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  Prologue


BAKE ME A DREAM
Bake me a dream in the bonfire of your love. 
A dream of angels
A dream of demons
In savage combat for my heart.
Like an ancient hearth,
Your flame kindles my raw mortal form 
Into a vessel of love. 
A supernatural gift from the heavens,
Your unending love brings me to life again and again. 
Your incandescent grace draws me to your brilliant flame, 
Giving me more than my mind can conceive.


Lyrics & Music- Gareth Haskins, Finn Coyle, Niall O’Donnell, Ben McDermott 
Album:  Bake Me A Dream, Recorded by Safe Haven at Waterlogged Studios, London, 2023







  
  Chapter one

Sophie 
Vanilla, nutmeg and cinnamon, her favorite scents, floated in the air of the hotel ballroom as contestants put the finishing touches on gingerbread masterpieces. A $5000 prize was at stake.
The gilded ballroom at Baltimore’s Harbor Lights Hotel vibrated with activity, the anticipation amped up by the sometimes pounding, sometimes melodic songs on Bake me a Dream, Safe Haven’s new album blaring from the speakers in a continuous loop.
Goosebumps rose on Sophie’s arms as she hustled back to her entry after a quick trip to the ladies room, her first break since she had arrived almost two hours ago. The list of remaining tasks to finish her masterpiece to perfection and impress the judges ticked through her brain as she crossed the distance to her table.
According to the contest premium, there was only one award. The First Place title came with a monetary award of five thousand dollars. 
The prize money may be small by some standards, but it was just enough to keep her home-based baking business afloat. For now. 
She couldn’t worry about that now. Shoring up the details on her gingerbread tableau demanded her total attention. 
Was the fondant smooth with no divots? Was the intricate design piped with royal icing continuous and free of dings and dents? Were there any stray crumbs on the stage she had carefully engineered for a perfect level? 
Once her masterpiece was perfect and perfectly clean, she could exhale with relief and dream about collecting that $5000 prize money. 
The prize money would secure a space in a commercial kitchen for her business, a requirement to satisfy the Board of Health regulations and allow her to renew her business license. Meeting the rules and regulations for storing ingredients was impossible in her tiny studio apartment, especially since her baking business had grown rapidly and outstripped her minimal resources.   
If she lost her business license, she would lose Sophie Walker Delights, her only source of income. 
Butterflies stormed her stomach as she marched back to her table. Something didn’t look right in her gingerbread tableau.
“No! This can’t be happening!” she said a bit too loud. 
Fellow competitors looked up from puttering around their designs, a few shooting her a sour look for interrupting their zen of concentration. She nodded apologetically as they returned their attention to piping a final swirl of royal icing or dusting their gingerbread with edible glitter.
When she left, her tableau celebrating Safe Haven’s new album had been perfect. Not a thing out of place. She had been away only a moment.
Now, it looked like her worst nightmare. 
Her carefully carved figure of the lead singer was sprawled on the fondant stage, his head neatly severed and resting a few inches from his body. The bass guitarist was missing an arm, and a suspicious pile of crumbs lay at his feet. 
This damage wasn’t spontaneous. It had none of the earmarks of collapse due to poor construction technique or a recipe that produced a gingerbread too soft to maintain its shape.  
This damage was deliberate.
Her chance of winning the $5,000 prize had just crumbled along with the bass guitarist's arm.
She needed to win this contest. The thought of losing her livelihood and everything she had worked so hard for galvanized her motivation and energy.
Grabbing the plastic tackle box that held her emergency repair kit, Sophie pulled out the necessary tools and got to work.
Two months ago, her neighbor and best friend, Amy, had pushed the contest announcement across Sophie’s tiny kitchen table.
“This contest was made for you!” Amy had said. “Interpret Safe Haven’s new album in gingerbread. It’s being held close by. In Baltimore.”
“Safe Haven? Never heard of them. What kind of music do they play?” 
“They’re fabulous! From Northern Ireland. Very popular in Europe, and they have a solid fan base here. They aren’t famous like Bruce Springsteen or as well-known as Ed Sheeran.” Amy shrugged. “I guess you could classify their music as “alternative.” Their new album is called Bake Me a Dream.”
