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# PART ONE

## The Venue. Remy. The Immediate Problem.

*Monday–Tuesday*
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# Chapter One: Arrival

The van smelled like cumin and old cardboard and, faintly, of the rosemary sprigs Celestine had transported three weeks ago in a cooler that had since been thoroughly cleaned but apparently not thoroughly enough. She didn't mind. She had driven this van through worse - through a July that had been so humid the air tasted like warm soup, through a February ice storm that had no business happening in New Orleans, through the aftermath of a crawfish boil at a Metairie country club where someone had made what she could only describe as a series of spectacular judgment errors involving a live band and a fondue fountain. The van had survived all of it. So had she.

She turned off Magazine Street at three-seventeen in the afternoon on a Monday in November, following the route she had driven twice already this month for site visits. The GPS said two minutes. She knew it was ninety seconds if the gate was already open.

The gate was already open.

Celestine pulled through it and around the long curve of the Fontaine House driveway, past the live oaks that lined it like an honor guard - still green, because this was New Orleans and the live oaks stayed green through November, through December, through everything the city threw at them, which was a quality Celestine respected. The house itself appeared through the last stand of trees: a white-columned antebellum building, three stories, with ironwork galleries running the length of each floor and a front garden that in spring would be thick with azaleas and wisteria and was now, in November, a particular study in restrained beauty. The air smelled of old wood and sweet olive and the faint mineral coolness that meant the temperature had finally dropped below seventy.

She parked the van at the service entrance around the back, exactly where she had been told to park, exactly where she had confirmed she would park in the email chain with the venue coordinator. Organization was not a virtue in Celestine's mind. It was a form of respect - for the food, for the people who would eat it, for the hours that went into making a meal that would be consumed in forty minutes and remembered for years.

She sat for a moment with the engine off, looking at the service entrance.

Five days. Two hundred guests. A Creole-fusion menu she had been refining since May, the ingredients sourced, the suppliers confirmed, the timeline mapped out in a laminated document currently attached to the inside of her clipboard with a binder clip. The wedding was Saturday. Today was Monday. She had precisely the right amount of time to do this correctly, which meant she did not have time to waste, which meant she was already calculating how long it would take to unload the van and complete the walk-in inventory she had scheduled for four o'clock.

She got out of the van and opened the back doors and looked at what was inside.

Everything was where it should be. Celestine was the kind of person for whom everything was always where it should be, which was either a personality trait or a professional requirement and she had long since stopped trying to separate the two.

"Priya," she said, without looking up from the cooler she was unlocking.

"Here." Priya appeared around the side of the van, pulling her hair back with a band she'd apparently had on her wrist this whole time. Priya Nair was twenty-six and had been working for Celestine for two years and had the particular quality that Celestine valued above most others in a kitchen: she understood without being told which things required immediate attention and which things could wait thirty seconds without the universe collapsing. This was rarer than it sounded.

"Walk-in first. Then the coolers. I want everything inventoried before five."

"Already pulled up the sheet."

Celestine looked at her. Priya held up her phone, which displayed the inventory spreadsheet.

"Good," Celestine said.

Félix appeared from the passenger side of the van, where he had been sleeping for the last twenty minutes of the drive. He was twenty-two and Celestine's second cousin on her mother's side and had been working for her for eight months, which was long enough that she had stopped reflexively calculating the odds of something expensive getting dropped. He was enthusiastic and genuinely skilled and had a quality of attention that wandered in the way of someone who found the world interesting in too many directions at once. In the kitchen, this was manageable. Outside the kitchen, it meant she occasionally had to redirect him from a conversation he had started with a stranger about the architectural history of a building they were passing.

"I'm up," he said, with the confidence of someone who had not been asleep.

"Coolers," Celestine said. "Priya has the sheet."

He nodded and went to find Priya, and Celestine lifted the first cooler and carried it toward the service entrance, and the week began.
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The kitchen was, as she had assessed on both site visits, excellent.

This was not a given. Celestine had worked in venue kitchens that were beautiful and nearly nonfunctional, all gleaming surfaces and decorative copper pots and a range that had been chosen for aesthetic rather than BTU output. She had worked in kitchens that were functional and deeply unpleasant, with flickering overhead lighting and a single prep counter that forced her team to work in awkward succession rather than simultaneously. She had worked in kitchens where the walk-in was positioned in a way that suggested the designer had never carried a fifty-pound stock pot in their life.

