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      “How many times do I have to tell you? I approve the orders,” Justin said sharply, slapping his hand on the invoice.

      I kept my eyes focused on the tiled floor of the bakery kitchen.

      “Samantha, answer me. I don’t have all day.”

      Tension rolled in waves off Justin’s stiff frame. I took a deep breath and spoke softly, “I’m sorry, Justin. I…”

      The bell chimed over the front door as it opened, signaling a customer. I continued in a  stronger voice. “I told you I needed to place an order but you never came in. I needed supplies to run the shop. I had no choice.” I hesitantly looked at him and then at the invoice, fisted tightly in his hand.

      “I approve all orders. I know you made decisions when Bev was absent, but I’m in charge now. Nothing happens without my approval.” I sucked in a sharp breath as he leaned closer, his breath on my face. “You’re still that gawky girl from high school scared of her shadow. If you can’t stand up to me, you can’t run a business. I’ll call the shots.”

      I looked away and closed my eyes as if it would stop his words. My chest tightened with pain at the memories.

      Justin walked out the back door, and I breathed a sigh of relief. There was a time in high school when Justin showed me a vulnerable side—a boy longing for his dad’s approval and attention. But I hadn’t seen that side since we were young.

      “Samantha?” I heard Jack call me from the front of the store, jarring me back to present day.

      I wiped my sweaty hands on my apron. “Be right there,” I called, taking a minute to compose myself.

      The door to the kitchen flung open, bouncing off the wall from the force. Jack filled the doorway, his eyes taking in the kitchen. “Are you okay? I heard shouting.” He moved closer and gripped my shoulders; his knees bent, eyes level with mine.

      My breath caught at his proximity. In all the years I’d known him, I didn’t think he’d ever touched me. I was unprepared for his scrutiny and closed my eyes at the sensation of his warm hands on my shoulders.

      “I’m fine, Jack. I said I would be right out.” I smiled reassuringly as I opened my eyes to find his filled with worry and concern. I was still a little shaky, but Jack’s hands on my shoulders steadied me.

      “Was that Justin?” He straightened to his full height.

      I nodded, looking up at him. I was tall, but Jack had several inches on me. Jack filled out considerably since high school. The demands of his job required it. He possessed the quintessential boy-next-door looks—high cheekbones, brown wavy hair, and brown eyes.

      “He’s such an ass. I don’t know how you put up with him.” He tensed up, waiting for my response.

      I could tell Jack was irritated. We’d had this conversation too many times to count. “He’s my boss, Jack. I don’t have a choice.” Why can’t I talk to Justin like this? Justin never failed to reduce me to a stuttering mess.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked with genuine concern, brows raised.

      “Yes, I am now.” Jack rescuing me from Justin reminded me of high school. Justin hadn’t changed much over the years—he was still a bully I couldn’t escape.

      Jack took a deep breath, lifting his hands from my shoulders. “Is this really what you want to do?” He gestured at the kitchen. Stainless steel equipment, counters, and laminate wood floors gleamed. Cupcakes sat cooling on the counter, waiting to be iced. The shelves were stocked with storage containers containing baking ingredients. “I don’t mean bake, but work for Justin?”

      I looked around at the kitchen that had become like a second home to me. “No, but I don’t have a choice. I didn’t go to college like you.”

      I was embarrassed by the fact that I’d worked at Sweet Treats Bakery since high school and had nothing to show for it. I didn’t even have a baker’s license. It wasn’t required, but couldn’t hurt if I wanted to start a bakery. I’d been content to learn everything I could from Bev. I’d assumed I would take over her shop one day, which was a mistake. It never entered my mind that Bev would hand the business to Justin, her son. I never thought he’d be interested in a small-town bakery. He preferred large business ventures which could turn a quick profit.

      Jack’s eyes softened. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back on the stainless-steel counter. “What’s stopping you from doing it now?”

      I considered what he said. Could I go back now? Could I take classes and work here at the same time? I couldn’t afford not to work. “Honestly? Justin would make my life miserable if I needed to take time off for classes. Kylie’s helpful, but she works limited hours since she’s still in high school.” I sighed. “Even if I got my baker’s license, what then? Justin will never let me run the bakery the way I want. He certainly would never let me take over the business.”

      “No, probably not.”

      I smiled sadly at his frankness.

      “Is there something else you want to do?” he asked.

      “I love to bake. It’s all I’ve ever done.” I hesitated. I’d never told anyone my ideas before. “I’ve wanted to offer some baking classes for awhile now.” I looked up tentatively at Jack and saw genuine interest in his gaze, so I continued, “You know, for kids. I could offer themed classes or host birthday parties.” The ideas filled me with excitement.

      “That’s a great idea. Have you talked to Justin about it?”

      I flushed at Jack’s approval. I could never trust my ideas or judgments. “No.” I didn’t say I was too afraid to broach the subject with Justin. I could barely get him to order the supplies I needed to run the shop. Every confrontation with Justin wore me out.

