
        
            
                
            
        

    Off the Menu
Synopsis
In less than 48 hours, reality TV sensation Restaurant Redo and its gorgeous host will arrive to film in chef Taylor Mobley’s kitchen…and she just found out.
Fixer Erin Rasmussen has a reputation for saving failing restaurants with her take-no-crap attitude. She gets the job done on time, under budget, and millions of viewers tune in to watch her do it.
The fine dining restaurant Taylor works for has some serious problems, and management doesn’t want her input. It’s time to leave. But how is she supposed to find a new position when a TV host with delusions of grandeur keeps painting her as a problem chef? Taylor refuses to play nice with Erin, especially on camera. They make each other’s blood boil, which is why it’s even more annoying that they can’t manage to keep their hands off each other.
Erin only cares about entertaining viewers. Taylor is unprofessional and immature. Or at least that’s what they each think. As the cameras roll and their careers hang in the balance, will Erin and Taylor make the jump from enemies to lovers?
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CHAPTER ONE
Taylor spun around at the telltale hiss. She turned down the flame under the pan of salted water that had reached a boil. What little had bubbled over onto the six-burner stove had already left a white residue on the stainless steel stovetop. She gathered the broccoli rabe from her cutting board and dumped it into the bubbling pot, the heat from the steam barely registering on her hands that were desensitized from years of similar tasks. She rummaged below her counter for a mesh spider to strain the blanched vegetables. 
Jo dashed past her with a quick “Behind” and set down a tote of ingredients on her station. Taylor glanced down, tossing her head to see past the one lock of hair that always escaped her chef’s cap.
“Are those peas?”
“Oh, on my socks? They’re avocados today.” Jo lifted a pant leg and held out her ankle for inspection. Indeed, smiling avocados filled the gap between her black cargo-style chef pants and her clogs.
“I haven’t seen those before. Cute.” Taylor pulled a hotel pan full of artichokes closer to her board and snipped off the sharp tips of the petals with kitchen shears.
Jo laid down a wet towel and dropped a new cutting board on top of it. “I got them in the mail. Did you know they have sock-of-the-month clubs now?” She began peeling a pile of shallots.
“You know, I can honestly say I had no idea.”
Today, Jo held her short hair back with a neatly folded bandana, the spiky tips lighter than the rest of her chestnut hair. The baby blue bandana matched her bright eyes. Taylor wished her eyes were that stunning instead of their washed-out blue. She wanted eyes that looked like the deepest part of the ocean, not a pair of faded blue jeans. She turned her attention back to her stove.
Within a few minutes, the broccoli rabe was ready. She strained the bright green vegetables, dropped them into the ice water bath to stop the cooking process, and listened to the sounds around her. The back door had been propped open, and two line cooks moved the morning’s produce delivery into the walk-in and storage area from the hallway where it had been stacked. Outside, another truck backed up, its beeps warning anyone behind it that it approached the loading dock. She hoped it was the seafood delivery. It was supposed to arrive first thing in the morning, but Seamus always ran late. Taylor hated when her team had to rush to break down fish and shuck shellfish.
She trimmed the ends of the artichokes and cut them in half. Bright purple fuzz sprang from their centers, but the pretty, inedible choke had to be discarded. A flame shot high and bright down the line as Natalie deglazed her pan with alcohol. Across the room, Sh’neis cracked egg after egg, separating yolks from whites in preparation for tonight’s crème brûlées. Her repetitive routine became musical, each measure punctuated by the empty shell hitting the trash can beside her.
Taylor loved the busy environment and all the potential, energy, and hours poured into ensuring each guest’s meal was as perfect as possible. She always had. Even as a young girl in her mother’s restaurant, she begged to be given any task in the kitchen, to have her little station beside all the other cooks, even when she needed a step stool to see above her workspace. It didn’t matter if it was peeling two hundred carrots or layering pan after pan of lasagna. Her mother had noticed her interest, casual at first but unwavering during her junior high and high school years, so she had somehow managed the impossible. During the summer after Taylor’s junior year, she pulled her aside. Her mom told her that if she were serious about cooking as a career, she would send her to the CIA—the Culinary Institute of America—to be a chef. Taylor didn’t hesitate to take her up on her offer.
Years passed, but her mother still refused to answer questions about how she paid for it. Taylor often wondered if she’d taken a loan out against the restaurant or if her mother’s best friend, Natasha, also a restaurateur, had also played a role in the gift. If she had, Natasha never revealed her involvement. 
Paulo appeared beside her. “What do you need, Chef?”
“Blanche those veg, and save me the water. You can put them in that Cambro.” She motioned to the container on the counter with her chin. “Cover them and put them in the low boy.” She pointed to the waist-high refrigerator in front of her. “And I’ll need more ice.”
“Yes, Chef.” He moved with determined efficiency. The time spent working together allowed her team to adjust, react, and produce with practiced ease.
“Oh, and I need that water to be acidulated, please.” She pointed with the tip of her knife. “I don’t want these artichokes browning.”
“Do you want citric acid or lemons?”
“Lemons are fine.”
Lemons weren’t always fine. Taylor would know because life had handed her lemons. Reality had turned out so different from what she’d imagined. She was proud to be an executive chef, one of her long-held dreams. She’d been a standout culinary student, and many said she’d been destined for greatness. What had been a few years ago, felt like a lifetime. How did she manage to end up in this position? The restaurant had less than stellar profits and a stagnant menu—neither her fault—but she could do nothing about it. Taylor helmed a ship with her hands tied. She might be a whiz in the kitchen, but turning lemons into lemonade this time seemed impossible.
She was aware of how everything had happened, how each little unexpected or unfortunate decision had conspired to land her where she was today. It was challenging to come to terms with her impotent status and her professional road that headed nowhere.
As if reading her mind, Jo looked over. “Stop obsessing about the menu.”
She and Jo had been students together at the CIA. They had been paired together in their Culinary Fundamentals course early on. A friendship kindled, and they never looked back. The first thing Taylor did as an executive chef was hire Josephine Samuels to be her sous chef.
“I’m always thinking about the menu.”
“Well, as long as Jed has his say, he’s not going to let you make any changes, so there’s no use worrying about it. Right?” This was not the first time Jo had given her this speech.
“If I had creative freedom, I could make a menu that would increase profits. I did it once. I can do it again.” She spoke in hushed tones so only Jo could hear. She wasn’t one to trash-talk one of the owners in front of the kitchen brigade.
“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. But if you can’t live with how things are, you’ll have to work at another restaurant where they allow you more freedom.”
Taylor deflated. “My mom would be so disappointed if I ever left this restaurant. I’d be a complete failure in her eyes. She has the strongest work ethic I know, and she values commitment. I’m sure there were a hundred times she wanted to throw in the towel, especially after my dad left, but she didn’t.”
Jo glanced at her and scowled. “You talk about her like I haven’t eaten at her dinner table a hundred times. Did you at least see what else is out there like I suggested?”
“I sent a few résumés out, but it’s a terrible time to make a career move. I’ve had zero responses.” Taylor picked up her sharpening steel and honed her knife before resuming her work on the artichokes. “I guess the next step is following up by phone. It still seems daunting. I talked to Humberto over at Per Se, and he said they get seventy-five to eighty applications a day.”
“Yes, but that’s Per Se.” Jo made a good point.
“All of the cooking shows that sprouted up in the last decade inspired people to be chefs. The market is saturated, and the economy is in a downturn. I can’t quit without finding a new job first. It’s easier to get a job when you have one.” She glanced at Jo while one of the line cooks walked behind them. She waited until he was out of earshot and continued. “Don’t worry. I’m working on it. It’s taking more time than I hoped. Until then, I have to be satisfied with my life.”
Another delivery arrived. Taylor huffed when she noticed it was the day’s bread order, not her seafood.
“Hey, Sophie. Let me clear you some space for that.” Jo crossed the kitchen to move a stack of hotel pans drying on the counter to make room for the bread bags. The young blond-haired woman who had been making the bread deliveries for the last week or so beamed.
“Okay, thanks. I have a few more bags to bring in.”
“Coming through.” Paulo strode between them with a half pan full of ice.
“Do you need some help?” Jo stepped closer and took the sturdy paper bags filled with still-warm loaves from her. She stacked them on the gleaming stainless steel surface.
“No, thanks. I’ll be right back.” Sophie flashed her a smile and headed outside.
Sh’neis stepped into the hot kitchen and raised her voice. “Who has the cardamom?”
“I do. Here, catch.” Taylor tossed the plastic container to her.
“Taste this.” Natalie stood beside her with a spoon tipped with sauce.
“Is this the au poivre?”
She nodded. Taylor held out her fist, palm down, and Natalie dribbled a tiny bit of the sauce onto the back of her hand. She tasted it and looked toward the ceiling as she dissected the flavors on her tongue. “Did you taste it?”
Natalie flashed her a quick smile. “Yeah.”
“Could you tell the difference?” She raised her eyebrows.
Natalie rolled her eyes ever so slightly and grinned. She’d pulled her dark hair back so tightly that Taylor could see her hairline move along with her upturned lips. Her eyebrows had been plucked and drawn on higher, with more of an arch. It made her look ever cheerful. “Yes, you’re right. I waited too long to flambé it last night. It doesn’t taste overwhelmingly like Cognac today.”
Taylor smiled and nodded. “Exactly, though it needs a touch more salt. Let me know when you’ve finished your mise.” All her chefs started each morning working on their mise en place or prepping all their ingredients for service.
“Yes, Chef.” Natalie retreated down the line, the stations where the cooking happened in the kitchen.
Jo returned to her station, and their eyes met. “What?”
“Nothing.” Taylor had noticed she offered to help Sophie the last few days but none of the other delivery drivers.
“What time does Michael get here?” Jo pushed her peeled shallots into a pile. She tossed the scraps into a container and began mincing the pinkish-purple allium.
“He’s supposed to be here this morning.” Taylor stopped for a moment and admired Jo’s knife skills. Her knife flashed so fast that Taylor’s eyes couldn’t focus on it. She might have been first in her culinary class, but Jo had always beaten her at knife skills. The knife was an extension of her body, and she could slice and dice with precision and speed. She’d been the first student in their class to master knife skills, and even though they’d been told it wasn’t a race, no classmate matched her time. Excellence and efficiency made her a great cook and a superb sous chef. She was an even better best friend.
Taylor knew she was lucky to work with her. With their same training, Jo could easily choose to work as an executive chef somewhere, but it was a lousy time to be looking for a job in the restaurant industry. Plus, they enjoyed working together. Jo had never been one to strive to make a name for herself. She’d always been content giving one hundred percent and receiving zero recognition. She didn’t need a title to know her worth, and she often said the slight salary increase wasn’t worth the headache that came with it. Jo knew she was a great chef; that was all that mattered. That, and courting beautiful women in her free time. How she found time to succeed at both endeavors baffled Taylor. So, they enjoyed working alongside each other and made a great team. Taylor didn’t understand executive chefs who holed themselves up in their offices whenever possible. She loved being on the line in the thick of it with her team.
Speaking of headaches, Taylor lowered her voice and leaned over. “If Michael walks in during the lunch rush and wants to talk, I will have his head.” Michael’s arrival had been in the back of her mind ever since yesterday’s email. At first, she’d thought that maybe he was pleased with how well the restaurant had done on Valentine’s Day. They’d almost doubled the covers they did on a typical night. Then, a healthy dose of realism kicked in. She’d like to think that a visit from the owners might once be a good thing, but it never was. At least it was Michael visiting and not Jed. Michael was tolerable. She might not like what he always had to say, but at least she didn’t abhor the man saying it.
Seamus, coatless as usual, came through the back door looking harried. Sweat already soaked the underarms of his dark T-shirt, and the long strands of hair he had combed over his balding head flopped onto his glistening forehead and mingled with his caterpillar-like eyebrows. “Where do you want your seafood, Chef? In the walk-in?”
Troy slipped in behind him, pulling an apron over his bedraggled hair and wrinkled chef’s coat. He headed for the closest hand wash sink.
“Yeah, there’s room on the left side. Try to fit it on the two lower shelves. I’ll take the yellowfin over here when you get to it.” She pointed at her station.
“I’ll sign for it, Chef.” Adam strode toward the walk-in.
“Thanks, Adam.” Taylor laid down her knife and crossed the room. She leaned close to where Troy had his head ducked over the hand wash sink, lathering his hands and arms like a surgeon. He jumped when he noticed her.
“You’re late.”
“Yes, Chef. Sorry, Chef. It won’t happen again.” He avoided eye contact.
“I hope it doesn’t. You know what to do.” She straightened and returned to her station.
“Yes, Chef.”
A few snickers could be heard throughout the room as Troy headed for the walk-in and the shipment of seafood. Taylor finished divesting the artichokes of their fuzzy chokes and dropped them in the acidulated water. Adam laid the giant yellowfin tuna next to her board and took away the container of artichokes. She could see the bulge of his biceps through his chef’s coat. His multiple neck tattoos, muscular form, and shaved head gave him a powerful appearance, but Taylor knew he was a soft, big-hearted guy through and through. He proudly admitted to crying during a showing of Toy Story 4 with his daughter—twice. As in, he didn’t tell the story twice; he watched the movie and cried twice. Taylor adored him.
“Thanks, Adam.”
Even with the back door propped open off and on for deliveries and the temperature in the thirties outside, the kitchen felt hotter than Miami in June. Taylor wiped her brow on her right shoulder. Her left sleeve held her thermometer and pens in thin pockets for easy access, and she’d learned the hard way to wipe right after wearing a scratch across her face for a week. The chef coat protected her arms and torso, but the long sleeves and multiple-layered fronts held in the heat. She wore a thin tank top beneath her jacket, but sweat still gathered between her breasts.
Her nose picked up the scent of someone sauteing mushrooms. Her stomach rumbled at the earthy, savory smell. Something hit a hot pan or grill somewhere down the line, and hissing and spitting sounds filled the air.
Taylor found her fillet knife in her knife roll and flipped her cutting board over to the clean side. Before she could break down the giant fish, a tall man in a charcoal suit and paisley tie stepped into the kitchen. He scanned the myriad of faces before his eyes met hers. He looked older than the last time she saw him, with more gray streaks in his hair and deeper creases around his eyes. He raised his chin in greeting from across the room.
“Hello, all. Nice to see everyone again. I’m going to steal your chef away for a few minutes.” He waved, but no one responded. When he made eye contact with Taylor again, his smile faded. He nodded toward the dining room and pushed through the swinging door. So much for signage. It irritated her how the owners always used the wrong swinging door as if it were beneath them to follow the same rules everyone else followed.
Jo shifted over to Taylor’s station. She nudged her out of the way, her fillet knife in hand. “Here, I’ll do it.”
“Thanks.” Taylor took off her apron and washed her hands. “Wish me luck.” Since she had no idea what to expect, she’d assumed she’d need it.



CHAPTER TWO
“I’m not going to mince words, Chef. We’ve known each other long enough for me to get to the point.” Michael straightened his tie and leaned back in the booth.
Taylor wasn’t sure that was true. She nodded anyway and folded her hands in her lap.
“Ownership is concerned with the numbers.”
She tried not to laugh since it wasn’t the time and place. Still, his formality annoyed her. Ever since Isaac had sold Jed his third of the shares, ownership consisted of him and Jed.
He continued. “We think the restaurant can do better.”
No shit. Her hands formed fists under the table as she awaited more information. She’d been arguing to change the menu for over a year.
“We plan to make some changes.” He adjusted his tie again. She realized it must be a nervous tic and wondered what kind of news had him so jittery. Changing the menu wouldn’t make him nervous.
“Like what?” The meeting wouldn’t be sweet, but maybe it would be short if she was lucky. She wanted it to end so she could return to her kitchen. If he brought bad news, she wanted to hear it sooner than later.
“One of the changes we’re making is bringing in a professional restaurateur.”
“I think a consultant is a great idea.” She almost cheered. Having a professional vocalize some of the changes she knew needed to be made would be a dream come true. An outsider’s opinion would be welcome, especially anyone remotely knowledgeable.
He forced a cough, clearing his throat. “Not exactly. She’s a fixer. She has an excellent track record of turning around struggling or failing restaurants.”
What did he mean by a fixer? “Who?”
“Have you seen the show Restaurant Redo?” He focused on something over her shoulder.
“We’re going to be on TV?” Oh, charcuterie. Wasn’t that the popular show with the gorgeous female host? Taylor remembered watching a few episodes when the show first aired. Anxiety ballooned inside her. Having her failures, or what appeared to be her failures, apparent to a small group of people was one thing. Having them broadcast on television was another.
“I didn’t want to give you too much notice because I want them to come in and see things as they are.”
“What does that mean? When is this happening?” Taylor snapped at him as her emotions got the best of her. She tried to reel it in. He was her boss, after all.
He averted his eyes. “They’ll be here Tuesday.”
“In two days?” Her mouth hung open. They would be filming in less than forty-eight hours.
“Yes. We’ll close tomorrow like we always do on Mondays. You’ll have a full day to relax. Be ready to hit the ground running on Tuesday. I don’t want anyone coming in tomorrow to clean or make any changes.”
“The restaurant is spotless, Michael. We always receive the highest health department score.” She was offended.
“Yes, yes, of course. I’m just trying to stress the importance of their crew observing us as if it’s a normal day.”
“Fine.” She nodded, even though she was fuming.
“Erin Rasmussen is going to assess our finances, observe the kitchen, determine if we have the right staff, and take a look at updating the decor. She’s like that guy with a sledgehammer minus the sledgehammer.”
“The right staff? So, you’re planning on making personnel changes?” Indignation bubbled up inside her. She’d hand-picked her excellent staff.
“Well, I think we have a good staff, so I hope not. However, if she thinks certain changes will help, then we’ll have decisions to make.”
Fantastic. Their jobs were on the line on top of the public humiliation.
“Do you plan on letting the staff know?” She wiped her sweaty palms on her thighs.
“About possible personnel changes? Well, no. I don’t think we should tell them quite yet. Regarding the show, I’ll let you tell the back of the house the good news. I’m going to meet with Tully in a few minutes. He can tell the front of the house.”
Good news? She didn’t share his opinion. The little weasel. He planned to make her tell the kitchen staff.
“Erin and her crew will be on-site filming most of the week.”
“All week?” She tried to imagine how this circus would impact her kitchen’s ability to put out food. “How are we supposed to work with people underfoot?”
The tie. Straightened again. “I’m sure they do their best to stay out of the way. I’m told they have a crew of seven or eight people. Erin, the director, a director of photography, hair and makeup, location audio, a gaffer or grip person, and a production assistant.” He counted them on his fingers. “Something like that. I’m sure it will be fine. They do this all the time.”
She tried to remember the episodes of the show she’d watched. When the show debuted, she’d watched them redo a lobster place in Maine and a Vietnamese restaurant in Seattle or Portland. She recalled being captivated by the host’s knowledge and confidence. And her beauty. Realizing that this was the same woman who would be here on Tuesday warmed her face, and nervousness settled low in her abdomen.
“There’s one other thing.” He lifted a folder that had been sitting on the seat beside him. He slid it across the table to her.
She opened it to find a stack of papers. One word in bold letters across the first page stood out. Agreement.
“Here’s a little paper for you and all your staff to sign. Nothing to worry about. It just says that you won’t say anything derogatory or disparaging about the restaurant or, well, the ownership.”
There was that word again. Ownership. The octopus in her walk-in refrigerator had more spine than he did. Anger swelled inside her. Michael and Jed expected them all to act like puppets. Unfortunately, they had little choice. 
“What if someone doesn’t want to sign?” She slid the folder a few inches toward him.
Michael sighed. “We’re a team here.” His fingers went to his tie. “I suppose if someone doesn’t want to be a team player, they’re welcome to look for another team.” 
With the economy and the job market the way it was, none of them would want to be looking for a job right now. In all likelihood, all of them would sign the agreement, Taylor included.
“One last thing, Taylor.” He pushed the folder back across the table.
She noticed how she’d lost her title over the course of the conversation.
“Jed said to tell you to make him look good. Remember who pays your salary.”
She wanted to scream and tear every agreement in the folder in half while he watched. How would she tell her staff? How did she have any chance of keeping morale high? They weren’t stupid. For one brief moment, she considered quitting, taking off her chef’s coat and throwing it on the floor at his feet before walking out. But she couldn’t. She needed the job. She had rent to pay. Now that her mom had downsized to an apartment, moving back home wasn’t an option, even if the mere thought horrified her. Nothing said success like crawling back home right before turning thirty. She would never find another job before her meager savings ran out. She nodded and stood. With reluctance, she picked up the folder as if it held a handful of scorpions. He didn’t even have the courtesy to stand as she left.
She pushed through the correct swinging door into the kitchen. The realization hit her. Her hands had been tied. Now she was gagged, too.
Jo tried to read her face as she returned to her station. She raised her eyebrows and motioned toward the back door.
Taylor shook her head and slipped the folder under her cutting board.
Michael left, and with the dirty work accomplished, he probably planned to sightsee the rest of the day. She called the kitchen brigade together for a quick, informal meeting. She passed out agreements to her staff, one of the most difficult things she’d ever had to do. They had no time to dwell on it with the lunch rush imminent. It wasn’t until the staff assembled again for the family meal that she had time to discuss the details outside with Jo.
What modicum of calm she’d pulled together to get through the lunch service had passed. While relaying the conversation to Jo, she’d worked herself up again.
“I should refuse. I have no desire to be on TV. They didn’t even have the decency to give us a choice in the matter.” Taylor planted her hands on her hips. It felt good to get outside in the cool air and let off some steam. Thankfully, they had the alley to themselves.
Jo flicked the ash off the end of her cigarette.
Taylor turned around at the end of the loading dock and stalked back, the distance she could pace limited, like everything else in her life. “For a moment, I thought he’d hired a consultant, and I was thrilled. Then, I thought he must be joking. A reality TV show? So much for a little warning. I wonder how long he’s known. He also said no one is allowed here tomorrow while the restaurant is closed to clean or anything.”
“So? You run a tight ship. What would you do if you were allowed to be here?”
Jo had a good point.
“I don’t know, but I’m not signing it. He’s asking me to lie. By lying, it will appear the menu is my menu, and the failures are my failures. You realize that, right?”
“Perhaps, but walking out isn’t the answer.” Jo took a long draw, turned, and blew the smoke away from her. “As you said, you should stay until you find another job. You’re too worked up about this. Who knows? Maybe it won’t be that bad. It might be fun to be on TV. You need to relax.” She pointed her cigarette at Taylor. “You need to get laid.”
“You need to quit smoking.” Taylor glared at her.
Jo shrugged. “Both things can be true. How long has it been? Have you had sex since Kayla left?”
“Do you need to bring her up right now? I’m already dealing with issues concerning one inflated television personality.”
“I think it’s time for you to move on. You’ve had over a year to mope about her leaving you for what’s-her-name. She didn’t deserve you.” Jo scoffed. “I know she hurt you, but you’re better off without her. Consider it a lucky break. It’s time for you to start living your life again.”
Taylor didn’t respond.
“I’m serious. You can’t let this be your thing.”
Taylor stopped pacing and faced her. “Let what be my thing?”
“Abandonment. Your dad left, and then Kayla left. You’re letting them and their poor decisions dictate your life. Shit happens, and it sucks, but you need to let it go. Life’s too short to carry around such massive amounts of baggage.” Jo stubbed her cigarette out in a coffee can filled with sand. She straightened and nudged Taylor. “That advice would have cost you a hundred and fifty dollars if you went to a shrink. You’re welcome.”
She laughed. Jo’s outlook on life had always been very straightforward. Maybe she was right. It had been an embarrassing amount of time since she’d been brought to orgasm by someone other than herself.
“Hey, did you watch the last episode?”
“Are you asking if I watched a cooking show involving my ex and her new girlfriend? No. I canceled my subscription to that streaming service. I got tired of seeing one of their faces every time I turned on my TV.”
“I meant Restaurant Redo. The host of the show is nice to look at.” Jo grinned. “She seems intelligent, too.”
“Yeah, she’s attractive, but I’ve heard she’s a know-it-all and a handful.”
Jo sighed. “From whom? I hadn’t heard that. Besides, let whatever she says or does roll off you. She’ll be gone in a week.” 
Being on a TV show might not be so bad under different circumstances. Still, Taylor couldn’t get past being asked to sign an agreement. They were essentially forcing her to lie. “Do you think the staff will sign it?”
Jo eyed with an unreadable expression. She unwrapped a piece of gum before answering. “Most of us already have.”
She exhaled and hung her head. Dejection settled in. “I have to sign it, don’t I?”
Jo put her arm around her shoulders and squeezed her. She smelled like tobacco and cinnamon. “You can’t quit right now, so I guess you do. Let’s get in there and kick ass because that’s how we roll.”



CHAPTER THREE
“Good morning, ma’am. Are you sure you’re dressed warm enough for today’s weather?” Erin’s doorman held open the door for her. “It looks warmer than it is.”
“I’m expecting a ride, so I’ll be fine in this, Lukas, but thank you for caring.” Erin wondered if his white gloves protected him from the cold or if they were decorative. “Are your fingers freezing? Can I get you a coffee or something?” Her ears had already started to ache from the cold. She wished her hat covered more than the top of her head, but she’d survive. They’d texted her that they were on their way.
“Thank you, Ms. Rasmussen, but Keagan will be here soon to relieve me.”
“Good. Enjoy the rest of your day. I’ll see you soon.” She walked to the corner to make her call with some semblance of privacy. It rang and rang. Voice mail again. For a moment, she considered hanging up but decided to leave a message anyway.
“Mom, it’s Erin. I don’t know if you got my other messages, but I’m in town this week for a job and wanted to see if you had time to get together. My days are pretty busy filming, but we could meet for dinner some night or maybe get a glass of wine. Whatever you have time for. Arthur is welcome to join us. Or I could take an Uber and visit you for an hour if that makes it easier for you. If you have the time.” She paused and glanced around to see if her ride had arrived. Her fingers were starting to numb. “Okay, well. Give me a call if you get this. It would be good to see you.” She never knew how to end her messages to her mother. “Take care. Tell Arthur hello.” She hung up and looked at her call history. Three calls. Three voice mails. Silence. Other children might be worried about a parent, but Erin knew this was par for the course. There wasn’t a time in her life her mother hadn’t been busy. Busy doing anything besides being a mother.
She should call her brother and sister, too. The fact that it felt like an obligation and not something pleasant bothered her. The twins hadn’t had much to say to her since the reading of the will, and even on the few occasions they’d spoken, their exchanges had been terse. Deciding whether to contact them or not would take more thought. She didn’t know if she had the emotional energy the calls would require.
The bright blue sky and rising sun were deceiving. She shivered and plunged her hands into her pockets. The mild wind cut through her thin layers. Part of her wanted to wait inside the lobby, but she knew they’d arrive the minute she walked inside. And if she did, poor Lukas would be forced to have another conversation with her when all he probably wanted to do was go home and get a hot shower.
A silver sedan double-parked and honked twice. Cara got out of the passenger’s seat, waved, and got into the back. Erin slid into the vacated seat, grateful for the body heat her stylist had left behind.
“Good morning, everyone.” She greeted her team and rubbed her hands together for warmth. 
Maira, the show’s director, drove. “You must be freezing. Why didn’t you wait inside?” She turned up the heat.
“I knew you’d be here soon.” She held her hands in front of the vent. Turning around as much as she could, she smiled at the duo in back, Cara, the stylist who did her hair and makeup, and Lianna, the director of photography. “You look like you’ve been up for hours.”
“We got up early and had breakfast at the hotel. We’ve all had food and a couple of cups of coffee, so we’re good to go.” Lianna grinned.
All she’d had was a cup of coffee. She didn’t always eat breakfast but wished she had today. It might have absorbed the acid swirling in her stomach. She tried to shake off the chill she’d gotten while waiting outside. Today of all days to feel out of sorts. She always looked forward to and had a certain amount of dread the first time she walked into an establishment. It was always exciting but could be chaotic based on how many unknowns they encountered. They’d soon see. The remaining crew planned to meet them there with the van. Early morning traffic on the Upper East Side crept along.
While the rest of the car’s occupants discussed the questionable continental breakfast offerings at their hotel, Erin reflected on how good it had felt to be in her bed, in her beloved apartment, in the city where she grew up, even if the silence of the apartment sometimes loomed like a void too big to be filled. She’d slept well for the first time in a week. Her succulents were still alive, poor little things, which pleased her. How they managed without water for weeks on end amazed her. Still, the comfort of being home didn’t help calm the nerves she got before every project. For some reason, walking into a restaurant on the first day of a redo was always the hardest.
Erin got paid to travel to failing restaurants and make them successful. In actuality, it was a two-fold mission. Her job included helping the struggling restaurant become successful, but she was also responsible for providing entertainment to the viewers. She considered herself a modest person, but she knew she excelled at both. The secret to her success was simple. It meant making decisions that others weren’t comfortable making. She was a businesswoman, first and foremost. Business decisions were made with the head, not the heart. Basing business decisions on emotion was a sure recipe for failure. Her area of strength lay in restaurant management, although she was no stranger to a kitchen and all its workings. She might not be a chef, but she knew almost everything there was to know about running a restaurant.
Sharing her knowledge and expertise meant more than a job to her. It allowed her to change people’s lives for the better in most cases. She’d lost count of how many establishments had been struggling to make ends meet or had been one notice away from having the electricity shut off. Behind every establishment, she found real people. Owners, chefs, cooks, servers, bussers, and bartenders were husbands, wives, mothers, and fathers. They relied on their vocation to put food in the mouths and roofs over the heads of their loved ones. 
However, she was perceptive enough to realize that many of the restaurants’ staff didn’t want her there. Decreased profits and poor reviews already threatened their jobs, and she was perceived as an even more significant threat. Nevertheless, there was a reason she’d been successful in her career: she went in with a hard-nosed, cutthroat, take-no-prisoners mentality, and her reputation preceded her. If laying off three people allowed a restaurant to stay open to employ twenty, she made that decision. She was known for getting projects done on time, and to the relief of the show’s producer, under budget. She knew what needed to be done and was damn good at it. That was why they paid her the sum they did. She might not be as flashy as the guy with the sledgehammer—her orchestrations were much more subtle—but she, and the show by extension, had a massive following of fans, even if ratings had slipped as of late. 
It was known to happen. Most successful shows had an early peak in popularity and then had to find a way to sustain the viewers’ interest over time. The secret was ensuring the downward trajectory in ratings after the peak remained minimal, leveled off, and didn’t result in a freefall.
It wasn’t always as easy as she made it seem. Her skin hadn’t always been so thick. When she first started in television, she’d been timid and had let people’s opinions affect her. She’d learned to convince herself she was an actor, even though her roles were considered reality TV. She’d realized she needed to put on a mask and slip into her show persona. When she became that woman, her skin was as tough as leather, and she didn’t care what other people thought or said about her. It didn’t matter if that wasn’t her personality. She was an actor, no different than all the other actors in Hollywood, and audiences ate it up. Who Erin was when she went home was another story. Then again, she was rarely home.
Even with the traffic, they arrived early. Maira parked behind the restaurant between two box trucks, one with its engine running.
“James says the van is stuck in traffic by the park. I’m going to step outside and have a smoke.” Lianna slipped her phone into her pocket and got out.
Erin listened to the conversation between Cara and Maira.
“Oh, so did we! When we stayed in Budapest, it was the same thing. Our hotel offered what they called an American breakfast. I don’t know why they think we travel halfway across the world to eat the same food we can get at home.”
“Sure, but at least you can usually get a nice, hot breakfast. If they’d seen a cereal aisle in a grocery store in the United States, they would set out a couple of boxes and a gallon of milk.”
Their conversation hadn’t moved past breakfast. She was far too anxious to listen to their prattle. Erin opened her door. 
“I’m going inside to introduce myself and get the lay of the land. Come inside when everyone gets here.” She got out but ducked her head back in. “Cara, I want to find a place where we can do hair and makeup so I can lose this hat.” She touched the brim of her newsboy cap that held her messy bun.
“It’s top of my list.” Cara was ten years older than Erin and had long worked in the industry. Erin never worried about her appearance on camera because Cara took care of her.
“Thanks.”
“Hey.” Maira looked at her, reading her like a book. “Calm down. Take a few breaths. No one would ever know you get the jitters. Get in there and see what you’re dealing with, and then you’ll relax.”
Erin nodded once and closed the car door. She took a few deep breaths as she climbed the loading dock stairs. At the top, a heavy-duty brown paper bag leaned against the wall. Long loaves of fresh bread poked out the top, and the delightful, yeasted smell wafted up toward her. She should have eaten something to settle her nervous stomach. She picked up the bag. The loaves’ warmth bled through her hoodie’s arms and chest to thaw her frozen fingers. It felt amazing. She might never put the bag down. Lianna looked at her from where she leaned against the wall, a cigarette dangling from her fingers.
“I’ll see you inside.”
Lianna nodded and blew a long stream of smoke from the corner of her mouth.
Erin toed open the back door that had been propped open with a brick. She entered a long hallway that appeared to separate the pantry, dry storage area, and walk-ins on one side and the kitchen on the other. She heard voices as she turned the corner. The bustling kitchen’s warmth enveloped her. Metal clanking on metal, bubbling, sizzling, running water, and shoes squeaking on floors all added to the din. Something smelled good, and she wished again she’d eaten breakfast and not chugged the black coffee that would soon give her heartburn. She hugged the bag of warm bread to her chest, careful not to squish it.
She knew the executive chef was a woman, so she scanned the kitchen and tried to pick her out.



CHAPTER FOUR
“Did you see Tully?” Jo stole the mandoline from Taylor’s station. “He’s already here and wearing a three-piece suit to make a good impression. He’s watching out the front windows waiting for her to arrive.”
“Well, he does love the show. Hand me that extra towel. My side towel got wet.”
Jo tossed it. Taylor caught it and used it to protect her hand as she gave some hazelnuts a couple of pan flips.
“If he weren’t gay and happily married, I’d think he might have a thing for her.” At Jo’s mention of Erin Rasmussen, Taylor recalled when the show had debuted a few years ago. She, too, had found her quite attractive. Attractive enough to record some shows. It’s too bad Erin wasn’t more charming. Her uncompromising demeanor had been a turn-off, even if Taylor admired her strength. Taylor also remembered being impressed by Erin’s work ethic, like when she’d worked through the night on one establishment to renovate it on time. She’d rolled up her sleeves as the clock counted down and helped move tables and chairs, all while wearing heels.
“I wonder if she’ll walk in wearing one of those expensive suits she wears on the show. I can’t imagine wearing something fancy like that in a kitchen with food splattering everywhere.” Like most of the staff, Jo fixated on the crew’s arrival.
“I can always tell non-restaurant people by their shoes.” Taylor spread the hazelnuts out to cool.
“Crocs or no Crocs?” Jo laughed at her bad joke.
There was some truth to their joking. The two current owners could be listed among those who liked to come into a working kitchen wearing Italian brogues and complain that the floor was slippery. There was a reason the staff all wore nonskid shoes and stood on honeycombed, rubber floor mats all day. Slipping was a well-known hazard of the job.
“I know her type. I bet you ten dollars she shows up in heels.” Jo sliced watermelon radishes paper thin on the mandoline, guiding them with the palm of her hand to protect her fingers.
Taylor saw the bakery had yet another new delivery driver, a woman in a hoodie who wore a gray cap pulled low over her forehead. The turnover among delivery personnel was high. The last young woman, Sophie or Sophia, had started a week or so ago.
“You can put the bags over there.” She pointed at a Metro rack. The woman didn’t move, so Taylor wiped her hands and walked toward her. The woman was pretty, even with little evidence of wearing makeup. “Are you waiting for a signature? We never sign for the bread.” 
“This bag was sitting on the ground on the loading dock.” The woman blinked a few times. Flecks of ochre dotted her espresso-brown pupils, highlighting their depth. Her eyebrows furrowed.
Taylor took the bag of bread. “It shouldn’t have been, but it can still go here.”
“Where’s Sophie? Is she off today?” Jo appeared beside them.
The woman held up her hands, palms out. “I think there’s some confusion.”
Taylor glanced at the woman’s shoes. She wore black Birkenstock clogs, not unlike her own. When she looked up, the woman pulled off her newsboy cap. She shook out her dark hair. It fell past her shoulders, waves unrolling, its gorgeous sheen catching the light. For all Taylor knew, it all happened in slow motion, like in shampoo commercials. With her cap in one hand, the woman extended the other.
“I’m Erin Rasmussen. I’m here to get this place in shape.” She introduced herself without a smile. Something sparked in her eyes. 
Taylor didn’t know whether to be captivated or frightened. She took her hand. Despite holding the warm bread a moment ago, Erin’s hand felt cold. The tone of her voice had been just as icy.
Just then, Sophie rushed in carrying another bag of bread. “I’m so sorry! I saw a kitten near the cardboard boxes and set the bag down for a minute. I wanted to see if its mother was around.” She directed her apology at Jo, not Taylor.
Taylor turned away, letting Jo handle that conversation. “Taylor Mobley. Chef.” If Erin wanted to do cool, she could do cool. How long had Erin been standing there? Had she overheard them joking around? Was that why she was as chilly as an Anchorage outhouse? “Where’s the rest of your crew?” She craned her neck to peer down the hallway behind her.
“They’re coming.” Erin stared at her. 
She was a few inches taller, and looking up at her made Taylor uneasy. She had a presence even in her casual clothing.
Troy rushed in the back door, hair askew, and nearly skidded to a stop when he saw Taylor. “I’m sorry, Chef. I’m so sorry. There was a—” He glanced between them with an expression between awe and fear.
“I don’t want any more excuses. You’re late. That’s twice this week. Wash up. You’re on squid again.”
“Yes, Chef.”
A chorus of cheers and jeers filled the kitchen. Teasing calls of “Squid Boy” and a few raunchy comments about the smell furthered Troy’s beet-red face flush. However, his expression would have led someone to believe his dog had been run over as he turned to retrieve the chilled cephalopods from the walk-in.
“That’s enough.” Taylor’s voice rang out.
The kitchen filled with a chorus of “Yes, Chef” and “Heard.” Silence followed.
“What was that about?” Erin raised an eyebrow.
“Troy is tardy, and lateness earns you calamari prep. Everyone else is happy because they’ve avoided doing it today.”
“Calamari prep is a bad thing?” She played with the hat’s brim.
Taylor wrinkled her nose. “It’s a dreaded task. Everyone hates it, including me. I use it to encourage punctuality, and when that works too well, I have to delegate the disgusting task equally, even to myself.”
“That bad?”
“Well, it’s mind-numbing, back-breaking, time-consuming, smelly work—you have to pull off the squid’s tentacles and head, remove the long, cartilaginous pen and strip off the slimy membrane—all while avoiding splitting the ink sac and creating a black mess. Whoever draws the task does this for every squid, over and over again, and it takes two or three squids for each order. Plus, your hands smell horrible for days if you forget to wear gloves.” Taylor shrugged. “So, yeah, it’s bad. I’ll be Drambuied if calamari isn’t delicious though.”
The look on Erin’s pale face after hearing the description said otherwise, but she recovered. “Drambuied?”
She raised her chin. “I try not to swear at work. I once worked for a chef who screamed and swore at his staff. I decided I’d never treat people like he did.”
Erin blinked and moved on. “Your boss said there was an office I could use to set up my laptop, change, and do hair and makeup. Would you mind showing me where?”
Taylor’s irritation went up a notch. There was one office in the restaurant, and it was hers. Technically, Tully had a small desk in there, too, but he preferred to work at the end of the long bar. It made sense. It allowed him to be closer to the front of the house, his domain. She swallowed her irritation. Erin wanted her office. Jed said she could use it. What choice did Taylor have?
“I’ll show you where it is, but the office needs to stay locked. There are confidential personnel files in there. Follow me.”
She led the way up the metal stairs. It was a good thing Erin hadn’t shown up in heels. Heels would have made it difficult to navigate the grated holes in the metal steps that provided much-needed friction. She unlocked the door but remained standing outside on the mezzanine.
She pointed. “You can use that desk. I’d prefer you leave my desk alone.”
Yes, she could do cool. She didn’t know why Erin and her stylist couldn’t do hair and makeup in the women’s restroom. She silently cursed Michael and Jed, first ambushing her with this television show, setting her up as a scapegoat with a goddamn legal agreement, and now offering up her office as a dressing room without her permission or knowledge. Michael had moved from the tolerable category into the asshole category alongside Jed.
Erin tossed her hat on the empty desk.
“Lock it when you leave.” Taylor returned to her kitchen.



CHAPTER FIVE
Cara unfolded a portable, lighted mirror and set it atop the designated desk in the small office. An array of cosmetics covered one side of the old metal desk, and a hot curling rod and a straightener connected to a power strip heated up on the opposite side. Beside them, various brushes and a pin-tail comb lined up like soldiers in formation. The cheap desk chair had been rolled into the far corner. James, the show’s PA, had brought Erin’s folding director’s chair from the van and a standing LED daylight lamp. Cara had stacked her cosmetic organizers and bags in a pile beside the desk, and Erin’s wardrobe for the day plus a backup outfit hung on the hook behind the door. Factor in the second chair and desk they were not allowed to touch, and she and Cara could barely maneuver around each other.
Erin sniffed. “Do you mind if I crack a window? It smells like fryer oil in here. I don’t want my clothes or hair absorbing the smell.” She fiddled with the lock on the small window. The lock moved, but the window had been painted shut. She huffed and peered out the rain-stained glass. The office stood a story higher and overlooked half of the restaurant’s roof. Rooftop units, exhaust vent caps, and ventilation fans protruded from the tarred roof. Pigeons lined up along the roof’s edge. They could have set up a makeshift hair and makeup room in the restroom, but that afforded them no privacy. Erin preferred to get ready in a cramped office than have someone sitting on the toilet next to her as Cara applied her lipstick.
“Come sit. I’m ready.” Cara motioned to the canvas chair. Erin sat and stared at her reflection, her face fresh and clean, if not a bit washed out. She needed an assignment somewhere with some sun. Maybe San Antonio or San Diego or some other delightful, sainted city. It was a nice thought, but she never found time to sunbathe while working on location. 
She always felt she looked a bit ghastly without any makeup, especially mascara, but having to wash makeup off Erin’s face in the morning to put on more ranked as Cara’s number one pet peeve. As prescribed by Cara, Erin’s morning facial routine on days they filmed included washing with warm water and a gentle soap and finishing with a light, oil-free moisturizer to let her skin breathe. Early on, Erin complained about having to show up on location looking like she rolled out of bed. She feared making a poor first impression. Cara summed up her opinion on the matter with two words: “That’s stupid.” Their argument had been over.
So far, the morning had yet to improve. First, the van had been late, caught in traffic, although Erin overheard someone murmur something about oversleeping, so she wasn’t sure if the traffic was an excuse. Then, she went out of her way to be nice and brought in the restaurant’s bread delivery before it became contaminated with rain or rats or worse, and the uptight chef dismissed her like an unwanted jester from Her Majesty’s court. Unbeknownst to the chef and her sous chef, she’d caught their snide conversation when she arrived. Fine. If they wanted to make assumptions and think they knew her from what they saw on television, that’s what she would give them. She wasn’t going to waste her time trying to be nice when they’d already made up their minds about her. She’d be gone in a handful of days. Making friends while filming was neither a goal nor a luxury.
A shard of disappointment shot through her. It was too bad. She’d heard good things about Taylor Mobley. In fact, she’d been told impressive things. Peter, an old friend who taught at The Culinary Institute of America, had sung Taylor’s praises when Erin had texted him a few days prior and asked him what he knew about her. Yet, she couldn’t wrap her head around the disconnect. Was Peter hyperbolic about her abilities, throwing around phrases like a culinary genius and easily the best in her class? Erin and Restaurant Redo wouldn’t be here trying to save them if she was that talented of a chef. 
When she’d googled her, Taylor seemed likable enough in an interview when she’d first taken over as executive chef a few years ago. Why she’d been so bitchy this morning was another question. According to Peter, she appeared to be the whole package. She was young, ambitious, and talented. Not to mention attractive. She looked fine in her chef’s whites this morning, even if she’d been fuming most of the time. Erin had always had a soft spot for women wearing a uniform.
“Hold still.” Cara lifted her chin and held it where she wanted it.
With her head as stationary as possible, she allowed her mind to wander back to the chef in the kitchen. She’d noticed the wavy auburn hair that stuck out the bottom of Taylor’s chef’s cap. On each side of her face, matching locks of hair curled forward and laid against the tender-looking skin of her neck. Reckless thoughts flashed through Erin’s mind. What would it feel like to press her lips there? Would her skin feel soft? Would she feel Taylor’s pulse rushing? Would her eyes grow with wonder or shock?
“Seriously, Erin. What’s going on? I need you to focus, or you’ll have eyeliner in your eye.”
“Sorry.” She tried harder to hold her head steady. Her train of thought had jumped the track and ran through the countryside of its own free will. Time to kill that engine. She didn’t need that kind of distraction, especially with someone with such an irksome personality and a bad attitude. Taylor had been visibly annoyed at having to share her precious office, a little fact Cara had shared. How was Erin supposed to know it was her office? Still, she couldn’t understand why she’d been so irritated. The little office was a dump. She thought about calling Peter to see if he wanted to grab drinks. Finding out why Chef Mobley had a bee in her bonnet—or a termite in her toque—intrigued Erin. So far, the talented chef who was supposed to be amazing was downright unpleasant.
The part of her morning that had been pleasant occurred when she followed Taylor up the stairs to her office. With stolen glances of appreciation, Erin had quite enjoyed the climb. She could watch that swing and sway all day.
She sighed, careful to keep her head still. Couldn’t she get a chef who was easy to work with for once?
The door opened. Maira stuck her head inside. “Are you about ready? Lianna, Melody, and James are finishing up.”
Erin raised her eyebrows in question at Cara. 
“Give me five minutes to do something with this hair of hers, and she’ll be right down.”
Maira stepped inside and closed the door behind her. Erin’s knees almost brushed her thighs. When Erin was young, her father had taken her to see the circus before they faded in popularity for obvious reasons. It was before the twins had been born, but not before her mother’s long hours because Erin had no memory of her accompanying them. During the show, dozens of clowns poured out of a small car, far too many fit inside. She was sure that’s how the three of them would look when they exited the minuscule office.
“The head chef seems a bit out of sorts. We may have a live wire. Let’s proceed with caution and see if we can smooth things over, at least to start. If there’s some drama down the line, fine, but I want the episode opening with you putting your best foot forward, appearing amicable, and smiling sweetly. At least in the beginning. You know the drill. Okay?”
“Sure, no problem.” She didn’t think it would be since she wasn’t a stranger to this scenario. Occasionally, the chefs doubled as the restaurant’s owners. In that case, they wanted Erin and her assistance. However, the show was often requested to help an owner who couldn’t figure out why their restaurant was failing. Restaurant Redo needed to assess the personnel (including the chef), the finances, and the decor; make a diagnosis; and prescribe a remedy. In those instances, they often found the chef difficult. Chefs never wanted to admit that the restaurant’s troubles might be their fault. Chefs and egos went hand-in-hand like unprotected sex and pregnancy. Erin often wondered if the admissions offices for culinary schools, as a rule, extended entrance to applicants who exhibited overbearing self-confidence.



