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For everyone
who's fallen in love so hard
the whole world turns upside-down
and right becomes wrong
and who’s kept going
and made the right choice when
the whole world told you
it was wrong.




Chapter 1
Jennifer
I left my suitcase in the car and threw the door shut, taking quick steps towards the front door of the big, glassy building. Foodie Magazine headquarters stood over the greenery of Evergreen Park to one side and cut a sleek, modern silhouette, its entrance spilling out over wide stone steps, and I took them up two at a time, careful in my heels, checking my phone as I went with my heart in my mouth over whatever the special assignment was. Four unread messages, all urgent. I pushed open the front door with my hip while I replied to one about my writeup on the Japanese fusion wave.
The lobby for Foodie was expansive, light wood floors that bounced off all the light coming in through the massive windows that stretched all the way up to a second-floor vaulted ceiling, which rose up and fell back down onto a massive mural above the reception desk where the receptionist I’d seen a million times before waved to me. The air smelled and tasted of lemon-scented Pledge cleaner, and the way my shoes squeaked on the wood floor said the cleaners had been through recently. Low voices from other people in suits echoed lightly in the air, but I’d heard all their conversations before, and I made a beeline for the elevator while I pulled up my text log with Louise.
I think I might be late for dinner, I sent, pushing the four button without even looking, just by muscle memory. A man who reeked of too much cologne got in and pushed nine, because of course he was going to the executives’ floor. Genevieve has a special assignment for me.
Dinner was my way of reconciliation. Paramour was an expensive luxury restaurant in Southport that had been in the news lately, and taking Louise there—my treat—was my way of apologizing for the fight.
Apologizing for telling her how I was actually feeling. Because that was how it went.
Louise, as always, replied right away. We might as well reschedule, she said. I have back-to-back meetings that will last me after five.
I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose between my fingers as the elevator slowed to my stop. There was so much… poetry in it. We had a fight over the fact that I was always Louise’s last priority, that it was every detail of her work and then her girlfriend. I was taking her to dinner as a way of apologizing for implying it was a problem I was her lowest priority, and what were we calling it off for? Her work.
“Well, if it isn’t Jennifer Allen,” a voice called as I stepped out into the open floor plan of the writers’ offices, and I turned to where my editor came hurrying towards me. He was a well-dressed man who was always on some fashion trend or another, currently wearing a scarf tucked inside his distressed denim jacket, and he’d always been pleasant enough—courteous, professional. He looked me over quickly. “I was wondering if you were coming in today.”
“I always do,” I said. I left it out that the reason I was coming in later today was because I’d only just landed back in the US, my flight from Quebec leaving my whole body rattled because the company only paid for an economy-class flight back. I’d changed into tights, a pencil skirt, a crisp button-down and a blazer in the airport bathroom, and I’d come straight here, parking in the lot behind and pulling on heels and redoing my makeup in the vanity mirror.
“Genevieve Durant wants you to head straight up to her office, first thing,” he said. “I’ve been looking over everything you sent from Quebec. Sometimes, being your editor is a little too easy, Jennifer.”
“Someone’s got to take writing seriously,” I said airily. “Guess I’ll go see what she wants.”
“Be careful, she’s in a bad mood.”
I rolled my eyes as I turned back to the elevator. “She’s always in a bad mood.”
Meeting with the head content director Genevieve Durant was nobody’s favorite activity. But especially given her and my history? I avoided her at all costs.
The ninth floor smelled like expensive wood cleaner, and the clicks of my heels were muted through the smaller hallways as I made my way to the mahogany door with an ornate burnished gold nameplate reading GENEVIEVE DURANT. I raised my hand to knock, but I paused when I heard muffled voices inside. My phone said it was two to the hour, and I stopped, leaning back against the wall by the door. Likely, she was in a meeting that ended on the hour. Genevieve did not take to interruptions.
I pulled up my text log with Louise again while I waited. How about tomorrow? I sent. Same time, same place.
Louise was typing in an instant. Tomorrow’s busy.
Dammit. Every damn day was busy for her. Reschedule meant cancel. I could read between the lines.
All right, I replied. Just let me know if you find a day that works for you.
My tacit acknowledgement that the dinner plans, like all our plans together, were out. I barely hit send before the door burst open next to me and a woman hurried down the hall, her head down and choking back tears. Par for the course around Genevieve’s office. I didn’t get to step inside—Genevieve came out, looking around the corner at me, and she frowned.
“About time you showed up,” she said, gesturing down the hall. “Walk with me. I have places to be.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat at the sight of her. I was a damn professional. “Yes, ma’am,” I said, straightening my back. We didn’t do formal address like that around Foodie very often, but Genevieve was a woman who wore danger and authority like they were one of her expensive designer coats.
She strode down the hall, heels clicking on the wood, and I followed alongside.
She was an older woman, gray hair chopped short and expensive-looking earrings, dark eyes that felt like she was dissecting you with a look. People compared her to a snake, rising up from its coil and watching you, ready to strike. I thought she was more like a raptor, perching high and looking down at you and waiting for a chance to attack. Either way, nobody had a flattering comparison for her other than successful.
“You mentioned a special assignment for me,” I said, following her down the hall.
“You’re a good writer, Jennifer. You know how to get work done, and you know what lengths to go for it. And I applaud your ability to cut off deadweight and rise higher.”
It gave me a chill. I didn’t know if that was a cutting reference to six years ago, or if she even remembered that. “Thank you,” I said. I didn’t know if I meant it.
“There’s a new restaurant that just opened in Garden Square, while you were in Canada. It’s called Rose Bloom.”
I nodded. Garden Square restaurants didn’t come or go very often. It wasn’t an easy market. “You want me to write on it.”
“They’re doing a special event over November.” She led me to the elevator and hit the button for the top floor. “A new menu every day for thirty days.”
I squinted. “That’s ridiculous.”
“The owner is an impetuous brat who thinks she can just make whatever she wants happen.”
I bit my tongue. Genevieve’s judgments were never kind, but there was something deeper to that. “Are you asking me to do a long-term project?” I spoke carefully.
“She knows how to talk her way in and out of every situation. A charmer who controls the press. A populist, you could say. The only reason she managed to open a Garden Square restaurant given her circumstances is because she is an expert in getting eyes on her.” We stopped at the top floor, and Genevieve led me across the hall towards the offices for the board of directors.
My heart thrummed. I almost never went up here. Compared to the executive offices a floor below, the board offices were more modern, sleek glass overlooking the city. Port Andrea was a rainy city, and the storm clouds drifting in from the bay over the cityscape out the windows promised more rain to come.
Genevieve went on, “Rose Bloom—and her harebrained scheme of forcing thirty different menus on her cooks—is in the center of all the industry’s attention since you’ve been abroad. As such, this is a high-value opportunity. Foodie Magazine’s writeup will be the most looked-up-to. I want you to do it.”
My head spun. I didn’t even know what she meant by her circumstances, but was that even the right place to start asking questions? I knew I couldn’t talk back to Genevieve, but I said, “Me? Are you sure? I’m not even one of the senior writers.”
“If the job went well, you would be.” She stopped in front of one of the boardrooms that extended from the building on a corner so three walls were all massive windows, and she turned to me. My heart dropped to my feet.
“Miss Durant, you’re not suggesting—”
“I’ve had my eye on you for some time now,” she said, folding her arms. “If anyone makes seniority this year, Jennifer, it will be you.”
That couldn’t have been right. I was thirty years old. People didn’t make seniority here unless they’d been working here thirty years.
I couldn’t believe it, but I wanted it. I needed it—always had, ever since college. Senior writer at Foodie Magazine, right there in the byline next to my name—that had been the dream, the vision, the thing I’d pictured so many times as I lay in my dorm room by the water, looking up at back issues of Foodie Magazine, studying them.
I’d had one dream, and I’d pursued it like my life depended on it. It was all I ever knew how to do. And now, Genevieve Durant, was standing in front of me, telling me I was one thirty-day job away from it—ten years earlier than I’d have ever dreamed of expecting it.
It took me a long time to find my voice. When I did, I said, “What’s the catch?”
She smiled, a crooked smile that flashed her teeth on one side. “We’ll talk more about the details later. Are you interested?”
My stomach churned. I wasn’t in the right emotional state to make this decision, not after everything with the travel and then with Louise last night over the phone.
I knew I wasn’t supposed to trust Genevieve. But she had the power to grant seniority, and I wanted it.
“I need some time to decide on it,” I said, finally. It wasn’t the answer she wanted, though. The corners of her mouth turned down sharply.
“Let me clarify the situation here, Jennifer. When I ask if you will, the question is rhetorical. The answer is yes. This job is nonnegotiable.”
Nonnegotiable. The word rang in my head, thrashing around like a trapped animal trying to get out. “What do you mean, nonnegotiable?” I said, and she rolled her eyes.
“Is this kindergarten, Jennifer? Are we learning new words? It means you say yes and get seniority, or you say no and get a pink slip. Which will it be?”
Heat crept up into my neck, a prickling sensation with it. This was a clear abuse of power in so many ways, but everyone around me was under Genevieve’s thumb. I didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell at standing up against it. “Very well, then,” I said, straightening my back. “I suppose the answer is yes.”
“Smart woman,” she said. “Come to my office early tomorrow. Before nine. We’ll talk through the details there. I’ll put you on the case, and you’ll be starting in her restaurant on the first.”
I couldn’t take it any longer. “Who is she? The owner?”
She turned back to the room behind her. “Woman who has some history here in Port Andrea,” she said. “Athena Walker. Alumna of University of Port Andrea.”
My knees buckled. I felt like I’d been thrown into water, my head churning. A clammy sensation gripped at my chest.
Her? It couldn’t be her. Of all the people in the world, it couldn’t be her. She wasn’t supposed to be here anymore.
But it made sense. The charm. The bullheaded way of thinking she could get whatever she wants. Her circumstances…
The word nonnegotiable bounced around in my head again, louder with each time, until it felt like my head would split.
Her?




Chapter 2
Athena
Genevieve leaned across the table and gave me that look she’d given me six years ago, and she said, “I am going to destroy you just like I did before, Athena Walker.”
I straightened my bowtie and gave her my best smile. “I’m guessing this isn’t a friendly visit, then.”
“What are you doing?”
I looked around the restaurant, warm contemporary style with rosewood and ornate metal latticework, along with long rows of windows looking out over the river. The Port Andrea skyline cut its silhouette over Parson River, Neptune Tower standing tall in the center of the skyline with its twisting architecture, and it took me back to days sitting in warm restaurants that smelled like roast meat and fresh dough like this one.
When I turned back to Genevieve, who had a suit and a look like she wanted to wear me as a suit, I shrugged. “Running a restaurant, I guess? Well, that’s what I was doing. Now I’m sitting down with someone I guess I’m not supposed to describe as an old friend.”
She didn’t smile. I didn’t exactly have high hopes I could make her smile, but a girl could try. “Don’t get cute with me, Walker. What are you doing in Port Andrea again? I take this as a direct act of aggression.”
Genevieve Durant was sort of the pinnacle of scary woman, dark eyes that looked like her soul had been replaced with barbed wire and broken dreams. She should have been gorgeous—I mean, what self-respecting lesbian didn’t like an older woman in a pantsuit—but we had… history. And even if we didn’t, that look like she’d crush you if you inconvenienced her, well—it wasn’t really my type.
I shrugged again, leaning back in my seat and kicking one leg up over the other. “Want to at least try the wine? I learned a lot at this place called Silver Thread.”
“Answer the question. I am not bluffing, Walker. I have every bit as much power to get rid of you again. I am still directing board emerita of PARA, and Lucille Hunt is not reextending membership.”
I strained my smile at the mention of PARA. “Well, I’m sure. But Fiona Adams has jurisdiction over it now too, and she’s said—”
“Fiona?” She narrowed her eyes, and a second later, she snorted. “What do you think you can actually do to gain Fiona’s favor?”
I grinned. I knew it infuriated her. “I’m just so charming, you know? We sat down together for coffee and scones at Komodo’s Den, and we got on great. She says everyone deserves a second shot. And—”
“We don’t do second chances,” she snapped. “In this industry, your first chance is your last chance.”
“That seems pretty harsh, especially given you’re the one who ruined my first chance just for a quick win. Anyway, as I was saying, she said if my plans for November work out, she’ll be happy to extend membership to PARA back—”
“You and I both know that’s not going to happen,” she said, leaning in closer over the table. I leaned back, not actually a hundred percent sure she wouldn’t reach across the table and start choking me. “I’m warning you, Walker. You don’t know what you’re getting into. You make one wrong step, and I will end you.”
“Charmed,” I said, willing up all the bitterness I had into one word.
She ignored me. “This restaurant is beautiful, and it would be a shame to let it go, so I’ll arrange for prospective buyers to come through—”
“Sorry, I’m not selling,” I said, putting a hand up. “I’m staying right here in Port Andrea.”
She squeezed her fists on the table. “Why?” She spoke the word with force like she was trying to run me through with it.
That was the question, wasn’t it? What on earth drove me back here? To this place that had turned on me once, torn me apart and thrown me out, told me never to come back—what drove me back to Port Andrea after it had been made abundantly clear I wasn’t welcome here?
There were a million complex answers that didn’t really capture it, and one simple answer that I think summed it all up, so I went for simplicity and I said, “I like it here.”
She snorted. “Plenty of people like Port Andrea. But no one in their right mind would come back here to open a restaurant again after being publicly responsible for the closure of a famous restaurant, making enemies with Cashmere themselves, and getting thrown out of PARA for it.”
I picked up the wine glass in front of me and gave her a one-shoulder shrug before taking a sip. “Maybe,” I said, “you underestimated the power of someone who’s not in her right mind, then.”
Her eyes flared up. If we were sitting closer, I think she would have hit me with something. “You really don’t know what’s good for you, Walker.”
“I’m here to stay. No matter what the odds against me. It’s nice seeing you again, Genevieve. Shame about your restaurant. Glad to see you failed upwards, though.”
She sneered. “And you’ll have no such luck,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll meet again. There’s a writer from Foodie Magazine coming in to report on your menu experiment.”
I strained a smile. “I figured this was about that. I’m supposed to believe you’re not going to skew the article negative?”
“I won’t be writing it,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me. “We’re sending one of our top writers. She’s in consideration for seniority, even though she’s only thirty years old. Quite remarkable. I’m sure she’ll be able to assess you fairly, and capture the… scope of all this.”
“I look forward to meeting her. I’m sure she’s charming.”
She narrowed her eyes. “She certainly is. I’m sure you two will get along wonderfully. Jennifer Allen.”
Fucking hell. I almost dropped my wine glass. The reaction—whatever the fuck I did, because I sure wasn’t aware, with the way my soul left my body for a second—must have been exactly what Genevieve wanted, because she gave me a predatory smile before she stood.
“Let me know once you decide to sell,” she said. “Unlike some people, I don’t take a no personally on buying a restaurant. The offer will remain open until you see reason. Until next time, Walker.”
And with that, she picked up her handbag and turned, striding back towards the doors with her mile-high stilettos clicking on the hardwood floor, leaving me along with this sick weight in my stomach.
Dammit, she was clever.
And evil.
Shame how the two always had to go hand-in-hand.
∞∞∞
 
It was still hanging over me like a little storm cloud when I got back to my apartment and flung my stuff on the floor, and my roommate Parker wheeled her desk chair out of her bedroom and gave me an odd look.
“Thena,” she said. “You sure look miserable.”
“I am joy personified,” I deadpanned.
Parker was cute, a short girl in her mid-twenties with light blonde hair cut into a cute little curly pixie cut and round glasses, and it was about impossible to find her in anything other than a massive sweater and shorts. With the cold today, she completed the look with striped socks that said FLAMING HOMOSEXUAL on the sides, and if it weren’t for the fact that I had to dress like a professional, I’d ask where she got them.
“Uh-huh,” she said. “Want to do takeout for dinner? I’m starved.”
“Yeah, sounds good,” I sighed, slipping out of my jacket and hanging it up in the coat closet that was crammed with household goods and Parker’s jackets half-hung on hangers or slung up on a shelf. The whole apartment was a bit cluttered, small, with the slate gray carpet and walls only making it feel smaller, along with the constant smell of whatever food Parker ordered last. “There’s this cute little Italian bistro one of my staff mentioned, it’s called Stazione Quattro.”
“Yeah, just order me whatever you think I’ll like and send me the receipt, I’ll Venmo you,” she said, wheeling her desk chair back into the room.
I really admired the simplicity in Parker’s attitude. She was a good role model.
Thirty minutes later, we sat around the square table in the common area, and Parker dug into her four-cheese ravioli in pumpkin sauce. I took her silence on it as satisfaction. We split the massive loaf of garlic bread, and I went through more arancini than I should have eaten in one go before I sank back in my seat, and Parker looked up at me with one eyebrow raised high, her glasses sitting at an odd angle.
“You want to talk about what’s bothering you? You came in the door looking like it’s your last day on earth.”
“I wish it were. Things were going fine until I found out a writer from Foodie Magazine is going to cover Rose Bloom’s big project.”
She squinted at me. “Foodie Magazine? Aren’t they that massive company, biggest food writers in Port Andrea? How’s that a bad thing?”
“It’s not. It’s great. Except two things.” I took a massive bite out of the garlic bread mostly just to give myself time to mull words while I chewed. “One,” I said, “the head content director at Foodie is my former boss from Silver Thread.”
“Silver Thread?” She chewed her cheek. “I’ve never heard of it.”
“Not surprising. Went under like a bowling ball on a house of cards.” I sank back in my seat with a sigh. “And I’m the one who had it go bankrupt.”
“Damn,” Parker said, laughter under her voice. “You don’t screw up in half measures. So I’m guessing this boss isn’t your friend.”
“Yeah. Remember how I was saying opening and running Rose Bloom was borderline impossible because I got thrown out of PARA?”
“The Port Andrea Restauranteurs’ Association, right? Yeah.” She gave me a wry smile. “That boss is the one who—”
“Who had me banned from membership in retaliation, yeah,” I said.
“That’s just point one?”
“Point two is worse. The writer she’s sending to cover the project is my ex-girlfriend.”
Parker laughed, and then she cringed. “Jesus.”
“Jesus take the wheel,” I said. “And preferably steer me off a cliff.”
“I don’t think Jesus does that.”
“Then someone else take the wheel,” I sighed, sinking back in the chair. “She left me over the same thing. I was bad publicity and she was on her way to the top. Couldn’t accept any compromises. Had to disavow me publicly after that, including breaking up.”
And I didn’t tell her the truth about it, either. That didn’t help. But Parker didn’t need to know all that.
“You always did go for the serious types,” Parker said, looking back at her phone.
“Hey, I need someone to balance me out.” I downed the rest of my water and sat back, staring out the window. Parker and I had what should have been a pretty view of Amity Street if it weren’t for the massive truck that always parked right outside the window. The half-view of Amity Street we got was still gorgeous in the fall, though, all the trees lining it turning golden, leaves falling on the terra-cotta-colored pavement marked with dividers to keep vehicle traffic out. Foot traffic flowed peacefully, people wrapped up in coats and scarves, but I couldn’t enjoy any of the scenery with my thoughts drifting back to every damn memory I had of Jennifer Allen.
I didn’t want to see her again. I didn’t know what I’d do if she turned out to still be just as pretty. I didn’t know if I hated her for breaking up with me the second I was inconvenient without even bothering to figure out what had really happened, or if I was still wildly in love with her, but I figured it was a little bit of both.
“I think you’ll do all right,” Parker said, drawing my attention back to reality. “Just focus on your whole schtick with coming up with a million different dishes and whipping your cooks into making them, and I’m sure it’ll distract you.”
“Will a new menu every day for thirty days really be enough to distract me from that? Maybe I need two new menus a day.”
She laughed, checking her phone and scrolling. A digital entrepreneur who almost never left the house—and never really told me what exactly she did, which raised questions—she was checking emails about every second she was alive. “Better not. Your cooks will actually kill you. They’ll put you on the menu next.”
“You seem worried it’ll be a lot,” I said.
“I’m not the restauranteur, but even I know having to prep your chefs and your supply for that many different dishes is absolute murder. Rose Bloom is still new. What’s the point of going this hard?”
I tightened my expression, sitting up taller. “This is my last chance.”
“Ooh, dramatic.”
“I mean it,” I said, deflating a little. “This is a wild gambit to get the attention of PARA—that restauranteurs’ association. And I got it. One of the women running the membership panel met with me and said she liked Rose Bloom—said that she believed in second chances, and that she’d be waiting to see how this thirty-days-of-menus thing went down. If it goes well, I’m back in the association. And I’ll finally be able to operate at an actual profit.”
“And if not?”
I grimaced. “Then… I’m selling the restaurant, recouping what I can, and kissing Port Andrea goodbye. Again.”
“Damn. Go big or go home, huh?”
I gave her a one-shoulder shrug, looking out the window again. “I screwed up massively back then. Now I need a massive success to make up for it. And I need to not get worked up in a knot over Jennifer Allen covering me.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I bet you wish she’d be covering you, if you know what I mean.”
“Dammit, Parker. Not now.”
She laughed, looking back down at her phone. “Look,” she said, “in my industry, we have a saying. The best cure for feeling crap is breaking shit.”
“What kind of saying is that?” I paused. “What even is your industry? We’ve been roomies for three months and I still don’t know.”
“It means when you’re feeling uncertain, you dive in headfirst, move fast, break things, and see what happens. Best way to distract yourself is to keep up some momentum.”
I let out a long breath, collapsing back in my chair. “Yeah. Guess you’re right. I’ve got back-to-back-to-back meetings with vendors tomorrow, and that’ll keep my head clear of Jennifer Allen-shaped thoughts.”
Right. Because that was likely. And maybe I’d find two winning lottery tickets on the street while I was at it.
God, I was so screwed.




Chapter 3
Jennifer
I didn’t want to go home that night—didn’t want to face Louise after our argument—so I went off on the age-old Andrean pastime of the Samson sniff-and-stroll.
With all my thoughts racing and everything feeling like crap still, the old ritual was exactly what I needed. Everything went out of my mind as soon as I reached the little plaza at the head of Samson Street, with its red-brick floor and the lion statue nicknamed Geezer by the locals—owing to the odd number of wrinkles the sculptor put on its face—and I just walked, my hands swinging by my sides, breathing in the smells.
The tradition went back to old zoning laws that tried to make the other side, Claudier Street, the more desirable one, and all the buildings setting up on the one side legally had to ventilate out onto Samson Street instead. When the strip became overwhelmingly dominated by restaurants all competing to vent the most appetizing smells onto Samson, though, it backfired, and Claudier Street ended up losing its property values to the famous Samson smell-and-stroll, where residents would wander down the street to see which restaurant would tempt them inside.
One thing Port Andrea’s residents were known for was being contrary, and I was no exception. Louise told me she wanted me home ASAP after work, so here I was.
Nonnegotiable. The word still ate at me. Athena Walker was my ex-girlfriend. The woman who’d made me vulnerable in a way I’d never been—the woman who made me fall in love in a way I never knew I could—and then fucked it all up.
Athena Walker was supposed to be gone from Port Andrea forever. With her dreams of opening a restaurant dashed after PARA issued her a lifetime ban for what she’d done, she was supposed to be gone.
But she came back.
My senses picked up at what might have been the world’s best-smelling garlic bread, along with a very fragrant smell of tomato sauce—couldn’t have been the red water balloons known as mass-market tomatoes—and I turned into the little Italian bistro that seemed to be the source. It was a modern place called Stazione Quattro that was decorated by some transit enthusiast, from the looks of things, station signs and train artwork across the walls, across to the sleek subway-tile wall that led to the kitchen, where the smell of basil and oregano mixed with fresh dough touched with sourdough.
It was quiet inside, a little on the empty side, but the cleanliness verging on sanitary said it was new, and the quiet was to be expected. New places were hit or miss, but I didn’t care if I missed right now. I just needed to not be home.
I stepped up to the counter, and taking just a second to glance at the menu, I ordered a small margherita and paid with my mind elsewhere. I stepped aside to let the next person up, and halfway to grabbing my phone, I didn’t realize who I was letting step up behind me, but my heart turned to stone when I looked up from my phone and saw Athena fucking Walker standing at the counter.
Jesus. Was I hallucinating? She had her head down, looking at her phone, so she didn’t notice me, and I could have sworn I was in a dream—that any second I’d blink and be awake, and I’d realize the stress of thinking all day about Athena was getting to me.
But no such luck. I was awake. And that was Athena Walker.
She looked like she barely aged a day since the last time I saw her, when she’d picked up the last things from what had been our apartment and giving me one last look before she shut the door. Six years later and here we were, running into each other again in a fucking bistro?
Dammit. Of course she was still gorgeous, too. Just a hair over my height, with golden-blonde hair she had even shorter than when we were together, styled up with a buzz on the sides, wearing the same kind of button-up shirt I used to undo the buttons on frantically in between kisses.
Of all the things I shouldn’t have been thinking about right now.
I just stared, waiting for the bizarre hallucination to end, but when the cashier asked Athena what she wanted, she just glanced up from her phone and said, “Uh, can we do a pepperoni pizza?” and then I snapped.
“A pepperoni pizza?” I said, and she about jumped a foot in the air. “That’s what you’re ordering? Here I thought your one redeeming quality was that you knew what good food was, and I find you waltzing into an Italian place and asking for pepperoni?”
Athena whirled on me, eyes wide, her mouth hanging open, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to yell more, to push her over, or to run crying. Dammit. The sparkling hazel of her eyes was the same as ever. I hated how good she looked.
“I…” she started, just staring at me, before she shook her head, crossing her arms. “First of all, Jennifer, you of all people should know food is subjective and that the only mark of good food is whether you enjoy it.”
I rolled my eyes. “Well, I can see the past six years have not been kind to your sense of taste, if what you enjoy has become indeterminate meat paste served in discs of solid grease. Is that what you serve at Rose Bloom? Maybe a frozen hamburger patty on a store-bought roll that tastes like cardboard, too?”
“Secondly, it’s for my roommate. She’s still hungry.”
I paused. “You have a roommate? What, are you still back in college? And you decided to room with someone who’d eat pepperoni pizza?”
The cashier, looking between us with wide eyes as we argued, put a hand up slowly. “I don’t want to interrupt you, but… what size?”
“Oh, let’s make it a small,” Athena said, handing over her card. “That’ll be all.”
“Make it a large,” I said, handing over my card. “I’m going to try a piece and criticize it.”
“See, I didn’t realize that was the plan,” Athena said.
“You never have a plan, Athena,” I said, butting her out of the way and putting my card down on the counter.
“I always have a plan. I just don’t usually listen to it.”
“That is effectively the same thing as not having a plan.”
“I have a roommate because I like people.”
“Bullshit. You’re flat broke and running some desperation business,” I said, turning back to her. “How much are you in debt this time, Athena? Are you going to come asking me for help making payments again?”
She raised an eyebrow. “You’re a writer. How much do you even make?”
Christ. She hadn’t lost the ability to land a withering blow. “More than getting kicked out of PARA makes you,” I said, folding my arms.
“I’m getting back in,” she said, a smile spreading over her face. “Sorry to disappoint you.”
I dropped my arms by my sides. “What? You’re not serious. They were clear it was a lifetime ban.”
“Nice to see you, too, Jennifer. Is this how you normally start conversations? By yelling in an Italian bistro?”
“I was here first.” I wasn’t making any sense, and I had no plans to start. I didn’t know why I was even talking to her.
She cocked her head, giving me a lopsided smile. “And really, really passionate about pepperoni, at that.”
“On the contrary, I just really needed to yell at you.” I pursed my lips. “What the hell are you doing back in Port Andrea? Literally anywhere in the world would be easier than Port Andrea right now.”
“I can think of plenty of places harder to open a restaurant than Port Andrea. Antarctica? No customers there. Except penguins.” She paused. “Maybe I could open a penguin restaurant.”
“The penguins would know you’re an irresponsible little rat who just does whatever the hell she feels like, and they’d keep a wide berth.”
“Um…” the cashier started, looking pale. “Can I ask you two to move aside to let the next customer up?”
“Right,” Athena and I said at the same time, stepping off to the side. “Sorry,” I said, at the same time Athena said, “Sorry about that, completely didn’t even realize we were still in the bistro—”
“Where you’re getting pepperoni,” I said, and Athena threw her hands up.
“It’s for my roommate.”
“Likely story.”
“Christ, how did pepperoni hurt you?”
I huffed and turned away. “They’re greasy rings of rejected meat paste. I would have thought you of all people would know better.”
“Actually,” the cashier said, looking over at us after ringing up the next customer, who was giving us a bizarre look that, frankly, we probably deserved. “Our pepperoni is one hundred percent dry-aged select cuts—”
“See,” Athena said, breaking out into a big smile.
“That’s sales talk. I’m going to tell you exactly how it is.”
“Well, lucky you,” Athena sighed, glancing back at the cashier. “You all have Foodie Magazine’s rising star writer about to give that fancy pepperoni a test run.”
I scowled. I didn’t like that she knew that. I liked even less that she was willing to go around telling people that. She was supposed to be bitter and small and tearing me down, not flattering me to other people.
When the first pizza came out, my margherita, Athena relaxed against the counter and gave me a studying look, and she said, “Is there a reason you’re starting a fight in a bistro? You know we’re working together on Rose Bloom, right?”
“Trust me,” I said, looking away as I took the pizza to a table, “I’m aware. And I’m not backing down no matter what happens. That’s why I just want to be very clear going into this that we are not talking any more than we strictly have to for the job. We’re going to keep history in the past, and interact only on a professional level.”
“Oh, yeah, totally,” she said, following me to the table and sitting down across from me. “That explains why you talked to me completely outside of the job, just to, uh… start a fight about pepperoni?”
“I told you, I just needed to yell at you.”
She laughed. She still had the same laugh as ever—warm and bright and charming. I hated it. “Feeling any better now, then?”
I sighed, sinking back into my seat as I looked down at the wisps of steam coming up off the margherita, the fresh mozzarella melting in discs. I didn’t feel better, I just felt exhausted instead of angry. My voice came out small when I said, “I mean it. Why are you here?”
“I was getting pizza for my—”
“In Port Andrea.” I paused. “You did everything wrong. You got kicked out in the most final, extreme way possible. That was goodbye, Athena. Why are you back?”
She rubbed her forehead. “God, everyone wants to ask me that one specifically. What am I supposed to say, Jennifer? You know the answer. Port Andrea means the world to me. Always did. I don’t like to be cheesy, but hell, the city is a part of me. I can’t not be here.”
“Yeah, you can. You can go anywhere else. Any other city in the world. Hell, you told me how you wanted to visit Chicago. Why aren’t you there?”
She shrugged, leaning back in her seat and looking out the window. “I went. I opened a restaurant there, actually.”
I should not have wanted to know more. “Are you serious? After sinking a famous restaurant, you decided you were ready to start your own?”
“Hey. It had been years. I get second chances.” She paused. “It went pretty well, actually. I had fun.”
“But now you’re here, which implies something.”
“I sold it to a food group.”
I sighed. “That was not what I figured it was implying.”
She gave me an odd smile. “Jennifer. You were hoping I went bankrupt.”
I fought back a smile. “Gloriously so. I was hoping for the mafia banging on your door asking for their loan back, the police investigating you, a body in your basement, and you had to fake your own death to get away.”
“Sorry to disappoint your active imagination, but I just got really sick of Chicago and sold it to some old guy with the worst moustache you’ve ever seen, and I used the money to open Rose Bloom.”
“Ugh, so you’re not even in debt.”
She laughed. “You’re cheering so hard for me to be miserable. I mean, if it makes you feel any better, I have a big restaurant challenge coming up, and the writer who’s going to report on it just so happens to be the girl who dumped me when I was inconvenient, so I’m pretty miserable on that front.”
It felt like a frozen-cold knife to the gut, and I clenched all my muscles at once, shooting her a look. “Oh, I see. The poor Athena act. All you did was humiliate us both to the entire city and put us under a microscope for the industry, and have me spend the next year battling off associations with you.”
“Yeah, well, guess you’re glad you got out right away. At least no one can say you’re indecisive. You barely even gave me the time to find a new apartment.”
I could not believe I was sitting here, talking to Athena Walker. What even got me here? Aside from having a meltdown on her about pepperoni. I looked down into my pizza, and I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying desperately to steady myself. It didn’t work. “I’d do it again, if I were there. You didn’t give me a choice.”
“So, I’m guessing Rose Bloom is going to be thirty days of this.”
“You’re very sharp,” I deadpanned, lifting a piece of the pizza and looking at it closer before I took a bite.
“Sharp as a tack. You know me.”
“I know you got the worst grades in our classes.”
She laughed. “Well, you know I put such a high value on grades.”
“Your sarcasm is lacking in subtlety.”
“Sarcasm?” She put a hand to her chest. “I’ve never even heard the word. I am nothing if not genuine.”
“You really haven’t changed a bit.” I took a bite of the pizza, and I felt the faint bite to the crust, tasted the slight depth of flavor to it, the lightest tang from that slight hint of sourdough, and the long-simmered sauce that must have come from fantastic heirloom tomatoes. It was only lightly seasoned but tasted incredible, the flavor changing slightly from the top to the bottom notes, like a fine wine, and I closed my eyes.
“Looks like the verdict is good?” Athena said, pulling me back out of the world of tasting and back to Athena Walker sitting across from me. I gave her a look.
“I was having a moment,” I said.
She raised an eyebrow. “With the pizza.”
“Significantly better company than you.”
“You say that, but objectively, you are the one who initiated this… conversation, if you could call it that.”
“Guess you’re not the only one who makes mistakes.” I took another bite. “The basil is limp.”
“Your face is as expressive as ever. I know you like it.”
Dammit, I hated that she still knew all my expressions by heart. But why wouldn’t she? I still knew hers.
I knew that cocky smile said she was confident she could handle this, but that tiny little crease on the inner corner of her eye—that said something else. That said she was just as nervous here as I was, that she was terrified of all of this. The way she trailed her finger in slow patterns drawing shapes on the tabletop said she was trying to distract from the subject at hand, and she was trying to come up with a suitable diversion.
And that look in her eyes—the way she looked at me—said there was a reason she hadn’t just up and stormed out of the interaction. That maybe on some level, she wanted to talk to me again. Maybe like the way I wanted to talk to her again, which was the real reason I’d started this whole damn thing.
I knew neither of us were ever really ready to move on. And talking to her again was a terrible, terrible mistake.
“Rose Bloom sounds like a good restaurant,” I said. She smiled.
“That sounds like a good non-sequitur to change the subject.”
“I read all about it after getting the assignment. You’ve gone all out. Seems like you really give a damn about something after all.”
She grinned. “Maybe I did change just a little.”
I looked out the window, finishing off the slice of pizza. “I don’t think I should cover Rose Bloom.”
Athena paused, studying me carefully. The silence only broke when someone called out a pepperoni pizza from behind the counter, and she stood up, hurrying to grab it and bring it back to the table.
“Be careful, it’s piping hot,” she said when she set it down. She ignored her own warnings and took a slice, biting in and then waving at her own mouth. “Jesus, that’s hot.”
“What did you literally just say?” I deadpanned.
“Beats me. I don’t listen to myself.” She took another bite before she set it back down, talking with her mouth full. “Damn, that’s good. And the pepperoni is fantastic. I look forward to watching you eat your words.”
“I have every faith I will not.”
She cocked her head. “I’m not going to serve you pepperoni on the menu, if that’s what you’re worrying about.”
I sighed, sinking back into my seat. “Athena, let me put this lightly. I think you’re a disaster.”
She nodded slowly. “If that’s lightly, I’d hate to see you put it heavily.”
“But I respect you. I mean… somewhat.” I paused. “Slightly. In some ways.”
“Damn,” she laughed. “That might be the highest compliment I ever got out of you.”
I frowned suddenly. “I gave you compliments.”
“You gave my food compliments.” She put a finger to her chin, looking up to the ceiling in thought. “Although, even then, I’d have to say they were usually… coached. Backhand?”
Admittedly, I had not been good at expressing my feelings. Not that I was better now. But I wasn’t going to tell her now how incredible a chef she was, let alone all the other compliments I would have given her. “The point is,” I said, proving I was still just as terrible at expressing my feelings, “I respect Rose Bloom. Coming back here and starting a restaurant—let alone a Garden Square restaurant—without support from PARA must have been next to impossible. It was a terrible idea to come back, but it took guts to execute on an idea that bad.”
She gave me a lopsided smile. “This is what I mean with the backhand compliments.”
“Stop interrupting me,” I laughed, and immediately I kicked myself for laughing. Dammit. “If I’m the one covering Rose Bloom, it’s going to make a mess that will take attention away from the restaurant itself. I don’t think that’s fair to you or to me.”
She stared at me for the longest time, and I distracted myself by taking a slice of the pepperoni pizza. Eventually, I bit in, the sauce mingling with the dry-aged marbling on the pepperoni, and… well, sure enough, it wasn’t too bad. It wasn’t too greasy, which was a remarkable first step.
She kept staring, and I dropped the pizza on the plate and sighed. “What? Stop staring at me. It’s creepy.”
“Maybe you’ve changed a bit, too,” she said, quietly.
My heart jumped. I gave her a skeptical look and pushed the uneven thumping of my heart down long enough to say, “What do you mean by that?”
She grinned. “The Jennifer I know never would have turned down work, after all.”
I scowled. “I’m still going to be working. I just think I should work on something other than your restaurant.”
And… maybe pass up an opportunity to claim seniority? Not to mention pissing off Genevieve Durant herself?
Hell, it didn’t make sense. It wasn’t like me. And I never would have imagined myself doing it.
But with the sight of Athena there in front of me, still wearing one of those button-downs she always did, it turned out I was weaker than I’d expected.
“Well, either way,” she said, still giving me that odd sidelong smile. “I trust you to make the right decision regarding your own writing, Jen.”
My heart did an uncomfortable flop at the sound of the name. “My name is Jennifer,” I said, and she stiffened, eyes going wide.
“Crap. Sorry, Jennifer.”
“We broke up, Athena.”
“Yeah, I know. Totally just slipped. Absolutely my bad.”
“And I’d like to keep it that way,” I said, picking up my piece of pepperoni again. “I don’t want to have to see you again. For your sake and for mine. I’ll talk to my editor and let him know. I think Kathryn will make a good replacement on Rose Bloom. She loves Garden Square.”
“Yeah? She single?”
I rubbed my forehead. “I swear to god, Athena Walker.”
She laughed. “What? Can’t blame a girl for trying.”
I should have been angry, but I knew her. She made grating little comments like that more the more nervous and scared she was. The night before she was scheduled a demonstration, or before she had an interview, she’d send me a text saying something crude and crass, and I’d tell her to come over, and we’d sit in bed together with one of her comfort movies on while I held her close, and she’d made obnoxious comments until she started to cry, and I’d let her cry on my shoulder until we fell asleep together.
I hated that I still recognized every little cue like we’d never left. And I hated that I still wanted to give her the space to be okay.
“Well,” I said, “you’re welcome to take all the tries you like, but just so you know, she’s happily engaged, straight, and in her mid-forties.”
Athena sighed. “I should have asked if she was hot first so I’d know whether to be disappointed.”
I finished the slice of pizza and sank back in my seat. “The pepperoni is… not as bad as I was expecting.”
She just smirked. “I could tell. I know your expressions. But I’m glad to see you were big enough to admit it.”
“It’s still not my favorite.”
“Oh, I know, Jennifer. I know.”
I sighed. “Again, I’ll talk to my editor. And, with all respect?” I said, standing up and taking the plate of my pizza with me. “I hope I never see you again, Athena.”
She gave me a sad smile. “Yeah. That’d be great.”
But that look in her eyes didn’t say that’d be great. They said I miss you too, and I hated how much that too belonged there.




Chapter 4
Athena
“God, I was wondering if you’d gotten mugged and were bleeding out in an alley,” Parker said, trudging out of her bedroom with her hair even messier. “What took you so long?”
“Long story,” I said.
“I love long stories.”
I set down the pizza on the table. “My ex-girlfriend bought you a large.”
She stared at me for what might have been an hour or two before she said, “That’s a very short story, and I really get the feeling it needs to be longer.”
“She ate a piece, though.” I paused. “And I might have eaten another.”
“You ate my pizza.”
“Hey. It’s free. And I was good enough to tell you instead of asking you to pay me back.”
“What ex-girlfriend?”
I turned back to the window, looking at where, for once, the truck that always parked outside the window had pulled away and we got the full view of Amity Street. “She’s still too damn pretty.”
“Man, you suck at answering direct questions.”
“Jennifer Allen,” I said, still specifically avoiding looking at her. “You know, the one covering my restaurant. Or maybe not anymore.”
“Oh, yeah?” she laughed. “You scare her off?”
Scare her off. Right. That would have been a generous interpretation. I would have loved to take it.
But the way she’d looked at me had said something different. That had been a look of why are you back when I never even got over you, and I couldn’t take the fact that I still knew what she was thinking just from looking at her.
Well, she’d always had expressive eyes. But I couldn’t just sit there across from her with a big pizza on the table between us like we were college students on a pizza parlor date again, and look at all her dark curls I wanted to detangle idly in my fingers just like I used to, look at those deep brown eyes I wanted to see soften in the way they only ever did in the depths of the nights, when we’d slip close together in the bed and speak in whispers.
And from the way she wouldn’t look right at me—and told me penguins would hate me, as if penguins had the capacity to do anything other than be soft and precious and gay—I was pretty sure I hadn’t been the only one struggling.
“She didn’t want to eat pepperoni,” I said.
“That explains literally nothing, and raises the question of why she took a piece of my pepperoni pizza.”
“We had an argument over pepperoni.” I paused. “I won.”
Parker just sighed, sinking into a seat at the table and taking a piece of the pizza from the box. “I give up. Getting answers from you is like squeezing water from a stone. With no hands.”
“But at least free pizza is easier to squeeze from me.”
“Trust me, I’m appreciating that part of you.”
I sank down across from her and looked out the window again, just to avoid watching Parker judge me. “I think she can tell I never really got over her, and I’m not a hundred percent convinced she ever got over me, and I’m pretty sure our chance encounter in an Italian bistro cemented that for both of us. To the point where she decided to pawn the job off onto someone else, even though I don’t think she’s ever turned down a good work assignment before.”
“I mean, you haven’t known her in… how long?”
“Six years.” I knew the number better than my own age.
“Maybe she’s just gotten tired of the rat race and is quicker to jump out of work.”
Well, maybe. It was theoretically possible. It was also theoretically possible for the molecular attraction holding my body to spontaneously slip and for my body to fly apart. Neither felt likely. “Yeah, maybe,” I said.
“Sounds like good news for you, though,” she said, taking a bite of the pizza and talking with her mouth full. “You sure looked miserable at having to deal with her.”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“Wow, does that ever ring hollow.”
I sighed, rubbing my forehead. “Why does it feel like I just got rejected again?”
“What, did you want her to do a writeup on your restaurant? It wouldn’t lead you two to getting back together.”
Was that what I’d been hoping for? I knew that was impossible. And I didn’t even want it, not really. Not after the way she’d broken my heart, flung me aside the second I was inconvenient to her personal ambitions, just bought the story without even thinking.
Maybe I just wanted to show her up. Maybe I wanted her to be there and see my restaurant succeed, to see me admitted back into PARA, to see it was a mistake to let me go. Maybe this was just my over-the-top way of winning the breakup.
Or maybe I just wanted to hear her laugh again, because I got exactly one laugh out of her in our bistro encounter, and I wanted to bottle that sound up and listen to it again for the rest of my life.
Probably it was both.
“Nah,” I said, picking up a slice of pizza and taking a bite. “Just brought up some crappy old feelings and memories, I guess.”
“You’re eating my pizza. Again.”
“It was free. Stop complaining.”
“I was willing to pay for a whole pizza to myself.”
“You can still pay, if you want to.”
She took another bite and spoke around it. “Tempting.”
“Maybe it’s because the replacement who’s going to cover Rose Bloom instead is some boring straight woman instead.”
“Oh, sucks.”
“Right? Jennifer said she was happily engaged.”
She looked me over. “You seem like the type to ruin a straight girl’s happy engagement.”
I sighed. “Normally, I’d love the challenge, but I don’t even have the wherewithal to mess with some straight girl’s life right now.”
“Damn, you are out of it.”
“It’s a good thing, right?”
“Your ex backing out?” She set down the pizza and wiped her mouth. “Yeah, I’d say. But it’s natural to feel crap after a big change in plans or a decision or something like that, even when it’s the right choice.”
“You should be a therapist.”
“I’ll pass,” she said, looking back down at her phone. “Sounds exhausting. And I’d be yelling at my customers by the third one, telling them to just figure out their mess already.”
“I think if you’re calling them customers, you’ve already screwed something up as a therapist.”
She laughed. “Did I say customers? I’m not surprised. Yeah, I’ll stick with the business.”
I raised an eyebrow. “The business of…?”
“My work.”
Ugh. I’d never find out what her business was actually in. “I do feel like crap. What was that saying of yours?”
“The best cure for feeling crap is breaking shit?”
“Yeah. That’s it.” I sank back in my seat. “I think I’m going to just focus on breaking some shit.”
She didn’t look up from her phone, where she was scrolling through emails. “Now that is a plan. Any idea what you’re going to break?”
I laughed. “Everything.”
“Love it.”
I loved it, too.
I had to, or I’d end up sitting in a corner moping into a container of Sugar Kiss ice cream.
∞∞∞
 
Jennifer
When I got back to the condo, Louise was already fast asleep, and I took the sofa. I didn’t know how to handle the ensuing conversation if I woke her up.
But I didn’t have to deal with it, because I got up before her, took a shower, brushed my teeth, grabbed my things, and headed out the door before she even stirred. To nobody’s great surprise, Port Andrea was drizzling that quiet October morning, when the sun was still just breaking on the horizon and the air felt crisp and cool, and I made my way to Julio’s for breakfast, the little diner on the way to the subway—my retreat when I didn’t want to be home. Genevieve said to show up early, but I doubted she meant two and a half hours early, when my restless mind had woken me up.
After a plate of scrambled eggs and silver-dollar pancakes with sweet chili sauce, which had grown on me after they’d thrown me off the first time, I stayed on my phone for a while checking emails and scrolling social media just to keep busy. When customers trickled in and my table space got more precious, I headed for the door and pulled my umbrella back out.
Even with an extended diner trip, I still got to the headquarters building almost a full hour before nine. I swiped my card at the front and stepped inside, the office feeling cold and unfamiliar in the half-lights of the early morning. From the rest of the building, the squeaks of hardwood cleaner and the hum of vacuums told me the cleaners were here, and the air tasted cold as I made my way to the elevator.
It weighed like a lead weight settled in my stomach as I watched the floors tick up towards Genevieve’s floor, the elevator air tasting stale. I wanted to kick myself. I was the best-performing writer of the past year at Foodie, Jennifer Allen, who didn’t let anything stand in her way. Why did Genevieve turn me into a nervous schoolchild in front of a scary teacher?
Maybe because I’d seen the way she could destroy two lives in the span of a day without so much as batting an eyelash.
Either way, I willed myself to act my age and confront her, tell her squarely what I’d told Athena at the Italian bistro. Kathryn was the most recent writer appointed seniority, four years ago. She’d do a better job than I would, anyway.
And yet, still, my hand quivered just a little once I’d gotten to Genevieve’s door and lifted a hand to knock. I swallowed down the nerves and rapped it twice, feeling the stiff wood against my knuckles, and right away, Genevieve’s voice came low from inside.
“Come in.”
I pushed open the door and stepped into the cold air of Genevieve’s office. She always kept it a few degrees colder here—I figured it was to throw people off when they met with her. It hit me with the cold and the smell of air conditioning, and Genevieve looked up from the broad L-shaped rosewood desk, giving me a smile that looked as crisp and artificially pressed as her Armani suit.
“Good morning, Jennifer,” she said, pushing away from her computer and turning to me, leaning back in her chair, resting one elbow on the arm. All she really needed to complete the villain image was a cat on her lap to stroke. “You’re punctual. I’m glad to see you’re not like the other writers.”
I took a seat across from her. “I was hoping to speak to you about the assignment,” I said, and she waved me off, her eyes flaring for an instant.
“What else would we be here for, Jennifer? Don’t waste my time.” The words were pointed like daggers and hung in the air for a second before she sank back in her seat, her posture relaxing. “Athena Walker is doing a different menu every day for the thirty days of November. This is unconscionable to put on her workers, but she has never been known for her discretion.”
Well, we agreed on that point. I drew my shoulders back. “Miss Durant, I wanted to—”
“I don’t take well to interruptions,” she snapped. There was the flare in her eyes again, and like always, I shrank away automatically. “There is a reason why Athena is doing this.”
“I know, actually,” I said, even though my stomach churned with the idea of interrupting her again, but she just cocked her head. I went on. “I met Athena… unintentionally… last night. She told me PARA is going to invite her back if it goes well.”
She relaxed. “Ah. Good. That clears up the need to explain.”
I was going to lose my nerve if I didn’t take this chance. I shifted forward in my chair and spoke before I could second-guess myself. “Miss Durant, I was going to suggest somebody else should take this project. I think Kathryn—”
“Absolutely not,” she snapped, slamming her hands down on the desk. I jolted back, heart in my mouth. “I told you, I don’t take well to interruptions. I specifically requested that you should do this, Jennifer, and I do not intend to budge on this.”
My head swirled. I wanted to just sit back and nod meekly. You’re better than this, Jen. “But why?” I managed to say. “She and I have… history.”
She rolled her eyes. “How inept do you take me to be, if you think I need to have that explained to me? I am aware. You and she were in a relationship when she lost me my restaurant.”
Really, I figured, it was Cashmere that caused her to lose the restaurant. Even before Athena had torn up their supply contracts and stepped in to renegotiate them, ending up falling short and landing with disastrous terms, Cashmere Supply Group had been a monopoly in the supply group then, and it had been choking out restaurants across Port Andrea. Athena’s incredibly bad idea of taking it on herself had just been the final nail in the coffin.
But I knew better than to bring up technicalities right now. I sank back in my seat. “Okay… so, why send me? I don’t think I’m an unbiased source.”
“Jennifer, are you seriously this slow?” She shook her head. “Obviously, I am choosing you specifically because of that. I will harbor no disagreements. Athena is a loose cannon, and I still have a sense of obligation to PARA. I can’t abide by her returning to the association and destroying the hard work that’s been built there with her next bright idea.”
I stared at her, disbelieving, the only sound in the world the thrumming of my blood in my ears. When the AC clicked on behind her, humming low on the far wall, it snapped me back to reality. “Miss Durant, you can’t possibly be telling me—”
“I’m telling you to do Port Andrea and PARA a favor and make sure the articles are negative, Jennifer. If you do that, you can make sure Athena stays out of PARA, and from there, out of Port Andrea altogether.”
“But—that’s journalistic malpractice—”
“Journalistic malpractice?” She scoffed. “We aren’t the New York Times. We aren’t even the New York Post. We’re a glorified food blog, and nothing more. Interests seeping in is the regular course of events. Do you think this would be the first time this has happened here? Do you think this would be the first time higher interests have influenced an article this month?”
“But—” My heart pounded. I didn’t know how to argue against her, but I didn’t know how to accept that. I heard myself speak on autopilot. “I know some level of personal involvement is expected, and that we’re not expected to be as critically unbiased as journalists with other publications. But this is clearly just abusing the position of—”
“I told you I don’t take well to interruptions, Jennifer Allen,” she snapped, leaning across the desk towards me, and just like that, I shrank back into myself, fight-or-flight kicking in. “Let me remind you this assignment is nonnegotiable. You can accept it, or you can leave the company. Which will it be?”
I felt dizzy. This was every kind of violation of power, but I couldn’t stand up against her, not when she had half of Foodie Magazine under her thumb, and maybe half of Port Andrea’s whole restaurant industry too.
But what did I even stand to gain from turning against her? We were on the same side. We both wanted Athena out of Port Andrea, and I wanted seniority, and she wanted this article negative. This was the deal of a lifetime, and my entire career was riding on this. Was I really going to throw that away just to stand up for Athena Walker—let her threaten my career a second time, and all for nothing? Was I going to throw that away just to stand up for a woman I didn’t even want around?
Genevieve drummed her fingers on the desk. “This shouldn’t be a hard question. What have you been working so hard for all this time? You wanted seniority from your very first day.”
I chewed my cheek. “You noticed?”
“Of course I noticed,” she sighed, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I recognize ambition when I see it, and I’ve seen it in you all this time. I respect that, Jennifer. I’ve always liked your potential. You knew what you wanted from day one, and you’ve never let anything stand in your way. You have what it takes to do something special. And this is your chance.”
I let my gaze fall to the floor, trying to find words amid the thumping of my heart. “I can’t compromise my ethics in the name of my ambition.”
“Then I’ll get someone else to do it,” she snorted. “And then what will you have sacrificed for? It will still have happened. If you want change, don’t be a martyr. Take the seniority, work your way up, and then implement the changes. Just don’t be surprised to find how common this is as you go up.”
Dammit. I hated that she was right. This would continue on at the exact same pace whether I was here or not. There was absolutely zero sense in throwing away everything I was just for the sake of feeling good about myself.
It was the best for my career, it was the best for the state of the company, and it was the best for my aching heart that needed Athena back out of Port Andrea. No matter how I looked at it, this was the right thing to do.
So I straightened my back, and I said, “I’ll do it.”
A smile spread over her features. “Excellent.”
“I’m not going to be overt, though,” I said, a sick feeling settling in my stomach. I tried to ignore it. “I’m going to focus on things I actually dislike. I’ll blow them out of proportion to make the whole thing skew negative, yes, but I won’t make things up.”
“Smart woman,” she said. “Readers can spot a fraud.”
“So…” I shifted in my seat. “I’ll get seniority for this.”
Her smile widened. “And I look forward to working with you on more projects after.”
Sounded like my career was on the up and up.
So why did I feel sick to my stomach?
“Sounds good,” I said. “Just tell me what to do, and I’ll get Athena gone from Port Andrea for good this time.”
I didn’t want her gone, though. I knew that.
And that was why I needed her gone, as soon as possible.




