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DELICIOUS PRAISE FOR 
THE LOVE GODDESS’ COOKING SCHOOL

“The Love Goddess’ Cooking School reads like a recipe for reinvention, filled with hope and seasoned liberally with forgiveness. But the real magic here is Melissa Senate’s writing, which laps rhythmically against your heart like gentle waves along the coast.”

—Claire Cook, bestselling author of 
Must Love Dogs and Seven Year Switch

THE CRITICS ARE JUMPING FOR 
MELISSA SENATE’S “WARM, WINNING” 
(Booklist) NOVEL THE SECRET OF JOY!

“Engaging.”

—The Free Lance-Star (VA)

“Senate’s page-turning comfort read is descriptive and contains a suitable mix of wit and romance. Her characters exemplify the universal need we all have to belong.”

—Romantic Times

“Now and then, a book appears that is so absorbing, you portion it out to yourself chapter by chapter because you don’t want it to end. The Secret of Joy is that kind of book … a big-hearted book with an ending you’ll never guess.”

—The Portland Press Herald

“Enjoyable characters and a story about finding one’s self apart from men, this book is great for women who love to while away a few hours with a good book and a cup of tea.”

—York County Coast Star (ME)

“I loved, loved, loved this book. The story was captivating, the narration fresh, the characters fun. I flew through it. The characters were relatable, and the subplot was just as interesting and segued well into the ending for Rebecca and Joy. I don’t think you can go wrong with Melissa Senate.” —Bellas Novella

“The Secret of Joy is a beautifully written novel that will have the reader crying one moment and smiling with happiness the next. … Senate weaves together many tales of love and in so doing discusses, through a brilliant array of characters, what it means to love and be loved.” —Rundpinne

“A special story by a special author. The Secret of Joy opened my heart, made me laugh, cry, and smile all at the same time. A don’t-miss read.”

—Carly Phillips, New York Times bestselling 
author of Kiss Me If You Can

“A warm hug of a book. Insightful, wise, and romantic, it’s as inviting as the small-town life it depicts.”

—Claire LaZebnik, author of 
The Smart One and the Pretty One

“A wonderfully heartfelt story about hope, possibilities, and the yearning for real connections. The Secret of Joy will take you on a much needed vacation, while sneaking vital life lessons in when you’re not looking.”

—Caprice Crane, international bestselling 
author of Family Affair

“The Secret of Joy is a heartwarming story that hits all the right notes. Senate has you cheering for more.”

—Cara Lockwood, USA Today bestselling 
author of I Do (But I Don’t)

“A wonderful story that encouraged me to take a deeper look at love, relationships, family, disappointment, and most important, forgiveness. With a smooth and enjoyable writing style, Melissa Senate whisked me into the lives of Rebecca and Joy.”

—Beth Hoffman, New York Times bestselling 
author of Saving CeeCee Honeycutt
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I was thirty-two when I started cooking; 
up until then, I just ate.

—Julia Child



One

According to Holly Maguire’s late grandmother, revered on Blue Crab Island, Maine, for her fortune-telling as much as her cooking, the great love of Holly’s life would be one of the few people on earth to like sa cordula, an Italian delicacy. It was made of lamb intestines and stewed with onions, tomatoes, and peas in a savory butter sauce that did little to hide the fact that it looked exactly like what it was.

“So I’ll know if someone is ‘the one’ if he likes stewed lamb guts?” Holly had asked repeatedly over the years. “That’s it? That’s my entire fortune?” She’d kept hoping her grandmother would say, Just kidding! Of course that’s not it, bella. Your true fortune is this: you will be very happy.

Holly would be satisfied with that.

Not that Camilla Constantina would ever say just kidding. Or kid, for that matter.

“That is it,” was her grandmother’s response, every time, her gleaming black eyes giving nothing away. “The stones have spoken.”

A month ago, her hand trembling, her heart hoping, Holly had set a plate of sa cordula in front of John Reardon, the man she loved. As she’d been living in California, thousands of miles away from her grandmother in an attic apartment with no oven, she’d paid the Italian butcher’s eighty-six-year-old great-aunt to prepare the dish. Holly and John had been a couple for almost two years. She was practically a stepmother to his four-year-old daughter Lizzie. And more than anything, Holly wanted to become part of their family.

Why had her grandmother saddled her with this fortune? Who could possibly like sa cordula? Holly had tasted it three times before, and it was so . . . slimily awful that even Holly’s grandfather, who, per legend, ate even more reviled “delicacies,” had hated it. But the love of Camilla’s life wasn’t supposed to like it. Her Great Love was to have blond hair and blue eyes, and when in 1957 twenty-two-year-old single Camilla had turned down another eligible, dark-eyed, dark-haired man in her small village near Milan, everyone worried she was crazy like her spinster aunt Marcella, who muttered in a back room. But some months later, the dashing Armando Constantina, with his butter-colored hair and Adriatic blue eyes, had come to town and swept her off her feet all the way to America, and Camilla’s reputation as a fortune-teller had been restored.

