
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Melody took Tia’s hand, standing next to her and stood with her, looking out into the ocean. With Tia holding her hand, it felt like she was seeing the ocean it its true form for the first time. The waves moved with purpose, to give and take life. The creatures within it relied on the movement, the construct. Particles, molecules, she could see them working together within the blue. Dazzling with lifecycles and all with individual jobs to do. All connected to the same purpose. Be water. Be the ocean.

“Are you ready?” Tia asked.

“For what?” Melody heard her voice, but she was so focused on the water in front of her, dazzled by the vividness with which she could now see.

“To go back.”

“But the tide...” Melody said, but Tia moved close to her. Melody could feel her naked, wet skin pressing to her, soaking through her clothes. Tia placed a gentle finger on Melody’s lips, a gentle move that surprised her, because Tia’s eyes sparkled with amusement. 

“I am the tide, sweetheart.”
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The people of Juniper Island weren’t poor. 

They had access to some of the best eating establishments; places sought out by elite tourists every summer season. They didn’t need a restaurant that gave away free meals: rosemary biscuits with carnation petal jam to an ailing couple after the funeral for their son; a slice of strawberry and rhubarb pie to a nerdy teenager the night before her first boy-girl dance; a yam and turnip stew to the island’s only real estate agent, rumored to be the richest man on the island. 

While the locals had everything they could possibly want, the new restaurant was not there to cater to desires. It served only what a customer needed and nothing more.

It was crazy to open a restaurant in the middle of winter; tourist season didn’t officially begin until after Memorial Day. The other restaurants on the island routinely shut down during the winter. They were sure the new restaurant would be out of business quickly. 

The people of Juniper also knew a restaurant that gave away food wouldn’t remain a secret for long, because the restaurant in question wasn’t giving away free meals just to hopeless cases or friends or family members. Anyone hungry on the North Shore of the island ended up there, and they were never asked to pay a dime. 

That didn’t mean people left without leaving something behind. The real estate agent wrote a check to the children’s hospital and left it under his napkin. The teenager, a mood-stone ring, strangely permanently affixed to an aqua blue. The grieving couple left a family photograph on the hostess booth. 

The items left behind often ended up elsewhere. The children’s hospital got the check. The photo attached itself to the altar of the island’s only church, the place where the boy had been Christened. The ring appeared on the finger of a boy, blushing after his first kiss with a girl he met at a school dance. In any case, the owner never kept any of the items left behind.

There were rumors that the owner of the restaurant was not from Juniper Island. Everyone knew who he was, but no one really knew what he looked like. No one recalled him ever leaving the kitchen, and as far as they could tell, he was the only one who cooked the food. The few who said they caught glimpses of him through the swinging kitchen door said that he was as old as dirt, and others said he was barely out of his twenties. 

Whispers of how the owner managed to stay in business ranged from old money inherited from family, to international drug cartel hiding from tax collectors. The theory of his origin changed based on the cuisine served. Some said Chinese, some said old world European, some suggested South American, Russian, African. The rumors of food and looks and even magic passed the lips of the residents like wildfire.

And where there’s smoke, there’s Tonac.
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Melody arrived by bus onto Juniper Island at two in the morning. She carried a crumpled paperback, three dollars in small change in her pocket, and everything she owned in a book bag slung over her shoulder. It was late April, just warm enough that she could sleep on a small outcropping of the beach without being noticed. In the morning, she used the showers under the pier to rinse her sand-crusted hair and feet. 

She needed a home and she needed a job.

When she had left her mom’s house two days ago, it was after an argument about Melody’s divorce. Her mother didn’t understand why she let her ex-husband have everything. Her ex-husband had a lawyer—a lawyer she paid for—draw up the divorce papers. It was two thousand dollars of savings she had managed to squirrel away from his cocaine and gambling habits; well worth the price simply to be rid of him. She was not afraid to call herself a wimp in the matter for not making him pay for the whole thing, as long as she could get as far away from her mistakes as possible.

Melody found a quiet place to stash her book bag in a hidden spot underneath the pier, and took her three dollars, her ID, and put on a thin hoodie, setting out toward Main Street. 

She thought about the bus driver who had dropped her off at his last stop before turning the bus around. 

“Juniper Island is where you want to go,” he’d said after she’d mentioned she needed a job. “North Shore.”

