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  CHAPTER ONE 

Whitley


“Another beautiful morning full of hope and promise!” The words were bitter on my tongue, but I’d come up with the idea of starting each day with a positive statement deep into a bottle of wine while watching my savior’s nephew the night before. My savior being Belinda Johnson, former beauty queen, now wedding cake decorator and current owner of the hottest boyfriend in Cupid’s Bottom, the little town I currently found myself stuck in. 
Not that I’d just ended up in Cupid’s Bottom by mistake. My car didn’t break down along the side of the road while I was journeying to somewhere bigger and better or anything like that. I actually chose the cute little town to launch my cupcakery after having spent the majority of my teens and twenties saving every nickel and dime I’d ever made waitressing or dancing. 
Hence my choice to move to the small town of Cupid’s Bottom, which wasn’t really all that bad. It was picking up in tourism, but that was due to people wanting to escape bigger, busier cities. For a while, I’d thought I’d finally made it. I didn’t regret the things I’d done to make it here, but I certainly didn’t want to live among the men I’d once danced around a pole in front of. And I didn’t relish the thought of living among a community of people who judged me for what I’d done to get what I needed, so I’d moved to the little town in Connecticut where no one knew my name, determined to make one for myself. 
Too bad my dance money had run out and the business I’d purchased with it had gone up in flames. Literally. And too bad I lived in a community of people who did judge me—just not for the dancing they knew nothing about. No, I’d built up a bit of a reputation after being a little too cutthroat when the town’s favorite—and only—celebrity, Maddie Baker, had returned home. But I’d had to be. I was competing with an actual celebrity, and in my defense, the scandal she’d been caught up in at the time had seemed legit. 
I grimaced. I, of all people, should have known that things were not always what they seemed before I’d called in reporters to harass her. But the mistake had been made, then escalated because of my idiot ex I’d stupidly allowed to follow me here, and the damage was done. Even if Maddie had forgiven me. Even if her coworker and friend, Belinda, had gone beyond forgiveness and actually showed up at the hospital after her hunky boyfriend had rescued me from the fire that had taken my business and surprise of all surprises, had brought me home with her, giving me a place to stay. 
Earning the town’s sympathy was proving harder. Most of the townspeople were still spreading the rumor that I’d started the fire to collect insurance money after my previous shenanigans had cost me so much business. It was no big secret Whitley’s Cupcakery had been going downhill before the fire destroyed it and the little apartment I’d lived in above the shop.
I still had customers, but the locals treated me like a pariah, and the tourists didn’t spend as much as they used to before Maddie created her famous comfort donuts. And then there was Ally with her damn penis cakes. Before Maddie had returned, Baker’s Dozen had been producing the same classics the bakery had been making for years. Great flavors, but not very creative. I’d been the go-to person for bachelor and bachelorette desserts thanks to my risqué cupcakes, which were basically just my normal cupcakes with little candy penises and boobs on them. Then their grandmother passed, Maddie returned home and launched her donuts, and her malicious psycho of a sister had started making three-dimensional penis cakes along with pretty much any three-dimensional shaped cakes anyone wanted.
My business had taken a big hit after that, even though Baker’s Dozen had refrained from selling cupcakes, deciding they had enough of everything else to worry about me stealing their customers. I could have made it, even if I was scraping by, and with time I’m sure people would have forgotten the bad blood between me and the Baker’s Dozen team, but then the fire happened.
I’d lost everything in that fire, and since business had plummeted so badly after my ex had been caught breaking into Baker’s Dozen to sabotage my competition, I’d missed the insurance premium payment that had been due the month before the fire. So the Cupid’s Bottom gossips were way off the mark when it came to what had really happened. There was no insurance money. Only more debt and heartbreak. 
And a surprising new friendship with Belinda Johnson, a woman whose boyfriend I’d once brazenly flirted with right in front of her face because I’d had no clue the two of them were together. It was the oddest way to start a friendship, especially with someone who worked with the enemy, but we’d called a truce and a genuine friendship had developed. Now I lived in her house and watched in silent misery as she lived the life I desperately wanted.
Job she loved? Check.
A home of her own that she actually owned instead of renting? Check.
Family? Check.
True friends? Check.
Hot boyfriend who was an actual good guy? Check.
If she wasn’t such a genuinely nice person, I’d hate her. I was jealous, but not in a way that made me want to put green dye in her shampoo. I was happy for Belinda. I really was. I just wished I could have some of that happiness and good fortune for myself. Which was why, in the middle of a romcom and about half a bottle into the red wine last night, I’d decided I would wake up every morning with a positive affirmation and seize the day. 
“Seize my ass,” I muttered, throwing off the blanket in the guest room I now called home. The affirmation hadn’t sparked anything remotely positive or life-changing. Waking up in Belinda’s guest room was a stark reminder that I had nothing. I lived in her house, babysat her nephew, and used her kitchen for the few loyal customers who still ordered from me while I struggled to get back on my feet, and I was pretty sure those customers mostly ordered from me out of pity. I think I’d rather take the dirty looks from the ones who thought I’d set the fire. 
With just the small residential kitchen space to work out of and no employees, I couldn’t offer much, so getting back on my feet was going to take a lot. Belinda hadn’t said anything, but I felt like I was a burden. Yes, I was a live-in babysitter when she needed one, but Tommy wasn’t a little kid. She didn’t need my services in that regard often enough to make it a fair trade. I needed not only to get out of her house, but I also needed to somehow repay her for what she’d done for me. At the rate I was going with what I could sell from her kitchen, Tommy would be on to college before I could do that. I needed to change the plan. I needed…ugh. I needed to get a job. 
Maybe it wouldn’t suck too bad going back to work for someone else after having owned my own business. Maybe I was just remembering what that was like all wrong. Maybe I didn’t actually hate it. Maybe it would be a great thing. I needed something new. Something for me. And I so wanted something. I didn’t even care what anymore. A new cupcakery, a job I enjoyed, a guy. Something other than failed dreams and a pile of bills.
