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Dedication

For my brother Jon, the family artist and an inspiration to us all.

I love you so much.
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Prologue

San Francisco 2019

Margot Salton wondered if there was a way to capture this moment and hold it forever. Could she freeze each detail in amber, encased for eternity like a keepsake to be taken out and held close whenever she needed it? Because this was the kind of rare moment she never wanted to forget.

The man she loved was in the audience along with the family she never thought she would have, and still couldn’t quite believe she deserved. Her heart melted at the sight of him—self-assured, beaming with pride. She wasn’t sure what she’d done to deserve him. There were friends and well-wishers, colleagues and customers, critics and admirers, all gathered to applaud her achievement.

Maybe it wasn’t the biggest moment in her life—that of course stayed buried in the past—but this felt huge, perhaps too big to belong to someone like her, a girl who had come from nothing but secrets and trouble.

After everything that had brought her to this point, she was not a person who scared easily. Yet it was daunting to contemplate the notion that all her dreams—and several things she hadn’t even dared to dream about—were finally coming true in the most magical way. But like all magical things, her dreams felt impossibly friable and apt to disappear at the slightest breath of wind.

Until recently, she had not been the sort of person to whom good things tended to happen. She was still getting used to the gentle smile of fortune.

Around her neck she wore a wide, colorful ribbon with a heavy medallion that bumped against her chest when she moved. The medal was almost embarrassingly conspicuous, but she wore it with pride as the newest recipient of the Divina Award, one of the country’s highest culinary prizes. It was particularly meaningful to Margot, because it not only recognized a restauranteur’s skill and vision; it also acknowledged her contributions to her employees and community.

Still, a medal? Really? A medal was supposed to signify an act of heroism, and she was no hero. Even so, this moment belonged to her. Cooking had saved her. Reading books had saved her. Raw determination had saved her. She’d worked her ass off to get here.

And finally, the right people had noticed. Applause and a few happy shouts crescendoed as she descended from the podium. Camera flashes went off, and people held up phones to capture the moment. Special attention was paid to her signature cowboy boots. Under glittering lights, servers crisscrossed the outdoor banquet area, their trays laden with her finest amuse-bouches and tasty bites, flutes of bubbly and jars of lavender lemonade.

After pictures, she made her way back down to a group of well-wishers who awaited her, along with a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket.

She hugged and high-fived her way through a gauntlet of people—her investors from the Privé Group, who had taken a chance on her. The GM and sous-chefs, line cooks, bartenders, and servers, all of whom had a hand in her success, were there to celebrate her. Food journalists and bloggers, even the skeptics who didn’t think she’d make it and who had given her plenty of nervous indigestion, now raised their glasses and beamed with pride.

She paused for another picture with Buckley DeWitt, a senior writer and editor with Texas Monthly. He had been the first journalist to notice her back when he was a stringer for the magazine, years before. He wore his considerable girth with good cheer, having built a reputation for finding and extolling the best barbecue in the country. He was the only one present today who knew her from her other life.

He leaned close to Margot and lowered his voice. “We need to talk. It’s about Jimmy Hunt.”

Just the mention of his name turned her blood to ice. “I already told you everything and you published it,” she said. “I’ve got nothing more to say about the Hunts.”

“But—”

“But nothing, Buckley. I’m done with all that.” She gathered her composure and turned to greet some of the other guests. In reality, she would never truly be done. But she had moved on, and she intended to keep some distance between past and present.

One woman, a stranger, wove and bobbed through the crowd as if particularly keen to connect with Margot. She waved a commemorative menu in one hand and held a manila envelope and a Sharpie marker in the other. She didn’t quite fit in with the earnest civic leaders, tattooed kitchen workers, and fellow Perdita Street merchants. This woman wore battered denim and dirty sneakers. She had long straight hair, streaked with gray. Tobacco stains shaded her fingers and teeth.

With a burst of energy, she darted forward and favored Margot with a giddy smile that didn’t quite match the sharp look in her eyes.

“Margie Salinas?” She intoned it as a question.

Margot paused, unused to hearing the name. She frowned, looking from side to side. Her heart skipped a beat. “Sorry, what?”

“Margie Salinas aka Margot Salton,” the woman said.

Margot had not heard that name in years. She never thought she would hear it again. She never wanted to hear it again.

The world slowed down. The noise of the crowd roared in her ears and then faded to a muffled, undifferentiated babble. She could see a raft of tiny details in sharp relief—the gorgeous setting overlooking the bay, the twinkling lights, the lavish tables, the smiling faces—all the things she wanted to hold forever in her heart. Then, in the blink of an eye, the details resolved into the discomfiting, unfamiliar face before her.

“Who the hell are you?” she asked.

The woman passed her the manila envelope, pressing it firmly into her hand. “You’ve been served.”
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Part One


I’m always nattering on about cooking, and about what it brings to your life and your mood, about how it’s a force for tranquility in the face of the strange. It’s a craft, done with your hands, that forces you to think differently than when you’re doing whatever it is you do for work, or to fill your days. Cooking helps turn off your brain for a while. Cooking allows you to heal.

—Sam Sifton
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San Francisco 2017

The proper balance of sugar and salt was the key to perfect barbecue sauce. Of course, when it came to barbecue sauce, everybody had an opinion about the combination of acid, aromatics, fruit, and flavorings—the ineffable umami—that made each bite so satisfying.

But Margot Salton knew with utter certainty that it all started with sugar and salt. She’d even named her signature product after it: sugar+salt. This sauce was her superpower. Her secret. Her stock-in-trade. When she’d had nothing—no home, no education, no family, no means of support—she had created the powerful alchemy of flavors that made grown men moan with pleasure, cautious women ignore their diets, and skeptical foodies beg for more.

She’d come a long way from the humble home-canned jars she’d started out with back in Texas. These days, a brand expert and designer had created the label and packaging, giving her a high-end, distinctive look. Today she took special care to make sure the gift pack of samples was flawless, because everything was riding on today’s meeting. And Margot knew the best calling card in the world was a sample.

