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      To Barrett & Gabby who embody this song…

      

      I hit you like, "Bang"

      We tried to forget it, but we just couldn't

      And I bury hatchets but I keep maps of where I put 'em

      Reputation precedes me, they told you I'm crazy

      I swear I don't love the drama, it loves me

      And I can't let you go, your handprint's on my soul

      It's like your eyes are liquor, it's like your body is gold

      You've been calling my bluff on all my usual tricks

      So here's the truth from my red lips
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      Barrett Grant is wild AF with hips he knows how to use, and he’s also eleven years younger than me…

      Gabby

      Get Baked is the culmination of every dream I had as a twenty-something. A dream my ex-husband stomped like a bug beneath the tip of his expensive Italian leather shoe. When I left with nothing more than my dignity and a vintage stand mixer I found at a thrift store, all I wanted was to be happy. Promised myself I wouldn’t settle until that happened.

      Years later, it’s finally happening in the small town of Broken Falls, WV. My dreams are coming true, my happiness is so close I can reach out and touch it.

      But my secrets? They won’t stay buried forever. Especially where Barrett Grant is concerned.

      Barrett

      I messed up big time with Gabby, the hot, older, owner of Get Baked. I had no business swiping right if I wasn’t going to take our relationship and her feelings seriously. When I reacted badly to a waitress who questioned if she was my mother, I should’ve let it go.

      But I didn’t, and now I can’t. Not when I miss the f*ck out of her and lost a year off my life the night Get Baked was broken into. This time, I promise myself, I’ll give us the shot we should’ve gotten the first time.

      That is, if she gives me a second chance.

      

      Tropes Included:

      · small town

      · blue collar

      · second chance

      · reverse age gap

      · golden retriever hero

      Barrett is book four in The Broken Falls Series: a series of interconnected standalones following a group of friends who have become family in small-town West Virginia, and the women who bring them to their knees. You do not have to read them in order, but each book builds upon the relationships of the previous one.
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      Please note that this is a series, and while they can be read as standalones, it’s better enjoyed reading in order to follow along with friendships.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      "I want a divorce." I barely get the words out of my dry mouth. I've never been so scared to speak before, but I've also never felt so unappreciated or stifled. There's too much that has happened between us, and now I'm prepared to permanently end it. It isn’t as if he’s landed blows with his hands, but he has with his words. The only difference now? I’m way more prepared to take them.

      Jeff glares at me, a smirk I've come to know far too well on his face. It's what I see every time I decide to make a decision for myself and stand up. He always tries to push me down and make whatever decision about him, instead of about what I want. I've been thinking of this longer than I should have before it came to this.

      "What are you going to do without me, Gabby? I make the most money between the two of us. I provide for the life you like to live. There's no way you're going to make it without me. All you want to do is open that stupid bakery you keep talking about. That's not going to pay the bills, now is it? If you think I'm going to be okay with you using my money in order to do it, you've lost your mind." He raises his eyebrows, smug smirk on his face. "You signed the prenup, or do you not remember?"

      I hate him; everything about this man that I thought I loved, I hate it. He's not the polite, nice man I thought he was when we first started dating. I was so fucking naive, and I didn't see it, until now. Too late. "No, it won't, but I'll be happy at least, and I won't come after your money, Jeff. I promise you that. Just give me enough to live off of for a few months. You and I both know that's way less than what I'll get if we go to court."

      He tilts his head to the side and crosses his arms over his chest. "You think you have this all figured out, don't you?"

      I nod, swallowing roughly. "I do. You don't love me anymore, and I know I don't love you anymore. Let's stop making each other miserable and just let it go. I don't want a portion of your wealth." Never-mind it's his family wealth, not his. He likes to throw that in my face more often than not. Yes, I have become accustomed to a certain standard of living, but I will learn. I'll learn it all, especially to be happy.

      He reaches into the pocket of his suit coat, pulling out a checkbook. "You better not come back to me for anything else. This is all you're getting from me." He signs the check with a flourish.

      "It's all I want." I swallow roughly, as I grab hold of the check he's offering. When I see the amount, I realize it's going to be tight. He didn't give me one cent more than what it will take for me to make it for a year without him. But I will somehow do this. I will learn how to budget, I will force this man to eat all the horrible words he has said to me over the years. At the bottom, I see that he put paid in full. As if I'm some debt that he's been chiseling away at for a number of years.

      "Bye Gabby. Hopefully you'll fail spectacularly." He takes off his wedding ring, throwing it in the trash.

      I immediately get in my car and drive toward the bank, because I want to make sure he doesn't stiff me on the check. I don't put it past him to stop payment on the check, so I take it out in cash, carefully counting the money and placing it in an envelope.

      "Have a good day." The teller smiles, completely unaware that my life is in essence imploding in this moment.

      But is it really? I finally have hope. The type of hope I didn't have when I woke up this morning. Things will be hard, they always are, but I know I can struggle by myself, I can be miserable by myself and be happier than I was with him.

      My life is not imploding. It's morphing into something else, I'm allowing myself to be pliant, and shift into something that's uncomfortable. It's for the better, and I'll thank past me.

      Beside the bank is a thrift store. I've seen it every time I've come here, but it's never drawn me in like it does today. I walk in, and walk around, enjoying the smell of all the old things. There's a past in these things, they hold the knowledge that made them valuable enough to still be wanted after all these years. There's love and hurt, success and failure, everything that makes people who they are. When you touch those things, you can get a feeling about them. Kind of figure out which it was.

      "Can I help you?" the person working the front counter asks as I look around.

      I find myself dragging my finger across some of the old things, feeling as if some of those memories are still alive in those pieces. Glancing around, I don't see what I'm looking for, and while I'm kind of scared to ask for what I want, I know I'm not going to get it unless I do ask. That's one of the issues I had with Jeff. I never put my hopes and dreams, needs and wants, into words.

      Now is the time, and I have to be specific. I have to ask the Universe for what I want.

      "I'm looking for some baking supplies, do you have anything like that?"

      The cashier smiles brightly. "Oh girl, I have the thing for you. We just got it this morning."

      I follow her to where she takes me into the back of the shop, and there it is. It's one of those Kitchen Aid mixers that I've wanted for years, but Jeff would never allow me to purchase. It's been used, and when I touch it I can feel so much love in this piece of equipment. It was successful, especially if I'm judging by the scuffs and scars in the red enamel paint. It's been used, lovingly. I can imagine a mother or grandmother standing there with their son or daughter, making cookies on Christmas. The traditions this thing has seen. I want to make those with what will end up being my forever family, not with a man who doesn't appreciate me and my dreams. "How much is it?" I whisper, looking at the price tag.

      It reads twenty-five dollars.

      I don't want to purchase this with his money, so I go into my purse and with every little bit of money and change there is, I come up with the amount, as well as the tax. Picking it up, I carry it to the checkout counter, and pay for it, with a smile on my face. It's an accomplishment I haven't had previously, a pride I'd lost somewhere along the way with Jeff.

      "What are you going to do with it?" the cashier asks as she rings me up, popping a bubble with the gum she's chomping on.

      My voice is full of emotion when I say these words. "Build the rest of my life..."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      The end of the day is my favorite part. Some people enjoy new beginnings, but not me. I've always been the type of girl who had to read the ending of a book before I could start. I've always been obsessed with knowing if things are going to work out or not. I read the epilogue of a book before I read the first chapter. If I'm not sure how a movie is going to end, I'll search out spoilers online. It annoys a lot of people, but I am the way I am. It's a fatal flaw.

      One I've been trying to correct in my life since I was a youngster, but I still haven't seemed to learn. I wish I had been able to do that with my marriage to Jeff, it was one of the only times I hadn't tried to envision what the end looked like.

      I'm in the back of Get Baked, finishing up my closing procedures when there's a loud noise. The sound of breaking glass immediately puts me on edge. Although the days are longer this time of year, it doesn’t mean that there isn’t danger after a certain time of night. In the last few months there's been a rash of break-ins and robberies around downtown Broken Falls. It's been mostly abandoned buildings, and so far Get Baked hasn't been targeted, but I've definitely felt on edge. It looks like I haven't been so lucky this time.

      Gripping my cell phone, I come out from the kitchen, glancing back and forth from the glass window that's now shattered and the inside of my shop. My heart thunders loudly in my chest, so loud I can hear it in my ears. When I can tell there's no one else inside but me, I collapse into myself. My hands shake, and I take an uneasy breath. Sighing heavily, I let the shakes go through me.

      "Son of a bitch." I groan as I see that they've completely broken the window. It's seven at night, I don't know where I'm going to get someone to help me patch this up now. One of the worst parts of being a small business owner, is trying to figure out how to get things done immediately, during off hours.

      "Gabby, are you okay?" The question is full of fear, and words taut as if he's trying to push them out of a tight throat.

      It's the voice of the man who broke my heart, but he now appears to be my saving grace. "Barrett? I'm fine." I hope that just by saying the words, it means that I am okay, but I don't feel that way. The space I've always seen as my own, my safe spot. Maybe it isn't as safe anymore.

      He comes in through the door, eyes wide, eyebrows pulled together. It's a mask of terror.  "Things don't look fine. Did this just happen?"

      I run a hand through my hair. It shakes, and I hope he doesn't see it. "Yeah, a few minutes ago. I'm trying to figure out how I'm gonna get it patched up this late at night. I need to call the cops too, so I can get the report for my insurance."

      He's got his phone in his hand, holding a finger up. "One sec, I'll take care of it." He's dialing and before I can ask him how he's going to take care of it, he's talking to someone on the other line. "Yeah, Colt. I know you're about close, but can I come get some plywood? Someone broke Gabby's front window."

      My heart is in my throat when I see him nodding. He's taking care of this without me asking him to. No one else in my life has ever been this quick to help when things have gone to shit. The fact that this man and I let each other go so quickly pisses me off. We should've fought harder.

      "Yeah, if you could bring it over, that'd be great. I can call Boone or Abel to help." He pushes his hand through his hair. "Are you sure? I know you need to get home to the family. Okay then, see you in a few." He hangs up, putting his cell phone down on one of the empty tables, as he walks out toward his truck.

      I follow, watching as he reaches into the bed, grabbing a toolbox, and setting it on the ground. He kneels, before opening it, and pulling out a tape measure. With sure steps, he moves back into the lobby and starts measuring. "What's the plan?" I need to be involved. This is my livelihood, and while I do pride myself on being independent, sometimes you just need a little bit of help. It’s nice not to have to take care of everything on my own. It doesn't seem to matter that the two of us haven't been together in months.

      "Colt's bringing some plywood. He'll charge me for it tomorrow because he's already closing for the night. He's got the tools and he'll help me get this patched up. Can you grab me a pen or pencil and a piece of paper? If I get the measurements before he gets here, I can help this move faster."

      Going over to the counter, I get what he's asked for, and watch as he makes notes on the paper. Relief flows through my body as I realize I won't have to sit down here tonight, keeping watch to make sure no one comes in and gets anything that isn't theirs. It's hard enough to make sure I'm not losing money, and this is a complication I hadn't counted on. "Barrett, I don't even know what to say." The adrenaline is fading away, and now I'm beginning to understand just how crazy the last few minutes have been. It could've been much worse, and I'm incredibly lucky.

      He reaches out, his cold fingers gripping mine. It's the first time we've touched since we broke up, and I pull the gesture into my chest. I hold it close, and know I'll think about this often. Although we're both cold with fear, this is warm. "There's nothing to say, Gabs. I lost a year off my life when I saw the window broken out. I thought you were in here hurt."

      Those words warm a place in my chest that's been cold since we said goodbye to one another. "Thank you."

      He shrugs, but there's a glint in his eyes. There's a spark of hurt, and I just know these next words are going to hit me right in the chest. "No need to thank me. Just remember the next time you accuse me of being too young for you? I'm the one who dealt with this. And please for the love of all that's holy, make sure you set the alarm. I'm gonna worry about you until this hole is boarded up."

      With those words, he turns on his boot, leaving. I want to call out after him, but I don't, because I don't know what to say to him. I don't know how to make this any better than what it is right now. Because he's just said the words that were our kryptonite.

      They were the end of us as a couple. The elephant in the room. The reason we broke up in the first place...
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          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "What the fuck is wrong with you this morning?" Abel gives me a glare, his hands on his hips. He only does that when he's really annoyed. "You've been answering everything in monotone grunts and half-words. What's going on?"

      Since Abel is happy with Kara now, he wants everyone to be riding the rainbow of love like him. Little does he truly know how badly I fucked up the beginnings of what Gabby and I had. "It was a long night last night. I don't know if you heard or not but Get Baked had an attempted robbery. I was walking downtown and saw the glass window broken out. I lost about ten years off my life. All I could think about was someone being inside and hurting Gabby. It scared the shit out of me, and reminded me how much I miss her." I drag my hand through my hair. "Ended up having to get Colt help me cover the window. Cops came out and everything. I texted her this morning, and she hasn't texted me back, which has me irritated."

      His gaze is understanding, and not as annoyed as it was previously. "While I can understand what you're going through, I'd be terrified if it were Kara, I'd love for you to actually use words to tell me what you need help with today. Trying to figure out what your grunts mean is really hard."

      I sigh heavily. "Got ya. What have you been trying to talk to me about? I'll do my absolute best to be engaged the rest of the day. Fair?"

      "Fair. I need your help with what we should do on these cabinets up here." He points to the bathroom, and I follow him in to take stock of what he's asking. "Alright, so here's what I would do..."

      -----

      It's been a long day, and Gabby still hasn't texted me back. My common sense tells me I should take that for what it's worth, but the part that really cares about Gabby wants to make sure she's okay, it’s worried as fuck, and I need to know. I don't wanna play games, and all I wanna do is make sure she's dealing with what happened. I recognize she's strong, but at the same time we all need someone to lean on. I debate on whether I want to stop when I drive by and see her car still parked in the back of Get Baked. There's a real chance that she doesn't want to see me; there's an even bigger chance that I just need to make sure she's okay. I want to set eyes on her.

      Parking next to her car, I get out and walk to the back door. I knock twice, waiting for her.

      "Who is it?" She calls through the barrier.

      "It's Barrett. I just wanna make sure you're alright. I'll leave if you want me to after I see how you're doing." I hurry those words out in a rush before she can interrupt.

      The sound of her unlocking the door makes me smile. The fact that she takes her safety seriously makes me happy. With a sigh, she opens it, staring at me. "As you can see, I'm okay. It's going to take more than what happened to bring me down. The shop might be a little bruised and broken, but I'll make it through."

      "I have no doubt that you will, Gabs. I just want to make sure you're good. You never texted me back, and I was worried."

      She sticks out a hip, throwing me a little bit of attitude, which I love. "I didn't know I was required to text you back, Barrett. We broke up, remember? I wasn't sure that after the way we left each other, either of us would want to hear from the other."

      That's a fair assumption, and the shit that happened to us previously was because we didn't communicate well. I refuse to have that happen again. Especially when I'm right here, and so is she. All we have to do is speak to one another. "I care about you, I always have. I can't turn that off because we've had some shit happen between us. I worried you were hurt when I saw that someone had broken into your shop, Gabby."

      "I know..."

      "No, you don't. You'll never know the fear," I interrupt her, as gently as possible. "I know I don't have the right to be here, because I fucked up what we were building."

      She interrupts me, holding her hand up, her gaze softening. "No, we both fucked that up, Barrett. It wasn't just you. That was a team effort." She exhales loudly, but there's a slight smile on her face. "Let's start over."

      I inhale, close my eyes, and then let the breath out slowly. "Hey, girl, hey."

      She laughs, which is what I hoped she would. It lights up those eyes of hers and my stomach does a flip. "Hey."

      "So, I texted you earlier, you might not have gotten it, or you were busy. But I wanted to make sure you're okay. There's been some crazy shit happening in the neighborhood lately." I grip the door facing to keep from reaching out and cupping her hip in my hand. That's probably a little too familiar for right now.

      Her head dips down, before coming back up. "I did get your text, but I was busy, and then when I thought about responding, I was tired. I'm fine. The window will be replaced next week, and until then, I've posted on social media. Kara mentioned it in her live stream today. I'm not hurting for customers, people have been extremely supportive, and I'm sorry I didn't respond to you."

      "It's okay. I'll leave now that I know you're not hurt. I gotta take a shower anyway." I'm dirty, and dusty, and just want to get all of that off. I love my job, but I'll never be the type of guy who can get off work and then head out immediately afterward. All part of living that blue collar life.

      "Barrett, do you wanna come in and eat something? You came all the way over here, when I know more than anything after work, you want to go home." She pushes a piece of dark hair behind her ear. "You were worried about me, and I appreciate it. Let me at least feed you."

      Little does she know I want way more than for her to feed me, but right now I'll take whatever she's offering. Whatever it takes to get me the second chance I've wanted for months, I'm going to do. "I'd appreciate it, but you don't have to."

      "I know, and the one thing you should know about me is I don't do things I don't want to do."

      I grin, tilting my head back. "That's the damn truth. What are you feeding me?"

      She rolls her eyes. "I have leftover pot roast that I'm making quesadilla's out of."

      It's one of my fucking favorite meals. I groan, rocking back on my heels. "It's like you knew I'd be here."

      "Oh, God, c'mon in you little shit."

      And with those whispered words, I know that for tonight we'll be okay.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      It's odd having Barrett back in my personal space again. I never got the chance to get used to him, but I missed the hell out of him after he wasn't around anymore. When we first matched on Tinder and I invited him to the shop, neither one of us realized who the other was. On his picture, he'd had a skull bandanna covering the bottom half of his mouth. It'd been taken while him and the guys were four-wheeling. My picture had purposely hidden my face, just for my protection. I was a single woman living on her own, coming into the bakery early by myself. I was interested in having a dating lift again, but at the same time scared that I'd attract the wrong person.

      When he'd walked into Get Baked, holding the flowers he'd said he would be, and I was wearing the clothes I said I would be - there was shock on both sides. I think we'd stood there and stared at one another for damn near five minutes, but then we'd smiled, and it felt like his smile went right to the empty shell my chest had been. We'd pushed that aside, though, and decided to go on the date, because we'd had such a good connection over text.

      "What are you thinking about?" he asks, as he has a seat at my table, kicking those long legs out in front of him.

      "The first time I realized you were B from the app." I say quietly, watching for his reaction.

      He rolls his eyes, a mega-watt smile spreading across his face. "Looking back, B wasn't exactly the best nickname to use. If you'd been a little nosier, you probably would've figured out it was me before I showed up."

      I wrinkle my nose as I have a seat, cutting the sandwich I prepared in half, and putting it on a napkin in front of him. "Yeah well, using Gabrielle really should've clued you in. But I guess most don't know that's my real name."

      Reaching out, he grabs the sandwich and takes a bite. Eyes close and a moan comes from deep within his throat as he chews. "I understand that Kara has the market cornered on tacos, but goddamn you make the best sandwiches and desserts I have ever tasted. You're talented in ways I never even imagined. You take these everyday ingredients and put them on a piece of bread, but it makes one of the most amazing meals I've ever had. Not to mention those chocolate chip cookies. I think I gained fifteen pounds the first month we dated."

      His praise warms my cheeks. I'm used to people telling me they like my food, but hardly anyone says it the way he just has. It's more you’re sandwiches are good, and next time you have something special let me know. But Barrett, he seems to understand how happy it makes me to provide things like this to not only people I care about, but my community, too. "Thank you. That means more than you could ever realize. I've always envisioned Get Baked as a place for everyone to gather at, where parents bring their kids, where relationships are started and continued. I'm trying not to let the attempted break in bring me down. It set me back some."

      "What do you mean?" he asks, as he puts a slice of pickle in his mouth.

      "My deductible is out of this world.", I admit. "But when I started, I hadn't had enough money to be able to avoid the high deductible." I wish I'd decided to wait a few more years before starting my business, but I can't change any of that now. The sad truth is if I had waited, I probably wouldn't have had the guts to do it. Pulling the trigger was a shot in the dark that I hadn't been sure would work.

      "You act like that's something to be ashamed of, Gabby. Newsflash, hardly anyone has their shit together, no matter how old you are. We're all just doing the best we can, and when it gets better is when you allow others to help you. Which is what you allowed me to do, so thank you."

      God why does he have to be perfect, and why do I have to be so stuck on the fact that I'm older than he is. No man my age has ever tried to make me feel better like this. Only Barrett. "I appreciate it."

      "Even if you don't believe it, right? He fucked you up, Gabs, but you have to know that ex-husband of yours was a piece of shit and didn't deserve you. He sure as hell didn't know who you were. If he did, he would've realized how bright you shine, honey."

      I close my eyes, unable to meet his light green ones. Somehow out of everyone in my life, this man has always been able to see me. Even when I've wanted to hide. "I have a lot of work to do," I whisper.

      "I know, I better be going, but Gabby..." He reaches forward, the rough skin of his palm scraping against mine. It's such a contradiction in both our lives. "I want to see you again. Can you give me another chance? I responded badly when you called me out about being younger. I shouldn't have done it."

      My heart lurches inside my chest. "I'm just as much to blame as you. Can we take it slow?"

      He smirks, the one I hadn't been able to resist when we'd first met each other. It's the one that had us getting way too close on our first date. "Have we ever been able to take it slow, babe?"

      "No." I shake my head, swallowing. "But maybe that was the problem to begin with."

      He sighs, running a hand through his short hair. "Maybe it was, and maybe this time we shouldn't put expectations on each other? I think we both had some preconceived notions."

      I'm going to hate myself for agreeing to this, but I'm also going to hate myself if I don't see where this could take us. I've given up a lot in life, things I don't want to think about anymore, and Barrett Grant isn't one of those things I want to wonder about. I lean into his palm, where it's cupping my cheek. "I want to give us another shot, Barrett, but we have to be honest with each other this time."

      He nods, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth. "Then can I be honest and say I desperately want to kiss you? I've thought about nothing but doing it since the last time I tasted your mouth."

      This man and his words, they kill me. They're one hundred percent why I decided to give him a shot the first time around. Back then I didn't even know what he looked like. Hooking my arm around his neck, I pull him in. "Take that kiss, Barrett. I won't stop you."

      He smirks, leaning in, slowly taking the kiss. As our lips meet, and tongues tangle, I realize just how much I've missed this, and vow I won't ever miss it again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "Why are you in such a good mood tonight?" Vaughn asks as the two of us sit at Monroe's waiting for everyone else to join.

      "Maybe I had a good day? Maybe some things I've been worried about are finally starting to work out? Maybe I'm just happy that I'm back at the bar with my friends and I get to shake my ass. The question is why are you in such a bad one?" I tip my bottle toward him. "You've got everything going for you, and you're sittin' here with a sour look on your face."

      He sighs heavily, leaning so that his elbows rest in the middle of the table before he reaches over and grabs a handful of peanuts. "I'm just tired. Last week was crazy, I ended up putting in over eighty hours, helping with storm damage. I just got back into town this morning, I should be sleeping, but I didn't want to be by myself. Although I'm exhausted, I decided to come and hang out with y'all because you're my best friends."

      As a lineman, he's gone a lot. While most of us are comfortable in our house when it's storming, he's usually out in the elements, working crazy long hours, and he'll even deploy to other parts of the country to help when things get bad. Last week a large storm complex moved through the north of us. I think I read somewhere that three tornados touched down, and there was extensive damage. "Northern Virginia?" I pop a few peanuts myself.

      "Yeah, it was bad, but at the same time they're lucky. It's hard seeing all that devastation over and over again. Every once in a while I think about looking for something else to do, but I don't know how to do anything else. I wonder when enough will be enough." His voice is full of resignation, and haunted by the memory of things he saw. "Fuck I gotta get some happiness in my goddamn life. Gotta find me a girlfriend, or fuck buddy." He rubs his hands down his face.

      I feel for him, I'm not sure how he does it. It takes an emotional toll that I'm not sure the rest of us understand. He perks up, and I look behind me. Here comes the rest of our crew. Abel grabs a chair, turning it around and sitting in it so that he can rest his forearms on the back. "It has been the longest fucking day."

      Aren't we a bunch of rays of sunshine tonight? We're worse than a group of depressed teenagers.

      "Says you, who left at noon and didn't come back." I throw a peanut at him. He bats it away, laughing when it falls to the ground. "Fuck you by the way. I had to hang that drywall by myself."

      "Whine a little more for me." He throws one back at me. "When did 'running errands' become so tedious."

      "When did you get to use 'running errands' as an excuse to miss work? Oh right, your dad's the boss." I smirk over at Abel, waiting for what's coming my way.

      "Ya know what?" He takes the beer that Nolan brings over, as he has a seat at the table. "I'm too tired to even argue with you."

      "Sounds about right. What did you even do today?" I needle at him, waiting for what's about to come my way. Either he'll explode or he'll give me a ton of shit about what he normally does on a normal day.

      Immediately Abel clams up, like he's scared of what I've asked. "It's not important."

      "Obviously it is." Vaughn lowers his eyebrows, leaning in so that they're on the same level. "You missed work, and I can't remember the last time you did that."

