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The secret ingredient in baking is always love...

Nick thought the future was bright. Chosen for a famous baking competition TV show, and partnering with Alex, things seemed to be looking great. He also thought he had gotten rid of his ex, Holly, for good. But now, he stands outside of the burning wreckage of his precious Coffee Shop, feeling like everything he ever worked for has turned to ash. 

With the help of Alex, can Nick overcome the struggle of his loss and the rigors of competition to end up on the other side with more than he started with? Or will the stress and intensity of the moment break him?

Alex is about to go to blows with the simpering Holly, who claims the fire was an accident when she knows better but won't for Nick's sake. But when he decides to go back to the competition, she realizes she might be in for more than she can handle. 

With their already tumultuous relationship, her rudimentary baking skills, insane challenges, misleading and tricky television producers, and a contestant both trying to seduce and sabotage Nick, can Alex hold things together long enough to survive?

Or will the Holiday Baking Competition drain the last of any good will her relationship with Nick has left?
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I felt like I was going to explode.

From the moment we arrived, I had a feeling, something I couldn’t shake, that told me what was happening. I had grown too comfortable. I’d thought things were good. That the universe had opened doors for me and closed others, and that if I just kept focused on the good things that were happening, that the bad would go away. 

But Holly never went away. Not fully. She hung on like a barnacle. She only went away temporarily, when she thought she no longer had use for you. I thought that my usefulness had ended a long time ago, and yet, she kept boomeranging back into my life, each time whinier and more incredulous that I wasn’t excited about it than before. 

Holly had an unlimited ability to believe she was loved, and when she wasn’t, that the person not exhibiting that love was beneath her. An enemy to be crushed. Or to be tricked back into feeling the ‘correct’ way soon. How could I have ever even come close to feeling something for this woman other than pity and disdain?

She stood by the still smoking building, occasional orange flames inside being doused by firemen who stamped around on top of fallen pieces of the ceiling, broken and burnt parts of my displays, the bits and pieces of my shop that I had taken for granted every day as just being there. She stood by that building, watching it all happen, and turned to wave at me. 

The absolute gall of this woman. The gall of her to do this to me, and then stand there playing the victim. Waving. 

She had no shame. There was a pathological need for her to destroy, and the evidence was right there in front of me. Somewhere, deep down, I always knew it would come to this. She would literally destroy me if she got even the slightest gain out of it. The problem was, I couldn’t tell what that gain would be. Other than hurting me. 

Maybe that was enough.

I had seen this side of her before, the side that was standing there, looking like a victim. This pitiful act of hers. She used it often. On me when I caught her in a lie or she did something else that was egregious. On police that pulled her over for speeding or running a stop sign or any other number of traffic laws that she viewed as mere suggestions and not possibly meant for someone as talented at driving or as important as her. On any person that might ever have a critical word for her in any instance, ever.

It had infuriated me when we were together, but I’d let it slide. Time after time, I gave her the benefit of the doubt. Why, I still didn’t even understand. But now, now it was something I couldn’t just let be. She’d walked all over me once before, and I swore she never would again. No matter how hard she tried.

She was pulling her blanket around her as I approached, sitting on the ground, looking up at any firefighter or police officer anywhere near her with a puppy dog look on her face. For their part, most everyone was keeping their distance from her. It was clear that she was overreacting, and I felt like everyone could see through it. Most of all me.

“Stay here,” I grumbled. 

“What?” Alex asked as I was already pounding across the grass, heading directly for Holly. “Wait, wait!”

I guess Holly heard Alex shouting, because she turned back toward us again. But the puppy dog look quickly gave way to a terrified one, another of her masks that she put on. I had never been aggressive to her, ever, but damn if she wasn’t going to react like I was some monster. 

“What the hell happened?” I demanded when I felt like I was within shouting distance. “What did you do?”

Holly dramatically stumbled backward, stuttering and holding her hands out like she was going to try to stop me advancing even though I was still several yards away. Even still, a police officer started making his way toward us, an attempt to at least keep a domestic assault from starting, I guessed.

I was absolutely furious, probably more than I had ever been at anyone in my entire life. Yet Holly pretending like I was some physical threat was almost laughable. Her overacting was comical. And cruel. She knew how to play to other people and thought that she would be believed just because I was a guy, and was in shape at that.

“Excuse me.” A hand pressed into my chest. It wasn’t the cop, but a firefighter who seemed to have come out of nowhere. 

“Stop him!” Holly cried hysterically.

“I’m not doing anything,” I said. “I just want to know what the hell you did to burn down my shop!”

“Who are you, sir?” the firefighter said. “I need your name.”

“Nick Sullivan,” I said, a touch of exasperation in my voice. “I own the shop that is currently being hosed down.”

