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Chapter One
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A bead of sweat trickled from her hairline and very slowly began to inch its way down her nose until it reached the end and hesitated. Joey gritted her teeth determined not to wipe it away.

The problem with yoga was that no matter what happened, everything else was so slow that even something as tiny as a drop of sweat was enough to grab her attention and hold it. She tensed her muscles and held her pose and the drip finally, inevitably, fell to the ground and she felt like cheering for the little guy, but she kept her mouth shut.

She brought her hands up and shifted her balance, following the instructor exactly. The instructor that had such great pants. Yellow and blue and exactly the right cut and where on earth did she get them? There was that sporting goods store at the end of the block, maybe that...

Focus.

Breathe in, breathe out.

She picked her foot up, moving her balance yet again. The woman in front of her wobbled. She had nice hair, thick and bouncy, the color like that of old rust, deep and beautiful. Was the color natural? And what about the curl, surely that wasn't real, it must have taken hours with a curler if it wasn't, and who had that kind of time before a yoga class?

Focus.

Just for a couple more minutes. Hold it together.

Bending her body over she could feel the pull of a muscle. So she must be doing something right. To be perfectly honest, she'd doubted that yoga was particularly good exercise. Like, how could sitting with your legs crossed cancel out all those cake calories? Another bead of sweat ran from her hairline, diverting around her nose this time.

Yeah. Yoga wasn't quite as easy as she'd thought. Which was fine. At least she'd tried it, right? Which was the most important thing. Though the chances of her being on her death bed and being glad that she'd bothered to take a yoga class were slim. Still, you never knew. Better to cover all bases and have no regrets.

“And exhale.”

Joey stood up, her blonde hair flipping back into place as the instructor with the fabulous pants beamed at the room.

“Excellent, great class, guys, well done.” She spread her arms wide like she wanted to hug the whole room and Joey felt a minuscule beat of pride.

She'd done it. Survived the yoga class. Not that she was planning on coming back. This wasn't for her, she was pretty certain about that.

“Is it always like this?” she inquired of the woman next to her as they both bent to roll up their mats.

“Like what?” the woman asked.

“Um, so... slow?” Joey tried.

The woman grinned. “Yep. That's kind of the thing with yoga, mindfulness and all that.”

“Jeez.” Joey scratched her nose, remembering the feel of the drip of sweat running down it.

“You like things a little more high-octane then?” asked the woman as they stood in line to return their mats.

“Yes,” Joey said. Then: “No.” Then: “Maybe?”

The woman laughed and there was a slight gap between her front teeth that made her look more approachable even though Joey had imagined that she was a cold-hearted banker. Mostly because her hair was in a french twist.

“Well, maybe you should try something else then?” she suggested. “Like kite surfing, for example.”

“What's that?” Joey stacked her mat and followed the other woman toward the changing rooms.

“As far as I understand it, you strap yourself to a big old kite and then tie your feet to a surfboard and off you go, skimming the tops of the waves,” the woman said. “At least that's the idea. Or, you know, you could try heli-skiing.”

“Please tell me that doesn't involve strapping myself to a helicopter.”

The woman laughed. “No, it involves being dropped out of a helicopter onto virgin ski runs. It's pretty dangerous and totally expensive.”

Huh. She did like skiing. Heli-skiing. It might be something to look into. Something to try. And kite-surfing didn't sound that bad either.  Both of those could be something that she'd regret not trying. Both of them could be things that on her death bed she could honestly say she was glad she'd done. Or, you know, either one could put her on her death bed.

“Gotta run,” the woman said, cramming her sweatshirt into her bag. “I've got a meeting.”

“Oh, at the bank,” Joey said, completely forgetting that the woman hadn't told her she was a banker at all and it was all in her imagination.

The woman frowned. “No, uh, with a client. I'm an architect.”

“Oh,” was all Joey could say and the woman half-smiled at her and then scooted off.

Which was the problem with making up scenarios in her head. Sometimes she forgot that they just weren't real. Slowly, she pulled off her sweaty socks and slung them into her bag, sliding her bare feet into street sneakers. Time to head home for a shower.

She paused at the big noticeboard in the lobby, checking out the ads for new classes, looking for something else to try. Zumba she'd already done, yoga was checked off the list, spinning was so old school, hmmm, kick-boxing, that might be fun.