“Why the North Shore? Is the rent reasonable?”

“Everything you’ll need is on the North Shore,” he said. “Just stay out of the water, no matter how safe you think it might be. Undercurrents.”

He’d told her he had been a bus driver for nearly all of his life, and even with his dumpy body, his peppered hair, and his fat, bumpy nose, there was a level of calmness and surety in his words that forced Melody to pay attention.

“Is there a job opening somewhere?”

He smiled to himself quietly. The bus rolled to a stop and he pulled the lever to open the door. He turned in his seat to face her and motioned to the darkness. 

“You may not find exactly what you thought you wanted, but you’ll get whatever it is that you need.”

Melody crossed Main Street after getting directions to the North Shore. She knew where north was, of course. The ocean was to the east, although from the middle of Main Street, one could hardly see it since it was blocked by a massive hotel. What she couldn’t tell was how far “North Shore” was. Would she be able to walk there? 

A small woman walking her pug to the beach had laughed at her, loud enough to be embarrassing, and let her know that the island was only six miles long, and a mile wide.

“You won’t get lost for long,” she said. “Just head north. Keep going even if it doesn’t look right. You’ll know.”

Melody headed north on the street that was closest to the ocean, passing condos and residential beach homes. 

Thirty minutes later, the street ended.

It looked like the end because what was in front of her didn’t look like a road any more. A large rusted iron bar was posted on top of two wood beams as a barrier. A faded yellow warning sign dangled on one bolt from the middle, graffiti turned the words into an unsightly display of male genitalia. Beyond the barrier, there was a foot path between two towering sand dunes, covered in beach grass.

Melody scanned the closest beachfront vacation homes for signs of life. She was tempted to ask for directions. This couldn’t be what people meant by North Shore. There wasn’t anything there. Maybe she’d already passed it.

She crossed the pavement to turn back and caught sight of a red clay tile roof just beyond the sand dunes. 

Keep going, even if it doesn’t look right.

She ducked underneath the iron bar and followed the path. She’d gone this far. She was determined to find out what the bus driver wanted her to see. Maybe it wouldn’t be helpful, but at least she’d be able to say she tried.

Stepping out from between the twin sand dunes, the footpath stopped at the drive of the two-story building, looking almost like a large vacation home except for the industrial piping on the roof. The sand-colored paint was fresh on the stucco walls. There was a wooden porch off to the side, disappearing around the back of the building. An overhang of bamboo thatch provided shade to the porch. Waves of heat and smoke drifted skyward from one of the industrial pipes poking out of the roof. The scent of baked sweetness teased her nose, but became lost to the breeze of the ocean before she managed to figure out what it could be.

Beyond the building was the beach and the end of the island. A few dozen feet away from the shoreline, out in the ocean, stood a black and white striped lighthouse on a rocky island. It didn’t look like the water could be that deep, as the base of the lighthouse appeared to be about the same height as the edge of the main beach. She imagined she could wade out to the lighthouse’s island.

Just stay out of the water, no matter how safe you think it might be. Undercurrents.

The view was lovely, but she highly doubted this was what the bus driver meant when he said what she needed was on the North Shore. Or was he just trying to send her on a small adventure to look at a tourist attraction? Maybe that was why the old lady had laughed at her. Crazy locals.

The wind settled down in the lee of the dunes and the smell of sweet baked goods returned. The more she looked at the building, the more it reminded her of a bed and breakfast. The second floor had windows and a couple of balconies, blending into the structure’s stucco. 

The scent of sweetness and flour invaded her nose and sent her stomach rumbling. She dug her change out of her pocket, hoping it was enough for at least a biscuit and a cup of coffee. Maybe just the biscuit and some water. She hoped it wasn’t the type of place that charged for water.

The only writing on the outside of the building was the word Mayana scribbled on a sheet of paper in black marker and taped to the glass screen door. The baking smell lured her to open the door and step inside.

Maybe they needed a waitress. Or a busgirl. She couldn’t remember ever staying in a bed and breakfast before. Motels, sure, but weren’t bed and breakfasts supposed to be fancier? She thought about what lie she could tell the manager to convince him that she could do the job. 

That’s great. Start your new life based on a lie. That’s the way to go.

