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		The man in front of me has a bee in his bonnet and cat hair on his coat. I know these things because from where I stand—smooshed into the back of a crowded elevator in the downtown Seattle skyscraper where my internship is located—the sleeve of his suit is only inches from my face. As such, I can see the white strands plain as day against the black fabric while he grunts at the phone in his hand—plus feel the tickle in my nose that says I’m dangerously close to a sneeze.

		Lordhavemercy, I think, one big compound, catchall word I inherited from my mamaw and so many other Southerners, religious or not. It’s what you say when you’re in company too polite to say something worse.

		Mr. Business is testing my limits, though. He just couldn’t be bothered to use a lint roller, could he? Nor to give me any personal space back here, in the midst of whatever turmoil he’s dealing with in his email inbox. I hope my nose breath is making him hot. I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth, a trick I saw online somewhere to help put off sneezing, watching the floor numbers tick higher.

		Finally, the ding ding is for my floor and I adjust my grip on the tray of to-go cups I’m balancing in the crook of my arm, reaching for my badge to swipe into the office with the other hand as I make the quiet, “pardon me, sorry” noises required to edge my way out of the crush of bodies. It’s made a little easier today by the human Grumpy Cat, whose office must also be on floor forty-two, thus allowing me to slink through the wake left by his wide frame.

		That plan is working flawlessly, right up until he steps off the elevator and—I don’t know—needs a moment to collect himself, or realizes he forgot to feed Fluffy or something. He stops short, with no regard for my or anyone else’s presence a half step behind him.

		And because I do not stop short, I run smack into his cat-hair-covered backside, coffee tray first, sending hot brown lava into the air, onto the floor, and all over myself.

		“Whoa, careful there,” the man grumbles with an errant glance over his shoulder. He’s already turning to head down the hall toward the entrance of some investment firm, leaving me gaping and covered in gourmet bean water.

		I should be careful? Oh, for the love of—

		“Reese! Oh my God, are you okay?”

		Teagan, receptionist at Friends of Flavor, comes rushing out of the glass double doors that face the elevators, through which I guess she just witnessed the accident.

		“I’m fine,” I say in the least grumbly voice I can manage, peeling my once-lavender shirt away from where it’s clinging to my stomach and chest. I’m never dressed in the blacks and grays of most of the businesspeople who work in our building, but of course I had to go all-pastel today. “Can’t say the same for the drinks, though.”

		I peer over the to-go cups, which have all miraculously stayed in their designated slots, and to my relief find that my own hot tea might be the only total loss. Gourmet leaf water, I mentally correct myself, with regard to what’s soaked me. I’ve never felt so betrayed by my favorite beverage. The bean waters kept their lids on and lost a little foam at most. Small victories.

		“What an asshole,” Teagan blurts, nodding in the direction of my new nemesis, who has by now disappeared. I nod my agreement but keep my mouth shut; she’s been here a couple of years and is so well liked that I don’t think anyone would bat an eye at her outburst. I’ve been here less than two weeks and would rather not be tossed out on my tea-soaked rear for losing my temper.

		“You go on in, I’ll wipe the rest of this up,” she continues, shooing me away. I would argue, but she probably knows the time and therefore realizes that I’m already cutting it close, so I thank her profusely and get on my way.

		Rounding the lobby corner, I shift the ill-fated tray to my other hand just in time to hold it out of the way of someone passing with a wheel of cheese so massive he nearly has to walk sideways to fit it through the hall. I pass by one of the ingredient pantries and catch a guy who looks like he stepped straight out of the Discovery Channel dropping live crabs into a tank. When I’ve almost reached the little alcove off Prep Kitchen 2 where my team works, a cooked strand of spaghetti sails just past the end of my nose and sticks to the wall beside me.

		“Sorry! Didn’t see you there,” calls out an embarrassed kitchen assistant. I wave him off and bite my bottom lip to keep myself from saying something snippy. Not seeing me there seems to be the theme today, doesn’t it? But honestly, they seldom “see me there,” and that’s fine. So long as I’m noticed by the people who matter—the people with my future in their hands.

		This is how it goes at Friends of Flavor. It’s the second full week of my internship, and I’m only just getting used to the organized chaos that characterizes these “culinary content creators.” There is constant hustle and bustle, chefs and kitchen assistants and art directors and camera crews and more rushing around to get the next recipes made, the next episodes shot for the various series, the kitchens cleaned so it can start all over. I’m merely a background player, an intern on the marketing team, and I have no desire to be anything more attention-grabbing—for now. If I can just keep my head down, work hard, learn from the pros, and do a good job on the tasks I’m given this summer, it could be the beginning for me. My entry into their flagship semester-long culinary internship in the fall, and from there…who knows what else? Once I have my degree, I’m angling for something full time in marketing or maybe on the production side—wherever my skills can be best put to use. If all goes according to plan, hopefully I’ll have a chance to stay in this weird and wonderful world long term.

