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TO LOUIS.


I never knew what was missing from my life until the moment we met.


OLIVE JUICE.
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CHAPTER


ONE
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CRACKING MY KNUCKLES, I STAND MOTIONLESS as everyone else races around me, whispering frantically into their headsets. The thumping of my heart blends with the hum of electrical current coursing through the jungle of wires and cords. Anticipation and dread collide in this time and place. In a few minutes, my life is going to change forever.


“Peyton Sinclaire,” a woman says, her voice slicing through the din of production.


I jump at the sound of her voice.


She scans something on the tablet in her hand. “They’re almost ready for you.”


“Uh, yeah. Whenever.” I’m trying to be cool and relaxed, but what few nerves that have managed, up until now, to remain calm are starting to rev into high gear.


The production assistant, or PA as everyone around here calls them, nods but doesn’t bother to look up. “I’ll walk you through what’s going to happen. Don’t worry. You’ll do great.”


“Thanks.” I’m not sure how she could know whether I’ll be great or not. Especially since I’ve only been able to manage a total of four words in her presence. In a few minutes, the cameras will begin rolling, and they won’t stop for an entire month. Everything I say and do will be fodder for the editing room. How can anyone be sure how great someone will be under those conditions?


The PA continues giving her instructions, eye contact not required. “You’re going to be the first person to enter the set.”


When I don’t say anything, she looks up. This tiny gesture grants her my full attention. “Aren’t you excited?” she asks, her eyes narrowing. “Do you have any idea how many people auditioned for Top Teen Chef?”


“Um, yeah. I’m super excited.” I’m also about to throw up all over her shoes.


“You should be,” she huffs in a way that makes me wonder if she auditioned but didn’t make the cut. That would be awkward.


Top Teen Chef. Personally, I think the name lacks pizzazz for a teen reality cooking competition. I mean, we’re going to be battling for a full-ride scholarship to any one of the four American Culinary Institute campuses. I feel like the name of the show should include the words epic, smackdown, or maybe cage match. I grin at the thought of a round cage filled with every cooking gadget I can imagine. We would come armed with graters, strainers, and mandolines. The crowd would chant our names, and when we win they would shower us with marshmallows—flambé style. I don’t realize that I let out a little chuckle until the PA clears her throat and I quickly force myself to stand at attention.


I don’t think she would enjoy my reimagining of the show as much as I do.


“It will be just you and the camera crew on set when you go through the doors,” she continues. “Take your time. You just need to walk in, look around, be impressed—that kind of stuff.”


I know exactly what she means because I’ve watched every episode of every cooking competition show that has ever aired on Food TV. Every show starts off with these confident cooks who are ready to take home the prize, but when they enter the hallowed grounds of the kitchen, they turn into four-year-olds on Christmas morning. It’s cute. Now I’m about to find out if those reactions are real or staged. I close my fist and open it, repeating the process until the tingling in my hands goes away.


The PA listens intently to something being said on her headset; then, after a moment, she raises her eyes from her tablet and turns her attention back to me. “You ready?”


“One question.”


She stares at me for what seems like forever before saying “What?” in what I can only assume is her trademark impatient voice.


“What am I supposed to do after I look around?”


“What do you mean?”


“Like, once I’ve seen everything and the next person comes in? Should I get out of their way?”


“Just stay on the set, looking around until the next person comes in. We’ll space out everyone’s arrival. It will probably take an hour or less.”


“Right, but what do I do when they come in?”


“I guess that’s up to you,” she says, still looking at me like she can’t tell whether I’m joking or serious. “But if I were you, I would talk to everyone you can. No one wants to watch a group of newly graduated high schoolers standing around, staring at each other.”


“Not even if you play that old-time western showdown music? Maybe the camera guy could zoom in real close on our eyes. I can squint really well.”


I thought my attempt at a joke was rather good, but she is not impressed.


Or she doesn’t have time to answer because whoever is whispering in her ear must be saying something important, as her face is stern with concentration.


“They’re ready for you.” She raises her hand and motions to the double doors in front of us. “These are swinging doors, so don’t pause when you enter, or they might swing back and hit you.”


“And that would be bad.”


“Yes, and it’ll also make it into the blooper reel we’re planning for the end of the season.”


“Good to know,” I mutter, staring at the door and trying to shake off the sudden feeling that the walls are starting to close in around me.


Get it together, Pey, I tell myself. Exhaling, I place both palms on the doors and push hard enough to make a memorable entrance. The doors don’t budge, but unfortunately I keep moving. Right up until the moment my nose slams into the door and my brain rattles inside my skull.


The entire backstage crew stares at me as a hot red flush sweeps across my face. I can already feel the lump forming on my lip where I bit it.


“What happened?” the PA yells as she races over to my side. “Are you okay?” she asks, putting her hand under my chin and lifting my face up. She uses the flashlight app on her phone to blind me while she inspects the damage.


“Ow,” I say, twitching my nose and blinking as fast as I can to hold back the tears. “That wasn’t the entrance I was going for.”


She studies my face, turning it from one side to the other. “No blood. You think you’re ready to try again?” I see her sneak a peek at her phone. Probably checking the time.


“Is it swollen?” I ask, running my tongue along the inside of my mouth, wincing.


“Nope. You look great.”


I’m pretty sure she’s lying. But on the other hand, she’s not shrinking back in horror, so that’s a good sign.