Chapter 5
Athena
“It’s really an honor,” the woman said, a short Black girl named Amy, as I shook her hand. “I’m so happy to be here for this.”
“You and your press brigade are more than welcome,” I laughed, looking past her at the others—most of the customers right now the mixed gaggle of Port Andrea’s famous foodie press, all here on long-booked reservations. Amy laughed.
“They’re not with me,” she said. “Someone’s just awfully popular.”
“For today, at least. Happy November.”
“I’m sure you’ve got a full thirty days of being popular ahead of you…”
“That’s the hope,” I said. “Amy, it’s really wonderful meeting you. I’m looking forward to your reviews. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help, or if I made a typo anywhere in the menu, because honestly that’s my biggest fear in this month.”
After another handshake, I moved on to the next person in the front lobby, which was a tall room with dark wood cast in warm lighting and a massive collection of wine slotted into a honeycomb wall subtly shaped into a rose. Chandler from Andrea Express was charming, and then Kevin from Daily Andrean was as intimidating as I’d expected, but nonetheless, I swept between them shaking hands and making conversation, and I stole into the back before long, making the rounds of the kitchen.
“Doing okay here, Misha?” I said, stopping my sous chef, Misha, the honey-brunette with the long loose ringlets and the grumpy expression, who barely hit five feet even, standing by the range. She rolled her eyes, folding her arms.
“Could you have made day one a little slower, maybe? Maybe get some bad press so people stop coming? My feet are killing me and Colin won’t stop whining about the oven.”
“What’s wrong with the oven?”
“Nothing. What’s wrong with Colin, that’s the real question.”
“I’ll talk to him,” I said. “I’m sure he’s just stressed.”
“Or incompetent,” she said, waving me off. “Whatever, I’ve got to get back to this. No menu malfunctions so far. Unless I’ve taken my eyes off Miki for too long. She’s got a heavy hand with the sauces.”
“Miki’s just an excitable woman. She loves big flavors.”
“The flavors should be small enough to not run over the edges of the damn plate,” she huffed, storming off towards where Miki was working the end of the line, and I took it all in for a minute.
Somehow, this was working. Here was Rose Bloom’s kitchen, stocked and running, the first day of November. Our first menu, with a novel focus on the intersection of pastry and savory, was out on the floor, and people were already loving the orange steak on a flaky laminated saffron pastry.
Seemed like things were going fantastic. At least, until I got back out onto the floor and I saw Jennifer Allen sitting at the table I’d reserved for Foodie Magazine’s writer, along with another woman.
I stopped dead on the spot when I saw her, and my waitress Flora nearly bumped into me from behind when I did, squeaking out an apology, but I barely even registered she was there. Jennifer was talking in low voices with the woman, who was… pretty. Around Jennifer’s age, too, a fit brunette with an expensive jacket and that perfect magazine-cover oval-shaped face.
Right. I psyched myself up for a second before I approached. I had to focus on what in the world Jennifer was doing here instead of Kathryn, and not who this other woman was and whether she and Jennifer were just friends or…
I was doing a terrible job of psyching myself up. Getting it confused with psyching myself out. I did that a lot.
I cleared my throat as I approached the table, and once I was within earshot, I said, “I regret to inform you there is no pepperoni on the menu tonight,” and Jennifer stiffened, turning and giving me a look. The other woman just stared at me strangely, which—well, without context, I’d probably be confused too.
“You always did have a way of jumping out of nowhere,” Jennifer said.
“You are in my restaurant, presumably expecting to meet me, and I walked across the entire way to your table and spoke once I was a reasonable distance away. Do I need to wear a cowbell and flashing lights, too?”
She raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure you’d enjoy wearing a cowbell and flashing lights. You always liked attention.”
I adjusted my bowtie and gave her my best smile before I said, “Not that I’m not happy to see you and all, but what in the world are you doing here? I was pretty sure we had an agreement.”
She looked out the window. “I’m… sorry. My boss wouldn’t let me push the assignment onto someone else.”
And judging by the way she wasn’t looking at me, there was something she wasn’t saying. I chewed my cheek, but I turned to the other woman, who was just looking between the two of us confused. “Thanks so much for coming to Rose Bloom tonight,” I said. “My name’s Athena Walker—”
“Oh, you,” she said, frowning and looking me over. “Jen told me… all about you.”
Ah. Jen. The thing she’d only let me call her. Dammit. I should not have been giving a damn about this. I should have been happy there was another woman to get in the way of me pining uselessly for her.
I forced a smile. “Judging by how she told me the other night that even penguins would hate me, I’m guessing she didn’t say much good about me.”
Jennifer cleared her throat. “Athena, this… this is my girlfriend, Louise. She works for Foodie Magazine as a distribution director.”
Damn, did distribution director ever sound lofty. It was just like Jennifer to get with someone in a high-up cushy job instead of risking it with someone who liked taking chances.
And it was just like me to think too much about that.
“Thanks for coming out here tonight, Louise,” I said. “It’s wonderful to meet you.”
Louise checked her phone. “We’ve been waiting a while for our waiter now. You’re busy tonight, aren’t you?”
No-nonsense kind of woman. I never liked the types to track every minute of the day. “I’m really sorry for the wait. We’re heading into our peak—”
“I know how restaurant flow works,” Louise said, putting a hand up.
“—but I’ll be happy to take your order,” I said, pulling out a pen and paper from my pocket, and she gave me a look with one eyebrow arched.
“Do you have nowhere better to be?” she said, and I immediately wanted to smack her with the pad of paper.
I didn’t, though. I was a professional.
I smiled. “I opened a restaurant because I like getting my food to hungry people with discerning taste. This is exactly where I’d like to be.”
“Right…” Louise looked down at her menu. “Let’s do the orange-blossom honey roll with venison and goat cheese.”
“I am so glad you picked that one,” I said, taking her menu. “It hasn’t gotten as many orders as the others tonight, but it’s one of my favorites of all the dishes I have planned for the whole month.”
“I’m already buying it,” Louise said, a hand up as she looked back to her phone. “You don’t need to sell me on it.”
Inwardly, I pouted. I didn’t understand people who didn’t want to talk about food. I turned to Jennifer, momentarily forgetting how to breathe when I saw her there in that blazer with her hair swept over to one side, just a light brush of mascara on. “And for you, Jennifer?”
She looked up into my eyes and just held it there for one charged second that felt like it could have destroyed me—were her eyes always that pretty?—before she said, “What do you recommend? Aside from the venison, obviously.”
Dammit, if there was one way to get me to fall in love, it was to ask me for a recommendation. Did it have to come from Jennifer Allen? I straightened my back. “Obviously, I think it’s all delicious. But… I think I might recommend the stew in the pastry bowl. The stock is made with trumpet and wood ear mushrooms cooked long and slow with black and white peppercorns, and the steak is deglazed with its own chianti marinade, and it’s all finished with toasted sesame seeds.”
She narrowed her eyes at me for the longest time before she handed over her menu. “Sounds fantastic,” she said, carefully, like she was measuring every syllable. “I’ll take that, and a bottle of AW merlot for the table.”
“It’ll be out in just a bit.” I felt a little thrill as I took the menus and headed towards the back, and it was only once I reached the kitchen that I realized maybe it was showing my hand a little too much if I still remembered the way she loved mushroom stocks. Especially trumpet.
Of course, the dish had been inspired by her to begin with. Was that a sign I hadn’t gotten over her?
Like I needed a sign to know that.
When I brought the wine back to their table, it looked like trouble in paradise, Louise staring at her phone while Jennifer looked out the window, over the view of the skyline past Parson River, and the slight hunch in her shoulders said she was stressed and wanted out. I knew how to massage that stress out. I also knew she did not want me to do that right now, and I would probably end up with a steak knife in my chest. Maybe Louise’s steak knife, too.
“The bowed windows are the inspiration of our special architect, Estelle Wilder,” I said when I set the wine down for the table, pulling Jennifer’s attention back away from the window. “The vertical panorama they offer is inspired by Neptune Tower, and if you look closely at the framing, you’ll find the text of the original Neptune Tower proposal.”
Louise laughed, not looking up from her phone. “That sounds like a lot of time and money that could have gone literally anywhere else.” She set the phone down on the table, face-up, and looked up at the wine. “That’s our wine? Wonderful. Let me sample.”
I uncorked the wine with a cloth and poured a sampling into Louise’s wine glass. “Amberwood Winery vintage 2001,” I said. “It’s a full-bodied sweet red with notes of raspberry and plum, with a sharp, piquant finish of oak and black pepper—”
But she’d already drunk the sample and set the glass back down, nodding and waving her hand to the glass as she picked her phone back up. “Yeah, it’s good.”
Jennifer sighed, looking back out the window. My heart ached, wondering what she would have said if I managed to corner her to just tell me what she thought of the wine. I’d always been the better cook, but she’d always had the better sense of taste. I could try to describe a wine all I liked, but I could have just booked an hour out of my day to give her a wine and listen to her tell me about it. If she’d taken the sampling, I had a feeling she’d listen to me tell her what it was, even if she did hate my very existence right now.
I poured the wine for each of them, setting the bottle down in the middle of the table and backing slowly away. “Your food will be out shortly,” I said.
Jennifer didn’t look away from the window, and Louise didn’t look away from her phone. I’d never had a more awkward silence in my life, and that was a high bar.
Which led me to a different bar, as I took my break not long after that and slipped out of my suit jacket and sat down at the bar, where it was Misha who looked up at me from the other side, doing evening inventory.
“Here to drain our reserves?” she said, and I laughed.
“I thought that was the reason people opened restaurants.”
She grinned, setting down the inventory tracker. “You’re a devil. What do you want?”
“That Minami whiskey is almost out, right? Just pour me the last of that on the rocks and simplify your count.”
“Oh, you’re trying to make it look like you’re doing me a service here, huh,” she said, but she pulled the nearly empty bottle of Minami whiskey from the shelf and poured it into a small glass over two jumbo ice cubes, sliding it across the bar surface to me. “Doing all right?”
“Depends on how you define all right,” I said, sipping the whiskey.
“Aren’t you supposed to drink whiskey neat?”
“Get with it, Misha. Minami’s best on the rocks.”
“Well, look at you actually knowing something.” She leaned against the counter best as she could given her height, slinging one arm up over it. “At least tell me it’s not that you’ve got bad news about the restaurant.”
“Nah, just that my ex is here with her new girlfriend and I’m waiting her table.”
Misha let out a sharp breath, blowing away the strands of hair from her face. “How do you define all right to include that, exactly?”
“At least I don’t have tuberculosis?”
“Always looking on the bright side.” She picked up the inventory tracker again. “Well, with any luck she’ll be gone after tonight.”
“She’s, uh, the Foodie Magazine reporter. Here for all thirty days.”
She sighed. “I think that’s worse than TB.”
“Yeah…” I slumped against the bar. “And for the restaurant’s sake, I’m going to have to try impressing her. So something good goes up about us in Foodie.”
“Is that the most important thing in the world?”
I grunted, sipping at the whiskey again. “Hugely. This goes well, we get access to PARA again.”
She perked up. “Oh, yeah? You should have led with that. Which one’s she?”
I frowned. “Are you going to start harassing her for good reviews?”
She laughed. “You take me for a douchebag? I know how to conduct myself outside of the kitchen too.”
“I mean, speaking with all the love in the world, Misha, your whole brand in the kitchen is kind of being a douchebag…”
That got a laugh, Misha leaning back against the counter. “Look, it’s obvious. We want her good favor, but obviously we’re not gonna get that from you hanging around her when you’ve got history. So I’ll be the point of contact for her instead. She has a better experience in the place, which leads to better reviews, and you don’t have to stress over what your ex thinks of you, which means you can actually focus on crap in the kitchen for once. Win-win.”
“I do plenty in the kitchen, Misha.”
“Yeah, sure, if you count drinking our whiskey,” she said, stooping below the bar to get back to inventory.
“She’s the one with the long curly dark hair. Jennifer Allen. She’s at table twelve with her girlfriend, Louise, the brunette in the designer jacket who won’t look away from her phone. Louise is a bit annoying, just a word to the wise.”
“And the ex isn’t?”
I grimaced. “Hard to say. She yells at me for breathing. I think you’ll have a different experience with her than I do.”
“Fair enough,” she said from beneath the bar. “Right, I’ll chat it up with them, and we’ll be best friends. And you’re going to sit down with Colin and make sure he does his damn job.”
“Colin’s fine, he’s just stressed.”
“I’m stressed because he’s working here. It’s me or him.”
“With that sense for drama, you should be working in TV instead.”
“Ha, ha. Don’t tempt me. I’d make a great actress.” She stood up, bumping her head on the bar, and rubbed where she hit it. “Son of a cinnamon bun. This is anti-short-people architecture.”
“Get taller.”
“I ought to dash your drink on you,” she said, rolling her eyes, before she spun on her heel. “Enjoy the rest of your break, you ass.”
“Will do, douchebag,” I called after her, sipping at my whiskey again.
I should have been happy about that, right? If Misha was taking care of Jennifer, I didn’t have to deal with all of that. Much fewer awkward interactions with my ex.
Who I was still hopelessly pining over and really wished I could have back, a feeling that only got worse when I saw her here with her successful and wealthy and annoyingly attractive girlfriend.
Dammit, I should have gone for a whiskey there was more left of.




Chapter 6
Jennifer
“I don’t really care what you get,” Louise said, not looking up from her phone. I bit back a sigh, turning to the counter, where the girl behind it matched the pink-and-white décor in her puffy dress and white apron embroidered with the Sugar Kiss logo.
“Can we get a bowl of the… milk tea ice cream with a fried crepe?”
“Ugh, my favorite,” the girl, Courtney, an ash-blonde who looked college-age and like she’d had a smile permanently built into her face, said. “What size can I get you girls?”
There was something powerful in calling two women ten years her senior you girls. Maybe I should have been annoyed, but I kind of admired the chutzpah. “Let’s say a medium.”
“And an iced black tea to go with?” Courtney said, beaming.
I raised an eyebrow. “That was such a smooth upsell, I’m just going to go along with it. Sure.”
So in a minute, Louise and I sat down in one of the soft pink booths by the windows, catching just the barest glimpse of Neptune Tower on the skyline from the corner. It was annoying how much it reminded me of eating at Rose Bloom the past three days, trying a little harder each day to make out the lettering around the window frames. The ice cream should have been delicious, soft and silky and perfectly creamy like Sugar Kiss always made, but it tasted like something was missing.
Maybe it was the way Louise still wasn’t looking at me, her nose buried in her phone. I’d never really minded—I knew she had a lot of work to do, and I had zero issues with a woman being ambitious and working hard—but in the wake of our fight over the phone my last night in Quebec, the way she completely tuned me out instead of ever addressing it just left me restless.
“What did you think of Rose Bloom tonight?” I said.
“Good, yeah,” Louise said, sipping at the tea, still looking down at her phone.
“Any standouts from the sauces for you?”
“Jen, I’m trying to read this message. Give me a minute.”
I sighed, going back to the ice cream, dragging my spoon slowly over the top and letting it rest on my tongue, feeling the way it melted slowly in my mouth. The sharpness and complexity of black tea mingled with honeyed sweetness in the front and creamy vanilla bean, and just the lightest touch of something else—peach, maybe—lightened it with a spark of sweet tartness.
Logically, I placed all of that. Emotionally, I was eating cardboard.
After another four or five minutes, I pushed the ice cream to Louise. “It’s going to melt before you get any at this rate.”
“It’s still just as good melted.”
I scowled. “The emulsion is the whole point here.”
“Yeah, yeah.” But she took a spoonful and put it in her mouth, still not looking away from her phone, and I eventually went back to my own phone, looking over my notes from the Rose Bloom dinners. Today’s menu had been a celebration of sauces, an entire rainbow of brightly colored sauces with unexpected flavors for the table with each order, and everything on the menu based around drenching them in sauce. I’d had a battered seafood sampler to go with it, and my notes were endless, at least twice the length of a usual tasting.
The tangerine and sesame had been so much better than it had any right being. The creamy mouthfeel had been unbelievable, and the flavors had been complex and bright as neon, transforming like a fine wine on the palette. I desperately wanted to know how long Athena spent tweaking that one.
But I couldn’t have found out, anyway, because it had been the sous chef Misha waiting on our table, and I only caught the littlest glimpses of Athena across the restaurant here and there the whole night. Not even a hello.
That should have been a relief, right? Should have been a blessing.
Misha was sweet, too. It was unfair of me to resent her this much over keeping me from someone I didn’t even want to be around.
“Okay,” Louise said, setting down her phone. “I’ve got a minute. What kind is this?”
She’d already tried it. How in the world did she not know? “Milk tea.”
She took a spoonful, making a face when she put it in her mouth. “It’s awfully sweet.”
“It’s ice cream,” I deadpanned.
“I don’t think I’ll be having much,” she said, pushing the bowl back towards me.
I sighed, taking another spoonful. “What do you think of Misha? She’s been really lovely always waiting on us.”
She snuck a quick glance at her phone. “Nice to not deal with your chatty ex-girlfriend. Misha’s good.”
I had a feeling everyone was chatty compared to Louise.
But… ugh. I couldn’t keep stewing in these feelings. I was being unfair to her by sitting on this, letting it fester. She wasn’t doing anything wrong, just living her life like always, and I was the one who had a problem. It was up to me to own it.
I sat up straighter, and I said, “Hey, Louise. Can we talk about something more serious?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Work things? I told you, the writing side isn’t really my thing.”
“Not work.” I faltered. “We never really had any proper closure after my last night in Quebec.”
For a second there, the air was so tense it felt like a thread stretched just to breaking. When Louise frowned, it felt like one little tap on that thread. “I told you what was on my mind. You agreed I was right.”
“Look, I was tired, frustrated, and far from home, and—”
She picked up her phone again. “We already finished this conversation. It’s fine. I accept your apology.”
“I’m not—Louise, I’m not done.”
She sighed, setting down the phone and turning to me again. “What is it now? Something else you want to yell at me about?”
My stomach turned. “I just… look, you know I support your career, and I appreciate how much it means to you.”
“Oh, it’s this talk again,” she sighed. “I thought you took back everything you said and apologized. Was that just saying whatever to get off the hook?”
I chewed my cheek. “That’s not… okay, look. You know? Fine. Yes, that’s exactly what it was. I’d been running around for twelve hours that day, I had to squeeze in four different video meetings in between my actual work, and my taxi had taken me to the wrong hotel. I got back to mine and crashed on the world’s worst bed, and I was tired, and everything was sore, and I just didn’t want to have the conversation then.”
“That’s funny,” she said, raising an eyebrow, “because as far as I remember, you were the one who went off on me first.”
“You didn’t answer any of my messages all day. Or my calls.”
“I was busy. You know I get to you when I can.”
What wasn’t connecting here? I didn’t know. This was obviously wrong, everything was wrong, but I felt like I was missing a link and couldn’t put my finger on how it was wrong, even if I felt like I’d be able to tell clear as day if it were someone else in this position.
Of course I wanted her to make me a higher priority, to not just get to me when she could, especially seeing how it always felt like a chore when she did get to me. But it wasn’t like I didn’t understand. I’d always had people tell me off for being too stuck up and stuck in my work. Athena had always gotten on my case about not paying enough attention to the people in my life—and her especially—when I was focused on working. That had been the biggest source of contention when we’d been dating.
There was nothing wrong with ambition. There was nothing wrong with working hard. But for some reason, even though I knew that, I couldn’t deny the fact that everything about how Louise talked to me—or didn’t—felt rotten, and unfair, and I wanted it to stop.
I wanted to brush it off, accept her reasoning, say everything was fine, but it wasn’t. So I sat up straighter, and I said, “I know. But I guess it just… feels like you aren’t paying attention to me. And I understand you do have a lot of work, and I don’t begrudge you for making that a priority, but I… want you to know that I’ve been feeling bad over it.”
She sank back in her seat, just staring at me for the longest time before she said, “And why do you want me to know that? What do you want me to do with the information? Because it seems like you aren’t telling me to do anything different, just telling me to feel guilty.”
“I don’t want you to feel guilty for it. Just…” I rubbed my forehead hard enough it hurt. “I don’t really know what I want. I just know that it feels like I’m not even here.”
“As far as I can tell, you are very much here. You’ve brought me with you to Rose Bloom to see your ex three nights now.”
“Trust me, I’m very glad we’ve stopped seeing my ex there,” I said, but I wondered if I really was. Not because I wanted to talk to her for her own sake—I was done with her—but because I was really curious about the dishes, the meals, everything. How she made them, because I knew there had to be a story behind each one.
And because I had to find something to complain about, because as it was so far, I didn’t have a single negative thing to blow out of proportion.
“I don’t know what you want, Jen,” Louise sighed, shoulders dropping. “Look, if we’re airing our feelings, I’ll do the same. Why does it feel like you’re never happy? Like you’re never satisfied with anything?”
I blinked. “What?”
“What, what? I asked a question. Why does it feel like you’re never happy? You keep setting these standards for something that has to happen before you can be happy, and you never are.”
“But…” I fumbled with my thoughts. “I mean… I am happy. My career’s gone really well.”
“I know it has. You’re on your path to seniority, which is ridiculous. You have a condo in your name with plenty paid down already, you have a girlfriend who, as you said very explicitly you wanted in a partner, lets you put your work first and has her own sense of ambition. But you’re still not happy. Why is it that whatever I do, you aren’t happy?”
“Well—I am,” I said, my throat tight. “I guess… maybe I just have a hard time showing that.”
“If telling me off for doing my job is how you show your happiness, I’m inclined to agree,” she said, voice tart. It felt like acid on a cut, and the sensation flared up into frustration sharp and hot in my chest. She sighed, seeing my expression. “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t mean to snap.”
Somehow, her apologizing made it feel worse. I shot back, “What about you, then? You said you wanted a girlfriend you could get serious with, and I’ve done all of that. We jumped straight into living together, but I still feel like I’m not good enough.”
“You’re doing fine, I just want to know why you’re always complaining and how to make you actually happy with what you have. I want you to be happy, Jen. I really do. But it’s really hard.”
“I’m not…” I trailed off, sinking back in my chair. “I just feel so… unimportant here.”
Louise put her hands up. “What am I supposed to do about that? How do you want me to make you feel important? Because as far as I can tell, it’s to quit my job and spend all my time attending to you.”
Or maybe just to pay attention to what I was saying once in a blue moon.
I shook my head, a sick feeling blossoming through my stomach like a caustic acid splashed into water, tendrils trailing through the fluid as it expanded through to every part of me.
“Yeah… I don’t know,” I sighed, speaking quietly. “I’m sorry. I guess it’s a me problem.”
“It’s both of us, I guess,” she muttered, but it didn’t sound like she really thought that, especially as she picked her phone back up. “But I swear I’m doing my best, and I don’t know what you actually want from me. Oh… for crying out loud.”
“What?”
She stood up, phone in hand. “James needs to call me for something. Hold on. I’m going to step outside. I’ll be back in a minute.”
And then just like that, before I could even get a word in, she picked up her bag and strode towards the door, leaving me alone in the booth, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt so alone since the first night after I called it off with Athena.
Somehow, I had a feeling Louise wouldn’t be back in a minute. An urgent call at eight o’clock probably meant something serious to take care of, and that meant she’d be off doing whatever it was James wanted, and then she’d come back to the condo at eleven and complain about the mess.
It was then that I thought, for the first time, maybe it was ending—that I noticed for the first time this thing I was holding was splitting, hairline cracks spreading across the surface. I figured they’d shown up in that fight over the phone, but I hadn’t noticed—I figured it was just one little fight and couples had them all the time, and we’d patch it up like we had a million times before.
But this wasn’t like the others. This wasn’t just an argument. There was either something seriously wrong with me, or there was something seriously incompatible between the two of us, and either way, that wasn’t something you just patched up.
I wondered if she was right. When was the last time I’d been happy? I figured I was supposed to get happier and happier through life as I got into a better and better position, but if anything, I was declining.
And I probably had been since I left Athena.
Which meant—what? That throwing myself into my work every second had made me miserable, and then trying to save myself from that spiral by falling in love had also made me miserable?
What the hell did that leave me with?
I didn’t know, but for the first time, the thought came to me clear and fully-formed, and that was I don’t want to go home tonight.




Chapter 7
Athena
“Is this your coping mechanism?” Parker laughed.
“In all seriousness?” I said, opening the door for her, the cute little bell jingling over the door into Sugar Kiss. “It absolutely is. Look how cute and pink it is. Doesn’t it just make you happy?”
She looked me over. “You’re too butch for pink.”
“Uh, hello, gender stereotypes. Are you really going to try that?”
But she’d already walked on into Sugar Kiss ahead of me, and I gave an over-dramatic shrug to all of no one before I followed her inside.
“Really, and you call me the difficult one,” I said, stepping up next to the counter with her. “What are you getting? I don’t want to get the same thing.”
She responded without missing a beat. “A waffle cone with one scoop of white chocolate and one scoop of raspberry dream bar, topped with shortbread crumbles and caramel drizzle.”
“Parker, I swear, I learn something new about you every fifteen minutes and you always catch me off-guard.”
She pulled her phone back up, scrolling through her emails again. “What are you getting?”
“See, I was genuinely just going to get chocolate in a bowl, but now I feel bad for going for simplicity.”
“Do not be that boring. At least get the gummi frogs in it.”
“Welcome to Sugar Kiss,” the cashier, who I recognized from my one-more-than-ideal number of visits here as being Courtney, the one who was thrilled about just about everything. “What can I get you girls?”
“Parker is getting the entire menu squeezed into a waffle cone and I’m getting chocolate ice cream.”
“With gummi frogs,” Parker said, putting down her card. “I’m paying for your ice cream, if you’re just getting that sad little thing. As thanks for scoring me free pizza.”
I shrugged, putting my card back. “I’m not complaining. Guess I made the right call ordering something sad.”
“Chocolate is never sad,” Courtney said, a hand to her chest. “Chocolate is the happiest thing in the world.”
“Courtney’s smart,” I said, waving a hand at her.
She beamed. “But gummi frogs are never a bad idea.”
“I swear. Fine, give me the gummi frogs, too.”
So I got the gummi frogs, too, a bowl of chocolate ice cream with cute little gummi frogs sitting in it awaiting their end with froggy little smiles, and I watched as Parker leaned against the display counter with her phone out as Courtney prepared her a sky-high ice cream cone.
“How many times have you even come here, if you have an order like that stored up?”
She looked up from her phone, giving me a sly smile. “Oh, so you’re asking if I come here often.”
I made a face. “Don’t you dare interpret it that way, Parker.”
“You’re not my type,” she laughed, looking back at her phone.
“What, butches?”
“Eh… people who seem like they’re taking a new line of caffeine every fifteen minutes.”
“Oh. Yeah, I’m definitely not your type, then.”
“Parker’s in here all the time,” Courtney said, handing over the great tower of ice cream. “Usually at two in the morning, though. I don’t do the night shift, though, so I almost never see her.”
“Are you serious? I thought you never left the apartment, now you’re telling me you just slip out past midnight every day?”
Parker grinned, taking the ice cream. “I plead the fifth. And whatever other numbers help me get out of this, I plead those, too.”
I scowled, and I was about to say something else when I had a very vivid hallucination all of a sudden and saw Jennifer’s girlfriend Louise marching out of the building on her phone, and then once I looked, a little glimpse of Jennifer sitting on the far side of the room, tucked into a booth in the corner and looking down at her phone with a vacant expression.
Thank god it was just a hallucination, though, because I had no idea how to handle Jennifer Allen herself being here, after I’d struggled to keep myself from gazing over at her table for my shift at Rose Bloom earlier and was rewarding myself with ice cream.
“Someone’s all work and no play,” Parker said, watching Louise go, which meant she wasn’t a hallucination. I rubbed my forehead.
“Parker, I swear to god. You weren’t supposed to be able to see her too.”
She gave me an odd look. “Are you tripping on something?”
“Unfortunately, turns out I’m not.”
“Do you know that girl?”
“Oh, yeah. Only my ex’s current girlfriend, and turns out my ex herself is sitting in this place right now, which means I am taking this ice cream and going home, thanks so much for actually going somewhere with me tonight, Parker, it’s been an absolute blast—”
But Parker stepped in front of me, her eyes gleaming. “Hey. You can’t tease me with that kind of buildup and then disappoint. That ex of yours is here? The one who’s been eating at Rose Bloom every night? I want to meet her.”
“Look, Parker, all due respect and all, but that’s the worst idea anyone’s ever had. You want me to introduce you to my ex?”
“Yes?” Parker said, giving me a look like it was the most obvious thing in the world. I shrugged wildly.
“What am I supposed to say? Just walk you up to her and be like, this is Jennifer, my ex-girlfriend who broke my heart and I’m still mad at her?”
“Nah, I already know all that. Just point me to which one is her.”
“Oh, for crying out loud,” I said, but I stopped when I saw movement from the corner of my eye and I turned to where Jennifer was making a beeline for the door, ice cream bowl in hand. I wanted to duck for cover, but I had no way of getting Parker to behave, so I just froze up until Jennifer saw me at the door and froze up too.
That look in her eyes was the most complicated laundry list of emotions I’d maybe ever seen. Looked like she already had some crap on her mind even before she saw me here, and I just stared at her, watching as she stared at me—before her gaze flickered down to the ice cream in my hands and then she gave me a withering glare.
“Seriously?” she said. “You get perfectly good ice cream and then you throw frog-shaped indeterminate gelatin ooze in there to ruin it?”
“Hey—I had no say in the matter! Parker made me do it!”
“Parker?” Jennifer shot Parker a look, and she gave Jennifer a lazy wave.
“Hey. I’m Athena’s roomie.”
Jennifer relaxed just the tiniest fraction. “Oh, so you do exist.”
“I’m now learning this was in question,” Parker said, giving me a questioning look. I ignored it.
“Look, I had no idea you were here,” I said. “I just come by here after shifts sometimes because it’s close. And because I like ice cream.”
“And the color pink,” Parker said.
“Parker, stop… talking,” I said, gesturing emphatically with the ice cream.
“The single most hypocritical thing ever said,” Parker mumbled.
Jennifer rolled her eyes, looking away. “Am I that intimidating, Athena? You’ve been avoiding talking to me for days. Sent your sous chef to deal with me instead.”
My stomach dropped. Was this really the game we were playing? Jennifer was going to be simultaneously angry over me talking to her and over me not talking to her?
Parker looked between us. “Oh, we’ve got drama, huh?”
I resisted the urge to sling ice cream at her. “You’re not intimidating,” I said. “You’re the exact opposite of intimidating.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Underwhelming?”
“No—you’re the exact opposite of that too.”
“That’d be overwhelming,” Parker said.
“Oh, so I’m overwhelming,” Jennifer said, and I put a hand up.
“Parker, you’re supposed to be on my side. Stop tag-teaming me.”
“I don’t think the owner deliberately avoided ever coming near me will look good in the writeup,” Jennifer said, and I sighed, shoulders dropping.
“If you’re going to yell at me, can we at least not do it in the middle of the shop this time?”
Jennifer flinched, looking around and only now seeming to realize we were in the middle of Sugar Kiss. A faint blush spread over her cheeks, and I felt like that was all the victory I ever needed in life, even if this month went south and I stayed a PARA exile and had to leave Port Andrea with my tail between my legs. “That’s—well—right,” she said, clearing her throat and straightening her back. “Shall I leave, then? Get out of your way?”
“I wasn’t put off by you or something,” I said. “I figured you didn’t want to talk to me.”
“Ah, the classic misunderstanding,” Parker said.
“Parker, I say this with all the love in the world, but please shut up,” I said.
Jennifer looked away with a light huff. “I told you we talk on the job. Me at Rose Bloom is the job. You don’t need to creep in the corners and avoid me.”
“Ostensibly, we are currently talking outside of the job,” I said, and Jennifer laughed. She caught herself, looking away again, seeming like she was upset I made her laugh.
“You are so difficult,” she said.
“Isn’t she?” Parker said.
“I told you to quit tag-teaming,” I sighed. “Look—Jennifer, I know I’m keeping you from your girlfriend right now—”
“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Jennifer snorted, her expression darkening. “I’m sure she’s halfway to the office by now. I was just heading home.”
I paused. The look on her face right now, and the way Jennifer was looking dejected and Louise was looking at her phone every time I saw them at Rose Bloom, painted a picture I didn’t want to think about.
I’d spent my whole life making bad decisions and figuring out where they took me, and I wasn’t about to stop now. I took a deep breath, and I said, “In that case… do you want to sit down and finish your ice cream here? Just to make it clear I’m not avoiding you for my sake. And—besides, Parker wouldn’t stop talking about wanting to meet you, when I mentioned someone from Foodie Magazine covering Rose Bloom—”
“Who happened to be your ex,” Parker said.
“I was planning on leaving that part out, Parker,” I said, measuring every word with my best in my mind I am strangling you right now tone.
“There’s no reason to,” Jennifer said, still looking away. “I already get the point.”
My spirits sank. “Right. I’ll get out of your way then. And see you at Rose—”
“It’s fine. Let’s sit down.”
I stared. “I, uh… you realize that’s a direct contradiction to what you were just saying, right?”
She smirked to herself, still staring out the window. “I am a writer, Athena. I understand how language works.”
“And… you’re not addressing the fact that it was a direct contradiction.”
“Come on, my ice cream is melting. This is literally the only time I’ve ever known you to take your time with something,” Jennifer said, turning on her heel and heading back for the seat she’d come from, leaving me staring and wondering if that was an insult or not.
Once she was out of earshot, Parker leaned in close to me and whispered, “Damn, you two have some chemistry.”
“Was she insulting me just now?”
“Yeah, it was hot.”
I shook my head. “Parker, I do not understand you,” I said, but I didn’t need to understand Parker—thank god for that—so I just followed Jennifer, sitting down at the booth seat across from her, and Parker slid in next to me.
Jennifer sat up straighter in her seat and tossed her hair back before she took another spoonful of ice cream. I watched maybe a little inappropriately as she slipped it into her mouth, drawing it slowly back out of her lips with the tip of her tongue just peeking out from under it, and I tried not to get turned on watching my ex eat ice cream. “So,” she said, “I see you’ve been telling your roommate, your sous chef, and just about everyone else around about our history.”
“Uh, yep,” I said. “I would try to deny it if there were literally any way to make it convincing, but yep.”
She met my eyes, one eyebrow high, and it sent my heart off to Jupiter, where it found a note saying stop pining for your damn ex and decided to ignore it. “Well, I’m glad to know you’re able to be so cavalier about it.”
“That’s one way to describe her,” Parker said.
“I mean, we were publicly a thing,” I said, my throat tight. “It’s not like people in the industry didn’t know we were together. And people knew both of us. We’ve worked hard to stand out.”
“Always was more your style,” Jennifer said. “You with the flashing lights and the cowbell.”
“And you sulking in the corner complaining about pepperoni,” I said. “Which you absolutely secretly enjoyed.”
Jennifer rolled her eyes, but she was smiling as she said, “The pepperoni was not as bad as I expected it to be. That is an extremely low bar it cleared.”
“Oh yeah, thanks for the pizza,” Parker said. “Thena said you paid for it.”
“It was in a fit of emotion over pepperoni that, looking back, I suppose may have been an overreaction,” Jennifer said, measuring every word carefully.
“Yeah, your pepperoni pizza got me yelled at,” I said. “Even though she enjoyed it in the end.”
“I did not enjoy it,” Jennifer said, looking out the window. “I tolerated it.”
“Oh, I can read that look,” Parker said, giving me a conspiratorial whisper that was much too loud to be a whisper. “She totally enjoyed it.”
“She was wild for the pepperoni,” I said.
“The point is,” Jennifer said, straightening her back again. “I suppose it’s your own prerogative who and when you tell about our history. But I like to think history belongs in the past, Athena. We are professionals, and we can keep history in the past. There is no reason to avoid me like I’m diseased when I’m at Rose Bloom.”
History in the past again. Was it ever really just in the past? I sank back into my seat, shoulders relaxing. “All right. I apologize for making you feel like a pariah or something. Shame, though, because Misha was really coming to like you. She hates just about everyone, so that’s something special.”
“Oh, she likes us, does she?” Jennifer said, quirking a smile at me. “I figured it was just her customer service face.”
“Well, I didn’t say both of you,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Your girlfriend doesn’t make the cut, unfortunately. She gets the customer service face.”
It was kind of me scoping the situation out, and it seemed to be a bullseye, because Jennifer just got this resigned look on her face and looked down at her ice cream, like someone not liking her girlfriend was disappointing but not surprising. “Well, I’m sure she won’t be too upset at being relieved of her duties handling us, then.”
“Oh, she will be,” I said. “Normally she hates one hundred percent of customers at a given table. Yours is only fifty percent. That’s a huge step up for her.”
She laughed, catching herself halfway through again and clearing her throat. “Well, if it’s just you trying to keep your staff happy, I guess I can understand why you’d keep sending her out to deal with me.”
“Oh, no,” Parker said, putting a hand up. “Not at all. Thena is always dying to talk to you.”
I was dying for other reasons. I kicked her foot under the table, but I maintained my composure as Jennifer gave me a studying look. “You’re an excellent food writer and your tastings are amazing. I am really curious to hear your opinions on the dishes. I’ll be happy to talk with you about them, give you some more insight on where the dishes came from, what goes into them. Stuff like that could be useful for your writeups.”
She gave me a long, careful stare before she nodded slowly. “I’m happy to share my tastings.”
My mind supplied me with the memory of her tasting me, which was entirely the wrong time for that. I threw the thought out the window and bolted the doors of my mind to keep it out, putting on a smile instead. “Sounds great. Just… if you can get your girlfriend to not talk over you, that’d be great.”
She arched her eyebrows. “Ah, so you’re in Misha’s camp.”
Yes, I sure as hell was. “Of course not,” I said. “I don’t have anything against your girlfriend. Just that when I waited your table the first day, she brushed off whatever discussions we could have had about the food.”
“And Thena loves talking about food,” Parker said, which I figured was her halfhearted attempt to help me. It was the thought that counted, but it didn’t count for much.
Jennifer studied me a while longer before she said, “I think Louise was just interested in seeing the place itself, really. I doubt she’ll be interested in showing up again. I’m sure it’ll be just me tomorrow.”
And part of my mind made a great flying leap to the conclusion that that meant she was having a falling out with her girlfriend and then I’d be able to sit with her when she was single and talk to her about food all night long, just like we used to.
My mind was great at those flying leaps. Unfortunately, they were wrong.
“Well, don’t tell Louise I said I’m relieved, then,” I said, relaxing into my seat. “So… just out of curiosity. Tell me about the ice cream here?”
Her eyes lit up, and my heart melted into a gay puddle. “It’s fantastic. The milk tea one is one of my favorites. I’m pretty sure they use a lightly-oxidized black tea that’s only barely black, and the honey and vanilla are the real stars of the flavor profile.”
Dammit, I was in love with her. The past six years meant absolutely nothing. She might as well have just left me yesterday, because damn I was still in love with her, and damn it hurt that she wasn’t in love with me. “Yeah?” I said, leaning in closer. “Tell me what you can place about the honey. I love cooking with honey.”
Jennifer’s eyes just lit up more, and I got even more hopeless.