      The music gets louder as more people come into the bar, and everyone starts talking. All I want is to get up and shake my ass. It's the way I take care of the stress that eats at me every single day I've spent without Gabby.

      He throws back his head, groaning loudly. "Fuck it. Kara really wants to get married in a church, and for us to do it at the one she insists on getting married at, we have to do counseling. Today was our first day. We had to fill out a metric shit ton of questionnaires, tell our whole goddamn life story, and then we went to and pick out wedding rings. I am done making decisions today."

      "Poor, baby." Alexis brings him a shot, putting it down in front of him with a loud thud. "I heard about it from Kara."

      He gladly takes it before smiling. "Thanks, bonus mom."

      "I hate when you call me that." She scowls, before laughing. "Anyway, I'm helping back there tonight. I'll see y'all later. Just raise a hand if you need a refill."

      "I thought Boone didn't want her behind that bar as much," I muse as I watch her take her spot and start pouring drinks.

      "Boone cannot want her to do things, and she can still do them while they have an agreement." Vaughn purses his lips. He's about to say something super smart ass, and I'm not sure if I'm going to like it or not. "That's how Boone's married, and you're still pining over Gabby."

      Nolan groans, shaking his head back and forth. "What a fucking little shit you are, but you're honest. Damn, man, truth hurts."

      Should I tell them Gabby and I are giving it another shot, or should I just leave well enough alone? This is the question as I drain my beer and slam it on the table. Getting up, as the song changes to one I love to dance to, I give them both the finger. "Whatever, I'm going to shake my ass."

      All my life I've always loved dancing. I've never been talented at singing, but I could always pick up any dance that anyone was doing. I've gone through phases, and I've done it all, but my favorite by far is line dancing, especially since it's gotten so popular on social media lately. For a while I was going to a bar in Morgantown where every song they played had their own line dance. I got pretty popular on social media because people would post videos of me online, but I didn't like for my personal life to be out there for everyone to see. Kara loves it, but it's just not me.

      I take my spot on the floor in the line, and when the song comes on, I start dancing, clapping my hands, and lose myself to the beat. It's the one thing that's saved me throughout my life, and what got me through losing Gabby, but as I look at the entrance, and who's walking in, I have a feeling it might help me get her back.

      If there's one thing the two of us loved when we were together, it was flirting on the dance floor. I'd give her a wink, and she'd answer back with a sexy little grin. If I play my cards right, tonight, she'll see me out here, she'll answer my call, and I'll work toward us getting back together.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      I really shouldn't be here. I have so much work to do, they still haven't fixed my window, but when I saw Alexis earlier, she mentioned she'd be bartending. She also mentioned that she thought Barrett would be here too. I need a drink, and that's what I had told Alexis, but there's another reason I showed up here tonight.

      Only to myself will I admit I came here because I wanted to see him, and when I walk in, I remember why.

      Back when we'd first started talking to one another, and dating, he'd mentioned how much he loved dancing. Like I hadn't noticed, I'd deadpanned and rolled my eyes. Every night when we were at the bar, I'd sit in a chair next to the other girls and watch him swing his hips. We'd talk about how hot he was, how confident he moved on the dance floor.

      "Is that Barrett?" Kara asks as she comes to a stop next to me, almost running into my back.

      My eyes don't stop moving as I'm watching him. Goosebumps run up and down my arms, and I long to feel the way he stretched my body as he thrust in and then pulled back out. I've missed him, missed the times we shared together, and the way my pussy clenches reminds me of what I miss the most. "It is. There is no man in this place who moves like him."

      She snorts, putting her arm around my neck. "So is what they say true? If a man can dance, he can fuck?"

      Old Gabby wouldn't have answered because she would've been embarrassed. Not just by the subject matter, but also because of the age difference. This new Gabby? The one who has vowed that this time she won't worry about what everyone else thinks? She's watching Barrett's ass. I've never wanted to be a pair of jeans more than I want to be a pair of jeans right now. He's wearing a black t-shirt, the hem kissing the top of his belt when he lifts his arms. The worn ass of the denim has a few almost-holes and shows navy blue underneath. Kara taps on my shoulder.

      That's when my eyes travel up, and I'm looking right into his. Dark brown, full of interest, and the small smile on his face is enough to make my heart race a little faster. He lifts his hand up, and crooks his finger, motioning for me to come join him. I shake my head; he taught me to dance, but I haven't done it since we broke up. It's a core memory, though, of watching Dirty Dancing with my grandmother, eating popcorn, and seeing them do their final dance of the season. It always made my stomach flutter and did funny things to my chest. Right now, his look? It's doing funny things to my nipples and clit. I wish he were here touching me.

      Kara pushes me forward. "Go on, girl. I'll save you a spot at the table with the crew. You can come over when you need something to drink."

      I hate her. She's always telling me what to do, but the fact of the matter is, she's always telling me to do what I already want to do. If I were to imagine her as someone else, she's the devil on my shoulder encouraging me to do everything I'm scared of. I walk, slowly. Crawling should definitely be an option if it gets me there slower, but when I get within arms’ length, Barrett grabs me by the hand and yanks me toward him.

      He dips his head down to my ear, his hot breath fanning, blowing my dangling earring. "We used to do this pretty good."

      We used to do a lot pretty good. "That we did. I don't know if I remember how to or not."

      Those whiskey-colored eyes of his shine in dim light of the dance floor. "There's some things in life you're never gonna forget, Gabs. How to ride a bike, sex, and how to dance with me." He says the last words on a breath. One that blows against my ear, and sends a tremor down my torso.

      I swallow hard, because he had to throw sex in there, and between us it had been hot. Hotter than hot, the most amazing experiences I'd ever had with someone else. And I had been in love enough with another person to marry them before. Barrett though, he'd changed everything I'd thought about myself. "You're probably right about that."

      A song starts playing over the speakers, and it's one that we can dance to together. He reaches out, grasping his fingers around mine, and pulls me close before hooking his arm around my waist. Our lower bodies are as close as they can be, and he grinds into me. His eyes bore into mine, and the connection we have when we're dancing is unlike anything else I've ever experienced. It's as if we're fucking on the floor, in front of everyone, and not caring who the hell is watching.

      "You still remember how to do this. I told you it's not something you forget." He says as he leans in, catching the lobe of my ear in between his teeth.

      I close my eyes and throw myself over to the way my body moves when we're doing this. "I forget a lot." I give him a smirk. "But I don't think I'm ever going to forget what this was like with you."

      "I don't want you to." He admits, dipping his chin to his chest. "I want you to remember me every single time you walk, when you sit down, when you cross your legs. If I were a different type of man, I'd leave you marked, with nips on your neck, your chest, and the insides of your thighs."

      I shiver, I want that more than anything. He presses me back towards a dark corner, but he doesn't stop his hips moving. Putting his arms up, he lays them on my shoulders and dips his knees down. I can't take it; the tension between us is thick, and instead of waiting for him, I lurch forward, taking his lips with mine. Dragging my fingers through his hair, I hold on tight as I sink into the desire, and for once I give in and don't feel bad about it.

      His hands move down to my waist, holding on tight. I tilt my head back, feeling free, and allowing him to take liberties with me. His lips go to my neck, smearing the lingering moisture from his mouth down to the edges of my shirt. Tangling my fingers in the locks, I hold him where he is, and lift myself back up. "If we were in private, I'd tell you to fuck me." I whisper.

      He trembles. "And if we were somewhere that we could. You can bet your sweet ass I would."

      But we aren't in private, neither one of us is into exhibition, and the foreplay? It's almost as good as how it feels when he presses into me. I'll remember this night until I can feel our bodies rocking against each other again.

      This will have to get me through, and it will, because I love this man with everything that I am.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "You and Gabby looked like you're getting along again," Abel says the next day as we're finishing hanging the last of the drywall.

      He's finally helping and I won't have to give him shit tomorrow. It's the little things. Isn't that what everyone says?

      I don't love talking about my relationship with her, because she and Kara are such good friends, and I'm never sure how much Kara shares with Abel. However, I do know that Abel shares everything, so I don't want to put a wrench in their relationship. "We're trying."

      He pushes his hat back from his forehead, and looks at me, before bringing it back down again. "What happened with y'all last time? You weren't forthcoming, even when we all tried to help you."

      The thing about Abel is that he's a fixer. Between him and Boone, if they could be the heroes for everyone in their lives, they would. It's just how they're built. Me? I'm more of the quiet guy who leans back and watches. I observe, so a lot of times I don't need people to tell me anything, I'll already know. Abel though, is not one of those people. "There were a lot of things working against us."

      "Like what?" He pushes a pencil up into his hat from where he's made a mark.

      One of the things Abel doesn't do is take hints well. So I'm going to have to give him a little bit, just to keep him from driving me absolutely nuts. "She's divorced, eleven years older than I am, a business owner, and is desperately trying to keep her shit together while things like getting broken into are happening to her."

      His eyebrows furrow together in question. The next words out of his mouth are plainly spoken and said with a lot of mirth. "It was your mom, wasn't it? One of the reasons you're not with her anymore. You forget that I know her."

      Fuck him. He knows way too much about my personal life because we've been friends for so long. "My mom did have an issue with it, and she was not quiet about it. Gabby may have heard my mom's thoughts on it, and I'm more than positive it was one of the biggest contributing factors of us breaking up." In fact, it was, I know it was. If I'd been able to stand up to my mom, then none of this would've happened.

      "So what are you going to do about it?" he asks, as he taps a nail with the head of the hammer. For him it's simple. Nothing is going to keep him from the woman he loves. I wish I were as brave as him.

      "I hate that you're making me talk about this," I grumble, holding up the piece of drywall.

      He grins. "You love me, and you didn't talk about it before, so now's the perfect time. Maybe that was the problem. What are you going to do about it?" he asks again.

      I sigh heavily, hating every bit of this. Groaning loudly, I roll my eyes. "I had a talk with my mom after the two of us broke up, but since Gabby and I are talking again and trying to work out what fucked up the first time, I'm going to have another talk with her."

      "What did your mom say?" He asks, not letting this go.

      I might as well stop trying to beat around the bush and just give him what he wants. He'll continue to push and push until I do. "When we were dating the first time, I was having lunch with mom, and I was telling her about Gabby. Mom knew she was older, and holy shit. I didn't realize it was such a big deal for her. I found out that it was, and that's when things went sideways."

      "So who is this woman you've been spending all your time with?" Mom asks as she grabs a piece of her sushi with the chopsticks. "Every time I call you or text you, you're out with Gabby. Do I know her?"

      My stomach drops as I think about how to explain who Gabby is. I know my mom, too fucking well. "Yeah, she owns Get Baked. I think you've said you love her sandwiches and cookies."

      "I do." She sets her chopsticks down. "But Barrett, isn't she older than you?"

      There it is. "She is, but I'm a grown man who knows what I like. We met one another and hit it off."

      "I just don't know if I like this." She purses her lips. "Is she taking advantage of you?"

      My eyes bug. "What the fuck are you talking about? I'm not a teenager fucking his teacher. I'm a grown up, Mom. You can say whatever you want, but it isn't going to change what I'm going to do."

      She bristles. "It's my opinion, Barrett. Regardless of whether you like it or not, I have one. I'm your mother, I'm allowed to do that. She should be ashamed of herself."

      And that's when I notice her. Gabby is standing not far away from us, a smile dropping from her face. It's obvious she heard what my mom said, and before I can go to her, she's turned away and is heading toward the door. Fuck my life. "You can have it, but I don't want to hear it anymore. She was behind you, and was probably coming over here to introduce herself..."

      "Not long after that, Gabby and I broke up. I can't really blame her." I shrug before wiping at my forehead to get rid of the sweat. "It was never the same, and it was as if we couldn't get past what she heard. If someone had said the same about me, I'm not sure I would've been quick to forgive either. But it still hurt the same."

      "I can see that." Abel sighs. "What is your plan for this time around? What's going to make it different?"

      That's a good question, one I've been asking myself. "Me. Before I was willing to sit back and let my mom say what she wanted, because I didn't want to make waves. I didn't want to piss off my mom, you know her whole personality and identity is me."

      He snorts loudly. "That's the truth. I don't know how you put up with it."

      "It sucks," I agree.

      My parents divorced when I was younger, and since then my mom has decided that I'm the one person she will live for. Her whole identity became being my mother, and she's leaned into it further as she's gotten older. It's suffocating, and we've argued about it more times than I care to acknowledge.

      "But it's going to be different this time, because I refuse to let her ruin this for me. There's a part of me that knows I'm supposed to be with Gabby, whatever that means, and I won't be letting anyone stand in the way of that. Both she and I have suffered, and I won't allow us to do it anymore. I won't let anyone else's opinion ruin what we have together. No matter who it is."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      It's been a crazy day. I haven't had a moment to pause let alone eat lunch, when the doorbell rings again. "I'll be right out there." I try to keep the stress out of my voice, but it's there, hanging around, ready to let loose if this person is a dick. I've had enough.

      "Hey, it's just me," Colt calls out loud enough for me to hear. "I've got the glass to fix the window. Is it okay if I go ahead and get started on that?"

      I come out from the back, offering him a large smile. Happy that he's here, and he's going to get the damage fixed. The window being out has changed the entire look of the interior of the bakery. "Yes please, it's so dark in here without that window. I've been so busy all day, I need to run to the restroom. If anyone comes in, will you let them know that I'll be back in a few minutes?"

      "Yeah, no problem. I don't know how you do it without help."

      It's becoming harder and harder. Back when I first started, I wasn't busy all the time, I didn't have wholesale orders, and I was easily able to handle it all by myself. Over the past year, it's becoming pretty apparent that I won't be able to be doing this much longer. "I don't know either, but it's obvious it's going to have to change."

      I rush to the bathroom, and thankfully take a seat. I sigh heavily, so fucking tired, that I want to cry. But I do what I always have. I pull myself together and go back out there after using the restroom and washing my hands. "Did I miss anyone?"

      "Nope." He gives me a smile. "But I'm almost done putting this window in."

      He's taken the board off, and he's pushing the frame in. I missed that view. From Get Baked, I can look out over the entirety of downtown Broken Falls. It's what pushed me to rent this place, even though I couldn't afford it at the time. I guess I didn't realize how spectacular it was, or how much I loved it until I lost it. "Thank you for doing this."

      "It's no problem. I called Barrett and told him I'd take care of it when it came in so you wouldn't have to wait."

      I can just imagine how annoyed he was by that. "I'm sure he took that sitting down, huh?"

      He chuckles. "There were a lot of words, and most of them was grumbling about how I was doing something he wanted to do. I reminded him that this is my job, and he has one too, which means he wouldn't be able to come over here until he'd finished his day job."

      "I'm glad you did that; it's been so dark in here since it got boarded up and it's an eyesore. So many thought I was closed, because they couldn't see inside." I put my hands on my hips as I watch him. "I really appreciate this."

      A young woman walking along, does a double-take as he continues to put the window in, and then enters the shop. "Welcome to Get Baked," I give her a smile. "We do sweets, sandwiches, and specialty drinks. Have a look around, or ask me if you want something specific."

      She's young, and the way she holds her fingers over her mouth speaks of someone who has some insecurities about speaking in public. "I was actually wondering if maybe you're hiring?" The words are spoken so softly I almost can't hear her.

      It's interesting she asks, since I was just thinking about it while almost crying in the bathroom. "Maybe. Do you have experience?"

      She nods slowly. "I come from a big family and I was in charge of making food for them. I did all the desserts, sandwiches, and birthday cakes. I haven't been trained, but I can do a lot, and I'm used to doing it for a large group of people."

      "How large are we talking?" I get the feeling she's trying to tell me, without actually telling me.

      "My family had twenty-two people in the home."

      Holy shit. That's sometimes my morning rush. Is this kid for real? "How old are you?" I question, needing to make sure she's of age.

      "Twenty. I know I look younger than that, but I'm of age. I have a license and I can provide my social security card. I'm an adult, I promise."

      There's something about this situation that feels right, as if both of us were supposed to be here in this moment. "How about this? Meet me here tomorrow morning at five am. We'll go through my prep, and you can work the front. If you do well and we agree on an hourly rate of pay, the job is yours. I can't give you benefits. Not yet."

      "I'm not expecting them. I'll be here at five. Do I come to the front or the back?"

      The back would not be safe for her. "The front. I'll be watching for ya. What's your name? I'm Gabby."

      "Valentina. I'll see you then."

      When I go up to my apartment that night, I take in the quiet, and I realize I need to be honest with myself. I want Barrett to be right here with me. I've been okay since we broke up, healing and learning how to be in my own company, but now I remember what it's like to be with him. I made the mistake of dancing with him again, of watching his lips spread across his face in a smile. I want that again, and quietly I vow I'm going to have it. Next time I see Barrett, I'm going to put these thoughts and feelings into words. Ones I haven't spoken in a very long time.
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      The next morning, I don't exactly expect Valentina to show up, but when there's a knock at the front door, I rush up and let her in. She's got her hair pulled back, and an apron over her arm. "Good morning." I give her a smile. "I wasn't sure if you'd actually show up or not."

      She shakes her head. "I need a job, and this is something I can do."

      Looking around, I don't notice a car. "Did you walk?" This early in the morning, it's not exactly the safest place, although Broken Falls doesn't have a huge amount of crime.

      "I'm staying at the hotel down the road." She pushes her glasses further up the bridge of her nose. "It wasn't that far of a walk."

      My heart goes out to this girl. "That's a mile and a half, honey. C'mon in. I usually eat breakfast before I get started. Have you eaten anything yet?"

      She shakes her head, and I wonder how long it's been since she's had a meal. "I would appreciate that."

      "I make a mean breakfast burrito and home fries. Does that sound good to you?"

      Her stomach growls and I want to shake the people who should be taking care of her. She may be an adult, but she seems to be pretty quiet, and mostly sheltered. "Sounds amazing. Thank you."

      "No problem. Let's get a good meal, and get some work done."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      Abel parks the truck in one of the parking spots around the square. "I'm gonna go get lunch over at Kara's. Do you want tacos today?" he asks, glancing over at me.

      "No, I think I want a sandwich. Her spicy street tacos tore me up last night." Which is not a lie. I had heartburn that would've killed a lesser man. "Text me when you get done and we'll meet back here?"

      "Sounds good. I told Dad we'd be taking the full hour today."

      Sometimes we prefer to get off work early and don't take our full hour. This morning has been a practice in patience and neither one of us want to head back to the house we're working on. I nod, before getting out. "Agreed, see ya in a few."

      As I'm walking up to Get Baked, Vaughn is heading toward me from the opposite direction. I hitch my chin up in a greeting.

      "Hey." He waves. "How's it going?"

      "It's going. It's fucking hot today and nothing has been going like it should be." I groan as we get to the front door.

      He opens it, and grimaces. "I know, there's a cold front headed this way, which means I'm probably going to be working all night."

      "We appreciate you." I grip his shoulder as we walk in. "I love my power, so you're one of my favorite people. I know you work hard."

      Vaughn comes to a stop, and I crash into him. "Who are you?" Heh questions loudly.

      Because he's taller than I am, I move around him to see who he's talking to. There's a girl behind the counter I've never seen before. Before I can say anything, Gabby rushes out. "Hey, y'all. How's it going? This is my new counter girl and part-time baker, Valentina. Valentina, this is Vaughn and Barrett."

      She waves shyly at the two of us. Looking around the room, I smirk. "Your window looks good, but you know I would've put it in for you when I got off work."

      A deep sigh escapes Gabby's chest, and a hand goes on her hip. "I'm sure you would've, but Colt was more than happy to come over and get it done. You don't have to worry about whether I'll need you for anything else later on, I promise."

      I saunter over to the counter, and lean in. "Oh, I have no worry about that. There's plenty of things you'll need me for, Gabs."

      She rolls her eyes. "Come back here real fast. Valentina, if you need anything just holler. Vaughn's going to be an ass, but he's really a nice guy." Gabby points at Vaughn. "Be nice to her."

      I come back behind the counter, and she grabs me by my t-shirt, dragging me into the back of the bakery. "I didn't expect to see you today," she starts.

      "After eating Kara's taco's and getting the worst heartburn I've ever had, I needed something a bit tamer today. If it were up to me, I'd be in here every day. I think you know that. So why did you bring me back here away from prying eyes?"

      She swallows, causing my eyes to move to her throat. They feast on her as if she's a meal I haven't had in a long while. "I wanted to say a few things to you. Wanted to be super honest the next time I saw you and promised myself I would."

      "Okay." I rock back on my heels, folding my arms over my chest. My heart pounds as I wait to hear what she has to say. "I don't know if this is good or not, but I'm nervous."

      "It's not bad." She smiles. "I realized a few things. Last night after I finished working, I went upstairs and realized how lonely it is without you. In those short months we were together, everything was filled with such joy, and of course there were hard parts too. It wasn't like it was perfect, but we were together and you made me laugh. I didn't have to go through shit on my own, and if I needed you? You were there. I want that again." She stands on her tiptoes and kisses my chin. "I won't try to get you to do something you don't want to. I promise, but I miss the fuck outta you."

      This is everything I've wanted to hear for far too long. Reaching forward, I wrap my arms around her waist, and hug her tight, before picking her up and spinning her around. Digging a hand in her hair, I pull her to me, dropping my lips onto hers. This kiss is sweet, but out of control from the beginning. I take her tongue, sucking, tasting butter cream she probably used earlier to cover a cake, or frost a cupcake.

      "Gabby..." it’s the girl up front, and then I hear Vaughn's voice. "Barrett, get your ass out here if you want to have time to eat lunch."

      We pull apart, gasping for air. "He's right." I dip my lips down to the top of her head, placing a kiss there. "I need to eat, and I'm sure you have things you have to get done today, but this..." I bring my thumb up to her lip, and wipe away the moisture. "We're going to continue it after the day is over for both of us."

      She lets out a shaky breath. "Okay, sounds good to me. I can't wait to see you. After work?"

      "Yeah." I push her hair back from her face. "Why don't you come over to my place tonight?"

      Her eyes drift downward. "Will your mom be okay with that?"

      I knew this would be coming, and I know that I deserve it. My answer to this question is going to determine how we go about the future of our relationship. If there will be one, and what this woman is going to mean to me. "My mom doesn't pay the mortgage on my place. She doesn't tell me who can stay there. I realize you heard some shit you shouldn't have had to listen to previously, and I'm sorry you had to do that."

      "Her opinion isn't yours," she whispers, pressing her forehead against my chin.

      "You're right, it's not my opinion. I should've stood up for that." He holds my hand in his. "We'll talk about it tonight, though. You should get out there and help Valentina."

      "I'll see you later." I hook my arm around her neck and direct her toward the front. Once we're there, Vaughn is being himself, flirting with the counter girl, but I also notice she's got two sandwiches ready to go. They look like my favorite.

      "Here's yours." She hands me a plate. "I hope it's good."

      "It looks amazing." I give her a grin, before taking my plate and going to have a seat with Vaughn. "What did you do to that poor girl."

      "Nothing, I was being friendly is all. I was asking her about where she came from, why she wanted a job at Get Baked, if she had a boyfriend, or girlfriend. Normal shit, ya know?"

      That's not normal, but everyone who knows Vaughn knows that he isn't normal.

      "Jesus Christ. Finish your food so we can get out of here." The sooner I get back to work and finish this day, the sooner I can have Gabby at my house tonight.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      At the end of the day, I glance over at Valentina. "Did you like it here today?"

      She nods, a small smile playing across her face. "It was busier than I expected it to be."

      "But you handled everything spectacularly on your own. There were very few missteps and you helped out a great deal. I would love to hire you. I can't pay a lot, but I will give you free food, and if you're interested, there's a second apartment upstairs. I'm in one, and there's another next door. It's a studio, and it needs some love. But I don't like that you're staying at that hotel and walking here. If I can help you, I want to."

      "That's too much." Valentina reaches up, covering her mouth with her hand. "I didn't expect this."

      "Neither did I when I opened the shop here. I was a newly divorced woman who had a couple of nickels to rub together, a shop that was halfway thrown together, with an apartment upstairs that had a leaky roof. This community took me in and they have carried me as one of their own. I would love to help you if I can." I reach into the register and pull out her pay for today. "If not, you can take that and decide not to come back, but if you want to stay here, I can get you set up in the apartment tonight. Electricity and water run off of what's already on down here, so you won't have to worry about it."

      "How much will rent be?" She asks, chewing on her bottom lip. "I can't afford much."

      "And I told you that I can't afford much hourly. The rent is included as part of the package, and I can give you twelve an hour. Will that be enough to get you to stay and work with me?"

      Her dark eyes fill with tears, and again I wonder what has happened to this girl, why does she react this way to someone wanting to help her? There’s a slight tremble to her hands, and I ache to reach out and grab it to reassure her. "Yes, I would love to work with you. Thank you so much for this

      "Don't thank me yet. Sometimes this place gets insane. I've had my fair share of people yelling at me because they didn't like how I decorated their cake, or they don't like my prices. Today it's hard to please everyone, and that's not what I try to do here. As long as ninety-nine percent of the people who come through that door are happy, I'm happy." I do my best to explain without scaring her off.

