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Chapter 1

Charlie

Monday: 12 Days to Christmas . . . 

Los Angeles

Charlie Goodwin drew a shaky breath and tapped furiously on her phone, the screen illuminating her face in the otherwise dark storeroom. She opened an app and searched for the emergency two-​minute stress-​release meditation. Once the soothing voice began, she closed her eyes and took another deep breath, trying to slow her frantic heartbeat. But all that did was bring the sharp scent of peppermint extract further up her nose and into her throat. Normally she loved the smell of peppermint and all Christmas-​related things. But this had been sabotage. She smelled like a giant candy cane—​and she wasn’t feeling very festive about it.

Her phone buzzed in her hand and she cracked an eye, glancing at the screen. Priya Basu, her friend and on‑set makeup artist.

Don’t let him get to you.

He’s a jerk and you’re YOU.

Priya was right. Sighing with frustration, Charlie leaned her head back against the wall. She whispered the mantra in time with her exhales and peppermint-​scented inhales: Don’t let him get to you.

Austin Nash. Someone she had a sour history with and her co‑host on the network reality baking show Sweet & Salty, which had run for two seasons but was slated to be replaced by a new show, called Bake My Day, after the holidays. The current Sweet & Salty special they were co‑hosting—​a twelve-​days‑to‑Christmas countdown, featuring twelve amateur bakers vying for the top spot and twenty-​five thousand dollars—​was meant to be festive and fun. However, Austin Nash left Charlie feeling more bah-​humbug than merry and bright. This holiday special was also Charlie’s last chance to impress the network executives and secure the Bake My Day hosting job, which would mean the end of having to share a stage with Austin Nash.

The two had known each other back in culinary school, where she’d discovered Austin was more cheater than chef after she’d caught him co‑opting one of her recipes as his own. But he was slick, and she could never prove it. After school Charlie headed to Paris for a coveted internship with a celebrated Parisian pastry chef, and Austin went to New York City and, really, she hadn’t thought of him again.

Charlie had been “discovered” by the formidable television producer Sasha Torres—​who was now her boss . . . and Austin’s. Sasha had come into Souci—​the L.A. hot spot where Charlie had made a name for herself as head pastry chef since her return from Paris. Charlie had been tasked with presenting Sasha’s table with the flambéed cherries the restaurant was known for. Sasha offered Charlie the “Sweet” hosting side of the reality baking show on the spot.

While it had meant giving up the security of Souci, Charlie had known it could lead to even greater, more exciting opportunities—​like the chance to be a solo host on a syndicated cooking show like Bake My Day—​becoming an established name in the culinary world. Maybe even have her own line of cookbooks. However, what a somewhat naïve but highly ambitious Charlie hadn’t realized when she said yes to Sasha’s offer was that she’d be sharing the stage with her culinary school nemesis, Austin Nash.

“Worst luck ever, Goodwin,” Charlie grumbled, momentarily pulled out of her meditation mantra as she thought back to that day, almost a year ago now. Apparently Austin had gotten the job because he was friends with the son of one of the network executives, yet he behaved as though he deserved to be there more than Charlie. From their first moment on set Austin had been deceptively charming and self-​assured, while Charlie was initially a nervous wreck—​television hosting had pushed her out of her comfort zone. And it didn’t hurt that, according to Sasha, Austin looked like a young Rob Lowe. With his impossibly perfect hair, chiseled jaw, and blue eyes with lashes for days, Austin became the “Salty” half of the duo, and it wasn’t long before things went south on set between the co‑hosts.

Initially Charlie had tried to give Austin the benefit of the doubt. Even if he proved as infuriating as he had been at school, Charlie was prepared to deal with it—​because this kind of opportunity didn’t come along every day. But it was soon clear Austin Nash had changed . . . and not for the better. For one, he had developed this particularly obnoxious routine where he would give shoulder massages while delivering condescending advice, regardless of whether either was wanted or warranted. “One more minute of boiling and that pâté à choux would have been sublime, Charlie. Next time.”

Things got even worse when the network announced the show that would replace Sweet & Salty—​Bake My Day. It would be a one-​host show—​which meant Charlie and Austin were now competing for one job. Plus, with a one-hundred-thousand-dollar grand prize, a recipe featured in a celebrity chef cookbook, and professionally trained participants, ​Bake My Day was going to make Sweet & Salty look like amateur hour.

No co‑host to have to share the spotlight with; no grating or witty banter between two people who really couldn’t stand each other; more freedom to spread her creative wings; and a lot more money, because Bake My Day had an impressive budget. Charlie wanted the job, and she deserved it. She was the better pastry chef, and it was no secret that, of the two of them, she was easier to work with. She had noticed Sasha’s eye rolls at Austin’s arrogance on more than one occasion.

Working with Austin had become mentally exhausting, and Charlie was glad the special would wrap soon. He was always getting on her case, then laughing it off and saying it was all part of his “Salty” persona. Today, she had been so distracted by him she’d delivered her lines in the wrong order—​something that never happened—​and just before she’d escaped to the stockroom to get her thoughts together, he had pounced on her momentary lapse.

“What’s up with you today, Charlie? A case of the Mondays?” He’d known they were still miked and that everyone, including Sasha, would hear. He then made a show of putting a hand on her shoulder and rubbing it, faking concern. “Don’t worry. I can pick up the slack. I have both our scripts memorized.”

Before Charlie could respond, let alone brush his hand away, the bottle of peppermint extract—​which Austin was supposed to have capped after measuring out a tablespoon for the candy cane truffles they were making—​tipped over, emptying quickly across the stainless-​steel worktable and soaking into Charlie’s skirt.

“Oh,” Austin said as Charlie jumped back, though too late. “Thought the lid was on tight. My bad.”

