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To Kay Warren, a beautiful person who has touched my life with her friendship and wisdom
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How to handle a hungry crowd on a forty-minute waiting list for a table at Clementine’s No Crap Café? Have Matteo, the smoking-hot Italian maître d’, hand out sample plates of bruschetta brushed with rosemary-infused olive oil and topped with thinly sliced, lightly sautéed eggplant and tomato, along with shot glasses of my frozen white-grape smoothie. Hell yeah, it worked.

The kitchen was running an unusual twenty minutes behind on this busy Friday night. As owner and executive chef of the two-month-old vegan restaurant, I needed to be out there doing damage control in the lounge and among the tables, schmoozing it up, asking how the gnocchi was, if table six liked the Argentinean wine the waiter had recommended, and assuring tables three and seven that their entrées would be out in five minutes and dessert was on the house. Instead I was on sauté with my sous chef, Alanna, who wasn’t bringing it tonight. Alanna was usually A-game all the time. But tonight, she was forgetting ingredients, leaving the refrigerator open, knocking baskets of garlic to the floor, and snapping at everyone.

First of all, snapping at the staff was my job—not that I did much of that. I ran my restaurant the way I’d always wanted a kitchen to run. On teamwork. High morale. And precision timing. If I told you what went on in some of the kitchens I’d worked in when I was coming up from trainee to salads to line cook to sauté to sous chef, you’d swear I was exaggerating. A face pushed down into a bowl of cucumber soup because it went from just-chilled to room temperature before the waiter could pick it up. Being called a string of nasty swear words for slicing a portobello mushroom a hair too thin for a burger. Forgetting to salt the water before the pasta went in to boil? You don’t want to know what became of that guy. So just trust me. A few executive chefs I’d worked under would make a drill sergeant wet his tighty-whities.

“Plate that now, Alanna,” I said, maybe a little harshly, but she was staring into a sizzling pan of fusilli with the roasted-red-pepper sauce I’d just worked on, and it was starting to singe, as were her two other pans of yellow squash, zucchini, and eggplant for the seared-vegetable napoleons.

She blinked and shot me a “Yes, chef” with the gravitas of a saluting soldier, quickly plating the fusilli and stacking the vegetables—a little sloppily, but the napoleon still looked delicious and she had to make three more. As she hastily moved one plate over to make room for the others, the plate of fusilli clattered to the floor so loudly that my typically unflappable vegetable chef, Gunnar, glanced up, and he rarely glanced up.

“Fucking fuck, Alanna. I almost sliced off my thumb,” Gunnar shouted from across the room, a yellow squash in one hand and a sharp knife in the other. He ran his hand under the sink at his station and slapped on a Band-Aid.

“Sorry,” Alanna called to him, then went back to staring at the sautéing vegetables.

“Focus!” I shouted to everyone. I glanced at Alanna, beside me at the next station. “You okay?” I whispered. “What’s going on?”

“Fine. I’m fine. I’m plating.” She blew an escaped red ringlet of hair out of her face and quickly stacked the other three napoleons along the stainless steel counter and restarted the fusilli. At this point on the wait scale, I’d have to comp table six’s check. “Up!” she shouted, and a waiter appeared with a tray.

I’d been hoping to leave early tonight to get started on the hundreds of tiny, edible seashells for the wedding cake I was making as my gift for my boyfriend’s half sister, who was getting married tomorrow afternoon. But no way could I leave Alanna, about to spontaneously combust, on her own right now. At thirty, Alanna was a few years older than I was, and such a trustworthy, talented, hardworking up-and-comer that I considered myself danged lucky to have her. Right now, though? Lukewarm mess. Her chef whites were covered in splotches of mole sauce and olive oil, odd for the pristine Alanna McNeal. Her long, curly, flaming red hair, usually in a braid or chopsticked bun, was all bird’s-nesty, frizzy swatches sticking out of her lopsided braid and tendrils plastered to her face. Her expression was half-pissed, half-I’m-going-out-of-my-mind, and maybe a smidgen of I-might-cry. Alanna never cried. Besides, my kitchen was a cry-free zone.

