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  Chapter one

Everly 
Her résumé wasn’t a sheet of paper nicely printed in a scholarly font and spaced for easy reading. Everly’s résumé was a gallery of action photos of wildlife, framed and displayed on an entire wall in the living room of her apartment.
The twenty-four color photos were a testament to her skill behind the camera. 
Her patience and courage, too. 
The details of the moment she had taken each photo were as fresh in her mind as the day she had taken it. 
Along the top row of photos, brilliant coral flamingos bathed in a salt flat in breezy Bonaire. A mob of curious meerkats peered over a row of boulders in the Kalahari Desert. A black python, its irregular, large gold splotches a natural camouflage, was nearly indistinguishable from the dappled gray rocks where it sunned itself. 
Her favorite was the Sumatran rhino, the framed photo positioned smack dab in the center of the display. 
The rhino’s dark eyes telegraphed that he was ready to charge, his horn lowered and aimed to gore her. His musky scent blew on the breeze as she stood her ground, remaining perfectly still except for her finger clicking away on her camera.
She didn’t have a plan to disengage, but lucky for her, the rhino did. He abandoned his plan to toss her about on his horn like a rag doll. As he trotted off, she whispered words of thanks in his thundering wake. 
Below the bottom row of photos was a ten by ten inch brass plaque lettered in black.
Photos by Everly Midford. 
The plaque was a gift from her sister, Cricket, with whom she shared their unusual violet eye color. Their parents, music teachers who played piano, guitar, and a variety of other instruments, had named them after musicians from the very earliest days of rock and roll.
She had been named for the Everly Brothers, and her sister’s name honored Buddy Holly’s band, the Crickets. 
At least their names weren’t boring.
“How long have you been a professional photographer?” Cricket asked as Everly tore the shiny gold wrapping paper from the unexpected gift last year. “You need to honor your talent.”
Her sister was right. 
The display of her favorite photos, anchored by the plaque, celebrated two awards she had won last year. Neither of the winning photos was her signature niche of exotic wildlife. 
The photo that won first place in Photo Shoot Atlanta was a sunrise over the lake at her parents’ retirement property.
While the accommodations at her parents’ cottage an hour from Atlanta were comfortable, she pitched her small dome tent on the edge of their pond to take advantage of the gorgeous outdoor scenery.
The beauty of the view stunned her that morning when she pushed aside the tent flap to see a fine mist hovering over the dark water. Streaks of pink, rosy as a baby’s cheek, clung to the sky as the sun slowly pushed away the softness, replacing it with the blue energy of the day. 
Instinctively, she reached for her camera, as much a part of her as her hand or her heart. 
Another photo she took that same weekend won the Near’N’Far Travel Magazine contest. 
She thought she was looking at a knobby branch until she noticed a pair of big, glassy bug eyes staring back at her. The stick insect didn’t meet her definition of wildlife, but neither did the pet portraits and dog shows she was shooting to keep her income in the black.
“Stalking a wild onion does not qualify as wildlife photography. Just in case you were confused by the word wild.” Everly aimed her comment at her phone a foot away on speaker setting. 
The lower lid of her right eye began to twitch, a sure sign that stress had already gained a foothold in her body. 
“Cute! What have you done with that gifted firebrand of a photographer I represent?” Tiana’s voice rolled through her phone like a steamroller. “Didn’t you just take photos of a Komodo dragon?” 
“Someone’s pet. Seems like that’s becoming my niche.” 
Tiana always had her best interests at heart. The few jobs her agent set up for pet portraits of dogs had instantly expanded into photographing unusual pets.
Any photographer worth their salt could capture the personality of a golden retriever or a calico cat. She was the only photographer in the state, maybe the entire region, who could bring out the unique charm of a boa constrictor, monitor lizard, or Sulcata tortoise. 
All of that was probably good training for this new assignment working with Chef Tristan Flint based on what she knew of him so far. 
“This job could propel your career into the stratosphere. Chef Flint’s star is on the rise.” 
Tiana knew exactly how to grab her by her heart of hearts. 
