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I know the exact amount of flour for the perfect cake batter. I’m able to tell if a steak is rare just by touching it. I can make a perfect piecrust without looking at a recipe. But I never quite recognize the ingredients that are going to get me into trouble until it’s way too late. Tonight they’re cupcakes, a culinary torch, and an undefeated high school basketball team.

We’ve arrived at the high school way early, but there are still plenty of pregame fans on hand, all of them staring at our foil trays and cooler. Staring at us—two fifth graders and a fourth grader—marching up the hallway, looking more than a little out of place.

This crowd is small potatoes, though. I’m talking red skin or fingerlings, even. It won’t be long before the gym and hallways are completely packed with tons of basketball fans. Which is perfect, because I’m actually counting on a russet-size crowd.

Tonight’s idea started out small, with one simple fact that my best friend, Tre, dropped on me at lunch the other day: his brother Josh’s varsity team, the North Sloan Eagles, have been straight-up crushing every opponent so far this season. High school basketball is especially huge in North Sloan. They even start the season early to squeeze more games into the schedule.

“Curtis, the gym’s gonna be packed!” Tre told me days ago. “The whole town’ll be there.”

“Who are they playing again?” I asked him. I was kneading my tiny, doughy idea into some kind of shape in my brain. A baguette, maybe. Possibly a boule.

“Waxford. The Wolves. The Eagles’ve been away for almost two weeks. This is only their second home game of the season.”

And just like that, my little idea got way huge, as if I’d put too much yeast into my dough and the carbon dioxide was releasing crazy fast. “Everybody, huh?”

On game night, Josh seemed almost nervous. He was so focused on beating the Wolves, he didn’t ask us a single question. Not when we begged for a ride to his school, not when he picked up Paige and me alone in front of our apartment, not when Tre had to swing Josh’s duffel bag into the front seat to make room for our cooler in the back.

We pass the kids at what must be the normal concessions table, two lanky teenagers. They’ve got some fresh coffee brewing behind them, and by the black and orange carafes I’m guessing one is regular and the other decaf. That’s actually not a bad plan. But on their main table all they have are bottled waters and canned sodas arranged in color-coded rows. In front of those, a few cellophane-wrapped chocolate chip cookies looking as hard as rocks are piled beside a pyramid display of over-marshmallowed Rice Krispies Treats.

Amateurs.

“I still don’t get why you need a lawyer for this,” Tre complains.

I stop rolling the cooler. “What do you mean, lawyer?” My best friend falls silent. The distant squeak of sneakers in the gym tells me the Eagles are starting to warm up.

“I don’t know,” Tre finally says, shrugging. “You said you needed me to sue somebody.”

“Not S-U-E sue, S-O-U-S sous!” I yell. He gives me a blank look. “I don’t need a lawyer, I need a sous chef.”

Tre smacks both frustrated fists against his hips. “You lost me, dude.”

“You’re Curtis’s assistant, Tre,” Paige says. “You do all the little jobs. Whatever Chef needs. At home, I usually do it.”

“So you don’t need me, then?” Tre’s shoulders droop a little.

“We definitely need you. Paige has to take care of the cash box.” My little sister dips her shoulders so her backpack will slide off them. She unzips it, revealing a vintage aluminum Wonder Woman lunch box. It rattles with loose change, most of which we found in the couch cushions. Unaccounted-for money isn’t actually a thing in the Pith household.

“I can do that,” Tre says, his eyes lighting up at the prospect of handling actual cash money.

“Oh, yeah?” I point out a nearby table. It’s the perfect size, the one thing we couldn’t bring that I was hoping to stumble upon. We each grab an end. “Tell me this, then.” I grunt. This table’s heavier than I thought. “If we’re selling cupcakes for $2.25 each, three for $5.75, how much is it if someone asks for five?”

Tre’s lips move silently as he tries to work it out, but Paige is way too fast. She shouts, “$10.25! $5.75 for the first three, then $4.50 for the other two—$2.25 apiece—for a total of $10.25. But!” She lifts a finger into the air. “You can get a sixth one for only $1.25 more . . .”

She’s only in fourth grade, a year younger than Tre and me (actually, eleven months, she always corrects me), but Paige Pith is hands down the whizziest math whiz in all of Sloan Elementary.

“Fine.” Tre looks around. “What’s my job, then?”

Paige grins. “You shout, ‘Yes, Chef!’ Like, a lot.”

His jaw unhinges. “Seriously?”

We ease the table to the floor and extend the legs. “Any smooth-running kitchen needs a clear hierarchy,” I preach, echoing one of my favorite TV chef’s mantras. “Paige is on orders and money. I’m the chef. That means you get sugar and delivery. I’ll show you what to do in a minute.”

Once our trays are on the table and I’ve walked them through the plan a couple times, I carefully remove the foil to expose the first batch of cupcakes Paige and I prepped last night. The tops are all coned out, leaving an indent that’s waiting for the star of the dish, not so much a frosting as a topping. I grab two chilled bowls from the cooler, one holding my signature pastry cream, the other a light meringue. A faint scent of vanilla wafts into the air when I peel back the plastic.