“Alanna, take a break,” I told her, lowering the heat on the red-pepper sauce. “I’ve got you, okay?” I really had no time to back her up. My barbecue chili needed attention, and dessert orders were coming in, which meant I’d have to take Evan, on helper duty tonight, away from Gunnar, who needed support on vegetables since the napoleons and the roasted-root kebabs were a huge hit. Between backing up Alanna and handling desserts, I’d need Evan’s help with warming the mini-chocolate-lava cakes—five seconds too hot and the cake would turn sludgy.

I probably needed an extra line cook, especially Thursday to Saturday nights. But I couldn’t spare a thought to that right now or my head—and my red-pepper sauce—would explode. Note to self: at the wedding tomorrow, when the minister is reading all the Indian poetry that the bride told you she added to the ceremony, think about up-and-coming chefs you’ve heard good things about.

“I’m fine,” Alanna said, stirring the fusilli with one hand and giving the vegetables a toss with the other, but when the steam from the boiling pasta hit her full in the face, she looked as if she was about to lose it.

She wasn’t fine, but she wasn’t talking, either, not that talking was allowed between the hours of 6:00 and 8:00 p.m., the busiest time in the kitchen, especially on a Friday night. You could curse, you could shout at one of the McMann twins, either Evan or Everett, twentysomethings fresh out of the Vegan Culinary Institute, who switched off between line cook and all-around helper, to get you more garlic from the produce bins or another block of tofu from the refrigerator. But you couldn’t start talking about what you did last night or how you and your boyfriend almost broke up. Yakking it up was reserved for prep and the staff meal before the dinner rush started. In my kitchen, you focused on the food, your job, and the clock.

Because if you listened to gab, you might miss that one of your busboys, a wannabe model whose young–David Beckham face let him get away with stealing tips and leaving early at least twice a week, had to be fired. I hated firing people.

Alanna was just having a bad day. No big whoop. We all had ’em. To be honest, I didn’t like nights off from the restaurant, even if it meant escaping somewhere amazing on the back of Zach’s Harley. I’d live at Clementine’s No Crap Café if I could. I arrived around noon and stayed till closing—eleven o’clock—spending the hours before prep in my tiny office beside the kitchen, going over the books, inventory, mail, bills, recipes that needed reworking, specials that needed revamping, and staff issues, and lately there had been issues.

“There are always going to be issues,” Zach had said last night as he’d massaged my shoulders and back. “All kinds. From staff to codes to food to the receipts’ not balancing. That’s the restaurant biz.” Had my boyfriend of seven months cared that I smelled like garlic and blackened tofu and spicy chili? No. Zach owned a restaurant too, a bloody mess of a steak house called the Silver Steer, which was even more packed every night than Clementine’s No Crap Café, so he understood thieving busboys and distracted sous chefs, even if he wasn’t often at the Silver Steer. As CEO of Jeffries Enterprises, which he’d started himself at the age of twenty-three, Zach balanced more plates in the air than I did. Did I always listen to his occasionally veering-on-know-it-all advice? No. But he knew his shit.

Truth: I loved my eleven-hour days. With my own place, my own kitchen, working so hard was pure pleasure. No, I didn’t love sitting at a desk going over paperwork, but I loved when the clock struck three and the staff arrived for prep and the staff meal, in order to taste the specials and describe the dishes to the waiters. It was important for the waiters to know every ingredient in every entrée for when diners asked, and they always asked.

“So there are no eggs in the fusilli?” a woman had asked her waiter yesterday when I was out schmoozing at the next table. A smart ten-year-old who didn’t work at the restaurant could likely answer that one, but despite a sidebar of the menu that stated in bright orange that the restaurant was strictly vegan and a boatload of press we’d gotten recently for being the hot, new vegan place in LA, people still asked. “I’m a vegan and want to make sure,” she’d added. “If there are eggs in the pasta, I can’t eat here.” She’d shivered for effect.

“Eggs? As if,” the waiter had said. “Clementine’s is vegan all the way. No eggs. No dairy. Nothing that comes from an animal.”

