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FIND COMFORT IN THE SMALL TOWN, LOSE YOUR HEART IN THE LOVE. 

I’m Eliza, a painfully shy baker who pours everything into my creations at The Sweet Escape, the bakery I inherited from my grandmother. My days are filled with sugar, flour, and the comfort of routine. Romance is only something I read about in novels. 

Then Ben walks in. A charismatic architect from the city, running from a life that looks perfect on the outside but feels empty inside. At first, he came for the pastries. But then... he kept coming back—for me. 

With Ben, the world feels bigger. Brighter. He nudges me out of my safe corners, while I remind him of the peace he’s been missing. But my insecurities, and the shadows of his past, threaten to unravel everything we’re building together.

Is our Sweet Escape strong enough to last? Or will the pull of old fears and old lives tear us apart before we’ve even begun? 
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ELIZA P.O.V.

You’d think it’d be the sugary smell that punches you in the face when you walk into The Sweet Escape, all promises of caramelized wonderlands. It’s a close one, I’ll give you that. But nah, it's the imperfection. The slightly chipped mugs, the mismatched silverware, the fact that no two cookies look exactly the same. It's real. Mrs. Gable, who can inhale a cream puff in three bites, calls it "charmingly chaotic" and insists it reminds her of home.

Personally? For me, it’s just... Tuesday. And Tuesdays are predictable. Predictable is safe. Safe is good. I take a nervous glance around, my fingers instinctively tightening around the pastry bag. The tip is a number 104, perfect for piping those delicate buttercream roses that have become something of a Sweet Escape signature. Each cupcake gets one, a swirl of pastel perfection. It’s repetitive, meditative, and keeps my hands busy, which, in turn, keeps my mind from spiraling.

Mrs. Gable, bless her heart, occupies her usual post by the window. A well-worn paperback, probably a romance novel judging by the cover, is propped open, though I suspect her attention is more focused on the half-eaten apple turnover on the table beside her. I swear she lives on those things. I should start a Gable’s Turnover Loyalty Program.

Over in the corner, a young couple – definitely university students, judging by the oversized backpacks and sleep-deprived eyes – are sharing a slice of chocolate cake. They're lost in their own little world, heads bent close, murmuring about something I can't quite catch. Probably finals. Or maybe... love. I stifle a sigh. Love seems like a faraway country I'll never visit.

Everything seems aggressively, happily, utterly...normal. Exactly as I like it. Predictable. Controllable. Safe.

"Morning, sunshine!" The back door bursts open with the force of a small explosion, and Chloe breezes in, radiating her usual chaotic energy. It's like someone cranked up the volume on the day. My carefully cultivated serenity shatters like a dropped sugar cookie.

"Did you see the line at the farmer's market?" she demands, already grabbing her apron – a vintage floral print, naturally – and flinging it over the counter. She slings a dishtowel embroidered with "Bake It 'Til You Make It!" over her shoulder. "Apparently, word got out about the organic blueberries in the scones. People are losing their minds, El. I swear, I saw a woman elbow a toddler for the last bag!"

I manage a small smile, trying to ignore the knot of tension that's already forming in my shoulders. “Organic blueberries are good blueberries, Chloe."

"Good? They're ambrosia, darling! Little bursts of heaven!" She slides behind the counter, immediately heading for the coffee machine. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingles with the sweeter scents of the bakery, creating a slightly more frenetic atmosphere. "But seriously, El, you need to raise the price! People are practically throwing money at me. They want quality. Don't sell yourself short."

Chloe whips around, her expression sharp. “Seriously, where is Patty? I told her yesterday I needed her here to wrangle the morning rush. I’m one shaky hand away from accidentally frosting someone's face, and that's just not a vibe.”

Patty's my only backup. She's got more energy than a triple-shot espresso, usually bouncing in five minutes early, hair dyed some shade of electric blue or neon pink. She somehow manages to juggle classes, a part-time job, and a social life that seems to involve rescuing stray kittens and organizing impromptu dance parties. Her not being here... it's weird.

I tap my fingers nervously on the counter, my throat suddenly dry. "Maybe... maybe she had a doctor's appointment? Did she say anything to you? The buses are notoriously unpredictable these days."

Chloe rolls her eyes, already thumbing through her contacts. "Doctor's appointment at 7 a.m.? Please. She probably got sucked into a TikTok marathon and forgot to set an alarm. Which still means... not my problem. Time to unleash the wrath of my ringtone." She taps 'call,' her voice laced with sardonic amusement. "You're too nice, El. You need a spine made of steel. People will take advantage."

I know she means well. Chloe is fiercely protective, a loyal friend since kindergarten. But her bluntness...often makes me uncomfortable. It reminds me that I'm not exactly cut out for the cutthroat world of business. Running The Sweet Escape isn't about maximizing profits or crushing the competition. It's about creating an experience. A place where people can escape the pressures of the world, even if just for the time it takes to savor a perfect pastry. That's what my grandmother always wanted, and that's what I desperately try to maintain.