She presses the button on her walkie-talkie. “Can someone check on the swinging doors?”


“Tell them they’re not swinging,” I mutter, still touching my lip. “Can I have a mirror?”


She ignores me and checks the locks on the door. “No, we’re good on this side.” A moment later I hear a click from the bottom of the door. “Thanks,” the PA says into her walkie.


She turns to me, her smile wide. “I think we’re ready now.”


“Can I have a mirror?” I repeat.


“No time. Are you ready?”


“If I say no, will it make a difference?”


“Nope.”


“Then I guess I’m ready.”


She pushes me back into place before fading away into the shadows.


I inhale and count to three before exhaling, trying to forget my stinging lip and damp palms. It’s now or, well, I guess it’s just now. I give the doors a gentle nudge, just to be sure, before pushing my way into the biggest opportunity of my life.


Standing at the edge of the set, I am overly aware of the cameras as they follow me like some magic eye in a fantasy movie. Then there are the lights—the very bright, extremely hot lights—and the boom mic waiting to catch anything that the mic on my shirt might miss. Of course, I only know it’s called a boom mic because a disembodied voice keeps yelling, “The boom mic is in the shot,” and “Hold it higher.” However, everything fades away as I walk, for the first time, onto the set. All I can see are the shiny chrome appliances and the neon letters spelling out the words “Top Teen Chef” in fancy script.


If I could design the most incredible kitchen, somehow this setup would still be better than that. Spanning the middle of the room are eight brightly colored cooking stations neatly organized into four rows for the contestants. At the back, behind the stations and a large table, are the state-of-the-art appliances—everything from an ice cream machine with flash freeze to a salamander broiler, and even some equipment I’ve never seen before. I pinch the flesh between my thumb and index finger slightly, just to make sure I’m not dreaming. Nope, not dreaming.


Taking up one entire side of the room is the true shining jewel of the set: the pantry. As I walk between the shelves and peer into the fridges, I swear it has got to be bigger than our grocery store back home, and it must have some kind of special lighting because I have never seen such vibrant red tomatoes or bright yellow peppers. Even when it’s not overrun with weeds, which is most of the time, the vegetables growing in the trailer park’s community garden definitely have never looked this good. I pick up a package of spinach so green it looks fake. Then, before I can check out anything else, the doors swing open and in walks the first of my competitors, a tall, muscular Black guy who looks as gobsmacked as I feel. When our eyes meet, we both break out into giddy grins.


“Can you believe this place?” he asks in a thick drawl as he turns, taking it all in.


I shake my head. “It’s so unreal. Can you believe we are going to get to spend every day here?”


He laughs, and there’s something about his charisma or the way he seems enthralled by everything in the room that puts me at ease. “I hear you. My whole family thinks I’m ridiculous for wanting to spend my summer sweating in a kitchen, but I think it’s going to be incredible. By the way, I’m Malik.”


“Peyton,” I say. I’m not sure whether we’re supposed to shake hands or not, so I wait a second to see what he does.


A half beat passes before he extends his hand toward me. Handshake it is. “I’m from Alabama.”


“Oh my God, we’re practically neighbors,” I say, taking his hand and giving it a firm shake.


“Really? Where’s home?”


“Florida.”


He tilts his head. “You know Florida isn’t really the South, right?”


“I’m from northern Florida. Fifteen miles from the Georgia line.”


“Well, in that case you’re Southern enough for me.”


An awkward silence falls between us as Malik looks up at the microphones hanging from the ceiling and then glances at the camera. I remember what the PA said about no one wanting to watch people stare at each other.


“It’s kind of weird, right?” I ask, hoping to break the silence.


“Like we’re being spied on?”


“Yeah. Which, if you think about it, we kind of are.”


He gives one more look at the camera and then back at me. “I’m a pretty good judge of character, and I like you, Florida. I think we should make a pact,” he says, leaning in close.


“You want to form an alliance? You know we don’t get to vote who stays and goes, right?”


“I know the rules,” he says, shaking his head as if he can’t believe I would think he didn’t. “We need to make a pact to have each other’s back.”


The image of the cage match competitions worms its way back into my mind, and I smile. “I think that sounds like a plan. Who are we watching out for?”


Malik straightens, looking very serious. “You know they had to have brought someone on the show to be the troublemaker. That’s the person we’ve got to watch out for.”


“What makes you think the producer would do that?”


“Because I know reality TV, and somebody in this cast is going to bring the drama.” He practically sings the last word.


“But how do I know you’re not the troublemaker?” I ask with a grin. “Your first move would probably be to get inside my head, so that way I don’t suspect you when you start pointing fingers at someone else.”


He starts to answer me, then stops.


I continue to smile, willing to wait him out.


“You know,” he says, “you don’t. But the way your mind works makes me wonder if I can trust you.” He pauses for the briefest of moments before continuing. “Still, we’re neighbors, so we should stick together.”


“A regional alliance is good enough for me. Besides, if you are the troublemaker, I’d make an excellent sidekick. Just saying.”


“Really?” he says, one eyebrow perking up.


I nod. “I have been known to create quite the diversion when the moment calls for it.”


He laughs again, and I smile. It’s easy to see that this is a guy who knows how to lighten the mood and make people feel comfortable—my nerves have even settled a little after our short conversation.