CHAPTER SIX
“I need to mic up both of you, and we can begin.” Melody helped Erin thread the lavalier microphone between her shirt and her jacket. “We’ll be using a boom mic, too, but because of how many people are working in the kitchen in close quarters, these will work better for this.” Erin looked at Taylor as Melody attached the mic pack to the back of her pants. Finished, Melody reached for the second microphone.
Erin glanced beside her. It had been one thing to hear the detailed, gory description of squid preparation, but watching the tardy line cook deal with the slimy stuff was another. Why Maira decided this corner was best to film from was beyond her. She tried to refrain from gagging. If her stomach had held any contents, the effect would be worse. She forced down nausea, turned her back to the line cook and his prep work, and breathed through her mouth.
Melody stood in front of Taylor. “Can you take your jacket off for a second?”
Erin noticed Taylor’s eyes widen. She wondered why.
“No.” Taylor gave no explanation or excuse.
“Um…okay.” This was not the answer Melody had expected. It took her a beat to recover. “Then we’ll have to thread it under your jacket.”
Taylor didn’t agree, but she didn’t disagree either, so Melody turned her and attached the mic pack to the back of her black-and-white houndstooth pants. Taylor pulled white knots through the two buttonholes at the top of her chef’s coat. Erin had always liked the chef’s coats with knots down the double-breasted front rather than buttons or, God forbid, snaps. They looked more elegant and suited a woman’s body, especially the woman before her. Melody slipped one hand up Taylor’s chef’s jacket and one hand down the collar to grab the corded mic. Erin’s stomach did a little flip. It had to be the lack of breakfast and the disgusting squid smell, not the pale strip of skin that peeked out between Taylor’s jacket and the top of her pants. Melody stepped away from her, and Taylor tugged her white coat down, the show over.
Erin’s face warmed. She was not making eye contact, so she studied the ductwork in the ceiling. What was wrong with her today? Her anxiety didn’t usually manifest itself in such a fashion. She wanted nothing more than for everything to go according to plan so she could get back to her apartment and enjoy a chilled glass of chardonnay.
Maira turned from the counter where she had her notebook open. She held a pen in one hand and had a pencil tucked behind her ear. “You two will stand over here.” She motioned for Erin and Taylor to step in front of the light. “Cara, we need some powder on Erin. She’s looking a bit rosy.”
Erin was sure she went a deeper shade of pink. Cara dusted her cheeks with powder and swiped them again for good measure. Erin waved her away before she could attempt a third pass.
They crowded into the one corner of the kitchen that gave the best view of the bustling kitchen behind them. Troy worked conveniently off-camera to the side of them. Maira probably didn’t want to disgust the viewers, making them change programs.
“A little closer, please.” Lianna motioned them forward a few inches, then held up her hand for them to stop. “Right there.”
Maira glanced at the video assist that showed her and Lianna what the camera saw. “Good. We are going to start conversationally. Erin will ask you questions, and I want you to give her the most honest, detailed answer possible. Pretend you’re telling a story. We want to draw the viewers in and make them feel invested in this restaurant succeeding.”
Taylor nodded.
“Are we good with lighting?” Maira gave a few instructions to Lianna, who handled the cameras, and Melody, who handled the audio. Art, the gaffer, and James, the production assistant, stood close by.
They stood almost shoulder-to-shoulder. Unlike many other people experiencing their first time on camera, Taylor stood with her hands at her sides, not stuffed in pants pockets like so many people did. She either exuded confidence or defiance. Erin wasn’t sure which. She hadn’t heard Taylor utter a word besides “No” since arriving downstairs. She would have to use all her techniques to draw this woman out, or it would be a very dry episode. Could she still be upset over having to share her precious office? Taylor’s rudeness was starting to irritate her.
“Everyone in back, keep doing what you’re doing. Keep the noise level and talking to a minimum and ignore us.”
Someone said, “Heard,” and a few people chuckled.
Maira looked back at them. “Okay, ready? Nice and easy, like you’re having a conversation. Look at each other, not the camera.”
Taylor nodded, and Erin ran her finger over her front teeth, checking for vagrant lipstick one last time. James held the digital slate in front of the camera. She missed the crack of the old clapboards.
“Roll sound, roll camera.” Maira looked at the video assist and then nodded at Erin. “Action.”
“Hi, I’m Erin Rasmussen, and this is Restaurant Redo. Today, we’re in New York City at Callery, a longtime favorite of locals and tourists, talking with their executive chef.” Erin flashed her trademark smile she knew always won them over, whether it was a viewer or an attractive woman in a bar. Her smile didn’t seem to affect Taylor quite how she’d hoped. She extended her hand.
“Taylor Mobley. Nice to meet you. Thank you for coming.” She sounded demure and polite but didn’t smile.
That’s fine. So far, so good. She dove right in. “Chef Mobley, it seems the restaurant has been having some troubles. Can you tell us about it? Why don’t you start with how long you’ve worked here.”
“I became the executive chef a handful of years ago.” Taylor seemed to shine a bit brighter when she mentioned the past.
“So, tell us a little about the restaurant. It was under different ownership then. Is that right?” Erin cocked her head to the side and raised her eyebrows. She knew she looked most interested in the answer when she did. She also knew the answer to the question. Doing her research before every assignment was something on which she prided herself. If she wasn’t aware of the details, how was she supposed to help?
“No. Well, sort of. There were three owners then, and now two remain.”
“So, you’re not an owner?” Erin already knew she wasn’t, but the viewers didn’t. It was her job to unfold the story.
“No, I’m simply the chef.”
The self-deprecating way she said it surprised her and made her wonder. Most chefs she’d encountered didn’t consider themselves simply a chef. Most of them had a God complex. Erin filed the curious comment away for later.
“Tell me about some of the issues facing the restaurant.”
“Well, the numbers haven’t been great lately. They haven’t been great for the past couple of years. They’re in the black, but barely. Profit margins aren’t where they should be.”
Profit margins? She went there right away. Erin was impressed. Some chefs had no idea what a profit margin was, let alone what their restaurant’s was. She’d lost count of how many chefs had no idea what the cost of a dish was or how much to charge when adding veg and starch to a plate. Menu prices were often arbitrary, a huge issue and impediment to making a profit. Sometimes, management or ownership held information like profit margins close to the vest. Erin would need to find out who was overseeing this, and if this information was handed up to ownership or handed down to Taylor.
“The average profit margin for a full-service restaurant is four percent. You’re saying that this restaurant is not there?” Erin wanted the viewers to know that she also knew about profit margins.
“No, it’s not.” Taylor blushed and didn’t make eye contact.
Erin chalked it up to embarrassment over the lack of profit. “What do you think is the cause of this?”
Taylor squirmed. She looked from Erin to Maira and then directly at the camera as if she might find answers.
Erin tried again. “I’m here to help. This isn’t about placing blame. I’m here to find out what’s working and what’s not. Then we’ll address what isn’t working and find a solution.”
Still no response.
Erin waited another few excruciating seconds and tried not to grit her teeth. No answer came from Taylor, who had appeared to freeze. Her ragged breaths sounded like she might hyperventilate. 
Erin tried one more time. “Do you think the problem lies with the back of the house, the front of the house, with management, or a combination of the three?”
Taylor went pale. She made eye contact with Maira. “I’m sorry. I need a break.”
Erin saw the sheen of perspiration on her forehead. Was she shaking? She wouldn’t be the first camera-shy person they’d encountered.
“Cut.” Maira grimaced, which never happened so early in a shoot.
Erin refrained from rolling her eyes. A start like this could mean a very long day. Long days on the road were one thing, but getting to her beloved apartment at a decent time began slipping away.
“Do you need to use the bathroom, or is something else wrong?” Maira put a hand on her hip.
“That would be great.” Taylor’s answer was barely audible.
Melody stepped forward and detached the mic pack from the back of her pants. “Try not to dislodge the mic if you can help it.”
Taylor fled from the room. They all looked at each other.
“Well, the action behind you has been great,” Maira said dryly. “See if you can get her to relax a bit. She looks terrified and stiff as a statue.”
“She might be one of those people we need to sit with beforehand and go over questions to get her to respond in a natural way.” She hated to admit it, but they’d never had such a stilted start. Erin knew that when people answered questions off-camera first, they could easily answer the same questions while on-camera. Spending extra time coaching the person fell on her. It allowed the person to relax and respond to the familiarity once they began filming. Granted, she wasn’t sure she wanted to spend more time with Chef Mobley. So far, she’d been a pain in the ass.
“Go see if she needs anything.” Maira waved a hand at Erin. “Use your charms. See if you can make her relax a bit.”
Erin suppressed a sigh. She almost told Maira to send James, the task more in line with the duties belonging to a production assistant, but it was the women’s restroom. She turned to Melody. “Turn off my mic.”
She headed down the hallway and stopped before a door with a placard of a woman in a dress. How antiquated. So much for unisex toilets. She expected more from New York. The restaurant would be changing that.
“Are you okay in there?” She knocked and tried to push open the door, but it didn’t budge, the lock in place. “It’s Erin. Can I come in?” She heard the deadbolt slide, and the door opened. She entered and let it close behind her.
Taylor leaned against a sink. Relief washed over Erin. She hadn’t been crying. That would have delayed filming for sure.
“What’s going on?” She wanted to hurry her along but knew if she moved too fast, it might delay things even more.
“I don’t know if I can do this.” Taylor’s eyes looked huge.
“Of course, you can.” Erin wasn’t sure if she believed it, but she tried to reassure her. The show would be filmed whether Taylor liked it or not. Having her on board would make it less complicated.
Taylor had pulled off her chef’s cap and held it in her hands. Erin noticed how her hair parted on one side, and natural waves gave her a confident and jaunty look, even if she didn’t exhibit that air right now. The fluorescent bathroom lights picked out reddish highlights. “Why don’t you leave your cap off? Your hair looks nice like that.”
Taylor looked at her. The compliment hit, and a tiny blush pinked her cheeks.
It was for the sake of calming her. At least, that’s what she told herself. Despite being irritated that Taylor had caused this delay that was costing them precious time—costing her precious time—Erin tried to encourage her. “You can do this. Be yourself. I’ll lob you questions, and you answer them as best you can. If you don’t know something, say so. There are no wrong answers. We can reshoot or edit it later if you mess something up. You don’t have to be worried.”
“I’m not worried.”
The terse statement was so out of contrast with the sullen way she stared at the floor.
Looking down, Erin noticed they wore the same nonskid clogs. She might like a nice suit, but she wasn’t going to fall on her ass in a commercial kitchen in front of thirty people and a running camera, so she wore the same shoes that chefs everywhere wore.
“Nice shoes.” Maybe humor would work.
Taylor cracked a small smile. “I’m sorry about that earlier. We were joking around.”
She earned points for being honest and apologizing, but Erin wouldn’t let her get away with it that easily. She took a step forward. Their gazes met. “I’m not that thin-skinned.” Standing so close, with no distractions, she had time to appreciate Taylor’s eyes. Had she ever seen eyes such a beautiful, cornflower-blue color? She couldn’t recall if she had. Uneasy, she took a step back. What had come over her? She certainly didn’t need to be ogling the woman she was interviewing. They needed to be filming and not hanging out in the restroom. 
“Here’s what’s going to happen. We are going to walk out there and mic you up. You and I will have a nice conversation and see where it goes. If you’re still uncomfortable with the camer—”
“I’m not uncomfortable with the camera.” 
Taylor’s snappy response startled her. Why did she seem to exude pleasantries one minute and defiance the next? She went out of her way to be uncooperative. Who did she think she was? Erin ignored her irritation and put a smile on her face. She wasn’t about to let Taylor know her antics had any effect on her.
“Let’s go out there and give this a shot. If it’s not working, you and I can have a conversation and rehearse the questions before we go in front of the camera. That way, you’ll already have a good idea of what’s coming. We prefer to film more organically, but we can go that route if necessary.”
To her surprise, Taylor nodded. She pushed herself off the sink and walked out.
Erin clenched her teeth together so hard it made her jaw ache, but it kept her from screaming. So much for a thank you.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Taylor recalled Jo’s comment when she saw the suit. Maybe Erin hadn’t arrived wearing it, but there it was in all its glory. On the opposite side of the kitchen, Erin leaned against a counter in a chic, tailored pantsuit. It was the color of cinnamon, a light red brown. It had a feminine cut, darting in at the waist and flaring slightly at the hips. It looked like it was made for her body, and it probably was. How did that work? Did one fly to Italy specifically to get a suit like that made, or did one visit a tailor while there on vacation?
These were things she would never need to know because it was such a far cry from her simple life. A suit like that cost more than she made in six months. Almost everything in her closet was black, white, or gray and bought through an online culinary clothing company. Working six or seven days a week didn’t require an extensive wardrobe of non-work clothes.
Erin’s hair had been styled, and she looked stunning. Dark and lustrous, it fell past her shoulders, the ends curling outward in a sophisticated twist. Her burgundy lips and smokey eye makeup may have been a bit much for the morning, but she would look fantastic on television. The suit showed off her impressive figure. Taylor would look like a plate dying on the pass while standing next to her. At least Erin’s nonskid shoes looked ridiculous with her expensive suit. The juxtaposition should have made Taylor feel better, but it didn’t.
She watched Erin talk with the director. They looked over at her. She wondered if she should have gotten a haircut. Self-consciously, she adjusted the short waves that extended from her cap. She should have asked someone knowledgeable to do her makeup. She usually didn’t bother with any. The heat of the kitchen tended to melt it off, or it ended up smeared on her shoulder. However, today she’d dabbed on some matte foundation and mascara. She hung a few extra whites she’d picked up from the dry cleaner on the back of her door in case she dirtied the ones she wore. She hoped Erin hadn’t crushed them when she hung her fancy suits over them. The dusting of makeup on every surface in her office already bothered her, plus the drape the stylist had used to protect Erin’s clothing had been tossed on her desk.
Worse than that, when she went upstairs to her office, the door stood ajar. She’d instructed Erin to make sure it was locked. Her filing cabinet held employee Social Security numbers, wages, and confidential information like write-ups and performance plans. The last thing she needed was one snoopy employee letting everyone know how much someone made. Leaks like that caused a catastrophic snowball effect and ended two ways: either the establishment ended up coughing up raises to remedy all the bruised feelings, or employees quit. It would be disastrous for a restaurant struggling to keep its head above water. So, she shut the door. Hard. It banged so loud that some of her staff looked up, and they rarely looked up for anything short of a fire, and not even then at times. She hoped Erin heard the bang from where she talked with Maira in the hallway.
“Easy, woman.” Jo sidled up next to her as she reached the bottom of the stairs. “Are you ready for this?”
“I was blindsided by it forty-eight hours ago and then trussed up like a roast turkey. How could I possibly be ready?”
“What happens if you slip up and say something you shouldn’t?” Jo asked in a hushed voice.
“I can’t. I’d lose my job, for sure, and possibly be sued for breach of contract.”
“So, you have to grin and bear it?”
“No one said I had to grin.” She gave Jo a wry smile. “I want to get it over with as soon as possible.”
It didn’t work out that way. They weren’t two minutes into filming when Taylor had a mini panic attack. She couldn’t bring herself to lie on camera while taking the blame for things that were not her fault or even in her control. She’d been telling Jed and Michael for years that the menu needed to be revamped, to no avail. 
Yes, she could admit that Jed owned successful restaurants in other states, so he must know something, but he wasn’t a New Yorker. Either he didn’t understand the intricacies of the New York City—and specifically the Manhattan—restaurant scene, or he didn’t care. Even celebrity chefs sometimes fail to make their restaurants succeed in one of the greatest cities in the world. The fleeting success she’d found running the restaurant while Natasha had been alive had disappeared when she passed away and Jed instituted his menu. Yet, he refused to budge or even show a willingness to sit down and look at the numbers.
The director had given Taylor an out, so she fled to the restroom. To her surprise, Erin had followed her, probably at Maira’s request. However, while inside, Erin complimented her. Or maybe it had been her way of letting Taylor know she’d overheard her talking with Jo. Or had it been part of Erin’s plan to draw her out of the restroom? Regardless, Taylor felt terrible about the conversation Erin had overheard. That wasn’t her usual style. She should have been more professional and kept thoughts like that to herself. She’d apologized, but the apology had landed…where? Erin seemed to brush it off. So much for extending an olive branch. Erin didn’t seem to care. Was she as tough-skinned as she purported to be?
After some minor checks, they resumed filming.
Erin leaned one hand on the counter and crossed one ankle over the other. She looked elegant and relaxed, a stark comparison to Taylor standing beside her. “What do you think is the guests’ main complaint about the restaurant?”
“Um…I don’t know.” Taylor felt her cheeks grow hot. Horrible thoughts flew through her mind. What would her mother say when she watched this? What would she tell her friends when the daughter she believed to be talented and successful was shown to be an utter failure and humiliated on national television?
“You don’t know? Don’t you think a restaurant chef should know what the guests like or dislike?” Erin narrowed her eyes and grilled her again. “Don’t you read reviews?”
Taylor fumed. So much for a friendly conversation. How was she supposed to answer? She walked a tightrope with no safety net. “Yes, I read the reviews, and I’m aware of guest complaints, and compliments, as they happen in real-time.”
“So then, tell me, what are some of the problems the guests complain about?”
Taylor fidgeted, shifting from one foot to the other. She couldn’t see any other way around it. “The menu, I guess.”
“You guess?” Erin gave a short laugh. “Is the menu a problem, or isn’t it?”
“I think certain aspects of the menu can be problematic.” She felt like a criminal being interrogated on the stand. She’d almost rather face perjury or contempt of court versus crawling home and sleeping on her mother’s sagging sofa when she lost her job.
“Like?” Erin flashed her a saccharine smile.
Taylor wanted to gag. She took a calming breath. “Well, it’s a large menu. Sometimes guests get overwhelmed. Large menus can also overwhelm the kitchen if they use many different ingredients. For instance, a restaurant can offer fifty dishes requiring a hundred ingredients or fifty dishes that require forty ingredients. It makes a significant difference in both food costs and prep time.”
“So, have you considered streamlining your menu?”
They stared at each other. Taylor wanted to scream. Of course, she’d freaking thought about it. Every day since Jed seized control. Somehow, she managed to answer in a calm voice. “Yes, I’ve considered it.”
“So, why haven’t you?” Erin wouldn’t let it go.
“It just hasn’t happened.”
“Well.” Erin turned and smiled into the camera. “That might be part of your problem.”
Taylor could feel the blood rush to her face. She huffed air like a bull in front of a toreador, short puffs flaring her nostrils. Erin might as well be waving a red flag. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she fought to remain controlled and civilized.
“Cut. Let’s take a ten-minute break. Erin, can I see you?” Maira pulled her aside.
Taylor needed to get away from the camera and crew, so she turned away to check on her staff. The lunch rush would start at any time. Jo planned to expedite getting food out of the kitchen to the servers as she usually did during lunch. They’d be shorthanded without Taylor jumping on the line if it got busy, but they’d manage. She had faith in them. A new commis, or apprentice, named Grant started his apprenticeship this week. He would help ease the strain when the time came, too. She planned to have him work with either Adam or Paulo, her grill cook and fry cook. Adam had more patience, but new cooks usually started at Paulo’s station. Grant had finished culinary school at The CIA Calistoga, so it wasn’t like he hadn’t been trained. He should be able to jump right in.
Sh’neis had traded her pastry station in the cold kitchen for a spot in the hot kitchen next to Adam. She hummed to herself as she cut up chicken thighs. A large pot of onions sweated on the stove behind her.
“Behind.” Taylor walked between Adam and his grills. “What are you preparing for the family meal?” She looked over the ingredients at the station.
“Nothing fancy. Chicken and rice with a green salad.”
Taylor glanced across the room at the television crew. Should she? Her shoulders slumped. It would be a nice thing to do. In general, she was a nice person. “Hold that thought.”
She approached Erin and Maira but directed her question at Erin. “Would you and your crew like to join us for the family meal this afternoon? Sh’neis is making chicken and rice and a salad. The family meals aren’t elaborate, but they’re tasty and filling. It would be convenient since you wouldn’t have to leave to find food.”
Maira and Erin glanced at one another. Maira raised her eyebrows and shrugged.
“Are you sure it’s no problem? We can go out to eat if that’s easier on your staff.” Erin seemed surprised by the offer.
“No, it’s not a problem. That’s why I asked.” Taylor turned back to the kitchen. “Sh’neis, seven more. Stretch it.”
Maira called her crew and Taylor back together. “Erin and I talked. She and Taylor will spend today and the first part of tomorrow discussing the restaurant’s problems, and they’ll review the finances off-camera. It will create a fluidity to the filming once the camera rolls.”
Taylor breathed a sigh of relief, even if it was delaying the inevitable. She looked at Erin but couldn’t determine if it had been her idea or Maira’s.
“The rest of us will get some shots with the front-of-the-house manager today since he seems to be dressed for the occasion. He can enlighten us on the service and the needed updates on the decor in the dining room. After that, we’ll do a few short interviews with some of the staff between the lunch and dinner services, shoot some B-roll footage of the kitchen leading up to the dinner service, and get footage of the actual dinner service tonight from the vantage point of the front of the house. Let’s see what we can get done before the family meal.” Maira turned to say something to Erin.
While it got her out from in front of the camera, it still meant she had to suffer through the day alone with Erin. Taylor was pretty sure the uptight television host hated her. It’s not like she tried to be difficult. She was stuck between a rock and…well, unemployment. She valued her pride, but at the end of the day, her pride didn’t pay her bills or put food in the refrigerator.
Erin looked up at the mezzanine. “I’m going to change back into street clothes. There’s no use wearing these today. I’ll need to change in your office. I see the door is closed.” She gave no apology for leaving the door unlocked.
Taylor couldn’t tell if she was supposed to feel guilty. “Fine.”
She pulled the key and its spring coil keychain from where it lived around her right bicep and tossed it underhand. In a horrific, slow-motion sequence, the key flew through the air in an arc toward Erin. She held out her hands, either in an attempt to catch it or protect herself, but pulled away at the last split second, closing her eyes and turning her body to attempt to get out of the way. The key hit her in the chest two inches above her heart and bounced onto the floor, landing near Maira’s feet. The deafening silence that had existed for the few seconds it took for her to realize what had happened came crashing down as the cacophony of the kitchen once again filled Taylor’s ears. She wanted to slink down one of the kitchen floor drains.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Erin looked livid. “You threw that at me!”
“I’m sorry. I thought you would catch it.” Being on the receiving end of the glares coming from Erin and the rest of the crew should have nuked her to a crisp on the spot. Erin looked like steam might come out of her ears at any moment.
“No, I wouldn’t catch it because I had no idea someone here might throw something at me.” Erin rubbed her chest and glared at her.
Taylor didn’t think a single key on a plastic band could have hurt her. Maybe she was being dramatic. “I said I’m sorry. We toss stuff around all the time. It’s habit.” Great. This should make for an interesting afternoon.
Maira bent down and retrieved the key. She held it out.
Erin snatched it. “I’m going to change. Meet me in the office in five minutes.” She shot daggers at her as she stomped off.
Taylor didn’t think it was the time to point out it wasn’t the office. It was her office. She rubbed her face with both hands. Somehow, she’d made a terrible day worse in the blink of an eye. She had talent, that’s for sure.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Who throws keys at someone? Who throws keys at someone they don’t even know? Erin fumed. Okay, it was one key, but still, Taylor had hit her directly in the chest. This was supposed to be a classy restaurant, not a junior high school. She’d never met someone so infuriating and immature. What if it had hit her in the face and caused a mark? Cara would spend the rest of the week trying to cover it up for the camera. What if she’d lost an eye? Okay, even she could admit that might exaggerate the situation’s severity. 
Erin inhaled until she could draw no more air into her lungs, held it, then exhaled slowly. She needed to change clothes before she had to spend more time with Taylor, who might be the most infuriating chef she’d ever encountered. Taylor couldn’t even answer a simple direct question with the camera on her. Yet, for some reason, she didn’t think it was a typical case of stage fright. Taylor’s reluctance to cooperate already had them behind schedule. Plus, Taylor was why Erin stood in her office half-naked for the second time in a matter of hours.
At least she’d apologized. The horrified expression on Taylor’s face had not escaped Erin’s notice, but that didn’t erase the fact that she’d thrown the keys in the first place.
A knock sounded as she finished dressing. “Come in.”
Taylor opened the door, a sheepish expression on her face. “I want to apologize. I’m sorry. Are you bruised? Can I bring you some ice?”
Erin pulled down the collar of her shirt to look. She rubbed the spot on her chest. “I don’t think so. Let’s forget it and get down to business.” When she looked up, Taylor’s gaze flew from her chest to her face. Both froze. Taylor appeared she might scurry away like a scared chipmunk if she made a sudden move. Instead, she made a production of extending her hand with the key visible. She placed the key in Taylor’s palm. “See? That’s how you do it.” Her fingers brushed her hand. To Erin’s surprise, her skin felt soft despite her working with her hands every day. So soft. Erin pulled her hand away.
Taylor slid the coil up her arm and broke eye contact. “Thanks.”
Erin pulled out the second office chair from the corner and looked at the cosmetics and hair products covering Tully’s desk. “I guess we’re working at your desk. Am I allowed?”
Taylor gave her a look just short of a glare.
Erin maneuvered the rolling chair around the director’s chair to the front of Taylor’s desk. Taylor took a seat behind her desk and moved her laptop to one side, turning it so they could see the screen. They faced each other, their knees inches apart under the desk. This close, she could smell Taylor’s perfume, a light citrus scent. Or maybe Taylor had been working with lemons. Regardless, she smelled pleasant.
“Okay, Chef Mobley, are you ready to begin?”
“You can call me Taylor. Where do you want to start?” Taylor looked like she would rather be getting a root canal or stuck with jury duty.
Taylor disliked her, and she wasn’t sure why. Many restaurant staff resented her presence over the years, especially chefs, but this felt like something more.
“Why don’t you start with ordering? Who does the ordering for the restaurant?” Erin sat back and crossed her legs, careful not to kick Taylor under the desk.
“Well, I place the order. Tully gives me a list of what he needs for the front of the house.”
“Who is the general manager?”
“We share the position.”
Erin raised an eyebrow and let the silence sit for a few seconds.
“So, you do the ordering for the kitchen?”
Taylor looked down at her hands. “Yes.”
“And how do you know what to order?” Erin bent down and took a notebook and a pen from her bag. She flipped it open and propped it on her knee. 
“I keep a list of my own, plus we have a board in the kitchen where we list items that are running low.”
“What about specials or new menu items? How do you determine what to order and how much to order?” Erin pulled her reading glasses from her bag and slid them on.
Taylor stared at her. Erin raised her eyebrows to show her expectation of an answer sometime this week.
“Oh, um. The specials are set, so I know what to order because it’s always the same. There are no new menu items.”
Erin looked up from her notebook. “What do you mean the specials are set?”
“They’re set based on the day of the week. Thursday is salmon. Friday is a porterhouse steak, for instance.”
“Hmm. That doesn’t make them very special, does it?” Erin tapped her pen on the notebook. “No new menu items? Why?”
Taylor took forever to answer while she stared at her hands clasped on the desk. “Cost, I guess.” Erin could barely hear the response.
“Let me see last night’s menu.”
Taylor turned her laptop, clicked the mouse a few times, and spun the laptop around again. “This isn’t last night’s menu. It’s the menu we have been using since June.”
“Don’t you think your guests would like more variety in the specials, especially when seasons change? You know, butternut squash soup in the fall, asparagus in the spring, peaches in summer, and all that?” No wonder the restaurant was having issues. She cringed at the menu’s offerings.
“Yes, probably.”
She found Taylor’s short answers maddening. It was like pulling teeth. She gave weak, indecisive answers, and even when she seemed to agree, Taylor’s responses had an argumentative air. Enough with the questions. She wanted to see some numbers.
“Show me your waste sheets from last week and from six weeks ago. I also want to see your food costs for last month and your food costs from last June. And I want to see profit-and-loss statements for the last six months.” She’d learned to be unpredictable, so chefs or owners didn’t invent numbers on the spot.
Taylor clicked open files, and her printer began to hum and spit out pages. Erin tapped her fingers on the desk as she waited. Taylor handed her the two waste sheets. Erin gave her points for keeping electronic copies. She seldom saw that. Nine times out of ten, the chef handed her a sticky binder that contained twenty people’s scrawled handwriting covered with food drips and stains. It was never complete.
She looked down the list. It included a few incidents where an entire container of food had landed on the floor and some normal spoilage. Overall, the waste looked within the range she expected to see in any successful restaurant. Taylor laid warm, freshly printed pages in front of her, so she moved on to food costs. Food costs could be better in a few areas. She scanned down the list. They could save money. In the same order, Erin noticed boneless, skinless chicken breasts and boneless, skinless chicken thighs. Ordering whole chickens was much less expensive, and any line cook worth their salt should be able to break down a chicken. The carcass and other unused pieces could be saved for making stock or used in other dishes. If any of the cooks didn’t know how, she would show them herself or suggest Taylor replace that person with someone with better training.
Taylor spoke, and Erin jumped. “I think more upscale dishes might do well. After all, it is New York City.” The quiet way she presented her opinion surprised Erin. Why was she unlike any other chef she’d met? It was unlikely she’d gotten this far by being timid. From what she’d heard about The Culinary Institute, someone so meek would’ve been chewed up and spit out long before graduation. Instead, she’d somehow excelled and came out on top of her class. Erin had never met a chef so unwilling to voice her opinion, nor one so obstinate. Taylor had turned out to be an intriguing, complex, and exasperating person.
Erin looked at her over her glasses. “I disagree. I don’t think sudden creativity is what this restaurant needs. Upscale dishes require expensive ingredients, which will worsen the numbers.” Why was she suggesting this now? “Plus, if that is your opinion, you would have tried it.”
Taylor sank into her chair like a balloon leaking air. Erin pushed her glasses up her nose and picked up the latest profit-and-loss statement. To Erin’s annoyance, they worked like that for most of the afternoon, Erin crunching numbers and asking occasional questions, and Taylor giving her little in return.



CHAPTER NINE
Taylor needed to allocate breaks to the kitchen staff between the lunch and dinner services, and the family meal would be ready soon, too. It gave her the perfect excuse to break free of Erin, her relentless questions, and the cramped office that left Taylor feeling suffocated.
“Troy and Adam, go ahead and take your breaks. Paulo and Natalie, you’ll be next.”
“Heard.” It sounded like she had surround sound.
She approached Jo, who was making a compound butter that they used to top some of the steaks. Jo scooped up a handful of finely chopped parsley and dropped it into a large bowl.
“Here.” When Jo looked up, Taylor tossed her a head of garlic. Jo caught it.
“What’s this for? I already added four cloves. Do you think I should add more?”
“No.” Taylor came close. “I wanted to see if you could catch something. Her Majesty acted like I threw a javelin at her.”
“Well, you did hit her.”
“I apologized. I always throw things. Everyone does, right?”
“Not everyone.” Jo mashed the herbs into the softened butter.
One of the bartenders came through the swinging door. “Hey, Rebecca. Catch.” Taylor grabbed a lemon from Jo’s station and tossed it at her.
She caught it one-handed but raised an eyebrow. “Thanks, but I already took a bunch to the bar.”
Taylor shrugged. “Okay, here.” She held out her hands, and Rebecca lobbed it back to her.
She turned back to Jo. “See? What about when you’re shopping with someone? Someone shops, and someone pushes the cart. The shopper throws stuff, and the person pushing the cart catches and drops in it. It’s like getting an assist in basketball.”
Jo rolled the compound butter into a tight tube. “I think you may be overgeneralizing how often people throw things.”
“That’s how my family does it.”
“Your brother was an athlete and a high-level one at that.” Jo put the tube of butter in her low-boy refrigerator. “I think you should cut her some slack. Or at least let it go.”
“I think it’s a thing.” Taylor wasn’t about to be deterred.
“I adore you more than chocolate. I adore you more than salted caramel. I adore you more than chocolate-covered salted caramel, but it’s not a thing.” Jo eyed her with what looked like concern.
Taylor huffed. She was already livid about how the day had transpired, and now she found herself exasperated with her best friend. It would pass. They never stayed annoyed with each other for long. She hated to admit it, but time had taught her that if Jo took a stand with her, she was usually right. But she wasn’t about to admit that now. Right now, she was content being a little steamed.
She checked the break room. One of the kitchen porters had laid out cutlery on one of the tables. A large salad stood nearby as well as an empty chafing dish. They never bothered with Sternos. The food didn’t last that long. A few staff members lounged, waiting for the meal to begin.
Taylor did something she rarely did outside her office. She sat down. She chose a chair away from the other employees where she wouldn’t be drawn into conversation and pretended to look at her phone. 
How would she get through filming? The morning had exhausted her. She assumed Erin believed the difficulties with the restaurant were all her doing, and Taylor wasn’t allowed to explain. Fighting pent-up rage as she tried to answer Erin’s questions about the menu had left her gas tank empty. She’d told the owners for years that the menu needed to be changed. It wasn’t like she complained without providing a solution. She’d suggested plenty of ideas that would increase the restaurant’s popularity and profits to deaf ears. After all, success had been hers in the beginning, so she couldn’t have been that far off track. Michael might have listened to her, but he lacked a backbone, and Jed had the final word with his two-thirds share.
Her job had already frustrated her, and these recent events pushed the level to intolerable. How was she supposed to find another job in this economy, with a decent salary, with the number of hours she was currently spending at work? It felt like the impossible. The few feelers she’d put out had withered and died. Soon she would be broadcast as the incompetent chef of a failing restaurant. Her star that had shone so bright a short time ago was about to flame out with everyone watching, and she couldn’t say a damn thing about it. 
She regretted signing the agreement. She knew talking circles around the situation would be difficult, but she hadn’t anticipated how difficult it would be. Erin was like a dog with a bone. She wouldn’t let anything go. She made Taylor want to clench her hands and stomp her feet. Taylor wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold her off. She rubbed her face with both hands.
“Coming in hot!” Sh’neis rushed in carrying a hotel pan laden with chicken and rice. Even before she set it in the chafing dish, the restaurant’s staff descended upon the table like vultures.
Taylor fought the incoming crowd as she left the room. She found Erin and some of her crew in the corner of the kitchen discussing something on Maira’s clipboard. “You should head in there and get some food before it’s gone.” They looked at her, and she retreated to the break room.
The few chairs couldn’t accommodate all the staff on a typical day, so people ate standing up or squatted against a wall like they always did. Employees filled the break room and the hallway.
Lines formed along both sides of the table. Taylor took a plate and fell in behind Tully. With her small serving—she didn’t feel like eating but knew she should—she found a place to stand on the opposite side of the room near the microwave. She looked up from taking a bite to find Erin standing beside her. Hadn’t spending all day so far with each other been enough? Why was she interrupting her dinner, too? Taylor ignored her and kept eating.
Erin cursed.
Taylor glanced over to see her picking rice off her shirt.
“I need a bib.” She gave a half-laugh.
Taylor didn’t know what inspired her to do it. She set her plate on the microwave and untied her apron. “Here.” She slipped the apron over Erin’s head. She saw Erin’s surprise by the way her eyebrows twitched and her lips parted. With a hand on her elbow, she turned her to tie it. Erin’s hair looked soft, and she wondered how it would feel on her fingers. When her brain caught up and processed the thought, she jumped away like a child who had put a hand on a hot stove. She retrieved her plate and took a bite, but eating was the last thing on her mind.
Erin’s voice was soft, and so quiet that Taylor might have missed her speaking if not for the shoulder that leaned into hers. “Thanks.”
Taylor nodded and tried to swallow a piece of chicken that wouldn’t seem to go down. Her side tingled, which she found unexpected but pleasant, so she ignored the urge to step away.
“Thank you for letting my crew join you. I feel much better now after eating some food.”
Taylor nodded again. She hadn’t known Erin felt unwell, and even though she couldn’t have known, she sympathized with her. The day hadn’t been easy on Taylor. Perhaps it hadn’t been easy on Erin either.
Having Erin so close made Taylor’s mind flash back to the last few hours. She could still see the image of Erin in her sexy reading glasses that had made focusing so difficult. However, that was nothing compared to when Erin had opened her shirt to see if her chest had bruised. Taylor had caught a glimpse of a beautifully sculpted collarbone and smooth, creamy skin. She felt her pulse race now at the remembrance.
Holy guacamole. Maybe Jo was right, and she did need to get laid if she was daydreaming about the most annoying woman in the tri-state area.



CHAPTER TEN
The new espresso machine caused as much morning excitement as one might expect for a school snow day or a dunk tank featuring a company’s CEO, not a new appliance. Jed had finally agreed to a replacement after they’d limped along for two months without one. The last one had died a heroic death with a series of pops and crackles accompanied by the sickening smell of burnt wiring. Taylor found it interesting how the new arrival coincided with the film crew being on site.
To learn the new machine’s bells and whistles, Tully and his head busser spent a large portion of the morning taking drink orders for anyone who wanted a sweet concoction. Taylor knew it was an excuse for everyone to enjoy free coffee, but she bit her tongue. She let them enjoy themselves. They were all under additional stress from having to work longer hours due to filming. Plus, there was something to be said for familiarizing the staff with the machine before service, and it was an inexpensive way to boost morale. Even the film crew joined in the excitement, sipping their beverages in the back hallway and corner of the kitchen, and the caffeine flowed freely among almost everyone.
“Chef? What do you want us to make for you?” Tully cupped his hand to his ear to hear her over the bustle of the kitchen.
“Thanks, but I can’t drink hot coffee. It makes me feel strange.” She didn’t need to be feeling feverish, jittery, and nauseated on top of everything else she was dealing with.
“I can make you an iced coffee.” He always went out of his way to take good care of her. He’d been with the restaurant even longer than she had. He was a kind, fatherly figure to many of the staff, and had two daughters of his own. Tully liked two things in life: making people feel good and order. Both attributes made him excel as a front-of-the-house manager.
“I’d love an iced coffee if it’s not too much trouble.” Taylor perked up. It did sound delicious, and she could use a little energy boost.
“Vanilla, caramel, or hazelnut?”
“Caramel. Thanks, Tully.” She returned her focus to the mussels in front of her. She cleaned and debearded each before dropping it into a perforated pan over ice.
The bread delivery arrived. Sophie wore her hair in a ponytail to one side, curling over her shoulder. Taylor watched Jo greet her. Jo’s socks had bright yellow submarines on them. Taylor wondered if she ordered her pants short so she could show off her stylish socks. When she had time, she’d ask her. She eavesdropped and watched Sophie touch Jo’s arm.
“I’m sorry again for leaving the bread outside. I’m still getting used to this job and want to do well, so thanks for understanding.”
“We’re not upset with you.” Jo gave her a bright smile.
Tully placed her iced coffee on the side of her station. “Here you go. I made it myself.”
“You’re too good to me.” She sipped. It was better than she expected. “It’s delicious. I could drink that every day. Thank you.” 
He winked at her and headed for the dining room. She set it under the station.
“Hey, Tully.” She reached into her apron pocket. The treat was supposed to be for later, but the coffee gave her enough sugar for one day. She tossed a wrapped snickerdoodle cookie to him. It sailed through the air like a frisbee.
He nabbed it. “Thanks, Chef.”
“No problem. Nice catch.” Taylor put another tick in her column under People Who Could Catch Flying Objects and basked in her vindication.
“You forget, one of my granddaughters plays fastpitch for Florida State. Who do you think taught her and her mom? She’s coming to visit for Easter. Peter is ecstatic. Oh! I’ll be right back.” He pushed through the swinging door into the dining room.
“Who’s Peter?”
With her focus on Tully and her iced coffee, Taylor had missed Erin standing beside her.
“Peter is his husband. They have two daughters and I-don’t-know-how-many grandkids. He has great stories if you have time to chat with him. He was a doorman at the Plaza for years when he was younger. As he got older, he couldn’t tolerate the cold, so he started doing what he does now.”
Tully scampered back, holding something.
“Do you think I could get a photograph with you, Ms. Rasmussen? And would you please sign this menu for me? My husband is absolutely beside himself that I got to meet you.”
“Of course, and please call me Erin. Are you sure you can afford to lose a menu? I hear you’ve been using the same ones since last summer.” She glanced over at Taylor with a smirk.
Taylor glared at her, not appreciating the wisecrack. Tully explained how menus got dirty all the time and had to be reprinted, not realizing the remark had been made for Taylor’s benefit.
“Do you have a pen?”
Taylor wanted to gag. Couldn’t they do this somewhere else? Despite Tully’s gushing over Erin making her almost ill, she pulled the Sharpie from her left arm pocket and handed it over to speed things along. She didn’t understand it. So, Erin had a television show. So what? Who didn’t in this day and age? Taylor’s staff didn’t need to fawn over her like the vice president had come to town. Sure, Erin was quite stunning, even when she wasn’t in full makeup, but Taylor couldn’t handle her incessant pestering. She’d rather listen to the Spotify playlist Nails on a Chalkboard on repeat.
Tully returned to the dining room, beaming and holding his signed menu and photographs.
Taylor felt Erin’s hand on her arm and froze. Erin moved closer and slipped the Sharpie into the thin pocket of her white coat. Taylor could smell her perfume, something fresh and vaguely floral. She liked the scent and wondered what it was, but Erin’s proximity unnerved her.
“Chef, do you need help with anything?”
Taylor jumped. She turned to Sergio with a smile. “Good morning. Erin, this is Sergio. He’s our head kitchen porter and does a bit of everything. He’s invaluable. Sergio, Erin Rasmussen.”
Looking embarrassed, Sergio waved his hand through the air. “No, not everything. I help where I can.”
Erin shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Sergio.”
“He’s far too modest. The restaurant wouldn’t last a day without him.” Taylor watched him shake hands with Erin and give her a shy smile. “I have nothing pressing at the moment. When they get here, you’ll have the bussers take all those glasses up front?”
“Yes, Chef. I’ll be outside breaking down cardboard if you need me. Nice to meet you, Ms. Rasmussen.”
Erin turned to her. “We should head upstairs soon and keep working.”
“I’m almost finished here. I need a few minutes.” She had five mussels left to clean.
Erin watched her. She wasn’t sure why it made her feel flustered.
“What?”
“Oh, I’m surprised you’re not serving clams.”
“Why?” Taylor scowled.
Erin shrugged. “You have so much more in common with them.”
Taylor glowered. She’d walked right into that one. Her face felt on fire, and she worried she’d say something she’d regret. Keeping her head down, she swallowed and composed herself. “I’ll meet you up there.”
She finished debearding the mussels, covered them, labeled them with Sharpie on blue painter’s tape, and put them in her lowboy refrigerator. After a quick hand wash, she climbed the stairs to her office. She wondered how she would keep her composure during their session if Erin made fun of her again. Voices came from within. Curious, she hesitated at the door.
“You need to make this work and make it look good. We need the ratings if we’re going to get the contract renewed for next season.” She recognized the voice as Maira’s.
“I said I got it.” Erin’s clipped tone rang clear, leaving no room for doubt. The conversation was over.
The door swung open, and Maira contorted around her with a mumbled apology as she exited the office.
Erin looked up in surprise when she entered. “That was fast.”
“I said it would only take me a few minutes.”
“Many people say that. It doesn’t mean it always happens.”
Cremini mushrooms. Was Erin always so antagonistic about everything? She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be so cynical. Erin’s long legs blocked the path to her chair. She counted the hours until she had her office back. “Excuse me.”
Erin pulled her legs under the desk so she could pass. “Let’s talk about personnel.”
“Do you mind if I sit down first?” She pushed her chair back with her foot and wiggled her mouse to wake up her laptop.
“We have limited time. I’m trying to make good use of what little we have.”
“I understand that. Trust me. I don’t want to drag this out any longer than necessary.”
They glared at each other.
“Well, time is of the essence. You’ll understand that when you turn thirty.” Erin flashed her a haughty look.
She hadn’t expected Erin to know her age. The snark in Erin’s tone put her on edge. She knew Erin had a few years on her, but she wasn’t sure how many. It couldn’t be more than eight or nine. Maybe Erin’s internal clock ticked like an activated bomb. That wasn’t her problem, and Erin didn’t need to manifest any frustrations over aging around her. Taylor glowered at her before tapping on her keyboard.
Like the day before, Erin requested a boatload of documents and asked more questions. Taylor gave her printer a workout and tried to provide Erin with as little verbal information as possible. Erin wanted to know how many hours every single person worked, how much they made, who had hired them, how long they had been there, and what kind of employees they were. 
Taylor’s eyes stung by lunch service, and her head ached, but she still had a grueling day ahead. They all did. Much of the staff had to work overtime to participate in the filming and still get their regular work done. The front-of-the-house staff had been asked to come in early because they weren’t available during service. The day wasn’t half over, but Taylor could tell a few of her staff were bleary-eyed and a step slow. She wondered who would break before the end of the week. She hoped it wasn’t her.
While Erin surveyed the reported wages for the servers from the prior year, Taylor felt her pockets for her ChapStick. It wasn’t there. She opened her desk drawer. Nothing. She pulled her backpack from under her desk and dug in its outer pocket.
“Do you have to make so much noise? What are you doing?” Erin looked at her over the top of those sexy reading glasses.
“I’m looking for my ChapStick.” She unzipped another pocket of her backpack.
Erin sighed. She twisted in her chair and sorted through the cosmetics on Tully’s desk. When she turned back, she held a small compact in her hand. She flipped it open. It was divided down the middle, one cream-colored side, one bright apricot color. “I can only find this in San Francisco, so I have to buy it every time I’m there.” She dipped her index finger first in the color then in the cream and mixed them on the top of her hand. “It’s magical. This lip gloss makes your lips so soft. Here.”
“Here what?” Taylor tensed, unsure what was happening, but sure she was already blushing.
“Lean forward.”
Taylor slid her backpack to the floor and leaned over the desk. Her fingers shook, so she gripped the edge of the desk. 
Erin spread the gloss over Taylor’s lower lip with her finger, starting at one side and slowly sliding to the other. 
Taylor watched Erin’s gaze cross her lips. She looked mesmerized. When she finished applying the gloss, her hand trembled before she rested it on the desk. Their gazes locked. Taylor’s stomach flipped like a pancake. 
Neither of them moved. Neither spoke. Time seemed to stand still. Then, Erin pressed her lips together and rolled them against each other.
Dumbstruck, Taylor did the same. She tasted peaches and cream, the same peaches and cream spread on Erin’s lips at some point by the same finger that had moments before trailed across her own. Something fluttered wildly in her chest. Shishito peppers, when did her face get so warm?
The interaction had deprived her brain of oxygen. She needed air, the air you could breathe, not the stale, useless air filling the tiny office. She needed out. Now. “I have to use the restroom.” She jumped up, scooted around the desk, and bolted out the door.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
“What the hell had she been thinking? Erin had acted on impulse. Maybe the carbon monoxide levels in the restaurant had reached dangerous levels. Did carbon monoxide rise or sink? She couldn’t recall. Were the hoods working in the kitchen below? She knew open flames from appliances like the grills and stoves gave off toxic gas at low levels. She’d inquire if they had working carbon monoxide detectors. Wasn’t confusion one of the symptoms? What else could explain her reckless decision-making?
Erin looked out the window at the gray, overcast sky. What had inspired her to offer Taylor her lip gloss when she acted childish? She’d been throwing things at people all day to prove her point about the keys. She couldn’t be more immature. Maybe Taylor was trying to get a reaction from her. Well, it wasn’t going to work.
The more important question was why Erin needed to apply the lip gloss herself. Maybe it was Taylor’s smooth pink lips that kept dragging her gaze there, making other thoughts cross her mind. Like how her lips tended to part when she concentrated, like an invitation. Like what it would feel like to gently sandwich one between her own. She tossed the lip gloss on the desk behind her, and it knocked into several other cosmetics.
She tried to focus on the papers before her, but the numbers blurred. They had been at this for hours. If she was this mentally fatigued, Taylor must be, too. While she had her share of administrative responsibilities, Taylor was used to being in a kitchen most of the day. Erin had to give her credit for being focused and organized. She’d produced everything Erin had asked for, plus some. Maybe it was Erin who needed a break.
Taylor returned, sliding around the desk without making eye contact. Erin looked at her phone. Her crew had gone to lunch at a nearby restaurant they wanted to try. She’d stayed behind to allow more time to work with Taylor. Filming would resume this afternoon, and they needed to be ready. Taylor still hadn’t opened up as much as Erin would have liked. While she’d produced every document requested, she remained tight-lipped. Her reticence made Erin want to grind her teeth. Maybe they needed a break; perhaps she needed to try another tactic.
She stretched and faked a yawn. “I’m exhausted. No more numbers for now. I have a good idea of the restaurant’s financial situation, so let’s do something different.” She saw Taylor’s eyes light up. “Why don’t you put me to work in the kitchen?”
Taylor’s eyebrows plunged. “Put you to work?”
Erin straightened all the papers scattered across the desk into neat piles. “I’ve worked in kitchens before. Let me help with something. It would be a nice change of pace, and I can observe firsthand how things operate.”
“If you say so.” She didn’t sound convinced.
Taylor stepped around the desk while Erin stood, both suddenly occupying each other’s personal space. Erin held Taylor’s elbows to steady her. Taylor’s expression held something, but it wasn’t surprise, and it wasn’t fear. Erin felt her warmth through the sleeves of her chef’s coat.
“Whoa. You first.” With a gentle touch, she pushed Taylor toward the door.
Erin sucked in a steadying breath and followed her down the tenuous metal stairs, questioning whether what she was doing was a good idea. Taylor stopped at her station. Erin saw her sous chef glance over at them, a surprised look on her face. She tried to recall her name. Jo. That’s right. She’d gone to school with Taylor, according to Peter.
Taylor turned. “I suppose you could help make the vegetable stock. We use it in the soup, the risotto, and some of the sauces, among other things. Jed’s other restaurants purchase it, but we use our vegetable scraps to make it.”
Erin found it interesting how Taylor concerned herself with her bottom line and with practices that aligned with issues that mattered to Erin, too. Restaurant waste was a huge issue, both with produce and meat. So much food was thrown out in this country every day. Few restaurants concerned themselves with ways to reduce their excess or envisioned menus that featured nose-to-tail dishes that constituted eating every part of an animal. “Vegetable stock it is.”
“First, wash up. Then grab that forty-quart stock pan and fill it halfway with water from here.” Taylor swung out a pipe from the back of the stove.
“I’m glad you have that.” Not every restaurant had a pot filler, but this was one of the bigger kitchens they’d filmed.
“Yeah, it’s nice. It saves us from having to lug pots of water from the sink to the stove.”
When the water reached the halfway mark, she turned on the burner. Taylor gave her further instructions.
“Walk around and ask everyone for their veg scraps. They usually remember, but double-check that nothing pungent like fennel or highly colored like red cabbage is in there that will influence the stock too much. You can set those scraps aside.”
“Why? If you can’t use them in the stock, don’t they have to be thrown away?”
“No, I have a friend who raises chickens and geese. She picks up the scraps twice weekly and uses them as feed.”
Well, wasn’t Taylor Mobley full of surprises?
Erin circled through the kitchen and collected quite the mass of vegetable peelings, onion papers and ends, and stalks and leaves that weren’t otherwise used in dishes. It gave her a nice way to chat with each of the different prep and line cooks. She sorted the scraps, not finding anything besides the trimmings of some red beets that couldn’t be used, and added them to her warming pot.
Taylor, who had been keeping an eye on her progress while portioning and weighing ahi tuna steaks, washed and dried her hands. “Now, all those scraps are great, but we need to fortify the stock a bit. Let’s go to the walk-in.”
Erin followed her. Taylor picked up a plastic tote as she passed Metro racks stacked full of all sizes of containers and pans. Inside the walk-in, they gathered celery, carrots, parsley, and thyme. From dry storage, they picked up onions and garlic. They chose bay leaves and black peppercorns from a shelf of what looked like hundreds of labeled deli containers of spices.
Erin unloaded the vegetables. “This is sort of like making soup.” She studied the carrots, celery, and onions in front of her.
Taylor looked at her with surprise. “The French start almost every soup and many other dishes with celery, carrots, and onion. It’s a classic combination.” And then it happened. She smiled at Erin, her eyes lighting up. She looked impressed.
It was a nice smile. No, it was a lovely smile. It was filled with such warmth and openness that Erin knew she wanted to see it again.
“Give your vegetables a rough chop like this.” Taylor picked up a knife and cut a carrot as an example. “They don’t have to be small or uniform. The stock will simmer for hours.” She handed over the knife, careful to turn the blade toward herself, and offered Erin the handle.
“Should I wash the vegetables first?” Erin inspected a carrot.
“They’re already washed. Sergio and the other kitchen porters wash all the produce for us when it arrives.”
Erin began to chop the carrot into pieces. “What about the garlic? How much?”
“Cut the head of garlic in half and drop it in. The more you cut it, the more you damage the cell walls, and the stronger it will taste. We want it to be subtle.”
“What about salt?”
“No, don’t add salt because the stock will reduce, and we risk it being too salty. We season each dish to taste.” Taylor turned to answer a question from one of her line cooks.
Erin enjoyed the simplicity of the task. There was something meditative about chopping the vegetables. It had been stressful being holed up in the office for so long. It was nice they could focus on something besides annoying each other. She felt a hand on the small of her back. It had been warm but fleeting.
Taylor set a piece of cheesecloth and some twine next to her. “Put your herbs in this and tie it up. Don’t drop it in the pot yet. We’ll do that a bit later.”
There was no need for her to speak at a normal volume, even with the hum of the busy kitchen around them. She spoke mere inches from Erin’s ear. Had Taylor’s warm breath washed across her ear and neck, or had she imagined it? So much for meditation. What momentary peace Erin’s mind had found had been banished by a single touch and a few whispered words. Such a gentle touch. A touch that had sent shivers up her spine to her scalp.
She shook her head as if the motion might clear the disruptive thoughts that plagued her brain. Thoughts like how Taylor seemed pleasant while in her element. Perhaps they’d reached a détente. Whether it would last through filming was the real question. She hoped Taylor would be more relaxed after this, more willing to answer her questions with meaningful answers.
She dropped the chopped vegetables into the stock pan and stirred the mixture with a long metal spoon. Soon, the water boiled, and she could feel the steam on her face.
“No, no, no, no, no.” Taylor reached around her and turned the flame to low. “Never let it boil. It’ll make the stock cloudy. Don’t stir it, either. Push all the vegetables so they’re submerged, like this.” With her hand over Erin’s hand and her other hand resting on Erin’s hip, she showed her how.
Erin felt surrounded, the hot stove in front of her, the pan steaming in her face, and the heat from Taylor’s arm around her somehow warmer than the other two. As if realizing how close she was, Taylor dropped her arms. Erin chilled.
With what looked like a shy duck of her head, Taylor stepped back. Erin noticed she had a small tattoo below her ear. It was a chef’s toque, the classic white hat usually worn in the most formal kitchens. A lock of her hair that curled forward had hidden it.
Erin left the spoon in the pot. Her hand reached out on its own accord and brushed Taylor’s tattoo. “That’s pretty. How perfect,” she murmured. Even as she fingered the inked skin, she wondered what she was doing.
White ringed Taylor’s irises. She cleared her throat, and pink spots dotted both cheeks. “Thanks. I have other tattoos, but you can’t see them right now.”
A jolt shot through Erin. Right now? Every saint’s name and then some would have flown out of her mouth had she opened it. What did Taylor mean by that? Did she mean her clothing covered them at the moment, or was she suggesting that maybe Erin might see them at a future time? Good, God. She needed to cool down. Would someone find it strange if they found her standing in the walk-in cooler?
She didn’t know how long she’d been staring when Taylor redirected the wayward conversation and pointed to the liquid in the pot.
“See? We don’t want it to boil. It takes time. We want it hot, but we have to take it slow. We need to have patience. What we’re going for is a gentle simmer. Low and slow.”
Were they still talking about stock? She had no idea, so she said nothing. The temperature in the kitchen must have risen to a hundred degrees. Beads of sweat formed at her hairline. How did they work in this heat? She glanced around. Everyone else seemed fine. Was it just her? The conversation had leaped so far out of her comfort zone that she could barely function. She was sure she could have set the pot in her lap, and it would have continued to simmer. They stared at the bubbling mixture.
Erin reached for the spoon.
Taylor grabbed her hand. “It’ll be hot.” She used her side towel and removed the metal spoon, setting it aside. Then with the towel still covering her hand, she pulled the pot’s handle so it hung off the burner an inch or two on one side. “Moving one side of the pot off the heat will make the impurities gather on that side.” She dropped Erin’s hand and grabbed a six pan from under the counter. Taylor handed her the cooled spoon. “Skim the impurities into this.” 
Erin skimmed the scum from the top of the liquid and pushed down any scraps sticking out.
“Ethan!”
She jumped as Taylor called out to a dark-haired teenager across the kitchen.
“I don’t know whose attention you are trying to get, but you got mine. If I see you use my kitchen as a hallway again, you’re going to be wandering around looking for a new job. It’s a safety issue. Is that clear?” Taylor put her hands on her hips.
Erin stared, entranced.
“Yeah, okay, sorry.” The young busser nodded, his demeanor meek with so many eyes upon him.
Paulo, one of the line cooks, grabbed him by the shoulder of his shirt. “It’s ‘Yes, Chef.’”
“Yes, Chef.” He clutched his apron in his hands.
Paulo let him go, and he scurried away.
Erin looked at her, stunned. She could be flirtatious and authoritative. Little did she know, Erin found the combination a more powerful aphrodisiac than the oysters the line cook shucked at the station next to her.
Ordinarily, she might find herself in trouble being in a situation like this with a woman like Taylor, with the heat she perceived simmering between them. Yet, she’d seen Taylor’s other facets, such as her immaturity, indecisiveness, and unwillingness to answer a simple question. Erin didn’t find those qualities attractive in the least.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Taylor figured an alien life form must have invaded and taken up residence inside her body. It was the obvious explanation. What else would possess her to do something like what she’d done in the kitchen? Did the lip gloss encounter throw her off her game that much? Was this a game, and she felt the need to one-up Erin? Her competitiveness had made her first in her class, but she’d never been reckless. Did she strive to make Erin feel as out of sorts as she did? She could still taste the peaches and cream and feel the pleasurable palpitations in her chest when she recalled the incident. Unfortunately, Erin was used to being in front of a camera, and she was not. They would resume filming at any moment. She was destined to play a losing game if she didn’t pull herself together.
“I need to talk to you. Outside.” Jo grabbed her by the elbow.
“What are you doing? Ouch! You’re going to leave a bruise.”
“I said outside.” She hauled her toward the loading dock while feeling around in her pants pockets for her cigarettes.
Taylor didn’t necessarily want to stand outside in her toxic cloud with her, but Jo never acted like this, either. Once outside, Jo took a few steps away and lit up.
“So, what was that, Chef?” She rarely called her that outside the confines of the kitchen.
“What?” Taylor avoided eye contact. She felt her cheeks warm, even in the cold. Why couldn’t she be one of those people gifted with a poker face?
“You know what. The stock-making episode. How to Flirt 101. What the hell was that?” Jo pulled off her bandana and ran her hand through her short hair.
Taylor scowled. “I wasn’t flirting. I can barely stand her. She said she needed a break from looking at numbers and wanted to help in the kitchen.”
“Then you didn’t see what I saw. Did I miss something? What’s been happening up in your office?” She narrowed her eyes.
“Numbers, like I said. Lots of numbers. And questions. She asks far too many annoying questions that force me to be evasive or outright lie. It’s torture.” Taylor leaned her backside against the freezing metal railing and sighed. The chilly wind was an excellent foil to the heat inside.
“It doesn’t appear that way.” Jo’s eyes narrowed.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, from my viewpoint, it appeared the two of you were stirring a bubbling pot of love potion over there.”
Taylor scoffed and dismissed her with a wave of a hand. “That’s ridiculous. What are you talking about?”
Jo leaned forward and rested her arms on the railing. She dispersed with the jokes. “The camera caught it from the mezzanine. I wasn’t sure how to get your attention without it being obvious.”
“Oh, God.” Realizing what the camera must have recorded punched Taylor in the gut. She pressed a hand to her forehead and tried to swallow the mango-sized lump stuck in her throat. In the midst of it all, she’d forgotten about the film crew. She felt herself start to sweat despite the cold.
“Yeah. Exactly.” Jo leaned her head back and blew smoke toward the sky.
“How much of it?” She gulped. A wave of nausea ran through her.
“Pretty much all of it, I think. Maira and her DP had the camera on you the entire time.” Jo tipped her ash onto the ground below. “The film crew returned while you were in the walk-in. I hope for your sake you were gathering vegetables.”
“C’mon, Jo. Yes, that’s all we were doing.” Taylor considered what this meant. “Please, tell me the mic couldn’t pick up the audio from that far away.”
Jo shrugged. “I’m not sure. Did you say something you regret?”
Taylor saw her culinary life flash before her eyes. She was toast.
Jo’s eyebrows shot skyward, and she straightened to her full height. “Oh, I see now. She drives you nuts. You can’t stand her. It took me a minute, but I see what this means.”
“What?” Taylor asked the question, though quite sure she didn’t want to hear the answer.
“You like her. As in, like her, like her.” Jo jabbed her finger at her for emphasis.
“I do not.” Taylor couldn’t have coughed up more indignation had she tried. “I’m upset. Being in that office is torture. When I manage to escape, I can’t go to the damn restroom without having a camera on me.”
Jo stubbed out her cigarette on the concrete and dropped the butt in the coffee can. She patted Taylor on the shoulder. “If you say so. It should be an interesting afternoon. Don’t pull any pigtails.” She grinned. “I’ll see you inside.”
Taylor ruminated on what had happened. A terrible thought occurred to her. What if the covert filming had been intentional? Had she been set up? Erin must have been aware of her crew. If Erin hadn’t been, she’d been as caught up in whatever had been going on between them as she’d been. Taylor wasn’t sure which was worse. 
As much as Erin irked her, she didn’t believe it had been a set-up. What had happened between them—the lip gloss incident, the touches, the looks, the moment in the kitchen—felt real. Too real. Yet, she couldn’t reconcile the Erin she’d gotten personal glimpses of with the infuriating woman who appeared once the cameras rolled.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
After Erin underwent a wardrobe change and spent fifteen minutes with Cara touching up her hair and makeup, the crew resumed filming her interviewing Taylor. Despite all the time they’d spent together upstairs, Taylor continued to be standoffish and close-lipped. She’d succeeded if she strived to make Erin’s job more difficult. Erin wanted to tear her hair out. Why couldn’t Taylor answer the simplest of questions? Maira had been shooting evil darts of irritation at Erin the entire time the camera rolled. What was she supposed to do? She couldn’t make Taylor talk. It aggravated her as much as anyone. She’d tried to tread lightly, but Taylor seemed on edge right from the start. It didn’t matter. They had to film, one way or the other.
Maira called action, and Erin gestured toward the menu on the counter. “So, do you think the menu is fine the way it is?”
“I didn’t say that.” Taylor glared at her.
“So, you think it needs to be changed?” She tapped the menu with her French-tipped index finger.
“I didn’t say that either. You’re putting words in my mouth.” Muscles in Taylor’s face twitched.
Erin shook her head. This was terrible television.
“Cut. You two. Over here.”
Maira’s displeasure radiated from her like summer heat off asphalt. She could melt the cheese on a plate of nachos faster than the salamander in the kitchen. Erin steeled herself for the fiery tirade about to rain down upon them.
“Whatever is happening needs to stop. We are here to help this restaurant become successful. I would think that’s in your best interest.” She glared at Taylor before turning to Erin. “And you. I would think it would be in your best interest to make sure these episodes are as fantastic as you can make them. We’ll have a hard time convincing the network to renew the show for another season if our ratings are tanking.” She took a step back and addressed both of them. “Maybe you two can’t see it, but you have the same interests at heart. You’re both passionate about what you do, almost to a fault. Underneath it all, I believe you have an element of respect for each other. My children have better conversations than this. So, please find a way to make it work. Shake hands, kiss and make up, or do whatever you need to do. If you two put as much heart into this take as you did into making stock, our ratings wouldn’t be a problem.” She crossed her arms and fumed. Spittle had gathered in the corner of her mouth. “Figure it out because I have a show to direct. You have five minutes.” She turned to the rest of the crew. “Take five, everyone.”
As the crew walked away and the kitchen staff attended to their duties, Erin found herself and Taylor in the corner of the kitchen. Maira irritated her when she did that, admonishing her in front of the crew. She could have dismissed them first.
“What did she mean by the making stock comment?” Erin wasn’t sure why she had to move a step closer to Taylor to ask the question. Her feet seemed to have a mind of their own.
“They filmed us making stock. Jo said they were up on the mezzanine.” Taylor’s gaze darted everywhere but Erin’s face. “I guess it looked like we…like…”
“Shit.” Erin sighed at the news. It was not great news. She could already see the teaser and hear the voice-over. She knew how these things worked. Regardless, she needed to regroup and salvage the remainder of the day. “We have to find a way to do this. I know we sometimes don’t see eye to eye, but we need to focus on the common goal. We both want to see this restaurant succeed.”
“Do you?” Taylor’s expression radiated belligerence.
Erin frowned, surprised she’d even asked the question. “Of course I do. I understand this is the entertainment business, but helping restaurants and families reach their goals versus closing their doors is one of the most rewarding parts of my job. Sometimes saving a restaurant means a family can continue to put food on the table or send one of their children to college.” She stopped and wondered why she needed to prove anything to Taylor. “Can we try to make this work? Success for one of us means success for both of us.” She was tired of trying to coax her. Taylor needed to do what was best for her restaurant. Erin couldn’t understand why she made the filming so difficult.
Taylor nodded. “You’re right. I’ll try my best.” She smoothed her hair.
Erin noticed tiny silver hoop earrings Taylor hadn’t worn the day before. She appeared to be wearing more makeup, too. Had she gone to extra effort today? And if she had, whom was she trying to impress?
“Okay, folks, let’s do this again.” Maira gathered everyone. They returned to their marks, and the filming resumed.
“Let’s talk about your staff. Who does the hiring for the kitchen?” Erin hoped the simple question would yield a simple answer. After all, they’d covered the topic upstairs.
Taylor stood proud. “I do.”
“How would you rate your staff? Do you find them competent?” Erin tilted her head as if fascinated by the impending answer she already knew.
Taylor scowled and pointed toward the kitchen behind them. “They’re right there. Seriously?” She looked directly at Maira and Lianna, who stood behind the camera.
“We’ll cut that. Keep going.” Maira waved her hand through the air like she was spinning a merry-go-round.
Taylor took a deep breath and exhaled. “My staff is competent. The best. I hand-picked them. Many of them have worked with me before.”
“Would you say you’re emotionally attached to your staff?” Erin leaned forward.
“Emotionally attached? In what way? Am I friends with them? Sure, we’re friendly, but I’m their boss, and this is a professional workplace. Do I care about them? Yes, of course.”
“Would you be comfortable firing one of them?” Erin wasn’t sure where she was headed with the line of questioning, but for once, Taylor gave more than one-word answers, so she ran with it.
“Yes, I’ve fired people before when the rare instance merits that type of decision.”
“So, you don’t think staffing is one of the reasons the restaurant is doing poorly.”
Taylor’s eyes blazed, and she grew two inches. “I do not.”
Erin had found a touchy subject. “Even when one of your staff repeatedly shows up late?” She hadn’t planned to go there, but the image of Troy walking in after shift had started two days in a row popped into her mind. Both he and Taylor had to have known it looked terrible, especially when the restaurant had a high-profile camera crew on site.
“Repeated tardiness is dealt with accordingly.” Taylor lifted her chin. 
Then in an unexpected move, she turned toward Erin, putting her back to the camera. Something flashed in her eyes, but not anger. She spoke at such a low volume that Erin read her lips. 
“Don’t go there.”
The way Taylor said it struck her. She wasn’t begging or threatening. She said it like she was asking her for a favor.
“Camera is rolling. Keep going, please.” Maira tapped her pen on the counter. “I need to see your face, not your backside.”
Taylor turned around, and Erin pivoted like the professional she was. She offered her a friendly smile.
“How do you choose which dishes to feature as specials?”
“Our specials are based on the day of the week.” Taylor smacked the lob she gave her, even if her answer sounded mechanical.
“Give me an example.” Erin hoped she would answer the question as she had upstairs in her office.
“Beef tenderloin with a red wine demi-glace is the special on Tuesdays, and lamb chops with a mint salsa verde is the special on Wednesdays.”
“Always?”
“Almost always, yes.” Taylor shot her a look of annoyance along with her answer.
“So, you change it sometimes when the mood strikes you?” She leaned on the counter and rested her chin in her hand.
Taylor hesitated for a long time. “No.”
“So, those are always the specials?” She refrained from shaking her head at the ridiculous back and forth and tried to keep her exasperation from her voice.
“I guess so.” Taylor stared at the floor.
Erin could hear the ratings falling. She switched tactics.
“Why does the restaurant have such a large menu?” She lifted the prop and plopped it down between them with a thwack.
“I guess that’s what our guests are used to seeing.” Her voice had a flippancy Erin had not heard before.
“Have you ever considered reducing it to something more manageable?”
“Yes.” Taylor’s nostrils flared, her answer immediate. Her irises looked like twin blue flames.
“But you haven’t.” It wasn’t a question, and Taylor didn’t treat it as such. “Your menu is huge.” Erin held up the menu and flipped through so the camera could catch all the spiral-bound, laminated pages. “Restaurants this size rarely succeed while offering a menu this large. When a restaurant has a menu like this, they usually have a kitchen three times the size of this one and the personnel to match.”
They stared at each other. Something had changed. Taylor’s eyes had gone from fiery to bright, and for once, she looked interested in the direction of the conversation. Maybe Erin was on to something.
“Don’t you think tightening up the menu, keeping most of the guests’ favorite dishes, but streamlining it to something more efficient—and might I add, more economical—might be a better choice?”
“Yes, I think you’re right.” Taylor’s eyes almost sparkled. Her chest rose and fell with rapid breaths.
Did this excite her? Was she imagining it, or was Taylor holding back a smile? The fact she could read this subtle nuance in Taylor made Erin’s insides flutter, a strange little twinge that didn’t recede.
“Cut. That was better. Not great, but better. At least it’s something we can use.” Maira gave her crew directions. “Let’s get everything in place to film the pre-shift. After that, we’ll break and film the dinner shift from the kitchen, try some of the dishes, and get a few close-ups of the food.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Erin watched Taylor get ready for pre-shift. Two bussers had set up a table in the corner where Erin and Maira had an excellent view of the kitchen and, most importantly, the pass. That’s where dishes got their final quality control check, received garnishes, and transitioned from the kitchen to the front of the house. While she and Maira wouldn’t get the same service as they might if it had been a chef’s table, it would be close. Tonight, they would try the food, sample various dishes, and assess the quality of what was being put out by the kitchen while watching the action from a few feet away.
Taylor multitasked, attending to various matters with speed and efficiency as the energy in the kitchen ramped up for dinner service. Wait staff gathered on the periphery. Tully made sure to greet Erin and offered some small talk about the week’s weather forecast. He was sweet but a distraction. She wanted to observe. Erin wondered if Taylor could feel her watching her. She made no point in trying to hide it. Her job included witnessing how the restaurant ran so she could make recommendations. It was natural for her to observe the chef, or at least that’s what she told herself. She would make good use of the convenient excuse and watch unabashed.
She enjoyed watching Taylor work, but more so, she enjoyed watching her. Taylor didn’t have the type of face or body seen in magazines, and Erin liked that about her. Her complexion was lovely, even without makeup. She had an expressive face, one of those people Erin couldn’t tear her eyes from when she spoke or when she reacted to something Erin said in conversation. She wasn’t tall, and she wasn’t necessarily skinny. Erin would describe her as perfect. She was real. There was never a more suitable example of the girl next door. From what Erin could tell, her breasts didn’t seem too big or too small. Erin’s gaze traveled up and down her sculpted curves. Add in the energetic, confident, yet composed way she ran her kitchen and watching her during a dinner service was like having a front-row seat at the hottest Broadway show with a talented, beautiful woman headlining. Taylor would tick all the right boxes for her had she not been so unhelpful and annoying. How unfortunate that Taylor’s antics grated on her most of the time, not that it mattered. Erin’s personal life was what it was.
“Gather round, everyone. Thank you for being here on time.” Kitchen staff, servers, bussers, bartenders, hosts, a thin woman Erin knew to be the sommelier, and Tully crowded into the area around the pass. Taylor waited for them to quiet down before she continued. “Remember, lamb chops are the special tonight. Let’s see if we can sell thirty-five. We got shorted on oysters, so Kumamotos are eighty-sixed. The same goes for the twenty-year port until Thursday. I also noticed that numbers are way down for the flourless chocolate torte. Chocolate dessert items should be our best sellers. You need to tell guests it’s the best dessert on the menu, and they don’t need to have celiac disease to enjoy it. Sh’neis has two pieces of torte here for you to try. I had her put more than one quenelle of ice cream on each plate so you all could taste it, but it’s served with one. Remind the guests that we make our vanilla ice cream in-house, and those specks you see are flecks of real vanilla beans.”
While the staff lunged at the desserts with all the grace of a stampeding herd of wildebeests, Taylor slid a third plate and two forks onto the table where they sat. Lianna followed her with the camera for a close-up of the dessert. The scent of warm chocolate wafted up. Erin tasted a small bite. It melted in her mouth. No one would miss the flour in a dessert that delicious. Taylor was correct in trying to push it. The homemade ice cream also hit the mark, rich and flavorful but not overly sweet.
“Damn, that’s good.” Maira forked another bite and dragged it through the sauce.
“It is.” Erin looked up and made eye contact with Taylor. Neither looked away. It was…unnerving. Before anyone—or a camera—noticed, Erin broke first and laid her fork on the plate. She watched Maira pick at the dessert. Erin needed to pace herself. As with each restaurant redo, she tried as many dishes as possible. It gave her a good idea of the quality of food the kitchen produced. At a fundamental level, if a restaurant’s issue was the food, they were in serious trouble.
She liked to sample the dishes in the middle of dinner service, not at lunch or during quieter prep times. This way, the kitchen was less likely to do anything special to the food destined for her, and she could observe how they worked under pressure. It gave her a more accurate idea of what was happening. Maira joined her for most of the tastings, even if the camera showed Erin alone sampling each dish. She enjoyed the company, and Maira could still do her job from where she sat. Erin discovered early on that it made her feel self-conscious and lonely when Maira didn’t join her.
“I like the chocolate layer on top.” A busser scraped one of the plates with his fork. The two desserts had been decimated.
“It’s called chocolate ganache. It’s a mixture of chocolate and cream.” Taylor handed the empty plates to one of the porters. “Now that new people have had the chance to try this dessert, and those who have been with us have been reminded how delicious Sh’neis makes it, please let your guests know how incredible it is. I want it to be our highest-selling dessert tonight.”
Many of the staff turned to praise Sh’neis, and in her embarrassment, she knocked a pile of dessert forks onto the floor. She bent to pick them up, and Adam helped her.
Taylor waited until Sh’neis righted herself. “I have a little prize for the server who sells the most tonight.”
The servers exchanged excited grins and murmurs.
“Okay, everyone, last night we fell short of our mark on the special, but Tuesdays tend to be slower. Let’s make it up tonight, okay? Front-of-the-house staff, I’m turning you over to Tully to finish your pre-shift at the bar. Michelle will talk wine to you, and Patrick will tell you what tonight’s drink special is. Back of the house, aprons down. Let’s get started. Have a good service tonight, everyone.”
Erin watched the front-of-the-house staff members filter out. The cooks removed their dark aprons, folded them at the waist, and retied them. They looked slick and professional for the dinner service, all spills and stains up top now hidden, chef’s whites still spotless.
Erin appreciated how Taylor had provided them with a table with a white tablecloth and hadn’t shoved them in a back corner with a folding card table. It had happened before. A busser cleared the remnants of the chocolate tart.
“What’s your name?” Erin recognized him as the busser Taylor had reprimanded.
“Ethan, ma’am.” Like many bussers she encountered, they preferred to stay in the shadows and do their job. Interaction with guests was often rare and startling. He would’ve pulled his head into his shell if he’d been a turtle.
She smiled. “You can call me Erin. This is Maira. Thanks, Ethan.” He nodded and took away the plate.
“Okay! Here we go.” Taylor grabbed the chits as soon as they printed. “One Rockefeller, three Caesars, two SOS, one house bleu, and mushrooms.” She hung the tickets on the rail. “Paulo, drop a calamari, please.”
“Heard.” All the cooks Taylor had given an order replied.
The kitchen that had hit pause while Taylor brought them together shifted into high gear. In no time, orders spit out at a rapid pace, the string of perforated paper reaching for the floor. Taylor tore them, called them, and added them to her rail.
“Fire two hanger med rare, one risotto, two sprouts.”
Erin noticed that Taylor seemed taller and had a glow about her like she was in her element. She could almost feel Taylor’s passion from where she sat. Taylor gave her team enough information to do their jobs and didn’t bother them with extraneous chatter. Erin watched as Taylor added garnishes to dishes, wiped their rims with a towel she dipped in a metal container Erin knew probably held a solution of vodka and water, and called for servers or runners to make pickups.
Taylor sprinkled parsley over a dish and added lemon wedges. She cleaned the rim with a pastry brush, slid a ramekin of sauce on the plate, and brought it to them.
“Here’s our calamari. It’s flash-fried, so it’s tender, and we’re known for the aioli. It has eighteen different ingredients. Natalie won’t even tell me all of them. I could eat it with a spoon. Enjoy.”
Lianna moved to get a better shot of the plate. She nodded, meaning they could eat. Erin and Maira looked at each other. Of course, Taylor had chosen the calamari. She’d served up a challenge knowing they’d witnessed what cleaning and prepping the squid entailed.
Maira leaned close and spoke in a hushed voice. “I’m not sure I can eat it after what I saw yesterday. I know it’s mental, but I can still smell that odor.” She looked like she might gag.
Erin was not to be deterred. She didn’t back down from a challenge. She squeezed the lemon over the plate. If Taylor wanted to play games, she picked the wrong person. She stabbed some tentacles with her fork, dipped it in the aioli, and took a bite. She looked up in time to see Taylor smirk and give her a damn wink before turning back to the window. A goddamn wink. Erin almost choked. An excitement filled her that had nothing to do with the food headed her way.
Wow, Taylor hadn’t been kidding. The light crust on the calamari shattered when she bit through it. The tender flesh melted in her mouth and wasn’t at all rubbery. Don’t even get her started on the aioli. If they weren’t bottling and selling it already, they would be now. She jotted down a note in the notebook beside her. The eighteen-ingredient factor was a great marketing angle, too.
“You’re missing out.” Erin pushed the plate of calamari toward Maira.
Maira pushed it back. She nibbled on a piece of bread. “I can’t. Their bread is good, though.”
“They don’t make their bread here. Maybe they should. I need to see what they’re spending on that.” She jotted down another note.
“Pick up table forty-three. Two chops, two Alfredo, one chicken sandwich.” Taylor handed off plates. “Stab and grab, folks. Pick up table sixteen. Priority Caesar, gluten allergy. Keep an eye out for that, Troy.”
“Yes, Chef.”
Erin had been impressed with the calamari, but Taylor impressed her even more. As the tempo picked up, Taylor exuded a calm confidence that infiltrated her team.
“Fire two lamb chops mid-well, one chop well, one stuffed chicken, two Alfredo mod shrimp, two tenders mid-well, and one risotto. Gluten allergy on the chicken.” Taylor slid chits down the rail. She pulled off the string of chits that had printed. “Fire one ribeye kiss the fire, one lamb chop well, two carbonaras, and one blackened salmon. That’s four lamb chops all day.”
Ethan removed their calamari starter. Within minutes, Taylor approached carrying a plate. Lianna jockeyed for position with the camera.
“Here is the wild mushroom and pancetta risotto.” She set the plate before them. Seared mushrooms and crispy pancetta adorned the creamy risotto’s top. Taylor gazed at Erin for a moment. “This is one of the dishes that use the stock.”
She retreated to the pass, leaving Erin thinking about their time together making stock. Erin had difficulty focusing on the food before her with images of the smooth skin beneath Taylor’s tattoo, at least the tattoo she could see, permeating her thoughts. When Maira gave a low moan, Erin returned her attention to the plate.
“You have to taste this.”
Erin did. The perfectly al dente risotto warmed her. The earthy, buttery mushrooms complemented the starchy base. Vegetarians had to be tempted by the dish. She wondered why the restaurant insisted on putting pancetta in it when they had so little to offer vegetarians. Remembering that this was a tasting, she had to push it away before she overate.
A busser passed by on her way to the dishwashing station with a tray full of cleared dishes. Erin stopped her. “I want to see what’s coming back on the plates.” 
The busser lowered the tray so she could see. She glanced at vegetable remnants, which were not uncommon, and some fatty trimmings from steaks.
“What was wrong here?” She pointed to a plate that had two-and-a-half fish tacos remaining on it.
The busser shook her head. “I’m not sure.”
“Have your server ask, please. Tell them to involve your manager and see if a dessert can be comped.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Erin let her go, realizing the tray loaded with plates was heavy, even though being called ma’am irritated her.
“What’s wrong?” Taylor stood before her.
“Uneaten fish tacos. I asked her to let her server know so Tully can give them a possible comp.”
Taylor swallowed. “Thanks, but Tully and I can take care of issues like that.”
Taylor acted like she’d overstepped her bounds, and maybe she had. But she had a job to do here, too. What did Taylor think she was here for anyway? Erin’s hackles rose, images of soft skin forgotten.
The busser returned and spoke to Taylor. “The fish was dry, Chef. Tully is comping their dessert.”
Erin gave the busser kudos for knowing to report the information to her chef. While she would be gone in a few days, Taylor would likely be around for a while.
“Thanks, Missy.” Taylor turned to Erin. “I’ll address it with Paulo.” She returned to the window, pulled her thermometer from her sleeve, and tested the level of doneness on several steaks.
Tully came through the swinging door and spoke with Taylor.
Taylor called to her kitchen. “Heads up, people. A twelve-top walked in. I’ve got fourteen tickets in the window. It’s getting busy out there. Ignore the chits. Focus, and don’t stress. Listen to my voice.” Taylor prepped her kitchen for the oncoming storm. “I’m holding on veg on these two filet mignons. I needed it yesterday.”
“Thirty seconds, Chef.”
Taylor proceeded to call out orders and pickups. Erin was happy to see Lianna capturing much of the activity on camera. In between, Taylor shuttled various dishes to Erin’s table: filet mignon, roasted Brussels sprouts, lobster ravioli, grilled artichokes, sea bass, and lamb chops. Erin felt terrible for eating so little of each dish, but she knew the staff would pick at and finish whatever remained. She’d been around restaurants long enough to know the vulture-like tendencies of restaurant staff. All she needed to do was sample and record her impressions of the food.
“Where’s my hanger mid-rare sub fries?”
“Swinging, Chef.”
“ETA on the four lamb chops?”
“Downtown. Two minutes out, Chef.”
Erin watched Taylor move. As the expeditor, Taylor managed her kitchen and wait staff with the precision and timing of a symphony conductor. She was the brain of the operation, the coordinator, the voice that made everything happen and gave everyone confidence and a sense of calm in a chaotic and crazy environment. She was the undeniable captain of her ship. Taylor was as good at running the pass as any chef Erin had witnessed.
What was wrong with this restaurant? And where did Taylor’s confidence run and hide once service was over?



