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For everyone who has settled for crumbs,
you deserve the whole damn cake.


And for Eliza.
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LAYLA


“YOU’RE NOT WHAT I expected.”


That’s a bold statement coming from the man slouched in the seat across from me. He picked me up forty-five minutes late, berated the waitstaff as soon as we got here, took two shots of—and I quote—the cheapest bourbon available,  and then promptly ordered a steak without bothering to ask what I would like.


“Oh?” I indulge his attempt at conversation. It’s possible that he’s not as bad as he seems. I’m not sure how, but I’ve seen stranger things happen. Like the guy who picked me up for dinner in a horse and buggy. “How so?”


I cut my dessert into four perfectly portioned bites and try to make my face do something that resembles vague interest. He burps into his closed fist and I abandon the effort.


“Prettier,” he tells me. His eyes dip down to my neckline and hold. “I had no idea you were hiding all that.” He twirls his fork in my general direction. “Your profile picture doesn’t do you justice.”


Gross. I shovel another bite of passion fruit and coconut into my mouth.


“Probably all the baking you do, right? Those sweet treats make you thick in all the right places.”


I don’t even know where to start. “Yes, I own a bakery.”


I own a little bakeshop tucked in the middle of a Christmas tree farm about forty miles west of here. I’m also part owner of the farm. I spend my days mixing and plating and rolling and wrapping inside of an old tractor shed that my business partner Stella and I converted into a bakery as soon as she bought the place. Big floor-to-ceiling windows. Old oak wood floors. Walls lined in cozy booths with throw pillows and blankets. It’s my very favorite place in the world.


Every day I flick on the lights and set out the tables and feel like I’m living inside a snow globe. Even in the middle of the summer when the humidity is so thick it feels like I’m walking through Jell-O, the sticky heat making my hair curl. I love it. Working at Lovelight Farms is the best part of my day, and being able to go to work with my two best friends is icing on the proverbial cake.


Stella manages business operations, and Beckett keeps everything growing and thriving as head of farming. They’re the kindest, loveliest people—in relationships with equally kind, lovely, beautiful people. I’m so happy they’re happy, even if their so-cute-I-want-to-die relationships make me want to tip over an entire row of mini cakes in a fit of jealousy.


They have the sort of romances that dreams are made of. While I’m here with … Bryce.


I didn’t even recognize him when he pulled up in front of my house. Our tiny tucked-away town is hard to find on a good day, and most people bypass Inglewild completely on the way to the shore. When the car pulled up in my driveway, I thought Bryce sent a Lyft driver to pick me up for the evening. But then he rolled down the window, yelled, “Hey, Layla,” and I stupidly got in the passenger seat.


I should have ended it right there. I know better. He had a hamster bobblehead on his dash, for god’s sake. I’m lucky I wasn’t murdered.


The entire drive to the coast, I stared hard at his face. I could have sworn his profile picture was a tall brunette, and yet …


He drags his hand through his bottle-dyed blond hair.


And yet.


He probably thinks he looks charming sitting there like that, all lazy and loose in his seat, his knuckles beneath his chin. Unlucky for him, I’m more sexually attracted to the warm rum butter sauce on my cake at this point.


I sigh and glance over his shoulder at the bar, trying to catch the eye of our beleaguered waitress. We’d shared a commiserate look earlier when he stared too long at the hem of her skirt. I’m pretty sure it’s why she brought me this slice of boozy passion fruit cake that I did not order.


I grasp for a subject change. “You said you work in Ellicott City?”


He nods, shoveling another bite of steak into his pinched mouth. He chews with his mouth open and doesn’t bother finishing before he replies, bits of food flying out with his answer. I want plexiglass between us. A ten-foot wall. “Yeah. That’s where my dad’s law offices are.”


“And you work with him?”


“I just said that, didn’t I?”


All right, then. We lapse into another uncomfortable silence. He stabs at his steak, and I drag the tip of my fork against a thick layer of whipped cream. He told me he owned the law firm, organizing pro bono work across the mid-Atlantic region. Po-tay-to, po-tah-to, I guess. I sigh and cut another corner off my slice of cake.


“Where are you from?” he asks.


The depths of hell. Sent to destroy men who lie on the internet and are mean to those in the service industry.


“Annapolis,” I say instead. I am so tempted to get up from my seat, walk through the tables, and step into the ocean. It sounds infinitely more appealing than another moment with Bryce.


This is the third first date I’ve been on this month, and I am tired. Tired of men who are entitled, small-minded, and generally disappointing. What spirit did I disrespect to curse myself with bad date after bad date? I pay my taxes. I don’t leave my popcorn bucket stuffed under the seat at the movie theater. I obey traffic laws and donate to that one charity for three-legged goats that Beckett quite literally never shuts up about.


