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To my boys, Levi and Lucas, who remind me that laughter makes everything better. Even deadlines.






Chapter One


A few years ago, if someone had told me I’d be driving a bright yellow food truck with a giant chicken riding shotgun, passionately butchering Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance” in two languages, I would’ve laughed. But that was before Seth and I inherited our Aunt Dolly’s truck and built a chicken empire.

Okay, maybe “empire” is a stretch, but Kluckin’ Good is a household name in our small town of Clementine, California, just outside of San Francisco.

I hum along to the upbeat pop song blasting from the radio as I pull up to a stoplight, but Rylie—my copilot and best friend, who is currently wearing our truck’s chicken costume—isn’t content to hum. She rolls down her window and, in full mascot regalia, serenades the bewildered driver in the next lane with a wildly off-key Portuguese rendition.

I join in with dramatic backup vocals as Rylie points a chicken wing at the elderly gentleman.

“Eu quero seu amor!” she belts, shimmying in the passenger seat like this is her personal stage. The man blinks, mouth agape. The second the light turns green, he peels out like he’s fleeing a poultry-themed curse.

I stifle a laugh. Whether it was the warbling vocals or the shock of being serenaded by a dancing chicken, he wanted no part of it. Rylie Cortes is one of the perks of taking over my aunt’s business. Sure, I wish she could cook, but I knew what I was getting when I hired her.

“I don’t understand why she gets to sit in the front seat when I called dibs first,” Seth complains from the back. He’s my twin brother, business partner, and a part-time lawyer who is always full of opinions.

“Because I won best two out of three at rock-paper-scissors,” Rylie shoots back, spinning in her seat to glare at him through her chicken head.

“Why are you still wearing that ridiculous outfit? Our shift ended thirty minutes ago,” Seth grumbles.

The chicken suit came with the truck and is now essential to Rylie’s brand. She’s become one with the chicken and wears the outfit to attract more customers. Not that we need help drawing customers. Competing on The Food Truck Showdown put Kluckin’ Good on the proverbial food map. Sure, it involved two murders, one attempted murder, and my kidnapping—but business tripled after the finale aired.

“It’s called branding, meu amor,” Rylie says, using Seth’s nickname that makes me gag every time.

Neither Seth nor I were ready to take over after Aunt Dolly’s sudden death, but we’ve made it work—thanks to Rylie. She helps me with day-to-day operations while Seth splits his time between lawyering and food trucking.

And now she’s dating Seth.

Gag.

I’m still adjusting to my best friend and my brother becoming a couple. Half the time, I laugh at their banter; the other half, I dry heave at their mushy nonsense. We really need to have a team meeting about workplace behavior.

“Vire à esquerda!” Rylie shouts at me to turn left.

“Relax,” I say, turning onto my parents’ street. “Sugar and Spice Bakery doesn’t close until four. We can drop off the truck first.”

Sugar and Spice Bakery is a Clementine staple. It’s part cozy bakery, part cat café, and the owners, Chris and Helena Wynn, are fully committed to helping the local shelter find furever homes for its feline residents.

It’s more of a comfort stop now, reminding me of Saturday mornings with Aunt Dolly. Seth’s allergic to cats, so as a teen, she’d pick me up and we’d go to Sugar and Spice. I’d get a cupcake and pick a cat to cuddle while she sipped her hazelnut latte and caught up on small-town gossip.

I pull into my parents’ driveway carefully, avoiding my mom’s long-dead hydrangea bush.

One condition of parking our truck here is delivering leftovers to our dad twice a week. Another is steering clear of the hydrangeas. Those poor plants are victims of her “natural fertilizing” gone wrong. She insists they’ll revive with enough time and positive energy. I’m surprised the HOA hasn’t fined her yet.

I stash the wings and sliders in the fridge, stub my toe, and hobble toward the door—just as I hear the stairs creak. No way am I getting trapped in another “now that your brother’s found someone, it’s your turn” talk with my mom.

I limp-run down the driveway and gag at the sight of Seth and Rylie making out by her Jeep. “Seriously?” I choke. “Children play in these streets!”

“You need to grow up,” Seth says, stepping back.

“That was disgusting. Parents wouldn’t approve of you leaning your girlfriend over the hood like that.”

“You’re so dramatic,” Rylie grins, hopping into the driver’s seat.

I sulk into the back while Seth takes shotgun. “This is my life now—my best friend dates my brother, and I’m relegated to the back seat like unwanted baggage.”

“You wouldn’t be in the back seat if you’d ditch that clunker you call a car,” Seth says.

“Don’t insult Audrey!” I punch his arm. “She’s a lady.”

“That lady wheezes worse than a chain smoker,” Rylie quips, taking a sharp left onto Maple Avenue.

“Pedro said she just needs a little TLC,” I counter.

I wouldn’t care if it were just the usual check engine light that’s been on since I bought Audrey, my beloved red Volkswagen Rabbit. But two weeks ago, she started making a loud rattle that was worse than normal. So I took her to Rylie’s cousin’s dad’s shop. “There’s good news!” I say too brightly. “It’s a simple fuel line repair, and it won’t cost me a dime because it’s a recall notice …”

“I’m sensing a but.” Rylie speeds through a yellow light.

“But … Pedro found a bad oxygen sensor. He thinks that’s why she idles rough and the light’s always on.”

“Did my cousin say when he’ll be done?” she asks.

