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Chapter 1

Eight unbaked loaves of sourdough sat on the test kitchen counter, and Simone was working on the ninth.

She had come into work before the sun was up just for this: the culmination of many weeks spent perfecting her no-knead recipe. Each batch of dough had a slightly different ratio of bread flour to whole wheat, or salt to water. The doughs had risen overnight, and now they were nearly ready for the decisive bake. Simone could feel her excitement building, and in the quiet of the test kitchen, which was empty at this early hour, she allowed herself a pleased hum. She gave the ninth and final batch of sourdough its third fold-and-turn, then placed it gently in a parchment-lined bowl, where it joined the lineup. She frowned, giving the bowl a slight nudge.

There. Now all nine bowls were perfectly aligned in a neat row of stainless steel to match the rest of the sterile industrial kitchen. She jotted down a quick note to herself so she could keep them all straight—they were arranged from most bread flour to least starting on her left—and tucked the note in her apron pocket. Soon she would find out which recipe was the best of the lot. They just needed one last short rise before they went into the oven.

A glance out the window told her the sun was rising, too. Simone took a moment to sip her coffee and watch the peaceful scene unfold outside. From the top floor of the West Village office building, she could see the tiny triangular park across the street, the burbling fountain in its center lined with sleepy pigeons.

She took another drink of coffee. It was good—dark and strong. No one else on staff had the patience and know-how to coax the test kitchen’s overly complicated espresso machine into producing it. Sometimes, she mused, hard work did pay off.

Though she was young—twenty-eight years old—Simone Larkspur had been aggressive in her career as a pastry chef, working long hours in restaurants of incrementally better quality and doggedly writing freelance articles for food and wine publications until she attained her dream job: recipe developer and writer for The Discerning Chef.

Most people had never heard of The Discerning Chef. It was a hybrid publishing company that put out a series of cookbooks and an eponymous magazine “since 1952,” as their logo proudly proclaimed. Their material was aimed, supposedly, at chefs—whether professional or amateur, The Discerning Chef could never seem to decide. Simone had been working there for nearly three years, and she took such pride in her job that she couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

Simone was considering whether she had time to cook herself some breakfast when she heard the test kitchen’s swinging door creak open. She turned, wondering who else would be there so early, and found it was Delilah, the assistant to the editor in chief.

“She wants to see you,” Delilah said in a tone that managed to be both firm and sympathetic. Her crisp shift dress and box braids were as precise as her gesture in the direction of the executive office. “You can go straight in.”

“Me? But—” Simone gazed at her row of sourdough loaves. They needed to be scored and baked in about fifteen minutes. “Can I just—?”

“She’s waiting,” Delilah said, effectively destroying Simone’s hopes of finishing up her task before facing her boss’s boss. Delilah must have noticed the despair on Simone’s face, because she added, “Everyone in Editorial is taking a turn. You just happened to be the first one here this morning—and, well, every morning. No need to worry.”

In Simone’s experience, when someone said you shouldn’t worry, you should very much worry, and in fact, should clear your schedule to do nothing but. Still, if the big boss called, she couldn’t dither. She squared her shoulders, stood at her full height (which, honestly, was not very tall), and marched to the executive office.

She tapped at the cloudy glass door and cracked it open, popping her head in to find the woman herself at her desk: Pim Gladly, editor in chief of The Discerning Chef for over thirty-five years, a giant in the culinary world. She was an occasional judge on one of those cooking shows that tortures its poor contestants with impossible, nightmarish tasks. She’d made several hardened chefs cry on camera. She was actually a popular meme, used primarily for reactions that required unimpressed judgment, though she refused to learn what a meme was.

Her eyes found Simone from behind an overly large pair of eyeglasses framed in red ovals. “Ah. Simone.” Her gaze flicked down to her desk, where she seemed to consult a slip of paper. “Have a seat.” She waved her hand toward one of the leather chairs opposite.

Simone perched on the chair and faced Pim with what she hoped was an earnest, serious look on her face and not anxiety-riddled terror.

“What did you want to speak to me about, ma’am?” she asked.

Simone had only spoken to her editor in chief a handful of times, so tacking on the “ma’am” seemed prudent. Ms. Gladly tended to stay above the day-to-day workings of The Discerning Chef’s operations, taking a more macro-level view of the business. This meant that, for the most part, Pim Gladly only came into the office two or three days a week, with the rest of her time occupied by her house in the Hamptons, her various boards of directors, her judging panels, and her seven purebred, wire-haired dachshunds.

She gazed at Simone across the expanse of her cluttered desk and said, “We’re not making any money.”

Simone blinked. “Oh.” She waited for Ms. Gladly to continue, and when she didn’t, she ventured to say, “Well, TDC has always served a niche market, and as long as we continue to provide that market with quality work—”

Gladly shook her severe pageboy-styled head. She continued, her voice lilting between a mid-Atlantic accent and a quasi-British one. “No, Simone. Actually, if we continue on as we have, we will shut down by next year. No one is buying our books. No one is subscribing to our magazine. No one cares about The Discerning Chef these days, not when they have cable television and the internet. We are a dinosaur,” she said, lifting a paperweight from her desk and holding it aloft, “and if we do not act quickly, we are not going to be able to dodge the meteor.”

She brought the glass lump of the paperweight back down with a heavy thud, making everything on her desk—and Simone—jump.

Simone stared at her. Her dream job was disintegrating like so much grated Parmesan in a hot risotto. Though her stomach hurt at the prospect, her head was already calculating who would be most likely to hire her after The Discerning Chef folded. Gourmet? TasteBuzz? That guy from culinary school who always seemed to be opening a new bistro every six months? She could make some calls. She disliked the idea of going back to work in a restaurant kitchen, where the pay was low and the nights were long, but it would cover the rent until she found something more stable.

But then the portion of her brain not occupied in revising her resumé came up with a pressing question. She decided to ask it aloud. “Why are you telling me this, ma’am?”

“Because.” Pim Gladly stood from her desk and crossed over to the window, where she could fold her hands behind her tastefully khaki-jumpsuited back and gaze out on the little park opposite the office building. “It is now the mission of the entire Discerning Chef staff to get us out of this mess.” She whirled on Simone. “You’re all supposed to be the most clever, inventive minds in the business. Well, we’re going to need every bit of it. We must pivot, and pivot hard.”