Holly’s father, Bud Maguire, had taken one bite of sa cordula during Thanksgiving dinner in 1982 and forever refused to taste anything his mother-in-law cooked unless he recognized it and knew what it was. Bud liked plain old spaghetti doused with jarred Ragu and a piece of garlic bread, which was just fine with Holly’s mother, Luciana Maguire, who went by Lucy and had no interest in her heritage or cooking. Or fortune-telling. Especially because Camilla Constantina’s supposed source of knowledge was a trio of small, smooth stones she’d chosen from the banks of the Po River as a three-year-old. “I’d sooner believe in a crystal ball from the clearance aisle in Walmart,” Holly’s mother had often said with her usual disdain.

It had taken Camilla Constantina until Holly was sixteen to tell her granddaughter her fortune. As an adolescent, Holly had asked her grandmother over and over to sit her down with the stones and tell Holly what she was desperate to know—would Mike Overstill ever ask her out? Would she do okay on the American history test worth 85 percent of her final grade? Would her mother ever stop being such a killjoy? Camilla would just take both her hands and tell her all would be well. But finally, on Holly’s sixteenth birthday, when Mike Overstill had not shown up at six thirty to escort her to the junior prom (he had called twenty minutes later to say, “Sorry, um, I forgot I asked someone else”), her grandmother, who was visiting, reached for her white satin pouch (out of eyesight of Holly’s mother, of course) and said si, it was time. Camilla took the three smooth stones from the pouch and closed her hands around them. As Holly held her breath in anticipation, her grandmother held Holly’s hand with her free one and closed her eyes for a good half minute.

And the long-awaited revelation was that the great love of Holly’s life would like lamb intestines tossed with peas. In butter sauce.

This, from a woman who’d rightly foretold the fates of hundreds of year-rounders and summer tourists on Blue Crab Island and the nearby mainland towns, who’d drive over the bridge to pay twenty-five dollars to sit in the breakfast nook of Camilla Constantina’s famed kitchen and have their fortunes told.

Holly had said she was sure there was something else. Perhaps her grandmother could close her eyes a bit longer? Or just do it all over again? Camilla would only say that sometimes the fortune could not be understood readily, that it held hidden meaning. To the day Camilla Constantina had died, just two weeks ago, the fortune had not changed. Nor had the meaning become clear. Holly had been taking it literally from the first time she’d fallen in love. At nineteen. Then again at twenty-four. And yet again two years ago, at twenty-eight, when she fell in love with John Reardon.

Because she couldn’t, wouldn’t serve lamb intestines to a guy she was crazy about, she’d wait until she knew she was losing him, knew from the way he stopped holding her gaze, started being impatient, started being unavailable. And unkind.

And so to console herself that this man was not her Great Love, she would serve him the sa cordula as an appetizer—a small portion so as not to tip the scales in her favor (who would like a big portion of sheep guts?). And each time, bittersweet success. The love she was losing was not her Great Love. He was just a guy who didn’t like sa cordula—and didn’t love her. It made it easier when he broke up with her.

This time, though, this love, was different. Despite John’s pulling away. Despite his impatience. Despite the way he stopped calling her at midnight to tell her he loved her and wish her sweet dreams. She loved John Reardon. She wanted to marry John Reardon, this man she’d fallen for on a solo vacation to San Francisco, where she’d gone to get over a lesser love. This man she’d stayed for, uprooting herself from Boston, hoping to finally find her . . . destiny, what she was meant to do with her life. And she thought she’d found it in this mini family of two. She wanted to spend the rest of her life baking cookies with Lizzie every other weekend during the child’s visitation with her father; she wanted to shampoo those golden curls, push her on swings, and watch her grow. Everyone, namely her mother, had told her she was crazy for dating a newly divorced man with a kid. But Holly adored Lizzie, loved almost-stepmotherhood. And she loved John enough to wait. Though the past few months, he’d stopped referring to “some day” altogether.

And the past few weeks, he was more distant than ever. They always got together on Wednesday nights, so there Holly was, changing Lizzie into her favorite Curious George pajamas after her bath while John avoided Holly. He was on his cell phone (first with his brother, then with his boss), texting a client, emailing a file, looking for Lizze’s favorite Hello Kitty cup. He was everywhere but next to Holly.

She sat on the brown leather sofa in the living room, Lizzie cross-legged next to her as Holly combed her long, damp, honey-colored curls and sang the ABC song. Lizzie knew all her letters except for LMNOP, which she combined into “ellopy.” Usually when Holly gave Lizzie her bath before dinner and brushed out her beautiful hair and sang silly nursery rhymes that made Lizzie giggle or they got to the “ellopy,” John would stand there with that expression, the one that always assured Holly he loved her, that he was deeply touched at how close she and his daughter were. That one day, some day, maybe soon, he would ask her to marry him. And that this wish she walked around with, slept with every night and woke up with every morning would come true.

This wasn’t a fairy tale, though, and Holly knew in her heart that John wasn’t going to propose. Not in the near future and probably not ever. She knew this with 95 percent certainty, even though she wasn’t psychic like her grandmother.

But how was she supposed to give up on John? Give up on what she wanted so badly? To marry this man, be this child’s stepmother, and start a new life here in this little pale blue house on a San Francisco hill? Yes, things were strained between her and John, though she wasn’t sure why. But that didn’t mean things could not be unstrained. A long-term relationship went through lulls. This was a lull, perhaps.

There was only one way to know.