		Working at FoF has been my dream for years now, ever since my best friends back home in Kentucky, Natalie and Clara, pulled me out of a seriously self-pitying funk our freshman year of high school and into the home theater at Clara’s house with a dozen FoF videos queued up. It was the start of our shared obsession with the channel and the charismatic chefs who make its culinary magic. On countless nights when our schoolmates went to parties and football games, we stayed in, smooshed together on someone’s bed or couch, catching up on all the episodes of FoF’s cooking series. We fell in love with Katherine’s easygoing competence on Fuss-Free Foodie. We got to travel the US with Rajesh in Cross-Country Cookery. We dreamed of one day competing against other amateur chefs on Good Chef/Bad Chef. The prep kitchens and studio where most shows took place seemed like Narnia to us, as aspirational and dreamy and seemingly out of reach as that wonderland through the wardrobe.

		I never imagined Narnia having quite so many copy machines, though. After rounding the corner near one of the mechanical beasts, I’m finally in the marketing team nook. I hand off the surviving cups to each of the team members I work with, who mumble their under-caffeinated thanks, then take a seat at my makeshift TV-tray desk. If anything, I suppose I can be thankful that the shock of the hot liquid down my front has given me the jolt of energy that I won’t be getting from a beverage this morning. I see a lock of dripping blond hair hanging in my periphery and try my best to discreetly wring it out above the trash can before pushing it back into place. I snap a quick picture of the results of the spill to Natalie and Clara with the caption “#OOTD #professional.” Their responses come quickly and are highly on-brand.

		
			Clara: yikes! hope you have stain-fighting detergent. my mom uses tide

			Natalie: Wet t-shirt contest?? LOVE that for you!

		

		Laughing as I pocket my phone, I decide to put the annoyance of the coffee-tea-tastrophe to rest so I can get on with my day. I take out my laptop and open it, tucking my backpack neatly against the wall—as neatly as it will go, anyway, in a space barely big enough for a small trash can, let alone a whole human and her possessions.

		Dream internship, I remind myself. Living the dream.

		The dream that wasn’t so out of reach, as it turns out. Friends of Flavor is a real business, with real offices, where they hire real people to do real work. I had no idea the extent of the labor it takes behind the scenes to make twelve minutes of “Rajesh Prepares Chef Grant’s Deconstructed Chicken Cordon Bleu” look so clean and flawless. But the world of food media is complex, with many cogs that keep the machine running. It’s appealed to me since I first started watching FoF’s shows, and they’re producing the best work in the business. I love food and enjoy cooking, but my culinary chops are mostly collected from time spent in my mamaw’s kitchen throwing extra butter into everything and learning her recipes and techniques by example. Without any professional kitchen experience, I always figured that my graphic design skills from years on the school newspaper staff would have to be my in.

		And when I started browsing internships for the summer before college and saw that the big streaming service that hosts Friends of Flavor had a spot open in its marketing department for a recent high school grad with minimal experience to their name? A chance to get away from my hometown and to my new city as soon as possible before I go to the University of Washington in the fall, to start anew away from all the people and baggage of my past, to work with some of my favorite creators in the whole wide web? I barely even considered what the day-to-day would look like, or that it might be anything other than a dream come true. Truly, I don’t think I’ve ever clicked a button so fast in my life.

		I’ve done quite a bit of clicking buttons since then, though, like I do now as I open up the usual tabs in my browser. Button clicking is one of my main responsibilities here, along with getting morning coffee when the boss decides to splurge on some from outside the staff break room. Every Friends of Flavor social media page is at the ready on my computer, waiting for me to tend to the replies and reposts and favorites appropriately. In other words, to click some buttons.

		On Instagram, I like everyone’s comments that I can. This is a never-ending task, as there are thousands of comments per post and they are constantly multiplying. Half of them are just people tagging their friends so they’ll see the post, but as my boss Margie says, we still have to show that we “appreciate their engagement.” I reply to a handful that I deem reply-worthy, like if they ask a genuine question to which I can find an answer—

		
			@sw3et.c4rolin3e3: What brand of brown sugar did Nia use in her drop cookies?

			@friendsofflavor: Domino, but any kind will do!

		

		—or if they say something that gives me a chance to be quippy—

		
			@MrZtoA1: I accidentally melted my butter instead of softening it OOPS

			@friendsofflavor: BUTTER luck next time! ;)

		

		Quippy comments always get more engagement and are the most fulfilling for me personally. My food pun repertoire is vast and always growing. Those almost balance out all of the comments I have to delete and users I have to block for inappropriateness. Why anyone would come to a page for a cooking channel to post racial slurs is beyond me, but then so is posting that garbage anywhere. I think of it as my daily taking out the trash, and it’s sort of cathartic. Block, delete, block, delete, block, block, block.

		Twitter and Facebook are more of the same, though the latter is increasingly bogged down with accidental comments by older folks who were clearly trying to type in the search bar, bless their hearts. Where we get the most engagement, and therefore where I spend the bulk of my time, is in the comments on our actual video content.

		It’s impossible to keep up with all of the comments on the Friends of Flavor channel on our host streaming service, UltiMedia. The UltiMedia website is busy as it hosts a wide variety of original scripted and unscripted content on its different channels. There are channels for every interest—sitcoms, dramas, romantic movies. But Friends of Flavor’s culinary reality series make it one of the most popular channels of all. Everyone likes food, right? And honestly, most people seem to like our videos.

