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        For my grandmothers—Amy and Velliamma.

        Thank you for inspiring me to write Baby.

        I miss you both deeply.
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        Content and Trigger Warnings: Homophobia, fat shaming, racism, bigotry, gaslighting, physical assault, attempted rape

      

      

      

      This is an open door romance, so the content may not be suitable for some readers. There are multiple scenes depicting consensual sex and intimacy. There are scenes with a vibrator as well. There is also the presence of coarse language and swearing spread across the book.

      There are also scenes of racism and hate, where a white character confronts the Indian lead about her skin color and her presence in her house. These scenes might be hard for some to read, so if you do not wish to read them, please skip chapters 32-34.

      While I have not suffered as much racism as Oleander does in the book, having lived in predominantly white countries over the course of my life, I have encountered racist comments and hate. I have also used inspiration from a friend who suffered similar situations and I hope I have handled these subjects and topics with care.

      I know there’s value in writing a story set in India about an Indian character, but I wanted the writing process to be an escape for me from what life is like here. To Americans reading this, I apologize profusely if I’ve butchered the locations I’ve picked. I closed my eyes and pointed at a random spot on the map and picked the state of Delaware and created a small city of my own, Wildes.
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      T-Minus 30 minutes until orgasms and sleep.

      Oleander repeated this in her head like a mantra to distract from the fact she’d been on her feet for eight hours.

      That didn’t include the four hours of dance lessons she worked that morning.

      And she’d done it all while slinging drinks and being polite to customers even though she was running on no sleep and no orgasms. All she wanted to do was go home, drown herself in a bottle of wine and soak in the tub before passing out for the rest of the weekend.

      T-Minus 30 minutes until orgasms and sleep.

      Ollie was halfway into her locker at the Hazy Barrel, the bar she’d been working at for the last eight years, taking a few deep breaths before she could clock out. Cassie, the worst coworker ever, came crashing through the doors and grabbed onto her shoulders. Ollie groaned at the contact, already aware of what came next.

      “Ollie, I need you to take my shift.”

      “Nope. Grant is waiting for me at home and I’m tired,” Ollie snapped, referencing her vibrator—because he granted her multiple orgasms without talking. Everyone at work thought Grant was a new boyfriend and Ollie used that to her advantage. Often.

      “There’s an emergency at home. You need to take my shift.”

      “Oh well, because it’s another emergency,” Ollie responded as sarcastically as she could given her exhaustion. Cassie had an emergency every Friday evening.

      “I’ll even give you my paycheck, nobody else can cover for me.”

      “Cass….”

      “Thanks doll, you’re the best.” In an intoxicating haze of whatever perfume she was wearing, Cassie was gone. It was a miracle she still had this job, considering Ollie took home most of that money since she worked all her shifts without complaint.

      Okay, some complaint.

      There was absolutely nothing glamorous about this job, but in a small town like Wildes, Delaware, you took what you got. It helped pay some of her bills, but on nights like this when other staff members found lame-ass reasons to run out early, Ollie hated her job. The Hazy Barrel had been an empty warehouse 15 years ago before Killian Graham turned it into a bar. Some called it a dive bar, some called it the best place to drink in town. Ollie called it work.

      When Ollie walked out of another desk job, she’d walked into the Barrel with her best friend and proceeded to get very drunk. A few hours into their binge drinking, Ollie decided working at a bar would be fun. Sure, her traditional Indian grandmother would lose her shit, but it was a paying job. She was 29, unemployed and unable to save any money to pay her parents back, so she practically begged Killian to give her the job. For the first six weeks, he trained her and then set her up behind the bar.

      And Ollie had stayed.

      Eight years later, much to her grandmother’s disappointment, Ollie was still there. Sure, she got a promotion and she was the head bartender, but it wasn’t great. Even though she taught dance every weekend, her grandmother wanted more from her. How else could she brag about her only granddaughter to her friends? Ollie was never going to sit behind a desk again. It was confining, boring and not satisfying enough.

      Besides, where else could she wear vintage tees, cuffed jeans and comfortable sneakers all day?

      Granted, bartending wasn’t her ultimate goal. Ollie wanted to dance. That was her thing. Her brothers wanted to play cops and robbers, and beat each other up, but not Ollie. Her mother signed her up for ballet when she was little, but when she started to grow up and gained weight, her ballet teacher very politely told her mother Ollie was too big-boned to be a ballet dancer.

      Her grandmother liked to remind Ollie that she could always learn Bharatanatyam. While an ancient and legendary dance form from her home country, that wasn’t what Ollie wanted to do. Ballet wasn’t even her first choice, but it was so rare for people to teach freestyle. She decided to find a way to do it herself. This was before YouTube existed and you had to rely on MTV to play a Janet Jackson video so you could learn the moves. And it wasn’t like there were a lot of job postings looking for choreographers, but Ollie knew her way to get there was to learn from the best.

      So, she started auditioning. Ollie kept getting told she wouldn’t fit—she was too brown, too chubby and too….something else offensive. No matter how thick your skin was, after a point, the words started to hurt and Ollie gave up.

      Now, she worked six days at the Barrel and taught dance on two days, so she could pay her bills and pay her parents back for college.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you still doing here?” Killian. The man in charge.

      Ollie sighed, looking up from cleaning yet another table in the two hours since she took the extra shift. “Cassie had a family emergency, so I’m working her shift and taking her paycheck.”

      “That’s not how it works, Bow.”

      “You can make it out to her, give me the cash.”

      “Baby, you know I can’t,” Killian replied, his voice cloyingly sweet.

      These fucking nicknames. Ollie gritted her teeth and inhaled sharply through her nose. “Do you need something?”

      “Table 12,” he said with a smirk, knowing he’d won this conversation. “Champagne. They’re celebrating.”

      Ollie nodded and waved him off as she returned to the bar, adjusting the apron around her waist. Ollie stepped behind the counter and smiled at the new faces. After quickly entering the order for champagne in, she assigned the task to one of the other waiters, then turned to the waiting customers.

      “Hey there, what can I get you?”