And so, when Lizzie was occupied with her coloring book and a new pack of Crayolas, Holly went heavy-hearted into the kitchen to make the dinner she’d promised Lizzie, cheeseburgers in the shape of Mickey Mouse’s head (the only food she cooked really well) and to heat up the Great Love test. With the cheeseburgers in front of them all, a side of linguini for Lizzie in butter sauce with peas (which looked a bit like the sa cordula) and two small plates of sa cordula before her and John, Holly sat down beside this pair she loved so much—and waited.

If John liked the sa cordula, she could relax, accept what he said, that he was just “tired, distracted by work.” Etcetera, etcetera. He was her Great Love. If he didn’t like it, then what? No, she wouldn’t let herself go there. Her breath caught somewhere in her body as John placed his napkin on his lap and picked up his fork, eyeing the sa cordula. In one moment, everything between them would change because of hope or lack thereof, and yet John looked exactly the same as he always did, sitting there at the dinner table in front of the bay window, so handsome, his thick sandy-blond hair hand-swept back from his face, the slight crinkles at the edges of his hazel eyes, the chiseled jawline with its slight darkening of five o’clock shadow.

Holly sucked in a quiet breath and took the quickest bite, keeping her expression neutral—despite the gritty, slimy texture of the sa cordula. The intestines of a lamb did not taste “just like chicken.” Did not taste like anything but what it looked like. Savory butter sauce or not. And as if the peas could help.

John forked a bite and stared at it for a moment. “What is this again?” he asked.

“An old-world Italian dish my nonna sometimes makes,” Holly said, trying not to stare at his fork.

Lizzie twirled her fork in her linguini the way Holly had taught her. “I wish I had a nonna.”

“You do, pumpkin,” Holly said, treasuring the idea of Camilla Constantina showing Lizzie how to roll out pasta with a tiny rolling pin. “You have two. Your mom’s mother and your dad’s mother.”

“But if you and Daddy get married, then I’ll have a nonna Holly too.”

Out of the mouths of babes. Holly smiled. John stiffened. Lizzie twirled her linguini.

And then, as if in slow motion, John slid the fork of lamb intestines, topped with one pea, into his mouth. He paled a bit, his entire face contorting. He spit it out into his napkin. “I’m sorry, Holly, but this is the most disgusting thing I ever ate. No offense to your grandmother.”

Or me, she thought, her heart breaking.

Maybe her grandmother was wrong.

But forty minutes later, after Holly had helped Lizzie brush her teeth, pulled the comforter up over her chest, read half of “Goldilocks and the Three Bears” and then kissed the sleeping girl’s green-apple-scented head, John had come right out and said it. That he was sorry, it-wasn’t-her-it-was-him, that despite not meaning to, he’d fallen in love with his administrative assistant, and she had a young son, so they really understood each other. And no, he didn’t think it was a good idea if Holly continued to see Lizzie, even once a month for a trip to the playground or for ice cream. “She’s four, Holl. She’ll forget about you in a couple of weeks. Let’s not complicate anything, okay?”

Holly wanted to complicate things. She wanted to complicate this whole breakup. And so she pleaded her case, reminded him of their two years together, of Lizzie’s attachment to her, of the plans they’d made for the future. Which, Holly had had to concede, had dwindled to maybe going to the San Francisco Zoo the weekend after next. And when he just stood there, not saying anything and taking a sideways glance at the clock, she realized he was waiting for her to leave so he could call his new girlfriend and tell her he’d finally done it, he’d dumped Holly.

As if in slow motion, Holly went into the bathroom, afraid to look at him, afraid to look at anything, lest she start screaming like a lunatic. She closed the door and slid down against the back of it, covering her face with her hands as she cried. She sucked in a deep breath, then forced herself up to splash water on her face. She looked in the mirror over the sink, at the dark brown eyes, the dark brown hair, and the fair skin, so like her grandmother’s, and told herself, He’s not your great love. He’s not meant to be. It was little consolation.

And what if he had liked the sa cordula? Then what? How could she fight for a great love with someone who’d said he didn’t love her as easily as he’d said the sa cordula was disgusting?

After a gentle yet impatient, “Holly, you can’t stay in there all night,” she came out of the bathroom. He handed her a shopping bag of her possessions he’d clearly packed earlier that day in anticipation of dumping her—a few articles of clothing and her toothbrush, and again said he was sorry, that he never wanted to hurt her. And then she stood in the doorway of Lizzie’s room, watching the girl’s slight body rise and fall with each sleeping breath.

“Good-bye, sweet girl,” she whispered. “I’ll bet if I’d given you a taste of the sa cordula, you would have asked for another.”



Two

One month and three thousand miles later, as Holly stood at the stove in her grandmother’s kitchen—her kitchen now, she had to keep reminding herself—the breakup, the final good-night kiss she’d blown to sleeping Lizzie—was the One Sad Memory that went into the bowl of risotto on the counter.

In the month she’d been living in her grandmother’s house, going through Camilla Constantina’s easiest recipes, she still wasn’t used to wishing into a pot of simmering marinara sauce or recalling a moment that made her cry while pounding a thick breast of chicken. She wasn’t used to pounding a chicken breast, period. She wasn’t used to anything—being alone in this country kitchen with its Tuscan-yellow bead-board walls and gleaming white-tiled center island, the copper pots and black cast-iron frying pans hanging from the rack above her head. The six-burner stove. And especially the recipe book. The very thing that had saved her, given her something to do, something to focus on.