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“Overall, dinner service seemed to go well. Was that a normal amount of covers for a Wednesday night?” Erin leaned against the wall in the hallway. 
Taylor wondered how she always managed to look so elegant. “It was higher than normal. I suspect word of you being here got out.”
Taylor wished she could leave Erin’s wardrobe supervisor a Yelp review or give her a raise. The look she outfitted Erin with for tonight’s filming was nothing short of breathtaking. Erin’s starched white shirt complemented her dark hair pinned back on one side and flowed over the opposite shoulder. The button-down accentuated her breasts, and the tails had been tucked into her black slacks, showing off her flat stomach. The top two buttons hung open, a hammered silver necklace sparkling against her tan skin. Her sleeves had been rolled, and a matching bracelet adorned her wrist. She wore a lipstick whose name Taylor imagined was probably something like Bourbon Raisin or Blackberry Merlot.
Sergio popped his head into the hallway. “Chef?”
“Yes?” 
He handed her a paper bag. “I didn’t want you to leave without these.”
Taylor brought the bag to her nose and inhaled. “Is this what I think it is? Are you about to be my favorite person on Earth?” 
Sergio laughed. “Lola knows how much you like them. She dropped them off. I tell her you never eat dinner, so now you can go home and eat them for dinner.” He smoothed the front of his damp apron.
“Can I hug you?” Taylor wrapped her arms around the stout man when he held out his arms. She stepped back and held the bag to her chest. “Tell Lola she is a saint, and next time is my treat.”
Sergio held a hand to his heart. “I am a very lucky man to know two women who are such excellent chefs.” He returned to the kitchen.
She turned to Erin. “His wife makes the best tamales I’ve ever tasted. She must have a secret masa recipe. Do you know how sometimes tamales can be bland? Hers are not. They burst with corn flavor.”
“I’ve never eaten tamales.”
Taylor gasped and pressed the back of her hand to her forehead. “What? Well, it’s official. You’re about to eat some tamales with me. I know you’ve been tasting things all night, but you won’t get the full experience by eating them tomorrow.” She paused and gave Erin her most innocent expression, all serious and wide-eyed. “I have to apologize now. After tasting these, you’ll forever be disappointed with every tamale you eat in your future.”
To her delight, Erin laughed. Taylor’s mom always said her eyes allowed her to sway people. Whoa. She shouldn’t be trying to sway Erin. Hadn’t Erin intruded and instructed her staff during a dinner service? Erin made her gnash her teeth. So, why had Taylor offered to spend more time with her?
“Okay.”
Wait…what? Erin agreed to eat tamales with her. Taylor realized she hadn’t thought the scenario through. She hated how her mouth operated ten seconds ahead of her brain. She needed a plan.
“Um, okay. I need to pop into the kitchen for a minute. We can clean off my desk and eat up in the office.” She could have split the tamales and sent half with Erin. But she didn’t.
Erin regarded her for a moment. “I have a better idea. Meet me in the office in ten minutes. Is that enough time?”
She agreed with a casual shoulder shrug, and Erin headed toward Maira and Lianna.
Taylor entered the kitchen where her staff had stacked floor mats, and cooks cleaned grills and hoods. Sergio and the other kitchen porters scraped plates and sent loads through the commercial dishwasher. Bussers hauled plastic racks of clean glassware to the front of the house.
“Can you finish up here? I’m going to head out for the night.” Taylor watched Jo drain the steam table.
“Yeah, I got it. We’re on top of things and shouldn’t be too late.” Jo looked at her. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Everything’s fine. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?” Taylor leaned into Jo with affection. She called out to her staff. “Thank you for a good service tonight.”
They acknowledged her praise, and a few wished her a good night.
Taylor opened her office door to find Erin sliding her laptop into her bag. She set the tamales on her desk. She’d hoped Erin wouldn’t be in the office yet. The stiff white knots on her chef’s coat seemed more difficult to push through the buttonholes than usual. She shrugged off her whites and tossed them into the hamper in the corner. Since she wasn’t wearing a bra, she pulled her hoodie over her thin tank top as fast as possible. Self-consciousness flooded her. A bra was never part of her work attire. It was one more layer that made her even warmer while working. But now, changing in her office in front of Erin, she felt naked wearing the sheer top. She zipped the sweatshirt and looked up. Erin looked away, but the expression on her face let Taylor know she’d been watching. 
Erin cleared her throat. A blush appeared on the apples of her cheeks. “Ready?”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“What do you want for dessert?”
Erin had already ordered three cronuts from the counter of the twenty-four-hour bakery. Taylor glanced at the display case. “I’ll have one of the chocolate croissants.”
“Can you bag these two separately, please?” The young woman behind the counter snapped open a second bag in reply. After paying, they walked toward Central Park, pulling their coats and scarves tighter around them. The last snowfall had melted, but the temperatures dipped each night. Spring had not quite shown its bright face.
Taylor was about to express her concern about being in the park at this time of night when Erin stopped about a block away.
“Good evening, Ms. Rasmussen.” A doorman in front of a sandstone building with the number 645 on the front in large brass numbers greeted her.
“Hello, Lukas. I brought you your favorite.” She handed him the bag holding two cronuts.
He opened it with his white-gloved hands and peered inside. “You’re always so nice to think of me. Thank you.” He beamed at her. “I can’t wait to eat them on my break.”
“Can I put them on your desk for you?”
“That would be great. Thank you. Enjoy your evening, ladies.” He held open the door, and they entered the expansive lobby. 
Was this where Erin lived? Taylor felt a bit dazed. Ending up in Erin’s apartment tonight had been the last thing she’d expected.
Erin dropped the bag on the desk behind the counter. The building was old, but immaculately maintained and appeared to be a mix of commercial and residential. The new carpet met old marble. Fresh paint surrounded a vintage fresco. A tall, bronze sculpture adorned the center of the lobby. They took one of the four elevators to the fifteenth floor.
In the foyer of her apartment, Erin flicked on lights and hung their coats. Taylor noticed that Erin’s taste was minimal but luxurious. While the apartment appeared devoid of leafy plants, an entire shelf by the large window held a varying array of succulents thriving in ceramic pots.
“Let’s eat here.” Erin pulled out chairs at the kitchen island and took out two plates and forks.
They could see over the smaller buildings from their seats to Central Park, though there wasn’t much to see at that time of night. Still, Taylor had always found the city’s lights pretty, and the view impressed her. She wondered if that had been Erin’s intention by sitting here.
“This apartment is amazing. This puts my apartment to shame.” Her run-down apartment lacked modern amenities like air conditioning or sometimes more necessary amenities like heat. Granted, she spent so little time at home with her work schedule, the frequent boiler issues of the building didn’t affect her as much as other residents.
“Where do you live?”
“Greenwich Village.” Taylor pulled the tamales and a container of salsa from the bag. “I moved there after I graduated from the CIA. It’s the first place I’ve lived by myself.” Or at least it had been until Kayla had moved in and then out, but she didn’t want to think about her now. She put the husk-wrapped tamales on one of the plates. “Normally, I’m not a big fan of microwaves, but since these are steamed, microwaving will work as well as the oven to reheat them.”
Erin entered two minutes on the microwave and leaned against the counter. “Are you an only child?”
“No, I have an older brother, but we were far enough apart in age that we moved in different circles.” Taylor took the lid off the salsa and held it to her nose. “Oh, that smells so good. Lola’s salsa is almost as good as the tamales.”
“You’ve met her?”
“Many times. Sergio and I worked together before. I’ve known them for several years and eaten at their home. Their daughter is a freshman at Loyola.”
Erin brought the hot tamales over and sat. Taylor was conscious of their knees touching but didn’t move her leg away. She divided the tamales between the two plates, peeled open the husks, and poured some salsa on the side of each plate. She watched as Erin cut a bite, dipped it in the salsa, and slid it into her mouth.
Her eyebrows lifted in appreciation. She held up her hand in front of her mouth to speak. “That’s sinfully good. Is that pork inside?”
Taylor nodded and hummed an affirmation, her mouth filled with the warm comfort food. When she’d eaten one of the tamales, she spoke.
“How long have you lived here?”
Erin gazed at the ceiling as she did the math. “Two, almost three years. My aunt left it to me when she passed away.”
“I’m sorry. I mean about your aunt, not the apartment.” Smooth. Taylor jammed another bite of food in her mouth.
Erin gazed out the darkened window. “We were close. You may have heard of her. She was the first female chef to get a Michelin star in New York.”
Taylor raised her eyebrows. “She was your aunt? Of course, I’ve heard of her. Didn’t she get hit by a car? I remember hearing about it.”
Erin nodded. “Yes, by a tourist. My uncle preceded her in death by twenty years. He worked on Wall Street. He passed away from a heart attack. I can’t imagine what it would be like living without the love of your life for more than two decades.” She took a bite, chewed, and swallowed. “Yet, I’ve probably done the same thing, still single at my age, my record with long-term relationships a joke. When I stop to analyze it, I wasted so much time when it comes to my personal life. All these years, I could have been spending my life with someone. My career has always been important, and although I didn’t consciously prioritize work, I’d be kidding myself if I didn’t admit my job played some part in my relationship woes. I wonder if I’ll regret my choices one day.”
Taylor felt like she gazed through an open window into Erin’s soul. Erin’s honesty about something so personal stunned her. They ate in silence for a few minutes.
Erin stood and pulled a Modelo Especial from the refrigerator. “Beer?”
Taylor nodded, mouth full. Erin opened two and handed one to her. When she slid back onto her stool, she rested her hand on Taylor’s shoulder for the briefest moment. As if no time had passed in the conversation, she spoke again.
“It’s because of my aunt that I got my start. She would bring me to work with her. She hoped I would follow in her footsteps and show interest in the culinary side. Instead, she would find me holed up in her office rather than the kitchen. I loved the business side of the restaurant. I began making the schedule for the restaurant when I was in high school. Inefficient processes and things like food waste bothered me. Twenty years ago, no one gave it much thought, but I wanted to find solutions to all the problems I saw.”
“Did you continue to work there after your aunt passed away?” Taylor sipped her beer.
Erin stacked their empty plates in the sink. “Let’s go in here. It’s more comfortable.”
Taylor followed her across the open living space, and they sat on the couch, slightly turned toward each other. Erin pointed a remote, and fire flared up in the fireplace.
“No, after college, I started doing consulting work. It’s basically what I’m doing now without the cameras. My twin siblings inherited the restaurant, which they sold. They were unhappy that I inherited the apartment. Our relationship has been strained since then.” Erin kicked off her shoes, drawing one leg up under her. “In fact, I’m not sure I would call it a relationship at this point.”
“Why weren’t they happy with inheriting the restaurant? It must have been worth quite a bit based on your aunt’s fame.”
“Sure, but they had no interest in owning or running it. I don’t know what they would have done if they’d inherited the apartment. It’s not like both of them could have lived here. They likely would have sold it, too.” She turned to gaze out the window. “My aunt loved the apartment and the park and knew I did, too. I never miss taking a walk in the park when I’m home. I think she left the apartment to me because she hoped I would live here as she did.”
“It wasn’t because you were her favorite?” Taylor gave her a small smile.
Erin chuckled. “That, too.” She became serious. “The twins argued that I’m not in the city enough to live in it. I can’t say I disagree with them on that point. It’s a shame the small amount of time I’ve lived here when I add up the days, but I can’t bring myself to sell it. I love what I do, but I wish I didn’t have to travel so much. In the beginning, I was younger and didn’t mind the travel. Now that I own the apartment, I’d like to be here more, but my job demands otherwise. Doing a redo on a restaurant in my home city like this is a treat.” She took a long swallow of beer. 
“I feel like I make a difference in people’s lives, and that’s important to me, though perhaps not in this situation.” She gestured toward Taylor with her beer. “I don’t know how much something like this means to the millionaires or billionaires that own your restaurant. But the family-owned restaurants, when it’s their entire life, that’s when it means something to me, to be able to make a difference.”
Shut the front door. Erin had a heart. Taylor picked at the beer label with her fingernail as she assimilated the new information.
“And your parents? Do you have a good relationship with them?” Taylor glanced around. How she’d come to sit comfortably in Erin’s living room talking with her about her family in the early hours of the morning bordered on flabbergasting.
“Ah, my parents. They’re divorced, but they waited until we were all adults before they split. I have a good relationship with my dad. My aunt was his sister. He used to be a general contractor for commercial real estate developers. Mom was an appellate judge. They’re both retired now. My mom remarried a few years ago. Her new husband used to be one of her bailiffs. They live in Connecticut. I don’t see her much.”
“How did you go from being a consultant to being on TV?”
Erin cocked her head to the side. “Aren’t you sick of hearing about me yet? I feel like all I’ve done is talk your ear off.”
“I’m curious. Tell me about that, and then you can ask me a question or two.” Taylor grinned.
“No more than two?” Erin seemed curious but continued. “Well, my initial success consulting got around via word of mouth, leading to more and more opportunities. Soon, my name became known in restaurant circles. Somebody knew somebody in Los Angeles, and they thought it would be a good idea for a television show. I was willing to make difficult decisions if it meant success for a restaurant. Sometimes owners and chefs lead with too much emotion. I’m business minded. Reality TV was having its moment, and I wasn’t afraid to have a reputation.” She held up her hand. “No. I wasn’t afraid to appear as though I had a reputation. So, they asked me to play up the hard-nosed, no-nonsense, uncompromising attitude for the cameras, and people loved it. Once I started doing it, I had to keep it going.”
“So, you’re telling me that your reputation as a badass, take-no-prisoners bitch is a farce?” The beer gave her courage to joke around. Was Erin a better actor than she thought?
“Ouch. What I’m telling you,” Erin took her empty bottle, “is that I play it up. There’s some truth in everything, but I’m not as bad as you might believe.” She stood and retrieved fresh beers for them.
Taylor realized she was staying. 
“I believe you snuck in an extra question, which I will remember.”
Was Erin flirting with her? Taylor took the offered beer. She wished Erin’s fingers would brush hers during the exchange, like when she’d handed her the key and like the main characters always did in romance novels, but it didn’t happen. Where had that idea come from? She needed to stop reading on her days off and take a walk or something.
Taylor realized Erin stared at her with a slight smile.
“Where did you go?” Erin leaned her head on her hand.
“I was thinking.” Taylor took a quick swig.
Erin studied her for a moment. “So, you lived with your mom growing up. Not your dad?”
The time had come for Taylor’s life story. Was there enough of a story in her simple life to last through a beer? “My dad left when I was five. They weren’t married. He wasn’t interested in having responsibilities, and having two kids and a restaurant gave him more responsibilities than he could handle, at least at that point in his life. For all I know, he never looked back.” She shrugged. “I was young. I know it sounds terrible, but it feels like a lifetime ago. I got over it.”
Erin hummed. Taylor wasn’t sure how to interpret it.
“After my dad left, my mom closed the restaurant and reopened it under the name Solo Mio.”
That earned her a delightful, throaty laugh from Erin. “I like your mom already. Did you work in the restaurant growing up?”
“Yes, both my brother and I did. I enjoyed it more than he did. He wanted to be a professional athlete, so meatballs and pasta bored him unless he consumed them. Being a chef is all I ever wanted to do. My mom barely made ends meet, but somehow, she put me through culinary school. As soon as I had a decent salary, I tried to pay her back, but she wouldn’t allow it. So, the best I can do is make her proud. I want nothing more than that.”
Erin tilted her head. “Don’t you think she’s already proud of you?”
“Well, sure.” Taylor sighed. “Graduating from culinary school made her proud, and so did getting a stage at Per Se.”
At the mention of her apprenticeship at the esteemed restaurant, Erin raised her eyebrows in appreciation.
“When I got this executive chef position, she was ecstatic.”
“Can I make an observation?” Erin scrunched her eyelids as she studied Taylor. “You don’t seem happy at work. Well, let me rephrase that. Most of the time, you don’t seem happy at the restaurant outside of a busy service.” 
Taylor looked past her at the city lit up at night. “It didn’t turn out to be what I expected.” Something about the atmosphere between them made her want to say more, but she knew she couldn’t. At least not anything that involved the agreement.
“Why is that?” Erin looked at her with what looked like tenderness.
They each had half a beer left. Maybe Taylor did have things to talk about in her life. Why she discussed them with the famous Erin Rasmussen in her luxury apartment remained a mystery. She might not be able to talk about work, but she could talk about herself.
“A couple of years ago, one of the line cooks and I decided we wanted to date. I wasn’t about to date someone who worked for me, so she quit and took a job at another restaurant. We dated, and everything seemed to be going well. We moved in together, and she was promoted to head chef and started getting some attention. A local station invited us to participate in a televised cooking contest with a few other up-and-coming chefs. I wasn’t able to participate and had to decline my invitation. The opportunity came at a bad time. My restaurant was in the middle of a change in ownership, and I needed to be here.” Taylor’s shoulders sagged, and she stared at the rug. 
“She participated in the show and met another chef while there. Long story short, she dumped me. Based on her performance in the televised contest, she got offered a job in LA, and she and her new girlfriend moved out there. They opened a restaurant together. It became a popular spot. The restaurant’s open kitchen, combined with her outgoing and gregarious personality, was a hit, so I’m told. She makes decent food, too. Shortly after that, she was offered a television show. You’ve probably heard of her.”
At the mention of her ex’s name, Erin’s eyebrows raised. “Oh. Yes, I’m familiar with her. I’ve eaten at her restaurant. She might be talented, but her food doesn’t do it for me.” Erin shook her head. “I don’t trust a chef who puts truffles in everything. To me,” Erin leaned forward as if sharing a secret, “it shows a lack of creativity.” Her eyes twinkled.
“Is that right?” Taylor laughed. “I used to argue with her about truffle overuse.”
“The way I see it, adding chrome to a vehicle doesn’t make it a great car.” Erin took a swallow of beer.
Taylor laughed but turned serious. “Anyway, celebrities and television shows have left a bad taste in my mouth.”
“You don’t say.” Erin leaned back and seemed to assess her. “Should I be offended?”
“No, I didn’t mean that.” Taylor backpedaled.
“I suggest getting to know someone before making judgments about them.” She tipped up her beer and took a long swallow without breaking eye contact.
They marinated in awkward silence, gazes locked until Taylor spoke.
“I’m sorry for the personal tangent. I don’t usually tell people my life story in one sitting.” Yet, she had to Erin, of all people. “I’m stressed about the filming.” She was, but she couldn’t tell Erin the main reason. “It makes people like me nervous about being in front of a camera.”
“What do you mean ‘people like you’?” Confusion marred Erin’s delicate features.
Taylor squirmed. “Well, I could stand to lose a few pounds, but it’s hard when I’m always around food and don’t have much time to exercise.”
“Hmm.” Erin studied her. 
A sensation traveled along Taylor’s body as Erin’s gaze swept over her. Every cell in her body buzzed.
“That would never have occurred to me. I think you look great on-screen, not that you don’t look good off-screen. You look perfect.” Erin laughed self-consciously and stood up. “I’ll stop rambling now. Shall we have dessert? Or was that a terrible segue?” She blushed.
Taylor laughed, and the awkwardness in the room dissipated. For the first time, Taylor thought Erin looked vulnerable. She wasn’t a gorgeous television host but a woman enjoying a beer after a hard day’s work. Shoulder to shoulder at a corner of the kitchen island, they nibbled at their baked goods. They shared the last cold beer, sipping from the same bottle.
In the back of her Uber on her way home, Taylor luxuriated in the feeling of Erin telling her she looked perfect. Maybe anyone would have said the same thing in that situation to be nice, but it was Erin’s blush as she said it that made it feel real.
The extra expense Taylor had balked at when purchasing her chef’s coats tailored for a woman’s body now seemed worth every penny.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
As Erin walked to the coffee shop where she planned to meet her friend Antonio, she pulled her scarf tighter. Thoughts swirled through her mind like snow flurries. She’d felt a tinge of elation when Taylor had discussed her ex-girlfriend. Erin told herself it was about priding herself on her gaydar, getting confirmation that her instincts were spot on, not because she was interested in Taylor. Then another thought crept in. She recalled seeing Taylor wearing the thin tank top and almost tripped on a curb.
Finding out that Taylor liked women consumed her thoughts, so much so that she’d heard, “Hey, watch where you’re going,” twice in the last two blocks.
Why did she care? So, what if Taylor dated women? That shouldn’t be any concern of hers. Why should Taylor’s sexuality matter? She’d never given a second thought to the sexual preferences of any other chef she’d helped. Besides, Taylor drove her nuts more often than not. Last night was simply an aberration. She’d been tired, and it had been a draining day. During filming, Taylor had shown herself to be immature, unhelpful, and stubborn. Her ideas, like elevating the dishes that she thought would save the restaurant, would cost more money to implement. 
She had to find a way to get through to Taylor. Maybe their conversation last night had been a turning point, and she’d be more cooperative today. If Erin didn’t turn the wayward filming around for the Callery’s episodes, the show would sink in the ratings, which would undoubtedly sway the executives looking to renew contracts for next season.
Warm air burst from the open coffee shop’s door, and the deep, roasted smell of freshly ground beans and baked goods wafted out. Erin pulled her scarf loose as she looked around for Antonio. He waved to her from a spot near the window.
“It’s so good to see you.” He stood, and his long, tan jacket fell to his knees. His woolen scarf, a shade darker than his perfect skin, contrasted nicely.
She hugged him for a second or two longer than usual, but she hadn’t seen him for over a year.
“You look good.” She held him at arm’s length. “How’s the most handsome Sarge on Broadway?”
“STOMP is off-Broadway, but thank you. You look damn fine yourself.”
Erin gave him a grin as she hung up her coat and sat. “Thanks for ordering.”
“Are you still drinking oat milk lattes? I didn’t want to waste precious time by making you stand in line, but if you want something different, I can order it for you.”
“This is perfect.” She took off the lid and blew across the surface. “Thanks for meeting me so early in the morning. I would have liked to grab drinks with you after work, but we’re both working late.”
“I agree. By the time I get out of the theater, and you get out of the restaurant, we’re both ready to crash.” He rubbed his face as if trying to wake up.
Her thoughts darted back to how content she’d been last night to sit and chat with Taylor until late.
“How is the show?” She took her first sip, the creamy concoction still piping hot, but it brought her a step closer to feeling normal.
“It’s good. It closes in a couple of weeks. I’m hoping to audition for something where the lights are brighter, but I never know how these things will go until the last minute.” He pushed a small bag of biscotti across the table, but Erin declined. “What about you? How is the redo? It must be nice doing something in the city for once.”
“It is. You don’t know how much I miss being at home and sleeping in my bed.” She warmed her hands on the cup. “I hate to admit it, but filming hasn’t been going well. The chef is difficult. The whole thing is difficult.” She stared at the foam swirling on top of her drink.
“That surprises me. I’ve heard good things about her. She’s hot.” He blew air between his full lips. “I googled her when I heard you were doing a job at Callery.”
“She’s attractive.” Erin understated her opinion without making eye contact.
“I hear she’s into women. There was some scandal a few years back. Our stage director is a foodie and gave me all the details. He follows celebrity chefs and stuff on Instagram.”
“Hmm.” Erin sipped her coffee. “I did hear something about that.”
Antonio leaned his muscular arms on the table. He looked like a well-trained athlete. She assumed he had to be to perform in the show as long as he had. 
“What aren’t you telling me?” He peered at her.
“What?” She knew where he was headed and tried to avoid the detour. That night last year, it had felt good to confide in her oldest friend, but afterward, she regretted she’d shared so much. She should have kept those details to herself. Erin had steered clear of Manhattans ever since.
“So, are you still at it?” He raised an eyebrow.
“When you put it like that…” She felt herself blush, something she hated. While she was a grown woman and could do as she pleased, even she wasn’t thrilled with her behavior. It wasn’t her, and she knew it. “I can usually find what I’m looking for on the rare occasion I need it, if that’s what you mean. It hasn’t been that many times.” Her tense, hushed voice should have told him to avoid the track the conversation was on, but it failed.
“I’m not judging you.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m worried that you find—well, let’s say—momentary relief from these women you meet in bars instead of trying to find an emotional connection with someone.”
He had a valid point, except for the part about relief.
“When’s the last time you felt an emotional connection with someone?” His eyes bored into her.
Last night? The unbidden image of Taylor reclining on her couch flashed through her mind, but she wasn’t about to admit it, neither to Antonio nor herself. She’d found Taylor too easy to talk to. One more beer, and who knows what she might have disclosed. Alcohol had always made her too talkative.
“Hi. Still here.” He waved a hand in her face. “The best friend you haven’t seen in forever.”
She laughed. “I’m sorry. I was daydreaming.”
His face softened. “Good. That makes me happy. You don’t have to tell me who she is, but it makes me happy to see you with that look on your face.” He squeezed her wrist.
“Look? There’s no look.” She buried her face in her drink.
“You need to stop these hookups if you want to find someone special, but maybe you have, judging by what I’m witnessing.” 
His words made her glance around to ensure no one was within earshot. The few other customers stood at the counter or sat too far away to overhear.
“No, I haven’t found anyone.” She spoke in a hushed tone. “And sometimes I need to remember what it feels like touching another woman.” The image of Taylor standing in her office in a tank top ran unwanted through her psyche, her mind betraying her again.
“I get that, but if you keep doing what you’re doing, you’re never going to find what you’re looking for. So, make yourself uncomfortable. You need to sit with your needs until you realize that you will have to open yourself up emotionally to get what you want. You look great, but you’re not getting any younger.” He grinned at her. 
He had no idea how capable she was of sitting on her needs.
“I’m not sure if I remember what being in love feels like.” She surprised herself with her honesty.
“You’ll know it when it happens.”
“Says the man with the perfect little family.” She narrowed her eyes, then grinned.
“That’s right. See? You should listen to me.” 
Two women recognized her and asked for a selfie. She obliged, half tempted to include Antonio, but she knew him well enough to know he’d be offended if it appeared she did it out of pity. He resumed the conversation as they left. 
“You know what your problem is?”
“I thought you’d been telling me for the last fifteen minutes what my problem is.”
“Smartass.” He leaned closer. “Your problem is you’re a control freak. At some point, you’ll have to let that go.”
He wasn’t that far off. He didn’t know that when she brought women back to her hotel room, they always expected her to take control. She’d learned that sort of dynamic played out in the first couple of interactions. Some made moves, and some waited for others to make a move. She’d discovered that she got what she wanted when she initiated things, but that first interaction determined the dynamic for the rest of the evening. She spent all her waking hours—and most of her life—leading, making decisions, and problem solving. What glorious relief it would be for someone else to take the reins. 
“You know what you need?” He laughed heartily and gave her a wicked grin. “You need someone to tie you up.” He waggled half of his scarf at her.
“Tony, please.” She waved a hand at him.
That’s not what she needed. All of a sudden, Erin knew what she wanted. She couldn’t do it, not in her position. Not with her. It had to be Taylor who initiated something. That is what she wanted. Warmth flooded through her, thinking about it.
Then, reality kicked in. She couldn’t start something with Taylor, even if Taylor didn’t make her want to scream in frustration at least once an hour. Erin had tried being in a relationship and doing this job once. Tens of thousands of air miles and hotel living didn’t lend themselves to a happy girlfriend but to a messy breakup. Erin had grown up with an absentee mother and didn’t want to be an absentee partner. And she already knew one-night stands weren’t her thing. She needed to keep her emotional distance. Getting involved with Taylor was the last thing she needed.
Or was it?
“Am I boring you?” Antonio rested his chin in his palm.
“I’m so sorry.” She grabbed his hand. “I have so much on my mind these days.”
“At least admit she’s hot.” He flashed his perfect, white teeth.
Erin gave him a wink and maintained her nonchalant stance. “She’s attractive.”
Antonio shook his head and laughed. “I’m not going to read too much into that, but you better keep me informed of any juicy details.”
“Hmm.” She wasn’t going to commit to that.
They stood and shrugged into their coats. He hugged her, then appraised her.
“I can’t believe you have an MBA, and I went to Juilliard, but you’re the one that gets to be on TV.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“Can you get to a stopping place, please?” Erin asked Cara.
“Sure. Let me finish…the…mascara on this eye” Cara steadied one hand with the other to apply the last few strokes. “There.”
The hubbub from the kitchen was enough for Erin to leave her pseudo makeup trailer and step onto the mezzanine. Cara joined her. They leaned on the railing to watch. Instead of all heads down working, the kitchen staff chatted in pairs or groups.
“Everyone. Everyone!” Taylor clapped her hands. The kitchen fell silent. “We have a new commis today. This is Grant Nadich. He comes to us from the CIA Calistoga. He’ll be following Paulo, but we’ll give him a chance to help at all the stations. Let’s give him a warm welcome.”
The staff clapped and called out their greetings.
“Grant, I’m not going to go around the circle and have everyone tell you their name and position because it’s inauthentic. I don’t know how one person would ever remember all that. Instead, each staff member will find you today or tomorrow and introduce themselves. If they forget, there’s a grease trap that could stand an early cleaning.” She fake-coughed into her hand while muttering, “Ben.” The staff laughed, and the young prep cook took the good-natured ribbing with a grin. “I will introduce you to one person. This is Chef Samuels, and if I’m not in the kitchen, she’s in charge. If she asks you to do something, you do it even faster than you’d do it for me.”
“Yes, Chef.” The sandy-haired young man beside her looked eager to please.
“Now, one thing you need to know, Grant, is about the health department standards. What do we think about health department standards, folks?”
The kitchen rang out with boos and even a few profanities. Grant looked shocked but amused. Excellent health department scores were crucial to a restaurant’s success. Curious, Erin wondered where this was headed. In her element, Taylor had the entire kitchen’s attention on her.
“That’s right. We don’t care about health department standards. Or, I should say we don’t worry about health department standards because they’re not an issue for us. Why, you ask?” She grinned. “Because they’re not good enough for us.”
The room filled with more jubilant profanities and cheers. Erin knew from her research before arriving that the restaurant had aced its health department inspections over the past few years. She grinned and enjoyed the entertainment.
“No, we operate at a higher level. Why don’t we have to wonder if food is at temp?” Taylor swiveled her head to look at each member of her staff.
A chorus of proud, “Because we measure!” came back to her.
“That’s right. You won’t find dirty bottoms of cans and jars on food prep areas. You’re not going to see unlabeled items in the walk-ins or elsewhere. Why doesn’t the health department inspector find crumbs in our lowboy door seals or underneath our stations?”
“Because we clean!” came shouted back at her. The new commis watched with wide-eyed amusement, and so did Erin.
“Why doesn’t the inspector find grease dripping from our hoods?”
“Because we clean!”
Erin watched it go on a bit more. The staff’s enjoyment stemming from the little pep rally appeared legitimate. Even from high above, she could feel the pride radiating off them. 
Taylor calmed them down. “And if the health inspector should ever find an infraction at your station, Grant, you will be first in line to clean the grease trap.”
Her staff booed, groaned, and laughed. Erin knew from experience how lousy cleaning a grease trap could be. The odor was obnoxious, like rotten eggs layered with the smell of death. The FOGs—or fats, oils, and grease—that had the potential to clog pipes had to be removed and the apparatus scrubbed clean. In most cases, it was a task that needed to be done every quarter. Anyone unlucky enough to be assigned it once avoided repeating the experience at all costs.
Grant gave her an eager, if slightly terrified, “Yes, Chef.” Erin didn’t blame him. Bored, Cara returned to the office, more interested in her phone. Erin remained watching.
“Okay, thanks, everyone. Back to work.” Taylor turned to Grant. “You can shadow Paulo during lunch service. Right now, why don’t you start caramelizing a hotel pan of onions, unless you’re comfortable making the soup for the day.” Taylor and Erin waited to see his answer.
“I’d be happy to do either or both for you, Chef.”
Erin’s lips quirked. She assumed he’d passed his first test.
“Great, then finish it. We need a yield of sixty-five to seventy bowls of French onion soup.”
“Heard.”
Erin watched Taylor turn as someone entered through the back door. Troy, looking as though he had slept in his clothes, scurried in and ran into his boss.
“Nice of you to join us.” Taylor stood with her hands on her hips.
“I’m sorry, Chef. I couldn’t—”
“Outside.” She pointed to the door from which he’d entered and followed him.
Erin looked down to the corner below her. Lianna and Maira stood with their heads close together. Lianna balanced a camera on her shoulder in such a way that Erin knew she wasn’t filming. Erin mouthed, “Did you get that?” and circled over the kitchen area with her finger.
Lianna gave her a thumbs up. Erin felt a rush of excitement knowing the playful banter had been recorded. Taylor might be terrible to interview, but she’d shined for a few minutes when allowed to interact with her staff on an organic level.
Taylor came back inside. Troy did not. The staff threw surreptitious glances her way.
“Heads up, everyone. I have a few changes. Grant, I’m going to put you at the pantry station instead. Sh’neis, please give him a crash course and help him out.”
“I can help, too, Chef.” Adam wiped his hands on the bottom of his apron.
Sergio raised his hand. “I’ll cut all the greens, Chef.”
“I’ll make sure he’s good to go during service, Chef.” Jo gave Grant a light slap on the back.
Taylor nodded. “If I’m not filming, I can call the board so you can assist him.”
“I’m not worried, Chef. I have pantry experience.” Grant straightened his back and shoulders as if he’d volunteered to go into battle.
Taylor eyed him and looked impressed. “Adam and Ben, why don’t you take your breaks now? Nice teamwork, folks. Thanks for helping each other out.”
Erin watched as everyone returned to work. She leaned on the railing for a few more minutes. What she’d witnessed from Taylor, her effective leadership skills and ability to pivot under pressure, combined with the evident admiration the staff had for her and their willingness to work as a team, led Erin to realize one thing.
The restaurant had problems, but she had a nagging feeling that the problems didn’t have anything to do with the chef.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Taylor had felt Jo watching her all morning. She had to give it to her. Jo had kept her questions to herself. She was sure it hadn’t escaped Jo’s notice that she and Erin had left together the night before.
Erin hadn’t finished in hair and makeup yet, so Taylor had a few minutes before filming began. Lucky for her, part of the day’s film schedule included the contractors who would redo the front of the house, and she didn’t need to be involved with that. 
“What do you have on your socks today?” Taylor aimed for a lighthearted conversation. She added some salt, stirred, and tasted the mixture in front of her.
“Magnifying glasses.” Jo made her eyebrows wiggle.
Did she pick out her socks as a statement? Taylor looked at her extended ankle. Her socks indeed had magnifying glasses on them. Taylor sighed, knowing she might as well come clean. She waited until Jo wasn’t holding a knife. The last thing the restaurant needed was a sous chef with a missing finger.
“You’ll never guess where I ended up last night.”
Jo’s head spun around. “No!” She lowered her voice. “You slept with her?”
“What? No. We ate tamales at her apartment.”
“Is that a double entendre?” When she glared at her instead of answering, Jo squinted and looked her up and down. “No, I don’t think so. Nothing happened. You don’t have that look.”
It was Taylor’s turn to scowl. “What look? I don’t have a look.”
“Well, it’s more of an aura. It’s the same look as when you’ve had two martinis. You’re all dreamy and content, floating along.”
Taylor scoffed. Hard. “I don’t have a look.”
“No, now you don’t.” Jo jabbed a finger at her to make her point. “That’s why I know you didn’t get any last night.”
“What makes you think I’d have sex with the woman making my life a living hell right now?”
Jo studied her. “Well, I wouldn’t have guessed you’d eat dinner at her apartment, so I’m not sure.”
They paused their conversation for Adam to walk behind them, but Erin appeared in the kitchen. She looked good, her hair and makeup perfect. Taylor wondered how shabby she looked next to Erin on camera. She didn’t want to know and couldn’t imagine ever wanting to watch the episodes. She’d likely have PTSD from the experience as it was. Even the fact she would one day be on television felt surreal.
“It looks like they’re ready for filming. Can you Robo and Cryovac this for me when you’re finished, please?” Taylor motioned to the Cambro on her board. She’d have a smoothly processed, vacuum-sealed marinade bag in the reach-in when she returned. Jo was as reliable as they came. She smoothed her hair into place and checked her jacket for spills.
“Sure. Break a leg.” Jo took the container to her station.
Ten minutes later, Taylor sat in a booth across from Erin.
Maira stuck a pen behind her ear. “Roll sound, roll camera. Action.” 
They stared at each other, the thick menu on the table between them.
“This restaurant used to have more covers per service and bring in higher profits a few years ago. What do you think has changed since then?” Erin laced her fingers together and rested them on the table.
Could she say the change in ownership happened at that time? Was she allowed? Taylor didn’t know if that infringed on the agreement or not.
“I’m afraid I can’t say.” Jed’s veiled threat echoed in her mind.
“You can’t say, or you won’t say?” Less than a minute in, Erin already appeared irritated.
“I said, I can’t say.” She would come across as defiant and uncooperative on television, but what choice did she have?
“Well, since you’re not willing to talk about your precious menu, and you’re not willing to talk about the drop in profits, let’s talk about you. You came to this restaurant right before things started going downhill, didn’t you?”
It might be accurate, but it was a low blow. “About a year before that, yes.”
“Do you think there’s a chance that some of your decisions might be responsible for the state the restaurant is in?” Erin tilted her head and waited for Taylor to answer.
“The state the restaurant is in? Let’s be clear on what state that is. The restaurant is still in the black—not as far in the black as it used to be—but still in the black. It’s still making money, but not as much money as we all would hope.” As Jed hoped, she wanted to say. “It’s not like we’re about to go under. It’s a rough patch.” Taylor hoped she wasn’t spraying spittle like a Broadway actor upon the front row. She was tired of everyone acting like the restaurant was about to declare bankruptcy, but at least her tirade got her out of answering the actual question.
“Do you know why we’re here?” Erin’s irritation seemed to match hers.
“I assume because the owners asked for your assistance.”
“Yes, and if the owners are unhappy, something is wrong. I am here to fix that. At times, it feels like you’re trying to circumvent that process. Am I correct?” Erin leaned forward.
“Of course not.”
“Then tell me, what do you think is the restaurant’s biggest problem?”
Taylor leaned forward, too. “I couldn’t say.”
Erin’s nostrils flared. “Do you feel any sense of responsibility for the success or failure of this restaurant?”
That’s when Taylor felt it. A foot traveled from her ankle to her calf under the long tablecloth. She involuntarily trembled. Her mouth hung open, her brain unable to string together a coherent response.
Erin smiled, and her eyes widened a little.
Shiitake mushrooms. Taylor swallowed. Her chest heaved with each shaky breath. It was so unfair, such a dirty trick to pull. She wanted to say she wanted nothing more than for the restaurant to succeed, but she couldn’t. She managed to get one squeaky word past the lump in her throat. “Yes.” 
She felt her face flame and broke out in a sweat. Erin had done it on purpose. Hot tears pooled in her eyes, but she’d garnish a plate with curly parsley before she let them fall. She looked like a guilty defendant eviscerated on the stand by the clever, gorgeous prosecutor.
Erin folded her hands on the table in front of her and sighed. “Well, I suppose that’s about as much as I’m going to get you to say on the matter. My team will meet with the front-of-the-house manager and the contractors later today. We’ll be formulating a plan to present to the owners tomorrow to hopefully get this restaurant back on track.” She smiled.
“Cut.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
Maira’s parting comment steamed Taylor. With her body, she’d blocked Taylor’s hasty exit from the booth and leaned over the table. “I didn’t know if you two were going to fight or kiss. That was hot. Well done.”
As soon as Maira moved aside, Taylor bolted from the booth. Her stomach churned, and her eyes stung. How dare Erin toy with her like that to elicit a reaction from her? She hated that Erin knew her well enough in such a short time to know how to make her blush like a schoolgirl. She’d made her look foolish. Had Maira told her to do it?
Taylor detested the turmoil that consumed her, but the main reason she was upset had nothing to do with anger or hurt. She was confused. She was confused because she liked it. Erin’s unexpected touch had shot sensations through her body, to some parts more than others, and a rippling tremor had left her shaking like a leaf on the banquette bench. She still felt out of sorts. Erin hadn’t squeezed her hand. She’d ran her foot up Taylor’s leg, unknown to anyone but them. Yet, even if she had to live through the torture of filming that same conversation, she would do it all again to feel Erin touch her like that one more time.
While Erin and the film crew focused on the front-of-the-house renovations with the contractors, Taylor used it as an opportunity to hole up in her office and catch up on paperwork. She needed to finalize her orders for next week, get everyone’s timecards to the payroll accountant, and send an email to Troy recapping their conversation outside. She tried to ignore the hair and makeup mess across from her that seemed to grow with each passing day.
Someone pushed open her door. Erin stuck her head around. “I’d knock first, but my hands are full.”
“That’s fine.” Her voice sounded curt and clipped, and she saw it register in Erin’s expression.
Erin set two plates on her desk. Taylor recognized Adam’s special green chile chicken enchiladas. The smoky, spicy smell wafted upward, and her stomach rumbled. They were one of her favorite family meal dishes and rotated through often due to the staff’s love of Adam’s cooking.
“I didn’t see you at the family meal, so I brought you a plate. Adam invited my crew to eat with your staff. I hope that’s okay. I’m sure he saw them drooling and felt bad for them, so don’t be mad at him.”
“I’m not mad at him.” Taylor left the implication to hang in the air.
Erin pulled the second desk chair over and sat down opposite her. She produced two forks and napkins from her back pocket. Taylor tried to stay angry, to hold on to the feeling she felt in the booth downstairs, but she could already feel it draining away. Erin set a napkin and fork next to her plate. They stared at each other. It appeared neither could eat until the air had been cleared between them.
“About what Maira said…” Erin squeezed her hands between her knees. “I’m sorry about that. She’s over the top at times. That was uncalled for.”
Taylor dipped her head. “Thanks, but you don’t need to apologize for her.”
“No, but I need to apologize all the same.” Erin looked down at her hands still sandwiched between her knees. “What I did…I think what I meant to do was misinterpreted.” She looked up. The color had drained from her face. It made her eyes and hair appear even darker.
This was unexpected. Taylor wanted to know more. “How?”
“You looked upset. I wasn’t trying to upset you.” 
Erin shook her head, and Taylor could see the light sparkle along her lower lashes where her eyes had grown wet. “I was trying to tell you I knew the answer, but I had to ask the question. I wanted to let you know it’s okay because I already know the truth. I know you’re not the reason the restaurant is floundering. But I need to do my job. I have a reputation to uphold, and a lot is riding on that right now. However, please realize I know you live and breathe for this restaurant and do everything you can to make it succeed. Based on your reaction, I see now that my intentions weren’t clear. I’m sorry.”
“I don’t suppose there’s any way they’ll edit that out.”
“I’ve already asked her not to use it. The thing is, she’s under a lot of pressure right now. You saw how she reacted. She thinks it will give the show a ratings boost.”
She’d seen Maira’s reaction. However, everyone watching would see her reaction and not realize what had happened.
“I realize how it makes you look. That was never my intention.” Erin took her hand. “I’m sorry.”
Taylor nodded. If she’d been confused before, Erin had cranked it up about seventeen notches. Erin released her hand. Taylor vacillated between telling her to get out of her office or kicking the door closed, shoving her against it, and kissing any hint of her lipstick from her face.
“Do you want some sour cream?”
“Sure.” Taylor sighed and settled on Door Number Three: eating.
Erin took half the sour cream from her plate and dotted Taylor’s enchiladas.
She took a bite. That’s when she felt it. Erin’s foot traveled along her leg from ankle to calf. Taylor jerked her head up to see Erin give her a shy wink.
Taylor rolled her eyes and tried to hide her smile.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Erin had watched from the mezzanine, a fixture in her peripheral vision, when she’d introduced Grant to the kitchen brigade. Erin might make her nervous in other situations, but her kitchen was where she excelled, whether her menu or anyone else’s. If anything, Erin’s presence had given her a little spark. After that, Taylor hadn’t seen much of her since they’d eaten the family meal together in her office.
The kitchen had been in the weeds most of the night. Grant had done an admirable job with Jo’s occasional help, but he wasn’t as fast as Troy. With starters and salads running long, it had backed up the rest of the kitchen. Dishes died on the pass under the warming lights and had to be refired. Taylor had jumped on the line twice to help. Her team had done their best, but that didn’t matter to the upset front-of-the-house staff who saw the results in their meager tips. During the height of the rush, Adam snapped at Paulo in a fit of frustration, and tensions still ran high even as the chits stopped printing.
If there was this much disarray in the back of the house, she hated to think about what the cameras had captured in the dining area.
“It’s all Sh’neis from here.” Taylor let everyone know the outstanding orders were for desserts. They began to put away food and clean their stations if they hadn’t already started. “Nice job jumping in and helping out, Grant.”
“Yes, Chef. I’ll be faster next time, Chef. Now I know the dishes.” He was right. His speed had increased by the end of the night.
“Next time is tomorrow, so get some rest tonight.” In not so many words, she let everyone know they wouldn’t be seeing Troy at work the next day.
“Expo for me for a minute?” She tapped Jo on the arm.
“Yes, Chef.” Jo glanced at her, then turned her head to see where she looked. 
Erin took some food from a plate a kitchen porter had been scraping off into the garbage. She wrapped it in a napkin and headed toward the back door. Taylor followed.
The back door had been propped open with the coffee can of cigarette butts. It was a pet peeve of hers. Taylor insisted on the back door being locked for safety during dinner service and closing activities. She stepped out and looked around. Near the dumpster, Erin crouched low to the ground. Much to her surprise, Taylor found her pulling off tiny pieces of salmon and feeding them to a tiny white kitten. The kitten gobbled each piece, then looked at her with expectant eyes and high-pitched mewls. Erin dropped another piece and looked at her.
“Hi.” Erin smiled, stroking the kitten’s back in between feeding it bites.
“You made a friend.” Taylor leaned a hip against the railing.
“Have I?” Erin blinked slowly.
Taylor held her gaze even though every cell in her body screamed for her to break it. The kitten meowed, and Erin offered it another piece.
“White kittens are rare.” She watched them, enraptured.
“I don’t know if its mother is around or not. Its eyes are open, but it has to be hungry if it’s alone. I think it’s living under the dumpster.” Erin scratched its forehead with her finger. It closed its eyes and nuzzled into her touch with a purr.
Uncompromising, irritating, exasperating Erin Rasmussen had befriended a kitten.
“It’s early for kittens. It’s not even March.” Taylor came closer, wary of startling either one of them. She sighed.
“Long day?” Erin looked at her.
“You have no idea.”
Erin fed the kitten the rest of the salmon and wadded up the napkin. “Bye, baby. Be safe out here, and stay warm tonight.” She gave it one last scratch and stood. “Want to get out of here?” Her eyes seemed to glow in the darkness.
Confused, cold, tired, and curious, Taylor tilted her head. “Where?”
“Dinner and drinks. My treat.”
It was a bad idea. Who hung out with people they didn’t like? Did she dislike Erin? Who wouldn’t like a beautiful woman feeding a stray kitten? It was lesbian catnip.
“It’s kind of late for dinner.” Taylor raised an eyebrow. “I know because I’m a chef.” She tapped her name embroidered in script on her left breast.
Erin came closer. Too close. She leaned over Taylor. “For your information, Chef,” she traced her forefinger along Taylor’s embroidered name, “we live in the city that never sleeps, and I know a great place that’s open late.”
Erin might as well have touched Taylor’s tender heart because it did its best to beat out of the cage of her chest. She wasn’t sure she’d ever felt so exposed and vulnerable as she did beneath Erin’s espresso-colored eyes. In this heady state, their breath visible in the few inches of air between them, Taylor would probably agree to many, many things.
“Okay.”
Erin smiled and took a step back, taking her finger with her.
Taylor worked to utter words that made sense together. “I need to change and turn over the kitchen to Jo.”
“I’m going to tell Maira I’m calling it a day. Meet you in the kitchen?”
Taylor felt uncomfortable meeting Erin in the kitchen, where everyone would see, but it felt strange to tell someone offering to buy her dinner to meet on the loading dock, so she nodded.
* * *
By the time Taylor changed and grabbed her coat, Erin waited for her in the kitchen. She held up a finger to signal she needed a minute, and Erin nodded in understanding. She approached Jo, who tore off a piece of plastic wrap.
Taylor spoke in a low voice. “Be cool, please. I’m pulling the best friend card.” 
Jo froze but didn’t look up. 
“Keep doing what you’re doing. Don’t look over at her because I don’t want her to know we’re talking about her. I need you to close things out. Will you do this for me?”
“You’re leaving with her?”
Taylor saw the start of a smile on Jo’s lips and tried to shut it down. “We’re going to dinner.”
“Uh-huh, sure. It’s kind of late for dinner.” Jo chuckled but didn’t look up from the herbs she’d been wrapping in plastic. “Go get your aura, girl. I’ve got this.”
“Thanks, but it’s not like that. You’re the best, and I adore you.” She squeezed Jo’s shoulders.
“I expect details tomorrow as payment.” Jo gave her a low, evil-sounding laugh.
“Hush.” She poked her in the arm.
Taylor put on her coat as she crossed the kitchen. “Okay, I’m ready. We can go now.”
“Do you need to tell your staff?”
She wrapped her scarf around her neck as they stepped outside. “They don’t need to be told. They know what to do. There’s a hierarchy.”
“Speaking of your staff, how did the replacement do for the guy who got fired?”
Taylor scowled as they made their way onto the sidewalk. “Grant? He’s like an apprentice or intern, not an employee. And nobody got fired. Do you mean Troy?”
“Yeah, the guy that always shows up late.”
“I didn’t fire him.” Taylor didn’t feel right saying more. Instead, she pushed her hands deeper into her pockets to warm them.
“Oh.” They walked together so closely their coats brushed against each another. A few snowflakes fell, nothing that would stick or probably last the hour, but they clung to Erin’s dark hair, lashes, and coat.
They walked for more blocks than Taylor had anticipated. They could have taken a taxi or an Uber, but she enjoyed walking with Erin despite the cold. She couldn’t get over how different Erin seemed outside of work.
They stopped in front of an establishment with Vietnamese letters on the window. Erin opened the door, and Taylor could have bathed in the warm, spice-scented air that greeted her. Her nose picked out first lemongrass and ginger, then anise and cinnamon from the complex scent. She looked at Erin and wondered if her nose and cheeks were tipped with pink, too. She grinned. “I love pho.”
“I thought you might.” 
Erin’s hand on the small of Taylor’s back led her down the long, skinny restaurant to the counter to order. As Taylor retrained her brain to put one foot in front of the other, she felt that little flutter of somersaulting butterflies low in her abdomen at the intimate gesture.
“The beef pho is amazing. I always get it.”
“Two then. Does the meat come in it or on the side?” Taylor looked around, amazed at how many customers slurped noodles at tables or against the counters along both walls at this hour of the night. Lucky for them, a few tables remained empty near the back.
“On the side. Why?”
“I like my beef rare. I don’t like it to sit in the broth. I dip it for a few seconds.”
Erin’s low chuckle warmed the inside of her like the savory broth surely would not.
“Two beef pho, please. And a bottle of rice wine. That one.” Erin pointed at one of the smaller bottles. “Is that okay?”
“Sounds good.”
The rapid receipt of a delicious meal had to be one of the best things about ordering pho. With all the work done many hours or even the day before to make the complex broth, adding noodles, meat, and vegetable garnishes to the dish took very little time. Erin carried their tray to a table, and Taylor followed with the wine and porcelain cups.
Erin poured them each a reasonable amount and held hers aloft in a toast. “Here’s to no more filming for you.” She grinned. “Well, at least until it’s time to get an update on the restaurant.”
“Cheers to that.” 
They drained the small cups, and Erin refilled them.
“I’m terrible in front of the camera. I apologize.” Taylor added bean sprouts, chili slices, Thai basil, and cilantro leaves to her soup.
“There’s Sriracha and hoisin sauce if you want some.” Erin pointed to the condiments at the end of the table.
“Thanks. I’ll taste it first.” Taylor spooned some broth into her mouth and relished its complexity. As she dropped a thin slice of beef into her soup and gathered a bite with her chopsticks, she felt the strong, warming effect of the rice wine. 
After a few minutes, she realized they both had their heads in the bowls, entirely focused on their food.
Taylor laughed. “You know it has to be good if we’re this quiet.”
Erin smiled. “I was starving. That enchilada was all I ate today. But I’m always like that with this. It’s the best pho I’ve found in New York.”
They slurped and then laughed at their slurping. When the noodles had disappeared and most of the broth had been sipped, they pushed the bowls aside. Erin poured more wine. Taylor reminded herself not to think of it as wine. It was closer to vodka at forty percent alcohol. She felt warm and fuzzy, and Jo’s comment about her aura almost made her giggle.
Erin leaned back in her chair, appearing equally comfortable and lubricated by the alcohol. Her gaze traveled over Taylor’s face.
“What? You look like you’re about to wipe food off my face.” Taylor brushed at her mouth with the back of her hand.
“No, I was admiring. You have a nice face.” Erin complimented her in her calm and confident style without looking away.
What was she supposed to say? “Thank you?” 
Taylor’s gaze darted around the restaurant as her heart skipped beats. Erin laughed again, the light rumble so low in her throat that Taylor found it difficult to breathe. 
“Do you always phrase your gratitude as a question?”
Taylor knew she was blushing. She’d probably been blushing the entire time. Between the cold, the wine, and the compliments, she had to be as pink as a flamingo. She took another sip to buy herself some time. Erin saved her from answering what had probably been a rhetorical question.
“I get to spend the day with your owners tomorrow.”
Taylor rolled her eyes. “Better you than me. Have fun.” Oops, the alcohol had switched off her internal filter. This was not a good sign.
Erin stared at her for a long time.
“What?” Taylor squirmed under her gaze.
“Why are you so terrible?” Erin’s perfect eyebrows did a nosedive.
“Me?” Taylor was offended. She should be offended, right? Wait. What was she talking about? “Terrible at what?”
“Filming. When the camera is on, you’re a different person. You’re…” Erin waved her hands as if trying to grasp the adjective out of the air. “Infuriating. Stubborn. Relentlessly tight-lipped. You make my job so very difficult and damn near impossible. Shall I go on?”
“Oh, that.” Taylor wouldn’t meet her gaze. She concentrated on the bottom of her pretty little cup. She might as well take a sip while she stared at it.
“You would barely say anything about the restaurant during filming. You complimented your staff, but you wouldn’t talk to me about the problems surrounding the menu or—”
Erin stayed silent for so long that Taylor looked up. The size of Erin’s eyes had eclipsed the circumference of the porcelain cups from which they sipped.
“You don’t have it.” The words slipped from her lips. “Oh, my God. I didn’t realize it until now. You don’t have control over the menu.” Erin shook her head in disbelief. “It didn’t occur to me until now.”
Taylor dug her fingernails into her palms. She knew Erin could see how damp her eyes had become, but she didn’t cry. She didn’t answer either.
“Why aren’t you saying anything?” Erin poured alcohol into her cup and shot it back.
Aw, coconuts. What was she supposed to do now? Taylor tossed her napkin on the table.
Erin leaned closer and spoke softly. “The cameras aren’t here. Hey, it’s just you and me. Do you have control over the menu, or don’t you?”
“I can’t say.” Her voice came out a whisper. Drops teetered on her eyelids. She wanted so badly to tell her. She implored Erin to understand. Maybe she should run her foot up Erin’s leg under the table. That was how telepathy worked, wasn’t it? Frankly, she wasn’t sure she had the coordination at this point.
“What do they have on you?” Erin sat back, jarring the banquette behind her.
Taylor scowled, offended that she thought that was a possibility. “Nothing.”
Erin huffed out a low, breathy sigh. “They made you sign something, didn’t they? Those bastards.” Erin watched her for a moment before covering Taylor’s hand with hers. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything. This must have been a horrible experience for you.”
Taylor felt a huge weight lift from her. The exhilaration of Erin figuring it out, combined with the strong alcohol and the soft, warm contact of Erin holding her hand, left her in a heady state. Taylor wanted to fly, cry, or do both. She sucked in a breath.
“I shouldn’t be talking to you about this. Please don’t say anything, especially to Maira. I don’t want to lose my job. Neither does anyone else.”
“You didn’t tell me anything. I guessed what was happening.” Erin’s hands shook with anger that seemed to hover below the surface. “Don’t worry. I won’t say anything. This changes everything. Everything makes so much sense now. I researched you, you know. I wondered why your cooking style changed so much. I chalked it up to experimentation. It happens; chefs experiment over time. Now it makes sense. Those aren’t your dishes.” Erin twirled the remaining drops of liquid around in her little cup.
“My mom had a friend.”
Erin must not have expected this because her head jerked up in surprise.
“Her name was Natasha. She was my godmother. They used to work together long before I was born, but they stayed friends. Natasha married a man named Isaac. Isaac and Natasha used to be owners of the restaurant.”
Erin leaned forward, her chin on her clasped hands.
“Natasha was as thrilled as my mom when I chose to go to culinary school. She always used to brag that her goddaughter would one day be the executive chef at her restaurant. She said she would make it happen, and she did. For someone like me to run a restaurant this size, with its potential, is a dream come true.”
“I agree.” Erin appeared willing to listen to more.
“The dream didn’t last long. Natasha had breast cancer. She was supposed to be in remission, but it came back. When she passed away, Isaac was devastated. My mom and I were, too, but Isaac couldn’t handle continuing to be a part of the restaurant that had been a part of her.”
Erin turned her cup around in circles as she listened.
“They owned one-third interest. A few months after she died, Isaac sold his third of the shares to Jed Nash, who already had a third interest. If he’d sold to Michael, everything would have been fine, but I don’t think Michael had the money at the time. It’s too bad. He usually sided with Isaac and Natasha. With two-thirds interest, Jed could do whatever he wanted. Technically, they’re both our bosses, but everyone knows Jed calls the shots, Michael included.”
“Tell me more about Jed.” Erin folded her arms on the table.
“He owns some quasi-chain restaurants in Oklahoma, Nebraska, Texas, and Kansas. As far as he is concerned, his guests like the menu in those restaurants, so he wanted to simplify things and serve the same dishes at Callery. He had been pushing the idea for some time, and with Isaac and Natasha gone, he could finally implement his menu.”
Erin made a derogatory sound.
“However, he’s not a New Yorker, and he doesn’t realize that New York City is a different animal. As you know, locals have high expectations, and so do tourists. What might work in Omaha isn’t going to fly in New York. Competition is high, and standards are higher. Food needs to be creative, elevated, unique, and fresh. If a restaurant doesn’t nail at least three of those things, kiss it good-bye.”
“That’s the most I’ve ever heard you say.” Erin held her hand again. This time, she laced their fingers together.
Taylor looked down at their hands. Somehow, she managed to continue. “I haven’t exactly felt free to talk. Or do anything, for that matter. I have zero control. He likes to micro-manage. I’ve had to go to great lengths to keep the staff I have. Suggestions I’ve made regarding the menu have fallen on deaf ears. Over time, I’ve come to suspect that he doesn’t respect or even care to hear a woman’s opinion. I wouldn’t be surprised if he blames the low profit margins on his female chef.” She received a squeeze from Erin before she withdrew her hand.
“It sounds like tomorrow should be interesting, to say the least.”
Taylor took a deep breath. The alcohol had loosened her tongue. She hoped she hadn’t made a fool of herself. “I’m sorry you have to deal with him.”
“Taylor.” Erin elongated her name with breathless exasperation. “Have you ever considered leaving?”
The way her name rolled off Erin’s tongue had her seconds away from asking her to repeat it. Her name never sounded that sweet when other people said it. Her shoulders sagged. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I went to a job interview on my last day off. They offered me the job. It was for a sous chef position, but it would pay the bills. Not even Jo knows this.”
Erin gave her a slow nod. “My lips are sealed.”
Taylor didn’t know why she placed so much trust in Erin, but she did. Again, it was probably the alcohol. She needed to slow down and order some water. She sat straighter in her chair. “I want you to know, I turned it down. I feel a sense of obligation to this restaurant—to Natasha. She gave me a chance. She was family. It feels wrong to walk away. It means something to me to try to make it work.” She shook her head and sighed. “I can’t believe I told you all of this.
“Well, I figured out some of it, but I’m glad you did.”
Erin looked so serene, leaning on her hand. Taylor fought the urge to touch her cheek. It looked so soft.
Erin raised an eyebrow. “I’ll see tomorrow how receptive Mr. Nash is to change, but something tells me we might be fighting a losing battle.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
When Erin had caught an inadvertent glimpse of Taylor wearing her tank top, she’d seen what Taylor’s chef coat usually hid. Then she’d had to function with that image living inside her brain.
Erin suspected one reason Taylor didn’t wear a bra probably didn’t solely have to do with not getting overheated. Her firm breasts didn’t need holding up. Erin remembered thinking how perfectly they would fit in her hands. The thought aroused her, then irritated her. She knew she shouldn’t be thinking such things. Filming wrapped up soon, and she would be on a plane headed to her next project. While she’d been known to indulge in the occasional one-night stand with women, she knew she could never do that with Taylor. While Erin could no longer deny her attraction to her or pretend she hadn’t imagined keeping Taylor’s neighbors awake, she also knew she didn’t want a one-night stand with her. Sure, she’d compartmentalized doing precisely that while traveling, but deep down, it wasn’t for her. What she’d imagined with Taylor differed by light years, which terrified and saddened her.
Tonight, Taylor wore a bra, much to her disappointment. The scoop-neck top that allowed Erin to gaze upon the bare expanse of Taylor’s exposed chest—sharply defined collarbones and silky-looking skin that dipped below her collar—almost made up for it. She’d been surprised when Taylor had changed. The thought that she might have brought a change of clothes or dressed for her sent a thrill through her.
“Tell me something about you.” Erin didn’t deviate from her never-ending quest to get Taylor to talk. She could tell Taylor felt the effect of the alcohol, and in all truth, so did she. She wasn’t drunk yet, but she was on her way. She hovered in that beautiful and often difficult-to-find phase of intoxication where everything made her happy, she had no worries, and she never wanted the night to end. Drinking enough to keep her in that zone and not exceed it or sober up too much was the problem. Purchasing a bottle probably hadn’t been the most brilliant move, but she was tired of always making the right choices.
“I love going out to eat.” Taylor’s face glowed with excitement. “I love eating food that someone else cooks. Because I’m a chef, people never cook for me. Instead, they expect me to cook for them. Due to my work hours, I rarely get to eat at other restaurants.”
“Can’t you make anything you want? Isn’t that the beauty of being a chef?” Erin wanted to keep her talking and learn more about her.
Taylor looked toward the ceiling and seemed to think about it. “When I make a dish, I know what it’s going to taste like—or supposed to taste like—even before I make it. There’s no mystery. When someone else prepares it, they might use an ingredient or spice I would never think to use. Or use them in different proportions. There’s an element of surprise impossible to get cooking for myself.”
“I never thought about it that way. I suppose I take eating other people’s food for granted. I’m home so infrequently I hardly cook anymore.” Erin folded her chopstick wrapper into a tiny square.
The restaurant welcomed a steady stream of customers, but empty seats remained, so she didn’t feel the need to hurry. Plus, they still had half the bottle of rice wine left. When she looked up, Taylor smiled at her. She admired the waviness of Taylor’s hair, the reddish highlights, and the one section that constantly fell over her left eye while she spoke. She caught a glimpse of the tattoo below her ear.
“What is your favorite dish to cook?” It occurred to Erin that she hadn’t tasted Taylor’s food.
“Like my signature dish or what I like to cook the most?”
She hadn’t realized there was a difference. “Let’s go with what you like to cook the most.”
Taylor grinned. “Well, I joke that my signature dish should be gnocchi because I’m told my dad’s family was Irish and my mother’s family is from Italy. The truth is, I enjoy making it. It has simple ingredients, meditative motions, and a delicious outcome.”
It took Erin a moment. She blamed the rice wine. “Ah, an Italian dish made from potatoes. I get it.” She tossed the tiny square of paper into her bowl. “So, what is your signature dish?”
“I can’t tell you that.” Taylor gave her a cute little smirk.
“Why?” 
Taylor leaned forward, so she did, too.
“I don’t give it up that easily on a first date, Erin.”
Erin hadn’t yet had the pleasure of hearing Taylor’s voice hit that timbre. Her eyes sparkled with playfulness. The way Erin’s name slid from Taylor’s mouth had her reaching for her cup.
She finished her drink. “Is that what this is?” Two could play this delightful and dangerous game of flirtation.
Taylor blushed. “It feels like it, doesn’t it?”
She couldn’t argue with that. Taylor refilled their glasses, spilling a little as she poured Erin’s serving. She could tell Taylor felt good. This was the first she’d seen her let down her walls and loosen up a bit. More often than not, she’d been wound tight each time they’d been together. Based on everything Erin had learned tonight, she now knew why. It was good to see this side of her.
Erin took her hand. That got her attention. She looked beautiful, buzzed and happy, cheeks tinged with pink from the wine, eyes the prettiest blue she’d ever seen. She brushed Taylor’s fingers with her thumb. “When I take you on a date, you’ll know it.”
Even the blush on Taylor’s cheeks blushed. She gave Erin a shy smile and squeezed her hand.
Timeout. What was she saying? Erin needed to put the cart back in the barn. Wait. Put the horse before the cart? Put the horse away wet? No, that was something else. Surely there was a fitting saying that her alcohol-addled brain couldn’t conjure. Keep it in her pants? It wasn’t quite what she was looking for, but it would work. Maybe a conversational detour was needed to keep Erin from calling an Uber to take them to her apartment. She’d probably give the driver a handsome tip to get them there at top speeds. And that was a bad idea, a terrible idea.
“So, what do you feel is wrong with the restaurant?” She tried to sound casual while her imagination peeled the revealing shirt off Taylor inch by inch. “Unless you’d rather not talk about work.”
“I don’t mind.”
The way Taylor said it made her believe her. 
“First, the menu needs to change, but you already know that. It needs to be elevated. Food can be beautiful, creative, and delicious without being pretentious. This is New York City, one of the greatest cities on Earth. The food should reflect that. The food must be on another level.” She fiddled with her ring finger.
“Secondly, the restaurant misspends money. Do you know how much it costs to have fish flown in from around the world? Yes, fisheries have ways of flash-freezing fish while still on the boats, so it’s technically fresh, but why not use fresh local fish? The Eastern Seaboard has amazing seafood options, and it would cost less. Don’t even get me started on sustainable seafood.” Her hair fell into her eyes as she shook her head.
“The same goes for produce. Why aren’t we using locally grown produce, at least for in-season produce? I understand that sometimes a chef wants or needs to use an avocado in a dish, but there’s no reason that ninety percent of our produce should be coming from outside our borders.” She threw up her hands in exasperation.
“In addition, cost savings can be found in other ways. Take waste, for instance. The vegetable stock we made? We’re not supposed to do that. All of Jed’s other restaurants reconstitute stock from base. That costs more than if we make it from scratch, plus this way, we can put our scraps to good use. You saw how many scraps we gathered this morning. You should see the quantity in the freezer after a few days. Sometimes we barely need to add additional carrots, celery, or onions. In addition, it’s a great way to use chicken carcasses or other bones, especially if the restaurant orders and breaks down the chickens. Those parts would be wasted otherwise.”
Erin closed her mouth that had been hanging open, but Taylor wasn’t finished.
“Another way to save money is on staff. You’ve seen the personnel costs. Look at what we pay Jo, for instance, or even Adam. They are highly trained, educated people in their industry. Both of them will be executive chefs one day in the near future. Yet, after a long day of prep and cooking, we ask them to stay for hours to scrub grills, take apart hoods, change fryer oil, stack mats, and scrub floors. Instead of paying them to do those tasks at the higher rate they make, what if we brought in a cleaning crew of two at night? Yes, it would take more hours for them to complete the work, but at lower wages, it would cost much less. Plus, I want to pay my best people to do the work they are trained to do, not break them when they are already beaten down and dead tired. It has to do with respect. You wouldn’t ask the vice president of a company to clean the restrooms or the break room come five o’clock. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with having a job where you clean restrooms or break rooms, but people have delegated positions for a reason.” She exhaled in a huff.
Erin grinned. “You’re very passionate about these things.” Taylor’s tirade had amused her, but underneath the joking lay something more: Taylor knew what she was talking about. Erin shook her head. “I can’t say you’re wrong about any of those points.”
Her countenance brightened. “You can’t?”
“No, I can’t.” Some of those very things had been issues that had drawn Erin down her career path in the beginning.
“I want to have control. I have good ideas. I’m tired of being micromanaged.” Taylor groaned, flopped back in her seat, and took a drink. “When I came out of culinary school, I envisioned being creative and having the independence to cook what I wanted. I did for a bit, but it didn’t last long.” Her face fell.
“Tell me what your dream job would look like.” Erin’s tongue felt tingly.
Taylor perked up. “I want to prove I can run a successful restaurant my way.”
“Have you considered opening a restaurant?” Erin leaned her chin in her hand, content to ask questions and hear Taylor’s responses—all night long, if that’s how long she was willing to talk. It had been some time since she’d spent time with someone so lovely and enigmatic.
“I would love to, but it’s a huge commitment of time and money. I’m willing to put in the time, but I’m not sure I could get the backing to do it. Plus, I’d feel guilty leaving this restaurant after everything Natasha did for me. I’ve often wondered if perhaps she gave my mom the money to put me through culinary school or at least helped. My mom’s adamant that she doesn’t want me to pay her back. She won’t even discuss it.”
“If you did own a restaurant, what kind of restaurant would it be? Humor me.” Erin gave her a smile she hoped appeared interested. She was very interested.
“Okay. Well, it would be all those things I talked about earlier. Unpretentious, fresh, maybe California-style cuisine. Farm-to-table or at least locally grown produce and maybe even grass-fed meats and cage-free eggs.” Her eyes shone with excitement. “I’d have a seasonal menu and a garden tended by the staff that grew herbs, microgreens, and edible flowers, at the minimum. I’ve always wanted a rooftop garden. I tried to get permission to do it on the roof outside my office window, but Jed denied the request. He said it would be a distraction, and the staff would use it as an excuse to take smoke breaks.” Her excitement faded, replaced by sullenness.
“Well, I think your restaurant sounds lovely. I’d eat there.” Her compliment landed. She could tell by the way Taylor tried to hide her smile.
“I want control over something in my life.” Taylor grimaced. “I have no control at work and no control over my personal life, evidenced by my ex-girlfriend living in LA with someone else.”
Erin ran her finger along the table’s edge. “Control isn’t always what it’s cracked up to be. I can’t seem to get away from it. From a young age, I was forced to take on a lot of responsibility. I was the oldest child, and my mother was always working. My dad, too. I had to make decisions for myself and my siblings. Once I entered my aunt’s employment, I also had quite a bit of responsibility there. Then came consulting, which is all about making decisions or suggesting them. More often than not, those decisions I make are implemented, so I have to be sure they’re the right decisions.” She gave Taylor a rueful look. 
“At times, it’s exhausting to have so much control. There’s so much pressure. Everyone turns to me. I feel like I’m always on, always making decisions, always leading, always looked at as the bad guy, always responsible for the outcome.” She paused. “It’s similar to how you feel eating food you’ve made yourself versus food someone else makes for you. If I’m always in control and making the decisions, there’s never any sense of surprise or spontaneity, any enjoyment for me. Do you realize how much strain that puts on someone? I’ve been in control for so long, I’m not sure I remember how to let go.” Afraid she’d said too much, she stopped there. She was never this open. Ever. She couldn’t breathe. She reached for her drink.
“Do you mean in bed?”
Erin coughed on the sip she’d been drinking. If Taylor had an internal filter, the alcohol had switched it off. Either that, or she was much more forward than Erin gave her credit. Taylor looked at her with keen interest.
“That depends.” They stepped out on a slippery slope. Erin wasn’t sure they should be having this conversation, especially now. She considered telling Taylor she didn’t want to talk about it.
“Depends on what?” Taylor gave Erin her full attention and all of her cornflower-blue eyes.
The tension that always seemed to exist between them amped up a notch. Erin considered her options. “That depends on how well you want to know me.” Sadness struck her. It might cost her if she disclosed her needs, wants, and desires.
“I want to know everything.” Taylor shot what was left in her cup to the back of her throat.
Erin took a moment to calm herself. “Do I take control in the bedroom? Normally, yes, if that’s what you wanted to know. Do I prefer it that way? No, not always.” She felt tears coming on, the goddamn things. Why were they appearing now? It had to be the wine. She rarely showed her emotions like this. She bit the tip of her tongue until the feeling passed. Taylor waited, not saying a word.
“I haven’t been in a long-term relationship for some time now. I used to be. There was a woman a few years ago, back before the show. We were in a relationship and lived together. Then, I started this job. She grew tired of nights spent alone, me on the road somewhere, living out of a suitcase for most of the year, and her sitting here in New York alone. Essentially, my career killed any chance of having a life with her.” She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this.” But she did know. Despite what would never be between them, she wanted Taylor to know who she was.
“And since?” Taylor asked it with such innocence. If the answer could be so virtuous.
Erin didn’t know how to answer. She didn’t know how Taylor would respond and didn’t understand why she cared so much. It’s not like she was willing to spend one night with her, and having a relationship with her was impossible. So, why did it matter so damn much?
“It’s okay. You don’t have to answer.” 
Taylor gave her an out and laid her hand over hers. It was warm, much warmer than hers. Taylor’s fingers were shorter than hers, the nails trimmed and clean, perfect for cooking and…No. She didn’t need her brain going there. Not now. She needed to focus.
“I will. Let me figure out the best way.” Her stupid tears threatened to appear. Was the wine to blame? She sighed. It was now or never. “Sometimes, I want to…want to touch another woman. When you have the life I have, it’s harder than you think. So many women recognize me. A relationship is nearly impossible, but that doesn’t mean I’m not human and don’t have desires.”
Taylor inched her hand back, eyes wide. “Like prostitutes?”
“God, no!” Erin hadn’t stopped to realize it might sound worse than it was. “No, women I met in bars.” This had been a bad idea. They shouldn’t have tried to finish the wine. She shouldn’t have bought a bottle, even a small one. Hell, she shouldn’t have asked Taylor to dinner. She should say good night, hail a cab, and go home. Instead, she had to explain. “That’s the thing, though. If you pick a woman up in a bar, there are expectations of how things will go.”
“You end up having to take the lead.” Taylor had an uncanny ability to follow her train of thought.
Erin nodded. “Yes, initially, but from my experience, that seems to set it in stone for the rest of the night.”
A busser dropped off two glasses of water at their table. 
Erin gave him a grateful smile and took a sip. “It’s safer that way. I feel less…vulnerable that way. We can change the subject now.” She’d had enough embarrassment for one night.
“Can I ask you a question?”
Why did she have to ask so sweetly? “Yes.”
“If you don’t want to be in control, why don’t you let them pick you up?”
“Well, then I don’t have as much control over who ends up in my bed, do I?” Erin raised a shoulder and let it fall. Technically, they’d all been hotel beds, but that was splitting hairs. It occurred to her that she’d never slept with a woman in her current apartment.
Taylor mulled that over. “One more question?”
Erin wasn’t sure she had the power to say no to her at this point, so she nodded.
“How many have there been?”
That was a question laced with so much more than the answer to the question. Had Taylor had no interest in Erin, she wouldn’t care how many women she’d picked up in bars. However, she’d asked the question because it mattered to her. Erin was about to find out how much it mattered, and even though she shouldn’t care what Taylor thought, she did. Erin cared quite a bit. Maybe she should order another drink first. No. She took a deep breath.
“Four.”
Taylor’s eyes grew wide. “Four?” Before Erin could say anything more, she barked a laugh that turned heads. “I was afraid you were going to say fifty!”
Erin half-laughed, half-sobbed in relief. She couldn’t hold back her relieved tears, but she tried to catch them with a swipe before Taylor noticed. “No, four. Three lonely women and one kind bartender who felt sorry for me.”
Taylor gave no commentary but poured the last drops of the rice wine between their cups.
“I like control,” Taylor said without preamble. Her voice sounded rich, like it came from deep in her chest.
Strangely, Erin’s drunken mind flashed back to when she’d attended a cheesemaking class. She’d added the rennet and stirred the large pot of warm liquid, once. Seconds later, at the instructor’s command, she cut the solid mass of curds. That’s what the sexual tension between them felt like. What had been formless and ethereal had transformed into a solid entity between them in the span of three words.
They drank the rest of the wine, their gazes never leaving each other. This was trouble in the making. Erin already had her new assignment and her flight booked. She certainly didn’t want to relive the disaster that had been her last relationship. And she wouldn’t have a one-night stand with Taylor, even if it might meet her needs. She knew it was time to go home. Alone.
“We should order our rides home and get some sleep. I need to be functional tomorrow to deal with your bosses.” Erin tried to phrase it in a clear way they would be going to their respective homes.
Taylor nodded, an indecipherable emotion crossing her face. They stood, both unsteady, but soon found their balance. Bundled in coats and scarves, they walked out in silence. It had grown even colder, and their breaths puffed out before them. Erin hadn’t brought gloves. Maira had picked her up in the morning—which seemed ages ago—and she hadn’t planned on walking. She stuffed her hands in her pockets. Taylor did the same. Even at this hour, people passed them on the sidewalk. Honking horns and the sound of shoes on the pavement filled the air. Taylor slipped her bare hand into Erin’s coat pocket. Their fingers wove together. When she looked at her, Taylor smiled. Erin gave in and allowed herself to smile, too. 
As they approached the corner, Taylor spoke. “Just so you don’t always think you have to be in control…” Taylor didn’t finish her sentence because she pulled Erin into the doorway of a darkened clothing store and backed her against the brick wall. She held her by her waist. 
It was so unexpected and so alluring that it stunned her. Erin couldn’t tell where the ice blue of Taylor’s irises ended and the pupils began, so little color showed.
“I’m sorry my hands are probably cold, but I’m going to touch you.” She laid her hand on Erin’s cheek, her breath warm against Erin’s lips. Erin knew the kiss was coming and that she should stop it, but she couldn’t, not when Taylor had made the first move. Not like this. How many times had that happened? How many times had she wished for this? As she drew shallow breaths, she found herself surrounded by the heady scent of rice wine and something tropical and floral. Hibiscus, maybe?
Taylor’s eyes fluttered closed, and she kissed Erin’s lower lip, a light brush, then a bit firmer, and Erin kissed her back. Erin was conscious of her softness and warmth and the sweet, mild taste of the rice wine. She threaded her fingers into Taylor’s hair to cup the back of her head. She hazily registered the effortless way their mouths moved against each other, heads tilting for better access, tongues over lips, then inside, meeting but not probing, but enough to slide against each other in a mind-numbing blur of sensation. She became aware of her hands grasping the lapels of Taylor’s coat, pulling her closer. Taylor’s hand rested on her heart, caught between them. Erin wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and Taylor pressed against her. Because Erin leaned against the bricks, Taylor stood a bit taller, allowing her to tip Erin’s head back and make the simple kiss something more. She could’ve cried from the sheer sweetness of it all. She wished they weren’t on a city street. She wished it didn’t have to stop. She wished life was different.
Taylor slid her hand to Erin’s neck. Her kiss made Erin warmer than she’d been in the heated restaurant, warmer than when she ate the soup, and warmer than when she’d drank the wine. Taylor heated her insides like a cup of hot tea, flooding her body with warmth from the tip of her tongue down to her toes.
Taylor moved her hand between them and popped one of the buttons on Erin’s coat, not the top or the bottom but the one right over her chest. She slid her hand inside and cupped Erin’s breast over her shirt and bra, but that didn’t make the sensation any less intense. Goose bumps broke out across Erin’s skin from her shoulders down when Taylor thumbed her stiff nipple. She squeezed and kneaded, slowly, deliberately, her mouth never leaving Erin’s.
It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. There was something between them. Erin knew they both felt it, and that meant something. Yet, she was drunk and greedy. She couldn’t give Taylor anything near what she deserved, even if Taylor did leave her breathless. So, with one of the most difficult decisions she’d ever made, she pulled away.
Taylor extricated her hand and rebuttoned Erin’s coat before looking at her. She didn’t ask for forgiveness or apologize, and Erin would have been disappointed if she had. Erin had relished being hauled off the sidewalk and subjected to a kiss of that magnitude. Taylor had no idea how attractive she was, both inside and out. She brushed windblown hair back from Taylor’s face and admired her lips, plump and rosy from their kiss. Erin gave her a tender smile. It was the least she could do.
It had been unexpected, certainly after their prior conversation, and Erin would never forget this feeling. However, she knew if she didn’t leave now, she wouldn’t be leaving alone. She had an inkling that she would disappoint them both, no matter her choice.
“Can I call you an Uber?”
Taylor shook her head. “Thanks, but I got it. What about you?”
She pulled out her phone. “Requesting one now.”
They waited together for their rides. Taylor leaned her head on Erin’s shoulder, and Erin put an arm around her. She realized the delightful hibiscus scent came from Taylor’s hair and breathed it in with closed eyes. She wanted to remember the wonderful way she smelled. She wanted to remember this night.
Taylor unlocked her phone. Erin saw Taylor’s ride approaching, three minutes away. Taylor looked up at her. Her eyes reflected the city’s lights around them. 
“This was one of the best nights I’ve had in a very long time, date or no date.”
Then with her phone’s screen visible to both of them, Taylor canceled her ride.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Taylor didn’t know what inspired her to do it. No, that was a lie if she’d ever told herself one. The sexual tension between them had been ratcheted until she’d reached a breaking point. More than that, Erin had opened up to her, told her about her past, and told her things that Taylor knew had been difficult to discuss. She saw the real Erin Rasmussen tonight, not the one who hid in front of the camera—yes, in front—because that’s what she did. The woman millions watched each week was not the real her, the woman under the mask. Taylor knew because Erin had let her in. Erin had trusted her.
Taylor wanted what was about to happen more than the very air she breathed, but what if this was all it would ever be? What if this was the extent of what she and Erin would ever have? One night, spurred on by neglected libidos and a bottle of rice wine with a high ABV. She knew in her heart she wouldn’t be happy with that. How could she be? Erin was turning out to be a real person with a family, a history, heartache, wants, and desires. Erin had turned into a real person with whom Taylor couldn’t deny an attraction.
That said, she was no fool. She knew Erin would be jetting off to some unknown city to save another poor restaurant, and she’d likely do who-knows-what to fill her lonely nights. What was happening between them tonight didn’t quash that knowledge which sat like a bowling ball in the pit of her stomach. Was she foolish enough to think Erin would call her when she came to town? No. Taylor might be younger, but she wasn’t stupid. Erin had a life that was so different from hers that it was comical. Her life didn’t include autograph signings and meetings with Hollywood producers. She would never grace the covers of magazines or make appearances on daytime talk shows. Taylor would never be a culinary influence. She couldn’t even influence the owner of the kitchen she ran.
Yet, knowing all this didn’t change her mind. She’d known she wanted to go home with Erin while they were at the Vietnamese restaurant. She didn’t expect an offer after the topic of control came up, nor did she need it. Erin had tried to call it a night. She was either hoping Taylor made a move, or she thought spending the night with her was as poor of an idea as it probably was. Taylor figured the way to find out was to cancel her ride. 
Standing outside in the cold had been sobering. Chatter filled the ride to Erin’s apartment, though not between them. The driver carried on a meandering soliloquy about spring, lions and lambs, potholes, and the city’s slow response to fixing them. She didn’t want to talk to him about the weather or any other topic, and Erin appeared to feel the same, not that the driver needed their participation. Undeterred, he carried on his tirade. They sat side by side, not speaking until he answered a phone call. Even then, they didn’t say much.
That had left Taylor alone with her thoughts, staring at buildings going by, thinking about how people said it was better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. Is that what this was? Of course not. No, it couldn’t be. They’d known each other a matter of days—and annoyed each other most of that time. The aphorism still held in her decision to at least have tonight, even if they never had anything more.
She felt something for Erin, which might not be love, although calling it simple attraction seemed to denigrate her feelings. It was more than wanting to have sex with her, although that acute desire spread through her, low and hot. She enjoyed being in Erin’s presence. Erin was intelligent, professional, and self-confident. Even her passion for her work was a huge turn-on. It seemed ridiculous, even to her, but being around Erin made her feel different, lighter. While Erin sometimes annoyed her, Erin’s humor also made her smile. She found mundane moments with her enjoyable and wanted to know more about the real Erin.
She felt warmth next to her hand. Erin had moved so that the sides of their hands touched. Taylor turned her hand over and rested it on the seat. She looked at Erin, whose eyes grew dark and wide, and felt Erin slip her hand into hers. They gazed at each other the last few blocks to Erin’s apartment as the driver droned on.
When they arrived, the same doorman as before held open the door for them after extending a polite greeting. Once inside the elevator, Erin leaned against the side and pulled Taylor toward her. She cupped her cheek with one hand. Taylor could feel Erin breathing, shallow but fast, and when she closed her eyes, she didn’t receive a soft brush of lips but a sweet, lingering kiss on her forehead before the doors opened.
Erin hung up their coats, and Taylor wandered into the living room. It was a stunning apartment. The soft light from the lamp in the corner caused some glare but didn’t obstruct the view of the tall buildings, dark park, and sparkling lights outside.
She turned from the window. A tall bookshelf held various books about business and the restaurant industry: how to run a successful one, how to manage one, and how to increase its profits. Trinkets, likely from Erin’s trips, and a few framed photographs stood between the books. She studied a candid photograph in which a dark-haired woman hugged a younger-looking Erin. Both grinned widely.
“That’s me with my aunt.” Erin stood next to her.
Taylor felt her presence before she spoke. Warmth seemed to radiate from her, and she smelled like a strawberry patch in July. “She’s beautiful.” She looked between Erin and the photo.
Erin wasn’t looking at the photograph. She wet her lower lip with a quick flick of her tongue, and her gaze fell from Taylor’s eyes to her mouth.
Stepping into her space, Taylor grazed the corner of Erin’s lips with her thumb. “I see the resemblance right here, around your mouth.”
The warm weight of Erin’s hands settled on her waist. Erin’s eyelids slid closed, and Taylor forgot about the photo. She kissed the place where her thumb had lingered, a soft kiss, a gentle press of lips to skin. Once there, she didn’t pull back. She slid her lips to the curve of Erin’s jaw and the silky skin of her throat. Erin let her head fall back. Taylor saw her chest rise and fall beneath her shirt. Erin’s skin tasted like rain on a sunny day or the tips of clover flowers she would pull and press to her tongue as a child. She’d enjoyed the wine, but Erin made her feel a different intoxication.
Erin pulled her up to meet her mouth. She held Taylor’s face with both hands, tilting her head to get better access, letting her tongue push and play, then slide across her lips. Taylor slid a hand to the nape of Erin’s neck and held her there. A silly thought flitted through her mind about how no pastry chef could ever produce a dessert as sweet as Erin’s mouth on hers.
After a few minutes, Erin put some space between them. She brushed Taylor’s cheek with the backs of her fingers. “Are you sure? I need you to be sure.”
Taylor lowered her gaze to the floor. “Do I need to be worried about anything?”
Erin dropped her hand. “Do you mean like being tested? No, I was tested last month at my annual exam. I can show you the results on the portal. Nothing has happened since then.” She reached for her phone. 
Taylor stilled her. “I was tested after my ex and I broke up. There hasn’t been anyone since her.”
Erin caressed her cheek. “In hindsight, the wine might have been a bit much. Are you in a place to be making decisions?”
Taylor looked up at her. She slid her fingers through Erin’s hair, pushing it back from her face. “Yes. I knew what I wanted long before we finished the wine.”
Erin chuckled, a low, beautiful rumble. Her laughter subsided when Taylor hooked a finger into her waistband and led her down the hall.
“Which way?”
Erin pointed and followed. With a twist of a switch, she made the overhead light cast a soft, golden glow on her bedroom, giving them the perfect amount of light to see.
At the foot of the bed, they met in a hungry kiss. Taylor attempted to press Erin onto the bed, but she resisted.
“Wait.” Erin dragged a single finger from Taylor’s throat, over her sternum, then over the skin exposed by the cut of her shirt. Her finger continued downward, tugging the collar of Taylor’s shirt with it. She dipped her head and kissed between her breasts. Erin sighed against her chest, her breath hot. “I’ve wanted to do that all night.” She kissed her there again.
Taylor threaded her hands into Erin’s hair. She pulled her back up, eager to taste her again, to let their tongues explore. Erin slid her hands inside her shirt, around her waist, and over her stomach, feeling each rib, her thumbs grazing the undersides of her breasts. Her warm mouth traveled over her jaw, down her neck, and scattered open-mouthed kisses on Taylor’s chest. Erin’s tongue slid along her collarbone with graze of teeth and a lingering kiss.
“Yes?” She waited, the hem of Taylor’s shirt in her hands.
“Yes.”
She lifted the shirt up and over Taylor’s head. Taylor’s bra went slack, and Erin peeled the straps down her arms. If her nipples hadn’t been hard before, the drag of the material over them fixed that. Taylor watched as Erin admired her for a moment, then placed her hands over her breasts.
“Perfect,” she murmured. “Just perfect.”
She lowered her head, and Taylor’s eyelids faltered at the feeling of Erin’s tongue swirling and flicking. She grasped the nape of Erin’s neck. She delighted in the feel of Erin’s soft skin and her downy baby hairs as Erin sucked her nipple hard enough to elicit a gasp from her. The intense ache she’d been aware of since the restaurant grew. Erin did the same to her other breast before dropping a kiss between them.
Erin’s gaze traveled down her body, but Taylor didn’t shy away. Erin touched the chef’s knife tattoo on her bicep, licked the length of it, and then kissed it. She ran her fingertips over the pink lines on Taylor’s forearm.
“Burns?” Erin looked concerned.
Taylor nodded. “Scars. Many chefs have them.”
Erin kissed each one with reverence. Then kneeling, she did the same with the tattoo of a lemon slice on Taylor’s hip when she slid off her pants and underwear. Erin ran her fingers slowly from her ankle to her knee. Taylor shivered and her nipples tightened.
Erin spoke, low and quiet. “When I touched you like that today, I saw what it did to you. It made you blush here.” She stood and cradled her face, then kissed her right cheekbone. “And here.” She kissed the left one. “And here.” Erin dragged the tips of her fingers across Taylor’s throat and followed the path with her tongue.
Taylor inhaled sharply.
“I liked seeing that.” The warm words Erin whispered into her ear turned into an open-mouthed kiss on the tattoo right below. 
Taylor tried to press her onto the bed, but Erin spun them. She laid a hand between Taylor’s breasts.
“Lie down.”
Breathing heavily, Taylor positioned herself on the bed and took it all in. She needed to remember this. As fleeting and as powerful as it might be, if this was the one night she ever spent with Erin, she wanted to remember every detail. A pang of sadness hit her, but she pushed it aside as Erin crawled atop her. She pulled Erin’s shirttails from her pants before Erin caught her hands.
“Let me.”
Erin gently pushed her down and kissed her. It was so slow and intimate that it made her chest hurt. Then Erin kissed her with an intensity that told her they wouldn’t be kissing for long. She cupped Erin’s ass. When Erin moaned, she wrapped her legs around her, using the leverage to pull Erin against her center. She knew she was wet, and Erin could probably feel it, too, even though she was still clothed.
Erin shifted lower, leaving open-mouthed kisses and wet tongue trails down Taylor’s abdomen. She licked across her waistline, then nipped at her hip bone. With a hand on the inside of her thigh, she lowered herself between Taylor’s legs. She ran her thumb the length of Taylor’s wetness and made a sound low in her throat. Then she licked a slow path upward. That single stroke of her tongue made Taylor’s head spin. When Erin sucked, Taylor swore.
It wasn’t G-rated.
Erin chuckled against her. She raised her head. “Is that what it takes to make you use a real swear word? I’ll have to remember that.”
She let out an exasperated huff. Now wasn’t the time to worry about whether or not she sounded like a sailor. She moaned the next expletive even louder when Erin resumed what her mouth had been doing.
Her head spun, but she wanted to remember this. If she could slow things, hit pause, maybe she could. She wanted to recall every moment, every detail, every touch. She’d need her memories to sustain her because nothing as good as this would ever happen to her twice in a lifetime.
Her plans were laid to waste when Erin’s tongue circled her entrance. She reached for Erin, anything she could find, one hand ending up in her hair, the other grasping Erin’s hand on her hip. Erin wasn’t hurried. If Taylor had been worried it might happen too fast to enjoy it, she was wrong. Erin took her time, touching Taylor with her tongue, lips, and fingers. She hummed with pleasure, rose to whisper in her ear, or moaned so soft and sensuous that Taylor wondered who enjoyed it more.
Taylor turned her head enough to free her mouth from a kiss that made her lungs ache. “I need you.”
Erin raised her head and met her gaze. “What do you want?”
Taylor didn’t need to think twice about her answer. “You. Please. Inside me.”
Even in her sex-drunk state, she noticed something flicker over Erin’s face, but she recovered before Taylor could decipher it. Erin lowered her head and sucked Taylor’s nipple into her mouth, harder this time. She slipped her hand between them, then slid inside her.
Taylor gasped at the sensation. Erin watched her and waited, her eyes intense, as if worried. Taylor pushed against her hand, wanting more, needing more. Erin stroked, once, twice, deep and slow.
“Another.”
Erin added a finger, and Taylor couldn’t hold back the sound that escaped her throat. She pulled Erin’s mouth to hers. With her tongue, she let Erin know what she wanted, and Erin slid her fingers in and out. She didn’t move her hand or arm, but her entire body, pushing and pulling against Taylor with a hip planted behind her hand. When Taylor couldn’t breathe, let alone kiss, and resorted to begging, Erin planted kisses on her breasts and abdomen before settling between her thighs.
Her wonderful mouth, warm and soft, covered her. Her fingers filled her. Now and then, Erin would lift her head to watch her rise off the bed, grasp the bedding, and fight to breathe, all while rubbing her thumb against her. When Taylor reached her high with a slight cry, Erin eased up, kissed her inner thighs, and whispered sweet things against her hot skin she couldn’t understand. She held Erin’s hand in place as her body beat out its disintegrating rhythm.
Around the time she could distinguish the spaces between her heartbeats, Erin resumed the slow slide of her fingers and licked a delicate pattern until she writhed beneath her again. Taylor might have been embarrassed by the sounds coming from her throat, but she didn’t care, not at the moment. It felt so good. Her face felt hot, and her body shone with perspiration. It was so intense that she became afraid of what might happen. Could someone die from this? She’d never been one to come quickly, but another orgasm was ready and waiting. She needed…her.
“Can you come here?”
Erin hovered over her, her hand remaining between Taylor’s legs. She looked into Taylor’s eyes. “I’m here.”
“Kiss me.”
The sweetest part, the part Taylor would always remember, was how Erin smiled at her with such soft affection. Her hand moved, fingers rubbing in smaller and smaller circles. She brushed her lips against hers, her eyelids half-closed, lost in it all. Erin sucked her lower lip into her mouth as the pressure of her fingers sent waves of pleasure through her, then let her slide away. Taylor rose and tried to find her again, but Erin flicked her tongue across her lips, there and then gone. The darkness pressed inward, or was it the light? Whatever it was came closer, ready to envelop her. No one had ever spent so much time on her, been so patient, or driven her so crazy. She arched into her, their open mouths against each other, sharing the air between them. The muscles in her body tensed, her toes digging into the mattress. It was happening.
“Erin.”
Erin crushed her mouth down upon hers, and she came. Pleasure coursed through her as the kiss smothered the sound of her climax.
When she opened her eyes, Erin’s hand, though no longer moving, still cupped her. Hers pressed over it. It comforted her. Propped on her elbow, Erin pushed Taylor’s hair back that clung to her sweaty skin and dropped silent kisses on her shoulder. She tipped up Erin’s face. This close, she could see the faint beginnings of lines crinkling around her eyes. They were beautiful. She was beautiful. Taylor kissed her again, slower this time, trying to say what she didn’t have words to say.
After a minute or two, Taylor rolled on top of her. She cupped Erin’s breast over her shirt much as she had on the street beneath her coat. It felt soft and full.
Erin covered her hand, stilling her. “It’s okay.”
Taylor looked at her and thought she saw a brief expression of sadness flicker across Erin’s face. Confused, she sat up. “What do you mean?”
“You don’t have to.” Erin’s expression became unreadable.
Stunned, Taylor withdrew her hand. “It’s certainly not a matter of having to. I want to. Don’t you want it? Don’t you need it?” She didn’t understand what had transpired in the last few seconds.
“It’s okay. Please believe me.” Erin’s features softened. “You don’t have to leave. I’d like you to stay.”
She had never witnessed Erin act anything like this. “Did I do something wrong?” She ran through the events of the last hour. What had happened?
“No, you were perfect. Lovely.” Erin pulled her down to lie beside her.
“Do you want to talk about it?” She brushed a thumb over Erin’s cheek. Taylor couldn’t help but feel that she’d done something wrong, said something wrong. But wouldn’t Erin ask her to go if that was the case?
“Not tonight.” Erin ran her hand over Taylor’s hip. “I’d like to hold you if you decide to stay.”
Taylor wasn’t sure what Erin meant by tonight, but she leaned forward and kissed her. “I can stay a little while. I’ll need to go home and get clothes for tomorrow.”
Erin gave her a soft smile and leaned forward to brush her lips against hers. “Thank you.” She stood and entered her walk-in closet. “Do you want something to sleep in?”
Taylor briefly considered it. She might have said no under other circumstances, but the unexpected turn the evening had taken made her reconsider. Being the only one naked made her feel too conscious of her nudity. “Sure. Thanks.”
Erin returned wearing a simple T-shirt and shorts and handed her the same. Taylor tried not to notice the absence of a bra under Erin’s shirt or her long, smooth legs before Erin switched off the light. Once she’d tugged on her pajamas, Erin molded her taller frame against her. Her soft breasts and stomach pressed into her. The feeling of her ass nestled into Erin’s thighs made a new heat form inside her, but the opportunity to extinguish it had passed.
“Wake me up before you go, please.” Erin’s warm breath tickled her ear, and she kissed Taylor where her shoulder met her neck.
Taylor’s nipples hardened at the touch, and she tried to push her resurging arousal down along with her conflicting feelings. She took Erin’s hand resting on her hip and pulled it around her. At least she could have this.
What had happened to cause Erin’s change of heart, or was this what Erin knew would happen all along? Did Erin let the women she picked up in bars touch her, put their mouths all over her, be inside her, make her rise breathless and glistening beneath them? Wouldn’t that be part of the point of hooking up with a stranger? Taylor came to the likely conclusion that she wasn’t enough. She fought the sting of tears. Maybe Erin didn’t find her attractive enough once she removed her clothing. Insecurity about her body image grew. Had Erin made her come out of pity? Twice though? That didn’t seem like pity. Plus, Erin had used the word perfect, hadn’t she? Again, not once, but twice.
Despite having the best orgasms of her life, her heart ached.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Stirred from a dream and half awake, Taylor had thought she’d felt the bed shaking, the merest of tremors. Erin’s warm body no longer pressed against her. Taylor rolled onto her back. When she slid her hand across the mattress, cautious and slow, her fingers met Erin’s arm. She didn’t feel the shaking movement anymore, so she must have imagined it. As sleep swept from her consciousness, she realized she should go home. She’d depended on her internal clock to give her enough time to make it to her apartment and to work, and she didn’t want to rely on it twice. Her phone was somewhere in her bag near Erin’s front door.
On tiptoes, Taylor gathered her clothing strewn about the floor and pulled the bathroom door closed. Glancing in the mirror as she dressed, she looked like she’d spent the night drinking and having sex. It might have been accurate, but she washed her face and borrowed Erin’s brush to tame her tousled hair.
She turned off the bathroom light and returned to the bedroom. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see Erin lying on her back, the sheet pulled up to her waist. The comforter had slipped off, lying in a heap on the floor. Taylor picked it up and draped it over the end of the bed. She sat next to her, trying not to startle her. When she laid a hand on her shoulder, Erin opened her eyes.
“Hi. I wanted to let you know I’m leaving.” She took some of Erin’s hair between her fingers, feeling its softness.
Erin blinked at her a few times, eyelids heavy, then nodded. She raised her hand and touched her neck. Erin’s thumb brushed along her jaw. Taylor leaned forward and braced a hand on the headboard. She hovered over her, watching her, wondering how Erin could be so beautiful. She kissed her. Erin’s hand slid into her hair before resting on the nape of her neck. She laid her hand over Erin’s heart. A rapid beat drummed against her palm. She sat up and refrained from sighing. Why did she always want what she couldn’t have?
“I should go.”
“I’ll walk you down.” Erin attempted to get out of bed, but Taylor stopped her with a gentle push of her hand on her chest.
“Stay.” She stood, but Erin caught her wrist. Taylor’s gaze traveled their arms stretched between them.
“Will you text me when you get home?”
Taylor shook her head. “I don’t want to wake you.”
“Please? Bring me your phone, so I can give you my number.”
Lying in bed, she looked so small and fragile and nothing like the no-nonsense woman who entertained viewers each week. She wasn’t sure if Erin’s unusual state or the quiet plea made her acquiesce.
With Erin’s phone number saved in her phone, she took a step toward the door. “I’ll see you later.” It came out more of a question than she intended. Of course, she’d see her later. She sounded lame and knew it, but saying thank you would make her feel like she’d been given charity. She hadn’t even been given what she’d wanted, but that was Erin’s right. Even if she’d yearned for more, she respected Erin and her decision to say no.
“Taylor?” Erin’s voice sounded raspy.
Taylor turned. Erin looked wide awake, and her eyes seemed a bit watery. Or was it the darkness playing tricks on her?
“I’m sorry.” It came out as the softest of whispers.
Taylor turned and left before any emotion could register on her face. She’d spent the night in Erin’s bed, had Erin’s mouth and hands all over her body, yet she was leaving with tears in her eyes, emotions she didn’t understand, and an ache in her heart that hadn’t been there before. She’d been confused at different points in her life, but never like this.
Downstairs, Erin’s doorman, Lukas—if she remembered his name correctly—seemed pleased to have someone to talk to, even if for a few minutes while she waited for her ride. When she asked what he did to pass the time at night, he pointed to a wireless earbud in one ear.
“I’m listening to Game Six of the 1977 World Series. Reggie Jackson hit three home runs in that game. He’s hit two so far.” He winked.
She won the lottery as far as she was concerned with her Uber driver. The pleasant woman with a Caribbean accent confirmed Taylor’s name and destination and didn’t speak again until she dropped her off at her apartment. Once inside, Taylor looked at her phone for five minutes before deciding what to text. She settled on simplicity.
I’m home.
The response came right away, too fast for Erin to have typed it after she’d texted her. Erin must have drafted it but waited to hit send.
Tonight was one of the best nights I’ve had in a long time, too, date or no date.
The text stunned her. Of all the texts Taylor had anticipated receiving in return, that had not been on her list. She expected Glad you’re safe or Sleep well, but not this. No, not this. Not after how the night had ended. She stared at the screen. This made things even more confusing. Like a hot potato, she tossed her phone with a flick of her wrist. It bounced and settled on her mattress.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Erin had told Cara she had a headache, which wasn’t a lie, and had taken two ibuprofen. Cara, bless her heart, had told her to close her eyes, relax, and not worry about making conversation. She seemed excited to listen to her audiobook through her AirPods while she did Erin’s makeup and hair.
Erin’s thoughts drifted to the night before. She’d barely slept. Even now, hours later, she still hadn’t quite recovered from the shock of Taylor canceling her Uber. She remembered her ride arriving and Taylor opening the door for her. Had her address not been plugged into the app, she’s not sure she would’ve remembered it. The phenomenal kiss in the doorway had made her head spin.
That had been what she wanted, wasn’t it? Erin had yearned for someone to make the first move for quite some time. Yet, she’d been so apprehensive, even if she found Taylor attractive. In the back of the car, the scent of Taylor’s perfume, her hair product, or whatever it was smelled delightful. She’d wanted to bury her nose in Taylor’s hair, close her eyes, and inhale.
She hadn’t been worried about the state of her apartment. Making a mess would involve being there, and she was rarely there. The cleaning service had been in prior to her arrival. She’d taken the time to make her bed, and there was a glass in the sink, but it had otherwise been clean and presentable.
The alcohol had started to wear off, or the kiss that had rocked her world brought clarity. She hadn’t felt the wine like she had at the restaurant. She’d been in command of her decision-making, and if she’d wanted to stop what was happening, she could have.
She hadn’t.
Taylor had squeezed her hand when the driver answered a phone call. “Are you okay?”
Even in her tipsy state, Erin had known that translated to, “Are you sure you want to do this?” She’d appreciated that Taylor allowed her to change her mind if that’s what she wanted.
However, Taylor had given her a look that conveyed so much more than waiting for an answer to her question. Yes, she’d seen arousal in her eyes, but beneath that, she’d seen an underlying tenderness. Erin had known that if she’d said she wanted to call it a night, Taylor wouldn’t have held it against her. She’d appreciated the check-in, but she hadn’t been about to stop what was happening, despite her growing apprehension, unless that had been what Taylor wanted. She’d considered that maybe Taylor had been having second thoughts. She’d squeezed the hand in hers.
“Yes. You?”
“I’m fantastic.” Taylor’s smile lit up the car.
She’d tried to gauge Taylor’s level of sobriety. The last thing she’d wanted to do was take advantage of her. “We had a lot of wine. It’s okay if—”
Taylor had shaken her head. “I enjoyed it. It was exactly what I needed. Well, not exactly.” Her cheeks had flushed pink from the soft skin below her eyes down to her jawline.
Erin had made uncomfortable eye contact with the driver in the rearview mirror. She looked away, pulled her scarf free, and unbuttoned the top of her coat. She’d been too warm, and very conscious of Taylor’s warmth beside her. She’d shifted in her seat, thinking of Taylor’s last words and what would happen once they reached her apartment.
Most of their night together had been everything she’d hoped. What had transpired had been delightful, but when the time came for roles to be reversed, she couldn’t do it. So many reasons came to mind, and she’d withdrawn. Part of her, a large part of her, regretted it.
She’d tried to take care of herself once she’d been certain Taylor slept. She’d laid there thinking and drifting in and out of sleep for a couple of hours, unwilling to unwrap herself from around Taylor. Finding confidence in the soft snores beside her, she’d rolled away and pushed her hand into her shorts. The hours she’d laid there had done nothing to lessen the ache between her thighs or the accumulated wetness. As she’d gotten close, she must’ve been too loud or made a movement that had awakened Taylor. So, she’d frozen and pretended to be asleep.
After Taylor left, she’d tried again, but she’d lost it. It didn’t matter anyway. An orgasm wasn’t what she wanted. What she wanted was Taylor to give it to her, to give them to her, to have Taylor’s fingers filling her, her mouth on every square inch of her body, and to relax, satiated in her arms after. 
Then what? Pack her toiletries and jet off to Phoenix or Vancouver or wherever they sent her. No, she wouldn’t do that to Taylor, and she couldn’t do that to herself. She’d already crossed the line by taking Taylor to bed. She wouldn’t open herself up again to have her heart broken by what she’d never be able to have. Allowing herself to go to the lengths to be that vulnerable with someone for a single night wouldn’t do. She’d had a taste. That would have to suffice.
Cara tapped her on the shoulder, and she jumped.
“Are you asleep?”
Erin opened her eyes, blinking at the bright lights Cara used. “No, just thinking.”
“Well, you’re done here. I guess you didn’t hear me.” She’d taken out her AirPods.
Erin glanced in the mirror. Cara had done a magnificent job covering the dark circles around her eyes. “I’m sorry. I was lost in thought. Thank you.” She squeezed the offered hand as she stepped down from the chair. “You’re amazing at what you do. I looked like a wreck this morning.”
Cara slid cosmetics into a case. “It wasn’t great, but I’ve seen you look worse. Besides, my job is easy. What you do is difficult. They couldn’t pay me enough to do what you do.” She motioned with her arm as if swatting a fly.
“Have you seen Chef Mobley this morning?” Erin tried to appear nonchalant by checking out the back of her hair in the mirror.
Cara scowled at her. “Aren’t you finished with the kitchen? I thought the schedule said you were filming in the dining room today.” She dug through a pile of papers on the desk, looking for it.
Of course, it would be the one day Cara read the day’s schedule.
“I had a question for her.” Erin gathered her folder, phone, and the paper bag she’d brought.
“She hasn’t been up here, at least not since I arrived at seven.” Cara slipped one of her AirPods into her ear and appeared eager to return to her audiobook. She flopped into the chair Erin had vacated. “Shall I tell her you’re looking for her if I see her?”
“No, thanks. I’ll leave this here for her.” Erin set two items on the corner of Taylor’s desk and remembered to shut the office door behind her.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
“We need to be out there in ten minutes.” Taylor yanked off her nitrile gloves and tossed them in the trash.
Jo scoffed without looking up. “I don’t understand why I need to be involved.”
“I don’t know why either of us needs to be involved. I was told I was done. I’m sure Jed had something to do with it. Maybe he wants the viewers to see a united front.” Taylor spoke in a hushed tone, so the rest of her staff didn’t overhear their conversation.
“Who else is going to be out there?” Jo wiped down her station.
“Erin and her crew, Jed and Michael, Tully, you, and me.” Something caught her eye down the line. She walked toward the sauté station where Adam had been working with Grant. Adam had disappeared. She turned up the flames under Grant’s three sauté pans. “You have to keep them on high.”
“I’ll burn something if I do, Chef.” Panic filled his voice.
“You’ll never get through a service if you don’t. That’s why you’re practicing now. Keep things moving.” She used her side towel to pan-flip some bell peppers. “You have to multitask, or you’ll be in the weeds before you know it.”
“Yes, Chef.” He didn’t sound confident.
“You’re doing fine, Grant. You’ll get used to it.” She returned to where Jo waited for her at her station, resting her hip against the counter, her eyebrows drawn together.
“What?”
“Did you get your hair trimmed?” Jo eyed her with suspicion.
She fingered the ends of her hair. “No. Why?”
“There’s something different about you.” Jo studied her. Then her eyebrows shot skyward, and her mouth made an O-shape. She pointed at Taylor, poking the air, again and again, her mouth hanging open. “It’s your aura.” The statement came out sounding like an incredulous hiss.
Taylor shot her a look that could kill. “Keep your voice down.”
“That doesn’t sound like a denial to me.” Jo grinned and shook her head. “I knew I should have asked more questions when you dropped a ‘fine’ this morning when I asked about your dinner, but I got distracted by half our produce delivery falling off the truck.”
Taylor motioned toward the back door. “Let’s walk around the block and go in the front door. I’ll fill you in.”
The cool outside air and a slight breeze created a refreshing change from the stagnant heat in the kitchen. Taylor glanced at her phone to check the time, then set a leisurely pace. “Dinner was nice, nicer than I expected.”
“Do you mean the food or because you were with her?”
“Their food was delicious. We went to a Vietnamese restaurant I’ve never been to before.”
Jo scowled. “No offense, but I couldn’t care less about the food. Get to the good part.”
“She’s intelligent and insightful and put two-and-two together. She figured out I don’t have control of the menu without me telling her. She even suspected that we’d been forced to sign something.”
“Is she going to say anything?” Jo looked worried.
“I don’t think she will.”
“Do you trust her?”
Taylor turned to look at her. “I hardly know her.” Did she trust Erin? Since she wasn’t worried about this meeting, she must. They walked a few more paces. “As we talked, she seemed to open up. She might not be as tyrannical and uncompromising as she comes across. When we’re alone, she’s much less severe.”
They stopped at the corner to buy some time.
“How did you end up at her apartment?” Jo adjusted her bandana.
Taylor sucked in a lungful of the cold air. “We were both headed home. As we waited for our rides, I thought about how much I enjoyed our kiss, so I decided to go for it. I went home with her.”
“Hold everything.” Jo held up her hands. “If this were my story, it would be plausible, but that isn’t your style. And back up the truck, my friend. You mentioned a kiss there like it’s no big deal when this is the first time I’m hearing about it. When did you two kiss? Was it here? Up in your office?” Her eyebrows waggled.
“No.” Taylor dismissed that idea with a flap of her hand. “After dinner. I kissed her in a random doorway.”
Jo lifted a shoulder and nodded. “As people do.”
“Well, I did.” Taylor grinned and motioned that they should continue walking.
“I’m impressed. I would have bet money that she would’ve initiated the kiss.” Jo’s head swayed side to side, looking like she was trying to imagine it.
Taylor feigned offense. “I know how to make a move. I have lots of moves.”
“Sure, if it involves throwing things, but that’s not what I meant. I thought it would be her initiating things after how she’s been glancing at you the last couple of days, even when you two aren’t having a conversation. You’d be across the kitchen, and I’d notice her doing it.”
Taylor warmed upon hearing that bit of information. Gorgeous images from the night before infiltrated her thoughts. Her legs felt wobbly. Then troubling parts of the evening invaded her thoughts, too, parts she’d rather skip over.
“We don’t have much time, so at least tell me how it was. I need something to entertain myself for the next however long it takes them to talk about this.” Jo stopped a dozen feet from Callery’s front door.
“It was…” Taylor searched for the right words. She’d never been one to divulge details about lovers to friends. Things like that were best kept private. She wasn’t about to reveal that Erin hadn’t wanted to be touched and had ended the night wearing as many clothes as when it started.
“Was it good? Did she blow your mind?” Jo saved her.
“She blew my mind.” Taylor grinned for emphasis. Minus a bit of omission, it wasn’t far from the truth. Still, she should have been basking in the aftermath of spending a night with Erin. Instead, she found herself filled with a mix of uncertainty and embarrassment. They’d be forced to interact once she went inside. She wondered how it would go.
They noticed a group gathered between the dining room and the bar as they entered the restaurant. Michael stood between Maira and Tully. Except for Cara, the rest of the television crew hung back, leaning on the bar or lounging on stools. Lianna’s camera, never out of arm’s reach, rested on the bar next to her.
Jed and Erin talked. Had Taylor questioned the choice she made the night before, one look at Erin in her dark slacks and crisp white blouse with her hair cascading over her shoulders reinforced her decision. Erin had left the top couple of buttons of her shirt undone. Her matching dark blazer hung on the back of the stool next to her. The outfit gave her a professional yet cavalier look. The killer accessory was the one Taylor hadn’t been expecting. Her eyes dropped to Erin’s black stilettos. They’d never be mistaken for kitten heels at an easy four inches high. She dragged her eyes upward to see the corner of Erin’s mouth twitch.
“Jesus.” She heard Jo mutter under her breath from beside her.
Noticing that Erin’s attention had shifted from him, Jed leaned forward and laid his beefy hand on Erin’s arm. Taylor’s stomach rolled. Erin stared at his arm and then at him. When he didn’t move it, she took a step back.
“Ladies, there you are. Let’s get started.” Maira motioned for them to stand to the side of Erin and Jed.
Erin slid her arms into her jacket. Jed stepped forward to help, but she rejected his offer with a polite, inauthentic smile.
“Michael, I want you between Jed and Taylor.” Maira pointed.
Taylor was grateful to have Michael as a buffer, although she felt terrible that Erin had to stand next to Jed. He wasn’t a tall man, but Erin bested him by a couple of inches with her heels. What he might have lacked in height, he made up for in girth and with his reputation for wandering hands. Taylor noticed his hand on Erin’s lower back and suppressed the urge to gag. Erin fiddled with the mic on her collar and looked at Melody.
“Mel, can you help me with this?” She walked to the bar, and they huddled together. 
From what Taylor could see, they didn’t touch Erin’s mic. Melody gave Erin a tiny pat on the shoulder. When Erin returned to her place, she did so without Jed’s hand on her back.
Maira called action. Taylor hadn’t lied to Jo in the kitchen. She didn’t know why either one of them needed to be there. While Erin and Jed did most of the talking, with Michael giving the occasional insight, she observed Jed and his outfit. His jacket had those patches sewn on the elbows, but instead of giving him the look of a college professor, they made him look dated. The jacket didn’t meet in front and looked like it couldn’t. He’d worn his usual accessories: a bolo tie set with a large turquoise oval, brown cowboy boots, a signet ring on his pinkie, and a belt buckle the size of a sizzle platter. She amused herself by imagining him serving fajitas on it at night. His shirt stretched across his middle, and the fabric gaped between every button. One button, in particular, looked especially stressed. Maybe she should warn Erin to avert her gaze when she had a chance. She didn’t want her to lose an eye should the button give up the good fight.
Her mental gymnastics were cut short by something even more disturbing. As she realized what was being said, she noticed a theme. Jed was flirting with Erin. Taylor needed to scrub the icky feeling away with steel wool and a harsh cleanser. She balled her hands into fists and dug her nails into her palms. What she witnessed left her disgusted. It nettled her so much that she had trouble focusing on anything pertinent being said.
She needed to ignore what was happening and focus on the restaurant and what it meant to her. Once the show aired, she’d be scrutinized. She’d watched episodes of this show and similar shows. Blaming someone was as fun as figuring out a whodunit in a mystery, except that some of the viewers might be her potential employers in this case. She already had strikes against her based on the filming they’d completed. Anything she could do to look less like an imbecile would be in her best interest. Listening to the conversation and participating when needed would serve her best, especially if it forced Jed to address the problems that were his doing.
Erin asked him one of the same questions she’d asked Taylor. They were talking about full-service restaurants.
“Mr. Nash, as an owner of many establishments, I’m sure you realize full-service restaurants, or FSRs, are more expensive to run than quick service or fast casual restaurants. They also tend to have lower profit margins because higher-quality ingredients are more expensive, FSRs have higher design and decor costs, and they employ more personnel. FSRs typically generate profit margins between three and five percent. From discussions I’ve had the last few days with your staff, I understand that your profit margins are below that.”
“As I understand it, Miss Rasmussen—”
“Ms. Rasmussen, or call me Erin.”
He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “Erin darling, I’m not exactly sure which statistics you’re referencing. I understand that this restaurant is not meeting its expectations, but my other restaurants are doing fine and dandy.”
Taylor’s gall bladder coughed up a little bile.
Erin cleared her throat as her gaze darted to Taylor, then back to Jed. “Are these industry expectations or your expectations? I’m curious about who oversees these figures, whether it’s you, your managers, your accountant—”
“Hon, let me explain something to you. People who aren’t in the restaurant business might think a restaurant is about the food. I’ll be the first to tell you it’s not. Our success is based on our team.” He gestured around the semicircle like a coach in a locker room huddle. “We game plan, we’ve got each other’s backs, and we come out like winners.” He slapped Michael on the back.
His lame sports analogy made Taylor want to vomit.
Erin gave him a constrained smile. “That’s a lovely analogy, but I’m sure you don’t think of your guests as an opposing team you need to beat.”
He grasped her shoulder and gave her a slight shake. “Hon, you don’t think I got where I am by insulting the people opening their wallets, do you?” He grinned and winked at her.
To her credit, Erin remained anchored and didn’t wobble in the least on her spike-like heels. She also did nothing about his hand that remained on her shoulder. When Erin looked her way, Taylor tried to hide her irritation that Erin hadn’t slapped his hand away.
Erin redirected the conversation. “Mr. Nash, you use the same menu in all your restaurants. Do all your restaurants experience the same issues as Callery regarding the menu?” 
“I wouldn’t say there are any issues with the menu.” 
“Are you sure?” Erin reached over the half-wall and picked up the thick menu book, discarding his hand on her shoulder.
Taylor wanted to cheer, both because he wasn’t touching Erin anymore and because she anticipated what came next and looked forward to it. She tried not to smile.
“I’ll be frank with you.” Erin sent him her most winning smile. “Your menu is huge and one of the main reasons your profit margins are so low.”
He yanked the sides of his jacket together but failed. His mouth opened, but Erin stopped him before he could speak.
“I’ve sampled some of your menu items. Not all, of course, because how could I?” She gave a forced chuckle and flipped through the pages. “There’s a reason you don’t see many restaurants with menus this size, especially in fine dining. The Cheesecake Factory, though perhaps not considered fine dining, has a menu this size. They pull it off because they have triple the staff you do and a kitchen twice this size.” Erin paused for emphasis. “They also have cheesecake.”
“Well, maybe we should think about serving up more kinds of cheesecake then, darling.” If he hadn’t been obvious with his joke, his attempt to poke Erin in the ribs with his fat forefinger was, but she leaned to the side and avoided it. Left hanging, he jammed his hand in his pocket after the awkward exchange. “I’ve been talking about changing the menu for a while now, but the staff’s been reluctant because the guests like this menu. But you’re probably right in thinking the menu is due for a refresh.”
The liar. Taylor wanted to cinch his bolo tie even higher. If she’d been bent out of shape with his flirting that bordered on sexual harassment, she was furious now. He’d placed the blame for the state of the menu on his staff, and viewers were intelligent enough to know that didn’t mean the bussers. It meant the chef. Erin hadn’t stood up for her, and Taylor couldn’t stand up for herself. Erin acted as if they’d never even had a conversation about the menu. It made Taylor sick. She wanted to say something, but the camera was rolling, and she’d signed the agreement. It would mean losing her job, not to mention looking like a bitter, emotional wreck in front of millions. She was afraid she might cry. In an attempt to maintain her composure, she clenched her molars together. 
Erin’s gaze flickered to her. “I’m not suggesting a refresh, although I believe you need to change some things. What I’m suggesting is a smaller menu. In addition, I’m suggesting you move to an even smaller interim menu.” 
“Interim? We’re not going anywhere, sweetheart.”
“Oh, Mr. Nash.” Erin wagged a finger at him, but Taylor could see her masking her annoyance. “When I’m someone’s sweetheart, they know it.”
The sudden change in her tone of voice almost made Taylor’s knees buckle. She’d heard Erin use that tone before, and there hadn’t been a handful of people around. Only her. She wasn’t even sure of all that Erin had said to her using that voice because she’d been in the throes of her—
Taylor felt heat rise from her neck to her cheeks. She was afraid Erin would look at her again. If she did, Taylor’s knees might lock. She didn’t want to faint on camera and become an internet meme. 
To her irritation, Erin still hadn’t suggested that it was him, not his staff, who was reluctant to change the menu. As the owner, he could change it whenever he wanted whether his staff liked it or not. Taylor hoped viewers would come to the same conclusion because Erin didn’t question his blatant lie.
Erin flipped her hair over one shoulder. “No, by interim menu, I mean a menu for the period between when your kitchen closes down after the lunch service and preps for the dinner service. It would be best to have something streamlined while chefs take their breaks. If you serve a small, easy-to-prepare menu during that time, it will take the strain off your kitchen.” Erin explained in simple terms what he should have already known. “You don’t have to create new dishes, although you can. You can be thoughtful about the items you choose from your more extensive menu.” 
Either he’d never heard of an interim menu, or the idea had floored him because he had no condescending or flirtatious response. Was he dumbfounded that his suave moves weren’t working? Researching the woman saving his restaurant must not have been important to him because if he had, he would have known why his attempts at seduction were failing. It wasn’t like Erin was in the closet.
“In addition, I’ve found a couple of other ways you can reduce your food costs. For instance, if you serve more chicken—”
“Darling, you have massive balls telling a proud cowboy like me to serve chicken.” He guffawed and looked at the rest of the people around him. Michael gave an uncomfortable laugh.
Erin didn’t smile. “Chicken is less expensive. It can provide significant cost savings if you order whole birds and your cooks break them down. Plus, chicken is healthier and more in line with current food trends. I’ve noticed your menu altogether ignores the ways many Americans must eat or choose to eat: gluten-free, vegetarian, vegan—”
“I’ve always said, you tell your waitress if you want something held off your dish. We’re always accommodating like that. I’m not about to start serving rabbit food in my restaurants. They can order the Caesar salad and hold the chicken.” He made sure his bolo tie’s ends were even.
“Surely you understand that some people have allergies that make that difficult or impossible. If a server forgets,” she corrected him, using the gender-neutral term, “or a kitchen isn’t used to dealing with food allergies, someone might have an allergic reaction. I’m sure vegetarians get tired of eating salads when they dine out. Caesar salad also isn’t vegetarian, let alone vegan. The dressing contains anchovies. Am I right?” She turned to Taylor, and the boom mic swung Taylor’s way.
Caught off guard, Taylor had to cough to clear her throat. “Yes, that’s correct.”
“So, you’re telling that entire section of the population that you don’t want their money.” Erin waited for him to answer.
“Of course, we want their money.” He swung his arm wide and brought it to his chest as if to call the cows home. “We want them to come and enjoy all our restaurant has to offer, but you’ll only find a hen’s house worth of vegetarians where I’m from. I don’t think it’s as big of an issue as you believe.” Despite his bold statement, beads of sweat had appeared on his forehead.
Erin lifted her chin. “It’s not about what I believe. It’s about what the statistics tell us. Ten percent of adults in the United States are vegetarians. Six percent are vegan. One percent of the population suffers from celiac disease. Combining these three classes of diners, you’re choosing to ignore the dietary needs of…” She added up the numbers with her index finger in the air even though Taylor had a strong feeling she didn’t need to do so. “…around seventeen percent of the population. If you’re content letting seventeen percent of your customer base and their families and friends go to competitors’ restaurants to eat, we can stop debating this issue.”
He sighed. “I’m not going to change my entire menu to cater to picky eaters, but we can probably add a dish or two to make them happy.” He scowled. “What else? Tell it to me straight.”
Erin grimaced. “You’re spending a ton of money buying bread from a wholesaler. A signature bread can define a restaurant, especially if you make it in-house. You already have a pastry chef, so you’d probably need to add another member to her team. It usually takes one full-time employee for a restaurant this size, and the ingredients are inexpensive. Even if you start small and make the bread you serve free at the beginning of each meal, you’ll likely see a decrease in costs. If that works out, you might consider expanding into specialty items like focaccia for your sandwiches or buns for your burgers. Your choices are limited by what you can buy from a wholesale bakery. When you do the baking, you have more creative freedom.” She tapped her short fingernails on the half-wall.
Taylor knew trying to sell him on creative freedom was a losing battle. She also knew what Erin’s fingers could do, and the way she tapped them on the half-wall had Taylor mesmerized. 
“We can’t waste all that time making bread. We’d need additional equipment, too.” He pursed his thin lips.
“It’s a big decision to make, but saving money seems like something you think is important, or I wouldn’t be here. I’ve looked around the kitchen, and you have the necessary equipment. You’d need to find space to store the dough as it proofs, but I have a solution for that, too.” She looked at her notes. “We also need to talk about staffing.”
A few people in the small semicircle studied their shoes.
Erin cleared her throat. “For a restaurant to be successful, it needs to have loyal, dedicated staff.”
“How much longer is this going to take? Are we about done here?” He glanced at his watch, then looked at Maira. “I’d love to chat all day about this stuff, but I have reservations across town for lunch.”
“Cut.” Maira looked at him like he’d asked to go to the moon.
Taylor wasn’t surprised he couldn’t be bothered to devote more time to his restaurant’s success than the bare minimum.
Erin eyed him with a look of barely disguised disgust. “We haven’t even begun to talk about the decor in the dining room or the arrangement of the tables. I’ve looked at your point of sale system’s data and your seating plan. I ran an analysis to determine which tables perform well and which don’t. But if you’re not interested in that information, you can leave for your lunch date.”
“No, no, darling. I’m interested. I didn’t think this would all take so long, or you wouldn’t let me go eat my lunch.” He didn’t look like he missed many meals.
Erin removed her jacket. “Let’s take a quick break, and you can decide how you want to tackle the rest of the day. If you need to be elsewhere, perhaps we can continue filming with your staff, as long as you’re fine with them making decisions on your behalf.”
As irritated as she was, Taylor loved watching Erin in her element. While she hated that Erin didn’t tell Jed where to put his cowboy boot when he put his hands on her, she loved how in control Erin was in front of the camera and how prepared she’d been. Taylor was impressed with the analysis of the POS system’s data regarding the profitability of each table. So few restaurateurs considered the environmental psychology of their guests and their experience.
It was hot. 
Taylor found Erin beyond attractive, even if she was frustrated with her for allowing Jed to place his hands on her and not refuting his statement about the stagnant menu being the staff’s fault.
Taylor looked at him. His face glowed beet red above his bolo tie and too-tight collar. His staff making decisions on his behalf didn’t look like it was going to happen. Even Michael fidgeted.
“I guess I’ll stay. I need to make some phone calls and cancel my lunch and an outing I had scheduled for this afternoon.” He pushed between Jo and Tully and stalked out the front door with his cell phone in hand.
Erin shrugged, then spoke with Maira in a hushed voice.
Maira addressed them. “Except for Michael and Tully, the rest of you can return to your jobs.”
“Fucking finally. What a waste of time.” Jo’s whisper wasn’t hushed.
Taylor and Erin made eye contact. Erin opened her mouth like she wanted to say something to her, then pressed her lips together. Taylor had hoped for an apology for letting Jed blame the menu problems on the staff, but Erin had changed her mind about whatever she’d been about to say.
“Are you coming?” Jo tugged at her sleeve.
Taylor glanced at Jo, then over at Erin. She’d already started making notes in her notebook. Taylor admired her stunning look one more time. Life would be much easier if Erin was unattractive and always this annoying. Even spending the night together hadn’t convinced her to take Taylor’s side. She needed to get away from Erin before she said something she regretted. “Yeah, I’m coming.”
When Taylor knocked and entered her office, Cara looked up from the game on her phone. It felt strange knocking considering it was her office, but Cara had been friendly to her and apologized for encroaching on her space. She lowered her phone and pointed to a bag sitting on the corner of the desk.
“Erin left that for you. How did the filming go? I know you were hoping to be done with it.”
Taylor blew out a breath. “I answered one question about the ingredients in salad dressing. There wasn’t much need for me to be there.”
“I think Erin wanted you there. I know she was looking forward to having a go at this guy.” Cara smirked.
Erin wanted her there? Taylor sank into her chair and opened the bag. The sweet scent hit her. It contained a chocolate croissant. She tore off a flaky corner and tried not to smile as she chewed. Erin remembered what she’d ordered at the bakery. 
“She left that for you, too.” Cara pointed at what had been under the bag.
Taylor picked up a brand-new, unopened compact of the lip gloss that Erin had offered her, the one she could only find in San Francisco. Taylor could almost taste the peaches and cream. The memory of the soft touch of Erin’s finger still lingered on her lips. Her body buzzed like carbonation had been injected into her bloodstream.
“I’m not sure what you did to earn that. I’m the makeup artist, and she slapped my hand when I tried to swipe her used one.” Cara glanced up and grinned. “I’ll be listening to my audiobook, but wave if you need me.”
Her mouth full, Taylor nodded. She wasn’t sure what she’d done either. There was the raw attraction, and they’d had last night, but up until then and maybe even now, she was pretty sure she irritated Erin as much as Erin irritated her. Or was there more to it than that?
Erin drove her crazy, picking everything apart and arguing about the menu. She was stubborn and scrutinized every little detail about how the restaurant operated. Why couldn’t she see that Taylor’s idea of elevating the food from a glorified steakhouse to something special would attract guests and increase profits? Was Erin simply doing her job? It hurt that Erin couldn’t see her point of view. She didn’t understand why the indifference of someone she’d just met bothered her so much.
Oh, God. She liked Erin. As in, liked her. It hit her as hard as the boxes of produce had hit the ground earlier. It was more than an attraction. The attraction was there, for sure, but it was more than that. Taylor would sit in a hole-in-the-wall Vietnamese restaurant every day of the week if Erin were there to talk to her. She wanted to hold Erin’s hand and wander New York’s crazy streets at night. She wanted to buy cute little succulents for her at arts and crafts fairs. She imagined them meandering through farmers’ market stands once the weather warmed.
Reality set in. Women like Erin had their priorities, and Erin’s priority was her career. Taylor could see herself as one of those women. If she could oversee a kitchen or a restaurant the way she wanted, she’d be just as consumed with her job. She had been that consumed at one point in time. It wasn’t that long ago, but if felt like a lifetime. Now, her dreams of awards and Michelin stars were as far away as the stars in the sky. She took another bite of croissant and bit into her favorite part, the morsel of chocolate in the middle. Crumbs covered her thighs.
She was another stop on the line, another woman in another port. Hadn’t Erin hinted at as much? Granted, hooking up with four women couldn’t be considered every port, but still. What did those women possess that she didn’t? Had Erin been as reserved with them in bed as she had been with her, or was it something she did? She’d like to think that she’d established more rapport with Erin in the few days she’d known her than Erin could have possibly built with a stranger over drinks, but she still wondered if Erin had given them more than she’d given her. She couldn’t imagine they’d received a similar text from her afterward.
Jed’s loud voice permeated her closed door, even though he was in the kitchen. Taylor didn’t know what he was saying and didn’t care to know. Everything about him made her skin crawl. Taylor couldn’t forget the image of his hands on Erin. Why hadn’t she stopped the camera and told him to keep his hands to himself? Why had she been so passive in evading his touch? In a matter of seconds, Taylor had gotten herself riled up again. He shouldn’t have touched Erin like that, especially when it was clear she didn’t like it. 
Then a momentary flicker of panic rushed through her as she remembered how she’d touched Erin without asking while making stock. Granted, Erin hadn’t flinched or moved away from her touch, but rather the opposite. Erin had touched her, too, as she had with a hand on her back at the restaurant. They’d felt a connection and had ended up in bed, so in hindsight, she didn’t worry about it as she might have otherwise. It might not have been the exact type of sexual encounter she’d hoped for, but at least what had happened between them had been consensual. It was such an unknown when touching someone unfamiliar, so easy to assume another person wanted it or would be open to it. There was no way to be sure other than to ask. She’d be more conscious of asking permission in the future. 
How strange it took Jed touching Erin for her to come to this realization. Did that mean she was jealous? If it was jealousy, she had no right to be jealous. Was she looking out for Erin, one woman to another? Something told her it was more than that. No matter the angle she approached it, it wasn’t a good feeling.
When she’d been downstairs, she wanted to get away from Erin. But now, she wanted to talk to her. She had so many questions. Today could have been so different if Erin had spoken up. Why hadn’t she? Erin came across as confident, outspoken, and self-assured, yet she hadn’t pressed Jed when she’d had the chance. Erin could have been the voice that Taylor didn’t have the luxury of using. 
She regretted signing the agreement, but what choice did she have? It remained to be seen what changes might occur when it came to the menu. She didn’t know if Jed would agree with Erin’s suggestions. She hoped so because Erin had said her suggestions were too expensive to implement. The menu needed improvement, and whether she received recognition for any positive changes didn’t matter. She wanted the restaurant to succeed. 
The lunch rush would start soon, and she needed to help in the kitchen. With the filming and chaos in the front of the house, they’d have to be prepared to have a successful service. Erin would be tied up with Jed most of the afternoon unless he found something more important to do. Once he approved the renovations to the dining room, the construction crew would work overnight to prepare it for the final filming of the dinner service tomorrow using Erin’s suggested menu. 
Both she and Erin had a busy day and night ahead of them, but they needed to talk. Taylor wanted to know why, and only Erin could give her the answer. She’d have to catch her after the dinner service. With the construction going on, Taylor had a feeling Erin would be there late overseeing things. If she wasn’t there when the kitchen closed, Taylor knew where she lived.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
It didn’t matter if they were in the same area of the restaurant or not, Erin hadn’t stopped thinking about Taylor since she’d left her bed early that morning. The decision Erin had made, which she’d told herself was for both of their benefits, now left her remorseful. She’d gone through the situation many times since then, but she had yet to find a better solution. She cared about Taylor and didn’t want to hurt her, so using her once to satisfy her needs had not been an option. Opening herself up to that level of emotional intimacy, which it would have been with her, hadn’t been an option either. Erin had needed to protect herself, and she did.
Even though it had been a few days since they’d met, their connection, though fiery at times, was enough for Erin to know she’d like more than sex with Taylor. However, she knew from experience that her life wasn’t conducive to dating. Erin wasn’t about to become an absentee party in a relationship. She’d seen what her mother had done to her father and still did to her children. Erin had hurt and lost one woman that way. She wouldn’t make it two. That led her to the same conclusion. She’d decided to stop Taylor, deprive herself of what she wanted and what she knew Taylor wanted, too. It had been the correct choice, even if it had been one of the most difficult decisions of her life.
Erin had enjoyed the sex very much, at least the sex they’d had. Being with Taylor had been more than she’d hoped. Erin knew she’d be beautiful, but she hadn’t realized what a gorgeous body she hid beneath her clothing. Her skin had been silky smooth, and she’d tasted divine. She’d found Taylor’s curves addicting, never tiring of caressing them with her hands or worshiping them with her mouth. 
Erin had been surprised by the sheer excitement she experienced when discovering the unique landmarks of Taylor’s body, like her tattoos and scars. Erin had wanted to memorize them. The look in Taylor’s eyes during that suspended moment before she slid over the edge was a memory she would wring dry with use.
It had taken some effort to convince Taylor to let Erin take her. She knew Taylor intended to top her, and why wouldn’t she after what Erin had shared with her? As much as Erin wanted that, it wouldn’t have worked, so she stuck to her plan. There hadn’t been another way.
That kiss, though. The kiss played on a loop in her mind all morning, during filming, and while trying to deal with the repugnant man who owned the restaurant. How she managed to ask questions and look at him while Taylor stood so close was beyond her. POS systems and seating charts? No, she was thinking about how Taylor surprised her and pushed her against the wall in the small entryway. Chicken breasts and bread wholesalers? No, her thoughts were on Taylor kneading her breast while she kissed the air from her lungs. She’d wanted Taylor there during the interview with the owner because she thought Taylor deserved to know what was going on with the restaurant and because she wanted to be near her. She’d had to manufacture an excuse and pull poor Jo into the mix. Taylor had acquiesced to being filmed again even though she’d been told she’d finished. Perhaps Taylor didn’t mind being around her, either.
If one night of sex consumed her this much, had it been a mistake? She knew the answer was probably yes, but what she’d experienced with Taylor had been worth it, even if she’d wanted more. The trick was convincing herself that a little taste was all she could have. The next step was finding a way to move on.
She’d spent the early morning hours watching security camera footage of past dinner services and taking notes on what she observed. After that, she met with the front-of-the-house manager to pull a few more reports she needed from the POS system. However, most of the day had been spent discussing the state of the restaurant with the majority owner, much to her dismay. Jed Nash was everything she’d heard, and she hadn’t heard good things. The first thing she wanted when she returned to her apartment was a hot shower to scrub every inch of her body he’d touched. 
Erin had noticed Taylor’s vibrant flush and heated stares every time Jed had touched her. She wasn’t sure if it was because Taylor was jealous, didn’t like men who were handsy with women, or both. Regardless, Erin wasn’t sure how she felt about Taylor’s response. She was a grown woman and could take care of herself. She didn’t need a savior. Yes, she and Taylor had been intimate, but that didn’t mean Taylor had any claim on her or had a right to feel one way or another about it. She’d dealt with Jed by finding ways to maneuver out of his grasp. A shower would wash away any lingering distaste. There hadn’t been a way to deal with Taylor’s reaction without asking for a break and pulling her aside. Erin hadn’t wanted an inquisition from Maira on why she’d stopped the filming. She didn’t like how Taylor had gone from relaxed and glowing to furious and glowering. In her opinion, Jed couldn’t get back on his private plane soon enough, even if Taylor’s reaction was unwarranted.
She’d spoken to Taylor briefly to discuss her suggested menu changes for the restaurant that would be implemented the next day. They needed footage of the implementation before her crew left. After she’d passed out the redesigned lunch and dinner menus and the shortened interim menu, the kitchen leadership and ownership had a chance to survey them. Taylor had caught her gaze, given her a tiny nod, and smiled. 
Jed’s response hadn’t been as short or sweet, but Erin had expected that. Still, he had asked the show for assistance. She wondered if his real reason had been to receive the free publicity. The restaurants she helped tended to see a bump in covers after the show aired. People wanted to eat at a restaurant that had been on TV and take a selfie with Erin’s autographed photo. However, if Jed expected the increased traffic to continue without implementing the changes she suggested, he’d be in for a shocking surprise.
On the other hand, Taylor had already gathered her kitchen staff together by the time Erin passed by on her way upstairs. They stood in a circle, taking notes, talking, and dividing tasks. There appeared to be some brainstorming, with ideas coming from Taylor and Jo but also from the rest of her cooks. She’d never seen a kitchen staff who exuded teamwork in such an easy and fluent manner. From everything she’d witnessed, their ability to work together had nothing to do with Jed and his rah-rah, locker room bullshit, and everything to do with Taylor’s easy, inclusive, and respectful leadership style.
Her opportunities to interact with Taylor were dwindling by the minute. Perhaps that was for the best. She’d already received her dry-cleaning so she could pack for her next trip, and Restaurant Redo’s time at Callery would soon come to an end, at least for her.
Erin often felt distanced from the show’s finished product. She watched the episodes air once or twice a season. Seeing herself on TV made her cringe. Despite that, she would make a point of watching Callery’s episodes. Follow-up segments aired at the end of every episode and featured a restaurant they’d helped in the months prior. They were filmed by a skeleton crew with no need for her to be present. Her contribution was limited to voice-over work, if at all. While she cared about each restaurant’s success or failure, she preferred to receive status updates during their monthly staff meetings. Yet, she already knew she would monitor how Callery performed.
While she wanted every restaurant she redid to succeed, she mainly wanted Callery to flourish, not for Jed’s sake, but for Taylor and her staff. She would do everything she could to make Taylor’s life better. Granted, the extent of what she could do had its limits. Jed had proved conniving and duplicitous, not someone who played by the rules. Forcing his staff to sign an agreement with the threat of termination made her blood boil. He wasn’t asking corporate board members to sign a nondisclosure agreement. He threatened hardworking, blue-collar employees with families trying to make ends meet. It was abhorrent. 
While behavior like his disgusted her, it didn’t shock her. She could recall other instances where owners or chefs had tried to make themselves look better by pulling strings in the background. Jed had gone to great lengths. His antics inspired her. Despite his behavior, she would do everything she could to make his restaurant succeed. While he didn’t deserve to profit from a successful restaurant, the employees working for him didn’t deserve to lose their livelihoods. A talented chef like Taylor didn’t deserve to be stuck in a mediocre restaurant.
The dinner service she’d observed had gone by without any hitches, and Erin assumed most nights did. Despite the workplace politics, Taylor managed to do her job well. Her kitchen produced quality food for the most part. Unfortunately, they had to make the food on Jed’s awful menu. They didn’t seem to have too many mishaps due in part to the fact that they never got slammed. If reservations weren’t at capacity each night, and servers never got double or triple sat, it was hard for a kitchen to fall behind. They operated at a high level because they had the time to do so.
The food that Taylor had served her had been fine. She knew Taylor would never put something in front of her that didn’t meet her high expectations, but it was still uninspired. She knew Taylor did little things like making the stock from scratch to improve the taste, but her surreptitious hacks could only take the dishes so far. While it had been prepared well, Erin could go to ten restaurants within five blocks of Callery and order calamari and risotto. Jed’s menu made her want to yawn. There was nothing on the menu that she couldn’t have found on any number of menus in nearly every city—fifteen years ago.
Erin knew she’d offended Taylor when she’d shut down Taylor’s suggestion to elevate the food. It wasn’t that Taylor was necessarily wrong. The dishes needed to be upgraded. Erin had little to work with and little time to accomplish her task. It would have been biting off too much. It would require Callery to shut down, re-envision its mission and goals, and come at everything from a different angle. It would also take more funds than she’d been allotted. She knew enough about Jed from some of her friends in states where he operated establishments to realize it wasn’t in the cards. 
Implementing something that grand would require massive changes regarding ordering, pricing new dishes, training cooks, and even putting servers through a comprehensive training program. Carrying an order of calamari to a table was completely different from carrying a plated, fine-dining dish with delicate microgreens, fragile flowers, or edible faux coral balanced atop. They’d need specific training for each dish on things like which side of the plate faced the diner or how to finish a plate at the table with a pour of herb oil beurre blanc.
The hosts would also need to complete additional training. As the first person to greet guests, the host set the tone. They also controlled the pace of the kitchen. There was a methodology to seating, and hosts needed to consider many factors versus plopping two couples at any open four-top. Long story short, Taylor’s ideas, while good, would require a significant overhaul. It wasn’t that it couldn’t be done, but to do it right, Erin didn’t have the time or the support of the owner. Instead, she’d do what she could and hope for the best. It was all she could do. 
She’d spent the last hour walking through the dining room with the general contractor. The crew would come in and make her changes as soon as the restaurant closed. Gone would be the ridiculous side-by-side seats looking out the front window. Most people didn’t like sitting with their back to the room and a window in their face or like having to turn ninety degrees to look at their dinner partner, and the late nights she’d stayed up watching security footage of services confirmed it. She’d replace those with a couple of two-tops. Her analysis showed they should perform much better.
Adding another half-wall would create more of a private environment for a handful of tables. Diners liked to be surrounded by people yet feel like they had their personal space. Few guests wanted a table in the middle of a room. A coat of paint and a tastefully wallpapered accent wall would transform the dining room. There was nothing like the magic that a few gallons of a new paint color could do. Floors would be stripped and stained to complement the new wall color.
Erin had found a local artist who created beautiful, modern three-dimensional pewter and glass wall art. While each piece was different and stood on its own, they created a unified, classy presentation. Attractive, blown-glass pendant lights would replace the heinous chandeliers. 
She couldn’t wait to go home and shower and nap. Later, she’d return and help the crew doing the renovations work through the night. She usually went home again to sneak in a few hours of sleep around dawn as the contractors finished up the next morning. She’d return refreshed in the afternoon to see the magic the workers had created. Then it would be show time. 
The construction night of each redo was one of her favorite parts of her job. She could show up in jeans and a T-shirt. Lianna always filmed some B-roll at the beginning of the tear-down and then came back before the sun rose to record the progress. Besides that, it was usually only Erin who spent most of the night helping the crew at the restaurant.
The contractor and his crew lounged on the loading dock, some smoking and some on their phones. They’d already unloaded most of their equipment, and they waited for the last diners to leave so they could begin.
Erin poked her head outside and spoke to Scott, the contractor in charge of the renovation. He removed his cap as she approached.
“They’re waiting on two tables to leave. One is finishing dessert, and one is waiting on their check. The front-of-the-house staff has started to move tables and chairs from the bar onto the sidewalk. Once the dining room is clear, they’ll move those out, and your crew can get started.” 
“My crew can help move furniture as soon as the diners leave.” He motioned to them, and they started to stir.
“I’m heading home to change and grab a quick nap, but I’ll be back in a few hours to help.” She brushed off her hands. 
He nodded. “Take your time. It should look a lot different by the time you’re back.”
Erin gave him her number and gathered her belongings. She passed through the kitchen as she headed to the front to hail a cab or call an Uber. Her feet were killing her, so she’d changed into some flats, and it was a good thing she had. The kitchen staff had stacked honeycomb mats to sweep and mop the floors. Her heels would have been an accident waiting to happen. She looked at the disaster at her feet and tried to avoid the worst of it. It always astounded her how much food ended up on the floors of commercial kitchens.
She wanted to catch Taylor’s attention. Why, she wasn’t sure. If nothing else, she wanted to wish her a good night. They hadn’t had a chance to talk about anything personal since Taylor left her bed, and it made her uncomfortable. She didn’t know what to say, but she felt she should say something. Taylor and Jo leaned over the new menu, making notes on a whiteboard beside it. Neither one looked up, and Erin didn’t want to interrupt them, so she didn’t stop.
Outside, banquettes, tables, and chairs were already stacked to one side of Callery’s door. Bussers and servers trudged back and forth carrying barstools, plants, and other items that needed to be moved. They seemed to enjoy themselves despite the labor, which pleased her. There was a jovial, festive atmosphere in the restaurant. That feeling of creating something new, turning something around, and making something successful was intoxicating and exhilarating. It was a familiar feeling and one of the reasons she would be back tonight.
After a short cab ride and fifteen glorious minutes spent in a hot shower, she felt more like herself. Wrapped in her soft, white robe, she pulled her wet hair into a messy bun. Her doorbell rang as she stood at her open refrigerator debating whether to take a bottle of water or a glass of wine to bed. It startled her. Lukas hadn’t called up. He’d held the door open for her when she came in, so she already knew she didn’t have any packages.
She peered out the peephole, and her breath caught in her throat. Taylor stood on the other side of the door. Erin adjusted her robe and opened the door.
“Hi.” Taylor shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She wore her chef’s pants and a sweatshirt instead of her chef’s jacket.
“How did you get up here?” She didn’t intend to sound so harsh, but she had a right to know. She had a doorman for a reason. Anyone in the public eye dealt with crazy fans, and she was no exception. If someone could walk into her building and ring her doorbell, she needed to know how it happened.
Taylor looked down. “I lied.”
Erin had yet to move from the doorway or invite her in. “I have two questions. First, what did you tell Lukas?” She watched Taylor draw in a lungful of air.
“He remembered me. I said I accidentally left ‘one of my feminine things’ in your apartment and was here to pick it up, and you weren’t answering your phone because you were in the shower.” She flicked her hand at Erin’s wet hair. “I see it wasn’t a complete lie.”
Erin closed her eyes and shook her head. “You said you were picking up ‘one of your feminine things’ and he let you in?”
Taylor grinned. “Yep. I knew most men would want out of that conversation as soon as possible. He’s probably still blushing.” She tilted her head to the side. “What’s your second question?”
Erin stood aside to let her in. “Why didn’t you text me and tell me you were coming over?” She closed the door.
Taylor wandered into the living room. “I wasn’t sure you wanted to see me.” She hadn’t turned around.
“Why would you think that?” Erin stood near the kitchen island, watching her.
Taylor studied her table of succulents and touched one in an absentminded way. She glanced at Erin and then away again. “I’m not sure why things turned out the way they did last night, or rather, early this morning. One minute, you seemed fine, and then you seemed to pull away from me.” When she finished speaking, she turned around.
Erin clutched her robe to her chest and looked at the floor. “Oh, that.” She turned and walked around the island. “I’m having a glass of wine. Join me?” She didn’t receive a response, but she hadn’t answered Taylor’s question either. She poured two glasses of pinot grigio and took them to the living room. “Come, sit.” She handed her a glass and motioned to the sofa. Erin took the armchair, folding her legs to the side to keep her robe together.
Taylor sat but didn’t drink. It appeared she waited for Erin to speak.
Erin swirled her wine. “It’s not about you. You probably think it is, but it’s not.” She looked up, the hurt in Taylor’s eyes like a punch to her gut. Even so, she didn’t look away.
Taylor slid her glass onto the coffee table and wiped her hands on her pants. Something in her demeanor changed like a flick of a switch. “Do you let them touch you? The other women? The women you meet in bars?” She sniffed. “Do they get to go down on you? Put their fingers inside you?”
Erin couldn’t believe she was having this conversation now, after the day she had, with the hours left to go ahead of her. Her chest hurt. She looked up from the glass in her hand. She couldn’t say it aloud, so she whispered the solitary word.
“No.”
Taylor’s features softened. “Oh.” She seemed to study her hands that rested on her thighs for some time. “I was surprised you let him touch you.” A hint of the fire in her tone that had been present before returned.
“Him? Jed?” Erin scoffed. “It wasn’t like I wanted him to touch me.”
“You let him.” Her tone was accusing.
Erin was too tired to do this. She drank half the wine in her glass before answering. “I handled it.”
Taylor scowled. “Handled it? By letting him get away with it? Why didn’t you say something to him? I hated how he touched you like that. You know there’s a whole movement about men like him, don’t you?”
“I work for a Hollywood show. Are you lecturing me about #MeToo?” Erin shot her a look.
Taylor appeared to back off a bit. She picked up the glass and took a drink. “You could have said something.”
Erin was tired of listening to her grumble. “How I handle someone touching me is my business. That stands true whether it’s Jed, other women, or you.”
Taylor set the glass on the table and stood.
“Wait.”
Taylor sat down on the edge of the sofa.
Erin took a slow breath and exhaled. “Maybe it’s because you’re young, but you tend to have knee-jerk reactions. You react first and think second.”
Taylor started to object.
Erin held up a hand. “Let me finish.” She took a drink. “Sometimes it pays to pick your battles. I’m sure you’ve heard that before. Do I like Jed’s hand on my arm? Of course not. But I get more bees with honey than with vinegar.” She looked at the ceiling. “I sound so unoriginal. I didn’t think I’d be spouting proverbs tonight.” She looked at her. “Regardless, it’s my business, not yours. I need Jed to agree to certain things, and if his hand on my arm gets me that, then I’m in control of the situation. Do you understand?”
Taylor didn’t move other than to give a series of rapid blinks. “No, I’m not sure I do.”
Erin softened her voice. “You don’t understand, or you don’t agree with it?”
“You’re right. I understand, but I don’t agree with it.” Taylor gave her a defiant look.
Erin nodded. “That’s fine. You don’t have to agree with it.”
“Why would you do this for your job?”
It was a good question, but one she wasn’t ready to answer. “I have my reasons.” She couldn’t tell Taylor that she was the reason.
“Do you have reasons for letting Jed lie about the menu without addressing it? His ‘staff won’t let him change his menu’? It was a blatant lie, and you knew it. You didn’t have to say anything on camera. You could have stopped filming and confronted him.”
Taylor’s accusing tone was starting to irritate her. She probably shouldn’t have let her in. What did she expect would come from it?
“I don’t have control over what someone says on camera. If he wants to say on television that his staff won’t allow him to change the menu, let him. People say stuff like that all the time.”
Taylor motioned with her arm through the air. “All that, after all the time we spent talking—after sleeping together—you won’t even stand up for me.”
Erin’s stomach plummeted. “Is that why you slept with me?” She hadn’t meant to ask in such a quiet voice. It made her sound weak.
Taylor walked to the window and stared out for what seemed like ages. “No.”
Erin stood and adjusted her robe to make sure she was decent. She went to her and cupped her face. “Why are you here?”
Taylor closed her eyes but leaned into her touch. Her voice came out free of accusation and lacked the vitriol it had before. “Do you realize how this is all going to look for me? It’s going to look bad.” Taylor opened her eyes. “It’s going to look like the restaurant’s problems are my fault. Potential employers could see the show. It could prevent me from getting another job, and I’ll be left working for Jed forever.” She trembled, and it sounded like she held back a sob.
“It won’t look like it’s your fault if the restaurant is successful when I finish, and you are still there as its executive chef.” She brushed her thumb over Taylor’s cheek.
“Is that why you’re doing what you’re doing?” Taylor looked at her with innocent eyes.
She wanted to kiss each eyelid and tell her everything would be okay. “I do things for many reasons.” She took Taylor’s hand and led her back to the sofa. This time, she sat beside her. “Why don’t you focus on things you can change?”
Taylor reached for her glass. “Like what?”
“For starters, why don’t you fire the guy that’s always late? You could hire someone who values being there and contributing to your team. You have the power to hire and terminate employees.”
Taylor looked like she debated what to say. “Troy is a delicate situation. I didn’t want to betray his confidence, but you won’t cross paths with him again, so it doesn’t matter.”
Erin didn’t want to think about how she might not see Taylor again.
“Troy is a great cook when he’s on his game. I don’t use the label ‘great’ often. Jo is a great chef. She’d be an executive chef at almost any other restaurant. Troy is on his way to being at that level. They both have this innate ability to think outside the box, to come up with a flavor pairing I would never think to use. Some of us must work to be good, but people like Jo and Troy are naturals.”
Erin laid a hand on her knee. “That’s great, but that’s when he shows up. He’s no use to you if he’s not there.”
“I pulled him outside after he arrived late, and we talked. I knew Troy was an alcoholic when I hired him. A lot of drinking happens in the restaurant industry, as you probably know. It’s normal for a kitchen to close and for most of the staff to head to the nearest bar. Alcoholism ran in his family, but he was young and thought he was invincible, as many do. His family got him help, and he got sober. He married one of the servers who used to work here. They have two little girls.” She took Erin’s hand. “He’s been working long hours, nothing unusual for this industry, but his wife felt the burden of raising their little girls almost on her own. She separated from him last week. He fell off the wagon. Staying up late and drinking to the point of passing out makes getting to work on time difficult. So, I pulled him aside after he’d ignored my warnings.”
“You didn’t fire him?”
Taylor raised her eyebrows. “No, of course not. I sent him to an AA meeting and then home so he could talk to his wife, try to help out with the girls, and get his life in order.”
Erin studied her. “Why would you do that?”
Taylor looked at their hands. “My brother is an alcoholic. He’s also sober, and I hope it lasts, but it’s never certain.” She met Erin’s gaze. “Would you respect me more if I fired him?”
The silence flowed around them, filling all the space, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Erin turned her hand over, interlacing their fingers. “No.” She brushed Taylor’s hair back. “I have more respect for you because you didn’t.” She leaned closer, carving into the space between them. She saw Taylor’s gaze dart down to her lips. Erin had to fight every cell in her body that wanted to have Taylor on her couch. She should have been napping, getting dressed, calling an Uber, and heading back to the restaurant. Anything except teetering a breath away, imagining her tongue in Taylor’s mouth and her hands on her soft skin. Instead, Erin pressed the gentlest of kisses on her lips. Their noses touched. She rested her forehead on Taylor’s. “I need to get back to the restaurant.”
Taylor nodded, the tiniest movement to let Erin know she heard her. She pulled away and stood up. She turned at the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Yes, she would see her tomorrow. Then tomorrow would be over, and Erin would jet off to some other place. Her heart ached thinking about it. Taylor had been in her life for a matter of days, but it was difficult to recall what life had held without her in it.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Taylor had asked, and Erin had told her no. She shouldn’t have felt such exhilaration over the fact.
Erin didn’t allow the women she met in bars to touch her. Taylor had wanted to ask so many more questions, but instead, she allowed herself to be content knowing it wasn’t her touch that Erin didn’t want. She still wasn’t sure why and wished Erin had trusted her enough to explain. She considered herself an understanding person. Maybe they could’ve found a way to work around whatever hang-up Erin had. 
The more she thought about it, Erin could’ve had several reasons. Maybe she was uncomfortable with her body. Perhaps she was somewhere on the ace spectrum. Maybe she’d had some kind of sexual trauma. Maybe it wasn’t about sex but about control. Perhaps the real Erin, the emotional Erin with feelings and desires, was barricaded inside so many walls that she didn’t even remember how to cede control. 
Taylor wondered if she would ever know the answer. It seemed unlikely, with Erin leaving soon. Maybe that’s why Erin hadn’t bothered. It probably wasn’t worth her trouble to share something so intimate with someone she’d never see again. Taylor’s shoulders sagged at the thought.
She’d been relieved when Erin didn’t ask her to leave when she’d shown up outside her door. To her relief, Erin chuckled at the antics she’d used to get inside the building and didn’t call the authorities. She’d found it hard to breathe when Erin touched her cheek and sat next to her on the couch. Her heart had swelled when Erin placed that ghost of a kiss on her lips, chaste as it was.
If Taylor had been hooked up to a lie detector, she never would have passed if she’d denied wanting to be asked to stay. Her body had already started to hum simply by being in Erin’s presence. Combine that with Erin’s fresh-from-the-shower look and the soft, white robe that kept offering peeks of tempting skin. The fact Taylor didn’t have a heart attack on the spot should earn her an award.
Erin’s touches seemed to warm her skin more than anyone else’s. To complicate matters, Taylor didn’t know if she would have said yes if an invitation had been extended. Erin’s withholding of herself less than twenty-four hours earlier had stung a little. Okay, it stung a lot. It was like being offered a piece of pie and receiving the crust. Erin probably didn’t realize it, but it made Taylor feel silly and vulnerable. One of the nice things about sex, at least for her, was that both people’s insecurities and vulnerabilities were out in the open. She’d been laid bare while Erin hid behind her walls. 
A thought nearly knocked her off her feet. It wasn’t simply sex she wanted with Erin. She wanted intimacy, too. That new development would be analyzed later.
Since the previous night had ended in such a strange manner, Taylor didn’t expect to receive an invitation. Plus, Erin would be headed back to the restaurant. She considered offering to come back and help, however, it made her seem like a lovesick puppy. Not that she was lovesick. She couldn’t be. People didn’t fall in love in a matter of days. 
Relieved to have established that, Taylor knew she’d made the wise decision to let the contractors do their jobs while she went home and got some rest. Erin had hired an overnight crew for a reason, and she always got the job done. It was one of the things she was known for. Taylor was known for needing her sleep. While she was confident in herself and her kitchen staff, Taylor knew everyone needed to be firing on all cylinders tomorrow.
As she passed Lukas in the lobby, she patted her pocket. “Got it!” She faked a bright and cheerful voice.
“Oh. Uh…good.” He blushed and averted his eyes as if he thought she might wave a tampon or a menstrual cup. “Have a good evening.”
* * *
Taylor wasn’t sure she’d ever been as happy as when she heard Jed had slunk home ahead of schedule. Michael’s early morning call had been the one time she’d ever welcomed her phone ringing before sunrise. Of course, that meant it would be Taylor who met with Erin to discuss the success of the evening, on camera, of course. It meant additional filming when Taylor had been told she was done, but she didn’t mind. It gave her another chance to be in Erin’s presence before she departed, leaving an unexpected hole in Taylor’s life. She’d never been cut out for one-night stands.
Taylor climbed up the subway stairs and squinted into the rising sun. Before she’d reached her destination, she’d pulled her jacket open. Maybe the weather was starting to warm up.
She entered the noisy kitchen through the back door. This kitchen was twice the size of her kitchen at work and already bustling with activity. The appliances were much older, salvaged or bought secondhand from restaurants that had gone out of business. Unlike her kitchen, this kitchen produced massive quantities of food. She’d had to learn to adapt. Making an entire hotel pan of spaghetti, cornbread, or chicken Florentine, let alone six hotel pans at a time, was much different from the quantities she produced.
Through the large window that looked into the dining room, she could already see the masses congregating. Men, women, and children either waited in line for food or ate at long tables. She hung up her jacket and washed her hands.
Someone threw an apron at her. “Put this on and give me a kiss. I need you to serve the bread pudding. Don’t forget the sauce.”
Taylor kissed her. “Good morning, Mom.”
Her mom put an arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the temple. “I’m glad to see you, baby. I can’t wait to hear about everything, but I need your help because Jonas is running late.”
Taylor spent the next two hours cooking, checking the temperatures of foods, serving, and washing down tables. She kept up a steady, cheerful chatter with the people experiencing homelessness, hunger, or both. The dining room tended to be quiet and somber because so many people ate alone. She tried to offer them a little conversation in addition to their meal. Most people seemed pleased to engage with her. She recognized many familiar faces, and she should. She’d been volunteering here since she was twelve years old. Her mother had given her the opportunity, which wasn’t an option at first, but one she soon grew to love. Now it was one of her favorite parts of her week. With her regular work schedule, she couldn’t spend as much time here as she wanted, but today was different. Today, Callery would be closed for lunch, so the crew had as much time as possible to complete the renovation before the dinner service.
Her mom joined her at the three-basin sink where Taylor washed dishes. “Tonight is the big night. Are you excited?” Her mom reached into the third sink and placed the rinsed plates in the drying rack.
Taylor managed to shrug even with her arms elbow-deep in soapy water. “I guess so. It’s been stressful.”
“I wondered how that would go. You never did like being the center of attention.”
Her mom still looked great after hours of being in the kitchen. She colored her hair now, but she still looked like an older version of herself. Her mom always twittered and blushed when people asked if they were sisters. It made Taylor roll her eyes, but she loved her. Her mother knew her well. She wished she could tell her mom everything because she hated keeping secrets from her. For the hundredth time that week, Taylor cursed Jed.
“You’re right. I’d rather concentrate on doing my job. Having a camera around all the time drives me crazy.” Taylor leaned against the sink as it drained. “Are you still coming tonight?”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Are you sure there’s room for Roger, too?” Her mom had asked her at least three times.
Taylor filled the sink with hot water. She held a thermometer under the stream to check the temperature. “Of course. I’ll make sure Jeff has a reservation, too, if he changes his mind.”
Her mom dried her hands with a towel. “I spoke with him last night. As much as he wants to support you, he doesn’t think it’s the best idea. I’m sure it will be a celebratory atmosphere with the alcohol free-flowing, and he’s worked hard for every one of his seven sober months.”
“I don’t blame him.” She didn’t. Her mom was correct in her assumption of what the evening would entail, and Taylor would rather her brother maintain his sobriety. She already knew he supported her. “We’ll catch up soon. I’ll see if he wants to see that new baseball movie on Monday.”
“What’s it been like working with her? She’s beautiful, and I know she’s your type. Is she single?”
Taylor had been waiting for this. It surprised her that her mother had taken this long to bring up Erin. “She’s not my type, Mom.”
Her mom laughed. “What do you mean she’s not your type? With her dark, wavy hair and big brown eyes? She looks exactly like that Amy girl you had the biggest crush on in high school. Or like your first girlfriend in college. What was her name? Denise? Or even your last girlfriend, whose name we shall not mention.”
Her mom, who adored Kayla while they dated, was not a fan of what Kayla had done to her.
“Kayla is black, Mom.”
“Yes, she has dark, wavy hair and big brown eyes.” Her mom wouldn’t budge from her position.
Taylor tried to redirect the conversation. “Would you like to meet Erin tonight?”
Her mom placed a hand over her heart and looked at her with excitement. “You’d let me?”
“Let you? Are you planning on embarrassing me? I’d be happy to introduce you if she has the time. I don’t know how busy it will be tonight.”
“You know I never try to embarrass you. It just happens. You’ve always been a sensitive child. What kind of mother would I be if I set out tonight trying to embarrass my single daughter in front of a beautiful woman?”
“Mom, even saying things like that embarrasses me. You don’t need to talk about me being single or how beautiful she is. I’m sure she knows she’s beautiful. She’s also brilliant and inspired. She’s educated and has a great mind for business. She knows much more about running a restaurant than cooking food and serving it.” Taylor looked up to see that her mom had stopped what she was doing.
“Oy vey.”
Taylor’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Oy vey? We’re not Jewish, Mom.”
“I know. But I don’t know another phrase that expresses it so perfectly.” Her mother eyed her.
“Well, she’s stubborn and annoys me and makes me want to pull out my hair, so you can put the brakes on whatever you have going on inside that mind. It’s not going to happen. I need you to behave yourself tonight.” Taylor shot her a pointed look.
“I always try.” Her mom looked hurt.
“I know.” Taylor leaned over and kissed her on her temple. “Now, tell me what you plan to wear tonight. You could be on TV.”
She owed her mom. Her mom had sacrificed everything for her children after Taylor’s dad had left. She was Taylor’s inspiration, in the kitchen but also in life. More than anything else, she wanted to make her proud. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Erin had forgotten to eat again.
After spending most of the night painting the restaurant, she went home around dawn to shower and get a few hours of sleep. By the time she’d scrubbed paint from her arms, from under her nails, and even pulled a few splatters from her hair, she’d fallen into bed.
When her alarm went off, she pulled on some clothes, grabbed a coffee, and threw two string cheese sticks into her bag. She entered through the front door of the restaurant on purpose, wanting to get the whole experience. It wasn’t done, but it looked fantastic. She’d met with the contractor before she’d left. They’d made more progress than she’d expected. A new crew had replaced them a couple of hours ago to ensure there wouldn’t be any labor or union infractions. The transition must have been seamless because everything appeared to be in order and on time.
“Ms. Rasmussen?” A woman in her forties held out her hand. She wore a black T-shirt with the contractor’s logo on the left breast, and khakis, and her silver-streaked hair sported an undercut. She carried a caulking gun.
She held out her hand. “Erin. You must be Lara.”
“I am. They had a good night, but I heard you were here for most of it, so you probably know. We finished up a few things since my team got started. They’re almost done hanging the pendant lights, the floor has been resurfaced, and as soon as we get it cleaned, we’ll start moving the tables and chairs back in. Scott said you’d be bringing a seating arrangement.”
“Yes, I have it with me. Some restaurant staff plan to arrive early to help move the furniture.”
Lara put her hand on her hip and scowled. “Scott said the artwork was supposed to be here first thing this morning. I haven’t seen it yet, so I’d appreciate it if you could check on that. We’ll need a few minutes to hang them once they’re here. We’ve already installed the hardware.” She pointed at the wall.
“I have the number for the gallery. I’ll call them and find out when they expect to be here. Do you need my help with anything when I’m finished?”
“As long as you have a seating arrangement for when we’re ready to bring in the furniture, I don’t think so. Of course, it got a bit dirty in here overnight, so we’ll never turn away anyone who wants to pick up a broom or dust rag if you have the time.” She lifted the caulking gun. “I need to put a bead of caulk around the server station you wanted to be moved back a few feet, and then that can be restocked, too.”
Erin nodded. “I’ll help with that after I call the gallery. Thanks, Lara.” She took her bag up to the office. A call to the gallery confirmed her suspicion that the person bringing the artwork was held up in traffic. She got an ETA to let Lara know once she went downstairs. On one of the seating arrangements, she highlighted the servers’ sections, then slid it into a protective plastic sleeve for the host stand. Her stomach rumbled.
Erin left the seating arrangement at the host stand and updated Lara on the artwork’s arrival time. She stepped out onto the loading dock with her string cheese in hand. The plastic wrapper tore easily, and she took a bite since her hands felt too dirty to pull the strands off. She wandered near the dumpster and started making psp psp psp noises. Sure enough, a tiny paw reached out, then another as the kitten stretched. It crawled out from under the dumpster, yawned, then scratched its ear.
“Hey, little one.” Erin unwrapped the second string cheese. She crouched down. She pulled off little bits and fed them to the kitten. It gobbled up the pieces almost faster than she could ready them. She hoped the cheese wouldn’t make it sick.
It wasn’t until the cheese was gone that she noticed someone else in the loading dock area. Taylor leaned against the railing, arms crossed, watching her.
“What’s it supposed to do when you leave?” 
She stood. “It seems to be doing fine on its own.”
“That seems like a sad and lonely existence.” Taylor looked down at her feet.
“Maybe someone else will look out for it.” Erin took a step toward her.
Taylor raised her shoulders and let them fall. She glanced down at the kitten. “You’re the only person who seems interested. Have you ever considered that perhaps you’re doing more harm than good?”
Were her eyes welling up with tears, or did Erin imagine it? “What are we talking about?” she asked softly.
Taylor looked at her but didn’t answer right away. “We’re talking about how you might think it’s kind, but insinuating there’s hope where there is none is cruel.” She blinked rapidly and pushed herself up. “It doesn’t matter. Come inside, and I’ll make you something to eat. Knowing you, that string cheese is the only thing you’ve eaten in the last eighteen hours.” She went inside.
Erin knelt and gave the kitten a few scratches. She wasn’t sure what Taylor was trying to say. Maybe she read too much into the conversation. Was Taylor being melodramatic, or did she think Erin shouldn’t feed the kitten? She’d consider it when she had the time, not when she had a show to film. The string cheese she’d eaten felt lodged behind her sternum.
It had been a mistake to sleep with her. She should never have gotten involved with Taylor, not when her life was so chaotic. She’d be on a plane in less than twenty-four hours. At least the sex had been good, at least what sex they’d had. Had she ever felt like that from making another woman orgasm? She’d missed touching a woman, but this felt different. She was shocked she hadn’t given in to her desire that night. There was a magnetism between them, a special connection. She couldn’t pretend there wasn’t.
Erin needed to get through tonight and board a plane to her next assignment, wherever she was going. Her thoughts had been so consumed by Taylor the last few days that it took her a moment even to remember her next destination. She hoped a change of scenery would help her move on and forget the last week. 
* * *
One of Erin’s cost-saving measures had been to reduce the linen budget. She’d foregone tablecloths and refinished the existing tabletops. The new tops looked gorgeous after being sanded, stained, and sealed while outside. The charcoal stain brought out the grain of the wood and looked fantastic against the new wall color. Chairs had been reupholstered, and the one remaining item on the sidewalk was a sandwich board announcing the evening’s event.
“Get a couple of those box fans set up at the doors. Let’s get as many paint fumes out of here as we can before dinner.” She pointed to the fans in the hallway and checked them off the list on her clipboard.
She snagged Tully by the sleeve as he rushed past. “The host stand needs to be moved up more. We still need to fit in a two-top here.” She pointed to where the table for two needed to go.
“Are we going to have enough room for guests waiting to be seated?” He looked at the space between the host stand and the front doors.
“Yes, I got rid of those two atrocious potted plants that were half dead.”
“Good. I hated those. I’ll get Ethan and Missy to help me.”
“Thanks.” Erin checked it off her list.
“It’s time.” Cara pulled her by the elbow. “If I don’t have you in the chair now, you won’t be able to take photos before filming.”
“First, I need to—”
“Now. You need to give me time to do my job. Plus, you still need to change. Let these people do their part.” Cara hauled her through the restaurant. “You can’t go on camera with your hair looking like that.”
Cara was right, but somehow she also needed to get everything crossed off her list before guests arrived for their reservations. The afternoon had been so busy that she’d hardly seen Taylor at all after she delivered an omelet to her. She hoped Taylor was busy and not avoiding her. Their conversation outside had been awkward, but she couldn’t dwell on that now. She hoped Taylor and her kitchen staff were prepared. She’d done her best to create a menu she hoped would please her. It would be up to Taylor and her team to pull it off on such short notice.
Erin blinked her eyes so Cara could apply the finishing touches of mascara to her lashes. A knock on the thin door rattled it on its hinges.
“Yes?” Erin turned to look.
Taylor leaned inside. “Do you have a minute?”
“Yes, come in.” 
Cara spritzed her fingers with hairspray and smoothed a few stray hairs back in place near Erin’s hairline.
Taylor entered, and a woman followed. “I know you’re getting ready, and we won’t keep you long, but I wanted you to meet my mom.”
She tore her eyes from Taylor and turned to her mother. Erin found it interesting that she didn’t say, “My mom wanted to meet you,” but instead phrased it as if she was introducing a date to her parent, not a TV personality to a fan. Mother and daughter looked similar, with the same enigmatic eyes and soft smiles. 
Taylor’s mother held out her hand. “Anna Mobley. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Rasmussen.”
Erin stood up and took her hand, clasping it between hers. “Chef Mobley, the pleasure is all mine. Call me Erin. I’ve heard so much about you.” She smiled and shifted to stand beside Taylor.
Anna laughed. “No one has called me chef in some time. Anna will suffice. I’ll head back to the dining room and let you get ready. I’m sure you both have much to do, and I don’t want to keep you.”
Cara interrupted. “Do you want me to do your makeup for the photos and the interview later, Chef? It will take five minutes, seven max. You’re already beautiful, but every woman can use a dash of powder and a hint of blush. I know you have the lip gloss issue covered.” She winked at Taylor.
Taylor’s hand went to her pocket as if feeling whether something was there.
Erin wondered if her blush could be seen as she remembered the lip gloss she’d given her. Taylor hadn’t said anything about it, even though Erin had confirmed with Cara that she’d seen it.
“Photos?” Taylor paled.
Erin placed a hand on her back. “They always take a few photos of me with the owner or chef before the service. Since he’s not here, they’ll photograph us. I’ll autograph it, frame it, and ship it to you. The restaurants hang them in the entryway or another area where guests can see it or take selfies with it. It’s a good marketing tool. Guests post their selfies with it online. It’ll help generate buzz about Callery appearing on Restaurant Redo.” She ushered Taylor into her chair.
Anna spoke up. “I’m going to slip out. Have a great service, sweetheart.” She patted Taylor’s arm. “It was nice meeting you, Erin.”
Erin squeezed her hand. “I hope we can talk more later when everything has wrapped up.”
She turned back to Taylor as the door closed. Cara had already started to apply foundation to her skin, matching her coloring perfectly. When Erin leaned against the desk and watched, Taylor closed her eyes. Three people in the office made it cramped, and seventeen other things existed that Erin should have been doing. She knew this because she hadn’t crossed them off her list. Instead, she watched Taylor’s erratic breathing and the flush that crept from her collar and crawled up her neck, up that lovely neck that Erin had licked, sucked, and kissed two nights prior. That gorgeous neck had been exposed so beautifully in that precious moment as Taylor arched and bent beneath her.
Her pulse raced. Erin pushed off the desk, startling both of them. “I need to…” She didn’t know what to do other than get out of there, so she grabbed her clipboard and bolted from the room.
* * *
“Just a little closer. I need you both in the frame.” Lianna motioned with her free hand. She sighed when Taylor and Erin moved an inch toward each other. “Has it been that bad of a week? Pretend like you like each other.”
Fuck it. She put her arm around Taylor’s shoulders. With her heels on, she stood a couple of inches taller. “Better?”
“I guess. Anything would be better than what you two looked like a second ago. You still look a little stiff, Chef.” Lianna looked up.
Taylor slid her arm around Erin’s waist, tentative and gentle.
Erin leaned down and whispered in Taylor’s ear. “Should I run my foot up your leg?”
Taylor looked at her and grinned. Erin heard the shutter click and turned back to the camera, still smiling. 
Taylor looked beautiful, as she always did, but Cara had done what she was famous for doing. She had a keen ability to find the essence of a person, in Taylor’s case, her natural beauty, and make it shine. It was as if she found the best physical parts of a person and amplified them. Erin knew Taylor’s eyes remained the same luscious blue they always were, but whatever simple additions Cara had added in terms of eyeshadow or mascara made them pop. Cara had sprayed the auburn wave in place that tended to fall into Taylor’s eyes. Erin caught the whiff of the peaches and cream lip gloss and tried to silence the urge to lick her tongue along Taylor’s shiny bottom lip. 
Taylor looked smart in her tailored chef’s jacket. It suggested enough of her curves to make it alluring without giving away exactly what lay underneath. She looked like the gift under the Christmas tree whose shape you recognized, but you couldn’t wait to rip the paper off anyway. It wouldn’t be Erin that people stared at in the photo, which suited her fine.
“Got it.” Lianna grabbed her camera bag. “Let’s meet back here in five. I’ll tell Maira we’re finished.”
“I’ll be here.” With reluctance, she removed her arm from Taylor’s shoulders.
Lianna strode down the hallway carrying her camera bag. 
Taylor turned to Erin. “Good luck tonight, or is it break a leg?” Her eyebrows raised.
“Either works, but same to you. You’re the one who has the difficult job tonight.” Erin wanted to touch the soft spot where her tattoo peeked from beneath her hair.
Taylor put her hands in her pockets. “We’re ready. I think it’ll go well. Thank you for the menu. It’s not mine, but I can work with that.”
Erin nodded, but her ability to converse about Callery’s menu any longer had been exhausted. “You look beautiful.” She watched Taylor’s blush push past any foundation or powder Cara had applied to her cheeks.
“Thank you.” It came out in a whisper.
“Good luck back there. Let’s kill it tonight, okay?” She brushed Taylor’s little finger with hers. 
Taylor swallowed and gave her a single nod. Erin watched her walk away.
* * *
They had a wait list two feet long in case of cancellations, but every reservation arrived for the reveal, and they had to turn people away. Guests seemed pleased with the smaller menu, and returning patrons appreciated still finding some of their favorites. The kitchen did an admirable job of staying out of the weeds for most of the night. Even when wait times got a little long, no one seemed to care due to the jovial atmosphere and the alcoholic drinks.
Erin had been keeping an eye on the plates coming out. At times, when she changed the menu in establishments, kitchens got sloppy trying to stay on top of everything, but all of the plates looked great. She knew Taylor had planned to expedite, and she’d expected nothing less than near perfection from her. Only bones or smears of sauce remained on most plates headed to the dishwashing station.
The front-of-the-house staff quickly adjusted to their new sections, and Erin gave the host a crash course before the service. Sandra absorbed the latest information with suppressed glee when Erin explained how the host held the most crucial position in the restaurant because she controlled the kitchen’s pace. She accepted every word Erin said after that as if it came from the mouth of God. Her eyes lit up when Erin suggested keeping in touch so she could counsel her on some winning social media strategies to employ when she wasn’t busy with guests.
Erin spoke with nearly every guest about what they thought of the decor, how they enjoyed the food, and if the service had been satisfactory. She even chatted with Taylor’s mother. They’d had a lovely conversation, and she wished it hadn’t had to be so short. She would have liked to know her better. Anna’s companion, Roger, had given her a warm greeting and raved about his meal.
The event started to wind down—at least for the restaurant. Erin spent an additional hour taking photos with guests and signing autographs. All in all, the evening was a success. If the restaurant implemented her changes, it should see an increase in profits.
By the time she took her cramped hand in search of Taylor to ask how her evening had gone on the kitchen side, she was ready to drop. She found Cara talking with Taylor’s mom near the dry storage area. Anna brightened when she saw her.
“Wonderful job, wonderful job. You’ve made such a difference. The changes you’ve made are magnificent. The decor, the menu, what you’ve done for Taylor…” She hugged Erin.
Erin hugged her, although she wasn’t sure what she meant about Taylor. “Thank you. I had help, lots of help.”
“So, when do you return to film the update?” Anna twirled the simple pearl pendant on her necklace. Erin noticed Roger on his phone near the back door.
Erin shook her head. “I won’t be back. The show sends a skeleton crew, usually two or three people. I’ll probably do the voice-over either at the studio in LA or at a studio here.”
“Oh, that’s unfortunate.”
She wondered if Anna meant for the restaurant or Taylor. “Do you know where Taylor is?”
Cara pointed upstairs, but Anna answered.
“She’s talking with that boy…”
“Troy.” Cara rolled her eyes.
“Yes, Troy. She might be a while.”
The last thing Erin wanted to do was stay longer. Her eyelids sagged, and her body ached from painting, moving furniture, and signing her name over a hundred times.
“Okay. I’ll wait around ten minutes or so while I say my good-byes and see if she’s available then.”
Erin wandered into the kitchen where the staff cleaned. She’d asked Sergio to set aside a small piece of cooked chicken for her that would otherwise be thrown away. She carried it outside on a napkin. When she neared the dumpster, she leaned over, careful not to let her suit touch the ground. “Psp, psp, psp.”
The kitten came around the side and rubbed against her ankle.
“Hi, little one. I brought you some dinner.” She tore the chicken into pieces and dropped them in front of him. His white coat looked clean and free of dirt. “You take pretty good care of yourself, don’t you?”
The kitten gobbled up the remaining chicken, looked around her feet for more, then jumped off the loading dock and drank from a puddle. She watched for a minute, then went back inside. Taylor’s door was still closed. Cara had already loaded all the supplies and her clothing into the van. She said her good-byes, let her gaze linger on Taylor’s closed door for a few moments, and left.
She held her phone in her hands the entire way home, trying to think of what she could text Taylor. Everything seemed so lame, so mundane. “Thanks for helping make a great show” wouldn’t be genuine. Taylor had been uncooperative, even if she had a reason for doing so. “Thanks” didn’t seem worthy of sending a message. “Let’s stay in touch” sounded like she wanted a pen pal. She wasn’t brave enough to text that she’d miss her, even though she would. 
In the end, she didn’t have to decide. Taylor texted her first.
As she rode the elevator to her apartment, her phone buzzed. The text wasn’t what she expected.
I have a favor. Please ask your producer to cast me in a favorable light.
I don’t want this show to destroy my career and the chance of being hired somewhere else.
Erin stared at the text. Disappointment sliced through her like a hot knife through butter. She reread it, then read it once more as she brushed her teeth. It was so formal, and while its content may have been important to Taylor, the message lacked any hint of the camaraderie—or more—that she’d thought existed between them. So much for a nice good-bye. That’s fine. She was the master at keeping it professional. She was used to shoving emotion aside. After all, it’s what made her good at her job.
I’ll do my best.
“I’ll miss you, too.” She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice that echoed through the cavernous apartment. 



