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        Scenes depicted in this fictional work all involve consenting, non-blood-related adults over the age of thirty.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT BAKING THE LAW

          

        

      

    

    
      After a disastrous marriage and one Vegas-sized mistake, Poppy Johansson swore off charming disasters—especially the kind in suits. But when she impulsively buys a rundown Colorado bakery, the oven isn’t the only thing giving her trouble. Enter Theodore P. Munsen, Lone Ridge’s rule-obsessed lawyer, who irons his shoelaces and blushes like it’s contagious.

      Their first meeting ends with a tray of “special” brownies at the town book club and a viral confession that puts them both on the map. Now, the chaotic baker and the buttoned-up attorney have to team up to save reputations, the Winter Carnival, and maybe each other.

      He’s never met a rule he didn’t laminate; she’s never met a rule she couldn’t break. But somewhere between legal briefs and buttercream, they might just find that love—like dough—rises best when you stop following the recipe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: ROCK BOTTOM AND A RACK OVEN
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          MONDAY, NOVEMBER 17TH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

      

      

      The clock flipped to 2 a.m., and I still had no idea what I was going to do. My life had imploded—because of Rex, of course. I'd been a fool to trust him, a fool to marry him, an even bigger fool to believe him when he'd said, "It's just one night, babe. Trust me." Now I was paying for every last mistake, and the bill felt endless.

      Pepper purred softly in my lap, kneading my thighs like dough—comforting, even if oblivious to the brewing storm of my panic. Petting her was the closest thing I'd had to peace since that stone-faced casino debt collector had shown up at my bakery, shattering my illusion of a happily-ever-after into a thousand embarrassing shards.

      My eyes burned, raw and sore, just like they'd been all day. Even this crappy little room— a third-hand sublet that smelled faintly of mildew, desperation, and regret—hadn't solved my money problems. Everything I owned, other than what I'd dragged inside for the night, was still jammed into my battered Honda Civic.

      I'd sold my bakery to clear Rex's debts, paid the divorce lawyer, and watched my account balance shrivel into something that mocked the idea of "starting fresh" in Vegas. I'd wanted so badly to prove I could make it on my own—that Rex hadn't stolen everything from me. But reality laughed in my face. At thirty-two, I was starting over from crumbs.

      A heavy ache pressed on my chest, stubbornly defying my attempts to rub it away.

      Come on, Poppy. You're a baker, dammit. You turn flour and tears into pastry miracles.

      If I couldn't rebuild here, then I'd find a place where I could. A clean break. Away from casinos, Rex's shadow, and all these reminders of failure.

      I wiped my stinging eyes and grabbed my phone again. Maybe a LoopNet listing would give me ideas.

      If I really wanted to reclaim my mojo—my baking heart—I needed the best damn oven out there. Rex never got that. He never understood the way my heart fluttered when the perfect golden pastry emerged. He couldn't take that from me.

      Resolutely, I typed in, "Baxter OV500 Rack Oven."

      A single, perfectly timed ad popped onto the screen, the light from my phone washing the room in a soft, fake glow.

      
        
        TURN-KEY COLORADO BAKERY • 2024 Baxter OV500 Rack Oven • $120K: building + equipment—must sell fast. Have all you need for remote state paperwork.

      

      

      My heart thundered. The screen blurred again, but this time it wasn't from exhaustion. Excitement surged through me, mingling dangerously with hope.

      It wasn't just an ad. It was an invitation from the universe to finally reclaim my life.

      I knew this was crazy. The last time I'd followed a wild impulse, it had led straight to disaster.

      But when had baking ever been about caution? Baking was courage. Baking was hope.

      And maybe I was a little high on exhaustion, but the thought made something in my chest unclench.

      I scrolled through the listing again, absorbing each tantalizing word. Colorado in autumn, at least in the listing photos. Crisp mountain air scented with woodsmoke, golden aspens, pumpkin-spiced everything—a place to reset and breathe again.

      Pepper stretched lazily across my lap and yawned, staring up at me as if to say, "Are we doing this?"

