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For Craig,
who taught me so much about cooking,
found family, and unconditional love,

and

for Tom,
my favorite person to cook for



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

—Ella Risbridger, The Year of Miracles



CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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

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

It didn’t help that Kieran O’Neill was late.
The local chef’s victory on the reality TV show Fire on High had

triggered a six-way bidding war to publish his first cookbook. Alchemy
Press’s editor Tad Winthrop had won the auction by promising him a
ridiculous amount of money and the services of his most diligent



ghostwriter. I would write recipes and stories in Kieran’s voice, and Nicole
would shoot the accompanying pictures. Today, we were all meeting for the
first time to discuss our plans for the next several months of work.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But it’s so fake.”
“OK, fine, you’re never going to watch goofy cooking videos with me.

So did you just watch the show through your fingers? Or do you actually
know what his deal is?”



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

Nicole smiled. “Of course, he’s such a classic Sagittarius.”
My eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Yes, if you think an individual’s entire

personality is determined by where the stars are in the sky at a random date
and time.”

“Spoken like a true Virgo,” she tutted.
“Anyway. He’s from Ojai in Ventura County, graduated from Nordhoff

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

“How did he get his nickname?”
“Pirate because of the black bandanna he wears. Leprechaun because he

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

“Favorite ingredient?”
Which he’d been asked in every interview. “Citrus. He likes how it

‘wakes up food.’”
Nicole threw up her hands. “OK, you know a bunch of facts. But you

don’t know what he’s like.”
“I guess I’ll figure that out once I meet him. If he ever gets here.”
She growled. “I don’t get it. This project is so not your bag. Why did

you say yes this time? Before you give me a ridiculously complicated
answer, I need sustenance.” She turned around and plucked one of the wan
supermarket croissants from the plastic tray in the middle of the table,
leaving a greasy silhouette behind. “Want one?”

I shook my head. “Sad pastry.”
“Sad pastry is better than no pastry.”
I eyed the drooping croissant in her hand. “I beg to differ.”
“So picky.”
“I prefer ‘discerning.’ One, I said yes because Tad asked me especially.

He said he needed his most reliable person.” I prided myself on never
making promises I couldn’t keep and on always delivering with a smile.



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

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

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

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

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

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

I knew what I wanted.
Certainty.
After spending a decade holding everything together for my younger

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, I am not against fun!”
Two male voices got louder and louder outside, and Nicole tapped my

arm. “Then prove it. Here he comes.”
Before he walked into the room, I’d thought I’d known what Kieran

O’Neill looked like. But Nicole was right—there were facts, and there was
experience.

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

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

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

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

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

He flailed his arms in pretend shock. “But no one’s ever beaten him.”
She blew on her fingernails. “I’m just that good.”
I just barely repressed my eye roll at their banter.



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

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

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

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

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

“Let’s get started,” Tad said, turning to the table.
Once we’d sat down, I laid out my planner and my notebook, lining up

my black Pilot pen next to them. Nicole pulled out her reporter’s notepad
and opened a new voice memo on her phone.

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

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

Pop!
The pen exploded, and a spring shot across the table and landed on my

notebook. Tad stopped speaking. I carefully pinched the spring between my
thumb and index finger and put it to the side.

“Shall I carry on?” Tad asked.
Kieran said, “Of course, my bad.”
He smiled and mouthed Sorry, at me. I shook my head. It was obvious

why I was getting double my fee. I’d have to earn it.



Kieran
Cookie, I thought when I looked at Ellie.

Not that I wanted to eat her. I wasn’t a cannibal or anything.
But she reminded me of the cookies my mother baked when her bridge

group came to our house. The smell of them in the oven was all rich vanilla
and spice, oh-so-sweet.

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

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

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

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

“Kieran?” my editor Tad said.
Damn it, not again. “I’m listening, sorry.” I’d forgotten my stress ball at

home, so I tapped on my leg instead, hoping that’d be enough to keep me
present.

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

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

“Exactly.”



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

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

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

“The manuscript deadline will be August eleventh,” Tad continued.
Over seven months from now? Plenty of time. It was just a few recipes

and some random stories that I wouldn’t even write.
“Which I know is a tight turnaround,” he said.
Wait, what?
“But, Ellie, I’m confident you can keep the project on track.”
“You bet,” Ellie said, as if that didn’t sound ridiculous. “Has there been

any further correspondence about the book since you forwarded me
Tobias’s message?” She held up a printout with a few lines on it.

“I’m afraid not,” Tad said, not meeting her eyes.
She was kind of cute when she looked miffed. No, Kieran, down.
“But I’m sure Kieran can fill us in on his vision,” he said quickly.
“That would be helpful,” Ellie said. She leaned forward, and I needed to

look at her face, not at her chest, because I wasn’t a horny teenager. Even
though it was fantastic. Crap.

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



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

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

“And how would you do that?” Ellie asked coolly.
Warmth crept up my neck. “I don’t know yet,” I tried to answer calmly.
“I’m sure Ellie will help you figure that out,” Tad interrupted.
“Sure,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Who’s your audience for this

book?”
It was like having a nightmare where I was simultaneously falling from

the sky naked and taking a test I hadn’t studied for. “Everyone?” I tried.
Ellie rubbed her temple, like I was giving her a headache. “Can you be

more specific?”
I felt myself digging into defensive mode. “How?”
“Well,” she said slowly, “do you have any authors that you like?

Someone who you’d want to be compared to? You’d be targeting similar
readers to them.”

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

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

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

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

“Good!” Tad said.
I don’t know how he was so chirpy as the meeting wrapped up. Who

was I kidding? I’d made a lot of progress in becoming a functional human,
but this project demanded things I straight up struggled with. I had a career
that didn’t involve reading or writing for a reason.



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



CHAPTER TWO

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

I refreshed my emails again. Nothing.
Two weeks had passed since the meeting with Kieran O’Neill, and I had

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

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

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

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

I wrapped my arms around my torso and squeezed, but it didn’t help. I
missed Max’s bear hugs. In the before times, when a pitch for work would
fall through or my mother would be even more self-absorbed than usual,
he’d whisper, “Relax, kitten. It doesn’t matter,” and I would sink into his



broad chest and rub my cheek against his sweater. He’d rest his chin on my
head and squeeze me oh-so-tight, and my stress would float away.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s all right. Did you do anything nice with Malia, too?”
He swallowed. “Things are a little weird with her right now.”
Shit. I liked this girlfriend. We’d met when she and Hank had flown up

from Pasadena last year. She was a calm and grounded presence, and she
seemed to forgive him when he was focusing too much on research. “Oh
no, what’s wrong?”

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

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

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



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

“I thought you were on my side,” he said, his voice small.
I rubbed my forehead. “I am. You can always count on me.”
He sighed. “I know. Anyway, thanks for the presents. I’m glad you

remembered my birthday.”
Uh-oh. “Didn’t Mom send you something?”
A long pause.
“Oh, for crying out loud,” I groaned. According to Instagram, my

mother had been driving through Mount Zion National Park three days ago,
and if she’d had enough signal to post about her new boyfriend Rocky, she
could have at least called my brother.

“Why does she suck so hard at being a mom?” he asked.
I knew it was a rhetorical question, but the placating words came

anyway. “She could be worse. She never hit us, and she wasn’t an addict or
anything.”

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

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

He sighed. “I know I do. I love you, Shrimp.”
I smiled at my phone. “I love you, too.” I glanced up at the clock. “But I

have to start dinner.”
“You’re still doing Shabbos for Ben and Diane?” he asked.
“Yeah. I like doing it.”
“I’m jealous.” A second of quiet. Then, “I’ll call again soon, Ellie. I

promise.”
I wouldn’t hold my breath, but he meant well. He always did.

ONCE I’D LAID out all the dinner ingredients in my in-laws’ kitchen, I began
the weekly ritual. One can of smoked sardines cracked open and drained of



their oil. One big handful of wheat crackers on a little plate. One small swirl
of yellow mustard squeezed out. One bottle of lager poured into a worn
blue plastic beer mug.

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

“Good Shabbos, Aba.”
“What’s for dinner?”
“Your chicken and carrots, of course.” I’d tried marinating the bird in

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Mise en place,” I answered.
“Très bien,” he said. “Your accent is still excellent. Did you ever find

that conversation partner like I suggested?”



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

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

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

“Good Shabbos!” my mother-in-law said as she bustled into the kitchen.
At the cheer in her voice, Ben’s eyes found mine and widened like we’d

seen a burst of sunshine after a week of rain. Was the old Diane back, the
one who’d been queen of the kitchen, the life of every department party?
“Good Shabbos, Ema,” I said, trying not to sound surprised. “How was the
faculty meeting today?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



two in the morning. Her fairy godchildren, she’d always called her
advisees.

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

“What would you like to do instead?” I asked hesitantly.
Her eyes ducked mine. “I haven’t decided. I just couldn’t take it

anymore, and it felt so good to say no to something for once.”
The slow sinking in my stomach turned into a free fall.
“Maybe we could travel, like we always talked about,” Ben said, the

optimism in his voice shaky. “We haven’t been back to London for a
decade. And I’ve always wanted to go to Japan, remember?”

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I smiled a little. “He always made me feel special.”
“You both were. We were so happy,” Diane whispered, a tear slipping

down her cheek.
Three years later, Max had flown to Paris for an academic conference.

He’d begged me to go with him, but Tad had given me my first big



ghostwriting job. I didn’t want to blow it, even for the promise of a hot
night in a five-star hotel after Max was done listening to papers and
networking. The day before he was supposed to return to me, he’d gone to
sleep and never woken up. He hadn’t suffered, the police officer told me.
But it was exactly the kind of white lie I would have told a woman who’d
been widowed at twenty-seven, one who could barely speak through her
sobs.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Diane had cared about me, and I tried to give that caring back.
But out of nowhere, Kieran’s wolfish smile and light green eyes flashed

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



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

I blinked away a wave of envy.
She squeezed my hand. “You’re a good girl, Ellie. Max would be so

proud if he saw you now.”
I wasn’t sure about that. I didn’t know if Max would recognize this part

of me, the sharp, sour bite of resentment I felt at Kieran’s fecklessness.
“Thanks, Ema,” I said quickly. “That means a lot.”

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

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

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



CHAPTER THREE

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

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

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

Since when was my presence a gift to them?
I shook my head. Other people’s parents invited them to their wedding

anniversary parties, no big deal. Though other people’s parents
communicated with them besides sending a birthday card with nothing
written in it, the way Mom and Dad had for the past decade.

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

“Morning, Chef!” everyone called.
“Morning.” My shoulders came down, and my hands unclenched. My

basement studio in the Mission with dirty mustard walls and a mattress on
the floor was where I slept. This place was home.

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

I would be ready. Someday.
“How’re those sunchokes?” I asked Amitai as I made my way to my

station.
The Kiwi intern flicked a glance toward the endless pile he had to peel.

“Good, Chef.”
“Sweet. Keep it up.” More power to the nineteen-year-old for not

rolling his eyes or sighing. He’d learned fast that whining wouldn’t get him
out of the most boring tasks, the same way I’d learned five years ago.

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

“O’Neill,” he said behind me.
Wow, he hadn’t used my last name in four years. I only got called

O’Neill when I was completely spacing out.
I tried to smile my way out of it. “Morning, Chef.”



But he was already walking away. “My office, now.”
I squeezed in the door and leaned back to close it as Steve slid behind

his desk, his face stern. The wedding picture on the metal shelf behind him
showed the smiley version I was more familiar with, and I asked, “How’s
Katrine?”

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

“Could she make a robot do my laundry?”
“I’m sure she could.”
Shuffle. Tap. Shuffle.
“You guys going to see her folks in Copenhagen for Christmas this

year?” I asked, my tone a little higher than I wanted it to be.
His eyebrows went up. “We haven’t decided yet, because in case you

didn’t notice, O’Neill, it’s still January.”
“That’s a good point,” I said faintly.
“Are you done trying to distract me? Because I can’t do a long pep talk

today. The boss’s accountant’s coming, and I’m getting the terrible, terrible
reminder of how much I suck at this stuff.” He held up one of the stacks.
“Because this is what running a restaurant really is. Supplier invoices and
payroll and fucking spreadsheets.”

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

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

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

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

“Kieran?”
I pushed my dad’s voice away. “What?”



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

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

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

I shook my head hard. “No way. I know booze doesn’t solve anything.”
When I was twenty-two, Steve had sat me down at the end of my two-

week internship. He’d said he wanted to make me a commis chef and
thought I could be much more than that. But he’d only hire me full-time if I
agreed to meet once with his psychiatrist, Dr. Meyer.

“I have to go to a shrink for this job?” I’d asked.
“I think you have ADHD, like me. And I think you’re self-medicating,

like I used to,” he’d said.
“Doesn’t everyone self-medicate?” Every chef looked for ways to

decompress after hours of service, and the booze was right there.
He’d leaned back and said, “Dr. Meyer told me once that neurotypical

people use because they want to escape reality. Neurodivergent people use
so they can tolerate it.”

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

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

“Is that a trick question?”
He’d sighed. “Just give him an hour.”
Three days later, when I’d been downing way too many shots of tequila

with the dishwashers after another judgy phone call with Mom, I’d realized
that he might be right.

Getting sober had felt like climbing up a fraying rope, but I’d learned
from Dr. Meyer that living with ADHD was hard enough without adding



other chemicals to my dopamine-starved brain. I hadn’t had a drink since.
“And your meds are up to date?” Steve asked me now.
“Whoever set up subscription delivery was a genius,” I said.
He hmmed. “You don’t have relationship trouble, as far as I know.”
I shrugged easily. “Nope.” I was too focused on cooking to be anyone’s

boyfriend. “You told me to simplify my life. Besides, do you really want me
mooning over someone when I’m at the stove?”