Inside, candles and oil lamps lit the front entrance, illuminating a banner of Aztec designs hand-painted into the wall above her head. The entire lobby reminded her of a picture she once saw of a South American resort. 

There was no one at the mahogany front desk, which looked better suited for an executive office than a restaurant. On both sides of the hallway were two large archways openings. The rooms had clusters of tables and chairs set up. 

Two dining rooms. Didn’t a bed and breakfast need sitting areas? The black painted wood tables were covered with gauzy tablecloths and lit candles in short vases. Melody could smell rose and vanilla blending with the baking smells coming from a hidden kitchen. She counted four people sitting together in the first dining room to her right and a couple at a table in the second dining room. 

It was as she was deciding to just seat herself or wait that she noticed the mural painted around the fireplaces in each of the dining rooms. She moved closer, ignoring the two patrons huddled together near the window. The mural was an old world map, one where the continents were horribly misshapen. There were sea monsters emerging from the seas and dragons among the mountains. Hovering above different areas of the globe were portraits of people sharing a meal in their homes. A portrait hovering over China showed a woman and a child sharing bowl of noodles. One portrait above France had a man making coffee. 

Very cute. It was enough to make anyone hungry even hungrier. By the time they got their food, people were probably so hungry they would have eaten hockey pucks and been happy about it. 

There came a scuffling noise from behind a rear door to the dining room. A short man, nearly half Melody's five foot eight, came out carrying a tray with crackers and soup bowls. He wore black pleated slacks and a white dress shirt. The little person had his black hair slicked back on his head. 

He ignored Melody and walked over to the patrons at the table, serving the bowls of soup and crackers. His lips pursed, his eyes fixed on his work. 

Task completed, he turned to Melody, pressing his fists against his hips. "Would you sit down, please?” He jerked his chin toward the crowd of empty tables. “Pick one.”

Rude. Was that who she’d have to work with? Maybe she better rethink this plan. Melody perched herself on a chair at a table close to the mural. Her stomach vibrated with hunger. She’d at least get some toast before she made the trek back to town to try somewhere else.

"What do you want to drink?" The man produced a glass; she wasn't sure where he got it. It seemed to come out of thin air. There must be a cart somewhere she couldn't see from where she sat.

"Water is fine. May I see a menu, please?"

He scoffed and left the table. He returned a moment later with a pitcher of ice water. He filled her glass and turned to leave.

"Where's the menu?"

He ignored her and walked away. 

This place better have some fabulous food if it wanted to stay open, she thought. She may be in luck; this guy would scare the guests. She'd talk to the manager about the service and offer her own nice personality as an alternative.

The waiter returned, tray in hand, steam drifting from plates of food. He stopped at Melody's table and started placing dishes in front of her.

"I didn't order anything yet."

He rolled his eyes and put down a container of yellow jam. Without a word, he carried his tray back into the kitchen.

In front of her was a large platter of still-steaming scones and a plate of bacon and eggs to the side, as if an afterthought.

Melody’s eyes shifted to the couple a few tables away. The woman stared off at the wall as she absently spooned soup into her mouth. The older man broke from his daze, his eyes meeting Melody’s. 

His thin mouth lifted up in a warm smile. "Your first time, hm?" he asked.

First time at a restaurant? Melody tilted her head, eyebrow raised. "Is he always so rude?"

He laughed, breaking the woman’s trance, causing her to look up from her soup. The older man spoke again. "You'll learn how it works. Just...enjoy your food."

Melody gazed down at her plate again. The fragrance of pineapple, glazed sugar and melted butter mixed together and tickled her nose. How was she going to pay for this? 

Her stomach’s incessant growling forced her to drop her concern. If the owner had a problem, she’d complain about the service. 

She opened a scone, slathered on the pineapple jam and took a bite.

As the pineapple sage touched her tongue, Melody’s eyes closed of their own bidding. Savory flavors mixed with the fluffiest sweet pastry she’d ever eaten astounded her taste buds. 

When the food slid down her throat, the restaurant disappeared, her mind blacked out completely, dulling her senses like wading thickly inside a dream.

Her surroundings swirled away and then solidified into a bakery she remembered as a kid, when she’d been innocent to the world’s dangers. A younger version of her mother stood next to her, holding her hand. Melody pointed to what she wanted to taste. An old woman with softly gnarled hands and a sweet smile stood behind the counter. “Samples are free,” she said as she handed Melody a biscuit, her voice soft like a song. 

