

    
            Chapter One





			“Stilettos? No kidding?”

			“Truth.” Yaz could hear the doubt in Jenni’s voice. “Pink. Satin.”

			She imagined the look on her cousin’s face and smiled. “And a chocolate on my pillow. Dark. Lindt.”

			Yaz had arrived at the hotel an hour ago and was enjoying telling the story as much as Jenni was hearing it. After all, it wasn’t every day that she found herself treated to a luxury hotel room let alone selected to compete in Recipe for Success, Vancouver’s hot new chef competition. The first season was so highly rated that shooting a second season was no mystery. The real mystery was her roommate. 

			“Tell me more about the stilettos,” Jenni begged. “What shade of pink? Fuchsia? Bubble gum? Rose?”

			“Seriously, Jenn, do you think I know the difference between bubble gum and rose?” Yaz unwrapped the foil square and bit into it.

			“Femme up for just this once, cousin. You know I love me some nice shoes.”

			Yaz knew, so she put in the effort albeit grudgingly. She leaned over the edge of her bed so that she could look across the foyer and through the half-open door into the suite’s second bedroom. The stilettos popped against the immaculately white shag carpeting. One shoe was lying on its side a yard or so from the other. She took a moment to imagine it blazing airborne across the room, then another to enjoy the chocolate, knowing the delayed response was driving Jenni mad.

			“They’re kinda between bubble gum and rose. Maybe. Jeez, Jenn, I dunno. I see some red too.”

			“Red?” Jenni’s voice pitched up an octave. “Where?”

			“On the bottom.”

			Jenni gasped. “Red on the bottom?” She sounded like she was about to stroke out. “Yasu Sano, are you telling me that Miss Pink Stiletto, your roommate, owns a pair of Louboutin heels?” Another octave. “Is that what you’re saying, Yaz?”

			“Um, I guess so?” Was this a bad thing? A good thing? Or just a thing? It was hard to know. Anything regarding shoes beyond Chacos, Blunnies, and sneakers was truly a mystery. But not to Jenni. Nor, apparently, to her roommate.

			“Do you know how much a pair of Louboutin’s cost?” 

			Yaz pulled the phone away from her ear, her cousin’s pitch and volume now climaxing. She stared at her own reflection in the screen. “Not likely. I mean, you know me, right?”

			Jenni’s exasperated sigh sounded pained.

			“More than your knives.”

			“Bullshit.” More? How was that possible? It had taken Yaz almost a year to save for her Shibata chef’s set. How could a pair of shoes cost that much? She rolled off her bed and walked to the doorway of the second bedroom to get a better look. They looked okay. Probably better on. She imagined the pretty pink toes they would cushion, the slim ankles and sculpted calves, strong enough to pull off the stiletto height without wobbling. Not something she cared to master, but she was happy to appreciate the effort. Very happy. Jenni spoke again before she could indulge her fantasy further. 

			“So, who is she and why is someone who steps out in Louboutins competing in a television show? Obvs not for the money.”

			“I told you, Jenn, I don’t know. She got to the room first and just dumped her stuff before going…well, I don’t know where. I didn’t see her. Just evidence of her.” Where was she? “Shit, I hope I’m not missing a production meeting.” Yaz gulped. She couldn’t afford to be careless with this opportunity. She needed it. “Better check. I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

			“I’m on prep.”

			She knew this meant Jenni had an early shift at Lola’s Place, the restaurant they both worked at, and would be home in the evening. “Okay, I’ll try you around ten. It’ll be the last call for a while. Rules of the game, ya know?”

			“Gotcha. Go. Don’t be late.”

			“Kiss Chocolate for me.” Chocolate was the name—and also not the name—of Jenni’s tabby. 

			“You’re craving chocolate, aren’t you? Shocker.” 

			Yaz laughed. Jenni long ago accepted that she would never call him by his ridiculous given name, preferring to call him popcorn, or licorice, or sushi…whatever she was craving in the moment. 

			She licked her lips. “Not anymore.” Yaz worked the foil Lindt wrapper into a small ball and tossed it on her bedside table. 

