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			“Deliciously entertaining! Reichert’s voice is warm and funny in this delightful ode to second chances and the healing power of a meal cooked with love.”

			—Meg Donohue, USA Today bestselling author of Dog Crazy and All the Summer Girls

			“Reichert takes the cake with this charming tale of food, friendship, and fate.”

			—Beth Harbison, New York Times bestselling author of If I Could Turn Back Time

			“The Coincidence of Coconut Cake is a delicious story of food, love, and a wink at what people will do to have their cake and eat it, too.”

			—Ann Garvin, author of The Dog Year and On Maggie’s Watch

			“The Coincidence of Coconut Cake is a read as satisfying as the last bite of dessert after a lovingly prepared meal. The novel is as much a celebration of the Midwest and regional food as it is a love story between chef Lou and food critic Al. I adored Lou and her quirky makeshift family of restaurant customers and co-workers. Their missteps and milestones kept me racing through the chapters.”

			—Susan Gloss, author of Vintage

			“What a wonderful treat! Delicious descriptions of food and love and Milwaukee (I know! Who knew?). A sweet, endearing read.”

			—Megan Mulry, USA Today bestselling author of A Royal Pain

			“Reichert whips up the perfect recipe for a deliciously fun read. Combine humor and romance with a dash of drama, then let it simmer. The sprinkle of Wisconsin pride is icing on an already irresistible cake. Warning: Do not read this book hungry!”

			—Elizabeth Eulberg, author of The Lonely Hearts Club and Better Off Friends

			“Reichert brings sweetness and substance to her scrumptious debut. Sign me up for second helpings!”

			—Lisa Patton, bestselling author of Whistlin’ Dixie in a Nor’Easter
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			To Grandma Luella, 
for showing me the grace of food made with love and igniting my passion for all things coconut.

			•  •  •

			To my husband— 
may our magnet collection continue to grow.

		

	
		
			I think careful cooking is love, don’t you? The loveliest thing you can cook for someone who’s close to you is about as nice a valentine as you can give.

			—JULIA CHILD

		

	
		
			• CHAPTER ONE •

			Lou hoisted up her gown and winced as she tottered across the parking lot. The sparkly four-inch heels had looked so pretty in the box, but they felt like a mortar and pestle grinding each bone in her foot. She missed her green Crocs.

			Lou plucked at the tight elastic, squeezing her under the sleek black dress her fiancé, Devlin, had given her. He walked five steps ahead of her, so she scurried to catch up.

			“Overstuffed truffle and foie gras sausage,” Lou said.

			Devlin’s face crinkled in confusion. “What?”

			“It’s a new dish, inspired by how I feel in these clothes. Maybe served over brown butter dumplings . . .” Lou tilted her head, visualizing the newly formed meal. Devlin frowned at her and sighed.

			She wilted at the familiar reaction. “I’m sorry. It helps distract me.”

			His features softened as he looked at her. “You’ll be fine. You look stunning.”

			Lou gave a feeble smile, stepping into the soft, yellow light of the Milwaukee Country Club’s foyer, the cushy patterned carpet springing back with each step. Black-and-white pictures adorned the buttery walls, telling the club’s upper-crust history. Many showed eager young men in white standing behind wealthy gentlemen in funny pants. Hunger for something more burned in the young men’s eyes. Lou understood.

			Lou turned toward Devlin, looping her arm through his.

			“You didn’t need to ship me off to the salon all day, or spend so much on this dress.” She smoothed the fabric over her hips, the snug undergarments matching the tightness in her stomach. She wore a floor-length, black strapless column of jersey with matching elbow-length gloves—simple, elegant, and too expensive.

			“It’s my gift to you. You never pamper yourself.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Get used to it. The future wife of a prominent attorney should enjoy a little spoiling.”

			“How am I supposed to top all this for your birthday?”

			“For starters, you’ll make your grandmother’s amazing coconut cake. I’ll tell you the rest later.” He winked.

			Devlin smiled down at her, and Lou’s breath caught a little in her throat. He looked dashing in his tuxedo. Its classic lines fit his athletic frame, giving him an air of latent power and manliness; the faint smell of cloves lingered around him. His thick, dark hair offset his crystal-blue eyes—her very own Disney prince. He set her bejeweled arm on his and resumed their progress into the crowd. Lou clung to his Italian-wool-clad arm as if it were a life preserver as they wandered through the perfumed and primped throng of attorneys and spouses at the annual firm gala.

			The private club swam with glittering women and powerful men. Waiters in white tuxedo jackets swerved through the crowd, delivering twenty-year-old scotch and white wine to thirsty guests. Additional waiters carried trays with appetizers, the obligatory bacon-wrapped water chestnuts and peeled shrimp with cocktail sauce. Lou sighed at the dull offerings, imagining what she could do with this party’s budget.

			Devlin steered her toward a group of older men with elegant women by their sides.

			“Bill, how are you?” Devlin said, extending his arm toward the largest man. “And you remember my beautiful fiancée, Elizabeth.” All eyes turned to her. Lou gritted her teeth at his introduction.

			Bill turned to Devlin and Lou. “We were just talking about the new restaurant critic for the paper, A. W. Wodyski. Have you read his reviews?”

			Devlin shook his head. “I’ve heard of him but haven’t had the time to read. The Churman case is taking more time than expected. Any good recommendations?”

			“The opposite. He obliterates every restaurant he reviews. But he does it in the most entertaining way. Like Dennis Miller as a restaurant critic.”

			“Really?” Lou faked indifference, biting back the real commentary she wanted to share about such arrogance.

			“He hasn’t ever given a positive review. I’ve even heard a few of the restaurants he reviewed had to close.”

			“I don’t buy that,” said Devlin. “No one review could close a restaurant that was good.”