      I smiled for the first time in days. "Buckle up, kitty," I whispered, pressing the "Contact Seller" button. "We're going to Colorado."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            DONUT HOLES AND MR. SUSPENDERS
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          SATURDAY, DECEMBER 6TH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poppy

      

      

      "What would the small town of Lone Ridge make of me, Poppy Johansson?" I wasn't usually in the habit of talking to myself, but the drive from Las Vegas had been almost more than I could take.

      It had been almost three weeks since I responded to that ad. The seller had been a dream, helping with every step of the process. All that was left was meeting the seller in person at last and getting the keys, getting the hard copy of the license, and some other final state-required reviews until I could open. Twelve days, if everything went right, and I could be back to baking.

      A dinged metal mixing bowl rolled as I turned the wheel to get off the highway. I'd stopped once to pick up some THC butter for brownies to celebrate when my shop opened. I didn't have it in me to clean the car at the stop.

      My Honda Civic looked as if a bakery had exploded in the backseat, which, technically, it had somewhere outside Beaver, Nevada when a pothole met a loosely latched pie carrier. Now, halfway across Colorado and only three miles from Lone Ridge, the interior still smelled like brown-butter pecan and regret. My upbeat playlist had been on repeat for eight hours, according to the dashboard clock.

      Eight whole hours free of anything and anyone who'd remind me how spectacularly I'd failed at my life choices.

      "Almost there, Pepper," I told the cat in the carrier riding shotgun. A disgruntled yowl answered. "I know, Sweetpea. But hiding in Vegas wasn't working for either of us."

      Outside, December sprawled in crisp technicolor: evergreen mountains wearing the year's powdered-sugar snow, the sky a swirl of dawn pink and winter blue. The sight zinged in my chest like fresh ginger leaving hope and burn in equal measure. Lone Ridge was supposed to be my sanctuary — a place to rediscover my joy, my independence, and my backbone, all of which had evaporated under the neon lights of Vegas.

      "No men. I am here to reconnect with my love of baking," I reminded myself, tightening my grip on the wheel. I needed to find my baking juju.

      Two minutes later, I missed the turn onto Main Street anyway because I was busy karaoke-shouting Mariah Carey's high note. The detour took me past a weather-worn WELCOME TO LONE RIDGE: POPULATION 4,207 sign. Someone had duct-taped the 7 into an 8 and drawn a smiley face in Sharpie beneath it. The small-town quirk made me grin despite myself. This was the antithesis of neon-lit Vegas, and thank goodness for that.

      I looped back, eased onto the two-lane main drag, and promptly fell in love with the town square. Historic brick storefronts wore cedar-garland scarves. Vintage streetlamps sported red velvet bows the size of hubcaps. Every shop window glowed with Christmas cheer so intense even Hallmark execs might protest. For most people, it would be too much. For me, it gave me hope.

      My new bakery sat on the north corner: charmingly vintage—or suspiciously aged, depending on your perspective. The narrow, two-story building had green shutters and a hanging sign that read "Sold" over the old bakery's name. As I parallel-parked (crookedly) and cut the ignition, the mixing bowl clanged a final protest against the door.

      "You're free, Pepper," I said, unhooking the carrier. The calico bolted out, tail puffed, then instantly froze on the sidewalk as snowflakes drifted down. Pepper sniffed suspiciously at the snowflake-speckled sidewalk, casting me a deeply betrayed look as if I'd personally orchestrated the weather.

      "We are going to love it here." I tucked a stray spiral of red curl behind one ear. Well, tried to; it pinged free, joining the candy-cane pen already stabbing my messy bun. I straightened my gingerbread-man apron, which clashed horribly with the mistletoe-print dress I wore over thermal leggings, and took a bracing breath of pine-scented air. I didn't care. I was here and starting a new chapter of my life. One with lots of baking and man-free living.

      A throat cleared behind me. I turned.

      Across the street, a man unlocked the glass door of a law office with the deliberation of someone who ironed his shoelaces. Slate-gray suit, midnight-blue suspenders, dark-blond hair parted like an ordinance.

