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      Commercial aluminum baking sheets make a jarring, ear-splitting crash when they slam into any hard surface. The sound of three of them hitting the floor is enough to jolt me out of my desk chair, sending it flying across the office and into the filing cabinet on the opposite wall.

      “I’m okay!”

      The voice that filters in from the bakery kitchen belongs to my friend and business partner, Carmella Sannarelli.

      Upon hearing her statement of reassurance, I sprint from my office in time to see her grab the side of the cooling rack for balance, as she considers how best to get her seven-month-pregnant self down from the stepstool.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I rush to her side and grasp her arm.

      Once her feet are firmly on the floor, Carmella brushes a few stray hairs from her forehead and shrugs. “I’m fine, Tess. Honest. I just lost my grip on the pans.”

      I send a withering glare her way, retrieving said pans from the floor and plunking them onto a nearby prep table. “You aren’t supposed to be climbing on furniture to reach stuff. You come get me or Lily. The last thing anybody wants is for you and Mini-Me to get hurt. I don’t need your angry ex-Marine of a husband to go on the warpath if something were to happen on my watch.”

      “We’re fine.” With a smirk, Carmella rubs one palm over her baby-bump. “And you don’t need to worry about Ryan.”

      “Go sit down, Yankee-girl,” I order, pointing to the office.

      Carmella waddles ahead of me, her lips still twisted in amusement. Shaking my head, I make a quick detour to grab two bottles of water from the fridge. By the time I get back to the office, Carmella has settled onto the small couch tucked between the desk and my filing cabinet, toeing off her sandals with a moan of relief.

      I hand one bottle to her. “It’s not too late for me to back out of the conference.”

      “Don’t you dare.” She levels a glare at me as she twists the cap off the water. “You’ve been planning for the small panel discussion for six months.”

      “They’d understand if I explain it’s a personal thing.” Plunking my bottle onto the desk, I drop onto the chair and swivel to face her.

      “No, Tess. Not on my account.” Carmella chucks the bottle cap at me. “Not after how hard you’ve worked.”

      A sigh escapes as I snatch the cap from the air. Tess to Impress will be seven years old this summer. Carmella’s right; I’ve busted my ass to make it a success. Savannah is full of quaint cafes and restaurants, and standing out in a crowd can be hard to do. My prime Historic District location, situated on a touristy block of Barnard Street between Broughton Street and Ellis Square, has helped me build a solid customer base and catering clientele. But what launched my reputation into the stratosphere was an investment two years ago by international business mogul Nelson Mattingly, the husband of Carmella’s best college friend. His financial support let me renovate and expand from a quiet bakery and catering business to add a busy quick-service cafe. I upgraded the kitchen, hired new employees, and completed some long-coveted coursework offered through the Culinary Institute of America.

      Armed with training from world-renowned culinary schools and an arsenal of recipes and techniques taught by only the best instructors in the world, I’ve earned my certification as a Master Pastry Chef from the American Culinary Federation.

      It’s a big deal. And in addition to receiving the actual certification at the Low Country Regional Culinary Convention in Charleston next month, I’ve been invited to be part of a panel discussion for up-and-coming restauranteurs and chefs.

      Carmella lifts one eyebrow. “You aren’t seriously thinking about chickening out because of me, are you?”

      “I’m not chickening out.”

      “But… ” She shifts and pushes herself into more of a sitting position, the teasing light fading from her dark brown eyes. “You’re not as excited about going as you were when you got the invite. So, you’re looking for an excuse to beg off.”

      “Not exactly.” I spin my chair to face the computer monitor, which currently displays the website for the convention. As I scan the screen, I smooth my palms over my hair, which I’d pulled up in a pony puff that morning to keep it out of the way while at work. “There are some pretty big names on the list of featured presenters. I guess I’m a little nervous, even if I’m sharing the limelight with five other people.”

      “‘Tess Gardiner’ and ‘nervous’ don’t belong in the same sentence.” Carmella bends a glare at me, giving a preview of the mom-look she’ll be perfecting in the next few years. “Everybody else on the panel will be in the same boat as you. Up-and-coming, but cream of the crop.”