And I needed a place of my own, a place where I could be a miserable troll covered in cookie crumbs, wine, and ice cream stains without worrying about the happy people I lived with seeing me and pitying me and all my misfortune. And I didn’t have to choke on all their happiness. Not that I wasn’t happy for them. Tommy was an adorable, sweet kid. Belinda was an angel, and Marco was what every man should be, but there was no lonelier place than inside a house full of love and happiness that you desperately wanted, but it didn’t seem to want anything to do with you. 
Staying in bed wouldn’t do me any favors, so I stood and shoved my legs into an old pair of jeans, pulled a T-shirt over my head, ran my fingers through my hair, not caring what it looked like because Belinda and Marco only had eyes for each other, Tommy was a kid who thought I was just some old lady despite not even hitting thirty yet, and it’s not like I had a man in my life other than that ten-year-old kid. Who I needed to watch because it was Saturday and Marco’s day off, also Belinda’s day off, and of course she’d want to spend hours at his place where they weren’t fooling anybody with the whole “We’re taking things slow” bit. That woman was doing what any other woman with a man who looked like that would do with him every chance she got. And I had that to think about while playing Hot Wheels or watching cartoons with Tommy. Yay me. Life was grand. 
“Enough. You’re annoying yourself with all the woe is me crap.” Great. So now I talked to myself. My patheticness had reached a level I hadn’t even known existed. I huffed, forced myself out of the guest room, and down the stairs, slowing as I heard voices coming from the kitchen. 
Marco was already here. Surprise, surprise. He couldn’t wait to carry Belinda off to—Holy…No. No, no, no, no. There was another male voice. One that sent a shard of pain through my chest right where my heart should be, but wasn’t, because I’d given it away to—oh, for crying out loud. Could I be any more dramatic and whiny? That was not him. I rolled my eyes and marched into the kitchen…where I came to an abrupt stop, only a small squeak leaving my mouth as I went a little lightheaded for a moment. 
It was him. The him I’d once thought was my everything. The him I’d trusted. The him who’d betrayed me. The him I thought I’d never see again.
“What’s the matter, Cupcake?” The dimple in Preston Carlisle’s cheek popped out as he smiled devilishly, using the nickname he knew would cut me to the core. “Surprised to see me?”
“What the hell are you doing here?” 
They’d all been leaning casually against the counters, talking, but the moment I spoke, Marco moved Belinda behind him, ordered Tommy to take his cereal to the living room, and stepped closer to Preston. “He said he was a friend. Is he? Or is he someone I need to throw out with the trash?”
Preston wasn’t a runt. He matched Marco’s height of six feet, but very few men matched the Peruvian firefighter’s muscle. Preston wasn’t one of those men and it gave me a moment of amusement to see his beautiful tan face pale as the realization washed over him that what muscle he’d built up working out in his gym wasn’t enough to save him should Marco decide it was time for him to go.
“Stand down, big guy,” I said, deciding Preston was a jerk, but he wasn’t a jerk who deserved the wrath of a protective Marco. It did my heart good, though, to know I was someone Marco deemed worthy of his protection, and not just when he was carrying me out of a burning building. “He’s not a danger to anyone. He couldn’t possibly hurt me any more than he did when he dumped me years ago.”
Preston snorted. “When you cheated on me, you mean.”
Oh, so this is what it meant to see red, I thought as anger overtook me. I bit back a growl and snapped, “When you believed a liar over me.”
“That liar is my best friend.”
“I know. Too bad you don’t even comprehend the truth in what you just said.” 
He rolled those beautiful whiskey-colored eyes, stepped closer to the kitchen island, and tapped his finger on a sheet of paper there. “I’m not here to rehash history or hear any new spins on old lies, and I’m not here for any of your drama. I’m here for your talent. Word is you’ve had a rough year and you need money to get back on your feet. I just want to win, so what do you say we get over the past, act like grownups, bake some cupcakes and win this thing?”
Curiosity outweighing my bitterness, and the sting of embarrassment brought on by Preston Carlisle having knowledge of my utter failure, I stepped deeper into the kitchen and looked at the paper. It was an announcement about a contest called Batter Royale. A cupcake competition, something we’d done together back when we’d dated, and shared an apartment and what I’d thought had been true love. I raised my gaze to glare at him. “Why would I ever enter a competition with you?”
“Because we’re unbeatable together,” he said, and tapped the paper again, drawing my eye to the prize. “And like I said, you need the money.”
Ten thousand dollars. I looked over at Belinda and Marco, both of them watching me curiously. They were so nice, too nice to tell me I’d overstayed my welcome, but I felt I had even if they didn’t, and accepting Belinda’s generosity while drowning in the misery of envying everyone around me’s happiness was killing me. I did need the money. I slid my gaze over to Preston to see him watching me with a smug grin in all his beautiful dark blond glory.
Time had been good to him. He’d be thirty pretty soon, and he was showing the first hints of laugh lines around his eyes. As usual, those lines women tried so hard to avoid made men look even better. Preston was no exception to that rule. The boyish softness of his college years had left his face, and now a man with a strong, chiseled jaw and enviable cheekbones stared back at me from eyes that seemed to bore right into my soul to pilfer all my secrets. 
He knew I’d failed. He’d left me without a backward glance, yet had known the moment everything I’d worked for had blown up in my face. And here he was, with an arrogant smirk on his beautiful face, thinking he had me. I was so pathetic, still that poor diner girl who would serve him and his college buddies and be so grateful for the generous tip. That stupid girl who’d fallen so hard for him, believing behind all that money and higher education was a really good guy who actually cared about me. Who believed in me. A man who thought I was worth something…but ultimately I hadn’t been. Not to him. One false accusation and we were over. He hadn’t fought for me. He hadn’t even tried.
