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El Schenkenberg shoul dn't have called Heinrich Meister a sliny
toad. Tapping a pen agai nst her chin, she | eaned back in her desk
chair and stared at the dark wi ndow of her den. She'd lost it when
the horny old man put his hand on her knee and let it slide up under
her skirt. She sighed. Her tenper had cost Schenkenberg GrbH their
bi ggest custoner. She'd have fired anyone else for handling the
situation so poorly.

A lightning flash sliced through the sky. Her eyes closed and she
saw the bright green streak of |light across her lids. She flinched at
the crack of thunder. Too close, too |oud. She took a deep breath and
opened her eyes. A thunderstormin |ate January rarely happened. Wth
the thick bl anket of snow washed away by rain just a few days ago,

she' d been hoping for a spell of sunshine-in vain.

A nice neal and a hot bath and the night wouldn't feel so
f or ebodi ng.

The phone rang. Ralf's voice. "Forget it, El," her brother-in-I|aw
sai d.



She feigned ignorance. "Forget what?"

"I just got hone and found the envel ope fromthe travel agency."

Ral f didn't sound angry but resol ved.
She smi |l ed hoping he could hear it in her voice. "Ch, good."

"Sorry, but | can't accept your gift. Wat kind of a nan let's his

dead w fe's sister pay for his honeynoon when he gets remarried?”

El sighed before she could stop herself. "I just want you and

Jenny to have an exceptional experience.”

"I know and | appreciate the offer. The Andalusia trip sounds

great, but that's far too expensive."

A glimrer of hope sparked. "You' d be staying in different
hi storical buildings turned into hotels. How about we split the
bill?"

Ralf cleared his throat. "Thanks, El, but no. W'll find sonething
suitable. Maybe a week at a farmin the Bohem an woods. The chil dren

could ride ponies."
El glinpsed a new chance. "Tomry and Sa could stay with ne..."
Ral f snorted. "Nice try. That's really tenpting."”
She smled. "Think about it."

Anot her flash illum nated the sky. A gentle runble followed and
the drumm ng of hail. Could it get any worse?

The door bell chinmed. Who'd call on her this late in the evening?

"l gotta go, Ralf. Soneone's at the door."
"This late? Be careful, okay?"

"Always." She rang off and gl anced at the conputer clock. 9:36 PM
For a nonment she considered to ignore the ring, but in this weather
someone m ght need hel p. She wal ked down the corridor and peeped
through the spyhole. Atall man held a jacket over his head while the
hail pelted him He | ooked famliar but conpletely out of place.



St eppi ng back, she opening the door. No mistaking him "The tour

guide fromhell. | don't believe it."
Martin Sander displayed a rueful smle. "El."
"I't's been nonths. Can't say | expected to see you again."
"Can | cone in?"

The cheek of him show ng up unannounced this |ate. She opened the
door wider and stood aside. "Sure. | wouldn't |eave a dog out in this

weat her . "

"Thanks." He shook out the wet newspaper and stepped into the

hal | way.

She smled. It felt good to see the guy, crazy as he m ght be. She
took the wet paper and tossed it in the recycling bin, while he
peel ed off his drenched | eather jacket and hung it on the coat rack.
In the halogen light his bright blue eyes gazed at her with the sane
intensity as on the trail in the Alps. Wth his dark-blond hair
cropped short and his face cl ean-shaven, he | ooked less like a tonb

rai der.

Then she remenbered the revenue forecast. "Listen, Martin, | need
to finish sone work. Half an hour max. There's beer in the fridge."

She pointed to the kitchen door. "Make yourself confortable."

"Beer? Great. | thought you m ght be one of those fancy w ne
types."
Wal ki ng towards her den, she called over her shoulder, "Insult ne

| ater when | have tinme to savor it."
"Ckay. Go ahead, finish your homework."

Back at her desk, she took a mnute to concentrate and bl ank out
the clanging fromthe kitchen. In the worst case scenario, they

woul dn't be able to replace Meister's business wth new accounts.

Martin called, "Have you eaten?"



She sighed. "No, but I'mhungry. Want to fix us sonme sandw ches?"
A chuckle. "Got a better idea."
El checked the clock. 9:44 PM

She typed the reduced revenue into the spreadsheet and saw the red
figure at the bottomof the chart. They'd face a significant | oss at
the end of the year if they couldn't strike up new business. She e-
mai | ed the updated forecast to her tax adviser, already dreading
their neeting the next norning. He'd push her to reduce costs. And
that nmeant head count.

She' d never agree until she saw no ot her chance to save the
conpany. Schenkenberg GibH had had sone fat years in a row and coul d
take a dip. They sinply needed to pull through the drought and work
hard to win new custonmers. No way would she cripple a successful
t eam

And she'd find a way to send Ralf and Jenny on a romantic
honeynoon. Sonet hi ng she'd neant to do for her sister Andrea, but

didn't have the noney for back then.

