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      Josiah

      “Hey, Jos, where do you want this?”

      Drew, my newest assistant, asked, while trying to balance two full size sheets of vanilla sponge.

      “On the work table over there.” I pointed with my chin, elbow deep in kneading out enough molding chocolate to begin sculpting what would be the main part of this cake. It was supposed to be a wedding cake, but it was all black and looked more like a sculpture in a modern art museum. I admit I didn’t love the idea of a round black wedding cake. But I couldn’t wait to try to make it come to life. With the help of a framework for extra support, and some rice cereal, it was beginning to come together.

      We’d started with thirty-six large sheet cakes, and I would soon start carving them into the shapes that the wedding planner had insisted on. The top would be an orb balanced on different geometrical shapes underneath it. And all of it would be black onyx; not a traditional wedding cake for sure.

      I was hard at work on the half orbs that were to be balanced on the curved side and would make up the base when Gavin, my business partner, walked over to my area. He wore a perfectly pressed designer suit—his usual kitchen apparel—his dark hair was slicked back and made his deep brown eyes stand out even more. He watched me for a second, his arms crossed and a look of forced patience on his face. We were around the same age, but he somehow seemed older to me. Always so serious, and always working, he never took time off and was constantly focused on our next project. A true workaholic with a heart of gold. He’d taken a chance and given me a job when I was just out of culinary school.

      “Hey, Gavin, kinda busy here. What’s going on?” I was being rude, but I had no time to spare on small talk today.

      “Yes, so I see.” He nailed me with his patented, perfectly shaped eyebrow raise.

      “Sorry, but this cake has to go out on Saturday, and it’s pretty complicated.” I needed to sheet off an area so the whole place wasn’t covered in black dust from the powdered food coloring I preferred to use. It produced a deeper, rich color, but right now I was second-guessing that decision.

      “You could just air-brush it,” he mumbled, while walking around to look at the plans for the cake.

      “I could, but it wouldn’t be the same. I want it to look a little more fluid than that. I want contrasting layers of color, not just solid layers of paint.”

      He looked over at me then, his eyes crinkling in the kind smile that I’d come to know was the real Gavin. “Have you ever done anything the easy way? Ever?”

      Ducking my chin to my chest, I thought about it for a few seconds. “Nope, not ever.”

      He slapped me on the back and barked out a hearty laugh. “That’s what I love about you, which is also why I wanted to talk to you. You’ve heard of the television baking competition, Cake Clash?”

      “Are you kidding me? You know the two judges are my idols.” I went back to kneading the molding chocolate; secretly hoping this conversation would be over soon, so I could get back to work.

      “Yes, well, I sent in an application for you to be a celebrity judge.”

      He said this with a straight face, and for the life of me, I couldn’t understand how he could be wasting my time on a stupid joke.

      “I’m not joking,” he added with a roll of his eyes. “Look, I know I should have asked first, but you’re perfect for it. And I knew if I did ask, you would’ve said no. In the three years you’ve worked here you’ve never taken any time off, never gone on vacation. No boyfriends.” Again with the raised brow.

      “So, what’s your point . . . partner?”

      “My point is you need to have something or someone in your life other than work. There literally is more to life than working.”

      “I love my work. And once we went full-out, I knew that there wouldn’t be much time for anything else, or anyone. I don’t need the drama. And it’s not like you can talk, Gavin. When was the last time you took a day off?”

      He brushed me off with a wave of his hand. “Drama? What happened to you, Jos? Someone who looks like you should not be alone every night.”

      The truth was no one had caught my eye, or my heart, in years. It wasn’t that I had a problem meeting people; I went out occasionally, but mostly just for random hookups. At just over six foot, with various tattoos, a long version of a thirties haircut that was now lightened to blond, I knew I looked okay. But most people seemed drawn to my eyes. To me they were just blue, but to some people they were much more. “Blue as the ocean.” I’d heard on many occasions, though not recently. I shook my head to bring myself back to the present and focus on what Gavin was saying.

