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Chapter 1



Lola

It was late September when I first met Jack Farrar, on one of those balmy, soft-breezed south-of-France evenings that hinted summer was finally over. And though I didn’t yet know it, it was a meeting that would effect great changes in my life.

My name is Lola Laforêt—and yes, I know you’re thinking I must be a stripper. Everybody thinks that. Actually, what I am is chef and patronne of the Hotel Riviera, and I used to be the much more normal Lola March from California before I married “the Frenchman.” But that’s a long story.

It’s been six years since I welcomed my first guests to the Hotel Riviera, though “hotel” is far too grand a title for this old villa. It’s a casual sand-between-the-toes, cool-tile-floors kind of place. There are just eight rooms, each with tall French windows opening onto a terrace spilling over with bougainvillea and night-scented jasmine. You’ll find it on a spit of pine-covered land off the Ramatuelle road near Saint-Tropez, down a long sandy lane shaded with umbrella pines and alive with the chirruping of cigales. We have our own little private beach here with sand as pale as platinum and soft as sugar, and in summer it’s dotted with marine-blue umbrellas and sunny-yellow loungers, and the golden-tan bodies of our guests. Small children run in and out of the lacy wavelets while grown-ups sip iced drinks in the shade. And in the heat of the afternoon they retreat to their shuttered rooms to nap, or to make love on a cool white bed.

Imagine a sunny sea-lapped cove, gift-wrapped in blue and tied with a bow like a Tiffany box, and you’ll get the feel of my little hotel. It’s a place made for Romance with a capital R. Except for me, its creator.

Somewhere in the process my own Romance withered on the vine. Somehow it was never my “Frenchman,” Patrick, and I dining alone on the candlelit terrace with the moon throwing a silver path across the dark water, and champagne fizzing in tall glasses. It was never Patrick holding my hand across the table and gazing into my eyes. Oh no. I was always in the kitchen cooking delicious feasts for lovers who had the romance in their lives I so badly wanted, while my own “lover” took in the delights of summer in Saint-Tropez nightlife.

When I met and married Patrick six years ago, I thought I had found “true love.” Now, I don’t believe that such a thing exists. Yes, I admit I’m wounded, and I know I have always had a penchant for rogues, and that those straight-and-true guys, strong-jawed, steady, the good providers, are definitely not drawn to me. I seemed to attract riffraff like summer flies to a glass of wine.

Which brings me back to Jack Farrar again.

So, there I was, alone on the terrace, taking a breather before the first dinner guests arrived. It was my favorite time of the year, the end of the long hot summer season when the crowds are gone and life drifts back into a more leisurely pace. The sky was still a flawless blue and the breeze soft against my bare arms, as I sipped a glass of chilled rosé, gazing blankly out over the pretty bay, brooding over my problems.

I’m a woman in limbo. And here’s the reason why. Six months ago my husband, Patrick, climbed into his silver Porsche, en route, he said, to buy me a birthday gift. As usual, he’d forgotten my birthday, but I guess someone must have reminded him. He was wearing dark glasses and I couldn’t read the expression in his eyes as he lifted his hand in a careless goodbye. He wasn’t smiling, though, I do remember that.

I haven’t heard a word from him since. Nobody has. And nobody seems to care, though I went crazy trying to find him. Of course, the police tried to trace him, his picture as a “missing person” was posted everywhere, and they followed clues leading as far as Marseilles and Las Vegas, without any luck. Now the case is on the back burner and Patrick is just another missing person. “Missing husband” is what they mean. It’s not unknown around here, when the summer beaches are crowded with gorgeous girls and the yachts filled with rich women, for a husband to go missing.

You might have thought Patrick’s friends would know, but they swore they didn’t, and anyhow they were always Patrick’s friends, not mine. In fact, I hardly knew the guys he hung out with, or the women. I was far too busy working at making our little hotel perfect. And Patrick had no family; he’d told me he was the last of the Laforêts who had lived and worked their fishing boats in Marseilles for decades.

Speaking of boats, I’m back to Jack Farrar again.

A small black sloop had drifted across my line of vision. Now I don’t like my cove to be disturbed by vacationers partying all night, with disco music pounding across the water and shrieks and screams as they push each other into the water. I took a long hard look at the sloop. At least this wasn’t one of those megayachts; in fact, I didn’t believe they would allow such small fry into the Saint-Tropez marina, even if its owner could have afforded it, which, from the look of his shabby boat, I doubted. And which was probably why he’d chosen to anchor in my protected little cove with a free view of my pretty little hotel instead.

The black sloop cut across the horizon, sails slackening in the tiny breeze, then tacked into the cove where, as I had guessed, it dropped anchor.

I grabbed the telescope at the end of the terrace and got the boat in focus; the name Bad Dog was inscribed in brass letters on her bow. I moved over an inch and got a man in my sights. Muscular, broad in the shoulders, powerful chest tapering to narrow hips…And oh my God, he was totally naked!