Simone’s mouth opened, then closed, then opened, then thought better of it and snapped shut again.

Ms. Gladly cocked her head. “Come on,” she said. “Speak up. You clearly have something to say.”

“Right.” Simone cleared her throat. “It’s only—I’m not sure how you’d like me to pivot. I write recipes. I think they’re very good. That’s what I know how to do, and I’m not sure I can do it any differently.”

“They might be the best recipes ever devised in the history of the electric stove, my dear,” said Pim with a snort, “but if no one reads the damn things, it doesn’t matter how good they—or you—are.”

Simone flinched. She had found herself thinking on exactly this fact many times in the last few months as TDC’s subscription numbers dwindled, but it did not make it any less painful to hear it with her own ears. If a dish is created in the forest, and there’s no one around to attempt it themselves, is it really a recipe? Of course not. A recipe is only a recipe insofar as it is cooked, and Simone’s recipes, according to the sales of The Discerning Chef’s books and magazines, were not being made in any great numbers.

“Maybe this is something you should discuss with marketing and publicity,” Simone suggested. “It’s kind of their job? They might have ideas.”

Gladly waved a hand through the air, jangling the many metal bangles on her wrist. “Oh, them? I’ve fired them.”

Simone’s mouth fell open. “You what?”

“Fired them. It was only three people—four if you count the intern—which”—she tapped a finger to her chin—“I don’t think we paid her. Maybe we should have kept her on, now that I think of it.”

The marketing and publicity department hadn’t contained any fast friends of Simone’s, but she still spared a moment to feel sad for Patty, Nadine, and Jill (plus the intern whose name she’d never quite caught), who’d been so unceremoniously tossed down the garbage chute. Spine going stick-straight, Simone cleared her throat. “Ma’am, without a team of people dedicated to marketing or publicity, I’m not sure how we’re supposed to get out of the hole.”

“Those fossils put us in this hole,” Gladly said, returning to her chair and rapping her knuckles against her desk. Simone frowned; the dinosaur metaphor was coming apart at the seams. “We don’t need any more of that kind of help, thank you. It’s time to start fresh, a clean slate. Totally overhaul The Discerning Chef as something”—she wiggled her shoulders—“hip.”

Simone’s heart sank.

“Youthful,” Pim added.

Her stomach flipped.

“Urbane.”

She shut her eyes. This wasn’t happening. Please, she prayed silently, tell me this isn’t happening. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and opened her eyes. “Ma’am, I’m not sure I know how to make TDC… all of that.”

“Nonsense.” Gladly waved a hand in Simone’s direction, indicating, perhaps, her twenty-eight-year-old, overachieving, flour-dusted self. Her sensible cardigan with the little pop of personality in the enameled orchid pinned to the collar. Her glossy brown hair pulled into its sensible half-twist. Her millennial what-have-you. “You’re just the thing.”

Simone’s discomfort grew. “The thing for what?” she asked.

“Our new direction.” Pim Gladly held her hands up, making corners with her thumbs and forefingers, a little invisible screen in front of her. “I’d like you involved in our video-content initiative, Simone.”

“Videos?” Simone floundered. “But—”

“Yes, I know, it’s a wonderful opportunity for you,” said Gladly. “Likely more responsibility than you could have hoped for, but I am certain you will rise to the occasion and make us proud.”

“But, ma’am,” Simone choked out, “I’ve never made a video. I’m not a YouTube star. I don’t even know how to use Instagram!”

Gladly’s eyes narrowed. “Are you saying that perhaps you’re not up to the job?” She reached for a very expensive-looking pen on her desk and toyed with it. “That would be a shame.”

Simone imagined that pen signing a pink slip with her name on it. Would Pim Gladly really fire her over this? She’d never been fired before, not from any job, let alone her dream job. Her stomach dropped even further. She wasn’t sure she could bear that kind of shame. Her mom would be so disappointed. Her dad would probably be disappointed, too, if only to put on a united front, which had been the hallmark of her parents’ divorce.

“Of course that’s not what I’m saying,” she backtracked. “Only—this isn’t my wheelhouse. I studied at Le Cordon Bleu. I know food, and I know how to write about food. I don’t have any experience in, in”—she gestured helplessly—“video content.”

“Well, if that’s your only worry—”

“It’s not.”

Gladly kept talking as if Simone hadn’t spoken. “—then I have wonderful news. With all the money we’ve saved on marketing and publicity salaries, I was able to arrange for an expert to help train you and the rest of our video-ready chefs in the necessary particulars. He will also spearhead our rebranding and video launch.”

Simone’s brow furrowed. “But couldn’t I just—”

“No need to thank me! This is really going to put you on the fast track, my dear.” Gladly stood and held out her hand. Simone, dazed and unsure what else to do, stood and shook it. Gladly grinned. “Delilah will find some time to have you meet the new camera boy. Oh, and more importantly, our freshly minted director of social influence.”

“Social influence?” Simone echoed.

“Social. Influence.” The handshake ended with Simone’s fingers feeling rather numb. “Excellent catch-up, Simone. Thank you.”

Feeling very much like she was being dismissed, Simone walked out the door in a daze.
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Chapter 2

She was halfway down the hall before Simone realized she had just been saddled with a new project on top of all her regular work, and the topic of additional compensation had not been introduced. She sighed. Well, The Discerning Chef probably didn’t have any additional funds if Gladly was telling the truth about their finances. She supposed she shouldn’t rock the boat until she knew more about this video initiative—or whether she could get a new job. Something that didn’t involve things like the completely meaningless phrase “social influence.” Other people her age might be interested in that kind of stuff, but it wasn’t Simone’s speed at all. She probably wouldn’t even be aware of half the things that happened on the internet if Luna wasn’t always sending her memes.

Her phone pinged, and Simone fished it from her pocket to find that the ever-efficient Delilah had already scheduled a meeting for her. It looked like she’d be making the acquaintance of—she squinted at the other names on the invite—Francis Zhang and Chase McDonald in one hour.

Simone heaved another sigh as her fingertips flitted along her phone screen, adjusting her calendar to accommodate this upset. Her carefully planned list of tasks was shot to hell now. She slumped her way toward the test kitchen, moving by instinct, still absorbed in her phone. After suffering such a shock as the meeting with Gladly, she needed to concentrate on her sourdough loaves. It would soothe her. If she hurried, she could get them into the oven on schedule. She pushed her way through the swinging door with the jut of her hip.

