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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The customer is always right.

      Unfortunately, everyone forgets the rest of the famous quote: in matters of taste. But for Forge, a pop-up restaurant in Milwaukee’s Walker’s Point neighborhood, taste was all that mattered. Especially to the impossible-to-please food critic who was scheduled to arrive at any second.

      Standing next to the host station, Nina Parrish checked her watch. Five thirty on the dot. She looked up at the smoked-glass doors, where the front-of-house manager Tessa Liu stood waiting, looking far more comfortable than Nina felt. At five-foot-two, Tessa was half a foot shorter than Nina.

      Nina tightened her grip on her clipboard.

      Her phone buzzed. Ben, texting from the back room, watching the feed from the outside camera.

      
        
          
            
              
        First guest arriving

      

      

      

      

      

      Nina took a deep breath. So far, being the logistics coordinator for a pop-up restaurant wasn’t any easier than managing a technology tradeshow, but it wasn’t that different.

      She’d read Laurent Pike’s condescending restaurant reviews and the interviews that failed to mask how difficult, insensitive, and arrogant he was. Honestly, Nina was surprised Pike had even shown up on time.

      Her phone buzzed again: another text from Ben.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not Pike—this is an older Black couple

      

      

      

      

      

      Nina pressed her lips together. This must be the reservation for Abby Fisher, arriving a bit early. She’d done a little background on most of the reservation names, but “Abby Fisher” had been a mystery. Four Abby Fishers in Milwaukee alone, and that didn’t include the suburbs. The only thing she found was that someone with that name had been the first Black woman to publish a cookbook, all the way back in 1881. Was this her great-great-granddaughter?

      “Our first guest pulled up,” Nina called. “Let’s lock it in.”

      There was a subtle tightening of posture across everyone on the floor. Kayla Barnett, the server assigned to Laurent Pike’s table, smoothed her apron and checked her tied-back hair. About five-four, not too tall to be intimidating, Kayla had apple cheeks with freckles that made her look like she was in a good mood all the time. Perfect for the grumpy food critic, Nina hoped.

      Tessa shook out her hands. She smiled, her shoulder-length black ponytail shimmering in the soft light of the entry.

      The room snapped into focus as the music came on: halfway between electronica and jazz, mellow, non-intrusive. Ben was in charge of all the IT and electronics, the music as well as the cameras. He knew what he was doing.

      Nina walked toward the entrance, almost in a trance. She wanted to see who came through the door on opening night—and at the Forge pop-up, this first night would be the only night they had.

      Nina reached the smoked-glass doors and pushed one open.

      The ugly, heavy metal doors had been removed from their hinges last week and put in the back, replaced by equally large smoked-glass doors, big enough to make people feel important as they entered. Owen Blake, the perpetually over-caffeinated owner of Forge, had mentioned the size of the doors when he first showed the space to Nina a month ago. She had waged a huge internal battle with her twelve-year-old inner child not to say something beginning with, “You know what they say, Owen, it’s not the size of the door…”

      Which would have been incredibly inappropriate, not to mention juvenile. But she’d nearly burst out laughing.

      As Nina pushed the door open, the streetlights shone, glancing their light off the damp sidewalk. The early November evening wasn’t cold enough for snow quite yet, but these next few weeks were supposed to drop twenty degrees. A brief flash in Nina’s mind: she’d never owned a snow shovel before. Did her property management take care of snow removal, or would she have to do it herself?

      Come on, now. Focus, Nina, focus.

      And her eyes focused on the couple’s faces. Smiling—beaming, in fact.

      Nina blinked. This couple looked just like her parents. The man had close-set eyes and sported a short beard with the same gray flecks as her father. The woman had the same large brown, shining eyes and round cheeks of her mother. Even the same smile—the one that didn’t mask the constant if mild displeasure lurking under the surface.

      “Nina, honey!” the woman said. She was dressed in a puffy white coat and a white knit cap. Nina almost pinched herself. Was she dreaming? Her parents were two thousand miles away. When she’d last spoken with them, they were fighting over which cruise to take in the spring.

      Tessa appeared at Nina’s shoulder. “Mr. and Ms. Parrish?”

      The woman in the puffy white coat stared.

      “I’m Tessa Liu!” Tessa said, putting her arms out for a hug. “I haven’t seen you since sophomore year!”

      “Tessa!” the woman in the white coat exclaimed, embracing Tessa. Nina knew that look on her mother’s face; no recognition, but she was trying to fake it.

      “You remember Tessa, lovey,” the man said. He wore a long wool overcoat and a red-and-black tartan scarf, a black ascot cap atop his head. “Nina’s roommate at UCLA.”

      Tessa broke from the embrace and turned to Nina. “Well, Mr. and Ms. Parrish⁠—”

      “Please,” the man said, “Dennis and Charlene.”

      Nina snapped out of her catatonic state. “Mom! Dad!” She stepped into her father’s embrace. “What are you doing here?”

