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    To you, who your fingers are sweeping through this page. 
I write because you read. 
Without a reason, there is no essence. 
Thank you for grabbing my work 
                Enjoy! 

      

    



  	
        
            
               
 
For every book sold, a dollar will be donated toward cancer research organization.
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Content warning
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THIS NOVEL INCLUDES references to losing multiple family members and illness from cancer, both of which may be emotionally distressing. If those themes resonate with you, please read with care and at your own discretion.
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Chapter 1
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ZIK

I woke to the sharp jolt of a cold paw pressed against my cheek. Mocha, my relentless little alarm clock, was at it again, no warning, no pretense.

“Mocha...” I groaned, burying my face deeper into the pillow. I prayed for five more minutes of sleep, but prayer had no power here.

Mocha launched himself onto my chest like a pint-sized cannonball, bouncing with wild determination. I cracked one eye open. There he stood, tail wagging, ears flattened, tongue dangling in victory.

“All right, all right. You win.” I laughed softly as he darted off on a victory lap around the bed. Who needed a snooze button when you had a five-pound Jack Russell tyrant staging morning coups?

I reached for my phone at 5:47 a.m. The screen glowed like it wanted to fight me.

“Thanks, Mocha,” I muttered. “Nothing says ‘good morning’ like canine boot camp.”

Just when I thought I’d escaped military drills, here I was again outflanked by fur and loyalty.

As I stumbled out of bed, my phone buzzed. Susan, my agent at this hour? Of course. She worked as if powered by equal parts caffeine and divine purpose. I let it ring; her motivational monologue could wait until after coffee.

I pulled on jeans, grabbed a wrinkled T-shirt, and snatched a mismatched pair of socks off the floor while Mocha pranced at my feet as if he’d swallowed a firecracker.

A quick swipe of a comb through my hair passed for grooming. I was halfway to the kitchen when the phone buzzed again. Groaning, I picked it up mid-shuffle.

“Susan...” I muttered, eyes half-lidded, trudging into the kitchen, where my coffee machine glared back like a disappointed parent at 5:50 a.m.

“It’s early.”

“Zik-air!” she sang, stressing the “air” like she was announcing a wrestling match. “Early? The day’s already half over! Now tell me you remember what we talked about yesterday.”

“The...recipe book?” I dropped kibble into Mocha’s bowl. He dove in as if he hadn’t eaten in a week.

“Yes, exactly! The publisher is thrilled, and guess what?!” Susan didn’t even pause for breath. “I’ve lined up a photographer who’ll be at your restaurant next week. The visuals will blow people away.”

Skepticism crept in, but I kept it under wraps. “About that, actually, I have someone else in mind. I think you met her at the restaurant. Meg,” I said, recalling last month at Ada’s wake. A few family members had attended; many were my customers and friends, and I had introduced Meg to Susan.

“Your friend?”

“Well, technically, she’s my sister’s friend.” I took a breath. “Anyway, she’s a fantastic photographer, and she flies in today at ten.”

“Oh?” I could practically hear Susan’s enthusiasm deflate. “Are you sure? This is your book; it could change everything. I want it to be perfect.”

Mocha nudged my leg, eyes wide with expectation. I crouched to scratch behind his ears. “Relax, Susan. Meg has an incredible eye, understands the concept, and she doesn’t wake me at dawn. Huge plus.”

Susan let out a sigh so theatrical I could picture her fanning herself. “Fine, but promise me you’ll at least meet with the photographer I booked. If you don’t like her, we’ll go with your friend.”

“Sure,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I have her portfolio. I’ll check it out.”

“And we need to finalize the draft next week, but we’re still waiting on the photos.”

I set the phone down and reached for the bread, prepping my usual toast.

Mocha’s stare drilled into me like a drill sergeant. “You’re relentless, you know that?” I tossed him a treat for his trouble.

The cookbook felt strange. Exciting, but strange. Flames and Fusion was my baby, a Nigerian fusion restaurant that married home-cooked comfort with fine dining. People loved it, and that was enough for me. But this book? It felt like stepping onto a stage, forced to perform and pontificate about “the culinary journey.” I’d rather hide behind the stove than pose for a camera.

Susan, though, was all in. She swore the book would “solidify my brand.”