I fold the meringue into the cream—gently, don’t want bubbles—and stand up a piping bag in a sundae glass. Before pouring my topping in, I need the coup de grace—that’s, like, the ultimate last step that makes everything awesome—one of my go-to ingredients. I reach into the cooler a final time, my hand coming back with a single lemon and a microplane. Slowly, I grate just the right amount of lemon zest over the waiting bowl.

Paige starts organizing our coins into stacks of quarters and dimes and nickels. I have to say, my sister is an awesome sport, up for just about any of my wild ideas. She knows how much I love cooking, so at night when Mom heads out to her second-shift job at the post office, Paige helps me with whatever dish I try to master next. Because if I’m serious about becoming a great chef, I have to be sure to leave no culinary stone unturned.

And when I ask Paige for a few hours of her time at the high school, assure her that she’ll be able to catch up on her precious homework in the morning before we chase the bus, she doesn’t even stop stirring the risotto.

The only thing that seems to surprise my sister is my culinary talent. Whenever I drop some new technique out of the blue, Paige always says the same thing. “You know, I can’t cook without burning everything, and Mom can’t even boil water, so it’s sort of amazing you can do all this.”

Of course she doesn’t understand, because Paige doesn’t know my secret. She doesn’t know who our father is. Mom never talks about that anymore. But years ago our mother let it slip to me. Ever since then, I’ve known who my dad is. Ever since then, I’ve understood exactly where my cooking talent comes from.

By the way, yes, of course I hate my last name. If you don’t know, the “pith” is that white section between the zest and citrus fruit—lemons, oranges, limes. It’s the stuff you’re supposed to stay away from if you don’t want a bitter dish. Yep, the pith is the most useless “food” ever, the absolute worst name for a chef.

The crowd in the hallways has probably tripled when the first curious customer approaches our table. She’s a teenager with long, straight red hair. She smirks as she waits for Paige to finish taping our sign to the front of the table.

CRÈME BRÛLÉE CUPCAKES

BY CHEF CURTIS PITH

$2.25 EACH OR 3 FOR $5.75

“Kinda steep, isn’t it?” the girl asks. She points at the fuming teenagers at the regular table, no customers in sight. “Over there I can get three cookies for two bucks.”

“Two bucks is a lot to spend for a chipped tooth,” I say.

“Do your sales go to some kind of charity?”

“Definitely.” I don’t add any details. Our “charity” is the Pith family rent, a nip-and-tuck situation every month, but she doesn’t need to know that.

The teenager narrows her eyes, and I can tell she’s about to ask for more information, but Paige steps in and saves the day.

“I’m telling you, these cupcakes will make you rethink all your life choices.” My sister’s also my best sales rep.

“Really.” The teenager peers more closely at our coned-out cupcakes. “To me they don’t look finished. There’s no frosting.”

“Everything’s made to order here.” I nod at the other table. “As opposed to made last week. Or in some factory in China.”

“First customer gets a free cupcake!” Tre shouts.

“Well, in that case, I guess I’ll have to be your guinea pig,” the girl replies.

I start to glower at Tre, but Paige catches my eye first. She shrugs. She and Tre are both right; we have to start somewhere. I grab my culinary torch and some gloves. After tossing one pair in Tre’s direction, I wriggle my fingers into another.

I slide the small bowl of sugar toward Tre and ignite my torch, flipping the “continuous” button to on. With my other hand I take hold of the piping bag.

Tre’s eyes get huge as he watches the torch’s blue flame hiss. “Wicked,” he whispers.

“Foil,” I say, nodding at the table to refocus his attention.

“Yes, Chef!” Tre lays out a square of precut foil. Actual plates were going to cut way too deeply into our profit margin.

“Cupcake.”

“Yes, Chef!” He removes the first cake from the nearest tray and plops it down in the center of the foil.

I pipe frosting—call it that if you have to, but this topping is so much more—into the indented cone, starting in the center and swirling it in the circular pattern I’d worked out would look best when I practiced with Paige last night.

“Sugar.”

Tre dips his glove into the sugar bowl and throws clumps of crystals on top of my cream.

“Gently,” I scold. “Evenly.”

“Dude,” Tre says. I send him my most chef-like frown, and it must work, because he fidgets and fixes his reply. “Yes, Chef.” My new sous chef obediently pinches and sprinkles more sugar, slower this time.

I hit it with the torch, caramelizing the sugar like you’d do on a real crème brûlée, which I totally would’ve done if I wasn’t worried about them holding up under the stress of travel and refrigeration. Cupcakes were definitely the safer choice.

The sugar works its way to the right color, a perfect caramel brown—not burnt, never burnt. I pull the torch back and look up at the teenager. “Please enjoy.”

