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prologue


Billy smiled and waited for a woman and her swarming mass of children to come to a consensus on a cupcake order at Bess’s Bakery. Watching this lady’s caravan of chaos was like watching an episode of Sesame Street dubbed over by an episode of Jerry Springer. One of the kids had a trail of sticky drool running down his chin and a smear of what Billy hoped was chocolate on his shirt. Another had extracted all the napkins from one of the dining area’s chrome napkin dispensers and tossed them around like candy from a parade float. And this mom, hair all frizzed out like she’d stuck her finger in a socket—Billy thought she looked like a rat in a cage, red-rimmed eyes and all. He didn’t get why anyone would raise their kids in New York City, even if they were millionaires. Trying to survive this city was crazy enough when you were flying solo.


Billy tried to mediate from the other side of the counter to get them moving. Bess’s was closing early this afternoon, in like twenty minutes actually, and he was the only one working right now. He cleared his throat. “So you want one chocolate cupcake and two vanilla, and one peach cobbler cupcake with ginger buttercream frosting? And then the strawberries and cream to go?”


The woman nodded, then heaved a great sigh. “Wait, cancel the peach cobbler cupcake. I forgot I’m starting a diet.”


Good luck, lady, thought Billy, shrugging. No one can resist the siren song of Bess’s Bakery. You’re in the wrong place if you’re on a diet. He smiled and reached into the case for a vanilla and placed it squarely in the center of one of the bakery’s distinctive checkerboard plates. He froze as the largest of the little people let out a high, long shriek.


“I said I wanted s’mores!” the little girl screamed. “You never listen to me!” Billy turned up the wattage of his smile and tried to channel his inner mellow.


“S’mores then,” the mother said, shrugging at Billy. “Instead of one of the vanillas.” The baby on her hip was pulling her hair, the napkin kid was now lying facedown on the bakery’s black-and-white checkered floor, and the third child was still moaning about being ignored. The mother lowered her voice. “Just add the peach cobbler one back on too.”


Billy nodded at her and smiled. Why fight it? Bess’s Bakery wins every time. He was lucky because he could eat as many cupcakes as he wanted to without gaining weight.


He rang the lady up and helped the next customer in line. It sucked to be running the show alone, but on the plus side, there was nobody to share the tip jar with, either. And no one to make some stupid stoner joke when he dipped into the back to drop Visine in his eyes. All in all not a bad deal.


He wasn’t trying to be a Zen master or anything, but he kind of prided himself on being able to just stand here with a smile and help this lady and her crazy kids if it meant they’d have a better day. He could do that. That’s just how he liked to live his life. Pay it forward, man.


He’d told his boss Charlie that it was no problem when he’d explained that Billy would be running the show alone for a few hours while the rest of the staff made preparations for Bess’s big party. All week Charlie had been down his throat about it as if Billy couldn’t handle the extreme pressure of serving cupcakes without an army to back him. Sorry, Charlie. Not rocket science.


The party was a big schmoozy, boozy affair with all the Yummy Channel celebrities and executives to toast her hundreth episode of Bess’s Bakery, the Yummy Channel show by the same name as the very bakery that employed Billy. Reruns must not count, Billy figured, because if they did, it would be like the ten-millionth episode. The Yummy Channel party planner who had put the whole shindig together was none other than Billy’s ex-girlfriend, Jen get-this-party-started Stevens. The party sounded fun, and Billy was looking forward to seeing the lovely Jen. Jen got him this job a year ago, when he was out of work. He reminded himself to say thanks again when he saw her tonight. He liked this job. It was a keeper. He got paid. He ate cupcakes. His coworkers liked to bitch about Bess’s attitude and being underpaid and overworked, but Billy never had any problems with Bess. Some of the other Yummy Channel staff drove him crazy when they stopped by, but for someone whose name was on the door, Bess Brantwood was pretty hands-off when it came to the kitchen and the counter. Just how Billy liked it. To him, the job was sugar and butter; it was a piece of cake.


The girl he usually worked shifts with, Daisy, bitched more than anyone else about how unfairly the bakery was managed. At the party tonight, Daisy had to wear this special little outfit and walk around offering mini cupcakes and champagne to reporters or whomever. Daisy told Billy that it was total crap because cocktail waitress wasn’t exactly in her job description. She was a cupcake connoisseur. Billy laughed at her when she showed him the little outfit they’d asked her to wear at tonight’s party. To be honest, he had felt a tiny bit shafted that he had to work in the back doing food prep until he saw that stupid white bow tie. Now it was like, whatever. He didn’t want Jen to see him looking like a high school prom date. He liked working with his hands at the bakery instead of staring at a computer all day like other people, but he really didn’t want to lose his dignity by putting on a penguin suit to wait on his ex and her party guests.


