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For Craig,


who taught me so much about cooking,


found family, and unconditional love,


and


for Tom,


my favorite person to cook for









Cooking, and the people who love you: the two greatest and most practical miracles of all.


—Ella Risbridger, The Year of Miracles









CHAPTER ONE


Ellie


“This is all a celebrity chef needs to get a cookbook deal? A two-line email from his agent and a ridiculous nickname?” I waved the offending printout at my best friend, unable to keep the exasperation out of my voice.


Nicole stretched elegantly in the conference room chair, like a cat soaking up the weak January sun. “Tobias Paul represents anyone who’s anyone in food, and the Happy Pirate Leprechaun is a great nickname.”


“For the mascot on a box of marshmallow cereal,” I grumbled. “Happy New Year to me.”


Most days, ghostwriting cookbooks was my dream job. Publishers paid me both to cook and write, which would be my hobbies anyway. In addition to capturing my subject’s voice like every ghostwriter had to, I was also a translator, taking the huge quantities and multiple subrecipes of restaurant dishes and turning them into straightforward instructions an ordinary person could follow in their home kitchen. But I was a guide, too, a companion, helping chefs and home cooks connect to each other so everyone could eat delicious food.


To ghostwrite a cookbook successfully, I had to be rock solid: methodical, precise, great at managing money and time, and, above all, patient with people’s foibles. But the lack of information on this project left me feeling like I was balancing on an office chair, the wheels on the verge of going out from under me.


It didn’t help that Kieran O’Neill was late.


The local chef’s victory on the reality TV show Fire on High had triggered a six-way bidding war to publish his first cookbook. Alchemy Press’s editor Tad Winthrop had won the auction by promising him a ridiculous amount of money and the services of his most diligent ghostwriter. I would write recipes and stories in Kieran’s voice, and Nicole would shoot the accompanying pictures. Today, we were all meeting for the first time to discuss our plans for the next several months of work.


I read the email aloud, hoping that more words would magically appear. “‘Kieran O’Neill wants to write a cookbook about having fun in the kitchen. Call me.’ Having fun? Great, thanks, that tells me everything I need to know.”


Nicole checked the ends of her long black hair. “Fire on High is the competition show of the decade. I know you only watch historical British people falling in constipated love, but even you’ve absorbed that by osmosis.”


I shook my head. “Not just osmosis. I did watch the whole season, also known as fifteen hours of my life I could have spent learning to knit or finally reading A Suitable Boy.” Or if we were being honest, five historical romance novels.


She dropped the strands. “How could you not like it? Like him? He goes on a journey.” She waved her hands. “Underdog made good! Figuring out his voice!”


I folded my arms and sighed. “Your jazz hands are super cute, but you know I only watched it because I had to. I’m not trying to yuck anybody’s yum. It’s just not for me.”


I went to the floor-to-ceiling window, soaking in the peacefulness of the view. The Golden Gate Bridge was an elegant red line in the distance, and Marin’s hills rolled out like deep emerald velvet in the early afternoon light.


Nicole leaned on the glass next to me, but she wasn’t looking at the view.


“I know you believe it’s not what cooking is,” she said, the humor turned to concern. “That it shouldn’t be about showing off and gimmicks. It should be about caring for people and making them happy. But a lot of people like the performance. The Banquet YouTube channel wouldn’t have billions of hits if they didn’t.”


“But it’s so fake.”


“OK, fine, you’re never going to watch goofy cooking videos with me. So did you just watch the show through your fingers? Or do you actually know what his deal is?”


I rested my hand on my chest, fake-offended. “How dare you doubt my search engine prowess? I know his full name is Kieran Michael O’Neill, and he’s twenty-seven. He was born on December eighteenth.”


Nicole smiled. “Of course, he’s such a classic Sagittarius.”


My eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Yes, if you think an individual’s entire personality is determined by where the stars are in the sky at a random date and time.”


“Spoken like a true Virgo,” she tutted.


“Anyway. He’s from Ojai in Ventura County, graduated from Nordhoff High School and then from Santa Barbara City College with a Culinary Arts certificate. He worked at the Pacific Hotel in Montecito for two years, then Steve Yuan brought him to Qui in San Francisco. He went from intern to sous in under four years.”


“How did he get his nickname?”


“Pirate because of the black bandanna he wears. Leprechaun because he clicked his heels at one of the judging panels and became a meme. Also because he’s short and redheaded.” Not that he could help either of those things.


“Favorite ingredient?”


Which he’d been asked in every interview. “Citrus. He likes how it ‘wakes up food.’”


Nicole threw up her hands. “OK, you know a bunch of facts. But you don’t know what he’s like.”


“I guess I’ll figure that out once I meet him. If he ever gets here.”


She growled. “I don’t get it. This project is so not your bag. Why did you say yes this time? Before you give me a ridiculously complicated answer, I need sustenance.” She turned around and plucked one of the wan supermarket croissants from the plastic tray in the middle of the table, leaving a greasy silhouette behind. “Want one?”


I shook my head. “Sad pastry.”


“Sad pastry is better than no pastry.”


I eyed the drooping croissant in her hand. “I beg to differ.”


“So picky.”


“I prefer ‘discerning.’ One, I said yes because Tad asked me especially. He said he needed his most reliable person.” I prided myself on never making promises I couldn’t keep and on always delivering with a smile.


“The world won’t end if you say no to him occasionally,” she said with the tiredness of having had this conversation many times before. “You don’t always have to be available.”


I ignored the niggling edge of her comment. Being available wasn’t an issue when I didn’t have anywhere else to be. “I owe him for being so good about Max.”


She softened a little. “You owed him two and a half years ago. And it wasn’t like you were behind on the La Estufa cookbook for no reason. Your husband died. And you’ve been amazing since then. You’re beyond even.”


“Maybe.” Tad had told me to take all the time I needed, no questions asked. He’d sent ready-made food to stock my freezer and a book of Auden poems he loved, and checked in with me every week until I was ready to work.


“Not maybe, but whatever. So I know what Tad wants. But what do you want, Ellie?”


I watched a little boat scoot toward the Emeryville Marina, silently cheering for it to make it home.


I knew what I wanted.


Certainty.


After spending a decade holding everything together for my younger brother while our dad was nowhere and our mom may as well have been, Max and the Wasserman family had been the safest of harbors. I learned that when I visited them, his father Ben would always kiss both my cheeks with a smack, then pour me a beer and ask what I’d thought of the latest Warriors basketball game. That his mother Diane would pull me into the kitchen to taste a sauce and debate whether it needed more salt or lemon, then press her new favorite novel into my hands.


