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Laugh

As much as you breathe

And

Love

As long as you

Live

~ Author unknown
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My best recipes come out of moments of spontaneity.
- Savannah Flowers
Mixing a goody-two-shoes baker with a detective who has questionable morals is a recipe for disaster.
- Holden Cross
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Savvy

A random order for a loyal customer introduced me to the man of my dreams. It also led me to a moment of great devastation. I can’t believe both are the result of knowing the same man. I don’t know if we’ll be able to come back from this. 

I’m seriously screwed.

Cross
Lies. Confusion. Secrets. All have become second nature in my world. I live this life and think nothing of the effect it has on others. Until her. She enters and demanded more. More than any other has asked of me. 

More lies, a rumor, then the truth. F*cked that up royally.
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Chapter One
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ingredients

Savannah

Beginning of June - Thursday

Naked. Buck-ass naked people on my loveseat. It’s one I painstakingly picked out and purchased for my front porch. So NOT what I pictured when I decided to buy that piece. Actually ... I figured it might possibly be me on it. 

Not the point here, chick! 

Right! My focus should be elsewhere. I have two naked people on my furniture on my porch. Two faces and other parts I can’t readily identify are asleep on ... my ... porch.

Note to self: purchase new pillows and cushions for loveseat on the front porch. Maybe a whole new piece of furniture.

“I don’t understand this ... holy shi ... take mushrooms!” Using one hand, I cover my mouth and try to use the other to block my view. “That’s just not fair!”

I roll my eyes as I take in the mass of this man’s pole. A pole which is very much awake, despite the fact that the rest of him isn’t. I’m annoyed. The list of reasons why grow as does he when she rubs her bared breast against him. The fact there is a woman who isn’t me ready to enjoy that beautiful woody adds to this morning’s frustration.

“Ugh! Get up!” I growl like I’m some mad dog. “Holy hell!” I avert my gaze from the parting legs of the woman whose cooch is now displayed for all the world who passes my porch to see. “Wake up! Get the hell off my porch! Go find ... some damn clothes!”

The jostled two clamber off my loveseat and begin rushing down the stairs, muttering questions and apologies. Chancing a glance, I’m rewarded. I get to watch his tight, fine ... wow ... ass go. The two, still naked male and female, head to the left which causes me to shake my head.

You need to shift your thoughts and that runaway libido of yours to something else, Girly.

Tasks, projects, agendas, calendars, schedules, and payroll. I nod my head. All of those things leave very little time for much else. Yep, that’ll do it. Work always snatches me back to reality and not the obvious antics that transpired at my neighbor’s house last night. I refuse to think of what those two did on my porch while I was inside sleeping. Nope, I’ll focus on all the things I need to take care of when I get to work.

Not once will anyone hear of me complaining about how busy my life is. I treasure the moments where my hands and mind are regularly occupied. My parents would prefer they were busy with things that don’t involve working so tirelessly in my kitchen. I have firsthand knowledge and written proof that both would love to see me married and pushing out some grandkids for them. Not going to happen anytime soon. It’s going to have to wait. Business is booming, and I am enjoying every aspect of it.

Well ... maybe not every aspect. That dang paperwork sitting on my desk in my office could kick rocks for all I care. That part of my business I have to grin and bear. It’s a nerve-racking mess. Shocker. It’s the perfect description of who I am these days. The woman with the sunny disposition and, most of the time, very well hidden annoyances.

Speaking of work, I need to get there. I have a list to work and never enough time to complete it. I turn to lock my door. A simple task for most. It’s a hit or miss for me. Of course, today is the day that it’s a miss.

“AAAAAHHHHH! Stupid, extra frustrating, butternut squash of a key gets on my last ever-loving ...”

I’m usually not this irritated with something as trivial as trying leaving my house. Frustration with a key is normally one of the lowest things of annoyance on my list. Today is different. For the first time in my adult life I. am. Late.

Even in my mind the words are growled. There’s a reason for that. I despise being late. This day is quickly becoming my least favorite day ever. I’m standing outside of my house and know I’m going to be ten minutes later than I already planned when I finally arrive at the door of my business. That means I’ll be at least twenty-five minutes late setting everything up to get the workday started. That aggravates the crap out of me.

Yet another thing I don’t need to think about right now.

That’s what’s floating through my mind. Not the crap but the thoughts of all of the things I won’t be able to complete because I’m late. If I weren’t in the state of mind I currently am in then I’d laugh at the absurdity of it all. Everything, including my extraordinarily opinionated thoughts. Right now, I cannot find the humor in the moment because the dag-um key doesn’t want to work in the door.

My neighbor, Alex “Hot and Handsome” Palmer from across the street, is walking his own puppy today. Normally, an overly annoying, pep-squad-looking teen who bops and bounces enough to make her high ponytail dance along her shoulders as she walks has his dog.

I don’t particularly care for her. I hope it doesn’t show.

Anyway.

Her usual crew tends to include his dog and three or four others. The perkiness of Kimberlee Price’s attitude and young body aggravates me on any given day. I don’t do well with the attention-seeking type. She fits the bill so well it could be named after her. Her “winning” personality would’ve sent me into the stratosphere today.

I feel oddly happy that it is Alex outside today and not Kimberlee. With quick steps, Alex’s long legs eat up my extended walkway to the porch.

“Morning Ms. Flowers,” he greets me.

What is it about a man with a deep voice, an accent—full southern drawl—and a perfectly chiseled face that makes a grown woman become a drooling, tongue-tied teenager?

“Mr. Palmer, I do believe we’ve had a previous chat where I recall asking you to call me Savannah or even Savvy. Whichever suits your fancy. Yet, here you are, once again, calling me Ms. Flowers. If we’re going to be formal with one another then I’m going to have to start leaving money in your mailbox.”

I quietly groan and wince.

Yep. You said it and now you have thoughts of sticking things in his mailbox.

I want to slap myself or tug at my hair because I’m officially on a roll. My thoughts have begun venturing down a very dirty road that just keeps spiraling into fairly unsuitable territory.

