
Seeking Sugar and Spice



  	
	    
	      Also by Amy Schisler

	    

      
	    
          
	      Buffalo Springs

          
        
          
	          Desert Fire, Mountain Rain

          
        
          
	          Under the Summer Moon

          
        
          
	          Sapphires in Snow

          
        
          
	          Rescuing the Rain Man

          
        
          
	          Limestone and Lace (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Chincoteague Island Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Island of Miracles

          
        
          
	          Island of Promise

          
        
          
	          Island of Hope

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Chincoteague Sunsets Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Seeking Tranquility

          
        
          
	          Seeking Sugar and Spice

          
        
          
	          Seeking Space and Time

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Picture Me, A Mystery

          
        
          
	          Whispering Vines

          
        
          
	          The Greatest Gift

          
        
          
	          Summer's Squall

          
        
          
	          The Devil's Fortune

          
        
          
	          A Devotional Alphabet

          
        
          
	          The Good Wine

          
        
          
	          Clothed with Strength and Dignity

          
        
          
	          A Place to Call Home

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Amy Schisler’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By Amy Schisler

Seeking Sugar and Spice (Chincoteague Sunsets Trilogy)

Seeking Sugar and Spice | By Amy Schisler

Copyright 2023 by Amy Schisler | Chesapeake Sunrise Publishing | Bozman, Maryland

Dedicated to my daughters who encourage me to follow my dreams as I encourage them to follow theirs.

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Epilogue | October

Chincoteague Sunsets Books Three, | Coming Soon...

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Book Club Discussion Questions

Sign up for Amy Schisler's Mailing List

Also By Amy Schisler

About the Author

Praise for Award-Winning, Island of Miracles 

“A beautiful account of the love and healing support of community!”

Chandi Owen, Author

“I can already see the Hallmark Channel movie!”

Anne, Goodreads

Praise for Award-Winning, Island of Promise 

“[Amy] draws you in to the lives of her characters...she paints the picture so eloquently it’s almost like you are there. 

Cindy, Amazon

“I love Amy Schisler’s books. I cried tears of both sadness and joy while reading this. I read this book in a day!” 

Mitzi Mead, Goodreads

Praise for The Devil’s Fortune 

“The Devil’s Fortune is a beautifully written, atmospheric tale chock-full of adventure and secrets. It gripped me throughout and left me feeling satisfied in the end. Highly recommended!” 

Carissa Ann Lynch, USA Today bestselling author of MY   SISTER IS MISSING

“Schisler once again delivers on her unique ability to combine rich history with a brilliantly layered cast of characters. The lines of what was, what is, and what is yet to be are beautifully weaved within this tale of pirates, treasures, secrets, faith and love. Destiny awaits!” 

Alexa Jacobs, Author & President, Maryland Romance Writers

Praise for Award-Winning, Whispering Vines 

“The heartbreaking, endearing, charming, and romantic scenes will surely inveigle you to keep reading.”

Serious Reading Book Review

“Schisler's writing is a verbal masterpiece of art.”

Alexa Jacobs, Author & President of Maryland Romance Writers

Also Available by Amy Schisler

Novels

A Place to Call Home

Picture Me

Whispering Vines

Summer’s Squall

The Devil’s Fortune

The Good Wine

Chincoteague Island Trilogy

Island of Miracles

Island of Promise

Island of Hope

Chincoteague Sunsets Trilogy

Seeking Tranquility

Seeking Sugar and Spice

––––––––
[image: ]


Buffalo River Series

Desert Fire, Mountain Rain

Under the Summer Moon

Sapphires in Snow

Children’s Books

Crabbing With Granddad

The Greatest Gift

Spiritual Books

A Devotional Alphabet

Meet the Saints from A-Z

Stations of the Cross Meditations for Moms (with Anne Kennedy, Susan Anthony, Chandi Owen, and Wendy Clark)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Seeking Sugar and Spice

By Amy Schisler













[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright 2023 by Amy Schisler

Chesapeake Sunrise Publishing
Bozman, Maryland
[image: ]


Copyright 2023 Amy Schisler

Chesapeake Sunrise Publishing

––––––––
[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this book shall be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, magnetic, and photographic including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission of the author. No patent liability is assumed with respect to the use of the information contained herein. Although every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the author assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions. Neither is any liability assumed for the damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

ISBN-13: 979-8-9883677-1-0

Published by:

Chesapeake Sunrise Publishing

Amy Schisler

Bozman, MD

2023

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedicated to my daughters who encourage me to follow my dreams as I encourage them to follow theirs.

















[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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“Aunt Meg, you can’t do that. The entries aren’t supposed to be tampered with once they’re placed on the table.”

