
		
			[image: Cover of Don't Bake for Free: Stop Undercharging and Finally Get Paid What Your Work Is Worth by Pia Millard]
		


		


		


		
			DON’T BAKE FOR FREE

			Stop Undercharging 
and Finally Get Paid 
What Your Work Is Worth

			


Pia Millard

		


		
			

			Copyright  Page​

			DON’T BAKE FOR FREE
Stop Undercharging and Finally Get Paid What Your Work Is Worth

			
Copyright © Creative Profit Lab

			
All rights reserved. 

			
No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in a book review

			ISBN (ePUB): 978-1-0672175-5-6
ISBN (ePDF): 978-1-0672175-6-3


			Published by Creative Profit Lab

www.creativeprofitlab.com

Disclaimer 
This book is intended for informational and motivational purposes only. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, tax, financial, or other professional advice or services. The information provided is general in nature and may not apply to your specific situation. Always consult a qualified professional (such as a certified accountant, tax advisor, or attorney) familiar with your circumstances before making business, financial, or legal decisions.

			The author has made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the information in this book as of the date of publication. However, prices, regulations, and business conditions can change rapidly. The author and publisher expressly disclaim any liability for errors, omissions, or any loss or damage incurred as a result of the use of this book.

			
Author’s Note:
All prices in this book are shown in U.S. dollars for simplicity and comparison. They are illustrative only. Replace them with your local currency and real costs when running your own numbers.

		


		
			​




DEDICATION

			To the baker standing in the kitchen at 11:30 PM.

			You don’t have to choose between your passion and your paycheck.

			This is for you.

			

		


		
			​INTRODUCTION  ​



The Starving Baker Is a Myth

			Picture this: late spring, the kind of warm night that makes your kitchen feel like a furnace even with the window cracked. It’s pushing 1:40 a.m. My kids have been out cold for hours. My husband kissed my flour-streaked forehead sometime before midnight, muttered “Don’t stay up too late,” and disappeared upstairs. Famous last words.

			The three-tier vanilla bean cake sits under the pendant light, half-piped. My right thumb has gone numb from clutching the bag too long; every squeeze sends a dull ache up my forearm. The Swiss meringue buttercream is still behaving, mercifully, but the fondant edges are starting to soften in the humidity, and my lower back is on fire from leaning over the counter since dinner. I wipe sweat from my temple with the back of my wrist, leaving a streak of powdered sugar behind.

			I glance at the clock again. Then at the cake. This has to be worth it.

			Two weeks earlier the bride teared up when she saw the sugar peonies sample. Her mom hugged me after the tasting, eyes shining. I felt like I’d handed them magic. The invoice went out the next day: $450 covering design, baking, delivery, the whole thing. Seemed fair. Almost generous.

			

			But standing there alone with the hum of the fridge and the faint drip from the faucet I still haven’t fixed, something shifted. I grabbed my phone, opened a blank spreadsheet, and started punching in numbers – not the quick grocery tally I usually did, but the real audit I’d been avoiding.

			Ingredients, packaging, gas to the venue: landed around $140–$145. Left me with roughly $305 on paper.

			Then the hours. Admin emails and WhatsApp threads ate two. Baking and layering took most of a full day. Those peonies – hand-sculpted, delicate as hell – claimed another chunk. Traffic and setup in that sticky humidity stole two more. Seventeen hours total.

			$305 divided by seventeen comes out to about $18 an hour. Already scraping the bottom for anyone with real skill.

			I kept going. Electricity for the oven running half the night and the fridge that never sleeps. The slice of home insurance I pay extra for commercial use. Wear on the mixer that’s starting to sound strained. Taxes waiting like a quiet threat in April.

			By 2:30 a.m., cold coffee gone bitter beside me, the spreadsheet spat out the truth: take-home around $4 an hour. Four dollars. Less than the teenager flipping burgers at the place down the road. He punches out at ten with nothing hanging over his head. I’d just spent my night quietly funding someone else’s perfect wedding photos.

			The bride didn’t pay for that cake. I did.

			No fireworks. No dramatic collapse. Just a slow, sick wave of clarity washing over me. For years I’d worn the exhaustion like a medal – proof I cared enough, proof I was dedicated. If I loved the work hard enough, surely the money would follow eventually.

			It never did.

			Baking follows physics. Ratios wrong, the soufflé falls. Business is the same damn thing. Passion carries you through the midnight piping session, keeps your hands moving when everything else wants to quit. But passion doesn’t cover rent. It doesn’t pay the supplier. It doesn’t stop the bank balance from staring back empty after a “great” month.

			I’d watched hobby bakers flood local groups with $50 sheet cakes, their mortgages already covered by day jobs, and felt the pressure to match them. Competing meant slashing prices until my time became the giveaway. Every undercharged order chipped away at the business I was trying to build.

			That night in the kitchen marked the end of pretending. I couldn’t keep subsidizing strangers’ celebrations with my own savings and sanity.