Welp. Now you’ve gone and done it, Sav. You have images to go along with the thoughts of money being offered for ... other things.

“Savannah?” I have to shake myself because those dirty images shifted to the man before me stripping and he’d just gotten to the point of revealing that perfect male trail that makes all the girls wail. “What ... what’s going on? Key not working again?”

He can barely get the question out. Could he possibly know what I was just thinking about? If he does, it would explain why he’s suddenly not his usual calm and comfortable self around me.  He’s officially standing next to me. I missed the ascent up the stairs. As I turn my focus up to his face, I peruse the magnificence before me.

Why can’t I have me something this astronomically amazing waking up next to me?

Aw hell!

Did you just check out his package, Sav?

You have got be kidding me! The man came to help me get the lock to my front door working again and I reward him by treating him like my very own eye-fucking toy. I need to take my ass to work and refocus this energy.

“Yep. Stupid key won’t do its job. All it has to do is fit in the hole then lock.”

What. The. Blue hell was that?

Alex smirks and I’m officially mortified. He definitely hears the double entendre with that statement or his mind is just as dirty as mine has become. This needs to be over right now. Luckily, I hear the lock click. Alex lifts the key then faces me.

“There. All locked up.” He reaches into the side pocket of his gray joggers.

Gray. Joggers. What the hellnuts is going on here?

“Here you go,” he says.

His hand is extended because he is handing me his business card.

Eyes up, Buttercup!

“Um ... thank you?” I have no idea why there is an obvious question in my tone.

Of course, he hears it as well.

“It’s my business card.”

Some part of me wants to make a snarky ass remark like, “You don’t say! I thought it was a snack for later.” I don’t, but it’s a struggle not to give in to the urge.

“Right. I see that. Why ...?” I begin to ask.

“Call me. I’ll replace the doorknob and lock on your door. No charge.”

I nod my head because some horn dog part of me was wondering if he was offering my more than his business

Like his business.

I might need to be evaluated or something. This is seriously getting out of hand.

“Oh. Okay. Thanks again.”

Offering him a small smile, I pocket his card. An awkward wave later, he’s heading back to his side of our street. If either of my next-door neighbors were outside, they would scream at me. They’d think I want him to work on my door and nothing more. It’s the perception I’ve allowed all of my friends to believe for a while now. Fortunately for me, they aren’t around and I am able to get on with my day. The damn gray, sleepless wonders almost did me in though. Two reminders that it has been far too long since a man darkened my doorstep is more than enough for me. Off to work I go.

The best feeling I’ve felt thus far today.

In the town of Whiskey Sweet, which is just outside New Haven, Connecticut, I own a bakery. My bakery is my current love. This is my space, my place. I’m Savvy—Savannah Flowers—the owner and sole proprietor of my little company. One would think with a last name like mine, I’d be shy or sweet. Demure even.

I’m not.

I’ve been told I can be loud and obnoxious just because I can. It’s a choice, my choice. That’s how I live my life.

Honestly, I’m loud because I have to be heard over a kajillion machines on a daily basis. It’s a reason. It’s one of the excuses I give to explain away the truth of the matter. The truth is I’m simply loud by nature. It’s ingrained in me. My family is small in number but loud in body and it takes work to be heard over such a rowdy bunch. There’s the reality. There it lies, but I prefer my explanation of loud appliances and machines at work accounting for the register of my voice.

The shop wasn’t always loud and bustling with business. The influx of orders changed almost overnight. That’s one of the reasons my little-known bake shop has recently started to undergo a major overhaul. I have to accommodate the increased demand for my sweets and treats. The number of orders increased exponentially after my bakery was mentioned on the Ellen show. It happened, and I didn’t even know it was happening. I didn’t know my bakery would be mentioned until the moment the celebrity practically sang my business’ name. I couldn’t have asked for a better plug even if I planned it.

The phone calls came in like a flood afterwards. First, to let me know of the honorable mention. Second, to place an order or multiple orders.

Apparently, the celeb thought my cakes were “to die for”. Calls began to come in at four times the normative volume. That celebrity would be one Ms. Stephanie Daniels, an author, actress, and producer. I only know because I Googled her after I heard about the daytime announcement.

The uptick in customer orders pushed me to do something I didn’t think I would need to do for a while. I needed to increase the number of employees working at the shop. Hiring happened quickly once that realization hit me. Everything fell into place once I got the ball rolling.

I had this preconceived notion the process from job posting to resume and/or application review to hiring would be a tedious one. It wasn’t. The whole process took less than a week. We, Aaliyah, Chastity, Luke, and myself, knew within minutes of meeting the candidates just who would easily work well with the other members of the crew. All of the new employees fit right in with the ones who’d been with me from the beginning. It went a lot more smoothly than I initially suspected it would. 

The most difficult part for me had been deciding how to start the hiring process at Savvy’s Sweets and Treats (SS&T). The initial venture was almost brutal. My first crew was easier because I had my mentors assisting me. This time I’d been on my own and it was admittedly one of the scariest things I’ve ever done in my life.

I’m so glad it’s all over now. As excellent as it is that we’ve expanded, it made me realize some necessary upgrades were also required to our previously implemented systems. The way we processed and handled orders needed to be revamped in order to handle the extra business. With the increase in the requests and employees in the workplace came an upsurge in the number of machines we utilize within the bakery.

I said all of that to explain that I’m loud by trade not just by familial inheritance. 

One clarification down. Here is the other. I get a thrill out of being heard by one and all, as well as, being in charge of things. Enough said.

I’m also obnoxious by choice. It was determined a long time ago I would never be the “shrinking violet” for anyone. My father said it and it stands as a true statement to this very day. The pushover type, I am not. It’s not in my biological make up.

I’m the friend pushing her friends to do things. This chick is the outspoken, zany one the boyfriends aren’t too keen on having around. Most of them aren’t quite sure what to think of me. I always get the “side eye” or a questioning look. They either want to sex me up or screw me over. The “bad seed” title falls in my lap as well. I’m absolutely okay with that because it keeps the arrogant a-holes on their toes and the strong, silent types on notice. 