“And that’s the theme of this gingerbread contest?” Sophie squinted at the small print wondering how she could squeeze in making a competition gingerbread structure when she should be spending her time baking or selling her baked goods.
“Yup! With your skills, it should be a piece of cake.” Amy giggled. “Correction: a piece of gingerbread!”
“So what’s the dream they’re baking? A platinum album? A sold-out tour? Groupies available at their beck and call?” She shook her head. “I’m supposed to capture that in gingerbread and royal icing?”
“You already make gingerbread cookies to die for. How hard could it be to slap them together to tell a story? Even if you don’t win, the exposure will be good for your business.” 
Not in her wildest dreams had Sophie imagined parlaying her baking skills into a business. Ditto for imagining that she would be responsible for paying off thousands of dollars of debt that her ex-husband had run up on their credit cards before the divorce. 
Winning would provide a welcome infusion of cash into her anorexic budget and keep her business and her life from going under. 
“Bakers, you have fifteen minutes to finish.” The voice filtered through the speakers. “Make the most of the time you have left.” 
The room crackled with the commotion of last-minute touch-ups and quick fixes. Ginger and sugar sweetened the stale ballroom air. Sophie wiped a sticky smear of royal icing from her fingers with a white cotton towel from her emergency repair kit. 
The damage to her gingerbread tableau had been specific and intentional. 
It was possible that it was an accident. Someone examining her handiwork couldn’t resist pointing to the figures and got a bit too close. 
If it was an accident, where was the apology? 
By some miracle, the lead singer’s face hadn’t been damaged. She had taken great pains to sculpt his face from gingerbread clay, satisfied only when the intelligence and sincerity that she had recognized in him was revealed in gingerbread.
In the videos she had watched, Safe Haven’s lead singer, Gareth Haskins, sang as though he had lived the emotions in his songs. His heart was intricately woven into his lyrics. She wanted her sculpture to express the man that the emotions in his lyrics demonstrated him to be.
It was no wonder the band had so many female fans! 
With a dot of royal icing, she glued his head onto his body and stood the figure upright at the licorice microphone. There was no way to hide the white seam around his neck without risking further damage to the figure. It wasn’t perfect, but her best and only choice right now was to leave well enough alone.
The bass guitarist, Niall O’Donnell, had been spared a beheading, but the arm that had held the neck of his guitar was a pile of crumbs at his feet. Not reparable or replaceable. At least his strumming arm was still attached to the guitar, as bizarre as that looked. 
Things are weird in dreams, right? Maybe the judges will give her extra points for creativity. The drummer and the keyboard player had miraculously escaped harm. 
Her concentration was interrupted when a sudden and thunderous rumbling overtook the ballroom as the doors opened. A mob of eager Safe Haven fans exploded into the ballroom and were immediately herded to an area behind thick gold ropes by Security Personnel in brown and turquoise Bake Me A Dream tee shirts. 
Ignoring them, she circled her tableau, inspecting for breaks in the piping. 
“Your details are stunning.” The man in crisp baker whites at the next table paused, a parchment piping bag clutched in one hand. “Impeccable work.” 
“Thank you.” She felt heat rising in her cheeks. 
A compliment from Hugo Kemp was worth more than the prize money, but nothing she could take to the bank. His television show, That’s a Cake?! was her favorite of all the baking shows. What chance did she have against a master baker?
He nodded and turned his attention back to the elaborate gingerbread castle in front of him. 
He had been close enough to study the details of her tableau? 
Kindly baker or evil competitor hellbent on crushing the competition in the lowest, most vile manner? 
Deep in her heart, she didn’t want to believe the damage to her tableau had been intentional, but no accidental beheading would have been as surgical as this one had been. 
At the last table on her right were a pair of twenty-somethings in short skirts and crop tops whispering and giggling over their predominantly pink and sparkly entry. 
Were they hard-core competitors beneath that girly girl disguise? Were they willing to smash a fellow participant’s entry to make theirs stand out?