			“It could if they were struggling to begin with,” Lou said softly, frowning. She opened her mouth to continue, but Devlin nudged her with his elbow. She nodded and stayed silent as the conversation flowed back to clients and billable hours. Lou flicked open her rhinestone-studded clutch and pushed a button on her phone. No new messages. She closed the bag.

			A waiter appeared with drinks for the group. Lou looked at his name tag, then into his face and said, “Thank you, Tyler.” He startled a little, then nodded in acknowledgment. Lou smiled. The rest of the small group continued talking about upcoming trials and the difficulties of finding good nannies. Lou watched the waiter flit into the crowd toward the bar, empty glasses appearing on his tray as he crossed the room, bobbing swift nods as he took new drink orders efficiently. He served without interrupting, moved quickly without rushing. Lou had turned to follow him when she felt a tap on her arm.

			When Lou looked, Bill’s wife stood too close, radiating musky perfume. “So how did the two of you meet?”

			Before Lou could answer, Devlin turned toward them. “Elizabeth used to work at Giuseppe’s years ago.”

			“They had a made-to-order-pasta station where people could sit and watch the chef,” Lou added, smiling at the memory.

			“I was there for a lunch meeting, but they canceled last minute, so I sat at the counter in front of this cute little cook.” Devlin put an arm around her shoulders. “I came back every day that week.” Devlin looked down at Lou and smiled.

			“On Friday, he left a single red rose and his business card with the tip.”

			“She called the next day and soon she’ll be my beautiful bride.”

			“Beautiful and she can cook,” Bill said. “No wonder you closed the deal.”

			“I always close.” Devlin wrapped her arm around his and said, “Excuse us; I see Susan and I need to ask her about a deposition she did for me.” He guided Lou away, merging into the crowd and toward the French doors.

			“I’m going to hit the restroom before dinner starts. I’ll meet you at the table?” Lou turned and eased open the six-paneled bathroom door with her gloved hand, letting the silence melt some of her tension.

			• • • • •

			In the tiny room doubling as a bathroom stall, Lou struggled, realigning her undergarments to their original positions, trying to get her emotions under control. Devlin didn’t understand what her restaurant meant to her. He seemed to think he was rescuing her from a life of hard labor, a life his mother endured as she worked two waitressing jobs to feed and clothe her academically gifted son. She touched her ring, a pristine rectangle like an ice cube that could melt into nothing. She tried to find comfort in Devlin’s symbol of love for her. She shimmied her hips to slither the dress into place, picked up her purse, and left the sanctuary. As she scrubbed her hands, a slender young blonde emerged from another stall and joined her at the sink.

			Lou smiled at her in the mirror and said, “Don’t you hate having to use the ladies’ room in these outfits? I feel like the Incredible Hulk in Catwoman’s bodysuit.”

			The fresh-faced girl looked startled and tilted her head to one side. She must’ve been a summer intern, eager, ambitious, and idealistic. She wore a simple black cocktail dress accented with a pearl necklace and matching earrings, the uniform of the young and preppy. There were a dozen like her at the party, all with chin-length hair, minimal makeup, clutching small bags containing lip gloss and too many business cards. Probably not a superhero fan.

			“Are you Mr. Pontellier’s fiancée?” The young woman squinted her eyes, emphasizing her question.

			“Yes, I’m Lou.” She extended her unclad hand toward the pretty girl.

			“Oh, I thought your name was Elizabeth.”

			“It is, but all my friends call me Lou. Devlin prefers Elizabeth.” Lou half smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

			“I’m Megan.”

			She shook Lou’s hand, but instead of releasing after the appropriate number of pumps, Megan pulled Lou’s hand closer, examining the skin. Lou looked at the shiny scars dotting her pale hands and forearms. It looked as if a makeup artist had been testing for the perfect shade of pinky-red.

			“Occupational hazard.” Lou pulled her hand back.

			“What do you do?” Megan’s face looked curious.

			Lou rubbed the marks, feeling the smooth bumps.

			“I’m a chef. My pastry chef says the more battle scars, the better the food.”

			“You must be the best chef in the city. It must be nice to come to events like this and get waited on for a change.”

			“You’d think.” Lou’s grin shook a little, the muscles tired from too much forced use. Her purse buzzed, and she almost sighed out loud with relief. “Excuse me.”

			• • • • •

			Lou rushed out of the bathroom, pulling her phone from the purse. Devlin waited in the hallway holding a wineglass. She held up a finger while answering the phone and walked outside, Devlin following her.

			“What’s up?” she said.

			“Need to be rescued?” said the confident voice of Sue, Lou’s sous chef and best friend. Lou looked up at Devlin, cringing as she observed his tapping foot and raised eyebrow.

			“Not yet. Something wrong?”

			“No, just checking in. I know how much you love those events. I thought we could fake a catastrophe if you wanted to get out.”

			“I’ll survive. At least the company is good.”

			“The lawyers and their spouses are good company? How much have you had to drink?”

			“Not them. Devlin.” Lou smiled at him as he pointed back to the building.

			“Really?”

			Lou sighed. “I gotta go. Text me later to let me know how the rush goes. Bye.”

			She slid her phone back into her purse and turned to Devlin.

			“Sorry about that. Thanks for the wine,” she said as she took the glass he offered.

			“Can you not be a chef tonight?”

			“I can try.”

			“You should hire someone to cook for you. Then you’d have more free time.”

			“I can’t afford that. Besides, cooking is the best part.”

			“I’d think you would enjoy a night off.”

			“I do. But my idea of pampering doesn’t involve high heels and elbow-length gloves. At least not with a gown.” Lou gave him a gentle hip bump and a smile.

