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			This book is for Jeremy.

			You are why I write stories about love.
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			My life has this irritating habit of throwing its biggest changes at me while I’m completely in the nude.

			Exhibit one, ten years ago: I was seventeen and enamored with a boy my parents hated, all for the completely unfair reason that he skipped school most days to smoke pot behind the local 7-Eleven. I’d snuck him up to my room, deciding against the back door in favor of the tree outside my window because it seemed so much more romantic. We were in the throes of quiet passion when my door flew open.

			“Sadie?” my sister said, and her mouth dropped open. She was four years younger than me, so I would’ve felt bad for traumatizing her if I wasn’t so busy screeching and scrambling for my clothes or a sheet or anything to cover up our naughty bits.

			“Get out of here!” I grabbed the closest thing within reach—an old soccer trophy—and hurled it in her general direction for emphasis. It landed with a thunk on the rug, which made her jump and blink her eyes. “Get ouuuuuuuut!”

			“Okay. Fine.” She blinked again and adjusted her glasses. As she turned to go, she said over her shoulder, “By the way, Grandma died.”

			Exhibit two, six weeks ago: I was getting out of the shower when I heard my phone ding with a text. It was charging on the nightstand, so I picked it up on my way to the dresser. All I saw on the lock screen was that it was from Chef Derek Anders, my boss, and it started with, Hey Sadie . . . I sighed, figuring he was probably asking me to come in for a last-minute shift on the line. I entered my PIN and read the whole text.

			
				Hey Sadie, I’m sorry but we’re going to have to let you go.

			

			Exhibit three, five weeks ago: I was walking around my apartment eating Nutella out of the jar with my fingers for breakfast, psyching myself up to put on fancy professional clothes and head out for my nine a.m. interview at the temp agency. My phone rang with a 212 number, which I knew was New York City, and the only reason I picked up was because I thought that the temp agency had its headquarters in New York and maybe they were calling to cancel the interview because what are you thinking, Sadie, all you’ve ever done is work in restaurants and all you’ve ever wanted to do is have your own, why are you trying to get an admin job at some obnoxiously hipstery tech company?

			It’s not like I want to work at a tech company, I argued silently with the temp agency. It’s that I’ve been blacklisted for the near future from the entire Seattle restaurant scene and need some way to earn money until all this fuss dies down.

			The temp agency scoffed in my head. Yeah, okay. Like you could do a fancy office job. All you can do is work the line, and now you can’t even do that anymore. You’re worthless.

			I picked up the phone, my shoulders already drooping. “Hello, this is Sadie Rosen.”

			“Hi, Sadie!” It was a woman on the other end, her tone far too chipper for this hour of the morning. “My name is Adrianna Rogalsky, and I’m calling from Chef Supreme. Is this a good time?”

			I almost dropped my phone. “Yes!” I cleared my throat, trying to keep from squeaking the way I did when I got too excited. “I mean yes, this is a good time.”

			“Great!” Adrianna chirped. “I’m calling to tell you that the committee really liked your application and your cooking video. Would you mind answering a few more questions for me?”

			My eyes involuntarily darted to my bookshelf, which consisted mainly of cookbooks. I spent too much time in restaurant kitchens to cook much from them—or at least, up until a week ago I had—but I liked flipping through them to gather ideas and marvel at the food photography. Five were written by winners of Chef Supreme, and four by runners-up and semifinalists. I’d watched every episode of all six seasons, seated on the edge of my couch to goggle at every cooking challenge and winning dish and contestant who cried when eliminated.

			Season three’s winner, Seattle’s Julie Chee, was my culinary idol. Derek, my boss, had taken me by her restaurant after-hours one day. She’d laughed when I told her how I’d been rooting for her all season, patted my head like I was a little kid, and then cooked me a grilled cheese with bacon and kimchi. It was the best night of my life. Right after that, I’d started dreaming about competing on the show myself.

			“Hello? Sadie?”

			And if I didn’t get on my game, that dream was going to evaporate like a pot of boiling water forgotten on the stove. I mean, I didn’t really think I was actually going to make it on the show, but it wasn’t like I was going to hang up on someone from Chef Supreme. “Sorry!” I said. “Bad connection for a minute there. Yes, I’d love to answer some questions.” I shook my head and grimaced. Love? Love was a strong word. I should’ve said I’d be happy to answer some questions. Now Adrianna was probably—

			Talking! Already! “Your application from six months ago says that you’re a sous-chef at the Green Onion in Seattle?”

			I cleared my throat. “Well, um.” This was not off to a great start. “I was a sous-chef there until last week. I decided to leave to . . . um, pursue personal business opportunities.” Another grimace. Personal business opportunities? What did that even mean?

			I really wished I wasn’t naked right now. I knew Adrianna from Chef Supreme couldn’t see me through the phone, but I still felt way too exposed.

			Fortunately, job-hopping is fairly common in the food world. So Adrianna just said, “Great. And how would you describe your personal style?”

			I hoped she meant food-wise and not looks-wise, because my personal fashion style consisted mainly of beat-up Converses, thrift store T-shirts, and constant calculations on how far I could go between haircuts before crossing the line from fashionably mussed to overgrown sheepdog. “At the Green Onion, I was cooking mostly New American food with some French influences and a bit of molecular gastronomy,” I told her. “But my own style, I’d say, is more homestyle, with Jewish influences? Not kosher cooking; that’s a different thing. I’m inspired by traditional Jewish cuisine.”

			Paper rustled on the other end. “Right, the matzah ball ramen you cooked in your video looked fantastic. We were all drooling in the room!”

			I perked up. Forgot that I was naked. Forgot that lately I was a walking disaster. “That’s one of my go-tos and will definitely be on my future menu. I’ve been experimenting lately with putting a spin on kugels . . .”