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

I snorted. “You think I’m a monk?”
He grinned. “We both know you’d make a lousy monk.”
He wasn’t wrong. If what you wanted were laughs and orgasms, I was

your guy. Everybody came, everybody went home and slept in their own
beds.

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

I sighed. “You know that meeting I had at the publisher?”
He snapped his fingers, “Oh yeah. You were going to meet my friend

Nicole Salazar, and Ellie Wasserman.”
“You were right about Nicole—she seems cool.”
“Yeah, she’s a riot. Never play Ping-Pong with her, though. What about

Ellie? She keeps to herself over in Berkeley, but I know Khaled and Laila
loved working with her on the Herat book. They said she was really sweet,
and a good listener.”

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

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

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

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

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



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

you.”
“In the middle of service? Seriously?”
His shrug was a little helpless, a lot resigned. “I know, I know. But what

she wants…”
I exhaled, giving in to the inevitable. “She gets.”
Once I was back at my station, the world went quiet. I could lose myself

in the flow of the kitchen, lean into making beautiful and delicious things.
I’d racked up days off over the years, and I could be sitting on a beach or on
top of a mountain somewhere, but why would I want to go anywhere else?

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

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

“Carbs for everyone!” I said, and it was good to see him laugh.
Thirty seconds after I grabbed my plate, a bunch of front-of-house

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

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

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

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

I mean, he was right. I was a straight, short-ass ginger man who’d
needed two tries to graduate from community college, and Jay was a model-
tall queer Black woman who’d studied for her MBA from USF while she
worked at Qui. But we’d started on the same day, me as an intern and she as
a host, and that coincidence had turned into awkward small talk about



restaurants we liked, and the awkward small talk had turned into
remembering each other’s coffee orders, and cappuccinos had turned into
long runs in Golden Gate Park when our days off lined up, and running had
turned into having each other’s backs no matter what.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, Chef!” the kitchen responded.
“Fire two venison.”
“Yes, Chef!”
“Two sole, no mushrooms for both.” I felt terrible for people who’d had

bad experiences with soggy, rubbery mushrooms. The wild ones we used
were like eating a forest, in the best kind of way.

“Kieran?” Steve appeared right next to me. “It’s time.”
I waved to Manny to take over. When I reached to untie my bandanna

so I could tidy my hair, Steve said, “Leave it. They’ll want you to be like
you were on TV.”

Oh, OK. As long as they didn’t make me click my heels, it’d be fine.
The kitchen wasn’t noisy, but the dining room made it look like a rave.

Mrs. Hutton’s designers had created a hideaway from the outside world,
servers gliding around the oyster-gray room like silent swans as they took
care of our guests’ every desire.



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

I was five foot seven on a good day, but I towered over Anh Hutton
when she stood up so I could kiss both her powdery cheeks. She had black
hair in a neat bun and wore a light-gray wool suit and pearls. She may have
looked like a tiny harmless grandma, but she ran six high-end restaurants,
three with Michelin stars, and knew every little thing that happened inside
them.

“Is there a Mrs. O’Neill?” Dorie asked me, fluttering eyelashes that
looked like spiders.

“That’s my mom. She’ll be thrilled you asked after her,” I lied.
“Oh, aren’t you just the cutest thing,” Brooke said. “I want to put you in

my pocket and take you home with me.”
This was why I’d spent a year as a kid praying I’d grow another six

inches. At least she hadn’t pinched my cheek. “Thank you very much,” I
said instead, and they cooed again.

They asked me what it was like to be in front of cameras during Fire on
High, what the host Mark Delacroix was like in person, whether anyone had
actually eaten the whole suckling pig I’d roasted for the medieval challenge
in episode 7. While I answered them, my brain tapped its foot and checked
its watch.

Steve nudged me and mouthed, Chill.
My fingers were rubbing my forearm tattoo, my anxiety tell. I put my

hands behind my back instead.
“Kieran,” Mrs. Hutton finally said.
“Yes?” I tried not to say too loudly.
Her eyes may as well have been lasers. “You’re going to write a book.”
“Yes.” I swore I knew other words.
She laced her fingers together, like we were in a business meeting.

“That’s a big project for you to take on. A lot of moving parts. Will you be
able to focus? Take it seriously?”

Forearm again, shit. She’d had this effect on me the few times we’d met
before, but I guessed that’s why she was the big boss. “Yes?”

Her voice was calm as she appraised me. “I’d like you to plan a ticketed
dinner here for two weeks from Monday. Given your victory, I think we’d



get a lot of interest, and it would be something different from the usual
Valentine’s Day dinners in town.”

All of a sudden, I was buzzing like I’d just eaten a whole bag of Skittles
in five seconds. “That’s awesome. I’d love that.”

“I’m intrigued to see what kind of menu you’d create on your own,” she
continued.

She raised her eyebrows, and I gulped. This wasn’t just a dinner. This
was an audition. “Wow, sure. Thank you, Mrs. Hutton.”

Finally, she smiled. “If you do this well, and give your book the
attention it deserves, perhaps we’ll be on a first-name basis soon.”

I’m sure I was doing a good impression of the cod on the menu, because
Steve nudged me again. “Awesome,” I yelped. I barely heard Steve say we
needed to get back to the kitchen, I was so excited.

THAT NIGHT I couldn’t sleep, even though I hadn’t gotten home until after
midnight. I woke up already feeling a little hyped, my excitement getting an
edge of anxiety, and after I showered and made a trip to Mr. Gonzalez’s
bodega to get breakfast, I tried to remember the adulting I had to do.

My grocery situation would be fine later today. I’d ordered enough
bread, peanut butter, and protein bars for a week.

But laundry, shit. I needed to do that. No matter how boring it was to sit
in Señor Burbujas’s for hours.

I could go to the gym. I could lift enough heavy things that my brain
would settle down and I’d be sore and exhausted instead. Then I could do
laundry and listen to the Banquet podcast about fermenting vegetables.

My phone found its way into my hand, and I flipped around all my
usual apps.

I bit my lip as I stared at the notifications on my Instagram. Tobias had
said it would be good to engage with a few fans. But could I be the Happy
Pirate Leprechaun right now? It wasn’t like he was a separate person. He
was just me at my most impulsive, bouncy, motormouthed. But for today, I
wished I could just be quiet.

But being myself wouldn’t answer all those exclamation-pointed emails
from Ellie. What could I tell her, anyway? That cooking made me feel



settled? That combining the sound of smashing and peeling garlic, the
sappy, sharp smell of rosemary, and the sour sunshine taste of oranges made
sense to me in a way that random rules and expectations never did?

I didn’t use cookbooks, but even I knew that you couldn’t write a book
about how cooking made sense. I could just see Ellie’s rolling eyes when
she got that message.

A flash of feeding her a segment of ripe orange filled my head. Pressing
my thumb against her full lower lip until she opened her mouth. Her ocean
eyes closing slowly, her stern expression softening just for a second. I’d be
quiet, and she’d be quiet.

I blinked the soft-edged image away, leaving me with Ellie’s crisp
words on my phone screen. I definitely couldn’t tell her I wanted to feed her
and take a picture of her blissed-out face.

My agent’s name flashed up on my phone midthought.
“Hi, Tobias,” I answered quickly.
“Kieran! Were you taking a nap or something?” His deep voice boomed

across the room.
I rubbed my face to get rid of any more Ellie thoughts. “No, I was just

thinking about this dinner I’m making at Qui.” I told him about Mrs.
Hutton’s offer.

“That’s fantastic. Do you have someone handling social on the day?
Your fans will eat that up.”

“Absolutely.” Or I would, once I asked someone to do it. If I
remembered.

“Awesome, awesome,” he drawled. “Listen, I heard from your editor.
Tad’s not happy with you, man.”

“Why?” I asked, even though I could guess the answer.
“Dude, you need to talk to your ghostwriter. She told him you’re not

cooperating.”
First the snotty emails, and then she tattles on me? Fucking great.

“We’ve been slammed at the restaurant. Doesn’t she have enough from Fire
on High to write something that sounds like me?”

“You don’t want her to write random shit. It’s not going to help your
career if there’s a bad book out there with your name on it.”

“I guess.”
A deep sigh came down the line. “Do you really want this?”



“Yes,” I half-lied. I wanted to hold up the published book and show that
I could achieve something concrete, something that my parents might even
look at someday. But everything that led up to that? I hadn’t typed anything
longer than a text since I graduated from community college.

“You’re only going to be a big deal for so long, dude. A book will keep
the Happy Pirate Leprechaun on people’s minds long after they’ve forgotten
the other people on the show.”

I didn’t really want to be remembered as a cartoon character, but it was
better than not being remembered at all. “OK. I’ll reply to her now.”

“And tell me first if there are any more problems. We’re supposed to be
business partners, man. Kieran O’Neill Incorporated, remember? Ciao for
now.”

I closed the call and punched open a new voice-to-text message. I
couldn’t keep the sneer out of my voice as I said, “Dear Mrs. Wasserman:
As per your communication of last Tuesday, I have been so busy with my
actual career that I have been unable to think of any brilliant revelations…”

No, Kieran, you can’t be that big of a dick. Even if she tattled on you.
Delete.

Wait. Maybe I was on the right track with wanting to feed her instead of
write to her. New draft.

“Dear Ellie, I would like to invite you to my dinner at Qui on February
fourteenth,” I said more politely. “It’ll give you a better idea of how I think
about food. The Phoenix Group PR will follow up with more details. See
you there.”

Short and sweet and sent. Done.
With a sigh of relief, I opened a voice note. I had to put together the

most grown-up, classy menu I could think of.
When I’d been on Fire on High, my MO had been SoCal high-end

comfort food, because who didn’t like all the seafood and avocado
everything? But now I really needed to show off.

“Ideas for a big fancy dinner,” I told my phone. “I wonder how much
caviar I could convince Steve to buy? And can I get truffles?” I smiled to
myself. “Ellie Wasserman, I’m going to blow your mind.”



CHAPTER FOUR

Ellie
Qui’s dining room made me think of the heart of a forest on a winter day. I
ran my hand across a tablecloth as pristine as a first snow, ironed on the
tables so there wasn’t a hint of crease. A tiny architectural arrangement of
mosses and driftwood sat in the middle of Nicole’s and my table, shades of
green and brown and gray that echoed the storm-colored walls and
mahogany floors. Every seat was full for Kieran’s dinner, and most of the
guests had their phones either tilted up for selfies or pointed out for pictures
of the dining room. A few had sleek professional cameras.

I wasn’t even close to fancy enough to be here. But Kieran had
specifically requested my presence, and I’d stuffed down my discomfort.
Maybe he finally knew what he wanted.

“One donut says someone stands on a chair for the Gram before the
night’s out,” I offered Nicole.

She checked her camera’s light settings. “No bet.”
I slumped in my chair. “You’re no fun.”
“No, babe, too easy. Two donuts say someone brought a step-stool.”
“You’re on.”
She scanned the room, then discreetly pointed at a thirtysomething

couple in the far corner who were both standing on stools, conducting an
entire photoshoot around their centerpiece.

“Oh, for crying out loud.” I noted the donut IOU in my phone as Nicole
ceremoniously blew on her nails.

The room gave off a low hum of excitement that I associated more with
visits to the opera with Ben and Diane than going out for dinner. “It’s like a
luxury bubble,” I wondered aloud.



“The outside world disappears for a little while in a place like this,”
Nicole said.

“But any restaurant can achieve that. When I went to Locatelli’s with
Max, it was just us with some candles, big plates of pasta, and decent wine.
We didn’t need tiny, overtweezed towers of fancy.” He’d lean across the
white tablecloth and regale me with stories from grad student life, making
me giggle into my glass of chianti, the adoring audience for his stand-up
routine.

Nicole put the camera down. “If you could turn off the Statler and
Waldorf act for at least the first hour, it’ll be a better experience for all of
us. Try and make the most of being out in a hot dress.”

“I wasn’t trying to be hot,” I muttered. It was just a boring black wrap
dress from the back of my closet. At least I’d hunted down a pair of
Campari-red flats on clearance at Target, and resin hoop earrings and
lipstick to match them.

My friend studied me like I was a museum display. “The dress is plain,
but your boobs definitely aren’t.”

I yanked my neckline up, to basically no avail. “Thank you so much for
that.”

She sniggered. “Hey, if I had them, I’d flaunt them.”
A server in a crisp black jacket interrupted my retort with menu cards

printed on rough brown paper.
“Wait, that’s how many courses?” I asked as I read, and read.
Nicole tapped the page. “Sixteen, and that’s what’s written down. The

normal Qui menu has random treats thrown in too, so I wouldn’t be
surprised if he does the same.”

“Oh, God.” My fingers went to my phone for one last check.
“Diane won’t bother you, will she?”
I grimaced. “She knows I’m here.”
She patted my shoulder. “If you turn on Do Not Disturb, I’ll share the

wine pairing with you.”
“I was going to do it anyway, but sure. Why is the menu just names of

ingredients in equations? Like I’m supposed to know what ‘duck + blood
orange breakfast textures’ are?”

She cracked up. “Come on, girl, you’re supposed to let him sweep you
away on a sensory journey.”



“You’re kidding me.” I groaned.
“That’s what the press release said. Shush, it’s starting.”
Servers swept across the floor as if they could hear invisible music to

oohs and aahs from all the tables. Ours presented us with a palm-sized
white plate with two teensy golden choux pastry puffs.

“Foie gras spheres with Sauternes jelly,” he proclaimed.
The sweet-savory cloud dissolved on my palate, and I couldn’t help but

hum. “Holy crap, can I have fifty of those and call it a day?” I said. “That’s
fantastic.”