      Even from fifty feet away, I could see the way he aligned the doorknob so that the screws pointed exactly north-south. The plaque beside him read THEODORE P. MUNSEN, ATTORNEY-AT-LAW. His winter jacket hung over his arm, mostly covering a briefcase. That tiny oddity thrilled me.

      "Mr. Suspenders," I whispered, delighted in spite of myself. Rex had been chaos incarnate—far too similar to me, as it turned out—so Order-Man, with his tiny bit of disorder, drew my eye like an empty mixing bowl.

      He glanced up. Our gazes collided, and for one breathless heartbeat, the street went utterly silent, as if the falling snow itself held its breath. His eyes flicked briefly to my apron, lingered half a second too long, and then returned with immaculate politeness to my face.

      Then Pepper leapt onto a garbage can lid, and it clanged. I jumped, my tote bag tilted, and a dozen cinnamon-sugar donut holes peppered the sidewalk between us.

      "No men," I reminded myself sternly, even as my pulse tap-danced a jig in blatant betrayal. "Just a potential bakery client. Or better yet, ignore him entirely."

      Order-Man crossed the street anyway. Up close he was taller, the kind of tall that made ceilings nervous. He knelt beside me, carefully scooping up a donut hole with surprising gentleness. His tie was burgundy with tiny snowflakes and somehow remained perfectly centered despite the crouch. "You dropped these," he said. Every syllable sounded as if it had passed a rigorous dress code inspection.

      Heat bloomed in my cheeks. "Gravity's a menace."

      Something twitched at the corner of his mouth. Was that a smile? He deposited the pastry into my paper bag, gave me a crisp nod, and retreated like a polite tide. No names exchanged, no small talk.

      Perfect.

      I stood and tried very hard to ignore the flush in my cheeks and the unsteady rhythm of my heartbeat. This wasn't a Hallmark movie, and Order-Man wasn't a romantic lead. He was just a tidy, straight-laced stranger whose path briefly intersected mine. A potential business acquaintance—nothing more. Men were trouble, especially ones with devastatingly precise manners and perfectly pressed suits.

      "No distractions," I told Pepper firmly as I scooped her from the snowy sidewalk and climbed the stairs.

      Just as I reached the top, a gray-haired woman in overalls came out of the bakery. "Are you Poppy? I'm Elaine—your soon-to-be former building owner!"

      I turned and hugged her. Pepper yowled, but luckily she was used to her momma.

      "I am so excited," I gushed.

      She grinned. "I can tell. We just have a few things we need to do and then the place is all yours." She waved me into the shop.

      Inside, sunlight spilled across wood floors coated in a fine layer of dust. The scent of vanilla, old wood, and possibility lingered faintly. The storefront had seen better days, but so had I, and that didn't mean we couldn't sparkle again. Hope hit me hard in the chest. This was just perfect. I could rediscover who I was.

      I set Pepper down gently, watching her sniff around cautiously, her fluffy tail brushing against my leg. She mewed softly, a tentative approval, or perhaps just cat-speak for "acceptable."

      "That's right," I said. "We got this."

      Elaine chuckled. "Let's get this done so you can be alone with your new baby."

      I stepped further inside, soaking in the silence and the warmth, the sense that I was finally someplace that was mine alone, free of Rex, Vegas, and reminders of past mistakes.

      She led me back to the tiny, cramped office. Before I knew it, all the forms were filled.

      "Thank you for everything."

      Elaine chuckled. "I am not moving to Florida until the end of the week. You didn't forget about the work permit for the attic so you can make it into the little apartment you talked about?"

      Talked about and promptly forgotten. Dang it. It took three to six weeks for that to clear the permit. I pasted on my best customer service smile.

      "I'm good. Oh! I have cookies as a thank you." They were not homemade, but from one of my stops on the way here. It seemed rude to come here empty-handed.

      Elaine followed me out to the car, and I found the cookies without anything else escaping.

      She shook her head and walked away.

      This was it. I was finally where I needed to be. Back inside, I looked around my bakery, my future, and smiled.

      "Let's bake something wonderful."
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