After Max and I got married and he’d been hired at UC Davis, I’d known that every time he came home from a long day teaching Flaubert and Balzac in French to undergraduates, he’d tell me how much he loved seeing my smile. That he would bring me red roses every Wednesday. That every Friday afternoon we’d drive back to Berkeley for Shabbos dinner.


I’d known too that once he’d won tenure, we’d buy one of the old-fashioned clapboard houses near the university, and we’d have a baby. A sweet baby with Max’s dark eyes, who’d grow up in a home full of love and warmth. Who’d know in their bones they were wanted.


All of those certainties dissolved in a late-night phone call from Paris two and a half years ago. No more Max, no more home, no more sweet, dark-eyed baby.


“Seriously, though. Why not go out with someone who’s, like, Max’s opposite?” Nicole asked through the haze of memory.


I blinked awake. “Why on earth would I do that? He’d drive me up the wall.”


“I know Max decided you were his soul mate on day one, but for most people the first date is supposed to be fun. Why not go out with someone just for fun?” She pointed to the printout. “Are you against fun?”


“Oh, for Pete’s sake, I am not against fun!”


Two male voices got louder and louder outside, and Nicole tapped my arm. “Then prove it. Here he comes.”


Before he walked into the room, I’d thought I’d known what Kieran O’Neill looked like. But Nicole was right—there were facts, and there was experience.


On-screen, he was handsome in a fey kind of way, pale-skinned and wiry and high-cheekboned. But in person, with his wide mouth smiling and his eyes crinkled in laughter? He was mischievous Puck from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, with hair like an autumn bonfire hanging down to his jaw and silvery green eyes. All he needed was a crown of leaves, and to be bare chested instead of wearing a holey old band T-shirt. Its neckline had split away, his jeans had rips to match, and his Chuck Taylors were so old that the black canvas had faded to dark brown.


Maybe you weren’t supposed to notice the scruffiness once you saw his face, but his face wasn’t going to help me buy the home I’d always wanted.


“Let me introduce you all,” Tad said, like we were at a cocktail party and not in a room that smelled like lunchtime pizza. “Kieran, this is Nicole Salazar, who’ll be shooting your book.”


Kieran grinned. “Nice to meet you, Nicole. Steve told me all about you.”


She chuckled. “I’m surprised. Your boss still owes me twenty bucks from when I beat him at Ping-Pong.”


He flailed his arms in pretend shock. “But no one’s ever beaten him.”


She blew on her fingernails. “I’m just that good.”


I just barely repressed my eye roll at their banter.


Tad finally turned to me. “And this is Ellie Wasserman, your ghostwriter.”


When we shook hands, his was rough in the right places for someone who’d worked with knives and fire for a long time. His grip was strong, too. Though I didn’t know why chefs insisted on having knives tattooed on their arms. It wasn’t like they were going to forget what they did for a living.


“Pleased to meet you, Kieran,” I said. His skin was warm, and when he smiled back at me with all his teeth, it stretched the tiny scar below his lower lip. I blinked a few times, but that delicate little line still pulled my attention.


“The mysterious Ellie Wasserman,” his lips said, smiling wide. “But I guess that’s a ghostwriter’s job, to be all spooky.”


He waved his fingers in the universal sign for “spooky,” and my distraction went up in smoke. Just what I needed, someone who didn’t take my job seriously. I narrowed my eyes at him, and his big smile shrank.


“Let’s get started,” Tad said, turning to the table.


Once we’d sat down, I laid out my planner and my notebook, lining up my black Pilot pen next to them. Nicole pulled out her reporter’s notepad and opened a new voice memo on her phone.


Across from me, Kieran took out nothing and jammed his hands into his armpits.


His eyes darted around the room, over my shoulder, looking anywhere but at Tad, who was describing the publishing process. Finally, Kieran picked up one of the cheap Alchemy ballpoint pens. Maybe he’d write something on his hand? No, he just clicked the pen open and shut. Open and shut. Open and shut, open and …


Pop!


The pen exploded, and a spring shot across the table and landed on my notebook. Tad stopped speaking. I carefully pinched the spring between my thumb and index finger and put it to the side.


“Shall I carry on?” Tad asked.


Kieran said, “Of course, my bad.”


He smiled and mouthed Sorry, at me. I shook my head. It was obvious why I was getting double my fee. I’d have to earn it.


Kieran


Cookie, I thought when I looked at Ellie.


Not that I wanted to eat her. I wasn’t a cannibal or anything.


But she reminded me of the cookies my mother baked when her bridge group came to our house. The smell of them in the oven was all rich vanilla and spice, oh-so-sweet.


Ellie was a little shorter than me, with endless curves that swooped and dipped, creamy skin sprinkled with cinnamon freckles up and down her arms and across her round cheeks. Her short hair fell in soft honey-colored curls, and her big blue eyes … well, that’s where the whole cookie idea fell down, but they made me think of my favorite pair of worn-out jeans.


But back to those cookies. Every time, I’d tiptoe to the cooling rack and reach for one perfectly round, warm cookie when I thought Mom wasn’t looking. And every time, out of nowhere, she’d slap my grubby hand away, snapping, “Not for you.”


Ellie may have looked warm and round, but she had “not for you” written all over her. It was in her extremely professional handshake, just the right amount of grip. The old-fashioned, belted, button-up black dress with no wrinkles, the matching ballet shoes with no scuffs. The only hint of color was a thin gold necklace that caught the sunlight where it threaded under her collar. Everything plain and boring and tidy.


She was going to hate me. She’d already cringed at my stupid ghost joke. Why did I always run my mouth around pretty women?


“Kieran?” my editor Tad said.


Damn it, not again. “I’m listening, sorry.” I’d forgotten my stress ball at home, so I tapped on my leg instead, hoping that’d be enough to keep me present.


“We’re aiming for publication on March seventeenth next year,” he continued.


“Saint Patrick’s Day,” Ellie said with a calm nod as she wrote something in her planner. Her handwriting was all elegant curves and slashes. “You want to lean into the leprechaun persona?”


“Exactly.”


I tried not to wince. I knew I was the most Irish-looking person alive, but I’d thought the Happy Pirate Leprechaun joke would die eventually. Instead, it kept going and going. “Sounds great,” I lied.