“Hush, Ruth. I’m worried I didn’t add enough of my secret ingredient, and I want to be sure this knocks the socks off the judges.” 

Meg tried to be inconspicuous as she tilted the flask toward the bowl of chili and poured in some more of her homemade whiskey. She hastily tucked it into her purse and jumped away from the table as the judges were led into the room. 

Thirty minutes later, an argument broke out as the winners were announced for the forty-fifth annual Chincoteague Chili Cook-off to benefit the fire company. 

“I’ve held this title for seventeen years,” an older man cried out. “What do you mean Shelby Swann is the new champion?”

“That’s my grandmother’s prize-winning recipe. It won eight blue ribbons in the county fair back in Easton. Hers can’t be better than this,” a woman shouted from the back. 

“What kind of experience do you judges have?” Meg, the woman with the flask, asked with indignation. 

“My restaurant has been serving this for over twenty years. Locals and visitors alike tell me all the time that it’s the best they’ve ever had.”

Tucked into the corner of the room nearest to the exit, a man in a baseball cap and sunglasses stood surveying the chaos. The man’s eyes twinkled behind the dark glasses. He pulled the cap farther down over his forehead and tugged at his wife’s elbow.

“Let’s go before things get out of hand. I’ve got a phone call to make to my manager.”

“Oh no, not another one,” his wife groaned as they made their way out onto the sidewalk.

“This is going to be the most fun yet. Imagine it, a friendly competition pitting neighbor against neighbor, the best cooks in the town vying for the top spot. Every small town in America will want to participate. This will put small towns and their restaurants on the map. It will be like Diners, Drive-ins, and Dives, only better.”

“Just what the world needs. One more cooking show and one more chance for people with knives in their hands and fire at their fingertips to try to kill each other over a prize.”

“Not just any prize,” he said with a smile. “The winner will get yearlong advertising on all my shows plus a brand-new kitchen makeover to allow them to make their meals better than ever.”

“And how are you going to choose the small town for the pilot?”

“I don’t have to choose. You’ve already done it for me. Thank you, my love, for insisting on a weekend away on this quaint island.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek while simultaneously pulling his phone from his pocket. 

“Great,” she muttered as he immediately started spouting off his ideas to his manager, using language he didn’t dare use with her. 

I was really enjoying this little island. I hope he doesn’t destroy its charm and sense of community in the short time he’ll take the island by storm. Not even a hurricane could cause the damage that a ‘friendly competition’ can create.




Famed celebrity chef and television entrepreneur, Gideon Randall, has announced a new reality show with a surprising twist. Neighbor vs. Neighbor will pit the restaurants, eateries, and bakeries of one small town against each other in a bid to see which establishment has the best chef and the tastiest food. The cooking competition will bring together professional chefs and hometown cooks, both culinary-educated and self-taught, to showcase all the cooking talent the town has to offer. Stay tuned for more details and the premier date.




TV Guide, May 10
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Chapter One
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“Can they do this?” Holly took off her apron and tossed it onto the freshly cleaned counter before reaching for her coffee cup. The lunch rush had just ended at the Sand and Sugar Café, and Holly wasn’t happy with the letter that had been delivered during the busiest time of the day. 

Diane put down the letter after reading it through twice. “I guess they can,” she said. “I don’t remember them ever doing this before, not in the thirty years I owned this place.” She accepted the coffee that Holly offered. “Thanks, Holly. I’m so glad to see you’re still making the good stuff.”

Holly laughed. “I thought that was conditional on your sale of the business.” She led her mentor to a table and sat down.

“It would’ve been if I could’ve made it legally binding,” Diane said.

“Don’t worry. I know that everyone comes here for our coffee because they know just how good it is.” Holly tucked a stray hair behind her ear and exhaled.  She gestured toward the letter lying on the counter. “So, about this demand.”

“Maybe it’s good news,” Diane offered. “Maybe the council or the chamber has money it wants to spend on the local restaurants.”

Holly frowned. “I suppose it could be good news. In my experience, though, a command appearance in front of some branch of government typically does not bode well.”

Diane shrugged. “Don’t worry until you have something to worry about, then let God worry for you.”

“I sure wish I had your faith, Diane. For most of my life, it’s been the things I didn’t know I had to worry about that always came around to bite me.” She tasted a bitterness in her mouth that didn’t come from the coffee.

Diane reached over and covered Holly’s hand with her own. “Don’t blame yourself. It’s his loss.”

Holly looked away and blinked. I will not do this again, she willed herself before turning back to Diane and forcing a smile. 