With a few minutes left before for the judging was scheduled to start, she brushed the last few crumbs off the fondant-covered stage with a fine artist’s brush. It was as good as it was going to get. 
How could she have believed for even one minute that she had a chance of winning first place? 
#






  
  Chapter two

Gareth 
Stale food odors mixed with the cloying scent of pine cleaning solutions left him nauseated. The monotone hum of refrigerators and freezers was too loud to be ignored. The food staging room behind the ballroom may have been the most convenient place for the band to wait before making their grand entrance, but it certainly not the most comfortable.
Gareth leaned back against the rough cinder block wall that had been painted institutional beige in a room that needed bright colors. He squeezed the boredom out of his shoulders and rolled his neck from side to side.
He and his band mates should be rehearsing or relaxing in these last two weeks before embarking on their tour. Once they got on the road, one hundred per cent of their time was spoken for performing, rehearsing, or traveling to a performance. 
This waiting area lined with carts and smelling of yesterday’s lunch would be laughable if it wasn’t so sad. Their fans, lining up eagerly in the ballroom probably imagine that the band was lounging in a penthouse suite, grazing on a five-star buffet. When the time was right, they’d be escorted through a hidden passageway to the ballroom. 
The fans would be shocked to find the four musicians, their manager, and their public relations manager keeping company with stacks of empty metal food trays and a half dozen garbage barrels that held the faint stench of day-old salad and meat. 
This wasn’t the glam life that every wannabe musician fantasized it to be!
“Sounds like we’ve drawn a crowd,” Ben said, bending and stretching his fingers, his ritual before every performance even though they wouldn’t be playing a note at this event. 
“Our European tour is sold out, and James said the US leg should be, too.” Gareth said.
“Not bad for a bunch of wankers who haven’t put out music together in two years,” Finn said, reaching for the door handle.
“Get away from the door!” Rowan swatted Finn’s hand like a nanny disciplining a naughty child. “The contestants still have five minutes to finish up their entries. Let the energy out there build up for your big entrance.”
Finn shrugged, settling against the wall next to Gareth. He pulled out his phone and scrolled through his messages. 
A few months ago at their first meeting after their two-year hiatus, James had introduced Rowan Planke to the band.
“Why do we need a public relations manager?” Finn had said. 
“What century are you boys living in?” James said in exasperation. “Covering all bases on social media is a full-time job in itself. Rowan has good instincts to make the most of interviews and for dreaming up events to keep your fans happy and keep Safe Haven at the top of their playlist.”
The gingerbread contest had been Rowan’s idea. 
“A no-brainer,” he had said. “Bake Me a Dream, bake me a winner.”
“I’ll have to remember to sing those alternative lyrics some time,” Gareth had said as his band mates sat smirking.
“Maybe you should,” James had shot back. “Look, this contest is instant publicity for the album and the tour. What better tie in to entertain your loyal fans and attract new ones?” 
“If there’s a connection between our music, our fans, and gingerbread houses,” Finn said, “I don’t see it.” 
Gareth didn’t see it either. How did a baked house with sugary decorations relate to the emotions he had laid bare in his songs? 
But then, what did he know? His expertise was poetry and music. He would gladly leave the publicity machine to Rowan. 
Gareth blew out an impatient breath and shifted against the wall for the hundredth time. Today their job was to smile, nod at the gingerbread houses, and spend time in the selfie booth giving their fans a thrill.
He felt naked without his guitar. When he sang, and the crowd sang his lyrics back to him, it warmed his heart. It made the joy and pain of forging words into musical snapshots worth the effort. 
These meet and greets were taxing and a good way to pick up a cold or flu bug. None of them could afford to be sick with a big tour coming up. 
His health had been one of the reasons for the two-year lapse in Safe Haven performing together. 
The four of them had agreed to take a month off. It was well-deserved after ten months of concerts and traveling non-stop across continents. 
Two weeks in, he had fallen ill with a sinus infection that had made him too dizzy to stand up. Medication alone wasn’t working. To cure the infection, his doctor had suggested a surgery that seemed dangerous and drastic. 
