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        Whoever said that life is fair had clearly never lived it.
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      It wasn’t so bad. Surely, I could fix it. Surely. Food coloring wasn’t known for its easy removal from clothing though. Especially from white business shirts.

      I looked up at the man who stood a good foot taller than I. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and a dozen cherry red cupcakes now splattered on the front of his shirt. He didn’t look impressed.

      We were standing on the footpath outside the Westport Book Café, a store filled to the brim with pre-loved books where everyone was invited to buy, sell, or simply exchange their beloved reads. My best friend, Josie, was the owner, CEO, and general gofer. It had been her idea to start a coffee shop smack bang in the middle of the store, and for me to deliver my specialty cupcakes for her menu. I’d been operating my bakery, All Things Nice, for a few months now, and so far, she was my biggest customer.

      Except for today. I think the patrons of the bookshop were going to be cupcake-free today. Bugger.

      “I’m so sorry!” I spluttered to the man wearing the cupcakes. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      He scowled as his face went a similar shade of red to the butter frosting I was attempting to scrape from his shirt with my bare hands.

      “Leave it!” he snapped, glaring at me. I immediately removed my hands from his toned chest.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated, standing straight. Looking down at the remaining red velvet cupcakes smashed on the footpath, sadness filled my heart. Today was Valentine’s Day, and I’d lovingly made those cakes to celebrate the occasion. Good job Cupid didn’t solely rely on me to make the day a success.

      “Yeah, so you said.” The man let out a long heavy breath. “Geez, did you not look before you stepped into my path?”

      Apparently not. “Did I mention that I’m sorry?” I gave him an apologetic grin, fluttering my eyelashes until I felt dizzy. I fully believe in women’s rights, but when the occasion calls for it, I’m not afraid to use my femininity to help my cause.

      He sighed, shaking his head, seemingly unsure of what he should do next as Josie stepped out of her shop, her mocha-colored eyes wide with horror.

      “Mr. Barnes, so nice to see you today,” she said. Josie’s usually untamed honey-colored curls were tied in an elegant bun, her full lips were painted with a creamy pink lip gloss, and her uniform of T-shirt and jeans had been swapped for a cotton button-up shirt, pencil skirt, and elegant red jacket. She projected the image of a successful businesswoman, and I barely recognized her—until her eyes flicked to me and basically said what the…

      Mr. Barnes’s jaw ground, his nose twitching as the smell of sugar filled the air. He shook his fingers to remove the frosting he’d been hit with.

      “You should just lick them,” I suggested. “That frosting is delicious.” I noted his long, manicured fingers and wondered if I should offer to lick them for him. Mr. Barnes looked to be in his mid-thirties. He was tall, dark, extremely handsome, and the kind of man I could happily share my morning coffee with.

      “I’m sugar-free,” he said. Okay, there went that fantasy.

      “Come in,” Josie said to him, her voice slightly shaky. “You can use our bathroom to clean up.”

      He sighed again, shook his head in my direction, and stepped into the store. I looked at Josie and did the palms up thing. “Do you want me to help?”

      “No thanks, Tilly. You’ve done enough.” Josie was normally upbeat. Though today, she seemed stressed. I knew she had a rent review this morning, and it was important that her landlord was happy, which is why I’d packed an extra-large cherry ripe cupcake for her to serve to him. Too bad it was now smashed into the concrete.

      “I didn’t mean to do it. I just turned around, and there he was…in my way.”

      “Why didn’t you have a lid on the container?” I heard the irritation in her tone. “That way he wouldn’t be wearing them at least.”

      “I don’t have a lid for it. I did, but I left it on top of the stove last night and melted it.” I’d been really upset about that, but that’s another story.

      “You didn’t have another one you could have used?”

      “No. Only that one. I can’t afford replacements since my profit and loss statement seems to be running in the red.” Mr. Barnes was standing next to one of the bookshelves, a couple of silver-haired females smiling appreciatively in his direction. “Who is he anyway?”

      “My landlord.”

      Bugger. “I’m sorry,” I said, quietly. And I was. I really hadn’t meant for this morning to be a disaster.

      Josie’s shoulders relaxed, and she gave me a small smile. “So you keep saying.”

      “Yeah, well…what else can I do?”

      I bent to retrieve the container, secretly mourning the demise of those cakes. I’d spent hours last night perfecting them. I’d wanted to make a special effort to show the residents of Westport just how great my baking was. I wasn’t good at much but making people happy through sugar was something I excelled in.

      Josie joined me on the footpath as she looked over her shoulder into the shop. It was a slow start to the day, but at least she had a couple of customers, even if one of them did bring her own cup of coffee.

      “Quiet day for a Saturday?” I inquired.

      Westport wasn’t a huge town, but it had everything we needed. One large shopping plaza, one hospital, and one cemetery. Thankfully, the shops that lined the streets around the plaza were filled with quality wares, and most of the shop owners supported each other. To be this quiet was unusual, and I guessed everyone was enjoying the morning with their loved ones. Well, that and the scorching temperatures were keeping them inside.

      “The day started so-so. It doesn’t help that one of my customers wanted back the books she’d already sold me.”

      “Seller’s remorse?”

      “Something like that.”

      I glanced over my shoulder as a petite, middle-aged woman scurried closer.