			“The night is young.” With a placating smile, Devlin held the door open for her and followed Lou back inside. “Soon you won’t need to work anyway, and I can spoil you all the time.”

			Lou turned to look at Devlin, her eyes pleading with him to listen. “Business is improving. I love it. Why do you keep bringing this up?”

			“Elizabeth, you work too hard and you’ll need more time once we get a house and have kids. You’ll still get to cook amazing food, but you won’t need to worry about staffing and rent and bills. It’s the ideal situation for you.” Devlin gave her a kiss, took her hand, and walked right over her plans. Lou struggled to breathe under the weight of his version of their future.

			• • • • •

			After dinner, Lou escaped outside into the prematurely warm April night. She peeled off the gloves and stepped out of her shoes onto the cool grass of the practice green, moaning with relief as she texted Sue.

			Steady night?

			Lou looked up at the stars, waiting for the reply ping.

			We hit a new record. 102 plates. Need another server.

			Lou let out a whistle of appreciation.

			From behind her, she heard voices beyond the edge of the green. Lou walked toward the sound to see a handful of white-coated waiters smoking cigarettes and rehydrating. One of them was Tyler, the waiter she had noticed earlier.

			On it.

			Keeping her eyes on the servers, Lou slid the phone into her bag, picked up her shoes, and walked toward the group, stepping gently as the soft grass switched to rough pavement.

			“Ahem, excuse me. Tyler?” Lou said. Three startled faces looked up, eyes wide at the intrusion. “Sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt your break, but do you have a moment?”

			“Lou?” Devlin’s voice cut through the darkness behind her.

			“Crap,” Lou said, digging her card out of her clutch. “I own a restaurant—Luella’s. If you’re looking for a steady job with good tips, give me a call.” She pressed the stiff paper into Tyler’s hand and turned to see Devlin standing behind her, staring at the waitstaff. She heard them scatter. Devlin’s brow wrinkled as he spoke.

			“I wondered where you disappeared to. Ready to go?”

			Lou exhaled, realizing she had held in her breath, anxious about what Devlin might say. “Yes, please. My feet are killing me.”

			Devlin looked at her heels dangling from her fingers. “I see that. Why don’t we walk around so you don’t have to put them back on.” He smiled at her, and she relaxed. He took her arm and led her to where his Jaguar waited for them. He guided her into the front seat, pulling a cream gift box from the back with the words “La Perla” adorning the top.

			As Devlin slid into the driver’s seat, Lou raised one eyebrow at him and said, “Is this part two of your own birthday present?”

			Devlin winked, then started the car.

			“You know, it’s customary for other people to buy you gifts,” Lou said.

			“Consider it the gift wrap to what I really want.”

			Lou rolled her eyes and opened the box as Devlin drove out of the parking lot toward his condo. Inside, a tasteful nightgown of robin’s egg–blue silk and creamy lace sat nestled in crisp tissue paper. As she lifted it from the box, the delicate material caught on the rough edges of her callused hands, the dainty lace ready to snag. Her spine tensed with worry about destroying the diaphanous fabric. She slithered it back into the box, swallowed, and said, “Shall I try it on when we get back to your place?”

			Devlin pointed his chin toward the box. “Look on the inside of the lid.”

			Lou’s eyebrow rose in question, but she flipped the lid over to see a key taped inside.

			“A key? To what?”

			“My place.”

			“I already have a key.”

			Devlin exhaled in frustration.

			“I know you already have a key,” Devlin said. “I’m trying to ask you to move in with me, and doing a piss-poor job of it. I don’t want to wait until we’re married, Elizabeth.”

			Lou swallowed and set the lid back in place.

			“Maybe we can save the nightie until I move in—leave it at your place until then?” Lou asked.

			Devlin smiled, certain of his success. Lou licked her lips, trying to unglue them from her suddenly dry teeth.

			• • • • •

			Lou squinted as she studied Harley, her pastry chef, between the shiny shelving separating his domain from the rest of the kitchen at Luella’s. He didn’t seem to notice her. She could see the amber bottle of vanilla on the shelf a few feet away in his station. She took a step closer, watching Harley’s back, squinting at the glare of fluorescent lights off stainless steel. The whirr and snick of Harley’s mixer kneading bread dough broke the silence. Another step. Another step. She reached her hand toward the vanilla. Whirr, snick. Whirr, snick. Just a few more inches. Almost there. Just an inch more.

			Harley spun when Lou’s shirt started to ring. He saw Lou’s precarious position and shook his head, denying her. With a sigh, Lou fished the phone out of her bra and put a smile on her face.

			“Happy birthday, handsome! You’re up early.” She turned her back to Harley, looking out the front of the gleaming kitchen.

			“So are you,” Devlin said. “I was planning to leave a message. I figured you were still sleeping.”

			“I have vendors coming early today,” she lied.

			“Fine. You’re still planning on getting out early tonight?”

			“Unless it gets busy, I should be over by ten. Is that okay?”

			“Not until ten? I wanted more time to celebrate with you. Can’t you leave that restaurant earlier?” She could practically hear his puppy-dog eyes over the phone. Lou tapped her finger on her lip and considered revealing the imminent visit she had planned, but any desire to appease him was outweighed by her excitement to witness his shock when she showed up in a few hours with the cake. Nothing beat cake for breakfast, especially early surprise birthday cake.

			“Sure.”

			“Great. Can you get my dry cleaning, too?”

			Lou sighed. “I don’t know if I’ll have time.”

			“Please? For my birthday?”

			“Ugh. Sure.”

			“You’re the best.”

			“I love you, too.”

