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      “How do you ever expect to get back into the dating scene if all you do is sit in your apartment on the weekends?” my older sister, Mandy, asks as she sets a brown paper bag down on my pub table.

      My mouth begins to water when the aroma of Japanese food hits me. “Who said I want back in on the dating scene?” I counter.

      “You’ve been single for almost a year, Misha. Don’t you think it’s time to date around and meet someone new? Even if you don’t date, just go meet people. Be social. Make friends, for Christ’s sake.”

      When the food is spread in front of us, I crumble the bag into a ball and throw it at her head, which she dodges. “I have friends, and I do leave this apartment, thank you. I work daily, I go to the gym with my best friend Drew, and I’m at Sunday dinner every week at Mom’s. I appreciate your concern, but just because I’m single doesn’t mean I’m unhappy.”

      Why is there some unwritten rule that in order to achieve happiness, you must have a spouse or significant other? I got out of a long-term relationship almost a year ago, and being single has actually been a nice change. Are there times that I feel lonely? Absolutely, but having this time alone has given me a chance to figure out who I am and what I want to do with the rest of my life.

      “Whatever. You’re still hung up on Noah.” She’s only semi-listening as she piles large portions of each dish we ordered onto her plate.

      She eats like an athlete training for the Olympics and never gains an ounce. Needless to say, she snatched all the good genetic features while in the womb. Mandy’s long blonde hair is always bouncy and smooth, never a strand out of place. Her blue eyes sparkle in the light, almost as much as her perfect teeth. And let’s not talk about her sky-high legs.

      If it wasn’t for the hint of the last name, you wouldn’t be able to guess we were related, let alone siblings. My shoulder-length brown hair is curly and wild if I don’t drown it in product and flat-iron it into submission. As a teenager, I endured many years of metal braces to receive my now-straight set of pearly whites. I stand five foot three and have curves that would look fantastic on a model over six foot but not so much on my small frame. Needless to say, I was handed the sloppy leftovers from our family’s DNA pool.

      “I’m not. How many times do I need to tell you, I’m not upset anymore?” And honestly, I’m not … but I will be if she doesn’t let this go. She mentions the breakup every time she comes over.

      “You’re so full of shit.” She grabs her food and plops herself down on the couch in the living room. “You are still holding on to hope that your ex-boyfriend will call and tell you that breaking up was a mistake. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Noah’s not coming back, Mish. It’s time to get over him.”

      I’m getting annoyed. “I have, if you would just listen to me.”

      “He’s had no trouble moving on, and you shouldn’t either.”

      “Damn it, Mandy, shut your mouth for one minute and listen,” I yell from the table.

      Her crystal-blue eyes grow wide at my unusual outburst, and for one glorious moment, she is quiet.

      “The breakup between Noah and me wasn’t ideal, but we didn’t split on bad terms. We had grown apart. Noah and I were best friends for most of our lives, and we took a gamble on dating. It didn’t work out, and we respected and loved each other enough to end it amicably. I miss his companionship sometimes—I will admit that—but it’s because I’m lonely. But I am not hung up on him. I do not wish for him to come back to me, and I’ve even been on a few dates.”

      Mandy is still silent and hasn’t moved other than blinking a few times. “If you say so. I can’t believe you’ve been dating and not told me.”

      “Because the guys I’ve been out with aren’t worth talking about.” I sit on the opposite end of the couch and face her. “One of them told me about his college girlfriend who was okay with him dating someone else while she was away at school. It took me two dates to realize that he was speaking of his current girlfriend, who was actually still in school, not his girlfriend from his college years. Needless to say, that didn’t work for me.”

      With a scoff, she stabs a piece of chicken onto her fork. “Some men are such pigs.”

      “Preach, sister.”

      She chews on her food for a long moment before her eyes light up. “Oh my God, I have a fantastic idea! I have this friend—”

      “Ugh,” I interrupt with a groan. “Why does this sound like an awful idea?”

      “Seriously! I have a friend who is in the same boat as you. He broke up with his long-term girlfriend a few months ago, and the girls he’s been meeting are complete skanks.”

      “I’m not looking for a serious boyfriend,” I tell her.

      “And neither is he. I think you two would get along really well. I’m sure you could relate to one another.”

      “You’re not setting me up.”

      “Why not? Please meet Matt. I bet you’d really like him.”

      “I’ve never heard you talk about a Matt.”

      “And your point is? I have a lot of friends you probably haven’t heard about. He and I used to work together. You go on a date with a nice guy, and if there aren’t sparks, then you’ve at least made a friend.”

      By the way her eyes are begging, I know she’s not going to give up on this anytime soon. She mastered the puppy-dog look as a kid and still uses it to her advantage.

      Knowing that I’m likely going to regret this decision, I cave. “If he’s willing, I will entertain the idea. Let me know.”

      She bounces happily and points a fork at me. “You won’t be sorry.”
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      The only open table in the coffee shop is tucked away in the corner, offering much-needed privacy for my meeting.

      My client, a female in her early thirties, is due to arrive any minute. I review the questionnaire in detail, which clients complete online prior to the first meeting, and this seems to be a basic consultation. The request is to be escorted to a business dinner, the estimated time period of service is less than four hours, and the client was referred by another client.

      I work part-time for the company Cordial Companions Inc., or CCI. My official title is escort; however, it has such a negative connotation that I rarely use it. I call myself a companion because that’s what I get paid for—companionship. I’ve never been paid for sex. Not only is it against company policy, but it’s also against my morals. I’ve had several clients slide wads of hundred-dollar bills into my pockets for additional services, only for me to hand them right back. One thing I’ve learned since working as an escort is, men and women are the same; the privileged and entitled assholes believe money can buy everything, including people.

      Luckily, I don’t deal much with that type. Most of my clients are women who are too busy in their careers to meet men in their personal lives, so they need to hire someone to take to business dinners, holiday parties, or other outings.

      The bell attached to the front door chimes as it swings open, and I recognize the woman as one of my coworkers from CCI. She walks straight to the counter to the waiting barista, and I decide not to bother her. She could very well be meeting a client of her own, and it wouldn’t be too professional for either of us to be talking when our clients arrive.

      A glance at the time shows my client is a few minutes late, which is one of my biggest pet peeves. My ex-wife was notorious for being late to every event, whether it be a party or a wedding. We had multiple heated arguments over her lack of respect for other people’s time. She never tried to change, so toward the end of our marriage, I would lie and tell her we were to be somewhere a half hour earlier than needed. That way, we were on time or sometimes even a little early.

      “Jake?”

      Mandy Gallagher, my coworker, is standing beside my table with her coffee in hand.

      “Hey, Mandy. How’s it going?”

      “Great. Do you mind if I take a seat?”

      A quick scan of the coffee shop comes up empty for any new patrons.

      “I’m actually waiting on a client. She’s supposed to be here any minute.”

      Mandy pulls the chair out and sits down, as if I didn’t imply that the seat was taken for someone else. “I’ve never been to this coffeehouse. It’s really cute.”

      “Thanks. I actually own it.”

      I’ve owned Mama Java’s for four years now, and the place has really grown on me. It was my mother’s baby, and my sister and I inherited it when Mom passed away from breast cancer. After her death, we considered selling it, but there was no way I could shut the doors on what she’d worked so hard to accomplish. Mama Java’s was her dream, and I know her spirit still dances in this space.

      “Really? I had no idea you owned a coffee shop!”

      “Mandy, I have a client—”

      “I know,” she interrupts me. “I’m your client.”

      This must be a joke, or she’s gone and lost her damn mind.

      “Excuse me? What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Mandy rolls her eyes. “Do you really want me to do this the professional way? Fine.” She sits up straight, smiles brightly, and extends her hand. “Hi, I’m Mandy Gallagher. Thank you so much for meeting me on such short notice, Mr. Malone. I look forward to working with you.”

      After a solid minute of me staring at her and her outstretched hand, she finally sits back in her chair and crosses her long legs. “I know I probably should have texted you instead of going through the website, but I knew that you’d get paid for meeting a client tonight.”

      I’m still no closer to understanding what in the hell is happening. “Can you tell me what’s going on? Because I’m confused. Do you need a date?”

      She tosses her long blonde hair over her shoulder and laughs. “No, I don’t need a date. I have a boyfriend.”

      “So, this meeting is for nothing? You’re wasting my time, time that I could have used to schedule a meeting with an actual client.”

      “Not necessarily. Calm down. I have a proposition for you. A potential client. Two casual dates, nothing too big.”

      “Okay, so have her request a consultation.” Why is she acting like this is so difficult?

      “Well, it’s not that simple. Your client wouldn’t know that she’s a client.”

      Fuck no. I close my laptop and shove it in the bag. “You know that we’d both lose our jobs over that shit. There’s no way in hell.”

      She begins to panic when she realizes I’m packing up to leave. “Wait. Just wait a second. Hear me out. We wouldn’t go through work. I’d pay you under the table—five thousand dollars, cash. I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate.”

      Five thousand dollars for two dates is really hard to snub, especially when I usually make up to a thousand per date … but I know in my gut that this has trouble written all over it.

      “It’s a recipe for disaster. I really can’t do this.”

      “I know it sounds shady, but I swear I have good intentions.”

      A hard laugh escapes my throat. “The road to hell is paved with good intentions. How can you justify setting up a fake date as having someone’s best interest in mind?”

      “It’s my younger sister,” she begins.

      “Family? Come on, Mandy. Are you really naive enough to think this is a good idea?”

      “She got out of a relationship about a year ago, and she swears she’s not into him anymore, but I don’t know if I really believe her. She’s stepping back into the dating world, and her reintroduction has been less than stellar so far. All I want you to do is to meet her, boost her confidence a little, do the charming shit you’re good at, and make her think there are still good guys out there. After the second date, text her, saying that you think she’s a good girl but you’re not interested in anything serious. She’ll be embarrassed and not talk to you, guaranteed.”

      “This is so fucked up,” is the only thing I manage to say.

      “Look, I know you aren’t crazy about the idea. I wasn’t even going to ask you, but this is the only way I could think of to help my sister. She and I are really close, and I would do anything for her. I know she would be in good hands with you and that you’re discreet and you keep things confidential well after the dates. If you can’t help me, I understand, but I thought I’d give it a shot.”

      Something in the back of my mind is telling me to walk away from this. She’s withholding information. The entire situation just doesn’t feel right. I don’t know Mandy personally, only on a coworker level, but at this moment, I can tell that I don’t trust her. But … five thousand dollars would help out with my sister’s college tuition.

      Before I speak, I already regret my decision. “For the record, I still think this is a bad idea … but I’ll do it. You need to keep this shit quiet, and not a word gets back to Natasha, or both our asses will be fired. And if it blows up with your sister, you have to explain it, not me.”

      Mandy excitedly bounces in her chair, clapping her hands together. “You have no idea how much I appreciate this favor.”

      “No, this isn’t a favor. It’s business. Two dates, five grand. This is a one-time deal. Don’t expect me to do anything like this again. My work clients come first. We’ll fit this into my schedule. I will not rearrange for your convenience.” The firmness in my voice is harsher than I intended; however, I need to get my point across.

      We’re coworkers, not friends. I’m not doing her any favors. This is strictly business, and I refuse to put my ass on the line.

      “Understood.” She grows serious quickly. “I have an idea for the first date.”

      Of course she does.

      I rub a hand over my tired face and sigh. “Let’s hear it.”
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      Winter along the East Coast is no joke. Old Man Winter is grumpier than usual this year, and today, he’s proving that even on Valentine’s Day, he shows no mercy. A usual February in Hagerstown, Maryland, brings temperatures ranging from the low twenties to mid-thirties. For the last few weeks, polar air has made its way into the mid-Atlantic, leaving us chilled to the bone with the highs averaging around five degrees during the day.

      I’m counting down the days until my best friend, Drew, and I go to Curaçao, a small island in the Caribbean. Drew is a travel agent and found an awesome deal at work that we couldn’t pass up. In a few short weeks, we’ll be basking in the warmth just twelve degrees above the equator, and I can’t wait.

      Tonight is my blind date with this Matt guy, who Mandy set me up with … on Valentine’s Day. She claims it was an oversight, that tonight’s the only night he’s off work. Frankly, I just want to get this date done and over with, so I can get her off my back about it.

      The parking lot is empty when I arrive to Mama Java’s, the coffee house where Matt and I are meeting. It’s located in a strip mall; however, it looks like Mama Java’s is the only business still open for the evening. I’m a few minutes early, so I finish listening to the Fallen Shadows song playing on the radio.

      Fallen Shadows is my favorite band, and Drew and I scored tickets to their sold-out show in Washington, DC, in July. The lead singer, Bryson Henderson, is God’s gift to women. Seriously, he’s that gorgeous. I’m not even sure if Drew likes their music. I think he’s mainly tagging along just to fangirl over Bryson.

      Maybe a little part of me is too.

      When the song is over, I turn off the engine to my SUV before I decide to shift into drive and go home instead of going through with this blind date. I sigh to myself, dreading the brutal cold I’m about to face by opening the door. Not only is it two degrees outside, according to the display on my dashboard, but the wind is blowing so freaking hard that the wind chill has dipped to negative ten.

      I wrap the scarf hanging across my shoulders tightly around my face and neck, and then I pull my hat down further to cover any bit of skin, just leaving my eyes uncovered. Taking a deep breath, I open the door and carefully navigate across the ice and snow-packed parking lot to the coffee house. Not only am I greeted with the warm aroma of freshly brewed coffee when I enter, but the roaring fireplace is also calling my name, so I stand in front of the flames to thaw out. It’s a solid two minutes before I’m ready to take my coat off and unbundle myself.

      “To say it’s cold outside would be a definite understatement.”

      My head turns in the direction of the husky voice from behind the counter. I notice the employee is the only person other than me occupying the small coffee house, and if I’m being honest, I’d be okay if he were Matt. Hot Coffee Shop Guy is extremely attractive with slicked-back brown locks, dark eyes, and light stubble covering his cheeks.

      Now that I’m aware of my sexy-as-sin audience, I unwrap my scarf from my face and pull my hat off, praying my hair isn’t doing that crazy static dance. “Definite understatement.”

      I shrug out of my coat and hang it on the coatrack, taking a quick look into the parking lot to see if Matt has arrived yet. Outside, I observe nothing but pure stillness, noting that I’m the only fool to be out on a night like this.

      “Are you here for refuge from the weather, or are you waiting for your valentine?” Hot Coffee Shop Guy is leaning on the counter when I turn from the window.

      “Worse actually. I’m waiting for my blind date.” It sounds terrible, coming from my mouth, and I physically cringe at what I’ve agreed to.

      “Wow, on Valentine’s Day?” His laugh is deep and rich, and it makes me smile. “Looks like you’re dreading it.”

      “It was my sister’s idea. She’s trying to play matchmaker and set me up with her friend. She claims tonight is his only night off work, and it just happens to be Valentine’s Day. I’m onto her.”

      “Sounds romantic.” His laugh continues. “What can I make for you while you wait on Romeo?”

      Hanging on the wall behind the register are large chalkboard menus. I quickly scan the menu, all the while feeling him looking at me. When my eyes land back on him, his lips are curled at the edges.

      “What?” I ask hesitantly.

      “It’s cute how you squint while reading the menus, like you’re really concentrating on what you’re doing.”

      Okay, Hot Coffee Shop Guy just called me cute.

      My cheeks involuntarily heat at his words. “Actually, I was squinting because I didn’t bring my glasses with me. I wasn’t sure if my date would find them too attractive.”

      “Taking the whole blind-date thing to a new level?”

      “Oh, you’ve got jokes.” I laugh. “No, I just need them to read.”

      I can make out people’s faces well, and let me tell you, Hot Coffee Shop Guy, I don’t need glasses to know you’re beautiful.

      He stands up straight, and he’s tall. Like, a six-foot-three glass of water kind of tall, and I really wish that he were my blind date. So much so that I would make a deal with the Devil himself for one night with this guy.

      Hot and funny? Life’s not fair.

      “Although it would be a shame to hide those stunning green eyes behind lenses, I think you would probably look quite alluring in glasses.”

      I shake my head and giggle. “You are quite the charmer, Hot Coffee Shop Guy.”

      The nickname I dubbed him in my head passes my lips before I realize it, and I’m mortified. I’m point-two seconds from grabbing my coat and running into the frigid cold to calm my burning cheeks.

      “Hot Coffee Shop Guy?” His head falls back, and I determine his laughter is contagious.

      But his smile? It’s the most breathtaking smile I’ve ever seen in my entire life with perfectly straight white teeth and two adorable dimples peeking out from beneath his stubble. He’s by far the most handsome man I’ve ever laid eyes on, and I feel bad for Matt because there is no way in hell I’m going to be able to give him my full attention this evening.

      “Although Hot Coffee Shop Guy rolls off the tongue easily, you can call me Jake.”

      I extend my hand across the counter.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Jake. I’m Misha.”

      He looks at my hand for a moment, and it takes him a long beat before he takes it. “The pleasure is mine.”

      How come every man who has dimples is hot? It’s like a hot guy prerequisite.

      I pull myself away from staring at his mouth and clear my throat. “Uh, I guess I’d better order, so you can get back to work.”

      He takes a look around the empty coffeehouse and gives a brief nod. “You’re right. All of my customers are going to be extremely upset that I’m standing here, talking to a cute girl, while they’re waiting on their orders. You don’t come between people and their coffee.”

      His words are making my body forget that I was freezing less than five minutes ago.

      “Well, I don’t want to cause a riot by any means. Can I have a vanilla latte, please?”

      “I can do that. Go take a seat, and I’ll bring it out to you.”

      The couches by the fireplace have a clear view of the parking lot, so I decide to wait for Matt there. A light snow is falling, but that is the only activity outside. I glance at my phone to see that Matt is now seven minutes late. I’m not too alarmed, especially since it’s snowing and people in this town tend to crawl at a snail’s pace when the first snowflake is spotted.

      I turn my attention to Jake and watch as he makes my coffee behind the counter. His movements are so fluid and smooth. He oozes confidence without being conceited, which makes him even more attractive.

      A moment later, he hands me my coffee in an oversize ceramic cup. “Do you mind if I join you until he shows?”

      Do I mind? “Not at all, please.”

      He sits on the opposite end of the couch and puts his cup of coffee on the table. “So, why is your sister taking it upon herself to be a matchmaker? I don’t believe for a second that you have any trouble finding dates of your own.”

      “And I bet you don’t either. You seem to be a ladies man.”

      “Why? Because I’m saying things that are true?”

      “You don’t know me from the next stranger who walks in the door.”

      Jake smirks at my reaction. “Can I give you my assessment? And tell me if I’m right.”

      “Fair enough,” I agree.

      He sits up straight and slightly narrows his dark eyes. “You must have a good sense of humor; otherwise, you wouldn’t be sitting here, waiting on a blind date on Valentine’s Day. You have a warmth that radiates off you, like you’re kind and welcoming. It’s very becoming. And that’s just from the first impression.”

      “Thank you.” My smile is tight.

      “You don’t take compliments very well.”

      “They make me feel uncomfortable,” I tell him honestly.

      He chuckles. “You’re modest. That’s attractive as well.” When I answer with nothing but pink cheeks, he continues, “So, back to my question. Why is your sister setting you up?”

      “She thinks I’m having a hard time getting over my ex and that if I get out into the dating world, it’ll help me move on. While I appreciate her concern, she couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Taking a long sip of my coffee, I contemplate on exactly how much I should say. “My ex and I were together for six years, but the last two years were just out of convenience. We had grown apart, and I think we were just comfortable, knowing someone would be home at the end of every night for companionship. We fell out of love but didn’t want to admit it, I guess.”

      Jake nods, and from the knowing expression on his face, I feel like he understands. “What happened?”

      “He started coming home late from work. Was always on his phone and smiling. I knew he was talking to someone else, and although I probably should have been furious, I wasn’t. He deserved to feel that happiness again, just like I did. I sat him down and suggested we separate. I told him I wasn’t mad or hurt. We had grown in different directions, and one of us had to be the brave one to admit it out loud. That night, he and I talked more than we had in what felt like years, and we knew parting ways was the best for us both.”

      “Did he cheat on you?”

      “He admitted to having feelings for someone else but said he never acted on them.”

      “Did you believe him?”

      “Yeah, but it didn’t matter. By that point, I had been emotionally checked out of the relationship for a while. If anything, I was happy to finally stop acting like we hadn’t fallen apart and to move on. I got an apartment and have actually been on a few dates. Contrary to what she believes, I don’t tell my sister everything about my life.”

      “Sounds like she means well.”

      “She does. It’s coming from a good place, so that’s why I entertained the idea. I just feel like being single isn’t necessarily the worst thing in the world.”

      I take a sip of my coffee. It’s just at the right temperature, and a sigh of contentment passes my lips. I glance up to Jake, and he’s watching me with dark eyes. It’s then I realize that I am talking his ear off about my past relationship.

      “Wow, I’m sorry. I just unloaded so much information, and you’re practically a stranger.” I move to stand, but Jake stops me.

      “Don’t apologize. I was the one who asked the invasive questions. I’m just shocked by the maturity it took to handle the situation the way you did.”

      “You know what’s strange? Other than my best friend, I haven’t told anyone what I just told you. It was private, but here I am, blabbing my secrets to my barista.”

      He grins as he holds up his coffee cup. “Sharing a cup of coffee seems to open people up. Kind of like a truth serum.”

      “Coffee cup confessions.”

      “Yes!” he agrees. “Coffee cup confessions—I like that.”

      Ready to change the subject, I focus the questions on him now. “So, how did you get stuck, working on Valentine’s Day evening? Pull the short straw?”

      His warm smile lights up his face. “It’s a woe of being a coffeehouse owner. I let my employees off because I knew business would be slow tonight, and since I don’t have a valentine, I figured I’d be here alone tonight; however, I’m pleasantly surprised to possibly witness the beginning of a beautiful relationship, right here in my coffee shop. I’m honored actually.”

      Playfully, I push his shoulder, and he laughs.

      “You never know, Misha. He could be it.”

      Maybe it’s because I haven’t had sex in almost a year, or maybe it’s because Noah didn’t show me the type of attention I’d craved in over two years, but the desire to crawl across this couch and kiss Jake is overwhelming.

      Headlights pull into the parking lot, interrupting our chat.

      Jake stands and grabs his cup from the table. “Speak of the devil, looks like lover boy is here. Good luck.” He winks before walking past me and to the cash register.

      A feeling of disappointment washes over me. I don’t want to spend the next hour awkwardly making conversation with a friend of Mandy’s, who probably doesn’t want to be here as much as me. I was really enjoying talking to Jake, who is now behind the counter, waiting for his next customer.

      I watch the man exit his car and cross the snow-covered asphalt, and I realize I’m holding my breath as he opens the door. He walks straight to the register without looking around. While Jake is busy tending to his order, the guy takes his beanie to reveal a bald head. According to Mandy, Matt has shaggy blond hair, so unless he felt the need to shave his head down to the scalp this afternoon, this isn’t Matt.

      Five minutes later, Not Matt is exiting the shop with a small bag and two large cups, leaving me as the only customer again. As relieved as I am, my blind date is now over forty-five minutes late. At this point, it’s official; I’ve been stood up.

      I’m not upset in the least; however, it’s a little mortifying that this happened in front of a really cute guy.

      Quickly, I finish my coffee and take the cup back to the counter, where Jake is washing a few dishes. “I have one more for you.”

      He looks to me and smiles. “You want a refill while you wait?”

      Glancing over my shoulder to the parking lot once more to be certain, I sigh before answering, “I think it’s safe to say I’ve been stood up, so I’m heading out. I’ll take a refill for the road, and I’ll go ahead and pay.”

      His face drops, and I can tell he’s genuinely empathetic. “I’m sorry, Misha. He doesn’t know what he’s missing out on tonight.”

      “That’s sweet of you, Jake, but I’m really okay. I’m definitely not heartbroken; however, my ego might be a little bruised since you were a witness to this. Don’t be offended if I don’t show my face in this establishment again.”

      Jake stops making my coffee, and his brows pinch together. “You’re really not going to come back here because he didn’t show tonight?”

      “If I were to come back here, you’d know me as the poor girl who was left stranded on Valentine’s Day. That’s not exactly how I want Hot Coffee Shop Guy to remember me.”

      His lips curve upward at my nickname for him. “You have two ways to look at tonight, Misha. One, you were stood up, and it was embarrassing. Or two, being stood up is a positive because, now, I get to ask you out.”

      My heart halts to a stop. Did I just hear him correctly?

      “I’ll be honest. I was kind of hoping the entire time that he wouldn’t show. It was selfish, but I really want to take you out. What do you say?”

      Okay, so I heard him correctly. “Sure, I’d like that.”

      His smile rivals the brightness of the sun, and I want nothing more than to bask in the warmth for a little longer.

      “Here, write down your number.”

      He pushes his order pad across the counter, and I take it and write my phone number on it. He reappears with my coffee in a to-go cup, and when I hand him cash, he pushes it back.

      “No charge. I’m glad I met you tonight.”

      “Please let me pay for my coffee. You’re not going to make any money if you give away your product.”

      “I’m not taking your money. We got our awkward first date out of the way tonight.”

      On the counter is a donation can for Wounded Warriors Project. I stick the twenty-dollar bill inside and smile. “The Wounded Warriors thank you for your donation.”

      He comes around the counter with my coffee cup and nods to the door. “I’ll walk you out. I think my coffee shop full of customers can wait a few minutes.”

      “They might burn the place down if you make them wait too long.” I bundle up for the cold; however, Jake doesn’t have anything on other than a long-sleeved dark green thermal henley and dark-wash jeans. “Are you going to put a coat on?”

      “Nah. If I do, I might stand outside with you longer than I should, and I can’t keep my needy customers waiting.”

      He laughs and opens the door for me, and I step into the winter air. The snow is still falling, and my car has a light dusting covering it.

      “Although this cold weather is terrible, I like when it snows. It’s peaceful,” I say as a cloud of fog rises from my mouth.

      “I’ve always preferred winter, even as a kid. I’d rather go sledding than to the beach.”

      I can hear his voice already trembling from the cold, and I nod back to the store.

      “Get inside. You’re going to freeze to death.”

      “I’m going to call you, so we can set something up soon, okay?”

      “Yeah, that sounds good. Thanks for the coffee.”

      He hands me my cup and kisses my cheek. “Be safe. Talk to you soon.”

      He jogs back into the coffee shop and immediately runs to the fire. I laugh to myself as I get in my car and start the engine, searching for heat myself. I put the coffee cup into the holder and notice black writing on the lid.

      I’m glad you were stood up tonight.

      I laugh out loud and look back to the coffee shop to find Jake watching me. He waves and watches as I pull out of the parking lot.

      Yeah … I’m glad I was stood up too.
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      From the entrance of the coffee shop, I watch Misha’s SUV drive away until its taillights disappear down the street.

      Since she introduced herself to me, my heart has been pounding in a jackhammer rhythm against my rib cage—a feeling so foreign that I need a breather. Taking the keys out of my pocket, I lock up the front doors and flip the Open sign to the Closed side. With a switch of the lights, the seating area is dark, except the glow of the fireplace. I sit on the couch and watch the orange-and-red flames dance peacefully over the logs, helping to calm my racing heart.

      Mandy described Misha as, “chubby, short, fairly plain with stringy hair and green eyes,” so when Misha walked through the doors and shed her outerwear, I really didn’t think she could be the same person. Even when she mentioned meeting a blind date set up by her sister, I was certain it was somehow a coincidence. There was no way anyone on this planet could consider this woman plain by any means.

      When she introduced herself, it felt like the air had been sucked out of the room, and it was suddenly impossible to breathe. Misha is naturally gorgeous, and what’s even more alluring is that she has no idea she’s so damn beautiful. Misha and Mandy look nothing alike, and I almost didn’t believe that they shared DNA. Misha’s hair is golden brown, her eyes are a mesmerizing green, and holy shit, those are some dangerous-as-fuck curves she has. Where Mandy’s beauty is obviously enhanced by layers of makeup, Misha’s is more natural and striking. There aren’t many women I’ve found myself attracted to since my divorce, but Misha is definitely one.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I pull it out to find Mandy’s name displayed on the screen.

      “How’d it go?” she anxiously asks once I connect the call.

      “You’re a damn liar.”

      A scoff comes over the line. “How so?”

      “Your sister isn’t chubby or plain. She’s pretty gorgeous.”

      A sigh of relief comes over the phone. “Whatever. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Tell me what happened.”

      For a moment, I contemplate telling Mandy that Misha and I hit it off and that I didn’t act for even a second while she was here, but I think better of it. It’s obvious that Mandy is quite jealous of her sister for some reason, so I decide to play it off.

      “She came in. I flirted. She bought it. Her fake date stood her up. I came to the rescue. I got her number. She left. Mission accomplished.”

      “What did you guys talk about?”

      “Her blind date before she was stood up. She claims that she’s been dating but you haven’t listened to her.”

      “She’s so full of crap.”

      “Either way, I figure I’ll take her out for dinner in a week or so. At the end of the date, I’ll tell her although I think she’s great, I’m not looking for a relationship. What do you think?”

      “Can you try for Saturday? Sundays, we have our family dinners, and I’d hate for her to have to miss one of those.”

      “Yeah, whatever. I’ll let you know when it is for sure.”

      “Great. Thanks so much, Jake. You’re the best. I’ll have your second check after the next date.”

      The first check for twenty-five hundred dollars, which is currently in my wallet, now feels dirty, and I have a strong desire to rip it into pieces. Now that I’ve met Misha and she seems cool as hell, I could see myself at the very least hanging out with her and becoming friends.

      “Jake, did you hear me?” Mandy’s high-pitched voice interrupts my thoughts.

      “Yeah, that’s great. Thanks, Mandy. I’ll let you know when the next date is scheduled.” I push the End Call button and sigh heavily into the empty space.

      I knew this was a bad idea.
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      My sister, Carrisa, is eleven years younger than me. When I was first told that my status as an only child would change, I was pissed. I was used to not competing for attention, and I thought having a sibling would ruin my life. Pretty much, I was the epitome of a spoiled brat.

      That feeling disappeared on an October afternoon when my parents came home from the hospital with the smallest human I’d ever seen, wrapped in a fuzzy pink blanket in my mother’s arms. I remember taking one look at my new sister and falling in love instantly. Somehow, my views on being an only child were forgotten, and I became fiercely protective of her.

      Over the last twenty years, I’ve watched her grow into the young woman she is, and two things have changed: I stepped into more of a father role, and I’m even more protective than before.

      When our mother became sick right after I graduated college, it was too much for our father to handle. The woman he’d claimed to love more than life itself was ill, and he said the thought of losing her was unbearable. His solution to the problem was to walk out on us, leaving me at twenty-three to care for my twelve-year-old sister and my cancer-stricken mother.

      Carrisa, now twenty, is enrolled in an interior design college in New York City. She and I text or call daily; it’s our number one rule. I’m not thrilled about her living in a large city four hours away, but she’s fulfilling her dream. I miss not having her here—unless she’s in an invasive mood like she is tonight.

      “You look weird … like you have something on your mind.”

      Why I suggested video chat tonight is beyond me. She can read me like a book, and I knew she would point it out.

      “I’m tired.”

      “You’re a really shitty liar, you know. You didn’t even try to convince me with a yawn or a stretch. Spill.” Her bright blue eyes stare me down over the phone, and they remind me so much of Mom when she would interrogate me as a teenager.

      “Come on. I’m not in the mood.” Setting the phone against my computer, I lean back in my desk chair and rub my hands over my face.

      I really don’t want to admit to my younger sister that I’m torn as hell about the situation with Misha. Not only would she virtually dick-punch me for my deal with Mandy, but she’d also hound me relentlessly about asking Misha out.

      Carrisa’s mouth drops, and then an excited grin comes across her face. “Is there a girl you’re interested in?”

      “Knock it off,” I warn.

      The picture on the phone turns from still to bouncing as she squeals and celebrates her victory. “OMG, Jake! It’s about damn time!”

      Damn it, I really need to stop video-chatting with her when I have something on my mind. “It’s complicated.”

      “More complicated than your ex-wife fucking your ex-best friend?”

      “Watch your mouth.”

      She knows I’m scolding her language and not the situation. It’s no secret that my ex-wife left me for my ex-best friend, someone she had been sleeping with off and on for several years.

      “The way we met isn’t ideal, but she’s pretty cool.”

      “Who cares how you met? As long as you’re not screwing over a friend … which we both know you aren’t since you have zero friends. You need to get over your trust issues.”

      “Remember what you just said? Ex-wife fucking my ex-best friend?” I mock her.

      “Watch your mouth,” she mocks back.

      “Anyway, I’m not sure if I’m ready to date.”

      “It’s been three years,” she says, deadpan.

      “And we’re switching topics. When is spring break? Are you planning on coming home?”

      “Why? So you can make sure your new lady friend doesn’t come over while I’m home? Don’t want me to cramp your style? Don’t worry; I’m planning on staying here and getting a head start on my end-of-the-year project.”

      She’s teasing, but I want to make sure she understands that no matter what, my home is her home.

      “It doesn’t matter if I meet someone, remarry, and have ten kids; this is still your home too.”

      “I know,” she answers quickly. “And when I come back for summer, I’m redecorating my bedroom. There’s so many ideas I have running through my head.”

      With an exaggerated sigh, I roll my eyes. “Great.”

      She laughs, and it’s the same giggle she’s had since she was a toddler. “You’ll love it. Besides, I’ll do all the hard work; you just have to pay for it.”

      “Fine.”

      “Wow, that was easier than I thought. Before you change your mind, I’m gonna run. My roommates and I are going to a new club in Manhattan tonight.”

      And the overprotective side comes out of me. “Whoa … how are you getting into this club? You’re only twenty.”

      She gives me a big grin. “Keep your hair on, old man. I have a fake ID. I’ll be fine. Bye!”

      She disconnects the video chat, and I stare at the black screen of my phone.

      A dull thumping begins in my temples. “She’s so lucky she’s four hours away right now.”

      A text from Carrisa lights up the screen.

      Carrisa: Don’t act like you were innocent in college. I’ve heard stories. I’ll be careful. Love you. XOXOX
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      Drew and I have been best friends since high school. We were both outcasts—him as the only openly gay male at our school and me as Mandy’s dorky little sister. He and I weathered the high-school storm and came out stronger on the other side, and since then, we have been inseparable. No matter what happens, he’s there without question. If I needed to bury a body at three in the morning, Drew would be on my doorstep with a shovel, ready to dig. He’s my person, and I’m his.

      Drew insisted on driving us to my parents’ house for dinner, so I could hear the new speakers he had installed in his car this week. Although he loves Charlie, his 1989 Ford Escort, it belongs in a junkyard. I nicknamed it the Green Turd because it really is a piece of crap. That car is not only old as dirt, but it’s also a death trap. Once you hit forty miles per hour, the needle on the speedometer spazzes out, moving rapidly between your actual speed and full throttle. The faded tan fabric on the roof sags down and touches his head.

      I begged him to let me staple it to the roof, but he said, “It gives Charlie character.”

      The driver’s seat is stuck in a permanent setting, not allowing Drew to adjust it according to his height, so his knees are crammed under the dashboard. God help him if he is ever in an accident; he would no longer have legs. I’m sure he hasn’t taken this car in for an emissions test in years; otherwise, it would be scrap metal right about now. The Green Turd is proof of his less than stellar driving. He has “bumped” his car into everything from telephone poles to cows. Thankfully, no telephone poles or cows are harmed or injured during today’s drive to the Gallagher household.

      “You obviously can afford a new car. Why are you still driving Charlie?” I ask when we pull into my parents’ development.

      “Charlie was the first car I bought on my own, and she’s treated me well. She’s like a loved one, Misha. Would you trade your grandmother in because she was old?”

