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			PRAISE FOR

			Recipe for a Charmed Life

			• • • • • •

			“Rachel Linden beautifully shows how people—and dreams—can change, often in the very best ways, and that finding passion just might be what this journey is all about. With humor, heart, and Linden’s signature pinch of magic, Recipe for a Charmed Life enchants. Linden has a permanent place on my list of auto-buy authors!”

			—Kristy Woodson Harvey, New York Times bestselling author of The Summer of Songbirds

			“The perfect mix of delicious backdrop details, family secrets, and the quest for purpose and lasting love. Enchantingly delightful from first page to last.”

			—Susan Meissner, USA Today bestselling author of Only the Beautiful

			“A delightful tale of food, family, and sweet romance. Channeling Julia Child, Linden’s main character Georgia, a sous chef at a famed Parisian restaurant, follows her own path to reclaiming her purpose and passion, one delicious bite at a time. This story is an absolute feast!”

			—Lauren K. Denton, USA Today bestselling author of The Hideaway and The Summer House

			“Completely charming! Take a spunky heroine, add a swoon-worthy, orange-rubber-overall-wearing-oyster farmer, throw in a dash of the real-life messiness we all understand, and sprinkle a dusting of Linden’s signature magical realism, and you’ve got the recipe for a delightful story you can’t put down. I giggled, I sighed, and I got swept away from the first page in Paris to the final moment in the Pacific Northwest’s Friday Harbor.”

			—Katherine Reay, bestselling author of A Shadow in Moscow

			“Recipe for a Charmed Life satisfied my voracious appetite for delectable foodie novels. Linden’s writing simmers with intoxicating sensory overload: the fresh pine scent of the Pacific Northwest, the sophisticated textures of Paris, and the hot-sour-salty-sweet emotions of life. Her exploration of what we lose when we can no longer taste the flavors we love is savory food for thought. This magical story offers the perfect recipe for a gratifying read.”

			—Kim Fay, national bestselling author of Love & Saffron

			“With a dash of magic, a dollop of romance, a sprinkling of family secrets, and exquisite ‘places I want to visit’ settings, the ingredient list of Recipe for a Charmed Life adds up to a deliciously satisfying read.”

			—Marie Bostwick, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of Esme Cahill Fails Spectacularly

			“Filled with suspense, magic, and mouthwatering descriptions of food, and set against a backdrop of a gorgeous island in the Pacific Northwest, Recipe for a Charmed Life brings us a spunky, gritty heroine who must try to reinvent herself after a devastating heartbreak. This beautiful story is a feast not to be missed!”

			—Maddie Dawson, bestselling author of Snap Out of It

			The Magic of Lemon Drop Pie

			• • • • • •

			“Heartfelt, heartwarming, joyful, and uplifting. You can’t go wrong with a Rachel Linden book.”

			—Debbie Macomber, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Must Love Flowers

			“A magical novel about second chances! Warm, witty, and wise, I loved it! Linden is a master at creating loveable characters! The Magic of Lemon Drop Pie is escapist reading at its best!”

			—Jill Shalvis, New York Times bestselling author of The Sweetheart List

			“An enchanting tale about the one thing we’ve all imagined: a magical second chance. Rachel Linden expertly mixes romance, mystery, and family-drama into a delicious recipe of a story. With her trademark warmth, Linden delivers a captivating story with a magical heartbeat at its center.”

			—Patti Callahan, New York Times bestselling author of The Secret Book of Flora Lea

			“Magic, sweet treats, heartfelt charm…this dreamy tale has it all!”

			—Woman’s World

			“Rachel Linden whips up an irresistible family drama oozing with charm and magic! The Magic of Lemon Drop Pie is a must read for anyone who longs for second chances. A gem of a novel that charmed me from [the] get-go, perfect for fans of Sarah Addison Allen and Alice Hoffman.”

			—Lori Nelson Spielman, New York Times bestselling author of The Star-Crossed Sisters of Tuscany

			“A delicious read, down to the very last lemon drop! Rachel Linden delivers a delightful escape, wonderful characters, and a magical experience that will leave readers hungry for her next book.”

			—Julie Cantrell, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of Perennials

			“A charming, heartwarming story about ‘what ifs’ and second chances. Readers will fall in love with the cast of delightful characters, and I defy anyone to read this book and not want to immediately eat lemon meringue pie. A beautiful, life-affirming read.”

			—Freya Sampson, author of The Lost Ticket

			“A deliciously sweet tale about refusing to give up on your dreams and finding your bliss against all odds. Linden gives readers so much to enjoy—romance, family drama, and bittersweet second chances—all served up with the perfect dash of magic.”

			—Kate Bromley, author of Ciao For Now and Talk Bookish to Me
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			For my mother, Adelle—small yet mighty.

			Thank you for all the prayers and pot roasts.
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			Heaven smelled like melted butter, Georgia May Jackson was sure of it. And a bustling kitchen in Paris on a chilly early April evening was as close to heaven as she’d come in her thirty-three years. Glancing around at the hive of activity surrounding her in the kitchen of La Pomme d’Or, the Michelin-starred restaurant where she served as sous-chef, Georgia inhaled the satisfying aroma of garlic sizzling in melting butter and tried her best to ignore the two men observing her from the doorway. Their careful scrutiny made her queasy with nerves. So much was riding on tonight. She scrubbed her hands on her kitchen whites and tried hard to look cool, confident, and collected. She could do this, right? She’d been training for it her entire adult life.

			“Come on, Georgia, you’ve got this,” she murmured. “It’s just like any other night.” But that was a big fat lie. Tonight could change everything. If all went well, it could prove, once and for all, that she had the experience and skills to run her own kitchen in Paris. It had been her biggest dream since she was ten years old, and it was finally within her grasp. She simply had to prove she was ready…

			Georgia darted a glance at the kitchen doorway where her mentor, famed Parisian chef Michel Laurent, was standing with Etienne Fontaine, the head chef of La Pomme d’Or. They were both watching her carefully, arms crossed in identical postures. Michel gave her a brief nod and a small, polite smile. Etienne, her boss for the past six years and her boyfriend for the past two, threw her a wink and a cheeky grin. She exhaled in relief. Etienne knew how important this assessment was for her. He wouldn’t look so enthusiastic if it didn’t seem promising.