CHAPTER THIRTY
Taylor didn’t get a chance to talk to Erin before she left. Troy had wanted to attend the event to support everyone, so she’d taken the opportunity to sit down with him and discuss his future with Callery rather than make him come back another time. They’d had a productive discussion. Taylor told him about her brother and how she wasn’t ignorant of the difficulties he faced. The last few days, he’d talked with his wife and spent more time with his girls. So far, it was a separation, not a divorce, and he was invested in salvaging his marriage and family. He’d been to AA meetings every day and had started seeing a therapist. Together, they sketched out a realistic plan to get him back in the kitchen part-time. In short, they bonded.
When she left her office, a handful of staff remained. She wandered through the restaurant twice until Jo stopped her.
“She’s gone.”
Taylor went to her office. She wanted to cry but didn’t understand why. The evening had been a success. Her team had knocked the menu out of the park. Tully told her the guests had been thrilled with the food and the service. Then why? She ripped at the buttons on her jacket. It felt like a straitjacket constraining her. Once off, she threw it into the corner and sat at her desk in her tank top. She stared at the vacant desk. Someone had wiped it down. Not even a dusting of makeup remained.
She took out her phone. Other than a text from her mom saying she and Roger had gone home and congratulating her with a gif of balloons, nothing. Why had she thought Erin would tell her good-bye? She probably gave a public farewell to everyone while Taylor was busy with Troy. Still, she’d figured that she might get a personal good-bye considering they’d slept together. It showed how little the encounter meant to Erin.
Taylor had more to say than good-bye. She hadn’t forgotten the first few days of filming. Depending on what the show chose to cut and what they chose to keep in post-production, the results could be disastrous for her. Her mom loved her, but she lived with Roger now, and Taylor doubted either of them wanted her camped out on the couch when she couldn’t afford to pay rent because she was unemployed.
Her thumbs hovered over her phone’s screen. She decided to be honest and straightforward. She hit send. It clanged when she dropped it on her metal desk to pull on her sweatshirt. It was strange to think the filming was over, and tomorrow was just another day in the kitchen. Sure, they had a new menu and needed to adjust, but the chaos surrounding the show was over.
Her phone buzzed and made the desk vibrate.
I’ll do my best.
No more texts arrived. She scoffed. Callery had been another stop on the line for Erin. It sounded like Erin would do her a favor, but she and Callery would soon be in Erin’s past. In the end, it was the show that mattered to Erin. Taylor dropped her phone into her bag and went home.
* * *
The next day felt somewhat more normal. While she relished not having the incessant questions or cameras, it still felt like something was missing. She’d grown accustomed to keeping an eye out for Erin as she moved around the restaurant. Every time she entered her office, she half expected Erin to be sitting at the other desk. She wasn’t sure whether the expectation was out of habit or wishful thinking.
With the stress of the restaurant’s reveal behind her, she felt terrible for not making herself available at the end of the evening. She hadn’t expected to talk to Troy for so long. Looking back, she should have scheduled another time to meet with him. She also regretted the text she sent. While the message was something she’d needed to convey, she should have texted more. Rereading it the next day, she realized how cold it seemed. She worried that Erin would think their encounter meant nothing to her.
Too much time had passed to say anything else. Texting more now would look contrived.
Still, she should have been able to move past it. Instead, her mind kept wandering back to Erin, like when Ben arrived late and received calamari prep. Or when Adam threw the container of peppercorns at her. Or when she fed the kitten. Or when everyone she encountered talked about how beautiful Erin had been. Fricassee. It wasn’t even lunchtime, and she was already irritable. How agitated would she be by dinner service?
She’d looked at her phone to see if she had any text messages at least a hundred times. She never allowed her staff to have their cell phones in the kitchen. They were covered in germs. Yet, she was the person ducking into the hallway or the walk-in to check her phone every ten minutes.
Reservations filled the restaurant in the coming days, yet she couldn’t concentrate on her job. Jo had pushed her aside twice and taken over expediting after Taylor had made consecutive mistakes at inopportune times. It had been a busy and stressful week. Tomorrow would be better. But it wasn’t. It didn’t get better the day after that or the day after that.
Chefs who’d attended culinary school with her or with whom she’d worked with before Callery had reached out to her asking about the experience as word got around. Everyone wanted to gossip about Erin and the show, but no one appeared to be hiring. Eventually, the calls and texts subsided.
Taylor decided to store the lip gloss she’d been carrying around inside her bedside table. She couldn’t afford to have thoughts of Erin crossing her mind every time she reached into her pocket. It wasn’t like she needed to keep her lips soft for anyone anyway.
Maybe it had all been entertainment for Erin. Sure, the show was entertainment, and Erin had made it clear that providing something popular and watchable was important to her. Perhaps what she did in her evenings while on location was entertainment, too. For all Taylor knew, she slept with female chefs often. It was no secret that the culinary arena drew more than its fair share of sapphic women. But as quickly as the thought crossed her mind, she discarded it. She didn’t think that seemed like Erin, at least from the little Erin had shared with her. If Erin did, wouldn’t she have said so when she told Taylor about the women from the bars?
While her staff gathered for the family meal, Taylor withdrew to her office and sank into her chair. Maybe she’d text Erin. Did it matter if she didn’t know what to say and might appear ridiculous? What did she have to lose? She unlocked her phone.
“Hey.” Jo peeked in after rapping on the doorframe. “There’s someone here to see you.”
“I don’t have any vendors coming by that I know of.” She turned to look at her wall calendar.
Jo took a deep breath. “She’s not a vendor. She’s waiting for you by the back door.”
* * *
“Hey, girl.” Kayla hugged her too hard and greeted her with far too much exuberance for a woman who’d dumped her for another woman. “I’m in town for a few days and stopped by to see if you have time to get a coffee. I know it’s slow for you right now.” She craned her neck to see into the kitchen from where she stood.
“I should join the staff for the family meal.” Taylor studied her. Kayla had always been beautiful, and today was no exception. Her hair had been done in box braids, the lines laser straight. The long braids had been gathered into a bun. Taylor knew her swirled edges had been slicked in place by Kayla’s meticulous touch, a baby toothbrush, and the peppermint-scented pomade whose scent Taylor had always loved. She felt a strange sense of déjà vu standing before the woman with whom she’d once shared a life. 
“I’ll buy you one of your favorite lemon poppyseed muffins at the coffee place around the corner. Come on. Give me half an hour. Let’s catch up. I feel bad about how we left things. I don’t want us to go through life hating each other.” Kayla put a hand on her hip, and her designer handbag hanging from her wrist bumped against her thigh.
Hating each other? Taylor hadn’t done anything wrong, so she wasn’t sure why Kayla would hate her. It was Kayla who ruined their relationship. If anyone had the right to feel hatred, it was her. Still, she didn’t want her personal life playing out in front of her staff. “Fine. Thirty minutes.”
They ordered coffee and found a small table. Kayla used the first five minutes to brag about herself and how well she was doing in LA. Correction, how well they were doing. She didn’t use her girlfriend’s name, but almost all of her sentences included the pronoun we. Taylor managed to maintain a polite demeanor, despite thinking Kayla had some gall to mention her new girlfriend, even in such an offhand way.
Kayla switched topics. “So, tell me everything. How was she?” She ran a bright purple, manicured nail along the edge of her cup.
Taylor had gotten lost in thought as Kayla droned on. “Who?”
“Erin Rasmussen! I want to know everything.” She sipped her coffee and licked a bit of foam from her upper lip. “I try to be knowledgeable about all my contemporaries.”
Taylor almost choked. “Well, I’m not sure what to tell you. She knows what she’s doing and is not afraid of doing what she needs to do to get her way. She’s very motivated and invested in each renovation.”
“I hear she’s a complete know-it-all and a total prima donna.” She reached across the table. “How’s your coffee? Is it good? Let me taste.”
Before Taylor could object, Kayla had taken a drink. It wasn’t like they hadn’t shared bodily fluids before, but now it bothered her.
Kayla wrinkled her nose. “You need to order one more pump of syrup. It’s a bit bland.”
“I like it like this.” Taylor pulled her cup closer. “I didn’t think she came across that way at all. I was surprised by how business-savvy she is. Sure, she’s opinionated, but she has valid reasons for doing so. Her experience shows in everything she does, down to the smallest details.”
Kayla sat back in her chair as if the wind had gone from her sails. “You never got that look when you used to talk about me.”
It was then she realized she didn’t have the same feelings she used to have for Kayla. In fact, she no longer wished they were still together. She tried to recall if Kayla had been as egotistical and superficial when they’d dated or if Hollywood had rubbed off on her. Rather than ask about Taylor’s personal life or her family, all she seemed to want to do was talk about Erin. Taylor was having difficulty remembering why she’d been attracted to her in the first place. And what did Kayla mean when she said Taylor got a look while discussing Erin?
“So?” Kayla raised her sculpted eyebrows.
“I didn’t hear a question.” She felt like being a little snarky.
“Did you sleep with her?”
“Even if I had, that’s none of your business, especially at this point in our non-relationship. I need to get back.” She stood.
“A friend of a friend mentioned you two had a thing, but it didn’t work out.”
Ah, the real reason Kayla was here. 
Taylor laughed. She wondered if Kayla had heard something or if she’d fished for information. She tried not to let the words affect her as she picked up her coffee. The source of the rumors held little intrigue, though she’d rather focus on them than examine her feelings surrounding Erin leaving. 
“Gossip travels through LA’s rumor mill faster than the traffic, whether true or not. I thought you’d be above that based on how you detested employees gossiping in your kitchen.” It didn’t matter in the end. Their relationship was over, and she no longer cared what Kayla believed. 
Kayla opened her mouth, but Taylor cut her off. “As I said, I need to go. Have a safe flight back.” She left her coffee on the table.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
“Mom?” Erin hadn’t expected an answer. Her mother never answered her phone. She’d been sent to voicemail for months.
“Hello, darling. Are you in town? I only have a few minutes to chat. I’m headed to the annual Women in Law Fundraiser and Luncheon. I need to give myself plenty of time to view the silent auction beforehand. You would think that Phyllis would let me know what items are on the auction ahead of time, considering I’m on the committee, but you know how she is.”
Erin might not have known Phyllis, but she knew her mother. Erin’s dream of being awarded some of her mother’s time when she retired was shattered when her mom transitioned into volunteering and charitable events faster than lightning. She also divorced and remarried around the same time and at the same speed. These events allowed her to continue to make her children her last priority. Erin wondered if she’d ever wanted children.
“I wanted to let you know that I’ll be in town next week. I wanted to see if you had any free time on your schedule.” It was more habit than anything. She didn’t even cross her fingers or get her hopes up anymore.
“Next week is busy. We’ll be in Nantucket for most of the week. We have a gala on Friday night, and the charity golf event for soldiers with PTSD is on the weekend.”
Erin suppressed a sigh. “Well, I thought I’d check.”
“Yes. Always check, dear. It’s good to hear your voice, though.” The sound of her bustling about came through the phone.
“You too, Mom. Bye.”
She ended the call and looked around her hotel room. With the shades drawn, she could be anywhere. When she first got this job, she used to write the name of the city on a notepad next to her bed. It helped her orient herself in the mornings. She’d gotten used to the constant travel to some extent, but it didn’t mean she wouldn’t have enjoyed some extended time in her apartment. People often took their everyday, mundane lives for granted. That sort of life was looking better and better to her every day.
Erin made another call. She didn’t know why she needed to reach out to people in her life tonight, but she did. “Dad?”
“Hi, honey. Where are you tonight?” Her father sounded chipper.
“St. Louis. We’re filming at an Asian barbecue fusion restaurant.” She switched the phone to her other ear.
“I ate some wings that Mrs. O’Malley from down the hall made. They were delicious.” She heard him smack his lips.
“That was nice of her. Didn’t her husband pass away recently?” Erin pictured the petite woman in her late sixties she’d met once or twice.
Her dad scoffed. “Not recently. A few years ago. She brought over coleslaw and baked beans, too. She made a blueberry pie yesterday.”
Did her dad have a girlfriend? “Did she stay and eat with you, too?”
“Not tonight, but sometimes she does. Tonight, she had bingo.” She heard him recline his recliner.
Erin laughed. “Well, you can’t compete with bingo, Dad. I’m happy you had a nice dinner, though.”
“Yep. How did that contractor work out that I recommended?” Her dad always had a contractor or subcontractor to recommend to her for local jobs after spending so many decades in the business.
“They were great. They finished ahead of schedule, and that’s only happened once or twice the entire time I’ve been doing this. Thanks for recommending them.”
“Yep. When do I get to watch that show? I like watching the ones in New York. If I like the looks of that restaurant, maybe I’ll ask Mrs. O’Malley if she wants to go to dinner.”
“I think you’d like the restaurant. They have a great chef.” She smiled, thinking about Taylor. “Does Mrs. O’Malley have a first name?” Erin chuckled.
Her dad gave a harumph sound. “Of course, she does. Linda.”
Erin smiled even though he couldn’t see her. “Linda.” She tried out the name. Yes, Linda fit the woman she’d met. “I think we can refer to her as Linda now, Daddy.”
“Yep. When are you coming home?” Her dad always managed to ask the questions her mother never did.
“I’ll be in town a few days next week.”
“Stop by if you have time. Linda should be around unless it’s Wednesday. Bingo is always on Wednesdays.”
“I’d like that, Daddy. I’ll call next week and see what day is best.”
“Yep.”
“I should go.” She didn’t want to hang up. She liked hearing his voice and his gruff responses, mostly because she knew he was a softie beneath it all.
“Yep. Law and Order: SVU is coming on.”
“Love you, Daddy.”
“Yep. Love you.”
She lay there, phone in hand. Under normal circumstances, she’d be thinking about the current restaurant the show was renovating. She’d be taking notes on security footage or analyzing numbers, but she wasn’t. It had been six weeks since she’d been to Callery, but she couldn’t seem to move on. Move on. Erin scoffed. She hadn’t moved on at all.
She wondered how the restaurant was doing, not for Callery’s sake, but because of Taylor. She wanted to text her. She’d wanted to text her every day since she’d left. Six long weeks of wanting to text her, yet she hadn’t. Maybe tonight, she’d find the courage.
She’d talked to the show’s producer in person when she’d been in LA a week or so after filming at Callery. Jerome Eisen had sat across his vintage desk and dared to laugh at her when she pleaded with him to cast Taylor in a favorable light. Then he’d told her not to worry. She was worried. That was the problem. They’d need to be thoughtful and selective when editing what had been filmed. Some of the on-camera questions she’d asked Taylor, and the stock-making incident she wasn’t about to mention, didn’t need to make the final cuts. He’d sighed and reminded her she was in the entertainment business. 
He’d seen some dailies, the beauty of the digital age, and in his words, their love/hate arguing on camera and their could-kiss-at-any-time intrigue was golden. He envisioned the ratings bump the episodes would bring. 
Chef Mobley was a talented chef and a good person, and Erin told him so. She wasn’t great on camera, but that didn’t mean the show needed to humiliate her. Erin hinted that she believed the owner had threatened his staff not to say anything derogatory. She couldn’t break Taylor’s confidence but needed to give Jerome a reason. After all, the show was about helping restaurants, and the people running them, succeed, not making them look like fools. She suggested they focus on the menu changes and what it could mean for increasing Callery’s popularity and profit. She implored him to talk with his team doing post-production.
Jerome managed to answer without answering, an exceptional talent those in high positions often perfected. Then he’d dismissed her, citing his tardiness to a meeting.
Erin stared at her hotel room ceiling, the blinking light of the smoke detector, and the ubiquitous sticker warning guests not to hang clothing from it and sighed. She missed home. She missed feeling at home. When was the last time she’d had that feeling? When her aunt had been alive, and she’d let her stay in her guest room?
She opened up her text messages and scrolled down to Taylor’s name. Seventeen drafts later, she sent a simple and unoriginal text.
Hi
Could she be any more unoriginal? Her heart thudded like she was calling a crush for the first time in high school.
Hi
Oh, God. Her stomach clenched. Why was she surprised to get a response? Her thumbs flew over the keyboard on her screen.
As for the favor you asked, I talked to my producer.
Erin waited, watching the infernal dots. There must be some glitch. No text could take this long. She shook her phone like it might fix whatever was wrong.
Thank you 
Was that all? Erin expected an essay after that. The dots no longer taunted her. She didn’t want the exchange to end. She typed.
A favor for a favor?
Taylor responded at once.
?
Would you mind giving the kitten something to eat now and then if it’s still there?
The kitten had been on her mind ever since leaving New York. She should’ve taken it somewhere to be adopted. But what if it wasn’t? What if it got euthanized because she tried to rescue it? The least she could do was help it survive New York City by ensuring it had food.
Already do. He eats like a horse.
Erin beamed at the phone. Taylor had fed it. No, wait. She had fed him. Was the kitten a boy?
Him?
Yes, him.
Taylor added a smiling kitten emoji.
Thank you.
Erin texted again out of pure joy.
That makes me happy.
She received a smiley face back.
You’re welcome. Nice to hear from you.
She flopped back on the pillows with a grin. Her heart was racing. She turned on her side, cradled her phone, and read through the text exchange again.
Erin closed her eyes. She’d needed a connection tonight. Though her mother had been her usual selfish self, and she’d had a nice conversation with her dad, this was what she’d needed. She’d needed to connect with Taylor. It felt good. It felt so good that she was busy creating excuses to do it again.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
The truth was, Taylor didn’t want to be on this date. Yes, Alexis was attractive, but the reason Taylor acquiesced to going on a blind date on her night off was because Jo wouldn’t quit harassing her. Alexis was best friends with Sophie, the woman who delivered their bread. Jo had asked Sophie on a date, and they’d gone out a handful of times. Taylor hadn’t wanted to quash Jo’s enthusiasm when she mentioned double dating, but she didn’t see it happening.
As they approached the subway after the dinner, Alexis stopped. “I enjoyed tonight, but tell me if I’m wrong. I got the feeling that you were somewhere else.”
Taylor hung her head. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I enjoyed dinner with you, but you didn’t have my full attention. I apologize. That wasn’t fair to you.”
Alexis hitched her bag higher on her shoulder. “I assumed as much.” She looked at her for a moment. “Do you love her?”
Love her? Did she even know Erin well enough to love her? Taylor knew she missed her. But did she miss her because of love? She knew that missing and love were not the same thing. Which was it? “I don’t know.”
Alexis raised a shoulder and let it fall. “I won’t lie. I was hoping you would say no. I don’t think a second date is the best idea.”
“No, probably not.” Taylor shifted her weight from foot to foot. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it. If I hadn’t gone out with you, I would have been eating dinner at home alone tonight. This was nice.” She gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “Good night.” She turned and descended the steps into the subway.
* * *
Jo lit up the following day when she saw her. “Well? How did it go? I behaved myself and didn’t text you late last night in case you weren’t alone.” She flashed her eyebrows upward in a suggestive manner.
“We didn’t hit it off.” Taylor opened her knife roll and began taking out her knives. She laid her honing steel at the top of her cutting board.
“Aw?” Jo deflated. “I was hoping we could go on a double date to the Mets day game next week. What happened?” She gave a pan behind her a flip.
Taylor shrugged. “Nothing. We didn’t click. At the end of the night, she said it felt like I was mentally somewhere else. I suppose I was.” She pulled her apron over her head, wrapped the strings around her back, and tied it in the front.
Jo leaned in and spoke in a softer tone. “I guess my attempt to help you get past whatever happened with her didn’t help. What is it about her? She’s messed with you.”
Taylor never cried. She could count the times she’d cried on two hands. Yet the surge of incoming tears was upon her before she could tamp them down. She gulped in a breath and tried to fend them off. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happened, or I don’t know why I feel like I do. Furthermore, I don’t know what to do about it.”
Jo put an arm around her shoulders. “It’s okay. You’ll figure it out.” It was the caring voice of her friend, not her coworker or sous chef. “Maybe she’s been thinking about you, too. You could reach out to her. What could it hurt?”
Taylor sniffed and patted Jo on her shoulder as she withdrew. “Yeah. Maybe I will.” She let out a shaky chuckle. “Overall, dinner was nice, but do you want to know the worst part about the date?”
“Worse than you being mentally unavailable?” Jo’s eyes widened. “Do tell.”
“When it came time for dessert, she ordered no-bake cheesecake.”
“No.” Jo put her hands on her hips. “That was the only dessert they offered?”
She shook her head. “Nope. They had key lime pie, a brownie sundae, and a triple berry pie.”
Jo held up her hands, palm out. “Who hurt her? That’s not real cheesecake. They shouldn’t even be allowed to use the word cheesecake in the title. Maybe panna cotta or creamy Jell-O, but not cheesecake. You don’t need that in your life.”
“I know. She offered me a bite and seemed offended when I declined.” She took containers from her lowboy refrigerator.
Jo began peeling parsnips. “You dodged a bullet. I’m sorry, my friend. It would never have worked out between you.”
Instead of thinking about Alexis, Taylor thought about how it could never work between her and Erin. She knew Erin’s last relationship had ended because of the travel her job required, and Erin didn’t want to enter another relationship because of that. In addition, the mystery of why Erin didn’t want Taylor to touch her remained unsolved.
Adam arrived and pulled his knife roll from his chef’s backpack. “Hey, Chef, how is our little snowball handling not having any balls?”
Taylor cringed at the wording. “His neutering went as expected, and he’s healing at my apartment. The vet said he might be sleepy come nightfall, but he was rampaging and climbing on top of the counter, so I think he feels fine.” Taylor had taken him back to her apartment so he could recuperate. She’d never forgive herself if he got an infection from living under a dumpster.
“You’re not worried about fleas?” Sh’neis wrinkled her nose.
“I asked them to deworm him and give him a flea treatment. Since he was there, he also got his first round of shots. Why not, right?”
“Did they clip his ear so they know which strays are fixed?” Natalie whisked something in a bowl but moved closer to join the conversation.
“No, I said he was mine so they wouldn’t do that to him. It sounded cruel. Then, because I lied, I got cornered into having him microchipped, too.”
Natalie stopped whisking. The kitchen fell silent.
Then Paulo muttered something that sounded like lesbian and cat in Spanish.
Ben cleared his throat. “Chef, if I can speak freely, I think that means you’re officially a lesbian cat lady now, Chef, with all due respect, Chef.” His face colored.
Everyone chuckled and returned to their stations. 
She smoothed her apron out of habit. Huh, she supposed she was. What had she been planning to do with the fluffy bed she’d bought him if she released him? It would be a shame to throw it away. She wasn’t about to tell her brigade what she’d started calling him. No way. She’d had enough ridicule for one day.
It made her happy watching the little guy. Her heart had swelled the night before when he’d abandoned his kitten bed and crawled up with her, curling up against her stomach and purring, his little paws pressing and kneading. She’d listened to his soft snores until she fell asleep. Whiskers tickling her face had woken her up before dawn. Whenever she looked at the white fluffball, she thought about Erin. She’d been so sweet to him during those hectic days, yet she’d made the time to care for something so small and vulnerable. Taylor recalled how she’d whispered to the kitten and stroked his forehead.
“Do you miss her?”
He’d cocked his head sideways and meowed.
“I miss her, too, buddy.”
Tears squeezed out the corners of her eyes. She’d never been so grateful to be chopping onions.
“Signature?” A UPS delivery driver stood in the doorway. “Taylor Mobley?”
Taylor signed for the large package leaning against the wall. She sliced it open along one side. It was a frame, approximately two feet by three feet, and inside was the photo Lianna had taken of her and Erin. They stood side by side, arms around each other, smiling. Erin had autographed it at the bottom with some best wishes for the restaurant. It was a lovely photo, not only of Erin but of both of them. For a moment, Taylor gazed at her, at how beautiful she was, and thought about how much she missed her, missed talking to her, even missed arguing with her. She leaned the frame against the wall and picked up the box and packaging to take outside. She poked her head into the kitchen. “Restaurant Redo sent the autographed photo if you want to look.” 
She noticed a mailing tube on its end on the other side of the doorway. It was addressed to her but not in the care of the restaurant. She carried it outside.
After putting the box in the recycling, she opened the tube. It was nearly identical to the photo in the frame inside. In this one, they looked at each other, their eyes bright and lively, their smiles beaming. She recognized the moment in an instant. It was when Erin had whispered about running her foot up her leg. Someone might have confused the looks on their faces for a couple at the altar had it not been for the clothes they wore. Granted, Erin looked smashing in her black suit, and she was wearing white. They stood so close that their lips would meet if they both leaned in a little. She could almost envision her eyes closing, Erin’s hand coming to her waist to pull her closer. She could practically feel Erin’s fine hair on her fingers, which made her remember how Erin’s hair felt flowing over her breasts and down her stomach.
“Where’d you go? Are you okay?” Jo stood in the doorway.
Taylor let go of one end of the photo, letting it curl back on itself with a slapping sound. She tightened the roll and pushed it into the tube. “I’ll be right there.”
Jo winked at her and jerked her head toward the hallway. “That photo is hot. Where will you hang it so you don’t have to see it every day? Or would that be a bad thing?” She elbowed Taylor as she went by.
She had no idea and said as much.
Taylor took a detour to put the mailing tube with its precious contents in her office. She pulled the photo out again and studied it. God, she was in trouble. Before she could talk herself out of it, she took her phone from her pocket and sent Erin a text.
I got the photo. Thank you.
She didn’t have to wait long for a response.
I thought it turned out well. I wanted you to have a copy.
Taylor put her phone on the desk, the text chain still open, and held her head in her hands. What was she doing? Why was she so afraid to go after what she wanted? Was she afraid of getting destroyed in the process? She rubbed her eyes and picked up the phone. Her fingers didn’t seem to want to move. It reminded her of her nightmares where she’d try to dial 9-1-1 but was so scared she could never press the correct numbers. She typed.
I forgot how fucking beautiful you are
She hit send and waited for the heart attack to hit. There was no way her chest could feel like this and not require medical treatment. Dots appeared.
I’m in town next week. Do you still have Mondays off? I’m free in the morning.
Taylor’s mouth hung open, so she closed it. Then she remembered.
I’m off, but I have plans to meet my mom.
She hastily sent another text.
You could come with me.
Taylor waited. What a stupid thing to say. She could send another text saying she could cancel with her mom. As she started typing, Erin texted her.
I’d enjoy seeing your mom. When and where?
Taylor gave her the specifics. Then on a whim, she thought she’d send Erin a photo of the kitten. There must have been hundreds. She had to scroll and scroll through her camera roll before she came across a non-kitten photo, a plating she’d been experimenting with. After some deliberation, she found the perfect picture. He licked his whiskers beside a plate on which a few scattered morsels remained.
Erin responded.
I’m so glad you’re still feeding him!
A single heart emoji followed, sent separately.
Was the heart for the kitten, or was the heart for her? She didn’t receive any more texts, and she’d been gone from the kitchen far too long. With the photo secured in its tube and stashed behind her desk, she went downstairs. She could barely contain her joy.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Taylor stood out front waiting for her. She looked cute in a faded Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt from San Francisco that looked like it was from the early nineties. She’d paired it with black cargo pants and a waterproof jacket. It looked like it was going to rain. To complete the ensemble, she wore her chef’s shoes. Her hair was partially pulled back in some little clip or small ponytail. The hair too short to make the ponytail curled at the nape of her neck.
Erin looked at the building. When Taylor said she was meeting her mom, Erin hadn’t expected them to meet at a soup kitchen. Was her mother inside? She returned her attention to Taylor. 
Taylor held out a tote bag. “I brought two extra pairs of non-slips. One is a size seven, and the other a size eight. Based on your Wikipedia page, I thought one pair should fit.”
“You googled my shoe size?” Being around Taylor was never what she expected.
Taylor looked down. “I didn’t want to mention where we were going. I wasn’t sure you’d come.” She looked down, shyness seeping across her features.
Erin took the bag from her and tipped her chin with a finger. “I would have come.” She looked inside the bag and scowled.
“Oh, that’s for you, too. I saw that at an art fair last month, and it made me think of you.” 
Erin pulled out a small cardboard box that held a succulent in a cornflower blue pot. “Last month?”
This time, Taylor met her gaze. “I wasn’t sure I would see you again.”
“You didn’t want to text and ask me?” The pot was almost the same color as Taylor’s eyes.
“I wanted to very much.” It almost came out a whisper.
“You should have.”
Taylor smiled. Erin liked how her eyelashes fluttered when she was nervous.
“It will make a nice addition to my collection. Thank you for thinking of me.” She put the succulent back in the bag, careful not to knock off any of its rosettes. “How has the smaller menu been working for you?” She’d been curious ever since they’d wrapped filming. Then again, she hadn’t texted and asked either.
Taylor sighed. “I liked it, but Jed’s already made some changes back to how things were. I don’t think your menu lasted two weeks.”
“That’s disappointing. Shall we go inside, or are you going to make me change my shoes on the sidewalk?”
Taylor led her through the back entrance and showed her where she could leave her belongings. Anna was indeed inside volunteering, and she seemed to be orchestrating things. After hugging Erin and giving her more effusive praise on the reveal, she gave them a task. When they were finished with that, she assigned them another. Each time to her delight, rather than splitting them up, she assigned them together. Erin could have kissed her. Granted, that would have been weird considering she was Taylor’s mom. Still, she wished she could at least thank her, but she didn’t want to be too obvious about her feelings for Taylor.
They had almost finished the eight hotel pans of lasagna Anna had asked them to make. Erin glanced around her and then across the table at Taylor. “I need more mozzarella. I’m out.” She pointed at the bag next to Taylor.
“I don’t know.” Taylor grinned at her. “Can you catch it?”
She tilted her head to the side and gave her a look. “Seriously?”
Taylor gave her a playful shrug. “Do you want it or not?”
Oh, she wanted it. Erin held out her hands. She had to catch it. If she missed it, it would land in a tray of lasagna or on the floor. Taylor tossed it to her. It wasn’t pretty, but she caught it against her chest. She also caught Taylor’s smirk as she opened the bag.
Anna held open the door leading to the dining room. “Taylor, can you bring me my purse? I need my wallet. Here are the keys to the office.” She tossed the keys underhand, and Taylor snagged them out of the air.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Erin had mumbled it under her breath, but Taylor must have heard. Erin could hear her chuckling as she walked away. She recalled Callery’s front of the house manager—Tully?—telling her Taylor’s brother had played minor league baseball. She’d believed Taylor throwing things had shown her immaturity, but it looked to be a thing their family did. She tried to imagine her mother throwing something at her but couldn’t. She couldn’t imagine her mother doing most things with her.
Taylor gave Anna her wallet and returned to making lasagnas.
“Did you pay her to do that?” Her tone sounded accusing, but she smiled at her.
“No, but I wish I’d thought of it.” Taylor winked.
She sprinkled more cheese on the lasagna and let out a big sigh. “Everything makes so much more sense now.”
When she glanced up, Taylor arranged lasagna noodles in a pan, but she was smiling.
“Excuse me, but are you Erin Rasmussen?” A woman with dark, curly hair stood next to her. She wore blue jeans with a dark blazer, casual yet professional. “Olivia Rodriguez. I’m the director.” She held out her hand but laughed and withdrew it when she saw the mess on Erin’s. “I recognized you from your show. I’m a huge fan. I wanted to thank you for your generous donation in December. We purchased this six-burner stove and a cooler for the dining room to hold cold drinks. Of course, as you requested, the rest of the money went toward meals.”
“It’s so nice to meet you. I’m sorry I can’t shake your hand.” Her hands were covered with marinara and cheese.
“We weren’t aware you were coming, or we could have arranged an event.” She looked so disappointed that Erin made a mental note to schedule something in the future.
“To be honest, it was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I didn’t even know I would be here until this morning. I’m with Taylor.” She looked at her. 
Taylor had stopped making lasagnas. She stared at her with a slight scowl. “You’re a donor?”
Erin didn’t have a chance to answer.
“Not any donor. She’s been a gold-level donor for over a decade.” Olivia beamed. “I could walk through this place pointing out several things her donations have purchased.”
Erin didn’t donate for the attention. It made her uncomfortable. “I feel bad that I haven’t volunteered until today.” She looked at Taylor, who hadn’t moved. “I hope Taylor will bring me again.”
“She’d better.” Anna came into the kitchen and put an arm around her shoulders. “I’ve never had a pair who could put so many lasagnas together this fast. I think we’ll keep you.”
Erin felt Anna was trying to be subtle but wanted to send her daughter a message. She wasn’t sure what that message entailed.
Olivia excused herself, and Anna helped them wrap the lasagnas in cling wrap, then foil.
“Did you learn how to make lasagna from your mom, Erin?” Anna had taken Taylor’s spot across the table.
Taylor moved around to her side of the table, close enough to her that their arms touched.
“No, I don’t think my mom has made lasagna in her life. I learned from Taylor.” Erin nudged her.
Anna wrote a date and time on tape and stuck it on one of the hotel pans. “What does your mom do?”
“She’s an appellate judge. Was. She’s retired now.”
“That’s incredible. Good for her.” Anna smiled. “You didn’t want to follow in her footsteps and sit on the bench?”
“And never see my loved ones? God, no.” She sounded like a bitter teenager losing her composure for a moment. “I’m sorry. My mother wasn’t around much. I suppose I’ve never quite forgiven her for that.”
Anna looked at Taylor. “I probably wasn’t around as much as she needed me to be, but I had to do what I had to do.” She gave her a rueful smile. “I think she turned out okay, though, don’t you?”
Erin had many responses to that question, but she chose one appropriate for her audience. “I do.” She draped her arm over Taylor’s shoulders and gave her a quick squeeze. She caught the hibiscus scent of her shampoo that she’d forgotten about, and the familiar smell was so powerful it made her dizzy. Erin dropped her arm.
“Mom, you were around plenty, and I was with you at the restaurant half the time. If I could have paid you to be around less during my teenage years, I would have.”
Anna threw a towel at her. Taylor caught it and threw it back. Erin wondered how long they would keep it up, but Anna folded it and laid it on the counter. They were adorable and entertaining, and Erin was in a soup kitchen having fun on a Monday morning with two incredible women. Taylor caught her grinning.
After most of the prep work for the dinner service had been completed, Erin changed back into her street shoes, said good-bye to Anna, and they wandered outside.
Taylor toed a weed growing out of a crack in the sidewalk. “What you said inside…do you? Do you have loved ones?”
Erin tried to remember what she’d said. “About how I didn’t want a life where I never saw my loved ones?”
“Yeah, I know your aunt died, and you said you don’t talk to your siblings. Your mom seems…distant.”
She appreciated Taylor’s tact. “I don’t have much of a relationship with my mom. No. I’m closer to my dad. I’m seeing him this evening.”
Taylor nodded as if taking in the information and filing it away. “I wanted to make sure you had someone in your life.”
Did she appear so lonely that Taylor needed to ask her that? Erin had never been one to express her feelings openly, yet Taylor seemed to understand her as if her emotions were broadcast on a billboard in Times Square. Or was this her way of asking if she was seeing someone?
“I flew in on the red eye, so I’m a bit beat. I want to spend more time with you, but I’m afraid I might fall over soon. I never sleep well on a plane.” Erin took a step closer, her precious succulent in her hand.
Taylor’s forehead wrinkled. “Why didn’t you tell me? I wouldn’t have made you meet me so early or work so hard.”
“I didn’t tell you because it would make these wrinkles appear.” She ran her thumb over them.
Taylor touched her cheekbone. “You do have dark circles under your eyes.”
They were making excuses to touch each other. Erin was a half-second away from setting the plant on the sidewalk and putting her hands all over Taylor in front of all the people experiencing homelessness who lingered around the front of the soup kitchen.
“Will you text me?” Erin’s voice came out gravelly. 
Taylor slid her hand from where her fingers had been touching her cheek to cup her face. “Yes. Will you text me?”
Erin closed her eyes and pressed her face into Taylor’s hand. “Yes.” She felt Taylor remove her hand and opened her eyes.
“When do you leave?” Taylor pressed her lips together.
She huffed in exasperation. “I’m on the red-eye tonight after I see my dad.”
Taylor shook her head while not meeting her gaze. “Come here then.” 
She opened her arms, and Erin moved into them. Erin closed her eyes and tried to absorb all the details about her, the soft curves in all the right places, the sweet smell of her shampoo, and the way Taylor’s fingers dug into her back a little too hard as if she could keep her there if she made an imprint. Eventually, one of them let go.
Those beautiful blue eyes she didn’t need any help remembering looked shinier than they had a moment ago.
“Good-bye, Erin.”
Taylor walked in the direction of the subway, and Erin watched her until she couldn’t see her anymore. She’d never know why her heart kept swinging toward Taylor like a needle to North on a compass. All she knew was that it did, and she had no control over it. There was a chance that whatever developed between them would end in disaster like her last relationship had, but it was already too late. Whatever happened, she wouldn’t come out unscathed.
* * *
Erin let herself into her dad’s apartment. She rolled her suitcase into the corner. “Hi, Dad.” She dropped keys on the table in the entryway and noticed three or four sets of empty plastic food containers stacked there. How many meals had Linda been bringing him?
“Erin, is that you?”
She could tell her dad was in the living room. “It’s me.” She hung up her coat. Turning the corner, she noticed he’d poured her a glass of wine. She leaned down and kissed him, the stubble on his cheek scratching her lips.
“That’s for you. I figured you didn’t want one of my beers.” He pointed at the glass on the coffee table.
“Thanks, Daddy.” She picked it up and sank into the soft, familiar cushions of the sofa. It had been the sofa from her childhood. She’d slept on it when she was too sick to go to school, watched scary movies sandwiched between the twins, and even had her first kiss with a girl on it. She turned to her dad. “From the table in the hallway, it looks like Linda’s been pretty good to you.”
He turned off the television that had been on in the background. “Better than I deserve. When are you going to find someone good for you? I see you on TV now and then. You’re never with anyone.”
“There are tons of people on the show. What do you mean?” Where was Linda? Erin hadn’t been expecting an interrogation right off the bat.
Her dad wiggled deeper into his recliner and crossed his feet. “I’m not talking about your show. I’m talking about when those people take pictures and videos of you when you’re shopping and stuff. I don’t understand why people are interested in what you’re buying at the drugstore, but it does give your old dad a glimpse into your life.”
It felt like everyone was commenting on the emptiness of her life today. “You don’t need to worry about me, Dad. Where’s Linda? I thought she was going to join us.”
“She is. She’s making strawberry shortcakes down the hall. I told her she could buy the pre-made cakes, but she insisted on making some biscuit. I think she’s trying to impress you.”
“That’s sweet of her. She didn’t have to do that.” Erin sipped her wine. It was sweet of Linda, as was her dad buying wine because he knew she didn’t like his watery beer.
Her dad turned the TV back on and flipped through the channels. “I was telling the guys I watch football with about you. I’m always bragging about you to my buddies. That episode was on where you renovated that burger and brew joint in Philadelphia.” He laughed. “You were a little spitfire in that episode. I never get tired of seeing you on TV.”
She remembered, smiling. It was one of those instances where the owner/chef wanted her advice but didn’t necessarily want to implement it.
“You get that fire from your mom, you know. I used to hear stories about her in court. I never could win a fight against her.”
She didn’t appreciate being compared to her mother, but she wasn’t going to start an argument when she saw him so little.
Her dad took her hand. “You’re very good at what you do, and I’m proud of you. But I worry you’re limiting your options.”
She frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“You’ve made a name for yourself on television. People recognize you. Little girls want to be you. But maybe it’s time you consider that you’ve checked that box and see what else life holds for you.” He squeezed her hand, dwarfed in his. “Looking back now, if I’d spent less time on the construction sites and more time at home, your mother and I might still be together. She might even say the same. We were young and didn’t know any better. She was a woman climbing the judicial system’s ranks, and I was riding the wave of the construction boom of the nineties.” He let go of her hand.
“I’m fine, Daddy. I am.” She poured a third of the wine down her throat. Was she? Her apartment felt like a mausoleum, and she picked up women in bars.
“I thought I was fine, too. Now I’m retired, and what do I have to show for it? Three kids who don’t get along, my Monday Night Football buddies, and gout. I’m lucky Linda even took a second glance at me. All I’m saying is don’t let life pass you by because you’re too busy working toward something that won’t matter in the end. Don’t wait until you’re in your sixties to live your life.”
Erin swirled what was left of the liquid in her glass. The wine had good legs. Was he right? Is that what she was doing? Was he telling her in no uncertain terms that she was wasting precious time that she would never get back by being so focused on her career? It was a hard pill to swallow. Still, she appreciated his honesty. She patted his hand.
“That’s good advice. Thanks, Daddy. I’ll keep it in mind.”
They both turned when they heard the door open. Linda entered, looking much like she remembered. She carried a tray with multiple plastic containers on it that looked like the ingredients needed to make strawberry shortcake. Erin could smell the freshly baked biscuits. 
They ordered in, ate in the living room, and then Erin enjoyed some of the best strawberry shortcake of her life. She enjoyed watching him and Linda interact. Linda shared funny stories about him she’d never heard. Erin wondered how long they would continue to keep two apartments. Then again, they were both in their sixties, and they were probably used to having their space. Maybe what they had worked for them.
Erin was happy for him. She sat in his favorite recliner so he and Linda could sit together on the sofa. For her gruff dad to open up to her about his worries about her missing out on the important aspects of life meant he was pretty happy.
She couldn’t stay too late, so she hugged her dad, grabbed her suitcase, and took a taxi to the airport. The trip hadn’t been scheduled. Her last two days had been a whirlwind, but it had been worth it. She’d held two of the most important people in her life in her arms.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Taylor received a text from Erin the night before asking if she was excited about the first episode airing. She’d answered honestly and said she wasn’t sure. After everything Erin had done for the restaurant, it sounded chilly, but she worried about how she would come across to viewers after what Jed had pulled. She had no idea what to expect. The filming of her interviews hadn’t gone well, but the crew had gotten a ton of footage. What ended up on the proverbial cutting room floor and what made it into the episode had yet to be seen. It could go either way. Despite that glimmer of hope, she couldn’t help the nagging feeling that her career might be over tomorrow.
If it was, she should change professions. She hadn’t had any luck finding another executive chef position with the downturned economy. No one was leaving their jobs. What else was she good at? Maybe she could be one of those people who helped others organize their homes. She could be on a first-name basis with the employees at The Container Store. Or maybe she could be a dog walker. Taylor rejected that idea right away. She’d discovered she was more of a cat person.
Her kitten was growing. He was starting to lose his kitten fuzz and becoming longer and leaner. He looked different from the tiny, round ball of fluff he’d been when she first saw him behind Callery. Her baby was changing too fast. 
Erin had asked about him a couple of times. Taylor had sent her more photos with innocuous backdrops. She hadn’t gone beyond telling Erin that she fed him. Erin didn’t know he snuggled with her every night and sang to her in the morning until she opened a can of food. Or that he liked to push his stuffed mouse under the refrigerator while she cooked so he could fetch it out. Erin didn’t know that he loved his chin scratched. She didn’t know that he had a favorite blanket. She didn’t know he had a name or that Taylor had fallen in love with him.
As luck would have it, Callery’s first episode would air on a Monday. Since the restaurant closed on Mondays, some employees had hoped Jed might provide some funding to host a viewing party, but the cheapskate didn’t. Instead, Tully and his husband invited everyone over to their place. Taylor made blue cheese-stuffed dates wrapped in bacon. She was one of the last people to arrive. She added her finger food to a table filled with delicious appetizers and snacks because chefs will be chefs.
She knew Erin was in town for two days, but they’d skirted around the question of watching the episode together. Depending on how it turned out, she knew it could be uncomfortable. Plus, she knew she should attend the watch party with her staff, and it would have been strange to invite Erin. While they’d talked and texted, they hadn’t seen each other since they’d volunteered at the soup kitchen.
She wouldn’t admit it aloud, but she was glad that Jed and Michael hadn’t thrown a watch party. She was still angry with them for the agreement. Besides, Jed had already made changes to the menu Erin had developed. He’d brought back even more of the dishes he insisted were guests’ favorites. Neither she nor Tully had received any serious complaints on Erin’s menu, and reviews had been good. Unless Jed had a pipeline to unhappy New York foodies, or a busload of tourists from his hometown had eaten and reported back to him, Taylor didn’t know where he was getting his information.
The restaurant had seen some initial success. People were excited to eat at Callery even before the episodes aired after hearing Restaurant Redo and Erin Rasmussen had filmed there. Once the framed photo hit social media, so many people came into the restaurant to take a selfie with the photo of them that Tully had to move it away from the front door. Now it resided in an area of the restaurant accessible to paying guests.
Jo elbowed her and handed her a plastic flute of champagne. “Are you ready for this?”
Taylor blew out air through her pursed lips. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready for this.”
At least Erin had talked to the producer for her. Taylor crossed her fingers that it worked. Maybe the result wouldn’t be as bad as she expected. Now that it was happening and she was minutes away from seeing herself on television, she had to admit it was a little exciting. 
The staff congregated in front of Tully’s seventy-five-inch 4K television. Most people held a plate filled with appetizers, but she was too nervous to eat. The intro and theme song began, and everyone cheered. When she saw Erin on-screen, a shiver of excitement coursed through her. She wished she could touch her. Longing filled her.
The show began with some B-roll footage and a masculine voice-over. It was the same voice that did the promotional trailers for this show. He introduced the episode with some background on Callery and its problems.
Then she saw herself on screen. She looked terrified and wondered if she looked like that to everyone else. When she glanced around the room, her staff had smiles on their faces and didn’t seem to notice. Some of them talked with the person beside them as they spotted themselves, or they pointed out this or that.
Then, it started to go downhill. Erin asked her questions, and it was clear that she wasn’t about to give answers. It made her look guilty, as if the sad state of the restaurant was her fault, and she wouldn’t admit it. It was even worse than she’d imagined. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed some of her coworkers start to glance at her.
Something seemed off, as crystal clear as when the wrong note was played in a chord. “That’s not how I answered that question.” The incongruity stood out to her because she’d been there, but from the looks on everyone’s faces, they didn’t understand. She tried to explain. “They’re not showing the answers I gave to the right questions.” They’d taken questions Erin had asked her and combined them with different responses. 
Everyone looked confused. 
She felt faint and set down her flute. “They’ve spliced together different questions and answers.”
Jo squeezed her hand. “Are you sure?”
She nodded. If she blinked, tears would roll down her face. Yet, she continued to watch.
Her coworkers glanced between her and the television. It had become quiet. Some of them looked at her like she was going crazy. Others looked concerned. Her face perspired, and her hands shook. 
“I didn’t call her sweetheart!” Creative editing had spliced two different instances together so that when Erin had told Jed, “When I’m someone’s sweetheart, they know it,” it looked like Erin had said it to her. “That’s not fair.” She wanted to cry.
The camera showed Erin, looking as gorgeous as always, standing in the kitchen. Then it showed Taylor as her gaze went from eye level, down to the ground, and back up again. It looked like she’d ogled Erin, then smiled. 
She pointed at the TV. “That didn’t happen! That was when Sh’neis dropped the dessert forks. I watched her pick them up.”
The rest of the staff fell silent as if they didn’t know whether to believe her or take her in for a psych evaluation. She looked like she had a massive crush on Erin, and maybe she did, but the editors had made her look comical with their creative editing practices. So far, there had been zero focus on her cooking skills, her leadership, or her business acumen. She looked ridiculous, like a lovesick fan fawning over Erin. It also looked like she wouldn’t take any responsibility for the restaurant’s problems.
It continued, scene after scene. She had to do an impromptu voice-over to prove her point. “That answer wasn’t even from the same day as that question! It’s hard to tell because the kitchen is always in the background, and we’re always wearing chef’s coats.” The visceral reaction was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. This was happening. People everywhere were watching this. Her mom was watching this. She didn’t know if she’d ever been so upset. Kayla leaving hadn’t made her this upset.
Something caught her eye. “Watch! Sometimes I’m wearing my earrings, and sometimes I’m not. You can tell the questions and answers weren’t filmed at the same time or even on the same days.” She was getting more upset by the minute. The mishmash of questions and answers happened, again and again, making her look foolish. She no longer wanted to cry. She wanted to scream.
“Damn. You are wearing earrings there.” Jo took a step forward to get a better look. From the tone of her voice, Taylor knew she believed her. Of course, Jo would.
Did Erin know this was going to happen? Was that why she hadn’t invited Taylor to watch the episode? A stunt like this might be entertainment to her, but for Taylor, it was her profession, and she didn’t look professional. Erin had to have known. She was the face of the show, and she’d talked to the producer. Taylor knew they were trying to get the show renewed for next season. She’d heard Maira talking about it. 
Erin had screwed her over to get ratings.
The episode hadn’t even reached the halfway mark, but she’d seen enough. She stepped back. She’d been standing behind the couch, so now everyone was in front of her. No one had noticed. She eased toward the door. All eyes were on the screen, people pointing, consumed with spotting whether or not she was wearing earrings. She slipped out.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Someone rang Erin’s doorbell. She wasn’t expecting anyone, and Lukas hadn’t called up. It couldn’t be. Again? She saw Taylor through the peephole, and judging by the look on her face, Erin would have preferred getting a mammogram to opening the door, but she did.
Taylor glared at her with red-rimmed eyes, her chest rising and falling with each heavy breath. Had she climbed the stairs, or was she that upset? 
Erin tried to speak in as calm a manner as she could muster. “How did you get up here this time?” She needed to have a little chat with the building’s doormen.
“I’m not doing this out here.” Taylor stepped past her into the apartment, skirting around the packed suitcase Erin had waiting by the door. “I told him I’d bring him half a dozen cronuts tomorrow.”
Yes, cronut bribery would do it when it came to Lukas. Erin closed the door and muted the television. The episode was almost over. Taylor must have been nearby if she’d watched any of it, and everything about her demeanor told Erin she had. 
Taylor faced the window for a moment, then turned and stepped into Erin’s space. Her cheeks were streaked with tears. “Why?” She grabbed two handfuls of Erin’s shirt right above her breasts. “Just tell me why.” Taylor shook her. “You knew how it would make me look. You could have done something. You told me you’d talk to them. Instead, I’m a laughingstock. Your show is all that matters to you. This is all this is to you. Isn’t it? Entertainment.”
How dare she assume what mattered to her. Taylor had grasped her clothing so hard she had one of Erin’s bra straps caught in her fist. Erin grabbed at her hands and tried to free her shirt. “Stop.”
Taylor continued to cry, asking why over and over. When Taylor shook her again, she heard a seam rip. 
She grabbed Taylor by her wrists, yanked them from her shirt, and used the force of her body to pin her against the wall. She didn’t let go of her wrists but held them in a firm grip at ear level. “I said stop.” Erin’s words came out a growl. 
If she thought the bump against the wall might knock some sense into Taylor, she was wrong. It seemed to infuriate her. Taylor struggled, trying to free her hands. 
“Let go of me.” She pushed her body against Erin, but Erin anticipated it, had a few inches on her, and didn’t budge.
They were inches apart. She could feel Taylor’s breath. They were both breathing hard. Erin wet her lips. “Not until you stop.”
Taylor continued to cry and struggle.
“Just stop. Please.” Erin pressed against her. She could feel Taylor’s breasts pushing against hers. Their thighs touched. 
“Let. Me. Go.” Taylor tried to get free.
“Not until you stop.”
Taylor rose to her toes, trying to gain an advantage. It pushed her breasts up and over Erin’s, where they stayed when she went back to being flat-footed. 
That seemed to catch the attention of both of them. She had never seen Taylor’s eyes look like they did now. Taylor lunged forward, kissing her with such fierce determination that it felt more like a war that needed to be won than a kiss. It was all lips and teeth, their tongues clashing hard. She felt Taylor’s head bang on the wall as she pushed her tongue into her mouth. She’d leave marks where she gripped her wrists, but she didn’t care. She was angry at Taylor’s reaction, at the show, at how she’d been sabotaged and blindsided, and at their situation. Taylor was angry, too, and it seemed they needed to work through it, but not with words. Erin could feel her knuckles becoming raw where they grated against the wall. 
When she couldn’t breathe, she pulled her mouth away. Taylor tried to kiss her again, but she pressed her forehead to Taylor’s and held her there. “Just stop. Please.” 
Taylor’s muscles relaxed, and she no longer struggled to free her hands. She appeared to accept the fact that Erin wasn’t letting go. She blinked, and fresh tears spilled over her cheeks and jaw. “Why? Tell me that. I think I have a right to know.”
“You haven’t given me a chance to explain. I talked to Jerome, like I promised. I gave him the background information and asked him to talk to his post-production team. I assumed you’d come across as determined but professional.” 
Taylor scoffed. “How am I supposed to believe that after what I saw? Either you’re lying to me, or they lied to you. Which seems more likely?”
“I wouldn’t lie to you.” She leaned in until Taylor looked at her. “I wouldn’t lie to you.” 
The episode showed how much Jerome respected her, the star of his show. She should have known. He’d used her and Taylor to get the ratings he desired.
Erin put a few inches between them. “I didn’t know they planned to splice the scenes together the way they did. To my knowledge, they’ve never done anything like that before. What they did was unethical. I suppose, in the end, Jerome couldn’t resist. He wagered it would get him the ratings he needed to get another season.” She looked at the ceiling. “If anything, I thought they might feature our…chemistry, which we seem to have.”
After what had transpired moments ago, no one could argue with that.
She wanted to take her in her arms and comfort her, but Taylor tried to shake her arms free again. 
“Please believe me. I didn’t know they intended to make you appear that way. Yes, when we filmed, I put you on the spot. I did what I thought was best for the restaurant and the show. I strive to make smart business decisions, but I never wanted to hurt you in any way. I talked to him. I did what I could.”
Little hiccupping sobs emanated from Taylor. “I’m ruined. After everything between us, couldn’t you do more? Why didn’t you push harder to convince him?” She pushed her chest against Erin and twisted her wrists, trying to free them. 
Erin’s annoyance bubbled over. “Because I didn’t want him to see I have feelings for you!” She hadn’t meant to blurt it out, but she couldn’t get Taylor to understand.
Taylor stopped, and her eyes widened. She closed her mouth which hung half-open. Her body went slack as if she’d expended the energy she’d brought with her.
It was out there now, and Erin couldn’t take it back. Fear and elation raced through her. It was out there. She didn’t know how much time had passed with them staring at each other, bodies touching. 
She added quietly, “Who’s going to want an unprofessional host who sleeps with the restaurant’s chef?”
Something changed in Taylor, the fury in her eyes turning to empathy.
Erin slid her hands from Taylor’s wrists to interlace their fingers. No space existed between them. Taylor’s gaze dropped to her lips. She felt her breath and could almost taste her. She brushed their lips together.
Taylor jerked her head to the side and closed her eyes.
Erin brought their hands down and let go. Stunned by the rejection, she took a step back.
Taylor shook her head. “I’m done. My career is ruined. I’m sure I’ll be fired. No one is going to hire me after this.”
Erin didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t disagree.
“I wish I’d never heard of Restaurant Redo.” Taylor stalked out, not even bothering to close the door.
Her stomach went into freefall. Did Taylor wish they’d never met, too?