      And so it went—one fruity cocktail after another and a bottle of champagne with sparklers causing havoc. While the other bartenders kept their heads down and pocketed their tips, Ollie watched everyone. People watching was an underrated pastime. You could tell so much about someone by watching them for 30 seconds. Like the redhead in the jeans; she didn’t want to be there but she was sucking it up for her drunk friends. Or the trio of young men at a standing table, drinking beer and ignoring everything around them.

      As a bartender, you met all kinds of people. Some of them treated you like a shrink, wanting to tell you their life stories and relationship woes, others sat at the bar quietly and moped until you had to get them a cab to go home. This was one of few things she enjoyed about her job—the others included wearing whatever she wanted, access to the good booze and free food.

      Smiling to herself as she wiped down another glass, Ollie was distracted by her own thoughts when a soft voice purred her name. She’d know that voice anywhere. Looking up, Ollie was greeted by a purple-haired woman leaning over the bar, displaying her delicious cleavage and stunning smile.

      “Becca,” Ollie greeted her. “What can I get for you?”

      “A screaming orgasm.”

      Ollie snorted as she watched the woman. “Just one?”

      Becca flipped her hair over one shoulder and smiled. “Just me tonight.”

      Ollie nodded and made the drink, aware of Becca watching her every move. This was exactly how they met a year ago—Becca leaning over the bar top, with flaming orange hair, asking for a screaming orgasm she chugged in one breath. And when her shift was over, Ollie went home with Becca and they both had more screaming orgasms that left her satisfied for a few days. The next time she saw Becca, she had her arms wrapped around another woman and Ollie laughed it off.

      One night stands were great and it worked when she didn’t want to go home alone or she forgot to charge Grant. If Becca was back for a repeat, Ollie wasn’t interested.

      “Here you go, one screaming orgasm.”

      “Maybe later I can give you one?”

      Ollie offered a smile she hoped conveyed she wasn’t interested. “Have a good one.”

      Becca pouted, still flashing Ollie her cleavage as she seductively toyed with the straw in her glass by curling her tongue and wrapping her lips around it. Ollie was horny, it was bound to turn her on. But, Becca wasn’t what she was looking for.

      “Brent,” Ollie called out to one of the other bartenders, forcing her eyes from Becca. “I’m gonna take five.” Brent nodded and Ollie smiled at Becca as she walked off.
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        * * *

      

      Stepping into the ladies room, Ollie stifled a groan when she found a group of women hogging all the sinks and mirrors. They were touching up their makeup and hair, chattering and giggling. Usually, Ollie didn’t judge women for the kind of lifestyles they wanted to live. Everybody liked something different and you couldn’t judge them based on their likes always. But at that moment, in the terrible mood she was in, her brain conjured up an image of her going Uma Thurman in Kill Bill on those women to get them out of the way.

      She should dislike these women—they were the ones that ruined every relationship. Well, not these women specifically, but the ones who looked like them. Tall, leggy, with shiny hair, expensive clothes, perfectly applied makeup and shrill voices that were a siren’s call for men and women alike.

      It wasn’t her fault she was a Brown woman living in America and it wasn’t her fault she was curvier than she was thin. Okay, maybe that second thing was on her. But Ollie didn’t hate her body. Until she graduated high school, Ollie had looked like those women. She was skinny and had legs for days, her curves were accentuated by tight dresses and tiny tank tops. But, it was the 90s and everyone looked the same, no matter the color of their skin or their sexual preferences.

      When she left home and went to college, junk food became an easy solution. Obviously, Ollie and her best friend, Frankie, started piling on the pounds. Freshman Fifteen and all that. While they partied occasionally and ran across campus almost every day, it wasn’t enough to lose weight. By the time she graduated college, depression over the demise of her first real relationship set in and food became her best friend.

      For a while, she hated the way her body changed, but the older she got, the more she came to appreciate her body. She might have been raised to believe that women of a certain size were unappealing, and it took Ollie a long time to look in the mirror and see a woman who was confident and comfortable with her size. There were always going to be those who used the word ‘fat’ as an insult, but to Ollie, being fat wasn’t a bad thing. She wasn’t unhealthy, she wasn’t settling for her new shape—she loved who she was. Every inch of her body was the way she liked it, from her wide hips to her breasts and even her slightly larger ass. If people didn’t like what they saw when they looked at her, that was their problem.

      Her maternal grandmother, fondly called Baby, lectured her on her weight, hair and face her whole life. Ollie knew the basics of what Baby had gone through in her South Indian hometown and running away to America to meet and marry a man was her way of escaping it. Baby had also grown up in a society where women were meant to look, dress and behave a certain way, so when Ollie was growing up, she went above and beyond with making sure she knew what was expected of her.

      Sadly, the running away and falling in love was only applicable to Baby. Ollie had to lose weight, straighten her wild hair and marry an eligible South Indian bachelor. Not even her mother marrying a half-white man could change Baby’s mind. Hell, one of her brothers had married a white woman and Baby adored her. But Ollie? She had to marry an Indian man. Being bisexual? Not something Baby would ever be able to wrap her head around, so Ollie kept the secret.

      These thoughts usually sent her down an unappealing spiral, but Ollie had a long shift ahead of her. So she decided that the women deserved to touch up their makeup and look good for whoever they were trying to impress, but she wasn’t going to stand around and wait.

      Sighing heavily, she stepped out of the ladies room. Ollie eyed the men’s room and pursed her lips. Nothing she hadn't seen before and besides, when she first started at the Barrel, Killian put her in charge of cleaning the restrooms, so she figured she could get away with it. Hand on the door, Ollie sucked in a deep breath in case another drunk patron had relieved himself on the floor instead of the urinal and started to push. But the door swung open and she almost fell onto the sticky floor.

      “Gah!”

      “Holy shit, I’m sorry. Are you okay?” a strong voice accompanied hands that stretched out to help her straighten up and Ollie shook them off, taking a minute to catch her breath before regretting that decision instantly.

      Fighting back a gag, she shuddered. “Who opens doors like that?”

      “I didn’t know there was a right way to open a door.”

