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Chapter One: Kaylee


“How do you know if a boy likes you?” 
The last scone almost falls from my hand as I turn to my six-year-old niece, Brooke. She’s seated on the chair closest to me, peering at me with curiosity through her large green eyes. Her raven-black hair, so similar to mine, cups her cheeks. 
“What?”
Brooke closes her book. “Is it true that when a boy pulls your hair and says mean things, he likes you?”
Dropping my scone on the table, I pull out a chair and lean forward. 
“If someone likes you, they’re kind to you. They want you to be happy. They don’t want to make you cry.”
“Like Logan.” She cocks her head. “Mom said he made you cry a lot.”
An ache spreads through my chest, and I shut my eyes, inhaling sharply. The dark swirling thoughts threaten to come up, but I shove them down and smile at my niece.
Before I can think of something to say, the door opens and Elena rushes in. Her hair’s messy, and there are dark circles under her eyes. One glance at her daughter, and her face breaks into a smile. Brooke runs into her arms. Elena strokes her daughter’s hair and smiles tiredly at me.
“Thanks for watching her. The meeting took longer than I expected.”
I hand Brooke the scone. “We just had a lovely conversation. Didn’t we, Brooke?”
Elena straightens and holds Brooke’s hand. 
“She pestered you with questions, huh?”
I laugh. “A few.”
Her phone buzzes. She stares at the screen and mutters. 
“I have to go.” Elena holds me in a one-armed hug. “We’ll talk about this,” she says and waves a hand around my shop, uttering, “later.” Grabbing Brooke’s bag, she nudges her toward the door. “I love you!”
Brooke echoes the same thing. I wave.
“Love you too.”
“Don’t forget to give Dylan the book.” Elena pauses at the door. “I’m sure he’ll notice if I don’t return it tonight, even if he’s preoccupied with his best friend.”
My brows furrow. “Do they have one of their online game sessions again?” 
“Online games? Of course not. Ian’s back.”
My mouth falls open. 
Wait. What?
“Got to go. See you at dinner!”
I stare at the door for a long time after they’ve left before lowering myself to the nearest chair. Ian is back? After what – seven years?
My phone buzzes—a text from Elena. 
Don’t forget the book!
Then another text.
Let’s talk about her on Sunday.
Her. 
And just like that, my mood sours. Sweeping the shop with my gaze, I grab my colorful tote bag from behind the counter. It’s a tiny place: a show-glass with some baked goods, a few tables, bright yellow walls with little drawings of all the pastries I make, and little else. It’s like a tiny portion of the universe I’ve carved out for myself over the past year. From the first moment I stepped into the shop, I just knew this was where I was supposed to be.
Will I have to give this up?
Shoving the thoughts aside, I lock up the shop and drive to Dylan’s house. I’m on his porch ten minutes later, raising my fist to knock. There’s the sound of a loud familiar laugh near the door. Bracing myself, I plaster a smile on my face.
The door opens and my jaw drops. He’s…different. Taller than I remember. A black shirt stretches around his broad shoulders. A five o’ clock shadow graces his jaw, and when I look up, his ocean-blue eyes are on mine.
Ian’s smile fades and his eyes narrow.
“Damn.” 
A tingle shoots through my spine. What’s that in his eyes — admiration? Awe? Surprise?
Ian’s gaze rakes over me slowly, heating me everywhere his eyes land. His eyes…they’re just like they used to be. Intense. Like they can see beneath the layers of my skin. An image of my appearance flashes through my head, and I shift from foot to foot. I’m in shorts and a black jacket over a pink top, and my face is bare. I learned long ago that makeup and baking don’t go well together. It’s not like I need it. Not since I traded skirts and heels for an apron and a chef’s hat.
“Kaylee!”
I inhale sharply. His voice has gotten deeper somehow. More…something. I don’t know. Combing a hand through my hair, I swallow and clear my throat.
“Y-you’re back.”
Stating the obvious. No shit he’s back.
“Yes,” he says softly. “I am.”
I glance away from him for a split second.
“Welcome back.”
Wow. How articulate.
Ian leans against the doorframe and crosses his arms. His muscles bulge. He’s definitely gotten more chiseled since I last saw him. My mouth is dry. I tear my gaze away from his arms and stare at the chairs on the porch. This is ridiculous. Why do I suddenly feel like I’m a kid with a crush again? I’m twenty-four for goodness’ sake, yeah, I was seventeen when he left, yet here I am standing in front of my brother’s best friend with flamed cheeks and a too-big grin plastered on my face.
The sound of music and my brother’s singing drifts into my ears. He whistles loudly and laughs. He’s probably too busy talking to his girlfriend to notice my arrival.
“You look different,” Ian says.
And you look so much hotter than I remember.
“I cut my hair.”
Suddenly self conscious, I tug at the ends of my chopped hair. I cut it right after I vowed to get a divorce. My waist-length hair was one of the things that Logan loved — so chopping it off was an act or rebellion. I no longer wanted to be the woman he wanted. I was shedding the layers into becoming the woman I wanted.
Not that Ian would know that. 
“It suits you.”
A smile tugs at my lips. “Thanks.” 
“Elena?” Dylan says, footsteps nearing the door. “You brought my book?”
Ian takes a step back as Dylan sticks his head out. Average height, with long dark hair packed up in a tiny ponytail at the nape and a stud on his ear, my brother looks more like a college freshman than a man in his mid-thirties. He’s always been the type to defy the odds and go after what he wants, even if it’s not what’s typical. One reason for his many altercations with Dad. He glances behind me and frowns.
“She didn’t come, did she? I knew I shouldn’t have trusted her to keep to our agreement.”
“Relax, Dylan.” I whip out the book from my old tote bag and raise if up. “Here’s your prized possession.”
Dylan grins and snatches the book from my grasp. “Sweet.” He glances between me and Ian. “Oh yeah. Ian’s back.” Then he hurries into the house. 
I hold Ian’s gaze, and we both laugh. 
“There should’ve been an announcement in the paper or something.”
Ian chuckles. “I’m not one for dramatic entrances.”
“How long are you back?”
We’ve finally gotten past the initial awkwardness. Good.
Ian pauses. “I’m not sure yet. Depends.”
Before I can ask, he says,
“You coming in?” 
“Erm.” I glance at my car. I have nothing to do all night aside from obsessing over my accounts, scrolling through my feed, and maybe soaking in my bathtub with a glass of wine and my favorite book. And then relaxing in the bath for an hour before finally going to bed. 
But now, watching my brother’s childhood friend in front of me, those options don’t seem as appealing.
“Yeah sure.” I nod. “I think I’ll crash your party.”
He waves me in. “There’s not much to crash. Just two guys, a couple drinks, and some video games. You still play?”
Dylan’s house is just like him. Eccentric. Each wall is a different color – brown, white, cream, black. A studio chair in the corner, with a camera. Large paintings hanging on the walls. A beautiful oil painting right above the fireplace. A furry rug drapes the floor. Rows of books take up more than half the white wall, along with action figures he’s had since he was twelve years old. 
Dylan whistles from a room – a no-go area. Invites only. The only person allowed to enter that room uninvited is…well, Ian. Dylan never lets anyone see the paintings he’s working on until it’s perfect and in his gallery. 
“Err, play?”
“Video games.” 
I drop my bag on a couch and turn to Ian. 
“It’s been so long.” I haven’t played video games since college…the night I met Logan. I blink away the memory. “I don’t think I can still play.”
Ian cocks his head. “You used to love it.”
Laughing, I shake my head. “Things change.”
His expression turns serious and he cocks his head, studying me intently. 
“How have you been, Kaylee?”
The question stuns me into silence. His eyes bore into mine, pinning me to the spot. I can’t speak. Ian’s gaze doesn’t waver. Another thing that hasn’t changed about him: he’s always been the type to ask how are you and actually want to listen. To him, it’s not just a greeting, a thing people say to make small talk. He actually wants to know.
“I’m —”
“Okay! I’m not going back there until tomorrow,” Dylan says, popping out of his studio. He wipes his hands with a napkin. “I forgot myself in there for a minute. Sorry about that. Where were we?” 
“The part where you get the drinks,” Ian says, lowering himself to a couch. My gaze lands on his hands. Large firm hands. Staring at them triggers a vivid memory. Those large hands, wrapped around my waist. Helping me find my balance, while my head swam with the aftereffects of alcohol…
“ – standing like that?”
I blink him into focus. “Um, what?”
“Yeah. That.” Dylan snaps his fingers and hurries away. 
Ian pats the space next to him. “Will you sit down or you prefer hovering above me?”
“I can hardly hover above you.” I laugh, taking a seat next to him. We’re close. His thigh is just an inch from mine. His scent overpowers my senses, and I inhale deeply. He doesn’t smell the same. Of course, he doesn’t. A lot of things have changed about him.
He drapes his arm over the headrest, and I raise my eyes to meet his. He’s grinning. I smile back.
“What?”
“It’s good to see you, Kaylee.”
I swallow. “It’s err…good to see you too.”
Geez. Why am I being so tongue-tied? Yes, he’s the Ian Reynolds. Billionaire and serial entrepreneur with his fair share of awards. But before he became that, he was just Ian. My brother’s best friend. That was it. 
“Good.”
He pats my thigh. It’s supposed to be a casual gesture – and maybe to him it is – but his touch sends a thrill through me, and I suck in a breath. His fingers are warm. 
“Here they are!” Dylan appears holding drinks. “Pick your poisons.” He connects Ian’s phone to a speaker and puts on some music. “Time to celebrate my homeboy’s return to where it all began.” His phone rings. “Be right back.”
“He’ll probably be gone for an hour,” I say, holding up a bottle. “He’ll spend the whole day talking to Jessie if he can.”
Ian pours me a drink. We chink glasses. I down the drink in two gulps. He stares at me, and I laugh.
“That was fast.”
I smirk. “I’m not sixteen anymore.”
His expression changes, and we fall silent. I know what he’s thinking – I’m thinking it too. 




Chapter Two: Ian


A look flashes in her eyes. Does she remember? Or am I just projecting? The image is sharp in my mind: Her. Dressed in shorts and a crop-top showing off her slim toned belly. Dark hair flowing past her shoulders. Her tear-streaked face tilted up, lips a hair’s breadth from mine, her breath tickling my face… 
I blink her back into focus. She’s staring at me, waiting. My gaze drops to her lips. Full, parted. 
Snap out of it.
“So,” I clear my throat, leaning back. “Dylan tells me you started your own pastry shop.”
I gulp down my drink. She fills her glass. 
“Let’s not talk about work like boring adults,” she says after a gulp; then she drops the glass on the table with a thud. “This is supposed to be a party, right?”
She giggles and jumps to her feet. Then she starts removing her jacket. 
“Come on!”
She increases the volume of the song then moves to the center of the room, holding her hands out to me. I smile. This is the Kaylee I remember. I sit back and watch her for a few minutes. She wraps her arms around chest, shutting her eyes as she moves to the rhythm. Her hair flies about her face as she moves. A little laugh erupts, and she tilts her chin up. It’s a sight I’ve seen a few times in the past, and even after so long, it still has the same effect on me. She was too young back then for me to take any actions with her or show her my interest, but I was always drawn to her and right now there is no difference. 
The song changes, and she moves her hips more slowly. It’s like she’s in her own world, and I’m just a spectator looking in from outside. Then her eyes open and she looks straight at me.
“Dance with me.”
Her voice is low, husky. She’s definitely tipsy. I rise from the chair. She smiles up at me and continues dancing. Her hair moves to cover one eye. I reach out to tuck it behind her ear. She inhales sharply, shutting her eyes. Her skin is warm and smooth beneath mine. I cup her cheek, my heart pounding. 
“What song is that?” 
Dylan’s voice snaps me out of the trance. I take a step back and clear my throat. He grabs my phone and grimaces.
“When did you start listening to sappy songs?” He raises a brow. “Is there a woman you’re not telling us about?”
I laugh and shake my head. “Just change the damn song.”
What the hell was I doing? Five minutes in Gainesville and I’m already harboring inappropriate thoughts about my best friend’s sister. Dylan pours more drinks. He hands one to me and raises his glass.
“To Ian’s return.” He takes a swig of his drink and drops on a couch with a satisfied sigh. “I’m glad you’ll be around for my next gallery viewing. And you get to see Kaylee’s pastry shop too. It’s quaint.” He turns to her. “Tell him about it, Kaylee.”
“It’s…lovely. Having my own little corner is quite satisfying.”
She chews on her lip, gaze turning distant.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
Kaylee drops her glass. “Being an entrepreneur isn’t as easy as I had hoped.”
“Don’t tell that to Mom. She thinks you could’ve made CEO if you’d stayed at A & Sons for a couple more years.”
She laughs, shaking her head. “I was an assistant! The chances were slim to none. Plus, I never wanted the corporate life anyway. I only thought I did. At first.” She sighs and adds, “The thrill didn’t last very long.”
“Doesn’t sound like being an entrepreneur is that thrilling either,” Dylan says. 
Then what she said hits me. I sit up.
“You worked at A & Sons? Andrews & Sons?”
Kaylee shoots me a weird look. “Um, yeah…for about a year and a half. Why?”
I clear my throat and peer into my glass, the wheels turning in my head. Kaylee worked for Barrett Andrews. How did I never know that?
“Nothing.” I pause. “What was your job description?”
“Executive assistant.” She waves it off. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m a baker now.” 
Somehow, it’s hard to picture Kaylee working right next to that snake. My jaw clenches at the thought. If she worked for him — 
“What do you intend to do while you're here?” Kaylee asks, interrupting my thoughts. “Gainesville hardly contains enough adventure for you.”
“Ian’s here to work,” Dylan says, picking up his phone. “He's always working...oh.” His face spreads into a goofy grin, grabs his drink, and stands. “Be back in a sec.”
“If I didn't know better, I'd say your brother’s trying to get us to be alone.”
Kaylee chokes on her drink, coughing. Wrong joke. She clears her throat and laughs awkwardly.
“Um, yeah.” Her laugh is awkward. “He’s been very easily distracted since he met Jessie. He’s always texting her at the table during our Sunday family dinners. It’s like he’s a teenager with a crush.”
Her gaze averts from mine, and she touches her neck. We’re silent for a few minutes. I guess she’s thinking about what almost happened earlier. 
“I ran into your mom at the mall the other day. She didn’t tell me you were coming back. I’m sure she’s excited by your arrival.”
My chest squeezes, and I frown. It’s been four hours since I got to Gainesville, and I haven’t yet told my mom of my arrival. 
“…I’m sure you returned to spend more time with her. She must’ve missed you a lot.”
Kaylee stares at me with an expectant smile, like she expects me to launch into a long chat about my mom, and how glad I am to be back. My phone buzzes. Just the right moment.
“Excuse me. I have to get this.”




Chapter Three: Kaylee


Okay. That was weird. 
I stare at Ian’s retreating back for a few seconds, before picking up my drink. One moment he’s touching my face with a strange look on his face, and the next he’s zoning out mid-conversation. Maybe it’s my fault. I was the one who asked him to dance with me – something I never would’ve done with a clear head. This is just what I needed to forget about my problems for a few hours – alcohol and a delicious distraction.
“How much did you drink?”
At the sound of Dylan’s voice, I nearly drop the bottle. He’s looming over me, holding his phone and peering at me with concern. He glances at the bottle and snatches it from my grasp. 
His coffee brown eyes, so like Mom’s, are warm and filled with concern. I release a long sigh. I’ve been holding it in for so long, telling myself things would magically fall into place after I go through the numbers every night. 
“Okay. I’ll just…let it out. The shop’s not doing well. And I…” 
The words clog my throat. I inhale shakily. This is one thing that matters to me, that genuinely matters, not just something I worked hard at because it’s something I should want. 
“You could’ve asked me for help. You know I’ll never turn you down.”
I shake my head. “You’re getting married in a year. You need all the money you can save.”
“I’m not that much of a struggling artist.”
“Dylan, I want to do this on my own.”
“How?”
“A & Sons is hosting a PR event and launch in two months. If I can get the contract to cater for the event, my pastry shop won’t just be saved, it’ll grow. A lot.” My smile fades just as fast. “Rachel’s in the race for the spot. Although she only just started, she’s already ahead. She’s the most likely to win.”
Dylan pours me a glass. I nod my thanks and take a few sips. No way I’m driving home tonight anyway.
“Can’t you get the contract because you used to work there?”
I bark a laugh. “That’s not how things work in A & Sons. No one cares about what you did in the past; just how good you are at what you do. And I’m good at baking. I know I am. But how can I stand a chance against her?”
“I’ll help you,” Ian says. I turn to face him. He has his arms crossed, and he’s staring at me with an unreadable expression. 
“What?”
He moves around the couch to stand in front of me. My eyes climb his broad chest to his eyes. 
“What you need is a strategy.” He sits on the couch and leans forward with hands clasped. “First, a rebranding. To get that big contract, you have to look like you’ve gotten even bigger contracts. You’ll need to change everything. A complete rebrand.”
“You can let him help you. Ian’s good at this sort of thing. He’s set up dozens of businesses.”
A corner of Ian’s lips lift in a smile. “An exaggeration.”
Dylan clasps my shoulder. “Come on, sis. Let your big brothers help you.”
I cringe inwardly, stealing a glance at Ian. Our eyes meet. I’ve never regarded Ian as my brother. The thought of it is just…weird. No one has a crush on their big brother. Not like I have a crush on him anymore. My teenage years are far behind me.
I grimace and look up at the time.
“Shit. I have to go.” Grabbing my bag, I get up from the couch. “Thank you for the drinks and the pep talk. Sorry for crashing your reunion.”
Dylan shakes his head. “Don’t be ridiculous.” He gets up and offers, “I’ll drive you home.”
“I’m fine. I’m not even tipsy.”
He raises a brow and gives me a pointed look.
“Okay, maybe I am a little.”
“I’ll take her home. We can bring your car tomorrow for you” 
Ian gets up. I’ve never been short, but beside his six-foot-three frame, I almost feel tiny. He smiles at me. “We have some catching up to do.”
“Alright. See you back here in fifteen.”
Ian and Dylan speak at the door for several minutes, while I stare out the window at the silent streets, beating myself up for spilling my guts. 
The door to the driver’s seat opens. The smell of Ian’s cologne fills the car, and I suck in a deep breath. He smiles at me and puts on his seatbelt.
“You okay?”
“I’m fine.”
He starts the car and drives into the street. We’re silent for several minutes. The cold air rushes past my face as I stick my head out of the car.
“There’s a lot I don’t know.”
I turn to him. “What?”
His gaze remains fixated on the road. “There’s a lot I don’t know about your business. But I still remember what your cooking tastes like.” He smiles without looking at me. “And the fact that you made a business out of something you love is inspiring. I’m proud of you.”
Warmth spreads through me, and a smile tugs at my lips. A small laugh escapes my throat. For the past few weeks, I’ve not felt very proud of myself. I’ve gravitated between worry and despair, second-guessing my decision to choose passion over stability. 
“Thanks.” My voice is thick with emotion. “I really appreciate that.”
He swerves into my street, and the car slows as we near my house. It’s my pride and joy – a little grey-and-white house I inherited from Grandma. The porch is just as she left it – the rocking chair, the pretty vase containing fresh flowers and the soft faux fur rug in front of a small soft couch. This was where I found peace, sitting next to Grandma, listening to the soothing sound of her voice as she gave me her age-old advice whenever I was going through something. A wave of nostalgia hits me as the car stops in front of my house. 
“So, will you let me help you? See it as an investment.”
“I don’t want to be indebted to you.”
“I want to give your business a chance.”
“I’m sure you have other things to do than to –”
“Kaylee.” He grabs my hand, and I swallow. “Let me help you. I want to.”
I stare at our hands. It’s foolish to reject his help, even though a part of me wants to figure it out alone. But that’s what I’ve been trying to do for weeks, and it’s gotten me nowhere. What’s the worst thing that can happen if I accept his help?
I nod. “Okay. But you have to promise not to offer to pay or support my business financially. I really want to do this on my own” Before I can pause to think, I blurt out:
“Do you want to come in?”
I bite my lip, waiting for – and dreading – his response. Why did I say that? It’s the alcohol. That’s what made me invite him to dance with me, and what made my skin tingle oh-so-deliciously when he touched me. And it’s definitely what made me invite him into my house.
Ian is silent for a few heartbeats; then he nods. My legs feel like jelly as I get out of the car and head into my house. My hand trembles slightly as I reach for my keys, and I laugh. 
“It’s the alcohol,” I mumble, as his footsteps resound behind me.
“What?” he asks.
“Um, nothing.” I open the door. “Welcome to my home.”
I laugh awkwardly, spreading my arms out as we enter the house. Ian being in my house feels…intimate. He fills the house with his presence, nearly dwarfing me. Was inviting him a wise decision? Whenever I’m around him, my inner sixteen-year-old always wants to come out and play. It’s embarrassing.
He crosses his arms over his chest, and my gaze lands on his bulging muscles.
I really have to stop looking at his arms. 
Ian is silent for a few seconds as he studies my house. Although I left the porch the same, I redecorated the entire house. The walls are a warm yellow, the chairs are black, white, and cream. A small bookshelf stands in the corner, next to a vase containing rich green plants. Plants are in practically every corner of the house, some forming vines above my bed. There’s just something about being surrounded by plants and tending to them that I find soothing. Grandma shared the same belief; she taught me how to take care of plants.
“You take care of them, and they’ll take care of you,” was one of her favorite sayings.
“You kept the vase,” Ian says, pointing at the small ornate vase on the bookshelf.
“You remembered.”
“Your grandma told me the story behind this vase.” He meets my gaze, a small smile dancing on his lips. “Your grandpa gave it to her on their first anniversary.”
“Yeah.” I laugh, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Grandma loved telling everyone that story.”
“I prefer to think she had a special fondness for me.”
“Oh, she was very much so, I remember” I tell him.
A corner of his lips curve, and my stomach flutters.
Oh for God’s sake. Stomach flutters? Here’s that teenage girl still lurking inside me, acting out at the strangest moments. 
Silence descends between us, and I rack my brain for the right words. 
“So—”
“What—”
We both laugh. 
“You go first.” 
I shake my head. “No. It’s fine. You first.”
“Ladies first.”
I raise a brow. “Really? You never struck me as that type of guy.”
“You mean a gentleman?”
“I didn’t—“ I bite back a laugh. “Okay. I’ll go first.” I drops on a chair and places a pillow on my lap. “So what brings you back home? You’ve had your fill of traveling the world? I find that hard to believe.”
Ian sits beside me, turning so he’s facing me. I tap my fingers on my lap, waiting for his response.
“I needed a new kind of…thrill.” 
Something about the way he says it makes my breath catch. He searches my eyes. The place between us shrinks, and his face looms closer to mine. He cups my cheek, and we stare into each other’s eyes. Did he ever know that I had such a big crush on him throughout my entire teenage years? I thought I have lost it but it’s still lingering around, I can feel it in my whole body. A sense of joy and pleasure take over me, then I realize the person who I used to daydream about is sitting in my living room, on my sofa next to me, and cupping my cheeks.
That made the butterflies in my stomach create a wave of nervousness while at the same time a sense of deliciousness in my body. I want him with every cell of my body. NOW. The seconds crawl by as I hold my breath, my heart is hammering against my ribcage as his manly scent envelopes me. It’s getting unbearable, what is he waiting for? My permission? I can’t take it anymore…I close my eyes.
What am I doing? I want to taste his lips. I want my fantasy dreams to come true. I want a kiss from Ian, I want Ian to kiss me passionately right this moment. As I am lost in my own thoughts, I feel his delicious breath on my face. Then his lips are on mine and every logic disappears. His other hand digs into my hair, drawing me closer as his mouth moves against mine. Heat courses through me. Sweet, delicious tingle shoots down my spine, and my hands move of their own accord. Into his thick wavy hair. His neck. His shoulders. 
The kiss turns passionate, and I draw him closer, drinking from his lips like a thirsty person in a desert. In a blink, I’m in his laps, straddling him, inhaling his warm breath, my head foggy with desire for him and the feel of him.
I’m in my house, kissing Ian. Somehow, my logic doesn’t kick in. Not yet. He pauses momentarily, a hand gliding down my neck. Our eyes lock for a split second, and we’re back at it. My hands move beneath his shirt, roaming over his plane hard abs. Just like I thought – he’s more chiseled. One thick hand slides under my shirt to cup my breasts through my lace bra while the other moves to my waist and draws me closer, leaving me in no doubt of his arousal.
“Kaylee,” he whispers against my lips. “Are you –”
“Stop talking.” I claim his mouth, urged by a sense of urgency that hasn’t plagued me in ages. Maybe it’s the alcohol. Maybe it’s the excitement of seeing him again after so long. Maybe it’s the desperate need to stop thinking so much and just feel.
In a flash, his shirt is gone. I pause to admire him. The sight of his muscled chest makes my mouth go dry. I lick my lips, caressing the muscles of his chest. He makes a small sound at the back of his throat. When I raise my gaze to his, his eyes are blazing, filling me up with heat. 
He wants me. The realization makes me shiver, and my body thrums with need. Taking off my top, he moves me so I’m lying with my back on the couch. I inhale sharply as his knuckles graze over my breasts through the thin fabric of my bra.
“Ian,” I moan, as he trails kisses along my neck. 
In one swift move, he unclasps my bra. I gasp as he touches my bare skin. His tongue teases round my areola as his fingers move further. He places a kiss above my belly button, before moving upward. The feel of his hands on my skin make me hot and cold at the same time. I writhe beneath him, taking in shallow breaths. His warm breath caresses my breast. 
“You want this?” he says huskily. 
“Y-yes,” I say without thinking, wrapping my arms around his neck. 
Ending the sweet torture, his lips touch my skin. I shiver, stifling a moan. 
“Ian –”
My phone rings.
I jump, and the fog in my head clears. Shoving down my top, I rummage in my bag for my phone. Elena’s voice rings in my ear.
“Have you given the book to Dylan?”
I blink. “Err, yes. Yes, I have.”
“Okay. Thank you. Talk to you later.”
I stare at the phone for several second after the call ends, forcing air into my lungs. My cheeks flame. I was just making out with Ian. What was I thinking?
I wasn’t thinking at all. Shutting my eyes, I inhale deeply and turn to him. He’s on his feet, fully dressed, looking at me like he’s just realized what happened to us. We stare at each other for a while.
“We shouldn’t —”
“I’m sorry—”
He nods and takes a step back. “I’ll go.”
“Okay.”
After he leaves, I lean against the door and sink to the floor, shame washing over me. How could I have acted so impulsively? Another moment, and I’d have welcomed him in.
“It’s the alcohol,” I mumble, leaning my head against the door. “It won’t happen again.”




Chapter Four:  Ian


“I’m sure your mom will be glad to see you.” 
Kaylee’s words reverberate in my head as I sit in my car outside Mom’s house, staring at her door. It’s been three days since my arrival. Three days avoiding the one person I should’ve been all too eager to see. The door opens. I sit up. Platinum blonde hair packed in a ponytail comes into view, followed by the rest of her. Yellow tracksuit, white running shoes: some things never change. For as long as I remember, she’s always gone on a run every evening by six pm. She’s never missed a day – not even the day dad died. That day, she ran for hours before returning to the house with tear-streaked face at nine thirty pm, her face pale and tear-streaked. Her hands were cold as she touched my face. She looked into my eyes and said,
“We’ll pull through together.” And we did. Until we didn’t.
Melissa, I like to call her by her first name sometimes, stretches her arms, turning her neck this way and that. She jogs on the porch for a few seconds, before jogging down the stairs. 
I should go. 
Yet, I make no move to leave the car. She waves at an elderly woman across the street, her face lit up with a smile. She turns her head, and stares straight at me. 
I suck in a breath. Here goes. Removing my seatbelt, I step out of the car. She just stands there, looking at me with wide eyes. I didn’t tell her I was coming home. 
“Ian.” Her voice is tiny and soft. “You’re back.”
I stop a few feet in front of her. “Yes.”
Melissa glances down the path she takes, then back at me. She pauses for a few seconds, then releases a breath and beckons toward the house.
“Let’s go in.”
Without waiting for my response, she turns and heads inside. It’s exactly like I remembered – green walls, patterned couches, her teacup collection, a cluster of colorful seashells on the table. The house has an earthy smell – one thing that’s unfamiliar. Everything else is just the same, including the scratch marks on the couch. They were made by Klaus, our cat. Well, Mom’s cat. 
“Every time I look at those scratch marks, I think of her,” Melissa says, holding a tray containing some warm drinks and cookies. She sets it before me. The gesture is…strange somehow. Like I’m some guest, instead of someone who grew up here. The house feels strange and familiar at the same time. 
She places her long slender hands over her crossed legs. Willow thin, with a full head of long wavy hair and milky-white skin, Mom has always looked like she’d never age. Even now, after years of not seeing her, she looks almost the same. Not a hair out of place. Nails painted a shade of red – the only color she’s ever worn. Melissa Reynolds has always been a creature of habit, never deviating from her plans or routines. The fact that she chose to be here instead of on her run is still a surprise.
Her large dark eyes hold mine.
“When did you arrive?”
“Three days ago.”
She nods. “How long are you staying?”
Until my mission is complete.
“Not sure yet.”
Her eyes light up. “ok.”
I say nothing.
She gestures to the tray. “Won’t you have your drink? It’s getting cold.”
I stare at the cup. When was the last time I had hot chocolate? I raise the mug to my lips and take a sip. It tastes exactly the same – rich and creamy. 
“Never had chocolate like yours, mom. Not even in Paris.”
Her eyes crinkle as she smiles. 
“Ah, Paris. Beautiful place.” She sighs dreamily. “Your father and I –”
I drop the mug and clear my throat. 
She looks away and sighs. “I’m sorry. Old habits.”
She rubs her hands, biting the corner of her lip. And just like that, the tension creeps back in, enveloping the room. I take another sip of hot chocolate, ignoring the cookies. I shuffle my feet on the soft rug, staring at an orange seashell. Memories of our travels as a family flood my thoughts. Eight-year-old me, playing in the sand, laughing with a tall man with smiling eyes. His hand ruffling my hair. Holding up a seashell and beaming with pride.
“He loved those seashells,” Melissa says. “He was so eager to show everyone he could, but he never gave a single one away, not even the broken ones. He was always so proud of you.”
My jaw clenches. “Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Don’t pretend everything’s normal.”
She intertwines her fingers and places them on her knee. Her throat moves as she swallows.
“I just want us to work past this. I know it won’t happen overnight, but I want us to someday…I want things to go back to how they once were. Will you come back soon? We could have dinner together.” 
I look at her over my shoulder. Her eyes are filled with anxiety, and her smile is strained. The last time I was here, things were so different. Since Dad died, we had no one but each other to hold on to, and everywhere I went, I took her along. She saw so many of the things I saw from here in Gainesville. 
“Just like old times,” she adds in a whisper.
“I can’t promise that.”
Without waiting for a response, I walk out of the house. My head is filled with a gazillion thoughts throughout the drive home. Memories of the past swirl, drowning me further and further into their depths. A relaxing day in Sun City, a call from my mom that changed everything. I was out of South Africa the very next day. Now, it’s hard to go back there without being weighed down by the fact that my whole life was transformed there.
My phone buzzes. A text from Dylan: Up for a match with the guys tomorrow?
I smile. That’s one of the advantages of being back in town – reuniting with old friends, hearing about what my high school mates have achieved.
I type a quick response: Sure. Can’t wait.
Oh, wait. I told Kaylee we’ll have our first meeting tomorrow. I already planned to go to her shop and see things for myself, before we begin the rebranding and get several steps closer to winning.
A tall grey building catches my eye, and I clench my jaw. The words A & Sons are inscribed on it in bold letters. It’s not as grand as the office building in Chicago, but it stands out, nonetheless. Out of all the many towns to choose from, he decided to come to mine. Anger churns in the pit of my belly. 
Asshole.
Barrett Andrews chose the wrong town to mess with. 