Nicole nudged me with a grin. “Told you.”
After the puffs came neatly squared smoked eel sandwiches, the fish’s

smoky richness bitten off by sharp horseradish. They were delicious, and
fairy-sized. So were the next two dishes.

I trailed my finger down the menu, wondering when we’d get some kind
of main course. “None of the stuff I read said he was into miniature food.
Am I missing something?”

The lines across Nicole’s forehead deepened. “No. This is all different
from what he did on the show.”

I studied the tables around us. There were plenty of enjoyment noises,
but there were also a lot of faces like Nicole’s. Uncertain. Confused. Like
they’d gone to a Taylor Swift concert and Yo-Yo Ma was playing instead.
Equal caliber, but totally different styles.

By course seven, I was getting worried and hungry. By course nine, I
was ravenous and, even worse, annoyed. “Is he going to serve an actual
meal at some point? Or is his artistic statement making an entire meal out of
canapés?”

Nicole snapped our shot glasses of lobster meat and saffron gelée. The
layered white, pink, and yellow looked like little sunsets. She cocked her
head. “It tastes amazing, though. Maybe he wants to go in a much more
luxury direction?” she thought out loud.

If she didn’t want me to be afraid, she should have been more confident.
“It does, but I can’t translate this to a home kitchen. This bears no relation
to how people normally cook.”

“It’s haute cuisine, though. Like haute couture. It’s art, not practical.”
“Prada and Valentino don’t expect a civilian to break out their sewing

machine and replicate their designs.”



“That … damn. That’s a good point.”
The room was getting a little louder, as we got deeper into the wine

pairings. I could pick out occasional exclamations from the other tables like
“Genius!” and “Masterpiece!” But it was like they were trying to convince
themselves of something.

Was I just not getting what Kieran was trying to say? Or was there
nothing to hear?

After course 10, a single quail drumstick, I rested my chin on my fist. “I
think there’s a big problem. There’s no story behind any of this. No big
idea.”

Nicole flipped through images on her camera. “Just the fanciest
ingredients he could get his hands on.”

“Excuse me?” A tall athletic woman in a navy pantsuit hovered. “Ellie
Wasserman and Nicole Salazar? I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to come and
speak to you two. I’m Jay Poole, the manager for tonight. Are you enjoying
the dinner?” Her box braids were twisted into a neat bun on top of her head.
I wasn’t even an artist and her queenly bone structure made me want to
sketch her face on my notebook. But while Jay’s face made me think about
art on a wall, Nicole was clearly thinking about bodies in bed.

“Yes, we are, thank you so much,” Nicole purred as she openly ogled
her. “You’re all doing such a fabulous job.” She leaned forward. “You
know, I noticed you earlier and I’m dying to take your photograph.”

I buried my head in my hands. “Please don’t use your powers on
unsuspecting mortals when we’re trying to work.”

But Jay’s professional smile had shifted into something a lot more
bashful. “Really?”

Nicole grinned up at her. “Of course. Your high cheekbones, your deep
brown eyes. The camera would love you.”

The perfectly composed, elegant woman giggled.
“Come on, tell me I can take your picture. Pretty please?”
“Yes?” Jay sounded like a balloon leaking air.
“Good.” Nicole pulled out her phone. “Give me your number.”
They texted each other, and Jay said with a dreamy look on her face,

“Wow. Cool. I guess I’ll see you soon.”
“Wait. Can I talk to Kieran?” I said before she could leave. “It’s

important.”



“I mean, he’s a little busy right now,” she said uncertainly. “We have
several more courses to go. Is everything OK?”

I exhaled. I didn’t want to lie, but I had to be polite, too. “That depends
on him.”

Nicole reached for Jay’s hand and stroked the back of it with her thumb.
“I’m sure he can find a second for his ghostwriter, right?”

My friend smiled big and Jay melted. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.
As she floated away, I said, “Dude, really?”
Nicole said, “Just because you haven’t gotten laid in over two years

doesn’t mean you can spoil my fun.” She watched Jay make her way back
across the room and down the steps to what must have been the kitchen.

“Inside voice. And it’s not as easy for me.” It was also worse than that. I
hadn’t slept with someone who wasn’t Max in eleven years.

She raised her eyebrows. “Step one, walk into a bar wearing that dress.
Step two, say yes. What about this is hard, exactly?”

“Not hard. Intimidating.” Sex had been wonderful, but what if I’d lost
the knack? Or had only had it with my husband? “Well, now that you’re
done with your seduction, we can get back to the food.” What there was of
it, anyway.

Kieran
“Chef?”

Steve and I both looked up from our stations. “Which one?” he asked.
Jay looked like she’d just sprinted a mile. “Ah, Kieran.”
“How’s it going?” I had my sketch by my elbow and twenty plates lined

up in front of me, each with two piles of thinly sliced rare duck breast and
shredded duck confit, squeezing and spooning dots of blood orange
hollandaise sauce and homemade marmalade around them.

“Um, it’s all right.”
My hand jerked and a drop of sauce splattered onto the rim of the plate.

“Just all right?” I asked as I wiped it away. I’d seen the scraped-clean plates
and bowls coming back. I knew it was better than all right.

“It’s Ellie Wasserman. She wants to talk to you. She looks concerned.”
Shit, that wasn’t the look I was going for.



Steve put his knife down. “What does she have to be concerned about?”
he asked me. “You’ve been talking to her, right?”

Dot of hollandaise at nine o’clock and three o’clock. Crescent of
marmalade at ten and two.

“Kieran.”
For fuck’s sake. “I’ve been really busy getting ready for this dinner.”

And wasn’t my food telling her enough about me? That I was super classy?
Steve grumbled something, then said to Jay, “Is she having a nice time,

at least?”
Jay said, “I honestly don’t know. When I looked over earlier, she was

taking a lot of notes.”
He turned to me. “You need to go up there and make nice. You may be

busy, but she has a job, too.”
“Kind of in the middle of something here.” If I broke my flow now, the

odds were good it’d be impossible to get back. It was a totally valid excuse.
But he wasn’t buying. “I’ll take over. Don’t be rude.”
“Fine. She’s come all this way, may as well make it worth her while.” I

grabbed one of the finished plates and jogged up the kitchen stairs.
I’d just taken a few steps into the dining room when I realized that, for

the millionth time in my life, I hadn’t thought things through.
The room exploded with flashes.
“There he is!”
“Kieran!”
“Pirate!”
“Leprechaun!”
Jesus, they were clapping, and I probably looked terrible. I’d barely

slept because I was so wired for tonight, and I’d been working in a hot
kitchen all day. I made a few joking bows, and my audience cheered. But I
didn’t think the person I had to talk to would be taking my picture. I
wouldn’t run up to her like a scared kid, though. Selfie after selfie, big
smile after big smile. Even one or two phone numbers shoved in my pocket.
Let her see how much people liked me.

I could see the two of them out of the corner of my eye, an island of
calm focus in the noise around them. As Nicole spoke, pointing at
something on the table, Ellie scrawled something with her left hand, blond
curls hiding her eyes when she nodded.



With one last scribble on someone’s menu, I couldn’t avoid it anymore.
I tried for extra charm when I swaggered up. “Good evening, you two.
Thank you for coming to try my food. I thought I’d bring you the next
course myself, since it’s my favorite.” I put the duck right where it caught
the light, and the marmalade gleamed like a jewel.

Ellie just kept writing. Nicole raised an eyebrow at me. “What’s up,
Kieran?”

“Everything’s fantastic, thank you, Nicole. You wanted to talk to me,
Ellie?”

No answer.
“I’ve been told it’s polite to look someone in the eye when they speak to

you,” I finally said.
She underlined something with a hard black slash and looked up. And I

forgot to breathe, because the light overhead sparked her curly hair with
gold and made her eyes mountain-lake blue. They popped against the bright
red of her mouth and the cream of her skin.

“It’s also polite to reply to professional emails promptly,” she said, and
my dream bubble popped.

I rubbed the back of my neck, embarrassed. “I’ve been super busy.” I
was starting to hate the sound of that word in my mouth.

“Doing what? Because I’d like to be busy, too.” I could hear the current
of annoyance flowing under her icy voice. “You have your salary here, and
the money you won, but if I don’t get this done, I can’t buy groceries or
feed my cat.”

Of course she had a cat.
“So if you could please humor me for a moment,” she said, “I’d like to

ask you about your choices tonight.”
I hadn’t heard that tired, disappointed tone from anyone in a decade. I

gave a huge teenage shrug. “I’m all yours.”
She hummed tunelessly as she flipped page after page of neatly bulleted

notes. “It’s interesting, what you did with the saffron in the lobster dish.
Turning it into both a foam and a gelée.”

“Interesting good, or interesting bad?”
Her nose wrinkled. “Just interesting. What inspired you?”
I tapped on my tattoo. “I think it’s a beautiful color. There’s no other

shade of yellow like it.”



“Why do you think it’s beautiful?”
What was it with her asking “why” all the damn time? I dug the toe of

my work boot into the wooden floor. “Can’t I just appreciate it for what it
is?”

“If you’re going to ask a home cook to buy the most expensive spice in
the world, you’d better have a good reason. Similarly, the use of caviar with
the mackerel and truffles with the venison.”

“It’s aspirational.”
“Aspiring to what?” she asked. “Besides cleaning out someone’s bank

account?”
Fuck. I could feel the eyes in the room on my back while I talked to her

stony shoulders. She was making me look like an asshole just because I
couldn’t answer her questions. My voice came out sharp when I said, “If
you’re just going to argue, I’ll go back to the kitchen.”

Her pen stopped. “This isn’t an argument, Kieran. We’re not having a
difference of opinion. I’m asking questions and you’re stonewalling me for
no reason.”

I felt trapped in the hole I’d dug, but Ellie’s judgmental look and big
words just made me want to keep shoveling.

Ellie
On a scale of one to ten of terrible ideas, this whole escapade clocked in at
twenty-three. I had crammed myself into shapewear, crossed the Bay, sat
through course after course of overworked “art,” and I still didn’t know
how I’d write as Kieran. He was like a hyper little kid who’d grabbed
whatever he wanted in the candy store.

I should have just stayed home and made something up. Half-assed it.
But who was I kidding? I wasn’t physically capable of half-assing it. I

had to use my whole ass, all the time, because no one would ever care as
much as I did. I cared whether Hank had clean clothes and hot meals to eat,
I cared that Diane found some solace from our late-night talks. I cared
because that was love, to me. Paying attention. Being responsible.

Now I was tangled up with this guy, who wouldn’t know responsibility
if it bit him in his ass.



“I thought I would be able to collect material for the book if I saw you
in action. Get an idea of who you actually are as a cook. More fool me,” I
said, trying to control the shake in my voice.

He blinked. “You hate the food.”
“No, I don’t hate it. See?” I took a bite of the so-called breakfast

textures. Sweet and sour and fatty flavors shot across my palate. It was
really good, but it coated my tongue and throat with richness without
offering any comfort.

“Everything is technically perfect,” I said once I swallowed. “But it’s
shallow. Superficial. It doesn’t tell me anything about you.”

He flushed. “You’re calling me shallow? So you know so much about
this, huh? Which restaurants have you worked in?” He held his hands out.
“Where are your scars?”

I stiffened. I shouldn’t have to pour out any of my pain for him to take
me seriously. “I don’t have to have worked in a restaurant to know what
makes cooking really good,” I snapped.

He folded his arms like a sulky fourteen-year-old. “Then educate me.”
That clearly wasn’t an invitation, but screw it. I stood up and planted

my hands on the table. “Caring. I don’t mean for the details. I mean caring
for the person who’s going to eat it. Giving them a little piece of what you
love the most.” I jabbed my finger at my plate. “All of these dishes, they’re
just about showing off.”

He rubbed his forearm hard, his face stony. “But I won Fire on High.
I’m kind of a big deal, in case you didn’t know. I think it’s OK for me to
show off.”

I held up a finger. “You won one competition,” I said slowly, contempt
sneaking into my voice. “This year. Can you name the person who won two
years ago? Three? Unless you take this seriously, your book will gather dust
in a remainder pile somewhere, a historical record of a leprechaun in a
stupid bandanna who was famous for a hot second.”

The stone in his expression crumbled away. Bright green eyes flashed,
hands clenched. His mouth opened and closed, and finally he hissed, “Who
the fuck are you to tell me that? You’re nobody. You can’t even get your
own name on a book. Who gives a shit what you think?”

My voice shot high with anger. “I’m the woman who has to clean up
your mess, you entitled, arrogant brat.”



It was quiet. Not the silence of people eating delicious food. It was post-
atomic-bomb-explosion quiet.

“Holy hell,” Nicole whispered.
There were people holding up phones. Lots of phones. Shit, how long

had they been filming?
A petite Asian woman in an impeccable Chanel suit and pearls

materialized at Kieran’s side. Nicole kicked my calf and mouthed, Anh
Hutton! Double shit.

“Who’s this, Kieran?” she asked.
My face hurt from the force of my blush. “I’m Ellie Wasserman, Mrs.

Hutton. It’s lovely to meet you.”
“Mmm,” she nonanswered. “I wish we could have met under less noisy

circumstances. Since you’re not enjoying yourself, perhaps you and Ms.
Salazar would like to leave?”

“That’s probably wise.” Kieran was glaring at me, and I said to Nicole,
“In-N-Out sound good to you? I’m starving.”

Bull’s-eye. Kieran opened his mouth, but Mrs. Hutton clamped her hand
onto his forearm.

Nicole grabbed her camera and shoved my purse at me. “A Double-
Double Animal Style sounds awesome. I’ll get a Lyft.”