She would not be bested by a bowl of risotto. If one could call the sticky mess in the bowl risotto. It tasted nothing like her grandmother’s famed risotto alla Milanese. And now, Holly, who wouldn’t even call herself a passable cook, unless you counted omelets, Micky Mouse–shaped cheeseburgers, spaghetti (if she didn’t overcook it), and the homemade chicken nuggets she’d made often for picky-eater Lizzie, was attempting risotto al salto when she couldn’t make a Bisquick pancake without half of it being burned and half being undercooked.

She glanced at the loose-leaf binder of Camilla’s Cucinotta hand-scrawled recipes, which lay open to page twenty-three: Risotto al salto.


Risotto al salto

Leftover risotto alla Milanese

1 pat butter

1 sad memory

1 fervent wish



All of Camilla Constantina’s recipes called for wishes and memories, either sad or happy or unqualified. They were as essential to Camilla as were the minced garlic or the tablespoon of olive oil. Her grandmother had told Holly that when she first started cooking as a young girl at her mother’s hip, she began the tradition of adding the wishes and memories, which had delighted her elders. “She is saying her prayers into the osso buco,” her mother and grandmother and aunts would say, patting little Camilla on the head. And since little Camilla would invariably wish for her father to return safely from war—and he did—the tradition was born. Much later Camilla would wish her own husband would recuperate from his heart attack and it would not be, yet she’d explain as best she could to Holly that the magic was in the wishing, not so much the getting. And that memories, particularly the sad ones, had healing properties, just like the basil or oregano she regularly used in her dishes.

During the past month, the memory of saying that final good-bye to John, of watching Lizzie sleep for the last time, of missing both of them with a fierceness that stopped her breath, had made it into quite possibly one hundred overcooked pastas, countless too sweet or too salty sauces, and three rubbery veal scallopinis alla something. She’d been trying not to think about John and Lizzie and the breakup that had brought her to her grandmother’s house on a rainy September evening. Or what had happened since—on the chilly October morning she woke to find her grandmother lying lifeless in her bed, a tiny painting of the three Po River stones watching over her from the iron headboard. But Holly’s new life—and the white binder containing her recipes—insisted upon memories.

No, she didn’t want to think about John, who would likely be putting Lizzie to bed right then (it was his weekend, a schedule she’d have in her head forever), or Lizzie, who was probably asking him to read Green Eggs and Ham for the third time. Because if Holly let herself remember too much, she’d remember herself in that scenario, of hoping every weekend for a proposal, an engagement ring, that never came. And the pain of what she’d lost would knock her to her knees, as it had many times since she’d come running to her grandmother’s house. The place she always ran to. And now the house was here, but the source of the comfort was gone.

What was left was this kitchen and the recipe book, her grandmother in the form of walls and ceiling and stove and hundreds of utensils—and recipes. Very original recipes.

She pulled a broad-based black frying pan from the wall of pots and pans adjacent to the stove (the other day she’d had to type broad-based frying pan into Google for a picture, since her grandmother had so many pans), set it on a burner, and sliced a pat of butter into the center. Risotto al salto was simply (ha—supposedly simply) a thin pancake made from leftover risotto. She reached for the binder and checked the recipe for how high to set the burner and for how long to let the pancake fry in its swirl of butter. She had to get this right. Camilla’s Cucinotta was hers now, hers to keep going for her grandmother, who’d left her the house and the business—the popular Italian cooking class and the tiny takeout pasta shop. There was no time for sobbing against the refrigerator for what she’d lost. There were pastas and sauces to make for tomorrow. There were recipes to get right so that Holly could teach her students how to make them like her grandmother did.

There was learning to cook.

Though Holly had spent a month every summer of her childhood with her grandmother on Blue Crab Island, helped cook beside her, rolled out fresh pasta so thin it was almost see-through, knew which pastas took which sauces, Holly was not a cook. She might have been, had she not almost killed her grandmother with her culinary experiment at the age of seven. She’d made her grandmother a sandwich piled high with ridiculous ingredients like a slice of cheese, a spoonful of ice cream, two slices of hard salami, a mashed scoop of banana, and, unknowingly, rat poison. Her grandmother had been in the hospital for almost two weeks, and despite her assurances that Holly was only seven, that it was an accident any child could make, and that the sandwich had been delicious otherwise, Holly had developed a fear of the kitchen, of what lurked inside cabinets and inside food, like the weevils her mother had always cautioned her about. She’d lost the love of cooking. During subsequent summers, Holly still helped in the kitchen, still loved sitting at the table, peeling potatoes, watching her grandmother hum along to the Italian opera that always played on a CD player. But she’d stopped trusting herself as a cook that day and she’d never gotten the trust back. Now, though, she had to trust herself. Her grandmother’s bank account, one combined for personal and business, totaled $5,213, when property tax was due in December. When heating oil was $2.57 a gallon. When a half pound of veal was over six bucks. Her grandmother had always said she was doing fine financially. But clearly she’d been scraping by. If Holly couldn’t keep the cooking course going, keep the little pasta business going, Camilla’s Cucinotta would disappear with her grandmother.

