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Synopsis



Determined to fulfill her dream of becoming a chef and winning a coveted scholarship to study cooking in Italy, Ki Blake rushes in late to the first class of her final semester at Kirkwood Culinary Academy and is stopped in her tracks by Taryn Ellis, the school’s newest instructor. A beautiful and accomplished chef, Taryn has walked away from her promising career in the city’s top restaurant to devote her life to her five-year-old daughter.  



Ki and Taryn try their best to resist the urge to give in to the undeniable chemistry between them. And when at last they begin a passionate affair that must be kept a secret, they are each convinced it’s only a short-term fling. 



It’s up to both Ki and Taryn to decide whether they have found something genuine or whether the taste of romance they’ve had is truly enough.
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To Deb who gave me the idea because I’m always stealing
the remote to watch cooking shows.


Chapter One




“Turn!” I yell at the car in front of me. I’m already seven
minutes late and the person in front of me, who obviously isn’t in the same
kind of hurry I am, is killing my patience. I hate being late. I lean back in
my car and slowly count to ten to calm down. My clock flips and now I’m eight
minutes late. I can see Kirkwood Culinary Academy up ahead. I’m twenty-seven
years old and I still get butterflies on the first day of school. Technically,
it’s the first day of my last semester at the academy where I will finally
complete my culinary apprenticeship and become a certified chef. When I quit
law school and told my family, my mother sank down on the couch and sobbed. She
handled my coming out ten years ago much better. I know she wants what’s best
for me, but in her mind, what’s best equals money. In my mind, and in my heart,
it’s happiness. Cooking is my true talent. I have a relationship with food that
I treat with respect. Food talks to me. I talk back. Unfortunately, I can’t get
to class because not everybody is in a hurry. I say a quick “thank you” to
whoever is listening when the old man finally turns. I whip across traffic
directly on his tail. The second I can pass him, I do. I skid into the parking
lot and grab the closest spot I can find. I choke on my seat belt before
remembering to unlatch it. Karma for being an impatient ass to the little old
man. I sprint to the heavy doors and barge through them, ignoring the startled
students lounging in the chairs by the entrance.


I find my class and quietly close the door, hoping to slip into
an empty chair in the back of the class. No such luck. There are only two seats
open. One is easy to get to, but in the front row. The other is in the third
row, but I’d have to climb over students to reach it. Since I’m positive I’ve
already irritated the new teacher, I decide to take the seat near her and not
disrupt class further. She looks up from her quick review of the syllabus and
we make eye contact. If we were at a bar, a grocery store, anywhere but here, I
would give her a flirtatious smile. She’s absolutely gorgeous. I stand there for
a moment or two before she lifts her eyebrow at me.


“Chef, I’m sorry for being late. It won’t happen again.” I
quickly drop into the open seat, breaking eye contact only to make sure my ass
lands in the chair and not on the floor. 


“I’m sure it won’t.” Her voice is low and dark; the huskiness
sends chills across my body. This class just got more interesting. I grab a pen
as she hands me a copy of the syllabus. Her name is Taryn Ellis. “This is
probably the only day we will be sitting. The rest of the time will be spent in
the kitchen. Are there any questions so far?”


Um, yes. Who are you? Where did you come from? Are you single? “I
know you’re new to the academy. What made you want to come here and teach?” I
ask. I know all of the instructors here because I’ve worked closely with each
one over the years. She looks at me in surprise. “I’m sorry if you’ve already
answered that.”


“No, it’s a good question. I was asked by the Academy to come and
teach. Their schedule fit mine, so I said yes.”


“Are you from another institution or restaurant?” I hear a few
students snicker. “I’m not trying to be rude, I’m just curious.” I don’t want
Taryn to think I’m somehow making fun of her.


“Both, actually. I worked as Executive Chef at Rally’s downtown
for a year and the Culinary Institution here in town.” Before I have a chance
to ask her any more questions, she resumes the conversation about class
expectations and goals for the students. I find her fascinating. She’s
beautiful, probably in her early thirties, and has an accent. I can’t tell if
it’s British or Australian.


She brings up the three students still eligible for the
Excellence in Culinary Arts Scholarship to attend another culinary school for
ten months in Venice, Italy. My competition is fierce. Scott McDonnell is a few
years older than I am, and we have battled the last two and a half years. Mary
Martin is a distant third, but her pastries kick ass and she has beaten us both
with desserts. When Taryn calls my name and realizes I’m the third, she has a
hard time hiding her surprise.


“Well, Miss Katherine Blake, hopefully your cooking is better
than your timing,” she says. She’s smiling this time so I know she’s teasing.


“Ki. Call me Ki.”


“Quit flirting, Ki,” Scott says. He pokes my back with his pen. I
try not to cringe and do my best to hold eye contact with Taryn. She pretends
not to hear him and I pretend not to be embarrassed.


“Over the last few years, you’ve grown as chefs, learned how to
run a restaurant, and how to plate. Our goal is to fine tune all of what you’ve
learned, improve your palates, and learn how to cook under pressure. Even
though everybody here interns at their choice of restaurant or food service as
part of the program, I’m going to throw you into different environments and see
how well you perform. There will be a few nights we will have class, but I will
let you know well in advance so you can make the appropriate arrangements.” A
few students shuffle at their desks, obviously not happy, but nobody says
anything. At least not on the first day.


“Well, if there are no more questions, let’s get cooking.” She
glances at the clock. “I’m giving you the afternoon to prepare me a dish of
your choosing. It can be any style of cooking. If you can find it in the
kitchen, you can cook it. I want to be able to gauge where you are myself.
Today, we start fresh. No looking at recipes or pulling up something on your
phones or laptops. Let’s see how well you do from memory.”


She dismisses us with a quick wave of her hand and we scurry for
prime spots in the kitchen. I feel like I’m in an episode of Top Chef. I find a spot
near the refrigerators, but far enough away so that I’m not bothered by people
running back and forth to get ingredients. I take a deep breath, close my eyes
and think. What would a woman who lives to cook, loves to cook, wants to teach
others to cook, want to taste right now? She’s slender so I’m guessing she
doesn’t indulge much in the classic French cooking style where everything is
drowned in butter, or bathed in heavy cream. No, she likes to eat healthy. I
decide on cedar smoked salmon with rosemary mustard. When I open my eyes, I
find her looking at me before she looks down at her laptop. I don’t know why,
but the look she gives me fills me with hope. I feel encouraged. I don’t see
her look at Scott, or Mary, or any of the other students in the class. I’m even
more determined to impress her.


Cooking has always calmed me. Regardless of time constraints.
When I’m in the zone, nothing bothers me. The only time I’m arrogant is in the
kitchen.


“Chefs, don’t forget hats and coats,” she says. Shit. In my haste
this afternoon, I forgot mine. Strike two. I slink over to her.


“Chef, I forgot mine. May I borrow a set?” She looks up at me.


“Bad day, Miss Blake?” she asks.


“You have no idea, Chef,” I say. Charlie, a regular at the diner
I work at, had a heart attack right there in the restaurant. I didn’t have time
to go back to my apartment to grab my things. I was happy to make it to class
at all. She unlocks the supply cabinet and hands me a hat and a clean jacket.


“Thank you so much,” I say. “This won’t happen again.” She gives
me a look. “Really,” I add. I head back to my station. I have a lot of ground
to cover in a short amount of time.





*





I watch as she brings the fork up to her mouth. A nice mouth with
straight, white teeth, and full red lips worthy of tasting perfection. Just
watching her is such a turn on. I have an incredible urge to feed her, and I
can’t help but stare at her mouth as she tastes my food. For the briefest of
moments, she closes her eyes. When she turns to face me the look in her eyes is
that of pure gratification. I know I nailed it.


“Very good, Chef,” she says. She places the fork on the plate and
I notice her hand is slightly shaking. I don’t know if my nearness is affecting
her or if it’s my food. Either way, I’m suppressing the biggest girl squeal of
my life right now. I respectfully nod at her and head back to my work station.
I wink at Scott as I walk by and he scowls at me. I smile, remembering how she
told him his lamb shanks were undercooked. He really is a good chef, but he’s
too competitive and rushes. Hopefully, his impatience helps me win the
scholarship this final semester.


I clean my station and wait for the rest of the students to
finish. I’m dragging, hoping for some alone time with Taryn. Not just because I
want praise for my cooking, but because I really want to get to know her.
Scrubbing the work station again just makes me look stupid. I decide to grab my
bag and head out. Tomorrow is a new day. Our eyes meet when I head out the
door.


“I won’t be late tomorrow,” I say.


She smiles. “I know.”


“And I’ll remember my jacket and hat.”


“I know.”


Chapter Two




“Has anybody heard how Charlie’s doing?” I ask anybody who
can hear me as I walk through the kitchen doors of Bud’s Diner. Ashley is the
only one close by.


“He’s hanging in there,” she says. I exhale quietly. We’ve had
some crazy things happen in the diner. Yesterday made the top five list along
with a drive-by shooting, a drug bust, a fire in the kitchen, and when one of
our waitresses went into early labor. I love the diner. There is so much
character here. It’s been my favorite place to intern so far. I’m learning how
to cook rich and delicious southern and soul food, and they are learning how to
incorporate some of the classic French cooking I’ve shown them into what they
already know.


This job has my mother crying. She expects me to at least work at
the finest restaurant in town, but I tell her I have to learn it all in order
to do my job to the best of my ability. If I win the scholarship to Italy, I
might redeem myself a bit with her.


“That was scary,” I say. It really was. I’m a complete mess in
situations of extreme stress unless there is food preparation involved. The
only thing I was good for yesterday was holding Charlie’s hand. The five
minutes it took for the ambulance to arrive was the longest five minutes of my
life. “So what’s the special for today?”


“Ham hocks and beans,” Ashley says. I nod my approval. Perfect
for this time of year. Warm, stick-to-your-ribs comfort food.


“I’ll make my cornbread.” I grab two cast iron skillets and throw
them into the oven to heat up. I whip up the ingredients along with a dash of
cinnamon and honey to give it more sweetness and flavor.


“How was your first day?” Bud asks. He does most of the cooking
around here. I work in the mornings and I help get lunch started.


“Well, to start things off, I was late to class. Then I forgot my
jacket and my hat and had to borrow from the new teacher, who, by the way, is
gorgeous. We had to cook her anything we wanted.”


“Did you wow her?” he asks.


I smile at him. “I think so. She said ‘very good, chef’ and she
closed her eyes when she took a bite.” I sigh remembering her mouth and how her
brown eyes lit up.


“And that’s just day one. You have so many other dishes to show
her before this semester ends. How did the others do?”


“Ha! She told Scott his lamb was undercooked and was too salty,
but praised Mary for her strawberry shortcake. I’m not worried about her
though.”


“Maybe we should be working on desserts with you. How about sweet
potato pie, or pecan pie?”


“I know how to make those desserts,” I say. Not very well,
though, and we both know it. 


“Does your teacher like desserts?” he asks.


“Mary was the only one who made anything sweet, so I’m sure it
was a treat.”


“How about strawberry-rhubarb pie?” That perks my interest. I can
never seem to get the pie to firm up just right, no matter how much cornstarch
I use.


“Perfect. Today?”


“This week sometime. We have quite a few things to get done today
and tomorrow unless you want to come in tonight,” he says. My cat, Sophia, is
ready to disown me. I’m sure I will pay for it tonight when she prances and
dances across my body while I’m trying to sleep. I’ve been spending several
extra nights at the diner this week trying to perfect fried chicken. Bud
doesn’t mind as long as I clean up after myself. Plus, whatever we don’t eat or
sell, Bud donates to his church’s food kitchen.


“Thanks, but I think I need to stay home tonight and relax. Also,
Sophia is getting pissed that I’m not home more,” I say.


Bud laughs. “My wife’s the same way. It’s a good thing you don’t
have one of those,” he says. I shrug. I think it would be kind of cool to share
my life with somebody. My past girlfriends have all been younger, carefree, and
emotionally unavailable. I’m ready for the grown up kind of romance.


We cook in companionable silence. We both prepare the breakfast
orders as they come up. In the meantime, Bud thickens his ham and beans, and I
take the cornbread out and slice it into equal portions. The heat lamp will
keep them warm until orders come in. The breakfast crowd shuffles out and
within thirty minutes, the lunch crowd files in and orders are up. I enjoy
plating the food as much as I enjoy cooking. Bud thinks I try too hard. I tell
him I make art in thirty seconds or less.


Chapter Three




“Let’s go around the room and find out what everybody cooked
since the last time we saw one another,” Taryn says. We are standing around the
center cooking station before she starts a demonstration on the proper way to
prepare and cook a soufflé. Students answer and I know half of them are lying.
When she turns to me I answer honestly.


“Fried chicken, meatloaf, and cornbread.” I know it sounds
simple, but we have perfected the recipes at the diner and have received
nothing but praise.


“Nice and rustic,” Taryn says.


I can almost feel the daggers Scott is throwing my way because of
the attention she is giving me. I know he’s chomping at the bit to brag. By the
time she gets to him, nobody cares. She nods as he goes on and on. He gives her
a bright, lopsided grin and winks. Holy shit, he’s flirting with her. Sure, he
is somewhat attractive, but how can she not see he’s an ass? Plus, she is way
out of his league. She looks at him for a few extra seconds and turns her
attention back to the whole class.


“Soufflés are delicate, as most of you know. There is an art to
it. Almost magic,” she says. Her voice is fun and I find myself smiling at her
playfulness. She is making a smoked mushroom soufflé and we watch her work,
talk, teach. She’s amazing. Since she is preparing food, she is wearing her
chef’s jacket and tall chef’s hat. Her long, light brown hair is French braided
out of her face and hits the middle of her back. Her hands are quick as she
whips and explains her shortcuts, and her techniques.


“How long have you been cooking, Chef?” I ask.


“Since I was four,” she says. I smile and picture a small girl
standing on a kitchen chair scrambling eggs with Mom close by.


“What’s your favorite thing to cook?” Scott asks.


“That’s a hard question. I enjoy so many different things. I love
the simplicity of omelets and the complexity of coq au vin. As long as I’m in
the kitchen, I’m happy.” Coq au vin is difficult because it requires braising a
rooster, not a chicken, with a ton of other animal parts I’m not overly fond
of, in a red wine sauce. Not my favorite thing to eat or cook. “A kitchen has
endless possibilities and every day is a new adventure.” She says the word
adventure with an ‘ah’ at the end, and I struggle to stay focused on her
cooking instead of her mouth. I wonder what she is like with a lover. Does her
raspy voice drive him or her crazy? Does she talk during sex, whisper words of
encouragement, or is she quiet and her mouth busy? I sternly remind myself to
focus on her efficient technique, but my mind wanders over her slender body.
She is taller than I am by a few inches, and has a body of a runner. She does
her best to hide her slender waist and long legs under her clothes and her
jacket, but it’s hard to cover up perfection.


“Ki?” she asks. “Ki?” I look at her. I’m sure my face looks
guilty, and I feel the heat of embarrassment color on my cheeks. I have no idea
what she just asked or said to me.


“Chef, can you please repeat?” I ask.


“Is class not challenging enough today to keep your interest,
Miss Blake?” she asks. I hear an edge to her voice and I know I’ve offended
her. Shit.


“My apologies, Chef.” She ignores me and asks another student the
same question. I feel like an ass. I’ve single-handedly managed to bring down
the mood of my instructor. Again. How is this possible? I’ve always been
teacher’s pet. I’ve even taught a class a time or two. So far, I haven’t made a
very good impression on Taryn. I know she approves of my cooking, but she’s not
impressed with the rest of me. I make it a point to stay focused on her lesson.
I promise myself that I will make the best soufflé today.


When she dismisses us to our workstations, I plan a spinach,
mushroom, and Gouda soufflé, adding just a little bit to her original recipe.
She has given us free reign on what to add to our dishes, but since we have an
abundance of mushrooms in the refrigerator, most of us are using them. I see
Scott pull out a lobster tail and I can’t help but roll my eyes. Both Mary and
Taryn see me and for a brief moment I’m embarrassed again, but they both smile
and the private moment shared between us gives me strength. I sauté shallots
and mushrooms until the sizzling subsides, then add spinach, and try to recall
Taryn’s steps. I close my eyes for a moment and watch her fold the separated
ingredients together. From memory, I follow the best I can. It’s impossible for
me to take notes in a kitchen. Cooking utensils only, not pens. I start the
process and find I actually have enough ingredients to complete three attempts.
I give a quick and silent prayer that one of them turns out and that nobody
fucks with my oven. I stand guard over it and grab a cookbook Taryn has
available for us to flip through. I about fall over when I see that the
cookbook is actually her own. I’m trying not to put Taryn on a pedestal, but
it’s hard when she is obviously perfect. According to the book’s forward, she
was a finalist for a James Beard Foundation Award for the northeast two years
ago. What the hell is she doing here in the midwest? Completely engrossed in
the book, I almost miss my timer when it goes off. I’m not overly excited about
my soufflés. One is overflowing, another is too dark because of the mushrooms
roasting at the surface. The third has potential. I can’t cover up the top with
a glaze because obviously it’s not a sweet dish. Instead, I decide to flash fry
a few mushrooms and add them to the top. Not only will it add texture to the
dish, but it will cover up the dark spots.


“Very nice, Chef.” Taryn breaks open the soufflé. Thankfully, it
is fully cooked. A few other students hang around to see my dish and
congratulate me as well. “Nice use of the mushrooms on top.” She takes another
bite and savors the taste before she swallows. I can’t keep my eyes off of her
mouth. Her tongue darts out to quickly gather a few crumbs left by the last
bite. Her mouth is generous and I wonder what it’s like to devour it. I have an
urge to reach out and run my thumb against her bottom lip, feel its softness
under my touch. I know she has to be a fantastic kisser with lips as red and
full as hers. “Thank you, Chef.” Her words bring me back to reality. I find
that I have moved somewhat close to her and I’m in danger of invading her
personal space. I quickly nod at her and head back to my station. A few
students congratulate me on my dish again. I can’t even remember what I just
made. The image of Taryn’s mouth and what I want to do with it overtakes my
thoughts.


Chapter Four




Saturdays at the farmer’s market down in the River Plaza are
a chef’s dream. Cheap, organic, local food. I push myself through the week just
to make it to the weekends so I can bargain with local farmers and growers for
the best deals. I know several of the vendors. Some of them know me and save
some of their better items, knowing I will buy from them.


I stand for a moment and enjoy the sounds and smells around me.
Spices from around the world, flowers from local gardens, fruits and vegetables
from farmers. I hear several different languages, mothers scolding children,
and vendors singing to buyers. I can spend hours here. Today is my first
Saturday off in a long time. I’ve been working at the diner on the weekends
since Morgan had her baby, so today is my day of freedom. I immediately head
for the spices. I’m most excited about them and they are the easiest to carry.


“Where have you been, pretty lady?” Akim asks. He smiles as I
practically skip over to his vast array of spices. He has a permanent shop in
the River Plaza and I stop in every time I’m here. I walk up and down the
aisle, trying to figure out which ones I want.


“Stop flirting, or I’ll tell your wife,” I say.


“She knows I only speak the truth,” he says. “What are you cooking
this week?”


“That’s just it. I don’t know. I know I will need cumin and
cinnamon. Do you have fresh rosemary this week?”


“Of course. I also have whole saffron.” He whispers it to me as
if we’re sharing a secret.


“Shut up,” I say. He nods. “Hook me up.” After spending too much
on spices, I reluctantly leave his stall and head for vegetables.


“Look what I have for you.” I hear George yell from the second
aisle, waving his arms to get me to his booth. I swear he has ESP and knows
when I’m near. He holds up the largest eggplant I’ve ever seen. I head over to
him, my brain already concocting recipes for eggplant a dozen different ways.
My heart stops and I gasp when I notice Taryn picking through some zucchini and
squash near George’s stand. I’m completely surprised at the little girl who is
holding onto the pinky finger on her right hand. The girl is adorable. She has
curly, dark blonde hair and big brown eyes just like Taryn. Of course Taryn has
a family. She’s beautiful, smart, and can cook better than any chef I’ve ever
known. I’m in a bad spot right now. This is her private life. It’s always
unnerving when you meet an instructor outside of the classroom.


“Hi,” I say. Taryn turns to me with a surprised look on her face.


“Hi,” she says. We stand there smiling at one another. I’m
completely tongue-tied around her.


“You haven’t been around in weeks, Ki,” George says. I turn to
him.


“I’ve been working weekends for the last month. Today is my first
day off in forever,” I say.


“You are too young to work this hard,” he says. He bags three
eggplants and hands them to me without even asking how many I want. “You should
try slicing the eggplant thin, bake it, and halfway through, add some of your
fresh herbs and spices.” He points at my bag. Sounds simple and delicious.


“That sounds good, George. Thanks for the idea.” I turn back to
Taryn. “He has the freshest eggplants and squash around here. Do you come to
the market a lot?”


“Olivia and I just moved to the area. This is our second trip
down here. Olivia, meet Ki. She is one of my students.” Olivia shyly sticks her
forefinger in the corner of her mouth.


I squat down so that we are eye level. “Hello, Olivia. I’m Ki.
Like pie.”


Olivia giggles. “Pie? Your name is pie?” Oh, my God. She has a
slight accent, too.


“No. Ki, with a ‘K.’” I wink at Taryn. “C’mon. How cool is my
name?”


“Almost as cool as mine,” Olivia says. I laugh. She’s a spitfire.


“Olivia is a very pretty name. You’re the first Olivia I’ve met,”
I say. She smiles.


“What are you doing here?” Olivia asks.


“Probably the same thing you girls are doing here. Buying fruits
and veggies.” I stand up and am face-to-face with Taryn. She looks completely
relaxed. Her hair is loosely pulled back in a ponytail. She’s wearing a thin
white oxford with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows and faded jeans. I wish I
would have taken more time getting ready this morning. I’m wearing yoga pants,
thin sweatshirt, and athletic shoes. My hair is also pulled back, but I’m a
mess, and she looks great. Suddenly self-conscious, I quickly smooth down my
hair and stop when I see her smile at me. She knows what I’m doing.


“You seem to know the area pretty well. Are there vendors we need
to stay away from?” she asks. I’m surprised she’s asking me for advice.


“Most of the vendors on the ends of each aisle are the best. They
have the prime spots and have been here the longest. They also know their
customers pretty well.”


“You seem to be popular.”


I smile at that. “I shop here all the time. Well, I used to
before I got added shifts.”


“So, why do you work at a diner? Your cooking is fantastic. You
could really work anywhere.” Her voice is so soothing and calming. It takes my
mind a few seconds to process her compliment.


“Thank you, but I want to learn all types of cooking, and I
really like it there. You should come by. Both of you. We are just down at the
corner of fourteenth and Grand.” I’m embarrassed. I just invited my teacher to
my work. Now, we will awkwardly stand around until she says something
non-committal. “No big deal. Just if you ever want to know why, come on down to
the diner.” I can’t shut up. I will her to say something, anything.


“That sounds great. We just might do that.”


“Can we go see the animals now?” Olivia asks. Taryn turns her
attention back to her daughter.


“Can we pick up some fruit first?” she asks. Olivia thinks about
it and nods.


“But we have to hurry, okay?” she says. “Come with us, Ki.” It’s
more of a command and Taryn shyly nods her head in their direction, her
invitation cute and playful. I am not used to this side of her.


“Hey, Olivia.” She looks up at me. “Last time I was here, there
were baby chicks. I even held them. They are so fluffy.” She smiles at me and
quickens her pace.


“Hurry, Mum.” She tugs at Taryn’s hand and zigzags us through
hordes of people bartering with vendors in the aisles.


“Hang on, love. Let me pick up some apples and mangoes. Ki, any
fruit vendors you like in this aisle since this is the only one I will get to?”
Taryn asks. I just can’t believe she’s so relaxed. And beautiful. I notice
other people glancing at her and I’m torn between being smitten and jealous.
She mentioned she and her daughter just recently moved to this area. She didn’t
mention a husband, or a significant other. “Ki?”


“Sorry. Just trying to figure out where the good vendors are.”
Hopefully, I sound believable and she didn’t catch me staring. She has to know
I’m gay. Hell, Scott outed me on the first day of class when he accused me of
flirting with her. I point to a farmer on the left and we head that way. Olivia
drags her heels anxious to get to the animals instead of studying fruit with
the adults. “How fresh do you want the mangoes? I mean, are you cooking or
eating them right away?”


“Don’t tell anybody, but we are going to work on mango glazes and
chutneys in class so I need a few ripe ones now to practice with and several
for Monday,” she says. “Mangoes are fun and chutneys are easy. It will be a
simple class.”


“I have a mango chutney recipe that’s fantastic. I serve it on
the side with pork chops at the diner.” She looks completely surprised. “This
is why you need to visit the diner. Diners are completely misunderstood.” Bud’s
Diner was created from love and it shows in his cooking. He’s had several
famous people dine at his place, and photos on the wall to prove it.


“We will. Let me know the next time you have a Saturday special
that’s spectacular, and we’ll visit you there.” I’m so happy I feel like I’m
floating. My heart is racing like I’m on a first date, but I keep reminding
myself that this is a chance meeting. Not only is she my instructor, but she’s
way out of my league.


“Finally.” Olivia rolls her eyes. Taryn and I smile at one
another. Taryn gives Olivia a few quarters for hay pellets to feed the goats
and kids. Olivia has no fear.


“How old is she?” I ask.


“Six going on sixteen.”


I nod my head in sympathy. “She’s very cute. Very smart.”


Taryn smiles at me. “She’s quite the handful. But she’s my entire
life and I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I nod, not understanding if that’s
her way of telling me she’s not interested, or if she’s just opening up to me
like a new friend. Taryn gets out her phone and takes a few pictures of Olivia
feeding the baby goats. Olivia’s delightful giggle is infectious and soon
several bystanders are laughing with her.


“She’s a ham, but completely adorable. She looks like you.” I
almost face palm myself at my stupidity. Rule number one: never, ever hit on
your teachers. Not even subconsciously. Taryn’s smile turns tight, and I know
I’ve said something stupid. I’m not sure how to get out of this uncomfortable
silence that seems to be going on forever. “So tell me where you’re from. Both
of you have accents.” That seems innocent enough.


“I’m originally from South Africa, but moved to Florida when I
was a teenager. I went back to Cape Town after college and was there for ten
years. Olivia and I moved back to the United States about four years ago.” She
nods at her timeline.


“Wow. I’ve never met anyone from South Africa before. I was
trying to figure out if you’re from England or Australia. Well, you have a
great accent.” I cringe again because I still sound like I’m hitting on her. “I
can tell Olivia has a slight accent, too.”


“Hers will probably disappear over time. Mine won’t,” she says.
I’m okay with that. “Honey, move your shoes away from the mama goat. She’s
trying to eat your laces.” Her attention is back on Olivia. Olivia responds by
dancing and moving around, squealing with a mixture of delight and alarm.
“She’s going to need another bath.” We both watch in pure disgust as several
baby goats nibble at her hands, their slobber webbing her fingers. Olivia
doesn’t seem to mind, but I’m already trying to find the hand sanitizer. As a
chef, I am constantly washing my hands. I hate for them to be dirty. I know the
mentality of a six-year-old is different than mine.


“They have hydrants here somewhere. We can just hose her off,” I
say. Taryn briefly touches my forearm and laughs. She quickly pulls away as if
my arm has burned her.


“I’m sorry,” she says. And now things are awkward again. We turn
our attention to Olivia, the silence heavy between us. I make a conscious
effort not to look at Taryn, even though I’m very much aware of her nearness,
her smell, her loveliness. I see her gradually relax again as she watches her
daughter. “Olivia, it’s time to go. Say good-bye to your new friends.” Olivia
starts pouting and I can’t help but smile. It’s amazing how much they look
alike. She gradually makes her way over to the gate, slowly, making sure to pet
each goat along the way.


“We need to come back here every week,” she says
matter-of-factly. She fusses a bit as Taryn douses her tiny hands with hand
sanitizer. “And can we bring cookies for them to eat?”


“Sweetie, I don’t think the mama goats want their babies to eat
cookies. I think we’ll just stick with the tiny pellets.”


“Okay. But can we see them every weekend?” Olivia wrings her tiny
hands hopefully. I’m nodding with Olivia, completely inserting myself into this
family moment. I agree they should come back every weekend, not only for the
great produce, but for the opportunity for me to bump into them again.


“We’ll see,” Taryn says. Both Olivia and I sigh. Everybody knows
what that means. I try to lighten Olivia’s mood.


“You know what, Olivia? Even if you skip a weekend or two, the
babies will still be really happy to see you the next time you are here.” She
doesn’t quite smile at me, but her frown is gone. “And if I’m here and you
aren’t, I promise to give them some food and tell them it’s from you.” Okay,
score. That does it. She’s happy again.


“Really? Do you think they will remember me?”


“Oh, I’m sure goats are like dogs. They will remember you and
your smell. I’m sure you are stinky to them.”


She giggles. “I am not.”


I catch her smelling her arm. I point and laugh. “So maybe
instead of calling you Olivia, I should call you stinky.” She huffs, but can’t
help but laugh. Even Taryn is smiling. “Come on, stinky. Let’s help your Mom
get these fruits and veggies to the car.”


“Thanks for your help, Ki. I appreciate it. This is a great
market.” I can tell Taryn is nervous, almost skittish around me. A part of me
wants to reassure her I’m not going to jump her, but then I’m not entirely sure
of that.


“You’ll love coming here. There is so much to choose from and I
always come up with new recipes every time I shop.” We walk over to a black SUV
and I help her load up the back while Olivia climbs into her booster seat. I
lean into the window.


“Nice to meet you, stinky.” I wave at her.


“Bye, pie!” she says. I look back at her with my best annoyed
look. She laughs. She’s just delightful.


“Have a good rest of your weekend, Taryn. I’ll see you Monday.” I
leave them without a backward glance. I don’t want Taryn to think that she
affects me, and I don’t want to scare her off because she does.


Chapter Five




I’m nervous walking to class. I know Taryn is already there
because her car is in the parking lot. One of the great things about the
culinary center is the layout of the classrooms. The first third of the
classroom is a dry erase board and eight long desks. The rest of it is really a
giant kitchen divided up into workstations for each chef. Each room has a glass
front so that people can observe the instructors and students without
disrupting class.


I hope to have a moment to watch Taryn before my presence is
known. What I don’t expect is Scott leaning over her pointing out something on
her laptop. He is very close to her, too close in my opinion. The feral part of
me wants to growl at him, partly because I see her as my friend now and I know
he’s a total slime ball, and the other part simply because I’m jealous. He’s
obviously interested in her. As I walk into class, Taryn looks up and we make
eye contact. I can’t tell if she looks guilty or annoyed. I raise my eyebrow
and she gives me an eye roll. I shuffle my backpack around to cover up my
relief and small burst of laughter.


“What’s going on?” I feel like I need to say something since the
three of us are in close proximity. Scott looks at me and takes a small step
away from Taryn.


“I was just showing Chef a program on the Ethnic Food Festival
this weekend. My family has a booth there. Everybody is invited.” He smiles
smugly.


“I’ll probably go on Sunday.” Not that anybody asked. “What is
your family cooking?”


“Irish stew, soda bread, and a few other family recipes.” That
all actually sounds pretty good.


“I’ll be sure to stop by.” I pull out my chef jacket and put it
on while Taryn and Scott discuss his menu in detail. I love that she is so
interested in food, regardless of who’s talking about it. I head to my station
because I can’t just sit around and stare at them. It’s relatively clean, but I
wipe it down again, anxious to stay busy and not watch them. I know we’re
working with mangoes today and I’m excited to see if Taryn will let us do what
we want, or if we’ll have to follow her recipe.


“Good news, Ki.” Taryn is suddenly beside me and I jump, dumping
the cup of soy oil I just poured all over the front of my jacket and onto the
counter. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” She’s laughing and as
much as I want to be mad at her, I can’t help but laugh with her. It’s nice to
see her still relaxed and not in teacher mode yet. We both fumble around for
paper towels to contain the mess. It’s amazing how fast a cup of oil can
spread.


“Well, you certainly got my attention.” I look down at my coat,
the oil stain is forming and spreading fast. I sigh. She grabs a few paper
towels and runs them under hot water before applying them to the front of my
coat. Without thinking, she starts unbuttoning my jacket. I watch her in
complete stunned silence. When her fingers still, we make eye contact again.
Her fingers are right at the buttons near my breasts.


“I’m so sorry.” She takes a few steps back, both of us surprised
at her actions. I finish taking off my chef jacket as if her hands weren’t just
on my body and my reaction to her isn’t explosive. My heart hammers in my chest
and I start to sweat. I swallow a few times, trying to think of a way to joke
out of this, but I draw a blank. She heads over to the pantry and returns with
a cup of white powder. “If you give me your jacket, I’ll treat it with baking
powder. It’s the best and fastest way to get an oil stain out of clothes.” I
hand her my jacket with shaking fingers, hoping she doesn’t see my reaction. If
she does, she plays it off and works diligently on my jacket. “Grab another
jacket from the supply cabinet.” I need to get away from her so I quickly march
over to the cabinet and slip on another jacket. I take a few deep breaths as I
button it up and am able to calm myself. Other students start filling in the
room and our moment, or whatever that was, dissipates. By the time I walk over
to her, my nerves and my body have calmed. 


“So, what’s the good news?” I clear my throat, trying to lose the
frog that has lodged itself tightly inside. She looks up from her project of
cleaning my jacket, her eye contact almost fierce, confusing me further.


“Well, I was going to tell you that we are going to cook a
protein with the chutney. That way you can make your delicious diner dish for
me.” Her face relaxes.


“This still doesn’t release you and Olivia from the invitation of
eating at the actual diner.” I know I’m pushing her, but I feel like something
might be happening here and I’m not ready to walk away from it. She finally
smiles at me. “And don’t worry about my jacket. I have a few of them.”


“It’s my fault you spilled it. I shouldn’t have pounced on you.”
I lift my eyebrow up, acknowledging her choice of words. “Well, you know what I
mean.” She’s actually blushing. “Anyway, I guess we should get started.” I look
up at the clock and sigh. This magical moment is over, but not forgotten.


“Chefs, today we are going to make a sweet mango chutney and I
want you to prepare a protein you think pairs the best with it. And a side dish
if you want extra credit.” The class laughs at this because there is no such
thing as extra credit, only over-achievers. I’m already mentally on it.


Taryn passes out the mangoes and starts her recipe. She explains
why she chose the spices and ingredients she has and tells us that it can be
made however we want. I’m eager to start mine, but watching her prepare is just
as engaging. Now, I can actually stare and get away with it. After ten minutes
of chopping mangoes, apples, gingerroot and adding spices, she starts the
cooking process and excuses us to get started.


She has a small jar of chutney that she made over the weekend
that we taste. It’s fantastic. Almost as good as mine. I don’t tell her that
because I want to show her. I decide on an almond encrusted pork chop,
butternut squash spaghetti with roasted vegetables, and my own mango chutney.
Personally, I would love to make cheesy garlic mashed potatoes as part of this
comfort food event, but she doesn’t strike me as the mashed potatoes kind of
girl. Maybe roasted potatoes, but nothing heavy. I take a moment and process my
meal. What do I need to get started right away and what should I hold off on? I
know there are no time restraints so I decide to pull together all of the
ingredients first. I notice Taryn making her way through the class, asking each
chef what they are cooking. By the time she reaches me, I’ve chopped my
ingredients for the chutney, as well as the almonds for my pork chop crust.


“No starch, Ki?” she asks. I’m surprised she questions it.


“You don’t strike me as the potatoes kind of girl.” I wink at
her. Why the hell did I wink?


“You never know until you try.” She smiles at me as she makes her
way to the next student. Well, shit. I can’t help but grin. I’m stoked to make
my cheesy garlic mashed potatoes now. Everybody at the diner loves them. Even
Bud likes them and he doesn’t particularly like garlic. I rethink my menu,
replacing the fresh vegetables with my potatoes. I don’t even look up for
forty-five minutes. I know that people are starting to prep plates, but I’m in
my zone and I don’t want to leave my station.


“Who hasn’t tried Mary and Tony’s dishes yet?” Taryn asks. She’s
looking at me so I reluctantly head that way, two forks in hand. Both are good,
just not thrilling. I do like the fact that Mary added slivers of peach to her
chutney. Even though it’s too sweet for me, the peach complements the mango
nicely. I praise their dishes and head back to mine.


Somehow, I’m the last chef to turn in her dish. Only by a minute
or two. Scott’s dish was great, of course, so I had to step it up. My pork
chops are fantastic. I found the best cuts in the refrigerator and cooked them
to perfection. Pork is delicate, but I have worked with it enough to know how
to cook it flawlessly. My potatoes are fluffy and my chutney is spot on. I
can’t help but smile as I bring my plates over to the rest of the class.


“Fantastic, Ki.” Taryn smiles at me. The butterflies in my
stomach are dancing, but I have to remain calm and professional. Scott even
gives me props.


“This is really good,” he says. He takes another bite of my
potatoes. I can tell he is trying to figure out my ingredients. I’ll never tell
him.


