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      This book is dedicated to all the women who took the time to teach me how to bake with love.
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        By ABBY KNOX

        Part Two of the Windy City Holiday Duet

      

        

      
        Joy is a happy little cookie baker in her happy little Cookie Cottage. Every holiday season, she delivers sweet confections and Christmas cheer from one end of the city to the other. One day, she gets a surprise visit from a health inspector who turns her life, her livelihood and her heart, upside down.

      

        

      
        Brady is a health code inspector who receives a complaint about a local cookie baker. When he investigates, he comes face to face with his high school crush. The old flames of attraction rekindle, but there’s one problem. He’s bound by law to close her shop until further notice.

      

        

      
        Go ahead, take a bite out of this sweet and saucy holiday romance! It’s chock full of Christmas cheer, filthy talk and possessive alpha hotness!  I triple dog dare ya!
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      Joy

      

      1998

      

      “I’m sorry, you can’t be in the audio/visual room,” says an authoritarian teenage male voice.

      I’m looking through the shelves of film canisters, pushing buttons on a sound board, and taking stock of all the cool stuff in this room when the voice startles me.

      I look up and there he stands. Brady Comfort, president of the A/V club at Saint Emil’s High School. I roll my eyes. I should have known he was going to be a problem when I signed up for this extracurricular. He thinks he’s so important. Talk about a medium-sized fish in a tiny pond. Not even a pond. More like a sad little puddle.

      “Oh hi, Brady,” I say, as nicely as I can, ending up sounding a bit stiff. “I must be the first one here. Sister Mary Margaret said three p.m., right after school.”

      “You can’t be in here, you might mess something up,” he says.

      “I’m not touching anything.”

      “I saw you messing with the sound board. Please don’t.”

      “OK, OK. Touchy,” I say. “So when do we get to start filming movies?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That’s what A/V does, right? I mean, I had to pick an extracurricular to make me look well rounded on my application to culinary school, so I may as well have some fun. What’s it gonna be this semester? A horror movie or something romantic?”

      Brady blushes. He stammers, “We…we don’t do any of that.”

      The other members of the club begin to arrive. I make a mental note that every single one of them is a male.

      “Hey, gentlemen,” I say. “I’m Joy. In case some of you are wondering what’s happening right now, yes, I am a girl. So tell me, what do you all do in here?”

      Brady speaks again. “We produce the announcements and we provide technical support for school-wide assemblies and…”

      “Bo-ring! You’re telling me you have access to all this cherry equipment and nobody does anything fun with it?” I say.

      “It’s not supposed to be fun. It’s supposed to be a learning environment.” He actually says this.

      “You seem like a barrel of monkeys,” I say.

      Brady does not deny that he’s a terrible bore. In fact, he embraces it. “Yep. That’s it. You are correct. We’re a pretty boring bunch. You might try cheerleading or something a little less…intellectual.”

      “Excuse me?” He has got to be bullshitting me.

      “Yep, you should go right now and try out for the cheerleading squad. They’d be lucky to have you,” Brady says.

      Something weird is going on with his face. He is now beet red and barely able to look me in the eye.

      Well, screw this guy. “You know what? I don’t need an extracurricular this badly.”

      And with that, I swear off A/V club and Brady Comfort and all those misogynist nerds at Saint Emil’s.

      

      What a weird school this is, I think.
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      Brady

      

      1998

      

      What in the actual shit is this?

      My homeroom teacher is passing out the copies of the latest edition of the school newspaper, the Saint Emil Eagle. On the front page is an editorial piece titled “Sexism in the A/V Club?”

      The editorial details an anonymous female student’s experience trying to join the A/V club and being denied entry because of her gender.

      She is quoted as saying, “The president, Brady Comfort, told me I might be better suited for the cheerleading squad. I’m calling him out as a misogynist and calling for the dissolution of the A/V club altogether.”

      I read the words with my mouth agape.

      I am humiliated.

      On the other hand, “anonymous” is right. It was a totally inexcusable thing for me to have said to her.

      But there’s just one problem.

      She’s totally misinterpreted the motivation behind me saying it.

      It was true, I was trying to keep her out of the A/V club.

      I didn’t want her in the club because every time Joy Mazer is around, I can’t concentrate. She messes up my perfect world.

      Every class I share with her, I get Cs in. I am not a C student. I have been an A student since the third grade.

      But this year, I failed my senior biology test because I couldn’t stop staring at the back of Joy’s sweater.

      She is turning me into an idiot.

      The cheerleading suggestion just randomly flew out of my mouth. It had nothing to do with my lizard brain wanting to see her in a short, pleated skirt. Well, actually, it had a little bit to do with that.

      Saint Emil’s Catholic High School cheerleading skirts are not even that exciting. They fall all the way to the knee.

      But none of the twisting of my words matter now. I should not have said it, and now I’m screwed. Worse, the A.V. club is screwed. And even worse than that, I would never again for the rest of my life have any hope of asking out Joy Mazer.
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      Joy

      

      2018

      

      It is shaping up to be the perfect Black Friday.

      Donning my gingerbread man apron, I have my entire day all planned out.

      I’ve been up all night—not waiting in line for Target to open, but puttering away in my cute little white outbuilding behind my home on Chicago’s northwest side.

      Nicknamed the Cookie Cottage, it is where I spend most of my time between September and Saint Patrick’s Day. Here is where I make people happy in my small way during the holidays. I bake cookies, pies, cakes and everything in between.

      After I graduated with honors from culinary school, my proud papa surprised me by rehabbing the old wood shed and installing a small but workable commercial kitchen, complete with stainless steel appliances.

      I had started the business out with old family recipes that came over on the boat from Poland, which were a huge hit in the neighborhood. After a year, my baked goods had a following. After two years, I was breaking even on the business. And by the third year, I had a waiting list on Christmas cookie party trays.

      After six years, my parents moved to a retirement village and rented the house out to me. And when I first got married ten years ago, my then-husband and I bought the house from my parents. Good thing the house was in my name, or that fool would have gambled it away along with anything else that wasn’t nailed down.

      Since that mistake of a marriage, I prefer the company of cookies. I don’t know if you know this, but cookies and pastries are incapable of telling lies.

      So this is why, on this pre-dawn Black Friday morning, I am surrounded by rolls and rolls of cookie dough and unbaked pie crusts ready to freeze. Not to mention a full stove, where I’m cooking down last summer’s raspberries, plums, apricots and grapes to make the jam for the traditional filled Polish kolaczki cookies.

      The pungent aromas of cooking fruit and butter and sugar is so overwhelming, I open the window to let some of the heat out.

      “Please don’t wake up on my account, Frank,” I mutter to myself as I prop the window open.

      Frank is my new neighbor. One day after moving here, he wandered right into the Cookie Cottage while I was busy making my famous maple pecan cookies. He was raving about the aroma. Well, of course he was.

      But what he didn’t seem to understand, and still doesn’t, is that the Cookie Cottage is not a storefront kind of business, where anyone can just wander in off the street to buy things. I work by appointment, and people only come here to pick up their orders.

      One mistake was forgivable.

      After his second visit the next day, his hulking frame taking up a third of the space in the cottage, I started locking the door.

      I have an
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