			Lou stuffed the phone back into her shirt and returned to her mission. Now was her chance, as Harley layered fragile phyllo dough into a strudel, hunched in concentration. At over six feet tall, heavily tattooed, with teddy-bear brown eyes and a rumbly voice, he was more Jolly Green Giant than Hells Angel, but Harley protected the vanilla like a mama bear. Lou tiptoed toward the shelf, keeping one eye on him, the other on her target. She needed this cake to be spectacular, so she needed the best vanilla—Harley’s. He knew a guy who knew a guy in Mexico who made small batches. It was the most potent vanilla she’d ever tasted. She’d seen him mark the sides so he could tell if anyone used it. As long as his back stayed to her . . .

			“No,” Harley said without turning.

			“Hmph.” Lou dropped her hand. Her shoulders sagged. She needed that bottle. “Please, Harley. I need your good vanilla for the cake.”

			“He doesn’t deserve it.” Harley turned to face her, shaking his head from side to side. “And I can’t believe you’re moving in with him.”

			Lou twisted her apron in her hands. “I haven’t agreed yet. That’s why I need the cake to be perfect.”

			“He won’t appreciate the subtlety. He wants you to move in, so it’s inevitable.”

			“I don’t know. A ring is one thing. Moving in . . . it’s too real.” She reached toward the bottle again.

			 Harley watched her, waiting for her next move. His neat, blond beard covered his jaw like Kenny Rogers’s circa 1985, and an ever-present black bandanna covered any hair he had. His full name was Harley Rhodes. Whether from predestination or paperwork, the name fit him.

			“Dammit, Harley, as my pastry chef, I respect you. As a friend, I value you. But right now you’re pissing me off. I pay for the stuff. I’ll use it when I want.” Lou grabbed the bottle and scurried back to her mixer. She could feel Harley smile at her retreating back.

			She took a deep breath, blew it out, and began pulling ingredients off shelves, confident where each was, never pausing to think before grabbing. Lou set out a large bowl, then measured each cup of flour, leveling the top. A cloud puffed with each addition to the bowl.

			“You should weigh it,” Harley said, standing behind her. Lou jumped with a little yip.

			“My grandma didn’t weigh it.”

			“You’re better than your grandma.”

			If only. Luella had been Lou’s favorite grandma. Some grandmas took their grandchildren to parks, or bought them books and dolls, or shared their special stories. Her grandma shared her recipes. She taught Lou how to check when a roast turkey was done, chop veggies without cutting off a finger, and bake a coconut cake grown men swooned over. A fog of comforting smells had perpetually blanketed her kitchen—an expression of her love so strong you could taste it. Lou caught the culinary bug during those early days and loved that she was named after her grandma, even if Lou believed she’d never make food quite as delicious.

			Lou rolled her eyes at Harley’s overconfidence.

			“I’ll do it her way.” Lou stared at Harley until he returned to his station. Back to the cake. She added the baking powder and salt and whisked them together. Next, Lou combined the coconut cream and milk in a separate small bowl, lifting it to her nose to enjoy the heady scent.

			Lou used her stand mixer to cream the butter, blending until it was smooth. She poured in the sugar and kept mixing until the batter was pale and fluffy. Ingredients in baking were mixed in a specific way to create a specific result—a lot like relationships, Lou thought. If people didn’t blend well together, you’d never get the outcome you wanted. Next, she added the coconut extract and Harley’s vanilla. Before capping the vanilla, Lou dabbed a little behind her ears as if it were Chanel N°5.

			She added the flour and coconut mixture, a little of each at a time, to the butter mixture. The key to a light, delicate cake was to not overmix; handling it too much made the cake dense and tough. If you tried too hard, you ruined it. She wanted Devlin to understand and love the restaurant as much as she did, but every attempt to involve him ended in anger and silence. Too much mixing, Lou thought.

			She looked into the bowl. The perfect mix. At least she could get this right.

			Lou divided the cake batter into the pans and carried them to the baking ovens. Harley heard her coming.

			“Turn back around,” he said.

			“Harley, I need to bake them.”

			“It’s bad enough you wear my vanilla like perfume; you can’t use my baking ovens, too.”

			“Technically, they’re my ovens.”

			Harley crossed his arms and stood in front of them. “I have bread proofing.”

			“Fine.” Lou stomped back to the main cooking line and put the cakes into the small, yellow-doored oven behind the grill station. This was the oven she used when a dish needed roasting or braising, not quite as precise as the baking ovens, but it’d do. After all, her grandmother had never used a fancy oven. She walked the dirty bowls to the sink, using her finger to scoop up leftover batter, closing her eyes to fully experience the balanced flavors—not too sweet, plenty of coconut, but not so much you couldn’t taste the vanilla. Perfect. Grandma would be proud.

			“You want in on this?” Lou held out the bowl. Harley walked over, took a fingerful, and dabbed it on his tongue.

			“And?” asked Lou.

			“Should have used the scale.” But Lou could see a faint smile in his whiskers. As his hand reached for another sample, she pulled it away.

			“Then no more for you.” She set it by the sink and walked away but saw Harley sneak the bowl back to his corner.

			With the cakes baking, Lou made some breakfast for the two of them. She slapped a few slices of bacon on the heated griddle. Sizzling started immediately and the scent of rising coconut cake mingled with the smoky salt of bacon. “Heaven.” She buttered day-old baguettes to toast, then cracked a few eggs for breakfast sandwiches. “Now some cheese. Brie? Emmental? Mmm, smoky onion cheddar.”

			The sounds of her cooking bounced around the empty restaurant like a Super Ball, reminding her of where she was and why. She still couldn’t believe Luella’s was hers, that she’d mustered the guts to open it. If Sue and Harley hadn’t promised to work for her, she never would have done it. Going it alone was never an option. Each month she felt a thrill of shock when her balance sheet squeaked into the black. The profits were tiny, but they existed. After over a year of hard work, it looked like Luella’s just might make it.