Charlie smiled wanly at him, curtly said, “It’s fine,” and then asked Sasha if they could take five. None of the contestants were on set; they were filming B‑roll so the timeline was more flexible—​although Sasha always ran things like they were trying to beat the clock. Charlie escaped to the storeroom, where they kept the pots, pans, and baking dishes, knowing she had only a few moments to try and meditate away Austin Nash.

It wasn’t working. Instead, along with her frustration, she felt something she hadn’t in a long time: Charlie was homesick. Starlight Peak, her hometown only a few hours north of Los Angeles, was so festive this time of year, with sugary snowcapped mountains as backdrop, and every home, shop, and street corner laden with Christmas decorations. Life in quaint Starlight Peak was so much simpler than city life. And the best part about her hometown? Austin Nash wasn’t there.

Suddenly, the storage room’s overhead fluorescent bulbs lit up with a flash. Charlie quickly pushed off the wall, dropping her phone to the ground. She and Austin’s new assistant, Nathan (she made it a habit to learn everyone’s names, no matter what their role on the show), stared at each other for a moment, the melodic voice coming from the meditation app on her phone the only sound in the room. Now focus on your shoulders . . . how much tension are you holding there . . . Breathe into your belly . . . Be aware of all the sensations in your body . . . 

Nathan sneezed—​likely the peppermint extract—​then cleared his throat, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He was obviously nervous to have interrupted the show’s “talent,” especially when she was clearly not having the best day. “Oh, uh, sorry, Ms. Goodwin. I didn’t realize—”

“Hi, Nathan. It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” Charlie picked up her phone and stopped the meditation. “And call me Charlie, okay?”

Charlie wondered about Nathan’s story, what his great L.A. dream was. This town was filled with a lot of ambition. It was rare to meet someone who wasn’t hustling a few jobs at least, hoping for their big break.

“Did Sasha ask you to come in here and get me?” Charlie asked.

“Well,” Nathan said, drawing out the word. “Kind of? But she also told me to season a few of the frying pans for the next segment.” He was shorter than Charlie, who stood about five-​seven without shoes, and he had to go up on his toes as he reached past the Christmas decorations for the nonstick enamel pans on the top shelf. That was when Charlie knew that whatever Nathan’s big dream was, it had nothing to do with cooking.

“We don’t season nonstick pans,” Charlie said, tucking her phone into the pocket of her skirt and rubbing her nose against another minty tickle. “The coating can crack.” She reached for one of the cast-​iron pans. “Here. Cast iron. The workhorse of the kitchen.”

Nathan took the pan from her, misjudging the weight and then cringing as he almost lost his grip.

“Nothing caramelizes like cast iron,” Charlie said, putting a hand under the pan until the assistant reset his grip. On the menu today was a cupcake variation of a pineapple upside-​down cake with a spiced bourbon sauce to keep it holiday themed, and Charlie knew the cast iron would be best to coax out the fruit’s sticky dark syrup, which was necessary to showcase the dessert’s complexity.

“Thanks, Charlie. Sasha said to grab a few.” Nathan reached up again for another of the cast-​iron pans, then turned back to her. “Can I just say? You’re so natural on camera. You’re really funny, too, you know? And the only one to suggest the cast iron instead—”

Charlie wasn’t sure exactly how it happened, but a second later the entire shelving unit—​where dozens of pans were stored—​was tipping over. There was a moment where Charlie thought she and Nathan would be able to stop the shelf’s trajectory, both of them putting their hands out to try and brace the metal unit. They might have been successful, if not for the pots and pans—​unanchored on the shelves—​obeying the dictates of gravity. The entire unit toppled toward them. Nathan shouted something she couldn’t hear above the calamitous noise of all that metal hitting the floor. Then Charlie felt a deep, sharp pain in her head before everything went black.

Charlie opened her eyes slowly. Someone was crying, but she couldn’t figure out who it was because she couldn’t make her eyes focus. She also had the worst headache of her life, and felt nauseated and fuzzy all over. She tried to lift her arm to her head, and then realized she was on the floor. Someone was holding her other hand—​the same person who was crying, it seemed. There were a lot of voices adding to the confusion. Charlie let her eyes close, wishing everyone would just stop talking.

“Charlie? Can you hear me? Charlie, babe, open those gorgeous brown eyes of yours.” Priya sounded panicked. Charlie wondered what had happened. “Let’s get these off you.” Charlie opened her eyes and glanced down to see what Priya was doing, which was to remove the swaths of fake holly and branches of snow-​crusted cranberries that lay across her skirt. Why was she on the ground, under a blanket of Christmas decorations?

“Priya, stop crying.” As Charlie’s vision improved, the makeup artist’s worried face finally came into view, only a few inches from her own.

“Oh my God! You’re okay. You’re okay.” Priya launched herself onto Charlie and held her in a bear hug. Then she pulled back and gently slapped her on her upper arm. “You scared the heck out of me!”

“Here. Help me up,” Charlie said, grabbing clumsily for her friend’s hands. This headache was like none she’d had before, and she gritted her teeth against the pain. As a relative nondrinker, she had felt pain like this only once before. Charlie and her identical twin sister, Cass (who handled alcohol much better than she did), had drunk two bottles of champagne the night before Charlie left for L.A. It had been the most miserable drive the next morning, with Charlie having to pull over multiple times on the trip from Starlight Peak to Santa Monica to be sick. She hadn’t touched champagne, or really any alcohol, since that day.

“Stay down a minute longer, Charlie,” a male voice to her right said. She turned to see the show’s medic—​whose name was escaping her but who had bandaged up one of the contestants yesterday after she’d flayed her palm with a knife trying to cut a mango. He had a daughter, and a dog with a funny name . . . What is his name?

