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To Mom with thanks for your love and support

and for instilling a love of baking in my soul.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Jackie Thorndike hadn’t been asked to serve beverages to her boss and the new job applicant. It was simply the nice thing to do. One last task before she finished today’s shift. Steadying the tray as she walked, the heavy pitcher of lemonade and two glasses jostled together. Jackie put her back to the swinging kitchen door and gently pushed, entering the sales and eating area of the bakery, where her boss, Jamaica Jones, and the new applicant were sitting. A tingle ran up Jackie’s spine as it always did when she entered this area. It was the same feeling she got the moment in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy opens the door into Munchkinland, going from black and white into Technicolor. Except there weren’t any birds singing or violins playing in Jam Bakery.

In front of the harlequin-pattern tiled walls were wicker baskets for bread, empty now. Also empty were the display cases for colorful pastries and sweets of every kind, when fully stocked. Yet the scent of sugar and yeasty bread still filled the area, making her stomach growl.

The lipstick red awning, along with the sunshine-yellow-painted walls of the bakery made the space bright and cheerful. Far more cheerful than the windowless, dingy gray of the commercial kitchen on the other side of the swinging door, where the temperatures were up to twenty degrees higher than out here when the ovens were in use.

Rounding the corner of the eating area, Jackie caught sight of her boss and the back of the applicant. Jamaica sat uncomfortably at the café table, her pregnant belly taking up all her lap space. Across from her, the new applicant sat stiffly, his forearms resting on the tabletop, his back rigid. When she was within ten feet of them, the man turned his head slightly to look out the window at the sunny mid-May day.

Jackie sucked in a breath and stopped abruptly in her tracks. She knew that profile. She knew that man. Swearing under her breath, she shuffled sideways to turn back, to retreat to the kitchen before she was noticed. The last person she wanted to see applying for the open position was Mark Zutka, and yet here he was doing just that.

Before she could decide, Jamaica noticed her. “Ah, Jackie. Aren’t you sweet, bringing us something to drink.”

Gingerly turning back to face them, she caught their inquisitive stare. “I, uh, forgot napkins.”

Mark Zutka’s left eyebrow raised ever so slightly, and a glimmer of surprise grew on his face. Even his eyes seemed to twinkle at her predicament. He folded his hands across his chest and smirked that stupid smirk she’d always hated. The one she’d always wanted to wipe off his face with, oh, the palm of her hand or, at one time, a baseball bat.

Caught, she had no choice but to continue to the café table with the tray. The glasses clinked as she approached. “I thought you might like some refreshment before I left for the day.” She eased the tray down to table level.

It was like slow motion. She saw Mark’s hand reach out for the nearest glass. Before she could utter a word of warning, he lifted the glass, unbalancing the tray. The tray tipped back toward Jackie. The crystal pitcher tilted sideways, spilling lemonade down the front of her shirt and pants. The cold wetness made her muscles stiffen as the liquid quickly soaked through her thin shirt, running down her abdomen into her pants. Unable to move for fear of dropping the whole tray, she stood still, silently watching as the beverage ran down her legs, pooling on the floor at her feet.

“Oh, Jackie! Oh, dear me. Here, let me help you,” Jamaica yelled as she tried to reach over her swollen belly, but the distance was too far. She tried to stand, but her baby bump got in the way, preventing her from providing any assistance.

Mark set the glass in his hand down on the table top and reached out for the pitcher. Nearly empty, he grabbed it off the tilted tray and set it on the table. The tray, unbalanced once again, tipped precipitously, sending the remaining glass to shatter on the floor.

Jackie’s arms dropped to her sides, one hand still holding the useless tray. Her eyes surveyed the carnage.

Stepping aside from the mess, she turned her narrowed eyes to Mark. “Thanks! Thanks a lot for that, Mark. If that’s the way you intend to act here, you might as well leave now. We don’t have time for those kinds of pranks.”

“I’m very sorry.” Mark scrubbed a hand over his face; his lips pressed tight together.

Jackie felt steam coming out of her ears. Is he trying not to laugh?

Jamaica looked from Jackie to Mark, open-mouthed. She blinked. “You two know each other?”