“Talk to you later,” I said, thumb hovering over the call button.

“Oh, and don’t forget Lisa Gray is stopping by for an interview.”

“The food vlogger?”

“Yep.”

“Got it covered.” I ended the call.

Mocha pawed at my leg, pulling me back to reality. I ruffled his fur, amused by his endless enthusiasm.

Since I was already awake, I might as well hit the gym. I’d been skipping it for a month ever since cancer took my sister, Ada. I knew I should have had a heart-to-heart talk about it with someone, a friend or therapist, maybe, but I wasn’t ready to face it. Doing so would mean admitting she was gone. I wasn’t prepared for that reality check, so I poured all my energy into work. Cooking kept me busy, and most of all, it kept my mind from dwelling on missing my sister.

I grabbed my keys, and Mocha let out a triumphant yip, as if he sensed an adventure. One quick mirror check to confirm I didn’t look like a zombie, and we headed out.

* * *
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I PUSHED OPEN THE FRENCH doors of Flames and Fusion, my pride and joy.

Warm yellow walls and rustic brown furniture greeted me. Angela, one of my support staff, stood folding napkins near the entrance.

“What are we making today?” I asked.

She looked up and smiled. “Rosebuds.”

“Nice.” I headed down the white-tiled walkway toward the back. Angela always found creative ways to fold napkins into pyramids, diamonds, and now rosebuds.

“They’re waiting for you,” called Demos, my sous-chef, from the kitchen. “I handed out the application forms.”

I nodded, knowing he meant the candidates scheduled for the 8:30 a.m. interview. Business had picked up, and we needed more help. At the moment, only ten of us kept the place running, Demos included.

“Thanks, man.” I tapped his shoulder in passing.

“You know I don’t mind,” he said, brushing blond hair from his eyes. “But aren’t you meeting your brother’s teacher at nine?”

I checked my phone at 8:23 a.m. The reminder hit hard. The interview window didn’t leave me enough time to send a few emails from my office, but I was glad Demos was here to hold the fort.

He oddly reminded me of Ada. After our grandmother was admitted into a nursing home, Ada became both sister and mother. Even at eighteen, she was my anchor. Social workers came and went, but Ada held everything together.

“Oh, right. Thanks for the reminder. See you later,” I said, pushing the ache aside.

“I’ll be back after the meeting,” Demos said, hands tucked into his pockets.

“The restaurant doesn’t open until five,” I pointed out.

“But ”

“Go home and get some rest,” I replied, turning toward my office.

I took a seat in front of three of my interviewees. I made a mental note of the one thing that mattered above all else: pick Megan up from the airport.
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MEGAN

Whoever said money couldn’t buy happiness clearly never sprung for a seat in business class. It bought happiness, all right, free cocktails and seats that didn’t fold you up like a human accordion. Yet here I was, wedged into seat 29B in economy, clutching my water cup like a lifeline while the flight attendants served the up-front folks little plates of actual food with real silverware, no less.

I sighed and glared at my tray. My “chicken or fish” choice was generous at best. The chicken, a grayish shade that defied biology, slumped on the plastic tray as if personally offended by the chef. I gave it a cautious poke with my fork, half-expecting it to move. Maybe it was just napping, waiting to protest.

The man next to me, my neighbor for the next ten hours, caught my expression and offered a sympathetic glance at my tray. He looked to be in his seventies, wearing a worn tweed jacket and the kind of expression that said he’d survived decades of airline-cuisine horror stories.

“Quite the dining experience, huh?” he asked in a melodic tone, poking at his own meal with a skeptical grin. “Reminds me of my first international flight in ’98,” he added, shaking his head with a chuckle. “They served us a ‘filet,’ and I spent the whole flight wondering if it was ever actually alive.”

I snorted halfway between a laugh and a cough. “Oh, I think mine’s still breathing. It just tried to hop off the tray.”

His laugh was loud and unapologetic, a real, full-belly laugh that made me like him instantly.

“At least you’ve got a sense of humor about it,” he said, eyes crinkling at the corners. “So, what brings you on this fine economy flight?”

Before I could answer, he glanced at the notebook in my lap, covered in little doodles and crammed with handwriting. It wasn’t really a journal, but it was all I had left of the plans Ada and I made together three months ago, during our last self-care night: face masks, a mani-pedi, and a few glasses of wine. I should have known it would be the last one.