I knew I shouldn’t but okay, I admit it, I took a peek—actually a long look. What woman wouldn’t? After all, he was just standing there, poised for a dive, almost flaunting his nakedness. And I want to tell you the view was good. I’m talking about his face of course, which was attractive in an odd sort of way. Actually, I thought he looked like his boat: tough, workmanlike, rather battered.

I watched the Naked Man make his dive, then cut cleanly out to sea in a powerful crawl until all I could make out was a faint froth in his wake. From the corner of my eye, I caught a movement on the sloop; a young woman, all long legs and long blond hair and wearing only a bright red thong, was stretched out on a towel in the stern, catching the final rays. Not that she needed them; like him she was perfectly toasted. Spread her with butter and jam, I thought enviously, and she’d be perfect for his breakfast.

The Naked Man was swimming back to the sloop and I got him in my sights again. And that, you might say, was my big mistake.

He climbed back onto the boat, shook himself like a wet dog in a cloud of rainbow-colored droplets, then flung out his arms and lifted his head to the sun. He stood for a moment, beautiful, hard-bodied, golden from the sun and the sea winds, a man at one with the elements. There was something so free about the gesture, it took my breath away.

I followed as he padded aft, saw him reach for something. A pair of binoculars. And then he had me in his sights, caught in the act of peeking at him.

For a long moment our eyes met, linked by powerful lenses. His were blue, darker than the sea, and I could swear there was laughter in them.

I jumped back, hot all over with embarrassment. His mocking laughter drifted across the water, then he gave me a jaunty wave and, still laughing, stepped into a pair of shorts and began unhurriedly to clean his deck.

So. That was my first meeting with Jack Farrar. The next one would prove even more interesting.








Chapter 2



I retreated into the dining room in back of the terrace, and began hurriedly to check the tables, polishing a knife here, adjusting a glass there. I checked that the wines were cooling, checked that the linen napkins were properly folded, checked my long ginger hair in the mirror behind the bar, wishing I could call it copper or even red, but ginger it was. I wished one more time that I had exotic almond-shaped eyes instead of my too-round ones, wished I knew a recipe to get rid of freckles, that I was taller and leaner and maybe ten years younger. I was thirty-nine years old and after the events of the past six months, I decided gloomily, I looked every year of it.

I wasn’t exactly into a glamorous mode either, in my baggy houndstooth chef’s pants and shrunken white tee, with no lipstick and, even worse, no mascara on my ginger-cat lashes.

Horrified, I realized I was looking at exactly what the Naked Man had seen through the binoculars. I thought worriedly I really must make more effort but that anyhow he certainly wasn’t interested in me; then I forgot about him and headed for my true domain.

The jewel-colored bead door curtain jangled behind me and I was in my favorite place in the whole world, my big tile-floored kitchen with ancient beams and a row of open windows overhung with blossoming vines.

I’d known the first day I saw it, this had to be my kitchen. It had stolen my chef’s heart even more than the magical view from the terrace and the sandy winding paths, the shady pines and the wild overgrown gardens. More than the cool upstairs rooms with their tall windows and lopsided shutters, and the downstairs “salon” with its imposing limestone fireplace that was far too grand for such a humble seaside villa. More than any of that, this kitchen was home.

It was the place where I could put all thoughts of sophisticated city restaurants behind me and get back to my true foodie roots, back to the simple pleasures of local produce and seasonally grown fruits and vegetables. Here, I would grill fish that swam almost at the bottom of my garden and pick the herbs that grew almost wild to flavor my dishes. I knew I could relax and be myself in this place.

It all seemed so perfect. But first “true love” disappeared; then Patrick had disappeared, and now my only love left was my little hotel. Oh, and Scramble, whom I’ll tell you about later.

My private life might be a mess, but all was well in my culinary world. Sauces simmered on the stove; fishes shone silver and bright-eyed in the glass-fronted refrigerated drawer; perfect little racks of Sisteron lamb awaited a hot oven, and individual tians of eggplant and tomatoes were drizzled with succulent olive oil from Nice, ready to be popped into the oven.

A fifteen-foot pine table stood under the windows. On it a couple of tartes Tatin cooled alongside a big blue bowl of sliced ripe peaches marinating in vermouth. Next to them were the spun-sugar cage confections, a remnant of my old “grand” restaurant days and with which I liked to top my desserts, because I enjoy the delighted oohs and aahs they evoke from my guests. Oh, and as always, a tray of my signature nut-topped brownies, my American specialty that I like to serve with the coffee.

You’ll find no huge white plates centered with tiny “culinary arrangements” here. Our food is simple but lavish, our plates are locally made stoneware, the color of good honey, and we garnish them with only fresh flowers and a sprig of herbs.