For a second she tried to imagine kick-boxing Ross in the face. Or one of his many, many girlfriends. She sighed. She just wasn't violent enough for that. Try as she might, her imagination drew the line right before her foot connected with anyone else and the imagined picture petered out.

Still though, kick-boxing could be cool.

She stopped at the front desk and signed up for a trial class before she left.

“Yoga not for you, huh?” grinned the regular guy behind the desk.

“Nope.” Then she got worried. “Is there like a limit to the number of trial classes I can take?”

He shrugged. “Not as far as I know. You're free to try things out until you find what's right for you. And you're all signed up, Mrs. McGinnis.”

“Ms.”

He blushed. “Ms. My apologies, ma'am.”

She left the building a lot less calm than she'd have thought, just having finished a yoga class and all. Ma'am? Really? She was thirty two. Surely she didn't deserve a ma'am yet?

She was debating whether or not 'ma'am' would warrant being kick-boxed in the face when her phone started vibrating in her bag. She hustled to get it out before the ringing stopped.

“Joe, is that you?”

“Who else would be answering my phone?”

“With the way you are these days, I have no idea.”

Joey rolled her eyes but said nothing. Kate was her best friend which gave her a certain lee-way to criticize. Besides, she sounded flustered and out of sorts.

“Listen, Joe, have you got a half hour or so? Like around now would be good.”

Joey looked down at her sweaty gym clothes. “Um, not really. I mean, I can be with you in an hour or so but I really gotta run home first and—”

“Please? It's important.”

“Then tell me over the phone,” Joey said, jogging across the street and raising a hand at the cab-driver that had let her cross.

“No, this is something really best done in person.”

“And it can't wait like, forty five minutes?” Enough time to shower but not wash her hair.

“I'll buy you cake.”

Cake. Okay, that sounded better. But still, she must stink. “Kate, I just need to grab a shower.”

“Come on, nobody cares. Anyway, won't the cake taste better with the sweat still sticking to your skin? Like a glorious reward?”

Joey laughed and Kate pressed her point.

“And how often do we get to goof off and eat cake in the middle of the day?”

“Never.”

“Exactly,” Kate said. “Carpe diem and all that.”

Joey rubbed a hand across her shiny forehead. Carpe diem. And it wasn't exactly like Ross was sitting at home waiting for her. There was nobody sitting at home waiting for her.

“It's important, isn't it?”

There was a crackling silence and then Kate said: “I wouldn't ask otherwise. I really need you, Joe. Please come.”

Kate rarely asked for anything. She was independent, strong-willed and more than capable of looking after herself. Joey, on the other hand, had collapsed like a stringless puppet the moment that Ross had left and had called on Kate more than once to help her put her life back together again. So she owed her. Big time.

And there was cake.

“Yeah, of course I'll come.” The shower could wait. “Where are you at?”

Kate reeled off an address that was close to her office and Joey told her to hang tight and she'd be there ASAP.

What could be so important that Kate of all people, responsible Kate, was willing to take off in the middle of the work-day? She skipped a couple of steps and then started to hurry her way through the streets. Her interest was perked. And her stomach was rumbling. All that yoga was much more hard work than she'd expected. A nice slice of cake was just what she needed.
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The whiny strains of the theme from Love Story echoed through the empty shop. Sophia bit her lip to stop herself yelling at her sister and bent her head back over the papers she was working with.

Whether she could concentrate or not made little difference at this point. She knew the numbers. She sighed. If, and only if, she could persuade the coffee shop on the corner to pay their bill in full by the end of the week, then they'd just about make rent on the shop. She'd shaved as much off costs as she could.

Or had she?

She bent down again and looked at her supplier list. Laura's whistling got louder.

“For God's sake!”

Sophia threw down her pen and Laura looked up from her piping work. An elegant looking cupcake sat on the stand in front of her, half-decorated with curls of pale pink buttercream. “What?” she asked innocently.

“Can you change the tune?” Sophia asked. “Or better yet, stop the whistling altogether?”

“It helps me concentrate,” Laura said. But she picked up her piping bag again and started to work silently.