“I can’t wait to hear about your exploits.”


I pretend to wince. “I would, but it’s one of those things where if I tell you—”


“You’d have to kill me?” he finishes.


I shake my head. “You’d have to clean my kitchen for the rest of the show.” Then I give him my most innocent face. “And I’m very messy.”


“You know what? Never mind. And I am definitely going to keep my eye on you.”


I just grin at him as a friendly silence settles between us. I like Malik, and I’m glad the first person I meet is friendly and funny. If he’s right about the show bringing someone in just to stir up trouble, it’ll be nice to have an ally with a sense of humor.














CHAPTER


TWO
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JUST AS I FINISH MY THOUGHT, A GIRL WITH LONG, curly black hair enters the studio. She doesn’t walk as much as float through the door and over to us like a wingless pixie. I swear her eyes practically glow and seem to shift between green and brown under the set lights, creating a stunning contrast with her light brown skin. Her wide smile welcomes us in, but there is a glint in her eyes that makes one thing very clear—she isn’t someone to be underestimated.


“Hey,” she says, drawing the word out. “I’m Lola from Vegas.”


She walks straight toward me with her arms open. Does she expect me to hug to her? Because I am not a hugger. With the camera’s all-seeing lens on us, I awkwardly accept the embrace, patting her on the back while still trying to keep some distance between us.


Personal space may be an issue with her.


She seems unfazed as she moves on to Malik, who opens his arms and matches her enthusiasm.


“Check this place out,” she says as she steps back. “It’s amazing.” Her gaze lands on the pantry and stops. “I think I might die right here and now.” She turns to us, her eyes wider than humanly possible as the camera moves in, loving every minute of her performance.


“I’m pretty sure the health department would consider dying on set a health code violation,” I say, laughing.


Like Malik, Lola is animated and friendly, and as I listen to her and Malik chat with each other, I can’t help but like her. I also can’t help but be a little intimidated. I come from a town where reputations are passed down from one generation to the next. When your dad is the town crook, you get used to trying to blend in. How am I going to have any chance of catching the attention of the judges if everyone on the show is as charismatic as these two? I glance back at the door just as it begins to swing open again.


“Hey, guys,” I say, nodding toward the movement.


The new arrival saunters in with gelled-up black hair and a leather jacket. His eyes are bluebird blue and his jawline looks as sharp as a kitchen knife. If not for the slight scar on his forehead, directly between his eyebrows, he would look perfect.


“A boy,” Lola whispers to me, grabbing my arm and giving it a series of squeezes. “A cute boy.”


She is so close I can smell her, and it’s like powdered sugar and lemons. Great, the only other girl here so far is basically sunshine on legs.


“I see him,” I say as I try to gently reclaim my arm.


After a quick glance at my three castmates, I can’t help but wonder where Food TV found all these people. Is there a talent agency nearby that specializes in super cool teen chefs?


“What’s up? I’m Paulie from Jersey City.”


Lola is the first to speak up. “Hi, Paulie. I’m Lola from Vegas, and this is Malik from Alabama and Peyton from somewhere in Florida.”


“The panhandle,” I say quickly. “So inland, but not too far from the ocean.” It’s more for the camera than the new arrival because if I’m going to fight my inner wallflower, I have to start sometime, right?


Paulie nods. “Cool.”


With the introductions complete, Lola slides right over to Paulie and links her arm with his. She really is one of those touchy-feely people.


“Vegas, huh?” Paulie says, giving her arm a playful nudge. “My uncles go there twice a year.”


“You should go with them next time and I’ll give you the tour.”


“I’m not really the gambling type,” he says.


“And yet you’re here gambling for a future like the rest of us,” I say.


“Nah,” he says, his grin never faltering. “I’m the odds-on favorite.”


“You think so, huh?” Lola says.


She unlinks her arm from Paulie’s and comes to stand next to me in feminine solidarity. “Well, I think Peyton and I might have something to say about that.”


“Good,” Paulie says. “I like cute girls who can cook.”


I roll my eyes and pretend to answer a vintage rotary phone. “Hello?” I pause before covering the imaginary mouthpiece. “The 1950s are calling. It’s for you.”


I expect him to throw some shade, but to my surprise he laughs, and his bravado melts into something more relaxed. “Nice. I thought you were the girl-next-door type, but I might have been wrong.”


I almost laugh. No one has ever thought of me as “the girl next door.” Most of the time they whisper to each other and then laugh. Malik and Lola continue chatting with Paulie as I slip to the edge of the conversation circle. Watching them, I look for what the casting people must have seen. Paulie is the player of the group, and while Lola may look like a character from a fantasy novel, she doesn’t strike me as someone who is afraid of going after what she wants. Malik is a little harder to figure out, but if I had to make a bet, I’d say he’s never met a stranger. He has charisma in spades.


“If you had one showstopper dish, what would it be?” Paulie asks Malik.


The question snaps me back to the present.


“Oh, we don’t know each other well enough for me to share all my secrets,” Malik says, raising his chin just enough to look down on Paulie. “But let’s just say that if barbeque is involved, you’re going down.” Malik pauses just a second before relaxing into a grin and then slapping Paulie on the back.


For his part, Paulie looks like he’s not sure which side of Malik is the real one. I think they both are—and I would like to stay on the nice side. Paulie holds out his hand for a low five and Malik slaps it, grinning.


