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      SAVANNAH

      I hate mornings. I have always hated mornings with the passion of a thousand suns. I remember when I was in school, I would set all my clothes out the night before, put on my deodorant before I went to bed, and put the toothpaste on my toothbrush just to give myself ten more minutes of sleep. It wasn’t very hygienic, but it got the job done. I mean, no bugs were flying around me or anything.

      The snooze button was my very best friend.

      Which is why it doesn’t make sense that, as a thirty-year-old woman with a brain, I am currently standing in the bakery section of my local grocery store, staring at a clock that says 4 AM. Certainly, I am having a bad dream.

      But, no. This is, in fact, my life these days. While I would love to be snuggled up in my soft blanket inside my tiny bedroom in the apartment I share with my younger sister, I am instead standing in the cold, stark grocery store that hasn’t been updated since God was a child, wearing a black apron and no-slip shoes that aren’t going to win any fashion shows.

      Why is my life like this? Trust me, it’s a question I ask myself hourly, if not minute-by-minute. How I got to this place is baffling, especially for someone who had much bigger dreams for herself.

      Like most kids, I assumed I’d grow up to be a ballerina or a famous singer. Sadly, I have no balance and can’t carry a tune in a bucket. Taylor Swift needn’t worry. I won’t be taking her job.

      As I got older, I developed a love for baking. It was something I’d done with my grandmother as a kid, and I realized I could actually do it for a job. I would go to some illustrious culinary school, graduate top of my class, and open my own bakery, which I would then franchise around the world and be interviewed by Oprah while we ate cupcakes and exchanged cell phone numbers. My delicious desserts would be featured in her “favorite things” list, and I’d watch my bank account balance soar afterward.

      But here I am at the grocery store. Oprah isn’t here, and I do not know her number. She’s probably asleep in her cushy bed, which is where I’d like to be. Well, in my bed, not Oprah’s. I’m sure she’s wrapped up in a plush blanket that actually was on her “favorite things” list while I’m standing here feeling the overly zealous air conditioning beating down on my pasty white arms.

      So, where did things go wrong? I guess you could say things went wrong the day I was born. Okay, maybe that’s a bit drastic, but it feels true. I was born to a young mother. When I say young, I mean she was sixteen. I loved my mother, but she always had problems. I didn’t know her any other way.

      I didn’t know the kind of mother who makes you lunch and kisses your forehead before you get on the school bus. I didn’t know the kind of mother who cuddles with you on the sofa and watches a movie while you share a big bowl of popcorn.

      I knew the kind of mother who passed out on the sofa for an entire day after a particularly bad bender the night before. I knew the kind of mother who regularly got arrested for writing bad checks and then missed your first elementary school talent show. I twirled the baton, by the way. Not well, but I twirled it nonetheless.

      Addiction and mental health issues plagued my mother every day of her life. It was hard to be a kid with a whirlwind of dysfunction swirling around me every day. My grandmother had been my only saving grace, but when she died on my ninth birthday, I was left with my mother again. Alone.

      Until she found out she was pregnant. My dad was never in the picture at all. I know his name was Axel, but that’s about it. I’ve never really wanted to know more. I’m fine living in the mystery. I guess I know that any man who was interested in my mother wasn’t there to build a family. He was there to take advantage of a broken woman.

      My sister, Sadie, was born just a few days after I turned ten. I adored her. She was my baby, as far as I was concerned. Her dad stuck around for about six months, but then he went to jail, and that was the last we heard of him. As awful as it was, Sadie and I shared that in common. No dads. But we had each other, and I was determined to make sure Sadie had a normal life, even with our mother regularly getting drunk and embarrassing us at our school functions or forgetting to pick us up from school at all.

      My mother had her moments when she tried to get clean, but those demons never let her out of their clutches. Watching someone you so desperately wanted to love… and were supposed to love… fight shadows you couldn’t see was painful.

      After I graduated from high school, I applied to pastry chef school. I got accepted but couldn’t afford the tuition. Mom sure couldn’t help me. She hopped from one job to another when she was working at all. During high school, I had to work two jobs just so we didn’t lose our crappy little apartment.

      I decided to put away the dream of pastry chef school and got into the working world. I spent years saving every penny I could just to get the chance to go to school one day. Unfortunately, my savings ended up going to pay for a funeral when I was twenty-two years old. Our mother’s heart just gave out.

      That left Sadie and me alone—truly alone. I got guardianship of her, and we tried to start over together. Sadie was just twelve, but I felt like I could salvage her childhood. There was still a chance.

      So, I worked two jobs—one at her school cafeteria and one at a diner at night. Our next-door neighbor, Mrs. Copeland, watched Sadie at night until I got home after one in the morning. By watch, I mean she’d fall asleep on our sofa and then go home when I arrived.

      When Sadie had parent-teacher conferences, I went. When she had school plays, I was in the first row. I was the shoulder she cried on when she had breakups with boyfriends. I was determined to be everything to her that my mother never was to me.

      Once she graduated from high school, I quit both jobs and got this job at the grocery store bakery department. It doesn’t pay great, but at least I get to have my hands in icing and buttercream all day. Sure, there’s no creativity, really. After all, this is a big grocery store chain, so they have their own rules.

      Everything comes in bags of premade mixes. I follow the pictures of the cakes like paint by numbers. I don’t get to make up my own recipes. It’s restrictive, and I hate the hours, but it fills my soul drop by drop.

      Three years ago, I could finally go to pastry chef school since Sadie was old enough to be home alone. After saving and getting a small financial hardship grant, I went to a night school about an hour away. Being with others who wanted to work in this field was wonderful. Well, mostly. Some of the students were downright horrible people, but I guess you will find that to be the case in every school.

      Even though I got my certificate, I couldn’t find a job locally and needed to be there for Sadie. So, I took this job at the grocery store. Sadie says I need to think bigger, to get out of our crappy little suburb and hit the big city. She believes in me way more than I believe in myself.