I dropped a kiss on my assistant Nadine’s cheek in passing. She’s been with me since the beginning, all traumatic six years, and I love her to pieces. She’s a local woman, dark-haired, dark-eyed, olive-skinned, with a raucous laugh and a sense of humor that’s gotten us through many a kitchen disaster. Along with her sister, she takes care of the housekeeping as well as helping in the kitchen, while I deal with the food, the marketing, the menus, and the cooking; and Patrick supposedly took care of the business end, though from our meager bank account, I’m not sure how good a job he had been doing.

Petite dark-haired Marit, straight out of culinary school and a new recruit this season, was chopping vegetables, and Jean-Paul, the seventeen-year-old “youth-of-all-work” was busy cleaning up. The real season was over; it would be an easy night with just the remaining hotel guests and perhaps a couple of last-minute strays who might wander our way.

I slid a Barry White album, my current favorite sexy man, into the CD player, grabbed a brownie, pushed my way back through the jangling beads, and came across Scramble. Okay, so Scramble’s not a dog, she’s not a cat, or even a hamster. Scramble is a hen. I know it’s crazy, but ever since she emerged from the shell, a soft fluffy yellow chicken cradled trustingly in the palm of my hand, I’ve adored her, and I’d like to believe she loves me too, though with a hen it’s hard to tell. Anyhow, the fact is I’m the only woman who cried the whole way through Chicken Run. And though you might think it’s a sad state of affairs, giving all my love to a hen instead of a husband, Scramble deserves it more. She’s never unfaithful, she never even glances at anybody else, and she sleeps in my bed every night.

She’s quite big now, soft and white with yellow legs, ruby crest and wattles, and beady dark eyes. She’s scratching energetically in the big terra-cotta pot with the red hibiscus outside the kitchen door that she’s claimed as home, preparing to settle down for the night, or at least until I go to bed when she’ll join me on my pillow.

I gave her an affectionate little pat as I passed by, which she returned with a hearty peck. “Ungrateful bird,” I said. “I remember when you were just an egg.”

I cast a cautious glance at the black sloop as I walked back along the terrace. Lights twinkled and banners fluttered festively. I wondered what the Naked Man was up to, and whether he might row the boat’s little dinghy into my cove and join us for dinner on the terrace.

I sighed. I wasn’t betting on it.








Chapter 3



“That’s a pretty little sloop,” Miss Nightingale called. “Rather different for these waters, don’t you think?”

“It is, and I hope they’re not going to play loud music and interrupt your peaceful dinner,” I said.

“Oh, I shouldn’t think so, my dear, it doesn’t look the right boat for that sort of thing. It’s more of a proper sailor’s boat, if you know what I mean.”

I smiled at my favorite guest. Mollie Nightingale was a retired British schoolmarm, and by way of being my friend. Nothing had ever been said, but it was just there between us, that warm feeling, a kind of recognition I suppose you might call it. She had certain qualities I admired: integrity; an offbeat sense of humor; and a personal reticence that matched my own. Miss Nightingale kept her own counsel and I knew little about her private life; just the woman she was here at the Riviera. A woman I liked.

She had been my first guest, the week the Hotel Riviera opened for business, and she had been back every year since, coming late in the season when prices were lower and she could afford to stay for a month, before heading home to her cottage in the Cotswolds and her miniature Yorkie, Little Nell, and another long English winter. Meanwhile, she lived out her annual dream here, alone at a table for one, with a small carafe of local wine and book to hand, and always with a pleasant word and a smile for everyone.

Miss Nightingale was, I would guess, somewhere in her late seventies, short, square, and sturdy, and tonight she wore a pink flower-print dress. A white cardigan was thrown over her shoulders, though it was still warm out, and as always she had on her double row of pearls. Like the Queen of England, she always carried a large handbag, which, besides a clean linen handkerchief and her money, also contained her knitting. Now, I’m not sure if the Queen of England knits, but Miss Nightingale, with her determinedly gray hair set in stiff waves and curls, and her piercing blue eyes behind large pale spectacles, was a dead ringer for Her Majesty.

She was usually first down for dinner, showing up about this time for a glass of pastis, a little self-indulgence to which I knew she looked forward. She’d mix the anise liqueur with water in a tall glass then sip it slowly, making it last until dinner, which I also knew was the social highlight of her day.

I sat with her while she told me about her outing to the Villa Ephrussi, the old Rothschild house with its spectacular gardens up the coast near Cap-Ferrat. She always liked to tell me about the gardens she had discovered; she was a keen gardener herself and her own roses had won many local prizes. In fact, she was often to be found pottering about the gardens here, straw sunhat slammed firmly over her eyes, pulling up a naughty weed or two, or snipping back a recalcitrant branch of honeysuckle that threatened to overwhelm the already out-of-hand bougainvillea.

Settled at her usual table, the one at the end of the terrace nearest the kitchen, glass of pastis to hand, she gazed at the spectacular view and heaved a satisfied sigh.

It was that special time in the evening on the Côte d’Azur, when the sky seems to meld with the sea and all the world turns a shimmering silver-plated midnight-blue. In the sudden breathless silence that always comes when day turns into night, the chatter of high-pitched French voices floated from the kitchen, and a tiny lizard swished by, pausing to stare at us with jeweled yellow eyes.

