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The four men rushed through the front door of the bakery at 6:10 am. The leader extended his chrome pistol at the woman behind the counter. As the group expected, no one yet sat among the café chairs and tables.

“Come to me,” the leader demanded. He read her name as she looped around the counter. “Estelle, how many people are in the back?” The woman, in her 60s nearly walked into the gun before she halted.

“There are five people in the back,” she answered. 

“Call them up here by name,” the leader instructed. Estelle walked back to the counter and did as instructed. The workers came out and were told to lie on the floor. “I have watched this place. No one ever goes to the bank.” He paused. “Where is the money?” No one heard the owner walk in.

He said, “Gentlemen, how can I help you?” The leader jumped, surprised and hurried over and put the gun in the owner’s face.

The leader shouted, “Get on the floor!” The owner frowned.

“No,” he said. “Carlos left early yesterday and the floor didn’t get mopped.” He laughed. “It’s my floor. But it’s dirty and I can’t do it.” He grabbed the owner’s arm and leaned into his face.

“Where’s the money?” The owner snatched his arm loose. 
“Son,” the owner started. “I have two options for you.” The leader laughed.

“He said, “You are not in charge here. I am!” The owner ignored the intruder’s words.

“The first option,” he continued. “Put your guns away and I will give each of you a hundred dollar bill and a healthy lunch for later.” The leader stared unfazed. The owner glanced to the right. “Richard, I have a cake for you to take to your sister’s house tonight as well.” Before anyone could ask how he knew Richard, he continued. “Option two, the first of your men will die no this floor before your eyes.” The leader became livid. 
“You,” he blurted. “You think this is a joke?” The owner moved ever so slightly just before the pistol fired into the owner’s shoulder. Several of the women employees screamed. 

Without faltering from the bullet, the owner said, “Maybe you have made your choice.” One of the men, a heavyset youth, began to gag. He dropped his assault rifle and grabbed his throat. 

“I can’t breathe,” he whispered, staggering left and right. Another man grabbed him. 
“Eric! What is it, is it in your throat?” The chocking man nodded. His associate wrapped his gun around his shoulder with the strap and hit the man in the back. The gagging intensified and his color turned un-natural.

Another man blurted, “Do something!” The chocking man collapsed onto the floor. The leader rushed back to the owner and put his shinny pistol to his head. The owner smiled.

“That didn’t work so well last time,” he reminded. “He’s still alive, option one or option two?” 

The forth intruder yelled, “Answer him!” The leader stomped his foot.
“Option one,” he called out. “Now save him.” The owner looked towards the gagging man. Two men were attending him as his body began to shake. 

“Judge,” the owner addressed. “Will he keep his word?” Judge turned for only a second. Their eyes met.

I’ll make sure of it,” he promised.

The owner reached over and snatched Eric up. Before he could collapse again, the owner jabbed him above the stomach. A round projectile flew across the room and shattered when it landed. Eric sounded as though he’d been under water just a little too long. He put both hands on his knees, and continued to inhale deeply. Judge shook his head at his brother.

He said, “That was a jawbreaker wasn’t it?” Eric nodded. “Since we were little I told you to stop swallowing those things whole. Was it from this morning?” Eric nodded again. “Well you learned a lesson today fool.” The leader walked towards the owner but Judge stepped in front of him and shoved him away. The owner turned and reached for Estelle’s hand. 

“Thank you JC,” she said as she stood up. JC turned to face the intruders.
“Gentlemen,” he said. “Please go out the back door and put your weapons into your car. You don’t need any of them.” He then explained. “If I allow you to go out the front door, you will frighten some of the customers that are waiting to get in. They won’t understand. And, someone will want to involve the police.” Estelle had opened one window shade and waited a minute to open the others. Then men did as requested. When Estelle unlocked the front door, her cousin came in first. The two had grown up together and she came in every morning.