The nickname had happened in the big episode 5 challenge, meat and potatoes. I’d come in second-to-last in the previous two major challenges by being overambitious and running out of time, and Edna, the head judge, had told me she would lose patience soon if I didn’t stop trying to show off. I’d been nervous, and I’d fucked up. I’d parboiled potatoes for too long and wrecked my plan to roast them and serve them alongside prime rib. But I’d thought fast, crushing the potatoes and frying them into little cakes topped with sour cream and salmon roe, then scattering everything with fresh dill. Hart, the front-runner, had crashed and burned with a tough, gristly piece of beef shank, and I’d won for the first time ever. I was so happy that I’d jumped in the air and clicked my heels like a little kid.


Now I was stuck with this dumbass name. But Tobias had told me that I needed to lean into it. Everyone would know who I was, and that meant my restaurant would get more press and that I might be successful enough that my parents would think I’d made a good life choice for once.


“The manuscript deadline will be August eleventh,” Tad continued.


Over seven months from now? Plenty of time. It was just a few recipes and some random stories that I wouldn’t even write.


“Which I know is a tight turnaround,” he said.


Wait, what?


“But, Ellie, I’m confident you can keep the project on track.”


“You bet,” Ellie said, as if that didn’t sound ridiculous. “Has there been any further correspondence about the book since you forwarded me Tobias’s message?” She held up a printout with a few lines on it.


“I’m afraid not,” Tad said, not meeting her eyes.


She was kind of cute when she looked miffed. No, Kieran, down.


“But I’m sure Kieran can fill us in on his vision,” he said quickly.


“That would be helpful,” Ellie said. She leaned forward, and I needed to look at her face, not at her chest, because I wasn’t a horny teenager. Even though it was fantastic. Crap.


“I’d love to know what you mean by ‘fun,’” she said, clearly not impressed.


“Exciting, I guess? So much of home cooking is doing the same thing day in, day out. I want people to mix it up.”


My mom cooked the same six dinners every week: London broil, steak hash, pork roast, pork hash. Salmon on Fridays, spaghetti on Saturdays. I’d learned early on to eat because I was hungry, not because anything tasted amazing.


“And how would you do that?” Ellie asked coolly.


Warmth crept up my neck. “I don’t know yet,” I tried to answer calmly.


“I’m sure Ellie will help you figure that out,” Tad interrupted.


“Sure,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Who’s your audience for this book?”


It was like having a nightmare where I was simultaneously falling from the sky naked and taking a test I hadn’t studied for. “Everyone?” I tried.


Ellie rubbed her temple, like I was giving her a headache. “Can you be more specific?”


I felt myself digging into defensive mode. “How?”


“Well,” she said slowly, “do you have any authors that you like? Someone who you’d want to be compared to? You’d be targeting similar readers to them.”


I shrank in my chair, hearing my teachers’ disappointment and my parents’ anger for the first time in a decade. “Nope,” I muttered. “I don’t use cookbooks.”


My failing grade was written all over her face. “You want to write a cookbook, even though you don’t use them or know why someone would?”


Shame and anger flared hot and bright, and I opened my mouth, but Tad said loudly, “OK! You two will have a lot to discuss. Kieran, why don’t you go away and think a little more about what you might want and then ask Ellie to schedule a one-on-one meeting. I’m sure you’ll work it out.”


Ellie looked like she would rather schedule a meeting with a bathtub full of banana slugs, but she just smiled tightly and said, “I look forward to hearing from you, Kieran.”


“Good!” Tad said.


I don’t know how he was so chirpy as the meeting wrapped up. Who was I kidding? I’d made a lot of progress in becoming a functional human, but this project demanded things I straight up struggled with. I had a career that didn’t involve reading or writing for a reason.


Maybe Tad was oblivious to what a bad idea this was, but Ellie Wasserman was looking at me like I was a plate of dog food she had to choke down. As for me, I wasn’t sure whether my sudden stomachache was an incoming ulcer or just a sense of doom. Probably both.









CHAPTER TWO


Ellie


It was Thursday afternoon, and for once my inbox was empty. Soft winter rain pattered on the roof of my cottage, and everything was cozy and warm and conducive to getting some work done. If I had work to get done.


I refreshed my emails again. Nothing.


Two weeks had passed since the meeting with Kieran O’Neill, and I had cleared the decks so I could give all my focus to the project. And the waiting hadn’t been a total waste of time: my budget spreadsheets and my kitchen were equally immaculate, and I’d even filed my taxes three months early. But I was supposed to be working on Kieran’s book.


I punched the button again, and for a second my hope flew up. But no. Just an email from the library reminding me that my copy of The Highlander’s Hellion was due in three days.


Why the hell hadn’t Kieran emailed me? August eleventh may have seemed ages away to him, but when a cookbook was made of 150 recipes that had to be tested multiple times and introduced by quirky anecdotes, every day of work counted. He could afford to be cavalier, but I’d never had that luxury. I needed to work, damn it. Otherwise, all my plans fell apart.


But that wasn’t helpful. I closed my eyes and breathed, thought about tamping down the fire in my chest. I’d learned young that hot frustration wouldn’t remind my mother to give me the week’s grocery money or help me forge her signature on Hank’s health forms for school.


I wrapped my arms around my torso and squeezed, but it didn’t help. I missed Max’s bear hugs. In the before times, when a pitch for work would fall through or my mother would be even more self-absorbed than usual, he’d whisper, “Relax, kitten. It doesn’t matter,” and I would sink into his broad chest and rub my cheek against his sweater. He’d rest his chin on my head and squeeze me oh-so-tight, and my stress would float away.


I couldn’t have a Max hug, but at least I could write to Tad and ask him to chase Kieran’s agent. I could talk to Hank, if my little brother remembered that we were supposed to catch up today.


Speaking of my younger brother’s forgetfulness, his birthday had been two days ago, and I hadn’t heard any response to my presents or voice mail.


I opened up our text thread. I wrote mini obituaries whenever the absent-minded future professor hadn’t called me in more than two weeks. He’d been run over by a bicycle while writing code in his head, crashed his car going the wrong way down a one-way street …


Now I typed, “Henry David Scott, RIP. Doctoral candidate in computer science at the California Institute of Technology and beloved not-so-little brother of Eleanor Ruth Wasserman, died age twenty-four, crushed under a mountain of dirty laundry.”


Thirty seconds later, I smiled when my phone rang and his name flashed up on my screen. “Sorry, sis,” he said when I picked up. “I just got distracted.”