      I gestured to the door between the kitchen and the store. “I should be up front in case a customer walks in.” At the front of the store, the counter, metal tables, and chairs were empty. “Did you come in for something?” I asked Jack who was admiring the newly framed photos on the wall.

      “The black and white photos of the marina turned out great.” He smiled as his gaze went from one picture to the next. His younger sister, Lucy, had taken the pictures. He focused on a photo of the marina’s office with the Perry’s Marina sign. His dad operated the marina for as long as I’d known Jack.

      “Lucy’s talented. I’m so happy she let us display her pictures.”

      “She is.”

      “She’s still working at that graphic design firm in Baltimore?”

      Jack turned to me, placing his hands on the countertop between us. “Yes. Working crazy hours, but it’s a dream come true for her.” His eyes flickered to mine and then to the counter in front of us.

      I sensed he wasn’t entirely happy about it, but before I could ask, he continued, “And to answer your question, I came in for coffee.” A boyish smile came over his face. “You know it’s never as good at the station.” And he winked.

      My face flushed. When he turned that smile on me, coupled with that flirty wink, he was irresistible. I wondered if he used the fire station’s bad coffee as an excuse to come into my shop. I liked to think so. In all the years I’d known him, Jack had been a good friend. But if I was honest, I wanted more.
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      Jack headed toward the door, coffee in hand when his phone rang. “Perry here,” he said as he came to a stop. “What?” Jack’s shoulders tensed.

      I walked around the counter and came to a stop next to him.

      “When did this happen? Did you call Luke? Yeah, I’ll be right over.” He shoved his phone back into his pocket. He startled when he saw me next to him. “I need to head over to the marina.”

      “What happened?” I asked, concerned.

      He ran his fingers through his hair. “There’s been some vandalism at the marina.”

      “Your dad called Luke?”

      “Yes, as soon as he noticed the damage to the boats. I’m sure Luke has it under control, but my dad asked me to move back here and help him with the marina. Money’s tight; now this happened.”

      Jack’s heart was never in the marina, but his obligation and loyalty to his family were unwavering. Over the years, I’d seen him maintain the peace between his on-the-brink-of divorce parents for the sake of his younger sister. I’d seen him leave a job he loved to help his dad with the marina, so his sister could keep her dream job.

      Kylie opened the door to find us standing just inside. “Hey,” she said, as she went behind the counter to stow her purse and jacket.

      I returned her smile, then asked Jack, “Would you like me to come with you?” I felt a strong desire to be there for him. He was there for me when Justin was at his worst. I wanted to return the favor.

      “Don’t you have to work?” he asked.

      I gestured at Kylie, tying the pink and white striped apron around her waist. “No, I can go now that Kylie is here.”

      “I’ll be okay.” She gestured at the empty store. “It’s not exactly hopping at the moment.”

      “I’d like that,” he said.

      “Let me grab my jacket.” I untied my apron, placed it under the counter, and grabbed my jacket and purse.

      Jack held the door for me as I asked, “Did your dad tell you what happened?” Leaves crunched under my boots as we walked, the sun felt warm on my face.

      “One of the boat owners noticed a few of the lines tying his boat to the dock were cut.”

      My mouth flew open in surprise.

      Seeing my shock, Jack said, “Since someone cut the lines, the boat had drifted into the one next to it, causing hull damage.”

      “I can’t believe someone would do that. Any idea why?”

      “No. I’ve been after my dad to install security cameras for awhile, but he refused.” He shrugged.

      I groaned. “That’s too bad. It would have come in handy.”

      “Or prevented it,” Jack said.

      We arrived at the marina and walked toward the office, which was a single-story white building with a flat roof. Rocking chairs and benches surrounded the office and nearby dock. The building and chairs had once been a bright white but now were gray with dirt and age. A small wooden sign hung next to the door: Perry’s Marina. Luke stood outside talking to Jack’s dad. We came to a stop in front of them.

      “Hello, Mr. Perry.” If he was surprised to see me with Jack, he didn’t show it.

      “Hello, Samantha. I’ve told you a million times to call me Tom.” He was an older version of Jack with graying hair.

      “I’m so sorry to hear what happened,” I said.

      “Thank you. It’s hard to understand why someone would do this,” he said.

      “Do you have any idea who it was?” Jack asked, directing his question to Luke.

      “I had my guys photograph everything and they’re checking for fingerprints. I don’t expect to find anything since it rained last night. It’s too bad you don’t have cameras.” Luke turned his attention back to Tom. “You need to think about installing them, especially now. Whoever did this might think the marina is an easy target and come back.”

      “That’s a good idea, Luke.” Jack watched his dad.

      I held my breath as I tried to gauge Tom’s reaction. I hoped he would listen to Luke, given his position as newly elected sheriff.