Mark gave a slow nod. “We met at culinary school.”

Turning to her boss, Jackie said, “I’m sorry. Stay where you are so you don’t slip and fall. I’ll clean it up.”

Ignoring her, Jamaica gave a guttural sound as she tried to stand up. Liquid was puddling beneath her chair. “Mark, your work history looks good. And your flour milling skills are exactly what we need. You’re the only applicant with the right skills. I hate to say this without more questioning, but I have no choice now.” Jamaica pressed her hands to her taut abdomen. “Under the immediate circumstances, Mark, you’re hired.”

Mark and Jackie stared wide-eyed at Jamaica, then at each other.

“Well, don’t just stand there. Call Ronnie! My water just broke.”

Jackie’s eyes widened so large her eyebrows shot up. “B-but you’re not due for another two weeks!”

Grasping her swollen abdomen, Jamaica moaned before replying. “Somebody forgot to inform this baby of the timeline.”

Mark set his phone down on the table, glancing at the two women. “The ambulance is on its way.”

“Jackie, please call Ronnie. If he sees that ambulance pull up outside, he’ll freak out.”

Doing as she was told, Jackie pulled out her phone. “Ronnie, It’s Jackie. Now, don’t panic. Nothing’s wrong. It’s just that Jamaica’s water broke. We’ve called the ambulance. She’s sitting down and doing okay—” Before she could say any more, the bakery door slammed open, and Ronnie sprinted across the dining area to his wife’s side. “Wow, that was record time,” she said, stepping aside.

Mark also stepped away from the table, grabbing his phone. “How’d he get here so fast?” he murmured to Jackie.

Jackie turned her back to the couple to give them some privacy. “He owns the confectionary shop across the street.” She pointed out the window at the Fulton’s Creamery and Confections diagonally across the street from them.

Mark turned around and looked. The two of them walked to the plate glass window at the front of the bakery. Main Street in the city of Fulton River, Vermont lay before them. Lined with aged red brick two-story buildings erected in the early 1900s, the lower levels held shops with large plate glass windows and narrow wooden doors. Original hardware like brass doorknobs and hinges, gold lettering on the windows, and even canvas awnings and window boxes stuffed with colorful flowers added to the charm. Even the apartments above the shops still had their decorative wood trims and bold paint schemes from yesteryear. The wooden boardwalk along the shops had deteriorated and been replaced with raised sidewalks years ago. Those raised walkways had helped some businesses survive the hurricane last year.

Jackie turned on him, a forced smile on her face, her teeth clenched tight. “What in God’s name are you doing here?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Interviewing for a temporary job baking bread.”

“Did you come here to harass me?” The ache in the center of her chest escaping in a hiss, she kept her voice down.

“I didn’t know you worked here when I applied.” He whispered as they both stepped aside to let the volunteer fire department’s ambulance crew into the dining area.

“My name and photo are on the website. You must have seen it.”

“I didn’t check the website. Frankly, I’m not that fussy about a temp job. I heard about an opening, and I applied. Simple as that.” 

She scrubbed her face with her hand. Knowing Mark as she did, she knew he was telling the truth. Looking up a possible employer wouldn’t have occurred to him, especially if he was hard up for a job. “Between jobs?”

Mark pursed his lips then nodded. “Guess you could say that.”

They remained silent as the EMTs settled Jamaica on the gurney and strapped her in. As they wheeled her closer, Jamaica held up her hand to stop them. “Wait a minute.”

Ronnie stepped up. “Jam, later.”

“Just a minute, Ronnie.”

Jamaica waved Jackie over. “I meant to give you some final instructions before I left.” She pressed her hand to her belly and winced. “I thought I had a little more time.”

“It’s okay. It can wait.” Jackie patted her boss’s shoulder.

“No, it can’t. Mark takes over the bread from you. Isabelle can oversee the pastries. I want you to help her as needed, but you are to oversee everything else—front sales room and kitchen.”

Jackie’s heart stopped beating. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I thought I would be in charge of pastries when you left.”

“I know. But Isabelle has been helping me these last few months. She knows what to do and how I like things done.”