“Divine,” Miss Nightingale murmured. “How you must love it here, my dear. How could you ever bear to leave it?”

Without realizing it Miss Nightingale had struck right at the heart of my dilemma.

I do love it here. The trouble is I do not love my husband. All I feel for him right this minute is anger, because I believe that when Patrick left that morning he knew he was not coming back. He simply left me without a word, left me not knowing where he was, what had happened to him, or even if he were safe. If he’d run off with another woman, or decided just to wander the world the way he used to, at least he should have told me. And if he was in some kind of trouble, then he should have shared that with me too, and not just left me alone like this. Not knowing.

“The Hotel Riviera is my home,” I said to Miss Nightingale. “It’s my own little piece of paradise. I’ll still be here when I’m an old, old lady, still looking after my guests, still cooking, still drinking rosé wine and not believing how blue the late evening sky can be just before night falls. Oh no, Miss Nightingale, I’ll never leave here, even if Patrick never…”

“If Patrick never comes back.” She eyed me sympathetically from behind her large glasses. “My dear, do you think he’s run off with another woman?”

I’d thought of that possibility so many times, lying in bed, tossing and turning, and I’d decided it was the only answer.

“Miss Nightingale,” I said, genuinely lost, “what do I do now?”

“There’s only one path for you to take, Lola, and that’s to move on with your life.”

“But how can I? Until I find out the truth?”

She patted my hand, gently, the way she might an upset schoolgirl. I almost expected her to say, “There, there…,” but instead she said, “The answer to that, my dear, is you must find Patrick.”

I wanted to ask her how, where do I start? But my other guests were showing up for predinner drinks and a chat with the patronne, so I pulled myself together, dropped a kiss on her powder-scented cheek, and with a whispered “thanks for being so understanding,” went to greet them.








Chapter 4



Miss Nightingale

Mollie Nightingale had fallen for the Hotel Riviera the first day she saw it. She’d fallen for its simplicity: “like a country house by the sea,” she’d said, amazed by her luck. And she’d fallen for Lola, who always had a welcoming smile, even though she was so busy. Of course Patrick had never bothered to waste his charm on his guests, he’d saved that for other women, and in fact for the past couple of years, he’d hardly been around. And now he was gone. If it were not for Lola’s obvious pain, Miss Nightingale would have said “good riddance to bad rubbish,” but she hated to see Lola hurting like this.

She hadn’t wanted to bring up the matter of Patrick’s infidelity, because she knew if a woman chose to close her eyes to that sort of thing, there was nothing anyone could do about it. But now Patrick had gone missing, and she for one was not surprised. What she was surprised about, though, was that he’d simply left his hotel without making any claims on it. As husband and wife, Lola and Patrick must own the place together, which seemed unfair to Miss Nightingale, who believed that Lola had created the Hotel Riviera, as surely as she believed that God had created man.

Lola always treated her like a favorite aunt, well, great-aunt was more like it, she supposed, because though she hated to admit it, she was getting on in years. Seventy-eight was the exact number, though Lola was too polite to ask and Miss Nightingale was too vain to tell. And if you thought that meant she was old, then you didn’t know that inside she still felt like a spring chicken. Her brain was still as sharp as it had been when she was headmistress of Queen Wilhelmina’s Day School for Girls, in London.

She and Lola rarely exchanged much personal information, so today’s confidences had come as a surprise. Usually, they just talked about the weather, a subject about which there could be no controversy, or about food and wine, or the places Miss Nightingale had discovered on her travels up and down the coast on her rented silver Vespa.

She had found many out-of-the-way places that even Lola had never visited, such as the tumbledown villa near Cap-Ferrat that had once been a hotel, owned by an exotic turn-of-the-century French singer and beauty by the name of Leonie Bhari. Now, Lola was nothing like the famed Leonie in looks, but with her “villa hotel” on the Côte d’Azur and her disastrous relationships with men, Miss Nightingale thought there were distinct similarities.

By now too, Miss Nightingale thought of the Hotel Riviera as her home away from home, though in fact she had started out as the “daughter of the manor” in the village of Blakelys, in the very heart of the English Cotswolds.

Times and circumstances had changed, and now she lived alone in what had once been the head gardener’s cottage in the village her family had once owned, with just her yappy Yorkie, Little Nell, for company on the long winter evenings, and her memories of her beloved husband, Tom, to make her smile, and her monthlong stay at the Hotel Riviera to look forward to at the end of summer.

It was enough, she thought, taking another sip of pastis, smiling as the other guests began to show up for dinner. Though it didn’t exercise her brain very much, and she missed that the way she missed her Tom.








Chapter 5



Jack

Jack Farrar, with only his faithful dog for company, was enjoying a drink on the deck of his sloop, his current crew member having taken off for a bout of shopping in Saint-Tropez.

