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To Tim, the icing and the cake






Prologue BETSY


Betsy presses her cell phone to her ear, trying to hear. The wind and rain howl at the windows, rattling the glass. “We’re stuck out here. We won’t be able to come back for a while,” Melanie’s voice crackles with static. “This weather has taken down a bunch of trees. We’re waiting for emergency services to get them out of the road, but there’s no sign of them yet. We won’t be—”

“You’re cut off from Grafton?” Betsy can feel the panic rising in her chest. The whole crew has already left for the day, packing up quickly and going into town to avoid driving in the storm, and now it’s just her and Archie and the contestants alone in the manor. The thought fills her with dread. She shudders and pulls her thin cashmere sweater closer around her.

“What? The line keeps cutting out. Someone is going to have to go check on the tent. There’s a ton of camera equipment out there. I know the tech stuff isn’t your domain, but could you just go outside and make sure the flaps are sealed? I am just praying that tent is sturdy enough to make it through the storm. They’re saying it’s going to get worse tonight before it gets better. I’m sorry to ask you but there’s no one else. I tried calling Archie, but he didn’t pick up. Maybe you could—”

“I’ll do it,” Betsy snaps. There is no way she is going to ask anything of that man after what he’s done. “But this is really… unacceptable.” She feels a surge of anger as she hangs up. In the ten years she has been the host of Bake Week, she has never had to do any of the grunt work. Checking on the tent in the dark in the middle of a torrential downpour is not in her job description. She takes a deep breath. It was partly her fault, she realizes, for making the crew stay in town. She could never bear the thought of them traipsing through Grafton Manor with all their equipment and dirty shoes.

There’s a flash of lightning at the window followed by a violent bang of thunder. Betsy goes into her walk-in closet and reaches for her father’s heavy yellow rain jacket. As she slides her arms into it, she is disappointed to find it no longer smells of his cigars, only of the slightly mildewy musk that comes with neglect. It’s a smell and a state she is constantly battling at Grafton Manor. She feels a pang of guilt. Richard Grafton would be devastated to see this place so down at the heels. He was always devoted to the manor. He’d have found a way to keep it going, no matter the cost. She sighs, stretching to get an old metal flashlight off the shelf.

Betsy makes her way through the corridor and out into the main stairwell. Rain taps frantically on the two floor to ceiling windows in the foyer. She hurries down the steps to the front door, already feeling vulnerable. She pulls her hood up and forces the heavy wood door open, struggling against the wind. The tent is only ten feet away at most, but the rain is so heavy it appears as a white blur. She steels herself and steps outside. The wind drives the rain sideways, nearly blinding her as she descends the front steps, flanked by two stone lions. Their heads rest wearily in their crossed paws, as if they’ve given in to the storm. She crosses the short patch of gravel drive to the lawn, the rain pelting her in sheets. As soon as her feet hit the lawn, the heel of her right shoe descends into the fresh sod. It sticks there, making her nearly lose her balance. She hops on one foot, pulling the shoe up from the mud with a sucking sound and shoving her wet foot back inside. She is already drenched. She angrily anticipates the cleanup they’ll have to do before filming resumes. It will delay everything. It will cost money, lots of it. This season is turning into a horrible mess.

“Their chemistry is lacking,” that’s what The Post wrote recently after the footage from the first day was leaked. It was under the headline “What Will Happen to Bake Week?” As if somehow the press believes that the problem is both of them. No one ever complained about her chemistry before he got here. There was no problem with anything until he got here.

Angrily, she pulls open the flap at the back of the tent, switching on her flashlight. The rain hits the tent in noisy bursts drumming at the peaked canvas ceiling. She sweeps the flashlight around the open space. Each table is immaculately arranged, as is usual after the crew cleans them at the end of the day, before the bakers will return in the early morning to dirty every surface imaginable with dustings of flour and gobs of dough. Now every stand mixer is perfectly aligned with the next, each carefully arranged colander of baking utensils on display. It’s an optimistic scene of pastel colors and light woods. One that lends itself well to the show’s folksy niceness. And generally it’s true that the bakers, chosen and vetted to within an inch of their lives, are also nice. Betsy makes sure of it. Some of them can be a bit curmudgeonly. But they try so hard, they want so desperately to be perfect, to win, so you have to give them that. Betsy knows she hasn’t ever had to work so hard as some of them. This group is no different. Sure, there have been… challenges. It certainly hasn’t been easy this time around.

