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Chapter One

Hal Orion loved the smell of food cooking in the morning. The scents were more pure, more distinct before the air grew heavy with steam and the thin film of grease clogged her pores. Energy seemed to flow more freely too, without the press of bodies to impede its natural course. Energy was important, especially in such confined spaces. Conducted by metal walls and high heat, the buzz could become frenetic, sharp, and combustible as the day went on, but early in the quiet stillness, clarity reigned and potential hummed, as charged as a gas flame ready to whoosh into life. The promise of a new day felt as crisp as the crack of an eggshell against the stainless steel griddle.

Yes, she loved mornings . . . if by mornings you meant almost noon.

She held her hand a few inches from the top of the griddle. She could feel the difference between three hundred degrees and the three-fifty she was looking for. Like a heat-seeking missile, she effortlessly zoned in on the sweet spot and marked it with an “x” made out of hickory-smoked bacon. As the slices began to sizzle, she pulled an array of cheeses from a refrigerated bin. Moving past the brie and Havarti, she reached for the guilty pleasure kept in the bottom of the drawer. American cheese was not something she was proud of loving. It wasn’t bold or artsy, edgy or even classic, but damn, it melted beautifully. She peeled off two slices and buried the rest back behind a few logs of chevre, then grabbed a few pieces of sourdough bread from yesterday’s yield.

The bacon crackled and popped a joyful tap dance behind her as she pulled a bowl of whipped butter from another cooling bin and slathered a healthy dose on each slice of bread. Flipping the bacon, she gave it a little spin, both to spread the grease in a wider circle and to make sure it cooked evenly. She liked—no, required—her bacon well done. Texture was as essential to her art as it was to a painting. It conveyed depth, nuance, and mood every bit as much as taste did. The second the bacon reached the perfect level of crunch, she lifted it from the heat and immediately replaced its sizzling sounds with those of a fresh egg dropped, yolk and all, into the bacon grease.

Moving over a smidge within the sweet spot of the grill, she painted a thin line of vegetable oil in the shape of a bulls-eye and watched it spread as it warmed. With one hand, she reached for a slice of the buttered bread and laid it gently over the oil. Then sliding it around, she let her fingers feel the heat and guide her to the optimal position before releasing it completely. With her free hand, she plucked a spatula from a canister to her left and deftly flipped the egg over onto its sunny little face. Scooting back to her right, she laid a slice of cheese across the bread, then topped it with bacon before left-handing the spatula back into action. Scooping up the egg, she dropped it atop the X like a helicopter settling onto a landing pad of bacon. With a flourish she added the second slice of cheese and bread before standing back to admire her masterpiece in the making.

“Is that a Wake ‘n’ Bake?”

Hal startled so badly she dropped the spatula with a loud clang. “Shit.”

Sully laughed and grabbed it quickly. “Seven second rule.”

“Ew. No. And how do you always manage to sneak in here without me seeing you?” Hal gestured around the truck. “It’s not like you have any place to hide.”

“Maybe you were just too busy undressing that sandwich with your eyes to notice anyone else in the room.”

Hal took a clean spatula from a tin canister and used it to plate and cut her creation crossways. “Maybe, or maybe you’re just a creepy stealth fucker with mad stalker skills.”

Sully snorted lightly and wiped her hands on her T-shirt, which featured a picture of a chef’s knife and the caption that read “Mine really is 10-inches.” Crouching down so her eyes were level with the sandwich on the prep table she whispered, “That’s a thing of beauty.”

“Ya think?”

“Just look at the way the egg yolk runs into the cheese, and the bread has little bits of bacon stuck to it from the grease.”

It was awfully pretty, but pretty only partly sold sandwiches. Hal picked up half of the sandwich and nodded for Sully to help herself to the other, then in unison each took a sizeable bite right from the middle.

“Oh mah gawd,” Sully said with her mouth full. “That shit is gooey.”

Hal nodded. The texture was perfect, so crisp and simultaneously soft. Her teeth sank in satisfyingly, and the muted bacon echo cracked through her own ears. The bacon grease and the sourdough added two of the touches she’d been missing.

The flavor was good. Real good.

And real good was good enough for most food truck drivers. Hell, it was good enough for most of Buffalo.

But not for her.

“Needs something.”

Sully quieted her munching noises. She didn’t argue. She respected the process and waited while Hal took another bite. This time she was more clinical in her approach. She broke down each flavor as it hit her: sour, tangy, smoky—they all blended nicely, but nothing popped. Breakfast has to wake a body up. Somewhere along the way Americans had forgotten that. They’d settled for flat in order to get fast. It was a warrantless trade and probably the reason everyone got so addicted to coffee.

“Coffee.”

“Coffee?” Sully asked. “You want me to run and get you a cup?”

“No, I want the grounds. Like ground-this-day kind of grounds. Go over and see if Joey’s working at the coffee shop today. If she is, have her grind me a couple pounds of something robust.”

“Yes, Chef.”

“Then get me some brown sugar and cayenne.”

Sully’s grin spread. “Yes, Chef.”

“I’ll hit the butcher and the bakery. Then meet me in Larkin Square by three o’clock.”

“Where we’ll dry rub the shit out of some bacon,” Sully finished with a fist pump.

Hal nodded, but she didn’t join in Sully’s exuberance yet. She had work to do.
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“Got the coffee, got the brown sugar, and I picked up some molasses. Thought that might help it paste.”

“Genius,” Hal muttered, already prepping other ingredients for sandwiches they’d feature today.

“Yeah, yeah, sweet talker. I also picked up a few of these,” Sully said, a smile evident in her voice.

Hal had known her long enough to be worried by her tone. In their teens, it usually meant someone was about to get in trouble, the fun kind. Scooping out one more avocado, she shook a few flecks of green from her fingers and finally looked up.

Sully leaned casually against a gleaming metal prep table, one eyebrow quirked and her dark hair falling across the other. In one hand she held a chef’s knife flat across her chest. In her other she clutched a magazine cover with a picture of Hal standing in the exact same position.

Hal didn’t know whether to laugh or swear, so she did both. “Shit, what is that?”

“It’s you, Chef. On the cover of Spree. Lookin’ like some lesbian’s wet dream. The chicas are going to cream themselves for this.”

Heat flushed across her skin. “Shut up and get to work. I need apples sliced thin. Then could you get the sloppy joe sauce going?”

“Um, no, Chef,” Sully said as though Hal had asked her if she could fly.

“What?”

“I cannot prep anything until I do a dramatic reading of this article. Complete with dance moves.”

“Dance moves?”

“Oh yeah. Mine aren’t as good as yours, though. Apparently no one’s are as good as yours.” She opened the magazine and cleared her throat. “‘Hal Orion moves around her food truck with the grace and rhythm of a dancer, a sexy, salsa-style shimmy, mixed with enough spicy bump-and-grind to make your teeth sweat—or maybe that’s just the Heard of Buffalo? grilled cheese sandwich she mixes up as she moves. Whether it’s the chef or sandwich, this recent addition to the Buffalo food-truck scene is bringing the heat back to Buffalo this summer.’”

“It doesn’t say that.”

“Oh, it does, and so much more. Let me read on.”

“Please don’t.”

“I’ll skip to the good parts.” Sully’s dark eyes scanned the page. “‘Buffalo native’ . . . blah blah . . . ‘self-trained’ . . . boring boring . . .”

Hal tried to wait patiently. She wanted to snatch that stupid magazine from Sully’s hands and stuff it in the trash, then wait until late at night before digging it out and reading it sans peanut gallery commentary.

“Oh here: ‘Her food truck, aptly named ‘Cheesy Does It,’ is a veritable hot box of taste sensations.’” Sully snickered. “That’s what she said.”

“Come on.”

“No really, that’s what she said, ‘you have a hot box of taste sensations.’ Did you fuck this reporter?”

“No.”

Sully raised her eyebrows, clearly not believing her.

“I didn’t. Really.”

“Then I think you should. Seriously, she has practically dubbed you the second coming of Ralph Wilson.”

“The owner of the Bills?”

“Or Theresa Bellissimo.”

They both bowed their heads in salute to the mother of the famous Buffalo wing. Then Hal cracked a smile. “So this writer really knows her food history?”

“No. She wouldn’t know a gouda from a fontina, but even a broken clock is right twice a day, and her description of you is spot on. She’s right. You’re what Buffalo needs right now. She says you’re ‘blue collar meets bleu cheese.’”

“Huh. I do like that.”

“I like the part where she says you’re the best she’s ever had.”

“Me?”

“Well, the sandwich, but she strongly implied she’d like to feast on you as well.”

“Oy, you’re crazytown. Put that shit away.” She snapped a towel at the magazine, knocking it to the floor. We’re live in one hour.”

“Yes, Chef,” Sully said, “but there’s one more thing you should know. She gave you a nickname.”

“A nickname?”

“Yes, you have been dubbed ‘Fryboi.’”

“‘Fryboi?’ That makes me sound like I make French fries.”

“Maybe you should, but I get a feeling that whatever you’re selling, the fine ladies of Buffalo will be buying tonight.”

“Back to work.”

“Yes, yes, Fryboi, but be honest. You kind of dig it.”

Hal turned back to the avocados to hide her grin. She wouldn’t lie. As a kid she’d never stuck around anywhere long enough to get a nickname, but if she’d had to wait until she was almost thirty for her first one, at least Fryboi was cool enough to make the wait seem worthwhile.
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Quinn Banning rarely left work early. Actually she rarely left work at all. She might leave the building, but between her iPhone, her iPad, and her Macbook Air, it may have been more accurate to say she took the office with her when she went. Right now she was taking her mobile office to a mobile restaurant—fitting. Larkin Square was a warehouse district on the south side of Buffalo, one of the many rust-belt relics currently being reclaimed by hipsters and the corporate suits eager to capitalize on their cash flow.

She glanced down at her tailored navy blazer and pencil skirt as she pulled into the Larkin Development Group parking lot. She supposed the outfit made it clear which side of the culture war she fought for. In this crowd of bearded men and skinny-jean-clad girls on bicycles, she probably should’ve been ashamed to display such blatant symbols of the ruling class, but she didn’t care. She’d been in Buffalo long before they were old enough to grow their mustaches, and she’d be here long after they all surrendered to better hygiene practices and shaved them off again. Still she decided to forego the briefcase and tucked the rolled up copy of Buffalo Spree under her arm. Then she double-checked to make sure her Volkswagon Jetta was locked before she fully joined the throngs of pedestrians moving toward a throbbing pulse of music and people ahead.

Food-Truck Tuesdays were becoming a big deal in Buffalo. The number of local food trucks was on the rise, and every Tuesday night they gathered in Larkin Square as local indie bands played.

She wandered down a brick walkway between warehouses turned upscale apartment buildings until the space opened into a courtyard of sorts, only instead of being filled with gardens or benches, this one was overrun with food trucks. Big, boxy, and loud, they lined every wall and squatted stagger-stacked three deep in some places. Beyond them, a covered wooden walkway held a small stage surrounded by benches and patio furniture, an old, beat-up piano, and a bunch of bar stools. Farther out, even more food trucks hummed, each one overlapping the one next door. There had to be more than thirty of them within view. Who knew a city the size of Buffalo could sustain so many? She guessed it wouldn’t sustain them for much longer.

She’d come prepared to hunt for her target but didn’t have to work hard to locate Cheesy Does It. The neon yellow truck had electric blue trim. If the combo wasn’t so happily appealing, it might’ve been too bright to look at, like the sun, but noisier. In fact, even if she’d been blind, she could’ve found her target by following the thump of bass currently reverberating from its two outward pointing speakers. They looked like the old sirens on the sides of schools or fallout shelters, but instead of heralding news of a nuclear attack, they loudly proclaimed that Justin Timberlake was bringing sexy back.

Me too, Justin. Me too, she thought as she threaded her way through a pack of women in everything from maxi dresses to shorts that were entirely too revealing for late spring in Buffalo. A few young men in jeans and button-down shirts flecked the crowd, but for the most part she felt like she’d found the world’s most disorganized ladies’ room line. She wasn’t sure she could even make it up to the truck, but still it beckoned to her like one of those lights that zaps flies. She hadn’t gotten as far as she had in business by being timid. Her cool air of politeness and a clearly voiced “excuse me” parted much of the crowd, and when they didn’t she punctuated her words with a sharp elbow.

When she finally stood below the large serving window, she could barely see the people above her until they leaned out under the awning to take an order. The first head to pop out over hers was dark, with black hair pulled back behind a red handkerchief. Even darker eyes regarded her expectantly. The face wasn’t exactly what she’d expected, but close enough to the one in the magazine picture she carried with her that she pulled it out to double check. No, not the same. This woman’s skin was a little darker than the deep olive complexion she sought, and her hair both a little darker and a lot longer.

“Can I help you?” The woman shouted to be heard over the music.

“No, I need to speak to Hal Orion.”

The woman’s smile was not unkind, but certainly suggestive. “Sorry, you got me. What can I get you?”

“You can get Hal Orion for me.”

“Like I said, she’s helping other customers. I’m helping you. You can either order now or get back in line and try your luck again.”

“She didn’t get in line the first time,” someone nearby said.

“Line?” Quinn asked. “I see no lines here.”

The woman in the truck laughed and pointed to the back of the crowd she’d just pushed and cajoled her way through. “That’s the line to order from the Fryboi.”

Unacceptable.

She’d left the office early on a business call. She’d arrived just before the starting time in order to beat the rush. She’d done her due diligence, but she would not waste all night milling around this hipster cattle herd. She wasn’t here for some grilled cheese, no matter how mind melting they may be. She had work to do, and she couldn’t do it from a distance.

“Well, tell the fryboi that I’m not here to order anything. I am here to offer her something.”

“Just like prom night,” the woman said, causing everyone within earshot to laugh, including someone inside the truck.

“How dare you. I don’t know what kind of a business you’re running here—”

“We’re running a food truck, sweetheart, so unless you want food from this truck, go ahead and scribble your digits on a cocktail napkin, hand it over, and stop holding up the line.”

Heat flared beneath her cheeks. “Listen, I’m not sure who you’re used to working with, but I’m not some sort of booty call. I’m not one of your little unshaven hipster fan-girls. More importantly, I’m not leaving here until I speak to your boss.”

“I’m not her boss. I’m her chef. We’re a team, like a pilot and a gunner.”

Quinn wheeled around to see Hal Orion leaning casually against the back corner of the truck in a white chef’s coat with the sleeves cut off. Her dark brown hair sharply angled to a point just above her right eye. She was the exact mirror image of the magazine cover, sans knife, only more enthralling up close. Either her proximity or her magnetism actually made Quinn falter long enough for this Fryboi to continue. “I’m the quarterback and Sully’s my receiver. I’m a rapper and she’s my DJ. I lay the tracks, and she locks the flow. Comprende?”

“Lace.”

“Excuse me?”

“The lyric is ‘lace,’ not ‘lay.’” Quinn recovered. “P-Diddy laced the tracks. Biggy locked the flow. If you’re going to drop nineties hip-hop, you should do it right.”

“Copyright infringement.” Hal shrugged. “The point is, talking to one of my team members like they’re your personal butler is a horrible way to go about getting anything from me.”

Quinn took a deep breath and released it quickly. Clearly she’d misjudged this woman. No matter. She was more than capable of thinking on her feet. Actually, she preferred it. “Point taken. Moving on.”
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Moving on? Who was this woman? Hal had watched her approach, first from the serving window, then up close. She didn’t even know what possessed her to leave the truck. She often had to deal with a rowdy or drunk customer, but Sully could easily handle a petite blond with entitlement issues. Something about this woman’s tone, or maybe her eyes of steel had pulled Hal closer. The feeling was unsettling. Challenging. And she didn’t like it. Still, this tiny ball of accountant-looking spitfire had just dropped some old-school rap lyrics like her name was on the mic.

Paradox?

Quandary?

Intriguing.

Still, she couldn’t let Sully be spoken to like a hired hand. The bonds of business and friendship demanded a firm hand here. “No moving on, ’cause I’ve yet to hear an apology.” She nodded from this woman up to Sully, who still watched them from the window.

The woman’s face didn’t flame, and she refused to so much as frown, no matter how much it may have irked her. The little way her hands tensed quickly, as if wanting to ball into fists, was the only fleeting signal of her ire. Whoever she was, she’d perfected the stone cold business face. “Sully, was it?”

“The one and only.”

“Great. Sully, I’m sorry for speaking to you the way I did. I’m sorry for taking up so much of your time.” She turned back to Hal. “I’m sorry for not following the proper procedures for setting an appointment. I wasn’t able to find a phone number on your social media pages, or I would’ve called ahead, but the least I could’ve done is ask for a more convenient time to talk.”

“Maybe if you’d done that,” Hal said almost wistfully, “I would’ve told you I always stay until the food is gone or the last person is fed. After that, I’m all ears. But you didn’t ask. You got all entitled up in our grill, backed up our lines, insulted my friend, and took me away from my job—a job I love.”

“And I apologized for that.”

“You also dropped some old-school rap cred, which impresses me from a woman in a shark suit and three-inch heels,” Hal said slowly. “So I’m going to give you a do-over.”

“A do-over?” Both the woman and Sully repeated.

“I’m going to go back in my truck and make some food for all the nice people who understand how a line works, and if at the end, the very end of that line, you happen to want to buy a sandwich, I might talk to you while you eat it.”

“And if I just walk away right now? You won’t even wonder about what you missed out on?”

Hal’s short shot of a laugh was unexpected even to her. “Lady, I’ve missed out on more things in my life than you can even begin to imagine. Nothing you could possibly offer will keep me awake at night.”
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“She’s still here,” Sully said after she’d served the last of the stragglers and picked up a scrubbing pad to begin the second shift, which involved degreasing the truck.

“Who?”

“Don’t play dumb. I’ve seen you checking her out all night.”

Hal pretended to inspect the knobs on the gas burners. Damn Sully and her attentiveness. She never let her play it cool. Of course she’d been watching the woman all night, but not as closely as she’d watched Hal. She’d sworn she could feel her icy blue stare even from inside the steam-filled truck. What was her problem?

“She’s got a hard-on for you, dude.”

“She does not. She’s watching me like a scientist looks through a microscope, all detached and squinty.”

“Clinical maybe, but not detached. You got her all hot under the collar earlier.”

Hal didn’t argue, but she did disagree. She hadn’t had much effect on the woman at all, at least not comparatively speaking. Hell, she’d even given her a second chance.

“Speak of the devil-wears-Prada, looks like she’s ready to swoop in for the kill.”

Hal glanced up but didn’t respond as the woman approached, more slowly this time, restrained, calculated. She waited until all she could see was the top of her blond head over the edge of the serving ledge before asking, “What can I get for you?”

“I’ll take a,” she cleared her throat, “Hippy Dippy.”

Sully smothered a snort, either at the pained way in which the woman pronounced the name, or the fact that she’d chosen, not surprisingly, the preppiest sandwich they made. The combination of goat cheese, honey, and arugula on rye bread was a favorite with the health conscious and uptight, and right or wrong, they did stereotype customers based on their orders.

“One Hippy Dippy,” Hal called in her best business voice.

“Got it, Chef,” Sully replied.

She turned back to the woman. “Anything else?”

“Actually, I would like to have a word with you, but if you’re busy now, we could schedule a meeting at your earliest convenience.”

She glanced at Sully who gave her a you’re-asking-for-it look, which she promptly ignored. “Now’s good for me. I’ll bring your food out.”

Hal waited wordlessly while Sully flipped the Hippy Dippy into a little cardboard food shell, then extended the container to her. Hal reached for it, but once her hand got close, Sully moved her hand back. They repeated the motion twice more before Hal finally snatched it away.

“Just keeping you on your toes, Chef. I get the feeling you’re going to need the practice with that one.”

Hal ignored the warning and hopped out the back door of her truck. She strode confidently to the picnic table the woman had chosen behind the line of trucks, shielding them from both the remaining revelers and the acoustic assault of the band still trying to wring every minute out of their last set before someone cut them off.

“Here ya go.”

“A personal delivery from Buffalo’s own Fryboi. I’m glad to see you haven’t forgotten your roots, and even happier you’re not a vengeful person.”

“Oh, don’t go that far until you’ve tried the sandwich. Maybe Sully spit in it.”

“Somehow I doubt that. If she had, you would’ve warned me.”

“You’re right, and also Sully would never do that. You know, waste food.”

The woman smiled, not a full smile, but the corners of her mouth curled up for a second. “Good to know the pecking order around here. Food first, then me.”

“No, don’t put it that way. There are many, many more things that come behind food before we get to you.”

“And you’re honest, blunt even, but not mean. This could really work.”

“I’m sorry. Are you talking to me, or the voices in your head? ’Cause you seem to have had something mapped out since you bowled your way to the front of my line tonight, but I still don’t even know who you are.”

“Right, well first of all, what you’re referring to as a line was not a line, but aside from that I’m Quinn Banning. I work in the corporate side of Nickel City Bank, and also as a private real estate investor.”

“Well hello, Quinn Banning, banker and line connoisseur. Maybe someday I’ll think it was nice to meet you, but right now I’m still not quite there.”

“Fair enough, but I don’t think you’ll have to wait too long. Give me three minutes to make a pitch and your gratitude for knowing me may just burst out of you like little rays of cheesy sunshine.”

Hal sat on the bench facing out with her elbow resting on the table beside her. “When you phrase it like that, how can I tell you no?”

“You can’t tell me no, Hal.” Quinn flashed a smile that seemed more practiced and controlled than the earlier one, but still very effective. “May I call you ‘Hal,’ or do your prefer ‘Halle’? Or maybe ‘Fryboi’?”

Honestly, a woman who looked like her could normally call her anything she wanted for a night, but something told her there was more to Quinn than her shapely legs and high cheekbones. “Hal’s good.”

“All right then, Hal.” She glanced at an elegant, silver watch gracing her right wrist. “Three minutes start now. Congratulations, you’re the next big thing. Your reputation precedes you, and the piece in Buffalo Spree only confirms what I’ve been hearing for the last month. You’re the ‘it’ girl, or boi, for Buffalo this summer.”

“Thanks,” Hal said, not totally sure any of that sounded like a genuine compliment.

“This isn’t the part of the conversation where you do grateful, because ‘it’ girls and poster bois come and go quickly in Buffalo, especially in summers that last about as long as the lifespan of a gadfly. Your days in the truck are numbered. Hipsters’ days in Buffalo are numbered. Larkin Square itself may even be living on borrowed time.”

“Is this where I’m supposed to be grateful?”

“Wait for it.”

“Sure.”

“I came out here because I heard you’re more than a flash in a truck-sized frying pan. I heard you have staying power that goes beyond a summer season. I heard you had the charisma, the work ethic, and a quality that’s uniquely Buffalo, a blue-collar sensibility with an Obama-esque sense of hope and change.”

Hal tried not to get too excited about the assessment. She was clearly being buttered up for something. “Was that in the article?”

“No, I wrote that on the fly.”

“Nice, but can we get to the sales part of this pitch? All the foreplay makes me nervous. I never trust anyone until their cards are on the table or their clothes are on the floor.”

Quinn didn’t flinch. “Here’s the deal. I’m interested in long-term investments. I’m interested in long-term revitalization of the city you and I both love. I’m interested in making money while also keeping money in the community where I live. And I’m interested in raising the bar culturally, without losing the qualities that make Buffalo a place worth fighting for.”

Quinn paused either for dramatic effect or to search Hal’s expression for some sort of affirmation of their shared vision. Hal wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of either until she was certain Quinn wasn’t trying to sell her a Kirby vacuum cleaner. “And?”

“And I want to set you up in a real restaurant of your own. You’ll have complete artistic control. You pick your staff. You build your kitchen. You set the menu however and whenever you want. I do all the other work and carry all the financial risk. Your profit share is sizable. All you have to do is be you on a permanent basis.”

Hal stared at her, her face likely as void as her brain.

Quinn waited several long, heavy seconds before glancing at her watch. “Okay, that was three minutes on the nose. How happy are you to know me now?”

Hal rose and ran her hands down the sides of her chef coat to smooth it out. “No, thank you.”

“What?” Quinn blinked her pale blue eyes, the warmth that had infused them a moment ago frozen once more.

“I said, ‘no thank you.’”

“I just offered you a dream scenario. If I made that pitch to any of the thirty other food truck owners here tonight, every one of them would have jumped at the opportunity.”

“Probably.” Hal couldn’t argue with her logic any more than she would explain her own. “Feel free to track one of them down, but my answer is no.”

Quinn hopped up and followed her a few steps to the truck. “I’m not sure what you think’s going on here, but I’m not joking. I’d happily show you references, bank statements, proof of capital. I’m the real deal, Hal.”

“I believe you, Quinn.”

“But?”

“My answer is no.”

“Without explanation or reason?”

“My reasons are mine.” Hal hopped back into the truck. “And I get that you probably don’t hear this word often. It’s just ‘no.’”

Quinn opened her mouth to protest, but the words were cut off by the slam of a heavy metal door closing a foot away from her face.
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“So, you want to talk about whatever happened with the blond bombshell?” Sully asked almost an hour later.

Hal didn’t look up from the corner of the griddle as she scrubbed. “Would we call her a bombshell? I thought bombshell meant all big-breasted and pouty lips.”

“Her breasts were not lacking.”

Hal tried to remain neutral at the assessment, but she had a visual memory, and the image of Quinn’s chest rising and falling when she got worked up wasn’t an unpleasant one. Then again the reason why she’d gotten worked up cooled the warmth threatening to overtake her.

“Besides, you’re not a boob woman. You go for legs, and her legs were shapely. She got your attention.”

“For a few seconds, that’s all.”

“Really?” Sully elbowed her gently. “Then why have you been cleaning the same spot for the last ten minutes?”

Hal lifted her scrubby sponge to see the gleaming surface below. Chagrined, she tossed the sponge across the truck into the sink. “It’s nothing.”

“Huh. Yeah, seems that way. You get propositioned by beautiful women who leave you slamming doors and brooding every day,” Sully said. “She did proposition you, right?”

“No. Well, yeah.” A proposition, that’s what Quinn offered, right? “But not in the way you think.”

“I think about being propositioned a lot.”

“She’s just a suit looking to make a buck off of me.”

“She’s a hooker?”

“Geez, Sul, she’s an investor. She wanted to give me my own restaurant.”

Silence filled the truck as Sully blinked her dark eyes several times.

“What? No snappy comeback?” Hal asked, her chest constricting as she let the full impact of the offer wash over her again.

“I got nothing.”

“Seriously? How about something about me being a kept woman? A little ball and chain joke? Golden handcuffs? You can work with that.”

“Dude, a beautiful woman walks in and basically says she’s your fairy fucking Godmother, and you slam the door in her face?”

“Fairy Godmother, that’s one angle. It would be better if she’d been a gay guy though.”

Sully slapped her lightly upside the back of her head. “Stop and listen to yourself for a second. This isn’t a joke.”

“Of course it’s a joke. It’s all a joke. Money, pretty women, security, all one big joke.” Hal’s laugh was bitter. “She said all I had to do was be me on a permanent basis.”

Sully’s eyes softened and her shoulders dropped. “Oh, so that’s what upset you. This reaction, it’s about the permanence thing, right?”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Psychoanalyze. Or life-coach me. I’m not lying down on any couches. I’m a food-truck driver. I’m my own boss. I’ve got total freedom and work I love. I’m not interested in selling any of that to some uptight pencil pusher with great legs.”

Sully sighed. “She did have great legs.”

“Epic legs,” Hal admitted. “But those legs came with an agenda.”

“Epic agenda, friend. Can you imagine—”

“Don’t go there. We’ve got a good thing here. A great thing,” Hal said with a shot of confidence. She then undercut herself by asking, “Right?”

“Yes, Chef.” Sully smiled.

“So let’s not fix what’s not broken.”

“Yes, Chef.”

“All right, now, you want to go get a drink?”

Sully smiled and threw her arm around Hal’s shoulder. “Hell yes, Chef.”




Chapter Two

Quinn slammed her front door at seven o’clock on Friday night. She’d been doing more of that lately—slamming doors. Car doors, office doors, the door to the ladies’ room at work. The sound was always satisfying. Except no matter how many times she did it, she couldn’t shake the reminder of one door in particular: the loud, metallic thump of the food-truck door still rang through her ears, and she’d begun to wonder if she’d ever be able to even the score.

No, she didn’t want to even the score. She wanted to beat it.

Hal Orion, that cocky little wannabe chef, was so far off her rocker, Quinn had spent the past two days dreaming about how satisfying it would be when the food-truck scene went under and Hal came crawling back looking for work. Then she could slam a door in her face. Or maybe she’d offer her a job as a line cook just to knock her down a peg while still using her talent at a grill, because damned if that stupid Hippy Dippy wasn’t the best sandwich she’d eaten in . . . ever. She wouldn’t slam the door until she’d had one of those suckers again. And while she was cooking and begging for a job, maybe Hal would finally offer up those vast and mysterious reasons for rejecting a clearly gracious and generous offer.

Something about the way Hal had said her name, warning and plaintive all at once, wouldn’t let her move on. The woman clearly saw her, got her, understood what she had to offer. And she didn’t appear stupid. The disconnect drove Quinn insane. Maybe that’s what bothered her most today, since her rage had fallen just below boiling, the plan to slam the door now came with a host of contingencies, so many contingencies, she wasn’t totally certain there would be any door slamming at all. Because ultimately, while Hal might be a hotheaded, frat boi, grease monkey . . . Quinn was not. She knew a good thing when she saw one, and the so-called line at Cheesy Does It had gone on for hours. Every customer left happy, taking pictures of their food to share on social media, and many times even coming back for more.

“Hey, big sister.”

“Hello, baby brother.”

Ian grinned at her as he passed through the living room on the way to the kitchen. The response was more generous than she’d gotten for the same greeting ten years ago, but then again ten years ago he hadn’t been six foot tall and able to comfortably rest his chin on her head.

She followed him, dropping her keys and briefcase as she went, but not releasing her iPhone.

“Rough day?” he asked, opening the fridge.

“Rough week.”

“Wanna talk about it?”

“Not really.”

He pulled out a tub of margarine and a package of American cheese. “Want a grilled cheese?”

“Is that some sort of a joke?” she snapped.

He furrowed his brow. “Um, if so, I don’t get the punch line.”

“Sorry.”

“So, no?”

“No. I mean, yes.” She exhaled. “I do not want a grilled cheese.”

He shrugged and flipped on the gas burner beneath a small skillet. She watched him work. He’d hit the bulk of his growth spurt since graduating from high school and was still easing into his limbs. He still had the façade of man paired with the awkwardness of a boy. His movements were jarring to watch, especially compared to the fluidity she’d witnessed in Hal.

Hal.

Of course everything came back to her. And the thing is, she could’ve been satisfyingly smug and spiteful about that if the woman hadn’t been everything her reputation purported and more. Charismatic, talented, cocky, approachable—well, at least right up until the door slamming part. “Damn her.”

“Who?”

“What?”

“Who are you damning?” He cringed. “Oh God, do you have a girlfriend?”

“No. Why? And don’t make that face when you say ‘girlfriend.’”

He dropped a piece of buttered bread into the skillet. “Sorry, it’s just your girlfriends are usually, well . . . never mind. What do I know about girlfriends, right?”

“Right.” She let him off the hook because she didn’t think she wanted to hear the end of that sentence any more than he’d wanted to say it. Her relationships were few and far between, so they wouldn’t likely have to broach the subject again anytime soon.

He layered on the cheese and capped off the sandwich. They both watched it long enough to see the cheese begin to melt.

“What do you know about the food-truck scene?”

“Not much. The cool kids dig it. They go hunting for them. They’re into the woman whose magazine you’ve been carrying around. She’s like some rock star of cooking or something.”

Quinn pursed her lips. “She’s not that great.”

He shrugged and flipped the sandwich. “You’ve met her?”

“Briefly. What else do you know about her?”

“Nothing. I don’t exactly run with the in crowd.”

Her chest ached. His first year at UB had been better than high school, but Ian still oozed social awkwardness. Friends were few, and romantic prospects seemed nowhere on the horizon.

“But I could Internet stalk her for you,” he offered.

No wonder the kid couldn’t get a date. “I don’t think that’s necessary. I already know everything I need to.” She heard the door of Hal’s truck slam again. “Or most everything, anyway.”

“And this . . . not girlfriend thing, does she know about you?” He slid the sandwich onto a plate and used the butter knife to cut it in half. “Or is it like when I had a crush on Lisa Knapp, but she didn’t even know I was alive?”

“First of all, not a crush. Second of all, no she knows nothing about me.” She took a second to think about what Hal really knew. “Or she knows the wrong things about me.”

He took a bite of the grilled cheese and watched her as he chewed.

“I may have come on a little strong.”

Ian widened his eyes in mock disbelief. “What, you?”

“Okay, a lot strong . . . twice . . . in one night.”

“Twice in one night? We’re still talking the platonic sense, right?”

“Yes! I may have cut in line, sort of, but not really. Then she had me wait a long time to talk to her.”

“Uh-oh.”

“And then I sort of rushed through a really great offer for her.”

“Was the offer even better for you?”

“Maybe.”

Ian rolled his eyes. “Did it involve you being the boss of her?”

“Maybe, just a little bit.”

“Did you give her any time to think about it?”

“Three minutes . . . while I was talking.”

“Quinn . . .”

“Okay, okay.” Why did he have to put everything into such a harsh light? “I can see where she might have gotten the wrong idea, but she didn’t have to be rude.”

“How was she rude?”

“She said, and I quote ‘I get that you probably don’t hear this word often. It’s just ‘no.’”

“Well then, she didn’t get totally the wrong idea about you.”

Quinn eyed him seriously.

“What? You aren’t used to hearing the word ‘no.’”

She scowled then snatched his sandwich off the plate and took a bite.

“And clearly you’re not good at accepting defeat, either. When are you going back to see her again?”

She thought about it a moment as she chewed. The sandwich wasn’t bad, but it was no Hippy Dippy. At least she could get another one of those when she went back to Cheesy Does It. Somehow his assuming that she’d see Hal again gave her the freedom to do the same. “Why don’t you do some of that Internet stalking you mentioned and find out where she’ll be tomorrow at lunch.”

“On one condition,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“You buy me a grilled cheese to make up for the one you just stole.”

“Deal,” she said resolutely, but she made no promises not to eat that one too.
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Hal bobbed her head to the bass beat behind Bruno Mars’ version of “Uptown Funk.” They were serving Heard Of Buffalo? sandwiches like they were the cure to cancer. The Spree story had spread across Buffalo via Facebook, Twitter, and print media. Their feeds had nearly doubled in followers, and this morning’s update about their location in Delaware Park had been shared over a hundred times.

They’d seen the bump in press and prepared for a rush, or so she’d thought. They’d prepped double their usual amount of the Buffalo chicken wing dip that made up the filling of their signature dish, but as she looked in the crockpots behind her, she realized they had enough left for only about thirty servings. There had to be at least that many people in line now with more than an hour left to go.

“What do you want to do, Chef?” Sully asked, as if reading her mind.

“I don’t know yet.”

“What can I get for you?” Sully called out to a young man in a Bills cap. She jotted down the order before turning back to Hal and asking. “What would Jesus do?”

“Jesus could make bread multiply. I can’t work the same kind of miracle with Buffalo wing dip.”

She squirted another healthy dose of vegetable oil on the griddle. The key to serving the heavy filling of her signature dish was getting both sides of the bread extra crisp.

“I could run and prep some more. We’ve got all the ingredients back at the apartment.”

“First you want me to be Jesus, now you want me to be Ganesh. I don’t have the extra set of hands I’d need to handle this line on my own.”

Sully had her I-told-you-so face on.

“I know, I know. We need to hire a third person for the summer.” She slid a completed sandwich over to the serving window. They were both pros at working and talking at the same time. They’d cooked together so long, it wasn’t unusual for them to have multiple dishes and multiple conversations going at the same time. “We’re going to have to shut the Heard of Buffalo? down.”

Sully raised her dark eyebrows.

“I don’t like it either.” Hal responded to the unspoken.

A lot of food truck drivers thrived on exclusivity. They purposefully did limited runs under the guise of not having enough space or resources to accommodate the crowd. Of course, preparing only for a small crowd made it look like they’d been overrun due to their massive popularity when in reality they were manipulating the supply to make it look like they’d generated extra demand. Hal believed the smoke and mirrors would catch up with them eventually. People didn’t like being played, and they might be willing to wait in a long line a couple of times to try something new, but as soon as they did finally get to try that dish, their expectations would be so high, they couldn’t possibly be met. Whereas someone who got great food when they wanted it was much more likely to come back and bring their friends.

Her food was good enough to keep people coming back, good enough to make its own hype. She had plenty of personal reasons for not wanting to turn people away hungry, but she reasoned that the lengths she went to in order to feed everyone stemmed mostly from good business. She wanted to give people what they wanted. Still, all of the miracles she’d ever worked with food were in the area of quality, not quantity.

“We’ve probably got another half an hour left in us. Maybe we’ll get a rush of vegetarians.”

“I think in this crowd you’re more likely got get a rush of vagitarians,” Sully quipped. “Get it?”

Hal shook her head and went back to toasting the bread. Sully had a flare for the dramatic and the juvenile. They’d seen an uptick in queer customers, but they’d seen an increase in all customers. She may have heard more flirty comments than usual over the last few days, but women certainly weren’t knocking down the door, and the one who had held her attention for more than a minute wasn’t looking for love.

“Are you thinking about her again?” Sully asked between orders.

“Who?”

“Blond Banker.”

“No.”

“Maybe you should.”

She sighed. “We’ve been over this, Sully.”

“I think we’re about to go over it again.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s in line.”

Hal scanned the crowd automatically and immediately locked eyes with the cool blues of Quinn Banning. She was dressed down compared to the skirt and heels she’d worn the other night, but she still stood out in the blue-collar crowd. The woman oozed class in tan linen pants and a white oxford open at the neck. She looked like she belonged in the Hamptons, not in a food-truck line in Buffalo. Hal clamped down on a mix of emotions—anger, attraction, curiosity. They would all have to wait.

She slid another sandwich to Sully and grabbed the next ticket. This one wanted a Sloppy First. Hal was silently thankful for the person not wanting a Heard of Buffalo? as she ladled a scoop of sloppy-joe meat on a slice of beer bread, then smothered it in smoked Gouda. Sully would take over from there, keeping an eye out for when the sandwich needed to be flipped then served. The next ticket listed an order for a Heard of Buffalo? It wasn’t uncommon to run out of ingredients by the end of the day, and they always made do, but today they’d have to make do a little earlier.

They continued taking orders and sending them down the griddle. She tried not to think about the dwindling supplies or the order coming down the line from a beautiful blond banker, but the tension tightening her shoulders suggested she wasn’t quite succeeding.

“What can I get for you?” Sully called out for an order. Hal could almost never hear the answers over the music, the hum of the motor, and the sizzle of the grill. Maybe Quinn would come and go quietly without Hal ever realizing she was there. And if she didn’t, if she chose to interrupt right now, Hal would not feel guilty about putting her in her place—not that she felt guilty last time. The woman had been pushy, presumptuous, and rude.

And entitled.

Hal couldn’t stand entitlement.

Any harshness in her dismissal was warranted.

No, she didn’t regret slamming the door at all. She snatched the next ticket with a little extra gusto but faltered as she read, “One Hippy Dippy and one Heard of Buffalo? for her tall, nerdy friend.”

Of course she wanted another of their healthiest sandwich. She wouldn’t want to try anything new. At least tall, nerdy friend wanted something with a little more heat. Was tall, nerdy friend a man or a woman?

Didn’t matter.

She pulled out the rye bread and coated it lightly with olive oil, then had to go over to the cooling bin to get arugula. They hadn’t had a very health conscious crowd so far. On her way back she scanned the last of the running crockpots to see how much chicken wing dip she had left.

“Can you cover it?” Sully asked as if she had eyes in the back of her head.

“Looks like tall, nerdy friend gets the last one.”

“Are you kidding me? Our last one of the day goes to the pencil-pushing boyfriend?”

So, a man friend. Well, she’d certainly read that one wrong. “Yeah, first come, first served.”

She scooped out all of the dip onto the toasted bread, then scraped the crockpot empty only to come up a little light. She slapped another piece of bread on the top and slid it across the griddle. “It’s shy, Sully. Don’t charge her.”

“So what you’re saying is, I need to go back out there and tell the woman who wrote me off as riffraff last time that I couldn’t get her order right, so it’s on me?”

“Yeah, when you put things that way . . .” Hal sighed. “Give ’em here.”

Sully flipped both sandwiches off the griddle and into cardboard shells before handing them over.

“Line up the next few while I handle this.”

Instead of waiting for a reply, she hopped out of the truck. This wasn’t going to be fun. Quinn would surely see their failure to properly fill her order as further sign of her superiority. Or maybe she’d think they did it just to piss her off. Either way, the exchange wouldn’t be pretty, but as much as she hated to admit it, she’d gotten herself in this mess. She needed to make things right.
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“Order up, one Heard of Buffalo? and one Hippy Dippy.”

Quinn jumped at the sound of Hal’s voice, once again so surprisingly close. She hadn’t been prepared to talk with her yet. She’d spent all morning going through various scenarios, from being ignored to being thrown out. She’d thought about just getting her food and leaving just to prove she could follow rules, but then again, maybe it would be better to show she could wait patiently for Hal to finish all her work before approaching and offering her most sane-sounding apology. Now all of her careful contingency planning was wiped out by another unexpected personal appearance.

“I waited in line,” she said brusquely. Not a brilliant opening, but it’s what came out.

Hal smiled faintly, her brown eyes wary but not unfriendly. “She can be taught.”

Quinn smiled through gritted teeth, “I guess I deserved that, but I didn’t expect a personal delivery.”

“You didn’t earn one. Your, uh, boyfriend here ordered a Heard Of Buffalo?, and it’s our last one for the day, which is why it’s a little light on the filling.” She extended the sandwich to him, then fished seven dollars out of the front pocket of her chef’s jacket. “It’s also free.”

Ian took the sandwich but tried to refuse the refund. “This looks great to me.”

“No, really, we don’t skimp on our customers.” Hal offered the money again, and this time Quinn took it.

“Thank you. That’s admirable, but the change is mine. After the amazing sandwich you made me on Tuesday, I wanted to share your work with my little brother.”

Hal’s eyes widened, and she turned back to scan Ian’s features one more time before her smile returned. “Now that you mention it, you two do have the same chin. He got all the height, though.”

“You’re one to talk about height,” Quinn said, standing up straighter to emphasize the two or three inches she had on her. “You seem much taller in the truck.”

“It’s all in the swagger. Which reminds me, I need to get back to it.” Her social demeanor faded back into her more neutral business expression. “I’m sorry for not being able to fill your order to the standards we’ve set for ourselves at Cheesy Does It.”

Quinn glanced behind her and the long non-line of customers. “Are you going to give a personal apology to all the people still waiting in vain?”

“If I could, I would. But that would only prolong their wait.” A muscle twitched in Hal’s jaw. “We have magnetic ‘sold out’ signs to cover up items on the big menu.”

“That’s going to turn a lot of people away hungry and angry.”

“Thank you for that brilliant business observation.”

“If you’d prepared adequately you—”

“Prepared adequately?” Hal snapped. “Are you joking? You know nothing about how I prepared.”

“No need to get angry. I was merely noting that if you’d brought more ingredients—”

“You were merely butting into my business again, and I don’t need it. There’s a limited amount of space in the truck. We prep things at home to save room and only carry as much as past experience suggests we’ll need.”

“It looks like your current demand exceeds your experience.”

“Another genius note from the ‘no shit’ category.” Frustration hung thick in Hal’s voice. “So unless you can make some Buffalo chicken wing dip appear or summon another chef to cover Sully while she runs home to get some, you need to step off.” With that, Hal whirled around to go.

“Done.” Quinn called, stopping her.

“What?”

“I’ve summoned you a sous chef.” Quinn strode confidently past her to the back door of the truck, then looked over her shoulder. “Two of them, right Ian?”

Ian, who was in mid-bite of his sandwich, looked momentarily stunned at his inclusion into her tirade, but he knew better than to argue. “Yeah, sure.”

“Problem solved.” She grabbed the handle on the back of the truck and pulled herself onto the bumper, her plan still forming as she went. Surprise was the key to her opening even if it meant she wasn’t quite sure what she planned to do once she got through the door. “This is higher than it looks. No wonder you seem so tall up here.”

Hal, who had frozen in confusion, disbelief, or anger, sprang into action when Quinn entered her truck. “You can’t go in there!”

“Why not?” Quinn asked without stopping. “You need help. I’m interested in learning more about the business. Let’s not be petty. The sooner you make peace with this, the sooner Sully can leave, the sooner she’ll get back, and the sooner your customers get the food they came for.”

That seemed to stump Hal even if it fell short of her making her happy. She furrowed her brow and clenched her firsts, but instead of throwing her out, she turned to Sully.

Sully shook her head and shrugged at the same time as though still unsure what was happening and not wanting any part in the decision-making process.

Hal exhaled dramatically, then nodded from Sully to the back door. “Make it fast. Like break-every-speeding-law-in-the-city fast.”

“Yes, Chef.” Sully jumped out the door in one bounce and hit the ground running.

“You, little brother, come over here, and watch the cooktop. It’s hot.” She didn’t wait for Ian to reply. “Quinn, you take the orders. Write them down and clip them up here.”

Quinn glanced at the line of little magnets sticking to the stainless steel stove hood. “I can do that.”

“Can you take the money and give the change, too?”

She pointed to herself, “Banker, remember?”

“How could I forget?” Hal muttered. “I don’t have any aprons for you.”

“I’m dressed down today.”

Hal’s eyes traveled a slow path along her body, and Quinn fought the unusual urge to squirm under her gaze. When she pulled her focus back to her eyes, there was a deeper shade of pink behind her cheeks, and Quinn realized she wasn’t the only one reacting to what she’d just seen.

Hal shook off whatever thoughts had momentarily distracted her. “Whatever you say. Just get to work.”

Quinn grinned. She’d thought this might be a gift from the food gods to get her foot back in the door, and now the chef had just revealed her capacity to feel something other than contempt for her. The upper hand was once again within her reach, and this time she wouldn’t let it go. “Yes, Chef.”
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Where the fuck was Sully? It took only ten minutes to get from Delaware Park to their house in Allentown. She specifically chose the place for its central location so she’d never have to be stuck in a truck with a banker for longer than she had to be. Sully’d left thirty minutes ago. They were losing customers every second, and Hal was losing her ability to stay pissed at Quinn. She didn’t know which loss bothered her more.

“Like this, Hal? Er, Chef?” Ian asked, pulling Hal out of her pout.

She bent her head lower to see the edges of the sandwich on the griddle ooze Gouda. “Perfect.”

Ian scooped the grilled cheese onto a cardboard dish and passed it to Quinn at the window.

“Sloppy Firsts sandwich,” she called before handing it to someone below. “Who’s next?”

Hal watched her work more than she should under the guise of making sure she didn’t mess anything up or get rude with a customer. The pace in the truck generally stayed pretty frenetic, and while Quinn hadn’t exactly impressed Hal with her ability to stay cool under pressure the last time they met, today she’d done much better. Actually she’d been great. She had a smile that, while obviously practiced, still made a person want to return it. She spoke clearly and confidently despite not knowing the business or the merchandise well. And she was damn efficient. Even with the added complexity of taking delayed orders for customers who wanted to wait for a Heard Of Buffalo?, she still moved people through as quickly as Sully did.

Quinn looked up to see Hal watching her. “Problem, Chef?”

“No, you’re doing fine, but I guess it’s easier when you don’t have to run the grill too, like Sully does.”

It was a shitty thing to say, but Quinn threw her off balance, and she’d learned it was always better to hit before someone else had a chance to hit you.

“Is Ian keeping up on his end?”

The boy looked up hopefully, and Hal smiled. “He’s coming along.”

“I’m trying,” Ian said.

He was trying, a bit too hard perhaps. He crouched down again, folding his lanky frame almost in half to put his eyes level with the sandwich on the griddle. He inspected the melting cheese the way a scientist might peek into a test tube, careful, measured, and not totally certain it wouldn’t explode on him.

“That one’s good,” Hal said, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Trust your instincts.”

“I’m not sure I have any,” Ian said.

“He’s got instincts, just not any confidence in them.” Quinn stuck another magnet to the stove hood.

“Maybe you drained the gene pool of confidence before he was born.”

Quinn laughed. Maybe not a full laugh, but it was a chuckle at least, and Hal’s heart did a happy little bounce.

She frowned. This woman shouldn’t be happy in her truck, and Hal wasn’t happy to have her there. She didn’t let anyone in her space. Not even beautiful, efficient bankers. Especially not ones with an agenda. “Where the hell is Sully?”

“Here, Chef.” Sully stood at the backdoor with a crockpot in hand.

“Did you have to go all the way to France to get the bleu cheese?”

“I bet it felt like that for you.”

“Just get in here.”

“Here, take this.” She slid the crockpot into the truck. “There’s another one in the car.”

“You know you’re still going to be backed up,” Quinn said as quietly as she could and still be heard over the music and the motor. “You’ve got two separate lines now, and the one for the Heard Of Buffalo? is almost as long as the main line.”

She looked outside, but the gesture was empty. She’d seen the orders pile up, and she already knew what Quinn was suggesting. They needed to run the wait time down in the delayed line without causing too much delay in the main line. Extra hands would come in, well . . . handy.

Sully returned with the other pot of chicken wing dip, and Hal met her at the backdoor. She passed the dip to Ian and then hopped out before Sully could climb in.

“Need a minute, Chef?

“Something like that.”

“Is the giant stick up her ass literally obstructing airways in there?”

“Yeah, about that.” Hal pushed a strand of hair off her forehead. “The line’s pretty backed up, and she’s doing a passable job.”

“Uh-huh,” Sully said, pressing her tongue into the side of her cheek—a clear sign she was trying not to laugh.

“It’s nothing long-term. Just enough to get the lines down. It can’t hurt to have some extra hands for the job.”

“That’s what she said.”

Leave it to Sully to turn even her weakness into a tawdry joke. “Thanks for your support.”

“Any time, Chef.”

“Get back to work.” She turned to go, but Sully’s hand on her shoulder stopped her.

“You know women like that always want something in return, right?”

Hal sighed and nodded.

“It doesn’t mean it’s a bad thing. Maybe it’s your hot ass.”

Hal shook her head, but smiled.

“Hey, better your ass than your soul.”

“Boy, when you put it that way, I feel so much better,” she said, hopping back into the truck.

Both Quinn and Ian looked up to see them enter. Quinn looked as perfectly together as ever. Not a hair out of place and the same put-on smile she’d worn all afternoon. Ian’s forehead shone with a thin layer of sweat and steam, and his shirt had melted cheese down the front, but his grin seemed more honest than his sister’s.

“So.” Hal cleared her throat. “You guys have been doing A-OK, and, um, thank you. Now that Sully’s back, you can go.”

Ian’s smile faltered, and Quinn’s jaw twitched.

Sully nudged her from behind.

“But, if you don’t have anything else to do, we’ve got an hour left and lots of people to feed.” Hal looked at the ceiling, then back at Ian because he was easier to face. “You could stay and help us out, and we would appreciate it.”

She finally turned to Quinn. “And I’m paying you. You know I don’t like charity or favors or anything. We’ll pay you guys and be even.”

Quinn touched her lightly on her arm, delicate fingers against bare skin, cool and warm all at once. “We’d be happy to help. No strings attached.”

Hal gave a curt nod, afraid if Quinn touched her like that any longer she might actually start to believe her. “All right then, back to work.”
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The last two customers walked away from the window with their camera phones pointed at the food she’d handed them. Nearly three hours of feeding people, and not one had complained about the food. Few of them had even had the nerve to complain about their wait time in “line.” Cheesy Does It seemed to attract an amiable clientele, laid back and casual, but with high expectations. The customers seemed a lot like the chef in that respect.

Quinn had become skilled at reading people over the years. Maybe she didn’t always use those skills as well as she should, but she’d learned to recognize committed individuals, to distinguish between them and the casual entrepreneur or the professional bullshitter. Hal actually cared, as evidenced by the fact that she put her customers’ needs over her clear and abundant displeasure about having her truck invaded by a college-aged interloper and a corporate marauder. The emotions warring within her had actually contorted her face and visibly knotted her shoulder muscles when Quinn first offered to help. Thankfully the conflict had also left the door open long enough for her to get back inside. Now she planned to stay there.

“Good work today,” Sully said, coming up behind her.

“Thank you.”

“Here, drinks on me.” She extended a bottle of water, and Quinn gratefully accepted. “Thanks for not scaring off any of our customers . . . that we know of.”

“To my knowledge they all left happy.”

Sully tossed another water to Ian. “And that’s for not burning the place down.”

Ian grinned as if he’d been handed a trophy. “I had fun.”

Fun wasn’t quite the word Quinn would choose, but it wasn’t an unpleasant way to spend a few hours. She learned a lot about the customers, the food, and the truck. She’d learned less about the chef, but she got the feeling Hal didn’t give up personal information easily, and even that might be an important insight. Along with the fact that Hal was very protective and had a streak of perfectionism when it came to her work, Quinn felt more than ever that she’d picked the right person to start a business with. Now if only she could convince Hal.

“Thirty-one dollars each,” Hal said after stashing the cashbox somewhere Quinn couldn’t see.

“What?” Ian asked.

“Three hours at eight dollars an hour is twenty four dollars, plus we split the tips from the jar equally, and that gives you each thirty-one dollars.”

She handed some cash to Ian. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

“Can I spend it here?” he asked. “Like now?”

“What do you want here?”

“I want a Sloppy Firsts. I’ve been dying to try one all afternoon.”

“You’ve been dishing the stuff up for hours and you’re not sick of it yet?” Hal smiled at Ian, and Quinn felt a twinge of something akin to affection. “Go ahead, on the house. You earned it.”

“I’ll make it with you,” Sully said. “You two go relax.”

Hal frowned and Sully laughed. “Go on. I won’t corrupt the kid . . . too much.”

Quinn doubted Hal’s reluctance had anything to do with Ian and Sully, but she acquiesced and headed for the door. Hal hopped down out of the truck then, and in an unexpectedly thoughtful move offered a hand to Quinn, who was so surprised she actually accepted the help, then regretted it as soon as her palm slid across Hal’s. Quinn tried to tell herself the urge to pull away stemmed from her desire not to appear helpless or needy, but the quickening of her pulse suggested something more.

“So, here’s your thirty-one dollars,” Hal said, quickly replacing her hand with the money.

