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      To the sisters in my life. To my sisters, Kirstin and Halee, who are the best sisters and the best friends a girl could ask for. To Mom and Aunt Kylee, who were the greatest examples as sisters and who I constantly look up to. To my sister in-laws, Mary and Brooklyn, who accepted me as their new sister with open arms and I’m so grateful for them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a cloudy, gray morning when I woke up in my old room to the sound of a very loud alarm clock going off. After a couple minutes of lying in bed, debating whether or not I should get up, I rose from the bed to get ready for school. Luckily, I remembered to pack an extra pair of underwear. Last weekend, when I stayed at my mom’s house, I forgot a pair and had to dig around in some old drawers.

      I found an old pair of small, pink polka-dotted underwear to wear. I’m pretty sure they were from middle school. I was unable to go to my apartment before class to change, so I had to wear them all day long. Due to the size I was uncomfortable and had to make frequent visits to the bathroom to try and adjust to make them more comfortable. I promised myself I would never forget underwear again and to throw out my old delicates next time I was at my mom’s.

      I pulled some clothes out of my backpack to change. I threw my wild, wavy blonde hair up into a high ponytail, trudged down the stairs and decided to do some last-minute studying before class. I opened my laptop, pulled out my books and notes, and started working on an essay for my business class.

      “Rosie, are you coming into the bakery today? I have a big cupcake order I need to finish, and I’m going to need help closing up,” my mom asked as she put her purse over her shoulder and picked up her keys.

      I had been so engrossed in my writing, I hadn’t heard  my mother walking down the stairs and practically jumped out of my seat. “Geez Mom, a little warning next time!” I gasped and put my hand over my heart to try and stop it from beating so fast.

      “Sorry, honey, I didn’t think I was going to scare you,!” she chuckled and opened a kitchen cupboard to pull out a protein bar.

      “Sure,” I answered sarcastically and then changed my tone so she knew I wasn’t teasing.  “I just have a couple classes this morning, and some studying to do, and then I’ll head over afterwards. You know what, I’ll just eat my lunch and study home, and then head over to the bakery afterwards,” I decided and stood up from the barstool in front of the kitchen counter and gathered my things.

      “Thanks, sweetie. I think your sister is coming in too. She said she had a test this morning and then she was meeting Jake for lunch. Those two, I tell ya. I think I hear wedding bells,” my mom sang.

      She was a pretty woman, with curly blonde hair and hazel eyes that quite frequently had dark circles around them from getting up early to open the bakery. Despite her always looking tired, she had more energy than I had in my pinky. Growing up, I felt like I struggled keeping up with her, rather than the other way around.

      “Oh boy.” I rolled my eyes and followed her out the back door to climb into our cars.

      “I can finally make my dream wedding cake for her! A stark white cake with pink gum paste roses cascading down the side. Oh, and it’s going to be a chocolate cake with strawberry frosting and fresh strawberries in the center!” she rambled off as we both opened our car doors and put our bags into the passenger seats.

      “Are you sure that’s what Lily wants? I thought she always wanted funfetti cake with fondant swag draping all down the front of the cake?” I asked and smiled at her, wondering if she caught my hint of teasing.

      “She does not!” she piped and made a face at me.

      I shrugged my shoulders, “You never know! That girl changes her mind all the time.”

      “It’s true!” she called, “I have to get to work. Tell Lily to call me, I want to hear how her date with Jake went. I haven’t heard from her all weekend!”

      “Okay, I will. Love you!” I called back and climbed into my car and drove to school.

      

      My last comment was true. Lily had changed her major probably three different times within the last couple of years and, for the moment, had decided on becoming a teacher, so she had been taking a lot of education classes. But because she had changed her major so many times, she had a bunch of pointless classes that weren’t going toward her degree. She had painting classes when she wanted to become an artist, accounting classes when she thought about becoming a CPA, and even chemistry classes when she thought about being pre-med. Which, I gotta say didn’t last long, because she didn’t do so hot in chemistry.

      For now, Lily was stuck on becoming an elementary teacher. She really liked the idea of playing with kids all day and having a long summer vacation. Unlike my sister, I always knew what I wanted to do: I wanted to become a baker and major in business to help my mom run her small business.

      For years, I’d watched my mom get up early, head into the bakery and make dozens of cupcakes and cookies, and decorate the most beautiful cakes. She always said that it was her creative outlet, that she could eat and never get bored of it. Every customer was unique and always wanted something different, nothing was ever the same. It was her passion and she loved it, and I grew to love it too.

      Once I entered high school, I started getting up early with my mom and helped prepare things for opening. Then I would go to school and right after school go back to the bakery. My mom was constantly working at the bakery and trying to earn her bachelor's degree. She was the hardest working woman I have ever met. During my junior year, she graduated and was able to find a full-time job that she could do from home. Her work schedule enabled her to continue running her bakery and hire more help, which included me.

      After I graduated high school, I was able to earn a scholarship that paid for my schooling, and I moved out of the house and started attending Truman University close to home. My sister and I had watched my poor mom struggle financially for years after my dad left. I decided I wanted to leave the house as soon as I could to ease some of her burden, so she could get caught up on bills and life.

      The moment my sister graduated high school, she decided to move in with me, so we could split the rent. This left my mom all alone in an all too quiet house, which sometimes left her depressed. My sister and I decided to go visit every once and a while, and spend time with our mom.

      This weekend, Lily didn’t come to Mom’s with me, because she and her long-term boyfriend Jake had a special date planned all day Saturday, and then she had a lot of studying to catch up on. Jake was always hanging out in our apartment, which didn’t help Lily’s study habits. When she failed a couple of classes her first semester, she made a vow to herself to not stay up late, and make time for studying. This semester, she was doing a little better, but she usually ended up playing catch up on the weekends or whenever Jake was busy doing something without Lily. This happened on rare occasions, but when it did, Lily would get a lot accomplished.

      My mom and I had debated whether or not Jake was going to pop the question this weekend and waited to hear from her, but she never called us. I was tempted to call her and see what was going on, but thought better of it. She and Jake were probably enjoying time together without me in the room.

      Lily had been dating Jake since her sophomore year of high school. They met each other on the swim team and immediately hit it off, and had been together ever since. It hadn’t, however, always been rainbows and butterflies with their relationship. There had been many growing pains from going through high school and the drama that came with it, deciding which college to attend, whether or not they would remain together, and the plain old relationship drama that came around every once in a while. Nevertheless, through their roller coaster of a relationship, they were still together and loved each other more for it.

      I thought Lily and Jake were the cutest couple on the planet. I was secretly hoping that Jake had popped the question to Lily on their special date, but she would have called if that had happened. She loved him so much, she hardly knew what to do with herself. She was constantly talking about the boy and I often wondered if they were ever going to tie the knot. Granted, Lily was only twenty and some would say that they were too young, but in my opinion “when you know, you know”.

      I never had the opportunity to feel that kind of love. I didn’t date a whole lot in high school, and my life became enveloped in the bakery and helping my mom. My dad left us when I was eight and Lily was only six. Mom doesn’t tell us a lot about why he left, just that he didn’t want to be a dad anymore and wanted to live a life free of responsibility. What I did know was that it broke my mom's heart. She was a stay-at-home mom and hadn’t worked since I was born. The moment he left, she knew that she would have to work hard to be able to take care of us.

      She found a full-time job working at a grocery store in the bakery department, and after a few years of practicing how to frost cakes and developing her own recipes, she opened up her own side business to make a little extra cash. This all happened while going to night school to earn her bachelor's degree, not to mention, trying to raise two daughters all by herself. That’s why I committed myself to working so much in the bakery.

      I promised myself to make sure I received an education, so that no matter what, I had something to fall back on, instead of trying to fit it in later in life. I wanted to be prepared for life and its unexpected surprises as best as I could. I chose a relationship with work and school rather than actual human people. Which was a sacrifice I was willing to make for the time being. Once I finished school and figured out a job, then I would reevaluate life and go from there. So, I guess in a way, I never gave myself the opportunity to fall in love because I put other priorities first.

      Lily didn’t have the same view as me, which became frustrating at times. She was all about the boys, the popularity status and being involved in extracurricular activities like sports, choir and attending every high school sporting event. Once Jake entered her life, this only got worse. Her life became all about Jake. Granted, she still worked at the bakery a few times a week, but I could tell she had her attention on something else. She lightened up a little bit after high school, and realized that family and relationships were more important than whether she had gone to the football game over the weekend. But, still, her life revolved around fun and boys, and mine was focused on preparing for a future. Neither were necessarily wrong or right, just different…even if I thought mine was right.
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      My first two classes were absolutely boring. I sat through a chemistry class that had a lab to follow and it seemed to go on forever. Luckily, I had a partner looking to get into medical school and always did well in the labs. Me, not so much. I felt like I never contributed anything to the work, but my partner was so focused on earning good grades for his applications, he didn’t seem to mind me standing there looking like an idiot. The next class was calculus and I ended up taking a surprise quiz, and was grateful that I’d decided to study over the weekend. Otherwise, I might have bombed it. After my classes, I went back to my apartment to study for a test that was coming up in one of my business classes.

      I walked into the apartment, and immediately found my sister on the couch with a bunch of tissues and a party-size bag of M&M’s sitting on her lap, while watching Sleepless in Seattle on the TV.

      “Uh, sis? Are you okay?” I walked over and dropped my bags on the ground and looked at her.

      Her face was all red and blotchy. Her blonde curly hair was in a messy bun that had hair sticking out every which way, and she was wearing baggy sweatpants. She looked at me and tears started welling in her eyes. I wrapped my arms around her, trying my best to comfort her.

      She leaned into me and started crying on my shoulder. I grabbed the box of tissues and put them on my lap so they were easily accessible to her, rather than use my shirt.

      Lily grabbed a tissue, and continued to blubber and blow her nose for the next five minutes. Finally, she sobbed, “Jake and I broke up.”

      “What?” I shrieked and I felt Lily nod her head.

      “Yep. During our special date on Saturday. We got into a stupid fight about his parents and one thing led to another. I said, ‘Well, maybe you shouldn’t be with me, if I make you so unhappy,’ and he said, ‘Maybe I shouldn’t.’ Then he brought me home and I haven’t heard from him since,” she wailed and started crying even harder than before.

      “It sounds like you two got just got worked up and you both said things you didn’t mean. I’m sure you’ll work it out,” I said encouragingly.

      Lily shook her head. “Usually when we fight, he comes over by now and we make up. But I’ve tried calling him and texting him and I’ve gotten no response! It’s really over this time! I blew it!”

      “I’m sure that’s not the case…maybe he’s busy or just needs time to let off steam. Give it a little bit and it will be okay. I’m sure he will call eventually,” I insisted. “You two have been together way too long to give up now.”

      “You think so?” She looked up at me with red puffy eyes, still full of tears. “You really think he will call?”

      “Yes. I think it’s all going to be just fine,” I maintained and hugged her tighter. “Why don’t you go shower, and I’ll clean up this mess?”

      “Okay, that’s probably a good idea. I haven’t showered since Saturday morning,” Lily admitted and trudged off to the bathroom.

      “Yeah, I can tell,” I teased and smiled.

      She turned and shot me a look. Too bad she wasn’t very intimidating too me.

      I could tell she was starting to feel a little better already. While she was busy wasting all our hot water, I cleaned up all her nasty tissues, put the candy away and wiped down the coffee table with disinfectant wipes. Once I was done cleaning, I made my sister a smoothie, because I figured she hadn’t eaten a healthy thing all weekend, and poured myself some of the extra. I cleaned up the mess, along with the rest of the kitchen and all of Lily’s tissues. Feeling a little more relaxed now that the apartment was picked up, I sat on the couch and was able to start studying for my upcoming test.

      My sister didn’t surface from the shower for about an hour. When she found her way into the kitchen, I stood and followed her. I handed her the smoothie and she smiled, “Thanks, sis.”

      “That’s what sisters are for.” I returned a smile and found my way back to the couch and continued studying.

      Lily came and sat next to me, and turned her movie back on. “You know, I never thought we would ever actually break up. We’ve had so many fights over the last few years, so many arguments, I never thought we would ever reach that point and end the relationship. It just blows my mind. I really thought he was the one, Rose.”

      “You know what? I still think he is. Just give it time,” I smiled and held her hand and she continued to watch her movie while I attempted to study.

      

      Boy was I wrong.

      A week passed, and she heard nothing. She stayed by her phone, constantly checking it, resisting the urge to call or text him first, but had no luck. She ended up missing a couple days of class, because she was too upset to go. By the weekend, she had made the couch into her bed, and refused to get up. Our mom ended up coming over and staying with us instead, because she knew Lily wouldn’t have the heart to leave the apartment.

      The next week she went to class, mostly because she had to take a test, but was a complete zombie. She hadn’t washed her hair in days; her blonde curls were sticking up all over her head. She had dark purple bags under her eyes from not sleeping, and her face was pale and gaunt from not eating very much. To add to her sad look, she wore baggy sweatpants with paint on them and old high school shirts that had holes in them. It was hard to watch her be so depressed, but she didn’t want us to talk to her about Jake. I felt bad too, because I was so sure that Jake would call, and had told Lily not to worry.