She inspects my creation—because that’s what this cupcake is, a creation, the purest of culinary arts—from every angle before taking a huge bite, at least a third of the cupcake gone. Her hand flies up to her lips.

“OH-EM-GEE,” she says. Her eyes grow wider with each chew. “This is . . . I want to marry this.”

Her attention shifts to two more girls her age. They’re pushing through the crowd toward us. Our first customer waves at them. “Madison! Soph! Get over here! And bring all your money!”
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By halftime, our line has grown so long it stretches all the way to the school’s front door. The people at the end are actually blocking the bathrooms now, leaving the diehards who waited until intermission fidgeting out in the hallway. The two long lines commingle, and before long some pushing and shoving starts.

I’m too busy to worry about it. I’ve had to stop to mix additional bowls of topping twice already, and we’re on our last tray of cupcakes. Paige’s lunch box has overflowed with bills at least three times, and my normally precise sister has had to resort to urgently stuffing the extra money into the front pocket of her backpack.

“What’s going on out here? What’s this line for?” I hear someone who sounds extra angry shout, but I can’t afford to look up. I’ve got caramelizing to finish. Not burnt, never burnt. When I’m done, though, when Tre delivers my most recent creation to our latest buyer, I sense a shadow looming over me. I peek up at the first person in a suit and tie I’ve seen all night. I feel all the blood drain from my face.

Mr. Ramirez. The high school principal.

“Is that a blowtorch?” he demands. “On school grounds?” He turns around, checking who’s in line behind him, using his finger to point certain students out. “I see one, two . . . seven honor students in this line. Not one of you is thinking about fire safety?”

Several of the teenagers avert their eyes, examining the handmade “Go Eagles!” signs on the walls. What a waste of good butcher paper. “How old are you kids?” the principal demands of the three of us. “Where are your parents?”

A massive security guard appears behind him, folding his arms over his chest. His attempt at a disapproving stance isn’t working, though, not with all that frosting on his mustache. See, Security Dude has budged his way to the front of our line twice in the past hour. He’s $4.50 lighter and two crème brûlée cupcakes heavier since we opened up shop.

Tre thrusts a napkin toward the officer, then gestures at his own upper lip. “You’ve got a little—” he says.

The security guard snatches the napkin and wipes his face. He cuts his eyes toward the principal.

“Oh, that’s just terrific. My ‘security,’” Principal Ramirez says, making air quotes.

A new commotion erupts at the far end of the line, just out of view. Teenagers frown and grumble as someone else pushes their way through. “Coming through, coming through. You kids make a path, now. Coming through!”

I recognize the stern voice right away, then try to convince myself it can’t be him. Not here.

The principal must be familiar with the demanding tone, too, because he quickly spins to us and starts waving his hands. “Put all this stuff away,” he urges in a harsh whisper, gesturing frantically.

But there’s nowhere to hide our mess, our ingredients and equipment. I stand still instead, watching the crowd parting, realizing how dumb I’ve been. Of course Mr. Arthur Pettynose, our landlord, the man who owns half of North Sloan, would be at the biggest game our school’s seen in years. Where the rest of the town goes, Pettynose can’t be far behind, shaking hands and kissing babies. I’ve heard rumors he’s planning a run for mayor next election.

Pettynose uses his stocky girth to jostle the taller teenagers to the side as he surges ahead. He stops at our table. Looks down from behind that bulbous schnoz.

“Mr. Pettynose!” Principal Ramirez says in a tone that’s somehow already apologizing. “I assure you I had no idea this was—”

Pettynose cuts Ramirez off. “Curtis Pith. And with an open flame, no less. Fantastic. Just wonderful. And here your mother promised me your cooking days were behind you.”

I can’t speak. In fact, all three of us freeze for a few seconds. Tre’s the first one to move. He reaches out and slides the “continuous” switch on my torch. The hissing flame cuts off abruptly, and the hallway turns even more awkwardly quiet.

Then my best friend whispers in my ear, as if somehow everyone else isn’t going to hear his question amid the complete silence. “Uh, Curtis, you sure you don’t need that lawyer?”

Here’s everything you need to know about our landlord: Arthur Pettynose is super rich. So rich, in fact, our whole apartment could probably fit into his massive kitchen alone. I know, because I’ve seen it. He invited us into his mansion, across the street from our fading apartment building, the day Mom signed the lease a couple years ago. It had everything—convection oven, butler’s pantry, stocked wine refrigerator, sparkling red KitchenAid. I remember having this desperate desire to cook just one meal in that kitchen.

Mr. Pettynose was a lot friendlier back then, before the . . . well, let’s call it an accident. Seriously it was just a little kitchen fire. I mean, the firemen had the flames out in the blink of an eye. Ever since then, though, our landlord’s gotten meaner by the day, constantly on Mom’s case about my being in the kitchen. “He’s too young, he’ll burn my building down . . . blah, blah, BLAH.”