      "No, I get it, and I agree. Thank you. Can I go upstairs now?"

      "Yeah, for sure. Let me take you up and get you some clean sheets and a blanket. I can give you some towels, too." I'm trying to remember what all someone needs to start their life over. But honestly, I feel as if she hasn't started hers yet, and she's starting behind the ball.

      "Oh, you don't have to do that. You've already done so much. Please..."

      I reach out, putting a hand over hers. as her words drift off "I don't do anything I don't want to. I want to help you, Valentina. I promise. You don't owe me anything for it, either."

      Our eyes meet, and in that moment, I recognize someone who desperately wants to be a part of anything that doesn't make her feel so alone. That's what I was looking for when I moved to Broken Falls. My parents and I have never been close. They're traveling God knows where right now, my marriage didn't work out, and I knew I couldn't stay in my hometown where everyone married their high school sweetheart. "Let's head upstairs."

      After I get her settled, I go over to my apartment and quickly get changed. I have a place to be, and I can't fucking wait.
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      I've put way too much thought into what I should wear tonight. I know that as I pull up into Barrett's driveway. He lives on the outskirts of Broken Falls on some acreage, and last time I was here, he was building onto the house in his spare time. He'd mentioned that he desperately wanted a family of his own, which I did too. It's one of the biggest things we had in common.

      I can see a dark-headed boy that looks just like Barrett, running up to my car, calling me mommy. I probably shouldn't be having this dream, but since the moment I met him, I saw this for the two of us. I'm sure his mom would see it as me taking advantage, but Barrett was undoubtedly the best thing that has ever happened to me, and I'm mad at myself for not wanting to fight for it. I should've fought a lot fucking harder, and I know I’m never going to let anyone else dictate our relationship again. This time, I promise myself. I will.

      Barrett comes out of the front door, reaching up to grasp the edge of the awning with his palms. He lifts himself up and swings. A bare swatch of his stomach is exposed when he does, and it takes everything I have to concentrate on him, instead of those muscles. "Hey lady, my eyes are up here."

      I laugh as I walk toward him. "Same could be said for you." I watch as his eyes move up and down my bare legs. I went back and forth between whether I was going to wear the shorts or not. Now I'm glad I did; it was a good choice.

      "You have the absolute best legs," he says as he comes down the steps, taking them two at a time. When we get to one another, he wraps his arms around my waist. "They're toned, and a fucking mile long."

      "No, they aren't." I shake my head. "A mile long anyway. I'm only five-four. There's no way you can consider those a mile long. Toned, I'll take."

      "You work hard every day. I can only imagine how many steps you get." He drops his head down so that our foreheads touch.

      "When I wear something that counts them, it's well over fifteen thousand. I've lost weight since I opened the business. More than I imagined I would, but I've always worked much harder than I thought I would have to." I grin up at him.

      "You're not afraid of it, though."

      "No, I'm not. I want this, need to be able to tell others how successful I am because they said I couldn't or wouldn't be."

      Barrett hooks his fingers into the belt hoops of my shorts and pulls me even closer. "I want you to be the most successful person in this town. Don't tell Kara or Abel, but I think you have such a great business and I know you love it. I want to help you get there, if you'd allow me."

      "You know that's a problem with me." I whisper.

      He pulls back, grabbing hold of my hand and leading me up the stairs. "I know, so that means if you ever decide to let me, I'll know I've earned your trust."

      Trust is hard, because of what my ex-husband did and the things he didn't do. "You won't get it easily. You know that, right?"

      "I do." He nods and hooks his arm around my waist. "But I'm going to be here for the long haul. That I promise you."

      I don't say anything, because I don't know what to say. "I'm not intentionally making it hard."

      "I know that too, and I'm patient. You don't owe me a damn thing, so you're not going to piss me off. All I want is your trust, and if you don't want to talk about this any longer then we won't. But I want you to know how important it is for me to overcome what we went through last time. Communication will be at the forefront of this relationship from now on."

      I grasp his shirt between my fingers. "I appreciate it, and I don't want to talk about it anymore. I just want to have a nice night with you."

      "Then that's what we'll do."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "How do you want your steak cooked?" I ask as I stand at the grill.

      "Medium well, does that make me awful?" She laughs as she sits on the outdoor couch, drinking a beer. "Most people want theirs rare."

      She's cute as she stretches her legs out, before kicking her flip flops off. I never see her relax, so this is good for my soul. “I like mine medium rare. I definitely want it to be cooked, but I don't want it cooked too much." I laugh, waiting for the grill to heat up.

      "I think that's why I do baking. At least I know it's cooked. I don't have to worry about feeling like I eat people."

      "You wanna know what I think?" I question, glancing back at her.

      "Definitely. What do you think you know about me?"

      She's throwing down a gauntlet. One I want to answer, but at the same time I've also told her I'm willing to be patient, yet here I am. It could be the wrong thing to do, but I need to be honest with her. "I think you like baking because it's scientific and you can control the outcome nine times out of ten, as long as you do exactly what you're supposed to."

      Gabby swallows before taking another drink. "How do you see me so clearly when all I want is to melt into the background? What is it about you that truly sees me?"

      I walk over and crouch in front of her. "It's because I want to see you, because I refuse to let you hide. When I look at you, you're the glittering diamond, clear and full of authenticity. In a crowded room, you're who I search out. I want to always see you."

      Leaning forward, she kisses me softly. "I want you to always see me, too. There are times when I get too deep into my own head, when things get loud, and I don't know how to continue. I let it all build up to be too much, and then I get overwhelmed. Once I'm there, I shut down..."

      "I think we all get there, and you shouldn't be too hard on yourself when things like that happen." I remind her. "Life is hard, and we can't always make it so that it'll be easily worked around." But at the same time, I want to tell her, I'm always going to be here to help her do what I can. I'm just unsure if she wants to hear it. It might be too much for her at this point. But I have to go with what I feel and what my gut is telling me. "If I'm around and you shut down, I promise to be the person to help you pull out of it. You can ask for help, and I'll be here to do whatever it is I can."

      "Thank you." She grasps my hand. "I don't know what I did to deserve you."

      "You're you. I've been searching for you for most of my life. As soon as I walked into Get Baked, I knew you were it," I admit. I've always been afraid of scaring her by the depth of my feelings, but now I've realized in order to be true to myself, I have to lay everything out for her.

      "I don't want to disappoint you, Barrett. You still have a lot of life to live..."

      "Nope." I shake my head, holding up a hand. "We're not doing that again. Our ages have never mattered, and they won't this time around, either. I respect and adore you for the woman you are, and the man you inspire me to be." I put a hand over my heart. "This is our relationship and fuck anyone who wants to get in the middle of it."

      She blinks twice. "Including your mom?"

      "Yeah, even including my mom." I realize that by saying this, I've made a choice. One I never wanted to make, but it's not really the woman sitting in front of me that's asked me to make it.

      "You're serious this time?"

      "I was serious last time, babe. I just let you make the decision about us because I didn't want to make it uncomfortable for either my mom or you, and I wasn't secure enough in myself to push the issue." I curve my palm around her jaw. "This time I will. This time I am. I'm in it with you, Gabs. Whatever that means."

      She closes her eyes and leans into my palm. When she opens them, they are clear as the sky. "I am, too."

      "Good." I grin slowly. "Let me get this food down so we can enjoy it."

      My heart is galloping as I stand up and go back to the grill. I was afraid this was going to end badly, just like it did before, but looks like we're both on the same page now, and I'm thankful as fuck.

      -----

      "That was good." She groans as she pushes her plate away and takes a drink of her fresh beer. "I'm so stuffed."

      "Me too, it's been a while since I cooked any kind of food." I wipe my mouth and swallow the last bite.

      "You're good at it. If I were to judge a book by its cover, I wouldn't have pegged you as liking to cook." The side of her mouth lifts up in a smirk.

      Hearing her praise is everything to me. It's nothing I've ever counted on, not from her, but at the same time not from anyone. One thing I had to realize as a kid was that if I made my mom happy, I'd piss my dad off, and then vice versa, so I started just caring about how I made myself feel. Until I got older and started seeking approval from others. I can't quite figure out where it came from, but it's there, and to know I've got it from her? I'll take it every day of the week. "Thanks. It's something I did when I was little since she was usually working. I wouldn't say I'm great, but every once in a while, I can bust out a meal."

      She plays with the label on her bottle. "That's something we never talked about. Your childhood."

      Scoffing, I reach over and grab a piece of bread off her plate. "I never wanted to get you focused on me being younger, but what's your question."

      "Your parents aren't married, right?"

      "Right. They got divorced when I was a little kid."

      "Does it make you feel weird that I'm divorced?" Her eyes lower, and her tongue comes out to swipe against her bottom lip. "My ex said that no other man would look at me the same, knowing I couldn't make a marriage work."

      I would love to beat the shit out of that motherfucker, but instead I reach over and grab her hand. "It takes two, Gabs. If there's anything I've learned this far in life - it takes two to make it work. If both people aren't in it, one can't save it."

      "You're wise beyond your years, B." She reaches over, running her fingers along my jawline.

      "All I hope to be is wise enough for you."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      Barrett kills me. He's saying all the right things, all the things I wish my ex-husband would've said. Jeff said a lot, but typically it was with a sneer and the emotion behind it wasn’t loving. He wanted a reaction from me, because he knew he could get one by being mean. It was the worst thing, not to be hit physically, but hurt emotionally every single day by words. But now isn't the time for him to rear his head. This is about us, and everything we're trying to build. They're also the same things I wish Barrett would've said too, so it's time to take this at face value. "You are wise enough for me, and I hope you realize what happened before wasn't exactly just about you. It was me, too."

      "I know. Which is why I want to clear the slate now." He gets up and goes over to the couch, pulling the lid off of what looks like a fire pit. "Come on over here. I'll start a fire, and we can relax. We'll get it all out in the open, and from that point on, we'll start fresh. Sound good to you?" he asks, holding his hand out for me to grab.

      I grab it, thankful for the strength, and way he's not scared to reach for me, even when it would probably be easier just to let me go. We both did that once before, and I get the felling neither one of us are willing to do it again.

      "Yeah, let's. Get it all out of the way." I push my hair back behind my ears, centering myself. I want all of this out in the open, I want it in the past, all I want to do is for us to move on to our future. I want to see Barrett this time next year, celebrate his birthday, and the holidays together. But before we can do that, we have to do this. "I'll go first. I felt like I was at a disadvantage, because I'm older, have been married previously, and was working so hard at getting my business off the ground. I knew I wasn't giving a hundred and ten percent because I was exhausted, and because I was intimidated by the fact that you're younger. When I heard what your mom said, it was an easy way out for me." I watch as he gets the fire started, crossing my legs, and leaning back against the couch. "It did hurt me, don't get me wrong, but it was also a way for me to protect myself."

      "You don't ever have to protect yourself from me." He works his jaw, licking his lips.

      I sigh heavily, trying to make him understand. Glancing out over his back yard, I think about what I want to say before I do, and then try to explain in the easiest way possible. "I do, though. In my marriage, I lost who I was. I let his dreams become mine, and it's important that both you and I have our own lives, our own dreams. At the same time, we need to have dreams together, too. With my ex, I didn't have that. I forgot everything that made me Gabby. My ex and me? We had a bunch of money. He wore Italian leather shoes, had a closet full of suits that were custom made for him, and we didn't have to worry about anything. The day I left, I got rid of everything that was his. I knew I wanted to start the bakery, and I went to a thrift store and there was a Kitchen Aid mixer there." I stop for a second, remembering how I had felt as if it was a sign, and maybe it wasn't. Maybe it was just me looking for a meaning in the bullshit. But it gave me meaning, it gave me the courage I needed. "It was thirty dollars, it was the last thirty dollars I had that was my own, but I bought it. He gave me enough money to make it for a year, and I knew I had to do something. Do anything that would allow me to live the dream I'd given up."

      "And you did it?" he finishes with a whisper.

      "I did." I swallow hard, smiling. "It was hard, but I did. I can't tell you how I did, I just did." I shrug. "Now, Barrett. Tell me what you need to about what happened with us before."

      He doesn't say anything for a few minutes as he looks out at the fire, the flames licking at the glass rocks. When he finally speaks his voice is hoarse and full of emotion. His light eyes show me everything I need to know, but I wait to hear what he has to say. "My parents divorced when I was young, and I went back and forth between them. I would do something that my mom liked, and it would piss my dad off, and then vice versa. I spent my entire teenage years trying to figure out how I was going to be able to please both of them at the same time."

      "Oh, Barrett." I reach my arms out, circling them around his waist, resting my head on his chest. "You were a kid. You've always been the kid."

      He dips his head down, dropping a kiss in my hair. "I know, I know that now, but back then it was hard for me. Even when you broke up with me, I wasn't necessarily willing to admit that part of the issue was mine, and what I'm willing to take from my family. My mom’s life has been so entwined with mine that she isn't able to let me live the life I want to create for myself. It took a while for me to understand that. I had a talk with her."

      "B, I hope you didn't ruin your relationship with your mom over me." I play with a string on his shirt, while I talk. Anything for me not to have to think about what's going on between us. When I start to think, I get nervous about what the future holds, and that's when I start to question whether I deserve what I want or not. I've started to learn that I have to go through that doubt, and I have to know that I'm worthy of it all. It won't be easy, but it will be worth it. "I want this more than I want anything, but you need your mom."

      Another kiss is dropped to my head. "I haven't ruined my relationship with her, but I had to set boundaries. My entire life I've been the person she came to with every single problem. She treated me as if I was her partner, not her son. This is something I need for myself. My relationship with you means more to me than anything has in a long time."

      "But I don't want it to mean the end of your relationship with your mom." I remind him. "I don't think I'm worth that."

      "I think you are. I think what we could have is definitely worth that. I'm going to be honest with her. If you tell me we're going to be exclusive and we're moving forward with this, no matter what. Then I'll have a talk with her and let her know."

      "I feel like that would be a good idea. Let's start this out on the best foot we can. Clean slate?" I ask, looking up and giving him a smile.

      "Clean slate."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      When I get to the job site the next morning, Abel is sitting in his truck. He gets out as he sees me doing the same. "Hey, Dad and Alexis said that there's some issues with the supplies we need to work today. They're talking with Hank, but right now we're on hold. Wanna go get some breakfast?"

      "Yeah, where do you wanna go?" I ask. I don't want to suggest Get Baked, because I'll never hear the end of it.

      "We definitely need to go see Gabby, I want something sweet. A good coffee, and some fucking air conditioning." He waves his hand in front of his face. "Did you see the forecasted temps for the next few days? Our first heat wave is going to be annoying."

      Abel hates hot weather, and I won't hear the end of this until winter. Then he'll bitch about how cold it is. "Let's go, a muffin sounds good. You want me to drive, or are you?"

      "I'll drive."

      It takes us a few minutes to get into town, but when we do, we park down the street from Get Baked. There's a small line visible through the brand-new window. It makes my heart happy that the shop is getting more popular.

      "Who's the chick at the front counter?" Abel asks as we walk toward the front door.

      "Her name is Valentina. She came in the other day, asking if Gabby had any openings. I guess there was a little bit of a trial period, and Gabby hired her. Vaughn hit on her already."

      Abel leans his head back, laughing as he grabs his stomach. "Somehow that doesn't surprise me. He's been waiting for an outsider who doesn't know him well."

      I shake my head in agreement. "And they have to be willing to put up with his crazy schedule. He's had issues with that previously."

      "It's hard enough to be friends with him." Abel opens the door for us and we hop in line. "I can only imagine what it would be like to try and make plans with him. We have trouble."

      "Yeah." I watch as Valentina runs around behind the case, filling orders and ringing them up. Crossing my arms over my chest, I rock back on my heels as I tilt my head up, trying to see what they have available. "God, I hope they still have cinnamon rolls." I drop an arm and a rub a hand across my stomach.

      "I'm sure the owner would hook you up." He rolls his eyes.

      Right then, said owner comes out and looks over the line. Her lips tilt in a small smile as she takes in how many people are here. "Go ahead and just start ringing people up." She points to the register. "And I'll help move this line along."

      I love watching her work. She's great at customer service, and everyone loves her. She has true joy when she makes someone's day. There's a bump to my back, and I turn around to see who it is. Fuckin' hell. It's Nolan. "What are you doing here?"

      He points over to where he's holding his daughter on his hip. "This one." He points over to her. "Loves the oatmeal, and I'm going to have to go out of town tomorrow, so I thought I'd bring her to her favorite place before I go."

      The one thing everyone can say about Nolan is that he's a great father. In some ways I wish mine had been like him. He doesn’t mind taking time out of his day to make sure his daughter has a good start to hers, absolutely doesn’t phase him. If only mine had thought of me that way. "That's nice of you. Now what are you getting for yourself?"

      He laughs. "Breakfast and lunch, to be perfectly honest. If I could have it for dinner tonight, too, I would."

      This is why he and I are friends. Neither one of us love to cook, but we will if we have to. It's finally mine and Abel's turn. We walk up to the counter, and she gives me a bright smile. "Believe it or not, I knew you were in line, and I was just trying to get people through quickly so I could see you."

      "Oh, I believe it. What do you have this morning? He wants something sweet, and I think I do too, but do you have any of those breakfast burritos you had last week?" I rub at my stomach thinking about how good they were.

      "I might have one or two back there. I could look for you."

      The fact that she's willing to take time out of her day and go look when I know she probably doesn't have the extra minutes is everything I need to know regarding how she feels about me. "If you would, that's amazing. I'll also take a mini-cinni." I point at one of the miniature cinnamon rolls. "And I'll take a vanilla cream cold brew too."

      She nods, before looking over at Abel. "What do you want today? I have the fresh cinnamon muffins coming out in a few minutes. I know you have a sweet tooth."

      "God, I'm gonna have so many damn cavities this time when I go to the dentist." He blows out a breath. "But that's what I want, and can I get one of those cold brews, too?"

      "No problem. Go on over and pay, and I'll bring everything out to y'all."

      Something about that doesn't sit right with me. I reach across the case, and tug on her hand. "Come to the doorway and let me know when you're ready, I'll come back there and help you carry it out. I don't want you doing all of that without help."

      Her light eyes glisten slightly. "I will. Thank you."

      Before? She would've argued and said she could do it on her own. There would have been an argument between the two of us, and I would've gotten annoyed as she tried to explain her position. This time, I like to think we're both being a little more understanding of each other.

      "Y'all staying?" Abel looks back at Nolan and his daughter. "We'll get a table for all of us."

      "Yeah, we can eat before I take her over to the daycare."

      We push two very small tables together and go about getting the highchair, while we wait for our food. I have a seat so that I can see the doorway that Gabby will be coming out of. "How's it going in the concrete business?" I ask as I lean across the table.

      "Busy as ever." He blows out a breath. "I need to hire a couple of workers. Either of you know anyone who's looking for work? I'm doing twelve or thirteen hours a day, and I'm burning the candle at both ends."

      "Which makes sense. You do really good work."

      "Yeah, but I haven't been able to hire anyone who's willing to do more than the bare minimum. I need someone who's willing to work at least half as hard as I am." He grabs a napkin and starts tearing it into small pieces. Something I've watched him do more times than I care to count, it's definitely a nervous habit.

      "I'll let dad know, he's probably going to know someone better than the both of us."

      Right as I'm about to say something, Gabby's in the doorway, waving at me. "Be right there." When I approach, I press her a little further back, so that no one can see us. "I missed you this morning." I whisper as I lean in and take a quick kiss. "We used to wake up together every morning."

      "We did," she muses. "Maybe it'll be something we can start again soon?"

      I groan deep in my throat. "God, I hope so. Tonight, wanna meet me over at Monroe's? Or I could come pick you up? Your choice."

      "Come pick me up. I love riding with you. What time?"

      "Seven okay with you? It'll be a late night..."

      She reaches over and grabs my shirt in between her fingers, tugging me toward her. "I'm counting on it."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      I've debated back and forth on whether I should wear a dress or a pair of cut-offs, and I can't decide. Grabbing my phone, I FaceTime Kara. She answers on the third ring. "Hey, are you going to Monroe's tonight?" I ask, chewing on my bottom lip.

      She's curling a piece of her hair, grimacing after she drops her arm, and moving her wrist to the left and right. "Yeah, I'm gonna meet Abel over there. I've gotta get my damn hair cut, it's too hard curling it, but Abel likes it."

      "What are you wearing? Barrett is coming to pick me up and I keep going back and forth on whether I want to wear jean shorts or a dress. There are plusses to both, but I just don't want to make the decision on my own."

      She laughs, rolling her eyes at me. "The fact that you run your own business surprises the hell out of me because you can be so indecisive. I can't believe you get anything done."

      It's true, it's a problem I'm running into since I got divorced But I do know I want Barrett. "There I know everything I want to happen. I know what my end goal is, and how I want to get to it. Within my personal life that's not as easy. I question everything, including whether what I'm doing with my life is correct, even though I know it is. So would you please just be nice and tell me what I should wear?"

      "The cut-offs, you have killer legs from running back and forth all day, and being on your feet. There's no way Barrett will be able to say no when he gets a good look at them. Wear your boots, and a tank top with it. You're built like a fuckin' supermodel. We're all jealous of you."

      I'm not built like a supermodel. I weigh too much, my arms are too muscular from where I handle dough and heavy items all the time, and I'm short, but I love her for what she's trying to say. "Thank you. See ya over there." As I hang up with her, a text comes in from Barrett saying he's on his way, which means I have about twenty minutes to finish my hair and get dressed.

      Nervous butterflies swoop in and take root in ways they haven't in years. This feels like the beginning of something big, something I haven't had a chance to appreciate in a long time. It's how I felt when I first met the man I ended up marrying, and then I stopped believing in myself. It stopped being so easy, and I wasn't able to trust what I thought were my good instincts. It's taken me a long time to try and figure out if I can trust that again. I’m proud of the Gabby I’ve turned into.

      Looking at myself in the mirror, I'm not sure if I recognize the person. She's older, she's wiser, but at the same time, she's come through every hurdle that's been thrown in her path. She's still standing, and still here. A little broken, but pulling it all back together again. The person looking back at me has a fire in her eyes I haven't seen in a long time, and I'm itching to examine what that fire means.

      There's a knock at the door, and my heart leaps because I know it's Barrett. Running to the door, I throw it open, wrapping my arms around Barrett when I see his smiling face.

      "Hey, gorgeous." He dips his mouth down close to my ear. The depth of his voice sends chill bumps and shivers all along my arms. His calloused hands run up and down my back, snagging on the material and edges where the shirt doesn't cover. "I missed you today. I thought about you every single time I wasn't working."

      "I thought about you, too, and you don't want to know how long it took to me to decide what to wear. I mean, it's shameful."

      He lets go and pushes me away from him. Those eyes of his rake up and down my body. He spins me in a circle. "Goddamn, woman, you're hot, and I'm a lucky asshole to have you on my arm tonight."

      There's the Barrett I know. The one who isn't scared to let me know what he's thinking, the one who turns me into a puddle of goo when I think about how sweet he is. He's everything I've needed as a divorced woman, and I hope that now we're starting again, that doesn't change. That's one of the things I've been scared of; that it wouldn't feel the same as it did before, but maybe it shouldn't. Maybe it should feel different, and comfortable at the same time. "Let's get going." I reach up and kiss his jawline. "I can't wait to burn up the dance floor with you."

      We head down the stairs and when I see his truck parked next to my car, I can't help but think about how manly it is. How hot it is to watch him drive. He opens the passenger side door and gives me a boost up when I put my foot on the running board and grasp the edges. His eyes are right on my ass, his gaze burns. "Like the view?" I look back over my shoulder before settling in the seat and pulling my seatbelt over my chest, making sure it clicks.

      "If you only knew. Your ass looks amazing in those shorts. I'm glad you decided to wear them tonight."

      And so am I.
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      Monroe's is loud and proud tonight as we walk in. Never mind that we had to park halfway to the next fucking town over to get here. I don't think I've ever seen it this packed. I'm kind of worried about where we're going to sit, but as soon as we walk through the door, he pushes me toward a table in the back. I can't see anything, but as the people on the dance floor part, I see two large tables full of all the guys in the squad. There's a table full of beers and peanuts, and a few empty chairs. Kara and Daisy wave as they see me, pushing a chair out so that I can sit next to them, and the guys do the same for Barrett. It's so loud I can barely hear anything, but Barrett puts his arm around the back of my chair, and I lean into him.

      "Was I right, or was I right about the cut offs?" Kara gives me a look.

      "You were right. I have some free cake for you in the next few days."

      "That's what I'm talking about."

      Alexis comes over to our table and drops a round of beers along with a round of shots for the girls. Without being told to, the three of us grab the glasses, toast, and throw it back, before chasing it with bottles of beer. I shiver as the alcohol runs through my body.

      Barrett taps on my shoulder, ​​his eyes shining brightly. "Wanna dance?"