      Dennis took a single step back and tilted his head. “I need an excuse to support my daughter on the biggest day of her new career?”

      She leaned forward to hug her mother but got a cheek kiss instead. “But… but you’re…”

      Tessa grabbed the door handle and pulled it farther open. “Let’s get you inside and out of the chill,” she said. “We Wisconsinites still walk around in shorts in this weather, but you must be freezing.”

      “Thank you,” Charlene said, walking past Nina into the lobby of the pop-up, Dennis following closely behind. “We’ve been on planes all day. Almost missed our connection in Denver.”

      Nina stared out at the wet streets and took a deep breath. Her parents. Here. Tonight. She didn’t realize how much she’d missed them in the three months since she’d driven the U-Move-It truck from San Francisco to Milwaukee. But wow—showing up at the very moment she had to impress the most curmudgeonly food critic in the entire Midwest? Why couldn’t they have supported her by sympathizing with her the week Gavin had broken up with her and she’d gotten laid off of her tech job in the Bay Area? Instead she’d gotten a lecture from her mother about how Gavin wasn’t good enough for her, and how she needed to apply herself more to keep her job.

      Nina steeled herself, turned, and stepped inside.

      “Do you want to show them to their table?” Tessa asked.

      “Uh, sure.” A break in Nina’s voice. No, no. Don’t lose composure now. This will all be okay. Either that, or it’s a gastric-induced nightmare and you’ll wake up soon. No more lake cod in pil-pil sauce with espelette peppers before bed. No matter how amazing the dinner at Amilinda had been—or how cute the guy at the bar had been while she was waiting for her table-for-one. Although he’d had kind of a cop vibe, so she hadn’t been forward enough to give him her contact information. Still, he’d bought her a pricey cocktail and had a good sense of humor.

      Her father was hanging his overcoat and hat on one of the brushed-nickel coat racks on the other side of the foyer from the host stand. “This must be your doing, Nina.” He ran his finger along the metal admiringly and turned to Tessa. “My daughter’s aesthetic to a T.”

      “Matches the exposed pipework,” Nina said automatically, but she was glad someone had noticed. The pipework comment was exactly what she had said to Owen Blake the week before as she was trying not to choke on the pineapple and birch scents of the Forge owner’s cologne.

      “Did I read this used to be a warehouse?” her father continued.

      “For motorcycle parts,” Tessa offered. “The place smelled like motor oil and antifreeze last week, but Nina worked her magic.”

      “Where did you find these?” her father said, still staring at the coat racks.

      “I’ve got a furniture specialist over in Riverwest,” she said. “Got these from an estate sale.”

      Dennis laughed, a big booming laugh that echoed throughout the empty warehouse, now repurposed as a one-night-only restaurant dining room. “You’re still picking up irregulars.”

      Tessa cocked her head. “Picking up what?”

      “That’s what I call them,” Dennis said. “Irregulars. Specialists of all kinds. Remember in college, she collected repair people for her apartment and tutors for her business classes. In her cybersecurity event job—” He turned to Nina and looked at her fondly. “You had a group of irregulars in San Francisco and another group in Las Vegas, if I remember right. You’ve only been in Milwaukee three months and you’re already getting irregulars here.”

      “Irregulars,” Tessa repeated. “That sounds about right. The brick cleaner you brought in a couple days ago was definitely a little off.”

      “Hey, Corbin is great. And he’s the best in the business.” Nina led her parents—her mother still had her coat on—to a small rectangular table on the other side of the dining room from Table Thirteen, Laurent Pike’s table. Oh, man, what would Pike say if he thought Forge’s new logistics coordinator brought her parents to work? And they were talkers, too. Good thing they were on the other side of the restaurant from the food critic.

      “This is exciting!” Charlene said, rubbing her hands together as she sat down. Nina handed each of them a menu. “I’ve never been able to visit you at work before!”

      The cybersecurity conferences Nina managed for her tech company were much more boring than a pop-up restaurant in the middle of the hip Walker’s Point neighborhood of Milwaukee. Nina managed to smile as she handed them their menus. “It’s so nice to see you!” she choked out.

      Charlene narrowed her eyes. “Now, don’t give me that. I can see you’re less than thrilled. But we’re here to support you.” She leaned forward in her chair and patted Nina’s hand. “Your father and I may have been somewhat startled with your sudden change in career⁠—”

      Charlene Parrish, queen of the understatement. She had literally sobbed on the phone and said Nina was wasting her degree. And Charlene acted like Nina’s move away from the San Francisco Bay Area was a betrayal.

      “—but we want you to be happy. And since I know how much this night means, you should be relieved that you have two… how do you say it? Ringers. You have two ringers in your corner. You could dump a pot of soup on us, and we’d still give you five stars.”

      Nina exhaled. “That’s a relief,” she said. “Sometimes relatives who come in are the most demanding of all.”