Holly reached for a spatula from the row of canisters holding every imaginable utensil, still unsure if she should use plastic or wood or metal. What made her think she could do this? She was thirty years old—thirty—and had never been able to succeed at something like a career except when it came to kid-focused work, like manning the aquarium tank at the children’s museum during the marine educator’s maternity leave (Holly had memorized every sea creature, from anemones to starfish, and thrilled four-year-olds) and she was a decent waitress, which was how she’d earned her living in San Francisco, but at a la-di-dah coffee shop that sold eight-dollar bowls of basic coffee and fifteen-dollar sandwiches a gourmet chef created. Her ability to make spaghetti with jarred marinara and a side of garlic bread, a passable lasagna and veal parmigiana (for the nondiscerning, such as herself) did not qualify her to teach her grandmother’s famed Italian cooking class. Her grandmother hadn’t even considered lasagna and veal parmigiana Italian food. “Those are American dishes,” she’d scoff.

“How am I going to keep Camilla’s Cucinotta going when I can barely make a decent tomato sauce?” she asked her grandmother’s ancient gray cat, Antonio, who was grooming himself in his red cat bed by the side door. The class started in one week. One week. One week left to learn the recipes for the eight-week fall course and sound like she knew what she was talking about. She stared at the risotto, nothing more than a clump of rice, and told herself she could do it. “You follow the recipe,” her grandmother used to say. “That’s all there is to cooking.”

There was a world of difference between Holly Maguire and Julia Child. Julie Powell, even.

A glance at the recipe, handwritten in her grandmother’s beautiful scrolling script, in red ink, told her she’d forgotten one of the essential ingredients. The fervent wish. She’d been so focused on studying the steps for spreading the risotto in the pan, and then she’d interrupted herself to do a Google search of gilded to see exactly what was meant by gilded edges of the risotto pancake, and then she’d gotten lost in the One Sad Memory and forgot all about the last essential ingredient. When she’d made the risotto alla Milanese earlier that day (both too salty and too tasteless at the same time), the recipe had called for a wish, just a plain old wish, not a most fervent one, and a memory, neither happy nor sad. Just a plain old memory.

And so after adding the dry white wine into the beef marrow broth (she had not liked the sound of that the first three times she’d attempted the risotto but had gotten used to it) and then letting the rice absorb it, she’d closed her eyes and let a wish come to her, and the one that formed fully inside her was that her grandmother would come back. Would once again be standing at the island in the middle of the bungalow’s kitchen, stirring, chopping, talking.

“Nonna, my most fervent wish is that you’re watching over me, guiding my hand so I don’t mess this up,” Holly said as she spread the sticky risotto into the pan. She couldn’t mess this up. Not her grandmother’s kitchen, this magical place.

She studied the recipe for how long before she was supposed to flip the pancake. Not that the risotto al salto would be any good; it would be as good as the risotto it was made from, which Holly would grade a solid C. But it was better than her first five attempts. Risotto and the risotto al salto were on her grandmother’s list for week two of the cooking class that would start next week, but Holly would switch it to a later week. Her students knew that Camilla Constantina herself would not be teaching Camilla’s Cucinotta Italian Cooking class this term (except for one student, who Holly couldn’t reach). They knew there would be changes to the proposed menu of recipes in her grandmother’s little brochure, which Holly saw all over town.

At the funeral, Holly’s mother had been stunned to hear that Holly was taking over the course. “For God’s sake, Holl, just sell the house and be done with it.” But Holly couldn’t—wouldn’t—do that. She would not sell the house or business she’d inherited. She would not sell out her grandmother. The grandmother who’d been so kind to her while Holly was growing up, never fitting in anywhere except in her grandmother’s kitchen, where Holly could barely peel a potato without slicing the skin off her finger. Camilla’s Cucinotta had been her grandmother’s life. It had been her grandmother. And despite being a so-so cook, Holly was determined to continue what her grandmother had started as a young widow with a young child in 1962. For the past two weeks, since her grandmother had died, she’d spent her days surrounded by flour and eggs and garlic and onions and veal, following the recipes for the pastas and sauces so exactly that they’d come out okay for the past several days. Progress. Not with that extra delicious quality of her grandmother’s, but enough to satisfy your basic penne in vodka sauce lunch eater in Maine.

And Holly had four students enrolled—the same number of students Camilla had had in her first cooking class in 1962. The other twelve had requested their money back at the news of Camilla’s death, but Holly could understand that. After all, Holly wasn’t the seventy-five-year-old Milanese Love Goddess Camilla, whose maccheroni in secret sauce had supposed aphrodisiac properties, whose exotic black-eyed gaze upon you, her Italian stones in your hand, could determine just the man for you, the life for you. Whose very essence had earned her the title Love Goddess and her business The Love Goddess’s Cooking School.

Holly as the love goddess. That was laughable. Cryable too.

Holly had students. Enough for a class. Enough to purposefully buy fresh ingredients at the supermarket and farmer’s markets in Portland. Some neighbors and past students had assured her (she couldn’t tell if they were just being kind) at Camilla’s funeral and later at the bungalow that her grandmother’s magic was in her blood, that if she wanted, she could do it. Holly desperately wanted to believe this, but all her practice tiramisus and pumpkin ravioli with their ingredients of wishes and memories hadn’t changed a thing for her: John hadn’t come back with that diamond ring, saying he’d made the biggest mistake of his life, that he wanted a future with her, that his daughter missed her. In fact, she hadn’t heard from him at all. Her crying voice mail about her grandmother’s death got her only a text message the next morning:

Sorry about your gm’s passing.

