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Erin Levine marched into the hectic kitchen of Spuds ‘n’ Puds and halted with a vehement sniff, the heels of her pumps clicking against the freshly mopped tiles. Was she not distracted by the ominous, overly-familiar smell of something charred, she might have rolled her eyes at the way her catering staff seemed to shrink just slightly. Cowards, the lot of them. They’d be no good on Hell’s Kitchen with Gordon Ramsay cursing them out over their shoulder.

She channelled that sort of blazing aggression now just to prove it. “Mavis, you better not be burning the fucking potatoes again!”

“Nope.” Mavis’ frail voice drifted from somewhere behind the scorching stoves. She appeared a moment later with two plates of jacket potatoes in her hands, ready for service. They held no sign of burns yet, thank goodness. “The potatoes are right as rain today. Promise.”

“Then what’s burning?”

A shrug from Mavis. The other staff members avoided eye contact with Erin as she made her way around the kitchen slowly.

“Oh, stop crying, Derek,” she muttered when she came across her particularly sweaty sous-chef, who had only been promoted because her usual was on maternity leave. “Take five and pull yourself together.”

“It’s that line chef of yours, miss,” he blubbered. “Threatened to throw me gravy over me head when it started sticking t’pan.”

Erin raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms, her steely gaze searching for her line chef — and boyfriend — in a sea of colliding white-uniformed bodies. She caught him by the back stoves, sprinkling something into a pot.

Was that bloody parsley?

“Luca!” A fresh wave of anger roiled through Erin as she made her way to stop the demise of her beloved gravy recipe. Her beloved gravy recipe that definitely did not include parsley as an ingredient — nor, as a fifty-year-old recipe inherited from Erin’s mother, who had gotten it from her father, had it ever. “What on earth are you doing to my gravy?”

Luca’s chiselled features melted into those of a criminal who had just been caught red-handed. He hopped away from the stove and attempted to hide his contraband behind his back. “Nothing, nothing, nothing.”

With a sigh, Erin wriggled around his narrow frame to snatch the fresh herbs. “If you can’t follow my recipes, I’ll hire someone who can.”

“Oof.” His lips curled with a cheeky grin, eyes twinkling with a mischief that Erin always had to look away from unless they were in the bedroom. “You’re sexy when you’re angry with me, Miss Levine.”

She shushed him, glancing around to make sure nobody else had heard. If someone found out she had let her line chef into her bed, all semblance of the authority she held in here would crumble in an instant. It had never been supposed to happen at all… but she was only a woman after all. When an attractive Italian man with curly hair and a smouldering accent walked into her restaurant and impressed her with his cooking talents, well… she was only human. Pretty Italians who also happened to be quite good in bed weren’t easy to come by in the middle of Manchester, and Erin was nothing if not an opportunist.

But if Luca D’Angelo kept scaring away her staff and changing up Erin’s very clear rules and recipes, Erin would have no choice but to sack him off professionally or otherwise, charm and talent be damned. A slick, oily feeling had begun to fester in her gut whenever they were in the kitchen together; with it, the sense that Luca thought he knew better than her and wasn’t afraid to undermine her to show it. She could understand why, she supposed. A man with a decade’s worth of international experience cooking in all sorts of restaurants, working in a typically British restaurant best known for its Yorkshire pudding wraps and jacket potatoes…

His being here didn’t really make sense at all. But this was Erin’s empire, and she was the executive chef, and she loved this place too much to let anyone take over. She doubted that if she was a man, she’d have the same concerns.

“I was told you threatened Derek,” she accused, narrowing her eyes to show Luca that this was no longer a little game to be continued later on, when the restaurant closed and they were alone.

“‘Threatened’ is a strong word.” Luca shrugged dismissively, dropping the parsley and stirring the pot of gravy. Erin snatched the herbs from the chopping board and threw them straight in the bin.

“You made him cry.”

“He is a sensitive soul.”

Erin huffed impatiently. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you who’s in charge in this kitchen, Mr. D’Angelo. Don’t be a dick to your co-workers — especially not your superiors.”