The woman and her pack of kids had taken over a corner of the restaurant. They were the only people in the dining area and while he was waiting for them to finish up and ship out, he read the new Stephen King novel discreetly under the counter. He flicked his eyes up to the family every minute or two. The mom fluttered around, getting everyone napkins, breaking up fights while the kids demolished the cupcakes. When she finally sat down, for just one moment, she totally relaxed. Billy witnessed it. There was just this one split second when she was sipping her cappuccino, and then she took a bite of the cupcake, and the sun hit her face, and she closed her eyes a little bit in some mixture between relief and ecstasy.


Even a year into this job, Billy still loved to see the customers enjoy Bess’s famous cupcakes. It was totally rewarding. And then the kids spilled their milk, started begging for more cupcakes, and emptied sugar packets out on the table, crying, freaking out. The mom tipped the stroller over as she was backing out of the bakery, dropping all sorts of kid stuff and then bending down to shove it all back in. When they finally took their mobile disaster out the front door, he went to the table with a spray bottle and a rag and mopped up the evidence of their visit. Billy wondered if that one fleeting moment was worth it.


Billy liked to think of cupcakes as the great unifier. All different types of people frequented Bess’s Bakery. Tourist families in matching windbreakers ordered one of each flavor in heavily accented English. Hipsters, with their beards and plaid, enjoyed the ironic pleasure of a good cupcake: the good, clean fun of the baked goods. They made fun of the Motown sound track and checkered tablecloths, but Billy could tell they loved the kitsch. But today the customers had slowed, and the party set-up would be under way as soon as Charlie and Jen got here, so as soon as the family left, he slid into the alley for a quick toke.


The alley wasn’t an alley per se. It was actually just a small parking lot area with a Dumpster where Bess got dropped off when she came into the bakery, which only happened about once a month. A couple of times paparazzi had spotted Bess going in and camped out for over an hour in the dining room, much to everyone’s annoyance. Bess had griped about it in the kitchen, but then walked out and charmed the pushy reporters. She even gave them all free cupcakes. As Billy leaned against the wall in the alley the afternoon sun dropped lower and shadows began to shoot across the pavement. A needle of sunlight glinted off the Mini Cooper that pulled off of Ninth Street and into the alley—Charlie’s Mini Cooper, with Jen in the passenger seat. Billy quickly pinched out his joint and stuck it back in an Altoids box. He grabbed a mint before shoving the box back into his pocket. Shit. He should have put the CLOSED sign up already. He looked at his phone. Quarter after six. It was staying light so late now, and the weather was so nice. The evening had snuck up on him. He hurried back inside and hoped they hadn’t seen him.


They had seen him, of course, and Charlie railed into him right away. Jen smiled and shrugged, and Billy smiled back. She looked great. Maybe a little wider than the last time he saw her, but her dress was tight in the right places. Her curly hair tangled all up on top of her head. She didn’t stay and talk though. She was off and moving. That girl was always moving. Billy smiled to himself. Even when they were younger, she could never keep still. After he’d unloaded the car and listened to Charlie index everything he’d done wrong, Billy began whistling and unpacking the glassware. He liked knowing that Jen was up front somewhere and he’d see her again soon.


Charlie and Jen’s arrival triggered a whirlwind of activity. Daisy showed up a few minutes later and Billy laughed at her bow tie. She scowled at him and angrily began to frost cupcakes. He hoped her annoyance didn’t rub off on the desserts. You gotta respect the sweets. He took a place alongside her and got to work. When the cupcakes were ready, he began setting up trays of cupcakes and sparkling wine. A couple of other waiters gradually flowed into the kitchen to pick up the trays, and Billy started to get into a rhythm—wash a tray, arrange a tray, then the tray would come back empty and he’d do it over again.


He was just beginning to really feel the rhythm when his groove was interrupted by a squawking car alarm, coming from the back lot. Charlie’s fucking Mini Cooper. Nobody wants to steal your car, Charlie, thought Billy to himself. He grabbed the keys from Charlie’s desk, and when he cracked the back door, he was accosted by the shrieking rhythm of his least favorite city noise. A chill rushed in around him despite the day’s warm weather. Sunset always looked eerie in this alley, with the surrounding buildings’ shadows creating a hidden valley of darkness.


Billy stepped outside. As the sirens and horns beat on his eardrums, he pointed the little black wand thing at the car and clicked off the alarm. The momentary relief in his ears was quickly filled in by the sounds of the city and nearby bars and restaurants. He heard a woman’s high-pitched laugh, and a man’s deep baritone joined her. The warm weather was bringing everyone out to live la vida New York. The New York life, baby. No matter how expensive rents got, he’d never leave it. A car door slammed, and a honk sent a burst of warning into the evening. Another breeze brought in the aroma of tasty fried things and alerted Billy to the distinct probability that some patrons of nearby bars might be using this lot behind Bess’s as a pisser.