“Soon … ish.” I avoid her gaze in the rearview mirror. “The parts are back ordered. It’s going to be at least another week and there’s still no rentals.”

Seth twists in his seat to glare at me.

“Looks like both of you are my chauffeurs a little longer.” I smile sweetly.

“Seriamente, Beth,” Rylie complains, pulling into the Sugar and Spice parking lot. “Put that car out of her misery.”

“Never.”

Rylie parks, and Seth jumps out to help her down from the Jeep. Not that she needs help—it’s her car—but my teddy bear of a twin is grossly in love.

The bell over the door jingles as we step inside. The smell of cupcakes and coffee wraps around me like a sugary hug.

“Well, well, well,” Helena Wynn calls from behind the counter. “If it isn’t my competition and favorite chicken girl.”

“Hardly competition,” I grin. “You’ve got the trifecta: coffee, cupcakes, and cats.”

Seth sneezes. “And allergies,” he whines, popping a pink pill from a blister pack.

Seth’s immune system rejects anything with fur. We learned that when we adopted Mr. Muffins when we were eight. A gorgeous, fluffy, gray and white tabby, and the feline overlord of air biscuits. I was smitten. Seth lasted three days before turning into a sneezy, wheezy mess. Dad rehomed Mr. Muffins to a coworker, and I was devastated. I still haven’t totally forgiven Seth for being allergic to joy.

Dad tried other animals. Dogs, rabbits, even hamsters. Same problem. Fish were the only pets that didn’t trigger a sneezing fit—but try cuddling a goldfish bowl. Not the same.

Helena beams from behind the counter like she’s got a secret. It’s probably just caffeine and cat hair. She’s become a solid friend since I took over Aunt Dolly’s food truck. Helena understands the hustle of the business. She and her husband, Chris, started in a food truck before opening this charming little café, now home to espresso, flaky croissants, and twelve rescue cats who judge you for ordering decaf.

Basically, it’s everything I aspire to—minus the litter boxes and the arrogant orange tabby who once slapped a scone out of my hand.

“Can I get a flat white with soy? Are those Chris’s homemade chocolate s’mores cupcakes?” I ask, eyeing the display case.

Helena nods.

“I’ll take two.”

“Two?” Seth sneezes again.

“Cupcakes are the lunch of champions.”

“Sure, spinster champions.”

I elbow him in the stomach, eliciting a satisfying “Oof.” “Seth will take anything covered in fur.”

“Rylie already ordered his food through the app,” Helena says. “It’ll be out soon.”

Of course she did. They’re one of those gross in-love couples who order for each other. I’m happy for them—in a barfy kind of way.

“Thanks, Helena,” Seth says, recovering from my “abuse.” “Tell Chris I looked at the papers. It all checks out. Stop by the office for the official sign-off.”

Seth practices law part-time at Buford and Myers, one of two law firms in Clementine. People constantly ask him legal advice. And I’m happy to volunteer him if it gets me free food.

On my way to where Rylie is sitting, I scratch a silky black cat snoozing in a sunbeam. She opens one eye, purrs, then goes back to sleep like I’m invisible.

“You would’ve loved Mr. Muffins,” I whisper, giving her one last stroke.

Seth sits beside Rylie and kisses her temple. Yuck.

“I get enough spinster comments from Mom.” I glare at Seth, taking the seat across from them. “You didn’t need to call me one too. And Rylie, why didn’t you order my food? You know what I like.”

“Last week was iced coffee. Before that, macchiatos,” she says, ticking off my obsessions. “Two days ago, you switched to matcha for ‘health reasons.’ How was I supposed to know today’s craving?”

“You could’ve asked.” I sulk.

“Or I could get your favorite table.”

She’s right. This is my favorite table, under the hanging pothos. The open window is a perfect spot to be with cats like Mrs. Whiskerton, who is currently napping in a cat house.

“Thanks,” I drone. “Now, what about Mom?”

“Mom? I thought this was about work?” Seth sniffles.

“We’ll get to that.” I wave him off. “First, you need to get Mom off my back about dating. She started again last week when I dropped off leftovers for Dad.”

“Why me?” He rubs his nose.

“You started dating Rylie, now Mom thinks I need a partner too.”

“To be fair, she’s always thought that,” Seth says as our orders arrive.

“It’s worse,” I hiss, spooking the teen holding our food. Mumbling an apology, I grab the plates. “She’s setting me up on blind dates.”

“Here’s a thought: don’t go,” Seth says, biting into his sandwich.

“Can’t be worse than that maniac you dated,” Rylie says, digging into her spinach soufflé.

“Kleptomaniac,” I correct her. When our bowling date ended, my lipstick, hand lotion, and glasses case were missing from my purse. When I went to swap my rented shoes for my flats, I caught him red-handed, trying to tuck my left shoe into his messenger bag.

“Or that guy who kissed like a … what did you call him?” She snaps her fingers. “A wet fish?”

“Sloppy. James kissed like a sloppy fish,” I say, reliving my trauma. “It was wet too. His teeth gnawed on my bottom lip while his tongue waged an unwanted war against mine.” Propping my elbow on the table, I point at Rylie. “I was the unlucky victim of too much tongue and not enough common sense.”

“I don’t want to hear this.” Seth throws his hands up as a fluffy Maine Coon brushes up against his leg. He freezes. “Oh, no.”

The cat winds around his ankle, purring loudly. Seth twists away, sniffling and waving a hand in a weak attempt to push the cat off.

