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Dedication
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For every person who has ever looked in the mirror and doubted their worth.

For every chef who’s been told their food is too much, and every person who’s been told the same about themselves.

For the best friends who refuse to let you give up, the loves who see you at your worst and still choose you, and the kitchens that feel like home.

And for anyone who has ever chased joy, confidence, and a damn good meal...

This one’s for you.




"You don't just wake up and become the butterfly. Growth is a process."

Rupi Kaur

"A recipe has no soul. You, as the cook, must bring soul to the recipe."

Thomas Keller



Disclaimer:

Warning: This book contains dangerously delicious descriptions of food, a complete disregard for calorie counting, and an abundance of carbs, butter, and joy. There are healthy recipes as well.

I am not a dietician, a nutritionist, or someone who measures out portions with a food scale. I’m just a storyteller who loves food, the way it comforts, the way it brings people together, and the way it makes life a little bit sweeter.

So if you’re looking for a serious guide on losing weight, this ain’t it.

But if you’re here for a heartfelt story about finding balance, embracing yourself, and learning that food is meant to be enjoyed... then pull up a chair. You’re in the right place. 







Encouraging Message & Resource Disclaimer

A Note from the Author

If you’re on your own journey with weight, body image, or finding balance with food, please know this: you are not alone.

The journey to feeling good in your own skin isn’t about a number on a scale—it’s about learning what works for you, what makes you feel strong, and what makes you happy.

If you ever feel overwhelmed, lost, or just need someone to help guide you, there are amazing resources and professionals out there who can support you.

This book is not a weight loss guide, nor am I a dietitian or nutritionist. I’m just someone who believes that food should bring joy, that every person deserves to feel confident in their own skin, and that life is too short to count every single calorie.

If you’re struggling, don’t be afraid to reach out, ask for help, and find what works for you. You are already enough.

And you deserve to feel that way.

Katlyn Rose
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Prologue

[image: ]




I know exactly how much I weigh.

It’s a number I don’t say out loud, not even to myself. I write it on sticky notes, shove them in drawers, tell myself I’ll start on Monday, next month, next year. But no matter how hard I try to ignore it, it’s always there, stitched into the fabric of my existence like the seams of a too-tight chef’s coat.

People think being a chef means indulging, feasting, living in a world where every bite is an expression of art. And they’re right... until it isn’t. Until you’re alone in the kitchen after a fourteen-hour shift, exhausted, shoes cutting into swollen feet, scarfing down whatever’s left on the pass because you forgot to eat all day. Until food becomes less about pleasure and more about survival, and then, eventually, about something else entirely.

Comfort. Numbness. A way to fill the silence when you don’t like what your own thoughts have to say.

I didn’t get this way overnight. Nobody does. It happens in small, almost forgettable ways, an extra plate of pasta because it’s been a rough day, an entire baguette dipped in butter at 2 a.m. because it’s easier than dealing with what’s actually keeping you up. You tell yourself it’s not that bad, that you’ll fix it later. And then one day, you wake up and realize “later” has come and gone a thousand times over.

I don’t just need to lose a few pounds. I need to lose over seventy-five. A number so big it feels impossible, a mountain I can’t even imagine climbing. But what I need to lose most isn’t just the weight, it’s the shame.

The shame of walking into a room and seeing the way people size me up, their eyes flickering over my body before meeting my face. The shame of laughing off comments like, You don’t look like a chef... well, maybe a pastry chef! The shame of hating my own reflection but loving the food that got me here.

And worst of all, the shame of knowing that I am so damn good at what I do, but no matter how many dishes I perfect, how many people I make smile with my cooking, there will always be someone, maybe even myself, who thinks I’m somehow less because of the space I take up.

I don’t want to be afraid anymore.

I don’t want to pull at my jacket, hoping it stretches just a little more. I don’t want to hear my mother’s voice in my head every time I reach for dessert. I don’t want to see a man’s eyes dart past me at a restaurant, looking for someone else, someone thinner, someone better.

I don’t want my weight to be the first thing people notice, and I sure as hell don’t want it to be the only thing that defines me.

I don’t know where to start. I don’t even know if I can start.

But something has to change, because for the first time in my life, I’m terrified that if I don’t figure this out, if I don’t find a way to stop hiding behind my own fear, then the only thing I’ll ever be remembered for is what I could have been, if only I had believed in myself.