Distracted as she was by her phone, Simone didn’t notice anything out of place as she shuffled into the kitchen. It was only the noise (more of a yelp, really) that made her stop in her tracks, her head popping up. Her nose nearly grazed the metal shelving of a baking rack that was supposed to be ten yards across the room, situated against the far wall. Instead, it had been rolled right up to the entrance.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” said the yelping voice. “They told me no one comes in here this early.”

Simone’s gaze left the baking rack and found the source of all the racket: a tall, tall girl wearing a flannel shirt, skinny jeans, and a baseball cap, a shock of tousled gold curls escaping from under the brim. She was big all over, actually, lanky in the limbs but broad in the shoulders, giving Simone the distinct impression that she was being dwarfed. But for all the looming the stranger was doing, she seemed to be trying to temper it with an apologetic smile and an “Aw, shucks” tilt to her head. She had very green eyes, Simone noticed. Troublemakers usually did.

“Uh,” Simone said helpfully. She shook her head to clear it. “Yes, it’s usually just Myra and me at this time of day.” She looked around the empty kitchen. Myra, the elderly test kitchen manager, was nowhere to be found.

The only thing Simone saw was a huge mess. All the racks were moved from their usual places, stacks of pots and pans littered every counter, and there were dozens of ingredients strewn about like confetti. A gallon of grapeseed oil sat incongruously beside an oversized tub of sprinkles. An industrial-sized bag of flour nearly as big as Simone leaned against the wall, next to a pyramid of number-ten cans of crushed tomatoes.

And her doughs were not on the counter where she’d left them.

“M-my bread,” she stammered, looking around wildly. “Where—”

“Oh, yeah, sorry,” said the stranger. “Had to move them to make some space. They’re here, safe and sound.” She pointed.

Simone’s eyes focused on the baking rack she’d almost run into. Her nine bowls of dough were arranged on the rack, three on each shelf. Her stomach dropped. “You moved them?”

“Yeah, like I said, I had to make some space.”

“Each one is different!” Simone cried. “I was going to compare them once they were baked. How am I supposed to keep them all straight now?” All that work, down the drain. She’d have to start from scratch and redo the entire process.

“Uh, sorry.” The girl paled. “They weren’t labeled or anything. I just assumed they were all the same.”

“They weren’t labeled because I knew which was which! Until you moved them.” She pointed an accusing finger.

The stranger held up her hands defensively. “Hey, I was just doing my job.”

“Your job?” Simone stared. “Where’s Myra?” she demanded, knowing the kitchen manager would not stand for this much reckless disorder in her domain. A little disorder, maybe, but not to this extent.

“She… retired?” said the interloper, making it more of a question. “I’m the replacement? It’s my first day.”

Simone nearly dropped her phone. “That’s impossible. I just saw Myra. She never mentioned anything to me about retiring.” Simone thought hard; had she missed the announcement? Had there been a depressing goodbye party with a paltry cake and a gold watch? Simone often skipped such things (mostly because of the offensive store-bought cakes—she would make one if someone just asked), but she was certain there hadn’t been such a party for Myra. Come to think of it, she hadn’t seen much of Myra since early last week, but it wasn’t unusual for Myra to take a few vacation days around the beginning of autumn, so Simone had barely noticed.

“Did something awful to her back, I heard,” the stranger said. “She’s fine, just can’t work like she used to. So, early retirement.”

Simone sucked in a breath. Myra had been a somewhat ineffectual but calming presence in the test kitchen. She may not have always remembered to replenish the vanilla beans or keep the five types of sugars topped off, but she was maternal in a way that Simone appreciated. She’d always doted on Simone, especially when she was stressed, bringing her mugs of weak herbal tea and little plates of cookies that she baked when no one was looking (dry and a bit flavorless, in Simone’s expert opinion, but still very thoughtful of her). Simone could’ve used Myra’s particular brand of shoulder-patting at this very moment, and so it was a blow to discover this, too, had changed for the worse.

“I’m sorry about the mix-up, really,” said the new, not-at-all-maternal kitchen manager as she swept her gaze around the room. She lifted her ball cap an inch and reset it on her head, giving Simone a glimpse of the buzzed side of an undercut. “Thought I’d have more time to rearrange things in here.”

“Rearrange?” Simone asked weakly. The chaos of the test kitchen distracted her again. “What was wrong with the way it was?”

“I was told I needed to make room for some video equipment. It’s all stacked up in that conference room down the hall. Shit ton of stuff. Need to find a way to make it all fit in here. Anyway. Hi.” A hand that did not look totally spotless stuck out in greeting. “I’m Ray. The new kid.”

“Ray?” Simone did not see any polite way around the handshake, so she took her new colleague’s hand in what she feared was a limp, anemic grip and pumped it a few times. “As in…?” She wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence in a way that didn’t refer to older men who perhaps fixed up classic cars as a hobby.

“As in, that’s my name,” said Ray. She smiled wide, showing a mouth full of white teeth that were not completely straight.

Simone sized up this new threat to her well-ordered life. The girl—Simone thought of her as a girl, though she was probably right around Simone’s age—had the air of a surfer forced to lope about on dry land till the next big wave. There was a solidness to her, a physicality that probably owed more to her height than her muscle. She’s got to be over six feet, Simone thought, and felt the urge to mention it, though she tamped it down. Ray had undoubtedly heard every iteration of “Do you play basketball?” possible; Simone didn’t need to add to the pile.

“Ah.” Simone held Ray’s hand stiffly in her own. It felt a tiny bit greasy, which made sense if Ray had been touching everything in the kitchen. Simone was desperate to wipe her hand on a kitchen towel but didn’t want to appear rude—and didn’t know where the kitchen towels were at the moment, anyway. “I’m Simone. Recipe development and baking column. Welcome to the test kitchen, I guess.” She glanced around the ruined room. Such as it is, she almost tacked on.

“Yeah!” Ray’s head swiveled as if taking in the room for the very first time. Her hand fell away from their handshake, and Simone distantly registered the loss of warmth. (Hot hands, she thought. Terrible for incorporating butter into flour. Hands like that could never handle pie dough or biscuits.) “Pretty cool. Much cooler than my last gig, anyway.” She cocked her head. Simone was reminded of being eyed by a very large bird. Maybe a sort of hawk. “I still haven’t had a chance to really explore. Do you think you could show me around the rest of the office? Help me get the lay of the land?”