      I shrug, but a little smile tugs at one corner of my lips. “Okay. I’ll concede that point.”

      “I can probably still talk Ryan into letting me go,” she adds. “If you feel like you need a built-in cheering section.”

      Carmella had originally planned to go to the convention with me. But when she found out she was expecting and did the math, we—meaning Carmella, her hubby Ryan Wutkowski, and me—collectively agreed that the timing was just a touch too close to her due date for comfort. Plus, with me being gone for at least a week, I need Carmella’s experience at the bakery. Our Jill-of-all-trades, Lily, has been around for almost three years, but she hasn’t mastered payroll or the booking process for events.

      “No, I need you here,” I reaffirm, rolling the chair toward her so I can pat her knee. “Just stay off the stepstools, okay?”

      Carmella laughs, then rubs the top of her baby bump. “I promise. Though it’s actually going to be harder to abstain from quality control.”

      I grimace. “Did you fail your second glucose test?”

      “It was borderline, so no gestational diabetes for me. But my doc wants me to lay off the sweets for the next three months, just to make sure I don’t end up developing it.”

      “Did you tell her you work at a bakery?”

      “Yeah. She just gave me a look and told the nurse to put me in contact with a nutritionist, in case I had questions.”

      Her purse, which hangs on a wall hook by the office door, emits three short buzzes. I pop up to retrieve her cell phone and hand it over.

      Carmella studies the screen, then slides to the edge of the couch and maneuvers herself to a standing position. “Ryan’s out front. Ultrasound appointment in an hour.”

      I grab her purse off the hook, then walk with her through the kitchen and into the cafe itself. Lily pours coffee for an older gentleman by the window, and a couple of stay-at-home-moms chat while their preschoolers chow down on fresh sugar cookies, the frosting smeared in sweet rainbows across their cheeks.

      As we exit the bakery, Carmella tucks her cell back into her purse before asking, “Did you still want Ryan to take a look at your drippy bathroom faucet this weekend?”

      “Yes, please.” I lift my hand in greeting when Ryan steps out of the idling car at the curb. “I’ll even cook dinner for y’all.”

      Ryan folds his arms on the roof of the car and grins from beneath the brim of a battered University of Georgia ball cap. “That sounds like a date, Tess!”

      Carmella rolls her eyes at her husband, then gives my shoulder a playful nudge. “See you Saturday night.”

      I wave to them as they both climb into the car, shut their doors, and pull away from the curb. Then I go back inside, still trying to wrap my head around all the names of announced featured presenters, wondering if someday I’ll ever get the chance to be one myself.
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      On a Sunday evening a month later, packing checklist in hand, I stand over the open suitcase on my bed and mentally run through the itinerary for the convention.

      “Do you think I should bring anything else?” I ask Carmella, who sits on the accent chair in the corner, flipping through the organizational packet I got in the mail last week.

      “Maybe another cocktail dress,” she says, frowning at the last page of the printed schedule. “The dark green one you splurged on after you finished your ACF coursework would look awesome with those copper highlights you just had done, and it complements the mahogany tones of your skin so well. You should wear it to the soiree.”

      I brush my palm over my hair. The highlights were a last-minute idea. There are two semi-formal receptions I’ll probably attend over the next week, and I love how highlights look when I style my hair into chunkier, relaxed curls instead of leaving the tight, corkscrew ringlets that form when I let it go natural.

      Approving the clothing suggestion, I cross to my closet and pull out the green dress. After carefully folding it, I cast a sidelong glance at Carmella. “If anything happens while I’m gone, anything at all, make sure you call me. Okay?”

      “You do realize I have more than a month before my due date, and you’ll be back well before then. But yeah, I promise.” She flips open the convention booklet that arrived on Friday. “Did you get to proof your bio before they printed this?”

      “No. I just copied and pasted from the bakery’s website, so it’s short and sweet.”

      Carmella glances up. “The website doesn’t have anything about your new ACF credentials.”

      I shrug and focus on shifting the contents of my suitcase so the green dress doesn’t get crushed. “It’s not a big deal. They’ll probably ask for something more inclusive to use at the panel discussion.”