And I deserve better than that.
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Chapter 1
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The clatter of pans, the sizzle of butter, the rhythmic chopping was the symphony of my world. A world that smelled intoxicatingly of garlic, rosemary, and the rich, buttery scent of just-baked bread. The kitchen of the Golden Fork, a bustling bistro nestled in the heart of the city, was my kingdom, my stage. I reigned supreme, a whirlwind of controlled chaos in my crisp white chef’s jacket, my movements precise and elegant despite the frenetic energy around me. 

The kitchen was alive, the kind of chaos that felt like home. The scent of butter sizzling in cast iron, garlic hitting oil, the sharp tang of freshly chopped herbs, I breathed it all in as I worked, my hands moving without hesitation. This was my world, I was queen. But beneath my confident exterior, a quiet battle raged.

"Suz, fire up another order of the seared scallops, table six is raving," called Benny, my line cook, his face glistening with sweat under the kitchen lights.

"On it!" I shouted back, grabbing a fresh pan. The scallops hit the hot surface with a satisfying hiss, the aroma curling up in a way that made my stomach grumble despite the rush. I moved fast, drizzling just the right amount of white wine into the pan, swirling the liquid as the flames licked up the sides.

"This sauce is gonna sing," I said to no one in particular, adding a touch of lemon zest before sliding the finished scallops onto a waiting plate.

Through the pass, I could hear the chatter of happy customers, the clink of forks against plates, the occasional burst of laughter. This was what I lived for, the sound of people loving what I created.

Lena, one of my servers, rushed back through the swinging door. "Suz, that guy at table four wants to talk to the chef. I swear he nearly kissed the plate."

I wiped my hands on my apron and smirked. "As long as he doesn't try to kiss me, we’re good."

I pushed through the doors into the dining room, where the golden glow of dimmed lights bathed the restaurant in warmth. A man in his sixties, dressed in a navy blazer and looking like he knew his way around good food, waved me over.

"You're the genius behind this?" he asked, motioning to his empty plate.

"Guilty," I said with a grin.

"I have eaten in some of the best restaurants in the country, and let me tell you, this dish, young lady, is a masterpiece."

I knew I should be humble, but I let myself enjoy the praise. "Thank you, sir. That means the world to me."

He patted his stomach. "If I wasn’t already full, I’d order it again."

I laughed. "That’s the best kind of compliment."

I think my staff admired me, though they had no idea about the turmoil inside. My efficiency was legendary, and my plating artistry unmatched. They’d praise my creations, talking about the delicate balance of flavors and the masterful execution. But I couldn't hear them. Their compliments were just background noise to my inner monologue, a discordant melody playing over the beat of self-doubt.

I accepted their praise with a mumbled thank you, already thinking about the next moment of self-criticism. I often found myself staring at my reflection in the polished copper, imagining a slimmer, more confident version of myself in a different kitchen, a different life.

Walking back to the kitchen, my chest swelled with pride. For all my doubts, all the battles I fought inside my own head, this moment proved that I belonged here. But in the back of my mind, I knew it was only a matter of time before the high of tonight clashed with the reality waiting outside these walls.

Because tomorrow, Dane Cooper’s review would hit and I had no idea if I was ready for it.

——
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The next morning, I sat at my tiny kitchen table, clutching my coffee like it was the only thing keeping me upright. My phone buzzed with a notification, and my stomach twisted before I even looked. Dane Cooper’s review was live.

I inhaled sharply and tapped the link.

Golden Fork strives for brilliance, but its glow is dulled by an evident lack of consistency and a struggle to define its culinary identity. Chef Susie Sunshine, though undeniably passionate, appears to be at odds with herself, caught between the bold, indulgent flavors that showcase her talent and a restrained, modern approach that feels forced. This internal tug-of-war manifests on the plate. The scallops, while expertly seared, were burdened by a sauce that lacked harmony, an overcomplication of flavors that blurred the intended profile. The portioning, as expected, leaned towards the excessive, mirroring the chef’s ambitious yet unfocused execution. One gets the sense that if Chef Sunshine would trust her instincts rather than chase approval, Golden Fork might find the clarity it desperately needs.

I read it twice. Three times. My breath felt stuck somewhere between my ribs.

Muddled? Excessive? An identity crisis?

The coffee in my stomach turned to acid. My hands shook as I put the phone down, face burning with humiliation. He hadn’t just critiqued my food, he’d critiqued me.

The persistent ringing of my phone finally broke through my fog of despair. It was Lace. I almost didn’t answer, the thought of facing her cheerful optimism felt unbearable. But she kept calling, the sound cutting through the silence, so I finally picked up.