“I know. I keep telling myself that, but it’s my loss, too. I spent two years of my life preparing for what I thought was a certain future. How could I have wasted all that time and never have known that he wasn’t invested at all? He talked the talk, but when it came down to it, he couldn’t walk the walk.”

Diane patted Holly’s hand. “Not all men can. But most men do. Give yourself some time to grieve, pamper yourself, then take a deep breath and let your heart open itself up again. The right one is out there, and he won’t make demands on you or put you between the proverbial rock and hard place.”

“Humph,” Holly snorted. “We’ll see. In the meantime, speaking of demands, I guess I need to get myself cleaned up and ready to face the town council for this mandatory emergency meeting. Whatever they have to tell us, I hope it’s not going to be something else that knocks the wind out of me.”

“Whatever it is, you’ll handle it. I have faith in you,” Diane told her as both women stood. 

Holly leaned over and hugged Diane. “Thanks. I’m glad somebody does.”

“Lots of people do. It’s going to be fine. No worrying.” Diane smiled and waved goodbye. “I’ve got to go. I’m babysitting this afternoon and evening so Christy and Jared can pick up Molly from boarding school.”

“I guess it’s that time of year. I can’t wait to ask Molly how she liked school.”

Diane laughed. “Molly loves school. She loves anything that increases the knowledge in that incredible brain of hers.”

Holly shook her head and smiled. “I can’t imagine having all those smarts at such a young age. Or having a sister or brother with that kind of brain capacity. I give Christy a lot of credit for raising Molly after their parents passed away.”

“Christy has done a remarkable job. Now with Jared as part of their family, Molly has another scientific genius and father figure to help guide her.”

Holly sighed as she thought about how happy Christy and Jared were. Diane must have recognized the look.

“Your time will come, Holly. Just be patient.”

Holly shrugged. “I have no choice but to be patient, I suppose. At least I have this place to keep me busy. Have a good afternoon, Diane. I’ll let you know what happens at the meeting.”

Holly let out a long breath as she watched the former donut shop owner head out the door. Some days, Holly loved owning her own business. Other days, she wondered why she ever thought this was a good idea.

***
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“No. No way. I’m not going. Do they have any idea the effect a three o’clock meeting will have on the dinner rush? They can’t demand I show up just a few hours before my restaurant opens without any regard for my business. They didn’t even say what the meeting is about. They didn’t even spell the name of the restaurant correctly.”

Lorenzo tossed the letter into a nearby trash can before walking to the stove and picking up a long wooden spoon from a simmering pot. He sniffed the spoon and winced before adding a heavy dose of oregano to the sauce.

“Well, we all told you nobody would know what Speziato means and people would get it wrong.”

Lorenzo shot Antonia an annoyed look. “It’s 2023. They can’t look it up on Google Translate? It says right there, ‘spicy’.”

Antonia sighed. “ Back to the meeting. I understand, Lorenzo, but you have to go. It says it’s mandatory.” “As Lorenzo’s front-of-house manager at Speziato, as well as his baby sister, Antonia knew there was only so much sway she had when his mind was made up. Nevertheless, she tried to keep up with him as he breezed from one station to another, smelling, tasting, spicing up, and dressing down. 

“You call this creamy?” He barked at one of his sous chefs. “The special is seafood fettucine in a cream sauce, not a bowl of milk.”

He looked at the already-plated salads. “Who made these salads? Did you even look at the lettuce? Is lettuce supposed to be this color?”

As he headed to the walk-in, he stopped abruptly, and Antonia banged into his backside. “Antonia!” He snapped. “Would you stop following me around? I have a kitchen to run, and my employees are doing everything in their power to ruin my recipes and my reputation.”

“I’m sorry, Lorenzo, but please hear me out.”

He stood, crossing his arms, and looked at Antonia, wondering why he ever hired her to begin with. Yes, she had experience. Yes, she knew and appreciated his family’s reputation. She knew everything there was to know about good Italian cuisine. Still, she was only nineteen and not even finished college. He never should have taken her on as his protégée. 

“What is it? Talk fast. I don’t have all afternoon to waste on meetings of any kind despite what the town council thinks.” 

Antonia took a deep breath. “I know you don’t think it’s important, but the letter said that the meeting’s agenda affects every restaurant in town. What if they’re going to pass some crazy law that affects the way you do things? Do you know there’s a law in the state of Florida that says restaurants can be fined for breaking or chipping more than three dishes per day? And in St. Cloud, Minnesota, it’s illegal to eat hamburgers on Sundays. In North Dakota, beer and pretzels are not legally allowed to be served together. And in Indiana, you’re not allowed to go to the movies or ride a public streetcar within four hours of eating garlic.”

“What? I’d never be allowed to go to the theater again.”

Antonia smiled. She’d baited him into that one. 