			In the blink of an eye, she caught a glimpse of herself as a young girl, avidly glued to a rerun of The French Chef on the old television set in the front room of her dad’s dusty West Texas ranch. Ten-year-old Georgia had been all gawky elbows and bright curly ginger pigtails, filled with grand dreams and aspirations, filled with a longing to prove she was worth something. There in that faded living room, watching Julia Child, the iconic star of 1960s French cooking in America, she’d found her inspiration. Julia became her patron saint of the kitchen. Day after day, as she watched Julia craft a startlingly impressive flaming cheese soufflé or spatchcock a turkey, Georgia had imagined what it would be like to be the star of her own restaurant kitchen in Paris. She yearned to be like Julia, so cheerfully capable, in charge of her own future, filled to the brim with a zest for life. Even at that young age, she was determined to show her family and the world that she was good enough, that she could do big things. She was desperate to matter. In all the years since, she had never wavered from that desire. And now, if all went well tonight, her dream would finally come true.

			Georgia drew a deep breath and tucked a loose ginger curl back into her chef’s beret. No time to falter now; she had worked too long and hard for this moment. By habit, her fingers drifted to the tiny four-leaf clover charm she wore around her neck on a delicate gold chain. Made of green enamel, the charm was chipped and worn from years of rubbing. It was a cheap trinket, but the most precious thing she owned. She’d had it since she was five years old. Georgia rubbed it again now for luck, sending up a little prayer to Julia in heaven.

			“Help me show them I can do this, Julia,” she whispered. “Let all those years of hard work, all my sacrifices finally pay off.”

			It was time.

			“Is everything ready?” Georgia called out in French. The kitchen staff nodded in unison.

			“Oui, all is in order,” Celine, one of the assistant chefs, responded crisply, not pausing as she deboned a fillet of sole.

			“Bon.” Georgia slowly circled the kitchen, observing each station. Every member of the kitchen staff was performing their duties with well-oiled precision, and the kitchen rang with the sound of sharp steel dicing vegetables and the hiss and bubble of delicious things cooking in pots and cast-iron pans.

			It was just past six o’clock, not yet the dinner hour in Paris, but already the tables in the dining room were filling with tourists who typically ate earlier than Parisians. Tonight promised to be long and busy. Georgia gave a small nod of reassurance. So far everything was running smoothly.

			“Pardon me, Georgia, could you taste this pistou?” Ismael, the newest prep cook, stood at her elbow, anxiously holding out a spoonful of bright green sauce. “Cyril says it is inedible.” He looked distressed.

			Georgia frowned and glanced over Cyril, a hulking, swarthy man standing at the long, gleaming gas range. A Frenchman from Lyon, he had been working in kitchens longer than she’d been alive. Although he was skilled in the kitchen, he was often cruel to the other staff, particularly the younger prep cooks. Georgia found his meanness intolerable and tried to make up for it by being extra encouraging to those he cut down.

			“Inedible, hmm?” she said, reaching for the spoon. “Let me see.”

			She took the spoon and tasted a few drops of the pistou. For a brief moment she felt a flutter of apprehension. Would she be able to taste the ingredients this time? Recently her normally keen sense of taste had inexplicably and intermittently begun to fail her, a phenomenon that was mystifying and terrifying in equal measure.

			She concentrated hard. Garlic. Basil. Pistachio. Comté cheese. She exhaled in relief. She could taste it all. It was bright and fresh, very flavorful, actually, though in truth missing…a little something.

			“It’s good,” she assured Ismael, who was standing by her elbow like a puppy eager to please. “It just needs a little…” She tasted the pistou again, letting the ingredients speak to her. She could feel the nuttiness of the cheese at the hinge of her jaw, the raw garlic on the tip of her tongue, sharp and bright as steel hitting flint, that luxurious umami of the buttery roasted pistachios. What was it missing? She stilled herself and closed her eyes, allowing the clamor of the kitchen to die away until there were only the flavors in her mouth and the certainty that this dish was asking for something more…

			Her eyes popped open. “Got it!”

			She added two small pinches of fresh ground black pepper and a dash of lemon juice and tasted it again. Perfect.

			Ismael watched her closely. “How do you do that?” he asked in wonder. “How do you know exactly what it needs?”

			Georgia shrugged. “I don’t know. I just feel it.”

			She had always cooked by instinct. Etienne joked that as a chef she was more like a mystic than a scientist, and it was true. She had graduated from culinary school in the States and endured twelve years of brutal practical apprenticeship in various kitchens of Paris. As a chef she used the techniques she’d acquired every day in the kitchen, but she relied most on her sixth sense about food, an intuition that had rarely led her astray. That is until recently…She pushed the thought away. For tonight, her luck seemed to be holding. Right now that was enough.

			“Here, try this.” She handed Ismael a tasting spoon dabbed with a few drops of the bright pistou.

			He tasted it. “C’est délicieux.” He nodded approvingly. It’s delicious.

			“Good. Tell Cyril it’s ready to serve.”

			Ismael cast a nervous glance over to Cyril. “Could you tell him?” he asked meekly. “He won’t believe me.” The tips of his ears turned pink, and he looked down at his kitchen clogs, murmuring, “He called me garbage, only fit to take out the trash I cook.”

			“He said that?” Georgia asked indignantly. She put her hands on her hips and cast a quick glance over at Michel and Etienne. She didn’t want to risk an ugly scene with Michel watching, but she was in charge of this kitchen right now and she couldn’t stand by and let Cyril’s bullying go unchallenged, not even on a night as crucial as this. She took a deep breath and marched over to Cyril’s station. He was at the stove, searing duck liver.

			“Cyril,” she said calmly in French. “I need to speak with you.”

			“What?” He glanced up and leveled a hard stare in her direction, challenging her. Georgia knew that he resented her elevation to sous-chef over him, even though she was the better choice. She raised her chin and met his gaze, not backing down. He was muscle-bound and taller than her by a head, but she refused to be intimidated. She hated a bully. She’d learned early on in life that the only way to face one was to ball your fists and stand your ground. She was aware of Ismael hovering nervously behind her, and Michel observing the exchange with clinical interest from across the room. She leaned in close, feeling the heat from the gas stovetop, so close she could see the sweat beading on Cyril’s upper lip. She swallowed hard and murmured fiercely.

