
  
  
      
        
          Been There, Donut That

          Cupid's Bottom, Book One

		      
          Shylyn Ray

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental. 
COPYRIGHT © 2024 by Spirit Blizzard Press 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. 
Cover Art by:
 Jaqueline Summer | @jsummerdesign
 Sofia Ferreira | @fairy_attempts








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        CHAPTER ONE 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        CHAPTER TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        CHAPTER THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        CHAPTER FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        CHAPTER FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        CHAPTER SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        CHAPTER SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        CHAPTER NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        CHAPTER TEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        CHAPTER ELEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        CHAPTER TWELVE 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        CHAPTER NINETEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        EPILOGUE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Shylyn Ray
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  CHAPTER ONE 

Maddie


“Little Maddie Baker!” Liddy Tilton exclaimed as I stepped off the bus, a big, smelly contraption that reeked of cheap perfume and body odor. It wasn’t my usual mode of travel, but I’d needed to get back to my hometown and it was all I could afford, being the naïve fool that I was. 
I shifted the strap of my travel bag over my shoulder and forced a smile although I hadn’t been little Maddie Baker in quite some time. It didn’t take long before the plump older woman’s arms wrapped around me, squishing me in a hug I hadn’t asked for, but that was the way of people in Cupid’s Bottom. They were generally friendlier and everyone born there was considered family regardless of DNA.
She eased back, but kept her grip on my biceps as she offered me a consoling smile. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Your grandmother was one of our very best, and we will all miss her dearly. We’re happy to have you back, but wish it were under better circumstances. She sure did miss you. Marianne bragged about you all the time.”
I swallowed down the guilt her words caused and the sudden flare of anger stirring in my chest, knowing the eternally blonde mayor wasn’t judging me for how long I’d been gone or trying to imply anything. Any thoughts I had along those lines were purely my own, spoken by the same little voice that wouldn’t shut up about how I’d been such an idiot and had I stayed in Cupid’s Bottom, I’d never have met the man who’d stolen my heart along with everything in my bank account. 
“Thank you, Mayor Tilton.” 
“Oh, pffft.” She released my arms to wave her hand dismissively. “It’s just Liddy, and you know it. We’re all family here. Charles should have your bags by now. Oh, there he is. Is that all you have, dear?”
I looked over, recognizing the tall, lanky sixtyish man who’d been Liddy’s assistant as long as I could remember pulling along my rolling suitcase that had been stored in the luggage compartment under the bus. He seemed to have lost the hair covering the dome of his head, but otherwise, didn’t show much of his age. I supposed being run ragged would keep a man in decent shape. Lots of cardio. 
“Yes,” I answered, hearing the sadness in my voice. 
“Oh. I’d hoped you were staying.”
“I am,” I said, and there was that sadness again. I’d left the small town with more than I’d brought back, but I hadn’t been dumb enough to fall for a crook back then. Or, I suppose I had been, but there’d been no crooks here to take advantage of my gullibility.
“Oh. I suppose the rest of your things are arriving by mail. No problem. You’ll have all you need to get by until then at Marianne’s. You are staying at the house, correct?” 
I nodded as she gestured for Charles to go along ahead of us and took my arm, leading me through the small bus station that sat just on the edge of the small Connecticut town that rested outside of Hartford. The bus station had always been more of a pit stop on a longer journey than a final destination when I’d lived in Cupid’s Bottom, but according to my grandmother’s letters, the small town had been growing in tourism since I’d left. I thought she’d been trying to entice me to come back home, but as we moved through the bus station, I did notice it was busier than I’d expected. 
“There’s a lantern festival in Old Joe’s Field,” Liddy said, seeming to pick up on my thoughts. “People have been coming in from all over to see it.”
“Cupid’s Bottom has a lantern festival?” 
She patted my hand. “I’ll explain along the way, dear. I’m sure you’re eager to see your sister.”
Eager, no. Anxious? Yeah, anxious was a much better word for it. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When my younger sister was born, I imagined my parents had thought we’d be alike, hence the cute similar names Madison and Allison and all of the adorable portraits taken of us together wearing identical outfits. 
Ally had rebelled early, using markers, paints, and scissors to ruin every matching outfit we had, sticking her tongue out in several photos before the poor photographers could get a good one, and getting into trouble in every possible way she could. She’d also come out blonde and blue-eyed whereas I’d been born a brown-eyed ginger with unruly curls that needed a lot of love, unlike Ally’s silky straight tresses. 