Today was the day. Today, her hopes were pinned on the ultimate goal—launching her own restaurant.

The name of the place was Salt, a word that was as clean and simple as the substance itself. Painfully aware of the failure rate of restaurant start-ups, she’d done her due diligence and had tried not to make rookie mistakes. She had sought out gigs and had taken classes at City College. She had interned and externed, and participated in pop-ups and competitive events to showcase her talents. She had learned the business from the back of the kitchen to the front of the house.

It wasn’t going to be easy. Nothing worth having was easy, so the saying went. She wondered why it had to be that way. Why couldn’t a thing be easy and worth having?

She had never worked harder in her life, and she’d never loved it more. The seemingly endless labor didn’t daunt her. She’d taken care of herself her whole adult life, pulling herself up by the fingernails sometimes, determined to earn her place through her own actions. Now, after years of planning, conceptualizing, crunching numbers, and vacillating between euphoria and terror, she was ready.

As she donned the recommended business-casual attire—tailored black slacks, white silk blouse, fitted blazer—she was attacked by a hail of faltering nerves. She’d been down this road before, making her pitch to investors.

Several private funding sources had already rejected her idea. The food is five-star but the concept is weak. The concept is strong but the menu is lacking. The business plan fails to cover all bases. The meat is too salty. Not salty enough. We don’t need Texas toast in California.

Each rejection only hardened her determination. Maybe that was the hidden benefit of having survived the ordeal in Texas. If she could get through that, she could survive anything.

Today was going to be different. A make-or-break meeting. She had to believe it.

Her couture shoes, an epic thrift store find, were uncomfortable, but she had been advised to present herself as a polished professional to inspire confidence in her investors. No showboating. Business casual. Look the part. Follow the rules.

Margot stepped back and regarded herself in the mirror. Knife-sharp pleats in her slacks, blond hair styled at a salon she could barely afford. “What do you think, Kevin?” she asked.

Her handsome tabby cat yawned and groomed one of his paws.

“I know,” she said. “I feel like an imposter. Shitfire. I am an imposter.” As soon as she’d settled in San Francisco, she had changed her name. The new identity fit her so well that sometimes she managed to forget about Margie Salinas entirely, as if that person were someone from middle school who had moved away between grades.

Other times, when she woke up in a panicked haze, chased by nightmares, the girl she’d once been returned to haunt her. She was back in Margie’s skin, feeling bound hand and foot in a cocoon, fighting to find her way out of it. She’d read in a book that the past was never really over. It was never even really past. Even after ten years, she knew this to be true. No matter how much time had passed, grief came and settled into her pores and could never be washed out. She still struggled with the sadness that surrounded those odd moments when she remembered that other life.

Sometimes all she could do was try not to dwell on what she had left behind—and why. But still she ruminated. Despite her certainty that it was the best decision she could have made under horrific circumstances, she still questioned herself.

Most of the time, Margot powered through those moments and went about her life, showing no one in her new world what lay in the past. In terms of emotional pain, walking away had been as intense as the trauma that had preceded it, though in a different way. There was a part of her that yearned to stay close to the one thing that anchored her to earth. But no. Moving on had been the only viable option, given the circumstances, and given the size and scope of her ambitions.

Her spirit refused to be pinned to the ground. She had picked herself up and changed her name. Her home. Her therapist. Her friends. Everything but her cat. She’d gained elite status in aikido and could fend off any opponent—except the ghosts. Even though the past followed her stealthily and slipped uninvited into her consciousness, she usually managed to focus with laserlike intensity on making a new start.

It seemed forever ago that she’d had the audacity to imagine starting a barbecue joint in the most expensive city in America. This was a leap of faith; she’d found the fire to create the future she wanted.

But still, the sting of failure darted into her. What made her think today’s meeting would be any different?

Shitfire. Following the rules had only led to rejection.

On impulse, she kicked off the dress shoes, causing Kevin to skitter away. She shed the slacks and blazer and put on an outfit that made her feel like herself—a short denim skirt with a sugar+salt logo T-shirt, and her favorite cowboy boots. Bare legs to celebrate this sunny summer day that even the fog couldn’t conquer.

Then she called Candy—her pitmaster, Candelario Elizondo—and told him there was a change of plans.

“Let’s take the truck,” she said.

“You gonna take the food truck to the financial district?” he said. “You’ll get tagged by the city.”

“Not if we don’t sell the food. We’re going to give it away.”

He said something in Spanish that was too rapid for her to follow, then added, “You’re crazy.”

“I’ll meet you there,” she said, and gave him the address. She knew he wouldn’t let her down. She had met Candy while selling her sauces at the Fort Mason farmers’ market. An experienced pitmaster, he was a genial man who had been a successful rancher in Mexico. He’d lost everything in a banking crisis and had come north to start anew. Together, they sourced, smoked, and cooked their meats to perfection, using a whole-log smoker with irresistibly fragrant wood—apple, pecan, mesquite, oak, and cedar. They had launched a catering service and leased a food truck, and their creations quickly won a devoted following. The Examiner had even run a feature on them. Margot had participated in pop-ups and competitive events to showcase her talents. The day she sold out of everything and started taking preorders was the day she decided the time had finally come to move ahead with her plans.

She had worked tirelessly on a concept that encompassed location, marketing, service scheme, and concept patterned after the best in the business. She lived and breathed atmosphere, price point, cash flow, press clippings. She was confident. She was ready.

Candy had parked the truck in a one-hour zone in front of the midrise office building. He was dressed for work, with his logo cap and apron that matched hers, his muscular forearms, honed by hours at the pit, flexing as he cranked open the window and awning. “You sure you want to do it like this?” he asked.

She nodded. “Wish me luck.”

An understated sign in the building led her to the offices of the Privé Group, an investment firm that specialized in restaurant start-ups. With more than a hundred restaurants under their belt, they had a record of success when it came to launching new ventures. The principals were Marc and Simone Beyle, a French couple who lived in a Sausalito waterfront home. Their reputation was fierce, their taste exacting, but Margot had managed to convince them to hear her pitch.