There’s another crack of lightning, a violent bang as it connects to something nearby. Betsy shudders and makes her way up to the bank of cameras on the right. They look secure enough. The ground around them is dry.

She swings the flashlight around the tent one last time, ready to go back inside and warm herself up with a glass of port. To try to forget today ever happened. But then she notices something at the front of the tent. There is an object sitting on the judging table. She trains the flashlight on it, approaching slowly. It looks like a cake. Someone must have left it there from today’s baking challenge, which is odd. Usually everything is cleaned up after filming. As she moves forward, she can see that it’s already baked, a slice cleaved neatly from it. Cherry red liquid dribbles from the stand, down the back of the table where it mingles with a deep puddle of water. The rain has found its way inside. She steps closer, her heart sinking. A mess this big will cause a delay in filming. It will be expensive and taxing.

A drop of water lands on her face and she jumps. She reaches her hand up to wipe it away. The liquid feels smooth and slippery. Reaching her fingers in the beam of the flashlight, she is shocked to find they are streaked with bright red. It feels like—

She turns her flashlight up. Its spotlight trails into the peaked roof of the tent until it stops on something. Before her eyes even make sense of the horror above her, she starts to scream.






TWO WEEKS AGO



For immediate release:

Grafton, Vermont [May 23, 2023]—Flixer streaming service announces they are beginning to film season ten of the hit show Bake Week. The beloved baking show, which captured the world’s hearts a decade ago, has upped the ante this season for its tenth anniversary with a new cohost at the front of the tent. Veteran judge and show creator Betsy Martin is slated to return but this year she’ll be joined by award-winning baker and Cutting Board host Archie Morris. This is the first time in the show’s history that Betsy has shared the tent with another host. Filming will once again take place on the grounds of Betsy Martin’s family estate in the mountains of northern Vermont.

Six home bakers will descend on Grafton Manor on June 5 to compete for the title of America’s best baker. They will compete from Monday to Friday in a series of five intensive, daylong competitions, leading to a showdown between the final two bakers on Friday. The winner of Bake Week will receive a contract for their own baking-focused cookbook, published with Flying Fork Press, a division of Magnus Books, the preeminent cookbook publisher in America. Most importantly, the winner will take home the coveted Golden Spoon trophy and the title of America’s Best Home Baker.

We are ready to announce the identities of the six bakers who have been hand-selected from among over ten thousand eager applicants. They are all excellent bakers at home, but we are eager to see how they do in the tent.



STELLA VELASQUEZ

A former journalist for The Republic, Stella lives in Brooklyn, New York. After challenging herself to master the art of baking in just under a year, Stella is the competition’s most inexperienced contestant, though her skill level is that of a much more seasoned baker. She prefers cakes above all other bakes and adores making and decorating them for friends in New York. Stella loves all things Bake Week and credits the show and Betsy Martin with helping her through many hard times in her life. “It’s an honor of a lifetime to compete in Bake Week in spite of being such a newbie, but meeting my hero Betsy Martin will be an accomplishment all on its own.”

HANNAH SEVERSON

Hannah hails from Eden Lake, Minnesota. She is the pride and joy of the local diner, Polly’s, where she has worked as a baker and server since she was fifteen years old. Her innovative pie recipes have made her into a local legend. A bit of a prodigy at twenty-one, Hannah is the second-youngest contestant in the history of Bake Week, a testament to her dedication to baking. When she is not causing a stir with her pies at Polly’s Diner, she likes to test out her recipes for breads and desserts on her family and neighbors, especially her boyfriend, Ben. “Baking is everything to me, I can’t wait to show the world what I’m made of.”


GERALD BAPTISTE

Gerald is a Bronx, New York, native whose day job is as a math teacher for advanced high school students. He spends his spare time sourcing new ingredients for his highly scientific bakes. As a result, Gerald has formed close ties with local grain farmers, whom he often visits upstate. When he can he likes to hand-grind his own flours as well as make his own essences and extracts from scratch. “Baking, very much like life, is about formulating the best possible outcome with the variables you are given.”

PRADYUMNA DAS

Entrepreneur Pradyumna is the creator and former CEO of the company Spacer, an app that identifies free parking spaces across urban areas. After selling his company, Pradyumna took to the more relaxing pastime of baking, which he does for friends, often entertaining at his Boston penthouse. His approach to baking is laid-back, and he often improvises ingredients and techniques when whipping up his unique creations. “This competition isn’t about winning for me, it’s about experiencing something new and pushing my boundaries to see what kind of baker and person I can become.”