“Thanks.” I head back to my station to clean up. Class eventually
files out and I’m left with just Taryn. I find myself taking my time, enjoying
the few moments alone with her.


“You were right. Your chutney is amazing,” she says.


“Thanks,” I say. “I’m glad you let us pick a protein, too.”


“Well, you gave me a good idea. I think all the students had fun
today.”


“We have fun every day. I can’t imagine doing anything else.”


“Have you always wanted to be a chef?” she asks. Oh, boy. She’s
going to love my story.


“Actually, no. I dropped out of law school. Surprised?”


“No, impressed, really. Just getting into law school is an
accomplishment. When did you decide you wanted to cook for a living instead?”


“I’ve always enjoyed cooking. It’s peaceful to me. Law isn’t.
There’s no connection with anything. At least with food I have endless
possibilities and they are all positive,” I say. She nods. I slow down my
movements as I clean up my station, talking and listening about her and Olivia.
She looks up at the clock in surprise.


“Oh, my. I have to pick up Olivia.” She jumps up from her chair.


“Go. I’ll lock the door behind me. I’m almost done anyway.” She
thanks me and heads for the door.


“You did a great job today, Ki. I’m proud of you.” She waves and
leaves. What a fantastic Monday. Not only did I impress her with my chutney,
but I kicked Scott’s ass, and I got a few minutes alone with her. I’m starting
to like the days of the week more than the weekends.


Chapter Six




“You look great! Where have you been, girl?” Jessie grabs me
in a big hug, squeezing me so hard that I grunt. I met her when I first moved
into the building. She lives downstairs and has been my best friend since day
one. I haven’t spent a lot of time with my friends lately.


“I’ve been pretty busy with work and school.”


Jessie holds my arms up and makes me twirl for her. “When was the
last time you wore a dress and where have you been hiding these curves?”


I smile shyly at her. I rarely wear dresses, but today I felt
like getting dolled up. We’re going to an all day concert celebrating the LGBTQ
community in the park and I want to look good. It’s been a long time since I
had a real date and maybe it’s time to meet some new women. My everyday
wardrobe consists of black slacks and white coats. I need color and style for
at least one day.


“Stop. I’m just getting tired of my monochromatic wardrobe. I
needed a break.” I do like this dress.


“Well, lilac compliments you well,” she says. I smile. It’s been
a long time since I heard somebody say something nice about me, not just my
cooking. My hair is pulled back in a French braid. All day out in the sun, even
though the temperature won’t hit above seventy-five, will still be hot.


“I made us sandwiches, lemon bars, brownies, veggie chips, and
some other stuff.”


Jessie looks at the picnic basket then back at me. “You know
there are only four of us, right? That basket must weigh a good twenty pounds.”


“Then we can share with others around us.” I put a lot of effort
into our picnic. Jessie packed two bottles of wine, beer, and water. Sam and
Lynn are responsible for the blankets and chairs. “Are we all set?” I don’t
even try to lift the basket. Jessie works out daily. Not only is she strong and
beautiful, but she’s tough. Her white T-shirt with a rainbow heart across the
front is stretched tight against her chest and her cargo shorts hang
dangerously low on her hips.


“Let’s go.” We head out to Jessie’s Jeep Renegade where Sam and
Lynn are loading everything up.


“Did you pack the entire cow in that basket?” Lynn asks.


“Just wait until you taste everything,” I say. She grabs me and
gives me a friendly hug. Sam isn’t a hugger so she gives me an awkward wave three
feet from where I’m standing. I smile and nod.


“Good to see you, Sam. How are you?” She’s an IT manager at some
insurance company downtown and doesn’t have a lot to say most days unless it’s
about Zelda or other video games. I’m sure she feels the same way about my
obsession with cooking as I do about her gaming.


“Good.” She nods back. Okay, so we got through that. I climb into
the passenger seat as Jessie loads up the basket in the very back.


“So what’s the plan?” Jessie asks. I hand her the tickets and
parking pass. The concert is about twenty minutes away. Our parking pass is
pretty good, but we probably won’t get a spot close to the entrance since we
are three hours late getting there. When we looked over the schedule last week,
we didn’t see any bands we wanted to hear until early afternoon.


“Let’s get there, find a spot, and relax the rest of the day.”
I’m so ready to just enjoy my friends, the weather, and music. Jessie always
has a rainbow flag that she stakes in the ground to help us find our way back
to our blanket. With 10,000 people there, it’s hard to remember where base camp
is, especially if alcohol is involved. I plan to stay mostly sober because
tomorrow I want to enjoy my Sunday and not be plagued by a wine hangover. I
slip on my shades, lean back in the seat, and enjoy the sunshine on my face. I
haven’t felt this kind of peace in weeks.


Jessie gets us to the concert in record time. I end up carrying
nothing. Apparently a woman in a dress is not required to lug heavy things.
There are open spots about halfway up the hill and we head that way to set up
and spread out.


“Ki! Ki!” A high voice calls. I turn and see Olivia waving at me.
What the hell? What is she doing here?


“Hang on, guys,” I say. I head toward her, waving. She gives me a
quick hug when I close the gap, surprising me.


“What are you doing here, Olivia?” My mind is trying to process
why she is at the concert. She has a NOH8 sticker on her cheek and looks
adorable in her pink dress.


“Hi, Ki,” Taryn says. She walks up behind Olivia, putting her
hands on her tiny shoulders. I know my jaw is on the ground and there is
nothing I can do to salvage any sense of coolness. Taryn smiles at me.


“Uh, hi,” I say. I’m still in shock. My teacher is at a LGBTQ
concert with her daughter.


“I’m here with a few of my friends,” Taryn says. She thumbs
behind her and I can see three other women lounging on a large blanket in the
grass. I see a large cooler and am finally able to speak.


“You packed a giant picnic, too, huh?”


She laughs. “The outcome of being a cook and your friends asking
you to whip up something for lunch.” A small piece of hair blows across her
face in the breeze and hangs up on her eyelash. Without thinking, I reach out
and gently brush it from her face. We stand there for a moment, both of us
looking at one another, neither speaking. I’m sure we are crossing a line here,
but I don’t know what the line is, or how far I should step over it. Before I
can say anything, one of her friends is suddenly behind her.


“Can I get you anything, Taryn?” A slender and beautiful woman
with short brown hair comes up behind her and Olivia. I don’t miss the
possessive gesture as she puts her palm on Taryn’s back. I look down, then back
up at Taryn. She looks a bit angry and I don’t know if it’s directed at me.


“No, thank you. We are good here. Mallory, this is Ki, a friend
of mine. Ki, this is Mallory.” She doesn’t specify their relationship so of
course, I think the worst. The worst for me, obviously not for her. I nod at
Mallory.


“Nice to meet you. Have you all been here long? Have we missed
anything?” I try to keep the conversation light. I still can feel Taryn’s
smooth skin against my fingertip and try hard to keep from staring at her. My
desire for her is always close to the surface and it’s getting harder and
harder to hide it. Mallory decides to be a wealth of information and tells me
everything I’ve missed and how they have such a great spot. I’m already tired
of her. I squat down to talk to Olivia who is getting antsy from not being
involved in the conversation.


“What about you? Are you having a good time?” I ask. She reaches
out for my hands.


“Can I come with you and your friends?” she asks. I smile. She
probably doesn’t like Mallory either.


“Maybe later once we get set up and I know where we are and if
it’s okay with your mum,” I say. Olivia starts jumping up and down with
excitement.


“You don’t have to do that, Ki,” Taryn says.


“If you aren’t comfortable with me having her, I understand.” I
can’t help but be somewhat disappointed that she doesn’t trust me with Olivia.


“It’s not that.” She reaches out and puts her hand on my forearm.
“I just don’t want to ruin your time with your friends.” She’s not moving her
hand from my arm, something I’m very much aware of. So is Mallory.


“They love kids. We’ll get settled and I’ll come back and get her
in a bit if that’s okay.” She nods and Olivia whoops with excitement. “Okay,
stinky, I’ll see you in a bit.” Olivia smiles.


“Bye, pie!” I smile and walk back to my friends who have been
waiting for me.


“Who are those people?” Jessie asks.


“Holy shit. That’s my teacher and her daughter, and some other
people I don’t know,” I say.


“That hottie is your teacher?” Jessie asks. She whistles low.
“Damn. I get why you have it bad for her.” I nudge her forward so we can get away
from Taryn and I can collect myself. I need to process that my teacher is a
lesbian. Class is going to be one hundred times harder now that I know. Not
because I think I have a chance, but because I don’t. Mallory made that
perfectly clear. My emotions are teetering on a high wire, threatening to crash
all around me. Today is not the day to wallow in self-pity. Today is a day for
my friends and maybe finding somebody for me. That was the plan. Now I’m not so
sure.


“Oh, and later I’m going to bring Olivia back to hang with us, so
drink up your wine now. It’s water when she’s around,” I say.


“Hey, if it helps you get her mom, we’ll drink water all day,”
Lynn says.


“Unfortunately, I think she’s taken,” I say.


“If you aren’t one hundred percent sure, then she’s still
available according to the Lesbian Handbook, page eighty-one, paragraph two,”
Jessie says. That makes me smile. She’s great about cheering me up.


“Hey, how about that spot over there?” Lynn points to a place
that’s fairly open. It’s close enough to the bathrooms, but not too close, and
close to the vendors. We head that way and spread our blankets out. Jessie
stakes our flag and a few people clap and whistle. It’s a tad obnoxious and
hopefully doesn’t block anybody’s view, but very easy to see.


“So, I know you said your teacher was pretty, but wow, Ki.”
Jessie plops down next to me. 


“Yeah, quite a surprise that she’s here.”


“You never had a clue? Not one?” she asks.


“No, trust me. I would have flirted more if I thought so.”


“No, you wouldn’t have.” She nudges me with her shoulder. “You’re
too career focused to throw it away on a beautiful woman. Isn’t it against all
school rules everywhere to have sex with a teacher?”


“It’s not like we’re in high school.” I’m defending something
that hasn’t even happened.


“Well, try not to think about it too much. Just look around you.
There are beautiful women everywhere.” She opens up her arms and does a sweep
of the crowd. “Look at that girl over there. She’s hot,” Jessie says. Okay, now
I’m pretty sure we’re scouting for her.


“Let’s eat. Who’s hungry?” I’m not in the mood to prowl. I’m not
very hungry either, but I need to do something to occupy my mind. The girls are
pretty excited to eat so I hand out chicken salad sandwiches and homemade sweet
potato chips. They seem happy as they munch away.


“I think you’re a fantastic cook and I can’t wait to run your
restaurant for you,” Jessie says. She has management experience, but not the
kind I’m looking for. My own restaurant is a long way away, and life will
change for both of us by then.


“Thanks, Jess. Too bad my mom doesn’t feel the same way.”


“Stop. She’s proud of you even if she doesn’t say it all of the
time. Once you win the scholarship to Italy, you’ll forget she ever doubted
you.”


“I don’t know about that. She’s still pretty pissed at me.”


“At least you got scholarships through school and still have a
chunk of your trust fund. It’s not like you are a financial burden to her.”


“So, your mom is mad at you for becoming a chef?” Sam asks. “Does
she know how good your cooking really is?” I smile at Sam. That’s the most
she’s ever said to me.


“Thanks. She’s still upset that I dropped out of law school to
attend the culinary academy. I think she liked bragging about her daughter
becoming a lawyer. Hard to make a chef sound good to your friends.”


“Our moms are old school,” Lynn says. “My mom still isn’t happy
I’m gay. It’s just their generation. Don’t worry about it.”


I nod. At least my mom is okay with me bringing home girlfriends.
I just haven’t done it since college. I think she’s worried there as well.


“Well, I’m going to go get Olivia so drink up your wine and pull
out waters. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” I stand up and straighten and
smooth down my dress. Jessie stands up next to me and wipes a few crumbs off of
my cheeks and then pinches them. “Hey.” I smack her hands away.


“You are entirely too pale. You need a little color,” she says. I
playfully push her away from me and head back to where I think Taryn and Olivia
are sitting. I’m know I’m getting close when I spot a tiny person twirling in a
circle just to my left. I see Taryn sitting down near Olivia, her arms out just
in case Olivia falls. I clear my throat and walk toward them.


“Ki! You came back,” Olivia says.


“Of course. I said I would, right?” She hugs me again. “I love
your dress. I wish it came in my size. Are you hungry?” She nods.


“She just ate lunch so she’s probably only hungry for sweets,”
Taryn says. She’s looking up at me, her hand shading her eyes from the sun.
“I’ll walk her with you so that I know where you’re sitting.” I want to help
her up, but I can actually feel Mallory’s hard stare so I don’t dare reach out
for Taryn’s hand. “Everyone, this is my friend Ki. You’ve already met Mallory.
The other two ladies are Carrie and Sarah.” I nod hello. They seem friendly
enough. “I’ll be right back.” Taryn doesn’t wait around, but grabs Olivia’s
hand and walks in the direction I point. I quickly slip in behind her.


“Who’s your favorite musician here?” Not the question I want to
ask her, but it’s a start.


“Catie Curtis, but there are so many other great singers.” Since
we are single file, she slows down to answer me and I bump into her. I put my
hands out to steady both of us, but not before feeling her curves against mine.
Today, she is not hiding beneath a chef jacket and boring black slacks. Today,
she’s in shorts and a tank with a lightweight shirt over that. Her wedge
sandals aren’t very practical for this environment.


“Thanks for the catch.”


I point down at her shoes. “Lose them. You’ll twist your ankle.”
She nods and leans down to take them off. She reaches out and uses my arm to
steady herself in the process. For ten seconds, I feel the strength of her
fingers against my skin, her warmth burning into me and spreading throughout my
body. The urge to touch her is growing at a pace I can’t control anymore. She
smiles after her shoes are off, and we continue walking toward the giant
rainbow flag. “See? Our picnic is easy to find.” My friends are sprawled out,
listening to the music, and don’t see us approach.


“Guys. This is Taryn and her daughter Olivia.” I introduce each
of my friends and I’d laugh at their reaction if I wasn’t already nervous.
Jessie, always the gentlewoman, jumps up to say hi. Lynn smiles and Sam, of
course, waves.


“It’s nice to meet Ki’s friends,” she says. I watch each of my
friends fall under Taryn’s spell. “This is a great concert. I’m going to have
to make myself come to more of these.”


“Mum, may I have a brownie?” Olivia asks. Jessie almost sighs at
Olivia’s accent. Taryn looks at me for approval. For a second, I get lost in
her eyes. We are so close that I can actually see tiny freckles on the bridge
of her nose and little dark flecks in her eyes.


“Of course.” Olivia doesn’t hesitate and helps herself to the
largest brownie on the plate. “Would you like one, too? And please sit for a
minute. I don’t want to be in everybody’s way.” The girls shift positions and
the three of us sit down on the blanket.


“You have a great view of the stage from up here,” Taryn says.
She breaks off a piece of Olivia’s brownie and takes a bite. My whole body is
tense. She hasn’t tried my desserts before and even though brownies seem
simple, I’m always trying to find a way to improve them. I’ve made Dulce de
Leche brownies for the first time.


“These are fantastic, Ki.” She moans with appreciation. Jessie
winks at me and I smile a thank you at both of them. “The sea salt is perfect.”


“I usually get that part wrong,” I say.


“Not this time,” she says. She reaches for another piece of
Olivia’s brownie, but Olivia moves it away. “And apparently Olivia thinks so,
too.”


“So you like Ki’s cooking, huh?” Jessie says. “She’s very vague
when she tells us how class is going.” I can feel myself blush.


“I can understand why Ki is still in the running for the
scholarship,” Taryn says. I can’t hide my smile. “Although, she does have some
pretty stiff competition.” My smile turns into a frown and everybody laughs.


“No, it’s true. Scott is a great chef. If he only remembered to
slow down, he would totally beat me,” I say. Taryn winks at me. My smile is
back. “I’m not giving up that soon, though. I still have a few tricks up my
sleeve.” I’m flirting and Jess gives me a subtle thumbs up.


Jessie starts up a conversation about South Africa with Taryn and
that gives me a private moment to study my teacher. We are sitting side by side
and if I lean closer to hear their conversation, I can feel the heat radiating
from her body. She is leaning back on her hands, her long, slender legs curled
up near me. They are shapely with tiny freckles sprinkled on the tops of her
thighs. She is fit, but not too muscular. I’m surprised at how relaxed she is
with my friends. She reaches for the brownie that Jess hands her after Olivia
denies giving her another bite. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch her taste
it again, her eyes closing for a moment as she savors it. I love watching her
eat. She has an appreciation for food, too, and I know that she is thinking
about the ingredients and how they harmonize so well together in a single bite.


“I’m going to need your recipe.” She smiles at me. When her
tongue darts out to catch a crumb, I swallow hard. My eyes dart down to her
mouth, admiring her full lips and pink tongue. I want to kiss her. I want to
feel her heat, taste her passion, glide my hands possessively over her body
until we both clutch one another with desperate need. I grab a handful of the
blanket to keep myself from doing something stupid.


“Whatever you want,” I say. Jess leans back and raises her
eyebrow at me. Yeah, that sounded like a bad pick up line. “I mean, sure. I can
email it to you later this weekend.” She smiles at me, but this time it’s a
different smile. One I can’t really identify, but with an element of wickedness
to it. Her phone buzzes with a text message that I can see, but not read. She
gives a slight sigh.


“Well, I guess I’m going back to my party. Ki, take my number and
let me know if there is a problem, or you want me to come and get Olivia,” she
says. Jess tosses me my phone and I hand it to Taryn.


“Go ahead and add yourself to my contacts.” I would do it myself,
but I’m afraid she will see my hands shake. I watch as she quickly types in her
name and number and hands the phone back to me.


“Olivia, be sweet with these ladies. Listen to them and don’t
wander off.” Olivia is smiling, but nods her head in agreement.


“Yes, Mum.” She digs around in the picnic basket for something
else to eat. Her mother leaving is apparently not a big deal. Taryn’s having a
more difficult time parting.


“Don’t worry, Taryn. We’ll take good care of her. There are four
of us and only one of her. We’ve got this. No worries,” I say. Taryn smiles and
nods. I watch her walk away, my heart finally slowing down for the first time
since she joined us.


“What are these, Ki?” Olivia’s question yanks me out of my
daydream. She is holding up a sweet potato chip, inspecting it as if it has
something on it that might be distasteful. Knowing that she will balk if she
knows it’s a vegetable, I make something up.


“It’s a twisted, thin cookie with cinnamon sugar. You should try
it,” I say. She’s still unsure, so Jess grabs one out of the bag and pops it in
her mouth.


“Yum! Give me yours.” She grabs at Olivia’s hand. Olivia squeals
and eats it before Jess gets it. She chews for a bit.


“These are weird, but good.” She reaches for another one and
happily munches away, her tiny body wiggling back and forth.


“Don’t eat too many. I don’t want you puking on my blanket,” I
say. She laughs at me, but I know enough about little kids to know that rich
foods will make them projectile vomit without warning. I encourage her to drink
water to stay hydrated and full. Eventually, she relaxes and snuggles up next
to me. She’s humming and pulling at the grass. She asks me kid questions like
what superpower would I want to have, and if I could be a princess who would I
be. Within a few minutes, she is zonked out. I can’t move so I just sit there
and listen to the music and my friends talking. This is surprisingly peaceful.
I grab my phone and take a pic of Olivia and send it to Taryn. I’m not in the
picture, but it’s obvious that she’s up against me. I quickly get a text back.


She’s
already asleep! That’s amazing. Want me to come get her?


She’s only been gone for half an hour. I can’t tell if she’s
nervous for me or for Olivia.


No. Let her
sleep. Enjoy your baby-free time.


I don’t want to think about what she’s doing right now. I don’t
want to know that her head is resting in Mallory’s lap, their fingers entwined,
enjoying the closeness that lovers do. I know that I should be happy she has
somebody, but realistically my heart hurts. I should leave her alone, but now
that we’ve opened up this form of communication, I can’t help myself.


Catie is up
soon. Are you excited?


Very much
so.


I’m pronouncing her texts with her accent as I read them. I keep
the conversation going. Are
you staying for the whole concert?


Probably
not. Olivia needs to get to bed at a decent time even though it’s Saturday.


I don’t
know if we will stay until the end either. J gets antsy, especially if she
meets somebody new.


Oh, I
thought you were together…


My heart stops. She thinks Jessie and I are girlfriends. No. I love her but she’s not my
type. I’m single. I groan. I can’t believe I said that.


What’s your
type?


I freeze. I can’t believe she said that. I sit for a moment. My stomach
is quivering and I’m excited. Is she flirting with me or just being
inquisitive? A bit more
girly and mature. I convince myself that is an acceptable answer and
hit send.


“What are you doing? And why do you look guilty?” Jessie asks.


“I’m texting Taryn.”


“Oh? And what might you ladies be discussing?”


“Nothing really. I sent her the photo of Olivia.” I don’t want
her to know about our texting because then she’ll be hounding me for
information, or scolding me.


“Mm hmm. Well, just remember she is still your teacher for two
more months.”


“I know.” I know this more than anything. I know I don’t really
have a chance with her, but it’s still nice to dream. I wait for her response,
but she is quiet so I put my phone down. When Catie Curtis takes the stage, I’m
tempted to send her a text, but I don’t. Olivia stirs against me, the noise and
the clapping waking her up. She is tired though and fighting to go back to
sleep, but the newness of me and the others keeps her from it.


“Where’s Mum?” She rubs her eyes.


“Do you want to go to her now?” I ask. Her big brown eyes are
expressive. She thinks about it for a long moment, then shakes her head. “Do
you want to go see what kind of stuff they have for sale over there instead?” I
point in the general direction of the vendor tents. She smiles.


“I want a lemonade,” she says.


“Olivia wants a lemonade so we’re going to head out. Say your
good-byes,” I say. Jessie’s fist bump makes Olivia giggle. She waves at Lynn
and Sam and grabs my hand, leading the way. “Be back in a few.” I’m surprised
that they have games behind the vendors including a ball toss game, bean bag
game and darts. Naturally, Olivia wants to play all of them so we manage to
kill another twenty minutes showing one another how horrible our aim is. Hers
is excusable, she’s six. I have no justification. The dart attendee gives
Olivia a tiny pink elephant for trying and winks at me as I thank her. She
tells me to come back later if I have time.


“Now can we get a lemonade?” she asks, one hand clutching her new
stuffie, the other holding my hand.


“Do you want pink or yellow?” I ask.


“Pink!” She squeals with delight. I’m pretty sure I know her
favorite color. I hand her a souvenir cup with a silly straw. She gives me the
elephant to hold so that she can still hold my hand.


“Let’s go find your mum,” I say. I head to where I think Taryn
is, hoping my sense of direction gets us there. She waves at us, already
looking our way before we see her.


“Did you have fun?” Olivia hugs Taryn’s waist, her tiny face
nodding against Taryn’s shirt.


“I fell asleep though,” she says.


“Thanks so much, Ki. Do you want to sit down with us?” I can see
Mallory looking at us again.


“Thank you, but no. I should get back. She’s such a sweet girl.”
Taryn looks surprised that I don’t want to sit with her, but the look Mallory
is sending me isn’t very welcoming.


“Bye, stinky,” I say. Olivia gives me a quick hug.


“Bye, pie,” she says.


“Well, thanks again. I’ll see you Monday, I guess.” Right now
Taryn and I are standing awkwardly in front of one another. I want to hug her,
but I know that if I touch her, I will think of nothing else the rest of the
weekend.


“Okay, have a great rest of the day.” I don’t know what else to
say so I turn around and leave. I know that she is watching and I wish that she
would follow me, but I know she either can’t or won’t.





*





“I’m glad we left early. Can you imagine how bad the traffic
would be if we waited until the end?” Jessie says. There is something lethargic
about all day concerts. For doing absolutely nothing, we’re all exhausted.


“Thanks for driving, Jess,” I say. Both Lynn and Sam chime in
thanking her, too.


In a surprising turn of events, Jessie didn’t hit on a single
woman today. We arrive at the apartment complex, and all of us say our
good-byes and scatter.


I have just enough energy to put away the remaining food before
crawling into bed. Sophia greets me warmly and refuses to let me sleep. I
snuggle with her and wonder what Taryn is doing. I’m still in shock over the
fact that she is a lesbian. I can’t tell if this is a test for me. I decide I
want to be in a serious relationship with a mature woman and all of a sudden we
have a new instructor at the academy who is beautiful, whose cooking makes me
want to weep with joy, and is a lesbian. Is she a gift or a punishment? How
serious is her relationship with Mallory? I can’t imagine it being fantastic if
Mallory is so protective of Taryn. I’m not a threat to them. At least I don’t
think so.


Chapter Seven




“So you thicken the sauce with crushed up ginger cookies?”
I’m standing in front of a German booth at the Ethnic Food Festival eating a
tiny piece of sauerbraten, a pressure cooked braised beef in thick, rich gravy.
I’m in love with all of the wonderful flavors. The lady running the booth,
Sonja, whose last name I couldn’t remember or pronounce if I tried, is telling me
her recipe.


“Yes. Add them when you are boiling the broth,” she says. I’m not
too familiar with German cuisine so every little bit of advice helps, and her
version of this dish is delicious.


“Thank you so much. This is very good.” She answers me with a smile
and nod. I’d love to sit and talk to her more, but other people want samples
and I’ve already had two so I reluctantly leave her booth. I know Scott’s
family is around here somewhere.


“We do have German food on the syllabus.” Somebody says near me
right before I feel somebody else grab me. I look down in surprise to see
Olivia’s hands hugging my waist. I turn to see Taryn behind me, Olivia nestled
between us.


“Hi, ladies. What a nice surprise.” I mean it. My smile is larger
than it should be for just a chance meeting so I try to tone it down.


“German food is basically proteins and starches. The good stuff
is in the sauces,” Taryn says.


“Isn’t that true with most foods?” I say. She winks at me. I melt
and swallow hard. To distract myself from her, I squat down so that I’m even
with Olivia.


“Are you tasting everything here?” I ask her. She crinkles her
nose at me.


“No. Just the sweet stuff.”


“Olivia isn’t much of a taster. If I think she’ll like it, she
will at least try it.”


“It smells funny in here,” she says. Taryn and I both laugh.


“I couldn’t agree more, Olivia.” Too many different types of food
packed into a convention hall. Spicy, sweet, sour, pungent, mild. Unless you
know what you’re smelling, it isn’t entirely pleasant when mixed together.


“At least they have something mild at most of the booths,” I say.
This festival is a family affair and to keep the kids happy, most booths have a
cookie or sweet item that is relatively bland for the kids to try. It still
introduces them to a new food, just on more kid-friendly terms.


“Like she needs any more sugar. She’s had enough this weekend to
last her a month.”


“We should have sugar at every meal,” Olivia says.


“Then you wouldn’t be healthy and would weigh a thousand pounds,”
I say.


“Okay, but a little bit of sugar?” She holds up her tiny
forefinger and thumb with about an inch gap between them. I reach over and
pinch her fingers closer together, closing the gap by half. She giggles and
agrees.


“Have you seen Scott’s booth?” I ask. I don’t want to talk about
yesterday. It’s hard to keep eye contact with her today because I know about
her now. I’m afraid I will read too much into any look she gives me, or any
small touch she places on my skin. I need to keep this casual and fun.


“No, but since we are in Europe over here, he should be close,”
she says. We end up walking together, tasting foods and discussing ingredients
and what we like, love, and could live without. Her palate is remarkable. I try
not to watch as she tastes the samples, but everything about her mouth is so
arousing that it’s hard for me to look away. I wonder what it’s like to kiss
such perfection. I want to touch her lips, run my fingertips over their
softness, taste the smoothness against my rough tongue, scrape them against my
teeth. My thoughts must be visible because she stops chewing and stares at me.
It’s a curious look mixed with surprise. I turn away and focus on Olivia.


“You should really try this,” I tell her. The Cornish meat
stuffed pastry from the England booth is not really kid friendly, but I need to
focus on something else. Olivia smells it and shakes her head no.


“Too much meat for her. She’s not really a fan. Plus it’s kind of
spicy and she’s not ready for spicy yet.”


“What is her favorite thing to eat?” I’m glad we have Olivia as
our buffer when things get uncomfortable. She’s a safe and fun topic.


“She likes cheese pizza, macaroni and cheese; a lot of the food
found on most children’s menus,” Taryn says.


“Do you ever cook her food from South Africa?” I ask.


“Some. It’s a bit spicy and she’s not a fan of curry really. She
will eat chicken and peanut stew, milk tarts, and a few other things. I’m
afraid my mother spoiled her with American food when she started eating
solids.” I find out that Taryn’s mom is from Connecticut and her father is from
South Africa.


“So why did you move here to the United States?” I ask.


“More opportunity here for me and for Olivia. Better healthcare,
better schools, better restaurants. I learned so much when I arrived.”


“Do you see your family a lot?” I ask.


“My parents helped me get set up in my new place a few months
ago. Mum is supposed to be here again in a few weeks. As far as us going to
visit them, we might see them on our summer holiday, but it depends on the
academy’s schedule. They miss us, but they understand this is what’s best for
the two of us. Mum promises me that they will retire in the United States. She
wants to be involved in Olivia’s life while she grows up. I guess I need to
figure out if I want to stay here or move.” That surprises me.


“You would move? I mean, teaching at the school is fantastic,
right? We’ve learned so much from you already.” I hear the panic in my voice
and settle down.


“Well, although I do enjoy teaching a lot, I really want to be an
Executive Chef again or even own my own restaurant. This schedule works best
for me because of Olivia. When I worked at Rally’s, I never saw her. I worked
from three until eleven and she was already asleep by the time I got home. I
would only get a few hours of sleep before I had to get up and take care of
her. Now, even though she’s at school and in Adventure Club after school, we
are on a normal schedule. It’s just the two of us and I can’t rely on my
neighbor to take care of Olivia all the time.”


“I understand completely. She’s a great little girl.” We fall
silent and continue walking down the aisle. Taryn has already sacrificed so
much to have a life with Olivia. My admiration for her has just jumped a level.


“Taryn! Taryn!” We both see Scott waving at us. I love how he’s
ignoring me.


“Hello, Scott,” she says. He smiles at her, the charm elevated. I
smile because I know it’s wasted energy on his part.


“Hi, Scott,” I say with a bit more sarcasm than pleasantry. He
smiles at me, but it’s not the same kind of smile.


“Come here, Mom. Meet my teacher,” he says. A sweet, round lady
comes over to us.


“It’s nice to meet you. I’ve heard many great things about you.”
She’s very nice and I wonder if she knows her son is an ass.


“You have quite the chef on your hands,” Taryn says. I walk away
from the exchange. It’s obvious Scott isn’t going to introduce us and I don’t
really care. My attention is on the food they’ve cooked for the event. It
smells great. I reach for a small portion of Colcannon, a dish of mashed
potatoes and cabbage. It’s a simple dish, but seasoned very well. The Irish
stew is even better.


“Ki, Ki. Will I like that?” Olivia looks at the stew.


“Want a bite?” She opens her mouth so I feed her a small bite of
the mashed potatoes.


“How do you know Taryn’s daughter so well?” Scott asks. He comes
up out of nowhere.


“Mum and Ki are friends,” Olivia answers for me. I don’t know
what he’s trying to get at, but I make sure he knows she’s not playing
favorites between us.


“I’ve seen them at the farmer’s market a few times,” I say. “I
just ran into them over in England.” I point to the other aisle and do my best
to look bored. He looks at me skeptically. I change the subject. “How’s the
traffic been? Are you getting a lot of visitors?”


“It was steady yesterday. Today is more hit or miss.”


“Everything I’ve tried at your booth has been very good. Kudos to
you and your family.” Flattery will hopefully get his mind off of why I’m close
to Taryn and Olivia.


“I can tell my parents are getting bored. They are used to
hustling in the kitchen every day, not sitting down at a booth. This will
hopefully get more business to their restaurant.”


“Well, it’s a good restaurant. Maybe we should have a school
field trip there. You should talk to Taryn about it,” I say.


“Good idea! I might do that,” he says. I slowly let out a sigh.
He’s moved on from us and back to him.


“Okay, see you tomorrow.” He dismisses me and returns to Taryn. I
need to leave so that it doesn’t appear we are at this function together.
Neither of us needs that grief. I head over to where everybody is standing.


“It was nice to meet everybody and taste your wonderful food, but
I need to go,” I say. I pretend to be in a hurry so I give Olivia a quick hug
and kind of shrug at Taryn when she gives me a look. “Bye.” It sucks that I
have to miss the aisle where foods from Russia and China are, but leaving is
more important for all of us involved.





*





I’m sitting on my balcony with Sophia, both of us enjoying the
last of the day’s sunshine. My feet are up on the railing and she is sprawled
out on the other chair. My phone buzzes, drawing my attention away from the
book I’m reading.


Why did you
leave so quickly?


My stomach does a flip-flop and I hold my phone for a few
moments, excited that Taryn has texted me again. I decide to tell her the truth
just in case it comes up later. Scott
asked how I know Olivia so well. I didn’t want him to think we spend a lot of
time outside of the classroom together.


There is a pause before I get her response. That was considerate. Thank you.


I know she’s not being sarcastic, I’m just surprised she doesn’t
ask me anything. He can
be a jerk.


This I know
already. Really, thank you.


I know I should stop texting her, but I want to keep this
connection with her. I
wanted to stay though. Okay, so maybe that was a bit too raw right off
the bat. I quickly send another text. I
like hanging out with you girls. I can’t hit send quick enough and
actually hit the button several times. I stare at my phone and wait. Again, a
long pause. 


Olivia says
hi. She wants to know who I’m talking to.


I breathe a sigh of relief. I didn’t scare her off. Hi, stinky. What are you doing?


I laugh. I better qualify that statement. I mean Olivia, not you.


Lol. I
figured as much.


I can tell that I have this goofy grin on my face, but nobody can
see me so I don’t care. Taryn’s next text is a photo of Olivia’s smiling face.
She’s so damn cute! I decide to send her a photo of Sophia sunning next to me.
Sophia looks up at me when she hears the camera snap. Bored with me after only
two seconds, she yawns and settles down. 


Olivia
loves your cat. She said she can’t wait to have a kitty.


I got lucky
with Sophia. She’s the easiest cat around. I’d have a dozen cats if
that didn’t make me look a little crazy. Plus my apartment lease only allows me
to have two cats at a time. Sophia is perfectly happy being single. Me, not so
much.


Park time,
bath time, story time,
and then bed time. Olivia says good night.


Have fun
and tell her to sleep well. See you tomorrow.


I don’t get another text so I put my phone down and pick my book back
up. I read the same sentence over and over before I finally give up. I feel
like I have something here with Taryn. Something that could be more than
friendship.


Chapter Eight




Maybe it’s my imagination, but I think Taryn is early to
class so that we have some time together before the other students show up. I’m
almost always the first student in, but today she is already here. I refrain
from skipping to class even though the desire is great. She looks up and smiles
at me. My heart swells with excitement and slight fear. What if I’m reading too
much into this, whatever this is?


“Hi.” I slow my pace as I walk through the door. She looks
fantastic. Her hair is down and pulled over one shoulder as she takes notes
from something she is reading on her computer. I’ve noticed lately that she is
wearing a little more makeup and she waits to put on her chef’s jacket. All the
signs are there. If I didn’t know about Mallory, I would say she’s interested.
Or maybe she just likes the attention I give her. Either way, I’ll take it. I
like this relationship we have in secret.


“Hi, yourself,” she says. Her voice is warm and I just want to
melt into her.


“What’s on the agenda today?” I casually walk over to my desk to
drop my bag, then make my way over to her.


“Tenderizing meat and four ways to do it,” she says, wagging her
eyebrows at me. “We’ll figure out what method works best for different
proteins.”


“Should be fun. Do we each get a protein and method, or will this
be a group project?”


“What do you think?” She’s actually asking my opinion.


“It might be faster if we group up. I mean, we can do more in
less time if we are in groups.”


“Good idea. What proteins should we work on?” I’m surprised she
is involving me this much. I like it. We chat about meats for a few minutes before
Scott and a few others arrive, breaking our tranquil closeness. Taryn sighs
when the students walk in and I take a step away from her feeling guilty
without reason. I head to my station and clean it up, trying my best not to
seem affected by our short time together. I can feel Scott staring at me so I
decide to chat with him and throw him off a bit. I head his way with a casual
smile on my face.


“How did the rest of the festival go?” I sound genuine even to
myself. I see his shoulders relax.


“It was good. There was a rush not long after you left. Thank God
there wasn’t a lot to clean up. I think we’ll get more traffic at the
restaurant now.”


“I really liked the stew. Your parents have a great recipe there.
Let me guess. It’s a family secret.”


He laughs. “Something like that.” The rest of the class starts
filing in so I head back to my station, glad to be away from him. Taryn starts
class and I find myself instantly captivated by her. I like watching her work.
She’s so delicate, yet works quickly and efficiently. I have so much respect
for her after knowing that she gave everything up to raise her daughter. She
was Executive Chef at the nicest restaurant in town and chose to walk away from
it to be there for Olivia.