      “This is a vehicle, Drew. It’s older than we are,” I argue.

      “There’s nothing wrong with my girl, so she’s staying until she dies and there is no chance of revival.”

      “Does she have a DNR?” I mumble under my breath.

      He lovingly rubs the dashboard. “She doesn’t mean it, baby.”

      We are the last of the group to arrive at my parents’ house.

      Sunday dinner has been a tradition for my family for as long as I can remember. My mom makes some type of homestyle meal for the entire family to enjoy together. Even after each of us kids moved out, one by one, she’s continued the tradition, and we show up here at two on Sunday afternoon. She’s always included Drew as well. He’s like the fourth Gallagher child; he’s been around for so long.

      While we’re all gathered around the table, eating the ham dinner Mom made, Mandy decides to bring up Valentine’s Day.

      “So, how did your date go the other night?” Mandy asks from across the table.

      I raise my brows and glare at her. “You mean, with your good friend Matt?”

      “Ooh, this sounds like it’s going to be good.” Bentley, my older brother, leans forward and rests his elbows on the table, glancing between Mandy and me.

      “What did he do? Was he an ass?” Mandy sighs.

      “You can say that. He never showed.”

      There is a collective gasp from the entire table, and Mandy’s mouth drops open. “No. You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope.” I pop the P.

      “Why didn’t you call me? I would have called and bitched him out.”

      “It’s because she was busy hitting on the hot coffee shop guy,” Drew interjects.

      Mandy’s eyebrows hit her hairline. “Oh?”

      My best friend is the recipient of a smack to the arm.

      “We just talked.”

      “And you all are going on a date next weekend,” Drew sings.

      “Huh … sounds like I should thank Matt for not showing,” Mandy suggests.

      “Everything happens for a reason,” Mom interjects.

      “Yeah, but your friend is still an ass for standing Misha up,” Bentley points out. “Why were you trying to set Misha up anyway?”

      Bentley is the oldest of the Gallagher siblings. He’s five years older than me, but I’ve always been closest to him. He protects me fiercely, especially from Mandy when she decided to go Mean Girl during high school. Growing up, Mandy and Bentley were like oil and water, and since we’ve become adults, it hasn’t gotten any better.

      Mandy scowls at Bentley like he’s being unreasonable. “Because she can’t expect to meet guys if she stays home all the time.”

      “I spend so much time at home anyway since I bake for a living and I work from home,” I point out.

      “Mandy, why are you so concerned? It’s not like you’ve cared about her dating status before, so why now?” Drew asks.

      “Mind your business, Drew. Look, I was trying to do something nice for my little sister, and now, I’m getting the third degree by everyone.”

      “As long as she doesn’t get involved with guys like Mandy chooses, I don’t care.” Dad doesn’t say much when it comes to our dating lives, so when he speaks up, we definitely listen.

      “Wow … so much for caring. Thanks, everyone.” Mandy stands and takes her plate to the kitchen.

      “And there’s her usual dramatic departure. It wouldn’t be a Sunday dinner without it,” Bentley says with a roll of his eyes.

      Mom presses her fingers into her temples. “Bentley, you know the way she is.”

      “And that makes it appropriate for her to act like this?” he challenges. “She’s thirty years old, Mom. She needs to grow up.”

      “Bent …” Ally puts her hand on his arm, and his eyes soften with one look at his wife.

      He bends over and kisses her on top of her head. “Sorry, Mom. I’ll talk to Mandy.”

      Once Bentley has left the dining room, Mom reaches over and grasps Ally’s hand. “Thank you.”

      Ally has been the best thing to happen to Bentley. He used to be quite the hothead, as a teenager and into his early twenties. Mom and Dad were terrified that Bentley’s temper would get him hurt or even in jail, but since he met Ally almost ten years ago, he’s been a completely different person.

      Mom turns her attention to Dad and scowls. “Would it hurt you to not bring up her poor choices in men at every opportunity?”

      Dad puts the last piece of ham in his mouth and shrugs. “Emma, she deserves better than what she brings home. There’s no harm in reminding her of that.”

      “No one is ever going to be good enough for your girls,” Mom points out.

      “Fucking right,” he huffs.

      “You’d totally want me to date your daughters if I were straight,” Drew assumes.

      Dad and Ally both laugh at the same time.

      “The only reason I’ve let you around my daughters all these years is because you’re gay.” Dad tells him.

      “Not true. You all love me, and you know it.” Drew beams proudly.

      “And things are starting to get pretty deep around here.” I gather the dishes from the table and join Bentley and Mandy in the kitchen, and it seems as if they’re past their spat.

      Bentley is rinsing dishes, and Mandy is loading the dishwasher.

      “Misha, now that you’re in here, I was thinking we should throw Mom and Dad an anniversary party. They’ll be married for forty years in May. Bent, do you think that Ally would be willing to help out since she’s an event coordinator?”

      Bentley nods in agreement—something he and Mandy don’t do much of. “Of course. I think that would be awesome. I’ll have her put some feelers out for a venue.”

      “Perfect.” Mandy squeals.

      After the dishes are washed and the kitchen is cleaned, everyone is sitting around the dining room table, and a serious game of Uno is going down between Ally, Mom, Dad, and Drew.

      I take my phone from my back pocket and find two text messages waiting on me.

      Jake: Something came up on Friday night. I won’t be able to go out. How about late Saturday afternoon?

      Jake: Unless I can pick you up now?

      A smile instantly takes over my face. I forgot the feelings of excitement and butterflies when interested in someone new. It’s thrilling, and I really enjoy each flutter of my heart when I see his name pop up on my phone.

      Jake and I have been texting daily since meeting on Valentine’s Day and have spoken on the phone a few times. He’s so easy to talk to, and there’s never a lull or any awkwardness in our conversations. I’m really looking forward to our date on Saturday.

      Misha: Saturday afternoon is great. If I wasn’t at my parents’ house, I’d tell you to come over.

      His response is instantaneous.

      Jake: Should I come save you?

      Misha: It’s not too bad now. If you had asked that question about a half hour ago, it would have been a different story.

      Jake: Drama?

      Misha: Only my sister.

      Jake: We all have that one family member.

      Misha: I can’t wait for Saturday.

      Jake: Me too. Enjoy your family time. I’ll talk to you soon.

      Misha: Good night.

      I feel myself grinning like a fool, and it’s not until I look up from my phone that I realize the entire table is staring at me. “What?” I ask.

      “Interesting conversation?” Bentley nods to my phone.

      I slide my phone into my pocket and shrug my shoulders. “Um … no. It was—”

      “It was Jake. I’ve been a witness to this look numerous times this week. The flushed cheeks and little giggle a minute ago gave it away.” Drew rats me out.

      “Oh my God, were you sexting at the dining room table?” My mom fakes being offended.

      “Mom, how do you even know what sexting is?” Mandy prods.

      “I’m not ancient, you know. I watch Jersey Shore,” Mom states proudly. “GTL: gym, tan, laundry.”

      Dad chuckles to himself, and Bentley puts his head in his hands and groans. “Jesus Christ, Mom.”

      And thanks to my mother’s confession of being a Jersey Shore fan, I’m no longer the center of attention.
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      “There is no way there are ten layers inside this cake.”

      Misha dropped off a cake to the coffeehouse for me last night. Since I was out with a client, I didn’t get her message that she’d left it for me until late. Last night’s loss is this morning’s gain because this cake is about to be my breakfast.

      “There are, I promise. It’s what I call my lovers’ layer cake. This is a mini version of the cake, and I only sell it around Valentine’s Day. It’s big enough for a couple to share, and I put two chocolate-covered strawberries on top. I make the full cake version all year long, and I have a crazy amount of orders for it around Christmas.”

      The fork easily slides through the icing and cake, and much to my surprise, there are multiple layers inside. Silently, I count each layer, and son of a bitch, she was right.

      “Ten layers. How do you make the layers so thin?”

      “It’s a secret. Now, try it!” It’s almost as if she’s more excited for me to try it than I actually am to eat it.

      The rich chocolate icing between the thin layers of buttery cake melt against my tongue, and I’m certain that I’ve found an illegal drug in the form of food. “Holy shit, this is a slice of heaven on a plate. Jesus Christ.”

      Misha giggles into the phone, and maybe it’s because I’m high as fuck off her cake, but her laugh is now my new favorite sound.

      “I’m so glad you like it!”

      “No, I don’t like this cake. I fucking love it. This is not a two-person cake. This is a Jake-only cake.”

      “You’re really going to eat that entire cake yourself? It’s not even lunchtime!”

      The cake is already almost half gone, and there is no way in hell I’m stopping now. “You won’t be able to spoil me with this often. I’ll be eight hundred pounds in no time. I can’t stop eating this. You’ve got serious talent, Misha. I really think you should open your own bakery; it would do so well.”

      “Thank you. With every week that business is good at the farmers market, plus the increase of orders that have been rolling in, I’m close to being convinced that it’s the right move. It’s a big step but a scary one at that.”

      “It is, but you don’t have anything to worry about.” A crumb falls onto my shirt, and I’m quick to pick it up and shove it in my mouth. “Fuck, this is so good.”

      “With these moans, it sounds like you’re nearing orgasm.” She’s teasing, but the tone of her voice is definitely different.

      “Well, the cake is orgasmic. Maybe you should put a warning on the cake: will cause arousal.”

      “Chocolate is considered an aphrodisiac,” she points out.

      “You brought me a chocolate cake in an attempt to turn me on. I see right through you, Misha.”

      “Can’t blame a girl for trying.”

      Shit … the thought alone is causing my dick to throb. Thank God I’m alone in my office. “Tell me, how many guys have you made this cake for?”

      “If I’m being honest … quite a few.”

      Well, fuck. A pang of disappointment forms in my chest—something I shouldn’t be feeling.

      “It is my most popular cake, especially among the male population. But if you’re asking how many men I’ve made this cake for personally … then the answer is only for this Hot Coffee Shop Guy who witnessed me getting stood up on Valentine’s Day and ended up asking me out at the end of the night.”

      Disappointment instantly turns to excitement. “Oh, yeah? Sounds like he’s pretty awesome.”

      “Yeah … it was a good night.”

      It really was.
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      Cordial Companions Inc. has locations all over the United States, most of which are in large cities or metropolitan areas. The Washington, DC/Baltimore location is run by Natasha Bradford, cofounder of the company. She and her college roommates, Genevieve and Evelyn, created CCI after one had an embarrassing experience with a date at an important family function. The idea of hiring a professional companion to accompany a person to an event appealed to many, and the company took off and expanded rapidly.

      Natasha’s location is one of the smallest in the country; however, business is still booming. With a roster of nearly sixty escorts, she’s been interviewing applicants like crazy to get more onboard.

      Which brings me into the CCI office today. Natasha has asked me to sit in on the interview panel for three men, all of whom have already passed the mandatory background investigation. While waiting for Natasha to finish a conference call, I flip through their résumés and references. They all seem fairly promising. Nothing out of the ordinary really pops out at me.

      Natasha bursts through the door with her cell cradled between her shoulder and ear, and her arms are full of binders. She drops the binders onto the table and greets me with a smile, all the while still listening to the person on the other line. “Listen, Gen, I really want to hear more about this, but I’m walking into interviews right now. Let’s video-chat with Evie tonight about it, okay?” She tosses her phone onto the table and collapses into the chair. By the looks of her black hair falling from her once-tight bun, she’s had a rough day.

      “Busy?” I chuckle.

      “Always, Jake. It never stops.” She inhales deeply and sits up straight in the chair while she exhales. “Anyway, how are you? It’s been a while since we last caught up.”

      Natasha and I met in a bar in Baltimore about three and a half years ago after a Baltimore Bluebirds game. It was shortly after I found out about Tessa and Brandon, so needless to say, I wasn’t in the best place. She told me about CCI, and at first, I laughed hysterically. There was no way in hell I was interested in being around any female, let alone taking one on a date. Natasha gave me her business card that night, and on the back of the card, she wrote the average amount per date I would receive.

      The card was in my wallet for a good two weeks before I remembered I had it. At that point in time, I was adjusting to life being just Carrisa and me. Mom had passed away six months earlier, and I was struggling between keeping Mama Java’s afloat and raising a teenager alone. We were hurting financially, but I didn’t want Carrisa to know or worry about it. After Carrisa left for school one morning, I called Natasha, and the rest is history.

      “Things are going well. Between this place and the coffeehouse, I’m definitely keeping busy.”

      “You look happy. Very different than the broody, pissed off jerk I met in that bar in Baltimore.” Although she’s teasing, her smile is kind and genuine.

      “Yes, I was all of those things. To this day, I still don’t understand why you thought to ask me to work for you that night.”

      “There was something about you, Jake. I knew deep down that you were a good guy just stuck in a rut. It didn’t take long before that dickhole took a hike, and then I got to know the real Jake. You just needed a few smacks in the back of the head.”

      “And you had no problem doing it.”

      “Not at all. Anyway, let’s get these interviews going. Maybe we’ll find another ass we can whip into shape.”

      She seems all too eager to do so.

      “You have a thing for giving the bad boys a rough time, don’t you?”

      Natasha’s smile is white and bright against her dark red lipstick. “You have absolutely no idea.”
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      Drew is sitting with the blinds up in my living room, practically pressing his nose to the window. Despite living in the apartment across the hall, Drew is at my place more often than not.

      “What are you doing?” I ask from behind him.

      “I’m watching for Hot Barista. I know you won’t introduce me to him, and I have to see if he’s as hot as you claim he is,” he answers without turning around.

      “He’s hot. Really hot.”

      He glances over his shoulder. “Channing Tatum hot or Ryan Gosling hot?”

      Drew and I always have this debate.

      “For the millionth time, you can’t compare the two of them. Ryan is swoony, I want to take him home to Mom hot, and Channing is dance dirty up on me and then bend me over in the shower while we’re getting clean hot. Apples and oranges.”

      Drew smirks. “I bet he’s neither.”

      I cross my arms. “He’s both. A delicious mix of both. Just wait.”

      He turns back to the window. “Darlin’, if he’s a delicious mix of both, then you’d better jump on that. Wait, does he have a black truck?”

      I slide my coat on and grab my purse. “Yep. Bye!” I’m so close to making it to the door before I’m being grabbed from behind and pushed onto the couch. “Drew! I’m going to meet him downstairs, so he doesn’t have to come up!”

      Drew sits his bony ass on my midsection. “He will come to the door and get you like a real man would. Then, I can check him out myself.”

      Losing the ability to breathe, I smack his leg and groan. “Get off me now.”

      “You’re such a drama queen.”

      Drew jumps at the knock, running toward the door. He turns around, giving me the evil eye. “Stand up and fix yourself. You look like a hot mess.”

      Quickly, I jump up, smooth my hair down, and adjust my coat. Drew gives me a nod of approval before looking through the peephole. His head snaps back to me in shock.

      “Oh my God,” he whisper-shouts.

      “Let him in!” I whisper-shout back.

      Drew stands tall and opens the door. “Oh, hey. You must be Jake.”

      I manage to contain my laughter at his terrible attempt to be nonchalant.

      Jake extends his hand, and Drew accepts it immediately.

      “And you must be Drew. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Honest to goodness, the back of Drew’s neck turns red—a telltale sign that he’s attracted to someone. “Oh, how nice of Misha.” He chuckles.

      Walking around Drew, I finally get a full glimpse of Jake. He’s wearing a charcoal peacoat with a dark green sweater underneath. His jeans are slim and dark wash, and he has on black boots. He’s absolutely breathtaking, and I feel like I need a personal stylist before I should even be seen with him in public.

      Jake’s attention turns to me, a bright smile lighting up his face. “Hey.”

      “Hello. I’m sorry you had to come to get me. I was held up. Or down.” I shoot a glare at Drew.

      Jake laughs with a shrug. “What kind of guy would I be if I didn’t come to the door?”

      Drew throws me a pointed look. “See!”

      Rolling my eyes, I kiss Drew’s cheek. “I’ll see you later tonight.”

      “Have a good date tonight.” He pulls me in for a hug and whispers, “Holy shit, he is a mix of Gosling and Tatum. Fuck him enough for the both of us.”

      I punch Drew in the ribs and turn toward Jake. “Ready?”
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      Jake opens the passenger door of his truck, and I’m barely able to climb in.

      “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.” He shuts the door, and I click my seat belt.

      He took me to a hole-in-the-wall Italian restaurant for dinner, and was by far the best lasagna I’ve ever had. I’m stuffed to the gills, and I blame Jake. We were so busy talking that I continued to take little bites of bread well after I was full, so I could keep my jittery hands busy.

      Jake turns the key, and the engine rumbles to a start. “I know of a pretty good band playing tonight. You feel like checking them out?”

      To be honest, it could be the most terrible band in the world, and as long as Jake was there, I’d be willing. “Let’s do it.”

      His grin is contagious, and I feel my cheeks ache from the amount of smiling and laughing I’ve been doing this afternoon.

      “Did you do well at the farmers market this morning?”

      “I sold out of everything by ten thirty and have enough orders for next week to keep me busy,” I say proudly.

      I’ve been a vendor at our local farmers market for the last two years, and for the past two months, I’ve been consistently selling out of all my baked goods, but I’ve never sold out as quickly as I did today.

      “That’s awesome, Misha. Are you closer to opening that bakery now?”

      “Baby steps, Jake. The idea of opening my own bakery is thrilling and terrifying at the same time.”

      “I understand, believe me.” He chuckles. “At some point, you’ll have to take the jump. The fall is scary, but you’ll never know if you’ll land on your feet if you don’t try.”

      “Is that how you decided to buy the coffee shop? Just dive headfirst and hope for the best?”

      “Not exactly. Mama Java’s kind of landed in my lap. It’s definitely a labor of love, but it’s mine.”

      A few minutes later, when he pulls into the strip mall where Mama Java’s is located, I giggle. “This is where the awesome band is playing?”

      He laughs along. “Yep. We have local bands come in on Saturday evenings for live music. Tonight’s band is actually one of my favorites; however, I have another reason for bringing you here.”

      “Okay …”

      He puts the truck in park and turns to me. “You said you’d never come back into the coffee shop again, but I’m making you come in and have a cup of coffee with me while we listen to the band.”

      “And to think, the date was going well,” I tease with a roll of my eyes.

      “It’s about to get better.” He winks and gets out of the truck.

      And it suddenly feels like it’s two hundred degrees in here.

      As I round the truck, I notice that the parking lot is fuller than usual. “Looks like quite the turnout.”

      He glances around and nods. “This band tends to bring in a lot of people.”

      He grabs my hand, and we walk toward the shop. I’ve never been a girl who was into holding hands, even when I was with Noah. His fingers were too thick and felt uncomfortable between my smaller fingers.

      But Jake’s hand feels different in mine.

      Our fingers laced together feels comfortable and natural, as if they were made to be held as one.

      My focus is taken away from how his hand feels against mine when we walk into Mama Java’s and find a massive crowd gathered inside.

      “Holy shit,” Jake gasps, and I’m just as shocked as he is.

      The line waiting to be served spans from the register to the door, and the four baristas behind the counter are running around like crazy.

      Jake turns to me with an apology. “Misha, I’m sorry, but I need to help them. I can let you into my office to hang out until we get the line under control.”

      “Absolutely not. I’ll help. Come on.”

      I pull him behind me toward the register, but he stops me when we reach the counter.

      “I appreciate the offer, but you don’t have to do this,” he says loudly over the noise so I can hear him.

      I stand on my toes and say into his ear, “The sooner your customers are taken care of, the sooner we can get back to our date.”

      He pulls back and looks down at me with a wicked smile. “Then, we’d better get to work.”

      He gives me a quick peck on the cheek, and I don’t have time to react. He leads me behind the counter, and the only male barista sighs in relief.

      “Thank God you’re here. We’re being eaten alive.”

      Jake laughs at the young barista’s exaggeration. “Caleb, you focus on just making drinks.”

      Jake gives the other three directions, and he puts me at the front of the line to take orders and run the register. It only takes me a few minutes of badgering Jake a couple of times before I get the hang of it, and by the time the band comes out to start their set a half hour later, the line is taken care of, and the customers are enjoying the music.

      “Thanks for the help. We really needed it,” one of the female employees tells Jake and me.

      Jake puts his arm around my shoulders and squeezes me to his side. “It’s not exactly what I pictured for our date tonight.”

      “You don’t bring all your dates here to put them to work?” I nudge him in the ribs.

      “He doesn’t bring dates here, period,” Caleb offers.

      “Seriously, he doesn’t. We kind of thought he was gay,” the girl whispers.

      Jake’s eyes grow wide. “Wow … and the truth comes out. You want a latte, Misha?”

      “That would be great.”

      “Caleb, black coffee and a vanilla latte, please,” Jake orders.

      The band starts to play a ballad, and Jake extends his hand. “Dance with me.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and pop my hip to the side. “That didn’t sound like a question.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      I quirk a brow, but he continues before I can call him out, “I didn’t ask because you could say no … and I really want to dance with you.”

      He displays a shy smile, and I’m a puddle.

      “Well, how can I say no to that? Lead the way.”

      He takes my hand and finds a small area free of the crowd. “This should do.”

      He pulls me close, and his free arm wraps around my lower back to press our torsos together. I rest my hand on his bicep, and he begins to slowly move us in a circle.

      “I haven’t slow-danced since my senior prom,” I confess.

      “I can tell; you’re a little rusty.”

      I pretend to be offended, and it earns me a wide grin in return.

      “I’m kidding. You move in circles beautifully.”

      “I’d better. I did take years of dance.”

      “Did you really?”

      “No.”

      His head falls back, and he full-on belly laughs. I determine that this is probably one of the most attractive things about him. He’s devastatingly handsome, but when he laughs, his eyes light up, and the dimples on each side of his mouth show despite the dusting of stubble on his cheeks. He’s breathtaking.

      He catches me looking at him. “What?”

      “My grandmother says that if you have a dimple, you were kissed by an angel.”

      “My mom said that too.” He smiles warmly. “I used to hate them when I was a kid.”

      “And now?”

      “I’ve grown to embrace them.”

      “Which actually means the ladies go crazy over them.” I giggle.

      He nods with a chuckle. “I won’t deny it. But what about you? What do you think about them?”

      “Does it matter?”

      He thinks about it for a second. “Yeah … it does.”

      I raise my hand and run my fingers across his stubble-covered cheek, and my thumb brushes over where the dimple is. I love the way he watches me so intently, and I really wish I knew what was going through his mind.

      “I like them a lot. Dimples go hand in hand with your laugh and smile, which I find extremely attractive.”

      A touch of pink crosses his cheeks, and if I wasn’t standing so close to him, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it.

      His slight embarrassment is confirmed when he looks around the room and not at me when he begins to speak, “It’s been a while since I’ve smiled and laughed like this with someone. I, um …” He glances to the ground, and then with a shake of his head, he returns his gaze to me. “I—”

      “Jake, order up!” someone yells from behind the counter, which separates us.

      He backs away from me and chuckles uncomfortably. “How about we take the drinks upstairs? There’s some extra seating on the balcony that I normally don’t open to the public.”

      Disappointed that the moment in our little bubble has passed, I throw a fake smile on. “Sounds perfect.”

      The seated area upstairs is spacious and open, allowing us to still enjoy the music but giving us much more comfort and privacy from the crowd.

      I sit on an oversize couch and practically melt into the leather. “This couch is so comfortable.” I sigh contentedly.

      Jake turns on a lamp on the side table and grins. “I’ve taken many naps on that couch. It’s like it embraces you.”

      “Yes, I feel like it’s snuggling me.” I laugh.

      He sits beside me on the couch and sinks in as well. “I’m not sure why I haven’t moved this couch to my house instead of leaving it here. This area doesn’t get used much.”

      The band plays a cover of a Fallen Shadows song, and I’m actually impressed. “They’re doing my boys justice.”

      “You’re a Fallen Shadows fan?” Jake asks.

      “Definitely. Drew and I are going to see them in Washington, DC, this summer at a really small theater. I’m so excited for it.”

      He looks over at me in shock. “How did you manage to get tickets? It sold out so fast.”

      “I was on the venue’s website, waiting for the tickets to go on sale. You’re a fan?”

      He nods. “I think they’re one of the most underrated bands right now. And Bryson Henderson is a lyrical genius. He pumps out songs for the biggest names in music like a damn machine.”

      “And his music has such a unique style. I can listen to a song and tell you within thirty seconds if Bryson wrote it. He’s amazing.”

      Jake raises a brow with a knowing grin. “He’s not your celebrity crush by chance, is he?”

      I take a drink of my latte and shrug. “You can call him whatever you’d like. My celebrity crush, my dream guy, the love of my life … it all works.”

      “Yeah … you’re definitely crushing on him.” He laughs.

      Jake and I talk until we realize the band is no longer playing, and the crowd is filing out of the shop. His employees are busy cleaning behind the counter, and I follow his lead when he stands.

      “I guess we should take these cups to them, so they can wash them. Are you about ready to head out?”

      “Sounds good.” Even though I’d be willing to stay out as late as he wanted.

      I like talking to Jake—and not just in a romantic way. I really enjoy his company, and I don’t want the night to end yet.

      But everything in life eventually comes to an end, and sometimes, it’s too soon.
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      The drive back to Misha’s apartment is short, and I’m not ready to say good-bye to her. In ten minutes, my obligation will be fulfilled, and Mandy will be waiting at the coffee shop with a check for the remaining sum I’m owed.

      I’m so damn torn. I don’t want to say good-bye to Misha. She’s a great girl, the type that doesn’t come around often, and after I drop her off, I’ll send a bullshit text about not seeing this going anywhere. I’m going to lie to her.

      Well, I have been the entire time I’ve known her.

      When the truck comes to a stop, Misha takes her seat belt off and smiles at me. “I had a good time tonight. Thank you for dinner and coffee.”

      I shut the engine off and unbuckle my seat belt as well. “I’m not saying good night in my truck, Misha. I’ll walk you to your door.”

      Even in the dim cab of the truck, I can tell her cheeks are pink.

      “Okay.”

      I follow her up the stairs, and I can’t help but watch her round ass as it climbs each step. It’s the perfect shape and size, and all the things I want to do to it run through my head in warp speed.

      Misha unlocks her door and puts her purse inside her apartment. “Thanks for walking me up.”

      Her bottom lip is between her teeth, and she’s bouncing on her toes.

      She’s nervous.

      I step closer to her and put my thumb on her chin, tugging her lip free from her teeth. “I’m nervous too,” I admit.

      Nervous that I’m about to make the biggest mistake of my life by saying good-bye to you.

      Her green eyes meet mine with question, but before she can ask, I grab her face and cover her mouth with mine. I figure if this is it, there’s no harm in kissing her good-bye.

      Except this kiss isn’t saying good-bye.

      It’s igniting something undeniable.

      Her hands fist into my coat and pull me closer, walking us backward until I have her pressed against the wall. Our bodies fit together like two adjoining puzzle pieces, and I’m not sure that I’m physically able to break our connection.

      She pulls away slightly, and I know that if I’m going to go through with this, I need to do it now. Otherwise, I’ll lose my strength to do so.

      Bile rises to my throat as I begin to say it. “I like you—”

      “Wait,” she interrupts. “I like you too … but a serious relationship isn’t what I’m looking for right now. I’d like to still hang out, but we both are so busy with our careers that a new relationship probably isn’t the best idea.”

      What the actual fuck?

      She’s giving me an out, not allowing me to do the dirty work myself. Suddenly, the tables have turned, and I’m feeling self-conscious as hell.

      “Was I that bad of a kisser?”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “Quite the opposite actually. I’m trying hard not to pull you inside right now and beg you to continue. I don’t want feelings to be confused by lust. I like talking and hanging out with you, and maybe we can see where things go. I’m not opposed to more dates … just no rush and no pressure.”

      “No rush and no pressure,” I repeat her words and feel myself nodding. “I’m glad you’re thinking straight.”

      “It’s not easy right now.” She laughs. “Promise we’ll still hang out and text?”

      Here’s where I say good-bye. Lie to her. Tell her we want different things and that I won’t be calling or texting anymore.

      Leaning to close the space between us one last time, I press a long, simple kiss to her soft lips. They taste like strawberries, and the thought of never kissing them again is harder than I imagined.

      Taking a deep breath, the words come out on their own. “I promise.”

      Those aren’t the words I meant to say, but I needed to say them.

      Fuck that money. Fuck Mandy. I haven’t felt this way about anyone since my divorce, and I can’t let it slip by. I meant what I told Misha in the coffeehouse—that I haven’t smiled and felt this kind of happiness in a long time—and I’m not going to lose it.

      Misha wraps her arms around my neck and hugs me to her. “I was afraid for a second that you weren’t going to agree,” she admits as her head is tucked into my neck.

      I kiss the side of her head. “Like I said earlier, I like you. No rush and no pressure.”

      When she finally pulls away, she reaches inside the door and grabs a white box from the nearby table. “Here, I saved you some of the desserts I made, so you can try them.”

      “Is there a ten-layer cake in there?” I’m already salivating at the thought.

      “There might be a piece. You’ll have to wait and see.”

      The box is taped shut, and I’m unable to easily open the lid.

      “Oh, I taped it because Drew would have stolen the chocolate-covered pretzels,” she explains.

      “Thank you for the desserts. I’ll let you know what I think when I get home.”

      Her smile is as bright as the sun reflecting off the ocean on a summer day. “Great. Thanks again for tonight.”

      “Anytime. Good night, Misha.”
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      Mandy’s waiting outside her car in the empty parking lot of Mama Java’s when I pull in. She’s holding an envelope in her hand, and when I get out of the truck, she’s smiling.

      “And you are officially relieved of Misha duty, sir. Thank you for your hard work. Here is the second half of your payment.”

      The white envelope is handed to me, twenty-five hundred dollars just waiting for me to grab it and put it in my bank account. The money would most definitely help toward Carrisa’s college … but it would mean never seeing Misha again.

      The decision isn’t even hard.

      I take my wallet from my pocket, pull out the first check Mandy wrote to me, and hand it to her. “I can’t accept the money.”

      Mandy frowns at the check and envelope in her hand. “Excuse me? You went out with her twice, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      “So, what’s the problem? You’ve fulfilled your part of the contract. Here is my part of the contract. Take the money. I don’t want you coming back and trying to sue me for not paying you for services.”

      “Record me on your phone. You’ll have evidence, if that will make you feel better,” I tell her.

      She’s skeptical, but she pulls her phone from her pocket and holds it up to me. “It’s recording.”

      “I’m Jake Malone, and I officially consider the contract that Mandy Gallagher and I had void. I refuse to accept payment for taking Misha Gallagher on two dates.”

      “And why are you refusing?”

      Deciding honesty is the best way to do this, I take a deep breath and go with it. “I’m refusing because I am interested in Misha, and although I might not know her well yet, a possibility of a future with her is definitely worth more than a paycheck to me. No matter how much.”

      Her frown grows deeper. “You like her? Seriously?”

      “Why’s that so hard to believe?”

      Mandy shrugs. “She’s just … plain. Kind of boring. You’re extremely attractive. It seems like you could have just about any girl you’d want.”

      “And I want her.”

      Mandy stops recording and shoves her phone back in her pocket. Fine. Whatever. But listen, you won’t say anything to Misha about me booking the dates, right?”

      “I won’t as long as you don’t bring anything up to her about it.”

      She extends her hand. “Deal.”

      Taking her hand in mine, I agree, “Deal.”

      Mandy retreats back to her vehicle and drives away without another word.

      When I hop back into my truck, the weight of the world has been lifted from my shoulders. I glance at the box of desserts on the passenger seat and smile to myself, thinking of the girl who baked them.

      Definitely worth it.
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      Baking the perfect cookie isn’t as simple as one would think. Some people like them soft and gooey, and others prefer thin and crunchy. I’ve been tasked with bringing cookies for dessert for family dinner today, and I’m aware that the batch I’m making isn’t going to be a hit with everyone. With the rainy weather outside, it felt like a soft, warm, and gooey chocolate chip cookie kind of day. Bentley will just have to get over it and raid Mom’s pantry for Oreos.

      While listening to Drew ask me one hundred and one questions about my date with Jake last night, I open the oven door to check on the cookies. “Do you really need to call him HAF J?”

      “Absolutely, I do. Hot As Fuck Jake. What else would you call him?”

      “How about Jake?”

      Drew sits on the barstool at the island and grabs the bowl of cookie dough. “That’s boring. HAF J is definitely more appropriate. Come on. Tell me more of what happened. Did you screw him?”

      Drew dips his finger into the bowl and scoops a giant glob of dough onto his finger.

      With a scowl, I grab the bowl from him and move it to the counter. “Don’t eat the dough. Anyway, there isn’t anything else to tell you. We had dinner, listened to a band, had coffee, and talked. He brought me home, and there was a kiss … but no, there was no sex.”

      “That’s disappointing.” He sticks the dough in his mouth and moans. “Was he not able to get it up?”

      “I told him I wasn’t interested in a serious relationship.”

      Drew shoots me a glare. “Why would you do that? Misha, that will make him think one of two things: that you just want to hook up or that you’re not interested in him at all.”

      “Shut up, Drew.”

      “I’m serious, Misha. Guys, myself included, are typically giddy as hell when they hear someone say they’re not looking for a serious relationship. You likely just shot yourself in the foot.”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “I’m a guy.”

      “I’d really like to get to know him first and become friends before jumping into a relationship. After the breakup with Noah, I’m not willing to dive headfirst into a relationship with someone I don’t know well. Forgive me for wanting to protect my heart. Plus, if I want to open my own bakery, I need my attention on my business. I can’t allow myself to focus more on a man than my future.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I do. Anyway, are you coming to dinner tonight?”

      “No, I’m going to see Grandma. We’re going to the movies.”

      “Aw, that’s cute. Tell her I said hello.” I pull the cookies out of the oven and set the baking sheet on the counter. They are still slightly undercooked; however, they’re at the right consistency to avoid overbaking.

      “You know, Grandma loves your cookies and would be extremely excited if you sent her some.”

      I give Drew a knowing glare. “Your grandmother has diabetes, and she refuses to eat desserts. I will leave you a few in a bag on the table; don’t worry.”

      Drew grins. “I forgot about the diabetes.”
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      The table is set for seven for dinner, and I call into the kitchen to Mom, “We have too many place settings. Drew’s not coming.”

      Mom walks into the dining room with a basket of rolls. “I know, sweetie. Mandy is bringing her boyfriend. We’ll finally get to meet him.”

      “Mandy has a boyfriend?”

      “Yeah, and apparently, they’ve been dating for a few months now. She said she didn’t want to jinx it until she was sure it was going somewhere.”

      “That’s good. I hope it works out for her.”

      Mandy’s had quite the track record with guys over the years, most of whom have turned out to be losers. There is no shortage of Mandy admirers; however, it’s been a while since she’s brought a guy home to dinner.

      “Me too. God knows she needs a mature man to keep her straight.”

      Bentley and Ally come into the dining room at the tail end of the sentence, and of course, Bent is curious. “Keep who straight?”

      “Mandy. Her new boyfriend is coming to dinner,” I tell him.

      “Who in the hell is dumb enough to date her?” Bentley snarls before Ally smacks him in the stomach. “It’s true.”

      “He might help her. I remember someone else who needed some help not so long ago,” Ally says pointedly at Bentley.

      Bent just kisses her forehead. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Twenty minutes later, dinner is ready, and Mandy and her new boyfriend still haven’t arrived yet. We’re all at the table, making small talk, but there’s one person who isn’t up for small talk—Dad.

      “Someone call Mandy and see where the hell she is. I’m hungry.”

      No one makes Greg Gallagher wait for his dinner.

      No one.

      Before I’m able to find Mandy’s number in my phone, we hear the front door shut.

