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          (KYLEE)

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Sis, can you take the blueberry-lemon scones out of the oven? I need to finish decorating these cupcakes,” Bridgette hollers across the kitchen at me as I fill the cupcake pans with liners.

      “You got it,” I answer with a beaming smile and hustle to the ovens along the wall.

      After pulling it open, I remove a large cookie sheet containing one of my sister’s most popular creations. They’re full of tiny, sweet blueberries and lemon zest that’ll tickle your taste buds.

      Footsteps close in beside me when I remove the last pan and slide it into the cooling rack, filling the kitchen with mouthwatering scents.

      “You sure seem to be doing a lot of that this year,” a familiar voice sings.

      Looking up, my smile grows seeing Sophie, my boss and dear friend. “What, helping Bridgette or smiling?”

      “Both… and you know I couldn’t be happier for you and my bestie.”

      “Thanks, but I can’t help it. I still feel like I’m living a pinch-me life since moving to Twinkle Falls. All I can say is if this is a dream, I never want to wake up.”

      “Hey, you’re a good person and deserve this family you’ve been blessed with.” Sophie gives me a side hug as I resume filling the cupcake tins with liners.

      Thinking about everything that’s happened since I arrived in this town, my grin reappears. In just over a year, I’ve gained an amazing boss, a boyfriend I still don’t think I deserve, and the most precious baby I could ever ask for.

      If those weren’t enough, just before last Christmas, fate stepped in and gave me a sister, a father, and a second mom I never knew about.

      “Hey, you okay?” My sister bumps my hip with hers before setting the bowl filled with batter on the counter.

      “Yeah, Bridge, I’m taking another trip down memory lane is all.”

      “Well, I sure hope I’m part of the memories in that lane.”

      “Only the very best ones.” I rest my head on her shoulder.

      “I hate to break up this touching family moment, but the crowd out front is growing by leaps and bounds. You better get those cupcakes in the pans, so you can finish the rest of the baked goods.”

      “You heard the boss, Kylee, let’s fill these liners and get them in the oven.”

      As we scoop the batter, Bridgette tells me, “You know our parents are counting the days until they get here to monopolize their grandchildren.”

      “Oh, yes, it’s the last thing they tell me and Adela whenever we FaceTime.”

      “They are relentless. You know what they do? They make me hold the phone up to their two-and-a-half-month-old granddaughters while our parents make funny noises and sing to them.” Bridge subtly shakes her head. “They want to make sure Eva and Jena don’t forget their grandparents' faces—as if that could happen.” We both laugh.

      “Soooo… have you and Trace talked any more about the next step in your relationship?”

      “Wow, you don’t hold back, do you?”

      “Nope, not when it comes to my baby sister,” she states.

      “Last I knew, I’m your only sister—unless Daddy has another love child we don’t know about.”

      “No, you’re the one and only sister I have and want. But seriously, the two of you have been together for more than a year. I figured it’s about time to discuss the future—unless you’re not ready yet?”

      I stop and grin at Bridgette. “You know I love Trace more than I thought I could love any guy.”

      “Then why do I sense a but coming?” She faces me.

      “No, it’s not really a but. It’s more like—a fear of losing someone else I love if something bad happens.”

      She turns me around, grabs both hands, and looks me in the eyes. “Oh, sweetie, you can’t live in fear because you’ve lost people you love. Those were completely different circumstances. I’d bet money on Trace being here for you and the kids for as long as you both shall live. You have to give him a chance if—or when—that day comes.”

      “You’ve gotten to know me well enough to know how much I’ve dreamt of my own happily ever after, but I, I⁠—”

      Bridgette squeezes my fingers. “Tell me.”

      “I get scared every time Trace mentions our future together, so I change the subject, and he doesn’t push.”

      “Don’t you see why, Sis? You’re sending him mixed messages. He probably doesn’t know what to think.”

      When she lets go of me, I turn and lean against the counter. “Well, I don’t mean to do that. It’s my overactive imagination butting in and messing with my potential future.”

      “You do realize you have the power to override that overactive imagination, don’t you? Come on, Kylee, you’re an intelligent woman who can have such an amazing future with the perfect life partner. Trace could be your husband if you can push your doubts aside.”

      “I hear what you’re saying, Bridge, but I told you how awkward things get. When we start talking, I trip over my tongue, and the conversation comes to an end.”

      We put the cupcake pans in the oven behind us and get the dough out for another batch of croissants. They’re one of our big sellers, especially at lunch time.