“Got to respect the sauces,” Paulie says. “I’ve lived in Jersey my entire life, and I thought I knew what barbeque was, but a couple of years ago my family went to Texas, and man oh man.”


“And what did you learn?” Malik asks.


“Turns out, I did not.”


“And you think you know what it’s all about after one trip to Texas?”


“Nope. So I’m more than willing to try whatever you want to share.”


Listening to the two of them is like being a spectator at a tennis match. “So,” I interrupt, “if Malik is the barbeque king, and I’m the baker—” I throw that in, realizing that I haven’t yet established my domain in this competition “—what does that make you?”


Paulie gives me a stunned look. “Are you serious?”


“Um, yeah?”


He chuckles and gives me a little shake of his head. “I’m Italian and from New Jersey—I’m literally a walking stereotype.”


“Aren’t we all?” Malik asks with a knowing grin, before a disembodied voice quietly tells us to limit our conversation to basic biographical facts, food, and the kitchen, and all four of us instantly look like we’ve just been caught cheating on a test.


“Well, I should warn you all,” Paulie says after clearing his throat, “if there is any challenge where we are using pasta, I’m going to wipe the floor with you.”


“Don’t be so sure,” Lola says, rising to his challenge. “My abuela might have taught me everything I know about Cuban cooking, but I’ve got a style that’s all my own.”


The confidence in this room is enough to suffocate me. I hope the mics are picking up everything, because these taglines are priceless. I feel like I should say something about cupcakes and icing, but I have nothing.


“What? Are you some kind of plating junkie?” Paulie says, waggling his eyebrows playfully.


I glance between the two of them. “Was that supposed to be some kind of kitchen insult? If it was, it was weak.”


Lola grins at me and gives a little nod of appreciation. “Presentation is part of the game. Right, Peyton?”


“Part of it,” I agree


Her brows furrow at me. “Are you telling me that as ‘the baker,’ you don’t think presentation is important? No one wants a wedding cake that’s slapped together, do they?”


“Well, no, but if it looks good and tastes horrible, no one’s going to ask you to bake anything for them again.”


Lola looks at me like I’ve broken our silent bond of sisterhood.


“It’s a fair point,” Paulie says. “This is a cooking show, right? So no matter how pretty it looks, if the food on the plate tastes gross, then you’ll be back in Sin City before you know it.”


If I were to say something like that, I’d probably get a death stare in return. But somehow Paulie makes it sound playful and not at all like a betrayal.


Lola gives him a smile and flips her hair over her shoulder. “Oh, I’m not going anywhere.”


Any reply Paulie might want to say is cut off when the doors swing open again and in walks a guy with bleached blond hair and tattoos on one arm.


“The bad boy,” Lola says to me out of the corner of her mouth. “Things just got interesting.”


I turn to agree that he looks like he should be shredding onstage at a punk rock concert after a long day of surfing, not sweating it out in a culinary competition, when I realize that she is already off, giving the new guy a big hug and taking charge. She does know this isn’t a dating show, right?


After a brief exchange, Lola drags the new arrival over to us. “Okay, everyone, this is Adam, and he’s from California.”


“What part?” I ask, trying to sound open and friendly.


“Oceanside. It’s between LA and San Diego.”


“We were just talking about our specialties, so what do you cook?” Paulie asks, throwing a lifeline to Adam, who looks like he’s drowning under Lola’s gaze. “I’m Paulie, the Italian guy,” he adds and then rattles off everyone else’s names and what we like to cook, or in my case, bake.


“I guess that makes me the locally sourced vegetarian?” he answers, and I can read the silent “thank you” in his eyes when he looks at Paulie.


Of course he is, I think as panic starts to bubble in my chest. A bad boy with an environmental streak. Casting nailed it again. I glance quickly at the door and hope that the next person to come through isn’t another picture-perfect competitor, because otherwise I’m not going to stand a chance.


“Are you vegetarian or vegan?” I ask.


“I’m vegan, but in order to become a more well-rounded chef, I’ll use dairy and eggs if I need to. I prefer to stick with plant-based foods, though.”


“Huh,” Malik says. “Aren’t you worried that it could make this competition more challenging for you?”


Adam shrugs. “Maybe, but I like to think I’m pretty versatile. I’m the only vegan in my family, so it was either learn to cook or grow up eating raw vegetables for dinner every night. Wait until you see what I can do with a spaghetti squash.”


The conversation turns to Adam’s preference for meat substitutes, and when Paulie starts asking Adam about how he would make the perfect meatless meatball, I mentally start taking notes. Everyone is so caught up in the discussion that we don’t realize another competitor has entered the room until he is standing next to me.


“Aloha,” he says, giving a quick wave of his hand. “I’m Hakulani.”


“Oh, hi. We didn’t see you come in,” I say quickly.


“Yeah. You guys were having a pretty intense conversation.”


“Well, we should introduce ourselves,” Lola says.


Paulie points toward her. “This is Lola. She’s going to be the entertainment director for our duration. I’m Paulie,” he adds, holding out his hand for Hakulani to shake.


Hakulani accepts it enthusiastically and the introductions begin again. When he turns his back to me to talk to Adam, I make eye contact with Lola, who nods in Hakulani’s direction and mocks fainting. She’s not wrong. He is definitely swoon-worthy.