Jack met a lot of women on his travels, like for instance Sugar, the blonde currently crewing his boat: good-looking girls ready for fun and with no demands because Jack certainly wasn’t the marrying kind. And anyhow what woman in her right mind would want to spend a year in a boat circumnavigating the globe, battling storms and eating out of cans and having to wash her hair in salt water for weeks on end? None, so far as he knew. And certainly not one he could have spent that kind of time alone with.

In fact, the times spent alone on this little sloop with only his dog for company were quite simply the best. Nothing could compare with those quiet moments, with just the stars overhead and the wind tugging the sails. Just him and the dog, the ink-blue water, and solitude. They were the highlights of his life. As, in another sense, were the storms he battled on the longer voyages, steering the bigger sloop he owned, the In a Minute, through towering waves that threatened to capsize them while the wind tossed them around like dandelion fluff. His crew tackled the elements along with him while the mutt cowered in the tiny salon, whining and strapped to a flotation device, just in case. And Jack also strapped himself to the wheel, just in case. Then the adrenaline would shoot through his veins, powerful as hot rum, and his triumph when they overcame the elements was, he thought, the peak of a man’s experience.

For Jack, there was nothing to touch that feeling, not even sex, though he was a sensual man. Or perhaps it was just that he hadn’t allowed any women into his life to share that deeper, all-consuming emotion that happens when love is added to the sexual equation. He had yet to find a woman who could give him the ultimate sensation he got from battling the elements alone on the sloop.

He was a loner, a nomad, a roamer, at home in the fishing ports of the world. He loved that life and he wasn’t about to give it up for any woman.

Of course, on the long-haul trips on the fifty-footer, Jack wasn’t accompanied by any flighty women. Then his crew consisted of six men, one of whom was his good friend, the Mexican Carlos Ablantes.

He’d first made Carlos’s acquaintance in Cabo San Lucas, a little town on the Baja Peninsula, where he’d gone fishing for marlin and dorado. It was November and the weather had turned rough, with water too cold for the big fish. But Carlos had been born and raised in Cabo and he knew his stuff. He was a true man of the sea, just the way Jack was. Carlos had taken him out on his boat; they’d spent a couple of nights out there together on the Sea of Cortez, reeling in only a lone dorado and getting to know one another, the way men do: few words spoke volumes; they knew who they were and that they liked each other.

Later, Carlos had come north for a spell, and he’d just stayed on. He worked at the boatyard, sailed with Jack on weekends, and crewed for him on his long trips, but every few months Carlos would return to Cabo, lured back like the marlin.

Carlos was pretty good in the galley too. He cooked up a mean shrimp dish, fajitas de camarones, and mixed the best margarita in the world, with Hornitos tequila, limones, ice, and salt. Soon he and the rest of the crew would be joining Jack, here in the Med, and they’d set off in the In a Minute on another of their long voyages, to South Africa this time, heading for Capetown where the surfing was good, the women beautiful, and the wine just fine.

Baja was where Jack had also met Luisa, the one woman he’d really loved. Lovely Luisa—hair like black satin, eyes like green jewels, and skin like bronze velvet. She’d loved him for all of three months, and he’d loved her about the same length of time. But passion can play havoc with a sailor’s schedule if he lets it, and Jack wasn’t about to do so. He was tough when it came to women. He valued his friendships and his sailing, in that order. Give him his boat, his friends, and his dog and he was a happy man.

Life was pretty good. He had made enough money to keep him in the style he enjoyed, plus a little extra. When he wasn’t roaming the seas, he had a boatyard in Newport and that kept him pretty busy. He built racing yachts there, far sleeker and more expensive than his own. But this little old sloop was his favorite.

He thought about the woman who’d caught him naked in the telescope earlier tonight. There was something interesting about her. Something about the long untidy sweep of taffy-colored hair, the lift of her cheekbones, the soft, full mouth, and the stunned look in her big brown eyes when they had met his in the binoculars. He grinned, just thinking about her shock at being caught peeking at him naked, and the way she looked in her too-tight T-shirt and odd pants.

He also liked the look of the small pink hotel, perched above the rocks amid a bower of tamarind and silvery olives. Even without binoculars, he could see the luxurious purple-pink tumble of bougainvillea and the candlelight flickering on the dining terrace. Lamps lit in the rooms behind cast an inviting amber glow, and the crackle of the still-lively cigales floated across the water, along with some music. Could that really be Barry White? He grinned, thinking about the shocked taffy-haired woman. Maybe there was more to her than had met his eyes.

Either way, he was getting hungry and she was obviously running a restaurant. He might as well kill two birds with one stone, meet the woman and find out if she was as sexy as her mouth and the Barry White implied, and at the same time have a decent meal.