She would love nothing more than to be bombarded with so many requests to photograph wildlife in exotic locales that she could be highly selective, choosing only those that captured her heart. 
Publishers would beg her to shoot coffee table books like her annotated photo essay of meerkats that now, two years since its launch, languished on the shelf. 
The initial sales were boosted by the cuteness of the perky critters and a tag from a local influencer as “the perfect gift for the person on your Christmas gift list who has everything.” 
Funding and interest in wildlife photography and the pleasure that coffee table books brought had shriveled like an autumn leaf dead and dry on the sidewalk. She scrambled to broaden her résumé, taking any assignment that came her way. 
This one was the exception. 
Working with Chef Tristan ranked up there with photographing screaming, crying kids in Santa’s Workshop.
“Get out of your comfort zone!” Tiana’s strident tone echoed into the room. “Chef Tristan was on this year’s list of 40 Under 40. A mover and a shaker. Hell, I’d be interested in him, if guys were my thing.”
“Really? With his yellow mohawk and the tattoos on his arms and chest? I’m telling Felicia.” 
“She thinks he’s cute, too. For a guy, that is. She did say that the two of you would be a good match.” Tiana paused. “So, it’s not just me. You two could really hit it off.”
”I assume you mean professionally.” 
Anything else was out of the question. He wasn’t her type, even though she couldn’t verbalize what her particular type actually was. 
She bounced off the sofa, phone in hand, and wandered into the kitchen while Tiana babbled on about Chef Tristan. The chai tea she set on the counter nearly half an hour ago had lost its creamy scent and flavor, a fact she realized only after taking a sip. 
She dumped the cold, bitter contents into the sink and watched it swirl down the drain while Tiana waxed on about the latest episode of Tristan’s cooking show. 
Her agent never steered her wrong. Tiana rolled out a strategy for her career for the past five years, readjusting it as necessary, for challenges in the market and the economy. 
With Tiana’s guidance, she made a comfortable income pursuing her passion and didn’t have to take seasonal work in Santa’s Workshop at the mall.
“According to his manager,” Tiana continued, “you’ll photograph edible plants in their natural habitat, snap a few of Chef Tristan cooking, and then take a few shots of each finished and styled dish. I’m sure they’ll have a tough time deciding which of your photos to use for the cookbook.” 
Tiana’s honeyed tones flowed through the phone, offering Everly the false hope that she had a choice in the matter. 
Chasing edible thistle couldn’t compare to the thrill of standing in a field on the outskirts of Melbourne surrounded by Eastern gray kangaroos who fearlessly disregarded human intruders and wouldn’t hesitate to trample them. 
“Imagine photographing without worrying about being run over by a llama or mauled by a tiger!” 
For Tiana, cajoling was an art form, her tone infused with a hint of begging to disguise the demand underneath all that sweetness. Everly knew that resistance was futile. 
“Think of it as a strategy to keep your name out there and showcase your versatility,” Tiana continued, patience slipping from her voice. “If not, the manager at the shopping mall needs photographers. Give me the word, and she’ll send you an elf costume.” 
Everly knew her agent was smiling her ‘gotcha grin.’ 
“So my choices are photographing kids in Santa’s Workshop or shooting wild burlap dishes with a cranky, tattooed chef.” 
“Burlap is a fabric. Smearing it with melted chocolate won’t improve the taste.” Tiana’s cheery laugh sprinkled from the phone. 
“I know that! But Chef Know-it-All is crazy enough to try it. On one of those morning shows, he cooked up an omelet with ferns that he pulled out of a bog. Who gets their breakfast from a bog?”
She would admit, only if forced, that she had eaten ferns, fungus, and a whole category of foods that weren’t sold in the local ShopRite, Trader Joe’s, or Wegmans.
When she traveled, she ate what the locals ate. No questions asked. 
It didn’t matter if the food came wrapped in a banana leaf from a street vendor or in the handmade pottery bowls of the local family who graciously invited her to share their meal. 
She didn’t remember ever having a bad dish, either.