He saw an open book lying on the pavement next to a crate. Was it his Stephen King? No, definitely not. It was nice, hardcover and leatherbound. He picked it up and flipped through. It was a journal with swirly handwriting on each page. It seemed out of place here, and it definitely hadn’t been here earlier when he’d come out to smoke.


A sense of unease tugged at him and he figured he should probably take a look at Charlie’s car. Maybe someone had thrown a bunch of stuff from an upper-level apartment in a lover’s spat or something. He looked up, but didn’t see anything unusual. He turned toward the Mini Cooper but stopped dead in his tracks. A long, cream-colored arm stretched motionless out on the pavement from behind Charlie’s car. Billy did not want it to be what he thought it might be. He saw crooked fingers, with nails painted dark red, like red velvet. He waited a second, hoping to see them move. When they didn’t, he took a wide, cautious path around to peek at the other side of the car, and when he saw the body it was eerily familiar: a slim woman with auburn curls fanned around her face. She lay on her back, her knees bent, and leaning against the back tire, her purse spilled out next to her.


He rushed over to her. Her heart-shaped face was unmistakable, with her turned-up nose and sprinkling of freckles. Billy had last seen her that morning, on TV. It was Bess. His boss’s boss, the original cupcake lady, the Yummy Channel star. Billy wasn’t the kind of guy who sat around and watched morning talk shows, but he’d been killing time, surfing through the channels, and he’d stopped on the show for a second. She was grinding some cloves and cinnamon together with a mortar and pestle. She looked up and winked at the audience with those big blue eyes. He remembered the way her fingers had looked, sprinkling glittering sugar into the spice mixture, and he could still hear her Southern twang when she said, “There it is, sugar and spice and everything nice. And y’all, don’t worry about a little mistake. When in doubt, just add a little more butter.”


Now, here on the dark gravely pavement, she was so pale that she almost seemed to glow in the twilight. He hesitated to touch her, but when he pressed his fingers into her neck, searching for a pulse, she seemed warm. Hot even, like she had a fever. He pried her eyelids open, hoping she’d respond, but her big blue eyes looked blank and empty. Billy had no idea what to do, but his hands seemed to work on their own, digging into his pants pocket, pulling out his phone. He shoved the journal in the back of his pants, not wanting to throw it back on the ground. First he dialed his sister inexplicably, then he quickly hung up. He scrolled through to find the number to his roommate’s cell phone but stopped. Who did you call when you found your boss in the alley behind her own bakery? Oh. His brain snapped back into place. He dialed 911 and set the phone down next to him on speaker while he bent down and tried to remember the right thing to do, tried to breathe life into her lungs. He pushed down on her chest with his hands, willing her to breathe, and trying not to hurt her. Should he move her? No. Never move a hurt person, right? Shit, man, he didn’t know. He kept trying, thinking about every movie he’d ever seen where somebody almost died, and then at the last minute, the person sat up, sputtering, coughing, and the laugh track echoed everyone’s relief. Come on, he thought. Sputter, dammit.





chapter one


When Bess was five minutes late, Jen texted her. “Still coming? Just checking in. :)” She immediately regretted adding the smiley face after she sent it. This was not a smiley-face situation. The phone read 7:05 p.m., and Bess should definitely be here by now. If she didn’t arrive soon it would be a train wreck instead of a celebration. Jen felt anxiety gather in the pit of her stomach. The guests weren’t supposed to arrive until 8:00 p.m., but the press would be there any minute. The press loved Bess Brantwood—they ate her sugar-coated celebrity up with a spoon. For some reason reporters didn’t flock to her, Jen Stevens, Yummy Channel event planner, in the same way. Jen stared out of the plate-glass window into the late afternoon and willed a Town Car to turn the corner and Bess’s red head to come bouncing up to the door. Deep breaths.


Jen turned and looked at the room. She hadn’t had to decorate too much because the dining area at Bess’s Bakery was already pretty festive. Chandeliers of different sizes hung from the ceiling, catching the light and twinkling, and the walls were painted pale blue with a bold yellow trim. Her cute checkerboard-patterned dishes with bright, bold colored rims brought the whole look together. Jen twisted a sparkly garland around the staircase that led to the upper seating area and made sure that the NO ADMITTANCE sign to deter customers and guests was blocking the entrance to the basement steps. She used removable wall adhesive to affix twenty-by-twenty-four-inch framed prints of still shots from all one hundred episodes of Bess’s Bakery throughout the dining room area. Bess’s cooking show had the highest ratings of any cooking show in the Yummy Channel history. The cupcake master’s sweet Southern charm melted the hearts of viewers, and Jen thought the pictures she’d hung really captured her essence. They conveniently left out what a nightmare Bess was behind the scenes.