      “Sorry I’m late!” Mandy calls out.

      “Get your ass in here. I’m starving!” Dad yells.

      Mandy walks into the dining room, alone, smiling sheepishly. Everyone is looking around in anticipation of meeting her new boyfriend—except Dad, of course.

      “Amanda, you’re already late for dinner, and you know I’m not a patient man. Get the cutesy smile off your face and just bring in the guy, so we can eat.”

      Bentley and I both stifle laughs, and Mom smacks Dad’s arm.

      “Greg, knock it off. You act like you haven’t eaten in weeks. Mandy, did he come along, dear? We’d love to finally meet him.” Mom tries to be sweet enough for both of our parents.

      Mandy nods and motions down the hallway. “Well, you kind of already have.”

      And it’s as if I were sucker-punched in the gut. I’ve lost all oxygen in my lungs. Looking straight back at me is a pair of familiar blue eyes that I stared into daily for years. Eyes that, once upon a time, I thought I would stare into every single day for the rest of my life. But now, all that I see are eyes that are anxious and begging for forgiveness.

      “Noah?” I’m finally able to choke out.

      “Surprise!” Mandy bounces on her feet, as if this were some happy, momentous occasion.

      The entire room is shocked silent, even Dad, who was about to eat his left arm less than thirty seconds ago.

      Bentley is the first person to speak up, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Mandy shoots him a glare and crosses her arms. “What?”

      Bentley lets out a hard chuckle and shakes his head. “Unbelievable. I don’t know why I’m surprised, but I actually am.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Mandy’s becoming more defensive by the moment. Noah reaches for her arm, but she shrugs him off. “No, we’re not going anywhere. I want to hear what he has to say. Go ahead, Bentley.”

      Ally puts her hand on Bentley’s shoulder in an attempt to calm him, but it doesn’t do any good.

      “Do you see anything wrong with what you’re doing? Maybe, just maybe, that dating your sister’s ex-boyfriend is a little disloyal? I mean, I could be completely wrong, but I think Misha crying beside me is a good indicator of your lack of loyalty.”

      I’m crying? My shaking hand reaches my wet cheek, and I quickly wipe away the tears. I hate crying in front of people, and I didn’t even realize that I had been doing so.

      “She said she was over him.” Mandy tries to defend herself. “She’s been on dates with other guys, like that coffee guy she was bragging about the other week. If she’s allowed to move on, why can’t Noah?”

      “He can but not with you!” Bentley yells across the table.

      “Bentley, enough.” Mom smacks the table, causing the silverware to rattle.

      Mandy grabs Noah’s hand and pulls him to the dining room table with her. “You can’t help who you fall in love with, Bent.”

      “Love?” he questions.

      My stomach churns, and I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      “Yes. Look at you and Ally, for example. You were trouble with a capital T when you two met. Do you really think sweet Ally would have stuck around until you got your shit together if she didn’t love you? Your heart chooses who you fall in love with, not your brain. Love would be much simpler if it were the other way around.”

      “That’s true,” I feel myself say. The entire table looks at me, but I stare at Mandy. “Because then I could walk away from you and all the heartache you’ve caused me all these years.” I stand from the table and sigh. “I’m sorry. I’m suddenly not feeling well. I’m going home. Good night.”

      Everyone but Mandy is calling for me, but I leave the dining room without stopping. I grab my coat beside the door and jog to my car without putting it on, and it’s only when I see Noah’s car is parked beside mine that I allow the pain of betrayal to wash over me. Through the blurriness of tears, I’m able to get in my car and start it, but I sit in the driver’s seat with my head on the steering wheel.

      Sobs take control of my entire body. I haven’t cried like this since I was in high school and Mandy had the entire student population—minus Drew—making fun of me for being overweight.

      Why? Why does she have to do these malicious things to me and actually believe in her heart that she has a legitimate reason to do so?

      The passenger door opens, and someone slides in. From the moment I smell the cologne, I know that it’s Noah.

      “Get out,” I manage to say between sobs.

      In the entire six years of dating, I think Noah might have seen me cry only a handful of times but never like this.

      “I’m so sorry, Misha.” His voice is broken, and I know that he is. Noah doesn’t have a mean bone in his body, so the decision to date Mandy must have been a hard one for him to make. “I’m so torn. I care about you, and I hate to see you this upset. The way things ended between us, I really thought there were no feelings left. If I knew—”

      “There are no feelings,” I interrupt. I lean back into my seat and wipe my face. “It’s not right, Noah. You shouldn’t have jumped from me to my sister. Are you trying to keep it in the family? Who’s next? Bentley? My mom?”

      He’s biting his tongue. I can tell by his tightened jaw that he’s restraining himself.

      He stays silent, and I take the opportunity to continue, “I’m furious at you both but more so at her. If you tried to make a move on her, she should have stopped it because she’s my sister. She’s my family, but she doesn’t care about anyone other than herself. I feel heartbroken. Embarrassed. Hurt. But it’s because of her. I have zero feelings toward you.”

      “That makes me feel a little better.”

      I have so many questions, and if I want the truth, I’ll only get it from Noah. “When did this start?”

      “We officially started dating about six months ago.”

      “Did anything happen while you and I were together?” Instantly, I regret asking the question, but I need to know. I bite the inside of my cheek, waiting for his response.

      “No. I always thought she was attractive, but I would never have done anything like that to you, Misha.”

      As mad as I am right now, I still somehow believe him. Noah’s a good guy, except the whole dating my sister thing.

      “Do you love her?”

      He inhales sharply at the question, and I know he doesn’t want to answer. “Misha …”

      “That means yes.”

      He turns to face me. “I wouldn’t be with her if I didn’t love her. That’s why we waited so long to tell you. I wanted to be sure that I was in love and that it wasn’t just a fling. Hurting you was the absolute last thing I ever wanted to do.”

      More tears are forming, and they’re not going to stop anytime soon. “I need to get out of here.”

      “Are you okay to drive?” he asks.

      “I’m fine.”

      Noah reaches across the console and tries to grab my hand, but I pull it away.

      “No. I’m so angry with you. And with her. I appreciate you coming out to talk to me, but we’re not okay.”

      He nods and opens the car door. “Fair enough. Be safe.” He shuts the door and jogs back into the house.

      I quickly back out of the driveway before anyone else decides to hijack my passenger seat.
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      Blood-red nails adjust my tie, although I’m confident that it’s just fine.

      “Tonight, your job is to just stand beside me and look pretty. Smile but not too much. No talking unless your spoken to. And do not let me have more than two glasses of champagne. I can’t be a drunken fool when meeting the governor.”

      I’ve been hired by Carla Anderson to accompany her to a charity event tonight in Baltimore, where the governor is expected to attend. The governor is recently single, and Carla has made it no secret that she has her eye on the prize, which is him. Carla is in her early fifties and widowed with no children. Tonight, I’m playing the role of her nephew, but really, I’m just an overpaid babysitter.

      “Understood, Ms. Anderson.”

      “Aunt Carla,” she corrects me. She takes a step back and twirls her finger, and I oblige and turn around for her. “You look the part.” She steps in front of a full-length mirror and rearranges her breasts.

      “I think you look beautiful.” And I really do, although I’m being paid to say that.

      Women often exude more confidence when they put the time and effort into preparing for an evening, such as Carla has. She might not be what I go for, but I appreciate her beauty and the effort she’s made for this evening.

      “You’re not getting laid tonight, so stop trying,” she barks over her shoulder.

      “I’m not … I—”

      “Whatever. Come on. Let’s go. I want to be there when he arrives.” She’s out the door before I can pick my jaw up off the ground.

      Well then, let’s go find your new husband, gold-digging Aunt Carla.
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        * * *

      

      She did it.

      I don’t know how in the hell she did, but son of a bitch, Carla caught the governor. Hook. Line. And damn sinker.

      An hour into the event, Carla is by the governor’s side, and I’ve been shooed away to do my own thing. These charity events are nice, but they’re stuffy and way out of my league. I don’t have the taste for escargot and caviar. I’d rather have buffalo chicken sliders and a beer.

      I find a room that is dark and unoccupied and decide it’s my hideout for the rest of the evening. If Natasha found out what I was doing, she would flip her shit. My phone shows no new messages, and I’m getting suspicious. A week ago, Misha and I were texting like crazy, but since our date, she’s pretty much disappeared.

      She’ll respond to my texts with one or two words, if at all. The only thing I can figure is that Mandy told her the truth, and Misha doesn’t want anything to do with me. Not that I could really blame her. If I had an amazing date with someone and later found out it was because the other party had been paid to make it awesome, I would be pissed off too.

      Well, technically, there was no exchange of funds. Really, I just took a friend’s sister out as a favor, right?

      Bringing up my messages, I decide to give texting her another shot.

      Jake: I bought chocolate-covered pretzels today, but they had nothing on yours.

      Misha: Thanks.

      Jake: Thought any more about opening a bakery?

      Misha: Not really.

      Jake: You okay?

      Misha: Yep.

      I’m getting nowhere with her. Paranoia has never been my thing, but it’s convenient that after our date, Misha has started giving me the cold shoulder. In the back of my head, I’m convinced that she knows about the deal between Mandy and me. Maybe Mandy let it slip, or maybe someone saw Mandy and me together in the parking lot and told Misha.

      The unknown is eating me alive. Bringing up my Contacts, I decide to call Mandy to get some damn answers because I’m going fucking insane.

      “Hi,” she answers.

      “Is everything okay with Misha?”

      “Hello to you too …” She pauses for a long moment and sighs. “What did she do now?”

      “She’s just … off. She’s not responding to my texts like usual. Did you tell her you hired me to take her out?”

      “No, of course not,” she scoffs. “Jeez, do you think I’m stupid? Misha had a meltdown the other day because she found out her ex is dating again. That’s probably why she’s ghosting you. She’s still in love with him, and she won’t admit it. So, you don’t have to worry your handsome little head off. It’s not you she’s mad at.”

      Although the amount of relief I feel is significant, I am definitely still worried about Misha. “Has anyone checked on her? Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. She goes through these crazy little breakdowns and then will be okay in a week or two. She’ll text you back if she’s interested, but it sounds like she’s still in love with her ex, so I wouldn’t hold my breath.”

      Well, someone has an attitude. “Thanks for the info.”

      “No problem. Wait, I thought you were with a client tonight?”

      I glance around the dark room. “I am. She sent me away when she landed the governor’s attention. She hit her goal, so my job is done. I’m just babysitting now.”

      “Whoa. Easy grand tonight for you.” She laughs.

      “Easy but boring. Thanks again. I’d better check on my client.” I hang up the phone, feeling a little lighter; however, not convinced.

      Misha was pretty adamant about being over her ex, so this doesn’t add up. I’ve already witnessed how Mandy tends to exaggerate, so it’s possible I’m not receiving the entire story.

      Then again, Misha really could be upset that her ex is dating someone new. Maybe she didn’t realize she was still hung up on him until she found he’d moved on.

      Either way, there is definitely something going on with her right now. If Misha is still hung up on her ex, then the best thing to do is be her friend and be there for her.

      And that’s exactly what I plan to do.
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      After Noah and I broke up, I booked every moment of my day, so I wouldn’t have free time to let my mind wander and drift to him. Since I found out about Mandy and Noah two weeks ago, I’ve done the same—keeping busy to avoid any thoughts of them together. Wake up late, breakfast, longer than usual gym session, shower, bake until exhausted, small dinner, sleep, repeat.

      In a sense, I’ve shut myself off from the world. I’ve barely talked to anyone, including Drew. He sends me the daily You still alive? text once he’s at work to check on me, but other than that, thankfully, he has been giving me space.

      My sister hasn’t tried to apologize, not that I’m surprised. Noah, however, has sent a few texts asking if I’m okay. I give him one-worded responses as a courtesy, although I probably shouldn’t.

      Damn it for being a nice person.

      Jake, on the other hand … he’s been blowing up my phone. He’s sweet—and pretty freaking beautiful—but I have zero desire to be social, let alone with a man right now. I’ve responded sporadically to his texts but kept the responses very vague.

      The plus side of ignoring the hurt my sister has caused is that I have extra cakes, pies, and cookies for today’s setup at the farmers market. The doors opened three hours ago, and I’ve had a steady stream of customers since.

      I hand my current customer his change and a bag full of cookies. “Thank you for stopping by. I hope you enjoy.” I plaster on my best fake smile.

      “I definitely will. I’ll see you next weekend.”

      As he walks away, I glance at the two customers waiting, one of whom is Jake.

      “I can help who’s next,” I offer.

      The older lady looks to Jake, but he holds his hand out to her. “Please, after you.”

      The woman with snow-white hair steps up to the counter and points to the lovers’ layer cake. “Do you still have a full cake, dear?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I sure do.”

      “Wonderful! I need a full cake. I was so worried you would be sold out by the time I got here. Your cakes are just to die for.”

      I put a box with the cake on the counter and smile at her kind words. “That’s so sweet. Thank you. And you’re in luck. It’s my last one.”

      “Oh, thank heavens!” She pulls her wallet out of her purse and sighs. “I have a confession.”

      My gaze moves to Jake, and he looks about as curious as I am. “Oh?”

      “Every Sunday after church, my husband and I have lunch with our friends. The last time I hosted, I bought one of your cakes, and my friends thought I’d baked the cake. They were just so impressed and talked about it for weeks after that I couldn’t tell them I didn’t bake the cake. Well, tomorrow is my turn to host, and they’ve begged me to bake that wonderful cake again. I’m so sorry I’m taking credit for your hard work, dear. I feel quite awful about it.”

      I can’t help but laugh, and it’s the first time in two weeks I have genuinely laughed. “It will be our little secret.”

      She smiles in relief and pulls her wallet out of her purse. “You should really open your own bakery. You’re by far the best baker in town.”

      “Wow, you’re going to make my head big,” I joke. “That’s my dream—to have my own bakery one day. For now, I really enjoy this. I also do wedding cakes in case you know anyone who’s getting married,” I tell her.

      “My grandson is going to propose to his girlfriend soon, so I’ll send them your way.”

      She walks away with her boxed cake, and I have no choice but to wait on the handsome customer who is next in line.

      Jake is standing there patiently, his hands shoved in his pockets. “Can you take a break?”

      “I’m technically not supposed to leave my area until I’m finished for the day,” I say.

      He looks at what’s in my display case. “Is this what you have left?”

      There are cookies, a few slices of lovers’ layer cake, cupcakes, and some candies.

      “Yeah. I’ve been pretty busy this morning.”

      “I’ll buy the rest.”

      My eyes grow wide. “Excuse me?”

      “You can’t leave your area until you’re finished for the day, so if you sell out, you’re done, right? Well, I’m going to buy the rest, so we can hang out.” He says it as if it’s not a big deal.

      Crossing my arms, I look at him like he’s insane. “Do you have any idea how much that’s going to cost?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t care. I’ll spend money to have time with you if I have to.”

      “Now, I feel like a prostitute.” I snort.

      He swallows hard and gives me a tight smile. “Not my intention. I’ll sell them at Mama Java’s. It’ll be good advertisement for you.”

      “Really?” Hope sprouts in my heart at his suggestion. My baked goods in a coffee shop? That would be huge.

      “Absolutely. Now, will you let me buy the rest?”

      Before he can change his mind, I carefully bag everything and ring up the purchase. When I look down at my register, I cringe at the price. “Your total is one hundred forty-seven dollars.”

      He hands me the cash without blinking an eye. “Will you go to Mama Java’s with me to drop this stuff off? Maybe grab a coffee?”

      “Do you go anywhere else?”

      “Well, I know their coffee is good, and they have this really comfortable couch that’s in a quiet area.”

      Oh, that leather couch is nice.

      I smile, knowing that he’s doing this just to spend time with me. “That sounds wonderful. I just have a few things to do here, and I’ll meet you there. Half hour?”

      He grins. “I’ll have your latte ready.”
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      True to his word, there is a cup with black writing on the lid, waiting for me beside the comfortable leather couch.

      I’ve missed your texts.

      I laugh sadly at his message. “Is this going to be a thing? Writing on top of coffee lids?”

      Jake shrugs from the other side of the couch. “They’re my coffee cup confessions.”

      It’s hard to handle his cuteness and perfection.

      “I’m so sorry I’ve been MIA.”

      “Did I do something to offend you?” he asks.

      “No. God, no. If anything, you have been such a welcome surprise. I mean, getting stood up on a blind date is usually my luck, but hitting it off with the hot coffee guy who was working that night just seems too good to be true. Things like this don’t happen to me.”

      When he doesn’t look up from his coffee, I decide to continue to pass the awkward moment, “Uh, anyway, the reason I’ve been quiet is because I found out that my older sister is dating my ex-boyfriend.”

      His head shoots up, and his eyes are wide. “What?”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. He and I broke up about a year ago, and they’ve been dating about six months. And the thing is, she doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with it since I don’t have feelings for him anymore. And I don’t, but it still doesn’t make it okay … does it?”

      Jake’s eyes are still as round as saucers. “Back up a second. You have how many sisters?”

      “One. Her name is Mandy.”

      “And she thinks it’s okay that she’s dating your ex-boyfriend because you don’t have feelings for him anymore?”

      “Yes,” I confirm.

      He gasps. “What the actual fuck?”

      “Right? I’ve been beating my head against the wall for the last two weeks, trying to figure out if I’m overreacting like she thinks I am, but I’m pretty sure I’m justified in feeling the way I do.”

      Jake’s hand turns to a fist, and he’s squeezing so hard that his skin turns pale. “If I saw your ex-boyfriend, I would kick the living shit out of him. He’s as much to blame as she is.”

      “I know,” I agree quietly. I put my hand over his fist and rub my thumb in circles in an attempt to calm him down. “You shouldn’t be angry.”

      “I’m angry that your sister could treat you like this.”

      “It’s not the first time. I’m sure it won’t be the last either.”

      “You two aren’t close?” he questions.

      I want to laugh, but I’m too tired. “We used to be as kids, but something changed when we were teenagers. When we were in trouble, my mom would call us by our first and middle names. It was always Amanda Elizabeth or Misha Lynn. Mandy took it upon herself to mash together my first and middle names and call me the Mishalynn Girl. The nickname mocked the Michelin Man, Michelin’s mascot who is a giant, chubby white guy made of tires. At home, I let it roll off my shoulders. She had said much worse to me before that.

      “One day, after a huge fight at home, which she got grounded for, I walked into the lunchroom with Drew and picked up my lunch. Mandy was sitting with her friends, most of whom were considered the popular kids in school. I walked past her table, and she called out for me.

      “She stood up and looked down at my tray of food. She twisted her nose in disgust and said, ‘You’re so fat because you eat crap like this and don’t exercise. Pizza and soda? You should choose salads and water instead. Maybe then you would lose one of those tires around your waist, Mishalynn Girl.’

      “Of course, her friends thought it was hysterical. The nickname stuck, and I was called Mishalynn Girl until the day I graduated.”

      He flexes his jaw and shakes his head. It takes him a few moments to respond, but when he does, his voice is full of sympathy. “I’m so sorry, Misha. You don’t deserve this. You’re incredible, and I mean that.” He lets his fingers fall free from the fist and slides them through mine.

      Jake and I sit in silence for several minutes, listening to the bustling of the busy coffee shop below us.

      “I know how much it hurts—your ex being with your sister. I’ve experienced something similar. It’s embarrassing, and the betrayal cuts like a knife.”

      To be honest, I’m not sure I believe him. What woman in their right mind would treat him poorly? “This bad?”

      He chuckles hard. “Yeah. My best friend and my wife had an affair for years. I found out a year after we were married.”

      Whoa … hold the hell up. Married?

      Jake must notice the color draining from my face because he quickly amends the sentence. “She’s my ex-wife now. I’ve been officially divorced for three years. Split for four.”

      Oh, thank you, sweet baby Jesus in a wicker basket. Way to give me a heart attack.

      “My best friend, he was the closest thing to a brother I had. He came to me and told me about the affair because he felt guilty. She denied it at first, but he had so much proof that she couldn’t any longer. She eventually blamed me for the infidelity, saying that I put too much time into the coffee shop and not enough with her. So, needless to say, I filed for divorce. I have a really hard time trusting people in general now. If my best friend and wife betrayed my trust, then anyone would.”

      Okay, I was wrong; that is worse than my situation. Just the thought alone makes me feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. “That’s not true,” I try to assure him. “Not everyone in this world is vindictive or believes in what they did. But I understand why you would have trust issues; you have every right to. I’m really sorry that happened to you.”

      “That’s why I haven’t dated much since I got divorced, and I don’t have many friends. Trust is definitely something I don’t give freely.”

      “I can’t even imagine.”

      “You can because that’s what you’re feeling right now. I don’t even wish that upon my worst enemy, which is now my ex-wife, Tessa, and old best friend, Brandon.”

      “I could never do this to someone.” I feel the tears building, and I attempt to push them away.

      “You don’t have the heart to, and I think that’s why I’ve found myself attracted to you. Even when we met that night, I knew you were warm and kind. You’re not capable of being malicious or deceitful. I just … felt it.”

      “I felt the same about you.” I squeeze his hand tightly in mine. “Thank you.”

      Jake frowns, and a cute crease forms between his eyebrows. “For?”

      The tears threaten to fall, and a ball of emotion lodges in my throat. “Understanding. For coming to check on me. For just being you. I really needed to see you, and I didn’t even realize it.”

      “Anytime.” Jake kisses the side of my head and takes my coffee cup from me. He pulls me close to him, grabs a blanket off the back of the couch, and drapes it over us. He wraps his arms around me, and I tuck my head under his chin. “I can tell you’re tired. Take a nap.”

      I’m sure he’s noticed the bags under my eyes and my frequent yawns during our conversation. A nap sounds delightful, especially on this couch, in Jake’s arms, and covered with a warm blanket.

      “Don’t you have anywhere you need to be?” I ask.

      His arms tighten around me a little more. “Yeah, right here.”
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      Tonight’s client can tell my mind is elsewhere, and if she wasn’t one of my regulars, I’d probably hear about it tomorrow from Natasha.

      Sophia Newsome has been a client of mine since I began working for CCI three and a half years ago. She’s a financial analyst for an investment firm in Washington, DC. She often books me for business dinners with potential new clients. Sophia and I have grown to know each other fairly well over the last few years, so these dinners tend to go smoothly.

      Tonight, however, I’ve been completely off my game. As much as I try to stay focused on the conversations being had around the table, my mind keeps wandering to my conversation with Misha this afternoon.

      Son of a bitch. Mandy is evil.

      After Misha told me about Mandy dating her ex, it took every ounce of restraint I had not to tell her about Mandy hiring me to take her out. The part of me that wanted to protect Misha’s feelings knew that telling her the truth would only add fuel to the sisters’ feud. But the other part of me, the more selfish part, didn’t tell her because Misha would be mortified, and more than likely, she would never speak to me again.

      She makes me feel things other than numb for the first time in so long, and the thought of giving that up hurts like a motherfucker.

      Misha napped for almost three hours this afternoon, but I only catnapped. While she was sleeping against my chest, I thought about the situation between her and Mandy. Finally, I could see the entire picture. Mandy wanted Misha to become interested in dating other people so she wouldn’t look like a villain for dating her sister’s ex. Now, I feel like shit, knowing Mandy used me in her little plan to justify her actions.

      Who in the hell needs enemies when you have a sister like Mandy?

      “Is everything okay, Jake? You’ve not been yourself tonight,” Sophia asks while I’m walking her to her car in the parking garage.

      “No. I’m sorry, Sophia. I have a headache.” It’s not a lie technically. I do have a dull headache that I can’t shake, which formed shortly after Misha left this afternoon. “I’m really sorry that I was out of it tonight. There’s no excuse.”

      “Well, I think it actually went in my favor. My client is known for easily getting off topic and drawing meetings out for hours longer than they need to be. Since you weren’t very talkative this evening, it made it simple for me to keep him on track with the conversation that needed to be had. So, maybe I should thank you instead.”

      We arrive to her brand-new Audi R8, and I admire the vehicle while I open the door for her.

      She slides into the driver’s seat and looks up at me through her dark lashes. “There’s a girl, isn’t there?”

      I don’t speak of my personal life with clients. Ever. Not only is it unprofessional, but then it also opens up the possibility of misunderstandings of our client-escort relationships. “Just a headache.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Liar.”

      “Drive safely.”

      The purr of the Audi’s engine echoes in the parking garage, and I shut Sophia’s door. “Drive safely.”

      With a wave, she pulls out of the parking spot and disappears around the corner toward the exit. My truck is parked just a few spots over, and as soon as I’m out of the parking garage and my cell has service, I connect a call to my Bluetooth.

      Mandy answers with an annoyed tone, “What, Jake?”

      “Am I interrupting something?”

      “I’m at my boyfriend’s house. Can this wait?”

      Between her attitude and hearing her mention her boyfriend, I’m instantly pissed again. “Your boyfriend, huh? As in Misha’s ex-boyfriend, I’ve heard.”

      She exhales into the phone. “Did Misha come crying to you, playing the victim? She’s really good at that.”

      “What’s wrong with you? How could you think this was okay?”

      “She said she was over him, so what’s the big deal? And why do you care?”

      “Are you kidding right now? I care because you lied to me, so I would agree to take your sister out. You said it was to help build her confidence, but it was just for you to feel less guilty about dating her ex. Then, you lied again and told me Misha was upset because her ex was dating again, but you failed to mention that he was dating you. Don’t you realize how fucked up this is?”

      “I’m not doing anything wrong. You wouldn’t want me to let Misha know the truth about how you two met, would you?”

      Blackmail? “You’re fucking unbelievable.” My grip on the steering wheel has my knuckles turning white.

      “That’s what I thought. Mind your business, and we’ll be good. Don’t try to fight my sister’s battle. She’s a big girl.”

      The call goes dead, leaving the cab of my truck silent.

      It’s not until I arrive home that I check my messages from when I was out with Sophia. There is a text from Misha from a few hours ago.

      Misha: Thank you again for this afternoon. I feel considerably better, and I’m not sure if it’s because of that awesome nap or because I saw you. Part of me thinks it’s a combination of the two. Thanks for not giving up on me. Let’s hang out soon.

      It’s well after midnight, but I decide to text back, so she’ll get the message first thing in the morning.

      Jake: The nap was pretty epic. Unless you tell me to, I’m not going to give up. No rush and no pressure. Let me know when you want to hang out. I’ll be there.

      Just her message makes me feel better after the call with Mandy. Knowing I won’t get a response from Misha until tomorrow, I put my phone on the charger and begin to undress. My suit gets discarded on a pile with the rest of the laundry that needs to go to the dry cleaner.

      Much to my surprise, my phone begins ringing. Misha’s name pops up on the screen, and I feel a smile come across my face.

      “Hey.”

      “Hi.” Her voice is low and sleepy.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “No. I was lying in bed, reading a book. If I wasn’t tired, I’d tell you to come over, so we could hang out now.”

      The thought of her in bed makes me want to throw clothes on and go over to join her for a repeat of our afternoon. “You sure? I could be there in twenty minutes.”

      “I’d be a really crappy hostess. I’d probably fall asleep on you again.”

      “I wouldn’t mind.” I sit on the edge of my bed, contemplating putting on clothes in case she asks me to come over.

      She’s silent for a few beats, and I wonder briefly if she’s fallen asleep.

      “I like you, Jake.”

      Her words have my heart thumping against my chest. It feels like I’m fifteen again and my crush just admitted she liked me for the first time.

      “I like you too.”

      “I’m scared of getting hurt,” she admits.

      “Me too,” I confess.

      “If you’re up to it, I want to go on more dates with you and see where things could go. Can’t live in fear forever, right?”

      You could, but it would be a pretty shitty way to live. “Historically, I see something I want, and it’s a race to get it. I’ve been burned so many times that you’d think I would have learned. But this time, for my sanity, I need to take the walking path instead of the racetrack. It already feels like I could easily get on the same trajectory again, but I can’t fall for her too fast. I don’t want us to burn out before we get started, but I think there could be something here, Misha.”

      “I think there might be too. We’ll take this slow, and if it goes somewhere, then great. If you decide it’s too soon for you later, we can at least be friends. You set the pace, and I’ll follow. Deal?”

      Without hesitation, I agree, “Deal.”

      We stay on the phone until she falls asleep, turning a shitty evening into a better night.
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      Jake: Free for dinner tonight before you leave for vacation?

      It’s not until an hour after I receive it that I realize I have a text from Jake, and when I do, I feel like I could cry. It’s already nine in the evening, and I’m so far behind. Drew and I leave for Curaçao the day after tomorrow, and I’m finishing the last of my orders. I was hoping to have everything baked and boxed by this point, so tomorrow, I could deliver these orders and then shop, pack, and clean up around the apartment. From the looks of it, it’s going to be a late night.

      Misha: So sorry. Just getting this. I have three cakes to finish and two pies to make tonight for delivery tomorrow. I’m going to be pulling an all-nighter, so I can’t go out. I’m sorry.

      It’s been over a week since I last saw Jake, and even that was only for a few minutes while I dropped off the order that Mama Java’s put in for. He’s been putting in more hours at the coffeehouse recently, and I’ve been very busy with the orders coming in and keeping the coffeehouse supplied. Jake needs to replenish the baked items on average every two to three days.

      Over the last few weeks, Jake and I have only been out a handful of times because our schedules. When I come back from vacation, my schedule doesn’t look like it’ll be letting up anytime soon. Wedding season is upon us, and my schedule is booked with plenty of cakes on top of my regular orders from the farmers market.

      His response comes over almost instantly.

      Jake: I’m on my way over with pizza. Pepperoni okay?

      His thoughtfulness makes me smile, and I’m happy that I’ll get to spend a little time with him before heading out on vacation.

      Misha: Sounds amazing. Can’t wait.

      I have one of the cakes completely decorated and boxed by the time Jake arrives. The pizza smells so good, and it’s probably because I haven’t eaten since breakfast. But more so, Jake looks mouthwatering.

      He sets the pizza on the kitchen table and comes up from behind me to wrap his arms around me. He kisses me on the cheek and looks at the cake I’m working on. “Wow, this cake is freaking awesome.”

      “Thank you. It’s for an eight-year-old boy’s birthday, hence the cake being shaped like Spider-Man. I’m about five minutes from being finished, so if you want to grab some plates, I’ll be over to the table in a few.”

      “You got it.” He opens the cabinets until he finds the plates. “So, how did you learn to decorate cakes?”

      “I took some classes at the community college a few years ago. Prior to that, I worked at a bakery downtown, and I heard how much the cake decorators were making compared to what I was making by baking. I figured if I could do both, I’d be set.”

      “Do you decorate wedding cakes too?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m crazy busy in the spring and summer. I’m completely booked for five months once I come back from vacation. Wedding cakes are my favorite, but they’re so much work. That’s when I make quite a bit of my yearly income.”

      Once I’m satisfied with the Spider-Man cake, I fold up the edges of the box and close the lid. “Done. I only have one more cake to decorate and two pies to bake, so I can take a quick break.” I wash my hands and sit beside him at the table. I put two slices of pizza onto my plate. “How’s work?”

      Jake lets out a low whistle. “It’s been busy. When I was able to get out of there tonight, I knew I had to see you. Then, I got your text back. Waiting another week to see you really wasn’t an option for me, so it might be cheap, but pizza it is.”

      His response hits me right in the feels.

      “It’s perfect, and thank you for coming over. I’m glad I get to see you before I leave.”

      “Are you excited for vacation?”

      “Yes. I can’t wait for the sunshine, the warmth, and just reading books on the beach all day. I also read that Curaçao is known for their snorkeling. Drew and I ordered these scuba masks online that are supposed to be good for that. So, yes, I’m excited.” I squeal.

      “It sounds like it.” He laughs. “I’m jealous. I haven’t been on a vacation in years. My poor passport only has one stamp inside.”

      “That’s one more than a lot of people have.”

      He narrows his gaze at me. “It’s Canada. Come on, Misha.”

      I can’t help but laugh at his expression, and he joins me. To my surprise, Jake stays and talks while I prepare the two apple pies and put them in the oven. While they’re baking, I get a text message from Drew.

      Drew: 911. My bathroom.

      “Uh-oh. Something’s wrong with Drew.” I grab my keys, and Jake follows me out the door and to Drew’s apartment across the hall.

      As soon as I unlock and open the door, I yell his name, to which he calls out, “Misha, help me!”

      Running down the hallway, I pause briefly at the bathroom door. “Please don’t let there be puke.”

      When I push the door open, Drew is sitting in his bathtub, covered in a rash.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No.” He half-groans, half-cries.

      “What’s wrong?” Jake enters the bathroom from behind me.

      “You brought HAF J?” Drew yells at me.

      “HAF J?” Jake asks.

      My mind can’t make sense of the strange scene. “Are you in an oatmeal bath?”

      Drew holds up two handfuls of the soggy oats. “Yes.”

      “Why? What is wrong?” I’m starting to become pissed off because, obviously, he’s okay, and he scared the crap out of me.

      He fists his hands into his black hair, leaving bits of oats in his strands. “Because I’m itchy! I have chicken pox, Misha!”

      “Huh?” I cock my head to the side. “How in the hell did you get chicken pox at your age?”

      “I didn’t get them as a kid. Somehow, I avoided that torture. I babysat my nephew almost two weeks ago for my sister while she and her husband went out for their anniversary, and he woke up the next morning, covered in bumps. My nephew gave me fucking chicken pox. So, here I am, a grown man, sitting in a bathtub full of oatmeal because everything on my body itches. Everything.”

      I bite my tongue, containing the laughing fit begging to escape. “You poor thing. You’re going to be red, bumpy, and blotchy while we’re in Curaçao.”

      He crosses his arms. “I can’t go to Curaçao. Are you insane? I’m miserable! That’s why I asked you to come over. I have to bail. Besides, there’s no way they’d let me on an international flight like this.”

      As much as it sucks, he’s right. He’s going to be down for at least a week, if not longer. Traveling with chicken pox would be absolute torture.

      “Okay. Did you get insurance on the trip? We’ll just get our money back, and we’ll plan it for some other time.”

      “I opted for the airfare insurance but not the accommodations. I don’t want you to lose your money too. Take someone in my place.” He nods to Jake.

      A vacation with Jake? Just the two of us?

      The thought spikes my heart rate, and I’m not sure if it’s because I’m nervous he’ll say no or excited at the possibility of him saying yes.

      “Jake, it’s really short notice, but do you want to go on vacation for with me? I know work is super busy for you, so I won’t be offended if you can’t.”

      Jake looks over my shoulder to Drew. “How much do I owe you for the trip? I can’t possibly go if I don’t pay you for it.”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you how much I spent on the entire trip. I was practically paid to go on this trip, so I could recommend this resort to my clients. You would be doing me a huge favor by going with Misha because I won’t let her go to a foreign country alone.”

      Jake looks down at me and grins. “Are you sure you want me to go with you?”

      With a sigh, I shrug. “I guess you’ll do.”

      Jake grins. “Then, let’s go on vacation.”

      “Thank you!” I jump up and hug him.

      Jake laughs at my reaction, and Drew gags from the bathtub.

      “Oh, hush,” I tell Drew. “I need to go over and check on my pies, and I have a cake to decorate. I’ll come over in the morning.”

      “If I’m still alive,” he huffs from the tub.

      “You’ll be fine. Love you.” I kiss the top of his head, and Jake and I leave him to his oatmeal bath.

      After I lock up Drew’s apartment, Jake stops in the hall. “I’m going to head out, so I can make sure everything is good at the coffee house before we leave.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay to go along? Be honest. I don’t want you to feel guilted into going.”

      “The only thing I feel guilty about is not paying. I’ll definitely find a way to pay Drew back for this. I have some things to take care of before leaving, but I’m excited to go with you.”

      “Good, because I’m really excited you’re coming with me. Thank you.”