Chapter 8
Athena
“You should have warned me I’d be watching pornography,” Parker said once we were back in the apartment, still finishing off the last ice cream from her cone.
I locked the door behind us and shimmied out of my jacket. “See, I don’t remember watching porn with my ex and my roommate at the ice cream parlor, and I’m positive I would remember doing that.”
“Yeah, of course not. You two were the porno, dude. I was basically watching you two bang on the counter, just… with ice cream talk instead.”
“You’re too cute-looking to be that crude,” I said.
She finished off the last of her cone, heading to the kitchen sink to wash her hands. “Some girls have the amazing power to be cute and crude. Behold, your local superhero.” She shut the water off and turned back to me, leaning against the counter. “Point is… hello. You two have so much chemistry it was like I was back in college, and I flunked chemistry.”
“Uh—I guess I’m sorry, then?”
“Nah. I flunked chem because I was passing notes with the cute girl next to me instead of paying attention. I flunked the class, but I got her in bed.”
“You’re especially crude tonight.”
“Why the hell not? I had to watch the performance that was you and your ex. I basically already watched you have sex, and I promise I’m not a voyeur.”
“We don’t have chemistry. She left me six years ago because I was an embarrassment to her.”
“A lot happens in six years. Six years ago, I was flunking chemistry because I was passing notes with a cute girl instead. Today, I’m a local leader in my industry.”
“Which is…?”
“Point is, you two are smoking. And I know you still want her.”
I sighed, sinking into a seat at the dining table. “Hey, look, Parker, I don’t know how to tell you this, but you remember she has a girlfriend, right?”
“Yeah, of course I remember that girlfriend she was looking so damn miserable about. The one who took a call and walked out of her ice cream date, leaving Jennifer looking like a sad puppy all alone in the corner?”
“You are not telling me to try breaking them up so I can get together with her. That’s literally the worst idea anyone’s ever had. You took the record an hour and a half ago, and now you just beat your own record.”
“Hey, the best cure for feeling crap—”
“Is therapy and someone who will support you where you’re at.”
Parker put her hands up. “Okay, sure, but the second-best cure is breaking shit.”
“I’m not going to try breaking them up.”
“Suit yourself, woman. But I’m just saying, that relationship they have is going south faster than middle-class white people in the summer, and when it crashes and burns, I think you’ve got something special there.”
“I am physically incapable of wrapping my head around the sheer magnitude of the bad decisions you’re suggesting right now.” I paused. “Look—yes, I care about Jennifer. And that means I want her to be happy, and I’m not going to hang back like a vulture waiting for her to be miserable so I can swoop in and take what I want.”
“Talk about cynical,” she said, taking off her jacket and slinging it onto the shelf in the coat closet. It fell on the floor, and she ignored it, shutting the door. “All I’m saying is, you gotta do what makes you happy.”
“And what makes me happy right now is Rose Bloom succeeding, so I can stay in Port Andrea.”
Parker headed off for her bedroom, but she raised a hand over her shoulder and spoke without looking back. “Then go for it. And make sure you enjoy that chemistry with Jennifer while you’re waiting on her table and listening to her talk about food. Thanks for the ice cream.”
“You paid,” I said. She paused outside her door.
“You’re welcome for the ice cream,” she said, heading into her room and closing it behind her.
Ugh. I wondered if Jennifer and I did have chemistry. We were a bit of a thorny couple even when we were together, but damn if I wasn’t happy.
The thought took up residence in my mind like a pigeon in the kitchen, perching on things and staring at me, swooping and squawking and knocking things places in my head all night long, and it was still haunting me when I was at Rose Bloom the next evening, checking over the inventory, clearing the shipments and signing off on them.
Clearly the thought was haunting me enough it showed on my face, because Misha stepped in front of me while I was doing a count in the back fridge and put her hands on her hips.
“Hello. Earth to Athena.”
“What?” I shook my head. She rolled her eyes.
“Solar system to Athena. Please return at least to our star system. What are you spacing about?”
“Oh…” I scratched the back of my head. “It’s nothing. I’m just thinking about the dishes tonight.”
“Uh, hello? I have two eyes. They both work great. I can see clearly that you have been standing here in front of an open fridge with that vacant look in your eyes for five minutes, when the count here normally takes, what, forty-five seconds?”
I blinked. “I’m checking it twice.”
“Okay, Santa Claus,” she sighed. “I guess this means another day of you plodding around the kitchen looking lost instead of helping?”
“You sure have a low opinion of me.”
She shrugged wildly. “Then raise it, for crying out loud. We’re transitioning into dinner hour and you’re spacing out.”
I straightened my back, letting out a long breath. “I appreciate your help in taking care of Jennifer Allen. She told me she’d prefer to see the owner to get more insights for her writeups, so I’ll relieve you of—”
“Oh, that’s what this is about,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “You’re longing for your ex.”
“I am not.” I looked around the backroom, back to Misha, and sighed, my shoulders slumping. “Okay, I am. But that’s not the point. We’re fine. Past few nights have been a rousing success. I get to talk to a writer about the dishes. I’m in paradise.”
“Paradise is looking pretty cloudy this time of year,” she said, cocking her head and raising an eyebrow at me.
“It’s just a passing cold front.”
“More like eternal winter, from the look on your face. Look, this is clearly bugging you. Let me keep handling Jennifer and Louise and I can talk about the food. I know the damn food too. If it keeps you from getting like this, then I’m happy to.”
“Ugh, fine.” I closed the refrigerator door, turning to her. “I know I’m wandering around like a lost puppy right now, but staring at her from afar won’t help. We have a professional relationship, and we’re working together. I’ll feel better once I’ve faced it and gotten it done and over with.”
She stared at me for a while before she sighed, waving me off. “Suit yourself,” she said, turning to the front. “But try to get that count done within the month, okay?”
“Which one of us is whose boss, again?” I said, and she laughed.
“Clearly I’m the boss around here now,” she said, heading back towards the swing door that led into the kitchen. “Just let me know if you ever want me to relieve you of Jennifer duties. She’s fun to talk to. I really won’t mind.”
“Thanks, Misha. You’re a lifesaver.”
I turned back to the fridge, taking maybe a solid minute to remember what I was back here for, and then I startled like coming out of sleep.
Right. The count. Before dinner rush.
Misha wasn’t wrong. Paradise was overcast.
But there was a single bright ray of light breaking through those clouds, and that was half an hour later when I saw our host right now seating Jennifer Allen at her regular table by the window alone this time, handing off a menu and a wine list. The single bright ray of light in question happened to look particularly good in a strapless black dress tonight, but I wasn’t thinking things like that, because the single bright ray of light was, in fact, not single.
I straightened my posture as I approached her not long after, my oxfords clicking on the hardwood, and I said, “No pepperoni or gummi frogs on the menu tonight. Any other dietary restrictions I should be aware of?”
She stiffened for one second before she relaxed back into the seat, giving me a weary smile. “You certainly do think you’re funny, Athena.”
I missed hearing her say my name. I also really needed her to never do it again if I was going to lose this whole lost-puppy thing. “I did the world a disservice by not going into comedy,” I said, standing over the table and pulling out my pad of paper. “Now, can I get you something to eat tonight, or shall I tell you more about the offerings on today’s menu?”
Her eyes twinkled, and she glanced back down at the menu. I wondered what it was about her that seemed like she just had a little more light, a little more lift to her now. Maybe Louise was keeping her weighed down, keeping her constrained, making her small.
“I’m curious,” she said. “What is the theme supposed to be tonight?”
“I am so glad you asked,” I said. “Turns out most people have just been wordlessly scowling at the menu instead of asking. I’ve been waiting all night for someone to ask.” I relaxed my shoulders. “This is everything I made while I was visiting Italy one year.”
She paused, looking back down at the menu. “Which… raises the question of why nothing here is Italian.”
“Because I’m a rebel,” I laughed. “I went for an international foodie meetup, and what do you know? Everyone there was an international foodie. A whole crowd of people who brought influences from a dozen different regional cuisines. There’s a story behind each dish.”
“You are such a nerd,” she sighed, but not without a smile, running a finger down the menu. My heart did a big happy sigh, because I was such a nerd. “The salmon with the dragon fruit sauce is definitely an… interesting choice.”
“Oh, that one’s all about the show,” I laughed. “It makes for a visual stunner. I bet it’d be better if you had a photographer in with you tonight. That one was inspired by some stories from a very special friend I met there, Meiling.”
“Oh, god. You calling them a very special friend sounds awful.”
“I did not sleep with Meiling,” I deadpanned.
“Okay.” She paused. “And nothing close to sleeping with Meiling?”
We’d made out in an elevator. Jennifer didn’t need to know that. “Nothing close. Just someone with an amazing sense for drama in food. She started working on a similar dish when she was traveling to Mexico, and she got to be obsessed with seafood there.”
Somehow or other, Jennifer listened to the whole story, sitting there while I went on, maybe losing track of time a little too much. But the excitement there in her eyes, the way she nodded along like she was waiting on every detail, like every word was just incredible, I felt like I could have stood here telling her about dishes all night long. I went from Meiling’s Portugal-inspired dramatic fish spreads to another friend Philip’s obsession with everything to do with eggs, and the dinner frittata I’d been inspired to make into an entire experience from his work, and I only realized how long I’d been there when I heard Misha clearing her throat next to me.
“Hi, Misha,” I said, jarring back into reality like I was just waking up from the world’s best nap. I had no idea what time it was. I never lost track of what time it was in a restaurant. “What’s, uh, how’s it going?”
I was normally better at words than that when talking to my employees, too.
“Oh, going wonderfully,” she said with that big smile on her face that said in big, flashing letters I’m being sarcastic. “Hi, Jennifer. It’s really great to see you again. Just wanted to check in and make sure everything is going okay.”
“Of—course,” Jennifer said, scrunching up her face, checking her phone, also seeming to only just come out of this reverie we’d been in together. “I think I’ll try that salmon one. It sounds like a good story.”
“Wonderful. And, uh—to drink?”
She pursed her lips, looking at the wine menu. “How about… well… a recommendation?”
She was asking me for a wine recommendation, even when we were trying to hurry. I was really head over heels. “I’m going to be honest,” I said. “You should really try this with a rosé. Go for the Briar Patch rosé if you want sweet. Probably the King’s Woods vintage if you want something drier.”
“Which one do you like better?”
I laughed. “I like sweet.”
She rolled her eyes, handing the menu back. “Of course you do. I don’t know why I asked. I’ll do the Briar Patch.”
Once we were in the back, Misha snatched the menus from me and turned to face me. “What the hell?”
“What the hell what?”
“You were out there chatting it up with her for fifteen minutes. You should have told me you were taking a break.”
I blinked. “It wasn’t fifteen minutes.”
“Uh, take it up with the clock if you have an issue. Do you know what happens when the boss just disappears?”
I folded my arms. “Oh, so now I’m the boss again? Only when it’s convenient, huh, Misha?”
She struggled fighting down a smile. “If I can’t trust you to control yourself around your ex, I’m taking Jennifer duties back.”
“No. Jennifer duties are mine.”
“Oh, someone’s possessive.”
“Yes, and it’s me,” I said. “It’s fine. I’ll keep closer track of time.”
“Oh, for crying out loud, you’re stubborn. You really shouldn’t be pining for your ex.”
“We have a professional relationship discussing—”
“Yeah, yeah, sure. Neither of us believes that. Look, we’re running low on dragon fruit. The guy from Express snapped a picture on the company Insta and we’re flooded with demand.”
“Ah, crap. Of course it’s the dragon fruit.” I shifted. “I’ll see where we can snag surplus. Thanks, Misha.”
“Thank me by fixing the problems. Oh, and just by the way,” she said, turning away to pull her hair back into a hairnet, “Colin got over whatever the hell was bothering him, and he’s been good on the oven again. Thanks for slapping him around.”
“I didn’t slap him around, I told him he could take a mental health day if he wanted to.”
She snorted. “Softie. Whatever. You look like you’re having fun today. Let’s knock this out of the park,” she said, heading back towards the line.
Which, now that she mentioned it, I was having fun today.
I wondered how much of that was Jennifer talking to me about food with that look in her eyes, and knowing I’d be able to bring her the Briar Patch and sample it for her, telling her all the tasting notes.
Probably around a hundred percent, right? Yeah, that seemed around a hundred percent.




Chapter 9
Jennifer
I’d never had so many notes in my life.
I sat in the middle of them like a hoarder, papers all around me with my reviews on different dishes, on the architecture, on the staff, on the ambiance and everything, photos of different dishes clipped up around me. The semi-open floor plan in the writers’ offices meant I only had half a cubicle to myself, but I’d pinned it up with papers and used a worm lamp to pin up more papers on my other side, strings with clothespins to close off more angles until it felt like I was in a little cocoon, and I kept typing up new lines on the computer trying to capture what I’d felt for a preliminary writeup.
Rose Bloom is the best new restaurant this year felt gutsy, but I was willing to stand by it. Everything had been balanced so well, but more importantly, everything was made with this blinding sense of passion that just lit something up in me. Turned out there was kindling in me that just hadn’t burned for a long, long time, but we were ten days into November now and it was a raging fire, and I didn’t want to put it out again.
Of course, talking to Athena had been awkward, uncomfortable, strange. Of course I’d been antsy sitting in that seat regretting telling Athena to talk to me in Rose Bloom, that first evening after I ran into her and Parker in Sugar Kiss. But then she came along, made that obnoxious quip about pepperoni and gummi frogs, and there I went just sitting and listening to her talk, and talk, and talk…
I’d talked to a lot of incredibly talented chefs. I considered it the second best benefit of my job, after the company paying for me at exorbitant restaurants. And they all had one thing in common, and that was that they cared about cooking.
Athena was different. She didn’t just care about cooking. She was obsessed with it. The kind of obsession that consumed you every hour of every day, the kind of obsession that drove you to do whatever it would take to get you back to it—Athena was at her most alive when she was cooking or talking about cooking, and that just radiated from her, in everything she said about her dishes, in everything she did.
And for a girl like me, who’d been drifting a while without much light in her, that was addictive to watch.
Maybe it was Athena’s obsession with her food that had spurred my obsession with her food, and what led me to sit here surrounded by a nest of notes and type away at this preliminary writeup like it was my life’s work. But either way, it was a beautiful structure that all shattered like glass when I heard the distinctive clicking of Genevieve’s heels.
“Jennifer,” she said, coming up behind me, and I stiffened, turning back to where she was giving me a look I could only describe as dubiously hopeful. “You look like you’re making progress on the Rose Bloom writeup.”
“Yes—yes, ma’am,” I said, feeling my face heating up. It felt like I was on the spot, like when I’d walked out on the stage for my piano recital in middle school, except if I didn’t know the piece I was here to play.
“Let’s talk,” she said, turning away. “In my office.” She was striding towards the elevator before she even finished the sentence, and so I ended up shortly thereafter in her office, a stack of my printed notes bundled up in my hands.
When she sat at her desk, she waved to the door, and I shut it behind us, sinking slowly into the seat opposite her.
“Well?” she said. “This should be an easy assignment, Jennifer. I’m not asking for an honest appraisal. I’m asking for a job done.”
“I—I know.” And I knew I’d forgotten—that I’d gotten so wrapped up in Athena’s passion, her enthusiasm, that it had all gone out the window. Just like back in college, when all my sense, all my better judgment had gone out the window at the sight of Athena in a kitchen, cooking like it was what she was born to do and she knew it.
“You don’t have anything, do you?” she said, her voice icy. “Ten days and you haven’t found anything to criticize?”
I shrank. “I’m… sorry.”
“You haven’t even been looking. This isn’t some expensive vacation to eat fine cuisine every night. You are on a critical task, and the rewards for success are as high as the consequences for failure.”
I looked down. “It still feels like a violation of—”
“I know, Jennifer. We discussed this. And you’re welcome to walk out of the company if you disagree with our practices.”
I sighed heavily. Why was it I couldn’t keep my senses straight when Genevieve stared me down? My steely resolve turned to ash in front of her. “Of course not,” I managed to say. “It’s just… easy for me to forget what I’m really there for. For me to slip into doing what I’ve always been doing. I’m sorry. I don’t have an excuse. I’ll find something tonight.”
She stared, studying, before she sighed. “Very good,” she said. She waved to the stack of notes in my hand. “Those are all your reports on Rose Bloom? And there’s nothing negative?”
“It’s—it has been an exceptional experience thus far. It’s one of the better restaurants I’ve ever been to. But I understand the task.”
Genevieve gave me a hard look, eyes narrowed. When she finally relaxed, she waved me to the door. “I’ll trust you,” she said. “Get a move on and see what you can find tonight.”
“Yes, ma’am. I will.”
But I couldn’t.
I sat in Rose Bloom barely an hour later, and as she’d done the past couple of days, Athena sat down with me to talk tonight’s menu. When I’d asked her if she was supposed to be doing that, the first night she did it, she grinned and said, “Misha knows where to find me if they need something. This is where I’m needed right now.”
And what a way to make me feel important. It had been a while since I’d felt that—that level of attention, of focus on me. She told me about tonight’s theme focusing on the fine art of bread, pairing rich and decadent breads with complex spreads and toppings, and when I took it into a segue about my experiences writing for a high-concept restaurant in Lyon with a keen focus on breadmaking, she listened like it was the only thing she wanted to do in the world, and I wondered why the only person who gave me that just had to be Athena Walker.
Which meant I came out of it with nothing except the most delicious bread I’d ever had, topped with maple-smoked fall-apart pork shoulder, but I didn’t even mind putting down yet another failure on the mission when that was what failure looked like. I got home feeling like the world was mine, and then it fell apart when I got back into the front door and saw Louise on the phone, leaning back against the living room window rolling her eyes at whoever was on the phone, folding one arm over her body. I gave her a timid nod as I stepped inside and took my shoes off, but she held up a finger to stop me before I headed for the bathroom.
“Yeah,” she said. “Right. Look, it’s nine o’clock. I’ll call you back, okay?” She paused. “Yes. I know. Right. Bye.”
As soon as she hung up, I drew my shoulders back and said, “Are you okay?”
“No, I’m not. But like that matters.” She slipped the phone back in her pocket, and if anything, that made my heart thrum harder, anxiety over whatever was going to make her put her phone away altogether. “It’s nine o’clock. Where were you?”
My chest clenched. “I was working. I was at Rose Bloom—”
“You were there for two hours,” she said. “You’ve been there longer and longer every day since I stopped going. Do I need to accompany you again just to keep you on schedule?”
“I’m not—” I swallowed hard. “That is my work time, Louise, and you know it. I’ve been interviewing the owner for more information, so I can write—”
“Yeah, been sitting down for dinner to talk for hours with your ex,” she said, and I flinched.
“I’m not… what?” I shook my head. “Louise, it’s work. I’ve been very clear about what’s going on with all of this. You didn’t want to join me anymore—”
“Are you blaming me?”
“I’m not—stop taking it out of context,” I said. “You’re welcome to join me again.”
“I don’t have time to sit down for hours at dinner. Or will it only be a quick stop in and out if I’m there? Don’t want to spend any time engaging with me?”
Something red-hot flared up in my throat, and I spoke before I could stop myself. “Don’t want to spend any time engaging with you? How much time would I actually get engaging with you when you’re on that damn phone every second?”
“Is that what we’re doing?” She clenched her hands, putting her chin up. “Because I work so much, you have no choice but to go off and spend hours at dinner with your ex-girlfriend?”
“I’m working, too,” I snapped. “I’m doing my job. That’s what happens when I’m at dinner. And if you’re trying to accuse me of getting back together with Athena, then no, I’m not interested in being back together with the woman who nearly destroyed my career getting me associated with her.”
“Not even if she’s good for your career now?” She put her hands on her hips. “Is that what it is? You only left her because she was inconvenient, and the second she’s convenient for you again, you want to pick her back up?”
Something snapped. “I swear to god, Louise, everything feels like an exam lately,” I shot, not even hearing myself, blistering heat swirling in my head. “If I talk to you, it’s too much. If I don’t, I’m not talking to you enough. If I try to focus on work, I’m not committed to my girlfriend, and if I try to focus on time with you, then I’m not committed to work. What do you want me to do? You never even look at me. What am I doing wrong, Louise?”
She clenched her jaw, straining as she spoke. “If you’re looking for something from me that will give you—whatever it is you’re missing in life, Jen, I’m sorry that I’m disappointing you. I’m doing my damn best over here, and I feel like you’re always miserable with me. What am I supposed to do differently?”
I didn’t know. I didn’t even know what I was yelling about. I didn’t even know what had happened today. I was spinning and my head hurt, and I couldn’t tell up from down. “I… ugh. I don’t know. I just wish I didn’t have to deal with always feeling like crap next to you. I’m taking a shower.”
“Jen,” Louise said, softening, but I didn’t give in this time, just turned and stormed off towards the bathroom, and only once I’d slammed the door shut behind me and turned the water on full blast, covering up the sound, did I let myself cry over it.
I sank against the bathroom mirror, my hands squeaking on the foggy surface, and I stared into my reflection. The sweet smell of lavender in the bathroom that Louise loved just felt strangulating now, leaving a bitter taste on the back of my tongue.
What did I screw up so badly to get into this place? I asked myself again and again as I slid down the mirror, down I was hunched over the sink with tears biting at my eyes.
I didn’t want to be with Louise anymore. Didn’t want to keep going feeling like nothing I did could ever make anyone pay attention to me. I couldn’t keep feeling like I existed in a vacuum—like I was watching the world through a glass wall, and all I could do was observe, my hands pressed up against it, shouting to people who could never hear me.
I knew it was a useless thought. I was in too deep. I’d built a life with her. She was on the mortgage for the condo. I loved her. And she loved me, I was… pretty sure. Even if she didn’t, we were compatible—we were safe—she was what I’d wanted.
But I squeezed the bathroom sink, breathed in the lavender, and I finally let myself admit that I didn’t want to be with Louise.




Chapter 10
Jennifer
Louise was shut in the bedroom once I got out of an extra-long shower, and I didn’t know how to approach her after everything. I wanted to apologize. I wanted her to apologize. I wanted all of this to just work, but I didn’t know how.
So I picked up my things, and I ran away from my problems, heading out the door and back out into the night. I pulled out my phone automatically to send Louise a text, tell her where I was going and when I expected to get there, but she was the one I was trying to get away from. And I didn’t really have anyone else.
So I pulled my bag closer to me, and I headed out into the night, making my way through the streets and watching the peaceful quiet of late night Port Andrea. It wasn’t a city known for its nightlife, but that didn’t mean it didn’t have any—bars and clubs still lit up the night, but there was an atmosphere more of relaxing and blowing off steam than full-on partying. It was a safer city than most, but I still side-eyed everyone and gave a wide berth to anyone coming my way on the sidewalk.
I didn’t know what time it was when I walked past the ice cream parlor where I’d bumped into Athena the other day, but it was still lit up, soft pink and white décor glowing in the clean white lighting. The big pink SUGAR KISS logo in the window glowed, and I found myself pushing the door open and stepping inside.
A tall girl, college-age or so, with a black pixie cut and a chic black sweater under the white apron greeted me at the counter, and she took my order for a cappuccino flavor kids’ cone.
“With graham cracker crumbles on top, I assume?” she said, and I cocked my head.
“That wasn’t the intention, but… you know, sure.”
She winked. “I’m the best here at upselling.”
“Are you supposed to be telling me you’re trying to upsell?”
She shrugged, taking my card and swiping it through the reader. “I figure you already know. No use beating around the bush.”
So I got a small cone with cappuccino ice cream with graham cracker crumbles on top, and I had to hand it to her, it was a delicious combination. The perfect way to kill time, until…
Until what? What was I even here for? Avoiding my responsibilities and acting like a child, hiding from the world, putting off the inevitable as long as I could just to indulge in sugar.
But the sugar in question was worth indulging in, a creamy and sweet ice cream where the warm, husky flavors of coffee blended with the creamy sweetness of vanilla. It left a pleasant chocolatey warmth on the exhale, and the graham cracker crumbles gave it a sweet, honeyed flavor that balanced the sharp, forward bittersweet coffee flavor.
Once again, though, I was finding that even when I processed the flavors logically, I was just eating cardboard.
“I have never seen someone look so sad eating ice cream,” a woman’s voice said from next to me, and I jolted, nearly dropping the ice cream down my front. It took me a second to place the voice, and I turned to where Athena’s roommate Parker was standing next to me with a milkshake in her hand, those wild blonde curls sticking out from every angle, silver-frame glasses not doing much to hide the deep rings under her eyes.
“You certainly have a knack for inserting yourself into things,” I said, and she raised both eyebrows and stared at me.
“Just to be clear, even though I’m pretty sure that was unintentional, you’re not hitting on me, are you?”
It took me a minute to even place the innuendo, and I groaned, hanging my head. “I’m too tired for proper conversation.”
“I live with Thena. I’m used to improper conversation. You mind if I sit? I was just going to meet with some friends, but I’m really early.”
I studied her carefully. “Why are you even talking to me?”
She gave me a dry smile. “Wow, you are a real blast of a conversationalist. I’ll bet you’ve got a million and one friends with that kind of attitude.”
I scowled. “Don’t give me sass.”
“Yeah, I get it,” she said, putting a hand up. “It’s got nothing to do with Athena, I promise. I meet friends out here all the time. And when I see someone I know, I say something to them. Easy rule of thumb to keep my social circle alive.” She helped herself into the booth seat across from me, even though I certainly didn’t remember inviting her to sit when she’d asked, and she took a long sip of her milkshake. “Pina colada,” she said. “Want a sip?”
I sighed, settling into my seat. “You know? Sure.”
And the pina colada wasn’t bad at all. It wasn’t that cloying sticky-sweet usually associated with pina colada so much as something more mature, marbled, and well-balanced with whatever dark, warm sweetness lay underneath the flavor, standing in for rum. I licked my lips after giving it a sip. “Yeah,” I said. “It’s good.”
“You must have grabbed the cappuccino,” she said, looking down at mine. “And I’ll bet Renee took your order, based on those graham cracker crumbles.”
“Renee is…”
“Tall one, black hair, eyeliner sharp enough to cut diamonds to gild her throne.”
“That is an unusually powerful description.”
Parker shrugged, taking another sip of her milkshake and propping her elbows up on the table, looking out the window at the shape of Neptune Tower on the skyline. “She’s a character. I like her.”
“You… certainly seem to be the Sugar Kiss veteran.”
She grinned at me. “Everyone’s asking if I come here often.”
“That’s not what I—”
“Yeah, I’m pretty frequent here. It’s one of my vices. Mostly because I meet friends here at night to talk business. Maybe there are more professional places to meet, but we’re not professionals.”
I paused. “What do you do?”
“I run a business. Digital entrepreneur. But I focus on local where I can, so I’ve got a little bit of a local community.”
“A business?” I cocked my head. “Doing what?”
“You, on the other hand, seem to be newer here. At least when it comes to the late-night crowd. What are you doing here out of your element all alone in the middle of the night?”
She avoided my question. My curiosity in what her business did skyrocketed. I looked out the window. “Just wanted to… get away from everything for a bit.”
“God, do I ever get that. Here’s to getting away from everything,” she said, raising her cup in a toast. “Want me to talk about bullshit to distract you from your thoughts? I’m a pro.”
I paused, looking over at her and staring for the longest time before I answered. “Do you do that for everyone? Just wander up to people looking unhappy and offer to talk about bullshit?”
“Genuinely, yeah, pretty much.”
“Has anyone ever told you you’re very… unusual?”
She laughed. “No need. I tell myself. It’s part of my daily affirmations.”
“All right. Part of the personal brand.”
“See, you get it,” she laughed. “I like you.”
I sighed. “You know? Sure. Talk about bullshit.”
“Great. Let me tell you about Sugar Kiss. We’ll ride the stream of consciousness from there.”
I had no idea what was going on, but Parker seemed to march to the beat of her own drum. The sound of my own internal drumbeat that used to guide me on so strong and clear had faded out entirely by now, so I’d gladly take the beat of hers. I sat there with my kids’ cone and listened as she told me all about Sugar Kiss and how they churned their own selections in-house, and then about their espresso machine and everything about its make and model, and what other places around here used the same espresso machine. Before I knew it, I’d gotten an espresso from that machine, turning down Renee this time when she tried to upsell me a sparkling water with the espresso, and I settled back in to listen to Parker go on.
I was a little disappointed to bring myself back to reality when, almost an hour later, I checked my phone and said, “When are your friends coming by, anyway? I hope I’m not keeping you.”
“Eh… I was, like, three hours early.”
“Three—how do you even manage that?”
She shrugged. “Look, things just happen sometimes.”
Definitely marching to the beat of her drum. I relaxed. “Well… I guess I’m glad?”
She set down her now-empty cup of milkshake and leaned across the table towards me. “You look like you have something on your mind.”
“How long have you and Athena been living together?” I blurted before I thought the question through, and I winced inwardly. I had no reason to be probing personal information about my ex.
But Parker took it in stride, just casting her eyes up in thought. “Three months… three weeks and three days ago, actually, now that you mention it.”
That timeline put it right when I’d been in San Francisco. That explained how I missed the noise of her getting back. Of course, I’d missed the noise of her starting Rose Bloom when I was in Quebec. “So she hasn’t been in Port Andrea for long?” I said, stepping carefully.
“Nah. She came crashing down in PAX and took an Uber straight to the lesbian bar.”
“I’m—sorry? She did what?”
She grinned. “Okay, maybe not that directly. She checked into a hotel first. But we met at the bar that night.”
“Are you sure you two are just roommates, because that sounds like it’s going somewhere else.”
Parker cocked her head at me, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, I see,” she said. “You’re worried about whether Thena is single or not.”
I flinched so hard I might have fallen from my seat. “That’s not—you know that’s not it.”
She laughed. “Oh, you serious types are so easy to rile up. Yeah, she was explicit she wasn’t looking for anything, just trying to find the queer people in Port Andrea as part of her reintegration process. She and I sat together, I hit on the bartender—she’s like twice my age but she is fiery hot—and it came up Thena was looking for a place to stay. Just so happened I was getting sick of the emptiness living in my studio, so I arranged a lease takeover and Thena and I signed up for a two-bed apartment the next week.”
“I cannot believe you platonically U-hauled.”
“Better believe it. That’s how lesbians operate.”
I sighed, sinking back in the seat, and let my gaze drift out the window. I didn’t know if the clouds had let up a little or if it was more of my internal clouds letting up, but either way, the city lights looked brighter than they had on the way here. “I don’t understand lesbians.”
“Me neither, and I am one.”
“I haven’t dated a man since high school, so people think I am one. I’m bisexual, but men are… annoying.”
“I’d drink to that if I had anything to drink.” She raised her cup in a toast, tapping it against my espresso demitasse. “You’re looking a little better.”
“Am I that obvious?”
“I’m an expert in reading people. You have to be, in my industry.”
I raised an eyebrow. “If I ask what your industry is, are you going to brush me off again?”
She laughed. “So what is it? Anything else on your mind?”
“Your industry is something really, really boring, isn’t it?”
“You’re avoiding the subject.”
I put a hand to my chest. “I’m avoiding the subject?”
“Something with your girlfriend?” Parker said, and I lost all the wind in my sails. She winced. “Oh, I hit the nail a little too hard on the head, huh. Want me to go back to talking about the bullshit?”
“No, it’s fine. It doesn’t matter. I’m not going around dumping my relationship problems on random people in ice cream parlors.”
“I’m hurt,” she said in that small, usually deadpan voice of hers. “I was already considering the two of us close friends.”
I blinked. “Because we… talked about bullshit in an ice cream parlor.”
“Yeah.”
Well, that left little room for argument. I stared at her for what felt like an entire lifetime before I sank back into my seat. “There’s something refreshing about the simplicity in your approach.”
She shot me a thumbs-up. I sighed.
“It never feels comfortable around her,” I said. “She’s always on her phone—and she’s working, so I can’t blame her—but it feels like I’m always being held to standards I can’t meet.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. Just that, and that simplicity was refreshing too, and it drove me to spill more.
“I know I’m just getting my feelings in a mess, and—I’m an adult, and I can handle these things fine. She’s been telling me I’m projecting some deep-rooted unhappiness with life onto her, and I think she’s right.”
“So?” Parker said. “Whatever the reason, you’re still not happy with her. That’s valid.”
I paused. “But—it makes a hell of a big difference if it’s her fault.”
“Does it?” she said, cocking her head. “Fault is subjective and kind of pointless anyway. You’re not happy right now. That’s an objective reality. You deserve a change to something healthier.”
I stopped, studying her. “What, like it’s that simple?”
“What, like it’s not?”
“But…” I swallowed. “If it is something within me that’s causing the problems, I should address that instead of trying to change things between me and her. Otherwise, I’ll just be unhappy somewhere else.”
“Is she happy?”
That one threw me off. “I… well, I mean… I guess I haven’t asked.”
“Hmm.” She sucked on her straw, and guilt flashed through my chest. I looked down.
“Guess it is on me in the end,” I said. “She’s been talking about how rotten I’ve been making her feel by being miserable on her all the time. I guess I never really thought about if she’s happy or not.”
“Hey, here’s a hypothetical,” she said, looking up into my eyes. “Let’s say you could put a pin in this moment and jump back to it later. Time travel. What would you do right now if you knew you could rewind if anything went wrong?”
I stared at her for the longest time before I said, my voice small, “I’m… I’m not sure.”
“Think about it.”
I thought about it. What would I do?
“And don’t say going to the casino and betting all your money or something.”
“Admittedly, I probably should have thought of that,” I said. “I… I don’t know. Tell her how I’ve been feeling. I’ve been trying to, but… I feel like I’m trying to hold everything together, like I need to hold on and patch things up and make it all okay so it doesn’t all fall apart. So we don’t fall apart. I guess I’d go tell her everything, exactly the way I really feel. And maybe then things would be okay. Or maybe it would all fall apart after all. I’d jump back.”
“All right. Let’s say you did that, and it fell apart. You went to jump back, and then you found out your close friend Parker accidentally broke your time machine, and now you’re stuck with this decision. What do you do then?”
I blinked. “Call my close friend Parker and demand to know what the fuck she was doing with my time machine?”
She grinned. “She accidentally got time-warped to the Cretaceous. Try something else.”
“I don’t know. Is this one of those visualization exercises to envision the worst possible outcome? Because I never liked those.”
“I’m curious.”
I sank back in my seat, holding my demitasse under my nose and just breathing in the aroma of espresso still lingering on the ceramic. “Fine. Then I’d be alone, and I’d have to figure out what to do with the condo, because it’s in both of our names. It would probably wreck my work performance, too. And then… then I don’t know what the hell else.”
“When the dust all settled, do you think you’d be happier, or less happy?”
I stopped. That wasn’t really where I’d expected it to go. “When the dust settled?”
“Yeah. Once it all quieted down. Once the condo got figured out, once you had some time. Do you think you’d be happier for it, or do you think you’d be less happy? That’s what everything comes down to in the end, right?”
I stared at her, feeling lost and suddenly strangely small. “I don’t… know. I don’t want to be alone.”
“Then maybe you should tell her that?” she said, leaning across the table towards me. “That you want to tell her what’s on your mind, but you know it’s not all just one person’s fault, and you’re worried about what would happen in the aftermath. That you’re worried things between you could fall apart, and… that you don’t want to be alone.”
Slowly, I felt my gaze drop to the floor. “You’re really telling me to just walk up to her and dump all of this on her. Like that’s not going to make it more likely she wants to jump ship?”
“If your honest feelings make her want to jump ship, is she on the right ship? Are you?”
I slumped onto the table, folding my arms and burying my face in them. “I liked my close friend Parker better before she broke my time machine and told me to leave my girlfriend.”
“I’m not saying to leave your girlfriend,” Parker said, her hands up. “Just that if she’s putting you in this position where you have to hide your real feelings—both the ones of that you’re hurt by her and also that you don’t want to be alone—under threat of leaving you, then I don’t think she’s happy, either. And it’s probably best to find out.”
“Dammit. I hate that you’re right.”
“Yeah, that’s fair,” she said, slurping absently at the empty cup again.
“There’s no milkshake left,” I mumbled into my arm.
“There’s a little bit. There’s, like… essence of milkshake.”
“Do you think she’ll leave me?”
Parker shrugged. “Probably not. We usually blow these things out of proportion in our minds.”
But the most telling thing was the flash of disappointment in my chest then, almost like I wanted her to leave me. Wanted her to call it off, so I wouldn’t have to live with the guilt of having been the one to call it off, of having made that decision.
And damn, if that didn’t send a strong and clear message.
“Thanks, Parker,” I said, quietly. “I think… she’s probably asleep right now, but I’ll talk to her about it tomorrow. Whenever I get the chance. She’s usually pretty busy.”
“Well, luckily I’m here and not in the Cretaceous period,” she said, pulling out her phone. “Let me give you my number and you can text me if you ever need someone to help you out, whether that’s talking bullshit or just finding you someplace to stay if things go south at the condo.”
“You’re really weirdly nice, you know that? I’m just a stranger at the ice cream parlor.”
She didn’t look up from her phone. “On the contrary, you’re my close friend.”
I didn’t get her. But I appreciated her.




Chapter 11
Athena
“Stock is looking really good,” Misha said, standing at the far end of the kitchen and scrolling through the inventory tracker. “I’m glad you finally got the whole thing sorted out with the truffle oil.”
“I’m a smart woman,” I said, adjusting my bowtie.
She gave me a sartorial smirk. “I wouldn’t go that far.”
“You are, by far, the meanest employee I’ve ever had.”
She laughed, setting down the inventory tracker. “Hey. I said thanks for the truffle oil thing. That’s big.”
“Technically, you, uh, didn’t.”
“Your ex is in,” she said, glancing at the seating display on the tracker. “Going to go hit on her again today?”
“I am not hitting on my ex,” I deadpanned.
“Oh, sure. And I’ve got wings and three heads.”
“More likely than my ex being receptive to me hitting on her.” I slipped my apron off, hanging it up on the rack by the door. “Well, I’ll go roll out the red carpet for her.”
“Tell her I said hi,” she said. “Oh, and give her an extra sampling of that Emiliano Russo cabernet, would you? We’ve got just enough left in the bottle for samplings, so bring it out with you.”
“Will do,” I called, heading out to grab the cabernet from the wine cooler and make my way to Jennifer’s table, where she was dressed in a leather jacket and jeans today. Not the most common look from her, but I’d be lying if I said she didn’t look hot. I also wasn’t going to tell her she looked hot, though.
She didn’t look back at me as I approached from the usual angle behind, and I paused for a second, thinking desperately of something witty to say. A second later, I cleared my throat and walked up, holding the wine up.
“Perfect timing,” I said. “I needed someone to help me drink this wine. I was just sitting there despondently thinking I have way too much fine wine on my hands—”
“I’m not your garbage disposal,” Jennifer said, her voice colder than the coldest setting on any wine cooler and not looking up from her menu, and I shrank.
“Okay, I was making a joke. The truth is, it’s an excellent ER vintage we’re finishing off the bottle doing samplings—”
“I’ll get the wine I order,” she said, still keeping her eyes fixed on the menu. “And your jokes could seriously use some work.”
I set the wine down on the table. “I’ve seen you laugh at them when you’re trying your hardest not to laugh.”
The quickest smile flickered over her face before she looked up at me, scowling. “You really ran with corn for a night’s theme, huh?”
I shrugged. “So I like corn. What’s the point of starting a restaurant if not to make a menu with corn in every item?”
“Maybe to have customers like it, but I’m sure that’s outside of your repertoire.” She looked back down at the menu, and I slumped.
“Okay, just to clarify, are you pissed off at something else, or did I do something wrong?”
“Well,” she said, her voice light but with murder barely under the surface, “for one, you came back to Port Andrea.”
“Yeah, I missed the corn here.”
She laughed, and she put a hand over her mouth. “Dammit.”
“That was another one.”
She sighed hard, rubbing her forehead. “Fine, give me a sampling of your garbage wine.”
“Garbage wine is a bit harsh for something that’s three hundred a bottle,” I said, but I poured a sampler into her glass. “It’s a ’72 vintage with an incredible husky warmth—”
But I didn’t get any further before she downed the sample, taking it like it was a tequila shot at a sorority party. I blinked.
“Uh… do you maybe just want a bottle of cheap wine?”
“You put cornbread on your menu?” She snorted.
“This is my first time learning you have an issue with cornbread.”
“Not exactly high concept, is it?”
I cocked my head. “With all due respect, Miss Allen, I get the feeling you’re just looking for something to be mad at me about.”
“Bring me the lobster bisque.”
I paused. “With the—”
“With the cornbread.”
“You are five feet seven inches of walking contradictions,” I said, taking the menu. “Shall I recommend a wine pairing?”
“I shouldn’t have wine tonight.”
That said a lot and raised a lot of questions, but I just took the Emiliano Russo cabernet off the table. “I’ll bring the bisque right out. And just for the record, are you… are you all right?”
She snorted, pulling out her phone and turning away with it. “I’ve never been better.”
“Well, I see you’re doing well enough for sarcasm.”
“I am always doing well enough for sarcasm, Athena,” she said.
“Consider it duly noted,” I said, taking the wine list. “But if you need someone to talk to, I’m here.”
“You’re the absolute last person I want to talk to.”
I sighed. “Well, the offer stands. Lobster bisque is coming right up. I’ll tell it to be quiet and well-behaved so it doesn’t bother you.”
“Yeah, appreciated,” she said, a hand to her forehead.
I slipped into the back with the order, and it was a few minutes before Misha caught me off checking in with the oven.
“How’s Jennifer?” she said, and I winced.
“Bad mood. I’m treading lightly.”
She hit my arm lightly. “I saw her wandering in the area last night, you know. While we were closing.”
“What, are you serious?”
“Yeah. Out strolling near Garden Square looking grumpy.”
I sighed. “Now I have to figure out how to look like I don’t know that, so I don’t look like a creepy stalker.”
“Uh, maybe try saying Misha told you? Seeing how, you know, Misha told you? She walked right in front of Rose Bloom while we were cleaning after close. She should know.”
And it kept bouncing around in my head the whole time I waited on her lobster bisque, and as I stepped in on the line to help with a surge in demand for the salad, until I couldn’t take it. When I took the bisque out for Jennifer, I’d barely set it down in front of her before I said, “I was planning on playing it cool and acting like I don’t know, but Misha said she spotted you walking past Garden Square while she was cleaning up after close.”
“I can walk where I want, when I want,” she said, not looking away from her phone.
“I know. I just hope everything is all right.”
“How is it any of your business?” she snapped, looking up at me. “I told you, we keep our relationship confined to work. The food, and nothing else. My mood, my personal life, and where I’m walking at night, have absolutely nothing to do with it.”
I put a hand on my hip. “Oh, but getting gummi frogs at Sugar Kiss does.”
“Well—” A pink flush spread over her cheeks, and she furrowed her brow. “The ice cream there is good, and I was upset you ruined it with frog-shaped wax.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Don’t give me sass.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, but it’s fine for you to do it?”
She looked away. “I’m older. I have sass privileges.”
I put my hands up. “Oh, is that how we’re playing it? You are four months older than me, Jennifer Allen.”
“That does not disprove that I’m older.”
I folded my arms. “Look, if you just want me to buzz off, you can say so. I’m assuming you’re not big on listening to me talk about the lobster bisque—”
“Just shut up and sit your ass down and talk about the damn bisque.”
I paused, dropping my arms. “Between shutting up and talking, I can only do one.”
She rolled her eyes, smiling. “Do you always have to be so damn difficult?”
“What I said was an objective fact, and highly relevant to your request.”
She snapped a napkin at me. “Sit down,” she laughed. “Dammit. Stop making me laugh. I’m sick to my stomach.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll sit down here and be incredibly boring.” I sat down across from her and straightened my back, putting on the best blank face I could. “The lobster bisque is made from lobsters, a kind of animal that lives in the water.”
Jennifer broke down crying.
Genuinely, she just hunched over and put a hand over her face, small sobs racking her shoulders, and I’d never felt so guilty for a food description in my life.
“Crap, I’m sorry. Was that too boring? There’s more than just lobsters. Or maybe you feel bad for the lobsters? It’s okay. I can bring you something vegetarian—”
“God, stop talking,” she sobbed, and I pinched my lips.
“Right. Will do. I’m bad at that, but will do.”
“You’re still talking.”
I put a hand over my mouth and resolutely shut up.
Jennifer just clasped her hand over her face, clearly struggling to keep back tears, and I just wanted to go over and hold her. Obviously, that wasn’t going to fly right now, though, so I just sat there feeling like the most awkward person in history, keeping my eyes down, until she choked, “Seriously, why are you back?”
“I guess you don’t buy it with the corn?”
She sobbed, and I winced.
“Right. Okay. Corn jokes are a no-go right now.” I chewed my lip. “It’s complicated and it’s simple. I love Port Andrea. That’s all it really is. This is where I was forged as a chef. This is where I learned everything I know. It’s where all my best memories are. I wanted to give it one last chance.”
“How am I supposed to deal with you being back?”
I paused. “Um… by listening to me make corny jokes?”
She groaned. “Really? A pun, now?”
“I’m not good in these situations.”
“What are you good at?”
I shrugged. “Making food. That’s about it. I think you already know that.”
“I didn’t want you to ever come back. I was so relieved you were leaving Port Andrea.”
“Uh… flattered.”
“You know what I mean,” she sighed, dropping her hands and shooting me a look with those blotchy eyes. “You nearly ruined my career.”
“I really don’t think it would have ruined your career,” I said. “You’re good at what you do. It would have been a little negative press, and that’s all.”
“I was this close to making it into Foodie then. Suddenly, it was all about you, all about PARA, all about how you screwed over Silver Thread. Everyone wanted me to write a story on you, everyone wanted me to talk about how you’d fucked everything up, and nobody cared about my actual work anymore.”
I looked out the window, watching a slushy mix of rain and snow come down over Parson River. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t want to cause problems for you.”
“And yet you still decided to tear up all the contracts. For what? Just to prove you were better than everyone else?”
Ugh, it made my stomach turn. It would only hurt her more if I told her the truth now. “Cashmere Group was suffocating the industry,” I said, avoiding eye contact, like she’d be able to see the truth if our eyes met. “I kept watching them get away with choking restaurants to death slowly with their supply contracts upping prices until profit margins disappeared, and with the monopoly they got, there was nothing anyone could do to stop them. I just… just got fed up and wanted to take them on myself.”
“You used someone else’s restaurant as a playing piece in some… some personal crusade driven by visions of grandeur.”
I had been the playing piece. I shook it off. “Hey, it worked. The negative press hit Cashmere, too. Rockford Supply and Kitchen Market wouldn’t have been able to break into the market and end the monopoly if it hadn’t been for the negative press on Cashmere.”
“And you really think you’re the one responsible for that?” she laughed, darkly. “You really think you made the right decision.”
“Right decision?” I shook my head. I had made the wrong decision, and it was trusting Genevieve. Signing that contract. “No. But I can tell you if I were back there, I’d probably do it again.”
She stared at me for the longest time before she shook her head. “What is wrong with you?”
I shrugged. “Better to have tried and failed than to have never tried at all.”
Slowly, she let her gaze fall to the bisque in front of her. “Guess so,” she said, maybe a full minute later, her voice raspy. “Sorry. I know I’m just as much to blame. I suppose I’ve been a bit… hostile tonight.”
I laughed, sinking back in my seat, that weight in my chest finally dispersing just a little. “Hey, we all have our days,” I said. “Do you want me to talk about the bisque now?”
“Yeah,” she said, quietly.
“It’s a lobster bisque, but really, it’s a celebration of fine wine and the best cream money can buy. I got really into bisques when I—”
“I think Louise and I might be over.”
I paused. “Uh… do you want me to stop talking about the bisque?”
“It’s just felt so wrong lately. Hell, I think it might have always felt wrong. It was everything that should have been right. We both went in with clear criteria for what we wanted in a partner, and we met all of one another’s criteria.”
“I don’t think anyone accurately knows what their own criteria are until they find the right person to begin with.”
She gave me a strange look. “I know what I want.”
“Do you?” I said. “Do any of us, really? I think figuring out what we want is a lifelong pursuit.”
She stared for the longest time before she let her gaze fall again. “Maybe. I haven’t felt happy around her. She’s been telling me lately I… I’m just fundamentally unhappy somehow, and I think she’s right. I haven’t felt happy with her since… I don’t think I ever have.”
“I’m sorry.”
She let out a short, sharp sigh, shaking her head. “Why am I even telling you about this?”
“Because I want to know what’s going on and support you if I can?”
“Why?” she snapped.
I shrugged. “Because caring is human nature?”
“Ugh. That’s surprisingly reasonable, for you.”
I laughed. “I have my moments.”
“I was in Quebec recently for a work trip. The last night there, we had an argument over the phone, where I told her I felt like she was never listening to me. She’s basically been… guilting me into dropping it and brushing it aside. And it all just hurts, and she makes me feel like I’m not even there, and I…” She rubbed her wrist. “I’m assuming Parker told you.”
“Uh, I have literally no idea what you’re talking about, so no.”
She raised an eyebrow. “I figured it would pass directly to you.”
“Did you run into her? She never tells me anything. I still don’t know what her business is in.”
“Oh, so it’s not just me she wouldn’t tell about that,” she laughed. “It’s something really boring, isn’t it?”
“Probably,” I said. “Either that or illegal.”
“I’m hoping it’s just boring,” she said, looking out the window. “Yeah, I ran into her last night. I left the condo after another argument with Louise, and I didn’t know where I was going or what I was doing, but I passed by Garden Square and I just… found myself in that ice cream parlor from before, and Parker showed up and invited herself to sit with me. And we talked about Louise.”
“That is simultaneously the strangest thing and the least surprising thing in the world,” I said, “knowing Parker.”
She gave me a wry smile. “She’s… an interesting person. Either way, she convinced me to say it all to Louise, to lay it all on the line, to just… dump my feelings and worries on her and not back down for anything. And that, wherever it leads, that’s what should have happened anyway.”
I rolled my eyes. “Parker never says anything smart or insightful to me. She just talks about how the best cure for feeling crap is breaking shit, and how she bagged girls in college.” I shook it off. “So… what? Did you tell her?”
She shook her head. “I’m going to after dinner. She was already gone this morning when I woke up, so… I’ll see her again when I get home. And I’m going to tell her everything. And there’s a chance it might all be over, and there’s a chance it might work it all out, but I realized I…”
I nodded. “You…?”
She collapsed on herself, nearly falling face-first into the bisque. “I realized I want her to call it all off. That I want it to be over.”
I reached a hand across the table before I could think it through, and I set it down near hers, just enough to be close without touching her. “It’s okay. I think the reason finding out what we want is a lifetime pursuit is because realizing the things we do want is scary.”
Her voice came raspy. “Realizing the things we do want, like that I don’t want to be with her?”
“Yeah.”
“I do want to be with her.”
“Do you feel like you’re supposed to want to be with her?”
She sighed. “I came here for a normal dinner, not a list of corn and talk about dumping my girlfriend.”
“Excuse you. The corn is delicious.”
“I’m putting this in the writeup, that you had the audacity to make a menu of just corn.”
“There’s… there’s things other than corn, you know.”
“I’m sorry for taking it out on you,” she said, her voice small. “I’m just… nervous and scared and I don’t want to be alone.”
“You won’t be alone,” I said automatically. “You’re charming and talented and your work puts you in contact with so many people, you are the last person who would ever be stuck being alone. And you can always find me, and Parker, and… Misha likes you, too. We should all grab lunch together sometime.”
She rolled her eyes, a smile playing on her lips. “You are the worst at just conversing on the job.”
“Pot, meet kettle.”
“Okay, fine,” she laughed. “I… thank you,” she said, her voice getting smaller, looking down at the bisque. “Yeah. I’ll be okay. I have no choice but to be. I’ve gotten through worse. I’ll be okay.”
“You will,” I said. “I know it. I’ve seen you go through worse.”
“I still can’t stand the sight of you.”
I grinned. “I’ll put a paper bag over my head.”
“Tell me about the damn bisque.”
“Hey. You’re the one who interrupted.”
“Clock’s ticking,” she said, looking at her phone, but she couldn’t help the smile on her face and I knew she was stifling laughter.
Somehow, it was only then, as I launched off into describing the bisque for her and how it had come about, that I realized what exactly she’d been talking about.
She didn’t want to be with her girlfriend anymore. Which meant she’d be single, and in the absolute worst space for me to be thinking about things like whether or not she was single.
But you have to forgive a girl one small indiscretion like that. Or maybe a really big indiscretion. Like, the biggest indiscretion in the world.
I was still doing it, though.




