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Always the Baker, Never the Bride

Put on a bib and let the drooling begin! Always the Baker, Never the Bride is full of sweet treats, fun recipes, and a surprise ending that will leave you smiling long after the book is finished.

—RHONDA GIBSON, author of What’s in Your Closet?

Not for dieters, Always the Baker, Never the Bride by Sandra D. Bricker attacks the taste buds and heart, and doesn’t let go. Close your eyes, and you just might taste the award-winning creme brulee wedding cake that almost becomes one of the characters in the story. Bricker has created an ensemble cast, each character so unique and interesting that you’ll want to crawl right into the book and be part of every laugh-out-loud scene.

—DEBBY MAYNE, author of Love Finds You in Treasure Island, Florida and Sweet Baklava (coming March 2011)

Sandra D. Bricker’s Always the Baker, Never the Bride is like a high-end wedding cake—multiple satisfying layers. Unexpected filigree swirls distinguish this novel as one of both culinary and storytelling artistry. Bricker fills the pages with charming characters, an imaginative plot, and a reason to keep reading. My compliments to the baker!

—CYNTHIA RUCHTI, author of They Almost Always Come Home (Abingdon Press) and president of American Christian Fiction Writers

Always the Baker, Never the Bride sparkles like a fine champagne. Sandra D. Bricker has truly hit her stride with this romantic comedy with warm, witty characters and a unique wedding destination hotel setting. I give this book 5 of 5 stars!

—BARBARA CAMERON, author of A Time to Love, first book in the Quilts of Lancaster County series (Abingdon Press, September 2010)

With a cast of zany characters, Bricker serves up another rollicking read in Always the Baker, Never the Bride. She’s a master at weaving humor and romance into some of the most unlikely characters you’ll ever fall in love with.

—ANE MULLIGAN, editor, Novel Journey

A delightful blend of humor and drama combined with recipe tips, Always the Baker, Never the Bride is a fabulous story that will add just the right touch of happiness to readers everywhere.

—ANDREA BOESHAAR, author of Unwilling Warrior (Realms Fiction)
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Special thanks to the voice in my head.
Barbara Scott,
you’re my editor/champion, friend, and sister-in-Christ.

 

DEDICATION

To the Girl Power in my life. By now, you chicks know who you are. And Rachelle, you’re the icing on the cake (pun intended). Thank you so much for getting me the way you do.

And to that little dash of Boy SuperPower. Thanks, D.

And to Candy, my personal assistant. Bouncing around my house with the ear buds in, she suggested I might like to listen to her latest CD. Michael Bublé, your Crazy Love album inspired so much of the spirit of this book. And when Hollywood comes calling to put it on film, there’s a part here for you, sugar.

All recipes contained herein have come from the massive card file of the late Jess Bricker. As sweet as the cakes, pies, cookies, and rolls she baked, my mother truly made me what I am today: a diabetic with a weight problem.


Prologue

She just went over like a lopsided sack o’ corn. I tell ya, I never saw nothin’ like it.”

“Emma Rae? Can you hear me, honey? Emma Rae?”

Emma’s eyes fluttered as she struggled to open them. Her mother’s face came into focus just inches from hers, and she jumped.

“Here she comes, Gavin. She’s coming around.”

When Emma tried to speak, her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, and it made a sound like paper peeling away from plastic as she wiggled it.

“What … happened?”

“You fainted, Princess.” Her father’s pale face moved closer into view, and he took her hand. Emma realized she’d never seen him so obviously worried.

“I fainted?”

“How do you feel now?” After she had spoken, he looked somewhat relieved. “Still a little woozy?”

“A little.”

She blinked a couple of times before she recognized the denim-clad form who peered over her father’s shoulder. The way it stood on end, Danny Mahoney’s wavy blond hair looked like a halo gone slightly berserk. His perfect square jaw clenched as he peered at her with those crystal blue eyes. Danny was the boyfriend Emma had dreamed about since the sixth grade. He was handsome and cool and just dangerous enough to make her parents worry and her girlfriends green with envy.

“Hi, baby. Whatcha need, huh?”

Gavin glared at Danny and separated him from Emma by repositioning himself. “Avery, why don’t you and The Boy,” which Emma’s father had insisted on calling Danny since their first date in sophomore year, “go and check on that doctor, huh? I’ll stay with Emmy.”

Just then an older man with a face like a bunched-up fist appeared from behind the yellowish curtain. His white coat and clipboard made him look a little like a butcher taking an order, but the stethoscope hanging around his neck provided the clarity Emma needed.

“How are you feeling now, young lady? Better?”

Emma tilted her shoulders into a shrug. “I guess.”

“Do you remember what happened?”

“Not really. Daddy says I fainted.”

“She went down like a sack o’ corn,” Danny repeated, and then he snickered and looked around for acknowledgment. The only hint of it came from her father’s menacing stare.

