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Chapter One

 

 

Cassie pulled on the warm hat, gathered her gloves and the leash, and she was ready. It was still dark, of course, when she and Mandy headed for the high school track. With a job at a bakery, she always got up in the dark, except for a few days in the height of summer.

They walked briskly in the early morning stillness. Frost covered the ground. The sky was partly cloudy, the moon playing peek-a-boo. Its light was strong enough to see the path to the high school, but when the clouds moved across, she trusted Mandy’s abilities to keep them going.

When they reached the track, Cassie saw two others already running. She recognized Sylvia. She wasn’t sure if the other one was Brian or not. No matter, neither of them objected to the large German Shepard running with her.

Not like Betsy Ferguson. She complained every time. Fortunately she didn’t run with any regularity this early in the morning.

Cassie unfastened the leash and stretched a little before starting out. Mandy at her side, head held high as she trotted beside Cassie, they began their run.

Once into her rhythm, the dog ran ahead, then circled to get back to Cassie, never straying more than a few hundred yards away at any time. Cassie felt Mandy ran at least twice as far as she did with all her running ahead and then running back. It was great exercise for them both.

Soon the cold air felt good as her body warmed. She relished these morning runs. She wasn’t a foul weather, do or die runner. It had to be dry. She had the dog to think about.

She smiled as she watched Mandy run ahead. She’d miss her so much. She’d tried hard this last year not to become too attached, but that had been impossible. Why had she thought she could foster a dog for a year and not grow attached? Dumb on her part.

Today was the big day. She’d cut short their run to have time enough brush Mandy until she looked beautiful. It was the day her owner returned and the homecoming would be so happy for them both.

Only she would be sad at the upcoming change.

Sylvia caught up with her.

“Hey,” she said, matching Cassie’s pace.

“Almost too cold to run,” Cassie said as they ran in tandem.

“I know. And snow’s forecast for later in the week. That’ll end running until the track clears again. I see you still have Mandy. Isn’t her owner coming back soon?”

“Today. I’m not sure when exactly.”

“You’re going to miss her. Are you going to foster another dog for a serviceman or get one of your own?”

“I haven’t thought about it. I’ll miss her. If not for her, I wouldn’t have started running,” she said.

And because of that I’ve lost all that weight, Cassie thought, proud of the routine that had given exercise to both her and the dog.

“Let me know how the reunion goes,” Sylvia said. “Is he meeting you at the bakery?”

“I still don’t know. We last Skyped when he was still deployed. He was due back to his home base last Friday. He has leave coming and will be in the Bradford wedding, but was unsure about his immediate plans when we talked.”

“That’s the wedding of the century,” Sylvia murmured.

Cassie laughed. “I know. At least for the Bradfords. And I’m not sure who’s running it, the bride or Jeannette Bradford.”

“I know they’re relieved Scott returned from deployment unscathed. I never figured out why he joined up. He had a nice cushy job waiting for him at the Bradford Mills.”

“It’ll be there when he gets out of the service,” Cassie said.

She wasn’t privy to the workings of the Bradford family. She only knew Scott through Josh. Or was it the other way around? Scott’s cousin Brittany was Cassie’s friend. She barely knew Scott. It was Brittany who had talked about the man who had to give up his dog because he was being deployed and who had sparked Cassie’s gesture.

“I’ll stop by the bakery later,” Sylvia said. “I’ve done my rounds and am ready to get inside and warm again.”

“See you later,” Cassie said, pushing on. She was plenty warm from running, even though the temperature hovered close to zero. One more circuit and she’d call it quits. She wanted to be sure to have time to pretty-up Mandy.

She planned to take the dog with her today. Fred and Suzanne, owners of the bakery, had allowed her to build a small kennel area behind the building where Mandy could stay during work hours. That allowed Cassie to spend time with the dog on her breaks and gave the dog time to stretch her legs during the day rather than be cooped up in the house all day long.