The hype of the shop puts my smack dab in the center of the spotlight I tend to despise. I don’t crave the limelight. I’m usually the one trying to blend in with the crowd and play the puppeteer from behind the scenes. The newfound center stage is fine by me. More attention means more exposure for the shop.

With that said, I have to admit something else. I’m usually the one no one is surprised to learn is in the middle of the chaos. The “life of every party” title rests squarely on my shoulders anytime I choose to attend one. I don’t seek it out. It just happens. Hence, the reason I don’t care for the attention-seeking type. It’s not always worth it. I’ve been on the negative side of things and it ain’t pretty.

The situation I currently find myself in fits perfectly with the words of that Fresh Prince of Bel-Air intro. It’s my running theme song. 

With that in mind, this is the story of how my life was flipped on its head. This story is also about a sixteen-year old’s ruined birthday party, an imprisoned man, and the night I ended up naked—free of a stitch of clothing—yet completely covered in cake.

Attention grabbed?

Yeah, I figured. Welcome to what my friends refer to as the “Savannah Effect”. There are shirts made to coin that moniker. I know this because I had them created then used as a promotional tool for one of my favorite cupcakes.

It’s a hot ticket item. The cupcake is decorated in bright colors of yellow and orange to reflect my ebullient spirit. At the base of the treat is this beautiful yellow cake that bleeds into an auspicious orange. The vibrant color scheme continues throughout the cupcake until it reaches a perfect golden top. The buttercream icing usually has the same coloring as the cupcake itself. Various colored flowers are hand-made to make up the design that flows along the outer edges of the cupcake tin. In the center of each flower is usually a drop of liquid. For those who drink, there is a drop of liquor in each. The non-alcoholic version has a drop of lemon or orange within its center. It depends on the customer’s request. 

I usually have to make a minimum of six dozen of those cupcakes every morning along with several others. The cupcake trays I have make twenty-four at a time and all fourteen of the ones I own are well used. I’ve got the prep process for all of the cupcakes down to a science and timed to a tee. Even with that foreknowledge and experience, my day begins at five in the morning every single day. I have ten billion things going on in my head on a daily basis. The bakery doors open at seven sharp every morning.

By seven o’clock, the opening staff is working and chattering away like finely tuned worker bees.  We’ve also baked a few dozen cupcakes, breads, cakes, and donuts along with getting prepared to serve several breakfast breads and coffees. One might believe me insane to take on what we take on for eight to twelve hours out of the day. I don’t give the opinions of most much of my time. I can’t sweat the small things.

For this reason, I’m very fortunate I don’t have to worry about much, including my baby. I’m a pet owner who couldn’t do what I do if I had to give great thought to where my puppy—my precious sweetie—is going to be during my working hours.

My next-door neighbor, Latisha, is always there and ready just before dawn’s crack. She’s awake well before that time so I’m not waking her when I stop by to drop off Tibet at four in the morning. My puppy is the reason I am late. He’s also to blame for why I tried to tear my door handle from the doorframe this morning. I am usually to blame for some form of my morning ruckus, which is why I usually get up a little earlier in the mornings. This morning’s time was eaten up faster than I can say “set the timer”.

This morning's issue had everything to do with my three-year-old Maltese, Tibet. He was named after the place I was too afraid to visit without my friends. Tibet decided to use my work bag as his new ready-made bed last night. I had no idea that was where my bag was until I’d practically torn my home apart then just so happened to glance to the corner where Tibet called “home” in my house.

I can laugh about the insanity of it now, but then I was highly irritated. The dang puppy definitely keeps me on my toes. It doesn’t matter how long I’ve had him, he still finds ways to amaze me with his inquisitive nature along with his many observations.

Anyway, I’ve loved my pup ever since the very first day I saw him in the shop window where I’d adopted him. I figured getting a puppy would be a safer bet than attempting to make the trip to the territory by myself. I got my little fur baby to get me over the fact of my friends bailing on me and our trip at the last minute.

The little cutie was a great consolation prize. He is the best and I love him to pieces. The only problem is we’re both rather territorial. My Tibet is forever making things his own, even if it belongs to me. At first, it was cute then it became a little exasperating. It’s been two years of this underlying tug-of-war between us. Now, I’m mostly accepting of it. We only have problems in the instances like this morning when I needed to head out my front door with my bag on my arm and my dog had claimed it as his own.

The fact that my bag is shaped somewhat like a sheet cake with strawberries on the top means nothing. When it’s lying on its side it apparently looks like the perfect bed for my cute, little pup. Which is what happened. It must’ve fallen to the floor during the night. Him enjoying a new place to rest his precious head would’ve been fine if I hadn’t spent twenty minutes of my morning searching the house for what he’d determined was his. After all, the thing is, first and foremost, my purse.

The little snipe had the nerve to bark at me when I fussed about him not using my bag as a bed again. I left the disgruntled prince with Latisha, and her eight-year-old son, Trey Jr or TJ. They love keeping Tibet while I’m away. She’s a stay-at-home mother of two. Latisha’s eleven-year-old daughter, Lakira, is a gymnast and she’s amazing at it. 

Latisha and all the rest of us in the neighborhood are excited because Kira has a spot in the summer tournament that will conclude with a grand event in two weeks. I plan on being on the sidelines with the family cheering her on. When little Kira is around, she’s usually my shadow. Thinking about her makes me miss her, but I need to focus on getting to work since I know I’m already late.

I quickly stop off at my favorite coffee shop, JANA (Java Addicts Not Anonymous) to grab my daily dose of caramel mochaccino and to say “hello” to the JANA’s owners, Jacob and Anna; brother and sister. After that pick up and some quick chit chat with the owners of a few shops along the way, I head to my favorite place in the world. All of that happens regardless of my being late, early, or otherwise.