“Marinades are a great way to tenderize a protein.”


Even though I’m listening to her instruction, I’m focused on her.
Not what she’s saying, but her. I’m watching her mouth, fixated on her smooth
and red lips. She chews on her bottom lip while concentrating on showing us a
technique. She looks up quickly and makes eye contact with me. For a second or
two, she freezes. I try to pretend that she’s just my teacher and I’m just a
student, but I think I’m past that. I think she must be past that, too.
Something flickers in her eyes. It’s a mixture of surprise and desire. I don’t
look away. Not this time. Not after everything the past few weeks. She stutters
for a moment, but recovers quickly.


“Okay, well let’s get into teams of four and decide on a protein
and a way to tenderize it.” She clears her throat and completely avoids eye
contact with the class. Scott and I automatically pair up with other students,
knowing that it doesn’t make sense for us to be on the same team since we are
in competition with one another. Mary is on the third team. Even though she is
still technically in the running for the scholarship, she knows she is too far
behind us to win. Nobody talks about it, but we all know.


My team decides on steak. Since we don’t have six to eight hours
to allow the meat to properly marinade and tenderize, we decide on beating it.
It’s a quick way to get the meat tender and I can get out my frustrations on a
piece of meat.


Class flies by, but I still can’t get out of there fast enough.
Not only did our team come in last, but Taryn managed to ignore me the rest of
the afternoon. Not a single word spoken to me. I know the fact that I was
staring at her probably threw her off, but I know I’m not the only one who has
ever been caught. I clean my station, grab my bag, and get the hell out of
there. The farther I get from the academy, the easier I can breathe, but the
heavier my heart feels. I still have almost two months to go and I have to find
some sort of peace with Taryn. I can’t lose the possibility of the scholarship
all because of a crush. I need to figure out how to squelch my desire for her
and keep it on a friendship level. I snort at myself, knowing that’s going to
be next to impossible.





*





“Want to go out for an ice cream or something?” Jess is on the
phone trying to get me out of my funk. We met downstairs in the foyer when I
got home and she must have picked up on my melancholy mood.


“No thanks. I’m cuddling with Sophia tonight.” Sophia is sitting
on my chest staring at me while I rub her chin.


“Want to just veg and watch the game?” I know she’s trying, and
it’s not as if I’m going to be doing anything special tonight, so I cave and
invite her up. She opens my door in five minutes, holding cold beer and
popcorn.


“So what’s going on? Why do you seem sad?” She plops down on the
couch, prompting Sophia to spring off of my chest, her nails thankfully
retracted. I sit up and take a beer from her outstretched arm.


“I don’t know. This whole Taryn thing is just eating me up. I get
mixed signals from her. I know she’s gay, but I also know she’s with someone,
so maybe I’m reading too much into her actions. Does that make sense?” I rub my
forehead and try to relax. Maybe Jessie will have something profound to share
with me.


“Has she said anything to you yet?” she asks.


“Meaning?”


“Has she hit on you, asked you out, made it clear she’s
interested? Do you think you could be reading too much into it just because you
know she is a lesbian?” Jess asks. Too many questions. I groan in frustration.


“No, she hasn’t said a single thing, although she did ask if you
and I are together,” I say. 


Jessie almost spits out her beer. “When was that?” She wipes beer
from her mouth onto her shirt. If I tell her the truth, then she’ll know we
have been texting. Not a lot, but an open form of communication that is always
there if I need it.


“Today. Before other students got to class.” I don’t want her to
know yet.


“How did it come up? Did you talk about Mallory?”


“No, she just asked me if we were together, that’s all. Don’t you
think that’s weird?” I ask.


“Because of me, or just weird that a teacher would ask you that?”


I laugh. “Not because of you, dork. Maybe that she even asked at
all. Usually people who do are interested.”


“And maybe you’re dreaming.” She nudges my knee. “Seriously,
unless she asks you out, or gets you in a dark corner and kisses you senseless,
better just assume you two are only friends. Keep it teacher-student until the
semester is over.”


I sigh. “I know. It’s just that I feel like there is something
there, or could be something there, and I don’t want to miss it because I’m
reading the signs wrong.”


“How about once you receive your certificate, you walk up to her
and ask her out. Better yet, offer to make her dinner. From now until then,
think of the most perfect meal you could cook for her. Just for her. If Mallory
is there, I’ll distract her and you can make your move.” She winks at me and we
toast our beers. It’s a dream, but kind of a fun one.


Chapter Nine




“So my teacher and her daughter might show up today.” Bud
and I are grilling up breakfast early Saturday morning. I picked up Morgan’s
shift so that she could visit her in-laws with the new baby. I don’t mind.


“So that’s why you have such a spring in your step.” Bud high
fives me. I can’t stop smiling.


“Be nice to her when she gets here,” I say.


He waves me off. “When am I ever not nice?” I snort. Bud is
almost three hundred pounds and well above six feet tall. When he’s not
smiling, he looks like he’s posing for a prison mug shot. “Well, okay. I’ll be
charming and nice. At least to her daughter.” I’m thinking once he sees Taryn,
he’ll be even more charismatic.


Breakfast is a breeze. I know the menu by heart. I’m more excited
about lunch. I brag enough about my fried chicken, so I’d better deliver.


“Hey, quit blocking the doors,” Ashley says. She’s trying to
deliver a few last minute breakfast plates and I’m face planted against the
windows looking out into the diner, waiting for Taryn and Olivia. I scoot over
so that she can open the door.


“Sorry. Just waiting on somebody.” She winks at me. Everybody
knows. Another good thing about the diner. We really are a tight knit family.


“I promise to let you know when they get here. Pretty girl, cute
kid. I got this,” she says. I smile and get back to the kitchen. It’s almost
lunchtime, so I heat up the deep fryers and start prepping the chicken. Bud’s
making my rosemary parmesan roasted potatoes and after careful consideration,
we decide on garlic creamed spinach as the vegetable side. It’s a bit upscale
for normal diner food, but Bud knows our customers will like it. I take a
moment to tune everything out and get into the zone. Once I hit it, I forget
about the hustle and bustle around me. I add a dash of paprika for extra
sweetness and kick, and start blending the small ingredients into the flour. I
start frying chicken as the orders come in, Taryn and Olivia momentarily
forgotten. I’m pleased with the crunchy skin and juiciness of the meat.


“Ki,” Ashley says. I look up at her, still in my zone. “They’re
here.” My stomach lodges in my throat. I swallow hard. Nope, still there. I
take a quick drink of water and wash my hands.


“Quick, how do I look?” I ask her. She straightens out my jacket
and wipes flour off of my cheek.


“You look fantastic. They’ve ordered their drinks. I’ll go get
them, you go say hello.” She marches back through the swinging doors and I get
a quick glimpse of them before the doors settle. Olivia is on her knees on the
bench coloring. Taryn is reviewing the menu. I know she probably isn’t
impressed yet, but that will change the minute she tastes the food. I take a
deep breath and walk through the doors.


“I’m glad you two made it,” I say. Taryn smiles at me warmly. 


“Hi, pie,” Olivia says. She’s so cute. It’s hard not to reach out
and squeeze her.


“So, your famous fried chicken, eh? With interesting sides for a
diner,” Taryn says.


I smile at her. “They cater to my whims on occasion. I hate it
when they have corn on the menu. Who eats the corn? Like two grandpas in this
town actually eat the corn. It’s such a waste,” I say. She laughs.


“So garlic creamed spinach is better?” She winks at me.


“Well, maybe not with the kids, but the adults like it. Olivia,
are you going to eat my chicken, or do you want me to make you something else?”
I ask. I can feel Taryn watching me as I interact with Olivia. My peripheral
picks up her looking me up and down. I don’t think I’ve ever been more
self-conscious.


“Can I have a hot dog?” she asks. “And some fries?” I just shake
my head at her.


“Really? I can cook you anything you want and you decide on a hot
dog?” She giggles at me. “You don’t want to try my chicken?” I already know
it’s too spicy for her, but it’s fun teasing her.


“You can have a bite of mine,” Taryn says. “I guess she’ll have
the hot dog and fries and I’ll have the fried chicken special.” She raises her
eyebrow at me.


“You can’t grade me here, Chef.” Suddenly, I’m doubting myself.


“Oh, stop. You’ve been talking about the diner and your fried
chicken for so long that I had to come here and taste it for myself.” Ashley
shows up with their drinks so I nod and slip away, anxious to get their food
started.


“So, they showed up, huh?” Bud asks.


“Finally.” I push up my sleeves a bit and set out to tackle a few
more orders ahead of theirs. When their orders come up, I pull the best chicken
I can find, ensure that it is properly coated, and gently place it in the
fryer. The potatoes are still hot and fresh, so we only have to wait on the
chicken. I say a little prayer that it cooks perfectly and work on Olivia’s
meal. Hers only takes a few minutes. We get a lot of children in on Saturdays
since kids’ meals are half price all day.


The chicken looks crispy and delicious when I pull it from the
fryer. I pick the best looking potatoes from the pot and wait for the creamed
spinach to drain a bit before plating. I don’t like my foods to touch. I think
that’s common for most chefs. I quickly make a French fry tepee for Olivia.
Everything looks great. I’m careful when I deliver the food, hoping Taryn
doesn’t see my hands shake when I put the plate in front of her.


“Wow, Ki, this looks fantastic,” Taryn says. I watch as she turns
the plate, looking at the components. “Good coloring, great smells.” I want to
sit down with them, but I know it’s rude. Besides, she hasn’t invited me.
Olivia is beside herself over the tepee.


“Can I eat this?” she asks.


I laugh. “Of course. I was just having fun in the kitchen. Well,
enjoy. I’ll come by later.” I casually head back into the kitchen and do a
little dance behind the doors. I peek through the round windows again and watch
both of them dig in.


“Is it going to be like this all day?” Ashley asks. She’s trying
to get around me again. Even though she’s acting perturbed, I know she is just
playing with me.


“Just until they leave,” I say. Bud comes up behind me and looks
out of the window.


“That’s her?” he asks. I nod and sigh. He gives a low whistle. “I
sure hope your chicken is good today.” I elbow him and am rewarded with a
grunt. “Come on, we’ve got more orders to fill.” I reluctantly leave the window
and return to the fryer. When things slow down, he motions for me to go. I
can’t get out of the kitchen fast enough. I slowly push the doors open and walk
over to their booth. I see Taryn’s clean plate and give a silent whoop of joy.


“So, what did you think?” I ask.


“Fantastic. Well worth the trip down here,” Taryn says.


My smile is huge and I don’t care. “Did you like your hot dog?” I
ask Olivia.


“I liked the chicken better,” she says. 


I roll my eyes exaggeratedly. “I told you.”


“Can you sit with us?” Taryn points to the extra spot next to
Olivia. I slide in the booth, gently knocking Olivia. She giggles. I’m so in
with this kid.


“Okay, give it to me straight. Likes and dislikes,” I say.


“Love the crunchy and tasty skin. The meat was juicy and tender.
Spicy with a hint of sweet. The potatoes were crispy on the outside, soft on
the inside. And the spinach was excellent. Right amount of garlic and the
almonds added a nice texture to the dish.” I kind of want to reach over and
high five her, but that seems immature, and I’m doing my very best to impress
her in every way I can.


“In all fairness, Bud made the potatoes.”


“But your recipe, right?” she asks. I nod. “Very good meal. I’m
almost positive I don’t need to eat dinner tonight. Incredibly filling.”


“So you’re Ki’s teacher?” Bud walks over to us. He introduces
himself to Taryn, instantly charmed by her smile. Olivia looks scared. I want
to crack up at her, but she’ll figure him out soon enough. “And who might this
little beauty be?” He leans toward Olivia and she leans into me.


“He just looks mean, but he’s a teddy bear, trust me, Olivia,” I
say. I introduce them and Olivia eventually warms up to him.


“Ki’s been telling me how wonderful your diner is and how much
she has learned from you,” Taryn says. I think Bud actually blushes. I’ll tease
him about it later.


“She’s taught us all so much here,” Bud says. Now I’m the one
blushing. They discuss recipes and I sneak back into the kitchen to fill the
rest of the orders since Bud is in no hurry to get them done. Another fallen
victim to Taryn’s charms. I can’t blame him or anyone really. She’s
spectacular.


Chapter Ten




“Hi.” I know it’s Taryn calling so I’m not even going to
pretend.


“How are you?” She sounds sad.


“I’m okay. You don’t sound good. What’s wrong?” Her little laugh
sounds strained and I’m struck with a heaviness that makes me sit down.
Whatever is bothering her isn’t good. “Does this have anything to do with why
you were late to class today?”


“I’m afraid it does.” She sighs and I lean back in my chair,
bracing myself for whatever she is going to say. “So, apparently some people
don’t like the fact that you and I have a friendship. I’ve been accused of
playing favorites and I was told that we couldn’t be friends anymore. Teachers
and students can be friendly, just not friends.” I’m stunned. I don’t know what
to say. “Ki? Are you still there?”


“Uh, yeah. I’m just processing it all.” I’m so mad right now.
“What did they say exactly?”


“Just that we shouldn’t spend time together outside of the
classroom.”


“It was that little prick Scott.” I’m livid. I’m actually
shaking. “He’s so threatened by me, by us, that he wants any edge he can get.
What an asshole.” A part of me wants to cry. Nothing has happened between us,
but now he’s made whatever could happen impossible.


“I think it was him, too. Nobody has seen us out together except
for him.” She sighs.


“Did you get into trouble?”


“No, not really. More like a slap on the wrist. They are bringing
in another instructor or someone to taste food just to make sure my marks match
the food the scholarship students are preparing.”


“Are you kidding me? That’s ridiculous.” I’m so mad. “We haven’t
done anything wrong. We just happened to be at several places at the same time.
Scott sucks.”


“That just means you’ll have to be the better chef from here on
out.”


I’m not even worried about the scholarship at this point. “I’m
sorry if I got you into trouble, Taryn. I just enjoy spending time with you and
Olivia. I know you’re in a relationship and I want you to know that whatever
you need me to do, I’ll do it. You are the best teacher I’ve had at the academy
and I don’t want to jeopardize anything for you.”


“That means a lot to me. You’re a great student and a good
friend. When the semester is over, I will cook us dinner to celebrate your
graduation, possible scholarship, and the resumption of our friendship.” My
heart sinks. I’m not ready to let her go. Whenever I see her, my breath catches
and I feel my heart race. She is trying to make me feel better about this, but
it’s not working. “And it’s only for six more weeks.”


“I know. Well, try not to let this get you down. I will cook my
heart out and make you proud.”


“I’m already proud of you.” We sit there in silence for a few
moments. I don’t even know what to say at this point.


“Okay. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow. Take care.”


“You, too.” I hang up. I want to find Scott and kick his ass for
being a giant asshole. I hate being accused of something that isn’t true.
Injustice is one of my biggest pet peeves. I feel my phone buzz.


I’m not in
a relationship.


I read the message over and over again. My heart is pounding, the
sound loud in my ears. Why would she tell me this? You aren’t with Mallory?


No.


Well, she
wanted the world to know that you were together at the concert. I
can almost feel our relationship changing as I wait for her response.


Yeah, and
that was obnoxious. I don’t bring anybody I date around Olivia.


Do you date
a lot? Ha ha ha. I have to keep it light because if I read too much
into this exchange then I will slip and fall hard.


No. I
haven’t dated anybody in a long time. Mallory thought she was my date but she
was with my friends. I wasn’t happy at all at the concert. Only when I spent
time with you and your friends.


My friends
are pretty cool. Maybe when school is over we can all get together for a picnic
or barbecue.


I would
like that. Her text makes me smile.


Bring
Olivia. She’s sweet. 


We should
make your friends cook. Taryn doesn’t know how spoiled my friends
are. I can’t imagine they would jump at the opportunity to cook for two chefs. 


LOL that
would never happen.


After about half an hour of texting, I reluctantly say good
night. I’m exhausted mentally and physically. Not to mention that I still don’t
know where our relationship is. Are we still on the safe side of friendship, or
have we approached the line that flirts with deeper emotions?


Chapter Eleven




I keep my distance at school just to make everybody happy,
except for myself. Dr. Wright, the culinary administrator, has been lurking
around, watching the classes from the lobby. It’s hard to pretend not to know
why he’s there, but I do my best. I don’t want Taryn to get into any more
trouble because I’m the one with the crush. Scott is just a complete asshole.
Every time I see that smirk on his face, I just want to rub food all over it,
and not in a good way. Taryn’s also taking a step back. She gives me very
little attention in class, and what she does, seems forced. I’m sure nobody
really notices it, except the three of us. The only real satisfaction I get is
that she completely ignores Scott unless it’s culinary related. He’s finally
getting the hint. I take great satisfaction in knowing all of his attempts at
flirting and charming Taryn are for naught. After a week of virtually zero
communication with Taryn, I cave. It’s Friday night, and I am on my couch
petting Sophia, listening to sappy music, and flipping through a month old
gossip magazine.


I hate
Scott. It’s a simple text, but sums up everything nicely.


Thankfully, she responds right away. I know. He’s not my fav either.


I smile. At least she understands. What are you doing?


O and I are
watching a movie. She’s about ready to fall asleep though.


What movie?
I’m on the couch with Sophia reading a mag.


Mary
Poppins. It was my favorite growing up.


Our texts are nice, but too much time passes between them. I know
she’s busy with Olivia, so I pout and turn on the news. My phone rings fifteen
minutes later. I freeze when I see her name on my phone.


“Hi. How are you?” she asks.


“Okay. Happy you called me.” I cringe at my honesty.


“Well, it’s faster than texting. I’m not great at that. It’s a
generation thing,” she says.


I laugh. “We’re the same generation. You’re probably only a few
years older than me. What are you? Thirty-one?”


“I’m twenty-four.” We both laugh. “I’m thirty-six going on eighty
because I have a six-year-old who is aging me.”


“She’s adorable.”


“She’s inquisitive. She’s at the ‘why’ stage of life. Mummy, why
does it rain? Why does it thunder? Why is the sky blue? Why? Why? Why? I might
have to go back to school just to keep up with her.”


“That just means she’s creative. She wants to learn things. At
least she isn’t like a lot of kids who only want to play video games all the
time. And she’s crazy about swimming, right? Do you have a pool?”


“She’s taking swimming lessons at the community center. We live
at Walnut Grove and a few pools in the complex are getting ready to open up.
This is a good place for us for now. I’m waiting to see if the academy is the
right fit for me before I buy a house.”


“Walnut Grove is a nice place.” I know this because when I was
looking for an apartment, I pulled up all available ones near the academy and
that complex was way out of my price range.


“It really is. Olivia doesn’t care that it’s not a house. She
loves the nature trails, the pools, free movies on Sunday nights in the theatre.”


“I live on the other side of the academy. If this apartment
building is part of a complex or has a nice name, I don’t know it. I think it’s
just an apartment building. I still have to take my laundry down to the
basement to do it. It does have loft ceilings and a cute little balcony.”


“I’m sure it’s nice,” she says.


I want to extend an invitation for her to come over once school
is out, but I think it’s too soon. I’m just thankful she called me tonight. Not
talking to her for days was unbelievably hard. We talk for another two hours
about cooking, our favorite books, music, television shows, and fashion. She
likes my purple dress from the concert. It’s too bad that I can’t wear it to
class. After stifling several yawns, I reluctantly say good night and wish her
sweet dreams. I can hear her smile over the phone.





*





Work is steady and smooth. Even though I was up late talking to
Taryn and got little sleep, I’m in a great mood. It’s a beautiful spring day,
everything is in bloom and I’m getting stir crazy.


“What’s going on with you? You’re like a busy little bee,” Bud
says. I shrug like it’s no big deal that my heart feels happy and my brain
won’t stop thinking about a certain teacher.


“I’m just feeling good today. I think I’ll even hit the farmer’s
market after work.” I hope that I run into Taryn and Olivia there, but I doubt
it. Most of the good stuff is gone by early afternoon.


“Make sure you reimburse yourself for all the stuff you bring in
here,” Bud says.


I wave him off. “You feed me every day. It’s the least I can do.”
I’m rewarded with a giant hug. 


“Go on, get out of here. We’ve got this,” he says.


I check with Ashley and Val who agree with Bud. Traffic is light
in the diner this late in the morning. I grab my things and head out, anxious
to get on with my weekend. Sunday is my only day off and when my Saturday is
short at the diner, I feel like I’m getting a full weekend.


The first thing I do is pick up lemons and a few limes. I’m going
to make a lemon merengue pie to celebrate this beautiful day. Jessie will come
up and help me eat it, I’m sure. 


I walk past the petting zoo, sad that Olivia isn’t inside,
playing with the baby goats and other farm animals. I wonder if she knows there
are lambs today? I should at least text that to Taryn. I take out my phone,
snap a photo of a lamb, and hit send. I am rewarded with a photo of Olivia
squeezing that very lamb. 


You were
here today!


We still
are.


My heart beats faster. There are a lot more people here today
because of the nice weather. In case she is watching, I play it cool and
casually look around before I respond.


Are you
close to the animal pit?


I see you.


Now she’s messing with me. Not
fair. Where are you?


Our eyes meet when I look over at the ice cream parlor. She and
Olivia are drinking lemonades in the shade. Olivia is playing with a jewelry
set, not paying attention to me. I have a quick and private moment with Taryn
so I drop my special smile, hoping it works. I see her eyebrow hitch ever so
slightly, and her smile back to me grows. I head their way, careful to keep my
pace slow and steady.


“Hello, ladies,” I say and casually lean over the railing.


“Ki. Oh, I mean pie. Hi!”


“Stinky. What are you making? Is that a bracelet? Is that for
me?” I ask. I see Taryn looking me over. Thankfully, I’m wearing capris, a cute
button-down short-sleeved shirt, and sandals. I look like a normal person, not
somebody who’s been working a grill all morning.


“How was work?” Taryn asks. I focus my attention on her. She’s so
beautiful and I feel my breath catch just looking at her. She is wearing a
tight T-shirt and jeans. I wish she was standing so I could get a better look
at her.


“Unusually slow so I decided to come here.”


“Good choice. Come sit with us.”


“Are you sure?” I’m afraid somebody will see us, but she nods her
approval, so I walk around the railing and slide into the open seat.


“Would you like a lemonade?” she asks.


“I’ll get one in a minute,” I say. She waves me off and gets up.
I shake my head at her and watch her walk up to the counter, enjoying the view
of her ass in her tight jeans.


“Ki? Here I made this for you.” Olivia interrupts my lustful
thoughts about her mom. She hands me a bracelet with charms of little unicorns
and flowers.


“For me? Olivia, that’s so sweet. Can you put it on me?” I ask.
She struggles getting it on my wrist, but she’s patient. Taryn returns with a
lemonade and places it in front of me.


“Thank you.”


Taryn winks at me. “I thought you were making that for me.”


“Mum, I will make you one tonight,” Olivia says.


“Well, I guess that means Ki is pretty special for you to give
her a bracelet,” Taryn says. Olivia nods. I smile at the exchange.


“It’s because I made you a French fry tepee, isn’t it?”


She laughs at me. “No.”


“It’s because I won you a stuffie at the concert, isn’t it?”


She laughs even harder. “No.”


“It’s because I’m awesome, isn’t it?” She nods. I shrug at Taryn.


“When you’ve got it, you’ve got it.” Taryn toasts me with her
lemonade. “What are your plans for the rest of the day?”


“I was going to whip up a pie with these lemons. That’s about
it.”


“Olivia and I were going to walk around the lake at our complex
and feed the ducks. Would you like to join us?”


I hesitate, but only for a second. “Is that a good idea?”


“I think it’s better than hanging out here.”


“Sure. I’ll pick up some oats and meet you at the complex.” She
texts me her address and we head our separate ways. I take my time finding oats
for the ducks because I don’t want to appear desperate. After giving them a
fifteen minute head start, I find my car and drive to Walnut Grove. This place
is gorgeous. I head to their building and climb the steps up to the second
floor. Olivia opens the door almost before I knock.


“Where have you been? We’ve been waiting for you.” She grabs my
hand and pulls me inside.


“I had to find the perfect oats for your ducks,” I say. I hand
her the bag.


“Why can’t we just feed them bread?” she asks.


“It’s not the best thing for the ducks. It’s not healthy for
them,” I say. She seems satisfied with that answer.


“Come on in, Ki,” Taryn calls from the kitchen.


“Your place is beautiful.” With the exception of the child
artwork on the refrigerator, there are no other signs that a child lives here.
The light couches are clean and bright with giant fluffy pillows everywhere.
Everything has a place.


“Thank you. Shall we get going?” Taryn asks. Olivia is politely
hanging onto the doorknob, anxiously waiting for us to leave. The walk down to
the pond is peaceful. Olivia is ahead of us, skipping and twirling while we
take our time getting there.


“What do I do with the oats?” Olivia asks.


“Take a handful out and throw them over the water,” I say.


She drops most of the oats at her feet the first time, but by the
third attempt, she’s got it down and the ducks are swimming at attention in
front of her.


“Don’t get too close to the water, Olivia,” Taryn says. She
points to a bench closest to the pond and we sit. I give her enough space, but
I can still feel her body heat. I would give anything just to touch her. As
nice as this afternoon has been, being this close to her is killing me.


“I love that you do so much with her.”


“Well, I don’t have very many friends here. Not that I would stop
doing things with Olivia, but it’s nice to go out and do adult things once in
awhile.”


“I know what you mean. I have friends, but I don’t have the time.
Plus, a lot of my friends are young and still want to party. I’m so over that.”


She nods. “You’re at that age. I was like that, too, in my late
twenties. By twenty-nine, I knew I wanted to have a child before I was in my
thirties, so I found a donor and made it all happen.” So that answers the
question about Olivia’s father.


“I was wondering about her dad,” I say.


“Just a friend from college. He signed off on all parental
rights.”


“So how come you didn’t wait to start a family until you found
the right person? If that’s not too personal. I mean, you are an attractive,
successful woman. Why not wait?” I know I’m kind of pushing her, so I sit back
and wait.


“You’re kind. I’m not perfect. I had Olivia because I’m selfish.
You know how demanding our field is. My relationships have been very difficult
to keep. Nobody works our hours or understands our passion. I was tired of
waiting, so I decided to start a family on my own. I mean, my parents helped,
but ultimately Olivia was my choice.” She leans back on the bench and crosses
her arms defensively.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you, I’m just curious about
you.” I try to backpedal and do damage control.


She sighs. “It’s okay. It’s just hard balancing work, a personal
life, and a family life. I don’t want a lot of people around Olivia, so it’s
hard to try to have a relationship.” She has to know I’m interested in her. I
want to tell her just how much she affects me, how desperately I want to be
with her. Instead, I wimp out and stay silent. I still have to work and learn
from her for the next five weeks. I can’t go down this path unless I know the
outcome.


“Well, I’m positive that everything will work out for you once
you get settled at the academy.” I try to keep the sadness out of my voice, but
the look she gives me tells me she hears it, too.


“I’m out of oats.” Olivia walks back up to us. I can’t tell if
her timing sucks or it’s the best thing ever.


“It’s probably time for swimming class anyway,” Taryn says. She
scoops Olivia up and sits her on her lap. “Did you thank Ki for the oats?”
Olivia shakes her head.


“Thanks, Ki.”


“Thanks for my awesome bracelet and you’re most welcome for the
oats. Just remember that oats are safer for the ducks, okay?” She nods. “Okay,
go swim like one of your ducks. I’ll see you soon.” I stand up and Olivia
reaches up to me for a hug. I make it quick because that puts me entirely too
close to Taryn. I quickly say good-bye and wave them off when they offer to
walk me back to my car. I need to put distance between us. Maybe today wasn’t
such a great idea.





*





We had a
good time with you today. 


The ding of Taryn’s text snaps me out of a catnap. Sophia and I
are cuddled down on the couch.


I keep my response light. I
always have fun with you both. 


I’m sorry
this is happening. I hate that we have to hide our friendship from everybody.


I frown. I think this relationship is taking a different
direction than just friendship. Is
that what this is? My heart speeds up. I wait a few seconds before I
hit send. I stare at the screen, waiting for her to send me anything. Thirty
seconds goes by before I see her typing.


That’s what
this has to be for now. Her answer sends chills all across my body.
I haven’t been reading too much into our playful banter after all.


I want to see how far I can push her. So you are saying that if we met anywhere other than
school, we might have something other than friendship? I’m so still
right now, clutching the phone, waiting for her response.


We can’t
talk about this. It’s not fair to either of us. Well, that’s not a
no, but not a resounding yes either.


Okay,
goodnight. I will see you in class. I end the conversation.
Upsetting her isn’t my goal. I just want to know that we have a chance, even if
we both have to wait.


Chapter Twelve




“What are you doing here so late?” Taryn asks.


Concern is etched on her face. It’s ten
thirty Thursday night and I’m standing outside of her apartment door. I’m tired
of wanting and waiting. We have a month left until graduation, but I know I
can’t wait that long. Her messages the other night seemed encouraging so I
decide to throw caution to the wind and see what happens if I tell her how I
feel.


She doesn’t invite me in. Leaving her door ajar, she steps into
the hall, keeping her back against the wall. She’s in a tank top and tiny
shorts and I take a moment to look at her. She waits for me to answer. I lick
my lips with nervous anticipation. I want to say so much, blurt out my
feelings, but now that I’m in front of her, I’m completely frozen.


“What’s the matter?” she asks.


I feel like she is challenging me, waiting for me to make the
first move. It’s now or never. I step closer to her so that we’re only a few
inches apart. I can feel her breath on me, feel heat radiating from her body.
Without shoes on, she is only about an inch taller. I hesitantly reach out and
cup her chin, running my thumb just under her lip. She doesn’t pull back. She
just watches me. I’ve made the first move. I’m going to have to make the second
one, too. Slowly, I lean forward and kiss her. For a split second, I feel
hesitancy on her lips, and just as I am about to pull away with embarrassment,
I feel her react. That’s all it takes. I push her up against the wall and kiss
her with everything I have. My hands are wound in her hair, holding her close
to me. I feel her hands on my elbows either to steady herself, or touch me. I
feel her with my entire body. Her hands slide down to my waist and hold me
closer. Her small breasts are firm against mine. I can feel her hard nipples
through her thin tank top. I desperately want to taste more of her. Here, in
this cold, brick hallway is not the place to seduce her though. I break the
kiss, almost smiling at the look of disappointment on her face as I pull away.


“Let’s just have one night together. Nobody will ever know.” I
kiss the corners of her mouth, waiting for her to invite me in. I slide my hand
down her body until we are holding hands.


“Ki.” Taryn squeezes my hand, but makes no move. I don’t know if
she is thinking about it or trying to let me down gently.


My confidence leaves. I swallow hard as I realize this night is
not going to turn out how I want it to. I take another step back, and loosen my
hold on her hand. I miss her warmth already. I swallow hard. “I’m sorry. I
shouldn’t have come.”


I give her fingers a squeeze and slowly make my way down the
hall. She doesn’t stop me and it takes all of my strength to not run away. I
don’t even look back. My heart is breaking and I need to leave before she sees
my tears. I slowly make my way down the stairs. Once I’m out of her line of
vision, I cry. I don’t actually sob until I reach my car. What was I thinking?
How stupid of me! Now we will never go back to the quaint friendship I had with
her and Olivia. I completely ruined that. How am I going to face her almost
every day for four more weeks? I’m such an idiot. Class will be one hundred
times more stressful. Not only will I have to cook the best food ever and try
to maintain top seed for the scholarship, but I have to act as if that very
passionate kiss did not happen. I have to see her as an instructor and nothing
more. I can’t look at her mouth and remember how sweet she tastes or look into
her eyes and see all of her emotions swirling around. No, I have to forget
about this entire semester except for the techniques I’ve learned from her, and
get started on the rest of my life. Four more weeks of pure hell. 





*





Sleep was fleeting, at best. I played the count game. If I fall
asleep right now, I will get five hours, no four, no two hours of sleep before
I have to get up and start my day. At least it’s almost the weekend. I just
have to motor through work this morning and through class this afternoon. After
checking the syllabus, I find that next week we will be working at a few
different restaurants. Thankfully, I won’t be confined with Taryn in a glass
box, visible to all. I’m not sure how I’m going to be able to keep my emotions
hidden from everybody, including myself.


I grab my clothes for work and stumble around. I don’t even think
coffee is going to help me, so I head straight for a caffeine explosive Monster
energy drink. Not the best way to start my day, but it’s the only way to get
through it. Work won’t be bad. I just have to go through the motions, fry up
some eggs, and get lunch started. Then, I have to go to class. My heart tenses
up and fills with sadness. This is an ache I am unfamiliar with and wouldn’t
wish on anyone.


By the time I make it to work, I’m fully caffeinated, but still
heavy hearted. Most of the staff can tell I’m not having a great day and leave
me alone. I manage to screw up a few orders before Bud takes over on the grill,
shooing me off to go prep for lunch early. Even he knows something is wrong,
but is wise enough not to ask.


“Shouldn’t you be on your way to class by now?” Bud points his
spatula at the round clock on the wall. Yep. Definitely. I don’t want to get
there early though, so I take my time gathering up my stuff. Of course the
traffic is light and I still make it to the parking lot ten minutes early. I
sit in my car and wait until two minutes before the start of the hour to head
inside. Taryn is there, scrolling on her laptop and the rest of the students
are preparing their work stations for today’s lesson. I set my bag down at the
back of the class and head for my area, my chef’s coat already on. I don’t want
to have to stand two feet from her to put my bag at my desk. She looks up when
she hears me, but doesn’t say a word. I can’t even look at her. I give a nod in
her general direction and quickly gather up my cooking essentials before she
starts. 


“Since we’re all here and since it’s Friday, let’s have fun.” Her
accent almost makes me smile. “I think we should bake today. I know most chefs
don’t like to make desserts, but it’s important to at least know how to make a
few things from scratch.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mary smile. I
might as well throw in the towel now. Scott is about as happy as I am. He’s
worse at desserts. “Let’s make macarons.” Several students groan.


“But I thought we were working on rubs today,” somebody whines.


“I’m allergic to coconut,” Scott says. Mary rolls her eyes at
him. Even I know the difference.


“Macarons, not macaroons. The colorful, round cookies that can be
made a hundred different ways. You’re safe, Scott,” Mary says. 


“It’s Friday and I want to try something different. We tried
desserts earlier in the semester and most of you struggled with them. Rubs are
easy. Cooking meat is easy. Macarons are not. Plus, you can take them home and
eat them over the weekend.” She starts off explaining two different ways to
fold the ingredients together. One is dry, the other is wet. My brain takes over
and I start playing the role of student again. Taryn is quick, but informative
and we’re all glued to the lesson. She makes the syrup and points out the
importance of temperature. While we wait for it to heat up, she beats the egg
whites until they form soft peaks. Once the temperature of the syrup is
constant, she adds the mixture to the egg whites, keeping the steady whipping
action while folding the ingredients together. It is amazing to watch her work.
She never doubts herself. She is sure, confident, and beautiful. Wait. My heart
starts to beat faster as it pushes my brain in a direction I don’t want it to
go. Last night’s memories wash over me and I have to hold onto the counter to
ground myself.


For a few glorious seconds last night, she kissed me back.
There’s no denying it. I felt her against me, felt her hands on my waist as her
fingertips slipped under my shirt for a brief, wonderful moment. There is
something between us. Something bigger than that kiss. I just need to wait
until the semester is over and I can either explore it, or get away from it.


By the time she dismisses us to our stations, I’m still somewhere
between final whipping stages and food coloring. I have no idea what to do
after that. Maybe by then, instinct will take over and I’ll be able to finish
them without asking for help. I’ve gone the entire semester without her
assistance. I’m going to look like I’m trying too hard if I ask now. I don’t
want to be around her. I don’t want her around me. I go back to my station and
close my eyes for a moment to think. I need to find the zone. I’m perfectly
still for I don’t know how long until I feel a nudge. I turn to see Mary
looking at me.


“Are you okay, Ki? You’ve been standing still for about five
minutes now.”


I stare at her for a moment, thankful she bumped me into action,
but upset that I still haven’t found my zone. “Yeah, I’m just retracing the
steps. I can’t remember what happens after the food coloring.”


“Just take a third of the meringue and blend it with the almond
mix. Fold it together until it’s smooth, slap it in the pastry bag, then it’s
done.”


“Thank you so much, Mary. I owe you.” I’m filled with excitement
as I figure out the last few steps in my head. Got 

it. Zone found, cookies to be made. I tune everybody out and start. A lot of
cooking and baking is about timing. If you learn how to manage your time in the
kitchen, you can accomplish so much.


I put my earphones in to avoid talking to anybody who might feel
the need to converse, specifically Taryn. Although everybody is ahead of me,
I’m holding my own. I carefully fold the ingredients together, heat them on the
stove and begin my meringue. Other students are giving me looks, probably
because my music is loud, but I ignore them and finish beating the egg whites.
Half of the class is already baking the cookies, some have to start over, but
I’m right on task. I add my syrup at the exact temperature and mix the two
together until the frothiness stiffens. I quickly add pink food coloring to the
mix and can’t help but smile as color explodes in the bowl. Olivia would love
this particular shade of pink. It’s bold, not pastel, and I hope that doesn’t
ding me. I fill my pastry bag, add parchment paper on the sheet and start
making small discs. They smooth out nicely without blemishes. Their tiny
perfection makes me smile for the first time in a long time. Somebody taps my
shoulder. I look up to find Mary peeking over my shoulder.


