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      The rich smell of coffee and decadently sweet baked goodies filled the air inside of Cuppa Jo’s, and despite her early morning breakfast, Jolie Carter found herself fighting the tempting aroma of the pumpkin spice bread drizzled abundantly in shiny vanilla icing.

      Such a weak will, Jo-Jo.

      As it always did, the overly critical sound of her mother’s voice filled Jolie’s head, souring her mood but ending her desire to snag one of the pumpkin slices from the display case.

      Jolie grabbed her water bottle from the counter and took a long sip as she walked into the rear storage section to get a new supply of coffee cups. She shoved the plastic-wrapped cups under her arm and took another long sip, wishing someone would create a calorie-free substitute for all the pound-adding goodies that went so well with her gourmet coffee business.

      She reentered the area behind the counter and stooped to stow the cups in their proper place only to find herself face-to-glass with a sealed container of replacement pumpkin bread, waiting for its turn to go on display. Shaking her head, she took another large swig of water as she stood.

      “Smells good.”

      Startled by the sudden appearance of Nathan Quinn—how had he entered without her hearing the chime on the door?—she choked and coughed and struggled to catch her breath.

      Quinn leaned over the counter separating them and pounded gently on her back with one hand while grabbing a napkin with the other, handing it to her so she could wipe her watery eyes. “Th-thanks,” she gasped, still coughing.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      But he does it so well, she thought.

      She wiped her eyes and her now-running nose and fought for composure. A mere month ago, one of her best friends had married Quinn’s best friend and business partner, officially making her and Quinn acquaintances. But no matter how many times she found herself in the same room as the tall, imposing man with his raspy, damaged voice and intimidating physique, she couldn’t get used to it—to him. He was too…much. “It’s fine,” she said, clearing her throat as she moved away from the counter and out of reach. “What can I get you?”

      She tried, as she always did, not to look at the half-circle scar on his throat, but her gaze fell to the thin, jagged line crossing the front of his otherwise tanned skin. Obviously the cut hadn’t been fatal, though she imagined he’d spent quite a long time fighting for his life as a result. How had it happened? Why? She wanted to ask but wouldn’t let herself.

      “Large coffee, black.” Quinn’s expression darkened to an even more imposing frown, and she wondered if he’d caught her staring.

      Coffee, she reminded herself.

      His order didn’t surprise her. By all accounts, Quinn appeared to be a basic kind of man. He wore jeans and T-shirts, well-worn shoes that looked surprisingly expensive but aged with use.

      No, a surprise would have been Quinn asking for one of her chocolate-whipped-and-dairy-laden drinks that rivaled the big-name coffeehouse chains. But then, given his physique, he would burn the calories off in no time. No man obtained those kinds of muscles from sitting in a chair.

      But if Quinn wasn’t prone to a sweet tooth, what were his vices?

      Yet another question you aren’t going to ask.

      She filled his request, aware of Quinn’s gaze following her the entire time. “What brings you to, um, town?”

      Making idle chitchat with customers was one of her strengths. Something she’d forced her painfully shy self to learn to do.

      But with Quinn… chitchat didn’t come easy.

      She peeked at him over her shoulder, taking in his six-foot-plus height, broad shoulders and chest, arms barely contained by the sleeves of the black T-shirt he wore. A baseball cap covered short hair the color of her most decadent mocha grind, and he had several days’ worth of shadow lining his jaw and cheeks.

      She let her gaze drift, noting the scrolling tattoo trailing down his left arm from beneath the shirt sleeve and over his thick bicep.

      “Careful.”

      “Huh?” Hot coffee poured over her fingers and scorched. “Ow!”

      She set the cup down with a bang, spilling even more of the expensive brew, and waved her fingers in the air in a poor effort to cool them.

      She turned and startled again, coming nose-to-chest with Quinn, who had apparently jumped the counter to get to her so quickly.

      “Give me your hand.”

      He didn’t give her a chance to respond. He simply took hold of her wrist and tugged her to the sink, flipping the tap to full blast before shoving her hand beneath the cool water. If it hadn’t felt so good, she would’ve taken him to task for moving behind the counter, but she found herself lacking when it came to words.

      Get a grip, Jo. He’s just a man.

      A big, unsettling, disturbing man who always watched her, seemingly as aware of her as she was of him whenever he was near.

      “Better?”

      Did Quinn ever use more than five words in a sentence? Better yet, could she ever use more than a handful of words in talking to him? “Yes.”