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Taylor had turned off her phone after requesting an Uber to Erin’s apartment. She knew that as soon as everyone noticed her missing at the viewing party, the calls and texts would begin, and she didn’t want to deal with them. When she turned on her phone later that night, she had twenty-eight messages and seven voicemails. Jo had sent multiple texts and called twice. All the messages said the same thing: You don’t have to tell me where you are, but let me know you’re safe. She did, and then she turned her phone off again. 
She dreaded facing everyone the next day. Would the restaurant and the kitchen operate as usual? Would her staff joke about what happened, or would they avoid the topic?
As if that wasn’t embarrassing enough, she cringed recalling how she’d reacted. She’d made a fool of herself by going to Erin’s apartment. Hours later, she still didn’t know what she’d hoped to accomplish by showing up unannounced. Her emotions had gotten the best of her. 
Her mom had planned to watch the show when it aired. Taylor sent her a series of texts explaining what had happened and promised to call her soon. Her mother sent her a bunch of emojis that Taylor didn’t bother trying to decipher. She got the gist of it; her mom loved her.
The following day, she had a half dozen cronuts delivered to Lukas, as promised. She wasn’t sure what time he worked, but they’d be there for him when he did. She didn’t want to risk encountering Erin by delivering them herself, even though she figured Erin had probably departed on an early flight. She’d noticed her suitcase by the door.
What she didn’t see, in the middle of one of the most fraught episodes of her life, was the succulent she’d given Erin. Before she’d turned around and unleashed her hurt and anger, she’d studied the table by the window. The gifted succulent wasn’t among the plants. Maybe Erin dropped it, and it didn’t survive the trip to her apartment. Perhaps the gesture didn’t mean as much to Erin as it had to her. Taylor had paid extra for the blue ceramic pot, but it wasn’t about the money. Erin had appeared to like the little plant when she gave it to her. That’s why she’d been surprised when she didn’t see it.
She didn’t receive an apology from Jed. The episode hadn’t reflected well on the restaurant. Was he okay with that as long as it didn’t look like the problems stemmed from him? Michael contacted her to give her the go-ahead to switch to the smaller menu that Erin had created. He never mentioned the airing of the show. The rest of the staff tiptoed around her, even Jo, to some extent. Tully doted on her as if his specialty coffees or his offer to organize the paper goods closet, an onerous task she’d been griping about for weeks, would make it all go away. 
The second episode aired a week later, but she declined the invitation to watch it with the staff. What if the second episode was worse than the first? She spent the evening putting together a cardboard cat scratching pad that looked like a taco truck, then read a novel in bed with her kitten curled up on her stomach. 
The next day, no one spoke about it. From the look on Jo’s face when she’d asked if it had been any better, she knew it must have been more of the same or worse. When she arrived at the family meal, she overheard something about her name trending on social media with a hashtag about it being too hot in the kitchen. She couldn’t be any more embarrassed than she already was, so she didn’t look. Between Jed’s lies and Restaurant Redo’s dubious editing practices, the damage had been done. She didn’t need to watch another episode to see how the editors made her look even more foolish or be reminded how she’d been used as a scapegoat a second week in a row. 
She considered suing. Chances are, she’d come out of it with a pile of legal fees and her time wasted if she didn’t win. It wouldn’t matter. The public had seen the episodes, along with any potential employers, and that’s what mattered. That couldn’t be undone. Besides, she had enough work to keep her busy. Thinking about it wasn’t productive.
However, it wasn’t the show she couldn’t get off her mind. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Erin had said. In the heat of the moment, as they struggled and fought, Erin had admitted she didn’t want to push her agenda with her producer any further because she had feelings for her. She should have been affected by those words, and she had been. But at the time, she focused on how her life was in shambles. She’d been so embarrassed, worried about her future and career, and what everyone who watched the show would think. But now, after calming down, she returned to Erin’s declaration. Did she have feelings for Erin, too, or even something more potent than that, or was it the friction between them she found so enticing? Could she love someone who, at times, made her blood boil?
However, when Taylor had time to gain some distance and reflect on their time together, that wasn’t how she remembered Erin, at least not for the most part. Yes, they’d had their issues, but she’d spent some enjoyable, memorable moments with her. Erin had many positive attributes. She’d witnessed Erin befriending and feeding a stray kitten and donating her money to people who needed it. 
What had coming emotionally untethered cost her? What would have happened if she hadn’t turned her head away? What if she’d let their lips connect, let Erin press into her while holding her hands high against the wall? What if she’d let the moment continue? Where would it have led? It destroyed her, knowing she’d never know.
Erin had said she had no knowledge they planned to edit the footage the way they did. She knew Erin wanted her contract renewed, so the show needed to be picked up for another season. That was dependent upon good ratings. Erin was an integral part of the show, the face of the show. Is it possible she had no idea about the post-production happenings?
She wanted to believe it was more than ratings to Erin. She wanted to believe Erin had no idea what the producer and the editors had done. Taylor wanted to believe she meant something to Erin.
❖
Taylor poured cans of black beans as big as her head over the corn and the red onions she’d chopped.
“Do you want to add some red bell peppers or diced tomatoes for some color?” Her mother cut a watermelon into chunks for the fruit cups.
“I saw some orange bell peppers in the refrigerator that looked like they should be used soon. How about those?” Taylor sprinkled lemon juice over the mixture. She’d prefer to use real limes, but they didn’t have any. Bottled lemon juice would have to do.
“Yes, use those. I forgot about them.”
Taylor then seasoned the hotel pan full of salad and slid it across the counter. Another volunteer took it away to be served in the dining room. She moved to the cutting board beside her mother and cut a cantaloupe in half.
“Are you ready to talk about it, love?” It had been a week since the second episode of Restaurant Redo had aired. Her mom had stayed quiet on the subject until now. Taylor had been prepared to talk to her about it today. She’d waited until the day they volunteered together so they could speak in person rather than talk on the phone.
“I think so. You watched it. What did you think?”
Her mom made a noise deep in her throat. “I think those Hollywood people better stay in California because if I ever get my hands on them…”
Taylor grinned. Her mom was the least violent person she’d ever met. Her smile faded. “It was embarrassing, Mom. It still is. All I’ve ever wanted was to make you proud, and now your daughter is an internet meme.”
“Some of the memes are hilarious. I probably spent an hour looking at them.” Her mom gave her a sheepish grin. “Even you might find some of them funny.”
“Too soon, Mom, too soon.” Taylor scraped out the seeds.
Her mom peeled off her gloves and touched her arm. She took Taylor’s face in her hands. Her expression had lost its playfulness. “You are not a disappointment. I can’t imagine you ever being a disappointment. I’m so proud of you. I’m proud of everything you do. I know they manipulated things to show what they wanted to show. I also know my daughter.” She squeezed her face and slid her hands to rest on Taylor’s arms. “Yes, I want you to be successful in your career, but not so I can be proud of you. I’m already proud of you. I want you to find pride and fulfillment in yourself. More than that, I want you to find happiness. Professional success and achievement don’t necessarily equate to happiness. I want you to be happy in your life. I’ve found more happiness with Roger than I ever got from having the restaurant.”
Taylor hugged her. “I’m glad you’re happy, Mom.”
Her mom kissed her on the cheek. “I want that happiness for you, too.” She cocked her head to the side. “At times, I thought you looked quite happy while filming that show. Not often, but I saw it here and there. Or am I imagining things?”
Taylor frowned. She’d never thought about it. Had she been happy around Erin? She knew she’d been frustrated, exasperated, irritated, angered, annoyed, and sometimes aroused when around her. Had she also been happy? “I guess maybe at times I was.” Yet, she’d been so embarrassed and confused that she ignored Erin’s texts until they stopped arriving.
Her mom brushed Taylor’s hair from her forehead. “She’s something to behold. I could see her making you happy. You’re a difficult person to make happy. You require near perfection from those around you. You’ve never suffered fools. She’s no fool. I can tell.”
Taylor chuckled. She was going to get sappy if her mom didn’t stop talking.
“You’ve always needed someone to push you and inspire you.” Her mom glanced at her cutting board. “You’re cutting those pieces too big.”
Taylor snorted and pulled her mom into another hug. As she stepped back, she grew serious. “I hate working for him. He’s already made changes to Erin’s menu. I don’t know why he asked the show to intervene in the first place. He’s intent on doing things his way, even if that means losing money.” Her eyes welled up. “I’m unhappy, Mom. I want to quit, but there’s nothing out there right now. I might find a job as a sous chef or a line cook, but I’m not sure about that. Some of the people I graduated with are waiting tables until they can find a job.”
“Is that the real reason?” Her mom folded her arms.
She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Natasha and Isaac gave me this opportunity. I don’t want to seem ungrateful.” She was thankful the volunteers around them were kind enough to give them space to talk.
“My darling, do you think Isaac was wrong in finding the distance he needed from the restaurant after Natasha died? He’d never judge you for leaving, even if it’s for different reasons than his.” Her mom rubbed her arms. “Natasha never would have wanted to see you unhappy. She loved you. Carry on her vision in your heart.” She placed her hand on Taylor’s chest.
“I’m so unhappy, Mom. I need to move on. I have too much to offer to continue doing what I’m doing.” Relief flowed through her saying the words.
“If you need to quit, you need to quit. If it comes down to it, you’re not going to be homeless. You can stay with us if that’s what it takes.”
She gave a short laugh. “On the couch? What happens when Roger wants to watch his show?”
“I’ll admit it’s not the ideal situation, but you won’t be out on the street, will you?” She waited until Taylor shook her head to continue. “You’ve always been so independent, but you have many people who love you and would help you. I want you to be happy. Life goes by so quickly, my love. Don’t let happiness pass you by.” Her mom kissed her forehead, then studied her for a moment. “Do you still talk to her?”
Taylor shook her head.
“Oh, I thought maybe she made you see you had more to offer and helped you decide to move on.” Her mom looked disappointed.
She looked down and imagined Erin’s smile, her beautiful face. “She makes me feel like I’m not finished, like I’m still a work in progress. She looks at me like I have potential.” Erin had turned on a light that she hadn’t known had been off.
When she looked up, her mother had a mysterious gleam in her eyes. “I love you so much. Do you know that?” Her mom gave her a little shake.
“Yes, Mom. I love you, too.” Taylor hugged her, feeling more comforted by the feel of her mom and her mother’s words than she had in years. “Thank you.” They resumed making the fruit cups.
Happiness. Hearing her mom say it was like when her ears picked out a single word in an eavesdropped conversation because it pertained to her. As she trimmed rinds and sliced melons, she thought about how unhappy she’d been. Having her creativity stifled had been debilitating. She’d let that negative feeling pour into other areas of her life. She may be handcuffed in her kitchen, but that didn’t mean she needed to be without control in the rest of her life.
Was anything stopping her from leaving Callery now that her mother had eased her worries about Natasha and Isaac? She needed to wake up and make some decisions. Thinking she’d never find another executive chef position, waiting for someone to offer her a job, or worrying she couldn’t afford rent were excuses. She’d been floating along, waiting for life to make decisions for her long enough.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Erin had been shocked when Taylor shunned her kiss and devastated when she left. Since she’d failed to convince her in person that she hadn’t been involved in the ratings ploy, she asked Taylor to call her. Her phone hadn’t rung. So, she’d caught her flight.
She texted Taylor when she landed, but the result was the same. Had Taylor turned off her phone, or had she blocked her? Erin knew she could call the restaurant and get her on the phone with little or no problem, but it wasn’t professional. Taylor had made it clear she wasn’t ready to talk.
Erin had lobbied for her as much as she could while in LA. They had portrayed Taylor in a negative light, and they fabricated situations that made her look even worse. She knew Taylor blamed her, but she didn’t know how to convince her she’d kept her word. Erin’s meeting with Jerome might never have happened for all the good it did.
The show was up for renewal, and Jerome was making sure that even if the means to the end weren’t honorable or perhaps even legal, they’d get another season. She’d been watching the episode, at least until Taylor knocked on her door. Her jaw had been on the floor most of the time. There were ways to make a show entertaining without resorting to lies. She didn’t condone what their dirty editing had done to Taylor, or her, even if it boosted ratings and almost guaranteed her a job. It was underhanded and cruel. It sickened her to be associated with the show.
Now and then, she remembered what she’d said to Taylor, what she’d let slip. She hadn’t been able to control her temper, or tongue, in the heat of the moment. She’d admitted she had feelings for her and couldn’t take it back because that wasn’t how it worked. Taylor’s reaction troubled her. She’d looked shocked, but Erin couldn’t interpret if the shock was positive or negative. Had she been pleased by her admission? Was there any chance she felt the same? Erin had never felt so exposed as she did with her feelings floating out in the ether.
It didn’t matter. Taylor blamed her, and whether the blame was warranted or not, she didn’t know if Taylor could get past it. Erin knew she might lose her job and have little chance of finding another. Whether Taylor lost her career would have to be seen, but it didn’t look good. She might get hired by someone who wanted short-term publicity, but most restaurant owners wanted a professional in the kitchen. The show had damaged her reputation.
While watching the episodes, both when they aired and later her recorded copies, she saw how Taylor looked at her. Yes, some of the ardent looks had been manufactured by the editing team, but she remembered being on the receiving end of many of those looks in person. At the time, she told herself she imagined them, but seeing them on screen made her realize how real they’d been. She’d seen the warmth in Taylor’s eyes as she looked at her. She’d also seen her fiery passion as Taylor struggled against the chains that bound her. At times, Taylor looked like she hated her, and at other times she looked like she wanted to rip off her clothes and devour her. The thought made her shiver. She’d seen that same desire in Taylor’s eyes when she’d had her pinned against the wall. The ache between her thighs was a painful reminder.
Their connection had been apparent on-screen, the chemistry between them palpable. It was as clear as day when the camera framed them in the same shot, not panning back and forth from one to the other. She hated they’d been so transparent, their attraction visible to all who watched. Why hadn’t that alone been enough to satisfy Jerome? What existed between them organically didn’t need to be altered. It would have given the ratings a boost by itself. The post-production of the show and their behind-the-curtain escapades angered her. Because of them, Taylor wanted nothing to do with her.
It had been going well, too, before the episodes aired. Although they hadn’t spoken about what was developing, they’d begun texting each other, making little inroads, as if trying to start from scratch. Taylor had even taken her to volunteer at the soup kitchen. It was as if they wanted to do it right this time, away from the show’s drama, from cameras and interfering colleagues. Even so, what beautiful little thing that might have grown into something tangible was gone now, withered like a fragile seedling that couldn’t survive a hot spell.
Social media was having a heyday with the episodes from what she’d gathered. She’d have to address it at some point. Maybe her dad was right. Had she reached the pinnacle of her career? At least with this track of her professional life? It looked to be headed downhill.
* * *
Erin had filmed in three consecutive cities in three weeks and was on her way to the fourth. She hoped San Diego would provide her with a cooling ocean breeze rather than the stifling humidity of New Orleans. She still had forty-five minutes before her flight boarded, so she ordered a Sazerac and found an armchair in the corner of the Priority Pass lounge.
She looked at the show’s schedule. The skeleton crew that filmed the “where are they now” segments of the show would be in New York catching up with Callery this week. It made her think of Taylor, and regret washed over her. She hadn’t heard from her since Taylor had left her apartment in a rage. She wondered if she’d calmed down since then or was still upset about what had happened.
All Erin could think about was being back in New York. She missed her bed, her pillow, her apartment, and Taylor. She wondered about the kitten, whether he was alive, and whether Taylor had continued feeding him. It was possible that once he got bigger, he’d wandered off on his own, better able to fend for himself. Terrible thoughts of tourists who didn’t know how to drive and taxi drivers who drove too fast crossed her mind. She should have taken him to a no-kill shelter so he could’ve been adopted. Regret filled her.
She couldn’t recall if she’d told Taylor another crew would film the follow-up. When she didn’t arrive, would Taylor think she avoided her? Maybe she should text her and explain how it worked in case no one had. It was an excuse, and she knew it, but she’d use it anyway. Not that it mattered. History suggested Taylor would ignore the text. She took a sip of her drink as she thought about her wording. 
For the first time, I wish I was on the skeleton crew.
She didn’t know if Taylor would even receive the text. Had she blocked her? Remnants of her ice cube remained in her glass when her phone buzzed.
Isn’t it too early in the year for skeletons?
She couldn’t help but smile. After everything that had transpired, was Taylor being playful? She hadn’t expected to get a response. Should she test her luck and send a second text? She did but decided to err on the side of keeping it semi-professional.
Are things better at Callery now?
Her palms sweated.
For the restaurant or me?
There it was. Taylor’s question drove right to the heart of why she reached out.
For you, of course.
Erin glanced at the time as she waited for her to respond. She’d need to make her way to her gate soon, so she switched screens to find her gate number. Taylor’s response appeared at the top of the screen.
No
Her heart squeezed, and sadness filled her. She felt terrible for what Taylor had gone through for Restaurant Redo. Between Jed and the show’s post-production team, she didn’t deserve what had happened to her. They’d used her as a pawn to push their agendas. No wonder she’d been so upset and reacted how she did. 
How would Erin have felt had it been her in that situation? She remembered how nervous she’d been starting in television. What if someone had done something to make her look as foolish? What if it had affected her ability to do the thing she loved? She probably would have reacted the same. On top of it, she couldn’t convince Taylor she had nothing to do with it.
Granted, she’d been affected by the Callery episodes, too. Her words had been taken out of context, although nothing like what Taylor had experienced. She didn’t often go on social media, but she’d glimpsed what had been posted about them. However, she’d been in the business longer and had time to grow a thick skin, whereas Taylor had not. Perhaps she should give Taylor the benefit of the doubt.
I’m sorry to hear that.
She was.
* * *
Erin met Maira for lunch in San Diego. Maira had left on an earlier flight to meet with Jerome. She was already seated near the restaurant’s large window with a gorgeous view of the Pacific. An open bottle of champagne chilled on the side of the table. She put down her menu when Erin approached.
“You were smart to take the later flight. The rest did you well. You look a little better.” Maira looked her over.
Erin unfolded her napkin. “Thank you, I think. I’ll pretend you didn’t call me haggard with that backhanded compliment.” She knew she looked run down. Dread took its toll.
Maira laughed and tipped up the rest of the champagne in her glass, finishing it.
“Champagne for lunch? Does that mean your meeting went well?” She watched Maira fill their glasses. “Did you hear anything about next season?”
Maira raised her glass. “We’ve officially been renewed. It should be public knowledge any moment now.”
They toasted.
“Do you know what did it?” She wiggled her eyebrows.
Erin had a sickening feeling.
“Jerome said the New York episode convinced the network. They were worried the show had gotten stagnant. It was exactly what was needed to tip the scales.” Maira downed half of her flute of champagne. “He said those were the highest-rated episodes in the show’s history. In the weeks since the show aired, more people have clicked on the website to see how Callery is doing than any other restaurant we’ve ever renovated. Consider it a job well done.”
She listened to Maira chatter but felt disconnected from the discussion, like an onlooker rather than a participant. She’d had yet to drink any champagne past the toast. It dawned on her that she didn’t care that the show’s contract got renewed. It should have been a celebratory moment, but it didn’t feel that way.
Maira noticed. “Why don’t you look happy? You should be happy.”
Erin turned her gaze to the shimmering blue water beyond the window. Maira was right; she should be happy, but she wasn’t.
“You’re not going to sign your new contract, are you?”
Erin shook her head and turned her gaze back to the ocean.
“Erin, don’t do this. I know you’re upset, but it had to be done.”
She scowled. “You were in on it? Did you know what they were going to do?”
Maira’s jaw clenched, as did her fingers on her glass.
Erin lowered her voice. “Did it have to be done? Think about what you did. Whose idea was it?” When she didn’t get an answer, she moved to leave, dropping her napkin on the tabletop.
“Wait.” Maira gestured for her to sit.
Maira had betrayed her. They were supposed to be friends. She didn’t want to stay but wanted information, so she sat.
“If you don’t sign, you might not find another opportunity like this. Think about that before you make any hasty decisions. Your career has an expiration date, and you’re not getting any younger.”
When she didn’t respond with anything but a glare, Maira continued. “I guess that day is here then, isn’t it?”
Erin looked out at the water. She wouldn’t let her anger get the best of her, not in public. “I suppose it is.” She stood and walked out.
Since they weren’t scheduled to begin filming until tomorrow, the rest of the day was hers. The show would be renovating a Hawaiian restaurant inside a roller rink. If Maira asked her to put on skates, Erin planned to tell her where she could put them. At least this redo stood out. Unless a renovation was a bit unusual, they all blurred together. Not every restaurant could have a roller rink. Had she been doing this too long?
As she drove her rental along Sunsets Cliffs Boulevard, she admired the view. She parked at a scenic vista, and after some time reflecting, she did something she should have done long ago. She texted the twins. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d talked to her brother and sister. 
Bagels and coffee at our favorite place a week from today? 9 a.m. I’m buying.
She’d be back in New York by then. It would be nice to have a whole week at home before finishing the last two renovations of the season.
Her brother responded first.
I’ll be there if there’s lox.
She grinned.
You’ve got a deal.
Her sister texted next, a bit more verbose than their brother.
I love this idea! This is perfect timing. I was planning on contacting you both. I’ll be drinking a smoothie instead of coffee, but I’ll be there. I’m going to bring Amir if that’s okay.
Their sister had never been good at keeping a secret. Erin figured she knew what her sister planned to tell them, especially if she planned to bring her husband, and she was delighted. She couldn’t wait to find out for sure and tell Taylor.
Had that been her gut reaction? It should have come as no surprise to her that Taylor would be the first person with whom she wanted to share the good news. She hadn’t stopped thinking about her since she’d last seen her. She remembered her humor and her smile. She missed Taylor’s silly curse words and the smell of her shampoo. Erin even missed random things thrown at her. What made her stomach twist in knots was the realization that she missed her warmth and touch. She missed the intent way Taylor listened to her, as if she caught the nuance of every word Erin uttered, she might crack the puzzle that was Erin. She missed holding Taylor at night, something she’d never done with anyone. The other time she’d thought about another woman this much was the one time she’d been in…
Oh, shit.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Restaurant Redo’s skeleton crew returned to film the update on the restaurant. Erin did not, but Taylor expected that because Erin had texted her. Enough time had passed that she’d accepted what had happened. She didn’t like what had transpired, but she’d made peace with it. It had been nice to be in contact with Erin, even for a short time. She’d missed talking to her.
To her surprise, Jed graced them with an appearance. He had little choice. The restaurant’s popularity and profits increased in the month after the show’s airing. Viewers enjoyed their chemistry and found it entertaining, whether natural or manufactured. That translated into more reservations. However, as time passed, Jed made so many changes to the menu that it might have been the same one they used before Erin arrived. The meager profits returned, too.
Callery had been bustling using Erin’s menu, and she’d found momentary joy in her job, but that had waned along with the number of covers they did each night. The show might not have ruined her life, but she hadn’t taken an easy journey to arrive at that conclusion. She still hadn’t found another job. The attention and embarrassment had grown so much that she forbade her staff to speak of the show while in the kitchen. She needed to escape the craziness during the hours she did her job.
She passed by the break room. Natalie and Sh’neis watched the foodie channel. Erin was on-screen, looking more beautiful than ever, smiling and laughing. Taylor stopped short. A chill ran up her back and down her arms. She never turned on her TV at home because she didn’t want to be reminded of Erin any more than necessary. Her life hadn’t felt the same since Erin left. However, even seeing Erin on TV filled a little of the enormous hole left in her heart. She couldn’t move.
“Fuck.” Her eyes stung.
Sh’neis and Natalie spun around.
“Did you swear?” Natalie’s eyebrows tried to meet her hairline. She exchanged glances with Sh’neis.
“Sorry.” Her gaze hadn’t left the screen. She was in love with Erin. She realized it now. God, how she missed her. She’d replayed that one night they’d spent together a thousand times, but missing her was so much more than that. She even missed the littlest things about her, like how she always used the correct door when going in and out of the kitchen. When Erin had visited the restaurant, they’d bounced ideas off each other, envisioned changes, and that blurring together of their minds had been so wonderful, even if Taylor had been restrained by how much she could do or say by that horrid agreement. What might it be like if they had the freedom to do what they wanted? Would there be any stopping them? They’d make a great couple outside of their work and careers. There was enough of a spark between them to keep them on their toes, but they were far more similar than different when it came down to it. The image of what they’d be like together appeared in her mind, even more vibrant than Lianna’s photo.
Jo wandered in. She watched for a few seconds. “The show got renewed.” She flicked a finger at the screen. “I saw it scrolling through Twitter on my smoke break.”
Taylor’s gaze sank to the floor. She wasted her time imagining a life with Erin. It didn’t matter if they might be able to take on the world together. They could never be together.
She looked up when she heard Erin’s laugh. “I’m glad. She must be thrilled. At least something good came of Restaurant Redo’s visit to Callery.”
Erin’s face filled the screen. Her career flourished, with another season awarded to her for a job well done. Taylor would like to think she played a role after what had happened with Callery’s episodes. She was happy for Erin’s success, even though her career took a professional hit. No other restaurant wanted her as their chef.
She turned away. It was decision time. Float along in this boat of unhappiness, or abandon ship. It was time to sink or swim.
* * *
“I’ll expo. You need to work on finishing the schedule.” Jo nudged Taylor from where she’d been expediting.
Taylor glanced at the rail. There weren’t many orders left. Most of the diners were at the dessert stage. “Okay, thanks.” She assessed the kitchen. Sh’neis wrote Happy Anniversary on a plate with chocolate sauce. Adam, Natalie, Paulo, and the rest of the line scrubbed stations and put things away. Troy was somewhere, maybe on break. She untied her apron, tossed it in the dirty laundry bin, and climbed the stairs.
The schedule was nearly finished when Jo knocked on her open door. She looked up.
“All done?”
“Almost.” Jo glanced behind her and pointed. “You need to go out back.”
“Why?” She frowned. “Where’s Troy?”
“I don’t know.”
She rose from her desk so fast she banged her knee. “What’s wrong? Is he drinking?” She felt sick, thinking he might have fallen off the wagon after months of sobriety. He’d moved back in with his wife and kids, and everything had been looking up for him.
Jo stepped aside. “I’ll handle everything in here.”
Taylor was already halfway down the stairs. She rushed out onto the loading dock. A box truck had backed into one of the spaces. Where was Troy? She looked around. A figure crouched by the dumpster. The person stood. 
It was Erin. Taylor’s stomach flipped, and her world stopped. 
Erin wore jeans and a T-shirt, typical casual attire for a summer night. Her hair was pulled up in a messy bun, with little wavy strands escaping. As casual as she was dressed, she still appeared stunning.
Taylor swallowed. She should say something to make sure all her faculties were still intact. Her brain seemed to have short-circuited. She gulped. “If you’re looking for the kitten, he’s not here anymore.”
Erin moved closer. “I was hoping to see you.”
“Me?” Her voice squeaked out, and something bloomed inside her chest. She had so much she wanted to say but didn’t know where to begin. She wasn’t sure why Erin was here. She cleared her throat. “It’s a good thing you came when you did. I gave my two-week notice.”
“Did you?” Erin watched her for a moment. “Is that what you wanted?”
She played with a knot on her chef’s jacket. “It was time. I became accustomed to things being given to me. I forgot how to grasp what I want out of life.”
“Do you have another job lined up?” Erin stood an arm’s length away now.
“Not yet, but I’m working on it. I’m willing to take what I can get until I find a long-term chef position.” She wanted to take Erin into her arms, tell her how breathtaking she looked, and sob into her neck how much she’d missed her. Instead, she asked, “Why are you here?”
A flicker of hesitation flashed across Erin’s face. She looked down at the ground as if composing what to say. When she looked up, her gorgeous dark eyes had filled with fear and hope. “Would you come to dinner with me—on a date? A dinner date? A second date, if you will. I suppose the Vietnamese restaurant could be considered a first date unless you consider volunteering at the soup kitchen a second date, then I’d be asking you out on a third da—”
“Yes.” She’d been grinning for the last couple of seconds of Erin’s nervous rambling. “Let’s call it a second date since my mom was at the soup kitchen.” She leaned in. “I don’t go on dates with my mother present.”
Erin looked relieved and smiled. “A second date then. Good.” She nodded once. “I’m glad. I’m quite fond of you.”
She frowned. Something had been bothering her. It shouldn’t have mattered, but it did. “Then, why didn’t you keep the succulent I gave you?”
“What?” Erin looked confused.
“When I came to your apartment uninvited—”
“Which time?” Erin winked at her and stuffed her hands into the back pockets of her jeans.
She felt the heated flush on her face. “The day the episode aired. I looked at your row of succulents. It wasn’t there.”
Erin shook her head and held out her hand. “No, it wasn’t.” 
Taylor took it. 
“It’s never been there. It’s always been beside my bed with the photo of us.”
Taylor’s heart pushed off and landed right in her throat, missing the landing and jamming itself in sideways. 
Erin took her other hand. “That’s why I’m here. Since we’ve last seen each other, I’ve been to a dozen different cities. I should be enjoying myself, trying new things, exploring new restaurants, and seeing new sights, but they mean nothing to me without you. I’ve tried life without you, and let me tell you; it’s not good. When I think about doing all those things, I think about how much I would enjoy doing them with you. Whenever I receive good news or am proud of something, I want to share it with you. Whenever I’m hurt or sad, it’s your sweet voice I need to hear.” She moved her hands to Taylor’s waist. “Does this sound anything like what the last few months might have been like for you?”
Taylor nodded and put her arms around her neck. She refused to cry. When did she become such a crier?
“I need to say this, though. I feel terrible about what they did. I’d never condone that. I need to know you believe I had nothing to do with it.”
“I believe you.” She did. “I was hurt and confused, and I blamed you. After the show aired, I was so embarrassed. When I showed up, I made a fool of myself. I should never have been so rough or treated you like that. That was wrong of me. Being upset doesn’t justify it, and I’m sorry. I should have believed you when you told me you had nothing to do with how they edited the episodes in post-production.” 
Erin held her tighter. “That means a lot to me. Thank you for saying all of that.” 
Taylor struggled to keep her eyes focused on what Erin said and not on her lips that were right there, so kissable.
Wetness pooled in Erin’s eyes. “Over the last few weeks, I’ve come to some conclusions. I’m here because I want to be part of your life. I want to be with you. You see things in me that others overlook, and you understand me better than anyone. I want someone who admires me for volunteering to feed hungry people, not because I’m someone on TV. I want someone who makes me feel safe, who makes me feel seen, who lets me be vulnerable, and who lets me be strong. For the first time, I want someone to hold me at night, stand up for me, and face this crazy world alongside me. Maybe I’m wrong, but I think that person might be you. I want that person to be you because I want to be that person for you, too. I’m in love with you, Taylor. I didn’t expect it, and at first, I didn’t want to acknowledge it. Despite that, it’s true. I love you.”
Taylor didn’t need to rehearse what she wanted to say. She’d known in her heart for some time. “I love you, too.” She thought her smile might break her face.
Erin glowed at her response and cupped her cheek. “Do you think I could kiss you now?” 
She leaned forward, letting her body settle against Erin’s until their lips nearly touched. “Allow me.” She slid her hand to the back of Erin’s neck and brought them together. The sound that emanated from Erin was a combination of relief and joy, desire and arousal. When Taylor flicked her tongue into her mouth, she received a louder version of the same sound. She kept the kiss short, not because she was at work, but because she didn’t trust herself not to take things further. She put a little space between them but caressed Erin’s lip with her finger. 
Then, she remembered. “I heard the show got renewed for another season. Congratulations.” She didn’t know how this would factor into everything Erin had shared.
“Yes.” Erin’s expression didn’t portray the happiness or satisfaction she expected to see. She took out her phone and tapped the screen a few times.
Taylor had no idea what was happening.
Erin handed her the phone. Her Twitter app was open. She read the trending headline about how Restaurant Redo host Erin Rasmussen had left the show, citing that she disapproved of their practices. 
“When your episode aired, I was shocked. It blindsided me. I couldn’t continue to work for a show whose practices I don’t condone, and I told them so. I’m in the business of helping people, not hurting them. I asked my agent to send the press release an hour ago.”
“Shit.”
Erin laughed and took her phone back. “I’m always amazed at what it takes to get a real swear word out of you. I love when you curse using your silly words. Shishito peppers, cremini mushrooms, coconuts—I never know if you’re swearing or making a salad.” She kissed her, short and sweet, but she didn’t let go. 
“I didn’t sign my contract for the reason you read and for another reason. As with any show, viewer interest wanes over time. Audiences want new and exciting. Shows like this have an expiration date. I always knew it would end. So, I moved up my timeline for leaving.”
“So, the show is ending?”
Erin shook her head. “No, they’ll have a new host lined up by tomorrow. Everyone is replaceable.”
She took Erin’s face in her hands. “You’re not. Not for me.” Her words came out passionate and fierce but a mere shadow of what her heart held.
Erin pulled her in, crushing her against her. She kissed her on her temple, on her cheek. Taylor kissed her jaw and neck until Erin held her at arm’s length again.
“Taylor, you’re the person for me, and I know this as certain I do that the sun will rise in the morning. Is there a slight chance I’m wrong? Sure, but I’m willing to take that chance because I think the odds are in my favor.” Erin studied her for a moment. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think you feel the same way. Will you take this chance with me?”
Taylor’s answers had come so easily since she’d stepped onto the loading dock. “Yes, of course I will.”
The back door opened and blasted a shaft of light onto the dim loading dock. Troy stepped out. “Just checking on you two. Do you need anything?” He bowed his head with a little show of reverence. “Hello, Erin.”
“You look good, Troy.” Erin kept her arm around her shoulders.
“Thank you, ma’am. Sixty-six days sober now.”
Taylor beamed at him. He showed up to work on time, rested, clean, and sober.
“I’m proud of you. I’m so glad you found some support.” Erin squeezed her. “I could use a bit of help, Troy.” Erin turned to her. “I took the liberty of asking Jo if she would close for you tonight, so how about that dinner date?”
Jo had been in cahoots with her. She looked between Troy and Erin. “Now?”
Erin turned to him. “Would you give me a hand with this loading ramp?”
Ramp? She had no idea what was happening. Since when did Erin drive a box truck? “Whose truck is that, and what are you unloading?”
Erin and Troy pulled out the loading ramp and secured it in place. “Thanks, Troy. That’s all I need.”
He saluted. “Have a good evening.” He took the loading dock stairs two at a time and went into the restaurant, closing the door behind him. 
Erin leaned against the truck’s bumper. “The truck belongs to a friend of mine. I’m not unloading anything. Tonight, it’s ours.” She pulled some keys from her pocket and held them aloft. Then she tossed them at her.
Taylor snagged them out of the air and tried not to grin. Erin had come a long way when it came to throwing keys.
“Open it up, baby.” Erin pushed herself off the bumper and followed her up the ramp.
Grinning, she unlocked the doors, and they swung them open. It smelled delicious inside. She’d skipped the family meal to work on the schedule, the last one she’d have to make. Her stomach grumbled.
The box truck had been outfitted to be a catering truck. A sink, stove, a flat-top grill, dry storage, and refrigerators occupied the small space. A table for two stood in the rear of the vehicle, where hot boxes could be strapped to the walls during transport.
Erin wrapped her arms around her from behind. “You once said no one cooks for you. That’s about to change.”
She twisted to look at her. “You organized all this for me?” No one had ever done anything romantic like this for her before. The most effort her ex had ever shown was sending roses on Valentine’s Day.
Erin pulled out her chair for her, and she sat, running her hands over the white tablecloth. A candle burned in the center. She tried to see what smelled so amazing, but the plates were covered with cloches. Erin filled their glasses with red wine. She placed a dish at each place setting, then removed the silver lids.
She stared, and her mouth watered. It was the most gorgeous dish she’d had the opportunity to eat in a long time. “Did Troy make this?”
Erin sat. “No, I made it. It’s orange-and-ginger-glazed duck, fondant potatoes, and haricot vert.”
She sat stunned. “I didn’t know you could cook like this. Or plate like this.”
“I can cook a bit, but this is my aunt’s favorite recipe. It’s become my signature dish.” Erin winked at her, and she recalled their flirtatious banter regarding her signature dish over pho.
“There’s crème fraiche cheesecake for dessert. I asked Sh’neis for her recipe. It’s probably not as good as hers, but I did my best.”
“No one ever makes me food.” She choked up.
Erin took her hand and kissed it. “That’s why I wanted to do this for you.”
The food looked fantastic, but she’d have to tear her eyes away from Erin to eat, and she wasn’t ready to do that yet. “I’ve missed you so much it hurt.” Her whispered confession softened Erin’s eyes even more.
“I’m familiar with that feeling.” Erin squeezed her hand and kissed her knuckles again. “While I’d like to gaze at you all night, let’s eat before the food gets cold.”
They ate, talked, and laughed until the food and the wine disappeared, and the candle burned low. Erin cleaned up, forbidding her to move from her seat. She put her hands on her shoulders and kissed her head. “I have another proposition for you. It’s getting chilly. Do you want to get out of here?”
Taylor turned her head so she could look at her. “I’m not sure. The last time a woman asked me that…”
“You might not be wrong about my motives.” Erin kissed her in a way that conveyed both her love and desire.
Her euphoria felt like a drug injected into her veins. She hadn’t expected anything like this when she’d readied herself for work this morning. Was she even wearing cute underwear? She decided she didn’t care. With any luck, she wouldn’t be wearing them long. Then, with trepidation, she remembered how their first night together had gone. Would this time be any different? She trembled. Tonight meant more after the declarations of love they’d shared. She tried her best to ignore her apprehension and discover what other surprises Erin might have to offer her.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
When she’d asked Taylor if she wanted to get out of there, her face had said it all. Erin saw hunger, anticipation, anxiety, and apprehension. She felt many of those same emotions.
“My place or yours?” 
Taylor blushed so profusely that Erin wondered if she lived with seven other people or had mountains of dirty laundry everywhere.
“We can go to my apartment.” Erin made the offer to take any pressure off her.
“No, I want to go to my place.” Her mouth twitched. “I should prepare you. There might be a white cat at my apartment.”
Erin looked at her in amazement. “Might be or will be? You said you hadn’t seen him!”
“No, I said that he wasn’t around anymore. He’s not around here anymore. He lives with me.” Taylor grinned. “Gnocchi missed you.”
“Gnocchi? That’s his name?”
Taylor looked sheepish. “It fits him. He looked like a fluffy, white nugget when he was tiny.”
“His name does fit him, at least when he was young.” Erin recalled the texted image a few weeks ago that had arrived without notice, a gangly kitten staring up from a cardboard box.
“I got him neutered and got him his shots, and when they thought I was his mom, I had him chipped. By that time, it was easier to keep him.”
Erin grinned. “Oh, was it? You didn’t keep him because you developed feelings for him?”
“No, never.” She gave a fake-sounding scoff. “And certainly not because we both missed his surrogate mom.”
She watched her, how Taylor gazed at her like she would miss something if she looked away, how she flirted with her as if she was still trying to win her heart. “Your place it is.”
* * *
Taylor might have downplayed all she’d done for Gnocchi.
When Erin entered her apartment, she tried to count the number of stuffed mice strewn around the floor. It wasn’t easy because they blended in with the fluffy balls and what appeared to be stuffed toys created to look like sushi. A cardboard scratching hut sat in a corner. Gnocchi also owned a soft cat bed in almost every room. Cat treats, cat wipes, catnip, a brush, claw clippers, and a book on how to care for a cat filled a basket by the couch. An entire corner of Taylor’s living room was taken over by a six-foot cat tree. It appeared that she’d ensured he had a nice view out the window.
Of course, Gnocchi wasn’t playing with his cat toys or climbing on his tree. He wasn’t in one of his cat beds or eating out of his raised cat dish. He slept curled in a ball in the middle of her bed like he owned the place. 
Erin approached him with caution. It had been some time since she’d fed him little morsels of food. Would he remember her? She sat on the bed and held out her hand. He stretched and sniffed it, then stood, stretched again, and rubbed against her thigh, purring. She leaned down and scratched his cheeks. “Hi, buddy. I missed you, too.”
Taylor watched them from the doorway, arms crossed, leaning against the frame. “You can hold him. He’s very sweet.”
Erin drew him to her. She nestled him against her chest, kissed his head, and looked at Taylor. “I can’t believe you kept him. You have no idea how happy I am.”
Taylor smiled and joined them. She ran her hand over his head, flattening his ears. “He likes this.”
Gnocchi allowed a bit more love, then sprung from the bed and trotted out the door. Taylor closed it and turned.
“He’ll eat and fall asleep on his tree. He likes the top perch.”
Erin remained sitting on the bed. “What would you like?”
Taylor shook her head and sat beside her. “Tonight’s not about what I’d like. I want you to know you don’t have to do anything you’re uncomfortable doing. I want you, however much you’re willing to give me, but I don’t want you to feel obligated to do anything on my account.” She glanced down at their hands laced together. “I know the last time—”
“The last time was different. You’re very thoughtful, but I’m all yours tonight.” She brushed the back of her fingers along Taylor’s cheek. “I’m ready to give you all of me.”
Taylor’s voice came out low and raspy. “I don’t understand.”
She considered how to answer. “I don’t feel safe being vulnerable in certain instances, like with the women I told you about. Emotionally safe. I can’t give myself in that way and have an orgasm with a stranger, someone with whom I feel nothing. Experiencing that with someone is a special thing for me.” It was an uncomfortable conversation, but one she needed to have with her. She had to focus on drawing each breath.
“I see.” Taylor’s eyebrows knotted then relaxed. “We’d only known each other a few days then, and now we’ve known each other longer, so you feel safer.”
“No.” Erin squeezed her hands. “It was never about that with you. The reason I didn’t let them touch me and the reason I didn’t let you touch me are not the same. I didn’t let them because I felt nothing. I couldn’t let you because I felt too much.”
As they gazed at each other, and Taylor absorbed the words and the meaning, it was as if their connection became a veritable entity in the room. Taylor moved closer. She smelled like wine. She took Erin’s lip between hers, grazed her teeth over it, then licked it with her tongue. Erin tasted oranges. Their mouths moved against one another’s, gentle and slow, then with more intensity.
Her desire had grown. From the time Taylor had first stepped outside on the loading dock, Erin had had this moment in the back of her mind. She hadn’t known how Taylor would react to all she’d shared with her, but she’d hoped they’d end up at this point. She could count a dozen times during dinner when she wanted to pull the catering truck’s doors closed and create a different kind of heat in the tiny kitchen.
Taylor had changed out of her chef’s jacket at work, so Erin didn’t have the pleasure of peeling it off her body, but she couldn’t complain. The skin her hands found when they pushed beneath the hem of her shirt was warm and soft, and she needed her mouth there. When she tried to lift the shirt higher, Taylor caught her hands.
“Later.” She pecked her on the lips, then kissed each of her hands.
Instead, Taylor knelt before her and removed her shoes. She offered her a hand and helped her stand, pulling her into another kiss. This one was nothing like the prior ones, wet and hungry, their tongues providing a prelude to what was to come. Taylor’s hand ran up her thigh, over her stomach, and stopped beneath her breast. “May I touch you?”
Her anxious kiss muffled her yes, but Taylor got the message. She cupped her breast, then drew her fingers outward, again and again, brushing up to, but avoiding, her nipple. She tried to push her breast into Taylor’s hand.
“So eager. What do you want?” Taylor kissed her jaw, then her neck as she waited for an answer.
“Take off my shirt. I need you to touch me.” Her nipples ached. Much more of that exquisite torture, and she’d need to touch herself. She wanted Taylor’s warm mouth on her, her tongue swirling around her nipple, her teeth pulling at it just so.
Taylor cupped both her breasts, still avoiding her nipples, and kissed her sternum. Her hands slid lower, then pulled the shirt over her head. She dipped her head and traced the swell of her breast above her bra with her tongue, first along one side and then the other.
“You’re going to kill me.” She buried her fingers in her hair and held her to her. What a sweet death it would be.
Taylor turned her around by her hips. She felt her bra unclasped and the soft slide of the straps down her arms. She’d never had a lover not want to see that moment, but Taylor must have had other plans. She raked her fingernails down her back, nipped at her shoulder blades, and smoothed her palms around to her stomach, making Erin shake with desire. She thumbed the button of Erin’s jeans.
“Can I take these off?” Taylor kissed the slope between her neck and shoulder.
“Yes.” She tried to help, but Taylor removed her hands.
“Let me do this.”
Her voice, heavy with want, sent a shiver down her spine. Her breath tickled the back of her neck. Taylor unzipped her jeans but didn’t remove them, and Erin squirmed. Instead, she pulled Erin flush against her and took both of Erin’s breasts into one hand and finally gave her the contact she wanted. Erin could feel her nipples, tight and hard, one against Taylor’s fingertips and one against the base of her palm. Taylor sucked on her earlobe, her mouth hot. Her hand holding her breasts squeezed and released, again and again, sending pulsations through her. Taylor’s other hand traced the edge of her underwear.
“Please let me touch you.” Taylor pressed against her back, her breath hot on her ear.
This time, Erin helped. She stretched the elastic band of her underwear and guided Taylor’s hand inside. She kept her hand on top, feeling Taylor move as she touched her for the first time. The intensity of Taylor’s touch made her jolt. Taylor moaned with pleasure. Erin liked knowing she affected her. It seemed fair, given what Taylor was doing to her.
“Too much?” Taylor breathed hard against her ear.
“No, it’s so good.” She leaned her head back on Taylor’s shoulder to kiss her.
They found a rhythm and moved together. She was hyper-aware of Taylor’s breasts pressing into her back. Her one complaint about the position was her limited ability to touch Taylor. Perhaps that was what Taylor intended, to make it all about her. If so, how sweet and considerate. She put a palm on the wall in front of her instead.
After a few minutes, Taylor withdrew her hand and turned her around. Her gaze swept over her. 
“Look at you.” 
Erin wished she had a photo of Taylor standing there, of the awe in her eyes, the loving tenderness in her expression.
Taylor admired her for a moment with a smile, then helped remove her jeans and underwear. Less than ten seconds later, Taylor had shed her clothing. She urged her up the bed, followed, and hovered above her.
Erin cupped Taylor’s breasts, then took one of her nipples into her mouth. Taylor ground her hips against her. Then Taylor bent and kissed across her chest, kneading a breast in one hand, then taking a nipple into her mouth. Taylor went about her beloved task much like she cooked, with passion and precision, tasting as she went. When Taylor’s tongue had her gasping and pressing her hips up into her, Taylor raised her head, meeting her gaze. “Can I be inside you?”
“God, yes.”
Taylor watched her face as she slid inside her. Erin moaned and lifted her hips to urge her deeper. When she nodded, Taylor began to thrust in and out, slowly at first. She reached under her and grasped her shoulder for leverage. Erin wrapped her legs around her, tangled her fingers in her hair, and clung to her. How had she denied them this that night back in February? Taylor kissed her and increased the pace of her thrusts. She felt so good against her, inside her, driving her to the point where she’d beg to be released.
A thought flashed through her mind of those old-fashioned jack-in-the-box toys. With every crank, it would surely pop, but it didn’t, and the anticipation was almost more exciting than the event. The pleasure washed over her, through her, but she wasn’t sure she could come like this, even if it felt like that’s where she was headed. It was pleasure. It was torture. It might break her, but she’d go willingly. She tried to cram her hand between them, but Taylor stopped her with a kiss.
“I got you.”
She moved her palm or added her thumb or did something so that Erin got the friction she needed, that little bit more, the key to pushing her over the edge. And over the edge she fell, tumbling into freefall, flying then floating, then drifting back down to earth on a cloud. As she caught her breath, she became aware of Taylor’s soft voice and her even softer kisses sprinkled over her body. She offered words of praise and love, whispered seeds pressed with fingertips into warm earth to take root and flourish.
* * *
Erin awoke to memories of the night before. Taylor had been so giving but had accepted that Erin wanted her, too. She could still taste her, still hear her sweet cries. As she reached for her, Taylor entered the bedroom and sat on the side of the bed.
“You’re awake. I thought maybe you’d sleep until noon.” She kissed her with a smile, then kissed her again. “I could get used to you in my bed.”
“So could I.” She tried to pull her on top of her, but Taylor laughed and wiggled away.
“Did you notice you had a snuggle buddy?”
She hadn’t, but there was Gnocchi, blending in with the white sheets, only his little pink nose noticeable at first. When she petted him, he stretched, then curled back into a ball.
Taylor threaded her fingers through her hair. She liked the feeling. She liked the feel of Taylor’s hands, period.
“I’d bring you breakfast in bed, but it’s a bit difficult to eat. I’ve made you my signature dish if you’d like to join me at the table.”
Erin raised her eyebrows. “I had no idea this was what it took to discover your signature dish. You should have said so sooner.” She ran her hand up Taylor’s leg, flirting near her inner thigh.
“We need to eat it while it’s warm.” Taylor stood and tossed her a robe. “I only make my signature dish in special situations like this, so I hope you feel honored.”
She did indeed and rose. On the table, she saw the most beautiful eggs Benedicts. “Did you happen to have this all on hand?” She dove in. The perfectly cooked yolk of her egg oozed into the hollandaise sauce.
Taylor shook her head as she cut into hers. “No, I ran out to the store. As I said, I thought you might sleep until noon.” She watched her for her reaction.
“It’s delicious.” It was. Erin squeezed her hand. “It’s everything I thought your signature dish would be.”
As they finished, Erin brought up something she’d been mulling over for a while.
“Last night, I said one of the reasons I didn’t sign a new contract with the show was because of what they did to you. That’s true, but there’s more involved than that.” She turned in her chair to face her. “I want us to open a restaurant.” When Taylor began to speak, she held up a hand. “Please hear me out. I think we’re the perfect pair. You’re a fantastic chef, and I know the business side of things. You’d have the creativity you crave and deserve. You could source your products the way you want, design the menu you’ve always dreamed of, and we could hire the best people for the job.” Erin gave Taylor credit. She listened with rapt interest.
Erin’s choice to switch career paths hadn’t been an easy decision. She prided herself on her business acumen and strong decision-making skills. Her brain had always been the driving force in those moments. While she wasn’t rushing headlong into something without thinking it through or having a plan, this might be the first time she’d made a decision that involved her heart. 
She pushed her plate away. “With your education and expertise and my reputation, financing shouldn’t be an issue. Whatever we do, though, I want us to keep control, fifty-one percent at the bare minimum. I have a few ideas on how to do that. I have some savings, and my dad might be interested in investing in our restaurant. He might be selling his apartment at some point. I’ve also thought long and hard about it, and there are so many things I’d rather be doing with you than living close to Central Park. We could use the apartment to finance the restaurant.”
“No.” Taylor shook her head. “I love you, and I adore that you are offering to do that, but your aunt left you the apartment. When I was there, hers was the one photograph of your family I saw. I know she was important to you, and for that to happen, it would have to be the absolute last resort. Even then, I’m not sure I could agree to it. Let’s try all other options before we decide on that. Okay?”
She grinned. “We. You said we. Does this mean you’re in? You’re interested?”
“Of course, I’m interested. It sounds like a dream come true. Plus, it would be with you.” Taylor looked like she finally allowed herself to smile about the proposition.
Erin decided to put herself out there. It was the theme of her last twenty-four hours. “We could save money if you weren’t paying rent, when the time is right, of course. I don’t want you to feel pressured.”
Taylor bit her lip and looked like she was trying to hide a smile. “Are you asking me to move in with you? I’m not sure I heard right.”
She pulled her toward her. Taylor moved from her chair to sit on her lap.
“What if our restaurant doesn’t succeed?” Taylor’s eyes filled with trepidation.
“Then we’ll find somewhere they’ll value and respect you as a chef, even if it takes some time, and I’ll start a restaurant consulting business. Thanks to the show’s popularity, my name is even better known than the last time I consulted.” She tightened her hold around Taylor’s waist. It was a tricky business, and so many failed, but Erin had no doubt they would succeed with the two of their superpowers combined. She didn’t want Taylor to focus on possible adverse outcomes.
“I looked at some available commercial buildings. A few of them are turnkey. One has a flat roof. It would be perfect for a rooftop garden. Maybe we can look at them this week.” She laughed when Taylor’s eyes lit up. “How long would it take for you to come up with a menu?”
Taylor gazed at the ceiling, her eyes crinkling. “Like two or three…hours.”
“Hours? I thought you were going to say weeks.” Erin wrinkled her nose. “Are you sure?”
Taylor squeezed her. “I’ve been dreaming up my menu since I was seven. Some girls plan their dream wedding. I planned my dream menu.”
She rested her forehead on Taylor’s chest. “I’ve never heard anything so hot.” She grew serious and looked at her. “You realize I’m asking you to be more than my business partner, don’t you?”
Taylor caressed her face and traced her cheekbones. “I love you so much. I think I loved you before I realized I loved you. Yes, Erin, I understand. Partners.” She smiled at the last word, cupped her face with both hands, and kissed her. When she pulled back, she had a questioning expression on her face.
“What is it?”
“Are you sure you aren’t going to mind doing all this for me? Loans, investors, possibly selling your apartment, giving up your career in television?”
“I’m not doing it for you.” Erin held her gaze. “I’m doing it for us.”