“Thanks, and I’ll take it because it seems important to you, but you know I didn’t stay for the money, right?”

Hal nodded. “The money’s all I’m offering though.”

“You can’t bring yourself to dish up a little forgiveness, too?”

“Forgiveness?”

“For our last meeting? I was brash and pushy. When I get excited about something, I tend to charge a bit.”

“A bit? You mean like the cavalry clad in business suits?”

“Perhaps a bit like that,” Quinn admitted, “but it’s not meant to be the hard sell. My enthusiasm is genuine. I meant every word.”

“Crazy people generally do,” Hal said seriously, then cracked a smile. “But I don’t think you’re crazy.”

“You don’t?”

“A bit overzealous, perhaps anal-retentive, but not like bat-shit crazy. So if you came here today for absolution, you’ve got it. You did your penance. You’re free to go.”

“Thank you,” Quinn said sincerely, but she had no intention of going anywhere.

“So, can we start again?”

Hal shook her head. “There’s no sense in that. Save the pitch for someone else. Don’t undo all the goodwill you’ve built.”

“I don’t want to undo it. I want to build on it. You’re a smart businesswoman, a brilliant chef, and you care about these people, this city. I know you do.”

“And I think the same can be said for you, minus the chef part. I’m sure you’re very good at investment things and whatever other banking stuff you do.”

“You have no idea what I do, do you?”

“Not really.”

“You don’t have to. If we went into business, you’d never have to worry about the money side again.” Quinn felt herself starting to get worked up again, but she couldn’t stop herself. “You’d never pay for an ingredient out of your own pocket, you’d never have to worry about whether or not you could pay extra people to help out, and don’t tell me service wasn’t faster today with more people working.”

“No, you’re right, all of that sounds nice on paper, but my life, my business, doesn’t unfold on paper. Like I said last time, Sully and I are a team, not a machine. You can’t just take away and add parts at will. You don’t understand what it’s like to build that bond over fifteen years.” Hal sighed. “You don’t understand anything about my business, and I’m not going to turn over control of that business to someone who doesn’t get it on the fundamental level I do.”

“You’re right. I’m not a chef, but I managed to keep up pretty well today.”

“You took orders and money. I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but people don’t eat orders or money. You approach everything from that efficiency lens of yours, but my business is so much more than a strictly-business person can ever really see.”

She waved her off, undeterred. “We both see different things. We’d complement each other.”

“But here’s the kicker. I’m doing just fine moneywise. I make and manage enough money to run my business the way I like. I can do my job without you.”

Quinn heard the other unspoken half of that sentence. Hal didn’t need her, but she needed Hal. She bit the inside of her cheek and tried not to shake as the frustration bubbled up in her again. “You’re right. You do know more about my end than I know about yours. I’m a quick study though. You can teach me.”

“Where would I even start? It would be like trying to teach someone to read when they haven’t learned the alphabet.” The pink tint returned to Hal’s cheeks. She was more attractive when she got animated. “You know nothing about what goes into my job. You probably don’t even know where you’d go to get good produce in Buffalo, do you?”

“Well . . .”Quinn realized she was being tested on material she hadn’t been taught. “Wegman’s has a very nice produce section.”

“Wegman’s? The grocery store? Are you serious? Wegman’s? You think Wegman’s has the best produce in Buffalo?”

Quinn shrugged.

“Actually, you’re right. They do have really good produce,” Hal admitted in her most exasperated voice. “But no food-truck driver I know can afford to shop there. We have to go local, smaller. Think farmers’ markets and the Niagara Frontier Food Terminal, and Willowbrook Farms.”

Quinn pulled out her iPhone.

“What are you doing?”

“Googling those places.”

“Googling?” Hal practically exploded. “You can’t Google food.”

“You can Google anything you can spell,” Quinn said, then held up the phone, saying the letters aloud as she typed “F-O-O-D.”

Hal threw up her hands. “You’re proving my point.”

“And you’re missing mine,” Quinn shot back quickly. “We don’t both have to be experts. We each do our own things well. A team. You seem to be fond of those.”

“But you control the purse strings?”

“Of course.”

“That’s not a team,” Hal said. “That makes you my boss, and that means I’m beholden to you. If someone can give you something, they can take it away. And ultimately that means I’m not interested.”

Dammit. How did Hal keep turning things around? This wasn’t how she wanted the conversation to go. “Okay, fine. I’ll go with you to shop for produce.”

“What? No,” Hal said. “Geez, how do you keep running around in that circle without tying yourself in a knot?”

“You said I needed to learn your side of our business.”

“There is no ‘our business.’ There’s your business and my business, and never the two shall meet.”

Quinn laid a hand softly on her shoulder. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

Hal stared into her eyes, momentarily entranced by the words, the touch, the woman in front of her. Her clothes still looked perfectly pressed, and only one small strand of blond hair had fallen from the tortoise shell clip at the back of her head. She supposed the little imperfection would qualify as disheveled for Quinn, but Hal wished for more. She wanted to see her with her hair down and the buttons of that white shirt open.

“Hey,” Sully said from the doorway. “Why the serious faces?”

Hal stepped back and Quinn’s hand dropped.

“Just talking a little business,” Quinn said calmly.

“How’s that working out for you?” Sully asked, hopping to the ground and making room for Ian to join them.

“Not as well as it could be, but I’m ever the optimist.”

“Yeah,” Sully said, “you strike me as a real Mary Sunshine.”

Ian laughed, breaking the tension, and Quinn shot him a classic older sister look of annoyance.

“I guess we should be going,” she said.

“Us, too,” Hal added quickly, thankful for the escape exit. “I assume I’ll see you around?”

Quinn frowned. “That fell just shy of the invitation I was hoping for.”

“But you’ll take it and make it what you need, won’t you?”

“What we need Hal.”

The hair on her arms stood on end. “I don’t need anything.”

“Maybe not.” Quinn smiled. “Or maybe you just don’t know it yet.” With that Quinn strode off.

“Well that was interesting,” Ian said, “and she’s my ride, so maybe I’ll see you guys later.”

“Bye,” Hal said.

“I’ll talk to her,” Sully added with a wink.

“Okay, bye.” Ian awkwardly waved the hand that was still clutching his sandwich, then loped off to catch Quinn.

Once they were out of earshot, Sully turned to stare at Hal.

“What?”

“What do you mean ‘what?’” She punched her in the shoulder. “What was that?”

“I don’t know.”

“It sounded like foreplay. ‘Taking’ and ‘making’ and ‘needing.’”

“It was business talk.”

“With her hands all over you?”

“Hand, singular,” Hal corrected. “On my shoulder.”

The touch had been entrancing, or maybe her eyes had frozen Hal. It certainly wasn’t the business proposition that captivated her. It’d been a long time since a woman had sparked more than a passing interest, but Quinn wasn’t offering any part of herself. She wanted Hal’s skills in the kitchen and maybe her name recognition, but neither of those things were for sale. The sooner she made that clear, the sooner Quinn would move on . . . they all moved on.

“There’s nothing there, man. She’s a shark, a pretty shark, but one with big teeth.”

“All the better to eat you with,” Sully said.

Hal shook her head. “We need to stay away from her. Got it?”

Sully gave a noncommittal shrug, and Hal turned back toward the truck. “What did you mean when you told Ian you’d talk to me?”

“I may have offered him a job.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“What? You said we needed some summer help, and he jumped right in today.”

“So you hired him? Without clearing it with me?”

“No, I told him we had a job opening he would be perfect for, and I said I’d talk to you.”

“We don’t know anything about him.”

“He’s some sort of a computer wiz, full scholarship at UB. You know he’s got to be good with numbers. He does computer programming and stuff on the side.”

“Then why would he want to sling sandwiches?”

Sully shrugged again.

“What did you tell him?” she asked suspiciously.

“I may have mentioned it’s a great way to pick up chicks.”

Hal stared at her.

“What? It is. He could work the window and give me more time on the grill. He gets to meet girls and gets practice talking to them, we get to cook more, everyone’s happy.” Sully pled her case, then for emotional appeal added, “Plus he’s kind of cute and sweet, like a puppy. Please, can we keep him?”

Sully had been begging her for a puppy for a long time, but dogs were a big time investment, and health inspectors rarely appreciated animals in confined spaces with food. Maybe if she let her take on Ian as some sort of protégé or summer project, she’d shut up about the dog. Besides, summer in Buffalo lasted only a few months, and they did need the help. “Call and tell him to meet us at Larkin Square on Tuesday.”

“Awesome. I don’t think you’ll regret this. He’s a good kid. Just one other thing though.”

“What’s that?”

“He doesn’t drive,” Sully said. “I told him we could pick him up.”

“Sure, where does he live?”

Sully grinned like she was nervous, or had gas.

“Where does he live?” she asked again. “It better not be like out by UB north campus or something.”

“Nope, he’s staying in Allentown for the summer . . . with his sister.”

“Of course he is.”

Why couldn’t anything ever be easy?




Chapter Three

Quinn pushed through the door of Domski’s bar. It was only a little brighter inside than it had been in the parking lot. At least out there she’d had the outer reaches of runway lights. The inside featured dark wall sconces along the perimeter and low track lighting over the bar. A few patrons dotted the landscape, mostly clustered within view of the small rabbit-eared TV broadcasting a Yankees game. They all wore Bills T-shirts, union caps, or jeans flecked with paint and mud as marks of their belonging to the bar’s blue-collar base. Her gray slacks and teal blouse once again marked her as an outsider, but she’d be damned if she’d change. She knew her people even if they weren’t always able to recognize her.

At least the usual clients were accustomed to her presence. If they wondered what brought her here, they didn’t let it show as she moved to her usual spot in the back corner. Dropping her leather briefcase on the table, she settled into a dark green booth bench. Her pant leg stuck to a cracked patch of faux leather upholstery, and she shook her head, unsurprised that the material was already coming apart. She’d told Dom to go for the nicer finishes, but did he listen to her? Of course not.

She smiled faintly as she opened her laptop and listened to the lumbering, uneven steps of her host as he approached her table.

“The usual?” Dom Piotroski asked.

“Yes, please. And you could turn the lights up, too,” she said without looking up.

“Yes to the first, no to the second.”

“Why not?”

“Same reason as always, Quinn. If I turned up the lights, everyone could see how dirty the place is.”

“You could clean a little bit.”

“The dirt is part of the charm.”

“Fine then, how about some extra chips?”

“That I can do.” He clomped away down the wide aisle, back to the bar, but when he returned with a gin and tonic and a basket of kettle chips, he pulled up a chair and parked himself at the end of the booth. “How’s business?”

“I think I’m supposed to ask you that.”

“It’s not my fault you’re bad at your job.”

She finally leveled her best icy stare at him, but he only smiled. God, how did he manage to be so damned good-natured all the time? Most people would’ve given the guy a free pass to be bitter. If losing his right leg in an IED attack wasn’t enough, he’d lost his father, Dom the second, to lung cancer six months later, and then damned near lost his business, not that most people would consider folding on a dive bar in the shadow of Buffalo’s airport much of a loss.

“I am not bad at my job, Dom,” she said.

“I don’t know. I hear you leveraged your own capital on a pretty risky business venture no one else would even look at.”

She glanced around the room quickly, making sure not to let her eyes wander to his artificial limb. She did not pity him. She admired him, but for more reasons than the carbon fiber leg he was still learning to walk on. “That place is a hole in the wall, but they make good chips. I suppose I can’t help thinking with my stomach.”

He shook his head. “Yeah, your stomach. Couldn’t be the tin woman actually had a heart all along.”

“Don’t you have work to do?”

“I am working. I’m having a meeting with my investor.” He grinned, the expression crinkling his eyes and rounding his unshaven cheeks. Funny how he’d kept his high and tight Marine haircut but otherwise seemed to relish looking as unkempt as possible. She supposed she understood that. Her suits and skirts served their purpose, but that didn’t mean she didn’t chafe against other restrictions of the perceptions of people around her. Maybe that’s why she came in here so often. No one expected the high-end businesswoman to pore over investment reports in a dive bar on Buffalo’s east side.

“Is there something specific you need to talk about?” Quinn asked. “Maybe another line of credit to fix the rips in the cheap material you used to cover these booths?”

He laughed. “No, but I love the way you worked that in. You’re very subtle.”

“I’ve heard that more than once this week, and in that exact same tone.”

“Uh-oh. Better tell Uncle Dom all about it.”

“Don’t do that Uncle Dom thing. It’s creepy. You’re a year younger than I am.”

“But you’ve held up better,” he shot back quickly. “What’s her name?”

“Why do you assume it’s a her?”

“Because I’ve yet to meet a man who can offer you a serious challenge.”

True. Men generally made the bigger show of disagreeing with her, or put her off, making snide remarks or unoriginal insults, but in her experience they fell harder and faster. Hal had a different approach. She was cautious and confident without being overblown. Still, she’d made some lapses in judgment, and not just by letting Quinn back on the truck. She’d also clearly misjudged Quinn on several levels. Her background for one. And she’d obviously been surprised by her ability to keep up in a fast-paced work environment. She probably thought Quinn came from money. It was a common mistake, one she actually prided herself on inspiring.

The biggest fault, though, in Hal’s dismissal had been her willingness to let Quinn walk away on even terms. That mistake spoke to a misunderstanding of both her motivation and her fortitude. She might’ve felt bad about allowing the underestimation to flourish if she’d had bad intentions, but she didn’t. Looking from Dom to the little hovel of a bar he was proud to call his own, she reminded herself a few insults couldn’t shake her resolve.

“You’ve got that look on your face again,” Dom said.

“What look?”

“Like you’re proud of our dirty little hole in the wall.”

“Your dirty little hole in the wall,” she corrected, “but yes, I think pride is warranted. Domski’s might not look like much to most people, but most people don’t ever take the time to see something worth saving.”

“That’s poetic.”

“There are three generations of Buffalo under all this dirt, and I do believe you were right to build your own layer on top of it.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re about to buy something very expensive?”

“Not this time Dom,” she said seriously. “This time I’m going to build it.”
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Quinn tried not to let it bother her that Hal had rejected her again but offered Ian a job. Still, it didn’t make any sense. Hal wasn’t dumb or callous or lazy or incapable of working well with others. She got along with Sully, and she seemed to have hit it off well enough with Ian. Hell, all of Buffalo seemed to be in her fan club, so what was Hal’s problem with her? She’d been nice and polite, at least the second time around. She’d been efficient and helpful, too. Why did Ian walk away with a job offer while all she got was an innuendo-laden dismissal?

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Ian asked.

“Of course,” she said. None of this was his fault, and she enjoyed seeing him excited. He didn’t get out enough for a guy his age. Few friends ever called, and she’d never seen him around any girls. Maybe a job that required him to interact with human beings instead of computers would give him a chance to develop some social skills.

She pulled into the gravel parking lot a block from Larkin Square and unsnapped her seat belt.

“Are you coming in, too?”

“I thought I would. You’re not the only one with work to do tonight.”

“Quinn, please don’t start another fight with my boss.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off.

“I know you don’t mean to. You just can’t help yourself, which is why you need to stay away from her.”

“I’m going to scout your competition tonight,” Quinn said as she exited the Jetta. “You won’t see me anywhere near Cheesy Does It.”

“You’re going to come into Larkin Square on my first night of work and buy dinner from someone else?” His boyishly smooth forehead wrinkled.

“You told me to stay away.”

“From Hal, not from me.”

“You’re going to be with Hal.”

“I know. It’s fine. I don’t care.” Clearly he did.

“Hey.” She softened her tone. “Maybe you could smuggle me out a Hippy Dippy, okay?”

“Are you ever going to try a different sandwich?”

“Why? I know what I like.”

He shrugged and walked toward the hum of truck motors.

“Are you nervous?”

“A little.”

“I’m sure you’ll do great.”

“You have to say that. Big sister rules.”

“Really? When was I ever nice to you when you didn’t earn it?”

He grinned. “You did have me convinced I was adopted for almost two years.”

“Right, and I also convinced you babies had to be eaten to get into women’s stomachs.”

“That might be why I’ve never had a serious girlfriend,” he admitted, “but that all changes tonight.”

She stopped walking. “Wait, what does this job have to do with girlfriends?”

He blushed. “Sully said—well . . . she might have mentioned that a lot of women order from the truck.”

“And women customers equal automatic dates?”

“No. I mean, not really, but Sully said . . .” His voice trailed off.

“Sully said what?”

“Chicks dig guys who cook.”

She tried to hide her smile but failed. “Sully is a poet for the ages.”

“She’s funny and smart.”

Quinn assured him. “You’re smart.”

“I’m computer smart. She’s people smart.”

Quinn nodded and didn’t add street smart as she wondered what kind of crowd she’d exposed Ian to. He wasn’t used to the speed of work or conversation Sully and Hal thrived on. He hadn’t developed the skills she had for detecting insincerity or thinly veiled malice. Maybe she sheltered him too much. Maybe she wasn’t sheltering him enough now. Still, he wasn’t the curly-headed toddler who followed her around any more. He had a good heart and a willingness to please, and whatever her issue with Hal, Quinn knew on a gut level she wouldn’t take advantage of him.

“All right, get to work. Call me if you need a ride home.”

“Sully said she or Hal could drop me off when they are done.”

“Okay, then text me if you’re going to be out late, and I’ll leave a light on.”

“You know this isn’t my first day of kindergarten, right?”

She sighed heavily. “Just go.”

He smiled and jogged off toward the bright yellow and blue truck.

She watched him go, forcing herself not to follow. He could probably handle himself better around Hal and Sully than she could, which stung. She was the people person in the family. She was the businesswoman. Why was he the one working with Hal while she stood apart from the group like some social reject?

She hadn’t felt like an outsider in a long time, and she didn’t like it. She’d built herself a very neat and controlled life, with no room for chaos or uncertainty. She made the offers, she wrote the contracts, she chose when and where and with whom she met. And she had chosen Hal, but she could have easily chosen someone else. She still could. At least thirty other food trucks filled her immediate vicinity. Any one of them could represent plan B. Sure, she’d never really had to execute a plan B since she’d never failed at plan A, but she almost always considered various contingencies. So, while she’d yet to give up on Hal, it wouldn’t hurt to do a little shopping around.
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Quinn sat cross-legged on a large, orange, circular patio cushion. The seat looked like something out of a bad seventies porno, not that she’d ever watched one, but circular beds big enough for multiple torsos had their place in popular culture, and those places weren’t generally anywhere she’d want to sit. Unfortunately, it was her only option. By the time she’d collected several samples from various food trucks, all the tables and barstools were occupied by hipsters. She’d made several laps around the pavilion before finally succumbing to necessity and lowering herself as gracefully as possible onto the porno pad. At least she wasn’t wearing a skirt tonight, but she felt certain her navy blue dress slacks would need to be dry cleaned after this.

She surveyed her purchases with her most critical eye. She’d passed up the pizzas and other Italian food. Buffalo had enough mom-and-pop pasta joints already. The market was plenty saturated with pierogis too. The vegan truck appealed to her personally, but the market for that in Buffalo was not nearly as healthy as their selections. She wanted something that would appeal to not only the city’s new hip theater and musician crowd, but also to the blue-collar base. She wanted a cross-section of students and construction workers. And she wanted something other people weren’t already doing to death. Comfort food with a flair.

She took a bite of lobster macaroni and cheese. It was good, really good, but it had cost ten dollars for a small portion. Lobster in Buffalo wasn’t cost effective. Still, who didn’t love macaroni and cheese? She’d sure eaten enough of it growing up, and while she’d left most of the boxed and frozen entrées behind her, she still couldn’t pass up the fat- and carb-loaded delicacy, much to her waistline’s disadvantage. She pulled out her iPad and added mac ’n’ cheese to the possibility column of the spreadsheet she’d started.

Next she took a bite of pulled pork taco and tried not to make undignified yummy noises as she chewed. A little bit of meat, a little bit of cheese, a nice helping of fresh coleslaw, all wrapped in a corn tortilla made for a little bit of heaven in her mouth. And the taco had cost only $2.50. On the flip side, it took only two bites to eat. Tapas might be all the rage in a lot of cities, but no one survived a Buffalo winter on tiny plates. How many of these would a grown man have to buy to fill himself up on a cold, hard day? She made another note on the spreadsheet and tossed the phone onto the cushion in front of her, no closer to an answer.

“Mix them,” a voice said from entirely too close behind her to be coincidental.

She turned slowly and met the soft, expressive eyes of Hal Orion.

“You have an uncanny ability to appear out of nowhere during my moments of frustration.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just noticed you holding court with your army of little cardboard containers and thought you looked overwhelmed.”

She glanced at the twelve different dishes left half eaten in front of her. “Maybe a little.”

“Mix the pulled pork from the tacos with the mac ’n’ cheese,” Hal suggested.

She took a forkful of meat and stirred it through the cheese-coated pasta while she debated making a smart remark about Hal approaching her this time, but the words died on her lips the minute the first bite hit her tongue. She closed her eyes and savored the mix of barbeque and cheese, the satisfying bite of the pork against the softness of the pasta. She chewed slowly, luxuriating in the taste of her future. God, why did Hal have to be so deliciously right all the damn time?

Hal couldn’t take her eyes off Quinn’s mouth. Holy mother of all things sexy, Quinn was beautiful all relaxed and happy and sated. The corners of her mouth quirked up and her blue eyes fluttered open, a shade darker than they’d been seconds earlier. Hal almost took a step backward to accommodate the wave of heat surging between them.

“That’s perfect,” Quinn finally said. “How’d you do that?”

“I stumbled on the combination during a trip to Louisville, Kentucky. Put it between two slices of Texas toast and you have a Derby Winner sandwich.”

“You sell something like this?”

“In the fall, or any other time I get a hankering.”

“A hankering? What about a yearning? Or maybe a longing?”

Now she was being teased, and she sort of liked it. She preferred sassy Quinn to the more buttoned-up version on a sales pitch. “Don’t forget a yen.”

“Oh ‘yen,’ that’s not a word English speakers use often enough.”

“We always settle for a craving.”

Quinn’s smile shifted, wider but less sincere. The change made her nervous. “There’s nothing wrong with giving in to a craving every now and then.”

“I didn’t say there was, but I get the feeling we’ve moved beyond food.” She turned to go. “I’ll see you around.”

“Hal.” Quinn said her name with a mix of authority and pleading that made a person falter. “Don’t go.”

“I’ve got work to do, and it looks like you do, too.”

“Maybe we can find a way to work together.”

“We’ve been through this already.”

“Maybe we have, maybe we haven’t.” Quinn pushed forward quickly. “I’m going to open a restaurant in Buffalo. Hopefully you’ll join me, but I don’t need an answer on that yet. What I do need is to learn a lot more about this business. Even you said so last weekend. I don’t know food like you do.”

“I’m sure you’ll learn,” Hal said. Quinn didn’t seem like someone who ever missed an opportunity to put herself in a better position.

“I will.” She rose gracefully off her lounge cushion. “But let’s just for a second consider a temporary arrangement. A few hours here and there. You just do what you do best, only you do it with me. I’ll pay you for your time and expertise, of course.”

“Pay me for my time and expertise? Like some sort of food hooker?”

Quinn blinked as a hint of color rose in her cheeks. “I think the word we’d use is ‘consultant.’”

“Well, that does sound better than ‘food hooker.’”

“Not as catchy, though.”

Hal smiled against her will. Whenever Quinn slipped out of her business façade, she was much harder to resist. “What would consulting entail?”

“That could be largely up to you. I’d follow your lead.”

“Forgive me for being suspicious, but you don’t seem like much of a follower.”

Quinn smiled. “I have a wide and varied skill set. I can wield whichever skill suits me in any given moment.”

The likely truth of that statement made Hal shiver. She’d spent most of her life staying out of the way of women like Quinn. They were too smart, too calculating, too aware of their own power. She could dodge a fist or an insult easily. Anger made a person blind, tempers made them dumb, meanness left them exposed, but the sort of social intelligence Quinn carried, the kind tinged with passion and shrouded in softness, made for a dangerous weapon. It lulled people into a false sense of security, and security was something she never let herself feel. If she were smarter or stronger, she’d slam another door in Quinn’s face right now, but she’d be damned if she said she wasn’t interested.

“No contracts?”

“Just an hourly wage,” Quinn assured her.

“I decide when and where we start and stop?”

“Absolutely. Complete control.”

“Except for the purse strings.” She couldn’t forget that.

“Even those, Hal. Name your price.”

She thought for a moment. Minimum wage was just under eight dollars an hour. She should double it and see what Quinn said. “How about sixteen?”

“Done.”

“Done?”

“Yes, now when do you want to start?”

Hal frowned. She had expected some bartering. She’d expected another chance to walk away. Of course she could still say she’d lost interest or needed more time to think, but what reasons could she give that Quinn hadn’t already addressed?

“What’s the matter Hal?” Quinn pushed gently. “I promise I don’t bite. Besides, the sooner I know what I need to know, the sooner I move on.”

There it was, the truth she’d known all along. Better to have it out there in the open, better to get it over with.

She nodded. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at ten a.m. Wear something casual.”




Chapter Four

Hal pulled up to the narrow little two-story house on Park Street. It had been dark when she’d dropped off Ian the night before, but now in the morning light she could clearly see how neat the postage stamp yard was kept. The house itself wasn’t huge or imposing and had neighbors so close on either side you could probably shake hands through any open window, but the place had character. Nice little flower boxes and cheerful robin-egg blue trim brightened up the pale yellow. The neighborhood was an older one. Not cheap, but not as fancy as Hal would’ve picked for Quinn. It was too close to the heart of the city. It had already seen a revival and wasn’t nearly as trendy as places a little farther north. This place seemed comfortable, homey even. It didn’t jibe with her image of Quinn as a barracuda. Then again, Quinn didn’t always fit that image herself.

She hadn’t seemed that way last night with her eyes closed and her chin tilted up, a look of pure enjoyment gracing peaceful features. She lost all her sharp edges around Ian as well, joking easily and keeping an almost maternal eye on him. Serene and motherly butted up hard against killer instincts, and Hal suspected she knew which ones would win in a fight, but before she had the chance to ponder hypotheticals, Quinn emerged from the front door.

She strode purposefully toward the truck, leaving Hal to wonder if she was capable of wandering.

She slid open the pocket-style passenger door and hopped up the two metal steps, her sensible two-inch heels clanking as they went. “Good morning.”

“Morning,” Hal echoed and watched as she looked around.

“Is there another seat in here, or shall I ride on your lap?”

“It’s on the wall.” She flipped down a padded wooden board. “Or there’s a more comfortable one behind me.”

Quinn glanced at the fold-down seat and the lap belt dangling from it, then back at the large windshield. “This will do. I guess.”

“You guess?”

“One really doesn’t have to worry about a crash-test rating while driving in a tank, right?”

Hal laughed. “I’ve never looked at it that way.”

“No?” Quinn asked settling in. “How do you look at it?”

“Well, with all the propane tanks we’ve got in the back, I always figured getting ejected from this combustible tin can in an accident might actually be a good thing.”

“Combustible tin can. Lovely. How far will we be driving today?”

“Only about five miles,” Hal said, shifting her beast of a truck into gear. “Right through the heart of city traffic.”

If Quinn felt nervous about that prospect, she didn’t let it show. It probably took quite a bit to shake her, but that didn’t stem Hal’s urge to try. No, she couldn’t let her more petty instincts take over. She didn’t like answering to anyone, and being on someone’s payroll felt an awful lot like answering to them. But Quinn had made it clear Hal set the rules here. Really, her arrangement with Quinn had a lot of similarities to her cooking setup. She had something Quinn wanted. She set the price, did the work on her own time, in her own way, and at the end Quinn paid for whatever she offered. Only instead of a sandwich, she got some knowledge.

“You’re not very talkative today,” Quinn said as they merged onto Highway 354.

“Not much of a morning person.”

Quinn made a show of looking down at her watch and raising her eyebrows.

“Ten a.m. is morning.”

“Yes, it is,” Quinn agreed, then added, “midmorning, late morning for some, but literally before noon.”

“I suppose you pop out of bed at five every morning, then go for a run and still come home fresh as a friggin’ daisy.”

“Oh, Hal, you sure know how to talk to a lady.”

She snorted.

“And I often sleep until six or later.”

“And you lie around while your butler brings you breakfast in bed?”

“First of all, your opinion of my bank account is wildly inflated. Second, is breakfast in bed even a real thing?” Quinn asked. “Do people really do that? Eat in bed? It seems like a bad idea to me. There must be a lot of balancing, and crumbs in sheets. Doesn’t sound relaxing at all to me.”

Hal laughed.

“What?”

“No, I think you’re probably right. The reality of breakfast in bed isn’t nearly as sexy as the cultural image. If you’re going to be in bed with another person, there are better things to do than eat.” She heard Sully’s voice in her head saying, “That’s what she said,” and quickly added, “I mean, better than eating breakfast, I mean, you know what I mean.”

“Right.”

“Oh look, we’re here.”

Hal pulled the truck into the parking lot at Willowbrook Farms. The street around them was lined with what looked like a bunch of self-storage buildings, long and low with a row of garage style doors and loading docks. A few semi-trucks waited, their motors idling, cargo holds open toward the warehouses. Quinn stepped down, shielding her eyes against the sun as she scanned her surroundings. Hal waited quietly behind her, letting the setting soak in. This probably wasn’t a part of Buffalo Quinn had ever seen.

A few workmen in jeans and boots approached, and she nodded an acknowledgment without speaking a word. They returned the gesture casually as they passed by, but their collective gaze caught, then lingered, on Quinn. Her sleek black slacks and light cable knit sweater stood out clean and bright against the muddy gravel and dirt parking lot. The hair on Hal’s arm stood up, and she subtly shifted her body between Quinn and the men. It was a protective move, a possessive one too, and she didn’t want to think about what might have inspired it.

“I thought I told you to dress down,” she grumbled.

“I did,” Quinn said, gesturing to the sleeves of her sweater. “This is casual.”

“Sure, on Cape Cod.”

“Maybe next time you can just come rummage through my closets and dress me yourself.”

She wouldn’t let her mind picture that, not even for a second. “Just wear jeans and a hoodie.”

“A hoodie?”

“Oh Lord, you don’t know what a hoodie is?”

“Of course I do. I’m just not sure I own one.”

Hal took a deep breath and looked skyward before releasing it and heading toward one of the low, sand-colored brick buildings. “One problem at a time.”

“I’m paying you to be a food consultant. Does the fashion advice cost extra?”

“Just go inside.” She swung open a door painted to look like the entrance to a barn. “This is Willowbrook Farms’ cash-and-carry store. Be nice to these people, or I swear you will owe me for a lot more than the fashion commentary.”

Quinn’s smile was almost playful as she brushed up against her more than the width of the doorway warranted. “Don’t worry, I can be very nice when I want to be.”

Hal wondered if Quinn knew what little things like that did to her blood pressure.

Of course she knew. Women like her always knew . . .

Quinn pressed her lips together to hide the smile trying to form there. Hal liked to play so tough, so grumpy, but she wasn’t fooling anyone, except maybe herself. The little flash of chivalry outside gave too much away. She may not be the president of the Quinn Banning fan club, but she obviously felt something other than annoyance for her if she didn’t want a group of roughnecks eyeing her like a piece of prime beef. And yet, she wasn’t doing much eyeing of her own. That instinct to protect generally came from the toddler part of the brain that screamed “Mine!” whenever someone else got too close to a prized possession. Hal seemed to want anything but possession as she disappeared behind a stack of cauliflower.

“What are you doing?” Quinn asked, scooting closer when Hal stopped to inspect a bulk crate of Honeycrisp apples.

“Thinking.” She pressed her thumb against the fruit and then smelled it.

“Could you think out loud?”

“I don’t usually.”

“Well, are you usually . . .” She started to pull the I’m-paying-you card, but stopped short. Hal wouldn’t take well to the heavy approach. “Are you usually accompanied by a very interested friend who’s eager to learn?”

“And who’s paying handsomely?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You thought it,” Hal said.

“You prosecute for thought crime? How very Orwellian of you.”

Hal smiled and set the apple gently back in the bin, then strolled over to what appeared to be the leafy greens section of the store. “I’m looking for produce that is in good enough shape to keep for a few days.”

“Okay, what do you need?”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Hal said, thumbing through a tub of fresh spinach. “The food tells me what I’m going to make, not the other way around.”

“Isn’t that like the horse driving the cart?”

“The horse always drives the cart,” Hal quipped. “Anyone who says otherwise is a fool. You can’t wrestle nature. You have to work with what it gives you.”

“I thought anything could be grown anywhere and shipped anywhere else these days.”

“It’s all a bait-and-switch. I can show you a red tomato in January if you want, but that doesn’t mean you’ll be able to eat a red tomato in January.”

“Did you study philosophy in college?”

“I didn’t go to college, and you don’t need a formal education to know the difference between a red and green tomato isn’t in its pigment. It’s in its texture.” She picked up two tomatoes from different bins. “Close your eyes.”

For some reason, Quinn found the command unsettling.

“Come on.” Hal nudged gently. “You wanted to learn. Here’s your first lesson.”

Quinn closed her eyes, then opened one again. “What comes next?”

“Keep ’em closed and hold out both your hands.”

She did as told and immediately felt two objects, probably the tomatoes, placed in her palms.

She felt more than a bit silly standing in the middle of a store like some blindfolded lady justice with her hands as the scales, but Hal’s voice remained close and gentle.

“Feel any difference?”

“They weigh about the same.”

“What else?”

She ran her thumb along the smooth surfaces as she’d seen Hal do. One of them seemed more rounded while the other had little ridges. They didn’t bend to her touch. “This one is harder.”

“Good.”

“This one,” she said, pressing more firmly on the other, “has some give to it, but it bounces back.”

“Right,” Hal said from so close Quinn could feel her breath on the skin of her neck. “Now which one of them is green?”

“This one.” She held up the harder one.

“Open your eyes.”

She blinked a few times to let her eyes adjust and focus on the very red tomato she held up. She lifted the other one to inspect and found it nearly identical.

“You tricked me. They’re both red.”

“Are they really, though?” Hal asked, taking them back.

“I take it the answer is no?”

“The one you identified as green probably was when it was picked. Because they have to be shipped or stored, they are pulled from the vine too early, then exposed to ethylene gas to make them ripen artificially.”

“That sounds dangerous. Isn’t that an anesthetic?”

“It used to be, and in a way it still is. Now it’s used to numb your taste buds. It’s probably not too unhealthy, since ethylene is produced naturally from fruits and vegetables, but it messes with the texture of the food. It means tomatoes go from being too hard to being mealy.”

Hal picked up a large cardboard carton and filled it with tomatoes from a different bin. “These were vine-ripened in local greenhouses. They didn’t have to travel as far, and they won’t have nearly as long of a shelf life, but I don’t need them to.”

Quinn looked at the large quantity of tomatoes. “You’re going to get all of those on sandwiches in the next week?”

“No, I actually don’t use ripe tomatoes on grilled cheeses. Other people do, but I think they’re too juicy. They make everything soggy.”

“Back to texture,” she noted. “Then why buy them?”

“I use them in sauces. I make my own salsa, pizza sauce, and marinara. Then I can or freeze them in portion sizes that fit a normal day on the truck.”

“Why not just buy those things already made and canned?” She wasn’t taking physical notes, but she soaked up everything for her mental inventory.

“For one, they generally come canned in aluminum or tin, both of which react with the acidity of the tomato to affect their health and taste, but more importantly I make all of those things better than anything you can buy mass produced.”

“You think people can really tell the difference between a homemade pizza sauce and a canned one once you’ve cooked and covered it in cheese?”

Hal sighed as if she’d just asked the stupidest question in the world.

“What?”

“I think we might need to save that lesson for another day and focus on the basics for now.”

Quinn’s natural defenses rose at being spoken to like a dull child, but she didn’t protest for fear of losing the promise of another day. The longer she kept Hal on the hook, the more she could learn, not only about the food, but the chef herself.

“Grab that basket and help me pick some spinach.”

They loaded up several more items as Quinn followed Hal around the store until they got to the checkout where a cashier weighed, measured, and priced everything, then gave them an absurdly low total.

As soon as the dollar amount was uttered, Quinn looked to Hal, who was staring back at her with a triumphant smile, not wide, but knowing, and a little smug. Quinn recognized the expression as well as she knew the emotion behind it. The superiority of a successful bargain hunter looked good on her.

Hal paid the bill in cash and wheeled her treasures to the truck.

“I underestimated you,” Quinn finally said when they were on the road. “You’re a better businesswoman than I thought. I mean, I knew you were good at the cooking, but I had no idea you could get those ingredients at that price.”

“Not many people do,” Hal admitted. “Most think you have to sacrifice quality or wreck your wallet, but there are really three sides to the equation.”

“Do tell.”

“When doing almost any job, you have three factors that make a triangle around it. The sides represent cost, quality, and time or ease. Two of them always work in tandem, but the third always sits opposite of where the other two meet,” Hal explained as she pulled into traffic. “So I can do a job cheap, and I can do the same job fast, but I can’t also do it well.”

“What about doing it well and fast?”

“Absolutely doable, but it will cost me. And I run a cash business, so I can only pay what I’ve made the week before.”

“No collateral means no expensive frills.” Quinn filed that away for future use.

“But if I’m willing to put in the time to go to multiple local stores, farmers markets, and wholesalers, if I build relationships with bakers and meat cutters, and if I make my own sauces, I can produce a quality product people can afford to buy at a price that turns a profit.”

“But isn’t time money?”

“Only when I’m working for someone else. I don’t punch a clock. I do what I want when I want to do it.”

“And you love it? The cooking part?”

Hal nodded, her eyes on the road.

“What about the other food-truck drivers? Do they all shop at places like that?”

“No, a lot of them take the same shortcuts other low-end restaurants around here do.”

“But they do just fine.”

Hal’s knuckles tightened visibly on the steering wheel. “Yes, they do. But you’re not looking for just fine, are you?”

Quinn’s chest tightened. “How do you know what I’m looking for?”

Hal smiled that smile again, the confident one laced with pride. “Because you’re not with any of the other food-truck drivers this morning. You’re with me.”
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“Hey dude.” Sully padded into the kitchen in boxer shorts and a long-sleeved T-shirt that read, “Chefs do it with spice.” Her dark hair covered one of her eyes, and she made no attempt to push it back. “How was your date?”

“It wasn’t a date.”

“Oh right, she paid you for your expertise,” she said in a way that made it sound dirty, but Sully had a fourteen-year-old boy’s ability to make anything sound dirty.

“We just went to Willowbrook Farms.”

“How sweet. You took her to your happy place.”

Hal set down the tomatoes she’d been washing and gave Sully a stern look. “Do you want to hear about it or not?”

“Sorry, Mom.” Sully feigned remorse. “I didn’t know you were so touchy about your new friend.”

“She’s not a friend,” Hal said quickly, then paused. They might have been friendly to each other, at times maybe even playful, but friends didn’t pay friends to hang out with them. “She is smart, though.”

“About food?”

“No, not at all, but about people. About the way things work and what matters.”

“You mean the things with dollar signs on them?”

“Not just that.” Hal filled a huge pot with water and set it on the stove to boil.

“What then?”

“Like when I explained why we buy the things we buy, and why we do the extra work.”

“Huh, I wouldn’t have thought someone in a suit would understand the concept of extra work.”

She pulled on a white apron and laid out several knives on the wooden cutting board before her. “I don’t know. She seems different from the other slick types that hang around Larkin. I don’t get the sense she’s had everything handed to her.”

“Are you sure that’s not wishful thinking on your part?”

“Why would I care how she got her money? It spends the same way.”

“True.” Sully rolled up her sleeves and fell in beside her. “It doesn’t matter at all in a business transaction.”

Hal heard the unspoken “but” on the end of that sentence. “It’s just business.”

“Sure,” Sully said, running cold water in a stainless steel bowl. “Just business . . . in a skirt . . . with legs that start yesterday and end tomorrow.”

Hal dropped a few tomatoes in the simmering pot of water and stared at them for a few seconds before finally admitting, “Yeah, there’s always that.”

Sully grinned.

“What?”

“I’m just glad you noticed. All your talk about business made me start to wonder if you needed to have your eyes checked.”

“No, they’re working fine, thanks, but what’s the point?”

“Well when it comes to points, she’s got two very lovely ones standing out nice and firm.”

She rolled her eyes. “Boobs and legs, and nothing else matters.”

“Don’t forget the ass. You white girls never give enough love to the booty.”

“Us white girls?” Hal punctuated the question with one raised eyebrow.

Sully nudged her in the shoulder, her tone suddenly softening. “Just an expression, friend.

“Yeah yeah.” She fished the tomatoes out of the pot and neatly deposited them in Sully’s ice water before adding a few more.

“Do you guys only talk about food?” Sully asked as she deftly slipped the now-shriveled skin off a tomato and rolled it onto Hal’s cutting board.

“Basically, aside from a little bit of teasing about fashion,” Hal said. “I haven’t told her anything about me personally if that’s what you mean.”

“You don’t have to, you know?”

“I plan to keep it strictly business.” She cut the tomato in quarters and began to slice out the core. “No lesbian urge to merge here.”

“There’s a middle ground, you know. Somewhere between a formal contract and a U-Haul. It’s a fun place where bodies are happy, and hearts don’t get broken.”

“Maybe for some people, but I’ve never been good with gray areas, and when it comes to women like Quinn Banning, doing things halfway doesn’t really seem like an option.”

“You’re diving into the Bermuda Triangle again.” Sully smirked. “Just like prom night.”

“Dude, did you just bust yourself?”

“A little bit.”

Hal shook her head, but something about the triangle image stuck, and not in the juvenile way Sully intended. She flashed back to her earlier conversation with Quinn. Cost, quality, and ease. She could have two of the three with Quinn. They could have something good and something easy just like Sully suggested, but it would no doubt come at a cost. Hal didn’t know what kind of price tag something like that would carry, but she knew enough to understand it was likely one she wasn’t prepared to pay.




Chapter Five

“Hey, Quinn, gimme a hand here, will ya?”

She hopped onto the back bumper of Cheesy Does It, or at least she hoped it looked like a hop anyway. Hal and Sully made the transition so effortlessly, nonchalantly. She was determined not to let it show how the heels of her patent leather slingbacks wobbled every time she hit the ground and her skirt bunched up her thighs each time she had to hoist herself back into the truck. She supposed no one liked feeling incompetent or out of place, but she was less used to it than most. She prided herself on being able to at least appear comfortable in any situation from the boardroom to the ballroom. She’d just never had the chance to perfect those skills in the world of food trucks . . . yet. She needed more time, more practice, which was why she’d volunteered to help Hal’s crew clean up late on Friday night instead of soaking in a hot tub like she wanted to.

She took another big metal tray with crusted bits of Buffalo chicken from Sully and turned back to Ian as he jumped into the truck. Yes, even Ian had perfected the single bound jump that barely caused him to break his lanky stride. Of course his legs were a lot longer, but he’d never been known for his grace or athleticism. Even as a child, the family had joked that his big brain must make him top-heavy because he would topple over at even the slightest bump. Quinn would have thought someone his size would constantly crash into the low cabinets or bump his knees against sharp corners, but in just two weeks he seemed to have established a rhythm with Hal and Sully.

She stopped as the dim overhead light struck the pan, fully illuminating its haggard state. “Should he take that one to the kitchen or garage?” Quinn asked, almost afraid of the answer. If it were up to her, she would’ve thrown most of the things they pulled out of the truck into the trash, and between the charred bottom and caramelized wing sauce in every aluminum wrinkle, this pan seemed to have fared worse than most, but Hal, Sully, and Ian all answered “kitchen” in unison.

They did that a lot, answered in unison; another reminder of her outsider status. She understood that kind of mind meld from Sully and Hal. They clearly had a past that went back a long way, but Ian had been working with them for only two weeks.

“Pass it on back, Quinn,” Hal said without even looking at her fully. “There’s more where that came from.”

“Yes, Chef,” she said with forced enthusiasm.

Hal’s shoulder’s tensed at either the term or the tone in which she’d delivered it, but she didn’t turn around until she’d scraped the last charred bit of cheese off the griddle and into the trash can. Quinn watched her bend over and tie the strings on the garbage bag, the muscles in her upper arms rippling as she hoisted it out of the can, then dropped it at her feet. God, why wouldn’t Hal even look at her?

She wasn’t being rude or even impolite so much as studiously indifferent, but only to her. She laughed easily with Sully and smiled freely at Ian. All of them chatted amiably off and on as they worked. Even the silences seemed contented, for everyone but her.

She sighed and shifted her weight again. Maybe she was being too touchy. What did it matter? She wasn’t here to make friends, unless of course making friends would make for better business connections, because so far she hadn’t made much progress on that front either.

Over the last few weeks Hal had taught her about the importance of good knives, how to store food in ways that kept it fresh with limited refrigeration, and how to properly scrub pots and pans, but she was still no closer to learning the true secrets of her success. She wasn’t sure if she was stalling or stonewalling, but her patience felt anything but virtuous at the moment. She scooted back to let Hal pass with the trash bag, shuffling her feet out of the way and leaning all her weight against the small prep counter.

“If your feet are bothering you, go on inside and kick off those pretty little shoes of yours.”

“If you were a man, I’d entertain the idea of kicking you in the groin with one of these pretty little shoes for saying something so condescending,” Quinn shot back.

Hal raised a dark eyebrow, and Sully quickly turned toward the prep sink in an unsuccessful attempt to hide a snicker.

So much for making friends and winning connections. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. It’s been a long day.”

“I’m sure it has been,” Hal said in a placating tone, “which is why I offered you a chance to go relax while we finish the work.”

While they finish the work? What did that mean? That she wasn’t helpful? That what she’d been doing wasn’t really work? Maybe that was a stretch, but it was the final spark that ignited her fuse.

“No, that’s not true at all, and on second thought, I’m not really sorry I snapped. I’m trying here. I’m just as tired as all of you, and I’m working just as hard without once complaining, all while paying for the privilege of doing so, and yet all I get is cheap shots about my shoes?”

“Oh shit, Quinn,” Ian said from the driveway in a tone that made it clear he’d not only heard most of that outburst but also found it wretchedly embarrassing.

“Hey now,” Sully said, sweeping past them toward the back door. “It’s not good to argue in front of the kid.”

“I’m not a kid,” Ian said.

“I was talking about me,” Sully said, hopping down onto the driveway. “I don’t like it when Mom and Dad fight. You’d better take me inside, Ian.”

He rolled his eyes but managed a small smile at Sully as she grabbed his elbow and pulled him toward the house. Quinn waited until she heard the storm door slam behind them before turning back to Hal. “Is this partnership not working for you?”

“You mean consultantship?”

“Sure, let’s pretend that’s a real term. Is it not working for you? ’Cause if I’ve done something wrong, I think I deserve to know what it is, and if I haven’t, I think I deserve an explanation as to why I’ve spent weeks carrying dirty dishes without complaint but I’m still being treated like an interloper.”

“You’re kind of complaining now,” Hal mumbled.

“What?”

“Talking about how much you haven’t complained sort of implies a complaint. It’s bank-shot complaining, but there are way less than six degrees of separation from what you’re doing now and complaining.”

“Hal.”

“What?”

She folded her arms across her chest and tapped the toe of her so-called pretty shoe against the metal floor of the truck. “I’m waiting.”
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God what was wrong with this woman? Hal had made a perfectly nice offer to let her off the hook, and she’d blown a gasket. What was she supposed to do? Apologize? She hadn’t asked Quinn to show up here tonight. She hadn’t asked her to help. She certainly hadn’t given any indication she wanted to see Quinn in a skirt and panty hose that encased every delicious curve of her thighs. She didn’t request to be enshrouded in the subtle scent of her perfume as it permeated even the truck’s usual cloud of bacon grease. She’d done nothing to indicate she wanted to spend her Friday night trying to look anywhere but at her for fear that exhaustion weakened her defenses enough to let her get close.

But now she was close, and not just in the physical sense. She knew something was off, and she wouldn’t let Hal get away with a redirect. What the hell was she supposed to do now? Ignoring her was no longer an option. She’d clearly seen through Hal’s purposeful nonchalance, and she was pissed. Now Quinn had backed her into a corner, both physically and metaphorically. She had two options: she could either start digging or start apologizing.

“I’m sorry.” The words came out even before she’d made a conscious decision to say them. They sounded clipped and hollow to her own ears, but she didn’t respond well to feeling trapped.

“I didn’t want an apology. I wanted an explanation.”

“We don’t always get what we want, Quinn.”

“Have I asked you for anything?”

“Other than an explanation?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, other than that. Have I asked you to do anything that made you uncomfortable?”

“No.”

“Did I say something that offended you?”

“No.”

“Did I break some unwritten foodie rule like eat pizza with a fork?”

Hal almost smiled, but even that frustrated her. If Quinn would just be more of a bitch, this wouldn’t be so hard. “No, you’re fine.”

“Fine?”

“Yeah.”

“Then why are you still holding me at arm’s length?” Quinn pressed.

“I don’t know what you mean.” It was a stupid, cowardly comment, and the flash of disgust across Quinn’s face showed she knew it. She was keeping her distance, and maybe she’d been a little unfair in the process. Quinn hadn’t pushed a single time over the past two weeks. She’d been patient and inquisitive without being intrusive. She’d respected Hal’s schedule and her space. And she’d been a quick study whenever Hal gave her half the chance. Maybe that’s what Hal found most frustrating. Every time she allowed Quinn even the smallest of openings to be personable, she took it. She could really start to like her, and that couldn’t happen. She needed her to be pushy and problematic in order to remember that she was going to leave someday soon, and that was a good thing.

“I never saw you as a bullshitter, Hal.”

She hung her head. “I’m not good at this. I like to do things my own way.”

“Have I gotten in your way?”

“No.”

“What then?” She wouldn’t let up.

“You’ve been better than I expected,” Hal finally admitted.

“And?”

“And I don’t really know what to do with that, okay?” She pushed her hands through her hair, holding it up for a second before letting it feather back down across her forehead. “I was kind of expecting a fight from you. I thought you were going to be a pain in my ass. I didn’t want to like you.”

Quinn relaxed visibly. “But you do?”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Hal said. “I just don’t really know what to do when you’re nice. I had this image of you, and you’re not fitting into it.”

“Interesting.” The corners of her mouth curled up.

“Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Act like you have some sort of upper hand now.”

“But you do like me.”

“I never said that. I don’t even know you.”

“And you don’t want to because you’re afraid if you do, you’ll like me?”

Was that true? That would be pretty shitty of her to be rude to a woman just because she liked her. What was she, in fourth grade? Maybe she should pull her hair. No, it wasn’t like she’d treated Quinn like she had cooties. If she had, she wouldn’t admit it, not with her looking so smug again.

Quinn leaned back with her hands against the counter. The move caused her chest to stand out, proud and alluring. Damn it, this was exactly what she wanted to avoid. Quinn wasn’t capable of hearing something genuine without spinning it into something she could use for leverage. She had to get this back under control.

“Fine.” Hal shrugged. “What do you want to know?”

“Excuse me?” Quinn blinked at the quick redirect.

“You’re here because you want something. You want to learn something about the business.” Yeah, good, pull it back to business. “And you think I’ve been less than forthcoming.”

Quinn rolled her eyes. “Stonewalling’s more like it.”

“I won’t argue. You want to cut the bullshit. Tell me what you really need to know.”

“How did you meet Sully?”

Nope, that wasn’t going to happen. Her past wasn’t for sale. “Don’t push, Quinn. I’m on your payroll, not in your pocket. What do you want to know about the business?”

To her credit she didn’t pout or even hesitate. “What are the drawbacks of a truck?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why would someone choose a restaurant over a truck?”

It was a smart question. A legitimate business topic that would also give her the ammo she’d been searching for to try to lure Hal away. That’s what she wanted. Neither of them had pretended otherwise, but so far she hadn’t had either the angle or the opportunity to make her case. Hal knew the argument was coming, but she hadn’t expected to have to help her make it.

Quinn edged closer, or maybe it just felt like she did. “If I am going to try to entice a food truck operator into a commercial kitchen, I need to know what I can offer them that they can’t get on their own.”

“Yeah, I got where you were going with that,” Hal said curtly.

“It’s a business question, Hal.”

“And I’ll answer it in kind.” She rubbed her face and muttered, just business. “Space, for one. I’m sure you’ve noticed we don’t have a lot of it.”

“Things do get . . .” Quinn seemed to search for a word. “Tight.”

Hal’s cheeks flushed, and she thanked God Sully wasn’t within earshot of that little gem. “Right, but I’m not talking about people. I’m talking about food. I don’t have the space to prep on sight. I don’t have the space to store extra ingredients. When we’re out, we’re out.”

“Like in the park. When you were going to have to turn people away.”

Way to remind me of how you bailed me out. “Yes.”

“And that bothers you.”

“Of course it bothers me.” Hal hung her head. “I can’t stand to turn people away hungry.”
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She didn’t say she didn’t want to lose business, Quinn noted. The comment was more personal than economical. When Hal was frustrated, she revealed little things like that. Maybe Quinn needed to keep her off balance more often. “What else?”

“It also means I can’t carry all the tools I want with me.”

“Like what?” Now that she had the answers flowing freely, she intended to keep them coming.

“Blenders, food processors, canners. All those things have to be used ahead of time or not at all.”

“Is that really a big deal?”

“Obviously not big enough to stop me from turning down your offer for a restaurant.”

“Touché.” She’d walked right into that one, but she mentally tipped her hat and moved on. “What’s the big ticket item?”

Hal opened her mouth, then hesitated. The answer was there, but she was smart enough to know she should worry about handing it over.

Quinn gave her credit for the natural defense, but she wouldn’t let it hold. Stepping closer, right to the edge of Hal’s personal space, she met her eyes and held them, silently challenging her to show her cards.

“Ovens,” Hal finally said.

“Ovens? That’s it?” Had she started bullshitting again, or was that really the word that had almost died on her lips? “You can’t have an oven in a truck?”

“Oven’s aren’t small. They give off a ton of heat. The people who use them usually have trailers, not trucks.” Hal pushed off the counter and began to gesture with her hands while she continued. “The trucks that do have them sacrifice a lot of space and energy for a small one. You can only do one thing at a time, and usually you can’t even do that well. They’re glorified toasters.”

“Wow, tell me how you really feel.”

Hal snorted and shook her head. “You asked, you got an answer.”

She got more than that. She got passion, she got a personal reaction. She got a spark where there’d only been a brick wall before. More importantly she’d gotten her in. “Thank you, Hal.”

“What?”

“I said ‘thank you.’ You gave me an honest answer and some knowledge to help me as I look for a professional-grade kitchen.”