      Tom shook his head, and said gruffly, “We don’t need any cameras. I’ve been just fine for years without them. I can’t justify the cost with business down.”

      “Dad, if this keeps happening, the owners are going to dock their boats elsewhere.”

      Tom took a step toward Jack, his hands fisted, face tight with anger. “Did you put him up to this?” he asked Jack, as he pointed at Luke.

      Jack’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “No, Dad.”

      “I don’t want to get in the middle, but it’s my opinion as a law enforcement officer that all businesses should have external cameras. It’s common sense.” Luke cleared his throat.

      I shifted on my feet and took a step back. I felt out of place.

      “We’ve got the mayor breathing down our necks, and now this,” Tom said.

      Jack narrowed his eyes on his dad. “What are you talking about?” His voice was low and steady.

      He took a deep breath and gestured to the surrounding area. “Since my lease with the town is up for renewal at the end of the month, Mayor Good’s talking about renovating, updating the docks to state-of-the-art floating piers, a new marina office, a raised parking lot, public showers and bathrooms, and new landscaping. He wants the renovations done or he won’t renew the lease. He used some public safety excuse bullshit.” He shook his head. “But it’s really to make everything shiny and new for the tourists. We’re an eyesore.”

      “But we don’t have the money for that.” Jack rubbed the back of his neck. “We’re barely hanging on as it is.”

      “Hey Tom, I need to head out, but I’ll let you know if we need anything else. Call me if you notice anything unusual,” Luke said.

      Tom nodded and leaned over to shake his hand. “You got it. Thanks for coming out so quickly.”

      “Of course,” Luke nodded in Jack’s direction and briefly touched my shoulder as he walked back toward his cruiser.

      Thankfully, Luke’s interruption ended the father-son argument. An awkward silence fell now that Luke was gone.

      “Jack.” I laid a hand on his arm. “Are you okay?” His eyes met mine and I shivered at the intensity of his gaze.

      “I’m fine. I’m going to be here awhile. Do you need me to walk you back to your apartment?” He pushed off the wall to stand.

      “No, that’s okay.” It was still light out. “Call me if you need anything?” I asked gently.

      I waited until he nodded in agreement. “Goodbye, Tom. I’m sorry about the damage. I hope they find out who did this.”

      “Thanks, Samantha.”

      As I walked to my apartment, I worried about what this meant for Jack and his family. I knew they were struggling to make ends meet and Jack’s job as a volunteer firefighter in town did not bring in any extra income. And now the mayor was pressuring Tom to pay for security measures and renovations. The marina had been in Tom’s hands for as long as I’d known Jack. I couldn’t imagine how his family was handling the possibility of losing the marina.
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      Later that night, I pulled the door open to Annie’s Wine Bar. The building itself sat on the corner of Cross and Cannon Streets, with teal siding and chocolate brown shutters. The bright yellow umbrellas on the tables outside were closed since the air was crisp. Inside, a blue velvet couch with a coffee table sat against the far wall covered in dark wood paneling with framed photos of the town. It was small and cozy inside with only a few places to sit. The girls were at a table by the window.

      “Hey!” I pulled out the last available chair and sat down. “Did you just come from work?” I asked Ashley. She was striking with caramel colored eyes and long hair which curled at the ends, but men seemed intimidated with the ever-present business suits she wore.

      “Ha! That’s what I said.” Emma grinned triumphantly at Ashley.

      Ashley shot her an annoyed look. “What happened?”

      “What do you mean?” I looked down. Was I covered in flour again? I was a mess since I’d baked in these clothes. I should have gone home to change, but I’d gotten the text for girls’ night on my walk home from the marina. I didn’t want to take the extra time. I needed this after the confrontation with Justin and what happened at the marina. I felt bad for leaving Jack, but at the same time, I felt like I was intruding.

      Ashley waved her hands in dismissal at my clothes. “No. Not your outfit.” Then she took a closer look at my top. “Well, yes, you’re covered in flour or something.” She leaned back in her chair. “But you seem upset. Did Justin come into the store?”

      I sighed. Why am I so easy to read? “Yes.”

      Emma put down her wine. “Well, what did he say?”

      “I think I need to catch up first,” I raised my hand at the server to order my usual pinot grigio.

      “We are not waiting for your wine. Spill girlfriend,” Emma prompted. She was the smallest of all of us, but since she met Luke, she’d come out of her shell. If she wanted information, I wouldn’t be able to dodge her.

      “Oh my God, what did I miss?” Stella burst through the door, stopping abruptly at our table. Stella wore bright colors which complimented her positive energy. “We haven’t had a girls’ night in forever. Did you get engaged, Emma?” She checked Emma’s ring-free hand.

      “We’ve been dating for like—” Emma looked up, thinking. “Six months?”

      “How do you not know?” Ashley tipped her head to the side in disbelief.