      On the bright side, she came around the bakery more often and helped Mom and I out, and always closed with us. She insisted that she was wanting to help, but deep down, I knew it was because she didn’t want to be at home alone. I couldn’t blame her either. She’d been with Jake a long time, and I think she hoped he was going to propose soon.

      It had been three weeks since the breakup and we were all sitting on our mom’s couch, watching another romance movie. This time, it was You’ve got Mail. One of my personal favorites.

      “Guys can be such jerks. It’s always their game, always out to make the woman look like a fool. I can’t stand it!” Lily proclaimed and threw popcorn at the TV.

      “Alright!” Mom picked up the remote and turned off the television. “You have got to get out of this funk!” she declared. “I’m sorry you and Jake had a falling out and I’m sorry you had your heart broken, truly I am. But my darling, you either need to start moving on or go and fix it with Jake. It’s been three weeks. Am I wrong, Rosie?” She turned to look at me, expecting me to join in, but I shook my head and raised my arms.

      “No way, leave me out of this,” I stated, not wanting to get involved.

      “Why not? Do you agree?” Lily shot at me and I opened my mouth in shock.

      “What? No, well, maybe…”

      “Unbelievable!” Lily stood straight up and started crossing her arms. “How long have you two been feeling this way?”

      “It doesn’t matter!” Mom said firmly and stood up next to her. “It’s just hard seeing you like this, Lil. You're so unhappy and everyone can see it. We just want you to feel better. If you  love Jake, then dang it, go after him! But if you guys both agreed to break it off, then it’s time to move on and find some happiness.”

      “I don’t want to go after him. If he wants me, he knows where to find me. It’s not like I’ve moved or changed my number!” Lily boomed and started pacing the living room.

      “Well, then if that’s what you want to do, sweetheart,” she said warily. Clearly, that was not the answer she was hoping Lily would provide.

      “I do. You’re right, I just need to be happy and move on. I can do that. I don’t need a man in my life to make me happy! I am a strong, independent, confident woman who doesn’t need a man by her side! I can do just fine on my own!” she rattled on.

      “That’s right, you are!” Mom encouraged her.

      “If Jake really loved me, he would be here, right now. But since he’s not, I’m not going to waste my time hoping he’s going to call me or show up! He’s not worth my time! I have other things to do with my life and I’m not going to waste it waiting around for someone who’s able to throw me away so easily,” Lily continued.

      “You go, girl!” I teased and my mom shot me a look that said, “really?”.

      “I can do this!” she said again.

      “Yes, you can! Now, go take a shower and wash your hair.” Mom pointed up the stairs, in the direction of the bathroom and Lily looked caught off guard.

      “Wait, what?” she asked, puzzled.

      “Girl, I know you haven’t washed your hair properly in a while, so go take a nice, long hot shower,” Mom said.

      “Lather, rinse and repeat,” I snickered and this time they both shot me looks.

      “Really, you’re not helping,” she hissed and Lily snorted.

      “It’s okay, Mom.” Lily waved me off.  “She’s only trying to lighten the mood. I will go shower. Happy?”

      “Extremely,” she smiled and watched Lily walk up the stairs. Once she was out of sight, my mom turned to look at me. “Couldn’t you have said anything to back me up?” she asked flatly and sat back down on the couch next to me.

      “No, Mom. She didn’t need us to team up on her. That’s the last thing she needs she needs to know that we love her and are here for her. Not that I didn’t agree with you; she definitely has to stop all the moping and looking like a homeless person. But I didn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable,” I explained.

      “You just wanted me to be the bad guy, so you could look good,” she declared.

      “Well, that was just a plus,” I shrugged and chuckled.

      “You’re a brat,” she pointed out. “I’m glad she’s decided to move on. Although, I’m not going to lie, I thought she was going to go after Jake. She’s stronger than I gave her credit for. But, now, it’s time for her to stop wasting her time on him. Did she ever tell you what happened?”

      I shook my head. “No. She just said that there was a misunderstanding and things were said in the heat of the moment, and I guess they both took it to heart.”

      “She hasn’t told me anything either. I guess it wouldn’t matter if she did, because actions speak louder than words.” I watched her brow slowly furrow, deep in thought.

      “After four years though, I just don’t get it. There’s a piece of the puzzle missing.”

      “Well, Mom, it’s going to be up to them to find it. If they want too. But it sounds like they put the puzzle back in the box, and gave up.”

      “Aren’t you clever?” she quipped and stood to walk into the kitchen.

      I laughed and followed her to find some popcorn to snack on.

      Lily came downstairs about an hour later, looking refreshed and much happier. She was practically skipping into the kitchen and hijacked my popcorn.

      “Feeling better, sis?” I asked and took my popcorn back as she was stuffing a handful in her mouth.

      “Yes, actually, much better. I should have done that weeks ago. I think I’m going to head back to the apartment. Susie and Kylee are wanting to meet up tonight and go out to eat with a big group,” she said confidently and proceeded to take my popcorn yet again.

      “Wow, look at you getting back into it. Who’s all going?” I decided to surrender and just take a handful of popcorn out of the bag. The last thing I wanted to do was sweep up an entire bag of popcorn off the floor.

      “I think it’s Susie’s boyfriend, a boy Kylee likes, and some other people. I’m not really sure. They just invited me,” she explained and started eating one piece of popcorn at time, just to annoy me.

      “Good for you, Lily… you’ll have fun. Plus, I bet your friends have missed you,” our Mom said and ended the war by grabbing the popcorn and putting it away.

      “I’ll head back with you. I have a test tomorrow to study for in chemistry. That class is giving me a run for my money. I would rather write an essay any day than try to figure out chemical reactions,” I reckoned.

      I walked over by Mom, and gave her a hug. “Love you, Mom. Did you want me to close for you on Monday?”

      “Yes, I do. I signed up for a painting class with some girls from work,” she informed me and I was immediately jealous.

      “I want to go to a paint class! Never mind, have Lily close.” I tried to shove the shift onto my sister, who immediately started shaking her head.

      “No way! I have a test on Tuesday and was planning to study Monday night. It’s all you, Rosie. You can have fun closing with Brad!”

      “Wait, what?” I shrieked. “Brad? The freshmen who wouldn’t stop eating the cookie dough and ended up getting sick? And who thought washing his hands with just water was good enough?”

      “Hey, Brad has come a long way!” my mom stated in his defense. “He’s doing much better now, and refuses to actually make the cookie dough now, because of that little incident,” she divulged. “Besides, he called in and said he couldn’t come in, because he has the same test Lily has on Tuesday. So, I put Troy on instead to close with you.”

      “Yes!” I said cheerfully. “Troy rocks.”

      “Oh, lucky!” Lily was clearly bummed out. “That guy is hilarious! He’s the best employee! I actually have him in my biology class and he’s a crack up. You should have heard him when we were studying the human body. I was practically rolling on the floor, I was laughing so hard.” Lily started laughing at the memory.

      “Sucker!” I teased. “Monday is going to be fun, not to mention he’s fast at closing, so we’ll be out of there in no time!”

      “Especially since Brad is closing with you on Tuesday night, Lily,” Mom informed her and I started snickering while I watched Lily’s eyes grow twice their size and her mouth gape.

      “No way! I am not closing with him! You did that on purpose!” she accused our mother.

      At this point, I was laughing so hard, I was bending over, clutching my stomach. It was the funniest thing I had heard all day, although Lily thought this wasn’t very nice and attempted to push me over.

      “Now, now girls. Lily, I’m closing with you that night, so don’t worry. He needs a little more guidance before I let him close without me. You would end up locking him in the bathroom,” she joked.

      “Listen…” Lily began, but instead shrugged. “Yeah, you're probably right. At least I’m closing with you, so that doesn’t make it near as bad. Where are you going to be, Rosie?”

      “I was planning on going grocery shopping, since someone has been eating all the food, and has hardly refused to leave the apartment except go to school,” I hinted and Lily’s head shrunk back.

      “Oh, yeah, we’re out of a lot of things. Will you grab some more yogurt? I may have eaten all of yours.” She started walking quickly out the door, in a poor attempt to run away.

      “Are you kidding me? I just bought those a couple days ago. Is that all you’ve been eating?” I called after her and heard Mom chuckling behind me.

      “I sure do miss you girls when you're gone.” She kissed my cheek. “You better run after her or she’ll leave you.”

      “She’ll be the death of me,” I mumbled and followed my rotten sister out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily left the house shortly after we got home to run off with her friends, which allowed me to study in peace and quiet. After talking with Mom, we decided she seemed to be doing a lot better and realized she had been wasting time moping. She was a little hesitant leaving the house and had a hard time deciding what to wear, but once Susie and Kylee arrived, she put on a happy face and went on her way.

      I managed to finish all my studying and got caught up on my homework, so that I wasn’t totally swamped during the rest of the week.

      The next day, I took my test and thanks to my partner, I was able to pass the lab portion. I couldn’t wait to finish this semester, so I never had to do another science class again. The rest of the day flew by and I was able to stay caught up on my studying for my other classes. I figured my sister was at the house, because that’s where she preferred to study, so I hung out in the library. Once I decided my brain had had enough, I headed over to the bakery to meet Troy.

      “What’s up, Rosie?” he greeted merrily when I walked into the bakery.

      “Hi, Troy!” I said excitedly and waved like a little school girl.

      The bakery was a small little shop, with tons of character. My mom loved the color pink, so the walls were striped with thick light pink and white stripes. There were a couple sets of hot pink tables and chairs, big enough to seat three people and a huge window that offered different flavored cupcakes, cookies and sweet rolls.

      Today, she was featuring five different cupcakes: lime-coconut, dark-chocolate raspberry, lemon-blueberry, vanilla, vanilla-and-chocolate Oreo. Also available were snickerdoodles and chocolate chip cookies and orange rolls. She liked to throw in a pastry every now and again to mix it up. She also had a huge book of cakes that she had previously put together that sat on the counter, so people could get ideas for their own cakes.

      She loved to make cakes.  She loved that no custom cake was ever the same, unless the customer ordered that. Behind the counter was a huge board that listed all the prices and in the back was where endless amounts of sugar, flour and other ingredients could be found. She also had my favorite twenty-quart mixer back there, where I could knock out dozens of cookies in no time.

      I walked around the counter and gave Troy a big hug. “Hey, long time no see! How was Costa Rica?”

      Troy had been studying abroad in Costa Rica for school and had been gone for an entire semester. My mom was stoked to hear that he was back and wanted to continue working for her.

      “Oh, man, it was amazing! It was gorgeous and I was able to pick up a ton of Spanish. How have you been?”

      I pulled out a pink apron, and tied it around my waist, “I’ve been good. Just trying to keep up on school work and maintain my scholarship. Chemistry is kicking my butt.”

      “I hear that class is no fun. I dread taking it. Listen, did I hear that Jake and Lily broke up?” he asked quietly.

      “Yep, they broke up about three weeks ago,” I nodded and started taking inventory of everything.

      “Holy crap. I didn’t think they were ever going to break up! Those two seemed perfect for each other.” He followed me around while I did inventory. There wasn’t much for him to do at night until we closed, because everything was already made and prepped.

      “I didn’t think so either. They were on some special date last weekend and when I came back home, Lily was crying on the couch and told me they broke up. I could hardly believe it. I thought he was going to propose.”

      “Oh, man, is she okay?”

      “Yeah, I think she’s doing a lot better now.” I smiled appreciatively “Thanks for asking, Troy. That’s very nice of you to be concerned.”

      “Well, I saw Jake the other night with some other chick and I was really confused. I figured that maybe they were just hanging out as friends, but…” He shook his head. “Never mind.”

      “Tell me.”

      “No, you don’t want to know.” Troy waved it off. “Just know he’s a jerk, and I should have punched him when I saw him.”

      “Troy, tell me now,” I pressed and crossed my arms, still holding the clipboard.

      “I saw him and this girl kissing,” he divulged softly. “I was so confused. I didn’t know what to do. I figured I would wait to see you and ask what happened. I should have punched him then and there.”

      “It’s okay, Troy. Probably a good thing that you didn’t punch him. It sounds like it was a mutual thing, I think. Although, it sounds like Jake was more okay with the break up than Lily.” I uncrossed my arms and began counting the amount of chocolate chips we had. When I found an opened bag of milk chocolate chips, Troy nabbed them out of my hands.

      “I’ll say. You date someone for four years, and not a month after, he’s already sucking face with another woman? Not cool!” grunted Troy and he started eating chocolate chips.

      “No, it’s not. Lily deserves much better than Jake, if that’s how he’s acting. And let’s just keep this between us, okay? I would hate for her to hear this. She’s just barely getting over the breakup… I feel like this would set her back emotionally.” I took the chocolate chips back from him.

      “Hey! I’m stress-eating!” he joked and tried to take them back.

      What was up with people taking things out of my hands lately?I laughed. “How about a cookie? I have a feeling we're going to have a little extra. You can even have two, if you want.” I draped an arm around his waist.

      “Yeah, two cookies sound good. Three would be better,” he grinned and I pushed him playfully.

      We laughed and, just as he was about to take a bite of a snickerdoodle cookie, two giggly girls came in; he shot me a pouty look and hid his cookie so no one would take it. In a split second, he turned his frown upside down and greeted the girls like nothing had happened.