“Are you really in the market for one already?”

“Absolutely. And I had a pretty good idea what was needed to do the work you do in the truck, but now I also know what I’d need to take it to the next level.”

“Glad I could be of service,” Hal said slowly and in a tone that made it clear she wasn’t at all sure she meant it.

Quinn smiled and laid her hand on Hal’s shoulder. “And that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“Easier than pulling teeth, I suppose.”

“You sure know how to charm a lady.”

Hal finally grinned. “I get that a lot.”
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“Dude, what happened in there tonight?” Sully asked as soon as the door closed behind Quinn and Ian.

“I don’t know. I think maybe we cleared the air.”

“You don’t seem very clear on it right now.”

Hal flopped onto the couch they’d dragged two blocks from the curb it had been left on a year ago. Intellectually she understood that nothing left on a curb should ever be flopped onto again, but it was more comfortable than crashing on the distressed hardwood floor of their first-story apartment. “Quinn is complicated.”

“High maintenance.”

“I don’t know, man. I think it’s something more than that.”

“More woman than you can handle?” Sully scoffed. “I’m disappointed in you.”

Sully’s estimation of her skills had always been highly inflated, but Hal didn’t like admitting that, so instead, she stared at the ceiling.

“Why are you letting her jerk you around?”

“I’m not.”

“You are. You have all the power here. She needs you. She wants you.”

“She wants a name, she wants a restaurant, she wants to make money.

“She’s going to dump me the minute she has what she’s after.”

“So what? Get what you want before that and let her go, unless of course the only thing you want is for her to stay.”

The word hit her like a punch to the gut. “Don’t be daft.”

“Daft? Have you been watching the BBC again?”

“Maybe, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’re a moron.”

Sully shrugged. “Probably not. It also doesn’t change the fact that you’re letting this woman jack you around.”

“No one is jacking, or jerking, me in any direction.”

Sully laughed. “Maybe that’s your problem.”

“Yeah yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “Sex. That’s what it always comes down to, right?”

“You got a problem with sex?”

“No,” Hal said, then thought some more. Maybe she did. She hadn’t had any in a while, so that could be a problem. A bigger one might be the way every conversation about Quinn led back there, and so quickly. Was she really that hard up, or was Sully driving that part of her brain? Actually, Quinn didn’t do anything to break up those associations either. She stood way too close, and what was with all the arm touching? She found an excuse to do that almost every time they were together. Was it a move that came naturally to her? Was it meant to be soothing? Or was it part of her practiced persona, a well-rehearsed gesture to make her seem sincere and interested? “That’s the thing with her, though, you know?”

“No. I have no idea,” Sully said.

Had she said that last part out loud? “Nothing.”

“I call bullshit.” Sully calling bullshit was like a ten-year-old boy calling shotgun. There was procedure to it that only they could understand, but that didn’t stop them from expecting it to be honored.

“It’s just that I never know what’s real with her and what’s some ploy to get under my skin.”

“Who cares if it gets her under your sheets?”

Hal sat up. “Thanks for all your help.”

“No, wait,” Sully said, her tone growing serious. “I just meant that she’s going after what she wants in this relationship or whatever it is. She’s never lied or led you on. Why can’t you do the same?”

“The same what?”

“Go after what you want. Use each other for mutual benefit.”

“What do I get out of the trade-off?”

“Whatever you want. You want business? Do business. You want sexy? Do sexy. She’s got money, she’s got connections, she’s got a good business mind and a sharp tongue. Then on the other side she’s got a rockin’ body, a fiery temper that you know is going to set off fireworks in bed, legs that go on forever, and, well, a sharp tongue. Put the tongue thing in both columns.”

Hal chose to ignore the last part and focus on the bigger picture. Quinn did have a lot more to offer than sixteen dollars an hour. She was smart on multiple levels, she was fun to spar with, and there was no use trying to deny she tripped a lot of physical triggers, too, but what was she supposed to make with all of those building blocks?

“I don’t know what I want from her.”

Sully raised her eyebrows.

“I know you have a hard time believing this, but I really haven’t spent the last few weeks entertaining sexual fantasies about her. I think I’ve been so busy trying not to get burned, I never really thought of anything other than how she could hurt me.”

“Maybe it’s time to relax a little bit and let yourself consider some new options.”

Hal didn’t respond. She didn’t want to give Sully any false hope, or dirty joke fodder, but as she returned to staring at a hairline crack in the high ceiling, she had to admit, if only to herself, she did like the idea of having options.




Chapter Six

“Are you going over to Hal’s?” Ian asked from his spot on the couch. He had to sit in the corner farthest from the coffee table so he had room to extend his long legs. He could stay there for hours, his laptop resting on his thighs like a security blanket. The couch cushions had become a lopsided reminder of his imprint even when he got up for something, which had happened more often lately. He’d worked with Sully and Hal four times since Tuesday, sometimes at lunch and sometimes into the night, but Quinn had fought off the silly urge to tag along. She had made some slight inroads with Hal last Friday, and she wanted to give them both space to process that. Plus she had other cards on the table she wasn’t yet ready to reveal.

The separation must’ve worked, because this time the invitation had come from Hal. When Ian had delivered the message that Hal wanted Quinn to come help her can some tomato sauce, she could tell he was as surprised as she was, both at her inclusion and at the news he could take some time off. She understood the consternation in his face at the rare disappointment of being given a day off. Having been in his role all week, she felt a little bad for him, but not bad enough to invite him along.

“Yes, but remember we’re not going to be in the truck, so no chicks to score.”

He relaxed just a little at that reminder. “Is Sully going to be there?”

“I honestly don’t know.” She sort of hoped not, but she knew from Ian’s constant chatter about his newfound heroes that they lived together.

“Oh well, tell her she can come hang out over here, or something like that if she’s bored or whatever.”

It wasn’t a great invitation, but the fact that he’d extended it showed progress. He clearly admired Sully a lot, and while she wasn’t exactly the role model Quinn would choose for her little brother, his showing any interest in being social had to count for something. “I’ll mention it.”

It took her a few minutes to get to Hal and Sully’s house since they lived only on the other side of Allentown. The houses in this area were bigger, grander, remnants of a more prosperous age in Buffalo, but many of them had been broken up into apartments. Hal’s was on the ground floor, with an entrance toward a driveway just big enough to hold Cheesy Does It.

“Hey, Quinn,” Sully said, opening the door wide to let her in. She wore jeans, loose and faded, along with a T-shirt featuring stacked silverware with the message “Spooning leads to forking.”

“Good morning, Sully. What’s on our agenda for today?”

“Your agenda features canning, which means my agenda doesn’t have to.” She grinned and slipped past her. “So I’m going to make myself scarce. Remind me later that I owe you one for that.”

“Oh, I do like the idea of you being indebted to me.”

“I thought you might.”

“If you want to be even more indebted, you can go hang out at my place. There’s a fridge full of food, a big screen TV, and a nineteen-year-old boy who thinks you’re so cool, he’d do pretty much anything you told him to.”

Sully grinned. “Sounds like a pretty sweet joint. I might have to go check it out.”

Quinn went up three stairs and through another door Sully had left open. Hal was already so busy at work she didn’t look up right away, giving Quinn a chance to watch her.

She stood with her back to the door, clad in a plain black T-shirt and dark blue jeans that showcased a very nice set of glutes. She rose up on bare tiptoes to peer into a giant pot on the industrial-grade, six-burner stove, and Quinn felt a wash of affection surge through her. That was a new feeling, and she didn’t enjoy the way it tightened her chest. Attraction she could handle; flirting was not an uncommon way for her to get a job done. But the mix of sexy and homey stirred something more personal, and personal generally meant counterproductive in her world.

She cleared her throat loudly. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for the barefoot in the kitchen type of woman.”

Hal didn’t turn around. “Does it offend your feminist sensibilities?”

“Not at all.” Quite the opposite. “Unless you expect me to follow your lead?”

Hal finally glanced over her shoulder long enough to look at her quickly before returning her attention to the stove. “No, those shoes will do fine enough for today.”

Quinn glanced down at her brown leather business loafers, wondering what made them fine for today, but possibly not for the future?

“There are some aprons hanging on the wall by the fridge,” Hal said. “You’re going to want to put one on.”

“Why aren’t you wearing one?”

“Because I didn’t dress like I thought we were going sailing today.”

Quinn rolled her eyes but put on the apron anyway. There was nothing overly formal about khaki-colored linen pants and a lightweight cream-colored sweater, but she didn’t see any sense in splattering them with tomato sauce if she didn’t have to. “What are we working on today?”

“The batch of tomatoes I picked up earlier in the week have been skinned, cored, chopped, and cooked down,” Hal explained. “Now we’re going to separate some out to keep reducing for paste and season the rest as pizza sauce.”

“Okay, what should I do?”

“Here, keep stirring this while I get the spices.”

She accepted the big wooden spoon and moved in front of the pot Hal had been hovering over. She noted that, even while wearing flats, she didn’t have to stand on her tiptoes to watch it. She imagined that made her look more in control, but she still missed the image of Hal balancing on her bare toes.

“Be careful. It’s getting thick enough that when it bubbles, they burst with a bit of force,” Hal said, pulling several unmarked, industrial-size bottles of spices from an overstocked cabinet above them. She popped open the tops, letting a new mélange of scents mingle with the sweet smell of the cooking tomatoes. “You keep stirring nice and slow while I add a few things. It’s important to incorporate them evenly.”

“Got it.” She suspected Hal had inflated the importance of her job to make her feel better about her contributions.

Hal set about sprinkling various powders into the mix without ever using a measuring spoon. She added some from each bottle, then inhaled deeply and added more from just two of them.

“What are you adding?”

“A lot of garlic powder, some basil, a healthy dose of oregano.”

“How can you tell? There’re no labels on any of them.”

“Sight and smell. Also since I’m the one who made them, I remember which bottle is which.”

“You made the oregano?” Quinn didn’t buy it.

“I grew it in my garden, I dried it, I crushed it, and I bottled it.”

“Okay, I’ll give you credit for that answer,” she admitted, once again impressed by the amount of work Hal invested in even the smallest ingredient.

Hal grabbed the lone ingredient that had clearly come from a store and sprinkled a smaller amount into the sauce.

“What’s that?”

“Onion powder. I buy this.”

“Why not use real onions in the sauce? Wouldn’t they make the flavor bolder?”

“I use less onion than I do the other spices, and they take more space to grow than my city herb garden allows. Plus onion powder is better for keeping the texture of the sauce smooth. I don’t have chunks of anything else, so biting into an onion would be discordant,” Hal said, then stopped abruptly and threw up her hands before adding, “and onions are nasty.”

Quinn stopped stirring. “Onions are nasty?”

“Yes,” she replied, folding her arms across her chest like a child refusing to eat her broccoli. “I hate them.”

“You hate onions?”

“Don’t say it like that, condescending and motherly.” Hal pouted. “Everyone has foods they don’t like.”

“Yes, like liver, or creamed spinach. Onions are so basic. They go in everything.”

“Not in my kitchen. When they’re raw, they overpower everything they touch, and when cooked they get this awful membrane that squishes in your teeth and ruins everything. You might as well eat worms.”

Amusement tugged at the corners of Quinn’s mouth, but she tried to hide it under her genuine disbelief. “Tell me how you really feel.”

“I really feel it’s fine to use their flavor in moderation, hence the powder. Sometimes I cook with them in cheesecloth, then pull their slimy wasted membranes out before serving, but there’s no excuse for biting into one. Ever.”

“Wow, who would’ve thought? A chef against onions. Don’t you think your customers deserve the best possible sauce regardless of your personal feelings about onions?” She pressed Hal’s buttons just for sport now, and maybe she should have backed off when she saw a little muscle in her jaw twitch, but risk of getting burned be damned, she loved to see the fire in Hal’s eyes dance.
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Hal’s vision tinged red. “The best possible sauce?”

Who the hell did Quinn think she was? Not a chef, not even a connoisseur—no one with any right to question her culinary decisions. “This is the best possible sauce. Smooth and rich, every bite perfectly matched without hot pockets of uneven flavor or chunks of squeaking, mushy, globs to stick to your teeth, wreck your breath, and make you utterly unkissable.”

Quinn raised an eyebrow, looking wholly unconvinced.

“Here.” Hal took the spoon and scooped up a bit of the sauce. Holding it close to her mouth, she blew gently a few times, causing wisps of steam to curl around her mouth and nose before evaporating. Then she held the spoon out to Quinn. “Taste.”

Hal cupped her hand under the spoon and lifted it to Quinn’s slightly parted lips. Quinn sipped tentatively first, then a little more, running the tip of her tongue slowly along the edge of the spoon. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back as she savored the last of the sauce. All the tension slipped from her shoulders, and her arms fell relaxed at her side. She took a deep breath, and Hal watched her chest rise slowly, then fall quickly. God, was anything more beautiful than a gorgeous woman with her eyes closed in rapture? Hal grew lightheaded knowing something she’d done had inspired such a serene gesture of pleasure in a woman who always seemed on guard.

Quinn’s light eyes fluttered open, glazed, almost disoriented. “Oh my Lord, that may be the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

Hal turned back to the sauce to hide the extent of her happiness. Quinn got it. She could taste the difference, and she appreciated it. The reaction had been unguarded, genuine, and for the first time since they’d met, Hal felt certain she’d seen the real Quinn.

What was this warmth spreading through her chest? Pride? Vindication? No—something more personal. Something curling around her heart in wispy tendrils, like the steam rising off the sauce. Affection? Attraction? No . . . something deeper, more robust.

Relief.

A deep, muscle-aching relief settled deep in her core. She’d been tested, pushed, challenged by Quinn from the moment they’d met and hadn’t realized how much—behind all the bravado, the anger, the frustration—she’d feared being found lacking.

Stupid, silly fear. They weren’t really talking about her at all, but rather her food. The product was the only thing in the question, but that was such a blurry line, one Quinn had nearly erased with her dizzying blend of formal business proposals and casual touching. Hal had spent the last few weeks off balance, and every time she’d thought she’d righted herself, there was Quinn to pull the rug out from under her again. Beautiful, poised, unflappable Quinn, always one step ahead and one rung up on her. Then, for just one minute, she’d been caught off guard and admitted she found Hal unexpectedly adequate.

Sully had encouraged her to tip the scales back in her favor, and while she’d suggested using some methods very different from tomato sauce, Hal enjoyed being the one to surprise for once. If pressed, she’d also cop to feeling a little bit of want as well. She wanted to be respected, she wanted to be appreciated, she wanted Quinn to—

“How did you do that?”

“Do what?” she asked, snapping her attention back to the woman in front of her.

“Make the sauce taste like that?”

“You watched me.”

“I know, but you added something before I got here, some secret ingredient?”

Her shoulders fell. Maybe Quinn didn’t understand after all. “All I’d put in that pot before you arrived were slow-cooked tomatoes.”

“Why does your sauce taste so much richer and sweeter? You didn’t use any sugar.”

“The taste doesn’t come from something extra. It’s what you get from leaving things out.” She spun to face her, and so many emotions she hadn’t even realized she’d pent up came pouring out. “That’s what real food tastes like. Pure, without anything fake. There’s nothing trying to contain the flavors or make them something they’re not meant to be. No games, no tricks, just raw ingredients stripped of all the restraints.”

Quinn’s hand fell lightly on her shoulder, and Hal fought the urge to jerk away. Again with the touching, and damn it all to hell, she didn’t like it.

“Are we talking about the sauce or you now?”

“There’s no difference.” She pointed back to the pot on the stove. “That’s me, at my best. It’s not flashy. It’s not fast or easy. But it’s real.”

“It’s impressive,” Quinn said softly. “It’s perfect.”

Hal smiled, a little bashful all of a sudden, both about the compliment and the emotional babble that had sparked it. God, where had that outburst come from? One minute she was all so freaking satisfied, then the next she blew up and begged for understanding once again. Quinn had a brain-scrambling effect on her. “Okay.”

“Okay what?”

“I just needed you to understand.”

She nodded seriously. “I think I do.”

“Good,” Hal said, turning her attention back to the stove. “I’m glad one of us does.”
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“Time to start canning,” Hal said, and Quinn hopped off the barstool she’d been perched on while watching her work. She’d looked forward to this step. Canning seemed like a field trip into American history. “Canning homemade tomato sauce sounds so idyllic. Italian grandma meets Little House on the Prairie.”

Hal turned, her eyebrows raised. “Little House on the Prairie?”

“Please tell me you watched that show.”

She returned her full attention to the sauce, but Quinn caught the corner of her smile in profile. “You did. You watched it.”

“I watched a lot of TV growing up.”

“Who did you have a crush on, Laura or Mary?”

Hal’s smile widened. “Ma.”

A quick shot of laughter bubbled up unexpectedly. She’d been so studiously casual since Hal got heavy earlier, both of them a little shyer and more tentative than before, but the flash of Hal’s true personality sent another spark of affection through her core. “That is the best answer ever. It also explains your canning fetish.”

“I don’t have a canning fetish,” Hal said seriously. “I just like to do my job right.”

“All right, all right.” She didn’t want to fall back into seriousness. Hal’s plea for understanding had pulled her in a personal direction, and the weight of that responsibility unsettled her. Open, vulnerable Hal was too compelling, too alluring for a business partner. She didn’t want to think about what that meant for them or the plans she’d already set in motion, so she simply didn’t. She felt more comfortable in their quick, surface-level banter. “Just canning. Not a fetish.”

“Besides,” Hal added with more playfulness in her voice, “if that show had given me any fetishes, it would’ve been for laundry. Every time Ma pulled out that washing board, it was a one-woman wet bodice competition.”

This time Quinn didn’t even try to contain her laughter as it verged on a giggle fit. There was something so unexpectedly delicious about the idea of a teenage Hal getting hot and bothered by a fictional pioneer woman’s laundry skills.

“Here, stir this while I line up the jars.” Hal handed Quinn a big wooden spoon. “And don’t get all high and mighty about my TV crushes. You’re the one who brought it up, which means you’ve got them too.”

Quinn thought for a moment before confessing. “Aunt Becky from Full House was probably my first, but Kelly Kapowski from Saved by the Bell was the longest.”

“America’s high school sweetheart for all of the nineties,” Hal said, setting a row of quart-sized glass jars on the counter and topping the first off with a wide-mouth funnel. “I bet you were just like her in high school, all preppy and school spirity.”

“Not hardly,” Quinn said. “I was very studious.”

“Chess club?”

“Not quite that studious.”

“No? What club were you the president of?” Hal asked.

“I wasn’t. I had a job after school.”

“Babysitter’s club?”

“No, I worked at a small consignment shop in the evenings until I turned seventeen, then I got a summer job as a bank teller at the drive-up window. When senior year started, they let me stay on in the evenings and Saturday mornings.”

“Wow, that’s like, a legit after-school job.”

“Too legit to quit, literally,” Quinn explained. “I’ve been working at the same bank ever since.”

“Really? You didn’t go away for college?”

“No, I went to Erie Community College for a few classes at a time to get my associate’s degree. Then when I got promoted to managing the other tellers, the bank paid for me to get a bachelor’s in business at Damien College. All local, and all while working full-time.”

Hal dropped a few silver lids into a small saucepan of simmering water. She watched them quietly, and Quinn waited. Was this a very important step that required their full attention, or did Hal not know what to say next? Maybe she had shown too many of her cards. The thought disconcerted her. She rarely gave away personal information without carefully planning to do so, but with Hal, the details of her life had sort of spilled out easily.

“You hold the funnel while I spoon the sauce into the jars, then move it to the next one, and wipe off anything that spills on the rim of the glass or the lids won’t seal properly.”

So we’re back to business.

Probably for the best. She was generally adept at jumping from personal to professional, but for some reason she felt off her game today, or maybe Hal had thrown her off. “Got it.”

“We’re going to go down the whole line, then cap them quickly so we seal in as much heat as possible.” Without waiting for another acknowledgment, Hal began ladling the sauce through the funnel into the jars. When each one reached the level she wanted, she’d nod, and Quinn would quickly and carefully move on to the next one. Then while Hal went back to the stove, she’d wipe off the rims of the jars with a clean rag. They moved in a rapid rhythm, quickly and quietly draining half the vat of sauce into nine quarts. She found it soothing to have something to occupy her mind and her hands. They really did work well together as long as they never talked, or touched, or even really looked at each other.

“Now the lids,” Hal said, handing her a set of silver rings, “I’ll put them on and you fasten them with the bands.”

Hal used a set of rubber-tipped tongs to lift each silver disc out of the simmering water and drop it carefully onto each quart so their edges matched up perfectly. Quinn followed behind, twisting the bands over the top to fasten everything down. The process seemed so much more scientific than she imagined. All the stainless steel and glass felt more like a lab than a farmhouse.

“What next?” she asked, both curious and nervous that perhaps the mere presence of an outsider like herself might upset the balance in what seemed like such a delicate process.

“Now we lower the jars into the pressure canner,” Hal said, then added, “and by ‘we,’ I mean ‘me.’”

She made no argument. “Those things are dangerous, right?”

“They can be if you don’t use them right. But then again, so can almost anything in the kitchen.”

Hal grabbed another set of tongs with longer, curved ends to fit around a jar, then carefully lowered each quart into another large pot. She sealed the whole thing with a heavy lid and motioned Quinn over.

“Tomatoes are a relatively high-acid food, so I could just seal them by boiling them in water, but because I want to be extra cautious, and because we get inspected by the food safety folks before every major event, I pressure-can my sauce at five pounds of pressure for fifteen minutes.”

“Sounds official, but I didn’t understand any of that.” Numbers she knew, people she knew, science, not so much.

“The steam inside this pot will cause the air to expand, which will raise the pressure of everything it touches. We’ll be able to measure the amount of pressure by watching this gauge.” She pointed to a little dial on top of the pot that looked like a speedometer. A thin red hand crept slowly up until it reached the five-pound marker.

“That’s as high as we want it to go, so I’ll lower the heat.” Hal twisted the stove knob to lessen the flow of gas to the burner. “We could also vent some steam through the top if we needed to, but that’s riskier and less exact.”

Quinn nodded. “What now?”

The furrow of concentration in Hal’s brow finally relaxed. “We dance.”

“Dance?”

“Ten-minute cleaning dance party. It’s a thing.” Hal hit a switch on her iPod dock, and Enrique Iglesias’s bass beat reverberated against every surface in the kitchen. Hal snatched a dishrag from the sink and bopped to the rhythm. She bounced around the kitchen, scrubbing spilled tomato sauce and spices as she went. “Come on, banker. You buttoned-up types always have the best moves.”

Quinn shook her head and leaned against the butcher-block island. “You’re crazy.”

“Sí, soy loco,” Hal affirmed and tossed another rag to her. “Do your part.”

“I’m only here to steal your business secrets.”

“And I’m showing them to you. That’s part of what I do.” She pointed to the stove. “And so is this.”

She rolled and rocked her hips to the music in a way that suggested Hal had salsa in her DNA. The move caused Quinn to wonder briefly about Hal’s nationality. Orion sounded Irish, but she certainly didn’t look it as she shook a shock of black hair off her deeply tan forehead, then turned around and dropped it like it was hot. Suddenly Hal’s ancestry was the last thing on her mind.

She bumped and ground her way past the length of the prep counter, scrubbing as she went. Quinn remained rooted in place, pleasantly hypnotized, watching her go, or more accurately, watching her ass. It was a perfect ass, high, firm, and—

Hal turned to catch her staring. She grinned and raised an eyebrow. “You know you want to.”

“I know nothing of the sort,” Quinn said abruptly. The heat that had been settling in her stomach now burned her cheeks. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“You do.” Hal inched closer, her hips still moving in a way Quinn couldn’t imagine employing, even after years of yoga. “You . . . want . . . to . . . dance.”

“Dance?” She exhaled heavily. “Wouldn’t it be more efficient if we focused on cleaning?”

“Sure,” Hal said, “but that kills all the joy. I’ve been trying to tell you all along, I don’t bow to your god of efficiency. I do what I do because I love it.”

“I enjoy what I do, too.”

“Enjoy, maybe, but love?”

“I feel a great deal of pride in my accomplishments.”

“But do you feel the love, Quinn?”

“Love is a very strong word.”

Hal laughed and spun as the beat shifted with the start of Ricky Martin’s version of “Sexy and I Know It.” “That’s why we’ll never partner up.”

Quinn stiffened at the first reference Hal had ever made to their business association going beyond consulting. Or at least she thought she’d used the word partner in the business sense. Either way, it wasn’t a pretty summation. “Because I don’t dance?”

“Because you don’t ever do something just because it’s fun.”

“That’s a little rash. You don’t even know me.”

“Don’t I?” Hal asked. “What makes you think you’re the first banker in my life?”

Quinn pursed her lips. She wasn’t sure what bothered her more, that Hal kept making gross generalizations about her, or that she thought she’d met other women like her in the past. She wasn’t like the others. She wasn’t some cliché. “I’m not just some repressed banker. I have plenty of joy in my life.”

Hal danced up close behind her. Too close. Close enough that Quinn could feel the heat of her body when she whispered, “Show me.”

She didn’t shiver, at least not enough that anyone else would notice. The challenge had been issued in a low and almost sensual whisper, but it was a challenge, plain and simple. She didn’t like being challenged, not by anyone other than herself, and to dance of all things. She’d done more embarrassing things on the way up. She’d wined and dined men who’d tried to look down her blouse all night, she’d batted her eyelashes a time or two, she’d let sweaty palms hold hers in handshakes that went on too long not to be suggestive. Surely a little dance in a kitchen with a sexy, barefoot chef would be more enjoyable. Maybe that’s why she resisted Hal so hard—because dancing with her wouldn’t feel like some hoop she’d have to jump through.

Maybe it wouldn’t feel like business at all.

Anger flared up, replacing her misgivings. So she liked women. She found Hal attractive. She was human. But that didn’t have to make her dumb or weak. Contrary to what Hal thought, she did know what she liked, and she knew how to get it. She also knew what she didn’t like. She didn’t like other people telling her what to do. Even more than that, she hated allowing someone else to have the upper hand. She didn’t like feeling off balance. If anyone needed to be shaken up, she’d do the shaking. And if Hal wanted to open the door to a sexier, more personal place, Quinn wouldn’t simply follow along, she would lead.

She reached behind Hal, catching hold of the belt loop on her jeans and backing up against her so close she could feel Hal’s breasts press against her. She let the contact register only a second, giving them each a taste, but not enough time to get comfortable. Then she turned slowly until she was looking down into Hal’s deep brown eyes. She noted her dilating pupils and hoped briefly that the reaction to their sudden proximity prevented Hal from noticing similar tells in her own body language.

“I do dance, but not on command, fryboi.” She tossed the dishrag back to Hal. “I don’t know what kind of bankers you’ve met before, but you’re going to have to work a lot harder if you want to see my moves.”

She pushed off as nonchalantly as possible, then quickly crossed the kitchen and wiped a spot of tomato sauce off the knob of the stove. Casual. That’s how she needed to come across. Unaffected. Take that, Hal. Consider your bluff called. She waited a minute or two to let her challenge sink in until the timer on the stove sounded, then slipping back into the comfort of business mode said, “You’re ten minutes are up. I think your dance party is over.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Hal pushed the off button on the iPod and straightened her shoulders. “Let’s get back to work.”




Chapter Seven

“So she didn’t dance for you?” Sully laughed almost hysterically. “The mighty fryboi charm rebuffed. Is that a first for you?”

This was exactly why she hadn’t told Sully a week ago about Quinn’s little . . . what? Flirting? Challenge? Brush off? All of the above and at the same time not quite any one of them? She was still torn and confused and unable to shake Quinn’s voice, low and sexy in her ears . . . you’re going to have to work a lot harder if you want to see my moves. Maybe that’s why she’d finally caved and told Sully about the encounter.

“I don’t know that I got rebuffed.”

“Sounds like you did. You tried cooking with gas, and she blew out the flame.”

“She didn’t just blow it out. That’s not right.” Not when she could still feel the press of Quinn’s linen-clad ass pinned against the zipper of her jeans. “She doused the fire with gasoline and danced in the flames for a few seconds only to hit it with an ice cannon.”

“I still don’t really get what sparked all this, though.” Sully rubbed her forehead. “Last I heard you were convinced she was some sort of soulless corporate raider.”

“I never said anything that harsh.” They moved around the quiet truck with ease and familiarity as they waited for the Friday evening college crowd to stream out of Buff State and down Elmwood Avenue. “We had some really nice moments together before I got too comfortable.”

“But when we talked last week, she was the one trying to get cozy, and you turned down her advances in favor of focusing on business. Then you went all bump and grind, which makes you just as crazy as her.”

She didn’t want to check the math on that equation. “She confuses me. There are times when she seems like she gets it, like she really sees the value in what I’m doing, and I feel an honest connection with her. Then I let down my guard, take your advice to play around a little, but it always comes back to her wrecking me.”

“On purpose?”

The question struck the heart of what bothered her most about Quinn. “On my more generous days, I’m not sure she knows what she’s doing, but other times, I worry she’s toying with me like some yo-yo on a string. She gets sweet then sharp, open then calculating. She plays both roles so well I can’t tell which one is genuine and which one is for show.”

“What if they’re both genuine?” Sully asked.

“What if they’re both for show?”

Sully silently folded her red handkerchief into a headband and tied it to hold her hair away from her face. She didn’t seem to have a snappy comeback handy, which was rare.

“Maybe I should just end this consulting gig now,” Hal mumbled.

“Cut her off?” Sully’s eyes widened. “Not see her at all anymore?”

Did she really not want to see Quinn anymore? No, the little twinge in her chest at the thought of Quinn’s body brushing against hers said she didn’t want to cut off contact completely, but sometimes what she wanted to do and what she needed to do didn’t match up. “Yeah, I guess so.” Sully’s newly uncovered brow furrowed, and Hal’s resolve wavered. “I mean, she’s confusing, right?”

“I guess.”

“And a little inconsistent, ya know? All business one minute, then sexy and ‘you have to work harder to see my moves’ the next. It’s like she doesn’t even know what she wants.”

“What about what you want?”

“I want to keep things simple,” Hal said quickly, but then hesitated. “Right?”

“Maybe she’s not the kind of woman who does simple.”

“Yeah. Wait, what? You were the one who told me to relax and have fun.”

“Yeah, I know, but now I’m not so sure.” Sully lit the burners under Cheesy Does It’s main griddle. “She’s kind of high maintenance.”

That was the second time Sully had used that term to describe Quinn. Maybe Sully was right, but Hal couldn’t shake the feeling that Quinn was more than some executive diva. She certainly had high standards, but so did Hal. Quinn went after what she wanted, and she didn’t seem to care who else she dragged along, but she hadn’t really asked Hal to do anything she wasn’t comfortable with. Well, the whole open-a-restaurant thing got pretty pushy right off, but since she dropped the hard sell, she’d followed Hal’s lead with the shopping and the cooking. They had worked well together at times. She seemed eager to help and learn, and she didn’t shy away from putting in the extra effort. Except in regards to fun. But could she really call it fun if it required extra effort?

God, this was exactly what she was talking about. Everything with Quinn swung like a pendulum on steroids, and it wasn’t just her anymore. Now even Sully had flip-flopped for no apparent reason.

“I’ve got another meeting with her tomorrow,” Hal said, pulling the butter out of the cooler and laying out a stack of bread slices. “She wants me to look at some defunct restaurant for sale. Maybe if she loves it, she’ll take the leap and buy it, then move on to some other poor chef she can actually employ full-time.”

“Hey, actually, we should talk about tomorrow,” Sully said.

“She told me to clear my schedule all afternoon and evening, but I don’t think it’ll take more than an hour. She’ll probably pick the place apart.” Hal laughed. “Maybe you’re right about the high maintenance thing. I should probably cut the cord.”

“Dude, really, I—” Sully rubbed her hands over her face. “Tomorrow, there’s some bullshit, and if you’d told me sooner about what happened—”

A heavy metallic knock sounded at the back door of the truck.

“We’re not open yet!” Sully shouted harsher than warranted, and Hal froze.

“It’s me, Ian. I’m ready for work.” His voice was hesitant, nervous. “I could come back later.”

“No, sorry,” Sully said, heading for the door, but Hal caught her by the arm.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I mean”—she nodded to the door—“not in front of the kid.”

“Wait, which is it? Nothing? Or not in front of the kid?”

Sully shifted from one foot to the other and pressed her lips together, then shook her head. “It’s nothing. I’m just tired. Everything will be fine.”

Hal didn’t believe her. Sully didn’t shake easily; if she was holding back there had to be a reason, but they didn’t push each other. They’d been friends long enough and seen enough shit, both together and on their own, to respect each other’s right to silence. Everything always came out eventually. Maybe that’s what she needed to tell herself about all the chaos in her head right now. She didn’t have to have the answers all at once.
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“I need everything to be perfect,” Quinn said to Sully and Ian. “Sully, you’re in charge of everything. Do you still have my credit card on you?”

Sully folded her arms and leaned against the industrial-sized fridge. “I didn’t sell it for drug money, if that’s what you mean.”

“No, that wasn’t at all what I meant,” Quinn said calmly. “I’m just making sure you had it on your person so that if we ran low on anything you could go get more without having to spend any of your own money.”

“This place is already stocked to the fucking stainless steel rafters,” Sully said, the harsh edge in her voice laced with awe. “What are you going to do if she walks out?”

“We’ll donate the food to a soup kitchen and write it off on our taxes,” she said without pause.

“Do you always have a plan B?”

“Yes,” Quinn and Ian said in unison.

“But it doesn’t matter,” she continued. “Because she’s not going to walk.”

“Are you always so sure of yourself?”

“Yes,” she and Ian responded again, but she’d offered that affirmative as much for her benefit as Sully’s.

“Ian, will you go check the table settings?”

“Again?”

“Yes, again.”

“You know, if you want to talk to Sully alone, all you have to do is say so. Or you could distract me with a bouncy ball like you used to when I was three.”

“I don’t have a bouncy ball, so go check the silverware while I talk to Sully alone.”

He shook his head but didn’t argue as he pushed through the swinging door of the commercial-grade kitchen and out into the empty restaurant.

“What’s your problem?” Quinn snapped.

“My problem?” Sully fired back. “You’re the one biting my head off.”

“Because you’ve got a smart remark for everything.”

Sully snorted. “Have you met me, lady? That’s kind of my thing.”

“Don’t call me ‘lady,’ and being a smart-ass wasn’t your thing when we set this up.”

“Oh no.” Sully pushed off the fridge and started to pace around the large open space. “We didn’t set this up. You did.”

“I ran the idea by you first.”

“You told me what you intended to do. You didn’t exactly ask my permission.”

That was a legitimate point.

The pop-up restaurant idea occurred to her after Hal admitted her big food truck weakness was oven space. She mentioned the plan to Sully only after she’d already secured the venue, but that had been a week ago, and she hadn’t been hard to convince. She’d practically vaulted onto the bandwagon when Quinn mentioned her desire to give something back to Hal for all her help.

Why the sudden attack of conscience now? Did Sully share her misgivings about Hal’s reactions to having something so big sprung on her, or had something else changed in the last few days? They’d both known Hal would be hesitant to agree to the plan ahead of time. That’s why they’d decided not to mention it. Of course she had other motives, but they weren’t sinister. She didn’t want to blow her shot at a once-in-a-lifetime night with the chef, but she’d also wanted it to be a nice surprise. She didn’t want Hal to worry or stress, or to make too big a deal of things. She liked the idea of giving her a chance to enjoy a full kitchen for one night. Hal deserved a place to play and experiment without limits, and Quinn had the ability to give her those things. What was so wrong with that? “Nothing.”

“What?” Sully asked, looking up as if she’d forgotten Quinn was there.

“Nothing,” she snapped, then took a deep breath. She had to calm down. She’d been jittery all week. Between executing plans for the pop-up and trying to shake the feeling of Hal pressed against her, she bounced wildly from feeling competent and in charge to acting like a hormone-laced teenager. She’d almost called the whole thing off at least four times, but the one argument she’d always come back to was that Sully had been on board with the whole idea. Every time she thought she may have crossed a line, either professionally by setting up the pop-up, or personally by teasing Hal in the kitchen, she used Sully’s support as an emotional divining rod. They had to present a unified front.

She took several deep breaths and straightened her shoulders, then in her most level professional voice she said, “We have to pull it together. We’re doing the right thing, or at the very least a good thing.”

Sully stopped pacing and raised her eyebrows. “Are we?”

“Yes. We want Hal to have every opportunity she deserves. We’re going to present the options. Let her see what she can really have, what she can really do. Then we’ll leave the choice up to her. No pressure.”

Sully raised her hand and gestured around the room. “This feels like a lot of pressure to me.”

Quinn expelled a heavy breath and turned in a slow circle. The kitchen was a lot more than she’d originally envisioned. When she’d rented the vacant restaurant in the up-and-coming Hertel neighborhood of Buffalo, it hadn’t looked like much. She’d had her doubts when the owner had assured her all the space needed was a good scrubbing, but after she spent several hundred dollars on custodians and cleaning supplies, the place sparkled. And with all the extra trash and debris in the dumpster out back, it seemed bigger, too.

But not too big.

Not too flashy.

Who was she kidding, the space was cavernous and glittering and intimidating. Oh God, what had she done? “I just wanted her to have some extra ovens,” she said meekly.

Sully nodded. “I know. Me too.”

“Do you think she’s going to believe us?”

Sully shook her head. “She doesn’t trust you.”

The jab stung like wasps under her skin, mostly because she knew it was true. “But she trusts you?”

“She did.”

“And you trust me?”

Sully’s hesitation told her everything she needed to know. “All right, then. I guess it’s good to know where I stand.”

“Quinn . . .” Sully’s voice softened.

“No, it’s fine.”

“It’s just . . . she doesn’t trust anybody.”

“She trusts you. She trusts Ian. What is it about me she finds so . . .” Quinn pursed her lips. “You know what, never mind. Doesn’t matter. This is business. It’s better to keep those lines clear-cut. I’m starting a restaurant. I need a chef to put this place through her paces. I shouldn’t have tried to make it anything more personal.”

“But it was more personal for you?” Sully asked.

The question pressed against her chest. Personal was complicated and dangerous. Personal left her confused and vulnerable. Personal got in the way of her goals. Maybe she’d forgotten that for a few minutes, maybe she’d liked spending time with Hal, maybe she’d even harbored the hope of something more for one fleeting moment, but hope hadn’t changed the reality of the situation. If anything, it led her into this risky business situation, and for what? Sully all but admitted there was nothing she could do to prove herself worthy, and why should she even care anyway? “It doesn’t matter now.”

“I think it does.” Sully pushed. “I think it matters a lot.”

“Not to the bottom line. Now, please excuse me. I have some damage control to run.” She took a few steps, then stopped. Her vision tinged red around the edges. If Hal and Sully wanted to paint her as the emotionless cyborg, she could play the part.

“Ian! Get the chef on the phone,” she shouted before turning back to Sully.

“What are you going to do?”

Quinn shrugged as she heard the swinging door whoosh open behind her. “What I should have done from the beginning. I’m going to tell Hal.”
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“Tell me what?”

Hal wasn’t sure what she’d walked in on, but the tension in the room was thick enough to make even the huge kitchen feel confining. It radiated from both Sully and Quinn as they spun to face her. They both stared for a long, heavy second, then looked to each other.

“What’s the matter?”

Sully nodded to Quinn, who lifted her chin and smoothed the lapels of her navy blazer. She looked so deliciously buttoned up and formal with her fair hair pulled back in a long, elegant French braid and a hint of pink in her cheeks. “Hello, Hal. This is the kitchen I wanted you to try out for me.”

“Sure. Looks impressive . . . wait, try out? I thought you wanted me to check it out?”

“Same thing,” Quinn said evenly, a chill in her voice. “You wouldn’t buy a car without test driving it first.”

The logic made a certain amount of sense, but if Quinn just wanted her to make a couple of sandwiches, why was she acting so weird? Defensive even. And why was Sully here? “So you want me to cook you something?”

“No, you’ll be cooking for customers.”

“What, like your friends?”

“It’s a pop-up, dude,” Sully blurted out.

“A what?”

“A pop-up.” Quinn once again took the reigns. “A temporary restaurant, in our case, one night only. Tonight actually. We blast the information on social media—”

“I know what a pop-up is.” Hal cut her off. “I just don’t remember signing up for one.”

“You signed up to help me choose a new restaurant, and this is part of the process,” Quinn said coolly.

Hal stared at her blankly while her brain caught up to the words. They spun around in a jumble until one by one they fell into place. “Did you say tonight?”

“Yes.” Quinn looked at her watch. “In three hours.”

She turned to Sully. “Is she kidding?”

“No.” The word was flat, resigned, not angry.

Why wasn’t Sully angry? Had the audacity of Quinn’s scheme not sunk in yet? Hal rolled her head back, trying to loosen the tension building there along with the realization that Sully wasn’t acting surprised because she simply wasn’t. “Right. Great. This was it then?”

“What?” Quinn asked.

Hal kept her focus on Sully. She could only process one betrayal at a time, and hers was the bigger of the two. “This is the bullshit you were talking about in the truck yesterday?”

“No. I mean, yeah. Sort of, but when I heard the initial plan, it wasn’t like this. I mean it was, but different.”

“Yeah I bet. What did she promise you? I hope it was something better than money. No, that’s not her style. She probably made you think it was a gift. Something sweet for you? No, for me.” Hal’s laugh was bitter with both vindication and sadness that Quinn’s considerable powers of persuasion had been strong enough to break through even Sully’s ample shell of crass immaturity. If she’d gotten through to some softer side of her best friend, maybe Hal shouldn’t feel so bad about being duped into a false sense of security, too. “I guess I should say there’s no shame in getting beaten by a master.”

Sully’s face went pale, and she looked like she might be sick as she turned from Hal to Quinn and back again. “I’m sorry.”

“This isn’t her fault,” Quinn said. “I told her my plans in confidence. This was my idea, and I won’t apologize. I said from the beginning I wanted to open a restaurant, and I want to do so successfully. I hired you to help me, but you work at will, yours not mine. If you’re uncomfortable, I’m sure you can find the door. Clearly, I hope that’s not the case, but the choice is yours.” Quinn spun to leave the kitchen. There was something more she wasn’t saying. More surprises? Some secret stake? Or something more personal?

“What is your hope here, Quinn?” Hal asked.

She stopped, one hand on the door, and looked over her shoulder. “Excuse me?”

“I’m here now. You’ve got me. You won the round. Why not lay it all out? What do you really hope to accomplish?”

Quinn bit her lip as her chest rose and fell several times while she fought whatever instincts warred within her. Was she deciding between truth and a lie? The personal and professional? A want and a need? Or maybe safety and exposure? And did any of that even matter anymore? Finally she shrugged and said, “It’s just business, Hal.”

Then she let the door close behind her.

Hal braced her hands on the large prep counter and hung her head. She could walk. She probably should—that might teach Quinn a lesson. Except it wouldn’t. She clearly had a back-up plan. Even without her flip remark about finding the door, she would’ve known Quinn wouldn’t take a gamble like this without knowing she’d come out okay either way. Hell, she’d practically dared her to take the out. Sure, then she could paint Hal as the unreasonable one, the undependable one. She could spin her story like she always did so well.

“Did she already use my name?”

“Your name?” Sully asked.

“When she set up the media blast for this little shindig. Did she use my name?”

“Yeah. It hasn’t gone live yet, but the Art Voice, Buffalo Rising, Spree, they all have the write-up. They’re waiting on her word to launch.”

She took a deep breath in through her nose and out through her mouth. This event would be a test of more than her cooking skills, and if she failed, Quinn Banning wouldn’t be the name whispered across the Nickel City.

Straightening, she surveyed the room once more, this time more critically. This wasn’t her first time in a commercial kitchen, but it had been years, and never in one this nice. The stainless steel table she leaned against offered the biggest prep space she’d ever worked with. The ten-burner gas stove behind her sported both a traditional grill and a hibachi style cooktop. Around the corner an industrial-sized, three-bin sink gleamed, and beside it another, only slightly smaller, prep sink beckoned. The opposite wall held a freezer and a mammoth fridge, both recessed into the wall, but the final area held the holy grail of her fantasy kitchen: two full-sized double-deck gas convection ovens standing tall and proud beside a floor-to-ceiling stone deck pizza oven. She got a thrill just looking at them.

Ideas came unbidden to the front of her mind. They weren’t even recipes yet, just concepts, the kind she’d never even dared to write down, much less try. Her fingertips tingled at the possibilities.

“Go get our hostess.”

“Hal?” Sully asked.

“Go get her.”

“You don’t have to—”

“We’ve got three hours. That’s not enough time to argue. My best friend failed me today, I need my sous chef to step up.”

A muscle in Sully’s jaw twitched as she clearly clenched her teeth, but no further argument came. “Yes, Chef.”

Hal watched her go, then doubled over once again, crouching almost to the floor, her hands covering her mouth as she stifled a scream. God, how could they do this to her? After everything she’d worked for, everything she’d accomplished, every ounce of contentment she’d cultivated, they couldn’t give her any peace. No, they had to reach inside her and stoke an emotion she’d worked her whole life to hold in check: Want.

They’d rubbed and worked and fed the tiniest spark in her until it singed her chest and licked at her limbs, then they stood back and left her to burn. Years of memories rushed back, threatening to consume her like fire. The echoes both close and distant crackled in her ear. Doubts—her own and those planted by others—danced among the flames. Could she smother them?

She had to. She wasn’t a child or a slave. Quinn said so herself. Whether she meant it or not, Hal had the power here. The choice was hers.

So was the want.

And Sully was right not to spring this on her but to encourage her to take what she wanted. Everyone else in this scenario had.

Tonight she would do the same.

[image: ]

“She wants you back in there,” Sully said.

Quinn glanced up from the stack of papers she’d been staring at without seeing. All she could see was Hal, remember the way confusion faded into recognition that looked so much like betrayal as her dark eyes swung from Quinn to Sully. She felt her, too. Felt her body heat, the playful teasing—open like it had been as she danced up behind her—suddenly turn to ice, granite, steel. Would she ever see the other side of the walls she’d thrown up between them again? God, she wanted to. Why hadn’t she realized that until she’d lost the chance?

No. She couldn’t go back. She’d learned that lesson early in life. The only way to get back was to plow forward. “What’s the verdict?”

“I don’t know.”

She didn’t believe her. Maybe Hal hadn’t explicitly stated her intentions, maybe she wasn’t even speaking to Sully, but Sully knew her well enough to tell which way the ax was leaning. Obviously, she just had no intention of sharing that information with Quinn.

So be it then. They could close ranks, leaving her on the outside again. She should’ve expected as much. Who had she been trying to kid thinking she would ever be welcomed to the inner part of their circle? When she’d issued her challenge to Hal last week in her kitchen, she’d foolishly hoped Hal would rise to it. But if she wanted to withdraw, that was her prerogative. She’d enjoyed the sparring while it lasted, but she really only needed Hal to cook.

Hal pushed open the door. “We don’t have all day, people. Ian, you come too.”

All three of them jumped and strode quickly toward the kitchen like a group of schoolchildren properly scolded for tardiness. By the time Quinn cleared the door, Hal had already slid a bin of strawberries to Sully. “Fan ’em.”

“Yes, Chef.” Sully snapped to and grabbed a set of knives.

“Ian, there’s a side of flank steak in the fridge. I want it sliced in half-inch-thick strips.”

“Yes, Chef.”

Quinn watched her brother spring into action. It was like they were on one of those dramatic cooking shows where everyone scrambled around under some absurd time constraint meant to whip both contestants and viewers into a frenzy. Ian and Sully certainly jumped right in. She, on the other hand, remained rooted to her spot while they rushed around her. Would she be given a job, or made to wait and watch, another reminder she wasn’t a real part of this team?

Hal stood in the center of the room surveying her crew and their tools until satisfied they were working to her specifications, then slowly turned to regard Quinn with a detached stare.

Quinn returned the focus, allowing herself to really see her for the first time since the situation exploded. Hal wore loose-fitting, dark jeans and a gray Henley, a pair of silver-rimmed aviator sunglasses perched atop her coal-black hair. The look was sheer cool, with an edge in her eyes: anger, disillusionment, and resolve. Quinn willed herself not to wilt under her gaze. If the look was meant to intimidate, she’d show no signs of it working, and if she was under inspection, she planned to pass muster. “How can I be of service, Chef?”

“Get ahold of whoever you leaked your press releases to,” Hal said. “Tell them to incorporate the information that we’re running a prix fixe menu.”

Quinn started to open her mouth, then closed it. She’d wanted more options, and Hal likely knew that. She was being tested as much as Hal tonight. If she had any hope of salvaging her plan to set the chef at the head of her restaurant venture, she had to prove she could remain hands off in the kitchen.

“Our inspiration is the start of berry season: hip, fresh, but not light,” Hal continued. “No one leaves hungry. First course, strawberry and steak salad, followed by shredded pork tenderloin in a mixed berry reduction sauce served over a cheddar potato parsnip mash. To finish, we have a crisp-crust, goat-cheese pizza with raspberries, blackberries, and blueberries drizzled in a swirl of chocolate and honey.”

Quinn pulled out her tablet and made a few notes, her heart beating rapidly. God, the menu sounded amazing. And Hal had intuitively grasped the feel of the situation. Their audience would be young to middle aged, single, trendy, but not clichéd. Just slightly left of center, but not too far out. She’d give them foods they knew with just enough twist to keep things fresh. Different without being odd. Best of all, Hal was ready to cook. Could this really work? “Excellent.”

“I assume you have a wait staff or servers?”

“Absolutely, they will all be here one hour before we open.”

“Get me Joey Lang from the Elmwood Coffee Shop to orchestrate them and to act as liaison between the kitchen and the customers. Pay her whatever she asks.”

Quinn pressed her lips together. She’d handpicked her servers, and she hadn’t budgeted for another employee. She’d anticipated being in charge of all personnel issues outside the kitchen. Then again, now was not the time to argue. “Done.”

“What about kitchen staff?”

“Sully ran point on that. She’s got a crew on standby waiting for your directions.”

Hal glanced across the kitchen. “Sous chef, you heard the menu?”

“Yes, Chef.”

“I run the meat, the marinades, and the pizza crusts,” Hal said curtly. “Get your team in place to handle the rest.”

“Yes, Chef.”

Then turning back to Quinn, she lowered her voice. “They get paid scale for this.”

“Of course.” It burned a little to think Hal felt the need to say that. “As does the wait staff.”

“You and I make nothing.”

“Sure,” Quinn agreed before the words sunk in. “Wait, what?”

“Not a penny of profit from this.” Hal’s voice was laced with so much gravel Quinn fought not to shudder. “You cover your expenses, you donate the rest to the Food Bank of Western New York.”

“Hal, the money is my domain. I’ve made that abundantly clear.”

“And I am making myself abundantly clear. This is a charity event, or it’s off.”

Quinn watched Hal’s dark irises swirl with a swarm of emotion she couldn’t read. Still, she recognized an iron will when she saw one. As much as she didn’t want to surrender one ounce of financial control, she preferred losing a single battle to ending the entire war before it ever began. At least they were playing ball again. She preferred fiery Hal to silent one. And the idea wasn’t as bad as a walkout. The press would be favorable, and the tax write-off sizeable. Plus, childhood hunger was one of her pet issues, not that Hal would believe her if she said so now. Still, it set a bad precedent for her to roll over too easily. She needed to make Hal think about her threat for a minute.

“What makes you so sure we’re even going to make money tonight?”

“You wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble unless you felt sure we would.”

At least Hal had a high opinion of her business acumen if not her personal ethics. “You do know I expected the business end to be my responsibility.”

“And I expected the common courtesy of being asked before you whored out my name.”

Point taken, and rather harshly. The color rising in her cheeks now wasn’t for show. “Fine.”

“Forgive me for wanting a little more clarification, but I’d like things spelled out very clearly between us from now on.”

“The pop-up is a charity event,” Quinn said coolly. “We cover our debts and donate the rest in its entirety.”

“And the kitchen is mine?”

“All yours.”

“Then, excuse me. I have work to do.”

Hal spun on her heel without so much as another glance.

Thoroughly dismissed, and all but told to get out of the kitchen, Quinn decided to follow her example and set to work doing what she did best. The lines were clearly drawn, and while she would’ve preferred to be on the same side as Hal, at the end of the day all that mattered was making the pop-up successful. Her social skills and Hal’s culinary genius would all but guarantee a win if they stayed focused. The ache in her chest for something more would go unheeded and unexamined until the work was done.




Chapter Eight

The night had flown by. She’d stayed clear of the kitchen until just before opening and even then only checked in to make sure Hal required nothing else from her. After receiving another curt reminder that she didn’t belong in the kitchen, she retreated once more to the front.

The first trickle of curious customers arrived only minutes after five, and Quinn found her footing quickly. The initial visitors were mostly local to the neighborhood and eager to see who’d taken over the empty space. She chatted with them easily, explaining the concept of a pop-up and gushing about the menu prepared by their illustrious chef. Five minutes in, she had no doubt they would’ve gladly eaten their dinner out of the palm of her hand. By the end of the first seating, they had a twenty-minute wait for tables. She had to turn her phone off vibrate because it kept rattling on the hostess stand due to the alerts she got every time someone tagged the pop-up in a tweet. Social media in Buffalo blazed with photos of their restaurant and, more frequently, their food.

Hal’s food.

The novelty of something new in Buffalo always sent the rumor mill spinning, but Quinn harbored no illusions about what brought in the most people. The famous food-truck chef gone official was too intriguing to pass up. Soon groups began to roll in from the Southtowns—bored young suburban couples and hipster newlyweds, followed by yuppies who had been lured away from Canalside and downtown. All of them came looking for Hal, and none of them left disappointed.

As the evening wore on, the excitement never wavered. Even after nine o’clock, cameras still clicked and phone screens flashed, signifying another rave review sent off into cyberspace. By now, the crowd consisted of mostly students from UB and Buff State. They’d been the last to arrive but brought with them the largest numbers. Everywhere, tables had been pushed together into long rows, and food passed freely from one person to the next. Pizza with salad, more of the shredded pork after dessert. It looked more like a banquet hall or a large family gathering than a restaurant. Connected, vibrant, communal, the feel appealed to Quinn as much as it did to the students, and as two middle-aged couples walked in, she made a snap decision not to change a thing.

“Welcome to our little experiment,” she said brightly.

“We just left the movies and heard some people talking about your new place. We had to come see what all the fuss was about,” one of the women said, her arm looped loosely through her husband’s.