      “Because it feels like it should be longer,” Emma said.

      Stella placed her hand on her hip. “Exactly. How are you not engaged yet?”

      “Uh, we’ve only been dating for six months, remember?” Emma asked.

      Stella rolled her eyes. “Let me grab a chair.” She turned to the table next to us. “Hey, guys! Oh my God! You guys are so cute together!” Then she pointed at the woman. “Hey, weren’t you in my English class in high school? Jen? Right?”

      “Stella?” Ashley asked. “I think they’re here on a date.”

      I laughed. Stella was such a character. She knew everyone—or thought she knew everyone. She engaged people in conversation wherever she went. She couldn’t remember what she was talking about half the time, but she was fun to be around.

      Stella turned her attention back to the couple. “Oh sorry, guys. I didn’t realize. I don’t want to bother you. Can I borrow this chair? You’re not using it, are you?” The guy shook his head no, and Stella pulled the chair over to us. “Thanks. Enjoy your night,” she called over her shoulder. “Now, where were we?”

      “Samantha was going to tell us what happened with Justin today,” Ashley said.

      I groaned. I was hoping they would forget now that Stella had shown up. When everyone turned their eyes to me, I explained, “The usual. He was mad that I ordered supplies without his approval.”

      “Wait a minute. Weren’t you complaining for days how you were running out of supplies, but he wouldn’t get back to you?” Ashley asked.

      “Yes, and he never did. So, I placed the order like I normally do.” I’ve been operating the shop for a few years without much input from Bev. I sent her the paperwork and she paid the bills. I hadn’t had any issues until she let Justin take over the business a few months ago. The bakery, which had become my sanctuary from home in high school, was quickly turning into a battleground. Justin didn’t show up often, but when he did, he was unpleasant.

      “What’s his deal? I’m surprised he’s so focused on the bakery when he has other businesses to run. The bakery can’t bring in a ton of money and it’s not like he bakes. If things were working with you in charge, why rock the boat?” Emma asked.

      “Other than his desire to torture everyone around him?” Ashley asked.

      “It all comes down to money. He wants to reduce costs. He’s been badgering me to use cheaper ingredients. I tried to explain that sometimes the quality of the ingredient makes a difference in the taste, but he doesn’t believe me, of course.” Justin knew nothing about baking. It would be comical if he weren’t my boss. “I hate dealing with him.” My stomach was in knots every time Justin came into the store. Just anticipating his arrival prompted a headache.

      “Why do you still work there?” Emma asked, gently. “If you’re not happy, I mean.”

      I picked up my wine glass and thought for a moment. “I love baking. Spending time in the bakery has always felt like home to me. That kitchen is my happy place.” I took a sip of wine, and continued, “It’s not mine, but I thought it would be eventually.”

      “Did Bev say that?” Ashley asked.

      I groaned. “No. I know it’s stupid; it was something I assumed would happen.”

      “No, I don’t think you’re stupid at all.” Ashley patted my hand.

      “It’s the only bakery in town. What else can I do?” I asked.

      “Why can’t you go out on your own?” Emma asked. “Everyone loves you and you are the brains behind the bakery. Bev isn’t coming back to work at this point. What would Justin do without you?”

      “I never thought about it like that.” I sat up a little straighter in my chair.

      “Well, you are. You’ve been running that bakery for years now,” Ashley said. “Not only are you indispensable to the bakery, if you go out on your own, people will follow you.”

      It felt good that my friends believed in me but I didn’t know the first thing about running my own business. Using money I didn’t have. “I don’t know the laws surrounding baking out of your home,” I said, thinking out loud. Was my kitchen large enough? I couldn’t afford to rent a space on High or Cross Street yet.

      “We could research the law for you,” Emma offered. “That’s easy.”

      “Okay, but what about money, space, food storage, equipment, and customers? I’m sure there are a ton of other things I haven’t even thought of.” My heart raced as the thought of selling my baked goods filled me with longing. If I took a chance on this, would Jack finally notice me? I’d always wanted him to see me differently. Not someone needing protection, but someone to admire and respect.

      As soon as the thought entered my mind, I negated it. If I did this, it would be for me. I’d done so many things for other people, but I’d failed to please my mother, Bev, and ultimately, myself. My father was a workaholic and essentially, absent, from my life.

      “What’s holding you back?” Emma asked.

      I took a deep breath. I’d grown up with Ashley and Stella, so they knew a little about my parents, but not everything. Maybe it was time to come clean. I used to discuss it with Bev, but she wasn’t around as much anymore and I could use some support. “My mom wasn’t that supportive of me working at the bakery, or anything I did. She dictated everything until I moved out after graduation. I haven’t made any big decisions since then.” My mom had washed her hands of me, moved away, and rarely visited. I was still trying to process the change from her investment in me to her indifference.

      “Living on your own after high school and working at the bakery without your parents’ support was a big decision,” Ashley said.