      “And thank you. Good night.”

      I watch him as he walks away, thinking about what the next week is about to bring. He glances over his shoulder after taking a few stairs, and I’m caught gawking at him. He smiles knowingly.

      “Misha, what does HAF J mean?”

      “Uh …” My brain can’t come up with a quick answer to bail Drew out of his nickname for Jake, and I panic. “Gotta check on my pies. Bye!” I run into my apartment like a coward.

      Less than thirty seconds later, my text notification pings.

      Jake: I will get it out of you …

      Damn it, Drew.
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        * * *

      

      With the number of red bumps on his face, Drew looks more like a teenager with a terrible case of acne rather than a man in his late twenties with chicken pox.

      “Stop scratching them. It will make it worse,” I scold him.

      He sits at my kitchen table, blotting calamine lotion on his arms with a cotton ball. “I can’t help it. They itch like crazy. How am I supposed to put the lotion on my back when you’re gone?” he whines.

      “Aw, poor baby. If you hadn’t bailed on me, I’d be able to put lotion on your back.”

      He props his foot onto the chair, dabbing the spots on his leg. “If I hadn’t bailed on you, you wouldn’t be spending a week alone with HAF J.”

      “Oh, thanks for calling him that to his face last night. He wants to know what it means.”

      He shrugs. “Why not tell him?”

      “Because … it’s not polite.”

      “That’s lame, Misha. He’d appreciate the name, so just tell him. Now, listen, I need to live vicariously through you over the next week until I can go out into public, so you’d better send me updates on what’s going on between you two.”

      “Who says anything will happen? Maybe we’ll just become better friends.”

      “You want to know what I predict?” Drew asks. I nod, and he continues, “You’re going to spend more time on your back and hands and knees than on your feet on this vacation.”

      I throw a handful of cotton balls at him. “I’m not a whore.”

      “Didn’t say you were, but any woman with decent eyesight would take him for a ride—or ten. Just saying. I’m surprised the last woman who was with him didn’t sink her claws in him and hold on for dear life. You don’t let men like him get away.”

      I sit down beside him and blot the spots on his neck. “He’s divorced.”

      “Ew. I guess that is enough to have your balls crawl up inside your body.”

      “You have a way with words, Drew. Anyway, I’m really okay with taking things slow. There are no expectations. We’re just going to have fun.”

      “Famous last words.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re going to fall hard for him, he’s not going to be emotionally available, and you’re going to get your heart broken. Just be careful.”

      “I’ll be fine, but thanks for your concern.”

      He stands, his body covered in pink dabs. “Whatever. When you come home in a week, I expect you to be freshly fucked and non-bitchy. Now, put lotion on my back, wench.”

      I flip him the bird. “I need to finish packing. Put your lotion on yourself.”

      His whines echo down the hallway and into my room. “I hate you, you bitch! You’re going to be in the warmth, having sex and sipping drinks with umbrellas!”

      I laugh to myself. “I’ll take pictures for you!”
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      If someone had asked me about Curaçao a few months ago, my ignorance would have said it was a type of alcohol, not a country.

      Although I love cold weather, the hot sun that Misha and I are greeted with it when we step off the shuttle bus and onto our resort is welcome.

      Misha closes her eyes and puts her arms out to the sides. “Do you feel that?”

      “The ocean breeze?”

      “Warmth.” She giggles.

      I grab her hand, and we walk up to the check-in desk, which is out in the open with the ocean directly behind it. It’s beyond beautiful here, and I can’t wait to spend this time with Misha.

      “Hi, I’m Misha Gallagher. Checking in, please.”

      The receptionist is a young female, late twenties, with long, dark braids and a bright white smile. “Good afternoon, Ms. Misha. Welcome to Curaçao. We are so pleased you and your husband have chosen to spend your honeymoon with us. Congratulations on your marriage.”

      Misha and I frown at one another, and she’s about to correct the receptionist when she pulls out a bottle of champagne and two flutes.

      “This is a gift from your friend Mr. Drew. He called and told us all about your exciting wedding, and we are thrilled to be your source of relaxation after such an eventful ceremony.”

      Misha squeezes my hand, and I try not to laugh.

      “Drew is so kind,” Misha offers.

      “We have upgraded you to the honeymoon suite for no additional charge. We hope you enjoy your stay with us, and if there is anything we can do to make your honeymoon any more special than it already will be, please don’t hesitate to ask us.”

      Misha takes the packet with all of our information and room keys, and we follow the bellhop to our room.

      I lean down to Misha, so only she can hear me. “What the hell did Drew do?”

      “I’m either going to murder him or give him a spa day. We’ll see in a minute,” she whispers.

      The bellhop takes us to the top floor and opens the double doors to our room. “Welcome to the honeymoon suite. Enjoy your stay,” he says while he places the luggage inside.

      He promptly leaves, and Misha and I grin at one another with just one look at our room.

      We say in unison. “Spa day.” We determine.

      “Since this is technically our honeymoon, I should carry you across the threshold.”

      She squeals when I pick her up with ease and carry her into the foyer.

      The room is absolutely magnificent. I’ve been in some fancy and regal places with CCI, but I have never stayed in a room this nice.

      “Drew must have known that they would upgrade us if they heard it was a special occasion,” Misha says as she takes the room in.

      The floor plan is spacious with modern furniture decorating the space. The living room walls can be slid opened to the outside to let in the ocean breeze or closed for privacy.

      “Can you believe this place?” I ask in awe.

      Misha retreats to the kitchen and looks in the refrigerator, which is completely stocked with liquor, beer, wine, and soda. “No, I can’t. This is like a dream.”

      I follow her into the bedroom, which has a king-size bed in the middle of the room with way too many pillows. The bathroom is off the bedroom. A large white soaking tub sits in the middle of the room with windows overlooking the ocean. A large two-person walk-in rain shower is around the corner, and my mind goes to the fun that could happen in there. I quickly shut the thoughts down.

      The balcony in our bedroom extends the entire length of the suite, giving panoramic views of the Caribbean Sea. Misha steps onto the balcony, and I watch the breeze blow through her hair.

      She turns around and smiles. “Come here and check out this view!”

      The view is fantastic but not as great as the one I was just observing. She has no idea how beautiful she is, which makes her even more attractive.

      “Thank you,” she says out of nowhere.

      “For?”

      “Coming along with me. For being my friend and listening when I needed someone. For being you. I’m really happy I met you and that we’re taking things slow. I think we both need that after what we’ve been through.”

      I kiss the top of her head and hug her to me. “Let’s leave home at home and enjoy this vacation.”

      “Agreed.”

      “How about we check out the rest of the resort?” I ask.

      “Perfect! Let’s get our swimsuits on and go!”
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        * * *

      

      Misha’s bathing suit shows off every curve of her stunning body, and I’m doing everything in my power to not get an erection while sitting on the beach. I’m not the only guy to notice either. There aren’t many English-speaking tourists here, but I can tell from the way they’re gawking at her that they’re appreciative of her figure.

      By the time we arrived on the beach, the cabanas by the ocean had all been claimed. Misha and I found two unoccupied lounge chairs and set ourselves up near the ocean’s edge. Misha’s lying on her stomach on her chair, reading a book called The Friend Zone by Nicole Strycharz. I hope to God she’s not trying to give me a hint.

      “Is it any good?”

      She lifts her sunglasses on top of her head and smiles. “The book? It’s so good. This is the second book in the series, and I brought two more with me for the trip. She’s such a great author.”

      “I thought maybe you’d picked that book on purpose to give me a hint to back off.”

      She looks over my shirtless chest and back to my face. “I wouldn’t have invited you here if I were friend-zoning you.”

      “No?”

      “No. I also wouldn’t have picked this bikini to wear.” She bites her lip to keep from smiling and puts her glasses back on. “I’ve seen you looking at my ass, Jake. There’s no friend zone here.”

      “You’re a tease.” A grin spreads across my face. “How can I not look when it’s there? It’s gorgeous.”

      She leans over to me, and just as she’s about to reply, her phone starts ringing. “It’s Drew. I messaged him to call me about the check-in.”

      Great timing, Drew.

      She answers the phone and puts him on speaker. “What the hell did you tell these people? They think we’re married.”

      “Just hold hands in public, and they’ll never know. I knew they’d upgrade your room if I told them you just got married, so you’re welcome.”

      “And what about the eventful ceremony?” Misha inquires.

      “Oh … they brought that up?” Drew chuckles nervously.

      “What did you say?” Misha groans.

      “I told them that during the ceremony, Misha’s gay brother admitted his love for Jake, and the family got into a big fight. You all had the pastor finish the ceremony after the police left.”

      “What?” Misha squeals, and I can’t stop laughing.

      “Thank you for appreciating my storytelling, Jake. I’m glad someone is grateful for my imagination.”

      “You’re sick.” Misha laughs.

      “I am. Chicken pox suck ass. I’ve been using a spatula to itch my back,” he whines.

      “You’d better not be!” Misha yells at him.

      “Calm your tits, Mish. I’m fine. How’s the resort?”

      “Unbelievable. It’s definitely paradise. We owe you for this,” I tell him.

      “At least someone gets to have fun. Go have a great honeymoon. Enjoy it enough for me too.”

      He disconnects the call, and Misha looks at me.

      “My gay brother confessed his love for you, and the police were called to our wedding.”

      “Sounds like quite the event. We definitely deserved that suite.”

      Misha thinks about it for a moment before nodding. “I’m okay with being embarrassed for a nicer room.”

      Drew still gets a spa day.
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      After a long afternoon on the beach, Jake and I retreat back to our room to clean up for dinner.

      Being the gentleman that he is, he tells me to get a shower first. I rummage through my suitcase and decide to unpack while I’m at it. I have my bra and the dress I plan to wear to dinner lying on the bed, but when I unzip the compartment that I use for my panties, only a red pair of lacy panties are inside along with a white sheet of paper.

      You have a tendency to overpack, so I took the liberty of assisting after you fell asleep. You did not need all those undies, girl. I added the pair that you forgot though. You’re welcome.

      —Drew

      P.S. When did you get those sexy little red panties? Damn!

      I’m going to kill him. I have one pair of underwear for an entire week. I briefly wonder if the gift shop sells undies.

      My bag is unpacked, except for the large hump in one of the pockets, and I know I didn’t put anything in there.

      Damn it, Drew.

      I unzip the pocket and find an economy-sized box of XXXL condoms. I gasp and cover my mouth, and of course, there is a note stuck to it.

      Come on. You know he has a monster cock. Ride it, Mish!

      “Everything okay?” Jake asks from outside the door.

      “Great!” I answer too quickly.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Sure.”

      I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, and he frowns.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I hold up the box of condoms. “Drew isn’t getting a spa day.”

      Jake takes the box from me and reads the note to himself. He glances to me and laughs at my embarrassment.

      “Drew’s most definitely getting a spa day.” Jake tosses the condoms onto the TV stand and looks back at me. “We don’t have to use those. We said we would take things slow, right?”

      “It’s just awkward to talk about it like we’re planning when it’s going to happen. I just want it to happen without any expectations … if that makes sense.”

      “It does.”

      He leans forward and kisses my forehead, but I grab his face and kiss his lips instead. Jake holds the side of my face and runs his tongue over the seam of my mouth. I open to him, and our tongues dance like we’ve done this millions of times before.

      My entire body is on fire—a feeling I never felt with Noah in all our years together. The need for more of Jake’s body on mine engulfs my soul in flames. I reach for his waist to pull him to me, but he takes a step backward and smiles painfully.

      “Why are you backing away?”

      He glances down to his swim shorts, where he is now sporting an obvious erection. “If I don’t back away, Misha, I won’t be able to take things slow. Get your shower, so we can go to dinner.”

      He shuts the door behind him when he leaves, and it’s then I realize my heart’s racing.

      Holy hell, Drew’s right … he does have a monster cock.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner on the beach was not only delicious, but it was also peaceful. The waves crashing against the shoreline was the perfect backdrop for our conversation. After eating, we took a short walk on the beach before heading back to the room to relax after a long day of travel and sun.

      While Jake is pulling the walls shut in the living room and locking up the suite, I change into shorts and a tank for bed. Jake comes into the bedroom while I’m in the bathroom, brushing my teeth.

      “Do you want me to close the walls in the bedroom?”

      “We’re high enough up that no one will be able to get in or see inside, so I’m okay with leaving them open. What do you think?”

      “I agree. There’s a nice breeze coming in, and besides, when will you be able to fall asleep to crashing waves after this trip?”

      “Good point. Open it is.” I leave Jake in the bathroom to change and tend to turning the bed down.

      I’m under the sheets and blankets by the time Jake exits the bathroom, and oh holy night. He’s wearing only basketball shorts, which are hanging low on his waist, exposing the hot-as-hell V that dips deeper into his waistband. Suddenly, the breeze coming off the ocean into our room isn’t nearly enough to cool me down.

      He nods awkwardly toward the empty bed space beside me. “Mind if I share the bed? If you’re uncomfortable, I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. This bed is big enough for three or four people. Get in.”

      Jake slides into bed and leaves considerable space between us.

      Although I appreciate his chivalry, I raise my brows at him. “I don’t bite, you know. We’ve napped together, much closer than this.”

      A grin grows slowly across his handsome face. “Is this your way of asking me to cuddle? Because it’s a dirty job, but I’ll do it.”

      Instinctively, I reach out to push his shoulder, but he grabs my hand and pulls me down onto his chest. My head finds the perfect dip between his pecs, and I sigh with contentment.

      Jake’s arm wraps around to rest on my side, and his thumb traces small circles over my tank. “Comfy?” he asks.

      “Very.”

      He turns the lamp off beside the bed, and the only light in the room is from the moon reflecting off the ocean. The waves crashing ashore is Mother Nature’s lullaby, and it’s not long before I’m nearly asleep.

      “I haven’t slept in a bed with a woman since my divorce.” Jake’s voice is almost too quiet to make out, and if I wasn’t lying on his chest, I would have likely not heard him.

      The confession takes me aback, and I prop myself up on my elbow to look at him. “Is this awkward for you?”

      With the moonlight illuminating the room, I’m barely able to make out his facial features, but I can see his dark eyes staring back into mine.

      “With anyone else, probably. But not with you.”

      His eyes land on my lips, and my heart rate spikes. Jake rises onto his elbows and softly presses his lips to mine, but he backs away too quickly for my liking.

      “Good night, Misha.” He pulls me down and holds me tightly against his chest.

      “Good night, Jake.”
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      I’ve been an early riser for as long as I can remember. My mother hated it when I was a child. She would beg me to go back to bed for another hour, but once my eyes were open, I was up. Usually, I’m up before the sun rises, and today is no different.

      But what is different today is the way the day is starting. Brown hair is fanned across my chest, and sexy-as-sin legs are tangled with mine. This is definitely a new way to wake up. When I was with Tessa, she typically rolled on her side away from me when in bed. I never awoke to her head on my chest or her touching me in any way. This way of waking up is nice, and my hard-as-fuck erection agrees.

      The sun’s glow is peeking out over the ocean’s edge, and as much as I’m enjoying the time in bed with Misha, I roll out of bed to go for a run.

      The resort is a ghost town at this time of morning, and the only people I see are the resort employees setting up the beach chairs and the receptionist who checked us in yesterday at the front desk.

      She waves from behind the desk. “Good morning. How is the honeymoon treating you so far?” She waves from behind the desk.

      Honeymoon. Fucking Drew. “It’s wonderful. Thank you. The suite is magnificent.”

      She smiles her toothy grin. “We love to hear it. Have you thought about any excursions while you’re here? Maybe surprise the Mrs.?”

      “What type of excursions do you offer? Anything you recommend?”

      She pulls a binder out from under the desk and flips to the middle. “We have everything from nature hikes to renting private yachts. Personally, my favorite to recommend is going out on a catamaran for snorkeling and lunch. This particular one guarantees sightings of sea turtles, or you get your money back.”

      She hands me the brochure from her binder, and I already know Misha would love this before reviewing the information.

      “When is the next available trip?”

      “Today. The bus leaves at ten thirty.”

      I slide the brochure across the counter. “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s almost nine before Misha is even vertical. I’ve already finished my run, showered, and gotten coffee for the pair of us. I’m on the balcony, checking my emails while I wait for her to come out and join me.

      There is an email from Natasha for a request from a new client for next month. The client wants to book me for an entire week and then three nights a week for the remainder of the month. The money will be good, but that means less time at the coffeehouse.

      And less time with Misha.

      The closer I get to Misha, the more I’m torn about continuing to work for Natasha. The money is too good, and it’s needed to keep Carrisa in school … but I can’t take these women out if I’m going to be with Misha.

      “Good morning,” Misha mumbles as she shuffles to the chair beside me.

      “Mornin’. Here, I got you coffee.”

      I hand her the cup, and she takes it with a brief, “Thanks.”

      “I don’t snore,” Misha grumbles from her chair, which snaps me out of my thoughts.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Your confession.”

      She’s scowling at her coffee cup, and I can’t help but grin.

      This morning, I wrote, Your snoring is cute.

      “You do.”

      She huffs and sips on her coffee. “Whatever. What a gentleman you are to point it out.”

      Her grumpiness makes me chuckle. She’s definitely not a morning person.

      “Damn, I’m going to call you Morning Monster.”

      She’s practically stabbing me with her eyes. I decide to leave her alone for a few minutes to wake up and enjoy her coffee. It’s not long after that when she comes around.

      “What do you want to do today?”

      “I have a surprise. We need to be ready and downstairs to meet the shuttle at ten thirty.”

      She perks up at the mention of a surprise. “A surprise? What time is it now?”

      “A little after nine.”

      “Do I need to bring anything or wear something particular?”

      “Wear your bathing suit under your clothes. Bring your towel, sunblock, and GoPro.”

      “Can I have a hint of what we’re doing?”

      I can tell she’s excited, and I’m not sure I can hold off on the reveal until we’re on the shuttle.

      “We’re going snorkeling in an area that is quite popular with the sea turtle population.”

      “No way!” She hops from her chair and squeals. “Shut up! We’ll see turtles?”

      “It’s a really good possibility.”

      She jumps into my lap and hugs me, and I’m laughing from her giddiness.

      “I will cry if I see a turtle.” She grabs the sides of my face and kisses me. “Thank you,” she whispers against my lips.

      I lean forward and capture her mouth again, this time deepening the kiss. These kisses are turning more heated each time, and it’s becoming harder to keep my desires for more at bay. She must feel the same because when I pull away, she whimpers at the loss of contact.

      She stares at me for a long beat before standing quickly and retreating back to the room. “I’m going to get ready. Do we have time for breakfast?”

      “Yes, if you hurry.”

      She shuts the bathroom door behind her, and my head falls against the chair. If she was that excited for just the possibility of seeing turtles, how is she going to be if we actually do?
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        * * *

      

      “Jake, this is the most amazing moment of my life.”

      Misha is surrounded by two large sea turtles and three very small sea turtles, all of which have been hanging with her for the last half hour. The smile on her face is like no other that I’ve ever seen. If her jaw and cheeks aren’t sore right now, I’d be very surprised. I’ve taken so many pictures that she’ll be able to make a scrapbook of this excursion alone.

      “They obviously like you. None of the other turtles are hanging with anyone else.” I nod to the two other groups who are on the trip with us.

      “It’s because these turtles know that I’m awesome.” She feigns sarcasm and then giggles. “I have no idea why they’re chilling with me, but I’m not complaining.”

      “I’m going to grab a drink from the boat. Do you need anything?” I ask her.

      She can’t take her eyes off the turtles. “No, I’m good. There’s no way I’m leaving this water until they make me. Oh! While you’re up there, can you take a picture with your phone and send it to Drew? He’s really going to hate us now.”

      “He’ll get over it when we give him the spa gift card.” I swim back to the boat and find my phone in Misha’s bag.

      I take a few pictures of her with the turtles, and thanks to Wi-Fi aboard the boat, I’m able to send them to Drew with the caption, Everyone loves Misha.

      I grab a bottle of water and watch her swim from the turtles, only to be followed by them again. Her laughter is like soothing music, and I could listen to it for the rest of my life.

      My phone dings in my hand, and it’s a text from Natasha.

      Natasha: I need you to answer the email about the potential new client ASAP.

      Shit.

      I glance down at the water.

      Misha’s eyes find mine, and her smile widens. “You coming back in?”

      “I’ll be there in a few.”

      She nods and focuses back on her new friends. While she’s occupied, I decide to answer the email.

      Natasha,

      I have to respectfully decline the new client’s request. In fact, I’m going to decline all requests going forward. Effective today, I officially resign from Cordial Companions Incorporated.

      You said I would know when it was time to give this up, and you were right. Right now, I’m sitting on a boat in the Caribbean, off the coast of Curaçao, watching the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on swim with sea turtles. Occasionally, she glances at me, and I’m the recipient of her breathtaking smile. I can’t help but wonder how in the hell an angel such as her was put into my life, but I’m not going to do anything to have her taken away. She and I promised to take the relationship slow, but I’m failing miserably. I’m falling, and it’s happening fast. If I get my heart broken, then shame on me … but she’s worth going all in for.

      Thank you for everything you did for me when I was in the worst time of my life. I’ll always consider you a close friend, and I will be here if you ever need anything.

      All the best,

      Jake

      Once I press Send, I feel as if I can breathe for the first time since meeting Misha. I have no guilt, no reservations, no barriers. There’s absolutely nothing holding me back from being with her in the way I’ve been imagining over the last few weeks.

      I shove the phone in the bag and jump into the ocean, ready to get back to vacation.

      Misha swims up to me with a cute pout. “My friends decided to move along.”

      I hug her to me, and it feels so damn good to have her body against mine. “I’m sorry, but I’m glad I have your attention now.”

      “Jealous of turtles?” she teases.

      “Well, they were getting all my girl’s time.”

      Her eyebrow quirks, and she tries not to smile. “Your girl? I thought we were taking this slow … that we were friends.” There is a teasing tone to her voice.

      “We are taking this slow even though it’s so fucking painful.” My mouth covers hers, and a tiny moan escapes her throat before I pull back slightly. “But let me ask you, Misha … do your other friends know that you taste like strawberries? Do you kiss all your friends like you kiss me?”

      Her eyes are full of lust, and if we were back in the room, I’m sure there wouldn’t be anything slow going on. “What does this mean?”

      “I’m not calling you my friend anymore because what I feel for you is way more than that. Call it what you will, but don’t insult this by calling it friendship.”

      The corners of her mouth turn upward. “Are you asking me to be your girl?”

      “Maybe I am … but before I do, I want you to know one thing: I’m all in. I don’t fuck around. We can go slow, but you should know that you’re the only person I’ll be with, and I expect the same.”

      She nods. She understands what I’m saying without me needing to say it. “I’m not her … I promise you that you’re it.” She wraps her arms around my neck and gives me a half-smile. “Promise, if we break up, you won’t fall in love with my sister?”

      “I promise. There’s no fucking way.”

      “Then, we should be good.” She kisses my cheek and then hugs me. “Thank you for today. This is seriously the best day ever.”

      Couldn’t agree more.
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      Jake confirmed this afternoon that our feelings are the same, that this relationship has definitely turned into more than friendship. Being in a new relationship is fun and exciting, but all too often, people rush to get to all the firsts. I want things just to happen. No rushing. Just to have fun and take our time.

      While I’m getting ready for dinner, Drew is on FaceTime. I prop my phone against the mirror while I put my makeup on.

      “I’m still pissy that the turtles were all up on you. If I had been there, they would have loved me more.”

      “You’re just jealous. We had a bond. You would have been chopped liver. Anyway, how are your bumps? Your face looks like you’re clearing up a little.”

      He doesn’t look like a teenage boy with a bad case of acne anymore, which seems promising.

      “I’m actually feeling much better. They’re not nearly as itchy as they were two days ago. Most are scabbed over. I was able to work from home today.”

      “Did they exile you from the office?”

      “Yep. They don’t want to scare off any customers. I’m okay with working from home in my boxers. Whatever.” He watches me finish my makeup, and when I take my hair down from my clip, he groans.

      “What?”

      “Please tell me you’re not going to straighten that gorgeous mane of hair. Put a little of that serum in and go natural. Jake will go crazy.”

      With one look in the mirror, I nearly cringe at the thought. “Drew, my hair needs its own area code.”

      “Girl, please trust me. Just the thought of it is making me half-hard.”

      I scrunch my nose at my phone. “It’s only because you wish you had long, curly hair.”

      “Bitch, you don’t realize how lucky you are. Do it. Pronto.”

      Rolling my eyes, I decide to give it a shot. Even after straightening my hair, it turns wavy after an hour outside anyway. I fuss with my hair until I think it looks half-decent, but Drew is actually squealing.

      “Oh my God, your hair looks phenomenal! The Caribbean air is so good for you!”

      I laugh him off. I pick up the two dresses I’ve narrowed down to wear tonight and hold them up for Drew. “Okay, which one? The red maxi dress or short white dress?”

      His eyes recognize the white dress from our shopping trip last summer in New York, and his mouth drops. “White! You’d better wear that white one! You look so damn hot in that one!”

      The red dress goes back on the hook, and I turn the phone facedown on the counter while I change into the dress.

      “Hey, what’s that for?” Drew’s voice is mumbled.

      Once the dress is on, I pick the phone up and give him a knowing glare. “If you had left freaking underwear in my bag, I wouldn’t have had to do that, would I?”

      “I’m not interested in seeing your snatch. Now, put me down and back up some more so I can see the look I’ve created.”

      When I slip on my heels, I do as Drew asked until I could see myself fully in the phone.

      “Twirl,” Drew demands.

      I do as I was asked and then hold my hands up. “Well?”

      “Misha, you know I’m your very best friend in the world, and I would never lie to you, right?”

      Okay, this is scaring me. “Yeah …”

      “Sweetheart, I’ve never seen you look more beautiful than you do at this very moment. You’re glowing, and there’s no amount of makeup you can wear to get that look. There isn’t a special outfit to bring it out of you. You look so happy, and I think it has to do with the guy who’s taking you to dinner tonight.”

      I get an awkward feeling at Drew’s words and probably because it’s true. I do feel happy, and as corny as it sounds, it does show.

      “Thank you for the help. I wish you could be here.”

      “I’m not supposed to be there. Everything happens for a reason, and you are where you are meant to be and with who you’re meant to be with. Enjoy your evening. You deserve it.”

      I blow him a kiss and end the call. Taking one last look in the mirror, I inhale a deep breath for courage. I hope Jake’s reaction is similar to Drew’s.

      I step out of the bathroom and our bedroom and into the living room.

      Jake glances up at me from the television, and he takes in a sharp breath. “Goddamn, Misha,” he says quietly as he stands.

      Seriously, I could say the same about him. He has on a white button-down linen shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and fitted dark slacks.

      “You look very handsome.” I don’t trust my shaking legs to walk the distance to him. I lean against the doorframe of the bedroom and watch him walk slowly to me, letting his eyes roam over my body, inch by inch.

      “I don’t know if there is a word strong enough to describe how breathtaking I think you look right now.”

      The tone of awe in his voice breaks my skin out in goose bumps. “I think you’ve made your point.” I smile.

      When he is finally standing in front of me, his hand comes up to my hair, and he runs his fingers through it. “Is this natural?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s gorgeous. You should do it like this more often.” He leans down and kisses my cheek, and his stubble scratches against my skin. He notices when I jump at the unexpected roughness. “I should go shave,” he mentions.

      I put my hand on his cheek and shake my head. “Please don’t. I like the way it feels.”

      He gives me a wicked smile, and I’m sure we are probably thinking along the same wavelength. “How about we head to dinner before we don’t make it out of this room at all tonight?”

      Although staying here and using that entire economy-sized box of condoms Drew packed sounds more enticing, I take his extended hand and opt for dinner instead.
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        * * *

      

      The oceanside bar is packed by the time we finish dinner, and the only available seats are located around the bar. Jake and I order drinks and watch the band playing.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. We are so happy you have joined us this evening for a night of music. Tonight’s theme is Sultry Sunday, only the sexiest music of the last few decades to spice up your night. Grab your partner or a stranger if you’re single and hit the sand for some dancing. Maybe you’ll find love while on vacation. If you have a request for your favorite song about sex, let us know, and we’ll do our best to accommodate.”

      Jake looks over to me and grins. “Sultry Sunday? Was it your plan to seduce me this entire time?”

      I cross my arms and pout. “I can’t believe you figured me out. Since we got here, it has been my intention to have the band play sexy music, and then I was going to get you drunk and take advantage of you. I need to come up with a new plan and quick.”

      He puts his hand on my leg and leans into me. “Sweetheart, if you want to take advantage of me, you don’t have to get me drunk. I’ll willingly do whatever you want.”

      He places a kiss on my lips and sits back but leaves his hand on my bare leg. My skin is tingling under his touch, and I can only imagine how I would react if his hands were to roam elsewhere.

      The band plays a wide array of songs, everything from Marvin Gaye’s “Let’s Get It On” to Selena Gomez’s “Can’t Keep My Hands to Myself.” I’m thoroughly enjoying listening to the band and watching the others dance. The evening is relaxing and fun.

      When the opening chords to Usher’s “Nice & Slow” begin, Jake stands and extends his hand. “Dance with me.”

      I glance at his outstretched hand and shake my head. “You should really learn to ask a girl to dance.”

      “And I’ve told you before, if I ask, it gives you the opportunity to say no. I want nothing more at this moment than to dance with the most beautiful woman in Curaçao, and I can’t chance her saying no.” He grins.

      Damn it, when he says swoony things like that, I can’t say no. “You’re smooth.”

      He walks us to the edge of the boardwalk, and I slip my heels off and step down into the sand.

      He slides his arms around my waist and pulls me flush against his front. “No escaping,” he whispers.

      I lock my hands behind his neck and sway slowly along to the music. “This is an interesting song choice to dance to.”

      “Definitely appropriate.” He leans down, and his lips brush against my ear. “It reminds me that we promised to take things slow … because right now, I’m losing my goddamn mind.”

      Goose bumps cover my entire body at his words. “If we were in our room right now, you mean to tell me you wouldn’t be able to hold back?”

      His fingers tighten around my hips, almost painfully. “Unless you told me to … no. I think I’d have a really hard time keeping my cool.”

      “Are you saying that if we were alone, you’d fuck me right now?” He inhales a sharp breath and curses against my neck, so I continue, “Would you take me to the bed? Against the wall? Or bend me over the table and fuck me from behind because we couldn’t wait another minute?”

      “Goddamn it, Misha.” Jake pushes his forehead to mine, and his eyes are on fire. “Don’t fucking tease me if you’re not ready. I’m so close to breaking.”

      Oh, I’m ready to break him.

      “Or you could take me right here, just lift up my dress … I’m not wearing panties.”

      His wild eyes glance at the space between our hips, and he swallows hard. His hand slides up my leg and disappears under my dress. When his finger brushes against my bare mound, his jaw clenches, and he exhales roughly. “Get your shoes and start walking to the room. Now.” His voice is commanding, and it makes me even more turned on.

      I do as he said. I pick my shoes up and slip them on. I take each step a little slower than usual, and he follows right behind me. I reach for his hand, but he nods in front of me.

      “Keep walking, Misha.” His tone is angry, and I’m suddenly worried that I pissed him off instead of turned him on.

      When we reach the door to our room, he swipes the room key and pushes the door open for me.

      I nervously walk in and wait for the door to close before I turn around. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I thought—”

      Jake presses me against the wall and slams his mouth onto mine. One of his hands wraps around me, and the other disappears under my dress and right between my legs. I gasp at his thumb circling my clit, and his kiss becomes harder.

      My hands find his belt, and I fumble through undoing his pants, which is much harder while his thick fingers are pushing inside of me. I tug his pants and boxers down and wrap my hand around his impressive cock. He gasps and bites my lip, and I can’t take it anymore.

      I push off the wall and walk us into the living room, where I shove him down onto a chair. He grabs me and pulls me onto his lap, and I go willingly. His mouth is back on mine, and his hardness is pressed against my core. I’m sliding against him, sparks of pleasure causing my clit to throb, and his hands are on my ass, squeezing painfully.

      “No more teasing.” He lifts me and guides me onto him, inch by thick, glorious inch.

      When he’s completely inside, I lean backward and close my eyes. “Oh my God, I’m so full.”

      He pulls me back to him and presses his forehead to mine. “Stay right here with me. I’ve waited a while for this. I need to see you while I feel you.”

      I wrap my arms around him, and he starts steadily rocking into me, but it doesn’t take long for it to become more frenzied. Jake’s eyes are on mine the entire time, never looking anywhere else, which only adds to the intensity.

      An orgasm quickly builds, and I feel it over my entire body. My toes curl in my shoes, and my fingernails dig into his back through his shirt. I’ve never wanted anyone as badly as I’ve wanted Jake for the last few weeks. The intense craving finally being satisfied is too sweet.

      “Misha … goddamn. Never been this good,” he pants against my lips.

      I nod. “You’re so deep. I’m already close.”

      “So fucking sexy. I can’t wait to feel you explode around me.”

      After only another few thrusts, I’m shattering into a million tiny pieces, and I feel like there is a good possibility I might very well black out.

      “Come back to me, baby … let me see those eyes,” I hear Jake say through my high, and I open my heavy eyes to see his burning dark. “There she is. I’m there with you.”

      I feel him pulsate within me, and I kiss him through his orgasm, rocking gently to prolong the waves of pleasure. He’s kissing me harder and deeper than ever, and I could very well have another orgasm just from this alone.

      Jake stills my hips by wrapping his strong arms around my lower back and holding me flush against him. “Misha … that was intense.” His voice is hoarse with lust.

      Although I just had by far the strongest orgasm of my life, my body is begging for a second round.

      “Definitely,” I agree by fluttering kisses across his jaw. I’m rewarded with a groan that I can feel vibrate against my chest.

      “We didn’t use a condom,” he points out.

      His realization pours ice-cold water over the fire burning between us. I feel him still inside me, unsheathed by protection. I’ve never had sex without a condom, even with Noah, the man I thought for sure I would be with for my entire life. It was his golden rule that we always used a condom despite that I was on birth control.

      My mouth goes dry, and anxiety tightens around my throat. “I … I’ve never done that before.”

      He notices my concern and rubs a hand up and down my back. “I’m clean. You don’t have to worry about STDs.”

      “Me too.”

      He looks as if he’s holding back asking the one question I know he has to be thinking. “I’m on birth control. I have an IUD. We’re safe there.”

      I try to stand to put some distance between us, but he grips my hips and slides back into me. I close my eyes at the full feeling once more and put my head on his shoulder to catch my breath. The last thing I want to do is start grinding against him again while we’re having this conversation.

      “Do you think I’m worried about that? You getting pregnant?”

      “Well … yeah.”

      “Eyes back here, sweetheart.”

      I lift my head from his shoulder and focus back on him.

      “Misha, I know that birth control is not one hundred percent effective. When I make the decision to have sex with someone, I’m very aware that even with birth control and a condom, there is still a small chance she could become pregnant. So, needless to say, I don’t have sex with many people. That is not something I’m concerned about when it comes to you.”

      That was definitely not what I expected him to say. That’s usually the first thing most guys think about in a situation such as this; however, Jake has proven he’s not like most guys.

      “Then, why does it look like there’s more you want to say?”

      He leans forward and softly brushes his lips across mine. “There is so much I want to say … to do … but I need to slow myself down. But for now”—he lifts me by the waist until he’s at my entrance, and then he slides me back down his entire length—“I’d like to take you to bed and properly worship your body like I’ve imagined for weeks.”

      The seductive, steady roll of his hips could persuade me to do just about anything at the moment. I moan against his plump lips, and he wastes no time in standing with me in his arms and taking me into the bedroom.
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      Addicted.