      “Good morning, Josie,” she sang. “I had second thoughts about that book you recommended,” Her eyes downturned surveying the mess I’d created, and her smile faltered.

      “Of course,” Josie commented, sidestepping to allow her entry to the store. “It’s still on the counter, but if you’d like to look around, I’ll only be a minute, and I can ring it up for you. Tread carefully, please. I don’t want you to slip.”

      The woman gave me a pitiable look and took a wide berth of the mess I’d created.

      “I’ll let you go,” I suggested, once she was safely inside. “Do you want me to clean this up first?”

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll hose it off.”

      “Thanks. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

      “Oh, before you go, did you have time to read any of those books I gave you yesterday?”

      “No, but I did flick through them. The one with all the numbers is a bit weird. Kind of reminds me of something my accountant would read.”

      “What are you talking about? I gave you a bundle of romances. Thought it would encourage you to search for love.” Her grin was full of mischief.

      “Ha-ha. I don’t have time for love. I’m too busy running a business.”

      “Life isn’t all about numbers, Tilly.”

      “According to the author of this book, it is.”

      Josie shook her head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but bring it back, and I’ll take a look at it. Maybe it got muddled up and should be in the accounting section.”

      “Sure. I’ll bring it by after I close, assuming you don’t have a secret date.”

      “Now who’s the comedian?”

      “Okay, well, I’ll see you later. Do you want me to bring you some more cupcakes for the café today?” I looked down at my smashed baking, and a weight shifted in my stomach.

      “No, don’t worry about them. You won’t have time to get back here before you open.”

      Glancing at my watch, I realized she was right.

      “Good luck with your rent review,” I said, nodding toward Mr. Barnes who now looked painfully engaged in small talk with the kindly woman. “Maybe the smell of sugar will transfer into his bloodstream through osmosis, and it’ll put him in a good mood.” I was nothing if not optimistic.
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      I made a quick stop at the market before heading back to the store, but by the time I pointed my powder-blue Fiat 500 in the direction of home, my mood had once again started to lift. That could have partially been due to all the frosting I’d licked off my fingers. I loved sugar, in any of its forms. My mother always said it was lucky that I also loved to run; otherwise, I think I’d be the size of my shop.

      My name is Matilda Mary Lockhart, but my friends called me Tilly. I’m not overly tall, I have an okay figure, but I do admit to wearing a push-up bra to give me a cleavage. I have long dark-brown hair and blue eyes which I get from my dad, and I have a love affair with shoes. Other than that, the only thing that makes me different from any other girl is the number of jobs I’ve had in a few short years.

      I once read that the average person had twelve differing careers in their lifetime. Okay, the report stated they were spread across fifty-odd years of a working life and not all before said person turned twenty-seven, but I was always ahead of my peers. Unless I counted math. I was never ahead of my peers in that class.

      Blowing out a shaky breath, I smoothed a stray dark hair behind my ear as I made my way across town, wondering why I’d ever thought opening a business was a good idea. Balance sheets and profit and loss reports had never been what I had in mind when I’d dreamt of filling shelves with glorious baked creations.

      I signaled and turned into Price Lane, the morning sun glistening on the front window of my shop causing my grin to spread uncontrollably. Lightness filled my limbs, and my belly fluttered as the large, scrolled font on the shop front glass told the world All Things Nice was in business, and no matter how far I was behind on my bills I made the residents of Price Lane happy with my creations.

      Cupcakes were all I sold. But I sold a lot of them. However, it seemed that wasn’t enough income to repay the twenty thousand dollars I’d borrowed from my parents, nor the personal loan I had from the bank.

      Thinking of my bank balance and the stack of bills that needed to be paid pushed a weight down on my shoulders. I swallowed hard against the tightening sensation in my chest, pulled into the parking space behind my building, and looked up at the two stories of painted brick, a warm fuzzy feeling deep in my belly starting to push the darkness aside. I released a breath, allowing all negativity to dissipate, and I got out of the car with my head full of ways to market my wares. I couldn’t fail at yet another career, and determination to succeed filled me with a desire to surge forward.

      I spun the key in the lock and pushed my shoulder against the creaky timber door. The previous tenant had run a convenience store from the premises, and I’d heard his groans were almost as loud as the door’s. But then he’d been murdered, and his groaning stopped.

      The thought had freaked me out at first with worry his spirit would roam the building, cursing me to eternity for redeveloping and reinventing the interior. But once the fit-out of the shop was completed and the one-bedroom apartment above it had been painted and decorated by my mother, the scent of baking acted like a sage stick and eliminated all negative energies from the space. I knew Mr. Wilks was at peace and wouldn’t haunt me.

      Stepping into the kitchen, I closed the door behind me, flipped on the fluorescent lighting, kicked off my hot pink, stiletto-heeled Louboutin’s (knockoffs from my last Bali trip), and slid my feet into my sneakers. They looked nowhere near as good, nor did they make my legs look longer and my butt smaller, but at the end of the day, my feet weren’t killing me, so it was a tradeoff I was willing to make.

      I then set about my usual routine moving to unload the clean baking pans and utensils from the dishwasher, restacking them in their containers on the stainless-steel counter, and straightening the jars of sprinkles and bottles of food coloring. After dusting the bins filled with flour that sat alongside my industrial
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