*** 
“Thanks for coming!”
Kaylee’s cheery voice welcomes me as I step into the shop. The air smells richly of sugar and a blend of different flavors. A teenage girl walks past me, giggling into her phone. 
“Bye Chelsea,” Kaylee says in a sing-song voice, smiling at a little girl in pigtails. Her face is radiant, her eyes sparkling. Her powder blue top hugs her chest, emphasizing the curve of her breasts. Images of two nights ago flash in my head. I shove them aside and step forward. She turns to me. Her smile freezes.
“Ian.” She clears her throat. “Hi.”
“Hey.” I glance around the shop. “Thought you’d be less busy around this time.”
She wipes her hands on her apron. 
“I should be done in a couple minutes. Would you…like some pastries? A cinnamon roll, maybe?”
I make a show of studying the snacks in the glass. “It’s been ages since I tried out your pastries, so…a cinnamon roll will suffice. I’ll have it to-go.”
“Aye-aye cap’n.”
The door opens, and she glances behind me with a warm smile. I head for the table near the door to wait for her. Minutes later, the shop is empty. Darkness creeps in slowly, and I watch as she bustles around the shop for a while, before heading to me. Her dark jeans are snug on her hips— another thing that’s changed about her. Her hips are fuller, curvier. She tucks her hands in her back pockets as she stands before me.
“I…didn’t know you were coming.”
I smile up at her. “I’m a man of my word. I promised to help, and here I am.” 
She spreads her arms out. “What do you think?”
“Quaint.”
She giggles. “Use your own words, Ian.”
“Okay.” I lean back and cross my arms. “It’s warm. Homey. Pretty.”
“But?”
I gesture to the chair in front of me. “Sit.”
She obeys without a word.
“It has a small-town appeal.”
She raises a brow. “And that’s a bad thing?”
“Not…exactly.” I pause, weighing my words. “Actually, no it’s not. This is a small town, so it’s fitting.”
“If you think this is pretty, you should check out the pastry shop down the street.” A frown sours her expression. “Rachel’s Place.”
“Bad blood between you two?”
She looks away. “I don’t want to talk about it.” She nibbles on her lip, staring at her hands.
“So.” She runs her fingers through her hair, looking past me. “Um. About that night…” 
A faint blush colors her cheeks. “I shouldn’t…I mean, I was drunk. The alcohol—” She sucks in a breath and stares straight at me. “I was tipsy and careless. I shouldn’t have thrown myself at you like that.”
“That’s not what happened.”
She blinks. “What?”
“You didn’t throw yourself at me. It was a mutual thing.”
“Oh.” Clasping her hands in front of her, she nods slowly. “I see. Well, since you and I will be working together, I just feel we should clarify that —”
“It won’t happen again.”
Our eyes meet. 
“Yes,” she says quietly. “I mean, no. No, it won’t.”
Silence descends between us. Outside, darkness has crept in. The streetlights reflect through the glass, and the streets have gone quiet. She raps her fingers on the table, pursing her lips. I should say something. Anything. 
It won’t happen again. My own words leave a bitter taste of disappointment in my mouth. Which is weird. I shouldn’t want to make out with my best friend’s baby sister. 
“We should start.”
“Here? I’m not with my laptop. Everything’s on it.”
“Then I guess we have to go to your house.”
Her throat moves. She laughs nervously, toying with her hair. 
“I’ll get my things.”
I stare at her as she walks away, before shutting my eyes and releasing a long breath.
The only way I can stop feeling this way is to stop helping her. And I can’t do that. There’s too much at stake. The smell of her perfume teases my nose, and I open an eye. She’s shading over me, holding her tote bag and a brown paper bag.
“Your cinnamon rolls,” she says, holding it out to me. 
I smile and take it from her. “Sweet.”




Chapter Five: Kaylee


Water. That’s what it feels like. Delicious little streams of pleasure flowing through me with every touch, every glide of his hand over my skin. His breath fanning my neck, my ear, my lips, my eyelids. Fingers moving down the curve of my neck, creeping so close to the swell of my breasts, past my belly button to my throbbing core. 
I shake off the thoughts, trying hard — and failing — to ignore the fact that I just relived last night’s dream right in Ian’s presence. Until last night, I hadn’t had a clear dream in eons. What triggered it is clear: the unfinished business with Ian two days ago.
My cheeks flame as the memory resurfaces. Elena’s call was right on time. If she hadn’t called…
“So,” I clap my hands, then gesture to a couch. “I’ll get my laptop and be back in a sec.”
I dash into my room and grab my laptop from the bed. My reflection catches my eye. I pause. I’m in jeans and a loose-fitting blouse, and my hair’s messy. Dropping the laptop, I run a hand through my hair and start scanning the room for a comb.
Okay, what am I doing?
Who cares if my hair’s a little messy? It’s a…meeting, not a date. Or whatever. Next think I know, I’ll start reaching for lip gloss and blush whenever Ian comes to visit.
Absolutely ridiculous.
“I remember this day,” Ian says as I return to the living room. He’s staring at a picture of me in cheerleading uniform, holding up pom poms and grinning at the camera. 
“We were playing against the Jaguars.”
“Yes.” Heat creeps up my cheeks. I got so excited while cheering and blew him a kiss. 
Does he remember? It doesn’t matter if he does. That was a long time ago.
“Alright. We can start now.” 
I set the laptop on the table and turn it on. Ian sits next to me. His smell…
Focus, Kaylee.
“Here’s the document containing the original plans for the Pastry shop.”
He frowns as he scrolls through the file. I tap my fingers on my lap, waiting for him to speak. Have his eyebrows always been this bushy? So perfectly arched too. And his eyes—
“You have to start with the name.”
I blink. “Um, what?”
“You can’t just call it the pastry shop.” He turns to me.
I raise a shoulder in a shrug. “Why not? It’s simple and…nice.”
Ian sits up and tilts his head. “Is that what you want your brand to say—simple and nice?”
“Well,” I pause, chewing on my lip. “No. I just…I tried several names, but nothing fit.” I pull up the notes app on my phone and move closer to him. “I wrote about a dozen names, but they all fell flat. Look at this. Kaylee’s pastry shop.” I grimace. “Sounds cringe.”
“Sounds cute.”
He smiles, and I clear my throat, shifting away from him. 
“Do I want people to think of ‘cute’ while eating my pastries?”
His eyes glint. “Most people like cute.”
“Um.” I pretend to read something on the screen, ignoring my increased heart rate. Did he just call me cute? And am I supposed to be flustered?
“The Sweethouse,” he reads aloud. He cocks his head, brows furrowing. “Hmm.”
“What do you think?”
“It’s good. Has a nice ring to it. But you’ll have to ensure you only stick to sweet things. You may never be able to branch out into other foods.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“Depends on you…on your vision for your brand.”
I release a long breath and lean back until my head is on the backrest. “You’re saying five years?”
“Longer.”
“Longer. Okay.”
I shut my eyes. Images dance in my mind’s eye: a bigger shop, catering important events, hiring several trained staff, a much bigger shop…My eyes fly open. Ian’s gaze meets mine, and my smile falters. His expression is thoughtful, like he’s trying to read me.
“What?” I sit up. 
“Did you start planning for the pastry shop before you started working for Andrews?”
“Uh…around that time, yes.”
“Daydreaming about the future was an escape for you. The work environment must’ve been toxic.”
“Not toxic. Just…not for me. By the time I started working at Andrews’, I was already tired of the corporate life, I just didn’t admit it to myself.”
“What made you decide to quit?”
I wanted to forge my own path and be my own woman. 
“I love baking, so I thought, ‘why not make a career out of it’? I wanted to wake up every morning excited to start the day because I love what I do. There’s nothing as satisfying as that. I’m sure you feel that way every day. What is the point of living if I end up doing something that I don’t enjoy, and I do it for years. That’s toxic, that’s depressing, that’s missing on life altogether”
Ian’s frown eases. He nods slowly. “Yeah.”
“Waking up one morning in Italy, another morning in Bali…that sounds dreamy.”
“It is.”
“Then why did you come back? I mean, not that that it’s bad that you’re here, but I’m just curious.”
Ian stares at the screen, scrolling in silence. I tap my fingers on my lap, waiting for his response.
“Sometimes you need a break from adventure.”
“A break from adventure.” I scoff. “That’s hard to believe.”
He shrugs and mutters, “Maybe.”
Why’s he being so tight-lipped all of a sudden?
Ian leans forward. “Mission statement.”
I turn to the screen. “Oh. That. Took me a while to come up with it.”
“It’s pretty good. But that’s not what matters. What matters is if it still resonates with you.” He places the laptop on his lap and types for a few seconds, before turning it toward me. “Here. What do you think?”
I reach for the laptop, and my fingers brush across his. I withdraw. “Um, it’s, err, nice.”
“Nice?”
“It’s good.” I read the words again. “Really good.”
He grins. “I think we’re getting somewhere.” 
After over an hour, we’re more than halfway done with the document. I haven’t typed so much in months – one of the perks of not having an office job. 
“I think this is a good point to take a break,” Ian says, rising from his seat. 
He stretches. I stare at his muscled arms, reliving the sensation of them beneath my hands. .
“It’s almost eleven pm.”
“Already?” I scramble to my feet. “Wow.”
“Time flies when you’re doing what you love.” Ian flexes his fingers. “Can I have some water?”
“Yeah sure.” I head to the fridge and return seconds later. 
He takes the water from me with a smile and downs it in a few gulps. 
“Thank you.”
I take the glass from him. “What do you plan to do during your stay here? I’m sure you didn’t set out to help me.”
He sits on the couch. “Just some work.” Another vague response. 
“Oh. Work made you come back? I thought you missed home. Your mom.”
He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “What do you think about redecorating?”
“Huh?” I glance around the room. “What’s wrong with this?”
“I’m talking about the shop.”
I take a seat on the couch far from him and start studying him. Why’s he so keen on changing the subject? 
“Let’s start with,” he smiles, and I smile back, “a new color theme.”
I glance at the time. Eleven pm. 
“I’m sorry for keeping you here this late,” I say. 
“You didn’t. I chose to.”
“Yeah, but why?” 
He glances up from my phone. 
“Because I offered to help.”
“I know. I’m just wondering why you did.”
“I already answered that question.”
“Thank you.”
Before I can pause to dwell on what he’s about to do, he moves closer and runs a hand through my hair. I glance down. My thigh is almost touching his, but I make no move to put space between us, and neither does he. His hand falls from my hair. His gaze drops to my lips. 
“Ian.”
His face is close to mine, so close that I can feel his breath. 
“What?” His voice is low. I swallow, staring at his mouth. His face moves a fraction of an inch closer. I gulp down air, digging my nails into my jeans. I want to grab him and draw him close to me, to feel his muscles rippling beneath my hands.
But I’m not drunk…
“It’s late—” 
His lips are pressed against mine in a split second. He pulls back, and our eyes meet. His eyes darken. Taking a deep breath, I lean forward. My lips part before we kiss again. Another surprisingly soft, tender kiss. He runs his warm hands to the nape of my neck as his tongue prods my lower lip. Without thinking, I grant him access. He takes advantage of it immediately, wrapping his other arm around my waist and teasing my tongue with his.
His hand moves from my neck to my breasts, swollen from my arousal. A tinge of pleasure shoots through me as his fingers caress me through the thin fabric of my blouse. His tongue flicks across mine. I press my tongue against his mouth in response, wrapping my hands over his shoulders. I flinch a little when he digs his hand under my top.
The alarms in my head are drowned out as my mind becomes hazy with lust. 
Fuck, you drive me crazy, Ian.
There’s a twitch in my lower region that makes me barely aware of the fact that I’m turned on. Ian’s hands are doing wonders. I lean into him and the kiss deepens for a few more seconds. His lips trace a line from my lips down to the nape of my neck. He moves a hand to the back of my hair, and his firm hold urges me on. 
I want to feel more of him. Instinctively, I guide his hand playing around my breasts further down. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but here I am guiding Ian to the most sensitive part of my body. He reaches his destination with surprising ease and gently moves a finger around as his tongue moves to my ears.
I want him so badly and I want to have his hands all around me, but…
This is a bad idea. Don’t do this. You have to stop. 
“I have to go,” Ian says, pulling back as if he read my mind, he has a disappointing look in his eyes that he can’t go any further, at least not now. “I’m sorry.”
Disappointment surges through me too. I force a smile and get to my feet, adjusting my clothes. 
“It’s not your fault. Goodnight.” 
He doesn’t meet my eyes as he exits the door. There’s no excuse this time. I’m not tipsy, nor am I desperate for a distraction. The truth is clear: I’m very attracted to my brother’s best friend.




Chapter Six: Ian


“I can’t believe you’ve never been here before. And you’re supposed to be my best friend.” 
I grin at Dylan. “Better late than never, right?”
The gallery is the exact opposite of Dylan’s house. Minimal, its dazzling white walls and paintings covered with glass. The floor is made of rich brown wood, and the room is clustered with a few dozen people. A murmur of low voices draws my attention to a cluster of people near me. They’re peering at a painting with a lot of interest. Dylan’s face lights up.
“Jed’s here.” He pats my arm. “Talk to you later. Need to know what the critics think of my work.”
I make a beeline for an abstract painting at the other end of the room. Dylan’s loud laughter trails me.
“Claude! You made it,” he says.
Dylan’s hugging a tall willow-thin man with a big grin. My face pulls into a frown. I know that man—that face. 
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Claude says.
And then it dawns on me that he’s one of Barrett’s minions. What’s Dylan doing with people like him?”
“Champagne?” someone says, holding up a tray of drinks. I reach for one and mutter my thanks, then turn to study Claude. 
He hasn’t changed one bit since the last time I saw him. The same self-satisfied smile, the same irritating voice. I take a sip of my drink, fighting the urge to walk over there just for the satisfaction of seeing him all riled up. I’ll bet he’ll never expect in a million years to see me here.
“You should meet my friend, Ian,” Dylan says, and the footsteps come near me.
I take a sip of the champagne, plastering a smile on my face. Claude’s steps falter as he approaches me. 
“Meet Ian Reynolds, founder of ColEx and a gazillion other startups.” Dylan pats Claude’s shoulder. “And this is Claude Jefferson. An art critic.”
I grip his hand tightly, looking him straight in the eye.
“You don’t come across as an art critic.” 
Claude’s smile is equally forced. “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” He looks at Dylan. “Next painting?”
I stare at the back of his head as he walks away. Is it just him, or is Dylan getting chummy with all of Barrett’s minions? I drop my glass on the tray as the waiter walks past.
“He calls himself an art critic, but nothing about him suggests it,” a low velvety voice says. I turn to find a leggy blonde next to me. Her hair’s pinned up in a bun, and curls frame her heart-shaped face. Blue-green eyes smile up at me. 
“You mean Claude Jefferson?”
She wrinkles her nose. “That’s what he calls himself.” She extends a hand. “Sarah Millstone. Art critic.”
“Ian Reynolds.” 
She eyes me, dipping her chin. “So, Ian, you love art, or you’re just here to support a friend?”
I smile. She’s lovely, alright. Her hand is small and soft within mine. I recognize that look in her eyes all too well. Usually, I’d engage in some flirting, maybe ask her on a date if I’m in the mood for some slow seduction. Or if I sense otherwise, take her home for the night. 
The look in her eyes tells me she’s ready for the latter. Somehow, there’s no urge to fan the flames. No desire at all because the only person on my mind is the one person that shouldn’t be in my thoughts at all.
“Well, I–”
A flash of red catches my eye. Kaylee’s standing at the entrance, wearing a short flowy red dress and holding a tiny purse. Her hair looks different. More sleek, like she’s just got her hair done. She fumbles with her bag, glancing around the room with an uneasy smile. Kaylee has never been one for crowded places.
Her eyes land on mine, and everyone else fades. 
“Ian?” Sarah’s voice is almost an echo. She waves a hand in front of my face. “Earth to Ian.”
“Excuse me.” I step around her, heading for Kaylee. 
She smoothens her dress and clasps her hands in front of her. Her sweet flowery scent envelopes me as I approach. 
“Hi.” I tuck my hands into my pockets. “Thought you wouldn’t come.”
“I hope Dylan won’t be mad I came late. Busy day at the shop.” 
“I just got here too.”
She looks behind me. “You made a new friend already, by the looks of it. She doesn’t look too happy that you left her standing there alone.”
“She’ll get over it. You’re more interesting, anyway.”
She cocks her head, and a corner of her mouth twitches. “Are you trying to flirt with me, Ian?”
Yes.
“Never mind. Forget I said that.” She clears her throat and scans the room. “I think I’ll wait till the crowd’s cleared out before admiring my brother’s new work.” 
She heads for a door I didn’t notice. Pushing it open, she glances at me over her shoulder.
“Coming?”
My feet move and the door shuts after me. It’s a small space, with half a dozen of Dylan’s works enclosed in glass. Kaylee’s standing in front of a white-and-black painting of several hands. 
“Finally.” She releases a long breath. “A reprieve from all the noise. Everyone here is always talking over each other, trying to prove that they understand art better than the next person. It’s so annoying.”
She reaches a hand out to caress the glass and her lips form a curve. “I’ve always liked this painting. Dylan’s probably forgotten about it. It was one of his first paintings when he set up this gallery.”
The murmur of conversation is a distant hum. It’s like we’re cut off from the rest of the world, alone in our little corner, alone with her.
She glances at me. 
“What do you think?”
I study the painting. “It’s colorful.”
She chuckles. “Sarcasm? That’s all you got?”
I shrug. “I’m the exact opposite of those self-acclaimed art critics you seem to hate so much.”
“I don’t hate them. I just hate that they’re so…logical. Art is felt, seen, with the heart. Art is not a physics equation or calculus. We can’t always see the world through our mind, we have to try to see it through our heart too sometimes. Their analysis takes all the fun out of it.”
She moves closer to the glass, leaning forward and peering at the lower part. Her ass is thrust out, her hair shimmering under the bright lights. The urge to grab her in my arms sweep over me so strongly that I have to take a step back. My hands ball into a fist and I take a deep breath as memories of our night together comes back.
She makes an outline of the painting with her finger, a small smile creeping on her face. 
“Fits perfectly. Touch it.”
I place my hand on the print near hers, and we smile at each other.
“Feel that?” Her voice is low and soft. She shuts her eyes. Long lashes rest on her cheeks. She exhales loudly, then…
Maybe I shouldn’t be here.
She turns toward me, lips moving, but I can’t hear any of her words. Her eyes narrow, and she moves closer.
“Ian?”
I blink. 
“I think we should go back.”
She purses her lips, looking away.
“You don’t want to be with me. I mean, here.”
“On the contrary. We shouldn’t…” I run a hand through my hair. Why’s this so hard? Wanting someone I know I can’t – and shouldn’t – have. Is offering to help her a bad idea?
You’re helping yourself too.
“Why?” She takes a step forward. “What are you afraid of?”
“Kaylee.” I grab her shoulders, stopping her. “Are you drunk?”
She searches my eyes. “Not with alcohol.”
Her breathing turns harsh, and her gaze drops to my lips. This is ridiculous. I should step around her and leave instantly. Instead, my heart pounds against my rib cage, and I stare at her full mouth.
“We shouldn’t do this.” My voice sounds strange to my ears. 
Her lips part slightly, and I find myself drawn to her.
“Fuck.”
Before I can pause to reconsider, my lips are on hers. She moans into my mouth, throwing her arms around me. The world fades into silence. I can only hear the beating of my heart, her soft sighs, and nothing else. My hand moves to her waist. I press her against me, wanting so badly to feel all of her. My fingers weave into her hair, caressing her scalp, while savoring the taste of her mouth. She’s warm and soft in my arms. 
“We’re doing this again,” she whispers when we come up for air. “I know we agreed not to.”
All it took was a few minutes spent alone with her for us to break that agreement.
“I’m sorry.” I press my forehead against hers, staring at her lips and fighting the urge to kiss her again. “We should go.”
Her eyes search mine as she breathes harshly. I move my hand through her hair, and she gasps, shutting her eyes.
“Ian –”
A part of me wants to end this. Another part urges me on. 
“Fuck, I can’t resist you.” My voice is hoarse.
“Then don’t.”
Panting softly, I lick my dry lips. I groan, tilt my head, and seal my mouth over hers. She sighs as my tongue dips inside, and I revel in her taste. I barely register pinning her against the wall, with her hands digging into my hair. She pulls on the strands, directing my mouth. Growling, I deepen the kiss. Spurred by arousal, my heart rages on, beating against my chest.
Taking control, I lift her off the floor. Her legs hug my hips, and a hand travels to her smooth thighs. We’re pressed full-body against each other. I’m aware of every soft, sensitive inch of her. She presses her lips against mine like someone starved for too long. My hand slides along her thigh in an unrestricted glide, reaching below her dress. 
Reaching her underwear, I hiss under my breath, “Damn, Kaylee.” 
She shivers as I slide a finger against her dampness. A moan escapes her lips as she moves against me, sending goose bumps racing across my skin. In a daze, I take her lips again in a heated kiss. A sound distracts me, and I yank myself away. Dylan’s voice filters into my ears, and Kaylee stiffens against me.
The door opens.




Chapter Seven: Kaylee


“Milk, eggs, sugar, what else?” I murmur, squinting at the shopping list I’ve scribbled on the Post-It note.  Oh, yes, blackcurrant jam.
I push forward the cart toward the jam aisle and select two medium-sized organic jars of Granny Smith. Can never go wrong with this brand, that’s for sure. Gingerly placing the jars inside the card, I stare at the contents. I should make a cake tonight; it’s been a while. My sister, as well as my little niece will be thrilled to bits, and Dylan, too. And Ian, of course. But… allergies? It’s been a long time since we’ve known each other. I should ask him if he has any. 
I sweep a box of coloring into the cart. A meringue cake. That should work. Reaching in my jean pocket for my phone, I send a text to my brother. 
Busy this week?
His reply comes in a minute later.
As always. Why?
Smiling, I run my fingers across the screen.
Prepare for a surprise. Spoiler: it starts with C and ends with E.
Immediately, a gif of a dancing cat pops up, followed by a set of cheeky emojis. 
You’re the best! Can’t wait!
I chuckle and replace my phone in my pocket. Meringue cake it is. I’m about to leave the aisle when I hear a soft-spoken voice call my name. 
I turn around to see a heavily-pregnant, dark-haired woman, holding hands with a little girl. Her plump face breaks into a bright smile as she approaches. “Oh my, I knew it was you,” she says.
I squint my eyes, trying to place the face. God, I’m so terrible at things like this. But, wait, why does her face looks so oddly familiar?
“You don’t remember me?” the woman asks.
I blow out a mortified breath and slowly shake my head. “No, I’m–I’m sorry, I don’t.”
“It’s Nora Burns. We went to Coastville High together.” She pauses, scanning my face for any visible sign of recollection. “We were in Mrs. Galloway’s class. Seat partners. Red hair. Glasses. The works.”
I gasp and jerk my head back. Oh my…
“Nora!” I pull her into a hug. “Wow, it’s so good to see you. Um, I’m so sorry. I couldn’t actually recognize you.”
She waves it off with a dimpled smile when we pull away. “Don’t stress it, really. I dyed my hair a long time ago. I mean, it’s been, like, what, twelve years?”
“You’re one to talk. I mean, look at you. You look…different.” My gaze shifts to the little girl who’s been solemnly observing us. She’s holding an unwrapped lollipop and her hair is in pigtails. I smile at her and look up at Nora. “I don’t even have to ask if this is your daughter. The resemblance is too uncanny.”
Nora laughs. “This is Danielle. Danielle, say hi.”
“Hi,’ she says softly.
Tucking my hair behind my ears, I lean over and smile at her. “Hey, how are you? Your mom and I used to go to school together. Is that lollipop? May I have it?”
She cracks a shy smile and shakes her head a bit, then says apologetically, “I don’t have extras.”
A twinge of nostalgia runs through me. This is exactly what I wanted with Logan. A beautiful child, just like this. And so well-mannered, too.
“Oh, that’s okay,” I say as I straighten up. “We can always get that sometimes, right?”
Danielle looks up at her mother, who gives a discreet nods that she mirrors back to me. “Sure.”
“Sweetie,” Nora asks, “could you go get pancake mix? You know where that is? The other aisle, right after this one.”
“Okay, Mommy.” She nods and totters off. 
I smile as I watch her go. I look up at Nora. “So how have you been? I haven’t seen you around in a while.”
“Oh, yes, my husband and I took a trip to Melbourne; we stayed there for about a year. We actually just returned a couple of weeks ago.”
“And with another bundle, from the looks of it.”
Nora glances down at her protruding belly and grins at me. “Oh, yeah. It’s just one of those things.”
“I’m happy for you, really. I mean, you look amazing. Really amazing.”
“Thank you. Oh, we should catch a drink later this week, that is, if you’re not busy. I hear you’ve got a pastry business all set up at Randy Avenue.”
“Yup, I do.”
“That’s so wonderful. John and I would love to come around.” She smiles. “And Danielle, too. I mean, she’s at that age where the teeth is craving for sweet things.”
I wave my hands and dip my head in a flourish bow. “I’ll be more than happy to indulge.”
When Danielle returns, Nora and I exchange numbers and say our goodbyes, with her promising to text me. I watch them leave, a sinking feeling spreading over my chest. I was right when I told her she looked happy; she indeed does look happy. She looks like the kind of woman who exactly has life figured out. A mother and a wife - something I can never be, at least not too soon.
I swallow back my envy and let out a breath. This is the kind of thing I wanted with Logan. All this and a whole lot more. Being his wife wasn’t enough. I wanted to have his babies, too. I wanted to grow old with him. I wanted everything with him, the good, the bad, the ugly. I guess that was too much to ask for, because the only thing I got out of it was the ugly. And a lot of it. 
But I understand that no two human beings in this world would have the same life experiences. It can't happen, it’s never exactly the same. We all have our own paths and our own stories, along with experiences that are just made for us, that only suit us, and that help us grow. My growth and resiliency are not at all similar to Nora's. They are uniquely mine, and I have to walk my path. I shake off the thoughts and look up.
Life is a cruel joke sometimes… 
Sighing, I push the cart forward, keeping my eyes open for additional condiments I need. My eyes settle on the boxes of pancakes lining the top shelf of aisle three. I chew the insides of my left cheek. Hmm, pancakes for dinner doesn’t sound so bad. I can always flip a few, open a bottle of wine, and settle back on my favorite reruns of Friends. The usual stuff.
Heaving a breath, I turn away. Gosh, I badly need a social life. How long am I going to continue bingeing sad, boring romcoms on my couch? It’s hardly the life to live. I need a bit of action in my life, something to spice up my dreary existence. Dreary…that’s exactly the right word to describe my life right now. I need something to distract me. The PR event is still days away. I need something, or someone like—
Ian. A tingle runs through my spine as I recall the incident at the art museum two days ago. We both pulled away as the door opened, just in time to not get caught. A security guard came in retrieve a set of keys. Luckily, he didn’t notice anything amiss. Mortified beyond words, Ian and I could only exchange awkward chuckles, as we made our way out. Throughout the duration of the exhibition, we avoided each other. My brother, thankfully, was too preoccupied showing off his work to notice.
Ian and I haven’t spoken since then. Or more like, I’ve been avoiding him. I’m about to wheel my groceries to checkout when a familiar face appears before me.
Oh, no.
Rachel, wearing a black maxi and a pair of flip-flops, saunters up to me, her usual contemptuous smile in place. 
“Oh, hi, Kaylee! Fancy running into you here.”
My eyes narrows and I smile tightly. “I’d say the same, Rachel, but I’m not known to be a liar.”
Rachel’s smile evaporates. With a light toss of her hair, she says, “I see you’re still a fan of Granny Smith. I never did like her. Her jam is way too caustic on the tongue.”
“Hmm.” Still maintaining my smile, I fold my arms across my chest. “You realized this before or after you stole my recipe?”
She rolls her eyes. “Here we go again. You’re fond of this, aren’t you? Playing the manipulation game. That’s your hobby?”
“Manipulation?” I scoff. “You think this is me manipulating you?”
“Isn’t it?”
“Look, I don’t have the mental fortitude to argue this with you. There’s only one fact we both know here. You’re a lying, conniving cheat.”
“Name-calling? Really?” Rachel smirks. “That’s what you’re resorting to?”
I shrug. “I’m just being real.”
“No, you’re not real. You’re jealous. You’re jealous that I turned a good idea—“
“—that you stole from me—”
“—into a better business venture, far more profitable and successful than yours.”
“So, you do admit it then?”
She scoffs. “Let’s face it. I did you a favor. You should be thanking me for it. You don’t seem to have much luck going for you in that category.”
Anger fills my chest. Breathing harshly, I glare at her. The audacity of this girl! “How dare you?” I grit my teeth, glaring at her. “You have a lot of confidence for a thief.”
Rachel chuckles. “Are we still running with this narrative, Kaylee? Seriously, you ought to have moved past this.”
I grip the handle of my cart so tight my knuckles turn white. “How does it feel, Rachel? How does it feel knowing what you own, and everything you achieved, is because of me?”
Rachel’s eyes twitch a bit, and a grim satisfaction settles in my chest. Oh, I know that. I’m familiar with it. She always does that eye-twitching thing whenever she feels uncomfortable. 
Folding my arms, I continue, “No, tell me how it feels. I need to know. Because let’s face it, you stealing my recipe was the ultimate game changer for you. Boosted you straight up. Put you on a pinnacle so high that you were able to quit working for me and establish your own business.”
“So that’s what you can’t handle? The way it’s thriving for me?”
“No, that’s not what this is about. This is about you admitting the truth. Hell, you’ve kept this in for too long, Rachel, how do you sleep?”
“I sleep well,” she says, a smug smile playing at her lips. “I sleep very well. On a very comfortable bed, too.”
I sigh, nearly resisting the urge to yank my hair. This is useless. It doesn’t matter what I say or how much I confront since Rachel Emerson is never going to see it. How do you persuade someone to see what they’ve done wrong? Especially when they know they have. Impossible, that’s what it is. For someone like her, it’s going to be nothing but a Herculean task. She’s still living in self-denial and she still believes she did the right thing. The realization washes over me like a wave, and it makes my anger dissipate. 
All I can feel, for her, at this moment, is nothing but… sadness. She’s built a part of her life on false pretense and lies. I’m sure there’s no way she ever gets to enjoy true happiness.
Stepping back, I rotate the trolley cart past her. With a small smile, I say, “I’ll see you at the event, then.”
“Oh, you will. You definitely will. You also better bring your A-game on, because I’m winning it.”
I hope you don’t steal someone else’s recipe while you’re at it…
Moving away, she says behind her shoulders. “Oh, I can see that you’re looking for a good customer appeal, and it pains me to see that you’re on the wrong side, as always. You should try Skitters.” She rolls her eyes in disgust. “Everyone knows Granny Smith is very basic.”
I’m seething in rage as the cashier rings up my order and bags it up. Stuffing the groceries in the trunk of my car, I slam it shut and get behind the wheels. My heart is pounding erratically as I switch on the ignition. 
Rachel can’t win. I’ll never allow that to happen. She can’t win this, not again. Never again.
My anger is bubbling over the surface as I pull out of the parking lot. This is my chance to prove to myself – and to Rachel – that I’m more than capable, so I’m going to do everything to make sure that I don’t fail.
I’m going to win that contract, come hell or high water. 