A receptionist, dressed in the sort of outfit Margot had rejected that morning, led her to a chilly conference room with ergonomic chairs and a glass-topped table.

She felt a half-dozen gazes on her as she entered. The air-conditioning raised goose bumps on her legs. But it was too late to regret her wardrobe choice now.

“I do appreciate you meeting with me,” she said, setting out the gift packs of her sauces along with the folders containing her personal story—as much of it as she was willing to tell—along with her mission statement, financials, and proposed plan.

“We’re eager to hear from you,” Marc said, his French accent subtle and sophisticated. Simone had severe, pointy features, but interest gleamed in her eyes.

“Ask me anything,” Margot invited. “I’m an open book. And then I’d like to—”

“Who are your culinary heroes?” Simone asked.

Margot hadn’t been prepared for this particular question. Fortunately, the answer was on the tip of her tongue. “That’d be my mama, Darla Sal—Salton.” She fudged the name a little. She’d nearly said Salinas. Years after she’d changed it, the name followed her like a stain that wouldn’t wash out. It was her mother’s name, from an ancient region of Spain where the people looked more Celtic than Spanish. “She worked in a commercial kitchen and did catering down in Texas. Her sandwiches and sauces were famous, and when I was little, I spent hours watching her.” She didn’t mention the reason was that her mother couldn’t afford childcare. “Later I learned barbecue from the best pitmaster in the Hill Country—Mr. Cubby Watson. After my mama passed, he and his wife, Queen, were like parents to me.” She paused for breath, then rushed on before they could ask her why she’d left Texas. “Here in San Francisco, my hero is also my partner—Mr. Candelario Elizondo. In fact, he’s down—”

They interrupted with more questions—Why San Francisco? Her financials looked questionable. How had she chosen her service scheme? Her marketing plan?

She recognized the look from some of the investors. She saw failure written all over their faces. Shitfire. She felt their skepticism. Her heart sank; this was not working. She figured it was a one-in-a-million chance that a high school dropout from Texas could launch a trendy restaurant in the heart of San Francisco. But oh, she wanted it. She wanted to be trusted, valued, given the responsibilities she knew she could shoulder.

“We usually ask prospective chefs to organize something for us,” said one of the board members.

“I realize that,” she said. She had tried to barter for an event space but hadn’t found anything she could afford. “Y’all, with respect, I know this is unorthodox, but I cook better than I talk. I swear, if you can grow it, I can barbecue it. Would it be all right if you came down to the truck?”

“You brought your food truck?” Simone’s well-groomed eyebrows lifted.

“Yes, ma’am.”

There was an excruciating pause. The Beyles exchanged a glance. Margot held her breath. Then chairs rolled back and they all headed for the door. The trip down to the parking lot was endless, but the street scene was just as she’d hoped. The truck was swarming with people, devouring samples of her barbecue as if they’d been starving on a deserted island. There was even a beat cop who probably could have ticketed the truck, but instead was wolfing down a pulled pork slider dressed with a relish Margot had named Pickle de Gallo.

She locked eyes with Candy and then took her place at the counter, and just like that, she was in her element. This was her zone, creating a delicious experience people wanted again and again. Forget the boardroom and the pretentious tasting dinner. She passed out plates loaded with her signature melt-away brisket crusted with the smoky candy of the fire, links she’d crafted in partnership with a sustainable ranch up near Point Reyes, butter-dipped smoked portobellos, and impossibly tender ribs smothered in her artisanal sauces. Her best sides were on display—cornbread, moist as pudding, from her mother’s private recipe collection, beans and greens, peppery jicama slaw, and her signature hummingbird cake for dessert.

The group was quiet as they tasted her food. Margot forgot to breathe as she waited nearby. This was her craft, her life’s work, on full display. She’d spent years finding the best locally sourced, seasonal ingredients.

After an agony of minutes had passed, Simone dabbed at her lips. “Well,” she said. “You’ve done something here.”

Margot had no idea how to respond, so she waited. Tried not to panic.

“The seasoning on the ribs is unusual.”

“Gochujang,” Margot said. She’d found the perfect balance of heat with the Korean condiment. It was a risky choice, though. “I can make it with a more traditional seasoning if you like.”

Simone pushed away her plate and scanned her colleagues’ faces. She and her husband murmured briefly in French. “We don’t need to try anything more,” she said.

“It’s the best I got,” Margot said.

There was another pause. Another quick exchange in French.

“So,” said Marc, setting aside his napkin and extending his hand to Margot, “where would you like to open your restaurant, Miss Salton?”

“You must be Margot.” The real estate agent held out her hand. “Yolanda Silva. It’s great to meet you in person at last.”

“Likewise,” Margot said with a firm handshake. I’m here, she thought. I’m really doing this.

“Help yourself to something to drink. I need to duck into my office and grab a few things before we start touring the properties.” Yolanda looked as polished and organized as her surroundings, with a gleaming manicure and couture glasses.

“Thanks.” Margot opened a chilled bottle of Topo Chico from a glass-front fridge and sat in the elegant lobby. She took a nervous sip of the crisp, bubbly water. It was hard to believe, but thanks to the Privé Group, she now had a team. A dream team. The organization had matched her up with a management group to help her through every step of the start-up, from concept to design to grand opening and beyond. After her unorthodox presentation and several more tense, challenging meetings, she had an investor. A goal. A plan. A future.

The contracts had all been signed, the team assembled, the timeline plotted out. The only thing missing from the moment had been someone to celebrate with. When she was a kid, she used to run all the way home from school with an A paper, just to see the expression on her mama’s face—that glow of love and pride. As an adult, she had to settle for pouring herself a glass of wine and making a toast to her cat.

It was more than a little depressing that she lacked someone to give her a high five or a hug and say I’m so proud of you. She could hear the tone of her mother’s voice, exactly, even after all this time. Sometimes those memories seemed to be the only thing keeping her sane—the fact that, at one point in her life, she had mattered greatly to someone. She had been valued. She had been loved.

She was a grown woman now. She would have to do without a cheerleader.

