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 Chapter One

 


The sweet allure of vanilla extract
and cinnamon chips tickled Jules Lichtenstien’s nose.

Inhaling with the gusto of a yoga
master, she coaxed her larger-than-life-sustaining breath to steady
her discombobulated nerves. The deep-breathing exercises, coupled
with the glorious scents of two of her favorite ingredients, should
do the trick for a bit. And short of abandoning the kitchen in
favor of her yoga mat, meditative breathing was her only hope of
achieving a state somewhat resembling the illusion of
sanity.

“Push. Pull. Fold.” Chanting
her pastry chef mantra, Jules worked her mind in place of
over-working the dough.

Using the heel of her hand, she pushed
the dough away then back, folding it over as she pulled. With each
culinary-schooled choreographed motion, she envisioned her masseuse
kneading her muscles with the same concentrated
pressure.

Handling the powdery ball with skilled
finesse, she patted it into a ten-inch circle then reached for a
cookie cutter. Pressing the cutter’s metal edges into the dough,
she punched out a baker’s dozen, wishing she could separate her
thoughts as easily as scones.

As if her head were a gigantic tube of
icing about to spurt into action, she closed her eyes, squeezing
her warring thoughts into a tiny, icing-tube tip of
reason.

Craving nothing but culinary love in
the form of a hot, gooey tea biscuit, she poured her restless
energy into pastry chef mode, focusing on the confectionary magic
beneath her fingertips.

Placing the scones on an un-greased
baking sheet, Jules relaxed her shoulders and settled into her
routine.

She brushed the scone tops with beaten
egg whites and added a dusting of sugar. Sliding the sheet into the
oven, she poked the arrows on the control-panel keypad until the
numbers ticked off second-by-second.

She didn’t have the eighteen minutes
it took scones to bake. But if she didn’t feed her tormented ego,
along with her work plan, she’d never psych up for her meeting with
Music City socialite Sienna Cruz.

Pressing her thumbs into the tingling
flesh at the back of her neck, Jules moved her fingers in rhythmic
circles, rubbing out the pings of stress hammering the base of her
skull.

The renovation of the
building for her new bakery and catering company was on
schedule. Sort of.
Sort of being not close to acceptable, though, considering she’d
landed the meeting with Sienna for Sweet Destiny’s first big
catering event.

She should feel great. Terrific,
actually, considering the Cruz gig, if successful, would go a long
way toward securing the CMA Fan Fest food service contract. And
that job — all by its fabulous self - would be Jules’ golden, candy
apple. The belle of her bakery’s dough balls.

Hypothetically then, her double boiler
should be bubbling over with good fortune.

Apparently, however, hers was
simmering with nothing but pessimism, if judging by the hissing
streams of doubt gurgling in her stomach. Her normally confident
exterior was overtaken by Mount Vesuvius proportioned,
what-the-hell-were-you-thinking eruptions.

She flipped on the coffee grinder,
cranking the dial from medium to finely ground, counting on the
robust flavor to drown out her espresso strength hesitation. With
the grinder whirring down to its last, desperate chugs, she coached
her inner Buddha to dig a deep refuge in the name of culinary
enlightenment.

Doing her best to keep her nerves as
level as the quarter-cup into which she measured the ash-like
grounds, Jules glanced at the clock on the oven.

Quarter after nine.

Damn.

Before she could call an end to the
latest in a string of exhausting days, she had to make the berry
pudding and get it into the refrigerator.

So where the hell was Cody with her
berries?

Trying to unload her irritation, she
loaded the dishwasher, dangling the enormity of Sienna’s wedding in
front of her muses and mixing bowls, hoping like hell one of ‘em
would save her ass.

Foreseeing her company’s demise at the
hands of her over-zealous ambitions, Jules wandered the streets of
self-pity-ville.

Finally hearing her doorbell chime,
she sidestepped a deep gutter of gloom in favor of the ass chewing
she’d dish Cody.

How was she supposed to make Sweet
Destiny a success if she couldn’t count on her produce man to
deliver on time? Good thing he was a terrific guy and fantastic
friend plus fabulous looking. Otherwise, he’d have been replaced
quite awhile back.

She opened the door, her lips set to
hurl him a stern warning. But once her eyes took in his sweet as
maple sugar smile, her vocal chords froze stiffer than her
award-winning meringue.

Cody Weiss, the best fruit and
vegetable man in Nashville, Tennessee, stood on her porch with a
basket load of gorgeous, fresh-picked raspberries, blackberries and
blueberries.

Damn his perfect fruit. And damn his
dreamy, Stetson-covered head.

“Sorry I’m late.” Cody
stepped into Jules’ entryway, tipping his hat while trying not to
drop the berries.

Seeing fire in her mocha eyes, his gut
churned like the crank of his Grandma Lucy’s ice cream
maker.

The woman’s intensity and demanding
demeanor were both captivating and infuriating. She was a
combustible ball of beauty and energy, revving every ounce of
Cody’s manhood.

With the angry sparks lighting her
glare finally burning down to smoldering embers, his hope of ending
up in her good graces re-kindled.

As he struggled to find an acceptable
excuse for his late delivery, Jules perused the berries he’d busted
his butt picking ‘til the night sky stopped him.

“It’s about time you showed
up.” Jules heaved a sigh lifting her ample cleavage closer to his
face.

“It sure is.” Cody took a
deep breath, forcing his mind away from her bountiful breasts,
fighting the surge in his groin before it sent him to his knees
begging for forgiveness. “In fact, it smells like my timing is
impeccable. What you got in that oven?”

An almost invisible upturn of the
corner of her mouth told him she wasn’t about to let her gorgeous
smile rise above her fury. But the hint of that smile struggling to
stay hidden tickled him.

Cody followed his nose and Jules’ fine
backside into the kitchen, hoping to score a bit of whatever taste
of heaven she’d whipped up. She could do things with sugar, flour,
and eggs he’d never seen duplicated, not even in the kitchens of
Nashville’s famed Meat N’ Three diners. And being the heir apparent
to his Grandma Lucy’s Lunchbox Café, voted Nashville’s best diner
nineteen times, Cody considered himself an expert on all foods
fried, baked, artery-clogging, sweet and delicious.

He set the berry basket on the center
island then slid onto a bar stool. He felt like he did as a boy at
the Lunchbox’s counter waiting on his mom and grandma to pull out
something wonderful from the deep-fat fryer.

Jules bent over and opened the oven
door giving him more than the best seat in the room.

Damn.

The scintillating rear-view of her
perfectly proportioned, yoga-toned hind-end made a big-time mess of
his testosterone level. Heat shot to his groin followed by an
intense pressure building against the inside of his jeans. What he
wouldn’t give to sneak up behind her and — well — he had several
ideas on what he’d like to do next. None of which eased the strain
on his zipper.

“Well, don’t just sit there
gawking,” Jules said, coming at him with a piping hot baking sheet.
“Pour us some coffee.”

“Sure thing, JuJu Bee,” he
said, noticing the stress lines creasing her pretty forehead,
goading his instincts to search and destroy whoever was responsible
for her upheaval. “And after we demolish these scones, I’ll help
you with the berry pudding.”

“You don’t have to help me.
I can — ”

“I know I don’t
have to help you. And
yes, I know you don’t need help either. But I’m not sitting here
while you bust your ass.”

As Cody retrieved the coffee pot, his
arm brushed hers, sending tremors of electricity to the tips of his
boots.

“Cody, I appreciate it.
Truly, I do.” Jules set butter, honey and a knife between his bar
stool and hers. “But you know how I am in the kitchen and
-”

“You’re right, I do know you
and your neurotic methods.” He interrupted her before she could
make a decent argument. “But I survived three months with you in
The Neon Cowboy’s kitchen and I’ve volunteered for another go
around. Not sure what that says about my mind. But the shape you’re
in tonight, I’m willing to trade my mental competency for
yours.”

“You really are nuts,” Jules
said then laughed.

At the sound of her laughter, Cody’s
heart tightened against his chest. Even if her joy was at his
expense, he was glad to see and hear it. He liked that for a woman
in her mid thirties, she laughed like a little girl watching her
favorite cartoon. Spontaneous giggles. Untouched by inhibitions.
But giggles further and further apart, now that she was consumed by
the bakery and Fan Fest.

“Okay, Stud, as you wish.
But you know the rules. Don’t do anything until I tell you how and
when.”

She plunked a dessert plate onto each
of their placemats, the swift clunk of the plate matching the swift
and sure, strong-armed tone of her voice.

“Yes, I’m well aware of the
rules. Your diva-hood in the kitchen is no secret of the South.”
Cody poured her coffee, stirring in the natural, raw sugar she
preferred. “So why the need for the cinnamon scones? That ain’t a
good sign.”

“I make scones all the
time.”

Jules scrunched-up her too-cute nose
like she did whenever she was trying to deny a well-known fact.
Sighing, she grabbed a paper towel and wiped a small bead of sweat
from her brow.

“I am a pastry chef or did you
forget?”

She sliced through the scone she’d
placed on his plate. Drawing the knife away from the scone, a tiny
trail of melted cinnamon chip clung to the steaming silver
edge.

“No, smart ass, I didn’t
forget.” Cody licked his lips as Jules dipped the knife into the
butter tub then slathered the inside of his scone. “But you don’t
make your aunt’s sacred cinnamon chip scones, at home, after nine
p.m., when you have other stuff that must be made before hanging it
up for the night.”

Topping the scone with drizzles of
honey, Jules made him salivate like Pavlov’s dog.

“I could have had the other
stuff done if you’d gotten your ass here on time with my berries,”
she said then took a healthy bite of his scone, catching one drop
of honey with her tongue but losing another drop down the
dangerously scooped neckline of her strawberry red tank
top.

“Hey, you know there aren’t
enough hours for what crazy people like us dish onto our plates.
I’m sorry I’m late, but I had to help Grams and Mom finish up
tomorrow’s menu prep before I headed out into the fields to pick
your berries.”

“I know. I know. And I’m
sorry for being so impatient. Shit. I am losing it, aren’t I?”
Jules licked her fingers then tugged at her bra as if coercing her
double bounty back into place.

Fixated on cleavage management like
any loyal, concerned male friend should be, Cody couldn’t help but
concentrate on the honey, wet and sticky, smack dab across one of
her nipples.

“Need help corralling the
twins?” he asked, not able to suppress the ornery grin spreading
across his mouth. “There’s some honey — ”

He reached his hand toward her chest,
his fingertips fueled by a desire he fought to contain with every
ounce of chivalry he had left.