LOTTIE BYRNE

Lottie is a retired registered nurse from Kingston, Rhode Island. In her spare time, Lottie loves to bake treats for her daughter, Molly. She has an impressive collection of mixing bowls decorating her cottage. Lottie was taught to bake by her mother, and she has been working on her recipes from a very young age. Her specialty is adapting traditional bakes with a contemporary edge. “It has been my life’s mission to compete on Bake Week. I cannot wait to show Betsy Martin what kind of baker I am.”


PETER GELLAR

Peter lives with his family in Woodsville, New Hampshire. He works in construction and specializes in the restoration of old buildings. When Peter isn’t traveling the East Coast repairing molding and inlaid floors, he can be found in his favorite place—his family kitchen—baking delicious treats for his husband, Frederick, and their three-year-old daughter, Lulu. “Recipes are like architecture; a combination of tested methods with personal elements is what makes a bake memorable.”






FOUR DAYS EARLIER






GERALD


I wasn’t surprised when I got the call, though my heart rate did accelerate rapidly. I know this because my watch lit up and gave me one reward point for exercising. And I wasn’t surprised at all when they told me I’d been accepted as a contestant on Bake Week because I am an excellent baker. Anyone can be an excellent baker if they’re disciplined enough. It’s just chemistry. To make a perfect cake, all you need are the right equations. Measurements must be precise to yield a crispy mille-feuille, a lacy Florentine, a perfectly chewy pie crust. Temperatures must be controlled and deliberate, if you want to make a soufflé rise or chocolate glaze shine like glass. You can find equations everywhere in life, if you look in the right places.

Say you want to take public transportation all the way from your apartment in the Bronx to a country estate in Vermont for a televised cooking show, as I am doing now. You just need to be fully acquainted with the timetables. You’ll take the D subway line to 34th Street, exiting out of the northwest entrance and coming out onto 34th Street. Then you’ll walk two avenues west to the northeast entrance of the Moynihan Train Hall, leaving you exactly eleven minutes to wait for the Vermonter train, which departs at 8:15. That will get you into Brattleboro at exactly 3:45. There, you’ll have time for a coffee at a café across from the station before you hop on the shuttle you’ve scheduled to drive you out to the entrance of Grafton Manor.

I’ve mapped Grafton Manor out using blueprints I downloaded from the Vermont Historical Society’s online database. It’s an enormous house, but I feel like I know the place now, which brings me some comfort as I do not generally enjoy being in new places, particularly not with strangers and for an entire week. I’ve memorized routes from the guest rooms to the dining room, the dining room to the tent, and calculated the length of time it will take me to get to each.

I’ve gone over the variables of my journey so many times that I barely need to look at the schedule I’ve made up for myself as I get off the subway car with my bags and walk briskly down the platform. A man is playing the violin on the platform, Bach. I recognize it immediately as Violin Sonata No. 1 in G minor. As I was able to get an express train, I allow myself two minutes to listen. I close my eyes. The music carries me away from the filthy station back to my childhood kitchen table. I remember every detail, every nick in the wood, every tear in the vinyl-backed chairs my mother would make me sit at until I finished my homework. She would switch on the radio, filling the tiny kitchen with grand symphonies. Classical music was good for studying, she said. While I solved mathematical equations, she would bake, the air becoming thick with the fragrance of cakes in the oven, melted chocolate, sugary fruit reducing on the tiny stovetop.

My mother was an immigrant from Grenada. She’d been trained as a chemist, but when she came to the United States she was unable to use her degree, so she took a job cleaning for a rich family in Manhattan. When the wife got wind of her cooking ability, she was tasked with providing meals for them as well. It was her cakes that garnered her the most attention. Soon all the families in Tribeca were asking for my mother to make treats for their children’s school birthdays or their evening cocktail parties. My mother took baking very seriously and practiced at home, and often in the middle of the night I would wander out and she’d give me a glass of warm milk and a taste of whatever she was cooking. Finally, the year I turned fifteen, after nearly two decades of patiently practicing and saving, she opened her own bakery. I begged to work there instead of going to school, but she never relented. My baking education was to be done after schoolwork if time allowed. I explained all this in the application video, plus my expertise in hand-ground flours.