“I know you,” I said warmly. “Don’t worry. I’m running out of causes of death, though. Did you like your birthday presents?”


His happy voice filled the room with sunshine. “Oh, yeah, the pretzel blondies were amazing, and the Warriors T-shirt is really cool. Thank you, Ellie. I’m sorry I didn’t call you when I got them. Sam and Josh took me to a party in Silverlake and it ended up being an all-night thing.”


“That’s all right. Did you do anything nice with Malia, too?”


He swallowed. “Things are a little weird with her right now.”


Shit. I liked this girlfriend. We’d met when she and Hank had flown up from Pasadena last year. She was a calm and grounded presence, and she seemed to forgive him when he was focusing too much on research. “Oh no, what’s wrong?”


“Nothing. She’s just spending a lot of time getting ready for the bar exam. She’s not home much.”


“Kind of a ships-in-the-night situation for you guys?” I asked, crossing my fingers. “It’ll pass, right?”


“I guess. But when she’s here she gets mad that the bathroom’s a little messy and the dishes aren’t done and cleans instead of hanging out.”


The words shot out of my mouth before I could stop them. “Well, you could just wash the dishes yourself.”


“I thought you were on my side,” he said, his voice small.


I rubbed my forehead. “I am. You can always count on me.”


He sighed. “I know. Anyway, thanks for the presents. I’m glad you remembered my birthday.”


Uh-oh. “Didn’t Mom send you something?”


A long pause.


“Oh, for crying out loud,” I groaned. According to Instagram, my mother had been driving through Mount Zion National Park three days ago, and if she’d had enough signal to post about her new boyfriend Rocky, she could have at least called my brother.


“Why does she suck so hard at being a mom?” he asked.


I knew it was a rhetorical question, but the placating words came anyway. “She could be worse. She never hit us, and she wasn’t an addict or anything.”


“Yeah, but she’s this selfish hippie woman we see when she feels like it, and then she drives off with whoever her latest guy is. Hashtag vanlife. Hashtag blessed.”


“I know, Stretch,” I said, trying to calm him with his old nickname. He’d been taller than me by the time he was nine, and by eighteen he’d grown to six foot four. “But she is the way she is, and you’ve got me, no matter what.”


He sighed. “I know I do. I love you, Shrimp.”


I smiled at my phone. “I love you, too.” I glanced up at the clock. “But I have to start dinner.”


“You’re still doing Shabbos for Ben and Diane?” he asked.


“Yeah. I like doing it.”


“I’m jealous.” A second of quiet. Then, “I’ll call again soon, Ellie. I promise.”


I wouldn’t hold my breath, but he meant well. He always did.
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ONCE I’D LAID out all the dinner ingredients in my in-laws’ kitchen, I began the weekly ritual. One can of smoked sardines cracked open and drained of their oil. One big handful of wheat crackers on a little plate. One small swirl of yellow mustard squeezed out. One bottle of lager poured into a worn blue plastic beer mug.


One father-in-law appeared in the kitchen a minute later. Ben bent down and kissed both my cheeks. “Good Shabbos, sweetheart.”


“Good Shabbos, Aba.”


“What’s for dinner?”


“Your chicken and carrots, of course.” I’d tried marinating the bird in buttermilk, coating the skin in butter fragrant with garam masala and saffron. But all Ben wanted was a plain chicken rubbed with salt and pepper and roasted hot and fast, with vegetables under it to soak up the schmaltz. “Roasted potatoes with whole garlic cloves and rosemary, fennel and orange salad, and mocha cheesecake for dessert.”


He said in his still-thick Long Island accent, “Beautiful. Diane will love that cheesecake with her sweet tooth.” We both knew it’d be most of the calories she’d eat today.


I waited for him to ask me how my day was, but he seemed preoccupied.


“How was the office?” I asked. Ben was mostly retired, but he still saw a few teenagers at his family medicine practice.


“The kids are all right.” He rubbed his forehead. “But Diane has had a rough week.”


I bit down my dismay. Some days she came back from her office at Cal more cheerful, when she’d had a fruitful discussion with one of her doctoral students or the undergrads had been paying more attention than usual in her Dickens lecture. Other days, it was clear she’d spent the day playing bridge online and looking at Max’s Facebook memorial.


Ben settled in at the end of the kitchen island with his crossword puzzle. For a little while, the only sounds were the bite of my knife through carrots and fennel, the scratch of his ballpoint pen, and the crunch as he ate his mini sardine sandwiches.


“Fourteen down,” he suddenly said. “Cooking preparations en français, three words. Four, two, five.”


“Mise en place,” I answered.


“Très bien,” he said. “Your accent is still excellent. Did you ever find that conversation partner like I suggested?”


“I’ve been too busy with work. And I can keep practicing French with you, right?”


He smiled. “Of course. But I’m old and forgetful, you know. You need someone young and sharp.”


As he said the words, the front door opened and shut firmly. I put my knife down and Ben capped his pen.


“Good Shabbos!” my mother-in-law said as she bustled into the kitchen.


At the cheer in her voice, Ben’s eyes found mine and widened like we’d seen a burst of sunshine after a week of rain. Was the old Diane back, the one who’d been queen of the kitchen, the life of every department party? “Good Shabbos, Ema,” I said, trying not to sound surprised. “How was the faculty meeting today?”


“It was wonderful, sweetheart. Couldn’t have been better.” She held up a burgundy paper bag to Ben. “I got those pistachio éclairs you like for dessert, Benny.”


My tentative smile got more genuine. I’d already made the cheesecake, but I wasn’t going to look her good day in the mouth. “That’s great,” I said, taking the bag from her. “Do you want to set the table?”


For the last month she’d been hiding in her room and only came down to dinner reluctantly, but she chirped, “Sure! Let’s get the good china out.”


That should have been our warning. I thought we were just celebrating for the sake of celebrating. I wasn’t expecting Diane to raise her glass of chardonnay halfway through dinner and say, “I’m retiring at the end of the semester.”


She said it like it was just another sentence instead of a screeching left turn. “Retiring?” I asked carefully. She was sixty-seven, so it wasn’t a crazy idea. But all the relief I’d felt turned into more familiar worry.


“Yes,” she said after a big sip of wine. “I told everyone at the meeting that this year would be my last. I’ve given too much of my life to Berkeley. Grinding out publications. Teaching ungrateful students.”