“Those look beautiful.” I pull out the earbuds and stare at my
accomplishment before putting them into the oven to bake. Mary really is sweet.
She made purple macarons and even added a bit of lavender to her ingredients.
Smart girl. I can’t wait to taste them. She leaves to make her buttercream
frosting and I decide on a ganache filling. Might as well go out with a bang.


Dr. Wright slips into the classroom for the impartial tasting.
He’s not a nice instructor. Informative, yes. Goes above and beyond to help a
student out? No. Rumor has it that he once said that men make better chefs.
What a jerk. I can’t stand the sight of him, knowing why he’s here. It will be
hard to remain civil every time I have to give him a plate of my food. I shake
my head and look away.


I’m not surprised that Scott’s cookies are done and he’s racing
to put them on tasting plates. Dumbass. Always being in a hurry is going to
cost him the scholarship, not the relationship between me and Taryn.


I decide on a whipped white chocolate ganache. It will make for a
prettier cookie and I can dye it any color I want. I pick green to complement
the pink. Perfect. My timer shrills and I race to my oven. The discs have
puffed up a bit, but I know they will settle in room temperature. I pull them
out, pleased with their overall appearance, and wait. If I frost them too soon,
the ganache will melt and seep past the edges.


“These are good, Scott. The texture is correct and the taste is
good, but you should have waited a few minutes before filling them,” Taryn
says. I stop and listen to them. Dr. Wright agrees with Taryn and Scott sulks
back to his station. Sometimes, I can’t believe he’s a grown man.


Most students are finished, but I’m still waiting to frost. I
match up cookie shells with like sizes and add the frosting, pleased with the
results. They remind me of tulips. Perfectly pink with a hint of green. I make
a dozen cookies and plate two each for each judge. I dread the walk over there.
I have to act as if nothing is wrong. As if my heart isn’t threatening to
explode inside my chest. I have to remain calm.


“These are very good, Ki.” Dr. Wright happily munches on a
cookie. “The texture is great and the ganache is sweet, but not too sweet. This
is white chocolate, right?” I nod my answer, my throat entirely too dry to
talk. I’m two feet from Taryn and I have yet to make eye contact with her. I
have no choice when she starts her evaluation.


“The cookie is light, airy, and smooth. That’s the hardest part
of making a macaron. Have you made macarons before?” I look at her and try my
best to curb my anxiety before I speak.


“I’ve never made these before. They’re a new favorite now.”


“You did a good job.” Taryn looks at me and I’m able to hold her
gaze for about a second before I turn and walk away. I can feel my body shaking
and I need to get out. I place my cookies in a container and label it with a
single name. It doesn’t take long for me to clean up my station because I
didn’t dirty up a lot of bowls and utensils. I’m out of there in a flash. I
don’t even look at Taryn. I grab my bag from the back of the class and leave
quietly, happy to have a weekend where I can just be by myself and wallow in
self-pity.


Chapter Thirteen




“Ki. Ki, wake up.” Somebody is gently shaking my shoulder. I
don’t know where I am until I open my eyes and see the textured earth tone
fabric of my couch. I remember showering when I got home, then crashing in the
living room. I didn’t even fix dinner. I grabbed Sophia and cuddled with her
and fell asleep immediately. Now, somebody is waking me up from my much needed
slumber, and I just want to go back to sleep. I close my eyes again. “Ki. It’s
me, Taryn.” Now I’m awake, but too confused to move. I need to figure out why
Taryn is in my house, shaking my shoulder. I roll over and stare up at her.
Christ, am I dreaming? What is going on here? I struggle to sit up, but I’m too
weak right now. I’ll try again in a few seconds. I rub my face, desperate to
wake up, or hide my emotions from her. She is in my apartment.


“What time is it? Why are you here?” I worm my way into a sitting
position, careful not to touch her or allow her to touch me again.


“It’s eight o’clock, and I’m here because we need to talk.”


Now I’m awake. I scoot back to free myself from her nearness.
“How did you get in here?” Suddenly, I’m wondering how I look. She looks great
as always. Tight jeans, tight T-shirt, and sandals. I’m trying to remember what
I’m wearing without being obvious. I threw on boy shorts and a tank top after
my shower. I don’t think I even brushed my hair so I know it must be a tangled,
damp mess.


“Your door was unlocked.” She sits down at the end of the couch.


“So you just came in?” I ask. She actually looks guilty.


“You left today in such a hurry, and you haven’t answered my
texts tonight so I had to come by to check on you.”


“You didn’t have to. I just didn’t sleep last night and was
tired,” I stand up and move away from her. I need space between us. She looks
me over from head to toe, not hiding the fact that she is checking me out. The
tank is worthless and barely covers me, and I’m pretty sure half of my ass is
hanging out of my short shorts.


“I’ll be right back.” I head to the bathroom to see how I look.
My hair is wavy and tangled, but not as bad as I thought. I splash some cold
water on my face and quickly brush my teeth. I exchange my tank for a T-shirt,
hoping it offers more coverage than the tank. Satisfied that I don’t look
trampy, I return to the living room.


“I’ve never seen you with your hair down before,” Taryn says.
“It’s nice.”


“Long hair and cooking don’t mix. I wear it up whenever I’m in a
kitchen. People get a little upset when they find a hair in their food.” I
don’t know why she’s making small talk. “Do you want anything to drink?” I’m
not really being hospitable. I just need a glass of wine to calm my nerves. I
find a bottle of red and open it. I pour myself a glass and take a quick, private
moment to appreciate the first sip. It’s a wine with hints of chocolate and
cherries. A girly wine, but one that makes my palate happy. I need happy right
now. I pour a glass and hand it to her.


“Thank you for the cookies for Olivia. She squealed with delight.
Pink is her favorite color, but you already know that.” She takes a quick sip
of wine and damn it, once again I’m focusing on her mouth. I walk back to the
kitchen, glad for distance. I feel like a caged animal. Trapped, angry, sad.
“Please sit down with me. I really want to talk.”


“I got your message loud and clear last night, Taryn. I’m sorry I
did what I did and that it made you feel uncomfortable. I don’t know what else
to say.” I’m getting frustrated at her for making me relive a horrible moment
that I want to erase from my head and my heart. 


“Well, then maybe you can just listen to me.” She rises from the
couch and heads to the kitchen. She is graceful and confident and I’m able to
keep eye contact with her until she reaches the opposite side of the kitchen
island. I’m thankful it is between us, even though I have nowhere to go. I’ll
have to walk around her to get out. That doesn’t seem like a good idea. “I’m
really sorry I didn’t react last night. Truly, I am. I was in complete shock.
Plus Olivia was there and I didn’t want to wake her. You have to understand.
Olivia is everything to me. I have one shot to do what I love and have a normal
life with her. Teaching is the only thing I can do that won’t disrupt her life.
If I lose this job, I would probably have to move and try to find another
school to teach at, or screw up Olivia’s schedule and go work at a restaurant
again. I can’t do that to her. No matter what I’m feeling or what I want. She
comes first.”


“Of course she does. I understand that. I actually admire you for
making the choices you’ve made so far for both of you.” I finish off my glass
and pour another. I’m not a drinker, but I’m on my last nerve over here. “Most
parents are selfish and won’t adjust their lives for their children. You don’t
need to explain this to me.”


“You shouldn’t drink so quickly. Have you eaten dinner?” I shake
my head. “The wine will make you sick.” I take a long sip of it and stare at
her over the rim of my glass. At this point, I don’t care.


“I don’t have to be anywhere,” I say. I almost roll my eyes at my
own immaturity. Apparently I’m going to have this temper tantrum whether I want
to or not. She gives me a look. “Fine, I’ll make a sandwich.”


“Right now? You’re going to make a sandwich right now?” She
sounds exasperated. 


“What do you want me to do? Listen, talk, eat? I’m confused.”


My front door opens and Jessie walks in, her eyes focused on the
living room, trying to seek me out.


“Why are you being so loud?” she yells. “I can hear you all the
way down the hall.” She freezes when she spots us in the kitchen. Her eyes
widen in surprise.


“Not now, Jess,” I say. She slow motion backs up until she
reaches the door.


“And, I’m out.” She closes the door carefully.


Any other time I would smile at her humorous attempts at cheering
me up, but I’m so pissed right now at myself, the situation, at Taryn. “Christ,
does anybody knock anymore?” I throw my hands up in frustration and turn back
to the refrigerator. I dig around until I find turkey, cheese, lettuce, tomato,
and mayonnaise. Taryn doesn’t say anything, just watches me. I feel like
throwing something. “Do you want a sandwich, too?” She smiles at me.


“I’d love one. I didn’t get to eat dinner. My neighbor’s
granddaughter is over this weekend and asked if Olivia can sleepover. They are
cute friends. I wanted to make sure she actually ate dinner before being pumped
full of chocolate and sugar. She wanted macaroni and cheese and it just didn’t
seem appealing to me.”


“Well, a turkey and cheese sandwich isn’t much better.” I toast
the bread and slice the tomatoes thin. It doesn’t take long to fix the
sandwiches. Sophia creeps into the kitchen and sniffs at Taryn before jumping
up into her lap and curling up on her.


“She’s such a lover,” Taryn says. And now it’s awkward again. I
pretend not to hear her and we eat our sandwiches in silence. My anger is
dissipating. I’m just tired. I’m tired of this friction between us, drained of
the unrequited feelings that eat away at my heart. I just want to curl up and
hide from my emotions.


“Can we just pretend last night didn’t happen?” I ask.


“No, I’m here because it did.”


“So what happens now? Where do we go from here?” I’m exhausted.


“Last night’s kiss was incredible. I’m not denying that we have a
strong attraction.” Her confession empowers me. “I’m not entirely sure what to
do since I’ve never been in this situation before.” I take her hesitancy and
run with it.


“So then let’s not think about it and just have the month. Let’s
just see what happens. This doesn’t have to be complicated. Olivia already
knows me and is comfortable with me.” Taryn looks at me warily. “Or I can stay
away from her.”


“No, she really does like you. I’m not worried about that.”


“What are you worried about?”


“For one, I’m pretty sure it’s frowned upon at the academy. I
don’t know of any institution that allows teachers and students to date. And I
just think we are on different levels of what we want right now. You might be
running off to Italy in a month, and I want something stable. I don’t get the
luxury of acting on my impulses anymore.” I’m still processing the fact that
she wants me, and I’m not about to let her slip away. “I really have to worry
about my job. I can’t risk everything because of a night or two of passion.”


“Or twelve or twenty.”


We smile at one another. She thinks I’m kidding. I have a
semester of sexual frustration and fantasies that I’m anxious to unleash with
her. She leans her head back on my couch and closes her eyes. I study her,
eager to reach out for her, make her mine. Instead, I wait. Everything is
riding on what happens in the next ten seconds.


I watch her swallow, her neck arched, her skin smooth and pale.
She opens her eyes and looks at me. It’s a look of surrender. I don’t hesitate.
I pull her to me, closing our distance. This kiss is different. This time, I
can feel the passion flow from her. Her mouth is warm and delicious, her tongue
greedy against mine.


I pull her on top of me and we both moan as she stretches out
between my legs. Her hips press into me, her rough jeans create friction in my
sweet spot. I move my hips into her, wanting more, needing more. Her hands are
already under my shirt, moving up over my ribs, stopping just short of my
breasts. She’s going to have to stop kissing me to get my shirt off, and right
now, that’s not happening.


I wrap my leg around hers, trapping her against me. I don’t want
her to think about what’s happening right now. I just want her to act on her
impulses and continue this delicious seduction. Her hair surrounds us and I dig
my hands into its softness. I pull her closer into me. Her moans are deep and
sensual and I can feel myself getting lost in her. I need to taste her. I want
her naked. I need us to be on the bed, not squished down on my
not-so-comfortable couch. She unbuttons her jeans. When her knuckles
accidentally brush against my clit, I break the kiss to cry out. I’m so ready
to come just from kissing. She looks down at me, her full, swollen mouth slowly
curving into a crooked smile. I break eye contact only to watch her push her
jeans down. She leans back to kick them the rest of the way off. Her panties
are black and sexy and I smile, thinking she wore those for me. There was the
possibility of this happening even before she showed up. Without hesitation,
she removes her T-shirt, and before I even get a chance to admire her slim
body, she crawls back on top of me. I hold her close. Our lips fit perfectly
together. She grinds her hips into me and I can feel myself getting wetter just
from her heat and aggression. I need to spread out and this couch is hindering
my movements.


“Wait, wait.” I manage to pull away for a brief second. “Let’s go
to my room.” She licks her lips and stares at mine. I reach up and tuck her
hair behind her ears before kissing her swiftly. “There’s no room on the couch.”


She nods and leans back so I can slip out from beneath her. My
legs are wobbly when I stand up, and I don’t even care that she sees how much
she affects me. I reach out for her. She slips her hand into mine, and follows
me to the bedroom. I can sense her nearness just from her heat. We barely make
it to the bed before she crashes into me.


At least now, I can touch her everywhere. She slides down my body
until she is off the bed and on her knees in front of me. For a moment, I’m
confused until I feel her hands run up my thighs and reach the waistband of my
shorts. I don’t hesitate and lift my hips up so she can slip them off. I feel a
little exposed, but my shyness is quickly replaced by need when I feel her lips
trailing all the way from my knee to my inner thigh. I spread myself wider with
greed and scoot closer to her warm, wet mouth. I can feel her smile against my
skin. But I forget everything the moment her tongue brushes my clit. I moan.
Her hands grab the inside of my thighs and spread me even wider. I’m not going
to last long at this delicious onslaught. She runs her tongue softly up and
down my folds, and I can’t help but lift my hips and try to get closer to her
mouth.


“We have all night,” she says.


I know she is trying to calm me down, but I don’t care. This
might be our only night and I’m going to take as much of her as I can. She
might be the type to regret it in the morning and never talk to me again
because guilt is eating her up. No, I’m going to pretend tonight is our one and
only night and find pleasure every possible moment. I mumble something
incoherent, but I’m too far into this moment to actually make sense.


Much to my disappointment, her mouth leaves my body and she
crawls back up to me. I lean into her when her lips find mine. I can taste
myself on her tongue, which fuels my inner fire for more. I roll her onto her
back and straddle her, sliding her arms up over her head. Damn, she’s
beautiful. I lean down and softly kiss the side of her neck. She smells like
vanilla and tastes sweet and slightly salty. I nip at her earlobe and feel her
rock against me. Apparently, I have found one of her sweet spots by chance. I
feel her moan against me. Her hands wiggle out of my hold. Her fingers slip
under my shirt and slide up to cup my breasts. I waste no time in taking my
shirt off so that I’m completely naked against her. Her lacy bra and panties
feel rough against my skin. Even though she is sexy as hell in her black bra
and panties, I want her naked, too. I want to feel her smooth, pale skin against
mine. I stretch out across her, and slip my hand between us, stroking her
stomach and hips until I reach her panties. Before I take them off, I gently
run my hands over them, wanting to feel her heat and her slickness through the
lace. She is deliciously wet. I gently massage her until she breaks our kiss to
moan freely, passionately. She presses my hand harder against her, moving her
hips up and down.


“I won’t break,” she says.


Apparently, she likes it a little bit rough. I reach down to not
so gently strip off her panties. She smells heavenly. I push two fingers into
her wet pussy as far as I can go. She cries out with pleasure and I can feel
her nails digging into my back. I move slowly at first, thrusting hard and deep
until she starts moving her hips against me, wanting more. I stare down at her
and place tiny kisses at the corner of her mouth, my tongue teasing her lips as
she breathes heavily against me. I find her swollen clit with my thumb and
massage it up and down with every thrust.


“Don’t stop, Ki. Please, don’t stop.” She explodes beautifully
beneath me, crying out in pleasure. I hold her while she rides out each wave
until I feel her shakes subside. “That was fantastic.” Her accent is even more
pronounced and I smile. Her breathing is still heavy, and she starts laughing.
Eventually, she stops and holds me close. “I’m sorry, but I’m laughing because
I’m happy.” I kiss her hard and am surprised when her body reacts to me again
so quickly. Before I have a chance to continue, she rolls on top of me. She
taps her fingertip on my lips. “You have an incredible mouth. I’m looking
forward to seeing what else you can do with it.” Christ, when Taryn makes up
her mind to do something, she’s all in.


“Well, then why did you climb on top of me?” I reach up and
unhook her bra, pulling it off. She kisses me hard.


“Because I want to taste you again. But all of you this time.”
She leans down and kisses me slowly, softly. She brushes her lips over my face,
down my neck and shoulders. I tell myself to relax even though I’m shaking
inside. Tonight seems like a dream. She runs her fingertips down my neck, over
my breasts, and back up my side. It should tickle, but my body is so wound up
that the sensation is erotic. I close my eyes and enjoy her touch. Her incredible
hands that I have admired so much and the magic she creates with them, is
building me up. She leans over and runs her tongue over my breast, twirling my
nipple inside of her mouth. I gasp at the intimacy of it, at the nearness of
her. She is not gentle, but not rough either. She is sure of herself. She is
making love to me as if we have been lovers for years. I wrap my fingers into
her long chestnut hair, and enjoy the silky softness as it flows down my body
as she kisses, licks, and sucks a trail to the junction of my thighs. Knowing
that she is in complete control of me, I surrender. Her mouth is wet and hot
against my clit. She licks me greedily, and I tense up, trying not to come
immediately. She slides two fingers inside of me and I grit my teeth at the
intensity. She is all around me, inside of me, and I’m overwhelmed with
emotions. This is supposed to be uncomplicated. Simple. She runs her free hand
over my thighs. I know I’m not going to last. She’s a fantastic lover. She’s
touching me in all the right places with the exact amount of pressure, and as
much as I want to continue enjoying this, I have to give in to the pleasure. I
explode. She doesn’t stop and I come again. After the second orgasm, I stop her
because I feel like I am one quiver away from dying. She rests her head on my
thighs while my body slowly floats down from the ultimate high. My fingers
weave and play with her hair as we both lie there in silence. This is a big
step for us. I just hope she isn’t regretting her decision.


“Are you okay?” I ask.


She runs her hands up my stomach and rests them right under my
breasts. She looks up at me and smiles. “Completely okay. How about you?”


I push back an errant lock of hair from her face. “Wonderful,
actually.” I’m not sure how much I should open up. We both have different
reasons for tonight, and as casual as I wanted it to be, I’m starting to doubt
the lack of commitment I’ve offered. I’ve never felt this connected to another
woman this quickly before. “Come up here.”


She crawls up my body, sprinkling tiny kisses all the way. When
her lips find mine, the kiss is fierce at first, but settles into a slow, deep
joining, and one of us whimpers. I love the taste of myself on her mouth. It’s
an instant aphrodisiac. I run my hands down her sides, over her slim hips, and
slip between her thighs. She moans, her raspy voice encouraging me to continue.


I break the kiss and wiggle down until my head is between her
thighs. I grab her hips and bring her pussy down to my mouth. I lick
everywhere, tasting her, feasting on her. Her clit is swollen and I can feel
her heartbeat throb inside the thin, smooth membrane. She pushes down against
me. I oblige and open my mouth wide, sucking as much of her inside as I can. I
want to touch her, slip my fingers inside of her, but her hips are pressed so
tightly against my mouth that there isn’t any room. I know she is enjoying this
and is close to coming again. Her moans are getting louder, deeper. When her
legs start shaking, I keep steady, constant pressure on her clit until she
orgasms. I hold her hips against me, riding each wave with her. Her wetness is
all over my face, down my chin. That’s a first for me. She lifts herself off me
and gingerly stretches out, her entire body quivering. I discreetly wipe my
chin on the comforter and stretch out next to her. She rolls into me, her head
on my arm, leg curled over mine. I smile because we’re barely on the bed, but
too tired to care. She puts her hand on my stomach and we lie there in silence
for a few minutes.


“I’m glad I came by,” she says. We laugh.


“I am, too.” I lift her hand to my lips and quickly kiss her
fingertips. I’m tired, but I’ve never felt more alive. It’s too soon to ask
what this means for us, so I reach out and grab a corner of the covers and do
my best to spread it across us. I’m not cold, but I’m feeling very exposed
right now. “Do you need anything?”


“A kiss would be nice.”


I oblige. I lift her chin up toward my mouth and kiss her. It’s a
different kind of kiss. It’s softer, longer, sweeter. Before it turns emotional,
I slip out of our embrace.


“I’m going to get something to drink.” I need distance to think.
Distance to get ahold of my swirling emotions. I find my long T-shirt and
quickly slip that on before I leave the bedroom. Taryn looks at me and lifts
her eyebrow.


“Sophia doesn’t like to see me naked.” She smiles. “And I don’t
think I locked the door. I would hate to stumble out there naked while Jess is
camped out on my couch.” I walk out of the room and nearly sag against the
wall. What a crazy, emotional night. Taryn seems surprisingly calm for somebody
who struggled with this decision. I’m a hot mess.


I head for the kitchen after locking the front door and grab a
cold water bottle from the refrigerator. I splash cold water on my face and
lean over the sink thinking about the last two hours of my life. One minute,
I’m asleep on my couch, the next minute I’m in bed with my teacher having hot,
steamy sex. She’s the most passionate woman I’ve ever been with. I wonder why
I’ve been wasting my time with younger, less experienced women. I grab a bowl
of grapes, an extra bottle of water, and head back to the bedroom. Taryn has
moved to the middle of the bed and is comfortably under the covers. I stumble
around, lighting the candles in my room. I can feel Taryn watching me and I try
my best to act like the last two hours didn’t change my life. I slip into bed
and curl up next to her. “Are you tired?”


“Surprisingly, no.” 


“What would you like to do?” I ask. I run my fingertips over her
smooth neck.


“I’m sure we can come up with something.” Her voice is playful.
The sheet falls away from her breasts as she reaches for a grape. I can’t help
myself so I reach down and touch her beautiful, pink nipple. It hardens
immediately. She closes her eyes for a long moment and sighs against me. I lick
my thumb and rub it across her nipple until she starts making little gasping
noises. “You know exactly how to touch me.” I slip out of my T-shirt and pull
her close to me. If this is our one and only night, I’m going to get to know her
likes and dislikes before morning.





*





I wake up with a heavy feeling on my chest. I can’t move my left
side. For a second, I think Sophia is sitting on me. It’s time to cut back on
her food. Suddenly, the night rushes back. I look down at the top of Taryn’s
head resting on my shoulder, her arm around my waist. I hate sleeping on my
back, but right now I don’t mind it so much. A sensuous, beautiful woman is in
my bed, something that hasn’t happened in a long time. Ever actually. I look at
the clock. It’s just after five a.m. After a few more rounds of getting to know
one another, we finally fell asleep around midnight. I’m deliciously sore
everywhere. I bring a handful of her gorgeous hair up to my face and bury my
nose in it. It’s soft, silky, and smells like honey.


“You have an insatiable appetite.” Her voice is sleepy and deep. 


“Go back to sleep. I’m just touching.”


“It’s something I’m not used to.” Her confession surprises me. I
wonder about the last time she was with somebody, but I’m polite enough not to
ask. It doesn’t matter. This is supposed to be a day by day thing with no
strings attached.


“You’re too beautiful not to touch.”


We both are quiet. Her breathing evens out and I know she has
fallen back to sleep. I don’t know what time she needs to be home, but it can’t
possibly be this early. I slip out from beneath her and head to the kitchen.
I’m almost always up this early. I usually have to be at the diner at six, but
not today.


Under normal sleepover situations, I cook breakfast in bed. I’m
completely intimidated cooking for Taryn, especially given our circumstances. I
pray that the grocery elves have secretly stocked my refrigerator, but after
perusing its contents, I’m crushed to find so little available. I can make an
omelet with mushrooms and cheese. I have grapes and watermelon and coffee. In
all fairness, it’s not as if I knew she was going to be spending the night. I’m
just going to have to do the best I can under these circumstances. I could make
pancakes from scratch, but I’m low on vanilla and that’s one of my secret
ingredients. I turn on the early morning news and watch it until six, giving
Taryn extra time to sleep in. When the new broadcast starts, I head back into
the kitchen and quietly start making breakfast.


“Would you like some help?” Taryn asks. She’s wearing the long
T-shirt I wore last night. Even though it’s large for her, I can still see her
curves. I lean over and kiss her soundly. She seems surprised, but covers it up
well.


“If you want to start the coffee, that would be great.” I really
want her to make the omelet, but I’m embarrassed by my lack of ingredients. “I
don’t have a lot of food in the house so breakfast might be scarce.” She waves
me off.


“I don’t eat a lot for breakfast so no worries. If you want, we
can just eat the fruit.”


“Absolutely not. We both need protein, especially after last
night, and this morning.” She blushes. Now she’s shy? I’m nervous that she’s
watching me, but I’m able to get into my zone, and I manage to whip up a fluffy
omelet that I’m actually proud of. I fix us plates and we sit down at the
breakfast bar to eat.


“So, how did you get the nickname Ki? I’ve never heard that as
short for Katherine.”


“It’s actually my initials. My full name is Katherine Ilyssa
Blake, but I’ve been Ki my entire life. My Irish family has too many Katies
already, so my dad shortened it the day I was born.”


“You look like a Katie.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, you have the thick, reddish-brown hair and full lips like
all Irish lassies do.” She says it with an Irish accent, and it’s cute since
her accent is already similar. She reaches out and pulls on my hair playfully.
“It’s too bad I can’t see it down every day.”


“How about every time I see you outside of school, I’ll wear it
down.” This insinuates that we will have more than just last night. I can
almost see her mind working. She drops her smile, but nods. I want to whoop
with joy. Instead, I lean over and kiss her softly. “What happens here, stays
here, Taryn. Nobody will know you were here.”


“I just hope I can pull it off in school.”


I pull her into a long hug. “I won’t even look at you.” We both
know I’m lying. 


“Your stares completely derail me.”


“I’ve been staring at you since day one.”


She leans back and stares into my eyes. “I know.”


I smile. We finish breakfast and share cooking stories. I’m
fascinated with her history. She has done so much and I’m in awe of her career.
Her personal life has suffered because of her career path, and becoming a
single mom.


“My relationships weren’t the greatest. The last serious one I had
was before Olivia,” she says.


I’m completely surprised at that confession. “You haven’t had sex
in six years?” I can’t help it.


She laughs. “No. I just haven’t been in a serious relationship
since then.”


“So, nobody’s met Olivia before?”


“Nobody I’ve dated.”


“Is this going to be awkward then?”


“No. It’s different. We were friends before this happened.” She
moves her finger back and forth between us. 


“I’m just surprised. I mean you’re beautiful, smart, and
successful. The fact that you’re single just blows me away.”


She looks down shyly. “I’m not as perfect as you seem to think I
am.”


I want to snort in disbelief. She’s everything I said times a
thousand. “You’ve told me that before. What are your flaws then?”


“Everybody is different. What one person considers a flaw, might
not be something bad for somebody else.”


“You aren’t answering the question.”


Her smile is tight. “Okay, then. I’m opinionated and I’m a hot
head.”


“That just means you’re passionate. This I know for sure.” I take
a deep breath as I recall everything we did last night. I can’t help but lean
into her for a hard kiss. Our lips are perfect together. She likes to kiss as
much as I do. After regretfully pulling away, I steal a glance at the clock.
It’s seven thirty. “What time do you have to be home?” I ask her between long
and short kisses. She still smells like sex and I need to take advantage of
every minute we are given.


“By ten.” I pull her even closer to me. “But I also need time to
get cleaned up.” 


“We can shower together. That will save time.”


She smiles before kissing me. “Let’s go back to bed.” She pulls
me off the barstool and playfully drags me back to the bed. I don’t hesitate at
all.


Chapter Fourteen




I know Taryn is going to be here. Not only is it a beautiful
day, but last night we texted for a few hours and she told me her plans for the
day. I just need to casually walk around the market until I run into her. It’s
Sunday so the River Plaza isn’t as busy. Not my favorite day to shop because
everything’s been picked through, but I’m sure I’ll find something.


“Hi, Ki,” I turn to find Mary digging through the plums. Shit.
Now she’s going to see me, Taryn, and Olivia together like Scott did. If they
show up.


“Mary, hi.” I give her a small wave and walk over to her. “What
are you finding?”


“Plums are in season so I’m going to make German plum cake.”


“I’m sure it will be delicious.” I mean it. She never
disappoints. We walk down the aisle picking up fruits and vegetables and
talking about the semester.


“So let me show you something.” She points to the end of the
market and I follow her, my curiosity piqued. We walk past a few restaurants
and stop in front of a stand-alone building. It was once a restaurant, but it’s
empty now. “This is what I’m going to do after graduation.”


I look at her until it sinks in. “You’re going to open a
restaurant?” I’m completely surprised and totally impressed.


“Well, more of a café, but yes. I think my pastries will be a
nice addition to the market. There are very few upscale cafés in town. I
believe mine will be new and refreshing.”


I nod in agreement. “What a great idea.” Mary went through the
same change of heart career path I did, leaving nursing behind instead of law.
We are about the same age, too, which makes her idea even more impressive. “I’m
so excited for you.”


“I know I won’t win the scholarship.” She holds up her hand as I
object. “I just hope you win and Scott doesn’t. I’m pulling for you.”


“That means a lot. Thank you,” I say. She really is a sweet
woman.


“He’s such a jerk. Yeah, he can cook well, but he’s just not
likable.”


“Most successful chefs are jerks so he will fit right in,” I say.


She laughs. “Look over there. Isn’t that Taryn?” We’re close to
the petting zoo. My heart races when I see Taryn talking to Olivia. “Let’s go
say hi.” Mary pulls me over to them.


“Hi, Taryn,” Mary says.


Taryn turns and looks at us in surprise. “Ladies, good morning.”
Her voice is rich and deep and I get chills remembering that same voice
whispering in my ear, encouraging me to touch her, kiss her, make her come. I
try to look only semi-interested, but when we make eye contact, I can’t help
but feel giddy, and I can’t hide the huge smile on my face.


“Is that your daughter? Oh, she’s so cute. She looks just like
you,” Mary says.


Olivia looks up from the baby goats and waves at us. I know she’s
waving at me, but it looks like she’s waving at all of us so there isn’t any
confusion on Mary’s part.


“Olivia, come over here and say hello,” Taryn says. Reluctantly,
and perhaps because she is out of pellets, she skips over to us.


“Hello. Mum, can I please have another quarter so I can buy more
food?” I’m so thankful she doesn’t make a big deal out of seeing me again, only
because I don’t want Mary to question it.


“You have an adorable accent, too,” Mary says.


Olivia looks at her like she’s crazy. “Um, thank you?” We all
laugh. She grabs the quarters, delighted to have two, and races off to the
machine. The goats are already swarming her before she has a chance to even
slip the quarters into the slot.


“I didn’t know you have a daughter,” Mary says.


Taryn shrugs. “I have photos of her in my office, but most
students don’t visit me there.” An office is news to me, but makes sense.
Thankfully, Mary is chatty and talks to Taryn about plum cake and other
desserts she has in mind.


We won’t be cooking in school much this week because Taryn has us
working food prep at two different restaurants. One is Murphy’s Steakhouse and
the other is Atlantis, a popular seafood restaurant. I’m excited for both.
Monday’s class will be a quick review on cooking the perfect steak, Tuesday
night will be cooking at Murphy’s, Wednesday is seafood review, and Thursday
night is Atlantis. We have Friday off. Taryn wants to give us the day because
we have to adjust our schedules to work late at the restaurants. It’s a nice
reward, but I know the truth. Her mother is coming into town for a month long
visit from South Africa on Friday, and she wants to be able to pick her up at
the airport and spend the afternoon with her.


“Well, I need to get going. I plan to spend the rest of the day
baking cakes. I’ll see you both tomorrow,” Mary says. I watch her walk away
until I’m certain she is out of earshot. 


“You look great.”


Taryn looks completely relaxed and happy. Sex agrees with her.
“So do you.” She gives me a smile that almost stops my heart. It’s a mixture of
satisfaction and playfulness. It takes so much self-control not to reach out
and pull her close to me. “I love your hair down.”


“Ki. Hey, Ki. Look at this baby,” Olivia says. The spell is
momentarily broken as our attention is drawn to Olivia who has managed to pick
up the smallest goat, much to the owner’s chagrin.


“Honey, put the baby down. We don’t want to upset her mama,”
Taryn says. Olivia gently lowers her until the baby squirms and leaps out of
her arms, landing safely in the hay. “Don’t pick up the babies, okay?” I think
everybody is impressed with the fact that she was able to pick up the kid in
the first place.


“You are going to have to get her a pet, you know that, right?”


Taryn sighs. “I’m hoping she’ll be okay with a hamster, but I’ll
probably have to get her something more interactive so that she doesn’t lose
interest.”


“Cats are great. I’m sure there are plenty at the shelter. A
kitten might just be what she needs. Low maintenance, high play performance. A
cat like Sophia.”


“You just never know what you are going to get with a cat. As a
kitten they might be perfectly sweet, but grow into a heathen.”


“You say it like you have had experience,” I say.


She laughs. “My best friend growing up had a sweet kitty that
turned. Hit puberty and, bam, instant crazy.”


“Not all kitties turn crazy. Sophia was so much fun as a kitten
and just as much fun with just as much personality as an adult cat. Maybe get
her two kitties so they can play together.”


She rolls her eyes. “I thought you liked me.”


“Oh, I like you very much.” We might be crossing a line here. I’m
itching to touch her, someway, somehow. I haven’t stopped thinking about our
night since she left. Before it gets serious, I try to change the tone of this conversation.
“You should introduce Olivia to Sophia just to see what they are like
together.”


She nods. “Good idea. Can we wait a month? Until school is over?”


“I don’t think that’s up to me. It’s more up to Olivia. Do you
think she can wait?”


“With Grandma coming into town on Friday, I don’t think she will
care about a pet for several weeks. My mother will spoil her rotten until she
leaves.”


“I bet you’re excited your mom is coming, too,” I say.


“It’s nice to have family close. Plus, she can watch Olivia if I
want to get away for a night or two.” She looks at me slyly and my heart skips
several beats.


“I already like your mother. A lot. Okay, I’d better leave just
in case somebody else sees us. Thank you for a wonderful weekend.”


“Entirely my pleasure, Ki.”


Chapter Fifteen




“Remember, high heat for thin steaks, low and steady for
thick,” Taryn says.


We’re all working the grill, testing our skills, getting ready
for tomorrow night. I’m almost dancing, I’m so excited. I love the hustle and
bustle of a busy restaurant. Murphy’s is known for long lines every night.
People will wait two hours just to eat there. I know the kitchen will be
insane.


Steaks are funny. At home, people will eat whatever they cook. If
they want medium and get medium well, they will eat it. At a restaurant, if
they get medium well after ordering medium, they act as if a crime has been
committed. I like plain steaks. A thin quick rub with olive oil, then salt and
pepper and throw it on the grill. Letting it rest is probably the most important
part. Patience. I know that Scott is going to have a complete meltdown tomorrow
and I’m going to sit back and watch it happen.


Since we already know how to grill steaks, today is more of a
refresher. When to cut fat, when not to. How long to let the steaks rest,
before and after the grill, and how long to cook each cut of meat. Rib eye,
T-Bone, filet mignon all have different cooking times based on thickness. Taryn
is just showing us what we already know. She doesn’t want us to embarrass
ourselves or the institution.


I’m going to have to ask how she managed to get us this gig. Only
eight of us are actually in the school’s kitchen tonight. The other four are at
the restaurant now working with management and will be all week. They are
getting their emphasis in management, not food preparation. Eight cooks are
going to be a tight fit though.


“Chef, how are eight of us, plus the regular staff, going to fit
in the kitchen?” I ask. 


Keeping it completely professional, Taryn responds quickly.
“Executive Chef, Randy Tallis, will actually split you into two groups. First
group will cook from four thirty until seven, second group will cook from seven
until nine thirty.”


“So why do we all have to be there at three?” Scott asks. He’s
already whining. Taryn looks annoyed.


“So you can experience everything about the restaurant. For those
who are not cooking, you will be food runners. I will split the group up before
you leave so that you’ll know before tomorrow.”


“Most of us already work or have worked at nice restaurants,”
Scott says. He just keeps digging himself deeper.


“Well, then you should be perfect at it and shouldn’t have any
problems,” she says. I can tell by the stress in her voice that she’s about
ready to slap the shit out of him. He heads back to his station, grumbling the
whole time. I snicker. Yep, he’s going to sink.


“Why is he so upset?” Mary asks.


I shrug at her. “Maybe he really doesn’t have to do a lot at his
parents’ restaurant and he knows that he’s going to suck at it. How do you feel
about tomorrow? Are you ready?” I know she struggles with proteins and I think
it would be a great idea for both of us to kick his ass.


