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A CUP OF SILVER LININGS


“Like tea, a new Karen Hawkins book is always a good idea. A visit to Dove Pond, where the real magic lies in forgiveness and acceptance, is balm to my readerly soul. Write the next book quickly, please!”

—KJ Dell’Antonia, New York Times bestselling author of Reese’s Book Club pick The Chicken Sisters

“Full of heart, A Cup of Silver Linings offers up the perfect blend of family, forgiveness, and healing. With quirky, lovable characters and abundant small-town Southern charm, I enjoyed every minute spent in Dove Pond, where life is truly magical.”

—Heather Webber, USA Today bestselling author of Midnight at the Blackbird Café

“A novel of loss, love, and letting go that holds magic for the residents of Dove Pond and for readers who believe that sometimes miracles really do happen.”

—Nancy Thayer, New York Times bestselling author of Family Reunion

“With an eccentric cast of characters, Hawkins has written a charming mix of romance, light fantastical elements, and small-town fun…. Recommended for readers looking for a cozy, bighearted read.”

—Booklist

“The beauty of Hawkins’s writing is that even when it moves into the magical—and rest assured that it does—the emotions of the characters are authentic. Every scene, no matter how far from daily reality, is rooted in kindness and friendship, the belief we can all be better, and the hope that starting over is possible. A Cup of Silver Linings is the perfect way to spend an afternoon, teacup in hand, dreaming about what could be.”

—Manhattan Book Review

“The literary equivalent of warm custard or fuzzy socks…. For readers who enjoy the warmth and Southern authenticity of Fannie Flagg novels mixed with a dollop of Sarah Addison Allen–style magical realism.”

—The Augusta Chronicle
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A LibraryReads Pick

A SIBA Okra Pick

A Woman’s World Book Club Pick


“Entrancing! Fans of Practical Magic and Garden Spells will love this book.”

—New York Times bestselling author Susan Andersen

“Hawkins has created a delightfully quirky town…. Reminiscent of Sarah Addison Allen, Abbi Waxman, and Fannie Flagg, this is a great summer read for those who love small Southern towns filled with magic.”

—Booklist

“This heartwarming story by Hawkins will delight fans of cozy romantic fiction with its quirky characters and charming small town.”

—Library Journal

“Take a sleepy Southern town known for its barbecue, two fiercely independent women, and a truly magical friendship, and you have the elements of Karen Hawkins’s latest novel.”

—The Augusta Chronicle

“I didn’t ever want it to end!”

—Maddie Dawson, bestselling author of Matchmaking for Beginners

“A tale of friendship and family and love in all its forms, of taking chances and starting over, of opening your heart and finding who you were always meant to be. Toss in a touch of magic, and prepare to be enchanted.”

—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Mariah Stewart

“Brimming with enchanting charm…. A heartwarming and mesmerizing testament to the power of a good book.”

—Woman’s World

“Set in a small Southern town filled with both extraordinary and ordinary magic, this novel sparkles with quirky, endearing characters, dialogue, and setting. Fans of women’s fiction will love this sometimes whimsical, often insightful, always absorbing story.”

—Shelf Awareness

“A story about a quirky Southern borough filled with eccentric characters and bizarre happenstance, which the locals label magic.”

—All About Romance
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To Nate, a.k.a. Cap’n Hot Cop.

If I had a penny for each time you made me laugh, that pile of pennies would dwarf Mt. Everest.

Thank you for being there. For being present.

And for all the hugs and laughs.

Thou and I, my love.
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Baking is love. Every carefully measured teaspoon, every delicious dash of spice, every tantalizing aroma, is a gift of pure sensory passion.

The Book of Cakes, p. 13

Written: 1792–2019



It’s a sad fact of life that in very large, very noisy families filled with big personalities, it’s possible for a quieter, more solitary child to get lost. During her seventh year, Ella Dove was that child. It was the year after her father died, and Ella was deeply, deeply unhappy. So unhappy that one day, she decided to run away from home.

Ella loved her momma and, yes, all six of her usually annoying sisters. But before she was born, her four older sisters had paired up—Madison and Alexandra, Taylor and Cara. They were each other’s closest, best friends. Then Ella was born. And as patterns had already formed, she became the leftover child.

A few years later, Ella had gotten super excited when Momma and Daddy announced there was another baby on the way. Ella had hoped that her new sister would become her best friend, but it didn’t happen. Ava hated being indoors and was flower-crazy from the time she could crawl. Meanwhile, Ella preferred the coziness of the kitchen, where she and Dad made the meals for their growing family.

Of all the Dove girls, Ella was closest to their father, who’d made her his “special assistant” in the kitchen. Ella knew that in some families, mothers did the cooking, but Dad used to say that Momma had her hands full raising so many children and that the least he could do was cook. He was really, really good at it too, and created the most amazing meals for them. The hours Ella spent with her dad in the kitchen were some of the happiest of her life.

Which was why, after he died, Ella was left with a void in her heart that was so big, she feared she might fall into it and be lost forever. Loneliness, by itself, is a horrible, wretched state of affairs. But loneliness in the middle of a crowd is a million times worse. And Ella felt every inch of its brutal weight. It was only made harder a few months later by the arrival of baby Sarah. Although Ella and the rest of the family doted on Sarah, her arrival made Ella all the more aware of their dad’s absence.

One day in late January, after a particularly difficult day at the end of an especially horrible week, Ella dumped her textbooks and school papers out of her bright orange backpack and refilled it with clothes, a toothbrush, her dad’s favorite cookbook, and what little allowance she’d managed to save.

She had a plan, of a sort. She’d walk to the bus stop at the edge of town and use the $12.50 she’d saved from her weekly allowance to buy a ticket to take her as far away as possible. She loved her family, but a new place would give her a fresh start.

So, with her book bag slung across her shoulders, she headed down Elm Street and then turned onto Main, her breath puffing white as the skies turned gray. To her irritation, her book bag seemed to grow heavier with every step. Worse, by the time she reached Pickens Bridge Road, it had started to snow, the icy wetness freezing her chin and nose.

Ella lowered her head and set her jaw. If I can just make it onto the bus, I can—

“Ella Dove! What are you doing?” Aunt Jo leaned out the window of her old Chevy. Snow fell inside, melting as it landed on her round black cheeks and bright red coat. “It’s snowing!”