“Are you putting me on?” Lorenzo asked.

“Actually, I’m not. That’s a real law. And who knows what the council is cooking up with this meeting. No pun intended.”

Lorenzo rolled his eyes. “Oh, for Heaven’s sake. I’ll go. But you’d better make sure this place doesn’t burn down while I’m gone. Nobody in the kitchen is competent enough to be left alone.”

“And yet you handpicked every one of them,” she said with narrowed eyes and puckered lips. 

“Be good, little sister, or I’m sending you back to Baltimore.” He pulled on her ponytail like he used to when they were young. “I’ll be back. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“You never know how to have any fun, Lorenzo,” she called after him. 

What did she know? She was a kid. Fun was overrated and led to nothing but heartache.

***
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The public meeting room for the Chincoteague City Council was standing room only and as hot as the summer sand. Holly fanned herself in the back of the room as she waited for the council to begin. She looked around the room and recognized all but one face. She thought he was the person who had been hired for her former job as the manager of a local seafood restaurant, though they hadn’t yet met. 

It looked like every restaurant had sent a representative, either the owner or manager or longtime staff member. She wondered what new stipulation the council was going to impose and how her almost non-existent bank account would weather it. She knew that buying the donut shop in January and then spending the next several months updating it and turning it into a three-meal café would take a hit on her finances. She just didn’t realize how hard that hit would be. If it wasn’t a good summer on the island, she’d have to give up her tiny house, at the very least.

The president of the council banged her gavel to bring everyone to order, and a hush fell over the room. Just before the president opened her mouth to speak, the door slammed open, and a disheveled newcomer bounded in. His face turned red as he realized he was both late and the object of all eyes in the room.

“Sorry,” he said before shuffling to an empty wall space in the back.

Holly didn’t know him, but judging by the white coat he wore, he was a chef. He was tall and slender with dark brown hair and thick eyebrows that accentuated rather than overpowered his features. He was about thirty, give or take, and she wondered how long he’d been here and where he worked. She was pretty sure she knew every chef on the island. 

Then it dawned on her. A new Italian place had recently opened on the opposite end of the island where a few new businesses were beginning to crop up. That had been quite the controversy when the land was sold for commercial use. It was believed that the restaurant and the other businesses there were going to have an uphill climb with the locals, but she’d heard good things about the food and atmosphere in the new establishment. Maybe it was going to get the town’s support after all.

She turned her attention back to the front of the room where the president was talking about the past summer and how visitors had returned in big numbers, but not as big as they’d all hoped.

“This brings me to why I’ve gathered you all here this afternoon,” Loretta Chandler told them, carefully moving her gaze around the room to make eye contact with every person there. “We’ve been given an opportunity to promote our wonderful island here to a lot of people. The whole country, in fact. Maybe the world.”

She paused, and Holly’s interest piqued. She could use an opportunity to promote the café.

“Gideon Randall is bringing his new show, Neighbor vs. Neighbor, to the island.” Loretta grinned broadly, obviously expecting much enthusiasm, perhaps even a round of applause.

On the contrary, Holly didn’t think the room could get any quieter. The place became so devoid of sound, she could hear the person next to her swallow and a fly hit the window several feet away. Finally, someone spoke.

“You mean he’s bringing the whole production here? For some kind of competition reality show?” Dawn, owner of Seaside Grill, asked in the way one would carefully ask a young child to repeat herself. 

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean,” Loretta confirmed.

In the space of a millisecond, the room erupted with chatter. Holly’s mind raced. What would this mean for a little café like hers that specialized in coffee, donuts, and croissant sandwiches? She tentatively raised her hand.

“Um, I may be in the minority, but I’ve never heard of this show. How does the competition work? I mean, first, do we all have to participate? And if so, would my place be going against someone like, say, Ropewalk?”

Again, the room got quiet, or almost quiet as a few people whispered amongst themselves.

“Well,” Loretta said. “I’m not sure how it will work as it’s a new show. But yes, in order for the production deal to go through, everyone has to participate.”

A roar went up as people pelted the president with questions. “What about our regular customers? Who’s going to take care of them while we do this?” “Will we get paid?” “What’s the prize at the end?” “How can a sandwich shop go against a seafood restaurant?”

Loretta banged her gavel. “I don’t have all the answers. I’m sorry. But Gideon wants to Zoom with us—all of us—to explain the details.”

“When?” someone asked.

“Two days from now. This same time.”

Holly looked around the room. There was a mixture of expressions on the faces of her colleagues. Some people looked to be in shock, unable to close their gaping mouths, while others had furrowed brows and twisted mouths as though they couldn’t quite understand what the president was talking about. Holly’s gaze stopped on the newcomer who looked...completely irritated. 