As if Mom has any chance of slowing me down. Cooking—becoming a chef—is my dream. It gives me life, pumps blood through my veins. Not even principals or important townspeople can stop my march toward culinary relevance, though it seems they do have the power to put an end to unauthorized bake sales.

Most of the time I use my journal for recipes, but I keep other kinds of lists in there, too. In the back pages, like this one, summarizing the fallout of the epic fail Paige and I now refer to as Cupcakegate:

The Money. After all that work, we nearly lost every penny. Principal Ramirez tried to claim “no permit, no profits” and ordered Paige to start handing over all those crumpled bills. But then a few of those honor students staged a sit-in, chanting We! Relate! To a great cupcake! over and over. Tre’s brother Josh, still in his sweaty uniform, came out and joined in. That held up the whole game. The Eagles’ coach stomped into the hall after him and said if Josh didn’t get back to the court, he’d have to forfeit, which convinced the principal and even Pettynose to relent. At home, our cash went straight into Mom’s purse. And from there to the rent, which meant Pettynose would end up stuffing our money into his grimy pockets anyway. Life’s pretty unfair when you’re in fifth grade and completely powerless.

The Game. So North Sloan’s previously unstoppable basketball team didn’t forfeit, but they still ended up losing. Maybe because Josh only scored six points after halftime, which was a total bummer.

Mom’s schedule. This happened almost every time I got in trouble, and it was always the worst part. Mom had no room in her daily agenda for parent-teacher meetings, but this “incident” was serious enough—and involved both her children—that the school wanted her to come in for an after-hours conference. Suspension was on the table.

“I don’t have time for this.” Mom whisks by, snatching Paige’s coat off the carpet. She was supposed to leave ten minutes ago. “I do not have time for this,” she repeats, hanging the coat near the door now. You can make it across our living room to the apartment’s “foyer”—a two-by-two square of linoleum inside our front door, super fancy—in just a few big steps.

Paige is in front of the television, mesmerized by Teen Titans Go! There’s about an hour every day, right after school, when she goes nearly comatose in front of cartoons. It’s fine, though, part of our deal, especially on Wednesday nights. My sister takes control of the TV right after school so I can have it later. Eight p.m., to be precise. Because on Wednesdays at eight, Super Chef is on.

And DVR or not, commercials or not, I watch Super Chef live.

Paige once said I’d probably have a seizure if I missed even one second of my favorite show, but that’s bonkers. I’d just faint a little or whatever.

“Your zipper again,” I say, pointing at Mom’s jacket. Its zipper is undone at the bottom, beginning to separate upward. Does it every time she wears it, but new jackets just aren’t in the budget right now. She works in North Sloan’s big post office plant, a behind-the-scenes mail-sorting job. At least she doesn’t have to wear those awful powder-blue post office uniforms, the ones with the shorts and the dorky socks.

Mom frowns and tugs at the zipper. “Thanks, Curtis.”

“Mom, I’m really sorry,” I say. “I was only trying to—”

She cuts me off, meeting my eyes. “I know. Just . . . no more big ideas, though, understand?”

I nod. My gut’s a giant flapjack flipped over too quickly, the same way Mom’s schedule has been turned upside down by my most recent big idea.

Last night, when she thought I was sleeping, Mom got on the phone with one of her close friends from work. She sounded worried. Out came words I’ve heard before, when she had other jobs. When she’d lost other jobs. Layoff. Cutback. Downsize. “I have to go to the school tomorrow,” Mom whispered. “And it’s definitely gonna make me late. Cover for me, okay?”

She hung up, and I snuck back into bed, pretending I’d been asleep the whole time.

“You kids take care of each other,” she says now as she opens the door in a rush. “Curtis, make your sister some dinner, but—”

“Be careful,” Paige and I finish for her in a chorus. Yeah, we know the drill.
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    I’m staring hard into the cupboard. All I see are three tins of tuna. No linguine, only spaghetti. But the fridge does have a half a bottle of clam juice, and I think I can make out one little anchovy filet suspended in congealed oil.

“Your linguine and clam sauce is going to be more like spaghetti in tuna sauce, with clam juice,” I tell Paige. “It’ll be good, promise.”

My sister, out of her cartoon trance, sits at the kitchen table doing homework. She shrugs and, without looking up, says, “I trust your creativity, Chef.”

I pour what’s left of the clam juice into my measuring cup, shaking out every last drop. Barely half a cup. I need a full cup normally. This is gonna be interesting.

“Last time on Super Chef,” the disembodied, deep-voiced TV announcer begins. On the screen, this season’s contestants rush around the kitchen, highlights from last week’s episode. “The chefs were lost at sea as they teamed up in an all-seafood battle.”

The theme music’s starting, a low thrum that picks up pace as old black-and-white pictures of the Super Chef—first as a boy, then a teen in his earliest kitchens, always surrounded by food, clearly intrigued by every ingredient—descend toward a table, sliding over one another as they land.

The announcer pipes up again, repeating the same intro he gives us every week. “Growing up, his family moved all around the world. Japan, Paris, Dubai, London, New York. He’s studied under masters, opened countless restaurants, inspired millions.”