Melody’s feet glued to the floor as she watched the man behind the counter roll and cut fresh dough into biscuits. The older woman hummed a tune, soft and inviting, as she packaged treats into boxes. She half sang the words as she spoke. "No worries, pet. Nothing a drop of honey can't solve." 

The aromas and tastes washed over Melody. No cares. No worries. Safe, warm and inviting. Someplace she always loved and felt loved.

She couldn’t remember the last time she felt that way. If she was honest with herself, it was the way she wanted to feel forever and ever. It was everything she thought she needed. If she could just feel that way, like how she’d felt back in that bakery, she’d be happy.

She finished the last of the scone and her eyes fluttered open. The old man had moved to sit in front of her.  Melody jerked her head, surprised to see him so close. How long had she been daydreaming?

His eyes were gentle and his smile warm. “Welcome back," he said.

"Huh?" Her thoughts were foggy. "What happened?"

"Don't worry. You'll get used to it." He smiled. "The food's good, eh?"

Melody looked down at her plate. The delicious scone was gone. She still had eggs and bacon left, but she felt satisfied and a little lighter. "Is it drugged?"

He laughed. "No. Not at all. And trust me, I’ve done my fair share to know.” He winked toward his wife, who rolled her eyes. He turned back to Melody. “I don't understand how it works myself, but it's good. And when it’s that good, you don't question it." He stood up. "You should come back again. It seems as if you need it. The food can help."

"Help with what?" 

"Help with whatever you need help with. The chef here doesn't give you what you want. He gives you what you need." He winked again, and motioned to his wife, who stood, collecting her purse. "Just go with it,” he said. He said goodbye and they left the dining room.

Melody settled into her seat, her arms crossed over her stomach. As the dazzled feeling ebbed away bit by bit, she felt into her pocket, hearing the rattling of change.
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A New Job
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Melody finished her meal and waited for the short man to come back. When ten minutes passed and she was still sitting there, she stood up and tiptoed back to the hallway near the front door. The space was empty. No service? Didn't they worry about people running out on them?

As if reading her mind, shuffling feet sounded behind her. She spun, stopping short as the man breezed past her. He headed for her table, collecting the dishes. 

Melody hid her shaking hand behind her back, worried that she couldn’t afford the bill. "How much was it? Where do I pay?" She bit back a ready demand to see the manager. She would have to get a job somewhere else. After he learned she only had small change in her pocket, they’d probably force her to wash dishes or maybe even call the cops. It wasn’t her fault they didn’t have a proper menu like every other sensible restaurant. 

The waiter ignored her. He flicked out a white rag from his back pocket, and wiped down the table. 

She cut across the room, blocking his path back to the kitchen. "How much?"

He slowly turned, with an eyebrow half-cocked. "How much you got?" 

"I'm not giving you all of my cash."

"Then give me what you want."

Her mouth popped open. "You mean a tip?"

"I mean, whatever you felt the meal was worth."

Melody's mind jumbled with questions; she couldn't work her mouth to make out a coherent sentence. 

"Whatever,” he said. He rolled his eyes and waved her off. “Just leave it on the desk.” He walked around her and toward the swinging door. 

If that wasn't the strangest...she couldn't even think of the words to use. So this restaurant has no menu and rude service. The food was great, possibly with some kind of funky illegal, psychotropic inducing ingredients, though she wasn’t sure if she wanted to think about that. Now she wasn't supposed to pay? Or they didn't have set prices? That would make sense, considering she couldn’t pick what she wanted, it wouldn’t be expected to pay an unknown price. Could someone just walk out if they felt like it? 

She checked the front desk again. There were three photographs on top, each one depicting the older couple that had been there earlier, only in the photos they looked unhappy, like they were posed next to each other. 

Photographs, not money. Whatever the meal was worth? It was worth a couple of old photographs?

Melody checked her pockets and as she did, she thought of the delicious scones. The memories of the long ago bakery came back to her. The food was better than anything she had ever eaten, but she couldn’t afford to give him everything, could she? 

She pulled out the three dollars and her ID card. It was everything she had. Her book bag just had a few items of clothing. They weren’t worth much. What she had that was of any value was in her palms.

