him, something he was sure they’d never have done in
his youth. 


“Hope you got a lot done today,” Theo said.


“Some,” Sebastian said, taking another sip of beer. “Saw a
bunch of properties and spent an hour talking on the phone with my sous chef,
Jorge, about the fall menu.” 


“Good,” Val said, nodding. “We went on a hike by Harper’s
Pond before Cole went on duty. Wish you could have joined us.”


“Me too,” Seb said. Though his fall menu was mostly squared
away, the property hunting had been a bust. Not only had he not been able to spend
time with his brothers, but he had little to show for his efforts. And there
was one other matter he hadn’t gotten the chance to attend to today. Lexie
Meyers. He was a disciplined man, but as soon as he let down his guard, his thoughts
inevitably drifted back to her. When was the last time he’d been this hung up
on a woman?


“They letting tourists in this place now, Andy?” a booming
voice sounded through the tavern. “My, how times have changed.”


As Val and Theo chuckled, Sebastian turned and rose to greet
one of his oldest friends. “Jimmy Bishop, it’s good to see you again, man.” The
two men clasped hands, and then Jimmy enveloped Seb in a bone-crushing hug, embodying
his nickname—“The Bear.” Seb looked up at the enormous, blond man. “You
gonna rib me for leaving Star Harbor too?”


“What are friends for?” he responded with a shrug. “Besides,
you brought it on yourself, leaving town just when things were getting exciting.”


“Have a seat.” 


“I’ll move down,” Theo said, sliding down the bar with his
brew. 


“Thanks, man,” Seb said, and then turned back to his friend.
“You’re looking good, Jimmy.”


“It ain’t easy hauling bowlines all day and scrubbing decks
at night,” Jimmy said, easing his huge body onto the small bar stool. “Work
keeps me plenty fit.” Which was an understatement. Seb was big, but Jimmy put
him to shame—he probably had three inches and forty pounds of pure muscle
on him. Jimmy had been a demon as a boy, full of fire and always itching for a
fight. An integral part of their gang, he’d been a useful friend to have when
he managed to keep his temper under control. “Business is good, though. Three
seasons of work keep me busy. Can’t take tourists out in the winter, but I’ll
have more time for Emma in the off-season.”


“Speaking of Emma, I have to give you my congratulations. Let
me buy you a drink.”


Jimmy’s broad face softened and his blue eyes grew misty. “Thanks.
She’s the best thing that ever happened to me, you know. After we get married
she’s going to work at the Star Harbor Library as their head librarian,” he
said proudly. “She has the sweetest smile, and when she looks at me?” He shook
his head. “Man, it just makes me glad to be alive.” 


Forget his ferocious nickname; Jimmy seemed more like a
pussycat than a bear these days. “Sounds like you’re happy.”


“Yeah,” Jimmy said, “real happy.” He looked back and forth
between him and Theo. “If you guys are going to be around, you should come to
the wedding. I won’t take no for an answer.”


“It’s in three weeks, right?” Seb asked, glancing at Val,
who gave him a slight nod. “I was only planning to stick around until Friday.” He
turned back to Jimmy. “But what the hell? It’s an honor to be invited. Jorge’s
gonna kill me, but I’ll stay.” 


“Professor?” Jimmy asked.


“Can’t,” Theo said ruefully, shaking his head. “I have a
flight out Monday back to California. No way I can change it.”


“Sorry ’bout that. But hey, at least I get three of the Grayson
brothers.” He wrapped a huge arm around Seb’s shoulders. “So if you’re buying,
I’ll take a lager on tap. Can you set me up, Andy?”


“Sure thing,” the older man said. “Here you go,” he said, handing
Jimmy the drink. “Seb, I’d put it on your tab, but I don’t know if you’ll be
around long enough for me to collect.” His lips were pressed together in barely
contained mirth.


“Hilarious,” Seb said in a tone that meant anything but. “I’ll
pay you now.” He reached for his wallet.


“Good man.” Jimmy pounded him on the back in thanks and Seb picked
up his own glass. “Now drink up. Promised Emma I’d meet her back at her aunt’s house
later tonight. Cheers, old friends.”


“Cheers.” The four men clinked glasses and drank deeply. Out
of the corner of his eye, Seb saw Ashley Flitt, one of Cole’s ex-girlfriends, walk
into the tavern. Poured into tight jeans and a slinky top, she gave Seb a long,
appraising look. Ignoring her, he focused on his drink. He wasn’t in town for
that long, and he wanted to make the most of the time he had. That definitely
didn’t include having a fling with one of Cole’s old flames. But there was
another reason why he wasn’t interested. The LMK wasn’t that far away from the
Nail. Was it his imagination or could he detect the faint aroma of freshly
baked coconut cake?


Suddenly, he was glad that Jimmy needed to head out early. He
wanted to get back to the relative privacy of Val’s boat. It was time to make a
professional game plan. And dream about Lexie. 


 


 



 



 



 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 5


 



            Lexie
woke up on Saturday to the gentle rustle of the reeds by Harper’s Pond. A heron
called out, its cry echoing through the woods. In a few months, the birds would
be gone and the reeds blanketed with snow, leaving the pond quiet and still for
the winter. She loved these crisp fall mornings.


            Dim
pre-dawn light shone into her room. Her home was a one-story cottage with two
bedrooms, a small study, and a well-laid-out kitchen that opened up into a tiny
sitting room. The whole place couldn’t have been much more than a thousand
square feet, but to her, it was as spacious as a Marin County mansion 


            She’d
spent more than a few years living in a large college house in Berkeley with
ten other people while she was in school and working part-time as a volunteer
in the kitchen at Chez Panisse, Alice Waters’s famous restaurant. Despite the
size of the house, space had been at a premium and privacy had been nonexistent.
Her housemates—mostly artist types—had brought people home at all
hours of the day and night. Sometimes their “guests” had stayed for weeks, or
even months. It all got old fast—stepping over people in the morning to
get from her futon to the bathroom, dealing with messy cleanups after meals for
twenty, the sheer volume of noise, and the piles of garbage outside the back
door. 


            She
didn’t miss it at all. After leaving, she’d vowed never to have a roommate
again for as long as she lived.


            “Aahh,”
she sighed, stretching her arms out in her comfortable, oversized bed. Even
though she was a small woman, she loved her large bed. And she’d slept very,
very well, despite—or maybe because of—her exhausting day
yesterday. She glanced over at the clock. Five in the morning on the button. She’d
get up, get ready, and—she squinted outside, gauging the weather—walk
to work.


As she prepared for the day, Lexie felt her thoughts drift
back to a certain pair of otherworldly green eyes, a strange mix of light green,
amber, and gray, and the steady gaze that went along with them.


            “Keep
your eyes on the prize,” she mumbled to herself around her toothbrush. “Don’t
let him knock you off your game.” 


             Lexie dressed in a plum-colored blouse
and a swingy cranberry skirt, and then tugged on a pair of sneakers, tossing her
kitchen clogs into her tote bag for later. She threw on a suede jacket and
slipped out the front door, locking it securely behind her. 


Stepping briskly into the damp morning air, she began the
two-mile trek to Star Harbor’s downtown area. Harper’s Pond Road, the street she
lived on, was the longest stretch she had to walk. It hadn’t been repaved in years,
and as a result, it was riddled with holes. Small bits of gravel lay on each
side of the road and down the middle, acting as the center line. 


            Lexie
walked along in the quiet, the only other sounds the crunch of her shoes on the
pavement and the herons calling out to each other by the pond. She took a deep
breath of the early September air, inhaling the aromas of the sea and freshly cut
grass. Autumn was her favorite time of year in Star Harbor. 


            The
picturesque little Cape Cod town had once been a sleepy fishing village. It was
now enjoying a kind of resurgence, tempting artists, craftsmen, and even young
families who wanted a change of pace. Its quaint loveliness and charm were big
draws, and Lexie had been noticing more and more new faces in her restaurant. 


            A
quick glance at her watch told her she was making good time. At this rate,
she’d be at the Kitchen by five forty-five to form the pastries from the dough she’d
made the night before. Lexie always baked more for the weekends, anticipating a
larger crowd. Mentally, she ran through her checklist of everything she needed
to get done before the place opened.


            Lexie
turned down a side street—an alleyway, really—so that she could
enter the kitchen through the service door. She always kept the front door of
the restaurant locked until it was time to welcome her customers. When her
field of vision widened, she stopped short. 


            There
in the dimly lit alleyway, with his long frame leaning against a dark
motorcycle, was none other than Sebastian Grayson, the very man she’d been
hoping to avoid. He was wearing blue jeans today, but he still sported a tight
black T-shirt under his leather jacket. His head was bent over a book and he was
reading it intently, not noticing that she was just ten feet away.


            Lexie
cleared her throat. At the sound, Seb looked up and shut his book quickly,
jamming it into an inner pocket of his jacket.


            “Hi,”
he said, giving her a big grin.


            “Hi,”
Lexie responded warily.


            Seb
didn’t speak. He just pushed himself off the motorcycle with a large hand and
stood there, staring at her. Immediately, her relaxed mood vanished, and a hot
mixture of anticipation and nervousness swept over her. Inwardly, she groaned. She
didn’t need this today. 


            “What
are you doing here?” she asked, crossing her arms under her chest.


            “I
came to see you. Where’s your car?”


            “I
walked to work, and I meant what are you doing here? In Star Harbor. Why are
you hacking around this little town when you could be in New York City building
your empire?”


             Seb thought for a few moments before
speaking. “I always spend Labor Day weekend in Star Harbor, but this time I’ve
decided to stay for longer. I need some space to think away from my restaurant—from
New York. Taping on my new show doesn’t start until January, and I want to get
my head clear. Plus, I’m looking to open a new place, and I’m scouting out
properties in Boston.”


            “Okay,
now the million-dollar question. Why are you standing outside the back door of
my restaurant at five forty-five in the morning?”


            Seb
shrugged. “I want to watch you work.”


            Lexie
let out a brief laugh. “I don’t think so.” Sebastian standing over her while
she worked would be like Picasso watching a cartoonist draw. 


            “Oh,
come on. I might pick up a few pointers from you.” He gave her a sly smile.


            She
looked at him dubiously. “Don’t insult me, Chef Grayson.”


            “I’m not,” he said earnestly. “I’m dying to know what’s in
that coconut cake.”


            “Well,
you’re out of luck,” she snapped. “I always bake my cakes at night. I just ice
them in the morning.”


            “Let
me stick around anyway. I promise I’ll stay out of the way. I want to see you
in action.” As he spoke, he took a few steps toward her, closing the distance
between them.


            Lexie
held up one of her hands, both to keep him physically at bay and to stop him
from speaking. “Just so I have this straight, a nationally acclaimed chef whose
star has only begun to rise wants to observe me in my no-name restaurant to see
if he can ‘pick up a few pointers’?”


            “You
think my star is rising?” He looked pleased.


            “That
is beside the point,” Lexie said in a disgruntled fashion. “I’m asking you if
that’s what you actually intend. To learn from me?”


            “That’s
right.”


            “What’s
the catch?”


            “No
catch.”


            “All
right then, what’s the joke?”


            “No
joke.”


            “Well,
okay then, let me think about it.” Lexie struck a pensive pose for all of two
seconds. “No.”


            “Please
reconsider.”


            “Why
should I?” 


            “Because
I’m a famous chef who needs to work on his people skills. My assistant told me
I had no warmth. Yesterday, when I was in your restaurant, I watched you work. You’re
full of passion and you have a way with people. You always have a smile on your
face, even under pressure. You were the only one on the floor, but you didn’t
yell or snipe at anyone. I want to watch you. Learn from you.”


            Lexie
fell silent and looked down. Seb pressed his advantage, taking another few
steps toward her. 


            “It
would mean a lot to me.”


            She
stayed quiet, head down, considering his request.


            He
was right in front of her now. “Please,” he asked.


            She
looked up at him. The heat from his gaze burned into her. It was difficult to
think clearly when he was staring directly at her like that, and from less than
a foot away. He was just so large, so
masculine. His hooded green eyes, the planes of his face, and that mouth. Oh,
that mouth. She tried to push the thought from her mind.


            Privately,
she had to admit that it would be something to be able to say
that the famous Sebastian Grayson had been in her restaurant. In her kitchen. She
could handle a day with him, right? Besides, all of the kitchen staff and
customers would have their eyes on him. It wasn’t as if he’d be able to try
anything.


            Lexie
brushed off the nagging feeling that something could go wrong. “This definitely
goes against my better judgment, but I’ll say yes.” 


            He
grinned. “I’m glad you changed your mind. You won’t be sorry.” 


            “I’m
already sorry. And you might be, too, when you hear my conditions.”


            “What
conditions?”


            “One,
you stay out of my way. No talking, no messing around, and definitely no
helping.”


            “Done,”
Seb agreed.


            “And
two, no touching me.” 


            Seb
groaned. “Aw, c’mon. I’m dying to touch you right now,” he murmured, his voice
roughening.


            “No
dice,” she said, holding up a warning hand as she took a step backward. 


            “Cole
already told me he’d kill me if I touched you.”


            “Cole’s
a wise man,” Lexie said, her eyes locked on Seb’s. He was a bit too close for
her comfort, regardless of her “no touching” rule. “He knew I wouldn’t like it
if you did.”


            “No
one said I couldn’t look at you, though.”


            “So
look.” Lexie shrugged her shoulders before raising a brow. “It’s not your eyes
I’m worried about.”


            Seb
threw back his head and laughed heartily. “There’s that sassy mouth. I like it.
No one ever talks to me like that.”


            “Well,
there’s a lot more where that came from, buddy,” Lexie muttered, as she walked
around him to the service door. She fished the key out of her pocket and fit it
into the lock. As she jiggled the key to open the sticky lock, she made the
mistake of looking up over her shoulder. Seb had one hand on the side of the
building, effectively trapping her between the door and his body. 


            He
smiled, a slow, sensual smile that reached his eyes. “You look delicious,” he
said in a low voice. “I’m tempted to break rule number two right now.”


            Lexie
swallowed but collected herself before he could notice. “Don’t even think about
it, Chef,” she said as she turned the key and slipped inside. “I have the
sheriff’s department on speed dial. Now I’ve got to get this place in order
before we open, so sit down and stay out of my way.” 


            Seb
stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. “I can’t snoop around to find
your coconut cake recipe?”


            “There
isn’t one. It’s all up here.” Lexie tapped her temple with her forefinger.


            “Guess
I’m out of luck for now. But I’ll get it out of you.”


            “Not
a chance.”


            “I
can be very persuasive.” He moved closer to her.


            Lexie
stiffened. “Pretend I’m immune to your methods.”


            “I’d
rather find out for myself.” 


            The
service door creaked as Buster walked in. Lexie breathed a sigh of relief. Seeing
Seb, Buster gave her a quizzical look.


            “He’s
observing for the day. And he’s already driving me nuts.”


            Buster
shrugged and nodded once at Seb. “Hullo,” he said softly, and without further
ado, he took off his jacket and methodically began setting up his work station.



Lexie looked at Seb. “Well?”


            “I’ll
sit right here,” Seb said, gesturing to a small wooden bench by the service
door. Lexie nodded, shucked off her jacket, and went to work. As she prepped
her station and began organizing the pastry dough, she snuck a glance at Seb. He
was watching her intently, his large body dwarfing the tiny bench. He’d taken
off his own jacket and had slung it beside him.    Quickly,
she shifted her attention back to her work. No use dwelling on his presence;
she’d already wasted enough time arguing with him. She kept working, noticing
that Buster kept one eye on Sebastian the whole time he was chopping
vegetables.


            Lexie
spoke into the silence. “Glad the produce came this morning. What explanation
did Art give for the missed delivery yesterday? I meant to call him to complain,
but I never got the chance.”


            “Wasn’t
Art. Some kid named Jake dropped the stuff off,” Buster said.


            “Weird,”
said Lexie, puzzled. “I really have to call Art to see what’s going on. Remind
me to do that after breakfast. And Luke is coming later to fix the gas line?”


            “Yep.
Can’t imagine how it broke again. But don’t worry. We can set up the grill room
like we did yesterday to pick up the slack until the stove is working again.
You also asked me to remind you to call the lawyer.”


            “Oh,
yes, thanks. I need to get the paperwork squared away for the catering business.”


            Buster
grunted. “When are you planning the launch?”
            “In
a few weeks. I was thinking about making Emma’s wedding our first official
event—you know, cater to a friendly crowd, then open up LMK Catering for
business afterward.” And with Paige Sinclair lurking around, it couldn’t be
soon enough. 


            “Smart.”


They continued to work in companionable silence, and the
only sounds in the kitchen were related to food preparation. Soon, her line
cooks came through the door. They must have been studying up on their culinary
knowledge because they knew exactly who Sebastian Grayson was. Unfortunately,
the moment they clapped eyes on him, they were completely useless. Lexie was
forced to continue chopping and grating for half an hour while her assistants
drooled over Seb.


            He
didn’t have to look so smug while he was signing autographs and telling war
stories. Nor did he have to look so good—his long, strong body leaning
back against the wall—as he spoke with them. 


            Finally,
Lexie got her cooks back on track and handed the rest of the prep work off to
them. She returned to her baking, and threw on an apron in case it got busy and
she needed to cover for her waitstaff. She jumped in and out of projects,
picking up the slack, urging her staff on, and taking care of the LMK’s
customers.       


            She
completely ignored Seb, even though he was helpfully doling out suggestions to
her cooks and flirting with her waitresses, blatantly breaking Rule Number One.
Everyone except her and Buster plied him with food and drink, going out of
their way to make him comfortable and happy—at the expense of their own
work. As she became increasingly exhausted, Seb was living the good life.


Before she knew it, the entire day had slipped away and it
was dinnertime. There was an especially busy crowd, and she was dashing around
so much that she forgot Seb was even there. But when she straightened from
bending down to take several roast chickens out of the oven, she realized Seb was
sitting on the bench behind her, eating a piece of her coconut cake and staring
at her ass. She glared at him as he took a forkful of cake and popped it in his
mouth, giving her a wickedly lascivious look.


            “All
right. That’s it,” she said angrily. “You are driving me insane. You have to
go.”          


            He
swallowed the bite of cake. “What?” he asked, his impish grin belying the
innocent tone of his voice.


            “What?
I’ll tell you what. All day you’ve been distracting my staff, eating my food,
and generally annoying the hell out of me. I want you out of here now.” 


            “I’ll
tell you what,” Seb said easily,
standing as he spoke and setting the cake plate on one of the prep tables. “I
challenge you to a culinary throw-down. You choose the dish, and we’ll both
make our own versions. We’ll get friends to judge. If I win, I get to shadow you
for a week.”


            Seb’s
large body filled up the space around her, but for once, she didn’t care. “Why
should I accept your challenge? I could just kick you out right now.” 


            “What’s
the matter?” he smirked. “Afraid you’ll lose?”


            Lexie
straightened her back. “Quite the contrary. But why go to all the trouble when
I know I’m going to win?” she said in as condescending a tone as possible.


            “Big
talk, but I haven’t seen too much action here,” he goaded, gesturing toward her
two line cooks. “You have other people doing your dirty work.” It was a
deliberate provocation and she knew he knew it. 


            “What?”
Lexie sputtered, outraged. “You are such a hypocrite. Like you don’t have line
cooks and a sous chef working for you?” While her staff watched with
openmouthed expressions, Lexie motioned for him to follow her out the service
door and into the back alley. He casually slung on his jacket and did as she
asked.


            The
door slammed behind them. 


            “How
dare you imply I don’t do my own cooking,” she hissed. “I
created every single recipe this restaurant serves. I hand-pick each ingredient
and taste-test everything half a dozen times before I even let Buster try it. I
trained my assistants. I determine what is good enough to leave this kitchen. You
see me in there busting my butt to provide the best food and service the LMK
can offer.”


            He
looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “And what a fine butt it is,” he said.


            She
looked at him in disgust. “Fine. I accept your challenge, and I can’t wait for
the chance to wipe that ridiculous, smug expression off your face,” Lexie said,
lifting her chin up slightly. “And when
I win, you will not return to the LM Kitchen. Ever.” 


            “Agreed.”


            “Good
then.” She held out her hand for a handshake.


            Seb
looked down at her outstretched hand, and then up again at her face. “Oh, no,”
he said, shaking his head. “If I’m going to break your second rule by touching
you, it’s damn well not going to be your hand.”


            “What
are you talking about?”


            “This,”
he said, closing the short distance between them. Without any other
preliminary, he wove his fingers through her hair and bent his head down to
kiss her firmly on the mouth.


 



 



 







 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 6


 



            His
lips were firm and devastatingly urgent, his body hot against hers. The hand in
her hair gripped her, holding her captive, demanding her surrender. 


            She
closed her eyes, yielding to him.


            With
her head tipped back, she was almost off-balance—the only thing holding
her to him was his hand and the pressure of his lips on hers.


            He
pressed his body closer, her softness melting into his hard strength. She felt
naked, vulnerable, and completely helpless to do anything but enjoy the
pleasure washing over her in waves. 


            It
was him. Only him, awakening her body from a deep, dark slumber. 


            His
lips teased, coaxed, insisted. She couldn’t help herself. Opening her mouth, she
let him inside. As soon as she provided him entry, he plundered. Dimly, she
heard him groan. 


All the pent-up emotion that she’d denied herself for so
long came out in an overwhelming rush. This one kiss sent shock waves of lust
throughout her entire body. Lexie didn’t even try to lock down the floodgates
of pleasure.


            Sebastian
was like a drug, overwhelming her senses. He tasted of chicory, and yes,
coconut. When she shuddered against him in small, helpless movements, he
wrapped his other arm around her and pulled her even closer, crushing her
breasts to his chest as he drank her in. Her nipples hardened with the
friction. 


            Without
even realizing it, Lexie had slipped her arms around him, inside his jacket. He
was warm and he smelled of leather and kitchen and autumn evening air. It was
intoxicating. How could a man like this—a man she didn’t even want to like—make
her feel so incredible? 


            Sebastian
took what he wanted from her, tasting, touching, feeling. His mouth was
everywhere—on her lips, her jaw, her throat. 


            Lexie
could barely breathe, and she didn’t care. He felt so good, holding her,
possessing her, that she didn’t hear the kitchen door open. 


            The
next thing she heard was Buster loudly clearing his throat. She opened her
eyes, realizing with a thrill of horror that they were no longer alone. Within
seconds, her brain regained control of her body and rational thought returned. She
shouldn’t—no, she couldn’t—be
doing this. Not now, not ever. She tried to push Seb away from her, but he was
having none of it. He didn’t budge, and he leisurely, almost lazily finished
their kiss.


            Slowly,
he unwound his hand from her hair. He was staring at her in surprise. As if he
couldn’t believe she’d responded to him like that. She stared back at him,
shocked at her own response. At how long it had taken for her to come to her
senses. And how quickly she’d taken leave of them. He took his time stepping
away.


As soon as she was free, she jerked back out of his reach,
her eyes darting from him to Buster. She was breathing heavily, and she knew
all too well that her hair was tousled and her cheeks were bright red.


            Seb
deliberately ignored Buster and gave Lexie a slow, sensual smile that reached
the depths of his eyes. “Game on,” he said, his voice roughened with lingering
passion. 


            “This
is no game,” Lexie whispered.


            “We
have a deal. I’ll be back to make the arrangements.” He grabbed his motorcycle
helmet from the back of his bike and adjusted it on his head.


            As
Lexie stood there gaping at him, he swung one long leg over the side of his
motorcycle, thrust the key in the ignition, knocked the kickstand out with a
booted foot, and revved the engine. His strong, lean thighs gripped the bike, accentuating
both it and his large figure. 


            Lexie
had never seen anything more sexual in her entire life.


            The
roar of the bike filled the alleyway as he eased it toward the main street. Lexie
simply watched him go. 


 



            As
he pulled down the alleyway, it was all Seb could do to stay on his bike. He
was still throbbing from the need coursing through him. Lexie’s image was
burned into his brain—her flushed cheeks, her berry-red lips, her bright eyes.
He was glad he’d goaded her into losing her cool. She looked utterly gorgeous
when she was furious. 


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had such a visceral
reaction to a mere kiss. She’d tasted like ripe plums. He’d felt the strength beneath
her softness, and her body had melded to him as if she were made for him. When
she’d slipped her arms inside his jacket, he’d nearly come undone. 


Then he realized that he wasn’t just reacting to the kiss. He
was reacting to her. To the way she’d
reacted to him. It had stunned him. Sure, he’d kissed other women. More than he
cared to count, actually. But he never knew if they wanted him as a man or as a
famous chef. 


It was obvious that Lexie had responded to him in spite of
his celebrity, not because of it. 


And it wasn’t just lust. He was certain of it. Enough women had
thrown themselves at him for him to recognize that particular drive. It was
passion. Pure, unbridled passion. She’d opened to him, welcomed him. 


            His
body throbbed harder, his groin pressing uncomfortably against the vibrating,
speeding bike. Damn it. He didn’t
need this right now. He was here to think about his plans for the future, not
to get mixed up with a woman who skittered away from him, even after he’d
kissed them both to oblivion. But he just couldn’t control himself. She was so
ready, so ripe for his touch. Their coupling would be fiery, intense.


            Then
he sobered. His brothers had warned him. Lexie wasn’t like one of his usual
conquests. She wasn’t the type of woman who went for a casual fling. Unfortunately,
that was what he liked—no
strings, no complications, just down-and-dirty sex for as long as was mutually
agreeable to both of them. Problem was, he was usually the one to break things
off. He knew he would hurt Lexie if they became involved. He knew this with the
utmost certainty, just like he knew that cooking was what he was born to do. And
he didn’t think he could do that to her. 


For some reason, this tiny woman stirred up a protective
instinct he hadn’t known he possessed. What was he thinking, kissing her like
that? When he thought about the possibility of hurting her, a twinge of guilt
ran through him.


He probably should have just walked away. Hell, he shouldn’t
even have shown up at the LMK today. His brothers would kill him if they knew
how he’d spent his day. He’d pretended to be reluctant to miss their fishing
expedition. In fact, he’d even told them he was handling an important business
decision. The truth was less than honorable. Damn, he felt even guiltier now.
He needed to clear his head.


Reluctantly, he pushed the vision of Lexie’s sweet, shocked
expression out of his mind. Steeling himself against the quickening wind, he
leaned forward onto the bike, opened up the throttle, and sped into the black
night.


 



            Sebastian
Grayson was nowhere in sight when Lexie arrived at the LMK the next morning. He
didn’t show up while she and the line cooks were preparing breakfast. He didn’t
appear for lunch service. Lexie half expected him to come waltzing through the
door at five as she was closing up for the evening, but there was still no sign
of him.


            And
at the end of the workday, Lexie was annoyed with herself for even thinking about
him. The fact that she was thinking about him at all worried her more than she
cared to admit.


            Giving
a small sigh, she checked the clock. Five on the nose. She locked the front
door and flipped the small placard around so that it read “closed.” Lexie gave
the nod to Dennis to start the final cleanup. Since the restaurant was closed
on Mondays, they shut down early on Sunday nights for a top-to-bottom cleaning.



            “Are
you going to the movie showing on the Green, Lexie?” Dennis asked.


            “Buster
and I are heading over later. Isn’t that right, Buster?”


            Buster
gave a low grunt, indicating his assent.


            “Super!”
Dennis exclaimed. “I’m going with my parents. Maybe I’ll see you there?”


            “You
bet. But if I miss you, say ‘hi’ to your folks for me.”


            “Will
do. By the way, I want to thank you again for taking a chance on me with this
job. My parents are really grateful, too. I need to save all the money I can
for college next year. Things are a little tight at home and every bit helps.”


            Lexie
smiled at him and patted his arm. “Your mom was really kind to me when I first
moved here. I’m happy to repay the favor. Besides, you’re doing a great job. It’s
hard work, and I know you could’ve found something easier to do. We’re happy to
have you on for as long as you can stay. And I’m holding open a position for
you for next summer, if you want it.”


            Dennis’s
young face broke into a huge grin. “Really? That’d be awesome!”


            “You
don’t have to tell me now. I can hold it open for you until spring.”
            “Wicked!
Wait till I tell my mom. This’ll really help for school.”


            “No
problem. Now let’s finish cleaning up so we can get out of here and down to the
Green.”


            “Sure
thing.”


            Lexie,
Buster, and Dennis worked in silence for another hour. At six-thirty, Lexie
pronounced everything clean, and Dennis went home to join his family. There was
still some time left before the movie, so Buster went upstairs to his apartment
and Lexie planned out the week’s specials in the dining room. An hour or so
later, Buster came back down with his jacket and some warm blankets and did a
final sweep of the restaurant.


            With
his head, he gestured to the top of the file cabinet where they’d been keeping
the packet of threatening notes from Paige. “Getting pretty full up there. Want
to take them home?”


“Sure,” Lexie said, slipping them into her bag. “Why not?
It’s not like they’re doing me any good here.”


They stepped onto the street and Lexie locked up the LMK
behind her. 


“You talk to Art?” Buster asked as they were walking toward
the Green.


            “No.
I called, but I ended up speaking to some guy named Tony who apologized for the
missed deliveries. Honestly, he seemed kind of distracted. I’ll try to reach
Art, but I’m seriously wondering if we should consider a new supplier. We’ve been
having problems with them for a month and it’s getting frustrating.”


            Buster
grunted his approval. “And the lawyer?”
            “I’ll
try to deal with that later this week.”


Soon, Lexie felt the crisp grass under her feet as she and
Buster walked through the park to the field where the movie would be screened. In
the dimming light, she could make out dozens of colorful blankets already laid
out on the ground, families and friends gathering together to enjoy the first
official holiday weekend of fall. Shining gas lamps surrounded the Green and a
few scattered lamps were positioned throughout the park, too. 


            Lexie
skirted the crowd, scanning for familiar faces, but at first glance she didn’t
see anyone she knew. Buster set their blanket down close to the trees on the
left side of the crowd, about twenty yards from the large screen that had been
set up on the edge of the Green. Lexie was about to pop open their small cooler
to get some hot cocoa when something rustled in the grass behind them. She
turned expectantly, ready to make pleasantries with their temporary neighbor, but
when she looked up, her greeting died in her throat. 


            It
was Sebastian.


            Lexie
tensed and started to rise.


            “Don’t
go,” he said quickly. “At least, not on my account.” 


            Lexie
sat there awkwardly, torn between leaving and staying. Buster tensed beside
her, obviously ready to assist her however she needed. 


            “Seb?”
another voice sounded in the evening air. Val Grayson suddenly appeared beside his
brother. Lexie was well aware that Val was considered to be extremely handsome,
but next to Seb, he seemed to fade into the background. She nodded hello to Val.



“Please, just sit down,” Lexie said before turning back
around. Val snapped a blanket open and arranged it on the ground. Within
moments, everything went dark. 


            “What
are we seeing tonight?” Seb whispered.


            “Casablanca,” Val responded.


            “Isn’t
this the one where she goes off with the wrong guy at the end?”


            Lexie
gave a loud sniff of disapproval as the opening credits began to roll. 


            Seb
chuckled in the growing darkness.


            The
crowd grew quiet once the dialogue started. Lexie tried to relax and enjoy the
movie, but soon she felt an uncomfortable prickling sensation at the back of
her neck. She rubbed it gently, but the feeling wouldn’t go away. It was almost
like someone was watching her.


            Lexie
stiffened and her eyes narrowed.


            It
was exactly like someone was watching
her.


            Slowly,
very slowly, she turned her head around. Sebastian’s face was bathed in the dim
glow from the large movie screen and a nearby lamp. His panther eyes were
trained directly on her and he had a hungry expression on his face.


            He
wasn’t even pretending to watch the movie. Stop
it, she mouthed.


            Seb
raised an eyebrow. No, he mouthed
back.


            Lexie’s
brow furrowed slightly. Why not? 


            Instead
of mouthing back a response, the corners of Seb’s mouth curled up into the
wickedest grin Lexie had ever seen. The look in his eyes changed from a
challenge to one of sensual promise. The man was sex personified. Lexie’s mouth
dropped open and she snapped her head back to the movie screen. As if she could
actually concentrate on the film now. 


            Lexie
didn’t trust herself within two feet of that man. She had to get away from him.
“Buster,” she whispered urgently. “Buster, I have to go now.”


            Buster
gave her a questioning look, then immediately turned to look at Seb. “I’ll come
with you,” he said gruffly, as he returned his gaze to Lexie.


            “No,
no. I’m just going home. I brought my car today. I’ll be fine walking back to
the restaurant by myself.” Buster gave her a searching look. “Really. I’ll be
fine,” she said firmly. “Can you bring the cooler back to the LMK after the
show?” Buster nodded his assent, but he didn’t look happy. Lexie ignored his
expression. “Great. I’ll see you on Tuesday, okay?” He nodded again.


            Lexie
stood up from the blanket and quickly walked away without looking at Seb. She’d
made it thirty yards away from the Green when she heard footsteps coming up
fast behind her. 


Whirling to confront Sebastian, she realized too late that
it wasn’t him. A stranger wearing a black ski mask bore down on her. Caught
off-balance, Lexie stumbled in surprise and the stranger shoved her back hard. She
fell to the ground and within seconds, the figure was on top of her, gripping
her shoulders. Then, the stranger’s gloved hand began to reach for her throat.


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 7


 


When Lexie stalked off into the night, Seb rose to follow her.
He didn’t want to ruin her movie night—that certainly hadn’t been his intention. As he walked, he saw someone
emerge from the shadowy trees and he immediately sensed that something was
wrong. His concerns were justified when the figure started to advance on Lexie.
He was too far away to prevent Lexie from getting tackled to the ground, but not
too far to try distracting her attacker with noise. “Get away from her!” he
yelled, racing forward.


Seeing that Seb was larger and more muscular, Lexie’s
attacker sized the situation up in an instant and chose to run. By the time Seb
reached Lexie’s side, the stranger had disappeared into the darkness. Seb’s
shouting had attracted the attention of the other movie-goers, who were now
turning around to see what all of the commotion was about. It was too late for
anyone to pursue the attacker; it was dark and he was long gone.


Lexie sat up slowly, still slightly stunned. Seb held out
his hand. When she didn’t immediately take it, he bent down. 


“You okay?” he asked softly. 


Lexie swallowed and moistened her lips before speaking. “I…I
think so,” she said somewhat dazedly. 


Seb breathed a sigh of relief. “Any idea why that guy was
after you?”


“N-no,” she stammered. She shook her head and winced. “No.” 


            “Can
you stand?”


“I think so.” 


Gently, Seb helped pull her into a standing position. He looked
her over carefully, softly patting her down from her arms to her waist. “I
think you’re in one piece. Nothing broken, but you’ll probably have some
bruises.”


            “I’m
fine,” she said automatically. Absently, she rubbed her shoulder.


            “No,
you’re not. You’re acting like a zombie. The sheriff’s station is only a couple
of blocks away. Let me walk you there so you can report this, and then I’ll
take you home.”


            Just
then, Val and Buster raced up to them. “Lexie,” Buster said hoarsely, reaching
for her. “You okay?”


            Lexie
took Buster’s hand, but kept her eyes trained on Seb. “Yes. Some guy attacked
me, but Seb chased him off.”


            “Let
me take you to the sheriff’s department,” Buster said.


            “Got
it covered,” Seb said, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. 


            In
the dim light, Buster gave him a searching look. Finally, after a long moment,
Buster blinked and turned back to Lexie. “Go with Seb. He’ll take care of you.”


            Reluctantly,
Lexie nodded her assent.


            “I’ll
catch you later, Val,” Seb said, noting his brother’s approving look. Then he wrapped
his arm around Lexie’s shoulders and turned her in the right direction. “Let’s
go.”


 



Lexie could think of a million places she’d rather be than
sitting on a hard wooden chair in the Star Harbor Sheriff’s Department at nine
on a Sunday evening. Strangely enough, she felt calm in spite of what she’d
been through, probably because she was sitting with two of the Grayson brothers.


Cole sat in front of her at his desk, his head bent down as
he filled out the incident report. Seb was sprawled out in the chair to her
left, watching her intently. The two large men seemed to take up so much space
around her.


Lexie took a deep breath and peered through the glass
separating Cole’s office from the rest of the station. Everything about the
station was Spartan and tidy. One of Cole’s deputies, an older man named Pete
Thawley, sat just outside Cole’s office at a large wooden desk piled high with
neatly stacked papers. Ten feet farther away, Deputy Hank Jacobs, a man about
her own age, sat at his own desk talking on the telephone, his deep voice echoing
in the main room. 


Hank had been hired by Cole just after he was appointed sheriff,
but even though he was a newcomer, he already seemed like a town fixture. Nice
enough looking, with dark blond hair, a medium complexion, and brown eyes, the
guy had come by the LMK a few times with more than just lunch on his mind. Lexie
had been polite, but she’d made it clear she wasn’t interested. To his credit,
he’d immediately backed off.


She looked past Hank toward the front of the station, where the
department’s dispatcher and secretary was sitting. Rhonda Lee had been nothing
but friendly to Lexie since she’d arrived in town. Right now she was on the
telephone, her poufy blond hair shaped like a halo around her head. When she
saw Lexie watching her, she gave her a little smile, which Lexie returned. 


There was nothing much else to see. The walls were bare, and
the only books lining the bookshelf against the back wall were dark blue
binders, probably police procedurals. Though he’d only been there for a short
time, Cole clearly ran a tight ship. 


 “All right,” he
said. “The preliminary stuff is out of the way. Now I’d like to ask you some
questions about the attack.”


She glanced at Seb, who nodded reassuringly. “Okay. Where
should I start?”


“What time did it happen?”


“Well, the movie started at eight-fifteen, so maybe between
eight-twenty and eight-thirty.”


“Why’d you leave?”


“Um—” Lexie stalled for time, realizing how awkward
the situation was. The reason she’d left was sitting right next to her. “I
wasn’t enjoying myself,” she said diplomatically. Seb shifted almost
imperceptibly in his chair.


“So you got up and walked away from the crowd,” Cole
prodded.


“Right. I was heading back to the Kitchen.”


“Let’s step back a minute. Who was with you at the movie?”


“I went with Buster, but I ran into Val and Seb. They sat
behind us.”


“I see.” Cole stared at Seb, who stared back with the same
intensity. “Did any of them offer to walk you back to the restaurant?”


“Yes—well, no—er, not exactly,” Lexie stammered.



“Why don’t you take it slow and tell me what you remember?”
Cole said smoothly. “Take as much time as you need.”


Lexie took a deep breath. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll try. Buster
wanted to walk me back to the restaurant, but I told him to stay and enjoy the
movie. I was about thirty yards away from the crowd when I heard someone rushing
up behind me.” Lexie stopped, then continued. “Honestly, I thought it was
Sebastian.” She shook her head, ignoring Cole’s slight frown. “But it wasn’t. It
was a guy in a ski mask. I’m sure it was a guy because when he ran into me, his
body felt really solid. Not like a woman at all. Anyway, he knocked me down and
got on top of me. He grabbed me by the shoulders and started to reach for my
throat. But before he could do anything bad, I heard Seb calling out, telling
him to get off.”


“Seb, did you get a good look at the guy?”


“Nope,” Seb responded. “He was too far away from me. Maybe
about thirty feet. It was hard to gauge in the dark.”


Cole frowned again. “Okay, Lexie, please continue.”


“So, after Seb called out, the guy leapt up off me and it seemed
like he was debating whether to stay or run.”


“Why do you think that?” Cole interjected, looking up from
the notes he’d been taking.


“Because he shifted his weight back and forth between his
feet. Like he couldn’t decide what he was going to do.”


“But he ran?”


“Yes. Seb was coming up on us pretty fast. I think the guy
was scared of him. And by that time, some of the other people on the Green had noticed
that something was going on.”


Cole glanced at Seb for confirmation. Seb nodded, his lips
tight. 


“Is there anything else you can remember about him?” Cole
continued. “I know you couldn’t see his face, but did you see his hands?”


“No, he was wearing gloves. And I didn’t notice anything
unusual about him because it was so dark and I was taken by surprise.”


“What about any other identifying factors. Did he say
anything? Did he smell any particular way?”


“Smell.” Lexie stiffened, remembering the musky waft she’d
gotten when the man tackled her. In all the furor, it had honestly slipped her
mind, but now that she remembered, a sick feeling washed over her. “I hadn’t
even thought about it until just now, but yes. He smelled like sandalwood.” She
felt the blood drain from her face. 


“You know someone who smells like that,” Cole said. It was a
statement, not a question.


“I used to,” Lexie whispered, pushing back the nausea that
rose in her throat.


“Who?”


“My ex-boyfriend, Frank Doherty.” 


“And who is that?”
            “He
is—was—a man I was seeing in Berkeley.” The one who made my life a living hell. Subtly, she felt Seb shift
beside her.


“Does he know you live here?”


“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I moved without telling
him, and my parents know not to say anything to him.”


Cole’s gaze bored down into her. “Why?” he asked.


“We ended on a bad note. I took out a restraining order
against him,” Lexie said, coming to the unpleasant realization that this might
be a significant piece of information.


Seb coughed slightly and Lexie turned. He was staring at
her, his gaze hard and direct, but there was something else behind his eyes that
she couldn’t quite place. 


Cole cleared his throat. “I’m sorry you didn’t report this
to the department before.”


“How would it have helped? Doesn’t the restraining order
protect me?”


“The restraining order was taken out in California, so for
us to be able to enforce it in Massachusetts, we’d have to know about it. You
should have filed a certified copy with the court as soon as you moved here to
get it entered into the statewide database. Then if you had told us about it,
we would have made a note in our records to keep an eye out for anyone matching
your ex- boyfriend’s description. One of the benefits of living in a small town
is that we look after our own.”


“I…I didn’t know I should do any of that. I just wanted to
forget about it. I thought about it, I guess, but I just didn’t think he’d be
able to find me here.” She’d be a happy woman if she could erase Frank Doherty
from her memory entirely. Frank had made her life so hellish that she’d had
nightmares about him for a full year after she’d left California—manipulative
things he’d said, threats he’d made, and of course, his last, desperate act:
trying to rape her when he realized she was leaving him. Now that a few years
had passed, she’d finally started living in the present instead of the past. Reliving
that horrible time in her life was not something she wanted to do. 


“Well, let’s check his whereabouts. California is three
hours behind Eastern Time.” Cole glanced at the clock and typed a few strokes
on his computer. “It’s only six o’clock there. Berkeley’s in Alameda County,
right?” 


“Yes.”


“Got it.” Cole picked up the telephone and dialed. Lexie
could hear a muffled voice on the other end.


“Hi, this is Nicholas Grayson, sheriff of Star Harbor,
Massachusetts. I’m calling about the whereabouts of a Frank Doherty, one of
yours. I’ve got a woman here who’s taken out a restraining order against him.” There
was a pause as the voice spoke. “We have reason to believe that Mr. Doherty may
be in Massachusetts. Can you give me any information on his current location?” There
was a pause. “Great. Uh-huh. I’ll hold.”


Cole covered the mouthpiece with a hand and whispered to
Lexie, “They’re checking for us.” They waited in silence for a few moments
before Lexie heard the voice again. Cole listened intently, speaking
intermittently.


“Yes. Yes. I’d appreciate that. Please. Thanks. I’ll wait to
hear from you.” He hung up the phone.


“They’ve got an address on file and they’re going to swing
by his place to see if he’s there or if his neighbors know where he is. They’ll
call us back later.” Cole scribbled some additional notes on the incident
report.


“You really think it’s him?” Lexie asked, becoming more
concerned. “That he followed me here after all these years?”


“It’s hard to tell. But I’d sure like to know where Mr.
Doherty is right now. Once we get that cleared up we can move on with the
investigation, but until then, that avenue is still wide open.” Cole put the
pen he was holding down on the desk. “So, is there anything else you can tell me
about the attack? 


“No, that’s all I can remember.”


“Have you gotten any threats recently?”


Lexie laughed. “Sure. Lots.”


 “What?” Seb
interjected, sounding incredulous.


“Sorry, I’m not trying to be flip, but really, it’s nothing.
Just a joke that Paige Sinclair likes to play on me.”


Cole’s eyes narrowed. “Who is Paige Sinclair?”


“She owns a bakeshop in Falmouth. She’s been after my
coconut cake recipe for a long time.” Lexie laughed again. “Like I’d give it to
her just because she leaves me those stupid notes.”


 “What kind of
stupid notes has she been leaving?”


 “Oh, things like
‘if you don’t give me the recipe you’ll be sorry.’ Kid stuff. She leaves them on
the back door of the restaurant.” She grabbed her purse and fished around for
the notes. “The packet’s in here somewhere. Buster made me keep them all, and
coincidently, I put them in my bag tonight to take them home.”


Lexie found the packet of notes and placed them on Cole’s
desk. Seb leaned forward, brows furrowing.


“Uh, Lexie?” Cole asked, raising an eyebrow. 


“Yes?” she answered a little nervously, seeing both Cole’s
and Seb’s disapproving expressions.


“There are at least a dozen notes in here.”


“Yes. There are quite a lot.” 


“How long have you been getting these notes?” 


“For about a year.” 


“Lexie.” His voice was a silken warning. 


“Mm-hm?” she responded.


“You should have reported this earlier. Much earlier.”


“But why? You really don’t think this is tied to the guy who
just attacked me, do you?”


“Because from what you’ve told me, these letters don’t
really sound like a harmless prank. What if it’s not Paige? What if it’s
someone else who is making real threats and who might hurt you if their demands
aren’t met?” Cole sighed. “I don’t know what these letters say, but I intend to
study them thoroughly. At a minimum, they constitute harassment. With the
threat component, I’d venture to say they rise to the level of stalking.”


“Stalking?” Lexie’s voice went up a pitch. 


“Yes, stalking. We have civil and criminal laws against
harassment and stalking in Massachusetts. I’d like to review these notes myself
before sending them to Barnstable County. They have a forensics expert there who
specializes in handwriting.”


“If that’s what you think is best, then please do it.” She
was sure Paige was the one leaving the notes, but she wasn’t going to get in
Cole’s way. 


Cole looked at her sternly. “Lexie, it seems to me that
you’ve been rather cavalier about your personal welfare as of late. For someone
who had to take out a restraining order against a former boyfriend, you’re not
very concerned about your safety.” Lexie opened her mouth to speak, but he held
up a hand to indicate she should let him finish. “I’m not going to place any
restrictions on your comings and goings; you’re not the one at fault here. But
I am going to ask you to be a little more sensible about where you go and what
you do. Don’t stay at work too late, unless Buster is there, too. Be mindful of
your surroundings and try to keep near other folks. And for God’s sake, don’t
walk home alone at night.”


“Honestly, I never thought I’d have to be so vigilant after
taking out that restraining order and moving clear across the country. I was
just happy to be away from him.” Lexie swallowed. “I’ll be more careful from
now on.”


“We’ll get this whole affair wrapped up as quickly as we
can, I promise,” Cole said. “Can you think of anything else that might be
useful for us to know?” 


“No, I really think that’s it,” she said, reaching for her
bag, wanting only to go home. “Would it be all right if I left now?”


“Yes. I’ll drive you home. You live on Harper’s Pond Road,
right?” He rose from his seat.


“That won’t be necessary,” Seb said. “I’ve got it covered.”


The two brothers stared at each other for a few long
seconds. Then Cole nodded his head fractionally, but enough for Lexie to see
that he’d given his consent. Cole turned to look at Lexie very seriously. “I’ll
figure out what’s going on here, and I’ll put a stop to it,” he said with
conviction. “You can count on it.”


“Thanks, Sheriff, I appreciate that.” 


Seb escorted her quickly through the building. They reached
his bike, which was parked a few blocks from the station. Seb grabbed his black
helmet off the back and put it on. He threw one long leg over the bike then
kicked the stand away, simultaneously placing the key into the ignition. He
held out an extra helmet. “Here. Put this on.”


 



The nervousness Lexie had tamped down while giving her
statement to Cole burbled back up, and the reality of the situation set in. She’d
just been rescued from an unknown assailant by none other than Sebastian
Grayson, a man who’d given her a heated kiss the night before. She was standing
on a cobblestone street in the darkness about to get on his motorcycle. He was trying to help her as
if he were a gentleman. 


Lexie knew he was anything but.


She looked at Seb’s outstretched hand, his large body
bracketing the bike, and the huge machine between his thighs. His face was
partially shielded by his helmet. He was dressed entirely in black, the
motorcycle was black, and together they looked like one massive unit—half
man and half machine. 


He looked like something out of a dream. Lexie shuddered. Unconsciously,
she inched away from him. She should have insisted that Cole drive her home.


Impatiently, Seb thrust his arm out again, trying to get her
to take the helmet. 


“C’mon. You need to wear this.”