I’d rebelled later, leaving Cupid’s Bottom while Ally, the artistic rebel child, stayed behind to help maintain the family bakery, something my younger sister was still snarly about. I doubted the death of our beloved grandmother was going to make her suddenly forget her resentment, especially since she’d been the one left behind to deal with our grandmother’s failing health while I’d been away, no help to them whatsoever other than the money I sent home. 
“Home sweet home,” Liddy said as Charles pulled to a stop just outside the two-story house I’d grown up in after my father had died and my mother had run off to who knew where, leaving Ally and me with our paternal grandmother. 
My chest suddenly felt tight, but it wasn’t due entirely to the enormity of seeing the house after so much time spent away, being hit with the fact I would never see my grandmother again, or the knowledge that my sister was somewhere within those walls waiting to tell me how she felt and I was sure she had a lot to say because she always did. I was sure most of the trepidation I felt was because of the amount of cars filling the gravel driveway and parts of the yard suitable for parking. 
“Who all is here?” 
“Now, dear. You know we’re all family here, and family doesn’t let family mourn alone or go hungry. We’re having Marianne’s wake here at the house. Folks wanted to welcome you back home, give their condolences, and make sure you got something to eat since neither of you should be worried about making dinner or cleaning up after anyone right now.” 
Great, I thought, and sucked in a calming breath as I exited Liddy’s sedan, knowing I was about to be pounced on by well-meaning townies who’d known me most of my life, nice people who had no idea how badly my life had gone downhill and would ask me way too many questions I didn’t want to answer. Questions like “Hey, why did your show get canceled?” or “What happened to all your money?” 
On the bright side, maybe it was better to get pummeled all in one session rather than having to answer those questions repeatedly every single time I ran across someone else I knew from my previous life which was bound to happen in a small town like Cupid’s Bottom. 
Liddy walked me to the front door, Charles following behind with my luggage, and stopped, looking at me expectantly with a soft smile. I raised my hand to ring the doorbell, then reminded myself the house was just as much mine as my sister’s now, and maybe if I just walked in, I could slip past most of the people and seek her out, get our inevitable fight out of the way somewhere private before I found myself surrounded by old friends and family, but that was not what happened as I turned the doorknob and stepped inside. 
The living room was full of people and every head turned my way as I entered. Anyone who hadn’t immediately noticed me certainly did as Liddy stepped in behind me and all but bellowed, “Look who has returned all the way from New York!”
I was smothered in an instant, a hundred sympathies and condolences expressed as I was passed around from hug to hug, not even recognizing all of the people embracing me, especially the ones shedding too many tears for me to make out a word they were saying. I tried to greet the ones I did recognize as old family friends and acquaintances but before I could get a word out I was passed along to the next hugger. When my old boyfriend who’d dumped me for refusing to put out on prom night tried to pull me into his arms, I managed to break free and escape to the kitchen… where I found my younger sister leaning back against the sink with a bottle of Coke in her hand paused halfway to her mouth and a fiery glint in her otherwise icy blue eyes.
“Play nice,” a voluptuous woman with a blonde bob warned her before drying her hands on a dishtowel. She tossed it onto the counter next to the sink and approached me with a warm smile. “Hey there, stranger. It’s been a while.” 
The woman paused and frowned, I imagined echoing the same face I was making because I couldn’t place her, and ran her pink-nailed fingers over her ample hips encased in a dark blue dress that flared out so the hem swirled around her calves. The bodice was snug, covering an ample bosom and the matching suit jacket over it all clasped with an elegant pearl button at the waist, accentuating her hourglass shape. 
“Um, it’s Belinda. I guess I’ve changed a bit.”
I blinked a few times, stunned I hadn’t immediately recognized one of my closest high school friends, the captain of the cheerleading squad, homecoming and prom queen, and former Miss Teen Connecticut. She’d put on weight, but was still shapely and as beautiful as ever.
“Sorry. I didn’t recognize you without your crown,” I said, smiling, as I pulled her in for a hug. “You’re still as gorgeous as ever. Please tell me you’re still as sweet. That’s the only reason none of us hated you despite our envy,” I said, releasing her. 
Belinda smiled back, but I could see in her eyes she wasn’t as confident as she’d once been, and it wasn’t difficult to figure out why. She truly was a knockout, but weight gain was a model’s mortal enemy and when I’d left Cupid’s Bottom that had been the path she’d been on.
“She’s too sweet,” Ally said from where she stood staring at me with unreadable eyes. “If she wasn’t, she’d have castrated that no-good ex-husband of hers like any other woman would have done.”