      She pulled her hand from his and grabbed a nearby towel, ignoring the painful sting in her fingers. “Thanks for the, um, save.”

      “No problem.”

      “Let me get your order,” she said. “And the— the ten dollars in change you left last time.”

      “Just trying to help a new business.”

      No one in this economy had ten dollars to waste. And if he did, she couldn’t accept it when there were other businesses in Stone River and the college community around Zailer University struggling a lot more than she was. The coffee business was brisk. It was amazing how hard people would dig for spare change to fund their habit. Not that she was complaining.

      Ignoring him as best she could, she grabbed the cup she’d poured for him and dumped a bit of it down the sink before wiping the cup thoroughly to remove the mess. Finally she added a lid, grateful the simple task was complete. “Here. On the house. For the rescue.”

      Quinn accepted the cup but didn’t move.

      “You seem distracted. Everything okay?”

      Other than seemingly hallucinating on her way into work and making a fool of herself just now, she was peachy.

      Jolie ignored his query and slid along the edge of the counter to avoid further contact. She made her way to the moveable section, waiting for him to follow her and go back to the proper side. “I’m fine.”

      “Sure about that?”

      Would he drop it already? Surely she wasn’t the only woman who got… tongue tied when he was around. “Positive.”

      If the Besties could see her now, she’d never hear the end of it. They’d tease her about her clumsiness and encourage her to flirt with Quinn. To smile, at the very least. But Quinn wasn’t her type, not that she really had one.

      All she knew was that Quinn was former military turned private contractor/mercenary before he left that life to stay stateside.

      Based on the few things Emma had said, Quinn’s past was secretive and dangerous and something he never discussed. “Have a good day,” she said, quickly lowering the divider. “If you talk to the honeymooners, tell Em I hope she’s having fun.”

      Emma had tutored Ian MacGregor, a blinded former soldier, in ways to come to terms with his blindness before falling head over heels for the man.

      Emma and Ian had tied the knot the first week of September but had waited another month to take their honeymoon, just so Emma, who had recently regained her sight after fourteen years of blindness, could see the glorious colors of fall on the drive to board a plane to St. Lucia. Quinn had driven them to the coast since Emma hadn’t mastered driving just yet, put them on a plane, and a military buddy of Ian’s on R&R had met them on the island to do double duty as tour guide and guard.

      Due to his inability to see, Ian had issues with making sure Emma stayed safe, especially after what had happened to her recently when one of Emma’s students had stalked her.

      “Will do.”

      Quinn turned away just as the chime on the door sounded, announcing a customer’s arrival. Jolie exhaled in relief and focused her attention on the patron walking in, but her smile of welcome froze on her face. She choked again, unable to catch her breath or move. “Quinn,” she said before he could walk out the door. “Y-you forgot something.”

      Quinn froze with his hand on the push-bar of the door, his gaze zeroing in on her before sliding to the man who’d just entered.

      “Give me a minute,” she said to Quinn, trying to keep the unease out of her voice. “Have a seat?”

      Her heart pounded in her chest, and for a brief few seconds, she actually felt the room whirling a bit. Please don’t leave me.

      “Yeah, no problem,” Quinn said, idly moving toward the tables and chairs and displays she had featuring coffees, teas, books by local authors, and other odds and ends the university town seemed to favor.

      She stared at the man now standing across from her, gazing at her with a quizzical expression, as if he knew her but couldn’t place her.

      Was it possible? Could he not know her? Recognize her?

      “I’d like a large coffee, three creams, two sugars. And one of those,” he said, pointing to one of the brownies in the glass case. “But you can finish with him first.”

      “No hurry,” Quinn quickly said, countering the offer.

      Her hands trembled when she grabbed the brownie and shoved it into a bag. The coffee was next, and as she placed the items on the counter, she realized it was the fastest she’d ever completed an order.

      “What do I owe you?” the man asked.

      Money. He needed to pay. She kept her head low so that her hair slid forward and hid her face from view. “Four fifty-three.”

      “Keep it,” he said, handing her a five. “Have a good day.”

      She stared at the five-dollar bill, vaguely hearing the chime on the door sound as Blake Parker left her business and went on with his life even though his sudden appearance had just shattered hers.

      Hot yet numb, she placed the bill in the cash drawer and counted out the difference, adding it to the empty tip jar by the side of the register.

      Each drop of the coins pierced her ears and mocked her.

      Forty-seven cents. Was that really all she was worth?

      “What was that about?” Quinn asked.