His barrel chest puffed out. “We usually go to the Olive Garden.” He sounded less enthusiastic as he surveyed the clutter of younger bodies.

“We appreciate you giving us a try,” Quinn said. “We’re bringing something new to the table, both the food and the way it’s served. We are open only tonight, and we’ve got a three-course preset menu.”

“You don’t get any choices?” the other man asked. He was taller, wiry. He looked like a professor in his corduroy blazer, though it lacked the stereotypical elbow patches.

“Our chef selected the finest courses to celebrate the start of berry season in Western New York,” Quinn explained with the same level of enthusiasm she’d started the evening with.

“How exciting,” the first woman said to her female friend. “It’s like those fancy restaurants you hear about in New York or LA.”

Neither of the men looked as thrilled about that prospect. One of them finally voiced his concern. “Fruit for dinner?”

“Every course contains fruit, but let me assure you, this isn’t bird food. Our chef, Hal Orion, is known for running a food truck, and she hasn’t forgotten her blue-collar roots just because I wrangled her inside for one night.”

The guys still didn’t look convinced. They weren’t really her target market anyway. None of her business plans involved going after the Olive Garden crowd, and it’d be no big loss if they walked. The evening was already an astounding success. She felt no need to lay on the hard sell. And yet, she didn’t like to lose, not when she’d already done the hard part of getting them through the door. It was one thing to let go of a possibility in the hypothetical, but now she’d seen them, met them, looked them in the eye. They were real, and they were close, and she wouldn’t give up on them without a fight.

“Would you like to meet the chef, maybe see what she’s working on? I’m sure that would put your mind at ease.”

“Oh, Darrell,” the quieter of the two women exclaimed, “I’ve never met a chef before.”

She was clearly on the hook, and now even her husband seemed vaguely interested. No doubt the idea of something exclusive appealed to him. Finally Mr. Barrel Chest nodded. “Why not?”

Quinn motioned for them to follow her between a row of tables. Why not indeed, except, of course, the little matter of Hal’s rule that she keep out of the kitchen.

Suddenly her palms pricked with sweat. Was she crossing a line? Breaking the promise to leave that space entirely to Hal? No, surely giving a quick tour didn’t rank on the same level as making a decision without her input. And yet, it certainly didn’t err on the side of caution either.

She caught Joey Lang’s blue eyes as they neared the heavy swinging door. Maybe she should pass the customers off to her. Bringing her in had certainly been a good move on Hal’s part. She was young and attractive, soft-spoken, with a confidence that came from doing her job well. She’s handled the wait staff calmly and efficiently, and given the ease with which she moved between the dining room and the kitchen, she was equally well received in both places.

Quinn tried not to let any of that bother her. Maybe at one point she’d hoped to play that role herself, maybe she’d even looked forward to popping into the kitchen for a bit of the fast-paced banter Hal always dished up, but she’d served a more important purpose up front. And part of that purpose involved reeling in customers, which was exactly what she planned to do with the group following her now.

Squaring her shoulders, she breezed as casually as possible past Joey and pushed through the door, holding it open for the others to follow. Immediately they were assaulted by a whirl of activity. Skillets sizzled and steamed on the stove, Ian grabbed a handful of gorgonzola cheese and crumbled it in his big hand over several bowls of salad. Sully shouted for one of the line cooks to ready a space for the pizza she’d levered out of the oven on a large wooden peel. They all worked diligently, paying the newcomers not a second’s notice, and Quinn gave them little more in return. Instinctively, her eyes sought out the dark ones she’d last seen churning with emotion.

Hal froze, a large roasting pan of pork in her heat-resistant gloved hands, just steps from the upright open. Her lips pressed into a tight line as she registered first Quinn’s presence, then the people behind her.

“Chef Orion,” she greeted warmly. “We won’t get in your way, but these lovely people just came from the movie theater, and they wanted to see what you’d worked up for their dinners tonight.”

Hal raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. Her expression gave no sign of anger or annoyance, nor did it convey joy or amusement. Honestly, other than the eyebrows she remained impassive, emotionless, leaving Quinn unsure how to proceed. She couldn’t read a blank page, so she turned back to the customers.

“I think you gentlemen expressed concerns about us trying to feed you seeds and greens.”

“We’re not fans of rabbit food,” Barrel Chest cut in.

One corner of Hal’s mouth quirked up. “You’ll find none of that here. Unless, of course, it’s covered in steak.”

“Steak?”

“Yes, sir,” Hal said, turning to set the roasting pan on the prep table. “Right in the first course.”

The men gave her a grudging nod of respect.

“Then you’re going to move into a big pile of shredded meat atop a mash that’s mostly potatoes and cheese.”

Quinn marveled at the way Hal sparked to life. She’d quickly transitioned from totally focused to shooting the shit amicably, and she knew her audience, too. When she’d laid out the menu for Quinn, she’d described that same dish in a very different way. She hadn’t changed what she was serving. She simply changed the way she sold it so her customers were convinced it was exactly what they wanted all along. It was a skill Quinn could appreciate.

“And dessert is included with the meal.”

“Dessert?” the women asked in stereo.

Hal shifted her attention to them with a twinkle in her eye and a broadening smile. Quinn felt them begin to melt, and damned if she could blame them. Sometime since she’d left, Hal had traded her Henley for her standard chef’s coat with the sleeves ripped out. Her biceps shone from either sweat or steam, and her one rakish tuft of hair stuck to her forehead just over her right eye. She looked part chef, part biker, and part pirate. The Orion appeal Quinn had heard so much about, first on the grapevine and then in the Spree article, practically oozed out of her. Her first instinct was relief, cresting fast through her chest at the sight of Hal’s former exuberance superseding her anger. However, that wave was followed quickly by a wash of jealousy at the realization that Hal hadn’t gone emotionally void with anyone but her. If anything, her voice held more feeling than it had in weeks as she said, “Ladies, leave your husbands to hover over the roast pork a moment, and run away with me to the other side of the kitchen.”

The women didn’t even wait until the end of the sentence before they followed Hal as if she’d just invited them to Paris. “I handmade this crust, and it’s been rising for an hour, just waiting for you to come along and order it. As soon as you do, I’m going to bake it until it gets crisp on the bottom but soft on the top. Then I’m going to slather the whole thing in a rich chévre, sprinkle it with fresh, ripe berries, then drizzle it with a swirl of dark chocolate and sweet honey, just for you.”

Quinn rolled her eyes and stifled the urge to offer the women a handkerchief to wipe the drool from their chins. She couldn’t take any more of the intimacy in that low, rich voice, at least not as long as it was directed at someone else.

She cleared her throat. “So, has Chef Orion sold you on our menu yet?”

Hal glanced up at the sharp rap of Quinn’s business voice ringing across the metal and tile of the kitchen. She allowed herself to really look at her for the first time since they’d staked their battleground earlier in the evening. Her eyes were still bright and her cheeks rosy, but her smile had grown tight, tense. She held a menu clasped in front of her with both hands as she gently worried the paper edge dull. To an outsider the little tick would likely go unnoticed, but Hal wondered if it signified nerves. Surely she wasn’t afraid of failure at this point in the night. They’d seen a steady stream of orders for more than four hours.

“I’m sold,” one of the women said.

The men weren’t as exuberant, but they didn’t seem to have any complaints either.

“Good then, let’s find you a seat and leave the chef to her domain,” Quinn said, backing toward the door. The others followed, and just before they disappeared, she said loudly enough to be heard over the clamor of cooking instruments, “We won’t interrupt her again.”

Ah, so there’s the rub. Her nerves stemmed from her intrusion into Hal’s space. In that case—good. Quinn should feel the need to tread lightly here. The rush of work and the pulse of adrenaline through her veins had helped her push her anger aside, but they hadn’t squelched it. Every time she’d felt a rush of exhilaration or the thrill of accomplishment, hell even in her most basic moments of unadulterated joy in cooking, she could never completely lose the twinge of betrayal. At times like this when she let herself dwell on the situation for more than a few seconds, the darkness threatened to consume her. The refrain of “how could they?” constantly echoed through her mind, occasionally raging so loudly she had to clench her fists to keep from screaming.

“Chef?”

She blinked a few times to clear the haze of red from her vision to see Ian standing in front of her.

“What?”

“We’re almost out of spinach. We have enough for only ten, maybe fifteen more salads.”

“Okay.” She checked her watch. That would likely get them until after ten o’clock if the pace continued to slow. Most restaurants in this area closed their doors by eleven, so cutting off new orders by ten would put them close to that mark. Not bad for a first run. Next time, though, they’d—

A cold sweat rose across the back of her neck.

That thought, the one she’d barely caught, was the reason this whole situation hurt most. There would be no next time. She couldn’t count on that. She couldn’t even let herself wish for it. That was the real danger in women like Quinn, and the reason why she couldn’t forget even for a minute that she had to put a stop to all of this.

That resolve carried her out of the kitchen and between tables as she strode blindly toward the sound of Quinn’s voice near the front door. She finally spotted her saying goodnight to a group of male students in Buff State T-shirts.

She stood back long enough to watch her interact with them. Something she’d just said made one of the boys blush and another laugh. She laughed with them, tilting her head back as the soft sound rolled out of her. Hal’s breath caught in her chest. Quinn looked so natural, so relaxed, so decidedly different from everything she’d proven herself to be, but even now, knowing what she knew about her, Hal had to fight not to get swept up in her.

“Hal,” she said, her smile fading to a duller, more polite version. “I mean, Chef Orion.”

“Oh hey, it’s the fryboi,” one of the guys shouted, and people all around them turned to see her.

“Hey, Fryboi, can I get a selfie?” one of the others asked, jumping forward with his phone already in his outstretched arm.

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

The entire group crowded around her, and the little flashbulb went off before she really had a chance to smile.

“Awesome,” the guy said, slapping her on the back. “You look fierce, all intense and shit.”

“Yeah, just like her food,” another added.

Hal smiled in spite of her reason for coming out here. These guys knew nothing about what had gone on behind the scenes of the popup. They only knew they’d been served a good meal in a cool venue from a chef who came across as all intense and shit.

“Can we get one too?” She turned to see the request had come from the women Quinn had brought into the kitchen. They were sitting at the end of a long row of tables, smashed up against a group of college-age hipsters, but the arrangement didn’t seem to bother them as they thrust their camera toward a young woman. “Here, honey, press that button in the middle.”

This time Hal tried not to smile, but she thought her amusement might have shown through. Everywhere cameras clicked. People smiled and shook her hand. Conversations flowed happily, and food . . . the food tied everything together. Her chest filled with pride. It strained at her ribs like helium filled a balloon, lifting it as it went. The dishes she created and brought to life pulled them in, gave them a shared experience, provided something to connect over. Friends and strangers. She brought all these people to these tables. Well, she and Quinn.

Quinn.

Everything came back to her. Hal met her eyes—blue, searching, questioning.

“What is it?” Quinn finally asked.

Hal took a deep breath and steeled herself against a wave of disappointment second only to the first one she’d experienced this evening. Then she said, “Shut it down.”
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Quinn locked the front door behind the last server. A table of students had lingered long after the last plate of food arrived, allowing them time to buss everything from the dining room except a few plates and cups. As soon as the customers finished, she’d paid the wait staff out of her earnings, making sure to give Joey Lang even more than planned after learning she was a recent graduate of the college that had sent them so much of their business. Quinn didn’t find the connection coincidental.

Slowly, the few line cooks Sully had called in emerged from the kitchen, and she settled up with them as well, trying to do the math in her head. Their exit left only Sully, Hal, and Ian. Should she join them? Was she welcome? Probably not, but that didn’t mean her presence wasn’t expected at some point. She could pay Ian at home, but if nothing else she’d have to settle up with Sully, and likely face Hal.

She didn’t want the night to end, and for all the wrong reasons. The money had been amazing. The publicity, too. If she wanted financial backers now, she’d have no trouble securing them, but for some reason, none of those factors did much more than float through the back of her mind. As she lingered in the empty dining room, her thoughts returned to the moments when laughter had filled this place. Glasses clinked, cameras clicked, the aroma of roasted pork mingled with the fragrance of fresh fruit, and in the middle of it all stood Hal Orion. She’d been glorious, and every bit as adept at working the crowd as she was at commanding the kitchen.

Quinn found her attractive. She didn’t see any reason to deny it. The woman’s dark, brooding good looks suited her, but her smile offered a brilliant contrast that went beyond sensual to something bigger, something deeper, something that made Quinn’s breath catch almost painfully in her throat. She’d realized her desire for this woman went far beyond the reach of her business sense, but she’d yet to decide what that meant, much less what she wanted to do about it.

“Quinn?” Ian asked, suddenly standing very close. How had she not seen him come in? “You okay?”

“Yes, of course.” She forced a smile at her baby brother. He’d been so much more than a kid tonight. She’d have to tell him how much she appreciated the young man he’d become, sometime when Sully wasn’t standing behind him. “Everything done in the kitchen?”

“Yeah, we’re going to knock off for the night. Sully’s giving me a ride home.”

“Thank you,” Quinn said, looking past him to her, “for everything.”

Sully shrugged.

So that’s where they stood now. She supposed following the if-you-don’t-have-something-nice-to say-don’t-say-anything-at-all rule was better than telling her where to go. Would Hal employ the same strategy? She hoped not.

“Let me get the cash box and pay you—”

“No.” Sully cut her off. “No money.”

“God, what’s with you people and not getting paid?” Quinn’s exasperation seeped into her tone. “When Ian and I worked the truck, you paid us. Why not let me settle my debts the same way?”

“Because your debt is bigger than that,” Sully snapped. “You need to pay it, Quinn, but not to me, and not like that.”

She opened her mouth to defend herself but no words would come. She had no defense, at least not one that mattered right now. Instead, she sighed. “Fine. Is she still in there?”

Sully nodded grimly.

“Okay. Have a good night.”

Ian couldn’t get the front door open fast enough, but Sully hesitated. Quinn felt her dark eyes on her, scrutinizing, questioning, judging. Did she hate her? Did she feel betrayed? Tricked? Used?

“Say it, Sully,” she said without looking up. “Whatever you have to say to make it okay for yourself, just say it.”

“There’s more to the story, for both of you. Maybe if you stop playing some character you wrote for yourself, she will too.”
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Hal stood with both arms braced on the edge of the sink, shoulders tense, head hung low. The front of her chef’s coat lay unbuttoned and open halfway down her chest, revealing a thin, white T-shirt. Her hair hung damp and tousled above her closed eyes. Quinn saw her as a prizefighter, victorious, but at great physical cost. Maybe emotional, too. She had the urge to go to her, to slip an arm around her waist, to bear some of the weight, to help her find rest, but could someone seek comfort in the person she held responsible for her turmoil? Was she even qualified to offer it?

“We’re done, Quinn,” Hal said without lifting her eyes.

Her chest trembled. “Okay. Go home. I’ll finish up here.”

“No,” Hal said. “I’m not talking about the pop-up. I mean everything.”

“Everything?”

“Everything. The lessons. The consulting. All of it. Me and you. It’s over. I’m out.”

The tremble grew into an ache, hot and hard. “I understand.”

Hal’s head snapped up, her eyes almost black with fury and pain. “You understand?”

“Yes.”

“No, you don’t. You can’t possibly understand. You can’t even begin to understand, or you wouldn’t have done this to me.”

“I should’ve been up front about what I needed from you tonight. You should have had more time, more control over the situation. I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

Hal shook her head. “More control? You see what I mean? You don’t get it. There is no control.”

“I had things under control,” Quinn defended. She may have made a great many mistakes, but lack of control was not among them.

“Not of me, Quinn. Never of me. You may have thought you did. You may have thought you could trade me and my skills the way you trade in dollars and bonds, but I’m not some commodity to be bought and sold.”

Hal stepped close, dangerously close. Quinn could feel the anger radiate off her in waves of heat, and she fought the urge to step back, but at least she understood that impulse. Less easy to comprehend was the desire to step forward, to touch her, to soothe her, to quiet the emotions ripping her apart, or else be consumed by them.

“My name is not for sale,” Hal raged on, only inches between them now. “I am not for sale.”

“I understand.” Quinn’s voice sounded strangled even to her own ears.

“Stop saying that. You don’t understand. How could someone like you ever understand someone like me?” She balled her hands into fists, but not before Quinn saw them shake.

“What is it, Hal?”

She shook her head and clenched her jaw.

“Tell me. Help me understand.”

Hal’s eyes grew wide, almost panicked.

“What don’t I understand?”

“What it’s like to . . . to . . . want.” Hal spun and faced the stove.

“To want what?”

“To want things that you can’t have. To see other people, to see them have it all. To have everything so close, laid out right in front of you and know it’s not yours. It’ll never be yours. Not really. Not when someone else can take it away.”

“Hal.” She needed more. Nothing made sense. What was happening to the strong, capable woman who’d bent nature to her will and held a room full of people wrapped around her tiniest finger.

“Do you know how hard I’ve worked, Quinn?” Her laugh came out like a sob. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. You don’t know. You’ve never lain awake at night in a bed that wasn’t really yours. You never stood in a kitchen watching people eat food knowing that it would still be there tomorrow but you might not be.”

Her breath came in short bursts, making her shoulders rise and fall rapidly. Whatever unknown force ripped at her was tearing at Quinn’s chest now, too. A darkness she couldn’t see out of seemed to surround them both. Had she done this to them, to her?

“Hal, I mean it. I can’t undo what I did earlier, but I will do anything now. Just tell me what you want.”

“Want?” Hal shouted, then covered her face with her hands. “People like me can’t want.”

People like her? She put her hand on Hal’s shoulder just wanting to connect, to soothe, but Hal spun. The force of the moment or maybe the force of the anguish in her eyes made Quinn stumble back, the low heel of one shoe slipping on the slick tile. She felt like she’d lost her emotional balance the moment Hal had walked through the door tonight, but now her physical equilibrium failed her too. Falling, she reached out, grabbing fruitlessly as she went.

Then suddenly Hal’s hand clasped her elbow, tightly, roughly, hauling her up and toward her. They stared at each other, eyes wide, breath shared, hot and heavy. She watched, mesmerized, as Hal’s pupils expanded.

Then suddenly she broke free. Releasing her grip, Hal moved back abruptly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No.” Quinn took hold of the lapels of her jacket, refusing to let her pull away again. “I’m not afraid.”

Hal looked away and closed her eyes, but Quinn refused to release her. Instead she shook her, pulling her back in. “Look at me.”

Hal slowly lifted her chin and allowed her dark eyes to flutter open.

“Look in my eyes Hal. I am not afraid.”

“I am.” Her voice shook. Her whole body shook.

“Of wanting?”

Hal nodded.

“Don’t be.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Show me.”

“Quinn.” The word rushed out, a whisper, a plea.

“I mean it, Hal.” Her voice was low, an audible mirror to Hal’s supplication. “Show me.”

Hal tried to pull away one last time, but this time Quinn followed her with her mouth. Lunging, she connected their lips in a crush of heat and need. Clutching the front of her chef’s coat, she held them tighter together, as her mouth delivered the meaning their words had been unable to convey.




Chapter Nine

Something broke inside Hal. She felt it shatter her defenses before they crumbled to dust inside her. The flood of emotions they’d held back rushed forward in a blind deluge. There was no more reason, only instinct.

She pressed, fierce and hard against Quinn’s mouth, meeting her pursuit and turning the tables on it. Wrapping her arm around Quinn’s back, she pinned their bodies together. Her mouth opened, her tongue pressing, prepared to force entry into Quinn’s, but she parted willingly, hungrily to her. She used her own tongue to stroke Hal’s, pulling her in, sucking, biting her lip as she stole sharp breaths. Hal couldn’t get enough. Even with everything open to her, she wanted more.

Want.

The burning ember flared into a roaring flame, but this time it could and would be quenched. With one arm still firmly across the small of Quinn’s back, she moved the other up, sinking her hand into the underside of her tidy braid. Working her fingers into the soft locks, she dug, fisted, and released. Flicking her thumb across the barrette fastening the whole thing together, she sprung it free. God, she wanted to undo this woman the way Quinn had shattered her. She wanted her free, open, unraveled.

The kiss continued, bruisingly intense as they pushed and pulled at one another. Quinn nipped at her lip, and Hal relished the fleeting spark of pain. She wanted to ravish and be ravished. Bringing both hands forward, she slipped them under the lapels of Quinn’s navy blazer, palms sliding up over her breasts on the way to her shoulders, before pushing it roughly off. Quinn arched into her touch and shrugged the jacket to the floor. Then reaching back to Hal’s chef coat, she clutched the material and yanked their bodies back together. Mouth to mouth, breasts to breasts, their legs intertwined as they rocked against each other. Quinn popped open the last two buttons on Hal’s coat, and mumbled “Off,” between hot, wet kisses.

That was one command Hal would gladly heed. She rolled her shoulders, and the starched material slipped to the floor. She grabbed at Quinn’s back, massaging the tense muscles beneath her shirt. God, she was coiled so tight. Hal ran her mouth over her lips, across her cheek and up her jawline. She gave her ear a quick nip, her heart jumping inside her chest as Quinn gasped, but she didn’t linger. Sucking hard along the sensitive skin of her neck, she once again curled her fingers into the remnants of her braid. She twisted and groaned, aching to have their entire bodies tangled like those golden strands.

“I want you,” she said into the spot where neck met shoulder.

“Don’t stop,” Quinn panted.

“I want all of you.”

“Show me, Hal.”

She cupped her ass and harshly lifted her onto the prep table, then, settling her body between Quinn’s knees, resumed kissing her.

Quinn kicked her shoes to the floor with a clatter and wrapped her deliciously smooth legs around Hal. The pressure of Hal’s torso caused the hem of her skirt to ride up her thighs, and Hal’s hands found the newly exposed planes. Rubbing her palms roughly over smooth skin, she kneaded the flesh, her thumb inching up under the taut fabric of her skirt. She marveled at the contrast of her tan complexion against pure alabaster. They couldn’t be more different, and yet here they were, both throbbing with the same desire. In this moment they were the same, boiled down to their basest instincts. Hal reveled in the even playing field. She wanted to leave her fingerprints there, to mark her, to press her imprint on this perfection.

Quinn balled the scruff of Hal’s undershirt in her fist, twisting and pulling the thin fabric, while her other hand snaked up underneath it. She dragged her nails sharply across Hal’s abs, scratching a hot trail as she went. “More.”

“More what?” Hal asked, her voice thick with desire.

“More you.”

Hal smiled, pulling Quinn’s ass right to the edge of the table, bunching her skirt as she went until the heat of her need pressed firm and flush against the front of her pants.

Quinn threw her head back, and Hal seized her neck again as their bodies writhed against one another. This woman. Lord, how she moved. Her body reminded Hal of an archer’s bow with all her taut, lithe muscle strung tight against her smooth graceful curves. She wanted to hold that curve and pull the string. She wanted to feel her hum and shudder beneath her. She wanted to hear her own name fall from those beautiful lips as she released her.

And tonight, for better or worse, was all about want.

She yanked the tail of Quinn’s perfectly white dress shirt from the waist of her skirt and splayed her hand across her stomach. The heat burned there, too. It burned everywhere. Quinn fumbled with the buttons from the top while Hal worked up from the bottom until they met, frantic and bare, in the middle.

Sliding her hands down Quinn’s sides to the gentle indent of her waist, Hal held her steady while she ran her mouth along the top of her ivory bra. Teasing only a moment, she felt the press of her nipples straining against the thin fabric, and she bit at them right through the cup.

Quinn arched, pressing into her mouth. The want lanced through her again, strengthened by the evidence of Quinn’s need. She wasn’t alone here. She wasn’t dancing solitary in this fire. If the need consumed her, it would consume them both, and right now she was secure in the knowledge that neither of them cared.

“Hal,” Quinn gasped.

“What?”

“Please.”

Oh, what a sexy word that was. “Say it again.”

“Please, Hal. Please.”

“Please what?”

“Please touch me.”

“I am touching you.” She rocked her hips forward and squeezed her fingers, digging the tips into the soft flesh of her sides.

Quinn whimpered.

“Tell me what you want.”

“I want.” Her head rolled back again. “God, Hal, I want.”

“You wanted me to show you,” Hal said. “You wanted to understand.”

“I do,” Quinn panted. “I need it. I need you, Hal.”

Hal stared at her. Quinn teetered on the edge of the table, her body held fast only by the weight of Hal’s. Her skirt pooled around her waist and her shirt crumpled and splayed, but her face told the story. Open, vulnerable, lips swollen, bruised, and eyes blurred with the need she’d begged to have satisfied. Good. Now maybe she felt what had clawed at Hal all night. Now perhaps she understood how want of that magnitude could break a person’s will and leave her helpless, how it could consume her in a way that made a person crave it even as it suffocated her.

She should’ve made her wait.

She should’ve left her there in a puddle of her own desire.

But leaving her frustrated would prove a point she no longer wanted to make. She may not be able to satisfy every longing Quinn had inspired in her tonight, but she could have this one. Quinn’s body lay breathlessly at her fingertips. Something beautiful, something powerful, something all consuming—and hers for the taking.

Reaching between the thighs her body held open, she took hold of Quinn’s underwear and eased them back. She smiled, unsurprised to see the French bikinis she revealed were a perfectly matched set with her bra. Of course, she would never leave any detail uncoordinated. Then again, her superior planning abilities only heightened Hal’s enjoyment of what she was going to do next.

Slipping her hand inside the waistband she grazed her knuckle against Quinn’s slick folds and felt her jerk under the touch. She was so close, but Hal wanted so much more.

Connecting their mouths again, she worked her back into a frenzy. Quinn rocked forward, but Hal used the width of her body to control the level of contact she craved most. She skimmed one finger across Quinn’s clit, then down, gently, slowly opening her, teasing her, toying around the final edge of her desire.

“Now, please.”

“What do you want, Quinn?”

“You know what I want.” She lolled her head forward until it rested on Hal’s shoulder. “You know what I need.”

The words sent another jolt of arousal straight down from her chest. She did know. She got high off the knowledge that Quinn knew, too, but it wasn’t enough. “Tell me, Quinn.”

“Please.”

“Anything you want. I’ll give it to you,” she said, then leaning in right next to her ear and dropping her voice to a whisper, “anything you want bad enough to beg for.”

Quinn’s breath hissed through clenched teeth as the last strand of restraint snapped. “Please, fuck me.”

Need and triumph exploded through her, shaking every muscle and rattling along every bone. She returned her left arm to the small of Quinn’s back, holding them both upright as she moved her free hand the fraction of an inch they both needed. Then pulling her entire body forward, she pushed inside.

They both groaned, bodies arching toward one another as they rocked. Hal’s hips thrust on top of her own hand, trapping it hard and fast both inside and out. Her fingers curled and her palm circled as they ground against each other. Sweat and heat mingled, raw, almost feral in their thrusts. Quinn’s nails scratched against her back and dug into her scalp, urging her closer. Deeper. Hal could barely move, but she didn’t care. Quinn, hot, wet, and tight around her, was everything she craved.

“Don’t stop.”

They were so far past the point of stopping she didn’t even respond.

Quinn rode her, spurring her on, until, with a cry of release, she contracted and froze, all of her completely still as the first wave of release struck hard. Hal continued to rock, never breaking her rhythm as she drove Quinn home. The shakes came next, heavy convulsing, and Hal held her tightly, her body absorbing as much of the shock as their position allowed, but she wouldn’t relent. Still stroking and circling, she coaxed more from Quinn. Aftershocks and tremors rattled their joined bodies, even after the only thing holding Quinn’s limp torso upright was Hal’s arm around her back.

“Hal.” She begged, pushing weakly against her chest. “I can’t. You’ve wrecked me.”

“You can’t?” She smiled against the skin of her neck, tasting the salt of their exertion. “What happened to all that want you were talking about?”

“It’s still there,” Quinn said, her voice stronger as she regained her breath, though it had lost none of its sultry edge. “Now, I just want something else.”
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God, Hal looked smug, standing there all dark and handsome with her hair a rakish mess and her clothes disheveled. Never one to concede the upper hand, Quinn would normally worry about confidence like that, but it was much too late to indulge her better judgment. She’d told Hal she’d have to work harder to see her moves, and tonight she’d more than earned that right.

Now it was her turn.

Surging forward once more, she caught Hal’s lips with her own. Giving her no chance to catch her breath, she poured gasoline on the embers still glowing between them, and the fire once again roared to life. She couldn’t get enough of her mouth, sweet and hot against her own. She drank from it, tasting every corner, licking along the edges, and cupping Hal’s face in her hands so she could run her tongue along her lips. She wanted that kind of link between every part of their bodies.

Breaking the kiss long enough to yank Hal’s sweat-soaked T-shirt over her head, Quinn surveyed the masterpiece before her. Hal’s breasts were small and firm above the faint ridges of her ribs and subtle indent of her abs. Every inch of her was tan and glistening under the fluorescent lights. Hooking a finger into the waistband of Hal’s dark jeans, she tugged her close, back between her own splayed knees. When their mouths met again, she didn’t linger there long. She marked an erratic path across her shoulders and along her collarbone, enjoying each spot as little or as long as the urge sustained her before jumping randomly to another. She went wherever she wanted, whenever she wanted.

Want.

That’s what Hal had raged about, and now she understood. She’d felt the singe of it against her skin, smelled the smoke on every heightened breath, and suffocated under its heavy weight. It consumed her, and she would use it to consume every inch of Hal that caught her attention. She pressed her fingers against her ribcage, bit the hard knot of muscle atop her shoulder, and flicked her tongue across a taut nipple. Still the flame raced higher. The erotic version of a hop, skip, and jump amused her but didn’t ultimately offer the contact she craved.

She leaned back ever so slightly, urging Hal to follow her, beckoning her forward with her mouth, her fingers, her legs.

Hal braced herself with her palms against the stainless steel table-top, but Quinn had no intention of letting her stop there. Angling her head up, she met those dark, intense eyes and said, “Follow me, Fryboi.”

Scooting back across the table, she used her hold on Hal’s waistband to guide her. Hal crawled up and over her, straddling her waist and smiling down like a big cat who’d finally overcome her prey. Then sinking her fingers once more into Quinn’s hair, she cradled the back of her head all the way down to the table.

Quinn gasped when her back met the chilled metal surface.

“Cold?” Hal asked.

“Not for long.”

She snaked her hand down Hal’s stomach, felt the muscles contract as she slid lower. She flicked open the button of the loose jeans and inched inside, pushing the zipper down as she went. She used the same tactic when she reached the elastic of Hal’s boxers, and her efforts were rewarded with a groan.

“God, Quinn,” Hal said in a heavy exhale.

“You want me to stroke you?”

Hal nodded, her lips pressed together in a thin, white line.

“Good, I won’t even make you ask nicely. You know why?”

Hal shook her head, her dark hair falling across her face.

Quinn arched up to whisper in her ear. “Because I want the same thing.”

She splayed her fingers through wet curls and into slickness below. Finding Hal’s clit was easy given how hard it was, holding onto it while she bucked above her was more of a challenge. Reaching her free hand around Hal’s waist, she grabbed a handful of her firm ass and pulled her down. The weight of Hal’s body tapped into something primal, and she ground against her. The friction of their skin set every nerve ending alight, and she lifted her hips to push harder against her.

Hal growled, a low rumble as Quinn slid one hand across her center from the tip of her fingers to the center of her palm, varying contact both for pleasure and to absorb the pressure of Hal’s thrusting. There would be no games, no teasing, no patience. She couldn’t have shortened Hal’s fuse even if she’d wanted to, but she didn’t. She wanted almost desperately to please her. The desire was so strong she might’ve been frightened if she were capable of feeling anything beside the animalistic need controlling her now. Hal’s hips drove into her, the force of their rhythm rocking the table. Pots clattered to the floor, utensils shook, and the very surface holding them swayed with the motion of their bodies. Then Hal shouted and threw her head back.

Quinn watched in wonder as Hal’s beautiful face contorted in release, brow furrowed, eyes closed, mouth open. She remained like that, suspended with only her hips moving against the slow circle of Quinn’s fingertips, until finally her arms gave way and she crashed onto the table beside her.

They lay against the cold, hard steel, gasping for air, too spent to seek something more comfortable. Quinn soaked up the press of Hal’s skin, hot and soft against hers. She matched her own shaky breaths to the rise and fall of Hal’s chest and noticed their hearts raced side by side as well. Hal shifted, starting to pull her arm away from the place it had fallen across Quinn’s torso, but she trapped it with her hand, holding it gently in place.

“Just stay, for now.”

Awareness would overtake them soon, likely bringing with it awkwardness, self-consciousness, even embarrassment. She wanted to hold on to the closeness a little while longer. Pressing her lips to Hal’s forehead, she smiled.

Let the complications crash down on them tomorrow.

Tonight they were getting everything they wanted.




Chapter Ten

“Hey.” Sully jumped to her feet as Hal walked through the door. It was well after midnight, but she’d expected Sully to be up. Expecting and being prepared for it were two very different things, though.

“Hey,” Hal mumbled, ducking away from the lone light left on in their living room. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight?” Sully stepped closer, and Hal looked away.

“I’m tired.”

“Come on, man. Scream at me if you have to, but don’t shut down.”

“I’m not . . . it’s not what you . . .” She didn’t even know where to start. Sully thought she was avoiding her because she was pissed, and honestly part of her was. But only the part of her buried deep under confusion laced with satisfaction and confined in screaming muscle soreness. She’d have to unpack a veritable shit-ton of baggage to get down to the memory of her best friend betraying her.

“I know you’re mad, but I’m worried about you. I know it was my fault, but I had no idea things would get so jacked up tonight.”

Hal snorted. “No, you still have no idea.”

“You can’t even look at me, can you?”

“Sully, I need to go to bed,” she snapped, then lowering her voice a notch added, “we’ll do this later, okay?”

“Fine,” Sully said. “Just look me in the eye and tell me you’re okay.”

She took a deep breath and tried to lift her shoulders before turning to face her. “I’m okay.”

“Holy fuck.” Sully gasped. “What in the name of all things . . .”

“Do I really look that bad?”

“Bad, good, shaken.” Sully eyed her. “How did your shirt get all . . . wait a second, are those bite marks?”

“Where?” Hal looked around fruitlessly. Why the hell wasn’t there a mirror in here?

“Your neck, dude.” Sully grabbed at her collar, pulling it back. “And your shoulder.”

“Ouch.” Hal jerked away, but Sully caught her arm, pulled her to the couch, and pushed her down onto the worn-out cushions.

“Spill.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Bullshit. Either you got mugged by a vampire or you did some seriously rough fucking.”

Hal ran her tongue along her dry lips, feeling a small crack. Who would’ve pegged Quinn for a biter?

“Please, please, please, tell me it was a vampire thug,” Sully begged.

Hal shook her head.

“Okay, okay. Maybe some groupies came by after I left? Or a hooker! Coulda been some hooker you picked up on the way home, right?”

She rolled her eyes.

“So, not hooker groupies.” Sully paced. “Please tell me what angle I’m missing.”

“Things just happened.”

“With Quinn?”

“Yes, with Quinn.”

“You fucked Quinn?” she shouted. “After everything she . . . and the whole pop-up . . . and the games . . . .Quinn? What kind of emotional twattage is that?”

She hung her head. “It’s a lot. I know. Obviously we didn’t think things through.”

“What are you thinking now?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’m trying not to. In case you didn’t notice, tonight was kind of a big deal for all of us.”

“Bigger for you than for me.”

“No shit.”

Sully flopped onto the couch next to her. “How did you two leave it?”

Hal closed her eyes and rested her head on the back of the couch. “Not as awkward as it could’ve been. We’re both grown-ups. We picked up all our clothes, and the pots and pans we’d knocked to the floor.”

“Wait, you did it in the restaurant?”

“The kitchen.”

“Jesus. You couldn’t even find a booth or something?”

“I said it just happened.”

“Sorry, I don’t know what that means,” Sully said. “I’ve been laid a time or two, but it generally takes a lot of work on my part.”

“Yeah.” Hal had to admit, nothing like this had ever happened to her before, either. Then again, she’d never known a woman quite like Quinn Banning, and now she had the bite marks to prove it. “We just admitted neither of us planned on what took place.”

“The fucking, you mean.”

“You’re not helping right now.”

“I just need to clarify, because a lot happened tonight, and she definitely planned some of it.”

That stung. Of course Quinn had orchestrated all the events leading up to their personal collision. “She may have been responsible for everything right up to the grand finale, but she seemed as lost as I was by the end.”

“Huh, lost. Not a word I’d use to describe her.”

“I’m sure you have an extensive vocabulary of words to use for her right now.”

“I do, actually, but they’re not all the kind you would think.”

“What do you mean?” Hal asked.

“Just that I saw a different side to her this week,” Sully said. “Not the side you saw, mind you, but something else. I don’t think she’s quite as soulless as you first thought.”

“But?”

Sully seemed to choose her words carefully. “But that may make her more dangerous.”

Hal stared up at the ceiling. She couldn’t argue that point. The complete emotional meltdown and ensuing loss of control spoke to nothing so much as it did danger.

“She’s got some redeeming qualities, beyond the ones you sampled tonight,” Sully said. “And by the way, when we both wrap our heads around this a little better, I’m going to need details on those.”

Hal elbowed her.

“Right. Back to the point. She’s got a lot going for her, and going on with her. She listed a lot of very persuasive reasons for doing the pop-up, and they weren’t all about her. She made good points about you, too. And she wasn’t bullshitting, no matter how willing she is to let us both think she was.”

“I’m not ready to think about that yet. She goes after what she wants. Tonight she wanted me, in more ways than one, but who knows what it’ll be tomorrow.”

Sully shrugged. “I didn’t say she wasn’t multitasking. I just think there’s more behind those corporate suits than we’re aware of.”

“I’m aware of a lot now.”

“I guess you are.” Sully laughed. “What are you going to do now? Like, is this a thing?”

“No.” She managed to make that clear before they went their separate ways. “We’re done. I’m not consulting for her anymore. Our business relationship is over. We have no reason to even see each other again.”

“And what about the personal side? Any reason to see each other again there?”

Hal took a deep breath and released it slowly, feeling every muscle from her neck to her calves ache in the most beautiful way. “My head says no. My body says not to be so sure.”

Sully grinned and punched her arm. “I wonder which one will win.”

Hal stood, groaning. “That’s not a question either of us can answer tonight.”
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“So, you’re going to get a ride home?” Quinn asked, trying to sound as casual as possible.

“Yeah,” Ian said. “They can drop me off when we’re done. It’s on the way to their place.”

“Okay then, have a good night.”

“Sure. You too.” He opened the door and put one foot on Larkin Square’s gravel parking lot, then stopped.

“Are you sure you don’t mind me doing this?”

“Doing what? Going to work?”

“No. Yeah. I mean . . . working with Hal.”

“Of course not. Why would I mind?” She feigned nonchalance.

“Just cause you got fired. Or broken up with businesswise, or . . .” He shrugged. “I don’t know, whatever happened.”

She hoped her smile didn’t look like a grimace. “Don’t be silly. It’s a good job for you.”

“But you’re a good sister for me. You’re like a better mom than Mom is.”

“That’s not saying much.”

He nodded. “I guess not, but you know what I mean, right? You’re more important to me than a job, even a good one.”

Emotion thickened in her throat, and she took a sip of her bottled water in an attempt to clear it. “Hal’s and my business relationship ran its course. Time to move on. You, on the other hand, still have a lot to gain from working at Cheesy Does It. It’s good interpersonal experience, and don’t forget all of those women you still have to meet.”

He laughed. “Yeah, there’s always the women of Buffalo to think of, as long as the number one woman in my life is okay.”

She rolled her eyes. “The number one woman in your life? Am I supposed to swoon at that? I think Sully is actually rubbing off on you. Now get out of my car. I have work to do.”

“Are you going back to the office again?”

“I don’t know. Does it even matter?”

“I guess not. I’d say have fun, but I know that’s not really your thing.”

“Go.”

“I love you too.” He grinned, then shut the door.

How had he turned into such a good man with the upbringing he’d had? She liked to think she’d played a part, but she seemed to have emerged with more issues than he had, maybe even more than she’d previously realized. Her behavior around the pop-up had been shocking even to herself, culminating with her and Hal’s private afterparty.

Her face flamed again as she pulled onto the 190 North. She’d worked hard to not spend too much time thinking about what they’d done, but even the briefest reference to the pop-up sent her body into a type of muscle memory she both craved and dreaded. And the pop-up came up a lot. Between media reports, questions from other investors, and the actual practicalities of wrapping up the business venture, she talked of little else for days. She and Hal were the toast of Buffalo’s small but enthusiastic revival set, always mentioned side by side. If only people knew the images they inspired every time a reporter used a phrase like “explosive partnership” or “dynamic duo” to describe them, the interviews may have gone in wildly different directions. Honestly, it might have been more efficient to just have the light shade of blush tattooed on her cheeks these days.

Surely all the attention would fade soon. That prospect inspired mixed emotions too. From a business standpoint, she needed to capitalize on the free publicity, maybe roll it into concrete plans. The logical part of her said she needed to push, now and hard, for a more formal business relationship with Hal, or cut her loose entirely and use her new social cachet in the restaurant world to hook another chef. Still, she couldn’t imagine doing either of those things. The latter made her chest, ache and the former? Well, she’d learned that pushing Hal came with a high price for both of them.

The weekend had come and gone with no word from Hal. She wouldn’t pretend to be surprised. She hadn’t expected flowers in the morning or an invitation to breakfast, and still, she did feel an increasing amount of disappointment with each day that passed in silence. Hal had been adamant, both before and after, that their business relationship had ended, but Quinn would’ve thought having actually been inside of her might qualify their relationship as something more than business.

Her stomach turned as she pulled onto Highway 33. Hal had made it very clear she never wanted to see her again. They weren’t in love. She liked Hal, cared for her. She had wanted, albeit a bit misguidedly, to make her happy, to give her something she deserved more than any person Quinn had ever met. And yet, none of those good intentions had come through. Hal ended up angry and inexplicably hurt, while Quinn ended up allowing herself to be made love to on a table. No. No need to whitewash history, not while alone in her car. They had not made love. She’d allowed herself to be fucked on a table. More than allowed. Encouraged, participated eagerly, hell, she’d begged for it.

Begged.

She exited the expressway and quickly pulled into a familiar parking lot. Her hands shook, and she rested her forehead on the steering wheel. She’d begged, and she’d liked it. Even now the tremors of want could rise up unexpectedly, threatening to swallow her. She’d lost all control and now struggled to rein it back in.

Control was her lifeline, her security blanket. As long as she was in control, she was safe. When she lost control, nothing could be trusted, not even herself. Which was exactly why she should’ve been thrilled to avoid Hal altogether. Severing those ties was the best option for everyone involved. She needed to pull herself together. She needed to get back to what she knew. She needed to regain control over both her business and her own emotional state. She did not need any more contact with Hal Orion, but as she tried to calmly exit the car and head into Domski’s, she wondered why the last thing she needed was the only thing she wanted.
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“Doesn’t look like anyone’s waiting up for you,” Sully said to Ian as they pulled up in front of the little yellow house. She once again noted how modest the place was. With the way Quinn had raked in money at the pop-up, she was obviously good at her job. And she never seemed to rest. You’d think she’d at least have something swank to show for it.

“Quinn’s probably working.”

“It’s almost nine.”

“Yeah, she’s been on one of her obsessive streaks this week,” Ian said, reaching for the leftovers he’d bagged up to take home.

Hal’s stomach tightened. She’d avoided Quinn partially out of her own embarrassment and partially because she probably wasn’t embarrassed enough not to make another mistake.

Sully looked pointedly at Hal. “She’s been at the office until nine o’clock all week?”

“All weekend, too.” Ian sounded nervous.

Did he know something had happened between them? Or was he just worried about his sister? His concerns sparked a few of her own.

“Does she do this often?” Hal finally cut in.

“Just when she’s freaking out over something,” he admitted. “But she’s probably not at the office this late. She doesn’t like to let other people know she’s upset. I bet she’s hiding out at Domski’s.”

Hal and Sully exchanged another look, and Hal shrugged. She’d lived in Buffalo her whole life and had never heard of a Domski’s.

Hal bit her lip. She didn’t like this. She didn’t like feeling responsible for Quinn. She didn’t like feeling guilty. She didn’t like the little twinge in her gut that she knew wouldn’t go away until she sorted things out. None of this should’ve been her problem. It wasn’t fair, but if anyone understood how stupidly unfair life got, she had to rank pretty high on that list.

“Thanks for the ride,” Ian said, seemingly oblivious to the turmoil chewing at Hal. “See you Thursday for lunch?”

“Yeah.” Sully swung open the door for him to hop out, then stared at Hal, the question passing silently between them. She didn’t have to say what she was thinking. Fifteen years of friendship was enough for Hal to read her mind.

With a heavy sigh, she nodded for Sully to follow him.

Sully raised her eyebrow in a “you sure?” sort of way.

She nodded again, this time less certainly. She wasn’t at all sure what she was doing or why.

“Be careful,” Sully mouthed, then jogged after Ian.

“Yeah . . . careful,” Hal said to the now-empty truck. Going after Quinn might make her a lot of things, but careful certainly wasn’t one of them.




Chapter Eleven

When she’d searched for a Domski’s in Buffalo, she thought the results on her phone had to be wrong. The Cheektowaga neighborhood that came up on the map wasn’t the worst in town, but it wasn’t the best, either—especially at this time of night. If Quinn needed a drink, there were nicer bars much closer to her house. This place wasn’t what she would’ve picked for her at all. The building wasn’t even built for business. It was little more than a run-down house with a clearly new extra-wide door and a wooden ramp. A couple of neon signs hung in the lower windows, and a hand-painted sandwich board on the front porch advertised drink specials. Hal couldn’t think of a single logical reason for Quinn to ever set foot in a dive like this, and yet her car was parked in the broken asphalt parking lot.

Hal checked to make sure the back door of the truck had locked securely, then hopped out. The night wasn’t as warm as one would expect for the end of June, not that anyone should ever really expect heat in Buffalo, but the windows were all open. She could hear the dull chatter of a T.V. announcer, but little more. There didn’t even seem to be a jukebox playing, and when she pushed open the door, she saw why. Aside from four old men perched on stools at the end of the bar closest to the T.V. there didn’t seem to be anyone else there. Especially not Quinn.

A man came out of a room to the side of the bar and eyed her skeptically. “You lost? Your car broke down?”

What a welcome. “No, I was just looking for someone.”

“Found someone, you have,” he said with a smile that Hal couldn’t help but return.

“Right. How about a beer then, Yoda.”

“What kind?”

“I’m not fancy. Whatever you have on tap.”

He nodded and took a few uneven steps to the tap, then poured her something amber with a decent head. At least the beer wasn’t flat, which meant they did enough business to keep the kegs rotated. Yoda slid the glass across the bar to her, then began to pour something else. She watched as he tipped a healthy dose of gin into a glass, then added a squirt of tonic water and a scoop of ice.

He carefully sidestepped back over to her and leaned in, his sparkling blue eyes becoming conspiratorial. “She’s in the back corner.”

“What?” Hal turned around and squinted through the dim light. Sure enough, she could see just the top of a blond head above the dark green booth back. “How’d you know?”

“She’s been in here every night this week.”

Her muscles tensed. “That’s unusual?”

“It’s usually a couple times a month. Normally I’d be flattered a beautiful woman couldn’t stay away, but she’s not here to see me anymore than you are.”

“So you figured we must be here for each other?”

“The Taliban got my leg, not my brain.”

She looked over the bar as he pointed to an artificial limb protruding from the tattered leg of his cargo shorts.

“Though between you and me, the leg was more useful than the brain some days.” He grinned again, and she laughed outright.

Extending her hand she said, “I’m Hal Orion.”

“Dominick Piotroski the third.” His shake was firm and friendly. “Welcome to Domski’s.”

“This your place?”

“My grandfather built it and passed it down, mostly. Now Quinn owns a stake, but she’d never admit it.”

“Quinn?”

“Yeah.” He laughed. “Go figure, right? Of all the gin joints in all of Buffalo, she’s got the bank note on mine.”

Hal didn’t even know what to say. Poor guy. Lost his leg in a wretched war only to come back and lose ownership of his bar to a control freak in a business suit. And still, he didn’t seem the least bit angry.

“Does she work in here to keep an eye on you?”

“She likes to bust my balls about better lighting and nicer furniture.”

“Sounds about right.”

“No, not really. She’s never once pulled rank,” he said seriously. “Doesn’t even like me talking about it. I always tease her that I’m her dirty little Polish secret. What would all the other bankers say if they knew she laid down her personal coin so a guy like me could get a wheelchair into a place that should probably be torn down?”

Hal’s chest tightened as the picture came together. Her personal coin. The bank didn’t run these little business ventures. Quinn did, and she wasn’t investing to pad her own account. Hal glanced around the bar again, seeing the improvements differently now. The ramp out front, the wide door, the extra space between the tables and the booths, they were all handicap accessible. And Quinn’s little house, her midsized sedan . . . she didn’t live the high life because she’d been using her money to help guys like Dom make a living.

“Shit,” she muttered. “I didn’t know.”

“She likes it that way,” he said. “It’s like her secret identity. I’m the bionic man, she’s some sexy Mother Teresa.”

“Sexy Mother Teresa?”

He shrugged. “I’m kind of a lapsed Catholic.”

She laughed, then looked over her shoulder again. Any other time she would’ve been content to sit here chatting with Dom all night. A sense of humor like his didn’t come along very often, but then again, apparently neither did women like Quinn.
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“Mind if I join you?”

Quinn looked up from her laptop screen and blinked. She thought maybe she’d been staring at the damn thing so long she’d begun to see visions, but even after she rubbed her tired eyes, Hal remained firmly planted in her line of sight.

“I mean, if you don’t want me to, I won’t, but . . . here’s a G and T.” Hal held out a glass, and Quinn looked past her to Dom, who pretended like he wasn’t paying attention.

She took the glass. She could use a refill, and it had better be a strong one. She didn’t know what to make of having her sanctuary invaded. Her heart rate accelerated at the sight of Hal so close and still speaking to her, but she’d also worked hard to regain some control of her life over the last few days, and having her here, in this place, obviously constituted a setback on that front. All the emotions that threatened to consume her all week came rushing back. Guilt, embarrassment, arousal, they swirled inside her making her feel like someone had used her insides for a punching bag. Worst of all was the relief—no, make that joy—pushing at her chest and lungs.

She was happy to see Hal, even after what they’d put each other through, even after all the time she’d spent trying to convince herself that she needed to avoid her completely. She still wanted her to take the seat across from her, and damn it, that made her mad. “What are you doing here?”

“I came her to ask you the same thing.”

“I’m working.”

“In a dive bar at nine-thirty on a Tuesday night?”

“Yes.” She folded her arms across her chest. “And you made it very clear you didn’t want anything to do with my work, so I don’t see how it’s any of your business now.”

Hal sighed. “You’re right.”

“What?”

“You’re right. It’s none of my business.”

“Oh. Well.” The easy acceptance took some of the heat out of her argument. “Good.”

“And yet, here we are. So what if this isn’t really about business at all?”

She didn’t like Hal’s implication. “It’s always been just business.”

Hal slid into the booth opposite her and dropped her voice to an intimate register. “Always, Quinn?”

Her face flamed, and Quinn looked into her drink. She couldn’t answer. Either she admitted there’d been moments where she’d allowed her feelings to become dangerously revealing, or she said she’d slept with Hal only in order to ink a restaurant deal. The first option was a truth she couldn’t imagine telling anyone, and the second was a lie she wouldn’t tell even herself. Hal had backed her into a corner, and she resented it. She briefly entertained the idea of throwing the drink in her face, but instead she took another long, cool sip.

Control.

“You know what?” Hal said with a sigh. “Let’s start over.”

Quinn raised an eyebrow over the rim of her glass.

“Let’s say you and I just met, two native Buffalonians in a dark bar on a Tuesday night looking to get away from all the pressure for a while.”

“Sounds like some kinky role play.” It was a crass response to Hal’s genuine peace offering, but she couldn’t help herself. She’d come too close, made herself too vulnerable, and when that happened, she lashed out or shut down.

Hal wasn’t easily shaken. “It doesn’t have to be kinky. But yes, call it role play. Only I won’t play the chef, and you don’t play the banker. Let’s play ourselves.”

“I am a banker.”

“I’m a foster kid.”

All the air drained from Quinn’s lungs. The room seemed suddenly small, and everything else so far away.

“I grew up in and out of the system from the time I was four until I came of age,” Hal continued evenly, but she picked at the flimsy cardboard coaster under her beer. “That’s where I met Sully, in one of our placements, one of the last ones. We were both fifteen, and we both had brown skin and Irish last names. The family we stayed with called us the Black Irish. We wondered if that’s the reason they didn’t want to keep us, our skin color, but it could have been they saw us for the budding queers we were.”

“Hal.” Quinn reached across the table and took her hand. The move surprised her, and it seemed to catch Hal off guard too, but she didn’t pull away. “I don’t see how anyone could have not wanted to keep you.”

“Some of them did. Early on. The first time I was in the system, when I was four. I don’t remember the family very well, but they seemed nice, a mom and dad and a dog. Funny, I remember the dog more than the dad.” She smiled. “But my mother came back.”

“Your mother?” Strange, she’d never thought of Hal having a mother, and somehow the revelation that she’d been in the foster system bolstered that silly thought. Didn’t people who put their kids in foster care abandon them? She’d heard of kids being taken away from bad homes, but she’d never considered what it might be like to go back to one.

“Emily, my mother,” Hal said the name casually, but her mouth turned down in a quick frown. Quinn recognized the flash of pain and its fast burial. How hard had she worked to convince herself it didn’t hurt anymore? “She grew up in the system, too. I guess it’s sort of a family tradition. Dom’s dad gave him a bar. My mother gave me the same life she knew. Only she didn’t, really. She didn’t let go.”

“She didn’t relinquish custody?”

“No. She’d had a lot of bad experiences. She wanted better for me, but she had a problem with painkillers.”

“An addict?”

“Yeah. She tried. She fought. In and out of rehab, which means I went in and out of her care until I was fifteen. Then it was too late. No one adopts a fifteen-year-old.”

“I don’t know what to say. I’ve heard the foster system in this country is a mess, but I’ve never known anyone who lived it.”

“Oh it’s broken all right,” Hal said, then took a swig of her beer. “It needs a lot of work. There are plenty of people in it for the money, but there are a lot of good people, too. A lot of people who want to make it better, like any major system, I guess. A lot of ups and downs, but for me the only thing worse than being a part of the system was not being a part of it. You know?”

Quinn shook her head. She didn’t know. God, Hal had been so right when she’d screamed at Quinn in the kitchen. She didn’t know. She had no idea.