The bakery looked beautiful, indeed, and the cupcake tower that she’d set up with Billy’s help next to the podium looked like a fairy-tale spire. Jen had scooted a table by the door, faltering only slightly in heels that she rarely wore, and arranged gift bags for the guests to take as they left. Six sterling silver vases filled with bright zinnias lined the counter that separated the kitchen from the dining area, and four larger-than-life cardboard cutouts of Bess were displayed around the room as tastefully as possible. Jen had tried to talk Bess out of the cutouts, but she’d insisted. With an ego like that, Jen thought that Bess would at least be on time to the party. Bess was fashionably late to other Yummy Channel events, but Jen had just assumed she’d stay on schedule with this one. Jen fingered the ribbon on one of the guest bags and turned from the door. This would teach Jen to assume anything when Bess was involved.


To soothe herself, Jen popped a chocolate buttercream mini cupcake into her mouth from one of the trays placed around the room. That would be the last one for tonight, she promised herself. Her dress was already so tight she couldn’t afford to eat any more, even with two pairs of Spanx sucking in the inches of pudge she’d put on in the last six months. Plus, it was Fiesta Friday, and she was looking forward to meeting her friends at Mexican Max’s after the party tonight for a late-night drink and snack. She closed her eyes as she chewed the cupcake, savoring it. Delicious. The caramel sauce drizzled over it made it even more amazing. Bess’s Bakery—the show and the bakery—were famous for a reason.


Jen licked her lips and watched the manager, Charlie, setting up platters, stacking the little cupcakes into fancy pyramids, fanning little powdered sugar beignets into a perfect arch. Billy was in the back, and she hoped he was working hard. He was just so laid-back, and it drove Jen crazy. That was the reason why they hadn’t made it as a couple, though she had to admit that he seemed like a good fit at the bakery. She was relieved he was working in the back tonight. She was self-conscious enough in her tight dress without her ex staring at her fat ass.


Anyway, everything was coming together for the party. Everything except the guest of honor. Channeling anxiety into action, Jen walked along the wall to straighten the picture frames. Bess Brantwood expected perfection on her show, in her bakery, and at all events which bore her name. She was a tough boss, but Jen thought it was mostly worth it. Working with Bess felt glamorous, like riding a shooting star. But Jen didn’t feel particularly glamorous at this moment as she tugged at the hem of her dress to make sure it wasn’t riding up too far on her hips. She grabbed another mini cupcake. They were so good, so rich and sweet that if no one was looking, she could eat the whole tray. However, since she was in public, wearing a dress that barely fit, this was the last one. Definitely the last one. Where was Bess?


Working closely with a diva wasn’t exactly good for her own ego. Jen preferred to work with some of the other stars of the Yummy Channel, like her sweet friend Maya Khan, star of the cake decorating show, Khanfetti. Maya’s show was filmed in the Yummy Channel studios for the first two seasons, but last season Maya took her show on the road and traveled from town to town surprising deserving viewers with perfectly amazing custom-decorated cakes in the shape of their favorite things. Sometimes even working on events for self-proclaimed man’s man Will Riley—king of the deep fryer—was better than Bess. Bess’s barbs, attacks both personal and professional, could break even the thickest skin. Between the constant criticism and the unlimited access to amazing cupcakes, Jen had put on fifteen pounds over the last six months or so. And that was on top of the “freshman fifteen” she’d gained over a decade ago and never lost. It all began when she started dating Billy, as a matter of fact. She could still blame him for it, right? All the cans of beer and ramen noodle dinners that made up their courtship had taken their toll on her tummy and rear, though now at thirty, Billy was still as slim as the day they met. It annoyed her to no end. Jen wiggled again in her dress, silently begging the material to give a little bit. She bargained with the Spanx god that if she could just get through the night she’d either lose weight—or more likely buy a bigger dress.


When it was 7:12 p.m., and still no sign of Bess, Jen stepped outside onto the sidewalk to call her again. The humidity swirled up off the pavement, warmer than when she’d arrived at the bakery a few hours ago to set up. Unseasonably warm for early May, she thought as she squirmed, feeling her corsetlike undergarment constrict around her. She paced back and forth in front of the door, her heels clicking on the pavement, her thighs brushing together, and sweat forming everywhere. When Bess’s voice mail finally picked up, she resisted the urge to scream “WHERE ARE YOU, %&*!?” into the phone. Instead, she cheerfully chirped, “Bess, it’s Jen. What’s up? I hate to nag, but when are you coming? The guests will be arriving in forty-five minutes, and the camera crews before that. Call me back—or just show up! I’m sure you’re on your way. Please and thank you.”