“Eh, I guess so. I’m nervous though. It’s just going to be so
crazy. I’m not great at cooking meats.”


“Just remember to set the cut of meat out ahead of time and to
let it rest after you cook it. Ten bucks says Wonder Boy over there forgets.”


“I’m going to screw up the times,” she says.


“Why don’t you put together a list of times for the different
steaks and just have it in your pocket? It will get crazy tomorrow. Or maybe
we’ll get lucky and be on the same shift and I can help you out.” I don’t want
Mary upset with me, too. “But only if you want. That way you can help me with
the desserts.”


“That would be great, Ki. Let’s hope it happens.” She crosses her
fingers and heads back to her station. Now, I’m even more determined to have a
better night than Scott.


“How’s it going over here?” Taryn is making her rounds and starts
with me. I’m trying not to reach out to her. I think she knows because she’s
keeping her distance, too.


“Great. I think I’m teaching this filet a lesson.”


She smiles at me. “Any preference?” Her voice is low and sends
shivers down my spine. I lift an eyebrow at her. “Any shift preference on what
time you want to cook tomorrow?”


“Later and with Mary,” I whisper.


She nods her approval. “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind.”


It takes all of my energy not to watch her walk away. I cook the
filet and the T-bone to my liking and am done quickly. I’ve prepared the filet
medium, and the T-bone medium rare. Not my favorite way to eat steak, but they
seem to be the most popular. After tasting both, I smile at the flavor. I just
hope that I can cook like this tomorrow night. We’ve been given a menu with the
recipes ahead of time and can spend the rest of class working on different
items. I decide to work on their mushroom risotto. Risotto can be tricky. I’ve
been known to add too much wine to dishes so I need to get this recipe right.
After gathering all the ingredients, I heat up my skillet and thinly slice the
mushrooms. The recipe is unclear if the mushrooms are sliced or diced. I slice
because I think risotto needs more shapes. It’s already small. Why not add
bigger things? I heat shallots and olive oil in another skillet and add the
rice. Once the rice turns pale gold, I add white wine. This is the part that
always confuses me. I always want to add salt. So many chefs under-salt food.
After scrutinizing the recipe, I realize that the parmesan might just add the
salt that is needed. I have to remind myself that I’m still a student and these
chefs have years of experience. They are going to know just a tad bit more
about cooking and taste than I do. My ego sometimes has a hard time recognizing
that.


“Whatever you’re cooking, it smells terrific,” Mary says.


“Well, the ingredients aren’t blended yet, but I’m hopeful.”


“I for sure want to cook with you tomorrow. You have to let me
taste it when it’s done.”


“Are you going to try anything on the menu?” I wonder if I’m the
only ambitious one. I think most of the students are going to sit back and wait
to be told what to do. I plan on being sous-chef. There are very few
opportunities in our field to get ahead right off the bat so I plan on taking
full advantage. I’ll have to tell myself to not be cocky.


“I think just getting the steak perfect is enough of an
accomplishment,” Mary says.


I nudge her. “You have to be confident. Once you get through
dinner, the desserts will be a breeze for you. That’s the part I struggle
with.”


“All the more reason for us to pair up.”


Taryn heads for the dry erase board. She’s divided us up already
and I’m anxious to see where she’s put us on the schedule. The early shift is
Scott, Brian, Lu and Josie. I’m working the second shift with Mary, Mindy and
Tony. Mary and I high five. I try to contain my excitement, but I can’t. Taryn
smiles at us from across the room. Scott immediately calls over the three chefs
on his team to boss them around.


I had my mini celebration and now it’s time to finish the
risotto. I blend in the mushroom slices, butter, chives and the parmesan. It
still needs a pinch of salt. I add it and let it rest. Mary heads my way, fork
in hand. So does the rest of my team. Apparently, they have a lot of faith in
my cooking.


“Mmm. This tastes incredible, Ki,” Mary says.


Tony agrees. “This is probably better than theirs.” I smile.
“Hey, Chef. Come over here and try this,” he calls to Taryn. She heads my way
and I avoid eye contact. I can’t even watch her take a bite.


“Oh, Ki, you will have no problem tomorrow night. This is
delicious.” Taryn grabs another fork for another bite.


“Thank you, Chef.” I’m finally able to look her in the eye. Pure
satisfaction. She nods at me and walks back to her desk. Her control is
astounding. I’m on such a high right now. Cooking really is an aphrodisiac.
It’s all about the senses. How does it smell? Does it look good? Does the food
sizzle and pop? Is it hot enough? How does it taste? It’s no wonder I want to
have sex after cooking a great meal. All of my senses are on full alert.


I’m trying to figure out a way to see Taryn tonight, but I know
that can’t happen. Friday night was incredible, but having her only makes me
want her more. For as casual as I want this to be, I find myself thinking about
her constantly.


Chapter Sixteen




Everything about Murphy’s Restaurant screams money. The
décor, the massive wine cellar, the local artwork. I’m already in love with
this place. As calming as the restaurant is, the kitchen is anything but. It’s
thirty minutes before service and we’re learning our roles. As runners, we will
carry the dishes out to the tables. This will enable us to view the plates,
ensure they are hot, and compare with the order. We’re to be encouraging to one
another, not critical.


One of the main rules in a kitchen is don’t piss off the chef.
The chef indirectly affects tips, so good, hot food equals nice, fat tips. It
also will bring about more business to the restaurant if people are saying,
blogging, tweeting their recommendation. Murphy’s is already top notch in our
city. It’s tough to stay on top and we really need to try our best to not give
them a bad night. The Executive Chef is nervous. I don’t even want to know what
Taryn did or had to do to make this happen for us, but he is reminding us time
and time again to check the orders, ask questions and don’t screw up. I’m glad
we are cooking second. It will be easier to get in the zone after having
delivered plates of the food we are to make tonight.


“So, who’s cooking first tonight?” the Executive Chef asks. 


Scott is first to jump up and into Chef Randy’s personal space. I
just shake my head while others chuckle at him. He turns and scowls at us. I
smile sweetly at him. I don’t know where Taryn is, but I’m sure she’s close by.
Her reputation is on the line, too. She would cringe if she saw Scott right
now. The others join in and they move to a corner to discuss the responsibility
of the first shift.


I turn to the waitress I’ll be following tonight, Julie, and draw
her into conversation. She’s very cheerful, yet not obnoxious, and
knowledgeable about food. Ironically, she’s working at the restaurant to put
herself through law school. I don’t tell her about my exact opposite decision.
She loves working at Murphy’s because the tips are huge and she only has to
work three nights a week to live comfortably. I bet the chefs make good money
here, too. Maybe if I do a great job, I can apply here and work my way up to
Executive Chef sometime before I retire. 


“Okay, chefs. Let’s get this started,” Randy says. I follow my
waitress to the front of the restaurant near the bar where the waitstaff
reviews specials. The chefs will cook up a plate for the entire staff to taste
so they can recommend the food. Tonight’s special is parmesan encrusted tilapia
with wild rice and spiced carrots. I’m anxious to try Chef Randy’s cooking. We
review wines and what proteins they pair best with. Technically, we aren’t
going to recommend, but it’s still important to know so I am hanging onto every
word. The others in my group aren’t as focused, but still respectful. I’ll have
to thank Taryn for putting me with the right students. I’m surprised when two
plates of food are delivered for us to try. It’s amazing how fast twenty
minutes passes when you’re learning. Chef Randy doesn’t disappoint at all. The
fish is flaky with just the right amount of seasoning. The carrots are spiced
with thyme and sage and a sweetness I can’t identify. This opens up a whole new
way to eat a vegetable I’m not particularly fond of.


“Good luck today. Let me know if I can help you with anything.”
Randy heads into the kitchen with four Kirkwood Academy students in tow.


“Is he always this nice?” I ask.


Julie nods. “He knows that we are all part of the greater good
here. If we fail, he fails. So he makes sure we don’t fail.”


“He’s smart. A lot of chefs are idiots.” She laughs. Wait until
she meets Scott. I hope he tails her. She’s a no-nonsense kind of girl and will
definitely put him in his place.





*





It amazes me how early people will eat dinner. I guess they’re
trying to beat the crowd and get a good steak. The restaurant is buzzing, and
it’s just now five thirty. I shadow Julie as she takes orders, impressed with
her efficiency and memory. She’s very good at explaining the menu, and sold
several specials already. We head into the kitchen to pick up orders. I look
over the plates, pleased with what I see, and help Julie run them out to the
table. The rhythm of the kitchen is building up. Sometimes, I feel like I’m in
the way as we weave in and out of other runners, waitstaff, and bus boys. I
haven’t spent a lot of time in the kitchen observing though. I’ve been too busy
running plates. The first break we have, I head back to the kitchen. I see
other chefs at the grill, but Scott and Randy are not at the helm.


“Hey, Brian. Where’s Scott?” I ask. Brian shrugs his shoulders
and points his tongs somewhere behind him. I head back toward the offices and
see Scott, Randy, and Taryn in the hall. Scott’s face is bright red and Taryn
is doing her best to calm him down. I sneak back to the grills and see Mary
waiting on plates by the pick-up counter.


“Do you know what’s going on with Scott?” I ask.


“Yeah, almost everything he’s grilled has been sent back.”


A part of me wants to throw my head back and laugh, but the
professional side wins out. “What do you mean?”


“You were right. He’s rushing everything. Chef Randy pulled him
from the grill.” 


“He’s better than that. I wonder why he’s so freaked out?” As
much as I dislike him, he does know what he’s doing. Maybe he’s not ready for
the fast pace.


“Ki, order is up,” Julie says. I grab the plates, double check
the order, and send one plate back.


“Brian, this customer wanted potatoes instead of the rice on the
special,” I say.


“Good catch.” I’m sure Julie already knew that, but wanted to
make sure I caught it as well. Brian quickly replates and I’m handed the
correct meal within thirty seconds. He’s impressing me today. In class, he’s
mediocre, but in the hustle and bustle of a busy kitchen, he’s killing it. As I
take the plates off of the counter, I see Randy and Scott return.


Randy looks at me. “Are you Ki?”


I gulp and feel guilty for no apparent reason. “Yes, Chef.”


“Deliver those plates and return here, please,” he says.


I nod and quickly head out. What the hell did I do? I haven’t
even talked to Scott today so I don’t know what it could be. I find the table,
tell the patrons to enjoy their meal, and beeline it back. I find Randy at the
grill.


“Yes, Chef.” I feel like I’m reporting for duty.


“Will you take over Scott’s position at the grill?”


“Yes, Chef.” I don’t hesitate. I grab my jacket, put it on, and
ask Brian for an update. He is fast, on task, and a great partner at the grill.
Within a few minutes, I’m grilling my first filet. I’m hovering over it,
setting the timer, doing everything I possibly can to make it perfect. I flip
it in four minutes and quickly get plates ready.


“Ki, what are you doing?” Mary asks. She’s in to pick up an order
and sees me behind the grill. Her eyes are huge.


“Chef Randy asked me to take over for Scott. I’m still going to
work the second shift as long as I don’t screw this up.”


I’m finally getting into my zone. I pull the filet off the grill
and let it rest. I’m itching to plate, but I need to show Chef Randy that I
have patience and can do this right. Hell, Brian is rocking the fish so I
should be able to handle this. I get the rest of the order prepped and add the
filet. Brian throws together a special and we are ready to hand it over to the
runners. I know the filet is perfect. No time to gloat though as a waitress
hands us a five top order. Two medium T-bones, a rib eye medium well, and two
specials. I get started first because the steaks will take longer. I’m able to
tune everything out. It’s just me and the grill. Orders come in and go out. So
far nothing has come back. When it’s time to switch, I stay in my chef’s
jacket. I’m not giving up this spot.


“Ki, are you good at this position?” Chef Randy asks.


“Yes, Chef,” He nods his approval, and appoints Mary to fish. She
gives my shoulder a squeeze as she passes, relieving Brian of his duty. I get a
few more orders in, and get back to the grill. Scott has returned and is
running food with Julie. I wink at her and she shakes her head. She’s already
annoyed with him. Fifteen minutes go by until I get my first return.


“Chef, the customer says the steak is too salty,” Brian says.
He’s carrying a filet I know is perfect. I’m in complete shock. I can feel my
cheeks heat up from embarrassment. I grab the plate and take a long look at it.


“It looks like the customer added too much salt. The salt on top
is post heat,” I say. I show Mary and she agrees.


I angrily throw another filet on the grill, pissed that a
customer screwed up and blamed me. When the second steak comes back with too
much salt, I’m beside myself. I’m trying to keep my cool, but I can’t figure it
out. What is going on out there? I throw another rib eye on the grill tempted
not to even salt it at all, but I have to go with my gut and trust my skill.


Out of the corner of my eye, I see Julie and Chef Randy talking
in private. This is the strangest kitchen I’ve ever worked in. Privacy isn’t
really a luxury on most days. Kitchens are small, and busy, and everybody knows
everybody’s business. When Taryn gets involved, I become more anxious. Again,
she’s angry, but she’s doing a good job of controlling herself. I’m becoming
alarmed. She looks over to me and motions for me to join them. Holy shit. What
is going on? I ask Mary to flip my filet in three minutes and my T-bone in two.
She assures me she can handle it. I head toward them.


“How many of your plates came back?” Taryn asks me. She’s all
teacher right now so I flip into student mode.


“Two so far, Chef.”


“Why?”


“According to the customers, they had too much salt,” I say.


“What do you think about that?” she asks.


“Both looked to be salted post grill so I think the customers
over-salted them.”


“Well, Julie just informed me that she saw Scott add salt on the
way to at least one customer. She saw him drop a salt shaker into his jacket.”
My face heats up. “I will handle this, Chef. I just wanted to hear what you
thought was going on first.”


I nod. “Can I return to my grill, Chef?” I’m struggling to keep
my shit together and Taryn must know because she quickly dismisses me. Don’t
cry, don’t cry, I tell myself over and over until I get to my station.


“What’s going on, Ki?” Mary asks. I shake my head. If I start
talking about it, I’ll cry for sure. I can’t cry while I’m grilling. Chef Randy
will laugh at me. Thankfully, one of the waiters turns in a four top and we
both get busy at the grill. I push Scott and his sabotaging bullshit out of my
head. It isn’t until Brian grabs a few plates that I find out Scott is gone for
the night.


“So Taryn kicked him out. Told him to go home. I wonder what
happened. Do you know?” he asks us. I put a dish in front of him.


“Hey, I need rice on this plate, not potatoes.” Crap. I quickly
replate and hand him the corrected one. He nods his approval and slips through
the doors leading to the dining room. There is a long hallway and I’m guessing
Scott did the deed then. There are too many other people around for him to get
away with 

it either in the kitchen or the dining area. What a total prick. I kind of hope
he gets kicked out of the academy. I know it won’t be the case, but I’m so
angry right now, I’d probably throw knives at him. Really sharp, hurtful ones.
And nobody would blame me.


Thankfully, the rest of the night goes smoothly. I switch over to
desserts and become Mary’s sous-chef, helping her with the easy stuff and even
trying some of the more challenging things like Murphy’s lemon mousse. By the
time nine thirty rolls around, I’m ready to drop. I don’t think I’ve ever
worked this hard, this fast before. I’m on a high, but it’s been dampened by
Scott. I need to know what happened.


“I’m so proud of you. It’s been a crazy, successful night. Thank
you, Chef Randy, for allowing us the opportunity to cook in your wonderful
kitchen. Students, let’s clean up and get out of here,” Taryn says. It only
takes us about twenty minutes to clean up, and Murphy’s staff actually applauds
us. A few high fives and we’re out the door. The air feels fresh and I don’t
think I’ve ever wanted a shower more. I can feel the grease on me. I just want
to hose off and sleep for a day.


“Ki, can I see you for a minute?” Taryn asks. She still looks
stressed and I want to run my hands over her face, thread my fingers through
her thick, long hair and calm her down. Tonight was successful regardless of a
coward’s action.


“What happened?” I ask. Taryn leans against the door and sighs.


“Chef Randy had him empty his pockets and we found a salt shaker.
He threw a fit and denied everything. I told him to leave. We’ll deal with it
at school tomorrow. Are you okay?”


I smile at her. “Of course. I almost had a no-hitter tonight. I
kept up with the orders and Mary and Brian really stepped up and kicked ass in
there. It was even better than I expected.” She seems completely surprised by
my reaction. “Look, I can’t help that Scott did what he did. He’s just a whiny
baby and hates to lose. I can’t let him get me down. You told me you would take
care of it and I trust you.” I almost forget we’re in public and lean into her.
I realize I’m entirely too close and take a step back.


“That’s very gracious. And yes, it was a great night aside from
that. You all did well, but I’m so proud of you for stepping up and taking
over. Fantastic.” I can tell she wants to touch me, but can’t.


“Thank you. I can’t wait to go home and crash.” She walks me over
to my car. “I’ll see you in the morning.” I crawl in and fasten my seat belt.


She leans down so that she’s close, but not too close. “I wish I
could show you how proud I am of you.”


Suddenly, I’m awake. “If you can come over, that would make this
day perfect.” I want to reach out and pull her to me for a long, powerful kiss.


She looks sad. “I can’t. Olivia.”


I nod. “I know.”


Chapter Seventeen




“So what happened?” I’m really early to class because I’m
dying to know what happened with Scott. Taryn looks up and around.


“I thought about calling you earlier, but then I remembered you
were at the diner this morning. I bet you’re tired.” She’s wearing a suit and
looks incredible. The taupe jacket is hanging on the back of her chair. The
skirt is tight and the blouse is fitting, but not revealing. Very tasteful and
very feminine. Not that I didn’t already know this, but she cleans up very
well.


“I am, but I can sleep Friday.” I put my bag down and actually
sit at my desk. “So?” 


“Well, I reported it to Dr. Wright and had a meeting with both
him and Scott. Scott denied everything. He’s on probation even though I pushed
for a harder punishment. Dr. Wright will no longer be second guessing me now.
He did say that it was the waitress’ word against Scott’s and I should be more
supportive of the students here.”


“That’s it? He gets talked to and that’s it?” I’m mad. I just
want what was fair. “When people cheat, and I do consider this a form of
cheating, most students get expelled. So because he’s a man, he gets special
treatment? They both are jerks.” I’m pissed.


“Trust me. I fought for what I thought was right. I’m sure Dr.
Wright thinks I’m picking on Scott given what happened a few weeks ago. I’ll
never give Scott a recommendation, and it will be hard for him to get a job
here once word of mouth gets out.” That doesn’t make me feel any better. I can
see it now, he will win the scholarship all because he’s a guy. This is so
unfair. I look at Taryn and I know that she tried. I can tell just from the
look in her eyes. She seems sad, but determined. I soften.


“I know you did, Taryn. I trust you.” I take a moment to rid
myself of my shitty attitude. After a deep sigh, I put myself back into the
conversation. “By the way, you look beautiful today all dressed up.”


“I wanted the department to take me seriously.” She smiles at me
and suddenly it doesn’t seem so bad. Nobody is in the class yet, so I take a
private moment.


“When do I get to see you again?” My voice is low.


She looks at me and thinks for a moment. “My mother arrives
Friday so I’m sure she can watch Olivia for a bit this weekend.”


“Great.” I smile and head to my station. I want to sit and talk
with her until class begins, but we have to be careful since it seems as if the
entire class is under scrutiny now. Mary shows up, and after putting on her
jacket, she heads my way.


“So, what happened last night?” I don’t feel bad telling her.
Scott is going to look like an ass no matter who tells the story. She’s in
complete shock. “What a dick.” She looks completely disgusted with him. “That
makes zero sense. He’s a good chef, so why would he cheat?”


“Well, he completely panicked. I knew he would rush and not let
the steaks rest. That’s why Chef Randy had me switch with him. He pulled him
off the grill, put me on, and Scott had some sort of a meltdown because of it.
I’m certain I got the win last night.” We both laugh at that. “You and Brian
did a really great job on the grill. And here you were, worried the whole
time.”


Mary smiles at me. “It’s easy when you have somebody next to you
who knows what she’s doing. And Brian was great because I think he works at
Applebee’s and cooks steaks every day. He’s had tons of practice.” The diner
doesn’t serve a lot of steak so I learned by grilling on my deck and having
Jessie, Lynn, and Sam be my guinea pigs. Steak, regardless if you work at a
high end restaurant or bar and grill, is always in demand. The rest of the
students file in. Not surprisingly, Scott is the last one in. He walks right
over to his station, his head down, keeping to himself. I’ll be surprised if he
says anything to me. He’s not one to lose graciously. I see Taryn look up at
the clock and slip into her chef’s jacket to start class.


“Why are you so dressed up today, Chef?” Brian asks.


“I had a meeting with Dr. Wright.” I can still hear the anger in
her voice. “Okay, let’s talk about the seafood dishes you will be preparing
tomorrow night.” She’s not going to elaborate to anyone and we all slip into
student mode.


I need to pay attention today because fish is not my strongest
food. I don’t love it, so it’s hard to get my palate right. I make a mean crab
cake and can fluff up a scallop, but I suck at deboning and getting the right
heat on fish. I tend to overcook it, so I really need all the help I can get
before tomorrow’s service. Thankfully, there are enough options that we can
pick a station and stay with it all night. All eight of us will be in the
kitchen at the same time so it will be almost impossible to sabotage anybody’s
food. Taryn lists the different stations and we get what we want. I’m on
scallops and mussels, Brian’s on chicken and steak, Mary gets soups and
desserts, and Scott gets fresh water fish. There are other stations she
assigns, but I’m not paying attention.


I’m not strong on mussels and plan to spend today’s class
focusing on them. Atlantis has them served several different ways; simmering in
garlic butter, swimming in white wine, saffron and tomatoes, or just steamed.
Most of the mussels are served with pasta, so I have to get my pastas down pat.
I’d love to create a mussel ravioli, but that’s not on their menu. I’m told
most of their pasta comes from a box. Boring, but fast. I review their menu and
get started on the mussels. The first batch comes out rubbery. I’m frustrated,
but not deterred.


“What’s going on here, Ki?” Taryn asks. I blow a piece of hair
out of my face in frustration. I can tell she wants to reach out and tuck it
behind my ear, but instead she crosses her arms in front of her and takes a
step back.


“My mussels aren’t cooking right. Why are they coming out like
erasers?”


“You need to use a wider pot so they aren’t all stacked. The
bottom ones are cooking, but waiting for the upper layer to cook will make the
bottom ones overcook, and become rubbery,” she says. She tastes the wine sauce.
“The sauce is delicious. Once you spread out your mussels, you’ll be fine.” I raise
my eyebrow at her and she blushes.


“Um, well, okay. I guess I will get another pot and try it
again.” I’m looking forward to the weekend. Even if it’s for only thirty
minutes, I’ll take it. I miss her mouth. I miss her lips on mine, her taste. I
give a quick shake of my head. I can fantasize about us tonight when I’m alone
in bed. After fifteen minutes of regrouping, and making a few minor
adjustments, I’m able to cook the mussels perfectly. I wish I had the crab
cakes station, but I’m sure the scallops and the mussels will be enough to keep
me on my toes tomorrow night. After looking at the clock, I see that I have
time to cook up a few scallops. I blacken them just for kicks and almost cry
with joy when I taste one. It’s perfect. Spicy and juicy.


“Is this even on the menu?” Taryn looks at scallops on my plate.
I sheepishly shake my head no.


“I couldn’t help myself. But in all fairness, I did use the
recipe and cooked a few per their instructions. I thought they were kind of
tasteless so I decided to add heat. Taste one.” She grabs a fork and knife and
gently places one on a small plate. She pokes the texture with her fork and
watches the meat carefully as she cuts into it.


“They are cooked well,” she says.


“Wait until you taste it.” I’m excited. I watch as she slowly
puts the bite into her mouth. I love that she always closes her eyes when she
tastes my food. I wait five whole seconds before prodding her for a review.
“And?”


“Perfect.” She takes another bite and moves to the next station
to talk to Brian. She looks over her shoulder and smiles at me.


“Oh, how sweet. Your girlfriend loves your food,” Scott says. He
is suddenly in my personal space and my warm, fuzzy feeling is instantly
replaced with icy anger. Without hesitation, I turn to him.


“Too bad you have to cheat to beat me.” I smile at him and bat my
eyelashes. He scowls and marches off to his station. Asshole. I hope he crashes
and burns again tomorrow. I clean up my station, still pissy over our
encounter.


“Don’t worry about him. He’s acting like a jealous ass. Come on,
let’s get out of here,” Mary says.


As much as I want to stay and be near Taryn, I’m afraid it will
be obvious so I grab my bag and head out with Mary instead. By the end of class
today, the rest of the students heard about what Scott did and kept to
themselves. Nobody talked to him, nobody asked for assistance. I kind of love
my classmates right now. Tomorrow night is going to be interesting.





*





It’s eight o’clock and I’m already in bed with Sophia. I’m
exhausted. The television is on, but I’m bored. I really want to text with
Taryn. I know she is busy with Olivia and getting ready for her mother’s visit.
I’m trying to be mature and not clingy. Reminding myself that this is supposed
to be casual isn’t helping either.


My phone buzzes with a text from Taryn. Are you relaxing?


My heart picks up speed. She must be reading my mind. I’m already in bed. I don’t think
I can move.


It’s been a
long week for you already.


I’m looking
forward to Friday, so I can chill. As much as I want to ask about
the weekend, I need to settle down. She will let me know when and if she can
get away. You’re probably
excited for your mum to visit. I say “mum” like she does because I
think it’s adorable.


Definitely.
I can’t wait until they move back for good.


I miss you.
I’m too tired to tiptoe around my feelings today. I realize I’m
squeezing my phone, waiting for her reply. When it vibrates, I jump.


And I miss
you.


I can’t remember the last time I smiled this much. Can I call you or is Olivia awake?


My phone rings in my hands. I smile.


“I need to hear your voice,” I say. 


“I missed you today. You left so quickly.”


“Scott was being stupid, so I left with Mary. I tried to get your
attention, but you were helping Tony with crab cakes.”


“What did Scott do?” she asks.


“Eh, it’s not important. Let’s not talk about him. He managed to
ruin last night, but he’s not going to ruin tonight.”


“Good point and good attitude. Are you ready for tomorrow?”


“You tell me. Do you think I’m ready?” I ask.


“Without a doubt. Fantastic scallops today. Too bad you can’t
share your recipe with them. Yours are far better.”


“Scallops are such a boring food. I don’t care for seafood, so I
try all sorts of things to make it taste better. Maybe I should try it with my
chutney.”


She laughs. “Nothing about that sounds appealing.”


“How’s Olivia?”


“Finally asleep. She’s been wired all week. I think she’s going
through another growth spurt. She’s irritable one moment, then excited, then
tired. I can’t keep up with her. Puberty is going to be the death of me.”


“Tell me about the day she was born,” I say.


“Um, okay.” She sounds surprised, but excited to talk about it.
“First of all, I was huge. I was a whale while pregnant with her.”


I can’t even imagine her larger than a size four. “Oh, stop. You
probably only gained ten pounds.”


“Oh, more like thirty pounds. I ate all of the food I cooked.” I
snort. Thirty pounds is average weight gain during a pregnancy. “Well, one
night my back started hurting, so I called my mum and she rushed over. She
could tell that I was close. I was miserable. I couldn’t get comfortable. My
water broke, and before I had a chance to freak out, she got me to the
hospital. Labor wasn’t too bad, but my hips will never be the same.”


“How long were you in labor?”


“Not long actually. About six hours, which is really quick for a
first baby. I’m so thankful my mum was there with me. I couldn’t imagine doing
that on my own.”


“She’s a great kid. Very polite and sweet,” I say.


“I got lucky for sure.”


“And by the way, your hips are perfect,” I say. 


She clears her throat. “Thank you. I was afraid I wouldn’t be
able to get any sort of figure back after Olivia was born.”


“I don’t know what you looked like before, but you look great
now.” I’m feeling all warm and fuzzy recalling our one night together. I’m
desperate for the next one. “You’re going to have to wear a nice suit during
finals like you did today. That will be my driving force to cook the best meal
I’ve ever cooked before.”


“You will cook the best meal because of you, not because of me,”
she says. I sigh. “But I might wear something a little encouraging.” I perk up.
Her laugh is low and raspy. I can tell she’s getting aroused.


“I really wish you were here.”


“Soon.” That’s both encouraging and deflating. I’m not ready to
give up. Just because we aren’t together, doesn’t mean we can’t share an
intimate moment right now over the phone.


“After you left Saturday morning, I could still smell you on my
sheets and on my body. I didn’t want to get out of bed.” I even masturbated
after she left. “What a great night.” 


“It really was fantastic.”


“You know, if your mother is in town for several weeks, maybe we
can sneak away for a whole weekend. We can leave early Saturday morning and get
back Sunday night. That way you are only gone for a night.” I’m excited at the
possibilities.


“What would we do?”


Eat, cook, have sex. Have sex, cook, eat. The possibilities are
endless. “I’m sure we could find a nice bed and breakfast, or a suite where we
can cook, shop, and spend time alone.” In my mind, I’m jumping up and down with
glee. “Or just time alone. Let somebody else cook for us.”


“That sounds really nice. I’m sure my mum can keep Olivia
entertained.” While she is interested, I offer to find us a place no more than
three hours outside of town. Suddenly, I’m not tired anymore.


“I can look, too. I’m sure we can find something.”


Preferably a room with thick walls and a staff who will leave us
alone. Too bad we can’t fly somewhere tropical. I would love to see Taryn in a
bikini lounging by a pool. There is so much I want to do with her, and no time
to do it. “When do you think?” I don’t want to push, but we’re running out of
time. School will be over in three weeks. This weekend is out because her mom
arrives. “Maybe next weekend?”


“I’m sure I can get away then. Let’s plan for it,” she says.


“Great. Let me grab my laptop.” I search north of town because
there isn’t anything around, and we’re not likely to run into anybody. “Oh,
here’s a quaint place about two hours away that boasts tons of bike trails.” I
give her the website so she can review the site with me.


“It looks massive. The trails look great. I haven’t been on a
bike ride in forever.” Okay, so that’s not the kind of physical activity I had
in mind, but I can compromise.


“I’m sure they have bikes we can rent.” My bike probably has tons
of cobwebs on it. I’d rather buy a new one than go into my spider infested
storage unit and clean it off.


“Let’s do it. I’ll go ahead and book it.”


I think she’s worried if I can afford it. “It’s my idea. Let me.”


“It will be my treat. And that’s final.”


“Then I’ll take you to a nice dinner.” I’d prefer to make her a
nice dinner, but unless we stay at my apartment, that’s just not going to
happen. I’m pretty sure getting out of town is probably the best thing.


“I would love that.”


“It would be better if I could cook for you,” I say.


“You cook for me five days a week.”


“That’s not the same. I cook because I have to, and I’m required
to cook certain things. I want to cook something that I want to cook. Something
that’s not on the syllabus.”


“You did. You cooked me incredible salmon on the first day.”


Oh, yeah. I forgot about that. “But that was in a classroom
setting. Plus, salmon is about the only fish I know how to cook well.”


“If you could cook me anything, what would it be? Maybe that
should be the final.”


“You don’t know what our final is going to be yet?” I’m
surprised. She laughs.


“I have an idea, but I can’t share it with you.” She’s teasing. I
wouldn’t want her to tell me anyway. If I win, I want it to be fair and square.
And I will win.


“Oh, I’ll win. Scott doesn’t stand a chance.” We both fall quiet.
It’s been a rough week so far. I just need to get through tomorrow night. Of
course, then there is the whole going off to Italy two weeks after the semester
ends thing. If we keep this relationship going until then, it will come to a
screeching halt in about a month. As much as I don’t want to think about it, I
do. Is it fair to start a relationship, regardless if we say it’s going to
remain casual, knowing that it could all end suddenly?


“You’re quiet. What are you thinking about?”


I can’t tell her because I’m not ready to give her up just yet. I
want to be greedy with the time she affords me. “I guess I’m just tired.”
Suddenly, phone sex seems cheap. I decide to not continue down that path and
instead talk to Taryn about her plans with her mom. We’re on the phone for
almost forty-five minutes before I squeak out a yawn that Taryn hears.


“Get some rest. You have to get up early tomorrow. Sleep well.”


We hang up and I feel sad. I’m happy that we get to spend a
weekend together, but down because I don’t think this is going to end well.


Chapter Eighteen




The kitchen in Atlantis is in full swing by the time I
arrive. I’m the last one here and that surprises me. I’m even fifteen minutes
early.


“How long have you been here?”


Mary turns to me, her face etched with concern. “Only about ten
minutes. I wanted to find out if Chef Matthew is as tough as they say. The
answer is yes, in case you were wondering.”


We both turn and face the kitchen. As chaotic as it might seem to
the untrained eye, it’s very organized. There is a natural flow between chefs
and the waitstaff and I’m impressed with this kitchen. I see Taryn tucked in
the back corner near the station I will be cooking at. I can’t help but smile.
I can use a bit of her good luck. She spots us and heads our way.


“So far, the service has gone extremely well.” Since all of us
are here, she preps us so that we can jump in when the restaurant’s chefs jump
off. Taryn has us spend a few minutes with the chefs and shadow them until we
relieve them.


“Good luck.” The regular chef here says, handing over the tongs.


I easily slip into the zone. He has the right temperatures going
and I plan to maintain them. Mary is on the other side of my grill so she can
yell if she needs help. We continue the good luck streak and crank out the
orders like we’ve worked there for years. It’s a magnificent kitchen. Even
though it’s primarily seafood, I wouldn’t mind working here after school is
over. It could only help me learn how to cook seafood perfectly. Scott seems to
be shining, much to my chagrin. I notice the rest of the team is not talking to
him and I’m sure they are worried that he is going to do something shady to
their dishes. Nobody is leaving their station. Wise decision, I think. Chef
Matthew is hovering, pointing out the good and the bad. I have a feeling I’m in
for a long night. We only had one steak come back. My mussels were either
cooked well, or the customers didn’t complain. Thankfully, not too many people
ordered them. The scallops were a hit, but as a whole, we all did well. I can
almost see Taryn sigh with relief as she and Chef Matthew discuss the night’s
events.


“That wasn’t so bad. I’m sure Chef is proud of all of us,” Mary
says. We give a weak high five and head for the exit. The staff of Atlantis
isn’t as friendly as Murphy’s, so we leave without applause. As a matter of
fact, I don’t believe Chef Matthew even said a word to me. That’s okay. I kind
of like being under the radar once in awhile. I’m not as tired as I was the
night we cooked at Murphy’s, but I’m pretty sure I need to head straight to
bed.





*





My phone buzzes about two minutes before I’m home. I look down
and see that it’s a message from Taryn. I know I’m supposed to wait until I’m
safely parked, but pull up the message.


Everybody
did well tonight. Chef M was impressed.


I hurry up and head to the parking lot before I answer. I noticed it was peaceful. I guess
Scott didn’t cheat.


No, I stood
close by him the whole night.


Did it hurt?


Lol. He
behaved.


Ugh.


I sprint up the stairs to my apartment. I can’t wait to shower. I
smell like seafood. I quickly shower until I’m sure all of the grease is off of
my body. It’s amazing how dirty you get just from one night. Long sleeves and
long pants protect your skin and keep you relatively clean, but your face,
neck, and hair feel like you’ve been camping in the wild for a week. I hear my
phone ding so I know Taryn has sent me another message. I towel off before I
check my phone.


Can you
come over?


Holy shit. Is
everything okay?


I want to
be with you.


I don’t hesitate. I’m
on my way.


I slip on the bathroom tile and bang my knee against the sink.
Damn it. I hobble down the hall to my bedroom to put clothes on. I don’t even
bother with panties. I find some yoga pants, a tank top, and top it off with a
light zip-up workout jacket. I’m sure I look like a drowned rat, but I don’t
even care. With minimal late night traffic, I reach her apartment in less than
ten minutes. I park two blocks away. I’m not taking any chances. I put my hood
up and jog to her place. Her door is ajar. I slip in and close it softly.


“You shouldn’t leave your door open like that.” I keep my voice
low so I don’t wake up Olivia. 


“I just opened it. I knew you would be here soon.” Taryn is
wearing thin pajama pants and a matching sleeveless camisole that leaves
nothing to the imagination. I lock the door before I head directly toward her,
only one thing on my mind. She takes a step back before she opens her arms to
me. I crash into her, pushing her up against the wall. She whimpers when we
finally kiss, our mouths devouring one another. I can’t get enough of her. I
suck her tongue into my mouth, bite her bottom lip, but the ache is still
there.


“Let’s go to your room,” I say.


She nods and we tiptoe to her room, closing the door behind us.
We pick up where we left off with more fervor. She unzips my jacket and
practically rips it off of my body. We fall onto the bed and she crawls on top
of me. Her weight is wonderful against the ache between my thighs. I buck up
while she pushes into me and I moan with pleasure.


“Shh, we have to be quiet,” she whispers.


Shit. That’s right. I look at her and nod. I reach down and tug
her top off, anxious to feel her soft skin against mine. I wind my hands into
her long, soft hair and bring her mouth back down to mine for a kiss. She
starts grinding her pussy against my leg and I reach down to help alleviate the
ache I know so well. Her pajamas are soaked. I can smell her wetness, her
essence filling my senses. I need to taste her again.