      “Stop daydreaming, Savannah!”

      My boss, who we call Big Thelma, stands behind me with her hands on her hips. Just to be clear, she asked us to call her that. She likes it for some unknown reason. It fits her. Big Thelma is taller than most men, and her shoulders are so broad that she regularly bangs them against the doorway leading to the small office where she sits most of the day.

      “Sorry,” I say, knowing that arguing with her is pointless. Her voice is booming, and I can’t form enough words at four in the morning.

      “After you finish the doughnuts, you need to make the retirement cake for Dan Shoals and then the birthday cake for that little girl. The one with the unicorns.”

      “Yes, I know,” I say, a little edge to my voice. Big Thelma seems to think I can’t read. She tells me everything I need to do even though I have an exhaustive list right beside me. I get the job done. I’m a good worker, although she never recognizes that. After all these years of working together, she still treats me like I just got hired.

      I’m pretty used to working hard and not getting any praise for it. Honestly, it feels more comfortable that way. I don’t know what to do if someone compliments me.

      “Did you make the scones?” Big Thelma asks, interrupting my daydreaming again.

      “Not yet,” I say, wanting to let out a groan but worrying that Big Thelma will take one of her giant hands and smoosh me into the ground.

      “Get on it, girl!” she says, her voice reverberating around the empty grocery store. Big Thelma does very little work besides ordering me around. Most of the time, she sits in the little rolling chair in the office and plays games on her phone. But she’s worked here for almost twenty years, and since everyone is scared of her, she gets away with murder. I’m convinced she could set the whole place on fire, and the manager would give her Employee of the Month.

      After I finish the doughnuts, I decide to make the scones before moving on to the first cake of the day. We still have three hours before the store opens, and the cakes aren’t picked up until ten, so I have plenty of time.

      Big Thelma enters the office and shuts the door, a sure sign she will take a cat nap in that poor little chair. I keep waiting for it to crack and crumble to pieces, throwing her onto the hard, industrial tile floor, but no such luck yet. I imagine one of the screws holding it together, flying out, ricocheting off the wall, and poking her eye out, and it makes me smile. I might be delirious from the exhaustion that is my life.

      I take the chance to look at my phone, which I have tucked in the back pocket of my horrible-looking black work pants. By the time I get home, they will be covered in all manner of things. My dog sniffs me down like I’m carrying a kilo of cocaine every time I come home.

      As usual, there’s a text from Sadie, who always wakes up early for her job, too. She doesn’t have to be at the diner until six, but she simply must look good, she says. Sadie is gorgeous, with thick, curly brown hair and the biggest green eyes you’ve ever seen. I think she needs to be a model, but she poo-poos the idea every time I bring it up.

      She wants to go to college, but we can’t afford it. Yet. I’ve got to come up with a way. She’s been out of high school for two years now, and working at a diner isn’t going to get her anywhere. Sadie is smart, although she didn’t have the grades to get a scholarship. She didn’t test well.

      I never expected to have so much weight on my shoulders at this age. I thought I’d be married, have a kid or two, work a good job, and enjoy my life after such a hard upbringing. Instead, I became a mother to my sister, and I can barely rub two nickels together. Okay, now I’m getting depressed.

      But I don’t get depressed. I’m what one calls a perpetual optimist. It often drives other people crazy, but I’m hard to rattle. I’ve had so much handed to me in my life that, at some point, I just decided to put a smile on my face and get on with it. Even when I don’t feel like smiling, I smile. No matter what my internal voice is saying, my outward appearance is that of an overly positive person. I guess I’m a good actress, too.

      Pastry chef school was hard. Working all day and then going to school at night, all while making sure Sadie had what she needed, just about did me in. But I still smiled. I might’ve cried in my bathroom at night while the water was running, but I didn’t let anyone see that.

      There was one guy in my classes who hated me. Hated that I was happy all the time. Said it wasn’t possible to never feel down or sad or tired. The more he picked on me, the happier I appeared. I wouldn’t let that jerk make me feel bad about myself.

      I’ve learned in my life that if I let myself give in to the sadness, I may never climb out. And I don’t have time to wallow. I don’t have time to let the shadows of sadness fester within me. I have Sadie counting on me. If it wasn’t for her, I may never get out of bed again. Sometimes, the ones smiling are the saddest ones of all.

      But I digress.

      I look back at my phone and read Sadie’s message.

      Have a good day at work, sis! I appreciate all you do for me!

      Sadie is the reason I do what I do. I want to see her cross that stage as a college graduate someday. That’s what I remind myself of all day as I plod through this life I’m living. After all, not everyone gets to live their dreams. Some of us have to live in reality.
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      I leave work just after lunchtime, go grocery shopping, and head home. While it seems like a luxurious life to get home before three o’clock, I assure you it’s not.

      I run my own side business, making cookies, cakes, and other delectables for clients. Well, occasional clients. If I can ever go viral on TikTok or Instagram, maybe I can hit it big. For now, I’m making a birthday cake for a little girl in our apartment building and a batch of cookies for some lady’s baby shower. But isn’t that how empires start? I’m choosing to believe that.

      I walk into our tiny, fairly crappy apartment, my arms filled with grocery bags. I’ve learned the art of shopping on a small budget. Coupons, watching the sales, and using store discount cards. These are all important for people who don’t have a lot of money.

      We mostly buy things like eggs, bread, some meat, and frozen veggies. There is very little eating out around here. Sadie brings home leftovers from the diner when she can. And I sometimes sneak a few pastries home from the store, but just the ones that didn’t come out right. Big Thelma won’t let us sell those anyway, so why should they go to waste? Plus, I’ve seen her filling her giant handbag with them plenty of times.