“What did you have to eat this morning?” the doctor asked.

Emma thought it over. “Nothing. I don’t know. Except some cake. And a candy bar after second period.”

“No breakfast? Any protein?”

“No.”

“Well, that appears to be the problem. Do you know what it means to be di-a-bet-ic?” He said the word in a slow monotone, like Mrs. Prentiss presenting a new vocabulary word to her class.

Emma shook her head. “No.”

“Oh, no, Gavin. She’s diabetic.”

“Calm down, Avery. Let’s hear the man out.”

“See, when you ate that cake and the candy bar, your blood sugar levels spiked very high, like they tend to do when we consume sugar. But after a spike, they tend to fall just as fast, and that’s what’s known as—”

Emma zoned out long enough to smile at Danny, and she didn’t really hear the longest and most important part of Dr. Benjamin’s explanation about the production of insulin within the body, the difference between hypoglycemia and hyperglycemia, or the body’s natural this and that. She tuned back in about the time Dr. Benjamin told her parents how important it would be for Emma to monitor her blood sugar and stick to a diet created just for diabetics. But despite all the words bouncing around, all she really heard—heard and managed to process—were the two horrifying ones that came near the end of the monologue—the ones that made her mother cry and her father look like he’d been shot in the chest.

Daily injections.

“You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, I’m very serious, Emma Rae,” the doctor told her. “It’s good that we’ve caught this now because you need to get into a routine of nutrition and medication that will affect you for the rest of your life. Emma Rae, you have what is called Type 1 diabetes.”

No, Jesus. No, Jesus. No, Jesus. Please, Lord Jesus, noooooo.

“Does that mean we’ll miss out on the prom?” Danny piped up from behind the others. “Because I’m already out for our share of the limo.”
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Aunt Sophie’s Red Velvet Cupcakes

Preheat oven to 350 degrees.
1½ cups granulated sugar
1 stick butter,
softened 2 eggs
2½ cups general purpose flour
2 tablespoons cocoa powder
1 teaspoon baking powder 
½ teaspoon salt
1 cup buttermilk
1 bottle red food coloring
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
1 teaspoon distilled white vinegar

Beat butter and sugar on medium speed until fluffy.
Slowly add eggs while continuing to beat mixture.
Sift together flour, cocoa, baking soda, baking powder, and salt.
In separate bowl, beat buttermilk, vinegar, vanilla, and food coloring.
Add 1/3 of the dry ingredients to the wet, and mix on medium speed.
Continue adding dry ingredients in portions, mixing thoroughly.
Spoon into cupcake papers, just over half full.

Bake for 15 minutes and then rotate pan on oven rack.
Bake approximately 5 more minutes.
Allow cupcakes to cool in the pan for 10 minutes and then move to wire rack.
Do not frost until thoroughly cooled.
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Emma cradled a single cupcake in her hands and lifted it within inches of her face to examine it with care. How she’d love to take a massive bite out of it and feel that moist, crumbly red velvet cake against the roof of her mouth, a flavorful burst of sweetness, and then the kiss of cocoa.

“You’re not thinking of eating that, are you?”

Emma didn’t even blink. Her focus remained fixed on the red velvet cupcake.

“Emma Rae? Have you had some protein? Because if you haven’t, I’ll tackle you right now and take that cupcake away from you.”

The corners of her mouth quivered into a half smile before she set the confection on the wire rack beside the others.

“Calm down, Fiona. I’m not going to eat it. But you could let me dream about it for thirty seconds, couldn’t you?”

Fee peered over square black glasses, a short fringe of matching ebony bangs dangling inches above them. She stared Emma down, one colorful tattooed arm bent at the elbow, as her fingers drummed an impatient rhythm on her hip. Then she wobbled her head in that familiar way, the one that warned: Next stop, a shaking finger, right in your face.

“How about I go get you a protein shake,” her friend suggested. “They have a new sugar-free flavor. Mango.”

“Mmmm.” Emma forced a sliver of a smile and shrugged.

“Dude, you’ll love it. I’ll be back in ten.”

Emma glanced with longing at the wire rack before she returned to the sink to rinse the cupcake pans.

Diabetes. What a funny and cruel joke for God to play on a baker with a penchant for confections. For her recipes, the sweeter, the better. But Emma didn’t partake. She’d won the Passionate Palette Award just last month for her crème brûlée wedding cake—a six-tiered, twenty-four-layer masterpiece filled with sweet custard that inspired one of the judges to remark, “This rocks my world.” And yet Emma had never tasted more than a single, ecstasy-inducing bite.

She dreamed of sitting at one of the bistro tables beyond the swinging doors of her kitchen, a cup of coffee before her, a china plate adorned with an oversized hunk of cake, where the sweetness of each bite enveloped her and every forkful inspired a new creation.