She rose and stretched. Nothing went right these days. Ralf with
hi s ol d-fashi oned i deas about a husband having to provide for his
famly, Meister with his even nore out-dated idea of extra services
for an inportant custoner. Yuck.

And on top of everything else, a thunderstorm blew Martin Sander
straight into her home, her protected zone. What coul d he possibly
want from her? She allowed the idea of himbustling around in her
kitchen sink in. The surreal image she conjured up resenbled a
Sal vador Dali painting. Al right, no nore procrastinating. Tine for

a reality check

Si zzling noises and the snell of frying onions and garlic |ured
her to the kitchen. Martin stood at the stove and stirred in a |arge
pan-a smle on his face. She didn't know what di sturbed her nore, his

actions or his anusenent.



This cl ose, she picked out the scent of eggs. "Wat are you

cooki ng?"

Martin swung around. "Don't | ook! Go away. Shoo!" He waved with

hi s hands.

Suppressing the | aughter bubbling up inside her, she placed a fist
on her hip and tilted her head. "This is ny kitchen."

"I know. That's why | have to work with sone restrictions here."
He splayed his arns in a resigned gesture before he turned back to
the pan and ground sone pepper over it.

El tried to renmenber the contents of her fridge and deduct what
awai ted her, but failed. She sighed. "I haven't been shopping in a
whi l e. "

He cast her a sideways gl ance. "You |l ook thinner than | renenber.

High tinme, soneone feeds you a nutritious neal. Plates?"

She took two fromthe cupboard. Her stomach grunbl ed. The cooki ng
aromas had stirred hope in her body while her mnd renai ned wary.

"Thanks for fixing us..." She peeked around him but still cane to no
conclusion. "... a neal." Placing the plates on the counter next to
the stove, she got a better view and felt disheartened by the yell ow

green nmesh. "Have you cooked before?"
He scow ed. "This is ny fanous pasta onel et recipe.”

"Pasta onelet?" El swallowed. What did she expect froma guy who
| ost tour nmenbers on purpose so he could jerk around the rest of the
group in a search and rescue nmssion. "Did you heat up a bag of your
dried trekking food?"

He rolled his eyes. "Have faith, El. You'll love it." And with

that, he scooped half of the goo on her plate.

El braced herself. "Let's eat in the boat." She'd need the

conforting environnent.

H s head whi pped around. "Eat where?"



Martin opened a second bottle of beer for El and followed her into
a spacious living roomfurnished with a Iarge dining table plus eight
chairs and a sofa in front of a md-sized TV. No boat. He grinned. O

course not. She'd pulled his leg and he fell for it.

El opened a gl ass door leading into a green house. The hail had
turned into rain and gently beat against the glass ceiling. "Ww " he

whi spered as he entered the jungle.

"Yeah, this is ny favorite place in the house."” She stepped into a

row ng boat propped up between tropical plants.

"Banana plants?" He'd never seen anything like this in a German

hone.
"Yep." She grinned and settled in the bow

Martin sat cross-legged on the cushions across from her and pl aced
his plate and the beers on the bench seat in the mddle. Wat an
idea. He grinned at El. Her curly brown hair had grown | onger, and
she' d applied Iight make-up. She | ooked much the sanme as when he
first saw her on the Autobahn rest stop. Only she wore a classy skirt
suit then, not baggy sweatpants and a junper. Her cheek bones | ooked
nore defined now. She'd definitely lost a few kilos while everyone
el se fattened up over the holidays.

She frowned. "Wy are you staring at nme?"

She had the cutest scowW but he'd have to work a harder to see
that. He hadn't expected he'd feel so relaxed in her conpany while
he'd sat in his car outside her house working up the courage to ring
her doorbell. Martin grinned. "Wiy the hell do you have a boat? There

isn't even a river close by."

"It was ny father's. | couldn't just sell it or let it rot
somewhere. He loved this thing." She stroked over the snooth wood.
"Loved to fish. ldeally alone. But sonetines he took ne along. Just

the two of us sitting in silence until we caught sonething and broke



out in cheers."

He took a swig of his beer then grabbed the plate. "You keep

surprising ne."

She smled. "So you keep saying. Now tell nme what brings you
here. "

"Try your food first."

The corners of her nmouth twitched slightly as she picked up the

pl ate and carefully scooped sone of the onelet on her fork.
"Are your hands trenbling?" he teased.

She narrowed her eyes then bravely shoved the food in her nouth.
Chew ng slowy, she | ooked past him Martin couldn't bear the

suspense much | onger. "Cone on, you like it, don't you?"