			With that, she hung up and headed to the foyer, where she’d recalled seeing a folder marked “schedule” on the side table. She rummaged through it and found “Day Zero—Saturday.” She trailed her finger down the page. Nope. Nothing until the “Meet and Greet” at three p.m. Cool. She’d just hang out in the suite until then. Why not? It was probably three times the size of her apartment. Technically, Jenni’s apartment. In fact, you could probably fit the whole of Jenni’s place into one of the suite’s bedrooms. 

			Once she got beyond the front foyer that branched into the two bedrooms, she was struck hard by the extravagance. How could people spend money on hotel rooms like this when others were living in cardboard shelters? The ghost of hypocrisy floated through the back of her mind as she recalled a childhood filled with luxurious vacations. But that was another time. She shuddered hoping to vanquish the specter, the chill quickly replaced by an awareness of the oddly warm tile beneath her bare feet as she walked into the lofted main living area.

			Subfloor heating? Bougie. Jeez.

			Her toes defied her moral objection and clung to the textured slate. It was impossible to ignore the dramatic décor. While not exactly to her taste or within her budget, Yaz could appreciate the aesthetic. Stonework mixed with honed wooden beams, black window trim, and matte-finished gray tile outside of the thickly carpeted bedrooms. Deeply cushioned couches and chairs with faux fur throws and fuzzy pillows were arranged around a central fireplace with all sides exposed so that even the people in the building across the atrium would have a view of its flames. Color came in pops around the room: blue bowls, yellow vases, green cocktail glasses, and red sashes tying back white-on-white brocade draperies. She laughed at herself, realizing that her mom’s exquisite taste in furnishings had made a surprisingly lasting impact on her. It also explained why someone whose own bedroom window coverings comprised a ramshackle Swedish warehouse blind mended with a section of cardboard and duct tape could identify brocade drapes.

			Yaz rolled over the back of one of the couches, landing prone, checked her phone, and did the math. Fifteen minutes to shower, five to get dressed. That left forty minutes to take advantage of what Jenni called a napportunity. She nestled into the pillowy fabric and didn’t remember hitting bottom.
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        * * *

      

			“I love you.”

			Yaz stretched. It felt so nice to know that she was loved. Warm and cozy.

			The sound of a kiss she did not feel echoed against the slate and brick. More of a smack or a smooch than something languid.

			“I love you too, Gracie.”

			Gracie? Nope. That wasn’t quite right. She was lots of things, but Gracie was not one of them. Who was talking? Female. Raspy. Familiar, but vaguely. Who did they love? Wake up, Yaz.

			She cracked an eye, just enough to place herself. The couch. The nice fireplace. Yellow vase on the coffee table. The suite. 

			The suite! God, what time was it? Please don’t be late. 

			She felt for her phone and found it beneath her left butt cheek. No. Not late, but close. The voices, though. Had she imagined them? She popped her head up in time to see the suite door closing. Then a tennis shoe flipped into the foyer across her mystery-roommate’s threshold. She listened to a series of thumps, then detected the faint sound of the shower. She torqued herself out of the quicksand couch and made way to her bedroom. Crossing the foyer, she was slowed by a trace scent of…no, couldn’t be…cookies? Yaz stopped and registered the aroma. Vanilla. Cinnamon. Soft, though. Pleasant. Enticing. Like, yes, she had to admit, sugar cookies. Or shortbread. No, she decided. Snickerdoodles. For sure. Jenni had often told her she was like a bloodhound as the two of them played the “what’s that smell” game while walking through the neighborhood. Not so nice on garbage day. Jenni always lost and routinely mocked Yaz’s prowess. Yaz didn’t think her gift was all that strange—after all, most people had working noses—but she was nonetheless relieved that she’d gotten through the COVID years with her sense of smell intact. Maybe it was her superpower. Satisfied she’d identified the cookie scent if not the source, took another step toward her room. But as she passed her roommate’s bedroom, she peripherally caught sight of a short white pleated skirt and a lavender sports shirt heaped on the floor near the stilettos. And a tennis racquet propped against the pristine white duvet. 

