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Chapter 1: A Desperate Deal




The mouthwatering scents of breads, pies, cookies, and pastries filled Marion Reed's bakery like a warm hug. As she pulled another tray of gingerbread cookies from the oven, her hands were steady even though her heart was racing. Bills sat stacked up on her desk in the back office. Not one of them indicated it had been paid. All were past due notices. Final warnings. The words blurred together when she looked at them too long. How had this happened? Where had she gone wrong? Everything should have worked out so perfectly as she had planned and how hard she had worked to make this a go. 

She'd poured everything into her shop, Sweet Beginnings. Every penny she'd saved. Every dream she'd ever had. Her grandmother's recipes. Five years of sixteen-hour days and flour-dusted clothes. And now it might all slip away before Christmas. The thought of it was almost too much, and she wanted to just run and hide. She knew she couldn't run away because people had extended credit to her to keep her business afloat. She had to find some way to make it continue and even to thrive. Today, thriving seemed like a far-off dream, but she still had to keep up her hope. 

The bell above the door tingled. Marion wiped her hands on her apron and forced a smile. Mrs. Mitchell shuffled in, her coat covered in snow.

"Just six cookies today, dear," the older woman said, counting out exact change. "It's all I can manage this week."

Marion's throat felt as though she had a lump in it. Mrs. Mitchell had been coming here since opening day, and Marion knew about tight budgets and hard choices.

"Tell you what," Marion said, boxing up a full dozen. "I made way too many today. You'd actually be helping me out." A little white lie now and then was called for when someone's self-esteem was on the line. Certainly she understood that. 

Mrs. Mitchell's eyes crinkled. She knew what Marion was doing. "You're a good girl. Too good for that awful man who left you." People in the town knew what had happened, but Marion really didn't want to discuss any of it or even hear of it. 

Marion's smile faltered. Even after two years, mentions of David still stung. He'd walked out three weeks before their wedding, not exactly leaving her at the altar, but certainly causing her an incredible amount of shame. He said he couldn't be tied down to a small town and a woman who smelled like vanilla all the time. He was in Seattle now, according to Facebook, where he found a new, younger girlfriend who worked in an office. Sure, he was living his best life with someone who probably never got frosting in her hair.

After Mrs. Mitchell left, Marion locked the door and flipped the sign to closed. Four o'clock on a Monday, and she'd made barely enough to cover the electric bill. She forced herself to walk to the back office and sank into her chair. What was she going to do? How could she accept this failure after she had tried so hard? Nothing seemed to come to her. 

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number. Probably another creditor. She almost didn't answer. However, considering that the call might not be from a creditor and could potentially bring her good news, she changed her mind and decided to answer it. 

"Sweet Beginnings Bakery," she said, trying to sound professional and cheerful.

"Hi, yes, is this Marion Reed?" A woman's voice, breathless and panicked. "I'm Sarah Noel. I'm getting married at Pinewood Resort this Saturday, and my caterer just canceled on me. The whole thing. Wedding cake, dessert table, everything. I'm desperate. Can you help?" It was like manna from heaven. Her prayers were being answered, and she was about to be saved. 

Marion's mind raced. This Saturday? That was five days away. Pinewood Resort was forty miles up the mountain. One of those fancy places where rich people went to ski and drink hot toddies. Exactly what she needed—rich people's weddings at exclusive resorts. 

"How many guests?" Marion asked. Holding the phone, she held her fingers crossed on her other hand, hoping that it would be over 50. 

"Fifty. I know it's last minute, but I'll pay double your normal rate. Triple if you can make it work. Please. I've called everyone within a hundred miles." Marion had no problem that she was helping this woman out in this desperate situation and, in the process, helping her shop survive. 

Triple rate. Marion's heart beat like a hammer in her chest. That would cover her rent for three months. Maybe four if she was careful. It was too good to be true, and she hoped it wasn't someone playing a joke on her. 

"I can do it," she heard herself say. In her mind, she was questioning if she could do it alone without help. Calculating things in her mind, she decided that she could do it. In fact, she had to do it. There was no choice. 

Sarah actually squealed. "Oh thank God! Okay, so I'll email you all the details. You'll need to come up on Friday to set up. The resort has a full kitchen you can use. And there's a cabin included, so you can stay the whole weekend if you need to. Thank you so much!"

After they hung up, Marion stared at her phone. She'd just agreed to cater a fancy resort wedding in five days. Alone. What had she been thinking?

She looked at the stack of bills again. She'd been thinking about survival. That's what. The wedding was going to mean survival. 

Marion spent that night making lists. Ingredients to order. Equipment to pack. Recipes to test. By three in the morning, she had a plan. It was ambitious and maybe a little crazy, but it could work.

She'd make the best gosh darned wedding cake Pinewood Resort had ever seen. Doing it herself lifted her spirits and her creativity. 

The next four days blurred together. Baking test cakes. Ordering supplies. Triple-checking her lists. Wednesday afternoon, her assistant Jenny caught her asleep face-down on the counter, a spatula still in her hand.

"Marion, honey," Jenny said, gently taking the spatula. "When's the last time you ate something that wasn't frosting?"