For the first time since our arrival, the conversation drifts away from cooking as Hakulani and Adam compare West Coast surfing with the waves in Hawaii. They both have very strong opinions on where to catch the best waves.


As they agree to disagree, Hakulani turns around and asks where I’m from.


I somehow manage to say, “I’m from Florida.”


“Oh, cool. Do you surf?”


What would you do if a ridiculously handsome guy was standing in front of you, asking if you surf?


“Um, sometimes.” Yeah, you lie. By sometimes, I mean I have been out on the water, on a board, and have caught exactly one wave that ended with me wiping out hard. And for my effort, I ended up with a nasty case of coral rash. “But it sounds like you surf a lot.”


“Yeah,” he says, “but most of my friends are better than me.”


“Same,” I agree, and that is not a lie. “But the beach is kind of far away; and between work and school, it’s hard to get out there.”


“Have you ever used a longboard?” His eyes light up with excitement, and I feel my stomach do a little flip. “I’m still learning how to control the beast. My buddies think I’m ridiculous, but I saw this picture of my grandfather when he was my age and—” He stops suddenly.


“What?”


“Never mind. It’s stupid.”


“No, seriously. What were you going to say?”


He hesitates, then continues. “It’s just that, when I’m out in the ocean, sitting on the board, waiting for a set, I feel closer to him—like he’s still around.” Hakulani pauses before adding, “He died a few years ago.”


My heart jolts. “I know what you mean,” I say quietly, aware each word is being picked up by my mic. “My Grams was the one who taught me to bake. When I miss her, I head to the kitchen and pull out her recipes. It’s not the same, but it helps.”


“Yeah,” he says, but there is a sadness that is settling between us as we both think about the person we’ve lost.


Before I can think of anything to say to break the silence, Hakulani turns with everyone else toward the doors to watch the latest contestant enter. I spin around and swallow a groan. By the way she stops and poses for the camera, I’m pretty sure this is the bringer of drama from Malik’s prophecy.














CHAPTER


THREE
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UNLIKE THE REST OF US WHO ENTERED THROUGH those swinging doors with varying degrees of nerves, or in my case, slightly overwhelmed with a bruised lip, this well-dressed blonde is standing in front of the doors like she has all the time in the world. She is not even trying to hide the fact that she’s sizing all of us up as if she is our judge and jury in determining who among us is worthy of her attention—and the cameras are eating it up. I recognize the look she gives me as she scans the room. It’s the same one I got from the girls at school: dismissive and unimpressed. As far as she is concerned, I am irrelevant. We both know we’re not playing in the same league, and in a way, it’s comforting. I’m used to people underestimating me—and I’m more than willing to use that to my advantage.


Her gaze darts back and forth between Lola and Hakulani, and with her marks found, she saunters over to them, a practiced smile perfectly in place. I’m not sure how they’re going to edit this for broadcast, but I’m envisioning some dramatic telenovela cuts that would be perfect. The newcomer stops next to Lola, who beams at her. And in that instant, the queen has chosen her princess.


“Hi,” Lola says, continuing the tradition of starting the introductions. But this time, her words tumble out of her mouth, and the pitch of her voice is a little higher than before. I’m surprised at how quickly the cool Vegas girl falls under the spell of this glamorous influencer.


“Hey,” the blonde bombshell says. Her voice is as cool as her outfit, which probably costs more than my aunt’s lot rent. For the year. “I’m Dani.”


“We were just talking about what everyone likes to cook, like vegetarian or baking… oh, and where we’re from,” Lola says, finally stopping to take a breath. “Where are you from?”


I look back at the new arrival, trying to figure out what has turned Lola into a bundle of bumbling energy.


“Bet she’s from Manhattan,” Paulie whispers as he maneuvers in to stand close to me. For a second, I’m acutely aware of the warmth of his body, but then again, it could just be the lights.


“How can you tell?” I ask, still looking at Dani. There’s an air about her that screams posh, but beyond that, I don’t see anything more special about her than the rest of us.


He nods in her direction. “The walk, the attitude, the clothes. I don’t even think that skirt has made it to the boutiques yet. She’s got connections.”


“Wow, you’re an expert on pasta and women’s fashion? So impressive.”


“Hey, I have seven sisters. Six older and one younger. One works in the Garment District as an assistant to a fashion photographer, and another has been making her own clothes since she was like ten. They talk a lot of fashion over Sunday dinner.”


“Seven sisters?” I ask, my eyes wide. “It’s amazing that you even learned to talk.”


“Very funny,” he says, nudging me with his elbow. “It just meant that there was a lot of time for listening.”


“SoHo,” Dani says, answering Lola’s question.


I’m stunned at how one word can seem so flat and bored. I mean, how can Dani not find all this even just a little bit exciting?


“Ha,” I whisper back to Paulie. “You were wrong. She’s not from Manhattan.”


He just grins.


“What?” I ask.


“SoHo,” he says, the smile growing even wider, “means south of Houston Street. In Manhattan.”


Dani is answering Lola’s questions about the best places to eat in the city, and all the other contestants are hanging on her every word. “Oh,” I say, trying not to look at Paulie. “This is my first trip to New York. Everything I know about the city either comes from history class or the Hamilton soundtrack.”


He chuckles. “You know when they sing, ‘They’re battering down the Battery’?”


I nod.