			“The next time you call one of your fellow cooks garbage, you will find yourself scraping dishes and hauling garbage in this kitchen until you remember how to use kinder words. Is that clear?” She met his gaze, holding it for what felt like an eternity. The smell of seared duck liver was rich and fatty in her nostrils. It was the most high-stakes game of chicken she’d ever played. What if he challenged her, right here in front of Michel? What would she do? She forced herself to not budge. She was his superior in this kitchen, and she had Etienne’s backing. Surely, Cyril would not challenge the hierarchy of the kitchen. It simply wasn’t done. Cyril’s eyes narrowed in contempt. Georgia didn’t even blink.

			After a long moment, he broke the glance, shooting a narrow, spiteful glare at Ismael, then looked back down at the sizzling pan in front of him and expertly flipped the duck liver over, his lip curled in disdain. He gave the barest of nods in acknowledgment. As she turned away, she heard him mutter a string of crude insults in French, all aimed at her. She pretended not to hear. Wiping her damp palms on her kitchen whites, she stepped away and took a moment to collect herself. Her hands were shaking.

			“Thank you,” Ismael whispered gratefully as he passed her with the pistou.

			She nodded and took a deep breath. “You’re welcome.”

			Then she straightened her shoulders and plastered a confident smile on her lips, relieved that she’d narrowly averted disaster and restored order in the kitchen. She was also grateful that her sense of taste seemed to be functioning normally this evening. There was no guarantee these days that it would. In the past few months, her ability to taste ingredients in Technicolor, the intuition that guided her creative genius, had begun to falter. It was unpredictable. She’d go for days at a time with everything humming along like normal, then pop a whole raw clove of garlic in her mouth and strangely taste nutmeg and cinnamon, or even more alarmingly, sometimes she could taste nothing at all. She would eat a spoonful of caviar or bite into a Valencia orange, and instead of tasting the brine of the sea or the candy-sweet acidity of the citrus, it was like drinking water or crunching ice. Completely blank, devoid of flavor.

			Those moments terrified her. She’d been to the doctor and even a seen a few specialists on the sly. There had been a battery of tests. No brain tumor, nothing abnormal. The results were clear. Physically, she was fine, but Georgia knew something was very wrong. Each day, her concern grew stronger, like a fist tightening itself in the hollow space inside her rib cage. She had no idea what was happening to her, but she was desperate to figure out the problem and find a way to fix it. Her lifelong dream depended on it.
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			Three hours later, the dinner rush was in full swing. Every table was filled, and the kitchen was operating with brisk efficiency and precision.

			“Ismael, be careful with the amount of sauce,” Georgia cautioned as she spooned a bit of browned butter sauce off the house-made bacon, ricotta, and chicken ravioli. “Let the pasta shine.”

			“Yes, Chef. Of course.” Ismael nodded deferentially. She gave him a quick smile, taking the sting from her correction.

			Michel had left some time ago. Georgia wasn’t sure when. She’d glanced up and he’d been gone. Etienne had disappeared too, saying something in passing about a quick meeting with Manon, the restaurant’s new pastry chef. But he hadn’t returned, so Georgia was continuing to oversee the kitchen until he came back. She was, on the whole, feeling good about what Michel had witnessed. She’d handled the kitchen with poise and confidence. Even that nasty interaction with Cyril had smoothed out quickly.

			Suddenly, Damien, La Pomme d’Or’s head waiter, burst into the kitchen. “We have an emergency!” he cried breathlessly.

			“What?” Georgia looked up, startled. “What’s wrong?”

			Damien wore an expression of barely controlled panic. “It’s Antoine Dupont,” he hissed, gesturing frantically toward the dining room. “He’s here. Tonight. Amelie is seating him now!”

			“Antoine Dupont? Are you sure?” Georgia froze, spoon in hand. The entire kitchen stopped, awaiting his reply. No one breathed.

			“Positive.” Damien wrung his hands. “He is trying to disguise his identity with a false mustache, but he is as round as a wine barrel. And that nose. I am positive it is him. Amelie agrees with me.”

			“Merde,” Georgia murmured softly in French, looking around for Etienne. What in the world was taking him so long? Where was he? La Pomme d’Or’s star chef needed to know that at this very second, Antoine Dupont, arguably Paris’s most preeminent restaurant critic, was in the dining room. A negative review from Dupont could spell trouble for any restaurant that displeased him, regardless of Michelin stars. In the Parisian restaurant scene, Dupont’s word was gospel, and he was notoriously difficult to please.

			Unfortunately, Etienne was nowhere to be seen.

			“Okay,” Georgia addressed the kitchen staff who were awaiting her instructions. She adopted a calm and capable air although her heart was pounding. “Nothing changes just because Antoine Dupont is one of our guests tonight,” she assured them. “We will continue to do what we do for our guests every night—make delicious food as always. Don’t worry about impressing Antoine Dupont. If we all do our jobs, everything will be okay. We’ve got this.” She clapped her hands briskly. “Now back to work!”

			The kitchen immediately sprang back into action, everything orderly but with an underlying frisson of tightly controlled panic. Satisfied that things were stable for the moment, Georgia set off hastily in search of Etienne. He needed to know Dupont was here. He needed to be in charge of his own kitchen in this pivotal moment. Etienne was a brilliant chef, but sometimes frustrating to work for. Or to be in a romantic relationship with, for that matter. Handsome as sin with a sulky mouth and dark, melting eyes, he had just been voted Sexiest Chef in Paris, a title no one could really argue with, but he was prone to mercurial moods and could be intense and demanding. This was not the first time he’d disappeared during the dinner rush, but it was the first time he’d done so while a renowned restaurant critic had been seated in the dining room awaiting his dinner. The stakes were considerably higher.

			Cyril glanced up from the stove as Georgia passed by.

			“Looking for your boyfriend?” There was an ugly undercurrent to his tone. Georgia hesitated, then nodded.

			“Check the refrigerator. I hear he’s been spending a lot of time there recently,” Cyril suggested. His eyes were cold as he gazed at her. Georgia frowned, her confusion tinged with a hint of foreboding. What in the world would Etienne be doing there? But she headed down the short hallway that housed the restaurant’s walk-in refrigerator at the end. As she neared it, Georgia heard a peculiar rhythmic thumping noise coming from inside. Puzzled, she reached for the handle, noting with surprise that the heavy metal door was ajar just a hair. That was odd. She wrenched it open.

			“What in the…?”