I roll her over and slide down her slender body. She lifts her
hips up to me and I kiss her mound through her pants before I yank them off. I
dive into her, spreading her wide with my hands. We both moan the moment my
tongue hits her slit. I feel her fingers weave in my hair, pulling me into her.
Her hips are moving into me, her pussy grinding against my mouth. I’m breathing
hard, trying to catch my breath, and make her come at the same time. She hooks
the back of her knees over my shoulders and grabs the covers. I slide my hands
over her stomach and up until I reach her breasts. Her nipples are hard and the
second my hands cup them, she covers my hands with her own and squeezes.


It’s unbelievable how sexual she is, how open she is with me
after only a short time. When her knees start shaking, I know she’s going to
come. I wish I could be all over her, touching, tasting, riding her orgasm out
with her. She grabs a pillow and covers her face as the orgasm washes over her,
her moans suppressed by a cushion. I wish I could hear her, but I know that we
have to be quiet, no matter what. Her juices are all over my face, but I don’t
care. I gently slip one, then two fingers into her still contracting pussy. Her
back arches off of the bed and she makes a noise and quickly covers her mouth
with her own hand. I can feel her heartbeat quiver around my fingers.


I can feel my heart slipping. I need to get a grip on this. I
can’t lose myself in her. She leans back on her elbows and watches me. I can’t
look away. As much as I want to move up and kiss her, there is something so
erotic in watching the passion ignite in her eyes, her mouth open, her breasts
rise and fall as her breathing increases. She hisses the deeper I move inside
of her, and groans with seeming regret as I slip out. Her stomach muscles
tighten as she welcomes her second orgasm. She bites her lip to keep from
crying out. Christ, I can’t get enough of her. I want to spend as much time as
I can just watching her come. She falls back on the bed, breathing hard. I stop
moving inside of her, but I’m not ready to leave her warmth. I slide up her
body, placing kisses on her skin until we are face to face. She pushes my wild
hair out of my face and kisses me soundly.


“Wow,” she says.


I shush her. Even though she thinks she’s being quiet, she’s not.
Her smile wavers and for a moment, I think she’s going to cry. She kisses me
again, covering up any emotion I think I might have seen. I lie beside her
until we’re both breathing normally. The second I slip out of her, I miss her
warmth. Our connection is broken and I can’t get close enough to her. I place
tiny kisses on her face. Her lips are soft and greedy when they meet mine. I
want to keep this intimacy longer. I pull her against me so that her head is
resting on my shoulder. She slides one of her legs between mine and we lie
there. I play with her hair as she lightly strokes the side of my neck.


“You have the softest skin,” she says.


I bring her fingertips to my lips and kiss them. “I just got out
of the shower. I’m a mess.”


“You did a good job tonight. Chef Matthew even said so.”


“He didn’t say a word to me.”


She smiles. “He only talks if there is a problem, so know that
you did well.”


“How did you manage to get these cooking gigs for us, or do I
want to know?” I ask.


“Well, I worked with Chef Randy. His restaurant is one of the few
who agreed to help the academy. I don’t think Chef Matthew was excited for us
to be there, but it wasn’t his decision.”


“As fun as it was, I’m glad we are done with Hell Week. This week
was like starting a new job twice.” She rests her palm right above my heart. I
try not to read too much into it. “I want to go back to class and be done with
my night by six.”


“This week was hard for you because of the diner. Oh, and you
have to work there in just a few hours. I’m so sorry I called. It wasn’t fair
of me.” She doesn’t know that I will drop anything for her.


“I can sleep after I’m done with my shift.” I take a peek at the
clock. “Plus, I can still squeeze in a few hours.”


“But I’m not done.” She slides over me, bringing my arms up over
my head. I love that she is naked and I’m still clothed. “When I said I need
you, it wasn’t because I wanted you to give me two really great orgasms.” I
smile. “Well, don’t get me wrong, I’m not going to stop you, but I need to feel
you and taste you again. I couldn’t wait until next weekend.”


“Perhaps it was my command of the kitchen that turned you on and
you just couldn’t stop thinking of me.” I joke, but we both know that having a
perfect run in a kitchen really is some type of natural high that you want to
share with someone.


“That probably had something to do with it.” She leans down and
kisses me. “You were amazing this week.” She slides my tank up and over my
head. I watch her run her fingertips lightly over my breasts and down my
stomach. She lowers her head and slowly licks my nipple. I close my eyes and
surrender to her mouth and her touch. 


Chapter Nineteen




“Let’s go.” Jessie is standing in my living room, loudly
tapping her foot, waiting for me to finish putting on my makeup. “The hot girls
are all going to be taken by the time we get there.” I have no desire to go
out, but Jessie has been on me to be her wingman for weeks. She’s always been
there for me, so I can’t let her down. Plus, she might get suspicious if I
don’t participate, and I might accidentally let it slip that I’ve been with
Taryn. I like our secrecy.


“Give me two minutes.” I quickly put on my mascara and give
myself the last minute look over. I grab my shoes and head down the hall.
Jessie gives me a nice whistle.


“Maybe we should hook up like your teacher thought we were
doing,” she says.


I playfully smack her on the arm. “Stop. Let’s go.”


Jessie practically skips out the door. Saturday night at the club
will certainly get her laid. I’m guessing she won’t even leave before that
happens. Hearts Afire is a club I don’t attend a lot. It’s more of a warehouse
where a lot of women dance, drink, do drugs, and have sex. I’m guilty of three
of the four. I don’t do drugs. We get into Jessie’s Jeep and drive the fifteen
minutes to the club. She’s brimming with excitement. I’m dreading it. I want to
be invisible tonight. Even though Taryn and I talked about keeping our secret
relationship casual, every time I’m with her, I care for her a little more.


“I hope we have some fresh meat tonight,” Jessie says.


I roll my eyes at her and she just laughs. “You are such a pig.”


“Don’t knock it. When was the last time you got laid? It’s been a
long time.”


Less than forty-eight hours, but I’m not sharing. “Sometimes it’s
not just about sex. Sometimes it’s about a relationship.”


“You definitely need to get laid,” she says. I roll my eyes
again.


We find parking close to the club and head inside. I avoid all
eye contact even though Jessie is talking to everybody she sees. I’m just not
in the mood. We make our way to the bar and order beers.


“Look at that girl down at the end of the bar,” Jessie says. I
see a cute blonde looking over at us, even though she’s surrounded by friends.
Jessie tips her beer at her and smiles. The girl comes over to us.


“I haven’t seen you two in here before. My name’s Nikki.”


“I’m Jess and this is Ki,” Jessie says.


“Ki. What a cool name.”


Even though she’s cute, I don’t want to talk to her. I mean,
maybe if things were different for me, then I would. She keeps trying to draw
me into conversation. Jessie picks up on it and leaves, winking at me. Now I’m
stuck. Nikki is a physician’s assistant, five years older than me, and lives
downtown, a few blocks from the club. She flags the bartender over for two more
beers and a couple of shots. She gives her a credit card before I can argue.


“I can get my own drinks.” I know she’s being nice, but she’s not
getting into my pants, or up my skirt.


“It’s my pleasure.” She leans in closer to hear me better. The
club is getting louder and talking is even proving difficult. “Hey, finish your
beer and we’ll hit the dance floor.” I finish my beer in two long swallows. She
grabs my hand and we find a relatively free spot. The beat is fast and fun and
we start dancing. It’s awkward at first until we find a comfortable rhythm
together. I should be having fun, but all I can think about is Taryn. I see
Jessie on the other side of the bar kissing a leggy brunette. It’s just a
matter of time before she has her in a dark corner or in the bathroom.


Nikki leans in. “Let’s grab another drink.” She grabs my hand
before I can respond and we head back to the bar. She orders more shots. I
don’t really want to drink any more, but I take the tiny glass and toast with
her. “Here’s to new friends.” We clink glasses and gulp down the alcohol. I
give a little shiver when I’m done and she laughs at me. “Do you want to get
out of here?” We both know what that means. Her hand is on my knee.


“I can’t, but thanks for the offer.”


She leans in and kisses me. It doesn’t feel like it’s supposed
to. It doesn’t feel like anything. Her lips are nice, and she tastes sweet, but
there is no fire. Apparently, I can’t do casual. She breaks the kiss and stares
at me before tossing back the rest of her drink.


“So tell me about her,” Nikki says.


“Not much to tell really. We’re new and trying to figure things
out.”


She nods. “I’ve been there and done that. Here, give me your
phone.” I hand it to her and she adds her number. “Call me if you ever want to
talk or dance.” I can’t help but smile. Two months ago, I’d already be at her
place, but now I’m just not feeling it.


“Thanks, Nikki. I might just do that.”


She winks and leaves. I look around. I can’t find Jessie
anywhere. I order another beer, sit back and wait for her to show up. The music
is loud and right up my alley.


“Let’s dance.” Jessie hugs me from behind, spilling my beer. She
kisses my cheek and drags me off of my stool and onto the dance floor.


“So what happened to legs?” I ask. It’s more like a scream
because she can’t hear my normal voice. Jessie winks at me. I shake my head at
her. She laughs. We dance for about thirty minutes. I’m hot and tired and Jess
even looks like she’s had enough action. We grab one another and head to the
bar for cold waters.


“Thanks for coming out with me. I know you’ve been worried about
school, and I was hoping that you would forget about everything for at least
one night.”


“I’m hanging in there. Thanks for inviting me. I did meet Nikki.”
I don’t tell her that Nikki will only ever be a friend.


“Okay, don’t hate me, but let’s go home,” she says.


I don’t hesitate. I finish my water and grab her hand. “I’m
ready.” We weave through the dancing women, and take a deep breath when we
finally leave the club.


“I still had fun even though we didn’t stay long,” she says.


“Are you going to call legs or was that it?” I ask. 


“It was fun, but that was probably it.”


“So do you ever want a real relationship?”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, for one, you have sex with the same person, and only that
person more than once. And you talk every day, make decisions together, have
meals, and plan trips. You laugh and cry together, and support one another.” I
could go on, but she interrupts me.


“How many of those have you had?”


“Yeah, I know, but that’s what I want now.” I’m tired of this
scene. I’m tired of the unemotional sex and the crazy women.


“So are you thinking about Taryn?”


“That would be nice.”


“Even though she has a kid?” I give her a look. “An adorable kid,
but still, a kid? Isn’t she really an untouchable? Single mother with child?
Are you really ready for that?” She’s got me there. I’ve been so focused on
Taryn and sex with her, I haven’t really thought about Olivia and what that
will do to her. Taryn and I kind of talked about it, but without resolution.
We’re keeping it light because there is a good chance that I will be gone for
ten months. “Plus, you’ll be in Italy for almost a year. Italy with beautiful
women who are fantastic lovers.”


“How do you know that?”


She winks at me. I just laugh. She’s completely hopeless and I’m
completely hopeful.


Chapter Twenty




“We only have two more weeks left of class, chefs. Let’s
keep it together and try to get through the German lesson,” Taryn says.


I’m the only one who is excited about making German food. Ever
since the Ethnic Food Festival, I’ve been itching to try that nice lady’s
sauerbraten recipe. It’s all about the sauce. The cuts of meat are different
and I’m pleased with what Taryn has available for us. We have roasts, topside
beef, veal, and turkey cutlets. She has shown us the proper way to cut the
meats for popular German dishes including schnitzel, rouladen, and sauerbraten.
Yesterday she even showed us how to make spaetzle, a rough texture noodle that
is served with the proteins we’re learning how to master. My sauerbraten has
been marinating twenty-four hours and I’m anxious to start my sauce.


Two of us are trying sauerbraten; Brian is making rouladen, and
the rest of the class is making schnitzel, including Scott. That’s about as
difficult as cooking a pork chop. I grab my ingredients, close my eyes, and get
into my zone. Today, I plug in my headset and listen to music. I’ve been
obsessing about my upcoming weekend with Taryn. If I listen to loud music, I
can’t recall the last night we spent together. My memories of fucking her,
tasting her, making her come again and again is repressed by the loud music.


I don’t think about her unless I catch her out of the corner of
my eye helping a student or working on her laptop. When she looks at me, my
knees get weak. I’m not going to survive. I’m going to have to see her before
our weekend. The other night was incredible. I only slept an hour. Her appetite
is insatiable. When I finally fell asleep, I woke up to her behind me, sucking on
my neck and her fingers deep inside of me. I came fiercely, quietly,
remembering not to wake up Olivia down the hall. I climbed up the headboard as
she drew out another orgasm. What a fantastic way to wake up. Since her mother
is in town now, I can’t just sneak over there. She’ll have to come over to my
place, but I have a feeling she’ll wait until the weekend. I shake off my
memories and focus on my sauce. It’s sour enough and I scoop out a cup to add
the gingersnap crumbs. Much to my delight, it really does enhance the flavors.
I add some to the rest of the sauce.


“How does it taste?” Taryn is suddenly beside me. I take out my
earbud. The urge to dip my finger in the sauce and let her lick it off is
great. My lust must be showing because she takes a step back. I look down
quickly so that nobody can see me and I take a deep breath. She finds a spoon
and quickly takes a taste. “This is really good.” She puts her spoon in the
sink and heads to Mary’s station without looking back at me. Shit. I really
need to leave my hunger for her at the door. I’m going to have to apologize to
her later. “Be sure to prepare several small plates for your colleagues,” she
says.


I opted not to make the noodles, and make mashed potatoes
instead. The gravy will be better served with potatoes. Everybody else is
making spaetzle and I second guess myself. Apparently, I’m not the only one.


“Why did you decide on potatoes?” Mary asks.


“Don’t tell Chef, but I really don’t like the texture of them. I
guess I’m Americanizing the dish. Mashed potatoes are the perfect pillow for
this gravy,” I say.


Mary grabs a spoon and tastes the sauce. “This is good. I think
you’re right. The mashed potatoes will enhance the gravy. Good call.”


While the beef rests, I start mashing my potatoes. Such a comfort
food. I might have to make this my dinner tonight. It’s five now so I have
another hour until we have to be out of here. Most people are done. The three
of us who picked the harder meals are standing around making sides while our
proteins cook. I opt for a cold red cabbage salad that will add texture and
acid to my plate. At this point, I’m cooking for Taryn. By five thirty, I have
four plates ready to serve. I serve Taryn first, then leave the plates for Mary
and Brian, the only ones still in the classroom. I head back to my kitchen to
finish mine.


I don’t even wait for their reviews. With only four of us in the
kitchen, they can talk to me from across the room and I will hear them. I taste
my own food as though it’s somebody else’s. I have no complaints. The meat is
tender, juicy and the creamy potatoes help dull the sour sauce. The salad
provides a nice crisp to the meal. I start cleaning up my station, taking bites
of my dinner in between running dishes to the washer. By the time I’m done,
Taryn and I are the only ones left in the room.


“You impressed me,” she says. She walks over to me and I don’t
even hide that I’m looking at her.


“Ever since the Ethnic Food Festival, I’ve wanted to try that
recipe.” I look at the clock. “Don’t you have to pick up Olivia?”


“Actually, my mum is picking her up tonight so I don’t have to be
anywhere until bedtime.”


“So you are free for two hours? Do you want to grab a drink?” She
nods. “Let’s go.” I head to my car and don’t look back. I know she will follow
me to my apartment. I work my way through the last cars of rush hour and make
it to my apartment in less than fifteen minutes. I unlock the door and leave it
open because I know she will be here soon. I open a bottle of wine and pour two
glasses. I don’t know if we will even get to them so I take a quick sip. I look
up and see her standing in my doorway.


“That was quite the look you gave me today in class. Whatever was
on your mind?” She shuts the door and locks it behind her.


“I was thinking about our last night together and how you woke me
up.” I’m not shy with her. She smiles at me.


“It’s hard to teach when you look at me like that.” She comes
over to me and takes my wineglass out of my hand, carefully placing it on the
counter. “Take off your jacket.” I unbutton my jacket slowly, never breaking
eye contact with her. I have a feeling I’m still going to be the student even
though class is over. My heart is hammering in my chest. “Now take off mine.”
She’s wearing a suit jacket and I can’t wait to feel her skin again. I get as
close to her as I can, my lips inches from hers, and slide my hands between our
bodies. I unlatch the button and slide my hands up to slip it off of her
shoulders. I lean into her wanting to taste her lips, but she leans back
preventing the kiss. I lick my lips in anticipation. “Take off your shirt.” She
looks down at my erect nipples and must know that I’m not wearing a bra. I
don’t hesitate. She reaches out and runs her thumb across my nipple. I gasp at
how sensitive it is. She leans over and sucks it into her mouth. She slides her
hands down and unbuttons my pants. “Go ahead and step out of them.” She keeps
me steady as I kick them across the floor. Her hands skim my body. “You’re
beautiful.” She turns me around. I let my hair down because I know she likes to
dig her fingers in it. “Get up on the counter.” I hop up and she stands between
my legs. I watch as she runs her fingers up my thighs and stops at my panty
line. “These are coming off.” I lift up my hips and she slips them off. She
reaches over and takes a drink of wine. I watch her lick her lips and I just
can’t take it anymore. I pull her toward me and kiss her hard. 


“No more teasing.” I wrap my legs around her waist, trapping her
against me. I quickly unbutton her blouse, ripping off the last button. I don’t
apologize. I need to feel her skin against mine. She’s wearing a camisole and a
bra. “Why are you wearing so much clothing?” I’m frustrated. “Can we go back
into my room?”


“Not yet.” She leans forward and licks my stomach, running her tongue
down to my thighs. I lift my hips up when she gets closer to my pussy. Her warm
tongue splits my folds and finds my clit immediately. I moan as she devours me.
The counter isn’t comfortable so I lean back on my elbows to better support
myself. I watch her, my eyes half closed, as she spreads me open with her hands
and buries her face in me. Thank God I don’t have to be quiet. I couldn’t if I
tried. It’s amazing to me how well she knows me, how to bring me to orgasm so
quickly. I know we don’t have a lot of time, but I hang on for a few seconds
longer. Her mouth is incredible. When she slides a finger inside of me, I lie
all the way back. It’s the only way I can stop from orgasming right away.


“You’re so wet, love,” she says.


I push against her hand finding a nice rhythm. My moans are
getting louder, and my hips are moving faster. I come loudly and wonderfully
against her mouth and hand. My back is killing me, my legs are shaking, but I
feel fantastic. I sit up because it hurts too much to stay horizontal.


“Well, this is one more reason to love a kitchen,” I say. 


Taryn leans up and kisses me, intensifying the moment. I’ve never
been kissed so thoroughly before. Her tongue is warm, wet, and promising. I
slide down off of the counter and she pulls me to her, holding me firmly. I
break the kiss only because I want to get her back into my bedroom.


“We have about an hour,” she says. I kiss her all the way down
the hall, trying to take off her clothes as we head for the bed. I fumble
around and she finally helps me so that the only thing left between my skin and
hers is a pair of very sexy and very wet, white panties. We fall on the bed,
and I waste no time touching and tasting her everywhere. Her body is responsive
and she pushes into my touch wanting more. I run my tongue over her breasts.
Her hands guide my head to her nipple. I greedily suck and lick her until she
starts panting, and moaning. She is squeezing her other breast. As much as I
want to sit up and watch her please herself, the need to taste her is too
great. As my hand moves from her breast down to her stomach, she orgasms. I
look at her in complete surprise. I’ve never been with a woman who orgasmed
only from giving her breasts attention.


“Oh, my God, Taryn,” I say. She’s breathing hard as her body is
trying to slow down. I keep my hand on her stomach until I feel her body
settle, the quivers subsiding.


“Well, that’s never happened before.” Her voice is shaky and I’d
smile if I wasn’t so incredibly turned on right now. I lean up and kiss her
slowly, deeply enjoying the feel of her full lips against mine. I slip my hand
inside of her panties and start massaging her entire pussy. I am not gentle.
She bucks up against my hand, her swollen lips wet and hungry for me. I slip
inside of her and moan as her smooth walls grab me, pull me inside. I must be
in heaven. Every time we’re together, I fall a little bit more. I move inside
of her, with her, because of her. Her second orgasm is even more delicious as I
control it and drag it out.


Chapter Twenty-one




I can’t help but smile as I watch Taryn slide into my car.
She’s leaving her car for her mother so I spent last night cleaning mine out,
vacuuming up crumbs, and anything else the hose could suck up that I no longer
wanted in my car. I wiped down all surfaces, added an air freshener, and spot
treated stains. It looks great.


“I’m excited.” She reaches out and squeezes my hand before
shutting her door.


My grin grows. “Me, too.” I carefully merge into traffic and
we’re on our way to the lodge. I packed a cooler of snacks because as a chef, I
can’t help myself. Most people pack cookies and chips and soda for a road trip.
I’ve packed cucumber sandwiches, turkey club pinwheels, and almond puff bars. I
pay attention to what Taryn likes to taste. 


“How was Olivia this morning when you left?” I’m almost afraid to
know. 


“She’s so happy Grandma is in town that she barely waved
good-bye.” She exaggerates her frown. I kiss my forefinger and place it on her
lips. She surprises me by holding my finger against her mouth and kissing me
back.


“She’ll miss you, but you’ll be back tomorrow night. Plus, you
can call her whenever, and she can call you.” She keeps my hand in her lap and
threads her slender fingers with mine. My heart catches, then races. My hand
isn’t at a very comfortable angle, but no way am I pulling it back. I’ll take
every crumb of affection she throws my way.


“True. So, what plans do you have for us today?” I lift my
eyebrow at her. I feel a quick pulse of a squeeze as her fingers clench mine.
“What else?” She doesn’t know that I plan on keeping her in bed for the next
thirty-six hours, but she seems to want more so I improvise.


“I packed us a light picnic for our bike ride today.” Sure, the
food is for the road trip, but I can pretend I made it for a private lunch. 


“Ooh. What did you make us?” She’s so cute.


“You’ll just have to find out.”


“I can’t wait until I can cook for you. Just us. Not me teaching
a class, but a date night.” Interesting. Now we’re dating. “After school is
out, of course.”


“I can’t wait either.” Her palate is as delicate as mine, and the
two of us in the kitchen is going to be explosive. I shiver just thinking of
the possibilities. I wonder if we’d ever get around to eating the food. Food is
decadent. Feeding it to someone as sensitive as Taryn would lead to sex every
time. We spend the two hour drive talking about education. She’s fascinated
about law school, and I prod her for information about her James Beard Finalist
nod.


“Priorities change. I know I can cook. I learn new things every
day. I was torn between a normal life with Olivia, and becoming a renowned
chef. I made the decision to have a child, and it wasn’t fair to her that
others were raising her. I’ll just spend the next twelve years perfecting
cooking, and when she goes to college, I’ll make a dramatic comeback.” She
looks peaceful, and I know she means it.


“Olivia is very well adjusted. For her upbringing, and all of the
changes so far, she’s doing a remarkable job of adapting.”


“I think she’s happy. She has friends at school, and gets good
marks. Well, for a first grader.”


“She just needs a kitten or two.”


Taryn groans. “I know.”





*





The lodge is remarkable. A bit more commercial than advertised,
but still very serene. Taryn surprises me by wanting to go for a bike ride
immediately instead of a quick make out session on the oversized canopy bed. I
want to pout, but I remind myself that Taryn doesn’t get the opportunity to do
adult things very often. We head downstairs and rent two cruisers. I get one
with a basket so that I can carry our picnic. It doesn’t take me long to figure
out that she is a cycling enthusiast. Her body was made for cycling. Tall,
smooth, lean, and sinewy. I could look at her all day. Since we’re at a snail’s
pace, we forgo the helmets. I promise her that I won’t fall, and she promises
me that she won’t push me. I grew up on country roads. We used bicycle helmets
to carry frogs, rocks, and anything we deemed absolutely necessary as part of
our daily adventure. A helmet on my head feels foreign to me.


“I have to so that Olivia wears hers, too. She’s still very
awkward, and tends to forget she’s riding a bike when she is looking around.
We’ve had a trip to the emergency room already,” Taryn says.


“I fall apart when Sophia sneezes and I have to take her to the
vet. I can’t even imagine how hard it is when a child is hurt.”


“It’s the worst thing ever. At least now she’s old enough and can
tell me when she is hurt or not feeling well. When she was a baby, I was a
complete wreck whenever she cried. I didn’t know if she was hungry, tired,
teething, or if she caught some horrible virus. Of course my mind always went
to the latter.” I laugh. My mom is constantly telling me that, too. “Do you
want children?” That question completely knocks me off guard, and I momentarily
lose my balance. She laughs at me. “I guess that’s a rather personal question.”


“I would like to have a family someday. I don’t know that I would
want to physically birth a child, but I could adopt, or if my wife wanted to
get pregnant, I would be fine with that.” I sound more mature about the subject
than I really am. Secretly, I’m scared to death, but all of my married friends
tell me that when I find the right woman, the anxiety disappears.


“Being pregnant isn’t for everybody.” She doesn’t elaborate so I
assume she doesn’t want to go through it again. This conversation is going down
a path I’m not ready to think about just yet. This relationship is supposed to
be casual, yet I’m picturing her pregnant again. I shake my head, trying to rid
myself of that image.


“Are you getting hungry yet?” I ask. We’ve been riding for almost
an hour. The trail we are on is paved and dotted with picnic tables every half
mile or so. “We can pull over there and have a quick lunch.” I point to a table
in the shade. It’s a warm spring day and I want to get out of the sun. I didn’t
pack sunscreen and I can feel the slight pinch of a burn tingling my shoulders
and arms. I’m surprised that my legs feel strained.


Taryn nods and we pull off the trail. She grabs the picnic basket
and peeks inside. “Smells delicious.” She orders me to sit down and unpacks the
basket, smelling all the food she puts in front of us. The almond bars bring a
smile to her face. “Ah, dessert. I don’t get to taste your desserts very
often.” I choke on my water. I can’t tell if she’s aware of the innuendo, but
my body heats up. Her look is unreadable and just when I think she’s innocent,
she winks at me. I’m ready to take her behind the trees.


“You are such a tease.” She laughs at me, knowing full well that
I’m completely turned on and having a hard time relaxing. She fixes me a plate
and I mask my surprise. I’m not used to thoughtfulness from my lovers. I find
I’m holding my breath as she chews a pinwheel. I think I will always worry
about what she thinks about anything I make. I’m eating the cucumber sandwich
first. I’ve layered extremely thin slices of cucumbers with equally thin
tomatoes, held together by a homemade three pepper hummus spread. It’s tasty,
but easy enough to make. The pinwheels were a bit harder. She closes her eyes
for moment and lists off the ingredients. Surprisingly, she only gets about two
thirds of them right.


“Your tongue must be off today,” I say. She looks at me, her eyes
narrowing. I can’t help but smile. 


“Well, then I will have to taste something I’m familiar with to
get it spot on again.”


“I think I can help you with that.”


She leans over the table and cups my face. She looks into my eyes
and slowly moves her lips closer to mine. My eyes close in anticipation. When
her lips find mine, I sigh. It turns quickly into a moan as she dips her tongue
inside my mouth, teasing me, tasting me. I want her closer. I grab her shirt
and pull her to me, sucking her tongue into my mouth, not caring that we are in
public and people can see us. Her hands drop down to my neck and slip inside my
button down shirt, her fingertips pressing into me. She strokes my collarbone,
her touch gentle, almost a whisper across my skin. I’m struck with an urge to
cry at her tender, yet possessive control of me. This is what I want. This is
what I’ve been waiting for. In the span of a single kiss, I have fallen into an
unrecognizable place and I have no idea how to stop. I feel my own panic and
pull away from her.


“I guess this isn’t the place, huh?” she says. I nod and slowly
sink down onto the bench. I can’t feel my legs and my heart is throbbing in my
chest. What just happened? I can feel tiny beads of sweat form up by my
hairline and I quickly wipe them away. “Are you okay?” I nod and my laugh is
shaky.


“Apparently I needed to get out of the sun for a bit,” I say.


She hands me a cold water bottle. “Drink this, all of it. I don’t
want you to have heat stroke.” I take the water and drink as much as I can. She
wets a napkin and puts it on the back of my neck. The cold snaps me out of my
almost meltdown and I’m able to relax again.


“Thanks.” She watches me carefully and I try brushing it off.
“I’m fine. Really.” She lifts an eyebrow, but continues to monitor me. I’m
hoping food will help so I pop a pinwheel in my mouth. “You failed on the
ingredients test.” She tastes another one and manages to get all of the
components this time, except the dusting of paprika.


“I would have never thought of that. It’s quite good.” She eats
another one and smiles as the final ingredient makes an appearance. “Got it.” A
smile blossoms on her face, her white teeth peeping out from beneath her full
lips. I could drown in all of her.


“A clever trick I picked up during a condiment lesson several
years ago.”


“What has been your favorite class over your culinary career?”
she asks.


“Well, I love the freedom that you give us in class so it’s hard
not to say yours.” 


“Okay, let me rephrase the question. What is your favorite thing
to cook? Surely you have a favorite thing. I know I do.”


“Here’s the diner coming out in me, but I really do love to fry
chicken. Yes, it’s all about timing and ensuring your chicken is cooked all the
way through, but it’s also about the batter. The taste is a mixture of the
crispy, spicy batter and the juiciness of the meat. There’s just something so
peaceful about it.”


“Your chicken is really good, but your answer surprises me. I
thought your soufflé was spot on and delicious. You looked confident the entire
class.”


I snort. “I was completely flying by the seat of my pants.” She looks
at me like I’m crazy. “Really. I added the flash mushrooms on top because the
soufflé looked awful.” She laughs, the lilt of her voice makes me smile even
bigger. “Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you all of my mistakes and screw ups
since the final is coming up.”


“Trust me, what happens here and outside of class, stays outside
of class.” I know she is serious and I nod at her. The final will be exciting.
I do know that the scholarship contenders will have an extra cooking
assignment. I brush the final away from my mind. I’m down to thirty hours with
Taryn now and I don’t want to waste them thinking about school. She reaches out
for an almond bar and takes a bite. “I swear you’re going to make me fat.” 


“My goal is to make you happy, not fat.”


“I’m very happy with you,” she says. 


So what does that mean? Are we still casual? Have we turned the
corner into something deeper? I want to ask more, but I’m afraid I’ll come
across as needy so I drop it. “I’m glad.” 


We finish off most of the food and pack it up, ready to continue
our trek. I’m ready for aloe vera and a shower. She’s ready for another ten
mile ride. The things we do for love. Wait. What? No. I’m not in love with her.
I can’t be in love with her. Have I even been in love before? I’m in that stage
right before total panic sets in. My mouth feels dry, but sweat beads my
forehead and upper lip. I can hear myself breathing so hard I sound winded.


“Are you okay?” Taryn is suddenly right in my line of vision.
“You just turned white as a ghost. Maybe we should sit down again.” She runs
her hand up and down my back in a consoling way and walks me to the bench.
“Here, drink this.”


I gulp the water down and try hard not to hyperventilate in front
of Taryn. This isn’t supposed to happen. This is supposed to be fun only. In my
mind, I’m in Italy this time next month, hitting on beautiful Italian women,
and eating fantastic food. Images of me texting Taryn and holding my cell phone
for a reply even though there is an eight hour difference flood my mind
instead. No, this isn’t good. I can’t look at her right now. I’m sure it would
show in my face.


“Put your head down,” she says. Fine by me. I have an excuse to
look away. Her soft touch is relaxing me and I’m able to slow down my
breathing. 


“Did I just sound like a husky?” She laughs, but I still hear an
edge of concern in her voice.


“There was some heavy panting, but not the kind I find adorable.
Maybe you’ve been in the heat too long?” She brushes the hair away from my face
and I will myself to relax. A good five minutes passes before I am able to act
as if I wasn’t just shaken to my very core. “Want to head back?”


“No. I think I’ll be fine. Besides, we’re at about the halfway
mark anyway. I’m sure I’ll be able to make it without further embarrassing us
both.” I shake my head and am very near tearing up at my meltdown. Taryn puts
her arm around my shoulder and pulls me closer to her. She smells like fresh
laundry and honey. I’m sure I smell like sweat and fear. The need for a shower
pushes me up to a standing position. “I’m fine. The water helped. Don’t let me
ruin this day, okay?”


She nods and we clean up the picnic. A couple on a tandem bike
ride by and Taryn stops them to score some sunscreen for me. She thinks it’s
heat stroke. I know it’s heart stroke. When you read about people who fall in
love or watch it happen in movies, it’s all about smiles and tears of joy as
two people cling to one another in sudden realization of this magnificent
force. What the fuck happened to me? I feel heavy, physically and emotionally, and
my tears are not that of happiness. Taryn looks alarmed and I feel scared.
Granted, I haven’t shared the news with her so that’s not really fair to say. I
told her this would be casual, and fun, and I can’t change that this late in
the game.


We have finals in a week and I need to keep it together until
after the scholarship recipient is announced. If I don’t win, then maybe we can
talk about this relationship and the direction it’s heading. Then maybe we’ll
have our happy tears. “I’m good now. Really.” I jump on my bike and do a couple
of circles around her until she seems satisfied that I won’t fall or pass out.
She takes the basket this time and we finish our ride without any further freak
outs. Our conversation feels strained because I know she is still worried about
me.


“I learned to ride a bike when I was three. I’ve always loved to
ride. I even did a few bicycle tours in Scotland and Ireland during college.”


I drove the three blocks to college every day even when the
weather was nice. “That’s why you are in such great shape.”


She gives me a genuine smile for the first time in an hour.
“Thank you.” She’s confident in the kitchen, the bedroom, but not overly
confident with compliments.


I’m starting to feel normal again. My objective is to get her
back to the lodge for much needed adult time. That’s why we’re here in the
first place. By the time we check the bikes back in, I’m ready to run for the
room. First to shower, second to seduce her the best way I know how. The
concierge takes her time explaining where dinner will be and what time it’s
being served. I’m crushed that there is no room service. Since lunch was mainly
finger foods, I’m hoping to talk Taryn into an early dinner so that our evening
is free to explore one another. I calmly let us into the room and ask if she
would mind if I showered first. She’s insistent on it.


“Hopefully, it will make you feel better,” she says.


I gather up a few essentials and head for the shower. I’m
surprised, but grateful that Taryn doesn’t pop in on me. Maybe we will shower
together later tonight, or in the morning. I spend a few moments under the
heavy stream of hot water coming to terms with my revelation today. I don’t
know whether to be angry with myself for falling in love, or happy about it, or
just try to forget about it. Our future is completely up in the air and I’m
clawing and scratching for answers. What now? Does she love me, too? Do I even
tell her? Is this really love or just infatuation? What happens if I leave?
What happens when I leave? I can’t expect her to wait for me and I don’t know
that I would want my time in Italy stifled because of a relationship. That
sounds selfish, but I’ve never been in love before and I’m only using my past
experiences and behavior to guide me. I finally get out of the shower, deciding
it would be a nice gesture to leave some hot water for Taryn, and get dressed.
I still don’t have the answers.





*





Dinner is a buffet style gathering with all of the guests.
Surprisingly, I find myself having a great time with our table companions even
though the clock is ticking. Taryn is very charming and I don’t want to take
this away from her. Once they find out she is a renowned chef, they have tons
of questions for her on how to cook certain foods. We aren’t prepared when
people ask about our relationship. I’m like a deer in headlights and after a
few seconds of fumbling, she replies that we are cooking mates and came up here
to unwind and have others cook for us instead. Everybody laughs and nobody
questions us further about our relationship. I can’t tell if I’m sad by her
explanation of our relationship, or relieved.


We are served chicken fried chicken, rice with broccoli, a corn
bake dish, homemade biscuits, corn on the cob, and mashed potatoes. Taryn and I
are the thinnest ones at the table. I know she isn’t going to eat a lot, but I
dig in. The food is good, under-seasoned, but that’s to be expected when cooking
for a large audience. I reach for salt and pepper, wishing I could get my hands
on some other spices. I’ve learned to not be a snob when eating other people’s
food though. I find out that peach cobbler with vanilla ice cream is the
dessert tonight. Nobody can screw up peach cobbler.


“Is this too rustic of a meal to cook for a final?” I ask her.
She looks at me in surprise. I know she isn’t supposed to help me and I’m
really not looking for help, just her advice. I give her a few moments to
gather her thoughts before I try explaining myself.


“I can’t imagine you would want to take your three years of
experience at the academy to cook fried chicken. Yes, your chicken is amazing,
but will it win you the scholarship? Picture yourself a judge and ask what would
impress you on the panel?”


I guess that answers that question. Don’t make fried chicken.
After thinking about it, I nod. I smile at her. I now have a plan if she allows
us to cook whatever we want.


“I take it you have something else in mind?” she says.


“Does it have to be from this semester?” I ask.


“No. The final for the scholarship will be using any skill you’ve
learned during your education at the academy. I might make it easy for the rest
of the students and tell them to make me something they’ve learned during my
lessons.”


“Do you seriously not know what our final will be? Not that I
want to know but it is coming up.”