Ella’s heart sank. “Aunt Jo” wasn’t Ella’s real aunt. That was just what everyone in town called her. Since Dad’s death, Aunt Jo and Momma—who’d always been close—had gotten even closer. Momma said Aunt Jo made an art out of being where she was most needed. “Momma sent you.”

“Of course she sent me! She can’t leave your sisters alone just to come looking for you, especially now that she has the baby. You know that.”

Ella fisted her hands around her backpack straps. “You can’t make me go back.”

Aunt Jo’s expression softened. “Ella girl, it’s been a tough year for you and your family. I know that. But running away won’t make things better.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do know that.” When Ella didn’t move, Aunt Jo sighed. “At least do it when the weather’s better.”

Ella had to admit she was cold and tired, and her pack felt as if it were filled with rocks.

Aunt Jo hit the unlock button and jerked her head toward the passenger side. “Get in. Your poor momma has enough on her plate right now without this.”

Ella’s lips quivered. “She’ll be better off without me.”

“You don’t believe that, and neither do I. Come on, Ella. The Moonlight Café just called in an order, so I need to get home and start baking, and I’m not leaving until you come with me.”

Momma had always said that if Aunt Jo had enough bakery orders, she could get out of the housekeeping business that was so hard on her aging back and knees, so Ella knew how important this order was. Defeated, her eyes burning from both the snow and the weight of her own sadness, Ella trudged around to the other side of Aunt Jo’s car and got in. They were soon on their way, creeping along the slick streets.

“So.” Aunt Jo slanted Ella a direct look. “What’s going on? Did you have a fight with one of your sisters?”

“No.”

Aunt Jo didn’t look convinced. “Did your momma say something that upset you? You know she hasn’t been herself of late.”

Ella knew Momma was having a rough time. Everyone in town was talking about how sad it was that now that Dad was gone, Momma’d had to have baby Sarah alone. But Momma hadn’t been alone. Ella and her sisters were there, and they were all helping with the new baby. “It wasn’t that.”

“Then what was it? What sent you out into this horrible weather?”

There were so many reasons. She felt alone and lost, which seemed easy enough to say, but whenever she tried to explain herself, her words seemed to tangle up.

Aunt Jo’s gaze flickered over Ella’s face. Ella didn’t know what Aunt Jo saw there, but she suddenly said, “You miss your daddy.”

Ella could handle anything but sympathy. Her eyes burned even more, and she feared that if she let herself cry, she might never stop.

Aunt Jo turned her attention back to the road, although it was obvious the older woman was thinking. Finally, she slowed the car to a stop, the wheels sliding a little in the snow. “Tell you what. If your mom says it’s okay, how about spending the night at my house?”

It was tempting. Outside, the snow pelted the car, the frosty ice flakes hitting the window. Why not go to Aunt Jo’s house? It was better than going home, where Ella would just feel miserable all over again. “I would like that.”

“Good. Let’s go before these roads get worse.” Aunt Jo put the car back into gear and slowly turned it around.

They reached Aunt Jo’s soon enough, a larger-than-it-seemed butter-yellow clapboard house, frosted with snow, that sat beside a huge oak tree at the edge of town. Aunt Jo pulled two shopping bags out of the back seat and then bumped the car door closed with one of her generous hips. Ella collected her book bag and followed Aunt Jo inside.

“Stay on that mat,” Aunt Jo ordered as she shrugged out of her red coat. “You’re wetter than a cat dunked in a pond. I’ll get you a towel.”

Ella dropped her book bag beside the door, hung her soggy coat on the hook next to it, and took off her boots. Madison always said Aunt Jo’s house was as colorful as a box of crayons. She wasn’t kidding; every room was a different color. The living room was a bright, warm shade of peach, the hall yellow, and the dining room green. Added in was a colorful assortment of chairs, pillows, and rugs. It really is like a box of crayons.

But as pretty as it was, the best part of Aunt Jo’s house was that it smelled like vanilla pound cake. Ella closed her eyes and took a deep breath, soaking in the delicious scent.

Aunt Jo came back downstairs and handed Ella a towel. “Dry your hair. It’s gone rat’s nest on you.” She chuckled, her warm brown eyes twinkling. “Your oldest sister would be horrified.”

Even before Dad died, Madison had started getting weird about her appearance, which had turned her into a harsh critic of her less interested sisters. Ella dried her hair with the towel. “She’s always cranky.”

“It’s been a tough year for all of you, especially your poor momma. She’s raising you and your sisters by herself, and doing it while they’re finding out about their—” Aunt Jo clamped her mouth closed and cast a wary glance at Ella.

Ella had seen that cautious look all too often lately. The Doves weren’t like other families. Everyone knew that whenever the Dove family had seven daughters, they developed abilities that would allow good things to happen to their little town. Dad had told stories about their ancestors doing just that, which had delighted Ella and her sisters.

Her favorite was about the great wheat shortage of 1872, which had been caused by an invasion of cutworms, dark and hungry insects. At the time, the Dove family had had seven daughters and one of them, Emily Anne, had had the ability to draw songbirds to her like moths to a flame. Everywhere she went, birds fluttered nearby, singing their songs from the trees overhead and trilling their secrets outside her bedroom window.

At the request of the town, Emily Anne was sent out to skip through the fields of wheat, and her songbird friends fluttered after her, snacking on cutworms as they went. The rest of the South might have been devastated by the wheat shortage, but not Dove Pond.

Dad had dozens of stories like that, and Ella and her sisters used to beg him to repeat them. Now that he’d passed, Momma had taken on that job, sharing the history of the Dove family as if she’d been born into it. Aunt Jo had helped. She was one of the biggest believers in the Dove family lore, and she often said she hadn’t been a bit surprised when, directly after Sarah’s birth, all four of Ella’s older sisters had discovered their special abilities.

Madison could tell how a person felt with a single touch. Alex could calm a wild animal simply by humming, while Tay could tell all sorts of things about a person just by holding something they’d written. Then, just last week, Cara had realized she could read people’s romantic futures, prompting Aunt Jo to call her a “love guru.”