“Sullivan?” the cop said as he approached, putting himself between me and Holly.

Alex was behind me now. I could hear her footsteps coming up, and while it felt good to have her presence there, it was equally becoming too much. Too many people were involved with too many voices. I was getting overwhelmed—quickly.

“Yes,” I said.

“It’s all right, Bob,” the cop said. “He’s telling the truth. He owns this shop. Hi, Nick.”

It took a moment, but eventually I realized the cop was actually a regular customer. He always came in for a sandwich in his uniform, but I tended to be busy doing other things. I’d talked to him before, though, and the knowledge that he was there and a friendly face at least calmed me some.

“Officer Reeds?” I asked. 

He nodded. 

The firefighter stopped pressing his hand into my chest and relented, stepping back a few. It was pretty clear now that I was no threat, and that even if I was, Officer Reeds was in control of the situation.

“Officer Reeds, you should get your cuffs out. That woman right there is my ex, and she burned this place down out of jealousy and greed,” I said. 

“Whoa, whoa,” Reeds said, but it was drowned completely by the shrieking cry coming from behind him. 

“How dare you!” she shouted. 

“She wanted to punish me for not giving in to her insane demands,” I said. “I would bet my life on this being her fault.”

“It wasn’t arson!” she shouted. “Why are you trying to get me in trouble? I didn’t do this on purpose! It was a total accident.”

I froze for a moment.

“So you admit you did it,” I said.

Her arms crossed over her chest defiantly.

“It was an accident,” she said, her voice lower than before.

“What kind of accident could happen in a coffee shop that is closed and the owner isn’t around to give anyone any permission to go in at all? Much less anything that could do with a fucking fire!”

I was shouting again, and while it felt good to get some of the anger out of me, Holly was back to her simpering act, and when Officer Reeds looked back at her and then to me, I saw that he wasn’t just going to side with me because I knew him. She was getting to him. At least a little.

“Does everyone see this? This man is crazy! He’s just angry at me because we were fighting, and...”

“We weren’t fighting,” I said, more to the cop than her. “We broke up a while ago. She’s been sniffing around trying to weasel her way back into my life, but that’s it. She isn’t supposed to be able to get into the shop at all. She has no keys. She isn’t an employee. Yet she somehow got in there, after I turned her down yet again, and she burned my business to the ground.”

“Is this true?” the officer asked.

“It’s true that we aren’t together currently,” she said reproachfully. 

It was the language she was using. Currently. As if that could change at any moment. Like perhaps now, when I saw her pitiful face after she oopsie-daisies burned down my business. That’s a thing that could happen. Sure.

If I were crazy.

Officer Reeds sighed like a man who has had entirely too many hours on the job and not nearly enough coffee to deal with it. 

“Look, I am going to need you two to separate and get your statements,” he said. “A detective will be along shortly to take them. Now, if you could...”

“I don’t need to speak to a detective,” Holly said, mocking shock. “I didn’t do anything wrong!”

“Did you or did you not sneak into my restaurant?” I thundered.

“When you refused to let me be your partner on the show, it became clear that you needed to understand what kind of asset you were throwing away,” she said. “I was so hurt, Nick. And I could only think of one thing I could do to prove to you that I was good enough.”

“Burn my place to a crisp?” I asked sarcastically.

“Bake,” she said, ignoring the tone. “It seriously couldn’t be that hard to follow some recipes and make silly breads and cakes and things. You were acting like it took a rocket scientist. You know I have a master’s degree. I’m not some average idiot.”

“A master’s degree in telecommunications does not mean you know how to bake, Holly,” I said.

“I went to the shop while Kristie was there,” she said, outright ignoring everything I was saying now, speaking mostly to Officer Reeds, but also to the fireman who was still paying attention while looking back and forth at his fellow firemen still stomping out burning pieces of the building. 

“Kristie?” I asked.

“She always liked me,” she lied. Kristie had made it very clear how much she disliked Holly, mostly due to how she treated everyone the few times she’d met her. “Anyway, I went in and told her I was the co-owner. She knew better than to argue with me, because she knows the truth.”

“Another lie,” I said. “She doesn’t own squat.”

Officer Reeds held out his hand to hush me, giving me a look like he was agreeing but needed to let her get through her story so she would shut up.

“I told Kristie I was there to observe the place and see how it was run. Time to get some hands-on experience, you know?” She was now directly appealing to the fireman, who seemed a bit more empathetic, albeit distracted. Her voice was rising in pitch, getting almost shrill as she presumably mixed fiction with the truth. “Kristie was being difficult, though.”

“Atta girl,” I said. “Because she knew you were full of shit.”