“I have a meeting with the culinary board Tuesday and will
present my ideas. We’ll come up with a plan and I’m sure once it’s finalized,
the plan will be shared with the three of you. I will make it a stipulation
that you cannot bring a recipe to class. It has to be from memory.” That
doesn’t surprise me. I like it better that way. Most chefs do not have recipes
hanging on the walls to help them unless it’s Grandma’s old recipe, or one that
isn’t used a lot. I already know that Scott will cook something from his
parents’ restaurant. He really should cook his wood fire brisket. The best I’ve
tasted anywhere, but I’m not about to tell him that. I want to win this
scholarship. Or do I? I find that losing isn’t the worst thing that could
happen to me. I would have to get a job somewhere besides Bud’s Diner and I
would see Taryn all the time. Two things that sound like pretty good consolation
prizes. We would have to talk about whatever this relationship is and figure
out how far we want to take it. She seems to still be in the casual stages of
the relationship, but sometimes I catch her staring at me with such intensity
that my knees threaten to buckle. Something squeezes inside of me and I have to
take a deep breath just to move past that look.


“We can go back up to the room, if you want.” Dinner is over and
even though they are ready to serve dessert, I automatically stand before I
answer her. “I guess that’s a yes.” She excuses us and we head upstairs.


I can’t wait to touch her again. I’ve waited all day to feel her
in my arms, dive into her warm and welcoming body. I steal tiny touches, gentle
strokes all the way to the room. I want her explosive by the time we reach the
door. I grab her by the elbow and twirl her back to me, her lips only inches
from mine. I don’t kiss her though. I look at her. Her pupils dilate and her
breathing becomes heavier. I lick my lips in anticipation of her taste again.
Her lips will be soft and sweet against mine, her skin slightly salty and
tingly. I release her elbow and run my hand down the curve of her waist and
over her hip before pulling her against me. I hear her exhaled breath right
before my lips claim hers, aggressively and fully. She lifts her hands up to
the back of my head and holds me in place and we duel for control of the kiss.
I’m ready to drop to my knees and bury myself in her right there in the
hallway, but we’re suddenly interrupted by the ding of the elevator down the
hall and break apart.


“Let’s get back to the room,” I say.


She nods and grabs my hand. We only have about twenty feet, but
the door seems so far away. The couple who got off of the elevator go into
their room so it’s just us again in the hallway. She keeps a firm grip on my
hand. It’s as if she knows that if she lets go, I will fuck her right here in
the open, up against the wall or somebody’s door and that probably wouldn’t be
good for her reputation. As aggressive as she is, I think tonight she might not
win. I have too much energy that has been building up all day and I’m done
waiting. She unlocks the door and keeps walking straight to the bed. I’m one
step behind her. I put my arms around her the second she reaches the bed and pull
her hard against me. She moans and presses into me, her ass grinding against
me. I reach down, my fingers finding her pussy and massage her through her
dress, through her panties. I feel her legs give out and grab her waist to hold
her up before I flip her to face me and push her onto the bed. I’m on her in an
instant. She’s trying to get my shirt off and I’m trying to get my hands on her
bare thighs. Eventually, she submits and I’m able to slow down. Our kiss is
deep and she arches into me when she thinks I’m pulling away.


“I want our clothes off,” I say.


She relaxes against me again as I slide her panties down her
legs. I spread her and lie between her legs, slowly pressing myself into her.
She bends her knees up to gather more friction from my deliberately slow
thrusts. She helps me unbutton my shirt and I’m very well aware of her hand
resting on my heart while I shrug out of my clothes. She swallows hard and
closes her eyes when my fingertips finally find her wet opening. Her pearly
stickiness coats my fingers as I move two in and out of her. I watch her breath
catch every time I push deep into her and feel her exhale on my cheek when I
pull out. She’s beautiful. As much as I enjoy listening to her soft and sensual
moans, I enjoy kissing her more. I lean down and capture her lips in a fierce
kiss. I can feel her desperation to come. She’s just on the edge of orgasm.
Encouraged, I move faster, deeper, harder. She breaks the kiss and cries out,
bucking against my hand. I’m amazed at how fast and hard she climaxes. I place
tiny kisses on the side of her neck until I feel her body settle. She shakes
periodically, but I know it’s not because she’s cold.


“I love sex with you.” She pushes the hair out of my face. “You
know exactly how to touch me.”


My response is a soft kiss on her bruised lips. I can’t open my
heart up to her yet, if ever. It’s not fair to either one of us. The only thing
I can do is show her how I feel without saying the words. I stand and carefully
strip off our remaining clothes. I take my time touching her, knowing we have
all night, and we won’t be bothered until check out time tomorrow. She rests
her hand on top of mine as I touch her everywhere. She’s not guiding me, just
staying with me, a deeper connection as I continue my seduction. I kiss my way
down to the junction of her thighs and gently run my tongue up and down the
soft, sensitive skin where her thighs meet her pussy. I’m slowly building her
up again, only this time with more emotion. I don’t know how to touch her
without it now. Her fingers are wound in my hair, massaging me as I bring her
to another orgasm. This one is different. I can just tell. She’s holding me
tighter, longer. I’m afraid to look at her so I crawl up and pull her into my
arms. She doesn’t fight me, but nestles deeper into the crook of my arm.


“Your heart is beating fast,” she says. I nod. There’s no need to
say anything. Her fingers flutter over my body, soft touches across my stomach
and breasts. I watch as she touches my nipple, pinching it into a hard pebble and
easing the throbbing ache with her cool tongue. She’s in no hurry this time and
I let her take over. She does not disappoint. For probably the first time, I
relax and give myself to her. I hang onto my orgasm until it crashes over me
and even then I fight it. I want to feel this closeness, this sharing of
bodies, and profound passion. I know that she has to feel something for me even
if it’s not love. Extreme fondness maybe, but nobody connects like we do
without deeper emotions happening. Every time she’s brought me to orgasm, she
smiled at me after. She’s not smiling this time. I don’t question her, but I
snuggle up to her and she holds me. The room smells like sex. I could use
another shower, but there is something so decadent about smelling like your
lover, that I’m able to easily fall asleep.





*





I wince at the sunlight spilling into the room. Taryn is still
fast asleep beside me, her hair piled up on the pillow. I’m not used to
sleeping with a woman with long hair so it’s going to take some getting used
to. It’s six in the morning. Check out isn’t for another five hours. I slip
from the bed and quietly take another shower and brush my teeth. Taryn is still
asleep when I get back. I really don’t want to wake her. She looks so peaceful
and I know she doesn’t get the opportunity to sleep in. I watch her sleep,
falling in love with her even more with every breath I take. I’m so torn right
now. I want to tell her, but I can’t. We need to keep this casual until after
the final or when I get back from Italy. She stirs a bit and snuggles closer to
me. I think my wet hair wakes her up. She blinks at me and looks around. She
smiles.


“Good morning.” She stretches, the sheet exposing her breasts.
She doesn’t do a thing to cover up. I watch her and try not to get turned on,
but fail miserably. She leans over and kisses me quickly. “I’ll be right back.”
She slides off the bed and stumbles to the bathroom, not very gracefully.


I hear the shower and realize she won’t be back for several
minutes. I take the time to check messages and emails on my phone. Jessie
doesn’t even know where I am this weekend. I told her I was going to visit my
mom, but she didn’t call out my bullshit. She knows I can only take my mom for
small periods of time. A weekend would probably be the death of me. I notice
the time and try to plan out the rest of our time together. We can have
breakfast in twenty minutes with everybody else, or we can stay in the room
until check out and grab lunch somewhere on the way back home. Taryn wants to
be home by five. Surprisingly, Olivia didn’t call last night so Taryn had to
call her to say good night. I kept quiet because I know she wants to keep the
relationship private from Olivia. At least for now. I don’t think Olivia will
have a problem with us. She was around a ton of lesbians at the concert so she
knows that sometimes women date. And plus she likes me. This might change if
she ever finds out that her mom and I are dating. I know children don’t like to
share sometimes, especially a parent’s attention. And since she only has Taryn,
it might be difficult for her to make the transition.


“What would you like to do for breakfast?” Taryn asks. She’s
dressed in only a towel and is drying her long hair, completely oblivious to
how sexy she is.


“Hmm. You don’t really want me to answer that, do you?”


She crawls on the mattress toward me. “I believe we have time for
whatever you want.”


I grab the towel and yank her on top of me. We have plenty of
alone time left before we have to leave.


Chapter Twenty-two




“Can I please see my scholarship contenders?” Taryn asks.
The three of us stop what we’re doing and head over to her. I’m so excited, I
have to stop from skipping. We’re going to find out our assignment. “The final
will be the same for everybody except you three.” We all look at each other in
surprise. “I talked to the members of the board and they want you to
incorporate what you have learned this semester along with what you’ve learned
the entire time you’ve been here and make a three course meal. You will be plating
five plates. I’ll be judging you by what you cook with the techniques I’ve
taught you this semester and the rest of the judging will be on taste and
previously taught methods. Dr. Wright, Ms. Dotson, Mr. Stewart, and J.D. will
be the other judges. Are there any questions or concerns?”


“Is that fair since they haven’t been with us this entire
semester?” Scott asks. Typical Scott.


“Just be spot on with taste and technique and it really shouldn’t
matter who is judging. These instructors have known you since the beginning and
they talk. They’re well aware of your progresses and accomplishments,” Taryn
says. They all know what Scott did at Murphy’s. I’m going into this with an
edge. Scott purses his lips and wisely keeps quiet.


“Do we get to practice this week at all?” I ask. Since I know to
avoid fried chicken, I think of other dishes that explode with taste and are
technically challenging. I need to focus on a complete meal that the judges
will appreciate.


“Definitely. For three days, the entire class will work on
whatever they want and I’ll be around to help. You can focus on what you want
as long as they fall in the guidelines I’ve just outlined.” I nod. This is good
news. “And if you want my opinion on anything, I’m here for you.”


I’m already thinking about my menu. Last year, I tried chicken
mole using a chili powder instead of cutting up several types of chilies and
slow cooking the sauce. The chicken was great, but the sauce really lacked that
spicy, authentic punch of chilies and chocolate. I’m seriously considering
making it again, but the right way. I will make a dessert soufflé, either lemon
or vanilla for Taryn to show her that I do pay attention in class. I haven’t
decided on the third plate. I have the best champagne dressing recipe so I’m
leaning toward a salad. It’s crisp, refreshing and since the chicken mole and
soufflé are filling, I need something light.


“Will you review our menus for us, if we want?” Mary asks. I know
she’s nervous, but she’s really improved this semester.


“Definitely. I’m still your instructor through all of this. Don’t
be afraid to come to me for help.” She looks at me and I smile. “If you have
something in mind, lay it on me. I’ll tell you what I think, but know that you
are free to do whatever you want.”


Mary pulls her aside to discuss her menu, so Scott and I head
back to our stations. I grab a piece of paper and start my menu. The salad will
be a poached pear with blue cheese chunks and cilantro. Adding cilantro to my
champagne dressing will get the judges’ palates ready for the Mexican entrée. I
opt for white rice for the chicken mole and a vegetable medley of peppers,
zucchini, squash, onions, and tomatoes. I’ll end the meal with a Mexican
vanilla soufflé. I’m not sure why I’m going with a Mexican theme, but all of
the dishes complement one another well. When Taryn gets to me, I look up and
have to stop myself from reaching out to her and pulling her close.


“Chef, how’s it going?” she asks.


I show her my menu and I can’t tell if she’s impressed or not.
It’s a great opportunity to openly watch her without having to worry about
getting caught. Her hair is down today and I remember wrapping my hands in it
yesterday. I notice a slight mark on her neck and I’m tempted to tease her
about it. I smile at the memory of making it.


“So why chicken with mole sauce?” she asks. I don’t really have
an answer so I think for a bit.


“When I tried this last year, I didn’t use fresh ingredients and
it fell flat for me. With five hours’ cooking time, I know I can do it. What do
you think?”


“Are you comfortable serving such a spicy dish to your judges?”
she asks.


“This is a cooking class and mastering spices is part of it. They
should know they will have to eat spicy food at some point. I know you don’t
mind it and I know J.D. likes spicy. Dr. Wright will focus more on my
technique. I think if I slowly bring taste into the salad and end it with the
mildness of the soufflé, my mole dish can have heat. I’ll be careful so that
it’s not overpowering.” She nods and recommends that I add lime to the salad
dressing to help bring the flavors together. I smile at her. Great idea. “I
think this is a good menu.”


She moves on to Scott. Suddenly, I want to know what the others
are cooking. Mary will almost certainly win the dessert category, but I plan on
practicing my soufflé today. I’ll work on my mole sauce tomorrow so that by
Wednesday I can work on the salad dressing and relax until the final on
Thursday. Everybody else will be done by Wednesday. Thursday, just the three of
us will have the kitchen. I check the supply of Mexican vanilla and am happy
there is some left. I head to the refrigerator for the rest of the ingredients.
I have soufflés ready to pop into the oven in no time. My recipe makes four so
Thursday I will double it and have eight just in case one or more crashes and
implodes. I have thirty minutes to kill so I head over to Mary to check out her
menu.


“What are you thinking?” I ask. She shows me her menu. Lamb chops
with ginger potatoes and her famous strawberry shortcake.


“I don’t know what I should do for an appetizer. You have any
suggestions?” 


“Well, the lamb is rich so something with bread. Maybe something
with crushed olives, oil, and feta or a milder cheese. You don’t want too many
flavors at once. Keep it simple and focus on the taste. Be sure to make me a
plate on Thursday, too.” She smiles at me and asks me about my menu. When I
tell her chicken mole, she looks at me like I’m crazy.


“You can cook anything and you choose that? I mean, not that it’s
bad, it’s just hard and that’s kind of your Kryptonite.” Mary was in my class
last year when I tried it and obviously remembers my feeble attempts.


“I feel like it’s unsettled between us.”


“I want you to win. Maybe you should cook a nice filet. You did
well at Murphy’s,” she says. I shrug. Grilling a piece of meat and watching a
clock isn’t hard. I want something that will push me. Either way, I win. If I’m
chosen as the winner of the scholarship, I win. If I come in second, I still
win. I win Taryn and our time starts the minute class stops. Maybe I’m
purposely trying to sabotage myself so that I can spend more time with her. No,
I’m too competitive to just give in, even for love. There’s that word again.
Maybe it’s just infatuation because we both cook and we have a lot in common.
“Other than the difficulty level, your menu sounds delicious. Make sure you
save me a plate as well.”


I wish her luck and head back to my station to clean up my mess.
I still have twenty minutes until the soufflés are done. Not enough time to
start something else, so I grab some chilies from the refrigerator and start
dicing them up for tomorrow. Maybe cutting them a day early will help subdue
the sting. I put gloves on before I start cutting them. I have a problem of
rubbing my eyes a lot. Pepper in your eyes is horrible, even the mild ones.


Staying busy will keep me from checking on the soufflés every two
minutes. They look good from the outside, but I know not to bump the oven at
all. One tiny tremor and they could fall. I dice the peppers and still have
time to kill. For whatever reason, Scott keeps walking by my oven and I start
getting nervous. I end up guarding it again like I did last time we baked them.
I’m sorely tempted to goad him, knock him off of his game a bit, but I want to
win this fair and square. I want to show everybody that I’m better than he is,
as a student, a chef, and a competitor.





*





“So you don’t think chicken mole is a good idea? You kind of have
a thing against chicken, don’t you?” She laughs. I called Taryn even though I
know her mother is there. It’s nine thirty and I know Olivia is asleep.


“Silly girl. I think it’s a good idea and I know you’ll cook it
well,” she says.


“Any words of advice? Suggestions?”


“Don’t use anything from a jar.”


“Not even the Mexican vanilla?” I ask.


“Well, that’s okay. I mean for the mole.”


“I’m memorizing the recipe as we speak.” Not really, but I want
her to think so. 


“There are about twenty to twenty-five ingredients in mole. You
can’t forget a single one.”


My confidence is waning. “Trust me. I don’t want to embarrass you
or myself. I will have it down by Thursday. Mary’s meal sounds good.” I’m trying
to change the subject. Everybody seems to be against this dish.


“It does, and you know I can’t talk about it,” she says. So there
is a chef-chef confidentiality agreement that I know nothing about.


“I’m just telling you that we talked and shared menus.”


“I know. I’m very much aware of you in class.”


I perk up. I like this conversation better. Now, I’m nervous. Did
I do anything embarrassing? “Why?”


“Why? What do you mean why?”


“Why are you aware of me?” 


“Because you are a fantastic chef and I like watching you work,”
she says.


“Boo.”


She laughs. “Really? Boo?”


“That was the teacher answer. I wanted the…” I pause before
saying the word girlfriend. “…close friend answer.” I draw out the word
‘friend’ to let her know I see us as more than that. 


“I watch you because you are sexy and very confident in the
kitchen. A woman who goes after what she wants and isn’t afraid to try new
things is very sexy.”


“I agree. That’s why I like watching you, too. When are we going
to cook together?”


“Let’s get through the final first. Maybe Friday night if you are
up for it.”


“That works great for me. Bud gave me Friday and the whole
weekend off.”


“Maybe I should just cook for you and you can be my guest,” she
says.


“Or maybe I can help you cook a meal for Olivia and your mother
whose name I don’t even know yet.”


She laughs. “Evelyn. And she’s going to love you.”


I’m surprised that Taryn will have me around both her mother and
her daughter. Now, I’m interested in how she will introduce us. Will I be a
friend, a student, or a girlfriend? “From everything I know about her already,
I’m sure we’ll get along just fine.” I already have a lot of respect for a
mother who stands by her daughter through every decision. “What are we going to
cook?” Taryn has a good sized kitchen and it will be nice to see how she cooks
outside of the classroom.


“We need to make it Olivia friendly, or cook her something else,”
she says.


“Let’s cook her something special. I want to cook adult food for
us. Maybe we can cook something from South Africa?”


She laughs. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Let’s wait to do
that after my mum leaves. She’s here to eat American style food or food she
can’t get back home and I don’t want to disappoint her. But don’t worry about
that menu. Just keep your final in mind and stay focused on mole.”


“You know what’s weird? I’m really not nervous. I love that we
will have the kitchen to ourselves to cook on Thursday. I’ll just go in
thinking I have to cook dinner like it’s my job.”


“You have no reason to be nervous. Your cooking is superb and I
have complete faith in you,” she says.


“Do you know how it’s going to be graded? Like by course or just
overall?”


“This isn’t Top Chef. We’ll do it by complete meal. We won’t know
who will win the scholarship until Friday. They need to analyze all of your
work throughout the three year program and then discuss the meal in detail
including overall taste, appearance, technique, and anything else they can come
up with. I’m excited to be a part of it even though I don’t have the history on
the three of you that the other judges do.”


“Did you read our records when we started the semester?”


“Sure. I studied everybody’s file, but focused on yours, Scott’s,
and Mary’s.”


I’m intrigued. “Anything you can share with me?”


She laughs. “Absolutely not. It was mostly good stuff.”


“Mostly good? Mostly? That’s awful. Now I’m going to be worried.”
She knows I’m joking. My record is perfect.


Chapter Twenty-three




I was twenty-three years old and in Las Vegas when I first
tasted champagne salad dressing. We were blowing off steam after a very
difficult first year in law school so several of us decided to go to the city
of sin for a long weekend. While my gay friends were hitting the strip clubs,
and my straight friends were gambling, I was eating. I had lunch at a
restaurant inside the Bellagio casino and ordered a salad that would forever
change my life. I wanted to find out the ingredients, but was unable to get
into the kitchen because I was just a customer. I wasn’t a chef and I couldn’t
name drop because I didn’t know anybody yet. Instead, I Googled all the
different champagne salad dressing recipes and pulled together all of the
possible ingredients and took notes on my phone. I asked the waiter for another
salad with the dressing on the side and began my dissection.


When I got home, it took several tries before I was able to
recreate it. Now, I have it down to a science. The right amount of cilantro and
lime will take time so while the rest of the class is working on their final,
I’m trying to tweak my perfect salad dressing. The first batch is horrific and
I can’t get the taste out of my mouth fast enough. If cilantro isn’t presented
in the right amount, it will leave a perfume taste. Apparently, I have too much
in the dressing. I cut the amount of cilantro by half, add the lime juice and
mix it again. It’s better, but still strong. I don’t want it to overpower the
sweet crispness of the champagne, so I cut it back again. After cutting it
again, I finally get the right mixture. I pull the ingredients together for my
salad and poach the pears, toast the walnuts, and pour the dressing over it.
It’s too warm still and wilts the lettuce. Mental note, let the dressing cool
first.


“Please make sure you give me a list of the ingredients you need,
and I will make sure you have everything tomorrow,” Taryn says.


My chicken mole recipe is quite lengthy and I know that we have
several items here already. I’m sure Taryn will lock up the items we need so
that others within the institution don’t accidentally use them. Several people
in the class have come up to wish me luck. Scott might be a favorite with some
of the instructors, but he doesn’t have the respect of his colleagues. Mary
comes over with her list and asks me to review it. I love that she has such
faith in me. I show her my menu and she shakes her head.


“God, Ki. You are one brave girl.”


“I’m just glad we get the entire class to make the final. I’m
sure Scott will be done in less than an hour. I bet he stays for all of it,” I
say.


“I hope that Taryn doesn’t let him stay. It’s her decision. I’m
sure if he’s a distraction, she will ask him to leave.”


I nod. “He won’t bother me though.”


“Chef,” Mary says. I think she’s talking to me, but she’s calling
Taryn over to us. 


“Yes, chefs?” Taryn asks.


“Are we allowed to stay for the whole class even if we get done
before the time is up?” 


“I hadn’t thought about that yet. I guess as long as you aren’t
disruptive to the other students, it shouldn’t be a problem.” She seems
surprised that students would want to support one another. Apparently, that
isn’t common in this industry. We hand her our lists and she starts gathering
the ingredients until some students start plating for her. It’s hard in this
industry to not pass at this level. I know the students well enough to know
that they all will do fine. I’m pretty much done so I clean up my station and
decide to leave early. I wait until Taryn is done tasting and head over to her.


“Chef, I’m done prepping for the final. Is there anything you
need from me before I leave for the day?” My back is to the class and I wink at
her. She clears her throat to cover up her smile.


“No, you’re good. Get some rest tonight. You have a very
important day tomorrow.”


“I’ll see you tomorrow.” I grab my bag and head out. I can feel
her watching me and it takes all of my energy not to turn around.





*





The knock on my door doesn’t surprise me. I kind of expect it. I
have two glasses of wine poured and ready.


“Are you expecting someone?” Taryn asks as she enters the living
room.


“You. I hope you like Pinot.”


“How did you know I would stop by?”


I close the door behind her and lock it. When she turns to face
me, I greet her with a kiss. It starts out sweet, but escalates quickly and I
have to pull away from her. I don’t want her to think that I only want sex.


“Because you’re sweet like that.” I take her hand and we sit on
the couch.


“I just wanted to see how you’re doing.”


I hand her the glass of wine. “I feel pretty confident about
tomorrow.” I’m still very calm. This is what I’ve been training to do for the
last three years professionally and several years before that on my own. Taryn
starts talking about her education and what her final was like. I think she’s
nervous for me. Not because she thinks I’ll do badly, but because she thinks
I’ll do well. She plays with my fingers and I smile as she studies my hands.


“You have such soft, delicate hands,” she says. I like how gentle
she is as she runs her fingertips over my fingers. “And these hands create such
magic.” She’s completely relaxed and I feel my heart flutter inside and race
around my chest as I look at her. This is what I want. Us.


“You inspire me. I’m a good chef, but you make me want to be the
best I can be.”


“Your hands aren’t just magical in the kitchen.”


“Again, you inspire me.”


She blushes. “Whatever happens tomorrow and Friday, just know
that I’ve really enjoyed spending time with you. I know as an instructor, what
I did was inexcusable—”


I cut her off. “It was my suggestion and it’s not as if we’re
children. We’re adults. I’m completely capable of making my own decisions. What
we have here is not a bad thing at all and you shouldn’t feel bad about us.
I’ve enjoyed every minute of it.”


“It’s just totally unprofessional and I do feel guilty about it.”
I cup her face in my hands and shake my head.


“Don’t. Don’t do this to yourself or us. This has been
incredible. Where else would we have met? A restaurant? Same situation. No
dating at work. Maybe this was our destiny. Please don’t feel bad about this. I
need this. I need you.” I lean over and kiss her gently. I put as much emotion
into that kiss as I possibly can without crying or confessing my love for her.
She is hesitant, but she is still here, still in my arms so I know she still
believes in us. When I pull away and look into her eyes, she gives me a smile
that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. I kiss her again and again until I feel her
smile against my lips and I know her mood has improved.


“See? You always know what to say or do to make me forget about
my worries.” She strokes my cheek.


We spend the rest of our time talking about simple stuff like
what her mother and Olivia are doing the rest of the week and Sophia’s life
story. Sophia has a habit of curling up in Taryn’s lap whenever she comes over.
She’s not even this lovable with Jessie. I know we’re keeping the conversation
light for Taryn’s sake. I know she doesn’t want to talk about our relationship
until we find out what happens in two days. When she leaves, it takes five
minutes before I actually let her walk out my door. At least she’s smiling this
time.


Chapter Twenty-four




The room is brimming with energy. The judges are getting set
up and the three of us are getting ready to start.


“Students, you have five hours to prepare a three course meal for
the five of us. You will be judged on the preparation, the taste, and
presentation of your meal. You will not be allowed to use any notes or use your
phones. Show us what you’ve learned over the past three years and impress us.
You may begin,” Taryn says.


I have to fight the urge to run to my station. I immediately
gather up the twenty-two ingredients for the mole because it will require the
most time and attention. It will take hours for the sauce to thicken and cook
for the best flavor. When I made it the other night, it was delicious. I just
need to do the exact same thing, no pressure. Taryn bought the best chicken
possible and I smile when I pull it from the refrigerator. I see that Scott is
making something with lobster. He should make his lobster bisque, but he’s not
touching them yet so apparently they are his main course. I think that’s a mistake.
Mary is in the zone. I’m so proud of her. She really stepped it up the last
month. It’s too bad she’s not my toughest competition.


I look up after about an hour and a half and notice that both
Mary and Scott have delivered their first plates and are working on entrées. I
don’t want to wait several hours between my plates. I want it to be restaurant
style where I serve the salad, entrée, and dessert all within an hour’s time.
Taryn looks worried so I shoot her a quick smile. I know what I’m doing. I’m
going to use all of my time wisely.


The champagne dressing is spot on and I let it cool down before I
pour it. I’m trying not to let the stress of the competition get to me. The
chicken mole still has to braise for another thirty minutes so I start cooking
sticky white rice. I will plate the salad in twenty minutes, then twenty
minutes after that, plate the chicken mole, white rice, and crisp vegetable
medley. Thirty minutes after that, I’ll serve dessert. Scott is serving his
main course which looks like lobster pot pie. I’ve never tasted it, but I know
it can be tricky like most seafood. The judges inspect the dish, smell it,
gently break open the top and eat it. Even though I don’t want to care, I can’t
stop watching them. Their reactions are hidden so I have no idea. I start on
the soufflés and get them ready until I have to beat the egg whites. I’ve found
that the fresher the soufflé, the fluffier the soufflé.


“Here’s a plate for you.” Mary slides a plate of lamb and ginger
potatoes onto my station. I look it over, smell it, and catch myself doing
exactly what the judges are doing. We aren’t really supposed to talk so I dig
into it instead of giving her my opinion. I don’t love lamb, but it’s perfectly
cooked according to the institution’s guidelines. The ginger potatoes have a
slight sweetness that is nice and unexpected. She did a great job. I give her a
thumbs up and get back to my meal.


It’s time to plate the salad. I take my time and ensure that each
dish is beautiful. The pears are perfectly poached and I have just enough blue
cheese on the salad. I taste the dressing before I put it on the salad just in
case it settled wrong. It’s fantastic. I catch myself from doing a little happy
dance. I’m about ready to blow their minds and their palates. I slide a plate
over to Mary and take a tray to the judges. I explain my salad and dressing to
them.


“Ki, why the long wait for a salad?” Dr. Wright can be a true
asshole sometimes.


“I want to serve the meal as if you’re in a restaurant. The salad
first, then the entrée in twenty minutes, then dessert. My entrée takes longer
to make than the others. I plan on using most of the time allotted for the
final. I apologize for the wait.” I nod and leave before they ask any more
questions.


I need to get back to my mole and get my soufflés into the oven.
Mary rubs circles on her stomach when I return to my station. She likes the
salad. I give her a wink. I’m trying to gauge Taryn’s reaction, but she is
stoic like the rest of the judges.


I move on, getting back into my zone. The sticky rice is almost
done. I mix my medley, waiting for a bit so that the marinade doesn’t weigh
down the vegetables. I want them to be crisp and clean. This entire dish won’t
look like I’ve spent hours on it, but if I nail the sauce, the judges will know
and hopefully appreciate my efforts in creating such a complex taste.


Scott is presenting his dessert of plum pudding. It looks good,
but his entire meal seemed heavy. Lots of creams and thick breads. He should
have gone with the Irish theme since he didn’t make his brisket.


I quickly taste the mole and decide the flavor is there. I’m
ready for the final step. I add the mole to the roasted chicken and place it
into the oven for an additional ten minutes to marry the flavors.


Mary delivers her strawberry shortcake to the judges. They’re all
smiling. I can’t help but smile, too, because I know it tastes better than it
looks, and it looks fantastic. She returns to her station and slides me over a
plate. I want to taste it, but I need to plate my entrée.


I pull the pan from the oven and let it rest before I start
preparing the plates. I taste it and almost weep with delight and relief. It’s
even better than a few days ago. I fix six plates, clean all marks off of the
plates and deliver five of them to the judges. I explain my meal, why I chose
chicken mole, and tell them to enjoy. I need to finish my soufflés and get them
on the table in thirty minutes. Scott is still in the room and he snorts when
he sees my entrée. Taryn points to the door. He grabs his bag and leaves,
shaking his head. I can hear him laugh outside of the classroom, but I don’t
allow him to derail me. I know it’s good. I know they will like it, too.


I say a little prayer when I fill the soufflé dishes, adding collars so that when they cook, they will be
approximately two inches higher than the rim of the dish. I actually haven’t
tried this before so I’m glad I decided to make eight desserts altogether in
case something goes wrong. I quietly add them to the heated oven and set the
timer. Now, I just have to wait.


I spend my time cleaning up my station, stealing glances at the
judges. They’re taking bites and writing in their notebooks. I catch Taryn’s
eye, but she doesn’t give me any hint on the entrée either. I keep the light on
in the oven and check the soufflés every three minutes. I’m getting nervous
because they are getting tall and I hope the collars stay in place. When the
timer dings, everybody is watching me. They’re either really nervous for me, or
really excited for soufflés. I carefully take out the soufflés and place them
on the station. I have six really pretty ones and two that self-destructed. I
quickly dust the whole ones with powdered sugar and cautiously remove their
collars. They’re beautiful. I’m shaking and I have to take a moment to settle
down. Mary comes over to help deliver them to the judges.


“These look gorgeous. Take a deep breath and let’s go get your
scholarship,” she says. I release a pent up nervous laugh and carefully place
the desserts on trays. We take baby steps to get them across the room. The
judges are all smiling.


“Vanilla bean soufflé. I chose Mexican vanilla to stay true to
the theme. The soufflés are light and should complete the meal nicely. Enjoy.”
I head back to my station to finish cleaning up. Mary follows me and I give her
the sixth soufflé to try. She moans after the first bite. I almost cry with
relief.


“This is better than my strawberry shortcake,” she says.


“Nothing is better than your strawberry shortcake.”


“You need to taste this.” She hands me a spoon. I’m almost too
nervous, but I dig in. My spoon bounces in the fluffy dessert. Perfect texture.
I take a bite and smile. I nailed this. I nailed the entire meal. I finish
cleaning up my station. Mary and I head over to retrieve our bags. Taryn
finally looks at me and I nod at her. I want her to give me a sign or something
to let me know how I did. I know she was nervous because I didn’t serve until
the others were already serving their desserts. I’m going to be right by my
phone all night, waiting for her call. I take a deep breath and try to right
myself. As I’m about to walk out of the class, the last class I will ever take
at Kirkwood Academy, she winks at me.


Chapter Twenty-five




I skip to answer my door because I have so much energy from
the final and am on such a high. Taryn’s standing in my doorway with a bottle
of champagne and a huge smile on her face.


“I can’t even tell you how happy and proud I am.” She kisses me
fiercely.


“So you liked it, huh?”


She gives me the biggest, longest hug. “Fantastic. Absolutely
delicious. The judges were blown away. Not too many students have tried chicken
mole, let alone perfected it.”


“Any issues with anything I cooked?”


“Nothing. Spot on tonight, spot on. Here, I bought this to
celebrate. Oh wait, do you have other plans tonight?” She hands me the bottle.
I’m not going to tell her that I shooed Jessie away claiming a really bad
headache knowing full well Taryn was going to either come by or call me.


“No, no. Let’s open it and you can tell me all about it. It’s
still very fuzzy to me.” I don’t remember a lot of the competition.


“Well, everybody was nervous because you weren’t serving anything
for hours. I had to tell them what you were making because they were a bit
antsy. Once the food came out, they understood the delay. The salad was light
and full of flavor. The dressing was a complete hit. I was afraid J.D. was
going to lick his plate. When the chicken mole was served, we couldn’t wait to
dig in. It was perfectly balanced. The bittersweet chocolate subtly
counteracted the spicy peppers and the rice helped lower the heat. The
vegetables were light, crispy, and had an excellent marinade. You did great.
Really a perfect meal.”


I can’t stop smiling. “How did everybody else do?” I hope she can
share some information with me.


“Everybody else did a good job, too. Delicious flavors, but there
were some errors that I can’t discuss. I have to say, your soufflé was amazing.
Most of the time, added flavors really weigh the soufflé down, but not yours.”


I’m pretty sure I can sit here and listen to Taryn praise me all
night. “I cooked eight soufflés and two committed suicide halfway through
cooking them. I’m glad I thought ahead to double the ingredients and make as
many as I could.”


“I thought it was sweet that you and Mary shared your meals. Very
thoughtful.” She reaches out for my hand, anxious to touch me. She might
actually be more excited than I am about the final.


“I’m actually ready for a cheeseburger and fries. I want
something simple and easy and greasy that I don’t have to make.”


“Would you like to go to Bud’s? I’m sure they are anxious to know
how you did,” she says.


“How late can you be out? What are your plans?”


“Olivia and my mum are at a movie right now. They won’t be home
until about eight. I’m sure after that there will be ice cream and games at
home. I won’t be missed for a while.”


I scoot closer to her and kiss her softly. “I don’t want to waste
any time with you.”


She looks at me for a moment, her eyes serious and her emotions
guarded. “Tomorrow we can hang out for as long as you like. They’re going to
the zoo in the morning and I’ve told them that we are fixing them dinner so we
will have most of the day and the night together if you would like that.”


“Of course I would. Okay, then let’s share a toast and grab some
greasy food.”


“I will probably only have a soda, or an iced tea, because I ate
three dinners only an hour ago,” she says.


“We can stay here and I can just make something real quick.”


She looks at me. “You’ve been cooking all day. If you want a
greasy cheeseburger, you will get a greasy cheeseburger.”


I retrieve two champagne glasses from the kitchen while Taryn
opens up the bottle. The cork pops off, scaring us. Sophia jumps about five
feet and runs down the hallway, presumably to hide under the bed.


“Here’s to my favorite student and her kick ass final,” Taryn
says. We clink glasses and she gives me a quick kiss. “Let’s go satisfy your
hunger.”





*





Bud’s not working tonight, but the night crew is anxious to hear
how the final went.


“Well, I won’t find out about the scholarship until tomorrow, but
I cooked my heart out.” Val, Jennifer, and Peter, the night cook, are at the
counter listening to my story. We share a round of high fives and I dig into my
double cheeseburger and fries. Taryn looks at me and shakes her head.


“One day you won’t be able to eat like this and keep your girlish
figure,” she says.


“So you’ll only love me if I’m thin?” I ask. I stop mid bite as
the words I just said sink in. Fuck. How am I going to get out of this one?
She’s as still as I am. “I mean, I have to be thin forever?” Fuck. This can’t
get any worse. “You know what I mean.” I eat a couple of fries and refuse to
make eye contact. We are thankfully saved by Val who swoops in to check on us.
Thank you, Val.


“So what happens now? Are you going to stay here at the diner if
you don’t get the scholarship?” Not that her question helps me, but it at least
gets us out of that very awkward moment.


“I will probably send my résumé out to some of the restaurants
down in The District. I might even send it to Murphy’s, the steakhouse we
cooked in the other week.” The District is the popular hot spot for dining,
dancing, and drinking. There are about half a dozen five star restaurants and
I’d be lucky to work in any of them.