		UltiMedia has a comments section under each video, and each channel has an account that can monitor and reply to comments—a lot of my job is managing Friends of Flavor’s. But there are so many episodes within each of the different series getting a minimum of thousands of new views daily, it’s all I can do to give the occasional “Thanks for watching!” to every 217th commenter. Anything to show we care, I guess. It’s one of Friends of Flavor’s biggest priorities to remain as approachable to the over four million viewers of each new video as they were to the first fourteen, and as a loyal longtime fan myself, I appreciate it.

		I’ve been at it for a couple of hours when I hear Margie abruptly scoot her chair back behind me. I peek over my shoulder, though I know she’s likely only taking a bathroom break. But to my surprise, she’s gazing at her cell phone as she gets to her feet and gestures for me to get up, too.

		“Aiden texted. Impromptu meeting in PK 1. Why don’t you join me, see what’s up?”

		I nod, knowing it’s more of an order than a suggestion, and close my laptop. I fight the urge to tuck in the flyaway strands of Margie’s long, gray-brown braid as I trail her down the hall. While Margie has her shit together more than most people I know, the state of her braid always suggests otherwise. And somehow, I seem to be the only one who notices. It’s like these people didn’t grow up with a mama who would lick her fingers and pat into submission any individual hair that dared to step out of line.

		When we reach Prep Kitchen 1, I’m pulled out of my hair reverie by the tall, stressed-out head of operations of Friends of Flavor—and cohost of Good Chef/Bad Chef—looking even paler than usual. Aiden, whose blond-haired, surfer-bro looks I might find attractive if not for every word that comes out of his mouth, paces back and forth. He has one hand on his hip and the other scratches aggressively at his neck, his intense gaze snapping toward us—well, toward Margie—when we enter.

		“We have a problem,” he announces.

		“So I gathered,” Margie replies coolly. She has at least a couple of decades of age and experience on Aiden and the rest of the Friends, and it mostly stands out when anything has gone wrong.

		“The six of us have to fly to Chicago this afternoon. Jules Veronique had an opening in his schedule come up for tonight, and his assistant just called me, and they’ve finally agreed to let us film the crossover episode at his new restaurant. Everyone’s schedule is cleared, the suits okayed it, and flights are booked, so we’re going. Because we have to go, right? So we’re going. We need to leave any minute.”

		He pauses, giving Margie an opening. “So…what’s the issue?”

		Aiden sighs, pulling a hand through short, platinum locks. “We were going to film a regular episode of Piece of Cake this afternoon, but Nia will be with the rest of us in Chicago. We have advertisers already scheduled and expecting an episode tomorrow, but now we won’t have our pastry chef here to film that episode. Since you’re marketing and have experience in the saving-face stuff, I thought you might…I don’t know, have an idea.”

		Margie nods slowly, sucking her cheeks in. I feel a bit touchy on her behalf at the clipped way Aiden talks to her. Maybe it’s my respect-your-elders upbringing. Maybe I’m still thinking of Mr. Cat Suit and I’m projecting onto Aiden. Or maybe it’s just that I’m over men’s condescension toward women who are their equals—not that I’d ever express such opinions to these two.

		After a moment of staring blankly into mid-distance, Margie opens her mouth to speak.

		“Yo, A, was this the sourdough starter you were looking for? It kinda looks like a baby vommed in this bowl. Kinda smells like it, too, but—”

		The speaker who isn’t Margie stops short and sets the bowl he’s holding on the counter, looking at our small crowd in confusion. I haven’t seen him before. He’s definitely an intern; if the fact that he looks about my age hadn’t given him away, the general air of doesn’t-know-what’s-going-on-in-this-office-or-the-world would.

		“He could do it.”

		It’s Margie who speaks this time, and it feels like all eyes in the room turn to her in surprise.

		“Our intern?” sputters Aiden.

		Sourdough Guy crosses his thick arms over his apron-clad chest, looking a little defensive even though he doesn’t know why yet. He’s significantly shorter than Aiden, barely my height, but a lot bulkier. It’d be hard not to notice that he clearly works out when he’s not in the kitchen. I try not to judge appearances, but muscles combined with the backward baseball cap on his head are making it difficult. Another dude-bro.

		Margie shrugs. “Sure. It’ll be different. ‘Piece of Cake Makes Macarons, Featuring the Intern.’ Better than nothing.”

		Aiden steps closer and lowers his voice nowhere near enough to keep Sourdough Guy from hearing him. “I don’t think so. He really—he’s not ready to do a video. Not on his own, anyway.”

		“Reese can do it with him.”

		I don’t even register at first that Margie is talking about me. The stressed-out chef doesn’t either, but that’s because he hasn’t bothered to learn my name.

		“Who?” he asks.

		“Reese. Marketing intern.” Margie puts a hand on my shoulder and nudges me forward as if presenting me for inspection. I open my mouth to protest, but I can’t seem to produce any sound.