      “Let me help you with that,” Sadie says as I push the front door open with my foot. She grabs two of the bags. I refuse to make two trips up to our third-floor apartment. “One day, you’re going to fall backward down those stairs trying to carry all this stuff. Why didn’t you call me to come down?”

      I follow her into our tiny galley kitchen and put the bags on the counter, letting out a huge breath. “I didn’t know you were already home. How was work?”

      “A grind, as usual,” she says, starting to put the cold stuff away. “Gary fired Mario, so now our best cook is gone. Julia is cooking, and we both know she can’t even boil an egg. So, we got complaints all day about overcooked hamburgers and undercooked fries. My tips were so bad!”

      “Why did Mario get fired? He’s been there for a long time, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, why was he let go?”

      She looks at me, stifling a smile. “He might have taken Celia on a date.”

      “Celia? Isn’t that Gary’s wife?” I ask, my eyes wide.

      “Yep!”

      “Wow! That takes some guts to date the boss’s wife,” I say, putting the bread on top of the microwave.

      “Right? Anyway, he’s interviewing new cooks… and divorce lawyers, I assume.”

      I playfully punch her in the shoulder. Sadie has a great sense of humor. While I’m perpetually happy, she’s more realistic. She has more emotions. You know, like a normal person.

      “I hate that you have to work at that place. I’m thinking of taking a night job again.”

      “Sis, I’m not a baby anymore. You don’t have to work yourself to death just so I can go to college. Lots of people don’t go to college. I’ll be fine.”

      I know she’s lying. Sadie has talked about going to “real college” since childhood. She wants that whole college experience where she lives on campus and walks between the giant brick buildings going to classes. She wants to join a sorority and go to parties. At twenty years old, that time is drawing to a close. She doesn’t want to be so much older than her classmates.

      I feel time moving so much faster with each passing day. I owe her this experience. Her life has been far from easy. Neither of our lives has been easy, but I can still save her. I can still make her dreams come true.

      Mine? Well, that is starting to seem like a lost cause, even to a positive person like myself. But you can’t have it all, right?
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      RHETT

      I stand on the dock, staring out over the ocean. There aren’t many places in the world prettier than the Bahamas. The temperature is perfect today, and there isn’t a cloud in the sky.

      I’ve spent all morning doing what I love most in the world—creating visually stunning and delicious-tasting desserts for people who may or may not appreciate all the work that went into them.

      This is my life. At thirty-one years old, I shouldn’t care what my family thinks about it, but I can admit to myself that sometimes I do. I’m a grown man, but I can’t help that it matters—deep down—that I don’t have the support most people take for granted.

      Even surrounded by all this beauty, it’s hard to live with the knowledge that your parents don’t accept you. They don’t think what you do is anything special. They don’t like that a son of theirs has “given up” on being successful by cooking fancy desserts for rich people.

      Mom is a respected cardiologist in Boston, and Dad is one of the top entertainment attorneys in the country. He splits his time between Boston and Los Angeles, where most of his clients are. I’m sure that’s where he also keeps his mistresses, although no one in our family would ever bring up that topic.

      They’ve been married for almost forty years, and I can’t remember ever seeing them hold hands or kiss. They are more of a partnership, I guess. Their marriage is one reason why I will never get married. Sharing your whole life with someone you don’t love seems pointless.

      Then there are my two brothers—Ben and Liam, the stars in my parents’ eyes. Ben is the oldest at thirty-seven. He works with my dad and travels from Los Angeles to New York City on a weekly basis. Liam lives in Boston and is thirty-five. He’s a noted plastic surgeon and keeps my mother looking twenty years younger. She thinks no one notices that her hands are sixty-five years old, but her face is forty-five.

      “You on break?”

      I look up and see my co-worker, Eric, standing before me, smoking a cigarette. Nasty habit. He smells like an ashtray, but the beach winds thankfully keep the smoke away from me. I’m highly allergic.

      “Yeah. I scarfed down some tacos, and now I’m regretting it,” I say, putting my hand on my midsection.

      “It’s been a long day, huh?”

      “Every day is a long day,” I complain. I’m what a lot of people might call grumpy. I call it realistic. I picked the wrong profession for someone who isn’t a morning person. Pastry chefs have to get up early, and it’s the only part of the job I detest.

      “You should take some time off,” he says, leaning against a wooden post adjoining the dock.

      “Why? I have no family. No wife. No kids. Might as well make money and sock it away so one day I don’t have to work at all.”

      “You’re a workaholic, man. You’re always going to work,” he says in his thick British accent. Eric is covered in tattoos. Both arms are sleeves, and he even has some on his hands. I want to ask what they are sometimes, but then I’m afraid it will cause a long conversation. I’m not built for long conversations.

      I shrug my shoulders. “Who knows? Maybe one day, I’ll have a good reason to take time off. For now, it’s pointless.”

      “You’ve got those big dreams,” Eric says, taking a long drag off his cigarette and then tossing the butt into the ocean. I want to push him in after it every time I see him do that.

      “Stop littering.”

      “Mate, it’s basically paper. It disappears down there.”

      “Have you watched the videos about trash in the ocean? Stop throwing your butts in there.”

      He puts up his hands like he does every time we have this conversation. It’s the one good thing about being built like a linebacker. People tend to listen to you.

      “Fine. Anyway, I thought your dream was to work in a Michelin-star restaurant?”

      I eye him carefully. “A three-star Michelin-rated restaurant.”

      “Right, right. Only the best for Rhett Jennings.”

      “Don’t you have some fruit to prep for dinner?” I say, trying to get him out of my hair. Eric is inherently lazy, but he knew someone who knew someone that got him this job. I expect him to get fired at every port, but here he still is, looking disheveled and smelling of stale ashes.

