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Chapter 1

MAY

Delilah

 



So, here’s the thing. I have deep adoration and admiration for people who can decide to do something and then just do it. I have loads of respect for them. It’s like they wake up one day, hell bent on being the next whoever is the best in their field, and they just dive in head first and make it happen.

That is not me. I have to ponder and wonder and obsess slightly about what’s going to work and what isn’t. I’m a trained pastry chef, I specialize in wedding cakes and confections, and I’ve spent the last eight years of my life working in grocery store bakeries. In my spare time I make specialty cupcakes and cakes and whatnot, but the daily grind is me hidden away decorating cartoon character birthday cakes for children who maybe aren’t even going to remember in five years they liked that show.

I am not living my best life. What I am doing is settling for comfort because trying something new is scary. I’m sure you’ve felt that way a time or two, right? I can’t even bring myself to charge for the sweets I bake on a specialty basis because it’s always for friends and family. They pay me with love and coffeehouse gift cards and the occasional fifty slipped under the flower vase on the table in my living room.

“Lilah, you almost done with those cupcakes? Mrs. Stratford is here to pick them up,” Maggie asks from the door.

“Uh, yes?” I look down at the four dozen mini vanilla cupcakes that still need to be frosted. Stella ordered twelve dozen of them for a teacher appreciation gift at the elementary school — six with blue frosting and the rest are white. Thankfully, I just need to finish the white ones. I start moving my arm, swirling the buttercream on as quickly as I can and say, “I should be done in twenty.”

Maggie chuckles and shakes her head as she pushes back through the door. She’s muffled, but I hear nothing more than her joyful, vibrant voice making me believe there are no issues with me running behind.

Fifteen minutes later I’m putting the final swirl on the last cupcake and closing the clamshell container as my phone buzzes in my pocket — the alarm I set for myself. I beat the clock. Stacking the containers one on top of another, I carry four at a time out to the bakery counter and look around for Stella before going in for the last set of cupcakes.

I see her as I push back through the door, arms loaded with blue frosted cupcakes, and smile.

“Sorry I held you up. I didn’t realize I was that far behind when you came in earlier. You’ll have time to get these to the school still?”

“I’ve got plenty of time. Lunches start in about a half hour, so I’ll get there and finish setting up as the classes dismiss to eat. It was a huge order, though. I should have given you more notice than two days,” she says.

“I’m still confused why you come here instead of just having your husband make them at the coffee shop.”

Stella rolls her eyes and says, “Don’t even get me started about the bureaucratic red tape of the PTO.”

“That bad, huh?” I ask, wrinkling my nose.

“You can only imagine. However, their insistence that the baked goods come from the grocery store means I get to see my favorite pastry queen,” she says, biting her lip as she finishes. I wait patiently for her to tell me what else she needs. “There’s this party I’m planning. It’s kind of a big deal.”

I smile and my eyes go wide, as I say, “Oh really?”

“It’s my parents’ anniversary next month. Would you be willing to take it on? Cake, cupcakes, some fancy cookies, the whole nine yards?”

Trust me when I say I love small orders. It gives me a chance to really pay attention to the details for each piece. But …

All my years of stalling, of standing right where I am because I’m comfortable, shake on their already unsteady foundation. It’s been really rickety for a while now, and the more I get lost in my own fantasies while trying to do my job tells me I’m on extremely shaky ground. All it might take to bring me out of complacency is one solid offer like what Stella’s presenting now. I smile despite the immense fear of failure that’s crawling up the back of my neck and take a deep breath.

“I ... I would love to,” I say. Stella’s eyes light up with pure joy. “Can you get me a color scheme and some ideas of what you’re looking for by the weekend? I’ll get some samples together and we can schedule a time to meet next week.”

“That would be wonderful. Here’s my cell number and the house phone number,” she says, handing me a business card with all her information on it. “And my email is on there, too, just in case.”

As she finishes loading her cupcakes in the grocery cart beside her, I reach across the counter to shake her hand and effectively seal the deal.

“I’m so excited you said yes. I was afraid you would have too much going on to be able to take on one more thing. I’ll be in touch with the details,” Stella says. She smiles once more before turning away with her order and heading to the checkout line.