“I’ll bet you’ve eaten things you didn’t realize you were eating.” 
“I’ve watched his show,” she said, ignoring the comment. “He scraped a dirty, smelly fungus from the underside of a decaying log and put it in beef stroganoff.”
“When he offers you what he’s cooking, just take a tiny bite.” 
“I won’t be taking any bites. I’m the photographer, not the food taster.” 
Everly frowned at the rhino photo. One corner of the frame sat higher than the other. Tapping the edge of the dark cherry frame brought it back in line and brought the smile back to her face. 
“The real question is, can he make a five-star cheeseburger?” She hoped for reassurance from Tiana.
It didn’t matter. She knew exactly where to find a five-star cheeseburger and wouldn’t have to trek through the wilderness or deal with an arrogant up-and-coming chef to get it. 
In fact, as soon as this call ended, she would follow the delectable odor of grease, melting cheese, and French fries to Babe’s Burgers, a local joint three blocks from her apartment. 
Babe’s five-star burger would be her consolation prize for how this call would inevitably end. 
“Maybe he’ll surprise you.” After a long silence, Tiana’s tone turned conciliatory. “Listen, Everly, with his cooking genius and your brilliant photography, this collaboration is a match made in heaven. His manager thinks so, and I do, too. I’ll bet the cookbook will be sold out before the first copy hits the shelves.” 
Only if she and Chef Tristan survive the collaboration. She had watched a few episodes of Everyday Exotic, his weekly show on the FoodFaves Network. 
His specialty was incorporating exotic, unexpected ingredients into mac and cheese or fried chicken. That might seem like genius to a foodie, but it was a desecration of everything that comfort food was meant to be. Familiar and comforting.
Questionable food practices aside, Chef Tristan was an arrogant know-it-all with all the charm of a cranky monitor lizard with a British accent. Multicolored tattoos covered his arms like sleeves and teased above the neck of his tee shirt. 
The crazy quilt of colors and patterns hurt her eyes. A diamond stud in his earlobe sparkled into the camera. 
“I’m saying this as your friend and your agent who wants both of us to make a respectable living,” Tiana said. “You need to leap out of your comfort zone. It’s been two years since your photo study of the meerkats. The funding for photographing wildlife is nearly zero, and the demand for coffee table books about elephants or anacondas is ancient history.” 
“I have stepped out of my comfort zone,” she insisted. “What about the gigs photographing dog shows and pet portraits? None of those jobs have ever been on my vision board.” 
“I’d like to see that vision board,” Tiana said.
Everly bit her lip. True, there was no vision board, but it didn’t mean that she didn’t have lofty goals for her life. 
With her calendar empty and her bank account slowly following suit, her only option was to sign on to collaborate with the tattooed chef. 
“Don’t worry!” Tiana said, “He travels with an entourage. They’ll take care of him. All you have to do is take the best photographs of your life.” 






  
  Chapter two

Tristan 
Tristan peeled the pebbly skin of the lime into spirals, the sharp citrus scent rising as the green ribbons fell onto a white ceramic platter on his custom-designed cement counter top. 
The cement work surface would never lose its charm with the shells, pebbles, and bits of bone scattered through the tinted cement like fossils waiting to be discovered. 
He commissioned an artist from the northwestern corner of New Jersey to create the faux geologic oddity. After the cement cured, the artist spent weeks polishing the slab to a fine sheen and sealing it with no less than fifteen layers of varnish to protect it from a careless splash of Cabernet and other delicious stains.
From his workstation at the island, he enjoyed a view of Rittenhouse Square through the bay window framed by two white ceramic bowls whose leafy ivy trailed green along either side of the expanse of glass. 
During the six weeks of renovation, he had missed this view, but the inconvenience had been worth it. 
His finished kitchen was more beautiful than he had ever imagined it would be.
While the kitchen in his condo was being renovated, he traveled to New York to film a few episodes of his show and flew to London to visit his family. While in London, he dropped into the BBC headquarters to pitch a cooking show about wild edibles. 