That same woman asked for regular cream for her tea not forty minutes later.

My customers ranged from hard-core vegans in PETA T-shirts (I was wearing one today under my chef jacket), to vegetarians kicking it up a notch, to carnivores such as Zach, who always left my restaurant commenting that he felt like Popeye after downing a can of spinach. Just keep coming back, people was what I cared about. Clementine’s No Crap Café was years in the making, and at a mere two months old, despite good reviews and packed tables every night, I had to work my butt off to keep the place a success. LA had a slew of great vegan restaurants, and new ones were opening up all the time. My mission was to keep Clementine’s hot, customers happy, and food critics raving. That meant no distractions. Such as a sous chef whose red braid tip was now dipped in a hot sauté pan of olive oil as she bent over to pick up the zucchini she’d dropped.

That was it. I drew the empathy line at hair in pots. “Alanna. Go home. Now,” I said. I took her pan and dumped it in the trash. “Something’s obviously bothering you, so go home and deal. If you need tomorrow off, call me, okay?”

She looked relieved for a split second. “But you’re off tomorrow for Zach’s sister’s wedding,” she said, twisting her braid up into a bun. She grabbed a chopstick from her apron pocket and stuck it through her thick hair. “You need all morning to work on the cake, and the wedding starts in the afternoon, right?”

Shitballs. The wedding was at three. I wouldn’t get out of here till midnight. Then I’d have to wake up at 5:00 a.m. to start on the cake. “If you need tomorrow off, don’t call me,” I amended, shooting her a smile.

“I won’t let you down, Clem. I’ll be fine. I’m just . . . distracted right now. I’ll be fine tomorrow. Swear.”

Hey, sometimes it happened. And it never happened to Alanna, so she got a pass. “Go. If you need to talk later, call me, okay?”

She nodded and practically ran out.

“Gunnar, you’re acting sous chef tonight,” I told him. “Evan, take Everett’s spot as line cook. Everett, you’re on vegetables.”

“Don’t you mess up my station,” Gunnar hissed at Evan. Gunnar, late twenties and stick skinny with a mop of blue-black hair and narrow, green eyes, was famous for a serious approach to vegetables and his lack of a sense of humor, but he managed to make me laugh every night. Despite being so young, he was long divorced and had a nine-year-old daughter he adored, who looked just like him, minus the constant smile. Gunnar wasn’t a smiler—except when it came to his girl.

Within ten minutes, Gunnar and I made seven stir-fry specials, four orders of fusilli, and eight vegetable kebabs. I’d scalded myself with boiling water, had red-pepper sauce in my hair and wet flour under my nails, but we were only five minutes behind. Fuck yeah, we got it done.

Until a party of ten came in and we ran out of tofu for the blackened-stir-fry special. How the holy hell had I let that happen?

I took over Alanna’s and my job, sent Gunnar back to vegetables, and sent Evan to Xander’s—one of my favorite late-night markets—for five pounds of firm tofu pronto.

No more distractions, I ordered myself. While I’d been checking inventory earlier, even my normally focused mind had wandered to whether to substitute agave nectar for the sugar in Zach’s sister’s wedding cake. When I should have been thinking about how many blocks of tofu we’d gone through. Next time one of Zach’s relatives gets married, don’t volunteer to make a wedding cake for two hundred and sixty guests when you have to be at the wedding on prime Saturday night during prime kitchen time, I mentally yelled at myself as I stared into the refrigerator.

Six minutes later, Evan, whose flushed face and mussed hair indicated he’d sprinted to the market and back, returned with the wrong kind of tofu because he was in a rush and I’d freaked him out. You should have seen his exhausted, hangdog face. How could I yell at him?

I’d yell at myself. Inventory was my thing. And I’d better step it up and fast. In six weeks, a New York Times reporter was coming to the restaurant as part of a piece on “veganmania” across America. For the travel section in a Sunday edition. This was a shot at Holy Grail–level publicity. Only a few restaurants from a handful of US cities would make it into the article. Clementine’s had to make it in. Which meant the minute the wedding was over tomorrow, I was sneaking away from the reception and Zach’s zillion relatives and coming back to work. From now on, there would be no running out of firm tofu. There would be no running behind schedule. There would be no sautéing braids.