			As I chattered on, I could practically see my grandma shaking her head at me. Grandma Ruth had cooked up a storm for every Passover, Yom Kippur, and Chanukah, piling her table till it groaned with challah rolls, beef brisket in a ketchup-based sauce, and tomato and cucumber salad so fresh and herby and acidic it could make you feel like summer in the middle of winter. Pastrami-spiced pork shoulder? Really, dear?

			I shook my own head back at her, making her poof away in a cloud of metaphorical smoke. I had that power now that she was dead and buried and existing primarily as a manifestation of my own anxiety.

			“. . . so in that way it’s really more of a cheesecake with noodles in it,” I finished up. My blood was sparking just talking about my food; I had to do a few quick hops just to burn off some of that excess energy.

			“I love your passion,” Adrianna said on the other end of the phone. “So, I take it that opening your own restaurant is hashtag goals for you?”

			“Hashtag goals,” I agreed. And my shoulders drooped again, because that was a dream that was never going to happen now. After I got fired by the Green Onion and the chefs at all the other restaurants worth working at learned why, I became the joke of Seattle’s restaurant industry. Who wanted to invest in the local joke?

			She asked me a few other questions, pertaining mostly to my schedule and availability (there were only so many ways to say, “I’m free whenever you want me, considering I no longer have a job”). I continued to pace around my apartment, circling the coffee table, bare feet padding over the rug. And then, “It’s been lovely to speak with you, Sadie.”

			I stopped short, my shin slamming into the table leg. I swallowed back a curse. “It’s been lovely to speak with you . . . too?” I finished with a question, because I couldn’t ask what I really wanted to ask. Is this it? Did I not meet whatever criteria you have? What’s wrong with me?

			“We’ll be in touch soon,” Adrianna said. “Have a great day!”

			I did not have a great day. Because of Adrianna’s call, I was fifteen minutes late to my interview at the temp agency and arrived all sweaty and panting from the rush to get there on time. The interviewer’s lip had actually curled in distaste as she touched my damp, clammy hand. The sugar rush from the Nutella had worn off by the time I hurried back out onto the street, and I was starting to feel a little shaky, but the only place to buy food in the vicinity was a coffee shop where I was forced to choose between a stale bagel and some slimy fruit salad.

			And that wasn’t all. As I chewed (and chewed, and chewed, and chewed) on my stale bagel with too much cream cheese caked on, I ran into an old friend. Like, literally ran into an old friend, as in our bodies collided as I was trying to catch the bus.

			“Oh!” I knew it was her as soon as I heard that raspy voice, earned from years of smoking in alleyways behind restaurants. Her eyes widened as she took me in: the sweaty strands of hair sticking to the sides of my face, the thrift store blazer that still smelled like the eighties, even though I’d washed it twice and taken the shoulder pads out. “Sadie! How are you . . . doing?”

			I gritted my teeth at the false sympathy in those big blue eyes. “Hi, Kaitlyn. So you heard?”

			Kaitlyn leaned in, bringing the smell of smoke with her. I fought the urge to step back. Even after years working in restaurant kitchens, where most everybody was a smoker at least when drunk, I hated the smell. “Of course I heard. I’m surprised you’re still here. Not here in SoDo, like, in Seattle.”

			“I’m still here,” I said through a clenched jaw. Kaitlyn Avilleira and I had quasi-bonded in our early twenties, a little over five years ago. We were the only two women on the line at Atelier Laurent, and we had to have each other’s backs if we didn’t want to get banished to the pastry kitchen.

			Having her back didn’t mean I liked her.

			“That’s really strong of you.” Kaitlyn pulled me in for a one-armed hug that might actually have been an attempt to strangle me. “I’m rooting for you, girl!”

			I gritted my teeth in a smile. This was the song and dance of our relationship: seeing who could pretend harder that we did like each other, because we were busy fighting so many stereotypes about women on the line that there was no way we could fulfill the one where the only two women were enemies. “Thanks, Kait!”

			An uncomfortable silence settled over us. I looked in the direction of the bus. No, I stared in the direction of the bus, willing it with my eyes to appear.

			Alas, I had not developed any magical powers in the past few minutes.

			“We have to get drinks sometime,” I said. “And catch up. It’s been way too long.”

			“Way too long,” Kaitlyn said. She tossed her long, shiny brown hair. Her eyes sparkled, and her cheeks were naturally rosy. She never had to wear blush or undereye concealer to keep coworkers from asking her if she was sick. “Wait till I tell you about working for Chef Marcus. He works me like a dog.” She trilled a laugh. “I almost wish I could take a break like you.”

			I clenched my jaw and told myself that I couldn’t hit her or I’d get arrested, and going to jail was really the only way I could make my situation worse. Well, that, or moving back in with my parents in the suburbs, into my childhood bedroom with the shag carpet and no lock on the door.

			“Well, I’d better be going,” Kaitlyn said, just as I was saying, “Well, I’ll let you go.” Our words clashed, and we both laughed nervously before hugging yet again. “You should finally open that restaurant now that you’re free and have all this time,” Kaitlyn said as she backed away. “I’ll be there opening night!”

			Thankfully, she was off before I had to respond. I made a face at her back. Of course I wanted to open my restaurant now that I was free and had all this time. But opening a restaurant either took lots of money, which I didn’t have even before the whole unemployment situation, or a bunch of rich investors willing to throw their money away on my behalf, which, again, I wished.

			The bus was delayed, obviously, and it took me twice as long as it should have to get home, the whole time crammed in next to a manspreader who kept giving me dirty looks for trying to sit in three-quarters of my own seat. I stared hard out the window, watching the warehouses and industrial lofts turn into the residential buildings and parks of Crown Hill. By the time I stumbled through the door of my apartment, I was done with today. I pulled off my clothes, dropping them in puddles on the floor, so that I could shower the stink of failure away and then eat something for my soul. Like more Nutella out of the jar.