His eyes were narrowed, and his mouth was set in such a straight, tight line that his lips were invisible. He shook his head and appeared to be taking deep breaths through his nose. Either that, or he was enormously good at holding his breath. 

Holly turned her attention back to Loretta who was thanking everyone for coming and saying she would see them all on Thursday. The Council stood and exited through a door behind their long, dark table, while everyone else looked at one another in bewilderment. 

They slowly left the room in small clusters, each talking amongst themselves about the possibilities this could lead to, both good and bad. Holly left alone and walked back to the café wondering what they were getting themselves into.

***
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“This is awesome!” Antonia said. “Really awesome. I mean, it’s Gideon Randall, and that means everyone will watch it. It would put Speziato on everyone’s list. Oh my gosh, Dad will flip.”

“Slow down,” Lorenzo told her as he carefully sliced mushrooms, his own enthusiasm completely on hold. “First, we’d have to win.”

“We’d win,” his sister assured him. “It’s in our blood. Four generations of Italian restaurants, all with award-winning menus. Who else can say that?”

“We don’t know the rules. Our expertise might not mean anything.”

Lorenzo was trying to stay calm and rational rather than let his chef’s temper take control. While he held his sister’s belief that their food was the best anywhere, he’d seen one or two episodes of these reality shows—not that he’d ever actually sat down and watched one of his own choosing—and they seemed to be more about drama than cooking. He wasn’t sure this would be good for them. 

Antonia continued to prattle on, talking about strengths and skills and technical knowledge, but Lorenzo tuned her out. He concentrated on the mushrooms, taking slow, even breaths as he made each slice. His Uncle Dom was always calm, always rational. He was a man of prayer who rarely let anything worry him. Even his battle with cancer, a battle he very nearly lost, was fought with dignity and strength underlined by faith. What would he do in this situation? 

“What do you think?” Antonia pulled him from his thoughts with a nudge.

“About what?” 

She made a throaty noise of irritation. “About everything I just said. We have every advantage, don’t you think?”

“What about education? Some of these other chefs went to culinary school.”

“And where are they now?” She used her fingers to enumerate. “Working for someone else, cooking a set menu, not living the dream. Look at you. You were practically born in a kitchen.”

“You were practically born in a kitchen. The doctor warned Mamma that twins usually come early, but would she listen?”

Antonia sighed. “You’re missing the point.” She jabbed him with her finger. “You were in the kitchen from birth. You were raised with a knife in one hand and a wooden spoon in the other. Dad taught you everything he knew, and you can cook circles around him even without the schooling he had. And that’s because you never needed it. You’re the real chef in the family. While Dad cooks the recipes handed down from his parents and grandparents, you make them something special, something unique. You have the kind of skills that can’t be taught in a classroom.”

Lorenzo smiled. “Trying to butter me up?”

“No,” she said emphatically. “I’m trying to tell you that we can win this thing. You can win this thing. I know you can, and so do you.”

It wasn’t anything he’d ever thought of before, pitting his food against another’s. He was a chef, and a darn good one, but he didn’t cook to be the best or win prizes. He cooked because he loved it. And that was the problem. Would this competition change the way he looked at what he did? How much of himself would he be allowed to showcase, and did he want to showcase any of himself to the world? He didn’t want his life under a microscope. He had secrets he didn’t want to get out. He was an imposter with no formal training and even less confidence, and he was afraid that soon, the whole world would know it.

***
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“Well, I think it’s exciting,” Dina said as she popped one of Holly’s Island Delight pastries into her mouth. The friend group was gathered at Christy’s house for their weekly get-together. “The whole world will be watching our little island for something other than ponies swimming across the channel.”

“Hey, watch it,” Taylor said. “Those ponies are what makes our island unique! Plus they’re the loves of my life, besides Nick, of course.” She finished her glass of wine, and Holly reached for the bottle on the coffee table between them.

“It’s not the whole world,” Holly corrected Dina as she poured all of them another glass of wine.

“No more for me,” Christy said, holding her hand over her glass. “One is plenty for Sally.” She looked down at the baby at her breast. “The experts say it’s an old wives’ tale that alcohol gets into my milk, but I’m still taking it easy.”

“As you should,” Tori said. “I’ve seen my share of over-indulgence, and I think you’re smart to play it safe.” 

Tori would know, Holly thought. Tori had been an EMT on the island since she was sixteen.

“I’ll take Christy’s,” Dina said. “It was a rough day at the bank.”

“It’s always a rough day at the bank,” Tori said. “You need a new job.”

“I love my job,” Dina protested.