			Standing at the sink to eat breakfast, Lou drained two cups of coffee laced with enough sugar and cream to make it dessert. She set her dishes in the sink for the dishwasher just as the timer dinged. Heat blasted out when she opened the oven; the sweet smell of coconut saturated her nose. The cakes glowed with golden perfection, tender to the touch—perfect. She had made four rounds, so that if she screwed up two taking them out of the pans, she’d have backups. Besides, her staff would devour the backup cake during prep. While the cakes cooled, Lou made the frosting: more softened unsalted butter, more fresh coconut milk—just enough to make it spreadable—powdered sugar, and more of the precious ­vanilla. So creamy and decadent, Lou used her finger to scoop out a Ping-Pong-ball-sized glob.

			After frosting the cake and sprinkling on toasted coconut for a little crunch, Lou glanced at the clock. The little hand hovered by the seven.

			“Damn!” Lou slid the freshly frosted confection onto the cardboard box, then folded it around the cake. She tied the box closed with butcher’s twine, grabbed her keys, waved to Harley, and rushed to the door as Sue entered the kitchen. Lou noticed Harley stop and stare at the newest arrival.

			“Morning, Lou. Hey, Harley. Coffee on?” Sue said in his direction, avoiding eye contact. Eyeing the box in Lou’s hands and sniffing the vanilla-and-coconut-scented kitchen, she finished braiding her long, red hair. She always wore two braids while cooking. If things got really hot, she’d tie them on top of her head in an overexcited Pippi Longstocking look. Lou smiled at Sue’s no-nonsense greeting.

			“Yup,” said Lou. “Gotta go, I’ve got to run some errands before I surprise Devlin with his cake. He’s expecting it tonight, but I thought a prework birthday party would be a nice treat. I’ll be back later. The backup cake is by the coffee—dig in.” Then Lou leaned in to whisper, “Let me know what Harley says.”

			“Sure thing.” Sue walked out to the coffee station, then, with a mouth full of cake, added, “He doesn’t deserve you, Lou.” But Lou rushed out the front door toward the corner, purse in one hand and cake in the other, eager to surprise her fiancé.

		

	
		
			• CHAPTER TWO •

			Al Waters stood at the corner of St. Paul and Milwaukee Streets, a crisp, white note card in one hand, irritation on his face, and the wind at his back. The snow-white, thick paper had two imperfections: blue-gray engraved initials, DP, in the bottom right, and a suggestion, “Mr. Wodyski, Consider visiting Luella’s at 320 St. Paul Street.”

			In response to such a succinct directive, Al had made all the arrangements so A. W. Wodyski could dine incognito at Luella’s tonight. Right now, he just needed to find the bloody place: “Three-oh-six, 312, 320. Here it is.” On the back of the card, he scrawled,

			Hours

			S, T–H 5–10

			F+S 5–12

			Al studied the entrance. He liked to scout restaurants before dining to see what they looked like without the hustle and bustle of other patrons as a distraction. Through the window, he could see a woman with ginger braids near the kitchen doors. The chef, most likely. Luella’s—dull name—probably a grandmother, thought Al. He looked at the menu posted in a small, bronze-framed box to the right of the restaurant’s entrance. His mouth grimaced at the laundry list of ordinary French dishes. The review practically wrote itself.

			Al shivered and headed back toward Milwaukee Street, scowling at the chill wind whistling between the city buildings, a contrast to the bright, blue sky above him. He remembered seeing a Starbucks a few blocks away and could use a hot cup of tea, even from there. As he walked into the crowded coffee shop, the caffeinated air slapped him in the face. Coffee had no subtlety. It was bitter at best, mud from a rubbish heap at worst. He could manage a latte or mocha, but that didn’t count as coffee. Al shuffled to the counter to order his Earl Grey with a splash of milk. Starbucks had an absurd tea selection—Darjeeling and Earl Grey were the only reasonable options. The rest involved berries and herbs, which no self-respecting Englishman would order.

			He waited for his tea at the pickup counter, tapping his foot at a rapid pace. Finally, he grabbed the hot drink and worked his way through the caffeine-deprived crowd toward the door, still polite and smiling at him as he pushed through. What were they so cheery about at seven in the morning?

			Al left the coffee shop and crossed the street to the Milwaukee Public Market, the one small but bright spot in Milwaukee’s culinary scene. He had heard about an outdoor farmers’ market here in the summer, but after four months in the freezing, godforsaken city, he thought summer was a cruel joke locals played on new arrivals. It was supposed to be the first warm day of spring, which was why he’d left his winter coat at his flat. Foolish of him.

			The Milwaukee Public Market consisted of one building the size of a small city block. Of the two stories, the first contained several booths for vendors ranging from coffee to beef to spices. All good quality and a decent variety for such a small market, though it was nothing compared to the meandering and never-ending food stalls of London, Paris, or even Vancouver’s Granville Island. The second story had a small seating area for people to watch the action below and sample their parcels. A few of the stands catered to the downtown lunch crowd—business folks looking for a reason to escape their cubicles for a minute of sunshine and fresh air. On the rare occasion when Al wasn’t eating out for work, he came to the Public Market to pick out the freshest ingredients for dinner. This morning, he just wanted to get out of the wind.

			The queue at the newsstand where he liked to buy his newspaper was long, but Al had time. Because he worked afternoons and into the evening, he didn’t have to be in the office until noon. While waiting, Al rocked back and forth, from his toes to his heels, sipping the hot tea. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, savoring the familiar warmth and comfort. It almost tasted like home: fragrant, clean, just a touch of milk. Al took another deep breath to warm himself a little when coconut, vanilla, and bacon scents mingled with his Earl Grey. Al looked around, curious about the enticing smells, and nearly collided with a fair-faced, brown-haired woman standing right behind him, causing a few drops of tea to splash onto the pristine white box she held.

