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      “Cooking is like love: It should be entered into with abandon
      or not at all.”

      
        
        —Harriet Van Horne

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Saxon

          

        

      

    

    
      Holding up her skirts and her thighs while trying to balance her ass on the stack of Carolina Gold Rice was a feat, but as far as I was concerned, it was well worth it. All of the satin and itchy tulle bunched around her waist were a secondary thought as I thrust into her slick depths. I couldn’t get enough of the sounds she made as I fucked her in her fancy ball gown.

      Yeah, I should be ashamed of being this specific kind of monster at this stage of my life. But what was I supposed to do when she stormed into my kitchen with her cute lil’ button nose turned up, demanding to know why the servers were so slow with the champagne and why there were so few canapés? She was clearly someone of import, storming in that way, but I couldn’t place her face. Either way, I knew it was just an excuse to get me alone. The canapés were good, but nothing special; smoked salmon and pea, pea and prawn, beetroot with garlicky mushrooms. If she was really looking to complain about the food, she should have said something about the deviled eggs. Still drunk from last night, I’d slept in and left the sous chef with my recipe — one that had received high praise when I made them for a White House function a few years ago. But he’d left out a key ingredient, and I could taste the hole in the flavors. Hell, anyone with a tongue could taste the damn hole in the flavors. But she wasn’t concerned with the canapés or the deviled eggs. And I wasn’t either.

      “Oh, god,” she moaned loudly, her southern drawl bleeding into those two words to draw them out long and twangy like the Lowcountry accents I grew up with but hadn’t heard in years.

      “Shh…” I said, covering her mouth. “You don’t want someone to overhear us, do you?”

      With her free hand, she snatched mine away from her mouth. “I don’t fucking care! Your dick is as good as everyone said it was. Jesus-fucking-christ!”

      I leaned back and took a good look at her. Took in her flushed cheeks and big brown eyes. She was classically beautiful. The sort of girl who would age into a well-heeled southern woman who took no shit. But that didn’t explain her comment about my dick. Had I seen this woman before? Fucked one of her friends? And how was I supposed to feel about that comment? Was it a compliment? Was I uncomfortable with being called a whore amongst her friends or⁠—

      “Oh, fuck. I’m gonna come,” she moaned loudly.

      I grinned and grasped both of her hips to hold her steady. If I couldn’t shut her up, I might as well get in a decent nut before we were discovered.

      We filled the quiet of the dry goods room with the obscene, wet sound of our bodies slapping against each other as I grunted and groaned my way toward a climax that felt like a moving target. It was my own damn fault. All the drinking I did in the last few days resulted in a case of whiskey dick— hard as a rock all the damn time, but I couldn’t come for shit.

      “Oh, shit….oh, shit…” she chanted, and I felt her come around me, and my own body followed like a Pavlovian response.

      “Ahh…fuck!” I cursed, realizing that we sounded like amateur porn stars. Still, I let those satisfied, bullish groans spill out of me as I chased every bit of that pleasure, thrusting my quickly softening dick into her. This shit wasn’t sexy, but I didn’t really give a fuck because I finally found it. The release valve on the tension I’d felt for the last week while filming my food and travel show in Charleston, my hometown, surrounded by all the things I’d left here trying to escape, had finally popped.

      “Miranda?” a very surprised, very male voice said from behind me.

      I cursed under my breath and bent to pull up my pants. If that was her man at the door, I wanted to at least put my dick away before it was time to throw hands.

      “Charlie!” the woman I’d just fucked said, a wide-eyed look of surprise on her face. A face that now seemed a bit more familiar.

      I turned to the door. My suspicions were confirmed when I met the furious gaze of Charlie Benjamin Cartwright, the newlywed husband of Miranda Dunlevy, daughter of Governor Dunlevy of the great state of South Carolina.

      I held my hands up in a defenseless posture. “Listen, man. I didn’t know⁠—“

      “You didn’t know?” Charlie interrupted. “Are you about to say that you didn’t know that this was my wife of six fucking days? You were the chef at our wedding reception!”

      I frowned. Oh, yeah. I did cater their wedding. The Governor flew me in early for that exact purpose. That day was so chaotic that I never really got a good look at the bride, which was why I didn’t recognize her. Slowly but surely, the drunken haze in my brain was penetrated by the realization that my reckless dick may have finally cost me my career.

      “Charlie,” I said, painting on my most benign smile. Or at least I hope it looked benign. “I’m really drunk, and so is Miranda here. I’m sure that if either of us had been sober, I never would have fucked your wife⁠—“

      Those were the wrong words to say. Charlie’s face went two shades redder if that was even possible.

      “Well, I hope it was good for you because your career is over, you piece of shit.”

      I glanced at the now sobbing Miranda. She was yanking down her skirts to cover the pussy that would possibly ruin my life. “It wasn’t really career-ending pussy, to be honest,” I slurred.

      “You son of a bitch!”

      “Did I say that out loud?”