      "I'd love to." Putting my hand in his, I follow as he leads me out to the floor.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      As soon as we get out on the floor, one of my favorite songs comes on. I lean into Gabby, singing into her ear. "Ohhh, you give me the shivers..."

      She giggles, throwing her head back as she turns, throwing her hip out. I love when we dance together, she gets so sassy. Her hair is in these curls that bounce up and down as she moves to the beat of the music. I push her back away, and then pull her toward me, grinding our hips together, before twirling her. She kisses my nose as she turns, and then comes to a stop back in front of me. Her back is to my front as she swings her hips, then backs into me, glancing at me over her shoulder.

      My cock takes notice. It's like she's looking behind me as I'm doing her from behind. Grasping her hips, I pull her into me, noticing when her eyes darken. She feels me, just like I thought she would. Hooking her arm back around her, she digs her fingers into my hair and pulls my head down. I speak as quietly as I can into her ear, but loud enough for her to hear me. "I want you. I've missed the hell out of you, but if this isn't what you want, then please tell me."

      She takes a few minutes to respond and I'm almost positive I've offended or moved too fast. Just as I'm about to give up hope that she wants the same as me, she turns in my arms. Those hazel eyes of hers looking much more green than normal. "I want it. Can we get out of here?"

      This isn't going at all as I planned, but sometimes plans are meant to be broken, and if there's anyone I'm willing to break them for, it's her. "Let's go."

      I grab her hand and pull her through the crowd, back out toward the lot where we parked that feels like miles away. I don't allow myself to kiss her until we get to the truck. I know as soon as I start I won't be able to stop, and I have plans for her tonight. When we get to the truck, I press her against the passenger side door, before running a finger down her cheek. "I've thought about this since the last moment we kissed."

      "Me too," she admits, gulping in breath.

      Her chest rising and falling as I hook my finger into the neckline of her shirt. Crowding her into the side, I smear my lips up and down her neck, before moving up to her jaw line and then finding that mouth of hers. The one that I jerk off to sometimes, remembering the things we did before everything got fucked up. I clutch her face in my palms, tilting her to the side, so that I can delve in deeper, find the recesses of what's typically hidden.

      She rocks on her feet, circling her arms around my neck, holding on tight, digging her nails into my neck. The slight pain is enough to set off a spark inside my stomach. My hands move down her body, until I get to her thighs. Once there, I grip the back of them, spreading her wide so that I can step between them. She moans deep in her throat, it's muffled against my lips, but it’s enough to cause my cock to harden further.

      "Should we be doing this here?" She gasps, pulling her lips from mine.

      I groan, letting my head drop against the metal of the door. "No, we definitely shouldn't, and I'm not sure I can control myself. Which place are we going to?"

      "I live closer." She reminds me with hooded eyes.

      "Then let's go."

      I break a couple of traffic laws trying to get us over to Get Baked, and when we pull in the parking lot, tires screeching as they come to a stop. "Don't touch that door." I get out, and jog around, opening the door, and pulling her out of the passenger seat. I don't put her on her feet, instead I carry her up the stairs. "Better get those keys ready."

      She giggles, and I love the way we're able to have fun, even when I'm hard as a fucking rock. I come to a stop and she fumbles, but eventually the door opens, and we fall through it. We hit the ground with a loud thud.

      "Oh my God, I'm so sorry."

      Her laugh echoes through the room. "No problem. I kind of love that you were in such a hurry to get me here that we fell through the door. That's hot, whether you meant for it to be or not."

      I didn't, but I'll take it. I don't know how the two of us manage to do it, but we make it to her bed, and we've taken all our clothes off. "You're so beautiful." I breathe, running my nose down her chest, between both her breasts.

      "You make me feel that way." She digs her fingers in my hair, raking them against my scalp. I lay her down, and cover her body with mine.

      I don't know how long we've been sliding against one another. How many minutes I've thrust in and pulled out. Our skin slips together, and my fingers grasp for purchase against her slick flesh. Sweat slides into my hair, and I'm sore, but I won't give this up. I'm slowly making my way to the culmination of our bodies finding pleasure together.

      "Barrett, I'm gonna come." Her voice cracks, tears pooling in her eyes. I

      "Don't hold back." I lean in, whispering right in her ear. My voice is breathy with barely contained passion.

      "You either." She begs.

      All that's left between the two of us is the rhythmic rocking of our hips, the creaking of the bed, and the labored breathing bouncing off the walls. Reaching up, I entwine our fingers together, holding on tight as I swing my hips into her. She tightens her legs around my waist, rubbing her clit against my dick, using me to get her off.

      "You're so fuckin' tight." I moan. "And getting tighter. Are you going to come on me, Gabs?"

      "Mmmm hmmm." She whines, and just as she opens her mouth to scream, I place a hand over her mouth to keep it as quiet as possible. I don't want to scare Valentina, and I have an idea that Gabby's scream might make her uncomfortable.

      Burying my face in her throat, I open my mouth against her skin, sucking and biting down as I spill deep into her body.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      There's a loud beeping interrupting my sleep, my head pounding as I reach for my phone. There aren't many mornings when I desperately want that thing to shut up, but this is one of them. A low moan beside me is a reminder of what Barrett and I did last night. We’ve been doing this more often than we probably should be since the night at Monroe’s at a couple of weeks ago.

      "What time is it?" he questions, that sleep-roughened voice spiking goosebumps on my forearms, and neck.

      "Five. I have to get ready to go to work. I hate to ask you this, but can you drive me over to my apartment? I need to open the shop. Valentina has no idea how to do it yet." This is one of those times when I wish I could just close for the day, but every day of income is so important to the shop right now. We're close to making it to what I consider the next level in order to get some upgrades.

      He sighs, before sitting up and rubbing his eyes. I recoil, waiting for the irritation. It's what I'm used to from my ex-husband, and that learned behavior doesn't go away just because you aren't in that relationship anymore. "Give me a few minutes." He sits up on his side and vigorously runs his hands over his face. When he turns to face me, through the dim light we left on in the bedroom last night, dark circles are evident under his eyes. "It's gonna be a long day." He smirks. "But damn it was fun, wasn't it?"

      I squint up at him, giggling, as I think back to what we did last night. "It was. I'm going to be feeling it today."

      "Worth it, though?" He reaches back, running a hand along my thigh, and down my leg

      I roll over, stretching my arms above my head. "Totally worth it."

      Within twenty minutes, we've gotten dressed and he's driven me across town. "It's so quiet this time of the morning." He muses as he makes the turn onto the square.

      I glance over, watching as his forearm tightens and loosens with the movements of him gripping the steering wheel. We come to a stop in front of the steps that lead up to my apartment. "It is quiet, that's why I like working so early, other than the fact I have to. This time of morning, as the sun rises, reminds me it's the start of a new day. Even when there's darkness, the light reminds us that there is a chance to come out of it. Which is what I needed more than anything after I got divorced. Every morning, I would wake up and see the sun coming up, thankful that I made it through another dark night." I've said more than I meant to, but he reaches over and grabs my hand with his, running his thumb over mine.

      "I'm glad you made it through. I never want you to see those dark days again."

      I don't tell him that the nights and days without him weren't colorful. They were muted gray, and all I wanted sometimes was to see his smile. Instead, I lean over and nuzzle my head toward his jaw. "I don't either, and I think all the ones with you are going to be much brighter than I've had in a long time."

      "Me too." He drops a kiss on my forehead. "Better get up there and change before your employee thinks you've left her alone."

      "I will." I swallow hard, debating on what I want to say. We've easily fallen back into our routine, and I can't lie about how I feel for him. I promised myself I wouldn't do that ever again. "Have a great day. I love you."

      His dark eyes get even darker as he hears what I've said. Grabbing me up in his arms, he holds me over the center console. "I love you, too."

      And as I get out of his truck, I do it with the biggest smile on my face. Doesn't matter that every part of my body is sore from the fun we had last night. It's a great kind of sore. I'm unlocking the door to my apartment, when the one next to me opens and Valentina comes out. "Hey, I'll be done in just a few minutes. I have to change and freshen up a little."

      Her eyes rake my body up and down, and I have no idea what she's seeing when she looks at me. Is it a woman who's been thoroughly loved, or does what I did last night mean something different to her. "Okay." She pushes her hair back behind her ears and ducks her head. "I've been watching you, I know how to open and what you do in order to do that. You can take as much time as you need."

      I reach out, grabbing her hand in mine. "I promise I don't make a habit of this. Barrett and I were together before. This is our second chance, so we've probably moved faster than other couples would."

      "You have nothing to explain to me. How you live your life is how you live it."

      But the way there's interest in her eyes makes me wonder what she really thinks. "Okay, I'll be down in a few minutes."

      When I finally get into my apartment, I close the door before leaning against it and blowing out a breath. It's amazing how life can change in an instant, or in our case with just a kiss.
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      Three hours later, I'm struggling. Valentina seems to be, too. We're both sitting at a table, desperately hoping that no one comes in the door.

      "Has this day been crazier than normal?" Valentina sighs. "I know I've only worked here a short time, but it feels like today was the craziest day I've had since I started."

      "No, you're right, today was insane. I have no idea where all those people came from, but we did it. I just hope they give us a break before they decide to start coming in for lunch." I rest my head on folded arms, rolling my forehead around. This is happening because I was out so late last night. The bell rings, and it takes everything I have not to sigh.

      "Don't get up." It's Kara.

      I lift my head up and give her a wave. "How's it going? We just got killed by our morning rush."

      "It's because you were mentioned on a YouTube channel that's featured me before. I came to tell you." She holds up her phone. "It's got almost fifty thousand views already, and it keeps going up. Look, I normally wouldn't offer this, but you've helped me more than you've ever had to. Do you want some of my employees to come over and help you prep? They aren't bakers, but we're already prepped for our rush."

      My heart is pounding as I think about what she's saying. "How much did you do the day you were featured?" I ask, almost scared to death.

      "It wasn't the day, honey. It was the week, and it's been steady since. I'm willing to loan you my people for a little bit, but you're gonna have to hire more help."

      I hear what she's saying, but I've been doing this by myself for so long it's hard to give any of it up. This is both my greatest dream, and my biggest fear. "Okay, let us get through today, and then I'll see about getting us more help. We're closed tomorrow, so I'll have time to get my head on straight and get it together. Thank you, Kara. I appreciate this so much."

      "No problem. I know what it was like, and there wasn't anyone who could help me with it. I had no one to help me monitor expectations, but I would have loved for someone to be there. So here I am for you. Congratulations by the way, I hope this is what you need to turn Get Baked into everything you want, Gabs. I'm so proud of you."

      She hugs me tightly before turning and going out the front door.

      "Well..." I look at Valentina. "Guess we need to get to work."

      "Guess so." She offers a bemused smile. Neither one of us know what the hell we're getting into, but it looks like we're both going to make it as easy on ourselves as we can.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      The next day, I pull into the parking area behind Gabby's and get out, before heading up the stairs to her apartment. She opens the door before I knock. As if she's been waiting for me. She never did that in our before relationship. I like this iteration of what we're becoming.

      "Hey..." She smiles, leaning in to give me a kiss. "I saw you pull up and didn't want to wait any longer."

      "Hey, yourself." I grasp hold of her hips, digging my fingers into her flesh, and holding tight. "You ready for family dinner?"

      She blows a raspberry. "Yeah. Just thankful it isn't my first one. Alexis told me to invite Valentina. You don't mind giving her a ride too, do you?" She grimaces as she asks, scrunching up her nose. "I know I should've asked way before now, but we got so busy."

      I push away from her, giving us both space. Already I feel the loss of her body heat, and wish we were back to being so close we could touch. "Yeah, I have no problem. What are we bringing?" I give her an exaggerated smile. "I didn't have time to stop and get anything. Plus, I thought that might offend you."

      "Well, if you were going to grab something bakery related, I would definitely be offended. Luckily for you, I made a cake yesterday. We just have to swing down and get it out of the fridge. There might be a few chocolate chip cookies in there for you, too." Her eyes are dancing with excitement. "It's a double chocolate strawberry, and I can't wait to take a bite. My mouth watered when I was frosting it last night."

      Mine is doing the same as she's talking about it. "What do I need to do in order to get an early taste? Those chocolate chip cookies better be mine and no one else."

      She snorts, laughing. "Nothing, if I didn't take a bite, you're not getting one. Those cookies are yours, but I'll be damned if you get the cake before I do." She grabs her purse, shouldering it before walking out of the apartment, and crossing over to Valentina's. Knocking quickly, she comes back to stand next to me.

      Valentina comes out, reminding me again of how young she looks. If I didn't know how old she was, I'd assume she was a high school student. I wonder what made her leave her home. Although my mom has gotten on my nerves for years, I wouldn't go no contact, and from everything I see Valentina is definitely no contact. "Thanks for driving." She gives me a small smile, completely bashful and unsure of herself. "I hope I'll be able to get my license soon. It won't be before my birthday, but I hope it won't be too long."

      "It's really no problem." I motion for both of them to go down the stairs before me. Good manners dictate it. "So when is your birthday?"

      She looks back, almost seeming embarrassed that I've asked. "Next week. Thursday, actually."

      Gabby gasps, we know so little about her, I'm assuming she didn't know her birthdate either. "You'll be twenty-one? We have to take you to Monroe's for your birthday. Can we help you celebrate?"

      Valentina's shoulders stiffen, she's obviously uncomfortable with the attention. "I'm not a member of your friend group, I doubt they would want me to impede on their Thursday night. I'm not a member of any friend group."

      Both Gabby and I laugh heartily. "Then you don't know our friend group." I rub at my stomach. "They will use any excuse, and if you're going to keep working at Get Baked, make no mistake about it, you're going to be part of our friend group. Let us help you celebrate your birthday."

      She glances over at Gabby, seeming to look for the confidence to say yes. "It's your choice. I'm going to get the cake, but I'm telling you, our group is the best. They take in anyone who needs family, Val, and you definitely need family. You don't have to do this alone. It's a lesson I've had to learn over the years, too. You're not the only one."

      That's’ probably the most accurate description of what our group of friends does. We find someone who needs to be taken in, and we do that. We treat them how they deserve to be treated, and we make sure they feel the love. While Gabby goes and gets the cake, I open the back passenger side of the quad cab for Valentina. "I promise..." I start. "They won't do anything they don't actually want to do, but I think if you give it a shot, you're going to realize that our friend group could more than likely change your life."

      She nods, but doesn't say anything. It's a silent acceptance, but an acceptance nonetheless.
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      "Where's Vaughn?" Jasper asks as he and Daisy come in late. They're holding hands, and her cheeks are pink. "I thought for sure he'd beat us. We had to run over to the Foundation."

      Absolutely none of us believe that they were late just because they had to run over to the Foundation. The way they look? They got a little carried away.

      "He's gonna be here in a few minutes." I look up from my phone, where he's sent me a text. "He had to run home and change. Just got back in from out of town."

      Alexis sighs. "It must be hard living his life. Gone so much, never sure when you're going to have to respond, especially in the summer and winter. It's no wonder he hasn't had a girlfriend in such a long time."

      Valentina takes a drink from her glass and clears her throat, before asking. "What does he do?"

      Boone reaches over, stealing a cube of cheese from a charcuterie board. "He's a lineman. Works for the electric company. Plays hard, works hard, is a major pain in the ass, but we love him just the same."

      "You rang?" And there he fucking is. "Everything this man said about me is true." He grabs Boone by the shoulders, shaking him slightly. "I saw you the other day." He points to Valentina.

      She nods shyly, before lowering her eyes.

      Alexis saves her. "Dinner is ready if y'all are ready to eat."

      "Thank God..." Vaughn grabs a plate. "I haven't had a home-cooked meal in two weeks."

      Daisy smirks. "Then by all means, you go first."

      He play bows to her. "Don't mind if I do."

      As Gabby and I take our spots in line, I hook my arm around her neck and pull her back to my front. With her I feel like I'm in high school again where I want to be touching my girlfriend all the time, and I constantly want us to be together. She tilts her head back, and I take the moment to bend down and kiss her quickly.

      If anyone sees, they don't say anything, and for that I'm thankful. I've never been happier, and I don't want anyone to make us feel bad about it.

      This is everything I ever wanted.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      We've had another super busy day, but we're looking to celebrate Valentina's birthday tonight, and I want us to be able to have a few hours before we get ready and leave. "What do you think about closing early?" I slip the idea into our conversation, not wanting her to think that I'm doing something because of her. It's special, but she shies away from attention." That way we can get ready, and you can have a few hours off before your party."

      There's excitement in her eyes, and I think she wants to say yes, but at the same time I think she's afraid to. If there's one thing I've learned about her in the past couple of weeks, it's that she's almost terrified to give voice to anything she actually wants. She doesn't ask for anything, and she's scared to put anyone out. I haven't been able to get her to confide in me yet, but I hope one day I'll be able to do so.

      She looks over at me. "If it wouldn't be too much trouble. I got a new outfit to wear."

      Excitement rises in my throat, but somehow I keep from squealing, afraid I'll scare her. "Did you?" My eyebrows raise to my hairline. The only thing I've ever seen her wear are dresses, and a few skirts with tops that completely covered her arms. I hope this one will show off a little bit of the amazing figure she's concealing. "I can't wait to see it."

      She seems to make a decision in that moment. "I'm scared to wear it, but I'm going to. I know I haven't talked much about my family, but we're not supposed to show our legs, which means we can't wear shorts or pants. We're supposed to only wear dresses. I bought my first pair of shorts to wear tonight. They're short too." She whispers, dipping her chin into her chest. "God won't strike me dead, right?"

      "Oh my gosh, Val! No, He won't. I'm so proud of you! I know that had to be hard. I've never been religious, or worried too much about what others thought of me, so I haven't been in that situation. I know it must have been hard for you to even try them on."

      "It was." She nods. "But I left my family for a reason, and if I continue going by their rules, even when I've left, then they've won, and I refuse to let them do that."

      This is the first time I've seen this kind of fire in her, and I like it. "Good for you! I don't know a lot about your life before you came to work here. I want to respect your privacy, so I don't ask a lot of questions, but any time you want to talk about it to me? Feel free."

      "I appreciate it, Gabby. You're the first true friend I've ever had."

      That makes me so sad for her, but I hide it with a bright smile. "I'm so glad. Barrett will be here to pick us both up at seven. If you decide you want to stay a little later when we leave, we'll make sure that someone we know brings you home. By the way, if you want to take tomorrow off, you can. I have a few students from the culinary program over at the high school and college coming over to help with prep work. They're going to start coming over a few times a week, so hopefully we won't have to be working as hard."

      "Thank you. I might take the day off, I haven't decided yet though. I'll see you in a bit."

      When she turns to leave, I hurry to turn the sign to closed, and finish all the closing before heading up to my apartment to get ready. It's nice to take it easy for the day, and while the old me would be worried about the money, the me that's completely overwhelmed with what's been happening at Get Baked is beyond grateful.

      Just as I'm about to head upstairs, I get a ping from my phone. It says I've received an email into the bakery inbox. While I wish I could turn it all off for the day, I know I still need to keep up with what's going on. I can read the email, and make a note, take care of it tomorrow.

      But when I open it, my stomach drops.

      Gabriella,

      Looks like your little venture is doing well. Did you use the money I gave you to start it up? I think you might remember what you signed in our prenuptial agreement? Or maybe you don't?

      In layman's terms, it says that if I give you the startup for anything, you'll owe me a percentage. Did you really think about that? If I know you, I know you wanted to stick it to me, and you don't ever read anything all the way through.

      If I found out you used my money, Gabs? I'll come to you for payment. Be ready.

      Jeff

      I hate the way he uses the name Gabs. That's what Barrett calls me, and I love the way it rolls off his tongue. The way Jeff said it? It was smug, and I hated it.

      Tonight though? I'll push all these thoughts away and have a great time with friends.
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      "You ready?" Barrett asks a few hours later when I open my door to him. "Alexis told me there's a cake and everything at Monroe's for Val. They've really gone all out for her."

      "Oh, that makes me happy, I know about the cake obviously, but I didn't know about the rest of it. Lex and Kara told me to let them take care of it, and I did, but you know I'm a micro-manager who wanted to be completely involved."

      He laughs, before kissing my cheek. "I absolutely do know that about you."

      Val's door opens and I turn around to see what she's decided to wear tonight. I'm excited since this seems to be her taking a part of her life back that she's never had before. My jaw drops as I see her in a pair of cut-off, blue-jean shorts. Her legs are long and toned, nothing that I would have thought would be under the skirts and dresses she wears. "Holy shit, Val. You’re legs are amazing."

      "Do I look okay?" she asks, pulling at the frayed edges, seeming to want to hide the flesh she's exposing.

      They aren't short, short by any means, but they hug her in a way that shows off her figure. "You look amazing, and they look great on you. They aren't too short at all, and they don't show anything that a bathing suit wouldn't. You're beautiful, Val, it's time for you to embrace it. I'm not sure what the people in your life did to you before you showed up at Get Baked, but they were wrong. I'm here to tell you they were wrong. Let's get out of here and go celebrate your birthday. How does that sound?"

      She gives me a smile. A real one. It reaches her eyes, showing off white straight teeth, and two dimples in her cheeks. It transforms her. "Sounds great. I'm ready whenever y'all are."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "That dude's hands aren't where they should be," Vaughn tells me as we sit next to each other at the bar. All the ladies are out on the floor dancing with Val, as she celebrates.

      "Who?" I don't see what he's talking about, even though I'm watching the girls, too.

      "That dude standing behind Valentina. His hands are on her hips."

      The way he's talking, it almost sounds like he has a claim, but unless there's something I haven't heard from either one of them, I'm confused. "She's celebrating her birthday. You should probably let her have a little fun."

      "Yeah, but didn't y'all say she's sheltered, and this is the first fuckin' time she's worn shorts?" He works his jaw back and forth as he watches them.

      I've known Vaughn long enough to realize this is close to getting dangerous with him. He'll throw punches and ask questions later. "Don't ruin her night. She hasn't done anything wrong." I put my hand on his shoulder.

      "Nope she sure hasn't, but he fuckin' has."

      "Son of a bitch." I sigh heavily. "Abel, Boone, Jasper..."

      They hear me, and come to my aid, but not soon enough. He's already approached the two of them, tapping the other guy on the shoulder. As a unit we all move, but it's not quick enough. Vaughn's throwing punches, pushing Valentina behind him. We all get into the fray; all of us throwing punches, the girls screaming. Some guy grazes my chin, and I taste blood as I bite my lip. This seems to go on forever, but when water is thrown on the group of us, we all jump back.

      Alexis is standing there seething. "We do not do this in Monroe's, does everyone understand? Don't make me call the police. Everyone break it up and go to your own sides. I'm not kidding. Especially you two." She points to her husband and stepson.

      Looking around, I see everyone pair off. Vaughn's pulled Valentina to the side, and that's when I spot Gabby. "Are you okay?" She comes running to me. "I didn't expect that to happen."

      "I didn't either, but sometimes he gets an idea in his head and it's hard to get it out. He thought that dude was bothering her, and he obviously didn't like it. Sorry y'all had to see us get into a fight. It's been a while."

      She smirks, hooking her fingers in my belt loops. "Am I wrong for thinking it's kind of sexy?"

      "No..." I drape my arm around her neck. "Not at all."

      Val runs over to us. "I hate to ask, but can we leave?"

      I glance over at Gabby, hoping to figure out what I'm supposed to say. She nods. "Yeah, are you okay?"

      "I am. This has all just been a little much." She takes off, grabbing her purse and runs for the parking lot.

      Vaughn puts a hand on my shoulder, stopping me as I go to follow her and Gabby. "Can you tell her I didn't mean that. That I'm not normally that hot-headed? I just didn't like seeing that guy act that way. You and I both know that she's been sheltered."

      "I'll do what I can." I rub my jaw, licking my lip, and tasting more blood. "But both of us know you are that hot-headed. If you've got something for her, you need to figure it out, and not act like a fuckin' cave man. Right?"

      He sighs. “You know what? I’m gonna go tell her. If I want to put a good foot forward and have her know the man I truly am, I need to make that impression. Thanks anyway.”

      We clap hands. “Okay, but be nice to her. She’s not used to any of this.” I gesture around at the bar. “Gabby and I are leaving." And as we leave, I can't help but notice the way she's eyeing me as if I'm the cover model on a fucking romance novel.
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      As I roll to a stop sign, on the way home, I turn my face into her, stealing a kiss. It's slow, burning within both of us. I coax her lips open, and then stake my claim against her mouth. My tongue invades, conquers, and leaves nothing but the smoking remnants of the coals of passion in it's wake. It flares hot and humid between us like a summer night. The only thing missing is the heat lightning and the chorus of nighttime sounds. It's out of control as we give into the blossoming arousal that's growing like a flower from the fertilized ground. I take her mouth, using it the same way I'd like to use her to get rid of the remaining irritation I have with us wasting time by separating when we should've worked it out. Her fingers thread through my hair, as she yanks hard against the strands, pulling me further into her and closer to her heart. We're really getting into it when there's a honk behind us.