“Tell me you’re not reading it,” she said instead of hello.

I let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, I’ve read it. Three times, actually. Wanna go for four?”

“Don’t do this to yourself.”

“It’s not like he’s wrong.” I stared at my reflection in the black screen of my phone. “Maybe I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”

“You don’t believe that.”

I swallowed, hard. “Maybe I do.”

Lace sighed. “Get dressed. I’m coming over.”

I didn’t argue. Because if I sat here any longer, staring at that damn review, I might just start believing every word of it.

Lace arrived twenty minutes later, barely waiting for me to unlock the door before she pushed inside. She took one look at my face and groaned.

"Oh, Suz," she murmured, shaking her head. "You look like you just got run over by a food truck."

I let out a weak chuckle. "Feels about right."

She set a brown paper bag on my counter, the scent of fresh croissants and coffee wafting up between us. "Breakfast. And before you say you’re not hungry, tough. You’re eating."

And then I lost it. 

Lace listened patiently, her eyes full of empathy, her hand gently resting on mine. She didn’t interrupt or offer empty words. She just listened, taking in my pain as if it were her own. 

“Oh, Susie,” Lace whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “That awful man. He doesn’t know you. He doesn’t see the incredible talent you have, the passion you pour into your work. He doesn’t see the beautiful, kind person you are.”

I shook my head, tears still streaming down my face. “But he’s right, Lace. I am overweight. I am... I am...” My voice trailed off, unable to say the rest.

“No, he’s not right,” Lace insisted. “That man is a critic, not a judge of your worth as a person. His words are poison, and you don't deserve to be hurt by them. You are talented, you are creative, and you are amazing, just as you are.”

When I finally finished, tears streaming down my face, Lace reached across the table and took my hand.

I sat at the table as she holding her hand as her sharp eyes scanned my face. "Ignore Dane," she said firmly, unwrapping a croissant and handing it to me. "He’s a bitter critic who thrives on tearing people down."

I huffed out a laugh, tearing off a piece of pastry. "If I ignore him, that doesn’t make the review disappear."

"No, but it stops giving him power over you." Lace tilted her head. "You know what I see? I see a damn good chef who got a rough critique and is letting it sink her. But I also see someone who has built something special. Are you seriously going to let one guy's opinion undo all of that?"

I looked down at my hands, picking at the flaky layers. "I don’t know," I admitted. "Maybe he’s right. Maybe I don’t have a clear vision. Maybe I’m just... lost."

Lace sighed and reached across the table, squeezing my wrist. "Then let’s find your vision. Together. But we’re not letting one review define you."

I swallowed past the lump in my throat and nodded. "Okay."

Lace smirked. "Good. Now eat your damn croissant."

——
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At the restaurant, the energy was odd. The staff gathered around Benny’s phone, expressions tight, voices hushed. I frowned. "What’s going on?"

Benny glanced up, hesitant. "Did you read the review?"

A sinking feeling pulled at my stomach. "Yes. And?"

He swallowed hard, glancing at Lena, who sighed. "It’s... not great, Suz."

I forced a laugh, though my heart pounded in my chest. "Well, we’ll deal."

Benny cleared his throat and read part of the review aloud just as if I hadn’t read it enough. Golden Fork strives for brilliance, but its glow is dulled by an evident lack of consistency and a struggle to define its culinary identity... His voice faded as my mind raced, absorbing every painful word. Muddled. Excessive. Lacking clarity.

I crossed my arms and shrugged. "Guess I won’t be putting that on the website."

Lena’s brow furrowed. "Suz..."

"I’m fine," I said too quickly, turning back to the line. "Let’s get cracking, we’re opening soon."

Recipe from Golden Fork:

Seared Scallops with Lemon Butter Sauce

Ingredients:


1 lb large scallops, patted dry

2 tbsp olive oil

3 tbsp unsalted butter

2 cloves garlic, minced

1/4 cup dry white wine

1 tbsp fresh lemon juice

1 tsp lemon zest

Salt and pepper to taste

Fresh parsley, chopped (for garnish)



Instructions:


Heat olive oil in a large pan over medium-high heat until shimmering.

Season scallops with salt and pepper. Place them in the pan, searing for about 2 minutes per side until golden brown. Remove from pan and set aside.

In the same pan, lower heat to medium, add butter and garlic, stirring until fragrant.

Pour in white wine and let it reduce for about a minute before adding lemon juice and zest.

Return scallops to the pan, spooning sauce over them.