“A sinus infection could be fatal if it spreads to the vagus nerve which controls your breathing and heart function,” the doctor had informed him as he outlined the very few treatment options. 
Gareth had more than just his voice to worry about. There were no guarantees the surgery would fix the problem, and at the very worst, it could ruin his voice. 
A second opinion and a third held no better news. Out of pain and desperation, he had visited a doctor recommended by a studio musician who had played on their second album. The doctor’s holistic approach had appealed to him, but following the strict regimen of the cure had taken more discipline and inner strength than he had thought it would.
In peril of losing his voice or possibly his life, he stuck with it, including the acupuncture sessions whose needles he had initially feared but had come to appreciate.
Giving up alcohol was a critical part of the treatment. He had seen a therapist to help guide him through that uncharted territory. He wasn’t allowed a sip or a shot, not even as a treat or to be sociable. 
He had to constantly remind himself why alcohol could no longer be a part of his life. It wasn’t easy then, and it still wasn’t.
“I was born eight pints short, so I’m making up for it now,” he had said many a night as he downed yet another beer. 
By all accounts, he had been a happy drunk. Alcohol was liquid courage, allowing him to be reckless in relationships and cheat on his girlfriends. He had never claimed to be a saint. 
A convenient excuse, but also the truth. 
The first time he had stepped out on the woman he was dating, it should have been a lesson to him. It wasn’t. Later on, he had cheated on Darcy, even though sex with her been hot and lust-driven. 
“We should get engaged,” Darcy had said one night as they rolled naked and sweaty in rumpled sheets, her long legs wrapping around his like ribbons. “Two sex-fiend musicians. A perfect duet in front of the microphone and behind closed doors.” 
Calling her a musician was generous. She had a good voice and with her two friends, Coco and Josie, had formed a band, calling themselves Blue Lynx. The US-based band played small clubs and festivals in their home country and had managed to snag a spot in the British Isles Rock Festival held in Brighton three years ago. 
He hadn’t agreed with her suggestion, but hadn’t specifically said no. In Darcy’s world, his noncommittal acquiescence was interpreted as a definite “yes”. He had let it slide because when Darcy got her way, sex was hotter than hell. 
Hot sex with Darcy hadn’t stopped him from enjoying a one-night stand in Amsterdam a week later where Safe Haven had played several concerts. 
Afterwards, he hadn’t felt bad about his indiscretion, a poetic description to minimize his infidelity. In retrospect, it had been an act of rebellion more than infidelity. 
The timing of his sinus infection had been a gift. A mandate to reevaluate his life. 
Where did he want to take his poetry and his music? 
What would his life be with or without Darcy? 
It wasn’t his life or his circumstances that needed to change. 
He himself needed to change. Breaking up with Darcy was the first step. 
The band had agreed to take a break for a month, but it had stretched out to two years. The hiatus had been life changing, not just for him, but for the entire band. 
Finn, their drummer, had several successful gallery shows of his watercolors. He and his wife, Grace, had welcomed a baby girl. 
Ben and his partner Oscar had decided to settle in Seville where Oscar performed in a flamenco dance troupe. 
Niall had written a children’s book about a boy who played a magic tuba. At a book signing in Glasgow, he had met Kymbrea Vilsaint, a textile artist. It had been love at first sight.
He was happy for his band mates. Safe Haven was his family as much as his parents and sister were. 
“Are you guys ready for what’s out there?” Rowan looked for their agreement, his hand poised on the door handle. “Then let’s bake us a dream!”
#






  
  Chapter three

Sophie 
Sophie piped one last squiggle of white royal icing on the edge of the fondant-covered gingerbread stage. A flurry of activity swept along the line of bakers as the man with the pony tail stood in the middle of the ballroom, microphone in hand. Anxiety surged through her as she looked up.
“Attention bakers!” he said. “You have thirty seconds to finish.” 
Sophie put down the piping bag, her fingers immediately reaching up to touch the rhinestone-studded cupcake pin that sparkled on her shoulder. 