Simone had never heard the phrase “lay of the land” sound so carelessly playful. She had already thought Ray might be queer based on the clothes and the hair, but the tone in her voice confirmed it. Well, whoopie for Ray, she thought. Some of us have real work to do and don’t have time to play tour guide. She glanced down at Ray’s hands again—just to try and figure out what kind of grease they had shared in the handshake, of course—and saw a rainbow-colored rubber bracelet encircling one of Ray’s wrists. Oh. Simone felt a little silly for not noticing it earlier. Here she was, covertly judging this newcomer when the newcomer was clearly announcing who she was to all and sundry. Whereas Simone, who had considered the matter very seriously before deciding at age ten that she must be bisexual, didn’t care to make a fuss about it.

Not that any of that mattered just then.

“I can’t. I’m too busy.” She spied her tub of sourdough starter on a nearby baking rack and grabbed it. “I should probably stick this in the walk-in, since I’m not going to have time to redo all these loaves today.” She couldn’t help the angry glare that accompanied her words.

Ray seemed immune to glares. “Let me do that for you.” She smiled and reached for the container. “I’ll probably be moving stuff around in there today, too, if I have time. Might as well put it somewhere safe now so I can fetch it for you later.”

Perhaps it was petty, but Simone yanked her tub away from Ray’s grasp before she could get ahold of it. “If that’s the case,” she said coldly, “I would rather store it myself. I have a mini fridge under my desk.” She had been working off this same starter since she’d graduated from culinary school, and she was not about to hand her metaphorical child over to some stranger.

“Oooh, a desk.” Ray crossed her rather nicely corded arms over her chest and grinned. “Must be nice. Best I can do is a shelf in the back where I can prop up my laptop, make some grocery orders.”

Simone refused to be drawn into a conversation on the class differences within TDC. Myra had never complained about not having a desk. She had been quite content, perched on her stool at one of the four islands in the test kitchen, watching the staff and eating her dry cookies. Simone didn’t see why Ray couldn’t be happy with her lot, too. The test kitchen was Ray’s natural domain, not the editorial bullpen.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Simone said, and swept out of the disaster zone with all the dignity she could muster. She immediately went in search of her boss—not Pim Gladly, though. Her real boss.
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Chapter 3

Mikkah had been at The Discerning Chef since the beginning of Simone’s tenure. Her palate was second to none; she could detect an eighth of a teaspoon of cardamom in a four-layer cream cake. She made the best pierogi that Simone had ever tasted, and she always knew where to put a comma. Simone admired her hugely and thought, in light of the morning’s many concerning revelations, that Mikkah would be a stalwart ally. At the very least, her editor would lend her a sympathetic ear. They’d both worked shoulder to shoulder in the bullpen before Mikkah’s promotion, and although she was technically Simone’s boss, Simone felt they had more of a partnership than anything else.

She sat on the little pouf in front of the desk in Mikkah’s office and awaited her arrival, a steaming cup of espresso on the side table as a welcoming volley. Simone had convinced the old Italian grinder to cough it up, and she hoped Mikkah would appreciate it.

When Mikkah arrived in a flurry of colorful scarves, Simone wasted no time.

“Did you know they want me to make videos now?” she demanded.

Mikkah unwrapped the scarves from her neck and held one finger in the air. She snatched up the tiny espresso cup and took a deep swig.

“Okay,” she said, eyes bright. Caffeine had that effect on her. “What were you saying?”

“Videos,” Simone repeated. “Gladly called me into her office first thing this morning to tell me herself. Are we not a magazine anymore? What exactly am I supposed to do?”

Mikkah sighed and collapsed into her office chair, spinning in a slow arc. Her hair, a pile of artful blond curls that Simone knew was only possible through the use of an expensive Swiss-made barrel iron, bounced as she moved. “We are still a magazine, of course. And the summer grilling cookbook is still in production. It’s just—we need to work a little harder, do a few extra things. Like these videos.”

“ ‘We,’ ” Simone said, stressing the singular syllable.

“Well, you and every other fresh-faced young thing we still have employed around here. Gene has a nice beard, so he’s in. Becca was tapped, too; she’ll do fine. You’ll blow them all out of the water, of course, just like you do with your written pieces.” Mikkah sipped at her cup and furrowed her brow in thought. “Do you think Delilah knows how to cook? She’s very pretty. Maybe she’d be good on camera.”

Simone threw her hands in the air. “This is serious! You’re asking me to do something that I’ve never done. This isn’t my job! I don’t know how to act on camera!”

“It’s not acting. It’s just presenting. How hard can it be?” Mikkah tossed back the last of the espresso. “Anyway, you millennials are already twittering every moment of every day. This will be second nature to you.”

“No, it won’t,” Simone said, “because I’m not on Twitter. Or Instagram. Or Facebook, or—”

“No?” Mikkah’s thinly penciled eyebrows shot up. “Why not?”

“Because it’s a waste of time! I have better things to do than show people pictures of my lunch every day.” Simone scowled at the corner of the office, which wasn’t actually at fault, but she felt it was too unprofessional to scowl at Mikkah, who was still her boss despite how informal their working relationship had become over the years.

“It’s not a waste if it helps you do your job,” Mikkah said, waving a hand through the air. “And as for working on videos, don’t worry about that. You’ll be trained thoroughly by this Chase McDonald guy. He’s supposed to be very good. Do you remember the Doggie Depot meme from last year? Hashtag woof woof winner?”

“No,” Simone said flatly.

“It was everywhere.”

“I must have been busy.”

“Kids were dressing up like it for Halloween.”

“I don’t have kids. Or a dog.”

“Well, that was him. The stores sold out of the little pink dog harnesses, if I remember correctly.”

Simone slumped on her little pouf, in danger of melting to the floor entirely. She wished Mikkah kept real guest chairs in her office. Sitting on an oversized knitted mushroom made her feel like she was in kindergarten again. “Couldn’t I just—I don’t know—work behind the scenes? Do I really have to be on camera?” She hated to admit it, and she wouldn’t except to herself, but Simone was not looking forward to being filmed and put on the internet. She was a fairly private person—see: her unfussy, unmentioned-in-polite-company bisexuality—and couldn’t imagine these videos would allow her to maintain that privacy.