More images flash. Close-ups. The bottom of a pant leg, a spotless dress shoe. Hands straightening the cuffs of a crisp white shirt sneaking out the arms of an immaculate suit jacket. Next a wide shot: a figure standing alone in a glass elevator speeding up the side of a building that shines bright against the dark city night.

The screen changes again, the camera positioned at one end of a long hallway. The elevator doors open and the distant but familiar image of the Super Chef in his blue suit and tie appears. He strides down the hallway, also gleaming glass, lined with glinting knives and white chef’s jackets. Directly toward the camera, the focus on his features sharpening with each step.

“Now, he is the master.”

My pulse quickens. The Super Chef grows closer. His haphazard sandy-blond hair, spiked just a little up front, comes into view. Those hazel eyes, that signature smile. He unbuttons his suit jacket and hangs it on a passing hook without breaking stride.

“He is Lucas Taylor.”

Now the star of the best show on the planet walks directly into the camera. Right before his chest is about to hit it, his hands shoot up. They rip open his white shirt, a button skipping away, tie flying off to one side. Underneath, his signature black-and-white chef’s coat is revealed, the one with the diamond-shaped logo that hasn’t changed since season one.

“He is . . . THE SUPER CHEF.”

And he is . . . Curtis Pith’s father.

Okay, that last one comes out in my head only, and it stays there, because I don’t dare utter my big secret out loud in front of my little sister. If Mom wanted Paige to know who her dad is, she would’ve told her by now.

Like she told me.

It happened back in second grade, and it’s still the only time Mom’s ever mentioned it. Nothing before, and not a hint at this particular truth since, either. Sometimes I’m not even sure she remembers telling me at all.

I’d come home crying because Mrs. Moonworthy asked the class what we wanted to be when we grew up. Career day. I folded my arms across my chest, not completely sure why I was so opposed to participating, only knowing that I was. I was positive most of the class would join me in my silent protest, but instead kid after kid shouted out their answers like they’d actually been hoping someone would come along to ask them this very question.

“Police offer!” Kenny Simpson. “Computer Programmer!” Nate Evans. “Engineer!” Violet Johnson. “Dental hygienist!” Amy Stills.

Me: nothing. Complete freeze-up.

I knew most of them were just robotically saying whatever their parents did. Except Amy. Apparently she really liked going to the dentist. But for me, well . . . Mom was out of work at the time. Again. Besides, she’d had so many jobs before I didn’t know which one to pick—waitress or janitor or bartender or—

What about my father, you ask? Good question, what about him? Up until then I’d kind of assumed he didn’t exist.

That year was the same year the new Super Chef show debuted. Season one. Mom turned on the first episode but quickly lost interest, even started criticizing it. I couldn’t understand why; everything about it was awesome. Contestants running around like crazy, trying things they weren’t sure would work, forced to use foods they’d never even tasted, all under the watchful eyes of the Super Chef, who seemed to have done and tasted everything, traveled everywhere.

Sure, I was only seven, but I glued my eyes to that program every week. In fact, Super Chef was on again in the background when, through heavy sobs, I pleaded with my mother to tell me who my father was, what kind of work he did.

Mom bit her lip. I knew she was about to change the subject again, like she always did. Only this time, I wasn’t going to let her. “Please tell me,” I begged. “Please.”

She averted her eyes. But she wasn’t just looking away. Her focus moved to the television. To Lucas Taylor. A wistful smile crossed her expression, some memory passing in front of her like a fast-moving cloud. “Your father’s a great cook. Super talented.” Her eyes glistened, and she wiped one tear away.

I looked from Mom to the TV, then back again to her. A bunch of times, so my vision almost blurred. Super talented. Meaning . . . Super Chef? All at once, a bunch of stuff started to make sense.

How much I loved the show, how I hung on even the smallest movement of the Super Chef’s hands. The excitement I felt watching him cook, the connection we seemed to have with each other, like I’d known him my whole life.

Mom stood suddenly, heading for the kitchen. Shoulders slumped, trying to hold it together in front of me. But I had heard enough, and, finally, I could see my own future. Finally, I knew what I would tell Mrs. Moonworthy.

Chef. I’m going to be a chef when I grow up.

As each episode aired, I started recognizing new resemblances between me and Lucas Taylor. Identical sandy-blond hair, even down to the little spike up front. Same hazel eyes. Sometimes I even think we stand alike.

Other stuff became clearer, too. Like why Mom didn’t like his show, always tried to turn the volume down. It must’ve been because of whatever happened between them. But me? I only wanted to watch Super Chef more. Not just watch, either. I wanted to cook all the time. And suddenly I believed I could.

Mom had cried after she told me the truth four years ago. I never want to upset her like that again, so I don’t talk about the Super Chef—not the he’s my father part, anyway—and neither does she. It’s our silent pact.