Jen pressed “end” and stared at the phone, willing it to ring with some information that would ease her nerves. She realized she’d left one major stone unturned and scrolled through her phone to find Bess’s assistant’s number. Giselle. She pushed “dial” and pressed the phone to her ear. Where the hell was Giselle, for that matter? With Bess, Jen presumed, and as usual, responding to the star’s every beck and call. Assistant was an unsatisfactory title for Giselle’s job duties. An assistant would have called ahead, come early to help set up, maybe even collaborated with Jen on some of the event details. A more accurate description of Giselle’s job was Bess Wrangler or Diva Management Expert. Perhaps Wild Animal Handler. It was Giselle’s job to make sure Bess didn’t fly off the deep end, so when Giselle’s voice mail picked up after the first ring Jen angry-whispered into the phone, “PLEASE get here now! You’re late! Where is Bess?” Since Jen doubted anyone of Giselle’s age-group actually listened to their voice mail, Jen followed up with a text: “Call me!” She leaned against the brick doorframe outside, poking at a crack in the pavement with her peep toe, forcing deep breaths into her shapewear.


A car door slammed, drawing her attention up at the street. The traffic had let up from the earlier gridlock that gums up Manhattan streets during rush hour leaving the streets relatively clear. A reporter and cameraman climbed out of a van parked in front of the bakery and walked toward the doors, chatting amicably about their luck getting a good parking space in this neighborhood at this time of the evening. Jen stepped aside and opened the door for them. They were thirty minutes early. Just Jen’s luck. “Welcome,” she said, greeting them warmly.


“Hey, how’s it going? We too early?” the cameraman asked, shifting his heavy, tattered canvas bag on his shoulder. The reporter, Callie Rogers, cocked her head to the side and smiled at Jen. Her teeth gleamed and her makeup was perfect, and her earrings looked expensive. But what left the biggest impact on Jen was Callie’s weight. She was stick thin except for two enormous breasts, and looked disproportioned like she might tip over. Jen put on a wide smile and tried to embody cool confidence. Callie was a special reporter on the evening news. Just famous enough to feel entitled, and unknown enough to be viciously ambitious. It wasn’t Jen’s first time at the press rodeo, though. She’d dealt with reporters nonstop since joining the Yummy Channel.


Yes, you’re too early, dummies. The Yummy Channel camera crews aren’t even arriving for another twenty minutes. “No, of course you’re not too early!” Jen lied. “You’re the first, though, so I think there’s a special glass of champagne for you inside.” Callie’s blond shoulder-length bob looked shellacked in perfect waves and subtle curls. Callie’s hair did not so much as sway as a breeze came through, cooling the tiny layer of sweat that had beaded up on Jen’s forehead. The reporter gave a dainty shiver, her bony hands coming up to cradle her elbows. Jen rolled her eyes. No one could possibly be cold on an evening like this. She turned to the cameraman and laid her hand on his back, ushering him inside. “And there’s some great microbrew beers in there too if you’re into that! Just ask one of the waiters.” He lit up, gave her a nod, and headed inside.


“Any chance of getting an exclusive with Bess before we start here?” the reporter asked, holding her ground. The press loved covering Bess Brantwood because the viewers loved Bess Brantwood. Jen had heard a reporter from Channel Six say that they’ve never gotten more glowing fan e-mails than when Bess was on. Bess had an undeniable on-camera appeal. The problem was that she was fully aware of her appeal, and used it to her advantage to act like a diva. “Last time we had an interview scheduled, Bess came down with a sudden case of the flu. Or at least that’s what her assistant told us.” Callie smiled at Jen conspiratorially.


Jen snapped into diplomacy mode. Jen knew that Callie knew that Bess had probably completely fabricated the excuse because something better had come up, but Jen wasn’t about to gossip about it with a reporter “Oh! Well! I think she’s made a full recovery, and if she has a second before we start, I’ll send her over to you for five minutes,” Jen promised. She made an awkward move to head inside, hoping that her choice in undergarments was slimming enough to be worth the discomfort. This must be what women in New York in the 1800s felt like, corseted and squeezed within an inch of their lives.


“Is everything okay?” Callie asked, narrowing her eyes as Jen squirmed. “You seem uncomfortable.”


Out of the corner of her eye Jen saw Billy amble into the dining area from the kitchen, carrying a rack of glassware. Charlie directed him to the counter and he hefted it up, almost pushing off one of the flower vases. He straightened it with a goofy grin and literally stopped to smell the flowers. Classic Billy. How can anyone be that laid-back at a time like this?


“Yes, I’m great!” said Jen, gulping in a breath when she saw the time was now 7:20 p.m. “Everything’s great!” She wasn’t lying, exactly. There was no reason to panic yet. Things could still be great. They would be great. Where was that waitress with the champagne flutes and cupcakes? She could really use one of each about now. At least with a mouth full of cupcake she wouldn’t be able to talk to Callie anymore.


