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ETHAN

“The filet mignon is raw, Noah. The mash is burnt, and the caramelised onions look like shit. What’s going on in your head?” I snap at my younger brother.

Noah throws the burnt pan of mash onto the counter.

“Fuck off, Ethan. I’m stressed and can’t focus right now,” Noah bites back.

“You can’t focus on your job? What’s more important than being sous chef?”

“Everything! I don’t want this stupid job. I’m over this restaurant. I quit!”

Noah rips off his apron and storms out of the kitchen.

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath, slamming my hand onto the counter.

I need to think.

“Natalia, can you take Noah’s place?” I ask the new chef.

“Yes, Chef,” she says.

“Then let’s fucking go!” I yell.

“Yes, Chef!” my cooks echo.

It’s been a long day, and my youngest brother, who can’t commit to anything or keep a job, has once again disappointed me.

I spend the rest of the shift sautéing, julienning carrots, blanching vegetables, and braising lamb. The heat in the kitchen seeps into my skin, sweat dripping down my back beneath my chef’s jacket.

But as I’m cooking, my daughter’s words from last night keep replaying in my head.

“Daddy, why don’t I have a mommy anymore?”

The question had caught me off guard.

I knew Grace would start asking sooner or later. I’ve been a single dad for three years. She’s getting older. She turned five a month ago. I’ve been raising her alone ever since my alcoholic, cheating ex-wife left me for a man she met in her Alcoholics Anonymous group.

Samantha and I were never perfect. We met when we were young and spent ten years on and off. Now we’re thirty, and we only talk when she’s out of rehab. She’s been there several times while fighting her addiction.

I told her to stay away from Grace.

I don’t want her showing up with her delinquent boyfriend and bringing chaos into my daughter’s life.

The restaurant closes around ten. I spend the evening cleaning alongside my chefs, and we don’t leave until nearly eleven.

My brother Zach, the restaurant manager, walks with me to the family van. Daniel suggested we carpool to work today since we all own and work at the restaurant together.

“So, I heard Noah quit. Again. I swear that kid is the most irresponsible dipshit. This is the third time he’s quit only to come back with his tail between his legs, begging us to hire him again after blowing all his cash on hookers and parties at university,” Zach says as we walk to the van.

He slides the door open, and we climb inside.

“Give him a break, Zach. He’s twenty-two. Neither of us had our shit together at that age,” I say.

Zach takes a drag from his cigarette.

Daniel turns around from the passenger seat.

“Noah flaked again?” he asks.

Our driver starts the van and pulls out of the restaurant parking lot.

“Yeah.”

Daniel rolls his eyes.

“That’s nothing new. What are you going to do?”

“I’m hiring someone else. He’s clearly not interested in cooking. Maybe his efforts would be better spent at a strip club. I need someone committed. Mom and Dad didn’t build this restaurant for us to destroy the family legacy.”

“Yeah, that’s probably the best thing,” Daniel agrees.

We pull up outside my house.

“Say hi to Grace for me, Ethan,” Daniel says as I open the door.

“Will do. See you guys tomorrow.”

I step out and walk toward my modest three-bedroom house in a quiet suburb.

It isn’t fancy, but it’s home.

It’s a hell of a lot better than the tiny apartment Samantha and I lived in when we found out she was pregnant all those years ago.

When I walk inside, I find Grace and her babysitter, Callie, sitting in the living room building a Lego boat.

Callie looks up and smiles.

I drop my bag onto the couch.

“Did she give you any trouble?” I ask the short brunette.

“You always ask, but she never does. She’s the sweetest little angel. Smart too.” She turns to Grace. “Tell him about the equations you solved today.”

Grace wraps her arms around my leg and lifts her hands, asking me to pick her up.

I scoop her into my arms.

“Daddy, I know my times tables now! Callie taught me.”

“Really? So you’re a little genius.”

I kiss her cheek.

She gives me a wide, toothy smile and giggles into my shoulder.

“Well, I’m heading out now, Mr Colman. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Callie says.

“Alright. Thanks for looking after her.”