      “I’ll remind Lily to update your bio while you’re gone.”

      The booklet pages make a slight fwip sound as she flips to a different section. Then she gasps. “Tess!”

      “What?” I spin, a pair of running socks in each hand.

      “Did you see this? The final list of featured presenters?”

      Carmella turns the booklet and holds it up. A look of surprise etches itself on her face. “You must have.”

      When I realize what pages she’s showing me, my stomach twists. I hide the accompanying grimace by shoving the socks into a side pocket of my suitcase. “Yeah, I saw it. So what?”

      “What do you mean, ‘so what’?” She stands and comes to my side, laying the open booklet across the suitcase and jabbing her finger at a bio at the bottom of the right-hand page.

      A small headshot, of a handsome black man in his early thirties, accompanies the short paragraph. He’s smiling—no, smirking—at the camera.

      Tyler Brinks.

      The man I told in no uncertain terms about seven and a half years ago that I never wanted to lay eyes on him again.

      I hate that smirk. That cocky, self-assured, heart-numbing smirk.

      A cold wave of irritation slides over me. I push the booklet away so I can finish organizing my clothes. “You know what I mean.”

      Carmella snatches up the booklet and settles on the edge of the bed. She peers at me as she reads the first sentence of the bio. “Tyler Brinks, owner, operator, and head chef of the five-star restaurant On the Brink, brings his unique expertise in food fusion to the table, as he discusses the techniques and tips that have made a success of his Charleston and Hilton Head locations.”

      “Again, so what?”

      “This is Ty. You two were so tight those last couple years of college, we were hard pressed to pry you apart with a spatula.”

      I pull the booklet out of her hands and toss it toward the chair. It falls short and plops onto the floor. “So we have a little bit of a romantic past.”

      Carmella snorts. “That’s an understatement. I’m surprised you didn’t set off the fire alarms with how hot and heavy you guys were.”

      “Well, we cooled off pretty quick after graduation,” I snap, leveling a glare.

      She sighs and rests her hands on the top of her baby bump. “But not before he convinced you to pursue culinary arts.”

      “That’s about the only good thing Tyler Brinks ever did for me.”

      “You never did explain why you broke up with him. Just that your amour en flambé completely blew up.” She leans toward me. “Are you freaked about possibly seeing him again?”

      Although my dander is up, I refrain from barking a reply at Carmella. It’s not her fault I’m faced with the prospect of crossing paths with Ty after almost eight years.

      “It… might be bugging me a bit,” I finally mumble. I focus on making sure none of my clothes catch in the zipper as I close my slightly overstuffed suitcase. Satisfied that my bag won’t explode on the way to Charleston, I drag it off the bed and sit down beside Carmella.

      “Why?” she asks, cocking her head to one side. “You have as much of a right to be there as Ty does.”

      “He’s a featured presenter.”

      “On fine dining cuisine,” she points out. “Which is something you haven’t focused on. Pretty sure his knowledge of confectionary and pastry is rudimentary compared to yours.

      Aren’t you the only pastry chef at the panel discussion?”

      I shrug. “You may have a point.”

      She bumps my shoulder with her fist. “Of course, I have a point. You’re awesome at what you do, Tess. I can’t count the number of catering jobs you’ve had to turn down this past year because you’re already overbooked. We have so many customers these days, we never have to put leftover baked goods on special—because there are never any leftovers!”

      “All right,” I say with a laugh, holding my hands up. “You don’t have to convince me of my own business success. I’m the first to toot my own horn, and you know it.”

      “Then don’t let that toot go flat just because of Ty.” She wriggles to the edge of the bed and stands up. “You probably won’t even see him.”

      I rise as well. “You’re right. The convention hosts hundreds of professionals. The only way I’d possibly see him is if I went to his presentation.”

      Which I absolutely will not do.

      As if reading my mind, Carmella winks. Then she cradles her belly in one hand and squats to retrieve the convention booklet from the floor.

      “Carmella… ” I begin, starting forward.