I can’t believe I still get a giddy feeling when I turn the corner to make my way to my little shop. I shouldn’t call it little. The expansion now combines the former grocery store next door with my section of another building. It affords me the space to chill the items I need chilled for special orders and keep warm what needs to be kept warm. With one wall for hot and one dedicated to cold at the back of the shop, I’m able to track hot/cold orders when I couldn’t before. The expansion also affords me the option to house extra ovens, fridges, and tables for processing orders. My favorite part is the additional space for customers to dine in.

Savvy’s Sweets and Treats is officially a bakery and eatery. I get more and more excited the closer I get to it. Savvy’s is my happy place. Most who know me know that’s the truth. I practically beam when I see the sign for SS&T. Savvy’s Sweets and Treats is my favorite site and it’s all mine. I’m the owner of this corner of wonderful. I’m damn proud of it too.

Being the owner of my own bakery has always been a dream of mine. I’m loving every facet of it. I know my parents and one of my closest friends, Taryn Chambers—still have to get used to that being her name—hate that my dream landed me on the other side of the continent. They all live in California. Keeping up with those relationships and being so far away is one of the hardest things about my being in one state and them being in another. Since this is what I wanted, I had to follow the path my dreams took me. This amazing opportunity wasn’t going to be here forever. The move from California to Connecticut was necessary. It had to happen. An opportunity arose, so I jumped at the chance.

There’s an image.

Amie Riley—a girl I went to college with—told me about her parents’ desire to close the doors of their little business. Wow, just thinking her name calls forward so many memories. I haven’t had spoken with Amie in forever. It’s weird how things change. She used to be my roommate. The three of us—Amie, Taryn, and I—used to be thick as thieves. Now, Taryn and I don’t have any contact with Amie. What I know about her is because of her sister. I actually feel bad for that. Amie’s parents made me an offer to take over their business since Amie didn’t want to have anything to do with it. It had to be hard for her parents to hear that Amie’s ambitions didn’t fit into the realm of the “small business owner”.

Amie not wanting to take over didn’t exactly surprise anyone. Her little sister, Aaliyah, had the exact opposite feeling about the “family business”. One thing all knew was the younger Riley didn’t want to be the owner either. Aaliyah is one of my favorite people. She’s also one of the best workers I’ve ever had in my tenure as owner. In no way did she then or does she now want to be the one running things at the bakery. Knowing this about their daughters, the parents decided to close the doors of the shop.

When Amie told them what I wanted to do with my life, they rethought their retirement plan. The Rileys offered me a company with the stipulation of my making a big move; an incredibly huge step on my part. They had a few other surprises that came with the taking over of their business. I didn’t have a clue what they had in store for me. I definitely didn’t expect the house that came as a bonus to the shop when I accepted their offer.

No one could’ve prepared me for the joy that came with owning my own home and business all in one fell swoop. I wake up filled with joy and happiness knowing I have more than I could’ve ever expected with this move. I had all of it even before I turned thirty. Talk about the shock of a lifetime.

I can’t help but smile as I reach my bakery. Unlocking the back door, I disarm the alarm and take in my prize. As I enter my kitchen, I turn my thoughts to my projects for the morning. My first stop is my office.

“I have to be going out of my mind to even attempt this today,” I say to no one since there isn’t another soul in the building. “Let’s put the sweets in the treats, Sav.”

It’s one of the things I tell myself to start the day. Picking up a clipboard, I look at my running checklist of what’s on the order board and what’s slated for tomorrow. I shake my head as I run down the list, take a deep breath, and look through my office window to my kitchen. It’s just the appliances, dishes, furnishing, and me, as always. Placing my bag in my office chair, I walk out to the kitchen area and begin to flip on switches. As I turn the corner to switch on both of the major ovens, I nearly jump out of my skin.

“What are we attempting today?” Chastity, one of the best women I know and a close friend, asks as soon as I am facing her again.

She clearly hasn’t looked at my face because she hasn’t noticed how much I’m shaking and working to calm myself.

“Holy crap-sicles!” I exclaim when I recognize who it is.

“Why does your ‘expletive’ always have to be holy?” she asks me.

Her red hair snags my attention for a few seconds before her words register meaning. She hasn’t been sporting her natural color for some time. What’s on her head probably came from a bottle since she’ was blonde three days ago, which was the last time I saw her. I return to my office to take a deep breath before returning to the kitchen where she’s waiting for me to respond. I’m fighting a smile now that I can see the humor in her clear blue eyes even before she begins to laugh.

“Why do you find scaring the holy hell out of me funny?” I ask then start to provide my answer to her question without giving her the opportunity to answer me. “Besides, why can’t it be holy as opposed to say ... being unholy? I don’t need any other extras in my life. I’ve had more than enough of that in my short time living.”

“All right. Fair point. Moving on.” She sets down a couple of the supplies I didn’t know she had in her arms. She must’ve brought them with her from the pantry. “I told you I’d be here to help you this morning.”

I give her a confused look before nodding my head as the memory of our conversation from yesterday afternoon pops to the forefront of my mind. She’s wearing her usual worn jeans, Converse to match either or shirt or her hair, and one of the SS&T shirts that says, “Sweet Treats and Good Eats at Savvy’s Sweets and Treats”. The bright yellow of her shirt doesn’t match her shoes so today she’s matching her hair. I smile then nod before leaning to take stock of what she brought from the pantry.

“Oh. Right. You did tell me that. Still, I didn’t expect you to be inside since the alarm was still armed. Plus, you haven’t ever beaten me here, even if you were here to help me set up. I’m always the first to arrive in the morning. I don’t think I’ve ever been in the shop when someone was here before me in the six years I’ve had this place,” I tell her as I help sort then begin placing supplies at the proper stations for the morning crew.

“Seven,” she says as she opens the coat closet to hang up her sweater and bag that were previously on one of the tables.

She’s always grumbling about how cold it is in the outer area of the bakery during the summer months, so she keeps a sweater on hand. Chas and a couple others fuss about the cold of parts of the kitchen but most of us tend to think it’s on the warmer side in here, so I go with the majority. The temperature in the area is set a little cooler in an attempt to counteract the influx of heat projected from the numerous bodies moving about and the multiple ovens going at once.