“Travel journal?” he asked, nodding toward it.

“Not quite.”

I could’ve lied, brushed it off, but something about him made me feel like I didn’t have to. He looked like the kind of old man who already understood that some things couldn’t be summed up with, “Oh, it’s nothing.”

He must have sensed the hesitation on my face because he gave a gentle nod, the kind that said he knew part of the story, even if he didn’t know it all.

“You know,” he said, leaning back with a sigh, “my connecting flight after this will, I’m actually headed to California to spread my wife’s ashes. She always wanted to go, but... life has a way of getting in the way of things, doesn’t it?”

For a moment, I just stared at him, trying to process what he’d said. Here I was, trying to keep things light, and he’d just dropped a whole life story in my lap. But he said it with a soft smile, as if it was the most natural thing in the world to share with a stranger on a plane.

Somehow, the way he said it made me feel less alone.

“Life’s...strange that way, isn’t it?” I said finally, lowering my gaze to the journal. “One minute you’re making plans, and the next...you’re left with a list and no one to share it with.”

He nodded, looking at me with an understanding that tightened my throat. “Sounds like you know a thing or two about that.”

I opened the journal, letting my fingers trace over the list inside. “This was supposed to be our list. My best friend Ada and I made it over wine and nachos, writing down everything we wanted to do before we turned thirty-five.” I took a deep breath, fighting the emotions of that memory. “The big three-five was looming, and she got it into her head that we’d better do something about it. So, we wrote down seven things on our must-do list.”

“Wine and nachos,” he said, smiling. “Good ingredients for any big idea.”

“Exactly.” I let out a soft laugh, even as my eyes stung. “She was so sure we’d get through the whole list in a year. But...she didn’t have that long. She was sick, and I didn’t know. I guess she didn’t want me to.”

He didn’t say anything, just looked at me with that same quiet understanding, like he was permitting me to say all the things I’d been holding in.

I took a shaky breath. “So, here I am,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. “Checking things off, one by one. She wanted to cliff dive, so I threw myself off a cliff in Italy. Then there was zip-lining that nearly killed me. And I even swam with sharks.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Sharks, huh? Brave.”

“Or stupid,” I said with a grin. “Definitely somewhere between the two. But there’s one thing left on the list, and I have absolutely no idea how I’m supposed to pull it off.”

“What’s that?” he asked, leaning in, genuinely curious.

I glanced down at the notebook, a tangle of dread and longing tightening in my chest as I read the words: Fall in love.

“She thought it’d be the grand finale,” I said, rolling my eyes. “The last, most important adventure. Me, falling in love? I’d have a better shot at finding a unicorn in the wild.”

He chuckled, nodding. “Well, love is a little like unicorns, I suppose. Unicorns are rare and hard to catch, and when you do catch one, you’re never quite sure if it’s real.”

“You’re telling me,” I said, laughing. “Dating apps are one thing, but Ada wanted the full fairytale. Fireworks, magic, butterflies, the works. All the stuff I think only happens in movies.”

“Maybe it doesn’t need to be so complicated,” he said, smiling. “Maybe love is just a good laugh at the right time or a shared gripe about airplane chicken. The small things.”

I blinked, feeling something shift in my chest. Maybe he’s right. Maybe love doesn’t have to be some huge, life-altering event. Perhaps it’s quiet and simple.

“Well, here’s hoping it sneaks up on me when I least expect it,” I said with a grin, feeling lighter than I had in a long while. “Even if it’s between bites of suspicious chicken at 35,000 feet.”

He laughed, and the sound seemed to carry through the whole cabin.

“You know,” he said, giving me a thoughtful smile, “you’re already braver than most people. Braver than I was at your age, that’s for sure.”

“I don’t think so.” I shook my head.

He nodded, slow and deliberate, emphasizing each word. “I think it takes guts to fly halfway around the world to honor someone’s memory.” He stared at his plate, voice dropping. “Honestly, I’ve barely managed to eat without freaking out.”

Then he looked at me again, eyes searching. “Yet here you are, carrying someone else’s dream on your shoulders.”

We fell into a quiet moment. It felt sacred, something unspoken, something that didn’t need words.