“No problem.”

After Callie leaves, I take Grace upstairs.

I help her into her pyjamas and read her a bedtime story.

She falls asleep before I finish the last page.

I kiss her forehead and switch off the lights.

Then I head downstairs, settle in front of the television, and turn on the nightly news.

A few minutes later, my phone rings.

“So, there’s this woman at work. Beautiful, smart, and looking to mingle. I can set you up, man,” Garrett says.

I groan.

“This again? How many times do I have to tell you I want nothing to do with women? Not after Samantha.”

“It’s not right, man. You need to get laid. What kind of thirty-year-old guy is celibate? Besides, Samantha was one woman. This one isn’t a cheater.”

“Nah, Garrett. Pass. You know my rule.”

“Your rule is dumb. Swearing off women? Ridiculous.”

“It’s not ridiculous. I’m protecting myself.”

“I don’t get you, man. At all.”

We end the call, and I stare at the newscaster while my thoughts drift.

After Samantha cheated on me, trusting women became impossible.

Dating felt like walking into a trap.

And I didn’t want Grace ending up with another selfish, unreliable mother figure, so I gave up on relationships entirely.

I swore off women.

Still, sometimes I wonder what it would be like to have a loyal partner. Someone who could share the burden of raising Grace.

I won’t lie.

I get lonely.

I open a dating app and begin scrolling through profiles.

I’ve never deleted it.

I couldn’t.

Because somewhere deep inside me, there’s still a part of me desperate to love, even after everything that’s happened.

Samantha was my second girlfriend. We met when we were twenty, and the connection was instant.

My first girlfriend was in high school. We were toxic, immature, and constantly fighting, but she was my first, and that made it special.

I haven’t dated much since Samantha left.

Not because I don’t want to.

Because I’m afraid to.

Now and then, I find women on the app who seem interesting. Women who might actually understand me.

But I never make a move.

Because I promised myself I’d never fall in love again.

I close the app and head to bed.
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ISLA

I unlock my apartment door.

“Ben! You won’t believe what happened at work today!” I yell, kicking off my shoes and dropping my purse onto the couch.

I’m still in my chef’s uniform.

I push open the bedroom door and freeze.

My mouth falls open.

Ben, my boyfriend of two years, is in bed with my sister.

“What the fuck? Maisie?” I scream.

They scramble apart.

Tears prick behind my eyelids.

“Baby, I can explain,” Ben says, pulling on his boxers and walking toward me.

I shake my head as tears spill down my cheeks.

“My own sister, Ben? Really?”

Maisie pulls on her underwear, looking as calm and insouciant as ever.

“Let me explain, Isla,” she says.

I laugh bitterly.

“Get the fuck out of my apartment. Both of you. You’re disgusting.”

“Isla, listen—” Ben starts.

“I said get the fuck out!” I screech.

They hurriedly get dressed.

I turn away, unable to look at them for another second.

A moment later, I hear the front door open and close.

They’re gone.

The second I hear silence, I collapse onto the couch and sob.

It’s bad enough that I just quit my job.

Now this.

I spend the rest of the week feeling sorry for myself.

My apartment fills with takeaway boxes.

I don’t shower.

I ignore Maisie’s and Ben’s texts and calls.

I watch my bank balance shrink.

Eventually, in the middle of my misery, I make a decision.

I need to leave this city.

I can’t do this anymore.

I open my laptop and start planning my move.

“You’re overqualified for this job. Your résumé is insane. You’ve worked with some of the best chefs in the country at the most prestigious restaurants. Why do you want to work here? At a family restaurant?” Ethan Colman asks from across the table.

I expected this question.

The truth is that one night, I was crying my eyes out after another abusive head chef screamed at me in the kitchen. In that moment, I realised I didn’t have to put up with the bullshit anymore.

These expensive, fancy restaurants may look perfect from the outside, but they’re fucked up.

The entire industry can be hostile.

I needed a change.

So when I saw The Colman Table’s job listing, something clicked.