Lexie shook her head, eyes riveted to the bike. “I…I can’t. I’ve
never ridden a motorcycle.” She continued inching backward, having no idea how
she was going to get on that thing. It was clearly built for a man of Seb’s
size, not for a petite woman. She was honestly frightened. Not only had she never
been on a bike, but this one looked far too enormous for her to ride it comfortably.
“Just walk me back to my car and I’ll drive home.”


“After what you’ve been through? Not a chance.” Before she
knew what was happening, Seb swung off the seat, helped secure the helmet on
her head, and pulled her back toward the bike. Still holding her hand, he
mounted the bike. She could either struggle with him or follow his lead and get
on. She was too drained to do anything but the latter.


“Throw your leg over the side.”


She swung her leg over the bike, the way she’d seen him do
it, then used his waist as a lever to help her get on the rest of the way. She
let go of him as soon as she was balanced on the back. 


“Keep your hands wrapped around my waist.”


Lexie hesitated slightly, then obeyed, arranging her hands
loosely and keeping what she thought was a decent distance between their
bodies. 


“Tighter. You need to get closer to me,” he said.


She stiffened, then inched forward and tightened her grip,
thinking she was close enough. The engine roared to life, then mellowed into a
loud purr. Yet as soon as the bike jerked with movement, she squeezed her body
as tightly as she could against Seb’s back. 


The bike rumbled as they sped off into the night. 


Lexie certainly hadn’t imagined that she’d experience her
first motorcycle ride while clinging to Sebastian Grayson. In a flash, she
thanked the stars she’d chosen to wear jeans that day. 


She felt a rising tide of panic make its way from the pit of
her stomach through the rest of her body. Before she did something crazy—like
jump off the bike mid-ride—she tried to calm herself. She tried to think
about the restaurant, about her food orders, even about Paige Sinclair. Anything
but the fact that she was hanging on to Seb for dear life after being attacked
in the park by a masked stranger who might have been Frank.


As the crisp night air turned cold from the speed of the
bike, Lexie closed her eyes and tucked her head against Seb’s jacket. The few miles
ticked by quickly. She felt the cobblestones of the historic district give way
to the pavement of Route 28, and eventually to the gravelly pavement of
Harper’s Pond Road. 


Finally, the bike stopped and Seb cut the engine. The roar
of the motor was replaced with the quiet of the evening, interrupted only by the
chirping of crickets and the pounding of her heart. A partial moon cast a dim
light onto the surrounding treetops, but it was impenetrably dark under the
canopy of branches. 


            “We’re
here,” Seb spoke into the night.


Lexie lifted her head off of his back, unwound her arms, and
slid her leg over the seat. Back on firm ground, she removed the helmet and handed
it to him without a word. She turned to walk up the path to her house, and—triggered
by her movements—the automatic lights switched on. Her heart was still
pounding and every nerve ending was taut. He
was making her feel this way, not just the wild motorcycle ride.


“Hey,” he said, knocking the stand into place and leaping
off the bike. 


She turned to face him, knowing her cheeks were flushed. “Thank
you for seeing me home and for helping me on the Green. I’ll call Buster to
come get me in the morning,” she said numbly, before turning away again. 


Seb caught up with her in a matter of seconds. “Why didn’t
you tell me or anyone else about Frank Doherty? Or the fact that someone’s been
after your cake recipe?”


“I didn’t think about it. I didn’t think anyone would care.”


“Of course I care.” He sounded indignant. 


She rubbed her eyes with her fingertips. “Look, it’s been a
long day. I’ve been physically attacked, I’m exhausted, and I just want to go
inside.”


 “Hey,” Seb said
soothingly. “Hey. You must have been terrified.” He stepped toward her and
unzipped his jacket. Slowly, gently, he enveloped her in his long, strong arms.
Without demanding anything more, he simply held her. She sank gratefully into
his warmth and laid her cheek on his chest. The rhythmic beat of his heart
thrummed reassuringly. 


Safe and warm, pressed against his body, Lexie didn’t know
what to make of Sebastian. How could she reconcile his earlier intensity with
his current gentleness? She had to admit that he was making her feel better.


After a period of time had passed, Lexie began to wonder how
long Sebastian had been holding her. Was it five minutes? Ten? She had no idea
what he was thinking. She lifted her head from his chest and looked him in the
eyes. His expression was inscrutable. Then, without speaking, he bent his head
and kissed her. 


Lexie stiffened for a moment before she realized that his kiss
was intended to comfort her. Unhurriedly, he wended his hands up her back,
entwining them in her wind-blown hair. His lips pressed gently against hers. There
was no rush to his movements—it felt like he would stand there all night
to please her. 


It was a startling contrast from their kiss outside the
restaurant. That kiss had been selfish and demanding, and it had made her feel
like she was about to burst into flame. This kiss warmed her with a
slow-building heat. It was generous, tender, and completely captivating.


Lexie fought the rising tide of pleasure. She shouldn’t be
doing this. She’d worked too hard to keep her emotions and her fevered longings
in check. Worked too hard to have it all come undone with the simple pressure
of his lips on hers. But he felt so good—and it had been so long—that
she had no choice but to allow her body to say yes. At last, she let go,
relaxing into his warmth and kissing him back.


Seb emitted a quiet groan. Slowly, he slid his tongue
between her willing lips. She opened them wider to accept his entry, then
tentatively stroked her own tongue against his. It felt heavenly, and she
moaned low and soft in her throat. 


Lexie’s eyes slipped closed and she let the feeling of
pleasure wash over her. It slid down her body like warm, melted chocolate. Deep,
bittersweet chocolate on her tongue, on her lips. It made her forget the cold,
the threats, everything except for him. She followed his lead, exploring the
depths of his mouth the way he was exploring hers. 


For once, he moved like a man without an agenda. Without all
of his arrogance, without his ego, he was just a man. A man who knew how to
make her feel more pleasure than anyone ever had before. 


Long moments passed, and still he made no move to deepen
their contact—he just kept kissing her, slowly devouring her lips with
his own. His tongue warmed her, soothed her.


She felt the bulge of his erection press against her
stomach. Far from being nervous, she warmed to the idea. It would be good. With
this man, it would be right.


Time glided by as if Lexie were in a dream. Finally, through
the fog and haze, she felt his hands slip out from around her body and his
mouth withdraw from her own. She opened her eyes and blinked into the darkness.
Set on a timer, the automatic lights had gone out. 


Although the night was very dark, she could see from the dim
moonlight that Seb was watching her. He had a forbidding expression on his
face.


“Go inside,” he said starkly.


“I—” Lexie tried to speak, then swallowed. Her voice
sounded hollow in the evening air. 


“Now, please,” he said, his voice clipped.


Lexie jerked away from him. In a flash, the motion sensor
lights flicked back on, casting light on both them and the reality of the
situation. This was the real Sebastian Grayson. Opening up to him had been a
huge mistake. She should never have let her guard down, even for a moment. Needing
to get away from him as soon as possible, she fumbled in her pocket for her
house keys and nearly sprinted up the path to the door.


Unlocking it as fast as she could, she switched the hall
lights on and was about to slam the door in his face without even looking at
him, when something made her turn back.


He stood on the path staring at her, illuminated by her
garden lights, looking huge even from ten feet away. He’d shoved his hands into
the side pockets of his jeans. His leather jacket hung off his broad shoulders
and his green eyes glowed in the darkness. He looked beautiful and very, very
dangerous. 


But Lexie saw something else in his expression that she
never would have expected. Sebastian Grayson looked … sad. For once, her wit
betrayed her. The harsh words she had been about to let loose stuck in her
throat. 


“You are not a
nice man,” was all she was able to muster.


“I know.” 


“I…I don’t like you.”


“I know.” This said softly, almost ruefully. 


Lexie pursed her lips together. They still felt warm and
slightly swollen from his kiss. She debated whether to say something else. Then
carefully, deliberately, she simply closed the door. 


After a few moments, she heard the crunch of his boots on
her garden path and the roar of his motorcycle as he started it up. Once the
sound of the engine had disappeared down Harper’s Pond Road, she sagged against
the door. Bending her knees, she let her body slide down. When she reached the
ground, she curled her arms around her legs and tucked her head against her
knees. She replayed the events of the last few hours again and again in her
mind until she finally gathered the strength to drag herself to bed. 


            


 



 



 



 



 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 8


 



“Now this is what
I call living,” Sebastian sighed as he sat in a low beach chair on the deck of
Val’s houseboat, a fishing pole propped in the crook of his arm. The lure
bobbed in the water, which undulated in alternating swirls of green and blue. A
light breeze blew out of the southwest and the salty tang of the water
permeated the air. Even though it was now officially autumn, it was warm
outside on this Tuesday morning, and Seb was wearing low-slung jeans and a
short-sleeved T-shirt. Theo was back in San Francisco, Cole was working, and
Seb was free until an afternoon appointment with the real estate broker in
Boston. For the first time in a long time, he had nowhere pressing to be and plenty
of time to think about his career. “Summer’s over, the tourists are gone, and
all that’s left are the locals. Right, Val?” 


Seb glanced over at Val, who was standing a few feet away,
leaning against the cabin wall. His older brother’s lean, sinewy frame was
deceiving, his strength—and his physical training—hidden. Underneath
his calm, quiet exterior was a man who could rapidly defuse a tense situation
with a gesture or a few well-chosen words—very useful traits to have in
his current profession as a drug enforcement agent. He was glad Val had chosen
to work from home this morning; he liked his brother’s company.


Val turned to him, his face implacable. “Sorry to inform you
of this, bro, but as Cole so aptly put it, you’re no longer considered a
local.”


“’Course I am,” Seb responded indignantly. “Once a local,
always a local.”


“Don’t you think you gave up that claim when you moved to
New York City?”


“Absolutely not,” he said with conviction. “I’m a Star
Harbor townie and proud of it.”


“And London, Paris, and New York have had no part in making
you who you are?”


“Nope. All the good stuff happened right here in town.”


 “The good
stuff.” Val shook his head. “I can’t even remember what that was anymore. Remind
me.”


“You’re getting old if you can’t remember all the fun we had
together. I’ll remind you of a few choice gems. For example, the time we
changed the ‘Welcome to Star Harbor’ sign to read ‘Welcome to Scab Harbor.’”


Val gave a chuckle. “That was a good one. It took the town
administration three weeks to realize the sign was wrong.”


“I remember,” Seb said with a smile. “What about the time we
half-buried John’s old car behind the high school for our senior prank day?”


“A classic.”


“And you can’t have forgotten about the time we all crashed
Gina Rossi’s slumber party over spring break when she was back from college?” 


“Mmm,” Val groaned. “We thought the girls would be so angry
with us, but they weren’t.”


“No, indeed.” Seb’s lip curled up again.


“They were something else entirely.”


“As I recall, they were kind enough to allow all of us to
spend the night with them.”


Val sighed, obviously remembering that evening. “You’re
right,” he said. “That was a lot of fun.” He looked at Seb, eyes narrowing
slightly. “Speaking of women, what’s going on between you and Lexie Meyers?”


Seb sidestepped the question. “What do you know about her?”


“What do you want to know?” 


“Anything. Everything.”


Val nodded. “She works hard, but she’s kind and fair. She’s
got a sharp tongue and she’ll tell you off if you cross her. She doesn’t press
me to talk like everyone else in this damn town. Lexie’s a good woman and
you’ve been dogging her ever since that morning at the LMK. I wouldn’t want to see
her get hurt,” he said meaningfully. “So what’s going on between you two?”


Seb paused. “Nothing.” Yet.


“Haven’t you made up your mind?” Val asked.


Seb shot him a look. Val held up a hand in supplication. “I
have eyes, Seb. I saw the way you were looking at her on the Green. And from
the way she was looking back, she didn’t seem much opposed.”


“Hah. She hates me.” Especially
after last night.


“Since when have you stepped away from a challenge?”


Seb tried to throw Val off the scent. “I like my women to be
a bit more worldly. And a lot more willing.” 


“Oh, she’s willing all right. She’s just wary.”


“Yeah,” Seb said softly, remembering her haunted look. 


Val shook his head. “There’s a vulnerability about her. It’s
obvious that someone—probably that Frank guy—hurt her. Badly. You
can see it in her eyes if you look close enough. She’s not ready for what you
want to give. Or for what you want to take.”


“What do you mean?” Seb asked, his voice cold.


Val stared him straight in the eye. “What do you think I
mean?”


Seb didn’t flinch, but he could tell that Val knew just how
bad he had it for Lexie. His eldest brother had a knack for reading people, so
it wasn’t a surprise that he’d figured him out. What was a surprise was that in his quiet, unassuming way, Val was
warning him off. 


Val had known about Seb’s escapades for years and had never
said a word against him. Seb didn’t have a reputation for being emotionally
sensitive and thoughtful—his affairs were routinely concluded inside a
month. Short and sweet was the name of the game. 


Now, under Val’s cool look, his exploits seemed tawdry. Cheap.
He actually felt a little embarrassed, knowing that Val was afraid of what
would happen to Lexie if Seb remained true to form. He knew she was special, and the fact that his brothers—Val
especially—were reacting like this made him more than a little angry. He
lashed out in the only way he could. 


“You sound like you know Lexie a little too well. You
interested in her?” Seb demanded, his fist clenching at his side.


“Even if I were, she wouldn’t have me,” Val said mildly. “You’re
the one she’s drawn to, even though it’s against her best interests.”


“So you’re saying that I’m bad for her?”


“All I’m saying is that she’s a good woman. If you can’t or
won’t recognize that, steer clear.”


“Oh, I recognize it all right,” Seb said mirthlessly,
unclenching his fist. “I just can’t seem to steer clear.” 


Val nodded, as if he understood Seb’s predicament. “What are
you going to do about it?”


“I don’t know yet. All I know is that I’m going to go insane
if I can’t have her.”


“You want her, you gotta play by the rules this time. I’m
actually proud of you, though. For the first time I can remember, you’re
thinking with your brain instead of your—” 


Seb cut him off. “You sound just like Cole.” He turned away
from Val and studied his fishing pole intently.


Val chuckled. “More like he sounds like me.”


“I don’t think it’s funny, your Star Harbor ‘protect the
womenfolk’ mentality.”


“Ah,” Val pounced, as if waiting for this moment their
entire conversation, “so you admit you’re not really a local, after all.”


Seb opened his mouth and shut it without saying a word. Although
it pained him to admit it, even to himself, he knew in his heart that it was
true. Funny that he cared more about it than Theo did. Yet despite his nonresident
status, Seb was still inescapably bound to Star Harbor. 


He missed the little town, especially at this time of year. There
was nothing like fall in Massachusetts. Autumn just felt different in New York
City. Trapped between skyscrapers and taxicabs, Seb had to inhale the quick
gusts of chilly wind when he could, knowing it was the closest he was going to
get to crisp autumn air. Even the leaves falling in Central Park felt more like
a slice of the season than the whole autumn experience. 


That’s why opening a Boston restaurant would be such a good
move. It would be a return to his roots and he’d be able to draw more on the
cuisine of his childhood for inspiration. 


He’d also be closer to Lexie.


He was desperate to crush her berry mouth to his, to press
her soft, rounded breasts against his hard chest. He ached to burrow his face
in her curly chestnut hair and to inhale her intoxicating scent of coconut and
lavender. Burned to bury himself in her and ride them both to a glorious
release.


Seb groaned. That settled it. He wanted her, consequences be
damned. He’d figure out a way to deal with the aftermath later. Who knows? Maybe
she’d be the one to call it off.


Thanks to his misplaced sense of honor last night, Seb now had
an uphill battle ahead of him, and he needed to be ready for the challenge. She’d
fought her attraction to him from the moment they’d met. Now, any desire she’d
felt for him had likely been crushed. 


Seb looked over at his brother, who was now sitting on the
deck with a laptop balanced on his knees.


“Working?” Seb asked.


“Gotta get through these reports before tomorrow.”


Seb snorted. 


“Don’t laugh,” Val said. “My job isn’t all fieldwork, you know.”


“So you’ve said many times. But you’re so good at it I don’t
know why they don’t just keep you in the field the whole time.”


Val gave a slight shrug. “I’m good at this, too. And
everything has to be meticulously planned before I leave my desk. Can’t just go
charging into an operation without doing the legwork.”


Seb nodded, understanding his brother’s position. It was
getting to be more like that for him, now. It used to be different when all he’d
needed to worry about was creating incredible dishes. When he was making a new
dish, of course he thought about ingredients conceptually, but only for a short
while. What he really needed to do was to get into the kitchen to test, try,
and taste. For him, it was the hands-on work that was the most exhilarating—and
the most productive. Not that he had much time to do that nowadays.


Speaking of hands-on work, he realized that he’d completely
forgotten to take lovely Lexie up on that culinary throw-down. Mentally, he
groaned. So much for thinking about his career. Now that his mind was on Lexie,
he wouldn’t be satisfied until he’d gotten her to rise to his bait. But maybe
there was a way to do both…. 


Abruptly, he stood. “I have something to take care of.”


“Uh-huh,” responded Val, not bothering to look up from his
computer. 


Whether Val was on to him or not was of no consequence. He
was going to see Lexie right now. Seb got up from the beach chair and put away
his fishing pole. He hadn’t gotten a bite while fishing, but with luck, he
might just hook a much bigger catch at the LMK.


Seb grabbed his black leather jacket from the deck and threw
it over his shoulders. Keeping an eye on Val, he pulled on his black boots. When
they were laced up, he placed one hand on the rail as leverage and swung his
body over the side of the boat and onto the dock. Then he made a beeline for Lexie
Meyers. 


It took him all of five minutes to walk to the Kitchen,
where he knew lunchtime service would just be beginning. On his way, he made a
few phone calls. Everything was in place.


He burst through the front door of the restaurant, the door
opening with a loud, satisfying smack. As the door chimes rang to signal his
entry, all eyes turned toward him, including those of lovely Lexie, who was talking
to a four-top of seniors. She was dressed in a short skirt and one of those
frilly, feminine blouses she liked to wear. He took a long, slow look.


When she saw him, her brown eyes widened. She stood frozen
as he stalked through the restaurant to where she was standing. Each table he
passed was stunned into silence, followed by furtive whispers. He grinned, for
once enjoying his bad-boy reputation. He was sixteen years old again, brash,
cocky, and on top of the world—except this time he had the achievements
and the power to back it up.


When he reached Lexie, he stopped right in front of her,
deliberately forcing her to look up—way up—at him. Just let her try
to talk her way out of this one with all of these witnesses. 


“Lexie,” he said in a low rumble, “I’m back to make those
arrangements we discussed a few nights ago.” 


 “Arrangements
for what?” Lexie responded, pretending she didn’t know what he was talking
about. Even as her voice remained steady, Seb could see her whole body was
quivering. He couldn’t tell if it was from anger or nerves. 


“You know what for,” he pressed. “As I recall, you told me
you wanted satisfaction.”


One of the elderly ladies at the table gasped. Seb gave her
one of his dirtiest grins. “That’s right,” he continued, turning back to Lexie.
“Complete and utter satisfaction.”


Lexie began to turn a dull shade of red. To her credit, she
ignored the whispered insinuations that were now wending their way through the
room. “I’m working right now. Come back later,” she managed to grind out
through clenched teeth. 


“I’ll be in Boston later. Let’s do this now.”


“No. You listen to me,” Lexie hissed. “Get out before I kick
you out.”


He’d love to see her try. A sprite of a woman pushing a
giant man out the door. The thought of her straining against him, even in
anger, made his temperature rise. Of course she could always get Buster to
assist. Somehow, the thought of taking on Buster didn’t appeal to him as much. He
changed his tactics.


 Seb made a
tsking sound with his tongue as he gave her a disappointed look. “I never
thought you’d be one to back down from a challenge.”


            “I’m
not backing down. I’m just working right now. See?” She gestured around the
restaurant. The gesture drew all the more attention to their conversation. Now,
even the customers who hadn’t been paying attention to them began to stare. 


            “You
promised me a throw-down. Winner takes all.” There was a gleam in his eyes as
he deliberately distorted the terms of their agreement.


“I promised no such thing,” she challenged back.


“You would deny me?” he asked, his voice husky.


The whispering began anew and Lexie’s cheeks turned a fresh
shade of red. “You’re making this worse,” she whispered. “Please just go.”


“Not until you agree to make arrangements with me,” he
insisted.


“Fine,” she snapped. “If it’ll get you out of here. But I
call the dish.”


This wasn’t part of his plan, but he gave her a little bow. “Your
choice, my dear,” he said graciously. He fully expected her to choose something
along the lines of her coconut cake. She paused only a second before she spoke.


“Crab cakes.”


“Crab cakes?” He was surprised. “Why those?”


Lexie didn’t bother giving him an explanation. “Crab cakes,”
she repeated firmly. “You pick the date and time.”


Seb nodded. “Next week. Thursday evening. Nine o’clock,
after your kitchen closes. The camera crew will be here at eight to set up.” 


“Camera crew?” she squeaked.


He simply shrugged. The idea to make the challenge part of
his upcoming show had been a stroke of genius. He’d already agreed to stick
around Star Harbor for Jimmy’s wedding. If he was going to move things along
with his TV show while he was here, Ivana would give him less grief. Plus, an
appearance on the Cooking Channel could only help Lexie, too. “You could use
the extra publicity for the LMK, right?” She nodded warily and he continued. “I’ve
lined up two chefs from New York and Boston to judge.”


“I have someone I’d like to have judge, too,” she said,
sounding remarkably composed given that he’d just sprung the taping on her.


“Who?” Seb asked.


“Babs Kincaide.”


“Clam Shak owner Babs Kincaide?”


“You know another?” she retorted.


Seb had to hand it to Lexie. She was a shrewd woman. Not
only would Babs be on her side, but she’d also represent the town. It didn’t
hurt that Babs didn’t like him one bit—never had—and made no
attempt to hide it. “Fine,” he agreed.


“Fine then. Now go.” Lexie looked pointedly at the door.


He wouldn’t kiss her, not here. Not in front of all of these
people. As if she could read his mind, she turned her gaze to his lips and blushed
an even deeper shade of red. He rewarded her with a sensual smile. Lexie blinked,
but she didn’t look away. She had a backbone of steel, this one. He liked that.


“I’ll see you next Thursday, Lexie. Be ready for me.” Smiling,
he turned on his booted heel and walked away.


 



A chill wind blew outside the LMK that Saturday evening
after closing time. Thankfully, it was still warm and cozy inside. 


Lexie stood behind the counter, facing Emma Newbridge, who
sat perched on a high cushioned stool. It was quiet save for the sound of
Dennis methodically mopping the floor. Lexie waited as the small auburn-haired
woman studied a list of the dishes Lexie intended to prepare for Emma and Jimmy’s
wedding, which was rapidly approaching. 


Lexie turned to look at the only table that was still
occupied. Julie Kensington, the local doctor, and Cameron Stahl, the owner of
The Front Street Boutique, sat opposite each other in the far booth, each
immersed in a book. The two women were close friends and Lexie had become
friendly with them over the past few years. They seemed content with their
books and tea, so Lexie left them alone. She averted her gaze to the sidewalk bordering
the restaurant. Early fall leaves raced across the ground, and she could almost
hear the rustling sound they must be making. Autumn was really here, no doubt
about it. She’d make pumpkin muffins tomorrow morning.


Lexie tried to quell her racing mind. She should really be working
on her crab cake recipe. What on Earth had prompted her to choose that dish? Well,
it would be impossible to cancel now that Seb had reissued his challenge in
front of half the town…and called in a camera crew.


Lexie shook her head. Lately it seemed as though all her
witty retorts went out the window when Seb was around. She couldn’t even see
straight, let alone think straight when he was in the room. 


As she pondered the mystery that was Sebastian Grayson, the
telephone rang in the kitchen.


“Sorry, Emma. I’ll be right back,” she said as she walked to
the back and picked up the receiver on the old wall phone. 


“LMK, Lexie speaking,” she answered. No response, just silence.
Was someone there listening to her talk or had the line just gone dead? “Hello?
Hello?” she repeated. “Hello?” She clicked the hook a few times, got no
response, and finally gave up. It must be the line, she decided. The old phone
had been giving her trouble for days. Replacing the phone on the hook, she
walked back to the dining room, debating whether to call the repair guy or just
upgrade the whole darn thing to a digital phone. 


When she reached the counter, Emma finally looked up at her
and smiled. “This is perfect. Exactly as we discussed.” 


Lexie smiled. “Great!” she responded, whisking the paper
away and tucking it into a manila folder that contained the rest of the
materials she’d prepared for the wedding. “All right,” she said, pulling out
another piece of paper and pushing it toward Emma. “Now for the fun stuff. Given
your description of what you wanted, here’s my vision of your wedding cake. Remember
that this is only a draft. I can change anything you want.”


Emma bent over the paper and studied it for a long time, her
gaze lingering over the clean lines of Lexie’s drawing. Finally, Emma looked up
and smiled. “It’s perfect. You completely captured the elegance and modernity I
was hoping for.”


            Lexie
broke into a grin. “You were pretty specific about what you wanted. You won’t
be disappointed, I promise!” 


            Emma
took her hand. “I know we won’t be. And we spoke about doing different layers
in different flavors. You can still do that?”


            “Of
course. Just tell me what flavors you want and I’ll make it happen.”


            “Well,
since I love lemon and James loves chocolate, we’d like to do the two biggest
layers in those flavors.”


            “Definitely.
And for the top?”


            “Your
coconut, of course.”


            Lexie
smiled. “And I’ll cover the whole thing in white fondant, satin ribbons, and
fresh flowers. It’ll look great.”


            “Wonderful.
I’m so excited that you’re doing the catering for us!” 


            “Well,
I’m thrilled that my first wedding cake is going to be for you and Jimmy. And
about the other desserts—we’re still going retro with the pecan squares
and the lemon bars, right?”


            “Absolutely.
No need to compete with your cake.”


            “Well,
the other sweets will be delicious, too.” 


            “I
know they will.” Emma lowered her big blue eyes for a moment, and when she
looked up, they were shining with tears. “Oh, Lexie, I can’t believe this is
happening so quickly.”


            Lexie
covered Emma’s hand with her own. “I’m not one to get all sentimental, but he’s
a wonderful man and you’re going to be very happy together.”


            “I
just never dreamed this day would come. Talk about opposites attracting.”


            Lexie
smiled. “Look, I’ve heard the stories. He might have had a wild streak in high
school, but now he’s a businessman and a model citizen. And you? You single-handedly
kept the Inn running while Kate was getting chemo. In my mind, you’re two good
people who were lucky enough to find each other.”


Emma laughed and gave a slight smile through her tears. “More
like he found me and drew me out of my little shell.”


Lexie laughed, too. “All I’m saying is that regardless of
what’s in your past, you’ve moved on. Jimmy isn’t a wild man anymore, and
you’re not the wallflower librarian you thought you were. You both grew up, and
you’re more similar than you realized.”


            “You
are a good friend, Lexie.” Emma sat back and wiped away her tears.


            “I
try. Now if only I could get my own affairs in order.”


            Emma
looked at her sideways. “Are you talking about Seb?”


            “How
do you know about me and Seb?”


            “This
is Star Harbor,” Emma said with a shrug. “The whole town is talking about how he
rescued you that night on the Green.” 


            “Oh,
good grief.” Lexie crossed one arm under her chest and leaned her head onto the
palm of her other hand. “All I need is to be grist for the Star Harbor gossip
mill.”


“Seriously, Lexie? You were attacked, Seb came to your
rescue and drove you home, and you’re worried about gossip?”


            Lexie
raised her head. “I suppose I’m being a bit ungenerous, but that’s not all. He’s
come by the restaurant a couple of times.”


“To eat?”


“Not quite,” Lexie said wryly. “He came by last week to
shadow me in my kitchen.”


“Really? What an honor!”


            “I
didn’t see it that way. He ate my food, flirted with my staff, and was generally
a huge pain in the—”


            “Okay,
okay, I get it,” Emma said laughingly as she cut off Lexie in mid-sentence. 


“And he challenged me to a cooking contest, and—”


“Wow!” Emma interjected. “Another honor. Seb must think a
lot of you if he challenged you in the kitchen.”


“He’s challenged me elsewhere, too. I don’t think it’s an
honor.”


“I’m sorry he rubbed you the wrong way,” Emma said
sympathetically. “I don’t know him that well, but from what I’ve heard, he
comes on strong and can be a bit rough around the edges. But he’s been nothing
but kind to me.”


Lexie snorted. 


Emma held up her hand to signal that Lexie should listen. “James
told me that even though Seb didn’t have much when he was first starting out, he
sent home money to their mom every month so she’d have enough to live on.”


“Really?”


“Really. And he’s always been really supportive of Theo’s
writing. His exploits aside, he loves his family. He takes care of them. From
what I’ve heard, Seb likes to push flirtation to its limits. But he wouldn’t
have challenged you professionally if he didn’t respect you, too.”


“I’m not so sure about that,” Lexie muttered.


            Emma
smiled warmly at her. “Well, I certainly
respect you.” She glanced at the antique clock on the wall. “Oh, my gosh, is
that the time? I really have to get going. James will be wondering where I am.”


            “I’m
surprised he didn’t come tonight.”


            “We
had so little time to plan the wedding, we decided to divide and conquer,” Emma
said, as she scooped up her purse. “Tonight, he was figuring out the table
arrangements with the florist in Falmouth.” 


            Lexie
opened the locked front door. “I have a hard time picturing Jimmy agonizing
over flower arrangements.”


            “I
know. I’m sure he’s frightening the poor woman half to death,” she said. “He can
be quite intimidating.”


            Both
women laughed. Emma’s fiancé was even bigger than a certain chef who’d been
getting under Lexie’s skin lately.


“You’ll be okay getting to your car?”


            “Fine,
thanks. The gas lamps are all lit. And thanks again for helping us with the
food. It’s going to be fabulous.”


            “Yes,
it is!” Lexie smiled as she saw Emma to the front door. 


            “And
you’ll have to tell me when your cooking challenge is taking place.”


            “I’m
not sure I want anyone watching,” Lexie muttered, taking a quick glance at
Julie and Cameron, who thankfully didn’t seem to be listening.


            “I’ll
respect your wishes, but I’d love to see you and Seb in action.”


            “I’ll
think about it,” she said, as Emma stepped out of the door. 


Lexie waved and watched as Emma walked the block to her car,
then she carefully shut the door. Rubbing her hands, which were cold and tingly
from the outdoors, she walked over to her friends.


“Sorry to bother you, ladies, but I have to lock up for good.”


“Oh, wow! Is it nine-thirty already?” Cameron asked, her
long black hair swinging as she finally looked up from her book. “I’ve got to
get back to Boston tonight. I promised my parents I’d attend some fundraiser
with them tomorrow.”


“What a life,” Lexie joked. The
Stahls were members of Boston’s elite inner circle. Yet despite her family’s
wealth and connections, Cameron had been responsible for her own success. Her
first boutique, located on Boston’s Newbury Street, sold upscale home
accessories, tasteful women’s clothing, and objets d’art that went fast with
the Beacon Hill and Cape Cod sets. 


“How’s business?” 


            “Star
Harbor has been a good fit for my second shop. I’m glad I’m here.”


            “I’m
impressed with how well you managed the building permit issue with the town
board.”


            “Thanks.”
Cameron smiled, showing off perfect white teeth. “I pride myself on my
diplomacy. Believe me, it wasn’t easy to keep my cool when they’d jerked me
around too many times to count. But I needed the permit, and I finally got it.”


            “Had
some issues with permits myself. I’ll bet you handled yours a bit
more…tactfully,” Lexie said. “I’m not noted for my subtlety, in case you haven’t
noticed by now.”


            “Well,
there is more than one way to skin a cat.” 


“You said it.” She turned to Julie. “Are you working
tomorrow?”


Julie shook her head, her sandy-blond ponytail flicking from
side to side. “Nope, no clinic hours. I have a lot of paperwork to do, though,
so I’ll probably go in to the office for that. Insurance forms are the bane of
my existence!”


“Well, come on by if you need a break.”
            “I’ll
do that,” she said, standing up and tucking her book into her bag. “Good night,
Lexie.”


“’Night. Drive safe.”


She saw the two women to the front door and shut it behind
them, hearing the firm click as the lock slid home. 


            Lexie
appraised the dining room. Dennis must have left out the back door. She was
alone in the quiet of her restaurant. The place was empty, all of the chairs
stacked on top of the tables. The lights shone their artificial glare, keeping
the black of night at bay if only for a short while. 


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 9


 



Lexie wasn’t surprised when Babs Kincaide, the
weather-beaten proprietor of the Clam Shak, came strolling into the LMK on
Tuesday, just after six in the evening. When she’d phoned Babs to ask her if she
would judge the contest, the older woman had agreed and had promised her a
visit at the LMK. Tonight, Babs was wearing a flowing blue-green dress, her
shoulder-length white hair held back in a shell clip. The ensemble made her
look ageless, regal.


“Babs,” she said, walking up to the older woman. “What a
nice surprise. Did you close early tonight?” Lexie supposed the Clam Shak could
be considered her competition, but only to a degree. The Clam Shak really was
just that—a shack set on a boardwalk by the harbor where Babs served up
fried clams and other seafood on paper plates. Tourists and locals alike loved
it, and Lexie thought the food was very good, even if the menu was a bit
limited. A woman of indeterminate age, Babs had been born and raised in Star
Harbor, and the Clam Shak had been here longer than anyone could remember. Lexie
treated them both with respect—they were fixtures of the town.


“Fall hours,” Babs said in her husky voice, her brown eyes
crinkling up at the edges. Like many locals, Babs spoke with the typical
Eastern Massachusetts accent; the letter “a” was broad in tone, the letter “r” was
pronounced like “ah,” and sometimes even the letter “o” was spoken like “ah,”
too. The first few months in town had been tough for Lexie as she sometimes struggled
with the strange way people spoke, but slowly, and with Buster’s help, she’d
gotten used to it. Besides, though Babs had a much thicker accent than pretty
much everyone else, the older woman was so entertaining, Lexie would have done
anything required to be able to understand what she was saying.  


“So I guess you’ll be focusing on your art more now that you
have some free time?” 


“That’s the plan. I’ve got some great ideas and the muse is calling.”
Sculpture was Babs’s true love. The Shak was primarily a summer destination and
in the fall, Babs reduced its hours. It would be closed all winter long
beginning sometime around Thanksgiving so that she could spend the off-season
sculpting.


“Wonderful. I hope you had a good season.” Like many
year-round Star Harbor residents, Babs made most of her income from summer
tourists. The money would have to last her for the rest of the year.


“Pretty good this year, thanks. I’ll be in no hurry to open
up again in April.” 


“Well, great.” Lexie smiled, motioning for Babs to follow
her. “I know you like to have a booth,” she said as she showed Babs to the one farthest
from the door. “I’ll send Rachel by to let you know the specials.”


“Can you come back and talk to me after I order?” 


Lexie nodded. She gave Rachel instructions to cover the
tables, and while Babs placed her order, she grabbed a cup of hot water and
some tea. She figured she might as well have something to sip while she and
Babs chatted. As soon as she returned to the booth, Babs started in. 


“You wanna tell me what’s up with you and Seb Grayson?” Babs
wasn’t known for mincing words.


Lexie sighed. “I wish I could, Babs, but honestly, I don’t
know.” She ripped open the tea bag and plunked it into the cup. While it
steeped, she curled her hands around the warm mug. 


“Well, lemme give you a word of warning, girl. Those Grayson
boys are nothing but trouble. You shoulda seen ’em back in the day, raising so
much hell you’d have thought Star Harbor was their personal playground. Their
black hair flying in the wind as they raced through town in their cars, windows
open. Or drinking late nights on the beach. They were always doing something
bad. And all of ’em are too good looking for their own good, ’specially that
Sebastian.”


“I thought Cole was the big troublemaker. And look at him
now! He’s the sheriff of Star Harbor.”


Babs grunted. “Cole’s doing all right, I’ll give him that. But
he changed the minute he left town.”


“And Val. He doesn’t talk much, but he certainly doesn’t
cause trouble. In fact,” Lexie mused, “Val is more likely to break up a fight
than to start one.” A hint of a smile crept up onto her face. “And Theo and Seb
don’t even live in Star Harbor anymore. Theo’s in San Francisco and Seb’s in
New York.”


“That don’t matter. Old habits die hard, and Theo and Seb haven’t
changed, far as I can tell. When they’re back in town, they cause trouble. Or
trouble follows them.” Babs looked at her ominously. “I heard about the guy who
went after you on the Green. You talk to Cole about that?”


Lexie blanched. “Who told you about it?”


“I know what goes on in this town, girl,” Babs said, cocking
her head. “Besides, someone’s got to look out for you, a single gal living alone
so far out by the pond. Cole know what’s going on?” 


“Yes, I talked to him.”


Babs seemed satisfied. “Good. I imagine it’s a relief having
him investigate.” 


Lexie nodded. 


“Well, as much as I don’t care for Seb, I’m grateful that he
got you out of that jam.” Babs looked at her consideringly. “He must like you
if he helped you out. And he must respect you if he’s willing to compete
against you. He don’t have that much respect for women, I can tell you that.”


            “Really?”
Lexie took a sip of her tea, maintaining eye contact with Babs. She didn’t want
to miss a word of this. 


            “Well,
except for his momma,” Babs amended. “But even ’fore he left Star Harbor, he’d
been through all the local gals. I remember one summer, he took up with four
different gals. Each of ’em knowing about the others. And not caring, neither. Can’t
even tell you what he’s done since then.” 


 “I think I have
some idea.” Lexie tried not to smile. When Babs gave her a suspicious look, she
hurriedly provided additional commentary. “I mean, his reputation is well
known.”


“And well deserved,” Babs supplied. “I knew that something was
bound to get lost in translation when their momma, may she rest in peace, named
all of ’em after saints.”


Lexie gave her a quizzical look. “They’re all named after saints?”


Babs nodded. “Oh yeah. But they’ve always acted more like
sinners.”


“Now that I can
believe.”


“They near burnt down the pier the Shak is on, you know
that?”


“No! Really?” Lexie was shocked. “They couldn’t have done it
on purpose.”


“Knowing those boys, I can’t say.” Babs took a sip of water.


“How’d it happen?”


“They started a bonfire half a mile down the beach. One of
them—Theo, I think—had the bright idea to set fire to a piece of
driftwood so he could use it as a torch. Took Maysie Pruitt underneath the
boardwalk to do God-knows-what. ’Fore you could blink twice, the pier was on
fire.”


“Wow.”


“Luckily, Andy Neiman smelled something burning—the
Rusty Nail is right there, you know—and called the fire department. They got
there just in time to put it out.” Lexie nodded. Andy had a nose for sniffing
out danger. 


“Oh, those boys were trouble with a capital T. I’m just telling
you all this ’cause I like you.” 


 “I know. I like
you too, Babs.” 


“Just remember those Grayson boys have one thing on their
minds, and it ain’t fishing.”


Lexie laughed. “I appreciate your advice, but I’ve already
figured that one out.” She placed one of her hands over Babs’s, which was
resting on the table. “I do appreciate you representing Star Harbor as part of
the judging trio this Thursday. I’ll be proud to have you there.”


Babs cleared her throat and spoke gruffly. “No thanks are
necessary, girl. Happy to do it. ’Specially for you. I know I’m s’posed to be
neutral, but I hope you beat him.”


“I hope so, too.” Lexie glanced over at the kitchen. “I’ll
go check on your order.” She slid out of the booth gracefully and picked up her
mug of tea.


It did mean a lot
that Babs was looking out for her. She thought of the older woman as an aunt
and she appreciated her heartfelt advice. Even though she dealt with scores of
people on a daily basis, she wasn’t close to many of them. She had a few
friends, but she’d thrown herself so wholly into her work that free time was
almost a foreign concept. 


She’d been working so hard for so long, trying to forget her
spectacularly failed relationship—her only relationship—that she’d
also forgotten what it felt like to have someone care about her. Sure, her
parents still did, but they were three thousand miles away and the last time
she’d talked to them was a week ago, by email. Besides Seb’s embrace the night
she was attacked, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d even been hugged.


She had no life to speak of outside of the restaurant. The
thought made her incredibly sad. Maybe that was why she was drawn to Seb. He
represented everything that she was lacking. He was worldly and dangerous. Given
how sedate her day-to-day life was, it was no wonder she found him exciting. 


No, that didn’t make sense. She’d had her fill of danger
when she’d broken up with Frank. She was a different person now. Stronger. More
grounded. And much less likely to lose herself in someone else. For the past
three years she’d focused on making herself a better, more independent person. Her
work was her life now. She wasn’t looking for thrills. She was looking to keep
her nose to the grindstone and herself out of trouble. But that low heat she
felt every time Seb was around was starting to make her wonder what she’d been
missing. She’d thought she was immune to the charms of men, but it was
impossible not to be attracted to him. 


If she didn’t keep herself in check, the heat would turn
into fire, and she’d soon be right back where she started. 


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 10


 



The strident ring of the telephone jarred Lexie as she was
pulling two cakes out of the oven, nearly causing her to drop the hot cake
pans. Boy, was she on edge. And no wonder, given everything that had been
happening lately. 


“Buster!” she yelled, balancing the hot pans in her hands. When
Buster didn’t immediately appear, she cursed and rushed over to the countertop
to deposit the pans on waiting trivets. Then she slammed the oven door shut,
yanked off her right oven mitt, and rushed to the still-ringing phone. She
picked it up on what must have been the tenth ring.


“LMK, Lexie speaking,” she answered, slightly out of breath
from dashing around her kitchen.


“Lexie? Hi, it’s Cole.” His deep voice resonated through the
speaker.


“Oh, hi, Cole. What’s the good word?”


“I’m afraid there isn’t a good word, Lexie.”


She stiffened, recognizing from his tone that she was about
to get some unpleasant news. “Want to tell me what the problem is?” she asked
warily.


“I heard back from the Berkeley Police Department ten
minutes ago. Frank Doherty is not in town. His roommates say he left a few
weeks ago. No one knows where he went.”


Lexie flashed first hot, then cold. A lump of fear formed in
her chest and started to push its way up her throat. She swallowed hard.


“Lexie?” Cole asked. “You still there?”


Lexie took a deep breath. “Yeah,” she managed to squeak out.


“Do you have a lawyer?”


“Yes,” said Lexie, without hesitation. “She’s good.” Marlene
Russbaum was someone she trusted implicitly. 


“I want you to call her first thing in the morning to have
her draw up the paperwork for a restraining order. You’ll need a certified copy
of it. I’ll want to talk with her, too, about getting it on the statewide
registry and on file with Barnstable County. Could you also please swing by the
station tomorrow to sign some documents for me?”


“Okay,” Lexie said, still in a bit of shock. “Do you really
think Frank could be here in Star Harbor?”


“I don’t know, but I intend to find out. You have a photo of
him we can use?”


“No.” She’d thrown them all away. “But he’s really into
social networking. You might try searching online.”


“Okay, I’ll see if we can get a hold of one that way. And
I’ll start making inquiries immediately. Until we know for certain what’s going
on with Mr. Doherty, I don’t want you going anywhere alone. Is Buster still
there tonight?”


“He’s around here somewhere.”


“Make sure. I want him to walk you to your car, or better
yet, drive you home.”


“Is that really necessary?”


“Lexie,” Cole sighed, “I don’t want anything to happen to
you. Jimmy Bishop’s a good friend of mine and he’d be extremely upset if you
were unable to cater his wedding next weekend. So you see, I’m interested in
helping you out of selfish motives, too.”


“Ha, ha, Cole.”


“Look, all joking aside, this is my job and I am very good
at it. Trust me. Don’t go anywhere alone. I’d never forgive myself if something
happened to you on my watch.”


“All right, Cole. I’ll have Buster see me to my car, at the
very least.”


“Good. Call me in the morning to set up a time to come in
after you’ve spoken to your lawyer.”


“I’ll do that. Good night, Cole.”


“Good night. Be safe, Lexie.” 


Lexie listened for the click as Cole hung up the telephone
on his end. Then she sighed. When had her life become this complicated? The
last thing she needed was to have Frank after her again. Didn’t she have enough
to worry about? Frank’s reappearance—or the threat of it—was just
the icing on the cake. 


The old Lexie would have been frightened and contrite. But
Frank didn’t know how much she’d changed. Slowly, her fear turned to anger. The
new Lexie could think of nothing better to do than to swear up a blue streak. 
            First,
Lexie cursed Frank for being such a creep. Next, she cursed herself for getting
involved with him at all. Finally, she cursed the whole, stupid situation.


When she’d run out of curses—she didn’t know that many
colorful ones, after all—she calmed down. She’d finish up the cakes, and
if Buster didn’t appear by the time she was done, she’d just have to find him. She
needed to get a million and one things done that night, and she’d be damned if
the specter of Frank Doherty prevented her from doing her job. She threw her
oven mitts back on and got back to work.


It took another hour for Lexie to finish baking the rest of
the cakes and preparing the pastry dough for the next morning. During all that
time, she saw neither hide nor hair of Buster. Where could he be? He had no
cell phone, as far as she knew. And even though he’d given her his landline
number, she’d never needed to contact him that way before because he lived right
upstairs. 


As a last resort, Lexie called Buster’s apartment from the
phone in the kitchen. There was no answer. She couldn’t stay at the LMK all
night, and she couldn’t wait for him to come back. She grabbed her coat from
the hook and headed for the back door, making sure she had her car keys in her
hand. If she wasn’t going to follow Cole’s instructions, she at least wanted to
make sure she didn’t have any lag time between the kitchen door and her car.


Just as she was about to open the back door, she heard it
click. She jumped back, but it was just Buster. 


“Where have you been?” she demanded.


“Scoping out the building. Checking for security. Making a
few phone calls.” Buster’s calm monotone filled the space.


“Why?” she asked, suspicion creeping into her voice.


“Cole called me.”


Lexie slapped her forehead. “Good grief! Does everyone in town know about Frank now?”


“No. But the more people who do know, the better. You need
people you can trust looking out for you.”


Lexie was still miffed. “Well, you could have warned me
you’d be gone. You scared the living daylights out of me when you disappeared
and came back just now. I was about to leave without you.”


“I’m glad you didn’t. Look what I found outside.” Buster
reached into the pocket of his worn barn jacket and pulled out a folded piece
of white paper.


Lexie swallowed. “Is that what I think it is?”


“Yes. Another note. It was placed outside sometime between when
I left and when I returned.”


Slow, dull anger simmered inside her. “That’s it,” she said.
“I’m calling Paige right now!”


“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, Lexie. Like Cole
said, what if it’s not her? What if someone else is leaving the notes?”


“Buster—” Lexie’s voice was as much a plea for help as
it was a warning that she was about to lose it. He held up his hands in
supplication. She reached for the phone and quickly dialed The Vanilla Bean’s
main line. The phone rang and rang. On the seventh ring, the answering machine
kicked in. Disappointed, Lexie hung up before leaving a message. “I don’t know
why I expected her to be there. Especially if she was just here leaving me that
note.”


Buster cleared his throat. “I think we should install a
security camera out back. I can wire everything through my apartment.”


“At this point I’m willing to try anything. This is getting
ridiculous.”


“I’ll talk to Cole and Luke Bedwin at the hardware store and
make it happen.”


“Fine.” Lexie waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. Cole
and Luke would be the right people to give them advice. “I can’t even think
about this anymore given everything else that’s been going on.”


“I know. You must be tired. Let me get you home.”


“All right.”


            Lexie
let Buster provide her an escort home, she in her little Honda and he in his
beaten-up pickup truck. He waited until she was safely inside her cottage with
the lights on before driving away.


            From
her living room window, Lexie watched Buster’s truck putter down her bumpy dirt
driveway and pull out onto Harper’s Pond Road. The sound of his engine gently
faded into the distance.


What he’d said stayed with her—what if Paige wasn’t
the one leaving the notes? A wave of fear coursed through her. Some of those
notes were pretty graphic. When she’d thought Paige was the one leaving them,
it had been easy to brush them off as a silly joke. But what if it was someone
else? Several of them had actually threatened her with physical harm. Could
Frank somehow be behind them? At least until the end of their relationship,
passive threats were certainly more his style, which is why it was so hard to
believe that he could have attacked her on the Green. Maybe Frank had hired
someone to slowly drive her crazy until she fled back to Berkeley. Uncertainty
chafed at her. 


Fear was what had caused her to run from California in the
first place. From Frank. Three years wasn’t that long in the scheme of things,
but she loved Star Harbor and couldn’t imagine leaving. Running again. But would
she stand her ground if her own safety was on the line? As she found herself
pacing like a trapped cat, her little house felt smaller than usual. She
stepped up to the window and drew the curtains tightly over the frame. As she
moved, a loud creak sounded from the floorboards. 


Ignoring the flutter of nerves in her stomach, she forced herself
to head to her bedroom. After sending a quick email to her parents, she dressed
for bed. She scrubbed her face with soap and water and brushed her teeth as
quickly as possible. Then she jumped into bed, cut the light, and pulled the
covers over her head. 