			My phone chimed. It’s probably the temp agency already rejecting me, I thought glumly, digging it out of my bag. Sure enough, it was an email.

			But it was from Adrianna Rogalsky of Chef Supreme. And it started with, Hey Sadie, just like my firing-by-text. Fantastic. I took a deep breath as I clicked it open, readying myself for yet another important food world person to tell me how inadequate I was.

			
				Hey Sadie, I enjoyed our conversation earlier. Upon further discussion with the Chef Supreme team, we’d like to fly you out to New York for some more interviews and cooking tests to determine whether you’d be a good fit to compete on Chef Supreme season 7. Would next Wednesday work for you?

			

			I dropped my phone. OhmyGodohmyGodohmyGod. What if I’d just shattered my phone and I couldn’t afford a new one and I couldn’t get back to Adrianna and . . . and . . .

			I picked it up. It wasn’t even cracked. I opened up an email and wrote Adrianna back about how yes, I’d love to come in whenever they needed me because it was my dream to be on Chef Supreme and I couldn’t wait to meet—

			Backspace. I cleared my throat. Okay, take two, and be more professional this time. Hi Adrianna, thanks for reaching out! Yes, next Wednesday still works for me. I look forward to receiving the flight information.

			I sent it off, chewing nervously on my lip even as I tried to talk myself down. They probably have a hundred people come in to audition further for each season’s twelve slots. And seriously, if they have a hundred people to choose from, why the hell would they choose you? Maybe you shouldn’t even waste your time. Is it too late to email Adrianna back and cancel?

			I spilled this all on my parents the next night at dinner. I kept my eyes on my plate of eggplant Parm, and not just because my sister, Rachel, who sat across from me at our kitchen table, tended to chew with her mouth open. “So it probably won’t actually turn into anything if I decide to go,” I said. “But on the off chance it does, it could mean a new start for me. The goal is really not even to win, but to get noticed.”

			“Get noticed by who?” asked my mom. She set her utensils onto her plate with a clink. My dad followed suit. Only Rachel was left chewing. Loudly.

			I let myself look up and look left, at my mom, then right, at my dad. I was an uncanny mix of the two of them: deep-set dark eyes and big boobs like my mom; a round face and thick, wiry brown hair like my dad. Unlike Rachel, who was a blond, blue-eyed giraffe. Even sitting, the top of her head nearly brushed the brass light fixture hanging over the table.

			I cleared my throat. “Get noticed by anyone, really. The top four is the sweet spot. They get noticed by the public and by investors. Are offered their own restaurants and fancy executive chef gigs.”

			My dad shook his head. “Do you really think you’re ready for that?” His eyebrows were furrowed with both love and concern, but his words hit me like a kick to the stomach. I pursed my lips and stared over his head, at the row of porcelain chickens in a perpetual march across the counter. “You’ve been through a lot lately. And you’re still so young. I’m just worried about you, honey. Maybe going on TV in front of the whole country isn’t the best idea right now.”

			“I’m not that young. I’m twenty-seven.” I blinked hard, trying not to cry. “You don’t believe in me?”

			“Of course I believe in you,” my dad said. He sounded wounded by my very suggestion. “I think you could win. I know you could win. But you’ve spent the past few weeks huddled up crying. Maybe next—”

			“I think that’s exactly why you should do it, Sadie.” My mom’s eyes were fiery as she reached out to grab my hand. Her squeeze made me sit up straight. “Follow your dreams. Why the hell not, right? Make it to the top four. Get noticed. Never work for a shithead man again.”

			Relief swept through me, lightening the weight on my shoulders, and that was just about enough to convince me that she was right. That I should do this. “I haven’t even made it on the show yet,” I cautioned.

			“But if you do . . . This is what you’ve always wanted. Don’t let it go.”

			I was pretty sure what I wanted to do, but I looked at Rachel anyway. Grimaced at the chewed-up mass of eggplant Parm that greeted me from her tongue, then the raised eyebrows of a question. She grinned without swallowing. “Do it.”

			So I got on that plane Wednesday with my heart hammering and my head held high. Jet-lagged and sleepless, I talked to producer after producer, random person after random person. I cooked more of my food for other random people, and sometimes they liked it and sometimes they chewed slowly and expressionlessly and nearly made me scream with anxiety. I sat down with a psychologist or a psychiatrist, I wasn’t sure exactly, and he introduced himself too quickly and I thought that maybe asking him to repeat himself would get me a black mark, and I tried to seem a lot less crazy than I actually was, which in turn made me paranoid that he’d see right through me, so I tried to seem a little crazy but not too crazy, and—

			Well, anyway, they flew me back to Seattle and didn’t even make me wait impatiently for weeks and weeks before they told me I got in. While I was changing into my running clothes, naturally.

			Was it that I spent far more time naked than the average person? Either way, nudity never failed.
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			Two months later, I boarded my flight out of Seattle burdened by three things: my carry-on bag, an unbridled sense of optimism, and the strict instruction not to tell anybody I met that I was going to compete on Chef Supreme.

			I already knew that was going to be difficult, considering I was a nervous talker and flying made me extremely nervous. And that, against all odds, the featured TV show blinking at me when I booted up the in-flight media center on the screen in front of me was Chef Supreme. “No way!” I yelped, then immediately glanced at the seat next to me. Good. Nobody was sitting there. Ideally, nobody would sit there at all and I’d get two seats all to myself to stretch out and prop up my feet and pretend I was on my couch at home, with the exception of the pantsless part.