Meanwhile, nothing unusual had happened for Ella, which was agonizing. Momma didn’t seem worried and had pointed out that neither of Ella’s younger sisters had yet found their special abilities either. They all would, Momma had said—it just took time. Still, Ella couldn’t help but wonder. She wasn’t like her sisters. Not even a little. What if she wasn’t special and they were?

Suddenly tired, Ella sighed and half-heartedly continued to dry her hair with the towel.

“When you’re done, come to the kitchen.” Aunt Jo retrieved her shopping bags and headed for a red swinging door. “I’ll call your momma and let her know you’re here.”

The door hadn’t yet stopped swinging when Ella heard the older woman on the phone. Ella tossed the damp towel over a chair and went into the kitchen just as Aunt Jo set her phone aside and started unpacking her shopping bags. The kitchen was even more colorful than the other rooms. The walls were a light turquoise, the cabinets green, and the linoleum a dull gold, while the counter was a breathtaking ocean blue. Here and there sat colorful crockery and glassware. The whole room made Ella think of peacocks.

She slid onto an empty stool at the counter. “What are we making?”

“Two kinds of scones—cranberry-and-pecan, and vanilla with vanilla bean icing—a buttermilk pie, and ten pieces of apple cake with caramel drizzle.” Aunt Jo pulled out some mixing bowls. “You always helped your dad in the kitchen, so you can help me.”

“He taught me how to follow a recipe.”

“Then you’re an expert.” Aunt Jo dragged a stool to the counter. “Let’s get to work.”

The next hour flew by. Aunt Jo’s kitchen was warm, organized, and purposeful, much like the woman herself. Ella found herself sinking gratefully into that organized warmth, which was accompanied by the delicious scents and tastes of cinnamon, sugar, and toasted pecans.

“This caramel needs watching.” Aunt Jo gave the scones in the oven a last look before she slid the stool beside the stove for Ella. “When the thermometer reaches 345 degrees, call me. I have to take it off the eye at 345 ’cause it’ll cook a little longer before we cool it with the vanilla mixture.” She reached into the refrigerator, poured some cream into a measuring cup, and then added a pinch of salt and a strong dash of vanilla from a mason jar. “We’ll add this when it’s ready. While you watch the caramel, I’ll peel the apples for the cake.”

Aunt Jo left Ella at the stove, chatting over her shoulder as she worked, rambling about how proud she was of her homemade, moonshine-based vanilla. Every minute or so, she’d come to the stove, pick up the pan, and slowly swirl the caramel. “You have to swirl it low and slow, see? If you get the caramel on the cooler sides of the pan, it’ll crystalize and—” A beeper sounded, and she replaced the pan on the burner and pulled the scones from the oven, which caused the room to flood with the scent of vanilla. Still chatting, Aunt Jo went to slide the scones onto a cooling rack while Ella turned her attention back to her task.

The caramel, a beautiful golden pool in the silver pan, sent up faint curls of steam that tickled Ella’s nose. Somehow, she found herself drawn to the spices in the rack beside the stove. She reached over and trailed her fingers over the jars, the glass cool under her fingertips. As she touched the final jar, a tingle zapped her fingers. She yanked her hand back and stared at her fingers, and then looked back at the jar. What was that?

She slowly reached up again. The second her fingers touched the smooth glass, her fingers zapped again, and her heart started racing. She didn’t pull her hand away but picked up the jar and read the label. Cardamom, it said. She twisted off the lid and sniffed cautiously.

Instantly, a sweep of elation ran through her, and she knew without question that the caramel needed this spice. Not much. But enough.

She glanced over her shoulder at Aunt Jo and wondered if she should ask permission first, but Aunt Jo was balanced rather precariously on a stepladder as she slid her jar of vanilla back into a cabinet. She was talking to herself, too, planning the next steps for the apple cake.

Ella turned back to the stove and, without giving herself time to question it further, sprinkled a pinch of cardamom over the caramel.

Instantly, the aroma changed, the delicious scent deepening. Ella’s smile widened as she replaced the cardamom in the rack, a deep peace settling over her like a warm blanket. For one blissful moment, she knew without a doubt that everything was exactly how it should be.

Smiling, she glanced at the thermometer. “This is ready.”

Aunt Jo was there in a second. She turned off the heat and slid the pan to a trivet. With a smooth, practiced move, she added the waiting cup of cream, vanilla, and salt she’d readied earlier. She stirred it all together and then poured the entire mixture into a waiting bowl to cool.

Ella cut a stealthy glance at Aunt Jo. She didn’t notice—

Aunt Jo frowned. She bent down and sniffed the caramel. Her eyes narrowed. “Ella Dove, what have you done?”

Oh no. Swallowing hard, Ella reluctantly pointed to the cardamom jar.

Aunt Jo’s eyebrows lowered. “You don’t add things without asking.”

“I know, but—” Ella gave a helpless shrug. “It was needed.”

Grumbling loudly, Aunt Jo fished a spoon out of a drawer. She took a small scoop of the caramel and blew on it, muttering, “I should have been watching,” between breaths. After the caramel had cooled enough, she slid the spoon between her lips.

Her eyebrows knitted as her gaze returned to Ella. “How much did you add?”

Ella mimicked a pinch.

“Well, I’ll be. It’s good.” Aunt Jo licked the spoon as she shook her head in wonder. “Perfect, even. You have a gift for flavors. I—” She chuckled, her gaze suddenly soft. “My momma used to make chocolate-covered caramels when I was a tiny thing. She made them every Easter and the whole house would smell like this. Like happiness.”

As Aunt Jo smiled, Ella’s heart eased even more. Somehow, she knew the gentle memory was because of the cardamom.

“I declare, but I haven’t thought of that in years.” Aunt Jo gave a final chuckle and dropped the spoon onto the counter. “I remember those days so well now. The memories are so vivid, so real. It almost feels like I’m really there, like I’m hearing her voice and smelling that—” Her gaze fell on Ella, and she stopped, her eyes widening. “Ella! We may have found your special ability.”

Ella blinked, her mind jangling with a thousand thoughts. Maybe, just maybe, she was special after all.

One of Aunt Jo’s timers rang and they were pulled back into the rhythm of their baking. They spent the next hour finishing up, every moment busy and peaceful. Afterward, Aunt Jo made them grilled cheese sandwiches from homemade sourdough bread and thick slices of cheddar. While they ate, Ella thought about all the things she might be able to do with her gift, and wondered what it might mean for her future.