His busy schedule hadn’t prevented him from checking in daily on the renovations to make sure that every detail was being executed to his exact specifications, details that satisfied his every cooking need and a few whims, too. 
“So, you’re fine with that,” Noah’s voice was smooth as bechamel sauce when he needed agreement. 
Tristan frowned at his phone propped on the countertop. 
Damn! He had tuned Noah out. 
His mind had wandered between the chocolate torte he planned to whip up this afternoon and that cute model with the short black hair and even shorter skirt, who was an extra at the food styling photo shoot yesterday. 
“Why can’t Roy take the photos?” 
Roy knew the rules. No candids. He hated being photographed without having a chance to collect himself.
“He’s having knee surgery. It’s been on the calendar for months. Did the barber shave off your brain when he carved out that mohawk?”
“Modified mohawk,” he corrected. “The sides are not completely shaved off, just buzzed down to about a half inch.” He picked up a lime, giving it a squeeze and a sniff before digging the tip of his paring knife into the skin. “So where did you find this shutterbug?”
“A few miles down the road in Wilmington. Everly Midford. She won a few awards for her wildlife photography, and she photographed and wrote a coffee table book about meerkats.” 
“So that qualifies her to shoot a cookbook?” 
In a moment of weakness he had let Noah talk him into creating a cookbook of his recipes for his elevated versions of comfort food. 
Cooking was his happy place. He delighted in making a dish and moving on to the next one. Writing a cookbook was a chore he’d just as soon hand off to a ghost writer.
“She snapped a shot of a rhino that was about to gore her. I’m sure she can snap a mushroom to your liking.” Noah’s impatient sigh breezed through the phone. “Think of the cookbook as a source of funding for a few more elaborate tattoos. You still have a few millimeters of skin to decorate, right?”
“A vast area below my belt, but tattooing that would be quite painful.” 
There wasn’t a single day that he didn’t consider firing Noah. As irksome as his manager often was, Noah consistently redeemed himself by being the best manager a chef could hope to have. 
With Noah focused on the business, he could focus on the food. Noah encouraged, poked, and pushed him to get out in front of the herd and create trends that others then tried to imitate. 
For the past six months, Noah had hammered him to document his comfort food recipes in a cookbook before some enterprising chef stole a chunk of the fame and fortune that should rightfully be his. 
The ingredients he substituted in mac and cheese, potato salad, or strawberry cheesecake were not truly exotic. His choices of wild vegetables and fruits were just different enough to add an unusual flavor without destroying the intent and joy of the comfort food.
He would never consider using ingredients that were difficult to source for all but the most connected chef. His recipes weren’t meant to be elitist or send a rare plant into extinction, but to entertain the taste buds with new flavors embedded in familiar ones. 
“I’m sure Everly will produce photos of your plated dishes that are worthy of the cover of Bon Appetite,” Noah said. 
“The bigger question is how she’ll fit in with my crew.” 
“Fit in?” Noah bellowed. “You all have the same objective, so everyone has to do their part to get the work done. If not, your results and success will be a big fat zero, right?” 
“You haven’t changed out any other members of my crew, have you? 
“Can’t function without them?” Noah’s tone taunted.
“No need to be sarcastic. We’re a team, a well-oiled machine.” 
He wouldn’t think of going on location without his team. 
Jace Neal was his travel concierge, part driver, part guide, yet no title could capture everything Jace brought to the adventure. Jace had the rough look of a man who just dismounted from a three-month cattle drive. 
Jace was a whiz at reading maps, reading people, and outsmarting electronic devices. His negotiating skills with the locals, wherever they traveled, were legendary, even though Jace didn’t speak the language. 
Aidan Simmons managed his wardrobe and styled him. The slender blond brought a bottomless trunk of clothing that contained garments magically appropriate, whether they were slogging through rough terrain or being entertained by local royalty. 
Chef Liam Byrne’s command of techniques saved his butt on more than one occasion. Equally adept at entrées and desserts, his sous chef had cooked in restaurants in Paris, Tokyo, and Rio de Janeiro, to name a few, for twenty years before Tristan discovered him. 