      Quinn’s raspy, injured voice pulled her out of her dazed state, and now that Blake was gone, she realized because of her haste to not be alone with him, she owed Quinn an explanation. Her mind scrambled and finally hit on her earlier comment about returning Quinn’s too-generous tip. She had forgotten about it after getting burned, but it was the perfect excuse now.

      She hit the button on the cash register once more and retrieved a ten-dollar bill, holding it out to him.

      “I don’t want it, Jolie.”

      “Please,” she said, only then noticing how badly the bill trembled in her grasp. She lowered it to the counter and shoved it toward him. “Take it.”

      A long moment passed with Quinn staring at her face. Her cheeks were flushed, and sweat beaded on her forehead and at her temples. She felt it gathering and hoped Quinn didn’t notice.

      “Did you know that guy?”

      She wet her dry lips and tried to shrug casually. “Don’t laugh, but I-I thought for a second there he was one of the fugitives from the news this morning.” She forced a laugh that emerged shrill and off-key, and winced. “Silly, huh? I-I mean, why would a fugitive stop for coffee, right? Sorry to keep you.” Jolie wrapped her arms around her waist and squeezed, her nails digging into her skin through her loose blouse. Harder, until pain cleared the fog from her mind. Please, God. “Guess I’m jumpier than normal. You know, after what happened with Emma.”

      Quinn’s dark green eyes narrowed on hers. He didn’t believe her. And why would he when she was a horrible liar? But it wasn’t like she could tell him the truth.

      “You’re sure?” he asked, his gaze shifting over her face.

      She squared her shoulders and managed a nod. She’d been taken by surprise and shocked by Blake’s sudden appearance but— She was smarter and stronger now, not a stupid, naive little girl. “Yes. I’m fine. Take the money. Use it to buy more coffee later,” she said.

      “I’ll do that— If you promise to call if you need me.”

      She nodded again and kept a smile pinned to her cheeks until Quinn finally turned and left the coffeehouse.

      All too quickly, she realized she couldn’t move. Her feet were planted on the beautifully stained wood floor as though glued there by the varnish, her legs locked, body frozen. She gazed at the sidewalk on the other side of her store window as passersby stopped to chat with one another, inserted coins into the parking meters, and window-shopped the main street closest to Zailer University. As life moved on at its regular pace while she…

      The pain in her sides finally registered, and she looked down, realized she stood there hugging herself, her nails clenched into her body, releasing the scream she couldn’t voice because, inside, she fought the urge to do something she hadn’t done in a very long time.

      Ten years, six months, five days…

      The accomplishment was there, a number tallied in her journal every morning. But the overwhelming urge was too strong to ignore, and she moved along the counter, thankful that her normally bustling business was presently empty. The glass tip jar drew her like a beacon, and she stared at the forty-seven cents lining the bottom.

      She glanced up long enough to see if anyone was near the entrance before taking the jar with her into the back and hurtling it as hard as she could onto the floor. It shattered with a sharp explosion that did nothing to soothe her pain.

      She stared at the pieces, at the mess, anger and bitterness welling up inside her because, like her life, it was another mess she now had to clean up.

      Moaning, she dropped down and quickly gathered them up, scrambling across the floor on her knees paying no attention to the tiny, prickling pieces jabbing into them.

      Blake’s face appeared in her mind, and she whimpered as she sat back, a long glass shard in her hand.

      Forty-seven cents.

      That was the price of her virginity. Her dignity. Her reputation. Family.

      Every ounce of pain she’d felt flooded her. A tear slid down her cheek, and humiliation and fury took hold. A minute or two in her store and Blake Parker had reduced her to this. To pain, sharp and biting, then a few dark seconds of oblivion.

      I’m sorry.

      The bell chimed on the storefront entry, and Jolie slowly blinked her eyes open, stared at the blood now trickling down her thigh. Regret filled her, clashing with the numbness that never lasted long enough.

      “Jolie?” one of her regular customers called out. Mrs. Patel. The woman came in every day after her trip to the library.

      “B-be right there!” She reached for a roll of paper towels on the shelf and slapped a few of them on her leg, grabbing a towel next and tying it in a makeshift bandage. The pain left her teary-eyed, but the shame was worse.

      She couldn’t change what she’d just done; all she could do was start the count again. Try to do better. Always better.

      Such a weak will, Jo-Jo.