CHAPTER FORTY
They watched Callery’s follow-up segment on Restaurant Redo while reclining in bed a few months later. In contrast with the last time Taylor had watched the show, she was happy, comfortable, and not at all nervous. 
Gnocchi, now seven-and-a-half pounds, slept on Erin’s lap and not in his plush bed in the corner of the bedroom. Erin’s hand wove through his soft fur, and his purring started and stopped as he drifted in and out of sleep. She and the young cat had reconnected with ease. Taylor liked to joke and call him “your cat” in conversations. Erin spoiled him, always bringing him tuna and chicken hearts from the butcher. Taylor pretended to complain that he ate better than they did. She knew Erin couldn’t resist his innocent blue eyes. It had been that way since the beginning.
The same voice-over actor who did the intros narrated the follow-up segment. He explained to the viewers how Callery did well in the beginning due to the exposure and the new menu. Then, along with some ominous music, they’d filmed Jed saying he’d re-introduced the menu he’d designed because his guests liked it better. When questioned on how that could be true if the numbers didn’t support his theory, he looked as foolish and incompetent as he did off-screen.
Gnocchi yawned and jumped off the bed in search of food or mischief. “Fine, but you’re going to miss the best part!” Erin snuggled close and wrapped her arms around her. “Did Jed’s belt buckle get even bigger? You can see the sun reflecting off that from space.” Erin nuzzled her head against her chest.
Taylor’s mini-interview came next. It still felt strange seeing herself on-screen. She hadn’t been as constrained as during the first filming. Due to the changes Erin had implemented, she’d been able to speak in a free manner about what she’d seen since the new menu had taken effect.
“You’re so beautiful.” Erin looked up at her. “I never get tired of seeing you in your chef’s coat. It was one of the things that first attracted me to you.”
Taylor looked at her. She’d never loved anyone as much as she loved Erin. She wondered how she’d gotten so lucky. How had her life turned out so wonderfully? “I’m glad. If you only thought I was attractive while wearing a wetsuit, I’d be in a world of hurt.”
Erin pinched her, and she yelped.
“Those pants you wore the first day…when you went up the stairs, dear God.” Erin gave a noise that was probably supposed to sound like a sexy, purring cat. It missed the mark.
She laughed, making Erin’s head bounce. “How am I hearing about this now?”
Jed came on screen again. He blamed the restaurant’s recent problems on “personnel changes.”
“Why is he making air quotes?” Erin waved her hand as if he was a fly she could shoo away. “I wish the viewers knew he meant Jo and half the staff left to work with you.”
Taylor cackled.
She’d always wanted to see Callery flourish. Natasha had put so much into it, but that was long ago. She felt vindicated by her decision to leave. What Jed had done had been self-serving and cruel. Natasha’s Callery was gone. What happened to Jed’s version was no longer her concern, as much as it sometimes saddened her.
The show ended the update with a bit that surprised both of them. “Chef Mobley is no longer with Callery. She’s a nominee for the prestigious James Beard Award and has started an up-and-coming restaurant with her partner, former Restaurant Redo host Erin Rasmussen.” They watched the credits roll.
Taylor rolled on top of her. “I have the best business manager in the restaurant business, and also the hottest.” She kissed her and found Erin’s hands in the process, interlacing their fingers and pinning her to the bed. “That last part was a surprise. Was that your doing?” She wondered if being on top of Erin would ever not arouse her.
“No, I was surprised, too. If I had to guess, Maira included that as an apology.” Erin gazed at her. “Are you happy?”
She released her hands and caressed her face. “I’m so happy. You?”
Erin smiled. “Very.”
“I bet I can make you happier.” She turned off the TV and threw the remote across the room into an armchair, making Erin laugh. Taylor slid lower.