      Ollie huffed, scuffing her feet against the sticky floor. “Yanking it open like you’re mad at the door is not the right way to do it.”

      “You do realize this is the men’s room right?”

      “Yeah, so?” Ollie pushed her shoulders back and looked up at the door police. A playful smirk, messy dark brown hair, a faint blush on his cheeks and hazel eyes greeted her and Ollie fought the smile tugging at her lips in response. Her eyes dragged down his frame, taking in his brown and green plaid shirt with a Chewbacca t-shirt underneath, dark jeans and sneakers. Cute nerd. Ollie bit back a smile and gestured for him to step aside, putting on her best-exasperated face. “Do you mind?”

      “Warning, there’s a drunk dude under the sink, one in the stalls and one serenading the urinal.”

      “What’s his song of choice?” Ollie heard herself chuckle and mentally kicked herself.

      He offered her a wider smile as he said, “‘I Will Always Love You’ by Whitney Houston, of course.”

      “So cliché.” Ollie made a face and stepped past him. “You may leave.”

      “This place looks dangerous, you could use the help.”

      Ollie narrowed her eyes. “Do I look like a damsel in distress?”

      “Sounds like a trick question.”

      “Smart boy. Goodbye.” Ollie glanced back and waved him off, getting a laugh and a quick nod in response before he walked away, closing the door behind him, trapping the smells in there with her. Sweet baby Jesus.
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      Jackson had a love/hate relationship with his job—working sixteen hours, hunched over a keyboard, designing something you knew the client was going to trash once they saw it was totally fun. Not. It wasn’t that Jackson was bad at his job; this client was difficult to work with. And Jackson had worked four long days coming up with the perfect visual pitch only for it to get thrown out the window. Again.

      Advertising was a soul-sucking job, but it was one that kept him employed, paid and allowed him to use his talents the right way. This is what he went to college for and he was finally able to do something with what he had learned.

      While he could not kill his clients or burn the house down, he could get drunk enough to relax.

      They were two pitchers of beer down, but it wasn’t numbing the stress making his shoulders clench and his stomach ache. Trevor and Carson, his two friends from work, were chatting and looking around for women to flirt with, but Jackson’s head was still fixed on the project they’d been working on. It was better than moping about being single, so he considered this an improvement.

      “This beer is terrible,” Carson muttered.

      “This round’s on you, Jack,” Trevor told him with a hard thump on the back.

      “Every round has been on me tonight—next time, you’re buying.” His friends shrugged and Jackson rolled his eyes as he headed towards the bar.

      As always, the Hazy Barrel was packed for a Friday night. People were clinging to every inch of the space and Jackson groaned as he moved through the group congregating in the middle, trying not to brush up against anyone.

      Then he saw her.

      Earlier, when he’d opened the door to the men’s room, the last thing he expected to see was a woman on her way to a very disgusting face plant. He’d tried to help her up, she shook him off and laid into him about opening doors weirdly. But Jackson had also been too captivated by her husky voice to produce a smart comeback.

      As he stood at one end of the bar, waiting for people to move out of the way so he could place his order, Jackson took a minute to catalog this woman. He’d gotten a brief look at her outside the men’s room at the same time she was sizing him up, but this was an even better view.

      She was a few inches shorter than him, with thick dark hair that looked naturally unruly, or maybe unbrushed. The ends of her hair had blonde streaks and her outfit told him she didn’t give a shit about being fashionable—dark jeans clung to her wide hips and thick thighs paired with a vintage Metallica t-shirt she’d tied up on one side, showing off a little bit of her stomach. He also got a glimpse of a tattoo in the space between her shirt and her waistband.

      And her eyes. Man, her eyes pierced him. Brown, but darker than his, with a hint of gold. Thinking about it now, Jackson didn’t even realize how close they’d been standing until he registered the gold flecks. Her mouth had been turned down in displeasure, but he could tell her bottom lip was plumper and she had the pinkest and most kissable lips he’d ever seen.

      Tearing his eyes away from her, Jackson stepped forward to set the empty pitcher on the bar and ordered three IPAs. While the bartender went to fetch his drinks, his eyes drifted back to the brunette. She was laughing, head thrown back and Jackson swallowed at the beautiful sight. Three bottles of beer were set down in front of him and Jackson handed the money over, dropped the change in the tip jar, grabbed his beers and returned to his friends.
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        * * *

      

      Jackson was now on wingman duty, something he sucked at majorly. Apparently, his friends chose to ignore that, because they expected him to deliver. Jackson had always been considered an awkward turtle—because he had been a weird looking kid, a lanky and dorky teenager, and his favorite thing to do in school was read comic books and discuss Star Wars. Girls didn’t care for scrawny boys who fumbled over their words or didn’t have any street cred.

      Jackson had stuck out like a sore thumb—because he wore hand-me-downs from his older brother, took the bus and his older siblings left him to fend for himself. When he wasn’t with his only two real friends, he’d spent every free moment at school doing his homework to become the best student. Sure, it helped him graduate at the top of his class and get scholarships to anywhere he wanted to go, but Jackson wanted a different experience in college.

      Until his first girlfriend, he didn’t even think he was worth a second look. But she found a way to make him feel attractive. And the awkward turtle turned into a slightly less awkward guy and he made a few more friends.

      Even now, Jackson collected everything to do with the Ninja Turtles and had Star Wars things on his desk at work. Hell, he was wearing a Chewbacca t-shirt under his flannel shirt. Jackson was never going to apologize for liking pop culture and being a nerd—these were the things that made his life bearable.

      But, to other people, that was boring and unattractive.

      Women wanted bulky athletic guys who could bench press all of Jackson’s weight. Jackson didn’t even know what bench press meant. And the most exercise he got was teaching karate on the weekends.

      “Okay,” Carson said as he faced Jackson. “What the fuck is going on with you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Trevor snorted from his other side. “You’re supposed to be our wingman. So, why aren’t you helping us score?”

      Jackson looked around, noticing some of the women glancing their way. And he realized he’d been off in his own world this whole time. “I’m clearly not a good wingman tonight.”