      “You don’t have to worry about us.” Charlene beamed. “And your father read about Chef Marco. So sad about his last restaurant closing, but the menu looked amazing.”

      Nina leaned forward. “We had a staff dinner last night. Get the duck with chili oil.” She motioned with her head toward the host stand. “Tessa made the sauce.”

      Charlene frowned. “Is she allowed to do that?”

      “She’s a genius with flavors.” Nina held up her clipboard, still clutched in her hand. “And I’d love to sit and chat with you⁠—”

      “But you have logistics to coordinate,” Dennis said, chuckling.

      Charlene pursed her lips. “I’ve never understood ‘logistics coordinator.’ What exactly does that mean?”

      “I get to make a note of everything that goes wrong tonight and figure out how to fix it before our grand opening in three weeks.”

      “Three weeks?” Charlene sounded surprised, even though Nina had told her the timing of Forge’s opening night on Chicago Street in the Third Ward on their last phone call. “But that’s Thanksgiving weekend.”

      “Mom, we already discussed this⁠—”

      The sound of a throat gently clearing behind her. Nina turned: Alejandro. Chiseled jaw, dark eyes, enough stubble to enhance his attractiveness. “And this is Alejandro. He’ll be your server this evening.” She nodded to him. “Alejandro, meet my parents, Dennis and Charlene.”

      Alejandro tilted his head. “Your parents?”

      “Right, you were expecting Abby Fisher and guest. Fake name. They wanted to surprise me.”

      “This is delightful,” Alejandro said, turning to Nina’s parents. “I may even get you a free glass of wine if you give me a couple of stories to embarrass Nina.” He dropped a wink to Charlene, who giggled.

      “I hope you enjoy your dinner,” Nina said. Did that sound too formal? Oh well. Nina escaped toward the host stand, where Tessa stood with her arms folded and an arched eyebrow.

      “Don’t start, Tessa.”

      “I’m jealous. Your parents flew halfway across the country to see you in action. My mom showed up at Owen’s last restaurant, drank a bottle of wine by herself, then wailed that I was wasting my life. What I wouldn’t give…” Tessa sighed, then straightened up. “We’ll treat your parents like any other guest,” Tessa said. “But if you want to spend time with them⁠—”

      “I have enough to worry about with Laurent Pike coming,” Nina said. “Speaking of which, he’s ten minutes late.”

      “And your parents were ten minutes early.” Tessa looked Nina in the eye. “Oh, Nina, I hope I’m not hearing self-doubt. You found Corbin, the best brick cleaner in Wisconsin, to do a full wash of the brick so it wouldn’t smell like motor oil. You got the wiring fixed four hours after Ben told you about the problem.” She picked up her cell phone from the host stand. “When the installers said they were booked for a month, you still found a way to get the wifi set up in here.”

      “And the livestream,” Nina mumbled.

      “Yes! And the livestream! Plus, you took Pike’s assistant through a tour of the kitchen so he could make sure there were no allergens.”

      “Chef Marco had already taken care of that⁠—”

      “And Chef Marco was ready to rip the assistant’s head off. You were cool and collected. Made Matt Lennox feel like he was the important guest and not a glorified gofer.”

      Well, she’d had lots of practice at the tech company making Drunk CEO feel like a competent business professional instead of a barely-keeping-it-together disaster.

      Wow, she’d been calling him “Drunk CEO” for so long, she’d forgotten his real name.

      Nina’s phone buzzed in her pocket again. She pulled it out and glanced up at Tessa.

      “This is it,” Nina said. “Laurent Pike is here.”

      “The Supper Club Slayer.”

      Nina looked out of the corner of her eye at Tessa.

      “That’s what Ben calls him. You read Pike’s reviews, right?”

      “Oh, Tessa, I hope I’m not hearing self-doubt.” Nina grinned as Tessa rolled her eyes.

      But Nina’s stomach was in knots as she walked toward the door, pushed it open, and stepped out to the sidewalk. She watched as the back door of the FlashRide opened.

      A man stepped out, tall, lean, in an impeccable dark coat. Laurent Pike looked exactly like his online photos: sharp features, expensive haircut, the faintly amused detachment of someone who watched other people’s effort for a living.

      “That’s definitely him,” Nina murmured.

      A shorter man climbed out of the other side of the FlashRide, clutching a tablet to his chest as he slung a small leather bag over his shoulder. Matt Lennox. He looked smaller and more nervous than he had when Nina hosted his visit two days before. Was Matt carrying an old-school camera bag? He hadn’t had it when he came to check out the restaurant beforehand, but obviously Pike had tasked him with taking the photos of each course and posting them to Photoxio so that Laurent Pike could concentrate on his meal.

      Nina pasted on a neutral, professional smile, tried to forget that her parents were watching her every move, and turned back to open the smoked-glass door wide. “Welcome,” she said as the two men approached.