Still, at times like this, it would be nice to have someone.

Lying awake at night, alone with her thoughts, she couldn’t believe she had come so far. The road behind her was littered with hardship and tragedy and regrets, and it often seemed impossible to trust that she deserved this new start. She tried to feel her own worth. Sometimes the self-talk and self-care worked. A little bit. Other times, the effort simply drew a wall of loneliness around her. Yes, she had worth. But with no one to share the good and bad times, how could it matter?

Doubts aside, the real work was about to begin. Talent alone was not enough, even though her gift for cooking and sauces was undisputed. Passion wasn’t enough, either. She had to be willing to steer the craft, the trade, the business, and the madness, no matter what it took—sleepless nights, endless days, zero downtime, head-splitting, granular study, and the grit to power through failure and setbacks.

“All set?” Yolanda came out of her office, carrying a clipboard and a portfolio. Sharp-eyed and stylish, she worked with clients of the Privé Group, helping find the right venue for a new restaurant. She had promised to find a place that would attract a thriving clientele of both locals and tourists, giving Margot a shot at year-round, long-term success.

Margot’s general manager, Anya Pavlova, joined them to tour the properties. Anya had managed some of the best restaurants in the Bay Area. She was a fan of Margot’s vision for Salt—a modern, stylish dining room that set it apart from other barbecue joints. They envisioned the kind of place that served mind-blowing food, the kind people were willing to stand in line for hours to sample, the way they had for the truck. Only they wouldn’t have to line up at the new place, thanks to an app that would manage the dining room flow with laser precision.

“Based on your parameters, I found these fantastic options.” Yolanda handed out sell sheets for each place. Margot and Anya had already studied them online, imagining the restaurant in each location. In her entire life, Margot had never actually toured a property. For her, home was whatever safe place she could find for herself and Kevin. Currently they lived in a rented garage apartment in the marina district.

They narrowed the choices down to three properties. The one near Fisherman’s Wharf was close to the Fort Mason farmers’ market. The kitchen had been newly refurbished, and the dining room was surrounded by windows. The expansive view framed an iconic panorama of all the things tourists loved about San Francisco. Its deck jutted out over the water, where umbrella-shaded tables could catch the breeze while diners watched the boat traffic and listened to the sea lions. Margot could picture crowds of happy people gathering here.

“The clientele is heavily weighted toward tourists,” Anya said.

“That’s not a bad thing,” Margot pointed out. “I’d love to see more locals and repeat customers, though.”

The next place was nicely situated on Nob Hill in a block that would probably welcome a fantastic barbecue place. There were some inviting retail shops, and the theater district was close by. On the downside, it had a grim, colorless façade and the interior possessed all the charm of the DMV.

“We could make it work,” Anya assured her. “I’ve seen the design team do wonders with the homeliest of spaces.”

The kitchen was in good shape, and the service alley roomy enough for deliveries from Candy’s pit, which was located in an industrial area.

The third option was a space in a vintage building on a historic block called Perdita Street. In the heart of one of the city’s most vibrant neighborhoods, it was an area of worn brick boulevards and tree-shaded sidewalks. Some of the buildings dated back to the early 1900s, and a couple had even survived the earthquake and fire of 1906.

The vibrant, animated neighborhood was popular with tourists and locals and had a Saturday outdoor market. There was a place called the Mehndiva Bar, where you could order a kombucha and sip it while getting a temporary henna tattoo. In the same block were a tasting room featuring Rossi wines from Sonoma, a funky boutique with dog and owner matching outfits in the display window, a memory care center with a shady front garden, and an inviting bookshop in the oldest building in the area.

In a low-rise building across from the bookstore was a gaping vacancy where a popular Mexican restaurant had closed its doors when the owners had retired. The space was dank with neglect, but it had good bones, and Margot could picture the comfortable, friendly atmosphere she had always visualized.

There was only one thing that gave her pause. It had a shared kitchen with the bakery next door.

“It’s an unusual setup, but the kitchen is huge, and it was shared for years with a full-service restaurant. The bakery’s a local landmark. It started out as a community center in the 1960s,” Yolanda said.

The kitchen was dated but sparkling clean, and there was a surprise awaiting them, too. A door marked Bakery opened, and in came an older Black woman with thick-rimmed glasses, her hair in a bun and braids. She carried a tray of baked goods and a pitcher of lemonade.

“I’m Ida,” she said, setting the tray on a spotless stainless-steel counter.

“You’re the bakery owner,” Yolanda said. “What a pleasure.”

“In name only,” the woman said. “I’m retired, now—supposed to be, anyway. My son, Jerome, runs the place, but I still have a stake in the business. I came in today because I like to know who we might be doing business with.”

Margot introduced herself, and Ida stepped back to take her measure. “Look at you,” she said. “You’re no bigger than a minute. And so young.”

“Reckon so,” Margot said, “but I’ve been at it a good while. Started out making sandwiches with my mama for a food truck.”

“Is that so? You came up in the business, then.”

“Uh-huh. It was just my mama and me, and she was my best friend,” Margot said. In fact, her mother had been her whole world. “Her sandwiches were beyond delicious. Pimento cheese, smoked meatloaf, egg salad, roast beef and remoulade, honey butter biscuits and fried chicken … Folks lived for her food.” Darla Salinas had never made much of a living, not because her food wasn’t good—it was—but because she didn’t have a head for business.

Ida indicated the tray. “Go on now, help yourself. Have a bite to eat and then in a little bit, I’ll show you around the place.”

The treats she served were the stuff of dreams—a buttery tart glistening with fresh fruit, a molasses cookie that made Margot almost swoon with pleasure when she sampled it, and tiny, decadent chocolate brownies and lemon bars.

As Anya quizzed Ida about the business, Margot wondered if things would have turned out differently if her mother had focused on getting ahead instead of just getting by. One year, Darla’s brisket and pepperoncini kaiser—with its not-so-secret ingredient of crushed barbecue potato chips—was named best sandwich in the state by Texas Monthly magazine, but she had never capitalized on it.