      "Shit," I wipe my lips and try to do my best to focus on the road in front of me. There are no vehicles coming, and I manage to step on the gas.

      She's sitting beside me, fidgeting in the seat. Her breath is coming in gasps and she's closing her legs tightly.

      "Do you need some relief?" I growl, looking over at her as we speed down the road.

      "Yes," she hisses. "That kiss? I've never experienced anything like it."

      "Me neither," I admit, although it costs me something to do so. Letting her close, although I know it's what I want to do, is still a foreign concept to me, and scary as fuck. "There's a pull off up here, what do ya say?"

      Her eyes are hot and full of passion as they look over at me. "I say yes. A thousand times yes."

      Punching my foot on the accelerator, I do my best to get us up there as quickly as possible before yanking the wheel and coming to a skidding stop. Once we finally do, I shove the gear shift into park, and lift my shirt over my body, yanking it like the annoying piece of clothing it is. It's hot and stiff against my skin. Reaching down, I unbuckle my belt, the loud clanging of the buckle reverberating in the closed confines of the truck. Unbuttoning, I push the jeans down, and manage to pull my cock out of where it's lodged against the waistband of my underwear. Grunting at the relief I feel, I swivel my head over to her. Her gaze is focused on my cock, she licks her lips and all I can imagine is her mouth around the head of it, sucking and laving against the hardness.

      "What do you want?" She asks, her words breathless, her face flushed. "What I want is to please you, so tell me what you want."

      Closing my eyes, I see the scene so clearly in my head. Her lips wrapped around me as I shove myself through the ring of her mouth. Reaching down, I fist my length. "Your lips as I fuck your mouth, and get you off with my fingers."

      She inhales sharply as her breath catches. Against the thin cotton of her t-shirt, her nipples poke, letting me know how much she wants this. "Okay, I'm here to do whatever you want me to."

      Tucking my hand around her neck, I thread my fingers up against her scalp and pull her into me. First, I drop a kiss on her lips, before pulling away and fisting her hair, shoving her down to my lap. When she takes me in one gulp, I shove against the headrest, words flowing from my mouth.

      "Fuckin' hell."

      As her tongue licks my cock like a lollipop, I know I'm in deep shit.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      Barrett is still sleeping when I get up the next morning, getting ready for work. He makes a noise in the back of his throat that makes me want to crawl back into bed with him. Unfortunately, I can't sit up here all day. Neither can he. Glancing at his phone, I see that he's got his alarm set, so I don't worry about it.

      I'm dragging ass again today, and at some point I'm going to have to stop these late nights, but hopefully with the addition of the culinary students, we'll be able to get to a point where I can take a few days off here and there. As quietly as I can, I slip out of my apartment and head down the stairs. I'm surprised when I get to the shop and Val's already there. "Hey, you didn't have to work today, remember?"

      "I know." She sighs as she reaches up to take the first batch of cinnamon rolls out of the oven. "But I don't really have anything else to do, and I didn't want to sit around. I don't know enough people to go do anything. So I figured I'd come down here and get a head start on what we have to do for the day."

      "Are you okay?" I ask, putting my hair up in a ponytail on top of my head. "Last night was a lot. Did you even get to have your first drink before the fists started flying?"

      "I did. Vaughn bought me one..." She twirls a piece of hair around her finger. "Before he started a fight."

      I blow out a big breath. "Vaughn is that way. I'm sorry he ruined your birthday."

      "He didn't." She hurries to interrupt me. "It just reminded me of my dad. He's hot-headed too, but at least Vaughn had my best interest at heart. He came to see me last night," she whispers.

      You could knock me over with a damn feather. "He what?"

      "Came to see me last night. I didn't expect it, but he knocked on my door about an hour after we got home. I wasn't going to let him in." She worries her fingers together. "But I just felt like I could trust him. He did try and protect me, even when he didn't have to."

      I want to tell her she should probably be careful with Vaughn. He's so much more than she's ever dealt with before, but I also know that he has one of the best hearts I've ever seen. He seems to have taken a liking to her, and maybe that will be good for both of them. "He didn't make you uncomfortable, did he?"

      She shakes her head. "No, he was a perfect gentleman. Surprised me, really."

      Me too. "Well, I'm proud of him. Now why don't we have some breakfast while we wait for the first round of sweets to cook? I have some breakfast burritos in the freezer, we can stick 'em in the oven."

      "Sounds great. I'll get us something to drink."

      As she walks away from me, I can't help but wonder what her life was like before she came into Get Baked. One day I hope she trusts me enough to confide in me, but I know I have to practice patience. It's the only thing she's been silently asking for.

      Going to my office, I boot up my laptop and reach for my steaming cup of coffee.  I have to make an order, but before I can log in to the software, there's a pop up for one of the news sites. The headline catches my attention like nothing else could.

      Smithfield Industries Files Chapter 11 Bankruptcy

      I gasp, quickly skimming over the article. Turns out it's not what Jeff does for a living, and Smithfield Industries is the brainchild of his brother. It appears Jeff doesn't have his hands in it, nor will this filing affect him and the businesses he runs, but it makes me nervous, given the email that I received.

      I make a note to speak to an attorney, but I'm just not sure how I'm going to afford it.

      Blowing out a breath, I tap a few keys, and get my order done, because no matter what I am successful. And being successful means I have to make sure I have product for others to buy, even if someday I might be forced to give some of that success to a man who never wanted me to have it.
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      "Don't you dare cut in front of all those people." I point at Nolan, scolding him as I watch him come in and act like he doesn't see all the people in front of him.

      He looks to the left and right, holding his arms up as if he's done nothing wrong. "You know me," he argues. "And I only have a few minutes. I just want a damn cinnamon roll, c'mon."

      "Get your butt back behind the line." I shake my head at him, throwing my finger back toward where he needs to stand.

      He scowls at me before turning to the woman he's cut in front of and gives her a smile. It's one that's guaranteed to get him whatever he wants. Rolling my eyes, I put my hands on my hips as I watch the two of them. "Honey..." He winks. "Do you mind if I grab a cinnamon roll real fast? I have to head out and give a quote on some concrete work, and I can't be late. I'm a single daddy to a little girl." He pulls his phone up, showing a picture of Ashlynn.

      "Jesus Christ, Nolan. Come on. You are fucking incorrigible. I can't believe you'd use the picture of Ashlynn." I reach in and get a cinnamon roll. "Do you want it heated up?"

      "Is there any other way to eat one?" he says it like I'm an idiot. I'd like to drop it on the floor just to spite him, but it won't get him out of here any quicker. "Ashlynn is cute, if I have to use her picture to get me a cinnamon roll when I'm running late, who am I to question it?"

      "You're lucky I like you. Go sit over there." I point to the tables. "I'll let you know when it's ready."

      This asshole turns to the woman and tips his beat-up baseball hat like he's a cowboy from another century. Does she give him shit? Nope, she basically swoons. "Thank you so much," he says nicely to her, before throwing me a glare.

      "What can I get for you?" I shake my head at him as I talk to her.

      "Do you have any more of him?" She lifts her eyes in appreciation, ogling his ass.

      I laugh. "I don't think I could handle another one of him He's a big old pain in the butt.", I say, only half-kidding.

      She gives me a saucy grin. "Oh darlin', I could."

      Lord help whoever ends up taming Nolan King, she's gonna need patience, and I'll definitely be praying for her.  I have a feeling that whoever she is, we're gonna watch them fight the attraction, and we're all gonna need it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      Vaughn, Nolan, and Jasper are all with me out on my back porch, drinking beers. Although we really shouldn't be. All of us are still trying to recover from Val's birthday two days ago. But I'm glad they're all here, especially Vaughn because I have a few questions for him. "What in the fuck happened to you at Monroe's the other night? You haven't thrown hands in a while, and I didn't expect it to be for a woman who's as sheltered as Val is."

      "I'm glad he asked." Nolan takes a drink from his bottle. "Because I was wondering myself. I've never seen you go that hard before, and I've known you for years. You tapping her and not telling anyone?"

      Vaughn's jaw ticks slightly and I send a warning glare over at Nolan. Now might not be the best time to test him. He clears his throat, before shaking his head.

      "I don't know, there's an innocence about her, and I don't want others to fuck her over because she's sheltered. That dude was getting handsy and he knew better. She seems lonely, like she's reaching out for something she can't quite touch yet, and I don't want anyone to snuff that out in her."

      My jaw hinges open as those words come out of his mouth. I've never heard him talk like this before. "Who are you and what have you done with Vaughn?"

      He throws the bottle top at me. "Dude I'm not an asshole all the time. What can I say? She's got me interested in her well-being. I don't think anyone else is. Didn't you all say that she left her family? Like I kind of get that."

      None of us know much about his home life; he was raised by his grandparents, but he's never been super open about it. "All I'm saying is don't make promises to her you can't keep." I expect for him to be mad at me for saying it, but instead he nods.

      "I know, I'm trying not to, but I see so much of myself in her, and she looks lonelier than I ever did."

      That's very self-aware of him in a way I never expected him to be. "I think as long as you're honest with yourself and you don't give her mixed messages then you're fine."

      He rubs his hands on his thighs. "I'm gonna do my best. I've never tried to be there for someone, but I hope I can help her. She looks so scared and lonely. I hate it."

      I do too, but I won't be beating up a guy for her.

      "I can't believe you're saying that. You're the biggest asshole out of all of us." Jasper laughs, kicking his legs out in front of him.

      "Coming from you, that's rich." Vaughn crosses his arms over his chest. "I would argue that you're a much bigger asshole than I've ever been."

      The doorbell rings, and I head back into the living room, grabbing up some cash and opening the door. The pizza delivery guy is struggling under the weight of the pizzas we ordered. "Thanks, man, I appreciate it." I reach out and grab them, before handing him the money.

      "No, thank you."

      He's got to be a high school kid, and I remember being that kid a few years ago. It's crazy how fast life flies once you graduate and start your 'real life'. Heading back out on the porch, I drop the pizzas on the table and glance at Vaughn.

      "What?" He brings his brows together in question. "Why do you look like you're about to drop some wisdom and I'm not going to like it?"

      "Whether you like it or not, I'm gonna say it. I don't get preachy very often, but we've known each other long enough here. That kid who dropped off the pizza was a high school kid, and it got me thinking."

      "Oh shit..." Nolan gets up. "I'm gonna have to get another beer for this."

      "And just what were you thinking?" Jasper crosses his arms over his chest and his boots at his ankles.

      "Life goes so fast once we graduate high school. There are so many of us already married and starting families. College didn't take nearly as long as we thought it would."

      "Ain't that the fuckin' truth." Jasper blows a breath out. "I look back at those pictures in my memories on social media, and I think about the stupid shit we did."

      "Which brings me to Vaughn. Don't keep doing stupid shit with an innocent girl unless you're willing to pick up the pieces when it implodes."

      "Shitttttt..." Nolan clears his throat. "He's got you there, V. Whatcha gonna do?"

      That jaw of his works overtime. "I don't know, but when I figure it out, you fuckers will be the first to know."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      It's been a long time since I’ve indulged in self-care, and tonight I've decided it's time to get my nails done. I've brought Alexis and Val along with me, although Val argued. We've gotten our nails done, and now we're sitting in pedicure chairs.

      "I've never had a pedicure before." Val says as she moves her feet back and forth in the water. Smiling and laughing with a happiness I've never seen from her before. "But this feels amazing after we've been up on our feet so much."

      "God, this was the only thing that got me through when I was working at the bar and the hardware store all the time." Alexis throws her head back against the chair, moaning with the memory.

      It's just the three of us in here, and the staff has left us alone to enjoy our time together. I take the time to ask some questions I've been wanting to know the answers to for a while. "How's it been going working for Hank?"

      Alexis grins, contentment radiating from the inside out. I hope the rest of us are able to find the kind of life she's been able to create for herself. "I love it, he's turned over a bit more of the business to me, and I can go bartend whenever I want. It's really the best of both worlds. I don't have to bust my ass unless I want to, and I can make my husband jealous by flirting with all the tipsy dudes at the bar. He shows me who he is when we get home." She winks, licking her lips. "I do have to say though, I've learned a little more about Hank."

      "Oh yeah? He's always intrigued me. There's something scary about him, like I don't want to get on his bad side."

      "Yeah." Alexis confirms. "You do not want to be on his bad side. What I've learned is he's kind of dangerous, and when people fuck him over, he's really hot. Although I'd never tell my husband that."

      Val blushes as I give Alexis a high-five. I turn to Val, ready to throw caution to the wind, and maybe try and get some answers. "So, what's the story with you, Val? You obviously don't have to tell me if you're uncomfortable, but I do wonder."

      She takes a drink of the Coke she asked for when we came in and were offered drinks. "I've never had a boyfriend before, never even been kissed. All the guys you two hang around with are so big and the picture of what I always envisioned was manly. It freaks me out a little. I've not had great experiences when it comes to men who are supposed to protect me. I've had to learn to protect myself."

      "They're all good guys," I assure her.

      "I don't doubt that. I've never felt unsafe, even when Vaughn laid that creeper out at the bar, but it's just different for me." She hugs herself, and seems to not be able to express exactly what she means. I guess I understand, sometimes we can't put words to our trauma, and I would never ask her to do anything she doesn't want to.

      I don't want to push her, but it seems as if we're on the cusp of something she's about to admit. "How so?"

      "I felt unsafe in my home," she whispers, so low I almost don't hear her. "I had to get away."

      I clear my throat, wholly unprepared for what she's just said. I had an inkling, but it wasn't that. I never thought of anything that bad. "Then I hope you feel safe at Get Baked."

      "I do." She nods, looking over at me. "I've never felt safer than I do in that little apartment over the bakery. Thank you for giving me that space."

      Her words almost bring tears to my eyes. "You're welcome, it's been my pleasure."

      Alexis leans over the two of us. Since we're sharing secrets, her eyes sparkle. "Boone and I are trying for a baby."

      My mouth falls open in shock and I fast blink. "Alexis! How long?"

      "Two months. We're not rushing it. We're having a lot of fun right now, but I haven't told anyone because I'm terrified."

      "Of what?" Val turns to her.

      "Of all of it. What if I get pregnant? What if I don't? Can we afford it? What's it going to be like if we have one and I'm not mother material? God, I need a drink."

      I snort-laugh at her. "They always say you're never prepared for anything big. They were right about that. I believe the same is true about a business, too. There was never a great time. I left my husband, went to a thrift store, bought a Kitchen-Aid mixer, and used the money he gave me to live on to open Get Baked. I had to find a place with an apartment over it because I had no place to live." I think back to those bleak days. "But I wasn't ready. If I had waited, I never would've said I was ready. I believe the same is true for every life-changing situation."

      Alexis nods. "Yeah, I think you're right, and that's why I'm so lucky to call you a friend."

      I'm quiet as I think of where I came from and how I got here. Broken Falls was just a stop on the map to where I was originally going. Little did I know it would end up being the home I never had, but always knew I wanted.
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      When I get home, I take the stairs, watching as Val ascends them before me. "Have a great night." I tell her, giving her a smile. "Thanks for coming with me."

      "Thank you for inviting me, I had a lot more fun than I thought I would."

      Me too, but I don't get to tell her that. She sneaks into her apartment before I can say anything else. Entering mine, I throw on the light, wondering what Barrett is doing. We've made it a point not to spend every night together, mostly because of me. I don't want to constantly count on him in ways that would make me be dependent. I learned my lesson with Jeff, but I'm also beginning to realize it's okay to let Barrett take care of me. It doesn't make me weaker, it makes me stronger.

      Sitting on my bed, I thumb through my email. There's another one.

      Gabriella,

      I see you ignored my first message, don't ignore this one.

      If you keep ignoring me, I'll make it so that you no longer can. I'm serious about you using my money to make yourself a success, Gabs.

      If you did, you'll pay for it.

      More than you ever thought possible.

      Jeff

      Blowing out a breath, I close my eyes. He can't hurt me any longer. I refuse to let him hold this over my head. I'm not the same girl I was before, and I'll be damned if I cower the way I did in the past. He's going to have a fight on his hands this time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "Can you grab the top of this?" I'm straining as I'm holding the top of the drywall up. We finally got the extra products we needed and are finishing up this house. Abel rushes over to where I'm standing and grabs the weight off just in time. "Thank you." The two of us haven't hung out alone in a while, and as I look at him, I see he looks fucking stressed. "Is everything okay?"

      "Yeah, I'm just starting to feel stressed about getting married. I know more than anything I want to marry Kara. I go to bed thinking about her, get up wanting to live my life with her, but the pressure is starting to get to me." He runs a hand through his hair. "It's stupid the type of shit you have to think about when you're going to get married."

      The answer seems simple to me, there's no reason we should be this stressed when it comes to what is supposed to be the best day of our lives. "Why don't you just elope if it's that stressful? None of us is going to say anything to you about it. You know that, right?"

      "I just don't know what to do. I know my mom wants to be there, especially after her cancer scare. I don't want to disappoint her."

      The way he drops his head down says more than anything to me about how much this is affecting him. He takes it seriously. "What if you could do something special for her that takes some of this pressure off of you? There are definitely two things that can be true here. You cannot be so stressed and still give her something that's special."

      He sighs heavily. "I'm even slacking on things around here. I haven't been here like I should; Dad said something to me about it the other day. I know I've left you holding the bag on a lot of this shit over the past few weeks. I'm sorry."

      I've felt it more than I've said to anyone but knowing that Boone has seen it means a lot to me. "You have, but I've understood at the same time."

      "But you shouldn't have had to, and Kara told me last night she's about ready to call it off if I don't calm down. Like who am I and what's happening?"

      This isn't what I want to do right now, I seem to be giving all the advice lately, but we all have that situation in this group of friends. "You're somebody who's gotten everything they've wanted and now you don't want to disappoint anyone, but you can. It's okay to do that. It's perfectly fine to do what's best for you and Kara. That's really all that should matter in the equation. I understand about your mom." I put my hand on his shoulder. "But you one hundred percent can't go on with your life worrying about how she's going to feel because she fought this battle. Her battle is never going to change, and neither is the way you feel."

      He presses his lips together and makes a noise in the back of his throat. "So what you're saying is I’m going to have to figure out what makes me happy without sacrificing my mental health."

      That's not what I was getting at exactly, but he's gotten it better than I was trying to explain it. "There ya go."

      "Hmm."

      "What?" I push a nail into the drywall. "Why are you hmmming me after I've given you good advice?"

      "I think I need to give you some advice." He leans against the drywall we've just put up and crosses his arms.

      "Okay then tell me all about what your advice for me would be."

      He raises his eyebrows and gestures toward me. "It's all good and everything that you and Gabby have decided to give this another try, but you know what? The only place you've taken her is around the bar and all of us. I get the feeling you're scared that your mom might run into y'all. You've kept her where you're comfortable, and really how fair is that to her?"

      I hate this asshole. Grinding my back teeth, I try to think of how to respond. There's really nothing else for me to say. "Fuck you, man, I hate when you're right."

      "It's not just you. We've both got some truth bombs to drop. Since I've already been a shitty co-worker this week, I'm gonna go ahead and keep it going. I'm gonna go talk to my mom and why don't you set up a date with your girlfriend. Ya know, treat her like your girlfriend, not someone you can just bring around when you know you’re mom isn't going to be around."

      He doesn't wait for me to say anything before he leaves. Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I find Gabby's name and fire off a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Wanna go on a date tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        G: Like at Monroe's? I'm not sure I can do a late night tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      It hits deep in my gut what Abel was talking about and how much of a truth bomb he set off.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: No, like a real date. I was reminded today that we haven't done that. Wear something comfortable, and I'll pick you up tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        G: Okay, Barrett. I trust you. I'll see you later on tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: See you later, love you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        G: Love you, too!

      

      

      

      

      

      Now I have to figure out exactly what I'm going to do, but I have a great idea, and I think she'll love it too. As much as I'd like to kill Abel, I might just have to thank him tomorrow.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      I don't know where Barrett is taking me, he hasn't mentioned a word about it, other than he wants it to be a surprise. Back when we used to hang out, we never really went out on a date, and if I'm being honest, I'm really excited about this.

      Finishing up with my mascara, I glance at myself in the mirror. I look different than I have in the other hundreds of times I've seen myself in this mirror. I'm changing, and Barrett is helping me become the person I've always wanted to be. I'm beginning to realize I held a lot of myself back, because Jeff couldn't handle it, and I then carried that into my life now.

      Fluffing my hair, I notice that my phone is ringing - I had it on do not disturb so I could enjoy my bath earlier.

      "Hello?" I answer cautiously. I don't recognize the number, but since the shop went viral so many people have called, and I've gotten a lot of orders from numbers I don't recognize. They've made me a lot of money. Instead of sending those calls to voicemail now, I do my absolute best to pick them up.

      But this time there's no one on the other end of the line. just breathing.

      "Hello?" I try again. "If you're there I can't hear you."

      "Gabriella, I have a message for you."

      This is a voice I don't recognize, but at the same time, I do not like it. "Yeah? Do I know you?"

      "No, but I know a lot about you. If you don't answer Jeff, you're gonna have a lot to defend."

      This pisses me off. Now he's moved on to harassing communications? I thought that after I got divorced I wouldn't have to deal with this shit anymore. "Ya know what? Tell Jeff to come and get if he thinks he can. Either way - fuck off."

      I wish this was the type of phone I used when I was younger and I could slam it down and get the satisfaction of the noise. Angrily swiping doesn't exactly hold the same gratification. Inhaling deeply, I exhale the bullshit and pull my bottom lip between my teeth. I will not let this ruin the day I'm planning to have with Barrett.

      I refuse.

      -------

      "Where are we going?" I look over at Barrett as we stand beside his truck. "You didn't tell me." I grip our hands together, pulling on our entwined fingers.

      "Because I wanted it to be a surprise. We've never really had a date before, and I wanted to take you on one."

      My stomach flutters as I look up at him. He's cleaned up his facial hair, looks as if he's had a haircut, and I can't help but wonder if it was for me. So I ask, since it's something I want to know. "Did you clean up for me?"

      "Yeah." He ducks his head, rolling his lips together. "I've never tried to impress you like this, and I wanted to. I'm taking you out and I want you to be proud to be on my arm. Ya know, you're my lady."

      I scrunch my nose up, trying not to squeal. "I am?"

      He drops a kiss onto my forehead. "Yes, you're mine, and I don't plan on letting you go."

      "But do I look okay?" I glance down at my tank top and cut off shorts. "Like I said, you didn't tell me where we're going."

      "You're perfect for what we're doing. You'll see when we get there."

      I pout slightly as he opens the passenger side door of his truck and helps me inside. I try to pay attention to the direction he's driving in, but it doesn't click about where we could be going. "So what gave you this idea?" I try to get him to tell me without asking.

      "Because we haven't been out on a date since we got back together. Someone reminded me of that today and asked if I was afraid my mom would see us together. I never thought about it, but I think maybe they were right." He reaches over, grabbing my hand. "It's not like I meant for that to happen, but sometimes things like that are deep in your subconscious."

      "No, I get it, and I never thought you meant it. I promise. But I did wonder why we never went out like we used to. I didn't want to push it, though."

      "Feel free to push it from now on. If it wasn't pointed out to me, I never would've realized it, and that's not anything I ever meant to do to you, Gabs."

      This feels different than the last time we were together, he's apologizing and making sure he corrects what could be perceived as wrong behavior. "I appreciate you, and I'm thankful you've planned whatever this is."

      He pulls up to the family center, and I give him a look. There is bowling, batting cages, mini golf, and a basketball court. "What?" he laughs.

      "What exactly are we doing here?"

      "I thought mini golf would be the safest option, but I'm up for whatever you want to do."

      I can't remember the last time I played the game. "I'm good, let's go. I haven't played in years."

      "Me neither, but I'm ready if you are."

      He parks the truck and we walk together, his arm around my shoulders. I reach up and grab his hand with mine. When we get inside, pay for two games, and start playing. I'm laughing when I hit the ball hard enough that it skips to another green and hole.

      "Holy shit." He laughs as he goes over to get my ball. "I think you're gonna need help figuring out how to do this. Do you want to make a bet on who's going to win?"

      I bust out laughing, too. "No, you're going to win that one. It's still fun though."

      When we get to the next hole, and it's my turn, he gets behind me. His arms go around my body, like a blanket, covering me from others. I love the way he's holding me close. I've missed this, and I've wanted it desperately. "Let me show you how this is done."

      "Mr. Grant, you should definitely watch where you put your hands." I flirt as he closes his arms around mine more tightly. This is the kind of stuff I always imagined when I thought of a man who couldn't keep his hands off of me. It's everything I've always wanted, and never got to experience.

      "Yeah, you should definitely watch that."

      Both of us stiffen when we hear the voice of someone who has had a lot to say about our relationship.

      Barrett's mom.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      When I decided to pick mini golf for our date, I never once thought my mom would be here. As far as I know, she's never played the game in her damn life. Yet here we are, I'm like a teenager who just got caught fucking his high school girlfriend. This doesn't feel good at all.