			So I built a system out of the wreckage – one I call PROOF. Not theory pulled from some business seminar. Just hard-won tools forged in those 2 a.m. hours:

			
					
Pricing Power  –  stating your value flat-out, no apology, no uptick at the end like a question

					
Ruthless Math  –  counting every hidden cost instead of pretending Instagram margins are real

					
Opportunity Cost  –  learning which “yes” actually costs you more than it brings in

					
Ownership  –  taking the apron off long enough to steer the boat instead of just rowing

					
Freedom  –  creating something sustainable that doesn’t slowly eat away at your body and your joy

			

			No pretty recipes in these pages. No motivational fluff. Just the unvarnished truth I wish someone had slid across the counter to me a decade earlier.

			Because the starving baker isn’t noble. It’s a myth we’ve been sold – and one we don’t have to keep buying.

			You deserve better. Let’s fix the numbers so the cakes can stay beautiful.

			

		


		
			​PART I  

PRICING POWER

			The Psychology

			Value is not discovered. It is declared.

			

		


		
			​CHAPTER 1  ​


The Flinch Test

			I can still picture the consultation that taught me everything I needed to know about pricing, and how badly I was sabotaging myself.

			It was a bright Saturday morning in early summer. Sunlight poured through the front window of my little home studio, catching the sugar flowers I’d arranged on the table like tiny jewels. The bride-to-be, Sarah, sat next to her mom, both of them smiling after tasting the lemon sponge sample. Sarah wiped a crumb from her lip and said, “This tastes like summer. Exactly what we wanted.”

			Her mom nodded, tapping the sketch I’d drawn up – three tiers, fresh peonies cascading down one side, soft blush and ivory. The energy in the room felt perfect. We’d connected over flavor profiles, talked about the venue’s garden vibe, laughed about how the groom kept trying to sneak bites of the test cake. I knew I could deliver something they’d remember forever.

			Then came the shift. The mom set her fork down gently, looked straight at me, and asked, “So, what’s the total for everything – the design, the cake, delivery?”

			The warm fuzzy feeling vanished. My stomach tightened like someone had pulled a drawstring. I had the quote sheet right there, face down on the table. I’d run the numbers twice: ingredients, time, overhead, a modest buffer for the unexpected. $850. Fair. More than fair for the skill and hours involved.

			But as I reached for the paper, doubt flooded in. What if it’s too much? What if they walk? What if they think I’m greedy? My throat went dry.

			I picked up the sheet, glanced at it, then looked somewhere near their shoulders instead of their eyes. “It’s… well, for the whole thing… eight hundred and fifty?”

			My voice lifted at the end. Not a statement. A question. I might as well have added, Is that okay? Please say it’s okay.

			The room went quiet. Not the comfortable quiet of agreement. The heavy kind. Sarah’s mom paused, then said carefully, “That’s a bit higher than we were expecting.”

			She wasn’t rude and she wasn’t attacking the work. She was just reacting to the uncertainty I’d broadcast. Because when you flinch, the client hears it loud and clear: I’m not sure this is worth it either.

			I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. The apology reflex kicked in hard. Words tumbled out before I could stop them. “I know it sounds like a lot, but vanilla beans are crazy expensive right now, and those peonies take forever to shape by hand, and maybe I can waive the delivery fee if that helps…”

			I was negotiating against myself. Before they even asked.

			That moment burned. I’d handed them the power to haggle over something I’d already priced fairly. And sure enough, they left without booking. I spent the rest of the day replaying it, kicking myself. The cake I never got to make. The $850 I never saw. The hours I’d already invested in samples and sketches – gone.

			Later, after too much coffee and staring at the ceiling, I realized what had happened. The Flinch isn’t weakness. It’s human. You’re an artist who’s poured heart into every petal and layer. Putting a hard number on that feels exposing, almost rude. But the client doesn’t see your heart. They see a professional offering a service. When the professional hesitates, they hesitate too.

			Plumbers don’t apologize for quoting pipe repairs. Electricians don’t trail off when they name the cost of rewiring. They state the price flat, because they know the value of dry floors or working lights. You build with butter and flour instead of copper and wire. The principle is identical.

			Breaking the habit took practice, the awkward, sweaty-palmed kind of practice. I started with a drill I still use: the Flat Statement.

			Next consultation, same setup – bride, mom, samples, sketches. When the price question came, I forced myself to:

			Look them in the eye.

			Say the number clearly, no “about” or “roughly.”

			Stop talking.

			“The total is eight hundred and fifty dollars.”

			Then silence. Let it sit. Heavy as it feels, don’t fill it. Don’t explain. Don’t apologize. Just wait.

			The first person to speak usually loses. If you crack first, you drop the price. If they speak first, nine times out of ten they nod and move to deposit. The silence makes them weigh the value – the certainty you’re offering, the sleep they’ll get knowing the cake won’t collapse or arrive late.

			Some walk away. That’s fine. The ones who balk at $850 because of a flinch would have nitpicked the color of the fondant at 1 a.m. anyway. Better they leave early.

			Over time I learned: your price isn’t up for debate unless you invite the debate. State it with the same calm confidence you used describing the lemon curd filling. Own it. The right clients respect that. The bargain hunters self-select out.

			I still catch a tiny flutter sometimes when I quote a big wedding cake. Old habits die hard. But I don’t let it show. Because flinching doesn’t protect your heart, it just costs you money. 

			And I’ve paid enough of that tax already.
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