      “Welcome, ladies. Are you looking for something sweet?” he smiled, flashing his teeth and the two girls blushed and nodded, still giggling.

      This was another reason why my mom had hired Troy; he was a handsome, good-humored, hard-working guy, and he attracted the ladies. She was convinced that he sold the most inventory just from his good looks.

      He had a surfer look to him, with tanned skin that I assumed he had gotten from Costa Rica, and sandy-blonde hair, and intense blue eyes. In fact, I’m pretty sure he’d told me that he did like to surf. Of average height, Troy had a lean build and a very playful smile. He looked like someone who was up to doing anything and would have a fun time doing it.

      I laughed at the flirty girls and went into the back room to finish the inventory. Mom had texted me earlier that day that she wanted me to do some shopping for the bakery too, since I had already planned on going. This meant that my list was growing even longer, but it also committed me to not have to close tomorrow, and Lily couldn’t get out of it. Technically, I was still on the clock but, thankfully in a different way, without Brad.

      While I was in the refrigerator counting butter and eggs, I heard the bell ring, which didn’t faze me, because I knew Troy would be up front to grab the customer. But then, not a moment later, he found me in the fridge and informed me that there was a customer wanting to do a custom order.

      Mom had instructed the staff that the only people able to take custom orders were her, Lily and myself. She didn’t want to risk someone messing up the order and, as a result, Mom making something the customer wouldn’t want. Custom orders were the big money maker and she wanted everything to be done right.

      I followed Troy to the front and saw that there was a tall man standing behind the counter, looking at the cupcakes. He was wearing a grey suit, white shirt and dark blue tie, which brought out his dark blue, brooding eyes. He had dark hair, that was gelled and swept to the side… and did I mention drop-dead gorgeous? His jaw was squared with a cleft in the chin. He was definitely a dreamy Prince Charming.

      I could feel my cheeks flush and I knew I shouldn’t be the one to take care of this customer. I wanted to run the other way and let Troy handle this one, but I figured that wouldn’t set a very good example. Plus, he would never let me live it down.

      I cleared my throat and tried to speak, but no words came out.

      Unfortunately for me, the man heard me clear my throat and he looked up and smiled, “Hi.”

      “Hi, welcome to Karen’s Kreations. What can I help you with?” The line sounded so rehearsed, I felt like I was talking through a drive-through speaker phone. In my mind, I was kicking myself and I could see Troy smiling out of the corner of my eye. He was so going to give me a hard time for this.

      “Well, I’m actually waiting for someone, but we need to order a cake for an event. Do you have a flyer where I can see the costs for the size, flavor, design, and whatnot?” He waved his phone around while he was talking. It made him look like an important business man who had things to do, but he was nice and not pushy.

      “Yep, Troy, would you mind getting that from under the counter and handing it to him? I need to run to the back really quick, and I’ll be right with you, Mr.…?”

      “Oh, call me Nick.”

      I smiled. “Okay, Nick, I’ll be right with you,” I repeated and turned around to hide in the refrigerator.

      A couple of minutes later, the refrigerator door opened, and Troy walked in to join me.

      “Rosie, what are you doing?” he asked and raised an eyebrow.

      “I just needed to finish this last bit of inventory and then I’ll be out there to help the customer,” I explained and Troy started laughing.

      “You're so full of it!” he called out and I opened my mouth in shock.

      “What are you talking about?” I tried to play it as cool as possible. “I really do have to check how much stock we have, so I know what to shop for tomorrow.”

      “Oh, bologna!” he cut me off. “I haven’t seen you that caught off guard with a customer since that one lady demanded a chocolate cake be made and delivered within an hour of an event. And even then, you handled it better than that!” He gestured to the front and started laughing. “Do you think he’s cute, Rose?”

      I could feel my face burn up and rolled my eyes. “No! I was just d-distracted and lost my tr-train of t-thought,” I stammered and Troy started laughing even harder.

      “Oh, man, you totally have the hots for him. Should I tell him? Should I say something? Let him know your single?” He chuckled and winked.

      “No! Don’t you dare!” Before I could say anything more, the bell for the front door rang and we both immediately left the refrigerator and returned to the front.

      In the waiting area, was an exotic tall, thin woman with thick dark brown hair. She looked like she could be an actress in Bollywood, she was so beautiful. She walked over to Nick and gave him a kiss on the cheek, while holding a phone in her hand. She was wearing a ruby-red blazer with a black pencil skirt to show off extremely long legs, and black stilettos to complete the entire look. I could’ve sworn she just came out of a business meeting. She immediately made me feel like a two-foot tall ragamuffin.

      They walked up to the counter together and I put on the best smile possible. “Hi, how can I help you?”

      Troy stood to the side of me, wiping down the counters, appearing to be busy, but I knew he was eavesdropping.

      “Hello, my name is Alisha,” she said with an Indian accent. “We are wanting to order a cake for our wedding in three months. Do you have any availability for June sixth?” she asked while flipping her hair back over her shoulder.

      I could physically feel my heart sink to the floor. He was taken. There was no way I could entertain any thoughts with this guy. He was practically a married man. Trying to hide my disappointment, I forced a smile on my face and looked at the happy couple. My mind might know that Nick was with someone else, but my heart sure didn’t. When I looked at Nick, I noticed he had been staring at me, smiling. All of a sudden, I realized that I had to focus on my breathing and make sure I was getting oxygen.

      “Let me check the calendar.” I reached under the counter for it and flipped forward to June, silently praying that it would be filled, but to my dismay, it was completely wide open. “Looks like we have that weekend available. Would you like to set up a cake testing?”

      “Yes, that would be perfect. How about Thursday? Will that be enough time?”  she inquired.

      “Yup,” I said shakily. “That should be enough time.”

      “Perfect. I want to try the white cake with vanilla frosting, the chocolate cake with chocolate frosting, the white cake with raspberry filling and vanilla frosting, lemon cake with lemon frosting, the chocolate cake with strawberry frosting and strawberry filling, and the carrot cake with cream cheese frosting. Did you get all that written down?” she snapped.

      “Yup.” I read back her cake requests.

      “Perfect. We’ll be here at six o’clock on Thursday,” she informed me and smiled. “Thanks so much.” She spun and walked out the front door.

      “Thank you,” Nick smiled. “It was nice to meet you.” He followed his fiancé out the door.

      “No, thank you,” I murmured and penciled in my new favorite customer.

      

      
        
        SNICKERDOODLE RECIPE

        ½ cup softened, salted butter

        ½ cup vegetable shortening

        1 ½ cup sugar

        2 room temperature eggs

        1 tsp. vanilla

        2 ¾ cup all-purpose flour

        2 tsps. cream of tartar

        1 tsp. baking soda

        ¼ tsp. salt

        ¼ cup extra sugar

        2 tsps. cinnamon

      

      

      
        	Preheat oven to 350 degrees.

        	Cream together salted butter, vegetable shortening, and sugar until light and fluffy.

        	Add in room temperature eggs and vanilla until fully mixed.

        	Add cream of tartar, salt, baking soda and flour, and mix until incorporated. Do not over mix.

        	Mix extra sugar and cinnamon into separate bowl.

        	Form dough into 1” balls and press dough into cinnamon sugar on one side. Place cookies, cinnamon sugar side up, on cookie tray.

        	Bake for 10 minutes. Enjoy!
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      “Well, she was a treat, wasn’t she?” Troy asked, but I remained silent and continued writing the order. “Are you okay?” he asked as he strolled to stand alongside me.

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” I shrugged.

      He put an arm around me and I leaned my head into him. “I’m sorry,” he whispered into my hair.

      “It’s fine. It’s no big deal. I just thought he was cute. Whatever. We should get ready to start closing though.”

      The rest of the night was slow. It made closing really easy, and we were able to leave a little early, which I was grateful for. On my way home, I called my mom to let her know about the cake testing and she was over the moon. She loved making wedding cakes and being able to be a part of someone else’s special day. However, when she asked me to help with the tasting, I started to protest.

      “Mom, can’t you have Lily help you? I did the last cake testing.”

      “After working with Ben, she’s not going to want to do a cake testing. Plus, if the bride sounds as snotty as you described her, she’s not going to touch that with a ten-foot pole. Besides, I thought you liked doing weddings?” she questioned.

      “I just thought I might let Lily have the chance, that’s all. Plus, I’ve been working a lot and wanted to have a night off.” I tried making up a good enough excuse for her to let me off the hook, but I knew she wasn’t going to let me.

      “Lily just told me that she has a couple tests on Friday and that she needed Thursday to study. I’m sorry, honey, I’m going to need your help. You can have the rest of the weekend off if you like,” she offered, sounding a little guilty.

      She never wanted to force us to work and treat us like actual employees. She knew that most of the time, we worked to help her out, even though she still paid us. But I needed to get over myself and this little crush, and help Mom. I knew she wouldn’t have asked if she didn’t really need it.

      “Okay, Mom, I can do that. I’ll help you. But only if you get Troy to help that night too! He was a blast to work with today,” I countered and she laughed.

      “Alright, I’ll make sure to let him know I’m having him work Thursday. Thanks for closing tonight, honey. I had so much fun painting at tonight’s class! We will have to do it one of these weeks, when Lily can close. Have a good night. Love you!”

      “Love you too.” I ended the call. “She’s going to be the death of me,” I whispered to myself and continued driving home.

      When I walked in, I found Lily and her friends, Susie and Kylee, sitting on the couch, watching a movie.

      “Oh, hey sis, how are you doing?” Lily asked.

      “Good. I booked a cake testing today for a potential wedding cake in June.” I pulled a cup out of the cupboard and filled it with water.

      “I bet Mom was excited about it. She loves making wedding cakes.” She put a chip in her mouth.

      “Yeah, she definitely was. The bride seems like a piece of work though. I’m not excited about it,” I admitted and took a sip of water. “What are you ladies up to? I thought you had some studying to do?”

      “I did, but my brain started feeling like it was turning to mush, so I had to take a break,” Lily explained, eating another chip.

      “She really only studied for like an hour, and then gave up,” Susie declared.

      “That sounds familiar,” I laughed. “How do you expect to pass any of your classes if you don’t study?”

      “It’s called flying by the seat of you pants,” Kylee chuckled and took the chip bag from Lily.

      “Yup, she’s going to try and study as little as possible and get by doing hardly any studying,” Susie said and took a handful of chips.

      “Whatever!” Lily cried, “I study enough. If I study too much, I just get confused. I have to take breaks!”

      “Studying for one hour and then spending the rest of the evening laying around is not a break.” Kylee chuckled and handed the chip bag back to Lily. “It’s a good thing I study before I hang out with you; otherwise I would never graduate college.”

      “Are you saying I’m a bad influence?”

      “Oh, no,” Susie cut in. “We wouldn’t say that. You're just so much fun to be around, we would rather hang with you than study.”

      “Yeah, we knew you would distract us anyways, so we try to plan our study time earlier, before we see you. I mean, seriously, can you blame us? You're cute, bubbly and hilarious.” Kylee offered a silly smile.

      “You guys are so full of it,” Lily sniffed and the three of us started laughing.

      “Come on, sis, we know you don’t like to study or do homework. It’s not a bad thing; no one actually enjoys it. Can you blame Kylee and Susie for doing it before they come over?” I tried to console my overworked sister, who I thought was being way too dramatic.

      “I guess not. I would just rather hang out with friends and have fun than study boring old lectures,” admitted Lily and started cooling down.

      “That’s what I thought. Now, on a serious note, are you sure you're ready for your test tomorrow? Don’t you think you should study a little more?” I asked cautiously, knowing she was emotional.

      “Ugh, fine.” Lily picked up the remote and turned off the movie. “I’ll study some more.”

      “And, on that note, I think we should leave.” Susie stood and Kylee rose, hovering behind her.

      “Agreed. I don’t want to study any more than I have to.” Kylee yawned and followed Susie out the door.

      “Your guys are so helpful,” said Lily sarcastically.

      “That’s why you love us,” Susie sang and waved.

      “And why you’ll never get rid of us,” Kylee chimed in.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Lily waved them off. “Goodnight, jerks.”

      “Goodnight!” they replied and shut the door behind them.

      I chuckled. “I always forget how much I like those two.”

      “Yeah, they’re real fun to have around,” she muttered acerbically.

      “Oh, come on, Lil. You know you need to study and you should have gotten it done earlier. Otherwise, you should have just worked tonight. Troy was a blast. He definitely made the night go by fast. Now, you have to study late and work with Brad tomorrow. Lucky you.” I smiled and kicked off my shoes.

      “You know, sometimes you’re not very nice,” Lily stated flatly and opened her laptop.

      “I never said I was,” I replied and walked into my room.

      I took off my clothes that smelled like frosting and cookies, put on old gym shorts and a baggy shirt, and laid down on my bed. I thought about Nick and how kind he seemed. His smile was so easy and effortless, it brightened up the whole room. He was the most handsome man I had ever met. Then, once his bride walked in, I couldn’t help but wonder why in the world he would want to marry a “brat” like her. I mean, I had heard opposites attract… but not to that extreme. I couldn’t imagine working with a bride like that and, quite frankly I had no desire to do so.