Filming falls during my school’s summer break, so I am not bound to my teaching job right now. Of course, I still have a routine I adhere to when school is not in session. I’ve broken down the benefit-to-detriment ratios, though, and the numbers always come out in favor of going. If I win, which I have at least a one in six if not higher chance given my expertise, I will have proven to myself that I am what I think I am, that my calculations are correct. If I lose, I will return to my normal schedule in just a week’s time.

I give the violinist ten dollars and carry on to the exit, emerging into the bright New York morning. I make my way down 34th Street, jostling with tourists and pedestrians, dodging men on the sidewalk selling knockoff sunglasses and flavored ices. I’ve allotted time for them in my schedule. Finally, I arrive at the northeast entrance to the train station. I check my watch: 8:04.

I feel the warm assurance of being on time, of having gotten it right. I carry my bags into the central hall, scanning the timetable to be sure, though I know it by heart.

I look for the Vermonter, but it is not listed where it should be, right between the Northeast Regional and the Acela service to Washington. I instantly scan and find it farther down the list flashing in red: Delayed, stand by for more info.

A cold dread descends on me. Things never go well when they don’t go according to plan.






HANNAH


Other than the wave of blue mountains in the distance, I’m disheartened to see that Vermont isn’t much different from where I live in Eden Lake, Minnesota. The same small towns cling to the sides of the same state highways with the same abandoned gas stations and part-empty strip malls. The same lonely white churches sit in the same overgrown parking lots, their peeling paint visible from the road as I speed past in the back of a black SUV. The driver had been there to meet me at the airport in Burlington just like the Bake Week coordinators had said he would, holding a printed placard with my name, Hannah Severson. I had expected a bit more fanfare, to be honest, not that I’d thought that Betsy Martin would come fetch me herself, but maybe there’d be someone else there with the driver, a producer or an assistant, someone to welcome me and talk to me on the journey. The driver silently huffed my bags onto a trolly and walked out to the parking lot. I could only assume I was to follow him.

“Ride’s just over two hours,” he’d said, opening the back door and handing me a small bottle of water.

The soft hum of the air conditioner is the only sound as we drive through the rural landscape, each town we pass smaller and emptier than the last. I try to shake off this initial disappointment. Bake Week is merely a stepping-stone to my future, not the entire thing, I try to remind myself. I have far more glamour in store for me. After all, I’m only twenty-one. That’s still very young. Only the second-youngest contestant ever to compete on Bake Week. And besides, there’s nothing like Grafton Manor in Eden Lake. It will all be in my grasp in less than two hours.

“Just have fun,” Ben had told me this morning when he dropped me off at the airport. As I’d leaned over to kiss him goodbye, his hound Frank poked his head in between our seats and licked my chin. I’d petted him and laughed, mentally reminding myself to touch up my makeup later.

“I promise,” I’d said and put on my most cheerful face, the one I know Ben likes—the one everybody likes. But secretly I’d thought, You don’t understand what this means to me. Fun is just fleeting, a momentary pleasure. It comes in on a cloud and evaporates before you can even recognize it for what it is. Success is different. It is something you can hold on to, something you can count and that goes with you everywhere like a designer handbag. Being on Bake Week is everything to me. It is my chance—maybe my only chance—to do something important with my life. Something better and bigger than just working at Polly’s Diner.

My coworkers threw a party before I left. Brian, Lucille, and Sarah organized it. They’d put up crepe paper streamers and pushed all the tables to one side for dancing and invited everyone I knew from town. Polly even closed the whole restaurant early and everyone came out to drink boxed wine and eat slices of pie from the refrigerated lazy Susan. “I just knew Hannah’s pies were something special, didn’t I?” Polly said that night to anyone who would listen, trying to steal some credit. From the moment I got the call I was accepted, everything changed. They all wanted to be around me now that they knew I was going to be on Bake Week. I feel guilty knowing that, if I do everything just right, I will never serve a slice of pie to anyone at the diner ever again.

It’s not that I hate working at Polly’s, but I mean who wouldn’t want Bake Week to help make them a career? I’ve seen the massive Instagram following the past winners have, the successful YouTube channels, the cookbook and the endorsement deals they’ve scored. One winner even has her own line of cookware—pots and pans with her name embossed in gold cursive along the handle—sold in stores all around the country and on QVC. Bake Week changed their lives. It’s not wrong that I want it to change mine too.