I kept my head high as we walked out, the adrenaline of my anger
making me move fast. I felt weightless from saying exactly what I felt the
moment I felt it. Like I could take flight, coast through the air burdened by
nothing. But for all the exhilaration, I knew this moment would be fleeting
—it always was for me.

Who knew if I’d still have a job when I hit the ground?

Kieran
Somehow, I survived the rest of the service, smiled and accepted everyone’s
congratulations, when all I wanted to do was curl up in a ball.

But now all the plates were washed, all the stained tablecloths gone to
the special laundry, my uniform put away, and I was out back, letting the
cold from the concrete steps seep through my jeans. My arms were wrapped



around my knees, my head resting on top. I wanted to make myself as small
as I felt.

I knew the hurt I was feeling was mostly my ADHD talking. My brain
made embarrassment and shame feel a million times bigger, but knowing
that didn’t make it burn any less.

The outside door opened and closed. “Hey,” Jay said softly.
I jammed my hands into my armpits. “Hey.”
She nudged my knee with her foot, and I shuffled over so she could ease

down next to me.
I leaned into her and she wrapped her arm around my shoulders.
“You did good,” she said.
I scoffed. “No, I didn’t.”
“A lot of people loved it,” she said encouragingly. “Talked about how

whimsical it was. You’re going to get some great blog write-ups.”
I shook my head, tasting orange-pith bitterness. “Whimsical? That’s a

cute way to say I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing.”
She squeezed me. “Is this the thing that happens sometimes, where I

talk, but you’re so upset you can’t hear the good parts?”
“Pretty much.” I sighed, exhausted.
We sat together, quiet, Jay’s warmth making me feel a little bit less

shitty.
“This is about her. Ellie,” she finally said.
“She hated it.”
“That’s not true.”
I tugged on a loose thread inside my sleeve. “Well, she definitely hates

me now.”
Silence. Jay messed with one of her braids, and I let her think.
“Maybe you shouldn’t do this book,” she said. “You’re making yourself

miserable, and making other people miserable, too.”
I shook my head hard. “No, I need to. I’m not a teenage dropout

anymore. I’m a grown-up and I need to see a project through from start to
finish.”

“You don’t have to prove to anyone you’re an adult. You can just, you
know, be one.”

Which I was, most of the time. But writing this book would be like
throwing off the last boulder that had been weighing me down.



“OK,” Jay said slowly in response to my silence. “Maybe you could tell
Ellie how worried you are and she can help you?”

“She wouldn’t get it. She has an answer for everything.”
She snorted. “That can’t be true. Everyone has their soft spot. Also,

she’s just trying to do her job, bud.”
“Well, I guess her job is making me feel like an idiot.”
She shook her head as she stood up. “You know what? You made this

big dinner that a lot of people liked, and I got a really hot woman’s number,
so we’re going to El Molino and getting burritos to celebrate.”

I looked up. “What hot woman’s number?”
She grinned. “I won’t tell you unless you blow your pity party.”
“Fine, you win.” I knew carnitas, guacamole, and a massive cup of

melon agua fresca wouldn’t solve my problem, but at least it would push it
away for a little while. The same way I could push away how Ellie’s eyes
flashed as bright as gas flames when she was angry.



CHAPTER FIVE

Kieran
“Please don’t break another pen,” Ellie said as we waited in the Alchemy
conference room for Tad.

Her face and voice were dull, the opposite of the red-mouthed, burning-
bright woman in the restaurant a few days ago. I guessed she wasn’t excited
to be called in for an emergency meeting, either.

I spun the Alchemy-branded ballpoint, then threw it in the air and
caught it. “They won’t miss it. It’s a cheap piece of crap. They probably
have thousands of them in a supply closet somewhere.”

She smoothed a wrinkle on the skirt of her charcoal-gray dress. “That’s
not the point.”

I tossed the pen again. “What is the point?”
She paused, her eyes flaring, then swallowed. “Never mind,” she said

quietly, clasping her hands in her lap. “It doesn’t matter.”
That’s right. What mattered was that we’d been dragged into the

principal’s office because she couldn’t wait for me to figure my shit out.
“Sorry I’m late,” Tad said as he bustled in. “A call from the publisher.

Sy is very excited about your book, Kieran.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“Gosh, it’s dim in here.” Ellie’s hand came up in front of her eyes when

he raised a shade and blasted us with afternoon sunshine.
Now Tad was looking at his monitor. “Ellie Wasserman: Feminist Icon.”

He clicked. “Ellie Wasserman: Every Smart Woman Who’s Had to Deal
with a Mediocre Man.” Click. “Ellie Wasserman: Raging Man-Hating
Rhymes-with-Witch.”

“But that’s so wrong,” Ellie said indignantly. “I’m not a misandrist. I
was just trying to get my work done. Isn’t that what you pay me for?”



Tad pressed his forehead into his palms. “I take your point, Ellie, but the
last time I checked, having a public temper tantrum wasn’t in your job
description. I’m surprised, and I’m disappointed.”

The last word was like a needle, and Ellie instantly deflated. “I’m so
sorry, Tad,” she told her lap. “I shouldn’t have drawn attention to myself.”

I watched her make herself small in her chair, and something inside me
kicked hard. I’d spent the first two-thirds of my life getting blamed for
anything that went wrong within a mile of me, but she hadn’t had a
screaming fight by herself.

Tad sat forward. “Well, I wasn’t expecting to get attention for the book
this early in the process, but it’s not all bad. Alisha in publicity says most of
what she’s picking up on socials is positive. People are even more excited
for Kieran’s book.”

Ellie looked up, eyes wary. “You’re not going to fire me?”
“Not at all, but I do want an explanation for your behavior. What

exactly happened?”
Ellie took a deep breath. “He invited Nicole and me to the dinner,” she

said slowly, eyeing me as she spoke in flat tones. “I asked him what his
thinking was behind the menu, and I found his answers evasive and
unhelpful. I should have let it go, tried some other time, but I was pretty
emotional at that point, and I snapped at him. And then he said something
that hurt my feelings, so I said something rash back.”

“Kieran?” Tad asked. “Do you agree with Ellie’s account?”
“Yeah.” I recognized everything she was saying. Neither of us looked

good. But Ellie didn’t have a public-facing job, and I did. She wasn’t
hoping to have her own restaurant, and I was. The anger climbed back up
my chest and I said, “But did you really have to scream at me in front of
everybody, including my boss? Why couldn’t you just chill the fuck out?”

Ellie threw up her hands. “If you’re not writing anything, and you won’t
answer my questions, and your cooking style changes by the week, what am
I supposed to do?” Those last words were almost begging, like she was
bewildered, lost.

“I was going to do it eventually.” I hated the childish whine in my
voice, but her exasperation reminded me too much of my parents’ sighs and
growls. “I have a lot of other stuff going on besides this book. Why don’t
you get that?”



All of a sudden, her face fell. “Is it me? Do you dislike me?”
My jaw dropped a little at how brave she was. I couldn’t give her direct

question a direct answer, though. It wasn’t her fault that I had a history of
everyone getting annoyed at me for being myself, but it didn’t make her
attitude bug me any less.

It didn’t help that if I’d met her anywhere else, I would’ve wanted in her
bed.

Ellie looked at Tad after I’d stayed quiet. “Maybe you need a different
ghostwriter.”

“Let’s not be hasty here,” Tad replied. The phone rang, and he lifted the
receiver and punched a button. “Hello, Tobias, thank you for joining us.”

“Tad, let’s get this done fast,” my agent’s deep, drawling voice said.
“Kieran, bro, you need to listen to Tad. The ghostwriter gets paid to make
this happen for you. You have to let her do her job.”

“I have a name,” Ellie grumbled quietly.
“The book is going to be a big part of your brand,” Tobias continued,

not hearing her. “It’s critical for future projects, understand? Now, are you
going to be a good leprechaun and go make us a pot of gold?”

I tried not to flinch at the nickname. It wasn’t just about the money,
though that definitely helped. I had to prove I could achieve something on
my own. “Fine,” I said shortly.

“Great. Talk to you later. Toodles, Tad.” And he was gone.
“But Tad,” Ellie blurted, cheeks flushed.
“What?” Tad said impatiently.
Ellie winced, but kept going. “We’re not compatible.”
I mean, we were compatible in the sense that a tiny part of me wanted to

know what she tasted like. But the rest of me wanted to break a whole box
of cheap pens.

Tad shook his head. “No, Ellie. It has to be you.” He dragged his fingers
through his light gray hair. “I haven’t had to do this before, but I think it’s
time for extreme measures.”

“Extreme?” Ellie said.
“I’m sending you both to my cottage in Sonoma. You’ll stay there for a

week, and when we meet again at the beginning of March, you should have
a list of recipes and a broad structure for the book.”



What the hell? He couldn’t ground us like we were twelve years old.
“But I have work!” I said.

“So do I!” Ellie snapped.
We glared at each other until Tad said my name. I turned back to him

and he said, “I spoke with Anh Hutton and Steve Yuan, and they’re willing
to release you for a week.” He looked at Ellie. “And, Ellie, I know you
haven’t left town in over two years.”

“How did you…”
“Instagram doesn’t lie. And it’s been far too easy to book you.”
For a split second, the stern boss disappeared and something gentler and

sadder took its place. Ellie closed her eyes and exhaled like an invisible
burden had dropped onto her shoulders.

When she opened them, she said quietly but firmly, “If you need me to
go, I’ll go. Please tell me there’s more than one bed in this place.”

He stared at her for a second. “I’m not a monster. There’s a king-sized
bed in the primary and a futon in the office. You’ll have to flip for it.”

I couldn’t keep the confusion off my face. We were adults here, no one
had to share a bed with anybody if they didn’t want to, and I absolutely,
positively did not want to go to bed with her.

Be in bed. I didn’t want to be in bed with her.

Ellie
“Can you wait a moment?” Tad said to me.

After we’d hashed out the dates for our imprisonment, Kieran had oh-
so-casually ambled out the door, while I’d paused to reorganize my beat-up
old purse. It had looked like a professional black leather tote two years ago,
but now the cheap vinyl was splitting around the straps from all the stuff I
carried. Maybe if I had any money left over from a down payment, I’d buy
something sturdier.

“Are you all right? You look ill,” he said.
“Didn’t sleep last night.” Diane had knocked on my door at ten and

talked at me about Max and how terrible everything was for two hours.
After consoling her, I was too depressed to sleep.



He exhaled and settled back in his desk chair. “OK. I wanted to talk
about you and Kieran.”

“What about us?” Not that we’d ever be an “us” in a million years.
Empires would rise and fall and he’d be pestering me in the ruins.

He tented his fingers, studying me. “He needs someone to keep him on
task.”

“The last time I checked, the job description for ghostwriters didn’t
include babysitting.”

“Not babysitting. Just some supervision. He doesn’t have your
discipline.”

“Every Smart Woman Who’s Had to Deal with a Mediocre Man” went
through my head. Though Kieran wasn’t mediocre. He was talented.
Handsome. And really, really annoying.

I tried to stifle my impatience when I asked, “Why aren’t you telling
him to be responsible for his own behavior? He’s a grown man.”

“A lot is riding on this book.” Tad took off his glasses and rubbed his
forehead. He had so much more gray in his light blond hair than when we’d
met over a decade ago. When had that happened?

“What are you not telling me?” I asked.
“The editorial board isn’t happy with the results from my last few

projects.”
“But the Jamaican book Roland Campbell wrote is seminal. People in

the field will be talking about it decades from now. And that patisserie book
from the place in LA was stunning. And award-winning.”

“Sy says seminal and stunning aren’t selling.” He exhaled. “Alchemy
needs Kieran and his fanbase. And I really need you to ensure that this
process is as smooth as possible. You’ve never missed a deadline, and
you’ve never been over budget.”

He’d stood by me when I’d needed him to. I couldn’t bear to disappoint
him. “I’ll get it done.”

He reached out and patted my hand. “I know you will,” he said with a
tired smile. “You’re so dependable.”

I smiled back weakly. Forget no rest for the wicked; the truth was that
there was no rest for the good.

My phone buzzed.



Ben: How about The Thin Man tonight? We’d love your company.

I’d wished for an evening of Floyd in my lap and a romance novel in
my hand, but that was OK. Diane had been the one to introduce me to the
fizzy joy of black-and-white movies. Watching one with them would be a
little taste of the before times.

When I came out of the office, Kieran stood up from one of the lobby
chairs. At least he’d made a minuscule amount of effort for the emergency
meeting. His blue-and-green flannel shirt only had a few big wrinkles in it. I
ignored how beautifully the colors contrasted with his hair, how they made
his eyes look like ice.

“What are you still doing here?” I asked incredulously.
He shoved his hands in his jeans’ frayed pockets and bounced a little bit.

“I figured it’d be better if we talked about the trip face-to-face.”
He couldn’t have brought this up in the office? “I’ll just send you an

email. It’ll be faster.”
He snorted. “And risk you coming to the restaurant and yelling at me

again? No thanks.”
I felt like I’d done more eye-rolling in the month since I’d met him than

I’d done in the past decade. If anyone came up with an eye-roll jar, Kieran
would bankrupt me in a week. “Well, I’ll meet you up there, obviously.”

He shrugged. “Not so obviously, I don’t own a car.”
I blinked. How did he even survive? Public transport in the Bay Area

was haphazard at the best of times. I wouldn’t dare rely on it. “You’re a
Californian adult and you don’t own a car?”

He raised an eyebrow. “No, I’m a bunch of Muppets in a trench coat. I
don’t know how it took you so long to figure that out.”