Serve immediately, garnished with fresh parsley.



Enjoy the dish that had Golden Fork buzzing tonight!
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Chapter 2
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The last customer had left. The chairs were flipped onto the tables, the hum of the kitchen now reduced to the occasional drip from the industrial sink. Golden Fork was officially closed for the night, but I wasn’t ready to go home.

Lace was waiting for me, leaning against the counter with her arms crossed, one brow arched.

"You’re stalling, Suz."

I shrugged, rinsing off my knife a little too carefully. "Just making sure everything’s in order before I head out."

"Uh-huh." She wasn’t buying it. "You’re avoiding talking about the review."

I forced a laugh, drying my hands on a dish towel. "Why would I? It’s just one guy’s opinion. Doesn’t mean anything, right?"

Lace exhaled sharply, shaking her head. "Suz..."

"No, really." I tossed the towel onto the counter. "I mean, sure, it stings a little, but I’m fine. The restaurant’s fine. We had a packed house tonight. People loved the food." My voice was too upbeat, too forced, and Lace knew it.

She stepped closer, her expression softening. "I know you, and I know when you’re faking it. You’ve read that review at least ten times, and you’re overanalyzing every word."

I scoffed, looking away. "So what if I have? It doesn’t change anything."

"No, but pretending it doesn’t bother you isn’t helping either."

I crossed my arms. "What do you want me to say, Lace? That it hurt? That it made me feel like I don’t belong in my own kitchen? That I work my ass off every night, and one review still has the power to make me question everything?" My voice cracked on the last word, and I hated how raw I sounded.

Lace nodded, her voice gentle. "Yeah, that’s exactly what I want you to say. Because then we can actually deal with it."

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, my fingers gripping the edge of the counter. "It’s more than just this review, Lace. It’s every whisper, every look people give me like I don’t fit the part. Like a chef should be someone else, someone smaller, someone with more finesse." I shook my head, forcing a bitter laugh. "Dane just put into words what people have probably been thinking all along."

Lace’s face darkened. "That’s crap, and you know it. You built this place from nothing. You make magic in that kitchen, and one bitter critic doesn’t get to take that away from you."

I swallowed hard, my throat tight. "Then why does it feel like he already has?"

Lace stepped closer, her voice firm but loving. "Because you’re letting him. Suz, I love you, but you need to take care of yourself, not just the restaurant, not just your team, you. You put everything you have into Golden Fork, and that’s amazing, but if you keep running on empty, what’s left for you?"

I opened my mouth, then shut it. I didn’t have an answer. Lace sighed, her tone softening again. "You deserve the same care and attention you put into this place. When’s the last time you actually did something just for you? Not the business, not the customers—you?"

I stared at the floor, feeling the weight of her words settle over me. "I... I don’t know."

"Then it’s time to start figuring it out," Lace said gently. "Because this, staying up late obsessing over one review, tearing yourself apart over someone else’s opinion, that’s not taking care of yourself... that’s letting him win. And I’m not about to let that happen."

I snapped my head up, eyes flashing. "Oh, so now you’re the expert on what I need? That’s rich, Lace. Real easy for you to say when you’re not the one being torn apart in a national review." The words shot out before I could stop them, sharp and cutting. "You sound just like Dane, telling me what I should be, how I should fix myself. Maybe I don’t need fixing. Maybe this is just who I am."

Lace’s face didn’t flinch, but I saw the flicker of hurt in her eyes. It made something twist inside me, something ugly and regretful, but I swallowed it down.

She nodded slowly. "Okay. If that’s how you feel."

I crossed my arms tighter, turning away from her. The silence stretched between us, thick and heavy. I wanted to take the words back. I wanted to apologize. But I didn’t.

Because saying sorry meant admitting she was right. And I wasn’t ready for that yet.

Lace didn’t budge. Instead, she took two steps forward, and before I could stop her, she wrapped me in a back-breaking hug. I let out an exaggerated gasp.

"Are you... trying... to suffocate me?" I wheezed dramatically.

"Yes," she deadpanned, squeezing even tighter. "I figure if I crush you enough, all that self-doubt will leak out."

Despite myself, a small laugh escaped. "That’s not how science works, Lace."

She pulled back just enough to look me in the eyes, her tone shifting from playful to sincere. "Listen to me, Suz. Growth isn’t about losing who you are, it’s about becoming who you want to be, who you are meant to be. That has nothing to do with Dane Cooper or anyone else. Just you."

I exhaled, feeling the weight of the night settle differently this time. Not as a crushing defeat, but as something I could, maybe, start to work through.

