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Chapter 1: The Deal




Harvey's hands moved through the dough like they were conducting a symphony only he could hear. Flour dusted his forearms, catching in the dark hair that showed beneath his rolled-up sleeves. The pasta dough had reached that perfect texture—smooth as silk but with just enough resistance to let him know it was alive, breathing, waiting to become something more. Here in his small kitchen off the side street, his bakery was picking up some traction but not enough yet. His dream remained to be the top chef, not just in this country but in the world. But how was he ever going to achieve that from this small space? He had no connections, no money, and poor prospects. All he had was ambition. Was ambition enough? 

He'd learned to make pasta from his grandmother, back when he was eight years old and barely tall enough to see over the counter. She'd spoken no English, only Italian, and had communicated through her hands, through the way she folded the dough, through the pressure of her fingers as they shaped each piece. Now, twenty-three years later, Harvey made pasta the same way. With love. With patience. With the kind of attention most people reserved for their children. Each piece was a child and he almost felt like he didn't want to sell it to anybody. But what kind of a baker or a chef does that? He had to sell it to all who came to his shop. And these days very few will come until that one fateful day.

The shop was empty at three in the afternoon. It was always empty at that time of day. Morning brought a few regulars—old men who ordered the same thing every time, office workers grabbing something quick. Dinner brought a modest crowd, enough to keep the lights on and the rent paid, but never enough for anything more. The shop sat on a street that Google Maps seemed to forget existed, wedged between a laundromat that smelled like detergent and broken dreams and a pawn shop with bars on the windows. It wasn't an attractive place and few would ever find it easily. But it was his. 

Harvey pressed the heel of his hand into the dough, folding it over itself. The rhythm soothed him. Press, fold, turn. Press, fold, turn. His thoughts wandered as his hands worked, traveling to the places they always went when he let his guard down. He thought about the restaurant he'd never have. The gleaming kitchen with copper pots hanging from the ceiling. The dining room where people would wait months for a reservation. The reviews that would call him a genius, an artist, a master. Thinking about it, he smiled because it gave him happiness. But the dream was not being realized right now and he wondered if it ever would be. 

He thought about television cameras capturing his hands as they moved, about teaching millions of people the secrets his grandmother had whispered to him in Italian. He thought about cookbook deals and endorsement contracts and a life where he didn't have to check his bank account before buying groceries. That was the life he wanted. He wanted to teach people the beauty of making and eating wonderful food and he wanted to be there desperately. 

But mostly, he thought about the gap between where he was and where he wanted to be. That gap felt wider than the ocean his grandmother had crossed to come to America. Wider and deeper and impossible to bridge without something he didn't have. Resources. Connections. Luck. Some people had it made because they had a family name. He didn't. Some people had it made because they had inherited money. He hadn't. But he knew he had talent. 

The dough was ready. He covered it with a clean towel and set it aside to rest. Then he moved to the stove, where a pot of water had begun to steam. He added salt—more than most people would dare, but his grandmother had taught him that pasta water should taste like the sea and he knew it also prevented the pasta from sticking together. A little secret she had told him. While the water worked toward a boil, he started on the sauce.

Tomatoes first. He'd bought them that morning from the produce market, choosing each one by hand, pressing gently to test for ripeness. The good tomatoes didn't come from the supermarket. They came from the old man with the stand on Fifth Street, the one who grew them in his backyard and sold them for pocket change. Harvey had learned which vendors cared about their product and which ones just wanted to make a sale. Looking at the tomatoes he remembered climbing the fence into the old man's yard and sliding down the small aisles on his belly to pluck lovely, luscious plum tomatoes and smell that wonderful aroma of tomato plants and the basil nearby. Now he was selling those tomatoes; Harvey was buying them. 

He scored the bottom of each tomato with a small X, then dropped them into the boiling water for exactly forty-five seconds. Not a minute. Not thirty seconds. Forty-five. The skins loosened, peeling away like they'd been waiting for permission to leave. He plunged them into ice water, stopped the cooking, then slipped the skins off with his fingers. It all happened so quickly, like a virtuoso of the stove. 

The scent of fresh tomato filled the small kitchen. Harvey closed his eyes and breathed it in. This smell meant home. It meant Sunday dinners with his grandmother, meant being young enough to believe that wanting something badly enough would make it true.

He chopped the tomatoes roughly, letting their juice run onto the cutting board. Into a pan went olive oil, garlic sliced thin as paper, and a pinch of red pepper flakes. The garlic sizzled, releasing its sharp perfume. Harvey watched it carefully. Garlic could turn from perfect to burned in seconds, and burned garlic tasted like regret.

When the garlic had just begun to turn golden, he added the tomatoes. They hit the hot oil with a hiss, their juice steaming. He added fresh basil, torn by hand because cutting it with a knife bruised the leaves and released too much bitterness. Salt. A tiny bit of sugar to balance the acidity. Nothing more.