Chapter Eight: Ian


“We’re getting cake!” Dylan booms happily as he shuts the car door. We’re at Santos, a downtown gym. I’ve woken up to Dylan telling me about his plans to ‘kick the day.’ I didn’t quite take it he meant in the literal sense. Well, it’s a win-win situation. I get to let off steam. He gets to find his art muse, or whatever it’s called. Strapping up my duffel bag, I glance at him. The sheer euphoria on his face is so contagious. Damn, I need to know how much coffee he’s had before stepping out today.  
“What?”
He points to his phone. “My very wonderful sister has volunteered to make us cake. For free, of course.” He grins and says, “One of the beautiful privileges that comes with having a baker in the family.”
“Must be nice.”
He chuckles. “Oh, wait till you taste Kay’s pastries. It’ll literally have you wagging your tongue like a dog for extras.” 
I frown a bit as I stare at him. That’s vividly descriptive. “You did that, didn’t you?”
He let out a sigh and smiles at me wryly. “You can’t blame me. The honey tart hit better than anything I’ve ever tasted.”
I groan. “Have some shame, man.”
“Wait till you eat this cake,” he retorts defensively, “then you’ll understand what I mean.”
He chucks his phone into his duffel bag and locks the car doors. We go into the gym and start to arrange our workout things, rolling out our mats. I clasp my heavy-duty shin guards in place and look at Dylan who’s doing warm-up calf stretches. “So, uh, what kind of cake is she making?”
He looks up at me and flexes his fingers. “Didn’t say. She never really likes to tell. Prefer a big reveal on the day of— damn.” He abruptly breaks off his words as he looks past me across the equipment room. "You seeing what I'm seeing, bro? That chick right there?”
I swivel around. “The one doing the squats?”
“No. To the left. Don’t make it obvious, for God’s sake. You're gonna out us. No, tilt your head a bit higher. Seen her already? Green pantsuit. Yeah, that’s the one.”
I glance at the woman and look back at him in disapproval. “Stop ogling. And don’t you have a girlfriend, anyway?”
“No,” Dylan says gruffly as he straddles the bench press to practice his calisthenics. “At this point, I don’t think I do.”
Oh. I know what this is.
“Trouble in paradise with Jessie?”
Dylan says nothing, still focused on the barbell, face scrunched up in concentration.
I lift a brow, bemused. “Damn, that bad, huh? What happened?”
He sighs and stops lifting. “Nothing happened. She asked for space, and that’s what I’m doing.”
I stare at him, not buying that excuse for one moment. “That’s it? She just woke up one day and told you she wanted to be alone?”
“You know how women are. You can never understand why they act the way they do.”
“I’m understanding that you must have done something for her to choose to keep a distance from you. I mean, you guys have been together for like what…three months?”
“Two. And screw you for thinking I had something to do with this. I mean, it’s bad I forgot her birthday but you don’t have to be such a salt in the wound.”
Ah-ha.
Leaning back in my seat, I smile at him. “You forgot her birthday?”
Dylan rolls his eyes. “Oh, damn it.”
“Not cool, dude.”
Raking his hands through his hair in frustration, he says, “I only mixed the date up and now she’s treating the entire situation like it’s a warzone. I swear I really thought it was the thirteenth; that’s what I said when she asked. Turns out it’s the fifteenth.” A morose expression drops over his face like a veil. “And now, she’s not talking to me. And I hate it so much 'cause I miss her.”
“There’s only one way to right that wrong, bro.”
“How?”
“You just have to give it time. You know she feels hurt.”
“Yeah, well, I do too,” he fumes. “I’ve been ignored for half a day and it’s not fun. Try having your iMessages left unread by your girl.”
I chuckle. “Never been there, never will.”
“Right. I remember you’ve got intense vaginophobia.”
“What?” I laugh. “The hell is that?”
“Fear of getting involved with women. Don’t worry, you’re not alone. Kaylee’s got the phobia for the men, too. She also hasn’t been too taken with our gender in a while.”
The memories from the art gallery come rushing back, and a rush of heat spreads all over my body, most especially between my thighs. Her warm minty breath on my skin, the silky texture of her hair in my fingers, the swollen softness of her lips…she tasted so delicious. I never wanted to pull away from her. Well, until that security guard interrupted the moment. 
“Then again, I can’t blame her,” Dylan continues, breaking me out of my reverie. “It must be hard for her and no thanks to her shitty ex-husband, too. A divorce kills off your morale to date again."
I glance at Dylan sharply. He’s resumed lifting the barbell, heaving every now and then with each pull and release. I study him curiously. I need to know more about Kaylee. Not wanting to seem nosy, I try to act as casual as possible. Picking up a dumbbell, I work on it for a couple of minutes.
I break the ice by clearing my throat. “What were you saying about Kaylee's ex-husband again?”
“Oh, Logan?” Without breaking stride— to my greatest relief— Dylan answers. “Yeah, he's a total loser.” He clenches his teeth as he strains against the barbell's pull. “It’s sad Kaylee didn’t see it coming.”
"See what coming?”
“The divorce. She thought if she stayed long enough in the marriage, she could work it out. The marriage was bound to crash, anyway; honestly, I shouldn't even fault her at all. They were really obsessed with each other. I mean, they got married right out of college. Even Grandma wasn’t quite expecting it, you know? But they were in–” he grimaces, replaces the bells, and heaves himself up, “They were in love. Oh, God, you should have seen them. It was sickening in a sweet way.”
He releases a tired grunt and stands up, flexing his left arm this way and that. He reaches into his bag and pulls out a water flask. He winces as he opens it. “Fuck, I think I pulled a tendon. I’m taking a break.”
I’m still fixated on the news about Kaylee’s marriage, and I want to know more. “So, why do you think it didn't work out between them?”
He shrugs and takes a healthy swig out of the bottle. “Can't say. But with the way Logan was running it, one could have spot it a mile away.”
I knit my brows, confused. “What do you mean?”
He takes another gulp of water and continues, “Well, they had their flaws, according to the news on the grapevine. And in a way, all it did was hurt them. I never really got to know why it ended. Kaylee was very tight-lipped about that. She still is. The motherfucker must have done something. Wish I knew what it was. All I know is it was a very nasty divorce and it did a lot to my little sister.”
A ping comes from his phone and he instantly reaches over to retrieve it from his bag. The joy dies on his face and he lets out a soft curse. “You got any allergies?”
“What?”
He waves the phone in my face. “Kaylee wants to know if you’ve got any allergies. For the cake.”
I shake my head. “None.”
He types his response and replaces the phone, then looks up at me.
“Treadmill?”
Thirty minutes later, after sweating it out on the machine, we decide to call it a day. Just when we’re packing up, a notification pops up on Dylan’s phone. His face brightens and he lets out an overjoyed whistle. “It’s Jessie! She wants us to…” His voice trails off and the happiness in his blue-eyes goes dim. “Fuck.”
“What? What does she want?”
He looks up at me, dread mirroring his eyes. “She wants us to talk. At her place.”
“Oh. Right now?”
His face crumples as he nods. “That doesn't sound good, right? She’s pissed? Help me out here, man, you’re the guy for this kind of thing. What does it mean?”
“It means she wants to talk.” I shrug, averting my eyes. “And most of the time, it doesn’t mean it’ll end up… bad. Be honest with her. Tell her you got it mixed up and you are truly sorry. Tell her since you met her your life has been so full of joy and so colorful that every day is her birthday for you. You know what I mean?”
He searches my face for a long time. “You’re good but you’re a lying piece of shit, it’s a bad sign, isn’t it?”
Well, that’s fair.
“Just go to her, okay? See what she has to say.”
“I better start getting ready for the breakup.” He pushes himself off the chair and sighs. “And it’s only right I smell nice when she does it. I’ll be in the shower.”
“Can’t wash off the pain!” I call out. He flips me the bird without turning around.
As soon as he's out of sight, I reach into his bag and take out his phone. I close my eyes briefly, relieved. Not locked yet, thank goodness. Scrolling around the contacts, I go through the arranged alphabets and click on K. His sister is saved as the first. I hurriedly type her number into my phone and replace Dylan's. 
Leaning back against the wall, I hesitate. This is either the best idea I’ve ever had or the absolute worst one. Then again, I guess it could be both of those things happening at the same time. Take the plunge; just do it. 
–Hey, it's Ian. Stole your number off your brother's phone.
Heart racing, I press the Send button and set the phone down to unclasp my shin guards. I'm about putting it away when my phone buzzes. I grin when I read her text.
–You stole it? Oh, prepare for a takedown when he finds out.
I chuckle softly and type: 
–Find out? You're not planning to tell on me, are you? 
–Never. 
–Cross your heart and hope to, you know?
A couple of laughing catmojis comes up on my screen. Then a reply:
–Yes, cross my heart and hope to die. Where are you, anyways?
–Gym. Trying to stay fit just in case your brother and I duel when he finds out I'm secretly texting you.
–He won't. Well, as long as you don't tell him either :)
And ruin a good moment to get to know you? Never. 
Smiling, I type:
–I'm not planning on that. So, you're good with this?
She doesn't reply for a moment. My chest is pounding as I stare at my phone, counting the minutes on my phone. Two, three, six. Then:
–Absolutely.




Chapter Nine: Kaylee


I watch Trisha chew on the end of her pen as she ruminates on the figures she's scribbled on her notepad. 
“I’m worried about the cost. Are you sure I’m not underspending? I feel like a cheapskate."
“That’s why we’re budgeting.”
“I know,” she says, “but I feel like I’m shortchanging my expenses.”
“How?”
“It’s Mom’s birthday, Kaylee. You know I need to make this big for her.”
“Or you’re worried your sister is going to try to steal the spotlight away from you?”
A dark look clouds her face. She bites her lips and looks away. “Stop that.”
"You've been on edge ever since you found out she's coming home."
Her face pales. "Heck, is it that obvious?"
I don’t say anything. Instead, I lean across the coffee table to pick up my glass of water. 
Trisha rakes back her hair with her fingers and releases a long sigh. “You think I’m trying too hard?”
You always try too hard. 
I take another sip of water and shrug. “That’s not for me to answer.”
“Oh, please. You’re wearing that look that confirms what I’m saying.”
I sip my water, observing her.
Swallowing, Trisha looks away. “You know, I feel like I’m being neurotic. About Ella. I mean, we haven’t spoken in a long time. She didn't even tell me she's coming home. I got to find that out from a third-party. How annoying is that? And, while my mother’s birthday feels like the perfect reunion avenue, I can’t help but feel jealous. Plus, there's this voice in my head that keeps telling me to boycott this whole thing."
I stare at her, surprised. Who's this Trisha and where's this self-loathing coming from? 
“You wanna boycott your mother's party? Because you're scared the attention is going to fall on your little sister?”
“I'm not scared. It sounds so off when you put it like that." She taps her pen against the pad, searching my face with her big brown eyes. "But, she’s a model. Everyone’s gonna be looking at her," she lowers her gaze and mutters, “and not me.”
“I will.”
She rolls her eyes and says dryly, “You’re my best friend. You’re expected to.”
I chuckle, then pause when I see her looking in the distance again, a glum look on her tired face. I sigh inwardly. It's not too hard to guess what's running through her mind. As the first child growing up with an absent father, Trisha has always been forced to lead her three siblings, as well as her mother. She does it too often and too hard. She's the type to overstretch her limits for people, doing everything to make sure they are alright. And the saddest thing is, she rarely gets appreciated for all that effort.
"Hey." I reach for her hands and stroke her knuckles lightly. "Are you overthinking again?"
When she doesn't respond, I know that's my answer. 
I exhale softly and continues, “Ella will be happy to see you.”
"What makes you so sure?"
"I am, trust me. I mean, think about it, it's been almost three years.”
A bitter smile curves Trisha's lips and she scoffs. “Yeah, three years conveniently estranging herself from the family.”I shake my head. “That wasn’t her fault and you know it.”
“Oh, my God," she huffs and withdraws her hand from my grasp, frustration lining her temples. “Stop defending her.”
“I'm not. I'm just trying to be rational, as you should. You know what fame can do to a person, Trish. It–”
“She’s an adult, Kaylee! She knows what she did. Does she feel guilty, I don’t know. But what I do know is you don’t abandon family when they need you. It’s going to be a bit hard for me to come around that and you might not understand … and that’s okay.”
I draw my head back in surprise. “Excuse me? You think I don’t understand what it means to be abandoned? Really?”
The pain in my voice shuts her up. Remorse is etched on her face. She moves closer to take up my hands in hers. “Look, Logan was–”
Swiftly, I shoot to my feet, inhaling sharply. Oh, jeez, not him again. I bury my face into my palm and groan. “For God’s sake, Trish, don't do that. This isn’t about Logan.”
Confusion creases her forehead. “But… but he hurt you–”
“This is about my parents, Trish, and my grandma.” I snap. “I lost them too, you know? Or have you forgotten?” I look away, not wanting to see the remorse in her dark eyes. With a sigh, I say, “I know what it’s like to be abandoned. I know what it’s like to—to lose the people you love. I feel your pain, Trish, I do. But you're lucky because you have a chance to make it right. So, do it. You never know what could happen.”
She nods. "You're right. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that. It was very insensitive."
"It's fine.” I sit down next to her. “Ella’s your little sister and she's family. It's okay for you to feel this way now that she's coming home but don't let that negativity get to your head. It’s not healthy. It will make her run away and hardly come home. Let her experience what home feels like by giving and showing her the warmth of her home and family.” 
Picking up the notepad, I frown. “You’re making people bring plus ones?”
“Yeah. Mom has a lot friends…and Ella, obviously.”“Who are you bringing?”
“I’m hosting the party, Kay.” She winks. “I’m a lone wolf. Anyway, enough about me. You have anyone in mind?”
“Me?” I bite my lower lip. “Not really. I mean, I don’t really have anyone. And Dylan is obviously bringing his girlfriend as a plus one.”
I got to find out about Jessie from Elena, who was more than ready to spill the tea. She’s a yoga instructor, and she and Dylan met at the gym. They hit off straight away.
“Are you planning to take Dylan’s friend? You know, the one that just came to town?”
Oh, no…
Her forehead crinkles. "Uh, what’s his name again?”
"Ian.”
"Yeah, Ian. Well, are you?”
“Do you think I should?"
Trisha’s lips form a wry line. "Well, that's not for me to answer."
"Ha-ha." I deadpan. “I don’t think it’ll be, you know, appropriate.”
“Because he’s your brother’s best friend?”
“No.” I glance away, fidgeting with my wrist chain. “I’m just—I don’t know think it’s a good idea.”
Trisha’s eyes narrows in suspicion. “Why are you acting weird?”
I frown. “I’m not.” 
She regards me for a second, then scoffs in disbelief. “Girl, what did you do? Did something happen between you two? And don’t even think about fibbing. You might be great chef but you’re also a lousy liar.”
I hesitate. “We kissed. Twice.”
Utter silence. Then, Trisha lets out a small scream and in a quick breath, fires a barrage of questions. “I’m sorry, what? When was this? Why didn’t you tell me? I’m so mad at you, Kay! But let’s put that aside. How was it? Did you like it? Talk to me, girl!”
Chuckling, I cover my face in my palm. Gosh, this is so embarrassing. Where exactly do I begin?
“Okay, okay, I’ll talk.”
In less than fifteen minutes, I've covered everything that's happened between Ian and I. Trisha's lips are tightened as she glares at me. 
"All this time, I’ve been thinking you’ve been held up with work and I had no idea you were playing tongue games with him!” Her eyes narrow. “What else have you been hiding?”
“Nothing, I swear. That’s just it.”
She stares at me for a moment, then leans back against the chair. 
“So let me get this straight. Ian Reynolds, the acclaimed tech billionaire comes to town and he's already getting it on with his best friend's sister–”
I wrinkle my nose, feeling a bit offended. “I’m twenty-four, Trish. I’m not lit–”
“And his best friend's sister enjoys the thrill, so much that she forgets to tell her own best friend about it," she pouts, glaring at me. "Seriously, I'm disappointed."
"I was going to tell you, I swear," I send her a small, apologetic smile, "I really was. But you've been so busy with a lot of stuff with planning the party and all."
"That's why I need a little break to get me through all that, Kay. Urgh, you don't think I'd kill for a good drama right now?"
"My life isn't drama."
"No," she giggles, "but kissing Ian is. So, tell me, do you like him?"
I shake my head. "No, I don't."
Her face falls. "What?"
"It's just a kiss, Trish. Nothing more. And that's the way it's going to end." 
"But–" Her eyes soften. "If I remember correctly, you've always had a crush on him."
"Yeah, that was in high school. Things have changed. I'm not letting myself get into the same mistake I made with Logan."
"I knew it." Trisha sighs. "I just knew you were going to say that. Kaylee, you know it's been three years, right? You deserve to move on."
"I have. However, I just don't want to take any chances. Plus, he's my brother's best friend. Think about how…weird it is."
"True. So, what now? You're gonna start avoiding him?"
I heave a breath. "I wish I could, but I can't. He's helping me out with the rebranding project, and he's been great with it. I mean, he's been giving me good business tips ever since we started texting–”
She blinks. “You two are already texting?”
I nod. “Two days ago. He, uh, got my number from Dylan’s phone.”
“Wow. Do you know how extremely lucky you are right now? I mean, you got this man helping you with, heck, basically your life. He's revamping it, personally and professionally. It's absolutely what you need."
"It's not."
"This is an opportunity, Kaylee, so grab it."
I shake my head. "I'm not doing that, T… I'm not."
It'd be stupid to hope for anything. Ian and I are absolutely different, with nothing in common. With a man like that, nothing holds a permanent position. He's too free-spirited and full of adventure. His wanderlust contradicts my own small-town baking dreams. No, we're not the same. Still, I can't get the taste of his lips out of my mind. He's certainly a very good kisser. My heart quickens as I recall that sensual moment. It was a feeling of intense intimacy. Locked away in our own little corner of the gallery, his arms around me…
I didn't want to feel all that hunger, all those aches that raged through me when he held me. And I can't give in to them. Once I do, I'll start depending on a part of him. If that happens, it'll start chipping away at my own self-reliance. I don't want that. Not anymore. It happened with Logan. I'm damned if I ever allow myself to repeat that same mistake. 
"I think I'm good with sticking to the professional part, Trish. I'm definitely going to enforce some boundaries. No more intimate stuff. It's never happening again."





Chapter Ten: Ian


The wind rattles the window and I look up again.  
Boy, is it going to be one hell of a storm tonight. 
I glance at Kaylee. She's still filling out her details on the survey website on my laptop. We've been working on her business portfolio since four pm. 
"Done," she says, handing the laptop to me. 
"Good."
"So, what now?"
"Uh, we wait. Typically, it takes three to four hours for a response to come through." 
"And…and you're sure it's going to be legit?"
"A survey is always legit. As long as you fill in the right info, you'll always get the right feedback. Since we're working with businesses, it should be much easier."
She exhales. "Let's hope they provide what I'm looking for."
"They will, don't worry. You've got a lot of prospects in your case."
Kaylee nods. Just then, another gust of wind shake the glass window. Kaylee glances up at me. “I’m so sorry about keeping you here so late.”
“It’s not a problem. In fact, I think I should get going before it starts.”
“Yeah, sure.”
She offers me a smile at the door. Her eyes are still puffy from sleep, and her mascara has flaked off onto her cheekbones. Her lipstick has worn off long ago, and her hair is a mess. And yet, she still manages to look stunning. 
“Drive carefully, Ian.”
My gaze rests on her lips for a second too long. I blink. “Yeah, definitely. Have a good night.”
She brushes her hair away from her face and opens the door. “You too.”
Before I can get one final look, she has closed the door. Sighing, I head to my car, shielding my head away from the biting wind. I’m about to unlock the driver’s door when a heavy downpour descends upon me, nearly knocking me off-balance. In a swift move, I slide into the driver’s seat and switch on the ignition to activate the windshields. The rain is heavily drumming on the roof of my car.
I can’t go home in this weather. A notification pings from my phone and I reach into my pocket. I wipe the slickness away on the hem of my shirt and swipe it open. It’s a text from Kaylee:
–Can see your car is still here. You want to come in? It’s not too safe to drive on a night like this.
I hesitate for a moment, glancing at her windows to check if she’s there. She isn’t. I quickly switch off the engine, open the door and lock it with the key fob. I run across the street and back to Kaylee’s house. 
She’s waiting for me with a fluffy towel and an apologetic smile. “Here you go.”
I return a thankful smile and dab at my wet face and arms. She’s turned on the heater, so the room is a lot warmer.
“I don’t have an extra t-shirt. I’m sorry. Well, at least, not one your size.”
I chuckle and raise the towel in gratitude. “This will do just fine for me, thank you.”
“Would you care for some cocoa? I just put on the kettle.”
“Sure.” 
“Come on.”
I follow her to the kitchen. She looks up at me and asks, “Wanna learn a cooking tip for free when it comes to making cocoa?”
Taking a seat at the adjoining dining table, I nod. “Of course.”
She takes out two mugs and set it on the table. Using a potholder, she lifts the kettle from the electric stovetop and switches off the power. She carefully pours the steaming water into the mugs and puts the kettle away. She adds sugar, milk and a large helping of chocolate powder. 
"The trick," she says, reaching for two spoons on the cutlery rack, "is to never change the direction of your wrist when stirring. If you're stirring clockwise, maintain that position. Here," she hands a spoon to me, "try it."
"Clockwise or anti?"
"Whichever works for you."
My lips curves into a quirky smile as I follow her advice, keeping my fingers rotated in the same direction. "What does this achieve, exactly?"
"Balance," she says, staring at me as she stirs hers. "If there's a slight imbalance, your drink won't come out tasting good."
I raise my brows, surprised. "Wow. I didn't know that."
She nods at my cup. "Try it."
I take a tentative sip and tilt my head back. "Hmm. Okay, I see it."
Kaylee grins happily. "Told you."
"Thanks for this. It tastes amazing.”
"Anytime."
We drink our cocoa in silence.
Then I ask, “Do you still miss a part of your old life? You know, being married and all.”
“Should I?”
I can't think of an appropriate response, so I say nothing and continue to hold her stare. It wavers only once, when her eyes flickers over my body before returning to my face. "Sadly, I guess that’s a load I’ve carried, so, no. I don’t,” she says quietly.
I nod, understanding the full effects of her words. “You don't have to tell me if you don't feel ready to."
She looks at me for a long time. "No. I don’t have to tell you because I don't plan to. I don't need to relive all the bad stuff. I just want the good stuff."
“And have you been getting the good stuff?”
She breaks eye contact and look away, a hint of smile at her lips. “It’s been hard… but I’m not relenting.”
“What’s the hardest part? What hurts the most?”
“Learning to move on."
"You haven't moved on?"
She places her mug on her table and looks down at her hands. “It’s not that easy. When Logan and I got married, I believed it was set in stone. You build your whole life around another person, and you think you’ll never be alone again, but then you are. Loneliness hurts. It burns in a way that feels worse than fire.”
“There’s always a choice, Kaylee. Now, what do you want to do to feel better?”
We stare at each other for a moment. I don’t know who makes the first move, but soon her lips are crushed against mine; she is kissing me with reckless passion. I run my fingers through her lush hair, the thick strands interweaving through my hands. 
“I’ll make you forget, Kaylee,” I whisper against her lips.
She shudders as my fingers tease her neck. I lean over, burying my face into her shoulder and nuzzling the crook of her neck. She exhales, moaning softly as my tongue teases her. My other hand travels to her waist, sliding them up until I’m hugging her ribcage just beneath the full swell of her breasts. I cup them through her sundress, groping softly.
“You’re beautiful, Kaylee.” My thumbs circle her breast “You’re so fucking gorgeous.”
I push my hands beneath her dress, freeing the clasp of her bra. “Let me have you, Kaylee.”
She sucks in a deep breath as she reaches over to cop a feel of the bulge in my pants. 
“This is what I want to feel better,” she says in a low, throaty voice.
I chuckle. “How do you want it?”
She looks at me with heavy-lidded eyes. “Hard,” she says, gasping. “Real hard.”
I slide my tongue along the racing pulse at her neck, and she trembles in response. Placing one arm behind her thighs, I pull her feet out from under her. I lift her up and she wraps her arms and legs tightly around me. I cross the room to the lounge. My mouth finds hers: soft, hot and wet. She wraps her hand around my neck, clinging to me. I place her gently on the couch, sitting beside her. 
Slowly, we undress each other. She deftly takes off my shirt and helps strip off my jeans. With my fingertips, I draw the straps of her silky sundress down to her shoulders, then press my lips to her skin. Toying with the nape of her neck, I sigh as the familiar scent of her perfume fills my nose. 
Her skin is soft, smooth and inviting under my palms. Her muscles quiver against my palm, shuddering at the intensity. I fight an alarming urge to tear the dress away, ripping aside the barriers and taking what she’s offering. If there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that she won’t stop me when I eventually slide her dress off her body. The look in her eyes is part challenge, part acknowledgment and all desire. Tonight, I’ll give her everything her body wants, everything the passion in her eyes craves for, as much as I’m capable of giving her. She deserves that much.
Her bracelets jingle as I lift her hand to press a small circle of kisses upon her wrist. She giggles as I slip her gown over her hips, sitting up to let it fall to the floor. She’s on nothing else but her panties. It's time to keep my promise. Lowering my face, I tease her with my tongue through the silk. She arches with a whimper, digging her feet into the couch. Pulling her panties off with my teeth, I uncover that most sensitive part of her body. I release a slow, deep breath as I stare at her in all her glory.
Dipping my head, I focus on that sweet spot, reveling in her utter surrender. She gasps and makes a sound that’s music to my ears, raising her hips. She tenses up.
“Oh fuck,” she breaths, writhing. “Ian…”
Spreading her wide with my shoulders. Her fingers pull at my hair, spurring me on until she climaxes with a startled cry, quivering around my tongue. 
“Please,” 
I want her to reach new heights. I need her to reach new heights. She wriggles and tenses with another orgasm, her neck arching as she cries out. Beautiful. Divine. Exquisite. It’s almost more than I can bear.
A lightning flash strikes the window pane, illuminating the creaminess of her nude body. I lift my face to hers and she kisses me again. The taste of her mouth is sweet and mellow. Her breath smells like chocolate. Exciting, erotic, exotic. When she draws back, her eyes are sparkling with undisguised need. 
“I want you,” she breathes against my lips. “I know I shouldn’t, but I want you, Ian.” 
These words are my undoing. The flavor and fragrance of her skin is familiar, addictive. Her touch is gentle and persuasive, then demanding. It is everything I want. I lift her and she eases herself into me. She gasps, lowering her hips and working to fit me. She closes her eyes and throws her head back, releasing a deep sigh. 
We’re a perfect fit. 
Moving against me, her flesh meets mine, drawing twin moans from us. Mouth meets mouth, sending shock waves of pleasure and pain through the two of us. Desire meets desire, driving out reason. I thrust harder, putting the weight of my body behind every move. Sparks surge through me as I clasp her tight with a groan. My entire body hardens, with the muscles of my chest and arms straining as our hips meet. Tightening my hold on her waist, I give her all of me with wild, fierce drives. 
I want you just like this. All sweaty and delicate. Filled completely by me.
Burying my face in her neck, I hold her tightly in place. Our gasps drive me crazy with desire. We’re dripping with sweat; our skins become slippery as we move against each other. I cup her rear as the tempo builds, driving deeper into her. No force so strong, no need so deep can ever measure up to this. She arches against me, offering, challenging. Pleasure arrows into me as her small, agile body presses against mine. Until my breath is fire in my lungs and my body a mass of satisfying sensations. When she lifts herself over me again, the delirious feeling clouds my senses. 
Palm to palm our hands meet, fingers gripping hard like one soul grasping another. She lets out a quick exhale, and I grip her trembling hips, holding them in place. She gasps from the delicious pressure building up within her and I capture her mouth once again. Her climax has her sobbing my name, and the sensation building up in me is magnified by her actions. I throw my head back, shuddering. 
She collapses onto my chest, nuzzling my neck, releasing soft, staccato sighs. Brushing her wet hair from her face, I hold her for a long time, tracing her cheekbone with the tip of my index finger and stroking her damp lips with my thumb. She’s simply beautiful. Not just her body, not just that exquisite face, but her spirit. When she rocks slow and steady against me, there’s a harmony more intense than anything I’ve ever experienced before. I look down at Kaylee. Her eyes are closed and her breathing is even. I draw her nearer and I continue stroking her hair.
The rain thrumming against the window fills the silence.