Mikkah shook her head. “Afraid not, kid. You’re under thirty-five and you’ve got the cooking chops; you’re going on camera. Nothing we can do about it.”

Simone saw her chances of getting out of the extra work slipping through her fingers. “So you’re all for this crazy plan?”

“I’m for anything that helps us get our numbers up.” Mikkah looked at Simone, then softened. “I know you don’t like being asked to do things that you haven’t already mastered, but you can’t be an expert in everything.”

Simone made a noise that she would deny was a scoff; she would categorize it as an efficiently executed sigh. It was a noise she made when someone else had a point, but she refused to concede it.

“And it might do you some good to spread your wings, get out of your comfort zone,” Mikkah continued. “Think of it as just one more way you can excel compared to the other chefs here. You’ll see, you’ll cook, you’ll conquer.”

“Any other platitudes you’d like to heap on me?” Simone grumbled.

“None whatsoever.” Mikkah brightened. “Are you meeting with the new video guys soon?”

Simone checked her phone’s clock screen. “In a few minutes. Hey, what happened to Myra?” she asked, remembering the second thing she’d come to complain about.

“Oh, yes, the poor thing.” Mikkah shook her head. “Tore something in her back, decided to hang it up.”

“And this new one, Ray?” Simone asked.

“Who?”

“The new kitchen manager?”

“Oh, yes, Rachel.” Mikkah nodded and shuffled through the papers on her desk before finding a specific one. She tapped the name on the page with her fingernail. “Rachel Lyton. HR asked me to vet her on the chef side of the equation. Will she understand the difference if we tell her to order Thai basil as opposed to Italian? Does she know her cuts of beef? Can she tell a good avocado from a bad one? That sort of thing. She passed all my tests with flying colors.”

“So she’s really replacing Myra?” Simone cringed. “It’s not just a temporary arrangement?”

Mikkah gave her an odd look. “Rachel is the permanent replacement, yes. Why? Not impressed so far? She’s only been here a few minutes; she couldn’t have done much to rub you the wrong way in such a short amount of time.”

Simone held her tongue about the sourdough incident. She didn’t want to admit that perhaps she should have labeled her bowls; she had plenty of excuses—she’d been in a rush; no one else had been around; she hadn’t thought anyone would dare touch her station—but the fact was it had been a fatal error. “I just don’t like coming into work to find some rando tearing apart the test kitchen, that’s all,” she said instead. “And we’re sure she’s qualified?”

“I should say so. Her last position was…” Mikkah consulted Ray’s CV again. “Kitchen manager at Luigi’s Tacos.”

“Never heard of it,” Simone said evenly.

“You wouldn’t’ve. It shut down last month,” Mikkah said with a raise of her eyebrows. “It was a fusion thing on the Lower East Side. Didn’t make any money. I can see why. Italian tacos, bleh.” She made a face. “Anyway, Rachel has years of experience. I have complete faith that she can keep the test kitchen clean, organized, and well-stocked. Maybe she’s not the best judge of a restaurant’s concept, but beggars can’t be choosers in that business.”

Simone’s phone pinged to remind her of the imminent meeting with her new video overlords. She swiped the alert off the phone screen and sighed.

“Well, if Ray doesn’t work out,” she said airily, “I will keep my eye out for a kitchen manager who isn’t so…”

“Charming and upbeat?” Mikkah suggested. “Experienced and, most importantly, available?”

“Tall,” Simone said with a snit in her voice, and left before Mikkah could ask what the hell that meant.
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Chapter 4

The meeting with the new video team began as meetings often do. They shook hands and introduced themselves all around.

“Simone Larkspur. Pastry.” Short and to the point.

“Francis Zhang,” said the new cameraman, “but please call me Petey. Everyone does.” At Simone’s quizzical look, he added, “Peter’s my middle name.”

“Chase McDonald, visionary and dream maker,” said the remaining man, and Simone knew she was in for a very long meeting.

She sat at the table in the smallest, shabbiest conference room, which was currently cluttered with recording equipment, and eyed this McDonald character. He was young, Simone thought, probably no more than a year or two older than she was, which she considered very young to be in charge of the entire company’s new direction. He was clean-cut in a sort of frat-boy way and wore a tailored gray blazer over a vintage T-shirt that read Quinnipiac Debate Team Champs above a rendering of a lightbulb, presumably to intimate thought and ideas.

“You did debate as a kid?” Simone asked as the other two took their seats.

“Huh?” said Chase, less than intelligently.

She pointed at his shirt. “The debate team? Were you on it?”

He looked down at his chest as if seeing his clothes for the first time, then laughed. “No, I collect these. It’s vintage. This one came from a little shop in London, near Seven Dials. Have you been?”

“To London? Yes,” Simone said, and she was about to describe the tasting she’d attended that had changed her entire outlook on phyllo pastry, but Chase cut her off.

“I find that travel broadens your horizons and lets your creative energy really flow. There’s nothing better than getting out of your head for a month or two. I love sabbaticals. Well, I call them sabbaticals, but I’m still working, of course. I’m always working. Always thinking. Thought is the oil that greases the engine of productivity. Now, speaking of productivity—”

Simone met the eyes of Petey, who was seated on the other side of the table. The look they exchanged said plenty. It was nice to know she wasn’t alone in thinking this Chase character was a real windbag.

Francis Zhang—Petey—was built along the same roundish lines as Simone. Simone liked the look of him immediately. He wore a faded T-shirt with a cartoon character on the front that Simone remembered vaguely from her own childhood, though of course she did not spend much of her time on something as frivolous as Saturday-morning cartoons, even as a child. As he noticed her noticing his shirt, he pointed to the picture on it and mouthed, I watched it.

Simone smothered a laugh.

Chase, who was still talking about his creative approach, clearly thought the laugh was in response to something clever he’d said, because he laughed along, too, and, without missing a beat, launched into a thorough explanation of his many-pronged plan. Simone avoided hearing the bulk of it by mentally constructing her weekly grocery list instead. It was her experience that men like Chase McDonald needed a chance to tire themselves out, much like an errant toddler, and the best way to get them to run out of steam was to smile and nod and not ask any questions.

But by the time Simone had reached the pasta aisle in her mental list (she needed a box of orecchiette), her ears picked up on something so outlandish, she couldn’t possibly keep her peace. Chase McDonald was saying, “… and that’s why you’ll need to develop, say, a dozen new kale recipes, at least. Doesn’t matter what they are, salads or smoothies or whatever, but if you can do that by tomorrow—”

“I’m sorry,” Simone interrupted, blinking, “but a dozen? And why kale?”