			Yaz rolled her eyes. Her roommate played tennis? Seriously? Could there be a more privileged pastime? She listed them as she stripped herself down and readied to zip through the shower herself. Golf. Equestrian. Cricket. Lawn bowling. Polo. Did women play polo? Maybe princesses. She didn’t know and didn’t really care. But as the water washed over and around her from no fewer than four showerheads, she wondered exactly who the show’s producers had assigned as her roommate for the show’s duration. Who was this tennis-shoe/stiletto-wearing princess? A princess who cooked well enough to make it onto Recipe for Success, that’s who. The competition. With any luck, she quietly prayed, admonishing herself for her lack of charity, they wouldn’t be roommates for long.
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        * * *

      

			Grace Donahue had never been late. Close, but never truly late. She’d long believed that it was a sign of disrespect—to whomever relied on you to be wherever, whenever—to be even a moment past due. Early was good. Better. But today, she wasn’t early. She wasn’t even sure why she’d brought her tennis gear with her. I mean, how much spare time would she have once the real competition began? She’d read in the contracts that contestants were to remain on hotel property for their duration in the competition, and that visitors were restricted to production crew and approved advisors. The only exception to travel offsite were trips to and from the studio kitchens, and the weekly outings that would give contestants access to ingredients. Both were “keenly supervised,” according to the paperwork. As was internet access. She understood, but surely no one was expected to remain sedentary during downtime, and though she’d never stayed at the Pacific Rim, she’d reviewed the hotel’s amenities online and packed, hoping she’d find time to hit some balls.

			It wasn’t the tennis practice that caused her tardiness. It was running into Taslyn Sanyal in the elevator on the way back to her room. To most foodies, Taslyn was the affable and genuinely gracious chef-owner of several Bengal-inspired haute cuisine restaurants and host of the podcast Table for Ghee and You. To Grace, she was Lyn. Bette’s wife. Joss’s mom. 

			Joss.

			“So you made the cut?” Lyn knew that Grace had applied to be on the show. In fact, she’d encouraged her. “Not that I’m surprised. But Bette kept that secret pretty buttoned up. I’d better stay on my toes!”

			Bette Kirk was Lyn’s long-long-time partner and one of the show’s executive producers. Grace felt it unlikely that Bette hadn’t pillow-talked. The two royals of the restaurant world had been in a relationship for as long as she could remember. As long as it stayed as pillow talk. She couldn’t imagine otherwise. Still.

			“You keep secrets too, right?” It was paramount to her that being picked for the show was above reproach. 

			“Of course.” Lyn had tick-a-locked her lips as they stepped off the elevator on the penthouse floor. “Try not to worry, Gracie. The contestant picks are made by a committee of corporate sponsors not otherwise related to the show, and all candidates are anonymous until the final ten are notified and accept.”

			She’d exhaled and nodded. “You’re right, but fair is fair.” Grace reached into her pocket and pulled out an electronic key card. They’d reached her suite.

			Lyn then smiled and gently lifted Grace’s chin with a crooked finger. “Do you know how hard it would be to find ten chefs, even those relatively new to Vancouver, who the show’s producers wouldn’t have crossed paths within some capacity? Or know by reputation? Trust me, they know how to manage optics.” Lyn looked at her watch, then stepped back and gave her a top-to-bottom. “Now go get ready. Bette said something about an intro meeting at three, right?”
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        * * *

      

			The production meeting rooms weren’t exactly what Yaz had been expecting, not that she had any real preconception of what it would or should look like, having never been involved with television aside from watching it. This was simply a nice but crowded meeting room. There was an exceptionally large conference table, and having arrived just minutes before start time, all but a handful of the two dozen or so seats were occupied. She scanned the nameplates set in front of the still empty spots, found hers on the far side from the doorway, and took her place. She tried to tell herself she wasn’t nervous, but her mouth was pasty, and she wiped her palms on her thighs. Her mom’s voice was in her head. “You are a Tiger. Be courageous.” Yaz didn’t always buy into the ancient Asian horoscope, or the one that labeled her a Gemini, but there was no harm borrowing a bit of the wild cat’s confidence. In fact, it was a coincidence that her nickname corresponded with the year of her birth. She’d been given it by her parents after making an admittedly half-assed effort to learn to play golf, inspired by not only a desperate need to connect with her father, who at the time spent more time on the links than at home, but also by the then admirable golf sensation, Mr. Woods. But at eight years old, she was already a gangly height, her arms and legs growing beyond her coordination and the cultural norm. Her clubs were a poor fit. So was her patience for the sport. Too many rules. So, she quit but the nickname stuck. 