He didn’t bother to change, just raked his hands through his disheveled brown hair, hitched up his baggy shorts, pulled on a white T-shirt and his old Tod’s driving shoes, the most comfortable shoes he’d ever owned and with which he would never part, despite their age and shabbiness. The shaggy black dog he’d rescued from the pound and certain death some years ago pranced at his side, eager to go wherever Jack led him. He’d named the unruly mutt Bad Dog, because he had never learned how to behave in civilized company. And then, because he loved Bad Dog as much as his boat, he’d named the sloop after the mutt.

“Sorry, old buddy,” he said, stooping to caress Bad Dog’s head, “but the other diners wouldn’t appreciate your finer qualities, especially when you attempt to steal the food from their plates.” He grinned. Bad Dog was a street hound, a scavenger of the highest order. Fancy joints with candlelight and good wine were definitely not for him.

He put food into Bad Dog’s bowl, made sure he had fresh water, gave him a new chew bone, then climbed into the dinghy, unhitched the line and started up the small outboard. Bad Dog hung his head over the side, gazing piteously down at him. He hated being left behind.

“Back soon, old buddy,” Jack called, as he slid over the smooth dark blue water toward the tiny wooden jetty sticking out into the Hotel Riviera’s cove. But what he was really thinking about was the look on Miss Taffy Hair’s face when she saw him again. In the flesh.








Chapter 6



Lola

Red and Jerry Shoup were next down for dinner. The showgirl and the diplomat, I called them, though in fact they were nothing of the sort, they just looked the roles. She had flaming red hair that I envied, and legs that went on forever, and he was silver-haired, sun-bronzed, and charming. They live in a beautiful country house in the Dordogne and were here taking a month’s intensive French course.

We greeted each other with kisses, and Red proclaimed she was brain-dead in French and was speaking only English tonight, even if it was against the school rules, and could they please have their usual Domaine Ott rosé before they passed out from sheer exhaustion.

I smiled and my spirits began to lift, as they always did when I was around my guests. Taking care of people, making them happy, was my chosen role in life.

Jean-Paul, my youth-of-all-work, appeared. He was pale as a lily because he never saw the sun, only the inside of the Saint-Tropez nightclubs, thin as a rail with a shaved head and six earrings. Wearing the Hotel Riviera white and gold tee, black pants and sneakers, he was pretending to be a waiter, bringing dishes of olives and tapenade, baskets of freshly baked breads, and crocks of pale sweet butter stamped with the image of a bewildered-looking cow.

I heard children’s voices and the even higher-pitched English voice of young Camilla Lampson, whose nickname for some odd reason was Budgie.

Budgie was nanny to the two small boys who’d been sent to lodge here while their mother, an American actress, spent the summer in a smart villa in Cannes with her much younger boyfriend. Budgie, who’s a terrible gossip, had told us indignantly that the actress believed having the boys around made her look older, but in fact they were cute normal kids, and in my opinion any woman who shut them out of her life needed her head examined. I watched them racing around the corner thinking I would give anything for a pair just like them, but acting sensibly for once, I decided not to allow myself to go there right now.

I said hello to the boys, made sure they were set up with Orangina, and commiserated with Budgie, who’d had to endure an entire afternoon of shopping in Monte Carlo with the movie star. I told Jean-Paul to bring her usual kir, a mix of white wine and crème de cassis, the delicious black currant liqueur made in the little town of Hyères, just along the coast—I thought she looked as though she needed it—then took everybody’s orders and dashed back to the kitchen.

By the time I emerged again my last guests had arrived, my English honeymoon couple, both so young and fuzzily blond they reminded me endearingly of Scramble as a little yellow chick. They were so dopey with love for each other it was enough to make even my newly hardened heart melt. They were to leave the following morning and looked so despondent that I sent them glasses of champagne compliments of the house. From their beaming faces you might have thought I’d given them the keys to my kingdom, so I sent Jean-Paul back with the rest of the bottle in an ice bucket, making them even happier, if possible.

So, there we were, the entire cast of the Hotel Riviera: my eight guests and my staff, just like one happy little family. And then I heard the bell ring in the front hall.

Now if you were wondering, as I was, whether it was the Naked Man, aka Jack Farrar, coming for dinner—and to compliment me on my cooking while I complimented him on his body—you were wrong.

This was somebody quite different.

I wiped my hands on my apron and hurried to answer it.








Chapter 7



The man standing by the old rosewood table that served as a reception desk was short, wide, and aggressively jut-jawed, with pumped-up biceps and a marine-cropped haircut, though I knew instantly he was no marine. He was too sleek in his expensively casual clothes and flashy diamond-studded watch, plus he was wearing sunglasses even though he was indoors. He’d parked his motorcycle, an impressive scarlet and chrome Harley right outside the front door, and parked his expensive Louis Vuitton travel bag on my chintz sofa. Now he was pacing the hall and smoking a cigar.

He turned as I came in, smiling my hostess smile of welcome. His eyes flicked over me, taking me in from the top of my ginger head to the toes of my white kitchen clogs, then back again. “You the desk clerk?” he said.

I stiffened. “I am Madame Laforêt, the patronne.”