Chapter Eleven: Kaylee


“Hi there.” 
My breath lodges in my throat. I’m definitely not expecting this. All afternoon I’ve been busy making a cake for him, only to get to his house and meet…Ian?
He looks suave and smart in a black t-shirt and camo jeans. I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry. “Uh, hi.”
His boyish grin sends a warm tingle through my body. “What’re you standing there for? Come in.”
He takes me in his arms as soon as I enter and he closes the door. Hands on my waist, he draws me closer and plants a kiss on my lips.
I gasp and jerk my head away. “Are you nuts? Dylan—“
“…is not here.” His boyish grin is audaciously charming. 
“Oh.” My tense shoulders relax and I look around. “Well, where is he?”
“He had an emergency art restoration thing to do with a friend. Won’t be back till midnight.”
“I see.”
“Is that for him?”
I look down at the Tupperware case. “Uh, it’s for both of you, actually. I made a meringue cake.”
His eyes light up. “Yes! Thank you.”
I nod and extend out the container to him. “There’s more than enough in there for the both of you, so knock yourself out.”
He leans in to place a kiss on my forehead. The smell of his aftershave tickles my nose, and I sigh softly in pleasure. “You’re the best, Kaylee.”
He crosses the room to the kitchen. He takes out a ceramic bowl from the plate rack and a small paring knife. Cutting out an adequate portion, he places it inside the bowl. Closing his eyes, he plunges a finger smeared with whipped cream into his mouth. I swallow, shifting in my seat. 
Boy, do I know what that mouth can do.
When he opens them, he gives me a thumbs-up. 
“Ten out of ten.”
I chuckle. “You haven’t even eaten the cake.”
Opening the fridge, he places the ceramic bowl inside. “I will, don’t worry.” 
He replaces the lid of the Tupperware, rinses the cake smears off the knife, and dries his hands with a napkin. He looks at me. The silence between us screams volumes. Before I know it, I’m in his arms. He hugs me tight, and his lips are soon on mine. I meet him, and my lips part to welcome him in. Intoxicating, as always. I shove a hand into his hair, clenching it tight and holding him as I suck on his tongue. His resulting groan only fuels the growing flame in me and the flesh between my legs tingles. Ian pulls away, nuzzling my ear. We’re both breathing hard, and his arousal is obvious from the heat of his erection pressing against me.
“The cake might be great and all, but I want you more.”
I sigh softly. It’s like my body is a lump of iron, and every inch of me is straining towards his magnetism. He’s impossible to resist. I shiver as his tongue teases my ear. He grins, looking pleased by my reaction.
“I wanna show you something. We’ll go in your car.”
I tilt my head. “Uh, why?”
“Don’t ask.” He moves away to the other end of the foyer. Shoving his feet into a pair of black Crocs, he looks up at me. 
“Oh, and we’re bringing the cake, too. And a bottle of wine I saved.”
I knit my brows, perplexed. “Where exactly are we going, Ian?”
He reaches for my left hand and flashes me a winning smile. “You’ll see. Come on.”
I chuckle as I follow him out the door. He pockets the keys after locking it. Bemusedly looking at him, I ask, “Can’t I get a little hint at least?”
“Well, I found this place downtown. It’s really great. Give me your keys.”
I stare at him, resisting the urge to burst into laughter. Is he serious right now? 
One moment, he’s coming on hard to me, and the next, he’s like an excited toddler.
I hand him the keys and he nods. “Good girl, here,” he opens the passenger door. “Get in.”
Giggling, I obey and slide in. He shuts the door and jogs to the driver’s. He turns on the ignition and eases the engine out of the driveway and into the street. I stare at him, running the idea through my mind. He’s inviting me to God-knows-where and also wants us to share a meal. He’s taking me to a place where we can be alone. Together.
Heart thumping, I turn to him, a coy smile playing around my lips. “Are—I’m sorry, are you taking me on a date?”
He gives me a pointed look. “You just figured that out?”
I throw back my head and laugh. “I… I actually didn’t know that before.”
“Well,” he adjusts my rearview mirror, “I figured you needed it, anyway. You’ve been working too hard.”
I nod. “I have, actually.”
He rubs my knee. “Good. So, take this as a little gift for your effort, Lee-Lee. You deserve to be taken care of.”
I smile, touched by his affectionate gesture. “Thank you.”
We drive in silence, occasionally broken by him humming a tune now and then. The thrumming between my thighs intensifies. The emotions saturating the air in the car right now are intoxicating—leftover heat from last night's passionate love-making and the brief kiss earlier.
Biting my lip, I steal a glance at him. “You know, I haven’t heard that since I was in seventh-grade.”
“What’s that?”
“Lee-Lee.”
He chuckles. “It's my favorite. I’m glad I brought it back.”
It's dark when he eventually pulls up the car. I look out the window, and back to him, puzzled. "Why are we at the old amphitheater?”
“You’ll love this. Come on.”
He helps me out of the car and leads me through the raised stone steps. “Careful, they're steep.”
At the third-storey base of the towering building, we sit on a ledge that overlooks the city, our meal sitting between us. Ian doesn't waste time uncorking the bottle of wine. He eats a large helping of cake and nods in satisfaction. "Your brother was right. You definitely know your way around this."
I smile and say, "Thanks."
Dusk is fast approaching and the soft air caresses my hair. It's quiet, cool and romantic. I like this time of day. When work's over and it isn't time to think about tomorrow yet.
He stares at me tenderly. “I had a good time last night.”
My breath catches in my throat. Good time. It sounds a bit… basic.
But it's just sex, isn't it? Sex is just an activity. I needed it, and it seemed he did too. I should take it for what it is. Feelings don't need to come into play. 
Ian's eyes are still locked with mine.
Feelings must never come into play.
Lowering my eyes, I whisper, “I did, too.”
He brushes away a lock of hair away from my face and smiles at me. My heart flutters again. 
What's happening to me? Why's this happening? I know how to outwit desire. Ever since the divorce, I've done so with hardly an effort. But now something is sprinting inside me too fast, twisting and turning so I can't grab on and stop it from getting further and further out of my reach.
Should one night in bed have such an effect? No, it shouldn’t. Not with someone like Ian Reynolds.
Bracing to change the topic, I casually take a sip of my wine. “So, I’m dying to know, what happened after high school?”
“Me?” Raising an eyebrow, he licks the sugar frosting off his fingers and I shiver. “Well, there’s really not much of a story.”
“You’re a tech billionaire, Ian. There’s always a story.”
He smiles. “I wrote a couple of applications after high school. MIT was the first reject with Stanford, the second. CalTech was my saving grace. I did a four-year stint with them. I was the best student on the roll, so they offered me a spot on their team after graduation. They were affiliated at the time with Silicon Valley, so double touchdown.” 
He brushes away the cake crumbs from his lips with an index fingers. “Uh, I worked with them for almost two years; it gave me good privilege. Building the app was the push I needed and they helped me with it. It took about fifty-six trial errors before I got it right, but that’s a story for another day.”
My jaw drops. “Fifty-six? That’s a lot!”
“Yup. It really was. Anyways, what about you?”
“Me?" I wrinkle my nose. "There’s really not much about me. I finished college and got married, but that didn’t work out. After the divorce, I decided to get back on my feet so I took a role in the corporate world. A & Sons hired me. I got bored after a while, so I left…and here we are, eating the pastries that I bake, as a job.”
“Why didn’t it work out? The marriage, I mean.”
I exhale slowly and glance away. “Irreconcilable differences. The split was mutual. We both realized that we were better off staying apart.”
He regards me silently for a moment, as if he knows there’s more to the story. But then he says, “I’m sorry.”
“I’m over it,” I say casually, biting into a slice of cake.
His gaze is on my lips, his blue eyes brimming with naked desire. 
Tilting my head back, I clear my throat. “I… I think we need to get going soon.”
“Don’t ruin the mood, Lee-Lee.” He murmurs, his breath fanning my face. 
Goosebumps cover my skin, and I inhale softly. His warm fingers travel to my chin, then my neck and further down. He stops at my breasts but teases the skin surrounding it instead. I shiver at his light touch. His hands travel further down, and my body is instantly enveloped by heat.
“It wasn’t my imagination,” he says as his fingers trace a path over my thighs. “It’s there. The attraction. You feel it too.”
“Ian—”
His finger touches my lips, seeking entry. Sighing, I part my lips and allow the finger in. My tongue strokes the finger as it plunges in and out of my lips. He withdraws his fingers after a while, and soon he’s breathing against my neck.
“I can’t get enough.”
I shudder as his lips touch my skin. His tongue strokes the nape of my neck, and I close my eyes in rapture. My lips part and he seals his over mine, shutting me up with a wet kiss. My hands move to his hair, sliding through and tugging. I arch into him as he wraps his arms around me. He sucks on my lower lip, his fingers traveling beneath my blouse to brush across my nipples. He pulls my blouse above my breasts, and his mouth travels to my breast. His warm tongue brings a mist of perspiration to my skin.
“Ian, please.”
His head lifts and he looks at me with stormy eyes. “This attraction—it’s insane, I know. I don’t—I can’t explain it, Kaylee. But last night wasn’t a mistake. I want you.”
One of his hands travel beneath my skirt between my legs. I’m so hot I’m almost feverish. 
“You’re wet for me. You want me too.”
My eyes close as his fingers tease around me. Why am I so vulnerable around Ian? With him, I’m a lot of things — passionate, needy, ecstatic, wild…and so many other things. 
I can’t hold back a moan as he pushes a finger into me. Then another. 
“Jeez, Ian.” As I pant, my hips circle onto his thrusting fingers. 
I’ve never hoped to have it this good. How could foreplay be so…heavenly?
Ian is breathing hard, his face flushed with lust. A wicked smile plays on his lips as our eyes meet. I squeeze my eyes shut, his movement driving me to the brink of orgasm.
“Touch me, Lee-Lee.” He guides my hand to the bulge in his pants, and I free him from the restriction.
My hand moves slowly around him and he grunts. His fingers plunge into me faster, driving me crazy.
“Yes,” he breathes. “Just like that.”
My core tightens, the tension building as the pace of his massage increases. He pushes his fingers in and out in a steady rhythm.
“Come for me and don’t hold back.”
I climax with a hoarse cry, my grip white-knuckled on his length as my mind travels beyond shame. Our eyes are locked into each other, and I’m unable to look away. Searing pleasure pulses through me, and the pace of my hand increases.
“Close your eyes.”
I follow his instruction, and he pries my fingers off him. When his tongue touches me, my insides flutter, and a hunger for more builds again, this time with more intensity. He teases me, taunting me and driving me to the brink of another orgasm just after an earthshattering explosion moments earlier. I bite my lip to force back a scream threatening to erupt as his tongue spears into me. My body quakes violently, and the climax is soon followed by another. I can only gasp his name.
His lips travel up to meet mine, and I can still taste myself on him. I close my eyes as his wet tongue travels to my neck. He parts my thighs. Almost immediately, the piercing sound of a ring rips through the air. His hands stiffens when we both realize it’s from his phone. 
He pulls away a bit and sighs. “Dammit.”
He fumbles in his pocket and exhales when he sees who it is. 
I swallow. “Let me guess, Dylan?”
He nods and mutters, “I wonder why he's back home early. Hold on, I gotta take it. Hey. Yeah, I popped out for a while. Oh, yeah, Kaylee brought some around. Yours is in the fridge. Yeah, see you later.” 
Ending the call, he drags in a long, slow breath as he looks at me. “I have to go. I promised I was going to help him out with his project.”
I look away, gulping. “No, it—it’s fine. I should also get going. It’s late.”
“I’ll drop you off.”
“I can drive myself. You don’t have to worry about that.”
“It’s late. And I’m always going to worry about you.”
I suck in a quick breath at those words. I hide my flushed face as we clean up. This can’t be happening. Everything is moving way too fast. What am I doing? This isn't what I planned. So much for keeping to my promise of staying away. I mean, how do you stay away from a man like this? 
I follow him back to the car and he starts the ignition instantly. The drive home is thankfully silent. 




Chapter Twelve: Ian 


“So how much are we looking at here, Ian?” 
“Well,” I slide past the chart diagrams on my phone, “seeing how much we’ve raked in the last few years since it was launched, I’d say roughly about ten million should cover it.”
A groan comes from the computer screen, where I'm having a video call with my right hand man. “You wanna launch a startup company with ten? And you’re sure this is going to be enough?”
“It’s an estimation, Carl.”
Carl picks up his brown coffee mug and blows on the steam, then he says, “Ian, you should know I don’t do too well with things like that.”
Hiding a smile, I sit back in my chair and cross my arms. If there's two things about Carl Dalton I like: his quick-thinking mind as well as his incapability to low-budget. I met him during my second year in college, and the depth of his genius fascinated me, especially when I found out his Mensa score was one hundred and fifty-nine. I can’t even boast of being that smart. "That’s just our starting point.”
"Too little if you ask me."
I frown. "You do realize this is a new zone I'm venturing into."
"I'm aware of that. Then again, there's always going to be room for possibilities."
"True, but you’ve been the one helping through most of these things. You're the one who's been helping me through all this. I mean, look at what we did to Ro."
"Or you mean what you did?" He chuckles and lifts the mug to take a sip. "All I did was draw up the logistics plan. You did the rest."
"Yeah, well, I still suck at drawing L plans."
"Okay," he laughs and holds out his hands in surrender. "You don't have to say it. I'll help you out. I'll take a look and see what I can come up with. Just run the cost through Cindy and email the acquisition draft to me. I’ll look over it and get back to you. And, Ian?”
“Yes?”
“Please blow out the bank on this one. There's a good chance the project is going to work out great. I see a lot of potential.”
“So, you’re ready to see me go up against A & S?”
“I never did like them, so yes, it’s very welcome.”
“Me either.”
“I hear Andrews is holding a conference in town.”
My fist tightens. “I heard it, too.”
“You gonna go?”
I nod. “I need to know what he’s planning to pitch.”
Carl gives me a long look, then he says, “Don’t do anything stupid, Ian.”
I shrug. “I won’t.”
He holds my gaze again for a longer moment, before he nods. Then, I ask, “So you honestly think I have what it takes to start this company?’
“I believe I do.” He pauses, an amused glint in his eyes. "Do you even have to ask me that? I should be asking if you’re prepared for the forthcoming rivalry. You know Andrew doesn’t exactly like competition.”
Well, he better get his A-game on because I’m bringing a lot of it.
With a smirk, I answer, “Trust me, I’m looking forward to it.”
“Perfect. Hell, look at you, you're already ripped times two. Georgia must be a nice place."
A ghost of a smile plays on my lips. A notification alert pings my phone and it's a text from Kaylee.
–Are we still doing lunch later?
I quickly send her a thumbs-up. I look up at my computer screen. “Carl, what do you know about A & S’ upcoming business event?”
He frowns slightly. “I’ve heard a bit about it.”
“Is it legit?”
“Definitely. If I, uh, remember correctly, I think it’s about funding small-scale businesses. You know, folks in the trade.”
“So, like a grant?”
“Looks like it. The winner also gets to be placed on other benefits. Exposure, PR deals, stuff like that."
The thought of Kaylee winning anything sponsored by Andrews & Sons makes bile rise to my throat. Grimacing inwardly, I swallow my disgust and clench my jaw hard. 
“Basically,” Carl is still speaking, “the major incentive is just to support the town folks, give them a bit of financial support.”
“Do you know someone on the inside that's involved in this?"
He frowns. "At A & S? I have a couple of friends in, but I can't be sure they're involved in planning the event.” Then he tilts his head, regarding me with a puzzled expression. “Why’d you ask? What's this about?”
On the other hand, Kaylee will never forgive me if I sabotage this for her. Knowing how much she's willing to sacrifice for her bakery shop, I can't bring myself to be selfish. She needs to win this. 
I tap my pen against the side of my desk. Clearing my throat, I begin, “So, I’ve got a friend who’s hoping to win it…”
[image: image-placeholder]“Thank you.” Kaylee’s eyes are swimming with gratitude. “Thank you so much.”
“Don’t.” I rest a hand on her thigh. “Don’t do that, really. I didn’t do anything.”
“Are you kidding?” She sets down her milkshake and reaches for my hand. “You basically just gave me an in. This means so much.”
“Carl will do anything for me. He owes me a lot.”
“And so do I.”
I take a sip of my beer and shake my head. "You don't owe me anything, Kaylee. I really want you to win this."
We’re at the food court, enjoying the free time during lunch hours. 
“Oh, I definitely need to. There’s nothing more I want to see than the look on Ra—” She abruptly breaks off her words and bites her lip. Swallowing, she glances down at her hamburger and whispers, “Thank you once again.”
Frowning slightly, I gaze at her. Why does she seem off?
It doesn’t matter. We’re here to have a good time. I rest her head on my shoulders and my hand slides around the soft skin of her thighs. She exhales a soft breath, and memories of our time together run through my mind.
I bring my lips to her ear. “I want you again.”
Her hand travels beneath my joggers and traces a line on my member. “That’s fairly obvious, mister.”
I clear my throat. We’re in a public place, but Kaylee is driving me crazy. I return the favor, taking my hand down her pants and below her panties to meet her dampness. She breathes into my ear and her grip on me tightens as my hands begin stroking. We need to get out of here. And fast. 
A shadow falls upon our table and she snatches her hand away. We both look up. A tall, dark-haired woman, dressed in a white leather pants and dark-green trench coat, smiles at me. 
“Ian? Oh my god, hi!”
My mouth falls open and I blink. “Jamila?”
Oh, no. No, this isn’t good. 
“Hi.” She grins, reaching over to touch my hair. “Oh gosh, would you look at you! You look absolutely ripped.”
Self-conscious, I glance at Kaylee, who’s withdrawn and is watching us with a solemn expression on her face. I clear my throat to say, “Uh, Jamila, this is Kaylee. Kaylee, this is Jamila Chopra. She’s, uh, my former partner.”
Kaylee’s eyes shifts from me to her, a speculative glint in her eyes. “Partner?”
Jamila offers her a smile. “We were part of the developing team in CalTech. I was one of the brains who helped him build his app.” Jamila’s eyes lock with mine. “So, yeah, we were partners.” 
"Yeah, Jamila and I were a really good team."
Something flickers in her dark eyes as she stares at me. "We were more than a good team."
Oh, jeez.
I inwardly cringe at Jamila’s not-too-subtle statement. Anything needed to have been said but that. I’m acutely conscious of Kaylee’s gaze on me, but I don’t dare look at her. 
This is going to escalate soon. Make it go away—and fast.
“So,” I clear my throat and look up at Jamila, I ask, “what are you doing in town?”
“Meerah is having a baby.”
“Your sister?”
“Yeah.”
“Congratulations,” Kaylee says with a polite smile, “That’s wonderful news.”
“Thank you.”  Then she turns to me, happiness radiating from her smile. “Oh, I can’t wait to be a big aunty. It’s always been my dream.” Her smile disappears and she looks at us with a horrified expression. “Oh, my God, where are my manners? I’m so sorry. Am I interrupting? Is— this a date?”“No.” Kaylee and I say at the same time. Exhaling sharply, she shakes her head. “No, it’s not a date.” She glances at me. “Ian and I are just… friends.”
Who’ve recently started sleeping with each other. Heck we were rubbing each other off moments ago.
Jamila doesn’t seem unfazed. She fixes her bright smile in place. “Okay, so I hope it wouldn’t be too weird if I invited you both.”
Kaylee shoots her a puzzled look. “To what?”
I resist the urge to roll my eyes and groan. Ever the party girl, it’s hard for Jamila to actually care about anything if it doesn’t involve parties and the like. I sometimes wonder how she had graduated at the top of the class. She always spends half the semester away from classes and in downtown bars. But one can’t deny that she’s extraordinarily smart…and a total head-turner. Her simplicity made me fall in love with her, and boy, did I fall hard. But that’s a long time. And a long time is more than enough to move on. 
She turns to Kaylee, her eyes twinkling. “Meerah, my sister is having a small party. A soiree, as we like to call it. It’s happening on Wednesday.” She flicks back her long hair from her shoulder and continues, “You two should definitely come. It’ll be nice to have friends over. And Meerah wouldn’t mind, too.”
No. Abort the mission. Abort it ASAP. 
Kaylee begins, “We’d love to–”
“We can’t,” I cut in harshly.
The two women stare at me. A flush works up the side of my neck. “I-I mean, we can’t because we have an event to attend.”
Jamila’s face falls. “‘Oh, you do?”
Aware of Kaylee’s eyes on me, I nod. Please agree to it. Please say yes…
Kaylee shakes her head and gives Jamila a rueful smile. “Yeah, we do. Sorry.”
I release a soft exhale. Atta girl.
Jamila glances at us. “Oh, well, that’s okay. I’m sure we can fix a date another time.”
“Uh, that's too soon to say.”
"I'm going to be in town for a while, sweet pea, so I’m not leaving anytime soon." she says with a giddy chuckle. “Perhaps you can show me around when you've got time, you know, give me a tour and all. I wanna see Georgia in its full glory."
Jesus, get an Uber.
“So, what’d you say, hmm?”
Yeah, not happening…
“Sure.”
I heave a big breath when she goes away but not before she tells me to text her to “catch up on old times.”
There’s a hint of a mocking smile on Kaylee’s lips. "Sweet pea?"
I roll my eyes. "Don't."
She watches me intently. "How long?"
"What?"
"How long were you two together?"
The air in my chest deflates and I heave another breath. "Close to a year. We ended it on amicable terms."
"It's obvious she's still very much into you."
I take a quick gulp of my beer. “And I’m not. Not anymore.”
She stares at me, an unreadable expression in her eyes. Then, she glances down at her watch. "My lunch break is over.” 
“I’ll get the bill.”
She nods, draws back her chair, and stands. She looks as though she's about to say something but instead, clamps her lips tightly and gives me a small smile. "Have a nice afternoon, Ian."
She disappears through the crowd. Well, that was odd. Why’s she so prickly today?




Chapter Thirteen: Kaylee


“Kaylee.” His voice is low and hard, the voice of a man who’s ready to do whatever he can to get what he wants. 
Heat simmers through my entire body in response to his voice. Where are we? I don’t know. All I know is it’s dark and we’re in bed, although I barely remember him carrying me here. He undressed me and rained kisses over my face and neck. Now he’s going further. It’s in his eyes, hot with lust.
His hand. Warm. Thick. All over me. Taking my mouth, he kisses me softly. The coaxing movements of his tongue stir my emotions, making me moan. Breathing hard on my face, he grips my nape to hold me still as he deepens the kiss. His teeth tugs gently on my lower lip. Desperate to taste him, I plunge my tongue into his mouth to meet his. I move into him, sliding my fingers into his hair to hold him as he’s held me. Our bodies tangle together, with every part of me aching to press against his warmth—his hardness.
He pins me to the bed softly. Pulling back and breaking the seal our mouths formed, he nibbles on my lip. Then, he traces the outline of my face with the tip of his tongue. Sweet torture. He pays no heed, stroking the lining of my cheeks. I bite my lips in anticipation as Ian moves in behind me. 
My head falls back against his shoulder, and I catch a glimpse of his parted lips and eyes darkened with desire. He wants to tease me. The anticipation etched on his gorgeous face is my undoing. His tongue rims the shell of my ear as his other hand cups my breast, his fingers rolling my nipple and driving me crazy. I quiver as his fingers move against me. I breathlessly utter his name. He pays no attention. It’s like he knows where to touch me, and how much pressure he needs to take me over.
Gasping, I cry out as he pushes two fingers in me. My toes curl and my feet becomes weak as jelly. I’d probably melt if I stand now. The air surrounding us is thick and steamy, and the tempo is only increasing by the minute. I plead for mercy. Enough of this sweet torture.
I jerk awake with a start, before slowly blinking into consciousness. Fuck, another dream. About Ian. I’m dreaming about him while taking a fifteen-minute nap at work. Who am I becoming?
The sound of approaching footsteps jerks my eyes open, and I draw back to see a short, well-dressed woman coming up the stairs of my shop. I straighten my dress as I hurry to the sale counter. I typically don’t expect customers to show up after the three-fifty mark. The Closed sign always turns over by four pm sharp. 
Well, why not? Late customer only means more cash. The woman draws up to the counter and gives me a friendly smile. I give her a quick once-over. She’s wearing a lavender suit complemented by a set of white-washed pearls around her neck. I glance at the silver signet ring on her veiny right hand. Old money. 
“Hello,” she says in a raspy voice. 
I quickly put on my professional smile. “Hi, how can I help you today?”
She reads the inscription on the overhead menu board, before ordering five almond cakes and five mini Bundt cakes. Nodding, I set about the task. It takes a lot of effort to stop myself from grinning. The woman’s bill was nearing a hundred dollars.
Oh, I think I like this one already.
Strapping on a glove, I carefully lift the cakes out of the large glass container. I’m about to wrap it when she asks, “May I have sprinkles on the cakes?”
Out of the corner of my eyes. I glance at the clock and I purse my lips when I see the time.
Great. 
"Sure."
The woman watches me earnestly as I add a generous amount of sprinkles to the almond cakes. 
“A friend  recommended this place to me."
“Oh, really?”
“Yes, Nora. Nora Burns.”
My heart lurches and I quickly look up at her. "Nora?"
"That’s correct. She told me you’re a good friend of hers.”
“I—I,” Blinking, I pause, the words failing me. “Well, we went to high school together."
"Oh, yes, I think she mentioned that. Well, she's my friend's daughter, and she absolutely couldn’t stop talking about your pastry shop. She vouched for you so well, I knew I had to come see it for myself and I knew I had to get them."
I nearly weep with joy right there and then. I have only just reunited with Nora for the first time in over a decade and out of her kindness, she’s spreading the word about my business. 
Exhaling, I smile. “Thank you, for giving me a chance.”
Waving a bony hand, the elderly woman scoffs. “Please, child, don’t do that. I could smell the deliciousness a mile away and I knew it the minute I walked in here that you were good.”
I chuckle and nod in appreciation. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
I finish the sprinkles on the cakes and bag up the rest. I hand it over to the elderly woman and she pays me in crisp, clean dollars, then tips me. Heavily. 
Oh, it's my lucky day! 
I beam a happy smile. “Thank you for coming once again.”
“Sure. Take care of yourself." She’s about to leave, then turns to me. “Do you offer catering services?”
“Yes, I do. What’s the occasion?”
“Well, my grandson is turning five next month and I’m throwing him something. Do you think you can wing that?”
Without hesitation, I nod. “Absolutely.”
“Alright, I’ll call you.” She look at the store-purchase plastic bag. “Is your work number on this?”
“It is.”
“And your name?”
“Kaylee.”
Damn, I really need to change the store name. 
“Okay, Kaylee, I’ll phone you during the week. I’m Evelyn Emory, by the way.”
I recognize the surname immediately. Yup, she’s definitely old money. “Thank you so much, ma’am. Please come again.”
When she leaves, I turn over the Opened sign and lock the door. Pulling down the blinds, I cross the room to sit at my desk. I switch on my computer to Google Jamila Chopra. I’m still smarting from the food court. Jamila’s underlying innuendo and Ian’s casualness honestly have worked me up. Still, I know an old flame when I see one, and from the looks of things, she wants Ian.
Not like I care, anyways.
The search page is taking time to load. Shit. Wi-Fi must be down. Biting my nails, I tap my knee against the side of the desk. Closing my eyes, I lean my head against the headrest. This is stupid. I don’t even care at all, so why am I doing this? But that’s a lie. I do care. I do want to know the women he has known. It doesn’t make me a stalker. It just…puts me ahead of things. Yeah, that’s it. I like to be aware of things. It’s simply human nature. 
Or is it just plain jealousy? 
I inhale sharply as I deliberate on that. Is this true? Does it count as jealousy? Am I jealous of the women in Ian’s life? I shake my head slightly. No, no, I can’t be. I don’t even care. No way. Am I in love with Ian? Doesn’t jealousy usually arise from loving someone so much that it hurts to see them with another woman? or even sensing that they might have feelings for someone? Maybe.
“Not bothered at all.”
I sit up, ready to shut down my computer and go home. Then my eyes land on the screen. The page is already loaded and the first search result reads, Meet The Caltech Student who Created Fringe: an app designed to lessen the burden for nursing mothers. There’s a picture of him with Jamila, and two men I don’t recognize. His arm is around her, and they’re all smiles. Envy coils around my neck like a twine, and I quickly click off the page.
My finger hovers over the mouse, my eyes focused on the Instagram app on my screen. Quickly, I snatch it up and turn off the computer. No, there’s no way I’m checking out her social media platforms. 
Why am I so attracted to Ian? Now, I’m even daydreaming intense sex with him and checking out old flames of his. In a bid to distract myself, I set out to clean the shop.




Chapter Fourteen: Ian


I weave my way through the arena seats and locate one in the fourth row. Perfect. It’ll give me a good view of the speaker. A blonde-haired woman holding a microphone comes up to the dais to say, “Please let’s get seated, people. We’ll be getting started soon.” 
When the audience’ chatter has quietened down, she continues, “Welcome to the third day of our Innovative Minds conference. My name is Patty Morgan, and I’m the moderator of today’s session. We have a very special guest. He’s an alumni of the Terry College of Business, a two-time AGEUS award winner, a collegiate professor at the Wharton School of Business, a labor representative of the United States Chamber of Commerce, as well as our very own beloved native. Ladies and gentlemen, please give a warm welcome for our keynote speaker, Barrett Andrews.”
On cue, Barrett comes up to the podium, smiling and waving at the cheering audience. He’s oozing charisma, and they love it. He’s wearing a dark bespoke suit and his salt-and-pepper is slicked back with gel. There’s a visible smattering of grey forming at the sides. I must admit that  he has good taste and for a sixty-five year man, and  he certainly has a trim and healthy figure. He gives Patty a charming smile and her cheeks redden, obviously smitten from the privilege of sharing the stage with one of the most influential men in the world. They exchange a handshake, and he takes a seat across from her. 
She beams. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Andrews.”
“No, thank you. When I heard I was going to be a guest speaker at a conference, I wasn’t expecting it to be held in Georgia. I’m really happy to be here. It’s good to be back home.”
A round of clapping follows next and I roll my eyes.
How very tacky. 
Patty taps her flash cards. “Now, let’s get to the questions. You recently established a new line of business affiliated with A & Sons three days ago called Weatherture.”
He nods, wearing a pleasant smile. “That’s correct.” 
“Could you tell us what was the main objective for this?”“Money.”
The audience burst into momentary laughter. Even Patty let out a small chuckle. 
“Okay, on a serious note,” he says with a sober face and sits up. “Money is just secondary. WeatherTure is a startup business that I launched a few days ago. It comes with an app that I created it to foretell the lurking dangers of erratic weather conditions. We live in precarious times where climate change is inherently doing more harm than good. These things are fast-spreading, almost like a virus. I was in Jakarta a week ago to visit the displaced victims of the flood and the looks on their faces…” he shakes his head slightly and his eyes dims, “were absolutely terrible. These people deserve better and WeatherTure is the starting point to getting it right.”
“In what way?”
“In a lot of ways, Patty. Now, WeatherTure doesn’t just predict. It prevents. The meteorological data have been meticulously calculated by scores of experts. Everyone came together to work on this for the sole reason of making it right. We need to make it right as people are dying and millions are getting displaced. And what can we say about the out-of-school children? They’re suffering, too.”
The silence in the room is heavier than usual. Poignant, even. I send a quick glance around. The faces of the people reflected soberness. 
Oh, jeez. What a classic manipulator. 
Patty “Alright, I’m going to start the open Q & A session soon, but first we need to know. With WeatherTure, what is the expected outcome? What makes yours stand out?”
Barrett clears his throat. “Thank you for that. Now, prior to this, I mentioned two things. An app, and an organization. We have those strongly in place. The organization is also called WeatherTure. You can look it up. As of today, we have opened two branches in two different continents where these raging weather conditions are prevalent. We’re seeking to triple that amount by the end of the week. Now, what’s our incentive? Simply philanthropy. We want to offer as much aid as we can to people who have been ravaged by flood, earthquakes, tsunamis, and other terrible natural disasters.”
“That’s a very responsible position.”
“I thrive on pressure,” he says.
“It also sounds like a lot of back-breaking work. How are you going to pull through the backlog of funding? Will the government assist?”
“The government will not.” Murmurs fills the room, and sympathy clouds Patty’s face. I scoff. 
It’s not so hard to know why they won’t be sponsoring you. 
Barrett continues, “Regretfully, I’m a lone wolf. I don’t have any external support. The government, for some reason unknown to me, has refused to lend assistance seeing WeatherTure isn’t registered as an NGO. That’s fine because I remain absolutely undeterred.” He smiles and continues, “I want to help people. I love to help people. It’s one of the things that make me very satisfied. As a philanthropist, I learned a lot of people aren’t privileged to have the necessary of life but I was. I still felt very dissatisfied with myself. What’s the use of having so much when everyone around you are going through it? Hardly worth the brag, is it?”
I bristle as the audience applaud him again, this time louder and happier. 
The fucking fraud. How can they not see through his charades?
Patty turns to face the people. “I’m sure our audience have questions to ask; so, I’m officially declaring the Q & A session open. Let’s begin.”
I raise a hand. “I have a question.”
Patty waves her hand to say, “Go ahead.”
Rising, I shift my burning gaze to Barrett. “Mr. Andrews, you say you want to help people—“
“That’s correct,” he cuts in.
“That’s a lie.”
A deathly silence falls upon the room. Over a hundred pair of eyes are on me. I casually fold my arms and throw on a smile.
Barrett Andrews blinks. “Excuse me?”
“You have several businesses established across the US. Heck, we’ve got one right here in Georgia. You boast about how it puts everyone who works for you at an advantage because it’s a viable source of income, as well as greater marginal profit. But is it really all that, Mr. Andrews?”“Get to the point,” he says in an icy tone.
“In a minute.” I pause. “Mr. Andrews, are you familiar with lawsuits? I’m sure you have a lot of those, clearly, given you’re a controversial person.”
“What’s this about?”
“This is about Project Six.”
One name, and that’s all I need to bring his entire faux personality down.
His countenance changes from puzzlement to shock and then to rage. “What about it?” he snarls.
“Project Six, which I’m sure you’re all too familiar with, is a lawsuit. And they all point to you.”
He smirks, “You’re accusing me without proof?”
“Proof? I don’t need to have proof before I can dig out those dirty acts of yours. But if it’s proof you’re looking for, I have it. And in spades, too.” I pause, and the room goes silent; all eyes are on me.
“Violation of several federal statutes, violation of employment contracts, wrongful termination, unlawful discrimination in the workplace, not to mention withheld payment for retaliatory purposes. Oh, I could go on and on, Mr. Andrews. The list is endless.”
Barrett is sweating bullets now, and the collar of his shirt is soaked. He wipes the perspiration from his face and glares at me. He’s a smooth talker, but his anger issues always give him away. No matter the situation, he'll always lose it, especially if he feels irritated or displeased. But despite his terrible temper, he's the kind of guy who inspires uncontrollable lust in women and fearful respect in men.
“Or should we talk about the thousands of lawsuits filed against you for your gross negligence of duties? Or the ones you’ve managed to make go away, no thanks to the uncountable checks you’ve written?”
“That’s preposterous.”
“Or why don’t you tell us? I’m sure the people are waiting for an answer.”
“There has been nothing like that. I don’t know where you’ve gotten that information, but I can boldly tell you that it’s wrong.”
“Really?”
Patty’s eyes darts between Barrett and me. “Okay, I think we should move on. There are a number of—“ 
“Barrett, is it true that you exploit the identities of your workers? Large work, gross pay? That’s what you do, right? Admit it.”
Barrette is looking uncomfortable. “Now, I—“
Bingo. 
Turning to the audience, I say as calmly as I can, “Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Ian Reynolds. I’m a software developer and the creator of Fringe, which I’m sure a lot of you must have heard about. And I’m here to let you all know that Barrett Andrews is a nothing but a corrupt and exploiting racketeer.”
They all gasp. Patty looks horrified. 
In that moment, Barrett shoots to his feet, a wild look on his sweaty face. “How dare you? Who the hell do you think you are?”
With a smile, I say, “Your worst nightmare.”
His face pales. 
“Gina Morehead. She was a worker at the Shipp Bank, a bank you own. Do you deny these claims, Mr. Andrews? Or are you still adamant that there is no proof to back up these claims?”
He’s staring at me, no rebuttals to follow. And that’s when I know I’ve cornered him. Without another word, I walk out of the arena, a purposeful stride in my steps. I put a call to Carl as soon as I reach my car. 
He answers on the second ring. “One down, two to go.”