      I was going to need all the strength I could muster to try and get through their cake testing… and prayed she wouldn’t like our cakes.
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      The next day, I went to the grocery store just as I had planned. Since we had the cake tasting in a couple of days, I had to make sure I had plenty of ingredients to make the order. That was on top of getting our normal stock back up to the usual quantities, and adding my own grocery shopping to the list, I had a lot to buy.

      I was tempted to call my mom and see if she wanted to come with me, but I knew if I did that, Lily would throw an absolute fit and refuse to be alone with Brad. Despite Mom being there for moral support more than anything else, I knew Lily was going to be cranky when she got home, so I made a mental note to grab bags of chips for her. I felt like a complete enabler, so I grabbed banana chips too to see if maybe she would attempt a healthier option. However, I knew the likelihood of that was very small.

      My sister had the metabolism of a sixteen-year old boy. She was much skinnier than I was, but no one would ever guess that she was skinny by how she ate. She ate donuts and muffins for breakfast, lots of carbs for lunch that consisted of big sandwiches or pizza, and when got home, she would eat lots and lots of chips. The only time she would ever eat healthy was when someone else would cook it for her, which meant me. I insisted on her eating something of substance, so I tried to feed her lots of vegetables and lean proteins for dinner.

      The first few weeks of me deciding to take initiative for her poor eating habits, she realized what I was doing and complained about the food I was making. She would insist that it would be easier to order take-out and that vegetables didn’t taste good. However, when I began to scare her with the idea of diabetes, she shut up and ate what I made.

      Me, I’ve always had to work for my figure. Growing up working in the bakery, I definitely went through a chubby phase. Then, in high school, I realized that I didn’t want to be fat and have poor eating habits. I knew that if I wanted to be a baker for the rest of my life, I needed to find a healthy balance. So, I started counting my calories, tried to eat vegetables at every meal and limited myself to only a couple treats a week. Not only that, but I convinced my mom to let me run track. I wasn’t the fastest by any means, but the running and consistent training helped dump the weight. Even now, I tried to get a couple runs in a week or hit the school gym once or twice in an attempt to have some muscle tone. But no matter how hard I tried, my sister was always skinnier than I was and there was nothing I could do about it. Genetics were a cruel part of life.

      I turned the corner to walk down the aisle with the many chip options and literally ran into a cart that was coming from the opposite direction.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry I didn’t mean too…” I lost my voice.

      The person in front of me came into focus and I realized I was standing in front of Nick, the handsome man I had met the previous night.

      “Rosie, right?” He chuckled and leaned onto his cart, smiling ear to ear.

      “Right, and you’re Nick?” I played dumb, but I don’t think he bought it.

      “Yeah, fancy bumping into you here. Looks like you have quite the haul.”

      He eyed my cart; it was practically overflowing from all the items.

      “I’m doing some shopping for the bakery, and a little personal shopping,” I explained and could feel my cheeks flush.

      “Well, that’s good. I was worried you were going to put spinach and tomatoes into my cake,” he teased and half-smiled.

      I laughed and shook my head. “Nope, definitely not. But the raspberries and strawberries are definitely going in there.”

      “That’s good. Hey, now that I see you here, I was actually wondering if I could add another cake request for the tasting?” he asked sheepishly, which I thought was just plain adorable.

      “Sure, what would you like to add?” I pulled out my phone to make a note.

      “I love mint chocolate. It’s one of my favorite combinations, and I would just love to try it…and see if Alisha would like it. She says that mint is ‘too playful’ for a wedding, but I think it would be a fun flavor to add.”

      “I love chocolate and mint! Those girl-scout thin mint cookies are my favorite! I could eat a whole box, no problem,” I said, quite bubbly.

      He started, laughing at my excitement. “Me too! My sister was a girl scout and would bring them home for me.” He grinned at the memory. “We would get in so much trouble once my mom found us surrounded by boxes of cookies. She would end up having to buy the extra boxes we ate. In my opinion, they were worth every penny.”

      “Oh, no doubt. My mom makes a chocolate-mint cupcake that reminds me of the flavor of a thin mint. It’s to die for. I’ll have to find that recipe and use it for your cake testing. I think you’ll love it!” I beamed.

      He nodded in approval, “Alright, sounds great! Now, I’m really looking forward to this cake testing.”

      “Good. Everyone deserves to have their own touch on their wedding cake.” I smiled and he smiled back, which sent my heart beating wildly.

      We got stuck staring at each other, smiling like goof-balls in the middle of the aisle. We probably looked like idiots.

      Someone walked by and Nick was the first to snap out of it. He cleared his throat and placed his hand on the back of his neck. “Well, thank you so much for adding that… I know you already had quite the list.”

      “It’s no problem. Like I said, everyone deserves their own special cake especially on their wedding day.” I started feeling stupid for how completely cheesy that sounded.

      “I really appreciate it. I guess I’ll see you on Thursday then.” He beamed and shifted his cart around me.

      “See you soon!” I waved.

      When he was no longer in sight, I smacked myself on the forehead and put my head on my cart. Man, I sounded so cheesy; I was cheesier than the mozzarella sitting in my cart. He probably thought I was a complete idiot, with a ravenous appetite, given the full cart.

      I shook my head. “Who cares? He’s taken,” I told myself and wrapped up my grocery shopping. Despite leaving with a cartful of food, I never felt so empty after watching him walk away. What was wrong with me?

      The last couple of days went way too fast. Mom had me in the bakery getting the cakes and fillings ready for her to assemble Thursday morning. Because of the cake testing, and all the prep work I had to do, I didn’t get to study as much as I wanted to, and barely passed my test. But with my mom being busy with her other job, she needed me to help out.

      One time, Lily tried baking multiple cakes at once and ended up burning all the cakes. She’d gotten much better since then, but my mom still worried about her messing us especially with a huge potential custom order, and a wedding cake at that. Weddings always meant a big payday.

      Wednesday night, Mom stopped in to check my progress and tried all the fillings to make sure everything was perfect.

      “Mmm, honey, you get better with that strawberry jam every time,” she complimented me. “Someone must have taught you really well.” She smiled and tried the raspberry jam.

      “Three guesses who.” I laughed and watched her swoon playfully over the raspberry jam.

      “This is making me want a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. I haven’t had dinner yet. Do we have bread somewhere around here?” She looked around the room.

      “I don’t think we do.” I trailed walked into the pantry to see if I could find any. “Sorry, Mom. That’s not a bad idea though. We should keep some bread around here.”

      “Yeah maybe put that on the list for when you go to the store next time. We have peanut butter and jam already here… might as well have bread for when someone is hungry. It’s better than munching on cookies all night the way Brad did last night.” She shook her head and threw her spoon into the sink.

      I giggled at the thought of Lily working with Brad. “How did that go?”

      “Well, he messed up five different orders, dropped three cupcakes and then proceeded to eat them off the floor in front of a customer. And, then, he accidentally tripped with a cupcake in his hand and it landed in Lily’s hair.” She chortled at the memory and went to look at the cakes.

      This was sweet music to my ears and I laughed in fact, I laughed so hard, I grabbed the counter for support. “Please tell me you got that on the security camera, because I need to see that, ” I cackled. (I wasn’t really a mean person, but that sounded like sweet justice to me.)

      “Well, your sister didn’t think it was very funny. She insisted that she had to go home to shower and left me to close with Brad, which took twice as long as usual, mind you,” Mom complained and started putting the cakes and fillings back in the fridge.

      “That explains why she was home before me. I asked her how work was, but she didn’t say much. She probably didn’t want me to find out. Granted, I guess I can’t blame Lily, because I would have given her such a hard time,” I admitted and started helping her carry things to the fridge.

      “Remember to be easy on your sister. She just went through that hard break-up with Jake. Her heart is a little more tender right now than usual,” my mom chided and I rolled my eyes when she couldn’t see me.

      “Mom, it's been like a month. She seems fine and hasn’t had any meltdowns the last week. Plus, I think she’s going to a party this weekend with Kylee and Susie.”

      “Maybe she’s just putting on a tough face? We don’t know what’s going through that girl’s mind. I worry about her. I know I wanted her to move on and forget Jake, but a party seems a little fast. Maybe you should go with them,” she suggested and I gaped.

      “No way. You know I don’t party. I hate parties!” I sauntered to the front to see if any of the treats needed to be restocked.

      She followed behind and leaned up against the counter. “I know you do, and I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t go to those college parties if someone paid me, but I need to have an extra set of eyes on her. Just until I know for sure she’s over this once and for all.”

      “Mom, she’s twenty; she doesn’t need a babysitter anymore,” I argued and turned to find a concerned look on her face.

      She looked more tired than usual, which didn’t make any sense. She had purple bags under her eyes, and her hair was a little messier than usual, like she hadn’t washed her hair in several days.

      “I know, but it doesn’t mean she doesn’t need to be looked after. Please consider going,” she pleaded with tired, green eyes.

      “Fine, I’ll consider it, but that doesn’t mean yes,” I advised and walked to the back room to grab more cupcakes.

      “Honey, why don’t you go home?” Mom suggested.

      “What?” I was confused by her question.

      “I know you’ve been working a lot and I’ve asked a lot of you, so why don’t I close tonight and you go home and relax?” She took the cupcakes from my hands.

      “Are you sure, Mom? I don’t mind helping.” Now I felt bad for complaining about helping Lily and being frustrated about not having had enough study time for my test.

      “Yes, and after the cake tasting tomorrow, I’m giving you the rest of the weekend off,” she told me and returned to the front of the bakery.

      “Why? I don’t mind working, Mom. I like to help you.”

      “I know you do, sweetie, but I can tell you're tired. I’ve had you doing stuff everyday this week for the bakery and I still need you here tomorrow. That’s a lot. Plus, I’m sure you have some studying to catch up on. Especially if you decide to go to that party with your sister this weekend,” she stated with a coy smile.

      “You’re persistent, Mother, I’ll give you that. But, you’re right. I do have some studying to get caught up on, whether I go to that party or not,” I made sure to clarify as I took off my apron.

      “Just think about it, love. I’d really appreciate it,” she reiterated and pulled me in for a hug. “Thank you for everything you do, Rosie.”

      “You’re welcome, Mom. Love you. And thanks for closing. I really appreciate it. Troy’s coming tomorrow for the cake testing, right?” I wanted to make sure I had a little moral support, because Troy knew what had occurred a couple days before.

      “Yes, he said he could come in. In fact, when I told him he was going to help out with the cake testing and that you were going to be there, he seemed very eager. Do you know why?” She raised an eyebrow, as if she knew she was on to something.

      “I don’t know. Maybe he likes seeing people taste cakes? I don’t know.” I shrugged and headed out the door. “Bye. See you tomorrow.”

      “Love you. Goodnight!” she called after me.

      I was out the door before she could ask any questions I might, or might not, have wanted to answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks to my mom, I was able to get caught up on a lot of homework. It also helped that Lily wasn’t at the apartment when I came home, so I knocked out a bunch of assignments. I was all caught up and ready for the weekend, unless my teachers decided to throw something else at me in the next two days, which I prayed they didn’t.

      Lily walked through the front door around ten o’clock, while I was sprawled on the couch, watching Netflix.

      “Where have you been?” I asked, genuinely curious. Miss Social Butterfly always had to be hanging around someone doing something.

      “Just at Kylee and Susie’s. They actually decided to help me through some math problems and then we had a few other friends over and we played games,” she told me and tried to walk quickly past.

      “Wait, friends as in boys?” I called after her and she froze in place.

      “Maybe,” she squeaked and turned to face me.

      “Are these the boys Kylee and Susie are interested in, or you?” I inquired and realized I was smiling drolly.

      “Both? I guess. I don’t know. We met them yesterday at the yogurt place, and they seemed like really nice guys and they went to our school… and they invited us to a party this Friday. Then Kylee, being Kylee, invited these boys over to kinda get to know them better before we actually decided to go to this party.” Lily’s voice had gotten smaller and smaller, to the point where I had to strain to hear the last word.

      “Wait, wait, wait. Kylee invited complete strangers to her apartment? Is she crazy?” I shrieked and turned off the TV.

      “Yes she did and yes she is,” Lily confirmed and stared at her feet.

      “You know how dangerous that is? Anything could have happened to you girls tonight. I cannot believe you went over there. You're lucky nothing happened!” I pointed my finger at her and took a deep breath to try and control my anger.

      “Rose, will you chill? They seemed like really nice guys and we asked around with some of the other girls in our classes and found out they were indeed nice guys. It’s all good. And, while I got you all heated, we did in fact decide to go to the party.” She made a smug face at me and turned around and walked into her room.

      “You're insane,” I retorted and put a pillow on my face.

      “I’m doing what you and Mom told me to do, remember? Move on! Find my happiness! Have fun!” She slammed shut the door, as if doing this for dramatic effect.

      “You could have a least been a little more careful, and maybe used that big head of yours! Are you sure going to this party is such a good idea? Are a lot of other people you know going to this party? Do you know where it is?”

      I waited for her to reappear from her room.