      “But your cute, awkward and dorky personality always brings the hot women in.”

      Carson put his hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “Haven’t you heard, Trev, women don’t care for cute and awkward anymore.”

      “Fuck off,” Jackson said with a laugh, gently shoving Carson aside as he reached for his beer.

      “Incoming,” Trevor muttered and they straightened up as two pretty women stepped up to their table. Jackson smiled tightly, watching his friends from the corner of his eyes as their grins broadened

      “Hi,” one of the women said as she set her things on their table. “I’m Mia and this is Lily.”

      “Nice to meet you ladies,” Trevor greeted them and Jackson watched in absolute fascination as his friend turned on the charm. “I’m Trevor, and these are my friends Carson and Jackson.”

      There was a chorus of hi’s around the table and the ladies launched into talking about how they were new in town and looking for someone to show them around. They were pretty, no doubt—one had glossy blonde hair and the other had jet black hair, they had on a whole lot of makeup and wore tiny dresses. They were clearly out to get attention and Trevor and Carson were eating out of the palm of their hands. Jackson was less interested. Not that he wasn’t attracted to them—you’d have to be blind to not notice them—but he was definitely not the kind of person to indulge in one night stands or flirt with women at the drop of a hat.

      He was over his break-up, but Jackson was also still very sore about it. Honestly, he thought Ursula would be the one. Despite her evil Disney queen name, she’d been the perfect girlfriend. They met through a friend at a party and he’d teased her about her name, she’d teased him about his because she was obsessed with Sons of Anarchy and expected everyone named Jackson to look like Charlie Hunnam. After they’d spent the whole night talking, he’d driven her home and she’d pinned him against her front door, kissed him goodnight and walked away.

      A week later, they flirted over text before she agreed to meet him for drinks. One thing led to another and they were tangled up in her sheets. Jackson had been single for a long time before Ursula and he’d indulged in one night stands when he had the courage, time and patience for it, but she completely took him by surprise.

      One minute he was Jackson, the guy from Afocus Designs and the next minute he was introduced as Ursula Banner’s boyfriend. And for two whole years, he basked in the title. Until she got bored of his witty banter and pop culture references and invited someone else for drinks and let them get tangled up in her sheets.

      The crazy part was, Ursula didn’t apologize for cheating on him. She said, “Things were getting so…boring, right? So I figured I’d save you the trouble.”

      Jackson didn’t get his favorite t-shirt back, lost his Ninja Turtles toothbrush and the girl he thought he was going to marry.

      It had been six months and his friends were still unsure if Jackson was okay. Somedays, he wasn’t sure if he was okay. He was chugging along and doing the best he could. But on nights like this, he missed knowing when he was done, he could go home and curl up with someone. The only person he went home to was his turtle, named after his favorite mutant teenager with ninja skills—Raphael.

      Ursula told him his unrealistic expectations of relationships came from all the romantic comedies he watched. But he didn’t think any of it was unrealistic. Look at his dad. Sure, he’d married one woman and had three kids before she abandoned them. But Callum Huxley finally found his soulmate. Mindy, his stepmother, was incredible and she loved his dad with abandon. Mindy put a smile on his father’s otherwise drawn face and she brought joy into the Huxley house. Witnessing that, as well as every romantic comedy on the planet told Jackson if his father could find love again, why couldn’t he?

      He wanted to find his person. Sure, Jackson had a bad habit of falling in love too fast and forgetting you had to gradually infuse yourself into the lives of people, but was it so bad that he let himself go with Ursula? She seemed to think so. And like every other woman on the planet, she didn’t think his Star Wars and Turtle love was healthy.

      Apparently, those were meant for kids and not adults. That should have been the first sign Ursula was going to leave him for someone else.
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        * * *

      

      “Earth to Jack!”

      Jackson blinked and looked at his friends, noticing their worried expressions,. “Sorry, what were you saying?”

      “You okay, bud? You zoned out there for a long time.” Carson frowned and Jackson shrugged.

      “Just got lost in my head.”

      “Yeah, Mia and Lily noticed that too,” Trevor pointed out with a frown of his own and Jackson’s shoulders sank.

      “Shit, guys, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s cool, they were worried about you for a minute there, but we convinced them you do this often.”

      “I take back my apology.”

      Carson laughed and gave Jackson’s shoulder a squeeze. “Besides, they seemed more interested in us than you, so you’re fine.”

      “Let’s not rely on me to be a wingman next time, okay?”

      “Fine,” Trevor said as he grabbed their empty bottles. “Only because you have sucked at every wingman attempt since we became friends.”

      “I don’t know what made you think I’d be a good wingman in the first place.”

      “Because of your approachable face and disarming smile.” His friends laughed and went off to get them more beers. Jackson rubbed his face and headed to the restroom, trying to think of anything but how much his ex-girlfriend had messed him up.
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      Bathroom run complete and another round of spilled drinks cleaned up, Ollie silently cursed Cassie for saddling her with this dumb shift. It’s for the money, she repeated, replacing her earlier orgasm mantra for this one. If that wasn’t enough, a patron so very politely said she’d look beautiful if she smiled, so Ollie pasted on a terrifying smile to keep everyone at bay.

      She was definitely not the most pleasant person working at the Barrel, but she tried. Some days, she flirted with everyone who stepped up to the bar, she went home with a pocketful of tips and phone numbers and came back the next day to do it again. But on other days, after an exhausting session with toddlers in tutus, she couldn't deal with adults.

      She’d been at the Barrel long enough that Killian stopped trying to change her. He accepted that she did a damn good job, didn’t sleep with all their customers and was a quick teacher when it came to new bartenders. He would prefer it if she smiled more and wore something more revealing. But he knew she’d punch him in the nuts if he kept on about it.

      She was squatting behind the bar to get a break from human interaction with her face stuck in one of the tiny fridges when she heard Brent call her name.

      “We’re running out of glasses. Could you check in the back?”

      “Ugh, no. I’ve been on my feet all day.”

      “It’s just a few more hours, Ollie.”