Low tree branches rustled loudly nearby, the dried leaves that
were still attached to them adding to the sound as they scraped against the
eaves of her house. Lexie shuddered. Honestly, she felt all of six, quivering
and quaking in her bed like a little girl. 


She’d give anything to be in a big city right now. A big
city filled with lights and people and honking cars and blaring sirens. A big
city where she’d never be alone. Anywhere but in her quiet country cottage with
her nearest neighbor three quarters of a mile away and nothing around but
frogs, insects, and trees.


And the Note Writer.


And Frank Doherty.


No! She shouldn’t think like that. She couldn’t. Even if Frank
were here, he wouldn’t be able to get into the house. Buster had prepped it for
her when she first hired him. He’d locked it down tight, making sure her doors
and windows were sealed and strong. There was no way someone could get in.


Unless he broke the glass. Or forced the door with a
crowbar.


Oh, God, she needed to stop these terrible thoughts from circling
around and around in her head. She needed to think of things that made her happy
so that she could relax enough to sleep.


Her parents made her happy. If she were back in Berkeley,
she’d be surrounded by friends and family, getting ready to celebrate Rosh
Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, which was coming up in a few days. Her mom would
make her famous honey cake, there’d be laughter around the holiday table, and
they’d celebrate the bounty of fall with apples, pomegranates, and lots of Napa
Valley wine.


The realization that the celebration would go on without her
made her melancholy. Frank had taken more from her than her spirit—in
essence, he’d taken her family, too. So much for happy thoughts. She switched
tactics and tried to envision sheep jumping over a wooden fence, their woolly
bodies floating through the air like balloons. Somewhere between three hundred
and four hundred sheep she finally fell asleep. But her sleep wasn’t soothing
or dreamless. It was filled with disturbing images, her ultimate fears come to
life, if only in her mind.


First
she was at her restaurant without any food to serve. From the dining room, she
heard the angry rumble of hungry customers who weren’t being fed. She opened
the utility refrigerator, but instead of finding ingredients, she found notes,
thousands of them, all demanding her coconut cake recipe. Horrified, she tried
to close the fridge, but she couldn’t get the door shut. She closed her eyes
and when she opened them, she was in a tiny room surrounded by stacks of
crates, each filled with rotting vegetables. Her missing produce. The stench
was overpowering. 


Now
she was in a big field with Frank Doherty, his dirty blond hair and ice-blue
eyes exactly as she remembered. Overcome with panic, she froze as he grabbed
her and threw her to the ground. He pushed himself on top of her, his evilly
grinning face moving closer as his warped smile stretched, his face morphing
into a monster’s, with frightening, sharp fangs and yellow-slit eyes. Just as the
demon-faced Frank was about to sink his teeth into her jugular, she squeezed her
eyes shut, but no bite came. 


Opening
her eyes, she saw Sebastian’s handsome face, a smile upon his lips. Lexie tried
to thank him for getting rid of Frank, but no words came. Sebastian began to
stroke her cheek with a large hand. “Lexie,” he said, “don’t be afraid.” Then
she was falling through a never-ending passage, like Alice down the rabbit
hole. Images from her life passed by—Babs standing in front of the Clam
Shak, Buster behind the griddle at the LMK, Cole handcuffing a criminal at the sheriff’s
station, Val lounging on his boat. She couldn’t hear them—she could only
see them for a fleeting moment before they disappeared. Then she saw Paige
Sinclair in her own bakery, holding one of Lexie’s beautiful coconut cakes on a
silver cake stand. 


“I
finally figured it out, Lexie!” Paige said, a triumphant look on her face. Lexie
reached out to snatch the cake from her, but it was too late—Paige was
gone. 


Lexie
picked up speed as she fell. Faster and faster, farther and farther down, with
nothing to break her fall. Lexie said her prayers, knowing with the utmost
certainty that she was about to die. Suddenly, there was a mighty crash and a
burst of light. Then all was dark and still.


What had happened? Was she dead?


Lexie took stock of her body. Her head was aching and her
throat was bone dry, but for the life of her, she couldn’t move. Slowly, she
opened her eyes. At the same moment that she realized she’d fallen out of bed
onto her hardwood floor, she also became aware of the fact that she was
completely twisted up in her sheets and comforter. It looked like she’d knocked
over her bedside lamp, too. That would account for the flash of light she’d
seen.


She groaned and tried to extricate herself, while
simultaneously trying to avoid touching more of the floor in case the light
bulb had shattered. 


After a few moments of wiggling, she managed to free
herself. She was covered in a fine sheen of sweat from her nightmare. Her skin,
now exposed to her cool bedroom air, began to chill. All she wanted to do was get
back into bed. Gingerly, Lexie reached for the toppled lamp. Happily, she
didn’t feel any shards of glass, and she was able to right the lamp. She
switched it on. 


And looked at the war zone that was now her bedroom. Her
sheets lay in a tangle on the ground. In addition to the lamp, she’d knocked
over her clock radio and all the books on her bedside table. 


Shivering, she picked them up and returned them to their proper
spots. She righted her sheets, then crawled back into bed, head pounding,
muscles aching, mouth still dry. There was no way she was going to the kitchen
now to get a glass of water. Best to curl back up under the covers and pray
that sleep claimed her quickly. And that another nightmare wouldn’t come.


 



            Though
she’d managed only a few hours of sleep, Lexie kept her word to Cole and called
her lawyer first thing in the morning. Marlene Russbaum was an extremely
competent practitioner who had her law offices in Barnstable. Marlene offered
to meet Lexie at the LMK between her breakfast and lunch services, which was a
relief. Lexie didn’t want to spend more time than she needed to away from the
restaurant, given all that she had to do that week. Besides, she really didn’t
want to take a long drive anywhere after her awful night.


Marlene showed up promptly at ten-thirty, just as the
breakfast crowd was beginning to thin. As she walked in, she pushed her
wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose and tucked her chin-length salt-and-pepper
hair behind her ears. She peered around the restaurant like she was lost. 


            Spotting
her from behind the counter, Lexie called out a greeting. Marlene was
notoriously near-sighted. “Hi, Marlene. Thanks so much for driving here to meet
me.”


            Marlene
turned toward the sound of Lexie’s voice and smiled, the corners of her eyes
crinkling up. “Not at all,” Marlene responded. “I spent the morning drawing up
the petition for filing the restraining order. We can go over the documents for
the catering business at the same time.”


            “Thanks.
Now you’ve saved me two trips.”


            “Given
the circumstances, it’s probably best if you don’t take too many long trips
alone.”


            Lexie
sighed. “It is so repressive having these kinds of restrictions.”


            “I
know, dear, I know. But it’ll be better having the legal documents in place. You’ll
have more protection, even if it doesn’t give you complete peace of mind.”


            “You’re
right. Let me get you a cup of coffee and we can get started. You like it
black?”


            “That’s
right, thanks.” Marlene looked pleased that Lexie had remembered. “Where should
I sit?”


            “If
it’s not too uncomfortable, how about at the counter? That way I’m right there if
I need to deal with an emergency in the kitchen.”


            “Of
course.” Marlene smiled and began to unpack her shoulder bag. Once Lexie
returned with her coffee, the two women got down to work.


            Two
hours later, Lexie had a signed, notarized declaration for filing the
restraining order and a whole stack of documents pertaining to the addition of
her catering business as part of the LMK. She knew it had been a lot of work,
and she was grateful for Marlene’s time.


            “So,”
Lexie asked wryly, “how much do I owe you?”


            Marlene
smiled. “I’m doing the restraining order gratis. No use fretting about that,
dear. As far as the business documents go, my usual fee applies. I won’t charge
you for travel time, though.” 


            “I
appreciate that.”


            “Don’t
worry,” Marlene said. “I know your catering business will be a huge success. I’m
counting on you to make up the legal fees and then some with your first event.”


            “I
hope so,” Lexie said. 


            “I
know so,” Marlene reiterated, patting the top of Lexie’s hand. “You’re going to
be great. Sheriff Grayson told me he has some additional papers for you to sign.
We want to get all of the documents to the courthouse as soon as possible. Can
you go down to his office now?”


            Lexie
looked around at her restaurant—the lunch rush was just starting. “Not
just yet. But I can make it there this afternoon.”


            “Do
that.” Marlene pushed her glasses back up her nose and packed up to leave. “I’ll
be in touch, dear.”


            “Thanks
again, Marlene. This has been a huge help.”


            “You’re
welcome. Happy to assist.” Marlene waved a goodbye and walked out the door. 


            It
wasn’t until four that afternoon that Lexie had a free minute to go see Cole. She
gave a nod to Rhonda Lee as she walked into the station. In return, the woman threw
her a sympathetic look.


            “Hello,
Lexie. Cole’s at his desk. Just head on back, honey.”


            Lexie
gave her a smile. “Thanks. I’ll do that.”


            “And
honey? Don’t worry about your ex. Cole will deal with him for you.”


            “I
hope so, Rhonda Lee. Thanks for the encouragement.”


            “No
problem.”


            Lexie
walked back to Cole’s office, happy that Hank wasn’t around. It was bad enough that
Rhonda Lee knew her personal business. She guessed it wouldn’t be long before
everyone else in Star Harbor knew, too. She gave a brief knock on the door frame
leading into Cole’s office.


            “Hey,”
she said.


            “Come
on in. I’m glad you made it down today.”


            “I
guess I am, too. I had a bad night.”


            “Why?
Someone bother you?” Cole was immediately on the alert.


            “No,”
Lexie said, waving her hands. “Just a nightmare.”


            “Well,
hopefully the nightmare that is Frank Doherty will be just a bad memory once we
get these papers filed. Let me grab them.” He stood and walked over to a side
table, returning to his desk seconds later with a small pile of papers. “All
right,” he said, turning the first piece of paper toward Lexie so that she
could read it. “This is my write-up of the notes from our meeting yesterday
about the attack. I need to file this with my police report. Could you please
confirm that everything is correct, and then sign the bottom if you agree with
it?”


            “Okay.”
Lexie took her time reading the statement. Everything seemed to be in order, so
she signed it.


            “Great,”
Cole said, placing the paper back on top of the pile and sliding another sheet
toward her. “Now could you please read and sign this one about the threatening notes?”


            Lexie
nodded, and reviewed the second document. Again, everything seemed accurate, so
she signed that one, too.


            “Good,”
Cole said. “Now here’s the plan for dealing with that issue. I spoke with
Buster and he mentioned you two had discussed installing a security camera. If
you’re on board, we’d like to set it up to look out on the back door. The next
time you get another note, just let me know, and one of us here can review the
feed.” Cole looked at her expectantly.


            “I’m
on board. Just do what you need to do.” 


Cole looked surprised, then relieved. “Good. Then it’s
settled. To be honest, I was afraid you’d balk. It will take a few weeks for me
to get the paperwork done and the camera installed. I’ll let you know when
we’re ready to do the setup.”


            “Okay.
I hope it doesn’t interfere with your plans. You’re off for the week, right?”


            “Yes.”
For a fraction of a moment, he looked unhappy. Just as quickly, the moment
passed. Cole cleared his throat and continued, once again the consummate
professional. “We’ll be filing the paperwork first thing in the morning for the
restraining order. We’ve missed the drop-off at the Barnstable County
Courthouse clerk’s office today—they close at four. But we’ll get there in
the morning when they open. The paperwork’s just a formality. Where we’re
really going to gain traction is by telling as many people as possible to be on
the lookout for Frank. Star Harbor is a small town, and people have eyes and
ears. The more people who see something or know something, the better protected
you’re going to be.”


            Lexie
nodded and rubbed her forehead with her fingers. Her head ached from lack of
sleep and too much caffeinated tea. “I understand that you think this is best,
but it’s all just a bit overwhelming. I’m a pretty private person. I don’t like
everyone knowing my business.”


            “I
know that, Lexie, and I’m sorry. But the more people who do know, the better. You’re
well liked here, and no one wants anything to happen to you. You know that.”


            “Yes,
I do know that. And I’m grateful. Tell whoever will listen. If Frank’s here,
I’m going to need all the help I can get.”


            “Good,”
Cole said with satisfaction. “And just so you know, I found a few pictures of
Frank online, and I had his DMV photo pulled. I plan to get the word out
immediately.” He began to jot down some notes on a notepad. As he bent his head,
his black hair swung over his forehead, concealing his eyes. For a moment he
looked so much like Sebastian that Lexie had to look away. She needed to get
out of there before she lost her mind.


            “Ah,
Cole?” she asked. “Can I get back to the LMK now?”


            “Yes,
of course,” he said. “Thanks for coming down. We’ll get everything sorted out—you
have my word.”


            “Thank
you. Thank you very much.” When Lexie finally left the station, she felt more optimistic
that everything would soon be resolved. 






 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 11


 



            Lexie
stood at her designated work station in front of a pile of freshly cooked
crabs. The air in the kitchen of the LMK was redolent with the aroma of the
crustaceans. She’d had Buster steam the crabs right after the dinner service so
they’d be ready when Seb arrived. 


The three-man camera crew had shown up first, and then Seb
had arrived moments later, his entourage in tow. Lexie wondered if the deck had
been stacked against her when she saw who had come to support Seb: Bobby Trevese
from New York and Norton Campton from Boston, both famous chefs with their own
cooking shows. Chef Trevese was a rotund, jovial man whose persona was warm and
welcoming. Chef Campton was his polar opposite in looks—rail thin, with
an imposing mien. Still, he’d been pleasant and friendly when introductions
were made. 


Seb’s assistant and agent had come along for the ride, too. Seb’s
agent, a woman named Eleanor Ulner, had arrived in a swirl of expensive perfume
and a swath of even more expensive silk scarves. She’d swept in, giving Lexie
an up and down. Maybe she was sizing her up to see if she’d make a suitable
client? Fat chance. Why would Seb’s
agent ever want to represent a small-town restaurateur like her? And, really,
why would she want an agent, anyway? She’d
never need one.


Ivana Vlatova, Seb’s assistant, had been more polite, if a
bit reserved. She was one of the most striking women Lexie had ever seen. Tall,
with long black hair, legs that went on for miles, and a perfectly fitted wrap
dress that hugged every curve. Lexie couldn’t believe Seb could actually work
with her and get anything done.


For all her self-doubt, Lexie managed to keep her cool as
everyone filtered into the restaurant. While Seb’s assistant and agent were
obviously rooting for him to win, chefs Trevese and Campton were ostensibly
there to judge them fairly. But it would be a bit daunting to perform in front
of so many people. And she had no doubt it would
be a performance.


Cameras were set up in front of each work station, with a
third camera ready to capture the small group’s reactions to the competition. Willing
herself to ignore the fact that they were going to be taped, she took a deep
breath and tried to relax. Thank goodness they’d worked out all the details by
email a few days ago. Otherwise she’d be going crazy.


Lexie hadn’t wanted anyone to come watch her except Babs and
Buster, who were there for much more than moral support. She’d been too
nervous. Now, she was having second thoughts; it would have been nice to have a
few more friendly faces around her.


Babs, Buster, Ivana, Eleanor, and the two chefs were now
seated in the dining room chairs they’d brought into the kitchen for the
challenge. Buster sat completely still, his rangy frame folded into a sitting
position. He was watching her intently, as if he were sending her the mental
ammunition to help her win. Babs gave her an encouraging smile, her face eager.
Babs always loved a good competition. Seb’s people looked faintly bored, but
the celebrity chefs seemed like they were enjoying themselves. 


The crabs cooled slowly on her platter. By the time the
competition started, they’d be ready to be cracked and peeled. She’d extract
the moist meat with every tool at her disposal—forks, toothpicks, even
her own fingernails. It was dirty, messy business, but she loved it. 


Out of the corner of her right eye, she could see Seb
preparing his work station. He was meticulous, wiping down the counter, the
knives, and the bowls, even though Lexie had cleaned everything just before his
arrival. Ignoring Seb, she focused on her game plan. She had already organized
her station the way she wanted it—non-crabmeat ingredients on the left,
knives on the right, bowls in front of her. Clean towels hanging above her
head.


Lexie had practiced making the crab cakes for the past three
nights, but she was so nervous, she felt like she needed to run through her
strategy in her mind before starting. First she’d crack the crabs and extract
the soft flesh. Once that was done, she’d set the meat aside and prepare the tarragon
aioli that would be used both inside of the cakes and as an accompaniment. She’d
mix the crabmeat with the aioli, scallions, and just enough bread crumbs to
hold it together. Then, she’d form medium-sized patties and bake them to perfection.


The crab cake recipe she’d concocted was good. Really good. The
cakes were almost solely crabmeat, allowing their natural flavor to shine through
without too much filler or flavoring. The flavoring she had added was subtle,
and it enhanced the taste of the meat rather than covering it. She was proud of
her work and she hoped she’d be able to execute her recipe perfectly tonight.


“All right, you two,” Babs said as she stood up, her husky voice
resonating in the kitchen. “I hardly need to tell Lexie the rules, but I’ll
repeat ’em for Sebastian, who’s broken every rule ever laid down and laughed
about it.” She scowled at Seb, who returned her dirty look with an angelic
smile. Lexie almost snorted. With his sharp white teeth on full display and his
green eyes glowing, an innocent smile on him looked like a halo on a demon.


“Ahem,” Babs cleared her throat. “Play fair and keep it
clean. Everything must be made on the premises using the ingredients present. No
outside help, including from your own staff members or the professionals on
hand.” Babs gave a nod to Buster and the two chefs who were also sitting in the
kitchen. “You have exactly a half an hour to prepare and cook the crab cakes
and serve ’em to the judges. You may enter a total of five crab cakes to be
judged. Any questions?”


Lexie shook her head no. She saw Seb do the same.


“Get ready. Your time starts now.” 


Lexie ran to her oven and turned on the broiler. Then she
whirled to her station and madly began cracking crabs. Tuning out everything around
her—the camera crew, the audience, and Seb himself—she simply
focused on getting the job done. After eight minutes, she had enough meat to
begin crafting the cakes. She glided through her recipe, mentally checking off
each step as it was completed. With sixteen minutes left, she was ready to cook
the cakes. She sprinkled some extra-virgin olive oil on a baking sheet, then
placed the formed crab cakes onto it. She didn’t need to check the oven to make
sure the temperature was correct; she knew these ovens like the back of her
hand. Home team advantage. 


Lexie nervously watched the cakes as they cooked. After
about ten minutes had passed, she opened up the oven to peek at them. The tops
were crisped a perfect brown. Sighing in relief, she wedged a spatula under the
edge of one of the cakes and carefully flipped it over. Then she flipped the
rest of them, ensuring that each crumbly cake stayed together as it was turned.
Back into the oven they went.


After another four minutes, she checked them again. They looked
good, but she wanted to be sure. She broke into one of the least attractive
ones and sampled her handiwork. Perfect. She pulled the baking sheet out of the
oven and delicately slid the crab cakes off onto a waiting plate. With her two remaining
minutes she selected the most perfect specimens and arranged them on a serving
plate. Finally, she garnished the plate with some greens and a dollop of the
tarragon aioli.


 Pumped full of
adrenaline and with a minute left in the competition, she turned triumphantly
away from her work station. Her smile froze on her face. 


Seb had completed his entry, too, and it was sitting on the
central counter, waiting to be judged. Leaning against the back counter, his
long body stretched in an elegantly casual pose, he was staring at her
intently, his green eyes boring into her own. It looked as though he’d been
watching her for some time, even though the steam emanating from his dish
belied that impression. 


Lexie fought her nerves and turned away from Seb’s probing
stare. She grabbed her entry and briskly walked to the central counter to place
her plate next to his. 


“Time’s up,” called Babs, as she rose from her chair. The
camera swiveled to follow her. “It’s time for judging. As you know, each judge
gets one vote, but the judges will taste and discuss the entries in a separate
room before giving our final decisions. We’ll take the entries now.” She
gestured at Buster, who carefully lifted each platter and carried them out of
the kitchen and to the front of the restaurant. Babs, the two guest chefs, and
Seb’s assistant and agent all followed Buster into the dining room, trailed by
the camera crew. Seb’s agent gave Lexie a cool stare as she left the kitchen.


Suddenly, Lexie was alone with Sebastian, who was eyeing her
with predatory interest. She stared back at him, crossing her arms under her
chest in a purely protective gesture, praying she looked angry instead of
incredibly nervous. Before she could stop him, he’d crossed the room to where
she stood, filling the space around her with his oversized presence. Without
any preliminaries, he reached around her and snared a crab cake from the pile that
she hadn’t deemed worthy of the judges. While she stared, he broke off a piece
and popped it into his mouth. He chewed for a few moments, his jaw working up
and down as he tasted the morsel. 


“Not bad,” he mused aloud. “Not bad at all.”


Instead of responding, she walked over to his own pile of
discards and duplicated his actions, grabbing one of his crab cakes and taking
a hefty bite. She chewed viciously at first. Then slowed down as the taste
poured over her in waves. It was a revelation.


Seb had also tried to accentuate the flavor of the crab. Like
her, he hadn’t used traditional mid-Atlantic flavors. But instead of going
Continental the way she had with the addition of tarragon and scallions, he’d done
a Southwestern treatment. Lexie tasted cayenne pepper, onion, red pepper, and
lemon. He must have soaked the bread crumbs in lemon juice to impart such a tart
tang. 


Lexie wasn’t surprised it tasted incredible; Seb was, after
all, a nationally acclaimed chef. But she was surprised by the direction he’d
chosen. He’d done a great job of infusing a traditional dish with an unusual
flavor spectrum. 


She looked back at Seb, who was watching her again. Waiting
for her to speak.


“It’s very good.”


 Seb looked
miffed. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”


All the tension Lexie had been holding in throughout the
competition came out in a rush. “What would you like me to say? That this is
the best crab cake I’ve ever eaten? That you’re the better chef?” she snapped. “You
really are the most presumptuous man I’ve ever met.” 


His eyes crinkled at the edges and his mouth formed a
sensual smile, making him look like the man of the world he very clearly was. “You’re
gorgeous when you’re angry, you know that? The way your eyes spark fire at me
as if you wished you could burn me up with just a look. Like you’re doing right
now. Do you have any idea how tempting you are? How sexy you look standing
there?” 


Lexie reflexively crossed her arms over her chest again,
fighting the arousal this man always made her feel.


“Don’t hide from me,” he commanded, his smile fading. As he
stared, Lexie lowered her arms to her sides. She had no idea what made her do
it, only that he’d stop talking if she didn’t. Lord help her, she didn’t want
him to stop talking. Because if he stopped talking, he’d start acting. 


“I just want to eat you up.” He was staring at her,
intensity rising. “I made my crab cake recipe with you in mind. I put all your
fire, all your heat, all your spice into them. I’m going to serve them at my
new restaurant with your name on them, Lexie. Everyone’s going to know the effect
you’ve had on me.” Her mouth went dry, now a typical reaction when Seb was near.
She swallowed, trying to get some moisture inside. Seb took a step closer. “What
do you think people are going to say about us then, Spice?” 


Lexie’s mouth was still dry. For the life of her, she
couldn’t figure out how to moisten it. Luckily, there was no need for her to
respond, because the judges filed back into the kitchen. 


“We’ve each made a decision,” Babs said. “I’ll let Chef
Trevese speak first.” She nodded toward the burly man.


“With crab cakes, it’s very difficult to get the consistency
right. Sebastian, I felt as if your cakes were a bit dry. The peppers were a
great flavor addition, but they didn’t help hold your cakes together. Lexie,
the addition of the aioli into the body of the cake was brilliant. It really
added to the texture, making the crab cakes almost creamy. My vote goes to Chef
Meyers.” 


Chef Campton spoke next, his tenor voice resonating in the
room. “As you both probably know, New England–style crab cakes are what
are usually served in this region. They’re quite similar to Maryland crab cakes
in that they’re traditionally flavored with dry mustard, Worcestershire sauce,
or parsley. Both of you used those traditional flavors as a launching pad, but
departed from those traditions in different, interesting ways.” He turned to
Lexie. “I liked your integration of the tarragon aioli. The herb was infused nicely
throughout the cake. I would have liked more zing. The scallions didn’t quite
work.” He turned to Seb. “The Southwestern idea was great and your execution
was perfect. The true flavors of the region really showed through. I especially
liked your use of the red and green peppers. They provided a visual appeal while
also adding to the flavor. The mango salsa accompaniment was an added bonus. My
vote goes to Chef Grayson.”


Finally, it was Babs’s turn to speak. Her eyes gleamed as
she looked at both Sebastian and Lexie. “Well, let’s get down to it. I liked
both flavors. They’re different from the way I make ’em, but I liked the way
they tasted. The tarragon creaminess of Lexie’s and the spicy zing of Seb’s
both did it for me. I don’t mind it when crab cakes stick together and I don’t
mind it when they crumble, neither. So both were even for me in that respect. Visually,
they both looked good. Lexie’s had that crisped top, which is pretty, and Seb’s
had that green and red flaked look, which is unusual, but interesting. I know both
of you put a lot of work into this.” She gave Seb a look that could only be
described as one of grudging admiration. “So I think I’m gonna disappoint you
both when I tell you that it’s a tie.”


The kitchen erupted as a heated argument ensued between Seb’s
agent and Babs. Ivana tried in vain to get Eleanor to back off, but she wasn’t
budging. Chefs Campton and Trevese edged away from the women. Only Buster stood
by them, watching the proceedings with a detached coolness. 


“Turn those damn cameras off,” Ivana snapped, waving her
hand in front of the camera closest to Seb. 


The judgment and the arguing brought Lexie back to reality. She
turned to Seb. He was watching things unfold with a bemused smile on his face. He
turned and caught her eyes above the fray, then moved his gaze toward the back
kitchen door, a clear signal that they should continue their conversation
somewhere quieter. She nodded her head in assent. While everyone else was
otherwise occupied, Lexie stepped out the back door, Seb close on her heels. 


The door swung shut, but before she could give Seb a piece
of her mind she felt his strong hands gripping her shoulders. He spun her
around, pulled her tightly against his body, and began kissing her as if he was
a drowning man and she was a raft. 


Once again, Lexie was lost in the sensation of his lips on
hers and the feel of his strong hands—one on her back and the other around
her waist. Instantly, the physical feelings she’d been suppressing slammed back
into her with full force. With the touch of his mouth on hers, he had effectively
converted her anger into passion. 


“You are so hot when you’re pissed off at me,” Seb whispered
huskily between kisses. “I can’t keep my hands off you.”


“I want them on me,” she whispered back truthfully.


Her words obviously struck a chord with him, because he
kissed her even more deeply, exploring her mouth with his warm, firm tongue. She
couldn’t help the soft moan that escaped her.


Lexie’s mind began to catch up with her body, but she pushed
the thoughts aside. She didn’t want to think about the games he was playing—blowing
hot, then cold, then hot again. She didn’t care anymore. Their physical
attraction was undeniable and she was tired of fighting with him when all she really
wanted to do was to feel his big hands on her, caressing her, making her feel
like herself again. And every time they touched, her resolve not to get
involved with a man—not to get involved with him—became weaker.


Lexie pressed up against him, tacitly offering herself—her
body—to him. As if he recognized this, Seb slid one of his hands to the
edge of her shirt. Slowly, he moved it up underneath to cup her breast over her
bra. She felt her nipple peak in his palm and she shivered. Gently he thumbed
the tight bud through the fabric, making her burn with desire. He cupped her
other breast with his other hand, kneading her softness and circling both
nipples in an intoxicating rhythm. While his hands were on her breasts, he kept
his mouth busy on her neck, her lips, her face. 


She wound her hands through his thick, dark hair, reveling
in the feel of its smooth silkiness between her fingers. He wasn’t the kind of
man who’d ever bother with gel or cologne or accessories. What you saw was what
you got. Lexie was lost—in time, in feeling, in his strong arms. He slid
his hands to her back and began to undo her bra.


It was at that very moment that the sound of a shrill bell
sliced through the air. 


“What the—” Seb stopped nibbling on Lexie’s neck and
jerked his head up. At the same time, he slipped his hands out from under her
shirt. He stepped away fast, as if he’d been caught doing something dirty.


“It’s the fire alarm,” Lexie said, suddenly embarrassed. What
would have happened if the alarm hadn’t gone off? Where would this have led? She
stepped back from Seb and hastily tried to compose herself as best as she
could, smoothing down her shirt and straightening her hair. 


Seb didn’t seem to notice her discomfort. “We need to go
back in to see what’s happened.” He swung the back door open. “What’s going on
in here?” he roared as he walked inside. He’d thrown the heavy metal door open with
such force that as Lexie stepped in just behind him, it smacked her in the rear
end. Just great. Still smarting from
the thump, it took her a moment to realize that the room was in complete chaos.


Rubbing her bottom, Lexie sized up the issue in an instant. Eleanor
Ulner had gotten too close to a still-hot burner on the stovetop, and one of
her many scarves had caught on fire. Poor Eleanor was frantically trying to
yank it off while Buster was trying to wrestle her to the ground to stamp out
the flames. Panicked, she was struggling with him, oblivious to the fact that
he was trying to help her.


“Stop, drop, and roll!” Lexie screamed, realizing what was
happening. “Stop, drop, and roll!” The phrase must have resonated with the
woman, since she finally stopped struggling with Buster and let him guide her
to the ground. In mere moments, he had the blaze extinguished.  Then he took a long dowel from the
pantry and used it to hit a button on the fire alarm. The blaring noise finally
stopped.


Stunned into silence, Eleanor finally managed to unwind the
scarf from her neck and she threw its charred remnants on the ground in front
of her. She stared in horror at the burned silk, probably imagining what would
have happened to her tender flesh if Buster hadn’t come to her aid. 


“Thank you for your assistance,” Eleanor said to Buster in a
clipped voice. Lexie had to give her some credit. She’d just been set aflame
and tackled to the ground, yet she still managed to come off sounding composed.


            “Yer
welcome,” Buster said gruffly, still holding the dowel.


            Lexie
sighed with relief. She had Buster to thank for the woman’s narrow escape. The
two guest chefs, three cameramen, and Babs were all standing there, looking as sheepish
as children who’d been caught with their hands in a cookie jar. Ivana stood off
to the side, nervously holding her own throat. Seb looked like his typical self—furious
and dangerous.


This was her restaurant and her kitchen, and Lexie had had just
about enough for one evening. It was time for her to take charge. “All right,
people. We’ve all had a long night.” She picked up someone’s coat from a chair
and held it out. “Why don’t you all get ready to drive home. I know you have a
long way to go.” It was an implicit invitation for them to leave. 


No one said a word, except for Seb, who looked pointedly at
her. “We aren’t done, Lexie,” he growled. “I’ll be back.” 


Silently, Chef Trevese held out his hand for his coat and
put it on. The others followed suit, even Sebastian. Silently, the camera
people started packing up. Once everyone was ready to leave, Buster followed
them to the front room. Lexie heard the jingle of the front door and then the
click of the dead bolt as Buster threw it closed. 


When he returned to the kitchen, he said, “I’ll clean up,
Lexie. You go home now, you hear?”


“Sure, Buster. Thanks,” she said gratefully. “I…I don’t know
how to thank you for all you did tonight.”


“Don’t thank me. I got some bad news for you,” he said.


“What?” she asked.


“The gas line’s been tampered with—I’m sure of it. I’m
going to have to cut the gas to the whole place.”


“Not good, Buster,” she said, wearily. “Is that why
Eleanor’s scarf caught fire?”


 “Don’t think so.
I think that was just an accident. But it’s a good thing it happened. It gave
us a chance to catch the leak. Gotta tell you, we’re lucky we had this late-night
competition here. If the gas had been left on all night, the whole place could
have gone up when I started the grill in the morning.”


“Oh, my God!” 


“Hey,” Buster said. “We caught it. Don’t worry. I’ll see if
I can fix the problem myself, and if I can’t, I’ll call Luke Bedwin in the
morning.” 


“But what can I do?” Lexie asked.


“Aside from calling Cole, just go home and get some rest,”
he said gently. “You’ve had a long day. I’ll follow you in the truck to make
sure you get home safe.”


Nodding gratefully, she left the restaurant and did just
that.


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 12


 



 



Seb was going to kill someone. He just couldn’t decide who. The
possibilities were endless. Should he kill Eleanor for wearing that ridiculous scarf?
Should he kill the cameramen for standing around doing nothing while his agent practically
went up in flames? Should he kill Buster for looking at him with that smug expression,
as if he knew exactly what Seb was thinking? Should he kill Ivana for booking
him an eight a.m. appointment with
the Realtor in Boston? 


He looked sullenly over at his assistant, who was standing next
to him in the third space they’d visited that morning, all of them equally
unsuitable. She was closest. Maybe he’d start with her.


“Don’t even think about it,” she said in her cool,
well-modulated voice.


Seb pouted and looked to the Realtor. 


“Leave her out of it, poor woman,” Ivana said, sotto voce. Seb
rolled his eyes. Was Ivana psychic? “I’ll get you a latte after we’re done
here.”


She could read his mind, no doubt about it. “Double shot,
and you have a deal,” he growled.


“Good. Now pay attention and behave yourself.” She didn’t
even crack a smile.


Mercifully, the showing lasted only another fifteen minutes,
at which time Ivana smoothly, but politely, excused Sebastian from attending a
debriefing back at the Realtor’s office. Instead, they adjourned to a nearby
coffee shop, where Ivana immediately procured him a double-shot latte and
herself an herbal tea.


She handed his latte down to him in the lounge chair where
he was sprawled and watched him take a big sip. Then she carefully arranged her
thousand-dollar purse and matching coat on a nearby chair and sat down,
crossing one leg over the other. She watched Seb for a few moments before
speaking. “You should just sleep with her and be done with it,” she said
bluntly, before taking a sip of her tea.


Sebastian nearly choked on the hot beverage in his mouth. “What?”
he exclaimed, sitting more fully upright.


“You heard me,” Ivana said, almost in a bored tone, taking
another sip of tea. “Sleep with her. Get her out of your system. Then you can start
focusing on your work again.” She eyed him over the rim of her cup.


“I don’t pay you to tell me who I should sleep with,” he
said harshly, once again leaning back in his seat.


Ivana didn’t even blink at his hard tone. “No. You pay me to
run your business affairs. And you pay me to fix them when they’re not running
smoothly. Right now, they’re not. You’re getting complacent.”


“I’m not getting complacent. Why do you think I called in
the camera crew for the throw-down last night? You think I’m just sitting
around in Star Harbor watching the ships roll in?”


“I’m saying that you need to be on top of your game if you
want to make this new restaurant a reality. And once you start the bulk of the taping
for your new show, you’re not going to have the time.”


Seb acknowledged her point with a tip of his head. “I agree.
Still, my personal life is none of your business.”


Ivana pursed her lips together. “You’re right. I’m sorry if
I was out of line.”


“Look, Ivana, I hired you because you’re smart and you’re
savvy and I knew you wouldn’t put up with any of my usual crap. I appreciate
that about you. But please stick to managing my work life and I’ll handle the
rest.”


“I see.”


“You’re very, very good at what you do, you know.”


A smile broke onto her elegant face, causing her cheekbones
to bloom. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome. So let’s steer clear of my personal life.”


“Okay,” she said firmly, whipping out her notepad, once
again all business. “Now, let’s talk about the properties we saw today.” Seb
sighed.


 



For Lexie, the six days after the cooking competition passed
in a blur. She spent almost every waking moment at the LMK cooking, serving
customers, or completing the final wedding preparations. Not only did she not
have a moment to breathe, but she also didn’t have any time to think about
Sebastian Grayson. 


The throw-down did have one unforeseen benefit. It had
inspired Lexie to step up the preparations for the launch of her catering
business, and she’d spent hours creating new recipes and tweaking her existing recipes
for bulk preparation. She’d test run some of the new ones at the restaurant. A
few of her trusted regular customers had given her positive feedback on both
the tarragon crab cakes she’d used in the competition and another new recipe—pumpkin
soup with crème fraîche.


She’d even finalized the new company logo with the freelance
artist she’d hired. It was a straightforward, no-frills affair: a monogram of LMK
in red on a white background with a few artfully embellished squiggles. At
least, that’s how it looked to Lexie. She was no artist; the only things she
could draw were cakes. That was why she’d paid someone else to do the job. 


But Lexie was pleased. She had gotten so much accomplished
in such a short period of time that she believed she’d be ready for the “hard”
launch of her catering business sometime in the middle of October. She intended
to use the Harvest Festival as a launch platform. The whole town would be
there, and she’d need the support of both the full-time locals and the summer
crowd if she wanted her business to succeed. 


Lexie jotted something in the notebook she’d taken to
carrying, which was filled with her plans for the catering business. She was
still on track to make the “soft” launch the evening of Emma and Jimmy’s
wedding. Lexie and her staff were actually starting the initial preparations for
the wedding that night after-hours.


“Lexie!” Isis said. “Sorry to bother you, but some guy’s on
the phone for you.”


“It’s okay. I was just finishing up.” Lexie capped her pen
and tucked her notebook away. “Thanks for letting me know.” She crossed the
kitchen to the old-fashioned wall phone and picked up the receiver that Isis
had laid across the top of the phone. 


“LMK, Lexie speaking. How can I help you?” There was silence
on the other end. “Hello? Hello?” Lexie clicked the receiver hook a few times. “Hello?”
She hung up the phone in frustration. “Damned ancient phone. I really need to
replace it with a digital one.” She sighed and turned around. “Isis, did the
caller say what he wanted?”


“No, he just asked to speak to you. But his voice was
weird.”


“Weird?”


“Yeah. Low and gravelly. Like he’d been smoking.”


Lexie stiffened. She knew at least one person with a voice
like that. Frank Doherty. She steeled her nerves before she spoke. She didn’t want
to get everyone riled up, least of all herself. Still, she’d have to tell Cole
about it—in the morning. “Let me know if he calls again, please.”


“Will do, boss.”


Buster, ever perceptive, raised an eyebrow at her. Lexie
brushed him off. “Not now,” she said in a low voice. “We have too much to do.” Then
she turned to her small staff, all of whom were gathered in the kitchen. “Team,
it’s Wednesday, and the wedding is on Saturday night. That gives us three and a
half days to get these wedding cake tiers baked and assembled, and the mains
and sides prepped. It’s going to be a lot of extra work for us in the short
term, but I’ll pay all of you overtime. As things move forward with LMK
Catering, I’ll negotiate pay with each of you for both your restaurant work and
your catering work. We’ll talk more as our hard launch gets closer, okay?”
            Everyone
nodded.


“We have a long night ahead of us. Are we ready?”


            There
were murmurs of agreement. 


Lexie nodded in approval. “Great. Let’s get moving on these
cake tiers, then.” There was a bustle of activity as everyone got to work.


 



Three hours later, Lexie needed a break. When she stepped
outside, her skin—warm and damp from working in the hot kitchen—quickly
cooled in the night air. The door clicked shut and she sagged against the cool
brick of her building, grateful for a moment to rest. The focus that was
required to get everything just right was exhausting. Absently, she rubbed her
eyes, causing the bright spots she was seeing to glow, then slowly disappear. She
wiped her brow and pushed a stray strand of hair behind her ear.


She’d gotten some troubling news earlier in the week. Luke
Bedwin had come out to take a look at the gas line again and he’d confirmed
Buster’s suspicions—it had most definitely been tampered with. More
specifically, it had been sliced. “Not the work of mice,” Luke had said,
understating the seriousness of the situation. Unfortunately, there was nothing
any of them could do about it beyond repairing it. Since the line fed in
through the root cellar, anyone—at any time—could have snuck in
there and snipped it.


Lexie had no idea how to even process that information. Just
then, the door clicked open and Jenny Arthur stepped out, her blue eyes widening
as they adjusted to the dim light. Lexie wasn’t really in the mood to chat, but
it was clear that the young woman must have sought her out for a reason. 


“Hi, Jenny,” Lexie said wearily. “What’s up?”


“Lexie, I’m really sorry to tell you this, and on such short
notice, but I won’t be able to help on the wedding day.”


            “Oh,
Jenny,” Lexie sighed. “I was really counting on your help.”


            “I
know, but something’s come up.”


            “Things
have been coming up a lot lately. You’ve called in sick at least once a week
for the past three months,” she said. Despite her best efforts, a hint of
frustration crept into her voice. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”


            “It’s
nothing. Just…it’s my family,” Jenny said quickly. “My sister isn’t doing
well,” she swirled her hand in the general vicinity of her head in the
universal sign for emotional issues, “and I really need to be there for
everyone.”


            “I
understand that you have family obligations and I’m sorry that your sister is
ill. But it’s starting to get in the way of your work.” Lexie cocked her head
slightly. “You’d tell me if you weren’t happy at the LMK, wouldn’t you?”


            “Of
course I would, Lexie,” she said in a rush. “I’ve just been a bit overwhelmed
lately, what with this family stuff and all.” 


            “All
right. Well, I’m disappointed that you won’t be working our first official
catering gig, but we’ll manage. I’ll call someone in to sub for you.”


            “Thanks,
Lexie. And I’m really sorry to leave you in the lurch.”


Lexie nodded. “I appreciate that. Just try to get things
sorted out—I want to know that everyone on this staff is fully invested.”


“I will. Thanks again.” Then she opened the door and ducked
back inside. 


As soon as Jenny was gone, Lexie groaned loudly. This day
was getting worse and worse. She’d been counting on her core staff to help out
on the wedding day. Lexie sighed. She’d just have to make do. At least she’d
have Jenny over the next few days. Much of the actual preparation would be done
beforehand. 


            The
added stress of worrying about staffing made the nagging ache behind her eyes
bloom into a full-blown headache. Massaging her temples with her forefingers,
she focused on pushing the pain away and on what else she needed to accomplish
that night. But what she really wanted was to crawl into bed and forget it all.


 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER
13


 



Sleep
with Lexie and be done with it. Get her out of your system. Get your focus back
on your work. 


Sebastian couldn’t believe he was actually thinking of taking
Ivana’s advice, and those words still rankled. Like he’d told her, his personal
life was his own business. He didn’t need anyone telling him how to handle it,
and he especially didn’t need advice on how he should be dealing with Lexie.


It wasn’t the crudeness of Ivana’s proposition that bothered
him. After all, he’d done exactly that many times before. But those other women
hadn’t been Lexie Meyers. They hadn’t challenged him, pushed him to his limits.
Besides, he’d damn sure have to sleep with Lexie more than once to get her out
of his system. Even a hundred times might not be enough—she’d crept her
way so insidiously into his heart. What was it about her that made him so
crazy? That made him want her so much? 


“Ahem.” Jimmy Bishop cleared his throat. When Sebastian
turned to look at him, he saw his friend standing in front of a large mirror,
decked out in his wedding day finery. 


“You look good, man. Real good,” Sebastian told him
approvingly, taking in Jimmy’s well-cut tuxedo, his gray-hued vest, and the
happiness evident on his face.


“Good enough to marry the love of my life?”


“She’s lucky to have you, man.” 


Jimmy broke into a huge grin. “I’m the lucky one and believe
me, I know it.”


Sebastian gestured around the room in the Star Harbor Inn
that had been designated for the groom’s party. “We should get Val and Cole up
here to give you the once-over.”


“They’ll be up soon. I wanted your opinion first. You’re more
worldly than the rest of us.”


Sebastian stepped forward to embrace the huge man. He hugged
him long and hard before releasing him. “You look good, Jimmy. You’d put any
other groom to shame,” Seb said, looking him dead in the eye. “I mean it.”


“I’m glad you stuck around town. I can’t tell you how happy
I am that you’re here for the wedding. It’s good to have all of my old buddies
around.” Jimmy’s eyes grew misty. Before he got any further down that path, he went
to grab a tissue from the desk.


Seb smiled, just as Cole walked in. “You look good, bro,” he
said, taking in Cole’s tuxedo. 


“Thanks,” Cole said, stopping in front of a mirror and
fractionally adjusting the knot of his tie. Even in fancy dress clothes, his
brother’s military bearing was evident. Just then, a delicious scent wafted in
through the open door. “Smells good,” Cole said, sharp blue eyes gleaming.


“Hadn’t noticed,” Seb lied, shutting the door and trying to
ignore the unbelievable aroma of delicately spiced roasted vegetables. She was downstairs with her staff,
squaring away the catering, and he was sure that his brother was deliberately
baiting him. 


“So you’re off Lexie then?” Cole asked casually as he turned
back to the mirror to pin a white rose onto his lapel. “Good.”


“What makes you say that?” Seb asked, trying not to let any
annoyance creep into his voice.


“Oh, she’s been having a lot of trouble lately. She doesn’t
need any extra aggravation. And believe me, bro, you are an aggravation.” Cole
smoothed down his lapel, then gestured to Jimmy. When the big man approached,
Cole pinned a red rose on him.


Seb barely registered the slight smile on Cole’s face. “What
kind of trouble?”


“I’m certain that Frank Doherty is in town. She’s been
getting weird calls at the restaurant, too. And I had Barnstable run the notes.
It’s clear that they’ve all been written by the same person and I’m convinced
they constitute stalking.” 


“What are you going to do about it?”
            Cole
patted down Jimmy’s lapel and the groom went to grab yet another tissue. He
turned back to Seb. “I have an APB out on her ex, and I’ve given Lexie strict
instructions not to go anyplace alone. And as for the notes? Well, let’s just
say Buster and I have that covered.”


“Lexie doesn’t listen. She does whatever the hell she wants.
I know she runs around town without an escort,” Seb said in exasperation. “She
needs more protection.”


“You sound like you care.”


            Just
then, one of Jimmy’s other friends, a guy named Arnie, came through the door with
a bang—literally. He was carrying a bottle of champagne, which he popped
as soon as he closed the door behind him. The distraction saved Sebastian from
having to respond to Cole—a very good thing, because Cole’s comment had
really brought him up short. And he knew exactly why. 


He cared. 


Great.
Just great. Now Seb wanted to make love to her and protect her, and he wasn’t even a
cop. He was a chef, for God’s sake. A chef who needed to figure out how to
expand his empire, not get caught up on some woman who obviously didn’t want to
want him. 


But then there was that look in her eye. The blush on her
cheeks. The heave of her breasts when she grew flustered. And when they’d
kissed that night after the throw-down, she’d essentially admitted that she
wanted to move forward. Still, he knew it would be an uphill battle.


And there was nothing more Sebastian loved than a challenge.


It was novel to be the one wanting. When he should be dreaming
up recipes, he was thinking about her luscious lips. When he should be focusing
on the location of his new restaurant, he was thinking about how her hair
curled around her face just so. When he should, at the very least, be in the
kitchen at Helena, he was imagining everything he’d like to do to her—and
with her—once he got her undressed. 


The distraction was also novel. He was usually so
single-minded about his business that his lovers were typically an
afterthought. 


Inwardly, he groaned. Hell, he didn’t know what to do, but he had a sneaking
suspicion that whatever had worked in the past wasn’t going to work this time. Not
with Lexie.


Val and another guy came in, both dressed in identical
tuxedos. 


“I scouted out the Inn. Looks like everything’s set to go
except the food.” Val spoke quietly.


Cole grunted his approval. “Good. Want to check with Lexie
to see if they’re on track?”


“Sure,” said Val. “I’ll head back down.”


“No. I’ll go,” said Seb, ignoring the look that passed
between his brothers. “You all need to finish getting ready and anyway, I know
what I’m doing.” He did, of course. But he couldn’t deny that what he really
wanted was to watch Lexie. Before anyone could say anything to him, he slipped out
the door. 


It was easy to find the kitchen. He simply followed the
sounds and aromas of cooking. When he reached the open doorway, he stopped in
his tracks. Lexie was facing away from him. He flattened his back against the
wall so that he had a good vantage point of her. She wouldn’t be able to see
him, but from his position, he could watch her work. Expertly, she chopped,
sliced, tasted, and organized, all the while issuing crisp, polite instructions
to her staff. 


The food looked and smelled fabulous. Some kind of roasted
vegetable dish was in the oven. The redolent spicing perfectly evoked early
autumn in New England. So did the pumpkin soup that was bubbling on the back
burner. The appetizer platters were being arranged, and appeared to be in good
shape. But the real showstopper was the cake. Four tiers of perfectly rolled
fondant, gorgeously decorated with fresh flowers, and considering how delectable
all of Lexie’s cakes were, he bet it tasted as good as it looked.


Not only was she on her game, but she looked amazing,
dressed in some short, shimmery concoction that showed off her curvy legs and
narrow waist. From the side, with her apron on, she looked all chef—utterly
professional. But when he got a glimpse of her lovely backside? All he wanted
to do was whisk her from the room and carry her upstairs where they could be
alone. Growing instantly hard, he groaned, clenching his jaw. Was that all it
took for him now? Just a glimpse of her? He was both amused and annoyed. 