Cece, one of my friends from culinary school, worked here a few years ago. She always spoke highly of the place and said it was one of the healthiest kitchens she’d ever worked in.

It felt like fate.

After everything that happened with Ben and Maisie, and after years of working in hellish kitchens, I needed a fresh start.

“I know it might seem strange,” I say, “but I recently moved to the city. I saw your job listing, and it seemed like the perfect fit.”

He studies me for a moment.

“Well, I think you’re the one. You’re hired.”

A grin spreads across my face.

“Thank you so much.”

“You start tomorrow. Is that okay?”

“It’s perfect.”

“Awesome. See you then.”

I leave the restaurant feeling lighter than I have in weeks.

For the first time in a long time, I’m excited about something.

The city bustles around me as I make my way down the pavement.

I call Cece.

“Yeah, I got the job,” I tell her.

“That’s amazing! You’ll love Ethan. Literally the sweetest guy. He’s also a looker, don’t you think?” she asks.

Heat creeps into my cheeks.

I wasn’t blind.

Ethan was gorgeous.

I’d looked him up online before the interview.

He was an award-winning chef with an impressive list of accolades. He’d started initiatives to combat food poverty and regularly worked with charities. On top of that, he had warm brown eyes, dark hair, broad shoulders, and a smile capable of melting steel.

Of course I thought he was attractive.

I was a single twenty-eight-year-old woman, not dead.

“He’s handsome, yes. But I’m not interested in him or anything. I’m just excited to work with him.”

Cece laughs.

“You’ll love it. I promise. Anyway, I’ve got to go. Talk later!”

We end the call.

A gust of wind blows my blonde hair into my face, and I quickly pull it back into a ponytail.

I call a taxi.

When it arrives, I climb inside and give the driver my address.

The ride takes me back to my new apartment.

I’d moved in two days ago after relocating to Johannesburg.

I grew up in Durban and attended culinary school there. Over the last six years, I’d worked in some of the country’s best restaurants under high-profile chefs.

But I needed something different.

A new city.

A new job.

A new life.

The salary at The Colman Table wasn’t impressive, but it would pay the bills.

My phone buzzes.

I pull it from my pocket and groan.

I miss you, baby.

“Oh, fuck off,” I mutter.

Leave me alone, Ben.

I hit send.

The problem with men is that they shower you with affection until you get attached.

Then they screw you over.

Sometimes they even sleep with your sister.

My dating history has been a disaster.

They cheated.

They lied.

They weaponised their trauma and used it as an excuse to hurt me. I’ve dated five men, and every single one of them left scars. At this point, I’m convinced none of them is worth the effort. As for Maisie, I’ve officially disowned her. Contrary to popular belief, not all twins are best friends. Maisie and I have hated each other for as long as I can remember. Everything between us was a competition. Who got the best grades. Who made more money. Who was more successful.

I excelled in hospitality.

She became one of Durban’s top lawyers.

Our parents demanded excellence, and we spent our lives trying to outdo each other.

As much as what she and Ben did hurt me, I couldn’t say I was shocked.

If anyone would stoop that low, it would be Maisie.

My phone rings again.

This time it’s Emily.

My best friend has just returned from a week in the Caribbean.

“Issie, I heard what happened with Ben. I’m so sorry. I always knew your sister was a total bitch.”

I laugh weakly.

“Yeah. It really messed me up. I don’t understand how someone can do something like that.”

“Some people are cruel. Heartless. But how’s the move going?”

“Good. My furniture arrived yesterday. I got a job today. I think being away from everything will help me move on.”

“It will. And speaking of moving on, I’m coming to visit this weekend.”

I groan.

“Emily...”

“Nope. No arguments. We’re getting you drunk, and we’re finding you a new man.”

I roll my eyes.

“I mean, sure.”

“That’s the spirit. See you this weekend.”

After we hang up, I spend the rest of the evening watching irrelevant videos online until I eventually fall asleep on the couch.

The next morning, I wake up ready for my first day at The Colman Table.
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ETHAN

“Callie, you can’t do this to me. Grace was finally getting used to you. I can’t afford to lose you right now,” I say into the phone in the break room.