      “Hey,” my sister says with her hand resting on my forearm. “Next time the subject comes up, just take a minute to close your eyes, relax those tense shoulders, and blow out the anxiety building up. Mind over matter, okay? I know you can do it.”

      Tipping my head, I curl one side of my mouth up. “Thanks, Sis, I’ll do my best.”

      When the swinging doors to the kitchen open, Sophie yells, “Kylee, Rochelle needs some help out here.”

      “On it.” I rush past her, crossing the pathway separating the coffee bar and the kitchen to where the bakery case stands. I scoot beside the pretty, black-haired woman standing at the register.

      Rochelle—my new co-worker and close friend of Sophie and Liam’s—says, “Thanks for helping me. If you want to box up the orders, I’ll ring them up.”

      “Sounds good,” I answer.

      Sophie hired her to help out during the busy fall season and up through the new year, while Rochelle is figuring out where to put down permanent roots.

      When she told me her husband, Mitch—who was Liam’s best friend since the age of fifteen—died while deployed overseas with Liam, my heart hurt for her.

      After moving here, Sophie told me that Liam retired from active duty with the Air Force a few years before and became part of the reserve unit, but I didn’t know it surrounded something so traumatic.

      Now, Rochelle is raising two kids without their dad. While temporarily living in Twinkle Falls she’s homeschooling her daughter; she’s the only one of the two who’s old enough to attend school, as her son still has another year before he can start pre-K.

      It didn’t take but a day of me and Rochelle working side by side for us to get in sync. Having similar personalities also worked in our favor.

      She helped out with this month’s book club, which Sophie holds here at the cafe the first week of each month. We’re starting to hang together outside of work when we need a little girl time.
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      “Hey, Liam, did you know that Sophie was the one when you first met her?” I lean back against the counter, waiting curiously for a response from my friend and boss at The General Store. I work there part-time when I’m not making deliveries for Angelcakes Bakery and Cafe.

      He laughs heartily and stops what he’s doing to face me. “Goodness, no, it was quite the opposite. You’ve heard the saying that oil and water don’t mix, right?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t see any of that with you and Sophie.”

      “Man, I could give you an earful on how bad things were in the beginning. In our defense, though, neither of us were looking for a relationship. Sophie was still grieving the loss of her first husband—Zoey and Cam’s father—and I was attempting to get a handle on my PTSD… not to mention the trust issue I had with my first wife.”

      “Really? But you two seem pretty perfect together.” I scrunch my forehead.

      “Things couldn’t be better now, but it was a bumpy ride to get to where we are. I can assure you, all the stress and anxiety was well worth it. We couldn’t be happier.”

      “Wow, I had no idea; but at least both of you hung in there.”

      Liam cocks his head, scanning my face. “You’re not having second thoughts about a future with Kylee are you?”

      “Nah, not me, but I can’t help wondering if she’s starting to have doubts.”

      “The way you two are when you’re together? I find that hard to believe, Trace. What makes you think she’s pulling away?”

      “Anytime I bring up our future she seems to trip over her words and then changes the subject like she doesn’t want to think about it.”

      He looks away for a minute before advising, “You know, if it was me and Sophie, I’d time it just right so we’re home alone with the kids while they’re busy watching TV in the other room. That way, we can have some cuddle time before I bring it up.”

      Imagining what he’s saying, I nod. “Hmm, that actually sounds like it could work. She’d probably be relaxed and more receptive to talking about it.”

      “Exactly. That’s why they say timing is everything. To achieve the desired outcome you need to set the mood, be mindful of her feelings, and be patient.”

      “How’d you get so wise when it comes to women?” I grin.

      “Trial and error my friend, trial and error.” He chuckles.
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        * * *

      

      Frequent thoughts of a future with Kylee invade my brain, consuming most of my day at The General Store. Though Liam and Sophie met under completely different circumstances, his feedback gave me some insight into relationships and keeping the lines of communication open.

      When I pull in the driveway of my house I spot Finn and Cody by the big red barn, giving the horses some hay as Dad looks on. He waves when he spots me climbing out of the car and heading towards the kitchen door to talk to Mom.

      “I thought I heard you pull up. How was your day?” Mom asks as she greets me with a glass of ice water.

      “Hey, Mom. It was a good day overall.” I seat myself across the island from her in the large kitchen Dad had built to her specifications before Roxanne and I married and moved into their old house.

      “Hmm…” She says, searching my face. “I know that look. What’s on your mind?”