      Charlie’s fist met my face, and the rest of me met the cement floor of the dry goods room.
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      “I can’t fucking believe you,” Paula said as she smashed a bag of ice into my swollen face.

      Either the Governor’s son-in-law had a mean right hook, or I was so drunk that I didn’t even get a lick in. I was waking up in the production van outside of the mansion.

      “Of all the people in this entire ball, you decide to fuck Miranda-fucking-Dunlevy. Were there no other prospects, or are you just that fucking fatalistic?”

      “To be honest…I didn’t even see who else was in the room. I was too drunk for that. How bad is the black eye? I think I can still land a decent lay before we go. Put me back in the game, coach.”

      “This isn’t a fucking joke,” Paula hissed. “Marty is trying to sweet-talk the Governor, but he wants your head, and he’s making all sorts of threats.” She tipped her chin, and I looked in that direction.

      Marty’s body language told me that he was trying his damndest to get the situation under control, but the Governor was just glaring at me. Silent and stone-faced, like he wouldn’t be deterred. At that moment, I realized that my wayward dick hadn’t just ruined my life, but it could possibly ruin the lives of seven people who made my pretentious travel and food show happen.

      It was born from a letter I wrote to the editor of a popular food magazine. Written when I was half drunk, it was a dressing down of the elite in my industry and an accurate portrayal of my life as a line cook. It wasn’t meant to be anything serious. Just my opinions without much deep consideration. That letter to the editor became a monthly thing, then a weekly column, and not long after, Paula talked me into pitching a show. We were dating at the time and traveling all over Europe and the Far East. I wrote about our adventures and sold those flowery missives to other magazines and blogs. Gradually, I grew a reputation that supported her idea. I still believe she got that yes out of me in bed, but here we were. With two other crew members, we had traveled from Europe all the way to the tiniest island in Indonesia, not Bali. Goddamn, laptop entrepreneurs were destroying Bali, and I refused to add my trash ass narrative to that, but we traveled all over the eastern continents, eating our way through every village and sprawling metropolis we could in the last four years. Somewhere along the way, someone suggested that it was time to head home, to do the same thing in the US, Canada, Central, and South America.

      I thought it was a good idea.

      Then they suggested Charleston, my hometown, as the start of the tour. If I had any good sense about me, I would’ve said no, but heh...no one has ever accused me of having good sense.

      I pushed up in my seat and tried to get a good look at the Governor and Marty, but my head swam, and all the bad decisions I had made earlier threatened to empty my stomach all over my chef’s coat. I lay back down.

      “What did Marty say when he found out?” I asked, putting the bag of ice over my eye again.

      “He couldn’t make words for a solid minute, and then he told me to get you out of here. He’s really pissed, Sax.”

      “Well...what are you waiting for?” I asked. “Get me out of here.”
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      Production had rented a house on Folly Beach, so that was where Paula took me. Back to the place where I could smell the salt air and hear the waves and maybe figure out a way to spin this whole debacle into something debauched yet charming.

      Paula went straight to the liquor cabinet when we came in. Her phone would be glued to her hand for the next few hours, cleaning up my mess. I would have to figure out a way to make it up to her.

      I went upstairs and into the master bedroom, closing the double doors behind me. After stripping down and changing into a pair of swim trunks, I grabbed a bag of weed, some rolling papers and went out onto the balcony. Sea air greeted me when I opened the door, and I closed my eyes to take it in.

      Charleston, my hometown. The place where my father would catch wind of my fuck-ups and add them to the long list of “Things Saxon Has Done to Disappoint Me.” I wasn’t sure what volume he was on, but it had to be a library’s worth of ways he could condemn me by now.

      To be honest, my bad boy persona was wearing thin. That was part of the reason why we came here. Everyone thought that starting the new season with some good, wholesome content featuring Saxon Turner, the down-home southern boy, would sell well to network bosses. I tried to tell them it was a horrible idea. I had too many secrets here. Too many ghosts were waiting to rise up and consume me. I was probably headed for that mediocre fuck with Miranda Dunlevy the moment that my plane touched down at Charleston International. There was no avoiding it.

      I hadn’t been home in six years, and this was the reason why. I couldn’t be in this city without getting drunk. Too many memories got in. Hell, the last time I was in Chucktown, I’d basically linked arms with the devil and partnered up with him to ruin my own life. At the time, I had everything I wanted — everything I’d ever strived for. I managed to fuck it all away, much like I did today. I guessed this was just a case of history repeating.

      I flopped onto a lounge chair and plucked two papers out of the box to roll a nice, fat joint. If I’d really and truly blown up my life, I didn’t want to be sober for the aftermath. Paula must have moved to the porch because broken strands of her conversation wafted up to me.

      “…Yes, he was drunk. He’s been drunk since we got here…we were supposed to go up to N. Charleston to get some shots of him in his old neighborhood…I’m not sure. Maybe? If we had a few days, we could…yeah, I understand.”

