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I am dedicating this book to all the bodegas in New York and those families that make it their own.

To all my fans, old and new... the wait is finally over!

Also, to my Uncle Barry
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A Note from Geneva Wilson, owner of the Hot Brew Café and Bakery

First and foremost, I was skeptical about my story being put into a book.

Seriously, who would want this in a book and read by the masses?

But one day, this lady came in asking for a green tea and a cheese Danish and whether my cafe had free Wi-Fi and if not, what was the password.

I honestly did not think anything of it because you always have customers coming in and out all the time, sitting around using the Wi-Fi. 

But she would come in like every other day, sitting in the same spot, ordering the same green tea and pastry. Then one day, when there were not many people, she invited me over to her table to talk.

Come to find out, she was a writer, a romance writer of all things.

We talked for an hour, and I would tell her about the goings on at the café as well as in Briar Glen. We had a few laughs and that’s when she said to me...

“This would make for a great story!” 

I looked at her as if she were crazy but as we talked, I realized that she was right...this would make for a great story.

So, after getting permission from those who were in this crazy collaboration of words, sentences, paragraphs, and chapters, it was a go.

All I had to do was supply her favorite spot to write, endless cups of green tea and any pastry she wanted.

After a few months of writing and what she said was editing her work, this is the finished product.

When I read it, I laughed, I hollered and I often wondered to myself, “What the hell was I thinking that day?”

All I can say is that I hope you enjoy what Ms. Bergman has written about our community in Briar Glen, lord knows you’ll see all the craziness I had to deal with.

Yours Truly, Geneva Wilson
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Chapter One
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There are two types of days at Hot Brew Café.

Busy days and “What is actually happening right now” days.

This was the second kind.

Just one of those annoyingly perfect days–the sun was shining. The birds were chirping and people were smiling and waving like nothing in the world could possibly go wrong.

“Hey Geneva!” shouted someone from down the street.

I could hear where it came from but since the sun kept me from seeing who it was, I just waved in the general direction of the voice. Going into my purse, I grabbed my shades and put them on.

“Geneva!” 

This time, I was able to see who it was. “Hey Maggie.” I smiled.

Maggie Thomas came running towards me with her patented bubbly smile. “I’m glad to see you here. I was wondering if you made those mini strawberry cheesecakes I love so much?”

“Of course, plus I got some blueberry and cherry ones made up as well.”

“That’s great because I’m having a dinner party next week and I need like twenty. You can make it thirty because you know I can’t help but sneak a few for myself.” She giggled as we walked along the sidewalk. 

“When we get there, I’ll make sure to get your order. Just tell them the time and date you want them delivered. You know I’ll hook you up.”

“Actually, I’ve got a doctor’s appointment I’ve got to get to. So, I’ll call in my order.”

“Ask for Thelma, she takes our orders.”

“Great, I’ll check you later.” She smiled as we waved goodbye to one another. Maggie had been ordering those same cheesecakes for years and still acted surprised every time I made them.

As I soon rounded the corner, I saw my beloved café sign with its white lettering against a Hunter Green background... Hot Brew Café and Bakery.

From the outside, it looked like something out of a postcard... red brick, Hunter Green and white striped awning, and a chalkboard sign I rewrote so often it probably knew my handwriting better than I did. When the weather was nice, like today, people spilled out onto the little tables outside, pretending they weren’t eavesdropping on everyone walking by.

When you walked inside, the bell above the door rang like it had something to prove. The smell of coffee and baked sugar hit you like a warm welcome you didn’t ask for but weren’t about to complain about it.

The place was always full in a slightly comfortable, chaotic way. Tables were too close together. Chairs didn’t quite match and regulars who acted like they owned the place just as much as I did. 

Sunlight poured in through the front windows, hitting the display case as if the pastries were on stage and knew it. Croissants, Danishes, muffins, bagels and loaves of freshly made bread, all lined up neatly in their baskets.

The espresso machine hissed like it had an attitude problem, orders were being called out faster than people could keep up yet, in the middle of all this craziness, it still felt... steady.

“Let me get two cinnamon and two cardamom rolls. I also have these two loaves of bread.” a customer said. 

Jared, a high school student, went into the glass case with some tongs and grabbed what the lady had asked for. “Is there anything else you’d like ma’am?” He handed her the bag. “Beth can take you over at the register.” 

“Why hello Geneva,” a deep voice called out.

I knew that it had to be Mr. Alexander.