      Pike grunted and strode across the threshold. The younger man waited for Pike to enter the old motorcycle warehouse fully before he walked in as well. Nina stepped inside after the younger man and closed the door, keeping the November chill out as much as she could.

      “Good evening,” Tessa said brightly to the two men. “Welcome to Forge. Pike, party of two?”

      The critic’s gaze swept the room and landed on the open kitchen, the chandeliers, the tables. His eyes seemed to suck the visuals out of the room in one long, assessing glance.

      Pike harrumphed. “This should be interesting.” He did not smile as he removed his luxurious black coat.

      “Mr. Pike, we’re honored to have you,” Tessa said. “Your table is ready.”

      “Let’s hope the kitchen is up to scratch.” Pike turned to look at the set of brushed nickel coat racks at the side of the entry area, with Dennis Parrish’s coat and hat adorning the leftmost of the three. His eyes narrowed, then he turned and held his elegant coat in front of Nina. “Thank you, darling.”

      Nina’s first instinct was to recoil—but thankfully, she caught herself in time. She took the coat from Pike, but as her hand touched the sumptuous fabric, her insides roiled. This coat obviously cost more than her monthly rent.

      She set her clipboard on the host stand, then stepped forward to hang his coat on the center rack⁠—

      “No,” Pike snapped. “I could have done that myself. This is a Porgusto Tucci. Handstitched. I’m not leaving it here where anyone could walk off with it. I’m sure you have a coat closet. A contoured wooden hanger would be acceptable.”

      Her mind zoomed in ten different directions. What about Nina made Pike think she was the coat check attendant? She wasn’t in the waitstaff uniform: black oxford shirt, fitted trousers, black apron. She wasn’t some kid holding their hand out for a tip. She was dressed as nice as he was. Sure, her dark gray pantsuit wasn’t as expensive, and she was in a pair of leather slip-on service shoes, not glittery heels, but⁠—

      She tried to drive the thought out of her mind, but it stuck stubbornly in the middle of her brain.

      Her skin color. He was white, and he’d given his coat to the only Black person he could see.

      As Pike stepped toward the table, Matt smiled apologetically, as if he were used to mopping up after many faux pas and microaggressions.

      Nina gave Matt a tight smile. I won’t say anything, but we both know what happened. The camera bag strap cut across his chest like a seatbelt.

      “Thanks for having us,” Lennox said. “Big fan of pop-ups.”

      Oh, wow. Did Lennox not recognize her from two days before, or was he simply performing for Pike? She wasn’t surprised a man with Pike’s reputation for cruelty and arrogance treated her like the help. For some reason, she’d expected more from Matt Lennox.

      He held up his bag. “You guys have wi-fi? These brick buildings…”

      “Of course,” Nina said, pointing to a small sign on the host stand. “SSID and password are right there.”

      Tessa led them toward Table Thirteen. Nina folded Pike’s coat over her forearm and walked through the dining room. She looked at her parents at Table Nine. Her father caught her eye and pursed his lips. He had seen the exchange with Pike. That wasn’t great.

      She walked through the archway into the back room past Ben’s techie workstation, then entered a side room they used as a large closet. In here, a clothes rack with both wood and plastic hangers stood a foot from the side wall, also of exposed Cream City brick.

      The staff had put their autumn coats on the hangers on the rack, and Nina felt a subtle pang of satisfaction as she ignored the ten free brushed wooden hangers and shoved a cheap pink plastic hanger into the corners of the shoulders of the expensive coat. Pike would hopefully be horrified.

      A bumpy way to start the service. Nina closed her eyes and took a cleansing breath. Prove to Owen that you deserve this logistics job. That you’re not just an event manager on steroids. Doesn’t matter if you’re new. Don’t let yourself get bothered by Pike.

      Or your parents.

      She’d been through worse. Like the leering man who’d been in charge of assembling the custom booth at her last tech conference in Vegas. Attractive, yes, but alarm bells had gone off in Nina’s head. His ogling had been ten times worse than Pike’s condescension, hadn’t it? And Nina had been professional, hadn’t reacted to him at all, and he’d stopped after twenty minutes. Twenty minutes too long, but he’d stopped.

      Okay then. She could do this.

      A sudden laugh bubbled up from her stomach and then she was holding her hand over her mouth. Hopefully no one heard her.

      This was ridiculous. King Dennis and Queen Charlene had shown up on perhaps the most stressful night she’d had since she’d been laid off, and they actually thought they were helping.

      And guess what? Maybe they were. Even if everything fell apart, they’d cheer her on. They might shake their heads and tell her she’d made a terrible mistake switching careers, but they’d buy her ice cream—well, frozen custard; this was Wisconsin—and her dad would embrace her in a big bear hug and tell her everything would be okay.