I picked up the paper. And I tore it right down the middle before tossing the pieces aside, thoroughly enjoying the subtle widening of Preston’s eyes before they narrowed in anger. He hadn’t expected that. Of course he hadn’t. People born into money could never grasp the idea of anyone caring about anything more than lining their pockets. 
“I see you’re still as stubborn as ever.”
“And I see you still think money is all anyone could possibly care about,” I replied. “Tell me, why aren’t you out chasing ambulances?” 
“That’s not what I do,” he growled. 
“Oh, right. Ambulance chasers are scummy lawyers who actually have to work to get where they are. Nepobabies just do whatever scummy things their daddy tells them to do because they’ve always had everything handed to them. Go to hell, Preston. I don’t know what your little early midlife crisis is about, but I have no interest in baking cupcakes with you. Tell Daddy Dearest to buy you a partner just like he’s bought you everything else.” I saw the flush of pink crawl up Preston’s neck and huffed out a laugh. “Oh. Of course. He would never support your doing this. That was the whole reason we ever had a thing to begin with. I guess you couldn’t find some poor girl from the sticks to slum it with to tick him off, so you’re baking cupcakes in a televised contest. Good luck with that, but I won’t help you get back at your daddy over whatever spat you’re in now.”
“You know damn well I wasn’t with you as some kind of game, Whitley. You were the one who cheated on—” He swallowed hard, staring down at the tip of the knife I’d grabbed out of the block on the island.
“Um, I’ve lost track of which one I’m supposed to be protecting,” Marco said softly. 
“Whitley,” Belinda advised.
“Whitley is pointing a knife at his throat.”
“And I’m sure he deserves it, but if she planned on hurting him, she’d point it at his crotch.”
“I don’t even want to know why you sound so sure of that, or so nonchalant for that matter, but I’m going to assume it has to do with entirely too much time spent with Ally Baker.”
“You’re not going to stab me, Whitley.” The calm, assured way Preston made the statement made my blood boil.
“Oh? If you’re so sure of that, why did you shut up?” 
The corner of Preston’s mouth lifted, so slightly I would have missed it entirely had I blinked, before his lips thinned out and he leaned closer, placing his throat against the tip of the blade. “Let me rephrase. You’re not going to fatally stab me. Your friend is right. You’d go for my balls. If you wanted to wound me above the neck, you’d throw a plate at me from across the room. I know you.”
“You don’t know crap about me, Preston. You never did, or you wouldn’t have believed the garbage your fake friend told you.”
Annoyance sparked in his eyes before he sighed in boredom and straightened. He grabbed my wrist with one hand and used the other to remove the knife before returning it to the knife block. “So much for no drama or new spins on old lies. Just say yes, Whitley. You need the money.”
Yes, I did, but I wouldn’t work with the devil to get it. 
“Thanks for dropping by, Preston. Let’s never do this again.” I tore my wrist out of his grip and turned to leave the kitchen, determined to lock myself in the guest room and not come out until he’d been escorted off the premises. 
“I know you, Whitley. You’re thinking you can just enter the contest on your own and win, but you can’t.” 
I swung back around to glare at him. “Excuse you? Are you insinuating I could only win a cupcake contest with you? Are you actually delusional enough to think you’re the more talented of the two of us?”
“No. I acknowledge you are much more talented than I am, hence why I’m willing to put our past aside to do this with you. Hence why I came here to ask you nicely to—”
I barked out a laugh before making a show of looking around the kitchen. “Is the nice part in the room with us?”
Preston rolled his eyes and folded his arms over his chest. He wore a white Polo shirt that set off his tan and drew attention to his forearms. Rather nice forearms. Instantly annoyed with myself for noticing, I forced my gaze up to his eyes. 
“Yes, it is. You’re just too busy being butthurt and overdramatic. You can’t sign up for the competition by yourself because you can’t just go to some website and sign up. It’s a new show, and the contestants are by invitation only for the first season. Small business owners, fair winners, virtual unknowns. I only got us on because I have a connection.”
“You’re a lawyer,” I reminded him. “Why would anyone choose you to be on a cupcake competition show?”
“They wouldn’t if not for my connection, and a qualifying partner. That’s why I’m here asking you to do this. I need you, Whitley. I can admit that. I need your talent and expertise to win this competition and prove that this is something I can do. And if you’d stop being stubborn for five minutes, maybe you could find it in you to admit that you need my connection to get into this competition and win that ten thousand dollars to get back on your feet. Think about it.” 
Preston withdrew his wallet from his back pocket, extracted a business card, and set it on the kitchen island. “You were always smart. Put your pride, stubbornness, and whatever feelings are getting in the way of you thinking rationally aside, and when you realize this is the fastest, easiest way you’re going to get this kind of money, give me a call. But don’t take too long because the window of this opportunity is closing soon. I’m staying in town tonight. The Dew Drop Inn. If I don’t hear from you by tomorrow afternoon, good luck. I really am sorry to hear about your cupcakery burning down. I know how badly you dreamed of having it.”
With that final remark, Preston Carlisle nodded at my friends, backed up, and slipped out the back door to leave me one more time. 
“So…” Belinda said after the door closed behind him. “Sounds like there’s a really good story there.” 
“Yeah, there’s a story there,” I muttered, walking back to the kitchen island to grip the edge of the counter, suddenly reeling. “But it’s not a good one. It’s the version where Prince Charming stabs Cinderella in the back and lives happily ever after with the villains.”






  
  CHAPTER TWO 

Whitley


Itook a deep breath, smoothed my T-shirt, and tried not to dwell on how frumpy I’d looked during Preston’s visit, and made a shooing motion with my hands. “Enough about me. You two have plans. You both have the day off and things you want to do. I got the kid. Be gone with you.” 
“Whitley.”
“Seriously, Belinda, don’t worry about me,” I said and genuinely meant it, seeing the concern on her face. I already felt like such a heel for being so deep in her debt, and now I was ruining her sexy Saturday plans with my ghosts from the past. 
“Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money,” Marco said, ever the rescuer. “That would definitely help get you back on your feet, and you wouldn’t have to repay it like you would a loan from the bank. From the way that guy talked, I don’t think he was interested in the money part. It sounded like he was saying you would get the whole ten thousand.” 
“Ten thousand dollars is nothing to a Carlisle,” I said, not bothering to hide my disgust. “It’s not like he’s doing me any favors. He wants to go on a television show and win a competition for who knows why, and he thinks I’m desperate enough to help him despite the fact he’s the last man in this whole universe I should help, because that’s what people born into money think about everyone who grew up without it. That we must worship it like they do, that we’d do anything as long as the dollars were plentiful enough. To hell with him and his—” I stopped talking, realizing my voice had elevated, my heart was racing, and I’d kind of gone off on a pretty enthusiastic rant, and my friends were transfixed. 
“Oh, this is definitely a story I need to hear,” Belinda said. 
“Yeah, you handle that while I look up the competition and see what I can find out about it,” Marco said, prodding Belinda toward me. 
“No, you two have plans. I don’t want to ruin them.” 
Belinda waved her hand dismissively. “We have the rest of the day and tonight, and you need a friend to talk to now.”
“Yes, and if you think I can fulfill my plans with Belinda while her mind is on you and the very intriguing promise of gossip you just waved in front of her face, you don’t know her very well,” Marco added with a chuckle as he winked at Belinda and slipped out of the kitchen, off to find a quiet place to research the competition.
“There’s still fresh coffee,” Belinda said, grabbing a cup out of the cabinet above the coffeemaker. “Let’s take our coffee and donuts out on the porch. Maddie made bourbon ball and pineapple upside-down donuts this morning.”
I controlled my expression at the mention of Maddie Baker’s famous comfort donuts, not wanting to grimace in the face of Belinda’s kindness. Of course Marco would have grabbed a box of the donuts before heading over. Always considerate, he’d want to make sure Belinda had breakfast without having to prepare it for herself or Tommy, and he knew she loved Maddie’s specialty donuts. Everyone loved Maddie’s specialty donuts. I tried not to be bitter about that, even though it was Maddie’s return and the introduction of her donuts that started the sinking of my business. Maddie’s donuts and Ally’s penises. As far as I was concerned, the Baker sisters were the Doom sisters. 
“I finished my cereal. Can I have a donut now?” Tommy all but shouted, rushing into the kitchen to prove my point about the popularity of the donuts.
“Clean out your bowl first,” Belinda said, handing me a mug of coffee before she placed two of each donut on a plate and gestured with her head for me to get the back door.
“I think it’s better we eat out here on the back porch instead of the front porch, where Bitsy Morgan has a clear view of us. I swear that woman can read lips, and she must use binoculars or something because she seems to always know my business even when she never leaves her house. I’m about one shred of gossip away from spray-painting those big bay windows of hers solid black.”
I grinned at Belinda’s declaration and settled next to her on the rattan patio sofa wedged into the corner of the back porch. “Well, in Bitsy Morgan’s defense, you do a lot of making out with a certain hot firefighter out there on that swing set.”
“Well, she doesn’t have to tell the entire town every time we do,” Belinda said, hiding her blush behind her coffee mug as she sipped from it, then set it on the small table in front of us. “Now, spill. Who is Preston Carlisle and what happened between the two of you to produce that much tension? He said he was an old friend when he asked about you at Baker’s Dozen, but clearly he left out a lot of details about your relationship and history.” 
“He asked about me at Baker’s Dozen? They sent him here?!” My voice elevated enough I was sure Bitsy Morgan had just acquired a new bit of gossip to spread, regardless of us being out of view at the back of the house. “Man, they will never stop loathing me for what happened.”
“Now, now, you know Maddie has forgiven you. She invited you to her wedding.”
“Ally would shoot me on Main Street and display my dead body from a street post if she knew she wouldn’t serve prison time for it.” 
“Yes, but to be fair, Ally would probably do the same thing to anyone who cut her off in traffic or grabbed the last box of her favorite hair dye. And they didn’t send him here. Not really. Marco was at the bakery picking up donuts when he entered and asked if anyone knew where to find you. After sussing him out, Marco thought he was a friend you knew from culinary school and knowing it would be just a matter of time before someone else told him where to find you, he figured he’d do it while he knew he’d be around in case he’d misjudged the guy’s character. Did he misjudge Preston’s character? Those were some pretty venomous words you slung at him in there. And one heck of an accusation he made against you.”
“I never cheated on him,” I stated firmly, tasting the bitterness in my mouth as old hurt reignited at the reminder of how easily he’d believed his friend’s lies. “And we were more than friends. We dated. Actually, we lived together.”
“Oh wow. That serious?”
I shrugged. “We weren’t in culinary school together. I was taking culinary classes at the community college while saving up to go full time and working at a diner at night. He came in one night with his friends, a pretty rowdy group of spoiled, preppy, rich guys. They were all loud jerks, except for him. He settled them down when they started getting out of control, and apologized to me, claiming they’d had too much to drink at a party he’d been the designated driver for. His friend Braden was the worst. A real creep, but Preston would kick him hard under the table when he’d start to get crass and threaten to make him walk home, then apologize to me, claiming it was the alcohol that made his friend such an idiot. He left a huge tip before dragging them out, but the next night he came back alone. And the night after that, and the night after that.” 
“He liked you.” 