That wasn’t that funny. But my mouth curled involuntarily.
“Have you tried looking for a parking space in the Mission every single

day?” he said. “Zero out of ten, would not recommend. I bike everywhere.
Or run.”

“I suppose if you’re in good enough shape, you could ride your bike to
Sonoma,” I thought aloud.

He laughed. “Yeah, no. I’m not one of those Lycra guys. I’ll get a Lyft
up.”



I was already visualizing the hit on the expenses spreadsheet. “No, I’ll
drive us up.”

“Suit yourself. I live at Twenty-Third and Bryant in the Mission.”
I scoffed. “If you think I’m driving in and out of the City during rush

hour, you’ve got another think coming.”
He tilted his head and mused. “I always thought it was ‘thing coming.’”
I didn’t have time for his deep thoughts on word usage. “It’s not.” My

phone buzzed again, probably Diane doubling up on Ben’s message. “I need
to head out. Meet me at my house on Thursday at four. I’ll email you the
address—please don’t ignore it. Bring your knife roll, too.”

He put his hands up. “Has anyone ever told you how bossy you are?”
I paused. A string of adjectives that Max had used for me popped into

my head. Shy. Quiet. Soft. “No,” I said, unable to keep the surprise out of
my voice. “Never.”

His green eyes held mine, reflecting back my shock. Like we’d
accidentally done a magic trick.

“What?” I said eloquently.
“Well. You are. So there.” As if that third-grade phrase won the

argument. He waved a hand in the air to dismiss the spell we’d cast over
each other. “See you Thursday.”

“Fine,” I said, snapping myself out of it. “Thursday.”



CHAPTER SIX

Kieran
Did Ellie Wasserman live in a fairy house? The Berkeley Craftsman’s
wooden siding was chocolate brown, the trim was a cheerful poppy red, and
tangled green vines ran along the eaves and surrounded the front door. The
only greenery on my block was a sickly maple that was a toilet for dogs,
and sometimes for humans.

But she’d told me her place was around the back. Gravel crunched
under my feet as I walked up the driveway, around a little red sedan and
past a fire pit with a few dingy plastic chairs around it. The whole backyard
was full of California winter colors: highlighter-pink and cream camellias, a
dark green Meyer lemon tree loaded with saffron-yellow fruit. I picked one
off the tree and scratched the peel that smelled like sunlight.

The guesthouse in the corner of the yard was a tiny, rickety-looking
version of the main building. But that was life in the Bay Area. You found a
little bit of space where you could and paid rent that would make people
cry-laugh anywhere else. At least she got more natural light and fresh air
than I did.

I tapped my knuckles on the green door. Quiet greeted me. Maybe she
was in the middle of something?

Ten seconds later, I knocked again. Then I twisted the knob. It wasn’t
locked, so I stuck my head around the door. “Ellie?”

“DON’T!” she yelled at the top of her lungs as a blur shot by my feet.
The lemon went flying. “What the fuck?” I yelped.
But Ellie wasn’t looking at me when she ran up to the door. “Floyd,

no!” She shouldered me to the side and lunged down to the ground. She
came up with a squirming cat that let off an angry meow.



“I’m so sorry, sweet boy,” she said softly as she carried the huge tabby
back inside. Her voice was like I’d never heard it before, warm and
soothing like the first sip of hot chocolate on a cold day. “I know you
wanted to go do catty crimes. But you can’t be the terror of the
neighborhood anymore.” She rubbed her nose against his fluffy cheek when
he yowled again. “You have to let me look after you.”

My finger found the collar of my sweatshirt and heat flooded my skin.
Maybe I wouldn’t have gotten into as much trouble as a kid if someone had
hugged me and talked to me like that when I broke something or flunked
another test, instead of lecturing me over and over again about how I was
letting everyone down.

“Could you close the door, please?” Ellie said.
I inhaled, then breathed the memory out. Business Ellie was talking to

me now. “Good afternoon, Kieran. Good to see you, Kieran,” I said as I
pushed the door shut behind me.

She closed her eyes for a second, then put the cat down. “I’m sorry.
Kieran, good afternoon. As you saw, I was a little distracted.”

Could I get her to use that gentle, cozy voice again? I liked that better.
“Why can’t the cat with the awesome name go outside? Isn’t that what
they’re supposed to do?”

“He has FIV.”
“FIV?”
“Like HIV, but for cats. He doesn’t have an immune system, so if he

went out and got into it with another cat, he could both get really sick and
pass the virus on.” She shook her head, a little smile curling her full mouth.
“And he absolutely would, because he’s a fuzzy little hooligan.”

What was someone as careful as her doing with a bruiser as a pet?
She said, “I’m going to need ten more minutes, since you’re early.”
A surprised laugh burst out of me. “I was early? That must be some kind

of record. Can you write that down somewhere?”
She didn’t laugh back. “I have to speak to someone before we go. Have

a seat”—she pointed at a little gray couch—“and please don’t mess with my
stuff.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Could we take the cat with us? He definitely made her
more human.



She dove through the door and crossed the yard to where an older
woman had come out onto the back deck of the big house. She was Ellie’s
opposite, tall and way too thin, with gray hair cut super close to her head.
Couldn’t have been her mom. Or maybe she looked like her dad? Was she
adopted? I didn’t really know anything about her.

A minute went by. Two. I took out my keys and spun them, dropped
them. Picked them up, spun them again, dropped them again.

Looking wasn’t messing, right?
I shoved my keys in my pocket, got up, and wandered over to the little

kitchen. Frying pans hung from hooks on the ceiling, and a magnetic strip
on the green wall held a few knives. A big orange cast-iron pot sat on the
back burner of the stove, with enough black marks on the bottom to show it
wasn’t just decoration. A “Packing List for Sonoma” was stuck to the
fridge.

A peek around the green-and-gold folding screen at the other end of the
room and I found a tightly made double bed, paperbacks piled on the
nightstand next to it. Floyd was sprawled on his butt in the middle of the
mattress, licking where his balls used to be. He glared at me when he
caught me staring.

“Nice, cat. Real classy.”
I left him alone and went to Ellie’s wall of books. I recognized a few

from Steve’s office, big technical manuals full of diagrams. But there were
a lot of things I hadn’t seen before, in French and Spanish as well as
English. Post-its in pink and yellow stuck out from over the top of the
pages, and when I pulled out one book, its spine cracked open to a page
titled “Cassoulet” covered with greasy brown dots and blue scribbles.

Maybe she hadn’t worked in a restaurant, but anyone who made their
cookbooks look like that must have known something.

I flipped through a few others. Thai salads, meringue-topped cakes,
Carolina barbecue. Then on the bottom shelves, I found a row of cheap
black-and-white speckled notebooks. They didn’t fit the grown-up vibe of
the rest of the room. Everyone has a soft spot, Jay had said. I reached for
one.

“Cooking Notes,” it said in sparkly green pen on the cover. The
handwriting was rounder. A kid’s.

“October 25,” I read slowly, trailing my finger along the page.



Fish sticks. Cook at 400F for two minutes longer than the box says.
Hank likes one tablespoon ketchup and one tablespoon yellow
mustard mixed together. Mom likes one tablespoon mayonnaise with
juice of a quarter of a lemon and one teaspoon Tabasco.

Hank’s waffles. Toast Eggos on medium, put on butter and maple
syrup, then microwave for ten seconds to melt everything together.

I flicked through a year of little Ellie’s cooking. A lot of it was her
trying to dress up convenience food—pancakes, ramen. Toward the end of
the notebook, she’d started to try random scratch recipes. Ground Turkey
Tacos had lots of stars and fireworks drawn around it, while another for
zucchini omelets only had “Yuck.”

“Ellie!” a man’s voice called outside. A huge bear of a guy with bushy
white hair and black eyebrows came out of the house and put his arm
around the older woman’s shoulders.

He looked familiar. As I put Ellie’s notebook back, I saw his younger
clone smiling in a picture frame. He was wearing a fancy graduation gown
and kissing a younger, blonder Ellie on top of her head, her closed eyes and
soft smile all contentment.

“I’ll text as soon as I get there,” Ellie said loudly. She jerked her thumb
back at the cottage, and the man nodded. They all hugged, and he bent to
kiss Ellie’s cheeks, like a blessing.

I’d gotten used to my parents not being big on physical affection, but I
still felt like an alien watching strange human rituals whenever I saw
families hugging.

Ellie turned to walk back to the cottage, and I realized that I was still
holding her old happiness.

“What were you doing?” she said as she came in, a split second after I’d
put the picture down like it scorched me.

“Not touching anything,” I said.
Her mouth opened, and I recognized the annoyance on her face from

Qui. But her mouth closed and she shook her head. “Sure. Let’s hit the
road.”

“You live with your boyfriend’s parents?” I asked as she led me to the
red car. But wait, that didn’t make sense. I hadn’t seen any guy’s sneakers,



or a jacket, or anything that said a man lived with her.
“Ben and Diane are my parents-in-law,” she said, popping the trunk.
“You’re married?”
“Nope. Bag goes in there.”
My brain flailed while I shoved my duffel between a suitcase and

packed paper grocery bags. “You’re divorced and you live with your in-
laws? That’s rough. But then why would you have a picture of your ex?”

“Still wrong,” she said distractedly.
“Then what?” I said, my voice high with confusion.
She sighed like I’d dumped a bag of cement on her shoulders. “I’m a

widow.”
But widows were old, and wore black, and sat crying at home in the

dark. They weren’t pretty blond girls with cheeks dotted with freckles. But
what the hell did I know about the inside of Ellie’s head? Or heart? “How?”
I asked, still uncertain.

She rubbed the gold chain around her neck. “The usual way. We were
married, then he died. Please get in the car.”

While Ellie navigated through city streets, I was busy trying to make
sense of this huge new piece of her story. Maybe she’d been fun once, to get
someone to marry her. The guy in the picture looked like he’d been happy.
Until he’d died. Fuck.

“I’ve never heard anyone think so loudly,” she said.
I sat up. “Huh?”
“Though I guess that’s because you’re fidgeting.”
I tried to sit still for a whole three seconds. “I was just thinking that I’d

never met a young widow before.”
“I am a statistical outlier, yes.” Her voice was drier than a desert in

August.
She was right; I needed to keep my awkward thoughts on the inside.

Had her husband been old? No, idiot, that wasn’t an old picture, and his
parents looked like they were in their late sixties, maybe? But people could
die of lots of things. Oh my God, did she kill him? No, that’s really stupid.
Why would she live with his parents if she’d killed him? Unless she had
some kind of creepy serial-killer plans to take over the house?

“How old are you, anyway?” I asked. She was so cautious and serious,
I’d bet she was in at least her late thirties. Or forty?



“I’m thirty.”
And this is why I didn’t bet with actual money. “You’re about my age.”
“Three years older. Today is just full of astonishing revelations for you.”
Her hands gripped the wheel tighter and tighter, and I knew I was

prying, but I couldn’t help myself. “How old were you when your husband
died?” I tried to ask gently.

“Twenty-seven. Now, are you done asking historical questions? Because
I need to focus.” She turned up her music and merged onto the chaos of the
freeway, her body straight, almost stiff as she watched the traffic.

By the time she was my age, she’d met someone, loved him enough to
promise him forever, then lost him. No wonder I thought she was older. It
was like she’d lived her life on fast-forward, while I’d been doing it in slo-
mo. I couldn’t imagine how I would have coped if someone I cared about
died.

“Is that opera?” I said to distract myself, pointing at the speaker.
“Yeah,” she said, rightfully a little confused at the sudden change of

subject. “The Marriage of Figaro.”
“It’s awful.”
A surprised laugh burst out of her. “It’s Mozart.”
I liked that sound. It meant she wasn’t sad. “So it’s old and awful,” I

said, hamming it up a little.
She batted my hand away from the dial. “Driver picks the music.”
I fake-sulked. “You actually like this? It’s just strung-out vowels.”
“If you think about it, all singing is vowels. We don’t vocalize

consonants,” she said in her teacher voice.
There was the bossiness I recognized. “OK, fine, but she’s torturing

them to death. Cats having sex sounds better than that,” I joked.
A small smile. “You are, of course, entitled to your opinion.”
I snorted at the jab. “That’s a very fancy way to tell someone you don’t

give a shit what they think.”
“Whatever you say.” She gestured toward the back seat. “By the way, I

have a few books for you to look at. Some of the stuff you said at the first
meeting made me think of Jamie Oliver, and I thought Emeril and Heston
Blumenthal might speak to you, too. They’re in the tote bag behind you.”

My joking mood died instantly. She wanted to start work already? I
liked it when we bickered better. When we poked at each other, I could give



as good as I got. The thought of reading like a turtle in front of her made me
imagine my parents’ boredom and frustration. “You don’t want me to look
at those right now.”

“Why not?”
“Because I’ll puke all over your dash. I get carsick super easily.” Which

wasn’t a lie. But I knew I was only buying myself a little time.
“OK. When we get there, then.”
I sighed and stared out the window.
Against my will, I listened to the music drifting out of the speakers. The

woman’s voice fluttered like a bird’s, and the background music sounded
like spring rain. It had the warm crackle of an old recording, too, and I felt
my body relax as the notes filled my brain. “What’s she singing about?”

Ellie smiled. “She’s playing a teenage boy who has a crush on an older
woman. He’s asking her how he’d know if he were in love.”