Chase gave her an admonishing look, like he knew she hadn’t been listening. “I just explained. SEO. People are searching for kale recipes, so we need to provide them.”

“Yes, but the kale craze is pretty much over by now,” Simone pointed out. A few years before, it had been pomegranates, which Simone had hated passionately. They were the least logical fruit ever conceived. If something was that difficult to open up, it should be allowed to keep its secrets, was her opinion. “And anyway, I’d rather write good, solid recipes that will stand the test of time. Isn’t that the point?”

Chase shook his head. “Oh, Simone,” he sighed, and Simone felt the skin-crawling sensation that meant she was about to be patronized. “No wonder your subscription numbers are down. You haven’t been giving the people what they want. You need to look at what people are Googling before you decide what to write. All the successful platforms do it that way.”

Simone frowned. “But if we do that, won’t we be producing the same kind of content as everyone else?”

“Correct. We just have to do what works, same as what everyone else is doing.” He smiled his real-estate agent smile. “A brand is just trappings. Slick production values, good editing. Francis here will handle that part of it.” He waved a hand at him.

“I actually go by Petey,” Petey said again.

“Whatever. At the end of the day, we are shooting for practical. Lucrative. Scalable. Uniformity.” He tapped his fingertip against the conference table to punctuate each word.

Simone stared in horror. “That sounds like we’re striving for mediocrity.”

“Exactly!” Chase grinned. “Now you’re getting it. We have to meet consumers where they are.” He ducked down to rummage in the messenger bag that sat slumped on the floor by his chair, and Simone took the opportunity to look to Petey for confirmation that this nightmare was real. Petey shrugged in a textbook “It’s a living” gesture. Simone despaired as Chase retrieved an iPad and began tapping along the screen. “I made a list of some keywords that we need to focus on. So, like I said, if you can come up with some stuff using these topics by tomorrow, we can start putting together a production schedule.” He tossed the iPad onto the table, spinning it so Simone could read the screen.

She did so, her brow furrowing. “Sweet corn? Asparagus? Half of these things aren’t even in season.”

“Right, but it takes time to produce a video,” Chase said slowly as if Simone were a misbehaving child. “So we need a few months’ head start, and then once the video goes live, it’ll be there in plenty of time for the next search crest. That’s what I call the SEO wave, and we need to catch it.” He mimed his hand into a little surfboard, riding an invisible sea.

“But the produce is going to look awful, because it’s not in season,” Simone stressed.

Chase shrugged. “We’ll source some from, I don’t know, Mexico or wherever.”

That was not how seasons worked, but Simone wasn’t sure this was the right time to explain hemispheres to a fully grown adult. “I like to advocate working with local products when possible,” she tried instead.

“Well, that won’t be possible anymore.” Chase grinned. “We’re providing content for a global audience, after all.”

Simone flailed for a lifeboat. “But it usually takes me days—sometimes weeks—to develop and test a recipe. I can pull some old recipes out of our archive that use these ingredients, but I can’t write dozens of new ones by tomorrow.”

“Oh, when I say ‘recipes,’ ” Chase said, making actual air quotes with his fingers, “I mean more like ‘processes.’ How to, uh, clean a cob of corn, for example.”

“Shuck,” Petey offered. “You shuck an ear of corn.”

“Right, shuck, okay. Or something like, ‘Ten Best Cheeses to Pair with Summer Squash.’ ”

“What does that even mean?” Simone asked. “There is no best cheese for squash. It’s whatever the recipe— Or according to your personal taste—”

But Chase was not listening to her. “Maybe a few simple recipes. Tossing some things together with pasta or whatever. Meal prep, that’s very hot right now. Besides, each video is going to be, like, three minutes.”

“Three minutes?” Simone cried. “I can’t cook anything substantial in three minutes.”

“Calm down. That’s the magic of editing. Right, Francis?”

“Petey,” Petey grated out.

“We’ll cut to each stage in the process so that the viewer will get the maximum amount of information in the shortest span of time. People are busy; they can’t sit around and flip through a hundred pages of a glossy magazine looking for something to eat,” Chase said.

“But aren’t we trying to sell our magazine?” Simone’s head spun. “How can we do that if we’re catering to people this way?”

Chase made a vague gesture. “There will be trickle-down,” he said, and explained it no further. “For now, let’s concentrate on building out our video presence and raking in some sweet ad revenue.”

He kept talking, but Simone was back to not listening. She couldn’t listen and freak out at the same time.





[image: ]


Chapter 5

The rest of the meeting was a blur. Simone spent most of it focusing on not hyperventilating while Chase talked some more. At some point, he showed Simone her new Instagram and Twitter profiles, which she would have to fill with daily content, the very idea of which made her want to scream. When Simone finally left the conference room, her head was swirling in panic. Her feet took her back to the test kitchen, where, in the past, she had found some comfort in baking.

She had nearly forgotten that the test kitchen was under new management, as shaken as she was. When she walked in, though, she couldn’t help but be reminded; everything had been rearranged and was now in its new place. And damn it all, her trained eye told her that it was actually going to be more efficient this way. Heavy containers were placed on the bottom shelves; small jars had been collected in clear plastic organizer compartments on the upper levels. Someone had gone to town on the label maker. Simone walked by the spice rack, touching each neat white strip: HOT/CHILES. WARMING/BAKING. DRIED HERBS. This system had been created with chefs in mind, vastly superior to the old alphabetical arrangement. In the heat of the moment, who could remember how to spell fenugreek, anyway?

“What do you think?” Ray came bounding out of the walk-in in a dense cloud of cold air. “Just got things the way I wanted out here.”

Simone dropped her hand guiltily. “It’s fine,” she said, not yet prepared to award any points in Ray’s favor. She brushed past the tall figure and headed to the far kitchen island. “Please don’t mind me. I’m just going to throw something together.” She noticed the rack holding the baking ingredients—flours, sugars, baking powder and soda, cornstarch—had been moved right next to that island. She stared at it for a moment.

“Yeah, Mikkah told me you usually use this workstation, so I thought why not move the stuff you probably use the most so you would have it close at hand?” Ray pointed to each island in turn. “Dried pastas and canned goods are stored closer to Gene’s station now. He does a lot of the Italian food, right? Trying to make things flow, you know?”