			She ran her fingers through her still damp hair, cursing its chronic disobedience, and smiled at the woman to her left. “Yaz,” she said, extending her dry hand, “Yaz Sano.” She thought about further defining herself. Fellow contestant? Not sure this woman was a contestant as well. Chef? Tiger?

			“Kaley Abud. I’m a contestant. You?”

			“Yes, me too. Nice to meet you.” Yaz was about to ask if she played tennis, but Kaley’s enthusiasm intercepted.

			“It’s crazy, isn’t it? I mean, being on a cooking competition show? On this show?” Kaley was a ball of nervous energy, flustered but sweet. Her eyes were wide as she surveyed the room and they flashed with intermittent wonder. “Isn’t that Bette Kirk? Like, the Bette Kirk?”

			“Of course,” a male voice boomed from the other side of Yaz’s chair. “She’s one of the producers. Makes sense that she is here. How she manages one of the city’s best tables while being so involved in the show is massively impressive. Solid staff, I bet.” 

			Yaz turned to him, fighting the urge to thank him for mansplaining. Judge not.

			“Christian.” He nodded, turning his nameplate toward her. “Brassard.” 

			Yaz wondered if she was supposed to know who he was, because he tipped his head toward her as if she should. She had no clue.

			“Brassard?” Kaley leaned across Yaz and thrust her hand toward him. “As in Brassard’s North End?”

			“And False Creek. Yes. My grandfather.” He shook Kaley’s hand in a way that reminded Yaz of how she handled a cut of fish she was about to dress down. More specifically, an eel. Be polite. She didn’t offer her own hand but nodded an acknowledgement. If she was supposed to know who the Brassards were, she felt instantly glad she didn’t.

			She leaned back in her seat as the volume became noticeably quieter. The room was filled to the edges with just one seat left, directly across from her. Yaz craned to read the nameplate, which had been turned slightly sideways. 

			Gra—
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        * * *

      

			“Grace.”

			The door flew open with such speed and force that Yaz could feel the rush of air from the hallway. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see her startled neighbors lean into their seats. 

			“Grace,” the woman repeated breathlessly as she entered. “Grace Donahue. I am so very sorry if I’m late.” The room fell silent. One of the production assistants, who’d introduced herself earlier as Tiff, lifted a pen to the clipboard she was gripping and ran it down the page. Yaz watched her mouth Don-a-hue, then make an exaggerated checkmark before looking at the clock on the wall at the end of the room.

			“Technically, not late.”

			Yaz saw Grace check the time—2:59—then breathe relief through puffed cheeks that quickly deflated to reveal dimples. Adorable. 

			“Please take your seat, and we’ll get started.”

			As the not-late blonde moved through the crowd that filled the floorspace in the room, Yaz noticed how careful she was not to bump or jostle others, no easy task given the curiously oversized blue leather saddlebag-style satchel she hugged against her chest. She was taller than average, just an inch or so shorter than Yaz, though it was possible she was wearing heels. Her sleeveless white blouse showed off well-contoured, broad shoulders. It was only once she took her seat and set her satchel on her lap that she surveyed the group around the table. 