The SUV finally pulls off the main highway and onto a narrow road flanked by a dark pine forest. I try to calm my nerves. I take a deep breath, telling myself to get a grip. I would hate to show up looking frazzled, but I’m so excited I can hardly handle it. More excited than when I graduated from high school—the first one in my family to walk that stage in June and not later with a GED—and more excited than I was before my first date with Ben. Bake Week can take me farther in life than school or Ben ever could. As long as I don’t mess it up. I can’t bear to think of myself as one of those contestants who leave in the first couple days, only to be forgotten quickly, their fame snuffed out before their social media accounts even have the time to be verified.

I look down at my hands. I’ve tried so hard not to, with the filming coming up and all, but on the ride from the airport I’ve ripped my cuticles to shreds with my teeth. I hope I remembered to pack a nail file in my bag. I take a small compact out of my purse and look myself over in the mirror, checking that my bangs are hanging just right. The makeup I’d put on during the flight over hasn’t budged, but I top up my lipstick with a fresh coat of gloss anyway.

The SUV comes around a bend and out of the woods. As we pass through a tall stone gate Grafton Manor comes into view. I look up at it through the car window, my jaw hanging open. Even though I’ve seen it on TV a million times, I feel my chest seize up. It is even more impressive in person, the pale gray stone with all those giant windows and chimneys. It looks like something out of Harry Potter.

We come to a stop in front of the main entrance. It’s the staircase with the two lions, the one they always show Betsy next to in the beginning scenes of Bake Week. Now a slim brunette woman stands on the top step holding a clipboard. It’s hard to believe I’m actually here at Grafton Manor and not hallucinating. After all that practicing, so many years of my life devoted to cakes and pies and tarts. So much time spent on fondants and days upon days of piping icing onto sheets of torn cardboard, until every line, every green frosted petal and sugary pink rosebud is just perfect. It’s all actually paid off. Hannah Severson of Eden Lake, Minnesota, is a contestant on Bake Week.

I get out of the SUV and have to crane my neck all the way back to see where the roof meets the sky. The driver pulls my suitcases from the trunk. I’ve never seen such a big place. It reminds me of my high school French class when I learned about Versailles. I have the impulse to twirl around on the front drive and do cartwheels, but I remind myself to stay calm. I don’t want to look like a child. Little kids don’t win Bake Week, and winning is what I am here to do.

I wince as the driver drops one of my bags onto the gravel drive. All my makeup is in there. I can’t have it shattering. There are no Sephoras around here, and I need everything to be perfect. I need to be perfect. I gather my belongings and try to stand up extra straight. I walk as confidently as I can toward the woman on the stairs, fighting back the feeling that I don’t deserve any of this. There is no room for dumb errors now. Mom always says there’s only one chance to make a first impression, and I am not going to mess mine up.






PETER


Grafton Manor’s arched windows stare blankly down at me as I arrive in my pickup truck. I take in the elaborate stonework on the façade. I love this kind of architecture. It’s Victorian but nods to the Jacobethan style the English were so fond of in the mid-1800s. This is an incredible specimen. Of course, I’ve seen it on TV a thousand times—I’ve watched every episode of Bake Week at least twice—but then it was just a backdrop. In person you get a totally different sense of the place. For one, it is in the middle of nowhere. There is a tiny village—really just a gas station and a diner along the road—about a mile away but the closest real town is at least forty-five miles through the woods. You really feel how disconnected it is driving up here. Literally. On the way in, my service kept cutting out and I doubt there’s a good connection anywhere close by.

As if to illustrate my point, a man is standing at the front of the house talking on his cell phone, leaning against one of the marble lions on the staircase. “Do you know where I should park?” I call out to him. He points to where the drive curves around the side of the building.

I follow the road around to a small strip of spaces and park next to a flashy white BMW. Most of the rest of the lot has been taken over by a large trailer. Camera equipment, I realize, as I grab my duffel bag from the bed of my truck and amble around the corner back toward the main entrance. Ivy grows up the outer wall on this side of the building, winding its way up the brick around the windows all the way to the slate roof. It flutters in the breeze, making the whole side of the building look ephemeral, alive.

I nod to the man, still talking on his phone, and pass between the lions, pushing open an iron-studded door. I blink as my eyes adjust to the dim light inside. I’m standing in a large open entryway. In front of me a grand staircase rises like a mahogany waterfall, curving elegantly up in either direction at the landing.

A woman hovers near a suit of armor guarding the foyer. She wears a formfitting skirt, her shiny brown hair twisted into a thick knot at her neck, the kind of put together you don’t see much where I live. She is staring down at a clipboard, a pencil bobbing between two fingers. Her face twitches nervously when she finally sees me. “Sound guys use the back entrance,” she barks.