“At least when I had a foster home, I knew where to go at night. I knew where to get some food, even if there wasn’t a lot of it. I knew where I could get a coat even if it wasn’t mine, even when I realized none of it would ever really be mine.”

“I’m so sorry.” What else could she say? Hal had been robbed not only of her own family, she’d been robbed of multiple second chances. What must that do to a person over the course of fourteen years? “I didn’t know.”

“There wasn’t any reason for you to know. I don’t dwell on the past. I didn’t see any reason to tell you, but maybe I should have. The popup brought up a lot of memories, things I don’t like to think about because they aren’t ever going to change. What’s the point of diving back in?” Hal looked up, her dark eyes deep and mournful. “But sometimes you get pushed back in.”

Quinn listened the best she could through the rush of her own pulse in her ears and the muted echo of previous conversations. You don’t understand, Hal had said. Families that weren’t hers, food that would remain after she was gone, the restaurant Quinn had offered that would never really be Hal’s. All the anguish finally made sense.

“I’m sorry I snapped on you the other night. You tripped a trigger, and while I still think you should’ve talked to me about it beforehand, it’s not fair to hold you responsible for dredging up things you never knew existed.” Hal smiled sadly, wistfully. “The pop-up reminded me that all the amazing things in life will only ever be temporary.”

Tears stung Quinn’s eyes, but she blinked them back. She wasn’t a crier. Hal was right. She couldn’t have known, but did she really deserve to be let off the hook completely? “I made a terrible mistake.”

She raised her hand, cutting her off. “It’s over. It’s done. If there’s one thing my upbringing taught me, it’s that you can’t get hung up on every bad break. You have to keep rolling down the road. Food-truck chef, remember?”

Quinn pondered the connection as she took another strong pull from her drink. Hal had chosen a transient business. No ties, no expectations. She stayed in one spot only as long as the crowd or the food lasted. She got what she needed, then moved on, and she never expected anything more, because she didn’t think she could have anything more.

She deserved so much better.

Quinn’s fingers tightened around her drink as the protective instincts snaked up through her again like vines stretching across her brick façade. She tried to tamp them down, to cut them off at their root. Hal did not need her help, not in business, not in life. She’d learned that multiple times over. She couldn’t make the same mistake again, no matter what motives drove her now.
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“Your turn,” Hal said, not at all liking the look in Quinn’s eyes. The blue that had swirled with surprise and sympathy now tossed with a darker tint, the deeper, fiercer longings Hal had come to recognize as signs of turmoil. She had to break through to Quinn again, and fast. “I told you my sad story. Time for you to tell me yours.”

“I don’t have a sad story. Nothing like yours anyway.”

“We all have scars. Just because yours are different than mine doesn’t mean they don’t matter.”

Quinn sat back, her expression once again guarded as she put more distance between them. “I had your run-of-the-mill dysfunctional family.”

“I have no idea what that’s like. Tell me,” Hal said, then gently added, “please?”

“Well, I lived in Buffalo, not far from here actually. One of those squat little houses on a street that dead ends into the thruway. Very blue collar. You know, the kind of place Bruce Springsteen sings about.”

Quinn smiled faintly, and Hal liked the look on her, a touch of something genuine. “We were happy. It sounds clichéd, but I don’t remember a lot beyond that. A lot of laughter, a lot of hugs, a lot of kids around—just vague memories really. I was only like three or four when the Chevy factory my dad worked at closed. It caught my dad off guard. It was the mid-eighties. They’d survived the worst years when the big steel plants went under. The politicians said the economy was on the upswing, just not for people like us.”

“I don’t remember any of that time. I was just a baby.”

Quinn tipped her glass to Hal. “Way to point out you’re younger than I am.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, but now that you mention it . . .”

“Stop right now,” Quinn said, then laughed lightly, “or I’ll have Dom throw you out.”

“You said it, not me.”

“You’re only a couple years younger. Funny isn’t it? Just a few years, that’s all it took to fall apart. The longer my dad was out of work, the more he drank, and the more he drank, the more my mother yelled at him. My dad never yelled at her, but he did yell. He was a big union guy, yelling about politicians killing the working class. When they divorced in eighty-seven, I thought it was Ronald Reagan’s fault.”

“It could have been,” Hal said. “Trickle down divorces.”

“I might tell my dad that next time I see him. He might find that funny, but his new wife doesn’t like to talk about those years. It’s like I’m some living reminder of a life she’d rather pretend he never lived.”

“You still see him?”

“A couple times a year. He runs a lawn care and snow removal service now. They have this whole second family. He was drunk my whole childhood, but I have a set of half siblings that are in middle school, and he’s become a total hockey dad.”

“Wow. Is the new wife Ian’s mom?”

“No, he’s from my mom’s second husband. Number two of four. Husbands, not kids.”

“Four husbands?” Hal’s mouth dropped open again, and she raised her hand for Dom to bring them another round.

“Yeah. She went as far away from blue collar as she could and married a tax auditor when I was eight. She had Ian, and the auditor had an affair,” Quinn deadpanned. “Then came a car salesman who wanted a hot wife, but not really her kids. She got a boob job and lots of vacations to Vegas. Ian and I got left at home alone a lot. I got a job.”

“And you’ve been working ever since.”

“Yeah. Husband number four, Jim, actually seems like a pretty nice guy. They married four years ago. He’s quiet. He likes boats. They winter in Pensacola. He treats my mother really well, and she’s learned to cook for him. Or maybe she just remembered how to be a wife once she got a real husband instead of a boy toy. I don’t know. I can’t bring myself to care much.”

“Too little, too late for you and Ian, huh?”

“Exactly.”

Dom set their drinks down and beat a quick retreat. Quinn picked up her glass and shot back a big swallow. “I probably sound like a bit of a bitch. I should be happy both my parents have their shit together now, but where the fuck were they when we needed them? Where was the desire to do better when we actually could have done better? I felt like some multinational corporation decided we weren’t worth fighting for and my parents agreed with them. They just let us all go under like we were one of the plants or mills.” Quinn shook her head slowly. “My mother made this big Thanksgiving dinner last year, and all I can remember thinking is, ‘You took my childhood. It’s too late for a do-over. You only get one shot at that, and we all missed it.’”

“Yeah.” Hal stared at her beer. “We sure as hell did.”

“Oh shit, Hal. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to complain about what I lost when you never even had a real shot at it.” Quinn reached for her hand again. Hal let her take it. She loved the smooth feel of soft skin against hers, this time without all the anger and need. The touch was simpler, but no less powerful.

“I don’t know what’s worse. At least I didn’t really know what I was missing. You had a family and then had it taken away. But you’re right. Those days are gone. We don’t get do-overs. No one does. We just get to try to do better from here on out.”

She wondered what that meant for the two of them. They couldn’t undo their past with one another any more than they could change their childhoods, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t go forward.




Chapter Twelve

Quinn stared out the window of her office. The view wasn’t much, just a standard city street, but she’d never really cared. She wasn’t the type of person who spent much time enjoying scenic vistas. Today though, and for the past two days, she couldn’t stop people watching. Ever since she and Hal had opened up about their pasts, she couldn’t help but wonder about other people’s stories. How many people did she interact with every day without ever knowing a single thing about them? The checkout girl at the store? The guy who changed the oil in her car? Her pharmacist? Did they all have secret scars and hidden triggers? They must. And yet everyone functioned, or at least most people did most of the time. But were they all just playing Russian roulette with their emotions? She and Hal certainly had, and that gun had gone off in a big way, but how could it not?

She prided herself on her research. Of course investment always involved a bit of a gamble, but she didn’t take risks lightly. She had read every piece of information available on Hal before ever approaching her. She knew she’d grown up in the area and had started as a line cook. She knew every restaurant she’d worked in and that she’d gotten an old, broken-down truck as back pay when the last of those restaurants went under. She knew Hal and Sully had fixed and outfitted Cheesy Does It themselves over the course of the next year. She’d checked not only her references, but also her financial score and her criminal record. She had done her homework better than anyone could be expected to, and yet she still felt she’d got all the really important information too late.

Or was it?

Too late to go back? Yes. Too late to parlay the pop-up into a restaurant, but not too late for her and Hal to . . . to what? Go into business together? That seemed both far-fetched and ill-conceived. Even knowing what she knew now, she wasn’t sure she could avoid tripping those triggers again. She wanted her own restaurant. She wanted to put down roots in this community. Hal didn’t believe in putting down roots. She didn’t trust them. And even if she learned to trust Quinn, she wouldn’t go to work for someone else, and Quinn got it.

She understood Hal now.

The whole roving business made sense for her. She even respected her for it, on some intellectual level. Hal had taken the worst parts of her childhood and turned them into a way of life she could be proud of, but Quinn didn’t like living day by day. She needed to have a plan. She believed stability could and should be built, and she wanted to be a part of that here in Buffalo. She didn’t want to miss her chance at something great. She was driven to go after the best, both for herself and the people she cared about. Just as Hal had learned nothing good ever lasted, she’d learned the only person she could depend on was herself. Maybe she hadn’t known everything she needed to about Hal, but the things she did know about her abilities as a chef, as a businesswoman, even as a person held true. Hal was special. She was the best. None of her recent revelations had changed her initial assessment. They only reaffirmed it, and that scared her.

She didn’t trust herself not to push Hal for something more than she wanted to give. And she didn’t want to hurt her. Again. She couldn’t even stay strong against her anguish that night in the kitchen, and that was before she knew the whole story. They’d gone too far with each other, both physically and emotionally, to ever have a strictly business relationship, and she didn’t know how to have a purely personal one. So where did that leave them?
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“I mean, she said she wants to dance, but I don’t know how to do that, like with a girl. I mostly just dance in my room by myself.”

It was near ten o’clock when they got everything cleaned up from the Saturday night dinner rush. They’d been down at the Buffalo River Works for the pre-bout, roller derby festivities. The clientele had been young and enthusiastic, lots of women wearing not a lot of clothes. Sully and Ian had been all over themselves trying to score numbers, invites, or just a little bit of flirting. Sully had done better, but given Ian’s beginner handicap, he’d actually had a respectable showing. One prospect in particular had lingered longer than the others and left him with an invite to the official Queen City Roller Girls afterparty, which had sent him into a tailspin from which he’d yet to recover. Now, sitting in the truck in front of his house, the poor kid looked like he might hyperventilate.

“I’ve never even danced with a girl other than that hand-on-the-hips-and-sway thing we did in middle school.” He hopped out of the passenger seat and down from the truck before spinning around to look up at Hal expectantly. “Is that still a thing?”

She tried not to laugh. “Sorry, I don’t think so.”

“What then? How do you dance with a girl?”

“I don’t know. It’s just like dancing on your own, I suppose. You lose yourself in her as much as in the music.”

“Yeah, I’m feeling pretty lost. Can you, like, just come in for a second and show me or something?”

“Come in? Like to the party?”

“No, I mean you could, but Sully’s going. I just thought if you came into the house real quick, you could, like, teach me while I get ready.”

Oh, this was so much more Sully’s department, but she’d stayed at the Roller Derby. God love her, she just couldn’t stay from away from a group of women in fishnet stockings crashing into each other. Now Hal wished she’d left Ian there too.

“I’m sorry.” He rubbed his face. “That was a stupid thing to ask, wasn’t it?”

“No.” A wave of guilt clenched her stomach. While she mostly thought of him as Sully’s pet project, she liked him too. He might be a little high strung, but maybe that ran in the gene pool since his sister came across the same way a lot of the time.

“You’re just being nice. I’m such a dork.”

“Ian, it’s cool. I can show you.”

“Really? ’Cause you don’t have to. Sully’s going to pick me up before the party. You don’t have to come in.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the house. “My sister’s home.”

She hadn’t seen Quinn since Tuesday at Dom’s. She hadn’t avoided her. They were both busy with work. Why was she even justifying this to herself? She and Quinn left everything on friendly, neutral territory. Their friendship, if they were meant to have one, would evolve naturally. Where did that leave things like her dropping in unannounced late on a Saturday night? But she wasn’t just dropping in. She’d been invited, genuinely, if awkwardly, by Ian.

“Yeah, sure. It’s fine. I can come in for a bit.”

“Thank you!” He grinned. “I mean, cool.”

She killed the engine and followed him to the house. She’d never been inside, which for some reason seemed like a big deal all of a sudden, but Quinn met them at the door. Had she waited up for Ian? Had she seen them pull up? Had she hoped Hal would come in or hoped she wouldn’t?

“Hey, I got invited to a party . . . by a girl!” Ian said.

Hal shook her head. Sully was right. He was a lot like a puppy. Maybe he could learn to work that appeal because he clearly didn’t have it in him to play cool.

“Sully’s coming to pick me up. I gotta change.” He took the stairs two at a time, leaving Hal and Quinn standing in the doorway.

“Hi,” Hal finally said.

Quinn smiled. “Hi.”

“I was supposed to help him learn to dance or something, but I think he forgot.”

“Well he did get invited to a party . . . by a girl.” Quinn smiled and leaned against the doorjamb. She looked more relaxed than Hal had ever seen her. Not the attire, as she still wore flat-front khakis and a cream-colored blouse, but her posture, her expression, none of it seemed put on or practiced.

“Yeah, I see what you mean. It’s a lot to process.”

“Come on in.”

“Thanks.” Hal stepped into the living room. The space had a cozy feel. Not huge, but open and inviting with tan walls and natural hardwood floors. “Nice place.”

“Thanks. You’re welcome to sit.”

“No.” Ian thundered back down the stairs in a fresh pair of jeans and a new black T-shirt. “We have to have a dance lesson.”

“Wow, you’re fast.” Hal’s head spun, mostly from his speed, but the healthy dose of cologne he’d applied didn’t help either.

“Yeah, Sully’s coming soon. I have to be ready. I don’t want to be late.”

She stopped herself from saying, “That’s adorable.” The only way he could be late for a party with the roller girls would be to show up the next morning.

“So, like, what do I need to know?” Ian asked.

“Um?” Hal ran her hand through her hair and tried not to scrunch up her face as every possible piece of advice ran through her mind. She couldn’t teach him everything in a few minutes. She needed to boil it down to the basics, make sure he didn’t make the big mistake.

“Well, you said you dance on your own, right?”

“Yeah, like in my room, or bob my head to the music in the truck.”

“Okay, well there’s not much difference to the actual moves. It’s just being mindful of someone else with you.”

“How so?”

“Well, every woman has a circle around her. It’s not huge, maybe a foot in each direction. That space forms a thin, invisible bubble, and if you’re a gentleman, that bubble is impenetrable.” Hal looked up into his eyes, wanting to make sure he understood. “You can’t move into that space unless you’re invited.”

“Like a vampire?”

She smothered a laugh. “Kind of, but not creepy. You want to keep your vibe as creep-free as possible. You like her, and it’s okay to admit that, but you’re not needy. Look at her, appreciate her appeal, but don’t leer.”

“So like, licking my lips and . . .”

“No.”

“You didn’t hear what else I had to say.”

“Doesn’t matter. The answer’s no. None of that silly stuff you see on T.V. You need to be chill, you need to be cool, you need to dance.”

He wrung his hands and scrunched up his forehead, beginning to look overwhelmed.

“Hey.” She pulled his attention back to her. “You got this. You’ve already done the hard part. You got invited out, and you know she wants to dance, so all you have to do is lead her to the floor.”

“Okay. Then what?”

“You dance. Show her your moves. Take a song or two to enjoy hers, always remembering the bubble.”

“So I never get in the bubble?”

“Not at first. And maybe not ever,” Hal said seriously. “You have to earn that invitation.”

“What does the invitation look like?”

She thought for a moment. These weren’t the kinds of things she’d ever had to put into words. Talking about women to someone who didn’t get them, at least as much as anyone could ever get them, was like trying to describe the color red to a person who’d been blind his whole life. She turned to Quinn for help, but she just leaned up against the wall, her smile amused. Having her there made Hal feel like she was giving this speech on a stage. Was she being judged too? “Well, you just know when you see it, or feel it. You’ll be fine.”

“Okay.”

“But know for sure,” she added quickly. “You don’t want to be wrong. If you misjudge, you might never get another shot.”

“Wait, I thought I would know.” The panic returned to Ian’s blue eyes. “How can I mess up if I know it? You’re getting more confusing all the time.”

“Yeah, it’s hard to explain. Here.” She pulled out her phone and cranked up the volume as loud as the small speaker would go. “Moves Like Jagger” came on, and she nodded to the beat as she walked over into the open space where the kitchen met the living room. “Quinn, help me show him.”

Quinn raised her eyebrows as her baby blues danced with amusement. She didn’t agree, but she didn’t disagree either.

“Quinn doesn’t dance,” Ian said.

“Oh, she does,” Hal said confidently. “She just does it on her terms. As she should. She’s a woman in control.”

Ian seemed skeptical as he looked from Hal to his sister, but Hal’s eyes remained fully on Quinn’s. “She just taught you and me an important lesson there. Let me try again. This time I need to remember my manners.”

Hal took a deep breath, trying not to overanalyze the rush of jitters she felt suddenly running along her skin. Somehow things had shifted quickly from being about Ian to being about . . . about something she couldn’t quite comprehend yet, but dance lesson or not, her question felt a lot more personal when she met those mischievous blue eyes once more. “Quinn, I would love to dance with you. Would you like to dance with me?”
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The little flutter in Quinn’s stomach suggested she would actually like to dance with her a lot, and for once she didn’t overthink the impulse. “I’d love to.”

She pushed off the wall and took the two steps needed to join Hal in the middle of her little kitchen. Tapping one foot forward, then the other, they began to move separately and tentatively together. They watched each other as their hips started to sway and shoulders rocked to the beat of the bass pumping through the speaker. Hal was good. Not surprisingly she moved as fluidly around the kitchen as she did while cooking, only now that razor sharp focus was on her.

“Show him where your bubble is,” Hal said, never losing the beat.

She pointed to a spot out in front of her, then did a slow turn into a full circle. “This is my space, Ian.”

He nodded.

“It moves with her,” Hal added. “Quinn owns that space. Let her show you what she can do with it.”

“What about me?”

“You do the same in your own space,” Quinn said, really moving to the beat now. “Like Hal, see how she doesn’t just stare at me. She lets the music work through her. She shows me we’re feeling the same things even though we’re apart.”

Hal grinned and worked her body along with the rhythm of the music. Lifting her hands above her head, she moved back with a little shake, then bringing them down low again, she sidestepped her feet closer to the circle Quinn had drawn around herself.

A question arose in her darkening eyes. The spark there was both unmistakable and indescribable, and Quinn felt that flutter of excitement once more. This time when Hal shuffled her feet back a few steps, Quinn not only followed her, she came closer than Hal had dared to come on her own.

“Did you see that, Ian?” Hal asked.

“She put you in her bubble.”

“Exactly.” Her eyes never left Quinn as she said, “That is an invitation.”

“Great, now what?”

“Just enjoy the moment. Feel the heat of her, inhale the smoky scent of amber and honey.”

“Good nose, Chef,” she said, inordinately pleased Hal had used yet another one of her well-honed senses on her.

“Is it okay to talk while dancing?” Ian cut in.

“Sure, if you like a song, say so. If something strikes you as fun, go ahead and mention it. Compliment her occasionally, but keep it short and light.”

“And genuine,” Quinn added.

“For instance,” Hal said, “now might be a good time to tell Quinn she’s every bit as good a dancer as I suspected.”

“And I would say, ‘it’s easier to dance with such an adept partner.’” She brushed a hand across Hal’s bicep, feeling the muscle contract at her touch.

“Hey,” Ian interjected, “was that another invitation?”

Hal looked to Quinn for the answer.

“Yes, it was.”

“But don’t pounce on her. Only return what she’s offered you, the light brush of your hand, a casual touch, and watch how she responds.” To prove her point, Hal bounced lightly to the side until her leg touched Quinn’s from the knee to the hip.

Quinn leaned in, lengthening the contact for a few seconds before giving Hal a playful little hip bump and putting some distance between them again.

“See, she just told me she’s open, but she’s not ready to get too close yet.”

“She’s teasing you?” Ian asked.

Hal grinned at Quinn. “Maybe, but that’s part of the fun.”

“We’re giving you the abbreviated version,” Quinn noted to Ian. “Normally this doesn’t all happen in one song. Take your time. Enjoy the process.”

“And you don’t know your girl as well as Quinn and I know each other,” Hal reminded both of them. “Despite what you see on T.V., your goal is not to score tonight.”

“Your goal is not to score, ever,” Quinn said, still dancing, but now choosing her words much more deliberately than her steps. Hal’s allusion to how well they knew each other sparked something deeper, something more emotional in her. It tightened her chest a little bit. How different would their relationship have been if she’d taken the time to get to know her from the start instead of just pushing for what she wanted. “Your goal should be to get to know her. You don’t get to decide what’s best for her. You have to work toward something together. Make sure you let her know you want that, or you might seem predatory.”

“And sometimes when you come on too strong, even if you don’t mean to, it can put her on the defensive,” Hal said, her eyes on Quinn’s and their bodies edging closer with each beat of the bass. “If you make her feel like she’s backed into a corner, her default answer will be no, no matter what you say or do after that.”

“And you’ll have only yourself to blame,” Quinn added.

“It’s sad, really, because a few simple miscues can really spin out of control.” Hal’s gaze fell to Quinn’s lips as they stood only inches apart now. “If you don’t get it under control, you might both miss out on something that could’ve been good.”

“Could’ve been great,” Quinn muttered, taking the last step until her thighs brushed up against Hal.

A knock at the door shattered the moment, causing Ian to jump up. “Thank God, Sully’s here.”

Hal and Quinn moved quickly apart, then turned to stare at him as if suddenly remembering he was an actual person and not just some plot device to allow them to say the things they’d said without saying them directly to one another.

“Hey,” Sully said, sticking her head inside the door. “Ready to go?”

“Past ready,” Ian said.

“Why, what happened?”

Ian glanced over his shoulder at Hal and Quinn. “I have no idea.”

Sully raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

“Dance lesson gone a bit overboard.” Hal offered the explanation as casually as one could expect given how close they’d just been.

“Don’t worry, and be yourself. Your most respectful, honest self.” Quinn tried to recover into big sister mode.

“And have fun,” Hal added.

“Okie dokie, Mom and Dad. You’re not acting weird at all,” Sully said with an eye roll. “Don’t wait up. We’ll be out late. The kid can crash with me tonight.”

“Really?” Ian asked.

“Yeah, I figure someone’s got to be there to protect you from the nightmares you’re bound to have after taking dance lessons from the odd couple over there.”

“Thank you,” Ian said with exaggerated gratitude, or maybe it was genuine.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Quinn turned back to Hal. “We got a little off track there.”

Hal’s smile expressed enough chagrin to convey she understood that, but not enough to hint at true embarrassment. “We did.”

“We could talk about that.”

“We could.”

“Or we could just call it a night.”

“Also a possibility,” Hal agreed, with a raised eyebrow and an outstretched hand. “Or we could dance.”

“Yeah.” Quinn nodded, her chest filling with hope and desire. “I vote for that.”
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They’d been in each other’s arms for hours or maybe minutes, Hal didn’t know, and it didn’t seem to matter. With their audience gone, Quinn had quickly burst what was left of both their personal space bubbles. Now she swayed to the hypnotic trance of Kylie Minogue’s “Slow.” Her chest, hips, and legs all pressed lightly against Hal’s. God, she felt amazing, all soft and warm. Hal tightened the hold she had around Quinn’s waist and worked a knee between Quinn’s legs. They’d long ago kicked off their shoes, and Quinn’s bare feet brushed against her own. There was something incredibly intimate in the simple touch. Something sexy, too.

She caressed the small of Quinn’s back through her thin cotton blouse. What were they doing? Earlier Hal had wondered what they’d have left without all the misgivings that had governed their early interactions. They’d stripped away all the business talk, the sharp retorts and suspicion, the defensiveness. Turns out all they had left was a whole lot of attraction. It coursed through her in a low hum of energy like the air right before a thunderstorm.

“Hal,” Quinn whispered, her mouth so close to her neck the warmth of the word spread across her skin.

“Hmm?”

“You finally got me barefoot in the kitchen.”

Hal smiled. “It’s a start. But you’re going to have to explain to me why you’re still wearing khakis and a collared shirt at eleven o’clock on a Saturday night.”

“Fine.” Quinn placed a feather-light kiss on her temple. “But only if you explain your fashion fetish.”

They rocked together, Hal’s thigh pushing more firmly into Quinn, feeling the heat there at her center and stirring a similar warmth in herself. “Seems a fair trade. We could continue talking about clothes all night if you want. Or we could just remove that distraction altogether.”

Quinn smiled against Hal’s cheek. “You are full of good ideas tonight.”

Hal turned her face the inch needed for her lips to find Quinn’s. She’d intended to go slow, to savor, to do all the exploring she’d missed last time, but Quinn had other ideas. She slipped her tongue into Hal’s mouth, and the kiss caught fire once again. What was it about this woman that could spark all the desire her body could hold in just a second of contact? The lightest flick of her tongue against Hal’s stole all her smart retorts, all her cool moves, all her restraint, and she devolved into a ball of need and nerve endings.

Quinn pulled Hal flush against her, holding her tightly as they continued to rock to the electronic thump of the music, now as one body instead of two. They kissed deeply as their energy levels rose so quickly they reached the point where they had to steal heated breaths from the corner of their mouths. Apparently she and Quinn had no lower gear. They jumped from idle right to full speed. Everything else they did, even the most basic interactions, got weighed, analyzed, even agonized over, but the minute their mouths found each other, all forms of logic and restraint disintegrated.

Quinn clutched the T-shirt at Hal’s back, balling it into her fist and causing it to ride up. Hal felt the cool air of her exposed skin only a moment before being replaced by the heat of Quinn’s palm and the press of her fingers. She wanted to feel the same, to mirror the touch and push for more, so she worked her own hands under the hem of Quinn’s shirt, closing them around the curve of her waist and sliding them up. Kneading as she went, she wanted to massage every inch of her smooth, hot skin, and the shirt only got in the way.

Oh yeah, the clothes were the problem. That’s what started this whole thing happening between them now. No, this thing started long before tonight, and somehow even in her haze, she understood it wouldn’t end tonight, either, and at least in the moment she could admit to herself she didn’t want it to. She wanted Quinn, in multiple ways, in every way, and she didn’t want that to end. But now wasn’t the time to think about what she’d want tomorrow. She had plenty of desire to hold her for this moment. Withdrawing her hands from inside Quinn’s shirt, she worked back up from the outside, flipping open buttons as she went. With the last one sprung, she pushed the fabric off her shoulders and replaced it with her mouth.

She licked and sucked the elegant line of Quinn’s collarbone and down her chest to the thin line of lace at the top of her bra. The fabric suddenly enticed her, and she cupped it in her hands. So soft, so inviting. Teasing, squeezing, she ran her fingers over the nipples pushing against their restraint.

Quinn trembled beneath her and sank a hand into Hal’s hair, pinning her head down for a moment before tightening her fingers and pulling back. Hal met her eyes, finding them a much darker shade of blue now.

“I’m not doing this standing up again.”

“Bed?” Hal asked.

Quinn nodded and recaptured her mouth. Her tongue was hot and damn talented. Hal felt a rush of her own heat spreading through her again at the thought of that tongue in other places. She had to get them both naked, and fast. They stumbled together, trying to walk and kiss without lessening any of the contact between them. Hal moved backward, trying to pull Quinn with her, but every few steps they got lost, blinded with lust and driven to move only toward each other.

They made it as far as the living room before they stopped again. This time Quinn groped at Hal’s shirt, pushing it up roughly and raking her fingernails across her abs and stomach. They pulled apart enough to remove the shirt and steal a couple more breaths. Hal glanced up the stairs Ian had taken two at a time, but they suddenly seemed Everest-esque in their height. Turning back frantically, she spotted an easier path.

“Couch?” she asked, nodding her head toward the nearest flat surface.

“Brilliant,” Quinn mumbled and gave her a shove in that direction.

Hal stumbled the few steps she needed, then caught Quinn’s arm and pulled her close again. The now-bare skin of their stomachs met, but the bra that had seemed so enthralling moments ago served only as a barrier now. She flipped open the clasp and ran her hands back over Quinn’s shoulders, slipping the straps down as she went. The bra dropped silently to the floor, revealing a perfection even better than she’d remembered, but before she could touch or taste the way she longed to, Quinn placed her palms flat against her chest and pushed. The back of her legs hit the couch, and she dropped easily. Sinking into the thick cushions, Hal let her hands rest on her knees and her head loll back as she relaxed into the stunning view of Quinn standing, bare chested and beautiful, before her. She reached out to touch, but Quinn shook her head.

She obeyed the silent command and watched as Quinn unclasped the front of her khakis. She slowly lowered the zipper before allowing them to join the rest of her clothes on the hardwood floor. Then hooking her thumbs in the waistband of her cream-colored bikini briefs, she rolled her hips in the most delicious little shimmy Hal had ever seen. Like some silly cliché, her mouth watered at the sight of her, a puddle of lust, transfixed as the last piece of clothing fell away.

“God, Quinn.” She almost choked on her need, and her hips lifted off the couch of their own accord. Did she even know? Could she even begin to understand what the sight of her naked and ready did to Hal? Of course she knew. She had to. She’d played, teased, hinted at this kind of power since the moment they met. Quinn had known she could have this all along. And quite frankly, so had Hal. Refusing to acknowledge the truth didn’t alter it. And why had she even wanted to?

The animal needs clawed at her, fully awake now and roaring to be released. She practically growled. “I want you so fucking bad.”

Quinn’s smile was slow but not shy as she stepped forward and placed a knee on each side of Hal’s thighs. Then leaning close, she whispered, “Take me.”

All awareness fled as Hal took hold of Quinn’s hips and lowered her over her lap, then cupping her ass, pulled her roughly forward. Her perfect breasts swayed within reach of Hal’s mouth, and she caught them, sucking, nipping, playing with one, then the other. Quinn arched her back, pushing her chest forward as she rocked her hips against Hal’s crotch. Apparently she had a few animal instincts of her own to satisfy. She sank her fingers back into the hair at the base of Hal’s scalp and held her tightly in place while she reached behind herself for Hal’s hand. Intertwining their fingers, she gave her a little squeeze before she pulled it forward and guided Hal between her legs.

Not normally one to follow when her own needs screamed to be met, Hal quickly decided to make an exception when she felt the sheen of wet heat coating Quinn’s inner thighs. Her hips jumped again at the further proof she wasn’t the only one on the verge of losing control, and she needed no more invitation to satisfy both their needs at once. Working her hand loose from Quinn’s, she slipped through blond curls.

“Inside,” Quinn panted.

She thought briefly about making her ask nicely, but who was she kidding? She was going to give her what she wanted, what they both wanted, and neither of them were in any shape to wait.

Curling two fingers, she pressed fast and steady, burying herself as far as she could in a single move.

Quinn moaned, throwing her head back as she ground down on her hand and still pinned Hal’s mouth to her breast. She was amazingly long and lithe, writhing against her, closing around her. She surrounded her and filled her every breath like a hot wind carrying the scent of an impending storm. Only in their case, the storm had already arrived. It crackled with electricity around them and roared like thunder through Hal’s ears. She pressed on her back, sucked, bit, licked her chest. Every part of her ached to connect with a part of Quinn, and they both worked to meet those needs.

As Quinn rocked up and down against her hand, she used her thumb to rub against Quinn’s clit and felt her alter her rhythm to search out the new contact. Her body was so beautifully responsive. It clearly wouldn’t take much friction to set her off, and that’s exactly what Hal wanted to do. She wanted to feel her come undone. She wanted to be the one to undo her. The next time Quinn rose up even a little bit, Hal followed her, increasing her pressure both inside and out.

Quinn gasped at the added contact and dropped her head forward until it rested against Hal. “Yes.” The word came out on a hoarse whisper. “Don’t stop.”

“Never,” Hal muttered against her skin as she worked her hand in and out among Quinn’s slick folds, making sure she hit the spots that got the best reactions. Quinn whimpered her feedback as the motion of her hips grew erratic. Hal had to work to keep her hold with the constricting position, but she wasn’t about to move. She had everything she wanted literally in her lap.

“Yes, right there.” Quinn found her voice again and pressed into her, trapping her wrist between their bodies. “Don’t stop.”

Hal wouldn’t have dared, not with the most perfect body she’d ever been under beginning to quake above her. Quinn threw her head back, arching up and clutching tightly to Hal’s shoulders as they rocked together, suspended on the crest of the wave they’d built between them. Hal watched in awe as Quinn’s eyes closed and her lips parted, while tremors of release shook along the entire length of that gorgeous arc. Her perfection ripped at Hal’s chest, expanding it, making room for emotions she wasn’t yet ready to process.

“Yes, Hal, yes.” She exhaled one more heavy, shuddering breath, then fell forward, skin against sweat-soaked skin as they melted back together.
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Quinn lay spent against Hal’s chest. She took uneven breaths, the quick thump-thumping of Hal’s heartbeat under her palm. There was something soothing about the rapid pace of the flutter, like the brush of hummingbird wings against her skin.

She blinked away the glaze of her afterglow. Where had such a poetic image sprung from? What they’d just done wasn’t delicate or sweet, and any animal allusions they’d inspired were surely more ferocious than fragile. She and Hal did not have the kind of relationship that lent itself to the flowery or romantic. Then again, she honestly didn’t know what kind of relationship they had at all anymore. It didn’t include business, at least not overtly. It did include some deep conversation on at least one occasion, but that had yet to be repeated. It didn’t seem to include much mutual interest. They had a bit of history, but no discernible future. There didn’t seem to be much connecting them or their encounters, unless you considered a few bouts of mind-blowing sex.

She pushed herself back and stared at Hal. Her dark eyes held the same sheen of sated lust, and her black hair stood out in places from the combing of Quinn’s fingers. Her tan chest rose and fell in the same deep, steady breaths Quinn sought, and her skin flushed warm with the remnants of their exertion. She looked utterly disheveled and seriously sexy. A low hunger stirred deep in the pit of her stomach. The pull Quinn felt toward tenderness may have been disconcerting, but it was also fleeting. The hunger, the desire, those they had no trouble sustaining.

She leaned back down and drew her tongue along the curve of Hal’s neck in a slow, deliberate swipe, smelling smoke and tasting salt. Hal’s muscles rippled beneath her, and her fingers curled between Quinn’s legs again. The twinge of hunger rose into a roaring need, but not for a second helping of the same course. She’d been thoroughly consumed. Now was her time to do the devouring. She clasped her hand around Hal’s wrist and extracted it from between them, trying not to lose her resolve as Hal dragged her finger across her clit on the way out.

“Not this time, Fryboi,” she said through gritted teeth.

Hal’s smile was lazy and self-assured. “What? Can’t take the heat?”

“We’re not in the kitchen anymore,” Quinn said. “You’re in my domain now. I make the rules.”

“Uh-huh.” Hal’s grin remained cocky, and she reached out again, but Quinn caught her hands once more. She guided them up, over, and behind Hal’s head before releasing them.

“Hands on your head,” she said in her most authoritative tone. “You’re done touching. Now you watch, you feel, you can shout if you need to, but you don’t touch.”

“Or what?”

She leaned forward, pressing the length of her naked body to every ounce of exposed skin she could reach. She ran her tongue along the curve of Hal’s ear, sucking the lobe between her teeth before whispering, “Or I stop.” She sat up abruptly. “Do we have a deal?”

Hal eyed her like a poker player looking for any hint of a bluff, but Quinn had enough practice at the stone-cold business face that Hal decided against pushing that particular button. She nodded and settled back into the couch, her hands right where Quinn had left them.

Then, satisfied her authority was secure, Quinn set to exploring her new playground. She started with her mouth, marking the increasingly familiar path across Hal’s lips. Taking one between her teeth, she pulled it out and bit lightly before releasing and working south along her neck and chest. Hal was delicious, but entirely too restrained for Quinn’s tastes. She cupped both her breasts in her hands, kneading them lightly and flicking her tongue between splayed fingers, grazing sensitive skin with her teeth. Hal’s arms twitched, but she did an admirable job of not moving them off her head.

Quinn couldn’t decide what she wanted more: to watch Hal squirm under the restraint of her obedience or to see it snap. She continued to toy with Hal’s breasts while she pondered the question, but she wouldn’t stay stationary for too long. She wanted to push all the buttons. Working her mouth lower, she kissed down her sternum and over the subtle crease of her abs. Sliding to the floor to get a better angle, she kneeled before Hal, looking up to see what sort of effect the position had on her willing captive. Hal’s dark eyes were nearly all pupil now, and the rise and fall of her chest had grown more dramatic, but she remained still, her back sunk into the couch cushions and her fingers interlocked behind her head.

Quinn wanted to hold that picture of Hal in her mind so she could compare it to the sight of her shattered and spent when she’d finished.

She opened the top button of Hal’s jeans and kissed the spot she’d revealed before working down the zipper and following it all the way with her mouth. Hal’s hips jerked up, and her hands fell to her side, causing Quinn to pause, smiling against the taut skin of Hal’s lower abs. She was clearly on the right path, but she hadn’t even started the real show yet.

Then slipping her hands under Hal’s ass, she urged her up enough to pull both the jeans and the boxers beneath down her legs and off. She cast them aside and pressed against her knees, spreading them open so she could settle in between her thighs.

Inhaling the scent of her, heady, rich, smooth, she hovered only a breath away and lifted her chin to see Hal watching her, bottom lip nearly white from the pressure of her teeth. Quinn’s own arousal rose another notch at such a tell from the normally stoic chef.

Dipping her head once more, she used her tongue to spread open the final folds hiding the prize they both sought. Hal’s hips jerked, once again lifting slightly off the couch, but she made no sound and no move to touch. Upping the pressure, Quinn moved with one slow, steady stroke of her tongue the length of Hal’s desire. Tasting her did little to satisfy her hunger. The next time she made a sweeping pass with her tongue, she followed with one finger, then two. Each time Hal’s muscles contracted around her, she grew more ravenous. How was she supposed to project a sense of authority over this little scene if she couldn’t control her own desire?

Taking Hal’s clit in her mouth, she finally pulled a moan from her. She repeated the motion, timing it to coincide with a thrust of her hand, causing Hal to buck underneath her. Now that Hal’s armor had begun to crack, she felt the burn of a challenge spread through her sea of lust. Hal would break first, she would see to it, and she would make sure she wasn’t quiet about it.

Pushing in harder, she felt Hal’s thighs tremble around her. Then with her free hand, she clawed her way up across her abs. Hal’s breath, harsh and raspy, caused her chest to rise and fall dramatically. She established a rhythm fast and heavy as she worked her tongue, her lips, her fingers in tandem. Then suddenly she pulled back, breaking all contact.

“Fuck.” Hal swore, her heavy-lidded eyes snapping open.

Quinn fought the urge to laugh. That would just be evil, but she couldn’t contain her smile at the sight of Hal’s open-mouthed gasping for breath.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just making sure you wanted this.”

“What?”

“Consent.” Quinn play-acted at seriousness. “It’s very important, don’t you think?”

“Absolutely.” Hal said, her jaw set.

“So?”

“I consent.”

Quinn lowered her head and ran her tongue along the wetness coating Hal’s thigh. “Is that just a blanket consent, or do you want to lay out terms? Maybe you could list all the things you consent to.”

“You’re teasing,” Hal said through gritted teeth.

“Maybe.” She placed a light kiss on Hal’s clit and watched her head roll back again.

“Is this some sort of power trip?”

“Maybe.” She accented the point with another well-placed flick of her tongue.

Hal’s fingers twitched and scraped as if trying to fist the fabric of the sofa, but her hands came up empty. “What do I have to say?”

“Oh, Hal, don’t think of it as a chore. Think of it as an opportunity for better communication.” She worked her finger back inside as she spoke. “A chance for you to get your needs met.” She hovered close enough for Hal to feel the warm breath of each word against her most sensitive skin. “Tell me what you need.” Hal lifted one hand, her fingertips just barely skimming through a strand of hair that had fallen across her legs, and Quinn immediately stilled. “Tell, honey, don’t show.”

Hal groaned but miraculously dropped her hand. “Fuck me.”

She picked up her pace, going deeper. “Like this?”

“Yes,” Hal hissed. “God yes.”

“What else?”

Hal looked down at her and bit her lip again.

“Come on, Fryboi,” she coaxed, twisting her fingers upward. “We both know you want to beg. Let go.”

“Quinn.”

“Yes?”

“Please.”

“Please what?”

Hal’s hands clenched so tightly the skin went white.

No, she couldn’t go back into her fortress of control. Quinn licked her again, quick and hard. It was time for her to unravel. Stroking her harder from the inside, she pulled her forward. “Tell me, Hal. What do you want?”

“I want, I want you.”

She rewarded the admission with the push of her thumb. “How do you want me?”

“I want . . . you to do everything to me . . . all at once.” Hal threw her head back and growled. “I want to hold your head down on me while I come.”

Now it was her turn to gasp.

“Please, Quinn. I’ll do anything. You can do anything, just, God, let me touch you.”

The wave of arousal overtook Quinn, filtering everything through a lens of red and bright white. She took Hal’s balled-up fist, untangled her fingers, and placed a hot, wet kiss on her palm before guiding it to her head. Hal needed no more encouragement and quickly added her other hand to the back of her neck. The pressure wasn’t oppressive, but direct, and Quinn bowed to it, taking Hal in her mouth once more.

She probably should’ve fought against the idea of someone else taking the wheel, but you didn’t test drive a Lamborghini at thirty miles per hour, and she wouldn’t stop short of putting the amazing body before her through all of its paces. Hal succumbing to her desire was one of the most enthralling things she’d ever been a part of.

Surrendering her need for control to the moment that control had wrought, she let Hal’s hands steadily guide her as she set both the pace and pressure. She was no longer certain who was fucking whom, and she didn’t care. The muscles of Hal’s thighs and ass contracted. Then a jagged, incoherent shout shattered the rasping silence of the room. Hal held her firmly in place as she thrust up off the couch, but she wouldn’t have let go for anything. She wanted to experience every second of this ride until the very end, and then she wanted to ride it again.

How strange for her to want more even in the moment of having everything. She was greedy while getting and starved even while consuming. Hal’s plea to do anything and everything inspired only the same in her, and as the shaking muscles and trembling fingers fell away, she knew with all the certainty her racing heart could muster that they were far from finished.




Chapter Thirteen

The faint rays of sunlight streaming through the blinds told Hal it was probably time for her to go. Sully had no doubt noticed she hadn’t come home, maybe Ian had too, but that was very different from him walking in and finding her clothes mingled with his sister’s on the living room floor. They weren’t in a relationship. They hadn’t even dated. They were just really good at fucking.

She grinned. Damn, they were good, but that’s not a conversation she wanted to have with Quinn’s younger brother, so she needed to get out of the bed they’d finally made it to only a few hours ago.

Okay. She had to leave now. She’d made up her mind. Time to get up. And yet . . . nothing. Her body refused to comply. Complete mind-body disconnect had become a recurring theme around Quinn, only now it wasn’t driven by lust. She couldn’t have lasted another round if she’d wanted to, and she knew this because she had wanted to last night or earlier this morning. They had stopped only when their muscles had given out. She never wanted to stop with Quinn. Another problem. Surely this would end. Everything ended, and in their case, Hal knew the smarter option was to end things sooner rather than later.

She rolled slowly onto her side and faced the sleeping woman next to her. Could she really be even more beautiful in the early morning light than she’d been the night before? Not possible, and yet, with her face serene and her long, blond hair flowing freely across the pillow and her fair skin disappearing beneath a thin white sheet, she was undeniably gorgeous. Hal’s heart rate accelerated in a new way, not the click and whoosh of a gas flame, but the slow, surrounding warmth of an oven, the kind that heated everything evenly, all encompassing. The kind of heat she’d never had access to and, therefore, never let herself crave.

She rolled onto her back again and stared at the ceiling, hoping if she looked away, the craving would pass.

It didn’t.

Was that craving, the one from her heart rather than from her body, the real reason she couldn’t extract herself from Quinn’s bed? If so, she had found problem number three. The third strike was also the most dangerous. She and Quinn were good together in bed, or on couches or tables, but the connection ended there, it had to end.

Everything ended.

“Hey,” Quinn whispered. “You okay?”

Hal buried her musing and pulled up a smile. “Good morning.”

“Good morning. How did you sleep?”

“Like a baby: soundly, but only for about two hours.”

Quinn’s sleepy smile pulled at the parts of Hal’s heart she wanted to keep protected. “Me too.”

“I should go, let you get back to it.”

“You’re leaving?” Quinn’s blue eyes widened, fully awake now. “I mean, sure. Whatever you want.”

Too late. Hal had heard the surprise, the desire, the disappointment in Quinn’s voice before she’d caught herself. The initial impulse had been the same as her own. Could they both be fighting the same fight? Did it matter? Should she admit her own confusion or try to use her own defenses to help bolster Quinn’s? Quinn had given her an emotional out. She should take it. The desire to leave might not be real, but the other options were more complicated. And yet, when she opened her mouth to say goodbye, somehow those honest emotions slipped out instead.

“I just thought you’d want me gone before Ian got home. I wanted to respect your privacy.”

“Thank you. You’re probably right.” Quinn nodded seriously but then pursed her lips, and Hal waited to see if she’d lose the same battle within her. “But I thought, I mean it occurred to me, one of the perks of sleeping with a chef might be breakfast in the morning.”

Hal laughed. “I thought you didn’t like the idea of breakfast in bed.”

“I don’t,” Quinn admitted, “but breakfast with you, in my kitchen, maybe barefoot, I think I might find very appealing.”

“Sounds like the jury’s still out. Maybe we should explore that option just so you know for sure.”

Quinn kissed her lightly on her lips. “I concur. Worthy research, Chef.”

At the feel of Quinn’s mouth against hers, a different kind of energy began to stir, pulsing through a region much lower than her heart, but she quickly pulled away. The lady had requested breakfast, and exploring that option seemed so much safer than any of the others currently on the table.
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“You need a sous chef?” Quinn asked, not really wanting to help. Every muscle in her body ached. All she really wanted was to snuggle into the crook of Hal’s arm and fall back asleep. Alas, spooning wasn’t on the agenda for them yet. No, scratch that. Spooning wasn’t on the agenda for them ever. The lack of sleep, on top of hours of earthquaking sex, had thrown her equilibrium off balance. They needed to get back onto solid ground. Food provided them that and some much-needed nourishment. “I can help.”

“No.” Hal pulled out a chair from the kitchen table. “You get to sit. You get to watch. You can even moan if you need to, but you do not touch.”

Heat spread through Quinn’s core at the images flashing through her mind. “And if I don’t agree to those rules?”

One corner of Hal’s mouth crooked up into a half smile. “Then you don’t get to taste.”

Her mouth went dry, her cheeks flamed, and she knew that Hal knew she’d landed the first point of the day. “Well played, Fryboi.”

Hal found her fridge contents largely lacking, so she made a run to the truck and returned with a few staples, which she promptly spread across Quinn’s kitchen counters. Now with Quinn in her designated place, she set to work. She got two large skillets over a medium-high flame and unwrapped what appeared to be bacon, and yet not. The product in the plastic wrap looked darker and left a thick residue on both the casing and Hal’s hands.

Quinn’s curiosity was piqued. “Am I allowed to ask what you’re doing?”

“Sure,” Hal said, still focused on the stove. She settled a couple pieces of buttered bread in one of the pans. “I can talk and cook at the same time. I’m multitalented like that.”

Quinn rolled her eyes at Hal’s back, but if pressed she’d have to admit she liked this cocky side of her. She personally found modesty highly overrated, especially in women. “What is that you’re using now?”

“It’s bacon rubbed with coffee grounds and maple syrup.”

“Are you kidding? That’s a thing? How did I not know that was a thing?”

“Well, people put all kinds of rubs on cured meat, so yeah, it’s a thing. But this particular mix is one I invented.” Hal dropped the bacon into the sizzling hot skillet.

“You made it up?”

“Yeah. The bacon was good, because, you know . . . bacon.”

Quinn nodded at the completely sufficient explanation.

“But I wanted all the best parts of breakfast in one sandwich. Hence, coffee.”

“Good call.” When Quinn listed her best friends in the world, coffee always made an appearance on the list.

“Wait, are you feeding me bacon that’s been left in a truck overnight?”

“Yeah, totally. That’s safe, right?”

“Sure seems legit.”

Hal snorted. “I have a small ice chest for cold storage of leftovers. It’s not a long-term food storage solution, but it can handle twelve hours, no problem.”

“And you just drive around with twelve hours worth of bacon at all times?”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“Only people who are winning at life.”

“Go me.” Hal flipped the bacon and then the bread. “I’ve got bacon, maple syrup, coffee, and toast here. Then we add eggs.”

“Makes sense,” Quinn said, leaning forward in her seat. It was just a breakfast sandwich, but with finishing touches that had the potential to set it well above the standard McMuffin.

“What’s this one called?”

“The Wake ’n’ Bake.”

Genius. “Way to cater to the hangover crowd.”

“I know my audience.”

She did. She had an amazing sense for what appealed to people, not just any people, but her people, their people. The people who would be part of Buffalo’s base and its revival.

Oh no, the business part of her brain spun again. Hal had talent. She had drive. She had a creative, innovative mind, a great sense of the market, and a genuine love of her job. Just because she had also spent some time recently having rather amazing sex with Quinn didn’t mean she should have to stop being the best candidate for other job openings in Quinn’s life. Sure, mixing business with sex generally spelled doom for both, but they were adults. They could keep their business relationship separate from whatever other kind of relationship involved sleeping together occasionally.

“Earth to Quinn,” Hal said, setting a plate on the table in front of her. “Order up.”

“Right. Wow. Thanks.”

Hal brought over another plate with an identical sandwich and took the seat next to her. “You were someplace else. Or maybe asleep sitting up?”

“Probably. Someone kept me up pretty late last night.”

“Oh, I thought you were the one in charge last night.”

Quinn smiled at the image the comment inspired but chose to take a bite of her Wake ’n’ Bake before answering. The moment she did, all other thoughts left her brain as every sensory receptor in her body diverted to her taste buds.

“Oh my God,” she mumbled around a mouthful of food.

Hal tried to hide her pleasure, but she did a terrible job. “Yeah?”

“Yes. I could kiss you, but my mouth is busy,” Quinn said, completely unconcerned by the unladylike aspects of talking with her mouth full.

“I’m not sure the recipe is perfected yet.”

“If this sandwich got any better, it’d be illegal,” Quinn said before snapping off another bite. If Hal had intended to combine all the best flavors breakfast had to offer, she’d succeeded. And all the flavors blended together perfectly without any one overpowering the others. The same held true for the textures. Each thing unique but working in harmony. The sandwich was damn near symphonic.

“We need to talk.”

“Uh-oh,” Hal said, “that’s never a good thing.”

“No, it’s probably not,” Quinn admitted. She fully expected to regret it soon. “But this thing we’ve got going on, whatever it is—and I am not asking for a definition here—it’s amazing. It’s fun and very satisfying. And as hard as it is for me to admit, I don’t really want it to stop.”

“Okay,” Hal said, as if bracing herself for whatever bad news would surely come next. “But?”

“But I still want to build a restaurant from the ground up. I still want it to be the best. I still want something unique and valuable and successful that I, and the city, can be proud of. And I want it to be with you.”

Hal should’ve seen this coming. And part of her had. Quinn hadn’t got where she had in life by giving up or allowing distractions to consume her. No amount of sexual tension or blurring boundaries could erase her drive. And honestly, Hal would’ve been a little disappointed if she’d allowed it to. Part of Quinn’s appeal lay in her tenacity, especially since Hal had learned more about her upbringing. She’d taken a broken home, in a broken city, paired with several broken people, and had still managed to make something good. Of course she wanted to build something lasting. Of course she wanted to be part of something that worked. Those impulses made sense, given who she was.

But Hal wasn’t that person. “I get it,” she finally said. “I understand what you’re after.”

“Do you?”

“Yeah. I didn’t at first, but I do now. I even respect it.”

“But?”

“I’m not the chef for the job.”

“Hal.” Quinn set her sandwich down and reached across the table for her hand. “Please know I’m trying here. This isn’t easy for me, but I’m not good at taking no for an answer, especially when I think it’s a very bad answer.”

Hal laughed. “I appreciate that.”

“Help me understand.”

“You believe you can build something to last, and I hope you’re right. I know life works that way for some people. But I’m not one of them.” She squeezed her hand. “I’m not the person who puts down roots. I can’t believe in something like permanence. Especially in something that’s not mine. It would always be your dream and your business. I’d always be waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

Quinn exhaled slowly. “I understand the worry, and I understand where it comes from, but I have to call you on one little detail I think you got wrong.”

“What’s that?”

“I think it is your dream. You’re made to command a kitchen. You were born to entertain. You were born to bring people together. I handled everything about the pop-up wrong, and I’m sorry. But even under those circumstances you shined. You belong on that stage.”

Hal’s chest tightened. She wouldn’t argue. She’d knocked it out of the park, and she’d loved the kitchen, the food, the crew, the customers. She’d connected with every aspect of the pop-up . . . but at what price?

“Everything comes with a cost, Quinn.”

“Of course it does, but we can manage those. I promise I’ll make sure you have what you need.”

Hal’s stomach twisted. Quinn was trying, and Hal believed she’d do her best. She’d give her anything within her power, but Hal valued things that couldn’t be controlled, not even by a woman like Quinn.

“You deserve your own restaurant, your own kitchen, more than anyone I know, both for who you are as a chef and who you are as a person. You’re the best, and you deserve the best.”

No one had ever spoken to her like that before. No one had ever valued her that way. Emotion clogged her throat, proving that Quinn’s faith in her mattered, maybe even more than she cared to admit.

She didn’t want to betray the first person who’d ever made her feel like she could be something bigger and better than she’d expected from herself. But Quinn’s logic was flawed. Just because she could didn’t mean that she should. What if she already had the best for her? She’d made so many of her choices in life out of necessity, but did that mean she’d made the wrong choices? Living without ties, without roots, was the only thing she knew, but she also knew how amazing freedom could feel. How could she ever make someone like Quinn see what she’d found on the other side of control?

“Hey.” An idea shot straight from her brain out her mouth. “You have the Thursday of Fourth of July off work, right?”

Quinn raised an eyebrow but didn’t pull away. “Yes.”

“Think you could just go ahead and take Friday off too?”

“It’s a little short notice, but I haven’t used a vacation day in two years.”