      In the last eight hours, I’ve had more sex than I’ve had in years, but it hasn’t even begun to scratch the itch I have for Misha.

      Not to mention, it’s by far the best sex of my entire life.

      Misha was still sleeping when I left to get us coffee, and the alone time is needed to clear my head. It’s been years since I’ve felt this type of connection with someone, and if I’m being honest with myself, it scares me a bit. I’m falling pretty fast for her, definitely faster than I fell for my ex-wife. Maybe it’s because I yearn for that closeness again, for love. But without a doubt, these feelings are fucking intense.

      The resort’s small café is just opening for the day when I walk up to the counter. The barista takes my order and wastes no time in making my drinks. I’d hire him in a hot second if he were to walk in my coffeehouse.

      “You’re fast. I’m impressed,” I compliment when he slides the two cups across the counter.

      “You’re on vacation. You don’t want to spend time waiting for drinks when you could be on the beach.” He chuckles.

      “I like the way you think. Do you have a pen or a marker?”

      He hands me a Sharpie and watches as I scribble my confession on the lid. When I hand the Sharpie back to him, he tries to conceal a grin.

      “Have a good day.”

      When I enter our room, much to my surprise, the bed is empty. Misha’s sitting on the balcony, and she is absolutely breathtaking. She’s wearing my shirt from last night, and her hair is in a messy pile on top of her head. I’ll be damned; she looks sexy as fuck. She smiles at me in greeting, and I already have the urge to take her back to bed.

      Instead, I lean down and kiss her. “Mornin’.”

      She hums at our contact. “Good morning. I missed you in bed.”

      “To be honest, I thought I’d be back before you woke up.”

      She takes her cup and scoots forward, so I can sit behind her. Then, she leans her back against my chest and wiggles to get comfortable. When she looks down at the lid, her hand covers her mouth to hide a giggle.

      I love the way you taste. Everywhere.

      “Jake …” Her cheeks are growing pink, but I notice as she presses her thighs together.

      Leaning forward, I kiss her neck, and she instantly moves to give me full access.

      “I swear, Misha, I feel like I can’t get enough right now.”

      “Me too,” she pants.

      My hand moves over her smooth knee and nudges her legs apart. Fingers trail up her soft inner thigh, causing her skin to break out in goose bumps. My hand disappears under the shirt when it reaches the apex of her thighs, and a shiver shakes her body against mine.

      “You’re teasing me,” she accuses.

      “You don’t like to be teased?” I grin against her neck.

      She squirms to get my hand closer where she needs it most, and when my thumb brushes against her bare mound, she gasps.

      “It’s torture.” A sexy whine passes her lips.

      My erection throbs painfully. “What’s torture is you not wearing panties.”

      A giggle bubbles from her throat. “Blame Drew. He unpacked all my panties.”

      Brushing my thumb along her slit, I find she’s already slick with desire. “Maybe you should thank Drew for giving me convenient access.”

      I easily plunge two fingers deep inside her, and her back arches against me as she lets out a loud moan.

      “Shh …” I hush against her ear. “We’re on the balcony. Anyone walking by will hear you.”

      Her head turns, and she crashes her mouth against mine. She kisses me hungrily as I slide my digits in and out. My thumb circles her clit, and I swallow her whimpers while she digs her nails into my thighs.

      “I want you,” she whispers against my lips.

      There’s nothing more that I want in this moment. She removes my hand from between her legs, and in one swift move, she has my shorts pulled down my thighs and is crawling into my lap. I grab her hips and help lower her onto my cock, and we both cry out as she slides down so goddamn slow.

      “Fuck … ride me, sweetheart.”

      She pushes me into the chair and grabs my shoulders for leverage. Her hips grind against mine, and from this angle, I’m so fucking deep. Misha’s eyes flutter shut, but I squeeze my fingertips hard into the back of her thighs.

      “Keep them open and on me. I want to see you.”

      She focuses her gaze on me, and her eyes burn with lust. Misha’s nipples are hard against the fabric of the shirt, needing attention. I undo the top two buttons and expose both her full breasts. While she grinds on my cock, I take her breast in my mouth and swirl my tongue on the hardened bud.

      “Oh my … Jake … I don’t know if I can keep quiet,” she cries.

      Despite her warning, I switch to her other breast and tug on her nipple with my teeth. Her head falls backward, and I wrap my arms around her torso to continue my assault. Misha’s hands fists into my hair and tugs until my mouth is free of her breast, only to replace it with her tongue. Her pace is hurried now, and I can feel her walls beginning to tighten around me. I’m not far off either, and with a few more thrusts, she’s exploding around me. Her spasms cause me to combust, and we’re both riding out the orgasmic waves together.

      Misha rests her damp forehead on mine. “Is it always going to feel this good? Or is it just because this is new?”

      “It’s us, Misha. No matter where we are, when we do that, it’s going to be that amazing because it’s you and me.”

      “We just had sex outside, on our balcony. Someone could have heard us.” She giggles at the realization of what we just did.

      “And if they did, they’re jealous. Besides, isn’t that what honeymooners do?”

      “We’re definitely playing the part.” She buttons up her shirt and moves off my lap. “I’ll be right back.”

      Once she’s inside, I pull my shorts over my hips and stand to stretch.

      The resort is beginning to come alive with guests walking the beach, and even a few have claimed their cabanas for the day. We’re almost at the halfway point in our trip, and I’m nowhere ready to go home, to face the real world. We’ve both been so relaxed since arriving in Curaçao, especially Misha. She left the hurt and betrayal caused by Mandy back in the States, which has allowed her to relax. My concern is when we arrive home, I’ll lose this carefree Misha, and she’ll decide that this isn’t what she wants.

      That I’m not what she wants.

      Arms slide around my waist from behind, and I cover her hands with mine.

      “Everything okay?” she asks.

      “Yes, couldn’t be better.”

      Her phone rings on her chair, and she groans while still wrapped around me. “It can wait.”

      I pull her hands to my lips and kiss the back of each. “Answer your phone and have your coffee. I’ll go inside and check my email.”

      She’s pouting when she answers the FaceTime request. “Good morning, Drew.”

      Drew doesn’t respond for a long beat. “Misha? You’re awake before nine and not biting my head off? And you seem pleasant …”

      Misha just smiles and then brings the coffee cup to her lips.

      Realization takes over Drew’s face, and his mouth drops. “Oh my God … your cheeks are flushed, and you have just fucked hair.”

      “I got out of bed not too long ago.”

      “And you’re wearing his wrinkled shirt! Misha, you fucked HAF J!” Drew yells his accusations, which I’m sure can be heard by anyone in a half-mile radius.

      “Shh! Calm down!” Misha laughs.

      “And you’re not denying it. All right, girl, spill. I want the story, and don’t you dare skimp out on any fucking detail. Tell me all the things, you little whore.”

      This is definitely a conversation not meant for my ears.

      “And that’s my cue to go. I’m going to read emails and give the coffeehouse a call to check in.”

      Misha nods and pulls me to her. A kiss I expected to be brief turns heated quickly, and for a moment, I forget Drew is on the phone until I hear him whistle.

      “Hey, Drew.”

      “Damn, you two are on fire.” He fans himself.

      To give her privacy for her phone call, I retreat to the living room and sit on the couch. Before calling the coffeehouse, I check my email on my phone and find a response from Natasha in regard to my resignation.

      Jake,

      I knew it was only a matter of time, and honestly, I thought it would have happened much sooner than it did. Enjoy your newfound happiness. If anyone deserves it, it’s you.

      —Natasha

      It’s as if the weight of the world has been lifted off my shoulders. That chapter of my life has closed, and a new one has opened. One with a beautiful girl who loves my cheesy confessions on her coffee cups.

      For the first time in years, I remember what happiness feels like … and it feels fucking phenomenal.
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      Lines of storms began hitting the island this evening, and they’ve been relentless. Loud thunder cracks over the sounds of heavy rain, and bright streaks of lightning dance across the black sky. Misha and I are enjoying a lazy night of conversation in bed, entwined with one another.

      Misha is tracing her finger along the ripples of my abs. “Tell me about your family.”

      “I have a younger sister, Carrisa, who is in college in New York for interior design. She’s a good kid. I’m proud of her. It’s just the two of us.”

      Her finger pauses against my skin. “What about your parents?”

      “My mom died of cancer around four years ago. Dad bailed on us when she got sick.”

      “Jake, I’m really sorry.”

      “You didn’t know.” I run my fingers through her wavy hair in reassurance. “It was breast cancer. She got sick after I graduated college. Carrisa was around twelve. My dad … he checked out when Mom was diagnosed. Said he couldn’t stand to see the love of his life die, that it would kill him. He thought it was better to leave before we really hit the rough patches. As devastated as my mom was, she never gave up.

      “She fought and kicked cancer’s ass once. She was in remission for two and a half years, during which she purchased Mama Java’s. Mom was thriving, living her best life in that coffeehouse. My father tried coming back at that time, to which my mother quickly shooed him away, saying, ‘If you can’t love me at my worst, then I won’t love you at my best.’

      “I was so fucking proud.

      “Cancer has a habit of sneaking back into your life when you least expect it, which is what happened. Mom found out the cancer had returned, and this time, it was in her bones. The doctors told her treatments would only give her a few more months, but refused them.  She didn’t want her last months to be plagued with chemo and its unbearable side effects. Luckily, she was able to live as normally as possible until three days leading up to her death. That’s what she wanted.”

      Misha’s hand finds mine, lacing our fingers together. “I didn’t realize Mama Java’s was her baby.”

      “Carrisa and I almost sold it, but I couldn’t at the last minute. Mom loved that coffeehouse, and it’s really grown on me over the years.”

      “I think that’s awesome. I admire your dedication.”

      “My dedication is what Tessa blamed for her infidelity. I was working long hours at Mama Java’s every day when Mom got sick again. And if I wasn’t at the coffeehouse, I was checking in on Mom. Tessa said that was why she started to depend on Brandon and eventually sleeping with him. Brandon had a different story, saying he and Tessa had been sleeping together since before we were married. Everything came to light about a month after Mom passed away. It was a triple punch in the gut; I lost my mom, wife, and best friend at one time.”

      I didn’t plan on telling Misha all of this so soon, but the words come easy with her. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to turn the night somber.”

      “Don’t apologize. I was the one who asked. You’ve had some pretty shitty cards dealt to you in life, and yet you’re still standing strong. I think you’re amazing, Jake.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “Well, I do, and as much as I hate that you went through everything, it’s led you to right here, and I’m happy about that.”

      She presses a kiss to my lips, and I shift, so my body is covering hers.

      With a smooth thrust of my hips, I’m inside her. “We’re definitely on the same page.”
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      Now that Jake and I are back from vacation and actually dating, spending time together is more difficult than we both imagined it would be. We spend as much time as we can together, but with my hectic schedule now that wedding season is upon us and since he’s pulling more hours at the coffee shop, there have been times we end up not seeing each other for a week or more. Although I miss him, this gives me a nice balance. I’m still able to focus on baking, go to the gym with Drew, and visit my parents.

      That being said, I still haven’t been to my parents’ house for family dinner since Mandy dropped the bombshell that she was dating Noah. I see my parents weekly, just not while Mandy is there. While visiting with my parents last week, I confessed that I had a new boyfriend. My mom was so excited that she made me promise to bring him by.

      After talking to Jake about it, I think I’m finally ready to go back to family dinner, and he’s coming along tonight.

      Besides Noah, Jake is the only guy I’ve ever brought home. Mandy has brought her share of guys through the front door, but I’ve never wanted to bring home a guy unless I knew the relationship was going somewhere. With Jake, at first, we promised to take this relationship slow, but since Curaçao, it’s been anything but.

      Bentley is excited that I’m coming to dinner tonight, so much so that he’s texted me several times today to ensure I won’t back out. I’ve reassured him each time that I will be there and that I am bringing an apple pie—his favorite—and a guest. I’m sure he thinks I’m just bringing Drew.

      On the drive to my parents’ house, I nervously tap on my steering wheel along to the beat of the song on the radio.

      Jake reaches over and puts his hand over mine. “You seem a little anxious.”

      His assessment is spot-on.

      “A little?”

      He chuckles. “It will be fine. Shouldn’t I be the one who’s nervous?”

      Drew laughs from the backseat. “Yes, you should be. Why aren’t you?”

      “I figure there’s no way that I can be hated as much as Noah was when Mandy brought him to dinner, so I should look like an angel.”

      Drew laughs harder. “You definitely have a point. I really wish I could have been there that night. I love awkward moments.”

      “Thanks, friend,” I toss over my shoulder.

      Jake laces his fingers through mine and holds my hand for the rest of the drive. When we pull into the driveway, I find everyone has arrived, except Mandy. For a brief moment, I begin to hope that Mandy won’t come tonight. The thought of seeing Noah and Mandy together again causes my stomach to churn, but I breathe through it.

      “In case we need to make an emergency exit, I parked behind Bentley, so we’re not blocked in.”

      Jake laughs loudly. “Misha, calm down. I promise it will be fine. Just think, the sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get back to your place and …” He trails off as his lips meet mine.

      I wish I could skip over this damn dinner and get to the good stuff. His hand is tangled in my hair when Drew flicks our cheeks.

      “Come on, you horny teenagers. Get inside.”

      As we’re getting out of the car, I notice Bentley walking toward us.

      “Oh, Mish … your fine-as-fuck brother … mmm,” Drew growls from behind me.

      Drew’s always had a crush on Bentley and not necessarily kept it secret. Bentley usually dismisses the comments without anything more than an eye roll.

      Bentley hugs me after I shut the door. “Finally, you return to dinner. And you’ve brought a friend.”

      “Bentley, this is Jake, my boyfriend. Jake, this is my brother, Bentley.”

      Jake extends his hand, but Bentley just looks at it. I punch his arm, and finally, he shakes Jake’s hand.

      “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you,” Jake says.

      Bentley eyes him up. “I’ve heard absolutely nothing about you, so I can’t say the same.”

      “Bentley!” I scold.

      Bentley starts laughing. “I’m kidding. It’s nice to meet you, man. Come on inside.”

      “Hi, Bentley. We’ve got the pie Misha baked for you,” Drew says from behind us while we’re walking in the house.

      Bentley turns around and nods at him, and then he disappears into the living room.

      “He nodded at me, Mish. Did you see that?” Drew swoons. He pushes the pie into my hands and follows Bentley into the living room.

      Jake and I walk into the kitchen, where Mom and Ally are placing snacks in bowls. I put the pie on the counter and they look up from the food.

      Ally gasps when she sees me. “Misha’s here!” She runs around the island and hugs me. “Oh my God, he’s gorgeous!” she whispers into my ear.

      Mom squeals and runs straight to Jake. “Oh, it’s so nice to meet you, Jake! I’ve heard nothing but amazing things about you. Come here!”

      Her short stature brings her head to his chest as her arms hug him around the waist. Jake is a good sport, hugging her back.

      “Thank you for inviting me to dinner. Misha tells me you’re an excellent cook.”

      Mom waves him off, blushing. Actually blushing. “Nonsense. It’s just a few things I’ve picked up over the years.”

      Ally leans over to me. “I think your mom is flirting with your boyfriend. It’s cute … and a little uncomfortable.”

      Mom finally notices me and holds her arms out. “Oh, Misha! Sweetheart, I’m so happy you’re here.” While she’s hugging me close to her, she whispers a little too loudly, “He’s so cute!!”

      Ally, Jake, and I all laugh.

      “I think so too, Mom,” I tell her. “So … is Mandy not coming?” I decide to ask.

      “She’ll be here soon. She had to work.”

      So much for Mandy not showing up.

      She hands me a bowl of pretzels and a bowl of chips. “Do you mind taking these to the boys, honey? You can introduce Jake to your father.”

      I take the bowls, and Jake follows me into the living room where Dad, Bentley, and Drew are watching baseball.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      Dad glances from the TV to Jake and then to me. “Hey, kiddo. Who do you have here?”

      “This is Jake, my boyfriend.”

      Jake shakes his hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      Dad raises his eyebrows. “Huh. Do you like baseball?”

      Jake’s smile lights up his entire face. “I do.”

      “Who’s your team?”

      “The Bluebirds, of course,” Jake states proudly.

      “Good answer. Sit down and watch the game. It’s only the third inning, but we’re winning. Jace Jackson hit a solo home run last inning, and Ryan Cruz’s pitching is spot-on tonight,” Dad responds.

      Jake sits beside Drew on the opposite end of the sectional. “We have the team to win us the series again this year as long as they stay focused. We have the best pitching in the league, and our bats are on fire. Baseball is as much mental as it is physical.”

      Dad glances at Jake, and I know that look; he’s impressed. Jake actually knows what he’s talking about, not just pretending like he watches the game to get Dad to like him.

      “You’re right. I think that’s why they lost those two years in the play-offs. They got psyched out and choked. I was so relieved when they won last year. My heart couldn’t have taken another loss.” Dad grunts and then finishes his beer. “I’m going to grab another beer. You want one?”

      “Sure.”

      “I want one,” Drew interjects.

      Dad raises a brow at Drew. “Are your legs broken, boy?”

      “His aren’t!” Drew argues.

      “He’s a guest in my house,” Dad says.

      Drew huffs, “And what am I?”

      “You always keep coming back, and nobody knows why.” Dad laughs.

      “Dad, be nice. I’ll grab you guys a round,” I offer and head to the kitchen. I pull three beer bottles from the fridge and pop the tops when I hear the front door open.

      “Great,” I mumble under my breath.

      Mom puts her arm around me. “Honey, I know it has to sting to see them together. It’s not worth spending time with the rest of your family though. I don’t agree with what Mandy has done, but that’s not my decision to make. I can’t tell her what’s right and wrong anymore. She’s an adult. But I want you to know that I’m proud of you and how you’re handling this. You’re the bigger person by coming here and facing it.”

      “Jake helped convince me. He said I shouldn’t allow her to dictate my life. Family dinner is a tradition I look forward to, so if I don’t come to it, then she’s ultimately telling me what I can and can’t do. Jake’s definitely giving me more confidence to stand up for myself.”

      Mom smiles. “I like him. I know I’ve spoken only a few words to him, but I can tell he’s a good man from what you’ve told me. I love that he’s encouraging you to be who you are. And he’s so handsome.”

      We both laugh, and I take the beer into the living room, ready to face my sister and Noah. Mandy is sitting on Noah’s lap, glaring at Jake when I walk in the room. I hand Dad, Drew, and Jake their bottles and sit next to Jake. He puts his arm around me and pulls me into his side.

      “Hi, Misha.” Noah smiles.

      “Hey.” I try to smile back, but my facial muscles aren’t cooperating.

      “Oh, I see her vacation has melted her heart enough to make her go from ice princess to just plain, heartless bitch. How nice of her to join us,” Mandy growls.

      “Mandy,” Noah chides her.

      Jake’s grip tightens on me, but I take the opportunity to introduce him to her. “Jake, this is my sister, Mandy. As you can see, she is everything I told you she was.”

      “And probably more.” Drew chuckles before taking a pull of his beer.

      “Enough.” Dad raises his voice. “Mandy, don’t talk to Misha if you’re going to have an attitude tonight. Next remark, and you can go home.”

      Mandy’s cheeks turn red at Dad’s words, but the rest of us keep quiet and watch the game.
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      Drew presses his ear up to the door of Dad’s den. “What do you think they’re talking about in there?”

      I smack his arm. “Stop it. They’ll hear you!” I whisper.

      Drew backs away from the door and takes a seat on the barstool at the island in the kitchen. “They’ve been in there a really long time. Maybe your dad is giving him the talk.”

      “And what talk would that be?”

      “You know, the don’t knock up my daughter before you put a ring on it talk. Dads hate for their daughters to look like hos.”

      “I never got that talk,” Noah chimes in.

      “For which daughter?” Bentley asks dryly.

      “Neither.” Noah rolls his eyes.

      “Enough,” Mom scolds them. She sets freshly baked chocolate chip cookies on the island and then puts her arm around me. “I think he is wonderful. You really have found yourself a good man, Misha. I’m proud of your choice.”

      “Yeah, he’s okay,” I joke.

      “Just okay? Misha, he’s a looker.” She fans herself.

      Part of a cookie falls out of Drew’s mouth as he laughs hysterically.

      Mom crosses her arms. “And what’s so funny? I know you’re thinking the same thing.”

      “And I’m out of here,” Noah says, taking a cookie and leaving.

      “Me too.” Bentley follows.

      Drew picks up the cookie and pops it back in his mouth. “I am actually. He’s sexier than hell. What I would give for one night. Anyway, it was just unexpected to hear you say that.”

      I look between the two of them. “You do realize I am sitting here, right?”

      “What are you guys talking about?” Jake asks from behind us.

      I jump at his voice, not expecting him to walk in on the conversation.

      Mom quickly comes to the rescue. “The anniversary party the kids are throwing for Greg and me in a few weeks. Will you be joining Misha, Jake?”

      He puts his arm around my shoulders. “I will be. I hope that is all right.”

      Mom claps her hands together. “Of course it is. It will be lovely for you to meet some of the extended family.”

      Bentley, Mandy, and I had to tell my parents about the wedding anniversary party that we had planned for them. Dad had been about to book a cruise through Drew for the same weekend, and when we told him he couldn’t go, we had to give him a reason.

      “Are you ready to go?” I ask Jake.

      “Ready if you are.” He hugs my mother and kisses her cheek. “Thank you so much for the delicious dinner, Mrs. Gallagher. I had a great time, meeting the family.”

      Her cheeks turn light red. Again. “The pleasure was all mine. We will see you at the party.”

      Once we’re on the road, I’m bursting to know what was discussed in my dad’s office. “Spill it. What did my dad want to talk to you about?”

      Jake chuckles. “I knew it was only a matter of time before you asked.”

      I grip the steering wheel. “I’m serious. You two were in there for a while.”

      He lifts a brow. “It’s classified information. If I tell you, then—”

      “If you say you’ll have to kill us, then I’m going to throat-punch you. Come on, HAF J. Did he tell you not to knock her up out of wedlock?” Drew asks from the backseat.

      Jake just shakes his head at Drew’s question. “It is between Greg and me. All I’ll say is, he cares about you deeply and wants to make sure you don’t get hurt. That’s something I respect, and I promised him I’d take the best care of you.”

      My heart thumps against my rib cage, and even Drew is affected.

      “Swoon,” he whispers from behind me.

      “Hey, Drew. What does HAF J mean?” Jake questions.

      Through my rearview mirror, I scowl at Drew, which only makes him smile.

      “Not today, Jake … not today.”

      Drew teases.
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      “You look tired.”

      Carrisa glares at me through the screen. “Haven’t you learned anything about women in your thirty-one years of life? You never tell them they look tired. It’s an asshole move.”

      “Watch your mouth. I’m just observing. Have you been going out too much, or is school wearing you down?”

      “Don’t freak out; I haven’t been partying too much. I’m worried I’ve bitten off more than I can chew with my end-of-the-year project. I’m just feeling overwhelmed.”

      Welcome to the real world, kiddo. “I’m sure you’re being hard on yourself. Don’t stress too much; you’ll be fine.”

      “Jake, I’m getting gray hair. Look!” She puts her head to the camera, but all I see is a head full of blonde hair.

      “You’re not even twenty-one yet. Calm down. There’s no gray hair.”

      She sits back in her chair and pouts. “Get my mind off school for a bit. How’s Mama Java’s doing?”

      “It’s been really busy. A few months ago, I started selling baked goods from a local baker, and we can’t keep her stuff in stock. We’ve gained a completely new customer base just from selling her items.” I leave out the little fact that Misha is the baker.

      “That’s really cool. How about the Saturday night concerts? Are they still bringing in crowds?”

      “They really are. Last weekend, we reached the occupancy limit. That was a first.”

      “Amazing. I’m so happy to see Mom’s baby doing so well. She’d be so proud.”

      “Yeah, she would.” If Mom could see how successful Mama Java’s was, she’d be over the moon. The thought puts a smile on my face. “I’ve had this idea for the past few days … would it be possible to do some updates to the kitchen?”

      “At Mama Java’s? Of course.”

      “Actually, I was thinking about at home.”

      Carrisa narrows her eyes at me through the screen. “Why would you want to renovate? You don’t cook anything but frozen pizza. Besides, the house is only two years old. What’s wrong with it?”

      Shit. I knew she would see right through me. “There’s nothing wrong with it. I was thinking of maybe adding a few things. Updating some appliances.”

      A knowing smile crosses her face, and I’m in for it. “This is because of Misha, isn’t it?”

      “Carrisa, don’t.”

      “You have to give me something here, or you’ll need to find someone else to help you.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Mouth!” she scolds me.

      “Fine, it’s for Misha. We don’t get to spend a lot of time together because she’s busy with her baking. If I can renovate the kitchen, I thought maybe she could bake here, so I could see her more.”

      “Whoa, wait a second … is Misha a baker? Are you selling Misha’s items at Mama Java’s?”

      “Yeah …”

      She squeals and bounces in her chair. “Jake, this is fantastic! So romantic. I love this girl, and I haven’t even met her yet. She must be so special for you to go to these extremes.”

      She has no idea.

      It’s been a little over a month since Misha and I have come back from Curaçao, and although we might not see each other often, we talk every opportunity we can. In a way, not being physically together often gives us a chance to get to know each other better because when we are next to one another, there isn’t much talking that happens. With each conversation we have, I fall a little more.

      “Ideally, I want her to be able to do all her baking here. I was thinking about putting in an island, so she’ll have more counter space for decorating. Her best friend sent me Misha’s wish list for when she owns a bakery, so we can work off that.”

      “Oh, this is going to be awesome. When do you want to start?”

      “Yesterday.”

      Carrisa shakes her head with a laugh. “Wow, you’ve got it bad. I’ll work up some sketches. When you pick the plan we’re going to move with, call the contractor Mom worked with on Mama Java’s. He’s still local and well recommended.”

      “When can you have the sketches back?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon at the latest—as long as you’re not a dick and change things around fifty times.” She gives me a pointed look, but she doesn’t scare me.

      “What about your project for school? I don’t want this to interfere.”

      “It won’t take me long, and it will give me a mental break from school. I’ll be good, I promise.”

      “You are awesome.”

      She flips her blonde hair over her shoulder. “Obviously. Anyway, I’m not sure if I’m more excited to see the kitchen or to meet Misha when I come home for the summer. Oh, that reminds me; I’ll be coming home the first week of June. We should totally do a beach trip to Outer Banks this summer for your birthday, and Misha needs to come along.”

      Our family vacationed in Outer Banks, North Carolina, every summer when I was growing up. The beaches are more family-oriented than other beaches along the East Coast, and although it does get busy during the tourist season, it’s definitely not as busy as places like Ocean City, Maryland, or Atlantic City, New Jersey.

      “We can look into it for sure. Now, you have work to do, so get on it.”

      Carrisa rolls her blue eyes, which she inherited from our mother. “Fine, you slave driver. I’ll send them now. Bye.” She disconnects the video call.

      If Carrisa can pull this off and get Misha to fall in love with the kitchen, I’ll take her on the most epic beach vacation this summer.
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      I miss Jake.

      It’s been a little over a week since I last saw him, and I’m definitely craving his touch. Not just sexually, but I also miss holding his hand and curling next to him while on the couch. I have a two-day window that I can take off from baking without putting me behind, so I’ve decided to surprise him by staying with him for two nights.

      This morning, I baked different desserts for him. He considers dessert a necessary food group. I don’t know how in the hell he stays so fit, eating all that junk. I just look at a candy bar, and my ass inflates.

      I finally pull into the parking spot next to his truck just after five thirty. I turn the engine off and notice light rain beginning to fall on the hood of my car. I tighten the belt on my trench coat and grab the dessert box and my duffel. With the push of the doorbell, I can hear his heavy footsteps running down the stairs, and I brace myself.

      He opens the door, obvious confusion on his face. “Hey. What are you doing here?”

      He takes the box and my duffel, and I walk past him into the foyer.

      “I have two days free, and I couldn’t think of spending them anywhere else other than with you. I hope you don’t mind that I came over. I thought we could have dinner.”

      “Not at all. I’ll take some time off as well. What’s this?” he asks, holding up the box.

      He watches as I untie the belt around my waist and slip the trench coat off my shoulders, allowing it to drop to the ground. His eyes grow dark at the black-and-red lace corset and panty set I’m wearing—the reaction I was hoping for.

      Pointing to the box he’s holding, I answer his question, “Dessert.”

      He’s still standing frozen as I walk up a few steps, swaying my hips along the way. “Dinner will be waiting in your bedroom,” I tell him.

      “Fuck,” he growls, and I turn to watch him take two stairs at a time. He drops the duffel at the top of the stairs and picks me up to throw me over his shoulder. Jake turns his head and lightly bites my ass before smacking it. “I love your ass in these sorry excuse for panties.”

      I giggle. “Do you like your surprise?”

      “Goddamn, woman, this is going to be the best damn dessert in the universe.”

      “We shouldn’t have dessert before dinner,” I chide playfully.

      “Baby, dessert is for dinner. Prepare to get messy.” He takes us to his bedroom. He puts the box on the dresser and lowers me onto the bed. “I love the sexy outfit, but I have to admit, I love you naked even more.” He unzips my boots and tosses them over his shoulder, and my panties and corset soon follow.

      It took me twenty minutes to get that damn thing on, and he got it off in twenty seconds.

      I’m lying on his bed, naked, and Jake stands to look at me.

      “This is fucking perfection.” He rids himself of his clothes before opening the box of desserts I brought him. He pulls a chocolate lava cupcake with buttercream icing out of the box and straddles my hips on the bed. He slides his finger into the icing and then into his mouth. He closes his eyes and hums in appreciation. “Your icing is phenomenal. But I think there is one way for it to taste better.”

      He dips his finger into the icing again, but this time, he swirls the icing around each of my nipples.

      His head lowers, and his hot mouth covers my hardened peak. I gasp and run my hands through his hair, but he stops me.

      “Hands above your head. Now.”

      I do as he said with a smile, and he licks my other nipple clean of icing.

      “Yeah, I was right; it does taste better on you.”

      He coats my lips with more icing, then he takes his time licking and kissing it off. It’s torturous pleasure, and my hips are rising from the bed for contact with any part of him.

      Jake breaks the cupcake open, and the chocolate lava filling drips onto my stomach. “Hmm … wasteful.” He lowers himself, and his tongue presses against my belly.

      My core is aching for attention. He takes the rest of the filling and drips it over my seam. His eyes meet mine, and a wicked smile is etched on his beautiful face.

      “My girl is filthy. Better clean her up.”

      His tongue follows the paths the dripping chocolate made, starting at the top of my mound. He slowly licks down one side, coming dangerously close to my slit before switching to the other side. I cry out in frustration, and I feel him smile against my leg.

      He spreads my lips with his fingers and rubs his thumb around my clit. “More chocolate.”

      He dips his head, and his tongue rolls through my folds and meets my clit. My toes curl, and I grip the comforter above my head.

      “Yes, please. More,” I beg.

      He doesn’t stop, but his pace is slow and appreciative. He’s taking his time, and the rhythm is delicious. He pushes a thick finger into me, followed by another, and hooks his fingers slightly to put pressure directly on my G-spot. The fire is building deep, and I know this is about to be earth-shattering. My hips are moving with his tongue, and just as I detonate, he removes his fingers and pushes himself into me. The intensity of the orgasm doubles, and a scream involuntarily escapes from my mouth.

      “I love feeling you orgasm,” he says through gritted teeth. “So tight. Warm. I’m trying to hold back, so I can feel it longer … but it’s so hard.”

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pull him down to me and kiss him roughly. “Put my legs on your shoulders and fuck me hard. I want to feel you come deep inside me.”

      His eyes instantly turn black. He takes no time in lifting my legs onto his shoulders and pushing me into the mattress. The veins in his neck are bulging, and I can tell he’s holding back.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “I’m perfect. Now, go.”

      He pulls back and thrusts into me hard, both of us moaning into the silence of the room. His pace picks up, and I feel another orgasm building.

      “Don’t stop. I’m going to come again,” I tell him.

      He focuses on me, his eyes staring into mine intensely. “There it is. I can feel you … let go,” he says.

      A few thrusts later, and I’m shattered, close to becoming limp. Jake’s pounding into me harder, and I can feel his cock twitching—his telltale sign of an impending orgasm.

      “Come inside me, Jake. Fill me.”

      He lifts my hips off the bed and comes hard, emptying himself deep within me.

      “Goddamn it, Misha.” Jake’s gasping for air when he collapses on me.

      My fingers softly run over his back, causing goose bumps to rise over his skin.

      “I swear, woman, I’m going to marry you someday,” he mumbles into my neck.

      I laugh at his post-coital claim. “You’re only saying that because you’re on a high right now.”

      He lifts his head and looks down at me, something unrecognizable in his eyes. “It seems as if I haven’t learned my lesson from before because there’s nothing slow about what’s going on between us. It just feels … right.”

      He was nervous to tell me that. To be honest, I’ve been feeling the same, but I’ve been scared to admit it.

      “It does. I agree.”

      “Good.” He kisses me chastely and then rolls out of bed. “I’m thirsty. Want something to drink?”

      “Water would be great.”

      He walks out of his bedroom, and I appreciate his naked backside until he’s out of sight. Without Jake’s hot body covering me, I’m suddenly cold, so I pull the blankets over me. He’s only gone for a few minutes before returning with two water bottles and a to-go coffee cup.

      He hands me the coffee cup, and I see the black writing on top. My heart is in my throat.

      I’m so in love with you.

      I reread his confession a few times before looking up from the cup. “You love me?” I ask quietly.

      He takes the cup and sets it on the nightstand before lifting the blankets and crawling into bed right next to me. “Yeah, I think I have been for a while, but I’ve been scared to admit it. You’ve shown me that I have hope for a brighter future, and I want that future with you. I know that love isn’t easy, but it isn’t supposed to be. When you find the right person though, falling in love is effortless. I feel like it just happened, that the chemistry is there, and it feels perfect. You make me feel happy again, Misha, and I can’t thank you enough for that.”

      Butterflies in my stomach flutter to my heart. I bring his face to mine. “I’ve fallen so far in love with you,” I confess.

      His grin is wide before he kisses me softly. “I love you, Misha Gallagher. There was a time that I swore I would never love again, let alone say those words out loud. I don’t just want you. I absolutely, positively need you.”

      I kiss him, this time not as briefly. His hand tangles through my hair, keeping me in place as he claims my mouth and shows me over the next few hours exactly how deep his love for me runs.
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      The inspector did a final walk-through of the kitchen this morning, and everything passed inspection with no problem. Ever since, I’ve been itching to show Misha the kitchen; however, Misha isn’t being very cooperative at the moment. Drew has been my eyes on the inside, and he said she’s currently a madwoman on a mission, decorating a wedding cake for this weekend. No matter what Drew has tried, he can’t get her to leave her apartment.

      Drew: I just offered to take her out to dinner to get sushi. She told me to order delivery. She’s not budging.

      Jake: This is crazy. There has to be something that will get her out of the house.

      Drew: Send her a dick pic. She might get horny and drop everything for the D.

      Jake: Nice try, Drew.

      Drew: It was worth a shot. Anyway, I’m about to just pick her ass up and throw her in my car. I have a date tonight and don’t have much time to corral her for your sickeningly sweet surprise.

      Jake: Do what you need to. I’ll deal with her attitude when she gets here.

      Drew: Sweet. Be there in fifteen.

      True to his word, Drew’s old, beat-up vehicle rattles into my driveway exactly fourteen minutes later. Misha is sitting in the backseat with a death glare on her beautiful face, and I feel the tension radiating from the vehicle all the way onto my front porch.

      Drew gets out of the driver’s side and rounds the car to let Misha out. “She’s angrier than a rattlesnake right now. And I really hope you’re up-to-date on all your vaccines because she’s a rabid animal about to fucking attack.”