“I got it.” She swatted his
hand while biting back a smile then took a napkin to the honey. “I
look like a complete wreck.”

“No you don’t. A bit tired
and anxious, but not a wreck.” Cody sat next to her and reached for
a second scone, dead-set on finding the reason for her panic. “So
why is this pudding such a big deal?”

Jules swiveled her stool to face him,
her drama-wielding, large, browner-than-brown eyes begging for
sympathy like a puppy at the pound. She sighed, yet again, for
about the third time since he’d arrived, as if finally ready to
unload a Titanic-sized sinking ship.

Heeding her mayday call, a gargantuan
wave of concern crashed against Cody’s chest. Unlike her staunch,
independent style, a fierce determination Cody struggled to adjust
to, this time Jules didn’t appear to want to go it alone in her
life raft. Determined to keep her afloat, his stomach tightened
then tumbled into a swelling abyss. Who or what could have her so
off-balance?

Jules drummed her manicured nails
against the countertop which meant a tsunami-sized wave was just
about to reach shore.

“Well — like the idyllic
idiot Aunt Tulip raised me to be, and as if the stress of getting
Sweet Destiny open wasn’t mind numbing enough, I thought I’d jump
start the bakery and better my shot at the Fan Fest gig by booking
a big-time catering event.”

“Nothing I’d consider
obscenely grandiose for your normal M.O.,” Cody said. “You’re
always biting off, pun-intended, more than you can handle. So
what’s the problem?”

Jules moved her mouth as if simply
exercising her jaw would exorcise her troubles, perhaps searching
for words she was even more uncomfortable spilling.

“The event I signed to do is
the wedding of Sienna Cruz. Although ‘event’, in its singular form,
is a misnomer.”

Cody damn near choked on his scone. He
gulped, forcing the hot biscuit to descend his throat, swallowing
it along with his raw nerves. Though a year and a half had passed,
hearing Sienna’s name twisted his gut into cantaloupe-sized
knots.

“She’s marrying that country
music up-and-comer Evan Granger, right?” Cody hoped his nonchalant
voice betrayed his depth of knowledge about Sienna.

The sting of her name still fired-up
his gut like an ulcer that couldn’t be pacified.

“Smart move, JuJu Bee. That
event will be fantastic press for Sweet Destiny.”

Potential disaster for him to be in
any way associated with, but he should be focusing on Jules’ needs
now, right? Not consumed by his deep-rooted despise for
all-things-Cruz.

Imploring his ego and instincts to
take second seat to Jules’ chance to make a great start for Sweet
Destiny, Cody buried his desire to warn her about getting mixed up
in Sienna’s world.

Sienna and Company
loathed him, he
reminded himself, not Jules. How could they not adore her? He’d
never seen anyone, including himself, not be immediately drawn into
her high-energy escapades.

“You won’t be touting my
brilliance for long.” Jules opened and closed her fingers as if she
were squeezing the juice out of an imaginary orange. “The booking
includes not just Sienna and Evan’s six hundred-guest, wedding
day-slash-night gala, but also her bridal shower and bachelorette
party — ”

“Ouch. You’ve certainly
taken on quite the monster — I mean monster events,” Cody said,
catching the sharpened edge tingeing his sarcasm.

“And I’m not done
yet.”

“There’s more?” He knew his
voice came out way too horrific-sounding for no apparent reason,
but he was unable to hide his impending dread that there was much
more to Jules’ story that he wasn’t going to like.

Jules nodded her head, affirming she
hadn’t reached the end of the nightmare. “I’m also doing the
rehearsal dinner, which is where you come in.”

“Where I what?” Cody turned his head away from
Jules’ reality busting bravado and sucked in a much-needed gulp of
air.

“You heard me. So here’s the
kicker.” Jules crossed to the recessed nook she used as a mobile
command center when baking from home.

She flipped through her planner,
turning the book sideways and upside down.

Why the hell she still used the
prehistoric, non-earth friendly paper version was beyond him. He’d
tried to convince her to trade the beast in for an electronic PDA
but had failed. How she read the damn thing with scribbles
scratched on every page was a mystery. But he wasn’t about to find
out anything more ‘til she read that frickin’ planner, so all he
could do was sit there and drown in silent apprehension.

Skimming pages like a champion speed
reader, she slammed shut the book’s cover.

“We have one month until I’ll be hocking pastries seven days a
week at Sweet Destiny. And exactly three months and one week, after
our meeting tomorrow with Sienna and her family, to pull-off
Nashville’s premier event of the holiday season.”

“What do you mean ‘we’?”
Cody moved his hat lower on his head, trying to shadow the horror
he knew pierced through his eyes.

“I want you and Grandma
Lucy’s Lunchbox Café to help me with the rehearsal dinner as well
as anything else out of my comfort level. Kind of a Fan Fest
practice gig. I’m the pastry chef. You’re the Meat N’ Three Diner
King,” Jules said, her eyes wide with desperation, cautioning him
not to even think about letting her down. “Together, we can’t
lose.”

Sad, he’d spent countless hours
reaching the same conclusion. Together, as a couple, they would be
dynamite. But unsure she’d feel the same if he ever got the balls
to bring up the topic, Cody had shoved the thought to a mental
shelf he rarely used. Now, the idea had manifested itself in a
frightening and unintended direction.

“I think I need something
stronger than coffee,” he said.

“Good idea. We should toast
our partnership and develop a plan for the meeting.” Jules gave him
another scone out of the basket then headed to her liquid courage
stash in the turntable next to the frig.

He’d be toast all right, Cody thought,
picturing he and Cruz and Company at their first face-to-face since
all hell arrived with wedding bells eighteen months
prior.

Watching Jules’ body relax while she
mixed their drinks made Cody’s head and heart spin. His brain
prepared for battle, favoring the flight response instead of
fighting the Cruz’s on their turf. His heart, however, charged on,
fueled by Jules’ need for him and his diner.

Maybe he should tell her about he and
Sienna’s past.

Jules handed him a drink then slipped
behind him and planted her sweet lips on his cheek. Chills of
pleasure from the warmth of her breath and the moisture of her
sweet kiss rippled across his skin then settled in his
soul.

Maybe he’d keep quiet.

“Thank you, Sweet Man. Just
knowing you’re beside me means everything to me.”

“Anything for you, JuJu
Bee.” Cody kissed her nose, tasting a bit of leftover butter and
honey.

He shook his head, searching for the
strength of good reason to get him through this sure-fire
fiasco.

He could certainly use the
positive press about his produce in case he got the nerves soon to
pursue opening his own market. Not that that was likely.
But perhaps. Maybe. Get
back with him in a couple of weeks.
Roughly four weeks of hell to be
exact.

Cruz and Company
could also surprise him
and act like adults, putting business and Sienna’s impending
nuptials ahead of their misplaced aggression.

Or maybe Jules was right and
he was nuts.

 


 


 


 Chapter Two

 


Jules opened the rear hatch of her
Prius, sending silent pleas to the precariously balanced cargo to
maintain position. The ozone may be benefiting from her choice of
hybrid transportation but her catering needs were riding the edge
of disaster. Her meeting with Sienna minutes away, she didn’t have
time for disasters.

Careful to keep from cracking her head
on the doorframe, she fished her pants pockets for the well-abused
checklist she’d torn from her planner. If only she had Cody’s
organizational skills. He’d stab his stylus against some button on
his Blackberry and the To Do’s would pop-up on his screen, probably
in alphabetical order. ‘Course that was assuming he’d charged the
batteries. A minor flaw but one Jules capitalized on with immense
satisfaction. Payback for the grief he piled on her for the forests
of Post-It notes she leveled.

Scanning her scribbles, she wedged the
crumpled sheet between her teeth. Surveying the trove of totes and
tubs tucked into the coupe’s trunk, she identified the containers
needing to come out first.

Shoving the paper back into her
pocket, she loaded her arms, her body bearing much more than the
weight of her bake-and-take containers. The added pounds of
pressure to turn this dream job into Sweet Destiny’s coming-out
confectionary ball damn near stifled her creative zest.

Sucking up her insecurities, Jules
stood tall, except for a slight tilt to her left due to the solid
silver candlesticks she refused to leave out of her table setting.
Cody had insisted they were overkill. She’d argued he was used to
the tacky décor making The Lunchbox Café a uniquely wonderful,
trashy dining experience and had no clue regarding the needs of a
high-society crowd. He’d finally succumbed to her persuasive
skills, and packed the candlesticks.

Water splashed off the Italian marble
of the lion-head fountain serving as the centerpiece for the Cruz
estate’s magnificent entrance.

Jules enjoyed the light mist spraying
her forehead and flushed cheeks. She could certainly use the help
keeping her cool even though the brisk, mid-afternoon breeze
contributed its own walloping whip. She lifted her head to the
autumn sun, soaking in the radiant light, hoping it pierced through
the darkness of her doubts.

Her philosophy for Sweet
Destiny’s success was that her food would reflect not only
her personality but also
serve as a mirror image of her clients’ personalities. Each edible
piece of art would personify her bakery as well as her patrons —
confectionary characterizations of both chef and
customer.

Here she was with her first chance to
test her business model, and she’d screwed herself from the get-go.
She’d agreed to do this event, having never met her client. After
one, fifteen-minute phone call from Sienna’s mother Maureen, Jules
had taken the job.

Maureen sounded harmless enough,
definitely a bit over-bearing, but after growing up on Manhattan’s
Upper East Side under Aunt Tulip’s tutelage, over-bearing was way
inside Jules’ comfort zone. Needing the exposure to Nashville’s
upper crust customer base, many of whom served on the Fan Fest
Board of Directors, she’d accepted Maureen’s offer.

What Jules did know about the Cruz’s,
she’d found Google-ing or between the glossy pages of Country
Weekly Magazine. The family, according to paparazzi lenses and
celebrity journalists, ruled Nashville’s social scene. Sienna and
her sisters Sabrina, Suri and Sasha were the Kardashians of Music
City, except their father Cameron was no Olympic champion. He owned
Hit Mix, Nashville’s CMT chart-topping record label.

Considering the flavor mix of the
berry pudding she hoped would clinch her new clients’ confidence in
her talent, Jules wondered if the Cruz’s, Sienna in particular,
were sweet or tart. Guess she’d discover soon — then either thank
or stomp on her irrepressible desire to say ‘yes’ to opportunity
when it dialed her number.

She rested her containers against the
fountain’s ledge, peaking through the sides of the clear plastic
tubs to check on the berry pudding. She’d garnished each cobalt
blue, hand-blown glass dessert cup with Cody’s fresh berries and
mint sprigs. Planning to top the treat with shaved dark chocolate
and crème’ fraiche on site, she’d reduce the essence of a Tennessee
summer into a berry pudding dream.