The stocky man with the shaved head was Tristan’s hands and eyes in the kitchen, or in what passed for a kitchen on location. Liam and Aidan styled the finished dishes for the photos, setting the scene with swaths of local textiles and crafts native to the region.
Roy advised on the best angles to showcase the dishes and rearranged the set to prevent a shadow or reflection from ruining the shot. Roy never lost his sense of humor, no matter what. 
He would miss Roy’s jokes that came just when they all needed a laugh.
This new photographer would have to get up to speed quickly and learn his rules.
Would she be a divisive factor? 
They were, after all, a traveling men’s club. 
Would she need frequent rest stops or create travel delays because she spent an hour painting her face every morning? 
With an outsider on the crew, he was concerned about how they would keep their secret work a secret. He had no interest in socializing with the photographer, so it shouldn’t be a problem. She’d probably hang out in her hotel room so he and his crew would have plenty of time to talk and plan without her big ears overhearing them. 
Noah and his immediate team were the only ones who knew that half the profits from Wild Comfort Food Adventures were funneled into several organizations whose goal was to wipe out hunger. 
Not that the publicity would harm his reputation. 
Every chef he knew donated their time, talent, and money to organizations that helped those in need. 
The needs were overwhelming. Natural disasters, war, abuse, addiction, illness, unemployment. The list went on and on. He didn’t need applause for doing what he and his crew felt was the right thing to do. 
His plan for Ms. Midford—what did Noah say her first name was? Ellen? No, something weird. Evan? No. Everly. 
Aidan and Jace would keep Ms. Everly Midford occupied. 
He would spend only a few minutes with her to get key photos of the wild plants. He would station her off to the side while he cooked so she could watch, her camera locked in its case. 
After he finished cooking, he would return to the hotel to relax at the bar, and she could snap all the photos she wanted of the finished dish that Aidan and Liam styled. 
He would task Jace and Aidan with keeping Ms. Midford entertained and out of his hair for the entirety of the trip. 
#






  
  Chapter three

Everly 
Even if she were blindfolded, she would know that she was standing in the Miami Airport. She didn’t need to feel the crush of people or hear the multitude of accents to recognize it.
A distinct scent set it apart from all other places. The faint odor of dampness and mold, not entirely unpleasant, emanated from the carpeted areas. The musty smell was offset by the scent of ham grilling and bread baking.
The air tasted like a Cuban sandwich. She would enjoy the real thing before boarding her flight. 
Chef Tristan hadn’t been on her flight from Philly. He would have been hard to miss with his bright yellow mohawk and peacock strut. 
Maybe he caught an earlier flight or was coming in from somewhere else. 
The communications from his camp had been sparse. She received tickets to fly from Philly to Miami to Buenos Aires and the location in the B.A. airport where the group would gather upon arrival. 
She tucked into a narrow alcove on the edge of the food court, the air thick with the scent of frying oil and egg rolls. Passengers lugging bags and balancing trays that held their dinner streamed by looking for an empty table in the common dining areas. 
The loudspeakers warbled gate changes and last call for Passengers Brickman and Tamil for the flight to Santiago. 
She punched #2 on speed dial. Tiana answered on the first ring.
“Did Noah send an itinerary?” 
She tried not to sound grumpy. It wasn’t Tiana’s fault that the chef and his people lacked the common courtesy of communicating the basics.
Since signing the contract for the collaboration, she hadn’t heard a single word from Chef Tristan or his manager. 
No itinerary. No outline for the cookbook. Not even a text welcoming her on board for the project. 
Their silence was absurd! 
She was traveling thousands of miles to collaborate with someone who lived thirty miles up Rt 95 from her apartment. He didn’t have the common decency to call or text her. 
It made her blood boil.
“Nothing yet. Relax! I’m sure they have it all under control.” 
“Are they purposely trying to keep me in the dark, or do they pick their locations with a coin toss as they go?”  
She leaned her shoulder against the wall to avoid staring at the couple who had stopped across the hallway for a long, deep kiss. When she was dating Lane, he never kissed her in a public place. 