      It sounded like Paula was trying to negotiate a few days off so that I could hide away and let the rumors die down. Part of me hoped that our network bosses didn’t agree to it. I wanted to get the fuck out of here. I’ve been traveling for the better part of four years, living out of hotels and a rucksack packed so tight that it was a wonder I managed to shoulder it half the time. But I’d sleep in the Mumbai airport if it meant I was getting the fuck out of here.

      I heard Paula’s flip-flopped feet as she crossed my bedroom to the open patio door.

      “Hey,” she said softly. “Can I join you, or do you want to be alone?”

      I gestured to the lounge chair next to mine. She handed me a bottle of water and sat down next to me. I opened it and passed her the joint, and she pulled smoke into her lungs without her usual prissy posturing.

      “What set you off this time, huh?” Paula asked. “You were doing so good when you left Costa Rica. You were tanned and relaxed. You’d spent enough time there to sweat out all the liquor and traded whiskey for weed. Then we land here and⁠—“

      “It all goes to shit,” I finished for her. I took a big pull on the joint and held the smoke in my lungs until it burned. “I told you that I didn’t want to come back here.”

      “Yeah, you did. But you didn’t say why.”

      “And you never bothered to ask,” I countered.

      “That’s fair.” Paula reached for the joint, and I passed it back to her. She took another long pull.

      “So what’s the verdict? Have I finally fucked it up beyond repair?”

      She sighed, a plume of smoke seeping from her nostrils and between her lips. “Marty’s flying back to New York to work on it. The team is scouring social media and all of the gossip sites to make sure nothing gets leaked and planning what to do when and if that happens. Steve is willing to give you a few days. Let the Governor cool down before he approaches him to do damage control.”

      Steve was our producer, and he’d never done anything more than tolerate me over the last few years. “So, I still have a job?”

      “For now.”

      “For now,” I huffed, then brought the joint to my lips again.

      “We’re going out to North Charleston to film the segment with Myles Lawson tomorrow. After that…we’re gonna take a few days. Give you a chance to your head together so we can finish recording and get the fuck out of this town.”

      I nodded. The weed was doing its job now. Loosening my limbs, quieting my stomach, and letting the fucked up events of the day seep from my brain like the smoke leaving my lungs.

      North Charleston… that was the last place I needed to go, but my friend would know that I needed somewhere to hide out. Myles was probably the only person in my life who wouldn’t judge me too harshly for the mistakes I’d made in the last few years. I was just worried that I might tarnish his reputation by mere association.
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      Before I ran away to the Culinary Arts Institute in New York, I spent my summer nights and weekends washing dishes in the back of Big Lawson’s BBQ. That was where I met Myles Lawson.

      Me and Myles came from the same North Charleston neighborhood, except his family wasn’t dirt poor. When we were in grade school, he took pity on me when I got jumped by a group of older boys. And from that day on, everyone knew that if they wanted to pound on the skinny white kid, they would have to go through Myles first. And Myles was a big motherfucker. Just being seen with him saved my ass on more than one occasion. Maybe he could find a way to help me save it again.

      Myles’s father had owned Big Lawson’s BBQ since the eighties, and someone in his family had run it since the day they opened back in 1969. It was even older than that if I considered the number of years his great-grandmother, Big Mama Lawson, ran it out of her own house, selling plates from a Dutch door on her front porch.

      When his father passed, he used the life insurance money to renovate and reinvent the place while adhering to the same smokehouse methods and recipes that made the place a North Charleston institution. Skillet cornbread, hash and rice, collard greens, and baked mac-n-cheese were paired with enough smoked meat to give you a case of the meat sweats in one sitting. This was the food that made me feel at home. And after yesterday’s drunken escapades, it would be the hangover cure my body needed. Especially since we were up at the asscrack of dawn to film his segment.

      “Big sexy!” I called out as I made my way across the back lot of the restaurant to the smokehouse.

      “Is that white chocolate!” Myles called out from inside. The door to the smokehouse banged open like someone had kicked it. A bluish plume of smoke escaped, and Myles ducked through the doorway and stepped out into the morning air wearing an enormous grin. “Saxon-fucking-Turner!” he bellowed.

      “Holy shit. You weren’t kidding,” Brett, my cameraman, muttered. “He really is big.”

      “And sexy,” Myles said, posing like a GQ model and giving the camera his most stunning grin.

      At six foot five, Myles Lawson was a good four and a half inches taller than me, twice as broad and solid as fuck. I felt that brute strength as he pulled me into a bone-crushing hug.

      “My god, you’re scrawny, boy!” he exclaimed when he finally released me.

      “They don’t feed me good pit barbecue or southern food too often,” I said with a sheepish shrug. “Am I really that skinny, though? I’m not pulling off the old, fit, but trendy hipster look?”

      “Well, first off, you ain’t old because I ain’t old. And second, if you came home more often, you’d look like someone loved you at least a little bit. Eating nothing but raw fish and white rice won’t put any weight on you. But you know that. We’ll whip you into shape!”