Second guessing her decision, a staple
of her pre-event checklist, Jules’ stomach swished and swirled like
a bottomless well of worries.

What if the Cruz Camp didn’t like
summer? Maybe they detested this time of year. After all, they’d
chosen the holidays for Sienna’s wedding, going for a winter, not
summer solstice theme.

The horrendous implications of a
negative reaction to her pudding gelled into a sobering reality
check.

Jules picked up her containers.
Veering around the fountain and circular drive toward the front
door, she ignored her suppressed desire to make a run for her
car.

She stopped and ground the toe of one
of her Jimmy Choos against the brick-pavers lining the sidewalk, as
if fresh-scuffed soles would secure a hold on her
future.

Damn. She was an idiot. The Cruz family must hate summer or they’d
have set the wedding next year, sometime June through
August. Shit.

Maybe one of them or all
were also allergic to berries. Oh,
God.

What if they were lactose
intolerant?

Maybe she should skip the crème
fraiche.

What if Sienna and her sisters were
counting carbs to squeeze their bootalicious butts into size zero
gowns?

“Are you going to the door?
Or are you holding the meeting out here — with just yourself
present?” Cody asked from behind her.

Jules’ heart pounded against
her eardrums. Damn she hated people
sneaking up on her. She struggled to keep
her grip on the tubs.

Swooping the top two containers out of
her arms, Cody nudged the small of Jules’ back with the lids,
sending her in forward motion.

“Of course I’m going to the
door. I was simply making sure I had everything I
needed.”

She quickened her pace to the Cruz’
palace. And like she often did when walking way too quickly in
designer heels, got a bit tripped-up. She caught her stiletto in
between one of the walkway bricks and stumbled up the steps to the
door’s landing. Horror-stricken she’d about taken another nosedive
onto the threshold of her future she made a valiant, although far
from graceful, recovery effort.

Squaring her shoulders to the mammoth
oak door, she turned her head over her shoulder to address Cody,
who, to his credit, hadn’t uttered so much as a sound about her
misstep.

“Glad to see you could make
it on time. I’ll have to ask Sienna the secret to getting you to be
prompt.”

“What the hell?!” Cody’s
voice pitched at an abnormally high tone. “Why would you
think she’d know
anything about that?”

His face turned as reddish-purple as
his champion beets.

Jules had never seen him
flustered. He was usually the epitome of collected, calm and cool.
Although seeing him blush settled her rapidly firing nerves a bit.

Jules rang the Cruz’s doorbell. While
country music-inspired steel guitar chimes signaled their arrival,
she shifted from heel to heel. A big believer in equal opportunity,
she kept the tension circulating to all parts of her body while
attempting to balance her load.

Taking a couple deep breaths, she
pictured Aunt Tulip’s unfaltering bravado. She never let fear stop
her from reaching for her goals. And she’d raised Jules to go after
life’s obstacles with gusto, equipping her with an insatiable, at
times insane panache for traveling the paths least amenable to
their desires.

Jules tapped her foot to keep her
lower extremities in the moment, fearful they’d buckle if she
didn’t keep moving. Her left arm, now numb from the candlesticks,
she considered that perhaps she should have listened to Cody and
left them behind. But the ambience junkie inside her knew she’d
taken a great hit for the team.

The Cruz’s door opened.

Game on, Jules thought. Ready for
what, she hadn’t a miniscule inkling. But she was about to find
out.

A tiny sliver of a man peered over his
bifocals, moving his head from Jules’ feet, up and over her
bake-and-takes, to her head. The twitch of his mouth and
emotionless face masked whether or not she’d passed his entrance
exam.

“You must be Ms.
Lichtenstien of Sweet Destiny. Am I correct in my assumption?” The
man tucked his chin into the hollow of his neck like a snapping
turtle.

“That would be me, and this
is my business partner Cody Weiss.” Jules stepped aside with way
too much gusto, forgetting the brick wall to her right, cracking
her containers against the house, almost smashing the berry
pudding.

The snapping turtle harrumphed at her
near mishap, a nasty, haughty little snit she thought was nothing
less than beyond bad manners.

Jules looked at Cody for back-up, but
he stood stiff as white chocolate bark, the look on his face
indicating he wished he could hide under his hat
forever.

So much for her manly-man
hero rising to the occasion.

What the hell was up with
him?

And why couldn’t he have
left his hat behind for the sake of
professionalism?

Some Music City cowboy institutions
she’d never get used to. Not that he didn’t look mighty fine in the
damn thing.

She looked back at the snapping
turtle, already much more than convinced she didn’t like him. Aunt
Tulip would have a field day knocking him down a few glorious pegs.
She had no use for people who put themselves on a higher plain than
others. And she didn’t mind taking issue with such unacceptable
behavior. Could be the therapist in her. Could be her Buddhist
ideals. Whichever. No matter. After one session with Dr. Telaine
Patricia Cohen — most times affectionately called Aunt Tulip by
Jules and her friends - this pompous ass would be freed from his
affliction.

“If you’d be so kind to let
the Cruz’s know we’re here and show us to the room in which we’ll
be meeting, we’d greatly appreciate it,” Jules said, holding back
her urge to thwart his arrogance with a polite dressing
down.

“The pleasure is mine. Trust
me,” the turtle said, with the congeniality of a pre-programmed
robot.

He then looked past Jules and straight
at Cody.

Heat from an ugly energy ricocheted
between the two men, trapping Jules in an intensifying inferno. “Do
the two of you know each other?”

“It’s been a long time,
Diesel.” Cody stepped in front of Jules, offering his hand to
Diesel the best he could while holding the tubs.

“Yes, it has. But not long
enough.” Diesel turned and walked through the foyer, leaving Cody’s
hand untouched. “Follow me, Ms. Lichtenstien. We’re meeting by the
pool.”

Jules looked at Cody with a
care-to-tell-me-something glare.

She’d been wrong about the snapping
turtle thing, she thought, silently cursing the man for his
treatment of Cody and for not even so much as offering to help
lighten her load. Christening him Diesel the Weasel, Jules bit her
tongue and followed the Cruz’s gatekeeper from hell.

“Cody, catch that door and
don’t let it find your gluteus maximus,” The Wiesel said tossing
back his head, letting go of a snotty laugh.

After doing as he was asked, Cody fell
into step beside Jules.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered,
“I should have said something about this.”

“You don’t say,” she hissed,
trying to ignore the dread filling the pit of her stomach. “Start
talking, Cowboy.”

“Sienna and I
do know each other,” Cody
said his voice heavy as if talking about Sienna was last on his
list of preferred topics.

“How well?”

“Well.”

“Cody,” Jules growled, not
appreciating his non-detail revealing answer.

“We were engaged,” he said
in a barely audible voice then lowered his head, taking refuge once
more under the brim of his Stetson.

An unexpected pain squeezed Jules’
chest dealing her the hurt and shock of being kept in the dark
about Cody’s past. A past that now threatened to haunt her dreams
too. She’d been friends with Cody for going on six months. Hell,
close friends in her estimation. Close enough she’d have thought
he’d confide in her if someone had affected him at this
life-altering level.

He’d never once hinted he’d just come
out of a serious relationship. Let alone one that ended in what was
obviously a substantial portion of drama.

Jules wanted to pound him, but seeing
his shoulders slump, she couldn’t bring herself to continue
throttling him. Not now anyway.

She shook her head, trying to clear
the fog damn near suffocating her. Like thinking had ever brought
her good results. All the more reason she’d always chosen to go for
the gusto, and would now, leaving the mental acrobats for people
who hadn’t lived through the loss and pain she had.

“Hey, Sweet Man. Look at
me.” She’d do anything to soothe his distress like he always did
hers. “What do you say we just make the best of this meeting, turn
loose our charm and talent and see where it gets us? We’ll deal
with your Sienna problems when we’re done here.”

“Oh, I’m done here. There’s
no hope for me. I’m not going to be the cause of you losing this
gig you need and deserve.” Cody’s crystal blue eyes clouded with
sadness and possibly regret. “I think if I just go —”

“No way. We’re in this
together, Cowboy. If you walk, so do I. I asked you to help me
because I believe in you. I need you to pull this off.” Jules
readjusted the candlestick bin, about ready to ditch it in the
giant potted palm trees lining the French doors leading to the pool
house.

“I’m nothing but a liability
to you and Sweet Destiny. I should have known I could never walk
back into the Cruz’s life — even on a professional
basis.”

“Listen. I’m not throwing in
our aprons because of Diesel the Weasel.”

Cody laughed, giving her hope he’d
hang tough with their plans. Not that she blamed him for wanting to
bail. It certainly didn’t appear the Cruz’s were going to make her
favorite people list either. She’d seen the hurt in Cody’s eyes,
and couldn’t easily forgive the person or persons who put it
there.

But she needed this job too bad to bow
out.

“Diesel the Weasel has a lot
of pull in this household, Jules. He’s a good barometer of the
entire family’s opinions.” Cody looked up to the vaulted ceiling
and shook his head.

“Well that may be true, but
the arrogant bastard pulled the wrong strings with me,” Jules said,
starting toward the pool house. “I’m not letting him scare me away
from this job and neither are you. Let’s get this party in motion,
partner.”

She stepped past the palms. Her power
Choos clacked against the garden room’s tile floors, only a short
distance from the challenges waiting poolside. All she had to do
was pretend she felt as assured as her sassy gait.

“Don’t say I didn’t try to
talk reason into you,” Cody said, following her.

“We both know I’m beyond
logical decision making.”

Jules caught sight of The Weasel
standing beside three, large, round tables bordering an A-list pool
rivaling the likes of those on the set of The O.C. — including a
fabulous vanishing wall bordering a breathtaking view of the Music
City valley below.

“Thank you, Diesel.” She set
her containers on the ground next to the tables, shaking the blood
back into her arms, “but we shouldn’t need all three of these. That
would be twenty-four people. It’s just Sienna, her sisters, and
Mrs. Cruz.”

The Weasel’s thin lips split into a
sinister smile as if he’d spotted new prey.

“I’m afraid Mrs. Cruz added
a few more to the guest list.” Diesel twiddled his bony fingers
like The Grinch about to wreak havoc on the unsuspecting people of
Who-ville.

Clearing her throat, Jules took her
chef’s coat out of the top bin and tossed one to Cody.

“How many more?” She looked straight into
The Weasel’s black marble eyes, daring him to get the best of
her.

“I’m really not sure, you’ll
have to ask Sienna’s wedding planner,” he said.