Cutting supplier costs meant accepting lower-quality products which, in the long run, probably wasn't the best idea. The shop had a reputation, after all. Okay, not the kind of reputation that let her charge twenty bucks per cupcake, but still.

Laura started to hum the theme from Love Story under her breath.

“Laur, I'll put that piping nozzle up your nose.”

“Sorry, sorry.”

She scowled down at the paperwork, willing something to change and then giving up when it didn't. She started piling the papers together, they made less of an impact when they were in a neat stack as opposed to spread out over the table. Laura started humming.

“Laura!”

Her sister laid down her piping bag and beamed. “Done,” she said. “What do you think?” She carried the stand over and placed it in front of Sophia.

“Nice,” Sophia said, nodding begrudgingly.

“Taste test.” Laura pulled out a knife and neatly sliced the cake in half.

Sophia regarded it critically for a second, noting the crumb, the level of moisture, and finding nothing she could complain about she took a mouthful. “Not bad. Could use a hint more salt and maybe a pinch less of the lavender.”

Her sister licked her fingers. “I think it's perfect. And I think you're little miss cranky pants. What's up?”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit.”

Laura's eyebrows were perfect arches and Sophia didn't know how she managed to keep them looking so perfect. Her sister was lax in pretty much everything except cake decoration and eyebrow management. Sharing a room growing up had meant drawing a literal line down the middle and letting Laura keep her mess on one side whilst her own side stayed meticulously neat.

“I was trying to work,” Sophia said.

“So was I,” pouted Laura.

“I was trying to make sense of the numbers from our failing business.”

“And I was trying to make a product that our business can sell,” Laura said, tossing her dark hair over her shoulder. “And we're not dead yet. It's not over until it's over so stop being over-dramatic. We're not a failed business.”

“That's not how language works. The presence of the -ing in 'failing' denotes that something is in the process of happening, which is important if you want to stop that thing happening and prevent the addition of the -ed on the end of the verb, which denotes that something is over and done with.”

“Jesus, Sophia, lighten  up.” Laura peered more closely at her and Sophia shuffled uncomfortably. “What the hell is wrong? You're cranky even for you.”

“Nothing.”

“Tell me or I'll give you a dead arm.”

Sophia sighed again. Laura was allegedly thirty one. The only reason she could believe that was because she'd been there for all thirty one of those years. The girl acted like she was eight most of the time.

Just as she was about to say 'nothing' again, Laura reached for her arm and Sophia hurriedly pulled away.

“Fine. I signed the divorce papers this morning, happy?”

“Wow.” Laura pulled back immediately. “Wow. I'm sorry, Soph. I had no idea. I... I'm sorry.”

“Don't be. It needed doing and now it's done.” Which should be the motto of her life, Sophia thought.

“No, you're allowed to feel something. You don't have to be so... so stiff-upper-lip about it. I'm really sorry, Soph. Truly I am. That must have been a hell of a morning. You should have taken the day off.”

A hell of a morning. It was nothing compared to that night a year ago when she'd come home late from the shop and the apartment had echoed empty. Emptier than usual. Sure, the furniture was still there, the clutter of shoes by the door, the unopened junkmail on the side table. But there'd been something wrong, she'd known it as soon as she'd walked through the door.

It had taken a while to figure out what exactly was going on since Jenna hadn't bothered to leave a note. Not that it should have come as such a huge surprise. They'd been drifting apart for months, like two boats on the ocean. Until Jenna had decided to rev up her motor and rocket off completely over the horizon.

“I don't have time to take a day off. There are things that need doing around here.”

“What's the point of owning your own business if you don't get to skip work every now and again?” Laura said.

She'd reached out and put her hand over Sophia's and Sophia hated herself for wanting the contact. For wanting any contact. It was better that she and Jenna were apart, she'd accepted that now. But her life was so much lonelier.

“Owning a failing business, remember?”

Laura grunted and sat back in her chair. “You can't carry the weight of the world on your shoulders, you know?”

“Says the person who just the other day called me to come over and catch a spider in her bath-tub.”

“It was hairy.”

“I was sleeping.”

Laura flashed her a small grin. “But you did it anyway because you're my big sister and I love you.”

She'd done it because that was what she did. She did stuff. Stuff that no one else wanted to do. Stuff that had to be done.