I nodded. “He said he couldn’t get enough of the pie and coffee, which was an obvious excuse because it was basic diner fare, nothing fancy, and he was clearly not from the neighborhood. I knew someone who dressed like him wouldn’t be impressed by what the diner served. He’d take his time with the pie and coffee, talking to me every free moment I had, which was a lot because he’d come in during what was usually the slowest part of the night shift, and only on my nights. He was in the process of getting his bachelor’s degree so he could go to law school, but he said it wasn’t what he really wanted. It was what was expected of him, though, by his family. He liked listening to me talk about my culinary classes and about baking. He said he loved watching baking competitions and playing around in the kitchen when he could. He was nice. I thought he liked me, but he never asked me out, and I didn’t ask him because even as nice as he was, I could tell he had money. Like, a lot of money. I didn’t, and I felt insecure about that.”
“Clearly something changed,” Belinda said, her eyes lit with intrigue. 
I fought a smile, remembering the night everything changed. “One night while he was there, a rowdy group of bikers came through. They were loud, crass, and obnoxious. And one of them was hitting on me pretty hard, and not in a nice way. After a rather crude comment about my body, Preston stood from his seat and demanded the man apologize and leave.”
“Oh.” Belinda’s hand went to her chest, and I saw the admiration in her eyes. “He defended your honor.” 
“Yes, he did,” I said, smiling at the memory, which still stoked a warm fire in my chest despite the bitter way things had ended. Some memories were just so sweet, nothing could turn them sour. “And when he woke up in the back of the ambulance and saw me there with him, he said, ‘Well, if I just got my ass kicked this bad and you’re not pointing and laughing, what are the odds you might pity me enough to let me buy you dinner somewhere nice?’”
Belinda gasped and covered her mouth with her hand, laughter brightening the blue of her eyes. “Noooo.”
“Yes.” I nodded, then shuddered. “Oh, it was horrible. He had a black eye, a concussion, and a cracked rib. He probably would have had more if the dishwasher hadn’t come out and popped off a few rounds to scare the thugs off. It wasn’t a great neighborhood,” I said, noting the shock on Belinda’s face. 
“As you could probably tell, Preston’s a fit guy. He goes to the gym, but he doesn’t overdo it, and well, he’s not much of a fighter. But that didn’t stop him that night, even though the jerk who beat him up was taller and had at least fifty pounds on him, all muscle. I’ve dated guys who like to throw their weight around, loudmouthed tough guys. Well, you know about my most recent ex, Willie, and what that “tough guy” idiot did. Preston wasn’t like that. He was a genuinely nice guy, not someone who spent a lot of time in rough areas or places one might get into that sort of trouble, but when he witnessed that creep messing with me, he didn’t hesitate to stand up to defend me. After that, I didn’t care that he had money. I thought anyone who would do that for me had to be a really nice guy.”
“I would think so too. So what happened?”
I sighed, considering how much to tell. Belinda was so nice, and I didn’t think she’d judge me, but the town was a hotbed of gossip, and there were several people in it who would judge me. As if reading my mind, she placed her hand over my wrist and nodded encouragingly.
“We started dating. It was great. He was so sweet and kind, and genuinely interested in me and the things I liked. He didn’t live in a dorm. He had his own apartment with a small but efficient kitchen. We started spending nights in, baking. Cupcakes more than anything. They were my specialty, and his favorite dessert. He started calling me his little cupcake, then just Cupcake. He made me feel special. Protected. Loved. When he voiced his concerns about the studio apartment I rented out of an absolute slum of an apartment building and suggested I just move in with him, I did. I never asked him for anything,” I stated firmly, wanting to make sure I made that clear to Belinda. 
“I knew he had money, but I didn’t ask about it. I knew his family was rich and pretty high profile, especially after he explained that they owned a chain of hotels among other business holdings and wanted him to go to law school to work directly as their legal counsel, keeping it all in the family.”
“Wait. Carlisle. Like Carlisle Hotel and Casinos? He’s one of those Carlisles?”
“Unfortunately, yes.”
Belinda frowned. “Why unfortunately?”
“Because people like the Carlisles don’t associate with people like me. They didn’t want their precious son soiling himself with the likes of me either.” I swallowed down the sour taste that always flooded my mouth when I thought of that awful family. “Preston has an older brother, the one groomed to take over as CEO when their father and grandfather pass. Maybe his grandfather has already passed. I tend to avoid news about that stuck-up family. And he has a sister, your basic snooty socialite, who handles media relations or something like that. She’s married to a hedge fund manager. His brother is married to the daughter of some tycoon or something.” I frowned, realizing I had no idea of Preston’s status. So much time had passed since I’d last seen him and I avoided any mention of the Carlisles like the plague. “Did you notice if he was wearing a ring?”
“I didn’t,” Belinda said softly. “And I don’t really follow celebrity gossip enough to know much about the family, although I’ve seen his sister on a few things, mostly the cover of tabloids. I think her wedding was a huge deal.”
I rolled my eyes and nodded. “Yes, I’m sure the whole production cost millions. I suppose if Preston were married, I would have heard about it no matter how good I’ve gotten at avoiding mention of him.”
“He must have really hurt you. I’m guessing his family threatened to cut him off if he didn’t break up with you and find someone rich or famous?”
“That’s what hurts the most,” I said, struggling to speak past the threat of tears clogging my throat. “They disapproved of me the moment they learned about me. I was just some poor diner girl taking culinary classes. They thought being a baker was a lowly job, no better than being one of their cooks, and the fact I worked in a diner? That really killed them. They thought I was beneath them and didn’t hesitate to tell Preston. They threatened to cut him off, but he told them that was fine, but if they did, he wasn’t going to law school and working for them. If he had to pay for his own schooling, he would go for something he wanted to do. He would go to culinary school. They had absolute fits. Terrified that he would do something they considered so disappointing, they agreed to pay for his school and stopped trying to talk him out of seeing me. Or so I thought. It turned out they were biding time while they dug up dirt to use against me, employing help from someone he trusted.” 
“The friend you mentioned earlier, when he said you cheated on him?”