She dropped all of her money on the table. They had no use for an ID. But then she looked at it. Her ID still had her old married name on it. She should keep it but...

Go for broke. She dropped it on the table next to her money. Everything that could have been valuable to her she left on the table. Every last thing she really owned. What was she doing? What if it wasn’t enough? What if another customer came in and took the money? What would they do with her identity? She supposed it was their problem now.

Somehow in her heart it felt like the right thing to do.

~ ☼ ~

Outside, she realized she’d been silly. Now that she’d already left, she wondered how she could go back in and ask for a job. Hello. I’m homeless and poor. Can I have a job? 

Melody stalled out on the porch, searching the area for any more potential customers. She had questions and she was dying to ask someone about their experiences. Maybe someone else knew who the owner was and if he was friendly.

She really hoped it wasn’t the short waiter.

After ten minutes, no one showed up and Melody became restless. The air was electric with freshness and that combined with the sunshine and the food in her stomach ignited something that almost felt like bravery. She wanted to stretch her legs. Maybe she’d walk once around the building. Maybe she’d be able to find a window to get a look at the kitchen. She wanted to see who she was going to face before meeting him.

She circled the building and discovered the steps to the wooden back porch. A variety of seedlings grew in wooden pots along the railing. She recognized a tomato plant but the rest were still too young to figure out. In the corner was a koi pond in a raised tank as big as several bathtubs. One, two...eight goldfish and one black one. That sounded familiar, like something she read out of a feng shui book. 

She was admiring the view of the lighthouse and the beach when a motion caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. A tall guy was leaning against the archway of the open rear door. Her cheeks heated as she turned to face him; she’d been caught snooping around. 

His eyes were the color of cinnamon and his dark hair was tousled with bits of blond, as if having spent long hours in the sun. She might have placed him in his early twenties, although his wizened eyes made her second-guess, making her wonder if he was older.

“Hi,” he said as he pushed himself off the frame and stepped forward, holding out a hand. 

Melody instinctively placed her palm in his. An ocean breeze swept around them, freshly teased warm by the sun. 

“Melody,” she said, forcing the word out to break the silence and cut off the unusual feeling coursing through her. It was bad enough that he’d caught her snooping. Why did he have to be attractive?

“Me-lo-dy,” he spoke her name slowly, making it sound exotic. 

“Melody Green.”

“Melody Green.” His tone suggested he wasn’t surprised, as if he had already known it before she said anything. “Was the food okay?”

She blinked and then swallowed to find her voice. “Uh, yeah, it was good.” She wasn’t exactly a food critic. “I’m actually new in town.” He looked at her, waiting quietly for her to continue. “I was wondering...”

“About a job?” The more he spoke, the more she picked up that English wasn’t his first language. She couldn’t pinpoint his accent, but he wasn’t a native speaker. The way he enunciated every syllable was too precise.

“Right. Are you the manager?”

“I make the food.”

“You’re a chef?”

“I’m just really good at what I do.”

Melody’s eyebrows scrunched together. “So who owns this place?”

The corner of his mouth twitched, like he wanted to smile but stopped himself. “I do.”

This made her blink a few times and take another look at the guy. He loomed over a head and a half taller than her, with a surfer’s broad shoulders that tapered to a narrow waist. There was the shadow of stubble, but the roughness just made his angular jaw and strong cheekbones more alluring. He wore a black, short-sleeved fitted dress shirt and dark blue jeans. A sun tattoo peeked out from the side of his forearm. Ruggedly handsome, and with his cinnamon eyes, he was striking.

Melody faltered, shifting her weight on her feet. “Then, um, would you need a resume?”

“You’ve never worked in a restaurant before?” Something in his tone actually made it sound like he knew she hadn’t, he was just confirming his suspicions.

“Not really.” His eyes were intense on her. She felt she couldn’t move and lying was an ability she could barely pull off, even if she wasn’t nervous. “But I’ve had lots of other jobs.” Smooth one, Melody, show him how unstable you are.

He seemed unperturbed about her admission and stepped toward the back door, opening it for her and motioning her through. “Come on in.”

She stepped inside into a short, dark hallway that turned sharply to the left. After being in the bright sunlight, Melody’s eyes needed a moment to adjust, but as she did, she took in the delicious smells coming from the kitchen. She assumed the hallway was behind the staircase she’d seen earlier. “Is this a bed and breakfast?”