There would be no distractions.
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At just before 6:00 a.m. the next morning, I started setting out the ingredients for the wedding cake on the huge center island in Zach’s kitchen, and my mind went where it usually did when I had flour and sugar and vanilla extract in front of me. Desserts for the restaurant. Minicupcakes. Chocolate-hazelnut with coconut-pecan icing. Lemon-raspberry with lemon frosting. Gingerbread with caramelized mango. A mix of three per serving, I decided as I added six cups of flour and an ungodly amount of sugar to the big silver mixing bowl on the kitchen counter. This was distraction in reverse and okay by me.

I grabbed my little notebook from my bag to jot down the cupcakes, which got me thinking of slightly gooey German chocolate cake with caramel and maybe fresh-peach crostata for tomorrow night’s specials. I added a note to call Alanna around ten to see if she was all right. I couldn’t afford for her to be off her game on a Saturday night. I could always call my good friend Alexander, a vegan chef at Fresh, the restaurant where I used to work, to see if he could cover for her if he wasn’t working tonight.

I had so much on my mind that I jotted that down too and suddenly felt eyes on me. Charlie, Zach’s ancient, little beagle. Giving me that begging look. Not for a lick of the bowl, since I’d barely gotten started on the cake. Charlie wanted to go out—now. I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was 6:08.

Glancing out the dark window, I asked the dog, “Can’t you hold it till Zach wakes up?” The sun wasn’t even up yet. I was barely up. And Jolie’s wedding started at three. I had to get cracking on the cake. Five tiers, Pacific Ocean–blue fondant, tiny seashells cascading. The venue was a three-minute drive down Ocean Avenue from Zach’s house, at a boutique hotel’s private stretch of beach, which was why I’d decided to use Zach’s state-of-the-art kitchen, since transporting would be a breeze. And that had included myself down the stairs from his bedroom before the tush-crack of dawn.

Charlie looked at me with those huge brown eyes. No, he couldn’t hold it.

“You’re lucky you’re so cute,” I told him, leaning down to give him a scratch behind his ears.

As I looked around the kitchen for Charlie’s leash, I thought of Zach, sleeping upstairs. What I wouldn’t give to be back in his incredibly comfortably king-size bed, snoozing for another couple of hours myself. But Jolie and Rufus’s wedding cake had to be perfect. I adored Jolie, badass daughter of Zach’s father and the second of his three wives (a fourth was imminent). Jolie was only eighteen and marrying a musician she’d been dating since her sophomore year of high school, which technically wasn’t that long ago. She wasn’t pregnant or immature or even out of her very young mind. She was in love, and she was getting married, whether anyone liked it or not. Several family members, including Zach, didn’t like it.

Jolie had told her father, of the You’ll get married and be an actress over my cold, dead body pronouncements, that she’d rather give her up megatrust than not marry her baby-faced fiancé and go for her dream of becoming the next Jennifer Lawrence. Her father had finally relented. But to avoid the possibility of anyone’s objecting during the ceremony, such as Zach or his father lunging from his seat and screaming, “She’s eighteen and ruining her life,” Jolie had wisely told the minister to cut the traditional “speak now or forever hold your piece” spiel.

Hopefully she’d do away with some other traditions too, such as the mind-numbing bouquet toss. A lineup of single women vying to be “next”? Shiver. I’d been to three weddings in the past two months, and at last Saturday’s nuptials, my high school friend Carrie’s, I had to bear witness to the grinning fourteen-year-old nephew of the groom sliding the something-blue garter up the red-faced thirty-seven-year-old bouquet catcher’s bare leg.

Brides of the world: Just say no!

Case in point: Three Saturdays ago, at my sister Elizabeth’s wedding, a disgruntled single guest in a hot-pink sheath dress had walked up to Elizabeth as the reception wound down and asked when she was planning to do the bouquet toss. The woman added that she didn’t want to miss the lineup while freshening her lipstick in the ladies’ room.