      She swung open the door and marched into the living room, stopped by the couch I was sitting on. “Yes, it’s a good idea. I told you, I’m ready to move on… and I’m tired of staring at these same walls everyday. I want to have fun. And yes, there’s a few people I know going to this party, and you do too. Most of the people I know are students from your class: Brittany, Jessica, Marvin and Brody. They’re all going to be there. Even Troy is going to be there. When’s the last time you got out and did something fun, Rose? Are you going to become a hermit and never have a social life? Forgive me if I choose not to do that,” she ranted, crossing her arms. “I’m going to this party. I already know Mom asked you to come and keep an eye on me. And I bet I already know what the answer to that was!”

      “I’m sorry if I don’t feel like babysitting my dramatic, emotional, bratty sister at a party I wasn’t invited to and have no desire going to,” I shot at her and watched her face turn a few shades redder.

      “Suit yourself! Have fun being here all alone this weekend. Mom is catering some event a couple hours outside of town and is taking Monique and Veronica. So, you’ll have no one. Just the empty silence of this apartment,” she snapped. “I’m going to bed. Goodnight!”

      She banged the door behind her. I didn’t bother saying goodnight; I was too upset.

      She had been completely out of line. Granted, I hadn’t been much better and had called her a couple things that weren’t necessary, but she’d pushed me. My sister and I didn’t argue a whole lot. Sure we bickered and teased each other often we were sisters but fighting didn’t usually happen. However, when it did, we usually moved past it pretty quickly. We’d see how long it took us this time.

      

      Thursday finally came and I watched the clock all day. Troy messaged me during my history lecture, wondering if I was mentally prepared to see “Mr. Handsome” tonight. When I read the text, I inadvertently snorted and received a couple of unimpressed glances from fellow classmates.

      I responded that there was no need to worry about my mental state and that I was going to be fine. Right after I finished my classes and did some last-minute studying on things I wasn’t too confident on, I walked to the bakery. Which was only a few blocks away from the university. It was about four in the afternoon by the time I arrived.

      I found my mom scrambling around like a chicken with her head cut off. “Mom, are you okay?”

      “I’m just trying to make sure everything is perfect for this cake tasting. I decided to make cute four-inch cakes and decorate them in different ways to give the bride an idea of how I can decorate the wedding cake,” she said, grabbing more piping bags.

      “So, basically, you’ve created way more work for yourself than you needed to do,” I remarked and put my stuff away in the back.

      “Yep, pretty much. But, I really want to nail this tasting. Those wedding cakes bring in a good chunk of change and I have a feeling this could be a big order.” She panted softly from running around and started piping on what looked to be the chocolate-strawberry cake.

      “Do you need any help, Mom?” I asked tentatively while staring at eight stacked cakes, waiting to be decorated.

      “Yes, could you please start piping roses? Some white and blush pink ones, in different sizes. Do some big open ones and a couple buds, and then put them in the blast chiller, so when I’m ready to place them, they’re nice and frozen.”

      “I can do that. When is Troy-” I got cut off by the sound of the bell ringing up front and walked up to see Troy entering. “Speak of the devil.”

      “Are you talking about me, trouble?” He smiled and gave me a big hug.

      “Who are you calling trouble?” I questioned. “If anyone is in trouble, that would be you. You're up to no good!”

      “You're probably right, but I, at least, am not the one who’s totally crushing on the groom,” he muttered in my ear and I smacked his arm.

      “Shut up, man. My mom is back there.” I whispered. “And I am not crushing on the groom. I simply thought that he was cute, and filled out his suit quite nicely, that’s all!”

      Troy began laughing and shook his head. “You are totally smitten. Too bad he’s taken and is about to get married in three months.”

      “Troy, is that you?” my mom called from the back.

      “Yes, Karen. The one and only!” Troy spread his arms out as he walked into the back.

      “Thank heaven,” I said quietly and Troy waved at me playfully as I entered the back.

      “Has it been busy today up front?” he asked, holding an apron to put on.

      “No, not really. I mean, it’s been okay, but Thursdays aren’t usually busy days, which I’ve been grateful for, because I’ve needed to focus on these cakes,” my mom said, walking up besides me.

      “Wait, did you take off work today?” I asked.

      “Kinda, not really. I woke up early to work on things, and then I came into open and start on the cakes… and, then, once I had all the cakes stacked and smoothed out, I put them in the fridge and worked a little more. That way I didn’t have to necessarily take a personal day. Will you please start working on those flowers? They’re going to be here in less than two hours.” She was clearly starting to panic.

      “You know,” I said, picking up a piping bag, “you’ve cut it close before, but not like this.” I began busting out roses and putting them on a sheet tray.

      “I know, I know. I even had you get all the fillings and cakes done. I should have stacked sooner,” she groaned while piping.

      “It’s going to be fine, Mom. We’re going to get it done and they’re all going to look beautiful. And Nick and Alisha are going to love them, okay?” I said encouragingly.

      She took a deep breath and walked away from the cakes to wipe her forehead with the back of her hand. “I know… you’re right. I need to relax and keep working, and not complain.”

      “And lucky for you, you’ve had years of experience and a steady hand. You can pipe all this out in no time and we all know it's going to look amazing, Karen,” Troy said in a more serious tone than his usual playful, happy one as put a hand on her back. “You got this!”

      “Aw, thanks Troy!” She gave him a one-armed hug, careful not to touch him with her hand.

      “Suck up,” I coughed and Troy flapped an arm at me, as if he were trying to smack me from a distance.

      “Well, I think you're very sweet,” my mom said. “At least, someone around here is,” she joked and turned her head to look at me.

      Troy started busting up, thinking it was the most hilarious joke he had ever heard.

      “Y’all are hilarious, really,” I said sarcastically and put a full tray of roses into the blast chiller.

      Luckily, the sound of the bell summoned Troy to the front and my mother and I were left alone work on the cakes. We worked in silence, anxiously watching the clock tick by. Within the hour, I finished three pans of buttercream roses, and put them in the blast chiller just as she finished doing  buttercream lace and piped lattice work on the cakes.

      She put the cakes in the fridge for a few minutes to allow the frosting to set and then inspected the roses I’d piped. “You're getting better and better each time, Rosie,” she complimented me. “Pretty soon, I won’t even need to come into work and you can just do everything.”

      “Would you really let me do that though? I think you’re a little too much of a control freak to do that,” I teased and she chuckled in response.

      “You're probably right, but I’m serious.” She put the buttercream roses back in the freezer and sat down in a chair. “You’ve done amazing. I think the couple is going to be very impressed.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I hope so,” I breathed deeply and pulled up a chair next to her. “That lady seems like a real treat,” I muttered.

      I had no desire to see her walk through those doors again. Luckily, my mom was going to be doing most of the talking and I merely had to bring out the cakes and put the fakest smile on my face as possible.

      “Oh, honey, don’t let her get to you. Plus, you should know that women become crazier when it comes to their weddings. They want everything to be absolutely perfect. Trust me, you’ll be the same exact way. Just do me a favor, and don’t pick me to do your wedding cake.” She laughed merrily and put a hand on my leg. “I’m kidding, sweetheart. You ask someone else and I’ll hunt you down. You know how badly I’ve wanted to make your wedding cake, if you’ll ever get married.”

      “Here it comes,” I groaned and leaned back.

      “When is the last time you’ve been on a date? I thought your sister was going to get married before you with Jake, but now that that’s over…” She trailed off to gather her thoughts. “No, she’ll probably still get married before you.”

      “What’s the big deal, Mom? So, I haven’t been on a date for a while and I don’t have marriage on the radar, but who cares? I’ve just been focusing on finishing school and the bakery. Plus, I have enough going on with Lily’s drama. I couldn’t imagine if I was dating someone too and dealing with that drama.” I rolled my eyes, thinking about the previous day when we were fighting. She’d truly been quite the handful.

      “Yes, but I feel like you're lonely. I mean, I know you’re not depressed or anything, but I just want to know that someday you're going to be loved and taken care of and have a family.” My mom leaned forward and looked at me earnestly. “You do a lot for me and your sister, but I worry that you’re not putting yourself first enough, if at all. I want you to be happy. I want you to date and fall in love, and focus on yourself for once. But there are times when I seriously worry you're going to end up alone.” She stood back up to get out the cakes and roses.

      “Mom, I hate having this conversation,” I admitted. “I just haven’t dated a lot. There hasn’t been anyone that has really caught my eye and I guess I haven’t really been looking. Lily has dated enough for the both of us.”

      “Be nice to your sister,” she warned. “I know you're focused on other things right now, but could you start opening your eyes a little bit?” She almost sounded as if she were pleading as she began placing roses on the cakes.

      I shook my head in disbelief. She had no idea. If she knew I was dreading seeing Nick, because I thought he was Mr. Scrumptious, she would flip and think I was completely insane. I really hadn’t dated in years. I had a short-lived boyfriend my junior year, who I caught cheating on me under the bleachers after a soccer game with one of Lily’s friends, and went on a couple random dates my freshman year of college. But other than that, it really hadn’t been on my mind. I’d been perfectly content going to school, working, and watching romantic movies on Netflix.

      “Sure, Mom, I’ll keep eyes peeled,” I promised as I gazed around the room through half-closed eyes.

      She began laughing and shook her head. “Your sarcasm kills me sometimes.”

      “Yes, but it's who I am.” I gave a cheesy smile and stood up to look at the clock. “It’s 5:45, Mom. You almost done?”

      “Yes, I just need to pipe a couple leaves. You can’t make pipe roses and not have leaves,” she scoffed.

      “That’s just not realistic,” we said together and Mom made a face at me.

      After five minutes of her adding more leaves to the cakes and examining them over and over again, she finally relaxed and smiled. “Alright right, they’re done.”

      “They’re beautiful, Mom. They’re going to love it,” I gushed.

      “Thanks, sweetheart. I hope they do.”

      “Well, we’ll find out soon enough, because they’re walking in right now,” Troy announced and straightened his apron.

      I felt my heart immediately start to beat faster, my palms start to sweat and my face flush. I was a mess. “Snap out of it,” I told myself. “He’s just another customer, so relax.”

      “What’s that, honey?” my mom asked as she put the cakes in the fridge to let the buttercream set one last time.

      “Nothing.” I waved it off. “I’m just talking to myself.”

      Troy ambled over to me and whispered in my ear, “More like a pep-talk, Rose?”

      I hit his chest playfully and he returned to the front, getting ready to greet the happily engaged couple. I decided to go to the bathroom and inspect my appearance.

      I quickly brushed my wavy blonde hair and inspected the makeup I had put on from this morning. I usually didn’t wear a lot of makeup because I figured I had no one to impress, and I only ever went to three different places, occasionally four: the college, bakery, my apartment, and the grocery store. I didn’t see the point of wearing it. Today though, I’d decided it was best to put a little on.

      Within seconds of finishing my self-inspection, the bell rang, and I heard Troy’s muffled voice say, “Hello! Welcome back to Karen’s Kreations!”
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      I walked out of the bathroom and stood behind the corner, just so I was close enough to hear their conversation clearly, but couldn’t me.

      “Hey, nice to see you again,” I heard Nick say. His voice was velvety and deep, and it made me want to hear it more.

      “Yes, hello,” Alisha snapped. “Are the cakes ready?”

      “They sure are,” I heard Mom respond. “How are you two doing today? My name is Karen and I’m the owner of the bakery.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Karen.” Nick spoke again. “My name is Nick and this is my fiancé, Alisha. We are here for the cake testing.”

      “Wonderful,” she said happily. “Why don’t you two take a seat at a  table and I will bring out the cakes.” I heard her clap once and then the sound of her feet drawing closer to me.

      I decided to make myself known and stepped from the safety of the corner.

      “Oh, there you are!” she said, relieved. “I’ve been wondering where you were. That man up there, Nick?” She pointed to the front, “He is one good-looking guy; it totally caught me off guard. I actually blanked on what I wanted to say for a second. You were right about the fiancé though; she’s colorful. This should be fun.” She offered a positive smile.

      “Yeah, well, don’t take it personally. It seems she’s always like that,” I muttered and followed Mom to the fridge.

      “Will you grab a couple of the cakes and walk them out please? And then will you grab a knife and a couple plates with forks, please?” she requested and took a couple of the cakes.

      “Sure thing, Mom,” I responded as Troy entered the fridge.

      “Can I help with anything, Karen?” he asked with a smug smile. He was trying to get to me.

      “Suck up,” I mouthed to him and he stifled a laugh.

      “Could you grab a couple cakes for me, Troy? Thank you so much; you are too sweet.” My mom adored Troy.

      “I just like to help,” he stated matter-of-factly, and I proceeded to pretend to vomit behind Mom's back.

      Troy snorted and grabbed two cakes, as he was told to, and stuck his tongue out at me. I rolled my eyes in response and we followed my mother to the front where the happy couple was sitting.

      I saw Alisha’s face light up, a change from her usual pout. Nick’s face looked equally impressed and once he saw me, he winked at me. Wait, he winked at me.

      Troy turned back at me, to see if I had noticed, and I felt myself blush.

      We lined the cakes on the table and I immediately turned around to grab the forks and plates. When I came back, I handed them to both Nick and Alisha and sauntered behind the counter to where Troy stood, and watched my mom work her magic.

      Troy bent down so that he was near my ear. “Did I really see him wink at you?”

      I looked at him and nodded, and he smiled as he shook his head. He bent down to my ear one more time to say just three words: “You are trouble.”

