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      The great thing about cooking with vegetables is you can pretend you’re chopping off the heads of your enemies.

      Not that I had any enemies. Just annoying editors. I cut into the onion with a little more viciousness than was required.

      “Editors who send me out to cover a stupid fucking celebrity charity event,” I grumbled, chopping away.

      I was supposed to be an investigative reporter. I was supposed to be rubbing shoulders with Anderson Cooper and Lisa Ling. What had happened? Where had it all gone wrong?

      Some of my hair got into my face, which just made me more irritated. I kept it in a bob, which I thought looked chic and professional. It certainly looked nice paired with my suits. But when it came to cooking or exercising, it was too short to tie back and just got in the way.

      The haircut might also have been a bit of a rebellion against my mom’s side of the family, the traditionalists who thought that my pursuing a career in investigative journalism and not settling down with a nice Latino man and providing grandchildren was a sin. Not that I didn’t want to provide grandchildren or anything. I did want kids someday. Just not right now, not while my career was stalled at the starting line.

      I grabbed a tomato and took great pleasure in chopping at it with my oversized knife. I was supposed to be reporting on real issues, things like unfiltered water and politicians and the Middle East, for crying out loud. Not celebrity antics. But no, my editor, Paul, wanted me to prove myself in the goddamn gossip column first, of all places.

      “What does that even mean?” I asked aloud. I had this habit of talking to myself; it used to scare the crap out of Mom sometimes. Although, really, she should’ve been prepared for it. I got all my craziness from Dad.

      “How the hell does sniffing out some big scandal equal investigating war crimes?” I asked the empty air and the soup pot. “Oh no, another big-name director is cheating on his wife with an actress half his age, somebody quick, call the papers! It’s front-page news!”

      I slammed the lid onto the soup pot. I hoped Kelsie was in the mood for soup. I liked to go all out with dinner when I could. Kelsie was a professional chef, but as much as she loved her job, she hated having to do more cooking when she came home. That meant dinner fell to me, and Kelsie had a huge weakness for my grandmother’s recipes. She was always trying to get the recipes from me, but they were a family secret. Abuela would have my head, literally, if I gave those away.

      But tonight, after the long and fruitless chat with Paul, I was not in the mood to spend an hour cooking. So, soup it was. Cut up ingredients, stick in broth, and turn on stove. Done.

      I braced my hands on the counter and tried not to cry. I felt like a failure. I was the only child in my family and I just…felt like I had to amount to something big. Something important. Maybe if I’d had five siblings, I could have disappeared into the crowd more easily. I was all Mom and Dad had—hell, I was all my dad’s parents had too. I couldn’t help but feel that I had to live up to what I’d said as a child: that I would be an important investigative reporter. That I’d be making national news. That I’d do something that would change the world. Or, y’know, at least win a Pulitzer.

      Maybe I should have gone to New York City, like I’d originally planned. Or even Los Angeles. Somewhere, anywhere, but I’d gone to Santa Barbara.

      It had seemed like a good idea at the time. I could get the discount on college since I’d grown up in-state, it was still close enough to where I’d grown up that I could see my parents, and it was small. It was good to start small, or so I’d thought. I could work my way up the food chain here, get some good stories under my belt, and then head to NYC or Washington D.C. with experience and a solid resume.

      If I listened hard enough, I could hear the universe laughing at me.

      Four years since graduation and I was still getting stuck with dead-end jobs like these, working the gossip column. I would have to find something big and scandal-worthy if I was ever going to convince Paul to push me into the political section. Then I’d have to earn my rank there for a year or two. And then…

      It was starting to look like I wouldn’t make it to the big leagues until I was thirty. And, sure, I was only twenty-five now, but things take time. Nobody just trusts a journalist right off the bat. You had to prove yourself. Five years, as I had learned, could pass by in a blur. The last four years sure had, and the four years of college before that.

      Hot tears stung my eyes and I wiped them away quickly, telling myself it was the onion. Stupid, stupid. This was what everyone in their twenties went through. I would be fine. Being melodramatic wouldn’t solve anything, anyway.

      Luckily, a distraction arrived.

      “I’m home!” Kelsie shouted in a sing-song voice, banging the door open.

      They say that opposites attract, and while I wasn’t sure if that was true in romance, it was true in our friendship. Kelsie was the fun-loving, hard-partying yin to my boring, introverted yang. A curvy redhead with creamy skin and a rosebud mouth, she looked like she belonged in magazines. Why she’d decided to be a personal chef when she could be making millions pouting for a camera, I’d never know. I sure liked to tease her about it, though.

      “The barista gave me his number,” Kelsie told me, grinning as she flopped onto the sofa. “Mmm, and whatever that is smells delicious!”