“I see.” Simone began pulling out her cutting board and knives, thoughts going to what she might bake to calm herself down. She wanted something savory. Comforting. Seasonal, since she might not get a chance to do much of that in the future. She winced at the thought and headed toward the walk-in.

Annoyingly, Ray followed. “What’re you making?”

“Not sure yet,” she muttered, and opened the heavy latch on the door of the room-sized refrigerator. Inside, she saw that Ray had already begun wrangling the many shelves and containers that supplied the test kitchen’s chefs. The fresh herbs had been gathered upright in a large plastic bin filled with a few inches of water. Simone examined them closely before grabbing a bunch of velvety sage and a crisp bundle of rosemary. Why hadn’t Myra ever stored them like that? It was a good idea; it would keep them from wilting.

The door hissed open and Ray popped her head in. “Need help finding anything? I moved some stuff around.”

“Cheeses?” Simone asked curtly.

Ray pointed to a shelf at eye level. “Mild cheeses are there. I’m keeping the really stinky ones down there.” She pointed to a lower shelf. “At least until I can build a little cave for them.”

Simone looked over her shoulder at Ray. “A cave?”

“Yeah, like a wooden box, maybe lined with slate or tiles to try and mimic, you know, a real cave? I don’t want the smells mingling. Plus they’ll keep longer.”

“Hm.” Simone turned back to the shelves and took a cylinder of artisanal goat cheese sealed in plastic. She liked this particular dairy farm; their goat cheese was creamy, not chalky, and had a nice herbaceous tang.

“Once I start putting in the grocery orders,” Ray added, “I’ll label everything with the arrival date. Just to keep it all straight, make sure we’re using things up before they go bad.”

“You’re letting out all the cold air,” Simone said, not turning around. She could see Ray’s reflection in the shiny, stainless-steel wall.

“Right.” A chagrined duck of her head. “I’ll leave you to it.”

The door clicked shut, leaving Simone in the cold white-noise vacuum of the walk-in. She sighed. Seemed a fitting place for her today. She found the new home for the heavy vegetables on the bottom shelf and searched through the cardboard boxes of produce until she uncovered a beautiful acorn squash. There was a bushel of yellow onions; she took one of those as well, the size of a baseball. A couple bricks of European-style butter rounded out her armful of ingredients.

She returned to her island with her head down, determined not to let Ray or anyone else distract her from her improvised project. A picture of an autumnal galette flashed through her mind: warm and savory and buttery. Her hands found the flour and salt without any real effort on her part. This was exactly what she needed right now.

First, the dough. All the dry things in a large bowl. Whisk. A last-minute decision to add some hard cheese. She found a wedge of Pecorino in the walk-in and grated a few tablespoons into the flour, tossing to coat. Couldn’t have enough cheese, was her thinking. Then the butter, cut from its European bricks into small cubes. Then, finally, the marriage.

Simone loved cutting cold butter into flour. There was something about it that made her think of chilly, faraway beaches in Nova Scotia. Perhaps it was the sandy texture of the end result. She retrieved her favorite pastry cutter from one of the under-counter storage fridges; it was best kept ice cold. The colder the butter stayed, the flakier the crust would be.

She adjusted the cutter over her knuckles and, like a common street brawler, began the process of subduing the chunks of butter into the dry ingredients. It was therapeutic, maiming butter. She imagined the bowl held all her frustrations. The expectations of the digital world. The fact that the rug had been pulled out from under her feet overnight. The new social media accounts that had been created for her that she was now expected to fill with insipid photos and corny captions. Her dream job morphing into something she had no interest in doing.

Chase McDonald’s stupid, smug face.

“So what’s it shaping up to be?” a cheerful voice said, shaking her from her vengeance-filled daydreams. Simone lifted her head to find Ray across the kitchen island, leaning over to peer into the bowl, chin propped up on her two fists.

“A savory galette,” Simone said.

“Nice! I love a galette. It’s like a pie without the hubbub. Or an open-faced Hot Pocket. Uh, a really big one. And round.” Ray frowned. “Maybe that’s not the best comparison.”

Simone eyed Ray as she continued cutting in the butter. There were still a few chunks to deal with. “You bake?” she asked, and if her voice held a certain tone of disbelief, it couldn’t be helped. Most bakers can sense the ability to bake in others. An intuition. Like calling to like. And Simone did not get a very strong baking vibe from Ray.

Ray didn’t seem offended by her tone, just shook her head with a laugh, straightening to reset the baseball hat on her brow. For the first time, Simone noticed the Mets insignia on the battered cap. Obviously, Ray was someone who was well-versed in disappointment and struggle. Good. There was plenty of that to be found at The Discerning Chef lately.

“Nah, baking’s not really my thing,” Ray said, “but I’ve worked at enough restaurants to form some opinions on food.”

“Well, opinions won’t keep you fed,” Simone said lightly, turning the dough out on the counter to be formed. She worked quickly; her hands were good and cool, but she still wanted to keep the butter from melting.

“Will you?” Ray asked.

Simone stuttered to a stop, wrist-deep in shaggy dough. “Excuse me?”

“Keep me fed?” Ray pointed to the pile of dough. “When it’s done.” They stared at each other a bit. “It’s my backward way of asking, ‘Can I please have a slice once it’s ready?’ ”

“Oh.” Simone quickened her hands again. “Uh, sure. Yes. I—I didn’t plan on eating the whole thing myself.” She laughed self-consciously. She had, in fact, planned on eating most of it herself. But Ray didn’t need to know that.

The test kitchen door clanged open and other people started coming in to begin their kitchen work. Simone could hear Gene talking with Becca about the new video initiative. He sounded excited, damn him. Everyone on staff must have heard by now, she thought. And from the shape of their chatter, they’d already gotten their assignments from Chase. Simone tuned it all out. She couldn’t deal with that right now.

“Excuse me,” she said to Ray as she gathered the dough into a ball and flattened it into a disc. “I need to concentrate on this.”

Ray smiled easily, too easily for Simone’s taste. “I’ll get out of your hair. Should meet the rest of the crew, anyway.” She rapped her fist on the stainless-steel countertop and loped away, greeting Gene with predictable enthusiasm.