			What she saw inside left her speechless.

			Amid wheels of cheese and hanging legs of cured ham, stood Manon, the restaurant’s new pastry chef, pressed up against a metal shelf of chilled butter with her blouse unbuttoned down to her navel. And wedged between her creamy thighs was Etienne. His mouth was pressed again Manon’s neck, his eyes closed. Manon gave a little shriek and Etienne glanced up. He met Georgia’s eyes, his own widening in sudden horror.

			“Georgie…” His pet name for her. He stumbled back, struggling with his fly, and put out a hand as though to stop her.

			Swearing in French and laughing, Manon fumbled to button her blouse. “I told you someone would find us,” she scolded him.

			Georgia slammed the refrigerator door shut and pressed her back against it, standing wide-eyed and stunned for a long second. There was a buzzing in her head, loud as a swarm of bees. She could not stop picturing what she had just seen. Manon. Etienne. His lips against her neck, the silky length of her thigh wrapped around him, both of them locked in a lovers’ embrace. She splayed a hand across her chest, pressing against the tightness coiling there, the pain sharp as the point of a paring knife.

			“Oh, Etienne,” she gasped, “what have you done?”

			From inside the refrigerator came a loud hammering, fists pounding against metal, and Etienne’s voice raised, pleading in heavily accented English. “Georgie, open the door. I can explain.”

			But Georgia did not open the door. She couldn’t seem to draw a breath. She felt as though she were choking on betrayal. Six years she had worked in this restaurant. For the last two she and Etienne had been dating, sharing an apartment, a bed, a life. They had spent almost every waking moment together. This was her entire world. And in an instant, Etienne had shattered it all.

			In a daze, she moved toward the bright bustle of the kitchen. She stood in the doorway, staring at the energetic scene in bewilderment. One by one, the voices fell silent as the staff noticed her peculiar stillness. Cyril’s hands paused over the sizzling cast-iron skillet where he was searing a fillet of sole in butter and garlic. Celine stopped chopping fresh thyme. All eyes were trained on her. From the hallway, in the sudden silence, she could hear Etienne and Manon swearing loudly in French from the refrigerator, demanding to be let out.

			“Georgie, please let me explain!” Etienne pleaded, his voice muffled. “It isn’t what you think.”

			Georgia saw Celine dart a knowing glance at Cyril, who crossed his arms and smirked at Georgia. Ismael stood looking at the floor. They knew, she realized with a cold wash of certainty. They were not surprised about Manon and Etienne. She was the one who had been kept in the dark.

			“You knew?” Her voice was little more than a whisper. She hated the smallness of it, the pitiful tone, robbed of her usual bright confidence. She cleared her throat and asked more loudly. “You all knew about this?”

			Celine looked at her with sorrowful eyes and nodded once. It was enough.

			Damien burst back into the kitchen, calling out in French, “Is the sole meunière done yet? We cannot keep Monsieur Dupont waiting!”

			“Merde!” Cyril spit out. “I’ve ruined the sole. It is dry as a bone.” He grabbed the hot pan where a shriveled piece of white fish lay surrounded by crusty burnt bits. An unpleasant odor of burnt butter wafted heavily up from the ruined fish. “I’ll start another.”

			“No,” Georgia cried with a sudden stab of white-hot fury. She rushed to the stove, snatched a clean plate and shoveled the badly overcooked fish onto it. “I’m serving it.”

			It was a decision she would bitterly regret later, but in that moment, incandescent with hurt and humiliation, she wanted nothing more than to wound Etienne as he had just wounded her.

			Cyril tried to wrestle the plate from her. “You cannot,” he growled, tugging at the edge of the china. “You can’t serve Monsieur Dupont this food. It is inedible. He’ll give us a bad review.”

			Georgia did not stop to consider the ramifications of her hasty reaction. She drew herself up to her full height of five feet five inches and stared Cyril dead in the eye. “Turns out there are consequences when the head chef is so busy banging his pastry chef against the butter that he can’t be bothered to oversee his own kitchen,” she said sharply. “Now let go.”

			She snatched the plate from his grasp and marched into the dining room before anyone could stop her, head high, jaw set. She recognized Antoine Dupont easily, wedged into a corner table, lifting a glass of red wine to his lips. The false mustache looked ridiculous. She came to a halt in front of his table, breathing hard, and slid the plate of ruined sole meunière in front of him. He looked at it, then up at her in consternation.

			“What is this?” he demanded in French.

			“Compliments of the chef,” she responded briskly, then turned on her heel and marched back into the kitchen, heart pounding wildly.

			When she came through the door, the entire kitchen staff was standing motionless in shocked disbelief. Georgia looked at them, the hurt blooming hot and tight beneath her breastbone. These were her friends, her world, the nearest thing to family she had in Paris, and they had all betrayed her. She pressed her hand to her chest again, trying to ease the pressure. In the course of a few minutes, her entire world had imploded. How could she ever again work in this kitchen under Etienne’s direction? How could she possibly hold her head up knowing that they had all been aware that Etienne was cheating on her and yet they had said nothing? The magnitude of Etienne’s—and their—betrayal took her breath away. She could not imagine staying a moment longer.

			And just like that, her future and her place here evaporated in an instant. She could feel the tears prickling behind her eyelids, but she blinked them back furiously, determined not to fall apart in front of everyone. She could crumble later, but right now she would leave with whatever small shreds of her dignity were still intact.

			The thumping and yelling coming from the refrigerator was reaching a fever pitch. Georgia saw Celine glance in the direction of the hallway, her brow furrowed with concern. It was probably getting quite chilly in the refrigerator. Especially given that Manon was wearing such a short skirt.

			“Someone go let them out,” Georgia said in resignation. She steadied her voice, raised her chin, and looked around the kitchen. “And tell Etienne I quit.” Then she grabbed her purse and knife kit and walked out the door, leaving behind the smoldering ruins of her life.
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			In shocked disbelief, Georgia wandered through the narrow cobblestone streets of Paris’s famed Latin Quarter, clutching her knives to her chest.

			“What did I just do?” she gasped. How could her life have imploded so completely with the opening of a refrigerator door, in the space of one breath? She passed a small café that had one empty table for two near the street. Numbly, she sank into a chair. A moment later, a waiter appeared. He took one look at her face and set down a tall glass containing a small amount of Pastis de Marseille and a carafe of water, murmuring, “For you, madame, on the house.”