“No bread yet,” she told her. “But, I need your help.” Estelle told her all that had taken place. JC had instructed one of the ladies to prepare a cake. The men all waited patiently in the café. However, the leader thought the whole idea was ludicrous and waited in the car. If the police showed up he promised to be gone.

The cake was finished quickly and brought out to Richard. His face lit up as the cake was placed on the table in front of him. 

He said, “Look at this!” He used words that made Estelle blush. Over the years she had chosen better language since working for JC. “Her name is on in.” JC had slipped out the back door about fifteen minutes earlier.
Estelle’s cousin brought the sandwich bags out. She placed a bag in front of each man. Estelle gave each an envelope with his name on it. Inside was a card with a personalized prayer for each man and money.

“Wait,” Judge said. “I have too much.” Estelle shook her head.

“No,” she said. “That is what the owner told me to give each one of you.” Judge frowned. 

He asked, “Why would he give us more?”

“He wants each of you to be a better man,” she explained. “That’s why he has given you a prayer.” She paused. “With the money, I simply gave you what the boss told me to.” She still had a bag and an envelope. “Who is Stuart?” All the guys looked at each other. Judge’s face lit up.

“That must be Chrome,” he said. “That’s the only thing every one calls him.” He reached for the bag. “I’ll give it to him.” He took it out the front door and headed for the car.
JC felt the trickle near his stomach. When he looked down the blood had soaked through his shirt. The little boy across from him at the urgent care had locked his eyes onto the bloody spot. JC got up and went out to his car.

As Sara pulled into the parking lot, she hit her brakes quickly. The man waved a thank you and Sara parked. In her rear view mirror she watched as the man opened the back of his car and took off his shirt. His shoulder was recklessly bandaged. He began to clean the blood off his torso. He was having trouble with the bandages when she walked over.

“I can help you,” she said.

“I surrender,” JC said throwing his hands up. 

Sara froze and asked, “What’s that mean?”

“It means, I have made a mess. Help me correct the problem,” he clarified. She blinked then reached into his emergency kit and grabbed a 3 inch pad and tape. She placed it, circled his chest and his back with tape. She ripped it, waved and walked into the urgent care door.

As soon as JC sat down across from the kid again, a nurse called him to the back. They took an x-ray and ushered him into a room. The doctor walked in after 20 minutes. He wasn’t strong on formalities and got right to the issue.
“You have a gunshot wound to the shoulder,” he said. A nurse walked in, Sara. “I will need to report this to the authorities and your insurance.” She took the file from the doctor and began to make notes.

“I reported that I suffered a puncture,” JC said. “Is there a bullet on the x-ray? Is there a report of a shooting at my bakery? Maybe you know something that I don’t? And, I don’t have insurance. I am a cash patient, which is also on the chart.” While the doctor squinted and prepared a defensive statement, JC continued. “I didn’t come here to make a mockery of your practice. I came to make sure the puncture did no damage and that there was no internal bleeding. If you don’t think I need an antibiotic and the wound to be professionally dressed I’ll leave?” The doctor didn’t answer. Instead, he took the chart back from Sara, made notes and gave it back to her. He looked at her.

“Give him a shot,” - he directed – “and bandage his shoulder.” Without another word, the doctor exited the room. Sara blinked while staring at the door. 
“Wow,” she said. “I think you frazzled my doctor.”

“Dr. Hayes is a great doctor,” JC commented. “He was an excellent military colonel as well. I mean him no disrespect.” Sara prepared the antibiotic. 

She asked, “What is the name of your bakery?”

“2nd Street Cakes, Pastries and Breads,” he answered. She placed a small round bandage over his shot spot.

She blurted, “Isn’t that the 2nd Street Bakery?” JC nodded. “I’ve heard of your place. Like she had done outside the facility, she quickly wrapped his wound and threw away the excess. Her phone rang. She checked it, but didn’t answer. She mumbled, “What does he want?” She smiled at JC opened the door and advised; “Check out at the desk.” As he walked out, she added, “I will stop by the bakery to check out your place.” 