“You never said you were so unhappy, my love,” Ben said slowly. His confusion mirrored mine. Before Max died, the two things Diane had loved most were cooking and teaching. She’d always had her little flock of undergrads who followed her around worshipfully, and her grad students came to the house every semester for lavish dinner parties that lasted until two in the morning. Her fairy godchildren, she’d always called her advisees.


I’d taken over the cooking two years ago when she hadn’t been able to get out of bed, and she still seemed content for me to feed her and Ben. But without her teaching, what was left?


“What would you like to do instead?” I asked hesitantly.


Her eyes ducked mine. “I haven’t decided. I just couldn’t take it anymore, and it felt so good to say no to something for once.”


The slow sinking in my stomach turned into a free fall.


“Maybe we could travel, like we always talked about,” Ben said, the optimism in his voice shaky. “We haven’t been back to London for a decade. And I’ve always wanted to go to Japan, remember?”


Diane looked down at her plate, her effervescent mood suddenly flat. “I thought you two would be happier for me.” She pushed it away. “I’m finished. You can have the éclairs.”


Later that night, I settled in with my latest romance novel, knowing I wouldn’t have long. My in-law cottage in Ben and Diane’s backyard was cozy and quiet. When I’d first moved in, it’d been spartan, furnished and decorated for guests staying for a day or two. I’d made it as nice as I could: with Ben’s help I’d painted the walls a soft, leafy green, built cheap pine bookcases and filled them with cookbooks, and bought jewel-colored blankets and pillows to liven up the basic gray furniture.


But someday I’d have someplace where I’d picked everything out myself. Eighteen months ago, I’d read a blog about an English cookbook author who wrote, tested, and shot her books all in her living room and kitchen. I started pinning photos of combined working and living spaces that same day and opened a new spreadsheet to track how much money I could save week by week for a down payment. I already didn’t pay rent, but now I cut coupons for groceries, stopped buying new clothes, borrowed books and movies from the library.


Someday I’d have a double oven again and a dishwasher. I’d have a huge wooden table that would be both a place for big, crowded dinners and a set for taking pictures. I’d collect beautiful old glassware and dishes for props and hire the space out to photographers and food stylists for when they wanted a homey backdrop.


Best of all, I would own it. I wouldn’t have to move because my mother thought her latest boyfriend was getting clingy or because my husband had died and my landlord’s idea of condolences was doubling the rent.


Max hadn’t wanted to think about buying a place until he’d gotten tenure. When I’d showed him real estate listings, he’d kissed me and promised that we had time. “You’re my home, kitten. We could be living in a treehouse or on a submarine, as long as I knew when I came through the door, you’d be waiting.”


And he’d been right. After he died, our rickety apartment in Davis wasn’t home anymore, even before I’d been effectively evicted. It’d been cold, empty, airless. When Ben had called me and asked me if I wanted to move in with them, I’d said yes before he could change his mind.


The cottage wasn’t what I really wanted, but it had kept me safe when I’d needed it and given me a purpose. Ben and Diane had given me so much, loved me so much, it was only right that I repay them.


A questioning meow snapped me out of my memories. “Aren’t you nice?” I murmured to the feline emperor on my lap as I petted him.


Floyd yawned and stretched out so that his huge striped head rested on my knee and his tufted white paws waved off my thighs. The vet had said there must have been some Maine Coon in my cat to explain his quantities of fur and ridiculous size.


The therapist I’d seen for a few months after Max died had suggested I adopt a pet, for companionship and to give structure to my days. At the shelter, most of the cats had been flat against the backs of their cages, but this enormous animal had strutted out and collapsed onto my feet. I’d known something about love at first sight, and I’d signed the adoption papers then and there. Floyd had been a swaggering vagabond in his previous life, and along the way he’d picked up the feline immunodeficiency virus. He couldn’t go outside because of his compromised immune system, but that didn’t stop him from sitting and yowling at the front door every morning until I lured him away with breakfast and cuddles.


But this late at night, he was content to be my lap warmer. I stroked the long crescent of his spine and he rewarded me with a loud purr. “That’s it, we’re good, aren’t we? Just the two of us all curled up together.”


I turned back to my book. A big stoic Scotsman was saving a stubborn English damsel in distress. It wasn’t going to win a Pulitzer, but after tonight’s dinner, all I wanted was a few hours of believing in happily ever after.


The hero and heroine finally got down to business on a windswept mountainside, and I thought that maybe I’d be able to get to bed undisturbed for the first time in a while, when I heard a timid tap. Diane’s shadow floated outside the curtain.


When I opened the door, she said, her voice as fragile as her too-thin body, “I saw your lights were still on and I thought I’d say hello.”


“Of course,” I said, keeping my voice warm and steady. Did Diane’s visits make me more of an insomniac, or did the fact that sleep was capricious make her appear on my doorstep?


She held out her hand. “I wanted to bring you your Yahrzeit candle, too.”


The anniversary of Max’s death wasn’t until July, and it was still January. But from the way her eyes blinked and her lip wobbled, I could only say, “Thank you. Would you like anything to drink? Peppermint tea, maybe?”


“That sounds nice.” She wandered in, and I put the candle down and busied myself with the teakettle, ignoring how exhaustion settled on my shoulders. She’d been visiting me like this for over a year. Sometimes once a week. Sometimes night after night.


She wandered over to my bookshelves and picked up the picture of Max and me in its silver frame. “Such a beautiful couple, like something from Old Hollywood,” she told it. “You two had a love affair for the ages.”


Diane had taken the picture at Max’s doctoral graduation. Twenty-four-year-old me was wearing a light-blue dress, a burst of clear sky next to his black-and-navy velvet-trimmed gown. I smiled with my eyes closed, my hand resting over the heart that my husband promised beat just for me, while he bent to press a kiss on my crown.


I smiled a little. “He always made me feel special.”


“You both were. We were so happy,” Diane whispered, a tear slipping down her cheek.


Three years later, Max had flown to Paris for an academic conference. He’d begged me to go with him, but Tad had given me my first big ghostwriting job. I didn’t want to blow it, even for the promise of a hot night in a five-star hotel after Max was done listening to papers and networking. The day before he was supposed to return to me, he’d gone to sleep and never woken up. He hadn’t suffered, the police officer told me. But it was exactly the kind of white lie I would have told a woman who’d been widowed at twenty-seven, one who could barely speak through her sobs.