		Aiden barely glances at me before wiping a hand over his face. “Margie. Please. Intern plus intern does not equal chef.”

		She matches Sourdough Guy’s stance, though it looks less aggressive on her. “No, but it does equal a solution to your problem, which is what you asked me for. It’ll be fun and different, and if it’s a bomb, we’ll never have to try it again. Don’t you have a plane to catch?”

		The expression on Aiden’s pale face is grim, and I’m sure my own is similar, because what the devil? After another tense moment, Aiden sighs heavily. “I’m trusting you with this, all right? Can you manage this for me?”

		In spite of my reluctance to do what Margie has suggested, I’m secondhand offended again when he speaks to her like a child. But she just pulls her braid over her shoulder and starts smoothing it with her hand like she has all the patience in the world.

		“I’ve got it. Give Jules my best.”
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		The next couple of hours are a blur of following Margie around the office as she makes the necessary preparations and adjustments for the sudden change of plans for Nia’s baking show, Piece of Cake. Consulting people in various kitchens and cubicles, and even a few over the phone, she makes a bunch more decisions than it seems should be needed for a video of two people doing some baking. But I imagine I don’t even understand the half of it.

		My eyes have glazed over and my head is spinning when Margie finally turns to me, sometime after the lunch break we’ve skipped. It’s the first real acknowledgment I’ve gotten since we were standing in front of Aiden.

		“Have you seen the other intern recently?”

		I look around and shake my head. “I can go look for him if you want.”

		She just turns and waves for me to follow her, calling out as we walk back through the prep kitchens, “Intern!”

		In Prep Kitchen 3, a backward-cap-covered head pops up from beneath the counter.

		“Me?”

		Margie beckons him over with two fingers. “Yes. I assume you have a name?”

		He flips a kitchen towel over his shoulder and wipes his hands on his apron before holding one out to her. “I’m Benny.”

		“Margie.” Their hands meet in one brisk shake before he drops his and offers it to me.

		“Reese,” I say, still in a daze. I am totally dead-fishing our handshake, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

		“Like Reese’s Cups, the best candy in the history of the world?” He gives me a lopsided grin and I blink back at him.

		“Uh…no. Like Reese Witherspoon, patron saint of Southern ladies who watch too many romantic comedies.”

		Benny laughs so loud, it startles me.

		“Right.” Margie smirks between us. “You two ready to get started?”

		This is the closest anyone has come to asking if I want to be in a video to be viewed by millions on one of my favorite cooking shows of all time. But still, it doesn’t feel like I have much choice. I nod as Benny gives an enthusiastic “Let’s do this!” He’s like the FoF equivalent of the spirit chair on my high school’s student council, who had to get the crowd going at pep rallies. I hated pep rallies.

		Margie leads us to a counter in Prep Kitchen 2 where some kitchen assistants have set out bowls of ingredients. A videographer—Charlie, I think—sets up a camera on the opposite side of the counter. There are a couple of other people bustling around the kitchen testing recipes or something of the sort, and no one seems too interested in the fact that two inexperienced teenagers are about to be trusted with the most precious of Friends of Flavor content.

		“First, these. You’re both eighteen, right?”

		Margie slides some forms toward Benny and me. Waivers, consent to be filmed, and all that. We both nod—we have to be eighteen to work here in the first place. Benny barely even looks at the papers before dropping his signature onto the designated line. I’m reminded of the scene in The Little Mermaid when Ariel signs her voice away to Ursula, and I try to skim for any major life-altering clauses. But I feel the pressure of everyone waiting on me and quickly sign my name, kissing my fins goodbye.

		“Great,” Margie says. “So this should be pretty easy. The premise is that—true to reality—Nia had to step out for the day with the rest of the Friends, but she left you with all these ingredients already on the counter and asked you two to take over. À la Chopped but with fewer ingredients and less direction. That’s all we give you to go off, and we’ll see what you two come up with. We’re calling it Piece of Cake: Amateur Hour.”

		Benny crosses his arms again, and his thick brows knit together under the edge of his hat. “Gotta say, as the culinary intern, I resent the word ‘amateur’ a little.”

		Margie looks amused. “We’ll talk about a title change once you’ve had any formal training whatsoever.”

		I clear my throat, sensing an out. “As the marketing intern, I accept that word. Completely. Like, are you sure you want me to be part of this? Because my kitchen skills aren’t too refined just yet, and—”

		“I think it’s even better that way, honestly. But that reminds me”—Margie’s eyes flick down to my shirt, which now looks like the result of a sad attempt at purple-brown tie-dye. “We do need to grab you an apron. Lose the sweater. Be right back.”

		I blink at her retreating messy braid before sense returns to me. I slip my cardigan from my shoulders and hang it on a coat hook on the wall. There’s a dress code at Friends of Flavor and I’m careful not to push the boundaries. Fortunately, today’s tea-stained top at least has short sleeves. I feel Benny watching, which makes me self-conscious about my—gasp—scandalously bare arms. I must have forgotten to check my internalized self-consciousness from years of sexist school dress codes at the door today. That shit runs deep.