      Her wound momentarily cared for, Jolie straightened her skirt, washed her hands, and composed herself as best she could before shoving through the door to the front where her customer waited. “Hi, Mrs. Patel,” she said to the smiling woman. “Your usual?”
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      Quinn left the coffee shop, disturbed by Jolie’s unusual behavior and request for him to stick around. She’d tried to pass the incident off as a case of mistaken identity and nerves, but the expression she’d worn when he’d turned to face her… He’d seen that look too many times in his life. Terror. Horror. Fear. Jolie had been blown away by the man standing on the opposite side of the counter.

      Thank God she felt comfortable enough with him to trust he’d keep her safe or die trying. Few people mattered to him in this world, but those in Emma and Ian’s inner circle of friends topped the list.

      Jolie especially.

      Of all of Emma’s friends, Jolie was the one who intrigued him most. Jolie held her emotions in check, more of an observer than a participant. It was a quality he identified with, but also one that made him ponder her reasons for holding back.

      Quinn walked to his truck, taking his time and searching the street for any sign of the other man. The street was full of small businesses, all of them currently open, so the guy could’ve ducked inside any one of them.

      Maybe he would just sit in his truck and enjoy his coffee, see if the guy reappeared.

      Tucker, Emma’s yellow Lab, spotted Quinn. The large dog shoved his head through the opening left by the lowered passenger window, and the big baby whined and licked his chops. Quinn shook his head. “No treat until you work.”

      And work the dog would. They had a big day of training ahead of them, which meant he didn’t have time to spare. But the thought of something happening to Jolie cooled the need to hurry back up the mountain.

      Quinn climbed into the truck and tossed the ten-dollar bill into the open console for future use. The money meant nothing to him. His needs were simple, and he had more stashes and offshore accounts than he’d need in two lifetimes.

      He didn’t like watching Jolie run herself ragged working nonstop, and if filling her jar with tens and twenties or whatever amount he managed to sneak in without her being aware helped her, it was worth it. She’d noticed last time because he’d been in too much of a hurry to be discreet, but she wouldn’t catch him in the future.

      The cool October morning breeze carried hints of warmth and the promise of another hot afternoon. This was his favorite time of year, when leaves changed and looked so pretty because of the fresh coat of color.

      Quinn drank his coffee and surveyed the street, hoping the guy from Cuppa Jo’s reappeared so he could get a better look.

      Tucker butted his large head against Quinn’s shoulder, demanding attention as only a drama-mutt could. The moment Quinn’s hand landed on the dog’s head, the big lug plopped down on the bench seat and shoved his head between Quinn and the steering wheel before performing an awkward roll so Quinn would rub the dog’s belly. “You’re pathetic, you know that?” he said to the animal, never taking his gaze from the sidewalk and busy street, even though he shifted his hand and rubbed Tucker’s underside as expected.

      Who was the master here?

      He’d never had a pet. Up until Emma’s arrival at the MacGregor house, when her kenneled dogs and service dogs-in-training had moved with her, he’d never spent much time with any animal. Foster families usually had enough mouths to feed without adding a chowhound.

      But since partnering with Ian MacGregor, creating a security company situating normal, typically overlooked dogs into the lives of very important people as protection had quickly become a mission. As Ian’s eyes, Quinn found himself looking forward to the time he spent in training, working with multiple dogs on a daily basis. The tasks soothed the sights and sounds of his past and all he’d done.

      Coffee consumed, Quinn replayed the scene in his head as he placed the cup in the truck’s holder to be dealt with later and started the engine. He could sit there all day and not see the guy again.

      The man hadn’t acted strangely, hadn’t responded to Jolie’s nervousness. She’d laughed at herself thinking she’d come face-to-face with a fugitive bent on getting his coffee fix, but there was nothing going on here other than Jolie’s normal skittishness.

      Despite her asking him to stay, he’d felt the way she’d flinched when he’d moved behind the counter and touched her. Jolie’s small hand was red but not blistered, fragile; her flinching reaction was a reminder of the differences in their lives. Hardened soldiers gave him a wide berth on sight, but he didn’t like it that Jolie was skittish around him. She couldn’t take her eyes off his scar whenever she was near, her horror apparent in her expression.

      Muttering under his breath at his thoughts, he backed the truck out of the spot and shifted gears. The partnership with Ian was an opportunity to stay in one place for a while, for however long he felt like staying. But settling down? Not his style.

      Besides, Jolie was all flowing skirts and picket fences, books and coffee, while he had way too much blood on his hands. Buying a few cups of coffee to check on Jolie until Emma and Ian returned was as far as things could go.