My sister, the least sentimental, least nostalgic, least superstitious person alive, had let out her trademark snort. “If I’m tossing the bouquet to anyone, it’s straight at my mother-in-law, who paid over four hundred bucks for it.”

“But your mother-in-law is married,” the single guest had protested.

I’d been able to tell from Elizabeth’s expression that she was dying to lecture the woman on archaic, antifeminist traditions that made her blood boil. Elizabeth got seriously worked up over these things. But she held her usual let-loose tongue. “I just meant I’m not doing a bouquet toss.”

The single guest walked away with an “Oh,” shoulders kind of slumped, heading back to her table of singles, where she’d been seated between a ten-year-old cousin using a rubber band to slingshot crap at unsuspecting guests all night and the groom’s mentally unstable bachelor uncle. Elizabeth called out the single woman’s name, and when the guest turned around, my sister, who was much kinder than she let on, tossed that bouquet, albeit with a slight roll of her eyes, directly into the guest’s hands.

With a surprised smile—and a silent, triumphant I will be next!—the single guest went back much happier to the ten-year-old, who’d barfed up his third piece of wedding cake on her chair.

“Jesus H. Christ on a Ritz cracker,” my best friend, Sara, had said as we’d watched the woman’s entire demeanor change from despairing to hopeful. “If I ever get like that, which I never will, please slap me really hard across the face to snap me out of it.” Sara and I were both in committed relationships, but marriage—and cheesetastic wedding rituals—was the furthest thing from either of our busy minds. If anyone tried to toss a bouquet in Sara’s direction, she’d instinctively drop-kick it.

“Oh, I will,” I’d said. “And same here.” Not that either of us would be getting married anytime soon. I’d been with Zach seven months, and Sara and Joe had been together for six. Couple newbies! But spring wedding season, with its bouquet tossing and ice sculptures and bands still playing Kool & the Gang, had taken over our lives.

Last month, Sara and I had attended our Pilates teacher’s wedding, the bride and groom in lotus position in the woods. Zenia, one of the coolest women we knew, had shocked us by calling for the single women to line up for the bouquet toss. Zenia, of all people!

“A wedding itself is traditional, is it not?” Zenia had said in her usual Zen style to our “How could you!” questioning afterward.

“I’m making a statement by not lining up,” Sara had whispered to me. “Can you imagine if I actually caught the bouquet? I don’t want to be next! I’d run for the hills. Join a nunnery. Anything to not be next and marry that guy.”

We’d glanced over at Sara’s boyfriend, the loudest person at any social event, but especially in the calm quiet of the woods, telling another cringe-worthy story about “the loser schmuck wannabe chef” he’d humiliated as host of his own weekly TV show, Eat Me, on the Food Network. Sara was something of a cohost, and how she’d landed that gig was a frightening story for another time. But her boyfriend, Joe “Steak” Johansson, was the only person alive capable of embarrassing Sara, who was hard to offend. It was half the reason she liked him so much.

“No way will Jolie do a cheesetastic bouquet toss,” I whispered now to Charlie as I searched the kitchen for his leash. “That chick is as antitradition as they come.”

Evident by her choice of wedding-cake baker. Despite having her pick of the best bakeries in LA to make her wedding cake (this was a no-expense-spared, unlimited-budget wedding, paid for by Cornelius Jeffries, bajillionaire father), Jolie had asked me. I’d met Jolie back when I was getting my Skinny Bitch Bakes business off the ground, cakes and muffins and cookies and scones and pies for coffee shops all over Santa Monica. That was just six months ago, but my life had completely changed since then. Now, I was baking those cakes and pies only for Clementine’s No Crap Café. New note to self: think about hiring a pastry chef so you can focus on running the kitchen. My other best friend, Ty, the best vegan pastry chef, was working in Paris for the year. He’d know someone I could count on.

The other big change? The amazing guy sleeping upstairs. Zach and I had gone from rocky beginning to true love. No one, Zach and I especially, expected a mouthy vegan such as me and a steak-house-owning carnivore such as him to last more than five minutes in the same room together. But seven months later, Zach and I were still going strong.