Then he leaned in closer, voice almost a whisper. “You know, I think you’ll finish that list—even the last part. Love is sneaky. It shows up in the strangest places.”

I smiled, his words settling over me like a warm blanket. Maybe he’s right. Perhaps life is less cruel, a little more generous than I want to believe. Isn’t this what Ada wanted for me? To laugh with a stranger while I’m cramped in a plane seat, eating bad food, and swapping stories under flickering cabin lights?

I glanced out the window as the clouds thinned, revealing a patchwork of green and gray below. The plane jolted through turbulence, and I gripped the armrest, breath caught in my chest until it smoothed out. The irony hit me; I could fling myself off cliffs, but a little airplane bump still rattled me. Maybe this is what Ada meant: learning to let go, even when things feel shaky.

The man beside me cracked open one eye, grinning at my white-knuckle grip.

He let out that warm, rolling laugh, filling the space between us. “It’s just another adventure. Sometimes a little shake-up means there’s a good landing ahead. From what you’ve told me, you’re kind of an expert at landing on your feet.”

“True,” I said, matching his grin. “Maybe even more than I ever planned.”

As the plane dipped into its descent, a flight attendant with sun-kissed hair like mine moved down the aisle, collecting trash and reminding everyone to buckle up.

I stole a last glance at my journal. The man next to me yawned, settling back, eyes on the ground, rising to meet us.
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ZIK

“All right, I get it. We’ve got an airport pickup in thirty minutes, remember?” I said to Mocha, who was circling my leg and barking like he had a flight to catch, too.

I slid into the driver’s seat of my Jeep, and Mocha hopped onto the backseat like he owned the place. The drive to IAH was, of course, a total nightmare, Houston traffic at its finest. Mocha kept me entertained, sniffing around the car like he was hunting for treasure.

At arrivals, I spotted her right away, with her sun-kissed skin, a short checkered shirt, and blue jeans. She had a carry-on slung over her shoulder and a grin that said, I’m ready for whatever.

I parked and got out, expecting a big hug, but Meg breezed right past me and made a beeline for Mocha, bending down to scratch behind his ears.

She was close enough for me to catch that familiar, spicy hint of nutmeg on her skin.

“Mocha! Still remember me, huh?” she teased, eyes sparkling with that mischievous glint.

“And here he is, the chef to the stars. Ready for your close-up, Zik?”

I snorted. “Oh, please. Don’t even try to get me to pose with parsley or whatever nonsense Susan’s got planned. But thanks for helping me out.”

That phone call with Susan had been a disaster; my mind was set on Meg. I’d asked her to help with the recipe book, and I wasn’t backing out now.

“So,” I said, sliding back into the driver’s seat, “how was the vacation?”

“It was great. I even made out with a stranger at the beach.”

“You did?” I glanced at her in the rearview mirror, eyebrows raised. She still had that effortless glow, like the sun had left its mark on her skin. Her long, straight hair drifted over her shoulder, catching the breeze.

She’d always been a free spirit, going wherever her heart pulled her. Ada always admired that about her. She used to say Megan was like a firebird soaring high, her fire impossible to dim. Hell, she envied that about her.

I realized I’d been staring too long. “So, any plans?”

“I’m starving, and I need a nap,” she said, leaning in closer, her hand resting lightly on the headrest. “I missed the chaos.”

Heat rose in my cheeks, and I was momentarily at a loss for words. Focus on the road, Zik. You don’t need to end up on Channel 13 for causing a fender-bender.

I merged onto I-69, heading across the overpass. “Well, you have been gone for a week, but if chaos is what you’re after, you’ve come to the right place.” I cleared my throat. “Flames and Fusion is still the same beautiful disaster it’s always been. But hey, people are talking about it. I must be doing something right.”

She grinned, settling back in her seat. Mocha lifted his head just enough to look at her.

“More than just something right,” she said, her voice soft but sure. “Your place is one of the top spots in the city. People actually want to eat your food, Zik. Take the compliment.”

She ran her fingers through Mocha’s fur, and he let out a little sigh of pure contentment.

I shook my head, grinning. Compliments were nice, but honestly, it was the rush of the kitchen that kept me going. Well, that and Mocha’s daily campaign to get me out of bed.

“Thanks. Let’s see if you’re still as sharp with a camera as you are with words,” I teased.