“But—”

“And she’s working on a special project for me. For the bakery.”

Jackie dropped her eyes to the floor to hide the tears seeping into them.

“Besides, you have to keep the whole operation going. I don’t want you confined to any one task while you have so much else to keep track of.”

Jamaica grasped her hand to give it a squeeze just as a contraction gripped her. The gentle squeeze to Jackie’s hand turned into a near bone-crushing clasp as Jackie yelped in pain and sank to her knees. Ronnie came to her aid, releasing Jamaica’s fingers and helping Jackie to her feet.

Huffing from the pain as the contraction subsided, “I’m sorry,” Jamaica winced.

Ronnie interrupted, “Jam, let’s go.”

She shot him a pained look. “Yes, okay. Jackie, take good care of my bakery.”

As the gurney and entourage headed for the door, Jackie called out, “Will do, Jam. Don’t worry.” She smiled as best she could; her heart and spirit splintered from the disappointment of not being able to do what she loved, pastry arts, yet again.

Jackie stood by the front door, watching the ambulance lights disappear down Main Street on the way to Brattleboro Hospital. It was hard for her to tell what emotions were more prominent: the excitement of seeing Jamaica and Ronnie’s baby coming into the world, missing the chance to run the pastry section of the bakery yet again, or the anger she felt at Jamaica’s having left the task of hiring her temporary replacement until the last possible minute and then giving the job to the first applicant to show up. Serendipity may have placed Mark Zutka in the same bakery she worked in, but it was dumb, stupid bad luck Jamaica had given him the job without so much as the interrogation he deserved. If she had, and if she had spoken to Jackie about him, Jamaica might have thought better of hiring him outright, no matter the haste of the moment.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I should be grateful she left me in charge of everything. Maybe. The weight of the bakery now rested on Jackie’s shoulders for as long as Jamaica was out on maternity leave. It was a feeling she used to think she would enjoy, but it was heavier than she thought. Jamaica hadn’t left her totally unprepared. Jackie had been at her side for a year and a half and was familiar with the operation. 

Sighing deeply, she turned back into the room and shut the door. Mark sat at a table across the room. Seeing her approach, he stood up.

He eyed her outfit, still damp from the spilled lemonade. “Can I help clean up the mess?” he asked. “Tell me where the dust pan and mop are, and I’ll take care of it.”

Jackie shook her head, hands on her hips, feet wide apart. “Nothing doing, Mark. Just get the hell out of here. Bad enough I’ll have to work with you; you’re not starting this minute.”

“It’s been eight years. Let it go.” Mark said.

Jackie jerked backward as if she had been slapped. “Let it go?” she asked. “Let it go. I’m not surprised you want me to forget what you did,” she retorted. “But let it go? Never.”

“What I did?” Mark glared at her and shook his head before turning away. “That’s rich, even for you.” He walked back to the interview table, tiptoeing through the broken glass, picked up his folder, and headed for the door. At the threshold, he stopped. “I’ll be back tomorrow. What time do I start?”

Arms crossed over her chest, legs planted, Jackie glared back at him.

“What’s that? I didn’t hear you,” Mark cupped his hand to his ear.

Jackie felt the steam spewing out her ears. “Three,” she said. “That’s in the morning.”

Mark gave her a nod and was gone.

Alone in the closed bakery, still fuming over everything that had happened, Jackie began to pace the unaffected black and white tiled floor. Did he tip that tray intentionally? Had he really not known she worked there? She chewed on her fingernail. Then she shook her head.

What did it matter? Jamaica had hired him. It was too late to do anything but deal with the consequences of that action.

A crunch underfoot brought Jackie back to the situation at hand. With a sigh, she headed for the mop closet, intent on cleaning up the mess and getting the hell out of the shop. But all the while, her mind worked on how she would handle Mark, the best bread baker in her pastry arts program and her former boyfriend.