I’ve never told anyone else my secret truth, either. It just doesn’t feel right, and it might get back to Paige if I spilled the frijoles to some friend like Tre. That’s why my sister doesn’t understand where my cooking talent comes from. My father is the most famous chef in the world. Of course I can make a crème brûlée cupcake. Of course I can create a passable clam sauce even though I’m missing a ton of ingredients. Of course I’m going to be a chef when I grow up.

Without a doubt, I know that Lucas Taylor is amazing. I’m reminded of that fact every Wednesday at eight. But at the same time, I don’t remember him. Like, not at all. I mean, he must’ve stuck around for some part of those eleven months between Mom having me and Paige being born, right?

What was baby Curtis thinking? How could he—I—not pay more attention? Lucas Taylor was right there.

Mom hasn’t told me what happened between her and Chef Taylor, what caused their breakup, and now we have our silent pact, so I have no idea why they’re not together, why we’re not all together. Sometimes, when he’s teaching me how to properly sauté a pork chop or poach an egg to perfection, I find myself trying to guess why. But that’s pointless. And distracting. When I miss some important step and have to rewind, I remember what I’m supposed to do—skim the top. Discard the unnecessary scum.

Because it’s kind of like making a perfect broth, isn’t it? As it boils, the impurities become foam on the surface, and you have to be quick about skimming them off. If you don’t get rid of that froth fast enough, it’ll pollute your soup forever. So that’s how I treat those thoughts, all that guessing and wondering about what happened. They’re just unnecessary scum.

Let’s face it, we’ve never received a single card from Lucas Taylor, not one letter or phone call. No mention on his big TV show of the two kids he has in snowy North Sloan. And Mom struggles to make rent every month while he sits on top of the biggest pile of money in the whole cooking universe. The Super Chef probably takes baths in hundred-dollar bills.

I thought there were laws and stuff about that, that dads had to give money to moms to help them take care of their kids, but for some reason Mom doesn’t seem interested in chasing him down. Whatever happened must’ve been really bad.

In the end, there’s no reason to wish the Super Chef will one day send us some magical financial parachute. If it hasn’t happened by now, it never will. We’re on our own. So I try really hard not to worry about who he is or what he has. Instead I focus on learning every single thing I can from watching him. If these distant TV lessons are all I’m ever going to get from my father, I might as well make the most of them.

On the screen, the latest episode continues. This season’s Super Chef contestants line up at their stations with nervous smiles. They’re waiting for the master to appear. The camera shifts to the front of the room, and the two huge doors featuring that same diamond-shaped logo separate to reveal three shadows. Out they march—the Super Chef and his two sous chefs.

To Taylor’s right, Chef Claire Wormwood. Born in the United States, but she studied in Italy forever. She’s been with the Super Chef almost her entire career, and she seems to be a calming influence in his kitchens. Whenever his temper flames up like an out-of-control flambé, Chef Claire is there with a lid to cover the fire.

To his left, jovial Chef Gabriel Graca from Portugal, lately just the comic relief of the show. I’m not sure I’ve seen him cook anything real since season two.

The intro music finally dies down, and the Super Chef steps forward. Something’s weird, though, and it takes me a minute to figure out what. It’s his chef’s coat. Normally perfect, he’s somehow messed up the buttons, making it look off-kilter.

Chef Taylor comes to a stop and surveys the contestants. I can’t take my eyes off his messed-up jacket. “Welcome to the final five. We’re going to get straight to the point. After all, a chef must always come to the kitchen prepared. Are you ready for your next challenge?”

The contestants shout in unison, “Yes, Chef!”

“Who can tell me what remains the most popular protein in America?”

“Chicken!” I yell along with the contestants.

The Super Chef points at the nervous cooks with one finger. “That’s right, chicken. A whole chicken can yield more portions than the average cook at home realizes, making it a very cost-effective option for families. It’s critical to know how to get the most out of it.”

My heart starts to pound. No matter how many times I’ve seen Lucas Taylor break down a chicken, I always learn something new. And he always works with such speed and precision, a true master.

He steps forward and lifts the silver lid waiting at the display table. There it is, a gorgeous whole chicken resting on a cutting board, skin dimpled and fresh-looking, a knife and knife sharpener with it, all just waiting for his expert hand to separate the wings, the legs—

But Chef Taylor seems perplexed by the bird. He steps to one side. “Chef Claire, would you be so kind?”

Claire Wormwood’s mouth drops open, but her jaw couldn’t possibly be down as far as mine is. Even Paige notices the change. “Doesn’t he usually cut the chicken?” she asks me.

“He always breaks it down,” I correct her. “Yeah,” I say even more slowly.

First his off-buttoned chef’s coat, now letting his sous chef take over in this type of demo for the first time ever? The Super Chef has never acted like this before.

Something’s definitely wrong.
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Jenny from Seattle ends up getting eliminated at the end of this season’s chicken episode. She actually forgets to separate the oysters from the thighs. I mean, seriously. Total brain fart.