			“So sorry,” Al blurted out as he turned toward her, catching the cup before disaster. The woman’s face warmed into a stunning smile—straight teeth, except one that was charmingly askew. Her nose crinkled a little when her grin reached its widest, making her faint freckles dance.

			“No serious damage done,” the woman said.

			Al couldn’t help but smile back—she had that kind of face. A ponytail, tied low on her head and not quite pulled through the last time, kept the hair away from her face. She didn’t wear any makeup and, more importantly, didn’t need it. She wore jeans—not too tight, not too loose—and a warm-looking brown quilted vest over a long-sleeve brown T-shirt. She eclipsed everything around them. He couldn’t stop staring though he knew he should, but he wanted her image seared into his memory.

			Al shivered again, despite himself.

			“Cold?” the woman asked.

			“Bloody freezing. The weatherman said it would be seventy-five today; it can’t be more than fifty.”

			The woman nodded with a little smile. “It’s the lake.” Al frowned. “You know, cooler near the lake,” she explained.

			“What?”

			“Cooler near the lake. I’m sure the weather report said that, too.”

			“Maybe. But we aren’t on the lake.”

			“We’re close enough. The lake’s not more than ten blocks that way.” The woman gestured over his shoulder. “Cooler near the lake can mean a few miles inland. Lake Michigan is so big, it does all sorts of crazy things to our weather. Wait until we get lake-effect snow.” The woman’s smile got even larger, with a hint of gentle teasing. “I suggest layers.”

			• • • • •

			Lou tried hard to not laugh at the poor guy. He looked frozen in his neatly pressed tan pants and light blue dress shirt. His shirt pulled against his fit shoulders and arms as he crossed them, trying to stay warm. He wasn’t very tall, so she could see his shocking blue eyes, the kind of eyes that would change based on how he felt. Right now, they looked like a blue winter sky: brilliant but cold. His frosty face said he spent too much time indoors, and his straight features reminded her of the private-school boys in movies like Dead Poets Society and The Chocolate War. His hair was a dark brown, short on the sides but longer and shaggier on top—the kind of hair you could bury your hands in during a really spectacular kiss. His scruffy face broadcasted he hadn’t shaved for a few days and would probably scratch while kissing. Perhaps she should offer to warm him up. Lou shook her head to focus as he asked her a question.

			“So what’s in the box? Coconut?”

			“A coconut cake.” She adjusted the dry cleaning and coffee to get a better grip on the box. She had almost dropped it when the man turned around so quickly.

			“Where did you get it?” The man leaned forward to get a good sniff.

			“I made it.” His eyes widened.

			“Really? Someone is very lucky.” With that, he paid the cashier for his paper and disappeared down the street, turning back once before disappearing around a corner.

			With a sigh, Lou bought the gum Devlin preferred and a local paper because she wanted to see what this A. W. Wodyski was like. Her phone buzzed with a text from Sue.

			Harley ate a piece the size of a suburban raccoon. I’d say he liked it.

			Lou looked forward to teasing him later. With a grin, she tucked the newspaper under her arm and slid the gum into her vest pocket, adjusted the dry cleaning so it couldn’t slide out of the plastic bags, took a little sip of Devlin’s soy latte, and picked up the cake box from where she had set it on the newsstand counter.

			Glancing at the clocks behind the counter, she realized she had thirty minutes before Devlin left for work. Clutching all the items, she hurried the few blocks to Devlin’s apartment, arriving while the coffee was still hot, so hot she was thankful for her heat-callused hands. A little scalding coffee felt good on a chilly morning.

			She hadn’t given Devlin an answer to the La Perla question (as she liked to think of it), so the lingerie sat unused in his closet. Moving in seemed more real than the engagement. Since they hadn’t even discussed wedding dates, Lou hadn’t felt much different other than owning a sparkly piece of jewelry. Nothing else had changed. She liked the idea of sharing a life with someone, always having a date on Valentine’s Day and someone to open presents with on Christmas, but moving in meant real changes. Leaving her apartment, melting her life into Devlin’s—combining their books, their music, their clothes.

			While she wasn’t often home, she loved knowing her apartment waited for her, with her pictures, her cookbooks, her bed. She liked Devlin’s apartment well enough, but it had too many nice things. He always reminded her to be careful so she wouldn’t knock over a statue and asked her not to drink wine on his couch. All too often, she felt like an actor in a play, performing only actions outlined in the script. She needed her apartment as a place to spill food, be loud, break things, be herself.

			But she also looked forward to sharing their days over a bottle of good wine, planning out Devlin’s next career step, and laughing over the ridiculous antics of opposing counsel. Yes, the comfort outweighed her concerns. They would work out their disagreement over her restaurant—maybe she could convince him to bring clients in to dinner, perhaps a private dinner after hours. People loved to get special treatment at restaurants. Lou smiled, her decision lifting the worry off her shoulders.

			She quietly slid her key into Devlin’s lock and bit the twine so the cake box wouldn’t topple out of her hands. With the door slightly ajar, Lou moved the box back to her hand to free her mouth and bumped the door wide open with her hip.

			“Surprise!” Lou scanned the apartment for Devlin but only saw Megan, the blonde intern from the gala, standing in Devlin’s living room and wearing Lou’s blue La Perla nightgown.

			Lou’s jaw was still open and body frozen when Devlin ran out of his bedroom wearing only boxers and carrying an armload of clothes. He looked at Lou, then at Megan, then back at Lou.

			“It’s not what you think,” he said, dropping the clothes and holding his hands out in front of him as if to stop a car crash. A pair of black lace underwear topped the pile. Her mind struggled to reconcile the scene before her with what she’d expected to find moments ago.