I looked at Belinda, eyebrows raised, and watched her cheeks pinken before she directed a perturbed look Ally’s way and waved me off before I could ask what had happened between her and Stu. “Not the time or the place. I’m sorry about Marianne. She was such a kind lady. I’m glad to see you though. I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too,” I said and genuinely meant it, hit with the memories of how close we’d once been, and of course, guilt was there too. “I’m so sorry I haven’t kept in touch like I should have.” 
“We were both so busy,” she said, waving me off again. “Once I got married, Stu kept me so busy and then…” Her eyes grew sad and she forced a smile. “Anyway, the two of you should talk before you go back out there and face the hounds. I’ll take these deviled eggs out to keep them entertained while you do that.”
“Speaking of hounds, who invited Rex?”
Belinda rolled her eyes. “He invited himself, of course, and I can’t say I’m surprised. Just like dirty attorneys chase ambulances, men like Rex Morrison chase the scent of women in vulnerable positions. You’re engaged, right? I’ll be sure to let him know he has no chance.”
I opened my mouth to correct her, but my voice caught and she was gone, leaving me alone with my little sister, who, frankly, wasn’t all that little anymore. At twenty-six years old, Ally was grown, and the colorful tattoo I saw peeking out beyond the edge of the dark gray Henley sleeve pushed up on her forearm was further proof of that. 
“It’s a phoenix holding paint brushes,” she said, catching me staring. “You got an opinion you want to share about it?” 
I shook my head. Yes, I was the strait-laced one, always had been, but she’d always been the artistic one and it was her body. She could paint whatever she wanted on it, however permanent or temporary she wanted.  
“I like the blue,” I said, nodding my head toward the strip of light blue color in her hair draping over her eye. She’d shaved the sides of her head, leaving her hair buzzed just over her ears, and the rest had been allowed to grow long enough to reach her jawline while curled in big, voluminous waves courtesy of a curling iron. Her curls weren’t the natural monsters mine were so despite the unconventional strip of blue color draping over the side of her face, she had an elegant Marilyn Monroe vibe going on, whereas I had more of a Bernadette Peters look, and that was after a lot of fussing and swearing to get my unruly mop to behave.
“Yeah, right.” Ally rolled her eyes. “If you think one generic compliment is going to smooth over the fact that you weren’t here when we needed you, too busy living it up in the lap of luxury while—”
“That wasn’t what I was doing.” 
“Sure. Whatever.”
“Ally…”
“I had to watch her die,” Ally snapped, cutting me off before I could think of the words to explain what had taken me so long to get home, what I’d been going through. “I had to hold her hand and feel it go limp, watch the light fade out of her eyes, and she was waiting for you. She was waiting for you, Maddie, and you took too long. But hey, who can be bothered to jump on a plane when you’re too busy partying and shopping with your celebrity friends and rich fiancé.” 
“He’s only rich because he took every dime I ever made,” I spit out past the clump of emotion clogging my throat. I rubbed my hand over my heart, feeling the blade my sister’s words had planted there as if it were a physical thing I could touch. The pain it had inflicted sure was. “And I wasn’t shopping or partying, and I’ve learned too late that I don’t have any celebrity friends. All I’ve had these past ten years are users. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you needed me. I’m sorry I didn’t get to say goodbye to Nanny and now I never will and you have no idea how much that hurts. I’m sorry.”
Ally stared at me for the world’s longest minute before she set the Coke bottle on the counter and folded her arms under her small bosom. “Rick the Prick took all your money?”
I nodded. “Go ahead and laugh. Tell me ‘I told you so’ and whatever else you want to do. You’ve earned the right. You never did like him and clearly you were right that he was a jerk.” 
“We’re in mourning and you’ve clearly been dragged through a pile of crap so I’m going to let that slide, but the next time you dare think I would laugh at you after some jerk treats you that way, prepare for a good thunking right upside your head. Now, what are we going to do about the asshat?”
“He’s gone, Ally. Off to some island somewhere with his assistant I knew was hired for her big boobs and not her office skills. I’ve already consulted with attorneys and what it comes down to is I’m the idiot who trusted him with my finances to the point of even naming him on my accounts. What he did was dirty and underhanded, but he was smart. He took me for the fool that I am and there’s not anything my attorney can do about it.” 
“Yes, but what are we going to do?” Ally asked. “Castration, obviously. Maybe something with pliers and a flamethrower. I hear there are places in the desert no one will ever find a body and I’ve always wanted to see Las Vegas.”