Perhaps she hadn’t needed sa cordula to tell her this man was not her great love.

Holly was about to turn on the gas burner when a banging interrupted the stillness in the kitchen. For a moment she thought the wind had dislodged the screen door again. It was early October, and the wind rolled off Casco Bay a quarter mile into the center of town, where the cottage stood at the end of the road, nestled between a stand of evergreens that separated the house a bit from the rest of the houses and businesses that lined the main street.

The banging continued and Holly glanced up through the large archway that led into the entryway, surprised to see someone at the door, knuckles against the glass. It was a girl, around eleven, maybe twelve, holding something in each of her hands with the hopeful, confident expression of a child about to attempt to sell a magazine subscription or Girl Scout cookies, which Holly would happily buy. A sleeve of Thin Mints and a glass of Chianti while watching an old movie later sounded great. Holly glanced at the wall clock. It was just after eight p.m. Risotto al salto, you will just have to wait.

Holly walked over to the door, slid the silver bolt, and was immediately struck by the girl’s coloring. Her long, shiny hair was the color of chestnuts, which Holly had used to make Italian chestnut cake yesterday morning, and her eyes the beautiful dark blue of blueberries. The girl reminded Holly of one of her favorite (to look at) customers, a man who’d been in several times since Holly had come to the island, the always-in-a-rush, two containers of penne and two containers of vodka sauce. Mid-thirties. Tall, lanky, yet muscular. He had those same blueberry-colored eyes. But his hair was darker.

“There isn’t really vodka in the sauce, is there?” he’d asked the first time he’d come in, a woman, wearing a very pink and frilly suit with black patent leather heels, beside him.

“Silly,” the woman had said, smiling and resting her pink-manicured hand on his arm. “It burns out in the cooking.” She’d turned to Holly and added, “Men,” with a delighted headshake. And Holly had smiled and filled the orders, surprised that this man, this stranger she’d never seen before on the island, had registered on her radar at all.

“May I help you? Holly asked the girl.

“This is all I have.” She held up the twenty-dollar bill. In her other hand was a brochure for Camilla’s Cucinotta’s Italian cooking course. “I know it’s not enough. But I can wash dishes or sweep up. Whenever I try to cook or my dad does, half of everything ends up on the floor, so I know you’ll probably need a sweeper for your students. And I could fetch stuff, like from the pantry or the markets or anything. Every report card I’ve ever gotten says I’m a good listener.”

Holly smiled. Her own report cards had always said the opposite. “Are you saying you want to take the class but you don’t have enough money?

The girl bit her lip and looked away, and Holly realized she was trying very hard not to cry. “My dad’s going to marry that totally fake pink bobblehead if I don’t learn how to cook.” Tears pooled in those blueberry-colored eyes.

So. Her father was the two containers of penne and two containers of vodka sauce guy.

“Why don’t you come in and sit down for a moment,” Holly said, gesturing to the tasting bench just to the right of the doorway. The bungalow’s Tuscan-inspired foyer constituted Camilla’s Cucinotta’s takeout shop. One hundred rectangular square feet, it held a chalkboard menu of the day’s pasta offerings, and one wall was a built-in refrigerated shelf from which customers could choose their pastas and their sauces. A large, open archway separated the entry from the kitchen; Camilla had discovered that folks liked to see her cooking, that it helped business. “Does your dad know where you are?” Holly asked, glancing again at the clock on the wall.

“My curfew’s not till eight fifteen and I live just down Cove Road,” she said, glancing out the window and pointing her thumb across the street to where Cove Road led to the bay. “When I turn twelve next month, I get to stay out till eight thirty. Not that there’s anything to do on this lame-o island, anyway. When we moved here a few months ago from Portland, I asked my dad if we could go looking for blue crabs, and did you know there are no blue crabs in Maine? The whole island is totally made up. Like the bobblehead.”

Holly couldn’t help the smile. And she knew all about the history of Blue Crab Island, from her grandmother, who thought the old story was hilarious.

“Well, since you have fifteen minutes, how about a cup of hot chocolate?” Holly asked. “My name is Holly Maguire, and I recently inherited this house and the cooking school and the pasta shop from my grandmother. She’s the Camilla of Camilla’s Cucinotta.” She pointed at the cameo-esque photo of her grandmother on the brochure.

“What does cucinotta mean?” the girl asked. “Oh, and my name is Mia. Geller. And I love hot chocolate. But I hate those gross, hard little marshmallows.”

Holly laughed. “I hate those too. And cucinotta means kitchen in Italian. Little kitchen, really. And it’s very nice to meet you, Mia.” Mia smiled and tucked the brochure in her pocket, and Holly went into the kitchen and within minutes had made two steaming cups of hot chocolate. She sat in the antique rocker across from the bench, the one her grandmother always sat in to discuss the pastas of the day with her customers. Holly wanted to keep the girl in view of the big window, just in case Mia’s father came looking for her.

Mia sipped the hot chocolate. “Wow, this isn’t from a packet, is it?”