Arthur Alexander had been my very first customer to walk through my doors. The first thing he ordered was a cup of coffee, black and an almond bear claw. He sat down next to the window and would take his time eating and drinking. We got to talk and Arthur told me stories about his life as a photographer for Life Magazine. “Well look at you, what are you all dolled up for today?”

Oh yeah, did I tell you that I had an interview today?

I normally come around four in the morning to open for the other bakers to come in. On Mondays, we would talk about what we planned to bake for the week and often if someone had an idea for a new item, they would bring a sample for everyone to try. If we liked it, we would put it on the menu. After helping with the prep work, I went back home and did the one thing that I normally don’t do... I went back to bed.

Only for an hour and a half, mind you.

I got up afterwards, took another shower, redid my hair and put on the blue floral print sleeveless maxi dress that I had gotten last year. “I got an interview today,” I told him

“Who is it this time?”

“The New Yorker.”

“The big leagues huh,”

I chuckled. “Yeah.” Patting his shoulder, I made my way towards the kitchen where I was met with whistles and catcalls from my fellow bakers. “Please!”

“Wow, you look great,” my good friend Annie Spencer said. We’ve known each other since elementary school. Over the years, we have shared a love of cooking and baking. She would be instrumental in helping me make my dream of owning my bakery come true.

“Thank you, how is your experiment going?”

Annie’s nickname was ‘The Wizard’ because anything that she made in the kitchen always sold out immediately. “I really need to do more research. Something is missing and I don’t know what it can be. Of course, I’ll figure things out. So, are you excited about the interview?”

“Seriously, it’s just another interview. I mean, how many have I done so far?” I asked.

“Fifteen.”

“You’ve been counting?” 

“Yeah.”

“Well anyway, I’m not that excited but it's just good publicity for the café. I want to make sure to have some of our biggest sellers. You know they always have a photographer to take pictures of everything so let everyone know to just let them go on and do it,” I looked at the huge clock up along the brick wall. “They should be here soon.”

“Yeah.” Annie looked at the clock as well. “I’ll get some stuff while you go and make some coffee alright.” And with a nod, we both went and got things ready for my interview.

*  *  *  *
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Sophia McAllister, who was the reporter, sat in front of me at the table. “I have to say Ms. Wilson, your place is and smells amazing.” She was a diminutive, little thing with mousy brown hair and wore big black rimmed glasses that magnified her blue eyes. She took a sip of coffee and put a tape recorder in between the two of us, pressing the button. “Now, I would like to know how all of this began.”

“Well, I can actually show you how it all began.” I grabbed a napkin, putting it in front of her and then went to the plate of pastries and took one, putting it on the napkin.

She looked puzzled.

“It all began with this pastry here,” I replied. “It’s called Lola’s Spectacular, after my grandma, who really started me on my adventure with baking. Like most kids, you would go to your grandparents’ house for the summer but for me, my grandma lived right down the street from us. So, I was there almost every day. Grandma Lola was always cooking and baking, she loved to bake. My Dad had them build a stone oven in her backyard along with a barbeque. I never saw her get bread from the store because she always baked herself a loaf of bread for not only herself but for us and some of her friends. I would watch religiously her make all these yummy things. Eventually, she told me, ’It’s time for you to learn how to bake.’ I was only eight years old at the time and so she showed me how to make this pastry here, going step by step, telling me all about why this ingredient went into it and how much.”

“That’s amazing, how long did she teach you to cook?”

“She never stopped, even when I was in cooking school to become a pastry chef. I would tell her things that I learned and then she would go on to tell me what all I needed to know. My instructors would be so mad at me because what I was learning from grandma was not what was taught by them. But I decided for one of my projects that I would make this pastry here. I made about twelve of them and my instructor ate about four.” I laughed along with Sophia.

“So, once I graduated, I came back home and started off small, working for restaurants here and there but honestly even though I was getting ideas from others, I wasn’t happy. I was doing what others wanted me to do, and I didn’t get the chance to do what I wanted. So, after about three years of working for others, I decided to figure out a way to work for myself. It took me four years of looking and figuring out how my first place would stand out from the rest. I came to this place here.” 

I moved my hand around me and smiled, “And of course, I decided that one of the many stand outs would be this pastry here. It became my best seller, and I had a line going around the block for a month straight. Then the news came and it just kept getting crazier by the day.”

“Did you think that you would become this famous?”

“Never in my lifetime did I think that this place would become so well known.”

“Have you had any celebs come in?”

“Well, I have to say yes and no,” I replied.

“Why do you say that?”