			Not that I actually needed the extra space. Chef Supreme had been kind enough to bump me up to business class, which marked the first time I’d flown not crammed up against a stranger with a peculiar smell ranging from strong onions to dirty diapers. I had a big, cushy blue chair the size of a recliner all to myself, with leg room for days (at least for me, who was not particularly tall) and only one person next to me on the aisle. There was enough room between our seats and the row in front of us where, every time I had to nervous pee, I wouldn’t have to ask them to get up so I could get by. The height of luxury.

			Maybe Chef Supreme’s presence on the screen was a sign. A sign from the universe, or, as my mom would say, a sign from Grandma Ruth that she was thinking of me from her heavenly abode and would probably try to rig the contest in my favor, because as small and frail as she was, she was not above arguing with the Almighty to help her grandchildren get ahead. Would help from your ghostly grandmother be considered cheating?

			Hopefully not. And hopefully, I wouldn’t be the chef going home first, a major badge of shame. Fear coiled cold in my heart. I would probably be the first one going home. I didn’t need to actually win: while the title of Chef Supreme and a big cash prize would be nice, finishing in the top few or distinguishing yourself from the competition in some way was often enough to attract interest from investors, which was my goal.

			But if I went home first? I could just see my old boss Derek shaking his head with disappointment. I knew Sadie didn’t have what it takes to survive in the food world. Kaitlyn clucking her tongue with feigned sorrow, her eyes lit up with glee. So sad, I was totally rooting for her. Investors frowning and saving their money for literally anyone else.

			Somebody cleared their throat next to me. “Excuse me, are you okay?”

			I realized I was shaking, my elbow jumping up and down on the armrest. “Fine.” My voice sounded tinny. “Just nerves.”

			“I’m not a fan of flying, either.” My seat shifted as they sat down beside me. I turned to get a better look at my seatmate. It was a guy probably my age. A really cute guy. “But I find it preferable to the forty-three-hour drive from Seattle to New York.”

			“Wow, you’ve driven it before?”

			“No, I looked it up beforehand to remind myself why I’m on this plane.” A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “If you’re wondering, it’s also a three-day bus ride, a thirty-nine-day walk, or an eleven-day bicycle trip.”

			He looked vaguely familiar, but that might have been because he was so handsome, and all extremely good-looking people seem vaguely familiar since they’re the ones splashed all over ads and billboards and the media. He had lush black hair, eyes that suggested East Asian ancestry, and broad shoulders. The black line of a tattoo poked out from beneath his black T-shirt, which seemed almost as if it had been tailored to his trim form. I was wondering if people got T-shirts tailored, but I was wondering more about the tattoo. I eyeballed it, ready to ask, but then hesitated. Was it rude to ask people about their tattoos?

			Then I remembered his comment. “I was not wondering,” I said. “But thank you anyway.”

			He shoved his laptop bag under the seat in front of him, then straightened up, folding his hands in his lap. And smiled. It was truly a glorious smile, but it was the hands that demanded all my attention. Not that I had a hand fetish (though really, as far as body part fetishes went, I could do worse than hands). No, his were covered in scars: a ropy one probably from a knife on his left middle finger and another one on his thumb; thick, rough burn scars on the backs. A current burn, shiny with healing, winked at me from his palm. I knew those hands. They looked like mine.

			“Hey, you’re a chef,” I blurted.

			He cast his eyes downward, trailing from my face to my chest to my lap. Under other circumstances I might tense up, but his gaze finally settled upon my own hands. “Hey, so are you.”

			Possibilities hit me, one after the other. He was very photogenic: you might even say the perfect person to put on television. Where did chefs go on television? Chef Supreme, of course.

			What if we were both going on Chef Supreme?

			He was flying in the same day and time as me. On the exact same flight Chef Supreme had booked for me. Sitting next to each other, meaning our tickets had probably been booked at the same time.

			Oh my God, we’re both going to be on Chef Supreme!

			I took a deep, shaky breath. I couldn’t tell him I was going to be a contestant this year. That was breaking the rules. If I was wrong about him being one, too, or if he was a stickler for the rules, I could get kicked off before I so much as started. That would be even worse than being the first one off. I’d be negative first. I’d be a cautionary tale passed down through the seasons. No investors wanted the cautionary tale.

			Bold to assume any investors will want you even if you’re not the cautionary tale.

			“I’m Sadie,” I said, giving him my scarred hand to shake.

			He took it. His hand was warm and dry, each scar either a ridge or extra smooth like satin. His skin told a story. “I’m Luke.”

			I could feel his pulse beating in his wrist. I held on for an extra moment before letting him go. “Restaurant?”

			“Many,” he said. “You?”

			“Same.” So that was how we were playing it, huh? Maybe he’d just been fired, too, or he’d quit to come on Chef Supreme. That was fine. If he didn’t want to talk specifics, that meant I didn’t have to, either. “What are you doing in New York?”

			“I live there but am leaving some business negotiations in Seattle early for a new opportunity back home,” he said. “Something came up at the last minute, and I just had to take it.”

			“Same here.” We shared a smile. It was like we were speaking a secret language.

			Except we’d be competing. The smile dropped off my face. I’d be battling against him for the Chef Supreme title and the massive cash prize. We’d be competitors.

			Except lots of Chef Supreme contestants had hooked up in the past. Season four, Jane Simon and Joshua Martinez had been caught on camera, and they were still together. Neither had won, but they had their own restaurant now. Maybe Luke and I would—

			I jumped as the flight attendant slammed the baggage compartment over my head, then jumped again as my screen started playing the flight safety video at what seemed like an unreasonably loud volume. I turned to Luke, ready to crack a joke about how at least we didn’t have any hot pans to worry about, only to find him staring intently at the screen the way we were supposed to. Though I never worried too much, considering if the plane actually did crash, we were probably all going to die anyway and no number of inflatable slides was going to save us.