			Then it hit Lou like an ice cream headache, cold and blinding. Lou dropped everything. Coffee splattered over the opened apartment door, dry-cleaning plastic slithered off her arm, the cake box broke apart as it hit the wood floor, splattering the frosted cake, soaking up the coffee, and staining the freshly laundered clothes with butter fat. Steaming coffee melted her beautiful coconut cake into slush.

			Her heart lay in there somewhere, too, leaving an empty, lonely chasm in her chest. Lou closed her mouth to keep from being sick and took a step away from the open door and into the hallway, eyes still on Devlin. At last, she turned and rushed down the stairs and out of the building, bumping into a passerby as she reached the sidewalk.

			“Sorry,” she mumbled, and disappeared down the street.

			• • • • •

			Al staggered back as a brown-haired blur bumped into him. It was the coconut cake girl again. Al watched Miss Coconut Cake rush down the street, the frosting smeared on the toe of her shoe leaving smudges on the pavement. The pain on her face left smudges on him. He had the urge to follow her, make her smile at him like she had in line at the newsstand. A gust of cold spring wind whooshed down the narrow street, shoving him in her direction. He followed the frosting trail down the sidewalk. When he reached the corner, it disappeared into a busy throng of people rushing to work, with no sign of the cakeless Miss Coconut Cake.

			Al shrugged and turned down the street, faintly let down at having lost sight of her. Probably for the best, he thought—he didn’t plan to be in Milwaukee very long.

		

	
		
			• CHAPTER THREE •

			Hey, Harley, has Lou called?” Sue asked. “I thought she’d be back by now to open.” Now past noon, Harley had started baking bread and making the night’s desserts while Sue worked on prep.

			“Nope.”

			“I’m calling her cell—she’s never been this late. I don’t care what she’s giving that ass for his birthday.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’m telling her you ate half the cake.”

			“Fine, I’m worried. Happy?”

			Harley and Sue looked up as they heard the back door shut. Lou wafted in. Her hair looked windblown even though it wasn’t windy, her coat hung open, and her face was as chalky as the chef jacket she reached for. She missed it four times before lifting it off the hook.

			“What did he do?” Sue rushed from behind the prep counter. Lou dragged her face up to look at Sue, but her eyes were fixed on the kitchen behind her.

			“I dropped the cake,” Lou said.

			“Ooooh, that sucks. Was he pissed? Harley will help you make another. Right, Harley?”

			Harley grumbled a yes.

			“There won’t be any more cake.”

			“What did that jackhole say to you?” Sue asked.

			Lou gave her head a little shake but couldn’t quite get the lost look out of her eyes. “It’s over. I don’t want to talk about it. Where are we on prep?”

			Harley walked from the pastry station and—without a word—engulfed Lou in his bare, tattooed arms. Once inside those sugar-coated pythons, Lou soaked Harley’s T-shirt.

			“I’ll put her in the Lair. We’re on our own tonight,” Harley said, walking Lou toward the office door at the rear of the kitchen. Inside, recipes, pictures, and scribbled menu ideas hung from every surface; a mountain of paper covered the desk; and stacks of cookbooks, files, and supplies filled most of the spare floor space. A small cot sat in one corner and an open door led to a bathroom complete with shower. When the restaurant first opened, Lou had spent hours alone in there, only to emerge with a gleam in her eye and a new idea for the restaurant. Sue called Lou an evil genius, hatching plots in her Volcano Lair. Now everyone just called it the Lair. As they entered the room, the phone began to ring. Sue shoved a stack of paper onto the floor to reveal the caller ID. She looked into Harley’s face and picked up the phone.

			“If you ever bother her again, I will slice your bits off and serve it for the daily special.” She slammed the phone down.

			“Too nice,” Harley said.

			Lou took a deep, shuddering breath and unwrapped herself from Harley’s arms. She looked around at the clutter and shook her head.

			“Thanks, but I can’t stay in here. I need to work. If I sit still, I’ll think too much.” Lou yanked off her chunk of an engagement ring and tossed it on her desk, then walked past Harley and Sue, entirely missing the concerned look they exchanged.

			• • • • •

			Eleven a.m. and Al arrived at work, hustling through the newspaper’s cubicle farm, passing faces he recognized with names he didn’t try to remember. When he reached his desk, his cube neighbor already sat at his desk, adjacent to Al’s.

			“What’s up with this cooler-near-the-lake bollocks?” Al asked.

			“Bit nippy this morning?” said John. John wrote the style pages for the paper, but Al thought his appearance left something to be desired. His stoner-meets-mountain-man brown hair and beard made it difficult to discern facial structure and looked as if they hadn’t seen water in a good month. John mentioned once he hoped to attract a girl who found facial hair sexy; a girl like that might be into some kinky stuff. He said there were websites.

			Today, John wore a heavily wrinkled button-down shirt with a front pocket where he kept two pens (green and purple), wrinkly khakis, and red Converse All Stars. Al saw a little chest hair poking out the top of his shirt.

			“Bloody frigid. What’s with the hair?” Al gestured at John’s neckline.

			“I stopped manscaping.”

			“They’re called T-shirts, mate.”

			“No, the ladies love the chest hair. There are websites devoted to it.”

			“Have you ever actually Googled any of those topics you mention, or are you all talk?”

			“Not on work computers.”

			During the four months Al had worked at the newspaper, he’d been unable to reconcile his colleague’s desk with his appearance. John’s bookshelf had all the current fashion magazines neatly filed alphabetically. He separated his bulletin board into quadrants, each with a theme containing swatches, pictures, and street photos. A sleek copper lamp with a pale green silk lampshade stood on his desk and a chocolate-brown cashmere throw was draped from his chair. Neat stacks of boxes under his desk contained shoes and clothing samples from local stores.