      I snorted and looked at the table, and noticed that Nick had been staring at us. He must have been watching our interaction and his facial expression almost looked like he was, well,  bugged. Alisha was oblivious and didn’t notice anything; she was too busy making goo-goo eyes at the cakes.

      “These are even better than I thought they would be!” she exclaimed with a classic I’m-going-to-compliment-you but-still-offend-you at the same time. “I absolutely love roses, but instead of buttercream, I would prefer to have gum-paste roses to make them look more life-like. The color palate is perfect, everything for the wedding is going to be a beautiful blush and ivory color. I think my favorite cake is this one, with the edible lace wrapped around it and the top full of flowers. I can imagine that being our cake topper. Don’t you, sweetheart?” She turned to Nick, prompting him to return to the present.

      “ Uh, Yes, it’s my favorite too,” he agreed and glanced over at me again.

      I tried to stay motionless and keep my expression unreadable, but it didn’t help that Troy had noticed him looking at me either, and had started hitting my thigh, under the counter.

      “You know what, Nicky?”

      This is where my blank expression cracked blank and I looked down with a smile, and attempted to maintain my composure. The nickname was too much.

      “I love these all so much. I think each technique should be represented somewhere on the cake hand-piping, lattice work, lace, beading, rosettes, stenciling. They should all be there! But I’m confused. Why are there eight cakes here? I thought I only requested seven?”

      “Oh, well, my daughter Rosie saw Nick at the grocery store and he requested a chocolate-mint cake. He said it was his favorite and wanted to see it as an option,” my mom explained smoothly. My stomach did a nervous flip when I saw Alisha look at me with confusion and annoyance, and then turned to Nick.

      Nick, however, appeared calm, cool and collected, like it was no big deal. “I thought it might be a fun addition. Is that okay with you?”

      “I guess it doesn’t hurt to try out every option,” she conceded, but I could tell she didn’t care to be out of the loop.

      “There’s a saying around here that you can never have too much cake,” my mom said merrily, trying to cut the tension. “Shall we begin?” She looked at Alisha, awaiting her answer, obviously ensuring that Alisha was still the one in control.

      “Yes,” she replied curtly.

      “Perfect. We will go down the line here. Let’s try the good ole’ white cake with vanilla buttercream.” She pointed to the first cake.

      They both inserted their forks into the sides of the cake and took a bite. Immediately, their eyes lit up, and whatever “disagreement” they had had before was no longer reflected on their faces.

      “Wow, Karen, that is delicious,” she complimented my mother and went in for another bite.

      “There is nothing boring about that cake,” Nick agreed, which caused Alisha to glance sideways at him.

      “Boring? That’s what you say about this cake?” she questioned and raised an eyebrow. Surprise, surprise, she was annoyed again.

      “I meant no offense. When you have all these really yummy flavors stacked up against a plain vanilla cake, you don’t really expect it to knock your socks off, but this is hands-down the best one I’ve ever had,” Nick explained and took another bite.

      “Thank you, Nick, that’s very kind of you,” Mom said politely, trying to ease the discomfort in the room.

      “Or something like that,” muttered Alisha.

      Nick looked over at her, clearly irritated, but didn’t say anything. He looked at me for a second, but it was unclear what he was trying to say via his facial expression.

      Then Alisha spoke again. “Should we move on?”

      “Yes, let's do! The next one is close to the same thing, except it’s filled with homemade raspberry jam,” my mother explained proudly.

      The front door bell rang and a group of young soccer players came in and distracted me from the cake tasting. The noise level was pretty loud, with lots of talking and giggling from the girls, so I couldn’t hear anything going on with Nick, Alisha, or my mom.

      Troy and I tag-teamed the entire soccer team and made sure to get everyone their preferred treat. The coach came up, clearly exhausted, but happy to pay for his girls. Then they all left, with each girl waving and saying thank you. It had taken about twenty minutes to get through all the girls, so by the time Troy and I turned our attention back to the cake tasting, the couple were almost finished.

      “This one is the carrot cake, with cream-cheese frosting.” My mom pointed to the second-to-last cake. “I love having this one at Easter.” She tried making conversation, but neither one of them took the bait.

      “It’s delicious but, in a way, I think you're right. This wouldn’t be very good for a wedding cake,” Alisha determined with a slight frown and put down her fork.

      “I think carrot cake can be eaten on all occasions. Especially if it's this carrot cake.” Nick pointed with his fork and took another bite.

      “Well, it’s a no from me. Let me guess, the last one is the chocolate mint?” Alisha said sharply and picked up her fork again.

      “Yes! I’ve been waiting to try this one,” Nick said excitedly.

      “Yes, it is Alisha,” my mom confirmed. “It’s a chocolate cake with mint-chocolate buttercream and, as a surprise, it has crushed thin mint cookies between the layers. A little birdie told me you loved thin mint cookies and insisted I incorporate them into the cake.”

      Nick’s head snapped up to look at me and gave me a huge smile. I gave him a little smile in return, but it quickly disappeared after seeing Alisha’s lips pressing tightly together. I could tell she was not happy with me and that she did not want to try this cake. But she wanted to appear to possess class, so she forked up a small sample.

      On the other hand, a very excited Nick got a big forkful of chocolate minty goodness. I couldn’t decide which reaction to watch, so I tried to pay attention to both. Nick’s eyes sparkled and he appeared pleased with what he had just tasted so much so, he went for another bite as soon as he’d swallowed the first. Alisha looked resentfully at the cake; she had already made up her mind but, once she tasted it, she looked pleasantly surprised.

      “Karen! This is my favorite cake, ever. It has everything a mint lover like me could want. Moist chocolate cake, fluffy mint frosting, and a little crunchy texture from the thin mint cookies. It’s like a party in my mouth and I love it! This is what I want for the wedding. Everyone is going to love this cake.” He turned to Alisha, who appeared indifferent.

      She shrugged and pushed the cake away. “I’ll admit it’s a good cake. But I think I liked the white cake, raspberry filling and vanilla buttercream better. I think that is more suitable for a wedding cake.”

      “There’s no way it could be more suitable, because a wedding, in a way, is a representation of us. It’s our day and we can do and have whatever we want,” Nick pointed out.

      Alisha turned her head away from Nick and looked at my poor mother, who looked like the monkey in the middle. “Karen, thank you so much for these beautiful cakes. They’re a piece of art and every one of them tasted divine. I think we have some things to consider and we will get back to you next week.”

      “No problem. Let me grab a box for you to take the rest of these home. Maybe you can have your families help decide and let them get a sneak peak,” she offered.

      Quickly, I grabbed some boxes from under the counter and handed them to my mother, and watched her box them up.

      “I don’t think I’ll be sharing that chocolate-mint cake,” Nick admitted.

      “That’s fine. I don’t think anyone else is going to want it,” Alisha said tartly, which stopped any further conversation about the chocolate-mint cake. “Karen,” Alisha held out her hand, “thank you again, I’ll be in touch.” She spun around and walked out the door without her fiancé.

      “I’m sorry about that, you guys. I didn’t mean to put anyone in an uncomfortable situation,” Nick apologized, looking guilty.

      “Oh, Nick, you didn’t,” My mom assured him and put her hand lightly on his arm. “One of those cake flavors should have been something you wanted to try. It’s your wedding too, but that’s none of my business. That’s between you and Alisha.”

      “Yeah…” He turned around, looking at the exit. “That’s going to be my next hurdle. I really appreciate you guys making these cakes, they were all delicious. It’s going to be hard to just choose one.”

      “You’re welcome.” My mom walked around and gave him a hug. She was a hugger, which used to bug me, but it was her love language and her way of making people comfortable. It definitely wasn’t mine. “You let me know what you two decide, okay? Remember: it’s for a happy day and not a day that’s meant to be too stressful.”

      My mom had always offered advice and suggestions, even when they weren’t necessarily asked for. Luckily, she usually came off as thoughtful and kind, so she didn’t usually get in trouble for offering opinions.

      “Thank you, Karen.” He hugged her back and picked up the cake boxes. “We will definitely let you know what we decide.”

      “Have a good day, Nick.” She waved.

      “You too, Karen. Bye, Rosie.” He smiled at me and then nodded in Troy’s direction as a way of saying goodbye.

      “See you later.” I watched him leave the bakery.

      “Well, that was awkward,” Troy stated and I nodded in agreement.

      Nick and Alisha were clearly at odds, and didn’t seem to care how they were coming off to complete strangers. It made me wonder how they acted toward each other when they were alone. I couldn’t imagine the two of them being that happy… certainly not happy enough to get married and spend a lifetime together.

      “Those are two people who want completely different things. In marriages, you have to compromise and, when one person is unwilling to, it makes it hard.” Sighing, my mother continued, “Having different opinions is a good thing. You still want to be your own person, but being too different can make things harder than it should be. It makes you wonder whether it will last… and if you love that person enough to be willing to do anything to stick through to the end. I see so many couples come in here asking for wedding cakes, so I get to interact and observe quite a bit. Some are obviously more in love than others. It’s hard to see the ones that aren’t as in love, because deep down, you know the likelihood of it working is not great.”

      She finished her speech and walked to the back of the bakery to clean up. She was clearly not referring to other couples and their potential marriages, but had been thinking about her own past. It was hard to see her still upset from her past decisions and even now dealing with them internally.

      I looked at Troy who was giving me a funny look. “What?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Your mom made a move faster than you did,” he laughed.

      “I was never going to make a move,” I replied. “He’s about to get married and loves Alisha.”

      “Did you see the way he was looking at you?” Troy exclaimed.

      “Yeah, I saw that wink,” Mom said upon returning to clean up the table where they had been sitting.

      “Mom,” I groaned, but she held up a hand.

      “It doesn’t matter. He’s getting married, so let’s stop talking about it. He was probably just being friendly anyway,” she decided.

      After my mom finished cleaning everything up, she left Troy and me to close up for the night; this left time for me and Troy to talk alone.

      “Well, that was an interesting evening don’t you think?” Troy asked, wiping down the counters.

      “Yep, definitely one for the books,” I agreed.

      “I swear, I felt a chill down my spine when Alisha walked in,” he admitted and started emptying the case from the leftover cupcakes.

      I snorted. “She doesn’t have the happiest presence, does she?”

      “I don’t know how Nick puts up with it. She was being completely rude and demoralizing to him in front of complete strangers. Can you imagine how mean she is to him when they aren’t around people?”

      “But he has to know what he’s getting himself into. He did propose to her, after all.”

      “Maybe he didn’t realize it? Plus, he thinks he’s in love with this girl. If he was so in love with her, why does he have wandering eyes?” Troy asked.

      “Don’t you think that’s a little worrisome? Even if somehow, magically, it worked out with us… what if he had wandering eyes while we were together… toward someone else?” I countered and started mopping the floors.

      “Or maybe he has wandering eyes because he’s beginning to realize he’s with a crazy, angry woman? We have no idea. I just hope he realizes it soon, because no one wants to be married to that. She didn’t even want him to have a cake he liked, just to try.”

      “Maybe there’s more to her than her being a control freak? Maybe he’s seen the good in her and loves her for it?”

      “Rosie.” Troy took a deep breath. “Maybe he’s starting to be a little realistic and realizes that when he gets married, he marries the good, the bad and the ugly?”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but what was the use? He had made a good point and I didn’t have a leg to stand on. There was definitely the “good, bad and ugly” floating around in that relationship and they were going to have to figure it out. I held my hands up in surrender,

      Troy did a fist pump in the air.

      I chuckled, rolling my eyes, and started wiping down all the surfaces, making sure the bakery was prepped for the morning shift.

      That was easily the most awkward cake testing I had ever witnessed, and I had done most of them with Mom. If there was that much tension between the two of them concerning the wedding, did they really know what they were doing? Or were love blinders playing a major role? Was it terrible that I was getting my hopes up… just a little bit?

      

      
        
        CHOCOLATE CAKE RECIPE

        3 cups white sugar

        3 cups all-purpose flour

        1 ½ cups cocoa powder

        1 tbsp. baking soda

        1 ½ tsps. baking powder

        1 ½ tsps. salt

        4 room temperature eggs

        1 ½ cups room temperature buttermilk (can be substituted with 1 ½ cups milk and 1 tbsp. of lemon juice or vinegar but let it sit 10 minutes before using)

        1 ½ cups hot water

        ½ cup oil

        2 tsps. vanilla extract

      

      

      
        	Mix together sugar, flour, cocoa powder, baking soda, baking powder and salt.

        	Add in eggs, buttermilk, hot water, oil and vanilla and mix until just combined.

        	Separate batter into three 8” pans. Takes about three cups of batter in each pan.

        	Bake for about 35 minutes. Test with toothpick in the center of the cakes and see if it comes out clean.

        	After about 5-10 minutes, turn out the cakes and cool on a wire rack until cool.

        	Stack and frost the cake with buttercream frosting provided below, or with your favorite frosting!

      

      

      
        
        CHOCOLATE BUTTERCREAM FROSTING

        1 cup softened butter

        4 1/2 cups sifted powdered sugar

        4 tbsps. cocoa

        1 tsp. vanilla

        2 tbsps. heavy cream

        3-4 tbsps. milk

      

      

      
        	Cream together softened butter, until fluffy.

        	Add in powdered sugar and cocoa until mixed together.

