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Chapter 1: Sugar on the Scales
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The tent breathed like a living thing in the half light, canvas sighing as the night gave up its hold on the market square. Dew clung to the guy ropes and darkened the hems of trousers as stewards moved quietly, their footsteps muted by the damp grass beneath the temporary flooring. Flora Wren arrived early because she always arrived early, because time was a courtesy she extended to herself before offering it to anyone else. She paused just inside the entrance, letting the cold air settle against her cheeks, letting the smell of metal and starch and last night’s rain arrange itself into familiarity. Dotty, snug in the crook of her arm, gave a brief huff of interest and then settled, her fur lifting slightly with static as Flora adjusted her grip.

Flora set her crate down at her allocated station with a precision that came from repetition rather than nerves. The number was neatly stencilled, the table already wiped, the surface dull and clean beneath the strip lights. She placed Dotty’s small bed beneath the table, tucking it back so it would not intrude on any walkway, and clipped the lead to the leg. Dotty’s rhinestone collar caught the light and scattered it in brief, unapologetic flashes. Flora reached down to smooth the fur at the back of Dotty’s neck, feeling the familiar warmth through the cold of the tent. The dog leaned into her hand, content, then settled with a sigh that sounded like an opinion.

The digital kitchen scales came out first. Flora set them squarely on the table, checking the level by eye before turning them on. The screen glowed a soft, trustworthy blue. She had chosen these scales years ago for their consistency rather than their elegance. She tapped the edge once, as she always did, a small ritual that anchored her hands. The cracked ceramic mixing bowl followed, its hairline fracture a pale arc along the rim that had never worsened despite years of use. She placed it slightly to the left, leaving space for the ingredients to line up in the order she preferred. Order was not about control, she told herself; it was about clarity.

Around her, other bakers began to arrive, their movements louder, their greetings more overt. Flour tins clinked, plastic tubs thudded onto tables, a laugh cut through the quiet and bounced off the canvas. Flora nodded to a steward she recognised from the market, accepted a murmured good morning without adding to it, and returned her attention to the scales. Dotty lifted her head as a trolley rattled past, then lay back down, unimpressed.

Flora opened her ingredient box and inhaled without meaning to. Nutmeg rose first, warm and round, followed by the darker sweetness of cocoa and the clean promise of sugar. She took out the nutmeg and placed it to one side, then the cocoa, then the sugar, each container aligned so that the labels faced the same way. Her fingers moved with a confidence that did not announce itself. She did not rush. She had learned, over the years, that speed impressed people who did not know what they were looking at. Precision impressed those who mattered.

She weighed the flour, watching the numbers settle, adjusting by a gram at a time until the display showed what she expected. The scales did not lie, but they could be misled by impatience, by drafts, by careless placement. Flora shielded them briefly with her hand as a steward passed, the air stirring. The number flickered, then steadied. She nodded, satisfied.

As the tent filled, the cold eased, replaced by the collective warmth of bodies and the hum of anticipation. The television crew were not yet present; this was the hour that belonged to the bakers alone, the hour when work could be done without commentary. Flora valued it. She measured sugar next, the fine grains sliding into the bowl with a soft hiss. Dotty shifted under the table, the lead making a faint sound against the metal leg.

Flora reached for the nutmeg grater and paused. Something had shifted, just enough to register. She frowned slightly, her hand hovering. The nutmeg jar was lighter than it should have been. Not empty, not even low, but lighter. She tilted it, listening to the movement inside. It sounded right. She weighed it in her hand, then set it on the scales without thinking. The number that appeared was not wrong, exactly, but it was close to the lower end of what she expected. She told herself that jars varied, that she had used some for testing at home, that memory could not be trusted so early in the morning. She reset the scales and weighed again. The number returned, patient and unchanged.

Flora exhaled slowly through her nose. She grated the nutmeg, watching the fine brown dust fall into the bowl, the scent blooming in the cold air. It smelled as it always did, comforting, familiar. She added the cocoa, then the sugar, then reached for the eggs. The carton was new, the shells cool and smooth. She cracked them cleanly, one after the other, the yolks settling into the mixture like small suns. She whisked, the sound steady, the resistance changing as it always did.

Still, the sense of wrongness lingered, a quiet hum beneath her focus. She set the whisk down and wiped her hands on a cloth, then picked up the cracked bowl and turned it slightly, examining the fracture. It had not changed. It would not fail her now. She set it back down and continued.

A steward paused at her table, checking a clipboard. “All set?” he asked, his voice low.