“I got my own start right here in this kitchen back when it was just a community center.” Ida showed them around, opening the door to the abandoned dining room. It had a dated, neglected air, the walls painted with scenes of old Mexico. The empty restaurant resembled a ghost town abandoned in haste, leaving behind upended tables and chairs, an apron on a hook, a battered soccer poster, tubs of plastic tumblers and flatware, discarded receipts and order slips.

Margot stood still for a few moments, picturing the space transformed into a warm, fresh, welcoming restaurant. In her dreams, driven by a yearning to find a place where she mattered, where she fit in, where she was in control, she had designed every nook and cranny, setting the stage for people to enjoy her food.

Ida finished the tour with a gracious smile. “I hope I see you again soon, Margot,” she said.

“Decision time,” Anya said when they stepped out into the service alley. The dumpsters were neatly aligned and labeled for trash and recyclables. There was an old basketball hoop above a wall with a fading antiwar mural that appeared to be from the Vietnam era. “We need to go over the pros and cons of each place.”

As Margot mulled over her options, she tried to be cold-bloodedly objective about each locale. The buzzy Fisherman’s Wharf place, the tony Nob Hill location, or historic Perdita Street.

“What do you think?” she asked Anya.

“Well, it could be challenging to share a kitchen with that bakery. It’s clean and roomy, but some of the equipment is dated.”

“True,” Margot conceded. “But remember, I’ve been working in a food truck, so I’m good with cramped spaces. This place feels comfortable. Down-to-earth, here in the middle of a city that still intimidates me sometimes. I like Ida. She seems so cool. And what did you say that bakery was called?”

Anya handed her a business card. “Sugar.”

Margot felt a smile unfurl. Suddenly she had a sense of clarity, one so powerful that she no longer second-guessed herself. “Perfect.”

“Well now, I hope you’re happy with the place,” Ida said. The lease had been signed, plans approved, licenses granted, and the transformation was nearly done.

“We looked at a lot of properties,” Margot said. “Once I found this place, I was done looking. It feels exactly right to me.”

“Sometimes it works like that,” Ida said. “When you know, you know.”

Margot hoped Ida was right. The past five months had been intense, but rewarding. A professional design and development team had turned her vision into a reality. She herself had scouted the vintage Victorian chandeliers, spray-painted them black, and hung them in the all-white dining room. The booths along the inner walls showed a subtle hint of color, accented by a single apple-green napkin tucked into a stemmed glass, glowing against the arctic white. The overall impression was clean but not stark or intimidating. The place still smelled of plaster and paint, but soon it would be filled with the smoky sweet aroma of barbecue.

The kitchen and prep areas had been refurbished and updated. Personnel hired and trained, technology in place, menus agonized over, tested, and curated. The playlist featured old and new music that was audible but unobtrusive. Her freshly trained bar staff would soon be serving craft cocktails like the Baja Oklahoma and the Wild West martini. She had attended to every detail she could imagine, all the while being fully aware that the trouble would come from a source no one had anticipated. This was the nature of the restaurant business. This was the reality she had to accept. And that just might be what made it so exciting to her.

She and Ida sat at the gleaming bar, which had been reclaimed from a 1908 hotel.

“I brought you some samples from the pit and smokehouse.” She offered Ida a carryout package with brisket and links and her favorite sides. She also included a few jars of sauce.

“sugar+salt,” Ida said, studying the label. “And now we’re neighbors. Isn’t that something?”

“I took it as a sign,” Margot said. “I came up with that name for the sauce when I was a kid.”

“Did you now? My, my.” Ida leaned in with genuine interest. She listened with a friendly tilt of her head. She always seemed like a person comfortable in her own skin. “Something your mama showed you?”

Margot found Ida easy to talk to—which was something, since Margot rarely felt at ease with people. “She let me experiment in the commercial kitchen. Once I was on my own, I started making sauce in small batches for a barbecue place I worked at years ago. Cubby Watson’s Barbecue, it was called, run by him and his wife, Queen. In the Texas Hill Country, barbecue’s practically a religion, and the Watsons were always in need of kitchen help. I started on dishwashing detail and prepping ingredients for their classic sides, and when Cubby saw how serious I was, he showed me every aspect of the trade, from tending the firebox to tending the bar—which I was too young to do back then, but he was a fine teacher.”

“Sounds like a good place to start,” said Ida.

Margot nodded. “I loved it, even the hard parts. Cubby’s one of the best pitmasters in the world. His brisket is so falling-apart tender you’d swear it was cooked in butter. Folks would travel miles to sample Queen’s house-made sausage, her vegan portobello sandwiches with creamy remoulade, and her Texas sheet cake.”

“How wonderful. I can see what inspired your menu,” Ida said.

The phone rang and she stepped into the bakery office to take the call. Margot was seldom so chatty, but she felt as if she’d made a friend. In several ways, Ida reminded her of Queen Watson—a woman with a sturdy spirit who seemed like she could withstand any storm. Both were women of color, so Margot was sure they’d encountered their share of storms. Queen’s fortitude had inspired Margot to survive when she was at her most vulnerable, and she sensed a kindred soul in Ida.

Margot had been sixteen when she showed up in the Watsons’ kitchen in Banner Creek, Texas, looking for work, any kind of work.

Her story was one of uncertainty and desperation, but she’d held her head up and looked them in the eye—first Cubby, mild-faced and quiet-spoken, with busy, talented hands and burly arms that could manage the big cuts of meat in the outside pit—and then Queen, whose impassive regard measured Margie from the top of her blond head to the bottom of her skinny legs.

“You’re mighty young to be out on your own,” Queen had observed.

Margot—Margie, back then—wasn’t quite sure what the rule was for underage minors. She missed her mother so much in that moment. She missed the way they’d stay up late together on Saturday nights, talking and giggling about everything and nothing. Even when Mama had her sick spells, the two of them were best friends and life was simple, nothing remarkable about it—until Del came along.