      “Fuck me, this day never ends,” Ollie groaned and straightened to her full height and pressed her hands into her lower back to soothe an ache.

      Walking through the doors leading to the kitchen, Ollie found her face stretching into her first real smile of the day. The guys in the kitchen were her favorite people; they fed her consistently and let her hang with them on slow nights. There were five of them—two on dish duty and three chefs. They’d been at the Barrel almost as long as she had and Ollie knew they survived because they banded together.

      “There’s our favorite girl!” Harry, the main chef, called out, blowing her a kiss.

      “I hope you’re saving some of that for me, Harry. You know I’m a sucker for chicken wings.”

      Harry laughed. “Everyone seems to be in the mood for my wings tonight.”

      “I’ll save you some,” Joey, one of the guys on dish duty, told her and winked as he leaned in to kiss her cheek. Joey and Ollie shared one hot weekend when they first met, and instead of it being awkward after, they seemed to fit together really well.

      “Thanks, handsome. But first, I need all the clean glasses loaded up.”

      “Almost done.” Joey smirked and went off to load up the tray with the glasses and Ollie took a minute to admire the way these guys worked. None of them put up with Killian and his bullshit and they all worked their asses off daily. Most nights, they left last, once the kitchen was cleaned up and inventory was taken, and showed up the next day to do it all over again.

      As Joey started to slide a tray of clean glasses over, Ollie felt her phone vibrate in her back pocket. Frowning, she pulled it out and saw her parents number on the screen. Gesturing to the phone, she patted Joey on the arm and walked farther into the kitchen and away from the sounds of the cooking to answer. Her parents never called this late, so if they were calling her now, it must be serious.

      “What’s wrong?” she said as she answered the phone, using her free hand to massage her scalp.

      “Why must something be wrong for me to call?” Ollie closed her eyes and resisted the urge to groan at the sound of her grandmother’s voice. She loved Baby, she truly did, but her grandmother was a traditional South Indian woman and she believed things must continue to happen the way she knew best. Also, she kept speaking in her mother tongue of Malayalam in hopes that Ollie would one day learn the language as well. She understood almost everything that was said, wasn't that enough?

      “Ammachi—” the South Indian name for grandmother rolled off her tongue in a slight accent and Ollie sighed softly “—what are you still doing awake?”

      “My favorite granddaughter doesn’t call me enough, so I’m calling her.”

      “I’m your only granddaughter.”

      “And that is why you must call me once a week.”

      “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind,” Ollie said, leaning against a counter, causing steel dishes to clatter behind her.

      “What is that noise? Where are you?”

      “I’m still at work.”

      “Tsk.” Baby made that sound judgmental and Ollie had to fight a smile. “You should not be working so much. Your parents have lots of money, just take it.”

      “I want my own money, Ammachi, you know this.”

      Baby switched to English. “Yes, but can’t you make money somewhere else?”

      “I like working here!” Ollie protested and heard how ridiculous she sounded.

      “Is that why you’re still there at…” There was some rustling on the other end, “Close to 11 p.m.?”

      “Yes.” Ollie cleared her throat. “Was there a reason you called?”

      “We found you a boy.”

      Ollie groaned and started to pace, fingers pinching the bridge of her nose. “Another one?”

      “He is very handsome, very wealthy, fair and also very tall.” Baby ignored Ollie’s tone of frustration and went on. “He works at NASA.”

      “So he’s in Houston.” Ollie sighed.

      “We’ve got lots of family in Houston. And you like space!”

      Ollie waved at Joey, needing an escape from this call. But the idiot smiled and shook his head.

      “I used to like space, when I was a child.”

      Baby hummed and continued, “He’s going to be in Wilmington next week and I have told your mother to set up a meeting.”

      “Okay, Ammachi, I’ll speak with Mom.”

      “You know I only want you to be happy.” She said it in an annoyingly sweet tone Ollie hated. “I would also like to see you get married before I die.”

      “You’ve been saying that since I was 21. It doesn’t work on me anymore.”

      “One can only hope,” Baby said in Malayalam, making Ollie laugh. Like always, without saying ‘goodbye’, she hung up and Ollie put her phone away with a groan.

      “Here you go, beautiful.” Joey slid a tray over and wiped his hands. “Come back in an hour and I’ll get you another tray.”

      Ollie smirked at Joey. “How about in an hour you take a break and we slip out for a bit?”

      “Get outta here! Don’t distract the kid from his job,” Harry called out from the back of the kitchen. Ollie laughed and she used her hip to push open the door.
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        * * *

      

      She’d only gotten a few steps out of the kitchen when someone bumped into her and made the tray wobble, dropping a few of the glasses to the floor in a loud crash.

      “Watch where you’re going!”

      “Shit, I’m so sorry.”

      Ollie straightened the tray, growling as her heart raced and made note of the fact she’d lost only a few glasses. She set the tray on the counter closest to her and bent down to gather up the bigger pieces. “Please step back so I can clean this up.”

      Male hands reached for the glass shards. “Let me help.”

      “Sir, please…” She lifted her head, groaning quietly when she recognized the guy. “You, again.”

      He smiled wide. “I feel like now is not the right time to say ‘hello’.”

      “And yet, you did. Seriously, return to your table. I’ll get this cleaned up.”

      “I don’t mind, it’s the least I can do.” His hands were moving around in her periphery and Ollie bit back a huff of frustration.

      “Be careful, there are some really tiny pieces that could⁠—”

      “Ah fuck!” he cursed.

      Ollie’s head snapped up and she noticed the blood dripping from his hand. “Why couldn’t you just do what I told you?”

      “Are you seriously giving me shit for trying to help you?”

      Narrowing her eyes at him, Ollie nodded. “Yes! Because I told you not to help me. Now, you’re bleeding everywhere and that’s another thing to add to my list.”

      “Look, I’m sorry, I...I didn’t want to get you into trouble. Or whatever it is your boss would do.”

      Ollie sighed, because shit, Killian was definitely going to take this out of her paycheck. Standing up, she called out to Brent, and turned to the bleeding guy. “Come on, there’s a first aid kit in the back, let’s clean it up.”