Later that night, after the Moonlight’s order had been wrapped and the kitchen cleaned, Ella put on the big T-shirt Aunt Jo had lent her to use for pajamas. Too excited to sleep, Ella had leaned against the guest room window. She pressed her cheek to the cold glass, her breath making a perfect circle of fog. Something had changed. She still missed Dad, but the emptiness had lessened. In its place was the promise of something new, a beginning of a sort. In Aunt Jo’s kitchen, Ella had found her place.

When she grew up, she would bake things in ways no one ever had, and people would pay her hundreds of dollars just to taste her desserts. Then she’d be free to travel and find real happiness somewhere out there in the world. Somewhere away from the memories that weighed her down here in Dove Pond.

But she had a lot to learn before that time came. Stifling a yawn, Ella turned from the window and climbed into the soft, creaky bed. She snuggled into the pile of pillows and pulled the blankets up to her chin. For now, she’d enjoy being here, in Aunt Jo’s house, which was filled with warmth, a jumble of bright colors, and the delicious smell of caramel apple cake.
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Food brings people together, warms the heart, and feeds the soul.

The Book of Cakes, p. 21

Written: 1792–2019



Ella Dove came home on a lazy, scorching, bee-buzzed evening. As she turned her rental car off Interstate 40, her phone rang. Sighing, she hit the answer button on her car screen. “Hi, Tiff. What’s up?”

Tiffany Harper, a fresh-faced social media whiz, had been Ella’s assistant for five years now. Tiff and her team of production experts were worth every penny of the hefty amount Ella paid them too. “Are you home yet?” Tiff asked in her way-too-perky voice. No matter the circumstances, she always sounded as if she were about to announce she’d just won the lottery.

“Almost.” Ella turned onto a small country road and rolled her aching shoulders. The last eighteen hours had been brutal. Just this morning, she’d stuffed as much as she could into her two largest suitcases, handed the keys to her Paris patisserie with its adorable apartment upstairs to its new owner, jumped into a cab, and headed for the airport. From there, she’d flown for ten long and bumpy hours to Atlanta, where she’d picked up the rental car Tiff had reserved, a feisty red Lexus. Now, after five hours of driving, Ella was almost home, jet-lagged to the bone, and already jonesing to leave. “I need a nap.”

“I bet,” Tiff said with sympathy. “But I thought you’d want to know that Matt from Ferndale Farms called. They’re worried about your content now that you’ve moved stateside.”

Ella grimaced. She would be so glad when her contractual obligation to Ferndale Farms was over. The name “Ferndale Farms” might make people think of cozy little farms set in the sunny countryside, but it was actually a huge multinational food syndicate. When Ferndale had bought her small Ella Dove Pie Company for a price she couldn’t refuse, they’d offered a huge bonus if she agreed to do a brand partnership with them for two years. In the beginning, the extra social posts had seemed harmless enough—especially because she already had Tiff and her team to help produce content for her growing accounts—but sheesh, Matt was a pain. “How much longer are we obligated to them?”

“Let’s see. This is August fifth, so… six months, one week, and two days.”

Ella smiled. “You knew I was going to ask.”

“Who wouldn’t? I told Matt his target audience—your over two million followers on the Gram and four million plus on TikTok—would love the new content. Small towns are ‘in’ right now.”

“It is a pretty town,” Ella admitted grudgingly.

“Charming. Speaking of content, what do you have planned? We need something fresh.”

“Content. Right. I’ll make a cake first thing tomorrow.” Just the thought of baking eased the tension in Ella’s shoulders. Tired as she was, her soul itched to get back into the kitchen. “Maybe a lemon pound cake.”

“And?” When Ella didn’t answer, Tiff sighed. “What do I always say about content?”

Ella tried not to roll her eyes and failed. “ ‘Cakes alone won’t do it. You have to share bits of your life, too.’ ” She hated that, but Tiff was right. The metrics didn’t lie.

To be honest, Ella couldn’t believe she could make so much money just by sharing videos of her making cakes mixed with casual glimpses of her so-called baking life. Ella had made a small fortune thanks to the sponsorships Tiff and her team had managed to line up, which had allowed her to develop her brand far more quickly than other bakers. “Maybe I could do a time lapse of me setting up the kitchen at my old house with my favorite kitchen tools.” At this very moment, a large yellow suitcase in the trunk of her car held her favorite cookbooks, three special aprons, a crazy-expensive Japanese knife, her favorite rolling pin, some unique cookie cutters, and more.

“Ohhh, that could be fun. Paul could do something cool with that.”

“Paul’s video editing skills are sick. He can make dust look interesting.” Ella would rather produce content at the old Dove home than wander around town anyway. Being a Dove in Dove Pond inspired the exact kind of expectations she hated. People watched her as if she might wave a wand and make all their dreams come true. Her magic was in her cooking, in making a cake that could allow a person to relive a prized, sometimes-forgotten memory. When compared to her sisters’ abilities, her magic seemed pretty tame.

“Terrific!” Tiff said. “And get some vid of your sister Ava’s Pink Magnolia Tearoom. I saw the website and it’s perfection.”

“Sure,” Ella said. “I’ll go down there tomorrow and—” There, right above her wrist, rested a vivid slash of pink strawberry frosting that hadn’t been there a second before. Her heart sank. Stupid frosting. She swallowed. “I’ll get that content to you ASAP.”

“Great. We can’t wait to see what you come up with.”

Ella ended the call and reached for her tote bag from where it sat on the passenger seat. She pushed aside a wrinkled newspaper, pulled out a napkin, and cleaned the frosting from her wrist.

She’d told Tiff she was coming home to take care of some family matters, but that was a lie. Over the past four months, she’d been plagued by annoying dreams in which she was chased by a giant, silver-papered cupcake with strawberry frosting. In every dream, the huge cupcake chased her through the tree-lined streets of Dove Pond to the highest point of Hill Street. The dream always ended with her standing alone and terrified in front of the Stewart house.