“Just the breakfast part. With lunch and dinner.”

“What’s upstairs?”

“Bedrooms.”

Melody laughed nervously. “Do you ever have guests stay in the bedrooms?”

“Only if they need to. I don’t think anyone has ever needed to.” He shoved open a swinging door and held it open on the other side for her.

She was hit then with the full force of the mingled aromas: savory, sweet, tangy, sharp, buttery...there was no break from it. It tickled her senses until she nearly tasted every flavor, her mouth watering in anticipation. The kitchen had sandy colored tile flooring, and there was an avocado green fridge leftover from the sixties in the corner. Dead center was a large silver prepping table. Trays of breads, a variety of fresh vegetables and meats inside crates sat on top of it now.

Surrounding the walls were about twenty different ovens and stovetops from what looked like every generation of style. There was an old bread oven built into one portion of the wall and an old iron boxwood stove in the corner with the pipe leading into the ceiling. There was an old gas stove from what she thought might have been the fifties, along with several other generations of ovens from the seventies, eighties and more recent years. 

One of the newer model ovens beeped.

“What’s your name?” Melody asked as he crossed the room to hit the timer on the stovetop. 

“Tonac.” He reached into the oven, poking around, and then drew back his finger quickly to put it in his mouth.

“Careful,” she said. Was she distracting him enough that he forgot things? She spotted a pot holder hanging on the wall, snatched it and held it up for him. “You can’t stick your hand in there.”

Tonac glanced at the pot holder, but his eyes drifted up to her face. “Thank you.” His gaze locked on hers as he took the holder. 

She found herself caught up in the strange cinnamon eyes. He looked away first, and used the pot holder to pull the rack out of the oven. He stuffed his bare finger into the casserole. He jerked his hand back, popping his fingers into his mouth. He smacked his lips and closed the oven door. “Janine will love this.”

“Who?”

“Eleven o’clock.”

Melody blinked. Owner. Chef. Professional nut job. She really needed to get out of here. “Look, I don’t want to bug you. I was just curious...”

“You need a place to stay and a job.”

How did he know she needed a place to stay? Was it because she said she was new? “Like I said, I just got here, and...”

“Who’re you running from?”

She choked in surprise and her fingertips hovered over the base of her throat. “What makes you think I’m running?”

“You’ve shown up looking for a job in a hoodie and with sandy hair. Did you sleep on the beach?”

Melody’s blush deepened and it was too late to play it cool to try to hide it. “I got in late last night.” Was that even an excuse? This was too close for a stranger. He was delving into her personal life. She was a half a country away from where she’d grown up and she was begging for a job. Did he need to know why?

He smiled warmly at her, and waved a hand toward the table. “Would you like to sit?”

This was good, right? He wasn’t shooing her out the door. Melody pulled out a stool from under the silver table and perched herself on it. Tonac did the same, sitting in front of her. His eyes moved over her face, causing her cheeks to heat even more. 

“So,” she said, hoping to break off the stare-down. “What do you put in your food?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Hm?”

“I mean, the...um...” Hallucinations? Radiant feeling of satisfaction? Was it laced with addictive substances like in cigarettes? Every question that popped into her mind sounded accusing.

He put his elbow on the silver table and leaned against it. “You mean the ingredients?” 

“Uh, yeah.”

“I’ve told you,” he smiled, his head tilted toward her. “I am just very good at what I do.” His accent thickened, as if it were a phrase he said a lot.

“Oh... okay.” Egotistical? No. From his tone, from the experience with the food, it was simply the way it was. He just knew it. “Where did you learn how to cook?”

“Shouldn’t I be giving the interview?”

“Sorry.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t be.” 

The way his eyes zeroed in on her, she felt unease. It was appallingly too intimate for someone she just met. Maybe the effect of the scones had lasted longer than she thought. Maybe she was still dream-walking.

“You came from out west?” he asked.

She forced her eyes toward the fridge, pretending to take in the surroundings to avoid looking at him so closely. “Uh huh.”

“And you’ve never been anywhere else?”

“I guess I never had the time.” Right after high school, she’d gotten married and Greg had never kept a job longer than a month. It was all she could do to keep up the rent on their one bedroom apartment. Despite not working, Greg didn’t clean, either. It had been a central theme to their many arguments.