“That’s the south end of Manhattan. SoHo is north of that, on Broadway.”


“And you’re into theater?”


“It’s Hamilton,” he says as though that explains everything. Which it kinda does. “If I were you, Peyton, I’d keep an eye on her. She’s basically NYC culinary royalty.”


“You know who she is?”


“Yeah, and if she’s here, there’s a pretty good chance the whole competition is rigged in her favor.”


“So, who is she?” I say, looking back at Dani just as she flips her hair over her shoulder and lays a possessive hand on Hakulani.


He looks down at me. “You’re joking, right? You really don’t know who she is?”


I shake my head.


“That’s Daniela Moretti,” he says, staring at me and waiting for a light-bulb moment to happen.


It doesn’t.


“Moretti?” he repeats. “As in the daughter of Chef Moretti, world-renowned chef to the stars? Owner of the Moretti’s empire? You can buy his pasta sauce at the grocery store.”


I glance back at Dani. “No way.”


“Believe me or don’t. It doesn’t change the facts. That girl was born with a wooden spoon in her hand.”


“Why would someone like her be on the show?” I ask, watching her as she gracefully laughs at a joke or something Hakulani said.


“Good question. Her godfather is Jimmy ‘Hot Sauce’ Hooper.”


“The burger guy?”


“That’s the one.”


My stomach clenches. How am I supposed to compete with someone who was probably perfecting her béarnaise sauce while I was trying not to overcook the mac and cheese? “But that still doesn’t answer my question: Why is she here?”


Paulie shrugs. “She doesn’t need money for culinary school. I’m pretty sure her dad can afford the tuition. Unless…”


“What?”


“Maybe he was the victim of a Ponzi scheme and lost his entire fortune.”


“Be serious,” I say.


“It’s an explanation.”


“Not a very good one.”


“True, but there’s another explanation.”


“What?


“She’s a ringer.”


I turn to watch as Dani begins talking to Malik and Adam. 


“They wouldn’t do that, would they? Not with someone with a pedigree like hers. It would be too obvious.” I glance over at Paulie. “Wouldn’t it?”


I don’t have long to dwell on this because the doors swing open, revealing the last member of our cast.


Even from this distance, I can see this girl possesses the same level of style that Dani has, but instead of the flashy designer outfit, she’s wearing a magenta and dusty rose sari. The cuffs have a delicate design embroidered in gold thread, and the fabric drapes neatly over her left arm. Her makeup and hair are perfectly done. As stunning as she looks, the first thing that I think, once some of my awe has worn off, is: How the heck is she going to cook dressed in such a beautiful outfit? I imagine what I would look like if I had to bake in the nicest outfit I owned—and shudder.


As she walks up, smiling at the small group closest to the door, I am acutely aware that if we were in a segment about which of these eight people doesn’t belong, the obvious answer is me. I feel so plain and unremarkable standing next to everyone that I’m even more shocked when she stops in front of me first and says gently, “Hi, I’m Inaaya.”


Even her name is elegant. “Peyton,” I say before everyone else moves in to introduce themselves.


A few minutes later, a disembodied voice yells, “Cut.”


Then, from the shadows, the entire crew emerges to reset the stage for whatever comes next. The disembodied voice begins barking orders for us to line up, and the PAs race around, moving everyone to different-colored marks on the floor.


“This is your assigned color,” a crew member says, grabbing my arms and moving me less than a foot to a turquoise X on the floor.


“Look at the color of the mark you are standing on,” the disembodied voice commands. “If we are lined up for filming and you are standing anywhere other than on your mark, you are wrong.”


Paulie takes his place next to me and nudges my arm. “You ready for this?”


“Sure,” I say. I am absolutely lying.


“Quiet on the set,” the disembodied voice says. “Action.”














CHAPTER


FOUR


[image: image]


“HEY, EVERYONE,” A CHEERFUL VOICE SAYS FROM behind us. Surprised, we all turn to see Jessica Evans sweeping into the room.


“Are you kidding?” I whisper, barely containing my excitement.


I love Jessica Evans. Two years ago, she was a stay-at-home mom who made and sold cakes from her kitchen to help her family make ends meet. Now, she’s the network’s newest rising star all because she won a cooking competition just like this. She is funny and sweet and all the other gushy words someone can say about another person. I turn to Paulie. “I can’t believe Jessica Evans is going to be the host.”


“I can tell,” he says, laughing at my fan girl moment.


Jessica waits as the cameras catch our reactions and get some footage of her beaming at us before she continues, “I’m Jessica Evans.”


Everyone breaks out in applause. It’s very possible that I start it and everyone else is instinctively joining in.


“Welcome to Top Teen Chef. You are some of the best cooks in your generation. And this competition is going to give you a chance to show the judges—and America—your talent and passion for food for the opportunity to win a culinary scholarship to the American Culinary Institute.”


We all cheer and clap. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’m acutely aware that our excitement is genuine. No matter how chill anyone had been when we first got here, it’s not lost on us now that the competition has begun.


Jessica waits for us to settle down before adding, “Are you guys ready to meet the judges?”


“Yeah!” we say in unison.


“Then meet restaurateur A. J. Yang and Food TV’s favorite cooking couple, Angelica Meyers and Billy Caine.”