“I’m sorry. Are you keeping count over there?” I question as I look around to see what’s needed for my personal projects so I can set up my station. “I think I should know how long Savvy’s has been open.”

She laughs while shaking her head.

“No. I’m not counting. I was just saying it’s been seven years since you opened the bakery.”

Her confident tone has me questioning my number. It could be that I’m off. Time has gotten away from me in the last couple of years. Tilting my head, I begin to count. 

“It has? Hold on. I opened in ...”

“June. It’s the month of June, Sav. To be more accurate, June 6th, seven years ago today,” she informs me as she taps the calendar.

It’s then that I see the orange heart around the date. I can’t believe I almost missed my anniversary. I always have something special planned to celebrate another year of doing my own thing and not being “taught” by an overbearing ass. Even with that added bonus and incentive, I took my time coming to a decision about the shop. I felt like I needed some experience before I even attempted venturing out on my own.

I didn’t immediately accept taking over the Riley’s business. I mean, I accepted, but took a couple years to study under a mad man who lived in France. I also worked under a tyrant in California for a year before I finally said I was done. It took me being told one too many times I was an idiot and too incompetent to do anything but hold the chef’s utensils before I finally said I’d had enough. 

I knew from day one I wasn’t going to be working under that chef for long. The feeling when I walked in the front door of his restaurant told me there was no way I was going to be happy working with a man who had no compunction about his actions and took pleasure in belittling his staff to the new sous chef. He smiled as he read the faces that were filled with sadness and sorrow after listening to him berate each and every person who worked with him. Each of those individuals was someone who’d attempted to do something to impress the old windbag. He was never impressed or appreciative of their efforts. I began to make plans to get myself out of that situation as soon as I possibly could. It had been beyond time.

The Rileys jumped for joy when I called to tell them I was ready to take over. I can’t say how great it felt to know they were willing to wait me out. I learned a lot during those three years. One of the most important things was how NOT to run a business. The other thing was what not to do to my employees. It was an interesting time for me. A time, I am happy to say is behind me.

Once I took over, it felt like it took me forever to finally stop feeling like I was in some alternate universe. Now that it’s all finally settled in, I’m so stoked on a daily I feel like I float to work. I’m so happy to have my own staff and to create whatever I want to create in my kitchen. MY VERY OWN KITCHEN! My big idea came to fruition in a much bigger way than I ever expected.

I am so immersed in what’s going on inside my head that I practically forget I’m at work and that I was in the middle of a conversation with someone. Being caught up in my thoughts made me almost miss out on the subtle change in Chastity’s expression. She’s always been an easy read. A person simply has to pay attention to her. If they didn’t, they’d miss the cues.

Turning slightly, I see that my entire staff is now in the kitchen gathered around a cake and a couple trays of my favorite snacks and treats. I sniff because I realize what’s going on. They’ve arranged a little party in my honor. I can’t believe it. I’m suddenly an antsy five-year-old because I didn’t have anything to do with setting this one up. This is all them. I didn’t know they were even planning anything. This is the best surprise. I love surprises, especially ones where someone isn’t pestering me to help do anything with it. This is the best thing ever!

I’m practically dancing as I survey the small spread, presents, and cake. I’ve always been one to mix sweet with salty. If I have candy, then I usually want something like pretzels or chips to go along with it. There are several variations of that combination on the table and in the basket. Chastity steps forward and I’m presented with a gift basket of cute, little, bite-sized packages of cakes, chips, and pretzels. The outside banner reads, “Seven years and many more to come!”

“Oh ...” I start but have to take a breath. 

This group of people is absolutely wonderful. I am so happy and proud to know each and every one of them. I find myself fighting back tears.

“These are adorable. I love them! The fact that they are tied with ribbons in my signature colors makes it even better. You guys are so sweet.”

I finger the ribbons as I try to find something else to think about or focus on as I take in the contents of my basket. It’s as I’m looking at it that I notice the dancing feet that appear before me as if they are ready to take off at a moment’s notice. This causes me to look up into the owner’s eyes. What I see has me just as excited, if not more, than the owner is. 

This crew is the best and I couldn’t have asked for a better team to back up my daily crazy. They all stand before me with presents to help me commemorate this day. I love them even more for this. This is quickly flipping from the worst morning to the best day ever. My morning woes have totally been dismissed.

My team consists of roughly about seventeen employees. Nine people who work in the kitchen and two to six who work in the main café area of the shop, not including me. It depends on how busy we get. Two of those nine are my closest friends. The others are brilliantly spectacular and are treated like family. Although Aaliyah is also my next-door neighbor who lives to the left. Latisha is my neighbor to the right. 

The crew of SS&T are all close, Aaliyah is one of my closest friends. Chastity, of course, is the other. They both stand near me with tears in their eyes as they watch everything unfold. I’m actually a little emotional about this surprise. Usually, I’m not one to get emotional. I damn sure don’t share my feelings and reactions to things with the general public. Now, I’m all choked up and have to quickly turn away to catch the tears before anyone can see them. Chastity rubs my back while I take a fortifying breath. It takes a couple minutes but I’m able to regain my composure in order for me to face the crew again.

“All right, Savannah. Here you are,” Theresa, owner of the designer label shoes, says. Her oval shaped, dark-brown eyes are wide with joy as she presents me with a handmade bag in my signature orange and yellow colors. “You have to open it in front of all of us.”

I can’t help the smile that takes over my face as I take in her joy. She’s always full of energy and life. Theresa is forever willing to assist others. It’s the reason she’s one of the first faces seen when entering the store. She’s one part of an identical set of twins and a recent hire. One of the best choices I’ve ever made was asking her and her sister to join our team. Having her and her sister working here has been the greatest. I can’t believe I’m fortunate enough to have such talent working for me. They’ve taken our designs and apparel to a level I couldn’t have dreamed it could ever become. 