The jingle of the front door beckoned, and Emma dried her hands before she abandoned her sugar-glazed dream and pushed through the kitchen door.

“Welcome to the Backstreet Bakery,” she greeted the GQ cover model in the $600 suit. “How can I help you?”

“Coffee. Black. And one of those chocolate brownies.”

He flicked the shoulders of his jacket with swift brushes that produced sprinkles of moisture. Emma darted a glance out the window; the sky had turned dark and rain drenched the streets.

“I didn’t even know it was raining,” she commented as she placed a paper doily beneath a large fudge brownie on a Staffordshire-inspired blue-and-white dessert plate.

“Came out of nowhere.” He stood before the bakery case and peered at the confections on the other side of the glass.

“You know, these brownies are awesome with hazelnut coffee. Can I interest you in—”

“No, thanks,” he said, cutting her off. “Just black.”

Emma tried to resist the urge to tempt him further, and she was successful for about twenty seconds. Then, with a charming smile, she extended a glass coffeepot toward him.

“Dark roast. Extra bold. Hazelnut’s perfect with chocolate.”

He lifted his eyes and glared at her across the bakery case. “Just black. Thank you.”

Emma shook her head and slipped the pot back into its place before grabbing the Colombian from one of the adjacent burners.

“Black it is.”

He raked his dark hair with both hands, and his milk-chocolate brown eyes met hers without warning. A world of conversation passed between them in one frozen moment. She peeled her gaze away and tried not to stare at the slightly off-center cleft in his square chin.

“That’ll be four dollars and eighteen cents.”

He slipped a five toward her and muttered, “Keep the change.”

She hesitated, wondering if she should bother to point out that she was the baker and not a waitress. And then she realized the tip was only about eighty cents.

Stand-up guy.

While GQ took his cup and plate and settled at a table near the window, Emma wiped down the counter and started a new pot of decaf.

A happy grunt called her attention back to her customer, and she tripped over the crooked grin he aimed in her direction.

“What’s in this?” he asked, wiping a smear of chocolate from the corner of his mouth. “It’s fantastic.”

“Just your average fudge brownie,” she replied, unsuccessful in completely masking her pride. “Well, actually, I use cashews instead of walnuts, and the frosting is a mixture of cocoa and—”

“I’d like half a dozen of them.”

“Oh.”

“Can you pack them up for me?”

“Sure. But wouldn’t you like to try a variety? We also have a really nice blonde brownie with hazelnut cream—”

“What is it with you and hazelnut?” he interrupted. “Are you invested in plantations? I like the fudge brownie. I’d like to purchase six of them. Can you do that for me?”

Emma swallowed the answer that pressed against her lips and instead replied, “Yes, sir. I can do that.”

“Good. Thank you.”

Fee erupted through the door at just that moment, drenched from the downpour on the other side, oblivious to the obnoxious customer in their midst.

“I didn’t get mango,” she announced, rounding the bakery case and shaking her wet head until it splashed Emma. “They had the berry one that you like so much, so I got that one. Is that okay?”

“Yep,” she replied, accepting the protein shake. “Thanks, Fee. Our customer would like six fudge brownies. Would you package them and collect his payment?”

Before Fee could reply, Emma turned her back and headed for the kitchen to enjoy her shake.

“You know,” she heard Fee suggest just as the doors clanked shut behind her, “we have a really nice blonde brownie if you’d like to try a variety.”

The snicker that popped out of her was certainly not ladylike.
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Jackson climbed out from behind the wheel of his Altima and tucked the white bakery box of brownies beneath the shelter of his overcoat to protect it from the rain.

The moment he crossed the threshold of The Tanglewood Inn, the familiar cackling of hens greeted him.

“Jackson, you’re dray-enched,” Georgiann declared in her thick Southern drawl.

“It’s rainin’ cats and puppies out they-ah,” Madeline added.

Norma Jean tossed him a thick, white towel that smelled like flowers. “Dry yourself off, baby bruthah.”

All my sisters in one place, at one time. No good can come of this.

“What are you all doing here?” he asked them and then rubbed his rain-soaked face with the towel. “Did I forget something?”

“Norma Jean called us just this morning,” Madeline explained. “I can’t for the life of me figure out why you didn’t rally the troops, Jackson. You know we offered to help you interview for staff.”

“I appreciate that, I really do—”

“All evidence to the contrary,” she crooned. “Norma said you have hotel staff interviews all day today.”

“Yes, but—”

“But, nothing, do you hear me? We’ll set up shop in three corners of the restaurant, and we’ll just plow through those interviews until we find you just the right people.”

Jackson knew better than to argue. He’d learned to choose his battles in cases like this.

Norma Jean Drake Blanchette was the sister closest to Jackson’s age, but being raised as the only boy with three older sisters and a single mom left him feeling a little bit like a lone sitting duck on top of a twirling birthday cake.

