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Baked in
Promise

A birthday
wish, a high school crush, and a love that never faded.

 


Emilee
Duquette’s life is as predictable as her morning coffee—safe,
comforting, and just a little too comfortable. But when Westley
Roberts, her high school best friend and heartthrob, who also
happens to disappear without warning, strolls back into town, her
carefully curated calm is turned upside down.

 


With a camera
slung over his shoulder and a grin that makes her pulse race,
Westley is determined to make her relive every electric moment they
once shared—and leave her questioning if the past really was as
simple as she remembers. However, Emilee’s no longer the same
carefree girl who once dreamed of love letters and long-distance
promises—she’s grounded now, with a business to run, a life she’s
proud of, and a heart that’s learned to play it safe.






But then
there’s that old pact they made when they were seventeen: If
neither of us is married by 35, we’ll marry each other.






Now, with the
clock ticking on a promise made in innocence, Emilee must decide:
take a chance on the only man she’s ever truly loved—or finally
close the chapter that never stopped writing itself.
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Chapter One




I’VE ALWAYS
BELIEVED RIDGE HEIGHTS was amazing any time of year, but
lately, it had been postcard perfection. Crisp autumn air carried
the scent of fallen leaves along with a hint of old man winter
waking from a toasty slumber. Moms walked their kids to the school
at the end of the block, occasionally making a quick stop here
before heading out to enjoy their childfree mornings. A couple of
tourists wandered past, snapping pictures of the vibrant golds and
oranges of the giant leafy trees lining the sidewalk.

With a moment
to breathe, I glanced beyond the large picture window with the
faded painted words of the store’s name – Cinnamon Swirl –
and took it all in.

Autumn was by
far my favourite season—the quiet shift and the way the town
settled after summer but hadn’t yet braced for the robust winter
rush of skiers and vacationers. My bakery, my routines, my little
pocket of the world that I had built from scratch a few years ago
were my life.

As Emilee
Duquette, owner/operator of Cinnamon Swirl Bakery, it wasn’t
what I was, it’s who I was. Doughy and sweet, with a
hint of spice. It’s who I’d been all my life.

So why was I
feeling so … restless lately? My eyes jumped back to the calendar,
zooming with zero self-control on the highlighted birthdate.

Oh, right.
That’s why. Birthday number thirty-five.

Giving my head
a shake and reminding myself that I had survived 100% of all my bad
days and birthdays, I stared at the rest of the week’s orders.

The scent of
cinnamon and freshly baked bread wrapped around me like a familiar
hug as I wiped the last traces of flour from my hands onto my pink
polka-dot apron with a frilly edge, a gift from my mom many moons
ago. The Wednesday morning rush had passed, leaving the bakery in
that perfect mid-morning lull where I could breathe, sip my
espresso and pretend I wasn’t staring down my thirty-fifth birthday
like it was a deadline I wasn’t ready to meet.

The calendar
hung on the wall by the register, highlighting Sunday’s big day
with a hand-drawn birthday cake compliments from my bestie gal-pal
Eva who teased, “Still single for the big 3–5 eh? You should make a
wish for the perfect man when you blow out the candles.”

As if the
perfect man existed. What a farce. All the lies. I’d settle for a
solid six, and occasionally dream of a seven, but a perfect ten?
That only existed in my memories, and I’d never find that again.
Nowadays, it was a total lottery win as far as I was concerned. And
first, wouldn’t I need to buy a lottery ticket? I’d long since
given up hope for that.

I scrubbed a
hand down my face. Thirty-five. I’d been prepared for thirty. I had
even handled thirty-two with only one minor existential crisis. But
thirty-five? That felt… significant. Like I should have more
figured out by now. Like maybe my best years weren’t ahead but
already behind me, slipping through my fingers like flour on a
kneading board.

I reviewed the
week’s requests on the chalk board for fresh baked goods to deliver
to the coffee shop around the corner in addition to the few special
orders. It was going to be a busy ten days leading up to
Thanksgiving, but I was oh so grateful for the business.