I huffed out a laugh and the unexpected emotional release freed the tears I’d been holding back. 
“None of that now.” Ally straightened from the sink and crossed the kitchen to pull me into a hug. “Karma will get the jackass and if it doesn’t soon enough, we’ll give it some help. Nobody treats my big sister this way, even if she can be a total snob.”
“I’m not a snob,” I said into her shoulder.
“Yes, you are, but we’ll work on that now that you’re finally back home where you belong. First, let’s get through this wake and Nanny’s funeral, then we’ll figure out how to fix your mess.” She patted my back. “Did you really insult a little girl’s coq au vin to her face?”
I groaned at the reminder of how Rick had totally set me up to fail and started crying harder as the little girl’s face flooded my brain and filled me with shame. 
Taking Ally up on the offer to castrate Rick and leave his mutilated body in the desert suddenly seemed like a great idea.






  
  CHAPTER TWO

Maddie


“It was a beautiful service,” Belinda said as the last of the many townspeople cleared out of the cemetery, leaving me, Ally, Belinda, and Liddy at the gravesite. And Charles, of course, always somewhere nearby the mayor. 
I nodded my head, too choked up to say anything, and felt Ally’s fingers squeeze mine. We’d talked for hours after we’d finally cleared the house of visitors the night before and by the time I’d retreated to my old bedroom, I’d been exhausted. But it had felt good to have someone to talk to and, much to my surprise, Ally had been sympathetic to my downfall. Apparently, no one was allowed to pick on me but her. If Rick ever decided to show his face again, he’d better watch out for my baby sis. He’d just moved up to enemy number one on her hit list. 
“It truly was,” Liddy said in agreement before glancing at the headstone that was already in place because Nanny had been buried on the other side of Gramps. Their shared headstone was white marble shaped like a heart with their wedding portrait etched into the stone above their names. The only thing missing was Nanny’s date of death, which would be etched into the stone within the week. “If you girls need anything, anything at all, you know where to find me. And welcome back, Maddie. It’s so good to see you home.”
Home. I’d momentarily forgotten how to breathe when I’d reached my old bedroom the night before and a few tears had escaped while I’d slid under the duvet of my old bed, remembering all the dreams I’d had there, all the wishes for something more, something bigger than what Cupid’s Bottom would ever allow me. 
I’d returned, but it didn’t feel like I’d returned home. I truthfully didn’t know where home was anymore. Or if I even had a home. I was lost. 
“Want to see the bakery?” Ally asked. “I closed it when Nanny went into the hospital, but plan on reopening it tomorrow so we don’t lose too much money. And I just know Whitley’s taking full advantage of the closure.” 
“Whitley?” I raised my eyebrows. 
“Whitley Barrow,” Belinda said. “She’s originally from Hartford. She opened a cupcakery here and would love nothing more than to see us go under.” 
I frowned. “Us?” 
“Belinda works at the bakery now,” Ally said. “She has been for a while. The girl can really bake and she has serious skill with wedding cakes. In fact, she does almost all of those now. I only do the airbrushed ones.” 
“Really? I had no idea you even liked to bake.” 
“Neither did I until my nephew came along,” she said. “I babysit him a lot and we make cookies and brownies and cakes and I just kind of got into it. The experimentation process with different flavors is just so fun, and well, as you can see, I like sweets.” 
“Who doesn’t?” I said, sliding my arm through Belinda’s as I saw that shadow of self-doubt creep into her eyes. “Let’s go check out the bakery while you tell me more about this Whitley Barrow. Is she a threat to our business?”
Our business. It felt a little weird saying that, but it was true, and thanks to Rick, I no longer had my show. And I highly doubted anyone would care to have their restaurant reviewed by me after he’d tricked me into making a little girl cry on television. Baker’s Dozen was probably the only place that would employ me at the moment. Maybe ever. 
“People do love her cupcakes,” Belinda muttered as we walked out of the cemetery and headed toward the SUV she’d picked us up in that morning. 
“They have nothing on your cakes,” Ally said adamantly. “People just love the gimmick. We’ve never had a cupcakery here and with all the food contest shows making such a big deal out of cupcakes, people are intrigued because she’s doing something similar with her assortment of flavors.”
“And artistic cupcake displays,” Belinda added, opening the driver-side door. 