“What’s in the box, Jack?” Georgiann asked. Her smile caused the deep dimples on either side of his mouth to cave in like bread dough pressed with two large thumbs.

Box? He’d almost forgotten.

“The most unbelievable fudge brownies you will ever taste,” he announced. “Let’s get some coffee set up in the dining room, and I’ll grab the résumés from Susannah and meet you in there.”

If his sisters were going to force their assistance upon him, the least he could do was wash it down with a few more delectable calories. And he supposed he could share the wealth as well.

The glass elevator up to his office groaned before lifting and then shimmied the rest of the way to the fourth floor. He was relieved when the doors opened at last.

“Coffee?” Susannah asked him as he crossed her office toward his own.

“No, thanks. I’m going to have some downstairs with the Hens.”

“I heard they were here.”

“You heard?” And then he thought better of it. “Don’t tell me. Do you have that file with the résumés?”

“On your desk with your messages.”

Jackson dropped into the leather chair behind the large maple desk. Susannah had separated the message slips into two piles, based on priority. Inside the file folder were at least two dozen resumés, paper-clipped and categorized with small blue sticky notes, annotated in his assistant’s perfect round handwriting.

Desk staff.

Bell staff.

Catering staff.

Susannah Littlefield was the best thing that had ever happened to Jackson’s professional life. She’d been with him for all twelve years at his former job and had agreed to take a gamble and leave the security of corporate America to come along with him on this turkey shoot. Susannah was nearly sixty now, and Jackson was in a state of denial about the fact that she’d be thinking about retirement one day in the not-so-distant future. What in the world would he do then?

Susannah stood in the doorway and adjusted the wire-rimmed glasses on her knob of a nose, and then she smoothed the salt and pepper bun at the top of her head.

“I brought you a brownie,” he told her. “But it’s in a box downstairs.”

“I hope to one day meet it in person,” she replied with a grin.

“We live in hope.”

Susannah handed him a typed schedule of interview appointments. “They’re all confirmed except the two highlighted in blue.”

“Thank you, Suzi. You take very good care of me.”

“Somebody has to do it,” she commented on her way out of his office.

Jackson closed the thick file and tucked it under his arm, waving at Susannah as he strode past her desk. Remembering his elevator ride up from the lobby, he made a quick right and headed for the stairs instead.

When he reached the dining room, Jackson stood in the doorway and observed his three sisters. Georgiann and Madeline had their mother’s dark hair, light eyes, and porcelain skin, while Norma Jean’s sandy hair and hazel eyes were reminiscent of the father who had passed away much too early with four small children still waiting to be raised.

Jackson watched them doctor up their coffee as they chattered with one another, oblivious to his presence. Each woman had a style that was all her own: George, in her ankle-length floral dress and single strand of perfect pearls; Maddie, wearing a smart sweater and pleated brown trousers; both women flanking Norm in her acid-washed jeans, tucked-in Henley and flat-soled suede boots. Each of them so different from the others, and all of them still polar opposites from the little brother they adored. Jackson knew he was fortunate to have them, a fact that was easy to forget some days.

“Jackson,” Georgiann called out to him, waving her arms. “What are you doing standing over they-ah? Come on in and let’s get down to business, huh?”

“Did you open the bakery box?” he asked as he joined them at the table.

“We were waiting on you,” Norma replied. “But let’s have at those brownies.”

Madeline poured a cup of steaming coffee and slid it toward him.

“Mm!” Georgiann exclaimed in one short grunt, and then she repeated it. “Mm! These are fantastic. Wherever did you get them?”

“I forget the name of the place. A bakery down near the square.”

“The Backstreet Bakery?” Norma asked, savoring her first bite with what appeared to be nothing shy of ecstasy. “Has to be. Oh, I love that little spot.”

“Maybe.”

“Jackson, you’ve got to steal away their pastry chef for The Tanglewood,” Madeline stated. “These are amazing.”

“Oh!” he snorted, setting down the cup and shaking his head. “N-nnnno.”

“Why not?”

“I met their baker, and she was annoying.”

“Oh, come on,” Georgiann drawled. “How much time could you have spent with her when you stopped in a bakery for a coffee and a sweet? Really, Jackson. How annoying could she be?”

“Ha!” he blurted. “Pretty annoying.”

Well. Besides those exceptional green eyes, and the chestnut silk she wore pulled back into a casual ponytail.

“Jackson.”

“No kidding. She was pushy and tried to sell me something I didn’t even want.” The flour-dusted woman’s green eyes flickered across his recollection, and Jackson shook his head. “And she has a strange preoccupation with hazelnut.”

“Oh, I love hazelnut.”

“Me too.”