I nodded and set my coffee mug on the small table in front of us, my hands shaking with anger at the underhandedness of Braden and the Carlisles. “I never fully trusted Braden. There was something about him that always made me feel uncomfortable. It was like he watched me too much, saw too deeply inside me. Belinda, what I’m about to tell you can’t be common knowledge in this town. I’ve worked really hard to get away from some parts of my life, and I came here to Cupid’s Bottom for a fresh start, a new life where no one knows who I was in California. It’s bad enough I let Willie follow me from my time spent in New York. People already think poorly of me because of what he did to Baker’s Dozen. If they knew about my past…”
Belinda nodded and shifted so she was focused more intently on me. “You can trust me.”
I took a deep breath and let the words spill out. “Like I said, I never asked Preston for anything. I didn’t want to be seen as some gold digger because I wasn’t. I loved him. I would never use him. If I needed anything, I got it on my own. Moving in with him was more about being with him than any sense of getting something from him. He invited me to live with him. I didn’t connive my way into his home. I offered to help pay for groceries and utilities. He refused and told me to put my money toward culinary school so I could go full time and quit working at the diner. That was all his idea.”
“So the family thought you were sponging off him, using him for his money to get what you needed.”
I nodded. “I didn’t ask for a dime of his money. I’d been working since I was fourteen years old, sweeping hair off the salon floor to start and bagging groceries at the corner mart. I had to work. My mother was an addict who often forgot where she lived, let alone that she had a kid. I was in and out of foster care. I learned very early on how to be independent and take care of myself. The neighborhood I lived in when Preston and I met was bad, but I knew how to protect myself. And I wasn’t too good to work. I did what I had to do to get by. The diner was my main job, but when I needed extra money for emergencies or for tuition… I danced.”
Belinda’s brow creased as she frowned, then her eyes widened as realization set in. “Oh. You mean you danced. Like…naked.”
“Topless, yes.” I looked away. “I just danced, though, and only when I really needed the money. It was good money. Of course, there were girls who did things on the side. Illegal things. I never did any of that. I never did drugs. I barely drank. I never dated the guys who came into the club, or did anything else with them, no matter how much money they offered.” 
“Whitley.” Belinda covered my hand and squeezed. “There are countries where people sunbathe nude on beaches and no one bats an eye. So what if you danced topless. I’m pretty sure women are showing more than that on music award shows now. You don’t have to defend yourself. It’s not like you robbed a bank or shot anyone. You danced with your clothes off. Big whoop.”
I sat in stunned silence for a moment. Cupid’s Bottom was such a typical small town, full of judging gossips, so I’d expected at least a little criticism.
“Don’t look so surprised. Being a former Miss Connecticut who packed on a lot of weight, I know how catty women can be. Being on the receiving end of that far too many times has made me determined not to be so quick to judge any woman for what she does with her body. And just like it’s always the women who get crapped on for letting themselves go or gaining weight, it’s always the female dancers who get crapped on while how many of the same women who ridicule them watch Magic Mike? I am so over the double standards. I imagine the Carlisle family, however, judged the hell out of you. How did they find out?”
“Braden,” I said. My fist curled reflexively at the uttering of his name. “I always felt something off about him, that he could see all that I was hiding. It’s because he did. The jerk had been to the club and recognized me. He never said a word to Preston about it, though, but when things started getting rough between Preston and his family, he thought he could blackmail me.”
“No.”
I nodded solemnly. “You weren’t allowed to take videos or pictures inside the club, but he had. That’s how he was so sure it was me he remembered seeing there. He had pictures of me topless, and he threatened to show them to Preston if I wouldn’t sleep with him.”
“Oh, Whitley. You—”
“No. I didn’t do it. He grabbed at me, and I hit him with a cupcake pan, then grabbed a knife. He left, telling me I’d regret turning him down. I thought he was going to tell Preston. I wanted to tell him before Braden could, but every time I tried to, I choked. I just couldn’t do it. Preston wasn’t his family, but he’d been raised by them. I feared his disapproval. His shame of me would hurt worse than anything. Things were really tense between us because I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, but Braden didn’t tell him about the dancing. He did something even worse. He went back to the club and started digging from there. He found out about my mother, even my father, who was a drug dealer—something I hadn’t even known myself—and he shared all he’d learned with Preston’s parents. They worked together, and during a family dinner I was actually invited to, they told Preston about my parents, claiming my family history would ruin them. Preston was taken aback, but he shook his head and stood firm, telling them my parents weren’t me and I shouldn’t be judged by what they’d done. So then Braden just blurts out that I was a tramp, using him for security while sleeping with other men. He told him he’d caught me in the act with some random guy while Preston had been on a trip with his dad the month earlier. When Preston told him he had to be mistaken, he really dropped the bomb, claiming I’d offered myself to him in exchange for his silence, and asked how else would he know about my birthmark he described perfectly, a birthmark only anyone who’d seen me topless would know about.”
“And Preston believed him.”
“And Preston believed him.” I wiped away the tears running down my cheeks. “I panicked and confessed to dancing, but Braden laughed and said I was lying about him blackmailing me. He said he knew about my birthmark because he’d caught me with another guy in our apartment, and after he’d refused me, I’d claimed Preston would never take his word over mine because I had him so fooled. He even suggested Preston go to the club I claimed I’d worked at and ask anyone there if they’d ever heard of me. I knew then by the evil gleam in his eyes, Braden or the Carlisles had paid off everyone there who knew me to deny my ever dancing there. If Preston ever did go, which I doubted. He believed Braden, who, of course, put on this big show of feeling awful about revealing the truth of what a manipulator I was. And Preston fell for it. I thought him finding out I’d been a dancer would be the worst thing in the world. I was so wrong. Him believing I’d cheat on him, that I’d use him, that everything we had together was a lie…that was the worst thing I’ve ever had happen.”
Belinda moved closer to me and wrapped her arm around my shoulders, pulling me into her side for a hug. “Please tell me he didn’t kick you out on the street.”