Lexie turned toward the door, but before she could see him,
he snuck down the hallway and out the front door. As he walked down the gently sloping
lawn situated just off the downtown area, he realized how much he really wanted
to talk to Lexie, how much he’d like to work with her side by side, doing
something they both loved. He reached the edge that overlooked the water and
stopped. This view had been decidedly off-limits when he was a boy, so he might
as well enjoy it now. It was still light out and he could see the town clearly,
tiny ships bobbing up and down in the harbor, the downtown area teeming with
small cars and people. Gulls circled the water’s edge, searching for food. At
night, the town would be nearly invisible, illuminated only by tiny lamps, the
harbor an inky black hole in the darkness. 


God, he loved Star Harbor in the fall. Quiet, still nights. That
crisp, salty edge to the autumn air. The cries of the birds flying overhead as
they migrated south for the winter. Raking up huge leaf piles and destroying
them with one single, well-placed leap. The memories he had of growing up here,
on the water, surrounded by his brothers, were so vivid that he could insert
himself into any one of them without difficulty. 


But he’d never leave New York. Not now. Not with everything
he’d worked for on the line. Boston was a consideration, but only a temporary
one. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—come back to Star Harbor.


Still, there were serious temptations to be found here. Like
Lexie. He hadn’t even taken her to bed, and he was as infatuated with her as a
schoolboy with his first crush. The sight of her in that kitchen calmly,
carefully, artfully conducting her craft was intoxicating. But she was working.
As much as he would have liked to take her upstairs—to take the time to
strip her of her fears and her inhibitions—this was neither the time nor
the place. He’d have to wait.






 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 14


 



Lexie and the team at the Kitchen had worked like demons since
Wednesday night, and their hard work had paid off. By four o’clock on Saturday,
the completed wedding cake and retro desserts had been transported to the Inn,
the appetizers were almost ready, the preparation of the side dishes had begun,
and the main dishes were all well underway. Lexie glanced at the clock. 


“Buster?” she called out.


“Yep,” he replied, without looking up from the carrots he
was chopping.


“How are things with the side dishes?”


“Fine.”


 “Isis,” she called
across the room. “Give me the rundown.”


“Chicken and fish prep are done, right?” 


 “Right,” Lexie
affirmed. “Cornbread stuffing?”


“Prepped for baking.”


“Sweet potatoes.”


“The pecan–brown sugar topping is on, and it’s ready
to go under the broiler.”


“Root vegetables?”


“Back in the oven for final crisping.”


“Brussels sprouts with almonds?”


“I’m still chopping them. I could use some help.”


“Knife?” she asked Buster.


While Buster pulled out the proper knife from his cloth
knife bag, Lexie took a peek in the oven under the foil wrapping of the root
vegetable dish. “Mmm … beautiful. Great work, guys.”


Buster handed her the knife and she made quick work of the towering
pile of Brussels sprouts. Isis nodded at her gratefully. “Thanks.”


Lexie smiled. “No problem.” She wiped her hands off and
removed her apron. “It looks like you have everything under control here. I’ll
go check on the serving table to make sure we have what we need.” Wending her
way through the Inn, she dodged the florist and a few other people who’d been
hired to set up for the wedding. She reached the side door and walked out to
the front lawn. 


To her left she saw that the tent for the reception had been
assembled, and the tables and chairs were being arranged by a small crew of
men. To her right, in front of the water, the wedding canopy and rows of chairs
had already been arranged. Guests watching the ceremony would be able to see
the ocean and the harbor. It was stunning, and the perfect place for Emma and
Jimmy to exchange their vows. Suddenly, she stopped short.


Sebastian Grayson was standing at the edge of the lawn,
staring out over the harbor. She could only see his back, but even from sixty
feet away she knew it was him and not one of his brothers. It was the way he
held himself. The powerful, casual elegance of his lean body. She’d know those
broad shoulders anywhere. They filled out his suit to perfection. 


Lexie had a sudden impulse to turn around and return to the
kitchen—and a warring one to walk toward the harbor and join him. 


She forced herself to march into the tent instead. She had a
job to do, and she wasn’t going to let any thoughts of Sebastian Grayson get in
her way. Suppressing her nervousness, Lexie approached a confident-looking man
in his mid-forties.


“Hi, I’m Lexie Meyers, owner of the LM Kitchen in town. I’m
doing the catering today. You in charge here?”


“Yes, I am,” the man said in a smooth voice. “Jeremy Owens. I
run an event rental business out of Barnstable.”


They shook hands.


“Is there any particular way you’d like the serving tables
arranged?” he asked Lexie. “I’ve got the two large ones over there,” he said,
pointing with his finger, “and a smaller one for the cake over there,” he finished,
pointing again. “Will that suit you?”


“It looks great, but I’d like to make a suggestion for the
table seating,” she responded. She and Jeremy spent the next thirty minutes
sorting through the final arrangements. Satisfied, she finally turned to head
back to the Inn. On the way, she couldn’t help but steal a glance in Seb’s
direction. He was gone. She was disappointed, but relieved. Deliberately, she pushed
any other thoughts of him from of her mind.


The next two hours passed in a blur. It was a mad dash to
the finish line, but somehow, it all came together. Sooner than she’d realized,
it was time for the ceremony to begin. Lexie changed from her kitchen clogs
into strappy sandals, and walked out the front door into the dimming light. 


She almost ran straight into Seb. Her breath caught in her
throat. Now that she was up close, Lexie could see he was wearing an elegant dark
gray three-piece suit. His black hair complemented his attire and his eyes
glowed a greenish-yellow in the early evening light. His beautiful mouth was
set in a straight line. 


            “Lexie,”
he said, his voice a deep rumble as he held out his right elbow for her to
take.


            Lexie
hesitated for just a second, and then tentatively placed her hand in the crook
of his arm. After a millisecond she thought about pulling it away. As if he
could read her mind, he immediately covered her hand with his own. She felt a
jolt of electricity stab through her and she shivered slightly. 


            Seb
looked straight ahead as he led her to one of the ushers. Heat emanated from
him in waves. Being so close to him was a jolt to her senses, just like it
always was. It was difficult, if not impossible, to ignore the way he made her
feel. 


Keep
it together, Lexie.


It wasn’t until Seb had handed her off that Lexie could
relax and enjoy her surroundings. Tiny paper lanterns lined the aisle path and a
gorgeous bower of branches and flowers made up the marriage canopy. About sixty
people were in attendance, most of whom Lexie knew. She was seated next to
Cameron Stahl, and she chatted quietly with her until the ceremony began. Though
she was curious, she didn’t look to see where Seb had been seated.


            The
string quartet from the Berklee School of Music started the wedding march and Cole
came down the aisle, a picture of masculine grace. Val followed, wearing an
identical tuxedo that hid his also-impressive physique. Two other men Lexie
knew only by sight walked down next. All four men sat in the front row, on the
groom’s side. Next came Rob and Mary Bishop, Jimmy’s father and mother. Lexie
thought it was sweet that Jimmy had asked his father to be his best man. Then Jimmy
himself appeared, looking extremely handsome. His tuxedo matched the ones the groomsmen
were wearing, but his vest was deep gray rather than black. Slowly, he walked
to the front and turned. Emma’s sister, Avery, walked out wearing a stunning
dress of deep blue satin. She carried a bouquet of flowers in autumn colors
that only served to emphasize her gorgeous red hair. Then there was a pause in
the music and everyone stood.


Emma’s parents had passed away years before, so when she
floated down the aisle she was escorted by her aunt, Kate Everhart. Lexie
gasped; her friend looked serenely beautiful in her dress—a confection of
ivory satin that hugged her small, slender figure. A veil extended over Emma’s head
and down to her feet. Under the veil, Emma’s russet hair was twisted up in an
elegant knot. Entwined in the artfully arranged coif were parchment-colored roses.



At the end of the aisle, Kate raised her niece’s veil and
gave her a kiss on the cheek. Emma smiled warmly at her before stepping up to
the canopy. Jimmy took her hand in his, his huge frame contrasting with her
petite one. 


Lexie had never seen either of them look happier. 


The ceremony was simple and elegant. Father Phillips
pronounced them man and wife just as dusk fell. Jimmy embraced Emma and kissed
her tenderly, reverently. 


Lexie sighed and joined in the applause. This was what a real wedding should be—filled
with the love of two people who had found each other and wanted to spend the
rest of their lives together. Behind the couple, the lights from the harbor
twinkled underneath the stars. It had grown cool, and Father Phillips gestured
for everyone to follow the wedding party into the reception tent, which was warmed
by space heaters. Instead of listening to the toasts, Lexie raced back to the
kitchen, threw on an apron, and helped her team as they put the finishing touches
on the main courses. The appetizers were already out, circulating in the reception
tent.


For the next thirty minutes, she prepped and served, making
sure every guest had plenty of hot, delicious food.


Lexie was exhausted by the time the cake was cut. She’d been
on edge, wanting everything to be perfect, both for the newlyweds’ sake and for
her own. It was, after all, her reputation on the line. She’d put her heart and
soul into this job and she was proud of how everything had turned out. She’d
gotten a lot of compliments, too. Royce Hogan, the town’s mayor, had even asked
for second helpings—always a good sign. Hopefully, she’d be able to
launch LMK Catering with some actual clients after tonight. 


For the last time, Lexie returned to the kitchen and untied
her apron. She gave cleanup instructions to her team, then returned to the
reception tent and snared a glass of Riesling from the bar. Moving to a
darkened corner, she sat, resting her weary legs and feet. 


It was late, and Star Harbor was an early town. Many of the
guests had already headed home. Only a handful remained, along with the bride
and groom, who had nowhere to go but upstairs to their room after the
festivities were over.


Watching Jimmy and Emma sway on the dance floor, she took a
sip of wine and flicked off her shoes under the table. Her feet throbbed along
with her head. She’d put the uncomfortable sandals back on later, but right
now, she needed a moment to relax before driving home. This would be the last
time she catered an event in heels.


What a night! She was glad she’d gotten the chance to
witness the ceremony, but she wished she’d been able to enjoy some of the party
as well. She had sore feet and not a dance to show for it. Absentmindedly, she
reached down and began to rub a heel, sighing with pleasure as some of the ache
dissipated. 


            The
next thing she realized, Seb was standing over her. His suit jacket was gone,
and his hard body was outlined by his fitted vest and slim pants. He’d rolled up
the sleeves of his shirt, displaying his strong forearms. 


He held out one large hand. “Dance with me,” he softly urged.


“You haven’t said more than a word to me all night and now
you ask me to dance.”


“You were working,” he said simply. “I didn’t want to
disturb you.”


And Lexie understood. More than anything, Seb was a
consummate professional. He had expected her to be the same. Luckily, she was.


“The food was delicious,” he said, still holding out his
hand. “Especially the crab cakes. You should have won that competition, you
know.”


“Th-thank you,” she stammered. It was a huge compliment
coming from him.


“Dance with me, Lexie.”


“You told me you’d stay away after the competition.” It was
a lame excuse and she knew it. One last-ditch effort to protect herself, and a
half-hearted one at that.


“No, I told you I’d stay away from your restaurant if you
won. Since it was a tie, and I said nothing about staying away from you, there’s nothing to prevent me from
asking you to dance. So please,” he asked, “do me the honor.”


“Well … all right.” She reached out and her hand was
immediately enveloped in his. He pulled her up. “Wait! My shoes…”


“Forget the shoes,” he said, leading her toward the dance
floor. “They’ll only hurt your feet more.”


“But—”


“We’ll find them later,” he said firmly, before pulling her
into his warm embrace. He took her right hand in his left and wrapped a long arm
around her waist. She put her left arm around him as they slowly swayed to the
music. 


It was his nearness. That was the only explanation she had
for why the whole room seemed to fade away. All she heard was the music playing
softy in her head like a dream and all she felt was him—his body pressed
up against hers in invitation. 


Without her shoes on, he towered over her, making her feel
even smaller than she already did. His body was massive, providing welcome
warmth from the cool air. The hand resting on the small of her back slid up,
running lightly over the bare skin above her strapless dress and making her
shiver. He seemed to enjoy her response, so he moved his hand across her
shoulder, then back down to her waist.


She looked up at him.


“Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked.


“I’m trying to figure you out. Emma says you’re an angel. Babs
says you’re the Devil. Which is it?”


“You don’t want to know,” he said almost ruefully.


“Two weeks ago, I would have agreed with you. Now, I’m not
so sure.”


He looked at her and sighed, then trailed a finger down her
cheek. “You really have no idea how beautiful you are.” Lexie blushed and
looked down, her heart beating even more rapidly in her chest. He took her by
the chin and tipped her face so that she was looking up at him. “I wish I could
keep away from you, but I can’t get you out of my mind.” 


Lexie knew her eyes reflected the confusion she felt. “You
make me nervous,” she whispered truthfully. Except
when he was kissing her. Then it was the force of her response that made
her nervous.


He laughed briefly but didn’t release her chin. “You should
stay away from me.”


“I’ve tried. Believe me, I’ve tried. But for some reason,
you keep coming back and I keep liking it. Why?”


“Why do you think?” he asked before bending down to kiss
her.


 



 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 15


 



Seb’s mouth was full of dark promise. Of untried delights
Lexie had only dreamed about. He’d been everywhere, tasted everything. And now
he was tasting her.


The intensity of his kiss told her how much he wanted her. Despite
everything she knew about him, everything she felt about him, Lexie wanted him
too. She simply couldn’t help herself.


She skimmed her hands up his hard chest and wound them
around his neck, pulling him closer. Her breasts pressed against his chest and
grew heavy with desire. Still, he made no movement, save to tighten his grip. She
wanted him to touch her, even here on this dance floor, in front of everyone. But
he wouldn’t. He was testing her, making sure she was with him. Making sure she
wanted this as much as he did.


She did. 


To show him how much, Lexie kissed him back the way he was
kissing her. Deeply, passionately, as if he were the only being in existence. Time
stood still. 


Finally, slowly, he lifted his head. “I … can’t … do … this
…,” he managed to get out.


Lexie pulled back as if someone had doused her with cold
water. She couldn’t believe this. After pulling her closer, he was pushing her
away. Again. Sick of his games, all she wanted was to get away from him. “Fine,”
she snapped. “I can’t do this, either.”


Ignoring his protests, she turned and ran, nearly sprinting back
to the chair where she’d left her shoes. Snatching them up, she raced around
the Inn to her parked car. In a moment, she had the Honda’s engine revving. Jerking
it into gear, she angrily drove through town, being rougher with the
transmission than she needed to be. 


Lexie was so furious she could barely see straight. Taking a
deep breath, she forced herself to concentrate on the darkened road. One false
turn and she’d run smack into a tree. Not a pleasant way to end the evening. She
got home safely, parked the car, and was fumbling with the key to the front
door when she heard it. The distinctive rumbling of a motorcycle engine. And it
was headed her way. 


As Lexie watched, the motorcycle’s headlight appeared at the
end of her driveway. Seb practically leapt off of the bike, looking like any
woman’s fantasy—a gorgeous man on a black Harley.


But Lexie was too angry to care.


She crossed her arms under her breasts and tapped her foot
impatiently. She expected Seb to stop in her yard, to give her an explanation. She
expected a—if not calm, then rational—discourse about his actions,
or inactions. She expected him to talk and then leave her in peace. 


She did not expect what happened next.


Instead of stopping, instead of talking, instead of doing
anything any normal person would do, he vaulted up the stairs to her porch. Before
she had a chance to think, or even to breathe, he grabbed her shoulders and
pressed her back against her front door. He glared at her fiercely, his green
eyes hooded with irritation and something more. Something primal.


“Don’t ever run away from me again,” he growled. Then he
slanted his mouth to hers and kissed her with what seemed to be equal parts
fury and passion. His tongue pressed against her lips, demanding entry. When
she opened her mouth to speak, unwittingly granting him access, he probed into
her mouth as if her surrender were his singular goal.


This kiss was dangerous. He wasn’t holding back, and he
wasn’t trying to protect her. He was simply unleashing himself on her.


Caught by surprise, she struggled, briefly, her keys falling
to the ground. Then she felt an answering jolt of pleasure, and she embraced
it, closing her eyes and allowing her anger to abate. His mouth was hot, so hot
on hers. His fingers entwined in her hair and around her waist. He was all
male, and he made sure she knew it, pressing his hardness into her stomach so
she could feel the weight of his arousal. Slowly, the already considerable heat
built up between them as he took what he wanted and she answered in kind.


They’d shifted away from anger, but there was no calmness to
their movements. This was war, and all the pent-up frustration and caution they’d
felt around each other was shoved aside as they grappled together, walking the
tightrope between adrenaline and desire, excitement and need.


 Lexie wrapped
her arms around Seb’s large body, digging her fingers into his back. His
muscles rippled under her fingertips, making her shiver with anticipation. How
would he feel on top of her, his full weight pressed heavily onto her body?


She shifted, her breasts rubbing against his chest. It was
his undoing. He groaned again, and slid his hand from her waist up her rib cage
to cup her fullness. Any ounce of control she had left was shattered. He moved
his mouth from her lips to her ear and sucked on her lobe. At the same time, he
rubbed his thumb over her dress where the hard nub of her nipple strained against
the fabric.


Seb’s mouth trailed down her neck, hot and wet. “God, you
are so sweet. So perfect,” he whispered. Then he shook his head ruefully before
returning his mouth to her neck. “You have no idea what you’re in for.”


“Neither do you,” she murmured between frantic kisses.


 “Damn, I hope
not,” he said. Then he kissed the indentation of her collarbone and trailed his
tongue back up the side of her neck. She shivered, first at the feel of his
tongue on her body, then again as the warmth turned cool in the night air. 


Seb slid down the top of her dress and slipped his hand
inside. With practiced fingers, he undid her strapless bra and pulled it off,
pushing it into his pocket. Then, suddenly gentle, he ran his finger down the
side of her breast and cupped his hand underneath. Exposed to the chill air,
her already hard nipple puckered further. 


“So beautiful,” he said, bending his head to take a taste. 


Lexie gasped as his mouth enveloped the tight bud. His
tongue swirled, heightening the sensation and making her breath catch in her
throat. As he ministered to one nipple with his mouth, his skillful fingers
found its twin and stroked it. 


            Lexie
was caught in a sensual haze. She couldn’t do anything but focus on Sebastian
and the way he was pleasuring her. He sucked harder on her nipple, causing her
to cry out in excitement. 


His strong hands were everywhere—on her face, in her
hair, on her breasts. Could this really be happening? Then she felt his palm
slide up her leg, under her dress. 


“Inside,” she gasped, eyes wide open.


“Oh, no,” he said, as he grasped the edge of her silk
panties and pulled them down. “Right here.”


He bent to his knees and lifted her dress, exposing her. She
was already wet, brought to readiness by his touch. He eyed her appreciatively in
the dim light. She blushed when she realized what he was about to do, but a
feeling of wicked desire flooded through her. She had no time to react before
he pushed her legs apart, spreading her sex wide, preparing her for his mouth. She
couldn’t see his head—it was under the fabric of her dress—but she
felt his warm tongue licking at her center, circling her tight bud again and
again. Her knees went weak, and she would have fallen if he weren’t holding her
so tightly. 


Seb took his time, nibbling, sucking, laving. She stood
still, pinioned to the door by his hands on her hips and his tongue in her sex.



He slid one hand from her hips and used it together with his
tongue to pleasure her. Then, ever so slowly, he pressed one long finger up and
into her body. It was thick, making Lexie dimly wonder if he were as big in
other places. He worked his finger in and out, still circling her nubbin with
that clever tongue. 


The pressure built, the sensation so intense that she almost
cried. 


Her body clenched around his finger, aching for more,
reaching for the ultimate satisfaction. She could feel the heat rising. She was
almost there, wanting, needing the release that only Sebastian could give her. 


Lexie finally understood why Sebastian Grayson had the
reputation he did as a world-class lover. Her last thought before she gave herself
entirely over to sensation was that all the gossip she’d ever heard about his
sexual prowess was honestly true. Sebastian suckled, and Lexie exploded around
him in a burst of sensation. 


She screamed her release, a gasping, feminine sound that
resounded into the night. She didn’t even realize she’d done it until she heard
her own voice echo back at her—a keening cry of gratification. Shutting her
eyes, she tried to catch her breath. 


Sebastian removed his head from under her dress and looked
up at her, his eyes dark with passion. “Now
we go inside,” he said, his voice rough. “Where are your keys?”


Not trusting herself to speak, Lexie pointed down.


In one swift movement, he grabbed the keys off the ground and
opened the door. Then he scooped her up in his arms and carried her inside,
slamming the door behind them with his foot.


Lexie’s cottage wasn’t large, and Seb unerringly walked
straight to the bedroom. Once inside, he appraised her huge bed and raised his
eyes to the heavens. “Thank you, Lord.”


Gently depositing her on the edge of the mattress, he
stripped off her dress, then pushed her back so he could admire her. She lay
there, silently, waiting, splayed open for his examination. Her small, curvy body
was displayed for him alone. He drank her in. She knew what she looked like—dark
hair mussed from his hands, moist lips swollen from his mouth, reddened nipples
peaked from his fingers, plump sex wet from his tongue and from her own desire.
She had been marked as his.


“You’re beautiful.” 


“So are you,” she whispered.


Seb laughed. Slowly, he removed his clothes, never taking
his eyes off her. His vest and shirt came off first, revealing his powerful
torso. Next came his belt, sliding out and dropping to the floor in a coil. He
kicked off his shoes along with his socks. Then his pants came sliding down his
long legs. Finally, he hooked a finger in the waistband of his boxers and slid
them down. 


He stood there proudly, and she took him in. His black hair
was swept back from his face and his eyes were focused on her. The planes of
his face were shadowed in the dim light of her room, making him look dangerous,
deadly. A muscle on his chest rippled as he shifted. Her eyes slid lower. His
massive erection jutted up from the dark hair between his thighs. 


Lexie’s eyes widened. He was more, much more, than she’d
ever imagined. She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could get
a word out, he was lying next to her, kissing her. He tasted like honeyed wine.
It was dizzying. Heady. 


By the time she remembered why she was going to speak, he’d
begun softly fondling her breasts again. The tingling sensation began anew. While
he gently licked and sucked on a taut nipple, he reached a capable hand down
and rubbed on and around her moist bud below, spreading her dampness and
increasing her excitement. 


She felt herself become even more wet—something she hadn’t
thought possible. Then she felt Seb slide one of those thick fingers inside her
again, moving it in and out. After a few minutes, he added a second. Lexie made
a mewling sound inside her throat. It was a very tight fit. 


 “Shh, Spice,” he
said, kissing her on the lips. “I’ll make this good for you. Do you trust me?”


Lexie nodded. Yes.


He slipped on a condom and moved on top of her, positioning
her body to receive his own. He tipped her hips back and drew her legs up to
her sides. Then she felt the head of his huge member pressing against her
opening. Lexie gasped. He wasn’t going to fit easily. 


A flare of panic engulfed her, and he eased back, watching,
waiting. When she made tentative movements against him, he kissed her and thrust
his body up, flexing his hips.


And then he was inside. Inch by inch, his width stretched
her tight passage. He moved incredibly slowly, taking several long moments
before he was fully sheathed in her. Once he was in, he wrapped her legs around
his waist, arranging her until she was comfortable. Then he held very still,
waiting for her to adjust to his girth.


Lexie was stretched so tightly—his shaft, like the
rest of him, was huge and hot. They hadn’t even started to move, and already a
fine sheen of moisture covered her body. She could barely breathe. He held
himself up on his powerful forearms so as not to crush her, watching her,
waiting for her to make the next move.


She seized the opportunity to examine him up close. His body
was hard, yet it gave in all the right places. The look in his eyes was triumphant,
yet tinged with uncertainty. Was there a bit of humility behind his arrogant
façade? 


Then she wrapped her hands around his strong upper arms. “Please,”
she said.


As she closed her eyes, she caught a glimpse of his smile. He
kissed her mouth and began to move. Slowly at first, then faster as she opened to
his movements. The heat between them grew. And grew.


As she gained confidence, Lexie began to match his
movements, tilting her body upward to meet his thrusts. Helping him achieve
their mutual satisfaction made her feel powerful and most definitely in
control. 


Using an elbow as leverage, he slipped a hand between their
bodies and massaged the apex of her folds. A jolt of pleasure coursed through
her, shocking her senses and throwing her off kilter. She rose higher, higher,
feeling the jagged edges of desire rake her body. Any thought of control fled
from her mind as he plunged into her again and again, driving them both to the crest
of satisfaction. 


For the second time that night, Lexie shattered, gasping as
the sensations overwhelmed her. Her body peaked, and she bucked up against him
with wild abandon. Her response took him over the edge. With a roar, Seb
grabbed her hips and pumped into her one last time, hoarsely shouting out her
name at the moment of his release.


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 16


 



Seb woke up to the soft sound of running water. Slowly, he
pried his eyes open and propped himself up on an elbow. It was still pitch
black outside, and light shone from underneath what he assumed was the bathroom
door. He surveyed his surroundings, illuminated only by a tiny nightlight.
Lexie’s room was small and spare. Most of it was taken up by the bed, but there
was enough room for a desk, a chair, and a large dresser. A few framed photos
sat atop the dresser, and a tiny alarm clock rested on a night table. The room
was feminine, but unfussy, much like the woman herself. Then he looked down. 


He’d been tucked snugly—all six feet, four inches of
him—under the covers of Lexie’s bed. The thought of Lexie performing the
comforting act of covering his nude body made him smile. What else had she done
while he was sleeping? 


He leaned back on the pillow, crossing an arm under his head,
and grinned. He knew Lexie was a firecracker out of bed, but only in his
wildest imagination had he dreamed she’d also be one between the sheets. He
thought about the way her perfectly rounded body had molded to his. How the sweet
tips of her breasts pressed against his chest. The way she’d opened to him. The
way her hips had thrust up to meet his own. The way she’d screamed his name as
her orgasm had ripped through her. Seb groaned. He was hard again. 


She was ripe and lush and she knew how to experience and
give pleasure, but that wasn’t the only reason he couldn’t get enough of her. She
was clever, with an intelligent light in her deep brown eyes, but again, that
wasn’t enough of a reason to have fallen so hard, so fast. She was kind to
people, he knew. She’d given chances to Buster and others on her staff who’d
needed a break. 


It was all of these things, coupled with her vulnerability. She
tried hard to hide it, but he could see it there, simmering just beneath the
surface. She used her words like a shield—or like a weapon—when he
got too close. As protection. It was the combination of her strengths and weaknesses
that drew him to her, just as he was certain that it was his own virtues and
flaws that drew her to him. 


            His
sexual appetite was sizeable, but he couldn’t remember the last time he had craved
a woman this strongly. It made him course with need, made him constantly long to
touch her, feel her, take her. He snorted. So much for getting her out of his
system by sleeping with her. It was stupid to have even for a second
contemplated that—now that he’d had her, he knew for certain that one
time would never be enough. He could barely concentrate on anything else,
feeling possessive in a way he hadn’t felt before. It made him want to claim
her as his own. Permanently. 


            The
thought both shocked and excited him. 


Just then the water stopped. Seb heard Lexie step out of the
shower. As she opened the bathroom door, a blast of warm, moist air surrounded
him. It smelled like lavender. Light shone in a nimbus around her body, which
was tightly wrapped in a towel. 


Lexie saw him and froze, her mouth open in surprise. 


She composed herself quickly, wiping the look from her face.
“I didn’t realize you were awake,” she said smoothly, walking briskly to her
dresser and turning her face away from him. “I folded your clothes. They’re on
the chair. Your shoes are under the desk.” She busied herself by rummaging
through a dresser drawer.


“Lexie,” he said softly, but loud enough for her to hear. She
didn’t respond. Didn’t acknowledge he’d spoken. “Lexie, look at me,” he said.


She turned to him. Even in the dim light, he could see that her
cheeks were flushed. A dark, damp curl fell over her eye and she pushed it back
behind her ear. After staring at his face for a few long moments, she spoke. “Don’t
think this changes anything between us,” she said, low and fierce. 


“Come here.” 


She hesitated before reluctantly moving toward him. When she
was within arm’s reach, he pulled her onto the bed. She resisted only slightly,
and then gave in, allowing him to tug her under the covers. 


Before she had a chance to protest, he took off her towel
and threw it onto the floor. Her skin was warm from her shower and she smelled delectable.
He caressed her smooth back and ran his fingers through her curled, damp hair. 


Then he kissed her on the mouth. “You don’t need to be
embarrassed about what we did. It was right. We both felt it.”


“I…I know. I just…I haven’t done this in a long time.”


“Why have you been hiding this beautiful body?” He skimmed a
hand down her breast, making her shiver. “You were made for this.” Made for me.


Lexie’s eyes were downcast. He could tell she was thinking
carefully about how to respond. “I don’t want to get hurt.” The word again was left unspoken.


Seb felt a flash of guilt combined with intense fury. The
thought of someone—even himself—hurting Lexie made him physically
sick. “It was Frank Doherty, wasn’t it?” he questioned. His gut clenched.


Lexie nodded. 


“How?” he asked, barely restraining his anger. He needed to
know.


If Lexie noticed the tension in his body, she didn’t respond
to it. “Nothing physical. At least, not at first. He…he was my boyfriend.” Lexie said the word with
disdain. 


“What did he do?” Seb gritted out.


“Mind games. He completely manipulated me from day one. He
built me up, flattered me, coaxed me, and pretended he was the most dutiful,
devoted man ever. After we’d been dating for a couple of months, he slowly
changed. He became more controlling. He’d say things like I wasn’t worthy
enough to be with him. I was lucky he wanted me. I was lucky anyone wanted me.”
Lexie shook her head, as if trying to lose the bad memories. “He was my first
real relationship, and we were living together. I loved him. It took me too
long to figure out what was going on. It took me even longer to leave him. But
that didn’t end things.” Lexie shuddered, and Seb stroked her arm. “He followed
me. To school. To work. I couldn’t get rid of him, even after I got the
restraining order. He violated it. Tried to force me. A friend…” She paused and
swallowed. “A friend found him attacking me and pulled him off. He was
arrested. I had to testify.”


“So you moved here to get away from him?” he asked, his
voice still tight. 


“Yeah. As far away as I could get,” she said softly. 


“Is that why you’ve been so angry at me over these past two weeks?”


“I thought you were playing games with me. I’m through with
that. I need to protect myself.” Lexie looked at him fiercely.


“I didn’t mean to play games with you, Lexie. When I left
you at your house that night, I was struggling with myself. I didn’t know how
far I should let things go. After our cooking competition I was so turned on,
but that ridiculous fire alarm went off and ruined everything.” He stroked her
cheek and looked her dead in the eye. “And at the reception I had a huge
hard-on and knew if I didn’t get you somewhere private I was going to push up
your pretty little party dress and take you right there on that damned dance
floor.” 


Lexie looked slightly stunned by his words. She blinked and
gave a brief laugh. “I suppose it was
only a matter of time. We’ve been dancing around each other ever since you
walked into my restaurant.”


He relaxed, his own protective anger about what had happened
to her abating. “I’ve wanted you since the first morning I saw you. I think I
made that fairly obvious, despite our hiccups.”


“I’ve wanted you, too,” she whispered. “Even though I was
trying to fight it. But I don’t know that I’m ready for this.” 


“Well, I have news for you, Lexie. This,” he said, gesturing
between them with a large hand, “this does change everything. You’re mine now.”


“I’m no one’s,” Lexie said, her chin jerking up in defiance.


“You’re mine,” he
repeated, one hand encircling her forearm. “And I take care of what’s mine. I’m
going to do my best not to hurt you, Spice.”


Lexie looked at him, as if she was weighing what he’d said. “I
believe that,” she said slowly. “I also believe that it won’t be deliberate if you
do hurt me. You’re not cruel, and you’re definitely not psychotic.”


Sebastian smiled at her. “No. I’m not psychotic. But it
sounds like your ex is. I’m thinking that we shouldn’t air the footage of our throw-down.
Call it a wild guess, but you probably don’t want him knowing where you are,
and if you’re on national television, he’ll know exactly where you work.”


Lexie’s eyes widened. “I didn’t even think of that.” She
paused for a long moment. “Yes. Let’s scrap the footage. Please.”


He nodded. “Done.” 


She closed her eyes, and he stroked his hand up her arm to
her shoulder, enjoying the way she shivered a little when he trailed it to her
neck. She was so beautiful, so real. “Would you believe that I’m ready for you
again?”


“Ready for me—?” Lexie gasped as the truth of what he
was saying pressed long and hard against her stomach. Seb took Lexie’s hand
from his chest and placed it on his shaft. Her small fingers curled around it
and softly stroked as her lips curved into a smile. 


This time he tried to be even more gentle. Their previous
lovemaking had released the demons inside him that had been raging to break
free. Now, he took the opportunity to tenderly but thoroughly explore her body.



He reveled in the taste of her, the smell of her, the
essence of her. She was gorgeous, warm and oh-so-supple, her lovely fresh
lavender scent intoxicating his senses.


She bloomed under his skillful touch, her body’s quivering
his signal that she was ready for him. She still couldn’t voice what it was she
wanted from him, what she needed from him, but he wasn’t concerned. That would
come with time. For now, he was content that her physical response was as clear
as any words. 


He waited until he had her right where he wanted—wanting
him, her dewy body moist and welcoming. Then he positioned her hips to receive
him and glided his length up and into her. She gasped loudly, then sighed.


They made love slowly, content to let the slide of their
bodies do the work this time, instead of hurrying to the apex. Without
prompting, Lexie wrapped her legs around Seb’s waist and moved her hips in time
with his long thrusts. She tipped her head up to him and pressed her lips to
his.


Her small tongue darted inside his mouth. She tasted like mint.
He sucked her tongue gently into his mouth and began to stroke it with his own.
She shivered beneath him and moved her hips to try to quicken his pace. 


Seb refused to let her, keeping his leisurely, rhythmic
movements just the way he wanted. This time, he wanted to show her how good
waiting could be. How incredible the peak could feel when you’d worked your way
up. He flexed his hips and slid in, feeling her slick channel cling to every
inch of him. Then he flexed again and enjoyed the slow tug on his member as he
pulled himself out. 


After several long minutes of his slide and release, Lexie
was growing frantic. She had abandoned the kissing and her head tossed from
side to side. Her muscles clamped around him and her thighs began to quiver around
his waist. Her nipples hit his chest in sharp little points, and despite his
even thrusts, Lexie’s hips jerked back and forth of their own accord. 


All of a sudden, she kissed him passionately, then bit his
lower lip in a frenzy. The bite inflamed him, and he grew even harder with
need. Not able to hold on to his own rising passion any longer, Seb finally
gave her what she was tacitly begging for. 


He groaned into her neck, and then stroked faster and
faster, harder and harder, crushing her into the mattress as he pumped his body
into hers. Lexie gasped with relief. She thrust her hips against him equally
hard, lifting them off the bed with her desire. 


It didn’t take long before they both shattered together in
what was for Sebastian a mind-blowing orgasm. Just as he achieved his own
satisfaction, Lexie’s back arched and she cried out.


He collapsed on top of her, but mindful of his large size,
he rolled off her within seconds. That was all he had the strength to do. Before
he could even cover himself with the sheets, he fell into a sound sleep. 


 



The next morning, Seb awoke in Lexie’s bed. He was laid out
on his back to his full length—a luxury that he wasn’t used to in any bed
that wasn’t his. He moved to stretch and realized his right arm was pinioned. He
looked down. Lexie was curled up on his right side, her head resting in the
crook of his arm, one small hand clutching his bicep, the other on his bare
chest. Her warm, golden-brown curls were strewn everywhere. They spilled atop
the pillow, laid over his arm, and rested on her slim shoulder just peeking out
above the covers.


He pushed a swath of the dark mass back to see her better. She
was still asleep, a gentle, peaceful expression on her face. Lexie’s long, dark
eyelashes made half-moons on her lovely cheeks. Her skin was a creamy ivory,
unsullied by the near-constant blush she wore when they were together. Her lush
lips looked a shade darker than usual, no doubt due to the night of lovemaking
they’d spent together. 


Seb kissed her on the forehead and stretched as much as he
could. He felt refreshed and renewed. And something else he couldn’t quite put
his finger on. What was it? Well, whatever it was, it was better than he’d felt
in ages. He moved his body slightly, causing Lexie to shift against him. She
moaned softly and tried to nestle further into his side. 


He couldn’t help but grin. This little spitfire of a woman
was a pussycat when it came to morning snuggling. She looked so sweet and soft
lying there. With his free hand, he stroked one of her curls, and was rewarded
when it gently bounced back into place.


A surge of protectiveness flashed through him, coupled with
one of contentment. 


Contentment. That was the feeling he didn’t recognize. Why
now? Why with this woman? Seb didn’t have an answer. The morning sunlight was
filtering softly through the filmy gauze curtains. Hazy light framed her room,
making it look like something out of a movie scene. 


Lexie shifted. When he looked down again, she was awake,
watching him with wary eyes. Gone was the openness she’d shown him a glimpse of
last night. In its place was her typical guarded expression. How was she going
to handle him in her bed this morning? There was only one way to find out.


“Good morning, Lexie,” he said in his deep, low voice. “Did
you sleep well?”


She stiffened slightly and looked cautiously at him. “Ah,
um, yes, I did,” she responded, her voice still thick with sleep. She
delicately tried to clear her throat. “How long have you been awake?”


“A bit.” He gave her a sensual smile. “I watched you while
you were sleeping. You’re beautiful, Spice, you know that?”


Lexie blushed and tried to move away from him, but he caught
her by the shoulder and pulled her back to him. She looked up at his him, her
eyes wide. In an instant, his throbbing arousal made him painfully aware of the
fact that they were both naked. “Don’t go,” he said, the words coming out more
huskily than he’d imagined they would. “The room is cold and it’s warm in bed.”


“I….” Lexie swallowed, as if trying to moisten her mouth. “I
have to get to work.” 


“Do you have to leave right now?” He deepened his voice
suggestively.


Lexie nodded. “Yes. I…I’m afraid so.” Her voice was nearly a
whisper.


“Ah,” he said ruefully. “Another time then.”


Lexie stared at him for another long moment, as if dealing
with some internal struggle. Then she pulled away from him. 


Reluctantly, he let her slip from his grasp. He watched as
she gracefully slid from the bed, pulling a blanket behind her to provide some
modest coverage. She padded into the bathroom and shut the door. Soon he heard
the water running in the shower, but not for long. In a few minutes, she
emerged.


Seb sat up in bed. “Are you hungry? I could make us some
food.”


Lexie turned back to look at him. Her gaze slipped down to
his lap. He hadn’t bothered to pull up the sheets when he’d sat up, but he
wasn’t exposed. He looked at her questioningly. She blushed anew.


“Yes,” she said. “I mean, no.” While she was talking, she
hurriedly pulled on some lace panties. She turned away from him to put on the
matching bra.


He smiled at her. “Are you or aren’t you hungry?”


Lexie tossed on a blouse and began to button it up. Seb saw
that her hands were shaking as she fumbled with the tiny buttons. She wouldn’t
look at him when she spoke. “What I meant to say is I am hungry, but I usually
eat when I get to the LMK. Buster makes me something fast and easy so we can get
straight to work.”


“I can do fast and easy,” he said with a grin.


She looked up at him, her eyes blazing. With desire or
embarrassment, he couldn’t tell.


“I’m sure you can,” she said quietly, finishing with the
buttons and slipping on a jean skirt. Embarrassment, then.


If she wasn’t going to rise to his bait, he’d be on his way.
Not that he wasn’t fully planning to continue this later—preferably,
tonight—but it was clear she needed some time and space. He watched Lexie
pull on a pair of chunky heels. “Well, I’ve got to go, too. I have another
meeting in Boston this morning with my assistant and my Realtor. Mind if I take
a shower before I head out?”


Lexie gestured toward the bathroom door as she shrugged on
her jacket. “All right. Extra towels are in the bathroom closet. Soap and
shampoo are in the shower.”


“Great.” Before Lexie could move, Seb slid across the bed,
flipped off the sheets, and stood up. He ignored the rush of cold air that hit
his body. He’d deliberately chosen to get out of bed on her side, crowding her
against her closet door as he moved closer. He watched her shrink back as he
approached. Slowly, he reached out a hand and cupped her face. Lexie set her
lips in a straight line. 


Gently, he stroked her cheek. He felt her relax somewhat. Then,
without any other warning, he enveloped her fully clad body with his bare one, covering
her mouth with his.


He heard her gasp, and drank the cry into his mouth. With
tongues darting, hands caressing, and bodies rubbing, it wasn’t long before
they were both panting. Seb’s arousal level went through the roof. Whatever she
was nervous or embarrassed about, it wasn’t the sex. Thank God.


Seb lifted his head. “Sure you have to get to work?” he
murmured.


His voice seemed to break the trance she was in. She pulled
away from him fractionally. She wasn’t strong enough to get him to release her,
but he wasn’t about to hold on to a woman if she wasn’t completely into it. He let
her go.


Lexie backed away and grabbed a large tote bag that had been
slung over the back of her desk chair. She walked toward the bedroom door, then
turned to look at him. “Yes. Buster’s coming to follow me in my car. Just lock
the door on your way out. I gotta go. Bye.”


And just like that, she was gone.


Surprised, Seb simply stood there for a few moments. As his
feeling of surprise turned into one of stupidity, he walked into the bathroom
and turned on the shower. As he waited for the water to warm, his feeling of
stupidity turned into one of annoyance. He stepped into the warm water and
began to lather himself with Lexie’s soap. The fragrance of lavender wafted up
to him. Now he knew why she always smelled of the flower.


Lexie,
why did you run from me?


Any other woman would have been thrilled to be kissed
senseless. Any other woman would have reveled in the feeling of his hard body
pressed against hers and would have jumped at his clear offer of what would
undoubtedly have been unbelievably hot morning sex. 


But not Lexie Meyers. Oh, no. Not her. She just dashed off
to work at five in the morning as if nothing had happened between the two of
them the night before. As if he hadn’t brought her to orgasm again and again,
marveling at the easy way her body responded to his own. They’d shared the
intimacy that comes after intense lovemaking by burying their faces in each other’s
skin and he’d felt as if he could see through to her very soul.


Then again, Lexie was different from any other woman Seb had
been with in the past. She had a single-mindedness about her profession that he
wasn’t used to seeing. Typically, whenever Seb was around, women just dropped
whatever they were doing to cater to him. It was a bit unsettling to realize
that this woman didn’t and wouldn’t put him first.


It was also odd to find a woman in the business who didn’t
worship him because of his celebrity. 


Unsettling,
but attractive.


Lexie was a challenge, all right. He grinned. A challenge
was just what he needed right now. 






 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 17


 



            Lexie
needed to get out of her own house as fast as possible. The longer she stayed,
the higher the probability that she’d fall back into bed with Sebastian
Grayson. Thank God she’d arranged for Buster to drive by her house in the
morning to trail her to work. 


She peeked out the front door to make sure Buster was there.
He was, his pickup truck idling in her driveway. Giving him a brief wave, she
quickly slipped out of the door and walked briskly to her own car. She got in,
immediately locked the doors—something she’d started doing since Cole had
scared her into being more safety-conscious—and turned the key in the
ignition. The engine sputtered on the first two tries.


            Just
when she was about to lose hope that her car would start, the engine went on. Phew. The last thing she needed was for her
car to be in a repair shop again. She flicked on the radio and the alternative
rock music she enjoyed floated through her battered speakers. 


            She
waited a few moments for the engine to warm, then popped the car into gear and
headed down her driveway, Buster following right behind her. Lexie was trying
very hard not to think about the extremely large, sexy, and wonderfully masculine
specimen she’d just left standing naked in her house. 


            And
she was failing.


            She
balled her hand into a small fist and smacked the steering wheel. Unfortunately,
her hand hit the horn, which honked loudly into the early morning air. Having
startled herself, Lexie leaned back into her seat as her heart began to race. 


She needed to take stock of the situation calmly and
rationally without allowing her emotions to cloud her thoughts.


Last night was…. She had difficulty finding the right words.
Incredibly hot? Toe-curling? Mind-blowing? Overwhelming?


If she was being totally honest with herself—and she
was—she would have to admit that last night had been everything she’d just
described. She’d told Sebastian the truth—that she was still getting over
her experience with her rotten ex-boyfriend. But what she hadn’t told him was
that Frank had been her one and only serious boyfriend. 


            Still,
despite her lack of experience with other men, she suspected that Sebastian would
be considered by most to be at the top of his game. That is, if the number of
times he’d made her come was any indication.


            Lexie
groaned again as her nipples grew hard. Her own body was betraying her! So much
for taking stock of the situation calmly and rationally. Maybe she should just
stop thinking about him altogether.


            Fat chance. His perfectly sculpted body was
burned into her brain. And his spicy, male scent permeated her hair. She kicked
herself for merely rinsing off in the shower this morning. Now she’d smell him
all day. Great.


            She
was halfway to the LMK at this point. The sooner she got there, the better. Once
she was ensconced in her restaurant with a million-and-one things to do, Seb
would be off her mind. She hoped.


            But
the way Seb had looked at her with those panther eyes, like he was going to
devour every inch of her body, was something she couldn’t forget. Even before
they’d made love, he’d gotten to her. Made her crave more from him. More of
him. 


Oh, he’d gotten to her all right. And the only other person
who’d gotten to her like that was Frank. 


Instinctively, Lexie stiffened her body.


Would Sebastian morph into the beast that Frank had become? Would
he mess with her mind like her ex had done? 


She just couldn’t see him doing that. But then again, there
were other ways of being hurt. And Seb’s reputation as a lady’s man preceded him.
She wasn’t sure she had it in her to try the whole relationship thing again. 


Boy, she was a mess! She had no experience with men, aside
from a crazy ex and a famous chef. Some creep—she was no longer sure it
was Paige—wanted her cake recipe. And she’d been attacked by a masked
man.


“I’m really batting a thousand,” she muttered aloud. She
turned onto Main Street and downtown Star Harbor came into view. Slowly, she
drove through town and pulled into her parking spot behind the LMK. She grabbed
her tote and walked to the back door, not bothering to wait for Buster to pull
up. God, she was tired. Had Emma’s wedding really only been last evening? It
seemed like a lifetime ago.


“Probably because I’ve aged ten years in a night,” she
muttered again.


Buster walked through the back door, a despondent expression
on his face. “Lexie,” he asked gravely, “what happened?”


“What do you mean?” she asked slowly. 


“Seb’s bike was parked at your place. What did you do?” 


“Nothing,” she lied.


Buster shook his head and looked at her with sympathetic
eyes. “He’s no good for you, you know.” And with that, he disappeared into the
grill room.


Flustered, Lexie shrugged her jacket off her shoulders and
hung it on a hook by the door. She began to remove the cakes baked two nights
ago from the oversized refrigerator. One by one, she set them on the countertop
to be iced. Buster knew. Even if he
hadn’t seen the motorcycle, he was so perceptive that he probably would have
guessed.


Lexie washed her hands and pulled out a huge mixing bowl
from beneath the counter. Methodically, she measured out the ingredients she’d
need for the pastry dough. She hooked the bowl to a large stand mixer and
flicked it on. The ingredients began to churn, the dough forming into a sticky
mass.      


Strangely, she wasn’t embarrassed that Buster knew about her
and Sebastian. Buster had been with her since day one. Knew almost everything
about her. As if on cue, he appeared with a fried egg on a slice of toast.


“Got a lot of nice compliments yesterday,” he said, handing
her the food.


“Everything was very well received, I think,” she responded,
grateful that he’d moved on. “Pru Miller is coming by later this week to talk
about the menu for a party she’s throwing. She could have easily hired a Boston
caterer, but she said last night she wanted to hire us.”


“Good.” Buster turned and left.


She ate the egg and bread quickly, finishing just as the
pastry dough needed to come out. 


With the practiced skill of an expert, she formed the dough
into proper shapes, adding already-made fruit preserves and sweet cheese, and
set them in the oven to bake. The carrot-walnut muffins and peach scones were
finished in record time. She was almost done icing the cakes as her staff
members began trickling in for the morning service. 


“Hey, Jenny,” Lexie asked as the younger woman was hanging
up her coat. “How’s your family doing?”


 “My family?”


“You know, your sister? Is she feeling better?”


“Oh! Oh, my sister. Yes, yes, she’s feeling much better. Thanks,”
Jenny said. “I hope everything went well last night. Were the root vegetables
tender? Did everyone like the retro desserts?”


“The root vegetables and the desserts were both big hits,”
Lexie said, pushing aside the nagging feeling that Jenny had deliberately
changed the subject. “You’ll let me know if I can do anything to help you or
your family, right?”


 “I will,
thanks.” Jenny ducked past her, clearly relieved that the line of questioning
had come to an end. 


Lexie frowned. Something was off, but she couldn’t put her
finger on it. Still, she had too much to do today to take on someone else’s
problems.