        	Mix in vanilla and heavy cream.

        	Slowly add in milk. Do not add all the milk at the same time or else your frosting will separate. Continue adding milk until the frosting is smooth and creamy.
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      The next day, Mom received a phone call from Alisha, saying that she wanted her to make the wedding cake. They set an appointment at the following week to meet about the details of the cake, and Alisha made sure to note that Nick would not be coming. Apparently, he didn’t care what the cake looked like, he just wanted to make sure the cake tasted good. I guess that meant the cake wasn’t going to be much of a representation of the wedding couple, and just Alisha. I was beginning to think this was going to be the theme of the entire wedding.

      After school, I came home to find my sister in the bathroom getting ready for the party. I stood in the doorway and watched her put on makeup.

      “Should we make up now, or stay upset a couple more days?” I teased and waited for her to respond.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to forgive you yet,” she said tartly and continued applying foundation to her already pretty face.

      “What if I told you I decided to come to that party?” I asked and she stopped applying her makeup.

      “Are you serious?”

      I shrugged, pretending to be very interested in my fingernails. “Why not? I have nothing better to do. I could stay home and binge watch some major Gilmore Girls, or I could watch you go crazy at some party. And since I’ve had my fill of Gilmore Girls this week, I decided going to this party wouldn’t be quite so bad. Besides, I have a couple of tests on Monday and I can’t go to Mom’s this weekend, so I can’t get too distracted. I need to spend most of my weekend locked up in this apartment. But spending an hour or two, giving my brain a break to watch people act like idiots, shouldn't hinder my test-taking performance too much.”

      “Does Mom know you're going?” she asked, fully turning her attention on me. She stared at me in awe, not fully processing what I was saying. I don’t think she completely believed me when I said I was going to the party.

      “Yes. When she called me and told me Alisha wanted her to make the wedding cake, I decided that I was going to go to the party. Plus, she had told me she wanted me to think about going. You know, to keep an eye on you and to get out there more, and meet new people. I simply told her that I had thought about it and decided to go,” I explained to my little sister, who was still gaping. “Lily, relax. I’m not staying for very long.”

      “I don’t care that you're coming, I just can’t believe you are coming. This is crazy. What brought this on? I don’t think you’ve ever been to a party…” She trailed off, trying to recall if I had ever gone.

      She would undoubtedly come to the conclusion that I never had; I personally thought they were a waste of time, but clearly I was alone in this opinion.

      “No, I haven’t. And just because I’m going to this one, doesn’t mean I’m always going to go. I’m just trying something new. That’s all,” I insisted and walked into my bedroom to pick out something to wear.

      This time, Lily walked into my doorway and stood there watching me go through my closet. “Troy told me about the cake testing,” she said smugly. I guess this was her way of forgiving me.

      “Oh, yeah?” I tried to play it cool. “What did he tell you?”

      “That the groom is totally into you,” she giggled and walked in and laid on my bed. “Tell me about him. Is he handsome? Dreamy? Rich? Successful? Smart? Athletic? Ripped?”

      “Lily, relax. I don’t really know much about the guy. Well, I guess I do know that he is handsome. I guess I would say dreamy and, from the looks of it, yeah, he’s packing some muscle.” I held up a leather jacket and a jean jacket, trying to decide between the two.

      “The jean jacket. Wear it with your black skinny jeans and grey booties,” Lily said, bossing me around.

      Instead of arguing, I listened to her. She was usually right when it came to picking out outfits. “Thank you,” I said, laying the outfit on my bed next to her.

      “Troy said he couldn’t keep his eyes off you and that this Alisha was a bridezilla. He said she was completely rude to him in front of the three of you the entire time, and that it was super awkward. And I guess he winked at you? Is that true?” She practically squealed like a little pig.

      “Yes, it’s all true, but it doesn’t matter. He’s getting married, Lil,” I reminded her.

      “Hey, he’s not off the market until he says ‘I do’. And it sounds like they aren’t going to make it that far anyway,” she tried to reason, but I shook my head.

      “I’m not going to do anything, Lily. Plus, I probably won’t ever see him again, until the wedding anyways. It’s all in Mom’s hands now. There are more fish in the sea. More available ones too, that aren’t already with another fish.”

      “Yeah, but no one wants to marry a barracuda. That’s just asking for trouble,” she smirked and left, with me standing there, wishing people weren’t so forward in sharing their opinions.

      Lily and I finished getting dressed, and she helped me with my hair and my makeup. She decided to go with a wavy-curly-messy side bun and smoky eyes. I was hesitant about the darker eye shadow, but Lily insisted you could always go darker for the evening and get away with it.

      Kylee and Susie came over before we left for the party and were surprised to see me dressed and ready to go as well.

      “Lily, is your sister really going to this party?” I overheard Kylee whisper to Lily.

      “Yep, I am Kylee,” I responded before Lily could. “I’m going to go to this party. Just don’t expect me to stay long. Especially if the food sucks. And if the food sucks, I’m leaving earlier than I’ve planned to. Where is this place anyways?”

      “It’s being thrown by someone in your class, but I heard there might be some juniors coming,” Susie giggled excitedly.

      “How did you guys get invited?” I asked.

      “My older sister is a junior and she’s letting us in… not to mention that we now have you,” Kylee explained and crossed her arms. “Apparently, most of the senior class was invited.”

      “Well, hopefully I count as most of the senior class. What time is it?” I wondered whether to pull my phone out of my pocket, but Susie beat me to it her phone was in her hand.

      “It’s time to go. Kylee, do you want to drive?” Susie asked while heading toward the door.

      “Yeah, no. I’m driving. I’ve seen how you clowns drive and there’s no way I’m getting in the car with you people unless I drive,” I informed them and they looked shocked at how forward I was, but I couldn’t help it. I’d seen Kylee go over curbs and drive so close to cars, they practically touched. Susie was a texting and driving fool, and Lily never learned to stay in between the lines on the road; she liked to drive right down the middle.

      “Fine with me.” Kylee shrugged. “It will save me a little bit of gas.”

      “Where is this party anyways?”

      “It’s at a house outside of city limits. I’ve heard it’s like a mansion,” Susie told me excitedly.

      “Hopefully, there will actually be a sitting room.” Lily swung her purse over her shoulder. “I’m ready. By the way, we should probably take two cars because Rosie is going to bail super early.”

      “Oh, that’s a good point. Then I’ll just follow you guys,” I said to Susie and Kylee, and they nodded in agreement.

      “Great, let’s go!” Kylee opened the door and motioned for everyone to walk out.

      The three girls decided to ride in Kylee’s car together, which left me alone in mine. Quite frankly I was grateful, because sometimes Susie and Kylee could be too much. Plus, they were probably trying to figure out who was all going to be at this party and texting a bunch of boys. They were boy-crazy. My sister hadn’t been a boy-crazy fool, because of the whole Jake situation, but she was slowly getting used to the idea of dating again. She definitely was getting herself out there.

      I followed Kylee and I made sure to give her plenty of space, in case she had to slam on the brakes from following the car in front too closely. We first drove through town, where I saw her almost hit a stop sign, a mailbox and a kid crossing the road on his bike. Once we started to slowly exit the city limits, the roads were wider, so it gave her more space to drive. This didn’t, however, stop her from running over a flock of quail.

      The house didn’t take too long to get to and calling the place a “mansion” was an understatement. The house was a three-story Craftsman, pale white with black trim; a huge porch wrapped around the entire house and had another porch on the second level. There was a huge four-car garage off the side of the house and a huge shop in the back. Needless to say, the house looked big enough to house four families.

      

      There were already a lot of cars parked and it looked like they were having someone direct parking off to the side of the house in a field. I did as the attendant directed, and parked alongside Kylee. I jumped out of the car and met the girls behind Kylee’s.

      “Rosie, do you see how big this house is?” Lily asked, her eyes hungrily regarding the house.

      “Oh, that tiny thing? No, I must have missed it driving up the driveway,” I said sarcastically and she rolled her eyes at me.

      “It’s the most beautiful house I have ever seen,” Susie said dreamily. “They even have lights lining the driveway and the path, and there are flowers everywhere. Did you notice the fountain in the round driveway?”

      “No, I was busy driving and making sure I didn’t drive into a ditch, which Kylee narrowly missed, although I did see a few things that she didn’t miss. Do you have a bunch of birds on the front of your grill now?” I teased.

      Kylee walked to the front and started laughing. “There’s one stuck underneath my car. I’ll have to see if my dad can get that out later. I’m not touching it.”

      “I’m surprised there’s not more stuck on there. Did you see how fast she was going?” Susie looked at Lily and they both started laughing.

      I rolled my eyes and started walking toward the house. “You people scare me. This is why I refuse to ride in that car with you guys. Those poor quail didn’t stand a chance.”

      The three of them laughed again and as we got closer to the house, I noticed the fountain that Susie had mentioned from before. It was gorgeous; it had a path of stone leading up to it for people to walk up to, with lights shining on it, and perfectly trimmed roses of every color surrounding it. It looked like the landscaping had been taken care of on a regular basis, because I didn’t notice one weed. The grass had been recently mowed and edged, and bushes also neatly trimmed. It was a gorgeous courtyard, and I was excited to see the rest of the house.

      We walked up to the door, where two other girls were standing and giggling about something. Susie knocked on the door. Without hesitation, the door swung open and revealed a maid who pointed us in the direction where music was playing and loud laughter resounded.

      We walked down a lengthy hallway, which opened into a fancy den with couches and chairs. There was a huge table filled with every snack and treat imaginable. The back wall was covered by French doors that opened to the rear patio, where most of the party was gathered.

      There was a bunch of people from my class that I recognized but had no interest in talking to. I immediately felt uncomfortable and wanted to head over to the snack table. Kylee and Susie found their usual group and rushed over to talk to them. Lily stood by me.

      “Are you going to be okay, sis, if I go join my friends?” Lily asked, concerned.

      “Yeah, I see chocolate chip cookies over on the dessert table, so I think I’m going to binge-eat.” I laughed nervously and smiled encouragingly at her.

      “Oh come on Rose, there has to be someone here you want to talk too,” she said, exasperated, and waved around to the many people giggling and enjoying the party.

      “No, Lily, there really isn’t. I mean, these are people that I am merely acquainted with, I don’t actually talk to a lot of people at school and oh my gosh…” I noticed somebody sitting on the couch with a couple other guys.

      “What?” Lily gazed frantically around the room, trying to find where my eyes were looking. “What did you see?”

      “Nick is here,” I whispered, forcing myself to turn away and not stare at him.

      “What? Where?”

      I peered back over toward the couch to make sure I was really seeing who I thought I was seeing, and then looked away again. “He’s the one in the jeans and white V-neck t-shirt. He’s sitting and talking with a couple other guys on the couch.”

      I waited for Lily to find him and heard her gasp. I looked at her and she was smiling like an idiot.

      “Rosie. He is hot. Like, you know, those hot firemen calendars desperate housewives get? He could be on one of those!”

      “Great, now I’m never going to get that image out of my head,” I muttered and put my hand on my forehead.

      “Is that really a bad image to have?” she giggled and kept staring at him. “Are you going to go talk to him?”

      I shook my head. “No way. That would be so awkward. The last time I saw him, he and his fiancé were practically fighting in front of me, Mom and Troy! Speaking of, isn’t she supposed to be here?”

      “I’m sure she is somewhere. So, what are you going to do? Avoid him all night?” she asked with a furrowed brow, unable to stop staring at him.

      “Well, first you're going to stop staring at him and second, yes, I am. Third, I’m going to text Troy and see where he is. Maybe he needs a wingman, or woman,” I decided aloud, pulling out my phone and texting him. “You go with your friends.” I waved with my phone in their direction. “I’ll be fine. I’m in desperate need of a cookie.”

      “Okay, if you say so. I’ll catch up with you in a little bit. Although, I doubt you’ll move from the cookies,” she winked and I made a face at her.

      “Cookies are my safe spot. Go, have fun,” I insisted and watched her walk over to a very excited group of freshmen.

      I did exactly what I said I was going to do and got myself a cookie. I leaned up against the wall with it and scanned the room. I didn’t know over half the people here and had no desire to mingle with anyone. I kept finding myself staring at Nick, who hadn’t noticed my appearance, thank heaven. Hopefully, I could stay hidden from him the entire time I was there. If I saw him glance over, I would make sure to put my head down and pretend to look at my phone.

      Troy finally texted me back, letting me know he was outside and that he would come find me by the refreshments, and to save him a cookie. After a few minutes, I was on my second cookie and I finally spotted Troy walking in my direction.

      “Is that my cookie?” he teased and tried to take it from my hand.

      Before he could get a hold of it, I stuffed the rest of it in my mouth and he started busting up, very loudly. This caught some unwanted attention, including Nick. He looked around to search for the familiar laugh and spotted me and Troy. He immediately stood up and started heading in our direction.

      “Um, I think you better you swallow the cookie fast” he murmured as he watched Nick walked over.

      “I’m trying,” I tried to say with my mouth full, but I wasn’t able to make out words.

      He turned to look at me and started laughing, “I bet you wished you had shared your cookie now!”

      I narrowed my eyes and covered my mouth to try and get the blasted thing swallowed.

      “He’s getting closer.”