      He opens the door from the outside, and Misha kicks it. She crawls out of the backseat, and her angry eyes land on me. “What the fuck? Seriously! I’m going to be behind because you two have a game of Kidnap Misha and Take Her to Her Boyfriend’s House going on. What is so damn important that Drew had to throw me over his shoulder, put me in the back of Charlie with the goddamn child-safety locks on the doors, and drag me over here? What?”

      Damn … she is fuming.

      Drew quickly hops back into the driver’s seat and peels out of my driveway, screeching his tires. “She’s all yours!” he yells out the window and drives off.

      Misha puts her hands on top of her head and looks up to the sky. “Please, Lord, give Jake the wisdom to take me back to my apartment right now, so nobody gets hurt.”

      I step off the porch and extend my hand to her. She looks at it like I’m fucking crazy.

      “Babe, just come inside for five minutes. There’s something important I need to show you, and then I promise I’ll take you back to your apartment. I’ll even help with anything you need to get caught back up.”

      “You promise, if I come in and see whatever it is you think is so fucking important, that you’ll take me right back?”

      “I swear, sweetheart.”

      She takes my hand and huffs in protest but follows me into the house. In my head, I imagined this so differently—putting my hands over her eyes until she reaches the kitchen, me lifting my hands away, and her squealing at the sight. Now, I’m straight-up afraid she’ll bite me if I try anything of the sort.

      “Head into the kitchen,” I tell her.

      She walks past me and rounds the corner into the kitchen, stopping dead in her tracks when she realizes everything has changed. From behind, I watch her slowly scan the new space, and I wish I could see her facial expression. We stand there for a few minutes in silence, and it’s killing me.

      Misha turns to me, her hand over her mouth, and her eyes are rimmed red, full of tears. “Did you do this for me?” Her voice is thick with emotion.

      Fuck, I’m nervous. I still can’t read her expression. This is either very good or really bad. “Yeah, I did. Well, Carrisa designed it, and contractors did the actual work, but I came up with the concept.”

      She glances back at the kitchen, and a sob hiccups from her lips. “This is … absolutely perfect.”

      In a flash, Misha’s in my arms and crying into my neck. Relief floods me, and I hug her tighter.

      “So, you like it?”

      She pulls away and wipes her cheeks with the back of her hands. “It’s gorgeous. This is pretty damn close to my dream kitchen. But why? This must have cost a fortune.”

      I pick her up and sit her on the island. I walk in between her legs. “We’re both busy, making our dreams come true, and we don’t get to see each other often. My thought was, you could do all your baking here, so I could see you more. It’s really quite selfish of me.”

      Tears are still falling from her eyes, but she’s smiling wide. “Jake, that is the sweetest, most selfish reason I’ve ever heard. I hope you realize I’m going to be here a lot now. You’ll probably end up getting sick of seeing me. This kitchen is, like, the mac daddy of kitchens. And the double oven is going to save me so much time!”

      “I was counting on you being here more.” Reaching across the island, I grab the waiting coffee cup and hand it to her. “Here.”

      She doesn’t look at it but frowns when she feels the lightness of the cup. “You know better than to mess with me and my coffee.”

      “Just read your lid.”

      She looks down at the writing and nearly drops the cup. We both grab it before it falls, and she reads the confession out loud, “I need you every day. Move in?”

      I remove the lid off and take a set of house keys out of the cup. “Seeing you only once a week, if I’m lucky, is torture. Will you consider moving in?”

      She takes the keys in her shaking hand. “I … wow. I just don’t know what to say. I guess I need time to think it over. Is that okay?”

      With a tug of her hips, she’s flush against me.

      “Of course that’s okay. The keys are for you anyway. Come and go as you like.”

      Pink flushes her cheeks. “Seriously though, you really want me around all the time?”

      “Every second that I can have you.”

      She raises an eyebrow, jokingly questioning me, and we laugh together.

      “Honest. I have the most amazing girlfriend in the world, and I want her around at all times. Besides, who else would make five different desserts and deliver them in nothing but lingerie?”

      “You liked that, huh?”

      “No. I fucking loved it.”
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      By the time Jake and I make it to Mom and Dad’s anniversary party, guests have already started to arrive. We are a little late due to traffic … or that is the excuse we are using.

      Today, my parents have been married for forty years. Just as any other couple, they have had their share of highs and lows, but they have stuck together through everything life has thrown their way. I have complete admiration for their loyalty and commitment with one another. It’s not every day that a couple celebrates this milestone wedding anniversary.

      Ally found this beautiful, historic, old mansion that is perfect for this event. Little decorating needed to be done, but the table settings are gorgeous. Elegant crystal and white china place settings make me cringe at the thought of how much this all would have actually cost if we had bought it. Thanks to Ally’s connections, everything is on loan for the evening.

      Our guest list includes just over two hundred people. By the looks of the crowd, I’d say there are at least one hundred and fifty people here, and the night is still early. We invited family, friends, and coworkers to help celebrate their special night.

      For twenty minutes, Jake and I have been attempting to make our way across the room to greet my parents, but we’ve been stopped numerous times by guests making small talk. Finally, I reach my mother, who’s looking stunning in a sleeveless cream dress.

      “Misha, oh, honey, you look absolutely marvelous!”

      It feels really good to hear my mom say that. I’m usually the cute one, and Mandy is the marvelous one. I bought a strapless black lace dress especially for tonight and let my hair go natural, like Jake prefers.

      “Thank you, Mom. You look beautiful.”

      She hugs me and then looks to Jake. “Don’t you look dapper this evening!”

      He bends down and kisses her on the cheek. “Congratulations on your anniversary.”

      “Where’s Dad?” I ask.

      Mom waves her hand. “Probably watching the Blue Birds game on his phone somewhere. Who knows?”

      The band leader comes on the microphone and asks everyone to take their seats for dinner to be served. I watch as Mom hurries across the room and finds Dad. They walk to their small, romantic candlelit table tucked away in the corner. Jake grabs my hand and leads me to the table we are sharing with Bentley, Ally, Mandy, Noah, and Drew.

      “Ally, you really outdid yourself. Everything is so breathtaking,” Mandy says.

      “It really is. Thank you for all that you did.” I smile.

      Ally blushes, compliments obviously making her uncomfortable. “It’s no big deal; it’s my job.”

      Bentley walks onto the stage and takes the microphone for the toast.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming out tonight to celebrate our parents’ fortieth wedding anniversary. Mandy, Misha, and I are extremely grateful that all of you were able to join us to make this a special evening for Mr. and Mrs. Gregory Gallagher.

      “Growing up, I remember some of my friends telling me how cool my parents were and how they wished they’d had parents like mine. I’ve always known I was lucky to be born into this family. The amount of love my parents have shown my sisters and me has never made us once question if they ever had a favorite child.

      “It’s me, if you didn’t know.

      “They have taught us so much just by leading by example. Dad has shown me how to treat a woman the way she deserves to be treated, and in return, I have been blessed with my amazing wife, Ally. My sisters have seen the way he treats my mother, and they know what they deserve out of a relationship. I have never seen either of my sisters happier than they are right now. Mom has been the best mother and wife anyone could ask for. She made sure that we had a hot dinner on the table every night, she helped us with our homework, and she spent individual time with each of us to show we were all special to her, all while still being a caring wife to my dad.

      “The only gripe I have about them is their seriously embarrassing PDA. It’s pretty gross to see my dad grab my mom’s boob or my mom pinch my dad’s butt. But if we’re going to get to the nitty-gritty of it all, it’s better that they do that than fight.

      “Mom, Dad, we are thankful for everything you two have done for us over the years. Thank you for being positive role models, thank you for taking such great care of the three of us, and most importantly, thank you for loving one another. The happiness that you bring each other makes all of us strive to have that same type of love.

      “Everyone, please raise your glasses to the happy couple. To Greg and Emma.”

      The crowd cheers their names in unison and claps at Bentley’s speech. Mom dabs her eyes with a tissue and blows kisses to us. I’m so glad this evening came together so well.

      After dinner, the dance floor is occupied with most guests. Jake grabs my hand and drags me out in the middle for the first slow song of the night.

      “You look so pretty,” he says.

      “You’ve already told me that.”

      He shrugs. “I’ll keep telling you.”

      I giggle and tuck my head under his neck. “I’m so lucky to have you, Jake.”

      He kisses the top of my head and pulls me against him a little tighter. “I love you, Misha.”

      I’ll never grow tired of hearing him say those words. “I love you.”

      “Have you thought more about moving in?”

      “I have,” I admit. “I’ll move in when my lease is up.”

      “When’s that?”

      “The end of September.”

      He sighs. “Can I pay for you to break your lease?”

      “No.” I can’t help but laugh. “It’s only four months, and I can start to move some things over in the meantime. Besides, I’ll be spending a lot of time at your place anyway, using that amazing kitchen.”

      “I’d wait forever for you. You know that, right?”

      I kiss him softly. “And I love you for it.”

      Bentley walks up to Jake and me and hugs the both of us. “It’s nice to see my little sister so happy.”

      “Thanks, Bent.” I laugh inside the awkward hug.

      “No problem. Jake, can I borrow you for a few minutes? I need help carrying a gift in from my aunt.”

      “Sure. Be right back.” Jake kisses me and follows Bentley out of the ballroom.

      I decide to hit up the bar when one of my dad’s coworkers stops and hugs me.

      “Misha! It is so good to see you!” Bethany Bowman is closer to my age than my father’s, but she is the executive assistant at Dad’s office.

      “Bethany, I’m glad you could make it. How have you been?”

      The short and petite redhead is classy and proper. “I’ve been wonderful. I just got promoted last week to the director’s office. Things are taking off. How about you? It seems like you and Jake have really hit it off.”

      Just hearing his name gives me butterflies. “You know Jake?”

      “Yes, he and I run in some of the same social circles.”

      For a brief moment, I wonder if she’s friends with his ex-wife, but I push the thought away.

      “Your dad tells me you vacationed in the Caribbean recently. Where did you go?”

      “Jake and I went to Curaçao. It is absolutely gorgeous. You should look into going sometime.”

      Bethany’s perfectly shaped eyebrows rise. “Wow … I bet that was pricey.”

      “What? The trip to Curaçao? It wasn’t as bad as it could have been.”

      Her face twists in confusion. “How so?”

      What is so hard to understand? “My best friend is a travel agent and got an awesome deal.”

      Bethany’s face relaxes. “Oh, you mean, the accommodations.”

      Now, I’m the confused one. “Wait, what are you talking about?”

      She discreetly looks around for listening ears. “You know …”

      I shake my head. “I’m not following.”

      She takes a step closer and lowers her voice. “You don’t have to play dumb with me, sweetie. I know Jake’s going rate. I hired him about a year ago.”

      “Hired him for what?” I ask slowly.

      “As my date for a company party. I had no one to go with, so I paid him for the evening.”

      I let out a hard laugh. “You’re hysterical. Or delusional. Jake’s not an escort.”

      Bethany puts her hand on my arm. “It’s okay. You don’t have to be ashamed. Lots of women down in the city hire dates for events. It’s hard to meet guys when you’re always working. Jake is quite the popular choice; he’s always booked up.”

      Suddenly, it is like my mind is putting puzzle pieces together, and I am able to see an entire picture. He works mostly nights. He’s busy on most weekends.

      I feel the color draining from my face.

      “Misha, are you okay? It looks like you’re going to be sick.”

      This isn’t true. It can’t be. Jake isn’t an escort. There’s no way he would take money in exchange for dates and …

      “Oh God,” I gasp.

      Bethany puts a hand over her mouth in realization. “I’m so sorry. You didn’t know.”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      Jake is standing behind Bethany, a look of sheer terror on his face.

      “Is this true?” I whisper.

      His jaw tightens, but he doesn’t deny it.

      Oh no …

      “We need to talk,” he says quietly.

      Now, I’m really going to be sick.

      “No. I need a minute.” Turning around, I calmly walk away from them to avoid bringing attention to myself. I find a side exit and push through the door, the chill of the night air soothing my hot skin.

      My boyfriend is an escort.

      A fucking escort.

      This has to be a joke. Jake wouldn’t do that. He’s not the type of guy to screw a girl for money.

      Not my Jake.

      My stomach is tangled in knots, and I’m trying my best to keep from getting sick. The door pushes open, and I don’t look over. “Jake, I can’t do this right now.”

      “Misha, what’s wrong?” Mandy asks, genuinely concerned. “Look, I know I’ve been a bitch, but I can tell you’re really upset. Talk to me.”

      I put my hand over my mouth and shake my head. The words can’t form on my tongue. She hugs me to her, and I begin to sob.

      “It’s okay. Whatever it is, we’ll work it out,” she says soothingly.

      “Jake. Everything I thought I knew about us is a lie. I just found out he’s …” The words won’t leave my mouth without making me physically sick.

      “You found out he’s an escort,” she says.

      My head snaps back to her. “How did you know?”

      She shrugs her shoulder as if it’s not a big deal. “I’ve known Jake for a long time, Misha.”

      “What? How?”

      “He’s my coworker. I work for the same company.”

      This isn’t real. She’s just screwing around now.

      “Right. You’re an escort too.”

      “Yep.”

      Am I the only one who finds this appalling? “Mandy! You sleep with people for money? That’s so damn disgusting!” Now, I feel even sicker to my stomach.

      “I’m not a fucking prostitute. I just go on dates for money. There’s a difference,” she bites out. “Look, I should have told you this a while ago, but Jake begged me not to. Remember that blind date that you were stood up for? It was a lie. It was all premeditated, so Jake would be the knight in shining armor and save the day. I had known you’d fall for his charm and good looks, so that’s why I picked him.”

      I press my back against the wall for support. “You hired Jake to take me out?”

      “Honey, someone like Jake wouldn’t ask you out in a million years; it’s common sense. We go on paid dates with the less fortunate, such as yourself. I hired him, so he could get you to get over Noah enough that I could start bringing him around to family functions. Jake’s not really your boyfriend, Misha. You’re his job, a paycheck. He’s not in love with you.”

      “You’re a liar.”

      “Why would I lie? What do I have to gain?”

      “There’s no way Noah knows about this.” I state the obvious.

      She laughs harshly. “Try to tell him. He’d never believe you.”

      The door opens again, and this time, Drew and Jake find us. Drew runs to me and holds me to his side, but Jake is frozen in place.

      Jake glares at Mandy. “What did you do?”

      She puts her hand over her chest. “Me? Oh, I just told my sister the truth about how you two met. And that your entire relationship has been fake.” Mandy looks to Drew and smiles. “To catch you up, Jake is an escort who I paid to pretend to be interested in Misha, so she’d get over Noah faster.”

      “You’re such a bitch.” Drew seethes.

      “Never said I wasn’t,” Mandy agrees. She exhales and smiles. “I feel so much lighter now that I’ve gotten that confession off my chest.”

      Mandy has the door open to go back inside to the party when Jake speaks up, “Why?”

      “Why what?” Mandy asks.

      “Why do these terrible things to Misha? She’s never done anything to you to deserve any of this.”

      Mandy glares at me with disgust. “Her life has been perfect. Everything she’s ever wanted was just handed to her. I’ve just given her tough love. Shown her that not every single moment in life is easy. That heartbreak is real. Sometimes, there isn’t a happy ending at the end of the story. God knows that I’ve learned the hard way.” She walks into the building and slams the door behind her.

      Jake takes two steps toward me, and Drew growls, “Stop. Don’t you fucking dare come another inch near her.”

      Jake’s eyes grow wide at Drew’s harsh tone. “Drew, I need to tell her what actually happened. Mandy isn’t telling the entire story.”

      “Not tonight. I’m taking her home.”

      Drew and I walk to his car, and when we drive past Jake, he’s still standing in the same spot, watching us with his hands fisted in his hair.

      I lean my head against the window and close my eyes.

      “Do you want to talk?” Drew asks.

      “No.”

      My brain is loud enough.

      Is this true?

      How could he do this?

      Was everything fake?

      Did he really love me?

      I wish I could put my thoughts on mute.
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      Gone.

      Everything that I’d gained back since meeting Misha went up in flames in the matter of two minutes, thanks to Mandy.

      Happiness.

      Trust.

      Hope.

      All fucking gone.

      I’ve never felt so much rage and hatred for a person than I do right now, not even when I found out about Brandon and Tessa. One thing is for sure though: Mandy fucked up my life, and now, I’m about to fuck hers up.

      Revenge is going to be so fucking sweet.

      My truck is tucked away in the corner of a parking lot, and I’m watching a door with eagle eyes. Right on time, Mandy exits from the townhouse and slips into her black sports car. She’s on her way to meet tonight’s client, one I’m sure Noah has no fucking idea about. I wait until she’s pulled onto the main road and I can no longer see her car before I get out of my truck.

      With a push of the doorbell, there is no turning back.

      A moment later, Noah answers the door with a surprised grin. “Hey, Jake. How’s it going?”

      The poor sucker has no fucking idea why I’m here. He’s smiling like we’re friends, like I’m going to come inside and watch the baseball game. He’s fucking clueless, and I almost feel bad for what I’m about to tell him.

      “Do you mind if I come in? I need to talk to you about something.”

      Noah’s face turns concerned, but he steps backward. “Of course. Come on in.” He shuts the door behind me and points to the couches. “Take a seat. Do you want a beer?”

      “I think you might need something stronger,” I tell him honestly as I sit.

      Noah disappears and then returns with two glasses and a bottle of Maker’s Mark. He pours us each two fingers and hands me the glass. “Is Misha okay?”

      With a sip of the smooth bourbon, I decide it’s better to rip the Band-Aid off. “No.”

      Noah’s eyes grow wide. “What happened?”

      “Mandy.”

      Noah sighs. “Misha and Mandy have always had a strained relationship.”

      “This goes a little further than a strained relationship. Did you know that Mandy and I used to be coworkers?”

      His brows pinch together.

      Of course he didn’t.

      “You worked at the country club too?”

      A harsh chuckle escapes my lips. “No, Noah. Mandy doesn’t work for a country club.” I pull my phone out and tap on the internet page I already had pulled up and waiting. “This is where Mandy works.”

      He takes the phone and looks at the screen. “Cordial Companions Inc.? What is that?”

      “An escort service.”

      Noah glances from the phone and narrows his eyes. “Is this a joke?”

      “Scroll to the bottom of the page to see the current list of dates. I’m sure you’ll recognize someone.”

      He does as I said, and when he finds Mandy’s picture, I watch him turn green. It’s then that I do feel sorry for him. He had no fucking idea what she really did for a living. He might have hurt Misha by dating her sister, but he doesn’t deserve this.

      I sip on my drink and allow him a few minutes to take in the information.

      “How long has she been doing this?” he finally asks, his voice uneven.

      “At least six years, that I know of. That’s where she is now. She’s escorting a client to a wedding in Alexandria tonight.”

      Noah hands me the phone and shoots his entire drink, and then he pours another. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Honestly? While sitting in the parking lot, waiting for Mandy to leave, it’s because I wanted to absolutely make her life hell. Take away from her what she’s taken from me—happiness.”

      “Why? What did she do?”

      “Mandy hired me to take Misha out back in February. Mandy told me Misha had an ex-boyfriend she was having a hard time getting over, and I was being hired to boost her confidence to get her back in the dating world. After the second date, I returned the money to Mandy because I was interested in Misha and wanted to pursue something more with her. Mandy and I agreed we’d act like this had never happened. Shortly after, Mandy and you came out as a couple, proving that Mandy never had Misha’s best interest in mind.

      “I quit working as an escort before Misha and I became official, before we were intimate. I fell so fucking hard for that girl.

      “At the anniversary party, Mandy told Misha that she hired me and everything that happened between us was false, that she’d paid me to pretend to be in love with her. Misha hasn’t talked to me since.”

      Noah downs his drink again and puts his glass back on the table. “This is all so fucked up.”

      “I would apologize for bringing you into this mess, but I’m not sorry. For one, your girlfriend fucked up my relationship. I’d like to be the bigger person in the situation, but I’m not. My world has been shattered, and I’m not above ruining hers as well. And secondly, you have a right to know what she does for a living.”

      Noah stares at the liquor bottle on the table and allows the living room to fill with silence. To be honest, I can’t blame him. I just burst through his door and dropped a fucking huge bomb on him.

      Since my work here is done, I finish my drink and put the glass on the table beside his. “Thanks for the drink.”

      My feet close the distance to the front door, and his voice stops me when my hand reaches the doorknob.

      “You really love Misha, don’t you?”

      My grip around the doorknob tightens at the throbbing my heart feels at the mention of her name. “Yeah.”

      I can hear him stand and take a few steps, but I don’t turn around to face him. My gaze stays locked on the dark wooden door in front of me.

      “Misha is one of the most understanding people I’ve ever met. If you can find a way to get her to listen to you and you actually didn’t completely screw her over, she’ll give you a second chance. But only do it if you want a future with her. Don’t fuck with her head and lead her on. She’s a good girl, one who doesn’t come along every day. I let her go because we grew apart; it wasn’t anything she did. She deserves the world, and if you’re capable of giving it to her, then you’d better fix this shit quick before someone else swoops in.”

      I turn around and extend my hand. “Thank you for the advice.”

      Noah looks at my hand and doesn’t move. “It wasn’t for you. It was for Misha. You just came into my house with the intention of fucking Mandy over, but you simultaneously did the same to me. I appreciate the heads-up, and I’ll probably thank you in the future for this … but right now, I really feel like punching you in your fucking face.”

      “Understood.” With a nod, I’m out the door, and I run through heavy sheets of rain to my truck.

      I sit in the cab of my truck for a few minutes, replaying Noah’s words in my head. I need to find a way to get Misha to listen to me, and there’s one person I know who can help me.
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      The last two weeks have been absolute torture. My mind is constantly spinning with questions about Jake, so I spend a majority of my time baking to keep me occupied. My deep freezers are filled to the brim, and that’s on top of my regular orders. The good news is, I’m ahead, but the bad news is, now that I’m ahead, I have extra time on my hands, which is something I don’t need.

      Sleep hasn’t come easy, so I spend most of my nights baking until the dark sky gives way to pale pinks and oranges. Last night wasn’t any different, and after putting the finishing touches on a wedding cake that I’ll be delivering in a few hours, I sit in the living room and watch the sun rise and paint the morning canvas.

      Drew opens my front door and shuffles his way into my living room. “What are you making me for breakfast?” He yawns loudly.

      The thought of food makes my stomach churn. “The same thing I made you yesterday.”

      If I wasn’t still so pissed at the world, I would actually think the confused look on his face was adorable.

      “Huh? You didn’t make me anything yesterday.”

      “Exactly.”

      He rolls his eyes. “And I see today is not the day for you to get over yourself.”

      “Screw you.”

      He flops onto the empty saucer chair in the corner of the room. “Are you going to sit and mope all day?”

      “I’m going to the farmers market this morning, and then I have a delivery to make. So, no, I’m not going to sit around all day.”

      Silence fills the room. Drew is chewing his lip, which only means one thing: the wheels in his head are turning, and he is coming up with an idea. Most of which are usually terrible.

      “Do you know if FDJ dates gay men?” he wonders out loud.

      “Who?”

      “FDJ—Fake Date Jake.”

      I shoot him a look of disgust. “Are you kidding me right now? You’re insane.”

      He shrugs, not affected in the least by my words. “Hey, a guy can dream.”

      Grabbing the closest thing to me, I chuck a couch pillow at him, hitting him in the stomach. “Jake is nothing but a big, fat liar. Why would you even want to associate yourself with someone like him?”

      “I didn’t say I wanted a relationship. I’m just saying that I wouldn’t mind lying in his bed of lies.” He winks.

      “Whatever, Drew. You’re welcome to lie in that bed of lies all you want. Have at it. And I’m sure you’ll even get a bonus gift of an STD while you’re at it. That’s just one more thing I’ve had to worry about. I had to go get checked for God knows what funk he passed on to me. Now, I’m just waiting for the results.”

      Still lying on the chair, Drew stares up at the ceiling. “Hmm … I bet he can use his snake well.”

      Vomit is threatening to creep up my throat. “Enough! I’m done talking about him! I don’t want to hear his name.”

      Drew has the audacity to laugh at my outburst. “Come on, Misha. Maybe there is an explanation. He’s been blowing up your phone for two weeks. Have you let him tell his side of the story yet?”

      “I’m sure there is a perfectly reasonable explanation. It’s probably, Your sister paid me a shit-ton of your parents’ money to fuck your brains out and make you feel special. He did a pretty good job.”

      Drew crosses the living room and snuggles up to me.

      I put my head on his shoulder and sigh. “Drew, I’ve never been this heartbroken before. It hurts more than the breakup with Noah.”

      He rubs a hand down my back. “I know, girl. I wish I could take the pain from you. I hope this won’t last long. I’m Team Misha, but I really think you need to listen to what he has to say.”

      “And if there’s not?” My voice cracks.

      “Then, we move on. I pick you up, dust you off, hold your hand, and we walk away together. No matter what happens, I’ll always have your back. You won’t be alone.”

      A tear slides down my cheek. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”
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      The wedding I’m baking for this weekend requested a different cake than usual, and it’s such a breath of fresh air. Don’t get me wrong; I love decorating multitiered, white fondant–covered cakes; however, they tend to be very similar to one another.

      This bride and groom opted for an assortment of cheesecakes to be displayed in a six-tier floating cake stand. I’m four cheesecakes down when a knock comes to my door. Knowing it’s Drew, I fling the door open without looking through the peephole.

      Except it’s not Drew standing in my doorway.

      It’s Noah.

      “Hey, Misha.” Noah’s hands are shoved in the front pockets of his jeans, and he’s bouncing on the balls of his feet.

      “What are you doing here?” I don’t even both with pleasantries.

      I’ve been in my apartment for almost a year, and he’s never once come by.

      “Can I come in? I’d really like to talk for a few minutes, just the two of us.”

      Noah is a peacekeeper by nature, and I’m sure it’s bothering him that Mandy and I are fighting again. This time, there isn’t anyone who can fight her battle for her.

      “Save your time, Noah. I’m not interested in hearing about how I should forgive Mandy.”

      “I’m not asking you to do that. We broke up a week ago.”

      Whoa. My brain automatically switches from cautious to curious, and although it’s probably not a good idea, I open the door further and let Noah into my apartment.

      He steps into the living room and looks around, taking in my space for the first time. “You have a nice place.”

      “Thanks.”

      Having him here is awkward. Where Noah was once my entire life, now, he’s a foreign object that doesn’t belong.

      I walk around him and to the kitchen. “Sorry, I just need to check on the oven.”

      Noah follows me into the kitchen and sits at the table. He inhales deeply, and a smile of nostalgia graces his face. “You’re baking cheesecake. It smells amazing.”

      “It’s for a wedding this weekend. The couple asked for six cheesecakes instead of a traditional cake.”

      “You’re kicking ass at this whole baking gig. People in town know your name and love your cakes. I’m proud of you.”

      Noah’s compliments used to make me so happy, but now, they feel strange, so I change the subject. “What is it that you want to talk about?”

      Noah flinches as if I smacked him. “Wow, straight to the point, aren’t we? Where’s the old Misha?”

      “The old Misha who beat around the bush until the topic finally came about? I’m not going to lie to you, Noah. I’ve changed a lot in the last year. Maybe it’s selfish, but I’ve been focusing on me and what my goals and aspirations are. And with recent events and information that have come to light, honesty and straightforwardness are more important to me now than ever. So, I’m sorry if I’m not the same girl, but she’s tired of getting her heart broken.”

      Tears have formed in my eyes, which pisses me off. Anytime I talk about or refer to the situation with Jake, my stupid eyes try to leak.

      “Fair enough. I’ll give you the same courtesy. Last week, I broke up with Mandy, and she moved out. I’ve been wanting to come over here and talk to you for a few days, but I wasn’t really sure if you’d want to see me. I want you to know that I had no idea about Mandy hiring Jake, and if I had, I would’ve told you.”

      How in the world does he know? There’s no way in hell Mandy just volunteered that information.

      “How did you find out?”

      “Jake. He came to my house and filled me in.” He says it like it’s not a big deal.

      I’m left with my jaw gaping open, and Noah chuckles at my reaction.

      “Yeah, I thought you’d be surprised about it too. Jake told me everything—Mandy hiring him, them both being escorts, and the fight at your parents’ anniversary party. Let’s just say, my eyes were opened pretty damn wide by the time he left my house.”

      “I can’t believe he did that.”

      “I’ve never approved of how Mandy treated you, and anytime I mentioned it to her, she would accuse me of still having feelings for you. But when I heard about her hiring Jake to keep you occupied so she could go public about our relationship … that was the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

      “Right.” I roll my eyes. “You broke up with Mandy because of what she had done to me, not because she’s a prostitute.”

      “I’m serious. Just because you and I aren’t together doesn’t mean I don’t care about you. What she did was fucked up, and I don’t want to be with someone who could treat their own sibling like that. And she’s not a prostitute. And neither was Jake. Escorts and prostitutes are two completely different things. Although I was pissed she lied to me about it, I probably could have dealt with it. Definitely would have asked her to find a new job, but I think we could have worked through it.”

      “How do you know for sure? Just by taking Mandy’s and Jake’s word?”

      “No. I went to the office they worked out of. I had a really long chat with Natasha, who owns the company. She assured me that’s not the type of business she runs. She even showed me contracts and client testimonies. It’s legitimate.”

      “They really didn’t sleep with their customers?”

      “No. If they had, they would have been fired. Natasha has very strict guidelines for her employees. So strict that when Natasha found out that Mandy had hired Jake to take you out without your knowledge, she fired Mandy.”

      “Mandy lost her job too?”

      He shrugs, and this cold side of Noah is new. “She deserves everything she gets. Maybe hitting rock bottom will change her fucking attitude and outlook. She’s lost just about everything in the last week, and I have absolutely no sympathy for her.”

      “Ouch.”

      “She made her bed …”

      “Looks like Karma is a bigger bitch than Mandy.”

      With everything raining down on Mandy, her perfect little life coming undone, I thought I’d feel happy about her misfortunes. It’s the opposite, however. Her life taking a nosedive doesn’t make mine any better.

      I take the two cheesecakes out of the oven, and Noah eyes them closely.

      “What kind are they?”

      When we lived together, I had to nearly lock the cheesecakes in the spare bedroom, so he wouldn’t eat them. It looks as if he hasn’t changed in that aspect. Opening the refrigerator, I pull out the remaining pieces of cheesecake I made for sample boxes and slide them across the table to him.

      Noah’s eyes grow wide, and he smiles his boyish grin that I remember from so long ago. “Really? I can have them?”

      He accepts the fork I hand him.

      “Thank you for coming over and talking to me about everything.”

      He shovels a hunk of cheesecake into his mouth, and his eyes flutter shut. “Misha, I’d spill my guts about anything in this world for your cheesecake. We should do this more often; you give me cheesecake, and I sing like the canary that I obviously am.”

      “You’re a cheesecake whore,” I tease.

      “Definitely.”

      For the next few hours, we talk about our childhood, not about the current situation, and it makes me remember why we were such close friends. It feels good to laugh with Noah again. Through the load of crap he and I are going through, there’s a small blossom of friendship between us blooming. At least that’s one good thing to come out of all this.
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      Mama Java’s is busier than usual for a Monday afternoon. I planned to be off work by three, but when I look up from the register and see Drew standing by the front door, it’s then I realize I must be running late. A quick glance at the clock tells me it’s already a quarter after.

      I hop out from behind the counter and jog over to Drew, who is wearing a black jacket with the hood up and sunglasses. “Hey. Thanks for coming.”

      He looks around the coffee shop and then outside to the parking lot. “No problem.”

      “Is there something wrong?”

      He slides the sunglasses to the edge of his nose and lowers his voice. “I think I was followed here.”

      “By?”

      “You know who …” His eyes are wide.

      “Misha?”

      “Shh! You can’t say her name!” He presses a finger up to my lips. “She can’t know we’re meeting. I’ll receive traitor status, and I don’t want to be burned at the stake.”

      I move his hand from my face and take his sunglasses off. “Okay, you’re overly paranoid. Misha did not follow you here.”

      Drew snatches the glasses back from me and puts them in his pocket. “Yeah, I know. But it made this meeting feel so much more mysterious and dramatic. I need a little spice in my life every so often. Now, you asked me to meet you so we can figure out a way to get you and Misha back together. It took you freaking long enough,” he huffs and lowers his hood.

      “I’d offer you a coffee, but you obviously don’t need caffeine.”

      “Oh, please? I want you to write something cute on my coffee cup.”

      While he’s busy giggling to himself, I point to the vacant table in the corner. “Sit. Now.”

      He bounces the entire way to the table and sits in the empty seat. “All right, what are your ideas?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve tried calling, texting, emailing, but no answer. I’ve come by the apartment, and she won’t open the door. I honestly have no clue how to get her to listen to me for just ten minutes. That’s all I need to clear this up.”

      “You need to catch her off guard in a public place,” Drew says, thinking out loud. “The only places she’s been going to are the gym and the farmers market, but I don’t suggest either of those.”

      “Could you take her out somewhere and I could accidentally bump into you guys?”

      Drew’s eyes light up, and his mouth drops. “We’re going to the Fallen Shadows concert in three weeks.”

      Deep within my chest, I can feel a bud of hope blooming. “That’s perfect!”

      “But tickets are sold out,” he mentions.

      “What about the ticket resale sites? Or scalpers?”

      Drew and I both search on our phones for available tickets anywhere online.

      Less than a minute later, he whistles lowly, and I know it’s not good. “Damn. I can’t find anything under five hundred for a pair, and those are nosebleed in the balcony.”

      I’m finding the same results. My brain is telling me that paying five hundred dollars for a concert is absolutely ridiculous, but my heart is screaming that it’s likely the only way I’ll be able to be in contact with Misha. My fingers quickly move across the screen of my phone, and in less than thirty seconds, I’m the proud owner of two balcony seats to the Fallen Shadows concert. I’m also six hundred twenty dollars down, thanks to the ticket prices and fuck you fees attached to them.

      “Done. I’ll be there.”

      “Wait, you just bought tickets?” he questions, clearly doubting me.

      I hold my phone up, so he’s able to read the ticket information off the screen.

      “Wow. You must really love her to spend that much money just to get the opportunity to talk to her.”

      “I’d pay double.” It’s the truth.

      “I must say, groveling is a good look on you.”

      “Why are you willing to help me, by the way? When I called you, I expected to be hung up on, which I would have deserved.”

      “After we talked on the phone the other day and you told me your side of the story, it made me realize this is a big misunderstanding and that Mandy is to blame for a lot of this. I’m most concerned about Misha’s happiness, and obviously, you made her very happy. That’s all I want for my girl.” Drew thinks for a long minute before continuing, “What I’m about to tell you isn’t meant to make you feel any worse than you probably already do … but I haven’t seen Misha like this before. Not even when she and Noah broke up. She’s not okay, Jake.”

      For the last few weeks, my mind has been running constantly, mostly wondering if she is happy and doing well. It’s wrong, and I’m a shitty person, but hearing she’s not doing well makes me hopeful. “In what context?”

      “She’s not sleeping much. She denies it, but she looks exhausted. She naps during the day, but she stays awake most nights, baking. She hasn’t been eating normally, and I think this is the thinnest I’ve seen her in her adult life. Misha isn’t taking care of herself, and it shows. She’s depressed, and nothing I say or do makes smile. She said this hurts worse than the Noah breakup.”

      It feels like I’ve been punched in the gut. “If she would just give me ten minutes to explain, neither of us would have to be this miserable.”

      “Please do me a favor and don’t ruin this concert for her. It’s the only thing she’s actually been excited and happy about since everything happened between you two. My suggestion is to catch her after the show. Maybe she’ll be in a post-Bryson bliss and give you an opportunity to spill your guts.”