			Blue and wide, her eyes reminded Yaz of a glacial lake on a sunny day, deep and sparkling with light. They were set in a face so perfect that it made her wonder if Cinderella’s artist had used Grace Donahue as inspiration. Soft edges of flawless skin, round high cheeks blushed like early apples, a classic jawline that drew the eye to plump pink lips. Involuntarily, Yaz gasped as Grace’s gaze made its way around the table to her. Then Grace looked down at her nameplate. Back to her eyes. And there it was. The smile. Teeth like a movie star’s. Yaz felt her jaw go slack as Grace’s eyes locked on her again. Get a grip, Sano. She broke the spell enough to close her gaping mouth, but as she did, the mysterious snickerdoodle fragrance returned, wafting around her like a sweet buttery cloud. Warm. Sweet. Her stomach growled and she closed her eyes hoping to again break whatever strange magic had overwhelmed her. Some superpower.

			“Okay, let’s get down to business, chefs. I’m Bette Kirk, one of the Recipe for Success senior producers. The twelve of you seated at the table have been selected to compete this season. Congratulations to you all. Around this table are just some of the people who help make the show work. You will meet them all more formally on Monday morning at the studio and learn what they do and how they can help you through your time here. Today I’d like to introduce Perry Calter. Perry is another of the show’s senior producers and she’s going to review, briefly, how the next eight weeks will go. All the details are in the packet being sent around the table, but we wanted you to hear the highlights from us. Any questions, there’s a number in the packet to text or call.”

			Yaz snapped back into focus as Perry Calter nudged both Bette and Tiff aside and stepped to the head of the table. She glanced around the table as if taking inventory, then slowed her gaze at Grace before looking at the clock. “We don’t have many rules,” she smiled as she picked up what was obviously a thick folder containing more than a few, “but let me make it clear that punctuality is one of them.”

			Ouch. Impossible not to notice that Perry had focused on Grace. In fairness, she was finding it hard not to. After all, Grace possessed an enigmatic quality that went beyond classic physical beauty. Under Perry’s scrutiny, though, Yaz could see that Grace’s smile had now scurried behind the perfect pink lips, and her apple cheeks had ripened. That wasn’t fair. After all, Ms. Not Late wasn’t “technically” late. And who could stay angry at such an angelic face? 

			Perry didn’t linger—mercifully—and went on to explain emphatically and in painful detail that a television production was made up of a myriad of interconnected parts, each dependent on the other. Each tremendously expensive. We get it. Time is money. 

			“Everyone is ultimately responsible to the show’s production team, its sponsors, the viewers, and each other. This is a competition intended to show off British Columbia to its very best, and you’ve all been selected because we believe you have the necessary skills to do just that. Every few days you will be taken to a location—a farm, a vineyard, a forest, a stream, whatever—where you will be challenged to find, pick, and/or catch a quintessentially B.C. ingredient. The challenge will culminate in the production of a dish, in studio, on the day following. That dish must incorporate one or more of the province’s impressive bounty, most specifically the featured ingredient.” Perry nodded over her shoulder at Tiff.

			Tiff took a half-step forward, careful not to crowd out Perry. “Forget what you know about the days of the week. Starting tomorrow, we will roll through the days as our production team requires. Tomorrow is Day One of Round One. On each round’s Day One, at noon, I will reveal the week’s featured ingredient. Before eight a.m. on Day Two, you must send me a list of the ingredients you will need to create your dish. This list is anything beyond the basic pantry items we provide—as listed in your packages—and the ten special items you were authorized to bring of your own accord.”

			Perry stepped to the forefront again, a Cheshire-catlike smile spreading across her visage. “Did I mention that Recipe For Success Season Two has a new twist?” Her question was obviously rhetorical. People around the table looked to each other as if the twist would somehow reveal itself. Perry was enjoying herself and dragging out the suspense. Finally, she spoke. “In light of the recent spike in grocery prices, our team has decided to introduce a budgeting component to the competition. We will set a reasonable limit based on a dinner for eight, with wine pairing. That said, you still only need to produce four dishes, one for each of the judges. You’ll be held to account for every ingredient in your dish, except for those you’ve brought with you or whatever amount of the feature ingredient you manage to catch or find or otherwise obtain on Day Two. Be sure to read the paperwork and plan according to that budget.” 