“It’s a good luck charm,” Lily, Amy’s young daughter, had said when she handed her the gift wrapped in silver tissue paper. “Not that you need luck. You’re going to win.” 
Sophie appreciated the youngster’s faith in her talents. 
“My business and my life depend on winning that $5,000 prize,” she whispered to the glittery pin. 
“Ten-nine-eight . . .” The crowd joined in counting down the last ten seconds before the bakers were told to step away from their masterpiece. 
The applause died down quickly as the title song Bake Me A Dream blared from the speakers, and two burly security guards opened the double doors at the back of the ballroom. 
The members of Safe Haven burst in, smiling and waving. The crowd cheered and hooted, their cell phones held high videoing the band members who posed and mugged for them. 
A half-head taller than the rest of the group, Gareth Haskins was easy to identify. His trim form filled out his snug-fitting jeans. His black tee shirt displayed the question “Got Words?” in large, white letters. 
His sense of humor made her smile. Only a poet would wear that! 
He and Finn Coyle, the band’s drummer, trotted to the ropes, exchanging high fives with the fans as they moved down the row. 
The young man with the pony tail took up a position in the center of the ballroom and tapped the microphone.
“Welcome, everyone to the Bake Me a Dream gingerbread contest. I’m Rowan Planke, the public relations manager for Safe Haven.” 
He paused as the crowd applauded and chanted “Safe Haven, Safe Haven”. 
“On behalf of Safe Haven and those of us who work with this crazy bunch of talented lads or, better said, talented bunch of crazy lads, we thank you for coming out today.” 
The band members waved at the audience.
“In a moment, I’ll introduce our esteemed judges who will evaluate these awesome gingerbread interpretations of Safe Haven’s latest album, Bake Me A Dream. After the judging, we’ll turn you loose to join the band at the selfie station and to enjoy these phenomenal gingerbread masterpieces close up. Visit the kiosk for new Safe Haven tees and other merch.” 
While the crowd jostled impatiently behind the gold ropes, Rowan introduced the three judges and sent them to the first entry at the far end of the line. The band members joined them, forming a tight circle around the gingerbread creation. 
Sophie took a step back from her tableau to avoid the temptation to touch up some small detail, a rookie move that could disqualify her. 
That would be a tragedy after all the hours she had spent making the stage, sculpting the figures of the band, and crafting the dream images inspired by all the songs on the album. 
While creating her masterpiece, she tried not to think about the judges who would be judging her work. If she had, the fear would have paralyzed her, and she would have given up.   
Two of the judges, Veronica Verlice and Leo Alberghetti were masters of their craft, appearing regularly as judges on baking competitions or demonstrating their special genius with pastry. She had no idea what James Blair, the band’s manager, would be looking for in gingerbread art. 
Anxiety stirred in the pit of her stomach as she stared down the line trying to interpret the judges’ facial expressions for a clue as to whether or not they liked a particular entry.
After what had felt like an eternity, the judges, accompanied by the band members who tried to look interested, had surrounded Hugo Kemp’s table. 
His gingerbread castle had rows of cathedral windows and intricate piping. How the castle interpreted the Bake Me a Dream theme, she didn’t know, but his work was exquisite. 
Her creation had a patched up figure and a guitarist missing a limb. She’d be lucky if the judges didn’t laugh her out of the ballroom. 
“Beautiful work, as always, Hugo!” Veronica said as the group said their farewells and turned toward her table.
She took a deep breath and visualized holding that winning $5,000 check in her hand. 
As the group gathered around her gingerbread tableau, Gareth stood directly across the table from her. He was so tall that he nearly blocked the light. His band mates gathered on either side of the three judges whose faces remained expressionless as they scrutinized her work.
Gareth’s brow furrowed as he scanned the tableau. Did he hate it? Would he say so or say something polite instead? 
“You got me.” He caught her eyes, smiling as he pointed to the figures in the tableau. “And my guitar, too, but you shorted Niall an arm.” He poked Niall and pointed to his gingerbread twin with one arm.
“In an interview you had said that the Gibson was your favorite guitar.”