What wedding
planner?

Jules had been told she’d be working
alone — as she preferred. Tired of The Weasel’s haughty bullshit,
she yanked out the candlesticks, knowing exactly where she’d like
to stick them.

“I wasn’t aware of a wedding
planner,” Jules said not sure if the Tennessee sun was making its
final stand of the day or if her nerves were shooting fire. “Cody,
would you go ahead and set these tables while I top the berry
pudding with the crème fraiche? I have service for twelve so we’ll
have to work with that.”

Cody, via his distressed gaze, reading
and echoing her dread, offered a supportive smile and got to
work.

“Did I hear my title being
flittered about?”

Jules spun in the direction of the
ego-marinated voice she’d never been able to block from the darkest
well of her subconscious.

Jacques Marentino. The former Dean of
Pastry Arts at her alma mater, now a wedding planner. Jacques
Marentino — as in Mr. I’m Too Busy Sticking My Toothpick in My
Students’ Ovens To Teach Culinary Arts.

Jules re-tightened her grip around the
candlesticks, surmising an even better use for them.

Opening and closing her fingers
against the sun-warmed silver, she squeezed the life out of the
sticks as if they were lemons instead of chunks of metal,
visualizing Jacques’ head as the unfortunate fruit.

Jacques walked the distance between
them as if he were sauntering a runway to the flashes of the
blinding bulbs of his favorite critics.

Wrong reality show, Jules thought.
He’s not a potential candidate for America’s Next Top Model. He’s
the next Gordon Ramsey of Hell’s Kitchen.

“Jules, how wonderful to be
working with you again,” Jacques said, smiling big, bold, and brash
like the cover-worthy playboy he thought he was.

“I’m thrilled, Jacques.
Simply thrilled.” Jules met the challenge in his voice with her
sweet-as-sugar cream pie, don’t-fuck-with-me serenade. “I wasn’t
aware Mrs. Cruz hired a wedding planner.”

“So sorry for the slip in
communication, Darling. Maureen saw my Food Network debut and just
had to have me.”

His snow white veneers sparkled like
South African diamonds — brilliant, beautiful but deadly if
obtained.

Two weasels and a wedding had Jules
worried, her confidence a wee bit wilted, her wishes for Sweet
Destiny’s success wallowing in a well of bewilderment. But she was
hell-bent on beating these wacky odds.

A surge of confidence swelled and
stirred her soul from the chance to go up against
Jacques.

“Diesel, I need you to show
me to the kitchen. And Cody, if you’ll come with me, I need some
help with the pudding.”

Jacques may have made hell of her days
at the French Culinary Institute in New York City, but she’d made a
fantastic new life in Nashville. With Sweet Destiny’s launch ahead
of her and the support of Cody and the rest of her friends, Jacques
would work by her rules this time. It was his turn to
squirm.

“I don’t believe we’ve been
introduced.” Jacques sidled up alongside Cody.

Sensing the competition in the air for
testosterone supremacy, Jules stepped between the two men, using
her body as the unfortunate conduit of their mating
joust.

“Jacques, this is Cody — my
partner,” Jules said in a playfully evasive tone, dangling
alternative interpretations for Jacques to decode as to what kind
of partner she was insinuating.

“You’re a lucky man.”
Jacques shook Cody’s hand.

Leaning into him as if they were
sidekicks in some great conspiratorial adventure, he continued,
“Just don’t take it personal when she abandons you in favor of her
next hot dish.”

“Funny how two people’s
recollections of the same situation can be vastly different.” Jules
draped her arms on Cody’s shoulder and brushed her lips against his
cheek.

Feeling Cody’s body jolt from her
unexpected touch, she searched his eyes, begging him to play along
with her charade.

Cody raised his eyebrows then shrugged
his shoulders as if to say ‘what the hell’ then turned his
attention back to Jacques.

“Jules tells me she’s never
had it so good,” he said, patting Jacques’s shoulder. “She’s not
going anywhere.”

“We’ll see.” Jacques tossed
back his head until his Matthew Mcconaughey, surf-boy locks fell
into a GQ-perfect, disheveled mop. “This is going to be some kind
of job.”

“Speaking of the job,” Jules
said, feeling way too hot under the collar of her coat to remain
idle, “it’s time we head for the kitchen.”

“You two go on. I’ll finish
up out here.” Jacques flicked his hand as if to shoo them away in
the same manner he would pesky, winged creatures.

“Jacques, that won’t
—”

“Jules, trust me, I want to
get paid in the end of all this too. I have my own stellar
reputation to uphold. I’m not going to screw with you — well, not
in regards to the Cruz events.”

“Forgive me for learning my
lesson where trusting you is concerned.” Jules reached for Cody’s
hand and left Jacques staring after them.

Too young for hot flashes but ripe for
anxiety attacks, Jules fanned her arms and hands in front of her
face. Beckoning a cold current to cool her heated cheeks, she
marched into the Cruz’s kitchen. Giving up on regulating her own
body temperature, she opened the freezer door and stuck her head
inside. The icy blast ricocheted off her brow bone, damn near
knocking her to the floor.

Bad idea.

She reached for the counter and held
onto the air-conditioned chilled granite until her skull recovered
from the subzero shock of the freezer plus learning she’d be
working with Jacques.

“So I take it we have more
to worry about than my past
with Sienna?” Cody topped the pudding with
cream.

“Looks that way,” Jules
said, unsure what or how much about her and Jacques’ history she
was ready to divulge.

“You know I don’t believe
what he said about you.” Cody finished the last dessert cup then
turned her to face him.

“Thank you for that. Love
‘em and leave ‘em isn’t my thing.” She dabbed at the corner of her
eyes with a dish towel, sure the moisture was frost melting from
her battle with the freezer and not the start of a misplaced
tear.

“This job is going to be no
picnic, Cody,” she said, sorry she’d drug him into the storm
brewing. “I’ll no longer hold it against you if you’re ready to
run.”

“Contraire, JuJu Bee.” Cody
tipped his hat. “If I couldn’t take the heat, I wouldn’t have
agreed to share your kitchen — again.”

“Okay, Cowboy.” Jules
sniffled back her reservations, letting Cody’s support bolster her
spirit. “Let’s see what we’re made of.”

 


 


 


 Chapter Three

 


“The Kardashians of
Nashville, huh?” Jules’ best friend Roxy asked, her eyes lighting
up like a one hundred-watt bulb in a sixty-watt max
socket.

“I know what you’re
thinking,” Jules said. “And unfortunately you’re right. Sienna Cruz
and her sisters would be the perfect walking billboards for Raeve.
They’re certainly stunning.”

Stunning enough that Sienna had in the
not-so-distant-past sure caught Cody’s eye, Jules thought, although
she kept the thought to herself, not able to take conversation onto
that point right now. She had to keep the focus on the business
side of her life.



Jules sighed then sucked up the
reality of Cruz Control.

Sienna and her family were necessary
pieces of her success puzzle but also, though she hated to admit
it, wouldn’t be bad additions to Roxy’s master plan. “I’ll see what
I can do.”

Like Jules, Roxy gave everything she
had to her creations. She spared no passion in her eclectic and
sophisticated line of clothing and accessories, making her boutique
Raeve one of the premier shopping destinations for Nashville’s
elite. The Cruz girls would look fabulous in Raeve couture, as if
they needed help turning heads.

Jules looked across the table at
Audrey, the other vital link to her sanity.

“I see those wheels spinning
under your ball cap,” Jules said, anxious to hear Audrey’s
sure-to-be-brilliant marketing idea.

“Girls like Sienna and her
sisters would make waves wearing Raeve,” Audrey said. “They’d be
perfect for the national ad campaign I’m planning.”

“They’d definitely
compliment Raeve’s image, but I guarantee they’re not poster chicks for Sweet
Destiny.” Jules savored another bite of The Pancake Pantry’s
chocolate chip pancakes. “Their bodies have never seen the likes of
the sugar and butter dreams I create.”

“Maybe so.” Audrey picked at
the omelet on her plate. “But we can still use the fact that
your bakery and catering
company is on their It-List Radar.”

“Do we have to bring up
catering?” Jules asked. “I’m trying to enjoy my
breakfast.”

“I’m still not sure I get
how Jack-Off Jacques ended up in Nashville for just one event. It’s
not like him to set his sights so small.” Roxy tossed her napkin on
the table even though she still had a plateful of food.

“Think about it, Rox. He’s
not here for just the Cruz wedding.” Jules rolled her hands as if
she were playing Patty-Cake, prompting Roxy to peruse her mental
gossip bank for back issues of the New York Post’s Page
Six.

“Shit. How could I forget?”
Roxy nodded her head as if to say well-don’t-that-beat-all. “He
retired from culinary teaching thinking he was the next Colin Cowie
and ready for coliseum-sized events, right? No way. Surely not.
You’re thinking he might be interested in Fan Fest?!”

“Not sure. But you betchya
I’m gonna find out.” Jules’ mind spun like it did from a sugar
rush, although the pain wasn’t the consequence of a sweet surge,
but rather the downward spiral of repressed aggression making a
glutton of her Jacques Marentino memories.

“I know you’re guts are much
stronger than mine, Jules, but how could you accept working with
him?” Audrey asked.

“C’mon. I’m not that dumb
and delusional. Maureen didn’t tell me she’d hired him until
after I’d signed the
contract. And now since I roped Cody into helping me, the bastard
got a two-for-one talent deal.” That is if Cody didn’t bail on her
like any normal, self-preservation-concerned guy should after
coming face-to-face with his Ex plus Jacques.

“I don’t even think Sienna
knew she had a wedding planner,” Jules continued, almost feeling
sorry for the Cruz girls after meeting their mother in the flesh.
“I’m fairly certain those girls do whatever Mommy Fairest of All
says.”

“Well, the whole thing sure
has made a mockery of my martini-half-full attitude,” Roxy said. “I
might need therapy again after living through a repeat Jacques
performance.”

“That animal is taking
advantage of your talent and work ethic just like he did when you
were dating five years ago.” Audrey moved large pieces of her
omelet across her plate, spearing the eggs with the tines of her
fork, still having more bites left than she’d eaten. “If he thinks
he can set himself apart from the competition by using you again,
he’s more of an idiot than I even gave him credit for.”

“Well — I can tell you one
thing for sure. If he’s vying for the same gig as you, Jules, his
competition is stiffer than your Aunt Tulip’s patients after
they’ve completed one of her sex therapy sessions,” Roxy said,
setting her coffee cup on the table with enough force to slosh a
good bit over the brim. “He shouldn’t have messed with you the
first time. But he’s even more of a dumb ass for attempting it
twice.”