      Thirty minutes later, Quinn rounded the outside of the MacGregors’ mountaintop home. He drove the truck around the house to the kennel behind and parked beside the newer-model motorcycle already there. Zack Dupré, Emma’s half brother, appeared in the entrance of the stable-turned-kennel, covered in dog hair and soapsuds, soaking wet and visibly irritated. “The dogs get the bath. Not you,” Quinn told the teen.

      Zack planted his hands on his hips and shot Quinn a humorless glare about the same time that Goli, Emma’s Great Dane, appeared. The large dog loved to be chased, especially at bath time, and bounded around the corner of the kennel before skidding to a halt at the sight of Quinn. She took a long look, tongue hanging out of her mouth as she panted. Goli glanced at Zack, and Quinn believed the dog actually grinned before she crouched down and sprang away, inviting Zack to chase her again.

      “Ha,” Zack said, his tone dry. “You’re just in time. You can hold Goli.”

      Quinn shut the truck door before lifting Tucker’s leash and waving it like a flag. No way was he getting in on that battle. “Can’t. Behind on training.”

      The kid cursed and shook his head when Goli reappeared around the other side of the kennel, moving back and forth like a boxer waiting for the bell. The sight made Quinn wish he could pull up a chair with a cold drink and watch the show. Goli was in top form today.

      “Do I at least get to help with the training when I’m done?” Zack lifted an arm and wiped at the suds, spreading even more in the act.

      Since Zack was another person Emma expected Quinn to keep an eye on, he nodded. The kid needed something to look forward to after all the hassle. “We’ll be in the yard.”

      The younger man let out a loud whoop and pivoted toward Goli, who immediately hunched down and waited for Zack’s approach before leaping to the side out of reach. Quinn watched their antics for several seconds before tightening his hand on Tucker’s leash, knowing the dog would like to join in on the game of tag. “Not now, Tuck. Not unless you want a bath.”

      Hearing the B word, Tucker put his head down and took off toward the side yard where they trained, the leash pulling taut until Quinn put his feet in motion to keep from being dragged along for the ride.

      In short order, Quinn had the training area set up with props and the necessary tools and treats and got to work.

      To be used as a secret guard and protection for his future owner, Tucker had to obey every command without hesitation. Which meant practicing the hand signals and commands repeatedly until they became second nature.

      Quinn put Tucker through a series of basic commands, treating and petting in praise when the dog successfully performed. By the time they were done with the easy stuff, Zack would be finished bathing Goli.

      A thought formed, and Quinn chuckled, well able to imagine the younger man’s indignity when he showed up and was asked to don the protective attack suit. “What do you say, Tuck?” Quinn murmured, rubbing Tucker’s head. “Wanna get in on the fun?”
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      Any word from the honeymooners?” Morgan Ashley asked as she entered Cuppa Jo’s later that morning.

      Jolie turned and smiled at her friend, wondering how it was possible for someone to look so miserable and happy at the same time. Morgan always looked beautiful, and today was no exception. She wore khaki slacks, cuffed at the ankle, with cute, strappy wedges, a billowy, cream silk top, and enough bling and bangles and chunky jewelry to supply a store. With her salon-perfect hair and makeup, the former pageant and beauty queen looked ready to hit the stage. Or the local singles scene.

      Morgan had initiated divorce proceedings after discovering her husband had a bad habit of cheating and lying. The divorce decree was due to arrive any day, and as soon as it did, the Besties planned to throw a divorce get-together to celebrate Morgan’s freedom from a man who didn’t yet know the treasure he’d lost. Jolie didn’t know why Rory had found it necessary to cheat, but in doing so, he’d done major damage to Morgan’s self-confidence. “Not according to Quinn,” Jolie said without thinking.

      Jolie wished she’d kept her mouth shut when Morgan’s eyebrows shot up beneath her fringed bangs.

      “When did you talk to him?” Morgan asked as she strolled toward the cash register.

      Jolie placed another plastic-wrapped sandwich into the case in preparation for the lunch crowd. “He came in for coffee this morning.”

      “Did he leave another big tip?”

      “No, and I returned that one, thank you.” Jolie shook her head and turned away from her friend’s inquisitive gaze.

      She really had to monitor what she said to Morgan and Tasha about Quinn because they were making too much of Quinn’s visits. Thankfully as soon as Emma returned, things would go back to normal, and Quinn wouldn’t be driving down the mountain for a cup of coffee he could make at home. “What are you into today?” she asked, desperate to get Morgan’s mind off the topic of Quinn. “Where’s my little Camilla?” she asked, referring to Morgan’s fourteen-month-old daughter.

      “My mom has her today.”