      Gavin worried about me. He was like my fairy godfather, always worried about me not finding a nice boy and getting married, or at least going on a date. But for reasons I’d never told him about, that wasn’t for me. I’d given my heart in the past and nothing good had come of it. I wouldn’t risk it again. Even if I finally admitted it was my fault for being so secretive and not being strong enough to be honest with everyone. But that was then. I would never let myself be so vulnerable ever again.

      “So, what exactly did you sign me up for?” I changed the subject and didn’t intend to go back to it. Gavin gave me a knowing look but let it go.

      “You’ll be flying out to LA next Monday. A private car will meet you and drive you to the set for the show. They need you to stay there for the whole competition, six weeks.”

      My head snapped up to look at him. “You’re shitting me? There is no way in hell I can take that much time off.”

      “Yes, there is, and you will. We can hold down the fort while you’re gone. Jos, for once in your life just go and enjoy yourself. Live a little.” He squeezed my shoulder as he walked by, obviously the conversation was over; he expected me to go and that was it.

      I looked over at Drew who was trying to blend in to the background, and not succeeding.

      “Well, come on, let’s get this fucker done before I have to leave.” He jumped to attention and in no time at all I had molded the top and was painting it with swirling black, silver, deep purple, and blue. It was beautiful, and it would work well as the crowning jewel on this very non-traditional wedding cake.

      When Monday came around, I found myself sitting in a cramped plane and flying to Los Angeles. I still couldn’t believe they’d picked me to be a celebrity judge. Yes, I was sort of a big deal in Seattle, but I was surprised to learn that the chefs I idolized had actually heard of me. There was that one cake for the Royals, but that had been a few years ago.

      “We’ll be coming in for a landing in about ten minutes. Please fasten your seat belts, return your seats to their upright position, and clear your tray tables,” the flight attendant announced.

      He was cute, I had to give him that. He’d flirted with me for nearly the whole two hour and forty-five minute flight. I had nothing to hide these days, but I wasn’t interested. Not anymore. There was only one man that could ever convince me to change my ways from one-night stands and random hookups, and unfortunately I didn’t think he’d ever be happy to hear from me.

      I’d thought about contacting him many times, but after the way things ended, I couldn’t see him wanting to see me again. I knew I couldn’t survive losing him twice. I tried not to let myself think of him, but thoughts of him ran through my mind unbidden. His hands on me, the way he kissed me with so much possession. Marking me as his, letting me know over and over how much he wanted me, how much I meant to him.

      The secret caresses of comfort, the lust filled touches when we were in our dorm room. Those were some of the most intense sexual moments of my life. The heat between the two of us was something I had yet to find an equal. He’d owned me, every part of me. And he’d known it, and somehow that made it even hotter.

      It wasn’t just sexual either. We’d had a connection that went beyond sexual exploration. I could tell him my hopes and dreams and trust him with my deepest thoughts. He would listen intently, always offering the perfect response or just rubbing my shoulder to let me know he was there. After a long day, I could confide in him with no judgment, only support.

      I shook my head and cleared my throat, hoping to once again push those feelings down deep where I didn’t think about everything that I’d lost, and everything that I wished I still had. I felt the plane start to descend, so I slipped my arms back into my hoodie and made sure I had everything tucked back into my backpack.

      As we hit the ground, I felt a smile pull at my lips; this was going to be amazing.
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      “And Finn sifts the powdered sugar on top of his divine treats with just seconds to spare,” I said in my best sports commentator voice as I put the finishing touches on the lemon bars.

      “That must be the closest to sports you’ve been in a long time, Mr. Leighton,” my manager, Chloe, replied.

      I hadn’t even realized she’d arrived at work yet. She’d been my lifesaver when I opened my bakery, F and J Bakery a few years ago. No one knew what the J stood for, except me. I didn’t dwell on that too much. Chloe probably thought it was my middle initial, but she’d be wrong.