I busy myself with wiping down the counter and then head back into the kitchen area to clean up the frosting mess from the marathon cupcake decorating. My mind wanders to the different recipes I’d like to try for Stella’s parents’ event and as morning slowly creeps by, I continuously have to pull my thoughts back from all the plans filtering through my head. It’s not an easy task, though, as I’ve baked and frosted everything that needs to be baked and frosted for the day. Maggie left shortly after the lunch hour, which is just one more reason I’m hunched over the counter with a pencil firmly grasped in my hand ignoring the regular goings on of the store. The piece of loose-leaf paper in front of me is filled with doodles — mostly icing designs for cookies and a tiered cake — for upcoming projects and, of course, the beginnings of the goodies I’d like to make for Stella’s parents. When the afternoon crew comes in, I make my exit quickly without exchanging more words than I need to.

Grabbing my purse from the breakroom, I head straight for the baking aisle with a basket and promptly fill it with the ingredients I know I’m running low on at home.

“Don’t you get enough baking when you’re here, Delilah?” asks Mike, one of the managers, as he scans my items. “I know you’ve got all the fancy training and whatever, but I can’t imagine liking something enough to do it full-time at a job and then go home and do more of it.”

I smile as though I haven’t heard this from him a hundred times before. He’s nearly in his forties and this is the only job he’s ever known. Granted, he’s gone from stocking shelves as a job in high school, to being a cashier, to now being a manager, so he’s moved up the food chain a bit over his couple of decades with the company. But, he doesn’t love it. This isn’t his dream and that’s why he doesn’t understand how I can do something here for eight hours and then go home and do it for another six just for the joy of it and the pleasure it brings to those around me.

“What can I say, Mike? I just really love what I do. If I didn’t enjoy it, I don’t think I would continue doing it,” I say, smiling broadly at him. “Besides, you don’t complain about my extracurricular baking when I make those macarons you adore.”

His cheeks turn a slight shade of pink as he responds, “Well, you’ve got me there.”

I hand him the money to cover my bill and reach for my bags as he cashes me out.

“Have a good day, Mike,” I say as he hands me my receipt and change.

He smiles and nods, saying, “You as well,” before I walk away.

 

*****

 

My apartment is just a few blocks from work. On nice days like today, I enjoy the walk even while carrying groceries and my purse. The breeze keeps me from breaking out in too much of a sweat, but by the time I get to the apartment, I’m ready to turn on the air conditioner and strip out of my work clothes. I walk in the door, kick my shoes off, and put the bags on a small café table in the corner. I slip my shirt off as I adjust the thermostat and then head for the bedroom, shedding my pants and tossing them in the hamper once there. Turning to my closet I pull one of my favorite dresses from its hanger, pull it up my legs, and slide the zipper up the small of my back.

I love dresses. They’re classic. Some people think I’m stuck in the 1950s, but really I just love how comfortable they are. Plus, if ever I find the right guy, they offer easy access … not that I’m looking for a guy. I have too much going on with work. A brief feeling of sadness climbs into my chest before I smile at myself in the mirror and choose not to acknowledge the loneliness.

Cakes. Cupcakes. Cookies. Fondant. Frosting. Those are my loves. Ain’t nobody got time for emotional attachments to people when there are so many things to bake. I grab my phone and earbuds, plugging them in as I walk through the living room in my postage stamp sized one-bedroom apartment, and soon my ears are filled with Jimi Hendrix as he helps me get out of my own head and into the kitchen where I belong, where I feel the most at home.

Bowls begin to fill with ingredients. The stand mixer whirs to life as I prepare batter for vanilla bean cupcakes and a small tasting cake. The mixer folds the batter while I carefully measure into another dish the confectioner’s sugar and butter for the buttercream. Wild orange would be delicious with the vanilla, I decide, and pull out my collection of jars filled with magic flavors. I get lost in Jimi’s voice as I work my kitchen witchery and only stop briefly to pile my ginger hair on top of my head, securing it with a heavy-duty elastic band.

The oven beeps, telling me it’s up to temperature, as I finish filling the cupcake papers and cake pan. Soon, my entire apartment will smell like heaven. I imagine heaven smells like a bakery, because why wouldn’t it? People don’t say, “It smells heavenly in here,” when they walk into a patisserie for no reason. The saying had to have come from somewhere. I choose to believe it was information provided to a select few in the beginning by the angels themselves. Heaven smells like fresh baked cakes and powdered sugar.