Del. Delmar Gantry. At thirteen, Margie had been told that they were a family now. She asked her mother what they were before, and Mama broke out laughing. Margie had never understood the joke. Del talked slick and didn’t have a job. He looked like a movie star, and he and her mama together were like a Hollywood golden couple. They reminded her of the couples you saw in People magazine, looking glamorous even if they were just getting coffee or watching a Lakers game.

Except unlike the Hollywood couples, Mama and Del were always broke. Then one day, as Mama was teaching her to drive, she pulled off the road and said she had a headache. She passed out and wouldn’t wake up, and by the time the police came, she was already gone. An embolism. Mama had always been sickly, but the doctor at the hospital said it was totally random, with no underlying cause and no way to stop it.

Both Margie and Del were so destroyed by shock and grief that they couldn’t function. They were like pieces of a boat that had broken apart, drifting aimlessly away from each other, attached to nothing. Mama had been the glue that held the family together. When she was gone, so was the bond.

Then one day Margie noticed Del looking at her in a certain way.

“How old are you now?” he asked.

“Sixteen.” How could he not know that?

At night she heard his footsteps in the hallway outside her room. The footsteps paused next to the door. She didn’t breathe for a long time. Not one single breath. Not until, thank god, the footsteps shuffled into silence.

The looks Del slid her way didn’t go away, and sometimes after he had a few beers, she heard his tread outside again. He’d softly scratch on her door. The feeling in her gut warned her to leave and so she took off in her mother’s car. She took along a suitcase with a few changes of clothes, some key kitchen items, and the only thing of value her mother had left behind—a thick, food-spattered binder crammed with her handwritten and annotated recipes.

“My mama died,” Margie had explained to Queen, keeping her eyes low. “And her boyfriend, Del, he wasn’t a good guy.”

After that, Cubby and Queen hadn’t asked too many questions, which was a big relief, because she hadn’t wanted to talk about Del.

Now she remembered the Watsons with deep gratitude, wondering if she would ever be able to repay their many kindnesses. When they discovered she was living in her car, they’d set her up in a garage apartment near the restaurant’s smoke shack at the edge of town.

Within a few years, she’d proven herself in every aspect of the service and was an eager student of the art of barbecue. Cubby jokingly called her the son he never had. In fact, he and Queen were childless, and when they’d started bringing Margie to service on church Sundays, they’d raised eyebrows for sure. A blond-haired white girl, she had never set foot in a Black house of praise. But Queen was a church mother and Cubby a deacon, and the congregation of the Church of Hope made her welcome in a way she’d never been welcomed anywhere else.

Thanks to steady wages and tips, and the proceeds from her small-batch sauces, she managed to pull together enough of a life to rent a little furnished cottage by the creek, with a cat she’d rescued from a box of kittens in the H.E.B. parking lot. She had settled into a life of quiet contentment, until the night everything fell apart.

Ida returned from the office and put the carryout box in a thermal carrier. “Smells like pure heaven,” she said. “I’ll take it home for dinner.”

“Let me know what you think,” Margot said.

“Right now, what I think is we’re going to get along just fine.” Ida grinned at Margot’s expression. “Don’t worry. I really am retired. I won’t be sticking my nose in your business. Have you met Jerome?”

“I’ve been really busy. We haven’t crossed paths yet.”

“You will, no doubt. Mind if I share this with him and his boys?”

“Not at all. And there’s plenty more where that came from.”

“Jerome’s a single parent,” Ida said. “It’s a challenge, but he’s a fine daddy.”

“I hope to meet him soon,” Margot said.

“I like having them over,” Ida said. “They’re good company.”

“Is there a Mr. Sugar?”

“There was. We divorced a long time back,” Ida said, “after Jerome finished high school. All Douglas left me was his name. He remarried and passed away five years ago.”

“You never married again?”

“I never did.” She paused, seeming to hover on the edge of a larger explanation. Then she shrugged. “Got to liking my own company. Too much, if you ask my son. Jerome, he worries about me.”

“Wait a minute—he’s single, and he worries because you’re single?”

Ida chuckled. “Projecting, I suppose. He knows I get lonely sometimes, and I suppose I do, but …” She looked off into the distance. “My heart’s stuck in the past, I guess.” Before Margot could ask her about that, Ida asked, “What about you? Single? Dating?”

“Yes—single. And dating? Not at the moment.” Not in a lot of moments, she reflected. Guys asked her out and sometimes she said yes. She’d had a couple of first dates that hadn’t gone anywhere. She did want to find someone. She wanted that feeling of letting someone in, but opening her heart proved to be more challenging than opening a restaurant. There was always a tiny part of her that stood firm against vulnerability. A part that could never move beyond the past that haunted her every day. Focusing on other things was a form of avoidance, but it was simpler to concentrate on meeting with the investment group and planning strategy, working with her new staff. “Getting this place up and running has been my whole life lately,” she told Ida. “Anya, my GM, warned me that the general rule of thumb is that things will take twice as long and double the money.” Margot sighed. “My original three-month window stretched out to six.”

“One day, it’ll seem like the blink of an eye. I was young like you when I started the bakery,” Ida said. “It was all I ever wanted to do. The neighborhood was a lot different back in the seventies. This space was a church-run soup kitchen. We bought the building for next to nothing. I set up a playpen for my little boy, Jerome, right over there by my desk.” She gestured toward the office. “We like to say we’ve been partners in crime ever since. His boys are eight and ten now, and they’re just about the prettiest things you ever did see.”

“Spoken like a proud grandma.” Margot had only vague, indistinct memories of her own grandparents. When her mother had died, Margot had contacted them and they sent a sympathy card. But they hadn’t shown up for the sad, hasty service to bid their daughter farewell.

When she thought about her mother’s parents, she could only come up with a vast nothingness. She pictured them like strangers on a commercial for a reverse mortgage, benign and generic. “I hope I get to meet your grandsons one day,” she said to Ida.

“I’m sure you will. Just watch out—they eat like a plague of locusts, those two.”

“My favorite kind of folks.” Margot had a good feeling about Ida and about this place. Apart from Miles, it was the hardest, best thing she’d ever done.