Hal shook her head at the absurdity of the statement but tried to focus on the main idea. “So if we left early the morning of the Fourth, you wouldn’t have to be back until Monday morning?”

Quinn seemed to think for a moment. “A four-day holiday weekend. I suppose that’s not unheard of, is it?”

Hal laughed. “Not for most Americans.”

“But why would I want to take so much time off?”

“Oy, because four days off of work for one. But also because I think it’s only fair that if you got to dangle the best part of your business model in front of me, I should at least have a chance to show you the best of what my world has to offer.”

“And what’s that?”

Hal grinned and could barely keep herself from doing a little chair dance as she sang out, “Road trip!”
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“So are we just going to not talk about how weird this is?” Sully asked, flopping onto the bed and messing up all the laundry Hal had just folded.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Okay, good. Denial. Always a valid option. Let’s run with it.”

Hal tugged a navy blue T-shirt out from under Sully and tossed it into a duffle bag. Maybe if she just ignored her, she’d go away.

“Totally normal, you and Quinny B going on a road trip . . .”

Apparently not going away.

“You’re like Bonnie and Clyde, or Thema and Louise, or some people who went on a road trip without killing anyone.”

Hal rolled her eyes.

“Oh, Bill and Ted. You and Quinn are Bill and Ted off on an excellent adventure.”

“They didn’t exactly go on a road trip.”

“Sorry, dude. Looking for a frame of reference but not finding one. This shit is pretty random, you have to admit.”

“Maybe.” Hal sighed. And by maybe she meant totally. She didn’t even know why she’d tried to pretend otherwise. “I didn’t think it through.”

“’Cause you were fucking her at the time?”

“No!”

“’Cause you wanted to be fucking?” Sully nudged her. “No shame there. We’ve all said things we regret to get a woman into bed. How do you think I got all those rope burns last year?”

“No. The invitation had nothing to do with the sex,” she said emphatically, before adding more quietly, “at least not directly.”

“What then?”

“I don’t know. She just started talking about the restaurant again, only this time she sounded sincere, and I started to see her point. She’s not just in it for the money.” She paused, waiting for Sully to scoff or make some smart-ass remark, but she only stared back at her. “What, no argument about her motives?”

“Actually, no. I came to that conclusion weeks ago.”

“Great. Everyone in the world saw Quinn’s side of things long before I did.”

“Doesn’t mean she’s got the only side worth seeing.”

“Exactly. That’s why I invited her with me this weekend. I want her to see what I’d have to give up in order to jump on board with her.”

“Are you sure you’re not trying to get her to jump on board with you?”

“What? Yeah. Of course. We’re not going to ride Cheesy Does It off into the sunset.” She respected Quinn, liked her even, and lusted after her a lot, but they wanted completely different things out of life. Their values didn’t match up at all. This trip would show them that for sure.

“Just checking,” Sully said, sitting up. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy not to have to bust ass all the way to Beantown with you. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I don’t think you have to worry. Quinn and I both know the score. Besides, I didn’t say you couldn’t come with us. It’s not like we can have sex for four days solid. I do have a real catering gig.”

“Yeah, sure. In that case, why don’t I come along? Me, you, and your fuck buddy cooped up in a food truck. That doesn’t sound awkward at all.”

“She’s not my—”

“Sure, whatever you have to tell yourself. But I haven’t had a holiday weekend off in, like, ever. Don’t take that away from me.”

Hal shook her head. Sully had made too big a deal out of this trip. She was going to go cater a private party, play with some new recipes, and if she had time, she and Quinn would see a few of the sights. Getting bogged down in detailed plans or relationship ties wasn’t on the agenda. The weekend didn’t have to be anything more than a taste of sweet freedom.




Chapter Fourteen

Quinn had been waiting by the window for ten minutes before Hal pulled up at six a.m. sharp. She hurried out to meet her with a rolling carry-on in tow.

“Wow, I thought I might have to come in after you. I should’ve known you were a morning person.”

“I’m always up and dressed at this time of day,” Quinn said truthfully, failing to add she’d never been quite so happy about it as she was today. She barely even needed the second cup of coffee she carried with her.

Hal stowed the suitcase and flipped down the passenger seat. She didn’t have quite the same pep in her step as Quinn did, and her dark eyes were hidden behind darker sunglasses, but she smiled as she said, “All set, copilot?”

She had the urge to lean over and kiss Hal on the cheek, but she resisted. She still didn’t know exactly what kind of trip this was or what kind of relationship they had, so she played it safe and fastened her seat belt snugly. “I’m good to go.”

“You want to play navigator?”

“Great. Yes,” Quinn said, “assuming, of course, that means I get to know where we’re going.”

Hal grinned as she pulled onto Allen Street. “You get to know where we’re going first.”

“So we’re going more than one place?”

Hal shook her head. “I see what you did there. I said you were about to get something you wanted, and you automatically reached for more.”

“It’s what I do, Hal,” Quinn said unapologetically. “I always want more.”

“Fine, you know what? Let’s go with that. This weekend it’s okay to want more. We’ve got a few set stops, but between them, if you get a whim, just say the word.”

“Really?” Quinn felt a wave of giddiness crash against her natural wall of suspicion.

“Really.”

“All right. Then I do want to know where we’re going first.”

“Boston.”

“Massachusetts?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Hal said. “Bay State, seafood, and one of the nation’s most impressive fireworks displays, here we come.”

“I’ve never been to Boston.”

“Really?” Hal asked. “It’s one of my favorite cities.”

“Outside of Buffalo?”

“Of course. Wherever I may roam, Buffalo is my home.”

“Roaming and Buffalo, seems like a good fit,” Quinn said, then admitted, “I wouldn’t really know though. I don’t leave the city often. I’ve been to Toronto and a conference or two, but there’s never time for sightseeing.”

“You didn’t take vacations growing up?”

“No. Stepfather number three liked Vegas, but you don’t take kids there, at least not during the nineties. What about you?”

“No. No one takes their foster kids to Disney World.”

Quinn’s chest constricted, but Hal kept talking evenly.

“Actually, you know that’s probably not true. I am sure some people do. Maybe if I’d stayed in one home long enough, I might have gotten chances like that.”

“Were there ones you wanted to stay in?”

“Sure, a couple. Early on, I had those childish fantasies that my mom would get her shit together and get me back, and then we could find my dad and be a happy family again. Only, we’d never been that. It wasn’t even a possibility. I just didn’t know enough about the situation to understand how things worked.”

“Families are hard things to understand.”

“I knew about divorce. I watched a lot of T.V., but I thought all babies came from a mom and dad who were married. I believed everyone got this awesome starting point, then sometimes things went awry.”

“I take it your parents weren’t married then?”

Hal snorted. “Not even on full-name basis. I was apparently the product of a one-night stand, and I’ve always suspected my mother didn’t know which one-night stand, exactly. Or maybe she didn’t remember that night very well.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Well, my mother didn’t know her own parents, but she was white. I mean, not fair like you, but a brunette with blue eyes and a skin tone that suggested maybe Italian heritage. And me?” Hal lowered her sunglasses, revealing her deep brown eyes. “I am clearly not all white.”

“Did you ever ask her?”

“Oh sure. She said the guy had darker skin and dark hair, but she was always vague.”

“So you honestly don’t know your race?” Quinn asked, awestruck.

“When people ask, I usually say I’m a mutt.” Hal grinned before her tone turned serious. “It used to bother me. I wanted a community so badly, you know? Like if I couldn’t have a family, at least maybe I could be part of an ethnic group. Sully knows she was born on the Seneca Nation. That’s a pretty good clue she’s part Native American. I don’t even have that.”

“No clues? She couldn’t give you anything beyond dark hair and eyes?”

“Not really. He might have been biracial, maybe Latino, or Native American. Hell, from her vague description, he could have been light-skinned African American. It hurt a lot when I was a teenager and really looking for my place in the world. Even now I would give just about anything to have some piece of my heritage, some sense of history. But no matter how much I obsess, I’ll never have those answers. I have to let go.”

“Let go,” Quinn repeated. Not a skill she’d really developed. “I don’t know how you did it. I would’ve driven my mother up the wall.”

“No, you wouldn’t have,” Hal said sadly. “Not if you saw what those questions did to her.”

“What do you mean?”

“It embarrassed Emily to talk about stuff like that. She’d get choked up. I know she wished she’d been able to do better for me. It wasn’t that she didn’t care. She just didn’t know how. She didn’t have the skills or the support.”

Quinn stared out the window and watched Western New York roll by. She understood the problems with the foster system, and she knew drug addiction was a disease every bit as much as diabetes, but she still didn’t see how Hal could be so damned forgiving. These weren’t some hypothetical dilemmas about codependency or redemption. Hal was a real person, amazing and strong and beautiful. She deserved so much more. Her mother had robbed her, first of a stable childhood, then of a second chance with an adoptive family. As if that wasn’t bad enough, she’d also stolen away even the idea of a father or a community to identify with.

“I can’t imagine not even knowing something so basic as my race,” she finally said. “For as shitty as my parents were, at least I always knew where I came from.”

“And you always had Buffalo,” Hal said, her voice more cheery than Quinn’s.

“Yeah, I guess there’s that.” Maybe that’s why she felt such a strong connection to the Queen City. “Our city might not be much, but at least it’s ours.”

“It is,” Hal said seriously, “and we’re gay. That’s a community. I think Sully and I saw that in each other long before we realized what we were seeing. We just knew on some instinctual level. It made coming out kind of awesome, because for the first time in my life, I could say, ‘This is what I am.’ I finally knew something about myself for sure.”

“I’d never thought of it like that before,” Quinn admitted, rolling the idea around in her mind. “For me coming out was different. An annoyance, almost. I was already poor and working my way through college. I didn’t need one more thing to deal with. Being gay was just another excuse for people to turn against me. And I certainly didn’t have time for bars or parades.”

“No time to be gay?” Hal asked. “If you didn’t practice, how did you manage to get so perfect at it?”

Quinn laughed.

“For real. You have a very impressive skill set. All work and no play definitely didn’t make Quinn a dull gay.”

Quinn blushed. “I didn’t mean to imply I never dated anyone. And I’m going to completely ignore the implications of what kind of practice you must have had to hone your talents.”

“Good call,” Hal said quickly.

“I just meant I never really had any sense of community identity. I guess I never thought about it enough to miss it.” Though now that Hal mentioned it, especially in the context of her upbringing, she wondered if maybe she should’ve paid more attention to the gay community. She didn’t have the kind of bond Hal had with Sully, not about being gay, not about how she was raised, not about anything. Of course she shared a close blood tie to Ian, and they’d been through a lot together, but she’d never really had the chance to share in much else with him. He’d always seemed so much younger and more vulnerable. She loved him, but she also saw him as a huge responsibility. They took care of each other in a lot of ways, but she carried a large share of the weight, emotionally and financially. He wasn’t the type of person she could unload her worries on.

“I’ve always done things on my own, and it’s worked pretty well.” Her voice trailed off.

“But?” Hal asked.

“Maybe it would’ve been nice to surround myself with other women dealing with the same things, juggling work and family, and still trying to find themselves,” she admitted.

Hal nodded as she stared out the massive windshield of the truck. Finally she turned and smiled one of those broad, genuine smiles that drew everyone to her. “You know, it’s not too late. Anything is possible.”

Somehow, looking at her, all casual and sunny, Quinn couldn’t argue. She didn’t even want to. All the fears about being a lone wolf or not being good at building relationships or being too busy or too driven faded as hope rushed in to replace them. It was a foreign feeling, this warmth in her stomach—new, fresh, and not at all unpleasant. She was riding in a food truck to Boston with the sexiest chef she knew, for a weekend of chasing whims. She grinned and shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe anything is possible.”
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“So I hear you’re a bit of a celebrity chef right now,” Natalie said as she leaned against her kitchen counter.

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Hal brushed off the attention while she fried up bits of crabmeat. “I’ve gotten some good attention.”

“Joey said you were on the cover of a magazine, and you had a popup that sold out.”

“Yeah, guess I’m doing all right.”

“That’s all you got?” Natalie gave her a little shove. “Sounds like you’re doing better than all right.”

“I don’t have a townhouse with the view of the Charles River,” Hal teased back.

Natalie smiled and took in the view from her third-story windows. It was a damn fine view of the river and the Harvard Bridge, with MIT across the way. Out on the water, the fireworks barge bustled with workers, and down the way, the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra prepared to go on stage. Since Natalie had left Buffalo two years earlier, she’d clearly hit the location jackpot.

“I didn’t say I wasn’t doing all right too. I’m happy to brag about my new digs any time, but it doesn’t take away from what you’re doing.” Natalie nudged her in the ribs. “Plus, I don’t have a hot blond banker bunking in with me.”

“Well, I didn’t want to rub it in or anything, but I’m totally winning that category.” Hal transferred the crispy crabmeat to a paper towel-lined plate.

“So it’s serious?”

“No. Way not. I mean absolutely not a serious thing.”

Natalie nodded. “Okay then, glad you’re not ambivalent about it.”

“She wanted to open a restaurant with me.”

“Is that what they’re calling it in Buffalo these days?”

She rolled her eyes. “Really, she’s going to open a restaurant in Buffalo. She wants me as executive chef.”

“And that’s the only way she wants you?”

“No. It’s the primary way though. The other stuff is . . . it’s—”

“A bonus?”

“A very nice one.”

“Whatever you say.” Natalie shook her head. “But people don’t generally bring their bonus business buddies on long weekends to the coast with them.”

“Why does everyone have to make such a big deal about this?”

“I assume everyone is me and Sully?”

She shrugged. “Pretty much.”

“I guess it’s because we’re your friends and we think you might really like this girl. And when your friends think you really like a girl, it’s their job to give you lots of shit about it.”

“I don’t like her,” Hal said, then caught herself. “I mean I do like her. She’s smart and she’s got a smart mouth, and she gives a shit about something bigger than herself, and—”

“And sex.”

“That too. Really, that a lot.”

“So, she’s smart, she’s beautiful, she’s got her shit together, and the sex is rockin’. I get it now. So many reasons there why you don’t like her.”

“I do like her, it’s just . . .”

The door opened and Quinn walked in, saving her from having to explain anything else to Natalie, or herself for that matter.

“Hey, what are you guys talking about?”

“Food,” Hal said, at the exact same time Natalie said, “Sports.”

“Okay.” Quinn took a seat at the bar separating the kitchen from the living space. “That wasn’t suspicious at all.”

Natalie laughed. “I like her, Halle. She’s going to keep you on your toes.”

“No,” Hal corrected, “I’m going to keep her on hers. ’Cause it’s time to get down to the truck.”

“Are you sure you don’t need me to help?” Natalie asked. “I’m not that rusty.”

“Nope, I’ve seen you in a kitchen, and I know that’s why you paid the big bucks to haul me all the way out here. You get ready to be a bigwig, and let me be your caterer.”

“Why choose between the two?” Quinn asked. “I like to be a bigwig and a caterer.”

“And I imagine you do both beautifully,” Natalie said.

“Hey now.” Hal snapped her fingers. “Back to work, everybody.”

They both laughed, but when Quinn held open the door to the townhouse for Hal to carry the food out, she leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.

Hal warmed instantly, and not just because of the July heat radiating off the city streets. “What was that for?”

“The trip, the amazing view, introducing me to more of your friends. That little bit of protectiveness thing you do.”

Hal’s face flushed even more. When she put it like that, she didn’t make it sound like business with benefits at all. It sounded more personal, more emotional, and damned if it didn’t sound all-around better. She climbed in through the back door of Cheesy Does it and busied herself with heating the griddle.

“So, what’s this new sandwich for tonight?”

The abrupt change in subject made Hal wonder if Quinn hadn’t had the same realization she’d had. Did she regret the comment, or did she want to talk about it? She could ask. They seemed to do well with the straight shooter thing, but now wasn’t a good time, and maybe she didn’t really want the straight-up honest answer anyway.

“I’ve seasoned some crabmeat in Old Bay and Worchestershire sauce, coated them in egg and bread crumbs, then fried them up.” She buttered two slices of bread as she talked. “The filling will be like a cross between crushed up crab cakes and popcorn crab.”

“So clearly this is another one of your inventions.”

“The best ones always are.”

“There’s that modesty I find so damned attractive.”

Hal shook her head but appreciated being back to witty remarks. “Then we’re going to put them on some toasted country bread with mustard and mayo, to round out the crab cake taste, and a slice of Havarti, because cheese is life.”

“Of course.”

Hal continued to assemble the sandwich while she talked. “Then we’re going to do the Heard of Buffalo? ’cause it’s naturally red, white, and bleu cheese.”

“Clever.”

“And the Hippy Dippy for the vegetarians.”

“Yay!” Quinn did a cute rock from side to side.

“Really?” Hal asked. “The Hippy Dippy gets a happy dance?”

“Why not? It’s my favorite.”

“It’s the only one you’ve tried.”

“Not true. I tried the Wake ’n’ Bake.”

“And you didn’t like it as much?”

Quinn frowned. “No, I like it. The same. No, different. Maybe better.”

Hal raised her eyebrows.

“Okay, maybe it was better, but it’s not on the menu tonight. So, of my choices, I like the Hippy Dippy best.”

“But you haven’t tried the other two options.”

“I like what I like.”

“You can be really frustrating, you know?”

“Yeah.” Quinn smiled. “I really can.”

Hal stared at her for a moment, then laughed. What could she say to that? “I just, I don’t even, how am I supposed to . . . ”

Quinn put a finger gently to Hal’s lips. “It’s okay. Do you want me to try your new sandwich?”

Hal nodded slowly.

“Just say so.” She lifted her finger away from Hal’s mouth.

“Please try my new sandwich.”

Quinn smiled. “Oh, honey, you even said ‘please.’ You know what that does to me.”

“Oy,” Hal said, “this woman.”

“I like how your inner Jewishness comes out on the East coast.”

“Hey, we don’t know.” Hal laughed. “I could be Jewish.”
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Quinn was once again baffled and impressed Hal could make comments about her heritage, or lack thereof, so easily, but she didn’t want to make a big deal about something Hal had made peace with. “When do I get my sandwich?”

“Here.” Hal scooped the sandwich into a cardboard clamshell before using the spatula to cut it in half. “We’re going to split this one.”

“Aw, you were cooking for me all along,” Quinn said, then frowned. “I hate to be a foregone conclusion.”

“No, you’re never that. In fact, if you’d bargained harder, I would’ve made you a Hippy Dippy.”

“Don’t worry. If I don’t like this, you’re still going to.”

Hal rolled her eyes and nodded to the sandwich.

Quinn picked it up but stopped. “Wait, what’s it called? I can’t eat it without a name.”

“Really? Most people are the opposite.”

“It’s a sandwich, not a pet.”

“I call it the You’ve Got Crabs.”

A quick shot of laughter escaped before Quinn’s more practiced politeness could catch up. “You just like to make people shout embarrassing things when they order, don’t you?”

“We’ve all got our kink. Now, try the food.”

Quinn took a bite, closing her eyes the way she always did, and Hal waited for the moan. She wanted it, craved it, needed it. And yet Quinn chewed slowly, expressionless. She breathed in deeply through her nose, drawing the moment out and making her wait. Then she scrunched up her entire beautiful face, mouth, nose, and forehead.

“Uh-oh?” Hal finally asked, her heart sinking into her stomach. “Not good?”

“No.” Quinn said, slowly opening her eyes. “Not good . . . amazing!”

Hal blinked a few times, letting that sink in. “What?”

“Your best one yet.” She held up the sandwich. “You didn’t really worry there, did you?” She smiled in the slow, practiced way that made it clear she’d very much intended her to.

Hal fought not to scream. The woman just loved tying her up in knots. How she could be so maddening, then flip on the sexy like a light switch. “You know what you do to me, don’t you?”

“Of course,” Quinn said lightly. “The same thing you do to me.”
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“You coming up to the balcony?” Natalie asked after the last of her guests had eaten—some of them more than once. “The fireworks start in about ten minutes.”

“We’ll join you a little later.”

“Don’t get so busy cleaning up that you miss the show.”

“I won’t let her,” Quinn said, resting a hand lightly on Hal’s shoulder.

“Have I mentioned I like this woman?” Natalie asked.

“Only about seventy times,” Hal said.

“Just making sure one of us does,” Natalie said before heading back inside.

Hal shook her head and wrapped up a package of bleu cheese tightly before sliding it back into the cold storage.

“How did you two meet?” Quinn asked as she wiped down the prep surfaces. They had settled into an easy rhythm working side by side, and the food stage of the party flew by smoothly. She hoped that fact hadn’t been lost on Hal.

“Natalie and I worked together as line cooks at a place on Elmwood that went under way too fast. Sully worked there too. And Joey Lang was a waiter. That was before Jo and Nat went back to school.”

“And you and Sully went out on your own?”

“We had a few more odd jobs between us, but pretty much.”

“Seems like you all did pretty well.”

“Yeah, who’d expect a bunch of blue-collar diner dykes from Buffalo to branch out so far?”

“But you’ve all stayed in touch. And you seem to look out for each other.”

“I guess we do. I mean, I know Natalie could find someone local to do this party a lot cheaper, but she still calls me.”

“Just like you called Joey in for the pop-up,” Quinn offered.

“I guess so.”

“But it’s more than just sharing jobs.” She pressed, wanting to get to the heart of the relationship she found herself envying. “She’s sharing opinions about you and me.”

“She’s sharing smart-aleck comments.”

“A little, but she’s not just busting you. She cares. She just shows it in a fun way, just like Sully. You’ve got good friends.” She wondered if her wistfulness came through in her voice.

What was going on with her today? First, she’d mourned missing out on her sense of community, now she felt emotional about wanting friends who cared enough to make fun of her. Maybe the change of scenery threw her off. Maybe the chance to peek into Hal’s world drew out the contrasts with her own life and she’d found a few areas lacking. Still, she wasn’t sure she’d trade her troubles for the ones Hal had faced in her lifetime. Maybe no one ever really could have it all.

Hal finished putting the food away and reached for Quinn’s hand. The move pulled her out of her head and into the moment. Hal had never been the one to reach for her, not in any casual way. “Come on. The fireworks are about to start. I want to show you something.”

Quinn followed Hal out of the truck. From the back parking lot of Natalie’s townhouse, she could see only part of the way down the Esplanade before the throngs of people crowded out her view. Of course the fireworks would be well above the people, especially if they went up to the balcony, but instead of heading for Natalie’s back stairs, Hal went only so far as the back of the truck.

Reaching up, she unsnapped a latch and folded down a metal ladder Quinn had never noticed—and why would she? She’d never had any reason to consider climbing onto the roof of a food truck, and yet that’s exactly what Hal seemed to want her to do.

She wouldn’t say she was afraid of heights, not really. But she did have a healthy respect for them. Enough respect to make her nervous about climbing a little ladder up the side of a big box on wheels to a roof that may or may not be strong enough to hold both of them. And yet, Hal had shimmied right up there like a monkey up a tree.

She grabbed hold of the rungs and pulled herself up only to reach the top and find no more handgrips. The sun had set, and the street lamps did little more than throw shadows across the top of the truck. She couldn’t feel any place to hold onto, and she was about to have to slide across her stomach like some captive orca at Sea World when Hal’s hand once again took hold of her own. The touch was firm, stable yet gentle, and Quinn relaxed immediately as Hal helped pull her up. If she’d allowed herself to think about it, she may have been bothered by the fact that she’d sought that comfort in the first place, but the moment she stood, she could make out a picnic blanket and a couple small candles illuminating a bottle of wine.

“Hal, has this been up here all night?”

“Yeah.” She shrugged. “I just thought, well, there’s no reason to go upstairs to a party with a bunch of people we don’t know when we’ve got such a great seat all to ourselves right here.”

“I like the way you think.”

The first of the fireworks suddenly exploded, bold and red, across the Boston sky, its reflection lighting up the river below and casting everything in a pink glow. They both looked toward the sky, then back at each other. Quinn watched the second burst of color mirrored in Hal’s eyes, blue this time. She couldn’t help getting swept up in the moment.

She wrapped her arms loosely around Hal’s neck and pulled her close, finding Hal’s lips with her own as another blast of color illuminated the night sky. The kiss had more soul to it than any they’d shared so far, along with a slow spread of heat. They savored it, for the first time, deliberately inching closer to each other, literally and figuratively. Quinn felt new parts of herself opening to Hal. This thing between them, whatever it had been, was slowly becoming something else, and there, under the glow of fireworks, she realized they had something more than explosives burning between them.




Chapter Fifteen

“Cape Cod.” Quinn read the big green road sign as they turned onto Interstate 495. “We’re going to Cape Cod?”

“That’s the plan.”

“I thought you didn’t have a plan?”

“Well, maybe not a plan so much as a hope,” Hal said, and she did feel hopeful. She and Quinn seemed to have entered a new space, a peaceful one that included all their fun, witty banter, only with much softer edges. “I’m allowed to hope, aren’t I?”

“I should think so,” Quinn said, “but you set the bar pretty high last night.”

Hal smiled, satisfied with her work. “The event went well. And our afterparty went even better. And now I’ve got a pocket full of cash to show for our efforts.”

“I hope you took payment only for the first part of the evening and not for the show we gave the folks up on the balcony later.”

Hal laughed. They may have missed a good portion of the fireworks while they made out on the roof of the truck. Still, nothing crossed into the type of behavior people would pay to see. “We kept everything PG-13.”

“At least until we got into Natalie’s guest room.”

“Well yeah, people would’ve paid a lot more to see that part.”

“I might be willing to pay a hefty price for a repeat,” Quinn said, reaching over and resting her hand on Hal’s thigh. A myriad of images flashed through Hal’s mind so vividly, she had a hard time seeing the road: Quinn naked on top of her, under her, pressed against her from behind. Not the type of things one wanted to think about while merging onto the Bourne Bridge.

“So, Cape Cod,” she said, her voice coming out a little strangled.

Quinn bit her lip as if trying to hold in a laugh, but she gave Hal’s thigh a little squeeze before mercifully moving her hand. “Yes, tell me about Cape Cod.”

“Well,” Hal said, “it’s expensive and busy this time of year, and not easy to get around. Be prepared for traffic.”

“You’re a wonderful salesperson.”

“Just preparing you for what we’ll have to go through in order for me to tell you it’ll all be worth the trouble as soon as we roll into Provincetown.”

“Provincetown? That’s like a pretty gay place, right?”

“It is, but not like San Francisco or the Village. It’s not some city mecca. If you took the people off the street, you’d think you were in the middle of any little New England fishing village. It’s cute and homey and overflowing with so much charm, you can hardly stand it.”

“Sounds lovely,” Quinn practically sighed.

“It is. Even on its own it’d be a nice spot to visit, but when you add the people, you inject a whole ‘nother layer of wonderfulness, and the Fourth of July weekend is one of the busiest of the whole year.”

“So it’ll be crowded?”

“It will, and a huge portion of the crowd will be gay,” Hal explained gleefully. “Hundreds, maybe thousands, of gay men and lesbians owning the streets. Pretty streets, nice streets, friendly streets. Shops and restaurants will cater to us, straight families will move in and out of the groups, the minority for once, and they’re generally just fine with that.”

“I can’t imagine. I mean I’ve never had any trouble in Buffalo, but I’ve always been the minority. I’ve never been anywhere where queers outnumbered straight people. I’ve never even given any thought to that possibility.”

“Well now you can. We both agree Buffalo is amazing, but there are other amazing places out there, Quinn. You just have to give yourself the freedom to wander.”

Quinn didn’t respond right away. Had Hal pushed too hard? She hadn’t meant to be heavy-handed. She just wanted to make sure Quinn saw what she saw in the world: the magic, the adventure, the beauty. Hal looked over, hoping to search her eyes, but Quinn had turned to stare out the window.

She was stunning there in profile, but she was equally gorgeous from every angle. Hal felt an increasingly familiar tightness in her chest. She wanted to take her hand, pull her close, make her feel the mix of emotions she felt. Mostly, though, she wanted to see her smile, a broad, genuine flash of effervescence. That desire was not convoluted like the others. It was pure and strong and sprung from someplace deep inside of her. Whatever intentions she’d still had for their trip, one in particular now stood out above all the others: she wanted to make Quinn happy.

“Once we get to Ptown, the schedule is all yours,” she offered.

“You don’t have anything on the agenda?” Quinn asked.

“Not really,” she said, unwilling to reveal any of her most pressing goals. “Well, other than a lobster roll. Wait, excuse me, a lobstah roll.”

“Lobstah roll?” Quinn repeated the phrase with the classic Boston accent. “Why do I have a feeling I’m about to get another culinary lesson?”

“Nope,” Hal said. “No lesson. Lobstah rolls aren’t something someone can talk about. They must be experienced.”

“Well then, I’d better experience one. That’s what this trip is all about, right? New experiences?”

Hal thought for a moment before nodding slowly. The trip was becoming about so many things, some she’d intended and some that had caught her by surprise. But with everything she’d done and felt so far, she could say without a doubt that the last twenty-four hours had certainly been a new experience.
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They strolled down Commercial Street, which Quinn had learned was the main thoroughfare of Provincetown despite the fact that it was barely one lane wide and clogged with tourists almost to the point of inaccessibility to cars. When Hal had wrestled Cheesy Does It into a jam-packed lot at the edge of town and said they’d be walking from there, Quinn got nervous, but she shouldn’t have. Apparently almost every place in the small fishing village turned gay Mecca was walkable, and the town was even easier on the eyes than on the feet.

The late afternoon sun cast a summer glow across everything, making even the most weathered Cape Cod cottage-turned-art gallery seem bright and inviting. Quinn wanted to look in them all, and maybe on this weekend of whims she actually might, but for now she couldn’t imagine going inside anywhere. At least not when she could still get a peek of the shimmering azure waters of Provincetown Harbor. Surely no painting could accurately capture such a perfect scene, though she fully understood why a hundred years’ worth of artists had tried.

“Hal, look at the boats,” she exclaimed as she caught another glimpse of the main wharf between a restaurant and a hat shop.

Hal smiled. “You like sailboats?”

“I guess I do.”

“You guess?”

“I know people sail them on the lake in Buffalo, but not anyone I know. I don’t recall ever having given them any thought until right now. But they’re so beautiful. It looks like the opening scene to some movie about someone throwing away their eighty-hour a week job to sail around the world.”

“And what about you?” Hal nudged. “Would you star in that movie?”

Quinn stopped walking. She hadn’t really thought of this as anything more than a day in paradise. Had Hal? Is that why she’d brought her here? “I’m not ready to sail off into the sunset, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” Hal said, “but we could get a closer look at one of the boats. If you’d like?”

“Oh, I would,” Quinn said, forgetting her concerns about the thought. “Do you think they give rides?”

“Rides?” Hal asked.

“Like around the harbor?”

“I think they call them cruises, but yes, I’m sure they do. They also give whale-watching tours.”

“Whales?” Quinn said in wonder. “You don’t see many of those in Buffalo.”

“No.” Hal laughed. “You sure don’t.”

As they passed out of view of the harbor again, Quinn allowed herself to look around in other directions. There were actually a lot of things around Provincetown she’d never seen in Buffalo, like men clad in all leather sauntering alongside lesbians pushing twin toddlers in a double stroller. Street performers stomped out a rhythm while nearby someone tried to hand them a flyer for a women’s oil wrestling contest. Hal reached out to accept, but Quinn shook her head.

“Hey, a girl can hope.”

“Hope,” Quinn repeated. They did seem to keep coming back to that theme today. She didn’t generally believe in signs. She liked the practical, the concrete, the objective. But she had to admit, something about this place and its creative energy did make her wonder. If a little town thrust out into the Atlantic Ocean, vulnerable to the sea and surf, could find a way not only to survive, but to thrive, what else was out there for her? If Portuguese fishermen could strike a balance with radical queers and Cape Cod yuppies, what other crossroads could be built to bring people together? A place like this shouldn’t have worked. The populations were too different, the location too remote, the infrastructure seemingly insufficient to support this many businesses. And yet here she stood, watching the most beautiful, happy, energetic crowd of people amble by.

“We’re in no hurry,” Hal said. “Just let me know if you see anything you want to try.”

She scanned the stores around them: a bike rental place, a seafood restaurant—no, two of them—next to a leather goods dealer. So many interesting choices, but nothing in particular pulled at her chest until her eyes fell on two women walking toward them holding hands. They didn’t look at all different from any of the other couples on the street, and that was exactly the point. Two women, totally wrapped up in each other, fingers interlocked right in the middle of a crowded walkway, and not at all out of place.

Quinn nodded toward them subtly. “I’d like to do that.”

Hal looked around, seeming to miss them completely. “What?”

Quinn reached out and took Hal’s hand in hers, enjoying the sight of the different skin tones coming together as their fingers laced through one another’s and held tight. When she looked up, Hal was watching her, the corners of her mouth quirking up slightly. “This.”

Quinn shrugged, suddenly aware of what she’d just done and the multitude of implications it might have. Still, instead of letting go she started walking again, this time more slowly, their bodies closer together. As they settled in, she relaxed. Hal’s hand was soft, warm, comforting. She’d seen other people hold hands of course, but now she finally understood the appeal. “This is a new experience for me.”

“Me too,” Hal admitted.

“Really? You seem like the kind of person who would’ve held hands with a lot of girls.”

“Don’t believe everything you read in Spree,” Hal said quickly, then added, “I guess I’ve just never let myself get close enough to someone to trust they wouldn’t pull away from me.”

Quinn gasped. “Hal.”

“Hey, it’s okay. My choice, mostly,” she said, then swallowed noticeably. “Don’t get all sappy on me. It’s your first time too. There must be a reason.”

“Fair enough.” She thought for a moment. “I guess I just never took the time to let myself want to. You may’ve noticed, when I set a goal, I can get a bit single-minded.”

“No. You?”

“Shocking, but yes. Holding hands on Commercial Street just wasn’t in the five-year plan.”

“No, I guess not.” Hal seemed to think about that for a moment, her lips pursed slightly. “Funny, I never let anything go on too long, and you plan everything out so far you never let anything else get started. Now we’re a couple of grown women who don’t know how to hold hands the way a couple of teenagers could easily.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say we don’t know how.” Quinn gave Hal’s hand a little squeeze. “We seem to have figured it out. We must be fast learners.”

“We’re brilliant really,” Hal agreed. “Hand-holding geniuses.”

The lightness of the moment overwhelmed Quinn, and she felt like she might actually be able to walk on air if not for her complete desire to keep both feet firmly planted in this moment for as long as possible.

They swung their arms lightly together as they reached the center of town and the entrance to MacMillan Wharf.

“Let’s go out on the pier,” Hal suggested, and Quinn readily agreed. They turned down the wide, wooden walkway, and as they passed the last of the big buildings, they stepped right into the expansive harbor view she’d been seeking.

It was like walking into a painting. The water spread out around them on all sides, bold, blue, and glistening in the sun. Gulls called overhead, and hundreds of sailboats bobbed around the docks. In the distance, a stretch of land curled out around the harbor where a lighthouse rose tall and white from the sandy dunes.

“I’ve never seen anything like it.” Quinn just couldn’t find enough effusive words to describe such a place. “It’s just so mind-bogglingly pretty.”

Hal grinned proudly. “I’m so glad you get it. The first time I came here, I was eighteen and almost didn’t leave. I ran into a man who said he’d been coming every summer for more than thirty years. He told me the place always called him back. I thought it might be the same for me.”

“And?”

“I haven’t missed a season yet.”

“You’ve been coming here for eleven years?”

“I’m a nomad, but just like Buffalo always calls me home, something here always calls me back out again.”

“I like the idea of being back here next year,” Quinn said before she’d thought it through. She hadn’t meant to imply she wanted to be included in one of Hal’s yearly traditions. She wasn’t even sure what their relationship would look like when they got back to Buffalo in two days, much less who they would be to each other a year from now. Would they even be friends? Or would they go back to their own separate lives without the idea of the restaurant to hold them together? The thought went a long way toward dampening her mood, and she turned back to the amazing vista in an attempt to boost it again. “Hey, which boat is your favorite?”

Hal examined several of them, walking a little farther down the pier as she did.

“This one’s nice.” Quinn pointed to a little one with one brightly colored sail.

“It’s cute, but hardly seems seaworthy.”

“Hmm, I’m not sure I’m qualified to judge which ones are fit for open water. I just like the pretty ones.”

“I like this one,” Hal said, pointing to a classic-looking sailboat. It was midsized compared to the others, with lacquered wood finishings, a tall mast, and neatly furled sails. The sides were navy blue, with the name Esperanza painted in bold white letters along the right side.

“She’s beautiful.”

“How do you know it’s a girl?” Hal asked.

“I thought all boats were girls.”

“It does seem that way,” Hal said, then her eyes brightened, “which means we should not have trouble finding our way around her.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, not to brag or anything, but I happen to be pretty good with women, and I also know you’re not bad yourself.”

“Gee, thanks,” Quinn said, but the playfulness of her comments was undercut by the realization that Hal had inched closer to the Esperanza. “Don’t fall in the harbor, Fryboi.”

“I’m not going in the water. I’m going on the boat.” Hal stepped off the dock and onto the deck. Quinn held tight to her hand, now less for the romantic notion and more out of the frantic desire to pull her back.

“Hal, what are you doing?”

“I want to check her out. See if she’s good enough for us to stow away on. Come with me.”

“You can’t be serious,” Quinn said in a low, warning whisper.

“I am. Come look around.” She gave her arm a little tug, and Quinn had to hop over the small, metal rail and onto the ship to keep from falling off the pier.

“Hal, this is not okay. We’re trespassing.”

“We don’t have to stay long if you don’t want to. Just look around for a second.”

Quinn stayed planted in the spot where she’d landed, her heart pounding in her chest. She was not a rule breaker. She’d never trespassed in her life, and she didn’t much like being forced to do so now.

Hal hopped down off the deck to the area near the big silver steering wheel at the back, then turned to offer her hand to Quinn.

“No,” Quinn said. “I’m not going any farther.”

“I’ll make you a deal. Just come down and look around real quick. If you don’t like her, we can go.”

“It’s not that I don’t like her—”

“So you do like her?”

She rolled her eyes as she started to seriously doubt the sanity of the woman she’d just been worrying about spending the next year with.

“Two seconds,” Hal pleaded, and Quinn figured the sooner she relented, the sooner they could get out of trouble.

With a heavy sigh, she accepted Hal’s hand and stepped down to the floor. From there she could see two bench seats and a door that must lead to an inside cabin. The boat felt amazingly sturdy beneath her, and she had to admit she liked the smell, like wood and salt mixed together.

Hal stepped up behind her, wrapping her arms around her waist and resting her chin on her shoulder. “So?” she whispered.

“So, I like her,” Quinn admitted, relaxing just a little into Hal’s embrace. How could she not? But liking something didn’t make it hers. “I like her a lot. There, I said it. Now can we go?”

“We could. If you want,” Hal said, fishing in her pocket before pulling out a key and dangling it in front of Quinn, “or we could stay for two nights.”

She whirled around in the circle of Hal’s embrace.

“What?”

“I’ve got her rented for you for two nights. The living space isn’t big or fancy, but—”

Quinn cut her off by capturing her mouth with her own, kissing her gleefully as the water rocked them gently against each other. This woman was too much, much too much to believe, and yet she did. She believed in every amazing feeling Hal inspired in her. The hope and frustration, the fear and the joy—it all rose up in her and spilled out into their kiss.

“Wow,” Hal said when Quinn finally released her. “So you don’t want to go look for somewhere else to stay?”

Quinn punched her in the arm with her best right hook, and it must have worked because Hal’s eyes widened in surprise. “Ouch. Was that a no?”

“No.” Quinn punched her in the other arm.

“Hey!”

“That was for making me think we were breaking the law.” God, she’d been so high-strung, and Hal had known all along they had every right to be there. Her annoyance must’ve shown on her face.

Hal ducked and raised her hands. “Is there another one coming?”

Quinn stared at her for a few seconds, arms folded across her chest. “No. Unless I decide to give you one for being so insanely amazing.”

“I can think of another way for you to reward me for that.”

“I’m sure you can. I bet it involves using those keys to unlock the bedroom.”

“I was just going to let you buy me a lobstah roll, but I can see where you’d find me utterly irresistible right now, so if you want to drag me to bed, I won’t argue.”

“God, how do you go from being so maddening to perfectly romantic to completely smug in the space of two minutes?”

“It’s part of my charm.”

“Maybe you better show me below deck then.”

“So you can rip my clothes off?”

She shook her head and tried not to laugh. She didn’t want to let on about the extent of her happiness right now for fear that if Hal’s head got any bigger, it might not fit inside the sailboat. “No, because if you make one more comment like that, I might be tempted to throw you overboard.”
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They lay naked sprawled across the double bed in the sailboat cabin. Hal stared at the low wood-trimmed ceiling as she tried to catch her breath. Sex with Quinn came fast and hard and amazing, but always left her a little disoriented, as though their desire for each other superseded other basic human needs, like oxygen.

“So what kind of boat is this?” Quinn asked, seeming to recover much faster.

“Uh, a sailboat.”

“No kidding. What’s the make and model?”

“I don’t even know if boats have makes and models, but the guy I rented it from called it a Catalina Twenty-Eight. I think the twenty-eight is the length, but you know how men are about their measurements.”

“True,” Quinn said, “do you know how to sail one of these things?”

“Not even a little bit.” She laughed. “Foster kids from Buffalo, New York, don’t get a lot of practice time on yachts.”

“I wouldn’t think so, but you’ve surprised me in more ways than one, so I wouldn’t put any skill past you.”

Hal’s chest filled with pride at the reminder that she wasn’t totally outmatched. Sometimes she was so cowed by Quinn’s poise, social acumen, and sexual prowess, she appreciated the reminder that she could still throw her off guard a little bit. Apparently the sailboat had scored some pretty big points.

“I am surprised they just rent these things out to people who can’t sail, though.”

“Well, this one isn’t technically a rental.”

“What?” Quinn sat up quickly. “We aren’t really trespassing, are we? Did we just have illegal sex?”

Hal burst out laughing again. “As hot as that sounds, no.”

“What then?”

“I only meant the Esperanza is a privately owned boat that doesn’t usually get rented out. I got it for the weekend in trade.”

“Trade?”

“I catered a bachelor party for a guy two months ago. The dude’s frat brother wanted to go all out, but he had a budget, so I just had him buy all the food, and I waived my personal fee.”

“For his boat?”

“Well, actually it’s the boat of one of the other frat brothers. He’d won use of her in a poker game, but he doesn’t really dig Ptown.”

“Who doesn’t dig Ptown?”

“I know, right? Straight guys, apparently. I bet he’s thinking his odds of scoring a woman in this town are a little slim.”

“Probably smart,” Quinn said, then glanced around. “But the boat would help.”

Hal grinned at Quinn’s body, lithe and sexy under the translucent white sheet. “Obviously.”

“Eyes back up here, Fryboi.” Quinn pointed to her face. “Finish the boat story.”

“That’s it, basically.”

“You catered a bachelor party for a frat boy, and one of his brothers paid you for your services with a boat he won in a poker game from another frat brother?”

“Pretty much.”

“Do you have any idea how crazy that sounds?”

Hal shrugged. “It worked.”

“How did you even write that into a contract?”

“We didn’t. I mean, we wrote out the details in emails. But we didn’t sign anything.”

“You worked for some guy you didn’t know on the promise of some other guy letting you use his boat sometime down the road? That’s insane.”

“And yet here we are, naked on said boat.”

Quinn flopped back onto the bed. “Your life is completely foreign to me. You know this, right?”

“But it’s a good life, Quinn,” Hal said seriously.

“It does seem to suit you.”

Hal wondered if there was something unspoken on the end of that sentence. Perhaps a “but not me.” Or maybe Quinn had started to realize this kind of life could be an option for her, too. Then again, maybe she was just being silly. Quinn might enjoy their accommodations, but she still seemed totally baffled by the way Hal had secured them. If she were being completely honest, she hadn’t even been sure everything would work out right up until it did. Fourth of July accommodations in Ptown weren’t cheap or easy to come by. If something had gone wrong with the boat plan, she’d had no backup. They likely would’ve ended up sleeping in the truck. She’d done so before, but she doubted Quinn would see the appeal.

If Quinn had planned the trip, she would’ve had alternatives in place for every contingency. And yet, they probably wouldn’t be sleeping on a beautiful sailboat. Hell, they wouldn’t have taken this trip at all. If she’d had her way, they would’ve spent the weekend working back in Buffalo.

“Hey.” Quinn ran her fingers up Hal’s arm. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head. She didn’t need to get too deep. There was no need to think about what-ifs or could’ve beens. Everything was amazing right now in the moment, and they were here to live in the moment. “Just a little dreamy.”

“I must admit, you do look dreamy, all bare chested and rakish on the sailboat you won in a poker game.”

“Like a pirate?”

Quinn rolled her eyes, but then she smiled. “Maybe a little bit like a pirate.”

Hal pounced on her, playfully kissing her neck until she laughed and squirmed away. “That tickles!”

“Tickling is this pirate’s favorite form of torture.”

“But it’s not mine.”

“What’s yours?”

Quinn pursed her lips and seemed to think about her answer until Hal grew tired of waiting. She started to kiss along Quinn’s amazing collarbone down toward the hollow at the base of her throat. Quinn bit her lip and held perfectly still as Hal marked a line down her chest. She had just about reached the end of her path, then Quinn abruptly rolled out of reach.

“Wait, what?” Hal asked, her voice low and raspy.

“That’s my favorite form of torture,” Quinn said with a wicked grin. “Making you wait.”

Hal flopped back onto the bed. “I walked right into that one, didn’t I?”

“You really did, but I have a consolation prize for you.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m starving.”

Hal raised her eyebrows, not able to think with Quinn standing gloriously naked just out of arm’s reach. “So?”

“So, I think it’s time to go get one of those lobster rolls you’ve been going on about.”

“Lobstah,” Hal corrected.

“Right, lobstah roll.”

“Say it again.”

“Lobstah roll,” Quinn repeated.

Hal pushed herself up and crawled to the edge of the bed. “I do find it very sexy when you talk food.”

“Good, I like to keep you turned on while you wait.”

Hal didn’t say anything more as she grabbed her pants and pulled them on. She didn’t want to admit how easy it was for Quinn to turn her on, but she had a feeling Quinn already knew.
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They didn’t have to walk very far to reach John’s Footlong, as the restaurant was right at the edge of the pier.

“Foot long?” Quinn asked.

“Yeah, John has a high opinion of himself,” Hal said.

“Sounds like someone else I know.”

“It’s not bragging if you can back it up.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Quinn looked at the sign again. It featured a walking hotdog in a hat and shorts squeezing a bottle of mustard in a way that seemed more than a little suggestive. “Are you sure this is the lobster, I mean lobstah, roll place?”

“Positive. The townies say it’s the best lobstah roll in town, and I haven’t found anything better yet.”

“Okay, I trust your judgment on these things. Let’s go on in.”

“There’s no in,” Hal explained. “It’s just a window.”

“Walk up. All right. But tell me, do you have an aversion to food served in places where you can eat it sitting down?”

“Huh. Now that you mention it . . . ” Hal smiled. “Just kidding. There’s a little patio deck upstairs. We can sit there and do some people-watching.”

The plan did sound nice, and she wasn’t about to contradict a foodie about restaurants, even if she had envisioned lobster being served in a little bit fancier location.

Hal stepped under the bright red awning and addressed a white-haired woman behind the counter. “We’ll have a lobstah roll with an order of fried clams and fries.”

“Are you sure you don’t want any onion rings? My treat,” Quinn called.

“That’ll be all,” Hal said, shooting Quinn a look over her shoulder. “Pay no mind to the woman with the New York accent. I think she might be a Yankees fan.”

The white-haired woman’s eyes narrowed, and for the first time in her life Quinn felt mildly fearful of an octogenarian.

“Geez, you’d have thought you told her I liked to kick puppies.”

“Most people around here wouldn’t put that past some Yankees fans.”

“I don’t even really care for sports.”

“And I don’t care for onions, so we’re even.”

Quinn had the sudden urge to kiss her, right there in the middle of the street under the bright red awning, and she didn’t even know why. Because Hal looked so damned adorable being snappy and pouty at the same time? Because she was the best chef Quinn had ever met and the thought of eating an onion made her resort to name-calling? Because she’d brought them all the way to the eastern tip of America to shake her out of her routine but she still hadn’t changed who she was? Then again, maybe she just couldn’t get enough of kissing her.

Still, whatever the reason, Quinn didn’t go around kissing women in the middle of streets or sidewalks or any public space for that matter. Honestly, she didn’t make a habit out of kissing women just because. Like everything else in her life, kissing always led to something. Not always immediately. She didn’t just jump into bed with every woman she kissed, but it was a first step or a litmus test at the very least, not a whim.

“Ordah up,” the old woman called.

Hal grabbed a few baskets of food and passed one to Quinn before turning back to the woman. “Thank ya.”

“Same ta ya.”

“Wow,” Quinn said, looking at the food. “I would make fun of you for your sorry attempt to pick up that accent if not for the more pressing need of stuffing my face with this food.”

“Lucky me,” Hal said, nodding toward the stairs. “Get up there fast, or I will have eaten the entire meal before you even sit down.”

She practically jogged up the wooden stairs to the small patio deck and grabbed two seats along the rail, then pointed to Hal’s lobster roll. “You going to divvy that up, Fryboi?”

“I’d intended too, but now that I see it, it seems a shame to break up something so beautiful.”

Quinn eyed the meat piled high and held together by a thin white sauce atop a single layer of crisp lettuce on a toasted bun. “Okay, I understand if you don’t want to split it. I’d be happy to eat the whole thing.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Hal said. Cradling the sandwich in her hands, she lifted it like she might offer it up as a holy sacrifice to the food gods before clamping down and tearing it in two. She bowed her head as if mourning the shattered perfection, then quickly passed half of it to Quinn. “There. Don’t say I never did anything for you.”

Quinn had no snappy comeback, or maybe she did, but she just couldn’t deliver it in her rush to take a bite of the lobster roll. The flavors immediately flooded her mouth, sending every taste bud firing like a machine gun. The lobster was rich and sweet blending with the creamy mayo, but the tang of lemon kept everything light and fresh. Heavy and zesty at the same time, no wonder Hal had waxed poetic about this thing for hours. She wanted to write a sonnet to the sandwich right now.

Instead she met Hal’s gaze, and with all the sincerity she could muster said, “Aw, honey, some bois give girls diamonds, but I know this cost you something much greater.”

“Actually, diamonds cost a lot,” Hal mumbled as she finished chewing her first bite. “And while this sandwich wasn’t cheap, it’s got one major advantage over diamonds.”

“What?”

“I don’t know how to make diamonds, but I’m sure as hell going to learn how to make one of these.”

“You’re going to make lobstah rolls on Cheesy Does It?”

“Here’s the thing,” Hal said, then as though nothing could possibly be as important as the lobster roll in her hand, she took another bite and had to chew before she continued. Quinn totally got the impulse and did the same, trying not to make yummy nom nom noises as she chewed.

“I got nothing to offer the traditional lobstah roll. Ain’t nothing a Buffalo boi can teach the East Coast about their baby.”

“Right, that’d be like someone from Boston trying to reinvent the wing.”

“Yeah, ’cause they aren’t called Boston wings.”

“I hear you.”

“But you know what I know?”

“Grilled cheeses?”

“Grilled cheeses,” Hal repeated emphatically. “You saw that coming, huh?”

“I’m right there with you.”

“Okay, so we need this filling exactly.”

“Wouldn’t change a thing.” Quinn pulled out her iPhone to take notes. “Lots of meat, little bit of mayo, little bit of lemon . . . and?”

Hal took another bite and seemed to think for a second before adding, “Smidge of celery.”

“Got it.” Quinn motioned for her to continue.

“But the lettuce, it’s gotta go, ’cause it will get wilty if we cook it.”

“And it’s healthy. No one really wants a healthy grilled cheese.”

Hal licked her lips. “Quinn, I could kiss you for saying that. When women talk about making food healthy, it kills all the joy, like trying not to make sex messy.”

Hal leaned closer, but Quinn snapped her fingers. “Kissing comes later. Stay focused on the food, Fryboi. We need a cheese.”

“Right. Well, gruyere pairs well with seafood.”

“And it’s creamy and melty.”

Hal let loose a little growl. “It’s so sexy when you talk texture.”

“I learned from the best.” Quinn liked this fast-paced exchange of ideas laced with a healthy dose of innuendo. She liked it even more that Hal trusted her enough to bounce ideas off her. She didn’t take their progress for granted. She wanted to keep up. She needed to prove herself worthy, partially for the future of her business plans, but also because she simply wanted to remain part of the process. There was a joy that accompanied working closely with Hal.

“But there’s also some sweetness there to the lobster that asks, ‘what about an extra sharp cheddar?’”

“Very important question.”

“You know what we need?”

“A taste test?”

“Exactly.”

“I’m very good at research and development.” Quinn hoped she didn’t sound too desperate to be included.

“I thought you might be,” Hal said with a grin. “You know, I had sort of expected you to go window shopping or something while I worked, but here’s a crazy idea. How would you like to be my partner on this project?”

“Really?”

“Yeah, what do you say? Want to make something new, together?”

She could barely contain her smile. It burst up from deep inside her chest and stretched all the cool, detached business qualities right out of her mind. She and Hal, working side by side, nothing between them but a shared desire to do something fun, something good, something original.

Something together.

“I would actually like that a lot.”




Chapter Sixteen

“You want to sell people half a sandwich?” Hal asked.

“No, I want to sell them two half-sandwiches.”

“But not a whole sandwich?”

“Not exactly. They get half of a lobstah and gruyere, and half of a lobstah and sharp cheddar. Then they come back and tell us which half they liked better. We could even set up a chip drop or something.”

Hal raised an eyebrow.

“You get two cans and a bunch of poker chips, label one can ‘gruyere’ and one can ‘cheddar,’ and give each customer a poker chip. Then when people taste each option, they drop their poker chip in whatever can they vote for.”

The plan was a lot to think about so early on a Saturday morning, and clearly Quinn had respected that enough to at least let her get her first cup of coffee in hand. But as soon as they’d found a patio table at Joe’s, she’d launched into her spiel. And it clearly wasn’t something she’d thrown together in the moment. She’d likely been plotting away all night.

Well, maybe not all night. There had been an hour or two when Hal felt certain she’d had her full attention. After that though, she suspected Quinn had either lain awake for a while thinking, or she’d woken up early. By the time Hal had rolled over to reach for her around eight, Quinn was up, dressed, and reading a Boston Globe on the main deck. She’d marveled then how she could’ve gotten out of the cabin and off the boat without her noticing. Now she realized her level of stealth wasn’t just impressive, it was purposeful.