He grunted an acknowledgment, flicking cigar ash onto the old but beautiful silk rug I’d bought at a Paris auction and which had cost more than I could afford and necessitated a loan from the bank. I pushed an ashtray across the table.

“Good evening,” I said, remembering my manners and my smile, though he had neither. “How can I help you?”

He gave me a long look through his dark shades, bringing back a memory of Patrick driving away, and the sunglasses hiding his expression. I folded my arms defensively across my chest.

“I need a room,” he said abruptly.

“Of course. How many nights?” I pretended to check my reservations book though I knew perfectly well we had two rooms free.

“Your best room. Three or four nights, maybe more. I’m not sure.”

“Mistral has the best sea view, I’m sure you’ll like it. All our rooms are named after famous French artistes and writers,” I explained. Not that he cared. I told him the price, and saw the corner of his mouth curve contemptuously and I wondered why, since he obviously thought he was above the Hotel Riviera—he wasn’t at the Carlton in Cannes, instead.

I asked for his passport—Dutch in the name of Jeb Falcon, and his credit card—Amex Platinum—then hooked the key to Mistral from the board behind me and said, “This way, Mr. Falcon, please.”

Finally, he took off the sunglasses. He gave me another long inspection and I stared back, waiting. His eyes were a dull black in the lamplight and I decided I definitely didn’t like him, nor did I like his cold expression. He glanced at his bag on the sofa, then back at me. My lips tightened; if he thought I was going to carry his bag then he was sadly mistaken.

I swear I could feel his eyes burning into my back as he followed me up the creaking wooden stairs, and I quickly showed him his room, handed him the key, and told him curtly that dinner was being served on the terrace, if he wished.

I thought of the sign that said: “Our Welcome Is Bigger Than Our Hotel.” Never before had I failed to make a guest feel “welcome,” but now I stalked back downstairs wishing this guest had gone somewhere else.








Chapter 8



Jack

The dinghy glided alongside the rickety wooden jetty and Jack secured the line around the slab of tree trunk that served as a bollard. He climbed the steps over the rocks and wound his way up a meandering sandy path, passing a small pink house with an old-fashioned front porch. Through the windows he caught a sideways glimpse of an untidy sitting room with squashy sofas upholstered in the local fabrics, and, as he rounded the corner, a bedroom dominated by a massive four-poster, stunningly draped in gold lamé.

“Jesus,” he muttered, wondering about the owner’s taste, as he strode past the oleander hedge and up to the path that led to the front of the hotel. A red and chrome Harley parked outside took his eye, and he paused to admire it. He wondered if it was Miss Voyeur’s, then thought, nah, anyone who was shocked by the sight of a naked man probably drove a sedate little Renault.

The front doors of the hotel stood invitingly open. He walked in and looked around. If the cottage belonged to the owner, and she was also responsible for the décor in here, then he forgave her for the gold lamé bed. Comfortable was the word that sprang to mind, and he was a man who appreciated comfort, on land though not at sea, where he never even thought about it. He could smell lavender and beeswax and flowers; jasmine perhaps, though he was not a man who knew much about flowers. And the aroma of something wonderful wafting from the direction of the kitchen.

Without bothering to ring the bell, he strolled through the pretty hall into the salon and through the French windows onto the terrace, where he stood, hands in the pockets of his shorts, looking around.

He thought this was exactly what the south of France on a summer night was about: the flowery terrace overlooking the bay and the strings of lights looped around the peninsula; the scent of flowers; the hum of conversation and a woman’s laughter; the tinkle of ice in glasses and the pop of a cork as someone opened a bottle of the local pink wine. He decided this just might be perfection; it all depended on the taffy-haired woman. He was curious about her now, wondered what nationality she was, and whether she tended bar here, or if she was just the hostess. And here she came now, heading his way.

“Bonsoir, monsieur,” Lola said, with a deep look from her long-lashed brown eyes that sent a tingle through his spine. She’d pulled back her hair in a ponytail, but the long soft bangs almost touched her lashes, framing her heart-shaped face like a Victorian cameo. Jack realized from her accent she was American, and taller than he’d thought: long legs in wedgie espadrilles that tied in little bows around her skinny ankles, tight white Capris, and a Hotel Riviera tee. No jewelry, save for a gold wedding band. Hah! So she was married.

He realized she hadn’t recognized him, and he grinned back, that lopsided kind of grin that had been known to knock a woman’s socks off. But not this one; she was all hostess/business. “Good evening,” he said.

“A table for two?” Lola asked, peering behind him, as though expecting to see a female companion, though he guessed from her up-and-down look at him she was hoping the woman might be wearing something other than shorts and a T-shirt and old shoes.

“I’m alone,” he said, following her as she threaded her way through the tables and pulled back a chair for him. “Thanks,” he said again.

She was looking at him now, really looking, and he saw, amused, that she was blushing. “Oh,” she said, “Oh, my…”

“I think we’ve already met.” He held out his hand. “I’m Jack Farrar, the guy from the sloop moored opposite the hotel.”