      “You’re becoming an old coot right before my eyes,” he says, chuckling as he heads back toward the kitchen we share. I pick up my water bottle from the ground, ready to follow him back inside, when my phone buzzes in my pocket. Being out on the water most of the time, I rarely use the thing. I forget it’s even there until I want to look at social media and check my email.

      “Hello?”

      “Rhett? Oh good. I’m glad I caught you. Where are you this time?” There’s a hint of disdain in her voice, as always.

      “The Bahamas. And where are you?”

      My mother sighs. “At the hospital.”

      “Well, that’s a good place for a cardiologist, I suppose.”

      She pauses for a long moment. “I’m not here for work, Rhett.”

      My pulse quickens. I rarely see my family, so I’m always out of the loop, but this is the first time I’ve been worried. I love them all, of course, but it’s just easier this way. Being picked apart for all your life choices can get a bit taxing.

      “Why are you there then?”

      “Your father took a fall.” She says it like she’s telling me the most boring piece of information she’s ever uttered. Like she’s reading a lunch menu.

      “Is he okay?”

      “He will be. He was off work for a few days—we know how rare that is—and he decided not to call our handyman, Pete. Instead, he climbed up on the ladder to clean the gutters, and bam! Down he went onto the sidewalk. Broke his leg in two places. He’ll be home for a very long time now. I might lose my mind.”

      I wanted to laugh at that last comment. It isn’t as if she spends much time with my father. She doesn’t clean the house. She never cooks meals. Even as kids, we had a nanny who took us everywhere, cooked meals, and put us to bed. “Mother” was more of an official title and reason to deduct us from their yearly taxes.

      She spends most of her days at her office or the hospital. As harsh as she can be, my mother is a terrific cardiologist. She’s known around the country for her innovative treatments and approach to heart disease. She specializes in women’s hearts, which is funny because she doesn’t have one herself. Okay, that might’ve been too far. I get it. But it was funny.

      “Is there anything I can do?” I don’t even know why I asked the question. What can I do? I’m in the Bahamas. They’re in Boston. And I’m not a doctor, as my mother likes to remind me on a perpetual schedule throughout the year. It’s like she sets an alarm on her watch to remind me of that fact as often as possible.

      “Well, dear, you’re not exactly a doctor…” Ah, there it is. Now I can set my timer for three months from now when she says it again.

      “No, Mother, I’m not.”

      I’ve noticed other people call their mothers’ names like “Mom” or “Ma.” My friend Hal, who is from Tennessee, calls his “Momma”. My brothers and I have always called ours “Mother” like something out of a horror movie.

      “Mother is killing a goose in the backyard.”

      “Mother is holding a knife to Father’s throat.”

      “Mother drove the getaway car for a gang of human organ thieves.”

      “Mother needs a sponge bath.”

      There’s a lack of affection in the word, at least how I say it.

      “So, what are you up to these days?”

      “Well, still preparing desserts for rich celebrities on their fancy yachts.” I leave the details out of what I tell her because I’ve learned that more details equals more questions. And more questions equals more criticism. And more criticism equals more self-loathing. It’s not a fun cycle, and I’d rather avoid it.

      “I’ll never understand you, Rhett.”

      “What don’t you understand?” I use my thumb and index finger to rub the bridge of my nose. It’s my “thing” that I do when I’m stressed. I’m surprised I even have a bridge anymore.

      “You had everything laid out in front of you after prep school. A full ride to multiple universities, a job waiting for you at the hospital. And now you’re traversing the world on someone else’s yacht, making them cupcakes.”

      I roll my eyes so hard I think I can see behind me. “I don’t make cupcakes, Mother. I’m a trained pastry chef with skills that are in demand with wealthy people.”

      “We’re wealthy people!” She shrieks so loud that I swear I can hear someone’s heart monitor going off in the background.

      “I’m not doing this with you again,” I say in a low growl, hoping she gets my message. My mother never gets social cues. Or maybe she just doesn’t care.

      “Dear, it’s just that we all love you and want to see you do well. If you’d gone to medical or law school, you could have your own yacht and hire a baker.”

      “A pastry chef.”

      “Whatever,” she mutters. She says it like even the words “pastry chef” taste terrible on her tongue. Oh, the irony.

      “Why can’t you just be happy that I’m happy?” Am I happy, though? I don’t let the question linger long before shaking it off.

      “Happiness is overrated.”

      If that isn’t the best way to sum up my mother’s life, I don’t know what is. She’s a brilliant cardiologist. I’ll give her that. She helps people daily, and she saves lives. But she does so with a lack of emotion that would make a serial killer proud.

      “Look, I’m not going to keep having this circular conversation with you, okay? I love my job, and I have big plans.”

      “Oh, really? What kind of big plans can a pastry chef have?”

      “Well, for starters, I want to be the pastry chef at a top restaurant. Michelin star rated. I want to be in magazines, maybe on TV. When people think of desserts, I want them to think of me.”

      “Oh, good Lord,” she groans. “Honey, there’s no way a person can make a good living as a baker. Maybe just a few people in the whole world. But, if you went through with medical school and became a neurologist, as we talked about…”

      “Mother, stop! I don’t want to be a doctor. I’m not going to medical school.”

      “Law school then. It’s not as good—don’t tell your father I said that—but it’s a decent career if you’re good at it.”

      “I’m not going to law school either. I already went to school.”

      “Rhett, you went to night school. That’s not real college, you know. Nobody in our circle has a child that went to night school.”

      “That was because I was working at your office to make rent, remember? I could only go to school at night.”

      She pauses for a long moment. “I have to go check on your father, but I need to prepare you for something.”

      “What?”

      “We’ve been reviewing our will.”

      Oh, here it comes. The threats. This isn’t new. My mother and father have threatened to remove me from the will if I don’t do what they want several times.

      “Here we go again,” I mutter.

      “It’s just not fair that your brothers are contributing members of society, and you’re doing… well… whatever it is that you’re doing. You can’t expect to just wait until your father and I kick the bucket to cash in, sweetie.”