Again, we all go wild as the judges walk in, waving to us and the cameras before taking their seats at the judges’ table. I try not to look directly into the cameras, which I’m starting to realize is basically impossible. I mean, they are right there, in front of us, panning our faces to get up-close reactions. We stop cheering after a few seconds, but then the disembodied voice tells us to keep going. Apparently, they didn’t get enough excitement footage from all of us. We all try to make our smiles and applause appear genuine, but there is an air of awkwardness now. I hope this isn’t something we’ll have to do often.


They must have gotten what they wanted because, as if by some unspoken cue, Jessica straightens, turns a little more to face us, and continues on like nothing happened. “You’ve all got talent; you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t. But now it’s time to see which of you has the fire to go for what you want and whose dreams will be put on ice.”


“What is she talking about?” I whisper to Paulie, but he is looking at Jessica with an unreadable face. I turn to Lola, who just shrugs.


“Today is your first challenge,” Jessica says.


This time the reactions the cameras pick up are a combination of disbelief, confusion, and, in my case, petrification.


“But don’t worry,” Jessica says quickly. “No one is going home.”


Relief ripples down the line, and a few of us break out into uneasy smiles, the unspoken yet hanging in the air around us.


“She could have led with that,” I grumble, forgetting about my mic.


“First, we’re going to hand out your official chef attire, and you’ll find that your jackets match your kitchen station.” She pauses, eyeing each of us. “Want to find out where you’ll be cooking while you’re here?”


I nod my head and clasp my hands together. I feel like I’m in a dream, but this is all real—the competition, the opportunity, everything. It’s not happening to someone on a screen but to me, right now. I take a deep breath and try to listen to Jessica, but my brain isn’t cooperating. A couple months ago I was nothing but the daughter of the town criminal, with no chance of going to community college—much less the best culinary school in the country. I’d spent my whole life believing that things like this happened to other people—not to me. But here I am.


Jessica turns to A. J., Billy, and Angelica, who have moved next to a table with a kaleidoscope of colored chef’s jackets. “Would you do the honors?” she asks them.


The set lights are already hot, but in this moment, it is like someone has cranked up the heat even more, and I feel my heart skip a beat. I discreetly reach for Paulie’s arm to steady myself, just in case, and other than a slight shift as he leans a fraction closer, he doesn’t draw attention to us.


“You okay?” he whispers through his wide smile.


“Yeah,” I whisper back.


I’m so caught up in the moment and in my own thoughts that I don’t see A. J. pick up the turquoise jacket and whip it open. I also don’t hear him call my name.


Thankfully, Paulie nudges me slightly with the arm I’m holding on to and I quickly jump out of line. I hear a giggle from somewhere to my left and try to laugh it off with a quick smile over my shoulder. As I approach the steps leading up to the judges, I remind myself to breathe and not trip up the stairs.


“Thank you,” I say, sure that my voice is shaking. I reach out and take the jacket, the fabric much softer than I expect. Then, not sure what to do next, I stand there, waiting.


“Peyton,” Angelica says, gesturing toward the rows of work kitchens. “Take your place at the station that matches your uniform.”


I smile and walk as steady as I can to my kitchen, which is in the far-right corner of the back row. Everything in it is the same color as my jacket, from the towels to the utensils. Even the oven is turquoise. I’m sure I’m supposed to stand and watch everyone else get their jackets, but I can’t help running my hand over the cool metal of the mixer. The one I have at home is held together by electrical tape and prayers, but this one is top of the line and I bet it even has all the fancy attachments.


“Hey, neighbor,” a voice whispers to me, and I snap my head up to find Paulie buttoning his own jacket, which is the shade of a ripe pomegranate. He takes his spot in the corresponding kitchen, located in the same row as me.


“Hey,” I whisper back as I watch Dani get her salmon-colored jacket from Angelica. She basically skips to her station, which is in the front row, right in front of the judges’ table. I take a moment to be grateful at how lucky I am to not be under the constant eye of the judges. Then I sneak a peek in the drawer labeled “mixer.” Sure enough, every attachment you can imagine is neatly organized. I’m wondering how long it will take me to utterly destroy this system when the drawer slips from my hand and springs shut with a thunk loud enough for the entire room to hear.


All heads turn in my direction.


“Sorry,” I say sheepishly.


The procession of handing out the jackets continues, and the yellow jacket, which matches the station directly in front of me, is in Angelica’s hands. “Hakulani Iosua, please come forward.”


With his back to me, I can’t see his face as he accepts it, but, when he turns around, and grins in my direction, I wonder if someone in the editing crew is going to insert a little light flash and ping sound effect every time he shows his perfectly straight smile.


As Hakulani walks toward his station, I catch a glimpse of Dani’s face.


Paulie must see it as well because he moves closer and whispers, “What’s her deal? She’s got a primo spot and she looks disappointed.”


“Don’t know,” I say with a shrug.


“It’s probably because you’re surrounded by the two most awesome guys in the competition,” he says, flexing his arm.


“You think that’s it?” I ask, laughing into my hand.


As Hakulani steps into his kitchen, he turns, and he and Paulie high-five over my counter.


After another minute or so, the final jacket is given out, and the judges take their places at the table.


“Cut,” the disembodied voice calls out. “Get ready for the first challenge.”


The studio erupts with noise and motion as everyone scurries around to get the set ready for our first challenge.


Malik, whose station is next to Hakulani’s and in front of Paulie’s, walks around to the center of our stations. “How’s it going, Florida? Nice color.”