      “I’m only here for ten days.”

      “Well, we better start eating then.”

      “A’ight, but first show me what’s going on in the smokehouse.”

      My friend’s pride was evident as he showed me around his smokehouse. I knew how much it took to make this place over, and I felt proud of him and of being associated with the place — even if it was just peripherally.

      He threw me an apron, and I jumped right in to help him.

      “What we do here is real southern barbecue. The kind you don’t see anymore,” Myles explained.

      “Because it’s brutal,” I added. “Whole hog and beef barbecue, slow and low all night long.”

      “All night long,” Myles echoed, adding some suggestive gyrations.

      I cringed at his bad dad joke, and we both laughed. “I remember your dad camping out here. A cooler full of beer. A boombox tuned to the oldies.”

      “Some fine young thang on his lap,” Myles added. “Yeah, those were good times.”

      Memories of hanging with Big Lawson on the backlot, gorging ourselves on beer and barbecue straight from the pit, overcame me. I got my first blow job on one of those nights. Learned how to dance, bumping and grinding to slow jams on The Quiet Storm.

      Hm. Maybe all the memories weren’t so bad.

      “So why haven’t you been home in so long, man?” Myles asked when we were finally sitting across from each other.

      “You know how it is. You just get busy living, you know?” I had a bowl of grits and beef brisket in front of me, and I would much rather dig into that than answer his question.

      “Yeah, I get it.” Myles leaned back in his chair and pushed his ball cap back on his head. “I got married, you know?”

      “I saw that. Congratulations, man. I’m sorry I couldn’t make it —“

      “I know. I got the email and the gift.” Myles gestured toward the camera. “You said you were filming in — what was it? Tanzania?”

      Now I was acutely aware of the camera and that my crew was capturing this exchange. An exchange that should be a private moment between me and my friend. It might have been a while since I last saw Myles, but I could tell when my friend was about to discuss something that’d been bothering him.

      “Listen, I can’t wait to see your wife,” I said and waggled my eyebrows, hoping that he would latch onto the joke.

      He barked out a surprised laugh that startled Paula. “Man, you oughta know better. Ain’t no woman willing to give up all of this big sexy blackness to get with your scrawny ass.”

      I nearly sighed with relief. “We’ll see about that,” I said before spooning a generous helping of beef brisket and grits into my mouth. He took the bait, but I knew this conversation needed to happen before the night was out.

      We spent the entire day at Big Lawson’s BBQ. I helped serve regulars whose faces I remembered like they were family. Ate as much mac-n-cheese as I made. Took pictures with some patrons who came in just to try the huge pulled pork sandwich with four different cuts of meat piled on a King’s Hawaiian bun. I bet a girl who’d ordered it that she couldn’t finish the whole thing on her own, and my ass left fifty bucks lighter than I came in. At the end of the day, I smelled like the sweat, hard work, and the sweet wood they used in the smoker.

      The camera crew sat in the van reviewing footage while Myles and I closed up shop.

      “Who’s gonna run the smoker tonight? I thought we might grab a bottle of whiskey, hang out…talk.”

      Myles grunted. “I got no problem with that, but me and my lady got this pact. I gotta be home for dinner and help her put the kid down before —”

      “Hold on,” I interrupted. “Kid? You have a kid?”

      My friend shook his head as he made his way back through the kitchen. “Yeah, man. I guess you didn’t see the baby shower invitation, the gender reveal, the birth announcement…”

      Guilt swamped me. “I’m not really on social media, and I don’t check my own emails anymore⁠—“

      “You’re just ready with the excuses, ain’t you?”

      I looked around. I knew we were alone, but I wanted to be sure of it if Myles was about to go in on me. Not that I didn’t deserve it, but with the drama I’d created since landing in South Carolina, I didn’t know if I could stand another verbal lashing.

      “You’re right. Ain’t no good excuse for missing all of those big events in your life, man.”

      Myles sucked his teeth and flicked off the lights. “You must really be on drugs if you think that apology is gonna cut it.”

      Fear crept up my spine in the darkness of the kitchen. Myles was my lifeline. If he didn’t accept my apology⁠—

      “Cracka, is you coming or not? I’m not gonna stand in this doorway all night. Didn’t you hear me say my wife was waiting for me?”

      Suppressing a laugh, I made my way to where Myles stood, holding the door to the back lot open for me. The moment I stepped out into the dark, humid night, he tossed me his keys.

      “You’re driving. I’ve been up for a full twenty-four. I ain’t trying to end up in a ditch.”

      I sent a text to Paula telling her to follow us, then climbed into an old Ford pick-up truck that used to belong to Big Lawson.

      “I can’t believe you still have this truck,” I said.

      “Why not? It still runs, and I use it to haul wood from the lumber yard.”

      “You’re still doing that yourself?”

      Myles shrugged. “It’s one of the few things I haven’t delegated. And I don’t really want to. There’s still some shit I just like to do myself, you know?”