“Pfft. I should be sous-chef and you know it. Derek is useless.”

She gritted her teeth. The problem was that over the four-year course of her management here, she’d tried to be the kind, understanding boss, and the chummy one who the waiters always invited for drinks after their shifts, and the passive one who left the kitchen staff alone to get on with it themselves. None of them had worked, and she’d grown tired of expecting everybody to treat her like the leader she was, tired of being talked about for not being good at her job or for trying too hard. She was a leader, and now people knew it. The best thing she could do was assert her dominance; make sure that everybody knew she expected the best and wasn’t afraid to say so. This was a business — her business — and she’d fight tooth and claw to keep it not just running, but successful. Even if it meant being stern and disliked. Even if it meant ending personal relationships in the process.

“You’re needed outside for a moment, Erin.” It was Frankie, one of the new seasonal hires, lingering at Erin’s shoulder. With the Christmas markets stationed on the cobbled, busy street outside the restaurant and their takeaway window open for passersby, Erin had been in dire need of new staff.

She nodded tersely and followed Frankie through the already packed restaurant, casting amicable smiles to the patrons. “What’s it like out there?”

“Jam-packed.” Frankie blew out a breath, disrupting her sweat-dampened fringe. She was rosy-cheeked and wide-eyed, and Erin wondered if she’d be getting another resignation before the week was up. The catering industry was certainly not for the faint of heart, and more staff came and went through these doors than customers at this time of year.

“Good.” They stepped out through the tinsel-strewn glass door, the icy December air a welcome reprieve from the kitchen’s heat. Beneath golden, globular fairy lights, a long line of customers queued for their Yorkshire pudding-wrapped roast dinners at the takeaway window, their gloved hands wrapped around mugs of Glühwein and their breath fogging the air. To say it was only the first day of this year’s markets, the rest of the stalls seemed swamped, too. George’s cheese samples were being snatched up as though it was feeding time at the zoo in front of the restaurant, and Erin spotted Fiona with her crocheted scarves next door.

She blinked the cold-induced tears from her eyes and hugged her blazer tighter around her torso for warmth. “What’s up, then?”

“Er…” Frankie worried at her lip and gestured to the chalkboard sign positioned by the doors. “Someone drew… well, you can see what it is.”

There was no mistaking the crude image graffitied over Erin’s neatly handwritten menu. The joys of working in the centre of Manchester never really did seem to end. “Well… wipe it off.”

“That’s the problem.” Frankie crouched by the sign and picked up a damp cloth hiding in a yellow bucket to demonstrate. The foaming suds had no impact on the drawing. “It won’t come off.”

“For heavens’ sake.” Erin’s curse remained polite only for the sake of her customers, a few of whom were watching in quiet amusement. “Are you any good at drawing? You could turn it into a… broccoli, maybe?”

“Nah, that would only work if it wasn’t upside down,” another voice chimed in, lower and gruffer and closer than Erin had been expecting. She whipped around, her brows furrowing when she found a dark-haired man rocking on his heels behind her. His round features and ruffled curls were slightly familiar, his eyes twinkling with humour. A waiter she had forgotten hiring? But he hadn’t followed Erin’s all-black dress code, instead wearing a loose, hole-infested knit jumper and sagging denim jeans.

“Why aren’t you in uniform?”

“Eh?” His inky eyes danced with amusement, the scruff-covered corner of his mouth quirking upwards.

Erin definitely did not remember hiring him. “Wait, did you do this?”

“I can only wish I was so creative.” He thrust his hands in his pockets, eyes narrowing until creases began to bunch at the corners. “Sorry… don’t I know you?”

Erin was still wondering the same thing. He clearly wasn’t a waiter, but he was familiar. And that accent, broad and not belonging to Manchester at all, but rather the Yorkshire Dales where she herself had grown up…

She didn’t have time to figure it out either way. She had a penis on her menu and a restaurant full of people inside. “Do you need something, or have you just come to enjoy the exhibition?”