Once everything is in the oven, I whip up the buttercream and pull fondant out that I already have on hand. Flowers are done so frequently on cakes for weddings and anniversaries, but they’re also a standard. I just don’t want to do roses. Everyone does roses. Stargazer lilies. Dahlias. Morning glories. Those aren’t common. I opt for stargazers along the side of the cake and roll out the fondant to begin cutting to shape.

I won’t lie. I’m tired from already working all day. But, as I give myself over to creating little masterpieces in my tiny kitchen, the tired doesn’t matter much. When the cupcakes are cooled and the cake is sprung free from its pan, I breathe out a sigh of relief that they’re baked to perfection before beginning the decorating process. This is my favorite part, despite my back starting to ache from standing.

From what I’ve noticed through my interactions with her, Stella can be a perfectionist. It doesn’t matter these are just tasting cakes and not the final version of what I’ll make for her parents’ anniversary gathering. I really want them to be the best representation of what I can offer their guests. I snap pictures with my phone of the process and, when all the decorating is done and I’ve had time to wrap my head around pricing, I’ll send them to her so she can see the ideas I’ve come up with.

When I started playing in the kitchen after work today, I made sure to cover the clocks. Sounds weird, I know. Unless I have the timer set to pull things from the oven, the last thing I want distracting me is a damn clock. So, I stick a Post-It over the microwave and oven clocks and, well, I just never bothered to put up a wall clock when I moved in. I have a method to my madness. Immersion. Who really wants to be a clock watcher when creating magic? Not me. No thanks. As you can imagine, this can be problematic as well, and I frown as I tug the sticky note from the oven and see it’s well past midnight.

“Shit.” I scrub my hands down my face and quickly begin clearing the counters of the mess I’ve left behind. Glancing at the day’s confections, I smile and feel a sense of pride lift within me. “At least these cakes look fucking phenomenal.”

Before I cover the baked goods for the night, I pull my phone out again and snap a few more pictures. I cannot wait to start my little business.

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 2

Fisher

 

 

When I first started working at my parents’ restaurant, this was the last thing I wanted to do for the rest of my life. But I loved my mom and dad, and my little sister and me helping out was important to them. If they were still here, I’m not sure my life would be much different than it is now, with the exception that I might get a day off here and there.

I was a C student at the local community college when my parents were killed in a car accident. At the time, Jacelyn was off living her dreams in California, doing the university thing and working on her degree in fine arts. She was home for the holidays and in seconds our lives changed. One phone call from the police. One trip to Rochester on a snowy night. One deep breath before realizing nothing would ever be the same again.

That’s all it took. That’s how Jacelyn and I became owners of my parents’ restaurant, Canalside Grill. It was thrust upon us and, though we wouldn’t have it any other way and we never would have sold or closed the restaurant at that point, we were forced to grow up quickly.

No, that’s not entirely true. I was the one who was forced to grow up quickly. I’m not saying she didn’t have to mature overnight when Mom and Dad died, but I made sure she went back to California and focused on that degree she wanted. Jace finished school and has a white picket fence life. It was her lifelong goal to be a well-known artist and she has that along with so much more, even if she’s only “well-known” in our community.

I, on the other hand, dropped out to run the restaurant full time and lied to my sister on a monthly basis about how well things were going. That’s just the way it was. I didn’t want her to worry. Truth is, I didn’t want her to see me messing up and come home to fix it.

That was literally years ago, though, and we’re in much better places now. For instance, she moved back home to Brockport, married the guy who helped me turn the business around, and lives minutes from me. They also made me an uncle, so, you know, that’s amazing. As for me, the restaurant is booming. I’m successful.

No. We are successful.

I’ve been doing this so long now I can’t imagine doing anything else. Sometimes I do think about what more I could do with this business though. Through conversations with Jacelyn and Tommy, I’ve quietly played with the idea of expanding into catering. There have been enough people in the past asking about supplying food for small parties and business events that we would be stupid to not take it into consideration.

Sitting at the raised counter in my sister’s kitchen with a cup of coffee in one hand and a pen in the other, I catch her staring at me. I give her a look, lifting one eyebrow as if to question her.

“You’re sighing.”