      “I hope you told him no; isn’t he like nineteen or something?” I replied. Men were always hitting on Kelsie rather than me, thank God. It wasn’t that I wasn’t attractive, but Kelsie just had one of those personalities that you couldn’t help but be attracted to, the kind that you really noticed and eclipsed everyone else. I appreciated it, most of the time. I didn’t trust men easily, and I’d had a few bad relationships in college. Nothing abusive, or anything, just regular assholes. I wasn’t keen to repeat the experience.

      “He’s a sweet boy,” Kelsie said.

      “He’s also nineteen. Men our own age are immature enough. You remember how the guys were in college.”

      Kelsie had been my college roommate back at UC Santa Barbara. We’d basically been inseparable for those four years and since we’d gotten a little apartment in Isla Vista together, we’d definitely been as close to inseparable as you could get.

      “I’m not saying that I’m going to date him or anything,” Kelsie said. “Just…have a little fun.”

      “You’ll break his precious baby heart, you cougar, you,” I teased.

      “Hardy har-har,” Kelsie replied. “Honestly, it smells so good. What’s for dinner?”

      “I’ll ignore your blatant attempt at a subject change to tell you that it’s just good old chicken tortilla. I wasn’t really in the mood to do something fancy, sorry.”

      “As much as I would kill a man for those pork tamales, I’m sure soup’ll be good too.” Kelsie winked at me. “What’s got you in a mood?”

      I sighed. Kelsie could always see right through me.

      “My stupid editor. I tried to get him to let me cover something important. The local elections, maybe. He said not until I cover something big. He just wants a goddamn scandal.”

      Kelsie offered a sympathetic grin. “You shouldn’t let your editor or anyone else get you down. You’re a good reporter, Gabs. You’ve got this way with your writing that just draws people in. And don’t give me that look, I’ve read your stuff, remember? Even the shitty first drafts. You’re talented. You really make the reader feel like they know who you’re writing about.”

      “I just wish I was writing about something important.” I sighed again, and leaned back against the counter to face her properly. “Who’s really going to remember any of the tawdry stuff I write now, huh? Five years from now, will any of it matter? But Watergate, the Vietnam war, all of that, people remember. I want to make a difference.”

      “And you will,” Kelsie said. As always, she had that patient, calming tone. It made me think of a still ocean. “These things always take longer than we want them to.”

      “Says you. Look at you, already working at your dream job and…” I trailed off as I eyed the shopping bag on the coffee table. It hadn’t been there before Kelsie had walked in so she must have dumped it when she entered. I must have really been deep in my thoughts to miss that. “What is that?”

      Kelsie saw where my eyesight was going and grinned. “That, my darling, is the bag containing my new pair of Louboutin shoes!”

      “Louboutin?” I frowned. I knew that I probably looked and sounded like Kelsie’s mother. Or worse, my mother. But I couldn’t help it. There was a reason we lived in Isla Vista instead of Santa Barbara proper—it was far less expensive. “How much did those cost?”

      “A ton,” she replied, cheerfully unconcerned.

      “I’m not covering you for rent,” I told her. I’d never had to cover Kelsie’s rent before, but then Kelsie had never bought a pair of what were possibly one-thousand-dollar shoes before.

      “You won’t have to.” Kelsie sat up properly, draping her hands over the back of the couch. “These are a sort of celebration.”

      “Did you score a big client or something?” My mind raced as I tried to think of who it might be. Kelsie had so far been a personal chef for various rich, busy businessmen and women. They were the kind of people that wanted to eat healthy and fancy, but didn’t have time to cook and didn’t always want to go out to restaurants. She was the one holding up the bulk of our expenses, if I was being honest.

      “In a way. I’ve worked for them before.” Kelsie was more businesslike now. It was the way she always got when discussing clients. “It’s kind of a weird gig, you sure you want to hear about it?”

      “I’ve been covering the ridiculous lives of the rich and famous for ages now,” I said. “Just try and shock me.”

      Honestly though, the kind of money those people spent on stupid things… Who needed a gold-plated Jacuzzi? Or a portrait of themselves in M&Ms? I had started suspecting a long time ago that when you got to be a certain level of rich, insanity set in.

      A hesitant look crept across her face. She bit her lip. “I honestly probably shouldn’t tell you.”

      That made me worried. “You’re not working for a mob boss or something, are you?”

      “Does Santa Barbara even have a mob?” Kelsie asked, incredulous.

      “I don’t know. I wish it did, I could do a story about them. I think it’s more corporate espionage type stuff around here.”

      Kelsie laughed. “Well it’s not illegal. Not technically.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Did
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