Theresa’s twin, Traci, also gives the best hugs and is one of the finest designers I’ve ever come across. She’s so gifted and creative. The first thing she did when I hired her was redesign my logo and signage.  All of the boxes and bags for the store were designed by her creative mind as well. The bag I am handed has to be one of her creations. Traci designs, and her sister brings her designs to life. Theresa is a wiz at sewing. I’ve told them on numerous occasions, they aren’t allowed to work anywhere else. It’s our little joke. In my heart, I know they’ll move on to great things. I’ll be happy for them. For now, I enjoy every second I have creating with them.

“I know this has to be a Tamlin Twin creation. It looks like something the two of you put your mark on.”

Theresa’s bubbly joy is infectious. Unlike Stefani’s which is just plain sickening.

“You’re right, as usual, Ms. Flowers,” Traci says as she moves forward to give me a hug. She’s the shy one of the two, so she speaks in soft tones or slightly elevated whispers. “Be sure to go all the way to the bottom of the bag when you do open it.”

I nod, before responding, “Okay. I’ll be sure to do that.”

Upon hearing my response, Theresa looks aghast. She apparently doesn’t appreciate or understand my need to open my presents on my own. I have a feeling whatever is in the bag is going to be something of sentimental value. I don’t want to go into a full-on ugly cry in front of the team. Theresa, of course, would enjoy every moment of it. It’s a fact I know and can clearly see if I’m gaging the sour look of disappointment on her face correctly as she responds to my declaration.

“She’s not going to open the bag in front of us, is she?” Theresa asks Chastity as the twin leans on one of the tables not far from where I’m standing. Her loose sweater billows around her thighs as moves.

I smile genially but know I’m not going to be able to go through the contents of this bag without bawling my eyes out. I’ll go through and sort everything in the safety and comfort of my home. The place where I won’t have any watchful eyes on me. I look around the room at the rest of my team then offer a watery smile. The teary eyes are the reason I know there’s no way I can open this present or any of the others while they are surrounding me. They’ll have to settle for having been there to take in my initial surprised face. Anything else is more than I have to offer right now. Most should know and understand this about me.

The rest of my kitchen staff consists of two other women and three men. James and Ryan are two members of my original staff. Both were looking for something new after working with horrendous chefs who would rather berate others than take the time to teach. They’d each studied pastry work and loved creating masterpieces at home. Their portfolios shocked me as I reviewed some of the things they’ve created over the years. I deem myself privileged every time I’m allowed to see those masterpieces on display in my shop.

The two interviewed within a day of one another not knowing the other had even applied for a position at the same place. It didn’t matter to me. They were dating at the time. I met with each of them and knew they would be a spectacular addition to the team.

They are currently my dream team in spite of their impending divorce. I put the two together to work as my cake sculptors and I’ve yet to regret it. Even when they argue as a couple, they put it aside to finalize the “chef-d'oeuvres” we sell. Those words are on the placard in the display case. The signature treat name usually gets the conversation started. Afterwards, the gushing over the beauty of the divine look of the treats begins. Both have told me it still thrills them to hear people discussing things their hands have created. I laugh and nod because I know the feeling all too well.

“Monica wanted to be here this morning, but she had an emergency cheer practice. You know she has that competition happening this weekend.” The strawberry blonde with royal blue, turquoise and sapphire highlights in her hair pauses before looking down at the screen of her phone. “She did demand that we–myself and her father—make sure her contribution was in the bag,” Ryan tells me hugging me and pulling her multicolor hair up into a high ponytail.

Apparently, each of my staff wants to hug me and say a little something before I’m allowed to even attempt to escape to my office or anywhere else. I’d like to get away from this kitchen with all of this adoration. James is next to step up and kiss my cheek after his soon-to-be ex-wife does. His straight-laced, clean-cut look is the polar opposite of Ryan’s. Ryan wears dark colors, jeans or joggers, and sleeveless t-shirts.  I’ve told them how much I’m going to miss them as a couple. Even with the divorce, the two still work amazingly well together.

“I brought you a little something from my trip to Japan,” he says with a timid smile that causes his hazel green eyes to sparkle.

I’m growing more and more anxious by the moment. I want to get out of here, but I don’t want to appear rude to the rest of the group.

“Our fearless leader and owner of the shop is being nice today. I have no idea why because she’s usually such a loud-mouth and busting our balls about every minute detail. Let’s hurry our hugs and kisses along people,” Aaliyah tells the group, which makes me laugh. She’s the talker of the team and would normally be the one who would talk my ear off before anyone else ever could, but keeps it short and sweet today. “I added something for the mongrel as well,” she adds as a side note for only my ears to hear.

“Yeah, yeah. You’re not getting on my good side via my pet. Let’s make that one clear,” I tell her as we share a quick hug.

She shrugs her shoulders then buns her long, curly hair before sashaying over to her station. Today, she’s rocking a white t-shirt that’s knotted at the hip and reads, “Strong women don’t have attitudes, they have standards”. That’s paired with faux leather pants that scrunch at the ankles and heals. She and Carly are two of the only women I know who could live in stilettos and not have any problems with their feet at the end of the day.

For a moment, I think she’s not going to say a word or twenty in response to what I’ve said. I’m immediately corrected the second she hits her prepping area. She’s one of my best bakers. Luke is another but he’s also my flavor guru. The big man of the kitchen has so many talents I can’t list them all. When I need to come up with something new and different, he’s my go-to person. Aaliyah is one of the one’s who can pull together whatever flavor combination we think up without a thought to what she’s doing. I swear the woman bakes in her sleep.

Her light brown eyes are just as watery as mine feel and make it hard for me to look at her. Aaliyah’s hair is a fiery red in the front and almost jet black in the back. She’s wearing a simple diamond necklace today and her standard stud in the multiple holes in her ears. She also has a stud in her nose.

I’m claimed as her white “sister” from another mister. My mother loves her adopted black “daughter from another mother”. When our mothers get together, they have fun with that little nugget. Hearing Aaliyah’s voice brings me back to the present and out of my head.