I get so worked up I shoot off the couch, pointing and screaming, “The oysters! They’re the best part!” This forces Paige to grab her furry blue earmuffs and slap them over her ears. She keeps them on the end table next to the couch for when I get too excited during Super Chef. So, basically every Wednesday at some point.

Poor Jenny’s sobbing when Chef Taylor gives her the bad news. A lot of people cry when they get kicked off the show, which I always find unprofessional. Everybody knows you gotta have a strong backbone to make it as a chef. There’s no crying in kitchens, unless maybe you’re chopping onions. Even then, blink a few times if you have to. Sheesh.

The last part of the best show on the planet is always a preview of next week’s episode, but I’m not too surprised when, instead of going to a commercial, the screen falls silent for a few seconds. Then a big, white “IN ONE WEEK” appears in the direct center of the black background, and the announcer says something brand new.

“Be sure to return next week for the most shocking reveal ever made on Super Chef. Chef Taylor plans to change the landscape of the cooking world forever.”

After a few seconds, the dancing show that everyone but me seems to watch, Feats of Feet, replaces the white letters on the screen. I turn the TV off and fall back into my seat.

“What do you think it could be?” Paige asks. “His big announcement?”

“Has to be something to do with”—I wave my hand at the television screen—“all that.”

All that is the weird way the Super Chef acted the entire episode. When Lucas Taylor headed back to the stage to join the whispered judging, he tripped up the stairs. At one point he even looked like he was limping. Another time, when he raised half a ravioli on his fork before tasting it, his hand kind of shook. Seriously, his left thumb was actually twitching.

“Is he nervous?” Paige asked when she noticed.

The Super Chef never, ever got nervous. He was always way too cool and calm for that. I inhaled. “I’m not sure.”

The next day when we get home from school, we find Mom wearing sweatpants and her pajama top, the red-and-green one with the giant Christmas tree on the front. She’s never gone to work looking like that before. Then she clicks a button on the controller and switches over to the Firestick, actually highlighting the row of new releases and not the free ones we’ve seen a thousand times already.

“Special surprise! Movie night!” She points at the kitchen. “Curtis, how about you make that Mexican popcorn stuff you guys like so much? I bought all the right ingredients.”

Paige squeals. She loves my Mexican spiced popcorn. And the truth is, I haven’t made it in a while. My mind starts listing the ingredients, the recipe auto-recalling into my head.

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

2 teaspoons chili powder

1 teaspoon ground cumin

2 cups . . .

But something’s not right. No way can Mom afford to stay home from work for a movie night. “What about the post office?”

“Jerry gave me the night off,” she says. She kneels and puts her arm around Paige’s shoulders. “You, sweetie, get to pick the movie.”

I peer toward the kitchen. Usually Mom complains that her boss, Jerry, won’t even let her take a full coffee break. Now he’s giving her a whole night off? I want to try to figure it all out, but I spy a grocery bag on the counter and kernels pop around my head. “So you got the cayenne?”

“Think so.”

“And the right kind of chocolate?”

“Curtis, go check. I’m sure everything’s there.”

“Cuuurtis,” Paige whines. “Make me the spicy popcooorn!”

I head for the kitchen, shake the bag out onto the counter. There’s cayenne, score one for Mom, but cardamom instead of cinnamon and the wrong kind of chocolate: just basic 40 percent dark, not the more expensive 75 percent Mexican brand I usually use for this recipe.

On the plus side, there is a bit of cinnamon left over in the cupboard, and if I find some chili flakes or nutmeg, I might be able to make this inferior chocolate sing. I roll up my sleeves and start blending spices.

Twenty minutes later, I’m balancing three bowls of warm, spicy chocolate popcorn as I carefully pace into the living room. Paige picked the latest Pixar, of course. It’s paused on the title screen.

“See? You don’t think I know your recipes, but I do,” Mom says. “Had everything you needed, didn’t you?”

I can’t tell her she totally botched the ingredient list—no chili powder in sight—so instead I just nod and smile as I hand one bowl over to her, then another to Paige.

“Is it good?” I ask, watching them dig in.

Paige stuffs a handful of popcorn into her mouth, her cheeks puffing out like a chipmunk. “Terrible,” she mumbles with a smile.

“Human bites,” Mom scolds.

The movie starts and we fall into it, lost in the story, gathered up on the couch side by side under a heavy blanket. It’s so warm and perfect, I start to nod off. But just as everything begins to go dark, the doorbell rings.

Mom clicks pause. She glances over her shoulder, then, smiling a secret at us, fixes a “shush” finger at the center of her lips. There’s a shuffling in the hall, a loud knock. We slink under the blanket, huddling closer, trying not to giggle.

“Ms. Pith?” I’d recognize Pettynose’s voice anywhere. But what’s he doing here, snooping around? “I see your car’s outside.” Long pause. “On a work night. Are you home?”

I always thought he spied on us, the turd! He’s probably trying to catch me cooking again. So what if Mom’s car is home? That’s none of his business.