One week until opening day. The deadline loomed, as keenly anticipated as Christmas morning and as dreaded as judgment day. Late at night, Margot keyed in the door code to the kitchen delivery bay behind the restaurant and let herself in. She was too wound up to sleep, so she decided to take advantage of the nighttime quiet and get some work done.

It was a good thing that she loved the work, because there was no end to it.

Her kitchen was ready, her staff trained, her menu set and ready to go. Finally. Tomorrow night would be the first dinner service, a trial run. It was a complimentary dinner for her executive committee and their guests, so they could sample the food and toast the new enterprise. Just the thought of opening the doors gave Margot wave after wave of nervous chills.

Something about the kitchen workflow had been nagging at her. A long wait for an order could ruin a meal, even if the food was delicious. A smooth flow from station to station was essential.

Over and over, she simulated an imaginary order, timing each part of the sequence from prep to plating. While working the line, she scarcely noticed the time passing. This happened to her a lot. When she was into something, time seemed to stop and wait for her.

She found a possible bottleneck at the far end of the kitchen. There was a tiny desk area that had become a catchall for unsorted objects—mail, utensils, charging cords, odds and ends. She was still organizing the space, but so far, her only accomplishment had been to install a corkboard above the desk. She’d tacked up a photo of Kevin, looking totally luxe curled up in the window of her apartment, and another picture—one of the few she had of herself with her mother. It was an old photo booth strip they’d made the one time they’d visited the beach at Corpus Christi. She could still remember that day, the two of them riding bikes along the seawall and playing in the waves, then getting cones of soft serve and plugging quarters into an old pachinko machine. They’d crammed into the booth, making faces and giggling together. We looked so much alike, she thought. We looked like sisters.

On the back, her mother had scrawled a message: You’re my happy place.

Under the desk was an old wooden cabinet. Margot slid it out, replaced it with some stacking bins, and cleared off the work surface.

The upper drawer of the cabinet was empty except for dust and lint. The bottom drawer was stuck, and she struggled to pull it out, jimmying it back and forth. She gave a final heave and the drawer broke free. She fell backward onto the floor, and the contents scattered every which way—yellowed papers and ancient mail, receipts, half-used order pads, matchbooks, boxes of clips—the flotsam and jetsam of decades. Maybe some of it had belonged to Mr. Garza, the former restaurant owner.

She found a few odd tools, like a pie fluter and a nutmeg mill, some small notebooks with scribbled numbers, and too many pens and pencils.

In the bottom of the drawer, something had broken, unfortunately—a large picture frame. She emptied the shards of glass into the trash. The image in the frame was a faded certificate from the Department of Health in 1975.

The brittle wooden frame came apart, and a folded newspaper section fell out onto the floor. It was a special issue of the Examiner’s Sunday magazine.

Preserved in darkness, sandwiched in the frame behind the certificate, the paper was in pristine condition.

She took it over to the recycling bin. She was about to dispose of the old paper when something caught her eye. The headline read, LOCAL CIVIL RIGHTS GROUP PARTNERS WITH ANTIWAR ACTIVISTS. It was dated 1972. The Vietnam War era.

Under the headline was a picture of a crowd of protesters jamming the street. The scene, though decades past, looked weirdly reminiscent of recent times—people holding hand-lettered signs, wearing T-shirts and hats with slogans, fists in the air as they shouted or sang or chanted.

Then Margot noticed the backdrop of the photo. It was Perdita Street, definitely more rough around the edges than it was now, but still recognizable. The body art shop was a hardware store back then. The Lost and Found Bookshop had a sign that said THE APOTHECARY TYPEWRITER COMPANY. This very space, as nearly as she could tell, was the home of the Perdita Street Gospel Mission.

Her curiosity piqued, she laid the paper on a stainless-steel prep counter to take a closer look. There was an in-depth article about a civil rights group combining forces with an antiwar group organized by Berkeley students. On an inside page, another photo jumped out at her. It was a headshot of a young Black woman with thick-rimmed glasses and the caption Miss Ida Miller, niece of Sgt. Eugene Miller, is a key organizer of the joint action for civil rights and antiwar events.

On the following page was a color photo of an outdoor concert surrounded by people dancing, eating, or lounging on blankets spread for acres on a hill with the Berkeley campanile in the distance. The band was called Jefferson Airplane and the event was described as a “cook-in.”

There was another picture of Ida with a tall white guy with long hair and John Lennon glasses. They were holding each other and seemed oblivious to the crowd around them, so absorbed were they in each other. They looked as though their emotions were propping up the sky.

An unbidden sigh escaped from Margot as she gazed at the old picture. To have someone look at her like that, even for a moment, seemed like an impossible dream. It was impossible. That kind of romance never worked out in the long run.

She reminded herself that she had a full, exciting life. Her beloved cat and aikido dojo. There were friends and people she would be working with in this amazing new enterprise that was finally taking shape. Let that be enough, she thought. Quit asking for the moon when you have all the stars in the sky.

She put the newspaper section aside to show Ida later.

Still wound up with nervous energy, she reorganized a serving rack. There was a box of new glassware that hadn’t been unpacked. She took out the glasses, washed and put them away, broke down the packing box, and carried it over to the recycle container. It was full, so she unlocked the exterior door and wheeled the container outside to the large waste management bins in the alleyway. The security light came on, then flickered and went out. It was almost too dark to find her way across the service alley to the bins.

Something about the San Francisco fog added a thick chill to the air, making the dark seem somehow darker. Margot fumbled with the key, opened the bin, and put the cardboard inside. Then she locked the container and turned, nearly slamming into her worst nightmare—a large, menacing male.

Backlit by the faint glow from the kitchen window, his silhouette loomed against a swirl of fog.

Her reaction was instantaneous, honed by her years of training—a four-direction throw. She had practiced the shihōnage a hundred times and more. And just like those hundred times, the assailant went down on his back, slamming against the pavement. A pair of heavy-rimmed glasses skittered away. The air rushed out of him like a deflating balloon.

