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      I was going to scream.

      The bank had said no. Again.

      Standing at the granite counters in my client’s enormous kitchen, I grit my teeth as I stuffed my phone back into my apron pocket then proceeded to slather buttercream onto the cake in front of me. My mind spiraled.

      Maybe I should have been used to the rejections by now. Maybe I should have given up on my dream the day I decided to drain my life savings to help my sister. She’d been in a terrible, no-fault car accident that had landed her with a pile of medical bills and out of work for over a year. I couldn’t let her lose her house or have her utilities turned off. What sort of sister would I have been then?

      But I’d worked endlessly to save up to open my bakery. Now, every free penny went to my sister’s debt. It would be years before I could start saving up again.

      I gave a frustrated grunt as I smoothed the buttercream over the last layer of the cake. It was a towering focal point of the biggest bash this town had seen in a decade. Mrs. Brown, a beloved retired schoolteacher, was celebrating her one hundredth birthday and, just to be on the nose, the party would entertain one hundred guests. I wasn’t sure my little Podunk had that many people to invite.

      When the host, Mrs. Brown’s daughter, had offered to pay me to provide the birthday cake, I’d hoped that I would feel inspired again. Instead, the decadent whiff of the chocolate batter as it baked, the nutty scent of the peanut butter filling, and the sweet waft of the freshly made frosting just reminded me of what my bakery should smell like.

      In the other room, the sounds of loud conversation bubbled up as more people joined the party. Glasses clinked and laughter sprinkled the air.

      My best friend since forever, Emma, popped her head through the door of the small kitchen, grinning. “Maggie, that cake is beautiful!”

      I forced a smile. “Thanks. I hope it’s worthy of a hundred years of life.”

      “A million years,” she said, stepping next to me. “Your bakery is going to make a killing.”

      I grimaced, and she patted my shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get there.”

      “Oh, Emma,” I said with a dramatic sigh as I washed the spatula under the running faucet, “ever the optimist.”

      “Realist,” she said, pointing at herself. “Look at this cake, Mags. Just wait. It’ll happen.”

      I turned off the faucet and dropped the clean spatula into the dish rack to dry.

      “The bank said no. I’ve tried banks, credit unions, and even some weird investor thing my sister found and signed up for me, but even they declined,” I said, drying my hands on my apron. “No one wants to fund a small-town bakery unless I do online sales, and you know how I feel about that.”

      Emma hesitated. “You could learn, you know.”

      I threw my hands in the air making a disgusted sound. “Mrs. Brown would have a better chance at social media than me. Can you imagine? Me, dancing around on the Toktok things or whatever.”

      “That’s not what it’s called…”

      “I don’t want websites and filters and, my god, I don’t even know what else there is!”

      Emma laughed, giving me a quick hug. “You’re a Luddite, but you make a mean cake.”

      My shoulders slumped. “And that’s all I should have to do, you know?”

      Emma opened her mouth in what would be another attempt to convince me to fully join the online world, but I waved my hand in dismissal.

      “It’s fine, Em. Maybe the bakery will happen one day. The location you want is still there.”

      I turned back to cake, piping bag in hand, and picked up a flower nail. As I piped a sunflower onto the nail, turning it slowly as I went, I tried to stomp down the stinging resentment at the email rejection.

      The party grew louder with a roar of enthusiasm.

      I raised an eyebrow at Emma. She shrugged, then scurried to the doorway to check on the source of the excitement.

      “Did the strippers arrive?” I joked.

      “She’s one hundred, not dead,” Emma said, then scurried over to me. “Come on, you need to see this.”

      Grabbing my arm, she tugged me towards the doorway, smudging a petal on the sunflower in my hand. I dumped the ruined flower onto the counter as I followed her to peek out at the party.

      A man in a black suit, hair combed to the side, devilish grin in place, strolled through the crowd of people, shaking hands and talking. His eyes danced with delight as he roamed his gaze over the group.

      “Who the heck is that?” Emma whispered, smitten.

      I laughed quietly. “I don’t know, but I wouldn’t mind if he were a stripper.”

      We backed away from the doorway, and I returned to my cake to start a new sunflower.

      “I’ve never seen him before,” Emma said, glancing repeatedly back at him. “He must be from out of town.”

      “Figures they could only find ninety-nine local people,” I said.

      “I’m going to do some recon.”

      With that, Emma was out the door, mingling with the party.

      I laughed, shaking my head, and continued decorating my cake. By the time Emma returned, I was putting on the finishing touches of my masterpiece. Her bangs were limp, her cheeks flushed.

      “Some party out there,” I said. “Did you find out who your mystery man is?”

      Emma grabbed a tall package of paper plates off the kitchen nook table. “His name is Logan, and apparently, he flew in from New York.”