Chapter 12
Jennifer
What a world, where Athena Walker was the one to comfort me and give me the emotional strength to possibly call things off with my girlfriend. The girl was making herself responsible for a disproportionately large share of my breakups.
Not that I could really blame her squarely for our breakup, I thought, turning it over in my head all the walk back from Rose Bloom to my condo, boots trudging through the slushy slurry of snow and rainwater underfoot with a schlep sound every time I took a step. Sure, she’d managed to get the famous restaurant she worked for shut down, and it made such an uproar in the industry that I had to lay low for three months until people forgot I was ever her girlfriend, but I was the one who’d called it off.
I wondered sometimes what would have happened if I hadn’t. My career probably would have been sunk. I’d have had Athena Walker’s girlfriend branded on me like a scarlet letter, and there was nowhere that would want to bring me on board.
Or maybe that was my habit of always assuming the worst-case outcome. Athena had obviously been branded worse by the incident, and there she was, running a luxury restaurant in Garden Square. And by all accounts, it seemed to be doing well.
At least, it was until I was done with it. I’d collected a few things about the restaurant, mostly insignificant things blown out of proportion or things taken wildly out of context to sound bad, but it sat like a hot iron in my stomach. I didn’t have enough to go on if I wanted to sabotage her chances with the restaurant, but… really, I went in every day hoping I wouldn’t get anything.
Especially if she was going to keep doing that thing she’d done today, where she just sat there across from me when I was yelling at her for no reason at all, and she’d reach across the table and say all the things I needed to hear, and tell me I wasn’t alone no matter what.
I’d felt so confident, so sure in that breakup, for years, that I knew what I was doing. That I’d made the right decision. Seeing Athena back here threw all of that into confusion, and for the first time, as I swiped through the front door of my complex and headed for the elevator, I wondered if maybe I’d made a colossal mistake.
When I opened the door to my condo, I stepped inside carefully, looking around. “Hey,” I said, my voice low. No reply, no sign of Louise here, but the lights were on. Her shoes were all lined up at the door, so she hadn’t gone out. Bathroom, probably, I figured. Which, of course. Now I had to sit around longer and dread the coming conversation more. I was starting to worry maybe I’d talk myself out of it.
I slipped out of my shoes and hung up my jacket, and I got a glass of water from the kitchen sink in a vain attempt to fix my dry mouth and quiver in my hands. It was only once I was standing there in the kitchen that I heard heavy breathing, faint, muffled, coming from the bedroom, and something curdled in my stomach. Louise always shouted something to me when I came in the front door, if she was here.
I stepped into the hall, and I paused at the bedroom door before pushing it open, peering inside to where Louise bolted up in bed, eyes wide, hand clasped to her chest. Her hair stuck out at every angle, and her eyes were bloodshot, her clothes wrinkled and mussed.
“Christ, Jen, I didn’t know you were here,” she said, jumping to her feet, fixing her button-down shirt that had come halfway open. I glanced past her, half wondering if there was someone else in the bed.
“What are you doing?” I said, and she pursed her lips.
“It’s nothing. Look, I need to get ready to go out, I have… I have work to get to.”
Something sank in my stomach. I shut the door behind me. “Louise. What’s going on?”
“James needs me for… for… we have a client, he’s upset, he wants refunds, massive order quantities—need to…”
She had a frantic look in her eyes, searching the room. I leaned back against the door and folded my arms. “Tell me the truth, Louise.”
“I need to go. I have work to do,” she snapped, her voice verging on hysterical.
“Is that it?” I said. “You were in bed doing whatever it is you’re doing, and the moment I come in is the exact moment you need to go?”
“I didn’t—realize I was—I just—I’d lost track of time and…” She raked her fingers through her hair, dragging her hand down over her face. “For fuck’s sake, Jen, please.”
“Talk to me. What’s going on?”
“It’s bullshit. Please just let me go take care of this.”
“Please talk to me.”
She buried her face in her hands, sinking onto the floor with her back against the bed, and she let out a single small sob before she pulled her knees up into her chest and buried her face in them, crying quietly. My stomach twisted up in knots, but I knelt in front of her.
“I’m not mad, Louise. Please just talk to me.”
“It’s nothing you’d care about. It’s nothing important.”
“I want you to just talk to me.”
“Are you going to make me? Do I have a choice?”
I sighed. “Is this something I should be worried about?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know. I guess so. Fuck, I’m useless.”
“What happened?”
“James hired someone,” she said, quietly. “His name’s Trent. From outside the company. Filling the sales executive role.”
I paused. “The… what?”
“What, like you don’t know?” She sighed, a deep, heavy sigh that I felt down to my core. “For Christ’s sake, Jen. I was working so damn hard for that position. I was doing every little thing James asked. He always held the role just out of my reach, telling me to take care of this little crisis he’d made, clean up after this disaster, do this, do that. I jumped through every hoop he set up, and he kept telling me he’d sit me down for a formal interview for the position soon. It’s been a year now since he first said I was a candidate. And then he… he brings in this Trent guy from a shitty tabloid, interviews him, and a week later, he has the position. He was never going to give me the position. I’ve just been a trained dog, just… led along to do tricks all this time, and there’s nothing on the other side. I’ve been letting myself be used for the past… the past year.”
“I… Louise,” I said, short for words, as I knelt beside her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”
“I give up. I fucking give up. I knew from the beginning you were only with me because of my position, because I was high in the ranks. And when you turned out disinterested in me barely a month later, I figured I just needed to rise higher, do more. It’s all you ever talked about, just work this, positions that, promotions here, placements there.”
“What—are you blaming me?” I said, something shooting up in my heart.
“Dammit, I don’t know,” she sobbed, burying her face in her hands. “Everything’s felt like crap lately. I thought things would finally be okay again if I got that executive position, but it was never real. James knew I was desperate. He knew he could ask me to do whatever the hell he wanted, and I’d do it. I’ve worked so many nights and weekends, every last minute, just trying to prove I’m a fit for the position, and it was fucking pointless.”
“Louise, I… I didn’t want you to just go get lost in your work and never talk to me again,” I said, my head spinning, but she shook her head, looking away.
“I swear, all you ever did was complain about me. I knew you were the real deal. You’re getting every accolade, every placement, every award… I just wanted to keep up with your level of work. And here I am, having a mental breakdown on the floor because I’m a fucking tool and I’ve spent the past year chasing a carrot that went to someone else.”
I sighed, just burying my face on her shoulder. “I just wanted you to talk to me, Louise. About how you were feeling, about what you cared about…”
“Like you ever talked to me,” she sighed. “I swear, it’s all just felt like an arranged marriage. It felt like we were together because we were convenient, just because we were both at Foodie and we both worked a lot.”
I just sank into her side for the longest time, staring at the floor, before I murmured, “Yeah… yeah. I guess I’ve felt like that, too.”
“And you never told me,” she rasped.
“And you never told me.”
The room was quiet for a little while before she lifted her face up out of her arms and raked her fingers through her hair, looking out the window at the city skyline outside. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to break down on you.”
“You can’t help what you’re feeling,” I said, and I only realized it was true when I’d said it—that I couldn’t help that feeling, like Louise didn’t make me happy these days. That I wasn’t sure if she ever really had.
“Sorry I’ve been so shitty lately,” she mumbled. “I didn’t mean to make you feel unimportant.”
“I… I’m sorry I had you feeling like you had to rise in the ranks to be loved.”
She just sighed, burying her face back in her arms. I pursed my lips.
“I… I wanted to talk to you,” I said, and she groaned.
“Is this the talk again?”
“Well… yeah.” I shifted. “Louise, I think you’re right. I haven’t felt happy. There’s just something deeply… fundamentally… wrong. I want to change something, anything, to get at that. To find what I’m missing, internal or external.”
“If you want to break up with me, just say so,” she sighed.
“I’m not…” I started, before I realized that was exactly where I wanted this to go in the first place. “I don’t know what I want,” I said. “But I know this, right now, isn’t it.”
“Yeah…” She drew her knees tighter into her chest. “I feel that.”
My heart flopped awkwardly. Saying this was unexpected was an understatement. “So… we should both try something different.”
“I think that’s all there is left for me at this point,” she said with a dry laugh. “If I keep going at this rate, I’m going to end up shutting myself in a room and lying down on the floor and staying there forever.”
“Is… there anything I can do to support you?”
“Hell if I know,” she sighed, and then she shifted, looking away again. “I’ll… let you know. Thanks. What can I do for you?”
There was something about this—something I couldn’t place. Something almost comfortable, somehow—and it was only then I think it started making sense.
I hadn’t really loved Louise. I didn’t think she ever really loved me either. We both got into this because it looked good on paper, and it straddled us with expectations. The past two years with her had been both of us tormenting ourselves with trying to be the correct kind of girlfriend for one another, when in reality, we’d just been two people who played the part of girlfriends.
“I’m scared of being alone,” I whispered, catching myself off guard. “I worried so long about bringing this up because I was afraid it would lead to me being alone.”
She shook her head. “I can’t tell if you’re trying to break up with me or not.”
“You keep mentioning that. Do you want me to break up with you?” I said, trying to keep cool and not look like my heart jumped at the idea.
Louise didn’t say anything for a while, just staring off into space before she dropped her head with a sigh back into her knees. “I don’t want to be alone, either,” she said.
“But…” I chewed my cheek. “Aside from that… if you weren’t going to be alone, you wouldn’t want to be in a relationship with me anymore.”
“Would you?” she said, her voice free of all the usual dry, often sarcastic delivery—it quivered with vulnerability, and I really didn’t know the answer to not hurt her.
But maybe what I needed was the truth.
“I don’t know,” I said, quietly. “I think… maybe. I don’t know what I need to be happy, but I don’t think it’s this.”
“Huh,” she said, quietly. My heart hammered, waiting for more, but that was all she said.
“But—I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I’m just—floundering my way through, scared of being alone, trying to figure out how to be happy. I don’t know what love is. But I don’t want to hurt you. We can stay together, give it another chance…”
She laughed airily. “We made a lot of bad decisions trying not to hurt each other, huh?”
I paused. “Like what?”
“I stayed out of your way because I always felt like I was bothering you. I worked on my phone all the time because everything I said ended up annoying you.”
“What—well—” I felt myself flush. “You didn’t annoy me. I mean…” I lowered my head, my voice dropping off. “You’re saying it’s my fault.”
“Maybe we’re just both shitty at communication.”
I let out a sharp breath. “Yeah. No doubt on that one.”
After a minute or two of silence, she said, “I’m sorry I’ve been hurting you,” her voice small. I looked down.
“I’m sorry I’ve been hurting you, too. And I’m sorry about the executive position.” I paused. “I’m… sorry I didn’t even realize you were spending the past year chasing that.”
“Can we…” She shifted, looking away. “Can we still be friends?”
My heart ached. I didn’t know if it was guilt, or empathy, or—most likely, it was me kicking myself for being so damn ridiculous I never noticed it before.
She was just as scared of being alone as I was. She’d been stuck in this same position—this same space where she was so miserable she wasn’t herself, but she felt obligated to stay for me.
“I mean, we still share the condo,” I said. “I think we’d have to either be friends or enemies, and I’d take friends.”
She laughed, a short and sharp laugh punctuated by tears. “You always were sensible.”
“Yeah. I think that’s best for both of us.” I shifted closer to her. “And… let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”
“Thank you. And… the same to you, too, you know. I’m sorry I’ve been so awful to you lately.”
I laughed. I didn’t know why I laughed. Judging by the crackle in my laugh, I think I had to either laugh or cry. “It’s okay. You were under a lot of stress.”
“Yeah, but still…” She pulled her head up, finally making eye contact with me again, eyes blotchy and red. “Hey, so tell me frankly, then. You’re still carrying the torch for your ex, aren’t you?”
“What?” I flushed, scrunching up my face. “It’s nothing like that. I told you.”
“You don’t have to deny it anymore if it is a thing, you know,” she said, raising an eyebrow.
“Have you been carrying a torch for someone else?”
She shrugged. “This girl I met through one of our clients has been really sweet, but obviously I wasn’t going to even consider that if we were together.”
That hurt a lot less than I expected. Hell, I think it felt like a relief. I sank back into the side of the bed. “Yeah? Maybe you can see about getting her number after all, then. What’s she like? Is she even gay?”
“She is, but I see you changing the subject,” she said, turning to face me. “Athena Walker?”
“No. It’s nothing like that.”
“Really.”
“I’m telling the truth.” I looked down. “I’ve… wondered if maybe it was the right call after all to leave her, but that was then. It’s over. Long gone. Nothing there.”
“You two would probably be perfect together,” she laughed, her voice raspy. “Spend all day just talking about food.”
“Yeah…” I trailed off, looking down at the floor, remembering the days we did do just that. When we’d cook together, share recipes, sit together and just taste food and discuss it. Going out to everything from local cafés to high-concept luxury restaurants, dissecting everything together.
Maybe I’d had the wrong criteria all along. Maybe that was when I’d been happy, after all.
“Yeah, I see that look,” Louise said, leaning back against the bed with me. “She’s clearly into you.”
“She is not. We were pretty clear in how it ended.” I paused. “And that’s irrelevant.”
“Right,” she laughed. “Irrelevant.”
“You’re doubting me, aren’t you?”
She laughed again, but she didn’t say anything. I elbowed her in the side.
“Calling me a liar.”
“Well, maybe don’t lie, then.”
“I’m not,” I laughed, wondering if it meant something was wrong with me if I was already so much more comfortable next to her now, not ten minutes after what seemed like the biggest relief of a breakup of all time. “Hey, I’ve… somehow… managed to become friends with her roommate, though, actually. I’ll invite her over sometime and you can meet her, too.”
“Making friends,” she said, looking at me out of the corner of her eye. “Proud of you.”
“Well, she did the heavy lifting,” I said. “See if maybe we can get her to admit to what she does for a living.”
“Sounds illicit.”
“Tell me about it.” I paused. “What’s that girl’s name?”
“Oh, the one whose number you’re suddenly encouraging me to get?” She laughed. “Briar.”
“Cute.” I paused. “Is this…”
“Weird?”
“Yeah, that.”
She shrugged. “If it works, it works. I’m relieved. Are you?”
I sank back with a long, deep breath out. “Yeah. Massively.”
“Great. I’ll, uh, keep you posted on if I get Briar’s number.”
I laughed. “Yeah… I’ll be cheering for you.”
“Thanks, Jennifer.”
I shrugged. “You can keep calling me Jen. It’s weird when you call me the whole thing.” I paused, looking away. “I mean, unless you don’t want to.”
“Jenny.”
“Not that.”
She laughed. “You should talk to Athena.”
“I broke up with you ten minutes ago. Wait a little longer before you start pairing me off with other girls.”
She shot me a look. “Uh, hello. Briar, anyone?”
“Okay… touché. But there is nothing between me and Athena.”
At least, I was pretty sure. But suddenly, I wasn’t that sure about anything in the world.
Not that I minded this at all. If this was the start to reinventing everything in my life, trying to find something to make me happy…
Well, I wasn’t complaining.
But if the next step was admitting to these odd feelings Athena gave me, then I was sure as hell complaining about that.




Chapter 13
Athena
This time, I approached Jennifer’s table carefully, like walking up on a hissing snake, even though she was just sitting there murmuring softly to herself as she went down the menu. I paused just before her table to compose myself before I spoke.
“Thank you for choosing Rose Bloom tonight,” I said.
She laughed, looking back at me with bright eyes, and my heart melted. “You know as well as I do that I don’t have a choice in the matter, Athena. Well, I’ve been forced to eat at worse restaurants. How are you?”
How was I? She was greeting me with that big smile I wasn’t sure I’d seen on her since before we broke up, laughing at my stiffest, most inoffensive possible comment, and asking how I was doing? I blinked. “Good, yeah,” I said. “It’s been a little quieter tonight, but frankly, my staff could use the break. I’ve been putting them through a lot with this month.”
“You found good staff,” she said, turning back to the menu and sitting up straighter, and I stood over the table with my hands clasped awkwardly at my waist. “It’s remarkable how well they’ve kept up with all this.”
“Misha whips them if they do anything wrong. She’s a taskmaster.”
She gave me an odd look. “Seriously? She’s so sweet.”
“Yeah, to you, because you’re the only one in this building she likes.”
She laughed. “Are you going to sit, or just stand there awkwardly like you’re my butler?”
I didn’t know what I was right now. I sat. “So… you, uh, you seem to be doing well,” I ventured. “I guess things went all right with Louise after all?”
She brushed her hair back, sinking into the seat and looking up at me with this huge, relieved smile, and she said, “Oh, yeah. We broke up.”
I smiled. “That’s good,” I said, and then I took in what she said. “Wait. Is that good?”
“Yeah. Turned out she was feeling just as trapped and uncomfortable and burdened with expectations as I was, and so we agreed to be friends. It feels like I can breathe around her again. We went out for coffee this morning to talk about what we want to do with the condo, and it’s so much easier being around her, talking to her.”
“Oh…” I said, my brain not really making the relevant connections. “Well, that’s… er…”
She laughed. “Unexpected?”
“Okay, yeah. Yeah, that’s really what I’m feeling right now.”
“Yeah, trust me, same here,” she said, relaxing. “But I’m not complaining. And…” She looked out the window, fussing with the collar of the blazer she had on right now. “I am… sorry for taking all of that out on you last night. I recognize I was overly hostile, and I appreciate how well you handled it. Thank you for listening to me.”
Dammit, this sucked. This meant she was single, not heartbroken or hurt or anything, and was here expressing… good feelings about me. That last one was maybe the most unexpected, and made it into a whole cocktail of signs that I was in trouble. “Yeah, of course,” I said. “I mean, I can tell when you’re angry at someone and when you’re just hurt by something.”
“Oh, and…” She sat up straighter, clearing her throat. “The bisque was delicious, by the way.”
I raised an eyebrow. “And the cornbread?”
She laughed, meeting my eyes. “Even better than pepperoni. Tell me about the menu tonight.”
Dammit, I was in love with her.
Once I was in the back again, Misha cornered me with a scowl, her hands on her hips.
“Excuse me,” she said. “Any reason the boss is wandering around with this dreamy look on her face?”
“Oh…” I fumbled for an answer. “I’m, uh… not.”
“Uh-huh. That’s really convincing. Great job with that one. Definitely up there in the top ten most convincing things I’ve ever heard.”
“Okay, okay. Slow down with the assault.” I put my hands up. “Just a good conversation with Jennifer.”
“Wow. I have never in my life been so surprised.” She rolled her eyes. “Obviously it’s the ex. The bad mood’s cleared, then? We’re good for tonight?”
“Yeah, she, uh, broke up with her girlfriend and they’re friends now.”
She snorted. “Ugh, lesbians.”
“She’s bisexual. At least, I think she still identifies that way. So, point is—she’s much happier now. You should come out to see her at some point, too, she’d be happy to see you.”
“Oh, I’m sure she’s fully occupied with you, pretty miss butch,” she said, folding her arms and arching an eyebrow at me. I blinked.
“She’s not interested in me again just because she’s single now. I’m still her ex-girlfriend she broke up with after I got Silver Thread shut down.”
“Hey, look. Every time I’m helping her at the table or whatever, she’s always talking about you. The girl’s obsessed with you, like, capital O obsessed.”
“Can we not talk about capital Os? I’m the owner, she’s writing an article for us, of course she wants to hear about me.”
“Ugh, lesbians. You’re so damn oblivious. Can I just whack you upside the head with a skillet and see if that jostles your brain back into place?”
“Oh, no,” I said, putting my hands up. “That thing hasn’t turned on in decades. The Smithsonian declared it an extinct relic. Better move onto greener pastures.”
She laughed. “You are such a dork. Seriously, I see the way you two pine for each other. Go ask her out somewhere.”
“She broke up with her girlfriend yesterday. I’m not asking her out.”
“Whatever. Can you cover me for ten? I need a snack and a bathroom break.”
“Yeah, you got it. Go see Jennifer on your way out.”
She snapped a napkin at my hip. “Sounds like you’re telling me to do work on my break, boss. Go see her yourself.”
So I did go see Jennifer myself, bringing out her food and setting it down in front of her with a flourish. “I’m sorry it isn’t more corn,” I said, and she rolled her eyes.
“You just have such a great time being obnoxious.”
“I certainly do.” I showed her the wine pairing we decided on, opening it and pouring a sampling. “This is a Starfield Vinery vintage ’92 that has an incredible taste of black cherry and plum—”
“I know,” she laughed. “You already told me about it when I was ordering.”
“Right. Yes. I suppose I did,” I said, setting the bottle down. I was smiling my way through to hide the fact that I was nervous enough to die on the spot. “I forget everything I do about ten seconds after I do it.”
“Ah, a negative mark to put on the writeup,” she hummed, swirling the wine and taking a sniff. “Oh, you must love this one. It’s so sweet.”
“Am I that predictable?” I laughed.
“So that means you do?”
“I love Starfield Vinery. And yes, this is an amazing vintage.”
“I’m not really putting it as a negative mark on the writeup, relax,” she said, waving me to the seat across from her. “Rose Bloom has been amazing. I can’t believe you’re actually pulling this menu-a-day thing off.”
“Well…” My brain tripped over itself looking for words, and I blanked for a second. “I guess I’m just amazing.”
She covered up a laugh. “Unbelievable is what you are. Are you going to sit?”
“Oh, right.” I shook my head. “Sorry, Misha is on a break right now, so I’m taking over her role of watching everyone in the kitchen with a scowl. Just from a higher vantage point.”
“Oh, missing out on valuable customer interaction time,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me. “That sounds like another negative mark.”
I blanked again. “Let’s meet at Sharp’s, then.”
She stopped, cocking her head at me, and it was only then that I really had to stop and realize what the hell I’d just said.
Sharp’s Coffee Company used to be one of our favorite date spots. By miracle, it was still around, and I’d avoiding going since I got back to Port Andrea, for obvious reasons. But somehow I’d just… let it slip. My brain worked in overdrive for a second looking for a way to fix my latest screwup.
“I’ll invite Parker. Maybe, uh, you can invite Louise. We’ll make up for lost customer interaction time here.”
She narrowed her eyes a fraction, studying me, as she sipped at the wine. “Sharp’s,” she said, carefully. “Off Jessica Castle Plaza?”
“Parker’s a fan,” I lied.
She studied me a while longer, obviously seeing through my lie, before she said, “Well, if she’s a fan, I wouldn’t want to let her down. I need to fill her in on how things went with Louise anyway.” She paused. “Tomorrow morning, before you start your shift here? If I just call ahead, they’ll let me work remote tomorrow.”
My heart jumped clear into my mouth. “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, that sounds great. I start my shifts here at two, generally, so… can we say eleven? Parker sleeps late.”
She laughed. “From my meeting with her, I wasn’t sure she slept at all. Sounds good. I’ll be here waiting for once Misha’s back on the clock,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me, and I stammered something even I wasn’t sure what.
“Yeah—right. I’ll be back then. Okay. Enjoy the food, Jennifer.”
“I have every confidence I will.”
My head was still filled with aimless screaming when I got back to the apartment that night and found Parker on the sofa, watching Gossip Girl on the big TV with her hand in a baggie of carrot sticks, and based on the way she looked at me, I looked like murder coming in the apartment and slamming the door shut behind me.
“Parker, I need you to be a fan of Sharp’s Coffee Company.”
She stared at me wide-eyed for a second, taking a slow bite of a carrot stick, before she said, “Off Jessica Castle Plaza? Yeah, I’m a fan.”
“Thank Christ,” I blurted, sinking against the wall. “I had no idea.”
“I’ve worked with them. My industry brings me around there all the time.”
“Uh-huh, yeah, sure, hitwoman.”
“Man, I wish I were a hitwoman, that’d be so much cooler,” she said, turning back to the TV and taking another bite of carrot. “So, mind explaining?”
“Look, before I say anything else, I need to clarify I know this was a bad idea.”
She made a face. “If you’re saying that, I can only imagine how demonstrably bad an idea it is.”
“I invited Jennifer there with me after she told me she’d broken up with her girlfriend.” I paused. “It’s one of our old favorite date spots.”
She whistled low, nodding. “Yeah, that’s a bad idea.” She grabbed her phone, pausing her simulcast stream on the TV and turned to me. “So she and Louise are over?”
“Uh, apparently they were both happy to end it and be friends instead. Jennifer looks happier than I’ve seen her in years. I mean, six years, to be precise.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “She was talking about how I… actually, no, I don’t have any good justification. I accidentally asked her on a coffee date to our old favorite place. I tried to explain it away by saying I was inviting you and Louise too, and that you were a big fan.”
“Yeah, I’ll go,” she said, unpausing the TV. “Damn, are you not very smart, though.”
“Look, I know. It’s tomorrow at eleven. Can you make that?”
“Mm-hm. Sure can. Can’t wait.”
A little smirk played on her lips, and she did a terrible job fighting it down. I put my hands on my hips. “Parker. What are you plotting?”
“Nothing, just…” She laughed, shaking her head, struggling to contain it, and brushed her hair from her face. “It’s nothing.”
“Tell me, or I start leaving my used bath towels on the floor.”
“Hey. Biological warfare is outlawed.” She laughed again, hanging her head. “Just… thinking about how you actually asked her on a date.”
“Look, I wasn’t thinking.”
“When was the last time you were?”
“I don’t know. It’s been a long time.”
She laughed again, slumping back in the sofa. I threw my hands up, marching away, back towards the bedroom.
“Fine, Parker. I see how it is. Just laugh at my unfortunate lot in life.”
“Hey, she said yes, right?” Parker called down the hall after me. “I think she likes you, dude.”
“She does not.”
“Wanna bet?”
I snorted. “Large pizza at Stazione Quattro.”
“Oh, you’re on. I look forward to free pepperoni pizza numero dos.”
Well, that was win-win if anything was. Either it turned out Jennifer still felt the same way about me as I did about her, or Parker bought me a pizza.
For once in my life, I was rooting against getting a free pizza.




Chapter 14
Jennifer
I stood in the center of Jessica Castle Plaza, looking up at the postmodern sharp edges, wood on sleek metal, of Sharp’s Coffee Company, and I pulled my winter coat tighter around me in the chilly November wind.
It had been a while since I’d seen this building. Looking at it, I wasn’t sure if I’d missed it or not. It was as gorgeous as I remembered, right at the end of all the topiaries and across from the terraced far side of the plaza where it went down a steep hill and the colorful roofs of houses cascaded down the hill, but it certainly brought back… memories.
“Hey, Jen,” Louise’s voice called, breathless, from under the little overhang past the fountain, and she came rushing out wearing a sporty jacket and with her hair pinned up into a quick, loose braid. It was strange how different I felt at the sight of her even just two days after the breakup, a light feeling in my chest and this easy comfort instead of all the awkwardness there had been before. “You’re as punctual as ever.”
“I arrived right at the last second of the train before mine, so I got ahead in line. Have you been to Sharp’s before?”
“I don’t visit this side of town very often. It’s nice.” She shoved her hands in her jacket pockets, hunching her shoulders. “It’s so damn cold. I might just order hot water.”
“Don’t do that,” I laughed. “The coffee here is really good. A little pricy, but I think it’s the best coffee in Port Andrea.”
“Oh yeah?” She raised an eyebrow at me, following as I summoned the willpower to make the trek towards the wide glass front doors. “I thought Mission was your favorite coffee place.”
“This one’s… uh… got some memories associated,” I mumbled, pulling the door open for her. She gave me a sly smile.
“Athena—”
“Don’t say it,” I sighed.
“Hold on,” she laughed, stepping inside ahead of me and turning to face me. “Athena invited you here, somewhere you used to go together?”
I looked out the window. “She made it clear there was nothing to it. Her roommate likes the place, and she invited her too.”
“Oh, Jen,” she laughed. “I know you well enough to know you are not that oblivious.”
I put a hand on my hip. “And you think asking someone to join you on an outing with their roommate is a date? With that sense of romance, I can see why I dated you.”
She looked away and cleared her throat. I dropped my hand by my side.
“Sorry. Is it better if I just… don’t bring that up?”
“Maybe for right now. All of this is weird.” She shifted. “Not in a bad way, but… it takes some getting used to.”
“Yeah. Sorry.”
She shook her head. “It’s a lot better like this. I’m glad you told me everything. I’m sorry I am… easily confused in all this.”
“It’s really not a problem. This is an unusual situation. It’s natural to run into bumps figuring out how to navigate it.”
She nodded, and then, slowly, she returned a sly smile to me. “So… then why’d you say yes?”
I frowned. “Well—I wanted to see Parker again.”
“That’s it?”
I stared at her for a second before I sighed, heading to the counter, a sleek silvery counter under a wood lattice overhang with plants hanging down around the perimeter. The barista, a woman in her early twenties with a punk ensemble and a nametag reading Ellie, took my order for an Ethiopian pourover with a smile, and it felt strange handing over my card so Louise and I could pay separately.
When Louise came up behind me and ordered a mocha, she stepped off to the handoff plane with me and spoke in a low voice as Ellie prepped the station for my pourover. “I’m not going to pressure you to tell me anything,” she said, “but there’s obviously something more there, and I think whatever this is we’re doing now, honesty is a good sort of… north star for it.”
I hung my head. “They sure keep it hot in here,” I said, slipping out of my coat.
“I think it’s bliss.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I sighed. “I… look, I’ve been spending a lot of time feeling alone everywhere I went, everything I did. I’m realizing I don’t have any real sense of… community anywhere. And all my feelings about Athena aside, she knows how to form and cultivate a community. I want to know more people in the industry outside of just a working relationship. I figure this is as good a place as any to start.”
She chewed her cheek, looking down at the floor with me, and a second later, she said, “Yeah. I can see that. I think I need the same thing.”
“It’s a lot of adjustment, but I’m, uh… I’m glad we’re doing it.”
“Yeah.” She grinned. “And you like Athena.”
“You are really invested in me liking her,” I deadpanned.
“Look, Jen, to tell you the truth—I’m aware this is hypocritical given what I was just saying—but when we were together, and you kept going off and talking with her for hours every night at Rose Bloom, part of me was hoping you’d come home and tell me you were leaving me for her.”
I gave her an odd look. “That’s… not the most common relationship problem, feeling like your partner isn’t falling for other people enough.”
“Yes, I am aware. But I wasn’t happy, and I didn’t feel like I had any right to end things myself, and I guess I just… wanted it to end in a way that made you happier. Getting with someone who really excited you seemed perfect. And I’ve seen your stack of notes about Rose Bloom. Either she’s so damn good with food that there’s no way you can’t be obsessed with her, or you’re so obsessed with her there’s no way you won’t like her food.”
I flushed. “I just—it’s an important assignment. Seniority is on the line.”
“Jen…” She sighed. “I want you to be happy. Really. No matter what, I still always wanted you to be happy. You should give her a chance.”
“I don’t want to give her a chance,” I said, turning back to the handoff plane, staring resolutely at anywhere but Louise. “I gave her a chance. We know how that went.”
“One last chance. She excites you, Jen. I haven’t seen you excited in a while. That thing that’s fundamentally missing? I think maybe it’s that excitement.”
My heart ached suddenly, like a cold vice clamped around it. God, I didn’t want to think about this right now. Didn’t want to think about the way it felt every time Athena gave me one of those lopsided smiles.
I turned to her with a retort on my tongue, but I swallowed it with a drop in my stomach when I saw the front doors swinging open and Athena stepping inside, Parker trailing behind with her face down to her phone—Athena, looking uncomfortably good in a trench coat and a button-up shirt with a tie, black oxfords making the look just subtly sophisticated. I remembered the way she looked with ties like that coming undone, me slipping them off her…
Athena glanced over at us and gave me a nervous smile, raising her hand in a wave, and Parker glanced over and gave us the tiniest nod of acknowledgement before going back to her phone, meandering up to the counter. Louise straightened her back as Athena strode toward us, oxfords clicking, and it rang through my mind with memories of what happened the last time I gave her a chance.
“Give me a chance,” she’d said, a college sophomore sitting on the low brick wall in front of me, wearing rainbow suspenders and a bowtie. “I know I’m not your type, but just one date.”
I rolled my eyes. “What makes you think you know what my type is?”
She laughed, sinking back on her hands. “You’re one of those everything-in-its-place types. I’m one of those nothing-has-a-place types. But you know we have chemistry.”
And chemistry we’d had, just like a lab explosion.
“Hey, Jennifer,” Athena said, jolting me back to the present, leaning against the counter and giving me one of those lopsided smiles she was so known for. “Just to check in, what am I safe to order without you yelling at me?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Get what you want, Athena. I’m not going to criticize your taste. Unless it’s terrible.”
“I’m starting to think you just want to yell at me,” Athena laughed, but she turned back to the counter after Parker just as my pourover came out, smelling delicious and bright and sweet with notes of blueberry and candied lemon on the nose.
“How’s it going,” Parker said, stepping off to the handoff plane with me and Louise after placing her order. “Louise, right? Parker. Nice to meet you.”
“Athena’s roommate, right?” Louise said. “Nice to meet you. I’m a distribution director for Foodie Magazine—”
“Ooh, you’ve got director in your job title,” Parker said. “Do you have a business card for me?”
Louise scowled. “I do, but somehow I don’t think you’re being genuine.”
I cut in with, “Parker is the one who runs a business and won’t tell anyone what it is,” and Louise nodded.
“Ah… that’s right. Sounds shady.”
Parker adjusted her collar. “Let’s go grab a table before the rush comes in. There’s always a rush before long at this time.”
So we sat down at the table by the post-industrial window with the vaulted steel beams and thick, natural wood sill thick with plants overlooking Jessica Castle Plaza. Louise sat down opposite me and Parker sitting next to her, leaving the spot next to me unfortunately open for Athena, and it wasn’t long before Athena joined us, falling into the seat next to me and sliding Parker’s drink over to her.
“Always making me carry your crap for you,” she said, and Parker just took a long, grateful sip of the drink.
“You make it easy for me to use you, so of course I’m going to.”
“Truly, I am flattered,” Athena deadpanned.
Ugh. This sensation of Athena sitting next to me was too much to bear. It took all my willpower just to keep my gaze straight ahead and down at my coffee instead of glancing over at her, wanting to study every detail of her face, wanting to see all the ways she was the same and all the ways she was different.
I shouldn’t have agreed to that first date. It had been at a cute little diner called Morning Sunshine, where it turned out Athena knew our waiter and one of the line cooks on duty, and they gave us a special dish whipped up off the menu with a little ketchup heart on the hash browns, and seeing the way Athena effortlessly laughed along with everyone around her made me more and more curious what she had that I was lacking. When it ended, I’d been the one to ask for a second date, and now here we were.
“Hey, Louise,” Parker said, glancing over at her. “Miss Distribution Director. That was for Foodie Magazine, right?”
Louise straightened her back, nodding. “Yes. I work in the Port Andrea headquarters, directly under Executive Sales Lead James Lerouge.”
Parker quirked a smile. “You know people, right? Is there any chance maybe you know…” She cast a glance over to me and Athena before she grinned and leaned in closer to Louise, whispering in her ear. Louise stiffened, but after a second, a confused smile spread over her features.
“Oh… yes, actually,” she said, once Parker pulled back. “I do know her. I see her all the time.”
“Yeah?” Parker relaxed. “I ran into her once before, she’s really cool. I wish I could meet her again.”
“I can ask her to meet us sometime,” Louise said, and I cocked my head.
“Who is this?”
Parker put a finger to her lips. “Don’t tell them about my work.”
“Are you serious,” Athena deadpanned. “You met Louise two seconds ago, and she’s the one who gets to find out what you do?”
“Sometime like when?” Parker said, ignoring me and Athena completely, and Louise pulled out her phone, looking down at it. A minute later, she smiled.
“She’s actually nearby. We can go see her for a second right now, maybe bring her back here.”
“What, yeah,” Parker said, standing up from the booth. “Sorry, Thena. We’ll run quick.”
“Wait—who are you talking about?” I said, looking desperately between them, but Louise just raised a hand.
“We’ll be right back,” she said. “It’s exciting when you find a mutual connection.”
“Parker,” Athena pleaded, but Parker didn’t look back as she jumped from her seat and headed for the front door, Louise following close behind. Athena sighed hard, falling back into her seat.
And with just the two of us left, I started to wonder if they actually were meeting anyone, and more importantly, if they actually were coming back. If this was Louise’s attempt to get me to spend private time with Athena, then she’d see just how badly it could backfire.
“So,” I sighed, a minute later. “Why’d you invite me to Sharp’s?”
Athena cast a lopsided smile at me. “Well, someone was complaining about not getting enough time talking to the owner.”
So this was the game we were playing. It was a dangerous one while we were sitting right next to one another, and my thoughts were churning with questions of how her body had changed in the last six years, and how it was just the same. “And this was the only option you could think of?”
“Well, what can I say,” she said. “I know how you loved the pourovers here. And I know you’re out to judge me for every food-related decision I make, so I played it safe.”
“Stop making bad food-related decisions, then,” I said, raising an eyebrow. “What did you order?”
“Peruvian light roast pourover.”
“You did not.”
She grinned. “It’s a dirty chai latte topped with nutmeg.”
“What in the world are you even doing with that? Do you want the gustatory equivalent of a bad acid trip?”
“And you want the gustatory equivalent of sitting in an empty white room,” she said, glancing down at my coffee, and I scowled.
“This is a high-altitude natural-process Ethiopian light roast done in a paper filter. The flavor is crisp, juicy, and sweet, without being overdone.”
“Well, the flavor of this one is sugary and caffeinated, and I like that,” she said, sipping at her chai.
“Do you always get the strangest thing on the menu?”
She raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m pretty sure you already know the answer to that one, Jennifer.”
Ugh. She was getting one over on me. I pursed my lips. “I don’t think you want to go there, bringing all of that back up.”
“History is in the past, and all that, right?” Athena nodded, taking another slow sip. “Pretending as hard as we can that nothing happened.”
“Oh, so is that what all this is?” I said, turning in the booth to face her. “You want to bring me back to our old date spot and bring up the things we used to be? What exactly are you going for here, Athena? Because I only broke up with my girlfriend two days ago, and even if I hadn’t, you’re the last person I’d want to give another chance.”
She sipped at her drink again, slowly, a smile spreading over her features. At the end of it, she said, “Is that your spiel? All wrapped up now?”
I flushed. “I’m—I mean it, Athena. Don’t screw around with me like this.”
“So why’d you say yes?”
I chewed my cheek, turning to the window. “Maybe I’ve just always had a bad habit of doing that.”
“Always? Like, in that history we’re pretending doesn’t exist?”
“You really mouth off sometimes.”
“It’s all I ever do,” she laughed. “So that’s it? You just said yes because you didn’t have a good enough reason to say no?”
I sighed, hard—one of those pointed sighs that meant as much as a full sentence in of itself. “Look,” I said, and I left it there.
“I’m looking.”
“This is embarrassing.”
“What, sitting with me?”
I gave her a wry smile. “Getting self-deprecating? You’re quite a star of a luxury restaurant owner. I wouldn’t sell myself short like that, if I were you.”
She narrowed her eyes. “You’re… complimenting me?”
“Don’t get used to it.” I turned back to the window. “What’s embarrassing is… everything with Louise.”
“How so? It seemed like it went pretty well.”
I shook my head. “It did. But everything I said about how I was afraid to break up with her because I didn’t want to be alone? And you having to reassure me that I was too charming to end up alone?” I pursed my lips. “Let’s pretend that didn’t happen.”
“Ah, another entry for the list of things that didn’t happen.”
“You’re very sassy this morning.”
“You’re very sassy this lifetime.”
I laughed. “Dammit. Stop making me laugh.” I cleared my throat. “The point is… I have been realizing my sense of community within Port Andrea is somewhat… lacking.”
“Ah, so you want to be friends.”
“I did not say I want to be friends.”
“Then what is it?” she laughed, leaning on the table and beaming at me. “You want to be special enemies? Have me introduce you to all my friends as my enemy?”
“They’d probably buy that better than friend.”
“Well, you have some intimidating energies.”
Ugh, this woman. I hated how easily she could still make me smile. Hated the way I couldn’t even look at her without thinking of nights we’d spent in each other’s arms—in her arms that were just as firm and toned as they’d been then.
I cleared my throat.
“I am… realizing that I have been prioritizing my career to the point of neglecting my personal life,” I said.
“Wow, congratulations,” she said. “I just realized the sky is blue, so we’re coming along great here.”
I sighed. “I suppose I realized it a long time ago, and I’ve just been hiding from reality.”
“Imagine that.”
“Would you stop?” I laughed. “And I want to prioritize my interpersonal relationships better. And I figured that started with… getting some closure with you.”
“Ah, closure,” she said, stiffening. “This isn’t going to end up with my body in a shallow grave in the woods, is it?”
“No…” I looked her over. “I’d go with a really deep one. If anyone is coming back from the dead, it’s you.”
She smiled thinly. “That’s one of the least reassuring things I’ve ever heard.”
“What I mean is… ugh.”
“You don’t know what you mean, do you?”
I rubbed my forehead. “Am I that easy to read?”
“Well, I’ve had some experience.” She paused. “I mean, I haven’t. I haven’t had any experience at all, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Very convincing.”
“I’ve been told I’m a bad liar.”
I arched an eyebrow at her. “But not by me.”
“Oh, no, never. I think this is actually the first time we’ve ever seen each other.”
I dropped my arms, turning to face her. “Does it not bother you, Athena? You broke my heart. And you feel perfectly comfortable just—”
“Hold on, I’m going to stop you right there,” she said, putting a hand up. “I broke your heart? Jennifer. I got fired from my job, lifetime-banned from the organization I needed to make my dream come true, and made citywide news about how badly I’d fucked up, and you swooped in to put the cherry on top by breaking up with me because I was inconvenient to your career plans. And I’m the one who broke your heart?”
My stomach dropped, a pang of hurt and anger lancing through me like droplets of red food coloring flung into water. “You could have lost me everything I’d been working to build up—”
“Do you really think that?” she said. “Or have you just been convincing yourself of that these past six years? Were you going to lose everything, or were you momentarily inconvenienced by people wanting you to write about me instead, and you decided that was too much to deal with? Because I don’t know about you, but I lost my job completely, made enemies of all my professional contacts, and, in case I forgot to mention it, was lifetime-banned from PARA. If I managed to come back from that, how bad do you think people asking you to write about me really would have been?”
“I—” My throat was tight. I felt a red-hot itchy sensation over all my skin. “What makes you think you’ve come back from that? You’re still banned from PARA. I can’t imagine how much of a loss you’ve been operating at thus far without their support. Why don’t you get back to me at the end of the month and then tell me—”
“Because I’ve realized something, Jennifer,” she said, straightening her back and looking me in the eye. “Even if Rose Bloom falls through, I’m still pretty damn good at what I do. And maybe it’ll be another six years from now, but eventually, I’ll open another restaurant here. And eventually, one of them will work out.”
“Why can’t you just take the simple approach to anything?”
She laughed. “I am taking the simple approach, Jennifer. I want to run a restaurant in Port Andrea, so I’m going to keep trying to run a restaurant in Port Andrea. It doesn’t have to be any more complicated than that. Why do you never take the simple approach?”
“And I want to be a food writer at Foodie Magazine,” I snapped. “And I’m going to keep trying to get seniority and a safer job there. I am taking the simple approach.”
“And cutting off everything that slightly inconveniences you on your way to the top,” she said. “Is that all I was? Insignificant enough to you to just toss me away the moment I was difficult?”
“You—were not insignificant,” I said, my voice trembling. Everything was flaring up hot and hard and heavy inside me, and I felt my head spinning. “I had every faith in you, and you—you blew it all, and I was disappointed because I thought you were better than that.”
“Because I gave a damn about something enough to put myself out there? Because I took a risk? Is that what it is, that you never want to be with anyone who takes a risk? I should have been some quiet, calm and collected office worker who did nothing but slowly work her way up the ladder, and then you would have liked me?”
“I did like you,” I shot. “I loved you, Athena.”
“Not that much, if you threw me away like old leftovers the moment I inconvenienced your career.”
“You have no idea how much I felt about you,” I growled. “Or how badly it hurt to let you go.”
“I’m sure,” she said. “Must have kept you up minutes at night thinking maybe you could have kept me around to at least write some pieces and get some leverage on my screwup before you let me go.”
“Do you think I never cared about you?”
She laughed drily. “I don’t think you cared a lot—”
I kissed her.
Hell if I knew how it happened, there was just this swirling storm inside my chest that raged higher and hotter until I had to either punch her in the face or kiss her, and one of those was illegal, so—I kissed her, leaning in and pressing my lips up against hers, capturing her in a fierce kiss. She let out a muffled sound, hands going up, her whole posture rigid, but she closed her eyes and kissed me back.
Dammit, I’d missed this. Who the hell did she think she was, telling me I hadn’t cared about her?
After a second, Athena grunted, pulling back away, turning her head sharply to the side, and she covered her mouth with one hand and cleared her throat loudly. “Jennifer, we’re, uh, we’re in public.”
“Shit. Right. We are.” I sank back in the seat, looking out the window, and I cleared my throat hard enough it hurt. “I… apologize. I didn’t mean to do that.”
She laughed nervously. “That might be the first time you’ve ever done something without thinking it through.”
“You bring out the worst in me,” I said.
“I’m, uh, flattered.”
I sighed, standing up halfway in the booth, and Athena stood up to let me out as I picked up my coffee with me. “Closure’s overrated,” I said, my voice raspy. “Let’s keep doing the whole pretend it never happened thing instead.”
“Sure, yeah. I think I’m starting to see the wisdom of burying my head in the sand.”
I turned my back to her, standing there and gathering my bearings for one painful second. “I’ll see you at Rose Bloom,” I said. “And… don’t you dare think I didn’t care. I don’t want to hear anything like that from you again.”
And I strode off before she could get in a word, marching towards the door, and—well, somewhat aware that every pair of eyes in the building was on me.
Dammit. Athena really did bring out the worst in me.