Charlie was horrified to see all the faces leaning over her. Including Austin, who—​unlike the rest of the group—​appeared almost pleased. “What happened?” she asked.

Standing by Charlie’s feet, Sasha frowned. She glanced at the medic, who was feeling around Charlie’s scalp. Charlie’s high ponytail had been loosened and some wavy dark blond strands were in her eyes. She tried to brush them away, but the medic told her to stay still.

“You don’t remember?” Sasha asked.

Charlie tried to recall any sort of memory about why she was on the floor in the stockroom. Then she saw Nathan sitting against the wall, a bandage on his forehead and a sling on his arm. He looked worse than she felt. “Is Nathan okay?”

“An entire shelving unit of pots fell onto your head, Charlie! You could have died!” Priya was wringing her hands, her glossy plum-​colored nails going around and around. Charlie loved her friend, but she was known for her dramatic flair—​both with her makeup brushes and her personality. As claustrophobia crept in, Charlie wished everyone would leave so she could pull herself together in private.

But then Austin was back in her sight line, his handsome face annoyingly smug. “Sasha, I’ve had a lot of concussions in my day playing football, and you really shouldn’t mess around. We definitely want Charlie at her best, don’t we? She should be checked out at the hospital—​she took a pretty big bump to her head.”

Sasha nodded, then turned to the medic. “Sam, what do you think?” Sam! That was his name. Charlie felt momentarily energized by also remembering that Sam’s daughter’s name was Bernadette, and that she had named their dog Pancake after her favorite food.

“Sasha, I’m fine.” Charlie sat up, too quickly, and immediately wilted back against Sam as he braced her shoulders from behind.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Austin said. “Look, I can do the rest of the shots on my own. Then Charlie can go and get the care she needs.” Charlie did her best to glower at her co‑host, who feigned a worried expression she didn’t buy for a second.

“Probably not a bad idea,” Sam said, peering around to look into her eyes. “What day is it, Charlie?”

“Monday.”

“What’s the name of the show?” Sam asked.

“Sweet and Salty’s Twelve Days to Christmas Countdown,” Charlie said. “I’m okay. Really. Can I get up?”

“Let me help,” Austin said, reaching out a hand just as Charlie grabbed onto Sam’s arms and hoisted herself up. Priya swatted gently at Charlie’s full skirt, trying to rid it of the pixie dust.

“Come on,” Priya said. “Let’s fix your hair and makeup.”

“I really don’t think this is a good—” Austin began, but Sasha cut him off.

“Okay, everyone, let’s get back to work.” Sasha turned to Charlie, and said more quietly, “You don’t look great.”

“Thanks a lot,” Charlie muttered.

“Listen. Here’s the deal,” Sasha said. “You can finish these last few shots, and then you’re going to the ER. Nonnegotiable. And if you need tomorrow off, well, not ideal but we’ll work the shots around it. Got it?”

“Got it,” Charlie said, still trying to quell the nausea; her head felt like it was under water. She had to hold it together until the B‑roll was shot or risk Austin getting precisely what he wanted—​the set, and Sasha’s full attention, to himself.

Priya fixed Charlie up, adding extra blush to her cheeks to hide how pale she was, and Sam checked on her a few more times. (Headache? Nausea? Dizziness? No, she replied, feeling guilty for lying.) Everything was going smoothly and Charlie was proud of her ability to keep her symptoms hidden despite how awful she felt, until the shot when she and Austin had to demonstrate how to caramelize the pineapple.

When Charlie was cooking, she relied on a lot of things: a childhood spent baking with her pastry-​chef father at the family’s bakery, her formal schooling, her years of experience, and her senses—​particularly her sense of taste and smell. Charlie had an uncanny ability to detect flavor notes others could not. It had served her well in her career so far, and she knew she was far superior to Austin in this regard.

But then came the pineapple B‑roll scene.

She had it all under control, or so she thought, until her assistant, Sydney, said, “Um, Charlie? I think your pineapple is burning?” Sure enough, while Charlie had been preparing another part of the dessert her pineapples had started to char.

How had she not noticed?

Dumbstruck, Charlie looked back up at Sydney, who was waving a hand in front of her nose as she turned off the stove’s heating element. Sydney looked as shocked as Charlie felt. Plumes of smoke rose out of the cast-​iron pan, the pineapples blackened around the rims. But Charlie couldn’t smell the burning.

She leaned over the pan, inhaled deeply. Nothing.

Austin was watching her, a curious look on his face. Charlie had never made an error like this on set. It was something a bumbling, beginner home chef would do, and she was mortified—​and worried. Because it was then she remembered the peppermint extract that had soaked into her now discarded skirt. The smell of which she realized she hadn’t noticed once she came to.

Sydney looked at her for a beat. Then Sydney said, loudly because she knew Sasha was listening, “It was my fault. I must have put the temperature too high. You said medium-high, right?”

“Uh, no,” Charlie replied, grateful beyond belief for Sydney at that moment. “I said medium-low.”

“Oh, darn. I’m really sorry,” Sydney said.

“It’s fine,” Sasha said, with a deep sigh and a disapproving look tossed Sydney’s way. Charlie was going to have to find a way to thank Sydney for taking a hit on her behalf. “We got the shot with Austin’s pan. Good work, everyone.” There was some enthusiastic clapping—​Sasha was very committed to creating what she called a “positive and supportive” set—​and then they were wrapping things up for the day.

“Go get checked out,” Sasha said as she walked past Charlie.

Austin gave Charlie a smug smile, then said to Sasha, “Do you have five minutes? I’d love to get your take on an idea I have for tomorrow.”