“As set as I can be,” Flora replied. It was neither defensive nor false. He smiled briefly and moved on.

Flora added the flour in stages, folding carefully, watching the texture develop. The batter thickened, then smoothed, then resisted in the way she liked. She tapped the bowl gently against the table to settle it, listening for air bubbles. Dotty stirred, then sneezed, the sound sharp and sudden. Flora smiled despite herself and reached down to scratch behind the dog’s ear.

As she worked, she became aware of movement at the next table. A baker she recognised by sight but not by name was measuring sugar with a confidence that bordered on casual. He poured, then poured again, overshooting, then scooped some back into the container with his hand. Flora watched without staring, her expression neutral. She had seen worse. She returned to her own work.

It was when she reached for the milk that the second irregularity made itself known. The bottle was the same brand she always used, the cap unbroken, the date well within range. She shook it, as she always did, and unscrewed the cap. The smell was clean. She poured a small amount into a jug, watching the level rise. It seemed thinner than usual, though that could have been the cold. She tipped the jug slightly, watching the way it clung to the sides. It behaved as milk should.

Flora set the jug down and looked at the scales again, at the numbers she trusted. She told herself that she was imagining things because this mattered, because she was being watched even when she was not, because the idea of public judgement had a way of making ghosts out of ordinary details. She had chosen to enter this bake off knowing that scrutiny was part of the exchange. She had told herself that her work would speak for itself.

She poured the milk into the bowl and stirred, the batter loosening, becoming glossy. She tasted a small amount from the spoon, just enough to check the balance. It was right. Not perfect yet, but right. She nodded once, a small affirmation.

Around her, the tent was fully awake now. Voices rose and fell, laughter flared and faded. Someone dropped a tray with a clatter that made Dotty bark once, sharply. Flora murmured a quiet word and Dotty subsided, though her eyes remained alert.

Flora transferred the batter into the prepared tin, smoothing the surface with a spatula. She tapped it gently again, then set it aside. The oven was already heating, the indicator light glowing. She checked the temperature, adjusted slightly, and slid the tin inside. The door closed with a soft thud.

She stood for a moment, hands resting on the edge of the table, feeling the warmth from the oven seep into her palms. The irregularities replayed themselves in her mind, not as accusations but as questions. She could confront a steward, ask to weigh the nutmeg from another jar, request a replacement bottle of milk. She could draw attention to herself, to the possibility of error, to the idea that something might be amiss before anything had even been judged.

Instead, she straightened and wiped her hands again. She would not borrow trouble. She would not announce doubt. She would trust the process she had refined over years, trust her senses, trust the scales. If something was wrong, she would know soon enough, and she would address it then.

The television crew arrived with a change in the air, a subtle tightening. Lights were adjusted, cameras tested. Flora became aware of her posture, of the way she stood, of the way Dotty’s collar caught the light. She did not change anything. She answered a brief question from a runner with a polite nod, declined an offer of tea with a small smile. She did not explain herself.

As the baking progressed, the scent of nutmeg and cocoa deepened, filling the tent. Flora watched the oven through the glass, noting the rise, the colour developing evenly. She checked the time, adjusted the temperature a fraction, and waited. Dotty slept, chin on her paws, the rise and fall of her breath steady.

When the timer chimed, Flora removed the tin and set it on the rack. The pudding was exactly as she expected it to be, the surface smooth, the edges clean. She pressed lightly with a finger, felt the resistance give and return. She leaned closer, inhaled. It smelled right.

She did not allow herself the satisfaction that fluttered in her chest. She knew better than to celebrate before the thing was finished, before it had cooled, before it had been tasted. She set to work on the glaze, measuring sugar and cocoa again, watching the scales, feeling their reassurance. This time, nothing seemed out of place.

As she worked, she caught sight of the baker at the next table watching her, his expression unreadable. She met his gaze briefly, then looked away. She did not owe him anything, not even reassurance.

The glaze came together smoothly, the sheen developing as she stirred. She poured it over the pudding, watching it settle into a perfect, even layer. She tapped the rack once to release any air, then stepped back.

The stewards began to call time. Flora wiped her table, packed away her tools with the same care she had unpacked them. She checked Dotty’s lead, adjusted the bed. She stood back as the judges approached, their faces composed, their clipboards ready. She did not seek their eyes. She did not flinch.

As the judges moved on, sampling, conferring quietly, Flora’s heart beat steadily. She felt the familiar mix of pride and restraint, the knowledge that she had done what she could without apology. Whatever came next would come.