“We're not really doing that badly, are we?” Laura asked now.

And her big, blue eyes were wide and scared and Sophia couldn't bring herself to tell the real truth. The whole truth.

Laura had been twelve years old when their father had left. He'd just gone to work one morning and not come back. They'd never heard from him again. For a while, they'd entertained ideas that he had amnesia, or that he'd been kidnapped and held hostage. Well, Laura had entertained those ideas. She watched a lot of soap operas.

But Sophia had heard their mother crying late at night. At sixteen, she had a much better idea of what was going on. Her heart had broken but she'd been paralyzed with the enormity of what had happened to their family. Dad was the bread-winner, the sole provider.

Then one night, Laura had crawled into her bed and sobbed and said that she knew dad wasn't coming back and that he'd run away to live with someone else and she'd sounded like her world was falling apart.

So Sophia had shaken off the paralysis and done what she had to. 

She'd baked.

Figuring that if she could sell cakes at school bake sales then she could sell cakes anywhere, she'd started baking night and day, using up every hour that she wasn't in school, selling cupcakes at break time and cakes at baseball games and small graduation and engagement cakes and gradually, slowly building up a business.

Between the cakes and welfare and their mom's disability checks they'd made it. Sophia had graduated high school and educated herself the rest of the way using books and the internet. She'd made sure that Laura stayed in school and even gone to community college. She'd supported the family.

She still supported the family.

Laura worked full time in the shop and Sophia made sure that ma's rent was paid and that there were groceries in the refrigerator when she went over there once a week.

She was planning on giving up her own apartment. Now that the divorce was real there was no point having the extra expense. She'd move back in with ma, all the better to take care of her. The extra money could go into the business. As long as the business could survive the next six months until her lease was up.

“Soph?”

“Yeah?”

“We're not in such bad shape, are we?”

Sophia sighed. They were. But she shrugged. “It's nothing for you to worry about. I'll take care of it.”

And Laura smiled again and that really was all that was important. Keep her family happy, keep things ticking over, and now all she needed to do was win the lottery. Or start selling her body. She wondered just how much an escort on the wrong side of thirty was charging these days.

“I know you will,” Laura said. “You always take care of everything.” She stood up and brushed a kiss on Sophia's cheek. “And now I'm heading out of here, unless you want some help cleaning up and closing?”

Sophia shook her head. “Nah, I got it. Off you go.”

The whistling started again as Laura went off to get her coat and bag, leaving the cake stand and dirty knife sitting on the table. Sophia waited until her sister was gone before she picked the items up and took them to the industrial sink in the back.
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The bakery was packed. Joey threaded her way through the crowded tables until she saw Kate's red hair flaming like a beacon. She was really regretting not taking a shower. In such close proximity she knew she had to be emitting waves of yoga-stink. But, she reminded herself, friendship had to come first.

Besides, she could already see a clutter of plates in front of Kate. Three slices of cake sitting there untouched, just waiting for her discerning taste-buds. Which was why, she thought sadly, she should probably go back to boring yoga.

“So,” she said, dropping her gym bag and pulling out her chair. “This is a three slice of cake kind of problem, is it?”

Kate looked up from her phone and then smiled and Joey squished her into a hug before she sat down.

“Take your pick, madame,” Kate said, gesturing at the cakes in front of her.

“Hmm, I think I'm going to go with the chocolate first, if you don't mind.”

“I don't mind in the slightest, I've got a whole handful of forks, so let's go.”

It was a tradition, something they did every time cake was on the table, which was probably far too often for either one of them. There was no question of each of them having their own slice. They shared. Every slice carefully cut into and divided and critiqued as they chewed.

“Nice and moist,” Joey said as she swallowed her first bite.

“None too sweet,” added Kate. “There's a salty edge there that makes for a great dark chocolate cake.”

“I'd have to agree.”

“Shall we move on to a test of slice two?” Kate asked.

“My thoughts exactly.”

They tasted all three slices of cake in turn. Which was what Joey loved about Kate. No matter what disaster was happening, no matter how happy or sad the occasion, the tradition came first. It was why Kate had been the first person she'd called after Ross had walked out for the final time. Actually, Kate had been the first person she'd called every time Ross had walked out, which in the end had been five times in all.