“Come on. I’ll drive.” Priya was suddenly beside Charlie, who was still staring into the pan of blackened pineapple, wondering if it represented the beginning of the end of her television career.

The ER was busy. Charlie sat in one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs, the intake bracelet scratchy against her wrist. She was wearing Priya’s sunglasses, and her head was killing her, the bright lights of the waiting room making matters worse. Priya had fetched them coffees, and Charlie took a sip. She normally loved coffee, but this particular cup tasted no different than drinking warm water. “This stuff is awful,” she said to Priya. “It has no flavor.”

“Really? I’m finding it pretty strong.”

Charlie frowned into her cup. She was beginning to suspect something was very wrong.

“How are you doing? You look pale,” Priya asked, glancing over at her, an unread magazine on her lap, the cover promising “How your favorite stars are spending their ho‑ho‑holidays.”

“Just want to get this over with.” Charlie’s phone started ringing; it was Cass. Normally, Cass would be the first person she wanted to talk to during a crisis, but Charlie didn’t want to have this conversation in front of Priya. She hit decline. Talking to her sister would have to wait.

“Charlotte Goodwin?” A nurse stood by the door to the emergency room’s inner sanctum.

“Let’s go,” Priya said, taking Charlie’s elbow as they stood up. “Come on, sweets. Let’s get that gorgeous head of yours checked out.”

The nurse took Charlie’s vitals, then showed them to another room to wait. Normally a hospital would be a place where Charlie’s acute sense of smell would be overwhelmed, the astringency of the cleaning products sharp in her nostrils. Today she couldn’t smell any of it. It was terrifying, but she wasn’t ready to tell anyone about it—​not even Priya, and especially not the doctor, whenever he or she finally arrived.

About twenty minutes and another gossip magazine later, there was a knock on the door and a dark-​haired man wearing green scrubs, a stethoscope slung around his neck, popped his head into the room. “Charlotte Goodwin?”

Charlie sat up, and the man—​whom she presumed was the doctor—​stepped into the room. He looked like he belonged on a movie set, which happened so often in L.A. you’d think she’d be used to it. He smiled, revealing an endearing set of dimples.

“I’m Miguel Rodriguez. So, what brings you in to see us today, Ms. Goodwin?”

Before she even had the chance to respond, Priya jumped in. “Well, Charlie’s the host of a reality baking show, and we had a small on‑set mishap today,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

Charlie thought the doctor blushed slightly when he said, “Yes, I recognized you. Caught yesterday’s episode, actually. Great to meet you, Ms. Goodwin.”

“Oh, a fan!” Priya exclaimed. “Isn’t that great, Charlie?” Charlie was in awe of Priya’s ability to flirt unabashedly, even in this sterile environment while her injured friend sat on a hospital gurney. “Anyway, a shelf of pots fell on top of poor Charlie today. She was knocked out. Like, out cold.” Priya frowned, likely remembering how awful it had been to find Charlie in that state.

“So, you lost consciousness?” Miguel asked, looking serious now as he took down a few notes on the tablet in his hands.

“Briefly, I guess,” Charlie responded.

To which Priya replied, “It was at least five minutes.”

After a few more questions, half of which were answered by Priya until Miguel told her he really needed to hear from Charlie, he took out a penlight and shone it into her eyes. Then he had her follow his finger while he asked her a few more questions about her symptoms. She hoped she was passing his tests.

“What are you thinking, Dr. Rodriguez? Is Charlie going to make it to see another day so you can go back to enjoying your favorite television show?”

“Priya, c’mon,” Charlie muttered. Miguel chuckled.

“Actually, I’m a PA—physician assistant—​but I promise you, I’m as thorough as they come,” Miguel said.

“I’m sure you are, Miguel. Can I call you Miguel?” Priya asked. Charlie gave Priya as stern a look as she could muster, but Priya was oblivious.

“Well, that’s my name so I don’t see why not.” He smiled, showcasing those killer dimples. He then asked Charlie a few other questions about her symptoms, and felt around her scalp with gentle yet assured hands. She did her best not to cringe when his fingers pressed on a particularly tender spot.

“A nice bump, but no lacerations, which is good. However, it looks like you earned yourself a fairly decent concussion,” Miguel said, taking notes again. “You are lucky it wasn’t worse. Everyone’s brain responds differently to a concussion, so you have to let yours heal in its own time. Which means a lot of rest, okay?”

“I’ll make sure she rests. A lot,” Priya volunteered, eyes wide and serious. “Just tell me what to expect, Doctor. I mean, Miguel.”

“Some dizziness, nausea, and a headache are all common but should pass within a couple of weeks,” he said to both of them. “If your mental state is altered in any way, though, come back, okay? Or if there are any other symptoms outside of the ones I mentioned. And if she loses consciousness, call an ambulance.”

“This is serious,” Priya said, looking worriedly at Charlie.

“Relax, Priya. I’m fine,” Charlie said, willfully ignoring his mention of other symptoms. “I just have a bit of a headache. So, if that’s all it is and I promise to get a good night’s sleep, I’m okay to go back to work tomorrow?”

Miguel shook his head. “You need to take it easy. Rest is the most important thing you can do right now. Also, no screen time, no television, and no reading. You’ll likely feel better if you spend most of your time sleeping and in dark rooms. Light can be a trigger.”

“But . . . I have to be back on set. I can’t let . . .” Charlie swallowed hard. With Bake My Day on the line, I can’t let Austin win this round.

“I understand completely. It’s a great show. And you’re the best part of it.” Miguel cleared his throat and looked away from her, back down at his notes. Now Charlie was sure of it: he was blushing. It had been a while since she’d had this sort of attention, mostly because she was so busy working—​first at Souci and then on Sweet & Salty—​that she almost never went out. Her last date had been . . . she couldn’t even remember. And she had to admit that, even under the circumstances, being complimented by this cute medical professional was gratifying.