Not that I’d seen much of him these past two months except for late at night when I’d leave Clementine’s No Crap Café feeling exhausted, exhilarated, and covered in tomato sauce and smelling like garlic. He’d pick me up on the Harley (leaving the annoying Mercedes at home), bring me back to this spectacular beach house, make a mess in the kitchen as he whipped us up a late-night snack of spiked fruit smoothies, and then we’d hang out on the couch for a little bit, watching TV and talking until one of us led the other upstairs. Zach was always gone in a suit and tie before I ever woke up. Our hours were as different as we were, but somehow, during the brief time we had together lately, Zach and I had grown even closer.

Zach was a package deal—he came with Charlie, waddling, little beagle, who continued to stare at me, tail wagging. It had taken me a while to win over the ancient, sweet-faced dog, but I’d done it. Which meant I had to take him out for his morning pee and let him get oohed and aahed at by the early-bird joggers on the beach. If I could find his leash. Where was it?

I checked all the kitchen drawers. The baskets under the bench at the front entryway and the French doors to the backyard that led down to the beach. No leash. I poked my head into Zach’s office, spotless, unlike my own at the restaurant. No leash on his desk. Charlie followed me, and I swore he was rolling his eyes with a “C’mon, already, Cooper. I gotta goooo.” I headed back into the entry hall. Not looped on the coatrack or hanging off the hooks. I checked the pockets of Zach’s jackets, including the expensive black leather one he refused to get rid of even for his vegan girlfriend. No leash.

But something else was in the pocket of that leather jacket. Something smallish. Square. Velvet.

Like a jewelry box.

Fabulous earrings for my birthday, which wasn’t for another month? I couldn’t resist a peek. I took out the little box. Black velvet. I glanced behind me to make sure Zach hadn’t mysteriously woken up early for once on a Saturday, but there was only Charlie, still staring at me.

Don’t do it, the dog seemed to be saying with those soulful brown eyes. You put that back, even though it’s for you, Clementine Cooper.

But I couldn’t stop myself. I hated surprises. I loved knowing something was coming—the anticipation of receiving. I opened the lid of the little box—and my eyes bugged out of my head.

Holy hell.

A diamond ring.

Round, glittering diamond. Two carats. Platinum band.

I was about to hyperventilate. Deep breaths, Clementine, I told myself.

I stood frozen on the round wool rug in the foyer, barely able to take those breaths. It was as if I had a mini-angel playing a harp on one shoulder as out-of-nowhere wild happiness coursed through my usually cynical, tradition-stomping veins, while on the other shoulder, a mini-devil wielding a tiny pitchfork screamed, “You can’t get engaged! You have a restaurant to run! Staff to manage! Customers to feed! Food critics to impress! The New York Times travel section on deck! Wedding plans will derail you!”

From what I’d seen around me these past couple of months, marriage proposals meant congratulations for weeks on end and multiple engagement parties and wedding plans up the wazoo, and the only plans I wanted in my head were about the restaurant—how to impress the stuffing out of the New York Times reporter and ensure Clementine’s inclusion in the article. How to keep the joint packed as the months went by so it wasn’t just the “awesome new vegan on Montana” anymore.

Then Zach’s face popped into my mind. That face I loved, with those intelligent blue eyes that missed nothing. Zach was great. I thought of all he’d done these past seven months—hiring me to create vegan offerings for the Silver Steer, which had led other restaurants that served dead animals to do the same. Hey, it was a start for their blood-dripping menus. And it had been a huge start for me when I’d needed to rebuild my name as a chef. I also couldn’t forget the time Zach had dropped everything—before we were even dating—to drive me three hours to the hospital to see my dad, who’d been admitted with complications from Stage III cancer. How Zach had calmed me down on the long drive there. How he’d been there for me in every possible way all these months of our relationship. The guy was true-blue and red-hot.

I dropped down on the padded bench lining the foyer wall. I knew that Zach and I were serious, that he loved me, but I had no idea he was thinking about forever now.

I loved Zach. I did want to marry Zach. Later, though.