“Fine. But she’s not an option for The Tanglewood,” he declared. “Let’s move on. Here are the resumés for the interviews, and the candidates should start arriving in about thirty minutes. George, why don’t you make recommendations for the bellmen, and—”

“Can I have another?” Norma asked, dipping her hand toward the bakery box.

“No.” He laughed, snapping the lid shut before she could reach inside. “I’m saving one for Susannah.”

“There are two in there,” she objected.

“The delivery guy gets the last one.”

“They were delivered?”

“Yes. By me.”

“Oh. Well.”

“Here. Console yourself with résumés for the restaurant positions. Maddie and I will talk to the desk applicants.”

“Sweet tooth abuser!” Norma playfully accused.

“Just saving you from yourself,” he said, tying up the box with the length of white string.

“Gee. Thanks.”

“Saving you from yourself,” Georgiann repeated, and then she clicked her tongue. “More like saving the brownie for yourself.”

“Yeah. There’s that,” he replied. And with one defiant flicker of a smile, he popped the last of the brownie into his mouth.
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Important Tips for Cake Decoration


	Choosing the right bag for applying icing is crucial.

	A parchment bag is ideal; it can be used quickly and is disposable.

	A round tip is best for applying dots, making straight lines, or writing script.

	A star-shaped tip creates beautiful flowers and zigzag shapes.

	Use a leaf-shaped tip for a lovely garland design around edges.

	Decorate with the V Principle, making a “V” with thumb and forefinger.



Remember: Practice makes perfect! Use a sheet of wax paper or an overturned cookie sheet to practice making designs before icing.
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My eyes look weird. Do I have bags under my eyes?”

“Not in real life.”

“Well, what does that mean?” Emma asked as she scurried across the kitchen and yanked her favorite pot down from the rack above the prep island. Holding it upside-down and using the bottom as a makeshift mirror, she inspected her face. “Maybe I need more sleep?”

“Em,” Fee groaned. “The picture is two inches square. And whether you look like you might possibly have bags under your eyes is really not the news here, is it?”

Emma thought better of it and sheepishly replaced the pot on the overhead rack. “Of course not.” She sniffed. “No.”

Fee spread out the food section of the Atlanta Journal in front of them. The headline sent a wave of excited shivers over Emma as she read it for the gazillionth time.

“Local Baker Makes Atlanta Proud.”

Three columns and a baggy-eyed color photograph telling the world (or at least her little slice of it) that Emma Rae Travis had won the prestigious Passionate Palette Award for her crème brûlée “masterpiece.” First, a finalist in the wedding cakes category, which had been all the award she’d dared imagine. But then she’d taken the whole enchilada, Best in Show, a national award that said she was the best there was.

“Why didn’t they use a photograph of the cake?” she wondered out loud. “That’s the real story, anyway.”

“They really should have. Dude! That cake was magnificent.”

Emma felt a rush of heat rise over her, and she shook her head. In her mid-thirties, she could still blush like a sixteen-year-old, and she hated that.

“Four layers of sinful confection,” Fee read, pausing to shoot Emma a wide, toothy smile, “layered with some sort of vanilla miracle that stands on its own without daring to seep into this luscious cake. It even manages a whisper of the traditional brûlée crunch without intruding on the velvety softness of the overall experience. Judges scrambled to figure it out as they hovered over Travis’s creation, planning weddings in their minds that would serve merely as an excuse to share this magic with friends, family, and an unsuspecting world. Emma Rae Travis is a confectionary genius.”

It was the third time Fee had read the article out loud, but the excitement hadn’t waned for Emma.

A confectionary genius.

Over the top, but really, really gratifying.

“They only mentioned the Backstreet in tiny letters after the close of the article,” Fee pointed out. “Harry’s going to go ballistic, you know.”

“Yep.” Emma glanced at her watch and nodded. “Any minute now, in fact.”

When the front door exploded open and the bell flew off like a heat-seeking missile, Emma tapped the face of her watch and raised an eyebrow at Fee. “Right on schedule.”

“Why are you standing around back here?” Harry blustered, propping open the kitchen door and filling the doorway as he stared Fee down. “Didn’t you hear the bell in the front? I could have been a customer, and that’s what you do, Fee. You wait on the customers. Now march your tail out there and wait on customers!”

“But you’re the only—”

“Do you not speak English?” he sniped. “Get out there.”

Fee didn’t say another word or even cast a glance in Emma’s direction. Once she slipped past Harry, he stomped into the kitchen, letting the door swing shut behind him.

“So you’ve seen it,” he growled, nodding toward the newspaper.

“Yes,” Emma replied, folding the paper and tucking it into the drawer beneath the counter.

“Then you know that the bakery was barely given a mention.”

“Yes, Harry, and I’m really sorry about that. I talked to the reporter and—”

“The Backstreet Bakery is practically a landmark in Atlanta!” he exclaimed, and then he rubbed his sandpaper face with both hands. “You’d be nothing without this place. You wouldn’t even have that ridiculous award if not for the Backstreet.”