      “And it was really brave,” Emma said. “You don’t give yourself enough credit. Plus, we’re here to support you. We believe in you.”

      “Yeah,” Ashley said. “You’ll always want your parent’s approval, but we’ll back you one hundred percent. Whatever you need, we’ll help you.”

      “Thanks, guys.” It felt good to be completely transparent and have their support. The more decisions I made, the more confidence I would gain.

      “And I can take Justin out for you,” Stella said, and we all laughed.

      “Like that girl in college?” Ashley laughed.

      We’d all heard this story a hundred times. Stella was tall, curvy, and deceptively strong. Another girl similar in size and strength had challenged her one night in the dorms, and Stella had easily taken her down. I think it was just a push, but the story had taken on a life of its own. What made it more entertaining was that fighting someone was so out of character for her.

      “I have no doubt you can handle Justin, but I hope it doesn’t come to a physical fight or I’m in serious trouble.” I may be tall like Stella, but I was slender.

      Luke came to stand next to Emma’s chair. “Hey, ladies.”

      Emma jumped up and into his arms. “Hi! I didn’t know you were going to stop by.”

      “Yeah, we didn’t even see you come in,” Ashley said.

      “That’s because I’m a ninja,” he said, as Emma snorted. Then he wrapped his arms around her and tilted her chin up to place a kiss on her lips. It was so sweet; I had to turn away. I wanted what they had.

      Emma moved here last spring and caught Luke’s eye, but her job as a public defender caused some issues between them when he was running for sheriff. Luke chose Emma and he won the election, so everything worked out. I couldn’t imagine our little group without her now.

      I watched Luke and Emma. He’d pulled up a chair and placed an arm over the back of hers. She laid her head on his shoulder. She seemed content and happy.

      It was time for me to start making some decisions about my life.

      Over the years, I’d gone out with a few guys. None of those relationships lasted. I wasn’t exciting or adventurous enough. At the same time, I knew I held back from getting in too deep with anyone.

      “Luke,” Stella said, with a sly grin. “Are you sure you can handle girls’ night?”

      Luke grinned. Only a few tables were occupied and it was a quiet night. “Yeah, Stella. Looks pretty tame to me.”

      “Great. We were just about to rate vibrators. Will you have anything to add?”

      Luke abruptly shot out of his chair. “Well, my break is over. Sorry, Emma. I just stopped by to say a quick hello. I’ll see you back at the house?”

      “Sure.” Emma grinned as she stood and kissed him goodbye. Luke couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      As soon as the door closed behind Luke, Stella said, “That was too easy. Sorry, Emma. We must preserve girls’ night at all costs. It’s not fair to the rest of us single gals.”
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      Later that night, I couldn’t sleep. I rolled over in bed, wondering if I had what it took to start my own business. Glancing at the alarm clock for the fifth time in ten minutes, I gave up and got out of bed.

      When I was younger, I’d escape to the bakery when stress at home was too much. As I baked, my stomach would unknot, my muscles would relax, and my headaches would dissipate.

      I went to the fridge and pulled out apple cider to make apple cider donuts. I smiled, thinking about how the guys at the fire station would react. I should probably take baked goods to the police station now and then, so I didn’t appear biased. But honestly, I did it to see Jack.

      I poured apple cider into the saucepan and brought it to a boil. When it was done, I turned it off and waited for it to cool. I pulled out the other ingredients and measured them.

      Feeling calmer, I wondered if Jack would see me differently as a business owner instead of someone who needed his protection. In high school, I attracted bullies, probably because I kept quiet and never challenged them. Jack would ask why I never stood up to anyone, but I never explained that I felt for those kids, the ones who belittled others. It wasn’t entirely their fault. Who knew what their home lives were like? Mine certainly wasn’t a picnic, but I kept that locked up tight. Not talking to outsiders about family matters was a principle ingrained at an early age.

      Once the cider cooled, I added all the ingredients and turned on the mixer. I noticed my phone light up with a message.

      Jack: Stopping by the station tomorrow?

      I laughed at his transparency and typed: Are you requesting a bakery delivery?

      Jack: Nope just want to see you.

      I shook my head at that. Pretty sure you only want my baked goods.

      Jack: That too.

      My stomach flipped at his comment. As much as I wanted to pass it off as Jack being friendly, I couldn’t. He was flirting. My mind raced with the possibilities. Was he finally making a move? God knows, I’d never made one. I turned the mixer off, covered the batter, and placed it in the fridge overnight. I would fry the donuts in the morning.

      I wanted Jack to see me as a strong, independent woman. One he could see himself with. I just had no idea how to be that person.

      I looked down to find flour on my pajamas, so I quickly changed. I checked my phone when I finally eased under the covers.

      Jack: Sweet dreams, Ms. Baker.