I don’t know how I didn’t turn into a dried-out husk that first year, with how much I cried for him. In my cold bed, I wished for one last night wrapped in his strong arms, one last night of feeling cherished and protected.


But now I was thirty. Thirty-one in August. Next year, I’d be older than Max had ever been. I’d had therapy, and did yoga badly, and cared for Floyd, and cooked. It wasn’t perfect, but it was enough to get me out of bed every morning.


I still wished for someone to love me at the end of the day, when I was clean out of sweetness and light. But that hope was vague and formless, while Diane’s hurt now was concrete and sharp-edged.


My husband had been her precious gift, born after years of hopes built up and dashed month after month. Ben had had to hold her up at the funeral, and her animal howls when dirt struck plain pine still echoed in my head on bad nights. We’d both been holding her up ever since.


Diane sniffed hard. “The students said in their evaluations for last semester that I was distracted. That I just didn’t care about them. Of course I’m distracted. We’re allowed to be distracted when the best person dies out of nowhere, aren’t we? Aren’t we allowed to miss him?”


“Of course we’re allowed to miss him.” But a small, traitorous voice inside me asked, This much? For this long?


She ran her palm over my head and gave me a watery smile. “He loved you so much, you know? You were his sweet little kitten.


“The day he ran into my office,” Diane said, still remembering, “I was so surprised. He’d seen girls at Harvard but never brought anyone home, and now he wanted to get married after one date? And you only just nineteen. But he was right. You were his bashert, and he was yours. Meant to be.”


“Yeah, I remember.” I had been a wide-eyed freshman in my first French literature class at Berkeley, and he’d been the boy wonder grad student, a young Gregory Peck with intellectual swagger for days. I’d been dragged to a weekly French conversation group at a bar on Telegraph, and Max had presided over the scratched-up table like a king with his court. His eyes had found mine, and without a word he’d stood and pulled up a chair right next to him. When I sat down, he’d leaned in and whispered in French, “Do you know what a coup de foudre is?” and that had been us for the next eight years.


Now I could hear Diane’s crescendo of grief coming. I’d occasionally pet her hand and make soothing noises, but she wouldn’t hear me until after the pain had peaked.


“I miss how things used to be. The way he cherished you, the way you worshipped him. Everything’s different, and I hate it. I hate it.”


“I know.” I wasn’t a therapist, but something told me that repeating the same words several times a week for years wasn’t the healthiest thing.


I’d tried to tell Ben about the late-night visits right after they’d started. But when I’d said, “Diane’s struggling,” he’d replied, “Please know I appreciate everything you’re doing. She needs someone to talk to whom she’s not married to. It’s a mitzvah.” What could I say after that?


“Thank you so much, sweetheart,” she finally said now. “It feels so good to get that off my chest.” She reached out and petted my hair again. “You still look wonderful with short hair, by the way. I’m glad you took my advice to cut it all those years ago, and to stop wearing those awful baggy jeans.”


“Thanks, Ema.” Going to Diane’s hairdresser had been a perfumed, luxurious universe away from trimming my split ends in front of the bathroom mirror. And Diane’s fulsome compliments when I put on a dress for the first time had made the daylong march around Union Square’s department stores worth it.


Diane had cared about me, and I tried to give that caring back.


But out of nowhere, Kieran’s wolfish smile and light green eyes flashed across my memory from two weeks ago. The ease with which he sauntered in and out of that room, like he knew that someone else would clean up his messes, while I knew I’d always be the person doing the cleaning, forever and ever.


But that was OK, right? I’d always been good at making things better for everyone else.


I blinked away a wave of envy.


She squeezed my hand. “You’re a good girl, Ellie. Max would be so proud if he saw you now.”


I wasn’t sure about that. I didn’t know if Max would recognize this part of me, the sharp, sour bite of resentment I felt at Kieran’s fecklessness. “Thanks, Ema,” I said quickly. “That means a lot.”


“And you’ll make his dinner again this year? It’ll be good to get all his friends around the table.”


“Of course.” I cooked a memorial dinner of all of Max’s favorite dishes every July. Again, six months away. But Diane’s sense of time was different from mine. She woke up every morning feeling like Max had died yesterday.


When she left, sleep was miles away. When I picked my book up again, I was jealous of my happily shagging Highlander, too. He only had to deal with warring clans and freezing castles without indoor plumbing.









CHAPTER THREE


Kieran


What the hell was I doing, looking at my emails in the locker room? I could hear the soft hum of Qui’s kitchen coming to life behind the gray swinging doors across from me. I should have been in there, laying out my knives and gathering my mise en place for the day. But instead of putting my phone in my backpack, I turned away and sat down on the bench in front of my locker, thumbed the screen one more time.


Looking at two messages in particular was like poking my tongue against an aching tooth. It didn’t feel good, but I couldn’t resist nudging it again and again.


The newer one was a save-the-date for my parents’ thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. The green-and-pink image didn’t work with my text-to-voice software, so I mouthed my way through it again. June third, at five thirty, at their house in Ojai. Cocktail attire, whatever the fuck that meant. No gifts except my presence.


Since when was my presence a gift to them?


I shook my head. Other people’s parents invited them to their wedding anniversary parties, no big deal. Though other people’s parents communicated with them besides sending a birthday card with nothing written in it, the way Mom and Dad had for the past decade.


I scrolled down to the email from Ellie Wasserman studded with the red exclamation point for Important Messages.


The robot reading the email aloud would make Shakespeare sound flat, but Ellie’s words asking about my plans for the book had been blander than unseasoned oatmeal. Bland but bitchy. I snorted thinking about bitchy oatmeal.


“Please reply at your earliest convenience to arrange a time to meet.” The words repeated in my head in her low, bone-dry voice. So smart and so cool, and hot embarrassment shot up my neck again.


It wasn’t that I didn’t have conveniences. I could find the time, if I really needed to. What was inconvenient was coming up with an idea for a cookbook. And by inconvenient I meant that I had no ideas. Zero.


“Not good enough, Kieran,” I heard my dad say, heavy with dismissal. “We expected better,” my mom added.


The back of my head tapped against my locker as a surge of uncertainty bubbled in my chest. I took a deep breath to push it down, to shove back the past so I wouldn’t spin out. I knew I hadn’t been a disaster for years. I was sober, I kept myself fed and clothed, I had good friends, and I was really fucking good at my job. I just had to go and do it.