Still, she didn’t want to show her cards too soon. Quinn liked to keep her off balance, and in the bedroom she’d all but conceded the upper hand. But the food truck was still her domain. She sat back in her metal chair and sipped her dark roast, trying to find a hole in the plan. There had to be some flaw, some way it messed up her creative mojo or threatened her autonomy. She liked Quinn, probably more than she should, given the still tenuous state of their relationship beyond this weekend, and yet she couldn’t forget those corporate-shark style red flags Quinn had sent up early on. She couldn’t let her think she could run roughshod over her business.

But it was a damned good plan. One she could have thought about for a week and not polished as much as Quinn had in a few hours. Was she so hung up on her own defenses she couldn’t admit Quinn had had a good idea? Did letting her in really mean part of herself had to be bumped out? What if they really could work well together? Her chest tightened at the prospect of letting herself get used to having her around. Getting used to someone meant she’d be in a position to miss her when she left. And women like Quinn always left . . . didn’t they? Whatever was happening between them had never been solely about the food or the business, but it didn’t have to be a long-term commitment, either. This was a weekend of freedom or whims or living in the moment, and in this moment she wanted nothing more than to see what she and Quinn could really do together.

“All right,” she said, trying to keep her excitement at bay. “Looks like I need to go shopping, and you need to figure out where we can get poker chips in Ptown.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

Quinn smiled one of those natural smiles that made Hal feel crazy for even putting her off as long as she did. She loved the moments where the businesswoman faded away and the real, pure Quinn showed through. She’d seen a lot more of her on this trip. Even now, when the businesswoman was clearly still present, she saw the real Quinn just below the veneer. She couldn’t find cold and calculating anywhere, forcing her to admit maybe Quinn did care about more than she’d initially given her credit for. Her resolve to stay neutral softened.

“It’s a good plan, Quinn, as solid as any research plan ever gets in the food truck business, but instead of being clinical, it’s fun and social. People will like it, and we’ll get fast results. You’ve got a good mind for these things. You know that, right?”

“I used to think I did. I used to think I could jump right into any situation with charts and graphs and spreadsheets. I thought I could look at the numbers the way a gambler looks at a poker hand, calculate the odds, and place my bet accordingly.”

Hal leaned forward again, captivated once more by the pensiveness in Quinn’s tone and the openness in her eyes. “And now?”

“Now I realize there’s a human element. I’m not sure I’m as good at quantifying that. I messed up with you pretty badly, especially early on.” Quinn clasped her hands in her lap tightly, as if trying not to fidget. “I guess I’m still a little nervous about making a similar mistake again.”

Hal sighed, knowing it had likely taken a lot for Quinn to admit what she had, and Hal hadn’t helped the situation. They had fun toying with each other in so many areas, sometimes everything could feel like a game. And yet she knew that wasn’t really the case. Quinn had emotions at stake here no matter how much she tried to deny them. Now, for the first time, she realized Quinn might have a couple of major insecurities of her own. She’d worked hard to make her place in a world where no one seemed to want to notice her. She’d fought hard for every bit of security she’d obtained and done so without the support of her family or a partner or even close friends. And now she’d reached out to Hal, asked to be included, offered up her best in the hopes of being accepted.

“Quinn, you don’t have to be nervous with me. I’ve made some mistakes too. We’ve both moved on.”

“Have we really?”

“We have to,” Hal said. If Quinn could open up, so could she. “I like you. I don’t always agree with you, but I like hearing your ideas. I like sharing mine with you. And in order for us to do that freely, we’re going to have to be a little more vulnerable.”

“Vulnerable?” Quinn grimaced. “Neither one of us is good at vulnerable.”

“No, you’re probably right. But we get that about each other. We know where the resistance came from and how it feels. At least we can be honest with each other.”

“Okay. Then I want to be your partner today. I want to know that no matter what happens between us when this weekend ends, something real and tangible and good came out of our time together, even if it’s just a new sandwich.”

Things were getting heavier than she’d intended, but she’d told Quinn at the start of this trip that if a desire struck her, all she had to do was ask. Sure, she’d thought those desires would hover in the arenas of shopping or sightseeing, but if what Quinn really wanted was to be part of something new, something creative, something they could share, then that’s what Hal wanted to give her.

“All right then, partners for the day.” Hal extended her hand across the table, and Quinn accepted with a firm handshake, sending a jittery bolt of excitement through her. “Let’s do it.”
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They’d chosen the parking lot at Race Point Beach as their testing grounds because it seemed to be one of the busiest spots in town without a restaurant anywhere nearby. The steady stream of holiday revelers through the dune paths had rewarded them generously. By one o’clock they were nearing the end of their supplies.

“What do you want to do, Chef?” Quinn asked.

“I don’t think we can get any more meat very fast.”

Hal had shopped the local wholesale markets for as much fresh lobster chunk meat as she could find, and then spent almost two hours hand-shelling some more. She wouldn’t settle for anything less than the freshest ingredients, and Quinn didn’t blame her, but it meant they had no quick fixes. Still, they’d sold a shocking amount of food since eleven a.m. and fed more than their fair share of beachgoers.

Hal shook out the lock of dark hair that always fell over her eyes. Quinn wondered briefly why she didn’t get that cut. Then she remembered how sexy she’d found the little head toss and smiled.

“What?”

“Nothing.” She turned back to hand another sandwich to a waiting customer. They were selling only one item today, though, so she didn’t have to take orders as much as payment, which left her a bit of time between buyers.

“You smiled,” Hal said. “We’re almost out of food, and you’re smiling. This was your baby too, partner.”

Quinn bit her lip. “You’re right. I’m sorry. This is very serious.”

“Then why were you smiling?”

“Because of you,” she said exasperatedly. “You did the little hair flip thing you do when you’re frustrated, and it really turns me on.”

“Oh.” Hal blushed. “Well, that’s pretty serious too.”

“Yeah, but as you pointed out, dwindling lobstah meat is also a pressing issue.”

“What else were you thinking on that front?”

“We’ve made a lot of money in a short period of time.”

“Almost eight hundred?”

“Really? You’ve done the math in your head while cooking?”

“I did the math before we priced the food,” Hal said casually. “You’re not the only one who can add and subtract around here.”

“Okay, say your math is right, and I agree it’s probably pretty close,” Quinn admitted, once again impressed with Hal’s business sense. “That’s a good day’s profit. It’s also enough to let us get a sense of what people like best in the sandwich.”

“You’re right, as usual.”

“From a business standpoint, it’s been a hugely successful day. But . . .” Quinn said, finally letting go of her business brain for a second so her heart could have a chance to speak, “I don’t want to stop.”

Hal laughed. “Uh-oh, it’s in your blood now.”

“I think it might be,” she admitted. “You were right about this whole feeding people thing. I love seeing them happy and talking about our food. They love it, and they love us, and I love them for loving us. It’s a good system.”

“You’re such a benevolent ruler.”

“No, no, I’m like Macklemore. I didn’t do this for a throne.”

“So you get your validation from the people?” Hal chuckled. “I guess the ceiling really can’t hold you.”

“Kind of feels that way.”

“The adoration is addictive,” Hal said seriously.

“It’s a drug. I don’t want to disappoint all those people still waiting to try our masterpiece.”

“Well Jesus did say, ‘feed my sheep.’”

“See,” Quinn said, handing another two sandwiches out the window. “We’re answering a holy call.”

“I love how you quote rappers and I quote the Bible.”

“Don’t try to typecast me, Fryboi. I’m a banker. That’s just like one degree of separation from gangster, only instead of robbing liquor stores, we crash all of Wall Street.”

Hal laughed while she flipped another two mismatched sandwiches into trays and Quinn lined up a couple more payments.

A whoop whoop of a police siren sounded somewhere very close, causing her to jump.

“Uh-oh,” Hal said.

“What do you mean ‘uh-oh?’”

Hal’s smile was exaggerated and nervous.

“Hal . . .”

“You were just boasting about your gangsta cred, right?”

“Hal . . .”

“What? You’ve never had a run-in with the fuzz?”

“No. Never.” Her palms started to sweat.

“Well, just think of them like the IRS without the pocket protectors.”

“Why do I have to think about them at all?”

A knock pounded on the metal door at the back of the truck.

“There’s always a possibility we’re double parked, but I’m willing to bet they want to see our permit.”

“Then show it to them.”

Hal smiled the same nauseatingly fake smile, and Quinn sighed heavily, her mind already running damage control. No permit. Of course, it’s a Saturday on a holiday weekend. They put the whole thing together in a couple hours. Why didn’t she see it?

A knock sounded again, louder and more rushed.

“Keep serving,” Quinn ordered. “Run out as much as you can of what’s left.”

Hal nodded and tossed eight more pieces of bread on the griddle as Quinn squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and swung open the door.
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“Hello, officers,” Quinn said.

Hal marveled at the way her voice dripped with honey despite the flash of anger she’d seen flash across her face.

“What can I do for you on this beautiful holiday?” Quinn asked.

One of the cops peeked her head inside. She was classically tall, dark, and handsome, not to mention butch as hell. Hal rolled her eyes. Must be a sweet gig for a dyke in uniform around these parts.

“Do you have a permit to be serving food on public property?” the other cop asked. Hal couldn’t see her, and she didn’t dare go get a closer look. Quinn had accepted money for several more sandwiches, and she intended to fill those orders for as long as she could.

“You know, we tried to look into those this morning, officer, but the city employees seem to be enjoying the same holiday festivities as everyone else, and rightly so I might add.”

“Ma’am, this is a national park.”

“Well that’s comforting to know. Spaces like this are so rare. It’s good that we as a society are preserving them, don’t you think?”

Hal snorted, causing the less-talkative officer to look in again.

“So you don’t have a permit?”

“Some places don’t require them. Did you know we’re down here all the way from Buffalo? It’s a much different system up there.” Quinn made an admirable attempt to redirect. She was quick and convincing as she laid on the bullshit. A wash of pride bubbled up in Hal’s chest. She almost sounded like she knew what she was talking about. “We don’t really get weather like this up there, either.”

“Ma’am, you can’t sell food here without a permit and an inspection from the health department.” Officer Strong and Steady wouldn’t bite.

“Oh, well, thank you for letting us know. Do you have a phone number for those offices? We’ll try to get ahold of them.”

“They aren’t open today.”

Hal slid four more trays up to people waiting at the window and set to work assembling four more. If she worked fast enough and Quinn kept working her magical stall tactics, she might actually get them out in time.

“Well the thing is, we’re in town only for one more day. We’re not intending to set up shop. We’re actually conducting some culinary research.”

“Does that research involve selling food on a public beach? Because that would require a permit.”

“You are a tenacious one, aren’t you?” Quinn said with a light laugh. “I like that in a woman.”

Hal clenched her jaw. Stalling was one thing, flirting was another.

“We’re going to have to shut you down, ma’am.”

“Really?” Quinn asked. “Let’s think outside the box for a moment. Are you sure there’s no way to work something out?”

“Not unless you can produce a permit and a health inspection certificate.”

“Would it surprise you if I did?”

“It would,” the officer said.

“And you know what? It surprised me a little bit that I couldn’t give you that,” Quinn said, her tone lower, more serious, and genuine enough to make the hair on Hal’s arm stand up. “I’m new to this business. My partner is the pro. She keeps telling me she’s got everything under control, and I took her at her word. Imagine how I feel to find out from you that she might not have been upfront with me about what exactly constitutes ‘under control’ in her world.”

Hal glanced out to see the officer shake her head. Her profile was commanding, tall, with broad shoulders and a sharply pressed khaki uniform. Probably had a real stick up her ass, too.

“Lack of communication on your end doesn’t really change the facts of the situation from my end.”

Hal rolled her eyes at the cop’s attempt to basically say she didn’t want to touch that with a ten-foot pole.

“I understand. Let me ask you, though, just on a personal note. You have a partner here, and she’s handsome as can be.” Quinn flashed a smile at the younger cop, and Hal felt her face contort in an uncomfortable scowl. “How do you navigate those little differences of opinion that might, say for instance, leave one of you cool and collected while the other one scrambles to cover someone else’s ass?”

“Ma’am,” the officer said calmly, “we have a clear chain of command and strict protocol.”

Quinn practically moaned in pleasure. “Sounds divine. How do you go about instituting something like that?”

“We’ll clear out now.” Hal tossed two more sandwiches onto the counter and cut the power to the griddle. She’d heard enough. She plated the other two sandwiches and walked to the back of the truck, where she finally got her first full-on view of the senior officer. She was tan, with hair not quite as dark as the younger one’s and cut just off her collar. She turned to scan Hal, her eyes nearly as cool and blue as Quinn’s. Good looking. Too damn good looking if you asked her.

“Sorry to bother you, officers. We’ll pack up and head out right away. Can we leave these with you for your trouble?” She offered up the sandwiches.

“We really can’t take gifts.”

“It’s not a bribe or a penalty payment. You just told us we can’t serve any more, and these are already made.”

The younger one looked at the other, who shook her head almost unperceptibly.

“Why don’t you two keep them for yourself?” Officer Blue Eyes said, not unkindly, then turning her attention fully to Hal added, “Seems like you might have some making up to do.”

“Thanks for sharing that insight,” she said, trying to keep the edge out of her voice. She didn’t need help with Quinn, especially not from another straight-laced rule slave.

“Yes, thank you, officers,” Quinn added in her sickly sweet professional appeasement voice.

“We’ll just wait and make sure you get everything packed up all right.”

“How very considerate of you,” Hal said. “We’ll return the favor by working as quickly as possible. If you want to help us along, maybe you can go explain to all those people waiting out front why they don’t get lunch today.”

She jumped back into the truck without a backward glance. She slammed the front window, cranked up some Fall Out Boy on the inside speaker, then set to work securing what little bits of food they had leftover.
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Hal had everything stowed and half the griddle cleaned before Quinn finally joined her. Quinn had managed to project calm and collected on the outside, but now that the confrontation with the police had passed, her hands shook. She’d never been in trouble in her life, certainly not to the level of the police being called. She didn’t even have a speeding ticket. Well, she’d been pulled over, but she’d always made easy work of talking herself down to a warning. She’d thought she’d be able to do the same here, especially given how clearly gay the cops were. Who would’ve thought, lesbians she couldn’t bring around to her side of things. She must be slipping. They’d actually shut them down. All the embarrassment and frustration she’d held at bay in the moment burned her cheeks and tightened her jaw now. She’d been set up to fail.

“Well that was enlightening.”

“It happens,” Hal said, still scrubbing.

“Really?” Quinn asked. “Cause I’ve been in my job for about thirteen years and never once have the police come and shut me down.”

“You could’ve fooled me with the way you handled them.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Maybe there’s something about cops that taps into something about bankers,” Hal said harshly. “Some authority figure camaraderie thing? You guys got cozy real fast.”

“Excuse me?” She couldn’t believe this. Hal had failed to secure the necessary permits, while she at least managed to buy them an extra ten minutes, she should’ve been welcomed like a returning hero, not a traitor. “I bought you time.”

“Yeah, but what did you pay for it? Maybe you didn’t notice, but that chick was busting my ass. She took money out of my pocket, and yours too, not to mention she froze out all of those people you’d just been gushing about wanting to feed.”

“We didn’t have a permit, Hal.”

“We couldn’t get one.”

“And that’s her fault?”

“It’s not mine, either.”

Quinn bit her lip. It was Hal’s fault. She didn’t follow the rules. The cop was just doing her job, and yet something told her now wasn’t the time to say so. Her silence didn’t keep Hal from continuing though.

“I get it. You do think it’s my fault, even though Captain Khaki out there all but said I couldn’t have gotten one. I’m being penalized for not following a rule that couldn’t possibly be followed.”

“You couldn’t get one because you didn’t plan ahead. That’s not the same as not being able to get one.”

Hal tossed her sponge into the sink. “You came up with this idea this morning. How was I supposed to plan ahead?”

Quinn opened her mouth, then closed it again, giving Hal the chance to plow forward.

“What was I supposed to do? Did you want me to say, ‘great idea, but by the time the permits clear we’ll have been back in Buffalo for three days?’”

“You could have.”

“And miss out on all of this? Miss out on you seeing how amazing we can be? Miss out on what’s probably our last chance to be partners in something we can both feel good about?” Hal’s voice cracked in frustration, but she didn’t stop. “You asked me for this Quinn, and for just once I wanted to tell you yes. I wanted to hear one of your plans and believe we could make it work.”

“There’s a system in place.”

“The system’s broken. The system doesn’t look out for people like me. It never has and it never will.” Hal was practically shouting now. “While a bunch of pencil pushers in an office somewhere string out their red tape, people go hungry. We do without. I wait and I wait and I wait while the opportunities pass me by. I don’t like being a part of those systems.”

A flash of realization shot through Quinn like a lance as the echo of Hal’s voice bled in through her real-time rant. It’s like every other big system, all the talk about going hungry, of waiting for relief that wouldn’t come, or her opinion of authority figures.

“Who were we hurting, Quinn?” Hal pleaded. “By feeding people, just feeding them, who did we hurt?”

“No one.”

“And who benefits from shutting us down?”

“No one,” Quinn said quickly.

“God, why did I think you’d understand? Why did I think any of it would matter? A big butch rolls up with a uniform and a badge, and you practically swoon for all the protocol and procedure talk.” Hal pushed her hands through her hair and turned away, talking almost to herself now. “God, I was stupid to expect anything else, wasn’t I? This whole weekend was stupid.”

Quinn caught her arm and pulled her close. “It’s not stupid.”

“I was stupid, then, because it wasn’t ever going to work. There wasn’t a plan or a chain of command. We just saw an opportunity and we jumped. That’s freedom, but it’s not control. And it’s not, it’s not—”

Quinn kissed her lightly on the lips. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“It’s okay,” Quinn said softly, putting her forehead to Hal’s. “I understand.”

“What do you understand?”

“Why you did it. It makes sense now.”

Hal pouted a minute more before lifting her dark, wounded eyes. “Really?”

“Yes. Some systems need fixing,” she said sincerely, then smiled. “Like that thing outside your food truck you keep referring to as a line.”

Hal’s shoulders shook with a silent laugh, and the vice grip on Quinn’s chest began to loosen.

“And for what it’s worth, Officer Tall, Dark, and Handsome wasn’t my type.”

“Oh, come on, she’s like something out of a lesbian romance novel.”

“Maybe, but I like to be the one with control issues in a relationship.”

The corners of Hal’s mouth twitched up. “Well, there’s something I have to offer you.”

“You have so much to offer, Hal. Giving me an outlet for my anal-retentive side is just the beginning of your talents.”

“You say the nicest things.”

“I really do, but only because you deserve them. And also because you have two leftover lobstah roll grilled cheeses.”

A real smile finally broke through, and Quinn drew her first full deep breath in ten minutes. She’d mentioned earlier that feeding people had felt a bit like a drug, but now seeing Hal relax back into her happy self and knowing she’d been the one to soothe her left Quinn wondering if maybe what she felt for her wasn’t actually something stronger than addiction.
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“So,” Quinn said, as they pulled out of the parking lot and saw the police cruiser turn the opposite direction, “what’s next on the menu?”

“Literally or figuratively?” Hal asked, still shaken from her earlier meltdown.

“Either or both. I don’t care.”

“Well,” Hal said, casting a sidelong glance at her. Quinn had twisted in her seat so her back rested against the latched door of the truck. She curled one knee to her chest and rested her chin on top. She seemed so relaxed there in that seat, so comfortable, and Hal had to admit the sight comforted her too. “Despite what we just heard from the local law enforcement, this is still our weekend of whims. How can I fulfill yours?”

“I would say I kind of want to hang out by the water, but I’m not sure the truck should be seen anywhere near the local beaches for a while.”

“Good point, but I know a way around that, if you’d like.”

“More getting around rules. Lovely.”

Hal laughed at Quinn’s attempt not to sound bothered. She really had done a pretty stellar job of not freaking out so far, better than herself. Time to give her a bit of the vacation she really deserved. “Actually, what we’re about to do won’t break any rules at all.”

“I love when you say sexy things like that.”

She felt her smile return with the witty banter. “I aim to please.”

“And there’s the please word I love so much. The day is looking up.”

Hal couldn’t disagree as she turned off of 6A when it split from Province Lands Road and spun into a little circle drive around a small patio where a stone marker commemorated the site of the pilgrims’ first landing. The monument was less grand than the mammoth tower rising up from the center of town to commemorate the same event. Still, what it lacked in grandeur, it made up for with its amazing view.

To their right stretched the expansive curve of the Province Lands, with their rising dunes and waving grasses as they cradled the western shoals of Provincetown Harbor. Directly across the water stood a small lighthouse, square and white against the horizon, with its black cap looking so much like a dapper hat. And between them, stretching out like a bridge across a bay, stood a solid string of piled rocks, jagged and dark, both dividing and connecting the beautiful landscapes before them.

“What is this place?” Quinn asked. “It’s so beautiful. I mean I feel like I keep using that word here, but every place we stop is more gorgeous than the last.”

“It’s a breakwater.”

“I’ve seen something like this in the outer harbor on Lake Erie.”

“Similar concept, but for slightly different reasons.” Hal killed the engine and climbed out of the truck. “In both cases they are there to protect the shore or the boats in the harbor from high surf. It literally breaks the water, or the waves, as they hurl toward land.”

“Makes sense.”

“This one, though, doesn’t have any houses or boats to protect. It’s there to protect the sand.” Hal leaned against a metal railing along the sidewalk.

“The sand?”

“Provincetown and this whole curling finger of Cape Cod is just a glorified sand bar. There’s no bedrock, so the dunes are always shifting. They’re never in the same place twice, which is why it’s so important for people not to tramp down the grasses or cut down what little shrubbery grows out here.”

“And the rocks do the same thing for the water?”

“Exactly,” Hal said, “they provide a buffer for the waves so they can’t take the beach we just got kicked off of out into the ocean. It also makes for a perfect estuary and a sweet tourist attraction.”

“That’s pretty genius.”

“It is, but it’s also just plain pretty. You can walk all the way across to the lighthouse, or you can just go out halfway into the middle of the harbor, find yourself a flat rock, and take in a little sun.”

“I vote for option number two.”

“I thought you might.” Hal swung open the back door of the truck and unlatched a cargo hold. She hadn’t exactly planned the excursion, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t hoped they’d end up here at some point. “Let me grab you a beach towel and me a fishing pole, then we’ll go find your little piece of heaven.”

She threw the towel over her shoulder, then with a small tackle box in one hand and fishing rod in the other, she and Quinn set off onto the rocks.

Aside from pointing out the occasional gull diving for a crab or fishing trawler pulling into the harbor, they didn’t talk much along the way. Hal enjoyed watching Quinn’s blue eyes scan their surroundings, so filled with awe and wonder. She’d been so much more than expected on this trip. She’d gone along for the ride, she’d engaged in so many steps along the way, and she hadn’t complained about the work or the conditions. If anything, she’d reveled in them. The vision of the pushy, uptight banker Hal formed the day they’d met had all but faded away. Even in the aftermath of the police bust, when Quinn’s frustration valve cracked, she’d taken the time to listen, to consider Hal’s points, and to change her mind.

If anything, Hal had been the unyielding one. She didn’t know what came over her when she’d seen Quinn with those cops. A feeling she’d never felt before grabbed hold of her chest, or her throat, and shook her like a tight fist. Something inside of her had cracked a little bit. If she didn’t know better, she’d have sworn she’d been jealous. But she wasn’t a jealous person. Her whole outlook on life centered on not wanting things she couldn’t have, not getting too attached to anything she did have, and never ever claiming ownership of anything that couldn’t really belong to her. Still, when Quinn had started to flirt with the cop, she’d felt ten years old again, being ripped away from yet another dream she’d let herself get entirely too comfortable in.

She’d kind of freaked out.

And she’d kind of lashed out.

Then she’d tried to close Quinn out.

And yet there she stood, golden and perfect in the sunlight right beside her.

“I like this spot,” Quinn said, oblivious to the stream of consciousness rushing through Hal’s mind. “This is my rock.”

Hal glanced at the large, flat stone about the size of a kitchen table, then set down her tackle box and handed Quinn the large, red beach towel. “Nice choice. Now stake your claim.”

Quinn caught hold of the end of the towel, then shook it out on the breeze and unfurled it like a flag, allowing it to flap a second or two before settling to the side and leaving plenty of room for pedestrians to pass by without disturbing her. Foot traffic wasn’t as heavy as expected for the holiday weekend, with only the occasional lesbians hiking with their dogs, or families with children hopping from rock to rock, and many of them turned back before they reached Quinn’s rock.

“Are you going to catch us dinner?” Quinn asked.

“I may. If I’m lucky.” Hal scooted down to a rock just below Quinn’s on the side facing the main harbor. She flipped open the tackle box and pulled out a lure. “These waters have been overfished for generations, but sometimes you can still hit on a school of cod or fluke.”

“Well, look at you busting out your angler knowledge.”

“It’s not my first trip to Ptown.”

“I don’t want to think about you being here before,” Quinn said. “Is that silly of me?”

“Maybe,” Hal said, then thought more, “but I kind of like you being silly, so I guess that makes me silly too.”

“Then it’s our first trip to Ptown. Good luck with that fish-catching.” Quinn seemed amused by the idea, her smile playful as she lay on her side to watch.

She looked like a classy pin-up, if there ever was such a thing. Her legs went on forever under her khaki shorts, and she’d shed her over-shirt, revealing a simple white tank top. She was so long and lovely laid out like that, her blond hair golden in the sun and her blue eyes sparkling like the water below.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Huh?” Hal realized she’d been caught staring. “You comfortable?”

“Very. What about you? Stalling?”

“No.” Hal busied herself baiting her hook. “I’ve got everything under control. You won’t starve on my watch.”

“I never worried I would. I’m just interested to see how you’re going to catch me a grilled cheese.”

“A what?”

“You said you were going to catch dinner, and we always eat sandwiches, so I figured that’s what you’re fishing for.”

Hal smirked. “I feel like there was a challenge in there somewhere.”

“No, a challenge would be if I said I’d suddenly grown lactose and gluten intolerant.”

“That wouldn’t be a challenge. That’d be the end of our relationship,” Hal mumbled.

“I heard that.”

“You were meant to.”

“Really? Are you so insecure about your own abilities—”

“Who said anything about insecure?”

“Well when people don’t think they can live up to a challenge . . .” Quinn let the end of that sentence dangle.

“I can live up to it. A meal without bread or cheese, that’s not hard to do. It’s like eating air.”

Quinn laughed and flipped down a pair of sunglasses she’d stolen from Hal’s truck. Damn, she looked good in them. A warmth greater than that of the summer sun started in her chest and spread lower. God, there was something about a woman in a pair of cheap sunglasses . . .

Wait, what had they been talking about?

Eating.

Food.

Bad food.

Without bread and cheese.

The thought helped return her focus. “I can make you a dinner without bread and without cheese and still knock your shorts off.”

“Prove it, Fryboi, and we’ll see whose shorts come off first.”

Hal grinned as she cast her line out as far as she could. Quinn clearly thought Hal would be the one on the hook at the end of the day. Maybe, but when it came to challenges from beautiful women, she couldn’t resist biting.




Chapter Seventeen

“I got one,” Hal said after half an hour.

Quinn lifted her head and lowered the rim of her purloined sunglasses to get a better look. Sure enough, Hal’s line pulled taught with the strain of a fighting fish. She reeled and pulled, then let the line run out a little before jerking back again. Quinn sat up, no longer watching the line so much as the woman working it.

She wouldn’t know a good fishing technique from a knitting pattern, but Hal certainly looked convincing. She seemed so casual, so effortless, so fluid. Quinn suspected Hal might just be one of those people who was quietly good at everything. She cooked, she cleaned up after herself, she could do business math in her head. She was funny and quick witted, a great dancer, and apparently a skilled fisherwoman. Most of all, she’d had nothing handed to her—no formal training, no real education, not even a parent or family to help mold her. Quinn liked to think of herself as a self-made woman, but when she looked at Hal, she had little doubt about which of them had made more with less.

Hal, on the other hand, seemed unaware of how amazing she really was. While she had not an ounce of insecurity about her chef skills, she’d shown some big ones in other areas when the police had arrived earlier, and even more when they’d left. Was she really jealous about Quinn’s flirting with the uptight cop? Was it just her residual feelings of helplessness regarding the foster care system, or did her reaction say something deeper about their relationship?

“Hey,” Hal said, pulling her prize out of the water. “How about some credit here?”

The flat and brown fish had tan spots and a thin frill all the way around. She scrunched up her nose. “That’s the ugliest fish I have ever seen.”

“Are you kidding me? This is a fluke. It’s a kind of grouper. It’s a thing of beauty.”

“If that’s your idea of beautiful, I’m beginning to rethink all the compliments you’ve ever given me.”

“Come on.” Hal laughed. “It’s huge for shoreline fishing.”

“It is big,” she admitted. “More than a foot, probably.”

“Probably? I’d say closer to two feet.”

“You’re such a guy sometimes.”

“A guy who’s going to make you dinner.”

“With that?” She wrinkled up her nose. “It looks like a wet scab.”

“It won’t when I get done.”

“I don’t know, Hal.” A twinge of regret pricked at her skin. Why had she made that silly bet about no bread or cheese? Now there’d be nothing between her and that slime ball. “What if we went out to dinner? My treat.”

“Not a chance.” Hal beamed proudly at her catch. “This is going to work perfectly, and it’s just the beginning.”

“There’s more?”

“Of course.” Hal unhooked the fish and put it in a net she fastened to her tackle box, before she dropped it back into the water between two of the big rocks. “The tide’s about midway between high and low. We should have a good, fast current heading in now.”

Quinn shook her head, not sure what emotion the news should inspire in her. “Give a boi a fish and she’ll make you a sandwich. Give her a fishing pole, and suddenly she’s an expert on local tides and currents.”

Hal cast again, and this time Quinn remained sitting up to watch. She liked the warmth of the sun on her shoulders, she liked the gentle lapping of the tide against the rocks, she liked the scent of salt in the air. Mostly, though, she liked the sight of Hal, her body tan and boldly outlined against the blue horizon. She cut such a compelling profile, strong and competent, and Quinn felt a familiar stirring in the pit of her stomach. Only this time the warmth spreading there didn’t head directly south. Instead it crept up toward her heart. This wasn’t the incendiary flame that always inspired her to rip Hal’s clothes off, but it didn’t lack the strength or the pull toward her. If anything, its complexity made it hard to resist, and harder to file away into some tidy box labeled “lust” or even “attraction.”

“Got another one,” Hal called again as her line went taut once more, but as soon as she began to reel it in, the line went slack.

“What happened?”

“I don’t know.” Hal reeled the line all the way in and inspected her clean hook. “Something took my bait and spit out the hook.”

“Smart fish.”

“A little too smart for a fish,” Hal muttered as she slid another anchovy onto the hook, then stood up and cast again.

This time the line had barely been in the water a minute before it dipped low and tight. Hal jerked back hard to set the hook, but once again it refused to bite on whatever had bitten it. She started to wind it up slowly, but then froze, her eyes scanning the water.

“What is it?”

“There.” She pointed to a spot a few yards from where the line dipped below the surface.

Quinn saw the water ripple as a slick, black head emerged, followed by two black eyes and a set of wiry, white whiskers. “Oh my God. It’s a seal.”

“A thieving seal.”

“He’s so cute.”

“Don’t let his looks fool you. He’s only here to rob us blind.”

“Hal,” Quinn scolded, “how can you say that about such an adorable seal? A seal! I’ve never seen one before.”

“They have them at the zoo in Buffalo.”

“I mean in the wild.” She got to her feet for a better view. The little guy watched them as intently as she watched him. “He’s so close. Give me an anchovy.”

“No. It’s not good to feed them.”

“What’s the difference between me tossing him one and you feeding him one on a hook?”

“The hook, but I’m not trying to—”

“Right, mine won’t have a hook in it, so it’s safer.”

“It’ll teach him to eat people food,” Hal warned.

“First of all, anchovies are barely people food. Second of all, I think he’s already learned how to eat them.”

Hal sighed and gave her an exasperated look, eyebrows raised and shoulders slumped.

Quinn pursed her lips in a pout. “Please?”

Hal shook her head but grabbed another anchovy from the can in her tackle box. “Come down here.”

Her smile stretched her cheeks as she slid off her rock and onto Hal’s lower one.

“Hey, little buddy. You want a snack?”

“He’s already had two,” Hal grumbled, and Quinn nudged her with her elbow.

“Here it comes.” She held the anchovy in her fist, then rearing back, lobbed it toward the seal. It landed within a few feet of him, and he quickly dove to catch it, his tail flicking up a little splash as he went. They both waited and watched the water until the seal surfaced again only a couple yards from where the fish had landed.

“Do you think he got it?” Quinn asked, clutching Hal’s arm.

“Yeah. I think he got it.”

“Really?” She couldn’t tell. The seal looked the same as he had a moment ago.

Hal didn’t reply, and Quinn tore her attention from the seal to meet her eyes. There was something deep and sweet, amused and caring swirling there. Quinn clearly saw it all but had no method for making sense of the mix. “What are you thinking?”

Hal shrugged and turned away, suddenly busying herself with the tackle box. “Nothing. I never pegged you for someone who’d go all soft at the sight of a cute seal is all.”

“Maybe you pegged me wrong.”

“Yeah.” Her voice sounded a little choked. “I think I did.”

Quinn didn’t push her anymore. She didn’t want to know what she meant. She didn’t want to know if Hal’s chest felt the same tightness she’d experienced earlier, and even more than that, she didn’t want to know if Hal had a word for that feeling, because she was almost certain now she wouldn’t like it.

“You going to keep fishing?”

“No point to it. Either your little friend steals my bait, or he’s somewhere eating the fish I want to catch.”

“Do you have enough fish for dinner?”

“Oh yeah, if I can find a few things to go with it, I can still make you quite the feast.”

“Lucky me,” Quinn said, trying to recapture their playful tone as she started to climb back onto the higher rock, but about halfway up she looked back over her shoulder and caught Hal staring at her ass. Her smile was slow as her emotions returned to a level she was more accustomed to.

“Lucky me, too,” Hal said, then wrapped an arm around Quinn and pulled her back down. “I apparently get an amazing dinner and a show.”

“If the dinner is as amazing as you seem to think it’ll be, you might get more than that.”

Hal kissed her quickly, on the mouth, right out in the open, causing a thrill to shoot up her spine. “How about an appetizer?”

“I’m not sure I could focus on an appetizer with such an obvious reminder of the main course,” Quinn quipped.

Hal arched an eyebrow. “How so?”

She pushed off again and climbed back up to her rock before saying, “You smell like fish.”

Hal laughter followed her up the breakwater. “Actually, now you do too. How about showers, then dinner, then maybe something a little better for dessert?”

Quinn thought about that as she collected her beach blanket. Yes, dessert. Light, airy, sweet, and without any pretense of something more. Dessert didn’t try to pass itself off as the main course. Dessert knew exactly what it was, and it was awesome.

“Dessert sounds more up my alley.”
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Hal already had a handful of olive oil and sea salt-coated asparagus on the small grill when Quinn came up from the cabin. Her long blond hair still damp from the shower, she’d slipped into another pair of shorts and one of Hal’s T-shirts, with a picture of a whisk and a caption that read, “Whip it real good.” If the message wasn’t enough to make her smile, the fact that Quinn clearly wasn’t wearing a bra would have been enough to push her into a new level of joy.

“What’s that smug little grin for?” Quinn asked.

“You look good in my clothes. Maybe you should keep that one.”

“I might. I could wear it to board meetings, lighten up the mood.”

“Go figure, all those times in Buffalo I thought you were dressed for a sailing excursion off Cape Cod,” Hal said, pouring a glass of white wine. “But when I finally get you on a sailboat off Cape Cod, you dress like you’re from Buffalo.”

Quinn laughed and accepted the glass. “I like to keep you on your toes.”

“Oh you do. Up on my toes and back on my heels, all parts of my feet engage around you.”

“And you always do such a lovely tap dance I can’t help but want more.”

Hal looked up and met Quinn’s eyes. They’d gone a shade darker, causing her to wonder if she meant what she’d just said. “Do you really want more?”

Quinn sat on the curved bench seat and sighed. “That’s the question to end this trip on, isn’t it?”

“I’d hoped we could avoid it until tomorrow morning,” Hal admitted. “But it’s out there now.”

“I don’t suppose we could throw it back into the ocean like the ugly fish you caught?”

Hal smiled in spite of the seriousness they were avoiding. She grabbed the plate of fish fillets she’d descaled and boned. “Look at these now, all cleaned up. If you hadn’t seen it until this moment, what would your first impression be?”

Quinn sighed and bit her lip before smiling. “I’d probably think it was perfect.”

“Perfect,” Hal repeated as she stacked all the asparagus to one side.

“Yes,” Quinn said more wistfully, “perfect.”

Hal laid the fish out on the grill and basked in the glow of being right.

“But what about you?”

“Me?” Hal asked, still focused on adjusting a few coals.

“Can you look at me now like you’re seeing me for the first time? Without all the stuff that came between us before?”

The question seeped in, trapping her breath painfully in her chest. She did see Quinn. She saw her beautifully open before her, surrounded by the earliest orange fringes of sunset across the tranquil harbor. She was golden and stunning, her eyes deeper and more inviting than the water. Hal fought the urge to look away.

“What?” Quinn asked. “Did I ask too much of you?”

“No. I mean, yes and no.” She rubbed her face. “You didn’t ask too much. But maybe you are too much.”

“Thank you?”

Hal sat down beside her and took her hand, looping her pale fingers through her own. “I see you, Quinn. I see how beautiful you are, how smart, how committed, how strong, and I want to linger in this perfect moment with you.”

“But?”

“There’s no but. There should be, but there’s not. I like you, Quinn. A lot. And whether it’s right or wrong, I want to be with you.”

“Really?” All the nervousness and insecurity fled Quinn’s expression, and her smile spread so wide it crinkled the corners of her eyes.

She seemed so young, so innocent, so hopeful, Hal couldn’t resist hugging her. “Really.”

Quinn melted into her embrace, her lips pressed into the crook of Hal’s neck as she murmured, “Me too.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “I want to be with you too.”

Hal’s chest, which had been warm before, seemed to ignite with a swell of fireworks larger than any they’d seen in Boston. “Well, okay then. I hear admitting it is the first step.”

Quinn kissed her cheek and whispered, “So, what are we going to do now?”

“Well, we . . .” She didn’t really know. She’d never been here before, and she got the sense Quinn hadn’t either, and still it felt like something should come next. “I think we could . . . eat dinner?”

Quinn laughed. “Eat dinner?”

“What, did you mean something more? ’Cause I don’t really know. I mean, the whole wanting-to-be-with-someone-who-wants-to-be-with-me thing is new. Should there be flowers or paperwork?”

“Paperwork?”

“I don’t know. You’re the banker. I’m just a chef, hence the dinner.”

Quinn caught Hal’s face between her palms and touched their foreheads together before kissing her lightly on the mouth. “You’re not just a chef. You’re the perfect chef. And dinner with you sounds like perfection.”

“Perfection,” Hal repeated.

Yes, maybe that’s what they had found.
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“You just like making me admit I was wrong,” Quinn said as she fought the urge to lick her dinner plate clean.

“It is one of my new favorite hobbies,” Hal said before she popped the last spear of asparagus from her plate into her mouth. “What, are you admitting to being wrong about now?”

“I’m going to ignore the implication there might be more than one thing on the table at the moment and say I shouldn’t have doubted your resolve or your skill when it comes to food.”

“You shouldn’t doubt my skill or resolve when it comes to anything,” Hal said in that lower register her voice often took when the subject turned intimate.

“Right again. I’m sorry I did.”

“It’s okay. As I said earlier, I misread you too.”

“How so?”

“You’re not a soulless corporate raider.”

“Lucky me.”

“Lucky me, too.” Hal grinned and leaned back on the bench seat. “I was pretty upset with you most of the time for the first few weeks after we met. You just wouldn’t go away.”

“Did you really want me to?”

“Yes. Or at least I thought I did, but honestly if I’d really wanted to get rid of you, I could have. I kept leaving the door open, and I hated myself for that, but I couldn’t seem to stop.”

“You didn’t leave the door open very wide,” Quinn said, remembering all the bartering and back channeling she’d had to do. “You were awful surly.”

“I was, wasn’t I?” Hal grinned. “I even bordered on rude.”

“Bordered on?”

“Maybe I crossed the line a time or two, but I never could push you out.”

“Why were you trying so hard?”

“You mean aside from the fact that you were pushy and bossy and nosy, and that you’d inserted yourself into my personal business and tried to make me into something I didn’t want to be?”

Quinn smiled and took another sip from her wine glass. “Of course, other than that.”

“I don’t know. Maybe I just always knew you had the power to wreck me when you left, and I wanted to get that part over with.”

“Hal.” All the air left her lungs with that one name.

“It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

“It’s not yours either, you know?”

Hal nodded and looked out across the water toward the setting sun. “It doesn’t really matter whose fault it is. But I think it was never really you I worried about. I saw in you everything I’d never let myself be. You wanted something, you admitted it, you went after it, and you made no apologies along the way.”

“It’s the only way I know. Being passive never got me anything but disappointment. I learned early that other people only ever let me down. If I wanted something, I had to do it myself, and I had to do it all the way.”

“Funny, I learned the same lesson about being disappointed in other people, but instead of going after the things I wanted on my own, I just learned to stop wanting them. I cultivated contentment like other people cultivate gardens. I worked every single minute on learning to make what I had be enough.”

Quinn frowned at the thought of Hal giving up parts of herself, her dreams, her goals, her desires because she didn’t think she had any chance of achieving them.

“Don’t feel sorry for me. In a lot of ways, I think I got the better end of the deal.”

“How so?”

“Just look at your life, Quinn. You work all the time. You never let down your guard. You never just enjoy the moment.” Hal’s tone was not hard or judgmental so much as sad. “You’re fighting to hold onto the idea of a distant future and putting so much pressure on yourself to build the world in your image. When do you ever get to enjoy anything for what it is?”

The sailboat rocked gently in the wake of a larger vessel trolling by as Quinn let Hal’s words sink in. Oddly, she didn’t have the urge to defend herself. Seeing Hal’s freedom, her friendships, the easy way she moved through the world had already made it clear to her what she’d been missing. Sitting here now in the most beautiful spot she’d ever seen with an amazing woman so close that they had nothing between them but the shared desire to be together, she couldn’t help but doubt the importance of the future she’d worked so hard for.

“We’ve both had the same problem and handled it in opposite fashions only to find out we’ve both been doing it wrong.”

“So where does that leave us?”

“Here, apparently,” Quinn said, her smile breaking through once more. “And here doesn’t seem such a bad place to be.”

“No,” Hal agreed. “It sure doesn’t. Go figure. All of those things we put ourselves through, and all the things we put each other through, and we both end up together and happy in exactly the same spot. Seems like there’s a lesson in that somewhere.”

“Probably.”

“Any idea about what it might be?”

She thought for a moment, then pressed her lips together. “Maybe it’s one of those things we’re not capable of putting into words yet.”

“Is it something that can be put into action?”

“Maybe.”

“Could it be put into action by me doing something I really want to do?” Hal asked, “something I’ve never let myself want with anyone else?”

“I suppose, so long as I’m open to living in the moment along with you.”

“Are you?”

She didn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”

“Then I want to make love to you, Quinn. I want to hold you all night. I want to wake up tomorrow knowing that wherever we have to go, we’ll try to get there together. I want more than a roll in the hay—or the sailboat cabin, as the case may be.” Hal smiled nervously. “I want to know you and please you and be close to you. I want to let myself need you and open up to you and have you open up to me, too.”

Quinn couldn’t speak through the emotion gathered in her throat. A proposal like that didn’t fall anywhere in her five-year plan, and yet she’d never encountered a more beautiful detour. She nodded, and taking Hal’s face in her hands once more, kissed her soulfully. God, she wanted her so badly, in all the ways she’d just mentioned and more. She wanted her tonight and tomorrow, here and back home. She wanted her inside and out, and she wanted to never ever outgrow the wanting.

The kiss wasn’t hurried. For the first time, the possibilities between them felt as vast and endless as the water around them.




Chapter Eighteen

Hal relaxed into the kiss, tasting salt and wine as she explored the corners of Quinn’s mouth. She had the time and the inclination to get to know every part of her. She kissed the edge of her lips, then moved across her cheek and back to the tip of her nose. The fire between them didn’t roar or lick at her flesh so much as it spread slowly, like the orange glow of the setting sun fanning out across the harbor. She lifted her fingertips to lightly trace the strong line of Quinn’s jaw. She ran her thumb softly along her lower lip and smiled as Quinn kissed it, then caught her hand and kissed the top of each finger. Quinn placed another kiss in the center of her palm, then a slower, more sensual one on the soft skin of her wrist. Hal couldn’t tear her eyes away.

Quinn continued her deliberate progression up Hal’s arm. Remnants of amber sunlight lingered on fair skin as Quinn drew patterns only she could follow across Hal’s neck and into the hair at the base of her scalp. Her fingers swirled there, tangling them together in a precursor of things to come, things so much more than any physical touch could cover. They’d intertwined before, fingers and legs, and yet this coming together couldn’t have been predicted. Maybe this new connection couldn’t even be named, which made it all the sweeter to feel. The essence of their combined intentions settled in her chest, curling like a warm mist through her limbs.

Hal kissed Quinn’s shoulder around the worn collar of her own T-shirt as she slipped her hand under its hem. She relished the way her fingers played slowly over the slender curve of her waist. She wanted to settle in that curve and camp there for days. She wanted to rest her head there, to sleep, to dream and awake again to its perfection.

She drew a small circle with a light touch around the subtle indent between Quinn’s ribs and hip as she whispered, “I want to kiss you right here.”

“We better go down below.”

“Below that spot on your body, or below deck on the boat?”

Quinn’s light laugh danced from her lips. “Yes.”

Hal groaned against her skin before leaving that spot, then pushed herself up and reached for Quinn’s hand.

“You’re so deliciously chivalrous. You know that?”

Hal pulled her close again, wrapping an arm around her waist. “You like chivalry?”

“I didn’t want to. I wanted to refuse your hand when you tried to help me out of the truck. Then that day at the food wholesaler when you put yourself between me and those roughnecks trying to check out my legs? God, you were just so damn protectively possessive. You could’ve kissed me right there. I would’ve melted for you,” she said. “I would’ve hated myself, but I would have melted.”

“I’m sorry I was too recalcitrant to see what I had right in front of me, but if we’re being honest, you could’ve had me that first night at Larkin Square.”

“No.” Quinn shook her head, then rested it on Hal’s shoulder. “You hated me.”

“I wanted you. If you’d come for me instead of my name recognition, you could’ve had me.”

“And what about now?” she asked, her voice low and close enough her lips brushed Hal’s neck when she spoke. “What can I have now?”

Hal leaned back enough to meet her eyes. “Everything.”

Quinn shuddered in her embrace and sighed as Hal pushed open the cabin door with her foot. “Your cabin, m’lady.”

Quinn smiled and, taking her hand once more, pulled her through the low door, pausing only long enough for Hal to kick it shut before leading her toward the bed. Stopping just at the edge, Hal caught her and turned her around. Their mouths found each other again, easy, naturally, as if they were meant to be together every bit as much as they were built for breathing or speaking. Her hands went easily to Quinn’s hips once more. This time, though, they didn’t stay there. Running them up like a cellist drawing a bow across the arc of the strings, she played the beautiful instrument of Quinn’s body to its highest notes. Pushing her shirt up as she went, she skimmed her hands across Quinn’s ribs, over the swells of her breasts, and, breaking the kiss as little as possible, lifted the shirt over her head.

Hal’s sharp intake of breath stemmed from the increased canvas of alabaster skin to caress, to explore, to paint with fingertips and lips. She wanted the whole of this breathtaking vista spread out beneath her. Easing Quinn back, she cradled her head in her hand as she lowered her body softly to the pillow. Quinn caught hold of Hal’s shirt as she settled onto the bed, then pulled it up the length of her torso before dropping it to the floor.

“God, you’re so beautiful. It almost hurts to breathe when I look at you like this.”

Quinn started to shake her head, but Hal stilled her with another kiss. There would be no room for denial tonight. This was about more than getting what they wanted in a moment. This was about acknowledging truths that went so much deeper than either of them could go on their own. She enjoyed every second of the kiss and the implicit acceptance of Quinn’s opening to her before she moved lower.

Quinn’s fingernails played in her hair and across the bare skin of her back as she kissed down along the swell of her breasts, over the ridges of her ribcage, and down the open plane of her stomach to the only remaining barrier—her shorts. Hal had been here before, but familiarity did nothing to stem the rising tide of excitement tapping out a rapid rhythm with her heartbeat. Flipping open the button, she kissed the sweet, smooth skin below before lifting up to hook both hands into the khaki waistband.

Sinking both feet into the mess of sheets, Quinn arched her hips up, allowing Hal to slip the shorts down her thighs, then along the length of her legs. With a little flourish, she tossed them aside but didn’t release her foot. She kissed the tip of her big toe, then down along the graceful arch of her foot before moving up along her ankle. Resting it up on her own shoulder, she started forward once more. She ran her lips like a feather across smooth calves and felt the muscles contract as she reached the bottom of Quinn’s thigh. She slowed her progress and lifted her eyes as Quinn began to twist with anticipation.

Quinn bit her bottom lip, and Hal felt it as if those teeth had sunk into her own. She felt her desire as it built, passing between them, one and the same. She kissed the delicate skin again, inching closer to home, with her eyes still locked on the blues that beckoned her. Quinn pulled her in, lifting her hips off the bed and tightening the hold of her long leg across Hal’s back.

Hal could smell her now, amber and wine, with a heavy undercurrent of desire. She could see the plea in her eyes, feel it curling up to her swollen lips. She would not make her say it tonight. She didn’t need her to. She would grant every request before it had a chance to be voiced. Lowering her head, she took Quinn and gave herself with everything she had in her.

She’d thought she wanted all of this woman before, but suddenly she understood she’d only craved the surface of what she had to offer. Now she wanted more than sweat and skin. This desire went so much deeper than simple release. She wanted to feel Quinn move against her in the night, to taste her lips coated with coffee in the morning, to sit across from her at every meal, to know her fears and to be the one to soothe them. She wanted to be everything together that the world had denied them on their own.
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Quinn’s legs trembled and fell from Hal’s shoulders as her head sank deeply into the pillow. She didn’t need to see Hal. She felt her, and in more than just the amazing places she was currently touching her. This was more than a total body experience. She felt Hal all over her, filtering through her mind and encircling her heart. She would’ve thought a connection like this would dull her senses or detract from their raw physicality, but her breath came shallow and ragged, their emotional connection heightening the others.

She sank her fingers into Hal’s thick, dark hair, massaging, holding, and still reaching for more. She needed her. She rose on the wave of sensations Hal stoked in her, like their boat on the incoming tide, and suddenly it was too much, too high. A strangled sob choked out her cry, and she could only clutch at Hal’s shoulder. Grasping her arm firmly, she pulled her up, reading the question she couldn’t answer in those dark eyes. She drew her along the length of her own body and arched up to meet her.

“Hal,” she finally gasped, pressing on her back and feeling her instant compliance as the fullness of Hal’s weight settled against her, anchoring them to one another.

“Yes,” Hal whispered hoarsely as she worked her hand between their bodies, “I’m right here.”

And she was, right there, right where Quinn needed her to be. A sudden rush of gratitude overtook her, just the latest in a long stream of unexpected emotions Hal inspired. They moved against each other now, rocking, regaining their rhythm slowly, sensually as Hal pushed inside. Quinn gasped and dug her nails into the knot of muscles flexing across Hal’s back. It wasn’t enough. Need swelled in her again, but this time it would not overwhelm her or leave her helpless. Hal had met every need, even those left unspoken, and she would fill this one too.

Taking hold of Hal’s hips, she pulled her forward, hard and close, forcing her deeper inside while giving her the chance to reach for the same kind of contact. Finding her voice, Quinn managed to rasp out, “I have to touch you . . . now.”

Hal straddled her leg, using her thigh to maintain pressure on Quinn while opening herself to her. Quinn worked her hand between them, aching, searching, finding. They writhed, no longer paced or coordinated, but complete. Hot breath against sweat-soaked skin served only as physical evidence of internal needs being met and fulfilled, symptoms of a cure.

“Hal, yes,” she cried out, “stay with me.”

“I’m right here,” Hal whispered as her hips slid forward again, connecting them both. “Together.”

“Yes,” Quinn said again as her muscles strained against the divine pressure coursing through them. “Together.”

Hal shook as her back bent into a breathless arc. “Now?”

The question provided its own answer, and Quinn caught Hal’s mouth once more as the waves of release shook through them both. They held tightly to one another, still secure as the world around them spun. The lights flashed and the sea rolled beneath them, but even in that moment, Quinn knew she was seeing more clearly and standing more securely than she ever had. And as the air returned and their bodies subdued, she felt nothing slipping away.
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“I said, ‘damn, what’s next?’” Quinn rolled along with Nate Dogg and Warren G as Cheesy Does It lumbered onto Interstate 90 just outside of Boston.

“You have some mad rap skills,” Hal said, glancing over at her as she bounced in the sunlight streaming through the large windshield. She practically shimmered, a vision of gold and sapphire in one of Hal’s plain blue T-shirts, with her hair down and flowing across her shoulders.

If not for the dull ache in her muscles, she would’ve wondered if last night had even happened. She’d had sex with other women. Some of them had even been beautiful, but none of them had ever grabbed hold of her heart the way Quinn had. None of them had seen all of her. None of them had even tried to capture the parts of her Quinn now held, and most importantly, none of them had ever stayed so wonderfully connected so long after the night had passed them by.

They’d both been studiously sweet this morning. Quick kisses as they packed up their things. A little hug as they walked down Commercial Street one last time. A gentle squeeze of the hand as they got on the road, and small smiles stolen from focus that should’ve been spent on the traffic getting off the Cape. Neither one of them seemed ready to process the weighty subject of what had transpired between them, but neither were they quite ready to surrender to their inevitable reentry to the real world. More than two hours into the drive, they remained stubbornly playful—hence, the old-school hip-hop dance-party bass in the truck.

“Who are you, and what have you done to the sexy banker with control issues?” Hal laughed.

“You know? I tried to get ahold of her earlier, but I got an out-of-office message.”

“Maybe she should extend her auto reply a little bit longer, or maybe indefinitely.”

