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      A piece of cake, or a recipe for disaster.

      Moonlight Chen loves her job—sort of. She doesn’t love her boss taking advantage of her, or that customer who won’t stop flirting. But she does love cake, and also kinda-sorta likes her coworker, Shane, even though he’s kinda-sorta-definitely rude. But that’s fine; it’s nothing a little sweetness can’t fix.

      Baking is Shane Zhao’s dream career, but since cutting ties with his dad and moving to Perth, his job at Lovely Time Bakery has kept him front-of-house. When the boss forces everyone into a baking competition, Shane reluctantly agrees to team up with Moon—this’ll either be a piece of cake or a recipe for disaster.

      The Guy from the Bakery is a sweet #OwnVoices grumpy/sunshine bakery romance, set in the world of Somerville Downs.

      

      Content advisory: Disrespectful boss, customer to staff harassment, and references to spousal betrayal, infidelity, and addiction.
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      Moonlight Chen squinted against the glare in the bakery window. Outside, Lovely Time Bakery’s best customer flashed his too-white smile at her from outside. Her heart sank as he approached the door.

      The brass bell tinkled as Paul the Lawyer walked in. He stood in the middle of the café area, clean-shaven with a slicked-back side-part, smoothing the jacket of his tailored suit. He should have been a catch—he probably was, for all Moon knew—but it didn’t matter what he might have been on paper. She just never felt at ease whenever he stopped by.

      “Moonlight,” Paul greeted with an inviting charm.

      Just Moon will do. The words waited sharply on the tip of her tongue. But she kept her mouth shut and smiled. The customer was always right, according to the boss.

      Besides, Paul the Lawyer would just take it as her wanting reassurance that he still found her name beautiful, and she didn’t have time to stand around and listen. That table by the window wasn’t going to clear itself.

      “Hello, Paul.” She beamed at him with the proper professional zest, smoothing down the flouncy layers of her baby pink skirt. “What can I get for you today?”

      “I’m not sure today.” He sighed idly, looking over the cakes on display. His fingers tapped the dark jarrah countertop. “I had lunch at the gallery, so it’ll just be cake.”

      “Good thing cakes are our specialty then.”

      He looked up with a tip of his chin. “Go on, then. Give me the sales pitch. Something smells divine, by the way.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Rania and Grace had just taken the latest batch of sponges out of the oven. The warm, sweet aroma filled the large wood-panelled front-of-house space that made up Lovely Time’s cosy café.

      But the way Paul looked at her when he said it made Moon feel chilled inside. There was some double meaning there, she was sure, even if it didn’t make much sense. She just deepened her smile, letting it reach all the way up to her eyes. Do everything to keep this customer happy, Tommy had told her, he brings in a lot of business.

      “Well, our featured cake today is the baked yuzu cheesecake made with sour cream,” she told him. “There’s a pre-boxed slice if you’re in a rush, or if you prefer to dine in⁠—”

      “No, not today. I’m bored of citrus flavours, and besides”—he winked at her—“it feels like you’re holding out on me. Go on, Moonlight, you can do better than that.” His eyes lit up like he was laughing at his own joke. It wasn’t particularly funny, but Moon laughed anyway. Keep it light, keep it friendly, keep this customer happy.

      “We have a new cake we’re trialling this week.” She moved behind the display counter and pointed an open palm at a pale sponge with light brown cream and chocolate-covered malt balls adorning each slice. Half the cake was already gone, exposing the inner cream layers with tiny pieces of mochi inside. “Coffee-flavoured sponge with malt cream, and mochi drops for texture.”

      “Much better. All right, box me up a piece, and some of those macarons.” Paul straightened up and snapped his fingers toward the coffee machine. “Shane, my man, the usual?”

      Shane Zhao’s head popped up from behind the machine, and Moon’s heart skipped a beat.

      It wasn’t his pop idol features that hooked her, though good looks like that certainly helped. Nor was it his carelessly stylish haircut, if it was possible to even be careless and stylish at the same time. And it wasn’t exactly his smile, since he didn’t smile often—at least not at her—but once in a while she’d catch him off-guard, talking to a customer or on the phone to his cousin, and it took her breath away every time.

      No, it was his mindful focus as he tamped the grounds and pulled the filter handle; the way he somehow stayed in tune with frothing the milk just right while entertaining Paul’s chit-chat. When she opened shop with him in the mornings, it was his entranced gaze as he mixed the cream, layered it on the sponges, and carefully added chocolate, fruit, and other decorations. He prepared cake like he loved it, knew it, needed it. His dedication was what caught her eye; a paying of attention to things that mattered, a seriousness that was just so elegantly him.

      Sure, he could be abrupt with her sometimes. Most of the time. But something about him seemed reliable and safe and, in its own way, inspiring. She could handle a few hard looks here and there; Shane wouldn’t be the first person who’d shot them her way.

      Moon handed a box of final choices to Lovely Time’s best customer, laughed at another of his jokes, and found Shane’s stony face a kind of relief. It eased the pressure of having to be charmed by Paul.

      Was that reason enough to crush on her coworker? Well, that could just be her little secret.

      The brass bell tinkled, twice when the final lunchtime patron followed the well-dressed customer out the door. Moon glanced at Shane for commiseration, but he’d already picked up a cloth and headed for the table by the window.
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        * * *

      

      After closing, Moon stacked the chairs upside-down on the tables and headed for the boss’s office. She noted the new sign in the kitchen, a white A4 sheet of paper masking-taped to the steel door of one oven, with large words artistically written in Rania’s fancy, loopy handwriting.

      HURRY UP AND FIX :)

      But Tommy said he’d take care of that two weeks ago. Moon added it to the list of things to talk to him about and rapped on his office door.

      “Wai,” he answered. The door clunked and creaked on its hinges as she entered. “Ah, Moon, good. Sit. I wanted to talk to you before you go.”

      He pointed at the chair on her side of his messy desk, then held up a finger, instructing her to wait. Tommy’s desk seemed perpetually littered with stuff. This afternoon, loose papers lay scattered around the record books he used to track the team’s hours and wages. His broken in-tray was half-full of crossed-out bits of paper with numbers scrawled on them. Meanwhile, Tommy bashed out an email on a noisy black keyboard, occasionally looking up at a screen so old it was somehow too bright and too dim at the same time.

      When he was done, he sighed, a deep tired uncle kind of sigh. He steepled his fingers and folded them down, resting his clasped hands on the desk and finally centred his attention on Moon.

      She cleared her throat. “So, I⁠—”

      “Did Paul come today?” Tommy asked. Moon nodded. “Good. Did he buy a lot?”

      “No, just a piece of cake and some macarons.”

      “Hm, you should have tried harder then. At least did you sell him the new coffee cake? Good. Great profit margin on that one. Not a bad idea to reuse old coffee grounds for the flavour. But tell Shane to use smaller mochi pieces. You don’t need so much texture like that in a cream cake. Our other cakes don’t have it, and you don’t
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