			The producer scrutinized the contestants, forcing eye contact. Yaz thought this might be a way of ensuring compliance, or maybe assessing enthusiasm for the new challenge. Either way, she forced herself to mimic her competitors and look happy. But she wasn’t. Budgets were her nemesis. Damn.

			Perry again gave the floor to Tiff. “To reiterate, if I don’t get your ingredient list by eight a.m., our team will not be able to fulfill in time for the studio shoot the following day, so you will be limited to items in the pantry and whatever you brought or procured.”

			Perry put her hands palm down on the table, silently commanding attention. “The non-disclosure agreement you all signed as part of your contract with the show makes it explicitly clear that you are not to share that you’ve had advanced knowledge of the ingredient with anyone outside this room. No one. Am I clear? Any notes you want to keep on set are to be kept to a minimum and they will be kept at your stations but off-camera to the viewers. Understand?”

			Nods circled the table. Everyone understood that blindsiding chefs in a competition show might create drama and perhaps test their improvisational skills, but it also resulted in some disappointing dishes. Recipe for Success was as much about showcasing B.C.’s impressive bounty as it was the competitors’ creativity.

			“Good. On Day Two, after you submit your list, you are expected in the lobby by 8:05 a.m. Not a minute later. You will be taken from the hotel to a location shoot. These shoots are subject to weather and travel requirements and are packed with adventure.” Perry said, adding dramatically, “And misadventure.” She paused and surveyed the room waiting, Yaz suspected, for an equally dramatic response. None came. Perry continued unfazed. 

			“With regard to the featured ingredient, there is no guarantee of the quantity or quality of what you will be able to procure. If you’ve watched the show in previous seasons…” she paused again, this time seemingly pleased with the collection of affirmative nods, “you know that there is a baseline. For example, if you are unable to collect even one of the ingredients, we will provide you with one. Or a portion thereof. Again, the featured ingredient does not need to be included in your budget. Read every page of the packages you’ve been provided with.”

			The room murmured unintelligibly, a mix of fear and disbelief it seemed to Yaz. Perhaps a bit of bravado as well, the majority oozing from the young Mr. Brassard on her right. He’s probably never experienced austerity. 

			“You would also know from last season that even a single apple can be stretched far enough to create a winning dish. Do what you can with what you get. Understood?”

			Another circle of nods. Even Yaz, who’d seen video of the show online in preparation for submitting her application, knew that the best weapon was not the ingredient, but what the chef could do with it. Within budget, of course.

			Perry continued to outline the rules of the competition, regularly handing over the schedule bits to Tiff. Day Three would be spent in the studio, cooking and filming. And facing the judging panel. Contestants would not know who the guest judge of the week was until they presented their dish for adjudication. This reduced the probability that personal relationships, if they existed between a contestant and that judge, would give a contestant an unfair advantage. 

			“Knowing that a judge hates anise, for example, might deter someone from creating a dish with fennel. Clear?” Perry waited for a response. She does like her drama. “We wrap up on Day Four with contestant interviews. We have a small studio set up here at the hotel for these bits, which consist primarily of your reactions to the events of the preceding round.” 

			“Then comes Day One of Round Two. At least, for those of you who have survived the judging panel.” Perry paused and everyone knew what she was thinking. Anyone could go.

			After a long moment, presumably to allow the unspoken to penetrate the contestants’ psyche, Tiff launched into what Yaz considered the small print: a level of detail that quickly became excruciating. Social hour tonight at the rooftop bar. Dress casual. Sequestering, including the surrender of personal phones and other internet-access devices, to begin tomorrow—aka Day One—before the first ingredient was announced. Hotel services. Contact extensions for production staff. Judges for the season. One guest judge per round, a surprise. Read your information packet. Don’t miss deadlines. Yada yada yada. Fortunately, Yaz’s propensity for distraction and low threshold for minutia hadn’t caused problems to date. She’d made it through her apprenticeship with barely a glitch. That was something. Looking around the table, though, she wondered if she needed to make a change. Grace had pulled a lined legal pad out of her satchel and, fancy-looking pen in hand and attentive to every word Tiff was saying, she began taking copious notes. Kaley was making the odd note in a small ringed notepad with a severely chewed No. 2, and Justin…nope, Christian…was presumably thumbing notes on his phone, more than occasionally glancing at the power players around the room. Yaz felt no such compunction; she didn’t watch much TV beyond what happened to be on during prep at the restaurant, so if anyone in the room was special by celebrity measure, she’d have very little hope of recognizing them. And very little interest. She was here for one reason, and if energy was to be spent, it would be on defeating the eleven other contestants seated around the table. They looked like they all wanted to win as badly as she did. But budgets and time—specifically Days One through Four, would tell.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Round Two, Day Four