		I feel fabric brush my arm and turn to find Margie holding out what looks at first glance like a burlap sack but is actually an ugly brown apron. Still an improvement over what’s currently happening across my torso.

		“All we had left are the ones we give to guest stars. Sorry,” she adds with a shrug that suggests she’s less than concerned. I take the apron anyway and pull it over my head, freeing my hair from the neck strap before I tie the strings behind my back. It fits much like a burlap sack would, too. Feeling better and better about my first and probably only brush with internet fame.

		Maybe I can come up with a fake name for the video so it won’t follow me forever when anyone Googles “Reese Camden.” Better yet, if people who already know me stumble across the video, they’ll just think I have a doppelgänger.

		As Benny and I wait for further direction, I notice that his apron actually looks good on him. It should, since he has to wear it every day, but does it have to look that good? The off-white accentuates the tan on his muscular arms, and the muscles themselves are accentuated by the second skin that is his tight T-shirt.

		I mean to look away, but my eyes catch on his, and on the cocky smirk playing over his face. Ugh. He knows he’s objectively attractive, and now he knows that I know. I narrow my eyes at him, but his prideful look doesn’t falter.

		“Now just relax and have fun with it,” Margie tells us. “Introduce yourselves however you want, then, Benny, why don’t you explain the scenario and kick off the rest of the show? It’s okay if it’s awkward or you fumble with words or whatnot, just keep going. We’ll edit all the extraneous stuff out later. Ready?”

		No. Not even close. Those are the vaguest instructions that have ever instructioned. And I have to carry them out with a guy who, as far as I can tell, is a tool. Who thought this was a good idea?

		Margie. Margie, my boss, who I very much want to like me.

		“Yep!” My voice comes out as a squeak.

		Benny’s gaze slides to me before he answers. “Lights, camera, action, baby.”

		Okay, Spielberg. I barely curb my eye roll before Charlie the cameraman mumbles something that sounds like “That’s my line,” then starts counting down from three on his fingers.

		The camera’s red light comes on.

		We’re rolling.

		“Hey, y’all, I’m Reese, marketing intern here at Friends of Flavor,” I say with a wave. I’m shocked that I’m even saying words. I have essentially mimicked the way my favorite Friend, Katherine, does her intro on Fuss-Free Foodie. Plus a “y’all,” because I can’t help it.

		“Hey, y’all,” Benny says in a high-pitched, exaggerated Southern accent. My eyes dart to him and my jaw drops, but he just laughs and eases back into his normal voice. “I’m Benny, culinary intern. We’re stepping in today because Nia and the other Friends had to run off to tend to some very important…food…things. But don’t worry: we are total nonprofessionals with very little experience, and they left us with zero direction.”

		He’s good at this. Too good. I feel the instinct to clam up coming on and do my best to fight it. Channel Katherine.

		“We met just a few minutes ago and he’s already making fun of how I talk,” I say. “All required ingredients in a recipe for success.”

		“Don’t get your petticoats in a twist, Scarlett O’Hara,” Benny shoots back. “I’m twice as rude to people I actually know. Now, let’s check out our ingredients.”

		Oh, this is a game he wants to play, is it? Scarlett O’Hara? I just—I won’t even begin to engage with that. Nope. This guy is getting nothing from me. Only the minimum amount of interaction to get through this video and not make myself out to be a total bitch. And maybe afterward I’ll figure out a literary character to whom he would least like to be compared and throw it back at him. All in due time.

		“Looks like we have some eggs,” I start, naming the most obvious ingredients first. “Green food coloring…flour…sugar…or maybe it’s salt, I can’t tell.”

		Benny takes a pinch and tosses it in his mouth. “Sugar,” he declares, then reverts to his imitation accent and adds with a wink, “Darlin’. And some other not-yet-identifiable stuff, but from first pass, I’d guess they want us to make green eggs and ham.”

		I cross my arms, ignoring his cheekiness. “There’s no ham.”

		“Ah, good catch. Back to the drawing board.”

		“What if we—”

		Before I can finish my thought, Benny plunges his fingers into the remaining bowls and licks the contents off one at a time.

		“This one’s powdered sugar, not flour,” he says, then licks a different finger. “This one’s flour.”

		Lick. “Vanilla”—lick—“salt”—lick—“butter, yum”—lick—“mmm, cream of tartar?”

		I don’t even know what that is, let alone what it tastes like. With a flourish, he uses his clean hand to reach over and pluck a nut out of the last bowl. “Pistachio,” he declares, smiling obnoxiously at me with gross bits of green smeared across his teeth.

		“Please go wash your hands,” I reply with a frown.

		He turns to the sink, remarking over his shoulder, “You won’t get my cooties, Reese’s Cup.”

		I roll my eyes at the camera. “We’re not at nickname level yet.”

		Benny returns to my side, wiping his hands dry on his apron. “I’m sorry to report that we are. Benny’s my nickname.”

		“Really? Then what’s your re—”

		“Let’s get started on these macarons, eh?”

		He doesn’t want to talk about his real name. Duly noted. I’ll bring it up if he calls me Reese’s Cup again.