“Where have you worked?”

“Well, my last job was at a car parts factory.” She rattled off a few more jobs. She’d been in retail in a clothing shop, worked in a day care and other jobs that hadn’t felt right to her. “I learn quickly.”

“I can tell,” he said, and the corner of his mouth rose. 

Maybe he didn’t mean it that way but it felt like he was teasing her. Was she wasting her time? Was he entertaining himself by talking to the new girl who he would send off when he got bored? “I’m sorry,” she said. “I knew it was a long shot. Maybe I should check with someone else.” She stood up. She was embarrassed enough to be asking like this. She didn’t need to be teased. 

His arm shot out and he captured her wrist before she could turn away. “Wait here, will you? Please? Just give me a minute.” 

She hesitated but the warmth in his eyes lured her to comply. He guided her by the wrist to sit down again before he dashed to the oven. He used the pot holder to pull out the casserole and placed it carefully on top of the stove. He fished a knife out of a side drawer and sliced out a piece. 

The swinging side door opened. The short waiter appeared. He gave Melody a sideways glance before he prepped a tray, placing it on a clear spot on the silver table.

Tonac plated the casserole and made a few final touches, garnishing it with fresh mint on the side. He handed the plate to the waiter who put the plate on the tray and backed out slowly through the swinging door again.

“So what’s the deal?” Melody asked. “You make whatever you feel like?” 

He shook his head. He snapped off the heat on the oven and eased the casserole dish to one side. He sliced the rest, placing the rest in a container and into the green fridge. The open fridge revealed a collection of leftovers in various shaped dishes.

You may not find exactly what you thought you wanted, but you’ll get whatever it is that you need.

“You make something new for every customer? What do you do with the leftovers?”

A coy smile edged across his lips. “You’ll see...if you get used to it.”

“Get used to what?”

“Working here.”

She blinked. “You mean...”

He crossed the room to a silver door against the wall, opening it to reveal a walk-in freezer. He threw the latch, yanking the door open and propped a rusted coffee can weighted with rocks in front of the door to hold it open. He glanced back at her, dropping a hand on his hip, waiting.

Melody got on her feet. What did he want from her? “I don’t understand.”

His eyes quietly settled on her face. “Could you?” She gaped at him, bewildered, until she noticed he was motioning to the two wooden crates of food sitting on the silver table. “They aren’t heavy.”

She picked up both crates at once and brought them over to him. He motioned her further into the freezer. She eyeballed the door. She’d seen too many movies where people became trapped inside a freezer. Stuck inside a cold room with a loony-tune cook. Where did he hide the meat cleaver?

He motioned for her to stand close to him and he reached into the crates to sort out the meats, and placed them carefully on the built-in shelves. “We’ve only been open since January. Tourist season is coming soon.”

“And you expect more customers?”

“The locals will get antsy when the tourists come in.”

“Huh?”

“We plan on being open late at night to cover when the bars close at two. The bartenders will be hungry and sleepy. You’re a night owl?”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand. You want to stay open late for the people who work late?”

“They’ll show up before and after work.”

“How do you know if you’ve never been open during tourist season before?”

He looked at her as if he didn’t understand her question. There was an awkward pause. “Chuck is usually pretty grumpy during the day. He likes night better. So maybe you can figure things out between you. You can work mornings and afternoons.”

“Are you going to hire more chefs?”

He had removed the last of the meat from the crates. He replaced them with a couple of brown paper wrapped packages that he fished out from the shelves. He shooed her back out and closed the freezer door. “I’m the only one who cooks here.”

“How are you going to be able to work for so long? And keep up with the people that come in?”

That coy smile caught in the corner of his mouth again, lighting up his cinnamon eyes. “I do what I have to. You know about that, right?”

She did. For about the past two years, she’d done nothing but do what she had to do, or what she thought she had to do. She’d stayed true to her marriage vows, worked hard, and did what she was told. It was always done with discomfort in the pit of her stomach. “But is it the right thing to do?”

His lips parted, and he froze as if he seemed a little caught off-guard by her question. He looked like he was about to say something when his eyes snapped shut. He pressed a hand to his forehead and swayed on his feet. 

“Whoa, hey,” she dropped the crates on the table. She reached out to him, her hand hovering over his arm but not quite touching. “Sit down. What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing. It’s okay.” He shook his head until his face wobbled. The smile returned to his face.