Kate could be depended on to be sympathetic and yet not over-emotional. Kind but not weepy. A shoulder to cry on and yet logical at the same time. She had a sensible quality about her that Joey both admired and was more than a little jealous of.

“So, final verdict?” Joey asked.

“I'd have to say the chocolate this time,” Kate said. “The vanilla was a little too bland for me, and frankly, that red velvet should be banned from tables everywhere, the rise on it is a disgrace and the frosting was gritty.”

Joey grinned and Kate grinned back and only then did she notice the blue shadows under Kate's eyes. She put her fork down. “What's going on?”

Kate put her own fork down. “It's work.”

“Since when did you stress over work?” Joey asked.

Which was a fair question. Kate worked at the local TV station, a job she'd walked into as an intern and kept ever since. It kept her entertained, she said, and it meant her bills were paid. And it gave her plenty of flexible time off. All things that up until now had been more than enough to keep Kate happy.

“Since we got bought out by that Japanese conglomerate who're insisting on performance reviews every quarter,” Kate said.

“Ouch.”

“Ouch indeed.” She picked up her coffee and took a sip. “And, honestly, since I realized that this is kind of it. This is my career. I mean, I didn't plan things this way, but I've been at the station long enough that it's all I know now. And, well, I kind of want to be good at it, you know?”

They'd met at an open air music festival that Kate had been helping to cover. Years ago now, when Joey and Ross had first been married and love was everywhere and life was all planned out. Joey had been running for a beer refill and had quite literally bumped into Kate and knocked her flat onto the ground. She held out a hand to help her up and that had been that. Friends for life.

Friends because they'd warmed to each other and opened up to each other so quickly. And because they'd each been a little envious of the other. Joey of Kate's independent lifestyle where every day was different, Kate of Joey's new settled status and happy marriage.

Joey snorted into her coffee. So much for all that.

“I'm sensing there's more to this story.”

Kate nodded. “I got bumped up to production assistant for this new show that we're doing, the one I told you about.”

Joey carefully searched her head and finally pulled out an idea. “Um, baking show, right?”

“Ready, Set, Bake,” said Kate.

“Well, congrats.”

“Not really. It was my job to interview and decide on the contestants, which I did, of course.”

Of course. Kate would never leave a job undone. “So what's the problem then? What happened?”

“Chickenpox.”

“Chickenpox?”

Kate blew out a puff of air that made her curls stir. “Last week we had the final interviews, lighting tests, that sort of thing. And it turns out that one of the contestant's kids had just come down with a fever. No big deal, right? Up until half my contestants call me to tell me that they're itching and spotty and can't possibly appear on TV.”

“Jesus,” Joey said, picking up her fork again to attack the chocolate cake. “That's crappy luck. You've got to have extras though, right? I mean people who came close to making the cut but didn't quite get there?”

“I've got three extras,” Kate said.

“There you go then,” said Joey through a mouthful of chocolate cake.

“And I've got five spots to fill.”

“Ah.”

“Ah indeed.”

“They're not going to fire you for that though, I mean...”

Kate shrugged. “This is my job. I need to fill those spots. I don't have a choice about it and I'm not even thinking about what might happen if I don't find them.”

Joey chewed on her cake thoughtfully. She was trying to come up with someone, anyone she knew that could bake, but was drawing a blank.

“So here's the thing,” Kate said. “You like cake, right?”

Joey nodded absent-mindedly, still thinking.

“Like, you like cake.”

She snapped to attention, eyes wide and mouth falling open, then she shook her head. “Oh no. I like cake, sure. I like cake for eating. But I've never baked a cake in my life, I wouldn't even know where to start.”

Kate held her hands up. “Not a problem. Listen, Joe, I really need your help here.”

“I can't bake.”

“Again, not a problem. It's like a survivor style show. You can't bake, you'll get voted off on the first round, no harm, no foul. All you've got to do is make up the numbers for one episode. It'll be fun.”

“No, really, Kate, I'm pretty sure that knowing how to crack an egg is a requirement for something like this. Anyway,” she glanced around the bakery, “there are a million other people in the city who can bake, why not chase one of them down?”