      She drew herself to her full height, took a deep breath, then left the closet and walked back to the dining room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Other guests had arrived, including a four-top that apparently didn’t think enough of Forge to even approach business casual dress. One of the men had chic, thin, rimless glasses, a full, unkempt beard, and wore a hoodie. Nina squinted. Summerfest. Ah yes, Nina had read articles about the music festival. Not appropriate clothing for a nice evening out, in her view. Although perhaps dinner outings were more casual in Milwaukee than they were in San Francisco. Table Six. Ah, right, those people were friends of Jenna’s, so they’d probably order multiple desserts.

      As Nina came near, a tall, white man with a styled, flowing salt-and-pepper mane stood near the pass in the kitchen. “You’ll knock it out of the park tonight, Marco. Good luck.”

      Chef Marco grimaced. “Thanks, Mr. Fortune.”

      “Zack. Call me Zack. And was that out of line? Saying ‘good luck’? You’re supposed to say ‘break a leg’ to actors. Is there an equivalent? ‘Oversalt the food’?”

      Nina gently touched Zack Fortune’s elbow. “Mr. Fortune?”

      He turned, a million-watt smile. “Yes?”

      The lawyer’s face was familiar from the ubiquitous Fortune Law Offices billboards with the “Change Your Fortune for the Better” tagline; those were everywhere in Milwaukee County. She’d assumed the photo had been heavily touched up, but no, he was that smooth-skinned and sparkly-eyed in person. “We’re delighted to have you join us for dinner this evening⁠—”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Fortune said. “I love Chef Marco’s food. I saw the duck on the menu and my wife and I must try that.”

      Nina turned her body to subtly steer Fortune back to Table Two. “We’ll make sure everything is to your liking.”

      “Of course, of course!” Fortune smiled widely, as if sunbeams were pouring out of his mouth. “We’ve been looking forward to Chef Marco’s meal for weeks.”

      Nina led Fortune around a long, narrow planter with greenery she’d taken delivery of the day before after Chef Marco had raised a concern about Fortune taking loud phone calls at dinner. A simple, dense boxwood shrub, five feet tall. Owen had balked at the expense at first, but Nina had firmly insisted. “The greenery will both provide a much-needed organic aesthetic to our industrial-chic look and double as sound baffling between Fortune jawing on his phone and our esteemed critic enjoying his meal in peace.” Owen had chewed on his lip for a second. “Plus,” Nina had said, “my gardening contact is letting us rent this tonight for half of what I quoted yesterday.” Owen had stiffly nodded before returning to his office in the back of the converted warehouse.

      She and Fortune arrived at Table Two, and the dark-haired woman with tired eyes nodded as the local celebrity lawyer sat down. Nina would look that tired, too, if she were married to the effervescently extroverted Zack Fortune.

      She walked purposefully to the host stand and thrust her chin at Tessa. “Everything okay?”

      “Zack Fortune loves Chef Marco’s cooking, but wow, I wish he had a volume knob on the side of his head.”

      “He does,” Nina replied. “It’s just stuck on eleven.”

      Tessa smacked Nina on the forearm and chuckled. “Get out of here. Don’t you have a service to supervise?”

      Nina grabbed her clipboard off the host stand. “Came to grab this.”

      “Ah, yes,” Tessa said. “Your security blanket.”

      “Don’t talk about my precious like that.” Nina flipped her hair, grinned, and walked back into the dining room.

      Kayla appeared from the service station with relaxed shoulders and an easy practiced smile and approached Pike and Lennox at Table Thirteen. Good. She was in the zone. Nina stepped closer, tapping her fingers lightly on the clipboard.

      “Good evening,” Kayla said, voice bright and cheery. “Welcome to Forge. Can I start you off with sparkling or still?”

      Pike gave her the same once-over he’d given the room. “Sparkling,” he said. “Bottled, not from the soda gun.”

      “Of course,” Kayla said.

      “And a Negroni,” he added. “Standard build, no orange goop.”

      Kayla blinked, her smile unwavering.

      Matt Lennox lifted a hand. “I’m good with water,” he said. “Still is fine.”

      Nina clocked that: Pike’s assistant wasn’t drinking. Either smart or cautious. Or both.

      Pike ran a finger down the menu.

      “This is ambitious for a one-night concept,” he said, mostly to the air. “Lamb, duck, halibut. Look at that, even an offal dish. Always risky when the staff doesn’t know what they’re doing.”

      “Owen’s a good investor,” Lennox said. “He brought in an experienced team. Chef Marco Ruiz has done tasting menus in⁠—”

      “He’s done two,” Pike interrupted. “One in a hotel restaurant in Kenosha that closed within a year, and one in a brewery kitchen with no dessert program. I do read the press kits, Matthew.”

      Lennox visibly tensed. Ah: he probably hated being called “Matthew.”

      Kayla widened her smile. “If you have any questions about the menu, I’m happy to answer them.”

      “I prefer to let the food speak,” Pike said. “Assuming it can.”

      Matt Lennox sat quietly, tablet already out, stylus tucked behind his ear. He wasn’t filming yet, but he’d angled the camera bag against his chair in easy reach.