“Haha... You know I’m the best,” she replied.

I took another glance at her, her eyes roaming the city’s skyline. Soon, the tall cylindrical buildings of uptown Houston came into view, luxury high-rises standing shoulder to shoulder with sleek office towers.

“We’re here,” I said, pulling the vehicle in front of the restaurant wedged between two other establishments. Its sign gleamed in gold and red lettering: Flames and Fusion.

“You said you’re starving, right? I’ll whip something up,” I said, opening her door before she could protest.

“I’ll leave my carry-on in the car. I’m stopping by my mom’s place after this.”

“Is she around?” I asked, catching the edge in her voice.

“Yeah, she’s in town.”

I nodded, not wanting to dig deeper. Meg’s relationship with her mom was... complicated. One reason we’d always been tight. My grandma used to “babysit” Meg, if you could call letting an eleven-year-old crash at your house babysitting. That’s how it went down.

“Brace yourself, my pancakes are legendary,” I said, flashing a grin as we stepped into the kitchen.

She raised an eyebrow, skeptical. “Legendary, huh?”

“You doubt me?” I gasped in mock outrage, pouring us coffee. “I’ll have you know I was crowned Pancake King by...well, mostly myself. But still.”

Mocha was already sniffing around for scraps. I tossed him a blueberry. “Just warning you, he expects Michelin-star treatment.”

“I think I can handle Mocha’s diva phase.” She laughed, scratching behind his ears.

“So,” I said, flipping the first pancake onto a plate, “ready to make me look good?”

She took a bite, eyes widening in surprise and delight. “Only if you promise to make more of these pancakes.”

“I can do that,” I said, sliding into the seat beside her closer than I probably should be. “And, of course, blueberries. Just for you.”

She shot me a grateful look, biting back a smile, then launched into a story about Italy, the sunshine, scooters, and that wild sense of freedom I’d always admired in her.
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MEGAN

I gripped the steering wheel as I pulled out of Zik’s restaurant parking lot. My eyes drifted to the passenger seat, where my carry-on and black camera sat. I smiled; it was a gift from Ada on my twentieth birthday. I could already hear my mother’s voice in my head, criticizing me for dragging that “box” everywhere like it was a ball and chain. She always talked about my photography as though I were wasting my life.

Every mile toward her house weighed heavier on my chest, not just the dread of seeing her, but also the cloying cloud of her oversprayed fruity perfume, thick enough to choke a roomful of her friends.

The scent was sweet, but there was nothing sweet about her. With her back in town, I didn’t even need to ask which “ladies” were crowding her place. If Ada were still alive, I’d be heading straight to her apartment without hesitation, without exhausted sighs. Her place had always felt like a soft, safe landing pad, somewhere that was actually mine.

I could see her front door in my mind: thrift-store welcome mats layered on top of each other. One read, Wipe Your Dirty Feet! in shiny gold; another said, Go Away (Unless You Brought Ice Cream); and the third featured a giant, grumpy animal cat or dog, it didn’t matter. Ada could turn random junk into magic. Her home beat with its own warmth. You’d walk in and feel lighter, as though something heavy had just slid off your back.

I flexed my grip on the wheel, feeling the ache in my fingers. I could still hear her laugh, wild and bright, echoing off every wall. That sound could melt down whatever garbage I carried, even on the worst days...like this one.

But she was gone now. Instead of heading to her messy, heart-full place, I was steering toward my mother’s museum. In this house, everything was color-coordinated, every sofa expensive and off-limits, and my mother’s eyes narrowed whenever anyone dared to sit down.

I pulled up, and there it was, just as I remembered: my mother’s grand house, built to impress and remind you that you would never quite measure up. The driveway looked more like a private car show: a Range Rover, a Lexus, and a Mercedes. My mother wouldn’t have it any other way. Every car was a billboard for her success. Nothing says welcome home quite like a mini dealership in your front yard.

Stepping out, I walked toward the house like I was on my way to an execution. Even from outside, I could hear the clink of wine glasses and brittle, high-pitched laughter, the warning siren of my mother’s “ladies” in action.

I braced myself, turned the handle, and stepped inside. The floral scent slammed into me, thick and heavy, clinging to my skin like static.

I was barely through the door when my mother’s voice



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