      Our fine desserts and delicious combinations of ingredients had given the bakery an almost overnight success that I hadn’t expected. It was small but quaint. We were located in an older building with brickwork and an old-fashioned feel about it. The door opened to a small counter area and an open glass display case. We had two small tables, but most people would place an order and take it with them. They kept returning, telling me my creations were the most delicious they’d tasted.

      The kitchen in the back was my pride and joy. I’d painstakingly created it to have all the equipment I’d need, and still have a comfortable feel instead of a sterile environment. It was where I felt most at home.

      Chloe kept me in line and made sure that we had enough of all the ingredients and supplies we needed.

      She was about my age, charming and quirky. Her quick-witted comebacks always made me laugh. We usually shared easy, lighthearted banter throughout the day. She was curvy with naturally curly, red hair and a bubbly energy that surpassed mine on any day of the week. Her pale milk and honey complexion gave her a look of innocence that, in my opinion, was false advertising.

      Always on the online dating sites, she would regale me with stories of woe and heartbreak. No date seemed to lead to another. She deserved to find the perfect person that would love her for her. I hoped that one day she’d find a guy that respected her and loved her for who she was.

      I was lucky she let my creativity flow by dealing with a majority of the business and customer side of the bakery.

      “Sounds like you aren’t upset anymore that I entered you to be a contestant on Cake Clash?”

      “Well, now that they’ve picked me, I don’t have a choice, do I?” I walked over and gave her a hug. “And the $250,000 prize would be a great investment in the bakery. Plus, think of the exposure. Featured in Food Frenzy magazine. And okay, at first I was dead set against the idea—I don’t want to leave the business for any length of time—but you must have a lot of faith in me and think I can do it. So yes, now I’m getting excited. Are you sure you can hold down the fort for me when I leave next week?” I kissed her on top of her head. She was like a sister to me now; we spent so much time together we were more like siblings than employer and employee.

      “Get off me, you big oaf. You know I can. How many times have you sailed in here, just in time for us to open after a late night, to find me already baking? Hmmm, Luscious?”

      “Oh, don’t call me that. Please.” I had no desire to remember that mistake of a one-night stand. How was I to know that the hookup from the night before would turn up at my shop in my “Check out my cakes” T-shirt I hadn’t seen him take and demand to speak to “Luscious Lips”: aka, me. Chloe had a field day with that one. I never did see the guy again. No surprise there.

      I pushed my hands through my brown, wavy hair. It was getting longer around my ears and at the back again, which allowed it to puff out more than it would when it was shorter. I should really get it cut before going to Los Angeles for the television show, where I would be competing against nineteen of the best bakers from around the country.

      And now here I was about to leave the business I owned and worked at six or seven days a week to compete on a baking show, in front of renowned judges I had looked up to for years. All sorts of emotions were hitting me to varying degrees: being scared, being happy, being excited to show my abilities.

      I knew, if anything, I could do the baking part. It was the nerves of being on television and in front of amazing talent and leaving the bakery that worried me. I knew Chloe would have no problem keeping up our high standards and making sure everything ran smoothly. What if I wasn’t as good as Chloe thought I was and I made a fool of myself on television? Letting out a sigh, I tried to shove those doubts from my mind.

      I went back to the tray of lemon bars and cut them into evenly sized rectangles. They were a good practice run for the show. I studied them with a critical eye. Good crust to lemon filling ratio, creamy texture on the lemon layer. My secret was to use real lemon juice that I squeezed myself.

      I laughed at myself. As was our ritual—mine and Chloe’s—all but one went on the tray to go up to the front display case for customers. Then we taste tested one, which we split between us. With every dessert or cake, we did the same thing. It was comical since I used the same perfected recipes each time, but still, we offered up our thoughts.

      “A bit too much powdered sugar, I think.”

      I spun around in my beat-up Converse shoes so fast I almost fell over. Luckily I grabbed hold of the counter.

      “You did not just say that.” I half-grinned at her powder-covered face and continued, enunciating every word, “You will find the ideal amount of powder that balances nicely with the lemon flavor. Now, anything else?”