      "Mom..."

      She's glaring at me as if I've offended her in some way, which is crazy, considering I'm just living my life. I haven't lived in her home for years, and I've been successfully keeping my bills paid and myself fed for the same number of years not harming anyone. "You act like this out in public?"

      My eyebrows go to my hairline. I'm doing half of what I normally do in public right now. I don't appreciate the tone she's using, and if I didn't think it would attract more attention to us, I'd tell her the same. Instead, I go for the smart-ass answer that I can try to lessen the blow of with a smirk. "I act even worse, but it's really none of your business. I'm having fun with my girlfriend."

      Her body recoils as if I've slapped her. Her cheeks heat as if she's embarrassed by what I've done, when it really shouldn't matter to her. "I'm your mother, of course it's my business."

      This is going to be one of the hardest conversations I've ever had to have, not just because it's with her, but because it's so damn uncomfortable. I never thought I'd be a twenty-something trying to explain to my mother how me being intimate with my girlfriend really doesn't concern her. Not to mention it being in front of said girlfriend. "I'm a grown man, and my actions should not affect you. Would you like to meet my girlfriend?" I tuck my arm around Gabby's waist. She looks up at me, and I give her a slight nod. We turn to face my mom together.

      "I told you previously how I felt about this, Barrett." She tsk's, shaking her head as if she can't believe what I've done. I don't appreciate it, and I don't like it.

      Anger and disappointment courses through my veins. I never expected her to dig in her heels like this. "And I told you that I love Gabby. However you feel about our age difference isn't going to change that. You can get to know her, and be a part of our lives, or you can be miserable. Your choice. There's nothing for us to be ashamed of here. We're two healthy adults having an evening that doesn't involve you."

      Gabby gasps. "Barrett, I'm sure for her it's not cut and dry." She tries to mend fences between my mom and I, possibly seeing it another way that I don't. But annoyance runs through my veins. My mom hasn't told me what to do since I was a teenager, and I don't want her to do it now.

      "It's not." My mom shakes her head. "I'm not sure I'll ever be able to not think of you as my baby."

      "I'm not your baby. I'm a grown man looking to make my own decisions and maybe start my own family one day. You don't have to agree with this, but I ask that you respect it." I'm nervous, my hands and insides shaking as I look at the woman who raised me. I've never spoken against her before, not once, but this? It's important to me in ways I never imagined when she and I first had this conversation. "C'mon, I've never asked you for anything..."

      "And neither have I," she argues. "I've given you every bit of me."

      "Which I didn't ask for, but I'm drawing a line in the sand here, Mom. I love her, I love you, don't make me choose."

      She sniffs heavily, running her tongue over her lips, in a way she's done my whole life when she's upset I hate that I've done this to her. "You're going to have to give me time."

      Gabby walks forward. "Please come by the store, have coffee with me. Let me introduce myself to you in a way that you don't have to watch me and Barrett together. Believe it or not, I understand."

      We're all waiting, dying to see what my mom will say. I know if she refuses this it changes my relationship with her forever. The voice inside my head is screaming, please, please, please do this, please grab onto this olive branch Gabby is giving you.

      "Okay..." She sighs. "I will. Sometime this week."

      "Great. Whenever you come in, I'll make the time to sit down and have some coffee and a snack with you."

      “Marie, are you coming?" one of the people in my mom's group yells, getting her attention.

      "I'll be right there."

      I take a moment to go over to her and hug her tightly. "I love you, Mom. Nothing is going to change that," I whisper. "But you have to let me live my life. You've taught me how to be a good person, you've taught me how to treat a woman, now let me do it."

      When we pull back, she wants to say more, I can see it plain as day, but she doesn't. Instead she nods. "Okay, I'll do my best, but I can't pretend to be something I'm not."

      "I never asked you to, I'm just asking you to give us a chance, give Gabby a chance." I look over at her. "She means a lot to me, and so do you. But I'm not kidding, I have to start living my life. It's got to be for me, and not for you."

      She nods. "I'll keep my word, but I can't make any promises."

      With those words, she turns and leaves, and while I hate it, there's really nothing I can do about it. Gabby walks over, holding her arms out for me. "I'm sorry she said that to you. I'm sorry that she's not willing to accept me."

      "No." I pull her in so that I can kiss her forehead. "I'm sorry that she doesn't see how amazing you are. You are everything to me, and the fact that she can't see that..."

      "You can't fault her." Gabby cups my cheek in her palm. "You're her son, and things are changing for her, and you. Your relationship isn't the same as it used to be. It's kind of like when you're no longer in high school and you don't have to ask them to stay out late anymore, you're paying for your own gas and car insurance. It's just weird, and you have to become comfortable with one another again. I have no doubt that you two will get there, and I hope I'll be able to still be a part of your life."

      I tighten my arms around her. "You're always going to be a part of my life. I'm never letting you go."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      "Do you really expect her to come see you?" Valentina asks as we stand behind the case, taking a bit of a break in the space between our breakfast and lunch rush. We're learning that this is the calm before the storm.

      "I hope so..."

      "You sure?" she scoffs giving me a sarcastic smile. I don't expect it out of her, but it's just a little glimpse of her personality. Every once in a while, she'll give me a small amount, and I can't wait until she trusts me enough to give me all of it. I think most of her life she was stifled, and now that she's able to let it go? She's going to have people lining up to date her and be her friend.

      I clear my throat, shaking my head. "I'm not sure of anything other than the fact I want to be with Barrett. He's pushed himself into my life in ways I never thought another man would."

      "You've been married before, right?"

      She and I have talked, but never gone too far in depth about the life I came from, or the one she came from. "Yeah, I had everything with that marriage that should've made me happy. We had money, a nice house, newer cars, and could vacation twice a year..."

      "But you weren't happy," she finishes for me.

      "No, not at all. There were aspects I was happy with, but he didn't know me. When it came down to what I wanted to do with the rest of my life, he had absolutely no idea, and he was never going to know." It was a reality I'd had to face, when Jeff and I had been at a couples’ dinner and one of our friends asked him what would be my dream job. He'd smiled widely and told everybody I'd be happy as a stay at home wife and mom. That had never been a dream of mine. Yes, I wanted kids, but that hadn't been my entire goal in life. When he answered it incorrectly at a dinner we were at, I asked him on the way home, is that what you think about me? Do you really think I'll be happy as a stay-at-home wife and mother? Do you not see how much I love cooking, and how I want to do something with it?"

      "And what did he say?"

      "He looked over at me, a stupid fucking grin on his face, and said women like you are to be taken care of. You don't know how to work hard, and you're more than likely to have people do the job for you. Women like you don't have ideas, and you definitely don't know how to implement them."

      Val visibly recoils. "What a jerk."

      "Yeah, that was one of the names I called him. We got into a huge fight that night, and I just knew from that moment on nothing was ever going to be the same again. When we'd gotten married, I hadn't believed in divorce, I'd thought that would be the last thing that would ever happen to me." I roll my lips together and think back to how I'd been so disappointed at first. I'd felt like such a failure. "I talked to him and told him I had bigger aspirations, but he laughed. He said women like me didn't have aspirations."

      "I heard that a lot too within my family," Valentina admits. "It's one of the reasons I had to leave. I'm not ready to tell anyone everything that happened, but it appears as if you saved yourself."

      "I did," I confirm, thinking back to the guts it took for me to leave. I hadn't planned it. I can't even put my finger on it, what had made me leave that day.

      "You saved me, too. If you'd not given me a job, and a place to live, I would've gone back home, because there would've been no other place for me to be. I admire you, appreciate you, and want you to have everything you want to make you happy, Gabby. If there is anything I can do to help that, I beg you to tell me. You've changed my life, and I just want to make yours easier."

      Tears come to my eyes, I didn't expect this from her. I never once thought I'd had a big influence on her, I thought all I was doing here was give her a choice. "All I wanted for you was to have a choice, when you told me where you came from, it didn't seem as if you'd had that."

      "I didn't, and if it weren't for you, I would've been married already."

      This surprises me, although she's hinted at it more than once, I don't think I fully believed her. "Who would you have married?"

      She swallows roughly. "There were three or four men who were vying for my father's approval. All of them were at least forty, and I wasn't ready."

      Her words slap me across the face. I don't know what to say. "Val... I'm so sorry. I didn't realize..."

      "It's okay, most people don't. It's why I don't say much about it. Not because it makes me uncomfortable, but it makes everyone else uncomfortable. It was my reality for longer than I care to admit." She sighs.

      "Is the rest of your family expected to do this? Boys and girls?" I'm beyond interested now that she's started talking.

      "Yes, but it's more expected of the girls instead of the boys. It's so backward, and it's nothing I ever truly wanted for myself." She taps her fingers against the case. "When I was faced with the fact I wouldn't be able to say no to a marriage, I knew I had to leave."

      The fact that this shit still happens in modern day America is beyond me, and I would give anything I had to keep it from happening to someone else. "How long was it from the time you left to you coming here and asking for a job?" There's a part of me that needs to know I was helpful to her, and she wasn't struggling for months.

      "Three days," she says it with the finality of someone who faced hell and won. "Every Easter I'd hear people talk about how much could change in three days and I would pray so hard..." she stops for a second, swallowing so roughly I hear it. "That it would be my life that would be changed. Seems prophetic, huh?"

      "It does, but regardless of how it happened, I'm glad it did."

      Val looks over, grinning. "Me too."

      The bell over the door rings, signaling that someone else is coming in, and when I glance up, I'm wholly unprepared to see Barrett's mom standing there, looking completely out of place. "Hey." She waves. "I came for that coffee."

      "How do you like it?" I paste a smile on my face, because I know without a doubt this meeting between us? It's going to make or break the situation I have with Barrett, and no matter what I will go down putting my best foot forward. I've lost the man once, I don't plan to lose him again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "Can I get some of the plywood in the yard?" I ask Colt as Abel and I roam the aisles of the hardware store. "Our windows haven't come in for the upstairs alcoves and it's supposed to storm tomorrow." It's the only way for us to protect some of the work we've already done. "They're three weeks behind, and it's starting to get annoying."

      "Yeah, I saw the forecast,".” Colt whistles. “Looks like some crazy weather coming in.”

      “Vaughn's already planning on having to go out, and we're’ not working tomorrow.” Abel reaches forward, grabbing for a screw set he's’ been eyeing. “I plan on sleeping late and playing some Call of Duty kind of like a snow day when we were kids and school was called off."”

      “What about you?” Colt looks back at me as we head toward the yard.

      The answer to his question is easy. “I’ll probably get some work done on the inside of the house, and then head to the bakery to hang out. If it's’ going to be as bad as they say, I don't’ want the girls to be by themselves.”

      “You've got it so bad for her.” He smirks.

      “I do.” There's no way I can deny it, and I don't want to. When we broke up, all I had wanted was another chance to prove to her that I was a good person to take a second chance on. “I want her to know she can count on me.”

      He blows out a breath. “I think she knows that.”

      But I never want to take it for granted. Taking it for granted is what fucked me over in the first place. I didn't realize that what was being said to her would be the straw that broke the camel's back. Now? I'm committed to being the man she needs in every aspect. "I appreciate you saying it.”

      “This what y'all’ need?” We come to a stop at what we've’ requested.

      “Yup, give us three cut to thirty-six by twenty-four.”

      He nods, hefting the sheet up to go cut into pieces. When I pull my phone out of my pocket to see what's’ going on in the world while I wait, there's’ a text from Gabby. It scares me to death.

      
        
          
            
              
        G: Your mom is here. I'm about to sit down for coffee with her. Wish me luck.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck my life. This could make or break it all, and I throw up a prayer that this doesn't ruin everything we've worked so damn hard for.

      Gabby

      My hands shake as I put the cups of coffee and some sandwiches onto a tray. I take a calming breath, trying to stop the pounding of my heart, but it's not working. Too much is riding on her approving of me. It's basically the rest of my life, because I know I don't want one without Barrett in it. She holds it in the palm of her hand, and somehow, I know that she knows.

      Pasting a smile on my face, I head over to her, and put the tray down on the table. "I hope you're hungry, I made some fresh sandwiches this morning. They're Barrett's favorite."

      "Oh?" She raises a brow. "What is it?"

      This is some sort of test. Like she thinks I've said something just to appear more important than I really am. My shoulders are tense as I pull my chair out, take a seat, and then reach over to serve both of us. "It's a roast beef with a horseradish mayo, havarti cheese, tomato, and lettuce on sourdough. I put red onion on his too, but it's too strong for me. I remember him saying you didn't like it, either."

      "I don't, but the rest sounds absolutely amazing. Believe it or not, my mouth is watering."

      Relief at winning this small victory washes over me. "Same, I haven't eaten yet, one of the worst parts of owning the place. You don't ever feel like you can sit down and enjoy anything if you're not working."

      "When Barrett was a little kid, his dad and I got divorced, and I had to figure out how to make things work that I hadn't before. I took a job at a restaurant to make extra money, I'd work a few nights and most weekends while he was a kid. They allowed me to bring him in, and that’s one of the reasons I took it to begin with." Her eyes get a far-off look as if she's remembering things with both a fondness and as if they are also painful. "Whenever I would sit down to take a break, it would feel like I couldn't, it's not like I owned the place, but how good it looked and how if I was able to expedite service, I'd make better tips."

      She's trying to relate to me, and I'm willing to meet her halfway. "Exactly, if people come in and there's a line, or it doesn't meet their standards of what the place should look like they'll turn around and leave. I try to make it a habit to be sure I'm cognizant of that at all times."

      She gives me a smile and picks up the sandwich. Her eyes are shining bright just like Barrett's. In this moment I can see where he gets his good looks. "I can't wait to give this a try."

      "I'm anxious to see what you think about it. I'm sorry I don't know your name. We've never officially been introduced." I'm at a disadvantage. She knows so much about me, and I know so little about her. I want to change all of that. I need to know who this woman is. She means everything to Barrett, and I desperately want to mean everything to him too.

      I watch as she takes a bite of the sandwich. She makes a noise in the back of her throat and closes her eyes. "This is ridiculously good." She talks around the food in her mouth. "And it's my fault the two of us have never been officially introduced. I was worried about the age difference between the two of you. I know that's stupid because he's a man, but there's an age gap between me and his dad. Barrett probably didn't tell you that because he doesn't think about it. For most of our marriage, he held it over my head, and it's one of the reasons we got divorced. He was older than me, and he never let a moment pass by that he couldn't throw it back in my face. So I may have let my own experiences color what I believed the two of you were dealing with."

      I want to say that none of that matters, but I also don't want to minimize what she went through. "I'm so sorry."

      "Please don't be. The older I've gotten, I thought that I had let those feelings go. Guess I haven't, and guess I was also pushing them off onto two people who obviously didn't need it. My name is Marie. It's nice to meet you."

      I'm holding my breath, although I didn't realize it, until I'm able to let it go. "I'm Gabriella, but everyone calls me Gabby. It's really nice to meet you, too."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      I'm awoken the next morning by the crack of thunder and the sound of rain hitting the metal roof of my home. In my arms, Gabby stretches, exhaling deeply. She rolls over, giving me a sleepy smile. "Do you think I made the right decision in closing due to inclement weather? Most people don't think about doing that unless it's for winter weather."

      I wrap my arms tighter around her waist. "I think you're the owner of your business and you can do whatever it is you want. Considering we hardly ever get the same days off together, I'm happy to be here with you. Part of me doesn't even care what caused it. I know that we could have some rough weather today, but at least we'll be together."

      "There's no other place I'd rather be."

      She got here super late last night after the two of us were texting, and we were both so exhausted neither one of us had a whole lot to say. So, I'm very interested in what happened with my mom. "You didn't get a chance to tell me last night about what happened with Mom."

      "Marie is a very nice woman who loves you like crazy."

      "On a first name basis, huh?"

      "Yeah." She grins. "It was the sandwich I make especially for you. I gave it to her, too."

      "Oh, that was a good call. She's a fan." I scoot up so that I can lean back against the headboard and pull her into my arms. "What did she say to you? I've always wondered what her big issue was with it, but I could never get her to be honest with me about it."

      She hesitates. "I don't know how much you're aware of your parents’ marriage and divorce. I don't want to do anything that's going to hurt you, don't want to say anything that you don't already know." She chews on her bottom lip.

      There have been times in my life when I've put both of them on a pedestal, because I didn't know what was the correct thing to do. I knew that I'd piss one or both of them off and I would mistakenly believe that it wouldn't matter, but it always did. "I know very little other than the fact that if I would be happy with one of them, it would piss the other one off. It got to where I couldn't be excited on the weeks my dad would get me for summer break, and then be equally excited when mom would get me for Christmas break. Dad was much better at the summer, and she was much better at the holidays. If I couldn't have them together, then I wanted the best of both worlds." I shrug, realizing now how they could've thought I was playing favorites.

      "That makes sense, Barrett. You were a kid."

      "And then a teenager, and a young twenty-something who has continued to play them against one another. It's basically the only thing I knew to do."

      She runs a hand along my stomach, causing goosebumps to raise along the trail. "Your mom told me a few things you'd probably like to know if you're willing to listen."

      I've never been willing to listen previously, thinking that everything I heard about the two of them was always half-truths and it would go through one ear and out the other. I never wanted to get too involved in either one of their stories because I was worried it'd make me favor one over the other. But now maybe it's time to listen to what my mom has to say. Regardless of whether it's the truth, it's hers. "Okay, I'd love to know what the two of you talked about today."

      She grabs my hand in hers, flipping it over to run her fingertips along the lines on my palm. "She said that she and your dad had an age gap between them..."

      "Yeah..." I sigh. That had always been something that my mom talked about, never my dad, other than saying he preferred younger women. Funny how I went the complete opposite direction. "They did, and she always threw it in his face, that she was younger than him."

      "Hear me out," she starts, running her tongue over her lips. "I think the reason she threw it in his face is because she felt like he held her age over her head. She mentioned that any time she tried to stand up for herself, or told him she wanted a divorce, he said there would be no way she could do it because he made more money than her and was more in control of the relationship than her."

      I'm quiet, thinking back to everything I thought I knew as a young kid. Was I seeing it in a way that I could understand, but wasn't the truth? "I've never looked at it that way," I admit. The admittance is harder than I imagined.

      "You were a kid who had no idea what was going on between his parents, I have no doubt you wanted the best for both of them. There's no way anyone could have expected you to make grown up decisions as a kid."

      "But then I became an adult, and although she tried to talk to me, I still didn't want to listen."

      Her hand caresses mine. "Well, she spoke to me, and she knew you'd listen to me. Maybe that's why she chose to do it. She said because money was tight she'd take you to her second job?"

      Fond memories come flooding back of me laying in a booth, catching up on sleep while my mom served the early morning crowd. Of sitting in that same booth eating pancakes, bacon, and hash browns while coloring, or doing the small amount of homework assigned to us at my age. There was always something to do, and she was always on her feet. When she'd take small breaks, she'd always come to sit with me, and I would treasure those times. "Yeah, she would. Back then I went through times of loving it and hating it. There were times when I resented having to go, and others when I enjoyed it. I don't think I realized how much it was needed. I thought she did it because she didn't want to be alone. That's what other people in our lives said."

      Gabby runs a hand through my hair, before dropping a kiss to my forehead. "She did it because you needed to eat, and she didn't want to count on your dad to always provide for your needs. It was pride, but at the same time it was survival. I feel this, Barrett. It's what I came from, too."

      We've never talked about her ex-husband, and part of the reason is because I didn't want to hear about him. She loved him enough to marry him, and that makes me slightly insecure. They were in love, and she said yes. Would she say yes to me if I asked? That's a question for another time, but I can't help but think about it. "Would you like to tell me about him? I haven't asked because I didn't necessarily want to hear about a man you loved more than me, or someone who had you before I did. Call it my immaturity or whatever, but if you want to talk about him, I'm willing to listen."

      "Only if you want to hear. It might help you understand me better..."

      That's worth me pushing aside whatever preconceived notions I might have or fear that I'm nerve going to measure up. If I don't give her what she may need then I'm not the man for her, and that's the scariest thought I've ever had. "I'm not going anywhere, Gabs. We've got all day with this storm. I'm here to listen as long as you want to talk."
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          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      Both Barrett and I are leaning against the headboard, and I'm playing with an invisible string. Anything to not meet his eyes. I sigh heavily, trying to figure out where to even get started.

      "Getting started is the hardest part. Just tell me what your first memory is, whether it be good or bad,” he offers, seeming to know I'm having issues trying to figure out how to get all of these thoughts out.

      It takes me longer than I want it to, but I finally come up with what I want to tell him. "The first time I made him angry was when I came home from work early and baked him a cake. It was for a promotion he got at work. I hadn't exactly told him I wanted to bake for a living yet, and I was still in the newlywed stage of trying to impress him. I was so proud, always was, of being on his arm, of having his last name, of watching him shine." I stop for a minute to gather my thoughts.

      "I can't believe that anyone would get mad at another person for making them a cake. Like I would be so excited." He reaches over, palming my cheek. "You never have to dampen that sparkle for me, Gabby. I love to see it, the way you smile, and the way your eyes light up. It's one of the most beautiful things. He didn't know what he had with you, and I'm sorry."

      "Don't be sorry..." But I can't finish because my throat tightens with emotions I'm not expecting. "You're right, he didn't deserve me. The thirty-something me knows that, but the younger me still mourns what she lost, and what she had hoped to have. I hinged all my dreams on him, and when that fell apart I wasn't sure what to do. For a couple of days I sat in my disappointment, but then I grabbed that mixer and went looking for a space to rent. He'd given me enough money to live on for a year, it was the bare minimum of what the state would require because of how much more he made than me. When I asked for the divorce, I told him I didn't want anything, but he thought that I was tricking him." I shake my head remembering that fight. "So he gave me the least amount he could, I took it, and ran."

      "And knowing you, you didn't look back." He gives me a smile before dropping a kiss on my forehead.

      I settle in closer, grinning as I remember those early days. "I wanted to. There was probably one or two times where I did think about going back, but he'd made me feel so small..."

      "How? If you don't want to tell me, I understand, but I never wanna be who he was."

      I never want people to feel bad for me, or that I'm a victim, but I completely recognize that this is my story and I have to own it. "After I made him that cake, I mentioned that I wanted to do it professionally, even showed him a business plan I did in a college class. I was that excited. He laughed at me." My face burns as I remember that horrible night the two of us had together. "He said that there was no reason for me to try and do anything other than service him and be his arm candy. That he made enough money for the both of us, and my dreams didn't matter the minute we got married. He thought I'd understood that. I was no longer Gabby. I was Gabriella, and I was his wife. There was a way I'd be expected to act."

      "What a dick."

      I laugh loudly. "Yeah, he was. One other time I tried to get him on board with me baking. He'd asked me to get a meeting catered for him. Instead of spending the money to get it done, I purchased the food, made it, took it there, and set it up. I was so proud of myself, and I thought he'd be proud of me too. That he'd see how much I loved it, that I put so much love into it..."

      "But he didn't, did he?" he asks softly. "I'm sorry, Gabs. I'm so proud of you."

      Tears fill my eyes, and when I look over at him, I see the man he is. Not the man my ex-husband was. "It was still another year before we got divorced, it took me that long to have enough. But when I had enough, I had it. He did passive aggressive shit, and then turned mean about anything I wanted to do. At that point, I couldn't take it anymore."

      "I'm glad he let you go. He didn't know what he had, Gabby, and for that I'm grateful. I will never take you for granted, and I swear I'll make sure you always know how much you're loved, and what an amazing person you are."

      I feel it. More than I ever have before, and I'm thankful.

      Thankful for the good, the bad, and everything in between. It led me here; maybe not in a straight line, but Barrett and I? We're making it work, and it's everything I've ever wanted.
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      When I pull up to my parking spot behind Get Baked later on the next morning, I see something that causes me to do a double-take. Someone walking on the sidewalk, who looks like Jeff. I hold my hand to my chest as I watch, hoping to be able to verify if it's really him or not.

      But I don't get to. The person hurries to the other side of the square, and when I'm finally able to get out, I can't get a good look at him.

      Either way, I don't feel right - not after the emails, the phone call, and now this? I'm worried his planning something and I may not be able to see it coming.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Valentina

        

      

    

    
      This studio apartment has been my haven from everything bad I've been running from, but this afternoon? It's closing in as if it's a jail cell. I've always hated thunderstorms, but in the past I've had my entire family with me. All twenty-two of us. It was easy to feel alone, even with all of them there, but I never felt scared of being alone. There was always someone physically around. It's what I struggle with right now more than anything.

      Although I'm excited to have this as mine, it's scary at the same time. It's a responsibility that I'd had so much of, but only for myself. There's no one to share the happiness or the fear with.

      Or is there?

      Vaughn's face pops into my mind. I could share a lot with him if only I'd allow myself to, but he terrifies me. I've never wondered if I could have a romantic relationship with anyone before, but I think about it all the time when he's around.