      “I don’t actually,” I muttered, cranking the engine. It came to life with a roar, and I pumped the gas to keep the engine from sputtering out like Big Lawson taught me. I learned to drive in this truck.

      I expected a lecture, but we barely talked outside of the directions he gave me and rapping along to songs from our childhood on the old dial radio in the Ford’s dash. Myles and his little family had a spot not too far from the old neighborhood on a street we would ride our bikes down, imagining that we lived there.

      “It’s that one right there,” Myles said, pointing to a ranch home with a manicured front lawn and two palmetto trees anchoring the corners. The front door opened as I put the truck in park, and the woman I saw standing in the doorway made my mouth drop open.

      “Holy shit! You married LaKeisha Pitman?”

      Myles gave me a startled look. “Are you seriously telling me that you didn’t know who I married until this moment?”

      “I…no. I know that’s un-fucking-acceptable, but let me have this moment. You married Keisha! You’ve had a crush on that girl since you got your first hard-on!”

      “Shhh! Goddamn, Sax! You can’t be saying shit like that. I gotta keep the upper hand in this shit.”

      “You ain’t got the upper hand and have never had it. I know all about your crush on me. I was there, remember? Now get out of the truck,” Keisha called from the front step, balancing a babbling baby on her hip.

      “The windows were open, huh?” I said, stating the obvious.

      Myles huffed and rolled his eyes. “Get ya stupid ass out the truck. Damn!”

      “Oh, you ain’t got to tell me twice.”

      For once, being lighter and faster worked in my favor. I was out of the truck and hugging Keisha before he even opened his door.

      “Saxon-fucking-Turner,” Keisha said, echoing the greeting Myles had given me earlier today. “It’s been a long time since we’ve seen your pretty ass around here.”

      I turned to Myles, who had just made his way up the sidewalk. “You heard that? She just called me pretty.”

      “Anybody can see that your red-headed ass is pretty. Shut the fuck up.” He shoved me out of the way like I was a small child and scooped both his wife and baby up with one arm. Keisha giggled and then moaned a little when he kissed her.

      “Welcome home, daddy.”

      “Mmm, missed you, mama,” he said, kissing her again.

      “A’ight,” I groaned. “I get it. You love each other. Let me see this little one, though.”

      Myles smiled down at his baby. “Come here, little girl.”

      The baby giggled and bounced in Keisha’s arms and reached for her father with fat, grabby hands. Myles gathered her in his arms and turned to me. “This is Olivia. Olivia, this is your Uncle Saxon.”

      Something in my chest clenched. I hadn’t seen these people in years, and Myles thought I deserved that title? I deserved to be introduced to his brand new baby girl as family?

      It took two hard swallows to get the lump of emotion in my throat down before I could speak. “Hi, Olivia,” I finally managed to croak.

      “Hi!” she said cheerily and gave me an upside-down wave with one of her chubby hands.

      Holy shit. This was what people meant when they said they were “killed by the cute.” With those dimples and that toothless grin, this tiny human was literally murdering me with her cuteness.

      “Oh, my god, Saxon! Are you crying?” Paula exclaimed.

      “What the fuck?” I barked, startled to see my crew standing quietly on the lawn, capturing this whole thing. “No! I’m not crying. It’s this fucking ragweed. Let’s get inside before the mosquitoes nibble on Olivia’s little chubby arms.”

      “Saxon, you are really too old to still be pretending like you don’t have feelings. Men cry sometimes. Hell, Myles cries at least once a day when he looks at Livie.” Keisha scoffed and led the way inside.

      Myles cut a look at me as I followed him over the threshold. “I don’t be crying like that. She trippin’.”

      “Obviously. She can’t tell a tear from eyes watering because of hay fever,” I agreed. The crew followed behind me. Now it was my turn to cut a look at Paula. “Y’all ain’t using none of that.”

      “No way. We’re using every minute of it. Don’t you want to repair your reputation?” Paula asked.

      “Repair your reputation?” Keisha parroted. “Is your reputation in disrepair?” she asked.

      I glanced at Myles, hoping that he would save me, but he gave me the same expectant look that his wife wore on her face. Hell, even baby Olivia had perfected the Lawson eyebrow raise. “Uhh… that’s a conversation for when the camera’s gone.”

      “Damn, that bad, huh?” Keisha asked.

      “Yeah…” I said with a nod. “That bad.”

      “Whew, boy. That pretty face is still getting you in trouble, ain’t it?” Keisha said, shaking her head.

      “Hold on now,” Myles said, turning to his wife. “That’s the second time you’ve called him pretty.”

      “I mean, look at him. Ole Prince Harry looking ass. Wait, nah. Not Prince Harry. That ain’t right. He’s too young. Too fresh looking. Who’s that other guy they say he looks like?” Keisha asked, looking past me to Paula.