When the judges paused at her station, she answered their questions simply, without embellishment. She described her pudding in terms of ingredients and method, not inspiration. She did not perform humility. She did not perform confidence. She was exact.

One of the judges nodded, making a note. Another smiled faintly. The third tasted, closed his eyes briefly, then opened them again. Flora watched his face without reading into it.

As they moved on, Flora exhaled, a breath she had not realised she was holding. She bent to check on Dotty, who had woken and was watching the world with interest. Flora stroked her head, feeling the soft fur under her fingers.

The tent buzzed with anticipation as the judges completed their circuit. Flora stood quietly, her hands folded loosely in front of her, her mind returning, unbidden, to the irregularities she had noticed. They had not manifested in the finished pudding. Or had they? She would not know until the tasting, until the scores were tallied.

She told herself, again, that she had chosen composure. She would keep it. Whatever the scales had suggested, whatever doubts had flickered, she had not allowed them to dictate her actions. She had trusted herself.

As the stewards prepared to announce the next stage, Flora felt a small, steady warmth settle in her chest. It was not triumph. It was not relief. It was the quiet satisfaction of having met scrutiny without flinching, of having allowed her work to stand without explanation.

Dotty yawned, a small pink tongue curling, and settled back down. Flora smiled down at her, the corners of her mouth lifting just enough to acknowledge the moment.

The announcement came without flourish, a steward’s voice amplified just enough to carry, the words practical rather than celebratory. Instructions were given, stations were to be cleared, bakers were to step back. Flora obeyed, folding her hands together and resting them lightly against her apron, her posture relaxed but attentive. Around her, bodies shifted, breath caught, someone laughed too loudly and then stopped. Dotty lifted her head again, ears pricked, sensing the change in atmosphere more keenly than any human.

The judges conferred at the long table, their heads inclined towards one another, their voices too low to reach the tent. Flora did not strain to listen. She knew better than to hunt for meaning where there was none to be had. She watched instead the way the light caught the polished steel of the tables, the way condensation formed and slid down a bottle abandoned near the sink. She watched the way a baker across the aisle twisted her wedding ring, then stopped herself and folded her hands, mirroring Flora without knowing it.

When the results were read, Flora heard her name without the jolt she had expected. It arrived as information, not as judgement. She acknowledged it with a nod, her expression unchanged. She did not look for Dotty’s reaction, though she could feel the small dog’s attention sharpen, the lead drawing slightly taut as Dotty leaned forward.

The next instruction followed, the bake off moving on as it was designed to do, the machinery of it indifferent to individual nerves. Flora returned to her table, packing away what she no longer needed, wiping surfaces until they were clean enough to reflect the tent lights. She worked methodically, her mind settling back into the rhythm of small tasks.

As she lifted the cracked ceramic bowl to place it back in her crate, she noticed, without surprise, that the fracture had caught a trace of glaze. A thin line of brown marked its path, darker than the ceramic beneath. She paused, then rinsed it away at the sink, watching the water carry it off. The bowl was clean again, the crack pale and familiar.

The irregularities did not return. The rest of the morning passed without further disturbance, the work proceeding as it should. Flora baked, cooled, adjusted. She spoke when spoken to, listened more than she talked. She accepted a cup of tea when it was offered later, once the immediate pressure had eased, and drank it slowly, the warmth seeping into her hands.

At one point, as she returned from the wash station, she caught sight of the nutmeg jar again. It sat where she had left it, its lid secure, its label straight. She picked it up, weighed it in her hand, then set it down. The moment passed. She did not pursue it.

By the time the tent doors were opened to the public, the air had changed. The cold had retreated, replaced by the mingled scents of baking and bodies, of coffee and damp coats. Visitors moved through the aisles, their voices rising in appreciation, their comments drifting like pollen. Flora stood behind her table, answering questions with measured clarity, directing attention to the work rather than herself. Dotty became an asset without Flora intending it, drawing smiles, softening edges. Children crouched to greet her, adults laughed at her solemn gaze. Flora allowed it, recognising the value without leaning on it.

As the afternoon wore on, the sense of unease that had brushed her at dawn faded into something more manageable. It did not disappear entirely; it settled instead into a quiet awareness, a note to be held rather than resolved. She had done what she came to do. She had not been undone by doubt.

When the call finally came to wrap for the day, Flora packed her crate with the same care she always did. She clipped Dotty’s lead, lifted the small dog into her arms, and stepped out into the market square. The air outside was softer, the light slanting, the stones underfoot drying. She paused for a moment, letting the noise of the tent fall away behind her.
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