Chapter Fifteen: Kaylee


Grocery shopping is the one thing that distracts me from any problem I’m facing…and God knows I need some distraction. I’ve spent the past few days, thinking about Ian and Jamila. I know I shouldn’t be bothered by her or anything since they are broken up. But a part of me just can’t seem to stop thinking about her. She has an entirely different personality from mine, and seeing that they dated for quite some time, it has to mean something. 
But why on earth am I even thinking about this? I shrug the thought out of my head and push my trolley into the dairy products section. Then again, she’s really pretty. From what I saw on her Instagram page, which I promised myself not to look at, she’s kind of an overachiever. One of the top students in their class and one of the first to get a job at Silicon Valley. She moved up the ranks of the business way before she worked with Ian. I can definitely see the appeal. What guy in his right senses wouldn’t go for someone as successful as her? How can I compete? All I have is a pastry shop, and even that isn’t doing so well. 
“Gosh… what’s with the self-pitying talk,” I groan, fixing my gaze on the stacks of dairy products on the rack. Besides, I have a whole lot more to think about. The winner of the Andrews & Sons grant is going to be announced in a few weeks, and among the benefits of winning is the exclusive right to cater for the upcoming event the company has on its calendar. 
I get giddy whenever I think about how much the exposure will mean for me. It will definitely send my business shooting for the stars. With a small smile curling my lips, I grab some butter and milk, placing it into the trolley. The label of a milk bottle catches my eye, and I grab it from the shelf. Reading the ingredients and contents, I return it to the shelf and move on. 
The minutes pass as I walk around the supermarket, pushing my trolley. I make a mental checklist of the items I’ve bought, and when I’m satisfied, I head toward the checkout section. My stomach churns as I get in line to pay, and I glance at my watch. It’s noon already, and I haven’t even had breakfast. 
A gentle hand taps my shoulder from behind. “Hello.” 
I turn around to the blonde-haired woman standing behind me. She’s holding a bottle of mustard, and her eyes are scanning through the ingredients. 
“Do you think this mustard contains gluten?” She raises her gaze to meet mine. My eyes go wide as I recognize her. 
“Melissa?” A bright smile curls up my lips. 
“Oh, my God.” She drops the mustard bottle into her trolley. “Kaylee.” She closes the distance between us and wraps her hands around me. “Great running into you here.”
“You too, Melissa.” I smile. “This mall is on the opposite side of town from where you live. How come you’re here?”
“A friend directed me.” She looks around. “She said they have the best products.”
“Well, your friend isn’t lying. I come here all the time.” I push my trolley as the line moves a step forward. Melissa looks good as always; her age has nothing on her. She still has the same vibrance, rivaling that of any thirty-something-year-old. Even her outfit looks effortlessly stylish. 
“I love your blouse.” I point to her multicolored peplum tunic top. 
“This old thing?” She laughs and offers, “Thanks.” 
I step up the queue.
“How’s your pastry shop doing by the way?” she asks. 
“Oh well… you know.” I shrug. “It’s… good.”
She stares intently at me for a moment.
“That’s not very convincing.” 
I let out a light chuckle as the person in front of me leaves. Pushing my trolley forward, I lean against the checkout counter, watching as the cashier unpacks my trolley. Melissa’s still staring at me.
“Yeah well.” I scratch the bridge of my nose. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s not doing as well as I thought it would be doing by now.”
I turn my gaze to the ground. I don’t like to talk about the fact that the shop might fail. Ever since I left the corporate life, a lot of people expected my next venture to be a raging success. Seeing that it isn’t even close to that, I can’t help that feeling of inadequacy. I’m already getting enough of that from myself. I don’t need other people giving me that look.
The cashier rings my stuff and I hand her my card. 
“Alright, Melissa.” I back away as she returns my card. “I guess I’ll see you around?”
“How about lunch?”
I stop. “What?” 
“Lunch,” she repeats. “There’s a restaurant nearby. Their food is delicious–or so I hear.” She pauses, a soft smile lighting up her face. “Please?”
I glance at my watch. I still have some time to spare. Besides, I’m still hungry and my stomach is starting to cry out for help. 
“Well… maybe I can stay for a couple of minutes.”
Melissa nods. She pays for her stuff, and we both walk out of the mall. A few minutes later, we arrive at Trisha’s. I’ve walked past this restaurant countless times, but I never once thought to stop and take a look. That was a mistake, because just like Melissa said, the food is delicious. 
“Oh, my God.” I moan, chewing on my turkey sandwich. “Maybe it’s the hunger speaking, but this has to be the best turkey sandwich I’ve had in a really long time.”
Melissa chuckles, picking at her kale salad. “Yeah. my friend never gives her stamp of approval to any place if it isn’t top-notch.”
I nod, taking another bite of my sandwich. We eat in silence for a moment, and I look around the busy restaurant. The interior is very different from my place. Even as the bright blue walls give the restaurant a cozy ambiance, the floor-to-ceiling window, which looks out to the busy street, counteracts its negative effects. 
Maybe I should do some work on the interior.
“So,” Melissa says, dropping her fork. “What’s the problem with the shop?”
“Um…” I shake my head. “I don’t–”
“Hey.” She reaches out, placing her hand over mine. “Kaylee, I’ve known you since you were a kid. You’re like a daughter to me.” She pauses. “If there’s anything I can do to help, I’d like to do it.”
She’s right. Ever since Dylan became friends with Ian, I tag along to their place on most weekends, and whenever the boys are cutting me out of their games, she’s the one I run to. She was like a second mom. Smiling at the thought, I turn back to her, shifting on my seat.
“The shop isn’t doing so well.”
“Why not?” She leans forward. I grab my milkshake, slurping loudly. 
“Because I trusted the wrong person.”
Her brows crease and she angles her head. “What do you mean?”
“I had this friend; her name’s Rachael. We used to work together in the shop. She was my employee.” I pause, staring at the half-eaten sandwich on my plate. “She was the more outgoing one. She was the perfect people person. While I handled most of the baking, she dealt with the customers. One day out of the blue, she decided to open a pastry shop directly opposite mine, with a recipe she had stolen from me.”
“Oh wow.” Melissa places her hand over her mouth. “That’s terrible.”
“That’s not all.” I tuck back a strand of my hair. “Like I said, she was better with customers and sales, so when she left, she took most of customers with her.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that.”
“It’s  fine. I mean, some customers stayed, but the expenses and revenue doesn’t add up.” I sip my milkshake. “I’ve been running at a loss for a some time, and if something doesn’t turn up, I might have to close down.”
Melissa shakes her head, staring into her plate. “How can I help?”
“Oh you don’t need to do anything.” I wave her off. “I already got it covered. I have a plan.”
“You do?” Her eyes light up. “What is it then?”
“I’m preparing to get funding from a company who gives grants to small businesses. It’s looking quite promising.”
“That sounds good.”
“It is!” I lean forward. “We’re thinking of a full rebrand. Interior design, new name, the works.”
“We?” she grabs her glass of water, taking a small sip.
“Oh yes. I totally forgot to tell you. Ian’s helping with the whole rebrand. 
Melissa freezes with the glass still on her lips. Her eyes wide for a split second before she recovers. 
“He is?” She drops the glass.
“Yeah.” I nod slowly, my eyes narrowing as I stare at her.
Why did she react like that? Why does Ian get weird when I bring up the topic of his mom, and why is she doing the same when I mention Ian? 
“That’s nice of him.” She clears her throat, taking another sip of water.
“Yeah I know. You should thank him for me. He came up with most of the plans for the rebrand. He’s been a great…um…friend.” I gulp. 
Melissa stays silent. She picks up her fork again, twirling it around. She has a distant look in her eyes as she stares at her glass of water. After a while, she blinks.
“Ian and I haven’t been on good terms for some time now.” 
“What?” 
“Yeah, um…” She twirls the fork again before dropping it in her dish with a clang. “We’ve only seen each other a few times since he got back. We’ve spent even less time talking.”
“That’s really surprising.” I move back in my seat. “Ian didn’t mention a thing.”
“Yeah, you know how he is.” She forces a chuckle. “Very secretive. Even I haven’t told anyone yet. You’re the first person.”
I open my mouth to speak, but Melissa’s phone buzzes. She grabs it and peers at the screen.
“Oh.”  She turns back to me to say, “I’m sorry, I have to go now.” She rises from the chair, reaching into her purse.
“Don’t worry about that, Melissa. It’s my treat.” I pull out a fifty-dollar bill, tucking it under my plate as I stand up.
“Thanks, Kaylee. It was really nice talking to you.” She gives me a brief hug before walking out of the restaurant. I stare as she moves briskly on the sidewalk before disappearing into a corner. 
Why didn’t he tell me? I grab my grocery bag and walk out too. We’ve spent some time together, and every time I say something about his mom, he clams up. Why couldn’t he just tell me they were having problems? 
I turn a corner into the street that leads to my shop. Cars speed past and people walk briskly around me, but my eyes stay fixed on the stone sidewalk. 
If he feels the need to hide that detail from me, it means he doesn’t trust me. If he doesn’t trust me, then what else is he keeping from me?




Chapter Sixteen: Ian 


I glance at my wristwatch for the tenth time in the last five minutes. It’s as though the day is taking its sweet time, moving slowly just to piss me off. It feels like hours have passed since I got to this café, but according to the time, I’ve been here for only fifteen minutes. The waitress walks up to me with a tray in hand and a bright smile on her face. 
“Here’s your order, sir.” She drops a plate filled with toast, bacon and a glass of water before me. 
“Thanks.” I glance at my watch again.
“You need anything else, sir?”
“Not at the moment, no.” 
She turns around, walking away. I pull out my phone from my side pocket, scrolling through my messages. Next, I dial Carl’s number, placing the phone to my ear as I chew on a piece of bacon.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Carl.” I sit up, dropping the bacon. “What on earth is going on? He’s late.”
“No, he’s not. You’re early.”
“It’s eight forty-five am already. If he really cared about what I had to say, he’ll be here by seven am.”
“The meeting is set for nine am, Ian. you’ve got to chill out.”
“You of all people know I can’t chill out.”
“Don’t worry, Ian, he’ll be there, trust me. Besides, he’s the one who set up the meeting. Why won’t he show up?”
“I don’t know, Carl. why does anyone do anything?”
The restaurant door swings open, jiggling the bell above it. I look up at the man in a black Italian suit walking in. His hair is done in a classic comb-over style, and he has a clean-cut jaw. He has a blank look on his face as he glances around the restaurant. His eyes fall on me and he walks over. 
“Scratch that, Carl, he’s here.” I hang up the call, dropping my phone on the table.
“Mr. Reynolds.” He takes a seat right across from me. “My name is Alex Whittaker. I’m Mr. Andrew’s executive assistant. I’m here to talk to you about the, um, package you sent a few days ago.”
“I didn’t think you received it.” I pick up a toast, biting off the crust.
“We did.” He adjusts his glasses. “That’s why we set up this meeting.”
“A meeting you’re late to.”
His forehead creases as he glances at his wristwatch. “Mr. Reynolds, the meeting was set for nine am; this is eight-fifty-seven.”
“Great. You know how to tell time. Good for you.” I chew on my bacon.
Alex sighs. He pulls off his glasses and tucks them into his jacket. “Mr. Reynolds…we went through the package you sent us–”
“Evidence.” I point out. “It’s not just a package. It’s evidence of all the crimes your company has committed with Barrett as CEO. Let’s call it exactly what it is if you don’t mind.”
“Alright then.” He leans forward. “As I was saying, we looked through it, and we’re still looking through, by the way. We’ve not confirmed its validity. I can’t speak to its authenticity, but while the check is ongoing, the company will like to set up a formal meeting to see if we can come up with some form of agreement.”
“Wait, hold up,” I scoff, staring at my plate. “You’ve not confirmed it’s authenticity?” I pause for a moment. “Those documents sent to you are written testimonials from former workers of Andrews & Sons. We also have the testimonial of an anonymous worker in your firm.”
“No judge will agree to the testimonial of an anonymous worker.”
“They’re going to come forward when the case goes to trial.”
Alex looks away. His jaw clenches intermittently and his cool facade is slowly melting off. 
“If the case goes to trial.”
“You wanna bet on that?” I raise a brow. “Don’t kid yourself, Whittaker. You know we have enough evidence here to take the case straight to trial.”
“What do you want?” 
I rest back on the seat, looking straight at Alex with a sly smirk on my lips. A single bead of sweat drops down from the side of his head, and he loosens his tie.
“That’s simple.” I lean forward. “I want a confession from Mr. Andrews. I want him to stand before a judge and plead guilty to all his crimes.”
“Mr. Reynolds.” Alex lets out a forced chuckle. “You know that’s not possible.”
“It isn’t?”
The smile disappears once more. He looks out the window, sniffling.
“Mr. Andrews has money. Lots of it, and he’s willing to give you. Just name your price.”
“I don’t need his money,” I scowl. “I have mine.”
“What do you want then?” he asks quickly. “Shares of his company? Connections? Because I have to tell you. Mr. Barrett is well known in government. You can work hand in hand with anyone you like. You don’t even—”
“Wow…” I laugh.
“What–” He frowns. “What’s funny.”
“You’re scared.”
He lowers his gaze to the table. “Just tell me what you want.”
“I just told you. Barrett Andrews is pleading guilty.” I pick up a bacon. “I mean…it would be good for him. He can work a plea deal, maybe pay a huge fine.” I shrug. “Of course, he would have to step down from his position of CEO if he doesn’t want his stocks to plummet to hell…but still, it’s all good as long as he’s not facing prison time.”
“Mr. Reynolds–”
“That’s all I want. If you can’t get me that, then get out.”
“Okay, why not come to the head quarters. Have a sit down with Mr. Andrews. I’m sure you guys can work something out.”
The waiter walks back to out table holding a menu.
“Good morning, sir. Is there anything I can get you?” 
“Never mind.” I wave her off before he can speak. “We’re done here. He’s leaving.”
Alex stares at me for a moment before readjusting his jacket and rising from his seat.
“Alright then, Mr. Reynolds.” He fishes into his pocket and pulls out a business card, sliding it over to me. “If you change your mind. That’s my number.” He backs away from the booth and walks briskly out of the restaurant. I watch him through the floor-to-ceiling window as he steps into the passenger seat of a sleek black sedan. Grabbing my phone, I dial Carl’s number one more time. He picks up.
“You talked to him?”
“Yeah.” I glance at my watch. “And as expected, he didn’t take the offer.”
“So? How do we proceed?”
“We move to phase two.”
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“Sorry, we’re closed.”
Her gaze meets mine, and the smile fades. 
“Hey.” I walk over to the counter, leaning forward to kiss her. She backs away, turning to pick a napkin from behind her. 
“Hey,” she mutters, wiping off a side of the counter. A light scowl creases my forehead as I stare at her. She doesn’t meet my gaze.
What’s going on? We haven’t spoken since our time in the restaurant. Did I do something wrong? If I did, what is it?
“Another busy day?” 
I already know the answer.
“Yeah.” 
“Great to hear. Have the customers been pouring in?”
She nods. “Something smells great. Is that chocolate croissant?”
“It is.”
Silence sets in and I watch as she wipes the same spot on the counter again and again. She’s not actually cleaning anything. She’s just trying to avoid speaking to me.
“Hey. Lee-Lee.”
She stops. “Look at me.”
A moment passes and she drops the napkin, turning to face me. She has a blank look on her face, but her eyes tell a different story. 
Something is definitely wrong.
“What’s the problem?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She shrugs.
“Come on, Lee-Lee. Talk to me. Did I do something wrong?”
“I don’t know… did you?” She stares intently at me, her grey eyes boring into mine. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
She shakes her head, dropping her gaze to the shiny counter. 
“Kaylee—”
“Jamila.” She looks up. 
“Wait.” I straighten. “My ex? Is that what this is about?”
“You didn’t tell me she was in town.”
“Wha–” I scoff. “I didn’t know she was in town. We haven’t been in contact with each other. I was just as surprised as you were at the restaurant.”
“How do I know you’re telling the truth?”
“Wait hold up.” I walk over to stand right across from her. “When has my honesty ever been in question?”
“I don’t know Ian.” She throws her hands. “Maybe because you’ve not been forthcoming with me.” She pauses to take a deep breath. “Maybe because you’re hiding things from me.”
“Hiding–” My scowl deepens, and I reach out to hold her hands. “Who’s telling you all these? I’m not—”
“Why are you here, Ian?”
My heart skips a beat as the words drop from her mouth. 
Why is she asking that out of the blue? What has she heard? Or did that Alex guy reach out to her? No that’s not possible.
“I asked you a question, Ian,” she says, snapping me out of my thoughts.
“Why are you asking me that? You know the answer.”
“Do I? Really?” 
“Yeah. I’m here for work, and–”
“Your mom.” She nods. 
“Um…yeah.” I gulp.
“Except that’s a lie, isn’t it? You didn’t come to town to see your mom.”
I try to speak, but she cuts me off. “You see, I ran into your mom yesterday. We had lunch together, actually.”
She pauses, but I already know where this is going.
“She told me you guys haven’t been on good terms.” She leans on the table, fingers intertwined in each other. “Anything you want to tell me?”
Oh shit. 
The silence drags on for what seems like ages and the ticking of the wall clock overhead is the only sound in the shop. I can barely breathe at the moment.
“So?” 
I blink before meeting her gaze.
“What?”
“I asked you a question.”
I know, goddammit!
“Wait… you talked to my mom?”
“Yes.” Kaylee nods.
“How? I don’t—”
“Don’t change the subject, Ian. I ran into her at the mall, and we had lunch. That’s all you need to know.” She pauses and asks, “Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t on good terms with your mom?”
I release a sigh. “It didn’t come up.”
She raises a brow. “Are you kidding? I asked about your mom more than once. You always shut me down.”
“What?” I frown. “No I didn’t.”
“Yes you did! You never gave a straight answer to any of my questions.”
“Look.” I turn around, sighing. “I don’t like to talk about it that’s all.” 
“Bullshit.”
What’s gotten over her?
“What? No, Kaylee—”
“You just don’t want to talk to me about her. That’s it.”
“That’s not true.” Circling the counter, I close the distance between us. “It’s not about you. I just don’t feel comfortable talking about it.” 
I take both her hands, stroking her knuckles. Her gaze drops down, and she inhales sharply.
“Why don’t you feel comfortable telling me anything?” She looks at me to say, “I don’t think it’s fair, because I tell you everything. You know everything about me. My ups and downs. I think it’s only fair that you let me in too.”
That’s a lie, and she knows it.
“Not everything.”
“What?”
“You don’t tell me everything,” I say again.
“What are you talking about?” She folds her arms. 
“Your husband. Or…your ex-husband. You didn’t tell me what happened with him.”
She pauses, and I catch the slight wrinkling of her brows. “That’s different.”
“Not so much.”
“You know what?” She waves me off. “Fine… whatever. You don’t want to tell me, suit yourself.”
She picks up her napkin, turning towards the kitchen. 
No. You’re not getting away this time.
I stop her, pulling her gently just as she opens the door to her kitchen.
“Hey… hey.” I tuck back a strand of her hair. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you angry.”
“I’m not angry.” 
I cup her chin as she tries to look away. “Yes. Yes, you are.” 
Our eyes meet, and she draws in ragged breaths. Licking my lips, I stare down at hers. I cup her face in my palms and press my lips against hers without a thought. She circled her arms around my neck, and I move mine down to her waist, pulling her closer. My breath quickens as my lips move against hers. My tongue slides into her mouth, tasting her. 
She pulls back, breathing heavily.
“Ian…”
I sigh. I want her so bad that I can’t help myself.




Chapter Seventeen: Kaylee


“Ian, please...” 
“I can’t help it. You drive me crazy.”
You have no idea what you do to me as well.
“But, we can’t...”
“Tell me. Look into my eyes and tell me this isn’t what you want.”
I meet his gaze. My mind is screaming at me to come to my senses and push him away, but my body is giving me another message. 
“Do you want this?”
“Yes...”
He touches my jaw, his fingers grazing my lips. Our faces are just inches apart; his lusty smile tells me he’s savouring the moment. Unable to hold back any longer, we crash against each other. Our lips part, tongues tangling. Within seconds, we’re both breathing hard again.
“God, you have no idea how much I’ve missed this. How much I’ve missed you.” Ian groans, dragging me against him.
Biting my lower lip, I gaze at him. “I’m pretty sure I can guess.”
“Teasing, are we?” He chuckles. 
Ian presses a hand to my breast before moving it down, tracing the curves of my body until he reaches beneath my skirt. He rubs his hands over my thighs, his eyes burning with hunger. My belly coils at his hand’s friction against my tender skin. I suck his finger caressing my chin into my mouth slowly, giving him a taste of what’s to come.
He slams me up against the opposite wall and gets to work, ridding me of my apron and my little tiered skirt, leaving me in only my top and my underwear. We grind on each other like a couple of horny teenagers, and the hard bulge of his erection jams up hard against my core. I angle my hips, wanting him, needing him. Little moans escape my lips, my breaths coming faster.
Desperate to get my hands on him, I reach for the button of his trousers. I free him from the restricting fabric. Ian is perfect. Perfection. Inhaling his musky scent, I lick my lips. I’m aching to give this man a taste of his medicine.
Lifting my eyes to his, I steady his base with my hands before parting my lips and sliding them over him. The sensation of my lips against him causes a chain reaction that shoots down to my core, sending a pulse of wetness into the material between my thighs. Sinking down his shaft, never breaking eye-contact. Sliding my mouth, I pepper the tip with kisses.
Ian fists his hand in my hair, the movement tugging on my scalp. “God, you’re so good at this.”
Without warning, he helps me up and kisses me again. He thrusts his tongue into my mouth.
Ian turns me around so my back is to him, and I lean against the counter. He nudges me from behind before bending his knees slightly, until he nudges at my wetness. His tip presses against my wet, smooth folds, and I rock my hips. As I brace myself against the counter, a thought comes to mind. What if someone walks in? But that brief moment of worry flutters away as he thrust his hips against mine, penetrating me. 
“Oh, fuck,” I say, exhaling.
Every inch of him inside me feels like heaven. He slides in then gives another little thrust, like he wants to get lost in me. Reaching around, he yanks up my top to expose my tits. He cups my breasts, squeezing and tugging my nipples while moving deep inside me. I turn, trying to capture his lips with mine. I’m lost in the heady-lust of our crazy lovemaking, and our kisses become frantic. My mind swims with pleasure and my thighs quiver as he moves into me. My legs tremble from the exertion and I lean my body against the counter in an effort to stay on my feet.
Throwing my head back, I moan in pleasure. Every muscle in my body tenses as I’m right on the edge of my orgasm. My gasps become cries and I clutch at the edge of the counter, trying to stop myself from spinning away on a whirlwind of pleasure. I don’t want this to end yet, but it’s too late. I’m already there, unable to hold off any longer.
I squeeze my eyes shut as the first waves burst through me, the tightening that’s been building at my core, exploding through my body. Ian doesn’t stop even as I buckle and writhe, pulsing around him. Wave after wave shudders through me, tingling from my breasts right down to my curling toes. 
“I’m... I’m close...” He leans in, his breath hot and heavy in my ear. “Fuck, I’m close!”
“Come. P-please...” I gasp.
My cries shatter through the shop as he plunges into me one last time. Hopefully, no one heard my moan. My inner muscles ripple, clamping down around him as my second orgasm sweeps away like a tidal wave. His fingers dig hard into my thigh, his groans growing louder. We slump on the floor, our chests lifting and falling in rhythm as we catch our breath. Ian’s heartbeat thuds against my back.
“I missed that feeling,” I say, my head on his chest. “Thank you.”
“Kaylee...?”
I look up at him. “What?”
“I’ll tell you…about my mom.”
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“Yeah. Alright then.” I sit. “Talk to me.”
“Alright.” He sighs, taking a seat next to me. “What exactly did she tell you?”
“She didn’t go into detail. She just said you guys weren’t on talking terms.” I lean forward. “What’s it about?”
Ian sighs again, turning his gaze to his fingers. “I found out something… I found out that she has been lying to me all my life.”
“Lying to you?” I angle my head. “What about?”
“About my father.”
“I don’t understand.”
He scratches the bridge of his nose. “One thing about my family is that we are all very secretive; and if we don’t want people to know something, they wouldn’t know it.”
I stay silent, nodding as he continues. 
“My family looked perfect from the outside, but the truth is that we had a lot of problems. One of the biggest ones is the fact that my dad and I never got along. He was abusive.”
“Oh my god…” I whisper. “Ian.”
“It wasn’t a big deal. He just pushed me around a few times. But most of the times, he abused me verbally. And the crazy thing is that…” He turns to me. “He only got like that with me.”
“Oh?” 
“Yeah. He was good to my mom, but for some reason, he just couldn’t stand me.” He pauses. “So I did some digging.”
“What did you find?”
“That he’s not my father.” 
My eyes go wide, and I clamp my hand over my mouth. “Oh my god.”
“Apparently, my mom had an affair with someone when they were engaged and she gave birth to me.”
“She told you that?”
“Yeah she did. After I confronted her with evidence.”
The shop goes silent as I turn my gaze to my hands, taking in what Ian is saying. I can’t even decide whether he’s telling the truth. Back when we were in high school, his family looked so normal – and so happy. Sometimes I got jealous because his mom was so nice. I never had much contact with his father, but once or twice, I’ve seen him playing catch with Ian and Dylan. 
“I’m sorry that happened to you.”
He nods. “Thanks.”
“But how did you find out? How did you know he wasn’t your father.”
“Shortly after he died, I had the DNA test done.” I shrug. “I mean…I guess I’ve always had the feeling. Maybe he did too and that’s why he was like that, I don’t know.”
“Wow that’s…crazy.”
“Yes, it is.” He lets out a dry laugh. “I didn’t like talking about it because it’s too painful.”
“Oh, my God.” I reach out to hold his hand. “I’m really sorry I made you talk about it. I should have just let it go.”
“No it’s fine.” He waves his hand. “You’re right. I shouldn’t be hiding anything from you.”
“So.” I sit back. “Do you know who he is?”
“Who?” 
“Your father.”
He shakes his head.
“Why don’t you ask your mom?”
“I did. Countless times. She wouldn’t tell me.”
“What?” I frown. “Well… why not?”
“She thinks it’s better if I don’t know. That’s the main reason why we’re not on talking terms.”
I stay silent. I like to think I know Melissa, and she’s not the type to do things without a reason. If she thinks Ian shouldn’t meet his father, there must be a reason behind it. But I can’t tell this to him, not without sounding like I support his mom. 
“What’re you going to do now?”
“I don’t know.” He shrugs and says, “I’ve done everything I can. I’ve run background checks on all her friends and all her friend’s friends. I’ve interviewed some of them, I’ve made a list of all the people she hung out with during the year I got conceived, and I hit a dead end.” He pauses, stroking the side of his head. “I’m not going to find out who my father is if she doesn’t tell me.”
“Is that why you’re still in town? You’re trying to convince her to tell you who he is?”
“I tried a few days after I got to town. But Mom…” He scoffs, “I don’t know if she’s crazy or just loves to be in denial land, but she still calls her dead husband my father.”
“It must be hard for her.”
“It’s not a walk in the park for me, either.” He rakes his hand through his hair. “Having to find out that my whole childhood was a lie, and the person who I looked up to is not my father. It really hurts, Kaylee.”
He clenches his fist staring into the distance. I want to reach out to him, and hold him till he feels better, but for some reason, I’m not fully convinced. 
He hasn’t been in much contact with his mom since he got back. Then what has he been doing all these past few days? We don’t spend that much time together, and Dylan’s with Jessie most of the time.
“How about work?”
He blinks once, turning his gaze to meet mine. “What?”
“Work. You mentioned that you came back to town to do some work.” I pause. “What kind?”
“Oh, it’s just.” He waves me off, looking away. “Just a new startup I’m working on. It’s still in the starting phase, so It’s still hush hush for now.”
“Oh.” I nod. He’s not telling the full truth. There’s something he’s not saying, but I’m not pressing any further. 
“So,” he continues, “let’s talk shop.” 
“Okay.” I smile. 
“You know.” He leans forward, stroking his chin. “I was thinking… since you want to run this shop like a formal business, it’s better to use the knowledge you’ve gained from your corporate job.” He pulls out his phone.
“Tell me. What was being in Andrews & Sons like?”
“Um…” I scratch the back of my neck. “Wait, how does my experience with Andrew and Sons help me here?”
He drops the phone. “I’m making a projection. Andrews & Sons is one of the most successful companies in the city, and you were privileged to work there. I think there might be something in there you might be able to replicate, you know.”
“I don’t think so.” 
“Why not?”
“I don’t think I should say.”
His eyes light up and he leans forward. “You can trust me.”
“Okay.” I bite my lips. “I know I quit A and Sons so I could start my own business, but that’s not the entire reason.”
“Really?” He picks up his phone again, typing something.
What is he doing?
He drops the phone after a moment, facing me squarely. 
“Tell me everything.”