Why can’t I find a single human being that I connect with? My standards are not impossible. I want someone who makes me laugh. Who cares about what I do and what I say and what I think. I want to sit on the couch with someone in blissful, perfect, comfortable silence— pizza on the coffee table and my feet tucked under their thigh. I want someone to hand me the recipe section of the local paper while they read the headlines. I want to share all of my small, silly, silent moments.


I want someone to give me butterflies.


I stare at Bryce, who lied about everything but his name, and watch as he picks at something in his teeth with his thumbnail.


Maybe that someone doesn’t exist.


“Did you go to college?”


There is no curiosity in his question, just a smug satisfaction and a callous condescension. A familiar insecurity pricks at the back of my mind, a twist in my stomach that pulls tight.


“I went to Salisbury.”


He laughs like I’ve made a joke and then reaches across the table with his fork for a bite of my cake. I don’t slap his hand away, but it’s a near thing. To me, dessert is sacred.  “Ah, the party school. That makes sense.”


I clench my teeth so hard I’m surprised my molars don’t crack right in half. “What does?”


“Bakers don’t need to go to serious schools, do they? It doesn’t matter where you went or what you did. You probably could have gotten a degree from circus school and been just fine baking your little treats all day.”


Circus school.


Little treats.


Oh, my god.


It takes me a second to collect my bearings. When I do reply, my voice is quiet fury laced with exhaustion. I am so tired.


“I graduated with honors with a dual degree in mathematics and engineering.” Not that it should matter. “I’m a baker and a small business owner, and I bet I do more in an hour than you do in a day.”


He scoffs.


I set my fork down on the table. This evening just rocketed to the top of my Worst Dates Ever list, and the competition is robust. I can’t believe I put on my green dress for this. What a freaking waste. “I think you should go grab the check.”


He holds up both hands, his eyes wide. “Whoa, don’t be so sensitive. I didn’t mean to offend.”


I ignore him and slip another bite of coconut into my mouth. This rum sauce really is life-changing. Maybe after we wrap up here, I’ll sneak into the kitchen and sweet-talk the chef into sharing his recipe. I bet he’s better company than bampot Bryce.


He makes no move to get the check as requested. I whip the napkin off my lap and drop it on the table. “That’s fine. I’ll go settle the bill at the bar.”


He rolls his eyes. “I was getting to it. You don’t have to be so rude.”


All right. I’m the rude one. Okay.


I push my chair back and head toward the bar at the edge of the surf. I don’t usually come this far out for a date, but Bryce had been insistent about trying a new tiki bar right on the coast. Low-hanging string lights. A couple of fires burning in large, round pits. The tide rolls in behind bottles stacked on old wine barrels. Bartenders move back and forth behind a small row boat that’s been flipped over and converted into bench seating.


It would be a romantic spot if my date was not a complete and total asshole.


Our waitress, Celia, waits behind the bar with her lips in a thin line, her eyes kind and understanding. She hands me the bill before I can even ask.


“Did the dessert help, at least?” she asks.


I snort a laugh and flip open the bill. “It was the best part of my evening.”


“I can get you another one,” she offers. When I shake my head, she makes a short contemplative sound. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but that guy is a jerk. You can do better.”


“Yeah, you’re not wrong.” Unfortunately for me, I haven’t seen better on any of the dating websites I pay an unseemly monthly membership for. Bryce is pretty par for the course. “Any ideas on where to look?”


Her gaze trips over my shoulder as she pulls a thick evergreen rag out of her back pocket, shining the edge of a tumbler. Her face morphs into something glassy, appreciative, and she tilts her head behind me. “That looks like a good place to start.”
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LAYLA


I FINISH SIGNING the check and follow her line of sight straight to the man effortlessly moving through the crowded tables clustered together on the beach. Not my date. Of course not. Bryce is about as memorable as a crumpled-up gum wrapper shoved in the bottom of my purse.


No, the man making his way toward us is tall. Easily over six feet. Brown, glowing, gorgeous skin. I don’t get a good look at his face because he’s busy looking over his shoulder at the group he just wandered away from, shouting something with a laugh. He’s wearing a colorful Hawaiian shirt that should be ridiculous, but with the top three buttons undone, I can only focus on the jut of his collarbones, the material of the sleeves clinging to the curve of his biceps. The fabric is stretched too tight there, like the shirt can’t possibly contain the strength of him.


I stare at the dancing pineapples on his broad chest, distracted. I keep staring at them as he slides right up to the bar, next to me, and places both his hands flat on the bartop. His forearms flex, and I resist the urge to drag both of my palms down the sides of my face.


What is it about forearms?


Je-sus.


“I’d like another piña colada, if it’s not too much trouble. The birthday boy is getting antsy.”


Celia looks like she’ll happily give him more than a piña colada. I hide my smile behind my fingertips and finally glance at his face. I almost sputter in surprise.


“Caleb?”


Caleb Alvarez. The same man I’ve seen at least twice a week for the past five years without thinking about his chest once. He comes in every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday and orders exactly one croissant and a coffee. Just cream.