			Still, I watched the video all the way through, sitting up extra straight in my seat in case he looked over. Then slouched back down as soon as the video ended, because good posture was exhausting.

			Of course, with the safety video gone, Chef Supreme was back on-screen in its featured spot. “So,” I said, as casually as I possibly could. “Have you ever watched this show?” Held my breath. Stared at his face, waiting for any telltale twitches or half smiles or glances away.

			But he looked me straight in the eye. “I’ve been watching it a lot lately, actually.”

			I choked on air. That was as good as an admission, right? That he was going to be on the show with me? “So have I,” I told him. “But I could always go for a rewatch.”

			And so, once we were sailing through the atmosphere in our thin metal tube, we commenced a rewatch of the latest season. Together, we watched rapt as the Austin-based chef Kevin Harris battled his way through cooking challenge after cooking challenge and vanquished competitor after competitor, including the chef I’d been rooting for. “I really admire the risk Helen took there,” Luke would say. I’d respond, “The day after this episode aired, I went to work and did a special with that carrot-tahini soup, and it sold out by the second seating.”

			He wrinkled his nose every time the chefs cooked with fennel. I shivered with horror whenever they were given a dessert or baking challenge. We shrieked together, exchanging wide-eyed glances, when the front-runner was eliminated based on his teammate’s mistake, even though we both knew it was coming. “Not fair,” I said, just as Luke said, “Not right.”

			We were still looking into each other’s eyes. My cheeks warmed. I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were redder than a stop sign right now.

			A stop sign was the last sign I wanted to give him.

			He cleared his throat, his cheeks pinkening, too, just the tiniest bit. “I must say, I think the judges got it wrong there.”

			Soon I’d be serving those judges my food. Another thing I’d somehow managed not to think about. The judges on Chef Supreme were legendary: Lenore Smith and John Waterford, two of the country’s most renowned chefs. They were both older, winners of endless James Beard Awards (the Oscars of food), and joined every season by a cast of rotating chefs usually themed for the episode.

			I looked away before I could throw up on him. And not because of the turbulence.

			On-screen, we moved to the next episode. Kevin Harris was cooking up a pot of his grandmother’s jambalaya, which would become his signature recipe. The flight attendant bumped through the aisle beside me. The booze was free in business class, which was sweet. Our tray of food was sweet, also, but not in the way it was supposed to be.

			“Do you think they used molasses on this chicken?” I asked Luke, cocking my head at the glistening brown lump on my plate. They might have taken the food out of the standard metal tray and plopped it on white porcelain, but that didn’t make it taste any better. “Or is it just brown sugar and salt?”

			Luke poked gingerly at his own chicken with his butter knife. “I think it might just be brown sugar and corn syrup.”

			It was either eat or starve. To distract ourselves while we choked this meal down, I asked, “What’s your favorite food?”

			“My favorite food?” He blinked at me. “What category of favorite food? Like, favorite food that I’ve cooked, or favorite food that I’ve eaten?”

			“The best of the best,” I said.

			This smile was different than the one he’d given me before. It was smaller but more genuine somehow. “When I was little, we’d visit my halmoni in Korea every summer,” he said. “Her house was busy and warm, and it always smelled like food, so different from my other grandparents’ in Connecticut. And I could spend as much time in the kitchen as I wanted.”

			I took a swallow of my drink as we swam through puffy white clouds. At least the wine wasn’t terrible.

			“She’d make all the ingredients individually for her kimchi-jjigae,” he went on. “Anchovy stock. Her own kimchi, which made the cellar smell like garlic and red pepper all the time. The pork shoulder simmering away. And when she’d mix it all together . . .” He trailed off, tipping his head back against the seat. It was the first movement he’d made over the course of his speaking; his hands rested still by his sides. “It was everything. Salty, sour, briny, rich, and just a tiny bit sweet from the sesame oil. I’ve been trying to make it for years, and mine has never turned out like hers.”

			My anxiety manifestation popped up out of nowhere, hovering invisibly over one of Luke’s shoulders. The boy doesn’t know that the secret ingredient in every grandma’s dish is love. He needs some more love in his life, said Grandma Ruth, eying me beadily. Maybe yours. Is he Jewish?

			I shook my head, banishing her back to the ether. “I get the feeling,” I said. “I can make a mean matzah ball soup, with truffles and homemade broth boiled for hours from the most expensive free-range chickens, and somehow it never tastes as good as the soup my grandma would whip up out of canned broth and frozen vegetables.”

			Damn straight, Grandma Ruth said smugly.

			Didn’t I just banish you? I thought, but it was no use.

			“So is that the best thing you’ve ever eaten?” Luke asked. “Your grandma’s matzah ball soup?”

			I shook my head. I opened my mouth, about to tell him about Julie Chee’s grilled cheese with kimchi and bacon and how it hadn’t just tasted of tart, sour kimchi and crunchy, smoky bacon and rich, melted cheese but also belonging and bedazzlement and all these feelings that didn’t have names, like the dizzy, accomplished feeling you’d get after a Saturday night dinner rush when you were a little drunk but not a lot drunk because you had to wake up in time for Sunday brunch service, but then everything that happened with Derek and the Green Onion kind of changed how I felt about it. Painted over it with colors just a tiny bit off.

			So instead I told him about a meal I’d had in Lima, Peru, after backpacking up and down Machu Picchu. “Olive tofu with octopus, which you wouldn’t think to put together, or at least I wouldn’t have,” I said. The olive tofu had been soft and almost impossibly creamy, tasting cleanly of olives, and the octopus had been meaty and crispy and charred on the outside, soft on the inside.