“Yeah, and that,” Ally muttered, and I knew this Whitley person’s cupcakes had to be little pieces of art for Ally to look that bothered. Art was her thing and although she pretended to be perfectly happy working in the bakery, I knew she’d always wanted to do something more artistic. 
“So she has a bakery that only serves cupcakes?” I said after we were all buckled into the SUV and headed in the direction of my family’s bakery. “We do cupcakes too, but we also do donuts, cakes, and more. What’s to worry about?”
“She doesn’t just make cupcakes,” Ally grumbled. “She makes art. People are even ordering cupcake towers in place of wedding cakes from her. We have great flavors, but you know Nanny was all about the traditional.”
I took a moment to choose my words carefully. “We all love Nanny and, of course, we want to honor her wishes, but if this woman is cutting into our business, wouldn’t we be honoring Nanny by doing whatever is necessary to keep her bakery running?”
Ally and Belinda shared a look before my sister turned toward me. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
“You’re an artist,” I said. “An actual artist. I’m sure you can do with fondant and buttercream what you can do with paint and pencils.” 
“You might want to hear what your sister has been wanting to do before you give her the green light to unleash her artistry in the bakery,” Belinda warned. “I don’t think it’s something you’d approve of.”
“But it’s something that would make the bakery stand out and they’d sell like hotcakes,” Ally said, eyes gleaming. 
Something about that gleam in her eyes twisted my stomach. “Um, what exactly are you wanting to do?” I asked, hoping I didn’t regret it.
“Penis cakes!” 
I gawked for several minutes, sure I’d misheard her, but one look at Belinda shaking her head while trying not to laugh assured me I hadn’t. “Excuse me?”
“Penis cakes. Chocolate or vanilla penises filled with buttercream, perfect for bachelorette parties.”
“Or severed in half for divorce parties,” Belinda suggested.
“Oh, I like that,” Ally said. “Those might outsell the bachelorette cakes.” 
She looked back at me and frowned. “Well? What do you think?”
“I think…” I imagined what she was describing, and my lip curled at the image that popped into my brain. “I think that sounds vulgar.”
Ally rolled her eyes. “Ugh, with an attitude like that, say goodbye to Baker’s Dozen. The times are changing and we need to change too, unless you look forward to losing everything Nanny and Gramps worked for.” 
“Nanny wouldn’t approve of penis cakes.”
“Of course she wouldn’t. She was a sweet, God-fearing old lady, but just because she didn’t approve of them doesn’t make them a bad idea. Nanny was a great baker, but she lacked business sense. Her unwillingness to change has led to a decline in sales.” 
“Your sister is right,” Belinda said, her tone soft, cautious, so I knew she must have really believed in what she was saying to take the risk she obviously felt saying anything. “A lot of families have been here in Cupid’s Bottom for generations, but the younger generations of those families aren’t happy with the same old stuff, and we’ve become more of a tourist destination. Yes, the tourists appreciate and enjoy the small-town feel of our town, but when it comes to culinary arts…”
“They want peckers,” Ally interjected.
Belinda sighed and shot her a perturbed look before glancing back at me through the rearview mirror. “Honestly, they do. The new inn has brought in a lot of wedding parties and we’ve been contacted by a lot of groomsmen and bridesmaids wanting special cakes for the bachelor and bachelorette parties. We’ve had to turn them down and I’m afraid of what will happen if we continue to do that.”
“I know what will happen,” Ally said. “Whitley’s already taken business away from us with her stupid cupcake towers, but we have the better product. Nanny’s recipes are unbeatable and Belinda has mad skills. We just need the fun designs the people want.”
“And they want peckers,” I said, finding that hard to believe. “The groomsmen too?”
“No, the groomsmen want boobs, of course.”
“And booties,” Belinda added. “Big round booties in thong underwear.” 
“Hopefully you don’t want to fill those with buttercream too,” I muttered.
Ally choked out a laugh while Belinda pulled a yuck face. “Hey, I give the people what they want, no matter the request. At least, I want to give the people what they want. Think about it, sis. I honestly don’t see a better way to get ahead of Whitley, and that snake is just waiting to steal all of our customers. You don’t have to even see the cakes if you don’t want to and it’s not like we’d put them on display or anything. I’m not that tacky. We’ll still maintain our regular line of products too.”
“Although spicing things up a bit could help there too,” Belinda suggested. “Maybe we can start offering seasonal items.” 
“Great idea,” Ally said. “Limited edition products would be a great idea too, flavors and designs that coincide with holidays and whatever events are going on in town. Whitley can make cute little buttercream animals and candy peckers on cupcakes—”
“Seriously?” I said. “She puts candy penises on her cupcakes?”