"I don't remember." Bleary-eyed and exhausted, she knew she was going to be able to do it, but it was going to take her last ounce of energy. 

"This job is important, but you're going to collapse before you even get there." Jenny seemed really concerned. But if she only knew that her job depended on this particular wedding, how would she feel? 

Marion sat up, rubbing her eyes. "I need this, Jen. The bakery needs this. If I don't pull off something amazing, we might not make it to spring." Near bankruptcy hadn't been something she had shared with her assistant. But Jenny took it in good nature. 

Jenny squeezed her shoulder. "You're going to be brilliant. You always are. But please eat a sandwich."

Friday morning came too fast. Marion loaded her van before sunrise. Cake stands. Piping bags. Enough flour and sugar to frost an entire resort. Her hands shook as she started the engine.

The drive up the mountain was beautiful and terrifying. Pine trees heavy with snow lined the winding road. The sky was that perfect winter blue that made everything sparkle. But her van struggled with the incline, and she white-knuckled the steering wheel every time another vehicle passed. At this point, she was praying that she wouldn't have an accident and that everybody coming in the opposite direction would stay in their lane. 

By the time she reached Pinewood Resort, her shoulders ached and her stomach was in knots.

The resort took her breath away. It looked like something from a Christmas movie. Stone and timber buildings with smoke curling from chimneys. Twinkling lights everywhere. People in designer ski gear laughing and sipping drinks on a massive outdoor patio. This was the stuff of movies, not real life. 

Marion looked down at her jeans and flannel shirt—not exactly an outfit that fits in here very well. Flour dust was on her sleeves despite her best efforts. She didn't belong here. It was, as they say, way over her pay grade. 

She parked near what looked like a service entrance and climbed out. The cold hit her like a slap. This was real mountain weather, not the gentle snow they got in town. 

"You must be Marion."

She turned. A woman in a crisp business suit stood there, clipboard in hand. Professional smile firmly in place.

"I'm Margaret, the resort manager. Welcome to Pinewood. Let me show you to the kitchen." Then the two of them proceeded to march through a series of corridors that looked like they were designed by an extremely expensive architect. 

The kitchen was a dream. Stainless steel everything. Industrial ovens. Enough counter space to work on five cakes at once. Marion felt her confidence return. This she could handle. She was in heaven just looking at the place. 

"You'll have full access all weekend," Margaret said. "Mr. Morrison wanted to make sure you had everything you needed."

"Mr. Morrison?"

"The owner. He takes a personal interest in all our events. I'm sure you'll meet him later." Margaret checked her watch. "Your cabin is ready whenever you want to settle in. Number seven, up the path behind the main lodge."

After Margaret left, Marion started unloading her van. It took six trips. Her arms burned and sweat dripped down her back despite the cold. She was hauling the last box when she heard a voice behind her.

"Need a hand with that?"

Marion turned and nearly dropped the box.

The man standing there looked like he'd stepped out of an outdoor magazine. Tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair and the kind of jaw that made you forget how to speak. His brown eyes were warm and crinkled at the corners like he smiled a lot. He wore jeans and a flannel shirt that somehow looked expensive on him.

"I've got it," Marion managed, even though the box weighed more than she usually was able to carry. To tell the truth, she did need help carrying them, but she declined his offer. 

He reached out anyway, taking it from her before she could protest. "I'm Jack Morrison. I own this place." This was the owner that she was going to meet. 

Of course he did. Of course the gorgeous man was also rich and powerful. Marion resisted the urge to check if she had frosting in her hair.

"Marion Reed," she said. "The baker who's trying not to panic about this wedding." Saying that she almost bit her tongue because she didn't want him to know that she was anything but a quiet professional, not a panicked baker. 

Jack laughed, and the sound did something funny to her chest. "Don't panic. Sarah's a sweetheart, and she says you're the best baker in the state. I've tasted your gingerbread, by the way. She brought me a sample. It's incredible." Well, at least her credentials were good, and he had tasted what she prepared. So she had two points in her favor. 

Marion felt her cheeks become warm in a slight flush. "Thanks. I use my grandmother's recipe."

"Well, Grandma knew what she was doing." He carried the box into the kitchen and set it on the counter. "Listen, the weather forecast isn't great. There's a storm moving in tomorrow night. Should pass through by Sunday morning, but it might get a little wild for a while."

Marion's stomach dropped. "Will it affect the wedding?"

"Not if we're lucky. Ceremony's at four. Storm's not supposed to hit until evening." He met her eyes. "But you might get snowed in for a day or two. Is that going to be a problem?" Staying at a great resort like this with such an attractive guy couldn't be problematic. How could it? Sounded like another plus to her. 

Yes. Being stuck on a mountain with a man who looked like that would definitely be a problem. But Marion just shook her head.

"I've got everything I need right here," she said. "If I'm stuck, I'm stuck."

Jack smiled. It was the kind of smile that made her forget about bills and failed engagements and every reason she'd promised herself not to fall for another man.

"Good," he said. "Then let's make this the best darn wedding Pinewood has ever seen."