			“So it sounds like your feelings about that meal are all wrapped up with your exhilaration at climbing Machu Picchu,” he said. “Just like my feelings about my kimchi-jjigae are all tied up with my feelings about learning to love the kitchen and the love of my halmoni.”

			“We’re not trying to feed people food,” I said. “We’re trying to feed them feelings.”

			It sounded a lot wiser in my head, but his eyebrows raised in what looked like an impressed sort of way. “That’s true. It’s so true.” His mouth opened, looking like he wanted to say something else, but he closed it.

			“So do you cook mostly Korean food?” I asked.

			A cloud passed over his figurative sun. “No,” he said. “No, mostly not.”

			Silence fell over our row, unless you counted the clatter of the flight attendants cleaning up after the seats behind us in their big metal cart. Should I press? If we were going to be living in the same house for the next six weeks, I might as well get to know him now. “Why not? It seems like that’s where the love is for you.”

			He snorted. “You’ve known me for all of a couple hours and—” How dare you presume you can tell me what to do with my life and my career? “—you’re absolutely right.”

			I stared at him. He stared at me. His eyes were such a dark brown they were nearly black, like the darkest chocolate, sweet and also bitter, the kind of chocolate I loved to suck on at the end of the night when I couldn’t bear the thought of any other food . . .

			“Can I take that for you, hon?” the flight attendant said loudly. I pulled my eyes away from Luke, my cheeks heating up again.

			“Sure. Thanks.”

			By the time the flight attendant trundled away with our refuse, the mood had changed, the way creamy caramel left too long on the stove turns into a sticky glob. “All right, then,” Luke said. “We still have half a season to go, don’t we?”

			We didn’t make it. Not in terms of surviving the flight—the plane landed safely and everything. In terms of making it through the rest of Chef Supreme season six. We’d barely made it to the penultimate episode when the screen flickered off and the pilot came over the loudspeaker to thank us for flying with her and to say she hoped we had a nice day.

			Luke and I walked down the ramp together, then stood next to each other at the baggage carousel. “So do you have terrible taste, or do you think Helen was robbed?” I asked him.

			He snorted. “I don’t think there’s a way to answer that question without sounding terrible. Would you rather eat Kevin’s jambalaya or Helen’s upscale Frito pie?”

			The rubber belt of the baggage carousel whirred to a start as we debated; amidst all the bright airport lights and loud chatter of the crowds, our bags started rolling through. I stared at the succession of black suitcases and wished, suddenly, that they’d slow down a little. It might have been the first time that somebody in an airport ever wished for things to move more slowly, but I wasn’t ready for the day to be over yet. Not ready for us to potentially become competitors.

			“Hey,” Luke said.

			I waited for him to continue: maybe with hey, there’s my bag, or hey, you’ve got something on your face. But he didn’t say anything. It was like the rest of it had gotten stuck in his throat.

			“Hey, what?” I said.

			He swallowed audibly. “Hey, you said this is your first time in New York, right?”

			I must have mentioned that on the plane during our Chef Supreme marathon. “Yup. It’s too bad I won’t get to see much of it.”

			He wrinkled his brow. “Why not?”

			Because I’d be in the Chef Supreme house the whole time, not allowed out with the exception of official Chef Supreme business. Shouldn’t he understand that, if he was going to be a competitor, too?

			Maybe I’d gotten this wrong. Let the fantasy in my head run away without me. Maybe he was just a normal chef in town for a while.

			I cleared my throat. “I’m going to be kind of . . . um, secluded from society,” I said. It was really hard to explain this without getting into it for real and potentially jeopardizing my contract. “For the next six weeks, it’s safe to say I won’t be getting out much.”

			“Interesting,” he said. “Well. Then you should probably see the city now.”

			My bag was coming toward me, easily noticeable thanks to the big neon orange ribbon my mom had made me tie around the handle, but I didn’t move toward it. “What do you mean?”

			He smiled. The lights shone brighter. “There’s somewhere I’d like to take you.” The smile dimmed. “Did that sound creepy? It wasn’t intended to be creepy. I meant, I’d like to take you somewhere and feed you.” Dimmed a little more. “No, that was definitely worse.”

			“I get it,” I said. Were those birds singing in the airport? I looked around, but the only bird I saw was a disgruntled-looking pigeon trying not to get stepped on, so it seemed more likely that the singing was all in my head.

			“I would love to go somewhere and get fed by you. The only thing is . . .” I couldn’t be late to the Chef Supreme house. Not only was I contractually obligated to be there this afternoon, but I didn’t want to be the last person to choose my bunk. If Luke was a fellow competitor, wouldn’t he be worried about the same thing? “Can we go somewhere near where I’m going? It’s in Astoria, Queens?”

			The smile was back. I tingled inside. “I know just the place.”

			He hadn’t said he was also going to Astoria, which made me deflate a little. The words were on the tip of my tongue: all I had to do was share the address I was going to, because if he was a fellow competitor, he’d be going there, too.

			And yet I didn’t say them. Maybe I didn’t want to know just yet.

			A half hour later, our Uber deposited us onto the streets of Queens. Well, a sidewalk. “Is it okay for me to drop you off here?” the driver said again, an apology in his voice. “All the construction on the road, it would make it difficult for me to get to my next rider on time . . .”

			“It’s really fine. We don’t mind a little walking,” Luke assured him. We thanked the driver and said goodbye as he took our luggage out of the trunk then drove off.

			Luke and I trundled down the block, our bags rattling over the cracked sidewalk behind us as we passed people sitting on stoops and smoking, fruit carts piled with bright, sweet-smelling apples and bananas with ridiculously expensive prices stickered on them, and bus stops flashing the number of minutes to go until the next one pulled up. Something that sounded like a train rattled in the distance, and the sound of Spanish music floated toward us on the breeze. I bopped my head to it, then stopped when I realized how stupid I must look.