“He doesn’t sound very smart,” I said dryly.
“Well, his hormones and his self-awareness are in inverse proportion to

each other,” she said, her voice amused.
The music was still pretty, but the big question was climbing up my

throat and demanding to come out. “Ellie?”
“Kieran?” she answered back in the same fast way.
“How did your husband die?” I blurted.
She glanced in her mirrors, suddenly wary. “Why do you need to

know?”
Way to go, Kieran. Open mouth, insert foot. “I’m sorry.”
“Nothing to be sorry about,” she said smoothly, though her back had

stiffened again. “It’s just irrelevant to the work.”
“What do you mean, irrelevant?”
“For the next few months, I’m supposed to be you. Who I am isn’t

important.”
Yes it is, I almost said. Like part of me wanted to shake her, tell her that

she mattered. Since when did I want to give pep talks?
“But shouldn’t we get to know each other?” I tried instead.
“Well, I certainly need to get to know you. Me not knowing you is why

we got in trouble in the first place,” she said matter-of-factly.
“So I’m supposed to bare my soul and you get to sit there all tidy and

perfect and not say anything at all?”



The car lost speed as we rolled through a toll lane. “I’m not perfect.”
Her voice was low and quiet and lonely.
The same part of me that wanted to tell her she mattered whined like a

sad puppy. “I’ll answer one of your questions if you answer one of mine,” I
offered.

She shook her head, smiling a little again. “No thanks.”
“Come on, Ellie, pretty please? This isn’t fair.” Out of nowhere, I

wanted her to open up to me more than I’d ever wanted anything.
She snorted. “You’re just going to have to live with unfairness like the

rest of the grown-ups.”
We sat in silence for a second, and I tried to think of any way in. Wait, I

knew something else about her.
“Who’s Hank?” I tried.
She knocked her crown against her headrest. “It’s like the past five

minutes of conversation never happened. Do you have some kind of time-
turning charm?”

“You tell me who he is, and I’ll tell you something about me,” I coaxed.
“You should just tell me anyway,” she coaxed back.
I kept my mouth shut.
“Hank is my younger brother,” I finally said with a sigh. “What is your

family like?”
“They’re…” Argh. Why did I give her that opening? Not that Brian was

bad. But talking about my parents was like DIY fingernail removal.
“They’re a lot.”

It was going to kill me, but I stayed quiet.
“And?” she finally said.
I raised my eyebrows at her. “You first.”
She studied me, like she was deciding something important. “OK,” she

finally said, and I held back an exhale of relief. “Hank lives in Pasadena
and he’s studying for a doctorate in computer science at Caltech. He looks
exactly like me, except he’s a foot taller and fifty pounds lighter.”

A scarecrow with wild blond hair and denim-blue eyes appeared in my
head. “And he likes ketchup and mustard mixed together with his fish
sticks.”

One hand came off the wheel and slapped her forehead. “Seriously? I
thought I asked you not to mess with anything? You’re incorrigible.”



I wasn’t totally sure what that meant, but it couldn’t have been too
terrible if she was laughing when she said it. “I didn’t break your old
notebook, I swear. They’re pretty cool, those recipes. Little Ellie figuring
out how to make things taste good.”

“I’m glad someone thinks nine-year-old me was cool,” she said, like she
didn’t believe me.

All of a sudden, I really needed her to hear me. “I’m not being funny. I
mean it. So, ketchup and mustard?”

“Hank likes ketchup and mustard mixed together with pretty much
everything. Even french fries, the weirdo. But how did you learn how to
cook? From your parents?”

“Hah. No. Mom would have kicked me out of the kitchen in thirty
seconds.” I also would’ve broken anything I touched.

“So how?”
“I started cooking at Coconut Pete’s.”
She smiled. “When I hear the name Coconut Pete’s, I think of buckets

of rum concoctions and various fried things to soak up the booze.”
“Pretty much. Anyway, I was eighteen, washing dishes there when one

of the cooks didn’t show up for service. The boss yanked me out of the back
and put me in front of a deep-fryer, and that’s where I stayed. I went home
every night smelling like cheap soybeans, but I’m awesome at deep-frying.
I did a lot of experiments with candy bars on slow nights.”

“What’s the weirdest thing you ever deep-fried?”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Great question. Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups.

FYI, don’t mess with perfection.”
“So you enjoyed it? Even if it was just deep-frying?”
Marin’s green-and-gold hills rolled past us like slow ocean waves. I

leaned my head on my hand and watched them as I thought aloud: “I liked
the flow I could get into, and I liked that I could sleep late.” I didn’t say that
it was a job so easy that I could show up with a world-ending hangover and
still get paid. But now it was my turn again. “Where are you from?”

Her fingers tapped on the steering wheel before she answered. “I’m
from everywhere. Born in San Jose, then I lived in LA, San Diego, Palm
Desert, Mendocino, Arcata, Truckee, Chico, and finally Stockton.”

The way she recited that list of places all over California bugged me,
like she was trying to make something fun when it wasn’t. “Was your



family military?”
“Nope. We just moved a lot.”
Maybe moving that much as a kid could have been exciting. Or it could

have felt like she was a balloon, with no one holding tight to her string.
“Why did you move so much?”
“My mom thought it was fun.” Her mouth turned down for a second.

Then she seemed to shake off the bad feeling. “What happened after
Coconut Pete’s?”

“I got a job doing prep at a hotel restaurant in Montecito, the Pacific.
The chef de cuisine there, Ximena, she was big on tough love. I was a
skinny little punk, but she thought I had something. She made me feel like
going back to school wouldn’t be a waste of time. I could get a better
grounding in techniques, and she tied everything I was learning to what we
were doing in the restaurant. Stuff made so much more sense to me when it
was concrete, and I got so many new shiny toys to play with. Then she
hooked me up with Steve when I wanted to do an internship at somewhere
cutting edge.”

Ellie nodded. “That’s cool that you had someone like that, who thought
you could do more.”

A warm feeling curled up in my chest, but unlike all the other times
with Ellie, it wasn’t embarrassment. I felt recognized. “Yeah. I was lucky.”

Ellie
Kieran squinted out the windshield as I pulled up to Tad’s house. “I thought
a cottage was a tiny place with a straw roof.”

“Yeah, I don’t think the Big Bad Wolf’s going to blow that down
anytime soon.”

Of course, Tad was twenty years older than me and a lot further along in
his career, and his husband, Bobby, had sold his software start-up and
retired at thirty-eight. It wasn’t like I lived in poverty now, either; Ben and
Diane would make sure I was OK, and my emergency savings account was
fat and happy. But there would always be a scrappy kid inside me digging
through the racks at thrift stores and buying bulk cereal, and that kid’s mind
boggled at this so-called “cottage.”



It was only a little smaller than my in-laws’ house. Most of it was one
big open room, with white paint and high-beamed ceilings that made it feel
airy. There were woven hangings on the walls, rust-red and lapis-blue
souvenirs from annual vacations to New Mexico. Big squashy tobacco
leather couches and armchairs made two parentheses around a dark wooden
chest that served as a coffee table.

I unfolded a list from my purse and stuck it to the enormous fridge with
a rainbow-flag magnet. “You brought your knives, right?” I called to
Kieran.

He held up the tidy canvas bundle, eyebrows raised. “I do listen
sometimes when you tell me things.”

I ignored his impatient tone and kept unpacking kitchen gear, and he
wandered around the living room, picking things up and putting them down,
and then looked down the short hallway opposite me. “Which of us gets the
futon?” he called.

“Aren’t you going to be chivalrous?” I called back.
He stroked his chin as he leaned against the archway. “You like your

five-dollar words, don’t you? I’m not sure I know what that means.”
He was acting casual, but it was a little studied. It made me wonder how

much of the rest of his behavior was a façade. But the traffic had been
intense and I wasn’t in the mood to dig into his brain anymore tonight.
“Anyway. How about rock, paper, scissors for the real bed?”

He sauntered over. “Sure. I’m amazing at this game. Ready?”
I looked at him incredulously as I held out my hand. “No one is

amazing at rock, paper, scissors. One, two, three … I didn’t say go!”
He waved his scissors in the air. “You said three. Isn’t three when

normal people go?”
“I am normal. OK, one, two, three. Argh!” He did a victory dance that

consisted mostly of hip thrusting. “Two out of three?” I asked, half
laughing.

“Fine.” His wide mouth crooked up, and my eyes stuck on it for a
second before I got back to business.

“One, two, three … no!”
“I won, I won! That king-sized bed is mine.” He jogged in a little circle

like he’d just scored a goal in the World Cup final, and I felt a grin stretch



across my face. He was just so goofy, and I couldn’t help but be a little bit
charmed.

But wait—this was what Tad had warned me about. “Yes,” I said,
forcing the smile out of my voice with cool professionalism. “All yours.”

Kieran raised his arms and stretched, and I absolutely did not notice that
his sweatshirt rode up. Except his happy trail was auburn. Shut up, libido.
“So what’s the plan for the rest of the night?” he asked.

“Checking Tad’s supplies and then a quick trip to the supermarket. I
have a standard list of ingredients we need for testing.”

His head cocked. “You’re not a ‘buy what you feel like’ kind of person,
then?”

I gave his rhetorical question exactly the amount of attention it
deserved. “Then we should do some planning. Start to think of things you
want to try out and then write down some kind of outline. There’s a
farmers’ market in Sonoma Plaza day after tomorrow, too. We should go
raid it.”

Out of nowhere, he looked uncertain. “Sounds like you’ve got it all
figured out,” he said with a lightness I didn’t buy, his fingers rubbing his
forearm.

“That’s why Tad pays me the moderately sized bucks.” I tilted my head.
“Is that all OK with you?”

He shrugged. “Totally fine. You’re in charge. If you want me, I’ll be
rolling around in my enormous bed.” And with that, he wandered off.

So he was fine when he was playing, but as soon as we talked about
work, he checked out? That wasn’t a good sign.

A little part of me said that I’d liked playing too, once upon a time, but I
ignored it. One of us had to stay on task, and it was clear it wouldn’t be
him.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Kieran
“I STAY OUT TOO LATE!”

My body shot out of bed, and half a second later my brain screamed
back, What the actual fuck!

Taylor Swift, that was the actual fuck. “Shake It Off” was so loud it was
like a force field, and by the time I dragged my exhausted carcass to the
kitchen, my hands were over my ears. “Ellie!”

“SHAKE IT OFF, SHAKE IT OFF,” she sang off-key. Citrus oils
sprayed into the air as she zested an orange.

I leaned across the island. “ELLIE!”
She reached over and tapped her phone screen, and the earthquake-

causing music coming from the living room speakers dropped to Starbucks
volume. “Thank you for joining me at the impossibly early hour of”—she
checked her watch—“nine thirty.”

“Haven’t you heard of knocking on someone’s door to wake them up?”
I groaned.

“Hasn’t anyone told you you’re a ridiculously deep sleeper?” She tilted
her chin and gave me a snarky little smile. “Cute boxers.”

I stopped rubbing my eyes long enough to look down at the Wile E.
Coyote and Road Runner print. “Thanks,” my mouth said before my brain
locked in. “Wait, no. Not thanks. I don’t thank mean people who make
Taylor Swift scream at me.”

She massaged her temples like she was the one who’d been yanked out
of bed way before she was ready. “You know what? Go ahead and think I’m
mean. We have work to do.” She grabbed her notebook and a crisp blank
page snapped open under her fingertips. “Since you haven’t given me much
yet, I started cooking with what I bought at the supermarket last night. I



wanted to try that dish you did with blood orange and duck with the
ridiculous name.”

“Breakfast textures.”
“That’s the one. I went to three different grocery stores, but only one

carried duck at all, and they were out. So I thought I’d try chicken, and we
could make an orange sauce to go with it.” She glanced up. “Of course, you
would need to put on pants.”

Surprise and offense woke me the hell up. I had sketched and played
around for hours to get that dish right, and she was overhauling it just like
that? “But orange usually goes with duck, not chicken. And it wasn’t just a
sauce. It was a marmalade and a hollandaise.”

“We can’t ask people to make their own marmalade,” she said like it
was totally obvious. “The last time anyone made marmalade at home
regularly, married women were property.”

Her cool, dry voice was too much for my tired brain. “Fine,” I said
flatly.

“More people can buy chicken,” she said matter-of-factly. “And haven’t
you been to Panda Express?”

I looked up. “Chicken is boring, and Panda Express is terrible.”
“You are, of course…”
“Entitled to my opinion,” I said, and her round cheeks blushed. Which

wasn’t cute at all.
“Anyway,” she said. “Let’s try it with chicken. Once…” she waved her

hand at my bottom half.
I groaned. “Pants. Right.”

“TELL ME YOU didn’t buy boneless, skinless chicken!” I yelled at the open
fridge. “The bone and the skin’s where the flavor is!”

She came up beside me. “The only bone-in chicken was from battery
hens. Would you have preferred I buy that?” She was asking like she knew
the answer already.

“No,” I muttered, reluctant to prove her right. “I accept that an animal
has to die for me to cook it, but what they do to those birds is abuse.”



She sighed, and I suddenly saw the bags under her eyes, the stress in
them. “I’m sorry, Kieran. Can you make it work with what we have?”

Her sorry dulled the edge of my irritation. A little bit. “At least they’re
thighs,” I said to the package. “I’ll do my best.”

It turned out my best was not much today. Ellie interrupted me every
three seconds to measure something or ask a question. Forget flow. I was
swimming through concrete.

“Oh God,” she groaned when she tasted the sauce with me. Not the
good kind of groan.

I spat hard into the sink, chugged water, spat again. “Gross. So gross.”
I’d put in too much sugar, and the orange peel bullied the other flavors. It
was like wood cleaner, and it would have been better on the floor than in
my mouth.

When she finally stopped drinking from her water bottle, she said, “I
was going to say foul.”