			“Merci,” Georgia said gratefully. She poured a splash of water from the carafe into the glass and took a gulp of the aperitif. The strong licorice flavor righted her a little, and she drew a shaky breath. The night was warm and slightly muggy around her, smelling of exhaust, cooking food, and the dusty pavement scent that Georgia always associated with Paris. Behind her, clusters of patrons were eating and drinking, the lively atmosphere spilling light and music into the soft evening air. She could hear the clink of glasses and muted laughter from the tables around her. She was surrounded by people enjoying the evening, enjoying the City of Light, but Georgia felt removed from it all. She shivered.

			Her phone buzzed and she checked the number. Etienne. She declined the call. He called back immediately. She let it go to voice mail and dropped her phone into the generous pocket of her double-breasted chef’s jacket. She couldn’t face him right now. She did not want to hear his excuses or justifications, or even an apology. Nothing could erase what she’d seen in that refrigerator. Nothing could erase what he—and she—had just done. She took off her chef’s beret and ruffled a hand through her damp curls with a groan. What should she do now?

			Instinctively, her fingers drifted to the four-leaf clover charm on the delicate chain at her throat, and she rubbed the little leaves. Long ago, her mother had told her that the four leaflets on the clover stood for faith, hope, love, and luck.

			“Those four elements are the recipe for a charmed life, Georgia May,” her mother had promised her. Georgia was a little short on all four right now. She could use any of them. She swallowed hard, trying to force her mind into problem-solving mode, but all she could see was the ardor on Etienne’s face, his dark hair thrown across his brow, the creamy globes of Manon’s pert breasts. She shook her head, trying to clear the images. It hurt too much to dwell on his betrayal.

			“Julia, what should I do?” she whispered. Georgia had gotten out of more than one scrape by asking herself the simple question: What would Julia Child do? She pictured Julia neatly hacking a large piece of beef into chunks with her sturdy cleaver, all practical optimism and American can-do attitude.

			“I think it’s important that every woman have her very own blowtorch,” Julia said conversationally.

			Georgia sighed. No help from that quarter. She took another sip of the pastis. It was growing late, but she couldn’t go back to the apartment she shared with Etienne, not tonight. That was obvious. It was his apartment, passed down to him through his family, and it slowly dawned on her as she sat there that she could not live there again. For all intents and purposes, in the space of one evening, she was jobless, boyfriend-less, and also homeless.

			Rattled by the realization, she reached into her pocket to pull out her phone. As she did so, a little green sprig fell onto the pavement. She picked it up, staring at it in puzzlement. It was a four-leaf clover. Where in the world had that come from? She’d been in Paris for over a decade and had never seen a four-leaf clover here. She looked at the four little rounded leaves, bewildered, then dropped it back into her pocket. How bizarre.

			Taking another large, fortifying sip of the pastis, she scrolled through her phone contacts. Who could she call? Almost all of her friends were connected to Etienne or the restaurant. She could not ask any of them for help, but it was clear she needed somewhere to go at least for tonight. She thought for a moment. Phoebe. Of course. Her closest nonwork friend in Paris. She called Phoebe, but there was no answer and Phoebe’s voice mail box was full as usual. Georgia called again immediately.

			“Come on, Phoebs, pick up,” she whispered with a touch of desperation. A click and then…

			“Georgia May!!!” a cheerful British voice yelled loudly and tipsily. Georgia winced and held the phone away from her ear.

			“Hey, Phoebe.”

			They’d met in French class years ago and bonded over their shared struggle to unravel the complexities of the French language. Originally from Liverpool, Phoebe now worked for a fashion branding and marketing company in Paris and lived in a gorgeous and exorbitantly expensive apartment in the chic Le Marais neighborhood in the third arrondissement. They often met up on Georgia’s day off to swap work stories and drink a little too much very good wine. Phoebe had excellent taste in wine. Well, in everything, really.

			“How are you, babe?” Phoebe shrieked. Georgia could barely hear her over the earsplitting thump of some truly terrible electronic dance music in the background.

			“Where are you?” Georgia yelled over the din.

			“I’m in Oberkampf at Panic Room with some of the girls from work,” Phoebe yelled back. “The Polish models wanted to see some Paris nightlife. Lucky me, I’m playing tour guide.”

			Georgia’s heart sank, imagining Phoebe dancing the night away in a sweaty nightclub.

			“Hold on, I’m going to the loo so I can hear you,” Phoebe shouted. A moment later, the music faded to a low throbbing pulse of bass through the phone. “That’s better,” Phoebe came back on at normal volume. “What’s going on?” She sounded slightly more sober.

			Georgia took a deep breath. She was not used to asking for help from anyone, preferring to rely on her own grit and determination, but tonight it was all too much. She needed a friend. “I’m in trouble,” she admitted frankly. “Phoebs, I need your help.”

			Thirty minutes later, Phoebe met Georgia in the opulent stairwell of her apartment building. For clubbing, she was wearing a white leather miniskirt, which she actually managed to look fabulous in, and was teetering on the most outrageous pair of black leather spiked Louboutin ankle boots. Her hair fell down her back in a milky sheet of pale blond. She threw her arms around Georgia in a hug, enveloping her in a cloud of equal parts sympathy and vodka.

			“I don’t know what’s happening, but I’m sure it will be all right,” she whispered loudly in Georgia’s ear. “Also, why are you holding knives?” She stepped back and peered at Georgia’s knife kit, then looked up, wide-eyed. “I think we need wine.”

			She unlocked the door to her apartment and waved Georgia into the living room, then disappeared into the kitchen and reappeared a moment later with a pricey bottle of chilled Vouvray. She poured them both generous glasses and then collapsed on the velvet sofa next to Georgia, kicking off the spiked ankle boots and curling up like a cat.

			“Okay, tell me everything,” she urged.

			Georgia took a large, fortifying swallow of wine and confessed the entire horrible evening including Etienne and Manon in the refrigerator, and her own retaliation with the overcooked fish and Antoine Dupont. When she was done, Phoebe shook her head slowly, her mouth a perfect O of surprise. “Oh my word, babe. I don’t know what to say. Etienne is an arse, a complete arse. Sure, he’s super sexy and talented in the kitchen, but he’s a prick. Always has been. Good riddance to bad rubbish. I don’t blame you for serving that bad fish. Etienne deserved it!”