“We often have people come in for those made for television shows, you know, and they make like huge orders for sandwiches, pastries, you name it. I ended up getting us two delivery vans about a year ago, so they have been very helpful. I had a couple named Frank and Melissa, they met here at the café and got engaged, right over there.” 

I pointed towards one of the tables near the window where a lady sat with her laptop. 

“It was too sweet because they would come in every morning, at the exact same time to grab a coffee and leave. I often thought one or the other had fixed it that way. But after a while, Frank noticed and that’s how it all started. I was the one who made their wedding cakes.”

Sophia giggled as did I and then asked, “So how do you see yourself in say, twenty or forty years from now?”

I let out a deep sigh before I continued, “Probably still here at my bakery, watching customers come in and out, listening to their stories.”

“Is there anyone special in your life at the moment?”

“Not really.”

“Here is my last question for you, have you ever thought about branching out to other cities or maybe even Manhattan probably?”

“You know a customer asked me about that as well. He said that he brought a bunch of my pastries to his office one day since it was his turn to bring something. Got plenty of slack because they didn’t bring enough. Then he got even more slack over the fact that they couldn’t go to Manhattan and buy them there. I feel that being part of this community, I like to keep it here. Briar Glen has been a part of my life since I was born and I feel that since being born and raised here, the Hot Brew Café and Bakery should stay here.”

“Well, that is the end of my interview.” Sophia nodded at me. “Thank you so much Geneva for having me here today.” 

“The pleasure is all mine. I appreciate the New Yorker for showing interest in my place. I also decided to send you off with something.” I motioned for Nancy and Annie to come over to which they brought two big boxes. “I had the girls make up some boxes of our pastries that your coworkers might enjoy.”

“Oh wow, thank you so much. I know they will for sure.” She then walked away, boxes in hand, probably about to make me sound more impressive than I was.

I always forgot how weird it felt having someone ask about my life like it was something worth writing down.

“This is amazing... though it’s still not that sandwich you know,” a young man told another guy before taking a bite.

At the time, I assumed he meant something overpriced from the city and moved on with my life.

Looking back... that was probably my first mistake.
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Chapter Two
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After the interview and making sure things were squared away, I decided to go and pay a visit to a dear old friend of mine.

The charming yellow bungalow trimmed with white was always a welcoming sight for me. Flowerpots hung along the porch while two white rocking chairs sat waiting for someone to sit in them.

Ringing the doorbell, I waited patiently as the windchimes softly rang in the breeze as I took in the calming atmosphere.

I let out a sigh.

The tumblers from the lock clicked and the door opened and there she was. 

She wore a brightly colored floral muumuu dress that her daughter had given her on their trip to Hawaii. Her grey hair was pulled back into a bun. “Why hello dearie, it’s always so good to see you.” Her smile always lit up her face, and it made you feel warm and delighted to be in her presence. “Please do come in, I have to go put the kettle on the stove.”

I had known Alma Engelmann since I was about nine years old. 

When I was younger, Alma would tell me stories about her childhood in Austria. Running through the countryside, playing in the woods with her brother and sister, climbing up into the treehouse her father built.

Back then, I believed every word of it,

It wasn’t until I got older that I realized... there were parts she wasn’t telling me.

The way she would pause sometimes, like she had wandered too far into a memory she didn’t want to revisit, told me more than the stories ever could.

Alma’s house always smelled faintly of tea and something sweet... like the walls themselves had soaked up years of baking. Everything had its place, from the neatly folded linens to the framed photographs that lined up the shelves, each one telling a story she didn’t always say out loud.

“So how did the interview go?” I could hear her ask me as I followed her into the kitchen.

“Oh, it went fine, same questions different reporter.” I smiled as I put the bag on the table in front of me. “Do you have a plate for the scones?” She handed me a plate from the counter as I went onto plating the blueberry scones, which were her favorite.

“Did you hear the news?”

“No, what news?” I asked while sitting down at her kitchen table.

“The guy who remodeled Mr. Lewis’ place is finally moving in tomorrow.”

Mr. Lewis had passed some five years ago, leaving his home vacant for at least three years before his son Max decided to sell it as is for the price that was disclosed until Alma told me. Everyone on Trinity Lane knew Mr. Lewis was a hoarder, and it took about three huge dumpsters to get everything out of the place. It was a crazy sight to see as newspapers, magazines and bags filled with God knows what being hauled out of that place. Plus, the fact that it smelled up the street for the following two weeks once the windows were opened to air out the place. Once it was sold, it took another year and a half to get it up to what the person that bought it wanted. So that meant plenty of construction workers with their noisy machines and saws to put in new hardwood flooring. It was wild but it did at least bring in business for the bakery.