I snorted. “Because we’re cooking with chicken?”
“Ha!” shot out of her mouth before she clapped her palm over it.
My hands clapped. “Oh wow, a whole ha. Put one in the win column.”
Did she smile for a split second? Nope, it was gone. She put the bottle

down, rolled her shoulders and said, “Take two.”
Three hours later, it was take five.
“I’m going to smell oranges in my sleep,” she said.
“Can we do something else?” I asked hopefully.
She grunted. “No. I’m going to get this right, even if it kills me.”
“Plenty of places for me to hide the body,” I muttered.
It felt like we were a covered pot on high heat. Our sentences were

getting shorter and shorter, our bodies more and more tense.
“Hold out your hand,” she suddenly ordered.
“Why?” I snapped.
She pointed to my palm. “Because I need to measure that.”
“You need to measure a pinch of salt?”
“That’s not a pinch.”
How bossy could one woman be? “Seriously, you’re going to argue with

me about what a pinch means now?”
She smoothed the front of her apron and took a deep breath. “No, listen.

If you didn’t put that salt in, or only put in a little of it, what would



happen?”
“It would be underseasoned.”
“But then how is the person reading the recipe supposed to know when

the food is underseasoned or overseasoned?”
“By tasting it and guessing. Duh.”
“But they can’t just guess.”
The stick up her butt must get bigger all the time. “Why the hell not?”

exploded out of my mouth. “This isn’t science. You can’t rely on it to be
exactly the same every time.”

Ellie’s composed mask slipped. “You should!” she said loudly. “That’s
the whole point of having a recipe!” Her eyes closed, and she looked for a
second like she was in pain. When she spoke again, she wasn’t yelling. She
just sounded tired. “We can’t waste time like this. Please give me the salt.”

I dumped the salt into her open palm, she confirmed it was indeed a
quarter teaspoon, then said, “I need the bathroom. Don’t touch anything.”

Five seconds later, my hands moved before my brain did and found a
spice jar. A pinch in the pan, a quick taste, and there, that was better.

A second after Ellie came back, she popped a spoon in her mouth and
her eyes widened. “What did you do?”

“I added a little ground fennel. Or was it five-spice powder?” I quickly
tasted it again. “No, fennel this time. And pepper.”

She closed her eyes. “How much is a little?”
“Uh, between a tiny bit and a lot?”
She closed her fists. “You … you…”
All at once, I wasn’t in this Sonoma cottage anymore; I was fifteen

years old, sitting across the kitchen table from my parents after they’d
picked me up from the police station, my mother’s face stony, my father’s
red as he spat cold, furious words about his humiliation, his shame that I’d
been caught stealing a candy bar, of all the frivolous things. “Come on,
Ellie, what am I?”

“Jerk!” she yelled.
The laugh exploded out of me. “Seriously? That’s all you’ve got?”
“Aaaah!” She stormed out and slammed the door behind her.



Ellie
I paced the driveway and counted. And counted. And counted some more.

By the time I’d made it to ten fifteen times, my temper was still
simmering, but no longer about to explode. But I wasn’t supposed to have a
temper at all. He was just so fucking provoking. Why didn’t he listen?

The gravel crunched under my feet as I stomped back up to the house. I
had to make this work. The chance to make my own home was too
important to lose because of one ridiculous recipe.

“You’re back,” Kieran said, looking up from his phone. “You want to
call it quits?”

I made a show of cracking my knuckles. “No. I’ll wash the dishes, go
buy more oranges and chicken, and then we’ll try a sixth time.”

He slapped his phone down. “What is wrong with you?”
I definitely wasn’t feeling like myself, but this infuriating man didn’t

need to know that. “Nothing at all.”
“You want to know what I think?” he said, leaning against the counter

beside me while I grabbed a dirty frying pan.
“Not particularly,” I said, scrubbing with a vengeance.
“You couldn’t do what I did,” he said matter-of-factly.
My sponge stopped. “Do what?”
“The challenges on Fire on High. Compete under time pressure, with

people watching and all the restrictions. You’re way too attached to rules.”
I had no idea it was possible for someone to sound that patronizing.

“I’m sure I could do it.”
He shook his head mournfully. “Nope. You don’t have what it takes.

Don’t feel bad,” he said, clearly hoping I did.
I threw the sponge down in sheer pique. “I have what it takes. I can

make things up.”
He put his face to mine. “Prove it.”
“Fine.”
He turned and dug around in the fridge and then the fruit bowl. Onto the

kitchen island went two red-and-green apples, a head of broccoli, and a
chunk of Parmesan. “OK. Combine these in one recipe. You have thirty
minutes. Your time starts”—he flourished his phone—“now.”



I grabbed a pot, filled it with water, and put it on a back burner on high.
I knew it would take a while to boil. Kieran nodded, and I didn’t feel a little
spark at his approval.

I cut a tiny piece off one of the apples. Mostly sweet, a little tart. The
broccoli was the opposite, green and bitter from chlorophyll. How could I
get them to meet in the middle? The salt and funk of the Parmesan would
highlight the differences between the broccoli and the apples and they’d
fight with each other more. I needed to make the apples more like a
vegetable or the broccoli more like a fruit.

Kieran slapped the counter. “Come on, Ellie.”
“I’m thinking.”
“Think less and do something.”
“Think less and do something,” I mimicked in a nasal voice. Patronizing

jerk. Fine. Pickles. I could quick-pickle the broccoli once I’d blanched it
and add a lot of sugar to the vinegar to make it sweet and tart. But how
much sugar and how much vinegar?

Once I’d blanched the florets in the boiling water, I guessed, measured,
and tasted. Augh, disgusting. It was candy-sweet. More vinegar, and I could
toast some spices?

No, it was even worse once I’d added those. Maybe I was wrong about
the vinegar. I’d start over and use lemon instead. I grabbed one from the
fruit bowl, then fumbled it onto the floor and had to rinse it.

“How are you so slow?” Kieran said impatiently. “The knife is sharp;
you can trust it.”

I’d cut up a lemon a thousand times before, but not with adrenaline
racing through my system. As I sliced, the juice squirted everywhere. A
moment after I realized my guide hand was too close to the blade, the knife
skipped and a flicker of pain streaked across my right thumb.

He leaned forward. “What did you do now?”
The inch-long white line on my skin turned into a row of deep red beads

that swelled larger and larger. I swallowed slowly. My mouth was full of
metal.

Kieran’s “Ellie?” echoed in my head as black curtains pressed in.



Kieran
I hadn’t known I could move that fast, but Ellie’s white face and slumping
body had me out of my seat in half a second.

Her hips, shoulders, and head slammed onto the wooden floor with a
horrible thump. Shit, shit, shit. I kneeled and patted her cheek, trying to be
gentle. “Ellie! Wake up. Please wake up.”

After what felt like forever, she blinked. “Ow.”
“No shit, ow,” I yelled. My heart was flailing in my chest like a trapped

bird. But me freaking out wouldn’t help right now. I should be soothing.
“You cut yourself and then you fainted,” I said more quietly.

She sat up, and I put pressure on her shoulders so she wouldn’t stand.
“Wait. Tell me what day of the week it is.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Friday. Who are you to tell me to wait, Mr. Don’t
Think, Just Do Something?” she mimicked again.

Good to know she wasn’t a cool, sophisticated grown-up all the time.
“The person who took a first-aid class at Qui, that’s who. Who’s the
president?”

“I’m not concussed,” she grumbled.
“I saw you hit your damn head. I had to check.”
She rubbed her eyes. “Was I out long?”
“Ten seconds, maybe. Tell me how you’re so casual right now, because

that was fucking scary.”
“Vasovagal syncope,” she said, pronouncing every syllable.
“Vaso-what now?”
She took a deep breath and her cheeks got the smallest amount pinker.

“I see blood and it’s lights out.”
I blinked. “Then how do you cook meat?”
She winced when she shook her head. “Not that kind of blood. Human

blood, from an injury. I see it and everything goes funny.”
Relief took over more real estate from panic, but my hands still wanted

to flap. I needed to use them for something more helpful. “Yeah, not so
funny for me. Don’t look at your right hand and stay still.”

She leaned her temple against the cabinets and closed her eyes. I
wrapped a dish towel tightly around her hand, and saw a patch of pale shiny



skin on her right wrist. “Did you burn that a while ago?”
“Yeah. Touched it against the top of the oven when I was fifteen.” She

opened one eye. “I know you have more scars than me, though.”
“I’m glad you don’t have as many as I do.” Every scar would mean a

time when she’d been lying on the floor like a broken doll. “I’m going to
check your head. Keep holding still.”

A tiny smile kicked at the corner of her mouth. “Do I look like I can do
anything else?”

“Such a smartass,” I said as I ran my fingers through her curls. I didn’t
feel anything wet, but she cringed when I moved them over a spot that was
already starting to swell. Her hair was so silky, and up close I could see all
the streaks of champagne and wheat and caramel that made it blond. It
smelled like clean laundry and citrus. Not lemon, but something greener.

I cleared my throat. “You’re going to have a fat knot there soon. Do you
hurt anywhere else? Your shoulders, or your hips?”

“Nah, I have plenty of padding in both those places.”
No, I would not think about how padded she was. “Then you need to lie

on the sofa.”
She shook her head for a split second before she winced in pain. “Why?

I can keep going. How much time is left? Five minutes?”
“No.” Since when did I growl? “Fainting means you rest and drink

water and take ibuprofen.”
“But I need to prove to you I can do it.”
My hand found her upper arm before I could think about it. “No,” I

repeated. The firmness in my voice surprised me. “You don’t have to prove
anything to me.”

Her eyes flicked down curiously to where my fingers were wrapped
around her bicep, and I snatched them away. “Yeah,” she said. “Right.
Because you’ve been taking me seriously this whole time.” She grabbed the
counter and pulled herself up.

Worry surged up inside me. “Easy,” I blurted.
“As you can see, I’m not made of porcelain.” She tilted her head, and

something in her eyes shifted. “Are you all right?”
“You’re the one who fainted and you’re asking if I’m OK?”
“You look freaked out.”



I’d seen her collapse like someone had cut her strings. I’d have been
freaked out if anyone did that.

Wouldn’t I?
I pointed into the living room. “You. Sofa. Now.”
She was still holding on to the counter, and her knuckles had gone as

pale as her face. “Give me a second.”
The tether I hadn’t even known was there snapped. “For fuck’s sake, put

your arm around my shoulders.”
Her forehead furrowed and her mouth opened wide. But nothing came

out. And then, slowly, slowly, she reached for me. I stepped into her and put
my arm around her waist, and she relaxed into me.

“Are you the Bossy Pirate Leprechaun now?” she said as I walked her
to the sofa.

“Don’t call me that,” I said, easing her down until she was sitting.
“Pirate Leprechaun? Why not?”
Because for a second, caring for her, I’d felt big and brave, instead of

small and ridiculous. “Just don’t. Keep your arm up.”
It was like lying down had made her realize what had happened to her,

and she was quiet while I hunted down the first aid kit, bandaged her
thumb, and tucked a blanket over her legs. I did get a little eye roll when I
handed her pain pills and water and told her to drink it all, but no more
snark.

“Can I help you clean up later?” she asked.
“Nope. Your job is to rest. You should take the bed tonight.”
I went back into the kitchen, but when I reached for the cutting board

covered with broccoli florets, she said softly, “Don’t throw it away. Just put
it in some dishes with plastic wrap. I’ll finish the challenge later.”

“You still want to do it?” Apologies were climbing up from my chest,
sitting on my tongue.

“I’m not traumatized,” she said, sounding sleepy. “I’ll be more careful
next time, that’s all. You won the bed fair and square.”

She turned her face into the corner of the couch and closed her eyes, and
I grabbed the dirtiest, stickiest pot. As the grease and muck lifted away
under the sponge, I focused on the ache in my arms, the sting of the too-hot
water on my hands.



I’d been a real asshole, taunting her like I was sixteen and full of
myself. I bit my lower lip. It wasn’t pierced anymore, and I’d shaved the
dyed black hair off my head, but the selfish, feckless dick I’d been back
then still hung around, shoving in when I was exhausted, or stressed.

But when she fell, I wanted to scoop her into my arms and growl at the
world at the same time.

I shook my head and got back to scrubbing. Protectiveness, what a load
of bullshit. I was only good at looking after myself. I didn’t have any
business trying to take care of someone else.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Kieran
A grunt from the other side of the bedroom wall woke me up. Though after
the Taylor Swift explosion yesterday and Ellie’s getting hurt because of my
bullshit, my sleep wasn’t the deepest anyway.

“Come on, come on,” Ellie said from far away.
I slid out of bed. Was she already testing?
I wandered into the living room, waiting for her to grumble at me for

being late, even though it was early o’clock. Instead, I found her butt
wriggling in the air in a small, tight pair of black shorts. She stretched her
leg behind her and lowered to the floor in a deep lunge, then brought her
other leg back until she was in the top of a plank. Her arms shook and she
hissed her breath out.

Yoga, my brain finally said after going through all the sexy options. The
woman on Ellie’s laptop was going through the same string of poses.

I could’ve let her know I was there. But all the words I had were “Yes,”
and “That,” and “Want.”

Oh no. Hard no. She was grumpy and stubborn and as much fun as
Mass on Good Friday. The fact that a low-down part of me wanted to pull
those shorts down and take a bite of her was irrelevant.

Now you’re thinking like her.
I needed to go, but the floor had turned into wet concrete.
She turned shakily into a side plank, and her eyes met mine. “Ack!” Her

arm collapsed under her and I jerked forward, but she turned fast and eased
into a sitting position. Her blue tank top cut low and tight across her chest.
“Good morning.”

“Morning,” I definitely didn’t say to her breasts. “Sorry. I’ll go now.”



Her eyebrows went up. “You’ve never seen a fat woman doing yoga
badly before?”

“No.” I shook my head hard. “I mean, should you do that after
yesterday?”