“Yes, because some people know how to accommodate special requests,” Ally replied, “whether they think they’re tacky or not. Anyway, back to what I was saying. Whitley can sprinkle little candy penises on top of her cupcakes, but can she make an actual three-dimensional penis cake? Penises aside, I can do a full-body Santa Claus for Christmas, or reindeer or elves, unicorns for birthdays, and actual busts of Marvel action heroes.”
“Actual firetrucks and sports cars,” Belinda added.
“Yes!” Ally pointed at her excitedly, her whole face lit up. “If I can make it out of clay, I can make it out of cake, but even better because it’ll all be edible.”
“Pumpkin spice flavored three-dimensional pumpkins,” Belinda said, her face lighting up now too. “And seasonal coffees and mini cakes. I’d love to do a nice peppermint mocha in the winter or a lemonade cake in the summer. Assortments of petits fours for every season. And we can finally start doing seasonal donuts other than the basic pumpkin spice one we do each fall or just adding sprinkles during the holidays to make them look Christmasy.” 
“The sky is the limit!” Ally exclaimed as Belinda parked outside the bakery.
I sighed as we all got out, not crazy about the idea of offering pornographic cakes, but I also wasn’t crazy about being the killjoy who took that light out of my sister’s and friend’s eyes.
“That is, as long as our grumpy, uptight partner doesn’t disagree and decides to just hammer the final nail in the coffin of the business our ancestors sweat and bled to—”
“Oh, good grief,” I muttered, cutting my sister off before she could wind herself dumping gallons of guilt onto me and took a good look at the bakery while Belinda unlocked the door. 
I’d visited Nanny a few times in the decade I’d been gone, but I hadn’t been to the bakery in years. It sat right in the center of Main Street, a highly coveted spot, and looked the same as it had for as far as I could remember, with large glass windows on either side of the front door, a display in each one. Currently, the left window featured a multitiered wedding cake made of Styrofoam and fake buttercream with ivory pedestals on either side topped with pink and white bridal bouquets, and the right window was lined with stringed paper lanterns and a large poster for the lantern festival was taped to the glass, blocking passersby of the view of what we had on the inside. I frowned at that.
“If we did special edition three-dimensional cakes and other goodies that coincided with town events, we’d have an actual display in that window drawing customers in instead of that junky poster telling them where else to go,” Ally said, noticing where my attention had gone. “So, what do you say? Try new things or let the family business dry up and die?”
“I doubt business is in that dire need of a boost,” I said, following Belinda in as she swung the door open, “but I’ll consider it. Draw me up some ideas of what you have in mind, but I’m warning you, I better not get a portfolio of peckers, and any peckers I even consider letting you play around with better not be full of buttercream, whipped cream, or any other kind of creamy—”
“Maddie!”
Belinda’s pale face flooded with red color as she stared somewhere over my shoulder with wide eyes. I swung my head around, expecting a burglar to jump out and attack us, first confused by Ally’s bark of laughter, then mortified as my gaze landed on two men, neither of whom were burglars.
Well, at least one of them wasn’t. I had no idea who the tall, broad-shouldered man with the dark hair cut short, laughing green eyes, and firmly clamped jaw covered in a thin layer of stubble was, but he certainly filled out the green T-shirt and open brown flannel shirt he wore well, not to mention the well-worn jeans clinging to muscular thighs. The man next to him, however, was someone I was mortified to recognize.
“Sheriff Hays.”
“Maddie. I hope we’re not interrupting… an important discussion.”
I heard Ally snort and glared over at where she stood holding both hands over her mouth, trying unsuccessfully to get herself together. “No, sir. We were just discussing the, um, custom requests that have been coming in for cakes recently, and whether or not we should fill them.”
“With cream?” the sheriff said, the corner of his mouth curved, showing he’d heard every word I’d said before I’d become aware of his presence in the bakery.
“No, I mean fill them as in I’m not sure we want to take these particular orders.” 
“Sheriff Hays, didn’t you just attend a bachelor party last weekend?” Ally asked. 
“Yes, I did, Ally. For my cousin Trevon.” 
“And did you guys have a cake?” 
“Well, we had…” He trailed off and lowered his gaze to the floor, and I was certain he’d be turning red if his dark brown coloring didn’t prevent us from seeing his blush. 
“Cupcakes? From Whitley’s Cupcakery?” 
“Well, Trevon wanted something a little…different…from what the bakery serves. You girls know I’ve always been a loyal customer, but this was an extenuating circumstance.” 