“Well, that’s great. At least we’ll get the chance to meet them. Do you know if it’s a family or just one person?”

“All I know is he’s from California,” Alma said. 

“And?”

“And... he keeps to himself.”

All I could do was smile because it was beyond me how Alma was able to get so much info on people. “Do you know what this man looks like, Mrs. Sherlock Holmes?”

With her surprised look that she projected when I said that, we ended up laughing when the tea kettle whistled. “Finally, the water is hot enough for tea.”

She grabbed a potholder to get the kettle as she poured the hot water into a white porcelain teapot with pink roses on it which already had two tea bags in it. Bringing it over to the table, she set it down between us. “I do so enjoy our teatime together, don’t you?”

“It’s probably my favorite time of the day really. Plus, it gives us the time to talk and gossip, mainly you are telling me all the gossip in town. I swear you are the only one I can come to for the latter. How do you do it?”

Alma chuckled as she began to pour me a cup, “I have my ways, people come to me to tell me what’s going on or when I go to the store or the senior center for bingo. You can find the best gossip there. How many lumps of sugar do you want hon?”

“Three please.”

“Milk?”

“Of course.” She poured me a bit of milk, something that she got me into doing and I came to love with my hot tea.

“How are the children doing?” I asked her.

“Oh, I talked with Melody the other day, her and Harold have been traveling a lot lately. Right now, they are in Morocco, staying with friends of Harold’s. I do not get the chance to talk much with Reginald, he has been so busy with teaching his students in Eton and all. He loves being there, he has been there for twenty, um, I think it’s twenty-five years now. Then the twins Maxwell and Mark, they both have been busy with my great-grandchildren, my granddaughter and Maxwell’s daughter in law both had twins, two girls and a boy and girl.” She beamed with pride when she told me about her kids and grandkids. I had the chance to meet Mark and Maxwell once while I met Melody and her husband several times when they came to visit Alma and they seemed like wonderful people. So much so that Melody had always told me that if I ever wanted to come for a visit, that I had a place to stay in their Manor in the countryside.

“That’s wonderful news, I know you are proud. Any pictures?”

“Not yet, they said that they would send me some this week, I’ll make sure to show them to you.” She lightly blew on her tea before taking a small sip and then proceeded to take one of the scones I had brought. “Oh, my, this is lovely, delicious Geneva. You’ve outdone yourself as always.”

“Well, thank you but you know that this is your recipe of course. It’s been one of my bestsellers too. By the way.” I went into my purse, grabbing the envelope that I had brought along with me and handed it to her. “This is for you.”

“Oh dearie, I told you that I didn’t want anything for the recipe.” 

“And I told you that I wouldn’t have this any other way, remember? Now I want you to take it and deposit it right into your account today or tomorrow. I want to see the deposit slip. You promise you’ll do it alright Alma.”

“Oh alright, I’ll do it hon.”

Now here is something that you do not know about me.

I always give credit where credit is due.

Take for instance Alma and her scones.

When I got well known in the community, I had wanted to add more things which I did but there had been one thing I had not put out and that was scones. The only person I knew who could make a good scone was Alma and when I asked her about showing me how to make them, she obliged.

It took a couple of tries... okay, more than ten before I perfected a scone that would end up selling out every time I made them. I decided to give Alma money for her recipe. I drew up a contract stating that any money made from the scones would go straight to her. At first, when I showed this to her, of course she was not about to take it. We would almost get into arguments over the fact that I thought she was being too stubborn.

So, I talked with her kids about what to do and they talked her into taking the money and they would set up an account for her to where it would be saved up for a rainy day or any repairs that she would need done to the house. All she had to do was deposit it into her account and leave it.

“You know you never told me something,” I said.

“About what?”

“You never told me if you saw him yet.”

“I told you that he keeps to himself.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That’s not exactly suspicious.”

Alma gave me a look over the rim of her cup. “In this town? It is.” She took another sip of her tea like she hadn’t just said something that made absolutely no sense.

I didn’t question it. I probably should have.

We both giggled as we continued with our talk during our afternoon tea. When I left Alma, I felt so energized and ready to conquer anything as I made my way back to my place to change out of the dress.

And that was when my cell phone rang. “Hello?”

“Hey, are you on your way back?” Annie asked as I waved at one of my neighbors.

“Not yet, I’ve got to change clothes. What’s up?”

“Well, I just got a call for a huge order of those mini cheesecakes. They want them by this Friday for a party.”

“Was it from Maggie?”

“No.”