      Nina moved back toward the pass as Kayla put in the drink order.

      “You’re doing great,” Nina said.

      The smile cascaded off Kayla’s face as she exhaled heavily. “‘No orange goop.’ Who says that?”

      “People who get their rocks off insulting others,” Nina murmured as April stepped up to the pass with two plates of tuna crudo, each one a precise fan of translucent slices and microgreens.

      “He’s not even drinking anything I can screw up with orange goop,” Kayla said.

      “We can fix that,” Nina chirped. “I can run to the store and get some marmalade. We can dump it in the Negroni and call it a house special.”

      “He probably means no orange bitters or a full slice of orange,” April said, not even cracking a smile. “Just the peel.”

      No laughter. Right: Forge was in full battle mode. Not the time for jokes or even encouraging words. The kitchen needed to run smoothly and quickly.

      Nina stepped aside as the kitchen printer chattered: first tickets firing. Nina checked the chits. Starters were already staggered, two tables ahead of Pike’s. Good. Give Marco room to warm up before he started performing for the critic.

      She walked to the far corner of the warehouse, watching the flow of the dining room and the kitchen line. Marco and April were like ballet dancers, giving each other subtle words and phrases about their location in the kitchen, what they were holding, what they needed. And it went smoothly. No one asked where any ingredients had gone. No one complained that anything was delayed. No staff bumped into each other.

      Two more tuna crudo plates appeared. April wiped the rims, turned them so the garnishes were properly arranged.

      “Service!” Marco called.

      Kayla stepped up, hands rock steady. She took the plates, pivoted, and walked them out.

      Nina took a few steps forward, close enough to pick up on the conversation. She stood to the side of the greenery so Pike and Lennox wouldn’t notice her hovering. She glanced up at the ceiling: like she’d suggested to Ben the day before, the cameras had all been aimed to stay off Table Thirteen. While Nina’s livestreaming idea was enthusiastically embraced by both Owen and the invited guests, Nina had seen enough of Pike’s antics in previous months to take steps against livestreaming his table. Ben had seemed relieved with the suggestion.

      Pike glanced up only long enough to see the food land in front of him. His assistant pulled the camera from the bag in a single fluid movement, then snapped several quick photos before the plates settled. He reminded Nina of a woman whose spouse had a temper, trying to stay unnoticed. He’d done this for too long.

      “Visually competent,” Pike said to Lennox. “No squares of tuna stacked into unnecessary towers. Good. I’m eating an appetizer, not playing Jenga. It seems Chef Marco has finally heard of restraint.”

      “Enjoy,” Kayla said, then escaped, eyes flicking once to Nina as she passed. Nina gave her a brief nod and the hint of a smile. She’d survived the latest volley.

      From the corner, Nina watched the critic eat.

      He took one bite, then another, chewing with an almost exaggerated patience. His assistant didn’t touch his plate yet, occasionally jotting something on the tablet.

      After a minute, Pike spoke without looking up.

      “You get that?” he asked.

      His assistant tapped the edge of the screen. “Good texture, acid a hair high. You’ll want to mention the oil not quite balancing the citrus.”

      “Of course I will,” Pike said. “I am in full command of my taste buds. Just confirming your ears work.”

      Nina filed that away, too. More than an assistant. Someone whom he could insult with aplomb. And who would sit there and take it.

      She turned and walked the perimeter again.

      Oh—her father was trying to catch her eye. But ensuring the service was flawless for Pike was much more important than gabbing to her parents during dinner. Besides, Dennis Parrish looked like he wanted to give his daughter a talking-to for letting Pike push her around, and she had neither the time nor energy to listen to a lecture.

      She turned her head, pretending not to see her father, and as she completed her circuit of the room, this time she stopped at the other side of the planter. Table Two was on this side, and Zack Fortune caught her eye and waved her over. She approached him.

      “Yes, Mr. Fortune. Do you need anything?”

      “To tell Chef Marco he’s really outdone himself with this tuna appetizer.” Fortune’s voice was loud, but suddenly Nina wished the greenery she’d painstakingly arranged would vanish so Pike could hear him. “Is the tuna a better grade than what I’ve had before? Or is there some kind of special ingredient? Whatever the case, this is amazing.”

      Nina smiled. “I’ll certainly tell the chef. Is there anything I can get you?” Her eyes dipped to Fortune’s empty cocktail glass, while his wife still had a mostly full glass of white wine. Probably the pinot grigio. “Another cocktail, perhaps?”

      Fortune nodded. “That Old Fashioned was nearly as good as the tuna. Sure, I’ll have another.”

      The woman cleared her throat and Fortune’s head swiveled to her. “Well, I can have one more. We’re not meeting the Colemans until eight.”

      “Right away,” Nina said.

      She walked back to the kitchen.

