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Chapter 1

People are trash, especially Glenda

 

Sydney was cooking dinner when her phone dinged. Turning down the heat on the stove top so her tomato sauce wouldn’t splatter everywhere, she picked up her phone and glanced at the new message.

 

Glenda

I need you to come in tomorrow at 7.

 

Oh heck no. Sydney’s muscles clenched tighter than when she’d gotten her first body piercing, and her thumbs darted across the screen as she typed a reply.

 

Sydney

Tomorrow’s my day off, remember?

I requested it a month ago. You approved it.

 

Glenda

Change of plans. Last-minute wedding order.

I need you to come in.

 

Sydney

Have you checked with Marissa or Javier?

 

Glenda

They’re already coming. All hands on deck.

 

Sydney

I can’t make it. It’s my sister’s birthday.

We’re going camping. We have reservations.

 

Glenda fired off texts like she was shooting bullets and Sydney was a zombie she wanted to ensure never rose again.

 

Glenda

If you’re not willing to pitch in and help, then maybe you shouldn’t work here anymore.

This is a huge order, and I need everyone to do their part.

I don’t think you realize how much work it takes to keep this bakery in business, and I can’t do it without support.

We’re a team at Summertime Sweets. If you’re not a team player, then I don’t see you having a future with us.

 

Sydney leaned back against the kitchen counter and groaned. She wasn’t a slacker. She worked her butt off in the bakery, so shouldn’t she be entitled to use her vacation days? One of these days, she’d give Glenda a piece of her mind—when she had another job lined up, which wasn’t today.

 

Sydney

Fine.

See you tomorrow.

 

Sydney paced up and down her apartment. Long and narrow, it was a good space for pacing. The rooms lined up one after the other: bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, and living/dining room. It ended with a balcony she could only use five months out of the year because Michigan was a barren winter wasteland. Boring cream-colored paint covered the walls, the carpet an even duller brown. She’d done her best to personalize the place, mostly with framed concert posters and potted plants that gave her something green to look at in the aforementioned barren winter wasteland.

She should’ve just told Glenda no. Sydney had been told she was intimidating—mostly by people who didn’t like her tattoos and blue-dyed hair. Five feet seven and pale from lack of sun, she didn’t feel intimidating, but she wished she could channel some of that menace and get Glenda to back off.

Sighing, she texted her sister.

 

Sydney

I’m so sorry. I’m going to be late tomorrow.

We can’t carpool. You’ll have to drive up on your own.

 

Alex

Oh no! Everything okay?

 

Sydney

Fine. The Frosting Führer is ordering me to go in. I freaking knew this was going to happen.

 

Alex

Didn’t you request it off?

 

Sydney

YES. A month ago.

 

Alex

I’m sorry. ☹

 

Sydney felt a fond warmth in her chest, looking at the message. Her sister had a bad habit of apologizing for things that weren’t her fault. She was pretty much the sweetest person ever; sometimes it made Sydney doubt they were related.

 

Sydney

Don’t apologize. I’m the one who’s screwing up your birthday party.

 

Alex

You’re not screwing it up. You can still come, right?

 

Sydney

Yeah, I’ll drive up as soon as I get off.

 

 

Alex

Cool.

I just feel bad. You don’t seem like you’ve been happy at work lately.

 

Was it that obvious? Sydney’s pacing took her to the living room, and she flopped down on the couch.

 

Sydney

I like what I do. Nowhere else around here is going to pay me to make galaxy unicorn cupcakes or a cake that looks like a human brain.

It’s just the hours suck and Glenda’s a demanding control freak.

I dunno. Maybe I should ask Caleb about that restaurant he went to work at after he quit last week.

 

Alex

NO.

Don’t talk to Caleb. I thought you two broke up?

 

Sydney

We did. That doesn’t mean we can’t talk.

 

Alex

When you talk, it ends with you hooking up.

He’s trash.

 

Sydney

All men are trash.

 

Alex

Not true.

 

Sydney

You’re right. Let me fix that:

People in general are trash.

 

Three dots appeared on the screen as Alex typed, and Sydney waited. Was her sister composing an essay for her reply?

 

Alex

There are nice people out there. You just don’t meet them because you’re spending all your time with the walking dumpster fire that is Caleb. And if you want to give me the best birthday present ever, delete his number.

Seriously, don’t text him.

 

Sydney had already closed the conversation with Alex and was scrolling through her messages to find Caleb’s name. Her sister’s next text popped up at the top of the screen.

 

Alex

You’re texting him now, aren’t you?

 

Sydney had no good way to answer that, so she took the coward’s way out and didn’t reply.

 

 

* * *

 

 

Sydney

Hey.