EPILOGUE
Erin had known it would happen but not to what extent. Taylor had flourished as a restaurant owner and chef.
Technically, they were business partners, but people had fallen in love with Taylor’s farm-to-table, locally sourced, sustainable menu that changed daily. Even Erin had been surprised by the number of returning guests simply because they wanted to see what new, exciting, seasonal dishes graced Chef Mobley’s menu du jour.
The restaurant didn’t open for another thirty minutes, but Erin was ready. Where had she put her phone? She went to the office and looked in her purse. As she pulled it out, she noticed seventeen missed messages. Another call vibrated while in her hand. Since the restaurant hadn’t opened yet, she took the opportunity to talk to her dad. She heard Taylor’s phone vibrating across the room from her desk as she did.
“Hi, Dad.”
“Have you seen the paper?” He dove right in.
“Not yet. Our host buys it on her way to work. She’s not here yet.”
“Go get it. You’re going to want to buy a few.” He chuckled. “You’ve been reviewed in the Times. Congratulations, honey.”
She sucked in a breath. “How many stars?” When he told her, she gasped. “Read it to me, Daddy, every word. I have to know what it says before she sees it.”
He wouldn’t read it word-for-word because he was late for his tee time, but he gave her a decent summary. Erin didn’t know if he was exaggerating or if it was nothing short of glowing.
She grabbed the first busser she saw.
“Eduardo, I need you to go to the corner store.” She dug in her handbag, shoving all the cash at him that she could find. “Buy the New York Times, as many of them as you can. Buy them all! I’ll give you an extra twenty dollars to do it. Hurry.”
To his credit, Eduardo was happy to make a buck and not ask questions.
Erin paced the dining room. She looked at the clock. Fifteen minutes until they opened for lunch. Taylor had gone to her beloved rooftop garden to pick fresh microgreens for the service and water the fragile seedlings she’d been tending. Erin needed him to return before Taylor came down.
In the meantime, she climbed a step stool and reached behind some never-used glasses on the top shelf.
“What are you doing?” Jo startled her.
Erin replaced a glass and climbed down. She slid something into her pocket.
“No one ever cleans up there, even if they say they do. It’s a good spot to hide something.”
Jo looked at her through narrowed eyes. “Nobody cares if you smoke pot. Half your staff probably has some in their lockers.” She grinned and went back to the kitchen.
It wasn’t pot.
Eduardo came through the door gasping for breath. He dumped an armload of newspapers on the host stand with a huff.
She could have kissed him. “Remind me I owe you twenty dollars at the end of your shift, and you can have your choice of two days off on the next schedule.”
He grinned and picked up a tray of glasses. “Thanks, Erin.”
She flipped to the review. There it was. Her dad had been right. Their restaurant had been reviewed in the New York Times. The stars seemed to sparkle up at her from the paper. She took a step back. There would be no wet tears marring the thing of beauty before her.
She’d been so happy the last two years doing the occasional consulting job. However, most of her time involved taking care of the business side of the restaurant, working alongside the woman she loved, and spending her days surrounded by people who had first supported Taylor and then the two of them: Sergio, Troy, Sh’neis, Tully, Paulo, and others. She could still hear Taylor’s hilarious cackle when they found out Jed instituted a twelve-month non-poaching clause when someone at the management level resigned. Jo had followed them, too, but wouldn’t be with them much longer. They needed a chef for their second location that would be opening in Brooklyn in three months, so she would finally get an executive chef position of her own.
Erin folded the newspaper and climbed the stairs. She stopped at the doorway that led to the rooftop garden. She watched Taylor, bent over clipping greens and placing them in containers lined with paper towels. If she’d believed she loved her two years ago, she’d been a fool. What they’d had then grew with each passing day. They’d learned a lot about each other during that time, and she wouldn’t change a minute of it. She never thought she could love someone so much or be so loved in return. Yet, they had so much more to look forward to. 
They’d celebrate their stellar review tonight, but Erin intended to have a bigger celebration. They’d talked of marriage before, but she doubted Taylor thought she’d ask her this soon. When she’d envisioned the moment in her mind over the last few weeks, she’d expected to be nervous when the time came, but she wasn’t. Instead, she was filled with love and joy. She knew Taylor’s answer would be yes.
She unfolded the newspaper to the correct page and took the small velvet box from her pocket. With a smile, she stepped outside. 
“I have something for you. Can you catch?”
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Drifting by Lyn Hemphill. When Tess jumps into the ocean after Jet, she thinks she’s saving her life. Of course, she can’t possibly know Jet is actually a mermaid desperate to fix her mistake before she causes her clan’s demise. (978-1-63679-242-2)
Enigma by Suzie Clarke. Polly has taken an oath to protect and serve her country, but when the spy she’s tasked with hunting becomes the love of her life, will she be the one to betray her country? (978-1-63555-999-6)
Finding Fault by Annie McDonald. Can environmental activist Dr. Evie O’Halloran and government investigator Merritt Shepherd set aside their conflicting ideas about saving the planet and risk their hearts enough to save their love? (978-1-63679-257-6)
Hot Keys by R.E. Ward. In 1920s New York City, Betty May Dewitt and her best friend, Jack Norval, are determined to make their Tin Pan Alley dreams come true and discover they will have to fight—not only for their hearts and dreams, but for their lives. (978-1-63679-259-0)
Securing Ava by Anne Shade. Private investigator Paige Richards takes a case to locate and bring back runaway heiress Ava Prescott. But ignoring her attraction may prove impossible when their hearts and lives are at stake. (978-1-63679-297-2)
The Amaranthine Law by Gun Brooke. Tristan Kelly is being hunted for who she is and her incomprehensible past, and despite her overwhelming feelings for Olivia Bryce, she has to reject her to keep her safe. (978-1-63679-235-4)
The Forever Factor by Melissa Brayden. When Bethany and Reid confront their past, they give new meaning to letting go, forgiveness, and a future worth fighting for. (978-1-63679-357-3)
The Frenemy Zone by Yolanda Wallace. Ollie Smith-Nakamura thinks relocating from San Francisco to her dad’s rural hometown is the worst idea in the world, but after she meets her new classmate Ariel Hall, she might have a change of heart. (978-1-63679-249-1)