Holly rolled her eyes. “Anyway, it’s not the whole world. It’s a national show.”

“Until Hulu picks it up,” Tori said. 

Holly let her head fall back on the sofa cushion. “Ugh. I don’t want to think about that.”

“Why?” Dina asked, reaching for a croissant sandwich.

“What if I’m a complete failure?” She looked around the room at her best friends. “I can’t compete with trained chefs. I have a degree in hospitality and a small talent for using someone else’s recipes and making them taste good.”

“Taste better,” Christy corrected. “Even Diane admits it. Somehow, you work your own kind of magic into the dough and batter to come out with a pastry that tastes like a little bite of Heaven.”

“And look how you’ve taken Diane’s original donut recipes and expanded on them.” Tori said. “She had so many unique flavors, but you’ve managed to add even more. Plus, you added recipes of your own, not just croissants and other pastries. Your savory sandwiches are the talk of the island.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Holly said.

“I would,” Taylor argued, waving a sandwich in the air. “Nobody knows more about the sandwiches and pastries on the island than my husband, and he’s all but quit going to any place but yours.”

“Yeah, but that’s sandwiches. I don’t know how to cook anything other than pastries or how to construct any meals other than sandwiches, chips, and a pickle. Just because I managed a restaurant and then decided to jump into owning one doesn’t mean I know what I’m doing. If I wasn’t so broke, I’d have a real pastry chef working for me.”

“You don’t need one,” Christy said. “Believe me. You know how to cook, bake, and create plates of great food. Just because you don’t have the training doesn’t mean you don’t have the skill. In fact,” she said as she rose slowly, keeping her sleeping daughter as still as possible. “I think this competition is going to challenge you in so many positive ways that your cooking is going to flourish. Just wait and see. And go ahead and pour me half a glass while I tuck this little one into her crib.” 

Holly looked at the others. “What do you think? Is she just being nice?”

“She’s right,” Taylor said, licking her fingers.

“One-hundred percent,” agreed Dina, plopping the last piece of her sandwich into her mouth.

Holly took a deep breath and let it out. “I hope you’re all right, but I’m really nervous about what we’re going to hear tomorrow.”

“Don’t be,” a new voice chimed in as Christy’s sister, Molly, entered. “Cooking and baking are just science. You just have to know the proper way to balance everything to achieve the best results.” Molly swept in, grabbed the last pastry on the plate, and headed for the stairs. “And you’ve got a secret weapon,” she said.

“What’s that?” Holly yelled as the precocious twelve-year-old disappeared.

“Me,” Molly called back. 

Holly raised a brow and looked around the room. “Well, that sure cleared things up, didn’t it?”

I was raised by my grandparents. They ran this great restaurant at 56th and 8th in New York. [Robby smiles at the memory.] It was a posh neighborhood. Most of their regulars frequented Carnegie Hall and stayed at the Plaza. I loved the place, but I hated living in the city. Don’t get me wrong, I love going back and seeing the sites and visiting friends and family, but I wanted to raise a family somewhere they could run free and enjoy the outdoors and not have to worry about all the city stuff. We came here on vacation once, right after Bev and I got married, and I knew this was where I wanted to raise our kids. We talked about it, and after a couple years, I got hired at JR’s. [Video of the inside and outside of the restaurant plays while Robby continues to talk.] I went to CIA, you know, the Culinary Institute of America, and I know what I’m doing in the kitchen. I don’t own JR’s, but I love it and try to make JR and the rest of the staff proud. 
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The room was abuzz as everyone waited for the famous chef to appear on the large monitor. Lorenzo stood in the back and cracked his knuckles. He noticed a few faces that weren’t there two days prior and wondered who they were. It occurred to him that he spent so much time at the restaurant, he knew very few people on the island. On the occasions he spoke to diners—and he tried to do that nightly—he didn’t know the locals from the tourists. He thought of the vibrant community his family was a part of back in Little Italy, Baltimore, and wondered if he should be more involved in his own community. 

When the screen danced to life, a hush fell over the room. Lorenzo pulled out his phone and opened his notes app. He almost wished he’d sent Antonia instead. She was much better at sorting through information and determining what was important to note. On the other hand, he reminded himself, this was a great opportunity to get to know his peers.

“Good afternoon, chefs, bakers, and restaurateurs! I hope you’re all excited about our show coming to your island,” Gideon said in his Scottish American accent.

A few people shouted enthusiastically, while others nodded, and some remained stoic. Lorenzo was among the latter. Even if he was going to get to know his peers, he still wasn’t feeling enthusiastic about the competition.

“We’ve developed a great program that will showcase your island and your talents. Are you ready to hear about it?”