At seven-thirty sharp, she unlocked the front door to the
restaurant. As a few waiting patrons filtered in, Lexie was surprised to see
Cameron walk through the door. Making sure Rachel had the other guests covered,
Lexie gestured for her friend to follow her to the counter.


“Cameron, hi. What a treat,” Lexie said. “I hadn’t expected
to see you again until next weekend.”


“I left the wedding just after dinner, because we’re taking inventory
at my store,” she confided. “By the way, I thought the food was superb, Lexie. Really
wonderful.”


“Thanks,” Lexie said with a big smile, pleased. “You can
always come to the source to get some,” she said, gesturing around her
restaurant.


“Of course,” Cameron said, smiling, her deep violet eyes
twinkling. “You know, I’m planning to host a fall party at my Boston boutique. Small
hors d’oeuvres and cocktails only. Would you consider catering the event?”


“I’d love to,” Lexie said, well aware of the prestige the
event would bring. Even better, she’d be helping out a friend. “Let me know the
details and we can sort out a plan.”


“I’ll do that,” Cameron said. “I can tell you now that the
theme will be the legend of the Siren
Lorelei—you know, that pirate ship that purportedly sank off the
coast of Star Harbor. I’ve asked Branford Weld, the president of the Star
Harbor Historical Society, to come and give a brief talk, and my uncle will
bring some antiquities from his own shop to discuss.”


“Sounds interesting.” The pirate story was a tough one for
Lexie to swallow, even though she’d grown up near San Francisco, home to the
Barbary Coast. But if her friends enjoyed it, who was she to argue? “I’ll have
to plan some appropriate fare. Maybe some grog.” At Cameron’s horrified look,
Lexie laughed. “Just kidding, of course. It’ll be more along the lines of what
I served for hors d’oeuvres at Emma’s wedding.” 


 “Oh, wasn’t the
ceremony beautiful?”


“Lovely,” Lexie agreed.


“And Emma told me their honeymoon’s going to be ten days
long.”


“Sounds about right. They’re leaving for Prince Edward
Island early this morning. So,” Lexie asked, holding a pencil at the ready, “I’ll
take your order myself. What can I get you for breakfast?”


“Hm. How about an egg white omelet with cheddar cheese?”


Lexie grinned and tucked the pencil back into the pocket of
her apron. “Everyone loves Buster’s omelets.” 


“Thanks, Lexie.”


“Not at all. I’ll send Rachel back with your food soon. Coffee
in the meantime?”


“Yes, please.”


Lexie grabbed the pot, poured Cameron a cup, and called out
the order to Buster. Then she walked around the dining room, pouring coffee,
water, and orange juice, and helping out her servers when things got busy. 


A typical Sunday morning. And the perfect thing to keep her
mind off a certain green-eyed, black-haired demon of a man.


 



 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 18


 



            Lexie
worked so hard that for a few precious hours she actually stopped thinking
about Seb. By 4:45 she was preparing to close up the restaurant. The place was
nearly empty; only three tables were still occupied, and the folks who were
sitting at them were having tea and coffee. She bused the tables herself and
handed the dirty dishware off to Dennis. 


            She
had her servers slip checks onto each table, a tacit invitation to pay up and
leave. She’d never be so rude as to kick out a friendly customer, but there
were subtle ways to get the message across. Too
bad subtlety doesn’t work with Seb.


            The
bells on the door let out a little jingle. She turned, half-expecting to have
to tell a customer the restaurant was closed. But it wasn’t a customer. 


It was Sebastian.


            Dressed
in black from shirt to shoes, he looked like he always did: seductive and
utterly smoldering. Only this time, there was a depth to his heavy-lidded gaze
she hadn’t seen before. Lexie knew exactly what it meant. He’d seen her laid
bare before him, every inch of her exposed to his scrutiny. And he’d liked it.


            As
if he could read her mind, his lips curled into a slight smile. “Expecting me?”
he asked, his voice rumbling across the room.


            You
could hear a pin drop as every person in the place turned to stare at him. Despite
the nervousness she was feeling, Lexie kept her cool. Rather than embarrass
herself, she approached him so that he wouldn’t have to speak to her from across
the room. She stopped a few feet in front of him and looked up. Then she
stepped back half a foot. It gave her a bit more confidence.


            “Actually,
no. I wasn’t expecting you,” Lexie said in a low voice as she stared
challengingly at him. “If you’re here because you’re hungry, I’m sorry but the
kitchen is closed.”


His smile faded. “You know why I’m here, Lexie,” he said,
his gaze boring into hers.         
“Come back later.”


            He
shook his head. “No. I’ll wait right here.”


            “You’ll
be waiting a long time. I have a staff meeting after the restaurant closes.”


            “I’m
staying,” he said firmly. “How about some coffee and a piece of coconut cake
while I wait?” He deftly stepped around her and slid onto a seat at the counter.
“You know I love that cake.”  


She wanted to scream. He knew exactly how to back her into a
corner. This was the second time he’d ambushed her at her own restaurant, and
she didn’t much like the sensation.


            Lexie
flung her shoulders back and set her jaw. Instead of jumping to do Sebastian’s
bidding, she turned away from him. Then, as leisurely as possible, she made her
rounds to the remaining tables, collecting the payments. 


As Rachel walked by with a pot of coffee, Lexie snagged her.
“Rachel, a slice of coconut cake and some joe for the guy at the counter,
please.” She couldn’t have made him sound less intimidating if she’d tried. Unfortunately,
it was far from the truth.


            Rachel
nodded, her eyes wide as she stared at Seb’s broad back. Then she blinked and
went to do ask Lexie had asked.


            A
few moments later, Lexie swung around the counter to ring up the customers’ bills
at the cash register. Rachel was standing behind the counter too, her head
thrown back in laughter. No doubt Sebastian had said something funny. The sound
of the waitress’s tinkly laughter grated on her, even though she knew it
shouldn’t.


            Thankfully,
all the remaining customers were on their way in minutes. Sighing audibly,
Lexie locked the front door behind them and gestured to her front room staff to
start the evening’s cleanup. Then she headed into the kitchen to make sure
everyone was on task there, too.


            “Twenty
minutes. Then a short staff meeting.”


            Buster
nodded, and everyone else gave a verbal assent.


            Within
that time, the restaurant would need to be readied for when they reopened on Tuesday.
Her staff knew the drill. The dozen employees who were on shift at the LMK that
evening met her in the kitchen after cleanup was finished, all of them standing
around the big island counters in the center of the room.


            Seb
walked in and took a seat on the small bench by the back door. Many of her staff
members stole furtive glances at him as he sat there, looking extremely
interested in what she was about to say. 


Instead of acknowledging his presence, she began to speak. “First,
I want to thank everyone for such a good week. We capped it off last night with
a fabulous event, from which I know we’re going to get a whole lot more
business. In fact, I’ve already had two firm offers for upcoming events. This
is good news, because more catering means more work for you, and in these tough
economic times, I know several of you have been asking for extra hours. Well,
you’ll have them and then some.” 


            There
was happy rumbling from the assembled group. Lexie continued. “As our prices
rise with the demand I know we’ll have, I also intend to raise salaries,
especially for those of you who are willing to assist with the catering aspect
of the business. Does anyone have any questions for me?”


            Isis
raised her hand. “Will you be hiring extra staff?”


            “The
honest answer is that I don’t yet know. I’ll have to see how much work there is
and whether or not the existing staff wants to pick it up. Rest assured that
I’ll give first dibs to current staff members before hiring from the outside.” Isis
nodded. Lexie turned back to the group. “Other questions?”


            “Will
you be paying us overtime for the catering work?” Scott Watkins asked.


            “At
first, yes. As demand increases, we’ll negotiate an increase in base pay if you
take on the catering work. But I’ll need you to commit to several extra hours
per week to warrant the salary bump. Does that answer your question?”


            “Yes,
thanks.”


            “Anyone
else?” 


Dennis spoke up. “Can part-time employees volunteer for the
catering business?”


“You’re a special case, Dennis. I know the extra money would
be nice for you to have, but we’ll have to talk it through with your folks to
make sure that it won’t interfere with school or swimming. All right?”


Dennis nodded.


“Other questions?” Lexie asked. No one spoke up. 


“Okay, I know this is a lot of food for thought. Keep in
mind that I’m still working out all of the details. Nothing is set in stone yet,
but I wanted to keep you all in the loop.” Lexie looked around at the gathered group
and smiled at their trusting faces. “I’m very proud of the work that you’ve
been doing. I know that the same high standards you bring to your work at the LMK
will transfer to your work with LMK Catering. Our launch is going to be a great
one, and I can’t wait to work with all of you as we enter this new chapter
together. All right, everyone. See you Tuesday morning.”


            There
was some chatter and noise as everyone gathered up their belongings, many of
them staring openly at Sebastian, who was still sitting by the door. The
meeting had gone well, and she hoped she’d given her staff members the
information they needed to make good decisions about whether they wanted to
take on more responsibilities at the LMK. She suspected that many would, and
she was pleased.


             As people slowly trickled out the door,
Lexie realized that she’d soon be alone with Sebastian. She mentally prepared
herself for the volley of wits that would inevitably ensue. And now the fact
that they’d spent a wild night of passionate lovemaking would be thrown into
the mix. Just great. Lexie girded
herself for the battle that was about to begin.


 



            Seb
got up from the bench and stretched, waiting for the rest of the LMK staff to
trickle out the back door. He could sense that a few of the line cooks wanted
to stay to talk to him about his work, but he set his mouth in a grim line that
made it clear that he didn’t want to be approached. They’d just have to talk to
him another time. He was here for one reason and one reason only: to talk to
Lexie. He’d been less than subtle about his intentions and he was glad that
people got the picture. 


Wryly, Seb noted that even Buster had made himself scarce. Good.
Something about the man gave him pause, which was saying something. Seb was
rarely intimidated by anyone.


As soon as the last person had left, Lexie turned to him,
crossed her arms under her breasts, and tapped her foot on the floor in an
impatient gesture. Her small shoe made a light clacking sound on the floor. “Well?”
she demanded.


            Seb
laughed, long and low. “Lexie, come on. You can’t seriously be wondering why
I’m here.”


            “Actually,
I am wondering.” She cocked her head
challengingly, daring him to call her out.


            Sebastian
moved toward her slowly, almost as if approaching a skittish horse. Come to
think of it, that’s exactly what she was like—a high-strung filly he’d
have to soothe and coax to surrender. Except that Lexie would never give in to
him. At least, not fully. She’d always hold a part of herself back, and that,
to Sebastian, was the ultimate aphrodisiac. A woman he couldn’t control. 


 “I’m just here
to talk,” he said.


            “About
what?” She was still tapping her damned foot and staring daggers at his head.


            Seb
took a breath, striving for calm. This was a first for him. Trying to convince
a woman to start a relationship with him. If Val could see him now, he’d either
laugh his ass off or pat him on the back. He wasn’t quite sure which. “I want
to talk about last night.”


“What about it?”


“Lexie—” His voice inched into warning territory at
her deliberate stubbornness.


“So we had sex. So what? You, of all people, should know
that it’s not a big deal.”


“It was a big deal, and you know it.”


“Uh-huh.” She didn’t look convinced.


“I felt it. You felt it. We have a connection. A connection
I’d like to strengthen.” 


            Lexie
snorted. “Why? So you can watch me? Learn from me?” She parroted his words from
weeks ago back at him, obviously trying to get him to rise to the bait. 


It took all of Seb’s inner strength to keep his composure. Only
the fact that he knew Lexie had been hurt badly in the past made him stand his
ground without blinking. “No business. Only pleasure.”


Lexie had held his gaze the entire time they’d been arguing.
Now she dropped it to the floor. “And when the pleasure is gone? What’s left? Pain?”
Her voice came out in a whisper.


Seb did what he’d been dying to do since he’d shown up at
the restaurant. He closed the distance between them. With one hand, he clasped
her by the shoulder. With the other hand, he tipped her chin up to look at him.
Her eyes were moist and he could see that she was close to tears. “I’d never
cause you pain, Lexie.”


“Not deliberately.” 


“No. Not deliberately. That’s the only promise I can make. But
sometimes the pleasure is so great that it’s worth the pain it might cause
later. Let’s see where this leads.”


She blinked, and gave the slightest of nods. If he hadn’t
been watching her so intently, he might have missed it. But that nod was all
the invitation he needed to bend his head to hers and claim her lips with his
own. Immediately, he felt a hot rush of pleasure.


God, she tasted good. Unconsciously, the hand slid to the
back of her head as he deepened their kiss.


Despite her earlier misgivings, she responded to him ardently.
She wrapped her arms around him and tipped her head back, fully offering her
mouth to his, giving him what he so violently craved. This woman drove him so crazy
with want that it seemed as though he could never get enough.


He backed her up until he felt her bump against the island
counter in the center of the kitchen. In one smooth move, he lifted her by the
waist so that she was sitting at the edge of the counter, glancing up quickly
to make sure her head was clear of any of the pots that were hanging above. Stepping
between her thighs, he kissed her again. 


Her hips were now at the same height as his, and he used one
of his large hands to guide her legs around his waist. She wrapped them around him,
pulling him closer. 


Sebastian felt a throbbing between his legs and he dimly
wondered if Lexie felt the same heat. She made him so hot, so fast, it was amazing
that he could think clearly at all. He pushed her skirt up and slid his hand
across the top of her leg, cupping her warm mound. He was rewarded twofold when
he felt her warm dampness against his palm and heard her soft gasp of
excitement. He slipped a finger under the band of her panties, sweeping it up
toward the center of her pleasure. She was wet and ready for him.


No matter how hard she fought to keep him at a distance, she
couldn’t deny this. She wanted him as much as he wanted her and they both knew
it. 


He unbuttoned his dark jeans. Quickly shrugging them down,
along with his boxers, he unwrapped the small package he’d pulled out of his
pocket and slipped on a condom. Lexie hadn’t stopped kissing him. She was
licking his neck, then biting it softly, sending sparks of excitement down his
spine. He could barely think straight. 


He shoved her skirt all the way up, and experimentally, he
tugged at her panties. They were delicate, frilly things. Before she could
protest, he grasped them in a strong fist and pulled hard, tearing them from
her body. He caught her surprised cry in his mouth. 


With practiced hands, he positioned her exactly where he
wanted her at the edge of the counter. Without any other preliminaries, he
thrust into her welcoming warmth.


Their coupling was fast, hard, and rough. Lexie kept up with
him stroke by stroke, clinging to him as he took them both higher and higher. Within
minutes, he heard her gasp, and her sex spasmed around his shaft. A second
later he came, pumping into her one last time as he shuddered with his own
release.


For a long time, the only sounds in the room were their
intermingled breathing and the hollow sound of a dripping faucet in the grill
room, echoing off the hard kitchen floor.


Seb recovered more quickly than Lexie. As the room came back
into focus, he realized that once again, he’d gotten off target. He was less
surprised than he should have been. This had been happening a lot where Lexie
was concerned. He had wanted to actually
speak to her, but he couldn’t seem to keep his hands off her long enough to
have an intelligent conversation, let alone an intelligent thought. 


What he wanted was to tell her that he was truly serious
about starting a relationship with her, and that despite her suspicions, he had
no ulterior motives. He knew all too well what his reputation was like. She
probably thought him incapable of monogamy. Hell, he used to think that, too. But
he hadn’t so much as thought of another woman since meeting Lexie. He’d never
felt like this before. Unfortunately, he didn’t know how to explain that to her.



He smoothed down Lexie’s hair and gently stroked her back. Then,
cognizant of the fact that they were both still in various states of undress,
he pulled her skirt down to cover her legs. After she was decent, he tugged up
his pants. Then he clasped her face in his hands and kissed her. 


Unlike the ravenous way they’d devoured each other only
moments before, this kiss was gentle. He took his time, smoothing his lips over
her swollen ones. 


“Sometime soon,” he said, looking pointedly at Lexie, “we’re
going to talk. Really talk. But for now, I think we’ve had enough. Let me take
you home.” 


Lexie swallowed and nodded.


He lifted her off the counter, and a look of consternation
flicked across her face as she began to blush. “My panties—”


Seb looked down. Scraps of black lace and satin curled on
the floor next to her feet. He swept them up in his hand. “I’ll buy you another
pair, Spice. I just couldn’t wait.” He kissed her soundly. “And neither could
you.” Lexie’s blush grew deeper. “Come on. I’ll drive you home. Where are your
keys?” He wrapped an arm around her and began to walk, steering her toward the
door.


            Lexie
stopped in her tracks and looked at him suspiciously. “Wait. If you drive me
home, how are you going to get back here?”


            Seb
kissed her again and laughed. “Who says I’m coming back?”


 



            Lexie
woke the next morning feeling warm, well rested, and pleasantly achy. She
stretched gently, trying not to wake the man who was lying next to her—a
certain well-known chef with bedroom eyes and magic hands. 


Last night had been unbelievable. After their interlude in
the kitchen—she made a mental note to disinfect the countertop on Tuesday
morning—they’d returned to Lexie’s house and made love well into the night.
They hadn’t spoken further about their relationship. Lexie was still feeling
too raw to handle that, and Seb clearly understood. She appreciated that he
hadn’t pushed her. 


Still, the promise he’d made—that they would eventually talk—resonated in
her brain.


She glanced over at Sebastian’s slumbering form. For once,
she wasn’t in a hurry to get anywhere. Or to get away from him. She took the
opportunity to fully study him.


He was stretched out on his stomach, head resting atop two
pillows, his face turned toward her. His jet-black hair was tousled and it provided
a sharp, pleasing contrast to the white of the linens. Long black eyelashes lay
on his pronounced cheekbones, and his nose, prominent without being overly
large, was half buried in the pillow, as were his lush, full lips. 


Her gaze moved down his broad, bare shoulder, following his
arm—with its bulging bicep—to where it disappeared under the
pillow. Then she slid her gaze across his back, half-covered by the sheet, over
his well-formed buttocks and down his long, long legs. 


He was beautiful, if you could call a man beautiful. Seb was
exactly that, which is probably how he’d gotten so far in life. Start with a
heap of talent. Add a cup of good looks, a pinch of good timing, and a handful
of hubris. Mix and voilà! Instant celebrity. 


Yet he didn’t act like that around her. Well, the cocky part,
yes, but the celebrity part, no. Once he’d figured out that she didn’t care
about his fame in the slightest, he’d stopped playing that part. But he still
swaggered around her restaurant as if he owned the place, and had claimed her
with the ferocity of a man who knew he was on top.


Lexie sighed softly. It was official. She was hooked on
Sebastian. Had it been this fast with Frank? No, it hadn’t. It had taken a few
months before Frank had gotten under her skin. They’d been housemates, then
friends, then lovers. He’d manipulated her from day one, and she hadn’t even
realized it. Once they’d had sex, it had clouded things even more.


With Seb, it had taken what, a day, max, before he’d kissed
her outside the LMK? That kiss. That devastating kiss. The one that still made
her toes curl in memory. With only his body he’d outright declared—no,
demanded—that she yield to him. 


And she had, eventually. Oh, boy, had she ever!


            She
shook her head. Was this all it took for her now? Hot sex with an even hotter
man to make her forget what had happened to her before? She didn’t want to forget the lessons she’d learned
from Frank. She didn’t want to trust
a man just because he made her body sing. It took time—more than a week
or a month—to establish a firm relationship. She didn’t intend to make
the same mistake twice. Especially not with a heartbreaker like Sebastian
Grayson.


            But
when he completely enveloped her body in his, when he took her to heights she’d
never imagined, not even in her dreams? The feel of his hard body pressed up
against hers made her want to forget about everything but him.


            God,
she was weak.


            But
Seb was different. He hadn’t pushed her to open up to him emotionally, while Frank
had demanded it. Demanded she tell him her every move, her every secret, her
every need. And then he’d used them against her.


            Seb
was content to let things progress naturally. At first, she’d suspected it was
because he himself didn’t want to be tied down, but she was beginning to
realize that he was doing it out of respect and understanding. He knew she was
still hurting, and he wanted her to feel comfortable with him.


And that meant he liked her. Enough to keep her safe, even
from himself. 


And then another realization hit her. One that rocked her to
the core. 


With that one kind gesture, she’d fallen for a womanizing
bad boy with too much talent and too little humility. 


            Just
then, Lexie felt another sensation. As if she were being watched. With mounting
awareness, she turned back to Seb. 


Who was fully awake and watching her. 


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 19


 



            “Going
somewhere?” Sebastian asked casually. Even though he spoke the words calmly,
his huge body tensed, belying his cool façade.


            Lexie
cleared her throat before speaking. “No, not yet.” She saw him visibly relax.


            “Good.”



            “Good?”
Was he going to press her to talk?


            “Yes,
good. I’m making you breakfast this morning.”


            “All
right,” she said, happy he wasn’t going to press her. “I’m game. What do you
have in mind?”


            “It
depends on what ingredients you have in your kitchen.”


            “And
in the garden.”  


            Seb
looked pleased. “You keep a garden?”


            “Yes,
out back. I grow herbs, root vegetables, and New England staples like pumpkin,
zucchini, and other squash.”


            “Well,
I’ll have to throw on some clothes and take a look.”


            “Garden
shears and spades are hanging by the back door if you want to take anything. I
have some eggs, too, and some milk.”


            “All
right,” Seb said. “I can do something with that.”


            Fifteen
minutes later, Seb was showered, dressed, and out the door. While she prepared
for her own shower, Lexie heard him shuffling along the garden path, whistling
a classic rock tune she’d long forgotten. She wasn’t surprised that he liked
that kind of music. It seemed to fit him. She tiptoed to the back door and
snuck a peek at Sebastian. He was grinning as he snipped herbs and dug up some
of her vegetables. He glanced around, as if to see if anyone was watching, then
crouched to his knees, bent his face to the ground, and inhaled deeply. He
looked like he was in heaven. Quickly, so he wouldn’t catch her watching, she
crept away, smiling to herself at his exuberance. 


            As
she took a leisurely shower, Lexie wondered if Seb would be able to find
everything he needed in her kitchen. Then she realized that he was a
professional chef who could probably find his way around anyone’s kitchen. Funny: she’d spent so much time thinking of him
as a man that she’d almost forgotten.


            She
knew he was extremely well respected in the industry, and that everyone
expected him to do great things with his career. But she’d never been to his
restaurant or even eaten any of his food besides his competition crab cakes. After
his new show was taped and aired, he’d be so popular that she probably wouldn’t
even be able to get a reservation at Helena. The thought made her laugh.


            She
finished up her shower, then slipped on a pair of worn blue jeans and a black
long-sleeved T-shirt and padded to the kitchen. 


Seb was there, and as she stepped over the threshold and into
the room, he gave her a look so intense it made her simmer.


“Beautiful garden,” he said. 


            Lexie
smiled. “Thanks. I had one in California and I needed to have one here, too.”


            “Do
you use any of the produce at your restaurant?”


            “Mostly
the herbs. I’d need a huge garden to keep up with my vegetable demand, and I
don’t have the time to tend to a garden of that size while running the
business. So I compromise.”


            “I
wish I had a garden,” Seb said, almost wistfully. “I have to buy my produce at
Union Square,” he said, referring to the 
farmers’ market in Manhattan. “Or get it delivered. It’d be such a treat
to just walk outside and pick what I need.”


            “I
think a lot of people feel that way, but I know very few chefs on the East
Coast who are able to pull it off. It’s much more prevalent on the West Coast. Look
at Thomas Keller, for one.”


            “He’s
done amazing things in Napa. I was happy when he opened his restaurant in New
York. Have you been there?”


            “To
Per Se?” Lexie laughed. “No. Way too rich for my blood. But I’ll make it there
someday.”


            “Maybe
you will,” he said with a secret smile.


            Lexie
didn’t know what the smile meant, so she changed the subject. “What are you
making for me?”


            The
corners of Seb’s eyes crinkled up. “I saw you had some mushrooms in your
fridge, so I’m using those to make Eggs Waldorf, a New York regional twist on
Eggs Benedict, with a potato leek hash.” 


            “Sounds
incredible. Almost as good as the egg on toast Buster makes me every morning at
the LMK,” Lexie said teasingly. To her pleasure, Sebastian rose to the bait.


            “Spice,
this is going to be a damned sight better than an egg on toast. Eggs Waldorf is
a Sebastian Grayson specialty. People pay top dollar for this at Helena and
you’re getting it for free.”
            Lexie
tried not to smile. “I’m getting other things for free, too.”


            That elicited an even stronger response.
Seb dropped what he was doing, wrapped his long arms around her, and kissed her
passionately. “And that,” he said in a low voice, “is also a Sebastian Grayson
specialty.”


            Lexie
had no tart response to that.


            Before
long the kitchen was filled with delicious aromas, and then the food was ready
to be plated. They sat down together at Lexie’s sun-dappled kitchen table, an
old farmhouse slab of wood she’d picked up at an antique sale a couple of years
ago. 


            Lexie
looked at Sebastian and realized he was waiting for her to take a bite. She
did. The poached egg white was light and airy, and the yolk was wonderfully
runny. The mushroom sauce—instead of the typical hollandaise—made an
excellent complement to the egg and the toast underneath, which was slowly
soaking up the runny yolk and the sauce. 


The hash had just the right combination of earthiness,
crispiness, and buttery chewiness. It was, for lack of a better word, perfect. 


            Lexie
couldn’t even speak, so she made a little moaning sound in her throat and
continued to eat. Seb must have taken her moan in the spirit in which it was
intended, because he grinned broadly before turning to his own plate of food. 


            Lexie
had fully finished before she turned to Sebastian.


            “I
hated it,” she said, deadpan.


            “Little
liar. You ate every bite.” His tone was hard, but he didn’t seem angry.


            “I
just don’t want to inflate your ego any more than it already is.”


            “You
already have, Spice. You did that when you mopped up the rest of the mushroom
sauce with an extra piece of toast.” He leaned back in his chair, apparently
satisfied. “I like cooking for you. You appreciate everything about a dish,
from the way it’s prepared to how it’s presented.”


            “Let’s
not forget the way it tastes.”


            “The
most important part, of course. So,” he said, a picture of male grace as he
crossed his arms behind his neck and stretched his legs out under the table, “why’d
you choose to become a chef?” His gaze met hers evenly, and she didn’t look
away.


“I love the idea of bringing things from land to table. I
guess I was influenced by the sustainable foods movement, but really, I was
always interested in cooking. My parents were really supportive of me. I
remember one absolutely awful dish I prepared when I was eight—something
involving acorn squash and mayonnaise. They told me it wasn’t one of my best
efforts, but they ate it anyway.” She laughed. “I was lucky that they
encouraged me to pursue my passion. What about you? Why’d you decide to go into
this line of work?”


            “Necessity,”
he said flatly. 


            She
cocked her head. “Really? I can’t believe that. You have such fire.” Both in
the kitchen and out.


            He
shrugged and studied the ceiling. “Life wasn’t so easy for my mom once my dad
died. With four boys to support and feed on her own, she was stretched pretty
thin. I started cooking to help out around the house. Turned out I had a flair
for it.”


            “But
that doesn’t explain why you kept doing it,” Lexie probed. “You dropped out of
college to do this. Something was driving you.”


            His
gaze dropped back to hers, hot and fierce. “I’ll tell you what was driving me:
payback. I wanted to make my mark on the world. To have everyone who said I’d
never amount to anything sit up and take notice that Seb Grayson, hell-raiser,
could raise some hell of his own—and make good doing it.” He swallowed. “I’ve
never told anyone that before.”


            “I’m
glad you told me,” she said quietly. 


He leaned forward in his seat. “I am, too. I used to be able
to talk to my dad. He’d come home after a long day of fishing, crack open a
beer, settle in on the couch, and tell us stories about the pirates who roamed
up and down the Eastern seaboard. We all loved the legend of the Lorelei the best—even Val, though
he was a couple of years older than us and he pretended like he was too cool to
care. We hung on his every word. Then after our homework was done, he’d take us
to the beach and we’d roughhouse and watch the harbor lights. He told me I
could be anything I wanted when I grew up and I believed him. Then he died.” Seb’s
voice was throaty now, and he swallowed. “I think Cole took his death the
hardest, but I sure was a close second. I caused my mom all sorts of grief, and
learning how to cook to make her life easier was just one way I tried to make
amends. But I didn’t count on how it would make me feel. In the kitchen, I had
control. I had power. I liked it.” 


There was a moment of silence as his last words resonated in
the kitchen. Then he blinked, and Lexie knew the moment was over. “So tell me
what’s on our agenda for today,” he said. “I talked to my assistant. I told her
I’m going to stay in Star Harbor for a while longer. Your restaurant is closed
and for once, I have no meetings with my Realtor. Let me take you back to bed.”
His voice was husky, and hopeful.


            Lexie
laughed, despite his utterly proprietary manner. “Unfortunately, no. Today is
the one free day I have before LMK Catering officially opens to the public. Emma
and Jimmy’s wedding was really just our test run. I need to prep and taste
eight other dishes today. I’ve asked Buster to come in to assist, and Babs to
come over for tasting.” Then she had an idea. “Want to help me out? Your palate
would be a great addition.”


            “Hm,
let me think about that,” Seb mused, back to his usual arrogant self. “A
beautiful woman to ogle, free food to eat, and Babs Kincaide to torment. It’s a
no-brainer. Count me in.”


            “I’m
not sure I feel like being ogled, but it’s too late to disinvite you now. I
promised Buster I’d be at the restaurant by ten. We’ve got ten minutes to clean
up and get in the car.”


            “We’ll
make it,” Seb said confidently, as he tipped himself forward, stood up, and
began clearing plates.


 



            Twenty
minutes later, they were at the back door of the LMK. Lexie let them in with
her key, and they were greeted by a blast of warmth—the ovens were already
preheating in anticipation of their cooking session. Buster was there, steadily
washing the vegetables Lexie had asked him to prepare for the day’s work. He
looked up briefly, gave a quick smile to Lexie and a nod to Sebastian, then
bent his head down and kept working.


            “What
can I do to help?” Sebastian asked.


            “Let
me think,” Lexie said. “How are your butchering skills?”


            “Top-notch,”
he said without any hesitation.


            “Okay.
I have a rack of lamb that needs to be broken down.”


            “Rack
roast or chops?”


            “Chops.”


            “Single
or double?”


            “Single.”


            “Frenched?”


            “Yes,
please.”


            “I’m
on it. Where’s the rack?” 


            “In
the large fridge against the far wall.” Lexie pointed in the right direction. “Third
shelf from the top.” 


Seb went to wash his hands before grabbing the meat. Their
whole conversation had taken place in less than ten seconds. It was such a
pleasure to work with someone besides Buster who knew exactly how to follow her
directions. Not that her line cooks weren’t good; it was just that Sebastian
was on a totally different plane.


Once she’d established that Sebastian knew where to find the
knives he’d need, Lexie turned to her own work. Babs would be at the restaurant
at two to start the tasting, so they had only four hours to prepare the eight
main dishes, sides, and appetizers Lexie had created. She mapped out a game
plan and got to it.


Lexie barked out orders while simultaneously working her own
fingers to the bone. They’d have to work utterly nonstop for the entire time to
make sure everything would be done in time for Babs. 


Lexie snuck a look at Sebastian, who was slicing a roasted
beet with military precision. She felt a flash of guilt for roping him into the
cooking. She’d only intended for him to taste, but he’d insisted on helping—and
then some. He was pulling more than his fair share of weight today.


She took another quick peek. He was intensely focused on the
task in front of him, but he looked happy. Exhilarated, even.


“You okay?” she called to him from across the room.


            “You
bet, Spice.”


            “Good.
Just checking.” Lexie bent her head back down over her own preparations—pan-roasted
local diver scallops with cream sauce and chives. The plan was to use each
small scallop as an appetizer.      


Lexie hadn’t made many portions of food for the tasting. Initially,
it was going to be just her, Babs, and Buster. Sebastian added only one more. The
workload was intense simply due to the number of dishes that needed to be
prepared.


            Still,
it would be worth the hassle to finalize the list of dishes her catering
company would offer before the festival.


            Lexie
arranged the last curls of chopped chive atop one of the scallops. Done. 


            She
went to wash her hands, sneaking a peek at the clock. One on the nose. She
walked by Buster’s work station. He had two dishes sitting to his left, already
plated, and was working on a third. 


            “You
good, Buster?”


            He
nodded curtly, not looking up from his work.


            “Great.”
She moved on to Sebastian’s station. He’d acted, in essence, as her sous chef,
preparing components for her to use in her dishes. Just now, he was slicing
some raw carrots into thin, elegant ribbons for a garnish. She stood next to him
and watched for a few moments.


            “Not
bad,” she said admiringly. “It’s interesting to see it done without a
mandoline.”


            Seb
snorted as he continued to work. “I could do this in my sleep.”


            “I’m
sure you could. I appreciate you helping out here today. You really didn’t need
to, you know.”


            He
stopped slicing and looked up from his work station, directly into her eyes. “I
know,” he said slowly. “But I wanted to.” He held her gaze for a long moment,
then bent his head back down. His hands resumed their expert rhythm, as if he’d
never stopped using the knife.


            “I
appreciate it,” she repeated softly, before moving back to her own station to
complete her dishes. Maybe she and Seb could
work. They were compatible in both the bedroom and the kitchen, and he treated
her like an equal. Respected her. She could get used to this. 


            By
two, everything was done. The hot food was under the warmer and the cold food
was on the counter. Lexie heard a knock on the restaurant’s front door just as
she stuffed the last pan into the utility dishwasher. She signaled to Buster
that he should go let Babs in, and asked Sebastian to help her carry the first
few prepared dishes into the front room. 


            As
soon as they emerged from the kitchen, each holding two dishes, Babs pointed a
finger at Sebastian.


            “What’s
he doing here?” she asked in a loud voice.


            “Seb?”
Lexie glanced at him and tried to ignore the infuriating smirk blooming on his
face. “I invited him to taste, but he insisted on helping with the
preparations.”


            “Hmph,”
Babs muttered. “Well, I s’pose three mouths will be better than two.”


            “You
can say that again,” quipped Sebastian. Lexie shot him a look. 


            “Put
the plates here,” she said, depositing the ones she was carrying on a long
table. When he was done, she grabbed him by the elbow and steered him to the
back room. “We’ll be back with the rest of the plates,” she called over her
shoulder, just before they disappeared into the kitchen.


            As
soon as they were out of sight, she pushed Seb against a wall, pointed a finger
in his face—well, more accurately his chest—and hissed, “Behave!”


            Seb
hardly looked contrite. “Ooh, you’re sexy when you’re angry,” he said, just
before he took her by the waist, pulled her to him, and kissed her. 
            Lexie
struggled against him. This was neither the time nor the place. Especially
since she knew exactly where it was going to lead. “No!” she hissed again. “Not
now.”


            “Later?”
he asked hopefully, the hint of a smile curling his lip.


            “You
are incorrigible,” she said, pushing away from him. But she wasn’t angry. Not
really. 


Together, they carried out the rest of the dishes and some
forks. Lexie seated Buster in the middle. This proved to be a wise move, because
Sebastian immediately threw Babs a saucy smile. Babs simply sniffed in
response. 


            Lexie
sat down across from them and flipped out her notepad and pen to take notes. She
looked around at Babs, Buster, and Sebastian, the three experienced and trusted
cooks who would give her an honest critique. It was game time. She took a deep
breath. “Everyone ready? Good. Let’s begin.”


            Over
the next half-hour, Lexie called out each dish before it was tasted, detailing
each substantial ingredient and the method of preparation. No one was cruel or
rude. Just professional, succinct, and extremely helpful.


            Lexie
had just finished writing down “more salt” in the comments section for her
rosemary chicken skewers. “Thanks,” she said. “Any other suggestions?”


            “No,”
Sebastian responded. “The spicing is otherwise excellent.”


            “I
agree,” Babs said, looking at Seb with what Lexie thought was a tinge of
respect. Buster nodded in agreement.


            “All
right.” She went back to the kitchen to pull the last dish out of the fridge. “Our
final course is a miniature panna cotta with seasonal berry compote. I decided
to add it to the catering menu to make up for the lack of creamy desserts. I
figured it’d be less fuss than a crème brûlée, since we won’t have to do any
last-minute broiling. We can just prepare it in advance and serve it. What do
you think?” She waited patiently while everyone took a bite. 


            “Perfection,”
Seb said.


            “Really?
You have no constructive criticism for me?”


            “No.”
He shook his head. “It’s excellent. The vanilla note is just right, and the
balance between the creamy cake and the compote is superb. I have no comments.”
He looked at her and smiled before taking another bite.


            She
turned to Babs expectantly.


            “Girl,
it ain’t chocolate, and it ain’t your coconut cake, but it’s good. A keeper.”


            “Buster?”


            The
older man merely smiled and gave her the thumbs-up sign.


            “Well,
I can see we’ve ended on a positive note. Thank you for helping me out. I can’t
tell you how much I appreciate all of the work you put into this for me.”


            Babs
snorted. “I didn’t do anything except eat. And you didn’t even charge me.” She
smiled. “When’s your next catering gig?”


            “I’ve
got a party for Pru Miller coming up mid-October, but I’m planning to debut my
catering line at the Star Harbor Harvest Festival next weekend. I figure I’ll
get the word out, have samples for tasting, and pretty much just let people
know I’m open for business.”


            “Sounds
like a great idea. I’ll be there,” Babs said. “Well, girl, I always knew you’d
do good. Lots of people come to town from other parts, but they don’t understand
what Star Harbor is really about. Well, I’d say you get it all right. It’s
written all over you. And your food. You’re gonna be great.”


            “Thanks
Babs. That really means a lot to me.”


            “And
you,” Babs said, pointing a finger at Seb. “You’d better watch your step, boy. We’ve
all got our eyes on you.”


            “A
pleasure, as always, Ms. Kincaide.” Sebastian inclined his head in a courteous
nod.


            “Hmph,”
Babs snorted again as she rose from her chair.


            Buster
started to stand too, but with a subtle gesture, Lexie indicated that she’d
like to walk Babs to the door by herself. And she did just that, escorting the
older woman and thanking her again, profusely.


            “You
keep in mind what I told you before about Sebastian Grayson,” Babs said, not
even bothering to keep her voice down. 


            “I’ll
do that. Thank you again, Babs. You’ve really helped get things off the ground
for me. Please let me know if there’s ever anything I can do for you.”


            Babs
nodded, and threw her coat over her shoulders. “Be well, girl. And stay out of
trouble!” With that pronouncement, she left.


            Lexie
locked the door behind her and turned around. Buster and Sebastian were already
gone, and so were most of the dirty dishes.


            Lexie
let out her breath in a soft whoosh. It was only three in the afternoon, but
she felt like she’d run a marathon. All she wanted to do was sink down into the
nearest chair, but she knew she should help clear and clean. The day had gone
well. Better than she’d expected, thanks to Seb’s assistance. She and Buster
would have scrambled to complete the dishes in time for Babs’s arrival, but
because of Seb, they’d had a nice cushion.


            She
stepped back into the kitchen, and was promptly ushered out again by Sebastian.


            “No,
Spice, sit down. Buster and I have it.”


            “What?
You’ve been working just as hard as I have.”


            “Actually,
no. We’ve just been following orders. You’ve been doing all the heavy lifting. Besides,”
Seb said, “I haven’t really worked in weeks. This was just what I needed. So
sit down. Please.”


            “Buster—”


            “…
is fine. I am fine. The kitchen is fine. Just rest.”


            Reluctantly,
Lexie sat down and watched as Seb disappeared back into the kitchen. As
exhausted as she was, she was hardly going to sit there idly. She took out her
pen and pad and began to jot down some further modifications to her recipes. She
also made notes to discuss with her PR contact about her new menus and her
website. It required a lot of concentration, but at least she wasn’t on her
feet.


            She
was just about finished when Sebastian and Buster came back into the dining
room. 


            Buster
looked a bit weary, but Seb seemed to be brimming with energy. They sat down at
her table, and Buster pulled out a small piece of paper from his back pocket,
placing it solemnly on the table.


            Lexie
stared. “Is that what I think it is?”


            Buster
nodded. “Yep. Found it on the back door this morning when I came to open up. This
one’s pretty bad. I didn’t want to give it to you earlier because I was afraid
it’d mess up the tasting.” He handed it to her.


            A
hard, tight knot formed in Lexie’s stomach as she read the note. It was violent
and dirty. She couldn’t imagine Paige writing something so insidiously awful,
nor could she picture the woman staking out her place. “This wasn’t here when
Seb and I left last night.” 


            Seb
scanned the note, a grim look on his face. “We’re going to get Cole out here
the moment he gets back into town. I don’t know if he told you, but he’s in
Boston for the week. In the meantime, I think it’s best if I stay with you at
your place.” Seb turned to Buster and looked him in the eyes.


            “What?
Why is this being decided between you two? Don’t I get a say?” she asked
indignantly.


            “No,”
both men replied in unison.


            The
eye contact between the two men remained unbroken for a long moment, and then
Buster nodded his head.


            “Just
like that, it’s decided?” Lexie asked incredulously. No one answered her. “Well,”
she huffed, “I object. This is ridiculous. You can’t unilaterally decide that
I’m not safe by myself. He’s not coming home with me.” She crossed her arms
under her breasts and sat back in her chair defiantly.


            “Lexie,”
Buster said gently, “please do as we ask. It would kill me if something
happened to you. You’re like….” He cleared his throat. “You’re like my own
daughter.”


            Lexie’s
eyes grew misty. How could she stay angry at him? “Oh, Buster,” she said,
reaching across the table to take his hand. “I’ll do it.” She turned to Seb, a
harder look in her eye. “But you had better watch yourself.”


            “I’m
just here to help, Spice. Now,” he said with a roguish smile, “let’s go home.”






 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 20


 



            Over
the next few days it was business as usual—the ebb and flow of the breakfast,
lunch, and dinner services and the final preparations for the full launch of LMK
Catering. The recipes had been finalized, the menus printed, the contracts
drawn up, and the website updated.


            On
Tuesday afternoon, Pru Miller had stopped by to talk about the menu for her
party. Though only part-time residents, Pru and her husband, Harry, were two of
Star Harbor’s most influential citizens. They spent the school year in Boston,
where their son was in grade school, but they were in Star Harbor all summer
and a good number of weekends throughout the autumn and spring. Lexie was
extremely pleased that Pru had loved the new additions to the menu. They’d
decided on a preliminary menu for the party, with an agreement to revisit
everything ten days before the event was being held. The best news was that Pru
had written her a sizeable advance check.


            Lexie
was flying high. Unfortunately, though, her supplier was back to being unreliable.
On Wednesday morning she’d needed to scramble to get supplies from Martins’
Market. Furious, she’d called the supplier, who’d given her a sob story about
his truck breaking down. 


            “Buster,
I don’t know how much more we can deal with this. Art keeps letting us down. I’m
seriously thinking of cancelling our contract with them and citing breach.”


            “Talk
to Marlene Russbaum before you do anything,” Buster grunted.


            “Yeah,
okay. I’ll do that.” But she’d been so busy with her extra catering duties that
she hadn’t found the time to call her lawyer. 


True to his word, Sebastian had been staying with her at her
cottage. Each morning he’d drive with her to work. Then he’d head to the docks,
pick up his motorcycle, and go about his business. Lexie still wasn’t sure what,
exactly, he was doing on his extended vacation from New York, but he sure seemed
busy. At night, he’d park his bike, walk to the LMK, and drive home with her.


            When
Seb first brought up the idea of living at her place for safety, Lexie had thought
that having him in such proximity would be oppressive—her house wasn’t
large by any stretch of the imagination and Seb was a very large man. But
living with him was exactly the opposite of oppressive. 


She enjoyed being in his company. He was rakish and charming,
and regaled her with fascinating tales about his travels abroad. For the first
time in their growing relationship, he was focused less on seducing her than on
getting to know her, and he was turning all of his considerable charisma to the
task. She could see why he—out of all the notable chefs around—had been
picked to host a new television show. 


Lexie couldn’t deny that it was comforting to have him stay
with her when there was so much uncertainty about her safety. Having a large, imposing
man constantly by her side did wonders for her sense of security. It was almost
like having a live-in bodyguard. 


            On
Thursday, Cole returned to Star Harbor. As he had promised, he’d ordered the surveillance
camera before leaving for Boston, and he told her he would install it later
that evening. By design, the only people who would be working when he arrived were
Lexie and Buster. And Sebastian, who seemed to be at the LMK after six every
evening. 


At ten that night, Lexie was finishing up a few samples for the
Star Harbor Harvest Festival when she heard a knock on the back door. Sebastian,
the only one with clean hands, went to answer it. Drying her hands, Lexie followed
him to the doorway, where Luke and Cole were standing. 


“Hi, guys,” Lexie said. “Come on in.”


Both men stepped into the kitchen, and Lexie realized that
Cole was giving Sebastian a long, searching look. 


After several long moments, Cole broke the silence. “Good to
see you, Seb,” he said in his deep voice, holding out his hand for a shake.


Seb’s mouth broke into a wide smile, and Lexie let out the
breath she’d been holding. Seb shook his brother’s hand. “Welcome back, Cole.”


Then the two men stopped pumping hands and embraced,
slapping each other on the back. Luke, Buster, and Lexie exchanged smiles. When
the brothers were done, Cole turned to Lexie. “The lady of the hour,” he said. “Hope
you’ve been well, Lexie.”


“Very well,” she responded. Cole resembled Sebastian in so
many ways, it was interesting to watch them together, to compare their looks
and mannerisms.


“Luke and I will get everything set up for you tonight,”
Cole said. “You ready to catch this guy?”


“More than ready. Buster told you another note came while
you were away, right?”


Cole winced. “I’m sorry you had to deal with that. It looks
like you were in good hands, though,” he said, giving a nod to Buster and Seb. “Buster,
why don’t you show me where you think the camera should go? You’d mentioned installing
it underneath one of your apartment’s windowsills. If we put it there, it’ll have
a clear view of the back door, right?” 


            Buster
nodded. “Yep. I’ll show you. We need this to stop.”


            “Good.
Why don’t the three of us go up to your apartment and we’ll get this thing hooked
up.” Buster nodded again and went to wash his hands before leading Cole and
Luke upstairs. 


            As
soon as they were gone, Sebastian embraced Lexie from behind. “For your sake, I
hope this gets resolved soon, but for my own, I hope he’s never found.” When
Lexie twisted in his arms to look at him indignantly, he was grinning. “Just
kidding, Spice. But I do love staying at your place.”


            Lexie
sighed and turned her body so that she was facing him. She smoothed her hands over
his broad chest. “I just want this to be over. These constant threats have been
so unsettling. And the attack—” She looked down and shook her head. “I
don’t even want to think about it anymore, but I can’t escape it. It’s like an anvil
of doom is hanging over me wherever I go in this town.”


            “Maybe
that’s the problem.”


            “What
is?”


            “This
town. Maybe you should leave Star Harbor.”


            Lexie
jerked her head up. “What?”


            “You
heard me,” he said steadily.


            “Leave
Star Harbor?” she echoed. “But where would I go?”


            “Come
back to New York with me,” he said, a current of excitement in his voice. “I
could show you the city, my restaurant, my life. You’d love it.”


            “Sebastian,”
she said slowly, still reeling from his offer, “that’s very generous of you. But
my life is here. My work is here. I can’t just pick up and abandon it.”


            “I’m
not asking you to abandon it. Just to take a long-overdue vacation. When was
the last time you actually had one?” he demanded.


            “It’s
been a while,” she admitted, “but the timing is terrible. I’m about to launch
my catering business, I have an event coming up in two weeks, and after that—
But I’ll think about maybe coming over Christmas and—” She stopped
suddenly, struck by a horrible thought. “Are you going back to New York soon?”
she asked.


            Seb
looked at her squarely in the eye. “Yes,” he said.


            “When?”
Her voice came out as barely a whisper.


            “I
extended my break as long as I could, but I talked to my agent a few days ago. She
wants me back there next week to do some more brainstorming for the show.”


            “So
that’s what you’ve been doing all week,” Lexie said softly. She wasn’t
surprised. Seb was far too enterprising to have been sitting around doing
nothing. 


            “Yes
and no,” he said. “Watching you prep your new dishes really inspired me. You
were so passionate, so driven in the kitchen. You had such fire—I could
see it in your eyes. It made me want to work on my own ideas, so every day I’ve
been working on Val’s boat while you’ve been at the LMK. I’ve never been so
fruitful in my life, and I have you to thank. But it’s not just the show. I
need to get back to my own restaurant.”


            “So
you want me to go to New York with you as what? Your muse?” she said, trying to
pull away from him.


            “No,
Lexie,” he said, holding her firmly. “That’s not it at all. I won’t deny that
you inspire me. It’d be impossible to exaggerate the effect you’ve had on
restoring my passion for cooking. But you’re more—much more—than
that to me.”


            “What
am I, then?”