“Because they have jobs that require them to give notice and families that they have to arrange care for and a million other things. You're free and easy, Joe. You can drop everything and move into the Ready, Set, Bake building in a heartbeat.”

“There's a building?” Joey asked, ignoring the spike of pain that it still gave her to remember that she had nobody, no one waiting on her, nobody depending on her.

“You guys all have to stay together,” said Kate. “And if you're voted out on the first round then you won't even have to stay there. It'll be fine.”

Joey licked her lips. “I don't know.” But why was she hesitating? Maybe she just didn't want to make a complete fool of herself on TV.

“What happened to carpe diem?” Kate said.

“There's seizing the day and then there's seizing the day.”

“You were the one that wanted to try everything. You were the one that said that now you're single and fancy-free you're going to snatch up everything that life has to offer,” Kate said. She looked down and Joey saw those blue shadows again. “And I really need your help, Joe. Please?”

Oh hell. It would only be a few hours of her time. What would that really cost her? And she could say that she'd been on TV, yet another regret that she wouldn't have on her death bed. She was certain she wouldn't get any further than the first round of whatever this circus was going to be. So, really, was it that big of a deal?

“Oh, go on then.”

“Seriously?” Kate asked, looking up at her.

“On the condition that I don't have to eat any more of that red velvet cake,” Joey grinned.

“Deal,” Kate said, looking relieved.

“So all you need to do now is find one more contestant, right?”

“Don't remind me. I've been calling everyone I could think of all day. Nobody's interested, or they can't take the time off to compete. This is turning into a nightmare.”

Joey looked around. “You know, there's probably a baker in the back room here. Something like this could be good publicity for a place. Alright, maybe not this place, since it's hopping already, but somewhere else. Maybe you should hit up some of the bakeries in town, see if they've got anyone who might be interested.”

“You're a genius,” Kate said.

“I am. A genius but definitely not a baker.”

“And it definitely won't be a problem,” Kate assured her.

But Joey wasn't completely certain on that score.
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Chapter Four
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Sophia kept one eye on the clock over the door. Yes, the shop was empty, and yes, she had better things to be doing than sitting around waiting for closing time. But she also refused to close before time. What kind of way would that be to run a business?

Outside the sun was shining and people were buzzing by the shop and she was starting to come to terms with the idea that this was all unsustainable. She'd given it a good go, she'd done her best, but she couldn't just conjure money out of thin air.

A swirling sick feeling settled in her stomach.

And then the shop bell rang.

“Hi, can I help you?” She managed to sound a whole lot more cheerful than she felt.

“Um, I'm not sure,” said the woman who had just walked in. She had a head full of bouncy red curls and a face that looked as though it should be smiling, though just at the moment it was stained with the shadows of a sleepless night.

“Well, do you want a cupcake?” Sophia asked. Might as well start with the basics. It was astounding just how indecisive some people could be.

“Not really,” the woman said. Then she looked up with a flush of guilt. “Though they look really good. Exceptionally good actually. Did you make them?”

“All hand made,” Sophia said with a frown. If she didn't want a cupcake then what was she doing in a cupcake shop? “So, no cake then?”

The woman rolled her eyes. “If you had any idea how much cake I've eaten in the last couple of hours you wouldn't be asking me that. It's my own fault, at the beginning I was just too polite to say no and honestly, I'm only saying no now because I'm afraid that crumbs are going to start dripping out of my nose.”

Sophia raised an eyebrow at this. Whatever was happening here, the conversation was way out of her control. She considered calling Laura in from the back room. But then there'd be two people to potentially get stabbed by a non-cupcake-eating weirdo. She chewed her bottom lip and tried to decide what to do next.

Her hand was just creeping toward her cell phone under the counter when the woman shook herself and tore her eyes away from the display cases.

“Jeez, I haven't even introduced myself, have I? You must think I'm a complete freak walking into a store like this and not wanting to buy a cupcake.”

“Not at all,” Sophia said with a conviction that she was quite proud of.

The woman grinned. “Sure you do, and I don't blame you. My name's Kate DeLong. I work for WAKL, you know, the TV station?”

Far from answering any sort of question Sophia might have had, all this did was create more. “Um, okay?”

Another grin. “I'm the production assistant for a new TV show that we're producing. It's a baking show
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