“It could ruin my career to be photographed kissing you,” he said one night as they entered a party.
He was a male model. Being photographed everywhere was his career. Being photographed kissing her would ruin his chances of kissing a supermodel or fashion guru, either of which was the next stepping stone in his career.
After creating a unique portfolio of photos of him in unusual locations and poses, she had served her purpose. Her time and creativity were rewarded with a few nights of bliss, a weekend getaway in the Poconos, and a lot of broken promises. 
She was better off alone.
“Searching for the wild edibles is complicated,” Tiana said. “I’m sure they have a plan. He has a driver, so you won’t have to worry about transportation.” 
“I like to research the area ahead of time. I take better photos when I’m prepared.” 
Everly stared out the floor-to-ceiling window at three jets pulling back from their respective gates and entering a delicate choreography as they maneuvered toward the runway. 
“You didn’t do any research before taking those two photos that won awards,” Tiana’s voice shot back through the phone. “Just go with your gut.”
Everly blew out a deep breath and leaned against the wall. Tiana was right about the photos. Instinct guided her eye to frame the subject and her trigger finger to click at just the right moment. 
No news wasn’t good news, but it was all she had for now. 
A film of perspiration bloomed on her skin, and her head pounded from the drone of airport noise. She marched toward her gate, slowing her pace to avoid running over the couple in front of her dragging two large wheelie suitcases and twin duffel bags. 
At the first announcement that boarding would begin in a few minutes, the coach class passengers stampeded the ropes that separated them from the broad aisle with a bright red carpet reserved for first class passengers. 
Her nose twitched as a cloud of body odor and a heavy floral perfume contaminated the humid, stale air. 
The first-class passengers stood on the red carpet, chatting leisurely with a flight attendant whose oversized cornrows pulled up into a high ponytail made her look like a goddess. 
On a trip to Brazil, Everly considered having her long brown hair braided into cornrows, but didn’t have the patience for the hours it required.
Patience was a relative thing. She could sit perfectly still for an hour watching a hippo at a waterhole, the enormous animal never moving more than a couple of inches the entire time. 
Sitting for an hour to have just a couple of token cornrows braided, and she would have run off in fifteen minutes with unfinished braids.    
A buzz of voices rolled like a wave through the crowd that parted as Chef Tristan strolled up carrying a leather duffel bag. He was taller than he appeared on TV, his tattoos hidden by his forest green crew neck sweater.  
Smiling, he strode up the wide, first class aisle and stopped behind the last person on the line, a woman in jeans and a navy business jacket. Chef Tristan and the woman exchanged smiles and a few words as she pulled a notebook from her briefcase.
“I’d be happy to,” he said, taking the pen she offered. “Who shall I dedicate this to?” 
Chef Tristan signed the page with a flourish and handed the notebook back to the woman whose expression wavered between awe at his celebrity and hope that her seat was next to his. 
Everly tapped the screen on her phone. Her e-ticket was clearly marked “COACH CLASS” in all caps. 
At least, Tristan’s staff paid attention to her seating preference: an aisle seat about halfway back, not far from the bathroom, but not so close to be reminded of its proximity every time the door opened. 
The middle seat of her row was unoccupied. The young man in the window seat focused on his electronic game, barely acknowledging her as she settled in. 
She stuffed her backpack into the overhead compartment and took her seat, her duffel bag on her lap. The two bags were the sum total of her luggage, including her camera, photography gear, and clothing for all weather conditions. 
The navy and turquoise wool shawl that she bought three years ago in Mumbai was thrown casually around her shoulders. A fabric version of a Swiss army knife, the shawl was a multipurpose tool, its uses limited only by one’s imagination. 
The humble length of fabric served as a blanket, a ground covering for picnics, and protection for her camera gear from sun or rain. Of course, it kept her warm during the flight when the plane’s vents blasted frigid air.  
Eating a Cuban sandwich pre-flight had been a better choice than depending on the in-flight meal, which she politely declined in favor of sleep. 