“I’m here to bake,” I reply, “if that’s okay.”

She frowns and looks at her papers, flipping through a few pages. I see each of them has a headshot on it. She lands finally on a giant photo of my face, embarrassment filling hers as she registers the match.

“So sorry about that… Peter! Welcome!”

“It’s all right, I’m used to it,” I say. It’s true, kind of, except in the work I do I normally am the guy who is supposed to use the side door. I know that I’m not going to win any awards for best dressed or anything, but I am wearing my newest flannel and I did get a haircut before I left. Not that it’s easy to tame my curls. My hair has its own ecosystem, Frederick likes to tease.

The woman is effusive now, trying to make up for not recognizing me. She smiles, but her face looks almost pained, as though it’s a look she isn’t particularly practiced at. “I’m Melanie, Bake Week’s lead coordinator. I keep things running on time, and it’s my job to make sure everyone is where they need to be at exactly the right moment. You’ll be seeing a lot of me this week. As per Bake Week rules, I’ll need you to hand me your cell phone. And then I can take you to your room so you can relax before dinner.”

I hand over my dinged-up phone somewhat reluctantly and watch her put it into a box, placing it on top of another phone with a glittery pink case.

“Shall we?” She smiles again, the muscles in her neck straining as she gestures toward the staircase. “Leave your bags. Someone will take them up later.”

“It’s okay. I’ve got it,” I say, patting the side of the duffel, still dangling from my shoulder. Her lips tighten, but she nods in surrender. I follow her up the massive central staircase, admiring the smoothness of the wooden banisters, the detail in the carvings on their spokes. There are many Victorian houses in Vermont, but the size and quality of the craftmanship at Grafton are unlike anything I’ve seen. We come to a large landing where the staircase splits off into two smaller sets of steps, which wind elegantly up in opposite directions to different wings of the house.

“You’ll be staying in the West Wing,” Melanie says, leading me up the staircase to the right. She pauses, gesturing back across the landing at an identical set of stairs and doors. “The East Wing is Betsy Martin’s private quarters, and it is completely off-limits to guests. If you need anything, be sure to contact one of the staff from the telephone in your room. There is a list of our names in the dossier.”

Ah yes, the dossier. It came in the mail, in an overnight package I had to sign for, practically in blood. This was of course after I signed the stack of nondisclosure forms, promising not to spill any of Bake Week’s secrets before it airs. The show is extremely protective of itself, which makes sense. For just over a month of each year, it is the most popular program on television, inspiring fanatics and copycats. People have even been known to peek through Grafton’s gates to try to catch a glimpse of the action. The rules are there to protect the integrity of the show, and I’ll respect them. If I can remember them all, that is. The official Bake Week dossier is a behemoth spiralbound packet covering the rules and offering helpful “suggestions” for how to look and act on camera. I’ve done my best to soak it all in, but maybe I should read it over one more time tonight just to be sure. I’m feeling anxious, like I might forget something. I would be so embarrassed if I put the show in jeopardy.

We continue down a long dim hallway until Melanie stops abruptly at a doorway on our right. She double-checks her clipboard and swings open the door, letting the glow of afternoon light into the hall.

“Here you are, hope you’re comfortable.”

I blink as I step past her. My room makes up for its modest size with an impossibly tall ceiling that arcs upward from the corners and a window that stretches up from near the floor, coming to a point at the top like something you’d find in a church. There’s a dressing table and tall chest of drawers along one wall. Most of the room is taken up by a large bed with carved wood posters spiraling up to the ceiling. Above the head, a painting of the manor in its younger days hangs on wire from the crown molding.

I love these Victorian houses—with all their quirks they feel almost human to me, like they could be old friends. More than anything I relish learning all their stories, uncovering their pasts. I’ve never had the patience for academia, or I’m sure I’d have become a historian. It’s probably why I went into restoration work. I notice a crack in the molding that follows the corner of the wall. It’s a thin crack, not structural or anything. Nothing I couldn’t fix if given the chance. Seeing flaws in buildings is a force of habit, like how a dentist must notice the imperfections in everyone’s teeth when they smile. I have to remind myself that I’m not here to work, I’m here to bake. Still, I’d jump at the chance to help restore some of Grafton Manor—the scuffs in the hardwood and cracks in the parapet where I noticed it crumbling.

“I’ll be great.” I smile, putting down my duffel on the floral duvet.