Phone in backpack, backpack in locker. Chucks and jeans shucked off, checked chef pants and steel-toed boots yanked on. White jacket buttoned over Joy Division T-shirt, navy apron tied over jacket. Black bandanna folded and tied to keep my hair out of my eyes.


Now, deep breaths. Cool and calm, like the leader I needed to be. I pushed smoothly into the kitchen.


“Morning, Chef!” everyone called.


“Morning.” My shoulders came down, and my hands unclenched. My basement studio in the Mission with dirty mustard walls and a mattress on the floor was where I slept. This place was home.


It was like a cross between the engine room and the hospital on a twenty-fourth-century spaceship. Shiny and clean didn’t even begin to describe it. Ranges ran along one wall, pots and pans already sizzling on a dozen gas flames. My colleagues lined up along the central steel island, heads down over chopping boards. One commis chef, Jesus, minced a huge pile of mushrooms, while his best friend, Manny, stripped leaves from thyme branches. At the far end of the room, Sasha the pastry chef stretched buttery dough over a marble table while her assistant Valentin dipped strips of candied grapefruit peel in chocolate.


Things would speed up later during service, when every second counted. But the quiet right now still buzzed with purpose.


“Chef, why are you still here?” Jesus called, the same way he’d done every Wednesday since I’d won Fire on High.


“Yeah, man, why don’t you have your own place already?” Manny chimed in. “You got that sweet-ass prize money.”


Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. That money could be rent, salaries, ingredients. It could be a softly lit dining room, handmade plates, glowing reviews and handfuls of stars. An open door to what most chefs would only ever dream of. But I couldn’t see where I would go once I walked through it. I knew Qui, I knew my life now. I liked my life now, and so many restaurants crashed and burned in their first year.


I shook my head, blushing. “Yeah, yeah. I can’t open my restaurant until I find a team as hilarious as all you smartasses.”


They were smartasses, but they were the fucking best, too. The day after the final episode aired, I came in to find all the walls covered with printed-out pictures of my goofy face when the judges had told me I’d won, and bottles of sparkling cider popping open all over the place. Sasha had made me a glossy strawberry tart decorated with little pastry crowns, and the whole team had gone in together on a beautiful handmade santoku knife, with ripples in the Damascus steel like waves in the ocean. But Mrs. Hutton had sent me the best present: the name of her investment advisor, with an address and a meeting time. Instead of shoving the prize under a virtual mattress, I had my own little money machine churning away for whenever I was ready to build my own place.


I would be ready. Someday.


“How’re those sunchokes?” I asked Amitai as I made my way to my station.


The Kiwi intern flicked a glance toward the endless pile he had to peel. “Good, Chef.”


“Sweet. Keep it up.” More power to the nineteen-year-old for not rolling his eyes or sighing. He’d learned fast that whining wouldn’t get him out of the most boring tasks, the same way I’d learned five years ago.


I got to my station and laid out my knives and sketchbook. Maybe Steve was upstairs talking to Austin and the other front-of-house people. Maybe I’d gotten away with my lateness and could join the workflow.


“O’Neill,” he said behind me.


Wow, he hadn’t used my last name in four years. I only got called O’Neill when I was completely spacing out.


I tried to smile my way out of it. “Morning, Chef.”


But he was already walking away. “My office, now.”


I squeezed in the door and leaned back to close it as Steve slid behind his desk, his face stern. The wedding picture on the metal shelf behind him showed the smiley version I was more familiar with, and I asked, “How’s Katrine?”


“My wife is happily plotting new ways to make the world a better place with robots, thank you for asking,” he said, tapping together a stack of papers on the tiny desk’s greenish metal surface.


“Could she make a robot do my laundry?”


“I’m sure she could.”


Shuffle. Tap. Shuffle.


“You guys going to see her folks in Copenhagen for Christmas this year?” I asked, my tone a little higher than I wanted it to be.


His eyebrows went up. “We haven’t decided yet, because in case you didn’t notice, O’Neill, it’s still January.”


“That’s a good point,” I said faintly.


“Are you done trying to distract me? Because I can’t do a long pep talk today. The boss’s accountant’s coming, and I’m getting the terrible, terrible reminder of how much I suck at this stuff.” He held up one of the stacks. “Because this is what running a restaurant really is. Supplier invoices and payroll and fucking spreadsheets.”


I tried to keep my shudder on the inside. “But you said Mrs. Hutton hires people to take care of that.”


“Yeah, but her people can’t do their job if I just hand them a bunch of receipts. I have to be organized, too.”


The o-word. I’d heard it yelled at me so many times by my parents and my teachers. The question “Why can’t you be …” also ended with “focused” and “still” and my dad’s all-time favorite, “quiet, for fuck’s sake?”


I could be all of those things now. The meds helped, and so did little things like alerts on my phone and deep breaths and long runs. My mise en place was always on point, and I kept my knives sharp. But there wasn’t a little thing that could keep my family’s words out of my head. That required a big act of will every single day.


“Kieran?”


I pushed my dad’s voice away. “What?”


“I can tell something’s bothering you. You usually bounce around like you’re on springs, but you’ve had a gray cloud over your head for a while.”


I shifted on my feet. I didn’t know how to tell him about the sticky, muddy feeling that there were so many things I should be doing, the emails that I hadn’t answered and the notifications piling up on social media, now that everyone knew who I was. The anxiety paralyzed me, and I was getting annoyed with myself for being stuck, which made the paralysis worse. “We haven’t had any complaints, have we?” I said instead. “I didn’t choke or poison anybody?”


“No, the customers are happy. But you’re just keeping your head down at your station, not checking in so much with what the rest of the team is doing.” He paused. “Do you need to go to a meeting?” he asked quietly.


I shook my head hard. “No way. I know booze doesn’t solve anything.”


When I was twenty-two, Steve had sat me down at the end of my two-week internship. He’d said he wanted to make me a commis chef and thought I could be much more than that. But he’d only hire me full-time if I agreed to meet once with his psychiatrist, Dr. Meyer.


“I have to go to a shrink for this job?” I’d asked.


“I think you have ADHD, like me. And I think you’re self-medicating, like I used to,” he’d said.


“Doesn’t everyone self-medicate?” Every chef looked for ways to decompress after hours of service, and the booze was right there.


He’d leaned back and said, “Dr. Meyer told me once that neurotypical people use because they want to escape reality. Neurodivergent people use so they can tolerate it.”


“Neurotypical? Neurodivergent? What textbook did you swallow?” I’d said loudly, trying to get away from the sore spot his words touched.