      “My girlfriend.”

      “Is something going on?”

      “I don’t think so, but I need to be sure. Would you mind letting the boys eat dinner with you and Dad while I have a little quiet time with Kylee? I’m sure it’s nothing, but I’d feel better if we can talk without interruptions, you know?”

      Reaching across the island, Mom pats my hand with an easy smile. “Of course, Son. I think it’s a good idea for you two to enjoy some alone time. Between the boys and Adela, I know it doesn’t happen too often.”

      “Thanks, Mom, I appreciate it. Now, let me go clean up so I can get going. I should be home before the boys go to bed.”

      “If you’re running late, send me a message, and I’ll take them next door and put them to bed. Tell Kylee we’d like to have her and Adela over soon for dinner; maybe this weekend, if that works for both of you?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll convey your invitation to her, and one of us will let you know if it’ll work out. See you later, Mom.”

      “Okay.”

      On the way to Kylee’s place, various scenarios ruminate inside my head. I don’t want to start out too strong and have her clam up before I express what’s on my mind.

      When I turn in her driveway, my heart speeds up as if this is our first date or something. We’ve been a couple for just over a year, and if it goes well, tonight could lead to the next big step in our relationship. Please, Lord, let this evening go as planned.

      Plodding up the walkway to the porch, I let a deep breath out. Looking up at the open door to where Kylee and the baby are standing to greet me, I notice Sandy standing close to Kylee, her tail beating against her leg in excitement.

      “There’s my girls.” Smiling big, I wrap them in my arms before rustling Sandy’s ears.

      “Hello, love, we’re glad you were able to come over. Where are the boys?” Kylee asks.

      “They were helping Pop-Pop with the animals, so I asked Mom if she’d mind watching them a while longer. I thought it would be nice for us to share some alone time, since Adela will be going to bed after dinner.”

      “I like the sound of that.” Kylee squeezes my side, and we walk into the kitchen filled with a wonderful aroma of French cuisine.

      “Wow, it smells like you’ve outdone yourself again. I’m beginning to gain a few pounds from your cooking, you know.”

      Kylee grins. “Well, good, then maybe the rest of the girls will leave you alone.”

      “You and this little one here are the only girls I care about.” I take Adela from her so she can plate the food and put it on the table.

      “Can you get her settled in the high chair and put her bib on?” Kylee asks.

      Over dinner, we talk about our day at work. Afterwards, I clean up and load the dishwasher while Kylee baths Adela, reads her a book, and puts her down for the night.

      Grabbing glasses from the cabinet, my thoughts are racing as I grapple for the perfect words to let my girlfriend know I’m ready to take the next step in our relationship.

      Unable to come up with something romantic and meaningful, I pour wine in the glasses and set them on the coffee table in the living room which overlooks the field behind the cottage.

      “Now, this is what I’m talking about—a nice, relaxing evening, sharing my favorite wine and cuddling with my man.” Kylee winks, giving me her kittenish grin before sliding under my arm resting on the back of the sofa.

      “I couldn’t agree more.” I pull her against me, kissing her sweet lips.

      “Mmm… that was nice.” Kylee tips her head up, her eyes meeting mine. “I’d love for us to spend more time together just like this.

      Kissing her nose, I hold her gaze. “In case it’s not clear, I’d like nothing more than for us to build a future together—to share a house where we can enjoy moments like this whenever we want.”

      Her jaw lowers as if she wants to say something, but nothing comes out, so I add, “Unless that’s not what you’re looking for?”

      My heart pounds faster, wondering if I misread the signals. Seconds seem like hours, and our eyes do a dance while neither of us make a sound.

      Finally, Kylee answers. “Of course,” she replies tentatively. She grabs ahold of my hand before continuing. “I’d love for us to, uh, live in the same house.”

      I glance at our joined hands and caress the back of hers. “Are⁠—”

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I ask, “Are you sure? I don’t want you to feel pressured. I mean, it’s not like it’ll happen tomorrow, but when the time is right, I’d like nothing more.”

      A glimmer of confusion crosses her face when she says, “Okay. That sounds good.”

      Why do I feel like my tongue and my brain aren’t communicating with each other?

      I reach for our wine glasses and hand Kylee hers, saying, “Here’s to our future together.”

      After clinking our glasses, we sip the wine before I lean in. “I love you, babe.”

      “I love you, too, Trace.” Her lips meet mine, and we share one amazing kiss.
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