            Sebastian
smiled down at her. “Why, my lover, of course.” Then he kissed her, instantly
warming her mouth with his own. She allowed him to coax her lips open, and reveled
in the first taste of his probing tongue. It darted and stroked with an
intoxicating rhythm. 


Need shot through her faster than she ever thought possible.
Her breathing grew rapid, ragged. She opened her mouth wider, welcoming him to
plunder, to take, to taste what she had to offer. Her nipples hardened against
his chest, a silent entreaty to touch. 


And touch he did, cupping her breast gently in his large
hand, as he massaged her soft flesh. She was rising fast, but he was right
there beside her to catch her if she fell. She knew that about him, now. He
never took her to a place that he himself wasn’t willing to go. He was an easy,
talented, and generous lover. And she felt sure that she would never grow tired
of him.


Lexie ran her hands over the wide planes of his chest,
feeling his muscles tic beneath her fingertips. His body heat radiated into her
hands, and she felt as well as heard him moan. Knowing he was as aroused as she
was had the dual effect of exciting her and raising her temperature.


At that very moment, she heard voices outside the kitchen
door. She had enough clarity to realize that the two of them should not be
caught in such a compromising position. She placed her palms flat on
Sebastian’s chest and pushed. Reluctantly, he stepped away from her. His eyes
were heavy-lidded with sensuality and his full lips curled into a wicked smile.



“Later,” he promised, just as Buster, Luke, and Cole walked
through the door. 


If any of the men noticed anything strange about Lexie or
Sebastian’s expressions, they wisely kept their observations to themselves.


“We’re good to go,” Luke said. “Everything’s set up and the
feed is on.”


“Great,” Lexie said. “Thank you so much for doing this.”


“It’s what the Star Harbor Sheriff’s Department is here for,”
Cole said. “Let me know when you receive another note, and we’ll check the
feed. Hopefully we’ll catch this bastard.”


Lexie nodded.


“Good night, everyone,” Cole said as he walked to the door.


“’Night,” Luke echoed, following him.


“Good night. And thanks again,” Lexie responded.


“See ya,” Sebastian said, waving. 


After the door shut behind them, Lexie tried to get
everyone, including herself, back on track. It wasn’t easy to keep focused
after her little interlude with Sebastian, but she managed to plow through. It
was midnight before she and Seb were out the door, driving home to her little
cottage by Harper’s Pond.


 



 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 21


 



The fifth of October dawned crisp, clear, and bright. It
seemed as though all of Star Harbor had come out for the Harvest Festival, hosted
on the first Sunday of October every year since the town’s founding in 1639. Local
growers, craftsmen, and artists all displayed their wares on the large town
green. In recent years, as the town had grown, merchants were also invited to
set up booths or displays. 


Lexie had set up her booth—really, just a small table
laden with samples and print material—between the booths for Star Harbor
Mutual Life Insurance and Martins’ Market. She didn’t know how much traffic
Star Harbor Mutual would drive toward her booth, but she suspected that many
townspeople would stop by to give their regards to Joanne and William Martins.


Lexie had left Buster in charge of the LMK that morning and
she’d commandeered two of her friendliest servers to hand out samples. By ten
in the morning, Rachel and Kiki were parading up and down the outdoor aisle
where their booth was located, asking passersby if they’d like to sample some
coconut cake or chicken skewers. Then they’d steer them to the LMK’s booth,
where Lexie would then tell them about her business.


She’d chosen the right women to help her. In just one hour they’d
handed out thirty small packets containing her menu and sample pricing lists,
and there had been a lot of interest in her dessert catering. 


Was it her own reputation that was driving the traffic to
her booth? Or maybe it was a certain celebrity chef? He stood beside her,
looking incredibly sexy in a black turtleneck, black leather jacket, and
low-slung black jeans. Did the man own anything but black clothes? Everyone who
stopped by her booth gave Sebastian a long, lingering look. And it wasn’t
because they all recognized him, either. He simply exuded magnetism, his large
stature underscoring his physical power, his movie-star looks so seemingly out
of place in their sleepy little town. 


Even Lexie was having a hard time keeping her mind on her
work, and she was around him all the time. He never ceased to have a physical
effect on her. One look—like the one he was giving her right now—and
she grew warm from her head to her toes. 


She shot him an answering smile and resumed her conversation
with Mrs. Phillips, the rector’s wife, who was asking her about potentially catering
for the Episcopal Church’s coffee klatch. 


 



Sebastian watched Lexie with no small amount of pride. Her
warm chestnut hair curled around her head, bouncing as she moved. In the light,
her curls looked golden, like the glow emanating from her skin. Her eyes
sparkled and her cheeks were flushed with pleasure and excitement.


The woman was simply a dynamo. It was brisk outside, yet she
flitted around as if heated by a tiny, hot spark from within. She never stopped
moving, stopped talking, stopped living. He’d recognized that about her the
very first time he saw her in her restaurant. He’d been such a cad, then. Now
he was as protective of her as he was hot for her. 


It was reasonable to say that Sebastian had never met anyone
like Lexie. 


He was going to hate to leave her.


As he was ruminating about the circumstances that were
forcing him back to New York before he was ready to go, a willowy, stunning
blonde approached the booth. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lexie
stiffen. He stiffened too, expecting that he would need to come to her defense,
but she got to the woman first. 


“Some nerve you have, showing up here after the stunts
you’ve been pulling,” Lexie said.


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the woman said
icily, not even bothering to look at her, turning instead to him. “Sebastian
Grayson, I presume,” she said, holding out her hand. 


“Yes,” he said. “And you are?”


“Paige Sinclair,” she said in a purr. “I own The Vanilla
Bean in Falmouth. I’ve been to Helena. Your food is unbelievable. I especially
loved your take on bouef en croute with foie gras. It was outrageously
decadent,” she said, coming around the table to stand right in front of him. “It
inspired me to serve my own form of the dish. In fact, if you have a few
minutes, I’d love to take you out for a cup of coffee.” 


Paige looked up at him coquettishly with cornflower-blue
eyes fringed with dark blond lashes. She was exactly the type of woman he’d
have gone for, say, a month ago. She was gorgeous, she was seriously into him,
and she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. But now, there was just one small
problem.


She wasn’t Lexie. 


He tried to look sorry, even though he wasn’t at all. “As
you can see, I’m presently occupied.”


“Perhaps another time, then?” she said, holding out a card.


“Perhaps,” Sebastian said vaguely, pocketing the card and
holding out his hand to shake hers. “Goodbye.”


It was a dismissal and she knew it. To her credit, she
didn’t even blink. “A pleasure.”


She walked back around the table and said something to
Lexie, who made a sharp retort. Paige frowned, shook her head, then sauntered
away.


“What did she say to you?” Seb questioned.


“She said, ‘I’m close.’”


“Close to what?”


            “Close
to figuring out the cake recipe, I guess. Anyway, I told her I was on to her,
but she said she didn’t know what I was talking about.”


“Do you really still think she’s the one behind the notes?”
Seb questioned.


Lexie sighed. “At first I was convinced it was her. But now
it seems less and less likely. She’d have to be a total sociopath to leave the
notes and then taunt me to my face.”


He put his arm around her shoulder and squeezed, kissing the
top of her head when she was close enough. “We’ll catch the person who’s doing
it. And don’t worry about Paige, Spice. She’ll never make a cake as good as
yours.”


“You don’t want to go get coffee with her?” Lexie asked cheekily,
some of her tension dissipating.


“No. I want to stay with you.” 


And he did. Especially since this would be their last night
together before he left. The abrupt ending to his visit in Star Harbor had cast
a pall over what should have been a lovely day. He found himself brooding about
how enjoyable the past few weeks had been. Although he was very much looking
forward to returning to his restaurant and getting things in motion for his
upcoming show, he didn’t want to go back.


And he knew why. She
wouldn’t be there with him.


Pushing aside that melancholy thought, he tried to focus on
the woman in his arms. “Lexie,” he said, “let’s have a quiet night tonight. Just
us. No restaurant, no cooking, and no thinking about rivals or work or
recipes.”


“Or tomorrow,” Lexie whispered, looking up at him with a
tremulous gaze.


“Or tomorrow,” he agreed, bending down to kiss her soft berry
lips. As always, when his lips touched hers, he tasted sweetness, strength, and
the promise of things to come. He couldn’t help pulling her close to feel the
warmth emanating from her. 


She pressed against him and desire hit him hot and hard. Her
curvy body was so ready for his taste, for his touch, that he almost lost
control right then and there on the Star Harbor Green. He wanted to devour her,
to bring her to the heights of ecstasy, to revel as her control slipped until
she was naked with desire for him. He wanted to watch as she climaxed in his
arms, lost in the throes of passion, before he took his own release inside her
tight body.


But they were outside in public, and Sebastian could feel
many curious eyes on them. Reluctantly, he ended the kiss and pulled back from
her. She smiled at him and extricated herself from his arms before turning to
talk to her employees. 


Sebastian sighed loudly. He couldn’t wait to get her alone.


 



Lexie finished sealing a box filled with the remaining menus
and price lists and straightened up from her bent position. With one hand
rubbing the small of her back, she scanned the Green where other vendors and
merchants were packing up their gear and disassembling their tables and booths.
She’d already sent Rachel and Kiki back to the LMK with the extra food,
courtesy of Buster’s truck, and was waiting for Buster to return so she could
hand him the heavy box of materials, along with the rest of her LMK
paraphernalia.


It had been a successful day, and Lexie was pleased with how
people had responded to the new business. She knew she could count on at least
a dozen jobs from today alone, and once word got out that she was open for
business, she’d likely get a dozen more. By rights, she should be more than
pleased. She should be ecstatic. But the thought of Sebastian leaving the next
day dampened her happiness.


Speaking of Sebastian, where was he? He’d disappeared ten
minutes ago when his cell had started ringing. Lexie glanced around the Green again,
hoping to spot his tall figure. If he was nearby, he’d be easy to pick out of
the crowd. But she didn’t see him. Frowning slightly, she turned back to
finalize her cleanup. 


Just then, she felt the familiar weight of his big hand on
her shoulder. She turned, and was immediately enveloped in his embrace. Something
didn’t feel right, though. She pulled back to look at him, noting his grim expression.


“What?” she asked.


“Bad news,” he said. “I just got off the phone with Ivana. I
have to leave tonight.”


“Tonight?” she exclaimed. “But I thought you were going to
leave tomorrow morning.”


“I thought so, too, but apparently there’s a dinner in the
city I have to attend. Some damn executive at the television channel has
demanded my presence.” 


“What time?”


“Eight.”


Lexie mentally calculated the time. “It’s four now. And it
takes at least four hours to get from here to New York. So, you have to leave—”



“Now. I’m not even going to bother with my bag. I’m just
gonna hop on the bike and go.”


“So this is it, then?”


“For now.”


Forever. She buried her face in his chest, trying not to cry. He’d
be gone just like he’d arrived—suddenly, unexpectedly—leaving her
reeling. She breathed in deeply, trying to imprint his scent on her brain.


“Lexie,” he said, his chest rumbling with the vibration of
his voice. “Lexie, remember when I asked if you would come to visit me in New
York?”


            Lexie
nodded, her face still in his chest.


            “I
want you to come,” he said.


            “When?”
she asked, her voice muffled.


             “As soon as possible.”


Reluctantly, she dragged her face away from his chest,
inhaling one last time to cement his masculine smell in her mind. “I already
told you, it’ll be hard for me to get away.”


“Try.” His voice sounded tight. 


“I’ll do my best.”


“Damn it, Lexie,” he swore. Then he bent his head and
crushed her lips to his own, pulling her body even more tightly against him. He
was angry—she could feel it—but there was a patent desire behind
his anger that overrode any negative feelings. 


Lexie felt the kiss all the way to her toes—it was so
powerful, so passionate, so utterly primal.
Dizziness overcame her, and it was only his strong arms that kept her from
falling. 


Her surroundings faded away as her focus narrowed to him. Only
him. His lips demanded her surrender and as always, when it came to Sebastian,
she willingly gave it. Heat suffused her and blood rushed through her veins,
warming her, cocooning her. Then Sebastian tore his mouth and his body from
hers, taking with him that wonderful feeling of completeness. Lexie gasped at
the shock of his sudden departure and opened her eyes, only to find herself
standing alone and staring at Seb’s rapidly receding back. 


And just like that, he was gone. To Lexie’s surprise and
mortification, hot tears squeezed from her eyes and dripped down her cheeks. Within
moments, they’d cooled to the temperature of the air. She quickly dropped her
head and wiped them away with the back of her hand. 


He hadn’t even said goodbye.


 



 






 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 22


 



“Hans!” Sebastian yelled at his line cook for what must have
been the hundredth time that week. “This bechamel sauce is garbage. Throw it
out and do it again.” He tossed his spoon onto the counter and stalked down the
line, tasting, criticizing, and—to his abject disgust—screaming. Since
he’d returned to New York, he yelled his assistants’ names so often they had
become like epithets.


“Too salty.”


“Needs more pepper.”


“Crap. I can’t serve this.”


And on and on.


            When
had his temper gotten so bad that he had resorted to yelling? Even at his
worst, he’d never been like this. Tonight he’d made two of his female servers
cry and a line chef storm out of the kitchen. Worse, his sous chef, Jorge, was
constantly on edge.


After dressing down everyone in sight, Seb retreated to his
small office. Once he was away from the clutter and din of his kitchen, he
sighed and rubbed his eyes with his fingertips. If he’d taken a page from Lexie
Meyers, he would have simply given his staff quiet encouragement and direction rather
than a verbal beat-down. But all his good intentions had gone out the window
the day he’d left Star Harbor. 


And Lexie.


It had been two weeks. Two long weeks since he’d seen her,
touched her, spoken to her. 


At first, he was too busy to call. He’d gone from that dinner
with the TV execs to his restaurant to meeting after meeting after meeting. He’d
barely had time to catch any sleep, let alone call. And now? Now it had been so
long that it was uncomfortable. He wasn’t trying to be a jerk, but he just
didn’t have the energy to remedy the situation. He knew what he wanted, but he
didn’t yet know how to make it happen.


Of course, Lexie hadn’t called him, either. She wasn’t the
type to sit and pine for anyone. In fact, she’d made it clear that she wasn’t
ready to leave Star Harbor. Still, there had to be some way they could make
this work. 


But a terrible suspicion nagged at Sebastian, invading
whatever fragment of peace he’d managed to achieve since he’d returned, which
admittedly wasn’t much. Was there some other, hidden meaning behind Lexie’s reluctance
to visit him? Was Lexie unwilling to consider a trip to New York because she didn’t
take him seriously? 


Seb shook his head, as if to shake away his thoughts of Lexie.
Damn, but it was near impossible. He stuck his head out of his office door and glanced
around the kitchen. Line chefs stood at their stations, looks of deep concentration
on their faces. Waitstaff scurried around, grabbing dishes here, dodging
busboys there, as Jorge shouted orders. 


Sebastian sighed. He’d been doing a lousy job since he’d
returned. He should be managing them better. All he’d done was bark and holler
and snipe. 


Poor Ivana wasn’t immune to his wrath, either. He’d given
her an earful for making him come back to New York City early, even though
she’d only been looking out for his best interests. She’d taken his yelling like
a champ. He’d make sure to give her a nice holiday bonus.


            Seb
swore, his muttered curse swallowed up by the din of the kitchen. This was all
because of Lexie. She had bewitched him. He couldn’t stop thinking about her—her
tart retorts to whatever zingers he managed to send her way. Her mischievous
smile. The way she sank against him when he kissed her. The way she gave
herself to him completely when they made love. 


Seb groaned softly. Why hadn’t he seen it before? Had he
been utterly blind? He was in love. 


He had the sneaking suspicion that if he told Lexie how he
felt, she’d laugh in his face. Leave it to him to fall for the one woman who was
emotionally immune to his charms. 


And why hadn’t he called her? God, he was so stupid
sometimes. He’d likely screwed everything up. 


Before he could fix things with Lexie, though, things needed
to change professionally. Starting now. Sebastian thought for a few long
minutes—about work, about life, and about Lexie. Suddenly, he knew what
he needed to do to turn things around. Mentally steeling himself, he took a few
more moments before facing his staff.


He grabbed his chef’s hat and slapped it on his head. Snaring
his apron from its hanger, he tied it around his body. Then he stalked back
into the kitchen. Without saying a word, he took up a place on the line,
replacing the cook who’d left earlier that evening. 


Seamlessly, he launched into the duties of a saucier—a
lowly line cook. Duties that were at once familiar and comforting. 


Side-by-side with his cooks, he measured, he poured, he
stirred, and he tasted. His assistants watched him silently, obviously wondering
what he was up to. Was he mocking them? Seb’s quiet work and subdued attitude
spoke louder than any words he could say. That he respected them. That he was
one of them. 


As they grew more comfortable with his presence, they began
to call out their needs to him, to include him in their banter. Slowly, they
relaxed. Although he desperately wanted to, Seb didn’t smile. He knew it would
take time, but his plan would work. Hell, it had worked for Lexie and her
kitchen ran more smoothly than anyone’s. 


He’d build their trust back up, bit by bit, until they
understood that he was their colleague, their leader, their inspiration. He was Helena. As the heart and the soul of
the kitchen, he wanted to keep his staff happy just as much as he wanted the
restaurant to succeed. And there was one other thing he wanted to succeed—his
relationship with Lexie. She was his. 


 



A few days later, things seemed to be back on track. A week
and a half later, things were going even better. Good cheer abounded, and
Sebastian noticed that everyone was a great deal more productive. 


Score one for the Lexie Meyers playbook.


Sebastian himself couldn’t have been working any harder. He
spent between sixteen and eighteen hours a day at Helena, prepping lunch and
dinner services and using his downtime to plan out the details for the new
show. When he wasn’t at the restaurant, he was either in meetings with the
television executives or speaking with Ivana. He hadn’t given up on opening a
new restaurant, either, and Ivana was still working with folks in Boston to get
him the space he needed. It was slow going, since the Realtor still hadn’t been
able to come up with the right fit, but he was optimistic that Ivana would find
something worth his while. She always did.


One thing still wasn’t right. Lexie. He had called her several
times—unfortunately at odd hours due to his intense schedule—but
she hadn’t picked up. She was probably working just as hard as he was, but
leaving her voicemail messages just wasn’t going to cut it. As soon as he
could, he was going to make things right—really right—with her.


Realizing he had a meeting with the studio heads in thirty
minutes, he quickly shrugged on his heavy coat and emerged from his office. “Jorge,”
he said, interrupting his sous chef, who was giving instructions to one of the
line cooks, “you’re in charge. I’ll be gone until five, but I’ll be back in
time to man the line for dinner.”


“You got it, Chef.”


Sebastian nodded and walked out the kitchen door to the
alleyway behind Helena. He flung a leg over his bike, kicked up the kickstand,
and revved the engine. Then he was off, swerving around potholes and taxicabs.


Street signs, people, and advertisements passed by him in a
blur. He heard a street vendor shouting out as he drove by, his voice warped by
the speed of Seb’s bike and the sound of blaring car horns. And the lights,
always the lights—blinking, flashing, throbbing, pulsing—the
heartbeat of the city. Sewer smells wafted up to him as he drove and were just
as quickly whisked away by the brisk wind howling down the side streets.


As much as he loved Star Harbor, he loved this, too. It was
a different kind of living—a fast-paced, open-throttle,
twenty-four-hours-a-day kind of living. He reveled in it. This was his home,
his city. 


Sebastian pulled up outside the studio headquarters and
parked his bike. Removing his helmet, he walked into the building. He passed
through security and made his way to the twenty-second floor. Giving a saucy
wink to the receptionist, he strode into the conference room where the meeting
was being held.


Seven of the studio executives were seated in huge leather
chairs around a large walnut table. Ivana was there too, looking perfectly
poised, her back straight and her legs crossed, her ever-present BlackBerry on
the table in front of her. 


“Gentlemen,” Sebastian said as he walked in, “and ladies,”
he smoothly added, giving a raised eyebrow to Ivana and a big smile to the sole
female executive, who was a dead ringer for Hillary Clinton.“Have you thought
about my new proposal for the show?”


Keith Waters, a large man with a florid complexion, spoke
up. “Yes, and frankly,” he took a quick glance around at his colleagues, “we
think it’s brilliant.” The seven other executives nodded and murmured to
themselves. “It’s not just a travel show. It’s not just a cooking show. It’s an
alchemy of the two, with you visiting sites around the United States, doing a
feature about the regional cooking, providing a focus on a few famous dishes or
restaurants, creating recipes of your own based on the local cuisine and maybe
challenging a local chef to a friendly cook-off.” 


“Exactly,” Sebastian said, slipping into one of the large
black leather chairs and leaning back so that his legs were fully stretched
out. He placed his hands behind his neck and looked around. “The audience will
get the adventure of visiting a new place, the flavor of the local cuisine, a
healthy dose of competition, and of course, original recipes by Sebastian
Grayson.”


“It’s a winner,” the Hillary Clinton clone said.


“I agree,” said Sebastian, smiling. Ivana looked smug. “So
it’s settled? We rewrite the existing episodes—with input from me?”


“Absolutely,” Keith said. 


“Great. I have just the place to focus on for our first
episode.”


“Where?” one of the other executives asked.


Seb unhooked his arms from behind his neck and placed them
on the table. He leaned forward and grinned. “The place where I plan to open up
my next restaurant.”


 



            All
Hallows Eve. Swaying lanterns lined the Star Harbor Green, casting an eerie
pallor. On one side of the Green there was a maze of hay bales and a haunted
house. On the other, local merchants had set up tables to hand out candy and
treats to the children who were going to spend Halloween night here instead of
out carousing about town. 


Cole Grayson had been sheriff of Star Harbor for only a few
months, but he had some great ideas about youth safety. A lot of folks—Babs
included—said he only had such good ideas because he’d been so bad as a
boy, but Lexie thought Cole’s proposal of having a town-sponsored Halloween
event was brilliant. The best way to keep kids out of trouble was to have them
where you could see them.


Last year, the windows of the LMK had been soaped, top to
bottom. It had taken Dennis a full day to scrub the soap off. Lexie was happy
to donate her time and energy to the event if it meant that her restaurant
would be left alone this year. She and her staff had made cupcakes—chocolate
with black-tinted vanilla frosting and pumpkin with orange-tinted cream cheese
frosting—each spookily decorated with a spiderweb of icing. Trick or
treat, right? “This year it’s going to be treat,” she said with determination
as she set up her display.


After a few minutes of arranging, Lexie was satisfied, and
just in time. Evening was upon them, and the children would soon be arriving. She
shivered in the chill air and zipped up her puffer jacket, happy she’d opted to
wear jeans. 


She tucked the extra cupcakes underneath her section of the
table and turned to Babs, who had hand-dipped a hundred candy apples.


“You good, Babs?” she asked the older woman, who was setting
out the treats.


“Yeah, girl. Almost done,” Babs said. “Look good, don’t
they?”


“They sure do.”


“Can’t eat ’em myself, you know,” Babs said ruefully. “On
account of my teeth.”


Lexie shook her head in sympathy. Across the Green, she saw
Joanne Martins, her silver head bobbing as she organized a display of gourds, squash,
and miniature pumpkins, which she and Will had volunteered to hand out to the
children. Joanne looked up, and Lexie waved at her. Joanne waved back and gave
her a thumbs-up sign. 


Just then, Cole Grayson strode up to their table. He wore
his full sheriff’s uniform, minus the cap. With his black-as-night hair, blue
eyes, and impressive physique, he cut quite an imposing figure. While Lexie
tried not to stare at him—he looked so much like Seb it almost took her
breath away—Babs struck up a conversation.


“Well, well, well, if it ain’t the man of the hour,” Babs
said. “You did a fine job organizing this, Cole.”


“Thanks, but I can’t take all the credit. The Halloween
Committee did most of the work.”


Lexie forced a smile onto her face and tried to keep her
emotions in check. It wasn’t easy, given that she’d done her best to forget
about Sebastian over the past few weeks, when here she was, face to face with
his look-alike brother. 


“Yes, Cole,” Lexie spoke up. “I’ve talked with a lot of
other merchants, and we’re so happy you decided to centralize the celebration
this year.”


Cole trained his sharp gaze on her and Lexie felt a shiver
run up her spine. He wore the same hawkish look that she associated with Seb. He
eyed her speculatively, then warmed his expression with a smile. “I’m glad you
feel that way, Lexie,” Cole said, his voice too similar to the low rumble she
knew so well. “Local business safety was one of the reasons we decided to do
this.”


“Well, we’re all pleased. The treasure hunt area for the
little kids is great, and the hay bale lounge area for the teens is brilliant.”



“Keep ’em where we can see ’em, right? Can I speak with you
in private for a moment?” 


Lexie nodded, and she and Cole walked a few yards away from
the table.


“I still haven’t heard anything about Frank Doherty’s
whereabouts, but I followed up and your restraining order has been entered into
the statewide database. If he comes near you, it’s a violation of that order.”


“Okay.” It made her feel a bit better to know that the order
was in place, but she didn’t want it to lull her into a false sense of
security. 


“So, has my brother called you?” Cole asked.


“He has, but I haven’t had time to pick up,” Lexie answered
honestly. 


“But he hasn’t followed up? Emailed? Told you he’s coming
back to visit?”


“No.” She felt miserable saying it. That she even felt
miserable galled her.


Cole muttered something mostly unintelligible, which sounded
suspiciously like a very dirty phrase. Lexie put her hand on his arm to stop
him from walking. “Cole, it’s okay. We had a good time while he was here, and I
don’t regret anything. He has his own life in New York, and that’s all there is
to it.”


Cole looked down at her. “My brother,” he bit out, “is very,
very stupid.”


Lexie smiled ruefully. “Thanks, Cole. I appreciate hearing
that.” She glanced back at her table. Babs was leaning toward them, as if she
was trying to catch what they were saying. “I’d better get back to my cupcakes.
A lot of little ones are about to arrive.”


“You take care, Lexie. I’ll be by to check on you soon.”


“Well, what was that all about?” Babs demanded when she’d
gotten back to the table. “Sebastian Grayson, I imagine.”


Lexie deliberately changed the subject. “Hey, look, Babs. We
have our first customers.” She pointed surreptitiously at two little girls
toddling toward them, each holding one of their mother’s hands. “Let’s get
ready.”


Babs grunted and turned to the approaching children. The
girls looked to be about three years old and were obviously twins. They had
matching faces, with sparkling blue eyes and golden ringlets. They were also wearing
identical princess outfits, complete with tiaras and magic wands. Each twin had
a plastic pumpkin container for holding candy. They approached the table,
looking adorably shy.


“What do you say?” prompted their mother.


“Trick or treat,” they whispered in unison, looking
uncertain.


“Happy Halloween,” smiled Lexie, all thoughts of Cole—and
Sebastian—banished from her head. “You two make beautiful princesses.” She
looked down. “I love your satin slippers.” The little girls tentatively smiled
at her. “Would you like an orange cupcake or a black cupcake?”


“Choose one, girls,” their mother said, taking their pumpkin
containers from them so that the girls could hold the cupcakes.


“A black one, please,” one of the twins said.


“Orange,” the other spoke up.


“Good choices,” Lexie said, picking up one of each color. “Here
you go!” Each little girl took her cupcake and stared at it, seemingly mesmerized.



“What do you say?” their mother asked.


“Thank you,” they said in unison, still staring at the
miniature cakes. Lexie looked over at Babs. Even the older woman was charmed,
and she gave the girls a warm, sweet smile.


“You’re welcome. If you’d like to eat your cupcakes now, I
have napkins for you.”


“Thanks,” their mother said, holding out her hand. “I’ll
take them. Girls, let’s go sit on that hay bale over there and enjoy our
treats. “Thank you again,” she said.


“My pleasure,” Lexie said. “Have fun!”


“If a sight like that don’t warm my heart, I’m surely dead,”
Babs said with a sappy smile on her face.


“They were really cute, weren’t they?” Lexie said. “Oh,
look, we have three little pirates to serve.” 


The pirates chose some candy apples. One small boy with an
eye patch and a tricornered hat immediately crunched into his apple, squealing
with delight as the hard exterior crackled under his teeth.


Lexie grinned. Throughout the early evening, a stream of
charming monsters, ghouls, firemen, and ballerinas made their way over for
treats. Lexie even saw a few small police officers in outfits identical to
Cole’s. She pointed them out to Babs. “Looks like our new sheriff has made
quite an impression on the town’s youth,” Lexie said. 


Night had fallen rapidly, and their portion of the Green was
now relatively dark, except for the dim lanterns hanging around the perimeter
and the flashlights that were being held by older children and adults. Lexie
flicked on the two portable gas lamps she’d brought to illuminate her table. The
glow from the lamps extended only about two feet, but it was better than
nothing. 


The trick-or-treaters were no longer smaller children
accompanied by their parents, but older children who traveled in packs. Lexie was
glad that the high schoolers were extremely polite, despite the gruesome
costumes they wore. She’d just finished handing out cupcakes to a group of
gangly teens dressed like the Boston Patriot football team when a figure in a
black leather duster and a Freddy Krueger mask approached, stopping three feet away
from her table. 


“Happy Halloween,” Lexie said cheerily. “Chocolate or
pumpkin?”


The figure didn’t respond.


            “Are
you supposed to be the character from the movie Halloween?” Lexie asked, trying to make conversation.


            The
figure was silent. 


            The
smile faded from Lexie’s face. She took a moment to truly size up the person
standing in front of her. She’d initially thought that it was a high school
student, but as she looked more closely, she realized she’d been mistaken. The
shoulders were too broad, the stance too assured to belong to a teenager. She
noticed that the man—she was sure it was a man—was clenching and
unclenching his gloved fists by his side. The gesture was even more threatening
than his silence.


“What do you want?” Lexie said, speaking firmly and loudly. “If
you don’t want a cupcake, then leave.” She glanced toward Babs for support, but
the older woman had disappeared. 


She was alone. 


The man stepped forward another foot and faced her dead on. As
he moved, she caught the scent of sandalwood. It was Frank. She knew it was—the
way he moved, the way his body looked—it all matched. Lexie felt a well
of fear bubbling up inside her. She had to do something. Now.


            “Frank,
I know that’s you under there. I have mace on my key chain and I’m not afraid
to use it,” Lexie said with a bravado she didn’t feel. To show she was serious,
she pulled her key chain from her pocket and held it out.


            He
stepped forward until he was flush against her table. Lexie still held out her
arm. It was shaky, but she didn’t waver in her determination. “Go away,” Lexie
whispered, her hand quivering. 


            Frank
looked like he was about to lunge over the table, when Lexie heard Babs’s voice
from across the Green. She sounded like she was about fifteen feet away. He
hesitated only a fraction of a second more. Then he turned and ran,
disappearing into the inky blackness.


            Within
moments, Babs was back, carrying a steaming paper cup of apple cider. “Got it
from Luke Bedwin,” she said. “He’s handing out cocoa and cider at his table on
the other side of the Green.”


            Lexie
ignored her statement. “Where’s Cole?” she said. Her whole body was shaking,
and for the life of her, she couldn’t lower the small canister of mace. 


            Babs
turned back toward Lexie and really looked at her. 


            “Oh,
Lord, girl, what’s happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


            “I
have,” whispered Lexie, still unable to lower her hand. She turned to Babs with
a stricken expression on her face. “I saw the man who attacked me on movie
night. Frank Doherty is here in Star Harbor.”


 



            Cole certainly didn’t take any chances,
Lexie thought as she bounced over the rough country road in the passenger seat
of Cole’s squad car. It had taken all of a minute for him to get to Lexie and he
had immediately radioed his deputies to search the surrounding area, but Frank
had disappeared.


            Cole
had insisted on having Hank shadow her for the rest of the event, and immediately
afterward, he had personally driven her home to collect a bag of clothes and
toiletries.


            “You’re
staying with me at Emma and Jimmy’s place,” Cole said, staring straight ahead
while he drove. The headlights of the car shone brightly into the darkness on
Harper Pond Road. “There’s no way you’re going to sleep out here by the Pond,
alone, and I don’t think you’d be comfortable sleeping on Val’s boat. The
Bishops will take care of you and I’ll be there to keep guard.”


            If
he was expecting an argument from Lexie, he wasn’t going to get one. “Fine by
me,” Lexie murmured. There was no way she was going to sleep, anyway. Frank’s
seething menace had really gotten to her. Every time she closed her eyes, she
saw him there. Standing. Staring.


            “So,”
Cole said, his voice deliberately lighter, “I heard that the catering event you
did for Pru Miller last week went well.”


            “Yes,”
said Lexie, relieved by the change in subject. Relieved that she could think
about something other than the menacing figure who’d threatened her. “The
luncheon went very well. We had to drive everything up to Boston, but nothing
got crushed and we just did a reheat in Pru’s kitchen. Pru loved the menu we
selected, and so did her guests. Congressman Ted Kirkland was there, too. I
shook his hand.”


Cole let out a brief cough. “Kirkland’s a good man. He’s
represented our district well. So, will you get some more business from this?” 


“Thankfully, yes. Pru hired me to cater the Millers’ Thanksgiving
dinner in Boston, and some of her friends asked for my card, too. It was a good
day’s work.”


            “I’m
glad to hear your business is thriving.”


            “Things
are going better than I’d hoped. So far I haven’t needed to hire extra staff,
but at the rate I’m growing? Well, we’ll just have to see.”


            “Do
you have any plans for the holidays?”


            “So
far just the Millers’ dinner. But if business continues to go well, we might
get some other work catering Thanksgiving events, too. Right now, any business
is good business.”


            “I
guess you’re planning to stay close to home then. At least for the near
future.”


            “That’s
the plan.”


            “And
I heard from Buster that there have been no new notes.” Cole’s voice was more
serious.


            “No.”
Lexie swallowed back a rising tide of nervousness. 


            “We’re
still monitoring that.”


            “Good.”


            As
they pulled up the gravel driveway at the Bishop farmhouse, Lexie saw that the
front door was open. Emma’s silhouette came into view against the hall light. The
moment she’d walked through the threshold, she felt at home. Emma directed Jimmy
to take Lexie’s small overnight bag up to the guest room and immediately invited
her into the kitchen for some tea. She was doing her utmost to ensure that
Lexie felt like a houseguest.


            A
houseguest who was under police protection.


            After
an hour or so, Lexie excused herself and starting preparing for bed. She placed
her cell phone on the night table and plugged its charger into a nearby outlet.
Then she unpacked her blouse and skirt for the next day and laid them on a
wingback chair. It was so cold in the farmhouse that Lexie waited until the
very last possible minute to undress. As quickly as possible, she shrugged into
her flannel sleep shirt. 


            Shivering,
she jumped into the bed, pulling the soft down comforter up to her neck. Despite
the comforter’s weight, the sheets were freezing. She curled up into a ball and
tucked her head under the covers, rubbing her arms over the goose bumps on her
legs. 


            It
took ten minutes before any semblance of warmth crept through Lexie’s bones,
and another ten before the small pocket she’d formed with her body started to
fill with heat. She tried to focus on slowing her heart rate down, a trick
she’d learned from a Zen master back in California. She concentrated on
breathing in and out, slowly, slowly. Breathe in and hold. Breathe out and
hold. Breathe in and hold. Breathe out and hold. Breathe in and—Lexie let
out an impatient huff. Her heart was still pounding, and all she was doing was
making herself light-headed. 


What could she do to calm herself? Think up new recipes? Not
so appealing. She’d done that plenty over the past few weeks. She could think
about the triumph of her recent catering events. Better, but still not terribly
calming. Thinking about catering made her think about everything she still had
to do to expand her business, which was anything but calming.


She could think about Seb.


That was the worst idea of all. Thinking about the man with
the smoldering gaze and the infuriating attitude would only rile her up, not
calm her down. She was still peeved by the way he’d handled his departure. Leaving
with barely any warning, and then a few smattered phone calls in the middle of
the night when he knew she’d be asleep.


She didn’t care. At least that was what she kept telling
anyone who asked. 


But, deep down, she knew she was kidding herself. She did
care. Deeply.


Still, calling him and baring her soul wasn’t in the cards. It
would only make her feel foolish and embarrass them both.


Lexie slowly fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 23


 



            A
loud, insistent buzzing woke Lexie the next morning. Groggily, she opened her
eyes, momentarily confused about where she was. But when she pulled the sheet
off her head and exposed her face to the frigid air, she figured it out fast. Her
house was never this cold. In a rush, she remembered everything that had
happened the evening before on the Green—the Halloween celebration, Frank’s
appearance, and Cole’s insistence on bringing her to the Bishops’ house. 


            It
finally permeated her consciousness that the buzzing was her phone vibrating on
the wood nightstand. Lexie glanced over at the electric clock flashing the
time. Five a.m. Who would be
calling at such an unholy hour? She snaked her arm from the warmth of the
covers to grab her phone. “Hello?” she said, her voice sounding throatier than
she’d anticipated.


“Lexie, hi.” It was Sebastian, his voice resonating
throughout her entire body. 


“Oh, hello.” Lexie tried to keep cool even as a hundred
questions flashed through her mind. 


“Lexie, I heard from Cole that you had a rough night. I’m
sorry I wasn’t there.”


“I…I appreciate that,” she said. This wasn’t what she was
expecting to hear.


“Is there anything I can do for you?” 


“No. No thank you.” Really, what could he do from so far away? Send comfort food? Provide armed
guards?


“I’ve missed you, Lexie.” His voice was low, seductive, and
impossible to resist.


“I’ve missed you too, Seb,” Lexie responded, trying to keep
the sadness from creeping into her voice. 


“Come to New York,” he said abruptly. “Please.” 


“Wh-what?” she said, not sure she’d heard him correctly. 


“Take a few days off and come to visit me. I miss you. You
miss me. I want to see you. Make sure you’re all right. Please come.” Seb’s
heartfelt plea sent shivers down her spine.


“Okay,” Lexie heard herself agreeing.


            “Good.”
Sebastian immediately sounded more like his confident self. “The sooner you
take a break from Star Harbor the better. I’ll expect you by the end of the
week.”


            “But
Sebastian, I—”


            “Gotta
dash. I have a meeting at five-thirty. Stay safe, Spice.”


            He
hung up.


            Lexie
held the phone up to her ear for a few long moments after he was gone. The
silence of the dead line echoed loudly. She was stunned by his brusque
arrogance. For all he knew or cared, she could have catering obligations this
week.


            As
it happened, she didn’t. A sneaking suspicion crept over her. Had he talked to
Buster? Even if he had, Buster wouldn’t have told him anything. Unless Buster
thought it was wise for her to leave town. Then he would have done all he could
to help Sebastian.


            Lexie
frowned. She hated being conspired against. Slowly, she pulled the phone away
from her ear and snuck her hand from underneath the covers to place it back on
the table. As soon as her hand hit the cold air she shivered, despite the fact
that the rest of her body was still beneath the warm covers.


Yeesh, it was cold in this house! What she wouldn’t give for
a space heater and a hot cup of tea to launch her into the morning. 


In a way, it was good thing that Sebastian had called. In
her haste to get out of the cold air last night, she had forgotten to set an alarm.
She needed to be up and out of here soon, and she wondered if Cole intended to
escort her to her restaurant. 


Lexie didn’t have long to wonder. She heard the sound of a
shower door opening and the water being turned on. Ten minutes later, Lexie herself
was ensconced in the warm mist of the shower in the guest bathroom. Before she
stepped out, she steeled herself against the freezing blast of air that she
knew was coming.


Cole was waiting for her when she got downstairs, his
striking looks and imposing figure no less a reminder of his relationship to
Sebastian this morning than it had been last night. Or any time she saw him. Jimmy
was there too, and the sight of the two enormous men in the small, homey farmhouse
kitchen almost made her laugh. 


“Good morning,” Jimmy said, smiling. “I hope you slept
well.”


“Yes, thanks.” Lexie decided that saying something about the
Bishop house’s frostiness might be construed as insulting.


“Good.” Jimmy said. “We’re just having coffee. Want a cup?”


“No thanks, but I’ll take some tea if you have any.”


“I think Emma keeps some up here,” he said, opening up a
high cabinet. “Ah, yes. Here it is.” He pulled it down. “This okay?”


“Perfect.” 


Jimmy took another mug from the cabinet, poured hot water
into it, and dunked the tea bag in before handing it to Lexie.


“Thanks.” 


“So,” Cole said, taking a sip of his coffee and eyeing her
over the side of his mug, “I’ll be driving you to work today. And I think it’s
best if you stay here for the time being.”


“Maybe you’re right.”


He nodded. “I know I am. If the man at the Green last night
really was Frank Doherty, he’s certainly not obeying the terms of the
restraining order. Still,” he mused, “it’s troubling that he was so bold. There
were more than two hundred people on the Green last night, and he still felt
you were unprotected enough to approach you.”


“I’m just annoyed that I feel like I’m in hiding when I
haven’t done anything wrong,” Lexie said with a sigh.


“Look, if you lived with someone or if you didn’t work such
late hours, I wouldn’t worry as much. But you lead a very independent life, and
there’s not always someone around to keep tabs on you.”


Lexie snorted. “I’m either at the LMK or I’m at home.”


“We both know that’s not true. Buster told me that you take
frequent trips to farmers’ markets, and now you’re doing more traveling with
the catering work you’ve started. You’re alone a lot, and that’s what worries
me the most.” Cole glanced over at Jimmy and then quickly looked around, as if
to ascertain that no one was coming. He lowered his voice. “Emma is especially
concerned about your safety, and she suggested you stay here until all of this
gets resolved.” 


Jimmy nodded solemnly.


Lexie held up her hands in defeat. “Okay, okay, I get it. People
care about me.”


“Not just people,” Cole said. “Friends.”


Lexie sighed. “So what am I supposed to do? Have a police
escort everywhere I go?”


“Honestly? Yes. I said it before and I’ll say it again. I
want someone with you at all times. When you’re going to and coming from work. When
you’re running errands. When you’re working late. And you can’t stay at your
place alone anymore. At least not until we figure out where Frank is and what
he’s up to.”


“Well, if it’ll make things easier, I think I may be heading
out of town later this week.”


Cole brightened. “It would. I’d get the chance to get some
work done on this case without worrying about your safety. Where are you
going?”


“New York.” Lexie stared at Cole, daring him to react. If
she’d hoped to get a rise out of him, she was disappointed. 


Cole kept a perfectly neutral look on his face and when he
spoke, his voice was calm. “Good. I’m glad you’re getting out of town and I
hope you have fun. How long do you think you’ll be gone?”


“I haven’t decided yet. A few days, probably.”


He nodded. “Let me know, and I’ll make sure the Sheriff’s
Department has you covered before you leave town and after you get back.”


At that moment, Emma walked through the door frame. “Lexie,
hi! How was your night?” She wrapped one arm around Jimmy’s waist and leaned
into him.


“Fine, thanks. I really appreciate your hospitality. And so
soon after you got back from your honeymoon. I know it’s a big imposition.”


“Oh, it’s nothing,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “I’m
just happy we can help out while things are … unsettled,” she finished
diplomatically.


“So you’re off to work early, both of you?”


“Actually,” Emma said carefully, “we knew you get up so
early, so we just shifted our schedules a bit to accommodate your early
mornings at the LMK.”


Lexie was truly touched. “You did this for me?”


“It wasn’t a big deal at all. We were happy to help.”


“I can’t believe you two,” Lexie said, looking from Emma to Jimmy.
“You are incredible friends. And Cole, sleeping here instead of at Val’s.” She
put her tea mug down on the kitchen table, then walked up to them. “Come here,
all of you,” she said, pulling them in for a group hug. Then she laughed. Though
Emma was small, Jimmy and Cole were huge. She felt like a child hugging her
parents. “I just want this to be over with so I can get back to my life and you
can get back to yours.”


Emma gave a quick look to Cole. “We know. But it’ll be so
much safer this way.”


Lexie nodded in agreement.


 



            It
was settled. Lexie was to work Tuesday through Friday morning, and then she would
leave for New York City after the breakfast rush. Buster would be in charge
Saturday and Sunday, and she would return late Monday before the LMK reopened
for breakfast on Tuesday. 


            Lexie
still wasn’t certain whether or not Buster had blabbed to Sebastian about her catering
schedule, and she probably never would be. Buster was keeping his mouth shut,
and Lexie knew from experience that once he had made up his mind not to talk,
nothing could sway him.


Because of her light work schedule, Lexie was optimistic
that things would go smoothly at the LMK while she was away. Unfortunately,
there was one potential problem she should have taken into account—their
unreliable produce supplier.


“Buster!” Lexie yelled into the grill room from the prep
kitchen at six-fifteen on Tuesday morning. “Did you hear anything from Art?” 


Buster ducked his head into the kitchen and shook his head. “No.”


Lexie tapped her foot impatiently. “He was supposed to drop
the produce off at five forty-five. It’s already after six! We need that
stuff.”


“Did you check with Marlene about getting out of the
contract?”


“I forgot.”


Buster grunted. “Call Art to figure out what’s going on.”


“Argh,” Lexie grumbled. This was the last thing she wanted to
deal with before her vacation. She picked up the wall phone and dialed. Then
she hung up and dialed again. Both times, the phone rang and rang, but no one
picked up. “Buster! I’m not getting any answer,” she complained.


“Leave a message.”


“I can’t. The answering machine isn’t picking up.”


“Try his cell.”


Lexie found her small address book and dialed Art’s cell
phone. He picked up on the fourth ring.


“Art, hi. It’s Lexie Meyers here at the LM Kitchen. We’re
missing some produce from you guys. Are you running late, or what?”


“Late? You haven’t gotten your stuff yet?” 


“Art, this has got to be the fourth time in two weeks you or
your guys haven’t delivered on time. And we’ve been having trouble for well
over a month! It’s getting tough for me to keep justifying buying from you.”


“Look, I’m really sorry the boys are late. I don’t know
what’s going on. I’ll call them.”


“Call them? You mean you’re not even there?”

“Not this morning, no.”


Lexie sighed. “Art, I can’t wait. Breakfast at the LMK
starts at seven-thirty. I need those supplies now. In fact, I needed them half
an hour ago.”


“I’ll tell you what,” Art said. “The distribution center is
at the Grange—you know, that old farm building by Mashpee Road. If you
need the stuff right away, you could go down and pick it up yourself. I know
it’s not what you want to hear, but it’s the best I can do for you. I’ll give
you a fifteen percent discount on the goods, and I won’t charge for delivery.”


Lexie sighed again, hoping that Art could tell how irritated
she was. “I don’t think we have a choice. I’ll head down there. But Art? If this
keeps happening, I’m going to have to find someone else.”


“I understand, Lexie. Thanks for giving me another chance.”


She hung up the phone and shook her head. The fact that Art
wasn’t even at the warehouse this morning signaled to Lexie that he wasn’t on
top of the day-to-day operations of his own business. 


“Buster,” Lexie called, “I got through. We’re going to the Grange
to get our stuff. You’re driving.” Just then, Isis and Jenny came through the
door. 


“Can’t one of them come with me?” said Buster, indicating
the two women. “You’re better off staying here. Safer.”


“No,” Lexie said. “I’m the one who orders the produce, and
I’m the one who approves it. Besides, I’ll be with you.” She turned to the
women. “Ladies, Buster and I have to run a quick errand. Can you hold down the
fort until we get back?”


“Absolutely,” Isis responded. “Just give me this morning’s
instructions.” Lexie gave her a rundown on what still needed to be done. “We
may not make it back for an hour. Open on time and do the best you can. Make me
proud.”


Isis nodded. Buster plucked his worn coat from its hook and
fished his keys out of his pocket. 


“See you soon, ladies,” Lexie said. 


She and Buster drove in companionable silence. Within twenty
minutes, they had arrived at the gravel driveway that led to the Grange. Unfortunately,
someone had blocked the end of the driveway with a chain rope attached to two
concrete posts and Buster couldn’t navigate his pickup truck around it. 


“There’s no way we can carry the produce from the Grange
back to the truck,” Lexie said. “I haven’t been here in a while, but I bet it’s
at least a hundred yards to the Grange. See it through the trees?” Lexie
pointed it out.


Buster grunted and got out of the driver’s side door. He
examined the chain for a few moments, then walked back to Lexie, who was still
in the passenger’s seat. “Bolted in. We’ll have to get one of Art’s guys to
unlock it. Stay here.”


“No. I’ll come,” she said, undoing her seat belt.


“Lexie—” Buster warned.


“What’s the big deal?” she said.


Buster sighed, and Lexie knew she’d won. Grinning, she jumped
out of the seat and slammed the door. She and Buster hopped over the chain and
began the short trek to the Grange. As the old farm building came into view,
Lexie took a second to appreciate its quiet beauty. Long and rectangular, it
was about half the size of a football field, with peeling, faded red paint and
a dull bronze weather vane on top. It was set in a large clearing, desolate and
stark, surrounded by trees stripped of their leaves. 