“Do you drink to escape? Or do you drink so that you feel like you can function?”


“Is that a trick question?”


He’d sighed. “Just give him an hour.”


Three days later, when I’d been downing way too many shots of tequila with the dishwashers after another judgy phone call with Mom, I’d realized that he might be right.


Getting sober had felt like climbing up a fraying rope, but I’d learned from Dr. Meyer that living with ADHD was hard enough without adding other chemicals to my dopamine-starved brain. I hadn’t had a drink since.


“And your meds are up to date?” Steve asked me now.


“Whoever set up subscription delivery was a genius,” I said.


He hmmed. “You don’t have relationship trouble, as far as I know.”


I shrugged easily. “Nope.” I was too focused on cooking to be anyone’s boyfriend. “You told me to simplify my life. Besides, do you really want me mooning over someone when I’m at the stove?”


He shook his head. “No, but the last time I checked, I’m running a restaurant, not a monastery.”


I snorted. “You think I’m a monk?”


He grinned. “We both know you’d make a lousy monk.”


He wasn’t wrong. If what you wanted were laughs and orgasms, I was your guy. Everybody came, everybody went home and slept in their own beds.


Now he looked genuinely concerned. “Seriously, man. What’s going on?”


I sighed. “You know that meeting I had at the publisher?”


He snapped his fingers, “Oh yeah. You were going to meet my friend Nicole Salazar, and Ellie Wasserman.”


“You were right about Nicole—she seems cool.”


“Yeah, she’s a riot. Never play Ping-Pong with her, though. What about Ellie? She keeps to herself over in Berkeley, but I know Khaled and Laila loved working with her on the Herat book. They said she was really sweet, and a good listener.”


“Sweet? Seriously? She’s ridiculously uptight. It’s like her hobbies are straightening picture frames and ironing.” She must iron that black dress of hers to drive the wrinkles out. It had looked impossibly smooth.


An evil smile spread across Steve’s face. “I think you met a woman who isn’t going to let you get away with anything. This is going to be great.”


I shook my head. “Everything’s fine. I’m not worried about her at all. Stop rubbing your hands together like you’re Mr. Burns taking over Springfield.”


Steve stood up and scooted around the desk. “That was totally convincing. I hope you’ve got more conviction when Anh’s here later.”


Another woman with nice clothes and sharp eyes who made me feel two inches tall. “She’s just dropping by?” I wished out loud as I got out of the chair.


He slapped my shoulder. “She said specifically that she wants to see you.”


“In the middle of service? Seriously?”


His shrug was a little helpless, a lot resigned. “I know, I know. But what she wants …”


I exhaled, giving in to the inevitable. “She gets.”


Once I was back at my station, the world went quiet. I could lose myself in the flow of the kitchen, lean into making beautiful and delicious things. I’d racked up days off over the years, and I could be sitting on a beach or on top of a mountain somewhere, but why would I want to go anywhere else?


Amitai went by with a crate of Belgian endives. Right, I needed to pay more attention to what was happening around me. “What’s for family meal?” I asked.


“José made a bunch of baked pasta with the vegetables and cheese we didn’t use yesterday. There’s salad and bread, too.”


“Carbs for everyone!” I said, and it was good to see him laugh.


Thirty seconds after I grabbed my plate, a bunch of front-of-house people came downstairs from the dining room, my best friend, Jay, leading the pack. Once she had her food, she raised her eyebrows, and I grinned and scooted over so she could push her chair in next to mine. I nudged her shoulder, scooped up the cauliflower I’d separated out of the pasta, and put it on her plate. She put her finger up to tell me to wait a second, then gave me her Kalamata olives.


“You two are doing your freaky twin telepathy thing again,” her boss, Austin, said as he sat down. “Kieran, maybe you should come be a floor manager with Jay. The tips would be ginormous.”


Jay shook her head, smiling, and I said, “Nah, man, I’d just distract everybody with my hot bod.”


Austin laughed. “It’s been five years and I still don’t understand how you two are so different and yet so close.”


I mean, he was right. I was a straight, short-ass ginger man who’d needed two tries to graduate from community college, and Jay was a model-tall queer Black woman who’d studied for her MBA from USF while she worked at Qui. But we’d started on the same day, me as an intern and she as a host, and that coincidence had turned into awkward small talk about restaurants we liked, and the awkward small talk had turned into remembering each other’s coffee orders, and cappuccinos had turned into long runs in Golden Gate Park when our days off lined up, and running had turned into having each other’s backs no matter what.


“Heads-up,” Steve said, and all the chefs and servers piped down. “We’ve got a big day ahead. First, something about VIPs tonight, Austin?”


“Yup.” The manager grinned at us. “The newest James Bond is shooting in SoMa, so we’ve got some really big names coming for dinner …”


Once we finished obsessing about the new star, Steve talked us through what was new on the menu, then said, “Kieran, you’re expediting.”


For the first hour and a half that night, I stood by the pass and checked every plate before it went upstairs to the dining room, making sure each one matched the sketches I’d drawn from Steve’s verbal descriptions. I took the incoming orders, calling them out so that the kitchen knew the pace of the meals playing out in the dining room, speeding things up or slowing them down.


On a podcast I’d heard a poker player talk about how he could play multiple hands of Texas Hold ’Em at once, making fast decision after fast decision, for hours at a time. Expediting was the same kind of high.


“Two scallops, one lamb, one quail,” I said as loud as I could without yelling.


“Yes, Chef!” the kitchen responded.


“Fire two venison.”


“Yes, Chef!”


“Two sole, no mushrooms for both.” I felt terrible for people who’d had bad experiences with soggy, rubbery mushrooms. The wild ones we used were like eating a forest, in the best kind of way.


“Kieran?” Steve appeared right next to me. “It’s time.”


I waved to Manny to take over. When I reached to untie my bandanna so I could tidy my hair, Steve said, “Leave it. They’ll want you to be like you were on TV.”


Oh, OK. As long as they didn’t make me click my heels, it’d be fine.


The kitchen wasn’t noisy, but the dining room made it look like a rave. Mrs. Hutton’s designers had created a hideaway from the outside world, servers gliding around the oyster-gray room like silent swans as they took care of our guests’ every desire.


“Here they are,” Mrs. Hutton said as we walked up to her table. “Brooke, Dorie, this is Steve Yuan, Qui’s executive chef, and our young champion, Kieran O’Neill.”
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