Chapter Eighteen: Ian 


Kaylee’s shop has never been more packed than tonight. People from all parts of town are in attendance at the shop’s rebranding party. I don’t know if it’s the free pastries that brought them there, or my excellent PR skills; either way, I’ve outdone myself.  
“Cranberry juice, sir?”
I turn to the side, smiling as Kaylee walks up to me with a tray filled with cranberry juice in disposable cups.
“You spoil me, ma’am.” I grab a cup, taking a sip. Kaylee chuckles lightly, turning to look at the crowd of people, standing around and talking among themselves. 
“Throwing a rebranding party was a darn good idea, Ian.” She turns to me. 
“I’m darn good at my job, Lee-Lee.” 
“I mean.” She shrugs, turning back. “I had my doubts initially. I thought it was going to be a big failure because no one would come.” She pauses. “But somehow, you managed to pull it off. How did you do it?”
“A magician never reveals his secrets.”
“Really?” she laughs. “Now you’re a magician? 
“When have I not been a magician?”
She rolls her eyes playfully and turns back. “Especially with your hands, fingers, and mouth, you’re a great magician.” She chuckles.
“Wow,” she breathes. “I don’t think I’ve seen this many people in my entire life.”
“Come on, Kaylee, there are less than one hundred and fifty people here.”
“Yeah.” she nods. “But many people nonetheless.” She drops the tray on the counter, stepping back to work on her hair. My eyes travel from her face down to the plain white peplum blouse she’s wearing. Her blue faded jeans sticks to her body like a second skin. It makes her legs look like it goes on for miles. She grabs a rubber band from one of the drawers behind the counter, using it to put her hair into a ponytail. Her outfit is simple, yet, she has never looked more beautiful. 
“Dylan is coming right?”
“Huh?” I look up to meet her gaze.
“Is Dylan coming?” she asks again. “I tried calling him, but he’s not picking up.”
“Yeah, he um.” I scratch my chin. “Yeah, he’s gonna be here. He went to Jessie’s. They’re coming together.”
“Okay good.” She lets out a loud sigh. “I need all the friendly faces I can get.”
“I take it that means you’ve prepared your speech?”
“Yeah.” She nods. I didn’t write it down though, but I rehearsed it over and over again in the mirror.” She freezes; her eyes go wide and she stares at me.
“What’s the problem?”
“I should have written it down.” She paces. “What if I forget a line or something? Oh god. I’ll just end up looking stupid. This is a bad idea.”
“Hey, Lee-Lee.” I reach out, holding her wrist and pulling her closer. “Breathe. It’s going to be fine. We got this far. We’re going to see it through.”
She inhales deeply, exhaling with a soft sigh.
“Thanks, Ian.”
My lips curl up in a soft smile. “But yeah, you’re right. You should have written your speech down. All is lost.”
Kaylee throws her head back in laughter. She slaps my shoulder, stepping back.
“You’re a jerk, Ian.”
“Only half the time.” I wrap my arm around her waist, drawing her to me. The laughter fades till it’s replaced with a light smirk. She drops her face to place a soft kiss on my cheek. I slide my hand from her waist, going lower. She grabs it quickly before it reaches its destination.
“Hey,” she chuckles. “People are watching.”
I lick my lips. “Now, why does that sound so hot?”
She laughs again, pulling back. “You’re crazy, Ian.”
“Hey, guys!” 
We both turn to the side, staring as Dylan squeezes through the crowd, holding hands with Jessie.
“Dylan!” Kaylee squeals, hurrying around the counter to wrap her arms around him.
“Hey sis,” he chuckles.
“I’m so glad you could make it.”
“Are you kidding? I’d be here, even if the world was burning around us.”
“Thanks.” She smiles and turns to Jessie, giving her a hug.
“Hey, man.” Dylan looks around. “This looks really good.”
“I know right? I’m so good.”
“I don’t even have any snarky comment to make.” He throws his arms up in surrender. “This looks really good.”
“Aw.” I place my palm on my chest. “That warms my heart.”
“If you had one, that is,” Dylan chuckles. “Look at that. There was a snarky comment after all.”
“Hey! I may be all hard on the outside, but you of all people know that I’m a softie on the inside.”
“Yeah sure,” Dylan scoffs, “a real teddy bear.” He turns to the tray of cranberry juice, grabbing a cup. I turn to the side as the girls approach. Kaylee flashes me a soft smile before glancing at her watch.
“Oh crap, the speech.” She looks up. “I have to do it now.”
“Go get them tiger.” Dylan pats her back. She nods, giving me one last smile before walking away from the counter. She reduces the volume of the song blaring from the speakers in a corner. The crowd turns to her, talking in low murmurs.
Her speech turns out to be a big hit. All the while I can’t help stare at her on the stage. She cracks a joke, and everyone laughs. Pausing, she licks her lips before continuing her speech. I swallow. It’s only days ago, when that tongue—
“—without further ado, I’ll like to formally welcome you all to Kaylee’s Delight.”
The crowd cheers and claps as she walks away from the makeshift stage and approaches the counter. The waitresses we hired for the party roll out of the kitchen, holding trays and trays of different types of pastries to serve the crowd. 
“And she stuck the landing!” Dylan calls she she closes the distance. “That was a beautiful speech, Kaylee. I’m proud of you.”
“Thanks, Dylan.” She grabs cup of cranberry juice, downing the contents in one gulp. “God I was so nervous. I thought I was going to puke.”
“Well, you didn’t. That’s a win in my book.”
She takes a seat, sighing loudly.
“What now?” Dylan asks.
“Now.” I shift on my seat. “We wait for costumer reviews. Along with the pastries being passed around, we included a note for the customers to fill, to let us know what they think about the improved recipe. It’s like a survey. It’ll let us know which flavors and pastries the people respond better to and how we can leverage it.”
“Alright.” Dylan nods. “Looks like you guys have it all figured out.” He turns to Jessie, intertwining his fingers in hers. “Unfortunately, we won’t be able to stay so long. Jessie and I still have one more place in town we need to hit.”
“Oh that’s fine.” Kaylee waves him off. “I’m so glad you guys took out time of your tight schedule.”
“Anything for you, little sis.” He rises from his seat and hugs her. “Alright man. I’ll see you later.”
I wave to him, watching as he and Jessie squeeze into the crowd and out of the shop. 
“Hey.”
I turn to Kaylee; her eyes are fixed on me. She’s biting a corner of her lip while staring at mine. I rise from my seat, closing the distance between us.
“Yeah?” I breathe.
“I don’t think I’ve said thank you.”
“Yeah.” I make a show of stroking my chin. “Yeah, you haven’t.”
“In that case…” Her hands slide up my chest, clutching to the nape of my collar. “Thanks.”
Pulling me closer, she presses her lips against mine in a warm kiss. I close my eyes, wrapping my arms around her waist. I pull back slightly.
“What about the customers? Won’t they–” 
“Shh…” She strokes my chin. “Let’s just have this moment.”
She kisses me again, slightly parting her lips. The taste of cranberry fills my mouth as I slide my tongue onto hers. She shudders, sliding her palm up the back of my head. My arms circle her waist, pulling her closer. I inhale sharply, taking in the flowery scent of her shampoo. She nuzzles against me, trailing kisses around my neck. Her palms slide from my shoulder, down to my chest, leaving a tingle in its trail. 
“There are lots of people here, Lee-Lee. Someone might see us.”
“That’s what makes it exciting,” she whispers into my ear. Her palm slides down to my stomach, only stopping for a few seconds before continuing its journey lower. My mouth parts slightly as her fingers undo the button of my jeans and she slips in her hand to—.
“Ahem.” 
We jump apart. I turn to the man standing in front of the counter: it’s Alex Whittaker, Andrew’s executive assistant.
“I’m sorry for interrupting,” he says with the ghost of a smile on his lips.
“How can I help you, sir?” a flustered Kaylee says.
“Oh, I’m not here for you, ma’am. I’m here for Mr. Reynolds.”
Kaylee turns to me to ask, “You know him?”
“Yeah, um,” I gulp. “Why don’t you check on those customer reviews? I’ll handle this.”
She stares at me for a moment before walking away.
“What do you want, Alex? Why are you here?” I ask when she’s out of earshot.
“Well I heard that you were helping a little pastry shop to host a rebranding party, so I figured I’ll come over and see for myself.” He looks around, his gaze resting on Kaylee, who’s talking to some of the guests. “I have to say, this looks really good.”
I grab another cranberry juice from the tray on the counter. I know Alex isn’t just here to look around. I showed them what I have on them, and they must be looking for a way to retaliate. And with the way he’s looking at Kaylee, I think I’ve given him all he needs to do just that. .
“So, Kaylee Parker, huh?”
Crap!
“She’s just a random client. I’m helping her rebrand her shop.”
“Oh?” He turns back to me. “Do you always go tongue-deep into all your clients? Or let their hand slip into your pants?”
“That’s a very inappropriate question to ask.” I fold my arms. “I think you should leave.”
“My apologies, Mr. Reynolds. I didn’t mean to offend you.” He pauses. “But I think will be mutually beneficial to revisit our negotiation of the other day.”
“You got it all wrong, Alex.” I lean against the table, staring straight at him. “It wasn’t a negotiation. You give me what I want or Barrett Andrews lose everything.”
“Hmm.” Alex nods. He turns around, leaning against the counter. “This is a really nice establishment.”
I stay silent, waiting for him to get to the point.
“I’m sure you’re aware of the plan Andrews & Sons is working on, to fund small-scale businesses in Gainsville.” His lips curl up in a sly grin.
“Well, the fact is…I’m in charge of the grant and funding. I literally get to choose who gets funding and who doesn’t.”
My palms clench into fists.
“I saw Kaylee Parker’s file in the bunch of applicants we received; the good news is that she made the shortlist.”
But? 
“I was really considering her for the funding, because…let’s be honest, she has a better business plan than most of the other entrepreneurs. I had the privilege to taste one of her cinnamon rolls. It was delicious.”
“Get to the point.” I hiss.
“The point, Mr. Reynolds, is that she really deserves to get the funding she needs, but that may not happen because you’re not willing to compromise.”
“So your plan is to get back at me by going after Kaylee? How does that make any sense?”
“Going after?” he scoffs. “Oh no. I would never do such a thing. I’m just saying… she might not get the funding, because we might need to pull the chord on the whole funding project. You know, divert the money into something else.” He pauses. “Like Lawyer fees, for when we need to fight the evidence you want to take to court.”
“I see.”
“Well, of course.” He straightens, readjusting his suit jacket. “There’s always a solution that helps us both get what we want.” He smiles, backing away. “You know what you need to do.”
With that, he turns around, walking out of the shop. Fuming, I clench and unclench my fists.
“Hey, tiger, what was that about?”
I take a deep breath and force a smile. “Oh, nothing. I handled it.”
She touches my face. “You don’t look too good. What is it?”
“I’ll be fine.” I give her a peck. “Don’t worry about me.”
A smirk plays on her face. “Come with me.”
“Where are we going?” I ask but she’s already dragging me away.
Kaylee leads me to the restroom. There’s no one in as we enter a stall.
“We should be back in the party, Lee-Lee.”
She giggled. “They’ll be fine. Now, where was I? Ah, yes. Exploring.”
I lean against the wall of the stall as Kaylee caresses my erection underneath my bulging jeans and licks her lips.
“Fuck, you’re... you’ll drive me over the edge...”
“That’s what I’m hoping for, Ian.” She meets my gaze, and I swallow.
Kaylee unclasps the buckle of my belt and releases my growing member. Her gaze is intense as she strokes me. Squeezing hard, she grins. “Does this hurt?”
“Fuck, no. That feels...” She squeezes the tip again, and I throw my head back. “... that feels awesome.”
Kaylee leans forward, running her nose and lips over my erection before parting her lips and taking me into her mouth. She withdraws after a moment, giggling as her hands take over. She soon gets into a rhythm, and I can’t stand it any longer. Groaning, I utter an inaudible plea.
“What?” Kaylee asks, chuckling.
“Please...” I take a deep breath. “Just get it over with.”
Nodding, she obeys. Grunting, I thrust my hip. 
“I’m close, Lee-Lee.”
Pulling back, she rubs me off hard and fast. A loud groan escapes my lips as a spine-melting sensation overtakes me. 
With a wide smile, Kaylee lowers her head and runs her mouth over me. She draws back and licks her lips. The movement of her tongue is so mesmerizing that I swallow as my gaze remains on her. She stands up and leans closer to me.
“That was some snack.”
I pin her against the wall, my lips traveling to her neck. “My turn.”
She shivers as I pull her blouse above her chest and move my tongue down to her chest. There’s no bra underneath. Perfect. Taking turns, I suck on each nipple. Continuing down, I lap over her navel. I pull down her jean pants and she steps out of them, lifting a leg. She knows what’s coming. I travel down, teasing her with my mouth. She is burying her fingers in my hair, she pulls me closer. She shudders and digs her fingers into my scalp.
At that moment, two ladies walk in laughing.
“Great party tonight. God, I loved the dessert!”
“You should have seen Martha. Gulped down all those cupcakes like it was nothing!”
Kaylee freezes, her gaze meeting mine. I grin. Things just got exciting. She shakes her head but it’s too late. I bury my tongue inside her and she covers her mouth with her palms, stifling a moan. Her leg vibrates as her stifled moans grow a bit more audible and I flush the toilet to mask the sound.
I’m enjoying this.
She mouths a desperate plea, but I ignore it and continue my sweet torture. Her scent fills my nostrils, and it’s intoxicating. When I thought Kaylee couldn’t last a moment longer without crying out loud, the women leave. Kaylee lets out a moan as I flick her opening once more. She screams in her mouth and trembles, grabbing my head and holding me closer as her body is wracked with spasms. Then she pushes me away, before collapsing on the floor. 
I jump to my feet and grin. “It’s about time we head back.”




Chapter Nineteen: Kaylee


Saturday nights have to be one of my best nights of the week. It is when I get to hang out with my family. We all come together to have dinner and talk about our week; and as it turns out, I have a lot to talk about. Ever since the rebranding party, it’s as though the lights have been turned on in my little pastry shop. I’ve had dozens of new customers come in for a bite. It’s the best thing to happen to me in a while, and I can’t stop beaming.  
“What’s got you smiling like the Cheshire cat?” Elena asks, pouring a bowl of chopped potatoes into a pot.
“Nothing.” I shake my head. “Just a good week at the shop.”
“Wow… that’s great to hear.” She pauses. “I’m really sorry I couldn’t be at your rebranding party. Brooke was ill. I had to stay in.”
“Come on, Elena. I already told you. It’s fine. Speaking of, where’s my beautiful niece?”
“She’s upstairs, sleeping.”
“Aw, I haven’t seen her all week.” I pout, taking a sit on one of the kitchen stools. 
“Yeah, well… that’s because you’ve been quite busy. With the shop and all.”
“True, but I don’t want to compromise our quality time. She’s my favorite niece.
Elena throws me a look. “She’s your only niece.”
“For now.” I wink. Elena chuckles, rolling her eyes. “Now is still gonna be a long time. She’s a handful on her own, and we’re barely parenting her. We can’t afford to start thinking of another.”
“Looks like Charlie’s quite busy these days, huh? I haven’t seen him in a while.”
“Yeah.” Elena switches on the burner. “He just got a promotion at work; he hasn’t gotten the hang of it, so he has to work late.”
“Oh.” I nod. “I guess congratulations are in order.”
“I don’t know yet,” she mutters. “I haven’t decided whether I hate the promotion or love it. I miss him sometimes. We barely see each other. But then again, the money’s good.”
I reach out to pat her shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’ll figure it out.”
She nods. “Well… back to making mashed potatoes.”
“Wait hold up.” I glance at my watch. “Where is Dylan? Isn’t he coming?”
“He is. He stopped by Jessie’s. He’s going to be here in a few.” She pauses. “You know what…I should call him, just to remind him. Mom and Dad will be here soon.” She grabs her phone, scrolling through. 
“What the hell?” Her eyes are narrow as she stares at the screen. Her forehead creases as she looks up to stare at me. “Are you famous or something?” 
“What?” I laugh. “What are you talking about?”
“Check your Instagram.”
I pull my phone out of my back pocket and click on Instagram.
“What exactly do you want me to see here?”
“Your followers.”
I turn back to the phone screen, looking at my number of followers.
“Holy shit!”
My eyes go wide as I stare at twenty-one thousand followers. I’ve never had anything higher than five hundred followers on any social media page. How did this happen?” 
“And look at this. They’re not fake.” Elena hurries forward. “They’re engaging in your posts and stuff. Videos from yours speech at the rebranding party has over thirty five thousand views.”
“Wow,” I breathe. “This is crazy. Ian handles my social media.”
“Well he’s doing a really good job.”
I turn back to my phone screen, staring at the numbers. It takes a serious amount of time and energy to improve a social media account’s visibility within such a short period of time. That just shows how much work Ian is putting into my business. He’s way more invested in seeing it succeed than any other person.
I should thank him.
With an even wider smile, I turn back to Elena. “I have to go somewhere. I’ll be back.”
“Wait what?” she stares as I walk over to the living room. “Where are you going?”
“Just… I have some business to take care of. I’ll be back in thirty minutes.”
I hurry to my car, driving off before she can object.
[image: image-placeholder]I pull into the driveway of Dylan’s house just five minutes after I left Elena’s. Ian’s definitely here. He hasn’t left since he came back from his travels. Initially, I thought it was because he missed his best friend, but it’s because of the problem with his mom. Dylan’s car is nowhere to be seen, which is exactly what I expected. He’s still at Jessie’s and will probably go to Elena’s from there. This would give me enough time with Ian. I rearrange my hair and adjust my clothes, before walking up to the porch. Taking a deep breath, I knock on the door. It swings open a few seconds later and Ian peeks out.
“Lee-Lee?” His lips curl up into a smile. He peeks his head out the door, looking into the open street. “What’re you doing here? Dylan said you guys have a family thing.”
“Yeah, we do.” I nod.
We both stay silent for a moment and he steps back. “Come on in.”
“Thanks.” I walk into the living room. Taking a seat on one of the couches, I stare at him as he sits beside me. He’s wearing a plain gray top with tight sleeves around his bulging muscles,  and a loose black sweatpant. I drag my eyes away from his body fixing them on his. 
“I saw my Instagram page today.”
“Oh?” He nods.
“I haven’t checked for a while, and today…” I trail off. “Over twenty thousand followers.”
“That’s one of the most important aspects of the business…increasing your online visibility.” He shifts in his seat, facing me squarely. “Now you don’t have to wait for customers to come to your shop before deciding to buy something. They can look through your page and send you a DM. Social media is the evolution of business. You just have to use it well.”
“Thanks, Ian.”
“You’re welcome.” He flashes me his signature smirk. 
“No. I mean, for everything, you didn’t have to do any of it, but you did, and my pastry shop has become way better, because of that.”
“Well,” he shrugs, “it’s no big deal.”
“It is to me.” 
Silence ensues as my gaze slides from his eyes to his perfect lips. My hands move of their own volition, and I reach out to touch his face. He closes his eyes as my fingers brush his cheek, trailing down to his chin.
“Kaylee…” he breathes. I inch closer, till our faces are only centimeters apart. He stares deep into my eyes, as though searching for answers to something. Warmth fills me in waves as he licks his lips. I part mine slightly, leaning forward to take him in a passionate kiss. His lips meld perfectly with mine, taking as much as I’m giving. He closes the distance between us, cupping my face and stroking my chin. His lips return to mine, kissing hungrily. My breath hitches in my throat as the tingles spread across my skin, converging in my center. 
He pulls back, his eyes darkened with lust. And something else…something that melts my heart and makes my spine tingle. His gaze travels down to my blouse, and my skin heats up by a thousand degrees. My palm slides down from his face to his muscled chest, over the thin fabric of his plain black top. His heart thuds against my palm and I bite my lip.
“God… Lee-Lee.” He gulps, “I want you so bad.”
I run my hands down the hem of his top, and he helps me take it off. He grabs my waist and in one swift motion, lifts me up and places me on his laps. I feel him throbbing against my center over the thick fabric of our jeans. The thought of him being so close to my center is doing things to me. My insides ache with need, begging to be filled in a way that only he can. I quickly pull off my blouse, dumping it on the couch. Next I unbutton my jeans and pull it down. 
His hands dig beneath my bra to cup my breasts. His fingertips brush against my nipples, sending electric jolts through my spine. I moan into his mouth as he moves a hand behind to cup an ass cheek. Our hands roam around each other’s bodies, and I help him out of his t-shirt in a hurry. My hands rest on his broad chest. I revel in the feel of his expanse of thick skin against my palms. He unclasps my bra, tossing it to the side. I drive my attention to unbuckling his jeans, and he slides out of the rest of his clothing in a hurry. Pants and underwear fly, and our bare bodies are soon rubbing against each other. He kisses my neck, his hands fondling my breasts. A hand travels down to the opening between my thighs, stroking me.
“I want you inside me,” I say, moaning.
Ian doesn’t need any more prompts. He enters me slowly, gently, his eyes locked on mine, boring into my soul. Moving his hips, he goes in deeper with every thrust. Every nerve ending in me is stimulated as he fills me up, and loud raspy moans escape my mouth. Our movements become synced, and we move as one. My body thrums as I near a shattering climax. He holds my waist to control his place, pinning me down to him. Our bodies rub against each other, slick and slippery with sweat. My moans echo through the walls of Ian’s living room as my grinding hits a peak. 
Writhing against him, I scream as a splitting orgasm overtakes my senses. Ian holds me close and grunts.
“Fuck, I can’t help it!” His voice is rough and primal.
“Come…in me,” I mutter, in between moans.
“Is…is it safe?”
Speechless, I manage to nod. Shuddering, I lean into his arms as he empties himself inside me. Thankfully, I’m on the pill. But even if I wasn’t , I don’t know if I could have stopped him. As he comes, his eyes remain on me, and something stirs in my heart.
“That was intense,” Ian says after it’s over. “Keeps getting better.”
I lean into his arms. “Yes.”
“We’d better get dressed. You still have a family thing to do.”
I can stay in his arms all night, but he’s right. Sighing, I get off his laps and get dressed. The rustle of clothes behind me tells me I’m not alone. When I turn with my blouse in hand, Ian is already fully dressed. He looks breathtaking as ever.
“You look beautiful with your clothes on. You look like a goddess naked and dripping with sweat.”
I break in to laughter. “You sweet talker, you.”
Closing the distance with two long steps, he holds me in his arm. “You’re irresistible. Do you know that?”
I don’t get a chance to answer as he seals my mouth with his. My blouse drops to the floor but I don’t mind. I dig my fingers into his hair and open up to him, meeting the strokes of his tongue with mine.
“Kaylee?” 
I pull back, staring wildly at Dylan, who’s standing by the door, wide-eyed.
Shit! What’s he doing here? And how did we not hear him come in?
My heart starts to race, and words get stuck in my throat. If he’d arrived just two minutes earlier…the thought is enough to make me cringe.
“Dylan!” I gulp. “I–”
“My car has a problem.” He cuts me off. “I don’t know what’s wrong with it. Mind giving me a ride to Elena’s?”
“Um…sure.”
“Alright then.” He flashes a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Lead the way.”
“Dylan–” Ian tries to speak, but Dylan walks out of the living room. 
“I’m sorry.” I turn to Ian, grabbing my blouse and backing away. “I have to go.” 
I throw my blouse on before hurrying out of the living room, across the porch and to the driveway, where Dylan is already waiting. The smile he had on earlier has completely vanished. We step into the car and pull out of the driveway. The drive back to Elena’s home is silent, until I pull into her driveway.
“Really, Kaylee?” 
I turn off the ignition, dropping my gaze to the steering wheel.
“You and Ian, really?”
“Dylan, it’s–”
“What on earth are you guys even doing?” He cuts me off. “Is this a one-time thing? Or how long has this been happening?”
I stay silent. It’s bad enough that we were caught just after a steamy session. Dylan will totally lose his shit if he finds out we’ve been together since Ian got back.
“Look,” he sighs. “Ian is my best friend, alright? I know him more than anyone. I don’t know if this is just a rebound thing going on, but I’m telling you, Ian is not the guy you should be doing it with.” He pauses. “For God’s sake, you just started to heal from your divorce. Why are you trying to cause more pain for yourself?”
I unhook my seatbelt, turning to the side to face him squarely. 
“Ian doesn’t want to settle down in one place. He doesn’t like the idea of a simple life. Once he’s done with his business in Gainesville, he’s going to pack up and leave. What are you going to do then?”
I stay silent. Dylan’s right but he’s not telling what I don’t already know – just what I don’t want to think about. A day will come and Ian will leave. What will I do then? I’m not a traveler. My life’s rooted here. And he definitely won’t stay for me. We have an expiry date, and it’s better not to get too attached before that happens. 
“I’m just trying to protect you…Ian will leave, and I don’t want you to get hurt when he does.” He pauses to unhook his seatbelt. 
“Let’s go in. Everyone’s probably waiting.”




Chapter Twenty: Ian


“Once again. I win.” 
I turn my gaze to Dylan as he rises from the couch, pumping his fists into the air. I look at the you lost sign on the TV, written bold red letters. 
“Shit.” I drop my gamepad on the couch, running my hands through my hair. 
“That’s three in a row dude,” Dylan jeers. “Yeah. I’m just that good.”
“Please.” I roll my eyes. “We both know you’re not. I’ve just been distracted lately.”
“Oh yeah?” He plops back on the couch. “You wanna go again? I don’t mind bragging about beating you four times in a row.”
“Nah, I’m good.” I recline on the couch, staring at the ceiling. Dylan stares at me for a moment before dropping his gamepad.
“What’s the problem?”
The problem is Kaylee, not that I can tell you that.
Ever since Dylan saw us together a few nights ago, I haven’t heard from her at all. I called and texted, but she didn’t return any of it. I even went to her shop, but she wouldn’t talk to me. I don’t know what Dylan said to her during their ride to Elena’s, but for some reason, she has decided to cut all contact with me. It’s not like I can take it up with him though. She’s his little sister, and I understand his need to protect her. Hell, it’s a miracle that he accepted my apology and is still talking to me. 
“Ian?”
I blink once, turning to face him. “What?”
“What’s the problem?”
“Oh, it’s, um.” I gulp, “the new startup. We’ve been having some trouble getting it off the ground. First, it was the funding, second it was finding the partnership, and then it was about government approval.” I rake my hands through my hair. “It’s really crazy man.”
“You shouldn’t worry yourself too much over it.” Dylan pats my shoulder. “You’ve founded a whole lot of successful startups, and I think that goes to show how smart you are. You’ll figure it out eventually.”
“Yeah.” I nod, forcing a smile. “I will.”
“Good.” he rises from the couch. “I’m hungry. Do we have anything in the kitchen?”
“Sorry. I ate the leftover pizza slice.”
“You monster.”
Chuckling lightly, I pick up the remote control and turn off the TV. I need to get some work done. That’s the only way I can keep Kaylee out of my mind. I rise from the couch, walking to the guest room. There’s a knock on the door. Dylan appears from the kitchen, holding a banana. 
“Are you expecting anyone?” He asks.
“No.” I shake my head. “You?”
He shakes his head, peeling off the banana skin.
“I’ll get it then.” I drop the remote control and walk over to the door. A part of me wishes that it’s Kaylee standing outside. Maybe she’s missing me just as much as I’m missing her. Yeah, there’s still a small issue with Dylan. He’s probably going to punch me in the face, but I’m sure I can convince him.
Convince him about what exactly? Your intentions? What exactly are those?
“Shit.” I stand before the door, holding the handle. I know I like Kaylee, and I care so much for her, and I want her close to me every time, but I don’t know much else. There are too many variables we have to consider. The fact that she loves this town and the simple life. I can be anything, but the one thing I’m not is simple. I can’t stay in one place for so long, so when I leave, what’s going to happen to her? To us? If we’re being reasonable, being together shouldn’t even be something we should even consider. But then, when she’s near, reason and logic take a backseat. 
The knock sounds again, and I look up. 
“Ian! Get the door!” Dylan snaps from behind me.
“Yeah, I’m–” I pull open the door. My brow quirks up at the person standing on the porch. It’s definitely not Kaylee.
“Mom?” 
Melissa turns around to look at me. She has a soft smile on her face. She’s wearing a red and black checkered blouse and black skinny jeans. Her hands are clutching tightly to her black leather purse.
“Hello, Ian.”
“What’re you doing here, Mom?”
“I want–” she pauses, turning to the side. “I want us to talk.”
“I don’t know if there’s anything to talk about.”
“You won’t even invite me in?” 
I turn my gaze to the ground and after a moment, I nod to her. “Come in.” 
I step back in, opening the door wider. She walks in, looking around at the living room. 
“So, Ian, I was thinking we should order some more pizza!” Dylan yells from the kitchen. “I mean, I know we had pizza yesterday, but I wa—” He stops abruptly as he steps into the living room.
“Oh… um…” He chuckles nervously. “Hey… Mrs. Reynolds.”
“Hello, Dylan.”
He chuckles again, turning to me. “You know what, I just remembered, I have this thing… um, something I have to attend to.” He backs away. “So, I’ll, um… I guess I’ll see you later.” He disappears into a corner. The living room reverts to silence as Mom looks around. Her gaze rests on a picture of Dylan and Jessie, beaming at the camera. She smiles.
“You know, when you guys were younger, I always thought you’d be the first to settle down. I thought Dylan was the free spirit, not you.”
My smile is tight.
“Even Kaylee,” she chuckles. “Well, I knew Kaylee was going to get married immediately, but not to the guy she did.” She turns to me. “I kinda thought—” She stops, waving me off. “You know what… never mind.” 
“You said you want to talk? I’m pretty sure it’s not about Dylan and Kaylee’s love lives.”
The smile on her face falters. She sighs and walks to the couch, sitting on the edge. I take my seat on the couch adjacent to hers. 
“First of all.” She clears her throat. “I have to apologize to you. I kept a huge secret from you for so long. You deserved to know the truth, but telling you–” She stops, sniffling. “Telling you will make it real. I didn’t want to do that to you—” 
“You didn’t want to do that to me?” I scoff. “That’s rich.” 
Her gaze drops to her perfectly manicured fingers on her purse. “You’re right.” She sniffles again. “It wasn’t about you. I didn’t tell you because I was scared that you’d blame me and I’d lose you.”
I open my mouth to speak but close it again. I can’t say she’s wrong. When I was younger, I was bad at taking responsibility. If she had told me then, I’d probably have blamed her for everything that went wrong in my life. I nod, inching loser to the edge of the couch.
“Yeah…maybe you’re right. I might have done that then. But I’m not a kid anymore, and all I want is to know who my dad is.” 
I reach out to take her hand in mine, squeezing gently. “Just tell me.”
She stares at my hand for a minute before blinking off the tears brimming in her eyelids.
“I’m sorry, Ian, but I think it’s best for everyone involved that you don’t know who he is.”
“What?”
“You don’t need to know who he is. You shouldn’t.” 
I rise sharply from the couch, raking my fingers through my hair. My jaw clenches intermittently as I stare at the wall. For one second there, I thought she was going to tell me who my dad is. I’ll finally know, but no. This is just one of her games. 
“I need you to leave, Mom.”
“Ian, no. we have to—”
“Talk?” I spit. “About what exactly? Enlighten me,” I sigh. “Here I was, thinking that finally, I’m going to get the truth from you. But no, it’s not in your nature to be unselfish.”
“Now that is not fair, Ian. You know I’m just trying to protect you.”
“No.” I shake my head. “I’ve told you. I don’t need your protection. We both know it’s yourself you’re trying to protect.”
“Ian—” 
“Leave, Mom.”
“No.” 
I turn around, facing her squarely. “What?”
“I’m not leaving till you hear what I have to say.”
My brow creases as I stare at her intently. Melissa never gets this assertive. Not ever. That means she has something important to say.
“Alright then.” I fold my arms. “What do you want to talk about?”
She rises from the couch, fiddling with her fingers. “I hear that you’re pursuing a case against Andrews & Sons. 
“Yeah it’s—” I stop, turning back to stare at her through narrowed eyes. “How did you know that?”
“It doesn’t matter.” She waves me off.
“No, Mom. You need to tell me—”
“I just said it doesn’t matter, Ian,” she snaps. “You need to stop.”
“What?”
“You need to drop the case and focus on something else.” She pauses to take a deep breath. “Kaylee told me you’re helping her with her shop. Do that instead.”
How does she know about Andrews & Sons? Melissa has never shown much interest in my work, or anything such as that. There’s no way she could have known if someone didn’t tell her. And even if someone did, why would she want me to drop the case?
“Who told you about my case against Andrew & Sons? And better still, why do you want me to drop the case?”
“I just told you, Ian, it doesn't matter.”
“And I told you, I need to know.”
“God, Ian. Why are you so stubborn?” She closes her palm on her face. “Why can’t you just trust me enough to do what I say for once?”
“Trust you?” I scoff. “Please tell me that’s a joke. You lie to me, you hide stuff, and now you want me to trust you?”
“Look, Ian, I know how it sounds, but you need to—”
“No, Mom.” I stop her. “I’m not listening to anything else you say till you tell me why.”
“Okay fine!” She throws up her hands. “I don’t know why you wouldn’t just trust me, but since you really want to know, I’ll tell you.” She pauses, taking a deep breath. “It’s because of Barrett Andrews.”
“Barrett Andrews?” I scoff, tucking my hands into my back pocket. “Why should I care about that asshole?”
“Because that asshole…is your father.”