“I didn’t give him a chance to. It was clear who he believed, and that was all I needed to know. I fled the dinner party, packed the things I’d brought with me when I moved into the apartment with him—only the things I’d brought with me—and using my own money, not a penny of his, I took a bus to New York. The time and money I’d spent on that semester’s classes were a wash, but I worked hard, saved up while working in a restaurant, and eventually I finished culinary school while getting my business degree online. I put everything into opening Whitley’s Cupcakery, moving here to do it so it could be a truly new beginning after so many disappointments.”
“And Whitley’s Cupcakery burned down.”
“And Whitley’s Cupcakery burned down. And in walked the devil right after to make a deal.”
“So… what are you going to do?”






  
  CHAPTER THREE

Preston


“Any more coffee, honey, or have your teeth started vibrating yet?” 
I looked up from my cell phone screen to see the older woman standing by my booth with a fresh pot in hand. “Thank you, Mabel. I think one more cup will do me.”
“Any more than one more cup might just do you in,” she murmured as she refilled my mug. “You know, I saw you come over here from across the street. They serve complimentary coffee at the bed-and-breakfast you’re staying at. And a decent breakfast and lunch, although I understand ours is better.” She winked at me. “Of course, with a fancy car like yours, I reckon you’re not hurting for money to eat.”
“No, ma’am,” I said, wondering briefly if she recognized me. From what I’d read up on of the small town, it didn’t seem like the type of place that cared so much about the day-to-day goings-on of the Carlisle family, and I certainly didn’t plaster my face and name all over the place like the rest of my family. Nor did I like to throw my name around like it were some magic key that gained instant access to the front of the line of virtually everything. I only used my name if completely necessary, and with all I’d learned recently, the idea of using my name at all didn’t hold much appeal. Maybe she was expecting a rush soon and wanted me out so she could seat someone else. “If you want me to leave so you can use the table for someone else—”
“Nonsense. As you can see, we haven’t even gotten our midday rush yet. I just don’t want you drinking so much coffee your heart explodes in my booth. It’d be a heck of a mess to clean up, and you’re too handsome to go exploding.” She winked again as I laughed. “Take as long as you want, sugar, but if you down this cup and want more, you’re getting water.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
As she stepped away, I returned my attention to the cell phone long enough to thumb away the text that had popped up on the screen. I should just block them all, save myself some peace of mind, but I knew better than to stay entirely out of the loop with my family. 
Bro? What’s going on? Talk to me. Your parents are flipping out.
“Let them flip themselves stupid,” I muttered, thumbing away Braden’s text as well. I couldn’t talk to any of them now, nor did I care about what they had to say. Not my parents, not my sister, definitely not my brother. And not even Braden. He was my oldest friend, closer to a brother than my own flesh-and-blood brother, but I wasn’t blind to the fact that anytime I showed some independence from my family, there he was reeling me back into their net, reminding me that yes, I’d been groomed for a job I never wanted and forced to live the life expected of a Carlisle heir, but that life came with a hell of a lot of privilege.
That was the difference between me and Braden. He cared more about status than I did. Always had. I didn’t judge him for it. Born into a certain lifestyle, constantly reminded of the sacrifices made to achieve that privilege, of the duty owed in exchange…it had a way of shaping a person. I’d often fought against that mold, suffocating under the restriction of it, but Braden had always been there to steer me back when I went too far, before I blew everything up.
I couldn’t take the chance of him steering me back now, not after the things I’d learned. I had to break free of my family if there was any chance of my being able to live with myself. Braden wouldn’t understand, especially if he knew where I was or who I was going to for help. I could hear his voice in my head, clear as a bell. “She used you, bro. She played that innocent ‘I’d love you even if we didn’t have two pennies to rub together’ act up, all the while using you for a cushy place to stay while she got through school, banging who knows how many guys behind your back while you were at class or in meetings with your family. Forget her. She was never marriage material anyway. She would have sold your whole family out to the tabloids.” 
She never had, though. I’d expected it for a while, especially after I’d returned to the apartment to find all of her things gone. Well, not all of her things. I’d bought her things. She’d never asked for them, unlike any other girl I’d ever dated, which had made me want to treat her even more. Clothes, jewelry, flowers. And because she’d loved baking so much and we’d had so much fun doing it together, I’d bought top-of-the-line baking equipment. 
She’d left it all behind. From what I could tell, she’d left with only what she’d arrived with. Braden had laughed when I’d told him, pointing out how she wouldn’t need anything I’d given her once she started cashing checks from reporters she could sell stories to. I’d only come across one story in the years since we’d split, though. In the overall scheme of things, it wasn’t too bad. She’d contacted a reporter with a picture of us, one that looked to have been taken by one of our friends while hanging out in the apartment, and claimed I’d broken her heart after she discovered I’d only been slumming with her, sowing my wild oats with the poor diner girl until I’d grown bored with her. It was a lie, of course, and not flattering, but considering the things she’d overheard my parents say while we’d been together, the things I’d told her about my siblings…hell, just the way my family had treated her…Whitley could have severely damaged all of their reputations, but she never had. One not-so-bad story, a typical rant from a bitter ex. That was all I’d seen or heard from her since I’d come home to find the apartment abandoned.
Until I caught a story about Madison Baker, former star of Let’s Dish with Madison Baker, a popular show on The Delicious Channel. I’d grown to love baking while with Whitley, so much I kept it up after our split, whenever time allowed, although I’d never be as good as Whitley. Or better yet, I’d never be as good as I was with Whitley. We’d really worked well together. But I still baked, and I still watched The Delicious Channel’s top shows.
The story about Madison Baker had mentioned her returning home to her hometown of Cupid’s Bottom, and briefly mentioned the other businesses in the town, including Whitley’s Cupcakery. A simple Google search confirmed what I’d thought when I’d heard the name. Whitley had done it. She’d opened her cupcakery. What had led her to Cupid’s Bottom was a mystery to me because there wasn’t a lot about her out there on the internet. Nothing but the website and social media profiles for her cupcakery, which had burned down not too long after she’d fallen back on my radar. I’d learned of the fire pretty soon after it had occurred thanks to my embarrassingly frequent perusal of the business page for it on Facebook.