			She topped up Georgia’s empty glass with a great glug of wine and then scooted closer and put her arm around her friend. Georgia laid her head on Phoebe’s shoulder, miserable but grateful for the comfort. Phoebe smelled like vodka and Miss Dior perfume, a somehow reassuring combination. Maybe Etienne had deserved it, but now that her fury was waning, Georgia was beginning to regret her hasty action. She had been humiliated, but that didn’t make it right. She felt sick when she thought of the events of the evening—Etienne’s betrayal, the staff’s complicit silence, and her own retaliation. Altogether they meant the unraveling of her entire life. And Etienne. She closed her eyes, grieved at the memory of his infidelity. She’d thought he loved her. How foolish she’d been.

			“This is the worst night of my life,” Georgia murmured desolately. “I’ve lost my job, friends, boyfriend, and apartment. I don’t even have anywhere to stay tonight.” She felt wrung out and completely unmoored.

			“You can stay here with me for as long as you need to,” Phoebe assured her, squeezing her shoulder comfortingly. “And tomorrow we’ll figure out what to do. Things will look better in the morning, you’ll see.”

			Georgia sat up and drained her glass of wine. “I hope you’re right,” she said grimly. “I don’t see how they could get much worse.”
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			Unfortunately, things did not look better in the morning. Georgia woke late, sprawled across Phoebe’s guest futon, swathed in one of Phoebe’s silk negligee and robe sets that no doubt cost a fortune but barely covered her bum cheeks. She had no clothes of her own other than her soiled chef’s whites. High on her to-do list was getting back into the apartment she shared with Etienne to gather her belongings as soon as she could be sure Etienne would not be there. She rolled to a sitting position on the edge of the bed. Her head ached dully. Too much pastis and pricey Vouvray on an empty stomach.

			She blinked and the entire catastrophic evening came back in a rush. She groaned, putting her head in her hands. It had not been a dream then. It was all terribly real.

			“Okay, Georgia, pull yourself together,” she whispered, forcing herself to take stock of her situation. “You have to figure out what to do now.” She needed a shower, food, and coffee, probably not in that order. Her stomach was gnawing itself raw. Food first then. The shower could wait.

			She tiptoed into Phoebe’s gleaming and seldom-used galley kitchen and gingerly took inventory of the contents of the fridge. A wilted bunch of carrots and a half-full cup of yogurt that had spoiled. Thankfully, there was an excellent boulangerie just down the street. Quickly, she changed back into her rumpled chef’s whites, pulled back her riotous hair into some semblance of respectability, and let herself out of the apartment with a few euros in hand.

			Ten minutes later, she was seated at the two-person dining table in Phoebe’s kitchen, looking out over the rooftops of Paris. On the table in front of her sat an espresso she’d managed to make with Phoebe’s expensive and befuddling Italian espresso maker, the only well-used appliance in the kitchen, and a small grease-stained paper bag. She added a lump of sugar to the bottom of the tiny white cup and stirred, then opened the paper bag and inhaled the aroma of fresh croissant. It was still warm. If you were going to be jilted and publicly humiliated, at least there were still French pastries to comfort you, Georgia thought glumly. It was a small mercy. She closed her eyes and bit into the buttery, flaky pastry, savoring the crack of the thin layers against her teeth. But instead of luscious butter, she tasted something terribly wrong.

			With a muffled cry of disgust, she spit the mouthful of croissant back into the bag. It was as bitter as the skin of an almond. So bitter it puckered her mouth. What in the world was wrong with that pastry? She peered in bewilderment at the croissant, then dropped it into the bag. She took a cleansing sip of espresso, but promptly spit it out too. It tasted exactly the same. Not pleasantly bitter like a good espresso should taste, but as bitter and inedible as an unripe grape picked too soon off the vine.

			Oh no. Georgia froze, a terrible suspicion flitting through her mind. All those momentary glitches in her ability to discern flavors over the past few months. The garlic that tasted like cinnamon. The bitter rind of an orange rendered as bland as water. Was it happening again? Had it gotten worse?

			“Oh, please not this,” she murmured. She leaped from her chair, eager to prove herself wrong, and rummaged through Phoebe’s kitchen looking for anything edible. She took a bite from one of the wilted carrots—bitter. In desperation, she snatched a sugar cube from the sugar bowl and set it on her tongue, praying fervently that all she’d taste was pure, sweet cane sugar. But a moment later, she spit it into the sink and stared at the little white lump in horror. It was true. All she could taste was bitter.

			She slumped against the sink in utter defeat. How had her life spun so completely out of control in just a few short hours? Etienne, her job, the apartment she called home. And now she’d lost her sense of taste? How could she be expected to be anointed as the head chef of a much-anticipated new restaurant in Paris if she could taste nothing but the flavor of scorched coffee grounds? It felt impossible.

			“Um, babe?” Phoebe tiptoed into the kitchen in a long white satin robe, her pale hair hanging loose over her shoulders. “I think there’s something you need to see.” She held her phone out to Georgia, her face sober. Warily, Georgia took the phone.

			SABOTAGE IN THE KITCHEN read the headline of the article on Phoebe’s screen. It was from a popular Parisian restaurant and nightlife gossip site called Une Pipelette, roughly translated, “A Chatterbox.” And it was about last night.

			Which sexiest chef in Paris was caught in an awkward position by his sous-chef girlfriend during dinner? the article teased before quoting anonymous sources who spilled all the sordid details about Georgia, Etienne, and Manon. Georgia scanned the story in growing disbelief and horror.

			Sources reveal that Antoine Dupont is furious over his horrible dinner at La Pomme d’Or and that a scathing review is coming soon, the article promised, then posed the awful question: Will this scandal in the kitchen soil the reputation of Etienne Fontaine, newly crowned sexiest chef in Paris, or will it only dampen the career aspirations of up-and-coming American chef Georgia May Jackson? Georgia made a strangled little sound and handed back the phone. Now all of Paris knew about Etienne’s betrayal, her hot-tempered retaliation, and all the details of the worst night of her life. This was too much.

			Phoebe looked at her sympathetically but said nothing. What was there to say?