      She adds “sweetie” to soften the blow. It doesn’t. My mother uses terms like “dear” and “sweetie” and “honey”, but they aren’t terms of endearment.

      I pause for a long moment and consider ending the call before I finally speak. “Most parents let their kids pursue their own dreams. Live their own lives. They just want them to be happy.”

      “Darling, you should know by now that we’re not most parents.”

      Oh, I know better than anyone.
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      SAVANNAH

      I’m standing in the bakery section of the grocery store, staring at a birthday cake I’m making for a little girl’s fifth birthday. She picked this princess cake from the laminated book we give customers when they want to order something. Of course, some of them order online, which is great because I hate interacting with customers.

      I’m an outgoing, positive person, but customers can be awful. They’re often rude and snarky, as if I don’t already hate my life getting up at the crack of dawn to make cakes that come in a bag.

      Big Thelma isn’t here today. Said something about dental work, but I think she just wanted a day off. That’s fine with me. I love the quiet mornings in the bakery. I can dream of better days when I run my own bakery in some small town where everybody comes by for a morning bagel and a chat.

      Instead, I’m standing in stark fluorescent lighting, smelling the seafood case the next department over. A lobster stares at me from the tank, and I’m overwhelmed with guilt. I’d free him if I had any idea where one would take a lobster on a Tuesday morning in the middle of Georgia.

      I understand his plight in a way. We’re both trapped here. If I could figure out a way for us to run away together right now, I’d totally be up for it. Me and my lobster best friend, making a life for ourselves on the run.

      I look back down at the cake. The little girl’s name is Leighton, so I write it out in fancy script, being sure it reads correctly. The colors are purple, hot pink, and white, with thick frosting around the edges. The frosting tastes like someone dumped sugar in a bag. I can’t eat it. It’s pretty disgusting. Customers would go nuts if they let me make my famous caramel buttercream icing. But no. Everything must be uniform and by the book. Literally.

      As I carry the cake to the refrigerator, I feel my phone buzzing in my apron. I carefully set the cake down, not wanting to have to remake it, and then pull my phone out. I take off my thin plastic gloves and toss them in the trash, but not before leaving a dollop of pink icing on my phone screen.

      “Sadie? Is everything okay?” She rarely calls this early, so I immediately assume the worst. Even though I’m not her actual mother, I feel like one.

      “Everything’s fine. I wanted to tell you about something I just found out.”

      “What?” I sit on a high stool behind the doughnut case.

      “I was online checking Instagram, and there’s a new reality show.”

      “Another reality show? Shocker. Isn’t everything on TV a reality show?” I say, brushing some stray flour on the metal counter onto the floor.

      “No, sis, listen. This is a baking show.”

      “A baking show? Like a competition show?”

      I can hear her clicking around on her laptop. “Kind of. It’s a competition for both trained and self-taught bakers, but you’re also locked in a house with everyone.”

      “Locked in a house? What is it? A horror show?”

      “They have cameras on you 24/7, so there’s the drama between contestants mixed with baking competitions.”

      “Why are you telling me this, Sadie?” I stand and walk over to today’s schedule to see what I need to work on next. Oh great. Another birthday cake. This one’s a train cake for Dalton, who’s turning three.

      “Because I think you should apply.”

      I let out a loud laugh that reverberates around the kitchen. “Me? Why?”

      “Because of the prizes.”

      “I have a job, sis. I can’t just leave my life behind for some reality show.”

      “It’s only six weeks!”

      “Almost two whole months? Are you kidding me?”

      “I think you’ll change your tune when you hear what the prizes are.”

      “Fine. What are they?”

      “One prize is a publishing deal for a cookbook...”

      “Okay. That’s cool, but not enough to leave for two months.” I pull the bag of cake mix off the shelf and look for the blue icing for the train.

      “You also get to make the wedding cake for a celebrity wedding.”

      “Which celebrities?”

      “Keaton Mallory and Keira Donaldson!”

      Okay, making the wedding cake for two of the most famous actors in the world doesn’t sound bad, but it still isn’t enough to get me to give up my job for almost two months and risk getting fired. We’d go under in a matter of weeks if I weren’t working.

      “That’s cool, but still not enough to entice…”

      “And two hundred thousand dollars.”

      Sadie lets those words hang in the air like a carrot dangling above my financially broken head. I can barely form words. Two hundred thousand dollars? That would be a life-changing amount of money for us. Sadie could go to college, and I could open a bakery. Maybe. I think I could, though. If I bought used equipment and rented a space in a smaller town…

      “Are you still there?” Sadie asks.

      “I am,” I say, sitting back down on the stool.

      “This is our chance, sis.” She says the words with such seriousness that I almost start to cry. This isn’t just about me. She knows this is her chance, too.

      “But what are the odds I’d even get accepted onto the show? I’m sure hundreds of pastry chefs better than me will apply.”

      “Hey, you’re supposed to be the positive one!” She’s right unless it’s about myself. I’m not at all positive about myself.

      “And you’re supposed to be the realistic one,” I say. “What happens if I get accepted and leave for six weeks? How will you pay the bills? And I will surely lose this job.”

      “I’ll work extra shifts. And Big Thelma isn’t going to fire you. Nobody else would work with her.”

      I laugh. That’s probably true. More people have left the bakery section of this grocery store after working with Big Thelma. She’s not the easiest boss.

      “It does sound intriguing, but what are the chances I’ll even get picked?”

      “You won’t know until you apply,” Sadie says. I can hear the smile in her voice. I have a flashback of the begging I had to do at the orthodontist to let me make payments so she could have that dazzling smile. “Come on, sis! This could change our lives!”