“I’m sighing?”

“You’re loud about it.”

“Is sighing not allowed?”

She smiles. “It is, unless it’s from you. You don’t sigh unless there’s something heavy on your mind. Out with it.”

This time I notice when I make the sound she’s referred to and I groan, dropping my head back to look at the ceiling.

“Would it be stupid to expand the business?”

When she says nothing, I lift my head. She blinks, but doesn’t say anything.

“We’re in a good spot financially, we’re busier than we’ve ever been, and people love our food,” I say. She takes a sip of her coffee and nods. I continue. “Would you be opposed to me taking us to the next level and offering catering services?”

I don’t know why I’m nervous to ask her. She’s always been supportive. Jace has been my backbone when I forget there’s more to me than our parents’ legacy. Catering is a big leap though, and I don’t want to make it exclusive to small functions. There are plenty of other restaurants offering these things and we need to stand out. I’ve never been an attention seeker. This is difficult. Being the face of a business isn’t something I have ever gotten used to because behind the scenes is where the fun happens.

I feel infinitely calmer when she reaches her hand out and grasps my wrist to stop me from tapping the pen against the table. She smiles at me instead of responding first. She listens while reserving judgment and waits to say anything until she’s sure I’m done speaking.

“I don’t know, Fish. Do we have the staff for that?” she questions, a smirk playing at the edge of her mouth.

“How long have you waited for me to do this?” I ask.

She stands and walks toward the refrigerator, opens the door, and pulls out a container of yogurt. She’s quiet and contemplative as she returns to the table after pulling a spoon from the drawer beside the sink.

“Since I was working the bar and noticed how many larger groups were trying to book us on a regular basis.”

I stare at her incredulously. She hasn’t consistently helped me out in the bar in at least a year.

“I didn’t say anything because I knew you were trying to get a handle on the business doing more than staying afloat. Plus, with trying to open the art gallery and paint shop, I knew I wasn’t going to have the extra time to take on catering, too. Then, I was pregnant and married and life happens,” she says. “But, I think this is a great idea and I’m all in if you need us.”

“Us? Are you offering Tommy up as tribute?” I laugh.

“I am. We love you and want the family businesses to succeed. Considering the help you’ve given me with my business and Tommy with his, and of course Brian and Greg at the coffeehouse, do you really think we wouldn’t return the favor?”

The thing is, I’ve asked for so many favors in the past. What happens when they get tired of helping me? Instead, I ask her when she could have possibly talked to him about something like this since it’s the first time we’ve ever discussed it.

She takes a bite of her yogurt, swallows, and then gives me a look. I don’t even know this look. I haven’t seen it before. Not on her at least ... but on Mom? Yes. And that hits me hard in the center of my chest.

“It’s been a discussion because we know how your brain works.”

“You looked like Mom just now,” I blurt out, and her face softens more.

“I love you, too. Now, when are we going to figure out menus and prices?”

 

*****

 

Stuffed shells. Twice baked potatoes. Chicken three different ways. Portobello mushrooms. Prime rib. Grilled asparagus. Baked pears with caramel glaze. Red wine. White wine. Tea. Coffee. Jacey’s Mexican Hot Chocolate cinnamon rolls. Cheesecake. Scones.

The list of things I want on this menu is endless and in the few days I’ve been trying to put it all together, people have found out the plan. It’s not even a plan yet. It’s just an idea with a list of food right now.

That hasn’t stopped us from getting phone calls asking for consultations. Even when I tell the people contacting me I don’t have a complete menu or a price list, they brush it off and ask for my availability anyway.

“I might be in over my head,” I say to Tommy as he types away while sitting at the bar. The food list is in front of me. It’s a mess. “I have no organizational skills.”

He glances over at my paper and then back at his screen. “Make columns according to the menu item. Appetizers. Entrees. Sides. Desserts. Drinks. At the top of each column, put your price point. You’re making it harder than it needs to be.” He turns his computer around so I can see what he’s been working on. “How’s this look?”

My assumption that he had been working on a marketing project for a client goes out the window as I stare at the breakdown of a catering contract and the beginnings of the menu layout.

“It’s not even close to done, but it’s a start. I need the digital files of the restaurant logo, unless you’re thinking of rebranding for the catering side of things and need a new design.”