      “Uh, it’s okay, I’ll get one of my friends to take me home.”

      “You’re bleeding all over the place and I honestly don’t want to clean up after you, so come with me.”

      “Anyone ever tell you that you’re a little terrifying?”

      “Every single day,” Ollie said with a fake smile and led the way to the locker room.

      This guy wasn’t the first to tell her she was terrifying, sarcastic or rough. She had little patience for idiots and assholes. Ollie had been using sarcasm to hide her true feelings and moods for years and she wasn’t going to stop. And when paired with her lack of filter, it sometimes came out all wrong. She knew it, but she couldn’t stop herself until the words were actually out of her mouth.

      Gesturing to a bench, she opened her locker and grabbed the first aid kit.  Ollie pulled out the tweezers, antiseptic, cotton swabs and tape. Setting everything down, she straddled the bench and held her hand out to him. “I promise, I won’t bite.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      She smirked, flashing him her teeth. “I could bite, if that’s what you’re into.”

      “I don’t know where your teeth have been, so I’m going to pass.”

      “Lots of places, really. You’d be lucky to have my teeth on you.”

      He cleared his throat. “I feel like we should exchange names if we’re going to continue this conversation.”

      “Ollie,” she grunted and quickly added, “Oleander.”

      “Jackson,” he said and wiggled his injured hand. “It’s good to meet you, Oleander.”

      Ollie used the tweezers to pull out the glass, covered cotton in rubbing alcohol and gently wiped it over his wounds and wrapped it up. “All done.”

      She straightened up and took a proper look at Jackson. He was young. Well, younger than her, that much she was sure of. He was handsome. Sharp nose, wide smile, light scruff that hugged a strong jaw and his hazel eyes were sparkling. Ollie always thought people said that in books for the fun of it, but Jackson’s eyes really sparkled.

      His youth was also evident in his clothes. Ollie had noticed his casual outfit earlier, her eyes lingering on his Chewbacca t-shirt, which made her giggle. It was a sketch of Chewbacca drinking beer and underneath it read ‘Brewbacca’. And paired with his plaid shirt, jeans and sneakers, he looked very young. But the thing that really got her attention this time was he’d folded up the sleeves of his shirt to reveal strong forearms dusted with dark hair. Why did that look so good on men?

      Ollie blinked when she realized she’d been staring at Jackson and he was smiling because he’d caught her in the act. She laughed as she put everything away.

      “You look too young to be in a place like this, Jackson.”

      “How old do you think I am?”

      Ollie pretended to think about it as she closed the first aid kit. “Twelve.”

      “You’ve been hanging out with strange kids if you think twelve year-olds can have facial hair.”

      “You call that facial hair?” She snorted and shook her head.

      “Hey! I’m a slow grower.”

      “That’s a great pick-up line. I bet all the teen girls love that.”

      “I’m not going to touch that.”

      “First smart decision all evening,” Ollie added with a chuckle and put the box in her locker.

      “I’m 26, if it really matters to the age police.”

      “I wanna make sure I’m not crossing any illegal lines letting my team serve you or be in this locker room alone with you.”

      “This conversation got out of hand really fast,” Jackson said with a soft laugh.

      Ollie glanced at him, her heart stuttering when she caught Jackson looking at her. And he was looking. His eyes brushed over her body and down to her incredibly comfortable sneakers and back up to her face. When he met her eyes and realized she’d caught him in the act, Jackson blushed.

      “If you’re done checking me out, it’s time to go.”

      “Right.” Jackson nodded, looking at his hand.

      “Don’t crash into anybody else tonight, okay?”

      “I’ll try. Thanks, Oleander.”

      “Good night, Jackson.” She caught the smirk on his face before he stepped out of the locker room, leaving Ollie’s heart racing faster than it had in a really long time.
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      After a weekend of no accidental alcohol spills, broken glasses or former one night stands, Ollie was back at the Barrel. She’d spent most of Saturday dancing with the kids and on Sunday, she’d visited her best friend and they ate their weight in chocolate cookies while binge watching Parks & Recreation for the millionth time.

      Ollie was grateful that she didn’t work at the bar on the weekends, because no matter the season, the crowds were unruly and infuriating.

      She’d spent all of Monday morning sleeping and woke up in time to shower, change and make it to the Barrel for her shift that evening. Shockingly, Cassie was there, already wiping down the bar and helping Brent organize glasses before they opened.

      When she was ready, Killian called her to his office. “I heard you broke some glasses.”

      Ollie dropped into the chair in front of Killian’s massive table. “Wasn’t looking where I was going as I stepped out of the kitchen, dropped about four.”

      “You know what this means, right?”

      “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “You’re taking it out of my paycheck.”

      “What’s with the attitude?”

      “What attitude?” Ollie frowned. Killian shook his head.

      “Also,” he started, making Ollie stiffen in anticipation of something she wasn’t going to like. “Cassie is on thin ice. One more family emergency, I’m going to have to fire her.”

      “You should ask her about these emergencies before you fire her, maybe they’re legit.”

      “Every Friday night, really?”

      Ollie shrugged, because who knew what went on in anybody else’s homes. Everyone at the Barrel thought she was dating some guy named Grant, for crying out loud.

      “Look, whatever her reasons are, you should ask her what is going on,” Ollie insisted.

      A creepy smile spread over Killian’s mouth. “Or you could ask her. You know, woman to woman.”

      “Fine,” Ollie growled and got to her feet, ignoring the way Killian’s eyes moved over her body. “And while I’m here, we’re gonna need more hands on deck.”

      Killian mumbled something, but Ollie stopped listening as she walked out of his office and down the stairs to where people were already starting to fill up the Barrel.
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        * * *

      

      After Baby dropped the news about this NASA boy on her, Ollie had been silently fuming that her family was still doing this. Sure, this was the opposite of what her mother promised, but whatever Baby said happened. No matter how many times Ollie tried to convince her grandmother she wasn’t like other Indian women, Baby didn’t get it.