      I sigh, not wanting to get my hopes up. “Send me the link.”
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      RHETT

      I pull my rolling laptop bag behind me as I head for the small cafe at the edge of the port. Today, we’re in Miami, which means I can take a little extra time to pick up some groceries and get my legs under me again before we head back out to sea on another vessel.

      I stop at my favorite cafe, The Salty Flamingo, and set up shop at one of the outdoor bistro tables. This is where I like to work when we’re docked in Miami for a day or two. Seeing people other than the ones I serve or work with is vital to my mental health.

      I order an iced tea with lemon and a Cuban sandwich with fried plantains and then open my laptop. I start by researching some new ideas for desserts. Nothing related to recipes is exciting me, so I head to my email, and that's when I see it.

      There’s a new reality show focused on baking. I don’t know how I got on their email list, but I barely look at it before I click the link to apply. There’s no question that I want as much visibility and experience as possible. This one has three prizes for the winner—a cookbook deal, making the wedding cake for a celebrity couple I couldn’t care less about, and most importantly, a fat two-hundred-thousand-dollar check.

      My parents could pull that much out of the safe right this very second. I get that. Life would be so much easier—financially, anyway—if I would just go back and finish college, become a doctor, and inherit more money than I’d ever need.

      But I can’t do it. I just can’t.

      I’m not like my brothers. Or my parents. I feel like an only child, but an orphaned one. Basically, a guy with no family. I mean, I have them, but the emotional connection doesn’t exist. There are expectations, criticisms, and disappointments that could feed the masses, but no real love. Not the kind I’d want.

      So, the only way I will build the life I want is to do it on my own, financially and emotionally. And at thirty-one years old, the opportunities are only getting fewer and fewer as time marches on.

      I fill out the form, telling the producers about my background, education, and future goals. I don’t even care what the show is about or what I must do. That money has my name on it.
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        * * *

      

      SAVANNAH

      Two weeks have passed without a word from the reality show people. I knew it was a pipe dream. I’m sure thousands of more qualified people applied. Sadie had been so excited about it but hasn’t mentioned it in days. I think she knows it’s not happening, just like I do.

      And it’s okay. I know it will all be okay. Somehow, I always skate by in life, just by the skin of my teeth. I don’t think I’m one of those people destined to do big, bold things. I think I’m one of the worker bees. You know, the people who keep things running in the world while other people take vacations, buy expensive handbags, and post about their exciting lives on social media.

      But it really is okay. I always land on my feet. I have to believe I will this time. Somehow, I’ll come up with a way for Sadie to go to college, and maybe one day, I’ll come up with a way to open my own bakery. For some people, dreams just take longer.

      I’m exhausted today for some reason. Big Thelma was on a roll this morning, yelling out orders like she was putting me through basic training.

      “Stir that mix better so it won’t be grainy!”

      “Your icing needs work!”

      “Where’s that doughnut I was eating?”

      Mind you, Big Thelma has no real training in the world of baked goods other than eating enough of them to put us out of business. She calls herself “self-taught,” which, from what I can gather, means she cooked and baked for her ten younger siblings growing up many decades ago.

      And my icing doesn’t need work.

      Some days, I wonder why I put up with her or any of it, really. The early hours. The boring, unfulfilling job. But then I see Sadie’s face at night and remember that I’m doing it for her. Sure, she’s twenty years old and not a baby anymore, but from the day she was born, she has been my baby. I have to do better for her.

      After getting home from work, I fall onto the couch in a lump. I didn’t sleep well last night. Applying for that show got my hopes up, and I don’t usually allow that to happen. You see, although I’m a positive person, I don’t allow myself to get my hopes up about things. Historically, that hasn’t worked out for me.

      For instance, I got my hopes up about my last relationship. His name was Connor, and he was dreamy… at first. He hung on my every word, told me how beautiful I was, and repeatedly said he wanted to marry me one day. We dated for exactly two years and twelve days before I broke up with him after a particularly bad argument. We only argued about one thing, really. It was always the same.

      Sadie.

      He thought it was ridiculous that she was over eighteen and I was still “taking care of her.” He couldn’t understand that we were all we had. Our mother was gone, and our fathers were never in the picture. Sadie was and will always be my top priority.

      He blew up when I explained to him that we couldn’t get married until he accepted Sadie as a part of our family and someone who would always be close. At that moment, I realized that I didn’t want to be with someone who didn’t care about my sister like I did.

      Sadie is a go-getter; one day, she will show me up in a big way. But for now, I feel responsible for making sure she gets to follow her dreams. She doesn’t demand that from me; I demand it from myself. Sadie always tells me to stop giving up my dreams for hers, but I just can’t.

      Still, despite my recent breakup, I’m an optimist. I’m not sure I always live up to that description, though. I’m positive and practical. Is that even a thing?

      My positivity is in the moment. I can fake it for long periods of time before I hide in my bathroom to cry. I’ve cried in all sorts of places. Behind the counter at the bakery. In my car. Into an empty icing piping bag. That almost suffocated me.

      I feel like if I let my emotions bubble to the surface for too long, they’ll take over, and I might never get back to baseline. I must stay at baseline to survive. It’s funny the coping mechanisms you develop when you grow up like we did.

      Just as I close my eyes to take a little nap, my phone buzzes in my pocket, startling me. I sit up quickly and fish it out, answering it on the third ring.

      “Hello?” I say, sounding a bit breathless, like I just ran up a flight of stairs. I really need to get to the gym if pulling my phone from my pocket makes me out of breath.

      “Is this Savannah Greene?” a chipper woman on the other end of the line asks.

      “Yes, it is. Who’s calling?”

      “This is Amanda Burton, the casting director for The Baking Games.”

      My heart feels like it literally stalls in my chest. Like I need jumper cables to get it going again. I feel like my tongue won’t move. Do you know how hard it is to talk without a tongue? Turns out, very hard.

      “Uh huh…” I mumble out, just to make some kind of sound. They don’t call you for a reality show unless they want you on a reality show, right?