Hours later, a gentle tinkle of chimes notified the crew to start preparing breakfast and nudged her out of a shallow sleep. She washed up in the tiny bathroom, slathering on a moisturizing sunblock and adding a touch of mascara. Smoothing her hair with damp hands, she twisted it and piled it loosely on top of her head. 
At least, she didn’t look like she just fell out of bed. 
When the plane landed, she checked her phone. 
No messages. No itinerary. 
The plan would unfold, she was sure, when she met the group at the meeting place in the airport. 
With all of her paperwork in order, Immigration was a breeze. In Customs, she was lucky to get the green light and was waved to the exit without the delay of having her bags searched. 
She weaved through the noisy throng that waited on the other side of Customs for arriving passengers. Three of the shops along the hallway oozed the scent of strong coffee and pastry fresh from the oven, tempting her to stop.
She had a chef to meet. 






  
  Chapter four

Everly 
Across the intersection of hallways, she spotted Chef Tristan bouncing angrily against a column and speaking animatedly into the phone pressed to his ear. 
The Tango Bar loomed behind him. He stared at the phone for a moment and jammed it into his back pocket. 
“Oh, bollocks.” He spit the words out like venom, glancing around as though searching for someone on whom to vent his anger.  
She walked up and stopped in front of him. “Chef Tristan Flint?” 
He scowled. “Okay. If you have a pen and paper, I’ll give you my autograph. But hurry up about it.” 
It was her turn to scowl. 
“I’m Everly Midford.” She offered her hand, not surprised that he seemed to be searching his memory for some hint of who she was. 
“Ms. Midford, of course.” He shook her hand. “There’s been a bit of a snag. The rest of the team is delayed in Chicago.” 
His British accent made it sound like the delay was just a minor inconvenience that his butler was already addressing.
“Any idea when they’ll arrive?”
“Noah said they may not get here for a couple of days. The engine of their jet caught fire while it was sitting at the gate. No injuries, but it caused a terrible turmoil for the entire airport.” He scanned the hallways as though expecting his crew to appear from around the bend. “There’s a complication with the weather, too.”
The chef was dressed for first class. She hoped he had clothes in his duffel bag for trekking after wild edible plants. His soft leather boots with the fashion-forward buckle were fine for a jaunt downtown, but not for the rough terrain she assumed they would face.  
It would be a shame to ruin his collarless brown jacket, the leather so soft it moved like silk. Having spent three years assisting on fashion photo shoots, she developed an eye for high quality garments.   
“Does Noah want us to wait here for them?” she asked.  
This was his project, but so far, he seemed better at highlighting the problems than offering solutions. If the choice was to wait here or at the hotel, she’d opt for the hotel where she would have a comfortable room and a meal. 
He could stay here and sleep on the tile floor for all she cared.     
He gave her a blank stare and shrugged. 
“Noah said he’d get back to me with any updates.” He ran his hand distractedly through his mohawk and the closely cropped hair around it. “This ruins everything. It took six months to get a meeting with Chef Rómulo. If we cancel, we can forget about ever talking with him again.”
Agitated, he picked up his duffel and put it down again just as quickly, thudding his back against the pillar while pulling his phone from his pocket. 
“Nothing.” He scrolled through his messages. “This is a disaster.” 
“Are we leaving directly from here to meet Chef Rómulo?” 
“No, the meeting is tomorrow.” 
Was this a game of twenty questions? She bit back her anger. 
“Do you have a copy of the itinerary?” 
“Somewhere.”  
She held her breath as he fumbled through his messages. 
“This must be it.” He held the phone in front of her face. She wrapped her hand firmly around his fingers, curiously devoid of tattoos, to pull it closer so she could read the itinerary. 
“We have reservations at the Hotel San Cristobal tonight. When we’re in the cab, you can forward the itinerary to me.” 
“The cab?” he said, staring blankly at her.
“Unless you can turn a pumpkin into a coach.” 
Someone had to be the adult. She turned toward the exit and started walking.
“Follow me,” she called over her shoulder. 
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