“She really is,” Priya said, looking between the clearly flustered Miguel and Charlie.

“Which means, they’re going to understand the need to alter the production schedule for a few days,” Miguel continued, the moment over. “This is your brain, Charlie.”

“But, it’s only a twelve-​episode Christmas special and I can’t—” she began, but Miguel put a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“Trust me. If you can limit your activity now you’ll feel a lot better, more quickly,” Miguel said. “And if anything—​anything at all—​gets worse, or you have new symptoms, you need to come back. Otherwise follow up with your family physician in about two weeks.”

Priya gave Charlie a knowing look: if she couldn’t get back on set, Sasha would have no choice but to hand the reins fully to Austin. No. That couldn’t happen. Her chance to host her own show would be obliterated if she couldn’t finish the special.

“Any questions, or anything else I can help you with?” Miguel asked.

Charlie considered her more concerning symptoms, but then replied, “No thanks.”

“I’m going to write up your discharge papers and I’ll include the concussion protocol,” he said, reaching out to shake Charlie’s hand first, and then Priya’s. “Pleasure to meet both of you. And remember, the only job you have for the next week or two is to rest. Got it?”

“Got it!” Priya said. “I’ll make sure she follows doctor’s orders, Miguel.”

“You have a great friend there,” Miguel said, flashing that dazzling smile one last time. Beside her, Priya sighed. “Okay. All the best, Charlie,” Miguel continued. “Hope I don’t see you again—​except on television, of course.”

“Thank you,” Charlie said. Miguel gave a wave and then was out the door.

“I wouldn’t mind if you got hit on the head every day if it meant coming back here to see Dr. Miguel on a regular basis,” Priya said, before adding, “Obviously I don’t want you to get hurt! But, wow, he made this whole experience much more fun.”

Charlie gingerly got off the gurney, gathering her things so they could leave the moment she got her discharge papers. “Priya, I need what happened here to be kept between us.”

“Okay . . . sure. But Sasha has to know, because you won’t be on set.”

“Oh, I’m going to be on set,” Charlie said, pulling out her phone.

“Dr. Miguel said no screens, Charlie.” Priya tried to pull the phone out of her hand, but Charlie hung on.

“He’s a physician assistant. And no one can know about the concussion. I’m serious. No one.”

Priya frowned, crossing her arms over her chest. “What’s going on in that beautiful and concussed head of yours, Charlie?”

A plan had formulated in Charlie’s mind the moment Miguel told her she had to rest, and she realized that even if she disobeyed those orders she was still in trouble because of her loss of smell and taste. She could never perfect the recipes, let alone properly judge the contestants’ creations in this state, which she prayed was temporary. If she tried to do her job like this, Charlie would fail—​and she would lose the Bake My Day hosting job to Austin. She hadn’t worked this hard to have it all evaporate because of a bump on her head.

“I’ll explain everything, but first I need to make a phone call.”





Chapter 10

Charlie

Friday: 8 Days Until Christmas . . . 

Starlight Peak

It was already 6:30 p.m. and Charlie double-​checked the items on Cass’s kitchen island, making sure she had everything she needed for dinner. The potatoes were in the oven baking and would soon be soft enough for the gnocchi. Gateau purred as she wove around Charlie’s legs, waiting for a ham roll or nibble of cheese.

“Soon, Gateau,” Charlie promised, crouching to pet the cat. She had become quite fond of the animal during the past few days, and would miss her when she went back to L.A. But not as much as she would miss someone else.

She was excited to see Jake but also had a lingering sense of guilt and a dull headache that seemed resistant to the ibuprofen she’d popped earlier. Thankfully, her taste buds were functioning well again—​her morning coffee had actually tasted like coffee. She knew, after that first taste of coffee, that she could—​should—​switch back with Cass. But then the orders had started pouring in and, after closing the bakery she’d been focused on getting ready for her date with Jake. Jake. She wasn’t quite ready to let go of him yet, even if that was best for everyone. I’ll tell Cass first thing tomorrow and then head back to L.A., Charlie promised herself.

Thinking about her sister and L.A., she suddenly remembered she’d forgotten to return Cass’s call from earlier. Even though her concussion symptoms seemed nearly gone, her memory still felt like a sieve. As if on cue, the bakery’s phone rang—​the sound somewhat muted because she was in the apartment upstairs. Hoping it was Cass, Charlie sprinted down the stairs to answer it.

But it wasn’t her twin, unfortunately. “Hey, babe,” Brett said. She rolled her eyes; she did not need this added layer of complexity right now.

“Hey, Brett.” Charlie leaned back against the countertop and crossed her arms as she tucked the handset between her chin and shoulder. “Why are you calling?”

Brett misinterpreted her question, and her tone. “I’ve been calling your cell, but it keeps going to voicemail.”

Charlie glanced at the cat’s‑eyes clock. Jake would be here soon. “Yeah, it has been wonky. So, listen, now’s not a good—”

“I’d like to take you to dinner tonight. You’ve been working so hard, and—” Brett spoke over her, then stopped himself, adding, “Sorry, what did you want to say?”

He sounded so earnest that Charlie softened, just a little. He wasn’t her cup of tea, but her sister had spent many years in a relationship with the man so he couldn’t be all that bad. Charlie didn’t need to drive a further wedge between him and Cass, even if they were no longer a couple. But she didn’t have time to deal with Brett right now, because it was almost seven.

“Oh, that’s sweet, but can I take a rain check?” Charlie asked.

There was silence on the other end of the phone, then Brett sighed.