			“It’s just over here,” he said, looking over his shoulder. Somehow he’d gotten ahead of me. Navigating this sidewalk with my bags was harder than I’d thought. “Are you okay?”

			I sighed dramatically. “My bags are just trying to kill me.”

			And though I insisted I’d been kidding, he gallantly took my big suitcase and wheeled our two bags over the bumpy sidewalk at once, maneuvering deftly through the crowd. I kept glancing sidelong at him to check out those muscled arms pulling on the bags, or the way his chiseled jaw cut a line into the sky, only to catch him glancing sidelong at me, too.

			My romantic history was, to put it nicely, a bit of a disaster. Take your pick of failed relationships. My pot-smoking beau in high school, who ghosted me before ghosting was even a thing after I burst into tears mid-coitus (RIP, Grandma). The guy I went out with in the two years of college I attended before dropping out, who made no secret of the fact that he thought I was stupid (and went on to get rejected by every law school he applied to, which to this day brings me great pleasure). The waitress at Atelier Laurent who made me realize that maybe I wasn’t entirely straight . . . but that she was. The series of hookups in my early- to mid-twenties that weren’t all that satisfying but that were the only thing my schedule would support, considering I was working pretty much every night until two a.m. To put it kindly, I had a history of making bad decisions when it came to romance.

			And, depending on who you asked later, Luke would be no exception.
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			Luke rolled our suitcases to a stop in front of . . . a convenience store. The front windows were bright with orange signs advertising fifty percent off milk and eggs, the spaces between them offering glimpses of shelves stocked with basics and cigarettes piled behind a bulletproof glass enclosure. “Here,” he said.

			I eyed it dubiously. I could hear the fluorescent lights buzzing from the sidewalk, see the black specks where flies had gotten stuck inside and died. “Here?”

			He was already wheeling our luggage inside. “Trust me.”

			“I just met you,” I said, but I wasn’t about to lose all my best clothes or my retainer, which to be honest probably cost more than all of my clothes combined, so I followed my suitcase inside.

			Which did not clear up my confusion. I trailed my fingertips along a shelf of soup cans and came away with dust. The young man sitting behind the glass partition, staring down at his phone, didn’t so much as look over at us.

			I followed Luke back to the beer shelf. Did he think I was that cheap a date? The beer wasn’t even cold. I wished I could say this was a new low. “Maybe I should get going after all,” I said.

			He grabbed the shelf and pulled. I jerked back, ready to shield my head from the torrent of beer . . .

			 . . . but the shelf had shifted smoothly to the side. A door. A secret door in the back of the convenience store. I leaned forward, curious. Laughter floated out from the doorway, mingled with the clink of glasses.

			Luke glanced at me sidelong, his lips twitching with a smile. “It’s a speakeasy. Pretty cool, right?”

			The space inside was dark, but not in a way that felt menacing or creepy: with its small leather booths, TVs hanging over the bar, and paintings of foreign landscapes, the room was cramped yet cozy. There weren’t many people in the room, which wasn’t that surprising considering it was still afternoon on a weekday, but the few people who were there were men in their sixties or seventies. Including the bartender, whose face split into a wide grin as he saw me and Luke. “Luke! Luke, come in.”

			I floated behind him as he walked up to the bar and hugged the bartender over the polished wood. “This is Sadie,” Luke said, touching me gently on the shoulder. My whole arm buzzed with the connection. It was so busy buzzing that I missed the bartender’s name, which made me feel bad as he reached over to shake my hand. His was rough and dry and maybe even more calloused than mine.

			“It is a pleasure to meet you, Sadie,” said the bartender. I went to pull out a stool, but he shook his head, the corners of his eyes wrinkling even more than the rest of his extremely wrinkled face. “No, you two will have the booth of honor.”

			The booth of honor turned out to be the booth tucked into the corner of the bar, secluded from the one next to it by a wooden screen. “The booth of honor,” Luke said, sounding amused as he looked over. “How kind of you. Well, let’s get drinks first. Sadie, is there anything you want?”

			I opened my mouth to request a sparkling water, then hesitated. I wouldn’t let anything slip after just one drink. I could use a drink, really, to tamp down that voice in my head that kept insisting I wasn’t good enough for this. For Chef Supreme. For a good guy who liked me. “You know what’s good here. You tell me.”

			“Yes.” Luke clapped his hands together. “You will not regret this. Sadie and I will have your special, please.”

			We stood and watched together as the bartender mixed up something clear and green and packed with green leaves that looked like mint or basil. I craned my neck, trying to catch sight of what he was pouring in, but none of the bottles were labeled.

			Luke caught me craning. “I think he makes all his liquor in his bathtub,” he said, grinning.

			The bartender spun around. “I do not!” Then beamed, exposing a missing canine tooth. “Only the finest buckets for my liquor.”

			Whatever he’d put in it, it made me swoon. Both because of how strong it was and how good it tasted. Fortunately, we were already seated in our booth of honor, so I only slumped back against the cracked leather banquette and not off a barstool. “Damn. That’s good stuff.”

			“Right?” Luke slurped his appreciatively. I wished I knew what was in it so I could replicate it myself—it was sweet and tart and a little sour, with fresh herbaceous notes from the mint and basil and some other curly herb I couldn’t identify in concert with everything else—but when I’d probed the bartender, he’d just given me his gap-toothed smile and told me the recipe was a family secret. “I’ve never seen it anywhere else. It’s like a mojito on steroids.”

			“It’s what a mojito grew up dreaming it would be,” I said. “The way kids in culinary school assume they’re going to graduate and get their own cooking show on TV and immediately become a superstar.”

