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Chapter 1




Holly - December 21


It should be cold and snowing outside but instead we are in the middle of a winter heat wave in the small college town where I grew up..Who says global warming isn’t real. I have the air conditioner on full blast but the kitchen in the Giovanni Pub is still too warm. Christmas music is blasting throughout the building as I pulled the pan of Plum Pudding out of the oven and placed it on the cooling rack, dancing my way back over to the mixer where I am making the Pub’s special Christmas Cake, it’s my Aunt Bernadette’s favorite, an Olive Oil Cake that is our family’s secret dating back to the 1800’s in Italy, I make it every year. “Something smells heavenly” a voice from the direction of the doorway says. I turned around and I held in a gasp, a tall dark-haired stud with sexy glasses was just standing there, looking at me.

“Umm hello” I said once I found my voice, “it's plum pudding, one of tonight's specials for Christmas.” I wiped my hands on my apron. “Can I help you/ This is an employee only area.”

“I know.” He turned around to leave but stopped when my cousin Marcos walked into the room.

“Casper, you made it, good to see you man.” I watched as they did the bro hug thing and then walked off into the Pub. Casper? No it can't be him, can it? And why was he in my kitchen, I hadn’t seen him since Marcos and Casper were in college. He’s even more of a god now then he was in high school. I went back to my baking. I pulled a large container out of the walk in refrigerator that held a mixture of raisins, sultanas and currants that had been soaking in brandy overnight.  After I mixed the dry ingredients with the lemon and orange peel, plus the spices, I took a deep breath and inhaled the smells of Christmas. I then mixed the dry ingredients and poured the sticky batter into parchment lined pans. I placed the pans in the oven and set the timer. Knowing these need to bake for five hours at a low temperature. I cleaned up the dishes, checked the pudding and placed them in the walk in. Then I went to go find my brother.

I found Marcos and his twin brother Tony talking to Casper, like the ghost. That thought made me laugh out loud which made all three men look in my direction. They were sitting at one of the tables with papers scattered across it.

“Holly, you remember Casper.” he motioned  for me to join them. “Casper Murphy you remember our cousin and amazing baker Holly.”  He looked up, smiled and winked and my heart stopped. Oh my god, it is him!!

“I sure do. You have grown up.” There is that wink again.

“I…..umm it’s nice to see you.” Folding my hands in front of me, I looked at Marco. “I would like to go over the rest of the menu for this week, we have parties and the staff dinner on Christmas Eve and I need to know what to order.”

“Holly, I am going to leave this up to Casper, our new manager. You know what I want on the menu, you two can decide what to add. Now Excuse me, I need to make some calls.”  New manager? Well that’s news to me. I knew he was looking but did he have to hire him?

I turned to go back into the kitchen, “Did I say something wrong?” I heard the voice behind me say.

“What, no I just need to get back to work before we open. We have a private party in the Whiskey Room upstairs and I need to make the desserts for the pub.”  I didn't notice him following me into the kitchen. I got busy measuring the flour and as I turned around, I ran right into him and covered us both in flour. ”Oh My God, I am so sorry.” I looked up and he was laughing, wiping flour off his face.

“Well that’s one hell of a greeting.” I watched in slow motion as he brought his hand up to my face and wiped the flour off my cheeks.

“I am so sorry, I normally pay attention to where everyone or everything is in my kitchen.” I stepped back and realized his black pants and red dress shirt were now white. I reached for a towel, but he stopped me.

“It’s alright, it’s not the first time I’ve been hit with food in a kitchen and I’m sure it won't be the last.” I cleaned my face and hands while he did the same. “How about we start again, It’s nice to see you. Marco asked if I wanted to take over management of the Pub, since I moved home a few months ago, so here I am.” Interesting.
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