      I couldn’t help smiling. His texts were flirty and cute, which filled me with the hope that our friendship would turn into something more. I refused to allow myself to think too much about what a relationship with Jack would be like. Everyone who’d ever cared about me left. My parents had moved away and didn’t keep in touch. Bev, who was a second mother to me, retired and left the bakery in Justin’s hands. She rarely stopped into the store anymore as she was always traveling. I turned over in bed and fluffed my pillow. I didn’t see Jack sticking around. It wasn’t his dream to work at the marina and his firefighter position was voluntary. Whatever this was, it wouldn’t go any further.
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      The alarm woke me up from the most vivid dream of Jack cupping my breast as he sucked my nipple. I arched into him and he moved his hand lower to play with my pussy. He circled my clit a few times as he kissed me, entering one, then two fingers into me. I felt the build-up of the orgasm, and when I woke, I swear tremors still shook my body. I kept my eyes closed for a few minutes to savor the feeling. His late night text must have triggered it. I couldn’t help replaying the dream in my mind walking to the fire station.

      “Finally! The guys have been waiting all morning for your delivery.” A huge grin took over Chris’s face when he saw me standing in the open bay of the fire station. Chris was one of the few firefighters who grew up outside of town. He was always happy and his infectious smile made him easy to like.

      I smiled in response. “I came over as soon as the farmers’ market ended.”

      He lifted the boxes from my hands and headed back to the kitchen. “Come on back. The guys will want to say thanks.” He spoke over his shoulder as I followed.

      When I walked into the large kitchen area, there were a bunch of guys standing around drinking coffee and socializing. As soon as they saw Chris enter with boxes, cheers erupted.

      “Have you guys just been hanging out all morning waiting for me to show up?” I asked cocking my head to one side with my hands on my hips.

      “Yes,” Chris admitted, as he placed the boxes on the island and opened them up. “Wait, are these apple cider donuts?” The smell of apple cider filled the room. He snagged one and ate half in one bite. “Yup,” he said, with his mouth full.

      “How were there any left after the market?” Derek asked, grabbing one for himself.

      I felt my face turning red. “I saved them for you guys.”

      “You’re too good to us, Samantha,” Derek said.

      Hands seemed to come out of nowhere, grabbing whatever they could. It was a donut

      free-for-all.

      My eyes traveled around the room until I saw Jack leaning against the counter by the coffee machine in his department-issued navy-blue shirt, blue cargo pants, and boots. I flushed to find his eyes on mine. I couldn’t get the feel of his hands or lips out of my head. He made no move to grab a donut, so I walked over to him. “Not hungry this morning?” I asked.

      “Oh, I’m always hungry.” His eyes were steady on mine as he took a sip of coffee.

      After that dream, I couldn’t help but take that comment literally. “You should eat an apple cider donut before they’re gone," I said, heart pounding. I turned away from him to grab a plate to hide my flushed face, but Jack grabbed my hand pulling me back. “Don’t worry about it, I can get it myself,” he said.

      The movement knocked me off balance and I fell back onto his hard chest. His arm came around my middle to steady me. “Whoa there,” he whispered into my ear, as his body curled around mine. “I said I could get it myself. You’ve been on your feet all morning. Why don’t you sit down and rest?”

      I heard the guys joking around me, but couldn’t follow their conversation. The room seemed to melt away and all I could think about was turning in Jack’s arms and kissing him.

      “Samantha?” Jack’s voice caressed my ear again.

      “Yeah?” I asked, breathing in the smell of coffee, and leaning my head back a little to look up at him. His eyes crinkled in amusement and his lips tilted up into a smile.

      “Are you going to sit down?”

      His chest was warm on my back, and my hands instinctively gripped his bare forearms, which wrapped around my waist. I wanted to sink back into him even more, but I reluctantly moved out of his hold, immediately feeling the loss of warmth. I shook my head and pulled a stool from the island to sit down. The guys were still standing around the counter, but the box of donuts was almost empty.

      “Jack, you better grab one. Food doesn’t last long around here; you know that.” Chris said.

      “Especially Samantha’s apple cider donuts.” Jack’s eyes slid to mine.

      I ducked my head at his compliment, letting my hair cover my face. If anyone noticed the intimate look he gave me, they didn’t mention it. Jack sent flirty messages and now he was finding excuses to touch me. It felt really good.

      Jack grabbed the last donut and sat down on the stool next to me. “Would you like some coffee? Sorry, I should have offered when you came in.”

      “No thank you,” I said. “I serve coffee at my booth, remember?”

      “Oh, that’s right. It’s better than here too.” He winked.

      “Uh huh,” I said, eyes narrowing on him. Next time, I would try the coffee.

      Jack’s phone vibrated. He pulled it out of his pocket. “Perry here.”

      The men had disappeared from the room now that the food was gone. I took the opportunity to get down from the stool to clean up the crumbs and boxes.