Nothing!

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly—”

“You think about that the next time you go looking for a little notoriety on your own, Emma Rae.”

Emma heard the bakery phone ring, and she wished it had been her cell phone.

My kingdom for an interruption!

“This place gave you your start. I took you in—”

—when you were a nobody right out of cooking school. Emma could say it with him, word for irritating word. She’d certainly heard it enough times to commit the diatribe to memory.

I took you in and gave you a kitchen to bake in, and this—

“…is the thanks I get?”

Fee didn’t set foot into the kitchen. She just called to her through a slight crack in the door. “Em? The phone’s for you.”

THAT’s what I’m talkin’ about! An interruption!

Harry was still grumbling as she moved past him and picked up the phone.

“Emma Travis.”

“Ms. Travis, my name is Susannah Littlefield. I’m the administrator over at The Tanglewood Inn.”

“How can I help you, Miss Littlefield?”

“Susannah, please.”

“Susannah.”

“I don’t know whether you’ve heard about the redesign at The Tanglewood?”

“I think I read something,” Emma said, trying to recall the article. “Some business tycoon bought it to turn it into an exclusive wedding destination hotel or something like that.”

“Yes. My employer, Jackson Drake, has been completely refurbishing The Tanglewood, designing a five-star, one-stop shop for weddings and elegant affairs.”

Emma’s heart began to race, and she glanced at Harry as he leaned over the stainless-steel sink, scrubbing maniacally to eradicate some nonexistent blemish.

“I saw the article about your award,” the woman continued. “Congratulations! It’s quite impressive.”

“Oh. Thank you,” Emma replied. “So what can I do for you, Susannah? Were you looking for a wedding cake?”

“At least one,” Susannah said on a chuckle. “Mr. Drake is interviewing for the catering staff tomorrow afternoon and I saw the article. I was hoping you might come in and meet with him.”

Emma narrowed her eyes and grimaced. As Harry met her glance, he puffed his cheeks and shrugged. “What!”

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand.”

“I’m offering you the opportunity to run your own kitchen at The Tanglewood, Ms. Travis. Select your own staff, and work with Anton Morelli, one of Atlanta’s finest chefs.”

“I’m aware of his reputation. He’s … gifted.”

“I’d like you to consider coming to The Tanglewood to create wedding cakes and pastries for us on a full-time basis.”

Emma’s eyes met Harry’s again, and he glared at her. “Tick tock, Emma Rae. Is that a personal call?”

“Would you like to come and meet with Mr. Drake?”

“I’d love to, Susannah. What time tomorrow?”
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Emma stood before the glass case, tap-tap-tapping her fingers on the top of it as she considered the array of baked goods before her.

“Let’s do a selection of petit fours,” she said. “Both kinds of brownies. A couple of the red velvet cupcakes.”

Fee obediently removed each selection as Emma pointed it out, arranging the pastries atop a lace doily on a large aluminum tray.

“I’m going to take two of the mini wedding cakes out of the fridge. The crème brûlée, of course.”

“Of course!”

“And the praline espresso.”

“I thought you made that for the Reynolds tasting.” “I did, but that’s not until Thursday. I can make another before then.”

“Oh, Em,” Fee said on an excited sigh. “This could be huge for you.”

“For us,” Emma replied. “If I go, you go. They said I could hire my own staff, and you can start out as a pastry apprentice.”

Fee crumpled as she tried to stifle her enthusiasm, and then she popped up into a bouncing ball of excitement.

“Buh-bye, Harry,” she sang. “Buh-byeeeeeee.”

“All right now. I don’t have the job yet.”

“But you will,” she vowed. “Once the dude gets a load of what you can do, that job is yours, Em.”

“From your lips to—” She couldn’t even finish it. “Well, you know.”

God hadn’t been paying much attention to Emma for a while. Or maybe it was the other way around. Either way, she had no reason to believe He’d be interested in starting again now.

“Will you help me load my car?”

“Is that what you’re wearing?”

It was a simple question, but fully loaded.

“Yes. Why? Is it all wrong?”

“It’s not wrong. It just needs … something. It doesn’t scream, Emma Rae, Cool Baker Dudette.”

Fee’s silent scrutiny caused Emma to look down at her clothes. Navy blue linen trousers and a pale pink silk blouse.

“I know it’s a little more dressy than normal,” she explained, fidgeting with the lone wrinkle she spotted on the sleeve of her blouse. “But this is an important job, in an elegant hotel, and—”

“No, no,” Fee interrupted. “I mean, it’s too much color.”

“Pink and navy blue is too much color?” Emma asked on a chuckle. “This, from the girl wearing so much black that she disappears if the lights go dim?”

“Hey. It’s a look.”