BOLDSTROKESBOOKS.COM
 
Looking for your next great read?
 
Visit BOLDSTROKESBOOKS.COM 
to browse our entire catalog of paperbacks, ebooks, and audiobooks.
 
Want the first word on what’s new?
Visit our website for event info,
 author interviews, and blogs.
 
Subscribe to our free newsletter for sneak peeks,
new releases, plus first notice of promos
and daily bargains 
 
SIGN UP AT
BOLDSTROKESBOOKS.COM/signup




Table of Contents
Synopsis
Bold Strokes Books Social Media
Bold Strokes Books Newsletter Signup
By the Author
Title Page
Copyright
Acknowledgments
Dedication
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-one
Chapter Twenty-two
Chapter Twenty-three
Chapter Twenty-four
Chapter Twenty-five
Chapter Twenty-six
Chapter Twenty-seven
Chapter Twenty-eight
Chapter Twenty-nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-one
Chapter Thirty-two
Chapter Thirty-three
Chapter Thirty-four
Chapter Thirty-five
Chapter Thirty-six
Chapter Thirty-seven
Chapter Thirty-eight
Chapter Thirty-nine
Chapter Forty
Epilogue
About the Author
Books Available from Bold Strokes Books
Bold Strokes Books


cover1.jpeg





images/00009.jpg
Thank you for purchasing this
Bold Strokes Books eBook.

Join our mailing list to learn about new
releases, read interviews with our authors,
and learn about upcoming events.

It’s a great way to get a glimpse of who we are
behind the scenes as well as between the pages.

www.boldstrokesbooks.com





images/00010.jpg
OFrr THE MENU

by
Alaina Erdell






images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg
A’Bo ld Stwkss Books

ity in LGBTQ Lite





images/00005.jpg