“She wouldn’t let me do anything,” Holly agreed, talking to anyone but me. “Nothing. It was ridiculous. So I just left. And then I thought about it and decided that everyone was doing this because they thought I was some push-over. Someone not to take seriously. I was tired of being ignored, Nick. Absolutely sick of it. I wasn’t going to let you or Kristie or those TV people or anyone else hold me back. 

“I wasn’t going to take no for an answer anymore.”

I tried to breathe slowly, but I couldn’t. I felt like the top of my head was going to blow off like a mountain cap over a volcano. 

Officer Reeds looked back at me and tipped his hat back with his thumb. 

Holly took a deep breath herself, then seemed to turn the drama back up to eleven. 

She began to fake cry. 
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Alex
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Before he took off after her, I heard Nick grumbling. It was an odd sound to hear from a man who I had yet to hear ever express fury. Frustration, sure. Even anger. But not fury. This was a man who was absolutely furious. Livid. I understood why, but for the first time, I felt like staying a few feet away from him might be the wise decision. 

I stayed behind him as he walked, making sure I didn’t add to the drama by my mere presence. I had a feeling that if Holly saw me, she might make it much, much worse. Then again, I wasn’t afraid of her, and I didn’t think Nick would want to hide me either. Me staying out of sight wasn’t about that. It was about trying to keep Nick calm while he faced the woman that I was sure, and I thought Nick was sure, was the cause for the destruction. 

They were arguing pretty loudly, and Holly was denying everything. A policeman who seemed to know Nick and a fireman were between them, but Nick was not going to back down. He was letting them both know what he thought happened, and Holly was on the defensive. I tried to get closer so I could hear what they were saying better, but as I did, Holly caught sight of me.

I froze.

“What the hell is she doing here?” she asked.

Nick turned to look at me and then turned back to her.

“None of your business. She’s with me.”

“With?” Holly asked snidely. 

“Now, now,” the officer said. “I think it would be best if...”

“I only ask because she has no need to be here,” Holly continued. “Especially since she is the least ethical person I know and intentionally sabotaged me in my dealings with her.”

“Hah!” Nick shouted. It wasn’t a laugh, or even the semblance of one, but more of a commentary on what Holly was saying.

“She’s a liar,” Holly insisted. “Weaseling her way in with you, Nick. Don’t you see? She’s using you. She’s doing everything you accused me of. It’s so obvious, I can’t believe you are so stupid you can’t see it.”

“I’m stupid?” Nick said, wiping sweat from his brow and looking up to the sky as if asking for courage, answers, or divine intervention. Perhaps all of the above.

“Nick clearly is a good baker, but he is terrible at his business decisions,” Holly said, seeming to address only the policeman. “It’s why we were such a good fit together. But then when I went to get some financial advice from this supposed expert over there, she led me astray, and I got her fired. You can check with her company. I’ll give you names. She was unethical and rude. She deserved to lose her job. But ever since, she has been doing what she could to use the information she gleaned from me about Nick’s business to sneak her way into his bed.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Nick said, seeming to take a step closer. 

The fireman put a hand on his chest again and pushed him back a bit. A few new officers had shown up, now closing in on the little circle of people outside of the burnt husk that used to be Nick’s coffee shop. Holly was gesturing wildly enough to attract their attention, and as she noticed them, turned partially to give them a good look at her simpering, hurt facial expression. It was like a toddler trying to turn their parents against one another to get something from one of them.

She wanted to seem sweet and innocent. Fragile. It was one of the most annoyingly manipulative tactics people could use, and coming from her, it made me sick. I could only imagine how intensely angry it was making Nick. I felt like I could feel the rage coming off of him, several feet behind him.

“How did you do it?” Nick demanded through gritted teeth. “How did you get back in? Kristen didn’t leave it unlocked, so how did you do it?”

“How did you get back in?” the officer asked. “Did you have a key?”

“Yes,” she said, almost softly, under her breath. She was looking directly at Nick, but her eyes were glassy and almost vacant. Like she was trying her best to lie but had nothing but the truth to tell and wanted to distance herself from her own words as they came out of her mouth. 

“Did Nick give it to you?”

“Hell no,” Nick said.

“Please, Nick, stay quiet a second,” the officer said. “Miss, could you answer please?”

“I ... I don’t think she needs to be part of this conversation,” she said, pointing to me. “She is one of the root causes of all this confrontation, you know. Make her leave. This is between me and Nick.”

“Absolutely not,” Nick said, cutting her off before the officer could respond. “Anything you can say to me, you can say in front of her.”

“Nick,” the officer said, “listen, it might just make it easier if we...”

“No, Officer Reeds,” he said. “No. I won’t let her push me or Alex around like that. Not anymore. I want to know how she got in my shop, and I want to know right now.”