      “Oh? Something going on?” Jolie asked.

      When Morgan didn’t answer, Jolie looked up to see her friend squirming and at a loss for words— something that never happened. “Morgan?”

      “I’m doing it.”

      Jolie wasn’t sure what that meant. “Pardon me?”

      “Do you remember the contest I told you guys about at the beginning of the summer? Rory said I couldn’t sign up because of taking care of the kids, right? I kinda forgot about it. But a few weeks ago, I talked to my mom, and even though she’s not thrilled about the divorce—”

      “She still thinks you need to get Rory back even though he’s living with that woman?” Jolie asked, unable to believe Morgan’s parents would want such a thing after seeing how the news had devastated Morgan.

      “She’s going to watch the kids for me so I can enter the bake-off and, hopefully, final in the cake design contest. And, yes, she does. At least until the kids are out of school.”

      “That’s twenty years from now!”

      “I told her no,” Morgan said, sounding defensive.

      “Good. I’m glad you did. And how wonderful that you entered the contest.” Jolie forced a smile when another problem crept into her head and dimmed her enthusiasm.

      “I know! I’m so excited,” Morgan said, taking a seat at the narrow bar closest to where Jolie stood. “And I refuse to let Mom’s other comments and doubts bring me down.”

      Jolie didn’t ask what other things had been said. Truthfully, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Because while Morgan’s mom was usually great, Morgan’s parents were very upset about Morgan’s divorce, mostly because, to them, staying with Rory was better than Morgan’s lack of a plan for the future.

      Rory had agreed to pay child support, but being the jerk he was, Jolie highly doubted the man would pay up without a court-ordered wage garnishment. In the meantime, grocery bills, utilities, and the like were paid courtesy of sporadic payments from Rory, along with Morgan’s savings and money she made from baking.

      Jolie and the other Besties had chipped in and anonymously paid an electric bill, just so Morgan wouldn’t lose her power or have to acquiesce to Rory’s demands that Morgan take him back. Rory didn’t want the divorce, but only because it meant disrupting his cushy life wherein Morgan cooked, cleaned, and took care of his every need while he kept a girlfriend on the side. One he refused to give up. “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

      “I have so many ideas and designs in my head. And the grand prize. Did I tell you it’s a cash prize? I could open my own bakery! Plus, the winner gets a magazine spread, and another write-up in a year’s time to showcase how things are going.”

      “That’s great.” It was a lot of cash and great advertising, but Jolie had a hard time believing either would be enough to cover the cost of a start-up bakery that required special ovens and equipment and experienced employees, along with childcare, health benefits, and the like. And she hated to be a downer but— What if Morgan didn’t win? What if, in the time she spent practicing and designing, she missed a job opportunity that was a sure thing?

      “You’re not happy for me,” Morgan said, her gaze narrowing, mood instantly darkening in the face of Jolie’s hesitation. “I can tell by your expression. Jolie… Seriously?”

      “It’s not that.” Jolie backpedaled fast and tried to neutralize the situation. “Of course I’m happy for you. I’m thrilled! I just worry about you and the kids.”

      “We’re fine,” Morgan said. “It will all work out. If all else fails, maybe I can get a loan from my parents.”

      Jolie winced at the news. “Are you sure you want to do that? Maybe… you should still be job hunting. Just in case.”

      Morgan’s multiple bracelets banged together when she lifted her hands and ran her manicured fingers through her long, blond hair. “You don’t think I can do this, do you? You don’t think I’ll win.”

      The chime on the door saved Jolie from having to answer. Jolie turned to see Tasha, Stone River’s vet, crossing the threshold. “Please tell Morgan I do believe in her.”

      Morgan went off on a mini-rant to Tasha, and not for the first time, Jolie realized Emma was the glue that really held their foursome together. Emma was the peacemaker, the one who could always turn the tide so that they were laughing instead of bickering.

      Tasha listened to Morgan for all of two minutes before cutting her off.

      “Stop. We believe in you. You’re stressing yourself out and taking it out on us. Jolie, make hers a decaf,” Tasha ordered.

      Morgan glared at Tasha before taking a deep breath and sighing in obvious temper.

      “Fine. Maybe I am a little nervous, but job hunting? I can’t even think of that right now,” Morgan told them.

      Morgan’s expression revealed just how big a chore that posed for her, and Jolie’s heart sank. “Morgan, I know it’s hard to consider taking on a job with everything else you’re going through, but you’re going to be a single mom. You’re going to have to work.”