The sauce would simmer for twenty minutes, no longer. His grandmother had taught him that too. Longer cooking made the tomatoes taste tinny, metallic. Twenty minutes kept them bright, alive, tasting like summer. Everything had to be done in its time. Not later, not earlier. 

While the sauce cooked, Harvey cleaned his workspace. He wiped down the counter, swept the floor, organized his spices. The shop was his temple, and he kept it immaculate. Every knife had its place. Every pot hung where it belonged. Order created space for magic, his grandmother had said. Chaos created only more chaos. He smiled thinking of her saying that. 

The bell above the door chimed. Harvey looked up, surprised. Three in the afternoon never brought customers. It was the time for settling down and getting ready for tomorrow.

A man stood in the doorway. He wore an expensive, well-tailored suit and his shoes were so polished that they caught the light from the window. He was older—maybe sixty, maybe seventy—with silver hair slicked back and eyes that seemed to see through things instead of just looking at them, black as coal with glinting spots—almost sparks coming from them. He was a stranger and Harvey wondered why he was here and how he had come to his shop. 

Harvey wiped his hands on his apron. "We open for dinner at five," he said. Perhaps the man didn't know when dinner was served but Harvey was willing to be a gracious guest.

The man smiled. It wasn't a warm smile. "I'm not here for dinner."

"Then—"

"I'm here for you, Harvey."

The way he said the name made Harvey's spine stiffen. Like he knew things. Like this wasn't a random visit.  What could he want? There were no outstanding bills this month.

"Do I know you?" Harvey asked. Looking at the man, he felt himself frowning a bit but he couldn't stop it because he was taken aback by what the man had said; he'd come for Harvey. But what did that mean?

"No. But I know you." The man stepped inside, letting the door close quietly behind him. The shop suddenly felt smaller. "I know you make the best pasta in this city. I know you learned from your grandmother, Rosa Calabrese, who learned from her mother in a small village outside Naples. I know you dream of more than this." He gestured around the empty shop with an expensive gloved hand.  Everything about him was expensive; that's what worried Harvey. Was the landlord going to sell the property?

Harvey's heart hammered against his ribs. "Who are you?"

"Someone who can make your dreams come true." The man walked to the counter, running one finger along its edge. "I can make you the most famous chef in America. Television shows. Your own cooking program. Endorsement deals worth millions. Restaurants with Michelin stars. Everything you've ever wanted."  Now Harvey was thinking, "This guy must be high on drugs because what he's proposing is my ultimate dream and that can't be so." 

"This is a joke." He had to rest himself against the counter in the back because he was feeling shaky.

"No joke. I'm quite serious." No change came over the man's face as he said this.  He stared straight at Harvey. 

Harvey laughed, but it came out wrong, strangled. "Nobody just walks in and offers to make someone famous."

"I do." The man's eyes locked onto Harvey's. "But there are conditions."

"Conditions." Of course there would be conditions, but what could they possibly be? Did this guy want him to open some kind of a drug den?

"Two of them. First, you must change your name from Harvey to Herve. It sounds more sophisticated. More European. Americans expect their great chefs to have continental flair." This wasn't so easy to do because Harvey had been given that name to honor someone who had saved a relative's life. If he changed it, he was bringing dishonor, so that wasn't going to happen, if he could help it.

Harvey opened his mouth, closed it. The whole situation felt like a fever dream, like he'd fallen asleep over his pasta dough and was hallucinating.

"Second," the man continued, "you must never fall in love."

"What?" At this point, he didn't even have a girlfriend, but he had hopes.

"Never fall in love. Not with anyone. The moment you do, everything I give you will vanish. You'll be back here, back to this shop, back to being nobody."

"That's insane."

"That's the deal." The man reached into his jacket and pulled out a business card. He set it on the counter between them. The card was blank except for a phone number. "Think about it. Call me when you decide."

He turned and walked out. The bell chimed again, and then he was gone, leaving Harvey alone with a blank business card and a sauce that needed stirring.

Harvey stood frozen for a long moment. Then he laughed again, this time genuine amusement bubbling up. Some kind of prank. Had to be. His friends were messing with him. Except Harvey didn't have friends who could afford suits like that or who would put that much effort into a joke.

He stirred the sauce, turned off the heat, tasted it. Perfect. Always perfect. His pasta was always perfect, and it never mattered because nobody knew about it.

The business card sat on the counter. Harvey picked it up, turned it over. Nothing but the phone number.

Never fall in love. What kind of condition was that? Who would ask that of anyone?

But then again, what kind of chef was he, really? A nobody making perfect pasta in a shop nobody visited, dreaming dreams that would never come true.

Harvey slipped the card into his pocket. He'd think about it. Maybe. Or maybe he'd throw it away and forget this ever happened.

Except he knew he wouldn't forget. Dreams didn't let go that easily.