		“How do you know that’s what we’re making?” I ask.

		He puts a hand to his chest. “Chef,” he says in the same tone with which you would say duh. When I raise a skeptical eyebrow, he adds, “In training. And it was a hunch based on the stuff laid out for us. Plus, it’s the example Margie used when pitching the video earlier. Enough chitchat, let’s shake ’n’ bake!”

		Benny rubs his hands together excitedly and starts pushing bowls my way. I have no idea what to do with any of them, and while I hate to look like the student in this little production, he seems to actually know what he’s doing. Or he’s confident enough to fake it well.

		“So I should probably just tell you I’m about as green as these pistachios when it comes to macaroons. I’ve never even eaten one, let alone made—” I begin self-consciously, but Benny cuts me off.

		“Macarrrons,” he says, throwing his hands up emphatically and rolling the r for longer than seems necessary. “Not macaroons. Important distinction, Reese’s Pieces. Two different cookies.”

		I shake my head on an exhale, trying hard to keep my composure. “Right, well. Painful as it was to admit it the first time, I’ll repeat that I’ve still never had a macaron, so you’ve gotta, like, tell me what to do.”

		Benny grins at me, then looks directly into the camera. “It would be my honor.”

		He shuffles around more bowls and I mock-whisper to the imaginary audience, “Apologies in advance to, well, feminism as a whole.”

		“Did you say something?” Benny teases, pushing the pistachios toward me with finality. “There are just so many recipes, so much knowledge in my head that sometimes it’s hard to hear anything outside it, you know?”

		“Keep it up, Benjamin,” I say in the warning tone that my mamaw would use to tell my papaw that he should very much not keep it up.

		“Not my name,” he says, pointing a finger at me. “Blanch those nuts.”

		I cock my head to the side. “Do what now?”

		He reaches for the flour and a sifter. “You’re in charge of the filling, and first you’ll need to make pistachio paste. Fill a pot with water and bring it to a boil.”

		Something tells me this is going to be a long and involved process. I’ve always known that even a supershort episode on Friends of Flavor is a highlight reel of footage that can take anywhere from hours to days to prep and film. But this is the first time I’ve considered what that could mean for Benny and me. I’d feel better about the prospect if I’d eaten lunch.

		Benny tells some stories about trying macarons in France when he visited while spending the summer in Italy with his grandparents. I’m half listening while I wait for the water to boil. But mostly, his stories add to the insecurity I’m feeling right now. He knows complicated recipes off the top of his head; he’s traveled around Europe. I’m good at button clicking, sure, and I can handle my familiar comfort food recipes, but I don’t have his ease around a kitchen. And so far, I’ve felt in over my head in Seattle. I’ve never resented the fact that I haven’t been far out of the Southeast before, not when I’ve had the internet at my disposal for all kinds of armchair travel and self-education. For most of high school, I was desperate to leave—it’s why I applied to UW, just about as far as I could get in the States without having to fly over an ocean—but that was because of the people around me, not the place. I love Kentucky and dare anyone to hate on it to my face. But I have to admit to myself that right now, my upbringing makes me feel like some country bumpkin who’s out of her depth.

		Benny recaptures my attention once the water is boiling and gives me the next few instructions. Put the pistachios in the pot, take it off the heat, let it sit a couple of minutes before draining. Then I should be able to rub the flaky brown skins off with ease.

		“Easy there, Girl Scout, you’re not trying to build a fire. Gentle.” He puts his big, floury hands over mine and delicately flicks the skin off a pistachio to demonstrate. I flinch at the contact, momentary as it is, then let up on the pressure I’ve been applying to the cluster of nuts between my palms. They really do come apart with the lightest touch.

		I’m pouring the nuts into the food processor when I notice Benny is already pulling a bowl out from under the stand mixer and starting to fold in dry ingredients by hand.

		“Why do I feel like you’re way ahead of me?”

		He gives me that lopsided smile. “Mine still have to bake. Relax, it’s not a competition. But if it were, I’d probably win.”

		I push the processor button aggressively, like I’m trying to tune out his voice, but in my haste make a fatal mistake. Okay, not fatal, but messy.

		I don’t get the lid fully locked in place.

		It’s secure enough that the food processor still starts, but in the two seconds my finger is on the button, the lid goes flying across the counter, sending pistachio bits in every direction. Mostly, it seems, toward me. They’re in my eyes, nose, mouth, and all across the front of my ugly apron. Forgetting the nuts are edible and probably even taste good, I sputter and try to spit them out, stepping back from the counter as if the damage isn’t already done. As my senses return, I hear Margie, Charlie, and Benny…well, losing their shit.

		After a moment, I drop my head and start to laugh too. The tears that come to my eyes help flush out some of the stray pieces that are stuck in my lashes, and I try to wipe off the rest of my face with the bottom of my apron. It takes a couple of minutes for everyone to regain composure. Benny is the first one to address me.

		“You good, Hurricane Reese?” he asks, stepping closer and swiping once at his own eyes.

		“Aside from being covered in green chunks and hugely embarrassed? Sure,” I offer with a reluctant smile.