“Shoo!” he says—only it comes out all nasally, like “Shnuh!”

“Pare com isso,” Rylie swats him. “Be nice to your sister. She’s going through a rough patch.”

“Sure, if you call ‘life’ a rough patch.” Seth dabs at his nose with tissue, sounding like a congested cartoon character.

“If you’d take allergy shots you wouldn’t be miserable,” I sip my drink and Seth grumbles. Blowing his nose into a napkin.

“Ignore him,” Rylie says. “Are you considering one of your mom’s matches?”

“Already did.” I recount my most recent disaster. “His name was Larry”—I look around, then lower my voice—“K-U-N-T-Z.”

Seth nearly chokes on his coffee, and Rylie groans.

“How is that pronounced?” she asks.

“It’s gotta be a long U, right?” Seth says.

“I don’t know!”

“Wasn’t the name a red flag?” Seth laughs.

“We don’t judge people by their names!” I defend. “I just wanted Mom off my back. How was I supposed to know Larry’s mom would join us with their prom photos?”

“You mean his prom photos?” Rylie asks, hopefully.

I shake my head. “Theirs. Larry was homeschooled.”

Seth’s laugh becomes a sneeze attack. Serves him right.

“I had Rylie fake a call so I could leave.”

“What did you tell them?” Seth’s tone is suspicious.

“That you were in the ER with explosive diarrhea,” I say.

“You what?” Seth yells, startling a few customers. And cats. “That’s why Mom keeps sending me gut health articles!”

“Yeah, wehh,” I say around a mouth full of cupcake. “She won’ shtop ashing when I’m gonna shee Larry again.” I swallow. “What do I do?”

“Don’t see him,” Seth says flatly.

“I wish it were that simple.” Between Mom’s meddling and the repair costs for my car, life feels overwhelming. At least I have a silver lining. “Let’s talk about Flavors of the Bay.”

Flavors of the Bay is the unofficial start of summer—three and a half days of food, music, and family fun under the trees at Green Family Farm.

There’s a main stage with live music and a (mildly chaotic) amateur talent show on Saturday evening with a grand prize of $1,000. There’s a shaded picnic zone and more food vendors than you could possibly sample in one weekend. Our truck has a coveted vendor spot, and I’m determined to make the most of it.

Seth’s face scrunches. “Ah … ahh … achoo! Achoo! A-achoo!” He groans. “Why is it always three?”

“Your Benadryl’s wearing off,” I say as the doorbell jingles.

Right on cue, a plump calico with a clipped ear hops up onto our table like she got a personal invitation.

“Hi, sweet girl,” I coo.

“Gata bonita,” Rylie says, stroking her back. “Isn’t she the cutest?”

Seth stiffens as the calico vaults into his lap.

“No, no, no! Get off,” he tries to lift her. “This is not mutual!”

He’s touching her like a ticking bomb, but she chirps, stretches, and settles in.

“Achoo! ACHOO!”

The third sneeze launches the calico like she’s been shot from a cannon. She flies off his lap, bolting across the room, her tail puffed up like a bottle brush.

“I’ll be back,” Seth groans, rubbing his eyes and stumbles to the bathroom.

“Do you know which vendors will be there?” Rylie asks, watching me devour a cupcake.

I gesture toward the bathroom with my half-eaten s’mores cupcake. “Not even a flicker of concern for your sneezing soulmate?”

Rylie shrugs, totally unbothered. “I suggested he get allergy shots. He said, and I quote, ‘I will not be injected in the butt for a cat.’ ”

“Honestly,” I pause, licking frosting off my thumb, “that sounds exactly like something he’d say.”

Before Rylie responds, a familiar voice cuts through the café, freezing us in place.

“We’ll head to the farm and get the lay of the land,” the voice says. “I want you to film me exploring.”

My lungs seize. That voice.

“Maybe it’s not him?” I whisper.

“Oh, meu Deus.” Rylie pales, her eyes fixed behind me. “Beth, don’t turn around.”

“Don’t be dramatic,” I say, more for my benefit than hers. “It’s not him, it’s a doppelgänger with the same voice.”

“And matching height and hair?”

“It’s not him,” I insist.

“Beth,” she says urgently.

I look and instantly regret it. “I told you not to turn around,” Rylie says.

Heat floods my skin as I whip back around in my seat, every nerve buzzing. Those eyes—warm brown, deceptively kind—are burned into my memory like I saw them yesterday, not three years ago. Three years since he dumped me during karaoke … for his step-cousin. They sang “Secret Love Song” as a duet while my heart shattered into tiny, off-key pieces. Peeking over my shoulder again, I curse and my heart pounds.

My ex-boyfriend, Brad Dawson, is standing ten feet away with another woman.

I duck low and hiss to Rylie, “I can’t believe he has the audacity to be within a one-hundred-mile radius of here! Sugar and Spice is mine!”

Okay, technically, Sugar and Spice belongs to the Wynns. But it’s always been my comfort spot. The place when I need quiet solace or a cupcake the size of my face. Plus, the memories of Aunt Dolly bringing me here. I’d sit by the bay window, sketching cats as they napped in sunbeams or tried to steal sips of unattended coffee. I still have a drawing of a chonky Manx trying to squeeze into a teacup. His name was Cinnamon. He had no shame.