She excused herself and walked into the kitchen doors, letting them swing back and forth on their hinges. A couple of people dressed in service uniforms milled around, leaning against the walk-in refrigerator and chatting, waiting for the action to begin. “Bill. Hello,” she said, spotting him standing by the long stainless-steel counter used as a decorating station. “How’s it going?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued. “Listen, have you seen Bess?”


“No Bess,” Billy replied. He smiled his usual slow and easy grin. “Hey, you look really pretty tonight. You have a minute to talk?”


A flutter of nostalgia skipped through Jen’s chest when she stared into Billy’s goofy smile, but she could not be sucked into a circular, pseudo-philosophical what-does-it-all-mean conversation with him. Not now. Probably not ever again. “I obviously do not have a minute, Billy,” Jen snapped, but then she felt like a shrew and softened her voice a degree. “I’m running a party for one of the biggest networks on television and the guest of honor has decided to go AWOL. I have to find her.”


“Oh man.” Billy looked as lost as a kid who’d missed the school bus. “Did you check her office? She’s, like, never in there, but maybe she is hanging out there tonight? I mean, if I had an office, I’d be there all the time, hanging out, filing papers and stuff.”


Jen gave him a quizzical look and grabbed one of the puff pastries he was arranging on a tray. She ducked into the hallway toward Bess’s office. It was a short hallway off the kitchen, with only three doors. One was marked MAINTENANCE. Jen turned the knob, but it was locked.


She kept going, her heels clacking against the linoleum, and passed an employee bathroom and shook her head. She could smell the stale smell that she recognized from college. Weed. Subtle, Billy. Only the light scent of mint masked the skunky odor, the still-familiar breath mints he’d always carried with him.


The light was off in Bess’s office. This door was locked too, and Jen didn’t think anyone had been down here tonight. Jen peered in through the glass window in the center of the door and saw nothing special. It was a small, neat office, decorated with a few photos up on the bulletin board, a computer with a perfectly lined-up keyboard and mouse. Jen spied a case of Bess’s signature healthy tea, which cost $6 a bottle, by the file cabinet. She’d spotted another case in the walk-in fridge when they’d been unloading. She rolled her eyes at Bess’s extravagance and stomped back down the hall and instructed Billy to come find her immediately if he saw Bess in the back.


Nearly a half hour later, fifteen minutes before the guests would begin arriving, the bakery’s front seating area was already fairly full, cameras perched like big black birds around the room with their operators chatting among themselves. Jen circulated through the room as it grew more populated, checking on everything and constantly keeping an eye out for Bess. The life-size Bess-shaped cutouts kept getting her hopes up, then dashing them.


Jen greeted familiar faces as she made her way through the room. Her main secret to a great event was to make each person she spoke to, staff or guest, feel like the guest of honor. One of her first bosses out of college had told her that, and she still thought of it every time she worked an event, especially when she was stressed about the last-minute details coming together. She buzzed over and made sure the camera crews had what they needed and that the staff was prepared. Jen found the waitress with the champagne flutes and grabbed one. She made eye contact with Thomas Wegman, president of the Yummy Channel, and grabbed a second flute from the tray. His ruddy, round face disappeared seamlessly into his shirt collar, and a bump of a chin protruded below his mouth as he stared down into his BlackBerry. It was time to fess up that things were not looking good for the evening’s soiree.


“Hi, Tommy,” Jen said, handing him the flute. “You looked empty-handed.”


Tommy looked up, thrusting the BlackBerry he’d been stabbing at with his finger into his pocket. He laughed a deep, appreciative rumble. The Brooklyn-born-and-raised exec looked like a grizzly bear, but to Jen he seemed warm and kind. He reminded her a little bit of her father, who had also loved to eat and laugh. Tommy seemed to genuinely enjoy other people, which made him a good CEO. It also made other people instinctively feel at ease around him, which Jen imagined worked to his advantage in negotiations. “As a matter of fact, I am empty-handed.” Tommy took the glass and dinged it against Jen’s. “Thanks for noticin’.” A moment of silence passed as they sipped from their glasses.


“Have you tried the chocolate cupcakes with the caramel sauce?” Jen spun her head around, her curls fluffing out from her face as she tried to locate one of the circulating waitresses in the white bow ties.


Tommy smiled at Jen but waved off the offer. Jen eyed his strained shirt buttons and approved of his decision. The last thing the president of the Yummy Channel needed was another cupcake. She wasn’t judging him, of course. It’s that Jen was glad that even though she was overweight, she wasn’t necessarily obese. Yet. She had to be careful, though. It was a fine line. Jen got up her nerve. “Tommy, I have to tell you. Bess isn’t here yet. I can’t find her. She won’t answer the phone. I’m sure she’s on her way. You know how celebrities are!”