Chapter 15
Athena
“Hey, boss,” Misha said, fiddling with the kitchen sink, not looking up from it. “The water pressure’s weird on this thing. You’re a butch, you fix things.”
“That’s not exactly how it works,” I said, trying to find the monumental force of will within me to shift my thoughts from Jennifer kissing me just two hours ago and onto work.
Misha glanced up at me. “Look at me. You think I know how to fix a sink?”
I shrugged. “Maybe by intimidating it into working.”
She sighed, head hanging. “Tried that. I’m out of options.”
“Why am I not surprised,” I mumbled, sinking to the floor and pulling open the cabinet door underneath. It was convenient, anyway, because I got to stick my head inside the cabinet and hide my expression as I said, “Can you wait on Jennifer today? I’m in a mood and I just want to stay in the kitchen.”
“Uh-oh,” Misha said, crouching down next to me. “Trouble in paradise?”
“Paradise is a lofty term for being forced to work with my ex,” I mumbled, checking the pipes for leaks and drainage issues. “More like trouble in Trouble Town, which shouldn’t be cause for remark.”
“Says the one who moved all her assets into Trouble Town central and built a house made of worries there. What happened?”
“Nothing in particular,” I mumbled, tapping on a pipe. I really didn’t know what I was doing. I wasn’t that kind of butch.
“You do realize you’re a shitty liar, right?”
I sighed. “I’m hoping you’ll take the hint.”
“Trust me, I got the hint you didn’t want to talk about it when you literally crawled under the sink without even turning the water on to see what was wrong. The fact that I’m still asking means I am intentionally ignoring the hint.”
“She yelled at me, kissed me, and then yelled at me some more and then said we were going to pretend that didn’t happen.”
She whistled low. “You seriously get into some shit, don’t you?”
“Knowing you, I feel like that’s a segue into getting me to fix the toilets next.”
She laughed. “Toilet’s fine. But that would have been clever.”
I bumped my head on the cabinet trying to get out, and I rubbed my forehead where I hit it. “Son of a cinnamon bun,” I grunted. “Ugh. Now you’ve rubbed off on me, too.”
“Get your own originality.”
“Are you going to wait Jennifer’s table tonight or not?”
“I’m not your personal servant,” she said, hands on her hips.
“Ugh. Why do I even pay you,” I mumbled, standing back up. “I’ll just get Flora to wait on her table instead.”
“You are a professional at avoiding responsibility, huh?” she said, coming around to stand in front of me, her arms crossed. “Look, she’s writing on our restaurant. You don’t want her to be pissed off with you when she does. Go talk to your ex, tell her you want to kiss her too, and you’ll both be happier.”
“I’m sorry, did we order the wrong kind of mushrooms and you’re tripping right now? What makes you think either of us wants to kiss the other?”
She rolled her eyes so hard I was surprised I didn’t hear it. “God, Athena, I don’t fucking know. Let’s review the evidence. One, you’re looking at her like you’d sell your soul to make out with her right on the dining floor. Two, she fucking kissed you. Shall we call the jury to deliberate on the case?”
I shrugged wildly. “Look, it was a… hate-kiss.”
“Yeah, look, boss, thing is, that’s not a thing. So go clear up what the hell is happening there and make her happy, and you both will be happy, she’ll do a good writeup and we’ll both be happy, and I won’t have to watch you pine for her like the absolute loser you are twenty-four seven, so god knows I’ll be happy.”
“You should really put matchmaker on your resume, with that kind of talk.”
“You think I signed up for that job? No, I’m doing it out of desperation, because I’m going to fucking lock you two in a room to get you to actually talk things out before long at this rate. Watching you two flop uselessly around one another like this, I just want to climb into the oven and fucking die.”
I rubbed my forehead. “I’m guessing that’s a no on waiting on Jennifer’s table.”
“Wow, have you got brains, figuring that one out.”
“You are so mean.” I put my hands on my hips. “Why did I hire you, again?”
“Because I’m good at this job, and you need someone who isn’t going to just wander around like a lost puppy.”
“Misha!” someone called from down the line, leaning back and giving her a helpless look. “Can you help me figure out this cutting style?”
Misha groaned, waving a hand over her shoulder. “I’ll be right there, Josh,” she called, and then she dropped her voice and sighed. “I swear, I’m babysitting Josh through everything.”
“Is that the star cut? I literally came up with that technique myself. Why is he asking you about it?”
She gave me a thin smile. “Because I’m reliable, unlike some people.”
“Ugh. Go take your break. I’ll help Josh, because I think there’s a decent chance you’ll just put the knife in his chest.”
She laughed. “You’re not wrong. I’ll call a real butch to fix this sink, and then whip up the eggplant monstrosity thing you have today for my lunch?”
“First off, you should try calling a plumber. Second off, is it a monstrosity or do you want it?”
“Yep,” she said, slipping off her apron and grabbing her phone from her back pocket, heading for the back.
I made a beeline for Josh and put my hands on my hips. “Am I that bad a teacher?” I said, and his eyes went wide.
“Oh, uh, no,” he said. “Yeah… can you show me how to do the star cut?”
I looked down at his space on the line. “Judging by your past attempts, you’re doing just fine.”
“Oh…” He cleared his throat. “Yeah, okay, great. Thanks, boss.”
I put my hands on my hips again. “You just have a thing for Misha.”
“No, no,” he blurted, shaking his head, scrunching up his face. “Nothing like that.”
“She said she was about to wring your neck or maybe put a knife in your chest, so I’d advise you to find someone less likely to kill you.”
His shoulders fell. “I don’t know, I think it’s attractive when she talks about things like that.”
I did not get that.
Of course, I had to reckon with the fact, walking the floor and checking stations, doing the count, that I did get that, because that was exactly my and Jennifer’s dynamic. And I’d have been lying if I said it wasn’t hot.
But therein lay the problem, because yes I wanted to kiss Jennifer, against all reason. Yes, she was beautiful, and no, I’d never gotten over her. But yes, she’d thrown me aside right when I was inconvenient, and when she talked about me breaking her heart, it ached with that pang of unfairness deep in my chest.
I panicked when Flora leaned into the kitchen, her red curls all sticking out at every angle, and said, “Athena, someone from Foodie Magazine is here and wants to talk to you,” because Jennifer wasn’t supposed to be coming in this early and that meant she was especially pissed off at me, but it got worse when I walked out and saw Genevieve Durant sitting at a table close to the entrance, her back straight enough my spine ached just at the sight of it, legs crossed, the pantsuit looking sharp for being on her rather than the other way around.
“She’s right there,” Flora said, pointing to her, and I stopped.
“Any chance you can tell her I’m not here?”
Flora gave me a confused smile. “What? No. She asked if you were in and I said yes, because you are.”
“Tell her I died. Tell her Misha killed me. It’s more likely than you’d think.”
She laughed. “You’re funny,” she said. “Let me know if you want me to bring you two anything.”
“A cyanide pill,” I said, but Flora already disappeared into the back, leaving me alone to face my fate.
“Miss Walker,” Genevieve said, giving me the kind of fake smile that looked worse than a scowl as I sat down across from her. “It’s been a little while.”
“Yes… I’ve missed you threatening to destroy me.”
She shook her head. “You are ever so charming with your little quips, Walker. I did so miss you those years you were gone.”
“Oh, please. Call me Athena. Since we’re such good friends now.”
She strained her smile more. “I’m flattered by the offer, Walker.”
“That’s one way to say no,” I said. “Do you want me to get table service here, or are you just here to try making some contracts?”
“Maybe just a bread basket, if I may. And a small spot of wine.”
“Ah, so it’s a friendly visit.”
She settled back in her seat. “I must admit, you’ve done well for yourself. I’ve been impressed by how well this month has gone for you.”
When Flora peeked out from the back, I signaled for bread and wine, and she disappeared again. “Thanks,” I said. “I admit, it’s been hard without PARA, but I’ve been able to negotiate quite a few contracts all by myself. I’ve learned a few things about negotiating good contracts over the years.”
Genevieve tightened her smile. “Athena Walker, you try me. Do you intend to test my patience on this friendly visit?”
“No, ma’am,” I said, sitting up straighter. “I entirely expect this visit to not turn out friendly after all.”
Flora came flouncing out from the back again with curls bouncing and set down the bread on the table between us, pouring the last of the AW port for the both of us. Port seemed like an odd choice, but it wasn’t like I had any hope of impressing Genevieve here anyway.
“You cast aspersions on my intentions,” Genevieve said, and I raised an eyebrow.
“Nobody with good intentions has ever said you cast aspersions on my intentions. Trust me, the aspersions were already there. Also, the whole thing about how you said you’d destroy me again? It kind of implies you want to destroy me again.”
She took a sip of the wine, raising an eyebrow at it. “Quite a lovely port.”
“Amberwood Winery vintage ’08. It’s a sweet wine with upfront notes of candied—”
“I wanted to come and extend my congratulations, Walker,” she said. “And to offer my apologies. I may have misjudged your character, after all. When you came back to Port Andrea, perhaps you proved yourself quite a bit more mature than I had thought, after all.”
“Wow, thanks,” I said, sipping the wine. “I don’t buy that in the slightest, but that’s really sweet of you to lie like that.”
Her expression didn’t shift a millimeter. “I would rather we weren’t enemies. I wanted to extend an offer,” she said.
“To buy the restaurant? Because you figure I’ve changed my mind about it now that it’s successful?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact,” she said. “Rose Bloom is an excellent restaurant with incredible potential, and I wanted to congratulate you on it. I’ve seen Jennifer Allen’s notes in progress on the restaurant, and she has repeatedly emphasized that Rose Bloom is no ordinary new restaurant. I think it could be the most successful new restaurant of the year, and I would hate for it to be held back by a lack of access to PARA.”
“Oh, I see what you’re saying,” I said. “You know, I’ve got a great idea then. How about, instead of doing all that then, you just let me back into PARA? Isn’t that much simpler and, frankly, really smart?”
Once again, her expression didn’t change a fraction of an inch. It was eerie. I wanted to take out the pliers Misha probably figured I kept in my butch suit and mold her expression into something more human.
“I think a readmission to PARA could be in order,” she said, and I raised an eyebrow as I split bread.
“Yeah?” I said. “Why am I skeptical?”
“Here’s my offer,” she said. “I have a friend, his name is Franklin, who has expressed interest in buying Rose Bloom for quite a hefty sum. We have the contacts, of course, to annul loan amounts with whoever is lending you for this restaurant, and get you out of it with as much of the payout in your pocket as possible. And you would remain working here at Rose Bloom under Franklin’s oversight for two years, after which, if your work performance is satisfactory, it would be my honor to readmit you into PARA.”
“Huh,” I said. “That’s a pretty cool idea.”
She smiled wider. “I was hoping you would find it satisfactory.”
“I have another pretty cool idea,” I said. “How about you go fuck yourself?”
I felt like I won the damn lottery, because that made her expression change—she flinched, mouth falling, brows knotting, and she just paused there with her hand on the stem of her wineglass. I shrugged.
“You know, preferably with a roll of sandpaper or something, but whatever floats your boat.”
“Are you actually intending to spit in my face after making you a special offer like this?”
“Well, I wasn’t born yesterday, so I’m not going to sign another contract with you. I know you’re going to cheat me out of as much of the money as possible, make me do all the work for next to no pay for two years, and then just say my work was unsatisfactory and refuse to let me back into PARA anyway, so, I’d say you started the spitting. I’m just counter-spitting.”
“You do realize what you’re getting into here, don’t you?” she said, half-standing over the table, planting her hands on it. “I am still directing board emerita with PARA, and I have plenty of power to absolutely ruin you if I so choose.”
“Hey, same,” I said. “I have power to ruin you, too! Oh, wait, already exercised it. How’s Silver Thread these days?”
“You—insufferable brat,” she spat, shoving her chair backwards with a clatter that drew eyes all across the restaurant as she whirled towards the front door. “If you want to make enemies with all of Port Andrea’s food industry, then so be it, Walker!”
I stood up too, waving as she left. “I told you, I’m not selling! Feel free to threaten me all you like! Oh, do you want anything to go?”
She didn’t say a word, just storming out through the doors and disappearing into the lush scenery of Garden Square outside. I didn’t even notice Misha was standing close to me until she whistled low.
“I have never been more impressed by someone making the worst fucking decision,” she said.
“Hey, Misha,” I said, glancing over at her, noticing Flora also walking up beside us staring wide-eyed after Genevieve. Around us, the whole restaurant was unnaturally quiet, everyone looking at me or where Genevieve stormed out. “How was the eggplant monstrosity?”
Misha wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “For someone who’s useless in the kitchen, you sure come up with some amazing food.”
“Doesn’t that mean I’m the exact opposite of useless in the kitchen?”
Flora looked back at me. “I really wasn’t expecting that, but that was kind of hot.”
“Oh, Athena? Sorry, Flora. She’s taken,” Misha said, and Flora hung her head.
“I really don’t know what to do about either of those comments, so I’m going to ignore both of them,” I said. “And, uh… thanks for the wine. I hope we’re ready for things to get worse around here.”
“God damn, you are the worst boss I’ve ever had,” Misha said. “I love it.”
Well, I was glad I had some fans, at least. Maybe they would be able to cheer for me on my way out of Port Andrea, being chased out by a whole host of powerful people who hated me.




Chapter 16
Jennifer
“You abandoned me,” I said, sitting down at Louise’s table in the company cafeteria. She gave me a dry smile.
“It was Parker’s idea.”
“I know that. You didn’t actually go to meet anyone, did you?”
“No, but I figured you already knew that.” She set down her phone and leaned across the table towards me. “So, how did things go with Athena?”
“Horrible.”
She sighed, hanging her head. “Maybe I should have stayed there to make sure you didn’t fight like grade schoolers.”
“Trust me, it was more like high schoolers, which is worse.” I stared back at the line at the food counter, lunch hour rolling in—it had always been sort of arbitrary, most of the writers working on our own schedules and taking lunch when we felt like it, and I was rarely in here for lunch hour proper. I wasn’t used to it being this crowded. “She completely brushed me off when I brought up how she’d broken my heart.”
“What’d she do, anyway? To break your heart so badly?”
I snorted. “Made herself public enemy number one of Port Andrea’s food industry. She used to work for Silver Thread.”
“Oh, Genevieve’s restaurant? The one up in Carston Point that closed down a ways back?”
“Yeah, because of Athena. She’d always been ambitious, wanted to run her own restaurant, and I think she got the idea she was running Silver Thread. Like everyone else at the time, they were using Cashmere Supply Group as their supplier, and Cashmere was running some predatory contracts, which were eating into their profit margins. Athena apparently decided she was the one to do something about it, so she went and tore up all the contracts and sat down with Cashmere to negotiate new ones. Of course, she had no real power, and she was up against—what was at the time—a monopoly in the restaurant supply industry, so she blew it. Had to sign contracts with even worse terms, and it put Silver Thread in the red across the board. Before long, the restaurant went under, and Genevieve had Athena thrown out of PARA for it, lifetime ban. The negative press on her was so bad that I had to get out, too, with my career in such a fragile starting stage.”
“Huh,” Louise said, studying me carefully as she did. “So… she made a mistake at work so bad it broke your heart?”
“It broke my heart that I had to break up with her. What else was I supposed to do? She should have known better than to screw around in things like that when she had both of our positions in the industry on the line.”
She stared at me for the longest time, enough to make me shrink into myself, before she said, “Well, if you put it like that, I think maybe I start to get it.”
I relaxed. “Right. It was awful, and I didn’t want to, but at that point, I didn’t have any—”
“Not that,” she said, throwing me off. “I think I get why you dated me, after all. You just wanted someone who was going to be good for your career, didn’t you?”
My heart jumped into my mouth, a surge of something heated shooting through my chest. “I—what are you talking about? Are you going to tell me it was my fault, too?”
“How in the world does Athena screwing up and getting kicked out of the organization mean your career is going to suffer for it?”
“I—”
“No, it was a rhetorical question,” she said, sinking back in the chair, putting a hand up. “I thought you were supposed to be a journalist, looking past the surface and finding out the real facts. Did you ever figure out why Athena was even put into that position?”
I pursed my lips. “She helps herself to whatever and wherever she wants. I doubt anyone gave her permission.”
“And you think she was able to sign those contracts legally on behalf of Silver Thread… why?”
I stared at her, anxious worry churning in my stomach. “What are you implying?”
“What am I implying? I’m asking the questions you were supposed to be asking, yourself.” She waved me off. “You should be able to tell, plain as day, there’s more to it than just what’s on the surface.”
I chewed my cheek. “She was a manager—”
“And not an owner or representative. Ending a contract isn’t as simple as tearing up an actual paper contract. Why don’t you go ask her the full story?”
A lump settled in my throat, growing until it was hard to swallow. “You’re taking her side?”
“Her side? What side? As far as I can tell, all of this happened over nothing. I’m saying you should find out the truth of the matter that she kept from you then.”
“What would she stand to gain from keeping something like that from me?”
She shrugged. “Hard to say. Why are you asking me?”
I felt like gravity was pulling me down too hard. A heavy weight settled over every part of me, like I was wearing weighted clothing, and I was just so damn tired all of a sudden. Louise’s expression softened.
“Look… Jen. I do care for you. You’re important to me, even if our relationship now is a little… complicated. And I want you to be happy.”
“Well, for someone trying to make me happy, you certainly are working hard on pointing out everything I’ve done wrong.”
She reached across the table and put a hand on top of mine, and the touch was soothing. I blew out a long, sharp breath. “You were young and made bad decisions. So was she. So was I, back then. You felt like you didn’t have a choice. But don’t let the decisions you made then control who you are now.”
The heavy weight that was settling all around me broke me, walls all buckling and falling under the pressure, and I sank onto the table, burying my face in my arms, not even giving a damn how many people were watching. Tears stung in the corners of my eyes, and breathing felt like dragging sandpaper through my lungs. “Why am I so damn bad at this, Louise?”
“Bad at what, Jen?” she whispered, squeezing my hand.
“I still want her back,” I rasped. “What the hell? I shouldn’t have even wanted her in the first place. We’re so different, and everything she does should be grating on me, but I loved her. Hell, maybe I still do. I don’t know. I just want her back. How do I make it stop?”
Louise was quiet for a while before she said, “So when you broke up with her—”
“Yes, I’d been looking for an opportunity to for a while. Not because I didn’t love her. It was because it… scared me,” I mumbled. “It scared me how much I felt for her, and it felt like she was walking right into the fire and I knew I loved her enough that I’d follow her, and it… it scared me. It scared me so much I ran away and never looked back.”
Louise glanced around the room. “Do you… maybe want to talk about this somewhere more private?”
“To hell with it. Company gossip for everyone who wants it. Come get your gossip,” I called, which did its job of making everyone look away and act like I wasn’t there. I dropped my head back into my arms. “I don’t want her to get back into PARA, because if she does, then she’ll stay in Port Andrea, and if she does, then I’ll fall right back into her arms.”
“And you’re afraid you’ll end up more like her.”
“I don’t know what I’m afraid of.” After the longest silence, I mumbled, “I’m afraid of being in love.”
Louise squeezed my hand. “And I think all of that is exactly what you should tell Athena.”
“Ugh… after this,” I mumbled, dragging myself back up into a sitting position, rubbing my forehead. It felt like I just came back from a binge-drinking blackout, my head throbbing. “After this month, and the writeup, and everything. I don’t want any obvious conflicts of interest.”
And I didn’t want to do it at all. I didn’t tell Louise I was going to get Athena locked out of PARA after all, send her on her way out of Port Andrea. I didn’t tell her that putting it off for after the month meant putting it off forever.
But she smiled sweetly and nodded, and she said, “I think you’re doing the right thing, Jen. I know it’s hard, but usually the right thing is hard, and scary, and makes you wonder if you’ll still be the same person on the other side. You will. You’ll always be Jen.”
I massaged my temples. “I feel like I closed my head in the garbage compactor.”
“Drink your water,” she said, pushing it towards me. “I’ll tell your editor you need the rest of the day remote, and you can go home and lie down.”
“Ugh. I want to argue, but I know you’re right. Thanks, Louise.”
She laughed. “I always did respect your sense of self-awareness.”
“Well, I’ve got something going for me,” I mumbled, downing my whole water glass in one go.
∞∞∞
 
Garden Square was beautiful. It always was, but especially in the late November night, when everything was lit up with little fairy lights strung across the sleek glass fronts of buildings and in the trees and the bushes, over the statuaries and wound through lattices and along ornate wrought metal benches. The lengths of cool stonework kept a chill in the air, and I pulled my down coat tighter around me as I wound my way up and under the holly-wrapped latticework that led to the front doors of Rose Bloom, but I stopped at the sight of Athena standing outside on her phone.
Ugh, just the sight of her sent my heart into my mouth. Did she have to still be so damn pretty? The hazel of her eyes was like gold Christmas ornaments, shimmering and sparkling when you looked from different angles, and I cursed the universe for making them even more beautiful than I remembered.
I pulled my earmuffs down and leaned against the latticework, studying her as I waited for her to notice me. She looked sophisticated in a black suit with a slim white tie, her shirt a dark and muted sea green, and I wondered where she got her clothes these days, if it was still in the secondhand boutique on Hillborough Street with the tailor right next door she’d inevitably bring things straight to for adjustments. I’d tagged along just to watch how good she looked in her latest fitted blazer or slacks taken up a stitch, and inevitably, I’d always end up with my hands running up and down her clothes.
I cleared my throat, and Athena glanced up, startling a little at the sight of me. “Oh,” she said, putting her phone back in her pocket. “There you are. Of all the places I thought to expect you, somehow right in front of me didn’t occur to me.”
“Not usually rolling out the welcoming mat like this,” I said, looking around at the entrance. “I’m sure your staff miss you dearly.”
“Eh… my staff’s fine. They’ve got Misha.”
“Does she ever take a day off?”
She shrugged. “She insisted on working as many days as possible this month. Said I couldn’t be trusted with anything, and I don’t think she’s wrong. I forced her to take four days off this month, but that was all I could negotiate.”
“Ah, the classic story of arguing with your boss to get even more overtime.”
She laughed, her breath coming out in clouds. “Misha doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “Rule of thumb.”
“Waiting for something?”
“Only the indomitable Jennifer Allen herself,” she said, pulling the door open for me. “Shall we get inside where it’s toasty?”
I folded my arms. “Do you even know what indomitable means?”
She grinned. “Super amazing.”
“That’s not…” I sighed, hanging my head. “Yeah. Sure. Yep. That’s exactly what it means. Why are you even coming out to hold the door for me today?” I said, stepping into the antechamber and slipping out of my coat.
“Well…” She paused, chewing on words. I glowered.
“Out with it.”
She cleared her throat, looking back through the glass wall into the restaurant proper. “I wanted to psych myself up, because I’m kind of terrified.”
It was embarrassing how much of a relief that was, knowing I wasn’t the only one anxiously pacing and overthinking everything right now. I raised an eyebrow. “Because I’m so indomitable?”
“No, more because you kissed me at a coffee shop and then stormed out telling me to fuck off and die.”
“I did not tell you to fuck off and die.”
“It was pretty close.”
I sighed, looking away. “Look, I’m… sorry for all of that. I let my emotions get the best of me. I’m working on keeping them under wraps.”
“I don’t know if keeping emotions under wraps is really the healthiest strategy.”
“Well, at least if the restaurant thing doesn’t work out for you, you’ve got a future as a therapist.” I cleared my throat. “The point is, that was… all on my part, and I will be on better behavior tonight.”
“And you’re not going to yell at me over pepperoni, gummi frogs, cornbread, dirty chai—”
“No promises,” I laughed, pulling open the door into the restaurant itself.
The atmosphere was livelier than usual tonight, upbeat jazz on the speakers and more people at the bar, laughing and talking together. The hostess, I recognized by now as the peppy redhead Flora, who seemed to trip over her own feet more often than not, gave us a big smile.
“There’s the boss,” she said, looking past Athena to me. “This must be your girlfriend, then?”
“No,” Athena blurted, at the same time I said, “Absolutely not,” at the same time Misha strode out from behind the wine rack and said, “Yes.”
“Misha,” Athena sighed, shooting her a look. Misha gave me a quick smile, carrying a file of notes.
“Hi, Jennifer. We’re putting you in the VIP room tonight, if that’s okay.”
“Hold on,” Athena said. “Are we doing that?”
Misha glanced back at her notes. “The Edwin party canceled. It’s unbooked for an hour and a half. If we’re trying to impress the Foodie people, we should show them our best at one point or another.”
“Son of a…” Athena sighed. I arched an eyebrow at her.
“If you don’t want me to see the VIP room that badly, I’ll stay in the main dining area, although now I wonder if there’s anything illegal there. Any bodies?”
“No bodies,” Flora said with a bright smile. “We take pride in no one dying at our restaurant.”
“High bar you’ve set there,” I said.
“No, it’s fine,” Athena sighed. “We can head up to the VIP room.”
Which left me wondering what exactly was wrong with it, as Misha led us to a half stairwell in the back and through a swing door. It opened into a small mezzanine with massive windows along one side, vaulted down to see the Parson River directly below and up to see the moon through the thick clouds overhead, and along the ceiling strung with ivy and small lights. Below it, a round dark wood table stood in the middle of the room, and on one side, a gas fireplace burned warm, with an enormous oil painting resting on the mantle.
The table was stocked full of candles, flowers, and small floral metalwork, and I didn’t see the problem with the room at all until Misha sat me down on one side of the table and Athena on the other, and handed both of us menus.
“Sorry,” Athena sighed, once Misha had walked out of the room and the door swung shut behind her. “I didn’t know she’d had this planned.”
“Are you just—off work right now?”
She shrugged, looking pointedly out the window. “Misha sent me on a lunch break. And I think she intends for it to be longer than the usual half hour.”
“She does know you own the restaurant, right?”
She laughed, rubbing the back of her neck. “I don’t think even I know that anymore. But I’m glad I have her. She’s practical and level-headed and always remembers the details, and I’m the one with the inspiration and the imagination and the wild ideas.”
That sounded a lot like her with someone else I knew very well. I pursed my lips, looking around the room. “It’s beautiful in here.”
“The booking is, uh…” She cleared her throat. “Well, it’s expensive.”
“I can imagine. I’m grateful for the opportunity to see it.”
“Yeah, uh…” She tugged at her collar. “For the writeup.”
I paused. “This isn’t for the writeup, is it?”
Athena sighed so heavily I sagged vicariously, sinking back in her seat. “I told her what happened at Sharp’s earlier, and she’s insisting on me sitting down and talking to you like a mature adult.”
My heart squeezed. “You told her?”
“What, like you wanted it to be private?” She put her hands up. “It wasn’t exactly private in the first place.”
“That—is a good point and I hate that I can’t argue,” I muttered, falling back into my chair.
“Besides, Misha can be a bit… nosy. If she sees me in a mood, she starts threatening different things in the kitchen to hit, stab, or burn me with until I tell her.”
“She sounds like an… interesting employee to have.”
“She keeps things exciting,” she said, still just looking out the window. “But, here we are. Closed up in a private room together for dinner. So, in the spirit of not talking about things we should, how about I tell you about tonight’s menu instead?”
I should have gone along with it. I shouldn’t have been getting into any of this. I needed to follow through with my obligation to Genevieve, not get attached, and just find some way to screw over Athena and get her kicked out of Port Andrea altogether.
But like a moth to a flame, I couldn’t stay away, no matter how terrifying it was.
“We’re talking about Sharp’s,” I said, and she rubbed her forehead.
“Yeah, that’s what I was afraid you’d say.”
“I cannot stand the sight of you,” I said. “You remind me of one million things I’d wanted to forget.”
“I can tell already this is going to be a great dinner,” she sighed. “I mean, the feeling is mutual. Even though there’s also the feeling that you’re, you know, beautiful and perfect and I miss you. Even though I haven’t gotten over the fact that you threw me away when I was inconvenient.”
My heart thumped awkwardly, like it was beating out of rhythm, and I squeezed a crossbar under the table. “That… feeling is also mutual.”
She looked back to me, eyes wide, giving me a studying stare. “The one about…?”
I swallowed hard. “That I miss you.”
She paused. “Like, with a gun, and that’s why I’m still here?”
“Hilarious,” I said. “I never got over you, Athena. And seeing you is—difficult, because you bring back all the feelings I had then, good and bad.”
She stared at me for what felt like hours before she said, “And… you decided the best way to explore those feelings was to yell at me about my food choices.”
“You make terrible food choices,” I said, matter-of-factly.
“You are at my restaurant, and you have praised it highly.”
I fought down a smile. “Do not distract from the topic at hand. I…” I looked down. “You were right, you know. We shouldn’t be compatible. But we have… chemistry.”
“I mean, so do bleach and ammonia.”
“Precisely my thinking,” I said. “I just can’t help myself around you. I don’t know if I want to yell or kiss you.”
She chewed her cheek. “Well, you’ve done both. Which did you like better?”
I looked up and met her eyes, and I held it for one charged second before I heard myself say, “Kissing you.”
She took a sharp breath, eyes going wide. “I was expecting the other option.”
I bit my lip. “You are electricity, Athena Walker. You are dangerous through and through, and I know if I go too close, I’ll get hurt. But god, do you light me up.”
“Try rubber gloves?”
“Do you take anything seriously?”
She laughed nervously, rubbing her wrist. “Do you really have to ask?”
“Touché.” I leaned across the table. “What is it about you? Why does it feel like everything draws me to you? Why can’t I keep myself from wanting you?”
“Well… the good news is, I haven’t figured it out the other way, either.”
“This isn’t helping, Athena. Tell me how to stop feeling this about you.”
“I don’t actually have an answer for that handy.”
My stomach churned. “I don’t want to want you.”
She put her hands up. “You think I want to want you? You broke my heart, Jennifer Allen.”
“Yeah, because you made the worst fucking decision possible.”
“What, because you fell in love with me because you thought I would only make good decisions?”
Ugh. How did everything she said make sense, and yet absolutely none at the same time?
Just like all of this. We shouldn’t have fit together this naturally. I shouldn’t have wanted her this badly. But somehow, it just made sense in a way that was more confusing than anything I’d felt before.
“You’re saying you never got over me, either,” I said, my voice husky. She pursed her lips.
“Well, if I’m electricity, then you’re water.”
I bit my lip. “And you haven’t figured out how to make this attraction thing go away, either.”
“I’ll tell you if I make any progress.”
Dammit. I couldn’t think straight. Never could around Athena. “Maybe we should give up, then,” I said, just barely a murmur, and her eyes went wide.
“Give up on… what? This project?”
I let out a husky laugh. “Give up on making progress.”
She paused. “You’re not saying we should just go ahead and kiss again.”
No, we absolutely should not have been doing that. I licked my lips. “Would you say no?”
She swallowed, hard, but a smile played on her lips. “Why don’t you try it and find out?”
So I stood up. She stood up with me, and we walked like we were in a dream, me making my way over to her, until I took her by the front of the blazer.
“You always were difficult,” I said.
“Pot, meet kettle,” she said.
“I guess we have one thing in common,” I said, and I pulled her into me, kissing her in the exact way I’d needed for the past six years.
I was absolutely screwed.




Chapter 17
Athena
I gripped Jennifer by the hips and tugged her into me, solidifying the connection between us, and I pressed my lips to hers like it was the only way to convince myself this was actually happening—and to distract myself from all the reasons it shouldn’t have been happening, because those could not have been less important right now.
“Dammit, Athena,” she groaned after pulling back from one kiss, pausing just a hair away from my lips and resting her forehead against mine. “Why does it have to feel like this?”
“What, good? Would you prefer if I were a worse kisser?”
“Probably,” she said, planting another light kiss on my lips. “But I don’t foresee that happening anytime soon.”
She darted her tongue out and touched it to my lips, and I parted just slightly to take her tongue in my mouth, pressing it between my lower lip and my teeth, dragging gently and lightly back off her tongue. Her hands roamed over my back, her hips pressed up against mine, and I felt every ragged breath she took like it was my own, flushed with the heat of the kiss and the arousal building between us.
I walked her back against the wall, pinning her there, and she let out a soft moan that let me press my mouth tighter against hers, kissing her deeper. She slipped her hands under my blazer and tugged my shirt up, untucking it from my pants, and dug her fingernails just lightly into my sides, and I groaned with the sensation.
“Ugh,” she murmured in between the hot, heady kisses that felt like drinking whiskey too fast, burning and leaving me dizzy but irrationally wanting more. “You’ve been practicing, haven’t you?”
“Here and there,” I said. “But are we really going to think about that right now?”
She laughed breathlessly, hiking her hands higher under my shirt. “I don’t believe we’re thinking about anything right now.”
“Except maybe about this,” I said, pressing my lips back up against hers and sliding my hands around under her shirt, one going up the smooth, soft skin of her back and one moving down to feel her hip through her slim beige pants. She moaned my name into my lips, and it sent a flush of arousal through me, swelling between my legs, and I couldn’t help myself from grinding my hips against hers.
“God, Athena,” she gasped against my mouth.
I was of half a mind to take her here and now, against this wall, and forever ruin—or improve, hard to tell—my own perception of the VIP room, but I jerked back when the swing door bumped open and Flora came in with a pitcher of water, looking for all the world like she hadn’t just interrupted a make-out session against the wall.
“Oh,” she said, looking between the two of us standing near the wall, Jennifer looking out the window, face flushed, and me keeping my arms down and hoping she didn’t see my shirt untucked. “Is something wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” I blurted. “I was just showing Jennifer the detailing on the windowpanes.”
Flora lit up. “Isn’t it beautiful? I love the VIP room. I get so excited every time I get to wait this table.”
“You’re always excited,” I deadpanned. “Er… sorry. We got distracted with the… architecture. Can we get another minute with the menus?”
“Of course, boss,” she laughed, pouring water for us both. “Misha says stock’s doing well! The croissant rolls are a hit.”
Normally I’d be happy, but right now I could not care less. “That’s great,” I said. “All right, Flora, busy night tonight, I won’t keep you.”
Once Flora left, Jennifer put a hand over her mouth and stifled a laugh. “Distracted with the architecture?”
“Hey. I didn’t see you coming up with a better deflection.”
She shook her head, still laughing. “I cannot believe you.”
I didn’t have a retort, so I just kissed her again, pinning her up against the wall, and I enjoyed the gasp, the desperate groan, and her hands gripping the seat of my pants, sending heat through me in waves.
“Athena—we should—” she gasped in between kisses, hands still fondling me. “We should look at the menu—”
“I know what’s on the menu,” I said, pressing my hips up against hers again, kissing her fiercely. “The theme tonight is fine butters,” I went on, talking quickly between kisses. “Our best seller is the roast on the croissant bun…”
“Are you—” She turned a moan into a throaty growl when I tugged on her tongue again, slipping her hands up under my shirt again. “Are you describing the menu to me while we make out?”
“How else would you—” I reached up and gripped her hair, holding her by the back of the head, kissing her. “—describe what’s going on right now?”
“Absolutely unbelievable?”
I smiled against her lips. “Do you want me to stop?”
She snorted. “Are you kidding me? No, I don’t want you to stop. What’s the roast?”
So I described the roast to her, and then moved onto the next item on the list, hands exploring one another’s bodies. When I told her about the butter-battered veal steaks, she cupped her hands over my bra, feeling my breasts through it, and I slid my hands down to slip them under the band of her pants, teasing my fingertips just barely into the skin below.
When footsteps up the stairs outside the door told us Flora was coming back, we disentangled and pulled away just in time to drop back to seats right next to one another, disheveled and flushed, but Flora didn’t seem to notice anything, just beaming as she said, “Can I take your order now, boss?”
“I’ll do the—lobster—” Jennifer said, fumbling with her menu, looking messy for maybe the first time in her life. I loved that I was the one who got her like that. “And, er… the ER sauvignon blanc?”
“Oh, yeah, make that a bottle,” I said, and Jennifer shot me a heated look. “And… wow, uh, let me get the roast on the croissant too.”
When Flora left, Jennifer bit her lip. “You really think we need to add a whole bottle of wine to the equation?”
“No, but the bottle itself is going to make for an amazing keepsake now.”
She stared wide-mouthed for a second before she laughed breathlessly, leaned out of her chair, and pulled me into another desperate, hungry kiss. I met her in the middle, tongues touching, heat building between us, and god, was I ever having a hard time remembering why we weren’t doing this the whole time I’d been back in Port Andrea. Our chairs moved closer—somehow, I’m not sure, maybe Jennifer did it, maybe I did, who could say—and my hand explored up her thigh while she brushed her fingertips over the short, coarse hair on the back of my head.
We only barely parted for Flora coming back and pouring our wine and setting out bread, and the moment she was gone, I was back against Jennifer’s lips. My fingers traveled slowly up her thigh until she shut her eyes and said, “Fucking hell, Athena, we are not going to have sex at a table in your restaurant.”
I pulled back from her. “Do you want me to stop?”
She squirmed. “No, of course I don’t want you to stop.”
I paused, studying her. “Then… I’m pretty sure we’re going to have sex at a table in my restaurant.”
“Jesus, I guess we are,” she gasped, turning halfway to me, spreading her legs wide. “How long do we—”
“Twelve minutes is a safe estimate.”
She bit her lip and nodded, her eyes closed. “I’m going to be perfectly honest, that should probably be plenty for me.”
If she said things like that, twelve minutes would be plenty of time for both of us. I kept an eye on the door while I slipped my hand up between her thighs, stroking at the base of her pants, and when she bucked her hips against my hand, I felt how wet she was even through the pants.
“Please,” she growled. “Don’t make me fucking beg, Athena.”
I licked my lips. “I like it when you beg.”
“Athena.”
God, the desperate sense of want in her voice, I couldn’t keep from touching her just for my own sake. I unbuttoned her pants and tugged the zipper down, making sure it was hidden under the table as I slipped my hand down inside her pants, under the band of her silk panties, because—because of course she was wearing silk panties, and of course they were wet for me.
I brushed my fingertips over the short hairs above her center, teasing above her clit, and when she let out another growl, I leaned in and pressed my lips against hers again, a hot and breathless open-mouth kiss as I slipped my fingers down and through her soft, wet folds.
God, she was just like I remembered. My fingers explored her shape like a wet dream I’d had a thousand times, rubbing over her clit before moving down to tease around her entrance. I captured all her obscene groans and gasps in my mouth with the pressure of our kiss, and I drove her onward as I spread her for me and pushed just the tip of one finger inside her.
She bucked her hips against me again, taking me deeper, and with the way she clenched tight around me, dripping down over my finger, it was like she was pulling me into her. I pushed deep inside her, watching the way her whole body squirmed for me when I paused there, and then I pulled out halfway and thrust back into her again.
“God, you and that—fucking finger,” she groaned against my mouth, clenching one hand around my wrist and keeping me against her, her other traveling up and playing with her own nipple through her shirt, and the sight shot heat through me enough I wasn’t sure which one of us would come first. “You’re so fucking good,” she gasped.
“Twelve minutes,” I reminded. “Probably down to seven now.”
“Then fuck me harder,” she growled.
I physically could not hear that and not fuck her harder. I gripped her hip with my other hand and slipped a second finger inside her, feeling her take it as easily as if it were nothing, and I thrust into her with my palm grinding against her clit as I moved in and out. She rolled her hips with me, and with the hot, heavy gasps she made, I had to press my mouth back up against hers and drag my tongue over the faintly rough texture on top of hers, feeling inside of her mouth as she gasped and squirmed under me.
“Athena, please,” she groaned before long of that, her face red, sweat on her temples. “Jesus, Athena, please.”
“Going to come for me?” I murmured, picking up the pace just slightly, putting the littlest extra pressure on her clit. “I want to see you come, Jennifer.”
“Fuck,” she gasped, thrusting her hips against me one more time and holding there, grinding against my hand, and then her voice broke off into desperate gasping, heavy breathing, as she throbbed around my fingers. She squeezed my wrist so tight it felt like she might break it, holding me into her and pressing her eyes shut, her voice fracturing and splintering against my mouth, and when she came down, it was all at once, collapsing against the back of her chair hot and sweaty, a wild look in her eyes, her hair just the slightest bit disheveled.
She stared at me with that hungry look still on her expression, breathing hard, and she didn’t say anything for a minute, just watching me with that look that made it feel like she was already having me against the table. Finally, though, she ran a tongue slowly over her lips and said, “Christ, you’re even better than I remembered.”
I slipped my hand out from her pants, holding them up to the low light of the chandelier, looking at the way Jennifer’s wetness glistened on my fingers in the light. I glanced over at her and held eye contact with her while I licked it off my fingers, one at a time, and she bit her lip with her eyes darkening.
“You taste better than I remembered, too,” I said, licking my lips. “Maybe it’s your regular intake of excellent food these days.”
She gave me a heady, murky laugh. “If you like it that much, maybe next time you should just use your mouth.”
“Trust me, I don’t need much convincing.”
She bit her lip, and I was just starting to wonder how well she still did multiple orgasms and if I could get on my knees in front of her right now when footsteps came bouncing up the steps outside the door, and we jerked back away from one another again as Jennifer flung a napkin over her lap and Flora came in with a tray of food. I made a note for later of which napkin it was.
“You two look heated,” Flora said, looking between us. “You weren’t arguing, were you?”
God, were we lucky to have Rose Bloom’s most oblivious staff member waiting on us. “We were just having a heated debate about pepperoni,” I said. “Jennifer thinks—”
“They are terrible,” Jennifer said, looking away.
“I love pepperoni,” Flora laughed. “Pepperoni pizza with friends over a movie? That’s a great night. But don’t worry, Jennifer, no pepperoni on the lobster. That would be a weird choice anyway. Here’s your dinner, you two. Don’t fight too much.”
Jennifer pursed her lips. “Flora, right?”
Flora straightened her back, beaming. “That’s right! This is my first restaurant job, but Athena says I’m a natural.”
“Look, Athena and I need to have a serious conversation in private,” she said. “Can you make sure nobody comes up this way for at least the next thirty minutes?”
Wow. My stomach dropped, and heat shot through my body again. Flora went wide-eyed and nodded. “Oh, yeah, of course. I’ll tell Misha and everyone else.”
“Don’t tell Misha,” I sighed.
“Thanks, Flora,” Jennifer said. “You are a natural at this.”
Flora left the room looking like she’d been handed the world on a platter. My thighs tingled with electricity as Jennifer cast a slow glance at me, a wicked smile spreading over her face like a stain on fabric. A certain kind of wet stain on a certain kind of fabric that may or may not have been…
“Didn’t realize you liked privacy while you ate,” I said. “I’d have given you space earlier.”
“Depends on what I’m eating,” she said, her voice husky, and it shot through me like every part of me went molten.
“Uh… lobster?”
“The lobster can fucking wait,” she growled, standing up. “If you’re going to take me for an exhibitionist and fuck me under the table, then I’m going to eat you out against the window.”
It took me a few seconds and a few times swallowing to find words. “I… don’t think the lobster will be waiting for very long, to tell you the truth.”
She bit her lip. “Good. I’m not a patient woman.”
God, neither was I.
I stood up just as Jennifer captured me in another kiss, sliding her hands down my front and backing me up until my back hit the window, and I leaned back into its vaulted frame as she slid down. She kissed my neck down to my collar, and then she dropped to her knees in front of me to undo my belt and tug my pants open.
Christ. I knew with the way I was standing to block her from view, anyone looking in from below would just see me leaning back against the window, no sign of Jennifer on her knees looking up at me as she brushed her lips over the front of my boxer briefs. But between the window and the door, I felt so exposed it was like the whole world was watching, and most of all, I couldn’t believe how much it was a fucking turn-on.
She tugged my briefs down and placed a single hot, wet kiss against my center, and I arched my back against her, struggling to keep back a moan at the feeling of her mouth on me. She bit down on a smile, looking up at me, and trailed her tongue through my folds.
God, she still looked just as good down on her knees in front of me like this. Those big brown eyes, fanned out with dark mascara, still looked entirely too innocent for the way her tongue trailed languid along my shape and up to tease over my clit, and I was so fucking wet for her it felt like I was melting on her mouth.
As I’d thought, the lobster didn’t have to wait long. She licked up along my center and sucked on my clit, burying her face against me and teasing her tongue around my entrance, brushing her lips up and down me, until I found myself with my hand buried in her hair pressing her mouth into me and grinding my hips against her, closer and closer to the edge.
I tried to keep my voice down as I gasped out that I was close, but all that came out instead was incoherent gasping and heavy breathing, but Jennifer seemed to get the message, her eyes darkening as she nodded. I let go, thrusting my hips against her mouth, and I turned and buried my face in my shoulder to muffle the cries I let out as the molten pleasure of her tongue sent me over the edge.
I came completely undone, like chocolate under heat, every part of me going soft until I was just a puddle, completely unmade, on the floor in front of Jennifer, and she knelt in between my spread legs and kissed me, the taste of my wetness still hot and heady on her mouth.
“Jesus,” I gasped, a minute later, once I’d finally regained enough motor control and sensation in my face to speak. “Your tongue is ridiculous.”
She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “What can I say? We both know you’re the cook and I’m the taster.”
“Really? You’re making a joke like that now?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Pot, meet kettle.”
I laughed breathless and wild. “Guess we have two things in common,” I said, and she bit her lip, nodding, before she pressed into me with another hot, open-mouth kiss that sent me off to another world.




Chapter 18
Jennifer
The lobster was really, really damn good. Maybe it was the preceding activities that made it good, but damn. I laughed as I ate it, which got a questioning smile from Athena, who was just sitting there at the other spot at the table, her hair slightly mussed, looking too damn good for this world as always.
“I have to say, funny isn’t the most common praise for our food.”
“Shut up,” I laughed. “Just let me laugh at the lobster.”
“Far be it from me to question the illustrious Jennifer Allen herself.”
I snapped a napkin at her. “Do you even know what illustrious means?”
“Super amazing.”
I rolled my eyes with a smile that hurt my face, sinking back in my chair. “You’re incorrigible. And in case you don’t know it, that one doesn’t mean super amazing.” I took another bite of the lobster, which was so damn good, rich and fall-apart and tender and just subtly sweet with the lightly-browned butter glaze, it sent me into another snorting laugh.
“Okay, seriously, what is so funny about the lobster?” Athena said, stifling a laugh now too.
“Nothing. Just… I’m really just sitting here, eating a lobster.”
“Yep. It’s actually really weird, when you think about it too much, eating lobster. Don’t think about it too much.”
I made a face. “Don’t make me think about that. That’s not what I mean. Just… what the hell?”
“You’re being vague and avoiding the question. That’s my thing.”
I laughed until I was breathless again, and finally settled back out of it, shaking my head. “What are we doing? We just have sex in the VIP room and sit down to eat lobster?”
She shrugged, digging into her roast. “Sex burns calories.”
“Well, maybe Rose Bloom can be my exercise plan then.”
She coughed, clearing her throat a little too hard. “Guess I can put personal trainer on my CV?”
“You don’t take anything too seriously, do you?”
She shrugged, picking up her wine and swirling it slowly. “I take Rose Bloom seriously. My dreams. Everything else? Hey, I’m just here in this life to have fun.”
“You really are the worst possible match for me.”
She grinned. “And yet here you are again.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but I stopped when the door swung open again and Flora came bouncing inside, wearing a smile like everything in the world was perfect. “Hi, you two,” she said. “Everything okay? Serious talk went well?”
“Oh—fantastic,” Athena said, looking away. “Could not have gone better.”
“We might do it again sometime,” I said, just to watch Athena choke on the air, purse her lips, and nod.
“Yeah, I’m, uh, I was thinking the same.”
After we assured Flora everything was fine at our table and she left us alone again, I sank back into my seat and into the awkward silence that settled between us.
“To be clear,” Athena said, “was that just a comment to watch my reaction, or…?”
“Oh, it was. But I also meant it.”
She cleared her throat, turning her head and covering her mouth. I tensed up suddenly, a nervous quiver in my chest.
“Unless you’d rather not,” I said, trying to sound cool, like I couldn’t care less. “Up to you.”
“I feel like this is the cornbread thing,” she said, and I paused.
“The—what thing?”
“You say you hate it, ask me what’s wrong with me for even thinking it, and then you say you want it, and then you brush it off when I ask how it is,” she said, looking me over slowly. “What do you want, Jennifer? Do you want something between us, or not? Because all you’ve said this whole time is how much you hate me.”
I looked out the window. “I’ve said other things.”
“All right, eighty percent of what you’ve said this whole time—”
“Okay, okay,” I sighed. “Yes, I want it. And I thought I was stronger than to give in.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Because I’m so incorrigible?”
“Well, yes.” I poked at my lobster, finding it significantly less funny now. “You’re a walking disaster. I’m not.”
“You do realize I can hear you, right?”
I put my hands up. “Do you think you’re not a walking disaster?”
She laughed. “You do realize I can hear you. Harsh.”
I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help a smile as I went back to my food.
She always could make me smile no matter the situation. It was a little frustrating.
“I think you’re confusing trying with failing,” she said, and I gave her a look.
“What, are you talking in riddles now?”
“No, hear me out.” She sat up straighter. “You tell me I’m a walking disaster. Which, truthfully, is a little harsh a judgment given you’re sitting in my restaurant hoping to use the press I have for your big career move.”
I paused. “Well—”
“You complain about me trying things, because you see the worst possible outcome. Like it’s so much better to just… just…” She waved a hand in the air, searching for words. “To never try, so that you never fail.”
“Is that also your excuse for why you never did your own laundry?”
She paused, a hand frozen in midair. “I will… give you that one. But look at it objectively. What would you want me to be? What would I have to be for you to want to be with me? Someone who went and worked in a kitchen and stayed there ten years and just got promoted by default until I was eventually owning a restaurant that didn’t do anything too unusual, and didn’t have any particular slow days but didn’t have any particular busy days either? You’d never have noticed I was there.”
“You’re being reductive.”
“I know I’m being reductive. You’re being… additive. You’re putting a million different things into the equation that don’t need to be there. What if you like me because I take risks, because I try things, and because I push the boundaries? What if you know that’s not like what you do, and that’s why you’re drawn to me?”
I chewed my lip, my thoughts churning. Everything Louise had said about that sense of excitement, how it seemed like I was missing something fundamental…
Somehow, it hung on my mind, the image of Louise on the floor in my bedroom, face buried in her arm, crying her heart out over a missed promotion. Because I felt badly for her—she’d been used and taken advantage of, and my heart ached for her—but also because I looked at her like that and I saw myself, someone who spent years working on a straight line heading for a promotion. A promotion that someone else, at any time, could have moved somewhere off the line, and it would all have been ruined.
Dammit. I felt sick, tired all of a sudden. I let my gaze fall to the table, and Athena kept talking.
“I think we just have to trust our hearts,” she said, quietly. “They know a lot more than our minds.”
“Maybe so,” I said, even though I thought my heart couldn’t have been more wrong about everything going on. “So… what is your heart telling you?”
There was a long, aching silence there as I picked at my food and tried not to look like I was desperate for an answer, desperate for her heart to be saying the same things as mine. When she finally spoke, it was quieter than I was used to from her.
“Well,” she said, looking down into her wine, “for one, it’s telling me that you are the most irresistible thing since someone had the bright idea of making chocolate.”
“But only since then?”
She flickered a smile at me. “Hey, chocolate’s good. But…” She looked back down at her food. “Secondly, it’s telling me how badly you hurt me, six years back. And how badly I don’t want to repeat that.”
My stomach turned. I squeezed a hand under the table, but visibly, I kept my cool. “So, you’re not interested.”
“Interested?” She raised an eyebrow, looking up over her wine glass at me. “Are you offering?”
I chewed my lip. “It was a hypothetical.”
She stared for the longest time, and I felt those hazel eyes looking right through me before I looked away.
“Of course I’m interested,” she said, finally. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean I’d say yes.”
My heart clenched tight enough it ached. “What happened to listening to your heart?”
“My heart has its self-preservation mechanisms, unlike the rest of me. It doesn’t want to get broken. And you, Jennifer Allen,” she said, cocking her head and giving me a wary look, “you know how to break a girl’s heart.”
I looked down at my food again, something ugly settling in my stomach. “Right,” I said. “Understandable. So that’s it? This is where we stand?”
“Look…” She shrugged wildly. “I can’t even believe I’m having this conversation with you. This feels surreal.”
“Tell me about it.”
“All right. It feels surreal because I thought you would never want to—”
“I was speaking figuratively, Athena.”
She grinned. “I know. It always annoyed you when I did that.”
I laughed. Dammit. I hated how she made me do that. “So, we stop having the conversation,” I said.
“What I’m saying is…” She looked down at her food. “I guess anything’s possible. The future’s hard to predict five minutes out. Anything longer than that? Impossible.”
I wondered about that. “Some things are easy to predict.”
She shook her head. “Some things you get used to being able to predict. Those are the things that hit you the hardest when they give out from under you.”
I chewed my cheek. “What are you doing if you don’t get back into PARA?”
She laughed. “What do you think?”
I stared out the window, watching as the first few flurries drifted down over the river. “Leaving Port Andrea, coming back another five, ten years later to try again?”
“You sorely underestimate how bad I am at taking a hint. I’m staying right here, Jennifer. I don’t give a damn if I have to keep running Rose Bloom with all of PARA against me. I don’t care if I have to sell the restaurant and work as a dishwasher over on Aspen Hill while I wait for the next opportunity to come around. Sometimes it’s hard figuring out what your heart wants, but mine is telling me loud and clear it wants to be here, in Port Andrea.”
Dammit. I really couldn’t get rid of this woman. She was certainly persistent. Port Andrea wasn’t big enough for both of us—not without the two of us gravitating to one another, falling into one another’s arms again, and struggling to resist it the whole time.
I wondered what would happen if I published a hit piece and Athena stayed in Port Andrea. Genevieve would be pissed off, to put it lightly. She’d probably find some way to get me fired anyway, or give me another hit job to smear Athena and harass her until she left the city. Given our history, I figured she was sending me to Rose Bloom specifically to throw off Athena. I’d never escape, not without leaving Foodie.
“And you?” Athena said, looking at me with that uncanny expression like she was reading my thoughts, and based on the question, I figured she might have been. “What are your plans for the future? What’s happening at Foodie?”
“I’m… on track to get seniority,” I said.
“And then?”
“Hard to say,” I said. “That was the goal. Senior writer for Foodie Magazine. I guess just… keep going. See what other opportunities arise. See where my career can go from there.”
“Must be exciting being so close to your long-time goal, huh?”
I arched an eyebrow at her. “I could say the same of you. Finally getting admitted back into PARA would mean you reached your long-time goal, right?”
She shrugged. “I’m not thinking that far ahead.”
“It’s barely a week away, Athena,” I deadpanned.
She just grinned. “Much too far ahead for me. I can manage about fifteen minutes ahead at most.”
I shook my head. “I don’t get you.”
“But you like me,” she said, and it weighed on me like an accusation, one I really, really couldn’t deny.
“For whatever reason,” I said, airily.
She laughed. “You’re excited by living in the moment. Who isn’t?”
“You’re driving this point in awfully hard, for someone who was just talking about how we can’t be together.”
“I said the future is unpredictable,” she said. “Sharp’s. Again. Nobody else.”
My heart skipped a beat. “You’re kidding,” I said, and her grin widened.
“I take very few things seriously, Miss Allen, but this is one.”
“You’re asking me on a date.”
She shrugged. “Isn’t that what you do when you’re interested in someone and want to see if it could work?”
I paused. “That… sounds almost sensible, but you know this is different.”
“Of course I do. So, how about it? Tomorrow morning, nine o’clock.”
My heart ached to say yes. “You know it’s a terrible idea.”
“I won’t know anything unless we try it.”
I rubbed my forehead. “I can’t believe this.”
“If you didn’t want to, you would have said no by now. You’re direct.”
“Ugh. I hate when you know these things.”
She laughed, leaning over the table towards me. “You can say no, if you don’t want to.”
“No, I…” I sighed, massaging my temples. “I do want to.”
She arched her brows. “But?”
“No buts.” I sat up straighter, dropping my arms by my sides. “Tomorrow morning, nine o’clock. Sharp’s. Nobody else.”
She bit down on a smile, growing wider and wider over her face. “Great,” she said, raising her wine glass in a toast. “Here’s to us.”
“Could you be any cornier?”
“Of course not,” she said. “I came back to Port Andrea for the corn here, don’t you know.”
I sighed, clinking my glass to hers. “Here’s to us,” I said, and we both drank.