It was almost as if fate had played a hand in it. What were the odds Whitley Barrow’s business would go up in a blaze of fire right when I’d finally decided I’d had enough of the Carlisle lie? I was going to do what I wanted to do, be who I wanted to be, and there was no better partner for me in that than Whitley. And she’d just lost everything, so even if she was bitter about our breakup, she needed me. 
Unfortunately, it was starting to sink in that maybe she really was stubborn enough to not see that…or to see it and just not give a damn, because she hadn’t called or come by the Dew Drop Inn. I’d barely slept a wink, and once the checkout time had rolled around, I’d driven across the street to Mable’s Table, where I’d downed a BLT and multiple cups of coffee, waiting…hoping… I should have been long gone with the others who’d come and gone while I’d taken up the booth at the diner, watching the bed-and-breakfast in case Whitley appeared. I’d told her I needed an answer by now, and it looked like silence was her answer.
Fate hadn’t stepped in to help me at all. Instead, it had teased me with hope before flipping me off. I reached for my wallet to pay the bill that had been resting on the edge of my table for over thirty minutes, when the bell over the door rang and two short, older ladies stepped inside wearing matching fuchsia tracksuits. Both had short hair—one fiery red, the other natural silvery gray—and faces full of makeup that looked garish against their pale white complexions.
“Well, helloooooo, hot stuff,” the redhead said, zeroing in on me. She elbowed her mate in the rib. “Check out the goods, Elizabeth.”
“I am, Edie. He reminds me of Paul Newman. I had him, you know.”
“I know you’re a liar. You’ve never met Paul Newman.”
“Leave my customers alone, ladies,” Mabel said from behind the counter where she refilled a napkin dispenser. “Young men come here to eat, not to be pinched and poked.”
“Well, if he doesn’t want to be pinched and poked, he shouldn’t go around looking so handsome,” the redheaded Edie replied, walking toward my booth. “What’s your story, handsome?”
I grinned at the ladies’ antics, used to unwanted advances by socialites. Being hit on by the elderly ladies solely based on looks was a lot more endearing than being hit on by young women seeking rich husbands to fund their lavish lifestyles. 
“Nothing all that interesting, ladies. I was just hoping to see an old friend before heading out.”
“Congratulations!” the silver-haired one said. “She’s old, and I’m your friend. Let’s head out.”
“You’re older than me,” the redhead said before smacking the slightly taller, silver-haired woman with her handbag.
“Leave him alone, you old carnivores,” Mabel said. “Don’t you get enough entertainment harassing poor James over at the bakery, or the firemen? He’s not waiting to see either of you.”
“Well, that’s disappointing,” Elizabeth said, swatting Edie back in retaliation for the handbag she’s taken to the gut. “Who are you waiting for, handsome? We know everyone.”
“I bet you do,” I said through laughter I couldn’t suppress. The ladies were a hoot, nothing like either of my stuffy grandmothers had been. “I, uh, came to town hoping to reconnect with my old friend, Whitley Barrow. Sadly, I don’t think I’ll be seeing her today.”
“Whitley Barrow,” all three women said at the same time. Even the couple who’d been pretty quiet at the booth toward the other end of the diner looked over at me in surprise.
“How do you know Whitley?” Edie asked before not lowering her voice to a terrible stage whisper. “Are you another of her jailbird exes? Come to sabotage the bakery?”
“The who…what?” I asked, stuttering over the questions.
Elizabeth tsked her. “There you go spreading that girl’s business. Her home and cupcakery burned down. Whatever she’s done, I think she’s paid her karma.”
“She burned that building down herself.”
“There has been no proof of that, and if she had, where’s the insurance money? She’s living in Belinda Johnson’s guest room.”
“You know how slow insurance is. She tried to take out her competition, and when that failed, she burned her own place down for the money.”
“She said she didn’t know about her ex’s plans, and you know darn well men do stupid things without any encouragement. Sheriff Hays cleared her, and for Pete’s sake, Edie, if she’d really tried to sabotage Baker’s Dozen, do you think one of the employees would invite her to live in her home?”
“It’s better to have your enemies where you can see them,” Edie replied, “and just ask Ally Baker if Whitley Barrow can be trusted.”
“Ally Baker wouldn’t trust her own mother.”
“Of course she wouldn’t. Those girls’ mother left them with their grandmother and ran away.” Both women seemed to realize what Edie had just said and looked stricken. 
“Uh, ladies…do people here really think Whitley set fire to her own business?”
More people entered the diner as the words left my mouth, and they didn’t bother to hide their interest in the conversation as they found seats. 
“How exactly do you know Whitley?” Edie asked. “Are you in cahoots with her to destroy Baker’s Dozen, or are you up to some other scheme?”
I sat stupefied for a moment. I knew Whitley’s business had burned down, but I hadn’t heard anything about anyone suspecting her of setting the fire herself, nor had I heard of any attempted sabotage against her competitor. And I’d gone to that bakery to ask about her. A quick glance around the diner showed me the townspeople had, though. I felt a pang of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, thinking of Whitley living among people who would talk about her in such a way. The Whitley I knew… I nearly rolled my eyes. This would be the point when Braden would reel me back to reality, reminding me of how she’d cheated on me right under my nose. I still felt bad for her, knowing what her parents had been like, but…damn. 
“I knew her from a long time ago,” I said. “Apparently there’s a lot about her I was unaware of, though, and it doesn’t matter now because it seems like our paths have crossed all they were ever meant to—”
“Excuse me.” 
Elizabeth and Edie moved apart, and there she was. Whitley Barrow. Long, lean, classically beautiful, with an air about her that said no matter where she’d come from, she’d been meant for so much more. Her pale blonde
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