			Al swiveled around and pushed the power button on his computer. As it whirred to life, he set out the stiff note card with the address and hours for Luella’s. His desk was gray and dull. The only clues to the owner’s personality were several books on food and criticism residing on the shelf. He tried to keep a low profile given his secret identity, and a spare cube discouraged coworkers from extraneous conversations—though nothing seemed to deter the nearest one.

			“Wanna grab a drink after work?” asked John.

			“I’ve a restaurant to review, sorry.”

			“Which one?”

			“Luella’s.”

			“Can I come?”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“ ’Cause you’ve a big mouth.”

			“Some girls like that.”

			Al rolled his eyes and turned to his computer. John smiled behind his back. The screen finally displayed all the correct icons and had ceased its noise, so Al opened a blank document and started typing tonight’s review, reveling in his scathing wordplay. He would fill in the details later, after he’d dined at the restaurant a few times to experience a variety of dishes and servers.

			“Good morning, Al.” The smooth, melodic voice of Hannah, Al’s editor, spoke from above. Late thirties, blonde, and wicked smart. Semiframeless glasses perched on her nose, and her hair was tucked into a bun with a few pencils poking out at random angles. She’d taken a chance on hiring him as an unproven food writer, making her one of the few people Al respected. He’d been covering the royals, many of whom he’d attended school with at Eton, for the London Journal. While he hated the beat, the subject matter gave him room to hone his sharp-tongued writing style. After a few years reporting on vapid rich kids and their parents, he wanted out. With the goal of getting as far away from the royals as possible and, of course, following his passion, he applied for every open food writer position in the States. Hannah was the first to scoop him up. She knew talent when she found it.

			“We’ve been getting some feedback on your reviews.”

			“And?”

			“I quote”—Hannah cleared her throat, holding an e-mail printout in front of her face—“ ‘I’ve never had so much fun reading a food column. I love Wodyski’s witty comments. Now I don’t need to waste my time trying bad restaurants.’”

			“At least I’m helping someone.”

			“I’ve got several more. A few think you’re a little mean, but you can’t please everyone. I’ve got more who love you. Keep it up, Waters—you’ve got fans.”

			After Hannah disappeared into the maze of cubicles, John asked, “So why Wodyski?”

			Still facing away, Al rolled his eyes to the ceiling and took a deep breath.

			“I couldn’t use my real name, could I?”

			“I get that—but why that name?”

			Al whirled to look at him.

			“Because it sounds Polish.”

			“And?”

			“It makes me sound more local, like I can be trusted.”

			“You think us Milwaukeeans are that gullible?”

			“It’s working so far.” Al gestured in the direction Hannah had gone, then returned to his work.

			• • • • •

			Al paused outside Luella’s, remembering Miss Coconut Cake. He couldn’t stop thinking about her infectious smile, freckled nose, and sad frosting trail. He shivered as a brisk wind blew from behind, nudging him toward the door. He entered two hours after Luella’s opened and was greeted by a quietly crowded bar and dining room with a distracted hostess. Unprofessional, he thought.

			Crisp white linens topped small tables, looking like chess pieces on the black-and-white-checkered floor. Black-and-white photos of famous French landmarks broke up the plain white walls. The cliché thickened with each detail—baguettes stacked behind the bar, fake grapes spilling out of baskets, and taper candles melted over empty bottles of wine. He could have found a French restaurant like this one in any city in the world.

			“Reservation?” Al looked up as the hostess finally acknowledged him.

			“Yes, one for Waters.”

			He dined alone tonight, as he did most nights. He hadn’t established a dependable and discrete group of people he could take out for meals, though John asked about once a week—probably looking for a meal on the paper.

			“Follow me,” the hostess said, casting a glance over her shoulder.

			The hostess sat him at a table with a view of the kitchen doors. He set out his iPad and typed, “Rude hostess,” then looked around the room. He couldn’t see into the kitchen, just glimpses when a waiter walked through. It looked clean and bright, but a clean kitchen should be the bare minimum standard. The hostess rushed off to a group of waiters near the coffee machine. While the restaurant had empty tables, it wasn’t dead, so it seemed odd for the waitstaff to congregate. He looked around and saw other customers noticing the group. A few tables had empty plates ready to clear, others needed refills on drinks, but the staff kept gossiping. He typed, “Distracted waitstaff.”

			After more time than was strictly acceptable, a waiter appeared, took his order, and disappeared. He’d ordered the first item under each menu category: seared foie gras with a Bordeaux reduction, toasted-goat-cheese salad, sole meunière, and lemon soufflé. Al lifted his shirtsleeve to start the timer on his watch.

			• • • • •

			Focus on the orders, focus on the orders, thought Lou in a chant. She took a steadying breath, squinted at the tickets, called out the orders (two soles, three drunk chickens, and a special), and struggled to find her groove. The routine of the nightly rush started to kick in. If she kept moving forward, she wouldn’t have time to look back. She bent down to open the cooler near the grill station, which she was working tonight. Sue hadn’t let her near the sauté station, saying that too much could go wrong. She pulled out the chickens and a hanger steak for the special and tossed them on the grill, sprinkling them with salt and pepper. Lou noticed some plates waiting to go out, baking under the heat lamps—a pet peeve even on a good day.

			“Why is table three’s food still sitting here?” Lou said, much louder than normal.

			“It’s waiting on the grilled scallops.” Sue raised an eyebrow at Lou.

			“It can start going out while the scallops finish.” Why can’t the waiters do anything without being told? They know better than to leave food sitting there. Lou buzzed Tyler, whose first day on the job was tonight.
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