I knew what happened to brides-to-be. Even my sister had got all freaked out because she couldn’t find a wedding dress she liked, let alone loved. Everything was too bridal, too white or ivory, too traditional, too gowny. In the end, corporate lawyer Elizabeth, the one who wouldn’t normally give a flying rat’s butt about a dress, drew a pencil sketch of what she envisioned, brought it into every boutique and department store in LA and asked the salesclerks if the shop had something like it. She’d finally found the ecru, kimono-style dress of her dreams off the rack in Nordstrom for two hundred bucks. She’d lost three days of her honeymoon time to her crazed dress shopping.

Then there was my friend Jules, who without warning six months ago went from being a normal, twenty-eight-year-old small-accessories buyer to the biggest, baddest bridezilla you’d never want to meet. No detail was too small, including the push-up bras for the bridal party, which had to be special-ordered for $212 so that we would all have the same-shaped boobs in the $400 pale peach silk dresses she’d made us shill out good money for. No one had seen this crazy Jules coming. I forgave her after the honeymoon, but I did not forget.

Not that there was a chance in hell I’d become some lunatic bridezilla. I knew that. But a big, honking diamond ring on my finger would be a huge distraction.

Was he going to propose at his sister’s wedding? Or maybe later tonight?

See, I was already distracted by the ring. I had a dog to walk. A cake to bake for 260 guests, many of whom I’d soon be related to by marriage.

Holy shiitake.

I needed Sara. Now. My heart beating like crazy, I ran into the living room to grab my cell phone from the coffee table and was about to text her, but this time I did manage to stop myself. Right now the proposal was supposed to be Zach’s secret, unless he’d shared it with anyone. It would be wrong to go blabbing it, even to my best friend.

And guess what was coiled in a basket on the far side of the coffee table, on top of the stack of Vegan Life magazines I was always leaving around for Zach never to read. Charlie’s leash. I clipped it on him, put a note on the fridge that I was taking Charlie for a walk on the beach, then left in freaked-out wonder.
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The first time I saw Zach Jeffries I hated his guts. Well, I thought he was gorgeous—tall, lean, muscular, with all that thick, dark, glossy hair and deep blue eyes, impossibly long lashes, and a slight cleft in his chin. But I still hated him. Seven months ago, I’d been in the middle of teaching my first cooking class, in the kitchen of my dumpy little apartment on Montana Avenue, when a loud, booming noise interrupted my scintillating lecture on the wonders of tofu. I’d gone to the living room window to find a giant 3-D sign being erected over the beautiful space where I’d dreamed of one day opening my own vegan restaurant.

What did that sign say? The Silver Steer—complete with a 3-D silver steer’s head staring with its dead eyes right into my living room window. I’d marched right into that space and demanded to talk to the owner about taking down the dead-steer head; it had been bad enough he’d stolen my dream location for Clementine’s No Crap Café. That owner: Zach Jeffries, thirty-two-year-old entrepreneur millionaire who mysteriously morphed into my boyfriend.

Soon-to-be fiancé.

As Charlie and I sat on the beach, him happily digging, me watching the sun rise over the Santa Monica Pier, I couldn’t help but smile as I thought about our early days—a vegan and a carnivore falling in love and trying so hard not to.

“Do you believe this craziness, Charlie?” I asked, scratching behind his floppy ears. He rested his chin on my knee. “Zach is going to ask me to marry him. What do you think of that?”

Charlie snuggled up against me, and for a moment it was so stinking cozy that I put my arm around his furry, little body, thinking that he’d be mine, that Zach would be mine. That Zach, whom I loved, wanted to spend the rest of his life with me.

Wait—now I was about to get all sentimental?

“Charlie, what the hell is happening to me? Now I want to get married?”

Because you can have it all, I realized. Who said we couldn’t get engaged, not plan a wedding or talk about it at all, and just elope one day when it felt right to Paris or Barcelona or even Vegas? My restaurant didn’t have to suffer. Surely Zach wouldn’t be interested in discussing lame cummerbunds and boring centerpieces.