This was the old, real Cape Cod. Lexie took a deep breath of
the crisp autumn air, which now contained a hint of winter. 


They had just reached the first window on the structure when
all of a sudden, Buster stopped in his tracks and grabbed her arm. Before she
could think to ask him what was going on, he’d pressed her back against the
side of the Grange and put his finger up to his lips, signaling that she should
remain quiet. 


His intense expression made her disinclined to argue. He
indicated she should stay still, then he carefully wiped grime from the glass
and peered inside. 


Lexie’s heart was galloping in her chest. What was going on?
Just then, she heard a man shouting. The pounding in her chest grew even louder.


Buster jerked his head away from the window. In two seconds,
he was beside her, grabbing her arm. “Run, Lexie. Run!” 


Before she could so much as turn, three large men burst from
the side of the Grange and sped toward her and Buster. Surely they’d catch up
to them in a matter of seconds.


“Get out of here! Go!” Buster yelled.


But she was frozen where she stood.


The men surrounded them in seconds. One carried a large
knife. Another had some kind of metal hook. And the third held a length of
chain.


“The woman didn’t see anything. Let her go,” Buster said.


The man with the hook laughed. “No can do, pal. You’re both
staying. Permanently.”


“You’re making a mistake,” Buster said quietly.


“Yes,” Lexie piped in. “A big mistake. There’s a whole
restaurant full of people who know exactly where we are right now and when
we’re supposed to be back. You’d better let us go or else they’ll call the
police.” Lexie’s voice sounded breathless, even to her own ears.


“We’ll be long gone by then, lady,” he laughed. “And so will
you.” He stepped toward them menacingly, brandishing his wicked hook. 


Lexie would never forget what happened next.


As the man stepped toward them, Buster reached out casually,
as if he was about to shake his hand. In less than a second, Lexie heard a
crunching noise. Dimly, she realized that Buster had broken the man’s wrist.


Lexie didn’t even have time to blink before the man let out
an unholy scream. “You bastard! You broke my wrist! Get him!” he screamed to
his cohorts.


The man with the knife stepped forward. Buster had him
disarmed in under three seconds, and when the man grabbed him by the arms Buster
brought his booted foot down in a well-placed stomp on his attacker’s leg. Screaming
in pain, the man fell to the ground, his leg twisted at an unnatural angle. 


Buster looked expectantly at the man with the chain. Unlike
the others, he didn’t seem brash or cocky. He simply waited quietly, a
determined look in his eye.


This
man is the most dangerous.
Instinctively, Lexie knew she should not be anywhere near these two men when
they went on the attack, and she backed up against the side of the Grange. 


Buster and the chain man circled each other warily, sizing
each other up and ignoring the two men who were writhing in pain on the ground.
They were about the same size and the same build—tall and lanky. Buster looked
to have twenty years on the other man, which would surely put him at a
disadvantage. Lexie got ready to run, just in case Buster wasn’t the victor. She
prayed she wouldn’t have to.


The man lashed out with his chain, swinging it hard. It hit
Buster in the upper back, making him stumble with the force of the impact. Lexie
gasped as she saw Buster’s face contort in pain. While Buster was bent over,
the man smashed him on the back again. Unconsciously, Lexie brought her hand to
her mouth to muffle her own cry of anguish.


 The man brought
his arm back to smash the chain down again, but Buster dropped and rolled out
of the way. When he was clear of danger, he stood up and stared the man down. Once
again, he tried to hit Buster with the chain, but Buster had seemingly caught
on to his pattern. As the chain lashed out, Buster caught it in his hand and
yanked hard and low.


Caught off balance, the man stumbled, but he didn’t let go
of his end of the chain. It was a mistake. As the man’s arm dipped, Buster
lifted his leg and cracked it down hard. Lexie heard a sick snapping sound as
the man’s forearm broke. 


Buster let go of the chain and the man crumpled to the
ground. Meanwhile, the man with the broken wrist was trying to get up. Buster
grabbed him by the shoulder, turned him over, and punched him once, right in
the face. He slumped to the ground.


Buster looked up at Lexie, breathing hard. Lexie rushed over
toward him, dodging the men on the ground. She wrapped her arm around his back
and tried to help him stand.


“Buster, oh, my God! We have to get out of here. Come on.”


Buster rose with obvious stiffness. Lexie still had her arm
around him when she felt something sticky. She pulled her hand away and saw
blood. It was seeping through Buster’s shirt, which had been flayed by the
chain. The sight of his blood combined with the snap of breaking bones, which
was still ringing in her ears, made her sick to her stomach.


She suppressed the urge to vomit, knowing they needed to get
away from the Grange as quickly as possible. Together, they stumbled back to
Buster’s truck. Lexie helped him into the passenger seat and took the wheel
herself, wiping her bloody hand on her jeans. 


“Key?” she asked, holding out her clean hand. Buster placed it
into her waiting palm and without any further delay, she shoved it into the
ignition. Lexie rolled down her window to get some fresh air. She breathed
deeply in and out, trying to settle her stomach. After they’d been driving for
a moment, Lexie spoke.


“Buster, what did you see inside the Grange?”


He shook his head.


“This is ridiculous. They’ve already pegged me as someone to
kill, regardless of what I saw or didn’t see. You may as well tell me.”


Buster was quiet for a long time. Then he spoke, his voice gravelly.
“Dope. Looked like that new designer junk they’re peddling on the streets—‘bath
salts,’ they call ’em.”


Lexie was confused. “Bath salts? Like the stuff you throw in
the tub?” 


He shook his head. “‘Bath salts’ is just the drug’s
nickname. It’s really mephedrone or MDPV, both powerful stimulants and
hallucinogens. You can smoke it, snort it, eat it, inject it—whatever. Has
a fishy smell, which is why I’m guessing that’s what it was.” 


“Drugs?” exclaimed Lexie. They were going to have a lot to
tell Cole. Where was her phone?


“Yeah, the Feds just labeled it a Schedule 1 drug, but those
guys were pros. I’m guessing they were cutting it with other stuff. Maybe cocaine.”


All she needed to hear was the word “cocaine.” “I think my cell
is in my right-hand coat pocket,” Lexie said with urgency. “Can you reach it?” Buster
stuck his hand into her jacket pocket and pulled out her phone. “I have Cole’s
cell programmed in. He asked me to do it in case Frank showed up.” She shook
her head. Being attacked by drug dealers was a million times worse than dealing
with Frank. 


Buster dialed the number, and in a few terse words, he explained
what had happened. 


“Cole’s on his way out here,” he said. “He’ll pick up whoever’s
left. Could you, ah, drop me by the doctor’s office?”


Lexie gave him a sharp look. “You know you’re hurt badly,
then.”


“Yeah,” he laughed ruefully. “You get to be as old and as
worn as I am, and you can feel it. The skin wounds are just superficial, but I
think I have a couple of broken ribs.”


“Oh, God,” Lexie said, her voice choked. “Can you call Julie
Kensington to let her know we’re coming? Her office number’s programmed into my
phone, too.”


Buster started scrolling through her contact list. “Don’t
worry, Lexie. I’ll heal. Besides, I’ve had worse.”


“You’ve had worse?”
            “Spent
six years on the amateur boxing circuit. Spent another two underground.”


Lexie was almost afraid to ask. “What does ‘underground’
mean?” 


“You’ve seen Fight
Club?” he asked.


“I’ve heard of it.”


“It’s kinda like that.”


“Isn’t that something you do when you’re young? Not that
you’re old,” she said hastily. “It’s just that your body would probably take a
lot of wear and tear.”


“Yeah,” he said. “You’re right. I spent a few years after
that acting as a bouncer for some of the high-end nightclubs in Boston. Then I
got tired of all of that and I learned how to cook.”


Lexie was quiet for a few minutes as she absorbed what
Buster had just told her. “Buster, I can’t believe it took getting beaten up
for you to share all of this with me. Thank you.” 


He gave her a small smile that looked more like a grimace. “Should
have known you wouldn’t have guessed. Cole’s known for some time. Had me pegged
as an ex-fighter the moment he laid eyes on me. Said my hands gave me away.”


Lexie rolled her eyes. “Of course he knew. Those Grayson men
know everything.” She snorted. “Or they think they do.”


As they entered Star Harbor’s historic downtown area, the
pavement turned to cobblestones. Lexie tried to drive as carefully as possible
over the bumpy road so as not to exacerbate Buster’s pain. Still, she noted
that every time she ran over a particularly hard bump, his typically stoic gaze
wavered.


They arrived at the doctor’s office in short order. Lexie
parked and helped Buster inside. Within moments, Julie, her nurse, Lisa, and
her receptionist, Cloris, had swarmed around Buster and whisked him back to one
of the patient rooms.


“Lexie,” Julie called out to her as she was heading down the
hall with Buster in tow, “feel free to let yourself out. This is going to take
a while.”


That was fine by Lexie. She slipped out the front door and
back into Buster’s truck. 


The morning had not gone at all as planned. Now, in addition
to having no produce, she also had no grill cook. “Great. Just great,” she
muttered to herself, feeling guilty for dragging Buster to the Grange, on top
of everything else. 


At least she could take care of the produce. She drove to
Martins’ Market, and in record time, everything that was needed for the day was
loaded into Buster’s truck. She hadn’t had time to select the perfect carrots
or blemish-free eggplants, but honestly, beggars couldn’t be choosers.


She drove back to the LMK, parked behind the restaurant, and
stormed through the back door, startling her staff, who were in various stages
of preparation for the breakfast crowd. Glancing at the clock on the kitchen
wall, she did a double-take. 


Seven-fifteen. Had she really been gone for only an hour? 


“All right, everyone, listen up,” she said loudly. Everyone
dropped what they were doing and turned to her. “Buster has been hurt.” There
were gasps from the group. “He won’t be returning today. I’ll tell you what
happened later, but right now I need someone to cover the grill.” Scott Watkins
raised his hand. “Great, Scott. You got it. Next, I need three folks to help me
carry in the produce. It’s in Buster’s truck outside.” Three of her larger male
staff members immediately ran to the kitchen’s back door. Lexie walked to the
sink and began to scrub her hands clean. “Isis and I will take produce prep. Isis,
an update, please.”


“We prepped what little produce we had. Proteins are under
control. Muffins, coffee cake, and morning buns are out and in the display
case. Croissants are baking, and cakes are on deck to be iced.”


“What about dining room setup?”


“Rachel supervised everything and we’re ready to open. Coffee’s
up and places are set.”


“All right. Sounds like things are decently under control. We’ll
be playing catch-up with the bulk of the produce, but we’ll just have to make
sure we get it done.”


Isis nodded.


Then her team brought the first load of produce through the
door, and for the next three hours, Lexie lost all rational thought.


 



            By
ten-thirty that morning, Lexie was ready for a hot bath and a warm bed. She
felt like she’d been run through a wringer. As the breakfast service was
winding down, she wasn’t at all surprised to see Cole Grayson walk through her
front door. When he’d dropped her off at the LMK that morning, he hadn’t been
in full uniform, so he must have changed after examining the scene at the Grange.



            “Lexie,”
he said politely, tipping his hat, then taking it off completely as he moved
into the restaurant. “Do you have a few minutes to come down to the station to
talk to me?”


            Lexie
glanced around. Everything was under control, and now was as good a time as
any. She reached back to untie her apron. “Yes. Have you talked to Buster? Is
he okay?”


“Buster’s fine. He’s in good hands.”


“Thank God! Just let me check with Isis to make sure
everything is under control in the kitchen. I’ll just be a moment.”


Cole nodded his assent, and Lexie went back to the kitchen. Things
looked relatively calm. “Isis?”


“Yes, Lexie.”


“You’re in charge again. For about an hour. Prep lunch as
planned. We should be back on track.”


Isis glanced at the dried blood on Lexie’s jeans. “Lexie,
what’s going on? The servers heard some rumors about you guys getting into some
kind of trouble this morning. And I heard that all of Mashpee Road is blocked
off near the Grange where you and Buster were—”


Lexie cut her off. “Isis, don’t worry. We’re fine and we’re
not in any trouble. I’ll explain everything later, I promise. For now, the most
important thing you can do for me is to make sure the LMK is running smoothly.”


Isis nodded and turned back to her work. As Lexie passed
back through the door frame to the dining room, she heard Isis calmly calling
out orders to the line cooks. And for the first time that day, Lexie smiled. The
LMK was definitely in good hands.


Cole was waiting where she’d left him, and he escorted her
to his squad car. As soon as they started to drive, he began to question her.


“Why did you and Buster go to the Grange this morning?”


“To pick up our produce.”


“Isn’t that usually delivered?”


“Art’s been dropping the ball recently. I talked to him this
morning and he told me to go pick it up myself. Why? Did you talk to Art? Is he
involved?”


Cole set his lips in a straight line before speaking. “We
don’t know yet. We’re still trying to contact him.”


“I can’t believe he’d knowingly allow his warehouse to be
used for something like this. He’s been scatter-brained, but he’s not evil. And
he’d have to be pretty stupid to send us over there for a produce pickup,
knowing what was happening.”


“We don’t know anything yet,” Cole repeated. “How many
people were at the Grange, not counting you and Buster?”


“I saw three, but I didn’t look inside. Buster may have seen
more. Why? Did you get the three guys who attacked us?”


“Yes, but we believe there was at least one more who got
away.” He glanced over at her. “I’m going to have to ask you these questions
again for the record, you know.”


Lexie nodded. “I know. I can’t believe this is happening.”


“I’m just glad no one had a gun on them when they found you.”


Lexie let out a brief, nervous laugh. “Star Harbor is such a
safe, unassuming town. Why would people like that set up shop here? What
exactly was happening at the Grange?”


Cole hesitated, as if debating whether or not to tell Lexie
the whole story. Then the expression on his face changed, and Lexie knew he was
going to talk. “You know there’s a huge East Cost drug-running operation from
Canada to Miami. Boston was originally a big way station, but the cops there
have been cracking down. Based on a few clues, this being the latest, my old
partners at the Boston Police Department and I now think that operation has been
moved, in part, to Star Harbor. You and Buster inadvertently stumbled upon one
of the distribution centers for the drugs we believe are being run through the
town. We think there’s more than one center, but the Grange seems to have been
the main one.”


“Will the men you caught talk?” Lexie asked, totally stunned
and simply trying to absorb it all.


“Seems like at least one will, but there’s no telling how
much he knows about the full operation. Still, any piece of information we can get
will be helpful.” 


They arrived at the sheriff’s station, and Cole escorted her
inside. Rhonda Lee, her hair in its usual teetering bouffant, looked at her
with abject pity as she was ushered into a conference room.


Lexie spent the next hour with Cole and Hank, fielding questions
about her trip to the Grange, the fight, and their drive back. Lexie thought
she was a sight less useful than Buster. After all, she hadn’t even seen
anything. But Buster had been taken to Barnstable County Hospital in Pocasset,
and Cole hadn’t had the chance to interview him fully yet.


After she’d told them all she could remember, Cole asked
Hank to drive her back to the LMK.


“I’ll be by later this evening to take you back to the
Bishops’ place, okay, Lexie?” Cole asked, slipping out of cop mode and into
friend mode.


“Okay. Give me a call before you come over, all right?”


“Will do.” 


Lexie allowed Hank to hand her into a squad car. He drove
through the streets carefully, as if recognizing that she had been shaken up
enough for one day.


“Lexie,” he said, his warm baritone voice filling the space
in the car, “if there’s anything I can do for you, anything at all, please
don’t hesitate to ask.”


Lexie read between the lines. He wasn’t pressing her, but he
was definitely offering more than just his services as a deputy sheriff. Hank
was a good-looking man with a wide, warm smile. She wished she were interested.
It would have been so easy to fall into a relationship with him. But she needed
to follow things through with Sebastian. “Thanks, Hank. I appreciate it,” she
murmured. 


            “Anytime,
Lexie. I’d never want to see anything happen to you.”


            They
arrived back at the LMK just as the lunch service was about to begin. Though
she was exhausted, Lexie was more than happy to have work to do that would keep
her mind off everything she’d seen that day. 


But snatches of the morning kept trickling back to her in
spite of her best efforts. Perhaps it was the shock wearing off, but she
couldn’t keep the images out of her head. The look on Buster’s face when he
told her to run. The sharp point of the hook carried by one of the drug runners.
The nauseating crack of broken bones. The blood pooling on the ground.


Lexie shook her head to stave off the nausea and dizziness
that threatened to overtake her. What a horrible surprise it had been to find
out that the Grange was being used for drug trafficking! And what an unexpected
revelation to find out that Buster was a former fighter! 


            Now
she knew where his quiet intensity came from—how he was constantly
watching, waiting, weighing, sizing things up.


            It
actually made Lexie feel a whole lot safer to have him around. Or it would once
he was fully recovered. Again, the flash of guilt shot through her. It seemed as
though she was putting her friends in jeopardy just by virtue of her very
existence. 


            Cole
hadn’t blamed her, but she blamed herself. Was she bringing all of this upon
herself? No, that was a silly thought. How could she have foreseen that Art’s
warehouse was being used for some nefarious purpose? 


            Still,
the phrase if only kept running
through her mind. If only she’d gotten a different supplier. If only she’d just
forgotten about the damn produce that day and fired Art on the spot. If only
she’d stayed in the truck, Buster could have escaped and driven them both to
safety without her getting in the way. If only she’d run when he’d told her to
run.


            She
couldn’t shake the troubling thoughts from her head, no matter how many cups of
coffee she poured or how many slices of cake she served.


 



 



 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 24


 



Lexie had both hands squarely on the steering wheel of her
little Honda as she sped down I-95 toward New York City. She’d made good time
through Massachusetts and Rhode Island, and was now driving through Connecticut.



The rhythmic bumping of her car’s wheels passing over the pavement
divisions in the road was strangely soothing. With each successive mile, Lexie
felt an unusual sense of relief that she was moving farther and farther away
from Star Harbor. Away from the trauma of the past few weeks. 


She remembered the horrified looks on her employees’ faces
when she’d told them about what had happened to Buster. The shock and disbelief
that something so horrible could happen in Star Harbor. After Cole had held his
press conference and Buster had returned to the LMK to a hero’s welcome, Lexie had
been mentally and physically exhausted. She’d left as soon as Buster was well
enough to take charge of the LMK—a day earlier than expected. After all
that had happened, she’d been more than relieved to pack her things and leave
town. 


Just after she crossed the long bridge over New London
Harbor, a train whistle sounded long and low in the early evening air, echoing
over the river. The sound seemed to hang in the air as if it were frozen. Lexie
looked out at the barren countryside, the brown fields, and the bare trees
scraping the late autumn sky. 


Before she knew it, the icy countryside had given way to
suburbs, and the suburbs had given way to boroughs, and the boroughs had given
way to Manhattan.


New York City.


She was finally here. She’d been in New York once before,
back when she’d first moved to the East Coast. Bedecked in neon, glittering in
the dimming light, bustling and moving, always moving. It was best at this time
of day, when working hours were over and the city’s vibrant night life was
about to bloom.


Despite all the attractions the city had to offer, despite
the architecture, the museums, the theater, and the nightlife, there was just one
thing Lexie wanted to see.


Sebastian Grayson’s pride and joy. Helena.


Lexie drove through the narrow, pulsing streets of TriBeCa,
and was shocked to find parking on one of the side streets near the restaurant.
She got out of her car and stretched, happy to be finished with the long drive.



Unsurprisingly, she was nervous. Steeling herself against
her rising anxiety, she slowed her breath and calmed herself as best she could.
She straightened her blouse, smoothed down her skirt, and threw on the jacket
she’d tossed in the backseat while she was driving. Then she locked the doors
and headed for Helena’s entrance.


It was early by New York City standards—just after
seven—but the restaurant was completely packed. The décor was timeless, a
rich, warm gold from the carpets to the chandeliers, with shaded blue accents
throughout. A dark blue banquette sat against a wall with a huge gilded mirror
hanging from it. The gold chairs sported deep blue cushions. The linens were
all done in cream, and the servers’ uniforms matched. 


It was gorgeous; rich without looking opulent, and sensual
without looking over the top.


            “May
I help you?” a satiny voice asked.


            Lexie
turned to look up at the hostess, a lovely young woman in her early twenties who
had a stunning figure and an even more stunning face. She was smiling
pleasantly at Lexie.


            “Yes,”
Lexie said. “I’m Lexie, and I’m here to see Seb.”


            The
hostess’s smile dimmed, and she gave Lexie a quick up and down. “Chef Grayson
is in the kitchen right now and he doesn’t like to be disturbed during dinner
hours.”


            “I’m
sure he’ll want to see me,” Lexie insisted. “He invited me to come.”


“Why don’t you wait by the bar and I’ll see if he’s
available.”


“I’m happy to wait right here,” Lexie said, eliciting
another frown from the hostess. She couldn’t understand why. Perhaps asking to
see Seb was an unusual request?


A minute passed before the lovely girl returned. “Chef
Grayson would like me to escort you to the kitchen,” she said, displeasure
evident in her voice.


Lexie followed her as she wound her way through the dining
room. People were having an incredible time, laughing, drinking, and eating. Crossing
over into the kitchen, it was a different world.


The atmosphere was intense. Servers bustled around, dodging
busboys and steering clear of the line chefs. Lexie immediately picked out Sebastian’s
sous chef, a tall, good-looking blond, who was plating intently and giving curt
orders to his underlings. But where was Sebastian?


Then the man himself emerged from his office in his chef’s
whites, looking strong, powerful, and utterly in control. From under his dark
swath of hair, Sebastian’s eyes met hers across the crowded room. All the
noise, all the intensity fell away, and he was looking at her like she was the
only person in the universe. 


Within seconds he was crossing the room to join her,
ignoring the cries, shouts, and questions lobbed his way. Then he was in front
of her, gripping her arms, staring intently into her eyes. He must have seen what
he was looking for because without warning, he kissed her.


Lexie gasped with pleasure and he swallowed the sound with
his mouth. When she instinctively wrapped her arms around his waist, he groaned
and deepened the kiss. Licks of fire touched her everywhere he did, and heat
emanated from her entire body.


A huge crash from across the kitchen made Lexie start, and
she pulled away from Sebastian to see what had caused the deafening noise. Seb’s
sous chef had dropped two enormous copper stock pots on the floor. From the sardonic
look on his face, it was obvious that he’d done it deliberately.


Sebastian released Lexie and turned to scowl at him. 


“Jorge—” Sebastian said in warning.


“Chef, we need you,” Jorge said in a steely voice. 


The two men stared each other down for a few long moments. The
kitchen, which had been teeming with noise a few moments ago, was dead quiet
except for a dripping faucet. Sebastian didn’t blink, but he spoke in a clipped
voice.


“Fine.” He turned to Lexie and his gaze softened slightly. Then
he pulled her through the kitchen and out the back door. 


Lexie glanced around at the small alleyway. Seb’s motorcycle
was parked against the brick wall of the building near two large Dumpsters. He pulled
out some keys from his pocket and placed them in her palm. “Wait for me at my
apartment. I’ll be done in a few hours,” he said softly. 


 “I want to watch
you work,” Lexie said.


Sebastian ran his hand through his thick hair. “You can’t,”
he said bluntly. “It’ll be too distracting for me to have you in there.”


“But Sebastian—” Lexie began to protest, reaching her
arms out to him. 


“No,” he said quickly, stepping away from her. “You touch
me, it’s all over. Leave. That’s an order,” he said harshly, wiping his hand
across his mouth. 


“Sebastian,” she said again, a soft entreaty. 


He looked at her greedily. “Lexie, all I want to do right
now is to press you against the side of the building and take you, but I can’t
do that because I have a dinner service to prepare. So please get out of here
before I do something stupid,” he implored.


Lexie swallowed. She got it. “Where’s your apartment?”


            “110
Sullivan Street. Seventh floor. Tell the doorman I sent you and he’ll let you
up.”


            “When
will you be there?”


            “Sometime
after eleven. Now go, before I lose what’s left of my control.”


            Lexie
was almost tempted to stay, to see what Sebastian was capable of doing. But she
caught the dark, warning look in his eye. So she left him brooding in the
shadowy alley, a dangerous man with her in his sights. 


            Instead
of heading straight to Sebastian’s apartment, Lexie spent the next few hours
walking around the cobblestoned streets of TriBeCa. She needed to catch her
breath after Seb’s overwhelming reception, and walking was the perfect way to
do it. Though the vibrant, sexy vibe of the area didn’t remind her of Star
Harbor, the cobblestone-paved streets did. 


Lexie wandered, merging with the crowds when she wanted to
be a part of them, walking alone when she didn’t. It was easy to be alone here.
Nameless, faceless in the dark. But it was just as easy to belong. To find a
place, a group, a restaurant, where you were a part of something. 


The sheer number of people walking around the city amazed
her. Even Berkeley was never like this. She glanced at the watch on her wrist
and nearly fell back in shock. Almost three hours had passed since she’d left Helena.
At this time of night, most of the people she knew would be at home, having
finished their dinners, and would be ready to turn in to bed.


As if on cue, Lexie’s stomach let out a loud rumble. She
slipped inside a small Italian place she’d seen on the previous block, chose a seat
at the bar, and ordered the house specialty, homemade pumpkin sage ravioli with
Parmesan cheese. The dish was served fast and hot, and Lexie took a big bite,
letting the smooth pasta slide down her throat.


It was such a pleasure to have someone do the cooking for
her. She felt pampered, nurtured, safely ensconced in the arms of the most
exciting city in the world.


After dinner, Lexie leisurely strolled through the city
streets until it was time to head to Sebastian’s. She’d tried not to think
about him since leaving Helena, about what she knew would happen when they were
alone together. But now that the time was almost upon her, her anticipation
grew. 


She walked to Sullivan Street deliberately, not taking the
time to wind through side streets or stop at store windows. The sky was dark
with clouds and the unmistakable feel of impending rain filled the atmosphere,
the damp achiness that preceded a rain shower. 


And then Lexie was at Seb’s building, talking to the
doorman, who let her upstairs without comment. Another few moments, and she was
at his apartment door. 


And then she was inside.


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 25


 



Lexie wasn’t sure what she’d expected Sebastian’s apartment
to look like—possibly a small, dark, cramped space with a Murphy bed and
a nonexistent view. Instead, his apartment door opened up to a well-lit foyer. To
her right was a hall table that was empty except for a set of keys and a tidy stack
of mail. To her left stretched a long, white corridor, and in front of her was a
set of double doors. She opened them and simply gaped at what she saw.


Sebastian had neglected to mention that his apartment was a
penthouse loft. 


Slowly, Lexie walked into a large, beautifully appointed
room.


The main space, two stories high, had been designed around
the framework of the building. In front of her and to her right, the walls were
constructed of brick—obviously the original walls of the building—with
huge glass windows that overlooked the street. Lexie looked up and back, where
she saw a high lofted area that she guessed might be Seb’s office. A large
kitchen was set off to the left, with a built-in brick oven and custom
cabinetry, no doubt to hold all of Sebastian’s pots and pans.


A few large beams vaulted the ceiling and held up the loft. The
décor of the room was minimalist, done in a clean style that was both modish
and masculine. Although the room wasn’t showy, its size and feel spoke of money
and power. Both of which Sebastian obviously had in abundance. 


She hadn’t realized how high-end Helena was. And now that he
had his own television show, well, surely he was in a far different league than
she’d even imagined. 


She left the room and turned right, down the corridor. It
was dimly illuminated and flanked with framed black-and-white photographs of
New York City. 


There were several closed doors leading off the hallway, but
she instinctively knew that the door at the very end—the one that was
ajar—led to Sebastian’s bedroom. Steadily, she walked toward it, her
shoes clacking on the wood floor.


As soon as she pushed the door open, Lexie knew two things. One,
she was right about this being Seb’s room. And two, she wasn’t alone.


Sebastian had his back to her and he was looking at the
street below through yet another huge glass window. He’d changed out of his
chef’s whites and was wearing his typical attire – black jeans and a
tight black T-shirt that stretched over his taut chest.


Lexie dragged her eyes away from him and glanced around the
room. The décor echoed that of the main space—brick walls, sparsely
decorated, and very, very male. There was, however, one notable exception to
the minimalism.


In the center of the room was the largest bed Lexie had ever
seen. Unlike the Spartan look of the rest of Sebastian’s furniture, his bed was
a sumptuous affair, complete with a large steel headboard, inviting-looking
linens, a plethora of plump pillows, and an enormous coverlet.


Lexie shifted her weight and the floorboard creaked. Sebastian
turned at the noise, his arms dropping to his sides. For a moment, they just
stared at each other. 


Lexie was unsure of what to say, what to do. A mix of
emotions rose to the surface—desire, anticipation, and, to Lexie’s
immense surprise, love.


She loved him.


Before she could decide whether the thought elated her or
terrified her, Sebastian was in front of her, wrapping his arms around her
body.


“Sebastian—” she started to say.


“I’ve missed you, Spice,” he said between kisses. “You have
no idea how much. But for now, let’s not say anything. Don’t talk. Don’t think.
Just let me show you.”


Lexie was so emotionally keyed up from the past few weeks
that she didn’t want to think anymore.
Right now, not thinking and not talking sounded pretty good. 


Slowly, she nodded her assent. She was rewarded with
Sebastian’s slow, sexy smile, the one she knew to expect whenever he looked at
her. 


 



She’d said yes. Thank God.


He didn’t know what he would have done if she’d insisted on
talking first. He needed to touch her, to feel her body pressed against his. To
know that she was real, that she was here, and that she was his at last.


Gently, almost reverently, Sebastian laid her on the bed. She
looked beautiful, her warm brown eyes half closed, her gaze an impossible
mixture of innocence and provocation. Her wavy chestnut hair had come undone
from the tiny clips she’d used, the humidity making it curl around her face. With
a callused finger, he touched the silken strands, then stroked her cheek. She
blushed, the pinkness suffusing her cheeks and ripening her lips. 


He kissed her once, then twice, then a third time, before he
was able to drag his gaze away from her face. And still she watched him,
unmoving, the mere hint of a smile on her lovely lips.


Slowly, oh, so slowly, he stripped off her clothes, exposing
her creamy flesh. Her blush had crept down her neck to her breasts, her white
skin flushed. It was intoxicating, knowing that he was the cause. 


Then he touched her. Everywhere.


He ran his hand down her face, her neck, skimming her
breasts and the flare of her waist. He smoothed his palm over the gentle curve
of her hip and all the way down her perfectly molded legs. When he reached her
toes, he drew up her leg and kissed the sole of her foot. Then he worked his
way back up her body, this time with his mouth.


By the time he reached her lips, she was visibly panting,
her breasts rising and falling with her breath, her nipples hard little points,
her fingers clenching and unclenching around the coverlet on his bed.


She was watching him with both longing and expectation. When
he kissed her lips, he felt her lids close, felt her long lashes brush his
skin. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer, completely
responsive to his touch.


Sebastian reveled in the feeling of her softness giving
readily to his hardness. It had been a long time—too long—since
he’d last seen her, touched her. Now, faced with the reality of her in his bed,
he didn’t know how he’d made it this long without her.


Lexie Meyers was his. He’d claimed her. In front of his
whole kitchen, something he’d never done before with any woman. 


Lexie opened her mouth to him and he countered by plunging
his tongue into her sweet depths. She let out a low moan before adding her own
tongue into the mix. He felt her breasts rise and fall, pressing against him
more tightly. All of a sudden, the clothes he wore were an encumbrance. He got
on his knees, lifting his body away from hers, to get them off. 


When she felt his warmth removed from hers, she let out a
sound of protest.


“Shh, Spice,” Seb said. “It’ll only take a second. I need to
feel you. All of you.”


A moment later Seb’s clothes were on the floor and his warm
flesh was pressed against hers. Lexie sighed and wrapped her arms around him
again, pulling him tightly into her.


He felt like he’d come home.


A swell of longing filled his chest and an answering pang of
desire hit him right in the groin. He’d never needed anyone the way he needed
her. With one hand, he cradled her head, weaving his hand through her curls. He
rested the other hand on her waist, then let it slip down to cup her softly
rounded ass.


She shifted against him, opening her mouth to him, opening
her body to him. Sebastian groaned. “Lexie, oh, Lexie,” he said. “I want to
give you everything.”


“Everything?” she whispered, confused.


“Yes, everything.” Then he lowered his head to her neck and
suckled softly. Slipping one hand between their bodies, he pressed one long
finger to her core. Instinctively, he knew she was ready, but he needed to be
sure. He was unsurprised when he felt her slick dampness coat his finger. Using
her natural wetness as lubrication, he swept his finger up and around her
nubbin as he suckled on her breast. She rewarded him with a broken gasp that
intensified when he pushed the same finger into her tight heat.


She was ready. More than ready. In one swift movement, he
spread her folds and sank into her waiting depths. 


Though she urged him on, he moved slowly, setting the pace
to enhance their pleasure. He didn’t want to rush this. Not this. Not with her.


Leisurely, languidly, he gave her pleasure. And with every
one of Lexie’s sighs, with each delightful moan, with every heated touch, she
gave him pleasure in return. He wanted to prolong this as much as possible. Wanted
to make it good for her.


At long last, he felt her shudder, felt the walls of her
channel clench around him, and he drove into her, eyes open as her back arched
with her own, undeniable climax. 


Her cheeks were flushed, her eyelids fluttered, and her
mouth formed a perfect “o” at the moment of her release. 


Watching her come apart in his arms was the most erotic
thing Sebastian had ever seen. He closed his eyes and followed after her with a
deep groan. Never opening his eyes, he simply tucked her against his side and
wrapped his arm around her. 


“I love you,” he whispered, right before falling asleep.


 



Lexie lay in Sebastian’s bed with her eyes wide open. She
should feel utterly sated, drained, and terribly sleepy. But instead of being
relaxed, her mind was a frenzy of activity. With his last words, he’d woken her
slumbering brain—flicked it on like a switch.


Had she heard what she thought she heard? Had Sebastian
actually told her he loved her?


How… shocking.


It was the last thing she’d expected to hear from a man like
him. A man who’d surely loved—and left—countless women before her. Had
he told them he’d loved them? Had he meant it?


She was overanalyzing this, she knew—the words, the
sentiment behind them, and surely the man himself. He’d stated it cleanly and
simply in words as old as time. She should be thrilled. So why was she
second-guessing him?


Lexie braved a glance at Sebastian’s slumbering form. He was
lying on his side, one arm thrown over her body in a purely possessive gesture.
His lips were curved in a smile, even in sleep.


Lexie knew that all of her pondering was meant to avoid the
one question she knew she should be asking herself: Should she tell him she
loved him, too? How could she, when he’d virtually ignored her for so many
weeks? 


Of course, after her run with Frank Doherty, she was gun
shy. Anyone but a fool would have been otherwise. She hadn’t even thought about
opening her heart to another man, let alone one as dangerous as Sebastian. From
the moment she’d laid eyes on him, she’d known he would be trouble. And boy was
he ever. 


When they were making love, she wasn’t thinking about
anything but his body and the way he was making her feel. She wasn’t thinking
about how she could get hurt. How he had the power to crush her if he wanted. He
could do it, easily. But when she was alone, away from him, she couldn’t help
but think about how unwise it was to be involved with a man like Sebastian
Grayson. It had almost come as a relief when he left Star Harbor. She’d
convinced herself it would mean the end of their relationship, and that such a clean
break was for the best.


She couldn’t trust herself to love again. It was love that
had the power to hurt you, that got in under your skin and made your heart ache
and your stomach flutter. It made you confused and scared and needy, made you
scream and cry and want to rip your hair out by its roots. Love wrecked
everything.


But she loved Sebastian. 


She couldn’t help it, and that fact scared her. Badly. If
she told him how she felt, he’d want her to stay—to leave her life in
Star Harbor and join him in New York. His glittery, fast-paced world was more
than tempting. To be a part of his growing empire, to stand by his side as his
new show and restaurant launched, would be utterly thrilling. 


But the excitement was bound to fade and when it did, she’d
be left with nothing. Relying on herself over the past few years had taught her
that she needed—no, craved—the independence of working for herself.
She couldn’t slip back into being the woman she once was, and she was afraid—so
afraid—that she’d lose herself with Sebastian the way she had lost
herself with Frank. She’d vowed never to suppress her own needs, her own
desires, for anyone again. Not even for someone she truly loved. 


As long as he had kept his feelings to himself, she’d been
able to do the same. But he’d said the words, by accident or by design, forcing
her to make a decision. 


So despite what her heart was saying about Sebastian, Lexie knew
that she had no choice. This time she would listen to her head. 


Which was telling her quite clearly to run.


Lexie twisted her neck slightly so that she could watch
Sebastian’s face while she made her escape. Gently, she took his wrist in her
hand. Holding her breath, she slowly, ever so slowly, lifted his heavy arm up just
enough for her to slide out from underneath it. With her free hand, she took a
cushiony pillow and placed it where her body had been. Then she carefully
lowered his arm back down to the pillow. 


After a moment, Sebastian sighed and wrapped his arm fully
around the pillow, pulling it close. Lexie silently released the breath she’d
been holding and backed away from the bed, gathering up her clothes. She
dressed in silence, watching him the whole time. He dozed on, oblivious to her
furtive actions. 


Giving him one last, lingering look—he’d never know
how hard this was for her—she backed out of the room and crept down the
hall. She knew he’d never hear the click of his front door opening and closing.



Nor would he ever forgive her for leaving him like this. 


 


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER
26


            


A soft vibration crept up Lexie’s thigh. She started, then
realized it was just her cell phone ringing. Buster had to be psychic, because
as she took the phone out to check the incoming number, he gave her a sardonic
look that she interpreted as, “What, again?”


Raising an eyebrow at him, she looked down at the phone. She
wasn’t surprised to see that it was a 212 area code. New York City.


            She
sent the call straight into voicemail, popped the phone back into her pocket,
and stared defiantly at Buster, who was still watching her. He shook his head
slightly, then walked out the back door of the LMK to get something from his
truck. Buster knew exactly what she was doing and why, and he made no bones
about the fact that he didn’t like it.


Lexie wasn’t kidding herself. She knew who was calling. Who
had called every day since she’d left him lying in his apartment with a sleepy
smile on his handsome face.


            Lexie
hadn’t picked up. Not once. And she hadn’t listened to any of his messages,
either. Despite the furious blinking of the message light on her cell phone,
she hadn’t wavered. 


            She’d
been tempted to waver. Plenty of times. To simply pick up the phone and confess
her love. Confess that she was scared beyond belief. But that would be giving
him even more power over her. So though she knew she owed him an explanation,
she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. 


            Snatching
up a washed and peeled carrot from a large pile, she feverishly began to chop
it up into perfect little matchsticks. She was a coward, deeply afraid of what
she might say. How she might respond to any entreaties, any pleas, any threats.


            No.
He’d never threaten her. Not like Frank. But the fact that the thought had even
passed through her mind gave her pause. Would she ever get over that psychopath?
Would she constantly second-guess any future relationship she might have?


            She
shook her head and reached for another carrot. As she was chopping it up even
more precisely than the first, Buster came through the door. Instead of heading
back to the grill room he walked up to her, an urgent look on his face. In his
hand was a folded piece of paper.  


            “Is
that what I think it is?” Lexie asked, forcing herself to keep her voice even.


            Buster
nodded curtly and the familiar mix of dread and disgust welled up in Lexie’s
chest. Except this time, she felt a new sensation. 


Hope.


Surely the camera had caught the Note Writer on the feed!


            “Want
me to call Cole?” Buster questioned.


            “Absolutely,”
she responded. “Right now.”


            He
nodded again, and stepped outside to use his cell phone. A few minutes later,
he returned. “Cole wants us to go down to the station at ten-thirty.”


            Lexie
tried to go about her business as usual, but the fluttering of excitement in
her stomach made it impossible. Through sheer force of will she made it through
the breakfast service. 


At ten-fifteen, she breathed out a nervous sigh, then put
Isis in charge, and she and Buster drove down to the station.


            Rhonda
Lee greeted them like old friends and ushered them into one of the conference
rooms. Lexie had been at the sheriff’s department so often it was utterly
familiar, which was strangely comforting. Within moments, Cole joined them. 


            “Thanks
for coming down on such short notice,” Cole said. He gestured to the computer that
was set up in the room. “Hank’s pulling the digital video feed now and he’ll be
here in a moment with the files we need. We’ll review the footage together. I’m
hoping that between the four of us we’ll be able to figure out who’s behind these
notes.”


            “I
just want this done,” Lexie said.
            “Me,
too. This is the last thing you need on top of everything else that’s been
going on. It would be nice to get some closure.”


            Lexie
sighed just as Hank came into the room carrying a small flash drive. He
inserted it into the appropriate USB port on the computer and opened the file,
which immediately began to play. The video feed of the LMK’s back door picked
up anyone who approached the door from either direction. And the kitchen door
opened toward the camera, so each time the door opened they could tell whether
or not the note was taped to it yet. 


            “This
feed starts at five a.m., so we’ll
have to do some fast forwarding,” Hank said, clicking the play button. “See? Here’s
Buster arriving at five-fifteen.” 


            Lexie
watched as Buster appeared on the monitor, barely visible in the dim light from
the bulb above the door. Though she couldn’t see his features clearly, his gait
was unmistakably his own, and he had on the same dark green military-style
jacket he was currently wearing. Briskly, he turned his key in the lock, pulled
the door open, and walked through. When the door closed, Buster had vanished,
having disappeared inside the LMK.


            “Door
was clear,” Hank said, noting the absence of a white note. “It wasn’t Buster.”


            Lexie
smiled at Buster from across the conference room table. “I know it wasn’t him.”


            Buster
gave her a half-smile in return. 


            “We’re
lucky this latest note was placed during the daytime instead of at night. We
should have a clear shot of the perpetrator,” Cole said. “I dropped you off at
five-thirty, Lexie, so you should be up next.”


            They
watched the screen as the headlights from Cole’s squad car appeared at the entrance
of the alley. Slowly, the car crawled up the narrow street and stopped a few
yards from the door. Lexie got out of the passenger seat, gave a wave to Cole,
and used her own key to open the door. Then she, too, disappeared.


            “We
also know it wasn’t you,” Hank said wryly.


            Lexie
gave a small snort at that statement. “The door’s unlocked now. I always unlock
it after I get in so that the rest of the staff won’t have to bother with their
keys.” She turned to Cole. “So the folks in Barnstable didn’t come up with any
fingerprints or anything?” she asked. 


            “Nothing,”
Cole confirmed, still watching the screen. “Whoever did this has been very,
very careful.”


            “Isis
should be next,” Buster grunted, his eyes on the video feed. 


            “Isis
Dandridge is one of our line cooks,” Lexie clarified. “She’s a great employee,”
she added, silently willing the perpetrator to be anyone but Isis.


            The
tall woman walked up to the door and let herself in. When it opened, the door
was clear.


            “Not
her,” Hank said.


            Lexie
breathed a sigh of relief. Then, Rachel, Scott, Jenny, and Kiki all came to
work in succession. Each time the door opened, it was clear.


            “It
wasn’t any of them. Maybe it was Paige
after all,” Lexie said in surprise. 


            The
alley was quiet for a long time as the early morning rays appeared and the lamp
switched off. 


            “I’m
going to fast forward, okay?” Hank said, moving his mouse.


            In
a blur, Lexie saw a fuzzy figure in the screen. “Stop!” she cried. “Go back. Rewind.”



Hank rewound the feed to just before the figure appeared. Then
he hit play. Lexie watched, transfixed, as the kitchen door opened, this time
from the inside. A figure emerged, head down, and glanced quickly around the
alleyway. Almost too fast to see, the figure’s hand flashed up and back. 


“Wait,” Cole said. “Did you see that?”


“Yep,” said Hank. “We’ll come back to that in a moment.”


As the figure reached for the door handle with a gloved
hand, the person’s profile came into view for a quick second. When the door
opened fully, it was clear there was a small piece of white paper taped to it. Something
registered with Lexie, and she gasped. “Oh, no!” 


            Cole
looked at her sharply. “You recognize this person?”


            “I
think so, but I need to be sure. Can we watch it again in slow motion?”


            “Yes,”
he said. “Hank?”


            “You
got it,” Hank said, as he cued it up again. “Here it is in slo-mo.”


            Frame
by frame, the feed played, starting with a quiet alley. With bated breath,
Lexie watched as the door opened and the figure—unidentifiable at first—looked
around the alley and then turned. As the figure lifted up a hand and faced the
door, Lexie saw her profile clearly. “There! Pause it!” Hank complied. Lexie
turned to Buster and he gave her a grim nod, indicating that he agreed with her
identification.


            “We
know who it is,” she said. “She’s an LMK employee.”


            “I’ve
seen her in your place. I’m sorry,” Cole said, genuine empathy in his voice. “If
it would be easier, I can pick her up while you’re here so you won’t have to
face her.”


            Lexie
shook her head. “No. I’m coming with you. I want to talk to her. Find out why.”


            “She
may not tell you,” Cole said.


            “I
know. But I still need the closure.”


            Cole
nodded his assent. “Hank, could you tag the digital feed as evidence, please,
and start the paperwork for processing?”


            “Sure
thing, boss.”


            “All
right. We’re done here for now. Shall we?” Cole asked, gesturing toward the
door to the conference room.


            Lexie
nodded. Buster came around the table and wrapped a comforting arm around her
shoulders. “It’ll be over soon,” he whispered. Lexie nodded sadly as she
allowed herself to be led out of the sheriff’s station.


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER 27


 



            “Jennifer
Arthur, you’re under arrest for violation of Massachusetts General Law Chapter
265, Section 43, also known as the Anti-Stalking Law,” Cole stated
authoritatively.


            Jenny’s
eyes went wide as Cole cuffed her hands behind her back and methodically read her
her Miranda rights. “What? Oh, my, gosh, this can’t be happening! Lexie!” she
beseeched. The entire staff of the LMK stopped what they were doing in the
kitchen and turned to watch the action unfold. 


            Lexie
looked at Jenny and shook her head. No.



            “Lexie!
I didn’t do it!” 


            “No,”
Lexie said, holding up her hand. “Don’t deny it. I saw you.”


            “We
have you on camera, Miss Arthur,” Cole confirmed. 


Jenny looked shocked. “C-camera? Where?” She looked around
nervously.


“We installed it under Buster’s window, and it gave us a
clear line of vision to the back door of the restaurant,” Cole said. “It’ll hold
up as pretty compelling evidence in court.” 


Jenny slumped as she realized that she had been caught. Her
petite frame looked even tinier, more fragile, next to Cole’s robust form. “Lexie,
I’m so sorry.”


Lexie nearly melted, but instead she crossed her arms in
front of her, forcing herself to remain steely. “Why? Why did you do it?” she asked
quietly.


“Remember, anything you say can and will be used against you
in a court of law,” Cole cautioned.


“It doesn’t matter anymore,” Jenny said miserably. “Everything’s
ruined.”


“Then tell me why,” Lexie implored. “I need to know why
you’d do this to me.”


Jenny spoke slowly, her eyes downcast. “I…I wanted to start
my own restaurant. I was planning on quitting in a few months. I’ve been taking
cooking and baking classes at the culinary institute for the past year, but
nothing I make is as good as that cake. I thought,” she swallowed before
continuing, “I thought if I had one really great recipe, I’d be set.”


“You were going to open your own place with a recipe you stole from me?” Lexie asked
incredulously. With a start of surprise, Lexie came to the unsavory realization
that every excuse Jenny had given her over the past year had been a lie. “I
trusted you.”


“I know,” the young woman said, sounding even more pathetic than
she looked. “I know. And I used you.”


“Why did you send me those horrible notes?”


“I tried every way I could think of to get a hold of that
recipe. First, I asked if you would let me do the evening baking with you. I
thought you might just give me the recipe. But you always said no.”


“I needed more help with food prep than with the baking,”
Lexie murmured. 


“Then I tried to get the recipe from your filing cabinets,
but it wasn’t in there.”


“I didn’t write it down.” 


“I’m sorry. So sorry,” Jenny said, beginning to weep. “I
thought if I pushed you a little, you might give it up.”


“It didn’t push me to do anything. For the longest time, I
thought it was Paige Sinclair playing a sick joke. When I realized it might not
be her—” Lexie shook her head, recalling how afraid she’d been. “Jenny,
you were a great employee. I would have encouraged you to attend culinary
school and flex your muscles a bit more in the kitchen. I would have helped you
make a signature dish that was all your own. This could have turned out much
differently. Instead, you deliberately lied to me, threatened me, and tried to
steal from me.”


Fat tears rolled down Jenny’s cheeks as she sobbed in
earnest. “Please forgive me, Lexie. You’ve been nothing but a great boss. I’m
so sorry,” she cried.


The young woman looked wretched. Her face was red and
blotchy from crying. Several strands had come free from her ponytail, giving
her an even more bedraggled appearance. Jenny Arthur was utterly defeated. 