      He’s right. I know how much she has been looking forward to the show, even before our breakup. The last thing I want to do is prevent her from having a good time.

      “I won’t approach her until after the show.”

      “Good.” Drew leans across the table slightly and narrows his eyes. “So, this escort gig you had going on … how was the pay? I’d be willing to be arm candy for a cougar if the cash was good.”

      Fucking Drew.
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      “Get your ass moving, Mish! If your hottie of a brother eats all of the steak before I get there, I swear to God, I will cut him. Come on!”

      Drew’s about to get punched in the dick.

      Slipping on my flip-flops, I follow him out the door. “You poor, starving man. You’re practically wasting away to nothing.”

      My parents invited Drew and me over to celebrate the opening of their pool. After the bitch of a winter we had, it feels nice to finally pack away my snow boots in exchange for my flip-flops. I’m looking forward to a summer of swimming and sun.

      I pull my car keys out of my purse, but Drew runs over to Charlie.

      “I’m driving. Get in.”

      A whine escapes my lips. I hate riding in Charlie when it’s hot outside. Her air-conditioning is extinct, and not all of the car windows go down. However, I don’t feel much like fighting, so I oblige and allow Drew to drive his baby to my parents’.

      When we arrive, Bentley is in the garage, inflating pool rafts. “The pool is open! Don’t attempt to fake drown today, Drew. I’m not saving your ass!” he calls out.

      Drew’s face scrunches up. “Don’t drown today, Drew. I’m not saving your ass, Drew,” he mocks.

      “Don’t be a sourpuss because my brother called you out. He knows your theatrics by now.”

      Last summer, my parents hosted a Fourth of July barbeque for the family. Drew was swimming in the pool with Bentley, Ally, and Mandy while I helped Mom bring food out to the tables. One minute, everything was just peachy. The next, Bentley was pulling Drew’s limp body from the pool. My body was frozen in terror, and I dropped the entire tray of raw meat I had been taking out to Dad at the grill. Bentley was doing chest compressions and yelled for Mandy to call 911. Bentley bent down and pinched Drew’s nose as he tilted his head back. His mouth covered Drew’s, and all hell broke loose. Drew grabbed the back of my brother’s neck and held him against his mouth in an attempt to kiss him. Bentley pushed off of him and gagged.

      Drew pulled a Squints Palledorous from The Sandlot  and tried to make my brother his Wendy Peffercorn.

      Drew had a nice shiner for a good part of the summer.

      It was from Ally, not Bentley.

      Bentley shrugs off Drew’s whines and pulls me in for a hug. “Good to see you.”

      I kiss him on the cheek and open the front door.

      Drew follows behind me, scowling at Bentley. “Thanks, friend.”

      Bentley gives him a hard pat on the shoulder. “No problem, buddy.”

      Mom and Ally are in the kitchen, preparing the food for the barbeque.

      Mom notices me first, extending her arms. “Misha, you’re here!”

      I walk straight into her open arms, needing comfort that only my mother can give.

      “Thanks for having Drew and me over,” I mumble against her hair.

      She squeezes me tightly. “I’m so sorry that Jake had to work today and couldn’t make it.”

      Pulling away, I fake a smile. “Yeah, he’s working all right.”

      Ally frowns at me but continues gathering items to take outside.

      Mom looks down at my shrinking frame. “Wow, honey. You have lost too much weight. Good thing I made extra spaghetti last night for dinner. I have a container for you to take home with you. We’ll have you back to your old self in no time.”

      I’m not sure that even my favorite food could cheer me up. “You shouldn’t have saved it for me, Mom. You should give it to Bent for opening the pool for you.”

      She waves a hand at me and walks onto the patio. “Nonsense. I already made him peanut butter fudge. Besides, he enjoys doing that.”

      “How are you doing?” Ally asks sympathetically after we are alone. I’m grateful for Ally. I’ve been able to confide in her about this situation without fear of her telling Mom or Dad.

      Not wanting to get upset with Mom around, I shrug it off. “I guess I’m doing okay.”

      She hugs me tightly to her. “I bet he misses you more than you miss him.”

      I blink rapidly to keep my tears in check. “Doubtful but thanks.”

      Over her shoulder, I notice there is one more place setting than needed on the table. “Mom, do you know that you set an extra setting?” I call from the kitchen.

      She frowns and softly counts them to herself. “Nope, that’s right, sweetie. There are supposed to be seven. Dad and me, you and Drew, Bentley and Ally, and Mandy.”

      Fuck. Me.

      She disappears from the patio, leaving me scowling at Ally. She holds her hands up in defeat and runs outside to hide.

      Coward.

      Fury ignites in my stomach at the thought of being in the same room as Mandy. I’m getting the hell out of here.

      I storm into the living room, holding my hand out to Drew, who’s sprawled out on the sectional sofa.

      “What’s up?” He smacks my hand.

      “Keys,” I hiss.

      He narrows his brows. “Uh, no. No one drives Charlie other than me.”

      Because he takes such good care of her. “Now, Drew. I’m driving the Green Turd home. I’m not messing around.”

      He shakes his head, returning his attention back to the TV. “Nope. I’m eating steak. And you are too. You’re starting to lose your ass.”

      “You knew Mandy was going to be here, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe. Besides, you have to forgive her at some point.”

      I slap him hard across the arm. “You asshole! You have no right, telling me what to do!”

      He puts his hand over the red handprint I just left on his skin. “Ow! You’ll get over it!”

      “You’re a dick!”

      Fuck this. I’ll just barricade myself in my old bedroom for the night. Acting like a hormonal teenager, I stomp up the stairs and slam the door behind me before locking it.

      “I’ll take the damn door off the hinges. Try me!” my dad yells up the stairs, giving me the old warning that he threatened Mandy with weekly when she threw her tantrums.

      Lying across my childhood twin bed, I feel like I could scream at the top of my lungs. Seeing Mandy is the last thing I want to do. She’s probably even worse than usual now that Noah broke up with her, and I can’t handle another Mandy attack.

      As I look around my room, nostalgia takes over me. The walls of my old room are covered with posters of the Jonas Brothers over the floral wallpaper. My goodness, I used to be so in love with Joe Jonas. He and I were supposed to get married, have two kids, and ride on the Jonas tour bus for the rest of our lives. Now, if I had to pick a brother, it would totally be Kevin. Boy glowed up for sure.

      There are several framed pictures on my nightstand of friends, family, and me at different ages. There’s one particular picture that’s my favorite, and I’m now holding it in my hands.

      The picture is of Mandy and me at my first concert when I was fourteen. My mom took us to see the Jonas Brothers, and it was by far one of the best nights ever. Mandy and I had such a fun night, dancing and singing every song, and the picture looks like we are not only close sisters, but also best friends. It wasn’t too long after the concert that Mandy’s attitude began to change.

      A tear drops onto the frame, bringing me back to the present. I lean against the headboard of my bed, trying to pinpoint exactly why my relationship with Mandy turned sour, but I come up blank. We were so close for so long, and then it seemed like she couldn’t stand me overnight.

      I miss Mandy. At least, the old Mandy. The one who wouldn’t have dated a boy that I used to date. The one who wouldn’t have hired someone to date me. The one who used to be my best friend.

      I miss my sister.

      And as if she can hear my thoughts, she knocks on the door. “Misha?”

      No, I’m not talking to her. The wounds are still too deep.

      “Not now, Mandy.” I sniffle.

      “Please let me in, Misha.”

      I know that there is dual meaning to her plea.

      “I’m not ready, Mandy.”

      There is whispering outside the door for a moment but then silence again. I guess that she decided to respect my wishes for once.

      The sound of a drill echoes through my room.

      “Misha, I’m taking this damn door down.”

      Dad.

      He never once followed through with the threats to Mandy, but he’s not having it today. I jump off the bed and quickly open the door.

      He pulls the drill back from the door hinge and rolls his eyes. “I don’t know what in the hell is wrong with you two, but figure it out before your mother notices. She doesn’t need to be worrying over you two feuding. She’s already worried enough about Misha’s illnesses as of late. Misha, the lies about you being sick, so you can avoid coming here need to stop. Your mother might be naive, but I’m not stupid. Fix your shit.” He turns and walks away before either of us can answer him.

      Mandy is leaning against the stair banister. Her hair isn’t perfect as usual, pulled up in a messy bun, and neither is her makeup. Her face is naked of any concealer or foundation, and she’s wearing cutoff shorts and a hoodie.

      She looks like the old Mandy.

      “Can I come in?” she asks quietly.

      Turning from her, I walk back into the room, leaving the door open behind me. She follows and closes the door behind her as I reclaim my place on the bed. Mandy takes in my old room, as I’m sure she hasn’t been in here in years. She picks up the picture that I laid on the desk in the scramble to open the door.

      She smiles brightly, holding the frame in her hand. “God, that was such a fun day.”

      “Yep.” It might be childish, but I still refuse to look at her.

      Mandy places the frame on the desk and spins the office chair at my desk to face me. She takes a seat and sighs. “Hurting you wasn’t my intention … not at first at least.”

      Sure. She didn’t intend to hurt me when she started dating Noah.

      When I don’t respond to her, Mandy puts her hand on my arm and squeezes. “Misha, talk to me. We’re never going to resolve this if you aren’t willing to hear me out.”

      I glare at her hand on my arm. Her once perfectly manicured fingernails are chipped of the polish and appear to be chewed short. Moving my arm so her hand falls to the bed, I turn and look at her. Mandy has dark bags under her eyes, and I’m not sure if it’s because her face is void of makeup or because she’s actually having a rough time.

      Her eyes are hopeful, but I’m not. She pushed, and now, she’s going to get a fight.

      “Fine. You want to do this? Let’s do this.”
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      Mandy clearly understands from my tone that this isn’t going to be a pleasant conversation. She doesn’t respond right away, and I’m not in the mood to prolong the inevitable.

      “Come on. You wanted to do this, so let’s do it. Tell me everything, Mandy. Don’t leave anything out,” I demand.

      She sits up straight and takes a deep breath. “I hired Jake—”

      “No,” I interrupt.

      She looks at me with confusion.

      “From the beginning. Tell me everything, starting with how you and Noah got together.”

      Her mouth gapes open slightly, and I don’t give a shit if this makes her uncomfortable. “Misha, I don’t know if you want me to go there.”

      “I said, tell me everything. If you want to talk, we’re going to go back to the point of where our relationship began failing again.”

      She sighs heavily. “All right. I’m being one hundred percent honest here. I first realized that I had a crush on Noah when I was thirteen and you all were eleven. There was no way I could tell anyone I had a crush on a kid two years younger than me; my friends would have made fun of me. For years, I kept my feelings for him to myself, and part of me thought they would just eventually go away. But they didn’t.”

      Her nose is red—a telltale sign that she’s fighting back tears. She’s always been a great actress, but she’s never been able to make herself cry. She’s telling the truth, which makes a ball of guilt slowly form in my chest.

      “You two were always close, and I was envious. My junior homecoming was your freshman homecoming. Finally, I had the courage to tell Mom that I liked Noah, and she said I should ask him to the dance. He came to the house one day for you, but you weren’t home. I walked outside with him and asked him if he was going to homecoming. He said yes, and I was excited. I was about to ask him to go with me, and that was when he blurted out that he was planning to ask you to go with him. He told me he had a crush on you and begged me not to tell you.

      “You guys went to homecoming together, and I knew you had no clue that I liked him, but it made me hate you. I wanted everyone to hate you too. I made up rumors about you in hopes that Noah would hear them and believe them, but he never did. It made me like him even more; he was so loyal. Even though you all were just friends for so long, just knowing that he was interested in you broke my heart. You got to spend the time with him that I would have died to have.

      “For a few years, things seemed to get a little better. Noah and I would hang out when he came home for college breaks, although it irritated me that he would always ask about you. When he moved back home after graduation, I was going to confess how I felt about him. Take a chance to see if he felt the same. That was when you brought him to family dinner and announced that you two were dating. Each and every time I saw you two together was torture. I felt like I was suffocating … dying slowly. You went from being my sister to my absolute worst enemy.”

      Tears are streaming down her face, and my cheeks are also wet with tears. I was the villain in my sister’s story and had no idea.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that back then? I would have never dated him, I swear. You were my best friend. I would have never betrayed you if I had known.”

      “He was so happy that he was finally with you, and I never wanted to take that from him. I thought that seeing you two together would help me get over him, but that definitely wasn’t the case.

      “When you thought he was starting to pull away, I confronted him. I wanted to make sure he wasn’t cheating on you. He wasn’t, but he said he felt like you two were in a rut. You both were feeling the same way but were afraid to talk to one another. I encouraged him to talk to you, and when the breakup happened, I was so happy. It’s so screwed up that I felt that way, but he was single and away from you, so I finally had a chance.

      “Once you moved out of his townhouse, he and I began to hang out again. It wasn’t romantic at first, but his feelings developed after we spent time together. He was conflicted for a long time, and that was why we kept things quiet for so long.”

      My head is throbbing with all this new information. Guilt doesn’t even begin to explain what I feel. Here I thought Mandy was just being a mega bitch for the fun of it, but it was because I was making her life a living hell. There’s no way I can imagine how hurt and miserable she must have been every day.

      “Mandy, I’m so sorry. Had I known—”

      “It’s okay, Misha. You didn’t know.” She wipes her face of tears and inhales deeply. “This is the part where Jake came in.”

      Just hearing his name makes my heart pound against my chest. As much as the Noah part was hard to hear, I imagine what’s next is about to be worse on my heart.

      “I wanted to be able to tell people about Noah and me. We were so in love. I couldn’t shout it from the rooftops, and it was killing me. Noah said he wouldn’t go public until you seemed happy and back in the dating pool. Jake was my coworker, and I knew you would think he was attractive. I booked him to take you out twice, and I thought that would give you the push you needed to get back into the dating world.”

      “I was already dating, Mandy. I didn’t need your help.”

      “I know … but I was so focused on Noah and me that I didn’t want to hear anything you said. Jake was really hesitant to take you out because you didn’t know that he was an escort. I paid him under the table at a higher than usual rate, and he finally agreed.”

      Ouch. “That makes me feel better.”

      “Just wait.” She holds her hand up. “After the second date, he met me in the parking lot of Mama Java’s to get his check. This is what happened.”

      She hands me her cell phone, and there is a video waiting to be played. The time stamp at the top of her phone says it was taken at the end of February, which proves it was on our second date. I push the screen, and the video plays. Jake is standing in a dark parking lot in front of his truck. It was the night we went to dinner and listened to the band play. It was the first night he kissed me.

      “It’s recording,” I hear Mandy say from behind the camera.

      Jake’s hands are shoved in his pants pockets. “I’m Jake Malone, and I officially consider the contract that Mandy Gallagher and I had void. I refuse to accept payment for taking Misha Gallagher on two dates.”

      “And why are you refusing?”

      “I’m refusing because I am interested in Misha, and although I might not know her well yet, a possibility of a future with her is definitely worth more than a paycheck to me. No matter how much.”

      “You like her? Seriously?”

      Jake looks pissed that she would even ask the question. “Why’s that so hard to believe?”

      “She’s just … plain. Kind of boring. You’re extremely attractive. It seems like you could have just about any girl you’d want.”

      Jake shrugs, like the answer is simple. “And I want her.”

      The video stops, and tears blur my vision at seeing him and hearing the words come from his mouth. I want to believe it all … so much … but I still feel guarded. A tear falls to my cheek, and I swipe it away.

      Handing Mandy her phone back, I clear the emotion from my throat. “Keep going.”

      “Other than how you met, everything about you and Jake was real, Misha. He loves you so much.”

      If I was one hundred percent sure that she was telling the truth, I would go to Jake’s house right now and beg for the last few weeks to be erased.

      “I don’t know what to believe. It feels like I’ve been hit by a tidal wave, and I’m stuck underwater. I don’t know which way is up or down.”

      “With everything that has happened between us, I understand that you can’t trust me. I’m telling the truth, and I hope you don’t wait too long before realizing that he would do absolutely anything to have you back.”

      “But his job … I can’t handle the fact that he …” I can’t finish the sentence without feeling nausea creep up my throat.

      “He doesn’t work there anymore. Actually, it’s been quite a while since he quit, although I can’t say for sure if it was before you two became official.”

      “When you worked there, did you sleep with your customers?”

      “No. We weren’t prostitutes. The company we worked for is an actual, legit dating service. You pay for a companion, not sex. He wasn’t a prostitute, Misha. He didn’t sleep with women for money. He was an escort. He was paid for his time.”

      Mandy is waiting for me to say something. Anything.

      “I wish you had told me everything from the beginning instead of lying and keeping me in the dark. If I had known about Noah from the start, then this crap would have never snowballed.”

      She nods in agreement. “I know, and I’m so sorry, Misha. I should have told you how I felt about Noah from the get-go, but I was scared. It’s not an excuse, but I was. I’m a coward. I’m not as confident as people think I am. I’ve lost my job, Noah, and my home in the last week. I really can’t lose you for good.”

      “I’m sorry about Noah.” And I genuinely am.

      She’s suffered enough over the years, and for her to lose him after finally getting to be with him must be devastating.

      “I’ve moved back in with Mom and Dad … I deserve it all, and I’m taking my punishment.”

      “Mandy—”

      “It’s for the best, Misha. I need to grow the hell up. Mom and Dad just think Noah and I broke up. They’re going to help me get back on my feet. I’m going to go to college and find a career for myself. I’m not going to give up on Noah though. He’s the only man I’ve ever loved, and I won’t let him go without a fight.”

      This is the old Mandy. The one who fought for what she wanted and not relied on her looks. My best friend. My sister.

      She crawls onto the bed beside me and puts her head on my shoulder. “I don’t expect you to forget how I’ve treated you by any means, but I do hope we can try to move on from here. I want to rebuild our relationship. I’ll do whatever it takes to get us back to how we were so long ago.”

      Looping my arm around her arm, I rest my head against hers. “We have a long road ahead of us before we’ll be okay again. We have to rebuild trust. It’s not going to happen overnight.”

      She nods against my shoulder. “I’ll do whatever I need to do to fix us.”

      “Okay.”

      “Can we start now?”

      Yeah, there’s doubt in my mind. Maybe she’ll do it again, and if so, shame on me for believing her.

      I take in a deep breath and then exhale all of the animosity, hurt, and heartache out of my body.

      Starting anew.

      “I forgive you, Mandy.”

      She lets out a relieved sob and hugs me hard and long, beginning our healing process.
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        * * *

      

      Things are still awkward between Mandy and me during dinner, but we are at least able to sit around the same table for a meal together.

      After dinner, she says good night and goes to her room for the evening.

      Bentley and Ally leave shortly after everything is cleaned up, and that’s when I find Drew passed out on a lawn chair by the pool.

      Dad is sitting in his den, working on his computer. I take a seat across from his desk like I used to when I was a little girl, and he looks over his monitor and smiles.

      Dad has always been a very hard worker and our family’s provider. Mom stayed at home with us while we were young and then volunteered at the senior center when we were all in school. Dad became partner at the law firm shortly after I was born. That title came with long work hours, and growing up, I didn’t realize how much he sacrificed in order to take care of us financially. For a long time, I resented him for not being present in our lives more. He was hardly ever home in time for dinner, he rarely made it to any of our school or sporting events, and what bothered me the most was when he was home, he was locked away in this den, working some more. It wasn’t until I was older that I could truly see what he had done for us. He provided a warm, safe home for our family. His hard work bought meals that were put on our kitchen table daily. The time away from us supplied the money needed to pay for our activities, to keep Mom at home, and for each of us to have a little nest egg when we moved out. I feel guilty now for the thoughts I had toward him, growing up, although he now says he regrets missing out on so much of our childhood.

      “What’s on your mind, kiddo?”

      I bring my knees to my chest and hug them close to me. “Nothing really.”

      Dad pushes his glasses down the bridge of his nose and scowls at me over them. “Bullshit. Spill it. Whatever it is wasn’t solved earlier upstairs with Mandy.”

      A snort escapes my nose, and I rest my chin on my knee. My dad has always been straight to the point and never beats around the bush.

      “It’s Jake. We broke up.”

      Dad leans back in his chair, resting his interlocked hands on his stomach. “I had a feeling. You haven’t been yourself. Why did you tell your mom that he was working?”

      “Because I didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “You are now.”

      “You’re not her. Mom tends to dig a little too deep, although she means well.”

      Dad nods. “Fair enough. Do you want to tell me what happened?”

      “It’s complicated, Dad.”

      He smirks. “I’m a lawyer. Try me.”

      “He failed to mention a fairly large part of his life to me. I found out from a different source. When I asked him if it was true, he said yes. We broke up.”

      “Did he give you his side of the story?”

      “No … I really didn’t give him the opportunity.”

      He frowns, which isn’t good. “What have I always told you kids?”

      “Everyone has the right to tell their side, regardless,” I huff the words like a child who’s being scolded.

      “Exactly. You never received all the facts. Jake deserves his chance to talk. You owe him the courtesy to listen.”

      “He should have been courteous from the beginning and told me everything. He lied to me.”

      “No, he didn’t. Did he ever once deny the allegations?”

      “No, but it was a lie by omission!”

      Dad smiles brightly. “I always said you had lawyer in your blood and not sugar.”

      “Dad …”

      “Seriously, Misha, just hear him out. If anything, for closure for you. It might help you move on.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      He gives me a confident nod. “Just give him the chance to tell his story. I know you’ll do the right thing. And when you do, you’ll feel better.”
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      Tonight is the night that Drew and I have been waiting on for months.

      Tonight, we’ll see Fallen Shadows.

      More importantly, we’ll see Bryson freaking Henderson.

      We took the metro into Washington, DC, earlier this afternoon and visited a few of the monuments before the show.

      Drew is a nervous Nellie every time we go to concerts. Even though we have our own assigned seats, he likes to get in line for the show early, so he can beat the crowd getting in to the venue. We always have to follow his concert routine once in the doors—go to the restroom, hit the merchandise stand, grab a beer, and find his seat. Usually, it slightly annoys me, but today, I don’t care. Today is Bryson day.

      Drew leans against the brick wall of the theater, and I sit on the hard concrete ground. He’s getting antsy, and I glare at him.

      “Look, it’s your idea to stand in line hours before the show starts because you like to get through the doors early.”

      “I’m starving. I need something to eat before going into the show. Otherwise, I might jump onstage and take a bite out of Bryson,” Drew whines.

      Never doubt a word Drew says.

      “There is a diner down the street. I’ll hold our place. Just bring me back a sandwich or something.”

      Once those words leave my mouth, he’s halfway down the block. Glancing down at my phone, I realize Drew has two hours to bring back food before the doors are scheduled to open. One hundred and twenty minutes … not that I’m counting.

      Eighty-four minutes to go … Drew had better bring me my food.

      Fifty-one minutes to go … Drew is going to die.

      Twenty-seven minutes to go … and I see Drew running toward me with a plastic bag in his hand.

      “I’m sorry, Misha!” he yells from afar, causing the entire line to look at him like he’s a crazy person.

      Snatching the bag from him, I rip open the Styrofoam container and take a huge bite of the cheeseburger, moaning as it covers my taste buds. “I want to kick your ass for making me wait over an hour and a half for food,” I say with a full mouth.

      He sits down beside me, eyeing my French fries. “I’m sorry. I met a really cool guy, and he invited me to sit down and eat with him. I kind of lost track of time, but I got his number!”

      His hand reaches for a fry, and I quickly smack it away.

      “You already ate! Back off.”

      He takes a fry and shoves it in his mouth. “You’re such a bitch when you’re hungry. Anyway, his name is Stephen, and he lives in Frederick. We’re going out next weekend!”

      This burger is an ordinary diner burger, but since I’m starving, it’s the best burger known to man at the moment. Drew continues telling me about the guy he met, and I’m only half-paying attention.

      “That’s great, Drew,” I mumble around fries.

      “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      He rolls his eyes and looks at his watch. “When do doors open?”

      “Seven.”

      “Only twenty minutes or so until it’s time to go in.” He watches me eat my sandwich, and I notice he’s smirking. “You look like you’re making love to that damn thing.”

      Closing my eyes, I moan. “Hmm?”

      “You’re not paying attention to me, are you?”

      “Nope.” I’m about to shove another handful of fries in my mouth when I spot a handsome man who resembles Jake.

      Except it’s not someone who just looks like Jake.

      It is Jake.

      Jake’s walking up to the venue, covering a blonde girl’s eyes with his hands. She has her hands over his, giggling. Unable to take my eyes off them, I watch as he uncovers her eyes, and she takes in her surroundings. Obviously, he is surprising Blondie with the concert. She lets out a high-pitched squeal and flings herself into his arms. Jake laughs as he embraces her.

      The fries fall from my fingers into the container, which I hand to Drew. “Here, I’m not hungry anymore.”

      “Sweet.” Drew bites into the burger and notices I’m watching something. “What are you looking at?”

      “Don’t look.” I spin him toward the wall, and Drew groans.

      “Misha, you never tell someone not to look. If you do, they’re going to look anyway. For example, Don’t look now, but the girl who just walked in has a massive camel toe. What’s the first thing you do? You look because you were told not to. And you shouldn’t have because camel toes are so gross.”

      “Jake’s here,” I tell him quietly.

      Drew is frozen for a moment, and then he looks over his shoulder. “Shit.”

      Although it’s not good for my heart, I turn and watch him. This is the first time I’ve seen him since the party and he looks happy. The words he texts me every night don’t match his demeanor. The blonde he’s with is beautiful, nothing less than what he deserves. It turns my stomach to think he could be with someone else, and I’m hoping my dinner won’t make a reappearance.

      “He knew I was going to be here tonight. He brought someone with him to piss me off. She’s probably a customer,” I assume out loud.

      “Probably not. Didn’t Mandy tell you he quit?” Drew asks.

      “Yeah … but at this point, I’d rather her be a customer than be a new love interest.” I don’t want to watch them, but I can’t turn away. It’s like watching a bad car accident.

      And as if he can sense me staring, Jake looks directly at me. His eyes widen, recognition playing on his face. He starts walking toward me, but the blonde grabs his arm, pointing down the opposite side of the street. She drags him behind her, and he unwillingly follows. He keeps glancing back at me, but soon, he is swallowed by the crowd near the tour buses.

      “He saw you. Do you think he’ll try to talk to you tonight?” Drew asks.

      Jake’s not ruining my evening. Drew and I have waited entirely too long for tonight.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. He’s either on a real date or a paid date. I don’t want to interrupt either. I came here to see one man and one man only—Bryson Henderson. Jake Malone can fuck himself.”

      Drew puts his arm around me and kisses my head.

      Truth be told, I’d rather be in Jake Malone’s arms than Bryson Henderson’s.
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        * * *

      

      While the other fans are anxiously waiting for the opening band to take the stage, I’m scouring the crowds for Jake and Blondie from my seat.

      “Stop looking for him,” Drew scolds.

      Scanning the balcony above us, I still come up empty. “I can’t help it.”

      Drew grabs my face and brings it to his. “Stop. What are you going to do when Bryson comes onstage and you haven’t found Jake? You’d better not ignore that sex god!”

      I jerk my face out of his hands and continue searching. “I just want to know where he is, so I can avoid him like the plague.”

      He sighs and nods backward. “He’s on the second balcony, off to the right. Now that you know, please stop this. We have waited for tonight for so long. Don’t let him keep you from having a good time.”

      Sure enough, Jake and Blondie are seated on the second balcony. Jake’s gaze is on me, so I quickly turn my back to him. “How did you know where he was sitting?”

      Drew’s eyes grow wide at my question. “I’ve got eyes in the back of my head, Mish.”

      I glance at the beer he’s holding, and I make a note to cut him off after this one.

      “It would be nice if Bryson came onto the stage now. I need the distraction,” I tell Drew.

      A few minutes later, the lights go out for the opening band, and the crowd screams loudly. Even in the darkness, we are close enough to see the four members of PlanLimit take the stage. The electric guitar screams over the speakers and through the crowd, revving everyone up. The bright lights on the stage suddenly appear, illuminating the band. Drew and I nod along with the first song, one that I’ve never heard before. My phone in my back pocket vibrates, and I pull it out to look at my message.

      Jake: You’ve lost weight. Are you okay?

      I exit out of the message and bring my attention back to the band. Jake is not going to ruin tonight for me. I’m not giving him the satisfaction of replying to his text. Another buzz comes through, and curiosity gets the best of me.

      Jake: Please don’t ignore me.

      Sorry, not sorry, Jake.

      I turn my phone off and shove it back in my pocket. Drew is dancing and jumping, so I join in and follow his lead. PlanLimit’s set is upbeat and high energy. Just when we’re really getting into their set, the lead singer announces they are about to play their last song before Fallen Shadows takes the stage.

      Knowing that the line for the women’s restroom are about to expand drastically, I tell Drew I’m going to the bathroom to beat the rush. He nods and brushes me off, dancing along to the last song. When I finally make it to the women’s line for the restroom, it’s already about fifteen women deep.

      And here I thought I had a brilliant plan.

      I lean against the wall and try my best to patiently wait. The other females surrounding me are gossiping about how gorgeous Bryson is and all the extremely dirty things they would do if given the chance. Don’t get me wrong; I have had similar thoughts, but there is someone else in this venue I’d rather do those dirty things with.

      I’m not exactly sure how to handle the feelings I’m having right now. Seeing Jake for the first time in two months only proves that I’m not any closer to being over him.

      I’m five people away from getting inside the restroom when I notice Jake stalking toward me, his eyes focused on mine. His hand wraps around my wrist, and he drags me behind him.

      “Let me go, Jake!” I yell.

      He continues walking, landing us near the men’s restroom. He swings the door open and looks inside before pulling me in behind him. He shuts and locks the door, and then he slams me against it. His arms encase my head, and his close proximity makes it hard for me to concentrate on what to say and do.

      “Why did you turn your phone off?” he growls.

      “Because I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “Why haven’t you answered any of my texts over the last two months?”

      A hard chuckle escapes my lips. “Are you really asking me that question? Okay, let me see … oh, yeah! You lied to me about how we met, and you lied to me about your profession, where you happen to be a fucking escort! You sleep with women for money! Don’t you think you should have told me all of this from the beginning?”

      Okay, I’m not playing fair. I know Mandy told me he never slept with anyone, but the need to push his buttons is too great at the moment.

      His nose is suddenly pressed to mine, and his breath is heavy on my lips. “I didn’t lie, I just didn’t tell you what I did for a living. And I didn’t sleep with them for money, I didn’t sleep with them, period. If you had talked to me, you would know all of this.”

      I glance at his lips, which are now less than an inch away from mine. “I didn’t feel the need to. You should have been up-front with me.”

      My lips brush against his when I speak, and there is nothing more I want than for him to kiss me right now. I also want nothing more than to kick him in the dick for breaking my heart.

      As if he can hear my thoughts, his lips crash onto mine. Jake’s hands land on my face and hold it firmly against his. He pulls back long enough to catch his breath.

      “Why aren’t you with your date? Will you have to refund her part of your going rate since she’s all alone right now?” I spit.

      He kisses me again, this time pinning me against the door with his hips. “She’s not my date. She’s—”

      “Shut up, Jake. I don’t care. I really don’t fucking care.”

      I don’t mean that. Not at all. I do care. I don’t want her to be his real date. I don’t want her to be his customer. I just don’t want her near him at all.

      His lips connect with mine again, igniting a fire deep in my stomach. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I hate you,” I mumble against his lips.

      His tongue sweeps against mine, tasting me for the first time in months. “No, you don’t,” he replies. His hands move down my body, grabbing tightly at my waist. “You’re too skinny. You need to eat a cheeseburger.”

      His words cause me to dig my fingernails deep into the skin of his arms. “I was trying, but you had to interrupt me by bringing another girl to the concert you knew I was coming to.”

      Jake’s hands find the bottom of my ass, and he pulls me against his hips. I feel his erection through my skirt, and my own need stirs deep inside.

      “God, I’ve missed this ass.”

      I lift my leg to wrap around his waist. “My ass hasn’t missed you.”

      His hands move to the bare skin of my legs, smoothly rubbing them up under the hem of my skirt. “Oh, baby, your ass has definitely missed me. We’re going to have the hottest, dirtiest sex in this bathroom. Now.”

      “No, we’re not.” I bite his lip hard in response.

      A growl comes deep from within his chest, and then he’s back to teasing my mouth. His hand skims over the front of my panties, causing my heart rate to spike.

      “You’re soaked. You’re turned on for me.”

      “Not for you. It’s for Bryson. I want him.”

      Damn, I’m awarded with a glare that is dirty as hell.

      “Fuck that pretty boy. I’m about to make you remember what it’s like with us.”

      My panties are pushed aside, and a thick finger slides inside of me, causing me to moan loudly.

      “I think your customer wouldn’t be fully satisfied if she knew what you were doing right now,” I pant in his ear.

      “Shut up,” he groans. “I told you, she’s not a customer. She’s—s

      Covering his mouth with mine, I kiss him hard as he continues to rub me from the inside. “I don’t give a fuck who she is.” My head falls back against the door, pleasure heating my body.

      His mouth hovers over my ear. “Still not turned on?”

      “I am turned on. So much,” I moan loudly. “But not for you. I’m thinking of Bryson Henderson. I’m imagining he’s you right now.”

      Jake’s hot breath tickles my neck as he laughs against my skin. “No, I’m not. You’re thinking of me. You’re thinking of Jake fucking Malone, the man you’re in love with. The man who loves you more than life.”

      Grabbing a handful of his hair, I yank it hard enough to make him look at me. “I’m not in love with you. I hate your guts.”

      Jake ignores my words and lowers his head to kiss his way down to the opening of my shirt. “No, you love my guts. You love my fingers and what they’re doing to you right now. You love my tongue and how I know exactly how to use it to make you scream. Most importantly, you love my dick and how it fits perfectly inside of you.”

      Damn it, my traitorous body. Between the combination of dirty talk and his fingers pumping away, I’m so close to exploding.

      “Your dick is entirely too small for me. I barely felt it when we had sex.”

      His eyes narrow. “We both know that is far from true.” He withdraws his fingers, leaving me empty and needy. A whimper escapes me at the loss, and he relishes at my desire. “Say it. Say you still love me.”

      He kneels in front of me, slowly running his hands under my skirt. Goose bumps erupt over every inch of my skin.

      “I used to, but I don’t anymore.”

      “A love like ours doesn’t die overnight, baby.” Jake’s fingers tangle in the waistband of my panties, and he lowers them down my legs. “Tell me how much you’ve missed me.”

      Watching him through hooded eyes, I lie, “I haven’t missed you one ounce.”

      My thong is in his hand.

      “How much have you missed my touch?” His lips meet my calf and trail upward.

      My eyes close as I try to calm my breathing. Just this teasing alone is enough to get me off. “I haven’t.”

      He moves over my kneecap and to my thigh. “My love? Have you missed the way I love you?”

      “Not at all. You’re a mediocre lover.”

      Lips reach the apex of my thighs, and he gently blows against me. “Are you sure?”

      My heartrate is dangerously high with anticipation. “Positive,” I manage to squeak out.

      Just when I’m certain he’s about to provide me with relief, he moves and starts on the calf of the opposite leg. “You miss waking up next to me, don’t you?”

      I scoff. “Not particularly. You have terrible morning breath.”

      He laughs against my thigh. “You miss my coffee cup confessions. Admit it.”

      “No way. Those were so lame. And I hate coffee.”

      His teeth nip at my skin. “Now, I know you’re lying. How much have you missed my kisses?”

      My hands rest in his soft hair, wanting to pull him in closer. “You’re a terrible kisser. You kiss like a vacuum.”

      His brown eyes look up to me, and I catch his sexy smirk.