      “I know that. But, guys, come on. It’s different for you. You went to college. Both of you. I graduated high school. Big deal.”

      “Don’t put yourself down,” Tasha stated firmly. “You’re smart. You can do anything.”

      “Yeah? Well, if that’s the case— I want to win this contest,” Morgan said, her gaze sliding from Tasha to Jolie and back again. “No offense to anyone, but I don’t want to wait tables or shampoo dogs,” she said, referring to the part-time work Jolie and Tasha had both already offered Morgan. “I’m really, really good at baking and designing. And maybe I don’t have a concrete plan just yet, but I’ll figure something out. I have to have faith, right? I’m just… still trying to figure out how single moms do it because I can’t imagine leaving my babies at daycare so I can put food on the table. All because I was stupid enough to marry a cheating loser.”

      “We get that. But if you win,” Jolie said softly, “you won’t be home, Morgan. What then?”

      “I’ll still be able to spend time with them,” Morgan argued. “If I own my own business, I’ll make the rules. The kids can be in the store with me sometimes, and when they can’t, maybe my mom and dad can.”

      “I think she’s saying they’ve raised their kids, Mo,” Tasha interjected softly. “And they’re not young, much less in good health. Which means, before you get to the backup plan, you’re going to need a backup for your backup.”

      Morgan pressed her palms to her forehead.

      “Guys, I’m doing the best I can, okay? If I do well in the contest, instead of daycare or my parents, I could at least afford a babysitter. A good one,” Morgan told them. “I hoped, of all people, you would support me. Guess I was fooling myself, huh?” she said, grabbing her bag.

      “Morgan…” Jolie said.

      “Stop,” Tasha said. “Put that down right now. Look, we love you, Mo. But honestly? You’ve been a little off the rails since the whole Rory thing. We’re just worried about you because we know you’ve got to start thinking long term. That’s all Jolie meant.”

      Tasha snagged a cushioned barstool near the pastry case by Morgan and effectively blocked Morgan’s exit short of Morgan knocking her over and making a run for it.

      “That is what I meant.” Jolie inserted Tasha’s regular order into her hands. “And I guess you are thinking ahead if you’ve thought about hiring a babysitter to take the load off your parents,” she said in an attempt to make peace.

      “Oh, wow. You have no idea how much I need this today,” Tasha said as she inhaled the fresh-brewed coffee smell.

      “Bad day?” Jolie asked.

      Tasha shrugged and glanced at Morgan. “Just busy. And for the record, you wouldn’t only be washing dogs if you decided to take the job I mentioned.”

      Morgan was silent a long moment before she sighed.

      “Thanks but… I’m still not interested. And enough about me. Have you heard from Owen since he went to see his sister?” Morgan asked in a deliberate bid to change the topic of conversation.

      Tasha stared down at her cup, and Jolie noticed her friend biting her lower lip.

      “Last night. He called to let me know he’s investigating his sister’s ex-boyfriend’s death, and won’t be available for a while,” Tasha said, lifting her gaze and locking it on Jolie’s. “Tell me again why I started a relationship with him?”

      The quietly worded question left a wealth of silence in its wake.

      Jolie’s heart broke for Tasha. Having already buried her police officer fiancé who had died in the line of duty, Tasha had fallen into a complicated situation with one of the men who worked for Emma’s brother-in-law in his personal security business. Being “unavailable” meant Owen Redd could be doing anything from acting as a bodyguard and personal shield to… whatever was required in investigating a death that required investigation. “Because you care for him?”

      “And because he’s nice,” Morgan countered.

      “Or because I’m a glutton for punishment,” Tasha murmured, running her hands through her hair and shoving it back from her face. “If not for the fact I have a practice to run, I think I’d lose my mind. There’s definitely something to that saying about idle minds being the devil’s playground.”

      Morgan fiddled with one of her bracelets, her mouth pinched into a frown.

      “Guys, I can do this. I know I can. But I need you to believe in me. I know I’m a little flighty and I can get scattered, but if you don’t believe in me… I won’t be able to believe in myself.” Morgan sniffed and blinked hard, battling tears. “All I’ve ever heard from Rory is that I’m an airhead who can’t do anything but have babies and keep house. I have no education, no formal training. But this is my God-given passion, and I need to— I have to make this work.”

      Jolie exchanged a glance with Tasha before they both nodded, a silent promise to set their doubting thoughts aside in the face of Morgan’s despair. She needed their support, so she would have it. Period. That’s what Besties were for, after all. “You can totally do it,” Jolie said. “Nothing sells as well as the muffins and cakes you make for me.”