Lace finally let go, grinning. "Now, let’s get out of here before I actually do break you. I’d hate to explain that to your staff."

She didn’t take me home. Instead, Lace drove us straight to The Hollow, a dimly lit gastropub tucked away in the heart of the city, a place known for being the unofficial after-hours hangout spot for chefs, line cooks, and restaurant staff. The moment we stepped inside, the scent of grilled steak, charred citrus, and deep-fried everything wrapped around me, filling my nostrils to capacity.

"You need a night off from your own head," Lace said, leading me to a booth in the back. "No Dane talk. No work stress. Just food, drinks, and people who get it."

And she was right. The night unfolded into laughter, a rotating cast of chefs sliding into our booth to swap kitchen horror stories, someone ordering a round of whiskey sours just because. For the first time in what felt like forever, I wasn’t the Chef Susie Sunshine being dissected by critics, I was just Suz, cracking jokes over a plate of truffle fries, laughing until my sides hurt.

Not one mention of Dane’s column. Not one look of pity. Just exactly what the doctor... er, chef ordered.
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Chapter 3
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The event was bigger than I expected. Crystal chandeliers sparkled from above, casting a warm glow over the elegantly set tables, each adorned with pristine white linens and delicate floral arrangements. Servers in sharp black vests weaved through the space, trays balanced with perfectly poured champagne flutes.

I should’ve felt like I belonged here, like I was one of them. But my skin prickled, my stomach twisted, and that little voice in my head, the one I thought I’d drowned out at The Hollow, whispered, You’re not like them. You never have been.

Lace had practically shoved me out the door for this event, insisting that networking with industry leaders would be good for me. “Put your name out there, remind people why they love your food,” she’d said. What she really meant was, Prove Dane wrong.

I wanted to. I really did. But as I scanned the room filled with polished chefs, critics, and restaurant owners who looked effortlessly confident, I couldn’t shake the sinking feeling that I was playing dress-up in someone else’s world.

Then came the moment that sealed the night as an absolute disaster.

I reached for my chef’s jacket, the sleek black one I’d bought months ago for special occasions like this. It was supposed to fit. It used to fit. But as I slipped my arms through the sleeves and went to fasten the buttons, the fabric tugged. My chest tightened, not just from the strain of the jacket, but from the instant wave of embarrassment.

I sucked in a breath, trying again. The fabric pinched at my ribs. My fingers fumbled with the buttons, hands shaking as frustration and panic warred in my chest. My skin burned hot with humiliation.

A bead of sweat trailed down my back as I yanked at the lapels, as if sheer determination could shrink the material. It wouldn’t budge. The damn thing wouldn’t close.

“Oh, come on,” I muttered under my breath, voice sharp with desperation.

A sudden pop snapped through the air.

I froze.

The button. The actual button had just shot clean off, bouncing against the tiled floor and rolling under a nearby table.

For a second, all I could do was stare, my breath lodged somewhere between a gasp and a horrified laugh. And then, because of course it had to happen now, a small group of chefs standing a few feet away turned at the sound. One of them, a well-dressed man I vaguely recognized from a high-end restaurant in New York, smirked.

“That’s unfortunate,” he said, his voice dripping with amusement.

Heat clawed up my neck. My heart pounded against my ribs as I forced a tight-lipped smile, scrambling to find something... anything... to say. But before I could, the man turned back to his group, muttering something that made them chuckle under their breath.

Then came the first jab.

“Not all kitchens can handle that much weight,” someone quipped, loud enough for me to hear.

A few muffled snickers followed. My stomach twisted. I clenched my jaw, willing myself to ignore it, but then another voice, one I actually recognized, joined in.

“I mean, that’s one way to stress test a uniform.”

My breath hitched. My vision blurred at the edges. I turned slightly and saw the speaker, a chef I’d worked with before, someone I actually liked. My lips parted, but no words came. He just shrugged and gave a sheepish grin, like it was all harmless fun. Like I was supposed to laugh along with them.

More chuckles. A few whispers. A waiter glanced at me with something like pity before hurrying away.

The walls of the event space felt like they were closing in, the chandeliers above blinding rather than elegant. Every sound seemed amplified, glasses clinking, laughter curling around me like a suffocating fog, voices blending into a chorus of mockery.

I wanted to disappear.