“I’m looking for the manager.” He nodded to the Spuds ‘n’ Puds sign, emblazoned on the red-brick wall in gold lettering.

“You’ve found her.” Here we go. A customer complaining that their roast beef was cold after eating it outside in the bloody freezing cold, perhaps, or someone wanting to make it known that her food was too expensive, despite the high quality and skill that went into all of the dishes.

But the man pointed his thumb across his shoulder and said, “I’m the waffle man. Oh, God, don’t let that stick. What I mean is I own the waffle truck. You said I could park up here?”

Oh, bollocks. Erin had forgotten that the dessert-themed food truck was arriving today. With a little extra space at the side of her restaurant and no pastry chefs or expertise to provide a dessert menu yet, she’d decided to offer Utter Waffle a place and hopefully bolster her own business in the process.

This, however, was not what she’d had in mind. Brusquely, she nudged past the man to examine the truck. It was… beaten up, to say the least. The once white, now faded yellow paint job was full of scratches and the smell of petrol lingered around in its vicinity: the type of van a mother might warn her children not to get into, even if the dodgy men in it were offering out sweets. The only sign of its function was the striped awning, which was frayed and covered in what looked to be grease stains, and the window beneath. Utter Waffle had been plastered on the side doors in uneven, red paint.

“Forgive me, but I was expecting something a bit more… well, professional. It’s not very nice to look at, is it?”

“I used it for work when I was a joiner,” he said, scratching his neck awkwardly. “Can’t afford to buy a proper one yet.”

“Yeah, I can see that…”

“Sorry.” The weight of his eyes pressed on her again, and she turned around to find him glancing at her quizzically. “Are you sure I don’t know you? What’d you say your name was?”

“Erin.” Against her better judgement, Erin extended her hand out for him to shake. He did, his skin warm and rough against her frostbitten fingers. “Erin Levine. And you?”

He stiffened suddenly, the colour draining from his face. “Erin. Of course it’s you. Jesus. I never expected…” When he noticed Erin’s confusion, he clarified: “Sorry. It’s me, Rory Peterson. I used to work on your dad’s farm way back when.”

The name sent a jolt of electricity through Erin, and something else, something she hadn’t had to acknowledge for a long time. Rory. He’d only been seventeen the last time she’d seen him, all gangly and dotted with hormonal acne. Erin hadn’t minded. Fourteen years old and well into her boy band obsession, she was glad of any attention she could get from another teenager.

“Right… I remember. Yes, of course.” Her words came out wooden, forced, as her heart began to pound. Not at the warm memories of chatting to Rory while he wandered around with a wheelbarrow or showing him how to milk Claudia the cow, but at the guilt that had come later. After he’d left. The watching him walk away, heartbroken and betrayed.

She had accused him of stealing her late mother’s jewellery, the only thing Erin had had left of her; the only memories she could keep. As a result, Rory had lost his job, lost her trust. Her father kicked him off the farm and told him he was never to return.

She tried to push it all away, schooling her features into their usual stoniness. They were adults now, Erin a professional, and she at least wouldn’t have him snooping around her restaurant. Their past would remain in the past, and they would remain separated by two walls.

Rory’s uncomfortable laugh sliced through the air between them, forced up from his broad chest. “Wow. It’s been a long time. You’ve changed.”

“Well…” Erin smoothed down her blazer and prayed that the heat rising to her face didn’t show. “So have you.”

He had. His hair had been greasy and short then, the curls that spilt across his forehead now never getting the chance to grow. And he’d filled out since, though not with tough muscle, and the beginnings of a beard shadowed his jaw.

A ghost of a smile curved across his lips, but Erin could see the cool hesitance lingering behind it.

“Anyway, I need to get back to work. Are you all set out here?”