Shouts went up around the room, but Lorenzo remained unmoved. He wanted details before he allowed any reaction.

“I can’t tell you the fine details of the show because it would ruin the element of surprise and take out all the fun, but I’ve looked at what each of you does in your eateries, and I can assure you that everyone will have an advantage at one time or another. You’ll be able to rely both on what you know and experiment with some new techniques and creations.” He took a long drink of water before continuing. 

“Now, as far as the rules. Every business that cooks or bakes must participate, or we won’t do the show. Period. You’re competing individually, but the overall goal is to highlight your town and your local businesses. You must choose one chef or cook to represent your business. You can’t tag team or try to switch up once the taping begins. The chef can be at any level of education or experience. The competition will take place over the course of two weeks—twelve days of competition, one day of rest, and an extra day in case of anything unforeseen—and will take up to ten hours each day from beginning to end.” He raised his hands as protests began and told them to wait a ‘bleeping’ minute. “I get that you’re a summer resort island. While we’re filming the show, other members of my crew will interview your staff and visitors and use the footage in the show. That will get you lots of publicity leading up to and during the airing; and to help you out even more, I will provide your establishments with a guest chef, one of my apprentices, for the week.”

Lorenzo frowned. An apprentice chef in his restaurant? That would not do. He’d put in a call to his family. Someone would have to come down and help him out. Maybe one of his older siblings, Marissa or Adrian. They both had kids, but the kids were getting older. Lorenzo bet his sister would love two weeks away from home. Or she and Adrian could switch off half-way.

“We’ll do this the last two weeks of June. You’ll be back at work well before the island’s carnival and the famous pony penning.”

“But that’s only a month from now,” an attractive blond said, her eyes wide with terror. Lorenzo didn’t know her though he knew most, if not all, of the others, at least by sight.

Gideon threw out one of the many expletives he was known to drop into almost every sentence. “Come on, people. Don’t you think I know what I’m doing?” Another expletive fell from his lips.

“Everything will be in place by then. I’ve already talked to the city council. We’ve got the timeline in place for the kitchen installments to begin next week.”

“Kitchen installments?” asked Bob, who owned Prime Rib and Rockfish and had welcomed Lorenzo to the island when Speziato first opened. 

Gideon rolled his eyes and rhetorically asked Bob what kind of ‘bleeping’ idiot he thought he was. “We’re having temporary cooking stations installed in the community center. Just like you see on my other shows. You’ll have everything you need to make your dishes—ovens, stovetops, top-of-the-line countertop appliances, brand-name kitchen tools, the works.” As he talked about the setup, another string of words Lorenzo was very familiar with rolled off Gideon’s tongue. It was a language many chefs employed on crazy, busy nights when nothing was going right. 

“Can we see it ahead of time?” asked Anna from Uno Taco Dos Tequilas. Lorenzo liked her food and thought of her as one of his primary opponents, though in truth, all the restaurants on the island were quite good.

Gideon answered with a quick and decisive no before asking for more questions. 

“Are only restaurants allowed?” asked a voice from the back of the room, near where Lorenzo was standing. He turned to see a nice-looking brunette, about forty, whom he recognized but didn’t know from where.

“Ah, interesting question. You must be either Cynthia Wu or Kayla Middleton.”

She nodded at the monitor. “Yes, sir, I’m Kayla. You know who I am?” 

Lorenzo recalled the name and the delightful welcome basket Kayla had sent to the restaurant on its opening day with a note that wished him luck with his new business. 

“I know of you,” Gideon said. “I asked for a ledger of all the eating establishments and chefs in town, and your business was on the list. Catering, right?” 

“Yes, that’s correct. I have a business license and health department approval, but I operate out of my home. My husband and our boys help with orders, deliveries, and events, but I do most of the cooking.”

“I’ve already run it past my producer and attorney. We want you on board. By the stated rules, you’ll have to be on board. Along with Cynthia, a local TikTok chef.”

“Now, hold on,” protested a man unknown to Lorenzo. “This is for restaurants, not caterers or internet cooks.”

Gideon asked the man who he was.

“Walt Stevenson of Dockside Family Style Restaurant.”

Gideon took a moment to consult his notes. “Ah, yes, I see here that you also do catering out of your restaurant. Is that correct?” he asked.

“Well, yes, but we do the cooking in the—” 

“Would you consider your own catering business up to the level of Kayla’s?”

“You bet your—”

“Okay, then. It’s fair. Kayla will participate as will Cynthia. Any other questions?”

“But Kayla published a cookbook a couple years ago. That makes her a—”

Gideon cut Walt off with a string of obscenities detailing how he could publish his own cookbook after the competition, but Kayla was in whether he liked it or not. 