Realizing comfort was in short supply,
and she should utilize all sources of reinforcement, Jules dug into
her last pancake. To hell with the carbs — as if a pastry chef
could make a decent living counting sugar grams. That’s why yoga
was invented.

But if she wasn’t careful, her
decision to take the Cruz gig would wreak havoc on her waistline as
well as her coping mechanisms.

Since signing the agreement last
Friday, her internal thermostat had been giving misguided readings,
bouncing all over the damn place, surging and dropping with her
mood swings. Hot with motivation to succeed. Cold with fear. Hot
with determination to make Sienna and Evan’s wedding a showcase of
Sweet Destiny’s ability. Plus, a sweet shot of potential to
sugar-coat her Fan Fest application. But ice cream cold with
bringing on the ideas to get the recipes and party plans
rolling.

With Jacques now added to the mix, all
elements of control were up for grabs. The man was human refuse.
And yes, she knew that that type of thinking wasn’t part of her
Buddhist lifestyle. But at the same time, it was living her truth —
which was quite Buddha in thought. Besides, Buddhist or not,
acknowledging her disdain of the man gave her an unparalleled drive
to achieve success no matter the costs.

“We love you, Jules, and are
here for you. Together, we’ll deal with Jacques Ass and give
Nashville a wedding they’ll never forget followed by a new Fan Fest
food service queen.” Audrey squeezed Jules’ hand, her voice wrapped
in its normal sweet, upbeat tone but with a twinge of doubt
dragging it down an octave. “Somehow, someway we’ll beat that jerk
for good.”

Taking the last bite of her pancake,
the flavor melted across Jules’ lips, sending a shiver from her
tongue to her toes. Devouring the syrup-drenched goddess didn’t
cure her problems, but the sugar and chocolate chips certainly
shored up her courage.

“Thanks, guys,” Jules said,
“I don’t know where I’d be without you.”

“Lucky for you, you’ll never
find out.” Roxy pat Jules’ shoulder.

“Guess I’d better get home.
I’ve got wedding cakes to experiment with and a bakery to get up
and running if there’s a chance in purgatory to secure Fan Fest.
Plus, speaking of purgatory, Aunt Tulip’s due in this
afternoon.”

“That’s right. I can’t wait
to see her. Noon tomorrow at The Lunchbox, right?” Audrey grabbed
the check before Jules could stop her. “We’ll give her the perfect
taste of Nashville.”

“You betchya,” Roxy and
Jules said in unison then laughed, each knowing, without saying,
that their minds were forever synchronized.

“This will be a hoot,” Roxy
said.

“A hoot?” Jules mocked then giggled.
“I’m fixin’ to think you’re right, Cowgirl.”

“Stop it,” Audrey squealed.
“You two are killing me. Listen to us. Who’d have thought three
Manhattan prep school girls would be the new Belles of the
South?”

Walking out of the pancake house, arms
linked and contemplating the unexpected turns bringing them all to
Music City, Jules knew she could handle everything on her plate as
long as she had Roxy and Audrey.

The three of them couldn’t be any
closer if they were sisters.

Jules’ heart pitched.

From the disconnect she’d seen between
the Cruz girls, they didn’t know what they were missing without
that unspoken bond.

Jules had learned at a young age that
family was a relative term.

The oven timer’s ding interrupted the
scenes floating through Jules’ mental scrapbook, providing a
momentary escape from her past, but an abrupt return to her
in-over-her-head present.

Baking filled the void left in the
wake of her tragic childhood.

Opening Sweet Destiny was her hope
that the sweet comforts she created soothed her customers’ souls
like they had always bandaged her ravaged heart. But right now, she
couldn’t produce that comfort fast enough.

Slipping her hand into her oven mitt,
she opened the door. The blast of heat mixed with vanilla almond
warmed her spirit.

Removing the first of the fifteen or
so cakes she’d try until she found the perfect one for the Cruz
wedding, she placed the pan on a cooling rack.

Surveying her creation, a satisfied
thrill sparked her confidence.

Perfect
color. Perfect
texture. Well
done, Ace.

She’d done right choosing the
professional-grade kitchen suite for her new home. Without
sacrificing her interior design principles, she’d achieved the high
performance she had at Sweet Destiny. Not only could she do some of
her baking at home, but the bronze and copper-toned appliances gave
her psyche a touch of Tuscan comfort.

She tapped the oven mitt to her
forehead, catching the beads of moisture before they gave into
gravity. At least something was heating her up.

If her sex life matched the piping hot
steam rising from her cakes, she’d be in much better shape. But
unfortunately, she had only her yoga to keep her fit. And yoga with
no need for the tantric poses she knew well.

Not that she’d admit as much to Aunt
Tulip.

‘Course she wouldn’t have to
say anything to Tulip.

The woman knew it all — every morsel
of Jules’ life — almost. And wouldn’t hesitate to ask about the
things she didn’t know and had no business asking.

“All unpacked, Sweet Girl,”
Tulip said, coming into the kitchen, mischief sugar-coating the
laugh lines surrounding her whiter-than-white, porcelain
veneer-packed smile. “What’s up? You always turn to baking when
it’s love you’re craving.”

“Just because you’re the sex
therapist in the family, doesn’t mean I’m your forever practice
patient,” Jules said, glad Tulip was visiting but dreading the
inevitable, impromptu therapy sessions.

“So I take it you haven’t
been living the Kama Sutra with the cowboys in Music City?” Tulip’s
voice was as carefree as if she were discussing fall in Tennessee,
not her niece’s sex life.

Like she had time for The Spanish
Omelette or other tantric gymnastics, Jules thought, sticking a
toothpick into the middle of her cake.

“My sex life isn’t an issue.
I don’t have the time or energy for that luxury. As sad as that
is,” she admitted, depressed having acknowledged as much to Aunt
Tulip, Rosalind Focker’s unscripted twin.

“Ignore me for now. But
you’ll talk soon enough,” Tulip purred, brown sugar packed like
dynamite around her vocal chords. “You’re suffering from our chat
session withdrawal as much as I am. And from the looks of things,
there’s more than that you’re doing without.”

“Could you quit calling our
conversations ‘sessions’?” Jules removed her chef coat and headed
for the coffeemaker. “You make my life sound so
clinical.”

“Fine. But how about we talk
through your issues? And don’t skip the details. I’ve got the rest
of the year to fix you.”

“Trust me — you can’t fix
this,” Jules said, knowing damn well Tulip would spend the next
three months trying to butt-in and make things all
better.

“Grind those beans into
dust,” Tulip hollered over the machine’s buzzing blades, “but you
obviously need to get these feelings onto the table or between the
sheets.”

Jules’ eyed the rolling pin hanging on
her utensil rack. Thwacking her well-meaning aunt probably wouldn’t
result in good karma. And she needed all the sweet karma she could
capitalize on.

Dr. Cohen, aka Aunt Tulip, used to be
a reasonably sane woman. Senility or empty nest syndrome must have
swept her sexual liberation philosophies to absurd
heights.

“Who I take between my
sheets and how often is none of your business,” Jules said. “I
asked you to come to Nashville to help me with the bakery. I don’t
need or want your professional opinion on my non-existent sex
life.”

Tulip rummaged the cabinets, china
clinking and clanging, cupboard doors banging shut.

Jules rubbed the corners of her eyes,
moving her fingers in theatrical circles to disrupt the flight plan
of the headache seeking clearance to land.

Evidently finding what she was looking
for, or out of cupboards to ransack, Tulip finally stopped the
mayhem. Without running her mouth, she set mugs, saucers and
dessert plates at two of the place settings edging the center
island.

Jules drummed her fingers on the edge
of the sink while analyzing her aunt’s behavior.

Tulip’s silence was a delay tactic.
Nothing less. A significant nonverbal cue of her distress at not
achieving her goal. She always stalled before changing methods on
Jules, her favorite lab mouse.

But Jules knew how the good doctor
worked, both on her patients and while meddling in her niece’s
life. Raised by the woman since she was five, she’d learned all her
tricks and had developed unique survival skills.

Pleased with her assessment, Jules
leaned against the kitchen table, crossed her arms, and waited for
her aunt’s next approach.

“You know I’m thrilled to
help you get Sweet Destiny going strong,” Tulip said, the same
fudge brownie eyes the gene pool had passed to Jules begging for
empathy. “But you can’t expect me to ignore my life’s calling when
I notice signs of trouble.”

“What signs?” Waves of dread
crashed against Jules’ gut.

As much as she’d like to bury herself
in the sand to ride out the rising tide, she couldn’t escape
Tulip’s persistence. Tulip wouldn’t quit digging until her problem
pearl had produced an oyster.

The woman was a mix of adoration and
aggravation. Brilliance and bull-headedness. Loving kindness and
lunacy. Kama Sutra positions and commit-me-know quirks.

Tulip hoisted her petite frame onto a
barstool, holding her head high as if she thought she was about to
cash in yet again on her Yale doctorate.

Jules pictured Tulip reaching for her
canary yellow legal pad then perching her Swarovski crystal-studded
bifocals on the bridge of her nose, looking over the lens making
sure her patient was comfortably reclined on the white damask
chaise lounge next to her matching club chair.

“Let’s begin with the fact
that the bedside box of love oils, intensifying gels, and pleasure
balms I sent for your housewarming hasn’t been opened. If it had
been, I’d keep my mouth shut.” Tulip went straight for the vagina
monologue, never one for idle chit chat.

“You would not keep your
mouth shut — like it belongs. You’d be pumping me for details about
which product I liked best,” Jules countered, proud of her perfect
reprisal, wishing she were on the clock like the rest of Tulip’s
patients instead of a never-ending family charity case.

“Perhaps.” Tulip dropped her
voice to near inaudible decibels, looking away from Jules rather
than face that her psychobabble methods had been bested by a pastry
chef.

Jules should have known neither
Tulip’s sex therapist ego nor her story-sniffing, Citizen Kane
alter ego would neglect to follow up on The Love Box. Jules shook
her head then looked to her vaulted ceilings for
strength.

She’d actually forgotten the contents
of the hand-carved and painted chest on her nightstand, using it as
an item of décor instead of an aphrodisiac-filled trinket
chest.

“Honestly, Aunt Tulip. I
haven’t seen you for what feels like forever and all you’re worried
about is if I’m making good use of erotic pleasure balms and
feather duster applicators.”

Jules got out soy milk and natural
sugar for their coffee along with the butternut cream icing she’d
whipped up for the cake, smacking the containers on top of her
breakfast bar.