****
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The familiar log cabin came into view. Mark breathed a sigh as he parked his old Dodge Ram Quad Cab beside the battered Jeep CJ7. You swore to yourself you’d never return. He cut his pickup’s engine and sat staring at the grayed logs stacked so precisely. The only sign of life was the light smoke seeping from the chimney top. That and the presence of his brother’s Jeep gave evidence Joe was home. Mark sucked in a deep breath, grabbed his duffel bag, and headed for the heavy wooden front door.

The side of his fist hit the solid oak with a thud. Mark winced and frowned as he rubbed his hand. His eyes searched for a doorbell. None. Several more times he struck the door, each time feeling his blood pressure increase in proportion to the pain level in his hand.

The door cracked open a couple inches.

“Joey, it’s me.” Mark called out as he tried to shove his hiking-boot-clad foot between the door and the jamb.

“No. Not again.” Joe’s voice whined as he tried to slam the door shut. But Mark’s hand and boot tip prevented it.

“It’s temporary.”

The two brothers wrestled with the door until Mark threw all his bulk against it, knocking Joe aside and the door open. He skirted past his brother, lying on the floor shaking his head.

“Why do you always end up here? Why my place? You have another brother and a married sister. What’s wrong with their houses?” Joe argued as he got to his feet and followed Mark into the living space of the one-room cabin. “You know there’s no space for you here.”

Mark dropped his duffel bag beside the couch and sat down. His head drooping, eyes closed. “That was six months ago when I stayed here. I’m working downtown.”

Leaning against the couch, Joe crossed his arms over his chest. “You found a job in Fulton River? I thought you were working in the Berkshires somewhere, grinding grain or some such.”

“I was milling fresh flour from fresh grain and making bread with it.” Mark scratched the nape of his neck. “It’s my skill. My career.”

“You call baking bread a skill?”

Mark’s eyes narrowed and his lips pinched. He stomped into Joey’s kitchen, crashed around searching in cupboards until he returned with a bag of flour and a glass of water. He held both out. “If it’s so easy, bro, go for it. Make a loaf of bread. I’ll wait.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not the one who’s being ridiculous. I spent a lot of money learning professional and commercial baking. And a lot of years honing that craft.”

“So, what happened. With the last job?”

“It ended as it always does.” Mark shrugged and flopped against the couch back.

His brother raised his hands pleadingly to heaven before dropping them again. “Jesus, Mark. When are you going to learn? You can’t walk in and change things to your liking. Not when you’re the low man on the totem pole.” When he got the one-finger salute from Mark, Joe walked away.

“I didn’t like the rules. And it got boring. So shoot me.” 

“You’re just like Dad. Always looking to be the boss and getting fired for it. Sound familiar?”

Scowling, Mark brought the flour and water back to the kitchen. “I try to make things better. They don’t understand my motive is in their best interest.” He returned with two beers, handing one to Joey. “I realize I’m homeless yet again. But I don’t have his alcohol abuse issues.”

Joe eyed the beers and gave his brother a stink eye. “Are you sure?” Then broke out a smirk.

“I’m not the one with a fridge full of beer.”

“I work in a brewery, and I get a discount. Answer the question.”

”Yeah, I’m sure.” Mark stared at his bottle a second before he set it down on the nearest end table. When Joe didn’t respond, Mark added, “It’s temporary.”

“What? Your stay? Hell yeah!”

“Well, yes that, and the job too. It’s only six to eight weeks.”

“Don’t you own a tent? Can’t you live in that for the duration since it’s temporary?”

“It’s buried in my storage unit with everything else I own. I forgot to take it out before I moved my apartment contents into the unit.” 

Joe rolled his eyes. “And if you don’t find something else when it’s over?” He crossed his arms over his chest again and waited.

“Have some faith, would ya?”

Joe paced from wall to wall. “Faith? You want me to have faith?” His voice rose an octave at the question. “In you? The only thing I can reasonably have faith in is that you’ll end up on my doorstep again looking for a place to stay.” He stopped in front of the kitchen sink and stared out the window. “And that you’ll stay longer than you let on.”

Mark’s already heavy heart sank deeper. Joe was right. He’d stayed here far more often than he wanted. But he couldn’t keep a job only for a paycheck. Maybe half the population could do that, blindly go to work at a job they despised, working with people they loathed, for bosses they hated. He wasn’t one of them. He wanted respect. Respect for his skills, his knowledge, and his work. And a paycheck to match—with benefits. He desperately wanted benefits.