She used the precious seconds to run back to the building, frantically pressing in the door code. Then she plunged inside, slammed the door shut, and locked it. Her pulse had kicked into overdrive, and her breath came in gasps of panic. Oh god oh god oh god. Her phone. Where the hell was her phone?
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Jerome Sugar saw stars, even though the night was seething with fog. His head had slammed so hard against the pavement that he couldn’t focus. For several alarming seconds, he couldn’t breathe, either. He dug in his pocket for his Ventolin. No luck; he’d probably left his asthma medicine in the car. Wheezing, he managed to roll to one side. His glasses had flown off when he fell. He was practically blind without his glasses.

Struggling to breathe, he groaned and dragged in a deep breath, then got up on his hands and knees. He patted the gritty pavement with his hands, groping for his glasses until he found them a few feet away. One of the lenses was cracked. Awesome.

He got up, feeling a goose egg starting to form at the back of his head. Damn. Being body-slammed by a nutty girl with a ponytail had not been on his dance card tonight.

Jerome went over to the door leading to the kitchen.

He hadn’t planned on coming in tonight, but Verna was out sick. Since the kids were with their mom, Jerome had offered to fill in. He’d never liked working the first shift back when he was a youngster starting out, but Ida B had insisted that the way to learn every part of the business was to work in every part of the business.

He stabbed the lock code numbers into the keypad and let himself in.

The girl stood with her back against the counter, cell phone in hand. Okay, she was a woman, not a girl. A young blond woman in a short denim skirt and cowboy boots and bare legs he might appreciate if he were in a better mood.

“I’m calling 911,” she said, holding up the phone. Her thumb hovered over the screen.

He gave a weary sigh, rubbing the back of his head as he shrugged out of his jacket. Then he went to the sink to scrub up. “To tell them what?” he asked. “That I showed up for work?” He glanced at her in the mirror over the sink and tried to see himself through her eyes—tall and broad-shouldered, square-jawed, Black. Wearing heavy-rimmed glasses with one cracked lens. He put on a white chef’s coat and turned toward her. “Go on, then,” he said. “Call the police. Wouldn’t be the first time. I guess it’d be the first time it happened in my own establishment.”

She put down the phone and stared at his coat, with Sugar embroidered on the upper pocket. “Oh my gosh. Jerome.”

“And you must be Margot.” He dried his hands, eyeing her up and down.

“I’m really sorry,” she said as he took off his glasses and polished them with a cloth. The crack angled straight across one of the lenses. “I’ll pay for a replacement,” she offered.

He put the glasses back on. “I got a spare pair at home.”

“I can’t believe I did that. I’m so sorry,” she said again. “I was doing some last-minute organizing, and I thought I was all alone here … and you startled me.”

“I could say the same.” He eyed the ponytail, the big blue eyes, the worried pink lips. He tried not to check out the legs again. So this was the new restaurant owner. His mother had spoken well of her—itty-bitty white girl, cute as a puppy and smart as a whip. Ida B had not mentioned a violent streak, though. “Where’d you learn a move like that, anyway?”

“Self-defense class.” Her cheeks flushed and she ducked her head, looking sheepish. “I’m sorry I treated you like a threat.”

“Most girls who look like you think the worst when they meet a guy who looks like me,” he said. The indignities were familiar, but wearying.

“I’m not … I didn’t think at all. It sucks that I had that reflex. I don’t want to be that person. I wasn’t expecting someone to sneak up on me at one in the morning.”

“I wasn’t sneaking.”

“It was dark. And again, I’m really, really sorry.”

“Just a thought,” he said. “When you’re here by yourself at night, maybe don’t go out into the alley.”

“You’re right,” she said. “I didn’t think ahead, which means I failed the first rule of self-defense … Is your head all right? Do you need some ice, or …”

“I need to get to work. I’m covering for somebody tonight.”

“Oh! Can I help?”

His face must’ve shown something, because her cheeks turned an even deeper shade of pink. She said, “I mean, I’d like to be helpful. I feel real bad that we got off on the wrong foot.”

“It’s one in the morning,” he reminded her.

“I’m wide awake. Nervous as hell about my opening day. I swear, I’m good in the kitchen. I’d like to help.”

Jerome jerked his head toward the row of clean jackets hanging on a rack by the door.

Margot flashed a smile that seemed to light the room, then quickly swapped the cowboy boots for kitchen clogs. Damn. He could watch her do that all night long.

Then he checked himself. This was work. He was at work.

She scurried over to the sink and scrubbed. “I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep,” she said, “so I came in to get some things done. I’m a bundle of nerves these days.”

He remembered those nerves. Years ago, when he’d taken over the bakery, his first project had been to shut down for refurbishing. It was risky, making changes to a place that had been a community anchor since the seventies.

“Artisan loaves first,” he said, bringing out the bins. “The long loaves are usually the first to go.” He felt her tracking his every move. Then she started assisting him and emulating his movements as he filled the spiral mixers to mix and knead. He could tell she had kitchen skills—the assured motions with her hands, the attentive look as she emulated his technique. While the dough hooks rotated, they prepared the proofing racks—cornmeal for the baguettes and sesame seeds for the Italian loaves. They put the dough onto a table for bulk fermentation.

“I imagine you’ll do all right,” he said. “My mom brought home some samples of your food. It was outstanding.”

“Thanks. I’m glad you liked it.”

“My boys gobbled it up as if they’d been starving in a prison cell.”

“Your mother is a big fan of those boys,” she said. “Asher and … Sorry, I forgot the other one’s name.”

“Ernest,” he said. “Named after their granddads.”

“That’s nice,” she said, her Texas drawl sliding over the word. He didn’t know much about her, but Ida B had mentioned that she came from Texas. He’d read in a local trade magazine that the new start-up had the backing of a prestigious private equity group that specialized in launching restaurants. Maybe Margot Salton was one of those privileged, trust fund princesses who wanted to play restaurant. He’d seen the type before—people who were more in love with the idea of a restaurant than they were with actually doing the work to make it happen. Watching her now, efficiently measuring the dough into loaves
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