“You’re
incorrigible.”

“Only because you’re
faltering in one of my areas of expertise.” Tulip threaded a red
napkin through a ruby-toned ring. “You know I’m the gal for
anything involving parties, pastries or sex.

“Which reminds me,” she
said, handing Jules a gift bag. “Here’s a must-have
gem.”

Taking the bag, an expectant rush
traveled through Jules’ hands then touched her heart, easing the
cardiac arrest Tulip’s antics often initiated.

Her aunt’s just-because treasures were
fantastic adventures. From the presentation to the main event
nestled inside the always exquisite packaging, she had a flair for
giving gifts to remember.

Lowering her hands between stashes of
metallic red tissue paper, Jules burrowed deep into the sparkly
silver bag, careful not to ruin the expensive ensemble. As she
reached for the prize, her heart sprinted like a child digging into
a Cracker Jack box.

Removing a small, hardback book, she
discovered a large pickle on the back cover.

She laughed, an instinctual release
offsetting her confusion, a diversion while her mind swirled with
possible explanations to justify the bizarre image.

“I’m a pastry chef not a
vegetable connoisseur,” she said, looking at Tulip who looked right
back with pursed lips signifying she knew exactly what she was
doing.

Though Tulip said nothing, the
devilish gleam in her eyes eliminated innocence.

Turning over the book, Jules read the
title — “Tickle His Pickle.”

Noting the cover blurbs on becoming a
penis genius, Jules sucked in way too much air and choked. The wind
blew out of her lungs, forcing her to gulp as if she were robbed of
all the air in her kitchen.

“You gotta hand it to me,
Sweet Girl, I have a sixth sense when it comes to choosing the
perfect gift,” Tulip rambled, apparently oblivious to her niece’s
flustered frenzy.

“You mean sick sense,” Jules
squeaked, blinking back reality, hoping if she looked long enough
the cover art would morph into a cook book graphic.

She tossed the book onto her kitchen
table. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Well use it. Improve your
techniques. I’ve marked the exercises that produce the best
results.”

Her heart still beating faster than
normal but not at Cardio bar levels, Jules poured their coffee, her
hands trembling with a dash of amusement tempered by
bewilderment.

Looking across the island at the woman
who was her only immediate family, she didn’t have the heart to
stay angry.

Perplexed and annoyed?

Yes.

Amazed at her aunt’s
tenacity?

Hell no.

Good thing the woman worked with balls
‘cause she sure had plenty to spare.

“Aunt Tulip, I love you. But
get it through your libidinal heavy brain that sex, or the lack
there of, is not my predominant hang up.”

“Perhaps if you’d tell me
what is, I’d refocus my energy.”

“What does Jacques Marentino
do for your energy level?”

“Jacques?!” Tulip’s mouth
contorted as if she’d bitten into something she’d expected to be
sweet only to discover tart and awful. “Okay. My energy level’s
sufficiently engaged. Talk to me, Sweet Girl. Now.”

After telling Tulip about Jacques Ass’
involvement in the Cruz wedding and his probable designs on Fan
Fest, Jules licked her lips, moving her tongue to dislodge it from
the roof of her mouth. Why did Jacques always have this unsettling
affect on her? How could the mere mention of his name assault her
entire nervous system?

Tulip was right to speak to her like
she would a patient she was coaxing toward a cathartic moment. The
world may be full of fools but Jules now ruled their kingdom. And
she’d re-established her monarchy in Nashville by keeping this gig
despite Jacques’s role.

“Okay. Let’s try to approach
your dilemma from a different perspective.” Tulip rubbed her hands
together like she did while conjuring her patient’s issues into
plausible chunks of positive reinforcements.

“I’ve been reading that
Country Weekly rag to adapt to your new environment. Sienna’s
marrying that country music hunk Evan Granger, right? The Cruz gigs
could be a smart move, Jules. For Sweet Destiny, anyway. Forget
about your personal sanity.”

“Oh, I’ve given up on
maintaining my mind, trust me,” Jules said, not surprised Tulip
chose to focus on the lighter sides of the deep black-licorice hole
Jules had dug.

Tulip walked to the liquor cabinet and
retrieved a bottle of brandy and a snifter. “I need something
stronger than coffee.”

She sashayed around the kitchen
preparing cocktails, her tunic-style blouse billowing behind her
leaving a dramatic void in its wake.

Breathing in the air stirred by her
lily-infused perfume, a tremor of childhood memories jolted Jules’
mind.

Tulip, holding her hand, while people
dressed in black filed past them at St. Patrick’s Cathedral saying
how sorry they were for their loss.

Tulip, holding her hand, thirteen
years later while they listened to her parents’ attorneys explain
her astounding inheritance.

Tulip, holding her hand, six plus
months ago while they said their goodbyes before Jules left their
Park Avenue penthouse for Nashville.

She and Tulip had forged a good life
after her parents’ death, finding strength in each other’s wit,
whimsy, and yoga sensibilities.

Seeing her flitter about with
contagiously happy delirium in the midst of chaos, Jules realized
she’d missed her aunt’s lovable madness since moving to
Nashville.

Maybe Tulip’s comedic conundrums,
although potentially disruptive to Jules’ work flow, would be good
for her soul. Maybe, Tulip was right and they could devise a plan
to handle Jacques.

Maybe.

Maybe not.

But the journey would prove
entertaining with Tulip joining the party.

Hearing her door bell ring, Jules
forced her mind into the now, as deliciously screwed up as it was,
and got up to answer.

“I’ll get that,” Tulip
volunteered, her voice rising to the uncomfortable, over-joyous
pitch of being saved by the bell. “You stay here and take solace in
frosting that gorgeous cake and downing my cognac.”

Several minutes passed and still no
Tulip.

Thinking the person at the door was
probably the mailman with a package she was expecting from a baking
supply company, Jules ventured into the foyer, afraid her aunt had
given her mailman’s prosthetic ears a stress test.

So much for her mailman’s
pain.

And yes, he really did have prosthetic
ears. Well — one totally fake, plus, one real ear that didn’t work
without assistance. He’d been born without one and was damn near
completely deaf in the ear he had. Something, Jules decided, he
would have never thought was a gift until he’d met
Tulip.

But her mailman wasn’t at the door,
frantically turning his volume control to mute.

Seeing several catalogues already
sticking out of her mailbox, he’d been saved until tomorrow’s
delivery.

But Cody wasn’t as fortunate. Seeing
the ‘help me, please, who is this nutcase’ furrow of his brow,
Jules’ heart took a nosedive.

Stalling to think of some way to save
her cowboy, she licked frosting off her fingers, not sure what, if
anything, could ward off the orneriness brewing in her aunt’s
eyes.

Tulip leaned in toward Cody’s ear, the
grand shadow from his hat appearing to swallow her misguided
meddling.

“My Jules has never found
the sweet comfort in a man that she gets from her sugary
confections,” Tulip whispered loud enough for her intended audience
to include both Cody and Jules.

Jules’ stomach muscles
clenched.

“But don’t you worry, I’ll
be helping her deal with that hang-up. I’m a Sex Therapist,” Tulip
said then tipped Cody’s hat as if to say ‘aw shucks.’

Jules had a choice to make.

She could pummel Tulip with her
rolling pin and take her chances with karma. Or, she could get rid
of the stupefied grin plastering Cody’s face above the devilish
dimple in his chin.

With his sexy-as-all-hell hat and
powder blue eyes, her stomach turned delightful
flip-flops.

But she’d have to deal with her hunky
diner boy later. Her aunt was the more immediate fear
factor.

Air travelled out of her lungs and
through her vocal chords with a fervent gush of
expediency.

“Aunt Tulip, in an effort to
shut you the hell up, allow me to introduce you to my
friend Cody
Weiss.

“Although I’m sure he now
knows more about both of us than he ever wanted to.”

Once having been momentarily silenced
by Tulip’s saucy brevity, now Jules couldn’t stop the onslaught of
excuses pouring from her blushing pride.

“Contraire, JuJu Bee.” Cody
tipped his hat. “I’m kind of getting into this Hell’s Kitchen meets
Meet the Fockers thing you got goin’ on.”

Actually removing his hat, he turned
back to Aunt Tulip. “Pleased to meet you, Ma’am.”

This was the first time he’d ever
removed that hat per Jules’ recollection. And she liked what she
saw underneath.

The shaggy chic cut of his
black diamond hair gave one hot frame for his muscular,
field-tanned face and rigid jaw line. And his ears.
Cute. A tad large for his
face, but a juxtaposition Jules found endearing. Imperfect in a
perfect way.

As if he read her mind, Cody placed
his Stetson on his head, his cheeks warming with color.

Hmm. Maybe his ears bothered him. She’d have to work on
that.

“I think you and I are going
to hit it off real well,” Cody continued goading Tulip then winked
at Jules.

“Remember who you’re working
for, Cowboy,” Jules warned then flipped Cody’s solid, jean-clad ass
with her towel.

“Don’t worry, I’m all
yours.”

Cody grabbed the towel out of her
hands and swatted her behind, evening the score.

 


 


 


 Chapter Four

 


Fried chicken. Fried asparagus. Turnip
greens and mac-n-cheese. With cornbread and sweet tea too, Cody’s
menu epitomized southern comfort, and that’s exactly what he
wanted.

A Sunday meal at The Lunchbox had
become an institution for his extended family, and welcoming Tulip
into the fold was gonna be fun.

Setting a third heaping bucket of
chicken on the table, pride warmed him like the down-home cooking
his family’s café had dished out for fifty-eight years.

A mainstay in Nashvillian diets, any
local could name his or her favorite Meat n’ Three diner. But out
of the hundred or so in existence, the Weiss’ Lunchbox Cafe
continued its reign as queen.

‘Course it wasn’t just the
food that kept their customers coming back. Something about The
Lunchbox’s tin shack-like home made eating there a social occasion
as well as a gut buster.

As Cody’s Grandma Lucy told reporters
when the café was featured as a must-stop Music City destination,
her customers came in hungry strangers but left full of
friends.

“Well, I think that should
do it.” Grams wiped up a glob of mac-n-cheese that had escaped its
bowl. “If this doesn’t fill ‘em up, your friends should see their
family doctors.”

“You’ve got that backwards.”
Cody removed his grease-stained apron. “They should see their
doctors because they’ve eaten here.”

“What’s a clogged artery or
two? I’ve lived on this food for seventy-four years, and there
ain’t nothin’ wrong with me.”

“That’s what you think,”
Cody said, enjoying teasing her and anticipating her
reprisal.

She’d never let him leave the ring
with the last word.