			Grace had just finished lacing up her sneakers, intent on going to run stairs, when she heard a knock on the suite door. 

			“I got it!” Yaz bounded from her room into the foyer and almost straight into Grace. “Sorry!” She peeked through the peephole and stepped back, opening the door.

			“Hey, Tiff,” Grace said. “We weren’t expecting you today. Not that it isn’t lovely to see you.” She wondered what brought her by on Day Four. “We both had our interviews already this morning.”

			“Is it some kind of surprise?” Yaz asked with an almost childlike glee. “Where are we going?”

			Tiff held a hand up to hold back the enthusiasm, and Grace could tell she wasn’t there with good news. 

			“Come in, have a seat,” Grace said, ushering her into the living room. 

			“Yeah, Tiff, what’s up? Is something wrong?”

			“Yaz, we got a call from Jenni.”

			Grace saw Yaz grab the back of the couch.

			“Oh my God, Tiff, is it my mom? Is she okay?” 

			Grace stepped beside Yaz and put an arm around her back. 

			“Your mom is fine, but the producers have sanctioned a family phone call.” 

			Tiff handed Yaz a cell phone and she held it like it was a grenade. Grace put her hand on Yaz’s wrist to steady her. “Why don’t you go give Jenni a call?” she said, gesturing toward the bedrooms. “Tiff and I will wait here, right, Tiff?”

			Tiff nodded. “Take your time.”

			When Yaz’s door was closed, Grace offered Tiff a drink.

			“What do you have that’s hard?” she asked, setting her clipboard down.

			“Whoa. You’re asking for liquor, and you just put your clipboard down for the first time since we met. Is this thing with Yaz that bad?”

			“No. I mean, maybe not. I only know that someone close to her is, I dunno…missing?”

			Grace set a beer on the kitchen island in front of Tiff. “Like, missing missing? That can’t be good.”

			“Honestly, all I know is that when the call came in from, er, Jenni…?” She looked down at the clipboard. “Yes, Jenni. Jenni called, and Perry and Bette both decided the situation, whatever it is, warranted Yaz’s attention. Hopefully, it’s nothing too serious.”

			Grace could hear Yaz’s voice coming from the bedroom. It sounded strained, higher somehow. Panicked maybe? There were several moments of brief silence, presumably when Jenni was talking, and then a much longer silence after which Yaz came out of the bedroom. She wasn’t making eye contact, looking down at the phone in her hand instead. She walked slowly at first, then her pace picked up and only when she reached the kitchen island did she raise her eyes, and only to Tiff. She set the phone down.

			“Are you—” Tiff began.

			“Yes, yes, it’s okay. Uh. Things are fine.”

			“Seriously?” Tiff sounded as surprised as Grace felt.

			“Yeah, just a moment of panic by my cousin, but nothing she can’t work out on her own.” 

			Yaz said the words with just enough conviction to convince Tiff, but Grace wasn’t buying it. Something about how her eyes were darting around the room, looking almost everywhere except in Grace’s direction. She wasn’t physically pacing back and forth, but that’s the sense that Grace got from her demeanor. Like a caged animal.

			Yaz started walking toward the foyer. “So, thanks for the phone call, Tiff.”

			Tiff took the hint and slugged back the remainder of her beer, picked up her clipboard and the phone, and followed. “No problem, Yaz, but listen, if you need anything, you just let me know, okay?”

			“Thanks. No worries.”