      From the day she turned 21, Baby had been dropping hints. There was a document created—a biodata, her grandmother called it—with all of her information: height, weight, skin tone, education and more circulated to other Indian families. And in turn they would send the biodata of their sons to see if there could be a match. Ollie had never liked it and even though she came out as bisexual to her parents pretty early on, they kept that secret from Baby.

      Last Saturday, when she got home after her dance lessons for the day, her mother called to remind her about her date. With her parents living in her hometown of Huntington, West Virginia, she didn’t see them as often as she’d like. Ollie gave her mother grief about this boy, because she thought they were done with it.

      “It’s to make your Ammachi happy, Annie,” her mother had said in a sweet voice, using the nickname only she was allowed to use. You’d think after bestowing her with the name Oleander, her mother would actually use it. But ‘Annie’ was one in a long list of nicknames that had no connection to her actual name.

      So okay, they were lying to Baby about her sexuality, about her lack of interest in marriage. It was very healthy. She knew it was for the best. Baby could be a tad bit dramatic and if they told her she wasn’t looking to get married now, her grandmother might actually have a heart attack. Or do something drastic. She wouldn’t actually do anything to jeopardize the family, but everyone knew whatever they did was to keep Baby happy.

      So Ollie took the number of this eligible bachelor and sent him a text on Monday to meet on Saturday. She could give her grandmother this much. It was a simple date, it didn’t have to mean anything. She’d spend the evening with him, let him pay for her food and drive herself back to her apartment and go to sleep with Grant between her legs. Simple.
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        * * *

      

      Ollie had been on her feet non stop for hours before she took a break. And that meant squatting behind the bar and sneakily drinking a bottle of beer. It’s what they all did and it worked—you found a quiet space and fit yourself in there for fifteen minutes, hydrated and got back to work. Since it was a Tuesday, she was counting on being able to go home on time. She had dance class in the morning and she didn’t want to show up exhausted and not be able to teach yet again. Honestly, it was a miracle she’d survived her Saturday lesson.

      When her fifteen minutes were up, she tossed her empty bottle in the bin and got to her feet. Smoothing down her shirt, Ollie grabbed her apron and wrapped it around her waist as she turned to face waiting customers and her eyes met familiar hazel ones paired with a crooked smile.

      “Hi, again.”

      Ollie arched an eyebrow. “Jackson.”

      “Don’t sound so excited to see me.” His smile widened and Ollie rolled her eyes

      “I’m trying to contain myself, I guess it’s not working.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “What would the lucky guy like?” Ollie huffed out a laugh.

      “Three beers, please. And maybe your number?”

      Ollie’s eyes widened as she opened the beers. “Wow, I’m also lucky tonight.”

      “I’m going to take all of that sarcasm as a no.”

      “And he’s adept at reading sarcasm. You might be my dream man.”

      “Really? My luck skyrocketed.” Jackson snorted and Ollie rolled her eyes again.

      “Three beers, anything else?”

      “A coffee?”

      “We don’t serve coffee.” Ollie shook her head, taking the order of the couple standing beside Jackson.

      “Would you like to go out and drink some?”

      She gave him a flat stare. “You’re serious.”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Those are quite dangerous.”

      Jackson chuckled. “So you could save me the trouble and say yes.”

      “But I hate coffee,” Ollie said, passing the tequila shots and beers to the next customer.

      “I’m sorry, I thought I heard you say you hate coffee?”

      “Yeah, it makes me sick.”

      “How can anyone hate coffee?”

      Ollie stopped what she was doing and glared at him. Why do all coffee drinkers react the same way? “The same way someone can love it.”

      “It’s coffee.”

      “Jackson.”

      “Oleander.”

      “Don’t say my whole name like that.” Ollie frowned at him and Jackson held his hands up.

      “Let me buy you a non-coffee, somewhere outside of here and I’ll call you whatever you want.”

      “Why?” Ollie was genuinely confused.

      Jackson looked perplexed as he leaned against the bar. “Why does anyone ask a person out for coffee or non-coffee?”

      “Fuck if I know. I don’t get asked out for coffee.”

      “Would you prefer it if we weren’t drinking at all?” Jackson tilted his head.

      “I would prefer it if you weren’t asking me out.”

      “Why not?”

      “Christ,” Ollie huffed, trying to understand how to let this guy down. It had been a long time since a guy had been this vocal about asking her out. Some would slip her their number, others would hit on her and walk away when Ollie turned her glare on them. Not Jackson. He was either not good at reading her glares, or he didn’t care.

      “Seriously, why not?”

      “You’re too young to be asking me out.”

      “We already established I’m not 12.”

      Ollie gestured for Jackson to move aside to let another customer through. “I’m not interested.”

      “Will you kill me if I ask why?”

      “Yes.” She sighed, opening a beer for the other customer. “Look, I’m not interested in dating or romance or whatever else is going to happen here.”

      “Why do you think that’s what it is?”

      “Because Jackson, you have romance written all over you. You look like the kind of guy who wants to woo a woman and charm her. I’m not that girl.”

      Jackson frowned and Ollie hated that she was being so honest and brutal. When he spoke, his voice was soft. “What kind of girl are you?”

      “The kind that likes to fuck and walk away.”

      Her words clearly had the desired effect, because Jackson’s face fell and he took a step back, taking his beers with him. Ollie watched him turn around and head for one of the tables, her heart racing. She hadn’t meant to be so harsh, but given that Jackson wasn’t getting the hint, Ollie felt like she needed to be honest and maybe a little assertive.
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        * * *

      

      As her shift came to an end, Ollie caught sight of Jackson and his friends walking out. He met her eyes and offered her a small smile which Ollie returned on instinct. There was nothing wrong with Jackson, but more with his gender. Ollie had her issues with men stemming from her first serious heterosexual relationship and ever since, she struggled to connect with men without worrying about everything else that came with it.

      Sure, she’d hooked up with Joey, but it had been one weekend—what he didn’t know was Ollie had a panic attack in the bathroom afterwards. She’d brushed away her tears and smoothed down her hair before crawling back into bed with him.