“It is. I feel like I’m looking in a mirror.” His accent made the soft tone of his voice twice as sexy. “Ben, look at this! She gets us.” 
“Amazing! I see the entire album there.” Ben glanced at her name tag. “Great job, Ms. Walker.”
“Thank you.” Heat flushed her skin. She hoped her cheeks hadn’t turned tomato red. 
“Great attention to detail, Ms. Walker,” Leo Alberghetti said. “Your sculpted figures of the band members are near perfect representations.”
“Thank you.” Hope rushed through her that the $5,000 was within her reach. 
“Niall is missing an arm.” James pointed at the figure with his pencil. 
“That’s part of the surrealism of a dream,” she shot back, hoping her confidence would make the lack of a limb seem deliberate. 
Veronica Verlice pursed her lips. “The arm obviously went missing post-construction and the smear of royal icing around the lead singer’s neck makes it look unfinished.” 
She nodded. This wasn’t the time to mention the possible sabotage.
“Walk us through your tasting element,” Leo said. 
“The Dream Bonbons are my original recipe, a double whammy of heat and spice. The dark chocolate chili ganache center is dipped in a pink peppercorn-infused chocolate and splashed with white chocolate.”
She had taken her inspiration from Gareth’s answer to a fan’s question of “What’s your favorite dessert?”
He had seemed so earnest when he replied “Chocolate with heat and spice,” that she couldn’t imagine he was kidding.  
“The bonbons are the footlights in the stage.” She handed each of the judges and the band members a small box of bonbons and gingerbread stars. “I thought you might want to taste the gingerbread I used to make the tableau.” 
Veronica and Leo carefully inspected their bonbon before taking a bite. Gareth popped one into his mouth, his eyes growing wide as he chewed. 
“Oh, my goodness,” Veronica moaned. “This bonbon is like sex in a bite of chocolate.” 
“Stock these on the tour bus, James, or I’m not going,” Gareth said. “I’m dead serious.” 
He placed his hands on the table and leaned toward her. His lips were so close that she breathed in the spicy chocolate on his breath.
“Ms. Walker, your bonbons are outstanding. Just what the doctor ordered!” 
“Th . . .thank you.” Could he hear her heart thrumming? She straightened. She needed to stop fantasizing about him and focus on her business. A large order from Safe Haven would not only boost her bottom line, but would make great marketing copy. 
“We’ll need a supply of the gingerbread cookies, too.” His sky blue eyes twinkled.
“No problem.” 
“May I have another box?” 
“You can take them all.” She handed him the three remaining boxes. 
“Thank you.” He paused, his eyes locking on hers for a moment before he turned to join the rest of the group. 
The judges and band gathered around the last entry where the two perky twenty-somethings were smiling broadly at the judges.
“We’re the Baker Babes,” said the taller one. “I’m Pansy, and this is my best friend, Tana.”
“We love your band as much as we love to bake.” Tana giggled. 
Sophie heard a snuffling sound and turned to see Hugo, his face screwed up trying not to laugh. He caught her eye and shook his head.
“Tell us how you came up with this idea,” Veronica said.
“A beautiful woman is sleeping and dreaming about the band,” Tana said, putting her hands together and leaning her cheek on them to mime sleep. 
“The girl is sculpted from rice krispie treats and covered with pink fondant and edible glitter. Her tatas are your tasting element.” She pointed to the large bosom on the figure. “They’re pink almond cookies.”
“It’s like romance personified.” Tana held a tray of the mound-shaped pink cookies for the judges and band members to sample. 
After judging the gingerbread sleeping beauty, Veronica, Leo, and James left the ballroom to deliberate. Rowan escorted the band to the selfie station. 
Released from the gilt-rope corral, the excited fans made a bee line toward the band, while a handful gravitated to Hugo’s table. 
“You might recognize Castle Ward,” Hugo’s voice boomed out. “It was the Winterfell Castle in the Game of Thrones. It’s located near Belfast.”
Ever the showman, Hugo entertained his fans with an account of how he had molded the cathedral windows from sugar, pointing out details with the fine tip of an artist’s brush. 