		He takes another step closer and my smile drops. Our faces are less than a foot apart. But before I can react, he reaches up and his fingers are on my face…pulling a piece of pistachio from my eyebrow.

		“There,” he says softly, stepping back. “There’s still more where that came from, but mostly in your hair. And might I say, green is your color.”

		I let out a choked cough, still surprised by the close contact with this near stranger and not impressed by his poor attempt at flirtation. I turn away and gather my blond-with-temporary-green-highlights locks up into a high ponytail. I can write off any remaining chance of looking cute in this video.

		Clearing his throat, Benny asks, “Would this make you feel better?”

		I look over in time to see him dipping a finger in his light green batter and smearing it like war paint in a single stripe under each of his eyes. I laugh in spite of myself and shake my head.

		“You look like you’re fixing to play a St. Patrick’s Day football game, while I was caught in an explosion at the Planters factory.”

		His head falls back as he laughs and before I know it, he has more batter on his fingers and reaches over to put two stripes under my own eyes. “When the nut factory explodes at noon but you have to play in the big game at one.”

		I shake my head, but I’m fighting a laugh, too. I notice Margie twirling a finger in a “wrap it up” motion, so I try to regain control of the situation.

		“Okay, we can do this,” I say, shaking myself to refocus on the task at hand.

		Benny takes a deep breath and turns back toward his side of the counter. “Yep. Your ’stach stash is down by about half, but that’s fine. They’ll just be more creamy than nutty.”

		I finish processing the pistachio paste with the lid fully on, and Benny starts piping his batter onto a cookie sheet in neat little circles, giving me further instructions as he goes.

		The rest of the prep goes off pretty smoothly. He supervises cream production while the cookie parts of the macarons bake, and both finish almost simultaneously. While the cookies are cooling, the camera keeps rolling. Margie and Charlie are talking with each other and not really paying attention, so Benny and I both relax a bit. We use the time to pick at the cookies with air bubbles that cracked while baking, popping little bites in our mouths. They are light, sweet, and delicious.

		“These are good,” I admit before I can stop myself. I clear my throat and try to backtrack. “I mean, seriously, did they give you a recipe before this? Believe me, I’m not trying to pump your tires any more, but there’s no way you just knew all the steps on the fly.”

		One side of his mouth quirks up, a dimple appearing in his cheek. I blink back down toward the cookies quickly. Up close like this, the boy’s face is dangerous. Which he absolutely knows.

		“No recipe, thank you very much. My parents own an Italian restaurant in San Francisco, where I’m from. Pops runs the kitchen for the most part, all the entrées and stuff, but desserts are all Ma. Her specialty is cannoli because, y’know, Italian, but she went through a French pastry phase a couple of years ago. Our kitchen at home was like a macaron factory for months while she perfected her recipes, and my brothers and I were her line workers. I’ll probably remember how to make macarons even if I get to be old and decrepit and forget my own name.”

		I smirk at that. “So what you’re saying is that you got lucky.”

		“Oh, extremely. No matter what ingredients were here, we would’ve had to find a way to make ’em into pasta or pastries. It’s all I got.” He pauses, then adds, “But with your newfound skills at putting the lid on the food processor, who knows what we’re capable of?”

		“Cute,” I deadpan, feeling around my hair for a piece of debris. When I find one, I throw it at him.

		Benny laughs as he dodges, then leans over to check on his cooling cookies. Margie and Charlie return their attention to us.

		“All right,” Benny says finally, rubbing his hands together. “I think we’re ready to pipe.”

		I hold the frosting bags while he spoons the cream in, then we each take a bag and half the cookies. I watch as Benny does his first couple, hesitant that I might mess something up again.

		“Learning from the master, eh, Reese’s Cup?” he says cockily without lifting his head from his work.

		I roll my eyes and lean over to start doing my own. I’m about to squeeze out the first dollop when Benny’s voice cuts the silence again. “The trick is to be fearless. The macaron can smell your fear.”

		“I think my only fear was making a fool of myself, and that one already came true, so…”

		“Nothing to lose!” He fist-pumps with the hand not piping.

		I start piping, fearlessly. In a matter of minutes, we’ve each made our own share of little cookie-sandwich-y macarons. Without planning it, we both pick up one of the delicate desserts and turn to each other.

		“Cheers, y’all,” Benny says with a wink that looks to be more for me than the camera. I narrow my eyes again, but tap my macaron against his and we each take a bite.

		And for a dessert made by one near-novice and one semi-apprentice working entirely from memory? They turned out damn good.

		I say so through a mouthful, then slap a hand over my mouth, cheeks reddening. “You probably can’t say ‘damn’ on a video, right? Cut that out, please. My mama will fly to Seattle to stick a bar of soap in my mouth.”

		Benny makes a sound halfway between a cough and a laugh. “Wait, are you serious? That’s a little 1800s. She never actually did that, did she?”

		“No.” His shoulders relax before I continue. “ ’Cause we never swore in front of Mama. But I don’t want to try my luck now.”