      “Stop it. Seriously, between you and Ryan, you’d think I was the first woman on the planet to have a baby.” She slowly straightens, huffing out a breath, then tosses the booklet onto the chair. Then she faces me. “As your friend and business partner, I insist that you have fun at the convention this week. Don’t just toot your horn, play a damn fanfare. Oh, and if Amaury Guichon is there, get me his autograph.”

      I laugh and nod. “You got it.”

      A loud cheer echoes in from the living room, where Ryan is watching the college hoops tournament. The cheer is punctuated by several loud claps.

      “I take it his bracket has survived?” I ask with a grin.

      Carmella shrugs. “One branch at least. I should take him home before he gets absorbed in the next game. Text me when you get to Charleston tomorrow.”

      “Will do,” I promise.

      “And if you do happen to run into Ty,” she adds as she heads into the other room to pry her husband away from the T.V., “flip him off for me, for breaking your heart.”

      If only ‘breaking my heart’ was what actually happened between me and Ty.
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      Traffic remains light the whole way into Charleston the next morning, even though I catch the tail end of rush hour as I move through the North Charleston area. The drive from home is only about two hours long, but I rarely make it up here despite it being one of my favorite cities. The last time I came was for the annual Spoleto Festival, the year Carmella moved to Savannah to help me out with my fledgling bakery business. That trip celebrated the start of a new—and very risky—chapter in my career. Now, as I cruise slowly along the East Battery, I straighten a little in the driver’s seat and let a proud grin form on my lips.

      This trip is confirmation of how successful that risk has been.

      Though the Historic District is packed with hotels, I have a room booked at one of the quaint bed-and-breakfasts near White Point Gardens. Not that I have anything against big-name establishments. But there’s something so homey about sitting down to share food with the same people who prepared it. I try to stay at B&Bs or inns anytime I travel and usually end up spending a couple hours in the kitchen, chatting it up with the owners and their staff. I’ve picked up a few unique recipes that way, which I play with and turn into my own once I get home.

      I doubt I’ll have a lot of time this week to visit my B&B’s kitchen. The convention schedule is packed with sessions I want to attend, aside from the time I’ll need to spend prepping for my panel discussion. In fact, I have about an hour to spare before I need to head to the Gaillard Center to finalize my on-site registration. Still, I make a point of engaging in friendly banter with the owner while she checks me in and shows me upstairs.

      “This room is available for a few extra days past what you’ve already booked,” the owner says as she hands over my key. “Early spring is a slow time for tourists.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I tell her with a smile. At this point, I don’t plan to extend my business trip into a mini vacation, but you never know. It’s not that far from Myrtle Beach, and there are a lot of fun daytrips I wouldn’t mind taking on my own.

      Or I could ingratiate myself into the B&B kitchen after all. After hanging up my cocktail dresses, blouses, and dress pants, organizing my folded clothes into the bureau drawers, and creating a makeshift vanity out of the secretary desk, I change into a pair of khakis and a coral faux-wrap shirt. A quick once-over with my travel makeup kit freshens my face from the morning’s drive. Then I tuck my registration papers into my tote, sling the bag onto my shoulder, and head out the door.
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        * * *

      

      The Gaillard Center’s main ballroom is already jammed with people. Most appear to be setting up for the trade show that will begin tomorrow, though a few wander in pairs and threes, consulting the same booklet I got in the mail last week. I scan the space for the registration table and finally spot it at the far end of the room. Holding my bag in front of me to minimize the number of people I bump with it, I shoulder my way through the crowd.

      “Tess Gardiner!” The woman sitting at the registration table pops to her feet when she sees me coming. It’s Kelly Lambert, a Charleston local and one of the culinary school friends I still sort of keep in touch with.

      An easy smile stretches my lips. “Hey, Kelly. How’d you get roped into this?”

      “Would you believe I volunteered?” She circles the table to bury me in a hug. “I was so excited to see you’d signed up to do the start-up small business panel.”

      I give a little shrug in response, then dig in my bag for the expanded bio I typed up last night. “Do I give my updated credentials to you?”

      Kelly takes the printout. “I can get this to the right people. Let me sign you in and get you a badge.”

      In the silence of the next few minutes, I turn away from the table and flick my gaze around the room. The space
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