 

Caleb

Hey, sexy.

 

Sydney

How’s the new job?

 

Caleb

Not bad. The manager’s cool. She leaves me alone unless I need help.

 

Sydney

I’m so jealous.

 

Caleb

I know, right?

 

Sydney

So what have you been baking?

 

Caleb

Nothing lately. I need to go grocery shopping.

Why? You want to come over for dinner?

 

He sent a GIF of a romantic-looking dinner, the table topped with candles and a vase of red roses. Sydney rolled her eyes. He’d never put that much effort into a dinner when they’d been together, and they’d dated on and off for two years, so he’d had plenty of opportunity.

She needed to make sure their breakup stuck this time. Alex was right. Whenever they talked, Sydney ended up hooking up with him no matter how hard she swore not to. And since they had worked in the same bakery, he’d been impossible to avoid. They would chat about something innocuous like the birthday cake they were baking, and he’d tell a funny story about how his last birthday had ended with him doing karaoke in a Spider-Man costume. Sydney would laugh, and before she knew it, they’d be going out for drinks after their shift.

On second thought, getting a job in the same restaurant as him was about as intelligent as an alcoholic starting work in a brewery. What if she fell back into old habits? Assuming she got hired, she’d have to keep busy and avoid talking to him. She could even schedule her shifts for when he wasn’t working as much as possible. But would that be enough, or was she setting herself up for another two years of bad breakups and even worse reconciliations?

It was his stupid face’s fault. She’d be able to resist him if he weren’t so good-looking—and charming. That charm was the reason it had taken her almost two months to realize he was a lazy, insensitive flake.

 

Sydney

No. I mean at the restaurant. What type of desserts do they have you making?

 

Caleb

Nothing. I just prep lunch and dinner—chopping vegetables and meat and stuff.

 

Sydney

I thought you applied for a pastry chef position?

 

Caleb

No openings.

 

Sydney

Dang it.

 

Caleb

Hoping I could score you a new job away from Glenda?

 

Sydney

Yeah.

 

Caleb

What’d she do now?

 

Sydney sucked in a noisy breath through her nose. She had to loosen her grip on the phone before she could reply, her hands clenched tight like she was trying to crush it. She should really buy a stress ball or something. All this pent-up aggression couldn’t be good for her.

 

Sydney

Alex’s birthday is tomorrow. She’s been planning a big camping trip for months.

I got approval to take the day off, but Glenda just told me to come in tomorrow or get fired.

 

Caleb

That sucks, sorry.

Want me to see if I can get you a job here anyway? You’d be a good waitress.

 

Sydney

Seriously? I’d be a terrible waitress. Too antisocial.

 

Caleb

Yeah, but you’re hot. Guys would leave you big tips.

 

He really didn’t know her at all, did he? And they’d dated for two years.

 

Sydney

Look, thanks for the offer, but I want a job that involves baking.

Guess that means I’m stuck with Glenda for now.

 

Caleb

Want me to cheer you up? I could come over.

 

Sydney

No, thanks. I gotta go in early tomorrow.

Anyway, we’re done, remember?

 

Caleb

You can’t blame a guy for trying.

 

Sydney

I’m going to sleep. Talk to you later.

 

Caleb

Later.

And hey, don’t let Glenda get you down. She’s a jerk to everyone, and people like that always get what they deserve.


 

Chapter 2

Nobody gets paid enough for this

 

Sydney woke bright and early the next morning and made a mental note to send Alex a happy birthday text later. (Waking her up with a text message at six in the morning would not be a thoughtful birthday present.) She threw her overnight bag in the trunk of the car and carefully—so carefully—put Alex’s birthday cake in the back seat.

Sydney had finished baking it the day before. It looked minimalist and modern: round with smooth white buttercream frosting and no decoration. But Sydney had separated the batter into six bowls and added food coloring before recombining them and baking. Once Alex cut into the cake, it would reveal a bright rainbow swirl. If Alex didn’t freak out and squeal, Sydney would swear off black and wear pastels for the rest of her life.

She drove extra slowly, every pothole in Beaverfield’s battered roads a potential cake-wrecking disaster. It was late April, and the last snowfall had melted a week earlier, so at least she didn’t have to worry about slick roads. Still, she breathed a sigh of relief when she pulled into the parking lot with the cake intact.

Summertime Sweets sat in a nice little strip mall. A tutoring center occupied the space on the left of it, attracting plenty of kids who begged their parents to buy them a cookie or cupcake. Sydney sometimes treated herself at the nail salon a few spots down and grabbed takeout from the tiny pizza place when she felt too tired to cook. The only eyesore had been the vacant storefront to the right of the bakery, the awful diner that used to exist there having finally gone out of business the year before. (Sydney had eaten there precisely once and still shuddered at the memory of the sticky, unwashed table and lukewarm food.)