“Did someone say big-time celebrity?” Yummy Channel chef Will Riley asked. Tommy gestured to his phone and stepped away, hopefully to try to find Bess. Jen was sure that Tommy would track her down. He had a way of keeping his stars reined in even when they were up to their most obnoxious behavior. However, Jen absolutely did not want to be stuck talking to Will. He always stared at her cleavage and told dirty jokes that were just clean enough not to get him fired in a sexual-harassment scandal.


“Will,” Jen greeted him coolly, straightening her posture as he sidled up alongside her.


“In the flesh,” he greeted her. What a lot of flesh there was, noticed Jen. But more than his size, Will’s clothes just never fit well. Loose shorts and baggy button-up shirts with crazy prints just seemed to draw attention to the bulging and swelling of his body. His belly curved out over his waistband, though his rear was flat as a pancake. A double chin swung under his face like a pendulum. He was snacking on a cupcake, opening his mouth wide with each chomp. Jen prayed she didn’t look like that when she ate cupcakes. She looked down at her dress and self-consciously sucked in her belly and plucked the fabric away to try to conceal her own chub.


The moment she broke eye contact and looked down, Will reached over and slid a hand up Jen’s arm and onto her shoulder. He was quicker than he looked. Jen stepped backward awkwardly, nearly losing her balance. She did not do well in heels. “Whoa!” she squealed, trying to regain her footing, a trail of goose bumps rising where Will’s hand had made contact with her. He’d had a few drinks already, Jen could tell.


Will attempted his most winsome smile. “So, where’s our star?” he asked. “It’s a little late, even for Miss Thang to make a fashionably late entrance.”


“She’ll be here,” Jen said, raising her voice slightly above the chattering guests.


“It would be a shame if she missed her own party,” Will said, sarcasm dripping from his tongue, along with cupcake crumbs.


Jen prickled at Will’s thinly veiled competitiveness. “It’s her party, Will. Maybe if you play nice you’ll get a big party on your hundredth episode of Deep Fried and Spicy.” Will’s show had been getting a lot of attention lately. They were the trifecta of Yummy Channel stars. Will Riley, Maya Khan, and Bess Brantwood. The three jockeyed with one another for attention, each trying to commandeer the channel’s resources. Lately the pressure had been making staff meetings intolerable.


Bess was the diva, Maya was an artist, and as obnoxious as he was, Jen fully acknowledged that Will’s show was really fun to watch and viewers thought he was great: edgy in all the right ways. Jen tried to stay out of the stars’ antagonistic relationship, but since she was the event manager for them all, she got pulled in from time to time.


Jen looked at her phone to check the time again, pulling it from the small sequined clutch she carried. She was annoyed. No, pissed off. Bess had acted childishly before, but not even showing up to her own meticulously planned celebration was over the top. Who did she think she was? Tommy stepped back over and Haley Parnell joined them, having suddenly materialized.


At a staff meeting once, Tommy had said his favorite spice was cinnamon. Haley Parnell said hers was cayenne. Jen thought that somehow encompassed the whole of their personalities. Haley was the vice president of programming for the Yummy Channel and Jen had never met someone so efficient. Tall and lanky, she seemed to have a bottomless reserve of energy. And lipstick. Her lipstick was always perfect, as was her long blond ponytail. Not a hair out of place, not a smudge outside of her lip liner. Jen couldn’t help begrudge her the lipstick, considering Jen had never found a shade that actually worked with her own light, freckly skin tone and blond curls. That, and the fact that Haley must eat every meal on the treadmill, if she ate at all, made Jen wonder if she modeled herself after CEO Barbie. Clothes fit Haley the way they fit a Junior’s Department mannequin at Macy’s.


“So Bess didn’t show up?” Haley asked, narrowing her eyes at Jen. “Where’s Giselle?”


Jen shrugged. “She’s not here either. I tried Haley, I promise, I tried everything. I called her, I called Giselle, I left messages, I sent texts.” A tray of champagne passed by and Jen grabbed another flute to try to quell her growing discomfort. Liquid courage. Delivering bad news to someone who could fire her, even if it wasn’t her fault, would always make her heart beat faster.


Haley looked at her watch and considered the situation. Jen looked at her phone and saw that it was nine minutes to 8:00 p.m. She looked to the front door and saw the first few real non-press, non-Yummy-Channel guests start to come in. David Brantwood, Bess’s husband, walked in right after Maya Khan came through the door. Jen squinted, hoping to see Bess enter after her husband. Once her eyes rested on Maya, though, she couldn’t tear them away to look back at Haley. Jen felt frozen, staring at Maya with her jaw open. Holy cow! Maya must have lost thirty pounds while filming out on the road over the last twelve weeks or so. Jen vaguely remembered Maya mentioning something about a low-carb diet, but it didn’t seem like she was taking it very seriously—until now. “Jen? Hello? I said, is the mic set up?” Haley asked for the second time.