“You needed T and A. I understand. Belinda understands. Now we just need to get this one to understand.” Ally not only pointed at me but jabbed her finger into my arm hard enough to make me wince. “Tell her there’s nothing wrong with making genital-shaped cakes for appropriate events.” 
“Maybe if we don’t call them genital-shaped cakes,” Belinda suggested, cringing as badly as I was on the inside. “Let’s call them…”
“Spicy cakes,” the stranger offered after Belinda went blank. 
“Yes!” Ally snapped her fingers and pointed at the man. “I knew hiring you was a great idea.”
“Hiring—wait, what?” I realized the way I gawked at the man was probably rude, but I had no clue who he was or where he’d come from, and our bakery had always been a small family-run business. Belinda was one thing. She’d grown up with us. This man was another. He was a stranger. A rather good-looking stranger, but still—a stranger. “When did we start hiring people outside the family? No offense, Belinda. Family friends are close enough, but we don’t know this man.” 
“We started hiring when we needed the help,” Ally said. “Nanny approved of the hire. In fact, it was one of the last things she did. A dying wish, I suppose you could say.” 
“All right. Enough of the emotional manipulation,” I grumbled, looking over at the man. I frowned. “Why are you here with the sheriff?” 
“I have a key,” Sheriff Hays said, “and I thought I’d bring Mr. Baker over and show him around since—”
“So kind of you,” Ally said, rudely cutting off the sheriff, but the bright smile she gave him seemed to make up for it because he smiled back at her. 
“Wait a minute. Baker?” My stomach did a sickening flip-floppy thing as I recalled checking out the way the man’s jeans fit. “So, are you family after all? Some sort of distant cousin or something?”
“No, ma’am,” the new hire said. “James Baker, no relation. Just a guy with a fairly common last name who saw Baker’s Dozen on a list of places and thought it might be a good sign.” 
I felt my eyebrows pull together as I mulled over his answer. What list of places would our bakery be on and what kind of reason was that to apply for a job? Before I could question him any further, the phone rang and Ally rushed over to answer it. She paused for a moment after giving her cheery greeting, listening to the caller, and raised her voice to reply, ensuring we all heard. “You’re having a bachelorette party and would like to order a special cake? You want to know if we do naughty cakes?”
I rolled my eyes at Ally’s raised eyebrows. “Define naughty.”
“What exactly were you looking for?” Ally asked the caller before raising her eyebrows in my direction again and adding sad puppy eyes. “So, not a three-dimensional cake, but a double layer cake that’s just in the shape of a penis but still decorated traditionally with roses and butterflies? Of course, with the testicles, too.”
“Of course,” I muttered, “because baking penises without baking testicles would be madness.”
Belinda choked on a laugh and nudged me with her elbow while Ally bounced up and down, nearly biting through her bottom lip as she pleaded with her eyes, silently begging me to say yes.
“That actually sounds kind of tame,” Belinda said.
“Sounds kind of cute,” Sheriff Hays said and shrugged when I looked at him with what I was sure was a shocked expression. Yes, he was a younger guy in his mid-thirties. However, I expected a bit more stodginess from a man in his position. 
“Fine,” I said and huffed out a sigh as Ally squealed, “but if people want cakes like that, they can pay double our normal rate.” I looked over at the new guy, who appeared to be fighting a grin. “Are you sure this is the type of bakery you want to work in?”
The man’s green eyes sparkled with mischief, then warmed as they rolled over me and he quit fighting the grin. “I think I’m really going to like it here in Cupid’s Bottom, especially in this bakery.”
I ignored the fluttering feeling in my belly, sure I was just hungry, or worried that my grandmother was scowling down at me from the beyond because I’d just agreed to let Ally take an order for a cake shaped like a penis. Or a reaction to what I’d just picked up on. “You’re not from around here?”
He frowned. “No, I’m—” 
“Well, we’re glad to have you,” Ally said, covering the mouthpiece of the phone with her hand. I’d have to have a chat with her about rudeness if she kept cutting people off like that. “Belinda can grab your schedule from the office and all your paperwork is taken care of so you’re free to check out the rest of town for the day. We’ll see you bright and early in the morning. Thanks, Terrell, for giving him a look around.” 
Belinda snagged my arm and pulled me through the door marked Employees Only before I could say anything else. 
“What’s the rush?”
“Lots to do before we reopen tomorrow morning,” Belinda said, guiding me toward the office. “And I figured you’d want to look through the books and see for yourself how we’ve been doing.” 