      There's a loud crack of thunder that causes me to jump. Grabbing my cell phone off the counter, I pull up the weather app I've been watching the past few days. There's a yellow box around Broken Falls, and I know that means we're in for a round of severe weather. I've never been through it by myself before.

      Inhaling deeply, I let the worry wash over me, right as there's a pounding at the door.

      "Val, let me in. I know you're by yourself. I saw that the shop is closed today for weather."

      Vaughn. Guess he has to make himself my knight in shining armor, even in the middle of a thunderstorm. Rushing over to the door, I unlock it, and throw it open, ushering him inside. Rain comes in with him, along with a gust of wind.

      "Where's your jacket?" It's the first thing I can think to say. The rain has plastered his shirt to his torso like it's a second skin. If I ever wanted to know what he looks like without a shirt on, I half-way know. "Or hat? Did you just run out into this without a thought?"

      His gray eyes darken when he runs them over my body. "Yeah, I did. I knew you'd be yourself when I saw that Get Baked was closed. I knew Boone was keeping his crew home today, and it doesn't take a genius to know that Barrett will have Gabby at home in his bed. I didn't want you to be scared, and I knew this storm system was going to be a doozy."

      "Don't you have to work?" It's the only thing I can think to respond. He's a lineman, who constantly has to go out in these conditions.

      "I'm on call, but only if there's a multi-day event in restoring power. I went down south three weeks ago." He swallows hard, his Adam's apple moving up and down with the effort. "So I'm here in case you need me."

      I do need him, but the ache in my chest and deep in my belly are at war with one another. "I'm a grown woman,” I remind him.

      "Who has been sheltered most of her life," he retorts.

      I don't know how he's gotten me to tell him so much about the life I lived before I left, but he has. He hasn't made me feel like a freak either, he's made sure to make me feel seen. "I have been, but that doesn't mean that I don't know how to take care of myself."

      He rolls his eyes. "The point is you shouldn't have to. There's no reason for you to when I'm here, and I'm willing to help you."

      Irritation rolls up in my gut, not necessarily at him, but at the situation. "I don't want to trade counting on someone else to count on you, Vaughn. I appreciate what you're trying to do, but I need to stand on my own two feet."

      "Standing on your own two feet doesn't mean to act like you don't have any sense, Val. This storm system could spin up a tornado or two. I had to be briefed on it. I wouldn't be here if I weren't worried. In case you haven't noticed, I don't do shit I don't want to do, for anyone. No matter how beautiful they are, or how sweet they smell."

      My heart pounds as I think about what he's just said. This man does absolutely nothing he wants to do, and the fact he's seen fit to come and check on me means more than I can articulate. "Then thank you for coming to check on me. I don't have much to offer you, but I have Netflix, as long as we keep power and internet. Do you want to watch something?"

      It seems like he's rolling the question around in his head, and just when I think he's going to say no, he pushes the boots off his feet. "Only if I get to make you watch something I'm positive you haven't watched before."

      "Maybe I'll surprise you and have already seen it." I've been watching a lot of stuff I was never allowed to when I lived at home.

      "Maybe you will," he concedes. "But can I share a secret with you?"

      "Yes, I'm good at keeping them."

      He reaches forward, palming my cheek. "I'd love to be the person to introduce you to all the stuff that you weren't allowed to do or know before. In fact, it'd be my pleasure. All you have to do, Val, is say the word."

      I want to say it, but I can't push the words past my tight throat. Instead, I answer, "I'll keep that in mind."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      "Good morning, Marie." I wave at Barrett's mom as she comes walking in with what looks like a friend. She and I have texted a few times, and it's been pleasant. I'm surprised to see her, but pleasantly so.

      "Hey." She waves back. "I brought a good friend of mine to try that sandwich you gave me the other day. I truly hope you have some."

      Giving her a teasing smile, I wink. "I keep those sandwiches on the ready in case Barrett wants one. I'm almost positive that sandwich is what won him over for me. That and the chocolate chip cookies. The cookies lured him in, but the sandwich got him to stay."

      She laughs smiling back over at me. "I wouldn't doubt it."

      "If the two of you take a seat, I'll bring it out for you." I offer, pointing to the table over in the corner. It's the one I tend to try and keep clear for anyone I want to have a private conversation with.

      I don't do this for just anyone, and I don't want to think about why I do it for her. Except I want her to like me, want her realize how much I care for her son. If I have to wait on her for the rest of my life, I will, because that's how much I love him. I plate this just like I would for a food critic, taking care to give it a flourish and put my best foot forward. It's what I've always done, but for Marie and Barrett, I want to do it ever better than I have previously. When I have both plates to my liking, I pick them up and bring them out. "Here you ladies go."

      "Please sit with us for a minute?" Marie asks, a hopeful lilt in her voice.

      I'm not used to this and don't know if I ever will be. I wasn't close with Jeff's mom, and he was never the type of man to take a minute out of his busy schedule to include anyone else. Glancing around, it's obvious that Valentina has taken care of the small number of customers milling around, and the students are in the back getting us prepared for what will be the lunch rush in an hour. I can take a break, which is what I've been wanting. "Sure. Thank you so much."

      "I told Susan about the amazing sandwich I had here the other day. She's excited to try it." She explains again, and I recognize it's more than likely a nervous habit.

      My cheeks warm with the heat of embarrassment. While I do want the praise, I'm still not used to it and I don't know if I ever will be. "Please tell me what you think. I'm going to go get a coffee, do you either of you need anything?"

      They shake their heads, and I escape behind the counter, and into the back to make my iced drink. My hands are shaking as I pour my drink. Val comes up behind me, and it causes me to squeal in surprise.

      "What's got you so rattled?" Her voice raises slightly with amusement.

      "Barrett's mom invited her friend to try the sandwich I made specifically for him. This is after she had a whole problem with me being older than him. I think we're beginning to win her over."

      Val reaches out, hugging me tightly. It's the first time she's done anything like this. Emotion washes over me. First Marie, and now Val, after I've worked so hard to earn both of their trust. "She's going to love you, like everyone else who knows you, Gabby. You're an amazing person, and I hope you know we'd all go to bat for you in a heartbeat. Now go out there and own the fact that you cook better than most people I know."

      I don't remind her that she hardly knows anyone here, I take the compliment for what it is. "Thanks Val, I appreciate you."

      "I know, and I appreciate you, too."

      Composing myself, I set my chin and head back out, having a seat with the ladies. Susan makes a noise. "This is the best thing I've had to eat in years. You have a talent."

      Marie winks. "She would know. She cooked down at Ryman's Bakery before it closed."

      Everyone in the area knows that bakery. It's a local legend. "Oh wow, I've never met anyone who worked there before. I wish I could've seen it in all its glory. I'm not from Broken Falls, but we did visit it while passing through a few times, not when it was super popular."

      "I worked there when it was the only thing within three counties. We'd have people out the door, much like you had the other day. Barrett sent me a link to see your line. That's amazing in this day and age."

      Her praise warms a place in my chest that's been cold since Jeff walked all over my dream. "Thank you so much."

      I'm smiling, reveling in this feeling of being exactly where I'm supposed to be when I feel someone tap me on the shoulder. "Gabby Smithfield?"

      No one has called me that name since I was married. I took my maiden name back as soon as I could and I've never used it since. This catches me so off-guard, I answer. "Yeah?"

      He drops a folded-up piece of paper on the table in front of me. "You've been served."

      I'm so confused, and my heart is pounding in my chest, as I fight to open the paper. "Served? Served by who?"

      But he's already out of the bakery before I can get the words past my lips. With shaking hands, I finally manage to get the piece of paper open, and I see the name of the man who has haunted me since I said “I do” to him.

      My ex-husband. Jeff Smithfield. He's suing me for Get Baked because it's such a sensation now, and he can prove he put up the capital for it by giving me living expenses. I look over at Marie, my face crumbling. "He will never let me be happy."

      "Who, Gabby?" She reaches over, putting her arm around my shoulder.

      But all I do is cry...

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      My phone rings loudly, breaking the laughter of Abel and myself. Reaching over, I see my mom's name on the screen. She hardly ever calls me during the day, so either it's something really good, or something really bad. Fumbling to unlock it, I answer. "What's goin' on, Mama?"

      "Hey…”

      Her voice doesn't sound quite right, and immediately I'm stopping everything I'm doing and tuning myself into whatever the fuck is happening. "What's wrong?"

      She says the words all in a rush, which gives me more anxiety. One thing about my mom, she usually keeps her shit together, and can coherently explain things, no matter what is happening. "Susan and I came into Get Baked, because I wanted her to try that sandwich. You know the one I'm talking about."

      I do know the one she's talking about. The special one that Gabby made in honor of me. "I do, but I'm gonna need you to get to the point. I'm about to lose my shit." My heart is about to beat out of its chest, and I need for her to tell me what the fuck is going on.

      She groans. "I hate to tell you this. Gabby was served with papers. Apparently, her ex-husband has decided to sue her for Get Baked. I don't know what to do to help her, I think she needs you."

      Fury rages through my blood, raising my pressure and making me clench my jaw. "Is she there?"

      "Yeah, and she's not doing well. Be nice when you talk to her."

      Isn't this a one-eighty? It was me telling her to be nice, and now she's telling me. "I love her, Mom. I'm going to be nice to her. I just need to hear her voice, need to know how she's doing."

      There’re noises as they presumably switch the phone, and that's when I hear her. She's softly crying, and it breaks my fucking heart. "Gabs, baby, what's wrong?

      She sucks in a breath, before pushing it out all in a big rush. "I need you. Everything I've ever wanted in my life is imploding, and I need you."

      That's all I need to hear. "I'll be right there." Abel is following after me as I run from the job site.

      "What's happening? Is someone hurt?"

      "Gabby is." I don't realize until later he actually means physically, but to me it doesn't matter. Whatever hurts her, is a pain that I want to keep from doing so. Whether it be physical, mental, or emotional.

      Abel gets into the passenger's seat. "I'm not letting you go by yourself. The look on your face says that you're going to murder whoever did this, and I'm worried. I don't wanna have to visit you in prison. So let me go with you, and let me support you. It's what friends do. I'm gonna be there to save you from yourself. Let's go."

      I'm annoyed that he's decided to come with me, because I want to burn it all fucking down. At the same time, I understand that he's trying to save me from myself. "Thank you." The words are terse, and I don't sound grateful, but he's nice enough not to comment.

      When we get to Get Baked, I park and throw my truck out of gear, before getting out and running inside. Gabby is an absolute mess, with tears streaking down her red face. My mom, Susan, and Val are surrounding her, hugging her tightly.

      "Oh good, you're here." Val sighs. "I'm going to go ahead and close for the day, we're not getting anything else done anyway, we're all too angry. Take care of her. She needs it, and I've never seen her so broken."

      I immediately go over to where Gabby is sitting with her head in her hands. "It's all over," she sobs. "There's no way I can fight him. I can't afford it." Her words come out with hiccups and lots more tears. "He's won." She sniffs. "After all of this, he's won."

      I push her hair back from her forehead. "Look at me, Gabs. He has not won. I swear to you, I will figure out a way to fix this for you."

      "I don't need you to fix it..." She sniffs again, tears streaming down her face. "I just need him to go away." She buries her head in my chest, wrapping her arms around my waist and holding on tight.

      Abel looks at me over her shoulder. "I texted Hank. He can help."

      I have no idea how that's going to work, but I'm willing to do whatever it takes to help the woman who makes my life complete. "I love you, Gabby. Come on let's get out of here, let me take you home, and put you to bed. Tomorrow, you can wake up, and we'll face this head on. Okay?"

      She wipes at her nose. "Okay. I love you, too."

      And with those words, I pick her up, carrying her through the shop, and out to my truck. Looking back, I give my mom a look, silently thanking her for what she’s done. "Do I need to take you home?" I ask Abel.

      "No, I'll take care of it. I'll be in touch about what Hank told me."

      I give him a wave, before turning all my attention to Gabby. This is my chance to prove to her I'm worthy of the second chance she graciously gave me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      My head is pounding the next morning, and Barrett is still in bed with me although the sun seems as if it's high in the sky. It streams brightly through his bedroom window as if my life isn't in the depths of a fiery black hole. There's a quiet knock at Barrett's door. He makes a noise in the back of his throat that sounds like come in, but I don't open my eyes to let him know I'm awake. At least not yet.

      "Is she doing okay? I made y’all some breakfast and brought it over. It’s all I could think to do.” Marie's voice, I want to cry that she's worried about me. Especially considering the way we started our friendship.

      “Thank you. I think she's still asleep. I gave her one of those sleeping pills I was given last year when I had so much insomnia, and she was out for most of the night. I think that's what she needed more than anything. But no, I don't think she's okay. I think he's an asshole who's broken her down, and now he's trying to take everything away from her that she loves." He runs his hand up and down my back. "I'm going to talk to Hank today. He texted me, and he's got some information on her ex-husband."

      "Be careful.", I manage to push the words out of my abused throat, tight from crying so much yesterday. Letting him know I’m awake. "Jeff knows powerful people. He is powerful."

      "Yeah well, so is Hank. A lot of people owe him and he has a lot of friends. If this is the only thing I can ever do for you, it's what I will do." He cups my cheek in his palm, turning me so that our eyes meet. "I'm not rich, I don't have power, but I know people and I'm loyal. No matter what I ask Hank for, he's gonna help me."

      "Who is Hank, exactly?" Mom asks, from where she still stands in the doorway. "I know he's your boss and Boone would go to war for the man, but who is he?"

      Like all the men and women who love Hank, Barrett says what they always do. "He owns a building and architectural firm. He's been very lucky with the decisions he's made over the past decade, and he's built it into one of the top firms in the tri-state area. He knows people, and they know him. He's well-respected, and hardly anyone will speak ill of him. I have no doubt he'll know what to do when it comes to this situation. He's always helped Boone, and he'll do the same for us."

      Tears start again, like a faucet I can't turn off. I’m so thankful for what these two have done for me, but I also don’t want to cause problems. “I don't want you to owe people because of me. Maybe Jeff was right, my dreams and my hopes have to go on the back burner because I'm selfish."

      "No, no..." He holds me tighter. "Your hopes and dreams are valid, they are attainable, I'm going to make sure they come true. I don't care if it takes years, I don't care if this doesn't work out, we will make your dreams come true. That's the most important thing to me."

      "But what about you?" I question, knowing how hard it had been for Jeff to see where this life would take me. "What about your dreams?"

      He puts his forehead to mine. "I'm living mine. You are everything I ever wanted. I'm working with Abel and for Boone, I've got my house, and my mom is happy with us. Which is why she's here."

      Oh my God, is she still in this room? I look around, but she's gone. "I can't believe she helped me the way she did yesterday. She assured me, and it felt good to have that in the moment. I haven't been able to count on anyone like that in so long, and I never imagined she'd be so nice to me." I start to cry again. "I was so broken when I saw those papers. My stomach dropped, and I felt the same way I felt when I asked for the divorce and Jeff laughed at me. I was right back there again."

      He gets out of bed and goes down to his knees. "I see how upset you are, you have every right to be. He is a dipshit, and he had no idea what he had with you. He didn't cherish you, he didn't deserve you. I'm going to make this right."

      Again, I let the tears fall. "It isn't your job to make it right, I'm so pissed he had the balls to do this. At what point does it become enough? He broke me previously, and I'm scared to death he's going to break me again."

      "Look at me. He's not going to break you again. I won't let him."

      "I love you." I cry harder. "And no matter what happens with this, I'll be okay, it just might take me a bit to get over it."

      He kisses my forehead. "You're perfect the way you are. If you do lose Get Baked, we will rebuild. We will make it exactly what you want, and it will be the most successful thing in this town. I promise. I am going to be the partner you need, the one you deserve."

      I blow out a breathe and hold my lips firm to keep them from trembling. "You already are. I love you, Barrett, and I'm thankful that you came back into my life."

      "I love you too. Get some rest." His voice is soft and quiet, everything I need in this moment. I don't have to ask him, Barrett Grant just knows.

      I watch as he gets up and goes to put his clothes on. As he leaves, he blows me a kiss. I reach out, catch it, and hold it to me as he leaves. Regardless of how this day ends, I know for the first time in my life that I'm loved. The way I've always wanted to be.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "I need your help,” I tell Hank as he sits on the other side of his desk. "I wouldn't ask if it wasn't important."

      "You've never come to me for help before, so I truly believe that. Alexis said she's involved with it too, a friend of hers? If they're fuckin' with my secretary and basically right-hand woman, then they're fuckin' with me, too."

      That's exactly what I wanted to hear. "Gabby's ex-husband served her with papers and has sent emails basically saying he’s taking the shop from her. He's some big name in the building industry, and I want to take him down. She's built that place with her own blood, sweat, and tears. How dare he do that to her?"

      "What's his name? Abel didn't know, but he seemed to think I would be able to help," he asks, tilting his head to the side.

      "He knows who you are, and you know everyone," I defend Abel. "His name is Jeff Smithfield."

      He raises his eyebrows. "You know who you're messing with?"

      Not really, but I've always faked it until I made it. "Not really, all I know is he's trying to make the woman I love give up something she loves, and I don't like it."

      Hank squints. "Gabby? That's his ex-wife?"

      "Yeah, he's suing her for control of Get Baked because the money he gave her in the divorce was what she used to start the business." I have a seat, putting my head in my hands.

      "What a fuckin' asshole. Look..." Hank leans forward. "I don't normally get involved in this type of shit because I do need my contacts, but everyone I know thinks Jeff is a dick. He's screwed over more people than I can count, and the way the Smithfield family got their money is shady at best. Boone trusts you, and Alexis speaks highly of Gabby, not to mention I've had the food there, and she is doing what she has been called to do."

      I totally agree, but I'm nervous. I've never spoken to Hank like this before. He's my big boss. Of course I've seen him around and spoken to him on an employer/employee level, but never like this. "Yes, she is, and I don't want to see that spark taken from her because he's a dick. When I mentioned all of this to Boone, he said you might have a way to help me."

      Hank smirks. "Boone knows too much for his own good."

      He's tapping keys on his laptop, and then the printer whines as it spits out a piece of paper. I'm almost out of my chair, curious as to what the fuck this is.

      "Look, I'm trusting you. You've been a great employee for me and Boone respects you. But you fuck me over, Barrett, and I'll bury you in ways Jeff never thought to."

      I've heard this about Hank. That the way he got ahead in this business was by getting dirt on his competitors and using it to fuck them over. "You have my word. I will owe you forever, and you'll have my loyalty."

      Hank sighs heavily and pushes what he's printed out over to me. My eyes go over what's printed. "Is this true?" From what I'm seeing, it's proof that the Smithfield family is paying off certain inspectors for the city of Broken Falls.

      "Yeah, it's very true. All someone has to do is let the state of West Virginia know, and they'd be shut down."

      I grip the piece of paper. "Thank you."

      "Go get that woman. All of us have a couple. One who got away, the one who gets you, and the one that makes your life better. According to everyone who knows you, she's the one who got away, and she makes your life better. Tomorrow, I expect you to be at work, though." He raises his eyebrows, and then looks down at his desk, signing a piece of paper.

      "Will do. Thank you."
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      Smithfield Engineering is located in a building much like the one that houses Hank's construction company. I'm completely out of my element when I walk in. Everyone here is wearing dress slacks and button-downs, or business suits. I'm standing out like a sore thumb in my worn jeans, dirty boots, and t-shirt, but it doesn't mean that I'm going to let that intimidate me. Walking up to the front desk, I slam my hand down, causing the secretary to look up, startled. "I want to talk to Jeff Smithfield. Tell him it's regarding Gabby."

      "I'm sorry he's busy." She gives me a smile.

      "No, he's not. Tell him it's about Gabby. If he's not out here in ninety seconds, I'm going in."

      One of the office doors opens and a man who looks like he's coming off the front cover of GQ Magazine. "How do you know Gabby?"

      "I'm the man who's taking the place of the man you thought you were."

      His dark eyes sharpen, and it seems as if he's going to try and call me out, but instead he holds his hand up and moves his fingers in a motion that says I need to come in. Holding that piece of paper in my back pocket, I head over to him. He shuts the door, before crossing his arms over his chest. "Say your piece and get outta here."

      "I'm gonna say my piece and you're going to leave Gabby alone. You're going to let her have Get Baked and you're gonna get fucked."

      He laughs. "You think you can threaten me? You don't know who I am."

      "Yes, I can threaten you. You don't know who I am. I work for Hank, and he gave me a little bit of information about you."

      When I mention Hank's name his face pales. "What exactly did Hank tell you?"

      I hold onto the piece of paper so that he can see it but can't take it from me. "That you're pretty close to getting shut down by the state if they knew you were paying off the city inspectors. Does being a dick to Gabby really mean more to you than the big picture of all of this." I hold my hands up to encompass the building. "Do you want to be the person who loses all of this for your entire family?"

      He sighs heavily, licking his lips. "You sure you wanna do this?"

      "Yes, I am. I love this woman in ways that you could never imagine. Get Baked is the culmination of all her dreams and hopes. I know you want to ruin that for her, but what I want is for you to sign paperwork that says you'll never come after it again. You gave her a shitty amount of money to live on for a year and you're pissed that she used that money to give herself everything you couldn't. Fuck you, and fuck your money. Let her have the happiness, or lose what gives you the power."

      He gives me an annoyed grimace as he take another piece of paper that I'm handing to him. He signs it with an angry flourish. "Kid, she's going to ruin you. She'll make you believe that you're everything and then you'll have to take a back seat to her so-called dreams."

      "The difference between me and you? Her dreams don't threaten mine. I want to live them with her, not in spite of her. You missed out." I take the paper back. "I'm going to marry her someday."

      "Good luck, she'll chew you up and spit you out."

      I give him the finger before leaving, a huge smile on my face, ready to take this to Gabby.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Gabby

        

      

    

    
      It feels amazing, knowing that Get Baked is mine and only mine, just like it should have been the entire time.

      Barrett and I decided to spend the night together last night, mostly because I wanted to thank him for what he did for me. Knowing that he was brave enough to go to Hank and ask for help? It's one of the hottest things that anyone has ever done for me.  We had fun last night, but this morning, I want him to have the same amount of fun too.

      I want to give him every bit of what he's given me, and the only way I know how to do that is wake him up in a way that's going to blow his fucking mind.

      
        
        Barrett

      

      

      When I wake up, it’s because I feel a change in the room. I have no idea what time it is or how long I’ve been asleep. But I can feel it. Something has changed. “Babe?” I question, voice raspy with sleep.

      “Yeah,” her voice is just as raspy as mine, although it’s in an aroused sort of way.

      “How long have I been out?”

      “Don't know what time you went to sleep, but I'd say about eight hours?”

      “What time is it?” I open my eyes and use my tongue to wet my dry lips.

      “Five AM, I woke up and had to have you. Wanted you more than I've ever wanted you before. I'm still so grateful for you, and turned on that you went to bat for me the way you did.”

      The way she says the words immediately has my cock jumping to attention. Since I’m waking up, this is my morning wood, and we’re both really looking forward to saying hi to my girlfriend. "This all sounds like a really good fucking idea,” I put my arms over my head to reach for the lamp. I have blackout curtains in here, and you can’t see your hand in front of your face.

      “No,” she whispers. “I wanna keep it dark like this.”

      That means she feels a little more naughty than usual. “Whatever you want, Gabby.”

      Before I know what’s hit me, she’s on the bed, straddling my waist. My senses are attuned since I can’t see anything. She’s completely naked, because that's the way we went to bed last night. Right now she's so wet she’s soaking my stomach, and the smell of her arousal is deep in my nose.

      “Just lay there," she whispers. “I can get myself off.”

      “What’s gotten into you?” I ask, bringing my left hand to cup her pussy. It’s so slick my fingers slide before finding enough purchase to plunge my index and middle finger into her.

      “You,” she rocks against me. “Knowing that you went to Hank, and you asked him for help. That you stood up to Jeff when I never could, it's so fucking hot. It's just too much. All of it."

      She lifts up onto her knees and takes me in. There’s no easing; she does it all at once. For a few moments, I allow her to rock back and forth, giving her the false sense that I’m going to let her control this, but as soon as she moves her hands off me, I wrap my arms around her waist and flip her over. My knees dig into the sheets, and my hands grip the pillows so I can use them as leverage. Her legs hitch up my hips, and her feet dig into my ass. “Then let me show what a real good man can do,” I growl as I plunge in and pull back out.

      My eyes have adjusted to the darkness, and faintly I can see her tip her head back against the mattress, exposing her neck. Accepting the invitation, I clamp my mouth onto the tendon and suck with enough force to leave a damn mark.

      “Barrett,” she whines. “You know that’s gonna be hard to cover up.”

      “Ask me if I give a fuck, Gabs. You know you’re mine.”

      “And so does the rest of Broken Falls; you don’t have to mark me,” her breath hitches when I take a peaked nipple into my mouth.

      There’s no more talking as I thrust deeper into her, and then instead of withdrawing, I turn my hips into a circle, grinding against her clit. Shit, that feels better than I remember. When I would pull back, she doesn’t let me; her feet clamp against my ass.