“You can’t blame a girl for trying to make up for the loud party that kept quite a few of the neighbors up, including you,” she says while tossing a wink my way.

“Aaliyah, the party was fine. Noise levels were perfect since it didn’t wake me. Usually, it is loud enough to wake the dead. I slept like a baby last night. What did bother me was finding two naked people passed out drunk on my front porch this morning.” I shake my head as she smiles at me with no shame reflected in her features at all. Turning my attention to one of the twins, I direct my next statement to them, “In answer to your earlier question, I know you received one but felt you deserved a response from me. No, Theresa, I’m not going to open this here because I refuse to cry in front of all of you.”

A slight pout mars her face for a moment before she shifts her features. She nods her acceptance of my statement and I appreciate her not pressing the point with me. Our understanding nods are interrupted when one of the other guys decides to speak.

“Hmm. Interesting. I didn’t have a clue, Party Girl,” Elijah teases as he leans into me. “The resident femme fatale decided to throw a party and kept it to herself, hmm? I’m guessing my invitation was lost in the mail or a misdirected email due to the fact I would’ve turned that fucker out.” He leans a little closer to Aaliyah so his next words are mostly heard by her but I catch them too. “You know I’m banned from the neighborhood, don’t you, Sweet Pea?”

He makes some kind of gesture that has Li Li rolling her eyes before trying to hide a smile. Elijah reserves that tone for Aaliyah and Aaliyah alone. He knows she has a crush on him and he milks the hell of that shit. She practically swoons at his beauty.

Yes, I said beauty.

The man is “damn fine” and he knows it. The twenty-four-year-old, Li Li, has said this on several occasions but she’s not going to say anything directly to him. It’s not in her nature. She’s going to wait for him to make a move. What she doesn’t know is he’s not going to ever make one. Not until it’s possibly too late. Elijah sees her as the young, cute frosting girl. He’s hung up on her age. Eli is knocking on forty. The man is gorgeous still at thirty-seven but can’t get passed the age difference. To him, the thirteen-year difference between the two of them is a hard limit. It doesn’t stop him from verbally torturing her or sharing a seductive look or touch with her.

Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if they weren’t already going at it like rabbits. What would knock my socks off is if they hadn’t shared so much as a flirtatious kiss in the years that each of them have spent working together. The two of them have to interact with each other daily. He has her taste the frosting flavors he puts together. My theory on that one is he just wants to see her lips wrapped around something of his, so he settles for the spoon.

Each of my team members has a main duty. All have to spend time in the kitchen as well as in the main area, some even have extra responsibilities. Carly and Traci are the resident bread and pastry queens. They are the ones who prep and create all the breads for the sandwiches we have on the menu.

I like to create different soups as well, so we have those homemade items—made by James and Elijah—on hand as well as coffee, tea, and assorted juices. The main things sold at my shop are cakes, croissants, and cupcakes. Around the holidays, the pies are major sellers as. It’s the reason I get in the shop as early as I do.

Oh, I can’t forget the specialty and novelty items. We also have specialty packages with fresh flowers. Sometimes we have edible ones as well. I’d tried creating a treat then added a floral arrangement a few years back. Never would’ve thought something would come of it. The demand for more variety and even some simpler creations led me to start a garden in the backyard. My sister comes over to tend it when she’s not working part-time, moving between the nursing home and the hospital.

My flowers for my floral arrangements also come from a shop not far from here. We have a working agreement. My shop gets a portion of the profits. In return, the owners get a discount on morning baked goods with personalized pastries for their staff. I only have to pay wholesale for the products and I get a discount on any of my bundled purchases.

I’m handed a card, which brings my focus back to the group. Inside the card is a note telling me to get out of the kitchen and stay out of it for the remainder of the day. I’m also not to make plans for lunch because one is going to be provided today by the crew. I’m apparently “the best boss” any of them have ever had if the words in the card are true. They don’t want me stressing about any of the things that need to be prepared nor any of the orders that are supposed to go out today. The crew is handling it all. I am allowed to go the front of the shop and help that team set up to start the day and that’s all.

Properly dismissed or should I say banished, I take my gifts to my office then lock the door. My team is already busy working on various tasks by the time I exit my office. I even see my usual checklist reflected on the whiteboards. I keep a handwritten copy of it on the big refrigerators, so everyone knows what needs to be completed and what has to be done. Aaliyah and Chastity are even reviewing my trusty clipboard that has yet another checklist with all of the orders. Yep, we triple check things here.

I usually oversee the products from start to finish. It’s my way of knowing each of the orders are accurate. It’s also our way of covering ourselves. When someone comes back claiming something wasn’t done, I can go back to that day’s checklists and order form to ensure everything was handled to their specifications or quickly find what went wrong. Each order placed has to be initialed by the customer or we don’t take the order. I’ve had a number of customers required to return to the shop because they didn’t bother to sign their form. It’s a tedious, mind-numbing process, but it works and has worked for us for the last seven years. 

Each of the members of my team appreciates it. They should, since just about all of them have had to reference the checklist to deal with more than a few customers who’ve tried to get out of paying for the cake or treat they ordered because they went over budget with other aspects of the party they were planning. My team learned to appreciate the system because it’s saved their asses more often than not.

Yes, I’m nice and kindhearted, but I’m no one’s pushover. I’m a business woman who has several people who depend on me and my business for their livelihood. I’m not messing that up because someone is trying to stiff me. The re-education of those individuals is usually swift, short, and sweet.

Taking a moment, I watch my crew work, appreciating all they do to help me run my business. The crew’s surprise morning gathering is almost as good as the surprise of getting a new home and business at the same time. It’s close but nothing could beat that. How different the course of this day has gone in less than a couple of hours. It quickly went from one of frustration to one of greater appreciation for all I’ve been given.

Thinking about all of the things I’m grateful for has me thinking of my home. It was like the house and shop were awaiting my eclectically colorful personality. My house is a soft purple, almost lavender, color on the outside. On the inside, the walls are beige, cream and a soft blue. All are accented with brightly colored adornments. Four bedrooms and three and a half bathrooms are all mine. Everything about my home compliments everything that I am. As is the bakery. The shop is the representation of the epitome of my very soul. 