      He tilted the phone away from his mouth, and mouthed, “Leave it.” He stopped me with a firm grip on my wrist. My eyes fixated on his long fingers and how they would feel if he touched me like he did in my dream. A little louder, he said, “It’s Chris’s day to clean the kitchen.”

      He turned his attention back to his phone. “Again? Was it just the one boat? Do you need me to come down? Okay. Let me know.” He shoved his phone in his pocket and dropped my wrist.

      “Did something happen at the marina again?”

      “Yes. Someone cut lines on another boat. Not enough for the boat to drift. It’s still connected to the dock by one line, but it slammed into the neighboring boat.”

      “Same as last time?”

      He sighed. “Yeah, but this time there was more damage. I hoped it was a one-time incident.”

      “Maybe your dad will agree to install cameras now.”

      Jack’s jaw was tight. “Did you drive here?”

      “No, I walked.”

      Jack gave me a pointed stare. “You walked from the farmers’ market? That’s too far, especially carrying boxes.” He pointed toward the now empty boxes open on the counter.

      I waved him off. “They weren’t heavy.”

      Jack shook his head. “You should let me help you with the booth at the market—at least to set-up and break-down.”

      Jack’s offer was sweet, but I didn’t feel right taking him up on it. Jack had always watched out for me, but I wanted to do things on my own. I wanted him to see me as an independent woman, not someone constantly needing his help. I shook my head. “Oh, no. I couldn’t ask you to do that. You help your dad at the marina and you volunteer here already.”

      Jack stood a little taller, and said softly, “You’re no slouch either.” His eyes were on mine as he tucked a piece of hair behind my ear.

      My breath hitched at his unexpected touch. It was intimate. I couldn’t ignore or blow it off as friendly. I was starting to crave his touch and attention.

      Jack’s hand hovered by my hair as if he noticed my reaction. “Can I walk with you? I should probably head over to the marina.”

      I nodded, not trusting my voice to speak.

      I followed him out of the kitchen and down the hall where glass windows lined the game room.

      “Leaving?” Derek asked, from his spot on the leather couch with his feet propped on the coffee table. His eyes never left the large flat screen showing football highlights, which took up one wall.

      “Yeah, I need to help my dad at the marina.” Jack grabbed his jacket, which was lying over the back of the couch.

      “Was the marina vandalized again?” one of the guys asked, chalking the end of the pool stick, as another guy racked the balls.

      “Yeah,” Jack said, his attention on the younger kids hanging out by the arcade games. He walked over and slapped one of the teens on his shoulder. “Trey, you coming tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, man.” He shrugged Jack’s hand off his shoulder, never taking his eye off the game. Trey had brown hair past his shoulders pulled back into a ponytail, and wore a black Metallica shirt, worn jeans, and combat boots.

      Jack addressed the rest of the teens, “Don’t forget to bring clothes to play basketball after we’re done.” A few nodded and returned to playing games.

      Chris stood up as we left. “Bye, Samantha, feel free to stop by anytime,” he said with a wink.

      Before I could respond, Jack appeared next to us. “Shouldn’t you be cleaning the kitchen?” Jack’s terse tone caught my attention. His eyes narrowed on Chris, and his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Sure thing, boss.” Chris chuckled as he walked past me toward the kitchen.

      I raised my eyebrows at Jack. Was Jack jealous? He was acting territorial, but he’d never asked me out. The flirty texts and little touches were new. I wondered what was holding him back if he was interested. More importantly, I wondered if I would say yes. His friendship meant everything to me. As much as I wanted us to be more, if he left or we didn’t work out, I would be devastated.

      “Are you ready to go?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” I thought about the teen Jack had singled out in the rec room.

      Jack held the side door open for me and I followed him outside.

      “You have a connection with those boys, don’t you?”

      Jack glanced over at me. “You mean, the teens in the junior firefighter program?”

      I nodded.

      “Yeah, especially Trey. I don’t know if you saw me talking to him, but his mother died recently.”

      “That’s awful. How old is he?”

      “He’s seventeen. His mom worked at the Home Depot. She fell off a ladder when she was stocking items. She struck her head when she fell and never recovered. Now, it’s just him and his dad.”

      “That has to be so hard. It’s great he’s active in the junior firefighter program. It’s good for him.”

      “His dad signed him up after his mom died. Trey was running around with the wrong crowd. He got arrested for destruction of property and trespassing. His dad thought he had too much time on his hands. We teach them the basics of firefighting and responsibility. They cook, clean, play basketball. It’s turned into a mentoring program between the firefighters and the kids. His dad asked me to keep an eye on him and I want to help. I’m worried about him, but he’s a teenager, you know how they are.”

      “Moody and not talkative?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, so it’s difficult to get a read on him.”

      “Well, it’s amazing what you’re doing with the junior firefighter program.” I watched his eyes gleam with pride at my words.

      “I’m not a counselor, but I’m trying.”