“I’m not feeling great,” she added quickly. “I’ve had this headache all day.” It was the truth, so she didn’t feel that badly using it as an excuse.

“Anything I can do?”

“I just need a good night’s sleep.” Again, the truth. So many things had been racing through her mind that she’d barely slept the night before.

“Are you sure? I could bring you some soup.”

“Just rest. That’s all I need.”

“Okay, but call me if you need anything.”

She hung up and then pressed her fingers against her eyes, willing the pounding in her head to go away. Just then there was a knock at the door. Charlie opened her eyes to a welcome sight. Jake was standing at the bakery’s door, slightly bent over, because of his height, so he could peer in the window. He smiled and gave a wave. When Charlie opened the door she was again struck by how gorgeous he was. Those green eyes, which were especially vibrant against the ruddiness of his snow-​chilled cheeks, held hers. She felt mesmerized by Jake and for one long, embarrassing moment Charlie just stood there staring at him.

Jake handed her the bottle of wine in his hand, and with a smile asked, “Can I come in?”

“Yes! Yes, please,” she said, stepping aside to let him inside. He smelled of winter and something warm and spicy, and her senses were overwhelmed by this handsome man now only a few inches from her.

“I know I’m ten minutes early, but . . . Well, I’m always early. It’s a flaw, I know. But hopefully one you can put up with?” Jake joked as she closed the door behind him.

“I’m always early, too.” Charlie glanced at the bottle he had handed her—​a Barolo from Italy—​but she wasn’t familiar with it. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a glass of wine. Alcohol just didn’t agree with her, so she generally avoided it.

Jake hung up his coat on the hook by the door. “Gran thought that was your favorite. Did I get that wrong?”

“No, you got it right. It will be delicious, and it’s perfect for pasta night. Thank you for bringing this.”

“My pleasure,” Jake said. He rolled up his sleeves, revealing forearms etched with muscle. “So, why don’t you put me to work, Chef?”

Charlie tossed him one of her dad’s aprons. “Put that on and let’s head upstairs. You’re on gnocchi, okay? Potatoes are almost ready to come out of the oven.”

Jake tied the apron around his waist, and Charlie tried to cover her snicker because even though her dad wasn’t a small guy, the apron looked about two sizes too small for the burly firefighter.

“I make this look good, right?” Jake asked, spinning around once. Charlie burst out laughing, and then started up the stairs, Jake a step behind her.

Charlie had been prepared to walk Jake step‑by‑step through a pasta-​making lesson, but he wasn’t a novice. “I’ve made gnocchi a few times, actually,” Jake had said, picking up the ricer and expertly squeezing the oven-​soft potato through it. “Back in Colorado.” He paused for a moment and something heavy hung in the air, but then it was gone. Charlie wondered if she’d imagined it.

As they worked elbow to elbow, creating the little pillows of potato dough and the truffle Parmesan cream sauce, Jake told her about how everyone at the firehouse had been complaining they’d gained weight since he’d arrived and taken over as head cook. Charlie could believe it—​he definitely knew his way around the kitchen.

After dinner Jake topped up their wine and they moved over to the couch. There was an easy rapport between them—​moving in sync while they cooked, easy conversation during dinner, and lively banter as they cleaned up afterward.

There was a natural pause as they sipped their wine. In the quiet, Charlie felt a swell of guilt at misleading Jake. Her hands stilled on her wineglass.

“So, this has been amazing but I still have to proof the dough for early tomorrow. And I’ve been fighting this headache all day. I’ve probably had enough wine.”

Jake put his glass down as well. “Want a neck rub?”

Yes, Jake. Yes, I do.

“Um, sure? If you don’t mind?”

Jack put a cushion on the floor. “Have a seat,” he said, shifting so she could sit between his knees.

“Oh my God, that feels amazing.” Charlie groaned as Jake’s strong fingers massaged the tight muscles of her neck and shoulders. “Let me guess, along with being a firefighter, expert gnocchi maker, cat rescuer, and photographer, you’re also a trained massage therapist?”

Jake chuckled. “I like using my hands. What can I say?”

Now they were so close she could smell a wisp of a campfire, same as she had the day before. She closed her eyes, breathing deeply.

Immediately his hands stopped. “Am I hurting you?”

“No, not even close. This is incredible. Please don’t stop.”

“You know, I love how you aren’t afraid to enjoy things, to ask for what you want,” Jake said. “Maybe that sounds weird, but . . .” He paused and Charlie waited. “Let’s just say I’m not used to it. I admire it, honestly, and I’m really glad we’re friends.”

“Thanks,” Charlie said, but she felt instantly ill. I’m really glad we’re friends. Exactly. He was a friend. And, more specifically, Cass’s friend. She put her hands on his to stop them, then shifted away from the couch. “I hate to cut things short, Jake, but I really need to get that dough proofed.”

Charlie picked up the pillow and as she did, her fingers hit something with a hard edge. Kneeling, she peered under the couch. Her phone. “Finally! I’ve been looking for you!” Charlie exclaimed. She tried to turn it on, but it was dead. “It must have fallen that first day, when I was sleeping and almost burned the bakery down.”

“ ‘That first day’?” Jake asked, now standing. “I thought you said you took Gateau out for a walk?”

“Yeah, right. I was walking Gateau,” Charlie murmured, trying to keep her stories straight and searching for her charging cable so she didn’t have to look him in the eye. She found it in the side pocket of her overnight bag and plugged in the phone.

Their evening together was over, and even as she told herself it was for the best, she felt as deflated as a batch of over-​proofed sourdough.

“Anyway, I should probably get going, so . . .” Jake said, hands in his pockets.

Precisely at the same moment Charlie said, “Sorry. I just . . .”