      “Well?” Chef Marco demanded as soon as she was close enough to hear. “Face? Body language? Did he grimace? Did he flinch? Did he⁠—”

      “Pike was fine,” Nina said. “He stopped short of rapture, but he didn’t spit anything out. That’s a win.”

      Marco rolled his shoulders like he was mad at himself for caring. “He won’t write about the tuna crudo,” he said. “He hasn’t written about tuna since he promoted his sushi tour of Chicago three years ago. You should have said something at the staff tasting yesterday.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “The tuna’s your most popular appetizer. Everyone likes it.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder in the vague direction of Table Two. “Zack Fortune loves it. He flagged me down just so he could tell me. I think he wants to have your babies.”

      Marco paused. Was that a slight flush over his cheeks?

      “Pike is only one man,” Nina said.

      “With a big reach. And I bet he’s saving all his venom for the entrée course. I can feel it.”

      “Marco, come on,” Nina said. “You’re making great food. Zack Fortune is having a transcendental experience. His aura is so strong, it’ll jump over the greenery and suck Laurent Pike into his relentless positivity. We’re on track. Stay focused.”

      Marco’s lip curled, then he sighed. “My food is always delicious, but you’re right, I’m doing exceptionally well tonight.” He turned toward the pans.

      Nina fought the urge to roll her eyes and turned to Alejandro. “Mr. Fortune would like another Old Fashioned at Table Two.”

      He looked chagrined. “Elena instructed me to cut him off at one drink.”

      Oh no. This is the kind of stuff that Nina should have been aware of. “I didn’t know that.”

      “She told me as they were sitting down. I guess he’s meeting with a client later tonight.”

      Nina frowned. On a Saturday night? He’d said he was meeting a couple—the Colemans, if Nina remembered right, but they must be clients. Nina had to figure out how to fix this. The gears in her mind started spinning.

      Service picked up speed, and soon, all forty chairs at all thirteen tables were full. The large warehouse dining room filled with the muted clatter of cutlery, the rise and fall of polite conversation, the smooth music in the background. The off-kilter energy of the critic’s table didn’t dominate the room yet, but it pulled at the edges.

      Aha! She figured out what to do.

      Nina caught Tessa’s eye and motioned with her head. And they turned the corner next to Ben’s AV workstation. Ben looked over his horn-rimmed glasses at Tessa and smiled. He was tense. Yeah, join the club.

      “What do you need?” Tessa asked.

      “A zero-proof cocktail pairing with the second course.”

      “For who? Pike?”

      “No, for Zack Fortune. He ordered a second Old Fashioned, and I need to come up with an alternative.”

      Tessa nodded knowingly. “Oh, Elena must have given a red light for alcohol after the first drink.”

      “This has happened in the past?”

      “Sure.” Tessa grinned. “A chef-recommended zero-proof pairing, huh? You sure you haven’t been in the industry before?”

      “Had to deal with a lot of blotto executives at cocktail hour.”

      Tessa nodded. “I made a zero-proof cocktail for Zack Fortune a few months ago. He loves his Brady Street Euphoria.”

      “His—Brady Street Euphoria?”

      “A mocktail I invented. When I was working on the Lower East Side, an obnoxious guy I served told me to surprise him, so I did. And he said it was the best gin drink he’d ever had.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” Tessa grinned. “But there ain’t no gin in it, that’s for sure.” She motioned with her chin to Table Two. “You go tell Zackity Zack that Chef Marco recommends a Brady Street Euphoria with his next course and he’ll be more than okay with it.”

      “He knows it’s a mocktail?”

      Tessa looked aghast. “Absolutely not. But Elena knows, and that’s what’s important.”

      Nina exhaled. She didn’t think she’d ever need to be more politically savvy than dealing with all the egos of the C-suite of a tech company. She was wrong: rich restaurant patrons gave drunk CEOs a run for their money.
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      The entrées started to fire. Nina kept one eye on the ticket times—no issues there—and the other on the critic’s table. Things were going surprisingly well. Not that there weren’t bumps in the road. After the crudo plates had been cleared, Matt Lennox beckoned Kayla over to Table Thirteen and asked a question about the wine pairing, not the food. Nina pursed her lips. The pop-up didn’t have a long wine list, so they didn’t have a sommelier. Pike and Lennox should have known this, but Matt Lennox didn’t even bother to ask Kayla to find someone else who could answer his question. This felt like a trap.

      Kayla knew her stuff, though. She rattled off the tasting notes with practiced ease. Yes, there was a reason Owen Blake had picked Kayla to be Pike’s server.

      “He’s fishing,” Nina muttered.

      “For what?” Tessa asked, passing with a tray of empty plates.

      “Something to ding us for,” Nina said. “I don’t know what’s up with him, but he’s deliberately looking for something to complain about.” She narrowed her eyes. “But he likes the food. A lot. He likes the flavors. He likes the presentation. He’s even starting to like Kayla.”

