
We’re done in less than half an hour, and somehow I’ve managed to stay under budget, which is just 

as miraculous. At least something good happened today. Charlotte is still quiet, methodically biting off 

small bits of rapidly-oxidizing banana and chewing them into pudding before swallowing. She’s not 

begging to leave, like she usually is after ten minutes. I have a distracted child, a little time and a bit 

of extra money. At least something’s going my way today. And really, there’s only one thing I can do 

when the stars align like this. 

 

Instead of heading for the checkout line, I wheel the cart into the baking supply aisle. I’m in charge 

of Thanksgiving dessert this year, as always, and for the last few weeks I’ve been toying with the idea 

of brownies with a pecan pie topping. It will require experimenting—probably several 

experiments—before I get it right, so I need to start working on it soon. 

 

The pecan topping will be easy. Pecans, brown sugar, corn syrup, butter. A pinch of salt and maybe 

a little cinnamon. Simple. But the brownie base might pose an issue. Should I go cakey, or fudgy? I 

prefer my regular brownies on the fudgy side, but it might mean too much moisture to support a 

heavy topping. A cakey brownie would be sturdier. And what about sweetness? Semi-sweet 

chocolate might have too much sugar to pair well with the topping, but bitter chocolate might not 

be sweet enough. Bittersweet? Maybe a mix? What kind of ratio? 

 

Despite the fact that it’s a small, locally-owned grocery store—or maybe because of that—it has a 

pretty expansive selection of quality ingredients. I pick four bars of European baking chocolate off 

the shelf, comparing the origins, ingredients, and percentages of cacao between them. 

 

“Eighty-four percent is too bitter,” I mutter. “But thirty-five percent will be way too sweet.” 

 

“I find that in most cases, sixty percent has just the right balance,” says a voice to my left, startling 

me so that one of the bars—the eighty-four percent, of course; the most expensive one—slips from 

my fingers. A hand shoots out, catching it before it can shatter on the shiny hardwood floor. 

“It has enough sugar that it doesn’t leave a bitter aftertaste,” he continues, putting the bar on the 

shelf as if he hadn’t just revealed Spiderman-like reflexes. “But it’s not so sweet that it will be 

cloying.” 

 



Since when does Domenico Ghirardelli have descendents living in suburban Philadelphia? A green shopping 

basket dangles from his left hand. It’s filled with a couple of different bags of baking chips—white 

chocolate, peppermint, dark chocolate and toffee—and a few bottles of extract. Someone has big 

plans with a mixing bowl later.  

 

Of course. There’s no one else it really could be. I should’ve recognized his voice right away. 

Sam Cuthbert. Owner of Cuthbert’s Confections, the oldest bakery in Springhollow and my direct 

competitor, although not my biggest. No, that honor belongs to Tiers of Joy, who swept into town a 

little over a year ago and wooed most of Springhollow with their dazzling, Pinterest-ready cupcakes 

and cookies. From what I hear from my most loyal customers, Tiers of Joy is all looks and little 

substance. But people are into that. If they weren’t, the Food Network wouldn’t air so many cake 

decorating competitions, with more styrofoam than cake all covered in fondant. And if Tiers of Joy 

has stolen business from me, then they’ve stolen from Sam, too. Though he has something that 

neither Tiers of Joy nor I can claim.  

 

The Cuthberts have history.  

 

Sam’s family has owned the bakery since before the Great Depression. At least according to the 

ancient-looking Est. 1918 sign that hangs over their doorway. Not that I’ve ever been there. No 

need. But it’s just off Main Street, between my apartment and the library, so I pass it with some 

regularity. 

 

“Hi, Lindsey.” His blue eyes, very pretty blue eyes if I’m totally honest, crinkle at the corners as he 

smiles. We really don’t know each other, not well enough to call ourselves friends, but we’ve crossed 

paths often enough to say hi. We tend to end up at the same kinds of town events. Usually those 

involving baked goods. 

 

“Hey, Sam.” I generally like him, the little I know of him, but today his appearance is just salt in the 

wound. Why couldn’t he do his shopping at the big-box grocery store on the other side of town? 

Leave me to wallow in my disappointment alone, among bars of expensive chocolate? 

 

Because that’s just not how life goes. At least not for me. Not for the last few years. 



 

“May I ask what you’re making?”  

 

“Brownies,” I say, and immediately feel stupid. “With a pecan pie topping.” I add this last bit as if it 

helps to make me look like less of a third-grader just learning how to bake out of a box, even though 

I know he knows I’m beyond that, but all it does is send a twinge of annoyance through me. Why do 

I care if he’s impressed or not by what I’m making? Shouldn’t I be more concerned that he might 

steal my idea? 

 

It’s because he owns a bakery. Because he has the job I want. 

 

“In that case, I might actually go with the seventy-two percent cacao. The topping sounds like it will 

be pretty sweet, so you’ll want a deeper chocolate brownie that can balance it out.” 

 

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.” I put the thirty-five and sixty percent bars back into their 

respective slots on the shelf, and reach for the seventy-two percent on the shelf under it. I take three 

bars and put them safely into the back of the cart. Charlotte twists, reaching for them. She 

recognizes chocolate when she sees it, even if she doesn’t realize that what I just threw into my cart 

is pretty far removed from the milky sweetness of a Hershey bar. 

 

“But I wonder if a blondie base wouldn’t work better,” he continues. “The butterscotch flavor will 

really go with the pecans and the brown sugar.” 

 

“It would,” I agree. “I feel like it’s a little predictable, though. Nuts in a blondie aren’t exactly 

groundbreaking.” 

 

He shrugs. “Certain flavor combinations are classics for a reason.” 

 

Maybe I don’t have to worry about him stealing my idea after all. 

 

“I like to experiment,” I explain. “Some things work, some things don’t. And the things that work 

sometimes work really well.” 



 

His answering smile has a certain indulgent quality, which for some reason sends another flutter of 

annoyance through me. Is he making fun of me? Does he think he knows better, just because he’s 

grown up in a family of bakers and does it for a living? 

 

Chill, I command myself. Of course he’s not making fun of me. I’m just beat. It’s been a crazy long 

day, and I’m disappointed over being turned down by the bank. That’s a me problem. There’s no 

reason to take it out on this perfectly nice, if somewhat boring, guy. 

 

“Mommy,” Charlotte interjects. She wiggles a little in the cart. “Need potty.” 

 

“Okay.” There’s my cue. Time to go. I grab the cart with both hands. “Thanks for the help, Sam.” 

 

“Anytime.” 

 

I offer him a small smile—no hard feelings, even if I was the only one feeling them—and push my cart 

away. I need to get Charlotte to the restroom so I can spend the rest of my day with my face buried 

in the latest issue of Sugar magazine instead of a pile of peed-on laundry. I pause only briefly when I 

hear his voice behind me. 

 

“Let me know how it turns out,” he calls.  

 

Charlotte’s wiggling gets a little more frantic. We’re approaching DEFCON one. “Will do!” I call 

back, not turning to look at him before pushing my cart out of the aisle and out of his line of sight. 

By the time I see him again, probably at the library’s annual fall bake sale fundraiser, he’ll have 

forgotten all about it. 
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