She fidgeted and then scolded herself for it, but she was eager to escape. The less she saw of Rory, the better. He was too much of a reminder. In the difficult few years that had followed Rory’s departure, the farmhouse had been left empty, the fields lifeless and overgrown, the furniture repossessed. Her father had lost everything they’d owned: a gambling addict who had haemorrhaged away every penny to poker games and debt, including Erin’s savings. It was one of the reasons she’d worked so hard to get here — so that she’d never feel that hollow nothingness again while staring upon the skeleton of her own home or having to go hungry for days at a time. She relied on herself now. No one else.

“Yep, all good.” Rory nodded. “Thanks again for letting me rent out the space. I’ll, er, get the permits and paperwork to you once I’m set up.”

“Grand.” Erin scuttled back into the restaurant before remembering the defaced chalkboard menu. She stepped out again, only becoming more flustered when she realised that the marketgoers were still pointing and laughing at it. Crouching to pick it up was no mean feat while wearing a pencil skirt, but she managed it. That wasn’t to say that, with Rory glancing over his shoulder, she wasn’t at serious risk of flashing him the red, lacy knickers she wore beneath her tights and skirt.

She’d have to thank Frankie later for leaving it for Erin to deal with; another thing she didn’t have the time or patience for today.

* * *

Rory thought about getting back into his banged-up food truck and driving away. The last thing he needed was to go about his business beside a restaurant owned by a woman who had once accused him of being a thief. But he needed the space and the money. He wouldn’t get another like this now, not when the markets were already open and the stalls all set up. It was either this or go back to that shitty, grey, depressing industrial park, where his only customers were workmen who ordered a bacon butty every morning, knowing full well that Rory only sold sweet breakfasts.

And maybe if he didn’t have to sleep there as well, he might have dealt with it. But now that he’d been evicted from his flat, he only had his van, which meant that he never quite stopped smelling of chocolate and grease.

So until he sorted himself out, he’d take what he could get. Even if it was here, with her.

He was midway through scooping out a healthy dollop of ice cream onto a tray of hot cookie dough when Erin emerged from the restaurant a second time that day — with a brand spanking, phallus-free menu listed in handwritten, swirling letters on a clean chalkboard. He had to bow his head in a truck this small anyway to keep from knocking himself out on the ceiling or shelves, but he crouched further and pretended to be focused on his customer’s order, his gaze all the while flickering back to her.

She had a ladder in her tights. It spanned from her heel to midway up her calf, a slither of winter-pale skin poking out between the rungs. Still, she surveyed the new menu proudly and smoothed down her skirt, her spine pin-straight. Having spent the majority of his life a joiner and handyman, usually in chatty, relaxed environments, he’d never met anybody who exuded so much bone-chilling authority — the sort where he knew that if she asked him to get down on his hands and knees to polish her shoes, he’d run to find a rag and do it. Or, at least, he’d have to fight not to, if he was feeling more dignified that day.

It was worse because he knew her; worse that those alarmingly blue eyes had once been friendly and familiar. He’d always loved the attention she’d given him on the farm — before she’d made him out to be a ruddy criminal, that was. She’d torn his heart out with that. They’d been friends. They’d laughed together over Sunday roasts and mucked out the pigsty until they were both covered in shit. And now look at them. He more the scruffy toad she’d made him out to feel than ever, jobless, homeless, and hopeless, and she was a bloody restaurant manager whose biggest problem was probably the ripped tights and the graffitied dick.

Stifling a huff, Rory took the customer’s money with his most charming smile and wondered where he could park up and sleep tonight. He obviously couldn’t stay here. Even if Erin didn’t notice, they were near the pubs and soon Manchester would be chock-full of drunkards who’d do far worse than paint a crude drawing onto a chalkboard. He could call his mum…

But his mum worried. Too much. He didn’t want her to know what a mess he was, just like his useless dad, who had walked out on them twenty years ago and hadn’t bothered with them since. And his sister, who was engaged and pregnant and raking it in with her own hair salon….

He was the embarrassment, the one who just couldn’t seem to get by on his own two feet. And he was sick of it. He wouldn’t do it. No, he’d make a good go of it here, hopefully with enough profit to get him through the looming winter months and maybe even an apartment deposit. And then he’d answer their calls.

It would be fine. It would all be fine.
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