The Fontaine House kitchen was not any of these things.

It was a working kitchen in the truest sense - rebuilt, according to the venue coordinator's notes, about twelve years ago when the house had been converted from a private residence to an event space. The range was a six-burner commercial unit with a flat-top section on one end and an overhead salamander that was, she had checked, actually functional. The prep counters ran along two walls, stainless steel, the right height for a person of approximately five foot six, which was, conveniently, Celestine's height. The walk-in was positioned directly adjacent to the main prep area, so the distance from cold storage to working surface was approximately eight steps, which mattered enormously when you were managing the timing of multiple courses.

The overhead lighting was fluorescent and even and did not flicker.

Celestine stood in the center of the kitchen on Monday afternoon and felt the specific satisfaction of a space that would do what she needed it to do. She had stood in this kitchen twice before. She had measured the counter depth. She had opened and closed the walk-in door to check the seal and confirmed the temperature calibration. She had located every electrical outlet and identified which ones were on separate circuits. She had done all of this before signing the contract.

The venue coordinator, a woman named Danielle Arceneaux who wore a headset even when she was not actively speaking into it, had watched Celestine do all of this during the second site visit with an expression that Celestine had interpreted as either impressed or unnerved. Possibly both.

"The space is yours through Sunday," Danielle said now, appearing in the kitchen doorway with a tablet in her hands. "I've got you keyed in to the service entrance. If you need anything from the front of the house, the setup team is in at seven a.m. daily."

"Thank you." Celestine was checking the temperature on the walk-in. Thirty-eight degrees. Correct.

"The wedding party arrives tonight. Rehearsal is Thursday evening, wedding is Saturday at four. Your team is set up in rooms four through six in the annex, same as we discussed."

"Correct."

Danielle made a note on her tablet. "The family has some dietary notes I forwarded to your email last week-"

"The Fontaine family has a tree nut allergy, the Cormier side has a guest who keeps kosher who is being accommodated separately, and one of the bridesmaids has a nightshade sensitivity that she has already acknowledged is going to make the crawfish étouffée amuse-bouche complicated, but she said she'd rather have a modified version than skip it entirely." Celestine closed the walk-in. "I have her accommodation built into the prep schedule."

Danielle looked at her. "Okay," she said. "Good."

"Is there anything else I need from you before five?"

"No, I-" Danielle consulted her tablet. "Actually, I should introduce you to the best man. He had some questions about the reception timeline and I told him I'd loop him in with the caterer."

Celestine was already back at the counter, reviewing the prep schedule. "I can spare ten minutes."

"Great. He's around here somewhere." Danielle looked toward the hallway and called out: "Remy?"

Celestine did not look up from her clipboard. She did not look up because she was reviewing the timeline for Tuesday morning, which had a forty-five-minute window for stock reduction that she wanted to confirm against the equipment available. She was reviewing the timeline with complete focus.

She heard footsteps in the hallway.

She had heard the name before the footsteps. She had heard the name and done the mental calculation in approximately two seconds, the way you do when you have assembled the elements in advance without meaning to - the name, the city, the wedding party, the groom named Daniel Cormier who had told the bride's family that his best man was his college friend, the man from New Orleans, the restaurateur.

She knew the name. She had known the name since Margaux Thibodaux's mother had mentioned it four weeks ago, and she had noted it and filed it and told herself it was not relevant.

It was not relevant. It was simply a name attached to a person she would encounter professionally in the context of a job she was being paid to do, and she was a professional, and she had been dealing with difficult people in professional contexts since she was twenty-four years old and had catered her first event with an equipment failure and a client who had changed the guest count three times in the final forty-eight hours and still expected perfection. She had delivered perfection. She was going to deliver perfection now.

She looked up.

Remy Fontenot was thirty-three years old, which she knew because she knew his restaurant and his background and had, three years ago, done a certain amount of research on the judges of the Pelican Invitational in the weeks following the event, in the way that a person does when they are trying to understand something and understand it fully and not let it sit in them unexamined. He was slightly over six feet and was wearing a dark blue jacket over a plain white shirt with the collar open, and he had the bearing of someone who was accustomed to standing at the front of rooms and giving instructions - not aggressively, just as a default orientation toward the world.