“Yes, I suppose,” I muttered, knowing very well that I did, but as she planted me in the office chair, I couldn’t help thinking about how I’d been manhandled right out of the storefront. Or why. “I guess Ally has staked her claim on the new guy. No wonder she’s so happy to have a new employee who isn’t family.” 
“He’s pretty easy on the eyes, huh?” Belinda grinned knowingly as she picked up a manila envelope with James written across the top.
“If you go for that sort of thing,” I muttered.
“Tall, dark, and sexy, and a knowledge of how to work in the kitchen?” Belinda bobbed her eyebrows. “There’s not a woman with a pulse who doesn’t go for that sort of thing. Even me and if not for the fact I have some wonderful men in my family, I’d wish heavily for extinction upon the entire male population these days, so that’s saying something.”
Ouch. “What happened with Stu?”
“We grew apart.” Belinda shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant about the divorce but I could see the pain of heartbreak in her eyes. “Or, more accurately, I grew wider and he decided to part.”
My hand clenched into a fist purely on its own. I’d never been crazy about Stu, but to end an entire marriage just because one party put on weight? I silently wished a pox upon his unmentionables. “You know that’s his loss, not yours, and you’re still one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever known inside and out, so good luck to him finding anyone better.” 
Belinda smiled softly. “I’ve missed you. Ally’s been great and your grandmother welcomed me into the bakery like family when I needed a job, but I’ve missed talking to you.”
Guilt hit me like a sledgehammer. “I’m sorry we lost contact. The show just kept me so busy, and it seemed like I was always on the road somewhere. That won’t be much of a problem now. The show’s canceled, the fiancé is gone with his new fling, and if I even walked into a restaurant now I’d probably have a door slammed in my face. No restaurant wants a review, not even a five-star review, from the witch who destroyed a little girl on television.” 
“I’ve been meaning to ask, but it hasn’t exactly been the right time or place. How did that happen? You were so harsh on her.”
“Rick. The jerk totally set me up to ensure I lost all credibility before he skipped off with all my money and his perky little assistant.” I lowered my head into my hands, realizing something. “I can’t help here. As badly as my public image has been tarnished, I’ll ruin the bakery.”






  
  CHAPTER THREE

James


“And that’s about it,” Sheriff Hays said, turning around to face me. We’d just walked the entire length of Main Street after leaving the bakery, bringing my tour of the small town to a close. “Any questions or concerns?” 
“It’s a little concerning the town is named after a baby angel’s butt, but I think I’ve seen everything pertinent.” I smiled at a pair of silver-haired ladies who nodded and said hello as they breezed past us in matching lilac tracksuits, power walking as fast as their spindly legs would allow, pumping their arms with each step. “The people here seem really nice.” 
“About those nice people…” He folded his arms and bore his deep brown eyes into mine in a look I was sure he reserved for criminals. Like me.
Despite my own height of six feet, three inches, I had to tilt my head back to really meet Terrell Hays’s eyes. He had at least two inches on me in height, and my ego wouldn’t let me estimate how much weight. All of it was muscle too. The man was built like a linebacker. I doubted he needed to reach for the gun holstered at his hip very often. Just one glare from the brown-skinned man’s no-nonsense eyes and his imposing build was probably more than enough to stop most hooligans in their tracks. My heart thumped a little faster than normal finding myself caught in his crosshairs. 
“You have concerns about me working in that bakery with those women.” I wasn’t surprised. No matter the reason why, once a man went to prison, he became a threat. Once he went to prison for a violent offense, that threat tripled.
“We’re a close-knit community here in Cupid’s Bottom. There are no strangers, only family.”
I nodded my head, ignoring the ache in my chest around the region of my heart. I’d come from a small town too and was well aware of the type of community the sheriff described, but unfortunately, doing the right thing in the wrong way had ostracized me from my hometown and from my actual family. Having lost that, I aimed to be extra careful not to screw up my second chance at finding that type of home in Cupid’s Bottom, no matter how ridiculous the town’s name was. “So, is this your subtle way of telling me that if I even think about harming any of those women, you’ll break my legs?” 
“I wasn’t going for subtle.” 
I grinned. The man was threatening me and even without his impressive size, he had the power to destroy what was left of my life. Despite that, I liked the guy. “Good. I’m glad those ladies have someone watching their backs. For what it’s worth, I’d be hesitant to let an ex-con work around such nice people too, but you don’t have to worry about me
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