Chapter 19
Athena
“You’re up early,” I said, waiting in line at the bathroom while Parker washed her face at the sink, looking unrecognizable without her glasses.
“Don’t remind me. I hate it.”
“Early obligation for once?”
“It happens sometimes in the industry,” she grumbled.
“And that industry is…?”
“You’re looking awfully eager to get up and go,” she said, glancing over at me. “Don’t tell me you’re opening at that restaurant today.”
“Nah, I just have a date with Jennifer.”
“Right.” She squeezed her toothpaste out onto her brush, taking a second before she processed the words, nearly dropping the toothbrush on the counter as she whirled on me. “You have a date?”
“Yeah.”
She stared at me for the longest time before she narrowed her eyes. “You owe me a pizza.”
I laughed, breathless and wild. “I’ll have it delivered to the apartment tonight.”
“Tell her I said thanks for two free pizzas, then,” she said, going back to brushing her teeth, stepping out of the bathroom to let me in.
And I did—when I got to Sharp’s and undid the buttons on my pea coat as I stepped inside, and I saw Jennifer inside looking casual in a sweater with a down vest and jeans tucked into high-rise boots, still unraveling her scarf, I nodded to her and said, “Parker said thanks for two free pizzas.”
She turned and shot me a look. “Hello to you too. Tell her nice try, but I’m not buying her more indeterminate meat discs on bread.”
“I’m the one buying her indeterminate meat discs on bread. We had a bet that you didn’t have any interest in me. She wins a pizza.”
She stared at me for the longest time before her shoulders slumped, slipping the scarf off her neck the rest of the way. “You really thought I wasn’t interested?”
“Look, all the love in the world to you, but if all of that is how you show interest in a girl, I don’t think you’re going to find many dates.”
She put her hands on her hips. “I got one.”
I laughed. “Touché. What do you want?”
“Dirty chai latte.”
I stopped, shooting her a look. “Tell me you’re joking.”
She grinned. It made my heart melt down into a little paste, like a pudding that hadn’t come close to setting. “You never know how you’ll feel unless you try, right?”
I blinked. “That’s a thinly-veiled allegory for—”
“For going on a date with you, yes.”
“Okay, but do you actually want a dirty chai?”
She laughed. “Sure. Just a small one, though.”
“You are so mercurial.”
I stepped up to the counter and I ordered her a dirty chai latte and a white mocha with crushed peppermint topping and an espresso donut, but Jennifer stepped in front of me to sneak her card in and pay. I shot her a look, and she put her hands up.
“You paid for the last date,” she said.
“I—what?” I shook my head. “When—”
“At Henri Baker?”
I stared at her for the entire rest of the time of the order being processed. “Six years ago?”
She turned back to the handoff counter, brushing her hair back as she walked ahead. “Unlike some people, I pay attention.”
“I—I mean, I pay attention too, just…”
She sank back against the handoff plane, giving me one of those sexy sidelong smirks as she said, “You thought I didn’t.”
I didn’t think you cared enough to remember the details like that. I swallowed. “Well… you paid for that extra cake slice to go.”
She laughed. “And you tried your damnedest to stop me.”
“From paying for it. I want to be very clear I supported the decision for to-go cake.”
“It was a good Boston cream pie.”
“Are they still there?”
She shrugged. “It’s the same place, but it’s under different management, and they changed the name and the design. I think the food is mostly the same.”
“Sounds like it’s worth checking out.”
“You just want another slice of cake,” she said, arching an eyebrow at me, and I matched the gesture.
“Like you don’t?”
She laughed. “Is that your way of inviting me too?”
“You’d say yes if I did, wouldn’t you?”
She grinned. “Only one way to find out.”
Dammit. I wanted to pin her up against that counter and make out with her. The barista probably would have given me an odd look, but I was used to getting odd looks.
I was being careful. Taking my time. My heart tugged in two different directions, I’m still so in love with her and she’ll just break my heart again, and it was hard remembering that second thing when she talked with that sparkle in her eyes like everything was exactly the way it had been, like those six years apart had never happened.
“I’m a lesbian, but it’s still a bit much to plan a second date in the first ten minutes of the first date,” I said. “Maybe if this one goes well.”
“How surprisingly responsible of you,” she said, just as the barista called out Jennifer’s order and set down her chai. She took it with a sweet smile for the barista and a warm thank you before she pulled the lid off and held it up to her nose, closing her eyes as she breathed it in.
I could have watched her just smell things forever. That tranquil look on her face, the way her eyes fluttered shut with her long lashes fanning out, her lips parting just a fraction, shoulders moving, I just wanted to capture it in a photograph and keep it next to my bed forever, except that if we didn’t keep dating, that would probably be weird.
My thoughts shattered like a wine glass on a train track when Parker’s voice spoke from behind me, saying, “Seriously? You two don’t have any originality, do you?”
Jennifer startled up from her drink and looked up, coming back to reality like she’d been interrupted in the middle of an engrossing movie, and I whirled on my heel back to where Parker was shedding a down jacket maybe thirty sizes too big. “God, you do not stop stalking me, do you? I told you, you’ll get your pizza tonight.”
She grinned. “I’m here for work, dude.”
“Oh, more of your mysterious meetings?” I waved her off. “Let a girl have a date.”
“Hey, Parker,” the barista said, leaning over the counter and flashing a smile at her. “Robin is in the back, if you want to meet her. She’s in a good mood. Want something to drink?”
“Hey, Raina. I’m sure she is in a good mood, if she’s got you on front. Yeah, give me a triple ristretto medium white mocha with whole milk heated to one forty with caramel drizzle,” Parker said, with the practiced ease of someone who had ordered it a million times before, and the barista prepped a cup without even ringing her up first.
“So,” Jennifer said, looking Parker over skeptically, “your work involves coming out at random hours to order sugar and hit on baristas?”
“Oh, Parker?” The barista glanced over at Jennifer with a smile. “Parker runs the company that we buy our espresso machines from.”
I dropped my arms by my sides, shooting Parker—who was specifically avoiding looking at me—a look. “Are you kidding me? You sell espresso machines? That’s—that’s not boring enough or interesting enough to hide.”
“You two go enjoy your date,” Parker said, waving us off.
“What’s wrong with the espresso machines? Are these highly unregulated, black-market espresso machines? Do they run on human blood?”
“That’d be a health code violation,” the barista said.
“Why on earth do you keep espresso machines a secret?” I said, throwing my hands up. “Four months now and this is how I find out?”
Parker shifted, still not looking at me. “I have my reasons.”
“What reasons?”
“Being mysterious helps me get girls.”
I wanted to hit my head on the wall. “I… you know?” I said, massaging my forehead. “You do you, Parker. Sure thing. You do you. Espresso machines. I swear to…”
“White mocha for Athena,” the barista said, setting down my drink and dropping a little brown paper baggy with it. “And your donut. Thanks so much. Have a nice day!”
“Put hot sauce in Parker’s drink for me, would you?” I said, picking up my order and huffing over to the corner with Jennifer on my tail. She held back until we sat down, but the moment we were at the table, she burst out laughing.
“I love Parker,” she said, eyes sparkling. I glowered.
“I fail to see one redeeming trait she has,” I muttered.
“She’s able to give even you the runaround,” she said. “I wonder if she even hides it from anyone else, or if she was keeping it a secret from you specifically to screw with you. Of course I love her.”
I put my hands up. “Well, you can have her. I’m about to brick up her bedroom door one of these days.”
“At least lure her in with a white mocha or something. If you’re going to Amontillado her, you might as well do it properly.”
I took a moody swig of my drink before Jennifer’s infectious smile and laugh got to me, and I sank back in my seat watching snow drift down outside, Jessica Castle Plaza outside all dusted in a thin white layer of glimmering snow, a carpet of tiny white crystals. “Well, she’ll be delighted. She loves you.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Why? I didn’t do anything except complain to her.”
“Complaining is her love language. She considers you best friends.”
She gave me an odd smile, just watching me as she sipped her drink, set it down slowly, and let her gaze drift out the window. “It’s a bit much.”
“Being best friends?”
“The drink.”
“Let it cool a little so the harsher flavors come off the edges of the espresso.”
She picked the drink back up and slurped at it this time, nodding as she did. “I guess I see what you mean…”
“The proprietary blend here has a really nice complex, honeyed sweetness that complements the sharp flavor on the palette of the chai.”
“Listen to you,” she laughed, setting the drink back down. “You sound like you’re trying to steal my job.”
I shrugged. “I’m not half bad with food, if I may say so myself.”
“I haven’t really… had any in a while, I guess.”
I paused. “Uh… food? Pretty sure you did last night. Even if we got a little distracted from it.”
“With your sense of humor, sometimes I wonder how you don’t just up and laugh yourself to death,” she deadpanned.
“I’ve come pretty close once or twice.”
She rolled her eyes, smiling, but she cast her gaze out the window. “I mean… friends, really, I guess. It’s nice like this.”
I softened. “You’ve been holding yourself back from a lot of things you want. Maybe it’s time to start living that life. Enjoy yourself more, make friends, take time off, do what feels right.”
She looked down. “I think I’d like that.”
I brushed off the urge to make an obnoxious joke. I knew this wasn’t easy for her to talk about. That didn’t mean I didn’t want to make an obnoxious joke, though. “This is what you were trying to get at last time we were here, right? Maybe we can get to know more of Port Andrea’s food scene together,” I said. “Starting with Parker, apparently.”
She laughed into her hand. “Sometimes it’s the people you’re closest to who surprise you the most.”
“I only keep her close because of the old maxim, keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Odd choice of maxim to quote, given that, unlike most people, you genuinely have enemies.”
I wrinkled my nose. “They’re all just jealous wannabes. Parker is the real enemy in the equation.”
She stifled a laugh, turning it into a little snort, and then her eyes crinkled as her shoulders lifted in a big, bright laugh, letting her head drop as her chest shook with laughter. After a second, I found myself laughing with her as she shook her head, giving me maybe the most genuine smile I’d seen on her in six years.
“You’re ridiculous,” she said.
“You’re just now figuring that out, are you?”
She laughed again. “Trust me, Athena. I think I figured that out the first day I met you.”
I grinned. “Sounds like my branding was on point.”
“It really was. Obnoxious, over-the-top, with zero respect or regard for social norms, loud, with bad jokes—”
“Is there a compliment anywhere in this list?”
“They’re all compliments, Athena Walker,” she said, throwing a lopsided smirk across the table to me. “I cannot get enough of you.”
Ah, and there went my heart, off into deep space. Goodbye, heart. I stared at her for a second trying to find an answer. “Well… unfortunately, there’s only one of me,” was all I came up with.
“Thank god. The world couldn’t handle two. I don’t know if you’d murder or make out with your other self.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Is that some kind of fetish thing?”
“Oh, I’m sure it is,” she said. “Your personal branding was perfectly on point. I felt like I knew everything about you from the moment I met you. And I knew that if I got too close, I’d end up falling in love with you.”
My heart, which had just gotten back from its voyage to Mars, launched off for its new trip somewhere past the Oort Cloud. Still, I maintained my composure, squeezing one hand lightly in my lap. “Did you get too close, then?” I said, speaking cautiously. “I can tell you stayed away enough to call everything off when it suited you, though.”
She winced, and immediately I wanted to take it back. But for once, I was being responsible, and I was going to stick to it. Probably.
“I was in love with you,” she said, quietly, looking down. “I was really… really in love with you.”
“But you loved your job more?”
She sighed, sinking back in her seat. “Athena, I didn’t really care that much about the incident at Silver Thread. When it happened, I realized I’d fallen so hard in love with you that I wanted to follow you into the fire, that I’d throw everything away for you, and that… that scared me,” she said, her voice falling off into the smallest little thing. “I’m scared of being in love, Athena. I always have been. I think that was why I dated Louise, because I wasn’t in love with her, and that’s why it felt safe. I’m scared of being in love, and I was in love with you. And…” She dropped her gaze to her lap. “I think I probably still am. And that’s what scares me.”
Ah, dammit. I didn’t have a response to that. I didn’t even know what to think when she said that, let alone what to say.
The silence that fell between us then felt deafening. Maybe it was my heart pounding so hard it felt like it was trying to break free of my chest and go to her. Maybe it was the volume of things unspoken that settled between us.
Maybe it was the sound of my own thoughts, the sound of what-ifs bouncing around in my head. What if we hadn’t been afraid. What if I’d stayed in Port Andrea. What if she’d stayed by my side.
Maybe it was the way I kept fidgeting and it squeaked a little on the seat. Probably at least a little bit that one.
“You’re still in love with me,” I said.
She sighed, looking out the window. “It’s like I haven’t felt anything since I was with you.”
I blinked. “You sure seemed to feel some things last night.”
“Is this really the time for comments like that?” she said, a smile playing on her lips.
“No. That’s exactly why my brain does it.” I scratched my arm. “I… sometimes I think about what would have happened if I’d stayed in Port Andrea.”
She cocked her head. “You had everyone out to get you.”
“I could have found a job, at least. I would have worked in a kitchen and not have started a restaurant. I wouldn’t have had my restaurants—and I loved them, I really did.”
The silence settled back between us for a minute before Jennifer said, “But you still think about what would have happened if you’d stayed.”
I looked down. “I wasn’t afraid of not being able to make it in the city. I was afraid of being in the same city as you, and being in love with you, and you not being in love with me.”
She stared at me for what felt like hours before she dropped her gaze down to the table, taking a long, slow sip of her chai.
“This isn’t really like me,” I said, a second later, and she looked up.
“What, thinking about things?”
“Not that. Well, maybe that.” I fussed with the sleeve around my mocha. “Thinking back. Looking back. Wondering what if things had gone differently.”
She gave me a slight smirk. “Very full-steam-ahead, after all, aren’t you?”
“Like you ever thought anything different?” I shifted, looking out the window again. Christmas lights had started going up recently, strung along the overhangs around the plaza and across streetlamps and the fountain installation in the center, and the way it glimmered on the crystalline snow felt magical. “But I couldn’t help it. I loved you, Jen.”
It felt weighted, using the nickname. My heart hammered, but I kept my cool, sipping at my coffee instead, and she just watched me closely for a minute before she let her head fall.
“I’m sorry I left you then,” she said, her voice quiet. “What can I do?”
“What can you do for what?” I said, mind racing, heart leaping with the fact that she hadn’t complained about the name.
“To make it up to you,” she said, shifting, avoiding looking right at me.
When I found myself short on words, she sighed, sinking into herself.
“I know there isn’t anything. I can’t take back six years of hurt. But… I wish there were something I could do.”
“I mean…” I said, my voice small. “I think we both screwed things up.”
“We did. But I screwed up worse.” She drank from her chai again, closing her eyes as she did. “The thing is, Athena, that I’m still in love with you, and I’m starting to think there’s no use trying to fight what my heart wants after all.”
I wasn’t sure if my hands were shaking. Was it uncool if they were? I was pretty sure they were shaking. I willed them to hold still long enough for me to reach across the table and cup them over her hands on her drink, and her eyes fluttered open, looking into my eyes over the top of the cup.
I paused. “I, uh, I did this because I wanted to make you feel better,” I said, “but now I’m realizing I hadn’t planned out what I was actually going to say.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Do you… ever plan out what you’re going to say?”
“Only in important situations.” I paused. “Okay, I guess actually I never do.”
She laughed. “Your hands are so cold and clammy. You’re like a dead fish.”
“Gee, thanks. Maybe it’s because I was out in the snow and it’s in contrast to the hot drink in your hands?”
“My, what a reasonable explanation. You’re like a scientist,” she said, eyes twinkling.
“What can I say,” I deadpanned. “The next Einstein over here.”
“Einstein can’t hold a candle to you, I imagine,” she laughed.
“Let’s forget about all of that,” I said, and she smirked.
“Before we remember what your grades in science were?”
“Not that.” I paused. “Yes that, but also not that. All of that. All the… regrets and worries and what-ifs and all that. Things went wrong. Sure. But I’m here now, and you’re here now, and I just called you Jen and you didn’t seem to mind, so I think we’re doing okay.”
She smiled, wider and wider, until her eyes crinkled in the corners and seemed to glow. She set down her drink and slipped her hands into mine, lacing our fingers together, and my heart bled for how perfect it felt. “You can call me whatever you like,” she said.
“Jenny.”
“Not that,” she said, still smiling.
“Jentron?”
“I take it back. You can call me Jen. How’s that?”
“I’ll take it,” I said, leaning over the table towards her. She leaned in with me, and we met in the middle, one swift, sweet kiss that was so different from the others—vulnerable and honest and true, and she tugged one of her hands from mine and wiped her mouth after with a laugh.
“Ugh, what did you have for breakfast?” she laughed.
“Uh—apple slices with peanut butter.”
“You cannot eat peanut butter before a date without brushing your teeth after, Athena Walker,” she said. “And furthermore—peanut butter? Are you ten years old? Sticky brown sugar paste made of emulsified oil and a vague dream of peanut, the staple of children on white-bread sandwiches?”
“Look, Jen, I’m going to need you to lay off the peanut butter,” I said, and she arched both eyebrows.
“If you’re going to be kissing me, I’m going to need you to lay off the peanut butter,” she said. “Or lay on the mouthwash.”
“I’ll get peanut butter flavored mouthwash, just for you.”
She laughed, but she leaned in again for another kiss, even with me supposedly reeking of peanut butter, and I was more than okay with that.




Chapter 20
Jennifer
“Hey, Jennifer,” Misha’s voice said shortly after I’d settled into my usual seat—a bit of a disappointment I wasn’t getting the VIP room today—and I glanced back at where she was heading towards me with a pad of paper out and a smirk all over her features.
My stomach sank at the sight of her—not that I didn’t like Misha, but her being here implied Athena didn’t want to. I didn’t want to think about what that might have meant after the best date in six years earlier today, where Athena and I stayed at Sharp’s until the snow called us outside. We went walking side-by-side along the storefronts of Market Street just off the side of Jessica Castle Plaza, sipping our hot drinks while we left two trails of boot prints through the snow, and we slipped our hands together before long, stopping to watch a couple of street performers playing jazz under an overhang. I shifted closer to Athena’s side until I found my head resting against hers, and the time melted away like fresh young snowflakes for the rest of the day until I had to head into work.
Athena gave me another sweet kiss outside and told me she’d see me at Rose Bloom, and my mind had been swirling with possibility all day, this earnest young sense of hope that only existed because I wasn’t thinking of all the reasons it shouldn’t have. The sight of Misha here instead of Athena made my heart sink, until she put a hand up and said, “Hey, relax. Your girlfriend’s coming by in a second.”
I tried not to relax too visibly. “She’s not my girlfriend,” I said, settling back into my seat and pulling up my menu. “I suppose she’s busy right now?”
“No, just walking on sunshine smiling so much I think her face is broken, and she’s well past warranty.” She stood over the table, one hand on her hip, giving me an airy smile. “So, what’s the story?”
I cleared my throat, looking out the window. Snow was coming down thicker now, drifting down over Parson River, looking like a fairytale. “There is no story.”
“You two are equally crap at lying.”
I busied myself with the menu. “Ask her if you want the details.”
“Yeah, see, I tried that, she told me to ask you if I want the details. You two are like a married couple, go ask your other mom, go ask your other mom.”
I slumped backwards. “We had a date. It was good. So, what’s the highlight on tonight’s menu?”
“That was amazingly low on information,” Misha said, and I laughed drily, setting down the menu and turning to her.
“Are you Athena’s mom, making sure she gets with a nice girl you approve of?”
“Might as well be. Lord knows she can’t run this restaurant without a little emotional support.”
I shook my head, smiling. “She talks a lot about how this place has only survived because of you.”
She puffed out her chest a little. “Damn straight. Look, I’m not here for juicy details, I just want to know if you two are a thing yet so Athena can stop pining over you.”
I pursed my lips. “She’s pining, huh?”
“She’s a lesbian. Isn’t that what lesbians do?”
“We’re not… a thing,” I said, looking back out the window, an awkward feeling settling in my gut. “I’m not sure what we are. But I’m hoping she accepts my apology for what I did to her back then. That’s about where we’re at. Any further questions?”
“What, are you telling me it’s hinging on her now? When was the last time she actually deliberated on something?”
I laughed. “I think this might be the first.”
“I’ll go slap her around,” she said, raising a hand as she headed to the back, and I felt strangely… light, somehow. It was nice having someone else looking out for me and the things I wanted.
Which apparently included Athena Walker.
Dammit, I should have known it was inevitable. From the moment I first saw her at the university cafeteria—she’d glanced over at me sitting alone by the window with my laptop, and we’d made eye contact, and it had felt like we were locked there forever, hours passing until—
Well, until she broke eye contact by tripping over a chair and spilling her food all over the floor. I’d helped her up, just because I felt some measure of personal responsibility in the incident, and she’d brushed off the whipped cream from her parfait that had streaked down the front of her button-down shirt, saying, “We’re going to pretend that didn’t happen and you didn’t see that, right?”
And even in that moment, something about her had drawn me in. That wild look in her eyes, like she was untamed and free, and the world was hers to do what she wanted with. The way she tripped, fell on the floor, and shook it off with a laugh like there was nothing that could put her down.
“That’s probably what you get for ordering that crappy parfait,” I said. “This is a sign from the universe to get better taste.”
She laughed. “Wow, are you ever mean. I’m Athena.”
“I didn’t ask who you are.”
She grinned, brushing a loose strand of her hair back. “But you were wondering it.”
“I wasn’t.” I had been, though.
“Well, I’m asking who you are, since the whole implicit question thing didn’t quite work out.”
I shook my head. “I’m a stranger in the cafeteria who is telling you to watch where you’re going.”
“That stranger is pretty. What’s her name?”
That had probably been my last chance there. I should have turned and walked away, left my food behind, picked up my laptop, and never turned back. But instead, I just raised my eyebrow at her and said, “Her name’s Jennifer, and if you’re trying to hit on her, she thinks you’re a hot mess.”
“She’s one hundred percent right,” she said, raising a hand as she gathered her tray again. “I’m going to go grab two servings of parfait just to spite you, Jenny.”
“Don’t call me Jenny!” I called after her, and when she’d shot me a peace sign over her shoulder on her way back to the cafeteria counter, I figured that was that—that this one-off encounter with this Athena girl was gone.
I should have known I’d start running into her everywhere—bumping into her in the stairwell in the math building and nearly falling down the stairs before she caught me, and she’d said, “Here I thought I was a hot mess, but apparently you’re falling into my arms now, huh, Jenny?”
Or both going for the same book at the same time in the library, frozen with our hands there staring at each other, before she’d grinned and said, “How good are you at rock-paper-scissors, Jenny? If you’re good at it, what’s a different way we can settle this?”
And on, and on, and on, with me telling her every damn time to not call me Jenny. Maybe it was fatigue that had me just sigh when she’d showed up at the door to my dorm returning an English textbook I’d forgotten in the cafeteria one day, my name and address written on it in clean letters, and she said, “I’m pretty sure you speak this language, so I thought you might want this back, Jenny.”
“Please, at least just call me Jen instead.”
“Jen it is,” she said. “You can call me Athena.”
“I’ll call you annoying.”
“But you like me.”
And I hadn’t disputed it. I never had, since then.
That wild look in her eyes, untamed and free, was still the same now, I thought, as I heard her footsteps clicking towards me and turned to where she was coming down the row of tables to mine, the biggest smile on her face just like it had been in those days.
“What a wild coincidence to see you here tonight,” she said. “Mind if I join you?”
“You really are a hot mess, you know?”
She stopped, blinking once, before she beamed. “Pretty sure I told you a while ago you were right on the money with that.”
“So you did, and yet I am continuously surprised anew.”
“I’ll take that as a yes to sitting with you.”
I rolled my eyes, a smile coming on too hard to fight. “Just stop making a production of it and sit down. How’s the day going here?”
“Good, yeah. Do you know Linus from Evergreen?” she said, sitting down opposite me and shimmying out of her blazer, folding it up neatly on the booth next to her. “He came in for small plates at the bar earlier.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“He was raving about the mango salsa. We chatted it up for ages about suppliers. He looks like a scary guy, but he’s actually really sweet.”
“I guess I should order that one, then.”
“Oh, do it,” she said, eyes lighting up. “I’ll see if we can both catch him at Evergreen and it can be a conversation starter.”
I paused. “Something you want me to meet him for?”
She gave me a look like it was obvious. “What were we just talking about at Sharp’s? We’re going to meet more people in the industry together. Get you out of that stuffy old Foodie office a little more often.”
Ah… dammit, I was in love with her. For a second, I forgot how words worked, which, as a writer, was particularly embarrassing, and she gave me a cautious look.
“I don’t think your office is really stuffy, by the way, it’s a figure of speech. I’ll bet you keep your office meticulously clean. It seems like you.”
“You’d be surprised. It’s a bit cluttered.”
“Jen. It’s like I don’t even know you.” She put a hand to her chest before she laughed it off. “Well, I keep my kitchen spotless, so I guess we’re yin and yang. But point is—you don’t have to meet anyone you don’t want to.”
“No, I… do,” I said, looking down at my menu again. “Just… looking forward to it.”
“There’s an entire publication’s worth of unspoken statements there.”
I sighed, once again useless to fight off the smile. “I figured you talking about us getting to know the food scene together was empty talk.”
“What? Excuse me. Jen. I do not do empty talk. Everything I say, I do, usually while I’m in the middle of saying it, even—especially—when it’s a terrible idea to do it.”
I laughed. “You are a force of nature, Athena, and I just wonder if I’m ready for the storm.”
“I think you’ll manage. You’ve weathered it before.” She winked, and I’d be damned if I didn’t want to just lean across the table and kiss her then and there.
“So, tell me about the menu?” I said, looking back down. “Tropical fruits for our theme tonight?”
“It was going to be Wednesday’s theme, but after some supplier mix-up, we swapped them. It’s really a dedication to a friend I made in Thailand named Yun, who came up with the most amazing dishes combining tropical fruit with big, hearty meats. He got in a motorcycle accident that left him unable to keep working in a kitchen, but he would still cook up these amazing meals at home. I was lucky enough to be there.”
“How many friends do you have?”
She laughed. “I consider the world comprised of friends I’ve met, friends I haven’t met, and Parker.”
“Ouch. Poor Parker.”
She shrugged. “She had it coming to her. So, let me start from the top, because I am excited to talk about these dishes.”
What wasn’t she excited about? It was that kind of mindset she had that made it impossible for me not to fall in love with her, and frankly, I couldn’t even find it in me to mind.
She barely left my side the whole time I ate, Misha happily bringing us our orders and ribbing Athena for ditching the kitchen while she tossed me a smile and a compliment on my outfit, and true to her word, Athena greeted at least a dozen different regulars and introduced me to all of them. When we finished eating, Athena looked a little disappointed, and I got a nervous rush in my chest as I said, “You’re still finishing at eight?”
I loved the hopeful look that flashed over her face. “Yeah, thereabouts. Plus or minus fifteen. It’s always based on when it’s safe to go.”
Seven o’clock right now meant that wasn’t far off. “Get me on bar seating until you’re done, and we’ll leave together.”
She licked her lips, and my heart fluttered in anticipation waiting until she smiled, sinking back in her seat. “You should be careful on bar,” she said. “Flora’s on bar tonight and she will talk to you.”
I laughed. “Doesn’t sound too bad. She’s sweet.”
And it wasn’t too bad, either—Flora was on bar, and she absolutely did talk to me, lighting up like a kid on Christmas morning when I sat down across from her and asked for a light drink, and the hour went by quicker than I would have imagined listening to Flora tell me everything about… well, everything.
“Flora, give the girl some space,” Misha sighed at one point, sidling up next to her to check the shelves, and I put a hand up.
“Relax. Flora and I are enjoying a conversation,” I said, and Flora somehow managed to beam brighter, which I didn’t know was possible.
Misha gave me a knowing smirk. “Things are pretty clean and tidy here tonight, so the boss should be able to leave a little early.”
I tried not to look too happy about it. I don’t think I pulled it off. “I’m glad everything’s going well tonight,” I said, looking around the building. “You sure seem on top of everything.”
“Because I’m here,” Misha said. “Catch you later, Jennifer. Flora, let her breathe her own air.”
“Am I breathing too much of your air?” Flora said, eyes wide, and I put my hands up.
“Relax, Flora. There’s plenty of air to go around.”
“Thank god. I’d feel terrible if I used up all your air.”
But she didn’t use up all my air, which was good, because my breath caught when I saw Athena coming out from the back with her blazer draped over her arm, wiping her brow and fixing a loose hair, that same flyaway strand she was always battling. She gave one last wave through the swing door into the back and called something to one of the staff before she made her way over to me, leaning against the bar.
“Hello, gorgeous stranger sitting by the window,” she said, and I rolled my eyes, smiling.
“Congratulations on not pratfalling this time.”
“Hey, the night is still young. Shall we head on out of here?”
I stood up, my heart feeling light in a way it hadn’t in a long, long time. “Let’s,” I said, offering her my arm, and she took it without batting an eye. We still fit together like two pieces of the puzzle, and it filled that little hole in my heart that had been aching for so long.
“Oh my god, you two are so cute,” Flora said, and it was only then that I really remembered she was there. “I can’t even be upset Athena is taken.”
It wasn’t until we got outside, into the snow-dusted scene of Garden Square, all strung with lights, ribbons and ornaments on trees, that I turned to Athena and said, “Was Flora—”
“I don’t even know. I’m not thinking about it.”
“For once, I’m on board with your not thinking about it strategy.” I pulled her in a little closer and, after a quick scan of the surroundings, planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Thanks for dinner tonight. As with every night.”
“Thanks for coming by. As with every night.” And Athena, being Athena as always, turned to me, put her hands on my hips, and without looking around us for one second, pulled me in and pressed her lips against mine.
Dammit. There really was no use trying to resist Athena after all. Louise was right. I had been missing something fundamental, and it was the wild-eyed girl, untamed and free, who completed me.
“PDA, Athena?” I said, and she laughed.
“Maybe just a little.”
“Did you brick up Parker in her bedroom yet?”
“Not yet. I ordered her that pizza and I’m sure she’s still eating it while watching Wynonna Earp on the couch right now.”
I smiled sweetly, taking her hands in mine. “In that case, maybe we should just get a hotel for the night.”
She paused, eyes wide. “A… oh. Oh.” She cleared her throat. “I have a friend who runs the attached restaurant at Hotel Allegro—”
“Of course you do,” I laughed.
“She makes the best battered fish.”
“Athena, I am propositioning you, and you’re talking about your friend’s fish.”
“I know. I know. I’m nervous.”
I brushed a hand over her cheek. “You can say no.”
She shook her head hard. “You won’t catch me ever saying no to that. Allegro.”
“Only if you don’t talk about your friend’s fish.”
She licked her lips, running her gaze down and up my body. “I think we’ll find other things to talk about.”
God, it set me alight when she did that. It always had. “Allegro, then,” I said, and I felt heat surging through my body the whole time we walked, keeping me burning up from the inside-out no matter how hard the snow fell around us.




Chapter 21
Athena
Allegro Hotel was beautiful, and it was expensive. But I’d have been willing to pay just about any price for the way my stomach fluttered when the door shut behind us, that perfumed smell of the hotel room sweet and floral around us as Jen turned to me, slipping her vest off.
“I can’t believe you did that,” she laughed.
“Did what?” I didn’t remember two seconds ago right now.
“Asked after that restaurant friend of yours at reception?”
I shrugged wildly. “I get extra friendly when I’m nervous.”
“Luckily you’re not a hotelier instead, you’d be friends with the whole staff and you’d spend the entire night talking to people instead.” She hung her vest up on the coat rack by the door, and she took one step closer, her hands falling to my hips. “Athena…”
“Jen?” It still made my heart race to call her that again. I’d dreamed of it. I always told my brain to stop doing that when I dreamed of it, but… my brain had never listened.
She barely parted those glossy red lips as she said the words, “Kiss me.”
God, what a sight. Past the clean white furniture of the hotel room, the big white bed to one side and the massive full-wall window over the city right ahead, the city lights glowing through the falling snow all along the skyline, and in here—in this room removed from the rest of the world, not a sound to be heard except for the wild beating of my heart, it was only me and Jennifer Allen for the night.
I was still trying to remind myself of all the reasons not to just give in and be everything with her again, but when she said something like that… hey, I was only mortal.
“I think I can handle that,” I murmured, stepping in closer and pressing my lips to hers, capturing her in a slow, sweet kiss. Her lipstick tasted cherrylike, candylike, sweet and red, and I closed my eyes and let the feeling of her lips hot and sweet against mine flood through me.
I walked her backwards as I kissed her, maneuvering her to the bed, and she let out a muffled grunt as I pushed her back onto the foot of the bed, pulling away from the kiss with a laugh.
“We can’t get two seconds in before you shove me into bed, huh?”
“That was more like seven seconds, and I figured you might want to take off your boots?”
She giggled. It had been a long time since I’d heard Jennifer Allen giggle. I’d almost forgotten how much I loved that sound. “For once, you’re sounding reasonable,” she said, pulling her feet up to unzip the boots and peel them off, tossing them aside, landing at the foot of the massive window by the bed. I stepped out of my oxfords, flinging my blazer over a chair, and I slipped my tie off, tugging it out of my collar and dropping it over my blazer before I crawled halfway onto the bed to kiss her again, feeling that connection light me back up the second I met her lips.
It sent a pulse between my legs, an aching feeling to have her here—properly, not like yesterday in the VIP room, as much as I’d loved that—to have her and take my time and do whatever we wanted, again and again and again.
“Tell me what I can do,” I said, once I pulled away from her lips, Jen leaning backwards propped up on her elbows. She licked her lip.
“That depends on if you’ve picked up anything new these past six years,” she said.
“An insatiable drive to have you naked?”
She laughed, the slightest little nervous twinge in her voice. Given how well Jen kept her emotions under wraps, that could only mean the nerves were killing her. “That’s hardly new, Athena. You were always insatiable when it came to me.”
“Pot, meet kettle.” I trailed a hand down her arm, feeling her skin through the soft, heavy fabric of her sweater, and she closed her eyes with a sigh. “Can I take this off?”
“Please.”
She sat up when I slipped my hands under the hem of her sweater, lifting her arms as I tugged it up over her head and dropped it on the floor next to me, and for a second I just… stared, looking over the shape of Jennifer Allen sitting there half underneath me in the bed, wearing a black-and-emerald lace bra and then nothing but smooth skin down to the band of her pants and up to where her long, airy waves fell over those perfect shoulders.
“Wow,” I whispered.
“Anything else in particular you want to take off?” she said, a teasing spark in her eye.
“Uh, let’s see. Where to begin.” I trailed my hands down her sides, down to the waistband on her pants, and I trailed forward to undo the button. “Can I—”
“Yes. Please. I’ve never needed them gone more.”
That worked for me. I undid her pants and slipped them down, my insides tangling at the sight of her long, naked legs spread out on the bed, Jen propped up against the headboard now in only a matching set of bra and panties. I stood over her staring at her like she was an art installation, because as far as I could tell, with that kind of body, she really was.
“I guess you were hoping for someone to see?” I said, not even sure why I was talking.
She laughed. “Someone?”
“Anyone in particular?”
She bit her lip. “Athena, I want you so fucking badly.”
I undid the top button of my shirt. “I want you, too,” I said, breathless, like I was in a dream.
She shifted forwards and stopped me, taking my hands away and moving down to undo the next button herself. “Then have me,” she said, holding eye contact as she slipped her hands slowly down my front, undoing one button after another.
The ache between my legs spiked with each button popped open, a desperate sensation that built until it felt like it could overwhelm me. When she undid the last button, she grabbed me by each side of the shirt and tugged me into her, falling onto her back with me on top until my lips met hers again. I found my hands on her hips, traveling up to her bra, slipping up to cup her breasts in my hands as she slid her hands under my shirt and around to my back. In the mind-numbing heat of the moment, somewhere, my shirt fell to the floor, and then my pants, too, leaving me in a sports bra and boxers that Jen teased her fingers around the waistband of, inching them down the littlest bit at a time.
By the time she pulled my boxers off me, I felt myself throbbing, dripping wet and my hips moving by themselves, grinding against her leg. She closed her eyes and let out a soft gasp, moving her thigh to drive up higher between my legs, and I felt the electricity through my whole body when her soft skin made contact with my wetness.
“Jesus Christ, Jen,” I gasped, my voice raspy.
“You’re so wet for me,” she murmured, her hands falling to my hips, moving her thigh against me. I squeezed my eyes shut, nodding.
“You’re so fucking perfect. It feels so good…”
She slipped her hands up and tugged up on my bra, and I obliged, pulling it up over my head and throwing it on the floor. The absolute thrill of being naked in bed with Jennifer Allen like this—it felt better than I remembered. And I’d remembered it feeling really good.
“Athena,” she groaned.
“Jen?”
She cupped her hands over my breasts, fondling them, sending pulses of pleasure out to every part of my body, before she trailed them back down to my hips. “Please, I…”
“Tell me what you want.”
“What I want?” she laughed breathlessly, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “Athena, I want you to turn me onto my front and fuck me from behind until I scream, shove my face into the pillow and make me come on your fingers, that’s what I want.”
I blinked. “Have you gotten kinkier these past—”
“I had to wait six years, of course I’m pent up and desperate.”
I wasn’t sure how to even use words anymore, so I just bent down and kissed her again, slipping off her thigh with some reluctance to flip her over onto her front, propping her up on her hands and knees. The lingerie on her was simultaneously the sexiest thing I’d seen in my life and very frustratingly in my way, and I couldn’t even bother to pull them off—I slipped a hand between her legs and felt her through the panties, my fingers coming away wet from the saturated fabric of her panties.
“Athena,” she groaned.
I didn’t need much more prompting than that. I moved her panties aside and teased two fingers through her folds, slipping up and feeling all her wetness pooling there. When she let out a strained groan, burying her face in a pillow, I lost all my sense of who or where or what, and I slipped a finger inside of her, slow and deep, exploring. The way she clenched tight around me made the ache building between my legs all the more desperate, and I pulled my finger back out and thrust quicker into her, feeling her wetness running down my hand.
I’d been meaning to properly take her out of her clothes, but the way she clenched on me, the little gasps she made as she moved underneath me, and how ridiculously sexy the lingerie looked, I just slipped a second finger into her, thrusting in deep.
“Harder,” she gasped. I grabbed her by the bra strap on her back, holding it like a harness, and I thrust my fingers in harder, in and out as she moved her hips to match my rhythm, crying out with small, desperate gasps or long, drawn-out curses she buried in the pillow. “Athena, please,” she gasped, once I’d shifted to slow, heavy thrusts into her.
“Please what?” I said, my voice halfway between teasing and husky with my own desire.
“I… three,” she said, voice crackling.
“Like this?” I hummed, pulling my fingers out and teasing three around her entrance. She squirmed.
“Please. Just fucking break me.”
I really didn’t mind. I pushed my fingertips slowly into her, inching inside and pausing, a little at a time, feeling the way she squeezed tight around me, her wetness dripping out onto the bed and running down my hand. Once I was knuckle-deep inside her with three fingers, I shifted my hand just slightly, angling inside her, brushing against where I still remembered she was most sensitive, and her voice gave way as she buried her face in the pillow again, moving her hips with me as I pulled out and thrust back into her again.
It was only once she was incoherent, begging and pleading, that I reached around underneath her and slipped my other hand down her waist to play with her clit, and shortly after that, she collapsed onto her elbows, gripping the pillow tighter into her face. “Athena, I’m…” she started, but she didn’t need to say it—I knew every last little detail of her body and how she felt, and I knew the way she clenched, the way her thighs tensed, the way her clit throbbed when she was about to come, and I didn’t stop. I kept up the pace, rubbing my fingers over her clit while I fucked in and out of her, and she gave in, muffling a cry into her pillow, crackling partway through into desperate gasps as I felt her move around me in all the ways I remembered so perfectly well.
When she finally slowed, her breath turning slow and heavy and deep, I slipped my fingers out of her. She dropped onto her side, rolling her head back to look at me, her eyes glazed over and the most exhausted, satisfied smile on her face.
“Jesus,” she breathed.
“He’s not here. And he’s not invited.”
She swatted lazily at me, missing widely. “Oh my god, you. Just shut up and kiss me.”
I wasn’t complaining about that. I collapsed over her and pressed my lips against hers, moving slow and languid at first, warm and sensual movements together, but before long it was heated again, Jen’s hands traveling over my body and lighting me up like she left little fires burning everywhere she touched. When I couldn’t take any more, she sat both of us up and gripped my hips, and she said, “If you have something specific in mind you want to do now, you’d better say it, because I’m two seconds away from bending you over that table and fucking you until you beg me to let you come, and then finishing you off on my mouth.”
I blinked. “Why was that worded like a threat?”
“Because I am deadly serious, Athena.”
“It’s very promising, for a threat.”
She didn’t let me say anything else, just captured me in another fierce, fiery kiss, hot and wet and open-mouthed, tongues tangling as she pushed me up onto my feet and walked me backwards to the table in question, where I felt heat shoot through my center. She didn’t waste any time, slipping a hand down through my folds, dragging her fingers up along me and licking my wetness off them.
She spun me around and bent me over the table, shoving me down onto it, and it lit up electric signals over every part of me, desire burning through me as she teased her fingers around my entrance. When she thrust into me, though, she didn’t waste any time—she gripped me by the shoulder and thrust two fingers in, and she only picked up the pace from there, fucking me roughly against the table, and I gave in and let her do every last little thing she wanted with me.
I didn’t last long, feeling the pleasure building up and breaking me down until I was just about to give. My legs were jelly—if she weren’t pinning me against the table, I’d have fallen right down—and I wasn’t even conscious of what I was doing as she slowed down, keeping me right on the edge. I gripped the table and squirmed, and I heard myself begging, “Fuck, Jen, please, please,” desperate for release, until finally she slipped her fingers back out and spun me around again, pressing my back up against the table and dropping to her knees.
When her tongue met my aching wetness, I was done for. She buried her face against me, and I gripped her by the back of the head and ground my hips against her as I gave in, surrendering to sweet release, feeling it overtake me like a flood. I cried out her name, I think, but I couldn’t even hear myself—wasn’t conscious of anything other than the melting sensation over every part of me, and then the total bliss of the afterglow, sinking to where Jen directed me onto the sofa. I fell onto my back, and then the weight of her settled on top of me, her lips against mine.
“Thank god,” she murmured, and the sound drifted somewhere on the hazy edges of my consciousness.
“What did God do?” I mumbled.
“Looked the other way and let me finally get this,” she hummed, burying her face in my chest. I draped my arms over her, holding her close to me even when I wasn’t conscious of really anything except her in my arms and the view of snow falling over downtown Port Andrea outside.
“You do remember we already did it yesterday, right?”
She laughed lightly. “I told you I can’t get enough of you.”
“I mean, I’m not complaining.”
She paused. “So… good date?”
I looked down at her. “Was this all one date?”
She batted her eyelashes at me, and she seriously was just the most perfect thing. “Wasn’t it?”
Well, that was hard to argue with. I chewed my cheek, nodding. “Yeah… feels like this whole month has been one date.”
“You taking me for dinner so many times,” she murmured, burying her face back into my chest. “It’s always so good. You’re good in the kitchen.”
“Am I good in the bedroom, too?”
“What do you think?” she deadpanned.
“I just want to hear it.”
She laughed. “Incredibly good,” she said, planting a kiss against my bare collar. It sent shivers down my spine. “So… now can we plan the second date?”
I bit my lip. “Do you want to?”
She glanced up at me, eyes wide. “Do you? I don’t want to pressure you into it, Athena. But now that I’m here again, I just want to stay like this…”
Dammit. I’d never wanted anything so badly. She really was even more irresistible than chocolate. I never thought I’d think that about anything, but here we were. “I think…” I started, not sure what I was thinking or if I even was to begin with. “I think a second date sounds really nice.”
“Castle Tower?”
“Say what?”
She laughed. “It’s what Henri Baker is called now.”
“That’s such a weird name change. What were they thinking?”
“I don’t know. It doesn’t look like a castle tower.”
I squeezed my arm around her tighter. “Well, let’s go together and see if it tastes like one. Tomorrow morning?”
She laughed, nestling her face against my chest. “I’m assuming we’re staying the night here. You realize that will just feel like an extension of this already-extended date, right?”
“Well… who says the date ever has to end?”
“Social norms?” she said, looking up and raising an eyebrow at me. I raised an eyebrow back.
“Have I ever once followed those things before?”
She laughed, burying her face against me again. “Fair enough. Tomorrow morning, the date continues at Castle Tower.”
My heart swelled until it could have burst. “To see if it tastes like one.”
“God, I hope not. That sounds bland.”
“Yeah. And Boston cream pies aren’t very medieval.”
She giggled, and I wanted to bottle up that sound and keep it forever.
I couldn’t do that, though, so it looked like the only alternative was to keep holding Jen like this as long as I could.