      She burst out laughing and bent over, seemingly unable to stop. I moved to lean back against the counter and crossed my arms and legs. Then she stood up again, with tears in her eyes.

      She poked me in the belly. “You know I’m joking. It’s perfect, really perfect, but don’t take everything so seriously, okay?” She unfolded my arms and looked up at me. “Okay?”

      I nodded reluctantly. “Fine. I’ll try.” And under my breath, “I’m only serious about my baking you know.”

      She sighed. “Yes, I know.”

      At my mom’s house the night before I was due to drive to the show’s studio, we were munching on some pizza that we’d had delivered. It was a wonder I was such a talented baker when my mom couldn’t attempt to make us lasagna for dinner without burning every layer. So, pizza it was, and I’d brought some lemon bars for dessert.

      “We’re very proud of you. Getting on this show. Me and your father. Go get ’em, Tiger.”

      “Mom, please don’t call me that.”

      “Well, dear, it’s either that or Cupcake, now that you’re going to be a famous baker.”

      I shook my head quickly back and forth. “Okay, Tiger it is,” I said sullenly.

      She came around the table to give me a hug. “Finn, what’s wrong? Aren’t you excited about the show? You’re the best baker I’ve ever met. Well one of the best. You’ll be a standout.”

      “That’s just it, Mom. I do want to do this, even if I’m scared.” I fiddled with my napkin and put my pizza down. I let my head hang down as I kept speaking. “I know it sounds really lame, but I thought if I ever did something like this it would be with Josiah.”

      My mom knew the whole story and had been there for me through all the tears and anger back ten long years ago.

      “Dear, I know it’s difficult, but you have to do this for you. We don’t know where he’s at in his life right now. If he’s in the closet or not, happy or sad, but if he’d wanted to find you, or was allowed to, he would have reached out by now, don’t you think?”

      We’d had this conversation numerous times before, and I knew she was right, but it still got to me sometimes.

      I straightened up in my chair and plastered a fake smile on my face. “You’re right. I’m going to kick ass by myself on this competition.” I only hoped my expression fooled my mom more than it did me.

      Everything was packed in the Jeep for my drive. I didn’t know how long I’d last in the competition, but I had enough clothes for a couple of weeks. Along with my signature Converse kicks that complemented every outfit. Okay, so one whole suitcase was Converse shoes.

      I waved to my mom and then drove over to the bakery for one last visit. Rubbing my hands on my jeans, I tried to calm my nerves and think up an excuse for Chloe. She’d see right through me and think I was checking up on her. “Hey,” I greeted her as I walked through the front door. “Need any help?”

      “Checking up on me?” She chuckled and handed me a container. “Actually, I was expecting you, so take those treats and be off with you.” She playfully shoved me back out the door, not giving me a chance to check on anything in my prized kitchen.

      I sighed resignedly and gave Chloe a bear hug on the sidewalk outside the bakery. After scolding me for not trusting her, she wrapped her arms around my waist and gave me a squeeze.

      “What did I tell you?” she whispered in my ear.

      “Get laid,” I repeated a summed-up version of her sister-like lecture I’d received the other day.

      “How often?”

      “At least once before next week.”

      “And . . . last but not least?” she demanded.

      “Kick some butt.” I stepped back from her and took an elaborate bow, before I got in my Jeep and drove off, waving madly at her.
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      After landing in LA, we departed the plane fairly quickly. Considering half the people on it seemed to have huge carry-on bags that barely fit in the overhead and took considerable effort to get back out. Eventually, we made it down the hall to the boarding gate and were told where to pick up our checked bags.

      I walked to the luggage carousel and stood with everyone else, watching the endless supply of bags and other miscellaneous things that people thought they needed on a vacation. It seemed like forever before I finally spotted my bag. I stepped forward and yanked it off the conveyer belt, and after righting it I proceeded to the exit and hopefully the car that was supposed to be waiting for me.