The walls of the event space felt like they were closing in, the chandeliers above blinding rather than elegant. Every sound seemed amplified, glasses clinking, laughter curling around me like a suffocating fog, voices blending into a chorus of mockery. I wanted to disappear. Instead, I did the next best thing, I spun on my heel, grabbed my coat, and walked out before I completely unraveled in the middle of the room.

My mind was racing, heart pounding, each step echoing in my ears as I made my way out. The cool air outside hit me as I walked out of what felt like an oven. I leaned against the brick wall, the rough surface scratching me slightly as I tried to steady my breath.

What had started as a minor wardrobe malfunction had quickly spiraled into a full-blown spectacle. The laughter, the jabs all stung more than I cared to admit. It wasn't just the humiliation, it was the betrayal from people I thought were friends, colleagues who should have known better.

I closed my eyes, willing the tears to stay put. I wasn't going to let them see me break. Not here, not now. But the embarrassment was like a poison, seeping into every corner of my mind, replaying those moments over and over again.

Just when I thought I couldn't feel any lower, I heard him. His voice cutting through the crowd, defending me in a way that was both fierce and effortless. It wasn't pity, no, it was a refusal to let cruelty go unchecked. It was in that moment, hearing him stand up to them, that a spark of something else ignited within me. A warmth, a sense of being seen and valued. A glimmer of hope shooting through all the humiliation I felt.

——
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Ethan Hart had been standing just across the room, watching it all unfold.

He saw the moment I turned, head high but shoulders tense, saw how my fingers clenched the fabric of my coat as if I were holding myself together by sheer will. He knew I wanted to run.

But instead of following, he stepped straight into the crowd, right into the circle of sneers and muttered jokes.

"Wow, I had no idea Michelin stars were handed out for originality in fat jokes now," Ethan’s voice cut through the room, smooth as silk but edged with anger. "Or is that just your personal specialty, Marcus? I must’ve missed that course at culinary school."

The smirks faltered. The chef in question, Marcus, the one from New York, stiffened. "Relax, Hart. It was just a joke."

Ethan gave an easy shrug. "Oh, totally. Just like how your last menu was ‘just a tribute’ and not a complete rip-off of that French bistro in SoHo. Right?" His grin was all charm, but his eyes gleamed with something lethal. "Or are we only selective about what’s funny?"

A few of the chefs snickered, this time not at me, but at him. Marcus’s face darkened, and he muttered something under his breath before turning away, effectively shutting down the conversation.

Ethan didn’t stick around to gloat. He just took a sip of his drink, shot one last look at the remaining gawkers, one that silently dared them to keep talking, and then turned on his heel.

Just beyond the wall, I heard every word.

I had stopped just outside the event space, my back pressed against the cool brick exterior, trying to breathe through the humiliation clawing at my throat. But hearing him, hearing the way he had so casually stepped in, not out of pity, not to defend me like I was helpless, but because he simply wouldn’t stand for it, it made my chest tighten in a way I wasn’t ready for.

But it didn’t change the fact that I still felt exposed.

I swallowed hard, staring out into the night. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to thank him or pretend I hadn’t heard a damn thing.

After the event and back at home, I stood in front of my mirror, staring at the reflection I had spent years avoiding.

I clenched my jaw. My face was flushed, eyes puffy from holding back tears. My hair was still pinned back from the event, but it didn’t matter, I looked exhausted. Beaten. Like someone who had just been stripped down to nothing in front of an entire room.

A slow wave of anger rolled in, thick and burning. Anger at them, at their cruel laughter and smug faces. Anger at Dane Cooper, at the way his words had chipped away at me before this night even started. Anger at myself, for letting it get to me. For walking out like a coward instead of standing my ground.

Then came the next feeling, the one I couldn’t push away... disgust.

I tore at the jacket, yanking it off, my breath coming in short bursts. The fabric felt suffocating, like it was mocking me, and before I could stop myself, I hurled it across the room.

Something had to change. Not for them, for me. 
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Chapter 4
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The next morning, I woke up feeling like my body had been filled with cement. Every limb felt weighted, every thought sluggish. I stared at the ceiling, replaying last night in my head, the laughter, the whispers, Ethan’s sharp words cutting through the crowd, the way I had thrown away my jacket like it had personally betrayed me.

Then there was the mirror. The reflection that had made my stomach twist. I shut my eyes, inhaled deeply, and reached for my phone.

Lace’s text was already waiting, “Breakfast. Our spot. No excuses.”

I sighed. She wasn’t going to let this go.

I almost said no. I almost rolled over, pulled the blankets over my head, and let the shame from last night take up permanent residence in my chest. But then I remembered the final thought I had before I fell asleep, Something has to change.