She became aware of how close to him she was standing when her hand reached to touch him. She realized what she’d almost done and dropped her hand. 

“You know it’s right when you feel it,” his voice was softer, his expression more lucid. “When you jump up in the morning ready to go instead of hitting the alarm for another five minutes.”

Melody, nervous under his gaze, laughed in an effort to break the moment. “No one likes to get up early.” 

He laughed too. “You think I’m crazy.”

She wasn’t sure what to think, but she shrugged, not wanting to commit one way or the other.

He turned from her, walking to the corner of the kitchen and picked up a broom. He returned and gave it to her. “I’ve never hired anyone before.”

She took the broom and coiled her hands around the handle. “What about...um...”

“Chuck? I never hired him.”

“Then how...”

“Long story.” He turned to the table, and began pulling things from different baskets and crates, putting a supply of vegetables and herbs and spices into his workspace. There was a blur of chopping and measuring and mixing. To Melody, it was like a cooking show on fast forward. 

So was she hired? She looked around the kitchen. The brilliant blue of the sky could be seen in tiny windows above the wall of ovens. The sunshine sent waves of energy through to her, giving her a new kick of bravery. She didn’t want to leave the kitchen. The smells were intoxicating. She could love it here. 

Then there was Tonac. Eccentric, proud, handsome. And something else, something she couldn’t put her finger on but she suddenly, desperately, wanted to figure out. 

“There’s a dustpan over in the corner.” His eyes stayed on her, as if waiting for her to make the final decision. He almost appeared to be worried. Was he more nervous about her agreeing to stay or that she would say she didn’t want to?

She moved toward the dustpan, wondering if she was the crazy one for choosing to work for this odd man. She thought of her crazy ex-husband, her mother a thousand miles away who had told her how to manage things in her life. Here was her first big decision. Her first step in her new life. 

When it’s that good, you don’t question it.

She picked up the dustpan. 
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A New Look
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Melody ignored the nagging urge to write a letter to her mother. For one, she didn’t have a penny to spend on a stamp. 

She’d spent the whole day yesterday scrubbing the kitchen until late afternoon, when Tonac had made her a pot of stew and sent her upstairs to pick out a room from among those that were vacant. Despite his claim that it wasn’t a bed and breakfast, the rooms were clean with fresh-smelling linens and she had her choice of three. 

She’d picked the one furthest down the hall because it had a balcony with an uninterrupted view of the North Shore. 

Now, as she stood out on that balcony under the purple and pink sky just before the sun broke over the water, she ignored that familiar obligation to do the right thing by family. It was too perfect of a day to ruin it by worrying about what her mother would think.

Returning inside, she put on her cleanest outfit from the book bag she had gathered from the beach the evening before. She felt nervous. Was she supposed to start work now? It felt odd to be sleeping in the same place where she would be working. Although it was a handy idea. If she needed a break, she could come back here to hide out. Is that where Chuck ran off to when he wasn’t serving tables? 

She flopped onto the four-poster bed with the burgundy comforter, trying not to think of her ex-husband and how he would have complained about the froufrou of the pillows and the woven antique chairs. She regretted ever having talked to him during her junior year of high school. She was relieved to be rid of him and had promised herself after she left that she wouldn’t fall for any guy for at least a couple of years. She was determined to enjoy and get to know herself again. For all of these years, it was all about Greg. It was time for Melody Green to do what she wanted.

The whole bedroom wasn’t really decorated to her taste. Cluttered was probably the word for it. The bed was kind of stiff. The mauve walls were a little too cozy. The array of furniture was actually unusable. The dresser was tiny and the drawers stuck. The whole piece took up so much space that felt way too big for the room. The sofa chair was stiff and the table in front of it was too tall for her. But she’d never complain; she had a view of the ocean all to herself. She thought at some point she could change the comforter. Maybe she could repaint the room and swap out some of the furniture. 

She jumped off the bed and sucked in a breath of the fresh ocean air. She needed to see what was going on downstairs. She needed to talk about a salary. She couldn’t just live and eat here. She needed clothes and... what else? Savings for retirement? Yes. She needed money to ensure her future. She also needed to consider a true career. Hopping from one thing to another wasn’t working out. She couldn’t simply work here forever, could she?
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