Simone responded to her coworkers’ hellos with a wan smile and a bob of her head, indicating the dough needed to be chilled. She was already well-practiced in wriggling out of conversation. It wasn’t that she disliked her fellow TDC chefs; she just liked working more. They were used to it by now and left her alone for the most part.

She kept at her galette. Hefted the industrial box of cling film onto the counter and wrangled one long sheet from it. Dough wrapped and chilling in the lowboy. Onions next. Sliced thinly, tossed into a pan over low heat with more butter, a sprinkle of kosher salt. Couldn’t have enough butter, in Simone’s view. It was like cheese in that way.

While the onions caramelized, she scooped the seeds from the squash and sliced the flesh into pretty crescent moons, then arranged them on a baking sheet. A drizzle of olive oil, plenty of salt, some pepper, the tiniest bit of harissa paste. Simple. Toss to coat, her hands becoming slick with the oil and spices. Into the oven at 425 degrees Fahrenheit for, oh, say twenty minutes, see how they look.

In the meantime, garnishes. Pluck the soft, rabbit ear sage leaves from their stems and fry them in the butter that the onions were cooking in, creating a little pool for them on the side of the pan with a deft flick of a wooden spoon. Let the sage’s warm, savory smell infuse the butter so that the onions take on the taste, too. Take the crisped leaves out and drain on a paper towel. Pull a few sprigs of fresh rosemary through the fingertips, collect the little needles in a pile, and chop. Toss them in with the onions. Check their color. Golden, soft, melty. Good. Turn off the heat.

And wait.

Simone was very adept at waiting. It was one of the greatest gifts a pastry chef could be given: time that was her own, when every component was working by itself and she wasn’t needed for anything. She gave the onions another little stir. They would be fine cooling in the pot in the time it took for the squash to roast and the dough to chill. Until then, Simone could sit on the little stool she kept at her island for just this occasion and work on something else. (Waiting, in Simone’s opinion, shouldn’t include sloth. Her ability to multitask and stay three steps ahead of schedule was the reason she could afford to spend part of her workday making a galette from scratch, after all.)

She was perched on her stool, clicking away on her work laptop, trying and failing to come up with a dozen video topics on the subject of kale, when Ray passed by, carrying a crate of lemons.

“Everything going okay?”

Myra had hardly ever interrupted Simone when she was working. It was a little grating. Plus, she still hadn’t forgiven Ray for the sourdough disaster. “Are you going to check in on everybody every hour on the hour?” she shot back.

“No, just on the people who are making my lunch,” Ray said sunnily. She poked at the packet of goat cheese on the counter by Simone’s elbow. “You know what would go good with this?”

“The fried sage leaves that I’ve already made. Maybe a little chili oil,” Simone recited, not taking her eyes from the laptop screen. “Some candied walnuts, if I have time. I haven’t decided yet.”

“I was going to say balsamic.”

Simone glared over the top of her computer. Ray’s grin did not abate.

“Balsamic,” Simone repeated.

“A nice little reduction.” Ray held her thumb and forefinger a hair’s width apart. “Just the tiniest drizzle.”

Simone flicked through her mental list of ingredients in the recipe she’d just created. Salty, salty, salty, spicy, fatty, savory, more salty. Okay, maybe a little acid wouldn’t go amiss, but balsamic? Too strong, in Simone’s opinion. “It doesn’t need it,” she declared.

“Well, sure, it doesn’t need it. But it might want it. There’s a difference.” Ray’s eyes twinkled. “Wanting is what makes life so exciting, don’t you think?”

Simone’s own eyes narrowed. She was fairly sure Ray wasn’t talking about galettes anymore, but she couldn’t be certain this was flirting. She was so rarely the target of flirting that it was difficult for her to know. Innuendo and subtle interest bounced off Simone like off a good nonstick pan. The last three people Simone had dated—if dinner dates at restaurants she had to review for work was considered dating—had not been the pursuers. Simone was a big believer in not wasting time and asking out the men and women who’d caught her attention forthrightly. Like an adult. And then, slightly less like an adult, ignoring their texts when the demands of work inevitably blotted out any interest she’d had in them.

“You can put some balsamic on your slice if you like,” Simone said, unwilling to admit that the addition might actually be a pretty decent idea. “But you’ll have to make the reduction yourself. I’m busy with this.” She swept a hand at her laptop.

“Yeah? That’s fair. If it’s good, maybe I’ll let you have a bite,” Ray said with a wink.

Simone drew in a sharp breath. Okay, that was definitely flirting. She had never been winked at in her life! This was a place of business!

Her face must have looked as stormy as she felt, because Ray put both hands up in defense and backed away. “You know what? I get the feeling you work best alone.”

“That would be correct,” Simone said with ice in her voice.

“So I’ll just… go.”

“What a wonderful idea.”

“And, uh—” Ray dug her hand under her cap to scratch at her mop of golden hair. “I’ll cut that shit out. The winking and stuff. Didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. My bad.”

Simone hid her surprise at that with a jerky little nod, then watched Ray mosey over to Gene, who was constructing yet another baked pasta magnum opus, laden with six kinds of cheese. The two began speaking animatedly, gesturing to the casserole dish where the foundations were being laid, and putting their heads together almost literally to examine the array of ingredients Gene was contemplating. As Simone watched, Ray gave Gene a friendly grip of his shoulder that turned into an arm slung around his neck. They shared a laugh, Ray’s a loud, braying sound that made everyone in the room jump a little. Simone couldn’t hear the joke from across the room, but the two seemed to be fast friends after only a few minutes.

She couldn’t remember the last time she and Gene had laughed at something together. Had they ever? Simone wasn’t exactly invested in fostering a strong bond with him; work was more pressing than being friends with the people you happened to work with, after all. Gene was useful for his knowledge of regional Italian recipes, and that was about all Simone knew of the guy. Did he have kids? She vaguely remembered him having kids.

Simone frowned (which was beginning to be a habit today) as she watched Ray and Gene pal around. Perhaps Ray was just one of those naturally outgoing people who attracted friendship and goodwill like a magnet. Perhaps she wasn’t being flirtatious, just extremely extroverted. At any rate, Ray seemed to be just as interested in chattering away with Gene, who was a man, as with Simone herself.

Simone hoped that Ray didn’t think her rude—or worse, homophobic. She didn’t care that Ray was out and proud; today was just a horror show, and she couldn’t take one more shock, including being the focus of the new kitchen manager’s dimply smile.
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