      As if I didn’t see him getting closer. I held up my hand to assure him I almost had it down, then decided to turn around to keep some of my dignity. I could feel Troy tap my arm repeatedly, which was his way of telling me to hurry up. Finally, I swallowed the cookie and spun around quickly, and found myself face to face with Nick, praying I didn’t have any cookie crumbs stuck between my teeth.

      “Hey guys, I didn’t know you would be here,” Nick greeted us and reached out to shake Troy’s hand.

      Troy shook it and they smiled at each other. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m doing good. Enjoying the party?” Troy asked, smirking at me while I was trying to quickly wipe away leftover cookie crumbs.

      “Yes, it seems to be going well so far and no one has tried to show up with any booze, so that’s always a relief. Whenever alcohol is involved, fights break out and people act just plain stupid. The last thing I need is one of my mother’s art pieces broken again,” he rambled on and reality struck me.

      “You live here?” I asked, shocked.

      “Yes, I do. This is my parent’s house. My friends wanted to throw a party, and my parents didn’t mind as long as there wasn’t any recklessness, and I had the biggest home, so the party ended up here,” he chuckled and looked around.

      “Well, so far so good. I haven’t seen any craziness yet, besides a few people trying to choke down cookies,” Troy teased and chuckling.

      This is where I took it upon myself to hit him in the arm and then smiled at Nick. “Well, your home is beautiful, not to mention it’s absolutely gigantic,” I complimented him.

      “Thank you. You should see it in the spring, when the flowers are blooming; it’s my favorite time of year. My mom likes to hold a lot of tea parties in the backyard. In fact, that’s where the wedding is being held,” he informed us. “Why don’t I take you guys back there and show you around?”

      I shook my head and tried to play cool. “Oh, we don’t want to pull you away from your friends. We can go back there and look ourselves.”

      “Those guys?” He pointed to the couch where he was previously sitting. “We were just talking about fantasy baseball. The conversation was boring anyways, and two guys were getting way too into it and started arguing about their pitchers. I’m getting whipped again this year, so I have no interest in talking about it.”

      “I love fantasy baseball! I traded one of my players last night and he ended up getting hurt. I’m so frustrated,” Troy said excitedly. I’m sure he didn’t expect them to be talking about something they both have in common.

      “My pitcher had a terrible game last night and allowed in way too many runs. I’m debating on trading, but there aren’t very good options. Maybe you should join our league next year? It’s always good to mix it up and bring on some new people to throw off the bracket,” Nick offered and pulled out his phone to look at something. “Maybe it will even help me out.”

      Troy chuckled at his joke. “That would be great, thanks!” Troy looked at me and stuck out his tongue when Nick wasn’t looking and I thought about hitting him again, but then Nick looked up.

      “This wedding planning is giving me a headache,” he muttered, texting back quickly.

      “Where is the bride-to-be?” Troy raised an eye brow.

      “She’s out with her mother tonight, shopping for centerpieces. She had no desire to come to the party,” Nick told us.

      An awkward tension fell over our conversation and no one dared to comment. It felt too much like a trap. It was weird that she wasn’t here for Nick’s party.

      “Come on, let me show you the back,” Nick finally offered, filling in the awkward silence.

      I took a deep breath and smiled, trying to appear friendly.

      “Okay, great,” Troy said and gave me a nudge.

      “Awesome,” I said simply and followed Nick and Troy out the French doors.

      I passed Lily and her group of friends, and she started jumping excitedly up and down. I didn’t understand why, because the guy was about to be married. There was no reason to be excited and hoping for anything.

      The backyard was absolutely gorgeous and outshone the front of the house. There was an even bigger fountain, surrounded by a garden of flowers and nicely trimmed hedges. There were willow trees with all branches cut to an even length and, in the back, it opened up onto a huge meadow of lush green grass. A pool house and tennis courts were off to the back of the garden and what looked like stables stood off to the right of the property. Basically, the house had everything anyone could ever imagine a rich person having. It sounded like there was an outdoor pool somewhere too, and people were playing in it, but I couldn’t see it.

      “This place is beautiful,” I whispered and Nick chuckled.

      “This is like the best backyard ever,” Troy said, using the best words he could conceive of, sounding like a thirteen-year old.

      “Thank you. My mother takes great pride in her garden and flowers. She has gardeners tend to it daily.”

      “Well, it definitely pays off. It’s gorgeous,” I declared.

      Nick took us on the path that trailed through the entire garden and Troy started bombarding Nick with questions about his fabulous life. I was watching the people standing around, engrossed in their own private conversations and enjoying time away from the loud music and animated groups inside. Some, however, were taking advantage of the privacy of the garden, and it was awkward.

      Nick and Troy were talking about whether he took advantage of the tennis courts often, and I spotted a familiar face stuck on someone else’s face. They were sitting on a park-type bench in the back corner of the garden, where no one else was.

      “Jake?” I asked, hoping that it wasn’t who I thought it was.

      Nick and Troy stopped talking, instantly curious.

      The couple pulled away from each other and my worst fears were confirmed when Jake and I locked eyes.

      “What in the world?” I asked, but was overshadowed by Troy, who was much angrier than I was.

      “What are you doing here, Jake? Don’t you know Lily is here?” He was, clearly upset.

      Nick stayed and I could imagine how confused he probably was.

      “Oh, she is? Well, why don’t you go ahead and tell her I said hello? Now, if you excuse me, I was busy with Miss Katherine.” He chuckled and the girl giggled excitedly.

      “Well, this explains everything,” I muttered and started to march away, but then Jake stood up and I stopped.

      “Explains what? Why your sister is a complete prude and didn’t think after four years that I deserved a little something after being her ‘precious boyfriend’?”

      I spun around very slowly, trying to process what I had just heard come out of Jake’s mouth. “Excuse me? What did you just call my sister?”

      “A prude. Because that’s what she is. She didn’t tell you? I set up the most perfect date for her. We spent the day shopping for her, going on a hike, then went to her favorite restaurant, and when I offered a hotel to stay in that night with me, she told me no. Saying that she was trying to protect her precious flower for when she gets married. Because, apparently, four years stuck with her isn’t enough for me to finally get anything out of the relationship.” His voice had been slowly growing louder with each word and a crowd had started to collect.

      “No, she didn’t tell me anything, but you know what? Good for her. I’m proud of her, because she was able to stand on her own two feet and tell you no. She must have seen your true colors and realized that you were just a pig,” I bellowed and realized that I was starting to shake from anger.

      “Oh? Coming from the nun? You Harrison women are all the same. You push away people who actually want to be with you and be close to you. You women are selfish and only think about yourselves,” he retorted with a smug look that put me over the edge.

      Slowly, I started toward him, unsure what I was doing, but it seemed to please him, because he grew a wicked grin. “So, just because she wouldn’t go to that hotel with you, because of a promise she had made to herself years ago, that makes her selfish? And now your looping me and my mom into this? Is that what you're telling me?” I was pretty sure steam was coming out my ears.

      “Yes. It makes all of you manipulative, selfish, prudish women who will all die alone, because all you're concerned about is yourselves and your so-called self-worth. Well, you can go ahead and keep your legs crossed. I was bored anyways. I needed someone with a little more … excitement.” He smiled haughtily and put a finger under Katherine’s chin.

      “Well, if that’s how you really feel.” I drove my knee into his groin and then punched him right in the nose with all the force I could muster. Upon impact, I felt pain shoot through my hand, but refused to let weakness show as I watched Jake drop to his knees.

      He had one hand on his lower region and one hand on his nose, blood oozing between his fingers.

      “Good luck getting any excitement now,” I said smugly, holding my hand. The adrenaline was wearing off and my hand was throbbing.

      “You stupid…” he started to say, but was cut off by Nick.

      “I wouldn’t say that next word if I was you,” Nick advised  coolly. “Once you're able to get a hold of yourself, I want you to leave immediately, without making any more problems. Seems like you have more than enough now.”

      The three of us turned around and found over half the party standing around, watching what happened, including my sister.

      “Alright, you guys, break it up, nothing to see here! Go back and enjoy the party,” Nick stated and the crowd dispersed. He put an arm around me, which I thought was very forward, and guided me to the house. “Let’s go put some ice on that hand. I can imagine it hurts pretty bad.”

      I nodded. “I’m pretty sure I broke or sprained something.”

      He chuckled and rubbed my arm, “Well, it was the greatest punch I have ever seen.”

      “Rose, people are going to be talking about this for months. I’ve never been so proud! I never thought you would ever do that!” Troy said excitedly.

      Lily intercepted us before we walked out of the garden and looked at us sheepishly, “So, I guess now you know.”

      “Oh, Lil, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe what he did to you. I hope you didn’t hear too much of that. You deserve way better than that slug,” I assured her and smiled. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I just can’t believe you just kneed him and punched him like that. That was probably the greatest thing I have ever seen,” Lily exclaimed.

      “And well deserved,” Nick added. “No woman should ever be talked to like that. It’s clear he has no respect for women. I’m going to get in touch with my security and make sure he is escorted off the premises.”

      “You have security?” Troy started playing twenty questions again as the four of us walked back to the house.

      Nick showed us into the kitchen, handed me an ice pack, and invited us to sit in the kitchen for a little quiet. He asked us to wait until he was sure Jake and his “mistress” were gone so Troy, Lily and I sat around the table and waited for him to come back.

      “Thank you for what you did,” Lily whispered. “I didn’t want to tell you what happened, because I was ashamed. I didn’t want people to look at me as a prude. Is it so wrong to want to protect something and save it for only one guy? He was so mean to me and reacted terribly when I told him I wasn’t going to stay the night with him.” She put her head in her hands and started crying.

      Troy wrapped his arms around her and let her cry into his chest. “I think it’s pretty cool that you're waiting for someone special. Don’t let anyone try and convince you otherwise and change your perspective.”

      I nodded in agreement, “He’s just a pig that clearly only cares about one thing. And, sis, you don’t have to be afraid to tell me anything. I’ll never judge you and you should never be ashamed for standing up for what you believe in.” I smiled at her and she smiled back.

      “I know. I just can’t believe he showed up to the party with her. I mean, what a disrespecting selfish jerk!” She was getting worked up, but Troy quietly shushed her and rubbed her back.

      “It’s all over now. I think he’ll leave you alone, especially if you have Rosie around. No one is going to mess with her!” Troy started laughing and the two of us burst into laughter.

      We heard the door open and saw Nick walk in. “Well, he’s gone. I’m so sorry about what happened. How’s your hand, Rosie?”

      “Well, it’s numb now, so it doesn’t feel too bad.” I carefully stretched out my hand and was able to open it completely, without it feeling too bad. I decided I must have merely have  bruised it, which was a relief, because I really didn’t want to go to urgent care.

      “Good, I’m glad. Is there anything else I can do for you? Can I get you a cookie, Rosie?” Nick teased and I chuckled.

      “No, I think I’m good. I’m going to go home. I’ve had enough excitement for one day,” I decided and looked at Lily, who still had tears in her eyes.

      “Yeah, I think I’m going to go with her. I don’t feel like hanging around people anymore. I just want to sit on my own couch and eat an entire bag of chips,” Lily admitted and Troy laughed.

      I snorted and shook my head. “Figures. Good thing I bought several bags earlier this week.”

      “Do you want me to drive you home? Neither of you look like you could drive right now,” Nick offered and before I could deny the offer, Troy spoke up.

      “I’ll take them home. I actually came with a couple of my roommates, so I didn’t bring my car.”

      “Thanks, Troy,” Lily sniffled and I smiled.

      “Yeah, thanks Troy.”

      The three of us stood up from the table and Nick followed us out to my car. Troy helped Lily in, which I thought was very sweet, and I handed him my keys. Before I climbed into the car, Nick cleared his throat.

      “I really am sorry about tonight.”

      “I am too. I shouldn’t have let him get to me. At least, I didn’t break something of your mom’s,” I smiled.

      “Just Jake’s nose and his manhood,” Nick teased.

      I giggled and wiped the hair from my forehead. “Yeah, I guess you’re…” I watched Nick wipe the stand of hair that persisted in hanging in my face “right.”

      “Can I get your number, just so I can check up on you and make sure your hand is alright?” He smiled and waited for my response.

      “Oh, sure,” I agreed and he entered the digits while I provided my phone number.

      “I’ll text you right now, so that you have mine too. I guess I’ll see you around.” He opened the car door and extended his hand for support.

      I climbed into my seat and he buckled me in. There was a second when his body was so close to mine, I could hardly breathe. “Thanks Nick, f-for e-everything,” I stammered.

      “Thank you, for making this night way more entertaining than it ever would have been,” he chuckled and smiled at me in a way that took my breath away.

      “I second that,” Troy laughed and Lily rolled her eyes.

      “I’m glad I could be everyone’s entertainment tonight,” I said sarcastically.

      “Me too, I’m glad you came. See you later, Rosie.” Nick smiled and closed the door, then Troy started backing out of the parking space, and headed toward our apartment.

      Lily spun around in her seat to eye me suspiciously, “What was that all about?” she asked.

      “I have no idea.” I smiled to myself and looked out the window.

      Lily didn’t bother asking anymore questions and decided to face forward in her seat. I thought she was a little disappointed with my answer, but it was the honest truth. I had no idea what was going on.
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