“Yes, it is. But it’s not my look, Fee.”

“Do you want to borrow my choker? Just to jazz it up a little?”

Emma stared for a moment at the jagged silver rendition of thorny barbed wire circling Fee’s throat, and then she shook her head. “Thanks anyway. I’m thinking I’ll go simple. Help me load the car?”

“Sure.”

They carefully transferred the sample tray to the passenger seat, and Emma double-checked the plastic-domed lid to make sure it was secure before setting the lipped platter bearing two miniature wedding cakes on top of it.

“Too bad we can’t belt them in,” Fee observed. “Do you want me to ride over with you and sit in the backseat to anchor them?”

Emma looked at her Mini Cooper, then at Fee, and back again. “Where will you sit?”

“Good point.”

“Besides, you have to mind the store,” Emma reminded her. “I’ll just drive very slowly.”

“Slower than your usual? You should have left yesterday then if you wanted to make your appointment.”

“Hey. I’m careful.”

“You’re in slow-mo, Em.”

“I am a cautious driver.”

“Yes, you are. Cautious and s-l-oooooow.”

Emma chuckled and then closed the bright red door with care. She stood before Fee for a silent moment, trying not to look as nervous as she felt, and then she realized that she was biting her lip.

“You’ll do great,” Fee promised. “Just remember: you’re a confectionary genius!”

“Yes, I am.”

“Knock ’em dead.”

“I will,” Emma stated with gusto. “I’ll knock ’em—” and she jabbed the air with her fist for emphasis “—dead!”

Fee raised two fists before her, and nodded her encouragement. Emma grinned as she tapped them with her own. It was a ritual for them, a secret handshake of sorts that they’d been sharing since very soon after they’d first met. Tap-tap. Then both palms upright, two slaps, two more slaps returned, a couple of quick hip bumps, and “Hoo-yeah!” in unison.

“Go get us that job!”

When she wasn’t shifting gears, Emma kept her hands at ten and two o’clock all the way over to The Tanglewood. It was a short drive, but it seemed like a long winter’s trek with the volatile cargo on the seat behind her. And it didn’t help that the young guy in the SUV on her bumper kept honking his horn. What did he want? She was going the speed limit. Almost.

She’d only just pulled into the circular drive in front of the hotel when a smiling woman stepped up to her car and tapped on the window. Emma rolled it down tentatively.

“Yes?”

“What a cute little car,” the woman said in a deep Southern drawl. “You can park it right heah, sugah. The hotel isn’t open yet, so we don’t have to worry about parking. Just pull it up in line after the others.”

“Oh. Well, thank you.”

Emma did as she was told and then slipped out of the car.

“I’m Madeline Winston. My little bruthah owns The Tanglewood.”

“Pleased to meet you. I’m Emma Rae Travis. I’m here to interview for the pastry chef position. Susannah Littlefield called me?”

“Good gracious, yes,” Madeline cooed. “You’re the young lady who won the award for the best baker! Susannah was so excited that you agreed to come and speak with us, Miss Travis.”

“Emma.”

“And I’m Madeline.”

Emma tugged open the back door, then slid the trays toward her.

“What have you got there, Emma?”

“Oh, I brought samples.”

“Sam-ples! How lovely! Can I help you carry them?”

“I think I’ve got it. Just point me in the right direction. That would be a great help.”

Madeline took her assignment very seriously, gently touching Emma’s arm and guiding her every step.

“Right ovah hee-ah. A tiny step up. That’s right. Now just let me get in front of you and I’ll open up that side do-ah.”

Over the top of the tray and right between the two small cakes, Emma spotted an arched entry to what appeared to be the restaurant.

“Shall I set up in the dining room?” she asked.

“Please,” Madeline replied. “It’s off to the left. Just be careful as you go through, because there are—”

A sudden crunch against both of her knees sent Emma teetering off balance. As she struggled to keep the trays from toppling, her upper body continued forward while her foot suddenly wedged itself beneath an enormous soft mound.

“Whooooooooaa!”

“Oh, no!” Madeline cried from behind her, but it was too late to stop the crash.

First, the cakes hit the carpeted floor, and then Emma’s body as she demolished one of the cakes with her elbow and landed face-first in the other.

Madeline shrieked, and after several moments, Emma realized the woman was using her own sweater to swipe the streaks of fondant from Emma’s cheek.

“I’m so sorry,” she told her as she wiped off her face. “I’m so very, very sorry. I was just about to tell you the linen company had left a bundle of table linens right in the middle of the lobby.”

Emma glanced back at the toppled mound of tablecloths and embroidered napkins and then clamped her eyes shut so tightly that they ached.

“I’m so sorry, Miss Travis. Are you all right?”

“What on earth is going on out here?”

Emma looked up to find a man standing over her, arms folded and glaring down at her like the giant looking at Jack from the top of the beanstalk.