Aunt Dolly even threw our high school graduation brunch here when Seth and I graduated. There were cat-shaped pancakes, personalized mugs, and a glitter banner that read “Paws-itively Proud of You!”

Seth broke out in hives before the pancakes arrived. His face puffed up like a marshmallow Peep, and a cat mistook his duffel bag for a litter box. In Aunt Dolly’s defense, she didn’t know the severity of Seth’s allergies.

After that, Seth admitted defeat and started carrying allergy pills everywhere, like a Victorian woman with smelling salts.

This place isn’t just coffee and cupcakes. It’s memories, fur and warmth. Brad knows what this bakery means to me, we came here weekly when dating. He doesn’t belong here. He’s the guilty one. The heartbreaking, dream-crushing, soul-stabbing devil.

“Give me your keys.” I slink lower in my chair. “I can’t face him. Not when I look like this.” I gesture at my grease-stained shirt.

“You mean like a confident queen who doesn’t care how she dresses?” Rylie digs in her purse.

“Where’s Seth?” I scan the room, panicking. “I can’t get up and walk out. Brad will see me.” My eyes drop to the floor. “I could army crawl out of here.”

“Yeah, that’s subtle.”

“But I’m not leaving this.” I stuff the rest of my cupcake in my mouth and stand—right onto Mrs. Whiskerton’s tail. Her yowl makes everyone look at me.

Everyone including Brad.






Chapter Two


Brad Dawson slipped into my life before I inherited Kluckin’ Good. We met at a backyard party with string lights and questionable sangria. He was an intern at the Clementine Gazette, already talking like a household name—destined to tackle hard-hitting stories that would change the world. Brad had an easy charm about him, weaving tales that made you feel like the only person in the room, even if he did all the talking. I fell for him in under a minute. We stayed up until one AM, swapping stories on a creaky porch swing, passing stale popcorn back and forth like it was a five-star meal. I thought it meant something. I thought we meant something. Apparently not enough to stop him from dumping me onstage in front of a full house at the Tipsy Cow. The humiliation’s dulled, but it still simmers.

Whatever warmth I had left evaporates as I stare at him. Last I heard, he was living in Southern California with his step-cousin-slash-girlfriend. And yet here he is—in Sugar and Spice Bakery—jaw slack, frozen mid-step like someone hit pause.

Then I notice the way his arms are curled in protectively, the way he’s wheezing.

Oh. Someone did hit pause.

Or more accurately, Seth hit him in the stomach.

“Seth!” Rylie yells. Lattes are forgotten, as everyone in the café is staring. Brad doubles over, coughing, but he recovers unnervingly fast.

He rubs his stomach, straightens, grimaces, then laughs dryly. “Okay. Fair,” he says, clearly more annoyed than hurt. He stoops down to collect his things in one smooth motion. “I probably deserve that.”

“Probably?” Seth flexes his fingers.

“Hey, Beth.” Brad’s voice is smooth and steady, like he wasn’t just punched. “It’s good to see you again.”

I hate and admire him in the same breath for acting unshakable.

“You’re still carrying that thing?” I point to the worn poker chip keychain that fell when Seth punched him.

Brad flashes the same grin he used to practice in the mirror. “What can I say? Lucky charm. Won it the night I met you.” He spins it once on his finger, casual as ever.

“You didn’t win that the night we met,” I call him out on his lie. “I was with you when you bought it off a street magician outside some taco bar in Fremont on our second date.”

“It was serendipitous.”

“You were drunk on five-dollar jalapeño margaritas.”

Classic Brad: charming, confident, and total bull. “Well, its luck still works. Here you are.” His tone is playful, but there’s that annoying undercurrent of faux charm, like he thinks he can still sweet-talk me.

I fold my arms. “I don’t believe in luck. But if you’re banking on it now, you’re already broke.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

“What are you doing here?” My voice comes out sharper than I mean, all the hurt I thought I’d buried rushing back.

“Work,” he replies. He gestures toward a woman in an sweater. She’s holding a to-go cup and looking anywhere but at us.

“I thought you were at some magazine down south.”

“Moved on,” Brad replies, rocking on his heels like we’re catching up over brunch instead of me glowering at him. “Better position. Better reach. More creative freedom.”

“Creative freedom?” I ask. “Weren’t you planning to do some ‘serious journalism’?”

“You’d be surprised what people will pay for,” he gives an arrogant smile. “Content is content.”

I don’t know what that means, but it feels like an insult.

“Good for you,” Seth says, grabbing a black bag from a server and shoving it at Brad. “Take your food and leave.”

“Uh,” the server says, “that’s garbage.”

“Garbage likes garbage,” Seth says, disgusted.

Brad ignores Seth and shoves the bag back at the server, then looks at me. “Beth, could we talk?”

“No,” Seth answers for me, arms crossed like he’s about to referee a wrestling match.

“I didn’t ask you,” Brad says. “Last I checked, Beth can answer for herself. Or does your twin bond let you dictate her life?”

“Last I checked,” Seth matches Brad’s tone, “you humiliated my sister. You don’t get to walk in and expect to talk to her.”

Brad’s always hated how close Seth and I are. And Seth’s always hated Brad, period.

“Seth, stop,” I say.

“No, he needs to stop,” Seth says. “He’s a conceited jerk. Don’t talk to him. And you”—he shoves Brad in the shoulder—“leave my sister alone.”

“Or what?” Puffing out his chest, Brad stands toe-to-toe with Seth.