While Chloe is engaged in what I’m sure will be a colorful conversation with Patty’s voicemail, I return to the cupcakes, carefully arranging them on a tiered stand. Each one is a tiny work of art, a miniature masterpiece of lemon sponge and buttercream roses. I take a peek into the front display case, making sure everything looks appealing. Croissants gleam golden brown, pain au chocolat whisper of flaky indulgence, raspberry tarts burst with vibrant color, and my signature salted caramel brownies... well, they practically sing a siren song of sugary temptation.

Each recipe is a legacy, passed down from my grandmother. Each one holds a memory, a story. The croissants, for instance, always remind me of our disastrous attempt to make them together when I was ten. The kitchen looked like a flour bomb had exploded, and the croissants themselves resembled misshapen croissants more than anything else. But we laughed. We laughed until our stomachs hurt. And now, every time I make them, I can almost hear her laughter again.

Chloe slams down the phone, a grimace etched on her face. "No answer. Again. I swear, that girl has selective hearing. And her mother apparently thinks she's still asleep, which is ridiculous because teens are all zombie nowadays on the TikTok at 5 am in the morning."

I suppress a sigh, picturing the mounting chaos of the morning. Dealing with staff issues is definitely not my strong suit. Actually, dealing with pretty much anyone beyond the register, exchanging pleasantries and handing them a box of brownies, is not my strong suit. This bakery, my happy place, is also my safe cocoon. I hide a little bit from the world outside, hoping no one can see how cripplingly nervous and shy I can be.

"Maybe I should try calling her again?" I offer weakly, knowing full well that I'll probably just get her voicemail too.

"Be my guest," Chloe says, throwing her hands up in mock surrender. "But don't say I didn't warn you when she shows up three hours late with some ridiculous excuse about alien abduction."

The bell above the door jingles, announcing a new customer. A wave of familiar anxiety washes over me, making my stomach clench. It's ridiculous, I know. I face customers every single day, take their orders, offer them a smile. But it never gets easier. Every interaction feels like a performance, a carefully orchestrated dance designed to hide the real, awkward, introverted me.

I take a deep breath, plaster on a polite smile, and glance up from my arrangement.

And that's when I see him.

He's not like the usual customers who frequent The Sweet Escape. Not the gossiping ladies in their floral dresses and oversized hats, the rushed business people grabbing a quick pastry before heading to the office, the sugar-crazed children bouncing off the walls. This man... he looks like he’s been carved from a different stone. Chiseled, maybe.

He’s tall, maybe a bit over six feet, with shoulders that could fill a doorway. The kind of build that speaks of hours spent lifting weights, or maybe... something more rugged. His hair is dark, almost black, and tousled like he just ran his fingers through it, as if he's got much better things to do than worry about his hair. But it's his eyes that really catch me. They are a clear, bright blue, the color of the summer sky just before a thunderstorm and the kind of color that’s very rare. They're startlingly blue against his tanned skin. There are lines crinkling around them that hint at laughter, but also something else... a weariness, maybe? A shadow lurking beneath the surface. I wonder if it's also hidden, carefully concealed like my own anxieties, or if it’s there in plain sight for the world to see.

He scans the display case, his gaze lingering on the rows of pastries, but I have the distinct feeling he isn't really seeing the sugary contents in front of him. He’s studying something else entirely. Something...deeper.

He finally looks up, and our eyes meet. The air seems to crackle with a strange, almost electric energy, like I accidentally touched a live wire in the kitchen. I swear my heart stutters for a second, skipping a beat like a badly recorded record. My carefully constructed facade starts to crumble.

I manage a weak smile, my cheeks feeling strangely flushed. "Good morning. What can I get for you today?" My voice sounds higher pitched than normal, shaky and thin like parchment paper about to tear.

He doesn't answer immediately, his eyes still locked on mine, intense and probing. It’s unsettling, like he’s trying to see right through me. He actually looks me over, taking in the whole picture. My red and pink apron, dusted with flour and smudged with buttercream. My unkempt hair, escaping from its messy bun in rebellious strands. My unmade-up face, pale and freckled. The overall impression, I'm sure, is less "charming baker" and more "slightly deranged kitchen elf."

The silence stretches, becoming thick and uncomfortable. I suddenly become acutely aware of the flour dusting my apron, the stray strands of hair escaping my messy bun. I want to disappear, to melt into the tiled floor and become one with the sugar granules I can’t seem to be rid of.

Finally, he speaks, his voice a low rumble that seems to vibrate through the small space of the bakery. "Just coffee, please. Black."

"Right," I squeak out, turning to grab a mug. My hands are shaking so badly I nearly drop it. I focus all my attention on the simple task of pouring the coffee, trying to avoid spilling any. I turn back to him, handing him the mug. He is watching me so intently it feels as if his blue eyes will look right through my soul, seeing all my insecurities, all my fears, all my carefully hidden vulnerabilities.

He takes the mug from me, his fingers brushing against mine. Another jolt of electricity shoots through me, making me gasp slightly. This is ridiculous. I'm a grown woman. I run a business. I bake hundreds of cupcakes a week. I should be able to handle a simple coffee order without turning into a blithering idiot.
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