The shop’s walls are painted with a golden yellow and lively orange on the inside. The outer is an old-school brick design that has been painted a yellow-orange. The addition has been painted to match the initial building I owned. The Riley’s design for the space had looked like an old soda shop. I kept the booths and tables but changed the colors to better suit me.  The table tops are four rich colors that are distinct in size and shape, so orders don’t get sent to the wrong one. My display cases are probably the most neutral area in my business. The baked goods and sandwiches are designed to speak for themselves and draw the eyes of the patrons of Savvy’s.

I wanted my shop bright and colorful because it matches who I am. I needed Savvy’s to be unmistakable, unable to be missed, as well as visually appealing. This place is here it to make people smile when they see it. I also want every soul who crosses the threshold of my shop to have had an experience and leave a little bit changed once they exit Savvy’s. I’m living the dream and loving it, just as the former owners are. 

As soon as the Rileys handed me the keys to the house and business, they left Connecticut behind, and moved to sunny Florida. Neither of the siblings wanted the house. That decision I can understand because both are conservative in comparison to my unusually loud everything.

I nearly cried at my good fortune. The knowledge that I didn’t have to change much to make the house or Riley’s Baked Goods mine made Aaliyah and Amie’s parents happy. Before their exit to sunny beaches and Orlando heat, the Rileys asked me what I wished to name the bakery. Nothing I came up with I liked so I went to my closest friend. Taryn—my best friend since forever—came up with the name for my little-piece-of-everything-that-makes-me-happy. Once I informed the Rileys what name I’d given the place, they’d secretly gotten to work on having the signage changed both inside and out. That was one of my welcome gifts. I could cry all over again just thinking about the moment I saw that sign above my bakery.

My very own BAKERY!

That’s not what I should be thinking about right now. My team did this great thing for me. I should give them what they’ve requested. I can honor that and take myself out of the kitchen. They don’t need me hovering while I get lost in memories and grateful moments.

Focus Savannah!

“All right, my Rainbow Crew!” I call out as I make my way to the front of the shop to pull down chairs from the tops of tables. Calling out that name makes me think of all of the negative dimwits who’ve come through the shop. There have been some who believe I am referring to the various skin colors of my team members when I call them “the Rainbow Crew”, but I’m actually referring to their personalities. “I’m heading to the front to set up. The kitchen is yours. Screw it up or burn it down and that’s your asses.” I smile, tilt my head, and then rapidly bat my eyelashes. “I won’t return until I’m requested to do so.”

Laughter abounds in the room at my statement then again in response to Chastity’s next words.

“Ha! That’s likely,” Chastity calls out.

I shoot her a glaring look then toss up the middle finger before tossing out one last thing as I head through the doors to enter the main area of the shop.

“I said it, so I’m going to do it. Every one of you knows that I’m true to my word. Shut your hole, Chas, or I’m going to fill it with sweet peas.”

When I hear her audible gag, I too laugh as I clear the doorway. Laughter follows me out of the kitchen into the main area. I’m still laughing as I begin the task of turning over chairs. I float between laughter to smiling from ear-to-ear to fighting a slight case of anxiety.

Having my team give me a gift and telling me I don’t have to be in the kitchen to bake this morning is bittersweet. Baking is my jam. I thoroughly enjoy molding and creating in the morning. It’s what makes me feel like my day is starting off right. I’ll have to chalk it to up to a lesson in accepting change because I refuse to gripe about such a wonderful offer. Besides, I now have the ability to get things set up in the front of the bakery the way I want them without any staff input. I love it when we are a cooperative, but every so often I like to do things my own way.

I can’t say I’m angry with the result of my second-best surprise ever. It’s how I happen to be the one working the register when he walks in with a look that instantly bowls me over.
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“DO YOU SEE WHAT I’M seeing?” Chastity asks me as I’m helping one of our regulars with her final choice early that afternoon.

I don’t bother looking up as I continue to focus on making sure I put in some of our newly created swag along with the prize entry card my team created. The team’s claim is the contest will give a select few a chance to get to know the team members better while we take the opportunity to get some feedback from the customer. We’re supposed to teach them to bake in their homes. Yeah, I’m still iffy on how well that one is going to go over. 

I don’t know how comfortable I am with the prospect of having one of my team members in some potential stranger’s home but I’m dealing with it. It’s a daily, internal battle. Luke said he would go first if I promised to be the next victim. I say victim because that’s what it feels like I am. Using public interest in my looks is the reason I refused to try out for beauty pageants and modeling. My mother would have a field day with this one if she learned about it. Despite my reservations, we’ve still set it up and have had a number of entries.

Chastity clears her throat to bring my attention back to her. It’s then that I recall the question she just asked me.

“Probably not. What I’m seeing is a sudden influx in customers and two of my employees seemingly gawking at one of the people who just entered the shop.”

Chas clicks her tongue and keeps her eyes focused on whoever is at the front of the bakery.

“If you would just look up, then you’d see why we are so mesmerized.”

This causes me to fight the urge to roll my eyes.

“Fine. I’ll bite,” I say as I offer the customer in front of me a smile.

“Yeah, I will too,” Chastity states as she leans to the side in order to see around a customer who is exiting.

My chuckle gets caught in my throat as I look up and meet the sexiest, green eyes I’ve ever seen. I’m momentarily dumbfounded as I stare at the man at the entrance of my bakery. He is tall, gorgeous, and magnificence walking. This guy is built like one of those fighters. The ones who are allowed to kick and all that extra stuff.

MMA.

He has to be one of those or, at least, trains like one. On top of that, the man has a beard. It’s neatly trimmed and striking causing him to be even more handsome. At least to me, he’s even more attractive since he appears to take care of himself. The love of the beard is my new thing. I find that so eye-catching on a man. If done right, it can make or break the man in the looks department.

I’m practically melting
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