“That looks amazing. Should we do a new logo for the catering? I don’t even know where to begin with that. Am I using a different name? Is it all the same business? Tommy, help me,” I plead.

He takes a sip of his beer.

“What’s Jacelyn say? Talk to her about it. I know you’re all about the family and keeping in line with what your parents wanted for this place,” he says. I hear the “but” without him saying it. “However, the catering is a hundred percent you and your sister. Maybe you should come up with a new business name specifically for it. Create a logo and marketing plan that fits this new adventure.”

I nod. He has valid points.

“Maybe she’ll design something for us,” I think out loud, tapping my pen against the bar.

“I’ll be surprised if she hasn’t already started. This is all she’s talked about for days,” Tommy says without looking up from his computer.

I slip the pen behind my ear and pull my phone from my pocket. Bringing up the last message from Jace, I send her a quick note. All it says is, “Show me what you’ve got?”

Within minutes, she’s sent me photos of several designs. The last message to come through is a text.

Jace: I assume this is what you meant by that?

I snicker.

Me: Yeah I did. Any one in particular you like more than the others?

I wait a few more minutes, scrolling back over the photos. Each design is more intricate than the last.

Jace: The last one, but I think we should put them side-by-side and look at them together.

Me: Coffee. Tomorrow. Your house.

Jace: Coffee. Tomorrow. The Bean. I need to be in the studio most of the day. Kathryn is keeping the baby.

Me: Game on.

“Told you so. What time tomorrow?”

“What are you? Psychic?” I question.

He holds his phone up and I see a notification from Jacey. Impulsively, I roll my eyes.

“No set time, just said she’s in the studio tomorrow, your mama is keeping the baby, and to meet at the Bean.”

Closing his laptop and sliding it into the case, Tommy smiles. “Awesome. See you at seven, then.”

“But! That’s so early.” I’m used to sleeping a little later since I don’t have to be at the restaurant until at least nine in the morning. We don’t do breakfast, so I get in midmorning to get lunch rolling.

He turns and begins making his way to the kitchen to leave through the back entrance. “Not nearly as early as it could be. She’s usually up by five to try to get a jumpstart to the day before Jonah wakes up. She’s a fucking machine lately trying to do everything. I would try to be early if I were you.”

He doesn’t even wait for me to respond. I suppose I should feel lucky Jacelyn didn’t tell me to come to the house first thing in the morning. I’m not sure I could handle my sister any earlier than seven.

 

*****

 

I stroll in through the back of the coffeehouse just before seven the next morning. The fact I arrived on the scene with my own coffee in hand should tell you something.

“Not a morning person, eh?” Greg says as I make my way through the kitchen.

“No, not really. Is Jacey here yet? I’m supposed to be meeting her to go over some ideas for the restaurant.”

He nods and points to the café door separating the kitchen from the rest of the coffeehouse.

“She came through about five minutes before you did muttering something about the baby not sleeping well,” he says while tossing sugar in the mixer.

I drop my head back and look at the ceiling.

“She’s going to be grumpy with me. What if I just sneak back out the door and you tell her I forgot my phone at home and we’ll get together later?”

“No, sir. I am not getting in the middle of anything going on with you and your sister. That’s Tommy’s job. Besides, you’re trying to get a new business off the ground and she’s there to help you. We’re all here to help you, Fisher. Just, get your ass out there and tame the beast. Take her a chocolate chocolate chip muffin and be the best big brother you can be,” Greg says. “And then offer to babysit tonight so she can go to bed early.”

Grabbing a muffin off the cooling rack and a plate from the cupboard, I steel myself for this meeting with my baby sister. The baby sister who has more world experience in her pinky than I have in my whole body. The little kid I used to throw flour at during family baking nights when we were barely teenagers. The girl who taught me how strong I needed to be so she didn’t need to be strong for both of us.

“Fine. But if this goes south, I’m coming to you for backup.”

My sister terrifies me in the best ways.

I adjust the strap for my messenger bag, take a deep breath, and back myself through the door.

“Good luck, Fish,” Greg says. He salutes me as if I’m heading off to battle, but smiles because he knows Jacey and I don’t fight. Not like normal families might. Our disagreements are solidly built on our love for one another because we’ve only had each other for so long. “I’ll come check on you in a few.”