“Vamos,” Rylie says, tugging Seth away. “Beth can handle herself. Here,” she hands me a napkin.

“What’s this for?”

“Frosting.” She points to my cheek.

Great.

As if I needed extra embarrassment.

Brad steps closer as I scrub at the frosting on my face. “How are you?” The softness in his voice sends a fresh spark of anger through me.

He wants to talk? Now? Three years after I begged for an explanation?

Fine.

“How’s Tiffany?” I ask, loading her name with enough venom to drop a horse.

“Don’t,” Brad says. “That’s beneath you.”

“No,” I snap. “You know what’s beneath me? This conversation.” I chuck the napkin at his chest. “You don’t get to dump me in front of a karaoke crowd because you fell in love with your cousin—”

“Step-cousin,” he corrects.

“IT DOESN’T MATTER!” I gesture wildly. “You don’t get to leave me for a family member, stick me with a two-hundred-dollar bar tab, then show up years later acting like everything’s fine. Especially not with her”—I wave in the general direction of Sweater Woman—“here. Who is she, anyway?”

“No one,” Brad says, annoyed. “Beth, look—”

“Here’s your order,” Helena interrupts, holding a to-go cup and a paper bag.

Brad steps closer. “Beth, I—”

“No!” I cut him off, holding up a hand. “You don’t get to do this. But you do get to give me your drink.” I snatch the to-go cup from Helena. “Let me guess—double espresso with cream?”

Without waiting for a response, I march out the door, with Rylie and Seth following.

The late-afternoon sun hits my face, its warmth doing nothing to cool the fire in my cheeks. I’m halfway to Rylie’s Jeep when Brad calls my name.

But I don’t look back.

He can drop dead for all I care.






Chapter Three


“I don’t know why I let you talk me into these things,” Seth complains from the driver’s seat. “If I’d known what you planned, I wouldn’t have come.”

We’re parked in the vendor section at the Flavors of the Bay food festival, squeezed between a cupcake trailer shaped like a whisk and a barbecue rig belching hickory smoke. The sun is hot, and Seth’s patience is already thin.

“I didn’t talk you into anything. You agreed,” I remind him as Rylie and I prep for the afternoon and evening ahead.

It’s the first day of the festival. Well, half day. The gates open to the public at three PM, but vendor load-in started at one. We pulled in right on time, and it was already a mad dash for parking and setup.

Which is why I wanted to be here the second we’re allowed through the gates. Prime real estate doesn’t snag itself. We’re close enough to the stage for foot traffic but far enough that the live music won’t rattle the fryers. Flavors of the Bay is the unofficial summer kickoff for the Bay Area and is part food lover’s dream, part county fair chaos. Live music, carnival games, and specialty food trucks stretched out under the trees. All I want is steady foot traffic and hungry people with cash to burn.

“Ela está certa. She’s right,” Rylie says, jamming a potato through the slicer attached to the edge of the counter. “We all sat down last week to discuss the plan for the festival.” She finishes the potatoes, then washes her hands in the prep sink.

Her licorice-black hair is pulled into a tight ponytail that somehow still looks perfect in this heat. She’s tall, lean, and effortlessly graceful—even in her chicken costume, which she slips into now, minus the head.

At five-two, I feel like her pocket-sized sidekick. I’m a full foot shorter than Seth, who sucked up all the good genes in the womb. Seth takes after our father, tall and handsome with thick dark hair. Whereas I look like our mom. Short with freckles and curves that no chicken suit could ever fully disguise. My strawberry-blond hair frizzes if someone so much as whispers the word humidity.

“Your lack of listening isn’t my problem,” I add, heating the oil for the deep fryer. “And don’t start with me, Seth. I’m already stressing, knowing Brad’s gonna be here.”

Despite my better judgment, two nights ago, after seeing Brad, I went down a Google rabbit hole. Six months ago, he apparently moved from Southern California back to the Bay Area. He writes for The City and Beyond, covering Bay Area life and culture. The magazine has a cult following and major social reach.

Naturally, they’re covering the festival. But why did it have to be Brad?

I found an article titled “Rise of the Foodie.” Brad’s reinvented himself as a food critic. Gone is the guy who ranted about journalistic integrity while double-fisting stale popcorn on a rickety porch swing. Now he writes pieces like “Love It or Lump It,” handing out five-star reviews or health department warnings. It’s ironic, when we dated, he thought crème brûlée was soap.

I can’t help wondering what changed. What made him switch gears? Did he have a quarter-life crisis and discover aioli? Not that careers can’t shift—look at Seth: law school to part-time line cook—but Brad’s pivot feels calculated.

His reviews run hot or ice-cold. No room for nuance. In a recent promo video—hair perfectly gelled, ego oozing through the screen—he promised to reveal his top five food trucks from the festival. And which ones to avoid.

A glowing review from The City and Beyond could be huge for Kluckin’ Good. But considering our history, I’m not holding my breath.

“You’re a new level of crazy,” Seth says, yanking me out of my thoughts. “Even for you. I never agreed to dress like a sexy cow!”

“First off, you’re just a cow—”

“My udders are hanging out!” Seth cuts me off, standing dramatically.

“Phwwht phwoooh!” Rylie catcalls, fanning herself. “Careful shaking those around, this is a family event.” She gestures to the pink udders.

“Would you stop it?” Seth grabs my sweater to cover himself. “This is what I’m talking about. People are going to ogle me all day.”