“Mandy, come!” she called when she reached the gate. The dog was there in seconds.

“Time to go home and get ready. Josh is coming today.”

The dog cocked her head at the word Josh. Cassie didn’t know how much Mandy had seen on the Skype calls. She always turned the computer so the dog could see her owner, and Mandy usually sniffed the screen then would turn away.

Cassie hoped she remembered him. How sad it would be for a homecoming if the dog didn’t remember Josh.


Chapter Two

 

 

Promptly at 6:00 am Cassie arrived at the bakery. She put Mandy in the kennel, hoping the igloo shelter would keep the dog warm enough until the sun came up. With the thick pad on the floor and the small opening, the dog’s body heat would soon warm the air in the igloo.

Cassie entered through the kitchen door and quickly began to work.

The Bradford wedding was all anyone talked about these days and lucky for Fred and Suzanne, the family had commissioned the wedding cake and cupcakes from their bakery. The guest list numbered 500. They wanted a traditional cake of medium size, and then 400 cupcakes. That would follow the current trend while also keeping tradition for those older guests.

Cassie was the premier decorator in the small bakery. She was working with Amy to get the decoration down pat so when it came time to decorate the cupcakes, they’d be ready to decorate in the quickest time possible. The plan was to decorate the cupcakes the day before the wedding so they’d be as fresh as possible.

Cassie was also making the fondant flowers which would wrap around the wedding cake in addition to her usual duties.

The bakery opened at six am. Fred had been busy since 4 am. The croissants were fresh and still warm. Muffins filled the trays in the racks in the cafe, ready to be put out. And coffee was brewing. There was a regular influx of customers. Some getting the same thing as they did every day. Others splurging by trying new pastries.

There were take outs and eat in orders. For the first half hour Cassie and Suzanne were flying from one order to the next, making sure the customers were happy and sent speedily on their way. Businessmen heading out of town and construction workers made up the majority of these early customers.

The first lull was at seven.

“Good crowd today,” Suzanne said as she replenished the muffin trays with freshly baked ones just out of the oven.

“Next bunch due in thirty,” Cassie said as she scurried around the tables, wiping up crumbs, placing the chairs beneath the tables.

She smiled at the couple still eating at one of the tables.

Mentally calculating how much time she had to work with Amy today, she finished cleaning and headed to the back to wash her hands again and prepare for the next group of customers. The time between 7:30 and 8:00 was the heaviest.

Once the work day started, customers came in throughout the day, but in ones and twos rather than so many trying to get coffee and food to start their day. She didn’t mind the harried work at the beginning, since she knew it would taper off and become manageable for one person which freed up the rest of them to other tasks in the kitchen.

By nine o’clock, Cassie was finished with her duties in the front and headed for the kitchen. She’d focus on the wedding preparations for the rest of the day.

Amy had already begun piping the fondant into flowers. She made a dozen, analyzed them, then scraped them back into the bowl to re whip and start again.

Cassie joined in.

“I figure if we can get these flowers on each cupcake in two minutes, we’ll have them all done in one day,” she said to Amy.

“I still can’t be consistent. For every perfect flower, I mess up two others.”

“Practice, that’s the best bet. And relax. I find if I get uptight, the fondant seems to know it and acts up,” Cassie said, steadily squeezing the icing through the nozzle.

Amy giggled at her nonsense.

“I see flowers in my sleep,” she murmured.

“I know. It’s a great deal for Fred and Susanne to get this wedding gig, but sometimes I wish they stuck with just the wedding cake. Making four hundred perfect flowers to put on the cupcakes is harder than it looks.”

Brittany kept Cassie up to date on the preparation for the big event. Her cousin Scott had returned from deployment a month ago. He and his fiancee Maggie Wilson had been inseparable ever since.

Josh was going to be the best man. He and Scott had met at basic training a half dozen years ago and had been firm friends ever since. While deployed together in the middle east, both would be home in time for the Christmas wedding
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