She might have been able to ignore those dreams, but every time she had one, sometime after the dream had ended, strawberry frosting would appear somewhere on her arms or legs. Sometimes it showed up as a plump rose, perfectly made, as if ready for a wedding cake. Sometimes, like just now, it showed up in a long, delicate curlicue. The frosting was always pink, always smelled like strawberry, and was always annoying. And it was why she’d come back to Dove Pond. There was only one person who might understand what was going on.

She turned her car down Main Street and fell in behind a faded blue pickup truck. The sun shimmered on the hot asphalt as a faint breeze rippled through the stifling air and flapped the red awnings that adorned the storefronts, the smell of heat, hay, and summer diesel hanging in the air. The early-evening sun warmed the small American flags still on the light poles from the July Fourth parade a month ago, and glinted off the plate glass fronts of the small stores she knew all too well.

People who didn’t know Dove Pond would see only the names of the businesses, but she’d grown up here. She knew Paw Printz was “Maggie and Ed Mayhew’s pet store” and the Ace Hardware was “Stevens’s hardware,” while the Moonlight Café was “Jules’s place” and had the best meatloaf on earth.

Ella slowed down as she passed her sister Ava’s new tearoom. The old brick building featured a beautiful wrought-iron bow window filled with colorful pastel canisters of Ava’s specialty teas. Ella absently wondered when she, or any of the other town residents, would drop the “new” part of “Ava’s new tearoom.” Probably never. The people of Dove Pond weren’t the sort to embrace change. That was one of the many reasons Ella had left. She loved change. It kept her from drowning in boredom.

Sadly, Ava and Sarah didn’t understand Ella’s aversion to sameness. Their unbridled enthusiasm for Dove Pond and everything in it was as irritating as their heavy-handed attempts to convince Ella and her other sisters to move back home. Together, the two were as subtle as a dump truck rolling downhill without brakes.

Ella reached the end of the street, but instead of turning onto Elm Street toward the Dove house, she headed in the other direction. At the edge of town, the houses were smaller, had less trim, and were much farther apart. Ella turned off a windy, narrow road and into the driveway of a familiar yellow house.

Aunt Jo sat on her front porch, her cane leaning against the windowsill near her chair, her chunky bulldog Moon Pie asleep at her feet. Her colorful dress of blue and pink flowers clashed with her fluffy purple slippers as she steadily snapped green beans from a brown paper bag into the yellow bowl in her lap.

Ella parked under the huge oak tree, grabbed her purse, and climbed out, the humidity stealing her breath. Whew. Paris got humid, but not southern US humid. She climbed up the stairs, loving that the porch floor was painted a deep aqua while the ceiling above was a familiar but welcome haint blue. “Good afternoon.”

“You’re late.” Aunt Jo dropped some green beans into the bowl in her lap. “I expected you last week.”

Ella dropped her bag beside a faded wicker chair and sat. “Sarah told you I was coming.”

“She never said a word.” Aunt Jo snapped a bean in half with a bit more force than necessary. Although she was sitting in the shade, she shone with dampness, the humidity dewy on her dark skin. “You Doves aren’t the only ones who know things.”

Ella nodded toward the two glasses of lemonade sitting on the side table. “I hope one of those is for me.”

“One is. This heat is something else.” Aunt Jo pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her shiny brow, her eyes twinkling. “They say the water’s so hot in Lake Fontana that the fish are jumping into boats fully cooked.”

Ella laughed and took a sip of the lemonade. The drink was the perfect combination of tart and sweet. No one knew flavors better than Aunt Jo. “Don’t order lemonade in France. You’ll get a nasty beverage called citronade.”

“France.” Aunt Jo made a face. “Why did you have to move there, anyway?”

“A lot of reasons. It’s beautiful.”

Aunt Jo’s gaze moved past Ella to the large fields around them where yellow and purple flowers dotted the green rye grass. “It’s beautiful here, too.”

“I know, but—” Ella shrugged. “I just wanted more. Not money or fame, but more… happiness, I suppose.”

“You can’t move to happiness. You have to find it where you’re at so you can take it with you everywhere you go.”

Ella tamped down her impatience. As if it were that easy to “find happiness.” She forced a smile. “Plus I wanted to learn patisserie from the best.”

“I could have taught you everything you needed to know right here.”

Ella couldn’t argue with that. Aunt Jo had a remarkable understanding of pastry, which Ella hadn’t truly appreciated until she’d gone to cooking school and realized that, thanks to Aunt Jo, she already knew most of the methods that were taught. Ella swirled the lemonade in her glass, an icy drop splashing onto her knee. “I wish I could have taken Momma to Paris. She would have loved it.”

Aunt Jo’s eyes grew shiny. Moon Pie lifted his head and looked at Aunt Jo, who bent down and gave him another pat. “I still miss your momma. We were as different as day and night but had a lot in common. That’s the mark of true friends. You’re different and yet the same.”

Ella couldn’t argue with that. Momma’d had a heart condition—which eventually took her—and it had made her quiet and slow-moving. Meanwhile, Aunt Jo was as loud and powerful as a freight train. When she laughed, her round belly shook like a TV Santa Claus, and she laughed often. But while the two women had been physical opposites, both had strong, determined spirits.

Aunt Jo took a deep drink of her lemonade, a trickle of water dripping off the bottom of the glass and landing perilously close to Moon Pie’s nose. “Your momma would have had a cow if she’d known some of her girls would up and move away.”

“Ava and Sarah are still here.”

“The rest of you aren’t.” Aunt Jo’s gaze narrowed. “Do you even keep in touch with your sisters? Enough to know what’s going on in their lives?”

“I know Ava’s new tearoom has been a huge success and that Sarah’s moved back in after their little tiff.” Which hadn’t been that little, although Ella and her other sisters had wisely stayed clear of the whole thing. “I also know that Sarah is dating the local sheriff, Blake McIntyre. It’s about time they finally admitted they liked each other.” Ella wasn’t sure what was going on with the rest of her sisters, which she didn’t want to admit. I should give them a call while I’m here. “Oh! I also heard that you’re judging the First Baptist Bake-Off this year. That surprised me. You’ve always said you haven’t seen crazy until you’ve seen First Baptist Bake-Off crazy.”

There were two churches in Dove Pond—the First Baptist Church and the First Methodist Church. Most people went to one or the other, and due to the limited citizenship of their small town, the competition between the two churches had grown into something fierce over the years. That had made the bake-off a rather contentious event. Ella shook her head. “How did they rope you into that? Besides, I didn’t think Bev Turnbull would ever give up her judge’s seat.”