      “So what’s he going to criticize us for?”

      “Being pretentious?”

      “That’s a no-go,” Tessa said. “We’re experts at being pretentious.”

      The main course for Table Thirteen hit the pass.

      Marco turned from the garnish station, wiped his hands on a towel, and steeled himself. He glanced up at Nina and caught her eye. She gave him a nod that she hoped was the right amount of encouragement. He nodded back at her, then turned toward the stove like a symphony conductor.

      He built the plates with precision. Perfect slices of duck breast in exactly the right arc, a bright and beautiful gauzy drizzle of chili oil, a last flourish of herbs. April enhanced every one of his moves with a complementary one of her own. No one else touched the plates.

      “Service,” he said, as if he were under the spell of the food he’d just plated.

      Kayla took a breath, stepped up, and collected the entrées.

      Nina followed her again, though she kept farther back this time, lingering near the edge of the greenery, about ten feet from the critic’s table. Kayla set Pike’s plate down first, then his assistant’s. Her positioning was textbook. She didn’t hesitate, she didn’t falter. Then she took a small step back.

      “Can I get you anything else?” Kayla asked.

      “Silence,” Pike said. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

      “Screw you, Pike,” Nina said under her breath. If she’d been Kayla, it would have taken all her self-control not to dump the duck in Pike’s lap. The look on his face would almost have been worth the terrible review.

      But Kayla turned her head to the side and subtly covered her mouth with her hand. And suppressed a giggle.

      Yikes. Did Pike see that? Did his assistant?

      No, Pike was concentrating too much on the food to notice, and Matt Lennox was too busy fiddling with his camera case. Kayla retreated to the kitchen.

      Lennox finally got the camera out of his bag, then turned it over in his hands, pushing the camera’s small buttons and looking at the screen on the back. He frowned, grunted, stared at the screen again.

      Pike shifted his weight in the chair. “I don’t have all night,” he snapped. “For the love of God, get the cross-section. People need to see the sear on that.”

      “Two seconds,” Lennox said, sounding flustered. He pushed another button, then nodded and lifted the camera with his right hand.

      Nina caught a flash of motion. A hand dipping toward the edge of Pike’s plate as the critic angled it for the camera. A quick, practiced movement, small enough to disappear inside the choreography of positioning and photography.

      What had she just seen?

      Lennox snapped a photo, then another. Pike set the plate back down, satisfied, and took a bite.

      Nina stood very still.

      She couldn’t say exactly what she’d witnessed. It might have been nothing. Or he may have dropped something, though whether into his camera case or onto Pike’s plate, she couldn’t be sure.

      Nerves, that’s what it was. Nina was on edge about dinner service, so her mind was playing tricks on her. She glanced at her parents’ table. King Dennis and Queen Charlene certainly weren’t calming her down. She pressed her lips together; she had seen the plate go out of the kitchen herself; the duck entrée was perfect. It was art.

      Matt Lennox was all efficiency now, sliding the camera away, finally taking a bite of his own food. His expression didn’t change, but his shoulders were less tight, more relaxed.

      Nina’s hand tightened around her clipboard.

      She told herself to settle down, then closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Everything was going to be okay. In her previous life, if catastrophe struck at a tradeshow booth, she had a special gift for keeping the problem under wraps. And this was one food critic, not hundreds of tradeshow attendees. She could do this.

      Nina opened her eyes.

      Pike nodded—was that a grunt of satisfaction?—and set his fork down.

      “Bold decisions,” Lennox said tentatively, a man who was clearly uncomfortable speaking before Pike.

      Nina braced herself for a loud reaction: a scoff, an insult, a diatribe about respecting the food.

      Instead, Table Thirteen turned quiet.

      Not the lean-in silence when someone says something insightful and life-changing. No, this was the kind of unexpected silence after an insensitive comment, when everyone wonders how soon they can leave without making a scene.

      From the corner of her eye, Nina saw Pike put his hands palms-down on the table. His shoulders shifted forward, subtly. Then a second time, tighter.

      Had he gotten a taste of something he disliked? Was he about to spit his last bite onto the table?

      She turned her head, slow enough that she hoped it looked casual.

      But instead of spitting out his last bite, Pike shot his right hand to his throat.

      Here we go, she thought. He’s got acid reflux, but instead of popping an antacid and getting on with it, he’s making a scene so he can destroy us in his blog.

      But then Pike sucked in a breath. And a second breath, but this one didn’t seem to make it very far. His face began to drain of color, leaving a grayish undertone. His eyes bulged.

      “Nina,” Tessa murmured at her shoulder.

      “I see it,” Nina said, taking a few tentative steps forward.

      Pike tried to say something, but it came out as a rasp. His chair scraped back an inch. His assistant was already up, hand on Pike’s shoulder.

      “Laurent?” Lennox said. “Hey. Hey.”

      Pike’s breath hitched. He was wheezing now, shallow and high
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