			Georgia massaged her temples where a stress headache was blooming. She should have expected something like this. A story as juicy as last night’s was not going to stay secret for long. Especially when Cyril had seen everything. She’d bet every euro she had that he was the anonymous source. She leaned against the counter, feeling sick with regret. How could she have been so hastily vindictive last night? Spurned and humiliated, she had acted thoughtlessly, and that act of revenge could end up costing her everything. One ruined sole meunière could be her undoing in Paris. The Parisian restaurant world was small, and everyone she knew loved to read Une Pipelette. Its gossip was a frequent source of discussion in the kitchen of La Pomme d’Or. Every restaurant owner and chef in Paris would soon know about this if they didn’t already. And Michel. Her stomach sank. Had he seen the article yet?

			“What are you going to do?” Phoebe asked quietly.

			Georgia shook her head. “I don’t know.”

			For a self-pitying second, she was tempted to crumple onto Phoebe’s inviting sofa and sob herself into a mushy puddle, to give in to the crushing series of setbacks and allow herself to wallow in despair. But if she did, she would be giving up everything she’d worked so hard for all these years. She was not a quitter. She’d faced hard things before. This was bad, very, very bad, but she had two choices. Admit defeat, or get back up and keep trying. She could not control Etienne’s choices or her own errant taste buds, nor could she cook a new, perfectly flaky sole meunière and serve it to Antoine Dupont as penance. She could not reverse time two years or six and warn herself about what was to come.

			She bit her lip and considered her options. In hard times, her father, Buck, always told her, there is always something a body can do. She might not see eye to eye with her dad on almost anything in life, but he was right about that. She had to do whatever she could to fix this mess. Perhaps there was still something she could salvage from this disaster.

			“I need to go see Michel,” Georgia said, straightening up. “Even though I made a mistake last night, maybe if he understands what happened, I can convince him that I’m still the best choice for La Lumière Dorée.”

			“How can I help?” Phoebe asked promptly.

			Georgia considered for a moment. “Can I raid your closet? I don’t have any clothes and I need to look presentable to plead my case to Michel.”

			Phoebe studied her critically for a moment. “Anything you want. I’ll give you a makeover too. When we’re done, you’ll look like a million bucks,” she said, then wrinkled her nose. “But first you need a shower. You smell like burnt butter.”

			They sprang into action. Thirty minutes later, a freshly showered Georgia stood in Phoebe’s luxurious bathroom, surveying herself in the outfit Phoebe had selected from her own closet. The emerald green silk blouse paired with slim black cigarette pants looked chic and sophisticated on her. Phoebe was taller and narrower in the hips than Georgia, but Georgia could make the outfit work if she sucked in her stomach and didn’t pop the buttons on the blouse that was a little snug across her breasts.

			Most of the time, she wore her unflattering but comfortable chef’s whites, but on the rare occasions when she was out and about in public, Georgia loved to adopt a Parisian style of understated classic elegance. She had more curves than most Parisian women, who on the whole kept themselves extremely slim. You know you are the right weight, Etienne’s cousin Gisele had confided to her once, when you can balance a sugar cube in the hollow of your clavicle. Georgia had never been able to do that, but she still loved to dress like a French woman. After all, she may have been raised in Texas, but Paris was the city of her heart.

			Phoebe looked her up and down in the new outfit. “That’s more like it. What about jewelry?”

			Georgia’s hand went to the charm at her throat. “I’ll just wear this.”

			Phoebe looked doubtful. “You sure?”

			Georgia nodded. “It was the last thing my mom gave me. It’s always brought me luck.”

			“I hope it gives you lots of luck today,” Phoebe said sympathetically, riffling through a bathroom drawer filled with brushes and mascara wands and tubes of makeup. “Come on, babe. Let’s fix your face.”

			Twenty minutes later, as Georgia slipped on a borrowed black trench coat and grabbed her purse to leave, she glanced at her reflection in the front hall mirror. Phoebe had worked a miracle with foundation, bronzer, and mascara. She looked like a confident, sophisticated Parisian. Even her usually wild-child hair had settled down into fairly tame-looking waves. No one could tell that her entire life had just melted.

			Just before she walked out the door, in a final touch, Georgia slicked on her favorite lipstick, a Lancôme shade of red so rich it looked like she’d been biting into pie cherries. Even when she was cooking in the kitchen she wore it. It gave her a much-needed boost of confidence now. Georgia looked herself in the eye and squared her shoulders. “Okay, Georgia May Jackson,” she said firmly. “Go see if you can save your dream in Paris.”
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			“Bonjour, Michel.” Georgia greeted her mentor with a cheerfulness she hoped masked her nerves when he opened the door of his seventeenth-century villa in Trocadéro in the sixteenth arrondissement.

			“Bonjour, Georgia,” Michel said mildly, looking surprised but ushering her in graciously. Her heart was thumping in her chest as she stepped into the foyer. She could not fix anything that had happened the night before, but she was determined to do her best to keep her mistake from derailing her dreams for the future. She was so close. She clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking. Even now she could feel it rising, the nervous excitement fizzing through her chest like Moët bubbles when she thought of the decision Michel would be making any day now. She had worked for this opportunity for fifteen long years—first culinary school in the US and then over a decade in the kitchens of Paris. Now finally, finally, she was on the cusp of success. She couldn’t let the debacle with Etienne mess things up. She had to convince Michel that she was still the right choice to steer the kitchen of his much-anticipated new restaurant, La Lumière Dorée.

			Michel led Georgia through a narrow hallway that opened up into a surprisingly modern and spacious industrial kitchen. When he bought the villa, Michel had transformed a section of the lower level into a beautiful, top-of-the-line test kitchen so he could experiment and create in the comfort of his own home. The pristine, light-filled space with its gleaming stainless-steel counters was often bustling with his assistants, but this morning it was quiet and empty. He appeared to be working alone. For that, she was grateful.

			“To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit this morning?” Michel asked in a slightly questioning tone, taking up a position at the kitchen island in front of a cutting board with a square of dark chocolate that he’d been cutting into tiny, even pieces. His English was delicately accented with French. Originally from Brittany, he’d spent a couple of years in New York working for a famous American chef before returning to Paris. Somehow he managed to exude the best of both worlds. His silver hair was cut short with not a strand out of place, and his only concession to being in the kitchen was to roll the sleeves of his sky blue dress shirt up to his elbows. He was wearing very expensive, spotless shoes and had a pair of small, round wire glasses perched on his nose.