Chapter Twenty-One: Kaylee


Today has been a hectic day at the shop, just like all the other days since the rebranding party. Sales are at an all-time high, which is good news–or at least will be if I can get some funding for the help needed to meet the demand. There were people lining up to buy pastries during the afternoon rush hour. I had to call Elena to help me handle the counter while I worked in the kitchen. If I don’t find a way to employ more people and buy the necessary equipment, it won’t be long before the customers start to take their business elsewhere. My only hope right now is the Andrews & Sons grant.  
I place my head on the counter, sighing as I watch Elena bag a box of glazed doughnuts into a plastic bag and hand it to a red-haired customer. She receives the money, tucking it into the register.
“Thanks, come again.” She waves to the customer, who walks out of the double doors. I heave a loud sigh and she turns to me. “Hey, I know you’re tired, but don’t look so glum. You’re scaring off the customers.”
My brows quirk up as I stare at her. “Really?” 
“Yeah.” She nods, sliding the register close. “They’ll think you have food poisoning or something.”
“Shut up.” I roll my eyes, sitting up on the stool. Elena chuckles, raising her wrist to look at the time. 
“Ok look at that. It’s seven o’clock already. That’s my cue to leave.”
“Thanks for coming on such short notice, Elena. I really appreciate it.”
“Hey, don’t mention it. You were about to be eaten by a bunch of hungry customers. What could I do? Kick back and watch another episode of How I Met Your Mother?”
“You’re still watching that sitcom?”
“What can I say? It’s a classic.” She shrugs and I smile softly. Sometimes, I wish I can be as happy and relaxed as Elena. She has everything: a loving husband, a beautiful daughter, and a job as a freelance writer, which is what she has always wanted. Even though it gets hectic sometimes, it’s never enough to bring down her smile. 
It’s in sharp contrast to my life. It feels like I always get a new thing to worry about every week. Right now, it’s the funding, and Ian. The same Ian I haven’t spoken to in days. After the incident with Dylan, I had time to properly think about what he had said. Ian doesn’t stay in one place for too long, which means there’s no possibility of us being anything more than what we are right now. 
There’s no use pursuing anything with him, only to get hurt when he leaves. That’s why I’m keeping my distance. But then, I can’t help the fact that I’m missing him badly, the fact that I’m in love with him, the fact that I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him…the way his lips curl up when he’s smiling, his piercing blue eyes, which always look like he can see into your very soul. The intoxicating scent of his perfume, his biceps— God, his biceps. My insides twinge deliciously as images of Ian’s shirtless body come to mind. I lick my lips instinctively as I picture him looming over me, his naked silhouette a sight. Ian, poised over me and ready to—
“Kaylee!” 
I jerk up in my seat, almost falling backward. My gaze turns to Elena, who’s looking at me as if I’ve grown two heads.
“What’s up?”
“You didn’t hear what I’ve been saying, did you?”
“Oh.” I rub my eyes. “I’m sorry, I must have zoned out for a second there. What were you saying?”
“I asked if you’d like to have dinner with us tonight. Charlie’s cooking.”
“Oh, thanks, but no. I already have plans.”
“Oh really?” Elena’s eyes light up. “With whom?”
“Does it have to be with someone?” I roll my eyes, sliding off the stool. “I just plan to curl up in bed, watching a movie and finishing a whole bag of tortilla chips by myself.”
“Oh.” Elena nods, scratching the side of her arm. “Yeah, that, um— that sounds like a good plan.”
“Can you be more sarcastic?”
“Yes, I can.” She laughs. “Well… in that case, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow?”
“Yeah, sure.” 
She turns her gaze down to the glass case containing the pastries. “I promised Brooke I’ll snag her some chocolate cupcakes.”
I hand her a plastic bag for the cupcakes and walk over to flip the Come in, we’re open sign to Sorry we’re closed. Elena circles the counter and hugs me before walking out of the shop. I return to my seat, pulling out the cash register. 
The bell jingles as the door swings open.
“Did you forget something, Elena?” I ask without looking up.
She doesn’t answer. I recount the money in the register, scribbling the balance into my invoice.
“Wow.” 
I freeze. That voice. It doesn’t belong to Elena. It’s someone else, someone I wouldn’t expect to be here. Not again—not in a million years. My head snaps up to the person standing in the center of the shop, looking around.
“Rachael?” 
She turns her gaze to me, her lips curling up in a sly grin. “Hello, Kaylee.”
“What the hell are you doing here?”
“Oh, you know…I was in the neighborhood, and I just thought I’d stop by.” 
I raise a brow and she snickers. “Okay fine. I didn’t just stop by.” She waves me off. “My shop is right across the street from yours.”
I drop the money and invoice in the register, slamming it shut. “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here.”
“Oh come on, Kaylee, can’t friends check on friends?” She tries to keep a straight face, but she snickers again. “Damn… you should have seen your face.”
“I need you to leave, Rachael,” I say through gritted teeth.
“Yeah, sure.” She holds up her hands in surrender. “I’m just kinda surprised. I didn’t know you could get out of your own way and do what it takes to improve your business.”
“What’re you talking about?”
“The shop!” she chuckles. “For the first time, it actually looks kinda nice.”
I roll my eyes, folding my arms.
“You know,” she continues. “If you had done this months ago…well, maybe you won’t have lost so many customers to me.”
“Look, Rachael.” I straighten up. “I don’t have time for this. You need to leave…I need to close up.”
“I saw the line, during the afternoon rush,” she says ignoring my request. “It took some time before you were able to clear them out.”
“Were you watching me, Rachael? Didn’t you have any customers to attend to? Any at all?” 
The sly smirk falters from her face. I struck a nerve.
“Looks like you’re having a little problem getting customers to stay with you. I wonder why.”
“Oh, don’t worry.” Rachael waves around. “It’s human nature to gravitate toward something new. You know, people say new is always better. That’s the concept playing out here. But we both know it isn’t going to last.” She angles her head, pouting. “You’re struggling, and we both know it. It’s not everyday big sister Elena will be able to come and bail you out.”
I stare at her with a smile curling up my lips. She really has been watching me, and that can only mean one thing:
“You’re scared.”
“What?” she asks dryly.
“You’re worried that your customers are really gone, and you don’t know what to do. That’s why you spent so much time watching me today.”
“You give yourself way too much credit.” She chuckles and rolls her eyes.
“Whatever you say then.” I shrug with a smile.
“Whatever this is.” She waves her arms around the shop. “It’s a fluke. When the customers see that you can’t cater to them all, they will come to someone who will.”
“I don’t think so, Rachael.” I lean forward. “I may not have all the up-to-date equipment and help you have, but believe me, I’m working towards it. And when I get it…well, let’s just say you might have to find a new career path.”
“Hmm.” She nods slowly, looking up to the ceiling. “And when you say working toward that, I assume you’re talking about the grant from Andrews & Sons.”
My breath hitches as a wide grin appears on her face. She turns to her pink leather purse and pulls out a folded paper. She hands it to me. I unfold the letter, my eyes darting left and right as I read aloud.
“Dear Rachael Summers, you have been selected for the Andrew & Sons business funding…” I trail off, dropping the letter on the counter. 
It’s…it’s not possible.
They chose her over me. She’ll get the funding. My only hope to stabilize my business is going to Rachael.
“So you see.” She picks up the letter, returning it to her purse. “There’s nothing you can do. You can’t beat me.” She steps back, turning towards the door.
“You might as well give up!”
I watch the doors close, plopping down on my stool as the tears fall in heavy streams.




Chapter Twenty-Two: Ian


It’s been hours since Mom left Dylan’s. I didn’t leave when she broke the news. The same news I’ve anticipated ever since I found out that the person, I called Dad wasn’t actually my dad. Knowing it would satisfy my curiosity and make me whole. I’ve never been more wrong about anything in my entire life. Barret Andrews is my father, the same person responsible for stealing my first startup idea, back when I was in college. The man who terminated workers and made it impossible for them to find good jobs in tech because they called him out on his bullshit. That guy is my dad. 
“Fuck!” I place both my hands on my face, resting back on the couch. How on earth can that person be my father? Of all people? How did this even happen? Mom said it was a one-night stand during one of the times when she and her boyfriend – now her late husband – broke up. I don’t know if she told me that to make me feel better, but if that was the plan, it was counter-productive. Nobody likes to be told that they’re the product of a one-night stand. Heaving a soft sigh, I turn my gaze to the wall clock overhead. My eyes are fixed on the second hand, ticking and ticking. 
Now that I know that Andrews is my father, what does it change?
“Nothing.” I shake my head. “The guy’s a jerk, and he deserves everything he’s going to get. He fired Gina; she wouldn’t have gotten another job if I hadn’t given her one in my company.” 
There are many other people like Gina, and sadly they don’t have people willing or able to fight for them. Barrett Andrews can’t keep getting away with every shitty thing he does, and the fact that he’s my father doesn’t change one single thing. He’s going to lose everything. I’m going to make sure of it. 
My phone buzzes on the couch, pulling me out of my thoughts. I grab it and peer at the screen. It’s a Dylan. I pick up the call, placing the phone to my ear.
“Hey, what’s up?”
“Is your mom gone?”
“Yeah, man.” I recline on my seat. “I didn’t see you leave.”
“Yeah, I um… I snuck out the back.”
“Why?” I laugh.
“Because things always get intense between you and your mom, and I don’t like getting caught in the middle.”
“What? It doesn’t—” I stop. “Okay yeah, maybe you’re right.” 
“What’s the problem this time? What did you do?”
“Why would you assume I’d done something?”
“Well, because I know Melissa. She’s so good and sweet, and you…you’re the devil’s spawn.”
“But that would mean she’s the devil, wouldn’t it, since she’s my mom?”
The line goes silent for a minute. I imagine Dylan kicking himself for using such a crappy analogy.
“Yeah,” he continues after a moment, “but you know exactly what I mean.”
“Well, I hate to disappoint you this time, but I didn’t do anything. She caused all the trouble.”
“Hmm.” Dylan pauses for a moment. “Anything I can help with?”
I haven’t filled him in about the real reason why I came to town. All Dylan knows is that I’m working on a new startup, and I’m not ready to drag him into the reality of my complicated life. Besides, Dylan is the all-forgiving type. He’s going to try to get me to forgive Andrews; something I can never do.
“Don’t worry about it, Dylan. It’s nothing I can’t handle.”
“Alright then.”
I shift in my seat. “So…anything interesting going on at Jessie’s?”
“Why would you assume I’m at jessie’s?”
I stay silent, brows quirked up. Dylan has been spending a lot of time at Jessie’s house these past few weeks. I don’t know if it’s because he’s still feeling guilty about forgetting her birthday or because he just loves spending time with her. But whatever it is, my best guess is that Kaylee is at her place.
“Okay… yeah, you’re right. I’m at Jessie’s but for good reason.”
“What’s that?” 
“Well… she’s the love of my life. I want to spend as much time as possible with her.”
“Good for you dude.”
“Thanks.”
“Coming home anytime soon?”
“Nah, I think I’ll stay a bit longer.”
“Alright then. I guess I’ll see you later.”
“Yeah, sure.”
I hang up the call dropping the phone on the side of the couch. My gaze slides back up the wall clock overhead; my thoughts return to my initial problem. Barrett Andrews. Does he know that he has a son somewhere? Melissa only told me so much. When I asked her, she decided to leave. But if he knew of my existence, it would only prove how shitty of a person he actually is. Thirty-five years, and not once did he come and check on me. Even when he recruited Carl and me for his startup back in our college years, he didn’t mention a thing…and not just that. He still had the audacity to steal my startup idea. 
“Fucking asshole!” I rise from my seat, pacing the room. I can’t even comprehend what kind of a monster he is. He doesn’t just deserve to lose his company. He needs to lose everything else. His name, family, friends, and serve jail time if possible. I want to ruin him completely. I want him to know who is responsible for his downfall. 
I grab my phone from the couch, scrolling through the internet. The home address of an important man like him is usually public knowledge. It shouldn’t be hard to get to him. I can’t wait to see the look on his face when I show up at his house to tell him I’m his son, and I’ll be the one to destroy him. 
“Bingo!” I clutch tightly to my phone, eyes darting left to right as I read the address. “Eighteenth, Mundy Mill Road, Gainesville.”
I grab my shirt from the edge of the couch, putting it on. It’s past eight already. If I go now, I should get back way before Dylan comes home. I walk over to the porcelain bowl on one of the shelves on the wall and grab my car keys. Walking over to the door, I pull it open, stopping abruptly as the cold breeze blows a wave of sleek black hair my way. The feminine figure standing on the doorstep has her arms tucked at her sides. She’s shaking violently under the night’s air. I can’t see her face, but the familiar scent of her perfume fills my nose. Relief washes over me, and the plan to go to Andrew’s house disappears from my thoughts. I reach out to place my palm on her shoulder.
“Lee-Lee. It’s good to see—”
I stop abruptly as she turns to face me. Her eyes are red and puffy. There’s a trail of tears, running down her cheek, and she’s holding a handkerchief to her nose.
“Kaylee.”I step out of the living room. “What’s wrong?”
She hurries over, wrapping her arms around me.
“I’m sorry, Ian.” She sniffles. “I’m sorry, I– I didn’t know where else to go.” 
“It’s fine.” I press her close to me. “Come inside. It’s cold out.”
“No–– Dylan, He can’t—”
“Don’t worry about that.” I cup her face in my hands. “He went to Jessie’s. He won’t be back for some time.”
She sniffles, nodding slowly. I wrap my arms over her shoulder, leading her inside. She looks around the living room before sinking on the couch as I close the door behind me. I take a seat beside her, wrapping my palm around hers. 
“Talk to me. What’s wrong?”
“The grant,” she whimpers, “they– they didn’t–” She buries her face in her palm, sobbing quietly.
“Hey, hey.” I inch closer to her. “What happened?”
She sniffles again, using the back of her hand to wipe the tears on her face. “They gave it to Rachael. The grant, the contract…everything.”
My lips part open as I stare at the wall. 
“I don’t know,” Kaylee continues. “I don’t know why. I did everything right…I did everything–” She sniffles more. “I tried to be good. I did everything right. Even when Rachael stole everything from me, I tried to take the high road, but then this happens. God, when am I gonna get a break?”
I take her head, resting it on my shoulder. “Don’t worry Lee-Lee, everything is going to be fine.”
This is definitely the work of Alex Whittaker. He’s trying to show how much of a hold he has on me. But that’s the thing; he has played his hand. Giving Rachael the grant instead of Kaylee is the only card he has, and now he has nothing left. I turn to Kaylee, who is still sobbing. Stroking her hair, I place a kiss on her forehead. 
“That grant was my only hope,” she continues. “I wanted to prove that I can do this myself, and I’m not just some failure who has to depend on everyone around her. But now–” 
My stomach twists in knots as Kaylee sobs into her hands. 
This is all my fault. If I didn’t get involved with her, and Alex didn’t see us together, she would have won the grant.
“Hey.” I cup her face in my palms, raising her gaze to meet mine. “You’re not a failure”
“Then why does it feel like that?”
“It’s not your fault that you weren’t picked. Those guys are a bunch of dicks, and they don’t know a good thing if it kicked them in the nut.”
She chuckles, sniffling all the while. “Thanks.” 
“Don’t worry, Lee-Lee. you’re going to be fine, I promise.”
She nods, squeezing my hand gently. My gaze slides down as her thumb strokes my knuckles. Tingles spread across my skin, and I gulp.
“Lee-Lee.”
“I miss you, Ian.” She sniffles again. “I’ve tried so hard to keep my distance, but that’s just so difficult.” She inches even closer, placing her palm on my face. Warmth fills every spot she touches, and the tingles increase in intensity, gathering around my crotch. I inhale sharply, closing my eyes as I breathe in her perfume.
“Everything else is so difficult, but this.” She moves her face closer to mine till they are only inches apart. “Not so much.”
Our lips meld against each other with ease, sending sparks from my lips to every other part of my body, igniting a flame that grows brighter with each touch. I run my hands around her back and up to her hair. She moans, angling her head to give me more access. I trail kisses from her chin down to her neckline. She shudders slightly, burying her hands in my hair. My hands slide down to the hem of her black blouse. I pull it over her head, flinging it to the ground. She tugs at the buttons of my shirt, her trembling hands undoing them and pulling it off. I inhale sharply as her palms run around my bare chest.
We shed off the rest of our clothing, and my mouth goes dry as my eyes feast on her glorious form. She’s perfect. 
“Let’s take it inside,” I whisper, lifting her off her feet and moving to the bedroom. 
As I help her onto the bed, I caress her face and pull her in for a deep kiss. The flame inside me evolves into a raging fire, fueled by passion. I kiss her lips, before moving my mouth to her ears, her earlobes, her neck, and her shoulders. She throws her head back and moans as my mouth lowers to lick her breasts. I take a nipple into my mouth, while my hands squeeze her other breast.
Moving down, I kiss her belly and her navel. She shivers as I run my tongue across her waist and further down. Letting down a whimper, she wiggles her torso as my hand drifts between her legs. She gasps as I lift her legs and draw my face to her smooth thighs. I kiss my way down her soft skin until I reach her upper thigh.
Kaylee quivers as I stick my face into her. She trembles, arching her back. My head and her hips get into a steady rhythm as my face stays glued to her. The speed of my movement increases, and her moans grow in volume. I stop just as she’s shuddering and move back up to kiss her. She opens up and I stroke her tongue with mine. Parting her thighs, I probe that most vulnerable part of her. She lets out a loud moan as I ease into her with care. I pause once I’m fully within her, my breath coming in sharp bursts against her face. I move my hips in a slow rhythm at first, then Kaylee whispers something against my lips. 
Her eyes are soft and teary. She raises her chin, lips parted, eyes never shifting from mine. 
She’s giving her all to me, and I can’t get enough. 
“Ian,” she mutters, clasping her thighs around me. 
“Kaylee,” I whisper, unable to look away. Sex with her has always been amazing, but there’s something about this – something that keeps getting warmer and softer and more tender each time we make love.
I try to call out her name, but only a low moan escapes my throat. I gasp for air as I pulse in her hands. Kaylee locks eyes with me, staring with her lust-filled gaze. The stars explode before my eyes, and everything else fades away. All that matters is this moment with Kaylee under me in her most beautiful state. We rock against each other, taking labored breaths. In one quick move, I hold her waist. She grips the sheets and throws her head back as her body shivers. My fingers slide down to her throbbing center. It’s not enough. I want her driven over the edge overnight and over. 
I tense after my movement hits a peak. My orgasm hits me by surprise, sending sparks of pleasure through my entire being. Kaylee soon follows, letting out another loud cry. When my mouth finds hers, I put my hands over her head and pull her close. The kiss grows tender as moments pass.
Resting on the side, I wrap an arm around Kaylee. She places her head on my chest, her left hand on my stomach. We lie there in each other’s arms for a while, speechless and basking in the glow.
After a minute, I open my mouth to speak, but Kaylee beats me to it.
“I have to go.”
“Kaylee.”
She wiggles out of my arms and bolts out of the bedroom. She grabs her clothes lying in the hallway and puts them on in record time.
“Lee-Lee, did I do something?”
“Um…no, it’s. No not at all.” She licks her lips, readjusting her blouse. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be here.”
“No, wait. Kaylee—” I rise to my feet as she makes for the door. “Come on, tell me what I did wrong.”
“Nothing.” She shakes her head, wiping her nose against the sleeve of her blouse. “I just. I—I can’t be here.” 
She walks past me, and I watch as she gets in her car and leaves.




Chapter Twenty-Three: Kaylee


The cold breeze blows gently through the open kitchen window, howling through the slits. It caresses my bare arms, sending a shiver down my spine. I don’t move. The thoughts in my head far surpass the biting cold – or anything else. My parents and siblings are all discussing things across the dinner table, but I am in my own world, tormented by my shortcomings and failures. 
I still don’t understand it. What did I do wrong? In what way was Rachael better than I was? Why did they choose her over me? I mean, yes, she knows her way with customers, but that’s just it, and the rebranding leveled that playing field. So, what exactly did I overlook? Besides, My business plan was perfect. 
I know Rachael. She doesn’t like baking as much as I do. She definitely can’t have a business plan as good as mine. Besides, I’ve tasted her pastries. Even though she’s using my recipe, she has found a way to mess even that up. 
So why her? 
“Kaylee?”
My head snaps up. The table is silent, and they’re all looking at me.
“What?”
Dylan and Elena exchange a look before turning back to me. 
“Are you okay honey?” my mom says. 
“Wha– um, yes.” I nod. “Yes I am. Why’d you ask?”
“Well um.” Mom chuckles turning to Dad who is scratching the gray patch of hair behind his head. “You’ve been really quiet since you got here…you haven’t even touched your food.”
“Oh?” I turn down to my uneaten chicken salad dish. “Oh yeah, um.” I gulp, forcing a chuckle. “It’s fine, I’m just…I have a lot on my mind. It’s not a big deal.”
I pick up my fork, jabbing at the salad. 
“Really?” Mom’s eyes slide down to my fork. 
“Yeah.” I mutter, stuffing a forkful of food into my mouth to ease her suspicion. She nods, turning her gaze back to Elena.
“What time will Charlie be home?” 
“Um.” She drops her fork. “Charlie has some work to finish up at the office, and he’s most likely going to miss dinner.”
“Aw, that’s disappointing. I haven’t seen him in a long time.”
“Yeah, he—” She takes a gulp of water. “He got this promotion, and—”
“That was the same thing you said the last time,” Dad cuts in. “you have to talk to him. I understand that he does important work, but he shouldn’t let that stop him from spending time with his family. He shouldn’t lose sight of what’s important.”
“Okay, Dad,” she affirms and smiles. 
“When’s your next exhibition, Dylan?” Mom asks, slipping a forkful of salad into his mouth.
“I just did one a month ago!” Dylan laughs. “I haven’t even started with new paintings yet.”
“Oh really?” Dad chuckles. “It seems like so long ago. That’s how much I enjoyed it.”
“Thanks Dad. Don’t worry, the next one is going to be even bigger. There’s a possibility that I’m going to be holding it in new york. I mean, it’s still a discussion for now, nothing is set in stone yet, but yeah, it’s looing good.”
“Wow, that’s great, Dylan. I’m proud of you,” Mom says. 
“Thanks, Mom.”
My insides knot as I listen to their stories. They’re all doing well with their careers. I’m the exception.
“How about you, Kaylee.” Dad turns to me.
My mouth goes dry, and I turn my gaze down to the plate in front of me. I haven’t told them that the winner of the grant has been announced. How do I tell them exactly? They listened to me bitch for months about the fact that Rachael stole my recipe and used it to build a more successful pastry shop. Winning this grant was how I would prove that I’m right, and the only reason she’s succeeding is because of my recipe. What excuse am I going to give to justify her winning the grant?
“Yes,” Mom says and drops her fork. “How about the grant you wanted to get from Andrews & Sons? Any progress with that?”
Shit.
“Yeah, um.” I nod. “They announced the winner. I didn’t get it.”
“Really?” Dylan’s forehead creases. “Who did then?”
“Rachael.” 
“What?” Elena scoffs. “That’s stupid. You deserve that grant way more than she does.”
“Yeah well.” I shrug. “The people in charge of the grant in A and Sons don’t seem to think so.”
“I don’t know what happened, but I suspect foul play,” Elana says.
“What do you think?” Dylan turns to Elena. “Maybe she paid someone off?”
“That doesn’t make any sense.” I shake my head. “Why would she go through all that trouble?”
“Well, you said the winner of the grant gets to cater the PR event they’re having in a few weeks. Just imagine the connections she’ll get from the event.”
“Still, I don’t think Rachael has enough money to pay anyone off.”
“Yeah, maybe you’re right.” Elena sighs. “I’m sorry, Kaylee. I know how much you put in to get that grant.”
I give her tight-lipped smile before turning back to my plate.
“You know.” Dad shifts in his seat. “I have some money put away, Dylan and Elena can also chip in. I’m sure you can use that to do the necessary expansions.”
“No, Dad. It’s fine, I have a plan already. You don’t need to worry.”
A blatant lie. I don’t have any plan whatsoever, but the one thing I know is that I’m not going to let my family come to my rescue like some helpless damsel. I have to do it on my own.
“Okay then.” Dad nods, clearing his throat.
“You know,” Mom continues. “I walked past the shop some days ago, and I had a chance to see the renovations. It looks really good, Kaylee.”
“It wasn’t all my idea,” I blurt out, “but thanks.”
“You should learn to accept compliments, Kaylee.” Dad laughs. “Whose idea was it if it wasn’t yours then?”
“No I—” I pause. “I mean I didn’t work on the rebranding alone. I had help from Ian.”
“Ian?” Dad’s forehead creases. “I thought he was a tech startup founder.”
“Yeah.” Dylan nods. “But he’s also something of a business strategist. I asked him to look into Kaylee’s shop, and he did.”
“Oh wow.” Dad takes in a forkful of salad. “That’s so nice of him.”
“Yeah it was.” Dylan folds his hands. “They’ve become quite close lately.”
My head snaps up and I turn to him. He has a playful smirk on his lips and he’s looking straight at me. 
“Close? You and Ian?” Elena asks. “You mean—”
“It’s not like that.” I cut in. “Ian and I are just friends.”
“Oh good.” She pauses and adds, “I mean, no offense, Dylan, I know he’s your best friend, but I don’t think he’s boyfriend material.”
“No offense taken.” He shrugs. “Infact, I agree with you. He’s a traveller, and he doesn’t seem to want to be grounded anytime soon.”
“Thanks a lot for the input, Dylan, but we’ve already had this discussion. There’s nothing going on between me and Ian.”
“Wait. you’ve already had this discussion?” Mom asks. “What does that mean?”
“Yeah, Kaylee.” Dylan strokes his chin. “What does that mean?”
I sit back on my chair, folding my arms. I already know everything Elena and Dylan is saying. It’s not news that I shouldn’t try to pursue anything with Ian, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to stop thinking about him. The last time we were together only proved that I’m addicted to him. He was so perfect. His hands were warm against my skin, and they sent waves of pleasure to places I never knew they could reach. He’s the perfect balance: soft and gentle with me on the outside, but rock hard on the inside. 
As he kissed me, sparks flew before my eyes. I was in my own world where sounds could be seen and colors could be heard. He handled my body with such grace. His gentle hands kneaded my boobs, caressing my nipple, sending my entire being into overdrive.
My insides tingled and ached for him. 
“I need to get some air.” 
The foot of my chair scrapes the ground as I rise from the dinner table, walking out to the living room and to the porch.
I need to get him out of my head.
I take in deep breaths, reciting the letters of the alphabet from Z to A. My phone buzzes in my pocket just as I finish, and I pull it out. I don’t recognize the number, but I accept the call anyway.
“Hello?” 
“Good evening. Is this Miss Kaylee Parker? Owner of Kaylee’s Delight?”
“Yes, this is she.”
“Alright, ma’am. My name is Edward Simpson. I’m calling from Andrews & Sons.”
My heart skips a beat on hearing the name of the company. I gulp deeply, taking my phone in the other hand.
“Okay, Mr. Simpson, how may I help you?”
“We need you to cater the PR event we have coming up next week. We can send the updated guest list now. We’ll be expecting your estimate by the end of tomorrow—”
“W—wait hold on. Slow down.” I pause for a moment, trying to take in all he just said. They need me to cater the PR event? How? I thought Rachael won the grant.
“I don’t understand.” My voice trembles at the end. “I thought Rachael was catering the event?” 
The line goes silent for a moment. My heart thumps against my chest as I await his reply.
“Oh yes,” Mr. Simpson replies, “…about Rachael. She was fired.”




Chapter Twenty-Four: Ian


D-day is here. The much-anticipated Andrews & Sons PR and launch event which has been the talk of the town for weeks now is finally here. I stand at a corner in the banquet hall of the new Andrews & Sons building, watching as the other guests mingle and talk among themselves. Some of them are holding wine glasses, while others are eating pastries. I lean against the open bar behind me, eyes darting around, looking for Barrett Andrews.  
Today is the day I finally get all the answers.
“Champagne, sir?”
I turn to the side, to the waitress who is holding a tray of bubbling champagne in wine flutes. 
“None for me, thanks.” I flash her a quick smile.
“I’ll have one.”
We both turn to Carl who is walking toward me with a small smile on his face. 
“You’re late.”
“No I’m not.” He reaches out and grabs a drink from the tray as the waitress walks past. “You’re early.”
“The party has started, hasn’t it?”
“Yeah, but you know.” He shrugs. “Barrett is the star of the show. He’s not going to show up immediately. He’s gonna make some grand entrance of some type.”
I nod slowly, staring as Carl takes a sip of his drink.
“You shouldn’t be drinking.”
“It’s a party, man. Drinking is all I should be doing.”
“We didn’t come here to party, Carl. you know that.”
“That doesn’t mean you should stand around, looking so serious. Come on, man, you stick out like a sore thumb. Someone’s going to notice.”
“Well, what do you expect me to do?”
“Get a drink.”
As if on cue, another waitress approaches me with a tray filled with glasses of champagne. Carl gives me a knowing look and I roll my eyes. 
“Fine.” I grab a glass of champagne and take a sip. Carl inches closer as the waitress walks away.
“I still can’t believe it man. Barrett Andrews is your dad.”
“Yeah.” I take another sip. “Me neither.”
“Do you think he knows?”
I turn to Carl with a crease on my forehead. “Of course he does. He reached out to my mom to tell me to stop pursuing this case, so… yeah, I’m sure he knows.”
“Damn, but how can he be so evil to everyone. Even his own son?”
“That’s what I plan to ask.” I pause. “Just before we use the evidence we have to destroy him.”
A loud cheer erupts in the distance as the double doors swing open. Barrett, escorted by his security detail walks in. Paparazzi surrounds him, taking multiple pictures. He flashes a bright smile to the camera, shaking guests and taking pictures with a few colleagues. 
“Looks like this is your chance,” Carl says.
I nod, downing the rest of my drink and dropping it on the bar behind me. Barrett walks past paparazzi, talking to a group of people. I walk toward him, squeezing through the crowd till I’m close enough.
“Mr. Andrews.”
He turns to me, and the bright smile peels off his face. 
“Can I help you?” he asks in a sour tone.
“Yes, you can.” I pause to take in a deep breath, exhaling softly. “A few minutes of your time, if you don’t mind.”
“I don’t know if that will be possible. As you can see, I’m attending to my friends, and I—”
“Your friends can wait.” I flash in a tight lipped smile. “My business with you is time-sensitive. I’m sure you know that.”
His jaw clenches as he stares at me with a glare cold enough to freeze hell.
“Alright then.” He turns back to his friends. “Exuse me for a minute.”
We walk away from the crowd in the banquet hall, stopping in a quiet hallway with doors marked staff only. 
“So.” He tucks both hands into his pockets, facing me squarely. “Talk.” 
“I know.”
The crease on his forehead deepens as he shakes his head. “Know what?”
“Mom told me about your…relationship. I know you’re my father.”
His mouth falls open for a moment and he backs away.
“Shit. that —” He stops abruptly, taking a deep breath and loosening his tie. “I asked her not to tell you.”
My eyes go wide. “Wha— really?”
“Son, listen to me—”
“Don’t call me that.” I spit. “You have no right to call me son.”
“Oh really? Why’s that?” 
“That’s your question?” I step back, turning away and raking my fingers through my hair. “You knew you had a child with Mom, and you didn’t care enough to get to know me.”
“What do you mean I didn’t care enough? Who did you think paid your college tuition? And for that fancy apartment, you stayed in when you got to Silicon Valley?”
“So that’s all that mattered to you.” I nod. “You think throwing money around can solve every problem?”
“Well it solved the problem of that sweet ride you got on your eighteenth birthday.”
I scoff, shaking my head and looking away. I chew on the insides of my mouth as I fix my gaze on one of the doors. My hands are clenched and I’m actively trying to resist the urge to punch him. 
How can he be so smug about abandoning his kid for over three decades?
“Oh don’t be all whiny, Ian. I did you a favor by not reaching out to you. I mean, look at the man you are now. You’re a self-made billionaire.” He pauses. “Well, maybe not self-made. I mean, I gave you all the opportunities you needed, but for the most part. You know what I’m saying.”
I open my mouth to speak, but he continues, “If I had raised you, you’d have turned out to be another entitled prick who drinks and parties every night.” He pauses again. “I’m not saying I’m a bad father or anything, but I have to work, you know…I don’t have time for other things.”
“Other things.” I let out a dry laugh. “Wow.” 
“Son, I—” 
“I told you not to call me that!”
He holds up his hands in surrender. “Okay, I’m just saying, you’re doing well all by yourself. You don’t need me.”
“You’re right I don’t.” I shake my head. “You’re a disappointment.”
“Well.” He shrugs. “Call me what you like, but I’m one of the most successful businessmen in  the whole tri-state area, so…”
“It’s all business to you, yeah?” I fold my arms. “Just like that time you recruited me and my friends to your sandbox, only to steal our startup idea.” 
He shakes his head, brows furrowing in confusion. “What are you—” He stops abruptly as his eyes light up. “Oh!” he laughs. “So that’s what all of this is about? I knew you weren’t just some do-gooder who cared about everyone. This was never about Project Six or some lawsuit. This is personal.”
“You’re a bad person, Barrett, and you deserve to pay for what you’ve done. That’s what this is about.”
“But really. It’s been over ten years, and technically, I didn’t steal your idea. I had the resources to bring it to life, which I did. You know, you should be thanking me. ”
“Wow.” I shake my head. “You’re even far worse than I imagined.”
“It’s just business, Ian. You have to be ruthless to get what you want.”
“And how’s that working out for you?”
“Well.” He shrugs and explains, “I mean, it’s going well. This new Andrews & Sons branch opened in Gainesville completes our goal to have at least one branch in every state in the US.” 
“It would be impressive if you weren’t about to lose everything.”
The smirk on his face fades. “Careful, Ian, you might be my son and all, but that doesn’t mean you get to do or say things without consequence. I’d do anything to protect my company, even if I have to go through you.”
From the look on his face, I can tell that he’s not joking. But I’m not fazed.
“I expected that, Andrews. But I’m not going to stop. The only way out of this is to plead guilty for all your wrongdoings and step down from your position. You also have to cut all ties to the Andrews & Sons company. Let someone else run it.”
“Someone like you, you mean?”
“I have no interest in anything of yours. All I want is justice for my friends and everyone else you’ve hurt.”
“Hmm.” Barrett nods. “So let’s, um.” He takes a step forward, placing his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s get one thing straight…that’s not gonna happen.” 
“Oh, really?” 
“Yes. what’s going to happen is you’re going to destroy that rubbish you call evidence and go back to…whatever you’re doing these days.”
“You’re crazy.” I slap his hand off my shoulder. “Look around, Andrews. This is one of the last times you’ll be allowed to step foot in this building. You might as well enjoy it for as long as you can.” I turn around, walking back toward the banquet hall.
“Do you know your problem, Ian?”
I stop, turning to face him. “Not really, but I guess you’re about to tell me.”
“You never think about anyone else but yourself. If you did, you’d know that following this path affects other people. But that doesn’t cross your mind, does it? All that matters to you is jerking off your ego.”
“I’m doing the right thing. You’ve hurt a lot of people and you have to be stopped.”
“Do you think your mom would like that? Besides, how about all the people whose businesses and startups I’m funding? What happens to them?” A sly smirk curls up his lips. “What happens to your little girlfriend Kaylee?”
“What are you talking about?” 
“Oh, you don’t know?” He readjusts his suit. “When I heard that you and the baker were a thing, I ordered my people to fire the other person and give her the grant.
“What?”  
That’s impossible. Kaylee didn’t tell me anything. I’d expect that if she received news like this, I’d be the first person she’d tell.
“You’re lying.” I fold my arms. “Kaylee lost the grant.”
“Yeah she did.” He nods. “But we had a change of heart. I saw that she needed the win, so I made it happen.”
“Wait— but.”
“You don’t need to think too much about it. I did you a favor…one I expect you to return.”
I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. I didn’t expect him to play this card. Kaylee was really hurt when she learned that she didn’t win the grant; now that she has been given a second chance, taking it from her will just be cruel. 
“So the way I see it, you have only two choices.” He clears his throat. “You can release your evidence to the press, and my company gets a bad rap. But who’s going to suffer the most? Her, of course. She won’t get the funding, and she might even lose customers for being affiliated with me. Her business won’t survive.”
I gulp. If this happens to Kaylee’s business, she would never be the same. I don’t think I can do that to her.
“Or,” Barrett continues, “we can forget this ever happened, and both our businesses flourish.”
He’s got me, and he knows it.
My hand clenches into a fist, and I turn my gaze downward. I’ve worked so hard to get Barrett Andrews, and now I have him in the palm of my hands, but I can’t squeeze. It will be nice to tell him to go fuck himself and release the evidence to the press, but I can’t do that. I’ll only be hurting Kaylee.
“You’re pure evil, Barrett. You deserve to rot in jail.”
“Yeah well.” He shrugs. “Don’t we all?” He pauses, scratching his chin. “So do we have a deal?”
I nod slowly. 
“Good!” He claps, walking over to pat my shoulder. “I knew we could work something out.”
I slap his hand off once again. 
“Hey, don’t be like that son. At least, I’m helping that Parker girl get her grant. I did that for you. Don’t say I never gave you anything.”
I open my mouth to speak, but his gaze turns to something behind me. 
“Um… speaking of…” He clears his throat, nodding behind me. I turn around, and my heart skips a beat. Kaylee is standing by one of the staff doors, staring straight at me.
Uh-oh.