      “Yeah,” Tasha added. “Ignore me, okay? I’ve taken a few hits over the years so I’m a little cynical. That’s all.”

      “Maybe we’re all cynical because of the men we’re around,” Morgan muttered. “Heaven knows Rory could make any woman cynical.”

      Tasha patted Morgan on the back, her tough love from earlier forgotten in the face of Morgan’s plea.

      “Might work for you and me, but what about her?” Tasha asked, indicating Jolie with the point of a single finger.

      Morgan stared at Jolie but ignored Jolie’s slight head-shake of warning.

      “Quinn came to see her again,” Morgan said with a sudden smile, her childcare and divorce woes forgotten in the face of that tasty bit of news.

      “Again?” Tasha grinned from ear to ear. “He’s become quite the gourmet coffee drinker. Who would’ve thunk it?”

      “Don’t.” Jolie winced. “Quinn is… Ian and Emma’s friend. He’s only checking on me because of what happened between Emma and her crazy student. There is absolutely nothing going on between us, and there never will be.”

      “Uh-oh. Famous last words if I ever heard them,” Morgan said. “She’s doomed.”

      “Mmmhmm,” Tasha added with more than a little attitude in the sound. “Totally.”

      “Will you two stop?” Jolie glared at them. “I’m not in the market for a man, and I don’t know if I ever will be. Look at you two. Men are obviously more trouble than they’re worth.”

      Tasha blinked at Jolie before turning to look at Morgan, then both of them shifted their attention back to Jolie once more. “What?” Jolie demanded, battling the urge to shift and squirm, or better yet, hide.

      Tasha grinned. “Nothing. It’s just nice to see some attitude coming out of Miss Prim and Proper.”

      “Yeah,” Morgan quickly agreed. “After all these years of thinking you were pretty much a mouse, we just saw a glimpse of a lion.”

      For some reason, Jolie couldn’t accept that as a compliment. Especially not when her thigh throbbed. “You think I’m a mouse?”

      Tasha finished off her coffee and stood. “Can’t come as much of a surprise, Jo.” She pulled some bills from her wallet and frowned. “Where’s the tip jar?”

      Her heart thumped against her ribs, and heat crawled up her chest and neck. “It broke,” Jolie told them, lifting her shoulder in a shrug. “I haven’t replaced it.”

      “Yeah, well, grab a coffee can and get it out here,” Tasha said as she tossed the ones onto the bar despite Jolie’s protests. “I’ve gotta run. Bye!”

      Jolie scrambled to retrieve the scattered bills off the counter to give back to Tasha, but she was long gone.

      “Hey, now you’re the one who needs to lighten up. We’re teasing you,” Morgan said as she grabbed her purse and stood. “We love you the way you are. You’re just quiet, you know? But it’s all good. Now, I’m gonna go buy some supplies to practice. See you later maybe?”

      Maybe. Maybe not. Who wanted to be referred to as a mouse? “Wait,” she said, motioning for Morgan to step closer. The moment she did, Jolie tucked Tasha’s tip into Morgan’s tiny designer shirt pocket.

      “What’s that for?” Morgan asked, her expression revealing her surprise that Jolie would do such a thing.

      “I’m proving to you that I believe in you. Put that toward your supplies,” Jolie ordered. “And don’t you dare try to give it back. I’m with you in this, okay?”

      Once again, Morgan’s eyes filled with tears, and she quickly blinked them away.

      “Jo…”

      “I mean it. Put it to good use,” Jolie said.

      Morgan nodded and waved a hand in front of her face to cool the tears brightening her dazzling blue eyes.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Jolie?” Morgan called over her shoulder once she had made her way to the door. “Maybe we’ve both got something to prove. I mean, it’s not like a mouse would go and open her own coffeehouse, right?”

      Jolie got the point. Not that it was subtle. “Right,” she said, watching as Morgan flashed her infamous Miss Stone River smile and left the building.

      Jolie watched Morgan through the window, saw Morgan’s wave of good-bye and how more than one man turned to watch Morgan as she walked down the street. Morgan seemed oblivious to the attention she received from the opposite sex, her heart and head still mending from Rory’s betrayal.

      Jolie grabbed a nearly empty napkin dispenser and began to fill it, ignoring the cut on her thigh.

      She wanted to be confident, self-assured. She had opened her own business, but she still had things to prove. Especially to herself.

      And the first step to making that happen was to find out if that really was Blake Parker who had darkened her door.
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