      “New York?” I eyed my cake. “People don’t come to town from New York for a birthday party.”

      “Well, that guy did. Come on, everyone is waiting for the big reveal. You ready?”

      “Ready,” I said. “Let them eat cake.”

      Emma set the plates and plastic silverware on the serving table for the party, then returned to the kitchen. Together, we took on the harrowing challenge of lifting a staggered, five-tier cake. Muscles tensed, we carried the cake towards the exit, and I prayed the dowel rods kept my creation together through the short but tedious trip.

      When we emerged into the party, then a gasp rolled through the attendants as attention shifted our way.

      Someone in the back whooped.  I beamed and then focused on reaching our destination. After we eased the cake into position on the table, I stepped back, letting out a breath.

      Success.

      “It’s gorgeous!” Mrs. Brown said as she approached, assisted by her daughter. “Thank you so much, Margaret.”

      I smiled, giving her a hug. “I’m honored to be included in such an important milestone.”

      With that, I stepped back, allowing Emma to do her thing. I’d made a smaller side cake for Mrs. Brown to blow out number candles. While they did that, I surveyed the crowd. It really did feel like the whole town was here.

      “Did you make that?”

      I startled, then turned to find Mr. New York standing nearby. He indicated the cake.

      “Yes,” I said, my stomach fluttering. “I bake for events sometimes.”

      “It’s impressive,” he said with a smooth smile. “I’ve seen a lot of cakes, but this one is… something else.”

      I hesitated, uncertain where this conversation was going. “Thank you. Uh, are you ready for a piece?”

      “I’ll wait my turn.” He grinned, and I melted all the way down to my panties.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I searched for Emma, but she was busy cutting the cake.

      “You should be doing this full-time. Have you ever thought about opening a bakery?”

      The question caught me off guard. I’d heard the question countless times when I’d taken an interest in baking, but not from strangers, and not out of the blue like this.

      Had Emma set me up?

      I gave him a polite smile. “You haven’t even tried it yet. Maybe it tastes like worms.”

      Surprise flickered on his face, and he laughed. “I don’t doubt it tastes as amazing as it looks.”

      His tone offered no suggestion, but my brain wanted to hear it that way, and I flushed accordingly.

      “I’m Logan,” he said, extending his hand.

      I tried to cram down my internal embarrassment and shook his hand. His hand was warm, his grip firm but gentle. His eyes continued to assess everything around him. The crowd, the cake.

      Me.

      “Maggie,” I replied, throat tight. “What brings you to our little neck of the woods?”

      “My dad was friends with Mrs. Brown’s husband. Both have passed but when I heard about her celebration, I thought it was a good excuse to escape the big city for a while.”

      “What do you do?” I asked, as Emma disappeared into the crowd with a tray of cake slices.

      “I’m an investor,” he said. “I like to keep an eye out for promising ventures.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Emma had totally set this up.

      “Found anything promising?” I asked, feigning innocence.

      “Depends on your answer.”

      Words clogged my throat. He couldn’t be serious. He’d barely met me, hadn’t even tried my cake. Even Emma wasn’t that good of a salesperson…was she?

      “Here,” he said, reaching for his walled. He handed me a business card from it. “Let’s talk about this more later. I’ll be in town for a few days. Call me tomorrow. We can go to dinner, talk over the details, see if you’re interested.”

      I closed two fingers over the card, but didn’t take it. Was he actually interested in investing in my cakes? Was this just a roundabout way of hitting on me?

      Both were equally ridiculous ideas, and yet here was his business card, his offer. His sly smile as I stood there, holding the card but not accepting it.

      “I don’t bite,” he said, then lowered his head to my ear to whisper, “unless you ask nicely.”

      He closed my fingers around the card and sauntered off, leaving me staring, jaw gaped, wondering what had just happened.

      On my way home, I stopped by my dream location: a quaint, old house with charming gables and arched windows that had stood empty for years. Every time I visited, I could envision a lighted pathway leading to a welcoming door. Inside, soft chairs and the comforting scent of homemade baked goods. Here, everyone would be welcome.

      My thoughts flickered back to Logan and the business card I’d tucked into my pocket.

      Somehow, I either wandered into the opportunity of a lifetime—or something else entirely.
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      The party didn’t finish clearing until two in the morning. Emma and I were on the kitchen cleanup crew while other volunteers from town cleared out the living room and hauled a large bag of paper cups, plates, and utensils to the trash.

      Emma unloaded the latest load of bakeware from the dishwasher, while I wiped down the countertops.

      “So, you and Logan must have had a good conversation,” I said, preparing to spring on her that I knew she’d set me up with an investor.

      Emma halted, holding a pan halfway into the cabinet. She finished setting it inside. “What do you mean? As much as I would have loved to wrap my legs around that guy, we barely said two words. I was busy shoveling cake at people.”