Jen snapped her focus back and nodded to Haley. Haley squinted her clear blue eyes at Jen. “Good.” Then she spun toward Tommy. “Tommy, excuse me for speaking so candidly, but this cannot continue. Bess has taken advantage of her status with us for too long. She needs to start being a team player, or we’re going to have to make some changes.”


“Bess has special circumstances, Haley, you know that. She gets very anxious before big events.”


“Who doesn’t get anxious? That’s why Xanax was invented,” Haley said, throwing up her muscular arms, seemingly disgusted. “With all due respect, I don’t care about Bess’s nerves at all. If she can’t stand the heat, she should get out of the Yummy Channel kitchen. Why do you make excuses for her? This is a profession. Everyone else employed by the Yummy Channel has to show up and be held responsible and part of the team, and she should too.” Jen blushed, uncomfortable at being part of such an impassioned conversation between her bosses. Will, still standing next to her, didn’t seem to mind in the least. Jen coached herself to be invisible and not to wobble on her heels as she felt the champagne blush her cheeks.


Haley held eye contact with Tommy for a moment, their eyes shooting encoded messages back and forth. The ponytail whipped around again and Haley spoke to Jen. “If she’s still not here at about five minutes after eight p.m., I want you to go up and thank everyone for coming, just to stall,” she demanded. Bess had prepared a twenty-minute speech reflecting on her past hundred episodes. It would be hard to fill that giant void and keep the guests entertained.


“Um,” Jen hesitated.


“Want me to go up there and say something to everyone?” Will Riley offered.


“No,” Tommy, Haley, and Jen said in unison. Apparently Jen wasn’t the only one who noticed the competition among the big personalities of the Yummy Channel.


“I’ll do it,” Jen said. Her dress felt like a torture device though she was thankful for the two layers of Spanx if she was going to get up in front of a room of rolling video cameras. “No problem. When Bess gets here she can do her thing too.”


“Exactly,” Haley agreed. She thought for a moment, pursing up her strawberry-rimmed mouth. “No need to get fancy. Just thank everyone for coming, and raise your glass for a toast to Bess Brantwood and a hundred fabulous episodes of Bess’s Bakery.” Haley pantomimed a toast. “You can point out the gift bags and the cupcake tower too.” She pointed to the dessert display with her manicured fingers. The exec took a step back and looked at Jen. “Don’t forget to stand up straight. The camera adds five pounds.” Jen’s cheeks felt hot. Several more guests had come in now, and the room was alive with chatter and movement.


“You can do this. You’ll be fine. It’s your time to shine, Jen, why not get a little credit for the wonderful event you put together? Go on up whenever you’re ready. Once the camera crews see you up there, they’ll start rolling. Wait until you see the red lights go on.” Haley pointed to the podium sitting atop the small platform she and Charlie had set up earlier.


Jen nodded and pointed to the ladies’ room off of the dining area. “I’m just going to go freshen up.” She reapplied her lipstick and checked her phone once more to see if Bess had come back to planet Earth. Someone was in one of the stalls, and Jen peeked under, hoping to see Bess’s feet. No such luck. The person in the stall was wearing brown loafers that Bess wouldn’t be caught dead wearing.


It wasn’t the public speaking that spooked Jen as much as it was the fact that she’d have to see herself on camera. She loved being in the television industry but hated the idea of being on the other side of the camera. She didn’t want all the attention. Especially when the camera added weight to her already robust frame. Jen washed her hands and sniffed the lavender-scented soap. It was refreshing. She noticed a basket of small brightly colored packages on the counter and picked one up. It was a sample-size package of XyloSlim diet pills. She shook her head. It seemed really wrong to have these in the bathroom at a Yummy Channel party, but the company was a major sponsor. The annoying XyloSlim commercials injected minute-long guilt trips into almost every show in the Yummy Channel’s delicious lineup. This meant that Haley and the Yummy Channel advertising team were always trying to wedge XyloSlim products into Jen’s events no matter how much the stars protested.


Jen took a deep breath and pushed out of the bathroom, nodding to Haley and ascending the steps to the podium. The room had filled up even more, but everyone quieted down as she stood there smiling out into the audience. Then red lights on the cameras began to blink on. Jen took a deep breath and, instead of picturing everyone in their underwear, as her high school speech teacher had advised, she focused on the cupcake tower next to the podium. Her eyes lingered on the frosting whipped up in beautiful scallops, the glittery sparkle of sugar on top of the glaze. It looked magical, and Jen wanted to dip her finger in it and taste the sweet frosting melt over her tongue.
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