“This structure might look simple, but constructing anything in gingerbread requires engineering expertise.” 
A few fans wearing Bake Me A Dream tee shirts stopped at her table, their expressions changing from polite disinterest to sheer delight. 
“OMG! Gotta get a photo of that!” When their cameras stopped flashing, they bent down to peer into the stage. “You did all this?” 
“It’s a labor of love.” And a learning experience, but the final product, her first gingerbread structure, had amazed her in its beauty.
The buzz of happy fans was interrupted by the tap, tap, tap of the microphone echoing with ear-piercing feedback. 
“Safe Haven fans and friends, your attention please. We are ready to announce our winners. Please allow the judges and the band to pass through.” 
Rowan waved his arms as though parting the Red Sea, and the fans obediently backed up, leaving a wide corridor for Veronica, Leo, and James. The band tagged along behind them like kids following a parade.
“There were so many great designs that our job was more difficult than we had imagined,” Rowan said. “We are awarding two prizes today. One for the best gingerbread design, and one for the best tasting element.” 
A murmur ran through the line of competitors. There had been no mention in the contest announcement of a prize specifically for the tasting element. 
Sophie held her breath as the judges moved in her direction. When they stopped in front of the Baker Babes, her heart sank to her feet. 
“First place and a check for five thousand dollars goes to the Baker Babes for their interpretation of Bake Me a Dream.”
The event photographer immediately took control, positioning the band and the Baker Babes for a publicity shot behind the busty, napping lady whose pink almond cookie ‘tatas’ gave her starlet-quality cleavage. 
When the photographer was satisfied, he released the group and stood off to the side fiddling with the camera lens. 
“And now, the award for the best tasting element and a check for $1000 goes to Sophie Walker Delights for her Dream Bonbons.”
Fireworks exploded under her skin. That wasn’t the prize she had hoped for, but $1,000 was better than zero. 
The photographer motioned for her to stand in front of Gareth. As she took her place, he leaned down, his warm breath tickling her ear. 
“Remember, you promised to make those bonbons for the tour bus.” 
“I’m looking forward to it.” A tingling spread through her that she hadn’t experienced in a long time.
“Okay, guys, off to the interviews.” Rowan herded them toward the same doors at the far end of the ballroom through which they had entered.
Gareth scooped up her hand, his shining blue eyes locked on hers. “Grand to meet you.” He squeezed her hand gently before letting go and trotted to catch up with the rest of the band. 
She stared after him. Yes, it had been grand. A lovely distraction from her real life!
Without the band to keep their attention, the fans descended like a plague of locusts to sample the tasting elements at all of the tables. Her four trays of bonbons and gingerbread stars had disappeared in a heartbeat.
“You might as well eat the tableau,” she said. 
Without hesitation, the fans tore into her gingerbread masterpiece, consuming every morsel, including the sickeningly sweet turquoise fondant that covered the stage. 
With her $1,000 check in hand, she gathered up her repair kit and empty trays and headed back home to Delaware. 






  
  Chapter four

Gareth  
Ms. Sophie Walker’s emerald eyes had been his salvation through the seemingly endless rounds of boring interviews. Greener than the rolling hills surrounding Belfast and sweeter than the sea air in spring. 
The beginnings of a poem and feelings more physical had stirred within him, inspired by her radiance.
During his tour of duty in the selfie booth, he could have had his pick of the women who had swarmed him for a photo. It was Ms. Walker who spoke volumes with her quiet eyes who had captured his attention. Her shy, but gracious smile hid a creative and competent spirit. 
Exhilarated at the prospect of seeing her now that he and the band had finished their interview obligations, Gareth pushed the ballroom door open, his energy nearly slamming it against the wall. 
Except for a few fans milling about in the kiosk, the ballroom was deserted. Three of the bakers were packing up their gear and gingerbread. The air no longer smelled like a bakery, and soft jazz, not Safe Haven tunes, drifted from the speakers. 
The table where Sophie had displayed her whimsical interpretation of his lyrics in gingerbread looked desolate and sad without her.  