Chapter 22
Jennifer
The second date went even better than the first, or—well, it really did still feel like one date. Less like a date, even, and more like a vacation together, waking up side by side in a hotel room and heading out in the morning sunlight to grab breakfast at the cozy diner that, despite the name, did not look or taste like a castle tower. Half the things on the menu had changed, but that was to be expected. We ordered items that had been there before, and after the meal, I could nearly have squealed in excitement—losing me whatever measure of respect I may have earned in society over my lifetime—when I saw they still had the Boston cream pie.
We took it back to the hotel room, naturally, sharing it in front of the view over downtown Port Andrea, and then—naturally—me feeding Athena bites of cake led to me not-so-accidentally dropping some onto her lap, which led to me wiping it up slowly, and—well, one thing led to another, and we had sex again.
“You weren’t kidding about not being able to get enough of me,” she said breathlessly after we were done, collapsed in the bed both exhausted and satisfied. I swatted at her arm.
“Like you don’t feel the same way?”
“In case you couldn’t tell from how eagerly I was—doing all of that just now? Yeah, I feel the same way.”
I glanced at the big digital alarm clock by the bed. “I really do have to get to the office soon…”
“Well, I’ve got this sneaking suspicion I’ll see you at Rose Bloom tonight?”
“Uncanny,” I deadpanned.
“I don’t know. Call it a vision. Maybe I’m Nostradamus.”
“Then go to Vegas and make a million dollars,” I said, nestling into her chest. “Louise is moving out of the condo the morning after tomorrow.”
“Hey, congratulations to her.”
“Yeah, congratulations to us, too,” I laughed. “We won’t have to book hotel rooms.”
“This was nice, though.”
I softened, looking at the way those hazel eyes sparkled in the early morning light, and I nodded. “It was,” I whispered, leaning in and kissing her softly on the lips.
Maybe she was Nostradamus, because I saw her at Rose Bloom that night. She didn’t get to spend a lot of time with me—it was one of Misha’s four days off, and the sous chef in her place wasn’t the wizard Misha was, which meant Athena only got to see me in bursts when the kitchen was safe to leave, but I stayed to the end of her shift again. She walked me back to the condo after, and Louise surprised both of us there by inviting her inside.
“You’re doing well for yourself,” Louise said to Athena once we were all sitting around the dining room table. The condo was in this strange half-barren state with Louise’s things mostly packed up and mine all still there, but it felt less like an ending and more like a new beginning. “Orders have been way up with the interest in our Rose Bloom feature.”
“Well, what can I say?” Athena said, running a hand through her hair. “I’m so popular and amazing.”
“And terribly modest, at that,” I said.
Louise just raised an eyebrow at me. “Like you ever wanted her to be modest.”
She sidled closer to me at one point once Athena headed to the bathroom, and she gave me a conspiratorial look before she said, “So, I’m guessing things have finally worked out with Athena?”
Ugh, I didn’t see the point in trying to hide it. Clearly it was written plain as day on my features. I looked out the window. “We’re sort of… taking things slowly and carefully right now.”
She reached over and squeezed my hand, eyes crinkling from a smile. “You look a lot happier.”
I rubbed my forehead. “It doesn’t feel real.”
“A lot of things haven’t felt real lately. That doesn’t mean it isn’t. In six months, you’ll look back on this as such an important time for you.”
“We’ll see about that,” I said. “I’m explicitly not thinking about the future. Living just in the present moment.”
She stared for long enough I got worried I’d said something wrong before she gave me an odd smile. “That sounds like a good move for you, Jen. I’m happy for you.”
I let out a long, slow breath, only then sinking in that this was actually happening. “Thanks, Louise.”
“Bring Athena over once I’ve moved, and I’ll make dinner. I’ll invite Parker, too.”
I paused. “Have you been talking to Parker?”
“We traded phone numbers that day at Sharp’s. Mostly, I’ve just been complaining to her, but she seems to enjoy that.”
“I’ve heard that’s her love language.”
She laughed lightly before she looked down at the table. “We’ll still be friends, right? After I move out.”
“Of course.” I paused. “We’re still going to have to work you out of the mortgage, so better to be friends for that than enemies.”
She gave me a dry smile. “Why am I not reassured?”
“I’m joking. Of course we’ll still be friends. Even if things weren’t right between us, you’ve been there for me through a lot of crap.”
“And the world has plenty of crap still to come,” she said, raising her glass, and I clinked mine to hers.
“Hear, hear,” I said. Especially if I’m going to keep dating Athena.
I woke up the next day, a Saturday, to a text from Athena asking if I wanted to go out again, and I replied back with where to? as I slipped out of bed, grabbing clothes for a trip anywhere in Port Andrea, so long as it was with Athena. Barely forty-five minutes later, I was standing under the overhang around Morning Sunshine, the little diner on the end of Morrigan Road where we’d gone for our first date, and Athena came around the corner looking perfect in a red blazer.
“Should have told me you were wearing a red blazer, I would have coordinated,” I said, holding the door open for her.
“I’ll give you the clothing reports from now on,” she said, stepping into the antechamber and tugging her gloves off, shoving them in her pockets. “Should I send pictures in the stages of getting dressed?”
“Very seductive, Miss Walker. Perfect seductive conversation for a morning at the diner.”
“Hey, you know this place is special,” she said, elbowing me lightly.
“I’ll bet you’re still friends with the line cooks.”
She looked away, clearing her throat, and I couldn’t help rolling my eyes with the biggest smile.
“Athena Walker, I swear to god, you are so predictable.”
Of course, she was still friends with the line cooks. One of them came out of the back on break to meet her, and she paused before hesitantly describing me as her date.
The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. This little diner where all the décor looked the exact same as back then, I could have blinked and Athena could have been nine years younger, and we could have been here on our first date that I’d begrudgingly agreed to—not because I didn’t want it, but because I didn’t want to want it.
After the meal, we stepped back out into the snow, and Athena held both my hands before she gave me a light kiss on the cheek, saying, “How’d it hold up? Just as good?”
“Uh, worse. I didn’t realize back then how everything tasted like it had been frozen at least once.”
She grinned. “I mean, same. But nostalgia is the best sauce.”
I leaned in and kissed her again. “Thanks for taking me. I know you have to work soon, but I’ll see you at Rose Bloom?”
“As always, Jen.”
I couldn’t get enough of hearing her say that name. It kept me floating all the rest of the day, taking my laptop out to a little coffee shop called Redwing near the residential part of town for a few side jobs I had. Maybe inspired by some of Athena’s energy, I struck up a conversation with the barista, who lit up when I told him I was a writer with Foodie Magazine, and he ended up giving me a sampling platter of their pastries and a sit-down with the store manager, whose big smile and charming personality made up for the pastries being a little bland. I told them I was personally overloaded as far as work went, but that I’d recommend the spot to one of my colleagues, and as I walked out with the store manager’s number, I wondered why I hadn’t been doing things like that all this time. Wasn’t that the perk of being a food writer?
I told Athena about it when I sat down at Rose Bloom with her, and she beamed.
“That sounds like the sweetest thing in the world. I bet you absolutely made their day. That store manager is probably still over the moon high-fiving herself in every mirror.”
I wondered about that. It felt nice to just bring joy to someone else, for absolutely no reason other than just to do it.
The morning after that, it took until half past noon for an entire morning of moving things to Louise’s new apartment to wrap up, and sure enough, Athena and Parker came over for us to share Louise’s gyoza. Louise, for her part, looked like a new person, set free in her own place. She had a light in her eyes like she was finally able to be her own person, and I wondered how much I looked like that too.
“I’m proud of you,” I said after the little get-together had wrapped up, giving Louise a tight hug.
“Thanks. I’ve made better gyoza, though.”
“Not for the gyoza, Louise.”
She laughed, squeezing me one more time before she let go. “I’m proud of you, too,” she said, and for once, I didn’t even question it or fight it internally when someone praised me, I just let that glow fill me all the way to Rose Bloom later for dinner.
And then together with Athena back to the condo that was just for the two of us now, where she stripped me naked and had me in so many ways I never even knew to dream of, leaving me soft and supple and blissed out as we nestled together to fall asleep, and I knew there was no way in the world to not be in love with Athena Walker.
And then, like a vision crafted of thin, fragile ice, it shattered with the sharp strikes of Genevieve’s heels making her way through the office towards me the next morning.
“Jennifer,” she said, leaning over my desk, drawing the attention of everyone around us. “My office. We’re going to talk.”
I knew I’d put off reality to indulge in the moment with Athena. And I knew it would all fall to pieces like this, at a moment like this. And I knew it would feel like a dream turned to a nightmare. I wasn’t sure yet if those few days of dream were worth this churning in the pit of my stomach as I followed her up to her office, where she snapped the door shut behind us and turned to me.
“I’ve heard your work has been exceptional on all your projects outside Rose Bloom,” she said, folding her arms. “Your editor says your writing style has grown quite a bit. Says you seem happier these days.”
I chewed my lip. This would have been a comforting beginning if it were anyone other than Genevieve. “Yes, ma’am,” I said, straightening my back. “Not to get too much into my personal life, but my girlfriend and I ended our relationship by mutual agreement, and it’s felt much better.”
“Good to hear it,” she said, with that dismissive tone that said she couldn’t have cared less to hear it, striding around to her side of the desk and planting her hands on top, leaning over and shooting me a look. “Your work’s been getting done more promptly, always going above and beyond. People are talking about you as if you already have seniority, like it’s a foregone conclusion. I imagine quite a few people will be disappointed if things turn out differently. And yet here I am, the only person finding herself quite dissatisfied with your work, Jennifer.”
My stomach turned. I steeled myself and met her eyes, willing myself to just speak the words. “I… apologize. The truth is, Rose Bloom has been one of the best restaurants I’ve ever eaten at. Everything has been impossibly up to standard, almost unrealistically so for someone outside of PARA.”
“That would be because Walker is in PARA, more or less,” she said, sinking back into her seat, crossing her legs. “She’s been making backdoor deals to get around her lifetime ban, and for all intents and purposes, she already has the backing of the organization behind her.”
I pursed my lips. That contradicted about everything Athena said. I sank slowly into the seat across from her and folded my hands in my lap, saying, “From… my interactions with her at Rose Bloom, she’s seemed sure that not being with PARA is putting her restaurant on the brink.”
“Of course she wants you to think that. She wants to make people root for the underdog.” She shook her head. “PARA is an important element of Port Andrea’s food industry. It lets us vet problematic actors, and make sure that unsavory types don’t get away with running amok in the city. It’s because of this organization that Port Andrea’s culinary scene is unparalleled in innovation and standards. If someone sets a precedent for working around the most punitive of PARA’s measures… I’d say the entire industry is in danger.”
“But how would she even be working around a ban?”
“She knows people on the inside,” she said. “And they operate for her. Simple as that. She has all the supplier contracts that are supposed to be exclusive to PARA members.”
I chewed my cheek. “Admittedly, it has been… unusual how effectively she’s been able to navigate supply this month.”
Her look softened. “I can’t blame you for struggling to find an issue with Rose Bloom. Your job was harder than I anticipated. I didn’t realize there was an entire… anti-PARA coalition siding with Walker to make Rose Bloom a success.”
That would have required Athena to have been lying through her teeth to me. She told me the success of Rose Bloom depended on getting back into PARA. Sure, she’d said she’d have kept running the restaurant even if they didn’t let her in, but… she wouldn’t have lied about everything to me like that. Would she?
“There’s only a few days left in the month,” Genevieve said, leaning forwards. “Luckily, I have insider information that can change the entire narrative.”
My stomach turned. “What is it?”
“The last day of November, Walker’s special menu theme will be the famous rockfish, favorite of Andreans everywhere. I have agreements in place. On that last day of November, Walker will find her suppliers suddenly all having simultaneous shortages of rockfish—right at the last minute. You will be there to report on the result.”
A cold flush passed through me. “You’re… actively sabotaging her restaurant.”
Her expression darkened. “I gave her an offer. I gave her an extremely generous offer. She could have had everything. Instead, she decided to spit in my eye, making a mockery of me as she drove me from the restaurant. No doubt she was emboldened by thinking she’d finally turned the tables, her with PARA against me. She’ll see what happens to insufferable brats like her who think they can overturn decades of other people’s work just like that.”
“But—” A sick feeling churned in my chest, in my stomach. “I can’t… you can say what you will about journalistic ethics and how we mere food writers don’t need to live up to that, but actively sabotaging a person’s supply chain is indefensible.”
“Jennifer Allen, I talked to some old friends of yours,” she said, leaning forwards. “You’ve been looking for this for a long time. The day you interviewed with Foodie, you said there that you saw yourself as a senior writer here. I cannot praise that drive enough. It’s only the people who pursue greatness with that fanatical hunger who achieve it. But let me tell you something. You will not make it any higher than where you currently are without making decisions that will cut other people down in the process. Our industry is shrinking. The journalistic sphere is decentralizing. Power is dissipating. If you want what’s left, you will have to claw a hundred other people down in the process. Otherwise, this is all you will ever be—in the office of someone who had the drive to make the hard choices, mewling about the ethics of the situation as a dozen other people climb past you with no qualms whatsoever.”
I squeezed my hands. “I don’t believe you. Greatness doesn’t have to come at anyone else’s expense.”
“Maybe not,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “But it certainly is easier that way. And if you’re not taking the easy route, someone else will. How about it? Because there’s three other writers in your department who will be more than happy to take this job on and bring down Rose Bloom with me, and reap the rewards of seniority. You, on the other hand? I have the authority to have you removed from the company, Jennifer.”
My head swirled. The icy cold of Genevieve’s office bit at me and made my temples throb. It was hard to put thoughts into line, and I clenched my jaw. “This is a violation of—of so many company policies.”
“Is it?” she said, airily. “Are you going to go to HR, then?”
Dammit. The way she said it made it clear she’d fully prepared for the possibility of me going to HR. No doubt they were under her thumb, too. Suddenly I felt like I was the size of an ant, walled in by everything Genevieve had laid out for me, and she was watching me from above.
“I’m not asking you to participate in any of the sabotage yourself,” she said, relaxing back in her seat. “So you can clear your conscience of that. All I ask is that you continue going as you have been, and on the last day, there will be plenty of problems for you to report on. Please do focus your writeup on how much the restaurant falls apart in that last day.”
I couldn’t. I couldn’t. For so many reasons, not the least of which, unfortunately, was that I was still in love with Athena, and I couldn’t let that happen to her.
But what choice did I have? Genevieve wasn’t going to relent. Athena had done something recently to make it personal, and Genevieve burned with cold fire in her eyes looking for a way to destroy everything Athena held dear. Athena being crushed by the onslaught was an inevitability. It was just a matter of where I aligned myself in the fallout—a matter of whether I made myself a survivor.
And I wanted to survive.
“All right,” I said, barely even recognizing the sound of my own voice. “I’ll do it.”




Chapter 23
Athena
Jen looked flat-out miserable when she came into Rose Bloom, and I wanted to run straight over to her and squeeze her tight and make all the bad things go away.
Unfortunately, though, the line cooks were a million miles behind tonight, because someone had decided it was a great idea to put a salad of intricate-cut vegetables on the menu tonight and it was taking forever to make. Which meant Athena Walker was very much needed on the line, there in my suit and bowtie with an apron slung over top and a hairnet on, worrying about Jen and cursing that someone who had come up with this salad.
Unfortunately, that someone was me, and Misha was appropriately angry at me for it.
“I swear to god, I will end you if you try something like this again,” she growled at me once the glut of salad orders had passed and the line was getting back to normal. “Were you drunk when you came up with this? High? Both?”
“No, I was just… just Athena.”
“Ugh, that’s worse.” She shook her head, rolling her eyes. “Flora seated Jennifer and she says she’s looking miserable tonight. What did you do?”
“I didn’t do anything,” I said, stripping my hairnet off and slipping out of the apron. “I mean, not that I know of. Generally when I screw something up, I don’t even notice. I’m going to go talk to her.”
“Tell me you didn’t shoot her down or something,” she said, folding her arms. “She told me before that she was hoping you’d accept her, and based on that hopeless lost-puppy look you’ve been giving her all month, you want to. Please do not make this some romantic tragedy where you talk around one another and then spend the rest of your life regretting it, because that is bullcrap, and I will fucking choke you to death with a ladle if you do it.”
“That’s somehow the most intimidating threat I’ve ever heard. I think it’s the specificity. It makes it sound like you’ve planned it carefully.”
“Don’t try me. I’ve got a sordid history, Athena Walker. Go talk to her and have a damn happy ending, you piece of shit.”
I threw my hands up. “I can’t tell if you’re nice or really mean.”
She sighed, rubbing her forehead. “I had my own shitty romantic tragedy just like that once upon a time. Don’t be like me. It sucks.”
“Oh… Misha. I’m—”
“If you try giving me sympathy right now, I’m getting the fucking ladle and the potholders, and you don’t want to fucking know what the potholders are for. Go talk to Jennifer.”
I took an involuntary step back, hands up. “Right. Roger that. Be back in a sec, Misha. Oh, see if you can get Tara a break early? She’s been looking stressed out of her mind today.”
“Yeah, yeah. Get a move on.”
So I did, hurrying out the door towards Jen’s table, where I paused just before coming up behind her. After a second, I cleared my throat, and I said, “Good evening, gorgeous stranger by the window.”
She didn’t look up. “I’ll get the flounder and the Larue ’92.”
I stopped. “Uh… just that?”
She raised an eyebrow at me as she handed me the menus. “Am I expected to order multiple dishes?”
“No, I mean—well—” I looked around, wondering what I was missing. “Normally you want to talk a bit more before—”
“Not really in a talking mood.”
“Righty.” I took the menus. “Uh—is there anything I can do for you, Jen?”
She looked back out the window. “I still haven’t been able to make out any writing on the windows. Are you sure the script for the proposal is there?”
“That was a very blatant attempt at changing the subject.”
“And still you don’t seem to be picking it up.”
I sighed, shoulders falling. “Look, I… yeah. Okay. I’ll give you some space. I’m sorry for whatever happened. I’m here for you if you need someone.”
She squeezed a fist under the table, but she didn’t say anything. I backed away awkwardly, making up a story in my head about lovely things Jen and I might have talked about so I could tell Misha, but it failed the moment she saw me, shooting me a dirty look once I stepped into the kitchen.
“What happened?” she said, turning her attention back to the sauce she was making. I handed in Jen’s order and went right to the range past her, bumping Miki off sauce duty and telling her to take ten.
“She doesn’t want to talk to me. She’s pissed off about something.”
“For fuck’s sake, Athena.”
“What?” I shot her a look. “I can’t just make her talk. I told her I’m there for her if she wants to talk about anything, but I can’t force anything she’s not ready to talk about.”
She shot me a withering look before she sighed, taking another tasting spoon to sample the signature brown sauce for the flounder, pursing her lips and grinding more pepper into it. “I swear to god, you two are unbearable,” she sighed. “I can never figure out which of you two I need to smack.”
“Rule of thumb? Both.”
She grinned. “Self-awareness. I like it.”
When I brought Jen’s order out, I got that feeling like I was approaching a hissing snake again, and I cleared my throat and walked a little louder than I needed to before I stepped up and set the flounder and the wine down.
“Here’s you, Jen,” I said. “Do you, uh… want me to leave you alone again?”
She took a long breath, straightening her back. “No. Go ahead and sit. I wanted to ask you some questions.”
Ah. That was ominous. I sat down across from her, my back ramrod straight. “Am I in trouble?”
She quirked a smile. I could tell it was a fight for her to wipe it off her face right after. “Depends. I was curious about Rose Bloom. How have you managed to negotiate such good supply contracts without PARA’s backing?”
I shrugged. “I’ve gotten some experience in making contracts. Starting with a very public, very bad showing of it, and working my way up.”
She nodded slowly, picking up her wine and swirling it under her nose. “It was certainly memorable.”
I relaxed a fraction. “My contracts aren’t very good, price-wise. My margins are so slim I’m in the red more days than not. Unless I get PARA backing for their exclusive contracts, I’m probably looking at only two more months’ operating time at the current trajectory.”
She narrowed her eyes. “So you’re banking everything on proving yourself to PARA with this month.”
“That’s what I said all along, isn’t it?”
“So it is,” she said, taking a sip of the wine. I tugged at my collar.
“Why do I feel like I’m in an interrogation?”
“Tell me what happened at Silver Thread.”
I hung my head. “Can I talk about the flounder, instead?”
“After.”
“Why can’t it be before?”
She fought down another smile. “Because I said so, Athena.”
“You know what happened at Silver Thread.”
She inched forward in the seat. “Tell me what actually happened. How did you even get access to the contracts? Who granted you that authority?”
I looked away, trying to look cool, like my heart wasn’t hammering wildly. Who’d finally pushed her over the edge, to finally ask for the truth of the matter? I felt like I’d always been waiting for her to ask, but now that I was here, I just wanted to sweep it under the rug. “You say that as if I’ve ever really looked for permission to do anything.”
“I’m not accepting you brushing it off this time, Athena. Even if you were a manager, you shouldn’t have been able to renegotiate supply contracts.”
I sank back in my seat, massaging my temples. “Feel like telling me what exactly happened that set you off like this?”
“You’re avoiding the question.”
“So are you. I asked first, right when I came out here, what’s going on. If you’re going to drill into me like this, you owe me some honesty yourself.”
She flinched, but after a second, she pursed her lips and looked away. “Someone told me you were working with PARA insiders to make PARA-exclusive contracts without their backing. I wanted to figure out everything you might have been hiding from me. Including what actually happened at Silver Thread.”
Ugh. That someone spoke volumes. I let out a long, slow sigh. “Genevieve?”
She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not saying.”
“You can ask Flora or Misha. They were there when I told Genevieve to go fuck herself with a roll of sandpaper, in full view of the restaurant floor.”
She flinched again. It was satisfying. After a second of staring with her lips parted, she said, “You did what?”
“She offered to bring in someone to buy Rose Bloom, and I’d work under him for two years, and if my performance was satisfactory, then they’d bring me back into PARA.”
She set down her wine glass, narrowing her eyes. “But two years was too long for you.”
“Seriously, do I look like I was born yesterday? She wouldn’t have let me in. She would have found something to ding me for and keep me out after all. It was just a way to get the restaurant—and its buzz—for herself, and to extort my labor while she was at it.”
“She couldn’t do that,” she said, scrunching up her face. “That would go against her contracts.”
I stared at her for what felt like hours before I leaned in, folding my arms on the table. “Jen… nobody follows contracts unless they want to. Contracts don’t mean a thing unless you’re actually willing to—and can afford to—take someone to court. Do you really think I’d take Genevieve Durant and all of PARA to court over it?”
She blinked, once, slowly. I kept going.
“She was trying to trick me into another useless contract. And I called her out on it, so of course she’s mad at me.”
“But…” She sounded aimless, lost, confused. I sighed.
“Yeah, I get it. Everything seems pretty and rosy and perfect in a world where contracts are magically binding agreements. I thought so too. But I fell for it once already.”
“When did you…?”
I raised an eyebrow at her. “Jen, Silver Thread’s supply contracts were in Genevieve’s name. How else could they have been renegotiated?”
My heart drummed so hard I felt sick and dizzy. Jen staring at me felt like it could have left marks, her eyes slowly narrowing.
“With… Genevieve’s permission?” she said, slowly.
“At her order,” I said. “All the details were in a contract I signed with her. She accepted all responsibility, and I couldn’t be fired for whatever results arose.”
“But—why on earth—what are you talking about?” She shook her head hard. “She told you to renegotiate the contracts? And she thought you would actually get better rates going at it alone?”
“Of course not. She set me up to fail. Silver Thread was already on its way out, but she didn’t want to look like a failing restauranteur, so she had me take the fall, right after signing a contract saying she wouldn’t have me take the fall. Then instead of the restaurant going down slowly, she got to pin it all on me, close up shop with her profits still in her pocket, and walk on out of there a martyr to make executive decisions at Foodie Magazine instead, riding a golden parachute right on upwards.”
“But… why didn’t you bring up the contract, then?” she said, her voice tight, lips drawn in a thin line. “Instead, you just walked out, giving up everything?”
“Because I was young and naïve, Jen. She gave me a contract, physical form. I signed it. I didn’t think I had to ask for a copy. She took that contract I signed and she tore it in half in front of me, fired me, told all the press and media outlets I’d gone behind her back to do it, and had me kicked out of PARA.”
Her eyes welled up with something, pressing her lips tighter and tighter. I felt bad for dumping it all on her out of nowhere, but what the hell else was there to do at this point? She’d asked. And she’d told me she wouldn’t let me brush it off.
“So you were lying to me all this time,” she said, throat tight. I sighed.
“You saw Genevieve as this kind of powerful restaurant god, and I was the hotheaded kid who made bad decisions. If she’d said I’d been a hotheaded kid who made a bad decision, and I’d said she’d actually set me up and it was a conspiracy to have me take the fall for both Silver Thread and Cashmere Supply Group, who would you have believed?”
“I—but—you didn’t even give me the chance,” she said, her voice strained. “And you expect me to believe it now? How do I know this isn’t just you trying to rehabilitate your image?”
It hurt like a hot knife in the heart, but I just arched my brows. “In the same breath, you’re telling me I should have trusted you to believe me, and that you don’t believe me.”
“I—” She shook her head, gripping the stem of the glass tighter. “This is completely ridiculous. You’re telling me it was all some—some conspiracy to ban you from PARA—”
“Genevieve didn’t give a damn about me,” I said. “She barely even knew my name. But she knew I was the kind of brash girl who made decisions without thinking about them, so I was the easiest one to pin the blame on. Why do you think she’s so pissed off at me being back in Port Andrea? Because of a grudge over an incident she came out better off from six years ago?” I shook my head. “It’s because I’m the only one who knows what actually happened, and she’s worried I won’t be intimidated into keeping it a secret anymore.”
“But then…” She sank back slowly, a light inside her seeming to go out, something flickering out. Her eyes dimmed, and she trailed off.
“It wasn’t a conspiracy. It was the simplest damn thing in the world. She got tired of holding the bag, so she handed it to me, kicked my legs out from under me, blamed me for dropping it, and walked away.”
After a long silence, she said in the smallest voice, “But… why didn’t you tell me when you came back?”
I put my hands up. “You work for her now. And what good would it have done? I figured you hated me anyway.”
She looked down. “I never hated you, Athena. I… think I wished I could, but I couldn’t. I was in love with you. I’m still in love with you.” She looked back up, the barest shimmer in her eyes. “I love you, Athena. And I want to believe you. But I just… can’t.”
I closed my eyes. I had to, before that sight of Jennifer Allen crying—I’d only seen it twice before, and since the third time was the charm, I wasn’t keen on seeing what it was the charm for—before it broke me. I planted my hands on the table and stood up slowly. “I figured,” I said, quietly. “That’d be why I didn’t tell you. Well, I’ll leave you to your food.”
She didn’t say anything, just buried her face in her hands with a raspy sigh, and I headed off for the back, my heart feeling like it was plated in iron—cold, stiff, and so damn heavy I didn’t know how to hold it up anymore.
Misha was going to be pissed.




Chapter 24
Jennifer
I felt horrible, and I wasn’t even sure where to begin with why.
I walked home from Rose Bloom that evening in a daze, everything seeming so cold tonight that the light flurries I walked out the door into felt like I was braving a blizzard. When I got back to my condo, it was so quiet I just wanted to scream to break the silence, but I couldn’t find it in me to make a sound, so I walked around like I had a weight dragging off of me as I got ready for bed. I climbed in and stared at the floral painting that hung on one side of the room, not a sound in the world but the low hum of the refrigerator from the next room.
I’d felt like this once before. Not after breaking up with Athena, but before—right before. Sitting in our apartment after hearing the news, waiting for her to get back, my stomach churning… there had been this volatile mixture of guilt, anger, fear, self-loathing, and righteous indignation that made me want to throw up as I sat there on that sofa, every second lasting for hours, rehearsing what I was going to say. Choreographing all the wrong moves and getting the pain of those words down to an art.
I barely slept that night, slipping in and out of fitful dreams and waking up to a series of times on the clock I almost never saw. When the sun finally broke the horizon through the curtained windows, I dragged myself out of bed feeling like I’d been run over more than I’d been sleeping, and I got as far as taking a shower before I slumped over the kitchen table, opening my laptop and sending off an email to my director.
I’m in bad health today. I’ll be taking paid time off.
I stared at that first line in the email for a while after I sent it, wondering who the hell I even was anymore. Jennifer Allen, taking days off?
I didn’t even have any halfway decent plans for the day. I went right back to sleep from there, resting a little better until half past eleven, at which point I woke up to a text from Louise.
Are you even still alive? I’ve never known you to take PTO once. Should I come over after work?
I rubbed my forehead, trying to figure out how to respond to that, before I just closed my phone and lay back down, staring at the ceiling.
Maybe heartbreak was a silly reason to take PTO. Maybe it was silly to even call this heartbreak, when I was the one who’d done it to begin with. Maybe it was silly of me to even be in love with Athena Walker in the first place. It was definitely silly to have Louise come over when I was just suffering from a terminal case of moping.
But it hurt so badly I couldn’t bear it. That gravelly look Athena had given me at Rose Bloom—that and knowing how of course she’d been telling the truth, that of course ruthless, take-no-prisoners Genevieve Durant had led on Athena like that.
So I picked my phone back up and sent off the message, I’m okay physically. But I’d still appreciate you coming over after work.
She typed back quickly. She always had been punctual. Dedicated to her work, being always on, every single second. It reminded me of someone I knew very well. Did something happen with Athena?
I sighed, wishing I weren’t that predictable. I’d rather not talk about it.
That’s okay, she sent back right away. I’ll pick up a cake from Blue Mitten and come by as soon as work is over.
I should have argued I didn’t need to drown my sorrows in a cake, but instead I found myself replying, That sounds perfect. Thanks, Louise.
It took an uncharacteristic little while before she replied with, I’m glad you took the day off for yourself. Modeling some behavior I could stand to practice.
I kept staring at the ceiling for a while feeling strange about that after.
Modeling good behavior, huh? By calling out of work to lie down in bed and mope over a girl? A nice, unprofessional world Louise wanted to live in.
But maybe I wanted to live there, too. Being professional every damn hour of every damn day was taking it out of me. Just for one day, I wanted to be a mess.
The time passed in a blink and somehow took forever at the same time, everything stretching out into a long, featureless void. It was only the knocking on my front door that eventually pulled me out of my haze, and I fell out of bed, detangling myself from the blankets on my way to open the front door, just then realizing I was still in pajamas. Louise, dressed in a trench coat and a scarf, looked me over before she tactfully said nothing, holding up the cake instead.
“Here’s some sugar,” she said. “Sounds like just the cure right now.”
I tried to figure out how to smile. Controlling my facial muscles right now felt like trying to do something through two mirrors. “I’ll bet,” I rasped, and I winced. “Sorry. Haven’t used my voice today.”
“You sound dehydrated, too,” she said. “If you… maybe want to let me in, I’ll put on some tea.”
Right. I hadn’t really processed I was standing in the doorway, blocking her from coming inside. I tried to find words, and when I failed, I just stepped back and let her in, taking the cake so she could slip out of her coat and unzip her boots.
It was a blur of time between then and sitting curled up in the corner of the sofa with a slice of cake and a cup of hot tea, and even though it was the only thing I’d eaten that day—I’d kind of forgotten about eating—it was exactly the right meal at the right time. Louise sat next to me on the sofa, close enough to keep me from feeling like a pariah and far enough to keep me from feeling like I couldn’t breathe, and together we polished off a good quarter of the cake just like that, without even saying a word.
When we finally broke the silence, it was Louise saying, “Is there anything you want to talk about? Anything I can do for you?”
“I feel ridiculous,” I mumbled. “I’m supposed to be a professional.”
“You still are. A professional knows how to take care of her equipment, and that includes her own health—physical and emotional.”
I sank back into the sofa, staring up at the ceiling. “I think I must have thought it was… cool, stylish, or something, when you worked towards a promotion only to have it pulled out from under you. Seemed trendy, I guess.”
She turned to me, her eyes narrowing. “Don’t tell me they’re withdrawing the seniority offer.”
“Not yet, anyway,” I sighed. “I just… realized they’re going to.”
She knitted her brows, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Oh, Jen. I’m so sorry.”
Ugh, I wished that was what was bothering me. It had hit me hard when I realized it—that if Genevieve was willing to tear up Athena’s contract to do something suspect in front of her, why wouldn’t she do the same with my contract to do something suspect?
It was all too convenient. Giving seniority to someone as young as I was? It all being contingent on one job I couldn’t tell other people about? She’d mentioned other people talking about my upcoming seniority, but now that I thought about it, I’d never actually heard anyone else talk about it.
Get me to do the dirty work, get Athena out of town, and then smile at me and say what promotion. Hell, probably get me fired for violating journalistic integrity standards, too, just to cover up her own dirty work and make it look like my own, exactly the same as she’d done with Athena.
Which meant I was royally screwed, whether I went along with it or I fought against it. And that should have been crushing me right now.
But what was crushing me was the realization I was only regretting it all once it turned on me.
Because apparently I hadn’t changed one bit in these past six years.
“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do about this project,” I sighed, rubbing my forehead. “Once I’m done with it, I think Genevieve might just… find some excuse to get me fired. Anything to keep me quiet about how I was led on.”
Louise chewed her cheek. “They can’t afford to lose you like that.”
“You’d be really, really surprised what Genevieve Durant is willing to do,” I sighed. She stared at me for the longest time before she squeezed my shoulder.
“Let’s keep going with the project,” she said, quietly. “The buzz on it has been huge. People are really looking forward to it. And if you really think Genevieve is going to fire you, then you should finish up this project and ride on its coattails out of there, use it to get a job somewhere else, or just go independent.”
With a smear article? I could have laughed. But there was no way I was explaining all of this to her right now, so I just covered my face with one hand. “I don’t want to face Athena.”
Surprisingly honest, from me. Louise just squeezed my shoulder again. “We’ll go together, when she’s not on shift. When does she finish?”
“Eight o’clock.”
“Perfect. And until then, you rest.”
I sank into her, pulling her into a tight hug that surprised both of us, burying my face on her shoulder. “I really appreciate this, Louise.”
She patted my shoulder. “You’ve been there for me, too, Jen. More than I can count. You’re still my friend.”
It took a while before I got the words out. “You’re still my friend, too,” I rasped, and she just held me like that, soft and safe even when nothing else made sense.
∞∞∞
 
I slept that night. It was a dark, dreamless sleep, and Athena was the last thing on my mind before I fell asleep and the first thing on my mind when I woke up, but I at least slept.
The rest of the morning was the nightmare, though—going through the motions, getting ready for work, all while replaying every damn memory I had of our relationship six years ago. Our first kiss out on the little footpath on Parson River, where we’d gone for snacks and sat down on the wrought-metal bench under the ivy-draped overhang, looking out at the city lights past the water—I’d barely finished a bite of my pretzel before she leaned against my side and said, “This is one of my favorite spots in Port Andrea.”
“You know a lot of them.”
“I explored a lot in my first year of uni.”
I’d raised an eyebrow. “You’re exploring a lot in your second year, too. Could it be you’re just avoiding classes?”
“What do you think?” She gestured to the view in front of us. “Pretty, right?”
It was gorgeous. I didn’t even have words to describe the view of the skyline over the water, the cool wind making the trees before the river sway and the ivy rustle over us, so I just shrugged and said, “It’s not bad.”
She’d laughed. “Talk about damned by faint praise.”
“I’ve seen prettier.”
“Me?”
I rolled my eyes. “I’ve seen prettier.”
She laughed. “You just don’t know how to admit to liking something.”
I’d looked away. “I like you. For some reason.”
She’d shifted closer, her leg pressing up against mine, her hand falling to my waist, and no matter how much I’d tried to play it cool, it had made my heartrate skyrocket. “That’s a coincidence,” she’d said. “I like you too. For some reason.”
“Bizarre. What are we going to do about that?”
She leaned in closer. “Well, I had this idea where maybe I could kiss you?”
I’d bitten down a smile, glancing back at her. “You’re an innovator, aren’t you?”
“I can be. But I’m also just a hopeless lesbian who really likes being around you.”
“Me being mean to you never drives you away, does it?”
She’d grinned. “Do your worst, Jennifer Allen.”
And with that, she’d kissed me, the taste of her lemonade still lingering on her lips, and I’d been hopelessly lost in her spell ever since then.
At least until I had done my worst. And the past six years had been a hopeless wander through the aftermath of when happily ever after came to a close.
She was never supposed to come back to Port Andrea. I didn’t know how I was supposed to handle that.
But when I stepped into the office in the morning, I had an idea.
The elevator seemed too slow and too fast both by a mile, but I watched the numbers tick by past my usual floor number with my heart in my mouth, and when I came out on the ninth floor, I stormed down the hall until I found myself face-to-face with the nameplate reading Genevieve Durant, and I knocked.
Genevieve, for her part, put on a polite smile when she saw me outside. “Good morning, Jennifer,” she said, gesturing me into her office. “I trust the time off you took yesterday didn’t preclude you from attending Rose Bloom?”
I stepped inside and folded my arms as she shut the door behind us. “I went to Rose Bloom, but what would it matter? I’m not there for an honest writeup, after all, am I?”
“No. But you of all people should understand the important of maintaining appearances.” She strode around to her side of the desk, but she didn’t sit, just leaning over the desk with her hands planted, those dark eyes narrowed at me. “What’s the matter now, Jennifer?”
I pursed my lips. “Tell me the truth. Say I do your dirty work. Am I actually going to get seniority? Because I have to know how much trust I can put in this verbal agreement we’re both strictly forbidden from talking to other people about.”
She raised her eyebrows. “You’re suspecting me of trying to cheat you?”
I narrowed my eyes. “And you’re telling me you would never conduct shady business?”
To my surprise, that got a laugh out of her. “Fair enough,” she said, standing up. “Yes. Would you prefer we drafted up a contract? I imagine you don’t want this in writing.”
Given what had happened at Silver Thread, I doubted anyone would want something in writing with Genevieve. I pictured Athena sitting in the chair next to me, watching with the pale-faced fear I could only imagine in her eyes as Genevieve tore the contract in two and told her she was fired. It sent a surge of something red-hot through my chest, and I had to hold myself back to say, “No, I don’t want this in writing, and neither do you. But tell me why I’ve never heard anybody else talking about my potential seniority unless I tell them first?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Do you expect to have people coming around your desk and addressing you, good morning, soon-to-be senior writer Jennifer Allen?” She shook her head. “Come with me. We’ll meet Derek Cox.”
That threw me off. “Derek?” I said, and she smirked.
“You know him, I assume.”
“Of… course, but he isn’t busy?”
“You’d be surprised how much of a board director’s time is spent convincing others they’re busy. If you walk in on them, you’ll often find they magically make time for you.” She walked past me without even waiting for my confirmation, and my heart hammered as I followed her out into the hall and back into the elevator, up to the top floor.
If she was willingly bringing me to talk about it with the head of the board himself, either the offer was real, or she had the whole board in on it. I didn’t know which was worse.
Derek Cox was in his office, and sure enough, when Genevieve knocked, he told us to come in, although he creased his dark brows at the intrusion once we stepped inside. He was a heavyset man with thick glasses, an aura of authority around him that the designer suit only made more intimidating, and when he asked what Genevieve needed, she said, “I wanted to confirm everything is in place for Jennifer Allen’s appointment to the position of senior writer.”
My stomach tangled. She wasn’t even talking around it. Derek just nodded, looking back to his computer and clicking through it. “The rest of the board has unanimously approved it. We trust your insight, Genevieve. And… it looks like HR has put everything through. It takes effect the first day of December.”
My head spun. “You already put it through? I thought you were waiting to see the writeup.”
Derek was the one to answer, turning back to me. “We’ve seen your work, Jennifer. You made a name for yourself already when you were in Taiwan. I would say you more than earned the position already.”
Genevieve gave me a sly smile. “Just make sure you don’t drop the ball on this article.”
My stomach sank. She really was one step ahead of me, in everything. Giving me the position upfront made it impossible for me to back out without making an enemy of everyone involved.
“I’ve never even met half the board,” I said, weakly. “They all unanimously approved it?”
Derek laughed. “You sound like you’re upset about it.”
Damn right I was upset about it. Genevieve Durant had some real kind of nerve to get this much involved in a plot just to screw over Athena.
“We can meet the rest of the board right now,” Genevieve said, nodding back to the door. “You’ll be working with them more closely after your promotion, in any event.”
“Not a bad idea,” Derek said, waving us to the door. “I’ve got work to do. It’s a pleasure seeing you, though, Jennifer.”
And sure enough, Genevieve walked me through half a dozen different offices, and every single one said the same thing—that I was confirmed to start the first day of December. I was feeling dazed, lost, dizzy when I got back down to Genevieve’s office with her, and like a predator, she must have seen that weakness in my expression, because she leaned over the desk with a glint in her eyes. “The rewards for hard work are real, Jennifer. Not everyone’s willing to do the kind of work we are. And there are benefits to it.”
I chewed my lip. “If you want power, you have to claw down a hundred people in the process, was that it?”
“I used to be a bit idealistic, too,” she said airily. “But I’ve come to realize hard choices have to be made for the betterment of the whole industry. Not everyone has the mental strength to publish a hit piece to save PARA from outsiders. And you’re going to be an excellent asset to have on our side, Jennifer.”
I wondered about that. Really, I wondered about it. Wasn’t that everything I’d ever wanted? The prestige of a senior position in Foodie Magazine—not to mention the pay—I’d been working for this from the moment I enrolled in University of Port Andrea.
And deep down, I still wished I could have it. Still wished I could be in those offices, still wished I could have that global prestige in the industry.
“I’m honored to be a part,” I said, letting my eyes flutter shut, taking in a long breath.
Maybe I could change it from the inside. Maybe I could get into the position and then improve things. Maybe that was just something I was telling myself.
But I knew one thing for sure, and it was that I’d never know peace again after November was over.
It was hard to focus, my mind drifting the whole rest of the workday. I stared blankly at my computer screen, zoned out in the middle of conversations with colleagues, and I read over the same portion I was proofreading without realizing a million times. When I finally got home, all I did was sit at my kitchen table with my laptop open and stare at that computer screen instead.
Once again, I only went to Rose Bloom after eight o’clock, and once again, I didn’t see Athena. I barely managed to taste a single thing from the menu that night, and when I got into bed afterwards and stared up at the ceiling, I knew there was no way I was sleeping soundly through the night.
I watched with a sick feeling in my stomach as the clock ticked to midnight, and the date changed to the thirtieth.
Somewhere around two in the morning, I drifted off into a heavy sleep, and I slept in late—woke up half past eight with my head throbbing, and I knew I had to move quickly if I wanted to get to work on time, but I just lay in bed staring up at the ceiling.
“I cannot stand that woman,” I groaned, finally pushing myself up out of bed and into the bathroom, splashing my face with cold water before I grabbed my toothbrush. It was only once I finished brushing my teeth, spitting out into the sink and setting my toothbrush back in its holder, when I thought, just an absent thought, that if I could only get power by clawing other people down, I might as well have chosen who I was going to tear down in the process.
I never knew making the right decision could be so damn easy. I’d barely even finished the thought before I felt like I’d taken off a shirt that was four sizes too small, and I could breathe again. I felt myself standing straighter, and I looked my reflection right in the eye.
“I am going to ruin Genevieve’s fucking life,” I said, and I’d never once felt so sure about anything. I turned away from the mirror with my heart picking up, my pulse thrumming hard in my ears, as I shot off a message to my editor saying I’d be remote again today, promising some really good work to make him feel better, and I barely even stepped into the kitchen to throw together the quickest meal I could before I was out the door.
Maybe that was what Louise had been talking about. That excitement that was missing from my life—that sense of fulfillment—maybe it was like this.
Pure spite?
Well, that suited me.




Chapter 25
Athena
I should have been over the moon right now, knowing our month had gone well—fingers crossed nothing went catastrophically wrong on the last day. But instead I stood in one corner of the kitchen watching with my mind anywhere but here, the inventory tracker in my hand but with no idea what I was even doing with it, until Misha’s voice snapped me out of it.
“What are you doing, you lazy-ass butch?” She snapped a napkin at me as she passed, heading to the floor, which was still empty right now—I’d come in early to handle pre-open for the last day, and of course, Misha had volunteered too. “Stop moping about your girlfriend and get to work.”
“I’m at work.”
“Wow. You are literally the funniest person in the world. I can’t believe you didn’t go into comedy? You’d probably be a fucking multi-millionaire by now, with how funny you are. I can’t even breathe, I’m laughing so hard.”
I put a hand up. “Okay. I get it. I’m not funny.” I paused. “She’s not my girlfriend.”
“Oh, yeah. And I’m not a human being with two arms and legs.”
“I’m positive you are.”
“Jesus, you just got funnier. I didn’t know that was possible. You’re—”
I put a hand up. “Okay. Not funny. Message received.”
“Maybe she’s not your girlfriend, but anyone with eyes can see you’re in love. And you’ll figure this out, so just stop moping and leave that for tomorrow, after all this is settled.”
I sighed. “You’re so high-strung. It’s going to be fine. Every day’s been fine.”
“Famous last words. Come on,” she said, snapping the napkin at me again and heading for the door, but she stopped when Flora peeked her head in through the doorway and looked at me.
“Hey… Athena. Your girlfriend is outside.”
And there went my heart, going on a whole acrobatics routine through the skies. I stared for a minute before I remembered what language I spoke. “Jen? She’s here?”
Misha put her hands on her hips, turning to me. “Oh, so now she is your girlfriend, huh? Tell her we’re closed. She can go to Mossy Stone if she wants food at this hour.”
I ignored them both, pushing past them and into the front, heading for the front doors. I fumbled my phone out of my pocket, seeing the text from her, I know this is a bad time, but I need to talk to you at Rose Bloom.
Now was a great time. It was always a great time to talk to Jen. Unless she just wanted to yell at me.
Sure enough, she stood at the locked front door past the antechamber, looking like she’d run here, breathing hard with her hair a mess. I unlocked the door, giving her my best what are you doing here look through the glass before I pushed it open.
“We don’t do breakfast,” I said.
“Athena, you need to change your menu,” she said, and I blinked.
“To have breakfast?”
She fought a smile. “No, Athena. The regular menu. The one for today.”
“What in the world do you not like about it? You haven’t even seen it.”
She shook her head. “I know what it is, and you need to change it.”
I puffed out my cheek. Our menu theme for tonight was rockfish, a Port Andrean legacy, and I had faith in the menu living up to the last day of the event. Or at least, I had had faith. “What are you even talking about?”
She stepped into the antechamber, leaning back against the wall, just as Flora stepped inside with her hands clasped at her waist, eyes wide. Jen took a long breath before she said, “There’s no rockfish getting to Rose Bloom today.”
I paused. “You hate rockfish so much, you’re holding them up?”
“I—look, I like rockfish plenty.” She shook her head. “It’s Genevieve. She found out your menu theme for today, and she’s been making deals with your suppliers. All your supply of rockfish is going to mysteriously not show up today.”
I felt like someone had just slapped me upside the head with a rockfish. I stared at her for what felt like a full hour before Flora was the one to speak. “Genevieve?” she said. “The one Athena told to fuck herself with a roll of sandpaper?”
Jennifer cleared her throat. “The one and only.”
“How do you even—” I started, but Jen pursed her lips, shaking her head.
“I’ll explain how I know later. We don’t have much time before open. You need a different menu.”
“But…” My head spun. It was only the sensation of Jen’s hand on my shoulder, coming down and squeezing me tightly, that stopped the room spinning around me.
“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft but the look of steely determination in her eyes anything but. “I know you have plenty of dishes that didn’t make it onto your menus. If I know you at all, Athena, I know making a new menu from scratch is nothing.”
I pursed my lips. “I need a theme. And I don’t know what’s any good. It has to be a showstopper for the end of the month. We can’t just get past whatever Genevieve is doing?”
“Not likely. She’s got PARA under her thumb and all the weight of those contracts.”
I stared at her for another minute, everything slowly sinking in, before I said, “You… couldn’t have just texted me?”
She flushed. “I—look, I haven’t been in the most reasonable state of mind lately. I’m here now. Let’s not fuss the details.”
“This is probably the first time I’ve ever heard you saying not to fuss the details.”
Flora laughed into her hand, and it was only then that I remembered she was there. “You two are cute together.”
“What’s going on in here?” Misha’s voice said, as she stepped into the antechamber looking between me and Jen. “You let her inside? Christ, Athena. Go make out with her off the clock.”
“Misha,” I sighed, but Jen turned to her, folding her arms.
“We need a new menu. Genevieve is holding back the rockfish shipments to ruin the last day of the event.”
Misha raised her eyebrows high, but she just studied Jen for a minute before she turned back to me. “Well, what the hell are we standing around for? We need to get cooking fucking yesterday.”
“But—” I stumbled as I followed her, taking quick strides towards the kitchen. She was much too short to be that fast. “What are we doing for a theme? I don’t know what actually—”
“Are you kidding me?” Misha said, stopping at the kitchen door to shoot me a look. “You’ve got a preeminent food writer for Foodie Magazine right there. Jennifer, pitch in. Flora, hustle.”
Jennifer straightened as Flora hurried out of the antechamber, leaving me alone with Jen, but a second later, she nodded, turning back to me. “Of course,” she said, giving me a loaded look. “Come on. Let’s make a menu together.”
I paused. “I, uh, I’m not sure how I can pay you for this.”
That got a smirk. “I’ll be a contractor for the day,” she said, taking a step closer. “You can pay me in food.”
“I give you food every day already,” I said, only distantly hearing myself speak as she closed the distance between us, her hand falling onto mine.
“Well,” she said, looking me over carefully, “maybe you can pay me back by taking me out somewhere else too.”
My head buzzed, and I put my foot in my mouth by saying, “I thought you were getting away from me. Trouble and all that.”
She pursed her lips. “Athena… I should have known I can never willingly get away from you. I tried. Those were the hardest six years I’ve had. I love you.”
I had no idea how to even process that. I licked my lips quickly, my eyes falling to hers. “I… well, in exchange for this, I think I’ll be willing to take you just about anywhere in Port Andrea you want to go.”
She laughed. “I don’t always have expensive tastes. Let’s go to Barker’s and get pretzels again.”
Sometimes, once in a blue moon, even I could read a sign. Referencing where we went right before our first kiss was a clear enough sign that it was like getting smacked in the face with a street sign. “I should be able to swing that in my employee budget,” I said, leaning in and brushing my lips faintly against hers.
She only kissed me briefly, pulling away with a look on her expression I couldn’t read, but it made my heart melt. I wondered how many times I’d have to fall back into Jen’s arms, how many times I’d let her break my heart.
“Let’s cook,” she said, and I nodded.
“But not with pepperoni.”
“If you put pepperoni on your menu, I will walk out.”
I grinned. “Gummi frogs?”
She rolled her eyes, turning and heading in a straight line for the back. “Let’s go, Athena.”
“Oh, how about the peanut butter?” I called as I followed her into the kitchen. “Gummi frogs in peanut butter?”
Jennifer fit better than she should have into the kitchen, following me and Misha looking over our stock, nodding as we talked through dishes. Between Jen’s extensive experience with more restaurants than I’d ever be able to count and the million and one dishes I had that didn’t make the cut for the Rose Bloom menus, we were only a few minutes in before we had Miki exuberant as she put on a stock, roasts going in the oven straightaway, and the line heating up as we lined up sampling plates, everyone in the kitchen working double to put down as much as possible.
“The browned butter and peanut sauce,” Jen said at one point after tasting a piece of chicken that had been flash-seared on the stovetop. Miki nearly tipped the stock pot scooping the sauce and sloshing it over the chicken. Jen made a face. “Not that much,” she said, but she took a sampling of it anyway, nodding. I leaned in closer to her.
“The key element is the fish sauce. It gives it a Vietnamese flair while keeping it sweet and complex.”
She gave me a sidelong smirk. “And where did you pick that one up?”
I laughed. “From a friend. Just one in Chicago. Her name was Diana, and she could not get enough of sweet and savory put together.”
She licked her lips quickly, eyes narrowing. “Reminds me of your friend Yun?”
“Oh… yeah, now that you mention it.”
She took another bite of the food. “Do it again. The mango and Thai chili. Yun and Diana fusion cuisine.”
“You’re kidding,” I said. “You want me to recycle?”
“Imagine eating the same thing twice,” she said, rolling her eyes with a smile as she stepped away from the line of sampling plates. “Just embrace it, Athena. You’re a combination of all the people you’ve ever known. Why not dedicate your final menu to all of them?”
I stared at her for a while before I felt a big smile break out over my face. “You want me to just title the menu all my friends and—”
“Put their names on everything. Hell, put their stories on the menu. People love food with stories. I’ve loved the food with stories.”
I shook my head, smiling wider. “I can’t believe Jennifer Allen is in here telling me to get all sentimental with—”
“Please do not make me sound mushy,” Jen said, turning back to the sample plates.
“You heard her,” Misha said, clicking a pair of tongs at me. “It’s the best theme we’ve got for a menu. You’re on, Athena.”
“I’m always on,” I said, and to my surprise, it was Jen who laughed.
“God, no kidding,” she said, and after a little while of deliberation, getting back on the line and finalizing the dishes, typing up the food descriptions and printing the menus while the chefs practiced the presentation, I eventually decided to take it as a compliment.
Five minutes to open, Misha sank back against the wall, rubbing her forehead, and she let out a long groan that turned into, “This is the most stressful day of an entire marathon of stressful days, and we haven’t even opened.”
“Rockford Supply is on the phone,” Josh said from the back office, leaning through the doorway. “They’re saying there’s been an issue with the shipment of rockfish…”
I laughed, breathless and wild, looking over to where Jen was talking in low voices with one of the chefs, reassuring her on the presentation of a vegetable bed. “You don’t say,” I said, just as another call came in on the phone, and Josh paled.
“That’s… Marzen Suppliers,” he said.
“Also telling me there’s no rockfish, I’ll bet,” I said.
Misha pursed her lips, looking up at me. “Ready to open the doors, boss?”
“Don’t call me boss,” I said, pulling the key ring from my pocket. Misha followed me out to the front, walking closer to my side than usual, and once we were away from the kitchen, she spoke in a low voice.
“Any idea how Jennifer knew about all that?”
“I’m going with clairvoyance.”
She shot me a look. “I’m serious, douchebag.”
“She said she’ll tell me later.”
“Doesn’t seem a bit suspicious to you?”
I shrugged. “I’m simple. It’s gotten me pretty far.”
She stopped in front of me, hands on her hips. “You also just love her. What if she’s been in on all this? You going to let her keep messing us around?”
“She saved our asses today. Don’t go looking a gift horse so hard in the mouth you can see what it ate for breakfast.” I jingled the keys, heading for the door, and unlocked it for the line of the food press outside before Misha could respond.
Mostly because—well—yeah, it was suspicious. Yeah, I had to wonder what the hell had happened over that time where I’d told her the truth and when she’d shown up with insider information on what Genevieve was doing.
But if I wanted her to trust me, I had to trust her.
I threw open the door for the line outside, and I leaned out and said, “The food’s not any better than yesterday, really. Just a bunch of procrastinators, lining up on the last day. Welcome to Rose Bloom!”
And for a second, I wondered if maybe the restaurant was saved after all.
Which, really, just left the matter with me and Jennifer. Unfortunately, though, that was kind of the hard part.