“Weekend,” I correct. “How else are we supposed to promote our sliders?”

He looks like a grumpy bull, tugging at the edges of the fuzzy costume. For the record, I found the cow costume online during a late-night scroll—and Seth lost a very specific jalapeño poppers and hot sauce bet. A deal’s a deal.

Rylie whistles again. “I can’t help myself, my man’s a fine-lookin’ bovine.” She wraps her wings around Seth’s neck, nuzzling his cheek.

“Knock it off!” I shield my eyes. “This is not the time or place for whatever … animal fetish this is. And people better ogle you. Ogling customers means more sales.”

“Can we please stop saying the word ‘ogle’?” Seth groans, dropping my sweater. “It’s hitting my ear the way ‘moist’ does. And I’m not going outside like this. Rylie can parade around dressed like a piece of meat, but I refuse.”

“Why is it okay for Rylie to parade around dressed like a chicken, but you won’t dress like a cow?” I ask.

“Yeah, why is that?” Rylie narrows her eyes.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Seth raises his hooves. “I’m not falling for that trap. You know I’m team female and support equal rights. Rylie’s used to ridiculous costumes.”

“And for this weekend, so are you.” I slap a few patties onto the sizzling flattop, the sound punctuating my statement.

Rylie bawks and gently nuzzles Seth’s neck again.

“Stop it!” I snap a dish towel at them. “You’re ruining farm animals for me.”

I really need to schedule that team meeting.

“Having you dressed as a giant beefcake—literally—is the visual edge we need. There’s a lot of competition here”

A sharp pound on the truck’s side interrupts me.

“Beth Lloyd of Kluckin’ Good!”

“Finish the sliders,” I tell Seth. Wiping my hands on a towel, I swing the serving window open to find Kaydee Foley, one of the festival organizers. Her tailored pant suit is as crisp as her tone.

“Thanks for being on time. I wish all my vendors were this reliable.” Her eyes land behind me, smile spreading. “And you’ve brought a mascot! I love it!”

“Two, actually. Buckawk!” Rylie flaps her wings and struts into view.

Kaydee laughs, her bun perfectly intact as she shakes her head. I first met her a couple of weeks ago when she stopped by our truck for lunch. After one bite of our Klucked in the Bayou wings and Juan and Only sliders, she begged me to fill a last-minute vendor spot at the festival.

So here we are, ready to impress.

“Thanks again for including us,” I say.

Kaydee starts to respond but stops short, her smile fading as she looks to the right.

Two trucks—one bright orange with Roller Burger scrawled in bold lettering, the other a sleek tan with the logo Coffeeology and a beaker-shaped mug—are squared off like two roosters at a county fair, waiting for the other to peck first.

The Roller Burger driver slams her door and storms up to the tan truck. “Back up!” she yells.

“We were here first!” the other driver shouts through his window.

Seth leans in. “I thought foodies were supposed to be chill.”

“Have you forgotten The Food Truck Showdown?” I ask.

The Roller Burger driver plants herself by the other truck’s door. “Move it or else!”

Kaydee marches over. “Layla, what’s going on here?”

“They took my spot!” Layla snaps, pointing at Coffeeology.

“I did not! She wasn’t even in the lot when I started backing up!”

“Pack up and get out of my spot or else!” Layla threatens.

“Or else what?”

“Enough!” Kaydee shouts.

Rylie crosses her arms, her chicken feathers ruffling. “I already don’t like this Layla person.”

“Both of those food trucks should’ve come earlier,” I say. “Who waits until the last minute and expects a prime spot?”

As Kaydee tries to calm things, I google Roller Burger. Layla Gafford runs it, usually parking at Jack London Square in Oakland. Her Yelp reviews are mixed. Some rave about the burgers, others gripe about the quality and spike in prices. Every review agrees on one point: the owner is a loudmouth.

Eventually, Kaydee gets Layla back in her truck and points to another parking spot on the opposite side of the festival. Layla crawls forward slowly, daring anyone to challenge her.

“She’s trouble,” I murmur, watching her snail-like compliance.

“No kidding,” Seth agrees.

Trouble is the last thing I need. Festivals like this can catapult our business into new customer bases. If I can steer clear of Layla and her dramatics, everything should be fine.

With Layla moved and the road rage show over, Rylie slips her chicken head on. “You sure you’re going to be okay?” she asks through the beak.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I look at her.

“Because of o idiota estúpido,” Rylie says, referring to Brad.

“Don’t worry about me. I have other things to worry about than the biggest mistake of my life.”

I glance at my phone. 3:07 PM. When I look up, small groups of festivalgoers are already trickling through the entrance—some holding maps, others craning their necks to scan the food truck lineup.

“Looks like the gates are officially open.” I point at a woman and man walking past our truck wearing matching shirts. I hand Seth a stack of flyers. “Start handing these out before the crowds really hit. Work the main path, get them into as many hands as possible. Then hustle back—we’ll be slammed soon and I’ll need your help.” Rylie grabs a tray of samples and hops down from the truck.

Seth hesitates at the open door, still brooding about his costume, then lumbers after her in his cow suit, his udders swaying with every step.

“Wait!” I shout, leaning halfway out the back step, waving a black leather strap like a flag. “You’re gonna need this.”

Seth turns, body stiffening when he sees the cowbell dangling from my fingers. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“If you’re going to commit to the bit, then commit,” I say, hopping down the last step with the bell in hand. “Now lean in.”