After she leaves I sit on the bed for a moment taking it all in. Then I open my suitcase and transfer some of my shirts to hangers in the wardrobe. Don’t want them to get too wrinkled before tomorrow. Our first day of competition already. I feel around into the bottom of my duffel for the picture, my hand wrapping around the frame. It’s my favorite photo of Frederick and our daughter, Lulu, at the park. I’d tied a T-shirt around it to protect it and I unwind it now gingerly, using the shirt to polish the glass before placing it on the bedside table.

I go to the window and look out, resting my forehead on the cool leaded glass. The tent is almost directly below me, the manor casting a bluish shadow over its white peaked top. It’s incredible to me that they film Bake Week in Betsy Martin’s actual home. What other TV personality would ever allow that? I suppose it helps make the show that much more intimate. Bake Week is a special kind of entertainment. It’s not just a show for bakers, though obviously that is the main activity. It is something else too, an escape of sorts, a glimpse into a simpler way of being where people are kind to one another and sugar isn’t thought of as junk food, but as something special to be shared and cherished. Where you can say “I love you” with a slice of cake.

The thrill of it all creeps up my chest. I’ve really made it. Who’d have ever thought a hobby as silly as baking could bring me to something like this? Frederick did. He has always believed in my baking, to the point where I’ve sometimes wondered if it was not so much my incredible baking skills so much as he is just blinded by his affection for me. He was there cheering me on for my first rather pitiful attempts at layer cakes. I was alone in the house the day I got the call from the adoption agency. There was a baby girl waiting for us to take her home. I remember looking at the clock, and it was only 11:30. Frederick is an optometrist who would be with his patients, unreachable for the remainder of the day. Unsure what to do with all my pent-up excitement, I baked a confetti sponge cake and topped it with a whipped buttercream. All the while trying to picture her. Our little Lulu. It’s hard to believe there was ever a time I didn’t know every bit of her. Every lopsided smile and petulant scowl, every pale half-moon on her fingernails. When Frederick came home that evening, he saw my cake sitting slightly lopsided on the kitchen counter. He looked from me to the cake, and all I had to do was give a small nod for his eyes to well up. We were going to be parents. Of course, now I make treats for the three of us all the time. Baking is among my favorite ways to care for my little family. I feel my chest tighten with a surge of gratitude for Frederick and look for my phone to text him, until I realize that I no longer have it. The idea of being unreachable, of not being able to text to see how Lulu is doing, even though the producers assured me I would be contacted if there were any real emergency, fills me with a strange feeling, like I am very far away from everyone.

I guess that is kind of the point, though, to keep us focused on Bake Week. I take a quick shower and change into a different plaid button-up shirt for dinner, one of the ones I’ve bought specially for the occasion. I catch a glimpse of myself in the beveled mirror hanging above the dressing table. My hair’s a mess, but that’s not unusual. Otherwise, not so bad for forty-two. I try to let myself give in to the experience of just being here. What is baking, I remind myself, other than a way to show others you care about them. I focus on how Frederick and Lulu will be able to watch when the show airs. Even if I manage to stick around all week, I know this experience will be fleeting. I need to just embrace it. Besides, I feel lighter and happier than I have in a long time. It’s time to go downstairs and meet the competition.






STELLA


I look at myself in the ornate mirror in the door of my wardrobe. I’ve put on a silky slip-style skirt and a stylishly baggy sweater, both in shades of blush. I clip in some hoop earrings. Behind me, my room at Grafton is a gorgeous garden paradise in hues of green. The wallpaper is printed with a grid of vines that climbs up to the crown molding. My bed’s canopy is stretched with a deep emerald damask that makes me feel like I’m in an enchanted garden. Beyond the window is even more green, a long lawn bordered by thick woods and farther off, Vermont’s rolling mountains on the horizon. It’s more nature than I’ve seen in years. The view from my Brooklyn apartment has one tree and a few pigeons. This is something else entirely. The word that springs to mind is majestic.

My stomach rumbles anxiously. Tomorrow at this time the first bake will be over. I try to keep myself from getting attached to the idea of making it too far into the competition. I haven’t even unpacked my bag yet, just left it propped open in the corner, as I don’t want to jinx myself. There are five other bakers after all, and it’s already been made clear that I don’t have as much baking experience as them. Not even remotely. It was on the dossier they handed out. Our bios were right there for all to see. All the others with their incredibly polished photos and long list of baking expertise, and then there is mine with the headshot I made Rebecca take of me in the park, and below that a description of my next-to-nothing experience. I’ll be lucky to last through the first day.