“They caught her accepting a bribe. Twenty pounds of premium bacon.”

“Whoa! What a scandal.”

Aunt Jo nodded. “After an especially pointed sermon from Preacher Thompson about the evils of succumbing to enticements, she confessed all and resigned. After that, the preacher asked me to take over and I couldn’t say no.”

“Couldn’t pawn it off on someone else?”

“Who? You?” Aunt Jo pinned Ella with a stern look. “You being a celebrity chef and all might turn people’s attention away from the Bacon Bribery Scandal and focus on the actual competition.”

“If I was going to be in town, I’d do it. But you don’t need me, anyway; you’ll be a terrific judge.” Ella reached over and grabbed some beans from Aunt Jo’s paper bag and began snapping them, dropping them into the bowl as she finished. “Just look at you, saving the day, as usual. This town would be lost without you.”

Aunt Jo made a face. “It’s hard to say no to Preacher Thompson. He looks as if he might be Idris Elba and Halle Berry’s secret man-child.”

Ella raised her eyebrows. “Why haven’t I seen this guy?”

“Because you never stay long enough to visit new people, much less go to church. We could rectify that omission if you’re of a mind. Come with me this Sunday.”

That was only six days away. Hmm. If I stay an extra week, then I could legitimately miss my annual Thanksgiving visit and kill two birds with one stone.

Why not? It wasn’t as if she had anything else to do. She didn’t have much of a plan once she finished her mission here in Dove Pond. That was how she liked to do things. Overplanning took the fun out of life. Ella dropped another handful of snapped beans into Aunt Jo’s bowl. “Sunday is a date.”

Aunt Jo cut her a skeptical look. “Really?”

“Really. By the way, I brought you something.” Ella reached for her purse and pulled out a small package. She handed it to Aunt Jo.

“What’s this?” Aunt Jo undid the ribbon and opened the present. Inside the small box was a shiny cookie cutter. “This—why, this looks like my house!”

Ella nodded, pleased to see Aunt Jo’s smile. “We’re developing a line of Ella Dove kitchen utensils. I sent the company making our cookie cutters a picture of your house, and we’re going to include it in the line.”

“Well, well. That’s nice.” Aunt Jo placed the cutter back into the box and set it on the table at her elbow. “I’ve always loved this house.”

“Me too.” Ella grabbed some more beans from the brown paper bag at Aunt Jo’s feet and went back to snapping them. “I wanted to give you that present, but I had another reason for visiting. Aunt Jo, I need your advice.”

“Ask away. I like giving advice. It doesn’t cost much.”

Ella had to smile. “It’s weird, but I keep having this dream and it always leaves me feeling lost, somehow.”

“Oh?” Aunt Jo’s hands fell back into a steady rhythm as she scooped up beans, snapped them, and then dropped them into her bowl. “How often have you had this dream?”

“Dozens of times. And it’s always the same. I dream I’m here, in Dove Pond, and I’m being chased up Hill Street by a huge cupcake with strawberry frosting.”

“Does it catch you?”

“I don’t know. I always wake up before that happens. But every time I have the dream, I find strawberry frosting on me the next day when I’m wide awake.”

Aunt Jo’s hands froze in place, her eyes widening. “Ohhh, Ella. That’s not good.”

Oh no. That was not the reaction Ella’d been hoping for. “It’s just a weird dream, right?”

Aunt Jo set her bowl of beans to one side and leaned forward. “Your dream has crossed.”

An uneasy feeling clutched Ella’s stomach. “What do you mean ‘crossed’?”

“It’s moved from the dream world into reality. It expects you to do something.”

Great. Just great. “Do what?”

“The dream will tell you what. If you want your dream to go away and that frosting to stop showing up, then you have to do whatever the dream wants.”

Ella grimaced. “I was afraid of that.”

Aunt Jo’s eyebrows rose. “You know what the dream wants you to do.”

“Maybe. In the dream, I always end up in front of the Stewart house. Angela Stewart Harrington and I had a dustup a few years back. It must be that.”

Aunt Jo looked surprised. “You know Angela Harrington well enough to have had an argument with her? She’s almost as old as I am.”

“I went to high school with her grandsons, and they both played baseball, so I saw her when she’d come to town for team games. That’s why I recognized her when I ran into her a few years ago on Fifth Avenue, when I was in New York teaching for Le Cordon Bleu.”

“That’s a big city. That’s a chance meeting if there ever was one.”

“I know, right? Maybe she was homesick for Dove Pond or was just being kind, but she invited me to spend the weekend at her house in the Hamptons. We had such a great time that it became a ritual. I spent almost every weekend that summer at her house with her, her husband John, and her grandsons. Sometimes her daughter, Jules, was there too.”

Aunt Jo’s eyes narrowed. “I heard you dated Gray at some point. I think Sarah mentioned it, or maybe Ava.”

Ella shrugged. “He was at Angela’s house, which was how we started talking, but it was nothing serious. Angela’s the one I need to settle things with.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because of this.” Ella reached back into her purse and pulled out a wrinkled newspaper. She handed it to Aunt Jo, pointing to a picture.

Aunt Jo’s brow instantly furrowed. “That’s Angela’s second husband, John. He died a month ago.”

“It’s his obituary. He worked at the New York branch of a French bank. The article says Angela would be moving home to be with friends and family following the funeral.” Ella took the newspaper back and looked at the picture of the handsome white-haired man. “He was always kind to me when I visited.” She sighed and dropped the paper back into her purse. “About a week after I started having those dreams, that newspaper blew down the street and fell open to that exact page right at my feet.”

“Then you did the right thing, coming here. What did you and Angela argue about?”

“She accused me of stealing a family heirloom.”

Aunt Jo stiffened. “As if you’d do such a thing!”

“It made me furious, too.” Ella still got mad when she remembered that day. It had been late evening and she’d come downstairs with her suitcase, ready to go back to the city. Unlike her normal visits, it had been a less-than-fun Sunday, because that was the day she’d broken up with Gray.

Dating Gray had been a mistake, but at the time it had just seemed like a fun summer fling. Or at least, that was all it had been to her. She should have known better; he was more intense and emotional than the men she usually flirted with. But he’d had a smile that she couldn’t resist, and no man had made her laugh more.