They both stopped speaking, exchanging warm smiles.

It was then Charlie realized this was not what she wanted. She wanted him to stay. He had said a moment before that she was good at asking for what she wanted, and this—​spending more time with Jake—​was what she wanted. “Hey, listen. I could use a hand. What do you think about learning how to proof dough?”

Downstairs in the bakery Jake and Charlie donned fresh aprons and set themselves up at the expansive countertop. Jake had flour on his face—​on his nose—​and Charlie smiled as she handed him a tea towel to wipe it off.

“Did I get it?” he asked, bending slightly so she could better see his nose, which had a slight slant to the right (he told her it had been broken more than once thanks to his rugby-​playing days). He had, but she still reached up and gently rubbed nonexistent flour away, just so she could touch him. Jake’s deep green eyes held hers, and the corners of his mouth twitched as he smiled. For a moment they stayed like that—​Charlie on her toes, to reach Jake’s nose, and Jake smiling at her—​and then Charlie let out the breath she’d been holding and said, “Got it. Flour free.”

“Thanks.” Jake cleared his throat, then looked at the pans of blondies Charlie had made earlier. “I don’t know how you keep from eating this stuff all day long. That would be my downfall.”

“Oh, I forgot dessert,” Charlie said. “I’m happy to slice these up.”

“I’m good,” Jake replied. “Still full from dinner.” He lifted his camera from the nearby table. “Can I take a couple of shots while you’re setting up? The lighting in here is perfect right now, with the twinkle lights.” Charlie opened her mouth to say she didn’t feel up to having her picture taken, but Jake had already snapped a photo.

“Action shot,” he said.

“This is happening whether I want it to or not, right?” Charlie said, sighing dramatically but with a smile.

“I’ll stop if you want me to,” Jake said, bringing his camera down.

Charlie, feeling silly for her trepidation, replied, “No, it’s totally fine. This is for the bakery. All good.”

So Jake took a few photos while Charlie pulled out the ingredients for the sourdough. She tried to relax and focus on the prepping ahead of her, though she remained acutely aware of Jake and his camera.

“I know you’re making it seem like I’m doing you a favor helping out tonight, but I’ve always been curious about Woodburn Bread’s famous sourdough. And I’m not the only one. Just today, actually, Sharon was talking about the starter when I picked up Bonnie’s diet biscuits. I mentioned I was taking some photos of the bakery.” Jake put his camera down, rubbed his hands together. “So, go ahead. Teach me.”

“Wait— Why does Sharon Marston want our sourdough recipe?” Charlie asked.

“I think she wants to expand her dog biscuit line,” Jake replied.

“I didn’t realize that.” What Charlie meant was that she didn’t realize Sharon made dog biscuits, but she figured Cass probably would. And it suddenly clicked why Sharon was asking her about starter when she’d called the bakery—​she was trying to get the Woodburn family recipe to use as her own. Charlie wasn’t sure if she should be flattered or irritated.

“I might need to get you to sign a nondisclosure agreement.” Charlie gave Jake a pointed glance.

“No need. Your secrets are safe with me,” Jake replied, putting a hand to his chest.

She tried not to think about all the secrets she could tell him as she took the family’s sourdough starter down from its shelf. She lifted the cheesecloth and took a sniff. “Ah. Perfect. Bubbling away and ready to bake. It’s the one thing I haven’t messed up yet—” She caught herself. “Uh, over the past few busy days. Okay, so for the bread we make every day I use up nearly all of this starter.”

“But then what? You’ll have nothing left for the next day.”

“That’s the cool thing. We feed it and it replenishes itself. Like a little daily miracle.”

“What do you feed it?”

“A slurry of flour and water, nothing special.” She dumped all but a cup of the starter into the industrial stand-​mixer’s bowl. “Why don’t you go ahead and feed it? To replace what we’ve just used, about four cups of flour and a cup and a half of water should do it.” Charlie handed Jake a set of measuring cups.

While he fed the starter, she added water into the stand-mixer’s bowl, along with several fat pinches of table salt, explaining what she was doing. “And now we add the flour, form it into a dough, and leave it to rise. I’ll shape it into loaves in the morning.”

“That’s it? Here I thought you were going to let me in on some incredible alchemy, but it’s just flour . . . and water . . . and a little salt.”

“Don’t you think that’s magic in and of itself?” she said, reaching for a whisk and handing it to him. “That something so simple can yield something so great?” Charlie poured the measured flour into the bowl. Though she no longer made the family’s sourdough regularly, her hands knew precisely what to do. How much of each ingredient to use, which she measured out of habit, though she didn’t need to. Nothing on set was like this—​the desserts and confections she made required such precision. But this was something she had done for most of her life, and she felt nostalgic being back at it.

“It does seem magical,” Jake said, and she got the feeling he wasn’t talking about bread anymore.

“Okay, start mixing,” she said. “If it’s too sticky add more flour, and if it’s too dry, add more water.”

“I have a confession,” Jake said, as he whisked the starter.

“Oh yeah?” Charlie checked the starter’s consistency.

“I used to spend time here, in Starlight Peak, during the summers. And coming
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A Conversation with Maggie Knox

Readers might be surprised to learn that Maggie Knox is the pseudonym for writing duo, Karma Brown and Marissa Stapley. How did you both come to co-write The Holiday Swap?

Late fall 2019 we were at different stages of the book process—Karma was gearing up for promoting her soon-to-be released novel, and Marissa was editing her latest—and were bemoaning how isolating author life can be, and how much fun it would be if we could instead collaborate on our projects. Instead of shrugging away that thought, we continued our conversation . . . “If we did collaborate, what would we write?” Because it was nearly Christmas, and Hallmark Christmas movies were streaming, we said, “What about a holiday romance? Something sweet and hopeful. Now that would be fun to write!” Neither of us had written a romance, nor had we co-authored anything, but we forged ahead regardless. And the idea that started mostly as a musing between friends turned into The Holiday Swap.