He had a coffee cup from somewhere down Magazine Street, which meant he had already been out walking the neighborhood, which meant he was the kind of person who arrived somewhere new and immediately went looking for the best coffee. She noted this without deciding what it meant.

"Remy Fontenot," Danielle said. "This is Celestine Beaumont, your caterer for the week."

His expression did exactly what she expected it to do: a fraction of a second's recalibration, contained, professional. He had heard her name too. He had known who she was going to be.

Good, she thought. At least they were both aware.

"Ms. Beaumont," he said. He extended his hand.

She shook it. His handshake was firm without being performative, which she gave him. "Mr. Fontenot." She held eye contact for the length of a polite greeting and then returned her attention to her clipboard. "Danielle mentioned you had questions about the reception timeline."

"A few." He set his coffee cup on the counter - on the far end, away from her prep area, which she noted - and pulled out his phone. "Daniel wants to know if the timing of the first course affects when he should cue the first dance. He's working from a timeline the wedding planner gave him but it doesn't have the kitchen on it."

"The first course goes down at five forty-five, after the ceremony and cocktail hour. The wedding planner's timeline should have that." She turned to a page in her clipboard and handed it to him. "That's the kitchen timeline. The columns on the right are the front-of-house checkpoints. If the ceremony runs long, I need to know by four-fifteen to adjust the first course hold."

He looked at the clipboard. He was looking at it the way someone looks at a document when they're actually reading it, not just performing the act of looking. She watched him do this. She said nothing.

"This is thorough," he said.

"Yes."

He handed the clipboard back. Their fingers did not touch. "He can cue the first dance after the welcome remarks and before the first course arrives. There's about a twelve-minute window."

"That's what the timeline says."

"Right." He looked at her. She looked at her clipboard. "I appreciate you taking the time."

"Of course." She wrote nothing in the clipboard. There was nothing to write; she already knew the timeline. "If Daniel has any other logistical questions about the food service, he can email me directly." She pulled a business card from the front pocket of the clipboard and held it out. "I'll have my phone on through Saturday evening."

He took the card. He did not look at it the way people look at business cards as a social formality. He looked at it the way he had looked at the timeline.

"Thank you," he said.

Danielle, who had been watching this exchange with the polite attention of someone who suspected she was missing something, jumped in: "Great. So I'll let you both get settled. Celestine, I'll check back at five with the linen count, and Remy, the rooms in the annex should be ready by four."

"Thank you, Danielle," Celestine said.

Remy nodded. He picked up his coffee. He left.

Celestine stood in the kitchen for three seconds after the sound of his footsteps faded down the hall. Then she went to find Priya and the walk-in inventory.
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The walk-in was organized in the order of use, which was the only rational way to organize a walk-in and which took Celestine and Priya forty minutes to complete to her satisfaction. Félix was sent to the dry goods area - a secondary storage room off the kitchen proper - and given the dry goods checklist and instructions not to improvise.

He came back twenty minutes later with the dry goods confirmed and a question about whether the Fontaine House happened to have a vintage of Sazerac rye that had been apparently sitting in the back of a cabinet in the pantry since the previous catering event.

"Leave it there," Celestine said.

"It's a good vintage."

"Félix."

"It's just there. Abandoned."

"Write down the brand in case we need to ask about it for the cocktail hour service and then leave it there."

He wrote it down. She did not ask why he had been examining the back of the pantry cabinet in the first place, because the answer would involve some theory about historical architecture and kitchen design that would take eleven minutes she did not currently have.

By five o'clock the walk-in was organized, the dry goods were confirmed, the equipment had been checked and the one item that required adjustment - a prep scale that was reading a gram and a half high - had been adjusted. Celestine stood at the main prep counter with her clipboard and went through Tuesday morning's schedule one more time.

Five a.m.: first stock on. Six: bread pudding test batch. Eight: the roux. Nine-thirty: the trinity. Noon: taste the gumbo base and adjust. Two p.m.: the Thibodaux family's allergies cross-checked against Tuesday's prep work. Four: Priya's rest period. Six: Celestine's.