“You too,” I say, admiring the dark pumpkin color of his jacket.


Paulie and Hakulani move in closer, too.


“I can’t believe they’re making us do a challenge on our first day,” Hakulani says.


Paulie raises a brow at him. “What did you think we were going to do? This is television. Every day we’re here costs them more money.”


“That’s probably why they are cramming an entire season into three weeks,” I add.


Before anyone can say anything else, the disembodied voice directs us to follow the PA, who is waving his hands in the air, trying to catch our attention. As the whole cast gathers around, I hear him say, “Wardrobe has a selection of pants and shirts that you’ll be wearing today, which are over there on the rack with your names pinned to them. Get your pants and a shirt, and then you can follow me so you can change.”


Inaaya looks relieved. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to cook in this,” she says, lifting her skirt up slightly. “I don’t know why they had me wear this in the first place.”


“Probably to highlight your Indian heritage,” Dani says as she sorts through a pile of pants, looking for hers. We all fall silent as she pulls out a pair of soft gray leggings before looking at all of us. “What?”


“You know, there is more to me and my cooking than where my family comes from,” Inaaya says, looking a little annoyed.


Dani laughs. “Right, and I’m sure Paulie is more than slicked-back hair and leather jackets.”


“Wow,” Paulie says, grabbing a pair of black jeans.


“Oh please,” Dani says as she accepts the shirt that’s handed to her. “This is television. We may not have a script, but don’t forget that we’re all still characters.” Then she saunters off the set without another word.


“She’s not wrong,” mutters the wardrobe person as they hand me a shirt. “We’ve got entire sets of clothes for you at your apartment, and everyone has a particular style and look.”


“Five minutes,” the disembodied voice calls over the speaker. “Set the stations.”


I wish I could ask them more about the look they chose for me, but I don’t have the time, so I race in the direction the PA sends me and find the nearest bathroom. Dani is already in one stall, and Inaaya and Lola are right behind me, the doors clanging shut as they step into their own stalls. In three minutes, I return to the set, my original outfit folded in my arms and pressed gently against my chest.


“What do I do with these?” I ask the woman in wardrobe.


She reaches for them. “I’ll take them. You’ll get them back later tonight.”


“Thanks.”


“Of course.”


“One minute,” the disembodied voice calls.


“Peyton,” Jessica calls, motioning me to the front where she is gathering the rest of my competition. “We’re going to line up here to get started. Do you remember where your mark is?”


I scan the ground and find my turquoise X between Hakulani and Malik. Thank goodness I’m going to be with people I’m comfortable with.


Inaaya is the last to return from changing, and the wardrobe assistant meets her at the door, draping her outfit gently over an arm before heading somewhere into the bowels of the studio with the rest of our clothes in tow.


Before the cameras start rolling again, Jessica turns to us and takes a deep breath. “How are you all doing?”


A few people say they’re doing fine, but most of us just stand there. “Overwhelmed?” she suggests.


“Is there something that’s more than overwhelmed?” I ask.


“Like super overwhelmed?” Paulie suggests.


“At least,” I say, tilting my body slightly so I can make eye contact with him farther down the line.


“It’s day one,” Jessica says. “Completely normal. You’ll get used to it.”


“If we last that long,” Lola says.


I think that’s the first time she has been anything less than confident.


“Quiet on the set,” the disembodied voice calls.


Everyone straightens up as the judges return to their seats.


Once we’re ready, Jessica begins her introduction. “Today, the judges are going to get a little taste of who you are. And your introduction will be in the form of a meal that tells us who you are, not just as a chef or baker, but as a person.” She pauses before adding, “Just to make sure you heard me, I said meal. And by meal, I mean make an appetizer, entrée with a side, and, of course, dessert.”


My mind starts racing. Three courses, made from scratch, with no prep time to plan. I’ve watched every episode of every cooking show on the network, and this is the part I never understood. How do they come up with their ideas on the fly? Just thinking about it makes my stomach flip-flop. I look straight into the camera and I swear the red light is mocking me.


Jessica turns toward the judges. “Any words of wisdom for our young chefs?”


Angelica smiles at us. “You’ll be judged on how your dishes taste as well as presentation. Use your food to introduce yourself to us and the world. Today, the pantry will be open for the entire round.”


“And don’t be afraid to ask Jessica for help or advice,” Billy adds. “She’s been where you are. She’s probably the best tool you have access to.”


“Aw, thanks, Billy,” Jessica says before looking at A. J. “Anything to add?”


“Yeah. It’s simple: have fun. Yes, this is a competition and, yes, the stakes are pretty high, but don’t hold back. What’s the worst that could happen?”


“Food poisoning,” I mutter.


A split second later, I hear stifled laughter from the dark part of the studio. Damn, the mic.


“I’m sure you’re all ready to get cooking,” Jessica says and we all cheer in agreement.


I glance at Paulie, who is staring at the judges’ table and rubbing his hands together in anticipation.


“ACI, here I come,” Hakulani says.


Jessica raises her hands to get our attention. “All right chefs, you have three hours to come up with your menu and prepare it.” She stands there, waiting as the cameras circle around us, capturing our hand-wringing and nervous bouncing on the balls of our feet. “There’s only one thing left to do.”


Another dramatic pause.


“Let’s get cookin’!”
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