So instead, I texted back, “Fine. But if you try to pep-talk me, I’m throwing a biscuit at your head.”

Lace’s response came instantly, “Deal. But if you throw a biscuit, I’m eating it.”

A reluctant smile tugged at my lips. Of course she would.

The smell of butter and fresh coffee hit me the second I walked through the door of Hattie’s, our favorite little hole-in-the-wall diner. The place was comfortably packed, the hum of conversation mixing with the clatter of plates and the occasional burst of laughter from the kitchen.

Lace was already at our usual booth by the window, stirring cream into her coffee like she hadn’t already dumped in half the sugar jar.

She glanced up as I slid into the seat across from her, giving me a once-over. "Well, you don’t look like someone who committed murder in the night, so I take it you didn’t go full rage spiral."

I snorted, grabbing a menu even though I knew it by heart. "No, but the jury’s still out on whether I burned my chef’s jacket in a sacrificial bonfire."

Lace smirked. "That would’ve been dramatic. And messy. You would’ve hated the cleanup."

She wasn’t wrong.

I sighed, setting the menu down. "I don’t know why I’m here."

Lace arched a brow. "Because you love breakfast and I’m your favorite person?"

I gave her a look. "Because I don’t want to feel like this anymore."

Her smirk faded, replaced by something softer. "Good. Because I don’t want you to either." She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. "Okay, so here’s the thing, I have a plan I worked up over that last couple of days."

I groaned. "Oh God. A Lace Plan? Those never go well for me."

"Rude," she said, but grinned. "And incorrect. This is foolproof. We tackle this from two angles. One, we find ways to tweak how you cook, keeping the flavor, keeping the indulgence, but learning balance. No forcing steamed broccoli on yourself unless you actually want it."

I raised a brow. "You mean cooking better? You do realize I’m already a chef, right?"

Lace rolled her eyes. "You know exactly what I mean, smartass. And two, we figure out a way for you to move your body that doesn’t make you miserable. Not gym torture, not forcing yourself into a workout plan you’ll hate. Something you actually enjoy."

I frowned. "Like what, competitive napping? Because I could medal in that."

Lace laughed. "We’ll figure it out. Maybe dancing, maybe hiking, maybe... hell, I don’t know, something that doesn’t make you want to set fire to a treadmill."

I hesitated, my fingers tracing the rim of my coffee cup. "And you think that’ll fix everything?"

Lace shook her head. "Nope. But it’ll help. And you don’t have to do it alone."

The words settled between us, warm and steady. I didn’t answer right away. But for the first time in a long time, something in me didn’t immediately reject the idea of change.

I exhaled, shaking my head. "I don’t know, Lace. Let’s be honest here, healthy food is boring. You want me to strip everything good out of a dish just to make it ‘light’? No thanks. I’d rather eat cardboard."

Lace groaned. "Who said anything about stripping away the good stuff? You’re a chef, Suz! You can take any ingredient and turn it into magic, so why does the idea of tweaking things to be healthier send you into a tailspin?"

I crossed my arms, leaning back. "Because it never tastes the same. People think they want ‘healthy’ until they realize it means giving up butter, salt, and everything that makes food worth eating."

Lace huffed. "Drama queen. Nobody’s taking away your butter."

I narrowed my eyes. "That better not be a lie."

She smirked but held up a hand. "Scout’s honor. And as for exercise..."

"Not happening," I cut in. "I am not built for the gym. The idea of running makes me want to cry, and lifting weights, I’ll just drop them on my own foot and end up on crutches. Hard pass."

Lace tilted her head. "So what? You just stay miserable?"

I flinched at the bluntness of it. "That’s not what I said."

"It’s kind of what you’re saying. Look, I get it. The gym isn’t for everyone. But you have to move, Suz. You can’t just exist in the kitchen and think that’s enough. There’s got to be something that doesn’t make you want to throw yourself into oncoming traffic."

I rolled my eyes, but deep down, I knew she wasn’t wrong. I just didn’t want to admit it yet.

Lace leaned in, her voice firm. "Listen, I’m not asking you to wake up tomorrow and suddenly love kale smoothies and spin class. But I am asking you to stop acting like you don’t deserve to feel better. You’re allowed to want that, Suz. You’re allowed to take up space and still take care of yourself."

I swallowed, staring down at the table. The words hit somewhere deep, somewhere I wasn’t ready to face yet.