“No way.” He stands firm, holding his cow head.

I sigh, channeling our mother. A quick twist of his ear brings him down to my height.

“Ow! What is wrong with you!” He slaps my hand as I loop the cowbell around his neck.

“There. Festival-ready,” I give the bell a little pat.

Rylie cackles from across the path. “You look udderly delightful!”

“Go,” I wave them off. “Moo and mingle. Hand out samples, and don’t embarrass me, Seth!”

My brother grumbles as they disappear.

Once they’re gone, I duck back into the truck to finish working. I knock out the last of the sides, stack the extra napkins, and wipe down the counters—again. I grab the chalkboard menu and nudge the door open wider with my hip. With a grunt, I hoist the sign and carry it awkwardly, waddling like a penguin as I balance it against my knee.

Sunlight catches the still-smudgy chalk letters as I position it in front of the truck, anchoring it with a small crate and a rock I borrowed from the nearby flowerbed.

I check the time: 3:25.

We got here at one, but I’ve been playing catch-up ever since. The fryer jammed after we plugged in the generator, and the point-of-sale system decided to throw a tantrum and wouldn’t boot.

So much for a smooth two-hour prep window. Between troubleshooting and last-minute prep, I’m only now adding the final touches. The gates have been open nearly half an hour, and the crowd is growing fast.

I wipe my hands on my apron and take a deep breath. Ready or not, it’s go time.

I angle the chalkboard toward the path to catch foot traffic from both directions. It advertises our festival-exclusive specials. Beats and Bites Basket: beef sliders with truffle fries. Golden Gate Heat Wings: our spiciest wings with a sweet zing. Last, our Guac the Line Fries: crispy avocado fries for our vegan crowd. Regular flavors are listed below the specials.

Under our serving window, I hang a small chalkboard sign on a hook Seth installed, labeled Kind Bites, with cheerful script and little chicken footprints.

The board explains how it works: Customers can prepay for a meal I’ll later serve to someone in Clementine who needs it. No questions asked. It’s my way of keeping things local and personal, even at a big festival.

Instead of collecting names or hanging notes, I track donations and honor each one after the weekend. Whether it’s a regular who’s hit a rough patch or someone new who needs a little grace, I make sure those meals get into the right hands.

The festival donates a portion of ticket sales to regional food banks, which is amazing. But our Kind Bites board lets people contribute in a more immediate, boots-on-the-ground kind of way. One meal at a time.

The crowds are moving now, slowly at first—families scanning food options, teens posing for selfies, and couples mapping out their snack plan for the night. It’s not packed yet, but the foot traffic is steady.

I finish adding a few touches: a mini pennant banner I made last night out of twine and old takeout menus, plus a tiny bouquet of wildflowers in a glass jar on the far end of the serving ledge to make it feel homey.

As I adjust the chalkboard sign one last time, a woman in a sunhat approaches the truck. “Hi,” she says. “Sorry, do you know if there’s a real bathroom somewhere? Like, not a porta potty?”

“Yup—head toward the red barn past the flower pavilion. Restrooms are over there,” I say, pointing the way.

“Thank you,” she says, speed-walking away on a mission.

I turn around as I hear. “Beth, stop me, or I’m going to snap the man in two!”

Helena Wynn, owner of Sugar and Spice Bakery, is there. Helena, normally so upbeat, looks troubled. Her black hair is in a messy bun, and her usually warm eyes are shut as she rubs her temples.

“Did Chris forget something?” I ask.

“Chris is holding down the bakery. I’m here with Trina.” Trina is one of their best servers and Helena’s go-to for events like this. “The problem is him.” She hands me her phone.

“ ‘Bakers Beware,’ ” I read aloud.

“Read the whole thing,” Helena says, resuming her temple massage. “But first, got anything strong to drink? I’m gonna need it.”

“Lemonade or iced tea.”

“Give me an Arnold Palmer. I’ll pretend there’s vodka in it.”

I give her back her phone and duck inside the truck. As I pour equal parts lemonade and iced tea into one of our Kluckin’ Good tumblers, I glimpse my reflection in the serving window. Flushed cheeks, already frizzing hair peeking out from under my blue baseball cap, and a flour flecked shirt. Yep, festival chic.

Popping the lid on her drink I head back outside.

“Here.”

“This is cute,” she turns the cup and smiles at our laughing chicken logo. “That’s the other thing. We forgot cups. Trina went back to pick some up, but she’s late.”

“I might have an extra sleeve of compostable cups you can have. Want me to look?” I offer.

“Thanks, but Trina should be back any minute. Read what that jerk Brad Dawson wrote about my café.” She hands her phone to me.

My stomach clenches as I skim the review. Brad wrote terrible things about Sugar and Spice, claiming the baked goods use cat hair instead of sprinkles.

“That’s awful,” I say, handing her phone back. “Why would he write that?”

“It’s because of the other day,” Helena says, pocketing her phone. “After you left he tried to play the victim, claiming you wouldn’t let him explain himself. Not that he deserves a chance after humiliating you like that. I gave him a fresh drink and told him to take his business elsewhere.”

“I appreciate that, but you shouldn’t let my personal life interfere with your business.”

“You’re my friend, as was your Aunt Dolly.” She reminds me. “No, I did the right thing. But if his online review affects my sales this weekend, he better watch himself.”

“Careful what you say,” I warn. “Heat of the moment words have a way of coming back to haunt you. Trust me.”