Construction had been going on there for the past week, and she hoped a decent restaurant moved in this time. Beaverfield had depressingly few good places to eat at.

The sound of drills and hammers drifted out from within the building as Sydney walked toward the bakery. But the noise didn’t drown out the sound of Glenda, who was arguing with a man on the sidewalk.

“It’s too much noise!” she shouted. “How do you expect us to get any work done over here?”

“Look, I know it’s loud,” said the man. “But what do you want from me? We’re doing construction.”

He must be the new tenant. A tall, lean Asian man, he looked to be around her age: thirty or so. He had a stylish haircut, longer on top with strands sweeping across his forehead and shorter on the back and sides. The stubble on his face wasn’t quite thick enough to call a beard, but it was definitely more deliberate than a five-o’clock shadow. Wearing dark jeans and a gray jacket, he skirted the edge between a casual and professional look.

“You need to be more considerate of your neighbors,” Glenda said. “The machinery is practically rattling the windows! How can we bake with all this racket? And the customers!” She clutched her chest like loud noises killed more people than heart disease. “They’re looking for a cozy, welcoming atmosphere—not jackhammers attacking their eardrums.”

“Again, I’m sorry for the inconvenience.” The man kept his tone calm, though his furrowed brow revealed she was getting to him. “We should be done by the end of next week.”

“A whole week?” Glenda shrieked. “That’s completely unacceptable.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. We can’t remodel the place with masking tape and prayers. There’s going to be noise.”

“Do the work when we’re closed.”

He gave her a flat stare. “You’re open seven days a week.”

She crossed her arms and glared back at him. “In the evenings after we’re gone.”

“That’s ridiculous.” He ran a hand through his hair. “The contractors can’t work on that schedule. You’ll just have to put up with it for a week.”

“I’ll be talking to the landlord about this!”

He snapped his fingers. “That’s the first good idea I’ve heard from you. Please. Go bother him instead of me.”

He stormed into the restaurant, leaving Glenda gaping. Sydney mentally applauded him for getting through the conversation without any profanity.

“Sydney!”

Glenda’s voice made her jump.

Her boss’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What’s that you’re holding?”

“My sister’s birthday cake,” Sydney said. “It’ll go bad in the car, so I’m putting it in the fridge.”

“The fridge isn’t for personal use.”

Sydney’s hands tightened around the Tupperware. She fought to follow the new tenant’s example and keep her voice calm. “I’m already going to be late to the party because you asked me to come in last minute. If I have to go home to pick up the cake, I’ll be even later. The fridge has plenty of room. I don’t see the problem.”

Glenda’s nostrils flared. If she refused… What was Sydney supposed to do—dump the cake on the sidewalk?

“Fine,” Glenda said. “Stop dawdling out here and start making buttercream. We have two hundred cupcakes to frost.”

And she stomped into the bakery, leaving Sydney standing outside with a cake and an extremely bad mood.

 

* * *

 

Summertime Sweets had a bright, cheerful interior. Customers probably never guessed how miserable all the employees felt working there. With a white tile floor and pale pink walls, it aimed for a summery feel. Framed vintage illustrations showed people at the seaside, and porcelain plates on display shelves bore images of pink flamingos and tropical plants. A few tables and chairs inside offered customers a place to eat, and a long glass case along the counter showed off the good stuff: cupcakes, cookies, pastries, pies, and donuts to name a few.

Sydney bypassed it all and headed to the kitchen in the back, waving at her coworker Marissa. She put Alex’s cake in the industrial fridge (It was barely half-full, so what was Glenda’s problem?) and grabbed some sticks of butter so they would start to soften.

Marissa glanced over her shoulder to check that Glenda was in her office. “I can’t believe she made you come in today.”

“I can,” Sydney grumbled, setting up a stand mixer.

“How many hours have you put in this week already? She doesn’t pay us enough for this.”

“I don’t think there’s enough money in the world to properly compensate someone for putting up with Glenda Whitaker.”

Marissa snickered as she rolled out cookie dough.

She and Sydney had gone to the same high school, though Marissa had been two years ahead of her. She had a round face and fair skin, her hair long with thick bangs and dyed a shade of auburn that pushed the limit of natural. She wore jeans and a teal sweater, and her apron had a cute floral pattern.

Sydney pulled on her own apron, which was black and had a grinning skull on the front. “Speaking of which, did you ask her for a raise yet?”

Marissa put more force behind the rolling pin. “No.”

“You better woman up and do it soon.”

“I know, I know. It’s just…” She sighed. “I’m afraid she’s going to say
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