			Grace was astonished by the oddness of the exchange. Yaz sounded almost robotic, like she was trying to exorcise emotion from her voice. Once Tiff had gone, Yaz walked into her bedroom and closed the door behind her.

			Well, that was very weird. 

			Maybe there was no cause for worry. Probably this was none of her business, and if Yaz wanted to share, she would. But why had Yaz refused to acknowledge her presence? She thought they’d bonded over the past couple of days. Certainly nothing contentious had happened between them. Her thoughts flashed to the dressing of Yaz’s wound. And to that moment in the pantry. Those weren’t nothing. Not only did she feel something pass between them, but she knew Yaz felt it too. Or maybe she just hoped? And what was with the tattoo? She was so curious where the tiger-striped tail led. Given its dimensions, if the whole cat was under Yaz’s sleeve, it must take up most of her arm. She wondered if it hurt Yaz when it was inked. Of course, it did. Did she have others? What were they? Where were they? And why was she thinking about this when clearly something about Yaz was off?

			Grace was standing in the foyer when Yaz’s bedroom door opened. She blushed, feeling as though her thoughts had penetrated the door and magically lured the tiger out. But Yaz’s mood hadn’t changed much from when Tiff was there. She did manage to meet Grace’s eyes this time, though briefly, before announcing in that same robotic voice that she was going for a walk around the hotel and would be back soon. She gave Grace no time to ask questions before the door closed behind her.
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        * * *

      

			Yaz was conscious of three things as she made her way down the hotel stairwell. The thumping of blood in her ears as panic surged from her heart. Her mom’s voice, reminding her as it regularly did not to act impulsively. And the words “Sabrina is missing.”

			“What do you mean missing?” she’d recalled saying to Jenni minutes ago, before leaving the penthouse.

			“She didn’t show for her shift last night, or this morning,” Jenni had explained. “The shelter called me asking if I’d seen her. She’s not answering her phone. Yaz, don’t panic. I’m on prep shift this morning, but I’ll go check her apartment as soon as I’m done here at the restaurant.”

			Jenni’s voice was calm, but Yaz had detected a slight warble that signaled that her cousin shared a similar fear. 

			“When did you see her last? And what was her mood?”

			“I dunno, Yaz. A bit quiet, maybe? Hard to know.”

			“Why hard to know?” Yaz wasn’t imagining it. Jenni was keeping something from her.

			“Jeez. Okay. She’s been a bit busy. It’s the third week of the month, so the numbers at the shelter have ramped up a bit. And…” 

			“And I’m not there.” End of month was when the aid checks came in, and the week before was always tough for people living rough because they were often running on empty. Fuck.

			“Yaz, you’re not the only volunteer in that kitchen. The person who was supposed to work your shifts came down with summer COVID. I’ve been filling in as best I can and…” Jenni trailed off, but Yaz knew she could tell exactly what she was thinking. “Cousin, seriously, save your worry until there’s something to worry about. I should make it to her place in less than an hour. I’ll call you back then.”

			Jenni left no room for Yaz to protest. What Jenni probably didn’t know was that Yaz had already immersed herself in worry and self-recrimination. Why had she chosen to come on the show? She knew from her dad’s failures that sobriety was challenging, even for those who’d made it as long as Sabrina had without a drink. Constant vigilance and a strict adherence to the program were absolutes. Dry drunks had their own set of challenges, and even though Yaz’s dad hadn’t made it to any level of recovery, she knew from Al-Anon that behavioral and mood changes were markers to keep an eye on. Sabrina hadn’t missed a shift since Yaz had started working with her four years ago. And she wasn’t usually quiet. Even when busy. And she was busy because of her. 

			Sabrina’s apartment wasn’t going to be first on her list of places to look. If she was starting to slide, she’d likely go looking for old friends from her drinking days. She remembered that McCalley’s in the east end had been her favorite hole, so that’s where she’d check first. Again, though, her mom’s voice was in her head. Be patient, Tiger. She was already in the stairwell and halfway to the ground floor when it occurred to her what the personal cost might be if she was caught leaving.

			Patience was not a trait she had mastered. Far from it. The tiger on her
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