The schedule was correct. The schedule had been correct for six weeks; she reviewed it anyway, because the review was part of the work.

She thought about Remy Fontenot standing in her kitchen, looking at her timeline.

She thought: he looked at it the way a person looks at something they understand.

She thought: it does not matter.

She returned to the schedule.
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At six, Priya knocked on the kitchen door and put her head through.

"I'm going to walk down to that place on Magazine for dinner. You coming?"

"In an hour."

"You need to eat."

"I'm aware of that."

Priya made the face she made when she was deciding whether to push. It was a brief face. She had learned, in two years, the precise radius of where pushing was useful and where it was not. "Félix is already there. He texted a picture of something with crawfish on it."

"Good for him."

"Celestine."

"One hour." She turned a page in the clipboard. "Save me a seat."

She heard Priya go. She heard the service entrance close. She stood in the kitchen alone, which was - she could say this honestly, to herself, in a kitchen she was the only person in - her preferred state of being at the end of a preparation day. The kitchen smelled of the stock she had started that afternoon, a light one, chicken and aromatics, running low and slow to develop the base she would build the gumbo from. The smell was correct: savory and faintly golden, the smell of something being made carefully.

She went to the range and stirred the stock once.

Outside the kitchen windows, the Garden District was settling into its November evening. She could see a wedge of sky between the Fontaine House's back garden wall and the neighboring property - live oak leaves against a blue so dark it was nearly purple, the last light going. Somewhere down the street, a dog was barking at nothing in particular, the way dogs did, which was something Celestine had always found oddly reassuring.

She thought about the week ahead. The menu she had been building since May: five courses for two hundred people, a Creole-fusion approach that honored the tradition she had grown up in while doing something her grandmother would have called *making it yours*, which Mémère Beaumont had meant as the highest praise and which Celestine had been trying, for the past six years of her catering business, to actually achieve.

The gumbo would be right. She was certain of this. She was certain of several things about this week, and the gumbo was the most important of them.

The best man was a complication that she had noted and filed and would continue to manage as a professional managing a logistical factor.

She stirred the stock one more time. She tasted it. She adjusted the heat down a fraction.

She wrote a note in her clipboard: *Tuesday 8am: check stock level before roux.*

Remy Fontenot existed. The gumbo would be excellent. These were two separate facts about the week ahead, and they would remain separate, and Celestine was going to make sure of it.

She turned off the overhead lights - leaving only the low one over the range, where the stock would continue through the night at its careful simmer - and went to get her jacket and go find dinner.
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The restaurant Félix had found was two blocks down Magazine Street, the kind of place that had been there since before Celestine was born and would be there long after, tucked into a shotgun building with a hand-painted sign and three booths and a counter. The woman running the kitchen was visible through the pass-through window, working with the compressed efficiency of someone who had been cooking in this specific space for so long that the space had shaped itself around her movements.

Celestine watched her for a moment before sitting down.

"She uses the same knife for everything," Félix said, following her gaze.

"She knows the knife," Celestine said. "Order the étouffée. Get it now before they run out."

"I already ordered it."

Priya pushed a glass of water across the table. "How's the kitchen?"

"Good. The scale was running high. I adjusted it."

"I thought it felt off."

"You were right." Celestine looked at the menu, which she had already memorized from a previous visit. "The walk-in seal is good. We're set for Tuesday morning."

They talked about the prep schedule for twenty minutes, which was the appropriate amount of time to talk about work at dinner before the food arrived and required its proper attention. The étouffée was, in fact, excellent - a dark, rich shrimp preparation with a roux that had been taken to the edge of burning without going over, the kind of roux that required nerve and experience and a complete refusal to panic. Celestine ate it slowly. She thought about the roux she would make tomorrow and whether she was taking it dark enough, whether this week, in this kitchen, was the week she finally trusted the color she always turned back from.

She thought she might.

"You good?" Priya said.

"Yes," Celestine said. "The roux is perfect."

Priya looked at her. She knew Celestine well enough to know when the answer was about more than the food and also well enough to know when not to ask. "It's really good," she agreed.

Félix was taking a picture of his plate with his phone, which was a habit Celestine had given up trying to discourage.