      As soon as I walked out the sliding doors, the heat of southern California hit me square in the face. I’d lived in Seattle the past two years and had grown very used to the almost constant fog and gloomy weather. Instantly, I regretted putting my hoodie back on. I stepped to the side of the door and taking it off wrapped it around my waist. I looked up just in time to see a black Suburban pull up to the curb.

      A girl about my age jumped out, dark curly hair flying all around her head. She was looking down at a clipboard and not paying attention to where she was going as she moved to walk around the vehicle. I stepped toward the curb just as she rounded the corner of the Suburban and nearly crashed into me.

      “Oh . . . oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even see you there,” she sputtered out at me.

      I grabbed her arm to steady her. “No worries. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m really sorry. I’m supposed to pick up some famous chef. I have no clue what he looks like and no idea how to find him in this mess of humanity. I only know that this is the terminal he’s supposed to be at.”

      I laughed at her explanation; she really was pretty funny, in a totally frazzled kinda way.

      “What’s the chef’s name? I’m a big fan of the cooking shows; maybe I can help.”

      She looked at me again, probably trying to decide if I was serious, then shrugged her shoulder. She had nothing to lose at this point.

      “Jos Stevens. He’s supposed to be some hotshot pastry chef.”

      “Hotshot pastry chef at Sugar Daddy Cakes in Seattle.” I waited for it . . . then it clicked.

      “Oh, you’re him? Wow, I am so sorry. Chef Dan is going to be so pissed off at me. He didn’t want me to come because he said I get too hyper and can’t slow my brain down enough to focus on my task. I guess I proved him right.”

      I stood back and waited for her to calm down enough to get a word in. “Hey, you found me; that’s all that matters to me. Can we get going? I’m melting out here.”

      “Oh yes, of course. Right this way.” She trotted over to the Suburban and opened the rear door. “Your carriage awaits,” she said with a flourish.

      I tried to keep a straight face as I stepped around her. As soon as I was seated, the cool air-conditioned air hit me. I closed my eyes and just enjoyed it for a second, while she walked around and jumped up into the driver’s seat.

      “Hey, what’s your name?”

      She turned in the seat and held her hand out. “I’m Jeanie, Chef Dan’s apprentice. Well, one of them.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Jeanie, and thanks for picking me up.”

      “You’re welcome. Oh, hold on.”

      She reached over and dug around in an ice chest that she had on the floor of the passenger side. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but it took her a few minutes to finish. When she turned around again, she was holding a small deep-blue plate; on it were two perfect truffles. One was sprinkled with wisps of gold leaf, while the other was rolled in what appeared to be cocoa powder.

      “These are for you. Chef Dan wanted you to ‘get a taste of what’s ahead.’ As you can see, they’re both dark chocolate truffles. But the one that is delicately layered with flecks of gold leaf contains a subtle triple-chocolate ganache center. The cocoa covered truffle contains a center that is rich with the essence of orange liqueur. He said to enjoy them with his compliments, I hope you like them.”

      She handed the plate to me after her description of what I would soon be sampling. She then proceeded to hand me a glass of champagne she must have poured while I was studying the truffles.

      “Thank you, Jeanie.”

      She turned around and started the car. “You’re welcome. Come on, let’s get you back to Chef Dan.”

      I chose to try the orange-flavored truffle first. I slowly bit into it and instantly the smooth chocolate flavor exploded on my tongue, followed closely by the perfectly balanced blend of what tasted like fresh squeezed orange and a bit of zest. Delicious.

      I took a sip of the champagne and found that the dry clean taste was a perfect accompaniment to the rich chocolate. Not being able to hold back, I carefully picked up the golden treat and took a bite. The deep chocolate flavor should have been overwhelming. It was a very complex blend of three different types of chocolate that alone were not that impressive. But somehow they’d been blended into this perfect combination that I would really like the recipe for.

      “These are delicious, Jeanie. Any chance I could get the recipe?” I smiled at the back of her head.