All Lexie felt for her was pity. “I’m sorry, too,” she said
quietly. Then she looked away.


Except for Jenny’s crying, the kitchen was dead silent. Cole’s
footsteps sounded hard and hollow on the stone floor as he led Jenny away. A
burning sensation warmed Lexie’s cheeks and her head throbbed. Jenny was the
criminal, yet she was the one who was embarrassed. The irony wasn’t lost on
her. She gave an incredulous little snort. Before she burst into nervous fits
of laughter, she felt a comforting warmth around her shoulders. 


Buster. Her rock.


Gently, he walked her into the now-empty dining room and
nudged her into a booth. Then he brought her a cup of tea.


“Glad it’s over,” he said. 


The most wonderful thing about Buster was that because he
didn’t talk much, he never expected a response in return. Lexie could simply
sit there quietly and settle her body and her mind. And so she did.


Lexie wrapped her fingers around the teacup, feeling its
warmth seep into her hands, then up her arms. She took a sip. The tea slid down
her throat—hot, smooth, and simply perfect. The lines on Buster’s craggy,
worn face were as comforting to her as the drink was. 


Slowly, she started to feel better. In a half an hour, when
customers started to trickle in for lunch, she nodded to Buster. He nodded back
and together they returned to the kitchen. Things were in full swing, and—to
her staff’s credit—no one gave her any odd looks. She was simply
enveloped back into the rhythm of the day as if it had never been interrupted. Pleased
and proud of their professionalism, she vowed to take each person aside to
thank them.


But later. Much later. Now, she would work.


 



            It
wasn’t until later on in the evening, after all the unfortunate excitement had
died down, that she had a chance to think. Her staff had gone home and even
Buster had called it a night, telling her he was going to Boston to take care
of something urgent. The front of the LMK was dark and the kitchen was quiet
once again, the only sound being the slow drip of the faucet she had yet to get
repaired. In the morning, she’d have Buster call Luke Bedwin to come out and
take a look.


            As
she gently mixed muffin dough, Lexie smiled wearily to herself. She had to be
over the hump, right? For better or for worse, Sebastian was out of her life,
even though living without him was going to be tough. And things were running
smoothly with LMK Catering. In fact, she had three big events coming up over
the next few weeks, including Cameron’s cocktail party and the Millers’ Thanksgiving
affair in Boston. Was it really almost Thanksgiving? Time seemed to slip by so
quickly these days. 


So why wasn’t she feeling better, then? 


            After
the dough was prepared, she covered it and put it in the refrigerator to bake
tomorrow morning. Heading to the pantry to gather her coconut cake ingredients,
she realized she was out of cream of coconut. 


            “Damn,”
Lexie cursed out loud. Martins’ Market had long since closed, and there was no
convenience store in town that would carry it, even if one happened to still be
open. Then she remembered that she might have some in the root cellar. 


            A
flicker of doubt crossed her mind—she’d been told not to go anywhere
alone—but she quickly brushed it aside. It would take only a few moments,
and besides, she couldn’t live her life in fear. 


            Grabbing
her coat from its hook, she slipped out the back door into the quiet, chilly
alley behind the LMK. The small, bare bulb above the door frame provided the
only illumination, but it was just five feet to the entrance of the root
cellar, and Lexie would know the way blindfolded. The smell of a wood fire suffused
the air, and beneath it she could sense the distant smell of snow. Winter would
soon be here, blanketing Star Harbor in icy coldness.


            She
reached the wooden doors to the cellar and quickly undid the always unlocked
bolt that secured the doors together. She lifted first one door, then the next,
flipping both 180 degrees on their hinges so they were laying on the ground. A rickety
wooden staircase led six feet below to the cellar, and Lexie gamely clambered
down. Thanks to Buster’s improvements, a small light fixture was waiting for
her at the base, and she pulled the metal string. 


Dim light spread into the cellar, not quite reaching the
crevasses of the still-dark corners. The root cellar wasn’t huge—maybe
fifteen feet by twenty. Five large metal utility shelves were arranged in the
center of the room, and neatly stacked bushels of hardy fruits and root vegetables
lined the walls. The remains of an old hearth, part of the building’s original
foundation, was situated to the right of the stairwell. 


If Lexie remembered correctly, she’d placed the cream of
coconut cans on the back side of the far shelf. She walked toward it, but just
as she reached it, she heard a creaking sound. Whirling toward the stairs, all she
saw before the light went out was a broad back.


Panic filled her chest and a rush of adrenaline coursed
through her body. Who was there? “Buster?” she called out, before she could
stop herself. Inwardly, she cursed. Idiot!
If it wasn’t Buster, she’d just revealed her location to whoever was in the
cellar with her. She had no idea where the person was, but there was no way out
except up those wooden stairs. As silently as she could, she crept around the
back of the last shelf toward the stairwell, hoping that the intruder would
head toward the sound of her voice.


Within a matter of moments, she reached the stairs. Knowing that
they would creak when she used them, she planned to race up as fast as she
could. Then, she made her move. Swiftly, she climbed up, but before she’d even
reached the third step, she felt a hand clamp on her upper arm.


She shrieked as she was violently jerked back down the
stairs. “Get off me!” Lexie lashed out with her hands, but her wrists were
quickly pinned to her sides. When she kicked the space in front of her, she
heard a low grunt before she was knocked to the ground.


Though she twisted and fought, she was easily flipped onto
her back. Her attacker straddled her body, his heavy weight pressing down on
her hips, as he kept her arms pinioned above her head. Lexie did the one thing
she could do. She screamed as loudly as possible.


“Help! Help me! Help!”


Her assailant released one of her hands to strike her in the
face. She screamed again.


“Shut up, Alexandra.” 


Stars swam before her eyes as she reeled from the hard hit
to her cheek. Oh, God, she recognized that voice. In a million years, she’d
never forget it. That slightly gravelly whine that could by turns wheedle and plead,
then get nasty in a flash.


It was Frank. He was here. 


Panic swelled into outright fear, but she had to stay
strong. Had to stay focused so she could get out of here. “Wh-what are you
doing here?” Shocked as she was, her voice came out sounding slightly
strangled. She struggled against him. “Let me up! Please!”


“Not a chance, Alexandra. I’ve waited too long to have you
under me. Where you belong.”


“Frank,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “Why
don’t we get out of here, go up to the restaurant and talk? I’ll make us some
tea and we can—”


“Tea? You think I came all the way to Star Harbor to have a
cup of tea?” He snorted. 


“Look, I can’t even see you,” she said, tamping down the
fright that threatened to overwhelm her. He would hurt her badly if he was this
angry. She had to keep him calm. “Let’s just go upstairs and—”


“I said shut up. This
is the first time in years I’ve had you alone and all you can do is gab, gab,
gab. Well, it’s my turn to do the
talking. I’ve been creeping in the shadows for long enough. I’m tired of it. I’ve
watched you for months, waiting to make my move. Did you know that I came clear
across the country? Took me some time to find you, too. Calling yourself Lexie
instead of Alexandra. Taking your mother’s maiden name to make yourself harder
to trace. That was smart. Real smart. But not smart enough.” 


            “You
were the one who attacked me on the Green that night, weren’t you?”


“Yes. I wanted to finish it right then and there. But when
you got away, I realized how much more exciting it would be to scare you. To
make you afraid. Especially when you started sleeping with that big guy. Too
good for me, huh, Alexandra?” he said bitterly. 


She ignored him, needing to get to the bottom of this. Needing
to know that everything could be traced back to Frank. “So it was you again on Halloween.”


“I scared the crap out of you, didn’t I?” He laughed.


Lexie didn’t bother to respond. “Did you mess with my gas line
too?” 


“I thought that if something happened to your place, you
might be forced to come back to California.”


“You could have killed someone, you know that?”


“Whatever,” he scoffed. “Anyway, nothing happened. That guy
you have working for you really knows his stuff.” Then his voice hardened
again. “But all that is over. I’m done playing, and now I’ll tell you exactly
what’s going to happen. First, I’m going to screw you the way I wanted to the
last time we were so rudely interrupted.”


“Let’s call it what it was, Frank. You were trying to rape
me because I’d broken up with you.”


“Ha! You wanted it bad.”


“You’re delusional,” she said calmly, as if she were
speaking to a child. “Why was I kicking and screaming when you were on top of
me? David practically had to drag you off of me, and then I went to the police
and filed a—”


“I said shut up!” Frank
hit her again.


            Lexie
gasped as the crack of his hand laid into her cheek. It hurt even worse than
the first time he’d done it, likely because he’d smacked exactly the same spot.
“Frank, stop!” 


            “I
won’t stop,” he said, holding both her hands above her head in his strong grip
as he roughly pushed her skirt up with his other. “Always so accommodating, Alexandra.
With your little skirts and dainty blouses. Always ready for me.”


            Things
were rapidly spiraling out of control. She had to keep him talking. “Why are
you even here? It’s been three years. You should’ve forgotten me and moved on.”


            “Forget
you?” He laughed evilly, his clammy hand stilling on her thigh. “I could never
forget you. I’ve spent three years trying to track you down. The Internet has
made things a lot easier, but I wasn’t able to make any headway until people
started posting reviews of your restaurant. ‘Best coconut cake east of the
Mississippi.’ That’s when I knew it had to be you.”


            She’d
been so careful not to put anything personal online. How ironic that her
professional reputation had been her undoing! Still, why had he spent so much
time thinking about her when she was long gone? Why hadn’t he moved on? 


“Why would you even want me when I didn’t want you?” she
asked, her voice sounding hollow.


            His
silence was deafening. And then she realized why. Because he couldn’t get over
the fact that she’d escaped from him. To lose his power over her was too big a
blow to his ego. He needed her to succumb to him again. Craved it. Except this
time, he wasn’t going to be satisfied with just her mind or her body. He wanted
her soul, too. He would take and take until there was nothing left. 


As Frank squeezed her leg and pushed her skirt up higher, there
was no question in her mind that he was going to rape her and then he was going
to kill her. “No,” she said, shaking her head back and forth. “Not like this. Please.”
She had to do something. He was so strong, even if she could manage to free her
hands, her body would still be trapped under his weight. Still, she had to try.
She struggled to recall what she’d learned in that self-defense class she’d
taken years ago, just after moving to Star Harbor. She’d taken it to empower
herself, never anticipating that she’d need to use those lessons against the
very man who’d motivated her to take the class.


            “Your
begging only makes it more exciting,” he said, wedging her legs apart with his
knee. “I can’t wait until I see the look on your face as I push myself into
you. When you submit to me.”


            Nausea
rose in Lexie’s throat. She forced it down as best she could. This was exactly how
he wanted her—scared, helpless, and weak. She needed to prove him wrong,
to stay strong and wait for her chance to escape. Perhaps something would
distract him and there would be an opening for escape. She stopped struggling
in anticipation of making her move.


            He
must have taken her stillness for submission. “That’s right,” Frank said, his
voice smug. “I’m in charge and you’re going to give me what I want.” 


He shifted his body on top of hers. At the very moment that
she heard Frank unzip his pants, she bucked her hips up and twisted her body to
the side, hard. The motion caused Frank to release her wrists, and he let out a
shout of surprise as he toppled off of her. Lexie scrabbled on her hands and
knees as fast as she could go, trying to put as much distance as possible
between them.


            Her
hands touched soft dirt, and she realized she must have crawled into the
hearth. Almost immediately, Frank had her by the ankle. How he’d grabbed her so
quickly, she had no idea. Realizing she had just seconds before he would haul
her back, she desperately groped for something—anything—that she
could use to defend herself.


            Frank
pulled her leg with both hands, and just as she felt herself being yanked
toward him, her fingers clutched onto something hard and metal. He flipped her
onto her back once again and her head hit the hard dirt floor with a sharp crack
and a burst of pain. 
            “Bitch,”
he spat. “That’s the last time you’ll ever
run from me.”


            As
hard as she could, Lexie swung the metal object into the direction of his face,
trying to gouge him. She hit flesh and something harder—night vision goggles.
No wonder he’d said something about the look on her face. He could see her in
the dark! 


“Aigh,” he screamed. Distracted by the pain she’d inflicted,
he let go of her, allowing her to flip away once again. For good measure, she
kicked back in his direction, feeling the satisfying thud of her foot against
his body, before she scuttled toward what she hoped were the stairs. She felt
the bottom step and began to climb. Lexie was sure she was home free when she
felt the cruel bite of his grip on her leg. 


            Kicking
furiously, she knew she couldn’t let herself be dragged back down again. He’d
shown his hand. She’d have no chance if he got his way. She had to break free,
but he was too strong.


            “No!”
she gasped as she was yanked down the stairs, the fingernails of one hand scratching
at the wooden steps, the other hand still clasping the metal object. He grabbed
her waist, but she pushed him hard while stomping on what she hoped was his
foot, and he let go. She was rewarded by a scream and the sound of breaking
glass.


            Just
then, she heard a deep voice call from street level. “Lexie?”


She’d never been so glad to hear anyone’s voice in her entire
life. 


 


 







 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER
28


 



The sights and sounds of the Cape hit Sebastian as soon as
he crossed the bridge over Buzzard’s Bay. In the dimming evening light he could
see the steep-roofed Cape Cod–style houses and the scrubby pine trees
that lined the quiet roads. It was all just as he’d remembered. The clang of
steel rigging, the creak of the shipyards, and the whistling of wind through
the dunes would get louder as he came closer to Star Harbor. 


But when he reached the ocean, it was the smell that would
bring him home. That unmistakable tang of the salt water, the damp spray of the
sea air intermingled with the aromas of fish, peeling paint, and dried shells. Day
or night, the smell stayed the same. 


Every time he came home he was hit right in the gut with the
realization that even though he’d left, even though he’d escaped—to
London, Paris, New York—he’d always belonged to Star Harbor, and always
would. But returning had never felt as poignant to him as it did now. Because
he wasn’t simply returning for himself. He was returning for Lexie Meyers. 


The woman he simply could not live without.


When he’d woken up to an empty bed that morning, he’d been
furious. Furious that she’d thought so little of him, and of herself. He’d
bared his soul to her—something he’d never done before with any woman—and
in return? 


She’d run from him. 


With any other woman, he would have tamped down his anger,
let it go. Or simply found someone else. 


Briefly, Seb laughed aloud. 


With any other woman, it wouldn’t have happened. It had never
had happened before.


But with this one?


Thinking about that morning fanned the flames of his anger. Seb
had wanted to immediately track her down and confront her. But he’d had to wait
until he could get free from the restaurant. He had responsibilities to his
investors, to his staff. People depended on him. He couldn’t just up and run
without clearing his schedule first, but he’d taken off as soon as possible. And
he knew exactly what he was going to do and say to Lexie Meyers when he saw
her.


He’d hold her against him, crush his lips to hers and kiss
her senseless. When she was calm, he’d stroke her body the way he knew she
liked until she was mindless with pleasure. Until she admitted that she loved
him. 


Because she did. He knew it deep within the fibers of his
being. Except she was too scared, too deeply scarred, to acknowledge it as love. 


Seb gripped the handlebars of his bike more tightly as he rode
toward Star Harbor. A chill wind lashed his body, but he barely felt it, heated
as much by his anger as he was by his cold-weather motorcycle gear.


            Sebastian
was still high on adrenaline when he reached the outskirts of Star Harbor. He
was still just as riled up when he parked his bike outside the LMK and pounded
on the front door. After a few brief moments, he checked his watch. It was
nine-thirty. The lights were on inside the restaurant, and he could see a dim
light in the doorway to the kitchen, but no one was answering.


            He
walked around to the back alley, the dark street nearly pitch black save for a
small light outside the kitchen door. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he
walked directly to the door and pounded on it. 


            And
got no response.


            Surely
someone was still there. Why else would all the lights be on?


            Just
then, he heard something. A muffled grunt and a small shriek. But where was it
coming from? Sebastian quickly glanced around the alley, and his eyes were
drawn to the open doors of the underground cellar. A crash sounded into the
night, and the tinkle of breaking glass preceded another small shriek.


            “Lexie?”
he called.


            His
heart pounded in his chest, and the adrenaline rush he’d been nursing kicked
into even higher gear. Was Lexie down there? And was she in trouble?


            As
fast as he could, he ran to the open door of the cellar. 


            “Lexie?”
he roared into the dark hole.


            “Seb?”
a small voice answered. “Help me!”


            Needing
no further encouragement, he vaulted down the small wooden staircase leading to
the cellar floor. It was even darker down here than it had been in the alley. He
blinked, trying to adjust to the near-blackness. But as soon as he turned
around, he was met with a sharp punch to the face. 


            “Damn!”
he yelled, grabbing his nose as he felt blood begin to trickle down. “What the—”


            “It’s
Frank!” Lexie screamed from a dark corner. “He’s here.” 


            “Lexie,
get out of here!” Seb yelled, blinking his eyes furiously. He needed to see to
be able to help. 


            “No,
you get out of here,” a nasty voice
said. “Alexandra and I have some unfinished business.”


            “You’re
disgusting,” Lexie said.


            “I
mean it, Lexie. If you can see, get out. Call Cole. Let me deal with this
scumbag.”


            “I’m
not leaving you down here,” Lexie vowed. “He came prepared—he’s wearing
night-vision goggles. He’ll kill you!”


            “‘I’m
not leaving you down here,’” Frank mimicked in a singsong voice. “I give you
two good years and this is how you repay me?”


            “By
‘two good years’ do you mean abusing her? ’Cause that’s what you did,”
Sebastian said. He was rewarded with a punch to his stomach. “Oof,” he cried,
doubling over in pain. Damn. He
needed some light.


            “Abuse
her?” Frank laughed. “Is that what she told you? I gave this woman everything. Everything!” he screamed. “And what does
she do? She runs away.”


            Sebastian
ignored him. “Lights, Lexie,” he yelled. “I need to see.”


            Another
punishing blow hit him, this time right on his chin. In the blackness, he saw
stars. Sebastian was about to call out to Lexie again when the lights suddenly
switched on.


            Standing
about four feet away was a well-built man a few inches shorter than himself. Seb
took in no other aspect of his appearance besides the fact that he was, indeed,
wearing night-vision goggles. Frank whipped out a knife, but Seb charged him
anyway, knocking him down with one powerful blow. Trying to fight back, the man
stabbed at him, but Sebastian’s skills as a fighter had been honed by his work
with a professional trainer and years of practice with his brothers. Before the
blow could fall, he grabbed Frank’s arm and forced it to the ground, pinning it
with his leg. Frank dropped the knife. Then, methodically, Seb began to beat him
senseless.


            The
man’s goggles cracked, then fell off entirely. Though Seb’s hands grew bruised
and sore from the blows, he didn’t care. Blood swam before his eyes. It was
satisfying in a way he never could have imagined to hurt the man who’d caused
Lexie so much pain. Over and over again, he hit him, barely noticing that the
man wasn’t even responding anymore.


            Dimly
he heard someone calling his name. It took several moments for him to realize
that it was Lexie.


            “Seb!
Seb! Stop! Please, Seb! Oh, please stop. Please—” Her voice choked away
on a sob.


            Slowly,
Seb became present in his own body again. He stopped punching the now unconscious
man and focused his gaze on Lexie. She was standing at the bottom of the
staircase, looking utterly disheveled. Soot covered her clothes and dirt was
smeared on her face. Her hair had been pulled free of its pins and was hanging limply
around her shoulders. She was clutching something in her fist so hard that her
knuckles had turned white.


But the worst was the haunted, hollow look on her face.         


Immediately, Sebastian leapt up and stood, hands by his
side. He took a step toward her. “Lexie,” he said, imploring her to come to
him.


            Her
eyes were glazed with fear. “No. D-don’t touch me.”


            “Lexie.”
His voice was almost a groan. “I’m sorry, but I just lost it.” When Lexie
didn’t respond, Seb pressed. “He was hurting
you. I couldn’t just let it stand. Lexie? Lexie, come on. Look at me.”


            Lexie
gave him a searching look. Though the fear didn’t quite leave her eyes, it abated
enough to give Sebastian the opening he needed. Slowly, carefully, he walked
toward her, still holding his hands by his side. When he reached her, he simply
enveloped her in his arms. She felt so small, so vulnerable. 


            She
was trembling, and he squeezed gently to let her know that he was there, that
he knew what she was going through and that he wasn’t going to press her. Not
now.


            “Lexie.
I would never hurt you. Understand?”


            He
felt her nod jerkily into his chest.


            “I’m
going to call Cole, all right?”


            She
nodded again, and he took his phone out of the pocket of his jeans and dialed
Cole’s cell phone number. Seb’s nose and cheek stung from where Frank had
clocked him, so he held the phone a few centimeters away from his face. He
thanked his workout regime for the hard stomach muscles that had protected him
from at least one of Frank’s sucker punches.


            “And
where the hell is Buster, anyway?” he asked as the phone rang.


             “He left after work to go to Boston.” Her
voice was muffled in his chest. “I asked Cole to pick me up at ten to take me
home.”


            “Jeez.
So you were here all alone.” The line on the other end picked up. “Cole? Cole
it’s me. Get down to the LMK right away. Lexie’s been attacked.” Cole swore so
violently that even Seb, who’d heard it all before, cringed. “She’s scraped up,
but no major damage. But send an ambulance anyway.” He clicked the phone shut. “Cole’s
on his way.”


            Lexie
didn’t move or speak, and she made no acknowledgment that he had spoken. In
fact, she was suspiciously quiet. “Lexie?” Sebastian pulled away from her, tucked
his finger under her chin to lift her head, and quickly realized his mistake
when he saw the tears that were flowing down her face in small rivulets.


            Immediately,
he embraced her. The hot wetness from her tears seeped into his shirt. At that
moment, Sebastian didn’t care about anything but erasing her fears, erasing her
horrible memories. He had no idea how much time had passed when he felt her
pull his arm down and press something cold, hard, and metallic into his hand. He
curled it in his fingers, but didn’t even glance at the object. Instead, he
simply wrapped his arm back around her and held her tightly.


            Sooner
than he’d have thought, he heard the far-off sounds of ambulance and police
sirens piercing the night air. As they grew louder he pressed her closer,
knowing they’d soon be parted.


            And
then she was gone, whisked into the back of an ambulance despite her protests
that she just wanted to go home. The last he saw of her, she was sitting on a
gurney, Julie Kensington’s arm around her slim shoulders. She was leaning on
Julie out of exhaustion or for support—Sebastian didn’t know which. He
only knew it wasn’t him riding with her.


            Frank
had been handcuffed to the guerney, being personally escorted to the hospital
by Cole. Seb had waved off the EMTs who’d tried to help him, preferring to let
his body sting than to have someone other than Lexie touching him. At some
point—Sebastian couldn’t say when—Val had shown up.


            “C’mon
bro,” Val said gently. “There’s nothing more you can do here tonight. Let’s go
back to the boat, and I’ll take care of everything else.” 


Seb nodded his assent. 


            “Leave
your bike here,” Val said. “You’re in no shape to ride.” Val looked down at
Seb’s hand. “What have you got there?” he asked.


            Seb
lifted his hand and uncurled his fist. There, in the center of his palm, lay an
old metal key. It was covered in Frank’s blood.


            Val’s
eyes widened. “Is that—”


            “Not
my blood,” Seb said tersely. “And I think it’s evidence. I’ll get it to Cole
tomorrow.”


            They
walked back to Val’s boat in silence. Once on board, Sebastian went to the
guest cabin he shared with Cole. His mind a riot of images, he rolled into his
small berth and waited in vain to be rocked to sleep by the roll and pitch of
the boat.


 



            Sebastian
groaned as he woke up from yet another dreamless sleep. Though it had been
three days since Frank’s attack, his head still pounded, his cheek still
smarted, and his nose was still sore. He’d finally sucked it up and gone to see
Julie, who had told him that he’d feel worse before he felt better. This
morning was particularly bad. Even his eye sockets ached. The sharp cries of
the seagulls chasing their morning meal did nothing to quell his pain. Their
screams echoed in his skull, rattling around his head like pinballs in a
machine. 


Rolling over as best he could in the snug berth, he pressed
his palms to his eyes. The pressure was relieved for a moment, but as soon as
he took his hands away, the throbbing returned.


            Opening
his eyes, he saw that Val had moved a bottle of aspirin from the commode to the
small shelf near his berth. Gratefully, he grabbed a bottle of water and downed
a few pills before lying back to wait for the drugs to kick in.


            The
day after the attack, he’d wanted to see her. Wanted to hold her, kiss her,
confirm that she was healing. And that she was his. But before he could even
step off the boat, Cole had swung by on one of his breaks.


“Don’t go. She’s not ready,” he had said. “She doesn’t want
to see anyone.”


So Sebastian had stayed put. Restaurant on hold. Life on
hold. Woman on hold. He couldn’t see her, but he could talk to her, right? As
soon as Cole had left, Seb had called Lexie’s cell phone. When she didn’t pick
up, he’d called her home phone number.


            “Hello?”
she’d answered, her voice sounding tired and terribly sad.


            “Lexie,
it’s me. Are you okay?”


            “Sebastian.
Yes, I’m … I’m all right. I suppose.”


            He’d
been holding his breath while she spoke. He wanted to hear her, to assure
himself that she was really all right. But while her words said one thing, her
tone said another. 


            “Lexie,
you don’t sound all right. I’d like to come by to see you.”


            “Please,
Seb. I just need some time.”


            “How
much time?”


            “I…I
don’t know. I can’t—”


            “It’s
all right, Lexie,” he interrupted. “Take all the time you need.” And he’d hung
up. 


            He’d
waited for her call for three rainy days. Waited for her to let him know it was
okay for him to come over. That she needed to see him. Wanted to see him. Three
days, and he’d heard nothing. 


Now that his headache had subsided, he knew two things. One,
it had stopped raining. And two?


            He
was done waiting. 


            Without
telling anyone what he was doing, he climbed off the boat and onto his
motorcycle, which Val had retrieved from the LMK.


            Sebastian
was going to see Lexie Meyers and no one, not even the lady herself, was going
to stop him.


            Within
ten minutes he was driving down Harper’s Pond Road. Avoiding the pockets of
slippery dirt and slick mud that had accumulated over the past few days, he made
his way to her doorstep. He knocked on her cottage door for a long time.


            “Please
open the door, Lexie.”


After what seemed like an eternity, he heard the click of
the lock and the twist of the door handle. Sebastian thought she’d look angry,
perhaps even defiant. After all she’d been through she was bound to have
bricked up her protective walls, just like she always did when she felt
threatened. But instead, what he saw was a look of pure misery.


Lexie’s eyes were rimmed with red and telltale blotches of
color stained her cheeks. Her mouth, typically curled up at the edges with
mirth, was flat. Her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, hiding the
bouncy curls from his sight. She looked so unlike herself that Sebastian nearly
stepped back.


Her haunted, wretched look instantly wiped out whatever
anger he himself was feeling. A pang of guilt, of abject sadness that the woman
he loved felt so terrible, lanced through his chest. 


“I don’t want you to see me like this,” she said in a
whisper. “Go away.”


No way was he going. Not after that last terrible week in
New York, when he’d been so desperate to be with her. Not after Frank had hurt
her. Not after he’d spent the past few days sick with worry. 


Sebastian shook his head. “No. I won’t leave until I’m
convinced that you’re all right.” And I say
what I need to say.


“I’m fine.”


“You’re the farthest thing from ‘fine’ I’ve ever seen.”


“I said I’m fine,”
she repeated, this time more forcefully. “Just go.”


“You’re not, and you’re wrong if you think you are. You need
to hear me out. I have a question for you. Something I didn’t get to ask you
the night I returned to Star Harbor.” The
night Frank Doherty was attacking you. “Why did you leave me in New York?”
he asked, forcing himself to keep his voice neutral.


“I…I—” Lexie stammered. She looked away.


Though he was dying to touch her, he held himself back, not
wanting to spook her. His hands clenched by his sides in frustration. “Lexie,”
he said gently, “I was worried that something had happened to you when I woke
up and you weren’t there. And when you didn’t pick up my calls or return my
messages, I thought you might have been hurt.” Lexie continued to look down,
but didn’t say anything. Sebastian continued. “I had to call Cole to make sure
you’d gotten back to Star Harbor safely. And it turns out that you weren’t
safe, after all.” 


Though Lexie didn’t speak, she didn’t move, either. Sebastian
took a half-step closer to the door and put his hand on the frame. She
stiffened, but didn’t try to flee.


“Lexie, there are people—good people—who
genuinely care about you and would never, ever, want to see you get hurt.” 


“I’m sorry,” she finally said, still looking down. “It was
wrong of me to leave like that.”


Sebastian raised his eyebrows. This was encouraging. “Yes,
it was,” he said. “But I think I understand why you left.”


“You…you do?” She peered up at him.


“Yes. I do,” he said. “You’re scared of yourself more than
you’re scared of me.”


Lexie looked doubtful. “I am?” 


“Absolutely. You see, I already know you love me.”


Lexie jerked her chin up at him, her eyes wide. That had gotten a response. “How could you
know that?” she said defiantly. “I didn’t tell you.”


Sebastian chuckled at her feisty response. “Lexie, you don’t
have to say the words for me to know how you feel. It’s in the way you look at
me, the way you respond to my touch, the way you lie in my arms after we’ve
made love. It’s in your glance, your smile.” 


“I didn’t… I don’t—” she sputtered.


 “Why are you
trying to deny it? Loving someone isn’t shameful, and it’s not something to
hide. Not if your partner feels like I do.”


“You don’t understand,” Lexie said bitterly. “You don’t know
what he put me through.”


Seb kept his voice even. “I know that you’ve been through a
lot and that you’re worried that what you feel for me is going to hurt you.”


“Yes,” Lexie said after a pause, so softly he almost didn’t
hear her voice over the wind.


“And you’re scared, so scared that if you let me in, if you
acknowledge that what you feel for me is real, I’ll hurt you the way he did.”


“Yes,” she whispered again.


“Let me tell you something, Lexie,” he said, his voice fierce.
“I am nothing like Frank Doherty. You understand? Nothing.” He nearly growled the word. “I don’t need to keep a woman
down to boost myself up. Not to toot my own horn, but I’m rich, powerful, and good-looking.
I could have any woman I want, but I want you.” 


“B-but why me?” Lexie said. “If you could have anyone? Why?”


Seb shook his head. Leave it to him to fall for the one
woman who didn’t know her own worth. “Lexie,” he said, moving yet another step
closer, “you’re the most challenging, unique woman I’ve ever met. You keep me
guessing, keep me on my toes. I don’t want to change you or control you or harm
you. I just want to be with you. Can you understand that?” 


A long time passed. Seb couldn’t be sure how long, but a
crow called out from a pine tree high above—an ugly, guttural cry. Sebastian
was about to lose faith that Lexie would respond to him. But then, just as he
was about to turn away, she nodded jerkily, her ponytailed curls bouncing. “I
think so,” she said quietly, “but I can’t help but be scared.” Sebastian was
just a hair’s breadth away from her. He could reach out, touch her, pull her to
him, but he kept himself in check. He needed her approval. Needed her to say
yes.


“Lexie, look at me, darling.”


She looked up, obviously forcing herself to meet his gaze. 


“Lexie. I love you. I’m not going to hurt you. In fact, it’s
more than likely that you’re the one who’s going to hurt me. Rip out my heart
and stomp on it. Make me a broken-heart fricassee. Perhaps with some wilted
greens on the side. Maybe some potatoes au gratin instead?”


The corners of Lexie’s mouth curved up ever so slightly.


Sebastian stepped forward, erasing the space between them. Gently,
he pushed the door all the way open, stepped inside, and wrapped his arms
around her. “That’s right, Spice. Smile. This is the way it’s supposed to feel.
Pleasure and pain. But mostly pleasure.”


“Oh, Sebastian,” she sobbed into his chest. “I’m so sorry.”


“I know, Lexie, I know,” he said, smoothing her hair with
one hand. “I’m sorry, too. Sorry I ever let it go this far without getting this
out in the open.” He pulled her even closer. “I’m staying with you.”


“Don’t leave me.”
            “Never.”


 



            Nothing
ever in her life had felt as good as being wrapped in Sebastian’s strong,
capable arms. She was as overwhelmed by the amazing feeling of his strong chest
as she was by the fact that she was clinging to it as if her life depended on
it.


            And
he didn’t seem to mind.


            It
was only natural, then, that he gently lifted her and carried her to her
bedroom. Trust, intermingled with sensual excitement, was the only thing she
felt as he laid her tenderly on the large bed. The bed she knew would fit his
body just as perfectly as he fit hers.


            When
he looked down at her and smiled, a swell of emotion rose in her chest. It was
so strong, so powerful, that it blew her away. She watched him watching her, his
green eyes hot with tempered passion as he waited for her to give him a sign,
any sign, that he could continue. 


Real love. This was
what it felt like. 


It sang in her veins, coursed through her, filled her with a
mix of happiness and need. All she needed to do was smile at him and he’d cover
her with his big body, kiss her the way she craved, and make her body sing. For
him. With him. 


But there was one more thing she needed to ask. Lexie
moistened her lips before she spoke. “That night you came back to Star Harbor,”
she said, “what made you come back right then?”


Sebastian looked startled for a moment. Then he gave her a half-smile.
“I’d been trying to get up here for the better part of a week. Since you left,
in fact.” Lexie had the grace to look chagrined and he smiled again before he
continued. “But I couldn’t. I had too many obligations to my restaurant, to my
agent, and to my projects. I took one thing off my plate, though—I
cancelled my final meeting in Boston with the Realtor.”


“What? Why?”


“Because I realized something. Something I’ve been thinking
about for a while. Boston is all wrong for what I’m envisioning. I’ve decided
to choose a different place for my new venture.”


“Really? I thought Boston was all but a done deal.”


“No. It’s too cosmopolitan. I already have New York City. I’m
looking for something a little more rustic, with some New England charm.”


“You’re not seriously considering—”


“Star Harbor. Yes, I am. I don’t know why I didn’t see it
before, given that it’s been in the back of my mind ever since I decided to
open up a new place.”


“But Star Harbor is so, so…”

“Provincial? Slow?”


Lexie laughed. “I was going to say ‘sleepy,’ at least for
most of the year, but you about covered it. Won’t this hurt your reputation?”


“Hardly. So many of Helena’s core clientele leave New York
for the summer and head to resort destinations. That got me thinking about how
to tap into that client base for the one season I don’t have them. I decided
that I want to have my new restaurant fill that niche—to be a seasonal
restaurant, only open during the summertime.


“When autumn comes, I’ll close the place and concentrate on Helena
for the other three seasons of the year. Also, it’ll fit nicely with my
television filming schedule, which will run from January through April. It’ll
be the perfect balance between national exposure, which my agent wants, and
working with local, sustainable, and seasonal cuisine, which is what I want.” 


“You sound like you’ve thought this through very carefully.”


“I have,” he said, a bit smugly. “And I’m very happy with
the direction I’m going to choose to take my name and my business.” He tipped
his head slightly. “But I left out the most important reason why I chose Star
Harbor.”


All of a sudden, Lexie couldn’t breathe. 


“What’s that?” she managed to get out.


“You’re here.”


“I am?” Then he grinned at her, and more firmly, she said,
“I am.”


“You are. And I don’t want to live without you.” He cupped
her cheek in a large, warm hand. “Marry me, sweet Lexie.”


She reached out to draw him closer. “Yes. Yes, I will.” 


“Lexie, I swear I’ll do everything in my power to make you
happy.” 


“I know you will.”


Then he bent his head to kiss her. And spent the rest of the
day showing her exactly how happy he was going to make her for the rest of
their lives.


 












 



 



 



 



 



 



 



CHAPTER
29


 



Lexie looked out onto her busy dining room at the LMK and
smiled. Two weeks after Frank’s attack, things were almost back to normal on
this ordinary Wednesday morning. The LMK had resumed regular business hours,
she’d hired a line cook to replace Jenny Arthur, three big catering events were
lined up for the next few weeks, and Thanksgiving was right around the corner. 


Expertly eyeing the room, Lexie noted that everyone had
everything they needed. She leaned over the counter and rested her elbows, just
taking in the scene. The familiar hum of her busy restaurant made her happy,
and she reveled in the calmness she felt inside. She was more at peace these
days than she’d ever been before. Lexie rested easy knowing that the worst she
had to worry about nowadays was whether Paige Sinclair was going to
reverse-engineer her recipe for her coconut cake. It was a good feeling.


She was happy here in Star Harbor. It was much more to her
now than the place she’d come to escape the past. 


            It
was home.


            The
sound of a man clearing his throat brought her back to the present. She smiled
at the large, familiar man sitting at the counter.


            “Val,”
she said warmly, “what else can I get you?”


            “Just
a cup of coffee, Lexie.”
            “Coming
right up.” She scooped up the warming coffeepot and filled his mug to the brim.


“You know, Lexie,” Val said almost casually, “I want to
thank you.”


“For the coffee? It’s no big deal, Val.”


“No,” he said. “For changing Sebastian. You’ve been a
positive influence on him, and I’m pleased to see it.”


Lexie was fascinated. “Really? How so?”


“He’s really turned a corner, both personally and professionally.
To be honest, if he hadn’t found someone who stands up to him like you do, he’d
still be chasing skirt. Most likely for a good long time.”


Lexie smiled. “I can understand why you think he’s changed
personally, but professionally, he’s had it together from the beginning.”


Val shook his head. “He’d been letting his management team
make decisions for him. But since he met you, he’s started to think for
himself. You know his agent hit the roof when he chose Star Harbor for his new
restaurant instead of Boston.”
            “No,”
she said. “I didn’t know that.”


“It’s true. But he convinced her and the rest of his staff
that it was the right thing to do for his career, and they got behind him. I
don’t think he’d have had the guts to do that if it weren’t for you.”


As she stood there, stunned, a jingling sound broke into her
consciousness. She turned to the door, and when she saw who it was, her face
broke out into a huge smile.


            “Seb!”
she exclaimed, “I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.” 


            Sebastian
circled the counter and grabbed her around the waist, giving her a kiss on the
lips. “Jorge’s covering me at Helena so I could come a few days early to
finalize my interest in the space and to hopefully sign a long-term lease. Good
to see you too, Val,” he said, giving his brother a grin. “You weren’t trying
to talk Lexie out of marrying me, were you?”


            “Quite
the opposite,” Lexie said with a smile. “So you’re serious about the old
schoolhouse space, then?” she asked, referring to a centuries-old one-room schoolhouse
on the outskirts of the downtown area. After serving as an antiques shop, the
space had lain vacant for some time.


            “Yes,”
Seb said, helping himself to a cup of coffee. “There’s plenty of parking, it’s within
walking distance of downtown, and there’s a large plot out back where I can
plant my own garden.” Lexie gave him a hopeful expression. “There won’t be a
ton of room, but I’ll allow you to filch some produce every once in a while. That
is, unless you’d like to come work for me.”


            Lexie
laughed and shook her head. “No thanks. My own place is doing just fine.”


            Seb
grinned. “I agree. Our places will complement each other nicely. I’m not
serving breakfast or brunch, for one.”


            “I
can think of a few other differences,” Lexie mused. “Like the fact that your place
is going to be super high-end and mine serves lowbrow diner food.”


            “Did
Paige Sinclair say that to you?”
            “No.”
She smiled. “I just made that up right now.”


            “Well,
that ‘lowbrow diner food’ you serve is in hot demand, Lexie. I’ll have my hands
full tempting folks away for dinner, especially once our crab cake throw-down
segment airs. Yet another benefit to having that ass behind bars—you get
the television coverage you rightly deserve.”


            Lexie
quirked an eyebrow at him. “Somehow I doubt you’ll have too much trouble
getting customers. Once they hear that nationally acclaimed chef Grayson has
opened shop in town, you’ll have people swarming in from Boston to snare a
reservation. Even better, I think you’ll raise Star Harbor’s tourism profile. It’s
tough to get out to the Cape for just a dinner. They’ll be forced to spend the
night at the Star Harbor Inn, spend a few dollars at Cameron’s boutique, eat
breakfast at the LMK—”


            Sebastian
grabbed her around the waist again and kissed her soundly. “Think you might be
willing to give me the recipe for your coconut cake? I could use a good anchor
dessert for my menu.”


“Not a chance. Only close relatives know my secret
ingredient.”


“Relatives, hm? I can arrange that. When can we get
married?”


 “Maybe next spring,”
she replied blithely.


“Too far away. Look, I want this to be a done deal, so let’s
talk.”


Val cleared his throat. “You guys want me to leave?”


            “No,
Val. You stay right where you are,” Lexie said. Then she turned back to Seb. “What’s
to talk about? You asked. I said yes. What’s the big deal?”


            “The
big deal is that Theo’s coming back to town in a few weeks. I thought we could
do it then.”


            “Why
not do it sooner?” a deep voice sounded. “I’m here now.”


            “Theo!”
Seb exclaimed as his twin walked through the door. The two men clasped hands
and embraced. “You made it for Thanksgiving!”


            Theo
gave Lexie a quick kiss on the cheek before hugging Val, who had risen to greet
him. “I thought I’d follow Cole’s advice about finding some inspiration back in
Star Harbor. I sublet my loft in the Mission through the end of January,
shipped my Jeep out, and here I am, ready to write my next book.”


            “Glad
you’re home, brother,” Val said quietly. “We’ll get your stuff to the boat
after breakfast. Just don’t tell Cole that you took him up on his idea. Might
swell his head.”


            Theo
laughed. “I’ll tell him it was my agent’s idea.”


            “Was
it your agent’s idea to have The Pirate’s
Sextant be a New York Times
bestseller?” Seb asked, sounding smug but proud.


            “Nope.
Just got lucky, I guess,” Theo said modestly.


            “You
make your own luck,” Seb said firmly before turning to Lexie. “Let’s get
married next week.”         


“So quickly?”


            “You
have a problem with that?” he asked.


            “No,
it’s just that my parents need to be here.”           
            “So
get them here,” he growled. “Soon.”


            Lexie
dipped her head in acknowledgment. “I’ll try, but given the fact that they
don’t yet know we’re engaged and haven’t even met you, I think we may meet with
a bit of resistance.”


            Sebastian
gave her a grin. “Let me talk to them. I can be very persuasive.” 


            “I
know you can. Hang on. I’m going to make the rounds. Talk to your brothers and I’ll
be back in a minute.”


            He
stepped away from her slightly, seemingly reluctant to disengage his arms. At
her insistent push, he freed her, and she went from table to table, finalizing
checks and topping off coffee cups. Breakfast was almost over. Soon, she returned
to Sebastian, who wrapped a long arm around her shoulder. At that moment, the
bell on the door jingled again.


            “Ah,
the two lovebirds,” a familiar voice called out. Cole’s gaze lit on his
brother, surprise evident on his face. “Theo, what are you doing here? I’m glad
you took my advice, but I thought you weren’t coming until December.”


            “I
gave Val a heads-up that I was coming sooner. It’s his boat I’m crashing on,
after all.”


            Cole
looked vaguely displeased. “Wish you had told me.”


            Theo,
Val, and Seb exchanged looks before Sebastian turned to greet Cole. “Don’t you
have somebody to cite for doing something illegal?”


            “Very
funny. I just needed to get out of the station. I’m getting calls from the FBI
around the clock about all our recent work here in Star Harbor.” He gave
Sebastian and Lexie a knowing glance. “Obviously, I can’t talk about it here,
but what I can talk about is the fact
that Frank was formally arraigned on Monday.”


            As
Cole said Frank’s name, Sebastian’s arm tightened around Lexie’s shoulders. Gratefully,
she smiled up at him.


            “What
does that mean? Do I need to do anything?” she asked.


            “It
means that the charges officially have been brought against him. We have him on
everything from assault and battery to attempted rape and violating a
restraining order. You won’t be surprised to hear that he pled ‘not guilty’ to
all charges, but of course, the judge denied him bail. And no,” Cole continued,
“you won’t have to do anything until the pretrial hearings begin. Our county
prosecutor’s going to prep you, but I understand that Marlene Russbaum has
promised to be there for support.”


            “Marlene
told me she was doing it pro bono thanks to all the extra business I’ve given
her from LMK Catering.”


            “She’s
a good contract attorney, but we’ll have the criminal lawyers there, too. Oh,
and there’s one more thing.” Cole reached into his pocket and took out an
evidence bag. He laid it on the counter. Lexie didn’t have to look twice to
know exactly what it was. 


             “Seb gave this to me a few days after the
attack. To be honest, I was more focused on getting your statement than on this
thing.” He gestured to the key. “But now that everything has calmed down, do
you mind telling me where you got it?”
            “I
found it in the old hearth in the cellar of the LMK. I used it to defend
myself. Why?”


            “I’d
never seen a key like this before, so I showed it to Cameron Stahl, who has
some experience with antiques. She thought it was unusual too, so she passed it
along to her uncle, who deals in antiquities.”


            “So,
you’re saying that the key I used to gouge Frank Doherty is an antique?”        


            Cole
kept a straight face. “I’m saying that this is an item of historical significance
to Star Harbor. It is undoubtedly an
antique—Cameron herself dated it from the mid-to-late 1600s—and her
uncle says that it just might be the key from the legend of the Siren Lorelei.” 


            “You’re
joking.”


            “Cole
never jokes about pirate legends,” Val chimed in.


            “According
to Cameron, the metal is unusually strong. Also, from the way the bow of the
key is formed, and the odd markings—see that Roman numeral three etched
into the notch on the blade?—she and her uncle think it’s part of a set.”


            “So
there are others out there?” Lexie asked.


            “At
least two,” Cole confirmed.


            “And
the lock,” Theo said.


            “Yes,
and I’m not sure we’ll ever find that. The odds of us finding even one of the
keys were pretty low. I’m not holding out hope.” Cole shook his head.


            “I’m
just glad you were able to put this key to some use. Other than as a historical
object, I mean.” Seb smiled. 


Lexie cleared her throat. “How about a cup of coffee?” she
asked, changing the subject. “That’s the real reason you’re here, right?”


“Actually,” Cole said. “I have some news. I’ve just been
elected to a county task force to fight the drug issue we’ve been seeing crop
up.”


“I’m really proud of you,” Val said. “And you know my team’s
been called in to help with the investigation in town. Maybe we can get our
people together to talk about where things stand.”


“Sounds like a good idea.” Cole patted him on the back. “We
still haven’t figured out exactly what’s going on in Star Harbor—and we
don’t know how the production at the Grange fits in—so we’re happy to
have the assistance from the Feds.”


“Well, I think the task force sounds exciting,” Lexie said.


“Not as exciting as you and Sebastian tying the knot. I
never thought I’d see the day,” Cole said.


            Lexie
gave Val a sidelong glance. “A lot of folks thought that,” she said wryly. Lexie
looked at the four Grayson brothers gathered around the counter. 


They looked so similar, but their personalities were so very
different. She used to think Sebastian was nothing at all like Cole or Val or
Theo. His brothers had seemed much more solid, more mature. But now? 


Despite his wild past, he’d really come into his own. She
could tell by the way his brothers looked at him with respect and approval. By
the way he moved, even spoke. He’d always had arrogance, but now his arrogance
had a depth of purpose behind it. He could back it up with experience and
expertise.


She glanced up at Sebastian and her stomach did that funny
flip-flop it always did when he was close. Though Cole, Theo, and Val were
undeniably good-looking, she’d never had the same reaction to them that she did
to Sebastian. She did, however, feel safe with them. It was like having three older
brothers who’d do anything to protect her. Large, formidable older brothers. 


Growing up as an only child, she’d never known what it was
like to have a big family, had never experienced the solidarity that came from
having siblings who always had your back.


It was a feeling she could get used to.


Confirming that all of the restaurant’s
customers were being taken care of, she fixed herself a cup of tea and rejoined
the men.


Sebastian took her teacup from her and placed it
on the counter. “Come with me.” He took her by the hand and led her through the
dining room, past the eyes of curious customers, into the kitchen, where her
staff waved to her as they passed through. He opened up the back door and
ushered her through it.


“Well?” she asked, when they were finally outside
in the cool autumn air.


He smiled at her, that smile she knew so well. His
green eyes glinted in his face as he stalked closer to her. “This is where it
all began.”


“I suppose it is,” she said, a smile on her lips
as she glanced around.


He moved closer. “Except the first time, as I
recall, the lady was not so interested.”


“Oh, I was interested,” Lexie retorted, “but I
knew that you were trouble from the moment I set eyes on you.”


“Trouble?” he said, his lip curling up. “Is that
right?” He was a step away from her now. 


“That’s right,” she breathed. “Big trouble.”


“You have no idea,” he said, right before he
pushed her gently against the brick wall and captured her mouth with his. As
her head tipped back in acceptance of his kiss, Lexie had the sharp realization
that she’d have the rest of her life to revel in this—in the feeling of
her body next to his, in knowing that she was loved, treasured, and protected
by this one, strong man. And that whatever path their lives took, she’d always
have Sebastian Grayson by her side.
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