Our landlord’s shadow continues to darken the thin sliver of light coming from under the door for another minute or so, then we hear him stomp off.

“Whew,” Mom says, fake-swiping her brow like she was sweating bullets. She pats both our knees. “Did not want to have to talk to that man right now. Tonight’s for just the three of us.”

She reaches for the remote, but I grab it first and hold it away from her, like I’m playing keep-away with Tre in recess. “What’s going on, Mom?”

Mom’s popcorn crunching slows down, then stops completely. “Curtis, I don’t—”

“Why are you really home?”

“I told you, I have the night off. Can’t I spend one evening at home with my kids, watching movies?” She hugs Paige closer. “Am I not allowed to do that?”

“Why are you hiding from Pettynose, then?”

“Mr. Pettynose,” Paige corrects me before Mom has the chance. “I want the movie.”

Mom’s eyes narrow at me. “Let your sister finish her movie.”

I hand back the remote, fold my arms across my chest, and scooch closer to the end of the couch, so there’s a big gap between us. The blanket’s only covering one of my legs now. It gets cold really quickly.

Mom wakes me up when she lifts Paige over one shoulder. My sister hardly moves. She gets that way around bedtime. Out cold, all floppy.

“Brush your teeth,” Mom whispers when she sees me awake. “Then straight to bed. We’ll finish the movie tomorrow.” She carries Paige toward the back of the apartment. We only have one bedroom, which Paige and I share. Mom’s bed is the couch. She lays a sheet over it, wraps a blanket around herself, and tosses and turns there.

When Mom comes back into the living room, though, I still haven’t moved off her couch-bed. “Hey, I thought I told you—”

“Jerry doesn’t give you nights off.”

Mom’s hands drop from her hips to her sides. When she exhales, it’s like all the breath she has in her leaves her body at once. She deflates completely.

She sits on the couch next to me. “Okay, Mr. Smarty Pants. I was going to tell you in the morning. The post office let me go today.”

“You mean . . . fired?”

Mom nods. Her lips are flat and her cheeks a little puffy and pinkish.

I feel myself breathing heavier. “You were late yesterday. Because of that stupid meeting at school. Because of me—”

“No, honey. No. That’s not why. They were going to cut back anyway. There’ve been rumors about it for months. And I was the newest one there. That’s how it works.” Mom reaches back and twists her hair into a ponytail. She sighs. “It’s so hard not to be the newest one, though, when you’re constantly starting over.”

“Is that what you’re going to do? Start over?”

“Of course. I’ll find something.” She wears a smile, but it isn’t her real one.

My head suddenly feels heavy; it droops down, pretty much on its own. Mom puts a finger under my chin to lift my face up again. “Hey, listen. I just wanted one good night with my favorite people before starting to interview again. Sorry to keep secrets. I’ll tell Paige in the morning. Promise. In the meantime, I need your help.”

I gaze up at her.

“We’re going to have to make some cutbacks, and I need you to be brave about it.”

“Okay,” I say slowly. I’m not sure how much more cut back we can get.

She glances at the kitchen. “We’re gonna have to call a timeout on the fancy ingredients.”

“But—”

“Curtis, you know I love to see you cook.” She snorts. “The only thing I probably love more is eating what you make.” She grins and pats her stomach.

I lock my lips together, refusing to laugh at her joke.

Mom’s smile fades until her expression matches mine. “But right now basic is better. We have to find ways to stretch our funds for a little while.”

“But how am I going to become a chef if I don’t practice?” I ask, panic bubbling up at the base of my throat.

“Honey. You can still practice.”

My mouth drops open by itself. I puff out air loudly. She needs to see how shocked I am, how ridiculous what she just said is. “With what? Ramen noodles and string cheese?”

Mom frowns at me. “It’s not a forever thing, Curtis. You know, lots of people aren’t so lucky to be able to afford fancy ingredients sometimes, never mind all the time.”

I nod like I understand. And I do, partly. I get how money works. And I’m pretty intimate with the difference in price between fresh Chilean sea bass and frozen tilapia filets. Still, if I don’t have the right ingredients, I can’t try the right recipes. My whole career’s being blasted into oblivion, a giant mushroom cloud. Not a regular mushroom, either. More like . . . I don’t know, a lion’s mane or a maitake or something.

“You can do anything you put your mind to,” Mom says, her smile starting to return. “You might just have to be a little more creative.” She tickles my sides, and I squirm away. “Anything. Including . . . going to bed.” She pushes me up to my feet. “Come on. Up, up, up.”

I let her pull me toward my toothbrush, even though what I really want to do is keep arguing. Sprint into the kitchen, make some dough or start a stock or julienne some carrots. But I won’t. I can’t. I owe Mom and Paige that much. After all, I know Mom isn’t telling me the whole truth. It was my fault she lost her job, it had to be.

And now here we are: no money, no job. Our lives, our home even, hanging by the thinnest of threads.
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