      “Damian Lewis?” Paula volunteered. “The guy who plays⁠—”

      “Brody on Homeland. Close, but not him either. The other guy… played in that movie where he was a sex addict or something like that?”

      “Michael Fassbender?” I suggested.

      “Yasss, Michael Fassbender! But with a top knot! And prettier!” she exclaimed.

      “Have you been drinking already?” Myles asked, his voice suddenly very serious. “I mean, I only ask because you just said this scrawny, red-headed fucker looks like the dude that plays Magneto, and I think you must be drunk!”

      The evening went on like that. Myles and I drank while Keisha nursed Olivia before finally heading to bed. The crew was getting some candid shots of us sitting out on the deck with a liter of whiskey between us when things got serious again. Sensing that, Paula told everyone to pack up.

      “Hey, so we’re gonna head out. Are you coming back to Folly with us or —“

      “Nah,” Myles said, answering for me. He dropped a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it hard. “We got a guest bedroom. This fool is staying the night. We gotta lot of shit to talk about.”

      My back was to the door, but I felt Paula lingering there. “Go’n head, Paula. I’ll call you in the morning if I need you.”

      “Are you sure? I can leave one of the guys here, and the rest of us can get an Uber⁠—”

      “Close the door. You’re letting mosquitoes in,” I said dismissively.

      “Nah,” Myles grunted and grabbed the bottle of whiskey and brought it to his lips. “We spray for mosquitoes. You don’t have to worry about them. But the flying roaches? That’s another story.”

      “Sonofabitch,” Paula cursed softly just before closing the patio door abruptly.

      We laughed as he passed the whiskey bottle to me. “How’d you know the flying cockroaches would get her?”

      “With that accent? She’s clearly from the Northeast.”

      “Good guess. She’s from the Bronx.”

      “That little brunette is from the Bronx? I’d’ve never guessed that.”

      “Don’t underestimate her. She’s a beast at handling all of my private affairs.”

      “Of which there are apparently many.”

      “I’ve had my fair share,” I said, putting on my best roguish smile. I took a deep swallow from the bottle and passed it back to him.

      “And she’s one of them.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I felt compelled to respond to it. “What makes you think I slept with her?”

      “That woman stared at you all day like Chris Rock longing after one rib. You definitely fucked her.”

      I snorted and sputtered, choking on the whiskey I’d attempted to swallow down. “Okay, so you’re not wrong,” I agreed.

      “Was she the one with you in Costa Rica?”

      “Nah, I went alone,” I said with a shake of my head. “I needed to be alone.”

      “Did you find what you needed down there?”

      Did I?

      When I booked the trip to Costa Rica, there had only been one thought in my head. Away. Away, away, away. I needed to get the fuck away from everything and everyone. Soak my head in saltwater until I felt human again. And it had worked…for the most part. But that tension had returned the moment the production team suggested that we start the US version of the show in Charleston. Bring the good ole boy home from overseas and drop him right back into his hometown.

      “Nah…I don’t know what I need or what to even look for, so…no. I didn’t find it,” I admitted, then held my breath, waiting for his judgment.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      I thought about the things that happened in the last twenty-four hours. “I can’t seem to stop fucking up. I think it might have really fucked up my career this time.”

      “Your wayward dick again?” he asked, and I let out a sardonic chuckle. The last time I was home, my wayward dick had gotten me fired from a job at the Culinary Institute of Charleston.

      “Yes,” I said with a nod. “It was my wayward dick again,” I told him about what happened at the Magnolia Ball. How I’d fucked the Governor’s daughter mere days after preparing the food at her wedding reception.

      “Jesus Christ, Saxon,” Myles said softly.

      “I know. Paula is working on it, but I’m not certain I’ll have a job after today.”

      “Will they still use the footage from today?”

      “Absolutely. The first six episodes are scheduled and paid for. After that?” I shrugged.

      “Maybe it’s for the best.”

      “Fuck you, Myles. I’m good at this job.”

      “O’ course, you’re good at this job. It lets you indulge in all your hedonistic urges. You eat, drink, sleep, and fuck like that’s literally the only thing to live for.”

      I scoffed. “Is there something more?”

      Myles leveled a look at me over the rim of the bottle. “You know there is.”

      Yeah, I knew, but it was obvious which one of us was entitled to that something more.

      “Have you been out to see your Pops since you been here?”

      Dark feelings engulfed me as thoughts of the tiny two-bedroom bungalow not too far from here, where my father still lived. It took Herculean effort and two big swallows of whiskey to push them back.

      “No. And I’m not going to,” I said, voice rough from the burn of the amber liquid.

      Myles grunted in that way that was neither a sound of agreement nor disagreement and took the bottle from me, re-corked it. “I’ll never understand y’all’s relationship, but the answer isn’t in the bottom of this bottle,” he said with finality before standing up to head inside. “I’m gonna head to bed. You should go too.”

      “Nah, Imma stay up a while.”

      “A’ight. Love you, man.”

      “Love you, too,” I grunted.