“Watch it, boy. I can still
put a hurtin’ on you.” Grams pulled to attention her five feet
frame of lean mean cooking machine.

“Yeah, I’m scared.” Cody
paid lip service to her threat while backing toward the door in
case she wasn’t kidding.

Grams packed a deadly wallop with a
dish towel.

Forgetting Petunia, the gigantic,
hand-painted porcelain pig greeting the diner’s customers, Cody
damn near took a tumble. Grams had paid a fortune for the
sassy-striped swine to help last year’s United Way campaign. Why
she had to set the thing in such a high traffic area was a notion
Cody would never understand, although he’d long since given up
changing her mind. She was mighty proud of that pig and the people
she’d helped by buying the way overdone beast.

“Walk much?” Grams cackled
then disappeared into her kitchen.

The bells attached to the café’s door
flew into a frenetic free-for-all before Cody could think of a good
comeback.

He didn’t have to turn around to know
the culprit was his buddy Damian. Damian made a habit of clanking
the blasted ringers as if he were calling in farmhands from across
the globe.

Cody took a seat on Petunia and
watched his friends file into the diner.

Along with Damian and Cody’s
other best bud Zayne, the clan now included Jules and fellow
Manhattan-raised hottees Roxy and Audrey. With Zayne and Roxy a
major item, both on and off their saloon’s dance floor, and Damian
and Audrey acting as if there could be more going on when no one
was looking, Cody considered it his duty to take care of Jules. And
for that, he was the luckiest man in boot country.

Although she was a handful, Jules was
one fine dish.

With her dark chocolate hair falling
in bombshell waves around her gorgeous face, she looked like
Catherine Zeta-Jones, complete with the killer lashes, perfect
pout, and stunning curves.

Seeing Aunt Tulip step into the diner
behind her, Cody recognized the fascinating gene pool Jules had
been blessed with.

Age had no hold over the
Lichtenstiens.

And Aunt Tulip, accompanied by The
Moms, gave new meaning to feminine power. Cody never thought
Nashville could handle another woman like Zayne’s mom Kat and
Roxy’s mom Lily — who they all affectionately referred to as The
Moms, a duo making ‘dynamic’ an understatement.

Although, by the looks of things, the
duo could become a trio.

What a force to be reckoned
with.

Cody felt sorry for the poor sons of
bitches that crossed any of the three.

“Hey, Sweet Man. The food
smells and looks delicious.”

Jules’ low, husky voice and her tight,
toned body pressed against Cody’s side, tearing his mind away from
The Moms new addition.

“If you’re impressed, it’s all good,”
Cody said, leaving Petunia to guard the door and wrapping his arm
around Jules’ tiny waist.

Planting a kiss on her cheek shivers
shot straight to his boots.

He inhaled, letting her sweet scent
surround him.

She smelled like cake frosting,
probably because she was wearing some. He couldn’t count the number
of times he’d seen remnants of some bright-colored butter cream
delight smeared across her clothing, usually stuck to her shirt in
the vicinity of her Playmate-worthy cleavage.

If she’d wear a chef’s coat as a habit
instead of as a fluke, she wouldn’t have that problem. He’d seen
her bent over her baked goods with her decorating tools, giving him
the scoop as to how the frosting hit its target. Not that the
results of her forgetfulness weren’t gratifying.

“Dig in. There’s plenty more
where this came from.” Cody motioned for everyone to grab a seat
and have at the meal. “And Dr. Cohen, welcome to the
bunch.”

“It’s Aunt Tulip to all of
you,” Tulip said, waving her arms in the air as if to banish the
formality inherent in her title. “I’m just thrilled to be included.
This spread looks magnificent. I couldn’t tell you the last time I
had asparagus. It’s such a wonderful penis food.”

Jules’ face turned a deeper purple
than Cody’s champion beets. “I swear I can’t take you
anywhere.”

“Wait a minute, Jules,” Cody
said, unable to let the topic remain unexplored. “I
am a vegetable man. I
need to know these things. Tell me more, Doc.”

Judging by the animated expressions on
the rest of Cody’s lunch guests’ faces, their curiosity was also
piqued.

Cody looked at Jules, hoping she’d
give him the blessing to continue his inquiry.

Using her middle finger, Jules
repositioned her glasses on the bridge of her nose. And damn if she
didn’t look way too hot in her new specs. But, she’d given him a
sign all right. He’d be paying big time for encouraging
Tulip.

“Food figures in greatly to
our overall sexual health,” Tulip said with a matter-of-fact
professionalism fit more for a prime time documentary than Sunday
brunch. “But most food good for sexual satisfaction is
vegetarian.”

“Nice career choice,
genius,” Damian said and slapped Cody’s shoulder.

Cody couldn’t help but smile, already
liking what Tulip had to say.

“There are many foods that
we in the industry call penis foods
that benefit everything penis-related, especially
vegetables like celery and asparagus that have a phallic shape.”
Tulip speared her fork through a piece of asparagus, using it as a
visual aid.

Cody squirmed, noticing the other men
around the table did the same.

Seeing Jules reach for her fork, Cody
dropped his hands to his groin, turning them into a make-shift
shield.

Under pressure to perform, however,
Tulip’s asparagus went limp.

Putting it on her plate, she continued
her lesson. “Now you boys do need to be careful consuming so much
fried food as that can slow blood flow to your
genitals.”

“How about you pass
the fried chicken,
Aunt Tulip?” Although Jules used polite vernacular, her tone was
anything but congenial.

“That’s my cue, guys. I’m
afraid our time is up, and we must end our conversation
prematurely.” With a smug grin matching the mischief sparkling in
her eyes, Tulip took a large chicken breast out of the bucket then
passed the rest to Cody.

“Your cue was a ways back,”
Jules said, reaching for a basket of cornbread, “but as usual you
didn’t take the hint.”

Cody leaned from his seat
and took a pitcher of sweet tea off the serving cart. He filled
Jules’ glass before passing the pitcher to Tulip.
Maybe a cool drink would be good for both of
‘em.

Jules may not appreciate her aunt’s
expertise, but Cody sure did. Now he had another reason, a totally
unexpected one, for selling the diner and opening a fruit and
vegetable market. He’d be hard-pressed to think of a better
marketing gimmick than promoting his produce as
aphrodisiacs.

Later, when Jules’ wasn’t around and
about to clobber him with her cornbread, he’d talk to Tulip about
the idea.

“So how’s your meal so far?”
Cody’s mom made a rare appearance from beyond the café’s kitchen
doors.

“Hi, Midge.” Kat got up and
greeted her with a warm hug. The two had been friends for years on
account of their sons. “As always, you and Grams have outdone
yourselves.”

“Thank you.” Cody’s mom
wiggled out of Kat’s grasp, squeezed Jules’ shoulder then retreated
back into the kitchen.

Even though her heart was huge, Midge
Weiss wasn’t one for social fussing. She preferred staying in the
diner’s kitchen, her comfort zone ever since she’d started cooking
there at the age of ten. Although she had no intentions of
retiring, she did say she’d like to slow down once Cody took over
the diner’s daily operations.

Thinking about running the
diner turned Cody’s stomach away from his lunch plate. He had no
plans to spend his future in The Lunchbox’s kitchen. Working his
family’s diner was their
vision of his future — not his. Since selling his
home-grown fruits and vegetables at the roadside-stand he and his
grandpa built, he’d wanted his own market.

But there was no way he
could work the fields, run a market and keep the diner going,
especially now that his dad had left — again. God only knew where
he’d gone and if and when he was coming back. He’d been gone two
months this time, though, a new record. Bastard. When Cody needed him, that’s
when he always seemed to disappear.

Man, without his dad in the kitchen,
he was in way over his Stetson-covered head, Cody
thought.

Once he found the perfect building, he
had to sell The Lunchbox or abandon his market. He knew it was time
to pursue his own dreams. And he had his business plan and
financing ready to go. If only he could get his guts in place and
just do it.

But now he not only had his own dreams
on the line and going nowhere, he had Jules’ dreams to protect. He
may not have been able to protect himself from the Cruz family’s
control, but he’d do whatever he had to do to keep Jules from being
used like he’d been.

And that included sticking it to
pretty boy Jacques Ass.

Catering Sienna’s wedding could be
more disastrous than Cody dared to imagine.

How could he and Jules both have exes
from hell?

At least they shared the
sanity-draining enigmas.

That should be a bonding experience,
right?

Feeling Jules’ fingers wrap around
his, Cody returned his focus to lunch.

“What’s wrong?” She squeezed
his hand while coaxing him with her huge, dark eyes to reveal where
his mind had wandered.

“Nothing. I’m fine,” he
said, returning her squeeze, all too aware of how well her touch
soothed his concerns.

“I don’t believe you, but
now’s not the time to drag it out of you.” She let go of his hand
and refilled her tea glass. “I won’t ruin your manly man image in
front of the boys, but we’ll be talking later.”

“Maybe I don’t want to talk
about it.” Cody raised his glass in a mocking salute to her
sarcasm.

“Too bad,
Asshole.”

A wicked smile formed across her lips.
Lips damn perfect even after a meal and without being
made-up.

“I didn’t want to talk about
penis food but you couldn’t be stopped.”

She had him — nuts and
all.

He gave her an eat-shit grin and
refocused his attention on his lunch guests. “So what’s on
everyone’s agenda the rest of the day?”

“We’re headed for the dance
floor to work off this food and try out a new routine for our next
show,” Zayne said, tossing his napkin onto his plate and patting
his stomach as if that would discourage the fat he’d consumed from
settling in.

“We’ve only got three weeks
before Season Two taping begins,” Roxy said, playing with her
caramel-apple colored curls.

“Our ratings were high
enough to not only get another season but also a better time slot,”
Kat said. “Who knew a bootscootin’ Dancing
With the Stars would be such a hit.
Business at the saloon is amazing. Lily and I just can’t keep
up.”

“No, we can’t,” Lily piped
in. “And I’m telling you, I can’t get Roxy’s Raeve apparel onto the
displays before they’re sold out on Audrey’s online store. It’s
fantastic!”

“So what about you, Jules
dear,” Kat said, “tell us all about Sweet Destiny and Sienna’s
wedding plans. I hear thanks to Maureen’s antics you’ve got
unexpected company in your kitchen.”

Jules looked at Roxy who had a twinge
of remorse passing over her face. Roxy then shrugged her shoulders
in a what-was-I-supposed-to-do way, more than likely having had to
surrender the scoop to the all-knowing Moms.