      I couldn’t help but be impressed. We were quiet for a few minutes until we stopped in front of the art gallery, under my apartment. “Can I come with you to the marina?”

      Jack shoved his hands in his pockets. “Things between my dad and I are uncomfortable right now. I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

      “Yeah, but isn’t that more of a reason? You need support from a friend?” I shot him a teasing smile.

      “Is that what we are, friends?” Jack asked, his voice low and his eyes fixed on mine.

      “Well, yeah. Isn’t that what we’ve always been?” I held my breath waiting for his answer. The late-night flirty texts and touches had to mean something.

      He looked hopeful for a second then something dark passed over his face. “Sure,” he said, his lips in a straight line.

      I was confused. I swear he was going to say he wanted more than friendship when he clammed up. Was I over thinking it? He was never interested before, so why now?

      “And yes, you can come to the marina,” he relented, starting to walk again. “Maybe if you’re there, he’ll listen.”

      I shivered then. The sun had dipped behind the clouds.

      Jack shrugged out of his jacket. “Are you cold?” Without waiting for an answer, he placed it over my shoulders.

      I pulled it tighter around me and smiled at him. “Thanks, it was warm this morning, so I didn’t grab a jacket.” I closed my eyes for a second as his scent engulfed me, a mixture of coffee, leather, and a hint of smoke. He must hang this jacket at the fire station when he’s working. I allowed myself a moment to consider what it would be like to be Jack’s girlfriend, safe and warm. It’s too bad it wasn’t going to happen. I’d given him the perfect opportunity to say something had changed between us, but he didn’t take it.

      “Here we go,” Jack said, interrupting my thoughts. He gestured toward the end of the dock where his dad stood gesturing at Luke. I could hear their raised voices but not the exact words. Tom’s face was red and a vein was popping in his forehead. I slowed my steps as we approached.

      “I told you, you didn’t need to come.” Tom pointed at me. “And what the hell is she doing here?”

      I was taken aback a little by Tom’s harsh words. I'd never had to spend much time with Jack’s family; I’d only heard about his father’s temper. I stepped a little closer to Jack.

      “Leave her out of this. She’s with me.” Tom scoffed, but Jack continued, “You asked me to leave my job in Anne Arundel County to help you. Then I get here and you don’t want me here. You don’t listen to anything I say.” Jack grabbed the back of his neck, and asked, a little quieter, “What am I doing here, Dad?”

      I held my breath until his father answered. “I don’t know, honestly. You’re supposed to be helping me out, not running off with girls.”

      I raised my brows, but let Jack handle his dad. I didn’t understand Tom’s hostility.

      Jack shook his head. “I was at the station, dad. You know that. I left my old job, but I wanted to be involved with the fire station.”

      “You need to be one-hundred percent focused on the marina. Otherwise, go back to Anne Arundel County. Leave, like your sister.”

      Jack sighed. “You know it’s not like that. Lucy got an amazing job opportunity in Baltimore. There’s not exactly a lot of graphic design jobs here,” he said.

      I took a step back, trying to distance myself from this very personal conversation. Luke stood off to the side.

      “Listen, I think we can safely assume this is going to happen again unless you do something to prevent it,” Luke said. “I spoke to Jack the other day about additional security measures—gates at the entrance to the docks, fencing, additional lighting in the parking lot and on the docks.”

      “What about the cost? How the hell am I supposed to afford all of that?” Tom asked.

      Jack tried to soothe him. “Let’s calm down, Dad. Luke’s doing his job. He’s right; there’s nothing stopping anyone from walking onto the docks at night.”

      “I need to check on the investigation. Why don’t you guys talk? Figure out the next step. The mayor wants a plan of action going forward. If not, the city won’t renew your lease,” Luke said.

      “That’s just fuckin’ great.” Tom stomped inside the marina office, slamming the door.

      Luke exchanged a look with Jack. “I’m sorry, man. We have nothing to go on without cameras. In the meantime, whoever’s responsible is going to keep toying with you.”

      Jack nodded. “I get that, but you see what I’m dealing with.” He gestured at the office.

      “I do. But the mayor is not backing off. He wants something done, yesterday.”

      “Okay, thanks for coming out again, Luke.”

      “You got it.” Luke touched Jack’s shoulder, nodded at me, and walked down the dock toward the guys taking pictures of the boat damage.

      I turned to Jack. “Are you okay?” I waited for him to respond, unsure if I should touch him to offer my support. We’d never hugged before, but when he didn’t respond, my need to comfort overtook my uncertainty. I stepped closer, wrapped my arms around him, and laid my head on his chest. It took a few seconds, but his arms came around me, pulling me tighter into his body. I closed my eyes, enjoying the warmth of his body and his arms around me. His chin came to rest on my head. We listened to the slap of the water on the docks and the boats rocking back and forth. I felt secure and safe, something I’d never felt before.
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