      “Yeah? Tell me if I’m still a bad kisser.” His tongue parts me, connecting with my clit.

      Relief and desire for more claw inside me. Oh God, I’m willing to scream how much I miss all of it if he promises not to stop. Loud moans escape my mouth, and I pull at his hair. He groans against me, and the vibrations are almost too much for me to handle.

      He pulls back slightly and raises an eyebrow. “Still bad?”

      “Fucking terrible.” I pull him back into me, allowing him to continue his torturous teasing.

      He grabs the back of my leg and lifts it over his shoulder, and my hips grind into his mouth. This angle is so fucking good that my back arches.

      “I missed this. Tell me you love me.”

      I take the edge of my skirt and cover his head with it. “Shut the hell up, Jake.”

      He laughs loudly and stands, lifting me along with him. I’m placed on the counter, and I watch as Jake unzips his pants and pulls himself out. His cock is hard and ready, a bead of moisture already present. I don’t just want him inside of me. I need him.

      “Spread your legs and put them around me,” he demands.

      Arching an eyebrow, I cross my legs and snarl, “No.”

      “Why are you being so fucking difficult?” He grabs my knees and opens them wide, easily sliding himself into me. We groan in unison, and he drops his forehead to mine. “This is going to be the best sex in the history of make-up sex.”

      His thrusts are steady, and I’m already at the brink.

      “It’s not make-up sex. We’re not making up. I hate you. You broke my heart.”

      He lovingly kisses away my hateful words. “You still love me. I know you do. I love you. I’ll never stop,” he says quietly.

      A few strokes later, and I’m clawing at his back, screaming his name—not Bryson’s—as I come around him. He follows just moments later, holding me against his body as he empties himself inside me. His breath is heavy against my ear, running chills down my spine. It feels so amazing to be in his arms, like going home, but it also hurts like hell.

      “I love you, Misha.”

      My eyes shut tightly at his words. “I don’t know what to say to you, Jake.”

      “How about the truth?”

      “I don’t know what’s true and what’s not. I want to believe you and call you a liar, all at the same time. My heart is broken, but I still love you. I don’t want to. I would have been fine eventually if I hadn’t seen you. Why did I have to see you?”

      “Because I wasn’t fine, and I will never be fine without you.”

      I’ve never felt so confused. I’m torn between my heart and my brain, both of which are waging a war inside me. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Will you talk to me tonight after the show?” he asks, hope in his voice.

      He brought a date with him tonight, and I just had sex in a public restroom.

      My God … I’ve made a terrible mistake.

      I hop off of the counter and grab my panties. “I can’t.”

      Jake watches me with crossed arms while I straighten my clothes. “You can’t, or you won’t?”

      “Both.”

      He sighs heavily into the silence. “I wish you would give me ten minutes. I could explain everything to you and end this ridiculous fight. I’m miserable without you.”

      My head snaps back to him. I don’t believe what he just said in the least. “Really? You looked so miserable with Blondie before you realized I was here.”

      The veins in his neck bulge, making it obvious he’s beginning to get angry. “I’ve been trying to tell you, that’s—”

      “And I told you, I don’t fucking care! You broke my heart! I can’t let you back in. I don’t know how. I thought I was starting to get better, but seeing you has made it worse.”

      Jake grabs my hand, and it feels warm and familiar. “Then, talk to me, damn it. I can make it better.”

      The hurt in his eyes makes me believe that he is sorry. My father’s advice starts playing through my head, encouraging me to at least listen to his side of the story. I open my mouth to agree but am interrupted by cheers and screams from the crowd outside. The thumping of the drums vibrates in my chest.

      Fallen Shadows is onstage.

      I allow his hand to drop from mine, and I wrap my arms around myself. “I have to go. Drew’s probably looking for me.”

      Panic paints his face. “Don’t go. Talk to me. Please.”

      “I can’t. We shouldn’t have done this.”

      I unlock and swing the door open, coming face-to-face with a line of guys, all of whom are smiling knowingly. Shit.

      Quickly taking the walk of shame past them, I duck into the ladies’ room.

      While I’m washing my hands, I glance up into the mirror and gasp at my reflection. It’s quite clear that I’ve just had sex by my brightly flushed pink cheeks and wild hair. I comb my fingers through my hair and splash water onto my face, but it doesn’t help. Even my swollen lips scream sex.

      When I push through the restroom door, I’m greeted not only by the shrieking of fans and loud music, but also by a waiting Jake.

      “What are you doing?” I ask him.

      “Waiting to see if you’ll change your mind and talk to me after the show.”

      It’s then I recognize the sadness in his eyes. The same sadness I’ve donned for the last two months. Even if I don’t like what he has to say, at the very least, I will get his side and hopefully closure.

      “What about the girl you’re here with?”

      “It’s Carrisa, my sister.” A small smirk plays on his lips.

      Fuck … don’t I feel like an ass.

      “She’s home from school for the summer.”

      I shake my head with a sigh. “I’m sorry I assumed.”

      “I understand why you did.”

      Over Jake’s shoulder, I see Bryson onstage, and I know I should get to my seat. I’ve been waiting for this concert for several months. But at the moment, there is something more important than a concert and a gorgeous rock star.

      “Tell Carrisa she can have my seat and sit with Drew. It would be a shame for it to go to waste while we’re talking.”

      Sad eyes turn hopeful. “Really?”

      “I need to tell Drew, but I’ll meet you back here in five minutes.”

      I manage to make it back to Drew during the third song of their set.

      He glances over at me and frowns. “Did you fall in?”

      “What?” I yell over the music.

      Drew’s eyes land on my neck, and his mouth drops. “You whore! You fucked Jake in the restroom!”

      “No, I didn’t!”

      He turns his attention back to the stage. “You did! Otherwise, you would have already mentioned how fucking hot Bryson looks!”

      When I turn to the stage, my gaze lands on the lead singer of my favorite band. Bryson is sitting at his piano, the bright lights above already making him sweat. He’s looking down at the keys with such intensity and passion as he plays. I admire how he pours his soul into his music, and being at a live show only solidifies how much he loves to perform. For a brief moment, I yearn to stay right here and watch him for the next hour and a half, but I know I have something more important to do.

      “He is hot!” I yell in Drew’s ear.

      “Too late to try to cover it up, bitch. Besides, I see the hickey on your neck!”

      My hand immediately covers my neck, causing Drew to smile smugly.

      “Told you! I totally lied. You don’t have a hickey. At least try to be more excited about being this close to Bryson. You’re wasting perfectly good fan space right now! I’m fantasizing about what I would do to that piece of meat on the stage.”

      “I’m going to go talk to Jake,” I tell him.

      Drew’s eyebrow hits his hairline. “Jake must have a pretty big dick for you to brush off that model of perfection onstage!”

      “His sister is going to come sit with you. I’ll meet you outside after the show.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Suit yourself. I’m not moving until they wipe his sweat off the stage!”

      Jake and Carrisa are waiting for me, as promised, and Carrisa springs into my arms.

      “I’m so excited to finally meet you, Misha! Jake has told me so much about you, including how he screwed up. Please listen to what he has to say. I promise my brother isn’t always this much of a bonehead.”

      “It’s nice to finally meet you too.” I hand her my ticket and nod toward the stage. “My seat is in the second row. You should go enjoy the show with my best friend, Drew.”

      Her mouth drops open as she stares at the ticket in awe. “Like, the actual second row from the stage? Seriously? You’re giving that up for my lame-ass brother?”

      Jake glares at Carrisa. “You’re supposed to be helping.”

      “Sorry, but nothing is worth giving up being that close to Bryson.” Carrisa squeals.

      “Go before she changes her mind.” Jake waves her off.

      Carrisa doesn’t waste a second before disappearing down into the front orchestra.

      I turn back to Jake, and his eyes are already on me.

      “Ready?”

      No. Not really. But we have to do this.

      “Let’s go.”
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      This night is not turning out like I thought it would whatsoever.

      I didn’t think Misha would give up watching the concert to talk to me.

      And I really didn’t expect we would have an angry fuck in the restroom, but damn it, she needed to get that aggression out, and it felt so good to be inside her again.

      Surprisingly, the outside of the theater is extremely quiet for being smack in the middle of the nation’s capital. Misha and I take a seat on a bench, and the urge to hold her hand is strong, but I know better. I need to give her space.

      “Thank you for talking to me,” is the first thing I can think to say.

      She shrugs. “I’m really just listening.”

      “Right.” And I’m nervous. I’ve never been this nervous in my entire life. My mouth is dry, and not even an entire bottle of water could help me right now. “I guess I should start from the beginning.”

      “That would be great,” she mumbles.

      “In early February, Mandy asked me to take her little sister out on two dates. She said that her sister had recently gone through a breakup and needed a confidence boost to get back into the dating world. She wanted this to be a secret, not even for her sister to know about it. At first, I said no. I knew it was wrong. But she offered me five thousand dollars for two dates, and I really needed the money for Carrisa’s college.

      “The night you came into the coffeehouse completely changed my life.

      “Before that day, my life had been pretty fucking rough. The only person in my personal life was Carrisa, and it was lonely … but I refused to allow my heart to be shattered again. What Tessa and Brandon did … the pain was unbearable. For years, I’d felt like I was living through the darkest of nights with no sight of daybreak.

      “I watched you get out of your vehicle that night and carefully walk across the icy parking lot. You came inside and ran right over to the fireplace, and you didn’t even notice me until I mentioned something about it being cold outside. When you unwrapped yourself from your outerwear, I was certain that you couldn’t be Misha. Mandy had described you as a plain, young girl next door. The girl who stood in front of me was by far the most attractive woman I’d ever seen.

      “Then, you said your name, and I was praying it was a coincidence. There was no way in hell that the first girl I had found attractive in years was the one I had been hired to date … but you were. Our conversation that evening was the most interaction I had voluntarily had with someone since before my divorce. Talking to you was easy. It felt like I’d known you for years and we were just catching up. That was the first glimpse of daybreak in years of darkness.

      “We texted and called often until we could go out again. I turned into a thirteen-year-old boy, waiting for my phone to ping with a notification, and I got excited that it was you or disappointed because it wasn’t. You brought me the layer cake to work, which was the first time someone had baked for me since before my mom died. You really have no idea how much that cake meant to me.

      “Then, we had our date. Everything was going according to plan. I was supposed to text you that I wasn’t ready for a relationship, and then we would go our separate ways. But we went back to Mama Java’s, and the place was packed for the concert. I told you to hang out in my office, but you jumped behind the counter and helped take care of customers while on our date. That’s when it happened; you became the sun and broke the horizon. Your selflessness and kind heart don’t come along daily, and I knew then that there was no way in hell I could say good-bye to you. Not when I was seeing light for the first time in years. Not when your smile was my favorite sight in the entire world. Not when I felt the start of happiness.

      “Mandy met me that evening, and I refused her money and returned the first payment. I broke the contract. I didn’t want money. I wanted you.

      “It wasn’t too long after that when you told me about Mandy and Noah. I was furious and confronted Mandy. She threatened to tell you about our deal, and I panicked. The possibility of you walking away before we even got started scared the shit out of me.

      “Then, Curaçao. Up until then, I was still working for CCI. The second day in Curaçao was our snorkeling trip, and while I watched you play with those turtles, I knew I was falling for you. The one thing I’d sworn I wouldn’t do after getting divorced was happening, and it was happening fast. I emailed my boss from the boat and told her I quit. Since that day, I’ve never looked back.”

      Misha shifts in her seat and finally speaks, “How did you get into being an escort?”

      “I met my boss in a bar after a baseball game in Baltimore. She offered me the job, but I kind of laughed it off at first. It was when I realized that I couldn’t keep my head above water financially by just the coffee shop that I considered the escort gig. I had Carrisa’s college to pay for, bills from Mom, my own student loans … I knew I’d make quite a bit, working with CCI, so I gave it a shot.”

      “Did you ever sleep with any of your customers?”

      “No. Absolutely not. I won’t lie to you; there were plenty of opportunities, but no. Not only was it against my contract, but there was also no way I could allow myself to do that.”

      Misha picks the polish off her nails and flings the paint onto the ground. “I don’t know what to think, Jake. My head is in ten different places. My heart wants to believe you—so much that it hurts. But I know deep down that I need some time to decide what is best for me.”

      This is definitely progress, and I’ll take it. “Understood. I’ll give you space. Just let me know if or when you’re ready to talk again.”

      “Okay.” She stands and smooths her skirt over her legs. “I’m going to head back in and catch the rest of the show.”

      “Here, I’ll call Carrisa to meet you, so you can go back to your seat.”

      I pull my phone from my pocket, but she stops me.

      “Let her sit up front. I’ll go up in the balcony with you.”

      Fuck, that makes me excited. “You sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      She walks ahead of me and back into the theater, and it’s hard, giving her space when she’s so close.
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      Last week, I was about to give in to Jake. Just tell him I believed everything he’d said and that I forgave him … but there is still a little nagging part in the back of my brain that is telling me, Not so fast. That I have to be more careful with my heart and not so quick to forgive and forget like I have in the past.

      Drew comes over after work while I’m in the kitchen, working on this week’s orders. I’ve been so overwhelmed with the amount of orders over the last few weeks that I’ve had to ask my mom and Mandy for help with some of the deliveries and at the farmers market. I’ve had to focus most of my time on the wedding cakes, and I’ve even had to turn away a few last-minute birthday cake requests, which I hate to do.

      Drew calls out from the doorway, “Mish, there’s something for you on the doorstep.”

      I dry my hands on a dish towel and walk into the foyer. On the doorstep sits a coffee cup and an envelope. I glance up to Drew, and he shrugs.

      “I almost kicked it over.” He steps around me and into my apartment.

      Part of me wonders if Drew has seen Jake, but I push the thought away because, at this point, it really doesn’t matter. I pick up the coffee cup and envelope, and the black writing on the lid brings tears to my eyes.

      I still love you.

      Damn it, I miss him and his coffee cup confessions. The liquid inside the cup is hot against my hand, which likely means Drew stopped by Mama Java’s on his way home from work. I’m not mad … even though this means Drew is a big, fat liar.

      The envelope is thick and has my name written across it. I step back into the apartment and sit on the couch with my coffee and the envelope. While I debate on opening the envelope, I drink the coffee, and for some reason, it brings back a flood of memories.

      It tastes like love.

      It tastes like home.

      It tastes like … Jake.

      “What the hell?” I whisper out loud and tear the envelope open, unfolding the stack of papers to find a yellow sticky note on the front of the first page.

      I assume you’ve been ignoring my emails, but I really don’t want you to miss this opportunity. If you’re interested, don’t wait. Tomorrow might be too late.

      —J

      Under the sticky note is a commercial property listing for rent. One that would be perfect for a bakery.

      Over the next few hours, I read each and every page in detail and log online to look at the pictures on the realtor’s website. I’m absolutely in love with the storefront. It doesn’t need entirely too much work, it’s small, and the price is ridiculously cheap … so cheap that I have enough in savings to pay the mandatory two years rent up-front and pay for all my permits and licenses. I would even have money left over to buy the appliances on my wish list.

      “What was in the envelope?” Drew asks, looking over my shoulder.

      “Jake found me a bakery.”

      “Sweet,” he says like it’s not a big deal.

      “Thank you for going behind my back and talking to Jake.”

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” Drew kisses my cheek and plops down onto the couch beside me. “Where is this place?”

      Why didn’t I think to look at that already?

      “Um … I don’t know. It could be in Montana for all I know.” I scroll to the top of the page, and when I see the address, I shake my head. “Right beside Mama Java’s.”

      “Huh. That’s convenient,” Drew says, not surprised in the least. “Are you interested?”

      “Absolutely! I’m going to call the realtor first thing in the morning.”

      “No!” Drew nearly jumps off the couch. “Call now. You need to call now.”

      He hands me my phone, and I’m thoroughly confused.

      “You realize it’s almost ten in the evening, right? No realtor is going to want to talk about business this late. I’ll call tomorrow.”

      “Damn it, Misha, call the fucking realtor now.”

      When I make no effort to do so, he takes my phone and dials the number on the website.

      “What are you doing?” I shriek.

      “Calling to get your fucking store. If you don’t call by midnight, then the realtor is releasing it to the next person who’s interested. There is a fucking line of people who want this storefront. Get your ass in gear.”

      He shoves the phone to my ear, and I take it in shock.

      “Good evening. James Clyde Realty.”

      “Hi, this is Misha Gallagher. I apologize for the late call, but I’m interested in the storefront in the shopping center in Hagerstown.”

      “Hello, Ms. Gallagher. I’ve been expecting your call.”
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        * * *

      

      “Jake did that for me?”

      Drew pours two glasses of wine and hands me one. “Apparently, Jake is friends with the person who owns the property beside the coffee shop. When she told him the space was coming up for rent, he mentioned that you were looking for a bakery and that the space would be perfect for you. She told her realtor that she wanted you to have first consideration.”

      As I sip my wine, I try to wrap my mind around the thought. “With the exception of the concert, I’ve avoided him like the plague for two months. Why would he still be doing nice things for me? I don’t deserve them.”

      “No, you don’t.” Drew stands from the couch and towers over me. “He’s hurting, just like you are, Misha. You’ve forgiven your sister, the one who formulated the entire situation, but not Jake. What the hell is the problem?”

      Drew’s demanding tone catches me off guard, which immediately puts me in defense mode.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Look, you’re my best friend, and when this shit went down, I was totally Team Misha. But if you’re going to continue to mope around and blame him for doing nothing but loving you, then I’m switching teams. Think about it.”

      Drew leaves my apartment, and I’m stunned.

      I know he’s not wrong. In fact, I’ve been thinking of exactly what Drew said for the last few days, but one thing lingers in my mind.

      Fear.

      Fear that trust might not be able to be repaired between us.

      How could Jake have been with me and been an escort at the same time?

      The silence in the house is overwhelming, so much so that when my email notification on my phone pings, I jump out of my skin. I open my email to find a message from the realtor, confirming our appointment tomorrow morning to look at the property.

      My inbox is full of unchecked emails, most of which are from Jake. I click on one from yesterday, and just as his note suggested, he was telling me about the property.

      Misha,

      Please, for the love of God, if you’re reading these damn emails, just call the realtor. Don’t pass up an opportunity for a storefront because of me. If you really want me to leave you alone, I swear I won’t bother you at all once the bakery is open, but you deserve to make your dream a reality. Now is your chance.

      —Jake

      I open a few other emails from Jake, dated over the last three days, with very similar messages. There is an email address that I don’t recognize, and typically, I would delete emails from senders I don’t know; however, the subject line—Jake—causes me to open it.

      Good evening, Misha.

      My name is Natasha. I was Jake and Mandy’s manager while they were working for Cordial Companions Inc. When the situation with Mandy was brought to light, I knew this was something I needed to send to you. Jake has always been a great friend, and I want nothing but happiness for his future. Please read the email he sent to me and reference the time stamp. I think this might clear up any questions and doubts you might have and solidify his feelings for you. I truly wish you two happiness.

      —N

      

      Natasha,

      I have to respectfully decline the new client’s request. In fact, I’m going to decline all requests going forward. Effective today, I officially resign from Cordial Companions Incorporated.

      You said I would know when it was time to give this up, and you were right. Right now, I’m sitting on a boat in the Caribbean, off the coast of Curaçao, watching the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on swim with sea turtles. Occasionally, she glances at me, and I’m the recipient of her breathtaking smile. I can’t help but wonder how in the hell an angel such as her was put into my life, but I’m not going to do anything to have her taken away. She and I promised to take the relationship slow, but I’m failing miserably. I’m falling, and it’s happening fast. If I get my heart broken, then shame on me … but she’s worth going all in for.

      Thank you for everything you did for me when I was in the worst time of my life. I’ll always consider you a close friend, and I will be here if you ever need anything.

      All the best,

      Jake

      

      The time stamp on the email she forwarded confirms it was sent while we were in Curaçao. He quit his job while on that trip. Before we had sex. Before we became a couple. He was telling the truth the entire time.

      And now, I feel like a fool. I should have believed him earlier. I reread his email a dozen times, and I can feel the love in his words. My self-doubt and lack of confidence almost cost me the love of my life. The screen grows blurry, and it’s then I realize that my cheeks are wet with tears.

      There’s so much I need to make happen, and I need help.

      When Drew opens his door from my frantic pounding, he frowns when he notices I’m crying. “Look, I’m sorry I was a little bitchy with you, but you needed some tough love.”

      “It’s not you and your bitchiness. I need your help. Jake went all in for me, and I didn’t recognize or appreciate that, especially after what he went through with his ex-wife. It’s my turn to go all in.”

      His lips curve upward, and a knowing smile appears on that handsome face of his. “About fucking time. What do you have in mind?”
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      The first thing I do when I jump into my truck after checking in at Mama Java’s is call Drew. He’s avoided my texts and calls this morning, and I’m getting a little pissed, if I’m being honest. I was expecting to receive an update on Mission Misha’s Bakery last night, but when I woke up without any notification from Misha or Drew, I was worried. It’s now just after noon, and I want to know what the fuck is going on.

      “Hey, Jake,” Drew answers the phone like there isn’t anything going on.

      If I wasn’t trying so fucking hard to get Misha back, I’d track him down and beat on his pretty ass.

      “What the fuck, Drew? How did last night go? Did she email the realtor?”

      There is a long pause of silence on the line, and words aren’t necessary at this point.

      When Drew finally does speak, it only solidifies my fear. “She didn’t email the realtor. I’m sorry, man.”

      Fuck, I’m disappointed. That space would have been perfect for her; it would have been perfect to have her next to me. Even if she doesn’t want to be with me, I’d have at least been able to make sure she was all right and watch her dream become a reality from afar.

      “Thanks for trying.” I’m barely able to vocalize the words without screaming at him over the phone.

      If there’s anyone who could have gotten through to Misha, it’s Drew.

      Fucking hell, I wish that asshole had tried harder.

      That’s the anger speaking, and I know I truly don’t feel that way … but fuck, I’m pissed. At Drew. At Misha. At the world.

      I end the call and slam my phone against the dashboard, and then I do it again … and once more.

      “Fuck!” I scream into the silence of my truck.

      My body slumps over the steering wheel, and I lose it. For the first time since my mother died, I cry. Fucking gut-wrenching sobs.

      Gone is the soul mate who made the pain go away.

      Useless is the engagement ring in my nightstand that I bought the week after I told her I loved her.

      Lost is all the fucking hope that I had for a future with a wife, children, and laughter.

      Maybe it’s time to let her go.
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      With my head going a million and one miles per hour, I don’t recall the drive home, which is a little scary. As much as it hurts like a motherfucker, I’m going to back away from Misha. I tried to convince her to come back to me. I told her things I’d never even spoken out loud before. It’s as if nothing that I do or say is enough. If she wants to come back, she knows where I am, but I’m emotionally exhausted from chasing her.

      When I open the front door to the house, I’m greeted with the aroma of something baking and loud music coming from the kitchen.

      “Carrisa, I’m home,” I announce, so I don’t scare her.

      When she doesn’t answer, I peek my head around the corner, so she knows I’m home, but it’s not my sister baking in the kitchen.

      It’s Misha.

      The island is full of cookies, cakes, candies … everything sweet the mind can imagine. Misha smiles nervously at what I’m sure is my obviously confused expression.

      “Hey … I hope you don’t mind, but I used my key.”

      I step farther into the kitchen, still trying to wrap my head around the fact that she’s standing in my house. “What are you doing here?”

      Her lips are already quivering, and I want nothing more than to kiss them.

      “Attempting to apologize.” She nods down to the cakes on the island, all of which have writing on top. “Those are my confessions. You write on my cups; I write on your cakes.”

      Each cake has something different written on the top.

      I’m so sorry.

      You’re my missing piece.

      I’m still in love with you.

      Please let me make desserts for you in lingerie again.

      I chuckle at the last cake. “You actually delivered them in lingerie.”

      “Yeah, but this time, I could bake them in the corset.”

      Her hands are trembling and I can’t handle the both of us being miserable any longer. I pull her to me, and she comes willingly. She grips on to me for dear life.

      “I’m so sorry,” she keeps chanting into my chest.

      “It’s okay. I’m sorry too.”

      Her head shakes, and she begins to argue with me, but I cover her mouth with mine to stop her. She tastes like strawberries and warmth and home.

      A whistle comes from behind us, and Drew and Carrisa are grinning from ear to ear.

      “Mish, show him the last cake!” Drew sounds like an excited kid about to burst.

      Misha takes a lovers’ layer cake off the counter behind her, and there are words written in white icing on top.

      Thanks for finding my bakery, neighbor.

      My stomach jumps to my throat. “You got the bakery?”

      Misha is bouncing on her toes. “Yes! Thank you so much for sending it my way even though I was a total asshole.”

      I pick her up and spin her in a circle, but suddenly, I remember something. “Drew, you’re a dick! You ignored me all morning and lied on the phone about Misha not taking the bakery.”

      Drew holds his hand up to stop me. “I didn’t say she didn’t take the bakery. I said she didn’t email the realtor. Because she didn’t; she called. Well, I called, and then she talked. But anyway, I had to ignore you this morning, so we could get Misha moved in.”

      My head turns back to Misha. “Moved in?”

      She smiles sheepishly. “I hope that’s okay. If not, we can take my stuff back to the apartment.”

      I wrap her in my arms again, this time not letting her go. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      She tightens her embrace, and it’s what I’ve needed for these last few weeks.

      “Good, because we have a lot of cake to eat … and I’ve missed out on a lot of coffee cup confessions.”

      “Don’t worry; we have forever to catch up.”
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      Pale pink and white rose petals cover the white aisle runner that leads to the altar, where a handsome groom is awaiting his bride to follow the path to him.

      The doors close, and we step behind them, listening to the organist softly

      playing the opening lines to the wedding march. A sweaty hand is interlocked with mine, and I give a gentle squeeze.

      “Why are you the nervous one?” I whisper.

      Mandy looks over at me, tears rimming her eyes. “I don’t know.”

      With a quiet laugh, I let go of her hand and wipe the sweat off of my skin and onto my way too-expensive pale pink chiffon dress. I fix her veil, making sure it is perfect one last time.

      “Noah should be the nervous one. He’s lucky you even considered marrying him.” I wink.

      She lets out a sob. “How do I know he’s the one? Forever is a really long time, Misha, and I don’t know if I should promise that to someone.”

      Grabbing her hands, I bring them in front of us. “Close your eyes.”

      Mandy does so willingly, her breaths already starting to calm down.

      “Think back to twenty-some odd years ago to the first time you realized you liked Noah. What did you feel?”

      Her smile returns. “Butterflies.”

      “Now, think back to a year ago when he proposed. What did you feel?”

      Her smile grows wider. “Butterflies. Excitement. Love.”

      “Okay, this time, think about five years into the future. You and Noah are sitting in a hospital bed together, holding your first child you just gave birth to. What will you feel?”

      Her lips begin to quiver. “Butterflies. Excitement. Love. And probably a really sore vagina.”

      We both laugh hysterically, wiping tears from each other’s eyes to avoid messing up our makeup.

      When the fit of giggles finally stop, Mandy takes a deep breath. “Thank you.”

      “It’s what little sisters are for. Are you ready to marry Noah now?”

      She smiles and holds her hand out to Dad. “I’m ready. Are you ready, handsome?” she asks him.

      Dad walks up, extending his arm for Mandy to take. My big sister looks absolutely breathtaking in her wedding gown.

      Our family has grown so much closer over the last few years, and it’s been a true blessing.

      Mandy and I have been through rough patches, but since making amends three years ago, we’ve become closer than I ever imagined we would be. Mandy has matured tremendously over the last few years, and I’ve learned to let the past stay in the past.

      Mandy and Noah reunited about six months after Jake and I did. True to her word, Mandy had worked her ass off to get Noah back. They had their mountains to cross, but they’ve made it out on the other side, stronger and deeply in love.

      The doors open once again, and this time, it’s my turn to walk down the aisle. Having hundreds of eyes on me feels really awkward, but I smile as I walk past numerous familiar faces. Finally, I find the chocolate pair of eyes I’ve been searching for.

      Jake is sitting in the first row on Mandy’s side of the church, holding my mom’s hand. He’s watching me intently as I make my way to the front of the church. I wink at him and stop to kiss my crying mother on the cheek before taking my spot as maid of honor.

      Noah is looking at me when I glance his way. He gives me a nervous smile before mouthing the words, Thank you.

      I give him a nod before turning my attention to Jake. Everyone in the church but Jake is turned toward the back doors, waiting for Mandy to appear. We smile at one another, and I hope that, someday soon, we will have our day to say our loving vows.

      The stronger, louder chords of the wedding march echo off the walls of the sanctuary, alerting the guests to stand for the bride. The doors open, and I immediately turn to the groom. Noah’s jaw drops at his first glimpse of Mandy, which then makes me cry. I’ve always thought the groom’s reaction to his bride is the best part of the entire ceremony, and this wedding isn’t any different.

      Dad slowly leads a sobbing Mandy down the aisle, passing friends and family who are present to share in the most important day of my sister’s life.

      As vows are being exchanged, I laugh to myself. Never would I have thought ten years ago that my boyfriend would someday become my brother-in-law. It’s quite comical now, but it’s taken a long time to get to this point. Mandy has found her happily ever after, and I was lucky to find mine in a beautiful, chaotic mess.
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        * * *

      

      The night is winding down, leaving only the hard-core partiers on the dance floor.

      Mandy and Noah left the reception a half hour ago to start their new life as husband and wife. I was ready to walk out the door behind them, but Jake asked if we could stay just a little longer.

      The band starts playing a familiar ballad, and Jake extends his hand. “One more dance before we head home?”

      My feet ache from the ridiculously sky-high shoes that Mandy made me wear today, but I can’t turn Jake down. He circles his arms around my waist, pulling me tightly against him. I rest my hands around his biceps, and we start swaying along to the music.

      “I think today went well, all things considered,” he says.

      “I think today went very well,” I agree.

      He grabs a piece of hair that fell out of my updo, tucking it behind my ear. “Believe me when I say, I always think you’re pretty, but tonight, you are absolutely gorgeous. You’re not supposed to show up the bride.”

      “Whatever. She was what a picture-perfect bride should look like.”

      Jake shakes his head. “Not my bride.”

      A silly grin comes across my face. “Oh, yeah? What’s your bride supposed to look like?”

      “Like you. Only you.”

      I’m practically a melted puddle on the dance floor. “Well, maybe, one day, we’ll see about that.”

      He lowers his head, bringing his lips to my ear. “Not maybe one day. But someday soon.”

      “Who says I’m going to marry you?” I whisper in his ear.

      He chuckles. “Me. And her.” He gently rubs his hand over my quickly expanding baby bump.

      “Oh, is that right? You two are ganging up against me?”

      Jake chuckles. “Yep. Although she still has three more months before making her debut, she and I are pretty tight. Team Baby Girl and Daddy all the way.”

      I’m fully aware that I’m already in trouble. “She’s going to have you so wrapped around her tiny finger.”

      He leans his head against mine, a sweet smile gracing his handsome face. “I can’t wait.”

      “Me either.”

      We slowly move together until the song is over.

      Jake grabs my hand and brings it to his lips, kissing my knuckles. “You ready to go home?”

      I’ve been ready for a half-hour. “Yes, I’m ready.”

      On the way home, we drive by Mama Java’s and Layers of Love, my bakery.

      The bakery has been thriving since it opened two and a half years ago. So much so that, last year, I was able to buy the property outright. Taking the leap to start a storefront was the best move I could have made, and it’s all because of Jake. Where he should have given up on me, he held on to what he knew we had, which is a love that doesn’t come along often.

      We pull into the driveway of our house, and I’ve never been so happy to be home. My shoes are kicked off once entering the entryway, and I sigh too loudly at the instant pain relief.

      Jake laughs behind me and locks the door. “I’m going to go upstairs and run a bath for you, and then I’ll rub those swollen ankles.”

      Oh, that sounds so perfect that I close my eyes, already basking in the glory of having my feet massaged. “Uh, I really need my feet rubbed. Thanks, babe.”

      He stops on the second stair and frowns. “Why are you thanking me? I’ll be rubbing my swollen ankles while you’re in the tub.”

      That earns him a dirty glare, but it only causes him to laugh.

      “I’m just kidding. Go get a bottle of water and come upstairs.”

      With aching feet, I hobble out into the kitchen and grab two cold bottles of water from the refrigerator. One is never enough for me, and I always end up drinking half of Jake’s. Usually, I regret my decision in the middle of the night when I have to pee fifteen times.

      The struggle is real.

      Climbing the stairs feels like I’m conquering Mount Everest. I’m beyond tired, and I’m seriously tempted to skip out on the bath for a quick shower and take a rain check on the foot massage. When I push the bedroom door open, I stop dead in my tracks.

      The flickering of candles dimly light the bedroom, giving it a romantic feel. Hundreds of white circles are hanging from the ceiling at eye-level, and it takes a moment before I gasp in recognition of what they are.

      Coffee cup lids.

      Jake is sitting on the edge of the bed, watching my reaction.

      “Jake, what’s going on?”

      “I found your box of coffee cup lids with my confessions that you kept. I wanted to show you that no two lids were ever the same. Each is unique. Like you.”

      Tears well up in my eyes, although it’s not hard to make me weepy these days. “This is really special. Thank you.”

      “Take a stroll through memory lane and see if you can remember when I wrote them.”

      When I take the first lid in my hand, the memory instantly returns to me. “This was from the first morning we were in Curaçao. Your snoring is cute. For the record, I don’t snore.”

      He laughs softly. “How would you know? Keep going.”

      I continue through the maze of lids, finding confessions from the first time he told me he loved me to our first anniversary. Some of them were even from after fights, one of which says, I’m pissed, but I still love you. In the very back, a single lid is hanging alone. I slowly walk up to it, realizing a ring is tied to the lid. In black writing, the one question most girls dream of hearing in their lives is right in front of me.

      “Marry me?”

      Jake takes the string that is attached to the ring and gently unties it with shaking hands. He holds the stunning white gold ring in his hand and kneels down onto one knee. “It took me months to figure out the most awesome proposal in the history of proposals. It wasn’t until last week when I was cleaning out the spare room for the nursery that I found the box full of lids. I had no idea you’d kept every single one, and after reading all of them, I knew I had to use them for the proposal. These are all memories of our past, and I wrote this one tonight with hopes of making more memories with you in the future.

      “I love you, Misha Lynn Gallagher. I want to take care of you for as long as I live. I want to be the best husband and father for you and our baby girl. I want to be the man who you love until the end of time. Will you let me write on your coffee cups for the rest of our lives? Will you marry me?”

      A few tears run down my cheeks, and I’m trying to hold my emotional pregnant self together. “Yes.”

      He cocks his head to the side with a playful smirk. “Yes to what? Marrying me or the coffee cups?”

      A bubble of giggles escapes my lips. “To both. I’d be honored to be your wife.”

      He slides the ring onto my puffy finger, kissing it after it’s in place. My God, the round cut diamond sparkles beautifully against the candlelight. Jake stands and kisses me with such passion that my knees nearly buckle, and I’m thankful he’s holding on to me tightly.

      “I was really nervous,” he admits with a chuckle.

      “Did you really think I would say no?”

      “No, I didn’t … but it’s still one of the most important moments of a man’s life. I wanted to make sure it was perfect.”

      “It was so perfect,” I assure him.

      “Misha, can you tell me one thing?”

      I frown at his worried expression. “Of course.”

      “What does HAF J mean?”

      My head falls onto his shoulder, and I laugh, almost forgetting about that nickname since Drew hasn’t used it in so long. “It means, Hot As Fuck Jake.”

      His brow hits his hairline, and he can’t help but laugh. “You think I’m hot, huh?”

      “Yeah … you’ll always be my Hot Coffee Shop Guy.”
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