Lace sighed, then smirked. "And if it makes you feel any better, I’ll suffer through it with you. We can both flail around in a Zumba class together and pretend we know what we’re doing."

I snorted. "You in Zumba? That might actually be worth the humiliation."

She grinned. "See? We’re already making progress."

I took a deep breath, tapping my fingers against the table. "Fine. But on my terms. I’m not eating or cooking anything that tastes like cardboard, and if we do this movement thing, it has to be something that doesn’t make me miserable."

Lace held out her hand. "Deal."

I eyed her suspiciously, then shook it. "I swear, if you make me eat kale chips, I will fight you."

She laughed. "Noted."
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Chapter 5
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The next morning, I expected the buzz of Dane Cooper’s review to still be hovering like a storm cloud over Golden Fork, but when I stepped into the kitchen, something was different. Not bad, just different.

The usual chatter from my team was there, the sizzle of pans, the rhythmic chopping, the aroma of garlic hitting butter. But there was also a hum of excitement, hushed conversations exchanged too quickly whenever I got too close.

"Okay, what’s going on?" I asked, hands on my hips.

Benny, my line cook, grinned and slid his phone toward me. "Check this out."

I frowned, taking the phone. On the screen was an article, one I wasn’t expecting.

Ethan Hart’s Culinary Corner: Where Comfort and Creativity Collide.

My stomach flipped. Ethan Hart. A well-respected food critic who wasn’t known for being easy to impress.

And then I saw the subheading.

Golden Fork: More Than Just a Meal, But a Culinary Embrace.

I inhaled sharply and started reading.

In a world obsessed with reinvention, there’s something undeniably powerful about a chef who leans into authenticity, who understands that food isn’t just about technical precision, it’s about evoking emotion. Chef Susie Sunshine does just that at Golden Fork, where every plate is crafted with intention and every dish feels like home.

Her food isn’t just comfort on a plate, it’s original, delightful, and, most importantly, unapologetically hers. While other restaurants chase trends, Sunshine stays true to what makes dining an experience worth savoring.

Dane Cooper might have questioned her vision, but perhaps what he failed to see was that clarity doesn’t always come wrapped in restraint. Sometimes, it’s in the boldness of flavors, in the way a dish makes you close your eyes and smile after the first bite.

Golden Fork is exactly what the name suggests, a prize worth holding onto.

I blinked. Once. Twice. My heart pounded in my chest.

"He... he wrote this?" I stammered, still gripping the phone like it might disappear if I let go.

"Posted it this morning," Benny confirmed. "And people are talking. In a good way."

I swallowed hard, staring at the words on the screen again. Praise wasn’t foreign to me, but this was something else entirely.

Ethan Hart, a critic I respected, who had never done a review of me, who had watched me walk out of that industry event with my head barely held together, had just countered Dane Cooper’s brutal takedown with something I hadn’t realized I needed... validation.

Warmth spread through my chest, battling the self-doubt that had been whispering in my ear for days. Maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t as lost as I thought.

In my office, I opened the review and stared at my phone, rereading Ethan’s post for the fifth time.

"Golden Fork doesn’t just serve food, it serves comfort on a plate. Chef Susie Sunshine’s dishes remind you why you fell in love with food in the first place. They’re indulgent without apology, original without being pretentious. If you want a meal that makes you close your eyes and hum in satisfaction, this is where you go. And trust me, you’ll go back."

The comments were already flooding in.

"Finally, someone with actual taste reviewing Golden Fork!" 

"I’ve been saying this for years, Susie Sunshine is a genius in the kitchen."

"Take that, Dane Cooper!"

I scoffed, locking my phone and tossing it onto desk.

This was a pity post. It had to be.

It was sweet, sure, but I wasn’t about to let myself believe that Ethan Hart, actual respected food journalist, had suddenly decided I was worth hyping up, especially not after what happened at the event. He probably felt bad for me, saw the headlines dragging me through the mud, and figured I needed a little confidence boost.

Nice guy move. That’s all it was.

And yet, I couldn’t stop the warmth creeping up my neck at the thought of him defending me. I shook my head, grabbing a spoon and digging straight into a pint of salted caramel ice cream. No way was I letting myself get worked up over this. It didn’t matter. It didn’t change anything. He was just being nice.

——
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The dinner rush was in full swing at Golden Fork, the air thick with the scents of seared butter, garlic, and something sweet from the dessert station. The hum of conversation mixed with the sizzle of pans and the clatter of dishes being stacked too fast, normal, chaotic, exactly how a restaurant should feel.
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