On that day, still feeling a little down after facing Gray’s hurt expression when she’d ended things, she’d gone through the kitchen on her way out and had found Angela and Jules arguing, their faces red. On seeing Ella, Jules had given her a hard, cold look and then stormed away.

Ella had assumed Jules must have discovered that Ella had broken up with Gray, but then Angela, looking tired and dispirited, had asked, “Where is it?”

“Where is what?”

Angela’s mouth thinned. “The Book of Cakes has gone missing, and Jules is certain you took it.” Angela had nodded toward Ella’s suitcase. “Is it in there?”

Ella struggled to absorb the words. The prized possession of the Stewart family was an old, cherished cookbook filled with handwritten recipes from across the decades. Since most of the recipes were desserts, someone along the way had started calling it “the Book of Cakes” and the name had stuck. “Angela, I didn’t take your cookbook. How can you even say that?”

“Fine. Then prove it.” Angela, her back stiff, tapped her finger on the kitchen table. “Put your suitcase here. I want to see what’s in it.”

Ella simmered, but she yanked up her suitcase and dropped it on the table. “When you’re done, I expect an apology.”

Angela opened the suitcase. Besides clothes, Ella’s favorite rolling pin was there, as were copies of two recipes she’d brought for them to try, and her favorite apron, too. But there was nothing else. Angela shut the case, looking yet more weary. “It’s not there.”

“Of course it’s not. I can’t believe you’d think it would be.” Fuming, Ella snapped her suitcase shut. That was when Jules had burst back into the room.

It was obvious she’d been listening in as she descended on Angela. “Make her give it back! If she leaves, we’ll never see it again!”

“As if!” Ella yanked her suitcase off the counter. “I would never ever steal anything, much less a recipe book. Not from you, Jules, and definitely not from your mother, who is a close friend of mine.” She sent an accusing look at Angela. “Or so I thought.”

Angela turned red but didn’t reply.

“Then who took it?” Jules demanded, her voice shrill. “It’s gone and no one has been here but the family and you.”

“It wasn’t me! Angela, you know me. Tell her I would never do such a thing.”

Angela wasn’t able to look Ella in the eye. All she did was spread her hands on the empty counter in front of her as she slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry, Ella, but I have to agree with Jules. None of us would have taken it, which leaves you.”

That was it for Ella. “I didn’t, and wouldn’t, steal a cookbook or even a recipe from anyone. I’m not that sort of person. And if you don’t know that by now, then I’m done with all of you.” She turned on her heel and, suitcase in hand, headed out the door. She was so mad that the drive home was nothing more than a blur.

A week passed, and then two. Ella kept expecting a phone call with an explanation, if not an apology, but it never came. She didn’t make friends easily, and she’d felt an unusually close connection with Angela. The confrontation had left Ella surprisingly low.

So, after a series of slow days filled with teaching and even slower nights spent perfecting recipes, she was relieved when, three weeks later, she was offered a job in Paris at a world-renowned patisserie. The job wasn’t supposed to start for six more weeks, but as soon as she finished her final class, Ella packed her things and headed for France, desperate to put some space between herself and the weight of her thoughts. The whole thing was a mistake. How could anyone think that I—a pastry chef, no less—would steal a family cookbook? No one reveres a cookbook like a chef.

Realizing Aunt Jo was watching her with a concerned gaze, Ella forced a smile. “It was an ugly time.”

Aunt Jo scowled. “I hope you gave Angela a good what-for.”

“I told her the truth. That’s all I could do. After that, I left for Paris, and we never spoke again.”

“Ah. You left and so the situation was never resolved.” Aunt Jo clicked her tongue. “Still running away from your problems, are you? No wonder your dreams are pushing you around. You need some pushing.”

That wasn’t fair. Ella said stiffly, “It’s not my fault Angela accused me of stealing that silly cookbook—”

“Cookbook?” Aunt Jo’s eyed widened. “The Book of Cakes?”

“You know it?”

“Years ago, Jules made a buttermilk pie for the Ladies’ Club, and the recipe was in that book—I saw it sitting open on the counter. I only got a glimpse of it before she realized she’d left it out and whisked it away. It looked old.”

“The first recipe came from the seventeen hundreds. It’s an amazing collection,” Ella admitted grudgingly. “All of the Stewart women pick a page and add some words of advice along with their favorite recipe. Angela’s was for her hummingbird cake.”

“She makes a fine one.” Aunt Jo picked up her bowl of green beans and placed it back in her lap. “So you think your dream wants you to settle things with Angela.”

“That must be it. I’ve tried to call her, but the number I had is no longer in service. I called Jules too, but she hung up on me. Repeatedly.” Ella shrugged. “So I came here.”

“You were right to come here. Poor Jules has a full house nowadays. Mark still lives there and helps his momma run the Moonlight Café. He’s turning into a fine line cook. But then all the Stewarts are good cooks.”

Ella started to point out that Mark’s last name was Phillips and not Stewart, but then decided not to bother. His mother had worked at the family café from the time she was in high school on. Despite getting married later in life, the locals refused to accept her married name and continued to call her Jules Stewart and referred to her sons as “the Stewart boys.”

Aunt Jo shot Ella a look from under her lashes. “Grayson is back in town, too.”

Ella dropped her gaze to where the early-evening sun was slanting across the toes of her shoes, hoping Aunt Jo hadn’t seen how much that surprised her. One of the things she and Gray had had in common was a dislike for their tiny, smothering hometown, so she’d never expected to hear that he was in Dove Pond.

“He bought the old Morris farm off old Route 9,” Aunt Jo continued, “cows, sheep, and all. Jules says he’s doing some cutting-edge agricultural stuff out there, turning that farm into some sort of scientific food haven and growing things without soil. It sounds like a scam to me. He’s gotten all sorts of attention for it, though. The Raleigh news station did a whole segment on him and his farm.”

Ella shrugged. It didn’t matter if Gray was around or not. She needed to speak to his grandmother, not him.

Aunt Jo offered a green bean to Moon Pie. The bulldog sniffed it and then turned away. “Picky eater.” She placed the bean in front of him and then returned her attention to Ella. “It’s a pity you and Gray didn’t work out. I like him.”