“Okay... how many is huge?”

It got quiet for a moment. I knew Annie was hesitating to tell me.

Eventually, she said, “About a hundred.”

“Are they hosting the Oscars or something?”

“They said they want a variety. When you get here, you’ll see what they want.”

“I can only imagine. I’ll be on my way after I change.”

I told you it was going to be a fucked-up day, didn’t I?” Annie said.
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“Who the hell took this order?”

When I saw the order slip before me, I had to sit down. “She wants twenty-five each of the plain and chocolate as well as the strawberries and blueberries. Wait a minute, Annie, I thought you said this was for a hundred. But this is for a hundred and fifty because she also wants ten of each of the pineapple, raspberry, cherry, red velvet, and sweet potato.”

Annie took the receipt and looked at it before letting out a frustrating sigh. “I’m sorry Geneva, I didn’t see those last fifty.”

“That’s fine, we’ve had big orders before, and we’ve been able to get through them without any issue whatsoever. The one thing I want to know is, who in the hell took this damn order!”

No one spoke up but everyone pointed towards the most unlikely of suspects... Reggie.

Reggie had been working for me going on three years now. But I noticed, along with some others as well, that over the last five months, Reggie had been making a lot of mishaps. Like the time when he decided to help with making the pie crust and added way too much salt. Or the time when he decided to mop up the floors and used this floor wax that made the floors too slippery. Poor Max toppled over himself while trying to put a cake into the fridge, a cake that took him over six hours to make.

There were many more things that he had done since, but I won’t bore you with all of that.

“Annie, Mai and Lily, I want you to look in the fridge and see how many cheesecakes we have already made. Jerry, call up this Tonya Meyer and make sure that the order she gave us is the right one. Reggie, come to the office with me so we can talk.”

A tall fella, Reggie was probably around six feet five with strawberry blonde hair always cut short and friendly blue eyes. He’d always been the guy that would go above and beyond in his work, which made what had been going on the past couple of days strange to me.

“Reggie, my man, are you trying to give me an aneurysm or maybe a stroke?”

He let out a deep sigh and replied, “I’m sorry Geneva, I really am. I try to help when I can, but it doesn’t seem like I’m doing anything right.”

I had never seen him so exhausted, like life was drained out of him. “What’s been going on with you lately? I mean, when you first came to work here, you were doing great. I never had any issues with your work but for the past five months, you’ve been off.”

Reggie looked down at his hands, which were wringing so tightly that his knuckles were turning red. 

I knew something was wrong.

“Maybe it’s best I just leave.” He got up but not before I pushed his butt right back down in his seat. He looked at me with sad, concerned eyes. 

I pulled the blinds down to give us some privacy and urged him, “Alright, go on and tell me.”

“My mother-in-law has moved in with us because she’s been ill. She doesn’t want to go into some home. Both my wife and her own kids told her that she would get twenty-four seven around the clock care from nurses and be involved with other people her age. Well, she doesn’t want that, she wants my wife to take care of her since that is how it’s always been in her family. The oldest child takes care of their parents. So, every day and every night we are at her beck and call.”

“Damn, how long has this been going on?”

“Almost a year now.”

I could only imagine what he was going through even though I have never been married but dealing with family is something I know all too much. 

“But we’ve had another discussion with her about finding a place nearby to where we can come and visit her. I think now she sees how much of a burden it has been on us because Marcie and I have been constantly arguing. It’s been messing up our marriage Geneva. I have never argued with my wife like that in all the fifteen years we’ve been together. But now, it’s always something.”

“Reggie, I’m so sorry you’ve been dealing with all of this with your wife. Listen.” I held his trembling hands in mine to calm his nerves a bit. “I want you to take some time off while you get things straightened out with your mother-in-law alright.”

He looked a bit shocked when I said this.

“And don’t worry about pay because I’m still going to be paying you while you’re on leave. I want your mind rested and ready for when you come back to work here, Reggie. I can’t have you do any more mishaps here, it’s too costly.”

“I don’t know what to say Geneva, but I am terribly sorry about this. I promise to come back here fully refreshed and ready to work. I promise I won’t be gone long because this shouldn’t take more than a month to get situated.”

“Take as long as you need alright, no worries.” We both smiled as I let him collect himself before we left the office. I let out a sigh, knowing that today was going to be another long day of work.

When I walked back into the kitchen I sat on one of the stools we had.

Jerry walked over to me. “So, what’s the verdict?”

“Well Reggie was right about it being one hundred and fifty so everything that they wanted on here is true.”

Annie walked in, “The
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