      “We were very impressed with your application video. The cake you made looked so delicious!”

      For the application, I had to fill out an extensive form and make a five-minute video showing something I made, with clips showing the process. I made my famous coconut caramel layer cake. It’s usually a hit at parties. Well, the two times I’ve been invited to a party and made it.

      “Thank you,” I say, finally getting the feeling back in my tongue. I take a quick sip of water from a bottle on the end table that has probably been sitting there for a week. Hope I don’t die.

      “We’re in the final stages of choosing contestants for the show, and you made the cut!” She sounds like the hype person who comes out before Oprah gives a speech and gets the crowd excited—not that Oprah needs help getting people excited.

      “Wow. Really?” I’m shocked. I’m not all that special, to be honest. Just a run-of-the-mill gal trying to make it in this crazy world. I’m blown away that they even watched my video. “So, what’s next?”

      “Well, there’s quite a lot, actually. More paperwork, interviews with other members of our team, background checks, and psychological evaluation if we get further. There’s also a health check to ensure you’re suitable for the stress of a competition like this.”

      “Sounds a little like joining the military or something,” I mutter under my breath.

      “I know it’s a lot, but the prizes are amazing, right?”

      “Definitely.” The prizes are the only thing keeping me motivated at this point.

      “I just need to ask if you’re interested in moving along in the process then?”

      I think of Sadie and don’t hesitate. “Absolutely.”
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        * * *

      

      The last few weeks have been a whirlwind. After finishing all the rounds of interviews, background checks, and everything else the producers wanted me to do, I can’t believe I’m standing on the sidewalk in front of the airport, one bag of rolling luggage in my hand and a duffel bag over my shoulder.

      “I’m going to miss you so much, sissy!” Sadie says for the tenth time since we left the house. I try not to cry each time she says it.

      “I’m going to miss you, too,” I say, bumping into a man who seems hell-bent on getting to his plane on time, even if he has to take me out in the process. The Atlanta airport is the busiest in the world, and I can see that on full display today. It’s early summer, so kids are out of school, and families are heading out on vacation.

      I wish I had that. The doting husband carrying my luggage. The two kids running beside me, tiny suitcases in hand. A vacation to a tropical beach or to tour Europe. To make memories. That’s what is really missing from my life. Making memories.

      I shake my head in an effort to get the thoughts loose so I can refocus on what I’m doing. This is for Sadie. And for me, too, I suppose. I need a way out of the grocery store bakery lifestyle. Big Thelma was not at all amused when I told her I was leaving for six weeks. She would’ve fired me if anyone else was interested in working with her. Instead, the poor new girl from the seafood section got recruited to take my spot temporarily. Good luck to you, poor new girl.

      Sadie could’ve driven me to Sweet Haven, the little town near Savannah where the show is filming. Ironic that a baking show would be filmed there, I know. She could’ve driven me, but that would’ve taken hours out of her day, and I didn’t like the idea of her driving back alone.

      Instead, I opted to take the hour-long flight from Atlanta to Savannah. I don’t particularly love flying, but it felt like the right thing. Anything to keep Sadie safe.

      I hug her one more time and then make my way inside without looking back. It’s the only way to keep from breaking down.
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        * * *

      

      RHETT

      Flying makes me sick. Every single time I fly, I need a barf bag. Yet I can float out on the open ocean with nary a problem. It will never make sense to me.

      Thankfully, the flight from Miami to Savannah wasn’t very long—about an hour and a half—but it didn’t take long to make me turn green and lose my breakfast into the poor airplane nausea bag. I really felt bad for that little girl sitting next to me. She saw some things a child shouldn’t see. I think she’s scarred for life.

      I step into the terminal, happy to be on earth again, and head toward the outside doors. Producers will pick me up straight from the airport and take me to the secure location where we will film.

      Apparently, the little town is called Sweet Haven. Well, isn’t that cute? I’m being sarcastic if that wasn’t clear. I think the town name is silly.

      It’s about twenty minutes from Savannah, but we won’t see much of the town. Just the house and the grounds. We’ll be on a pretty strict lockdown during the six weeks of filming so that we don’t get any outside influence that could muck up the competition results.

      That’s fine with me. I’m not what one would call a “people person.” I like being alone. I like working alone. I can trust myself. When you include other variables—namely, people—you lose control. As long as I’m in charge, at least, things go well.

      I decide to stop by the cafe I see and get a ginger ale. My mom always gave them to us when we were sick as kids. It’s one of my few fond memories of growing up with my mom. When I was sick, I got attention. Not for long, but at least it was something.

      The server gives me the ginger ale to go, and I turn around and head toward the outer doors again. And that’s when something catches my eye. Something striking and hard to miss.

      Red hair.

      Sure, I know lots of people have red hair. Gingers, as the young people call them. Well, not that I’m old. I’m only thirty-one, but to actual young people, that is old.

      I turn my head just in time to see her walk out of the bathroom. She’s walking toward a vending machine. Her long, wavy red hair is bobbing as she walks. I can only see her from behind, but I swear that’s her. Why would she be here? On the same day as me? In this particular airport? What are the odds?
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        * * *

      

      SAVANNAH

      This guy is going to kill us. I don’t know who taught him to drive, but he wasn’t listening, or they were drunk. He’s taking every turn like we’re running from gangsters with large guns and fast cars.

      “Can you slow down?” I ask for the third time. The producer sitting next to me doesn’t seem to notice that our deaths are imminent. She continues staring at her phone, frantically typing. She’s probably typing out her last will and testament.

      “It’s fine,” the guy responds in very broken English.

      “Isn’t this scaring you?” I finally ask Nina, the producer with the big doe eyes and giant fake boobs.

      She giggles. Actually giggles. She doesn’t laugh. It’s a giggle like a cartoon character from the fifties. “Nah. Dmitri knows how to drive very well. He drives me all the time.”