Ella finished breaking the beans still in her lap and dropped them into Aunt Jo’s bowl. “You know I don’t like being tied down. It’s too much like work.”

“Real love is work; it just doesn’t feel like it. That’s how you know it’s real.” Aunt Jo pulled some more beans from the paper bag beside her chair and handed them to Ella. “Where will you go after you’re done here? Sarah says you sold your shop and apartment in Paris.”

Ella had no idea, but she wasn’t about to admit that to Aunt Jo. “I might write another cookbook. Or maybe I’ll open a new patisserie somewhere exciting. I’ve never been to Japan.”

Aunt Jo frowned. “What are you looking for, Ella? Adventure? Excitement? Love?”

Ella let her gaze wander from the porch to the fields shimmering in the breeze. The rye grass ran greenish-gold to the purple line of the mountains that encircled their little town. It was beautiful here. And safe, too. But safe wasn’t enough. Frankly, she wasn’t sure what was.

Suddenly restless, she finished the beans and dropped them into Aunt Jo’s bowl. “I should get going. Sarah and Ava will be waiting.” Ella collected her purse, then stood and kissed Aunt Jo’s warm, round cheek. “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

Aunt Jo gave Ella a quick, fierce hug. “It’s good to have you home.” The older woman released Ella and then shooed her away. “Get on with yourself. Your sisters will be wondering where you are. Tell them I said hi. And don’t forget about Sunday.”

“I won’t.” Ella headed off the porch to her car. Waving goodbye, she was soon on her way to Elm Street, where her sisters waited. It would be good to see them… or it would be, until the hounding began.

First thing in the morning, Ella would head to the Stewart house to talk with Angela, which would hopefully end those annoying dreams and frosting attacks. Ella could only hope she wouldn’t come face-to-face with Gray. Ugh. Why is nothing ever as simple as it should be?
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It all started two weeks ago when Angela Colewell Stewart Harrington took a tiny blue pill to help her sleep on a plane. She’d been mind-numbingly exhausted after months of tending to John, her second husband and first love. He’d been ill for more than a year, and when he’d died in his sleep, his hand entwined with hers, she’d been left emotionally whipped. But oh, how she’d loved him.

As tired and desolate as she’d been, the quiet hours she’d spent sitting at John’s side had forced her to do something she usually avoided—face the realities and failures of her own life. For years John had said that she needed to find a way to fix the shambled mess of her relationship with her daughter from her first marriage, Jules. He’d always believed that it was Angela’s duty as a parent to rebuild the bridges that time and old wounds had weakened.

After John’s death—the estate set in order, the Fifth Avenue apartment put on the market, and a list of updates for her beloved Hamptons house delivered to a trusted contractor—an exhausted Angela had set out to do just what John had told her to. She’d purchased a first-class ticket to Asheville, thrown some clothes into a suitcase, and headed to the airport, a small bottle of blue pills tucked into her purse.

She hated flying and it made her anxious, so Dr. Hodges always prescribed her a little something to make traveling easier. But this time, aware of how emotionally thin Angela was after her months-long vigil at John’s side, Dr. Hodges had initially refused to write the prescription. He’d suggested she wait a few more weeks before traveling, saying she would be in a better place after some rest. But Angela had refused, empowered by the thought of doing something that might make her dark-right-now future feel brighter and better. She’d been so adamant about visiting her daughter that the doctor had eventually relented. He’d written the prescription, warning her that the medication would make her sleep all the way to Asheville, and that she was not to drive for twelve hours. That wasn’t an issue for Angela. She no longer had her driver’s license, as she’d allowed it to expire when it became clear that she needed glasses, which was one prescription her vanity refused to allow her to fill.

As soon as she settled into her first-class seat on the plane, she took the pill, pulled down her silk eye mask, and tried to ignore the way the floor moved under her feet as they slowly rolled toward the runway. As usual, the pill’s effects were profound and immediate. She was asleep before takeoff.

Angela remembered nothing of the flight. She had vague memories of being shaken awake by a flight attendant, of numbly moving out of the way for a loudly beeping cart in the terminal, and then of watching the luggage carousel moving around and around and around and around until, oddly enough, her Louis Vuitton suitcase was the only one left.

When she went to collect her suitcase, she realized she was the last person from her flight standing in the area. But… had there been other people on the plane? Or had she imagined them? Was it possible she’d been alone this whole time? The idea was too complex for her to wrap her mind around, so she simply stopped thinking about it.

Staggering under the weight of her huge suitcase and large tote bag, she made her way to where a few taxis waited outside the small airport. It took her several tries and the promise of an insane tip before she found a driver willing to take her to Dove Pond. As soon as she was on her way, she sank into the back seat and closed her eyes, trying to think of the words that would convince Jules once and for all that although her mother had made mistakes, Angela had always, always loved her, and had never meant to hurt her.

This wasn’t going to be an easy task. Over the years, what had begun as a serious rift had grown into a distance that was canyon-wide in proportion. And Jules, bless her heart, had made things even more difficult by refusing to air her grievances, instead engaging with her mother in a blank, polite, and soulless way. Even though it was obvious Jules believed her mother had committed a lifetime’s worth of transgressions, she still did the minimum of what propriety demanded. Jules sent cards and gifts on the appropriate occasions, visited for a week each summer, and had never once interfered with her sons having a relationship with their grandmother. Angela was grateful for all of that.

But that was where it stopped. If Angela attempted to discuss anything personal with Jules, she’d stiffen and change the topic. And if Angela attempted to revisit that topic at any time, Jules would simply stand and leave, her silence deafening.

Jules never confided in her mother, never asked her advice, never shared a thought or a fear. They were pleasant acquaintances and nothing more. Jules had made sure of that by refusing to discuss the big events in her life. She rarely spoke about her husband’s death all those years ago, never shared her hopes for her children or her fears as an adult, and she’d never once mentioned her boyfriend of the past dozen years, a certain gentleman by the name of Joe Kavanaugh whom Angela had once run into as he was leaving the house. Gray and Mark laughed whenever Angela brought him up, saying everyone in town knew about their mother and Joe, but that Mom “liked her privacy.” It seemed that, over the years, secrecy itself had become a habit for Jules. Angela
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