JC turned as he neared the counter to pay and said, “I can help you.” She looked back, thinking that maybe he was talking to someone else. The way he said it seemed there was something of an invitation behind it.

Six weeks later, Sara headed to the bakery. When she got there, she sat in the car for 15 minutes. Was it a good idea to confide in a stranger? She snickered. If a man could take a bullet to the shoulder, take it out, and drive himself to a care unit, control a doctor with a military background, then surely he was at the least intriguing. She got out of the car and went in.

“Good morning!” Estelle greeted. “How can I help you?”

“Yes, is JC in today?” Sara looked around and wondered if the shot was fired in the front or the back where she couldn’t see.

“No, I’m sorry. He doesn’t work on Saturdays.” Sara ordered a specialty coffee and a pastry. She spent an hour and a half watching people come and go. When she left, her anxiety felt heavier than when she’d arrived.

Four months later the divorce papers arrived. The first two years of marriage were bliss. The next three were a struggle. And, the last year was pure hell. Another time, she went back to the bakery. She was told that he was not there. Over the next year, Sara life changed. She got engaged. She took her fiancée to 2nd Street Bakery to order a cake.

“Good morning Sara,” Estelle greeted. Sara felt as comfortable as she did every time she entered the café. It was nice to feel welcomed into a conservative business.

“Hi Estelle,” she returned. “I need to order a cake, a wedding cake.” Estelle put her pen and pad down.

“Just a minute please,” she excused herself and exited. JC came out from the back.

“Sara!” He greeted her with a hug and a smile. Sara introduced her fiancée. “I understand that you need a cake for a special occasion?” Sara was excited to tell her need for a beautiful cake.

“Give me a second,” JC said. He disappeared and came back out with a jacket. “Come with me.” The three headed out of the front door and into the parking lot. Before anyone could speak JC explained, “I want to show you an assortment of cakes in a variety of styles and flavors that I think you will love.”  They climbed into JC’s Mercedes G550. Sara didn’t remember the car when she helped re-bandage the cake man in the parking lot. As they drove away, she took a quick look from the front passenger side. The car wasn’t new. But, it wasn’t old by any stretch. He kept it clean, not cluttered. The gas gauge was nearly on full. It hadn’t been recently washed. But, it wasn’t dirty. ‘Most likely a garaged car,’ she thought. In her mind, he was prepared and organized. He wanted his passengers to be comfortable. He liked reliability. She determined that she couldn’t picture him in any other kind of car. If it was a more expensive car, he might give the impression of pride or arrogance. She analyzed everyone. It was something her father, a salesman, had taught her. It wasn’t always accurate. However, it was an excellent starting point for people’s personalities. Sara glanced into the back seat. Her partner was fuming. They’d driven about ten minutes when JC pulled the car into a parking lot space.
Sara asked, “Where are we?”

JC answered, “We are at The House of Cakes.” He got out of the car first. 

“This is a different bakery,” Sara said defensively. “Why did we leave 2nd Street Bakery?”

“We all have rules that we follow,” he explained as he leaned against the car. “My Father has given me rules as well.” He took a quick breath. “By his guidelines, I can’t make a cake for you.” Sara’s body became stiff. “However, he would not be happy with me if I didn’t do everything possible to help you find the best cake available.” Sara looked at her partner. Before they could disagree, he continued, “So, I brought you to The House of Cakes.” He walked towards the door. They didn’t follow. He opened the door inviting them in. “You can hate me, spit on me, curse me. But, before you do any of that check out the cakes.” There was a moment of silence. Sara’s partner walked through the door and Sara followed.
Someone greeted, “Hey JC! Who are your friends?” JC introduced the pair.

“Is Philippe in?” He moved on before the man answered. “They want a wedding cake and I want them to see your selection.” The young man’s smile widened. 
“We have a lot of cakes,” he informed. He looked at JC. “Are all three of you going to be sampling?”