Like anyone could keep info from those
two, Cody thought. If Roxy hadn’t told ‘em, The Neon Cowboy’s
patrons would have spilled the news anyways. So no party foul on
Roxy’s part, and Jules would know that just like Cody
did.

“I’ve had a bit of a setback
with the Cruz events, but nothing I can’t handle,” Jules said,
pushing her chair back from the table and taking a deep
breath.

Cody wanted to wrap his arms around
her but knew the woman he admired wouldn’t appreciate his gesture.
When challenged, Jules stood tall and formidable on her own fancy
shoes.

Given his relationship failure with
Sienna, also a woman who put nothing in front of her career, Cody
had no business competing for attention with Jules’ career
aspirations. The odds of him losing were beyond likely.

Why couldn’t he act on his decent
mind, stop trying to win her affection and save himself the
heartache? Why did the same qualities he found repulsive regarding
Sienna endear him to Jules?

Women.

“Cody told us about
Jacques,” Damian said. “Is there anything we can do to
help?”

“I wish. Although I feel
lucky just having all of you to unload on,” Jules said then
giggled, a dash of unease flavoring her attempt at humor. “But
Jacques’s mine for the take down. I owe him. And once I get through
the wedding, he’ll get his just desserts.”

“So speaking of desserts,
how is your new dessert world coming along?” Kat asked. “Lily and I
can’t wait to add your treats to the saloon’s menu.”

“The bakery is great! And
thank you for making room for me on your menu,” Jules said,
enthusiasm refilling her voice. “Thanks to Damian and Audrey, Sweet
Destiny’s going to look like a confectionary fantasy land.
And I hope to make
good on the fantasy-land taste part. It truly is exactly what I
envisioned.”

“We’ll have you good to go
by the end of the week,” Damian said.

“Really?!” Jules about came
out of her chair. “Oh, that’s terrific! And great timing. I’d like
to have my next meeting with the Cruz’s there. With all the display
cases filled and store-front windows done, I should be able to
dazzle them. Don’t you think that would be good, Cody?”

“Yeah. You betchya, JuJu
Bee,” Cody said, not having the heart to tell her how tough it was
to impress those arrogant jerks.

“I’ve got these one-bite,
mini cupcakes I’m dying to try out on them and several dessert
plates to show them too.”

Cody sighed, wanting with everything
in him for her efforts to pay off. She was so talented and would be
hugely successful in Music City, with or without the Cruz’
influence.

His stomach clenched into large
bundles of pinched muscle.

He couldn’t — no wouldn’t let them
snuff out her entrepreneurial spirit.

“You know, Jules, I could
take Sweet Destiny online just like I did Raeve,” Audrey said.
“Online bakery boutiques are big in New York, LA, and Miami.
There’s no reason to leave Nashville out of the loop.”

“Maybe. But let me get the
reality version going first. Then we’ll see.” Jules stood up and
gathered her bags.

How one woman could possibly need so
many bags blew Cody’s mind. Traveling light to Jules meant one huge
shoulder bag and at least one tote. Most of the time, she carried
two totes - one stuffed with bakery must-haves and one jam-packed
with what she swore were personal necessities. She didn’t need yoga
to define her arms and shoulders. Carrying that crap on a daily
basis was more than enough dosha balancing — or whatever kind of
balancing he’d heard her refer to.

“Cody, you’re coming to the
bakery later, right?” Jules settled one tote over her forearm,
probably into the groove permanently indented there. “We’ve got
lots to talk about.”

“We do?” Cody feigned
ignorance, not missing his buddies ‘you-are-so-whooped’
looks.

They were so full of
shit. He was not
at her command.

“What time do you want me
there?”

Zayne coughed, and Damian
guffawed.

Assholes.

 


 


 


 Chapter Five

 


Jules studied the towering tiers of
mini vanilla cupcakes she’d arranged on a silver
tree-stand.

Wow, she thought, circling her work
table, taking-in every inch of the cupcakes and their fabulous
stand.

She’d been sooo right using the disco
dust edible glitter to make her basil buttercream frosting and
candied pine nuts beyond pop from each cupcake top.

After spending the afternoon
experimenting like this to create Sweet Destiny’s alternative to a
traditional treat, a rocket-propelled creative surge shot through
her veins.

With the fancy buttercream and
decorative trim, she’d made a party favor with panache. It was
exactly like her favorite food critic Dannielle Kyrillos was always
searching for — “a party in my mouth”.

And nothing would start-out the Cruz’
wedding parties on a solid but different beat than
cupcakes.

Jules had been searching for a
food-forward theme to carry throughout the Cruz nuptial events —
something symbolic of Sweet Destiny’s sugary flare. A confectionary
creation no one would forget. A contemporary and unique
interpretation of a traditional dessert. And she’d found it in
cupcakes.

Using her mom’s vanilla & Grand
Marnier recipe, as well as her own dark chocolate souffle and
red-velvet varieties, coupled with her unique buttercreams and
decorative texture-touches, Jules had created a delicious treat she
planned to turn into take-home treasures. A sweet souvenir from the
happy couple to each of their guests.

Country music and cupcakes.
A nice jingle that should make her cash register
sing.

At around one hundred and fifty to two
hundred dollars per cupcake tree, and anywhere from two fifty to
four dollars per cupcake ala carte, the bakery would make a bundle
of dough.

And like the bakeries she’d frequented
in mid-town Manhattan, San Francisco and Beverly Hills, Jules had
even added a chic cupcake bar to Sweet Destiny’s eat-in
area.

By using the Cruz events to showcase
her cupcakes, the Nashville It-Crowd should be bellying up to her
bar then booking additional events.

Jules couldn’t wait to show Cody and
Aunt Tulip her prototypes.

But with Tulip busy touring the saloon
with The Moms and Cody, and Cody not then due at the bakery for
another forty minutes — more like an hour on Cody’s life clock —
Jules had plenty of time to finish her samples.

Nothing less than perfection would do.
It never had for her and never would.

She loaded her pastry tube with the
cotton candy pink, basil buttercream and searched her tip sets for
the end she wanted.

Putting the tip in place, she rolled
the bag to apply the necessary pressure then leaned in close to the
first layer of cupcakes for the next tree and squeezed the tube
into action.

Feeling her satin cami fall away from
her tummy, she realized she’d once more forgotten to throw on her
chef’s coat. The coats were just too restricting. Her body needed
to be free with her muses to romp around her kitchen.

Not wanting to impede progress, she’d
long ago given up on containing the frosting to the cupcakes. She’d
be wearing her ingredients like usual.

Who needed bling when there was
buttercream to brighten your wardrobe?

Hovering over her works in progress,
reveling in their out-of-the-norm bliss, she covered the tops with
ripples of pink buttercream followed by disco dust and the candied
pine nuts. Nearing the completion of the first tier, she packed
more frosting into the bag and re-secured the tip.

She stretched out her cramped-up
hands, rubbed her aching back then settled back into the job,
making a mental note to give her bedtime yoga an additional fifteen
minutes to relax all the kinks wreaking havoc.

Aiming the bag of frosting at the edge
of the next cupcake, she increased the pressure on the bag just
enough to get a nice, smooth flow of the basil bliss swirling out
the tip.

“Hello? Is anyone in this
Construction Zone Hell?”

Hearing Jacques’s biting baritone,
Jules’ hand clenched. Mistaking the bag for his head, she squeezed
the shit out of it, spurting frosting across her work
space.

“I know you’re not working on those
silly things for the Cruz events,” Jacques said, flipping his
golden locks out of his haughty, hateful eyes. “Cupcakes are
so yesterday. I haven’t
made one since — what — high school home economics
maybe?”

“If only you were still my yesterday.” Jules tossed her pastry
bag onto the work table. The thud of the bag hitting the stainless
steel surface matched the ton of dread bottoming out in the depths
of her stomach.

“I’m sensing hostility
here.” Jacques eyed the cupcake Jules had mutilated then wrinkled
his nose as if he were looking in a grocery store baking case.
“What the hell happened to that poor thing?”

“You. You have that effect —
on both food and people,” Jules said, not about to let him get the
better of her in her own kitchen. “And you’re damn skippy there’s
hostility between us.”

“Damn skippy? How long did
it take you after moving to Nashville to lose your class?” He said
then snorted in the disgusting, piggish way he did when he laughed
at something or someone he shouldn’t be.

“Moving here was the best
thing I’ve ever done,” Jules said, annoyed how Jacques always put
himself on a pedestal higher than the rest of society. “These
people are good, honest, hard-working and treat me well. Concepts
you wouldn’t know anything about since your life revolves around
your dick.”

“I can’t help you couldn’t
satisfy me as a man. Even with that crazy aunt of yours, you
couldn’t keep up with my needs.”

Degrading Jules’ sexual performance
was one matter, but putting down Aunt Tulip sent her damn close to
sticking her pastry tip right up Jacques’ arrogant ass - except she
didn’t want to ruin the tip. It was worth much more than this
ego-crazed maniac.

“Don’t you dare talk bad
about Tulip,” Jules hissed, her chest tightening in defense of the
woman who’d given her everything, including the love her parents
couldn’t. “She tried to warn me about you long before you screwed
me over. If I’d have listened to her you wouldn’t have gotten
anywhere with me. So you’d better feel lucky you got what you
got.”

The grossly mortified look on
Jacques’s face could be from the abhorrence that a woman would dare
challenge his perceptions. More likely, Jules thought, convinced
the guy was nothing but a jerk without a heart capable of feeling
pain, the bastard was just insulted he’d been bested during his own
wicked assault.

Everything he had was attached to his
pencil-sized prick. Every asinine move he made was overcompensation
for his highly, over-inflated and deranged ego.

“You know, Jacques, you’re
not worth this to me. I’ve got too much good in my life to relive
the bad.”

Jules took a towel and wiped up the
frosting squirted across the counter, pissed he’d caused her to
waste it. There was so much more to being a pastry chef than
fondant and frosting, and damn was she out to prove it. And to do
that, she didn’t have time to waste cleaning up disasters she
didn’t create.

“I’ve got work to do. So did
you come here for anything constructive? Or do you need me to show
you to the door?”

“Yes, I did come to your
little hole-in-the-block for more than a couple well-deserved
shots. You should know that Sienna and her mother want to
meet this Friday instead of the following to discuss the bridal
shower.”

“This Friday?! I wanted the
meeting here at the bakery, and it won’t be finished by then. You
knew that.”

“If it makes you feel
better, I’m not surprised you’re not ready. I’m prepared to pick up
your slack.”

“Let me make myself beyond
clear here. No part of you being involved in my work makes me feel better. But as bad
luck would have it, it appears I’m stuck with you.”
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