So. Add that to Holly’s small list of achievements in the kitchen. “My grandmother would turn over.”

“You know who’d totally use an instant mix with those gross hard minimarshmallows? Jodie, the bobblehead. And get this, her name is really spelled Jodi with just an i, but she added the e because it’s supposedly ‘more interesting,’ which I don’t think it is at all—it’s fake. Why doesn’t my dad see it? Oh, wait, I know why. Because she wears these tiny pink skirts and tight pink shirts. Has she ever heard of feminism?” Mia took a sip of her hot chocolate and leaned her head back against the windowsill, her chestnut-colored hair falling behind her narrow shoulders. “When I ask my dad if he’s going to marry her, he always says he doesn’t know, maybe, that we can’t live on his burned cooking and grungy housekeeping skills and that it would be great for me to have a mother figure who understands almost-twelve-year-old girls. Like Jodie the Fake understands anything but which lipsticks have SPF and match her shoes.”

Holly was loving this girl more and more by the minute. She took a sip of her hot chocolate. “Can she cook?”

“She made a great lasagna the other day,” Mia said, her shoulders slumping. “It was so good I had seconds. I would have had another piece, but I noticed my dad smiling at Jodie just because I actually was shoveling her lasagna into my mouth. God, I’m such a traitor to myself. So I have to learn how to cook, especially Italian, my dad’s favorite, so that he won’t need to marry her. Plus, I know that my mom is gonna come back. Maybe even for my birthday. She’s married to some rich guy and lives in L.A. and France like half the year, but I know she’s going to come back—for good—when she gets her fancy life or whatever out of her system. It’s already been two years, and that’s a long time.”

Over a plate of the chestnut cake, which Mia took one bite of and then ignored, Holly learned that Mia’s father, whose name was Liam Geller, was an architect who specialized in the very unfancy building of dairy and cattle farms with their outbuildings and barns and chicken coops. Apparently, the chicken coop in the backyard of the Gellers’ antique farmhouse in Portland, which had been Liam’s concession to city living, even though they weren’t downtown, was one of the final straws that sent the wife running two years ago. From her backpack, Mia took out a wallet-sized photo of her mother and father in happier days, Mia as a toddler on her dad’s shoulders.

And there he was. Younger. With a more hopeful look in those dark blue eyes. He was so attractive. There was something in his serious demeanor combined with an absentmindedness that had managed to actually charm Holly out of her misery for the past few weeks. Liam Geller had been in to Camilla’s Cucinotta five or six times over the past month—only once with the girlfriend—and the very sexy sight of him, always in a hurry, barely noticing anything around him, like that during the past two weeks, the penne was a little too toothsome and the sauce either too sweet or not enough—or the woman wearing the yellow and blue Camilla’s Cucinotta apron—had motivated Holly to put on a little makeup herself, a little spritz of something sexy from her grandmother’s perfume collection.

“Very attractive man, si?” her grandmother had said with her Mona Lisa smile the day Holly had come downstairs one morning wearing a sweep of mascara and a touch of lipstick, her long dark hair in a low ponytail instead of the slapped together atop her head as it had been for the prior two weeks. Holly had smiled for what seemed the first time since arriving. It wasn’t so much the man, but what he represented. Hope. Optimism. That flirtatious, sweet feeling of a crush.

Twice, the call for wishes in her grandmother’s recipes had turned unexpectedly erotic at the thought of him. He was her secret nameless crush, and because she felt gutted out from the inside, she was grateful for his lack of small talk, his lack of interest in her as even the person selling him his penne. She didn’t want to like him beyond her harmless crush.

Even more so now that she knew he had a girlfriend—and a daughter. Another man and another child to love and lose? Holly wouldn’t even go there.

“So can I be your helper?” Mia asked in a rush of words, the blueberry eyes pleading. She gnawed her lip for a moment. “I’ll do anything you need. I’ll even risk stinking of garlic. Even though that will totally turn off Daniel. Well, in American history, because that’s the only class where he sits next to me. Not that he ever talks to me anyway. He doesn’t even know I’m on this earth.”

“Daniel?” Holly repeated, thinking about the girl’s request. She could use a helper. But a preteen girl wasn’t what she’d had in mind.

“He’s this boy at school. He’s so cute I can’t even bear to look at him sometimes. You know?”

“I know,” Holly said, her heart opening. “I know exactly. And I’ll tell you what. I could use a helper, an apprentice. You can take the course for free that way.”

Mia’s face lit up and she pocketed the twenty-dollar bill. “Oh, my God, thank you!”

“If every Monday night from six to seven-thirty is too late or interferes with your schoolwork, you can come after school as often as you’d like and do practice runs of the weekly recipes and even help make the daily pastas and sauces if you want. I need all the help I can get.”

Mia threw her arms around Holly and squeezed. “That’s so perfect. Like you’re my own cooking tutor! The bobblehead is so gonna be history!”

Holly tried not to laugh. She liked Mia’s exuberance. She could use some of it. “You’ll need to let me know your dad said it was all right, though.”

“Are you kidding? He’ll be thrilled. I’ll actually be ‘taking an interest in something, getting a hobby, something that is just mine.’ Ha. How funny is it that my hobby is actually getting rid of his beauty pageant loser girlfriend?”