“I know, Mr Colman, but I found a corporate job that’s really demanding, and babysitting just isn’t in the cards for me anymore. I’m sorry. I won’t be coming in tomorrow.”

I sigh and rub my forehead.

“Alright, Callie. I’m sorry to lose you, but I understand. Take care.”

The call ends.

“Everything okay, boss?”

I flinch.

I’d forgotten Isla was in here with me.

She’s leaning against the wall, cigarette in hand, watching me with concern.

The blonde bombshell impressed the hell out of me today.

I’ve never seen anyone so meticulous in a kitchen. Not a single burnt dish. Not one mistake. Every plate left the pass looking perfect.

She’s incredible.

I pinch the bridge of my nose.

“Yeah. My babysitter just quit. Now I need someone to look after my daughter.”

“I could help.”

I stare at her.

“Really?”

“Of course.”

“That’s incredibly generous, Isla.”

She shrugs.

“It’s not a problem.”

“Alright. Could you come by tomorrow evening? Your shifts are in the mornings, and I need someone to pick Grace up from crèche and watch her until I get home.”

“Easy enough. Just send me the address.”

“I’ll text you everything.”

I pull out my phone and send her the details.

A moment later, her phone buzzes.

“Received.”

I worried Grace wouldn’t adjust to a new nanny. I just met Isla, and I don’t trust people easily with my daughter.

Turns out I had nothing to worry about.

I find Isla and Grace sitting in the toy room beside Grace’s bedroom, laughing so hard they’re practically crying.

Isla tickles her, and Grace squeals.

A smile pulls at my lips.

“What’s all this giggling about?”

They both look up.

Grace jumps to her feet and runs toward me.

“Daddy! Isla knows all these jokes. She’s funny!”

“Is that so?”

“I have the sense of humour of a five-year-old,” Isla says. “So apparently I’m hilarious.”

I laugh.

“Would you like to stay for dinner?”

“If it’s not any trouble.”

“Not at all.”

“I’ll give Grace her bath first,” she says, standing. “By the way, your schedule for her is incredibly detailed.”

I grin.

“I like being organised.”

“I noticed.”

She takes Grace’s hand and heads for the bathroom.

I make my way downstairs.

Cooking has always been my escape.

The world disappears when I step into a kitchen.

I chop vegetables, season salmon, and prepare a simple asparagus side.

Growing up, I spent hours cooking beside my mother.

Some of my happiest memories happened in a kitchen.

Now every meal feels like a way of keeping a piece of her alive.

Forty minutes later, I plate dinner and carry everything to the dining table.

Grace and Isla join me shortly afterwards.

I place a jug of juice in the centre of the table.

“This looks amazing, Ethan,” Isla says.

She smiles.

It’s the kind of smile that lights up a room.

I immediately look away.

Noticing that kind of thing is dangerous.

I have rules for a reason.

We begin eating.

A few bites in, Isla closes her eyes and lets out a satisfied sigh.

I nearly laugh.

“Good?”

She points her fork at me.

“You are an incredible cook.”

“I think you’re better. That Quiche Lorraine you made last week? Best one I’ve ever tasted.”

“Oh, stop. You’re feeding my ego.”

“I’m serious.”

She smiles.

“Thank you.”

The conversation drifts toward Grace’s school and extracurricular activities.

After dinner, Isla takes Grace upstairs and puts her to bed.

When she returns, I gesture toward the wine rack.

“Want a glass of wine? I could use the company.”

“I’d love that.”

A few minutes later, we’re sitting across from each other at the kitchen table with glasses of Merlot.

“So,” I say, taking a sip, “tell me all about Isla Bennett.”

She laughs.

“There’s not much to tell.”

“I doubt that.”

She studies her wine.

“My boyfriend cheated on me with my twin sister.”

I blink.

“Jesus.”

“You asked.”

I can’t help laughing.

“Fair point.”

She swirls the wine in her glass.

“I moved here because I needed a fresh start. New
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