Sauntering past
the emptying display case, I grabbed the broom and gave the floors
a quick sweep, making sure the entrance was spic and span. Spying a
smudge of oily residue on the front door, I polished the window to
a brilliant see-through clean.

Years ago, I’d
turned my two-level house into the Cinnamon Swirl Bakery, leaving
the upstairs as my residence. The main floor boasted a huge kitchen
in the back and I remodeled the dining room by the front door to a
counter with an adequately sized display case. The guest portion of
the bakery was quaint, standing room only, and it wasn’t perfect,
but it was all mine. Smiling a satisfied grin, I sauntered back
into the kitchen and reached for my Coffee Loft branded mug.

The bell over
the door jingled, pulling me from random flashbacks of broken
hearts, lonely parties, and dreams of a life that only belonged in
the movies.

“Please tell me
you have extra cinnamon rolls.”

I froze
mid-sip, the warm drink turning to lead in my stomach.

No. No way.

That voice
belonged to someone who should not be here.

I set my drink
down carefully—very carefully, because my hands had started to
shake—and turned toward the door.

And there he
was, blowing in like the cool gust of air surrounding him. I
shivered, but not from the temperature.

Westley
Roberts.

My magical
recollection of the perfect ten. Time had no right to be this kind
to him.

He stood just
inside the bakery, tall and unfairly effortless, like he had
strolled in from a movie set instead of whatever far-flung
adventure he had been on. His nutmeg-coloured hair was slightly
tousled, like he had just run a hand through it, and a camera hung
from its strap across his chest. Same deep cinnamon brown eyes.
Same dentist’s pride grin. Same ability to knock the air straight
out of my lungs.

“What are you
doing here?” The words barely had time to register in my brain
before sailing out of my mouth.

His lips curled
into a lopsided grin, the same one that had gotten us out of
detention twice in high school. “Not even a ‘Hey, great
to see you’? I’m hurt, Lee-Lee. Really.”

Narrowing my
eyes, I folded my arms across my chest, leveling him with a flat
look, and ignoring the way my stomach flipped at the sound of the
nickname that only Westley had ever called me. “Forgive me for
being surprised. Last I heard from you was a two-word text and a
photo of some brick pyramid. Aren’t you usually halfway around the
world, taking pictures of waterfalls and tigers and… whatever else
National Geographic photographers do?”

He shrugged,
stepping forward. Too close. Close enough for me to catch the scent
of his cologne—earthy, a little spicy, unfairly attractive. “What
can I say? Thought I’d trade the gorgeous waterfalls for picture
perfect small towns nestled into the mountain range this
winter.”

I swallowed,
hard, and tightened my arms like that could somehow keep my
emotions in check.

His grin
widened, full of trouble. “I see you’re living your best life.
Living the dream.”

“Observant as
ever,” I muttered. Why was my heart doing weird, fluttery
things?

I didn’t move.
I couldn’t. My feet felt as if they were glued to the hardwood
floor. Him being here seemed like a dream. “How long are you
kicking around this time?”

Westley reached
up, adjusting the camera strap across his chest. “Dunno. A while,
maybe.”

A while. That
could mean a week or a month or just long enough to remind me how
easy it was to fall back into old habits before he poofed off into
thin air again, going wherever the wild wind took him. Which,
sadly, was never in my orbit.

His gaze met
mine, and something flickered there—something unreadable, holding
me for a heartbeat or two longer than normal. Then his grin
returned, slow and knowing. “You remember that childhood pact of
ours?”

My stomach
flipped. Oh no. He could not possibly mean—

We were stupid
high schoolers; both recoiling from bad breakups. It had been a
pipe dream. A whispered promise made between two hearts nursing
fresh wounds. A safety net that was never meant to be real…
right?

If at
thirty-five, neither of us is married, we’ll marry each other.

“You can’t be
serious,” I said flatly. Because there was just no way.

He stepped
closer, his gaze flicking past me to the glass display case. “Tell
me you have at least one cinnamon twist left. I’ve been dreaming
about them for months.”
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