      I should’ve gone to bed when Myles suggested it, but the contrarian in me retrieved that bottle from the bar inside, drank, and buried myself in my morose thoughts. I stayed up well past mid-dark. Until the mosquitoes Myles said he sprayed for attacked my bare forearms and made a feast of me. Until the whiskey made mush of my resolve and allowed the things that I didn’t want to think and feel in.

      Thoughts of the mother I never met.

      Red hair like a flame.

      My father.

      Hard-faced and immovable.

      And the girl…

      The girl I ruined.

      The girl that ruined me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Birdie

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was barely up, but when I stepped out of the shower, I smelled freshly brewed coffee and knew that my sister Soni was up and moving around. Both of us were early risers, but she was up especially early this morning to see me off.

      Still wrapped in my towel, I went into my closet to pull out the chef’s coat and pants that I’d ironed last night. As I took it off the hanger, a wave of nerves washed over me.

      Today was the first day of the rest of my life.

      Okay, that was a little inaccurate and a tad bit of an exaggeration, but it was the first day of The Taste of the Upstate, my hometown’s foodie competition. This was my first time participating. If I won — when I won — the fifty-thousand-dollar cash prize would give me the capital I needed to start my own catering company.

      To say that I needed this win was an understatement. If I were a weaker woman, I would have given up by now. I’d been fired from three sous chef jobs this year because I refused to bend to the will of the arrogant head chefs I worked under. But I’d finally crossed the wrong one when I got fired from my last job, and now I was blacklisted. No one would hire me except Mr. Kemp, an old friend of my father’s who ran Kinfolks Diner, a meat-n-three type of place in the village of West Greenville.

      A line cook, even a head line cook, didn’t pay nearly as much as a sous chef. That pay cut meant that I had to give up my apartment and move in with my recently divorced sister, Sonja. I was thankful that she let me and my daughter live with her rent-free. But I couldn’t help feeling like this was yet another failure on the books for me. Every step I’d taken toward repairing my reputation after getting kicked out of Culinary School had been thrown out the window. Someone might say that I should just give up. Clearly, I wasn’t suited for this profession. In fact, the last chef who fired me had said exactly those words. “Get a different job. Your attitude is not suited to this profession.” And you know what? He wasn’t wrong. I didn’t have the right attitude for working under an arrogant, chauvinistic pig with too little talent, but I belonged in the kitchen.

      And what was I supposed to do?

      Quit?

      Absolutely not.

      I’m a Malone woman, and there ain’t no quit in me.

      Buttoning my chef coat, I made my way down the hallway to the bedroom my daughter, Amara, shared with my niece at the top of the stairs. I slipped in as quietly as I could and gave her a kiss on the forehead.

      “Mama?” she said sleepily, barely opening her eyes.

      “Yes, Mara. It’s mama. I was just kissing you goodbye. Go back to sleep.”

      “Are you going to do your cooking show today?”

      I laughed softly and readjusted her bonnet. “Yes, baby girl.”

      Amara sat up in bed. I turned to her and couldn’t help but smile. My little girl was beautiful, but she looked nothing like me. With her light skin, freckled nose, and afro puffs the color of raw saffron, she barely looked like she could be mine. If it weren’t for the shape of her lips and the kink of her hair, I would have sworn someone swapped my child for someone else’s in the hospital nursery.

      Well, that wasn’t exactly true. I knew who gave my darling girl those features, but like the snake-faced villain in all of those wizarding movies, his name was never to be uttered.

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” she asked, a crinkle between her brows.

      “Yes, Amara,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Is there something wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      She shrugged and yawned. “No, there’s nothing wrong with it. It’s just kinda… boring. Why don’t you wear one of your pretty coats, mama?”

      “Because I want to look professional. I want the judges to take me seriously.”

      “And your pretty coats aren’t professional?”

      “No, they aren’t. Scoot down so I can tuck you back in.”

      My daughter yawned again and obeyed. I pulled the covers up to her chin. “Sleep. You have a few more hours until it’s time for you to get up.”

      “Okay. Mama?”

      “Yes, darling girl.”

      “Make sure you win all of the monies so we can buy our restaurant, okay?”

      My stomach clenched. I was carrying more than just my own hopes into this competition. I was carrying Amara’s, too. “I’m gonna do my best, baby girl,” I promised.

      “Okay. I’ll watch you on TV later. Love you!”

      My daughter rolled over and buried her face in the pillow. I kissed her on the temple one last time and went downstairs.

      The kitchen was quiet and dark except for the light over the stove, where my sister Sonja leaned with a cup of coffee in one hand and her cellphone in the other, probably scrolling through the orders that came in overnight from her online store. It was so strange to see her this way. Less than a year ago, she was my ethereal big sister; stay-at-home mom, garden witch, and devoted wife. Now she was a divorced, boss-ass bitch, with a boyfriend ten years younger than her and a flourishing online apothecary business. I admired her. If anyone was an example of how you can get your whole life together in a short amount of time, she was it. I only hope that I could change my life the same way she did.