			Georgia glanced around, not answering his question about her unexpected appearance. “Experimenting today?” Beside her on the counter was a tray holding tiny, delicate macarons in a rainbow of colors, a tarte tatin made with pears was cooling on a rack by the large double sink, and at the far end of the counter sat a tall pile of snowy meringues.

			“Playing with a few new ideas,” Michel replied with a small smile. “Here.” He went to the sink and cut a sliver of the tarte tatin. “Tell me what you think. A new twist on an old classic.” He offered it to her. Reluctantly, Georgia took a bite. As he watched, she chewed and swallowed, careful to not grimace. It tasted, predictably, horrible.

			“Interesting,” Georgia hedged. “Your desserts are always so creative.” It was the truth and also a statement that had nothing to do with the taste of whatever was in her mouth. She did not want to lie to Michel. She prided herself on being forthright and honest, but she also wasn’t ready to tell him about losing her sense of taste. After what happened at La Pomme d’Or, it felt disastrous to also admit that she had lost her ability to taste anything but bitter. Two strikes against her was too many. She could not risk ruining any chance she had of getting La Lumière Dorée.

			La Lumière Dorée, translated the Golden Light in English, was the new sister restaurant to La Pomme d’Or. It was located in Montmartre, within a stone’s throw of the sublimely beautiful Sacré-Coeur Basilica. There was much speculation in the Paris restaurant scene over who Michel would name as head chef. There were a few names in the running, including Georgia’s, and Etienne had hinted to her last week that Michel was favoring her for the position. But that was before the disaster of last night.

			Michel raised an eyebrow at her assessment of the tarte tatin. “That’s all? No critique? I’ve always known you to try to improve everything I’ve ever made.”

			Georgia flushed. “I must be feeling generous today,” she said cheekily, teasing him a little. “That or you’re getting better.” She set the rest of the tarte tatin sample aside.

			Michel rewarded her with a small, amused half smile. “I am not convinced it is as good as it could be.” He narrowed his eyes in thought. As one of the most influential chefs in Europe, Michel had a reputation for impossibly high standards and impeccable taste. He was a businessman first, though, not just an artist, and was known for his precision and his even temper, an anomaly in the high-pressure world of professional chefs.

			“A little bird told me you had an eventful evening,” Michel remarked calmly, picking up the knife and resuming chopping the chocolate.

			Startled, Georgia glanced at him in alarm. What did he know? “Did Etienne call you?”

			That could complicate things substantially if he’d already heard about last night from Etienne. She wanted to tell him herself and explain why she’d done what she did.

			Michel did not pause. “No, Antoine Dupont called me this morning.”

			Georgia’s mouth went dry.

			“Monsieur Dupont was very displeased by every aspect of his visit to the restaurant, especially his inedible meal—which he told me you served him.” Michel threw her a quick glance as he scraped the chocolate into a bowl. “And he was especially nonplussed when Etienne tried to convince him to not write a review. He said Etienne cited a domestic dispute with you as the reason the food was abominable. And so far this morning I have received no fewer than half a dozen messages, all about an article on the Internet? You know I don’t read such things, but many people have already contacted me to let me know. You are quite the talk of Paris today, my dear.”

			Georgia said nothing. Michel looked at her, his expression mild but questioning. “Is it true? Did you sabotage Monsieur Dupont’s meal as Etienne claims?”

			Georgia crossed her arms and hesitated, feeling like a scolded child. “Yes and no,” she said. “I caught Etienne cheating on me with the new pastry chef, so I shut them in the walk-in refrigerator and then in the uproar afterward, Monsieur Dupont’s sole meunière got quite overdone. I could have had the kitchen make him a new plate, but I didn’t. I…” She paused, embarrassed. “I served it to Monsieur Dupont on purpose,” she admitted regretfully.

			“Ah,” Michel said mildly. “You’ve always had a hot temper to match that glorious hair of yours.” He shook his head and gave her a gently reproving glance. Going to the refrigerator, he took out a tray with little ramekins of creamy white blancmange and set it on the counter.

			“I was angry and humilated,” Georgia blurted out, “but I shouldn’t have done it.”

			“You’re right,” Michel agreed calmly, picking up a ramekin of blancmange and examining it. He withdrew a small spoon from his pocket and tasted a bite, eyes narrowed, assessing. “It was a regrettable lapse in judgment.” He set the ramekin down and looked at her reprovingly. “Of course you were angry, Georgia, but did you consider what a bad review would do to your colleagues, to everyone else who works as hard as you do in that kitchen? You have every right to be angry with Etienne. He is a brilliant chef, but when it comes to matters of the heart, he lets what is between his legs lead him, like a street dog. But I expected better of you.” He sounded so sober, and her heart sank. She hated to disappoint him. “Your choice shows a lack of care for others around you,” he admonished. “That is not the way to inspire and lead people, Georgia. You must always think of serving those around you, not just yourself. Only then will you be ready to lead your own restaurant.”

			Georgia nodded miserably. How could she have let one bad choice ruin so many years of grueling work? She was bitterly disappointed in herself.

			“So now what?” Georgia asked quietly. She picked up a tiny lavender macaron, the size of an American quarter and light as a little cloud, from a tray of them on the counter by her elbow, then set it back down. She looked up to find Michel watching her carefully.

			“I must be honest, Georgia. I was considering you for La Lumière Dorée,” Michel admitted.

			Georgia’s stomach sank at his use of the past tense.

			“But something gives me pause,” Michel continued. “It is not just about last night, but something far more grave, I fear.” Michel went to the stove and came back with a small saucepan of a clear amber liquid. It gave off the tantalizing fragrance of rosemary and caramelized sugar.

			“More grave?” Georgia asked with a touch of dread. How could this get worse? Did he somehow already know about her losing her sense of taste?

			“We all suffer from moments of insanity when it comes to passions of the heart.” Michel spooned a few teaspoons of the liquid over the top of each blancmange. “That is regrettable but understandable. But it is more than that. I fear you are losing your spark, Georgia.” He looked up at her, his expression assessing.

			“My spark?” Georgia repeated blankly.

			Michel gave her a small smile. “When I first met you, do you know what I saw?”

			“My body flying across the hood of your car?” Georgia guessed wryly. She and Michel had met when Georgia had been thrown in his path quite literally one morning during her first few weeks in Paris. A rowdy student tour group had shouldered
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