      “Whatever you’re doing feels amazing; please don’t fucking stop,” she widens her thighs, keeping her feet locked. “Don’t fucking stop. Nothing has felt this good since the night you took me home from the bar. It was the hottest moment we ever had together, until right now. This one trumps them all."

      That night lives rent-free in my head. it’s the memory I use to beat off in the shower. Which doesn’t help me now that all I want to do is come. The way she’s milking me, I think she knows.

      “If you go before me, pull out and come on me,” she pants. “Then please, please, please eat me the way I like it.”

      It’s fucking hot when she tells me what she wants. So hot that I give up the pretense of trying to hold back; I go for what I want. Three strokes later, I’m pulling out and coming across her tits. My chest and stomach heave, but instead of enjoying the feeling, I drop to my own stomach and suction my mouth against her clit.

      “Yesss,” she digs her fingers into my hair, yanking hard. “Use your fingers too, please. I need it more than I ever thought I would. I want to get off so bad right now.”

      Two fingers in her, my mouth on her pussy, and my tongue on her clit, I push her against every barrier she thinks she has. There are few times when Gabby will let herself go. She’s shamelessly fucking my mouth, her feet planted beside my shoulders, and she’s arching into me. Glancing up, I can see her holding a pillow with one hand and another at her nipple, squeezing roughly. With my free hand, I reach up to the other tit and mimic what she’s doing.

      It’s mere seconds before her whole body spasms, and I know I’ve pushed her over that ledge.

      We’re both heaving as I move my body up so that I’m lying next to her. “Fuck Gabby” I sigh. “If me being a good man does this to you, you better be prepared for the rest of our lives. I'm going to blow your mind once I can actually prove to you what I can do.”

      She giggles, turning over to face me. “If you’re any better than that, you might kill me.”

      Wrapping my arms around her, I tuck her head into my neck. “But what a way to go, babe. What a way to go.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue One

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      "You don't need my permission, Barrett."

      I remember saying something similar to my mom when she questioned me about dating Gabby. It was something along the lines of I didn’t need her permission to date an older woman. Now that I want to ask Gabby to marry me, I've decided to ask my mom what she thinks. "I know I don't need your permission, but now that you've gotten to know her a little better, do you understand why I love her so much?"

      "Yeah." She smiles softly. "I do. And I know that I questioned you before about what you saw in her. I get it now. She loves you, she cares about the people in your life, and she's very talented at what she does. I've never tasted food like what she makes, and you know I've always been a fan of Kara, but there's something special that goes into what Gabby's doing."

      It's that she loves it and was always told she wouldn't be able to do it in a way that was successful. Luckily for us, Jeff has kept his word, and the paper he signed. For the last few months Get Baked has gotten even more popular, and now I'm prepared to ask her to be my wife. I've worked beside her, when I get off work, helping her make changes to the inside of the shop. Three weeks ago, she signed a lease to expand into the building next to hers. I've been busy at night trying to come up with an interesting way to combine the two buildings, and I finally got the way to do it. Abel and Boone are there right now taking down the wall, in order to expose the work I've done on the other side. "It is very special, do you think she'll like it?" I show her a picture of what I've done to the new space.

      She gasps, and her eyes shine brightly as she looks up at me. "She's going to love it, and I do too. I approve of her, and of the two of you together, Barrett."

      "I'm glad." I reach down, wrapping my arms tightly around her. "I'll see you later, after I show her this."

      "Please let me know how it goes."

      "I will."

      I'm nervous as I go out to my truck and get in, before shooting a text over to Gabby, asking her to meet me. She's hanging out with Kara today, taking one of her two days off she now allows herself throughout the week.

      
        
          
            
              
        G: Meet you there, can't wait to see what you've done. I've wanted to look so bad, but I promised I wouldn't.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Thank you for doing as I asked.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        G: I trust you and love you. See you in a few.

      

      

      

      

      

      Glancing over at the bag in my passenger seat, I can't help but hope this is everything she's dreamed of.

      -----

      "Close your eyes.", I tell her when she meets me on the sidewalk next to the previously empty storefront beside Get Baked.

      She smiles, before leaning in to kiss me slowly, tenderly, and full of passion. "You're lucky I trust you."

      “I know exactly how lucky I am,” I whisper as we pull apart.

      Grabbing her hand, I drag her into the space, and make sure the new menu board I've made is set up exactly how I asked for it to. There's a butcher block counter, and a sleek new case. There's a lot still to be done, but I think she's going to love what this counter looks like. From what I understand, she's going to focus on lunch here in this half of Get Baked.

      "Okay...open 'em up."

      She does, a bright smile covering her face. Her eyes move side to side, taking in everything in front of her. Then I see her gaze lift up. The minute she reads what I've had placed on the board. Gabby, will you marry me?

      When she turns to face me, I'm down on my knee, a ring box in my hand. "I want us to live your dream together. I want to be the person who takes care of the hard labor, while you what you're best at. I want to be your partner and make sure that our lives work. When we decide if we want to have kids or not, I want to be the person who does his part. I just want to love you, Gabby, and I want you to let me do that for the rest of our lives. Will you let me?"

      She smiles widely, tears spilling over her eyes, only this time they're happy. "Yes. Yes, I will marry you. You're already my partner in everything, and I would love to make it official. I love you, B."

      I stand up, grabbing her around the waist, turning her around in a circle. She puts her arms around my neck, holding on tight, squealing. "You know how Get Baked has been your dream? This right here?" I bury my face in her neck. "It's mine."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue Two

          

          Valentina

        

      

    

    
      "Are you sure you trust me with opening Get Baked, and taking care of it for you?" I wrap my hair around my index finger, watching Gabby carefully. This will be the first time she's entrusted me with this task. Being able to work with the students has really helped, and we've hired a couple of part-timers. But she's never allowed me to do anything completely on my own. I've been able to open and close by myself, but never both together, and I've not been in charge of other employees yet. That's what she's telling me I have the option of doing for the next week.

      "I'm sure. I completely trust you. There's no one else I'd rather leave in charge while Barrett and I go on our first vacation ever. I'm not going to worry about a damn thing while I'm gone. Now is definitely the time for you to show me exactly what you can do. I have faith in you, and I can't wait to see the pictures you take and what sales look like."

      I'm so nervous. No one has ever had this much faith in me, at least that I've been told. Back when I lived at home, the only thing my parents wanted to know was if I could take care of my brothers and sisters. They didn't appreciate the actual talent I had for baking, or the thought I had to get the aesthetic of what I was making correctly. "I hope I don't let you down."

      She turns me so that I'm facing her. "You're not going to let me down, no matter what happens. All I want to do is see how you handle it on your own. There's no set goal I have for you. I'm willing to release parts of the business to you as I see you can handle it. All I want to know with this is what you can handle. Okay?"

      "Okay..."

      "You're not going to disappoint me, Val. I promise."

      I close my eyes. I want to believe her more than I want anything else. She is the only person who's ever believed in me and it not be more about them than me. "Thank you. Thank you for believing in me."

      She hugs me tightly. "You earned it, Val. I'm so damn proud of you. If you need absolutely anything, you know you can call me."

      "And anything else she needs, I'll be here to help."

      That voice cuts into our conversation.

      That voice...

      It's haunted me since the first time I met him, but it's increased tenfold since the severe weather that pushed through here, and he ended up being my calm in the chaos of that situation. Vaughn Collins is the type of man who I've been warned about my entire life, but somehow I'm drawn to him in ways I've never been drawn to anyone else.

      "Thank you,” I answer quietly. "I'm sure I won't need anything."

      His gray eyes meet mine. They're the most incredible shade I've ever seen. Sometimes they appear blue, others green, depending on his mood. I'm still not sure what makes them switch, but I want to know. More than anything I want to know. "If you do, I'm the person that you call, got it?"

      I nod, swallowing hard. Vaughn makes me feel many things all of them are confusing, but it makes me want to feel them more. "I know."

      He leans over the case, and I can't help but move toward him. A smirk plays against the side of his impossibly full red lips. Reaching out, he cups my chin in the palm of his hand. "Be sure that you do, Val. I don't wanna hear you needed something and didn't call me."

      His mouth is mesmerizing as it forms those words. I watch as he licks his lips, smiling slightly. It's hot in here, so damn hot. "I won't. I'll call you, Vaughn."

      "Be sure that you do." He turns on his heel and walks out of Get Baked taking what's left of my good sense with him.

      

      
        
        Vaughn releases September 13th

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Renegade

          

          Whitney

        

      

    

    
      Late March

      “Ryan, I’m tellin’ you, I need my hair pulled, a red handprint across my ass, someone licking my nipples, a dick in my treasure cove. I need it all.”

      Drunk. I am drunk. Like way past the legal limit – otherwise I wouldn’t be sitting here spilling all my secrets to my baby brother’s best friend. The baby brother who had been totally unplanned by my parents. Ten years my junior, baby brother. He and Ryan are the same age; twenty-five to my thirty-five. Makes me feel so much older just thinking about it. Not only by age, but by life experience, too, although they’ve probably got me beat. They’re cops and have served overseas in the military. Dear Lord, I think I sound like Julia Sugarbaker from Designing Women. I’m three sheets to the wind, and nobody stopped me.

      I see him try to suppress a grin as he brings his beer up to his lips, taking a nice long pull off the wide mouth. I am mesmerized by the way his throat muscles move when he swallows, pushing the liquid down his throat. No denying he’s all man. None of the boyhood shyness he always had with me is anywhere near us tonight. The palm of his hand completely covers the label, the one drink he takes drains half the bottle. For a second he focuses on my face, squinting as he watches me. “How many of those have you had to drink?” He points the neck of his beer to the wine glass in my hand.

      His voice is as smooth as the red liquid I swirl in my glass. I tilt my head to the side, realizing the whole room goes right along with it. Counting back, I try to think how many I had before he took the seat next to mine, and I can’t remember. “Five or six?” I ask him, like he should know. “What’s it to you, Ren-e-gade,” I sound out his name by syllables. My words sound slightly slurred to my own ears. “Renegade,” I grin. “Anybody ever tell you, you little boys and your nicknames are cute? Just like playing cops and robbers…you with your Renegade, Trevor with his Tank,” I’m giggling for real now. “Pew, pew!” I fake shoot him with my finger gun, thinking how pissed off my brother would be if he were here right now. Not Ryan, though, he’s patient. God bless him.

      “You think maybe it’s time you quit for the night?” He gently moves to take what I have left away from me.

      His fingers are soft as they try to pry mine from around the stem, but I resist his attempts and pull it closer to my chest. The liquid sloshes and I inhale deeply, hoping not to lose any of it. I’m like a two-year-old with my blankie. This glass of wine is my security and at this moment I’ll protect it with everything I have. Once the security is gone, I’m left with nothing. I can’t be transparent tonight, I need something shielding me from my reality. I’m a woman on the prowl, and a woman on the prowl is confident in her abilities.

      “Quit?” I ask, running my tongue over my dry lips, trying to moisten them so I can form words more easily. “Quitting is not something I do. That’s what my ex-husband did. My mama did. That’s what my former boss did,” I shake my head and try to stand on four-inch stilettos. He reaches out and grabs my elbow, steadying me, being a rock when I haven’t had one in a very long time. “Whitney Trumbolt is not a fuckin’ quitter.” I make my voice as strong and as clear as possible, I fear though that it comes out a slurred mess.

      I can see Ryan try again to keep the smile from his face. The corners of his lips twitch, and it pisses me off. Not because I’m mad, but because he thinks it’s funny. He thinks this is a joke, and it’s not. It’s my life. The life I’ve been trying so desperately to get out from under or save. I’m not sure which yet. All I know is I haven’t been living and I’m damn sick of the in-between.

      “You think this is funny?” I take another drink from my wine glass. It’s a big one this time, I drain it. There’s not one drop left when I set it back down on the bar, slapping my lips together with a satisfied pop.

      “No, Whit, I think you’re having a bad night.” His tone is one someone would use with a kindergartner, talking them down from a temper tantrum. It pisses me off too.

      A bad night? Try a bad decade. If I could do anything, it would go back to the night I turned twenty-five and be the age that Ryan is again. I would do so many things differently, I would change so much about the choices I made back then. “You know nothing about me, other than the fact that I’m Tank’s older sister.”

      He grabs me by the wrist, locking his hand around the flesh. I feel his fingers lightly touch the skin and bone. It’s more of a caress than a warning. I never realized until this moment how much bigger he is than me. Never really paid any kind of attention to it – oh I’ve paid attention to him off and on through-out the years, but never like this.

      Ryan “Renegade” Kepler rises to his full height, towering over me as I do my best to keep my footing and ignore the way my skin tingles where he grips my wrist. He leans in close – so close I can feel his breath on my skin.

      “I know a lot of things about you that you don’t think I know.”

      His voice is hard and soft at the same time. I close my eyes to savor it, to try and figure out how he’s able to do both. Maybe it’s my drunken mind, but he’s magic to me in this instant. The deep timbre rushes over me as I try to understand his words, but I’m having a hard time. This is the closest I’ve been to a man in a very long time. My body is at attention, as is my libido. I press my thighs together as I dig my heels in deeper, not because I don’t want him to move me, because I ache. It’s an ache that’s never been fulfilled, if I’m honest.

      “I know that you love your mama’s fried chicken, your grandmother’s homemade mac and cheese, Alabama football, and Dale Earnhardt Jr. I know that you have a soft heart. Hallmark movies make you cry, you pick up strays on the side of the road, and you always buy that homeless man near the Starbucks a morning coffee,” he lulls me into a sense of security. Making me want to believe there is someone out there who listens when I talk, someone who looks at me and sees a brain behind my blonde hair.

      I’m wrapped up in his voice, in the things he does know about me. Things I never knew he paid attention to. I’m swaying, but it’s because his voice is doing weird things to my equilibrium. His other hand cups my hip and I can feel the heat of his body through the material of my skirt. My thighs burn as they’re pressed against his where we stand.

      “I know that your ex-husband was a piece of shit. I know that your ex-boss didn’t know what the hell to do with the creative genius that is your mind, and I know that your mama will never forgive you for giving up pageants, but she’ll never forgive herself for pushing you that damn hard,” he stops and pulls back, giving me his eyes and face to stare at.

      Our eyes meet – his brown to my blue – and I realize with clarity that I’m breathing hard, hard enough that it feels as if I’ve run a marathon. The loss of his strong body against mine makes me want to cry. I want to grasp at his clothing, pull him back in, and let him heat up parts of me that have been cold for so long.

      “You wanna know what else I know?” The question is asked in a way that says he’s not sure if he wants an answer. The way his face closes off and he withdraws slightly into himself make me think this is a secret he’s not shared with anyone. Tonight, I want him to share it with me; I want to be the person he confides in. He knows so much about me, I want to know everything about him too. There’s a string of awareness stretched between us, and it’s pulling me closer.

      I’m captivated by the way the dim lights of the bar make his brown eyes darker, I’m enthralled by the fact that it looks like it’s been a few days since he shaved, and I’m even more fascinated by the cut he has on his cheek. He and Tank went out on a call last night, and I can’t help but wonder if that cut is the result of a dangerous night doing a dangerous job.

      I shake my head and then nod, because I’m conflicted in my drunkenness, but I do want to find out what else he knows. I step forward, put my arms around his neck, and lean up so that now I’m the one in his ear. The truth of the matter is I need to feel close to him, I want the heat back he’s taken away from me. I’m cold without it, and I’m sick to death of being cold. “Tell me what else you know.”

      I see him look around the bar, checking to make sure that we’re not being paid any attention to. He bends with his knees and grips my ass cheeks in the palms of his hands, bringing us flush together so our bodies touch. His voice is dark as he all but growls. “I know I’m the one who can put my dick in that treasure cove. I know I’m the one that can pull that hair, I can pull on those nipples, and I can smack this ass,” he squeezes my flesh like he owns it, where his hands rest. “The question is – will you let me?”

      It’s not a question I can say no to. The way the air crackles between us, the alcohol I’ve consumed, and the sudden fascination I have with his heat. There’s not any way that I can say no nor is there any desire on my part to deny it. I’ve denied myself a lot of things in this life and this right here is not something that I want to brush off. This is God giving me what I want on a silver platter, a sacrificial offering for the shit I’ve gone through the past few years. This is my Cinderella moment and my SEC Championship all tied together into one great big bow. Over six feet and two hundred pounds of bow. If I say no, Lord, never offer me anything else because I’m gonna be a nun for the rest of my life.

      “You’re what?” He asks, a glimmer of surprise and playfulness in his eyes.

      I said that out loud? Never mind, I can fix this.

      “Yes,” I breathe out, adding on a “please.”

      “Oh baby, you don’t have to beg. I’ll do whatever you need me to,” Ryan says as I find my hand in his and stumble to keep up as he pulls us out of the bar. We pass people we’ve known our whole lives, clients I’ve helped to the altar, and I’m pretty sure we just passed the Deacon of the church. No one stops us as we hit the front door. I gulp in the fresh air, sure as the world my senses are going to come to me.

      Guess what? They don’t. I’m in for whatever this full moon-lit night is going to bring us. Safe Whitney is not putting the brakes on a ride crazier than a lap at Talladega. No, Wild Whitney has taken her place. Funny how both are four letter words, yet they couldn’t be further apart.

      In mere minutes I’m in his truck, and we’re headed towards my house. I will myself not to pass out, because for the first time in years, I want to be here and present for this experience that’s about to happen. I want to remember every damn detail. If it’s only going to be for this one night, I don’t want to miss a thing.

      
        
        Renegade

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Shadows

          

          Isabella

        

      

    

    
      “You want me to what?” The words stumble out of my mouth and I raise my eyebrow, hoping to convey just how confused I am at what he just said.

      He takes off his glasses, rubbing his eyes vigorously with the tips of his fingers. I let him sit with what I’ve asked, not wanting to frustrate him any more than I already have. Hopefully, giving him a few moments without my voice will lead him to re-think what he’s requesting of me.

      “Isabella, you have to prove how much you want this.”

      My stomach drops as his gravelly declaration sinks in. He hasn’t reconsidered; he’s doubling down. “What does me interviewing Shadows Sampson have to do with any of this?”

      “Shadows isn’t even his name, Isabella.” He’s looking at me over the frame of his glasses now, his brown eyes staring deep into my soul.

      They look as worn out as I feel. I’ve given everything to this paper the almost four years I’ve been at this school. I’m in my final semester. This right here? It feels like a huge betrayal. Like everything I’ve held close to me, all the pieces of my soul that were wrapped in this have been completely shattered; scattered against the ground like glass shards.

      “What is his name then, Pete?” I speak to him in the same tone he used to speak to me.

      He sighs deeply, looking at me pointedly. “You’re lucky we were friends before I became your professor. No one else would put up with this attitude.”

      “It isn’t an attitude. I’m asking you a legit question. What’s his real name?”

      “That’s one of the things you’ll learn in the interview.” He leans back in his chair, steepling his fingers together. “You’ve coasted through the past almost-four years here, and it’s time for you to show me what you’re made of.”

      My stomach drops. I’m here on a scholarship, the first in my family to get more than a fucking GED. I’ll hold onto my future with my nails digging trenches into the dirt. Tilting my head to the side, I shoot him a death glare. I haven’t coasted in any type of way. I’ve paid my dues, done everything each editor of this paper before me has done. “So you’re threatening me with my degree? Need I remind you of all the accomplishments we’ve received while I’ve been editor-in-chief?”

      “Let’s be honest with one another. Most of those accomplishments had the groundwork laid before you showed up. You and I both know all you had to do was keep the status quo. You brought nothing new to the table. What I’m telling you is that if you want to graduate with your Bachelor’s in Communications, you need to prove to me you can do the hard work - even if this particular story isn’t considered hard work for you.”

      “It’s not considered a sport to me,” I argue. “And that’s not what I’m going into Journalism for, Pete. I don’t have this great dream to write about the next MMA or whatever star he is. We both know he does whatever fight comes to him, seems to me he has an anger issue that’s unchecked.”

      “It’s human interest, Isabella. Who’s to say you’ll be able to get the job you want? When you’re out there in the big, bad world, things aren’t always what they seem. What if the only job available is at the local newspaper for the sports section? Will you tell them no? How will you live? And all of us in this business know that word gets around. If you give up more than one job, you won’t get offers anymore. You know it’s true.”

      A part of me wants to say I would tell them no. I would keep my pride and refuse to do things that compromise my belief system. There’s a stubbornness in my mind that wants to argue I’d be the exception rather than the rule. At the same time, I know I must eat, and my parents will expect me to pay my own bills once I graduate. They’ve floated me while I’ve been here, and they’ve been more than clear that once I have that piece of paper in my hand, it’s all on me. Especially since I realize how hard it is for them to help. My mom tells me every time I talk to her. What he’s saying does make sense, even though I hate to admit it. “Are you setting up the interview for me?”

      He chuckles before taking a drink of his water. “Negative. You’re going to do this all on your own, from contacting him, to securing the interview. I’m wishing you luck though, because in the seven years I’ve known him, he’s never given an interview. He’d prefer to not speak, rather than. It’s going to take a miracle to get him to talk to you in the first place.”

      “I feel like you’re setting me up for failure, and I don’t appreciate it.” I’m beginning to think the worst. It’s hard knowing everything is stacked against me. The only situation I’ve been in like this before is trying to figure out how to make college work. This one is uncomfortable.

      “Failure isn’t an option, Isabella. Any work you’ve done previous to this doesn’t matter, it won’t even count. Your entire grade rides on what you do in this moment.”

      He drops another fucking bomb. This one I really hadn’t expected.

      “That’s not fair,” I whisper, trying to push the heaviness out of my chest and the tightness out of my throat. Every single thing I’ve worked for is disappearing right before my eyes.

      Pete levels me with his gaze. “Life isn’t fair, and as soon as you realize that, the better off you’ll be. This isn’t an easy job. Why do you think I’m a professor at a college instead of off in the warzone? As humans we do what we have to in order to survive, and I’m telling you, this is what you must do.”

      I sigh heavily, finally facing and understanding the obstacles he’s laying down in front of me. “Just so you know, I resent you for this.”

      “It’s okay if you resent me,” he drops his pen on his desk, folding his hands in front of his chin. “I’m trying to get you prepared for reality, something I wish others had done when I was in your shoes. You understand?”

      “Yeah,” I glare as I cross my arms over my chest. “I guess I get you’re trying to make me a better person and a good journalist, but this feels like a personal attack. I have to be honest with you.”

      “You gonna be able to do it?”

      “Is there really an option that I don’t?” I question, giving him a look of death, wishing with everything I have that it would cause him to expire right on the spot. “I’ve not gone to school for four years to get this damned close to have you pull it away from me.”

      “I’m not pulling it away from you; you’ll be pulling it away.”

      Inside I’m fuming, ready to stop right now and give up everything I’ve worked for, but I have to keep my cool. My family sacrificed a lot to get me here. Hell, I did too. The long night studying to get the scholarship that’s helped pay for a good portion of my education. If I don’t finish the degree, or fail, I could be forced to pay back what’s been given to me. Pete knows all of this as a friend, and my freshman advisor.  “How long do I have to accomplish this?”

      “Six weeks, from start to finish.”

      “Six weeks?!” I parrot back at him, feeling that pit in my stomach increase into a damn crater.

      “I didn’t stutter, right? There are seven weeks until this semester is over, and you need to have everything turned in to me with enough time for me to grade it.”

      “But we have this semester and next before I graduate. I’ve known you long enough to know you typically grade both of them together. I feel like you’ve decided to fuck me over, Professor.” Any other teacher I wouldn’t say those words to, but this one? He knows me better than anyone else. He knows my dreams and what I want to accomplish. It’s almost as if it’s impossible.

      “You tell me you don’t think you’re up to it, I’ll fail you right now. You can do this, Isabella. Don’t disappoint me.”

      If there’s anything I hate, it’s someone telling me I’ll fail. I’ve worked hard to be where I am in life, and I’ll be damned if I let anything stand in my way. Not to mention pulling the disappointment card was a low fucking blow. “I’m up to it. I’ll give you the best interview you’ve ever read in your life.”

      “I’m expecting that from you. Go out there and get it.”

      He turns away from me, and I know at this moment I’m dismissed. Grabbing my purse and bag, I shoulder them both before getting up and leaving the office. It’s taken everything I have to hold my shit together, but no more.

      Once I’m outside, I let my cheeks heat and the flush of anger flow over my body. This is the stuff I do my best to keep in, to not allow others to see, but dammit, I’m pissed right now.

      It’s a long haul down the hill to student parking. If I thought I could make it without falling on my face, I’d take off at a run and get rid of all these feelings inside my chest. But I haven’t run in at least two years, and I don’t want anyone having to call the ambulance on me because I’ve about killed myself. When I see my SUV, I pick up the pace, ready to get inside so I can let loose with the tears clogging up my throat. Beeping the doors, I fumble, opening the driver’s side as quickly as I can. Tossing my bag and purse in the passenger seat, I crank the heat and rest my forehead against the steering wheel, finally letting the tears fall.
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