      She turned slightly then laughed. “Sure, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      “Oh well, in that case never mind.” I sniffed and turned my head to the side feigning indifference.

      “Hey, you don’t know Chef Dan like I do. He looks like a Teddy bear but he does not take kindly to sharing his recipes.”

      “Noted. I’ll ask him when we arrive and see what his answer is myself.”

      She shook her head and smiled. “We’ll see.”

      It turned out she was exactly right. When we pulled up to the studio entrance that would serve as our kitchen for the next six weeks, Chef Dan was there to meet us. I did a double take because “Chef Dan” was none other than Chef Daniel Oliveras. World renowned pastry chef, and expert chocolatier.

      “No shit,” I mumbled to myself.

      “No shit,” Jeanine said right back to me.

      I cleared my throat, and, after putting on my game face, I opened the door and stepped out. He was standing there in immaculate chef’s whites with his huge arms crossed over his muscular chest. He looked at Jeanie, and with a slight smile, he shook his head at her.

      She collected the ice chest from the front and walked past him. “He loved them by the way,” she said loud enough for me to hear her. His smile turned into a raucous laugh as he walked over to me with his hand extended.

      “You must be Jos. Pleased to finally meet you.”

      I shook his hand and resituated my backpack. “Yes, I’m Jos. You must be ‘Chef Dan’?”

      Again he burst out in laughter. “Yes, well only informally, most know me as—”

      “Chef Oliveras,” I finished for him. “Very pleased to meet you, sir.”

      “I’m excited to meet with you, and hopefully during this competition we can find who will be the next ‘big thing,’ as they like to say.”

      “I’m sort of surprised I was chosen as a judge. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “We chose you based on your professional abilities and creativity. One of the regular judges had to bow out. She’s expecting her first child soon, so we were worried about scheduling conflicts, and we didn’t want to stress her out. She agreed that a temporary replacement was best. You’re going to fit in perfectly. No one your age gets where you are without hard work and talent. Come on, let me show you the studio.”

      Leaving my suitcase in the back of the Suburban, I followed him through what looked like a side entrance to a warehouse. We walked down a long hall that opened into a huge open space. It was set up like a kitchen, well lots of kitchen areas. At the front of it was a small stage and nothing more.

      “So, what do you think?” Chef Oliveras asked.

      “The kitchen area is cool. How many contestants are there?”

      “We decided on twenty. They went through a blind lottery—we checked their credentials then put them all in a bucket and drew twenty names.”

      I must have looked shocked because he broke out in laughter once more.

      “What if they can’t really bake once they’re here?” I could feel the stunned expression on my face. What were they thinking?

      “Well, we’ll know soon enough. The first competition will also be their first elimination, so they better be good. This won’t be an easy competition.”

      “You ready to meet the third judge? I know you’re familiar with him, but have you ever met?”

      “Chef Soyer? I’ve never met him, but I am very familiar with his work, as with yours. I look forward to working with you both. Hopefully we can share some tips and recipes while we’re here.”

      “Oh, you’re good. I don’t normally share recipes, but tips I can do.”

      I smiled at that. This was starting to sound like it could be not only good promotion for me and the bakery but also very informational.

      “I’m ready when you are, Chef,” I said with more enthusiasm than I’d felt since leaving my business to come here. “Let’s meet Chef Soyer and go over exactly what is expected of us while we’re here.”

      He nodded then led the way to another room that was behind the stage. There sat my idol, the man that had made me want to learn more about all the different sweet treats, Chef Soyer. I might have swooned just a little, but only a little.
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      Finn

      I threw my duffle bag on the bed in my room at the Sheraton in downtown Los Angeles. It was comfortable, spacious, with a great view, and would be my home for the next few weeks.

      I had a couple of hours to chill before we had to be downstairs in the lobby, ready to go to the studio and meet the other contestants and take part in a practice run of one dessert so that we could get used to our work area and having the cameras up-close on us and our dishes.