Chapter Twenty-Five: Kaylee


The Andrews & Son’s PR and Launch party is everything I expected it to be and more. Hundreds of guests and people of influence from all around the country, in the same room, drinking champagne and eating my pastries. I’ve been receiving good reviews all morning. Some of them even requested my business card, asking if I’m available to cater to their upcoming events. It’s finally happening for me. Today is going to mark the turning point for my pastry shop. I can feel it. 
“We need more glazed doughnuts on the dessert table,” Trisha says bursting into the kitchen.
“I got you.” I turn to the table, grabbing a tray of fresh doughnuts, covered in chocolate glaze and sprinkles. “Here.” 
Trisha collects the tray, handing it to a waiter standing behind her. 
“Take this to dessert table three.”
The waiter nods, hurrying away. She turns back to me, tucking a strand of her hair back. “Girl, I hope you’re ready to stay here all day, because these guests can't get enough of your pastries. I mean, who can blame them.” She shrugs, laughing.
“I know right?” I pick up my face towel, wiping off the bead of sweat on my forehead. “It’s bigger than I expected.”
“I’m not surprised actually, your pastries are delicious.”
“Thanks, Trish.”  
The door swings open again and Elena walks in, holding an empty tray. 
“You need to ramp up that oven, Kaylee. They’re devouring the pastries faster than you’re making them.”
“Really?” I laugh.
“Yeah.” she drops the tray on the table. “Speaking of.” She pulls out a black business card from the breast pocket of the white waitress shirt she’s wearing.
“An executive from V-corporations asked me to give this to you.” She pauses as I collect the card. “She wants to talk to you about arrangements for a business dinner she’s having in a few months.”
“Oh, wow.” I turn the card around, staring at it for a moment, before tucking it into my back pocket. “This is like the fifth one I’ve gotten today. I can’t believe it.”
“I can.” Elena affirms and shrugs. “You work so hard every day, and you most of all people, deserve a big break.”
“Thanks.” I sniffle. “And thank you, guys, for being here to support me. I can’t tell you how much it means to me.”
“Oh stop that.” Trisha waves me off. “If we aren’t here for you, who will be?”
“Besides, it’s not like you could handle this all on your own. Even with the number of waiters and waitresses available, you still need more hands.”
“That I do.” I laugh. 
The oven timer dings and I turn to pull out a tray of Danish.
“You didn’t tell me Ian was coming,” Elena says as she unloads the fresh batch onto another tray.
“Ouu… Ian.” Trisha laughs. I turn to her sharply, giving her a hard look. She goes silent, using her fingers to hold her lips.
“What’re you talking about?” I join Elena in unloading the pastry. “He’s not.”
“Wait.” Elena stops. “You didn’t know that he was coming?”
“No I didn’t. And he isn’t…why would he be here?”
“Well according to what you said, he’s the founder of multiple startups. Of course he’s going to be here.”
“Well he didn’t tell me that.”
Because I didn’t give him a chance to.
I haven’t spoken to him since we had sex a week ago. The fact that I got the catering gig was a nice distraction. I didn’t have to think too much about it since I had lots of work to do. But if I’m being honest, I miss him so much and I hate it. I hate the fact that I like him way more than I’ve liked anyone else, even Logan. No matter how many times I run away and put distance between us, an invisible bond pulls us back together when it deems it fit. I can’t seem to let go of him; and if I’m being honest, why would I want to?
“We’re gonna need a new batch soon, Kaylee,” Elena says, jolting me out of my thoughts. She grabs the tray and walks out of the kitchen. “Get cooking.”
The door closes, and I turn my gaze to the ticking clock. It’s almost six pm. My time at the party is almost up, and the next batch of croissants I bake is probably going to be the last. 
But am I going to leave without talking to Ian?
Definitely not. I’ve been a bitch for not talking to him for the past week. He deserves an explanation, and we need to finally have that talk we’ve been avoiding for so long. I need to know if there’s a future, where we are together and he’s not ready to be grounded in one place. While his answer might hurt, it will help us both gain clarity, and that’s what’s important. Besides, why should I settle for daydreams when the real deal is just outside?
“Um…Trish.” I back away. “Man the kitchen. I have to go somewhere.”
“Wait what? I don’t know how to bake the croissants.”
“I’ll be back in a moment.” I step out and close the door before she can protest further. The hallway is filled with waiters walking past with trays filled with all types of party delicacies. I nod to some of them, turning right to the door marked staff only. The door after it leads to the banquet hall, which is where Ian should be. I pull the door open, stopping halfway as I hear Mr. Andrews’ voice at the other side.
“It’s going pretty well, actually. With this new branch opened in Gainesville, we’ve finally completed our goal of having at least one Andrews & Sons branch in every state in the US.”
It sounds like regular business talk, but I can’t decide whether it’s better to interrupt them or go back to the kitchen. I really want to see Ian, but Mr. Andrews gets cranky when interrupted. 
Maybe I’ll just come back.
“That would have been impressive if you weren’t about to lose everything.”
I freeze. That voice. it’s unmistakable. It’s Ian’s.
But that doesn’t make any sense. Why would Ian be talking to Mr. Andrews? Did I hear wrong?
I turn back to the door, and without a thought, I push it open slightly. It’s just wide enough that I can peek in without being seen. There’s Mr. Andrews, standing with both hands tucked into his pocket. The smile on his lips fade off as he stares at the person before him. I can’t see the person’s face, but his brown hair with golden highlights, and his huge frame says it all. It’s Ian!
What is he doing here? All the ties Ian and I have spoken, he never mentioned that he knew Mr. Andrews. The only time we talked about him was when he wanted to help me with my business plan. He jotted some things down on his phone but never told me what it was.
“Careful, Ian. you might be my son and all, but that doesn’t mean you get to do things or say things without consequence. I’d do anything to protect my company, even if I have to go through you.”
My mouth falls open as the words drop from Mr. Andrew’s lips. Son? Like…Ian is his son? How did I not know this? How did Ian not tell me this? All the time we spoke about Mr. Andrews, he pretended not to know who he is. So he has been lying to me all along? But why? My chest tightens as memories of our first meeting since he came back to town flash through my mind.
How could I have been so stupid? Why didn’t I notice before? The time he got interested in helping me was when I mentioned that I worked at Andrews & Sons. 
I knew people never helped if they weren’t gaining anything, but I buried that thought because I expected that Ian would be different. But I was wrong. 
“I’m doing the right thing. You’ve hurt a lot of people. You have to be stopped.”
I turn back to the door, listening as they argue. Ian starts to walk away, but Andrews stops him.
“What about your little girlfriend, Kaylee?” 
My heart skips a beat and I inhale sharply. He knows about me? About us?
God, what is going on?
“You’re lying. Kaylee lost the grant.”
“Yeah, she did.” Mr. Andrews nods. “But we had a change of heart. I saw that she needs the win, so I made it happen.”
My mouth goes dry and I almost fall to my knees. Mr. Andrews gave me the contract? And he didn’t give me the contract because I deserved it. He gave it to me because Ian has something on him that he doesn’t want to get out. Here I was, thinking I got the contract because they truly valued my skills. But that’s far from the truth. I blink off the tears filling my eyelids and open the door wider, stepping in. I deserve answers and I’m going to get them.
Mr. Andrew’s eyes turn to me as I close the door behind. 
“Um…speaking of.” He clears his throat and Ian turns to look at me. His eyes go wide and he gulps.
“Lee-Lee, I—”
“I’ll let you guys…work this out.” Mr. Andrews backs away and turns into the banquet hall, leaving me alone with Ian.
“Lee-Lee.”
“You’ve been lying to me.”
“Wait, let me explain.”
“Since the time you got back to Gainesville, you’ve been lying to me.”
“Kaylee.”
“I knew you were hiding something, and everytime I asked you, you lied.”
“Well technically, I—”
“I asked if you knew who your father was, and you said you didn’t.”
“I only got this information after I talked to you about it.” He takes a step closer, but I step back. 
“You really expect me to believe that?” I scoff.
“Kaylee, listen. The last time you came to Dylan’s. That was the day my mom finally told me who my father was. I didn’t know before then, I swear.”
I shake my head, looking away. 
“Look, Kaylee. I know you don’t understand what’s going on, but I promise, if you give me a chance, I can explain—”
“Explain what exactly?” I snap. “How you played me and used me for weeks because you wanted to get to Mr. Andrews.”
“It’s not like that, Kaylee.”
“Oh really?” I let out a dry laugh. “Please. Tell me how it is then.”
“Look, Mr. Andrews is a bad man; all I’m doing is trying to make sure he gets what he deserves.” He pauses. “He stole my startup idea, back when I was fresh out of college. And he used it to make his business more profitable. Not just that; he’s ruined people’s lives and and done other crazy stuff, and I’m the only one who can stop him.
“But you had to do that by lying to me right?” I nod.
“Kaylee—” 
“Everything you did, getting close to me, helping with the shop…it was all planned, right? So you could get what you wanted?”
“No, Kaylee. I swear, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“But you did.” 
A single tear falls off the corner of my eye, and I wipe it off. 
“I hate you, Ian.”
“Kaylee, please.” He tries reaching out again, but I back away.
“I’m going to leave now.” I sniffle. “Don’t call me, don’t text, and don’t come to my shop. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to hear from you, ever again.”
“Kaylee,” Ian calls as I turn into the kitchen.
“Oh and.” I stop, turning back to Ian. “You can tell your father, Mr. Andrews, that he can take his grant and shove it up his ass. I don’t want handouts. Especially not from a man who doesn’t care about anyone else in the world but himself.”
I turn back, pulling the door open and walking back to the kitchen.




Chapter Twenty-Six: Ian


“Ian?” 
My eyes blink open, and I look around at the pristine white sand surrounding my deck chair. The sun’s bright rays shine down, bouncing off the clear blue ocean in the distance, giving it a sparkling feel. The rays cast a shadow on the person standing before me. I use my palm to shield my eyes, squinting slightly. The person walks closer and takes a seat beside me. It’s Carl.
“Are you okay?” he asks.
“Yeah.” I nod and sit up, using my floral-patterned vintage shirt to hide the bulge in my loose fitted shorts. “Why?” 
“I don’t know…maybe because you haven’t gotten up your ass ever since we got to this beach.”
“Oh.” I turn away. The waves crash against themselves in a rhythmic symphony that echoes in my ears. It’s a soothing sight, but I just can’t bring myself to enjoy it.
“Look over there, Ian.” Carl points to the side. I follow his fingers to some decks a few paces away from ours. There are a group of girls in bikinis laughing and playing among themselves. One of them, a curvy blonde, looks over at me with a mischievous smirk on her lips. She winks and continues to talk to the girl beside her.
“That girl has been eye fucking you all day. Are you gonna let that— I mean, her out of your grasp?”
“I’m not interested.”
Carl’s mouth falls open and he looks at me as if I’ve grown an extra pair of limbs.
“You’re not interested in that— I mean her? How’s that possible? I’m gay and even I am interested.”
“Well go get her then.” I raise my glass of scotch to my lips, taking a sip. Carl angles his head, staring at me.
“What’s the problem, man?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve been acting weird ever since we got here.” He pulls off his plain white top, dropping it down.
“Well maybe that’s because Bali doesn’t excite me anymore.” I sigh, running my hand through my hair.
“It’s not just Bali.” Carl leans forward. “We were in LA last week, and you wouldn’t even go clubbing, it was weird. You’ve been like this since we left Gainesville.”
“Yeah well.” I shrug.
“What’s the problem, bro? Talk to me.”
I shake my head, looking out to the vast ocean. There’s no way I can explain it to Carl, because I don’t fully understand it myself. I used to love being away, flying from one place to another. A new location every week, partying every night. It’s a lifestyle I never thought I’d get tired of. But here I am, on one of the many beaches in Bali, and I’m still daydreaming about Kaylee. Just as she wanted, I didn’t contact her till I left Gainesville. I’ve tried day after day, week after week to forget her, but it’s just as easy as teaching poetry to fish. 
What exactly does this mean?
“Dude.” 
My head snaps up, and I turn back to Carl, who is still sitting beside me. 
“You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”
I nod slowly. Even though Dylan has always been my best friend, Carl has always been a close second, and I trust his counsel more than most people.
“Alright then.” I lean forward. “I didn’t tell you this back in Gainesville because we were working, and I didn’t want you to think I was getting distracted.” I pause. “But something happened between me and Kaylee.” 
A small smile curls up Carl’s lips. “I know.”
“Yeah and— wait, you do?”
“Yeah.” He nods, turning to face me squarely. “You insisted that I pull some strings to make sure she was considered for the grant. You’re a nice guy, but you won’t do that for just anyone.”
“Oh.” I sigh. “Yeah.”
“What happened?”
“I ruined it, and now, she hates my guts.”
“What did you do?”
“Well for the most part… I lied to her, and used her to get information on A and sons.”
“Oh.” Carl nods. “But how do you know that she hates you?”
“Well because she said so.” 
“Have you tried apologizing?”
“Oh shit.” I let out a loud sigh. “Why didn’t I think about that?” I roll my eyes.
“Maybe you did when she actually figured out that you were lying to her, but have you talked to her after then?”
“She doesn’t want to talk to me.” I run my hands through my hair. “Like I said, she hates my guts.”
“So what do you want to do? Give up? Because that doesn’t seem to be working well for you.”
“I don’t know what to do. I mean, I want to talk to her. I know I fucked up, and all I want is to apologize, but she doesn’t want to see me, and it’s driving me crazy.” I scratch the back of my head.
“I think about her every day, and…I miss her. I miss spending time with her, and just being around her. Nothing seems fun anymore because she’s always in my head.”
“Hmm.” Carl nods. “Sounds like love.”
“What?” I turn to meet his gaze.
“Sounds like you’re in love with her.”
I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. Carl’s right; even though it’s not something I let myself think about, I’ve known about that fact for so long. 
“When you love someone, Ian, you don’t give up.” He pauses. “You can’t expect to leave Gainesville and just forget about her. It doesn’t work that way, and no amount of alcohol, parties and girls will fill the emptiness you’re feeling in your heart.”
I stare at the glass in my hands, watching as the last of the ice melts into the drink. Carl is leaving the most obvious point unspoken, and I tear my gaze from the ocean, turning back to him.
“I have to go back.”
“Yeah you do.”
I drop my glass on the sand, turning to him. “Thanks man.”
“You’re welcome.”
“You know…you’ve gotten more wise with age.”
Carl laughs. “It’s not age. It’s definitely the Scotch.”
I grab my shirt from the deck chair and put it on. I wave to Carl and trudge away from the beach. Pulling out my phone, I call my chauffeur.
“Hey. Ready the car. We’re going to the airport.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven: Kaylee 


My car pulls into the driveway of my house, and I turn off the ignition. Finally, it’s the end of another hectic day. The past few weeks after the Andrews & Sons PR event has gone exactly how I had expected. I’ve held meetings with some company executives in attendance, and they want me to cater for their upcoming events. This would have been good news, but right now, it’s not. I turned down the grant from Andrews & Sons, I turned down Ian's offer to help me financially for the thousandth time, and now I don’t have enough money to cover new equipment and extra help. The events are getting closer by the day, and I haven’t found a solution yet.  
It’ll be bad for my brand if I end up disappointing these companies; turning down the gig would have the same effect. It won’t be fair to ask my parents for help now because they’re preparing for a second honeymoon. I can’t be the one to ruin their plans. Even Dylan is getting engaged soon. The ring he bought for Jessie is ginormous, and it probably cost a lot. To be fair, they all asked to pitch in before, but I was too proud to let them. Now it’s too late. 
I push open the door, stepping out of the car and walking to the front door. Dropping the car key on a nearby shelve, I sink on the couch adjacent to the TV. I don’t even take off my shoes. As crazy as my problems with the shop are, they’re not the ones keeping me up at night. It’s Ian. We haven’t spoken since our argument at the PR event.
Well…it wasn’t just an argument. You explicitly told him that you never wanted to see him again.
He deserved every single thing I said to him. He lied to me and used me. His betrayal is similar to that of my ex-husband, but there’s a slight difference. I haven’t seen him for weeks, and I miss him. My heart aches whenever I think about us. He is the only one who truly knows me. He makes me feel seen in a way no other man ever had. I contemplated calling him countless times, but I never got past the first four digits of his number. 
Maye I should give him a chance to explain himself? At least, so we can both get clarity.
I shift on the couch, pulling out my phone from my side pocket. I dial his number, my thumb hovering over the call button. There’s a knock on the door, and I sit up. 
“What the hell?” I turn to glance at my watch. It’s past nine. I’m not expecting anyone. Not this late at least. 
“Dylan.” I sigh, dropping my phone on the couch and rising to my feet. He has been really nervous about how to propose to Jessie, and we have been running lines together. He’s the only one who can be outside my house by this time. Muttering curses under my breath, I walk over to the door, pulling it open. 
“You know, Dylan, there’s this thing called invasion of—” I stop abruptly the door opens fully. Dylan is not the one standing on my porch.
“Ian?” I breathe.
His lips curl up into a soft smile. “Hey, Lee-Lee.”
My insides do a thousand summersaults as I gawk at him. He’s wearing a plain black top under a black leather Jacket. Both his hands are tucked inside the side pocket of his blue jeans. Every bone in my body wants to jump on him and never let go, but I fight off the urge.
“What’re you doing here, Ian?”
The smile falters from his lips and he sighs.
“Look, Lee-Lee, I fucked up. I hurt you; I know that. That’s why I’m here to say I’m sorry.” 
“I don’t know, Ian. I think it’s too late for apologies.”
“Please, Kaylee, just listen to me.”
“There’s nothing you can say, Ian, that will make up for how much you hurt me.” I start to close the door, but he stops me.
“How about this, Kaylee. I love you.”
I freeze. The words hit my like a bucket of cold water on my face and for a minute, I’m speechless. Ian sighs, running his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry if this comes as a shock to you, but it’s the truth. I’ve felt this way for so long, and the more I tried to fight it, the stronger it got.”
He pauses, looking out into the dark street. “After you told me to leave, I did, because I thought that getting far away from you will make my feelings for you disappear, but it didn’t.” He scoffs, shaking his head. “I spent the past few weeks weeks in different countries and cities, but the only thing I had in my mind was you.” He steps forward. “It was you, Kaylee.”
He takes my hands in his and my gaze turns down. My head is spinning, and I don’t know how to process this overload of information. 
He said he loves me. He really said that!
My mind is a jumble of thoughts right now, but one thing is for sure. I love him too. 
“So, um…” Ian drawls, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Are you gonna let me in? It’s freezing out here.”
I blink, looking around. I didn’t even realize we’re still standing on the porch.
“Oh.” I chuckle. “Yeah, um…yeah come on in.”
We walk into the living room and I close the door behind me. He takes a seat on the couch and I perch on the armrest. Him being so close is already messing with my head. If we’re going to have a conversation, I sit as close as I can.
“You’re right you know.”
Ian looks up at me, a puzzled expression on his face. “What’re you talking about?”
“When you said I wasn’t telling you everything, either.”
He stays silent for a moment and his eyes light up. “Oh no, Kaylee, I wasn’t. What happened between you and your ex-husband was never my business. You don’t have to tell me.”
“Yeah, I do.” I nod. “I wasn’t mad because you didn’t tell me about your dad. I was mad because I thought that you and I shared something special, and we could trust each other. Not telling me about him disproves that.”
Ian nods and I continue.
“The truth is, I’ve also been very hypocritical by not telling you about Logan.” I pause, fiddling with my hands. “But that ends today.”
Shifting on my seat, I turn to face him squarely. 
“Logan and I met in college and we were together throughout our time there. It might have been an impulsive decision to get married right out of college, but I loved him, and I thought he loved me as well. We were happy at first, and I had my whole life planned out. But after two years into the marriage, I was faced with the undeniable truth. Something I’d always known since college, but chose to deny: he was cheating on me.”
“Wow…”
“And he wasn’t just cheating.” I let out a bitter laugh. “He fathered a child with another woman.” I sniffle. “I know lots of people think I actually initiated the divorce, but that’s not what happened. I found out about the child and confronted him; immediately, he asked for a divorce.”
“I’m really sorry you had to go through all that.”
“You wanna know the crazy thing?” I blink away the tear glazing my eyes. Every time I asked him in college and after we got married whether we were having problems, or if he thought our relationship was going to work, he said yes. He promised me time and time again that I had nothing to worry about, and I chose to believe him. But he turned out to be a liar.” I look up at him. “I hope you see why it hurt me so much when I found out that you were also lying.” 
Ian inches closer, taking my hand again. “I don’t have an excuse for why I did what I did. It was a stupid decision on my part to leave you out of the loop, and I’m sorry about that. The only thing I can promise now is that it won’t happen again. From here on out, no more secrets.” 
A soft smile curls up my lips as he continues.
“I love you, Kaylee. I may not be sure of anything else in my life, but that I’m sure of. I’ll never do anything to hurt you. Never again.”
I place one palm on his face, using my thumb to stroke gently. “I love you too, silly.” 
Ian heaves a loud sigh, chuckling. He wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me till I’m sitting on his laps. I press my lips against his in a warm passionate kiss. We fit together all too perfectly. I wrap my arms around him, inhaling his intoxicating scent. I felt safe in his arms and for someone who doesn’t depend on people, this is new for me.
Pulling back, I stare deep into his eyes. 
“Let’s go upstairs.”
He nods immediately. I rise to my feet, taking his hand to lead him upstairs. We get to my room and he locks the door behind him. I pull off my blouse, flinging it to the dresser. Closing the distance between us, I take his lips, running my hands around his chest, over his top.
“God, I missed you.” he moans into my mouth. 
“I missed you too.” I push off his jacket, and it drops on the ground. Warmth engulfs me as his hand runs over my back, stopping to unhook my bra. He pulls off his top in one move. He grabs me by the waist and pushes me to the bed. I let out a loud yelp, chuckling lightly as my back hit the sheets. Ian unhooks the button of my jeans and pulls them off. I bite my lip, locking eyes with him as he drops his face to trail kisses down my neck. 
“Fuck.” My eyes slide close as a buzz zings through me. My whole being aches for him. I can’t wait for him to be inside me.
“Come here.” I grab his belt buckle, my trembling hands fiddling with the straps and failing. Ian chuckles and comes to my aid.
“Let me.” He unbuckles the belt with ease and pulls off his jeans. I lick my lips as I stare at the bulge in his boxers. He steps closer, and I reach into his boxers to stroke him.
“Oh God… Lee-Lee.” He throws his head back. He pulses and throbs against my hands.
“If you continue with that, I won’t last very long.” He steps back.
I chuckle, watching as he spreads my legs apart. He sinks to his knees, pulling my pink lacy panties to the side. Pleasure shoots through me as his lips touch my sweet spot. 
“God,” I groan, burying both my hands in his hair. His tongue thrusts in and out of me and my eyes roll back. I bite my lower lip to stop myself from moaning out loud, but even that doesn’t work. His palms knead my breasts, flicking around my nipple and sending my heightened senses into overdrive. Ian pulls back, rising to his feet. Before I can express my disappointment, he wraps my legs around his waist, sliding into me in one fluid motion.
“Lee-Lee…” he groans. My fingernails dig into his shoulders as he fills me completely. He puts his weight behind each thrust, and I go blind with pleasure. Even in the cold of the night, we’re both hot and sweaty. The room is silent save for the creaking bed and our low grunts and moans. I match the rhythm of his thrusts by meeting them with thrusts of my own. The pleasure overwhelms me, and I can’t hold on anymore. My climax hit me in waves. My insides convulse around him, sending him over the edge. My muscles tense and stiffen as my hips jerk intermittently. When it’s over, Ian slumps against me, and we both struggle to catch our breath.
“I’m here, Kaylee,” Ian says after a moment, “and I’m not going anywhere.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight: Kaylee


Epilogue 
“Let’s cut the cake!”
I wipe my hands with a napkin, watching with a smile as Trisha hurries out of the kitchen with a cake knife. She has spent the past few weeks worrying about her mom’s birthday party, and I’m only happy to see that she’s finally enjoying herself. 
“Wait, hold on.” Ella stops her. “Let’s take pictures first.” 
“We already took pictures, Ella.” Trisha drops the knife.
“Yeah, we did.” Ella tucks back a strand of her platinum hair. “But not one of just us three. I promised my friends in Paris that I’ll bring them a picture of my beautiful family.” 
“Aw,” Trisha pouts, hugging her sister. “I missed you so much.”
“Missed you too, sis.”
They all stand behind the cake, and Trish hands Dylan the camera to take the picture.
“Hey.” 
I turn to the side, smiling as Ian walks over to the counter, standing beside me. We watch Trisha and her mom and sister making goofy faces at the camera.
“I thought Trisha had two other siblings?” Ian asks.
“Yeah, she does.” I nod. “They’re not in the country. They’re in a college in Europe.”
“Oh.” He nods. 
“Hey, you.” I turn to face him squarely, using both hands to cup his face. Pulling him closer, I plant a soft kiss on his lips. He smiles, using his thumb to stroke my cheek.
“Where have you been all day? I thought you disappeared on me.”
“I had to check in on Carl. He’s meeting potential investors for the new startup, and I had to know how it was going.” 
“Oh, okay.” I turn back to Dylan and the girls. Trisha is cutting the cake while Ella is talking to her mom. Jessie grabs a slice from the tray and feeds it to Dylan. A small smile curls my lips as the engagement ring on her finger comes into view.
“Who knew? Those guys are actually getting married in a few months.”
“Yeah.” Ian nods. “My boy finally did it.”
Dylan turns to us. His smile brightens his face and he waves. He looks a lot happier than I’ve seen him in a long time. That’s what being with the right person will do. It’s something I can relate to. Ever since I’ve been with Ian, it’s like a heavy burden has been taken off my shoulders, and I feel lighter than ever.
“Hey, guys.” Trisha’s mom approaches.
“Hey, Lily. Happy birthday once again.”
“Thanks, Kaylee.” She wraps her arms around me in a brief hug. “The cake is amazing. Thanks a lot for that.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I walked past your shop a few days ago, and I have to say, it looks amazing.”
My grin widens After I refused the grant, I thought it was over for the pastry shop, but the universe finally smiled at me. Mrs. Emory stopped by the shop and we had a talk about how it was going. She decided to make a huge investment, which helped cover the expansion, equipment and help.
“Yeah, it’s going better than ever.”
“I’m proud of you, Kaylee.” She hugs me again and excuses herself. 
“Did you hear about Andrews?” Ian asks when she gets out of earshot.
“Barrett Andrews? No. What happened?”
“He was arrested today on multiple charges. But the one that stood out was tax fraud. Apparently, he has been evading his taxes for years, and now most of his assets have been seized by the IRS. The ones left have all lost their value as all his investors have jumped ship.”
“Oh, wow.” 
“Yeah.” He nods and says, “They started to look into him after I crashed his interview. Looks like I didn’t even have to do anything.”
“Are you okay with it?” I ask, wrapping my hands around his waist and pulling him closer. “He might be a jerk, but he’s still your dad.”
“Not anymore.” He cups my face. “I have Mom. She’s enough of a parent for me.” He pauses. “And I have you.”
He plants a soft kiss on my lips.
“Hey, I wanted to ask,” he begins after a moment. “Now that the pastry shop is doing well and you have people capable of running it, what do you say we both take a vacation? Anywhere you like.”
“Really?” I laugh.
“Yeah.” I nod. “There are lots of places in this world. Lots of sights to see, but it would mean nothing if you aren’t there to share it with me.”
Warmth fills my heart and I hug him tightly. 
“Being with you these past few months has made me feel more at peace than I have in long time. My home is in your arms, and wherever you want to go, that’s where I’ll be.”
“So that’s a yes?” Ian laughs. I pull back, staring into his blue eyes. 
“Yes, Ian. let’s go see the world together.” 
“That will have to wait.” A mischievous smile curves his cheeks, and his eyes sparkle as he wraps his arms around me. 
“What?” I ask, smiling up at him.
“There’s something I have to do first.”
“It’s happening,” someone whispers behind me. 
I turn. Everyone is smiling at me, exchanging glances. I turn back to Ian. He’s on one knee.
My jaw drops.
“Ian…w-what are you doing?”
“What I’ve wanted to do for a while now.” He places a hand in his pocket and whips out a tiny red box. My head spins. Trisha’s squeals of delight fade. I’m vaguely aware of the sound of the camera flashing. 
“Ian…”
Light bounces off the diamond in front of me. 
“Will you marry me?”
Whoa.
“Yes.”
The word rolls easily off my tongue, and my vision blurs. I blink back the tears and laugh, extending my left hand. Ian’s face beams as he slides the ring on my finger. Laughter bubbles out of me. Rising from the floor, he holds me and plants a sweet lingering kiss on my lips. The camera flashes, and I’m suddenly surrounded by words of congratulations. 
“I can’t believe it. We’re getting married,” I whisper, looking up at Ian. His eyes are aglow as he stares at me.
“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. You’re the woman for me – the only woman.” He presses his forehead against mine, peering into my eyes. “I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.”
“Oh, Ian. I love you so much.”
He grins, and warmth floods me. Just like him, I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.

The End.





Chapter Twenty-Nine: More From Author







I hope you enjoyed this book, 
Check out my other books on Amazon:
"My Bad Boy Protector: A Friends To Lovers Second Chance Romance" 
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CF9FYGVR
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Here is a Boxset of 3 amazing books: 
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CCNLWKS1
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And also you can recieve this book for free; Off Limits Navy Seal
https://dl.bookfunnel.com/p5b9qs6g5b
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