“I know who you are,” Lola said, stiff with embarrassment, “and I want you to know I didn’t mean to spy on you. I was just curious to see who was mooring in my cove.”

“Excuse me? Your cove? I thought the waters were free to everyone.”

“Well, of course they are. But I always think of this as my cove, and I’m not fond of rowdy vacationers having wild parties on their boats and disturbing my guests.”

“Okay, I promise I’m not going to be rowdy. Now, will you shake my hand and call a truce, and tell me who you are?”

Lola pulled herself together. She gave him her best hostess smile as well as her hand; after all, he was her dinner guest. “I’m Lola Laforêt. Welcome to my little auberge. Now, can I get you a drink, some wine, perhaps? We have excellent local wines, and if you prefer rosé, I can recommend the Cuvée Paul Signac.”

She stood, pencil poised over her notepad, looking haughtily down at him, thinking he was too full of himself and too smug about catching her peeking at him, and anyhow, he’d peeked right back, hadn’t he?

“I’ll take a bottle of the artist’s wine,” he said and caught her sharp glance. She probably hadn’t thought a scruffy sailor like himself would know about Signac, a painter who’d frequented Saint-Tropez in its early incarnation as a small fishing port.

“A good choice,” she said, all professionalism.

“You didn’t give me any.”

She glanced up. “Didn’t give you any what?”

“Choice. You recommended only one wine and I took it.”

She glared at him now. “In that case I’ll send Jean-Paul over with the wine list and the menu. He’ll take care of you.” And with that she whisked away.

Well, you blew that one, Jack told himself. Or was it Miss Prickly Taffy Hair Brown Eyes who’d blown it? He thought about her eyes, how her long lashes swept onto her cheeks, the way Bambi’s had in the Disney cartoon, and how very appealing that was. But boy, did she have attitude!

A thin French kid, pale as a bleached moth in black pants and a black Hotel Riviera tee, sporting half a dozen gold hoops in his ear, strolled over with the wine list, the menu, and a basket of rosemary-olive bread that smelled freshly made.

“You must be Jean-Paul,” Jack said, friendly as always.

“Yes, monsieur, that is me,” the French kid said. “Madame said I should take your order.”

“I’ll have a bottle of the Cuvée Paul Signac,” Jack said, glancing down at the hand-lettered umber-colored card that was the menu.

“Right away, monsieur.” Jean-Paul moved as though he had lead in his shoes and Jack wasn’t betting on any fast service around here.

He glanced round at his fellow diners: a flamboyant couple; a pair of young lovebirds; a girl in charge of two well-behaved little boys; a spinster lady of “a certain age”—actually, probably a little older than that—who looked remarkably queen like in her pearls and who flashed him a discreet ladylike smile of welcome; and another guy dining alone, like himself.

There were several empty tables on the terrace and a very empty small dining room in the back. He wondered if the food was bad, then thought it was not busy because it was the end of the season. The French rentrée, when the whole of France returned to work, had already taken place, kids were back in school, students were back in college, and tourists were back in their home countries. Few people were able, as he was, to wander the world at will.

Jean-Paul returned with the wine in a frosty silver bucket. It was remarkably good: cold, fruity, light. Madame Lola Laforêt had good taste in wine as well as décor. He glanced around approvingly. Everything here was in harmony, gentle and appealing. Except for the nervous-looking guy at the table next to him.

The man was downing a good red Domaine Tempier as though it were Coca-Cola and looking as though he couldn’t wait to leave. Jack thought there was something familiar about him. You didn’t easily forget a face like his: that hard impassive look that allowed for no expression. Nor the way he bounced on his toes as he got up, fists clenched, biceps pumped, ready to take on anyone who crossed him; the flashy gold watch, the diamond pinky ring, the expensive loafers and designer sportswear. This was obviously a man-about-town in the south of France. So what the hell he was doing, dining at this little hostelry?

Trouble was, he couldn’t place him. Was it at Les Caves du Roy, where Jack had been with Sugar one night? Actually, he’d escorted Sugar there and left her to her own devices after the first half hour, when he could no longer take the decibel level, and anyhow Sugar had found her own company. Or was it on the terrace of the Carlton in Cannes, where he’d been talking business with a man whose boat he was building and who loved boats as much as he did himself?

Ah, what the hell, the guy had probably just been part of the passing parade at the Café Sénéquier, where everybody in Saint-Tropez ended up at some time or other.

He took another long assessing glance as the man passed him on his way out. He didn’t like the guy, that was for sure. A minute later he heard the familiar Harley roar and the sound of gravel spurting from tires. He might have guessed the Harley was his.

He turned his attention back to the menu, ordered lobster salad with ginger, and the rack of lamb with eggplant tian and sat back to enjoy the wine and the view, hoping for another glimpse of Madame Laforêt—the hostess-without-the-mostest and the eyes like Bambi.
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