She waves a dismissive hand. “Don’t worry about me. If anything, you should worry about Seth.”

“Seth?” What did he do?

“On my way here, I saw him and Rylie talking to a group of people. Some kids tried to milk him. He didn’t look happy.”

I laugh, picturing Seth fighting off thirsty toddlers.

Then—

Pop!

We both flinch as a balloon bursts. Followed by a small child’s wail and a flurry of “Shhh, you’re okay, you’re okay,” from the parents.

“Poor kid,” I say, watching the festival buzz around us. Music drifts from the main stage and vendors shouting over one another about kettle corn and mango slushies.

That’s when I see him walking toward us.

Tousled hair, ripped jeans, flannel at his waist. Something about him tugs at my memory. Helena points at him. “You’re Ivan Parks, right? ‘The new face in alternative rock’?”

“Yep.” He nods, then looks at me. “But Beth might remember me as Adam Parker.”

Recognition hits like a freight train. Brad’s best friend. The life of every party and the guy who drank as much as he smoked. The last time I saw him was the night Brad dumped me.

“Adam. Wow,” I say, surprised. “You’ve … changed.”

And he has. The Adam I remember had bloodshot eyes, beer breath, and a knack for quoting bad stand-up comedy. This Adam—or Ivan—looks like he stepped out of a music video.

“Maybe a little,” he says, sheepishly.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Living the dream,” he says. “A talent manager discovered me at an open mic night, now I’m the lead singer for the Silver Stones.”

“Your name is Adam?” Helena asks.

“Ivan is my stage name,” he explains. “We’re playing here this weekend.”

“Nice to meet you,” she says before leaving.

“So, Adam, why are you here talking to me?” I ask once Helena is gone.

He shifts on his feet, looking uncomfortable. “I saw your name on the vendor list and wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize for what?” I laugh. “You never did anything to me.”

“But I did,” he insists. “I should’ve said something that night when Brad dumped you instead of bailing.”

“It’s not your fault Brad was an idiot,” I say. “He’s a dumb mistake from my past who I’ve moved on from.”

“Yeah, but,” Adam pauses. “I need to make amends for any part I played that night. What Brad did was wrong and I should’ve stepped in.”

“Adam, you don’t—”

“Please,” he stops me. “It’s part of my recovery program. I’ve been sober for almost a year now.”

I take a closer look. He does seem clearer. Grounded. Like someone who’s crawled through something heavy and made it out the other side.

“Back then, I was partying hard,” he says, softer now. “Like … blackout hard. I used it to justify my stupidity. And to avoid taking responsibility. But I’ve been doing the work and realize what Brad did to you was wrong. I’m sorry I didn’t speak up. I wasn’t a good friend to anyone back then.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. “I forgive you, Adam. And I’m proud of you for getting sober. That takes real strength.”

“Thanks,” he gives a grateful smile.

“Yo, Ivan!” A stout man in flannel matching Adam’s jogs over.

Adam gestures to him. “This is Van Ambrose, the drummer for the Silver Stones. And Reggie Douglas is our guitarist, but he’s,” Adam looks around, “somewhere.”

“Nice to meet you,” Van smiles at me. “We gotta go, man,” he tells Adam.

Adam nods. “It was nice seeing you, Beth.” He pauses, then hugs me awkwardly. “You look happy.”

“I am,” I smile.

Adam turns, then says. “You’re better off without that scumbag.”

“That’s a nice thing to call your best friend,” I joke.

“We’re not friends anymore. Haven’t been since … well, he knows what he did.”

Adam leaves with Van, and I’m left with a tangle of emotions I’d rather not have.

Looks like I wasn’t the only bridge Brad burned.

Shaking it off, I step back into the truck to refocus.

I then hear an unwelcome voice. “Was I really a mistake?”






Chapter Four


Outside my truck, Brad is giving me a goofy grin. Once upon a time, that grin made my heart melt. Now all I feel is lava boiling in my veins.

“What do you want?” I demand, crossing my arms tightly to keep from throwing something.

“I’d like to talk.”

“I’m busy,” I snap.

“Can’t you spare a few minutes? You know, for old times?” His nostalgic tone makes my skin crawl.

“Old times?” I slam my hands on the counter, the sharp sound startling even me. That stupid grin is still there, and my resolve shatters. Years of frustration bubble up.

“Is one of those old times when you dumped me for your cousin? Or when you left me to pay for your tab at the pub? Maybe when you ghosted me for a week? Oh, wait—” I clap my hands. “I know which old time. The week I called you over and over, only to hear from your assistant you were on vacation. In Florida. WITH YOUR COUSIN! She also told me you’d instructed security to remove me if I showed up at your office.” I’ll never forget her warning about being forcibly removed and banned from the building. “I can’t believe you!”

The crowd outside the truck thickens, and I hear a faint “Ooh.” Good. Let them hear.

“Step-cousin!” Brad shouts, as if that makes it better. “There’s no blood between us.”

“That doesn’t matter,” I spit.

He throws his














































































































































OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Also available by Carmela Dutra



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Epilogue



		Recipes



		Acknowledgments



		Author Biography



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Acknowledgments



		Copyright



		Start of Contents











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		ii



		iii



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		311



		312



		313



		314



		iv











OEBPS/images/9798892424431.jpg
A FOOD TRUCK MY STERY






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
CROOKED

LANE
KN

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/pgiii.jpg