Frustrated, the cop turned back to Holly.

“Well?” she demanded.

“She’s with him,” he said. “They aren’t suspects. He owns the shop. I am inclined to let her stay. If you would like to come talk to me privately, I can arrange that downtown.”

Her jaw waggled for a moment as she realized what he was saying. It was never a good sign when an officer asked you to come downtown to talk. She backed up a step, one hand over her chest, but realized there were two officers behind her too. She couldn’t just run off. She was trapped, cornered like a rat. 

“Nick, this is just us,” she said. “There’s no need for her to be here.”

“Yes, there is,” he grumbled. “Alex and I are a unit. You are going to have to get used to that idea.”

Her lips pursed as he said that, and her head turned on one side. She eyed him critically and huffed a sigh. Some of the pretend fragile act was melting away, being replaced by a much more familiar entitled, bitchy personality. The woman who got me fired suddenly returned. The brat who threw a fit at the TV studio was coming back.

She looked like she knew she couldn’t just refuse to answer now. Not with several officers around her and trying to maintain her image around them. Her story needed to be airtight if she was going to escape trouble. She had to say something.

“Kristen was a dismissive jerk,” she said. “I didn’t even get much of a chance to get behind the counters before she threw me out. She threatened to call the police, which was entirely uncalled for. So, rather than argue with a subordinate, I decided to go on home and regroup. 

“I wanted to get the lay of the land in there. Understand how it works. Make some things so I could prove how much value I had. Certainly, more than your little... friend over there.”

“Leave her out of it,” Nick said. 

“Then make her leave!” she countered.

“Miss Holly?” the officer interrupted. “Please continue.”

He flashed a pained smile at her, and she sighed. She turned herself mostly away from Nick and to him, seemingly as a performance method to make herself seem more trustworthy. Every inch of her body language was being pushed at the idea that she was the victim and that if the cop would only listen to her, clearly he would understand she couldn’t possibly be wrong. 

“I went in to make some coffee,” she said. “At first, that was all I was going to do. Make a cup of coffee and look around. Nick has an obsession with those wretched old coffee machines, the ones that take forever to make a cup and look like they belong in a steampunk movie. I hate them, but they are the only way to make coffee there, so I started one up. It takes at least an hour before anything is dripping out of them, so I knew I had a bunch of time to waste.”

“Good lord,” Nick muttered under his breath.

“So while I was waiting on the coffee, I looked around. There were some supplies that were arranged horribly back there, so I took it upon myself to organize a bit. That’s when it hit me. I could make some rolls and have them fresh for him in the morning. It would be my little way of helping him out while he was doing this show.”

“Rolls that had been left out overnight? You wanted me to sell eight-hour-old rolls?” Nick asked, shocked. 

She seemed to ignore his comment, focusing now on one of the female officers that had arrived as well as a younger cop who was behind Officer Reeds.

“I pulled out his recipe book and made the rolls. They were easy to do. Honestly, he makes such a big to-do out of them, but they are the simplest recipe. So I made a tray and I put them into the oven to bake and went back to organizing. I swear, the back of the counter was a mess. Receipts in cardboard boxes rather than put away properly, a till unlocked! It was chaos. 

“One of the books of the recent month sales was back there, and I went through that to see what sold the most on Mondays. I figured after the rolls were done, I could get some of those things going too. But wouldn’t you know it, it wasn’t itemized. Just sales by time. How silly. Anyway, I was going through that and trying to make some semblance of sense about it, when I noticed the smoke.”

“You were going through my financial records?” Nick asked. Officer Reeds tried to shush him, but Nick was now loudly frustrated and running both his hands through his hair while he listened to Holly continue.

“I had forgotten the batch of rolls. It was purely an accident. He didn’t have a timer I could find, and by the time I remembered, the fire was out of control. It was one of those old industrial ovens, and I didn’t know how to put it out. I tried, but it was too late. I had to run out of there before I caught flames myself.”

“You couldn’t pick up a fire extinguisher?” Nick asked. “I had six of them in there. You couldn’t find any of them?”

“I was panicked,” she said. “Nick is known to fly off the handle when things don’t go his way, and I knew he would react like this, especially now that he had a new girl to impress. He would be angry and come after me. I was so messed up with fear that I couldn’t even process what was happening, much less how to stop it. You understand that, right, officer?”

“Wait a second,” Nick said. “Hold on. You never addressed how you got in. Kristen didn’t leave it open, so how did you do it?”

“I had a key,” she said. “I said that.”

“You had a key? How?” I asked, finally feeling like enough insults had been levied my way that I was allowed to be part of the conversation. “What does that mean?”

Holly looked me dead in the eye and scoffed. She tossed her hair off her shoulder and shook her head as she looked
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