“But if you get the scholarship, when do you leave?” she asks. I
give her a look until it finally sinks in that she is having this conversation
in front of the quasi-girlfriend I might be leaving for ten months. She blushes
and stands back from the counter. “Oh, I’m being flagged down by a customer.”
She’s gone in two seconds flat. All I wanted tonight was to eat a greasy
cheeseburger and spend time with Taryn. Now we’ve got this heaviness between us
that is squeezing my heart. I don’t know what to do or say. I can only sit here
and eat this food that is settling into my stomach like a stick of dynamite.
Thankfully, she slips into teacher mode and starts talking again.


“I have a conference call in the morning with the judges and
we’re going to finalize the pick. Dr. Wright is going to either call or send an
email to the scholarship recipient. He will ensure that all the proper
paperwork is filled out and the forms will be sent to San Rocco School in
Venice. You do have a very good shot.” At least she glazed over the ‘L’ word
and is pretending it didn’t happen. It sounds too real with her telling me all
of this. Food is no longer appealing and I put down my cheeseburger. “Are you
done?” she asks.


“I guess I tasted too much food during the final. Can we get out
of here?” I throw some money on the counter and we head out. We’re fairly quiet
on the ride back to my apartment. At least she gets out of the car and follows
me inside instead of throwing the car into gear and screeching the tires to
make a quick getaway.


“Want another glass of champagne or something else?”


“Sure. Let’s continue the celebration,” she says.


Pouring new glasses keeps me busy until I can settle down from
the events of the last hour. We clink glasses again and I’m finally able to
look at her for more than five seconds.


“So what happens for you this summer? How many classes do you
have?” The academy is year round, so Taryn won’t get as much of a summer break
as she originally thought.


“I have two classes again. Dietary Management in the morning, and
Pastries in the afternoon. Pastries doesn’t run late so I will be done by three
every day. Olivia will be happy because then we can go to the pool since I will
get home early enough.”


“Where will she be when school is out?” I ask.


“She’ll be at Adventure Club at her school until I can pick her
up. She’s scheduled until six, but I will get her early most days.”


“I want to go swimming with you. It would be nice to see you in a
bikini.” I scoot closer to her and give her a soft kiss. She laughs.


“I haven’t worn a bikini since Olivia was born,” she says.


“Are you kidding me? Why not? Look at you. You are gorgeous.” She
blushes. She really isn’t good at receiving compliments. I take her glass and
put it on the coffee table in front of the couch and straddle her lap. “Guess
what?”


“What?” She is staring at my mouth and licks her lips in
anticipation of our inevitable kiss.


“You’re no longer my teacher,” I say. She smiles at me.


“You’re right.” I stroke her cheek and run my fingers across her
plump bottom lip.


“I love how full your lips are. Do you know that I probably spent
more time in class focusing on your mouth than any other part of your body?” I
exhale sharply as she captures my hand and presses a kiss to my fingertips.


“You were my biggest distraction and yes, I knew you were
watching me.”


“Everything about your mouth is incredible. Your lips are so red,
so sensitive, and your palate is remarkable.”


“Says the chef. Nobody else would say that to me,” she says.


“Nobody else better say that to you,” I say. She giggles. I lean
in and give her a swift kiss. I really don’t want this night to turn into
another night of sex, but I have a hard time not touching her when she’s this
close, this available. “You probably need to get home, don’t you?” She sighs
against me. 


“Probably. Mum is leaving soon and I need to spend more time with
her. I don’t know when I will see her again. Maybe Christmas.”


I slide off of her lap and face her. “When do you want me
tomorrow?” She reaches out and plays with a strand of my hair. I’m going to
miss this closeness, her touch, her everything if I go to Italy.


“Whenever you’re up and about. I want you to do a little bit more
celebrating tonight. You deserve it. Call Jessie and your other friends and
have fun,” she says. Funny that I think this is celebrating. Just us. I walk
her over to the door and kiss her one more time before I let her go.


“I’ll text you in the morning,” I say. She lingers in my doorway,
kissing me softly, slowly. I’m two seconds from pulling her back inside.


“Have fun tonight. Tell your friends I say hello.” She walks down
the hallway and gives me a quick wave before she disappears.


Chapter Twenty-six




My cell phone rings and I ignore it. I squint and see that
it’s eight thirty. Jessie took me out last night and we didn’t get back until
two this morning. I swear I just went to bed. When the home phone rings, I sit
up. Very few people have my home phone number so I know it’s either an
emergency, or a telemarketer who is about to hate his or her job.


“Hello?” My voice sounds raspy and foreign so I clear it, which
only makes me sound like an eighty-year-old man.


“I’m trying to reach Katherine Blake.” I sort of know the voice,
but my head is too foggy to process.


“Speaking,” I say. Or mumble. I’m not quite sure.


“Ki? This is Dr. Wright from Kirkwood. Is this a bad time?” My
heart starts beating fast and I realize this is the call I’ve been waiting for.
I clear my throat and reach for the water that is magically beside my bed.
Thanks, Jessie.


“One moment.” I mute the phone, take a drink, and clear my
throat. “Sorry about that. I’m back.”


“Sounds like you might have celebrated last night.”


I sort of chuckle. Get to the point, man. He pauses, so
apparently I’m to respond. “Yes. My best friend took me out last night and I
didn’t have to work this morning.”


“Well, I’m calling to congratulate you on being the winner of the
Excellence in Culinary Arts Scholarship.” He pauses again.


At least I’m smiling now and ignoring my pounding headache.
“That’s fantastic news, Dr. Wright. Thank you for calling and telling me.” He’s
quiet, but I’m not kissing his ass. 


“It was a very good meal you prepared and we all appreciated the
time, effort, and skills used to create it. Scott was a close second.” Now why
did he have to add that during my glorious moment? Why couldn’t he just leave
Scott out of this entirely?


“It’s nice to be recognized by my instructors. What has to happen
now?” I ask.


“Well, come in early next week and we’ll sign the forms and get
them to San Rocco.” And we are quiet again.


“Okay, I’ll do that. Thank you again.” Finally, he gets the hint
and hangs up. I’m too pumped right now to go back to sleep, but I still have a
serious hangover so I crawl back under the covers. I can text people instead. I
text Jessie, Lynn, Bud and a few others. I don’t want to text Taryn. She knows
by now. I need to call her. And my mom. I need to call her now.


“Hi, Mom.” My mom is already at work and has probably had four
cups of coffee by now.


“What’s wrong? You sound horrible. Are you okay?”


“Yes, I’m good. I just wanted to let you know that I won the
scholarship and I’m going to Italy early next month.” I realize I probably
should have told her in person. My mom is going to have a hard time with me
gone for ten months.


“Oh, honey, that’s great news.” She sounds genuinely happy. “I’m
so proud of you.”


“Thanks. I won’t know the details until next week, but I wanted
to let you know first.” She doesn’t need to know I texted my friends and my
boss before I called her. We talk for a bit longer and I tell her I have to go.
We make plans to have lunch on Sunday. My phone blows up with my friends’
congratulatory wishes. I even have a text from Bud. I revel in their kind words
before I get serious and call Taryn. She answers almost immediately.


“Good morning,” I say.


I can hear her smile. “Good morning, Ki.” I will never get tired
of her saying my name.


“I’m sure you know why I’m calling.”


“You mean it’s not just to say hello and make plans for today?”
She’s teasing.


“Well, that, too, but Dr. Wright called and told me I won the
scholarship. Of course he made a point to mention Scott was a close second.”
That sets her off.


“What an asshole. He wasn’t close at all. He came in a distant
second for the scholarship, but Mary beat him at the final meal. I can’t
believe he said that to you. I will not let him get me, or you down. You were
fantastic and totally deserve it. Congratulations.”


“Thanks. One more thing to celebrate today. What time do you want
me?”


“How about noon? I have to finish up a few things here at the
academy. I can pick you up and we can plan the meal and go shopping.” She
congratulates me over and over until I finally say good-bye. I lie back down
and snuggle under the covers, I’m happy, but my head is starting to pound.
Thankfully, I still have three hours to sleep before I have to get up and get
ready.





*





“My mum loves lasagna. Do you want to make the noodles or buy
them…” Taryn stops when she sees the disgusted look on my face. “Okay, we’ll
make them. I just thought maybe you wanted more time with me.” I playfully
pinch her side and she laughs. “With both of us cooking, we will knock this out
in no time.” We pick out ingredients for a quick salad with an Italian blend
dressing. As much as I would like to bake garlic bread from scratch, I do want
some time alone with Taryn so I opt for store bought. I grab a fresh mozzarella
ball and tomatoes to slice up and serve before dinner. Taryn approves. We’re
out of there and back to her place within the hour. I’m having a hard time
keeping my hands off of her as we climb the stairs to her apartment.


“Call your mom and find out when they will be home. Maybe we have
a few minutes alone.”


We put away the groceries and Taryn calls her mom for an update.
Even though the call is only about three minutes, it feels more like fifteen.
Always impatient and desperate for her, I pull her closer and start unbuttoning
her shirt.


“So you won’t be home for about an hour or so?” she asks. That
should be enough time for me to show her how I feel without speaking. I pull
her shirt from her slacks. She lifts her arms up out of the way so that I can
unbutton her pants. She smiles at me as I help her out of them. “No, I don’t
need to talk to Olivia. I’ll see her in an hour when you get home.” Her mother
simply isn’t getting the hint. I run my hands down her sides, over her hips and
pull her against me. She moans slightly at the contact and I go still when I
hear her mother ask if she’s okay. “Yes, I just ran into the counter. I’m
fine.” I run my fingers over the silkiness of her panties. She stares into my
eyes the whole time. I love that she is so open. She’s the kind of lover who is
okay with the lights on or off. She even opens her stance a little bit to allow
me to tease her slit through the slick fabric.


Her mouth is on mine the second she hangs up the phone. Our kiss
is deep and slow until I slip my fingers into her panties. She’s already
swollen. I can’t get to her fast enough.


“Let’s go to my room.” She breaks apart from me, her chest
heaving. She grabs her pants off of the floor and we head back to her bedroom.
She locks the door just in case an hour really means forty-five minutes.


It’s different this time. She’s more in tune with me. It feels
right. She’s watching me and touching me while I do the same to her. I can feel
myself slip even further in love with her. It’s not something I want to think
about because I still don’t know how to handle it. I want to show her how I
feel. It’s the safest way right now. I run my fingertips from her neck down to
her hip. I kiss her mouth, her collarbone, the sensitive skin right above her
breasts. Her featherlike touches burn me with need and I’m overcome with
emotions.


I’m mortified when I feel tears slide down my cheeks. She stops
me and pulls me close to her. I can’t stop crying. So much for playing it cool
and being able to walk away from this casual relationship. She wraps a blanket
around us and holds me until I get control of myself. I don’t even know what to
tell her. What just happened? She kisses the top of my head and runs her hand
up and down my arm. I’ve decided this is the best place to be, right here with
her. I don’t want to go to Italy and be apart for almost a year. I’ll never
survive.


“It’s okay. You’ve had an emotional twenty-four hours. Totally
understandable.” She’s trying to console me. I have no idea what to say to her.
After about two minutes or ten, I’m finally able to talk.


“So much for the great seduction I had planned.”


She squeezes me softly against her. “It’s okay. We have time
before you leave. But we don’t have a lot of time now, unfortunately.” I look
at her clock. It’s been forty minutes already.


“Did I fall asleep or something? How did we lose that much time?”
I’m perplexed. She smiles at me and wipes away the last of my tears.


“Don’t worry about it. Why don’t you freshen up and I’ll get
started in the kitchen. I want my mum to see you as the happy scholarship
recipient, not the sad woman who’s had a very emotionally charged week.” She
leans up and kisses me softly. She kisses my wet cheeks and I can’t help but
hug her.


“Thank you,” I say. She nods against me. I sniffle for a bit,
grab my clothes and head for her bathroom. I lean over the sink and look at
myself in the mirror. My eyes are puffy, and my cheeks and nose are red. My
heart is raw. I splash water on my face until the heat of my emotions cools
down and I’m no longer splotchy. I use her hairbrush and braid my hair back
from my face. My shirt and shorts are wrinkled, but I have no choice but to put
them on. I wet my hands and smooth out the wrinkles the best that I can and
give myself a final look over. Better than I was, but not quite myself. My
smile doesn’t reach my eyes.


I take a deep breath and head into the kitchen. Evelyn and Olivia
aren’t here yet, so I have a few minutes alone with Taryn.


“You doing better?” She gives me another hug. I can feel the sting
of tears in my eyes so I hug her back fiercely. I’m the first to break it.


“I’m really sorry about that. I don’t know what happened,” I say.


She waves it off. “No worries. It’s been a crazy week for you.
Quit worrying and quit apologizing. Let’s make some pasta.” She is able to get
my mind off of my breakdown and we are making fresh pasta when her mother and
Olivia arrive.


“Pie! You’re here!” Olivia runs over for a hug. I squeeze her
just a bit too tight and she squeaks. I quickly apologize to her and pull her
braids playfully. “Grandma, this is Ki, but I call her pie. She calls me
stinky.”


“I’ve heard so much about you, Ki. It’s nice to finally meet
you,” Evelyn says. She looks like Taryn, only shorter, but with the same grace
and poise. 


“It’s nice to meet you, too.” I’m nervous. I don’t know if she
knows about our personal relationship or just our professional one. “Have you
enjoyed your stay so far?”


“I can’t wait until we move back for good. I do miss the quick
and easy things here in the United States.”


“When do you think you’ll move back for good?”


“In two years. We’ll just have to figure out where Taryn and
Olivia will put down roots. Even though I’m from the northeast, this city has
quite the charm and the cost of living is palatable.” I smile at her culinary
reference.


“Why do I get the feeling Taryn isn’t the only cook in your
family?”


Evelyn laughs. “That girl taught us all how to cook. Not a skill
she acquired from either of us.” She has a slight accent, like Olivia, but not
nearly as strong as Taryn’s.


“Well, she’s fantastic and I’ve learned so much from her. I hope
she puts down roots here, too.” Our conversation is light and fun, even Olivia
hangs around to participate. She’s very well behaved for a six-year-old.


Taryn and I start the pasta and put Olivia in charge of cranking
the handle of the machine that will flatten the dough. I help her because she’s
not strong enough to do it on her own, but I pretend that she’s doing it all
herself. I catch Taryn watching us and my heart jumps and twirls. I think about
what a life with her could be like. She’s great at masking her emotions and
only smiles at me when we make eye contact. Evelyn is very laid back and a
great conversationalist. Her stories of living in South Africa are amazing,
probably more so because I’ve never been out of the country. I would love to
visit someday. Evelyn is sweet and extends an open invitation to visit until
they move back to the United States for good.


When it’s time to stack the lasagna into the pan, Olivia wants to
help, but the noodles and the sauce are both too hot for her to handle so I
give her the job of sprinkling the cheese on the sauce between the layers.
Evelyn watches us, openly, without judgment.


“Grandma, let’s go to the pool,” Olivia says.


“Wait, you don’t want to help us clean up?” I ask.


Olivia rolls her eyes at me. “That’s the worst part.” I agree. 


“When will dinner be ready?” Evelyn asks.


“We can cook it whenever. Just plan for dinner at six.” It’s four
now.


“Are you staying, Ki?” Olivia asks.


“I helped make it. Of course I’m staying.” I roll my eyes back at
her. She giggles. 


“Go put your swimsuit on,” Taryn says. “Mum, are you going to be
okay in the heat?” Evelyn waves her off.


“It’s not that hot out. I’ll wear my hat. I might even get into
the pool, too.” She disappears to change, too, and it’s just me and Taryn in
the kitchen.


“I like your mom a lot.”


Taryn smiles. “She likes you, too. She normally isn’t this
chatty,” she says. Clean up doesn’t take us long and we finish stacking the
dishwasher just as Evelyn and Olivia head out the door.


“Have fun, ladies,” I say.


“Why don’t you come with us, Ki?” Olivia asks. She’s hopeful and
it actually hurts me to have to say no.


“Maybe later we can go. Go spend time with Grandma.” She nods her
head and follows Evelyn out the door. I turn to Taryn.


“It’s amazing how thoughtful Olivia is. She genuinely thinks
about suggestions before making a decision. She did that in the River Plaza the
first time I met her. That’s so remarkable for her age,” I say.


“I try to give her the opportunity to think things through before
she makes a decision.”


“Most parents don’t have the patience to do that.”


Taryn fixes us iced tea and we sit on the couch. I’m nervous
because the last time we were alone I had a meltdown. I’m drained so I don’t
think that will happen again. She holds my hand and I smile at the warm
gesture.


“So what are your plans between now and when you have to leave?”
she asks.


“I really haven’t given it much thought. I can sublet the
apartment and Jessie has already promised to take care of Sophia. Past that, I
have no idea.”


“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we can take care of Sophia,
too.”


I look at her, my eyes wide with surprise. “That’s a great idea.
Then Olivia can play with a cat and figure out if she’s going to like having
one around. You would want to watch my cat while I’m gone?” This is big. This
is relationship talk, not casual talk.


“Sophia loves me. Of course I would watch her. I mean, I’m sure
she’s closer to Jessie having known her for years, but Olivia would be thrilled
and would play with her every day.”


“Okay, if you’re sure, I would love that and so would Sophia.”
I’m shocked that she wants to do this. She barely knows Sophia. Plus, I think
that with Olivia chasing her most of the day, Sophia might even bring out her
kitten side and play more. I’m a bad mom. I’m okay with her getting virtually
zero exercise and hanging out with me on the couch. “Do you even like cats?”
She laughs.


“I like all animals. Sophia is sweet and she loves me. I can’t
imagine it being a bad idea.” Wait until it storms. She might rethink that.


“Now that school is done, you can bring Olivia over one day so
she can meet her and we can make it a done deal,” I say. Taryn nods. I notice
I’m sliding down the couch more, exhaustion settling in. Taryn reaches for a
pillow.


“Here, put your head down on my lap.” She taps the pillow with
her hand. I sprawl out and put my head down. She plays with my hair and within
a minute, I’m asleep. I don’t even feel her leave to put the lasagna in the
oven or take it out. I wake up to a tiny finger touching my face. At first, I
think I’m home and Sophia is nudging me to feed her, but the poke doesn’t feel
furry. I feel it on my cheek, then my nose, then my eyebrow. I realize it’s
Olivia by her feeble attempt at stifling a giggle. When her finger gets close
to my mouth I pretend to bite it and she screams.


“Olivia!” Taryn says, but I raise my hand to let Taryn know I’m
awake. I reach out to grab Olivia, but she scoots out of the way. I growl and
she runs into the kitchen to hide behind Taryn. I sit up and see Evelyn
watching me. I blush because I completely forgot she was in town. I’m
embarrassed.


“That was a much needed nap. I’m sorry.” I don’t know why I’ve
apologized to her, but it feels like the right thing to do.


“Don’t apologize, dear. Long week for you, I’m sure,” she says.


I look over at Taryn and notice she finished cooking and prepping
everything for our meal. “Why didn’t you wake me?” I walk into the kitchen to
see if there is something I can do. 


Taryn smiles at me. “I tried to but you grumbled at me.”


“Did I really? I’m sorry.”


“Don’t worry. It was cute. You can help me with the drinks. What
do you want to drink? I have a nice Cabernet Sauvignon or we have tea or ice
water.”


“I’ll open the wine if you or Evelyn would like a glass. I’m
going to stick with water. I think I’m dehydrated.” She hands me the bottle and
opener and I open it like an expert, impressing even myself.


“I want a glass,” Olivia says.


“No, you don’t. You want a juice box or milk or water like me,” I
say.


“I told you. Six going on sixteen,” Taryn says. She rolls her
eyes at Olivia and Olivia laughs.


“Okay, I’ll have water like Ki,” she says. I help her with the
ice and we put our water in wineglasses. She gets a kick out of it and then I
realize I’ve given very thin glass to a six-year-old.


“Be careful and don’t drop the glass or clink it against anything
too hard, okay?” She nods and carefully carries her glass over to the table
with both hands. I take Taryn and Evelyn’s glasses over to the table in case
Olivia spills them.


“You are very good with children, Ki,” Evelyn says.


“Thank you. I’m rarely around them though. They are fun little
people.” Olivia high fives me and we all laugh. We start dinner and have a
great time talking, eating, sharing, and just being women. It’s very peaceful
and I find myself enjoying the night more so than last night with Jessie. I
need roots. I need love. I need this. It’s eight before we even think to get up
and start cleaning the table off. Taryn shuffles Olivia off to get ready for
bed. She asks that we all tuck her in. I tell her that if she hurries up, we
will all read her a quick story. She runs off and Taryn and I work quickly to
clean up the kitchen. We aren’t quite done by the time Olivia is in bed so
Evelyn goes to Olivia’s bedroom to help pick out a book so that we can finish.
Taryn grabs me when Evelyn leaves and pulls me close to her. She puts her
forehead against mine and kisses my nose.


“You’re great with my family. Thank you,” she says.


I lean up and kiss her lips. “Your family is wonderful and I
enjoy them. No need to thank me.” I kiss her again, but break apart when it
starts getting heavy. Now is definitely not the time. I point down the hall and
give her a look and she laughs at me.


“You’re right. Let’s hurry up and get back there to them.” We are
done within five minutes and head back to Olivia’s room.


“We picked out a story already.” Olivia is fully awake, her eyes
shining with excitement. She’s holding a thin board book that looks like she’s
had it a few years. “Giraffes
Can’t Dance is my favorite book.” I know her reading capabilities
are higher, but it looks like a quick read and I don’t argue.


“We can have some fun and each of us reads one word in order
instead of just one reading,” I say. We hunch over the book and read it that
way until we are all laughing too hard to finish. I end up speed reading the
book out loud so that we can leave and Olivia can go to sleep. She laughs the
entire time. Evelyn and I say good night to her while Taryn tucks her in.
Taryn’s back in a few minutes.


“Out like a light.” She sits next to me on the couch. I almost
have another meltdown when she holds my hand. My heart races and throbs inside
of my body because her mother is watching our entire exchange. I’m playing it
cool. I haven’t been around any of my girlfriends’ parents mainly because I
didn’t care before. Evelyn seems unaffected by it and I eventually relax. When
ten rolls around, Evelyn decides to retire for the night. I automatically stand
when she does and she smiles at me.


“It has been a pleasure meeting you, Ki. I hope I get to see you
again before I leave,” she says. She hugs me and again I’m plagued by tears.
What is wrong with me? I manage to keep them inside, but I know my eyes are glassy.
She kisses Taryn and disappears down the hall. I can’t pretend I’m not close to
tears.


“I have no idea why I’m still emotional.” I plop down next to
Taryn and she puts her arm around me. I rest my head on her shoulder.


“You need plenty of rest, not just a cat nap here and there.
Please sleep tonight,” she says.


We sit on the couch and talk and kiss quietly and softly for the
next two hours. It’s midnight before I untangle myself and head home.
Thankfully, I live only a few minutes away from her apartment so the drive
isn’t bad. I spend the time in my car trying to figure out my life. What is the
most important thing to me? I’m still questioning everything by the time I
crawl into bed.





*





I wake up after almost ten hours of sleep and have an incredible
urge to go to the market. Shopping with Taryn yesterday got me in the groove
and I’m excited to find something new to cook. I shower, throw my hair back
into a messy bun, and hit the ground running. I know I’m too late for the great
stuff, but there are still enough good vegetables to pick through. I reach the
end of the last aisle and see Mary walking into her new soon to be café. I
follow her and knock on the door. She motions for me to come in.


“What do you think, Ki?”


“I love it. It’s so much bigger than it looks.” I look around and
see so much potential. “I’m so proud of you. When do you think you will have
this up and running?”


“Well, we’re still working things out with the bank. I have the
key from the realtor and technically, I shouldn’t be in here, but I’m too
excited to just wait around for the money. Oh my, God. I forgot to congratulate
you on the scholarship. I’m so happy for you.” She is genuine. I tell her Taryn
said she came in second during the meal and she laughs with delight. “I’m so happy
I beat him at something. Too bad you’re leaving though. I’m going to miss you.”
She shows me around the place and I’m impressed with the ovens and kitchen
space. The menu she has planned is very sweet and I encourage her to branch out
and cook quiches and stuffed pastries with egg, sausage, and cheese. She looks
at me like I’m crazy. “I bake. I’m a baker. The other stuff scares me.”


“Maybe when you get comfortable you’ll branch out more.” I gather
up my bags and wait for her to lock up. “I’m so excited for you. Do you have a
name yet?”


“Not yet. I’m still thinking about it. I don’t want it to be
Mary’s Something. My parents are pushing for my name to be in it, but sometimes
that’s not the best idea. Hopefully, I will think of it before we sign the
papers.” I wish her luck and head home. I’m so jealous of Mary. Yes, I’m going
to cook at a world famous cooking school, but Mary is living her dream.


Chapter Twenty-seven




I can’t believe I’m doing this. I don’t know if I’m scared
or excited or one step away from a major panic attack. My knee bounces
frantically up and down. I wipe my palms on my pants for the fifth time. I hate
waiting.


“I’m sorry, Ki. He said he would be here soon. Can I get you
anything to drink?” Linda, Dr. Wright’s assistant, has always been very nice to
the students. Why she works for that asshat, I’ll never know. Maybe she
balances out his evilness.


“I’m fine, Linda. Thank you.” I’m thinking of heading to one of
the kitchens to fix lunch because I wasn’t hungry when I got here two hours
ago, but I am now. I thumb through the same magazine that has been resting in
my lap. This time, I play the game where I pick one thing on each page that I
can’t live without. My sister and I used to do that with the large department
store catalogs that my grandmother had out on her coffee table.


“Ki, I’m sorry I’ve kept you waiting so long.” Dr. Wright enters
the office all smiles. I see a ketchup stain on his tie and I can’t help
myself. Besides, I’ve graduated.


“I trust lunch was yummy.” I point to his tie and he has the
decency to blush.


“Yes, and it ran late. Come into my office,” he says. I follow
him inside and make myself comfortable on the couch. He has a stack of papers
in the guest chair and there isn’t anywhere else to sit. “I have several forms
for you to fill out. Are you ready for your trip to Italy?”


“Well, that’s what I want to talk about. I worked hard to get
that scholarship and beat out all of my classmates. I’m honored to have it, but
I want to turn it down and give it to Scott McDonnell.” Dr. Wright’s eyes bug
out.


“You want to give up your scholarship?” I nod. “Do you know how
hard other students worked to try to get this opportunity and you just want to
throw it away?” He’s starting to upset me.


“First of all, I didn’t take it away from anybody. I earned it.
You know that better than anybody else. I worked hard and won it fair and
square. I didn’t resort to cheating like Scott did.” I hold up my hand to stop
him when he actually tries to defend him. “He’s an ass and should have been
kicked out for what he did, but you had your reasons for keeping him. Just
don’t try to convince me. We both know the truth.” I don’t know where my
tenacity is coming from, but I’m going with it. “A bigger and better
opportunity has come up for me and I plan on taking advantage of it. It’s why I
went to culinary school in the first place. If I default on the scholarship, is
it transferrable to the runner-up?”


“I believe it is. I just hope Mr. McDonnell can accept it days
after the fact,” he says. I look at him like he’s crazy.


“We both know he’s at his parents’ restaurant prepping stew or
something. I’m sure he will jump at the opportunity.” We stare at each other
until it becomes uncomfortable. “Well, I guess that’s all I have. Thank you for
understanding.” Like he had a choice. I stand and he surprises me by shaking my
hand.


“You’ve been a great student, Ki. It’s been a pleasure watching
you grow into an amazing chef. I look forward to hearing about you in the
culinary world.” I thank him and leave his office. 


I feel lighter with every step that takes me away from Kirkwood
Academy. The entire experience was great, but the last semester really changed
me, as a chef and as a woman. Taryn pushed us all to improve on what we knew
and taught us how to focus under pressure. It was the perfect ending to a long
journey.


Chapter Twenty-eight




“Ki! Where are you?” I hear my front door open and peek out
of my bedroom to see Taryn standing in the hallway looking for me. She does not
look happy. I really should lock my front door.


“I’m back here. I’ll be right out.” I need to find a T-shirt. I’m
sure she just found out I turned down the scholarship. Apparently, she isn’t as
happy about it as I am. She’s in my room within a few seconds, her face
flushed.


“What did you do?” she asks.


I hold my shirt up to my chest, covering myself from her and her
anger. “Hi, Taryn. Come in. Would you like something to drink?”


“Don’t play with me, Ki. Why did you turn down the scholarship?
That was everything to you. How could you just walk away from such a fantastic
opportunity?” I wasn’t expecting her to jump into my arms and confess her
undying love for me, but I certainly didn’t think she would be this upset.


“A better opportunity came up.”


“What are you talking about?” she asks. I slip on my shirt and
walk over to her. Everything about her body language tells me to tread lightly.


“I need to show you something. Will you take a ride with me?” 


“Only if you tell me what the hell is going on.”


“How about you come with me and then I’ll tell you what the hell
is going on.” I’m starting to get pissed. She’s scolding me like a child. She
unclenches her fists and her shoulders slump.


“I just hope you have a really good explanation.”


“I understand your concern, but I think you can trust me by now,”
I say. She nods then reaches out to me. I walk into her hug. She holds me and
kisses my head.


“I do trust you.”


I pull away and stare at her. “Then let me finish getting dressed
and I’ll show you what I’m talking about.” She sits on the bed and patiently
waits for me to slip into my shorts and find my sandals. I walk over to her and
kiss her softly. “Let’s go.”


“What are we doing here?” she asks as we approach the River
Plaza. 


“It will all make sense in a few minutes.” My heart is pumping
and I can hear it throb in my ears. We walk past all of the aisles until we hit
the row of restaurants at the far end, near downtown. I point to Mary’s cafe.
“See that? Mary and I are opening up a café down here. I gave up the
scholarship because my dream is to have my own restaurant. Yes, Italy would be
great, but this is really what I want.” She walks up to the storefront and
looks inside. “Do you want to go in? I have a key.” 


“I can’t believe you did this. This is fantastic. Let’s go
inside.” I’m giddy as I unlock the door. I think she’s even more excited than I
am. “Whose idea was this?” Her smile is sincere and I know I made the right
decision.


“Mary was going to have her parents as partners and open a
bakery, but I thought it might be nice if the bakery was actually a café and we
offered more than just sweets. We’re still working out the menu, but we’ll have
different types of quiche, panini, and other non-sweet items. We’re thinking
six in the morning until two in the afternoon. Hopefully, we can hire people to
help, but for now it will just be us and maybe her little sister if we need a
cashier.”


Taryn wraps her arms around me and squeezes me. “I’m so proud of
you. This is absolutely perfect. And I’m proud of Mary, too, for really going
for it. Honestly, I didn’t think she had it in her.”


“It was a surprise to me, too, but Mary has her act together. She
knew at the beginning of the semester that she didn’t have much of a chance to
win the scholarship so she went looking for her dream and found it.”


“Ki, not to be nosy, but how can you afford this?”


“Well, culinary school is expensive, but not as expensive as law
school. The rest of my trust fund covered the costs and we’ll get a business
loan for supplies. We won’t have a lot of debt. Hopefully, we can pay it off
quickly. We just need to get the word out when we open the café.”


“Oh, I’m sure the institute would promote it. Two scholarship
contenders join forces to open a restaurant right after graduation. It’s
brilliant,” she says. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her this genuinely happy
before. I can’t help but beam with her.


“You think so? That would be great for business right away. I’m
sure J.D. is crushing on me after my chicken mole blew 

his mind. He might even make it mandatory for his students to go.”


Taryn laughs. “J.D. isn’t the only one crushing on you.”


“Who else? Scott? Nah. Thankfully, he will be gone.” She slips
her arms around my waist. “Maybe Mr. Stewart. He’s always looked at me
appreciatively.” Taryn squeezes my waist.


“Oh, really?” She lifts her eyebrow at me.


“And then there’s Mary.” I’m rewarded with a tickling that has me
squealing. She stops the torture, and pulls me closer to her, my T-shirt
crumpled in her fists.


“There better not be Mary.” Her voice is a playful growl. “At
least not that way. You’re mine.” We both stop and stare at one another. I’m no
longer giggling.


“I’m yours, huh?” I say. My voice sounds quiet and low.


“I don’t know what you want, but I know I would like to continue
our relationship. I enjoy our time together and now we won’t have to hide when
we are out in public.” Do I want this? Is she crazy? How could she not know
that I am head over heels for her.


“Maybe we could still keep this up.” I try to be uninterested,
but my heart is tumbling inside my chest, anxious to latch onto any words of
encouragement. I realize she is dead serious so I sober up quickly. I lean up
and kiss her lips. “I definitely want to keep this up. I think you are a
beautiful woman inside and out and I can’t wait to cook with you, and spend
weekends together, and go to movies, and hold hands, and go for long walks, and
do all the things that people who are together do.” I don’t want to call her a
girlfriend yet, but hopefully she knows that I’m committed to her and only her.
I decide to clarify quickly. “It’s only you. No one else.” She rewards me with
a slow, meaningful kiss. I sigh against her.


“As unbelievably selfish as this sounds, I’m glad you aren’t
leaving,” she says.


“I am, too.” We spend a good thirty minutes inside the café
looking at the place, studying the ovens and layout of the small dining area.
There’s probably room for six round tables and a small bar area that will
either be a place for self-serving coffee or chairs for additional seating.
“Mary is going to have so many different types of cheesecakes, pastries and
muffins. People will be able to order in advance. The ovens can handle several
cakes and pies at once so hopefully we can keep up.”


“Have you told anybody about this yet?” she asks.


Holy Christ, I forgot to tell my mom! She still thinks I’m going
to Italy. That conversation is going to be another heartbreaker for her. I set
a mental reminder to visit her tomorrow before word gets out and she hears it
from somebody else.


“Not really. I mentioned to Jessie that I had an idea, but she
doesn’t know that I actually went through with it. I really wanted to tell you
first since you have been an inspiration to me and have been incredibly
supportive.” I’m embarrassed that I’m sappy and completely surprised when I see
Taryn wipe away a tear. I’ve never seen her crack before. “I can’t imagine
leaving you and Olivia now. Don’t you see how perfect this is? I get the girl
and the dream job. I know this is probably too soon, but Taryn, I love you.”
Great, now I’m starting to cry. She’s crying even harder. We’re a complete
mess. “Do you remember when we were on our bike ride? That was the exact moment
I realized I loved you. I’ve never been in love before and I had a panic attack
because my feelings were so strong and I didn’t know how to get them out.”
Taryn is clutching me, not saying a word. Now she’s starting to scare me.
“Please tell me you feel the same way. Tell me that I didn’t just make a
complete ass of myself.” She laughs before she looks at me.


“Ki, I love you, too. So very much. I wanted to tell you that
weekend, too, but I thought that it would be selfish for me to say it. I want
you to have the Italian cooking school experience, but I’m so much happier with
this choice.” She kisses me soundly, passionately, telling me everything I need
to feel in that one kiss. It leaves me breathless.


“Say it again.”


“I love you.” She pulls me close again. I start shaking in her
arms.


“I’ll never get tired of hearing that from you or saying it to
you.”


She presses her forehead against mine. “I know.”


Epilogue




“Can you believe the turnout?” Mary asks. We look at one
another. I’m trying not to be overwhelmed right now, but it’s hard when there’s
about twenty people inside the café and another thirty waiting to come in. So
much for standing back and being the renowned chefs. We dive in to help Mary’s
sister and cousin take orders, fill orders, and give change. I look up and see
Taryn and Olivia in the doorway. I wink at her and motion for her to come in
the back. 


“Hi, babe. I’d ask how it’s going, but I can see it’s going
well.” She kisses my cheek and Olivia gives me a quick hug. It’s been two
months since we’ve confessed our love and I feel invincible. Our relationship
is perfect. My lease on my apartment is up in a month and Taryn asked me to
move in with them until we can find a place together. “I have a feeling it’s
going to be busier this weekend. Dr. Wright told the entire academy to visit
and see what two successful chefs can do with certificates from Kirkwood.” I
roll my eyes and she laughs. “Hey, free press is good press.”


I nod. “Free tastes help, too.” I point outside where Mary’s
parents have set up tables with samples for the patrons of the River Plaza. My
mom is here, too, bragging more than helping, but bringing us business. When
she found out I turned down the scholarship, she was surprisingly supportive. I
don’t think she wanted me gone that long. When she found out it was to open a
café she cried, but this time tears of joy. She might even be happier than if I
got my law degree. At least now she can bring her friends here and boast about
her daughter having her own café.


“And they’re delicious. Right, Olivia?” Taryn asks.


“I love the strawberry rolls,” she says.


“You didn’t try the quiche?” Olivia wrinkles her nose up at me.
“Well, one day you’ll love quiche.” She shakes her head at me. I roll my eyes
at her. She laughs.


“I’m proud of you, love. The place looks great. Ideal location,
perfect family environment. You’ll do well here. And the sign looks great,”
Taryn says.


“I’m glad we finally came up with a name. It was easier than we
thought it would be.” The name of our pride and joy, our dream come true sits
in red porcelain letters above the door: Taste.
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PayBuddy account gets hacked and she inadvertently purchases a mail order bride
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Redemption by Donna K. Ford. For ex-convict Rhea Daniels and
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