      “Morning, sissy!” I chirped, trying to sound more chipper than I felt.

      “Hey, baby Bird!” she said with a big smile, setting her phone aside to give me her full attention. “Are you ready to own the fuck out of this competition?”

      “I guess,” I said with a shrug.

      “You guess?” she echoed with a frown. My sister put her coffee cup down and opened the kitchen cabinet to grab me one. “What’s going on in that head?” she asked. “Are you second-guessing yourself or your decision to compete?”

      I shrugged. “Do we have to do this?”

      “Yes. Answer the question, Birdie. Are you second-guessing yourself?”

      “Kinda? The last time I competed like this was in Culinary school…that was six years ago. And I don’t know if⁠—“

      “You have the skill,” Sonja interrupted before I could give those negative thoughts breath. “You’ve kept those skills sharp by working in various kitchens and catering dinner parties for all the nice white ladies I know. And don’t forget that they chose your audition tape out of the hundreds of home chefs and amateurs that submitted. You were invited to compete.”

      “Yeah, but there’s gonna be a lot of people in the room. How do I stand out?”

      A grin spread across my sister’s face. “Funny you should ask. Stay right there.”

      Soni set down her phone and practically ran back down the hall to her bedroom. My sister had been so supportive through this whole thing — my whole family had been, but especially Soni. She’d always been a sister, a best friend, and a stand-in mother when I needed it. During this transition, she had provided me with the kind of emotional support that I was always afraid to ask for. And now, it seemed, she had a surprise for me. One that was probably supposed to motivate me during this competition.

      “I was going to save this until after you won, but you know I’m no good at keeping secrets,” she said as she reentered the room carrying a garment bag. “And honestly, we know the competition is in the bag, so it doesn’t matter if I give it to you now or later.”

      Soni draped the bag over the kitchen island. “You want to know how you stand out? You showcase your skills. Your god-given magic and creativity. And you don’t wear the white coat. Open it.”

      I set my coffee cup on the counter and unzipped the bag. A gasp of surprise came out of me when I saw what was inside. I knew it was a chef’s coat the moment she brought the bag into the kitchen, but I wasn’t expecting this. “Oh, Soni,” I whispered.

      “Do you like it? It’s beautiful, right?”

      The coat was beyond beautiful. It was cut in the classic design, but it was far from the basic white one I had on. It was a patchwork of delicate, patterned fabric, a mixed media piece of artwork with multicolored, free-form embroidery, and flecks of shimmery woven cloth that looked like gold dust.

      “I can’t wear this. It will get ruined in the kitchen.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she scoffed and then started unbuttoning my chef coat like I was four years old. “That jacket is made to be both beautiful and practical. It’s made for you to wear. Not for you to treat like it’s something precious,” she said sternly.

      I shrugged off my whites and stood in my dry wicking tank top as Soni took the new coat off the hanger.

      “All of these fabrics are washable and breathable.”

      I turned my back to her, and she helped me put it on. She must have given the seamstress my exact measurements to have this made. The perfect fit was evident even before I had it buttoned. The fabric was breathable and washable, but it also had a bit of stretch. This was a truly thoughtful gift.

      “How’s the fit?” she asked as I turned to face her.

      “Good,” I squeaked, trying hard not to cry.

      “Aw, baby Bird,” Soni cooed, then pulled me into a hug.

      “I need this win so fucking bad,” I whispered, burying my face into her shoulder.

      “You’ve got this, Birdie,” Soni said, squeezing me harder. “It’s yours, do you hear me?”

      “Yes,” I said, then cleared my throat and pulled away from her.

      Soni looked me over from the fluffy curls of my pineapple’d crown that spilled out of my headscarf to the striped chef pants that provided a funky pattern clash with my new chef’s coat. “You look artistic, bold, and skilled. You look damn good.”

      I smiled at my sister. “Thank you, sis,” I said softly.

      “No problem,” she said, then pulled me into a hug. “Now go win that money!”
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      The competition was held at a local technical college with a newly minted culinary arts department. The students received extra credit for attending, and a few of them would operate as sous chefs for us. I kept my eyes straight ahead as I wove through a crowd. Nerves were getting the better of me, but I didn’t want anyone to know. Weaving in and out of the crowd, I finally found a table marked “contestants.”

      “Hi, I’m Birdie Malone? I’m a contestant in today’s competition?” Why the fuck was I turning up the end of all of my words like that? I needed to calm the fuck down.

      “Oh, yes!” the young girl said, plucking my name tag from the table. “You’re one of only five women selected to compete,” she said conspiratorially.

      “Really? How many total contestants are in this round?”

      “Twenty-two,” she said, handing me an apron. “The rest of the contestants are waiting just through those doors.”

      I followed the line of her finger and spotted a camera crew lingering near the doors. “This is being recorded?”

      I’d signed a release form when I sent in my application, but I assumed it would
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