Dismayed, but undaunted, he texted Rowan, whose brilliant idea it was to have their music interpreted in gingerbread. Brilliant for no other reason than that it had brought him Sophie Walker.
By the time he caught up with Ben, Niall, and Finn, his text alert buzzed with Rowan’s reply. 
Here’s her contact info. Will send link to photos later. 
Good man! Gareth climbed into the oversized van and claimed the rearmost seat, stretching his legs across it. Ben and Finn settled into the seat in front of him, and Niall took the front bench. 
“James and Rowan will be here in a minute,” Niall said to the driver. 
“Don’t interviewers every think of new questions?” Gareth asked. 
“The next time they ask, “How are you guys getting along?”, we should start punching each other.” Finn shook his head. “Is it so unusual that band members get along?” 
“I guess they think that some major squabble split us up for two years, and we’re trying to cover it up.” Niall said. “If they ask enough times, they think one of us will slip up and say how we hate each other, yet we tolerate each other enough to make music together.” 
“People will believe what they want to believe,” Ben said. “I hope Rowan doesn’t waste his time and ours by giving us scripted answers again. We’re a pretty sad lot if we can’t answer a simple question about our own band.” 
Gareth nodded. They had never needed a public relations manager before. Their music spoke for itself, and so did the band. 
The united front they presented wasn’t an act to fool their fans or their critics. 
Of course, they didn’t agree on everything, but after years of sacrificing, hustling, and performing, they shared a bond of music, friendship, and commitment that saw them through any differences of opinion. 
“Look at this!” Finn tilted his phone toward Ben and Gareth, the ten-second video looping again and again. “Grace took the baby for her first swimming lesson.”
“An Olympic gold medalist in the making,” Gareth said. “She’s awfully cute.”
“Yeah,” Ben chimed in. “She inherited her good looks from Grace.”
“No argument there, but she inherited her drumming talent from me.” Finn passed the phone forward to Niall.
“Does she play any of our songs?” Ben said.
“She will soon. I’m getting her a drum set for her second birthday,” he said triumphantly. 
“And Grace agreed to that?” Ben raised an eyebrow. 
“Why not? She married a drummer.”
“You haven’t told her yet, have you!” Ben said as the van erupted with laughter. 
“Sorry for the delay.” James said leaping up into the van with Rowan on his heels. “Back to the Palace, Steve.”
The driver nodded and cranked up the engine.
“That went pretty well,” Niall said.
“Agreed," Ben said, "but can someone tell me how that dreadful sculpture won? How does a bosomy babe in a pink negligee represent our songs?” 
“It looked tawdry, like a sex fantasy I had when I was twelve or thirteen and didn’t know any better,” Niall said. “Those Baker Babes were looking for action.”
“No kidding,” Gareth said. “When the photographer arranged us for the photo shoot, the taller one pressed her butt into my crotch.”
“You’re not going to get it any other way,” Finn said, leaning back and giving him a friendly punch on the arm.
“They were brazen and clueless. Her friend Tana pressed so hard against me, I had to brace myself.” Ben shook his head. “Oscar will laugh when I tell him.” 
“They incorporated their tasting element as the boobs on that figure,” Finn said. “What was that supposed to mean?” 
“Was it a joke?” Niall asked.
“For a bachelor party, maybe,” Ben said. 
“The cookies must have been a joke. They tasted like lumps of sand,” Niall said. “I spit mine into a napkin and tossed it.” 
“Low marks for their baking skills,” Gareth said. “They didn’t even seem interested, in baking. Were they looking to snag one of us?”
Finn let out a low whistle. “And they didn’t care which one, or the fact that three of us are not available.”
“The other contestants were very talented. That tableau of us on stage hit the theme spot on,” Niall said. “It would have been great as our album art. I don’t care that I was missing an arm. That adds a dream-like quality.”
“I agree.” Finn said. “That one should have won!”
“At least she got a prize for those heavenly chocolate bonbons,” Ben said. 
“I loved her tableau,” Gareth said, leaning back, hoping he hadn’t sounded too emphatic. “I mean, she has a lot of talent and a
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