Quinn’s smile faltered and Hal immediately regretted the comment.

“You know I would love that, right?”

Hal nodded. “But?”

“But I have a big meeting first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Oh? Important sexy banker stuff?” She tried to recapture the playful tone.

“Something like that.” Quinn stared out the window, and the sinking feeling in Hal’s stomach told her not to pursue her line of questioning any further.

The disconnect was jarring to both her mind and body after the closeness they’d cultivated over the last few days. Obviously she knew they wouldn’t always feel the way they had on the boat last night. Real life was bound to exact its toll, and Quinn had a right to her own space, both physically and emotionally. Whatever thought pulled her from their reverie was hers alone. And yet she felt the urge to push anyway. Not because she felt entitled to whatever had made Quinn pull back, but because she wanted to stop that retreat at any cost.

“You can tell me, you know?”

Quinn nodded.

“You don’t have to. I just . . . I’m new to this whole wanting to be with someone, just one person, and I don’t know how it really works. Am I supposed to just let you do your thing and tell me what you want about your life, or am I supposed to ask you and risk offending you by being all up in your grill?”

“You can ask.”

“Okay, as long as you know you can tell me to buzz off.”

“Deal.”

“So . . .” Hal blew a strand of hair from her forehead. “What is this big, important meeting you have to get back for tomorrow?”

“It’s with an investment team.”

“I don’t really know what that means.”

“It means . . .” She drew out the words slowly. “There are people who help me make decisions about good investments. Some of them are like research aids for the bank. Some of them are at my level or higher up, and they make sure I’m making good decisions.”

“That does sound important. So, you guys have these meetings for all applications for loans and things?”

“Not all of them. I called this one because I know I have a blind spot where my personal connections may compromise my judgment. And there’s a great deal at stake.”

The hollow churning in Hal’s gut returned.

“It’s not something that just came up, though. It’s been on my calendar for weeks. I actually . . . I called this particular meeting after I . . . I mean the pop-up had just happened.”

“The pop-up didn’t just happen,” Hal reminded her.

“Right, but what happened afterwards did, and it changed things on a lot of levels.”

Hal snorted. “So you called a business meeting to talk to your colleagues about it?”

“Actually, yes, but not how it sounds.”

“I hope not,” Hal snapped, then quickly lowered her voice. “’Cause it sounds bad.”

Quinn sighed. “You fired me, Hal. I had one of the most successful nights of my career, and then I got fired, or you quit, and at the time you seemed pretty clear on your intention to never see me again.”

“I’m still unclear as to how any of those events warranted a meeting with your board of investors.”

“Really? I’d just had the successful pop-up, generated tons of press, made a hefty sum of money to donate, and found an ideal location, only to be dumped by the most important part of the team.” Quinn lifted her eyebrow questioningly. “You never stopped to think about the questions that might raise for the people I work with?”

“No.” She hadn’t given any thought to it at all. Maybe that line of thinking made sense to someone like Quinn, someone with a boss and investors, and a system to follow. But she didn’t answer to anyone, and she didn’t intend to. Which was one of the many reasons she’d blown her top that night. “You never mentioned—”

“Of course not.” Frustration rose in Quinn’s voice. “When would I have mentioned anything, and honestly, would you have cared?”

“I would’ve cared that you were talking about my personal business to other people.”

“I’m sorry, but it wasn’t your business anymore. It was my business. You walked out, and I didn’t blame you, but can you blame me for looking for ways to move forward without you?”

That last phrase lanced through her, a new understanding burning hot in its wake. “Move forward without me? This meeting tomorrow is to replace me?”

Quinn shrugged. “Yeah.”

“All right then.” She hated the way the words came out a little strangled. “You’re going to open a restaurant with someone else.”

“It’s not my first choice, Hal. You know what I wanted, what I still want, but I’m trying to respect your autonomy, so I have to research different directions.”

She did know that. She knew what Quinn had wanted, what she still wanted. Quinn had never lied or misled anyone about her desire to have Hal beside her in the restaurant venture, but it didn’t make it any easier to swallow the fact that she was still replaceable. Interchangeable. Temporary.

Quinn had wanted her so badly and come after her so hard. She’d seemed so certain she couldn’t open the restaurant she wanted with anyone else, and yet now she was doing exactly that. The move seemed like such a massive flip-flop, and she couldn’t help but wonder if the same held true about their personal relationship. Sure, Quinn wanted her now, but what if things got hard?

No, not if. When things got hard, because they undoubtedly were about to. What would Quinn want then? Would she look at her, at them, as another investment to be managed? Would she want to trade up? Would she be willing to cut her losses and go in a different direction? Here today, but easily gone tomorrow? Such a sad, storied cliché of her life.

“Hal, say the word and I’ll call off the meeting.”

“What word?”

“Say you want it to be you,” Quinn pleaded. “Tell me you’ll do this with me. Tell me you want a part in the future I’m building, and it’s yours.”

“No it’s not,” she snapped, then lowered her tone. “It’s yours. Your restaurant, your future. I can have a bit part for as long as I continue to play the part you lay out for me, but it’ll never be mine.”

“Fine.” Quinn exhaled forcefully and folded her arms across her chest. “If you feel that way, I’ll respect your wishes. I don’t like them, I don’t agree with them. I feel like we could have something special together. We could build something special together, but if you disagree, I am not going to push you.”

The words were right. She’d affirmed her, let her know she wanted her, but also respected her right to say no. She gave her the power, and Lord knows that wasn’t something Quinn did easily. So why did Hal still feel like shit? The choice was hers. She had to at least feel good, but she didn’t. Why?

Who was she kidding?

She knew why. She’d always known why.

The right to choose was an illusion, because she was left once again with the same shitty choices she’d always faced. She could accept her place at someone else’s table, or she could sit at her own . . . alone.

“Hal?” Quinn asked softly. “Are you pulling away now?”

The truck gave a little lurch. Just a small stutter most people wouldn’t even notice, but it caused the hair on Hal’s arms to stand up. She automatically eased off the gas a little and then pressed on again. Nothing snapped or caught fire, but she thought she heard the engine working harder than usual, just a hint of a note higher, something slightly off key, the kind of difference only a trained mechanic would hear.

“Hal,” Quinn asked, “are you not even speaking to me now?”

“No. Shh!”

“Shh?”

A loud ding echoed through the truck, or at least through Hal’s ears, as the battery light flashed on the dashboard.

“Shit.”

“What?”

“The battery.”

“Of the truck? While you’re driving? Isn’t that unusual?”

Hal gave Quinn a little nod of respect for at least knowing that much about how engines run. “Yeah, which leads me to think it’s not the battery and more likely the alternator. Shit, shit, damn, hell.”

“What does this mean?”

“Do you smell something burning?” Hal asked.

“No.”

“Fuck it. I have to pull over.” Hal flipped on her hazard lights as they neared an exit ramp. God, she was already too frazzled. She didn’t need a mechanical breakdown on top of the emotional one she feared.

Quinn grabbed her phone. “You want me to Google a garage?”

“Yeah, but nothing’s going to be open on the Sunday morning of a holiday weekend.”

They rolled to a stoplight and looked around: a gas station, an Arby’s, and an adult video store. “Not much to see here.”

Hal pulled into the parking lot of the gas station and killed the engine before hopping out. Quinn followed more slowly.

“Do you want me to call a tow truck? Can a tow truck even carry something this big?”

Hal lifted the hood and fastened it into place before she started to poke around. “I don’t want a tow truck. They cost a fortune, and I think I’m going to need a new alternator. Damn, yeah, and maybe a new belt, too. I do not really have the money to drop on a low-bed tow-truck ride.”

Fuck fuck fuckity fuck. Just another failure. Another break down. Another reminder of how insecure and unstable everything in her life could be. Why couldn’t things just go the way she needed them to? Oh right, because that’s how her life worked. Why had she let herself forget that? She rested her head on the front of the truck, closed her eyes, and thought of another long string of cuss words.
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“So . . .” Quinn said as she shuffled her feet across the hot asphalt. What she had to say next was going to be received either really well or really badly, but she didn’t see any other way. “I have a platinum card.”

Hal stopped her tinkering and stepped back from the truck. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I can open some doors, and I’m happy to do so.”

“You’re happy to do what, exactly?”

“Pay for the tow. Pay for the higher rate for someone to come out here and fix the truck today—”

“I can fix my own truck.”

“I don’t doubt that.” She tried to tread carefully. “You’re a very capable—”

“Then keep your card in your pocket.”

“Hal, please. You haven’t let me pay for anything on this trip.”

“I was going to make this trip with or without you. There’s nothing you need to pay for.”

“I know I don’t need to, but I want to. I don’t like the idea of being a kept woman any more than you do.”

Hal gestured to the fast food joint across the street. “Then go buy us some cheeseburgers or something, but you aren’t buying anything for my truck.”

“Really?” Quinn asked. “You’re going to pick this fight right now?”

“What fight?”

“The your-money-my-stuff fight?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Bullshit, Hal.” Why did she keep pretending she didn’t have issues in this area when they both knew she did? “It’s the same fight we’ve had since the day we met.”

“So why do you think it would end any differently now?”

“Because it’s not just you stuck here. We’re in this one together.”

Hal sighed. “We’re not far from Boston, maybe half an hour. There’s got to be a commuter train stop around here somewhere. If I can get into the city, I can start looking for the part.”

“How long will that take? And if you actually find a place open, and by some miracle they have the part you need, do you have the tools to fix it?” She mentally tried to reschedule their trip. She had to be back tomorrow. She’d already been away too long at an important time. Why couldn’t Hal see her side for once? She’d bent over backwards to respect the things she cared about. Why didn’t she deserve the same in return?

“I might need to find someone else to come out with me,” Hal shrugged. “I’m not sure how I’m going to pull it off yet, but if I can—”

“There are so many what-ifs in that scenario. Just let me pay for the return trip, and we might actually get home before Monday morning.”

Hal slammed the hood. “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re freaking out about missing your big meeting to replace me?”

“Excuse me?”

“You gotta get back to find the next big thing. Makes sense. Why waste any more time with me when replacements are so easy to come by?”

Quinn opened her mouth, then closed it again. She had no words, and even if she did, she wasn’t sure she could’ve found the air needed to give them voice.

“Here’s an idea,” Hal said, a hint of sadness undercutting the tension in her voice. “Why don’t you use your platinum card to get yourself a cab to the airport?”

“Please don’t.”

“Don’t what? Be honest? We had a great trip, but it’s clearly over. We’re back in the real world now, and in the real world, you and I are never going to work. So maybe it’s time for you to go on your way and let me stay where I belong.”

The words hit her like a slap. “You don’t mean that.”

“It’s what you want, Quinn. You want to move forward with someone else. Go on.”

“What do you want?”

“I don’t want anything.”

Quinn reached for her arm, desperate to reconnect. “Don’t go back to that, Hal.”

Hal shook her off.

“Fine,” she snapped, “if you won’t say what you want, I will.”

“You don’t know what I want.”

“Yes I do, because you want the same thing I do. You want to build something strong and lasting, something you can depend on in the way you never got to depend on anything in your life. But you’re scared, so you’re going to keep telling yourself you don’t want anything more than this broken-down truck. You’ve come to depend on the undependable to the point that you don’t even believe anything can last anymore.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I do. I know you better than you will admit to knowing yourself. This little meltdown isn’t about the truck, and it’s not about my money. It’s about you being terrified you’ll lose out again like you already lost too many things in life. And you don’t like being reminded of that.”

“I don’t want to hear anything else.”

Hal headed for the driver’s side door, but Quinn followed her. If they had to have this out, they’d get everything out now.

“For someone who won’t admit to wanting anything, you sure do have a long list of things you don’t want.”

“I don’t want to keep having this conversation with you.”

“Shocking. Well guess what? I do.” Quinn didn’t even try to hide her frustration anymore, and it boiled into flat out anger. “You don’t want me to go forward without you, but you don’t want to go forward with me? I’m damned either way.”

“Why do you even care what I want?”

“Because I want you.”

“My turn to call bullshit,” Hal shouted as she wheeled around. “You don’t want me. Not really. You want some vision of me you’ve created in your mind.”

Quinn shook her head. She wanted the real Hal. Why couldn’t she make her understand?

“This is me. I break down. I fix my own stuff. I don’t try to pay away my problems. I can’t be bought, and I will not be sold. I am my own person, and I won’t sacrifice my freedom for whatever set of golden handcuffs you lay on the table.”

“Freedom? Being stranded on a roadside? Not being able to pay your bills? Having to bend the law and stretch your resources to survive? Being stuck? Not being able to go forward or back? Is that your freedom? I hate to break it to you. That’s not freedom. It’s poverty.” Quinn shook her head sadly. “Freedom is an illusion.”

“So is control,” Hal shot back. She’d had enough. If Quinn wanted to deal in hard truths, she had a few of her own she needed to hear.

“What?”

“The almighty control you think your business suits and your nine-to-five job and your platinum card give you—they won’t buy back your family, Quinn.”

She winced and took a step back. The great and powerful Quinn Banning finally backed down, but Hal wouldn’t stop now. Something inside had broken again, and this time it couldn’t be healed with a few kisses.

“You can’t reopen your dad’s plant. You can’t rebuild your parents’ marriage. You can’t rehab all the neighborhoods. You can’t remake Buffalo into some silly childhood image you’re clinging to, and even if you did, you won’t get a do-over on the childhood you lost.”

“That’s not what I—”

“Yes it is. You want to make up for all the stability you never had, but it won’t work. No matter how strong your strategic planning skills, no matter how much money you make, no matter how many businesses you save, you can’t control people.” Hal took a deep breath and hung her head. “People will always disappoint you.”

“So what? So we just give up? You want to just stop trying?”

Hal didn’t have an answer. “I don’t want anything from you.”

“Yes, you do,” Quinn shouted, “you want me to just . . . stay here, forever. You want me to be stranded on the side of the road with you indefinitely, and I don’t want that life, Hal. We both got screwed as kids, and maybe you’re right, maybe I’ll never make up for that, but I have no intention of spending the rest of my life wallowing.”

“No one’s forcing you to,” Hal snapped again. “No one even asked you to. We both knew this was coming eventually. Why drag things out? Just go.”

Quinn stared at her long and hard, but Hal wouldn’t cave. The walls she’d built against this kind of disappointment may have been breached, but they had obviously not been broken.

“Just go call a cab, Quinn. I’ve got work to do.” She strode quickly toward the gas station, refusing to so much as look over her shoulder as she went.




Chapter Nineteen

Quinn pushed open her front door just past midnight. She’d taken a cab to the airport, paid an unreasonable sum of money to fly standby, waited while five full flights left without her, then caught a back-of-the-plane seat on the last plane of the night into the Buffalo Niagara airport before catching another cab through the quiet city streets to her own dark home. And she’d been pissed off the entire way.

She’d been angry with the first cabdriver who drove too fast and charged too much. She’d barely kept her frustration from boiling over at the massive amounts of people who stood before her in line at the airport. She’d had murderous fantasies about the flight attendants who chattered loudly and kept bumping their beverage cart into her seat, and don’t even get her started on the people who queued up waiting to flush the airplane toilets loudly behind her. Finally, the cabdriver in Buffalo incurred her wrath by driving too slowly and having the gall to try to make conversation with her at this time of night. The only person she hadn’t allowed herself to feel angry toward in this whole scenario was Hal Orion.

Silly or not, she wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing she’d struck a nerve. Sure, there was no way Hal would ever know how Quinn felt, as she was likely still sitting on the roadside five-hundred miles away, but Quinn would know the truth. No, she wasn’t upset about Hal or any of the things she had said. It was just every other moron in the world who happened to light her fuse tonight.

“Fuck,” she said for absolutely no reason at all as she dropped her bag just inside the doorway and flipped on the lights to her foyer. Then she screamed, “Fuck,” with a very legitimate reason as two people popped up from the couch, scaring the living shit out of her.

“Hey, Quinn. Sorry. It’s just me,” Ian said in his most soothing tone. “Me and Megan.”

Quinn’s startled gaze swung quickly from her baby brother’s flushed face and dark lips to the young woman whose lipstick he seemed to be wearing. She blinked a few times, her heart rate lowering to something that wouldn’t quite induce cardiac arrest as she struggled to make sense of what could possibly be happening here. All signs pointed to a scenario that involved Ian making out with a girl on her couch.

“Hi,” the girl finally said, shyly. “I’ve heard a lot about you. I, um, I’m sorry we scared you.”

Quinn nodded to the girl, Megan apparently. She was cute, in a punky kind of way, with her shaggy cut hair clearly dyed to a dark auburn and her jeans purposefully ripped. “Hello, Megan.”

“Hi,” the girl said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear only to have it immediately fall out once more, “again. I already said that, didn’t I?”

“You did, but what else is there to say, really?” Actually she could think of a few things to say, or at least ask, but she had neither the energy nor the inclination to embarrass Ian right now, so she’d save the inquisition until the morning. “I’m very tired. I’m going to bed.”

“Oh, okay,” Megan said. She smiled nervously. “I should probably go, too.”

Ian’s frown, combined with the accusatory look he shot Quinn, drew only the smallest sigh from her.

“No, please, don’t let me interrupt, your, um . . . evening.”

“Sleep tight,” Ian said, not unkindly, but clearly not sad to see her go.

“Nice to meet you,” Megan added.

“Likewise,” Quinn said with the most polite smile she could muster and added a mumbled, “I’m sure,” on her way up the stairs. They probably didn’t hear her, judging by their whispered giggles.

Giggles?

Ian was giggling . . . with a girl . . . on the couch . . . in the dark. The same couch where she and Hal had—no. She had to slam the door on that train of thought. She didn’t need those memories, and she certainly didn’t want to think about Ian’s romantic prospects for the night outmatching her own.

Ian. Really? A week ago he’d practically flipped out at the hypothetical prospect of asking a girl to dance, and now she got the sense he was minutes away from having sex on her couch. She loved her brother but, ew. She liked their roles much better when they’d been reversed.

She’d felt as if the whole world had been slightly off-kilter since early that morning. Now she suspected it might have flipped upside down completely. She bypassed the bathroom, not wanting to see herself in the mirror, and, kicking her shoes off, climbed straight into bed, clothes and all. She didn’t have it in her to undress or brush her teeth or even get all the way under the sheets. Curling around a pillow, she tried to pretend she didn’t care about how cold and empty she felt without the heat of Hal’s body beside her. She was simply too exhausted to go on. Yes, only exhaustion weighed on her limbs and her mind, numbing her senses and driving her to close her eyes tightly against all the horrible images threatening to overtake her. She didn’t hear the echo of shouted voices either, didn’t feel the sting of words that couldn’t be taken back. All she felt now was tired. Only, as she drifted off, she realized this kind of tired happened to feel an awful lot like sadness.
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“Ha!” Hal said triumphantly as the engine of Cheesy Does It roared to life. “I told you I could do it.”

She said it to herself, only not to herself. She’d been talking nonstop since Quinn left, partially because she couldn’t stand the silence, and partially because the only thing worse than silence was the echo of all the things she wished they’d kept silent about in the first place. Still, sitting there behind the wheel of the only thing in life she’d ever really called her own, she wished she could’ve said the last “I told you so” loud enough for Quinn to hear all the way back in Buffalo.

At least, she assumed she’d made it back to Buffalo last night. She’d obviously gotten no text or phone call to let her know she’d caught a plane or gotten home safely, but Quinn generally got what she wanted, and she couldn’t imagine something as insignificant as holiday traffic or even the FAA getting in her way. If she had to lay money on Quinn’s whereabouts, she’d wager even the truck itself that Ms. Banning had gracefully returned to her role as banker and even now commanded the full attention of the underlings trying to replace Hal. Then again—she glanced at the clock—it was nearly ten a.m. Maybe they’d already replaced her.

She hopped out and slammed the hood, wondering how long it took to replace someone Quinn had spent months trying to convince was indispensable. She liked to think the meeting should take at least until lunch, but Quinn never did anything without a plan B. She’d even gotten the sense she had someone in her back pocket as far back as the pop-up.

The pop-up. Shit. She should’ve seen even then what a massive clusterfuck their entire association was destined to be. Hell, she had seen. She understood exactly what Quinn could do to her, and she still hadn’t been able to resist.

“Well played, Quinn,” she mumbled as she pulled on to the Massachusetts Turnpike. “You almost had me hooked. Almost.”

Would the guy Quinn went after next put up such a fight? Probably not. He’d likely jump at the chance to get an all-expenses-paid trip to some tiny stake in Quinn Banning’s dream kitchen. A little voice in her head said her discussion with Quinn never actually progressed far enough to know exactly what kind of ownership stake her offer included. She wouldn’t offer anything near the majority, probably not even close to half, and anything less was unacceptable.

She tried not to let herself think about what number might be acceptable, because she didn’t want a slice of someone else’s dream. Besides, the offer wasn’t on the table anymore. Not after the way they’d left things. Not that she would handle things differently if she had the chance. Not the break-up anyway. Better to rip the Band-Aid off quickly than let it slowly take a piece of her with it.

Her chest ached.

Maybe it would be more accurate to say she didn’t want to lose an even bigger piece of herself than she already had. No, that was crap. Quinn didn’t take anything from her she hadn’t already lost plenty of times throughout her life. If anything, her actions had served as a valuable reminder, like an emotional tune-up, scheduled maintenance. If the walls she’d built around herself didn’t get tested occasionally, how could she be sure they were doing their job? And this time they almost didn’t.

She’d come so close to believing again. On their last night together, she’d actually let herself entertain the idea of a real future with Quinn. She’d said she’d wanted to be with her, to open up to her, and she’d thought Quinn had felt the same way. Sure, they hadn’t made any plans, but for once in her life she wasn’t thinking about the end, either. She’d let herself just exist alongside Quinn, without worrying about the inevitable crash. She hadn’t quite thought about happily ever after, but she’d come close. Too close, clearly, since she couldn’t seem to stop thinking about her even now. Which was shit. And totally unwarranted.

Quinn had nothing to offer her.

It was over.

Quinn, the great planner, had had no problem getting on a plane and going back to her job, her life, her plans for her own future. Why should Hal, the one who was born to live in the moment and take things as they came, have any trouble doing the same? In the grand scale of her life, this disappointment hardly even ranked. Nothing about her life had even really changed. She’d had a few good nights on a great vacation, and now it was time to get back to the real world, the world she’d built for herself, the world she loved. Food, friends, freedom. She had everything she’d ever let herself want. It had always been just enough for her, and just enough was going to have to be enough for her again.
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“There are 250,000 people living within the city limits. Surely one of them can cook a freaking sandwich!” Quinn snapped as she threw a stack of papers across the booth.

“So, yes or a no on the refill?” Dom deadpanned.

“Yes,” Quinn said, “make it a double.”

“So you’re going to be here for a while . . . again?”

“As long as I need to.”

“Lucky me,” he said as he tossed a bar towel across his shoulder and headed back to the front.

Quinn sighed. She knew she had to stop biting people’s heads off, but she also knew she likely wouldn’t be able to do so anytime soon. At least Dom could take it, unlike the young research assistant she’d made cry at work today. She lowered her head to the table with a thud. Who had she become?

No. She straightened up again quickly. She was a businesswoman, the same one she’d always been. Nothing about her had changed. She wanted the same things, and damn it, she intended to get them. If she had to find a chef, break them down, and rebuild them in her own image, she would.

You can’t control people.

Hal’s voice echoed through her frustration, and if she’d had any more résumés in front of her, she would have thrown them, too.

Thankfully the regular customers had grown used to her outbursts over the last two weeks. Perhaps they thought of her as just part of the local flavor now. But, hey, if they could shout at the television over their Mets games, she could yell at her papers.

Dom returned with her drink, but instead of dropping it and scooting away as quickly as he could, he pulled up a chair and sat down at the end of the table.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Quinn warned.

“I’ve been in the line of fire before. I figure you’re not throwing anything as heavy as Bin Laden’s boys, so my other leg’s probably safe.”

She rolled her eyes but got the hint. Her problems might not be that big in the grand scheme of things, but that didn’t mean they weren’t real. Still, if he could learn to walk again, surely she could overcome the loss of a food-truck chef from her business plan.

Dom spun a few of the résumés to face him and scanned the details quickly before looking up. “You know anyone can be taught to flip a grilled cheese, right?”

“You would think so.”

“They can, Quinn. I lived on those things when I first got out of Walter Reed. Drunk college students make them all the time. If these people aren’t working out for you, it’s not because they can’t cook a sandwich. It’s something more.”

“No shit, Captain Obvious.”

“Okay, I wasn’t sure you were there yet since you’ve been doing the Rainman routine about sandwiches over here for three nights in a row.”

“It’s not just the sandwiches. I need someone who can bring people to the table. Someone I can trust, someone dependable and energetic and creative.”

“That’s a tall order. What about the dark and sultry vixen who bailed you out of here last month? She seemed to fit the bill.”

Quinn rubbed her hand over her face as if she could somehow scrub her frown away. “She’s not interested.”

“She turned you down?” Dom sat back. “That must have been a first for you.”

“Yeah.” She didn’t mind admitting she wasn’t accustomed to rejection.

“Wow. Which one of you was the idiot?”

“Excuse me?”

“Well, you have a plan. It’s clearly a good one because, well, it’s yours. And she was exactly what you wanted obviously, if none of these other poor SOBs”—he nodded to the résumés all over the booth—“are even worth taking a second look at. So what happened?”

That was the million-dollar question, the one she’d spent long days and longer nights trying not to ask herself. How had they gone from their last perfect night on the sailboat to shouting at each other in a gas station parking lot? How had they fallen from telling each other how much they wanted to be together to saying horrible things they could never unsay? They’d acted more like volatile teenage lovers than well-rounded, fully grown women. How had she let someone spin her around so badly she’d lost sight of who she was?

“Quinn,” Dom asked quietly, “what’s wrong?”

“I . . . I don’t know. I just wanted something good.”

“Something good?”

“I just wanted to build something lasting. I wanted to be a part of the solution, you know? Something that made my own little corner of the world a little stronger, a little better in the long run.”

“You already have.”

“What?”

“All those things you just said, you’ve done them. Look around you. You saved this bar. Hell, Quinn, you saved my life.”

She shook her head, started to deny, but he cut her off.

“You did. What would I have done without you? Everyone else told me no. I was going to be a freaking cliché, just another unemployed, homeless, wounded warrior. It’s only because of you I’m a third generation business owner.”

“You deserved every chance you got.”

“But I wouldn’t have gotten them without you. How many other business owners around this city can say that?”

She shrugged. “I’m willing to bet it’s more than a few.” She wouldn’t pretend she hadn’t heard similar stories from other people she’d taken risks on. They all said she’d saved them, and she did feel a great deal of pride over each one of their accomplishments, but that’s how she saw them: as other people’s accomplishments. “I’m honored to have been a part of your story, Dom. I don’t mean to imply otherwise.”

“But it’s not enough for you anymore?”

“I guess it’s not.”

“Why? You’re good at what you do.”

“I am,” she admitted, but she also struggled to put into words the longing that had chased her for years. “I love that I was able to help you hold onto your past and secure your place in the future, but it’s your past and your future. I want to have those things for myself. I want to know where my place is and know it will stand the test of time.”

“What you just described doesn’t really sound like a restaurant. It sounds like a relationship.” She stiffened, but he lifted his hand. “Let me finish. I love this bar. It’s not much, just a dirty little hole in the wall, but it’s a dirty little hole in the wall my grandfather built with his own hands. It’s the bar where my dad asked my mom to marry him. It’s the bar where I had my last drink with a friend who never came home from that Godforsaken desert. Thanks to you, it might just be the bar I get to hand down to my own son someday.”

“Or daughter,” she added.

“Or daughter.” He smiled. “But the point is, it’s not just some building or business I fought to save here. It’s the people who make the meaning. Without them, I’m just some sad Polish stereotype. With them, I’m a family legacy.”

“Oh, Dom.” Her chest ached too badly to say anything more.

“Don’t ‘oh Dom’ me. You know I’m a sad sap, but I’m right. Wise bartender syndrome runs in my family.” He grinned. “What’s your family business?”

“I don’t have one. If you really get down to it, aside from a brother who has a new girlfriend and no time for his big sister, I don’t even have much of a family. No past worth clinging to, and no next generation on the horizon.”

He waggled his eyebrows playfully. “I can help you with that last part. The IED broke things only from the knee down.”

She laughed, just a small laugh, but it felt good to know the part of her capable of feeling something other than anger, hurt, and pain wasn’t completely shattered. “You’re such a man sometimes.”

“And that’s just not what you’re into?”

“It’s most certainly not.”

“So the dark and sultry vixen wasn’t just a job applicant then?”

The ache returned in force, but she tried to keep her expression light. “Go away, Dom.”

“All right, all right. I’ll leave you to cry in your gin and yell at the walls, but I want you to remember my offer for baby-making stands.”

“Leave now.”

“I’m going, I’m going. What kind of a hard-ass rushes a guy with one leg?”

She shook her head, but her smile was once again genuine, if a bit reluctant. Maybe he was right. Not about that baby-making—she grimaced—but about her business plans.

Was a restaurant really what she wanted? What she’d longed for? What she’d mourned these past two weeks? Dom’s words, while sweeter and more thoughtful, sounded a little too close to Hal’s comment about no business being able to bring her family back. She didn’t like the connection any more than she liked the idea behind it.

She slowly picked up the résumé confetti and stacked the papers neatly before putting them back into her briefcase. She wouldn’t find what she needed there, only now she was left to wonder if she would be able to find it anywhere, or maybe she’d already found everything she’d wanted, only to lose it.
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“Where’s Ian?” Hal asked curtly.

“I gave him the day off.”

“Why?”

“He’s twenty years old, he’s on summer vacation, and he’s got a new girlfriend.”

“That’s all? A girl? He’s in love, so we’re out a set of hands?”

“A nerd with his first girlfriend is a big deal.”

“None of that’s my problem,” she said, loading a bin of cheese onto the truck.

“None of that’s a problem, period,” Sully said. “We’re just kicking around today.”

“We’re supposed to be prepping our fall menu.”

“Why does Ian need to be here for that?”

Hal thought for a moment but produced no answer, other than the fact that she’d grown used to having him around. Another stupid move on her part. He was a college student, summer help, and she hadn’t even wanted to hire him in the first place, so why did it feel like such a betrayal for him to stand them up for some new girl? Who was she kidding? She knew why, and she didn’t want to think about it.

“Fine, what did you bring?” Their menu-planning sessions consisted of each of them bringing in a few ingredients they found interesting and then mixing them around until they found a combo that worked, or occasionally they found none of them worked.

“I got Granny Smith apples, walnuts, and maple bacon,” Sully said, setting a reusable grocery bag on the prep table of the truck. “What about you?”

“I brought maple bacon, too.”

Sully bumped her shoulder. “Great minds, eh?”

Hal shrugged. She didn’t find the coincidence happy. They now had one less option to work with, and she didn’t like being reminded of her limits.

“Let’s start frying up the bacon since we both went there. It must be a good omen.”

Hal didn’t believe in omens, but she did believe in bacon, so she wouldn’t argue.

Sully fired up the griddle and got a few slabs of bacon sizzling before turning to ask, “What else did you bring?”

“Pumpkin and brie.”

“Brie,” Sully repeated with raised eyebrows, then quickly turned away and rummaged through her grocery bag for nothing.

“What of it?”

“Nothing.”

“You made a face.”

“Just my face.”

“No, like you had a smart remark you kept to yourself. Are you pacifying me?” Hal snapped. “I don’t need to be handled. I’m not fragile, okay.”

“I never said you were. I just thought brie was a bit high-end for us, and I almost suggested Quinn had inspired some champagne tastes in you.”

“That’s bullshit,” Hal said a little more loudly than intended, then more quietly added, “Quinn didn’t change me.”

Sully raised her eyebrows again, only this time she didn’t look away. “And now you see why I didn’t want to say it.”

“Sorry.” Hal sighed and buttered a few pieces of bread. “I know I’ve been testy lately.”

Testy might have been an understatement. Little things bothered her more than they used to. Picky customers, the lack of space in the truck, lack of supplies, changes in plans, they all set her on edge. She felt like her skin was too tight, or her nerves too raw.

“When are you going to spill?”

Not again. Hal shook her head as she dropped the bread onto the hot griddle. Sully had tried for weeks to get the details of what had happened with Quinn, but Hal had only told her the part that mattered. It was over between them. “There’s nothing to tell. No gory details. We ran our course, and then we ended the way I always knew we would. I’m exactly where I started, and she’s on to a newer model.”

“Fine,” Sully said. “For the record, I know there’s more going on, but let’s for a minute pretend I’m wrong and Quinn got her fun and got out. If that’s the case, why are you so pissed off? You win. You told us so. Isn’t that convenient?”

Hal stopped in mid-slice over a piece of brie. “Convenient?”

“Sure, everything’s as expected. You don’t have to grow. You never have to change.”

“I don’t want to change.” The retort sounded pouty even to Hal.

“I call bullshit.”

“You can’t call bullshit on my feelings. Only I know how I feel.”

“Not true,” Sully countered. “I know how you feel. We’re brothers from another foster mother.”

“Don’t psychologize me. I’m happy with my life. I don’t want to change.”

“Happy people don’t mope around.”

“I’m not moping.” Hal flipped some bacon and brie onto the toasted bread, then gestured toward the creation as if to accentuate her point.

“Happy people don’t bite friends’ heads off for innocent jokes,” Sully continued, undeterred. “They don’t lie to their best friends, and they don’t let women like Quinn walk away because they’re afraid of change.”

“I’m not afraid to change.”

“No, you’re right. It’s more than that. You’re afraid to even admit you can change.” Sully’s voice softened. “You’re afraid to admit other people can change, too, because if you admit things can get better, you might be forced to actually try.”

“I do try. I built a business. I have friends. Don’t make me sound like I gave up on life. I do well for myself, but I can’t waste my time and energy on someone who’s only going to let me down.”

“How do you know they’re going to let you down if you never give anyone a chance?”

“People always let you down. It’s the way the world works. You know that as well as I do.”

“I don’t,” Sully said.

Hal stared at her. How could she not? She’d seen people’s real nature as much as Hal had. She had the same independent streak, the same free spirit. That’s why they worked so well together. They got each other. She was used to hearing things like this from movies and books and other people, but hearing them from Sully made her feel lonelier than she’d ever felt. She turned back toward the griddle and plated the brie and bacon sandwich but felt no desire to taste it given the way her stomach churned.

“How long have we been friends?” Sully asked quietly.

“I don’t know, ten years? No, fifteen.”

“Sixteen,” Sully corrected. “We’ve lived together and worked together and fought and made up and built a truck and a menu and a business. In all that time, have I ever abandoned you?”

“No, of course not, but—”

“Have I ever walked on you?”

“No, but—”

“Have I ever left you for a better offer? And don’t act like you don’t know I’ve had other offers.”

“I know you have. I know you could run your own truck, but—”

“But what, Hal? We’ve had a relationship for sixteen years. We were there for each other when we had nothing but trouble, and we were together all the way to the top. For better or for worse. It can be done, and more importantly, it can be done by people like us.”

Emotions clogged her throat, but she wasn’t able to give in yet. A lifetime of fighting didn’t end in an instant. “You’re different.”

“Do you really believe we’re the only two people on the planet who can form a lasting relationship?”

Hal didn’t like being painted into a corner. God, why did the truck feel so damned small these days? “Sully, I know there are people out there it works for, but it’s rare, don’t you think? Don’t, like, half of all marriages end in divorce?”

“That means half of them don’t.”

Why did she have to have answer for everything? “I just don’t think I’m the kind of person who can give Quinn the life she’s after.”

“I know you don’t, and I understand why. When it comes to relationships, we grew up with a skewed sample.”

Hal braced her hands on the table and hung her head. “We really did.”

“But look at us. We’re doing pretty well.” Sully grabbed an apple and rolled it back and forth between her hands. “You know, half of all foster kids don’t graduate from high school.”

“Yeah.”

“And half of all foster kids end up in jail or homeless at least once.”

“Yeah.”

“What percent do you think are successful, small-business owners?”

“I don’t know.” Hal’s chest ached. “The odds are pretty shitty.”

“The odds are shitty, but guess what?”

“What?”

Sully gave the apple a little push, and it rolled across the table until Hal caught it. “You beat them. You beat all of them. You made something good. And you’ve built relationships around who you are and what you love.”

“I guess so.”

“You guess so? Hal, come on. You and I both know where we came from. How can you look at how far you’ve risen and still have no faith in your ability to go further?”

Hal spun the apple back until it hit the wheel of brie, and suddenly she had what she needed. The idea didn’t filter into her mind so much as it stuck in her gut, warming, strengthening, filling as it spread. She finally lifted her eyes to meet Sully.

They stared at each other.

“Whatcha thinkin’?”

“I might need to cut our planning session short,” Hal said.

“Go on. Go after her.”

“Not yet. There’s something I need to do first. And I’d like your help.”

“Say the word.”

She smiled. “Fire that grill back up.”

Sully straightened quickly, like a soldier coming to attention. “Yes, Chef.”




Chapter Twenty

Quinn paused in the doorway of her office. It seemed strange to leave the bank empty-handed, and at four o’clock on the dot no less. She glanced at her briefcase on her desk, and while her fingers twitched to reach for it, she resisted the urge. She wasn’t just leaving work early. She was leaving her work at work. She closed her office door behind her and gave the key a quick turn. It felt good, like closure on the day. Maybe Hal had been right and she’d never be able to control other people, but she intended to get control of her own life, and she intended to start tonight.

As soon as she turned around, though, she nearly bumped into one of the young tellers, Mary—or Macie maybe; she couldn’t remember—but, polite or impolite, she didn’t want to chat or, God forbid, have to put out another fire.

“I’m sorry to bother you, Ms. Banning.” The girl looked so terrified the cuffs of her just-off-the-rack suit coat trembled from the vibration of her shaking hands. She’d probably heard a few stories about Quinn in her first couple days at the bank.

“Is there a problem?”

“Yes. I mean no. I mean, I don’t know. A woman in the lobby says she has an important meeting with you, but there’s nothing on the calendar.”

“Did she say what the meeting was about?”

“About the restaurant project.”

“We canned the restaurant project.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll tell her.”

“Thank you,” Quinn said, then cocked her head to the side trying to think once again if she’d forgotten something. Canceled project or not, she shouldn’t have had an outstanding meeting, or even contacts, which was a big part of the reason the plans got scrapped. She hadn’t found anyone worth even interviewing. And all the funding had come from in-house, so there’d been no need to solicit investors. She’d always been the primary backer and had intended to put up the capital personally. Of course none of that mattered anymore.

Still, curiosity prevented her from turning toward the employee exit. She’d resolved to leave work on time today, and she intended to keep her promises, even the ones she made to herself, but the little twinge of sadness at what might’ve been made her change course to leave work through the main lobby.

She only intended to pass by whoever the young teller happened to be talking to, but as soon as she came around the corner, she stopped so abruptly one of her three-inch heels nearly went out from under her.

Off balance, that’s how she felt, both physically and emotionally, teetering on the edge of a fall, and it wasn’t the cold tile floor she worried most about colliding with. No. The real imminent collision concern in the lobby came in the form of Hal Orion.

She’d known this would happen eventually. She’d prepared herself for the moment when she would see her again. She had even given considerable thought to what she’d say when the moment arrived, and yet somehow she couldn’t remember any of those well-rehearsed words any longer. She couldn’t summon any words at all, actually. All that registered in her mind right then was how much she wanted to hold her, to touch her, to kiss her.

Damn it.

She couldn’t think those things, or feel them.

She certainly couldn’t act on them.

Not here, not now. Maybe not ever.

She had to back up, back away. Slowly. She could edge out of the lobby. Hal never had to know she was there. Before Quinn could even fully process the idea of a retreat, Hal looked up, her brown eyes meeting Quinn’s in the way that made everything else recede. Hal’s smile was slow, tentative, and sweet as she smoothly stepped around the young teller and toward Quinn. The girl made a futile attempt to stop her, but Quinn couldn’t hear what she said, and Hal didn’t appear to, either.

“Hi, Quinn.”

“Hello, Hal,” she managed.

“I didn’t mean to barge in, but I thought you might be here.”

“I’m just leaving.”

Hal made a show of looking at her watch. “At four o’clock?”

“Ms. Banning?” the teller asked, fear causing her voice to rise an octave from her already high pitch.

“It’s all right.” Quinn waved her away. “I always have time on my schedule for Ms. Orion.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t know.”

“It’s fine,” Quinn said, trying to offer her a placating smile, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Hal.

“Do they all live in constant fear of you?” Hal asked as soon as the girl was out of earshot.

“She’s new. I may have been a bit short-tempered for the last couple weeks.”

“Oh, must be something in the air. Sully mentioned a time or two that I’ve had a shorter fuse recently too. I blame the humidity.”

“Yes, Buffalo is known for its humidity,” Quinn said seriously. “My office is nicely air-conditioned though.”

“And yet you’re running out so early, by your standards.”

“Yes, well, someone recently pointed out I might be a bit controlling and that I may even use my job as a way of not exactly having to deal with some bigger issues.”

“That person sounds like a real asshole.”

Quinn laughed, a real, genuine laugh, and several people turned to look at them. Most of her employees had probably never heard that sound from her. She didn’t want them to hear anything else she needed to say either. “Would you like to step into my office?”

“Well, that’s what I came here for, but I hate to be the one who encourages you to break whatever new resolutions you’ve made.”

“Well, normally it wouldn’t be such a big deal,” Quinn said earnestly, “except I did have dinner plans.”

“Oh.” Hal’s shoulders dropped. “I can come back another time. Or not, if you’d rather I didn’t.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“No?”

“It’s just that on Tuesday all the local food trucks gather in Larkin Square. I’d missed the last couple of weeks, and I hoped to make up for that . . . and maybe some other things this week.”

“Really?” Hal’s dark eyes sparked to life again.

“Really,” Quinn said, feeling a bit of a spark in her as well. “But I suddenly get the feeling my favorite food truck isn’t there tonight.”

“Yeah, on second thought, your office might actually offer you the best dinner menu in town tonight.”

Quinn raised her eyebrows, and Hal lifted up a plastic grocery bag holding two take-out containers.

Intrigued, Quinn nodded for Hal to follow her back and cleared a space on her already clean desk. “All right, you’ve piqued my interest.”

“Well.” Hal straightened her shoulders and shook the dark tuft of hair from her eyes. “I wasn’t lying to your young minion out there. I did come here today for a business meeting. You see, I heard you’re looking for a food-truck chef you can clean up and make into a presentable member of Buffalo’s culinary avant-garde.”

“Hal, I’m so sorry.”

“No.” Hal cut her off. “I’m sorry. Your assistant told me the project is canceled.”

“It wasn’t what I really wanted.”

Hal seemed skeptical. “Really?”

“Yes. I was trying to force something to be something it never could. You helped me see that.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“Well, you did. All my talk about wanting something lasting, something durable, something I can depend on, was true. I do want all those things, but instead of just owning those desires and messy fears and the insecurities, I tried to turn them into something concrete, quantifiable, controllable.” Quinn sighed. “It didn’t work. Obviously.”

“Didn’t it?” Hal set the grocery bag on the corner of the desk and fished out a manila folder before handing it to Quinn.

“What’s this?”

“A loan application.”

She opened the folder and scanned the paperwork she’d seen thousands of times. Hal had filled out the preliminary forms the bank used for business loans. For a restaurant. The restaurant where they’d held the pop-up. As collateral she’d listed “Cheesy Does It.”

“Hal . . . ” She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“I’ve done a lot of thinking too.” Hal stepped close enough to brush her hand along Quinn’s. “And I thought all your talk about something permanent made me feel claustrophobic. I tried to tell myself I wanted to hold onto my freedom, but that was a lie. Honestly, the idea of something lasting scared the crap out of me.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t know if I could actually live up to your ideals. Forever has never been a word anyone wanted from me, or for me. I never learned how to hope for something enduring, but you changed that for me. You made me want things I didn’t know I could ever be capable of having.”

“I am so sorry, Hal. I never wanted to control you, or change you. Not really. I’m the one who needed to change.”

“Please, stop apologizing. I was such a coward. I never even gave you a chance, Quinn. I was so sure we would let each other down that I made it happen. I forced you to leave me behind. It was easier than taking the chance on myself, on us.”

Quinn’s chest constricted painfully. “You may have forced me to move on with the restaurant, but what you and I had was something different, something more. The ‘us’ you’re talking about never had to be tied up in a business deal. That’s what I was coming to Larkin to tell you tonight.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I do. I finally understand I was just using the restaurant as a logical excuse for something that wasn’t logical. What I want is messy and emotional and risky, and it’s you, Hal. I still want to build something lasting, something that will make my world better, something I can be proud of and sure of, but no business can give me those things. Only you can.”

“Me?”

“I want a relationship with you.”

Hal could hardly breathe. God, she wanted this woman so badly, and in so many ways, but the urge to protect her was still strong. “I am a risky investment, Quinn.”

“You’re not. You’re smart and caring and resourceful and so damn beautiful, inside and out. I think love is always a little risky, but I’ve never been so happy to put my heart on the line for anything.”

“Love?”

“Yes,” Quinn said, her smile effervescent. “I love you.”

Hal laughed, the kind of laughter meant to banish tears. “I didn’t even give you the sandwich.”

“The sandwich?” Quinn shook her head, but she laughed along. “I say I love you, and all you can think about is food?”

“Well, actually, yeah, but the two things go together. Bear with me.” Hal grabbed the take-out container and opened it, her hands bumbling as she unwrapped the sandwich and handed half of it to Quinn. “You see, the business loan was only the first part of why I came here today.”

“And this sandwich was the other part?”

“Just try it,” Hal urged.

Quinn pursed her beautiful lips, but only for a second, before she took a bite. Closing her eyes, she let out a low groan as she chewed. “Oh my God, what is in this?”

“It’s bacon.”

She took another bite. “Clearly,” she managed to say with her mouth full.

“But it’s also got brie cheese and Granny Smith apples.”

Quinn raised her eyebrows.

“I know, right?” Hal asked. “Who puts those two things on a sandwich? They shouldn’t even go together. The brie is smooth, soft, with a buttery sweetness. The apples are tart and almost acidic with an uncompromising crispness. They couldn’t be more different. The flavors, the textures, everything about them should clash, and maybe they kind of do, but even that clash makes them both better.”

“What do you call it?”

“Sully called it the Fantastic Thing, but I think it’s more than that. I think it’s exactly what I needed to help me see that even though we are dramatically different, we’re not discordant. We can come together to make something amazing. We can complement each other. We can be the Perfect Pairing.”

“The Perfect Pairing,” Quinn repeated. “You think?”

“Yes, I want that, Quinn, and I think you and I can be that, together. I love you.”

Quinn’s smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. “I’ve heard of people proposing in song and proclaiming their love through poetry, but you may be the first person in history to illustrate that message with a sandwich.”

“And?”

“And it is a damned good sandwich,” Quinn said, setting it aside and taking Hal’s hand in her own. “But no creation can ever be more perfect than its creator.”

Hal’s heart felt so big and full it pressed against her ribs. She had no room left to breathe, no air left to speak, even if she could have found the words worthy of responding to something so beautiful. Instead, she kissed Quinn. Sweet, strong, smooth and crisp, they paired better than any mix of ingredients she’d ever tasted before.




Epilogue

“So . . . ” The young reporter drew out the word as she glanced around the restaurant. “I thought the fryboi would be joining us.”

“She will, in her own time,” Quinn said, settling into one of the mismatched wooden chairs the space was filled with, each one reclaimed from some defunct business in Buffalo. She rested her hands on one of many long, butcher-block top tables. Just like the chairs, no two tables were the same length. They didn’t have a single matching set of anything in the entire dining area. Each piece was unique, each one had its own history, and each one symbolized the hope of a resurgence, a second, third, or fourth chance. She would have gladly told the young writer from Spree about their choices in décor if she’d stop looking furtively toward every corner of the room for Hal, as if she might be hiding somewhere just out of view.

“I’ve interviewed her before,” the woman said, her green eyes still searching.

“I know.” She also knew the implications she’d made while writing, the ones that suggested she’d like to taste more of Hal than could be served on a public menu. “It was actually your cover story on her last summer that pushed me to contact her in the first place.”

“Oh?” That seemed to get her attention. “We got a lot of positive feedback on the piece.”

“I bet you did.” Quinn smiled slowly. “But I’m also willing to bet this will be a very different kind of interview.”

“Because she won’t be joining us?”

“No, she will. But you get me first. A gatekeeper, if you will. It’s my job to lay the foundation before anyone bothers the chef in her sanctuary. I’ve learned the hard way that she doesn’t handle it well when people infringe on her freedom to work the way she wants to.” She fought a shudder and a surge of heat at the memories of the way they’d pushed each other on their first night in this particular venue. She still got a thrill every time she walked past the big stainless steel prep table in the kitchen.

No.

That space had to be protected.

She wouldn’t let any reporter cross those same lines, even if she did trust Hal not to react the same way she had that night. “I am sure you can understand, especially since tonight is our grand opening, which of course is why you’re here.”

“Right.” The reporter grudgingly took the hint and opened up the case to her tablet. “And you’re an investor in this project?”

“I’m co-owner. Hal and I have an equal stake. We’re partners. In every sense of the word.”

The reporter glanced up from the document she’d been typing on. “Every sense of the word?”

“Every,” Quinn emphasized.

She nodded so slowly her tightly cropped pixie cut barely moved. “Okay then. I guess I should ask about menus and specials.”

“You could,” Quinn said, trying not to let her grin move into the realm of the obnoxious. “But it seems like you’re wondering about something else.”

“How did you get her out of the truck?”

She suspected that wasn’t exactly the question burning the young writer’s mind, but close enough. “To be honest with you, I’m still not completely sure. I’ve always known a good thing when I saw one, but Hal took a little longer to see our true potential. She can be very stubborn.”

“Me?” Hal asked, pushing through the swinging door from the kitchen. “Ms. Banning, this is why I cannot trust you to do all the interviews.”

“We clearly delineated our roles for the grand opening, Chef Orion. I don’t tell you how to do your job, you trust me to do mine.”

“What if I can’t stand to be away from you so much after six months of constant cohabitation?”

Six months, Quinn marveled. The worst of a Buffalo winter had nearly passed them by, and she’d yet to feel so much as a chill. Now with spring still more than a month away, she couldn’t imagine a better time, or a better way, to talk about the promise of new life than with Hal by her side.

“Constant cohabitation?” the reporter practically squeaked out.

“Well, maybe not constant.” Hal slid into the seat next to Quinn and rested her arm along the back of Quinn’s chair. The possessiveness of her posture caused Quinn’s body temperature to rise a few degrees. “But between all the meetings with the bank, and the realtors, and the health inspectors—”

“Don’t forget the produce wholesalers and the wait staff,” Quinn cut in.

“And the late nights finalizing menus, and the test runs, and the dress rehearsals—”

“Wow,” the reporter said dryly. “When do you have time to sleep?”

“Sleep?” they both asked in unison, then laughed.

“We work together all day,” Quinn finally said. “You’d think we’d be sick of each other by the time we get home.”

“Or at least ready to crash,” Hal added.

“But we’re both still so excited about what we’re doing, about what we’re building—”

“About who we are becoming,” Hal amended, squeezing her shoulder gently. “That we’re too, um . . . keyed up for sleep.”

Too keyed up for sleep. What a polite way of saying the urge to rip each other’s clothes off at the end of the day had yet to wane, especially now that Ian had moved in with Sully and Hal had taken up permanent residence at Quinn’s house. Apparently there comes a time in any romantic relationship where one simply doesn’t want to share space with one’s siblings, and she and Ian had each reached that stage in their respective relationships almost simultaneously.

“Sounds exhausting,” the reporter said.

“In the best possible way,” Quinn agreed, with more suggestiveness than she meant to let slip through, then quickly returned to her business voice. “When you’re working on a project you believe in, with someone you believe in, it’s hard to focus on what you’re giving up.”

“But there must be downsides,” the reported pushed. “If I remember correctly, Ms. Banning, you left a very successful and stable career in banking, and Hal left an almost rock star following in her food truck, to start a restaurant. You both left a lot. Aren’t there times you worry about tying yourself to this . . . project so completely?”

“Sure, there are moments of doubt,” Quinn admitted as she moved a hand onto Hal’s thigh. “As I mentioned, the chef has a stubborn streak.”

“As does my business partner,” Hal said. “And she’s pushy at times.”

“And Hal’s impulsive.”

“While Quinn can be a little anal-retentive.”

“And she”—Quinn worked her hand a little higher along the inseam of Hal’s jeans—“can be jealous at times.”

Hal’s leg twitched under the pressure of Quinn’s fingers. “But Quinn can be just as possessive as the next woman, so she gets it.”

The reporter sighed heavily. “So you two really prove the old adage that opposites attract?”

“No,” Hal said. “We’re not opposites. Not really. We’re two sides of the same coin.”

“And we do more than attract,” Quinn said. “We complement. We accentuate.”

“We bring out the best in each other, and this restaurant is going to show that combo to Buffalo. We’re going to attract the old and the new, hippies and hipsters, factory workers and free range farmers, we want to bring them all to our tables.”

“Yes, if it’s one thing Hal and I can always agree on, it’s that people, places, and even ideas that initially seem discordant often end up working the best together.”

To her credit, the reporter had now taken a break from making googly eyes at Hal and shooting daggers at Quinn to actively take notes. “Is that why you named the restaurant after your new signature sandwich?”

“Actually,” Quinn said with a smile, “the restaurant isn’t named after the sandwich. Or I guess it is, but only after we named the sandwich after us.”

The reporter looked up, turning from Hal to Quinn, and then quickly back at her tablet as if to try and hide her eye roll.

“It’s okay,” Hal said as if she felt bad for the woman. “Even we had our doubts. Not about the name—we were set on that from the very beginning. But we couldn’t decide if we really wanted to be that couple.”

“That couple?”

“You know, the ones who are so obnoxiously in love that they’d name their restaurant Perfect Pairing and then tell everyone it was an allusion to their relationship,” Quinn said.

“Yeah,” the reporter said drolly, “I wouldn’t have pegged either of you for that type.”

“Neither would either of us last summer,” Hal admitted. “Which is ultimately why we did it. We’re not the people we were last year. We’re better.”

“And when we open tonight, we’re going to show Buffalo that we’re all better together.”

“That’s the goal, anyway,” Hal said, then kissed Quinn quickly on the temple.

“No, it’s more than a goal,” Quinn said with a smile and a sense of peace she’d become increasingly familiar with. “That’s perfection.”
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