      After a quick shower, I unpacked my clothes, hung some up, and of course put my Converse shoes in the bottom of the closet. Then I gave Chloe a call to see how everything was going at the bakery.

      She assured me that she had handled it for the past four whole hours I’d been away. I had to chuckle at that.

      Putting on my jeans and favorite blue shirt I’d had since high school, I fixed my hair a bit. The front had a cowlick and liked to twist up at its own accord. Without another thought, I picked out my rainbow flag high-tops. Ensemble complete.

      In the lobby, I waited with the other contestants to be picked up to go to the show. I had so many questions. We all chatted about where we were from and made other small talk.

      I was equal parts excited and nervous. Excited because I could showcase my baking, but nervous about being on television and meeting the chef judges. Having them judge my food was daunting.

      As always, when I wasn’t busy working or was dead asleep after working too much, my thoughts wandered to the past. And Josiah, the boy that had stolen my heart when we were still in culinary school. I didn’t let myself dwell on all the hurt feelings and heartbreak of losing him; instead, I smiled and tried to imagine what he’d think. Would he be proud of me? His opinion had always meant so much to me. But that was then. Now, I needed to focus on the here and now. World domination sounded like a plan. World rolling pin domination. I laughed to myself at that thought.

      We had both admired Chef Daniel Oliveras in college. I couldn’t wait to work with him and the other chefs. This was such a great opportunity to learn more and get honest critique on my own skills.

      It was nearly time to go to the studio for our first meeting with the chefs and the other contestants when a man with a shuttle company’s uniform walked into the hotel entrance. “Contestants for Cake Clash, your transportation has arrived,” he said before walking back out to the front of the hotel.

      The group of us walked out as one and stood together, waiting our turn to load into the black vans they’d provided for us. We all clambered in. It was a sunny LA day, full of possibilities.

      Ten minutes later, we were parked in front of a large brick building that didn’t give much away as to what was inside. There was a small sign with the address and Delectable Studios written above the address. Any other day I probably would have gone right past it without a second glance.

      Everyone was ushered in and they gave us a mini tour—showing us to the changing rooms, a break area and lounge, a place to store our bags and other items we had with us for the day.

      Then a murmur of excitement spread through the group when they opened the door to the studio area. I looked around, mesmerized. Bright lights shone down over lines of kitchen stations. I counted twenty in all. There was a wall of blast freezers to the right, a walk-in freezer, cold and dry storage to the back, just behind the individual workstations. A low stage was located directly in front of all of the workstations.

      It was a surreal to be here. I occasionally watched the show on television, but to actually walk around the studio and see the set-up, was a whole new experience.

      Then there was laughter and chatter as everyone walked around to find their station. Mine was located near the back row. There was a white apron on the counter that had the show’s logo and my name embroidered on it. I immediately put it on.

      Looking over to the girl on my left, I waved. She looked to be about my age, with long brown hair tied back in a neat ponytail. Her eyes were wide and her hand was shaky as she waved back before our attention was drawn to the front.

      A woman dressed in chef whites came out to welcome us. She looked very professional with not a single hair out of place and wore a serious expression as she started her introduction. “Welcome, everyone. I’m Andrea Williams, one of the lead chefs behind the scenes. I’ll make sure you have all the ingredients and tools you’ll need to make the most of your time in the competition. I suggest you get acquainted with our work area and ask now if you have any questions. This will be a practice run and you can bake anything you’d like. You’ll have two hours to bake before you go back to the hotel. If you need help finding anything, now is the time to ask.” She then walked off the stage and started talking with other crew members.

      I quickly found the stand mixer under the countertop, and taking it out, I set it on the counter. Then I rushed over to the wall of ingredients and started grabbing everything I would need to make co-co cupcakes—chocolate cake with milk chocolate, buttercream icing and coconut shavings. It was a simple recipe, and the taste was something I had grown to count on as a tried and true winner. Which was exactly what I needed right now. This wasn’t a time to experiment and hope for success. I needed a sure thing.