Lorenzo watched Walt scowl and turn away, but the rest of the group seemed fine with the entry of the two women, himself included. 

“Now, about where you’ll be staying while you’re on the show—”

“Staying?”

“The whole time?”

“What’s that about?”

As the room erupted with protests, Gideon waited them out patiently. When it was quiet, he said, “Come on, folks. Reality TV has been around long enough for you to know the basic rules. You’ll be staying at Chincoteague Harbor, a small resort area on the island where you will each have your own.” 

“What do we get if we win?” asked Dawn, owner of Seaside Grill.

“Now, that’s a good question,” Gideon said. “The winner will receive $300,000 to spend his or her business. They will also receive a year’s worth of free advertising during all my cooking shows for both the restaurant and the island.”

“Wow,” Walt said. “That’s pretty awesome.”

Gideon then went on to explain more about where they would be sequestered and for how long before laying out the basic rules for both on and off the set. There were a lot of rules, and Lorenzo was unhappy about most of them. 
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When the video call was over, the room filled with chatter. Lorenzo began walking to the door while sending a text to Antonia that he was on his way back to Speziato. Not paying attention to where he was going, he bumped into the blonde woman who had spoken earlier, causing him to drop his phone.

“I’m so sorry,” he said as he instinctively bent to pick it up. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said as she, too, bent to pick up his phone.  

This led to a knock on the head for both.

“Ouch,” they said, straightening and rubbing their foreheads. 

The woman laughed. “Sorry, it’s a little tight in here.” 

Lorenzo had the sudden thought that her eyes were the color of a male blue jay, not just blue, but brilliant blue, like none he’d ever seen before. He could almost picture them sprouting wings and taking flight.

What an absurd thought. What’s wrong with you?

He shook his head and winced.

“Oh gosh,” she said, taking his hand and leading him outside. “Did I hurt you? Are you okay?”

He looked down and saw her hand holding onto his and gently pulled away. “No—I mean, yes. I mean, I’m okay.”

She frowned and pursed her lips. “Are you sure? My café is just across the street. I could get you some ice.”

He slipped his phone into his pocket and looked across the street. “The donut shop?”

Her frown deepened. “Well, it used to be a donut shop. Now it’s a café. We serve sandwiches, too.”

“Oh, right,” he said slowly. “Thanks, but I’ve got to get back to Speziato, my restaurant. I’m sorry to have bumped into you.”

“No, I think I bumped into you, but if you’re sure you’re okay...”

“I’m sure. I grew up with a lot of brothers and sisters. I’m used to getting bumped into and knocked on the head. It was usually on purpose.” 

She laughed, and he smiled back, thinking he should start eating donuts more often.

“Well, all right then. I’m going to get back to work. I guess I’ll see you at the competition.” She motioned her head in the direction of the community center. 

“Yeah,” he felt himself grimacing. “I guess so.”

“You don’t seem too excited,” she said.

“I’m not,” he admitted. Then he realized what he had said and straightened up. “Not that I don’t think I can win. I can. I will. I just don’t have time for stupid games and reality shows.”

Her smile vanished. “Yeah, well, I guess you’re stuck, aren’t you? It sounds like nobody has a choice. If one place backs out, the competition is over for everyone.”

“And that’s bad because...?”

Her jaw flexed, and her eyes went from blue jay-blue to high intensity fire-blue. “Well, some of us could benefit from the publicity.”

“Yes, I suppose some of you could.” What the heck? Where had that come from? He was supposed to be getting to know his colleagues, not insulting them.

Her eyes widened as she took a step back. “Well, I guess I’ll see you there.” She turned and walked into the street, stopping abruptly when a car screeched to a halt and the driver laid on its horn. She—Lorenzo realized he still didn’t know her name—waved an apology to the driver and ran across the road and into the donut shop. Former donut shop. Sandwich shop. 

Lorenzo shook his head. Instead of meeting another business owner, he almost got her killed. Great way to begin this ridiculous competition.

He managed to find his car though his mind was up in a tree somewhere, trying to locate a bird that had just flown away.
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Holly stomped her way into the café. Her hands were shaking, and she didn’t know if it was out of anger or because she was nearly hit by a car thanks to some jerk, already certain he was going to win because his cooking was so much better than hers and everyone else’s. She grabbed her apron and slung the strings around her waist. She tied them tightly and let out a huff of air. 

“That good a meeting?” Molly asked before pointing to the apron. “And you might want to loosen that. You’re going to cause your cardiovascular system to constrict, which can eventually result in neurovascular compromise. That’s kind of like your leg falling asleep, but worse. It’s common in girls, mostly girls anyway, who suffer from rubber band constriction syndrome. You
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