As if reading his thoughts, Joe asked, “Could this go permanent?”

“Maybe. I’m covering for someone on maternity leave.”

“So, if she doesn’t come back?”

“Yeah, I thought of that. I could be hired on to stay.”

“Bennies?”

“Vacation, holiday, and sick time paid. No insurance or pension. Not for temporary or part-time staff.”

Joe hitched his head. “Well, it’s an improvement over your last job’s benefits.”

“What benefits?” Mark smirked.

Laughing, Joe nodded. “Exactly my point.” He looked at his brother thoughtfully. “Go on, settle in. You know where.” He grabbed Mark’s arm and got nose to nose with him. “This is the last time, man. You’re my brother and I love you, but this has to stop. There will not be an open door next time.”

“Thanks bro, you’re the best.” He clapped Joe on the shoulder, picked up his duffel bag, and headed for the loft ladder.

“Oh, one more thing” Joe grabbed his arm, stopping him. “I have a hot date Saturday night. Make yourself scarce that night. Capisce?”

“All night?”

“If a red bandanna is hanging on the outside doorknob, I don’t want you inside this cabin until noon the next day. Or I’ll reconsider our arrangement.”

“Right.” 

Mark climbed the ladder to the loft. The space was so small he couldn’t even stand. Crawling on the rough-hewn pine boards on his hands and knees, he tucked his bag beneath the window. An old pool raft lay deflated where he’d left it last time he was here. After wiping the dust off the valve stem with his sleeve, he blew it up, only to have it deflate as soon as he sat on it. Purchase number one: new inflatable pool raft.
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CHAPTER THREE
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When Jackie turned off the automatic mixer kneading the rye bread dough, she heard the telephone ring. She glanced at her watch. It was 3:32 am. First day of work and he was late. She sighed heavily, her eyes blurry and her patience thin from not enough sleep. How could she sleep after all the upsets that had transpired in the last twenty-four hours? Jamaica going into labor two weeks early. Jackie didn’t know much about being pregnant, but she knew early deliveries were not a good thing. Plus, she didn’t get put in charge of pastries like she wanted, she was now responsible for the entire bakery. Everything from staff to purchasing supplies, maintaining stock, quality control, scheduling. About the only thing she didn’t have to do was write paychecks though she would have to call in hours to the accountant. And this instantaneous hiring of Mark Zutka. 

It had taken years to get over the sorrow and humiliation of what happened between them eight years ago. In all that time, she hadn’t seen or heard from him after he walked out on her. Now she was supposed to teach him the bread baking schedule and supervise him until Jamaica came back? If she came back? After wiping her floury hands, she flung the dish towel over her left shoulder and answered the phone trying to keep the fury out of her voice. “Jam Bakery.” 

“Are you going to open the door and let me in or let me stand here another half-hour?” Mark’s voice bellowed through the receiver.

“You haven’t been waiting outside for half an hour, I’ve been checking the door, waiting for you.” The flare of anger rose up in her gut, flying out in her tone. 

“Did you check the front door?” Mark drawled. 

Jackie sighed, furious with herself. No, she hadn’t been checking the front door of the bakery. She’d assumed he would park behind the building and seek entry through the back door. “Hang on; I’ll be right there.”

She yanked the towel off her shoulder and slammed it onto the stainless-steel table top as she put down the phone. Striding through the swinging doors brought her into the sales part of the bakery. There, silhouetted at the door by the moonlight, was Mark Zutka. Damn! 

A quick walk across the shop brought her to the door. “You’re late,” she said through the glass door. She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, her weight balanced solidly between both her feet.

“On the contrary,” he replied, “I’ve been standing here for thirty minutes. Are you going to open the door, or not?”

Jackie flipped the deadbolt and gave the door a shove.

Mark caught it as it flew open, before it could smack into the side of the building.

“Follow me.” Jackie led him behind the sales counter to the door of the kitchen. She eyed him up and down. “In
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