      Her first serious relationship with a man had ended badly. When she got emotional, he teased her. When she put on a little more weight, he mocked her. When she worked long hours, he berated her. But Ollie assumed it was because she wasn’t able to split her time and prioritize properly. That it was her fault.

      When Pierce started mocking the obviously sensitive topic of arranged marriages and forcing Indian women to marry men for their money or their wealth, Ollie started getting frustrated with him. As always, Pierce believed being well educated meant he could criticize an old Indian tradition with big impact words—archaic, ludicrous, deplorable. The whole time they were together, she never once told him horror stories of her arranged marriage meetings, because he would have used that against her too.

      Ollie didn’t hate men, she didn’t trust them or herself when she was with them. She didn’t trust women either. All of her relationships had left her feeling empty, lonely and unworthy. While she knew going on one date with Jackson wouldn’t do anything, it was the awareness that Jackson was the kind of guy who liked relationships that made her hesitate.

      He was younger, but Ollie knew that age was just a number. He was old enough to make his own decisions and know what he wanted. And apparently he wanted her. Ollie had seen the determination in his eyes when he came to the bar and the sadness when she shut him down. Ollie needed to get through this date with the dude from NASA, tell her family it wasn’t going to work and get back to her life.

      And do all of it without thinking about what it would feel like to give Jackson a chance.
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      Joseph, like all good South Indian boys who were born and raised in America, was well educated and quite handsome. He was a whole foot taller than her, was incredibly well-groomed with shiny straight white teeth that dazzled every time he spoke. Ollie noticed all of this in the 30 seconds as the hostess led her to their table.

      Joseph was early, earning a point in his favor. He also stood up when she was escorted to the table and offered to pull her chair out which was another point. Of course, Ollie said she could pull out her own chair, because it was always so awkward trying to sit and match the pace at which someone else was adjusting your chair.

      Once they were seated, Ollie and Joseph pondered over the menu and settled on a bottle of Riesling and starters before thanking the waitress.

      “Thank you for taking the time to meet me.”

      Ollie smiled as she crossed her ankles, smoothing her soft peach dress over her thighs. “I should be thanking you for coming all the way to Wilmington and making this easier.”

      “I’m glad it all worked out,” Joseph told her with a smile before reaching for his water.

      “So, NASA. How on earth did you get there?”

      Joseph laughed and Ollie was glad he didn’t frown at the way she put the question across to him. “Didn’t all of us grow up wanting to travel amongst the stars?”

      “Totally. I built myself a spaceship out of empty cartons one time in the driveway before my dad destroyed it by accident.”

      “Ouch.” Joseph touched his chest like he was hurt for her. “I think you beat me in the desire to travel the stars, but I had a telescope to watch satellites and the planets. All I wanted to do was be there.”

      “I hear a but…”

      “But…” Joseph laughed, Ollie smiled when she noticed his blush. “I have an insane fear of flying.”

      “That’s a logical fear, but you’d think NASA would have a way to make the whole experience easier.”

      “Right? I hoped they would; they are literally rocket scientists. But no, I could not travel to the stars.” Joseph smiled as their waitress came back and poured out their wine. “I could, however, work on the ground and be part of the team that makes better spacecraft.”

      “So that’s what you do now, I assume?”

      “Yup, I’m a rocket scientist.”

      Ollie grinned, raising her glass of wine to cheers him. “Here’s to being an actual rocket scientist.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      The waitress came back with their appetizers, served them both before vanishing again. Ollie ate a piece of the gnocchi and looked up to find Joseph watching her. She covered her mouth with her free hand and arched an eyebrow as she looked at him. “What?”

      “Nothing…you’re a lot more beautiful than the picture I saw.”

      Ollie swallowed her food and leaned back with her glass of wine in hand. “I definitely don’t do well in photographs.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, you looked beautiful there too. But in person, you’re…”

      For a brief moment, Joseph’s words and the way he was talking to her reminded her of Jackson and it made her heart stall. No, she should not be thinking of Jackson or the handsome face she’d put a frown on the last time they saw each other. Instead, she focused on Joseph.

      “Gorgeous. Stunning. Spectacular. Breathtaking. Am I close?”

      Joseph laughed and Ollie smiled. “All of the above.”

      “Sadly, I can’t say the same for you,” Ollie told him, watching the color drain from Joseph’s face. “Because your family didn’t send me a picture.”

      “Oh god,” Joseph gasped, making Ollie chuckle. “For a moment, I thought you were going to break my heart.”

      “The night’s still young.”
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        * * *

      

      Once they’d finished their appetizers, Joseph and Ollie spent another few minutes going over the best dishes on the menu. She liked the rapport she was forming with him, but it was more of a friendly connection. Sure, he was handsome, smart and charming, but the spark was missing. She’d met tons of guys like this, set up through their families, and all of them expected something from her. But there were a few like Joseph, who enjoyed being teased and could keep up with her banter, who joked and laughed with her.

      And yet, there was still something missing.

      “Okay, it’s a toss-up between the crab cake and the fish tacos.”

      Ollie pursed her lips. “So you’re a seafood person.”

      “I see food and I eat it person, yeah.”

      “That is terrible.” Ollie laughed. “As a rocket scientist, you should do better.”

      “Once it was out of my mouth, I couldn’t take it back.”

      She chuckled. “While you choose between the seafood, I think steak is calling my name.”

      Joseph nodded and called the waitress back. He gave her their order, let her top up their wine and ordered another bottle. Ollie would need to sober up before she drove back if she was going to have any more to drink.

      “Now that we’ve gone into detail about me and my life as a rocket scientist, let’s talk about you.”

      “Oh god, let’s not.” Ollie laughed, reaching for her water before more wine came along.

      “Come on, I know you studied English and got your bachelor’s degree, what came after?”

      Ollie smiled down into her lap and thought about how to say this. “I worked with a magazine for a bit, but it was pretty boring and I was mostly unimpressed with the job.”

      “Did you want to go into journalism?”

      “At the time, I thought so, yeah. But sitting behind a desk, spending 16 hours staring at a computer screen? Not what I wanted.”
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