She swal | owed and | ooked at himw th one eyebrow raised. "This is

the strangest neal |'ve eaten since our adventure trek."
Di sappoi ntment crashed down on him "Huh. That's all?"

She ate another fork | oad then nodded while she chewed. "Hard to

believe, but it tastes delicious."

Martin grinned while triunph soared through him "I knewit." He
dug in. It had turned out just perfect. He | ooked at El eating faster
now. He'd mi ssed this woman but never expected it would feel so good
to be with her again. Then he realized sonething. "You are the first

person in the world to try a Martin Sander pasta onelet."
"l an? Boy, do | feel special now"

"You should.” He chuckled. "I never dared to nake it for anyone
el se before.™

She stroked a finger over her cheek. "Hm | wonder what that
inplies. A You don't care what | think of you. B: You enjoy
torturing me while you're really trying to do sonething good. C You

trust ne with the darkest side of your character because of point A



| guess it's all three.”

"I should go. It's no fun to torture sonmeone who | ooks ri ght
through you.”™ Wth no intention of |eaving, he put the plate down and

| eaned over the edge of the boat. "Not sure if | can swmthat far."
"Don't rock the boat."
"I think | see alligators.”

She chortled then set her enpty plate down. "Thanks for feeding
me. I"'mfull to bursting. My stomach is probably in shock."

"Good." He gobbled up the rest of his food and | eaned back in the
pillows, |ooking up at the black ceiling. He hadn't felt so at ease
in nmonths, so hinself. "The rain has stopped. Can you see the stars

in a clear night, lying right here?"

"I'"d have to clean the glass roof first." She paused then nudged
himw th her foot. "What are you doing here? Four nonths and no word
fromyou. Suddenly you ring ny doorbell during a night sprung froma

horror novie."

"“I"ve been kind of busy." Not too busy though. After the disaster
trek with El, he had to cure his concussion and wallow in self-pity.
Several tines he'd thought about calling her but never did. Couldn't.
Then hi s unexpected i nheritance changed everything. But he didn't
want to spoil the evening with the weird story so he said, "Sonething

strange happened today. |'ve just returned from Tenerife."
She whistled. "Sonetinmes | envy you for your job."

"“Yeah, got nme a nice sun tan."” Miuch as he tried, he couldn't
muster a grin. "I was driving back from Frankfurt airport and saw the
sign for your exit. | imagined dropping by and surprising you, but

not seriously. Then the thunderstorm made ne reconsider."”

"Seeking shelter? | see." The corners of El's nouth drooped, her

chin lifted. "I've got a guest room No problem™

"Wait, there's nore. The thunderstormrem nded me too nmuch of your



tenper so | decided against a visit."

She | aughed. "I always knew there's a coward | urking under the

macho. "

Martin | aughed but held up his hand to silence her. If he didn't

spill the strange events of this evening now he'd start believing
that he'd imagined it all. "When | saw the five hundred nmeter sign
before the turn off, hail set in, forcing ne to slow down. | stil

t hought you'd just slamthe door in ny face."

"Maybe | should have." The corners of her nouth twitched with the

strain of keeping a straight face.

"And then | saw the flashing headlights. H gh beanms. Com ng
towards ne fast. The crazy bastard was going the wong way on the
Aut obahn. 1'd just passed a car and could only hope |I'd have enough
space to cut in. Half blinded by the brights, | yanked the whee
around and hit the exit ranp at the |ast second.” H's heart beat
faster while he renmenbered.

Gi nning, El shook her head. "You nade that up."

O course, she wouldn't believe him Martin slathered his voice
Wi th pathos. "Fate sent ne here. O sone higher power that enjoys a
good j oke."

"I'"d never have thought of you as the hand of God." Her grin
slowy faded and a glint sparked in her eyes. "But then you never

know. Tell ne about Tenerife."

Sur prised, he studied her. "You've never been there? It's al npost

as popul ar as Ml |l orca anong Germans. "

"No. Never." Her auburn curls danced as she shook her head again.

Her eyes urged hi m on.
Suspi ci on bubbl ed up inside him "Wat's this about?"

"Renmenber Ralf, ny brother in law? He's finally going to get
married. "



"To the lovely Jenny?" He still renenbered her well, when she cane

to the rescue of Martin's girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend.

El nodded. "Yes, and | want themto have a bl ast of a honeynoon.

And it has to be cheap. The pig-headed nule won't let ne treat them"

"And you don't believe in fate?" Martin | aughed. Gazing into her
i ght-brown, alnost gol den, eyes, he knew he'd gladly accept his |ot

for once.
"What's so funny?" Her forehead creased.
He sm rked.

She kicked his shin. "You're still the sanme old jerk."
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