“Yes,” JC answered. “Here let me pay the cost of that.” The employee took the money and rang it into the register.

“Let me get Philippe.” Philippe entered and embraced JC. Introductions were made and the group was escorted to the back. The mood quickly changed as Philippe told stories of dropped, fallen, and thrown cakes. They sampled six cakes and four toppings in two hours. The pair decided to order a cake and the laughter continued as they recounted their experience with Philippe. When they arrived back at 2nd Street Bakery, Sara and her fiancé thanked JC and goodbyes were exchanged. 
Ten weeks after the cake outing, Sara went to see JC on three different occasions with no luck. She passed down the street one day and decided to take another chance. When she walked in, she could tell that something was different.

“Estelle,” she greeted unenthusiastically. “I was passing by and I thought I would check to see if JC was in.” Estelle nodded.

“Just a minute, have a seat.” To her surprise, JC came out quickly and with two drinks. He set one in front of her.

He said, “Decaf caramel latte with extra caramel over crushed ice.” She thought, ‘Perfect! But, how did he know?’ Sara dismissed the thought and took a sip. He didn’t sit across from her. It was more of a 10 and 2 on the dial of a clock around the table. JC took a drink and crunched his ice.

“I am surprised that I caught you in the café this time,” she said, trying to sound polite. JC simply smiled. Sara took a more direct approach. “If I didn’t know better I would say that you have been avoiding me.” She chuckled so as not to seem accusatory. He took another drink, and crunched his ice again.
“In the Scriptures of the Bible, a Canaanite woman calls out several times to God’s Son. He completely ignores her,” JC said. “The disciples try to turn the woman away but she is persistent. In a desperate act she throws herself at his feet and pleads.” He took another drink. An uncomfortable silence forced Sara to say something.

She barked, “So?” JC had slouched in the chair, and now sat upright.

“Did the Son of God change his mind,” he presented. “Or, did the woman finally commit in her desperation?” Sara’s rigid posture softened. “Every time that you have come here I was in the back.” Sara blinked.

“Estelle told me that you weren’t here.” Sara sounded wounded.

“What she said is on her,” JC insisted. “I told her that I did not want to talk to you.” Sara looked devastated. “Lying comes easy for some people.”

“But, you saw me when I brought my fiancé,” she said.

“The two of you are not in the same place. Your partner was in that same place as a teenager.” He stood and walked around the table. “People like that are best approached with a warm comfy chair on an arctic night. A slap across the face won’t work.” He sat down again. This time he swirled his cup and watched the ice circle a few times. 

After taking a drink, JC cocked his head and said in a soft voice, “You are just the opposite.” She stared at him. “A soft chair would allow you to be lazy and continue in your struggles. If I had counseled you every time you came in here you would have wasted our time. You would have said something like ‘That’s something to think about,’ or ‘Interesting.’” He waited a moment. “You have given in to pleasures that would anger your father and give your mother a heart attack.” Sara blushed. “When you were married, you would have thought that type of passion completely unattractive to put it kindly. But, now you see the dark side of your new life style and reach out to ask me to help you.” In the silence, she held her tongue. “When innocence is lost what was simple becomes complicated. You’ve realized that you can’t have it both ways. Like the Canaanite woman, to get help or just to have peace, you’ll have to commit.” 

Sara tried to argue, “I’m not desperate.”

JC questioned, “No?” They stared at each other. “After your divorce, you were a broken woman. It was a perfect time to reconnect with God. But, you didn’t. You tried the party scene instead.” Sara’s stare was unflinching. You tried drinking. Next thing you knew you woke up in someone else’s bed. It was a new experience that you found excitingly different, so different that you’re here to talk to me.” Sara stood.

“I just wanted to talk,” she insisted. “I guess that was a mistake.”

“You want to talk to me about the difficulties that you’re having. Things that you have never had to deal with before,” JC said. Sara began to sob, and headed for the door. She stopped and locked eyes with JC. “If you will listen, I can help you,” he whispered.

The End