      Unique enough to show what I could do and demonstrate my signature style, without giving away all of my secrets, I hoped. Plus, I knew this recipe so well I could almost do it blindfolded. It was a favorite at the bakery. I washed my hands and got to work.

      I measured the dry ingredients and then moved on to the wet ones. Using a reverse creaming method I mixed the sugar into the dry ingredients before I whisked it all together. I added the butter to the dry mix, before adding the eggs, vanilla, and a small amount of yogurt.

      I put a spoon in the mixture to take a little taste and kicked my heel out at the same time. Mmm, it tasted rich and heavenly.

      “My, you are a sassy one.”

      I looked over to my right to see another contestant. The older woman had a friendly demeanor and her eyes twinkled when she winked at me. We’d talked briefly in the van on the ride over here, and I’d learned her name was Annie. She’d been happy to tell me all about her life. She was a shorter grandmotherly type with grey hair and a round cherubic face. She’d let me know she liked to stick to tried and tested old-fashioned baking techniques. For the last ten years she had only baked for her family, but before that she’d baked all the desserts for a catering company.

      I took a bow. “Yes, ma’am.” Hearing her giggle made me smile. “Now get back to work,” I jokingly scolded her. “No rest for the wicked.”

      “You would know,” she said and winked at me again.

      I loved her already. I put my cupcakes in the oven and started to mix the buttercream frosting. I creamed the butter and added the powdered sugar, cocoa powder, and both coconut extract and coconut milk. My special secret ingredient was meringue powder. It would make the buttercream soft with a light crusting on top. I poured the mixture into the piping bag and looked around the room. Everyone else was hard at work too.

      My cupcakes were cooling, and I once again wondered if we’d meet the judges today or not. Someone must have read my mind because I heard a throat clearing at the front of the studio.

      “Everyone, can I have your attention. I’m Jeanie, assistant to one of the judges. Hi.” She gave a little wave. “You still have thirty minutes left to bake. I wanted to let you know that while the judges won’t be coming around to rate your food today, I will come around and taste everyone’s baking and then report back to them. This is not an official judging event, but it will get you prepared for the beginning of the show tomorrow. Thanks, everyone. Continue baking.”

      I finished off icing my cupcakes and then went to find the shredded coconut to sprinkle on top. With seconds to spare, I admired my creations. They really looked like works of art.

      Glancing over at Annie’s station, I saw she had made a beautiful pie. “Annie, that looks delicious.” She winked over at me before turning her attention back to Jeanie.

      When it was time for my cupcakes to be taste-tested, I watched Jeanie cut one in half.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “These are absolutely delicious. How did you get the buttercream to be the perfect texture?”

      “Trade secret,” I said as I tapped the side of my nose.

      She laughed, a high-pitched yet sweet sound and poked me playfully. “Oh, I like you.” I smiled back at her.

      As she moved around to the other contestants, I let out a deep breath. That was nerve-wracking even if I knew the flavors worked together. The time pressure and being judged by someone was not for the faint of heart.

      Annie came over to me and gave me a hug. “You did wonderfully, Finn. Now let me have a cupcake.”

      I chuckled. “Only if I can taste your pie.”

      Back at the hotel, I hit the treadmill in the gym that was near the lobby. All these sweet desserts meant I needed to fit in a bit of exercise. Back home, I’d run in the park near work. Wheel of Fortune was on one of the televisions on mute, and I laughed as I tried to solve the puzzles using unsuitable words. So mature at twenty-eight, I thought to myself. _ _ _ HOLE, I knew wasn’t “asshole,” but it kept me easily amused.

      After half an hour, I walked back up to my room. I stripped down and turned the shower on. Stepping into the hot water felt like pure bliss. What a day. It had been a mixture of excitement and scary prospects, but I was ready for more.

      I ordered room service and stretched out on the sofa with the television on in the background. I resisted phoning Chloe to check on the bakery again. It took a lot of willpower, but I knew it was for the best. Tomorrow would be a big day. There was no way I wanted to be eliminated from the show first, if at all.
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