I go to my dressing table and take my time putting on my lipstick. Shaking my hands through my hair, I scoop it up into a messy bun and secure it with a silver pin. I have promised myself to try to take care of my appearance, maybe not in the way I used to but at least to make a true effort. I am going to be on television after all, not sitting around my apartment where no one will see me. So far, so good. My head is still fuzzy from my nap earlier. I’d had the most delicious dream where I was friends with Betsy Martin and she and I were sharing recipes.

When I leave my room to go down to dinner, the house feels surprisingly quiet. I look up and down the empty hallway and worry suddenly that all the other contestants must be downstairs already. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep; then I could have spent more time getting ready. It’s bad form to be late to a dinner hosted by Betsy Martin, even if she’s not in her judging capacity tonight, or so the itinerary says. She may not be judging our baking, but she will certainly be watching us closely. I try to suppress a naive hope that she will form an instant liking to me. I feel a sharp pang of anxiety at the thought that her first impression of me might be that I’m someone who can’t show up on time.

I pick up my pace, walking quickly down one long hallway to the end, then turning down another. I’m trying to retrace my steps from earlier. But that was pre-nap, and I clearly wasn’t paying enough attention when I arrived. Now I’m having trouble remembering exactly which corridor is which. I come out onto a tiny landing. It is decorated with a giant oil portrait of a man standing in a field. He is handsome, a bit of an arrogant tilt to his head, which reminds me of some of the men I’ve dated in Brooklyn. He holds a hunting rifle. In his slender arms it looks more like a prop than a tool made for killing. At his side a brown retriever looks loyally up at him, a pheasant dangling from its mouth. A small gold placard affixed to the bottom edge of the frame reads: Richard Grafton, 1945.

I take the stairs down to the first floor but find myself trapped in a sort of odd basement with one door that looks like it leads outside. I turn back the way I came, continuing up two flights. Here I am confronted with another empty hallway. I follow until it ends abruptly at three closed doors. Feeling claustrophobic, I impulsively choose the one on my left, wishing I had a piece of string to lead me back in case I’ve made the wrong choice. The room I enter is dim and the air feels dense and stagnant, as though the oxygen inside is just as old as the furniture. I walk through another room containing a billiards table. I listen for the murmur of voices, the scuff of footsteps, anything to let me know I’m not alone, but everything is deathly silent. I remember an old Twilight Zone episode where everyone on earth has disappeared. My armpits prick with adrenaline. I’m grateful I decided against the silk top I’d considered.

Trying not to panic, I start moving a bit more quickly, dashing across to the next door. It opens onto a shadowy sitting room. The curtains are drawn. A trio of overly stuffed chairs gather around an elaborate mantelpiece topped with a large brass clock inside a dome of glass. I listen to it tick. If I could just get to some sort of open space where I could orientate myself or hear other people’s voices, I might be able get my bearings, but I’m starting to have the unpleasantly familiar feeling of hysteria creep up on me and am not sure whether to laugh or cry, so I let out a strangled sort of chuckle. It bounces hollowly around the wood paneling. Where is everyone?

You’re fine, I tell myself. You’re safe. Don’t panic. But it is too late. My vision has started to blur at the edges.

I close my eyes—an old trick my therapist taught me—counting to five as I breathe in. I hold my breath for few seconds, then release the air as I begin to count down ten, nine, eight, seven, six. Slowly I feel some of the tension exit my body. As I open my eyes, I hear the creak of a door opening and footsteps through the wall to my left. There’s another person here, thank God! Relief washes through me.

“Hello?” I call out. I don’t wait for a reply. I rush to the door on the left wall and fling it open. The room on the other side is larger than the previous ones, with windows facing out over the woods. A wingback sofa sits in the center of the room with a coffee table in front holding a large vase with a massive bouquet of fresh irises—another sign of life that brings me comfort. The sun sets a muted pink at the paned windows. I hear a sound on the far side of the room and make my way over to it.

“Hello?” I call out again, edging my way toward the sofa. I suddenly worry that I haven’t heard a person at all, that there is an animal loose inside. My throat is dry. I lean over the side, and there is a flurry of movement. It takes me a moment to make sense of what is happening. A scream rips from my chest as I trip backward. An elderly woman with snow-white hair crawls on her hands and knees across the floor. I feel the blood draining from my head. My legs go weak as I begin to lose consciousness.
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