			Luke chuckled dryly. “Well, this mojito made it. Unlike Brian, who thought he could leap directly from garde-manger to creating his own specials. In three days.”

			We took some time trading stories of our worst interns and stages before Luke’s tone sobered up. Which was kind of funny, considering our glasses were mostly empty by this point. “I haven’t fulfilled my own dreams yet,” he said. “And that doesn’t count my dream from age five, when I decided I wanted to become a fire truck.”

			“Not a fireman?” I asked.

			“No. The truck itself.”

			“Sounds fun.”

			“Right?” he said, perking up a bit . . . then drooping again. “I’ve been working in fancy, expensive restaurants all my life, but all I’ve ever wanted was to cook my halmoni’s food.”

			“Could you cook her food in a fancy expensive restaurant?” I asked. “Somewhere like Atomix?” That was one of the buzziest restaurants right now, a high-end Korean restaurant in the heart of New York I’d been dying to go to.

			Luke shook his head. “Atomix is great. I’ve been there several times, and each time it wows me. There are so many fantastic upscale Korean restaurants in New York. But I don’t love cooking high-end food only for people who can afford the prices. I want a place that welcomes everyone. Where everybody can be comfortable. Where I can cook exciting, experimental food for anyone who wants it.” He paused. “It’s not about the market. It’s about me.”

			I wanted to say then do it, but I knew more than anyone it wasn’t nearly as easy as that. “I hope you get to do that someday,” I told him sincerely.

			“Me, too,” he said. “My father doesn’t, of course.”

			I waved a hand in the air. “Fuck your dad,” I said, which was maybe not the best thing to say. Thanks, delicious green drink. “I didn’t mean that. Of course you shouldn’t fuck your dad.” Aaaaand that made it worse. “Okay, I really didn’t mean it that way. I—”

			“I get it,” Luke said dryly. There was a bit of a British affect coming through his voice now, the way my mom’s vowels rounded New Yawkily when she got drunk or really angry. “Let’s change the subject.”

			Had I already messed this up? Well. It wasn’t surprising. Another one of my terrible romantic decisions had been dating my boss at the Green Onion. Chef Anders. Derek. And we’d already seen how well that turned out.

			“Hello? Earth to Sadie.” Luke was waving his hand in front of my face. “I think we could both use something to eat to absorb some of that drink. Is there anything you don’t like?”

			A warm glow suffused me. Okay, maybe I hadn’t entirely fucked this up. Yet. I’d better stay away from the topic of his father. “I like everything. Is there a menu?”

			“Menu?” He sounded shocked, though his lips quirked playfully. “I don’t need a menu. It’s a bit early for dinner, but we could do a full meal anyway? The banchan here are excellent.”

			I did love all the small dishes that came with a traditional Korean meal, and I was pretty hungry, but I couldn’t stay that long. I was pushing it as it was. I was already definitely not going to be the first person at the Chef Supreme house; I might actually end up the last one there, relegated to the least desirable bunk bed above the designated snorer of the season.

			And yet somehow this all seemed worth it.

			Still . . . “Let’s just get some snacks,” I said. “I should really get going soon.”

			“We can do snacks,” Luke said, and the way his face drooped just the tiniest bit was maybe the most adorable thing I’d ever seen.

			“Let’s do snacks.”

			And snacks, we did. We consumed japchae, stir-fried sweet potato noodles with shredded veggies and beef, that were sweet and savory and wonderfully chewy. Ddukbokki, chewy cylinders of rice cake, soft and springy cakes of sweet ground fish, more veggies, and sweet and spicy gochujang sauce. Soondae, a sausage stuffed with noodles, barley, and pig blood, which I had to say gave me slight pause (and made my Jewish grandmother shriek with terror), but which had the most interesting mix of textures. We cleansed our palates with hobakjuk, a porridge made from glutinous rice and the sweetest steamed pumpkin I’d ever tasted, and finished up with hotteok, sweet, crunchy fried pancakes filled with cinnamon, honey, brown sugar, and peanuts.

			I was glad I’d worn leggings for the flight, because my belly was definitely rounder than it was when I left. I pushed the last bite of hotteok into my mouth anyway. “Mmmmph,” I said, because I couldn’t exactly do words right now. “So good.”

			We both marinated in our fullness for a minute, enjoying a comfortable silence over the table. Finally, I said, “Is this the kind of restaurant you want?”

			Luke shook his head. “I love what they’re doing here, but I want to play with tradition more,” he said. “Don’t you?”

			That was what dishes like my matzah ball ramen were all about. “That’s the fun of food, to me. I want to take things my grandma did, or my ancestors did, and make those things new and fresh and exciting.”

			His smile broke over his face like the dawning of the sun. I smiled back, and it felt like the dawning of the sun inside me, too.

			And then my phone buzzed in my pocket. As much as I wanted to ignore it, I slipped it out and took a quick look. My sister, Rachel: Are you there yet???? What’s it like??

			Forcing myself to ignore her total ignorance of punctuation mark etiquette, I texted her back. Not yet. Soon. And in there I won’t have my phone, so I won’t be able to tell you!!!!!!

			It was with great reluctance that I looked back at Luke. Not reluctance to look at him, because I could put him in a frame and hang him over my couch and never get sick of looking at him. Reluctance to tell him what I knew I had to say. “I have to go. I’m already late.”

			“No problem,” Luke said. He pushed himself out from the bench and held his hand out for me.

			“Don’t we have to pay?” I took his hand. Squeezed extra tight as I left the booth so I could feel every callus, every scar, try to learn their stories.

			“I’ll come back and pay after. They know me.” Luke gallantly grabbed my luggage again. “I’d rather not make you late. Then you won’t want to see me again.”

			He . . . wanted to see me again?

			Maybe I wouldn’t have to frame him and hang him up after all.
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