She ate her étouffée. Outside, Magazine Street moved through its evening - the restaurants filling, the lights coming on in the shops that stayed open late, a couple walking a very large and very dignified dog down the sidewalk. Somewhere a few blocks north, the Garden District was quiet and full of shadows and old trees. The Fontaine House was there, her kitchen running at a careful simmer.

On Saturday, she would feed two hundred people something real.

Between now and then, there were four days and one logistical complication, and the logistical complication was not going to touch the food.

She was certain of this.

She finished her dinner and left a good tip and walked back to the Fontaine House in the November dark, and she was fine.

&nbsp;
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# Chapter Two: The Professional Negotiation

Remy had been in New Orleans for six hours before he acknowledged, even to himself, that this was going to be a complicated week.

He had acknowledged it, technically, four weeks ago, when Daniel had called him - on a Sunday, which was Daniel's preference, always Sunday, as if weekday calls required a different kind of energy - and mentioned, in the middle of a sentence about tuxedo rentals, that the caterer was Celestine Beaumont.

"Great," Remy had said.

"I figured you might know her. New Orleans food world."

"I know who she is."

A pause. Daniel had a quality of attention that Remy had always found useful in a friend: he noticed the things people said slowly. "Is that good or bad?"

"It's fine. She does excellent work."

This was not a lie. Celestine Beaumont's catering business had an impeccable reputation - wedding industry circles, corporate events, private dinners for people who cared about food the way people cared about art. In the three years since the Pelican Invitational, she had built something from the reputation he had complicated, and she had built it well.

Remy was aware that this made it worse, not better.

"Okay," Daniel had said, in the tone of someone who had decided to trust the answer he'd been given. "So you'll be all right."

"I'll be all right," Remy had said.

Now he stood in the Fontaine House garden on Monday afternoon, with his coffee going cold in his hand, and thought about the expression on Celestine Beaumont's face when Danielle had called his name. It was the expression of someone who had decided not to react, which was itself a kind of reaction - precise, contained, the face of a person with a great deal of self-possession who was using all of it.

He looked at her business card. *Beaumont Catering. Chef Celestine Beaumont, Owner.* A phone number, an email, a small logo in the corner - a gumbo pot, which he suspected was not entirely a coincidence.

He put it in his jacket pocket.
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The Fontaine House was the kind of place that made sense as a wedding venue and not much else - beautiful in the way that required occasion, built for ceremony. The front rooms had twelve-foot ceilings and plaster medallions and windows that let in the November light in long rectangles across hardwood floors. The back garden had a wisteria arbor and ironwork furniture and a view of the neighboring live oaks that would photograph extremely well on a day with good light, which November in New Orleans frequently was.

Remy had been here once before, years ago, for a dinner party someone's parents had hosted. He remembered the house without the context of the wedding: quieter, its elaborate bones more apparent. Now there were florists arriving with boxes and a setup crew running cable for string lights and Danielle Arceneaux moving through it all with her headset and her tablet, orchestrating.

He went to find his room.

The annex was at the back of the property - a converted carriage house with four guest suites and a small common area with a coffee maker that he had already assessed and found adequate but not excellent, which was why he had walked down to the place on Magazine Street he'd remembered from the last time he was in this neighborhood. He knew this city the way you knew a city you'd grown up in: not as a tourist's map of highlights but as a texture, a set of relationships between streets and buildings and the kinds of light they let in at different hours. The coffee place on Magazine Street had been there since he was a teenager and would be there, he trusted, indefinitely.

He put his bag down in room four and sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the window, which faced the garden. He could see the kitchen wing of the main house from here. There was a light on in it.

He thought about what he had assessed, in the kitchen with Celestine Beaumont: the organization, the discipline, the quality of a prep schedule that had been built by someone who had done the work of imagining every contingency and then built a response into the structure of the schedule rather than leaving it for the moment of crisis. He had run restaurants long enough to recognize a professional at the level where professionalism had stopped being an effort and had become simply how a person existed.

He also thought about the fact that she had not looked at him more than she needed to. That she had given him the timeline with the air of someone who was providing a professional courtesy, which it was, and nothing else. That she had not betrayed, in the ten minutes he had been in her kitchen, any reaction to his
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