		He looks appalled. I don’t really think Mama would wash my or my siblings’ mouths out with soap, but it was her favorite threat. Truth be told, she used it way more often for all my lord-have-mercies and oh-my-lords, especially after I stopped going to church with my family a few years back. But it’s kinda funny to see Benny riled up, so he can think what he wants.

		“I think we’ve got about enough, if one of you could just tie it all together for us,” Margie says.

		Benny looks to me. He did do the introduction, and I am feeling a little more used to the whole camera thing now. I nod.

		“Thanks for watching as we made a total mess of the kitchen, and some macarons to boot. I’m Reese, he’s Benny, and this has been Piece of Cake: Amateur Hour. We’ll see y’all…well, probably never again, because we weren’t hired for this and we’re kind of a train wreck. Have a flavorful day!”

		I wave after dropping the signature ending line, and Benny chuckles beside me as he lifts a hand, too.

		“That was excellent,” Margie declares, surprising me with her praise. “Editing will have fun with it, huh, Charlie?”

		He grumbles in agreement as he starts to disassemble the camera, and I’m gathering that grumbling is just his standard mode of communication. Some of the kitchen assistants appear to whisk away the dirty dishes, and Benny and I clean up our workstation. Margie says we can go home for the day whenever we’re finished, then retreats to the marketing office.

		Once the mixers and processors are put away and the counter clean of flour and pistachio debris, we stand there looking around and seem to mutually decide there’s nothing left to do.

		“Well,” Benny says, turning to me with a hand outstretched. “It’s been a pleasure, Reese.”

		He adds my name as an afterthought, deliberately not using an annoying variation of the only nickname he’s come up with. I shake his hand, meeting his strength instead of limp-noodling this time. The macaron batter stripes on his face are cracking, even more so when he smiles and gets little creases around his eyes. The whole effect is…a lot. I feel the beginnings of a blush coming on but hope the mess on my own face distracts from it.

		“Likewise, Benvolio.”

		He laughs. “It’s short for Beneventi, actually. My last name.”

		I notice we’re shaking for an oddly prolonged time, and I slip my hand out of his. “So you’re not going to tell me your real first name?”

		“We don’t speak of it” is his mock-stern reply.

		“Mysterious,” I deadpan.

		“Keep the ladies wanting more, I always say.”

		I roll my eyes, unable to come up with an appropriately snarky retort. “Well, um…see you around, then.” I turn away from him to retrieve my sweater, untying the apron as I go.

		“I hope so,” he says, and it’s like I can hear the crooked grin in his voice. “Hey, actually, what are you doing this weekend? We should have lunch.”

		My arm slips through my cardigan sleeve and I pull the sweater tight across my front before turning back to him.

		“Lunch?” I say, the word loaded with as much skepticism as if he’d suggested we hit up a nightclub. What’s your angle, Beneventi?

		“Yeah,” he says, eye-smoldering at me. “The meal in the middle of the day. Or dinner, which happens in the evening. They have those where you’re from?”

		I feel my upper lip curl and I’m sure my face is the least attractive thing right now, but that’s for the best. “Yes, we do. Just usually with people I actually want to spend time around.”

		There. That’s for the Scarlett O’Hara comment. And it’s true, anyway. I barely know the guy and what I know so far, I’m not sure I much care for. He’s cocky, which I hate, whether it’s earned or not. And perhaps even more frustrating to me is it probably is earned. He knows his stuff, and I don’t like being made to look ignorant while he mansplains the difference between baking powder and baking soda. Logically, I know I can’t blame him for being good in the kitchen nor for the fact that I’m less so. But I’m not trying to out-logic my intuition about this boy.

		Benny puts one hand over his heart and stumbles back like I’ve shot him. “Oof. You wound me, Reese’s Cup. But c’mon. I don’t really know anyone around here and—no offense—I doubt you do, either. We’re the only interns, as far as I know. Don’t you think we should be…I don’t know, at the very least, allies?”

		That’s actually the very most I want from him. But his point reminds me of something important—we are the only two interns. I don’t know if he’s trying to work here long term, but as far as I know, we’re the only two in-house candidates eligible for the fall culinary internship—the application for which states that “preference will be given to in-house applicants.” He clearly has the upper hand in culinary experience, having done the restaurant thing. I’ve always played more of an assistant role for my mamaw, who works through the same recipes time and again and usually tells me what to do at every step.

		So is he going for the fall culinary spot? That seems like something I should know. Something I could find out over, say, lunch. Along with other things about him that might be useful to me if we’re in competition with one another. Like his weaknesses. Keep your enemies close, and all that.

		Goodness, I’m thinking like a movie villain. Or maybe I’m just thinking like a woman who wants to get ahead and won’t lie down and let her future happen without doing anything to sway it.

		Benny interrupts my thoughts, adding, “My treat. Please?”

		I scrunch my nose. Even a movie villain can cover her own bill, thank you. “No.”

		“No? That’s it?” he scoffs. I get the sense he’s not rejected often, and I want to make him sweat it out a bit more, but…

		“No, you won’t pay. I’ll go, but I’ll pay for myself. Lunch Saturday. Do you have your phone?”

		That smug smile is back and I find myself regretting my decision
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