You both have separately published multiple books in a few different genres. How has crafting The Holiday Swap differed from your previous experiences writing fiction, other than the fact that it was with another person as opposed to alone?

There were times during our brainstorming sessions where we’d veer into more serious territory—themes like the devastating loss of loved ones, for example—and then we’d catch ourselves and remind each other this book was a holiday romance, full of happiness and joy and fun and baked goods! Not that we couldn’t address deeper themes—which we did for both Cass and Charlie—but that the darkness we might give our other fictional characters was neither needed nor appropriate for this novel.

Who do you relate to more—Cass or Charlie—and are either of these characters based on real people?

Karma: I stay away from creating characters based on people I know and prefer to write entirely fictional protagonists. Having said that, both Cass and Charlie have characteristics that resonated with me, either through the decisions they make or the challenges they face. I enjoyed spending time with both of them while writing this book!

Marissa: I agree! At various intervals in the book I found myself wishing I could be friends with both Cass and Charlie and related to them both. I grew up in a small town and can identify with the fishbowl feel of it. My work ambitions are a huge part of my life, so writing about Charlie and her ambitions made me reflect on that. I learned a lot from both the twins—and wish they really did exist so we could continue the conversation.

There are so many delicious recipes mentioned in The Holiday Swap. Where did you get inspiration for these mouth-watering treats? Do you have a personal favorite?

Marissa: A few years ago, a friend gave me some sourdough starter, and I became slightly obsessed with it while writing this book—and that definitely shows up on the page! Karma was often amused and mystified by the things I had to do to keep the starter alive, so we decided we obviously needed to work some sourdough drama into the plot of a book with a bakery in it. As for the sweet recipes, we found inspiration in baking shows and our own preferences. We both love lemon squares, for example, and I can’t imagine reading this book and not craving one immediately. (In fact, I’m craving one right now.)

Karma: I’m a baker, and a reality baking show fan, so some of the inspiration for the recipes came from my own life. For example, the Starlight Bread, full of candied fruits, is reminiscent of the Christmas Cake recipe passed down through generations in my family. We still make it every Christmas, and it’s one of my favorite holiday traditions.

What was your favorite scene in the novel to write and why?

Karma: I have two. The first was the opening chapter, because it’s fun to create a new world and the people who live in it—I love the challenge of setting the stage and starting to unravel the characters and their motivations. And the second one is when Jake rescues Cass’s cat, Gateau, from the backyard tree for Charlie. It’s romantic and charged with energy, and any scene that also features both Gateau and Bonnie, Jake’s overly enthusiastic rescue pup, is a winner for me.

Marissa: I loved the cat rescue scene, too. I’m never more in love with my husband than when he’s snuggling our cat. I also loved any scene with Faye in it, because she reminded me of my own Grandma, who I love and miss—and because her life experience gave her a beautiful depth. The surfing scene with Cass and Miguel was a lot of fun to write, too. If I close my eyes, I can visualize the moment they reach for each other’s hands. It’s so perfectly romantic, which is exactly what we wanted this book to be.

How did you come to craft Cass and Charlie’s authentic sisterly push-and-pull dynamic? Did you pull inspiration from your own sibling relationships?

Karma: I have a sister who is only fifteen months younger than me, and we were incredibly close growing up. Due to our closeness in age, we ended up going through many of the same experiences at the same time. Yet despite our similarities, our career paths look quite different—she’s in the medical field and I gravitated to one in the arts. We are similar to Cass and Charlie, I guess, who forged their own paths as adults but remain each other’s touchstone.

Marissa: I have three brothers, no sisters, and Karma and I would often discuss the difference in our sibling dynamic. With my brothers, it’s all pretty straightforward. I appreciate the simplicity, but sometimes long for the deep closeness you can have with a sister. For inspiration with Cass and Charlie, I often looked to my relationships with close friends—and thought a lot about the idea that with a sister, you don’t get to choose each other, but you can choose what kind of relationship you’re going to have.

What is your signature dessert to make (or buy) during the holiday season?

Marissa: We always bake gingerbread cookies and a gingerbread house—although nothing nearly as elaborate as the one on display at Woodburn Breads!

Karma: My family’s Christmas Cake recipe is the one thing I make every holiday season!

This might be a controversial question, but if you were a character in The Holiday Swap, who would you prefer as a romantic interest—Miguel or Jake—and why?

Karma: It is impossible to choose. I adore both Miguel and Jake for different reasons and am smitten with each of them.

Marissa: I feel the same. We fell in love with them both!

Without giving anything away, did you always know how the story would end for Cass and Charlie?

Well, we always knew our twins were getting a happy ending! But for the longest time, we didn’t know exactly what that was going to look like. We had a placeholder for the final chapter that was something along the lines of, “And they all lived happily ever after, smooch! Swoon!” We think what we came up with for the real final chapter is so much better—and that’s all we can say about that.

What’s next for you?

Next up for Maggie Knox is our second holiday romance, All I Want for Christmas, which is set in Nashville, TN, and features a reality singing competition and two competing musicians, Sadie and Max, who dislike each other but are obligated to pretend to be a couple. They have fantastic chemistry on stage, but behind the scenes is another story. Until they find some common ground and things start to heat up! Karma is also working on her next standalone novel, What Wild Women Do, which is a dual narrative story set in the Adirondacks in the 1970s and present day. And Marissa is working on television development for her latest novel, Lucky.
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