I just wanted to sit there and bask in the amazement of it all, that this would really work, but after the sixth jogger stopped to pet Charlie and remark on his cuteness, we headed back to Zach’s house. I had a big-ass wedding cake to bake—for my soon to be sister-in-law.

[image: Images]

The five tiers, gradating in size, were cooling on the island counter when Zach came into the kitchen just after nine o’clock. Bare-chested and wearing his Stanford sweatpants, he hugged me from behind, kissing my neck.

“The delicious smell of the cake woke me up,” he said.

You’re going to propose was all I could think. God, it was mind-blowing.

In four seconds, ocean-blue fondant and the hundreds of tiny, intricate seashells I had to make had been forgotten in the unexpected reality of Zach Jeffries asking me to marry him. An hour ago, I didn’t give a gorilla’s butt about where my relationship with Zach was headed.

I’d promised myself to focus on the restaurant, on wowing the New York Times reporter, reviewers, critics, my customers—even the health inspector. Having my own restaurant had always been my dream—not walking down the aisle in some poufy, white gown.

Seriously, I’d been fantasizing about having my own kitchen since I was five years old, since my dad had handed me a cup of flour and water and taught me how to make pasta from scratch, how to add fresh vegetables from the organic farm he and my mother ran to make a pasta primavera that would rival a five-star Italian restaurant’s.

I’d known then, since I was three feet tall, that I would be a chef someday, that I would rule over my own kitchen, but turning that dream into reality had been a long time coming. I’d graduated from the Vegan Culinary Institute and worked at a slew of top vegan restaurants in LA, busting my tush on the way up from trainee to line cook to sauté chef to sous chef. Just weeks before I’d met Zach, a jealous coworker at Fresh had sabotaged me the night a Los Angeles Times restaurant critic had come to dine. I’d been blackballed all over the city. So I’d started my own business—and it slowly took off. Personal chef, cooking classes, baked goods. But when I got the money together to open my own restaurant—without a penny from my millionaire boyfriend—and saw my first customers walk through the door on opening night, it was as if fireworks shot off inside me. My fantasy had become hard-won reality.

Wait a minute. Breathe deeply, Clementine. I was forgetting again that Zach, who owned his own new restaurant, the Silver Steer (in a different location from the one that had brought us together), understood why I was never around, and best of all, he actually admired me for it. This will work out. You can be engaged and keep Clementine’s a success.

The pitchfork-wielding little devil disappeared off my left shoulder and the smiling angel on my right aimed a miniremote-control at my brain, reminding me of two weeks ago when Zach had come home exhausted at ten at night from boardroom business negotiations to find me frustrated in his kitchen, my hands coated in tomato guts for a new version of my ratatouille, which was missing something. A producer from Good Morning, L.A. was having me on to teach how to make ratatouille in the studio in two days, and my ratatouille was—in my hard-to-impress opinion—a solid meh.

Zonked as he was, Zach had sat down at the kitchen table, kicked off his shoes, Charlie’s head resting on his foot, and looked through my three recipes, suggesting what to delete, what to add. He’d tasted all three versions, even though he’d barely been awake by the time I’d finished the third, and declared the third the charm. In the morning, he’d even had the winning ratatouille for breakfast to make double sure on morning brain that it was good enough for the perky hostess, who’d potentially rave on the popular morning show and send hordes to Clementine’s to try it in person. It had been, by the way.

The mini-angel switched the channel, this time to my younger brother, Kale, calling me from the freeway a few weeks ago to say he had a flat and could I come pick him up. In the middle of dinner rush at the restaurant. Apparently he’d called everyone he knew in LA and no one was around. So who had left a dinner party with investors to pick up my brother, get his car towed, and loaned him his old Porsche until his ancient Honda was ready?

Yeah: Zach.

The little devil, now on my right shoulder, lunged the pitchfork at the angel and switched the channel to the Ghost of Clementine’s Future: Me in some fancy bridal salon in a gorgeous white gown, five seamstresses pinning and hemming for hours. Cut to Zach and I at yet another of his dull business functions, me dressed “appropriately” in a pastel Chanel suit. Eating a cube of cheese for some ungodly reason.
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