Holly couldn’t help laughing. The girl had verve. Camilla Constantina would not only approve of what Mia was trying to do, she would come up with her own special wish-mix of ingredients to add to the penne in vodka sauce.



Three

When Mia left, Holly returned her attention to the risotto al salto. Though she’d already made her wish, she said, “Please don’t burn to a crisp,” into the garlic-scented air, then turned on the burner, low-medium. She stood at the stove, staring at the risotto pancake, which began to slightly crackle, and then leaned over to the counter to reread the instructions. Melt butter in skillet. Check. Spread risotto on bottom of pan, forming a pancake. Check. On low-medium heat, cook until gilded a golden brown, then cover pan with a lip-less lid. Flip pan and lid—risotto should now be on the lid. Return pan to the burner. Slide the risotto from the lid back into the pan and cook other side until gilded.

All was well until she flipped the pan. This was her fourth attempt at risotto al salto, and the pancake stuck to the top of the lid and couldn’t be pried off.

“If the dish does not turn out as you expected, you simply try again,” her grandmother had always advised her students. And Holly.

This was what Holly did like about cooking. The do-over aspect. There were no do-overs in love, in relationships, unless the It’s Not You, It’s Me was willing. But risotto, overcooked pasta, underseasoned sauce—there were not only second chances but hundreds.

After washing the dishes and pots and pans and utensils, she cleaned up the center island, counters, and stove and swept the floor until it was spotless, then made sure Antonio’s water bowl was full, shut the kitchen lights, and headed up the narrow, steep stairs to the second floor, which held two bedrooms and a huge bathroom with a claw-footed tub. She took a fifteen-minute soak in her grandmother’s soothing lavender bath salts, which did wonders for her tired muscles, then changed into her comfiest pajamas and pulled her wet hair into a ponytail.

It was only nine thirty, but she was exhausted and wanted to fling herself under the covers, forget about pancakes made out of arborio rice, and perhaps let her mind wander over the hotness of a six-feet-plus guy with blueberry-colored eyes and a slight cleft in his chin. But instead of going to her bed, she was drawn to her grandmother’s room.

The bedroom was both spare and cozy at the same time, dominated by the queen-sized iron bed, its black headboard adorned by the tiny oil painting of the three Po River stones. The bed was covered by a white down comforter with four plump pillows. A huge mahogany wardrobe with intricate carvings stood in one corner; in another was a wrought iron vanity with a huge round mirror and a chair covered in white velvet. There was a dresser by the window, topped by a glass tray of old-fashioned perfume bottles, the kind with sticks, and surrounded by photos of Holly and her parents. She loved this room. Holly moved over to the vanity and picked up the photograph her grandmother had slid inside the beveled edge, of Holly and her grandmother the day before she died, a photograph her grandmother had taken by holding the camera at arm’s length. Holly treasured it.

She turned off the lights and switched on the lamp on the bedside table, then got under the covers and picked up the white-satin pouch of stones next to the lamp. She slid the stones onto her palm, closed her eyes, and waited, hoping the stones would tell her something, reveal something. Such as: You will be all right. You will wake up one day and not feel a gnawing emptiness in your heart and stomach. And you will not let your grandmother down. She left you Camilla’s Cucinotta because she believed you could carry on her legacy your way.

Did she even have a way? That was the question. She’d graduated from Boston University with a degree in English literature and no idea what to do with her life. And so she’d tried a bit of everything. She’d been everything from a private investigator’s assistant, which involved lots of simple background checks via Google, to a dog walker. She’d sold ads in the back of a newspaper. She’d volunteered at a hospital, reading to children awaiting surgical procedures. She’d temped everywhere from a literary agency, sending out form letters that said This isn’t quite right for us, to a real estate agency. And nothing gripped her. Not even the three months she’d thrilled children with the facts of sea life at the children’s museum. She liked being a waitress except when someone, usually a flirting guy, would ask, “So, what are you—a waitress slash what?” And Holly would have to say, “Just a waitress.”

“What do you love doing?” John had asked, exasperated. He was an investment banker and had had his heart set on money from his first finance course in college.

Holly had shrugged. She knew she loved Blue Crab Island and her grandmother, yet instead of moving to Maine after college graduation, she’d stayed in Boston for a guy with whom she’d fallen deeply in love. And then another. Until she’d followed John Reardon to California, three thousand miles away. She’d let her relationships take center stage of her heart, mind, and soul. Maybe because she’d never found her niche.

So what did she love doing? She loved watching cats, even old, lazy ones like Antonio. She loved walking across bridges. She loved sitting in the little alcove in her grandmother’s kitchen, sipping tea and watching Camilla Constantina, a Sophia Loren lookalike who wore dresses every day for every occasion, roll out her fresh pastas, stuff the gnocchi, breathe in the aroma of her sauces with a satisfied expression.

“So maybe you should go to culinary school,” John had suggested. “I’m sure you picked up the basics by osmosis. You could go to that famous French cooking school, Le Cordon Bleu.”

That had been one of the first hints that John Reardon wouldn’t be devastated if an ocean separated them.
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“The real magic here is Melissa Senate’s writing, which laps rhythmically
against your heart like gentle waves along the coast.”
—CrLAIRE COOK, bestselling author of Must Love Dogs and SevenYear Switch
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