      “Uh-huh,” I mumble, staring out the window. I wish I had my phone right now. This drive is both terrifying and boring. “How much longer?”

      “About ten minutes.”

      Ten long minutes.

      I keep going back and forth in my mind as to whether this whole thing was even a good idea. Leaving Sadie and my job and for what? The chance of winning a prize? How do I know I’ll even make it past the first week? And then I’ve lost everything.

      Well, not really. Sadie will still be there, and unfortunately, so will Big Thelma. She’ll probably spend her time getting meaner. Doing push-ups and eating doughnuts at the same time. The image makes me smile for a moment. Maybe I’ll be here long enough to actually miss Big Thelma, but I’m not sure I have enough time left in my life for that to happen.

      I guess I’m overthinking this. Sadie isn’t a baby. She’s a grown woman with a job and a life outside of me. Parents must go through this when their kids get older and leave the nest. Only Sadie hasn’t actually left the nest. Neither of us can leave the nest because we can’t afford a new nest.

      We pass a sign that says Sweet Haven, which then takes us down a long dirt road with the biggest live oak trees I’ve ever seen. Swaths of Spanish moss hang from them over the road. It is really beautiful, and nothing like the suburbs. If I lived here, I don’t think I’d ever leave.

      I guess I imagined Sweet Haven would be an actual town, but it’s not. It’s a dot on the map.

      “Do people actually live here?” I ask.

      Nina nods. “A few. It’s not overly populated because there’s so much marshland. There are a few restaurants and shops; otherwise, it’s mostly old family land. Big Civil War era houses and such.”

      We finally pull up outside of a beautiful Southern home. This place is like something out of a storybook. It’s white with black shutters, two stories tall, and covered in porches. It seems like every door and window has a porch.

      “This is it?” I ask, craning my neck to look at the house.

      “Yep.”

      “It’s big.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet,” she says, giggling again.

      I step out of the SUV when Dmitri finally gets out and opens my door. He doesn’t seem to get in a hurry unless he’s actually driving. Then we’re trying to beat the speed of light. Or sound. Whichever one is faster.

      But to open my door or remove my luggage? Nah, Dmitri has all the time in the world.

      “Thanks,” I say, stepping out into the ungodly hot Southern sun. I look around for more contestants. “Where is everybody?”

      “Oh, we were very careful to bring each of you at different times so you don’t see each other until you’re inside.”

      Hmm. That seems weird. We don’t know each other, so what does it matter if we see each other? Oh well. I don’t really understand how all this TV stuff works. I’m sure they know best.

      Nina and Dmitri walk me up the stairs and then set my rolling suitcase and duffel bag at the front door. They both turn and start walking down the stairs.

      “Wait! What am I supposed to do now?”

      Nina giggles yet again. “Open the door, silly!”

      Without another word, they hop into the SUV and speed off. This whole day has been one of the weirdest of my life. For all I know, this is all one big prank. Or they’ve dropped me at a very fancy serial killer’s house just to amuse themselves.

      I throw the duffel bag over my shoulder and grab the rolling suitcase, slowly turning the doorknob to the big, old house. It’s heavy wood and creaks when I open it, which is a bit spooky at first—that is until I see the inside. Good, dear Lord. It’s gorgeous.

      “Oh my gosh,” I say to no one in particular. I crane my head in all directions, looking up and down, side to side. There’s a long hallway with original hardwood floors in front of me with rooms on both sides and a huge, wide curved staircase going up to the next level. I don’t know where I’m supposed to go.

      “Savannah?” A man emerges from nowhere, wearing a nice suit and a flashy smile. Obviously, the host, from his demeanor and the fact that he’s wearing a mic.

      “That’s me,” I say, immediately aware that I’m about to be on national television for the next six weeks. Well, only that long if I’m lucky.

      “Welcome to The Baking Games!” he says in a booming voice, as if I just won a brand-new washer and dryer on a game show. His white, toothy grin almost blinds me. He’s probably in his fifties with salt and pepper black hair, a fake tan, and those little crow’s feet beside his eyes. Why is it that men get better looking as they age, and women have to work so hard at it? Well, some men, I guess.

      “Thank you.” I stand there like a deer in the headlights as he looks at me. Am I supposed to know what to do next?

      His smile falls, and he yells, “Is somebody going to bring a flipping camera out here, or do I have to do it?”

      Wow, talk about Jekyll and Hyde. He can turn that smile on and off like a lamp. I just stand there, frozen in place. I’m not somebody who likes confrontation or dramatic situations—perhaps I shouldn’t have signed up for a reality TV show—so I hope I can just get to my room and have some downtime.

      I don’t think that’s what’s about to happen, though. A crew of cameras comes out of seemingly nowhere, lights click on, and the smile is back.

      “Welcome to The Baking Games!” he shouts again, holding out his arm like he’s about to reveal a puzzle on Wheel of Fortune.

      “Thank you,” I repeat.

      “All of the other contestants have already arrived and are waiting in the parlor.”

      The parlor?

      He waves me to follow him and then swings open a door covered in black film so you can’t see through it. The cameras are so close to me that I feel like a celebrity running from the paparazzi.

      I follow him into the parlor, and when my eyes adjust to the light, I see a group of people standing there in the small room. I assume these are my fellow contestants. Everyone is holding a glass of wine and smiling. Lights are everywhere, and even more cameras are present. The room is bigger than I thought. It looks like they knocked out a wall and made it larger for the show. That’s a shame in such a historic home.

      “Savannah, meet your fellow challengers!” He points at the group, and everyone either waves, smiles, or holds up a glass of wine. Except for two people I notice immediately.

      My pastry chef school nemesis, Rhett Jennings, and my very recent ex-boyfriend, Connor Kane.

      I want to go home.
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