Nodding, I push the rest of the way through the door and turn to find my sister standing at the counter. I wait a beat, watching her hover over her planner with a cell phone in one hand and a pen in the other.

Clearing my throat, I break her concentration. “Do you already have a table?”

She looks up, eyes glazed over from exhaustion, and points toward the front windows. “Near the sun.”

The sun. Not the window. The sun.

“Got it,” I say and make my way to the table she’s picked. Her sketchbook and pens are scattered there along with the custom travel mug I got her for Christmas last year. Picking up the mug to see how full it is, I ask, “Do you need a refill, Jace?”

“Always,” she says, coming up behind me. “Take the top off. I snagged the pot Greg just made.”

“Thief. Don’t you know you don’t work here?”

She laughs, but we both know how our family businesses run. We help ourselves to the coffee and toss extra in the tip jar for the college kids.

“Tommy picked on me forever when we first got married because I still was afraid to go behind the counter and fill my own cup,” she says.

“Have you been able to fill your cup recently?”

She finishes pouring and looks me dead in the eyes before responding.

“Helping you start this new business. That’s filling my cup.”

 

 


Chapter 3

Delilah

 

 

Having a day off is kind of a rare thing for me. I don’t like not being busy. Lack of things to do gives me too much time to think and who needs that? But I suppose a day off to reset myself is occasionally necessary.

“Large hot cocoa for here,” I say to the kid at the counter.

Stella’s talked about the hot chocolate recipe they use at her husband’s café, and though I’m perfectly capable of making my own from the packets in my apartment, I needed a little change of scenery.

I pass my money to the cashier and toss the change in the tip jar when he hands it back to me. He lets me know my drink will be right up, so I thank him and turn to find a place to sit. There are a few tables covered with laptops and research papers where college students are quietly doing what they do at the end of a semester and a handful of other tables with small groups deep in conversation. It’s still early, so the place isn’t packed like it usually is when I walk past. I rarely come in because I’m trying to save money. I was trying to save money when I moved from a two-bedroom apartment to a one-bedroom, and I regret it most minutes of the day. Stopping for drinks and muffins on a regular basis means spending what I could be putting away for baking supplies and getting back into a larger home. This one time, though, two dollars won’t break me. That’s what I tell myself.

I find the one table furthest away from everyone and tuck myself in the corner before pulling my notebooks and colored pencils out of the tote bag I’ve carried since I was eleven. I place one earbud in and leave the other hanging free before opening the music app on my phone. Ella Fitzgerald’s voice fills my head as the smells of the café waft around me, wrapping me up in their warmth.

The sketchbook before me is filled with ideas from simple cupcakes to intricate, multi-tiered wedding monstrosities I’ve dreamed up. I turn to a clean page and close my eyes letting the images come to me before placing the tip of my pencil to the paper. The sketch takes on a life of its own and as I work quietly in the corner I hardly notice when the barista brings my cocoa over. I don’t even pick it up to taste it until after it’s cooled considerably. Pulling the milky chocolate across my tongue I wish I had tasted it while it was still hot as I can only assume, given how delectable it is cooled, it must have been twice as good freshly made.

Before long I notice the other people around me have left. With the exception of one couple arguing about mashed potatoes versus twice baked, I’m the only one still here.

“You’re being ridiculous. Why does it have to be one or the other?” the woman scolds. “Dad would have put both on there and you know it.”

“This isn’t Dad’s menu, though. It’s ours. Do we want to give too many options? It’s a catering service, not a diner,” the man responds. He isn’t facing me so I can’t see his expression, but his voice is cold, exasperated, and I completely feel him. But, he’s also kind of being a dick about it. “I want this to be fancy. People are used to coming in the restaurant and having every damn potato option possible. I want to narrow the focus.”

I try — really, I do — to focus my own attention on the cake designs in front of me, but something about the way he speaks to her gets under my skin.

“You know what, Fish, you’re right,” the woman says. Her voice is calm. Really calm. It’s the kind of calm that says she’s done playing around and I smirk behind the wave of red curls falling against my cheek. “Let’s narrow the focus. Do twice baked.”

“But I really like mashed.”

“It’s not about you. I like twice baked.” I see from the corner of my eye her mouth lift in a half smile as she takes a sip of her drink. “Different people
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