Chapter 26
Jennifer
“Why am I even doing this?” Athena said, setting down the plate in front of me. “You helped come up with this dish. What’s the point in serving it to you?”
I laughed lightly, trying to conceal the way my heart was hammering. I could barely look Athena in the eye right now. “And I was happy with it. Finally, a dish I got to tell you to take the strange things out of.”
She grinned, filling my wine glass. “I know you like my cooking. You’re just too shy to admit it.”
I cleared my throat. “Shy is not the first descriptor I would use for myself. I just have standards. Are you going to sit with me, or are you too busy tonight?”
She glanced over her shoulder, around the restaurant, and after a second, she helped herself into the seat across from me. “I’m busy,” she said, giving me a cautious look. “But… you know. I’m still going to sit with you.”
God, I wasn’t sure if that made it easier or harder to breathe. “Making me feel special,” I said, avoiding her gaze.
“Oh, but you are. Not one other person in the world has ever insulted me as much as you have.”
I sipped at my wine, buying time before I said, “Genevieve told me herself.”
She blinked. “Jen… if there’s ever been one constant about you, it’s that you bring up a subject by long-jumping clear into the middle of it.”
I laughed, despite everything. How did she always manage to make me do that? The charm in those sparkling hazel eyes I wanted to be a part of my life forever—it always had that effect on me. “I don’t waste my time on segues and introductions.”
“What do you mean, Genevieve told you? That she was going to sabotage our shipments today?”
I swallowed hard, and I nodded. I had to squeeze one hand tight under the table to keep my other one from shaking. “Yes. As part of an agreement.”
She narrowed her eyes just a fraction, studying me. “An… agreement.”
I took a long breath, feeling like it was an effort just to move the air. “Yes. Between me and her. To sabotage Rose Bloom, write a disastrous smear, and ensure you would never get back into PARA.”
I felt like the moment stretched out for infinity, Athena narrowing her eyes just a hair more—that look in her eyes, charged, studying me, and all I could do was struggle to meet it, praying silently for her to say something, say anything.
When she finally did, it was just a small sigh. “You were going to write an attack.”
I nodded. My words felt heavy when I spoke. “She promised me seniority if I agreed. And a pink slip if I didn’t.”
She let her gaze drift, slowly, out to the window, that view overlooking Parson River and the shape of Neptune Tower on the skyline. I struggled to keep my breathing regular, but just for a moment, I would have given anything just to hear her say a word, anything, even yelling at me, cursing me out, telling me to never see her again.
But she didn’t, so I looked down and I said, “I… apologize. And I’m not apologizing to make you forgive me. I wouldn’t be so ready to forgive myself for it, either.”
“You always did want seniority,” she said, airily, still not looking at me. It made my stomach churn.
“I… did. And for a while, I thought it was the perfect arrangement. I didn’t know how I could stand seeing you in Port Andrea again. Getting seniority was only half of why I was doing it.”
“And the other half was to get rid of me.”
I sighed. I didn’t know if I’d ever felt a sigh hurt so much. “I think, deep down, I knew that I was wrong to leave you. And I’d spent the past six years burying my head in the sand. Seeing you back, I knew I’d have to confront the truth, and I… I was scared. I’ve always been scared.”
“Maybe I should have been the one scared,” she said, but it wasn’t a barb at me so much as a statement to herself, idly, almost like she didn’t mean to say it out loud.
“I love you, Athena. But… of course, I know it’s not as easy as saying that and making everything I’ve done wrong go away. I know you were telling the truth about what happened six years ago—when we were here together last. I knew it then, too. And I think I already knew it had to be something like that when I left you. But I wanted to believe a comfortable lie instead of the uncomfortable truth.”
“You were never even doing a proper writeup,” she said. “You couldn’t have cared less what the food was like. You were going to write the same thing either way.”
I looked down. “Genevieve made it clear what she wanted from it.”
There was a long silence in the air before she said, still not looking at me, “Then why did you care?”
“Why did I… what?”
She glanced over, meeting my eyes with that steeled look in hers, and my heart missed a beat. “You came in every day. You got me to sit with you, you asked questions about the menu, you listened to my stories, and you remembered them well enough you just recited one to me in the kitchen earlier. You tasted every food like it was your crowning life’s work. So… why?”
I stared at her for a while, shaking my head slowly, before I heard myself say, “You have to ask?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Well, I could try mind-reading, but I haven’t figured that one out yet.”
I sipped my wine, breaking eye contact. “Because I… cared about you, Athena. And besides, you’re good. Rose Bloom is one of the best restaurants I’ve ever eaten at. In fact, Genevieve was going to sabotage your supply because I came to her distraught and told her I couldn’t find anything bad to say about Rose Bloom. So she decided to make something.”
She laughed, but it was a nervous laugh. “Oh, so it was your fault.”
“Your fault. The food was too good.”
“Why do I not feel complimented?”
I rolled my eyes. “I give compliments rarely. Take what you can get.”
“So, what? Why are you telling me this? You’re still going to get fired if you don’t write a smear review, right? That’s one promise Genevieve will keep.”
I drew a long breath. “Maybe,” I said. “And if so, then I’ll be fired. But I’m not lying about your restaurant, Athena. I’m not going to be the reason you leave Port Andrea a second time. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I’m still going to do the right thing. Even if it’s six years too late.”
She leaned towards me, folding her arms on the table. “But you know it’s not going to stop Genevieve from coming after me.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Of course,” I said. “And my sympathies to her, frankly. Clearly, anyone going up against Athena Walker is in for a rough fight.”
She stared for a while longer before, slowly, a smile spread over her face. “Jennifer Allen,” she said, shaking her head. “You are so awful at being bad.”
I blinked. “Why… do I not feel complimented?”
“I should have known,” she laughed. “I figured you wouldn’t have come swinging by to talk to me again unless you had to. Are you serious, Jen? You know you’re risking everything by stabbing her in the back.”
My heart surged, but I just chewed my cheek and nodded. “Of course,” I said. “It’s not even a choice. I’m choosing you this time, Athena. No matter what happens.”
She grinned. “Always thought it would be a beautiful thing when you finally snapped and decided to screw over the authority.”
“I still don’t feel like this is a compli—” I started, but I stopped when she reached across the table, took me by the front of the shirt, and pulled me into a kiss over the table, her lips crashing against mine and sending all my thoughts scattering out of order.
God, I was weak for this woman.
I pulled away after a second, feeling my face burning as I looked around the building. “For Christ’s sake, Athena, there’s a million people here—”
“I’d get in huge trouble with the fire marshal if I let a million people into this building,” she said, eyes twinkling.
“Have you heard of figurative language?”
She propped her elbows up on the table and her chin in her hands, grinning at me. “Do tell me more. I am fascinated by this invention.”
I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help the way my heart was racing away, relief rolling through me even though I had no idea what we were, let alone what we could be. “You’re not taking this with as much gravity as I thought.”
She put her hands up. “Seriously? That was the most gravity I’ve displayed my whole life. By Athena standards, that was practically black-hole level gravity. I’m exhausted from making all those serious faces. So, we’re taking on Genevieve once and for all? What’s the plan?”
“Just like that?” I said. “I was ready to sell out your restaurant, after I already screwed you over once—”
“Let bygones be bygones,” she said, waving me off.
“Bygones? It’s not even a bygone yet. That was less than twenty-four hours ago I was—”
“Ugh, numbers. You know I never handled those well. How long do we have before Genevieve finds out the rockfish crisis was averted?”
“You are unbelievable,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m assuming she already knows, but I don’t think she wants to make it obvious the coverup was her handiwork by showing up like a cartoon villain to launch a tirade. She’ll probably be waiting for me in the office in the morning ready to flay me alive.”
“Hey, look,” Misha’s voice said, sweeping up from behind us with her usual urgency as she planted her hands down on the table, “I’m all for spending quality time with your girlfriend, but Athena, you’ve got a million different people lining up to talk to you. Get a move on.”
Athena gave me a what-can-you-do shrug and stood up. “I’d get in huge trouble with the fire marshal if I let a million people into this building.”
Misha put her hands on her hips. “Jesus, who ever got it into your head you have a sense of humor? Stick to your actual talents, which, I’m sure they’re in something.”
Athena hung her head. “You’re even meaner than Jen.”
I gave Misha a tired smile. “Thanks for bumping me to second place,” I said, before turning back to Athena. “Are you getting out at eight today?”
“I’m staying until close today.”
“Then I am, too,” I said, and Misha laughed, elbowing me.
“Hey, you saved our hide. You can have whatever you like free at the bar. Come on, Athena, you’ve got fans for some unfathomable reason.”
“It’s because I’m charming and charismatic,” Athena protested, Misha dragging her off towards the back, but she shot me one more knowing smile before she disappeared from view, and it left me with that heart-pounding feeling the whole rest of the evening.
Sure enough, the restaurant only got busier as the night went on, food journalists crowding it full. Athena didn’t get the chance to get back with me all night, but I moved to bar seating after finishing my meal, just ordering a sparkling water because I could not afford to get tipsy right now, and I got to talk Rose Bloom with more other journalists than I could count.
Athena and the other staff let me stay inside after close, and the sound of Athena locking the front door was practically deafening. Some of the staff cheered, some took shots, and Misha just collapsed against a table muttering to herself, but I stood up from my seat at the bar and walked slowly to meet Athena in front of the door, taking her hands in mine and not even caring if the staff was looking.
“I knew you’d pull it off, Athena,” I said, and she laughed, the exhaustion I knew she’d been putting off all month finally catching up on her expression.
“Did you?”
“Yeah, no, I was positive you’d fuck it up. What do you know?”
She laughed. “There’s our Jennifer.” She squeezed my hands. “Thanks for stepping in for us, my little turncoat.”
I grinned. “You should wait to thank me until after all this is wrapped up. Things could still get ugly.”
She shrugged. “I’ve got you. Can’t be all that bad.”
Damn, I couldn’t believe I’d ever let her go. “Let’s go back to my condo,” I murmured, leaning in just a little closer. “We can talk there.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Talk, huh?”
I cleared my throat. “Talk. About what happens next.”
“Mm-hm. Talk.” She winked before she stepped back, dropping my hands. “Let me help my poor staff clean up, and then I’ll see if they want to draw and quarter me for putting them through this month, and then we’ll go.”
“Sounds good,” I laughed. “If they do, I’ll make sure it’s nice and quick so it hurts less.”
“Maybe the kindest deed you’ve ever done me,” she said.
But she didn’t get drawn and quartered, thankfully, and half an hour later, we all left Rose Bloom in our own directions. Misha hung at the back of the group with me and Athena to give us one last look, standing there with her hands thrust deep in the pockets of her oversized coat against the bitter chill of the night, before she said, “Hey, nice work, Athena. Looks like we made it.”
Athena stepped closer to me, close enough to feel her warmth radiating. “Oh, so now you’re ready to be nice?” she said. “Is that it? Now that November’s done, you’re going to stop picking on me?”
Misha grinned. “Not a chance. I just want you to know I can be sincere every now and then. And Jennifer…” She gave me an odd smile. “I know your job here’s done now, but stop back in every now and then. You’re the only customer I’ve ever liked.”
“I think the only person in general, too,” Athena said, and Misha shrugged, turning on her heel.
“Miki’s grown on me. Just a little. That’s it, though.”
“I’m sure I’ll stop by,” I said, casting a glance over at Athena, who met my eyes and smiled.
“Great,” Misha said. “All right, no more mushy crap. Enjoy your day off, boss. I’m going to go get wasted in preparation for mine.”
“Sounds healthy,” Athena called after her as she trudged away, and Misha flipped her off over her shoulder as she walked off into the frosty night air of Garden Square, all lit up in its Christmas lights with the faint laughter and chatter of conversation still lingering around the few places open this late. Athena grinned at me, shifting closer and hooking her arm with mine. “Now,” she said. “Talking, right?”
“Misha was right,” I said. “I have no idea who got it into your head you’re funny.”
She tugged me closer into her side. “You think I’m funny. Let’s walk. Your place isn’t that far.”
“It’s for business,” I said. “We need to discuss what happens with—”
“We need to discuss the fact,” she said, walking on ahead and tugging me along after her, strolling through the tree-lined paths of Garden Square and in front of the sleek glass windows of shopfronts, half of them dark for the night, “that you’re in love with me, I’m in love with you, but I have no idea if you’re going to try calling it off again.”
I sighed, looking down at my feet as we walked. A nervous silence settled between us for a minute before I said, “Sometimes I wonder if you’re the more mature one between us, and that’s confusing.”
She shrugged. “Maturity’s just a concept made up by people who are dead inside and want to describe it positively.”
“That’s pretty cutting from you.”
She pulled me closer into her side as we stepped out of Garden Square and onto the sidewalk, heading down along the street back in the direction of my condo. “I think what really matters is experience. In all things. And trying to hold back and be reasonable and be mature gets us the opposite result, because we play it safe, we don’t experience things, and we don’t grow from it.”
I frowned. “I think there are some things we’re better off not experiencing.”
“Yeah?” She glanced over at me, hazel eyes sparkling in the streetlights. “Like what?”
I arched my eyebrows. “I refuse to believe you can’t think of a single thing that’s happened to you that left you worse off.”
She shrugged. “I’m blanking.”
“You’re always blanking.”
She laughed, but she didn’t say anything. I looked down, watching our footsteps synchronize.
“All right. I’ll play. Say… getting tricked by Genevieve at Silver Thread.”
“I’m more savvy for it. I know what to look out for.”
I nodded. “Guess I’ll pass along the thanks to her, then. Then… how about PARA kicking you out?”
“I’m a better restauranteur for it. Having to scrape my way up from the bottom made me strong as hell.”
I tugged on her arm, stopping her and turning her back to face me as I looked up into her eyes again. “Okay. Me leaving you six years back.”
She stared at me for the longest time before she said, barely even parting her lips, “Made me realize you’re what I really want at the center of everything I do.”
That did it. Something gave in my chest, and my shoulders sank, something prickling at my eyes. Six years of wasting my time with everything other than the wild-eyed girl, untamed and free, who completed me—and all the times I’d gotten in my own way when my opportunity to have her back landed right in my lap—it built up in my chest, regrets clawing at me from the inside like they were trying to burst out. “All right,” I said, a minute later, my voice soft. “So then… what does it mean if I regret it?”
She reached up and laid her hand on my cheek, brushing a thumb over it, and my breath caught in my throat. “Do you?” she said. “Because I think if we can just be together this time, things have turned out pretty well between us.”
I pursed my lips hard. “I… it’s not too late?” I said, hating the way my voice shook. “I’ve done… a lot… that I shouldn’t have done.”
She shrugged. “Hey, same here. And that’s how we grow, right?”
I couldn’t believe this was happening—me and her, right here, on the side of the street like this, my pulse racing. “Yeah…” I said. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right. I’m scared, Athena. Of all the things that could go wrong. But I love you, and when things go wrong, I want us to be in them together.”
She dropped her hands to mine, squeezing them gently as she pulled me closer. “I love you too, Jen,” she said. “Even if you’re mean to me about my taste in food.”
I laughed, a sniffle coming through. “You have bad taste.”
“Uh-huh. Are you sure you’re trying to tell me you love me right now?”
I nodded. “I love you despite your bad taste. That’s saying something.”
“I am so flattered,” she said. “Stay with me.”
“I will,” I breathed, fogging up in the space between us. “If you’ll have me, I’ll walk into every fire with you.”
She pulled me closer, our hips meeting. “Good. I plan on walking into a lot of them.”
“I know,” I said. “Uh… PDA, much, Athena?”
She grinned. “Lucky people getting to see,” she said, leaning in and pressing her lips to mine, and suddenly I couldn’t care who the hell was watching.
Strange how kissing someone so reckless, so wild, so dangerous, could feel so safe. So much like a home I’d been missing for far too long.
“So,” she said, not pulling back far from my lips, smiling against me. “Talking, huh?”
I sighed. “Talking can… wait a minute.”
“One minute?”
“Okay. A little longer.”
She bit her lip, a smile spreading over her features. “I knew it would go there.”
“Yeah, because you’re insatiable.”
“Pot, meet kettle,” she laughed, and—well—I didn’t really have a comeback for that, so I just led her the rest of the way to my apartment complex, where we barely got in through the front door of my condo before I kicked the door shut and then we were tangled in one another’s arms, kissing like I was fire and Athena was my oxygen, burning high and bright as long as I had her, and lighting up all through the night.




Chapter 27
Athena
“Look sharp,” Jen said, standing next to me in the elevator and shooting me a razor-sharp look. “I don’t want you fumbling this by going ham.”
“I’m not going ham. I don’t even like ham.”
She turned to me, her hands on her hips. “Oh, so we’ve finally found the one thing you have standards about? You’ll eat gummi frogs and peanut butter snacks, but ham is where you draw the line?”
I laughed, reaching over and adjusting the collar on her button-down. “Relax,” I said. “Now you’re the one going ham.”
“I swear,” she said, rolling her eyes with a smile, turning back to the door. “This is what it all comes down to.”
“It’ll work,” I said.
“That’s right. Because we are not going to screw this up.”
I leaned back against the elevator wall as it slowed to a stop. “You’re hot when you get all commanding like this.”
It didn’t even make her flinch. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll try it more tonight.”
That did not sound half-bad.
The elevator stopped with a chime, doors sliding open into the varnished wood floors and that distinct boardroom smell as Jen led me down the hall, the clicking of her heels reverberating through the hall. I followed along a half-step behind her, trying to act like my heart wasn’t in my mouth as we stepped up, side-by-side, to the office marked with Genevieve Durant’s nameplate, and of course it was right on the corner of this fancy-pants part of the building. When Jen knocked, Genevieve’s voice came snapping right out.
“Come in,” she said, and Jen pushed the door open, leading me into an office that felt like the only kind of office Genevieve could have, clean and minimalist but everything in it obnoxiously expensive, and with the AC turned too damn cold. It was a big office, too, and right on the corner with views of Evergreen Park to one side of the building and the glimpse of downtown through the other side, and I could see why Genevieve was so desperate to fail upwards from Silver Thread to here.
On the other side of the big wood desk, Genevieve rose, leaning over the desk with eyes narrowed as I shut the door behind us.
“Jennifer,” she said, looking over to me, speaking like her words were salt and I was a slug. “Walker. Tell me, to what do I owe the pleasure today?”
“Trust me,” Jennifer said, “I don’t expect you to receive any pleasure from this visit.”
She was really hot when she said things like that. I’d been nervous the whole time heading over here, wondering how on earth she planned to navigate this, but at this point I was content to sit back and watch her snap at Genevieve.
I wasn’t going to tell her right now it was hot, though.
Genevieve sank back down in her seat, folding her hands on the table in front of her. “I read your writeup. You think you’re quite funny, don’t you?”
“I assure you, I am deadly serious,” Jen said. “We’re publishing this article. And I defy you to try firing me for it.”
“You really think,” Genevieve said, pulling out a sheaf of paper from under the desk, slapping it down on the desk surface, “this blown-up nonsense will get past me? Everything that gets published in our organization goes through my desk.”
“Can’t be that bad, if you printed it out to keep it,” I said, picking it up and turning it over. My heart fluttered out of my chest at the sight of the article, titled Rose Bloom, and Why My Director Wanted Me to Shut It Down.
Talk about on the nose, I thought. I skimmed the first few lines, Jen’s writing style coming through lyrically, vivid on the page. I have to disclose a conflict of interest before I begin this story, it started. The owner of Rose Bloom, Athena Walker, is the woman I love. I can therefore assure you that my appraisals over the thirty days I dined at Rose Bloom are skewed by me doing everything in my power to not enjoy the food there. Alas, I failed, and I may lose my job for this, because my head content writer Genevieve Durant sent me here for a mission to settle an old grudge between her and Walker by smearing her restaurant and having it shut down.
What you are reading right now is the account of how I failed to do so, and the story of a restaurant remarkable enough to blossom even in the face of illicit interference from as powerful a woman as Genevieve Durant.
After all, I have learned in recent weeks that food is so much better with stories.
“She hasn’t even read it?” Genevieve snorted, but I wasn’t even listening to her, just reading with my head spinning.
I always knew it would be beautiful when Jennifer Allen snapped.
She didn’t budge easily, but when she did, she’d always had a way of moving with the force of a whirlwind behind her, and I found myself breathless.
“Of course not,” Jen said, frowning. “I can’t pass a writeup by the subject before publishing. That’s entirely unethical. Not that I expect you to be an expert on journalistic ethics…”
“That’s enough,” Genevieve said, snatching the pages from my hands and snapping them down on the desk. “Trust me, your effort here is admirable. But all you’ve done with this is commit career suicide. You’ve failed to deliver on an assignment of critical importance, and—”
“Failed to deliver, Genevieve?” Jen folded her arms. “Strange you should say so. It’s right on the desk in front of you.”
“I am having you escorted from the building if you don’t leave my office now,” Genevieve said, standing up. “This is completely outside of our scope. Nobody is going to approve this, even if you got it past my desk. This is a pointless fluff piece, and is an insult to our magazine’s—”
“You seem to forget,” Jennifer said, taking a step forward and puffing out her chest to match Genevieve’s. “I happen to have a very close friend who was cheated out of a promotion, and so, sadly, had to stay in the position of distribution director. Where, say… hypothetically, she could have already sent out advance copies of this story to seventy-nine different buyers and counting. It’s quite a popular one, actually. Maybe it’s actually a well-received direction for our magazine.”
The blood roaring in my ears was so deafening I could barely even hear my own thoughts. Jen stood there like some kind of divine avatar meting justice, shoulders back, chin up, and a fiery determination in her eyes, and I wondered how the hell she’d ever doubted herself in anything.
Genevieve went pale, clutching the desk with white knuckles. “You had Louise go behind my back and distribute this.”
“Athena’s introduced me to a fair number of other people in the industry,” she laughed lightly. “She’s quite a central figure herself already. Linus from Evergreen, Chandler from Andrea Express—we’ve had an easy time contacting more outlets than you can count to get this story read. And thanks to a certain mutual friend of ours, the story is on order to be placed in thirty-eight different cafes and coffee shops around Port Andrea, as well.”
I turned on her, eyes narrowed. “Parker? She helped?”
Jen shot me a sidelong smirk. “I promised her another pepperoni pizza for it.”
Genevieve shook her head, lips parted, brow furrowed. “You cannot be serious,” she said, her voice small. “Louise would never go behind my back like that—not when her own job is on the line—”
“You think I’m lying?” Jen snorted. “Go ahead and call up distribution. If there’s one thing I’ve figured out from you over these years, Genevieve, it’s that you prefer doing your dirty work by controlling very carefully who knows and who doesn’t. Who’s going to stop you if you tear up Athena’s contract in front of her? No one else even knew she’d ever signed it. Who’s going to bring you to task for journalistic malpractice if nobody knows you’re ordering it? Who’s going to know a piece got shut down by firing the author for telling the truth about you?” She folded her arms. “Sadly for you, now everyone will know. So go ahead and try, Genevieve. Fire me if you want. The eyes of Port Andrea are on you.”
Genevieve stared for the longest time at her before she sank, slowly, back into her seat. “I offered you everything, Jennifer. What is it you want?”
Jen shrugged. “To do the right thing? Justice for the person I love? Or maybe it’s just to see PARA saved from a threatening individual who muscled her way in from the outside, ignored the social structure of the organization, and bends it from behind the scenes to suit her own purposes. Athena was never the threat to PARA, Genevieve. Once you’re removed from the organization, and once you lose this nice corner office you clawed down God-knows-how-many people to get, I think everyone in the culinary industry will be able to breathe a little safer.”
Another knock rang from the door before it swung open, and Jen and I both glanced back to where, sure enough, Louise was striding inside with her hair pulled up into a loose ponytail, folders tucked under her arm. “Jen, Athena,” she said, nodding to us before she turned to Genevieve. “Good morning, Miss Durant. Regarding the advance copies going out, I just got off the phone with the Independent Commission for Journalistic Integrity. They’re also interested in a meeting with you, Miss Durant. As soon as possible,” she added, after a short pause.
“I offered both of you—I offered you everything,” Genevieve said, eyes burning. “And what you do instead is a smear attack—just tarnishing my reputation, because you have nothing to yourselves but to call names—”
“Why, Genevieve,” Jen said, putting a hand to her chest. “You do me a disservice talking to me like that, saying I have nothing to my own name. Don’t you know who I am? You saw my byline, didn’t you?”
Genevieve and I both glanced to the paper on the desk at the same time, and my breath caught at the sight of Jen’s picture at the top of the article, along with the text, Jennifer Allen, senior writer for Foodie Magazine.
I would have laughed if the timing weren’t so inopportune. Instead, I just relished the way Genevieve shot Jennifer a look.
“On top of everything else, you decided to lie about your position?”
“I verified it with the hiring directory,” Louise said, adjusting her suit as she turned to the door again. “Everything went through first thing this morning, all prepped to go live on the first. Jennifer is a senior writer now.”
“And I’m afraid,” Jen said, leaning over the desk, “that a senior writer has a bit more sway. I have a private meeting with the head of the board Derek Cox to discuss my first publication with seniority. And maybe next time, if you get a next time, Genevieve, try giving it a little more thought before you bribe someone with power upfront.”
Jen stepped back from the desk, leaving Genevieve looking lost, lips parted, eyes wide, hands limp on the desk, and I took Jen’s arm in mine. “Are you done tearing the woman apart?” I said, and Jen took a long breath.
“Almost. Just one last thing,” she said, glancing back to Genevieve. “Feel free to get me fired. I know it’s still in your power. But senior writer at Foodie Magazine will get me the credentials, I think, to work about wherever else I like. I would recommend you stay quiet, make as few additional enemies at this point as you can, and, just as a last friendly note? One last request from your favorite employee?” She tossed her hair back, straightened her chest, and said, “Go fuck yourself with a roll of sandpaper.”
She turned on her heel, striding out of the room, and all I could think was that the years ahead looked pretty damn good with that woman in my life. I gave Genevieve a sympathetic shrug.
“Sorry,” I said. “All my sympathy for you was in that contract at Silver Thread. Come visit Rose Bloom again sometime, though. We’ll serve rockfish.”
And with that, I caught up with Jennifer, the two of us heading out and shutting the door behind us, and I barely heard the door latch before I pulled Jen tight against me, capturing her in a short but fierce kiss.
“That was terrifying,” she said, once I pulled away, and I raised an eyebrow.
“The kiss?”
“That’s always been terrifying, from the very first one. No. All of that just now.”
I grinned. “I think you won, Jen. And just for the record, since I was keeping it on the inside the whole time we were in there?”
“Yes?” she said, glancing sidelong at me.
“That was really hot.”
She let out a small, nervous laugh. I always loved the rare flashes of vulnerability from her. “Thanks,” she said. “Like I said… tonight.”
“Tonight sounds great.”
But hell, if I got to spend my life with this woman by my side, every day sounded great.




Epilogue
Jennifer
Athena pulled open the door for me and gave me that cheeky grin over her shoulder, nodding inside. “Have you been to this restaurant before?” she said. “It’s a pretty good one.”
“You really do think you’re funny,” I said, stepping into the familiar antechamber of Rose Bloom as Athena followed me inside, unraveling the miles of her scarf and slipping off her coat. I hadn’t been to Rose Bloom in weeks, but when I’d tried to think of a restaurant for a double date—when I tried to think of a restaurant, me, the person whose whole job it was to think of restaurants—Rose Bloom was all that came to mind.
“You think I’m funny, too,” she said, taking my coat too as we walked into the main dining area, my heels clicking in an even rhythm with Athena’s oxfords. Flora was on the host’s stand tonight, wearing a neon-bright grin as always, and she waved.
“Hi, Boss. Hi, Jennifer. The others got here just a second ago. Follow me.”
“It’s pretty in here tonight,” I said, following along and looking around at where all the architecture had been strung up with lights and stocked with candles, the familiar scents of pastry and roast from the kitchen tinged with holly. It was a warm and cozy atmosphere, welcome as we swept through towards the end of December.
“Isn’t it?” Athena said, looking around as if she wasn’t the one who owned the damn place. “I brought in that architect again, Estelle Wilder, and I told her to cozy the place up, and you know what she said?”
“I’m an architect, not an interior designer?”
Her face fell. “How’d you know?”
“What convinced her?”
That got her beaming again. “Puppy-dog eyes.”
I rolled my eyes, linking my arm with hers as we approached my usual table by the window, now with small, tasteful garland woven in with the metalwork above. “You always did that with the best of them,” I said.
On one side of the table, Louise stood up, looking sharp in a pantsuit and an effortless smile. “Hey, Jen, Athena. Aren’t you a salt-and-pepper-shaker set walking in like that.”
I looked down at the two of us, me in my black evening dress and Athena in a suit with a bowtie, as Athena laughed. “We’re cute,” she said. “So sue us. And your date?”
I glanced over at the same time as Louise to the woman sitting in the far corner of the table, a slight redhead wearing a long-sleeved floral dress, who gave us a shy smile before returning her gaze to Louise. “Good evening,” she said, her voice soft and quiet.
“Jen, Athena, this is Briar,” Louise said, her voice glowing with pride that, frankly, came across as cuter than I expected from her. “Somehow, she said yes when I finally got over myself enough to ask her out. Briar, these are my friends, Athena and Jennifer.”
Briar laughed, looking over Louise as she sat back down, me and Athena sliding in across from them. “You really overestimate me, Louise. I feel outmatched sitting at this table with the distribution director and a senior writer for Foodie Magazine, and the owner of the restaurant itself.”
“Relax,” I said, sinking back in the seat as I heard footsteps approaching us with characteristic force and tempo. “You’re sitting with Athena. She never has any idea what she’s doing and just sort of accidentally got herself back into PARA with this place.”
“I seem to recall you publishing a very popular piece extolling my greatness,” Athena said, giving me a sidelong look.
“Do you even know what extolling means?”
“Super amazing.”
I rolled my eyes, a smile coming on, but I didn’t get to say anything before Misha stepped up next to the table and said, “Can you two at least wait until I’ve taken your orders before you start arguing? I swear, you were an old married couple before you even got together.”
I laughed, looking her over. “Misha. It’s been a while. Athena hasn’t been working you as hard this month as she did last, did she?”
“Excuse me?” Athena said. “I tried to stop her from working that much. I chained her to the wall to stop her from working that much and she chewed her own leg off to go work more overtime. Do you know how much labor expense went to Misha? I made a specialty Misha budget.”
“And it paid off,” Misha said, waving her off. “Yeah, I’ve been working less. Athena ran out of Misha budget and told me to cut it out. Nice to see you out here being a walking lesbian stereotype when you’re not even a lesbian, though.”
I furrowed my brow. “What do you—”
“You’re sitting with your current girlfriend who was your ex-girlfriend, your ex-girlfriend who is now your friend, and your ex-girlfriend’s girlfriend.”
I winced. “I… see what you mean. Maybe we need to change the stereotypes.”
“Look, let me save you the time,” Misha said, waving us all off. “Jennifer, you want the tilapia. Athena, I’m positive you’d want some crap like that wrap you insisted on being on the menu tonight, because you have horrible taste. Louise and the girlfriend, you want to share a plate of the skewers. Bottle of AW malbec or Quill chianti for the table?”
Louise frowned. “Briar is a vegetarian.”
“Okay,” Misha sighed, hands in the air like it was the biggest imposition in the world, “skewers for you and the cauliflower steak for Briar. What kind of wine?”
Athena leaned over the table. “Is that the ’02 chianti?”
“I’m guessing you want that, then,” Misha said, scrawling down on her pad.
“You’re dumping the wine you want to get rid of on me again,” I said. “The tilapia looks perfect. Thank you, Misha. I can’t believe you’re still rotating menus so often though.”
Misha rolled her eyes. “Athena has commitment issues when it comes to everything except Jennifer.”
“The press liked the thrill of new menus all the time,” Athena said.
“She’s making excuses,” Misha said. “She just wants the cooks to cry.”
Athena made a face. “I really don’t. I remember when Josh broke down crying on the line.”
“He was asking for it.” Misha turned back to me. “How’s seniority treating you?”
I sank back in my seat, giving her a tired smile. “It’s been a lot. Mostly just the transition and meeting the whole board… I had no idea they all had so much interest in the senior writers. The work’s good, though. They liked my little… investigative bent, so I’m doing a further exposé from Laura’s piece and writing on Mike Wallace’s little disaster at the Julius. I’m interviewing Holly Mason and Avery Lindt about it next week, and I’m still not accustomed to meeting celebrities.”
“You’ll do fine,” Misha said. “Just don’t bring Athena, she’d embarrass you with one of her hilarious jokes. Or thirty of them, knowing her.”
Athena hung her head. “Seriously, I don’t get why you’re so mean to me. I got back into PARA, made the restaurant a success, got a glowing review from Foodie Magazine, and even got together again with Jen. I don’t know what else you want from me.”
Misha folded her arms. “To take back that comment about telling me to just get taller.”
Athena blinked at her. “That’s it? That’s what all of this comes down to?”
“I’m waiting,” Misha said. Athena stared.
“Get taller, and I will take it back.”
“Oh, you just kicked the hornet’s nest clear into the next hornet’s nest, you rotten butch,” Misha huffed, turning and storming away. “Remember who’s serving you your food tonight!”
Athena just laughed, sinking back into her seat and looking over at me, her eyes softening when she met mine. “Don’t know what I’d do without her.”
“Argue less and reach just as many things off high shelves,” I said, and she laughed.
“I’m telling her you said that.”
“No, don’t. I want to retain my status as the only person she likes.”
“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” Louise said. “You’ve been making friends left and right this past month. You’re a natural charmer.”
“Right?” Athena shifted closer to my side. “Everyone likes my girlfriend. I can see why. I’m pretty fond of her.”
I closed my eyes with a sigh, trying not to let it show how happy it made me every time Athena called me her girlfriend. “I guess mine’s not the worst ever,” I said, and Athena just laughed.
“That’s how she tells me she loves me.”
That was a bit of a misrepresentation, though. I was always more than happy to tell the world that the woman who’d overcome all odds to come back to Port Andrea and muscle her way back into PARA through sheer force of will, and melt all the icy blockades I’d built around my heart, was someone I loved.
Just usually with for some reason added on the end.
∞∞∞
 
“I am so pissed off right now,” Parker said, in what was frankly the least pissed off voice I’d ever heard, more deadpan than anything else. Of course, I wasn’t sure the last time I’d heard Parker speak with inflection.
“You’ll get over it,” Athena said, zipping tape over a box. The amber glow of streetlights through the window cast the room in moody shadows, one long shadow stretching from where Parker sat on the sofa arm to the half-eaten cake on the kitchen counter. “Any idea who you’re going to replace me with?”
Parker sighed. “Jennifer.”
“I’m flattered,” I said, handing Athena a stack of plates, “but that defeats the purpose somewhat.”
“Good luck living with Thena,” Parker grumbled. “I know you’re lesbians, but you really couldn’t even wait a full month before you moved in together?”
I glanced over at where Athena squatted at the base of the coffee table, setting the plates in another box, before looking up and meeting my eyes. The moment froze there, crystallized like the snowflakes drifting outside the window, and it melted when Athena smiled. “I mean,” she said, looking back at Parker, “we sort of lived together before, and all that.”
“Also, I’m not a lesbian,” I said.
“Oh, right. You hit the lesbian stereotypes better than either of the lesbians here do,” Parker said, sinking onto the sofa and packing up the board games we’d gone through, mostly at Athena’s and Parker’s insistence. “Ugh, fine. Go ahead and move out. Guess I’ll go to the lesbian bar and pick up another roommate again. Or at least see if I can get that bartender’s number this time.”
“Dude, she’s married,” Athena said.
“It’s an open marriage,” Parker said. “And I want in.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Best of luck,” I said. “Really.”
“Yeah, I’m sure it’s all nothing to you,” she sighed. “You have your favorite butch to spend Christmas with. And I’m alone. Do you know what that means?”
“Spending Christmas playing with espresso machines?” Athena said.
Parker grimaced. “My family is going to invite me home. And I’m obligated to say yes, and my dad is fucking horrible at small talk. He tries it every year. Every year I tell myself I’ll at least have a fake date to get out of it with, and every year, I have to go home and face the horrible small talk again.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Were you planning on faking a relationship with Athena to get out of it?”
“Yeah. I have standards, but my family doesn’t know that.”
Athena sighed. “Parker, you are so mean to me. And you wonder why I want to move out. First the meanness, then the espresso machine thing, and then… then the meanness again.”
“You’ll get over it,” Parker said.
“I will not,” Athena said. “I will die mad about this.”
“Then die mad.” Parker slumped onto her back on the sofa. “Hey, Jennifer. Who are you getting fired next?”
I handed over the last of Athena’s tableware before I shut the drawer and sat down. “I’m not getting anyone else fired. Getting Genevieve fired was a personal goal in life.”
“She can go open a luxury restaurant if she wants a new start,” Athena said, closing the box and taping it up. “Although it might be hard with PARA revoking their backing for her. Trust me, I’ve tried.”
“Can’t be that hard,” Parker mumbled. “If Thena managed it.”
“You’d be surprised just how hard it is,” I said, picking up the box and setting it on the stack by the door with the others. “Are we ready to go?”
“At least take the cake,” Parker said, waving a hand lazily in the air. “I’m just going to sit alone with it and rewatch Anyone’s Guess for the umpteenth time until the cake is all gone, and I’ll feel sick.”
“Have you ever heard of the concept of self-control?” Athena said, standing up, and Parker just waved her off.
“I traded all that in for good looks on the character creation screen.”
“Well, you got shortchanged.” Athena picked up the cake and gestured to the door. “I guess we’re ready. Merry Christmas, Parker.”
“Merry go fall off a bridge, Athena,” Parker mumbled. “Merry Christmas, Jennifer.”
“Why does she get the merry Christmas?” Athena said, whirling on her.
“Because I like her.”
I laughed. “Come on, Athena. You know there’s no use arguing with Parker. She always wins.”
“I hate that you’re right,” Athena huffed, pulling open the door and leading me out into the hallway, hauling boxes out with us.
“Aren’t I always?” I said, as we stepped outside to where Amity Street was coated lightly in snow, frost on the air with each breath in. Everything was so quiet right now with the snow, the night, and everyone retreated inside their light-strung houses, it felt like the world existed just for the two of us—and our U-Haul van sitting at the back of the building.
“More often than I think, and less often than you think,” Athena said, and I laughed, staying close to her as we loaded our boxes into the back of the van.
“I can accept that compromise,” I said, leaning in and pecking her on the lips. “Now, do you want to take that cake up front, or are we planning on seeing how flat it comes out if we keep it in the back?”
She grimaced. “I’m not big on flat cake.”
“Could be a new Athena Walker culinary invention,” I called after her, but after we finished hauling all the boxes into the van and drove it to my condo, unloading everything inside, it was still a tall, light and fluffy cake that we each snuck an extra piece of as we fell onto the sofa together, looking up at the stacks of boxes.
“Yeah, I’m glad it’s not flat cake,” Athena sighed after she took a bite.
“Where in the world are we going to fit all of your… everything?”
“Well,” she said, “I know exactly where I’m planning on putting the strap-on.”
I choked on my cake. “Right after moving? I’m exhausted.”
She grinned at me. “That, Jennifer Allen, sounds like a challenge, and I live for a challenge.”
Well—it wasn’t like I didn’t like the idea. And sure enough, it wasn’t long after that she took me up against the wall, pinning me against it and burying her face in my shoulder as she drove both of us higher and higher, until we both collapsed in a post-orgasm bliss on the bed, tangled in one another’s arms and just breathing hard with the moment, sweat slipping down off my brow as Athena rested her head on my chest, her breaths coming and going in time with mine.
“Maybe we can unpack the rest tomorrow,” I said, slinging an arm over Athena and holding her into my chest. “Once someone has stopped being so horny all the damn time.”
“Pot—”
“Meet kettle. I know. I know.”
She laughed, planting a kiss on my shoulder. “Hey, sex with you is great. Knew that one a long time ago. I missed it, you know.”
I squeezed her. “You got better over those years. You were practicing a lot, huh?”
She hummed, turning her head on my shoulder and looking up into my eyes. “Only ever thought of you.”
“Those poor girls.”
She laughed. “They still had a great time.”
I paused. “Hey… Athena.”
“Yeah?” She sat up halfway. I pursed my lips, looking for words—anything to describe this feeling, this sense of being vulnerable and it feeling right, this sense of belonging, of being wanted, of being loved. This sense of wild gratitude, and this fervent drive to never, ever lose her again.
I chewed my cheek. “You’re, uh… you got something on your face.”
“Cake?”
“Yeah, think so.” I wiped it off. She laughed.
“You got something on your lips,” she said, shifting up and planting a kiss on my lips, holding it softly, tenderly, for a minute. “Got it,” she said, once she pulled away and lay in the bed next to me, gazing into my eyes with hers sparkling.
“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I deadpanned.
She shrugged. “Write fewer hit pieces on your boss. Get railed against the wall less often.”
“And be significantly less happy with my life,” I said, kissing her swiftly again. “I love you, Athena.”
She smiled wider, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “I love you, too. And now I’m really close to just falling asleep on you.”
I took a second just taking her in—this wild-eyed girl, untamed and free, who’d set me free too, lying in bed next to me with the snow drifting down out the window just past her, the world we’d dreamed of all those years being built around us, and I settled back into a smile, brushing that one loose hair back from her face.
“Go for it,” I said. “I’ll be here in the morning.”
“You’d better,” she murmured, closing her eyes, her breathing slowing right away, and I squeezed her.
I would.
I’d always, always be here in the morning.














The End
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Especially when she finds out Grace is the girl she’s been anonymously exchanging love letters with—and who thinks her letter partner is a man.

When they meet, it's anything but charitable. But as wedding planning keeps drawing Lena and the Ashtons together, can Lena and Grace resist that same spark of connection in one another they feel from their love-letter writers?
Different Worlds
 
Natasha Seychelle, heiress to the vast Seychelle Enterprise, has been on a crumbling road ever since losing her mother. Losing her friends, falling away from her work responsibilities, and sinking deeper into depression, rumors are she won’t be able to succeed the company at the end of the summer.

Annelise Benson just lost her kitchen job and is in freefall. She’s desperate enough to take a sketchy job offering more money than should be possible, but the summer caretaker position she signs up for gets tricky when it turns out she’s a tool used to try shaming Natasha Seychelle herself into reforming.

The two come from vastly different worlds and clash in an ugly meeting that sets them head to head. Annelise’s dedication to completing a job is too strong for Natasha to shake her off, but—maybe, just maybe, they’ve come together for a reason.
Life is Sweet
 
Melissa Warden is at the top of her field, CFO of a high-powered financial institution, but there’s only one problem: she doesn’t know why she did any of it, what she sacrifices every second of her life for. And after lying to her family pretending she has a girlfriend to keep them from worrying about her, it backfires when they invite her girlfriend to her sister’s baby shower. With everything at risk of crashing down at work, she’s forced to face the fact that she’s thrown her whole life away for nothing more than a title.

Kayla Spencer lives by a motto that matches the name of her candy store: Life is Sweet. But her faith in that mantra is put to the test when her candy store is heading towards insolvency, and when an ex-boyfriend from a life she thought she escaped shows up to try to bring her back.

Grabbing a customer you barely know to pretend to be your girlfriend just to get a pushy ex off your back is a half-baked plan, but Kayla has a lot of those. Besides, what are the odds that customer you barely know is actually a disillusioned millionaire who could also use a fake girlfriend? That would be an unbelievable coincidence that would obviously never happen.
Good Composition
 
Erin’s dreams didn’t pan out the way she’d had in mind. An unsatisfying job, a relationship gone south, she’s heading nowhere fast—until she sends one little text to an old best friend, estranged with time.

But bringing Aubrey back into her life changes everything for Erin, as the last things holding her relationship together fall apart. With nothing left to lose, what’s stopping her from leaving home, crossing the country and staying with Aubrey instead?

In the middle of struggles with her self-image, with health and with work trying to start a new life starting from scratch, she finds herself falling into something unfamiliar—she never thought she might be a lesbian, but before long, her best friend starts to feel like maybe more than a friend.
The Christmas Ball
 
When Alice is dragged into the joint family Christmas ball, she resigns to grin and bear it for one month. 

But the problem isn’t the man her family wants her to marry. It’s the woman they want her to stay with over the month. Who just so happens to be Alice’s childhood crush.

And Alice’s feelings haven’t changed.
The Last Christmas Ball
 
Three years after their families brought them together, Gina Richmond succeeded in pulling Alice and Lisette back apart with an ultimatum. Broken and alone, they've spent the past seven years trying to find what life is without one another, but now, ten years down the road, another Christmas ball brings them back together to the place they fell in love, for one more shot at love in what may be the last Christmas ball.
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