“I’m fine.” She tucked her legs to the side and tilted her head. “So you
were staring because you were worried?”

There was no good answer to that question except to get out of here.
I’d go for a long run, that would help. Then I’d take an even longer

shower. A cold one.

Ellie
When I’d come out of the shower, Kieran was gone, because of course he’d
disappear without telling me.

I’d long finished my scrambled eggs and was updating the expenses
spreadsheet when a key scratched in the front door lock.

“Where were you?” I asked impatiently when Kieran came in.
He picked up one foot and stretched out his quad. So elegant. Clearly,

he’d be much better at yoga than me without even trying. “Running. You’re
not the only one who likes to exercise in the morning. It’s really pretty out
there. The hills are super lush and green.”

A blurry splatter of pinkish-brown skin stretched across his knee. A burn
scar? That must have been agony for him. I shook my head. “If you want to
run for hours, please get up earlier. We…” Then my brain shorted out,
because he’d pulled his T-shirt up to wipe sweat off his face.

“Something wrong?” he said as he dropped the fabric, giving me a shit-
eating grin.

Not helpful. I kept my eyes on his scarred red eyebrow. Eyebrows
weren’t erotic.

He wasn’t even my type, for crying out loud. Max had been six-two and
played rugby for fun. He’d made me feel small and delicate, in a way that
undermined all my feminist credentials but never failed to get me hot,
especially when he tugged me close to whisper about all the filthy, delicious
things he was going to do to me.



In comparison, Kieran was more jockey than rugby player. But jockeys
still had abs. Defined ones.

“Please take a shower,” I said to interrupt my thoughts. “I can smell you
from here. And we need to get to the market before all the good produce
disappears.”

“I’m pretty sure they’ll still have stuff in an hour. Can I at least have
breakfast before we go?”

“I bought granola bars,” I said, all business. “You can eat one in the
car.”

His eye roll could be seen from space, but he didn’t argue with me for
once.

Thirty minutes later, we could smell and hear the farmers’ market before
we saw it. A jazz band sent jaunty trumpet and sax notes bopping through
the air, where they mixed with the aromas of rotisserie chicken, kettle corn,
and just-picked vegetables. Green-and-white gazebos lined three sides of
the square, and dogs and toddlers frolicked in the grass. Groups of people
sat in circles under the soft winter sun, sharing the picnics they’d put
together.

“Pickings aren’t going to be amazing because it’s February, but we’ll
definitely find some good citrus and bitter leaves,” I thought aloud. “Maybe
we’ll get lucky and they’ll have some super-early asparagus.”

No response.
I turned around to see he’d stopped to talk to a young guy who was

holding out a phone. “Uh, Kieran?”
“Kieran!” someone echoed.
“Kieran O’Neill!”
“Hey, Leprechaun!”
As more people crowded closer, holding up their phones, I stepped way

back.
“Can I get a selfie?” an older woman said.
“You’re the best, man,” a man declared.
“Thank you very much,” Kieran said, again and again. The words must

have been meaningless after a while, but his warmth and ease never
changed, his big smile never faltered. He liked this, I realized, sharing his
enthusiasm with all these people.

“Where’s your bandanna, man?” some smartass asked.



Kieran signed someone’s arm and said cheerfully, “Left it at home!”
“Can I get a selfie?” someone interrupted. I lost count of the number of

pictures he took.
“Who’s she?” a woman asked him, suddenly looking directly at me.

“She looks super familiar.”
I had no desire for Tad to get annoyed with me again. When Kieran

made eye contact with me, I gave him the tiniest headshake. He gave me a
miniscule nod back.

“Don’t know,” he said, conspicuously turning his back to me, and I
made myself scarce, ignoring the little spark of gratitude in my chest.

Kieran
Boy, being famous was nice sometimes. Everyone was acting like I made
their day better just by showing up. All I had to do was grin, take a few
selfies. And live with the ridiculous nickname. I hoped someday I could be
just Kieran O’Neill, badass serious chef who happened to be short and
ginger.

But after a while I was missing quiet. I was missing focus. I was
missing calm. I couldn’t see the person who was all those things.

“Thanks so much, everybody, but I need to get going. All this beautiful
produce isn’t going to cook itself.” I repeated myself a few times before
everyone took the hint, but finally I could look around for Ellie.

She’d found a bench a few hundred feet away and had stretched her
arms across the back, face turned to the sun. Everything about her was still
and relaxed. As I walked toward her, I let out the breath I didn’t realize I’d
been holding. “You all right?” I asked when I got to her.

“Just working on my tan,” she said, eyes still closed. “How was
everybody?”

Her slow, gentle voice made me want to sit next to her and lean on her
shoulder, which would be totally professional. “Really good,” I said fast to
push the intimate image away. “Super excited about the book.”

Her eyes opened and mouth turned up, and I wondered what her biggest
smile would look like. “That’s exactly what you want. I’m glad you have
people who support you.”



There was the big mystery of Ellie Wasserman. What did she want?
What made her happy? Our first meeting had planted a seed, and now my
curiosity was a tiny little plant, growing more and more every day.

I was about to ask when a high, sweet voice said, “Kieran?”
I turned to see a college-age girl, all straight black hair and long skinny-

jean legs. “Would you be interested in some local honey?” she said, looking
up from under her eyelashes, biting her glossy lip just a little.

Not really. But then Ellie said dryly, “Sure he would.”
Just for that snark, I lied cheerfully, “I love honey. Please, lead the

way.”
Ten minutes later, I was full of sugar and regret. Ellie was tapping notes

on her phone at my side, but the girl ignored her completely, giving me
spoonful after spoonful.

Less note-taking, more rescuing, I thought at Ellie. Why didn’t Vulcan
mind-melding work in real life?

Instead, I took the next tiny spoon the girl offered me. “Delicious,” I
said as the tenth different honey coated my tongue. After this, I was going
to need a gallon of water to rinse away the sticky sweetness.

“You said that about the first one.” She pouted.
“Mmm. But this one is also delicious.”
She bustled around the stall, looking for more things to torture me with.

“You should tell your pastry chef to use honey in her desserts instead of
sugar. Sugar’s so bad for you.”

“Uh-huh.” The day I told Sasha how to bake was the day I decided I
didn’t need my balls anymore.

“Oh, and you have to try this,” the girl said. “This is super new and
special. We found an old recipe and started brewing our own mead. We’re
not selling it yet, but I think you’ll love it.” She took out a small pitcher
from a cooler and poured the gold liquid into a taster cup.

I smelled it first and jerked my head back a little. “Um, how alcoholic is
it?”

“Four percent. About the same as a Coors Light. My dad lets me drink it
at home.”

Shit. Even after five years of sobriety I hated announcing to total
strangers, Hey, I’m in recovery. How could I make sure people knew I



didn’t judge them for drinking, just that it turned me into a walking, talking
shitshow? I didn’t want anyone’s pity either.

Dr. Meyer and Steve had both told me to get over myself and be honest,
but my mom demanding that we always look like a perfect family in spite
of my dad’s friendship with Jim Beam made some habits hard to break.

“Why aren’t you tasting it? Is there something wrong with it?” she
asked, confused.

“No, no. I’m just enjoying the fragrance.” I took a great big sniff.
She shrugged. “I mean, it’s not wine. It smells like honey. You should

just drink it.”
No new customers appeared, and my phone didn’t ring.
“Dude, share the wealth.” Ellie plucked the cup from my hand and

chugged the contents.
I tried to act grumpy and not relieved. “Please, Kieran. Thank you,

Kieran.”
She ignored me and smiled with all her teeth at the girl. “That was

excellent.”
The girl blinked. “Good.”
Ellie’s voice turned into that low, soothing purr she’d used with her cat.

“I’m so sorry, that was totally rude of me to interrupt. What’s your name?”
“Hayden?”
“Nice to meet you, Hayden. Where did you get your top? That red’s

such a joyful color.”
She plucked at the fabric. “Oh, thanks. I got it at the thrift store.”
“You have great taste. Now, I just ran out of the acacia honey I’ve been

using at home and I want to try something new. What would you
recommend that’s dark and rich?”

Five minutes of breezy small talk later, Ellie handed over her cash.
“You’ve taught me so much, thank you. I’ll have a small jar of that
buckwheat one, I appreciate you being so helpful.”

When we walked away, I waited for her to say What the hell? or Why
didn’t you just drink the mead? but she just put her sunglasses on and
walked to the next stall.

“Don’t you want to know?” I finally asked as she studied a farmer’s pile
of winter salad leaves.

“Why you were stalling?” she answered, distracted.



I felt like I had walked out onto a conversational tree branch that I
wasn’t sure would hold my weight. “Yeah.”

She bit her lip, then said, “I saw she was trying to make you do
something you didn’t want to do. Why you didn’t want to is irrelevant.”

“But do you want to know?”
She lifted her sunglasses and her eyes gave me a flash of being on the

beach in early September. Hot white-gold sand cushioning my feet, the
silvery blue sea just waiting for me to dive in.

“You’ll tell me when you’re ready,” she said quietly. “I can wait.”
Before I could say thank you, she pulled out a piece of paper and Kind

Ellie changed back into Business Ellie. “Come on, we still have to buy
stuff.”

“Let’s split up,” I suggested.
Her eyebrows went up, all skepticism.
“No, look. If I follow you around, I’ll get bored and you’ll get pissy.

I’ve got cash. I’ll meet you back here in half an hour.”
She sighed and dug around in her huge purse. “OK. Here’s a bag for

you. Can you get receipts, even if it’s just a piece of paper with a number on
it? I need to add them to the spreadsheet so Tad can pay you back.”

“Sure, sure,” I said, already thinking of all the delicious things I could
find. Farmers’ markets had always been my happy place.

Ellie
As Kieran jogged off, I thought I knew what he might be hiding.

He’d looked at that sample cup like it was poison, and I knew that some
chefs struggled with addiction. But Kieran was bright-eyed, clear-skinned,
and had run for miles this morning. Whatever he was doing to stay sober
was working.

He’d run off to look around the market like a kid let loose on the
playground. Maybe that was the kind of positive energy that could move the
whole project forward.

I had no idea what he’d get, so I stuck to basics. Speckled brown eggs
that the farmer promised had been laid just that morning, two dark loaves of
sourdough that crackled when I squeezed them gently. Meaty bacon from



happy pigs, a chunk of salmon glowing coral and smelling like the sea.
Little waxy potatoes firm to my touch, dirt-skinned onions, bouquets of
fresh herbs. As I inhaled the scent of a bunch of rosemary, hot dusty
summer captured in its needles, I felt my worries loosen their grip on me for
a second, pleasure taking their place. When she’d taught me her recipes
years ago, Diane had insisted I smell, taste, touch with every step, telling
me to trust my senses.

Anxiety surged again. I hoped she was coping without me. I wasn’t sure
she could.

Thirty minutes later, I was ready and waiting on the bench. Fifteen
minutes after that, Kieran ran up muttering, “Sorry, sorry, I lost track of
time.” My mouth opened, and he put his hand up. “And I know I should’ve
looked at my phone. I forgot. I always forget. But I’m here now.”

It was like he wasn’t just talking to me, but also to the many, many
people he’d had to explain or apologize to. “All right. What did you buy?”

His bag hit the bench with a heavy thunk. “Some really nice fennel with
lots of fronds,” he said, pulling out the vegetables as he went. “Some
Belgian endive and radicchio from a hipster lumberjack guy, and some
brand-new green garlic.”

“Oh, I love that. The baby cloves are so tender and sweet.”
He grinned. “Exactly. See, good things come from just looking around

and picking whatever you want.”
A tiny candle of an idea lit up in the back of my brain. But it wasn’t

bright enough just yet. I looked down into the bag and saw a pile of fruit.
“How many oranges did you buy?”

“A bunch? This woman had these blood oranges that were just
gorgeous. Here, I’ll show you.”

I glanced at my watch and saw it was past time to go back to the
cottage. “Wait, you can show me later.”

“Just chill a second,” he chided. He dug his thumbnail into the blushing
peel and pulled until the dark red fruit appeared, spraying citrus oil
everywhere. As he pulled the fruit into its sections, it glowed like rubies. It
made the fruit I’d bought at the supermarket for our ill-fated experiment
look dry and stale in comparison.

“Why do you have to show me now?”



I stopped cold, because he’d grabbed my chin. His fingers were soft,
insistent.

“Because I want to. Open,” he said. He was smiling, but there was
something in his eyes I hadn’t seen before. Determination?

When I gaped at him, he popped the orange segment in my mouth.
I bit down, and my eyes fluttered shut. Sweet-sour fireworks exploded

across my tongue, and I couldn’t help but moan a little bit. I tasted orange,
of course, but there were raspberries and a little bit of rose petal, too.

“That’s incredible,” I said once I’d swallowed. “Like eating a sunset.”
When I opened my eyes, he was staring at my mouth. I felt fireworks

again, this time in my stomach. But a second later, he smiled big and said,
“I was going to say a party in my mouth, but I guess that’s why you’re the
writer.”

I tried to shake my head, but his hand was still on my jaw. “Were you
going to feed me something else?”

He blinked, then jerked away like I’d singed him. “Sorry. I should have
asked before I grabbed you.”

“No, I get it.” The tang of the orange, the roughness of his calluses on
my skin—it was like I’d drunk a glass of champagne on an empty stomach.
My voice was a little high and shaky when I said, “Thank you for sharing it
with me. It was really special.” I swallowed and said more normally,
“Home time?”

He nodded, and as we walked to the car he kept up a string of chatter
about the people he’d met. I nodded, and smiled, and kept my fingers from
finding the place where he’d touched me.


































































































































































































































































































































































































