Except Jack’s giant probably didn’t look like this! This giant bore a striking resemblance to … last month’s cover of GQ!

“This is Emma Rae Travis,” Madeline told him, still wiping Emma’s face with the sleeve of her sweater. “She’s the baker Susannah told you about this mornin’. She was kind enough to bring us some samples of her work, Jackson. But the linens were delivered and left right here in the middle of the lobby. And I think you can guess what happened next.”

“You’re the hazelnut girl.”

Emma looked up at him and cocked her head. “Pardon?”

“The fudge brownies and the hazelnut coffee pusher. From the bakery down on the square.”

Hazelnut—

“Oh! It’s you,” she said as she struggled to find her footing.

“It’s me.”

“You’re the one who made those scrumptious brownies Jackson brought us last week?” Madeline exclaimed. “Isn’t that something, Jack?”

“It’s something, all right,” he muttered and then appeared to compose himself. “Are you hurt?”

“Yes,” she replied. “My ego is crushed. Surgery may be needed.”

He laughed in spite of himself.

“Madeline. Why don’t you call for someone to come and clean up this mess?”

“Wait!” Emma cried. “Let me see if there’s anything that can be salvaged.”

Clearly, the point was moot.

“No. I guess there’s not.”

“Come on, sweet pea,” Madeline crooned. “Come upstairs with me, and we’ll get you cleaned up. Then you’ll come to Jackson’s office for a proper meeting.”

“Maddie, I don’t think—”

“Hush now,” she chastised. “We’ll meet you in your office in two shakes of a little lamb’s tay-il.”

Madeline placed a firm arm around Emma’s shoulders and led her past the front desk and down the hall toward the elevator. Emma couldn’t help herself, she looked back, wondering for a moment if the storm brewing in Jackson Drake’s chocolate brown eyes would turn her straight to a pillar of salt just for looking.
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Espresso Fondant

2 pounds powdered sugar (sifted)

¼ cup chilled water

1 tablespoon gelatin (unflavored)

½ cup white corn syrup

1½ tablespoons glycerin

2 tablespoons shortening

½ cup cocoa powder

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

3 tablespoons espresso

Sift powdered sugar into a large bowl and
make a well in the center. Set aside.

Pour water into a saucepan and sprinkle the gelatin
lightly across the top.

Let soften for approximately 5-8 minutes.

Heat and stir until dissolved and clear. DO NOT BOIL.

Remove from heat and add corn syrup, glycerin,
and shortening. Blend well.

Pour the gelatin mixture into the sugar well
and mix until blended, working from
the well out so that the fondant will be pliable.

Knead with your hands until stiff,
and then knead in cocoa and espresso.

Use powdered sugar in small amounts to
keep mixture from being sticky.

Shape into a ball and wrap tightly with plastic wrap.

Place in airtight container and let it rest at room temperature
overnight before rolling out and fitting over cake.
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Madeline’s sister Georgiann had a pink sweater with pearl buttons in her car that fit Emma as if it belonged on her. Their other sister, Norma, was able to scrub the fondant from Emma’s dark blue trousers and blow them dry with a hair dryer, while Susannah Littlefield helped her brush the clumps of icing out of her hair. Less than twenty minutes later, Emma had reapplied a pink frost to her lips and pulled her hair back into a neat ponytail, and when Susannah escorted her into Jackson Drake’s office, Emma looked for all the world as if she’d just arrived.

“Have a seat, Ms. Travis.”

“Thank you,” she replied, and then slipped down into the leather chair across from him. “I’d just like to say how sorry I am, Mr. Drake.”

“No need to apologize,” he said without looking up from her resumé. “We’ll be lucky if you decide not to sue us.” His eyes darted upward and he regarded her seriously. “You’re not going to sue us, are you, Ms. Travis?”

“Oh! No. I’m not.”

Emma’s heart was pounding so hard against her chest that she could see Georgiann’s cashmere sweater pulsing along with it.

“Good.”

And just like that, his focus was back on the parchment paper in his hands.

“Knock, knock,” Madeline announced in a sing-song voice as she pushed the office door wide open.

She held a small china plate with both hands; on it were several petit fours, two small brownie squares and a hunk of praline espresso wedding cake.

“What’s this?” Jackson asked her.

“Well, everything wasn’t completely ruined,” she explained, setting the plate on the desktop, and then running a reassuring hand over the slope of Emma’s shoulder. “We cleaned up the mess, and then saved a bit of what didn’t hit the carpet.”

While her brother regarded the plate before him, Madeline winked at Emma.

“Thank you,” Emma mouthed with caution.

“Now I’ll just leave you two to your meetin’,” the woman said, rolling around the edge of the door and disappearing without another peep.

Jackson looked up at Emma, shook his head, and peered back at the sweets on the plate.
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