Caleb is here, so far away from our little town.


At a beach bar.


Wearing an almost indecently unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt.


His head snaps to the side and his brown eyes widen. I watch in fascination as the deep rich brown grows warmer in recognition, a ring of amber around his iris. Never in my life have I noticed the color of this man’s eyes. I’m really having a moment, taking him in like this. Hair ruffled by the ocean breeze and all that warm olive skin on display. A smile kicks up the corner of his mouth, and I have to swallow compulsively three times in a row.


“Layla,” he says, a sweet combination of surprised and delighted. It’s the exact same way he’s always said my name, but it sounds different here with the salt and the sand. My mouth goes dry.


“Hey, Caleb.” I gesture to one of the pineapples ringed in bright orange flowers on his chest. My mind is blank—wiped completely clean by three tiny buttons. “Nice shirt.”


I’ve seen Caleb in a crewneck sweatshirt a couple of times. Worn jeans and boots that lace at the ankles. T-shirts in the summer. I never had an … event … over any of that.


He smooths his hand down the buttons, a faint pink lighting up his cheeks. “Ah, well. Alex insisted.”


He jerks his chin over the tables. I follow his gaze and spot Alex Alvarez—our quiet, unassuming small-town bookstore owner— doing some drunken version of a salsa with a beautiful redhead, the both of them in equally terrifying Hawaiian shirts.


“We have a tradition,” Caleb explains.


“Clearly.”


“He loves a strong pattern. And a cohesive theme.”


I guess that makes sense. I’ve seen Alex’s window displays. They’re always a bold look. Last Halloween, there was a town petition about the graphic interpretation of The Rocky Horror Picture Show. I blink back to Caleb’s shirt.


“I can see that.”


“He also likes making his entire family look like a bunch of idiots in public places.” Caleb curls his hand around the glass Celia slides over to him and gives her a thankful smile. We sigh in unison.


“What are the chances, huh?” He leans one elbow up on the bartop and gives me a slow, unfurling smile. Whew—okay. I definitely haven’t noticed those dimples before either. “Out of all the bars.”


“Yeah,” I say, still distracted. My brain is trying to align this version of Caleb with the one in my head. It’s … not working out so well.


What sort of voodoo is this Hawaiian shirt?


His eyes flick briefly over my green dress, and his smile melts into something earnest and sincere, the faint pink on his cheeks deepening into a rich ruby red. “You look beautiful.”


“Thank you,” I manage, resisting the urge to clear my throat. I don’t think Bryce told me once that I looked nice tonight, beyond his comment about me being prettier than my profile picture let on. And what a compliment that was.


I put effort into tonight. I wore my mint green dress with the thin straps, a slit in the side up to my thigh. I wanted to look nice. To feel pretty and cherished and desired.


And I wasted all of it on Bryce.


“Are you here with Stella and Beckett?”


I amuse myself for a moment with the mental image of Beckett, our resident grumpy head farmer, frowning with a coconut drink in his hand. But then I finger the strap of my dress and let out a blustery sigh, glancing over to the table I abandoned. “I’m here on a date. Well, I guess I was  on a date.”


Because Bryce is nowhere to be seen. Our table is empty, and I swear some of the silverware is missing. My dessert plate too.


Asshole.


Caleb is confused. “With, uh, with yourself?”


“No. With a big ol’ turd who dines and dashes, apparently.” I frown as I think about what will inevitably be a very long and very expensive Lyft back to Inglewild. “Shoot. He picked me up for dinner.”


“And he left?” Caleb’s face turns into a storm cloud. His jaw clenches, dimples evaporating as quickly as they appeared.


“Believe me,” I offer, “this is an improvement.”


I cannot imagine sitting in Bryce’s car for the thirty-minute drive to Inglewild, staring balefully at the hamster bobblehead on the dash. He’d probably play Ace of Base. Or worse, Nickelback.


“He shouldn’t have left you” is all Caleb says, still staring unseeingly at the empty table. He looks like he’s about to charge out in the parking lot and exact some vigilante justice. The thought is oddly delightful.


“It’s all right. I’ll just grab a Lyft home.” I turn to look at Celia still standing behind the bar, her eyes darting back and forth between Caleb and me. “I’ll take that extra slice to go, I think.”


“Hold on a sec.” Caleb wraps his long fingers right above my elbow and squeezes once. His touch is gentle, his palm warm. “I’ll drive you back.”


“No, no. That’s okay.” I look over to the far end of the bar, where Alex is being dipped by his dancing partner, both of them laughing so hard they can barely stand up. Their table is surrounded by a collection of people in various matching Hawaiian shirts. The entire Alvarez family, I finally realize. Their uncle Benjamín is wearing his shirt tied high around his waist in a weird bastardization of a crop top. I grin. “You can’t leave. It’s your brother’s birthday.”


I squint, focusing on one dark-haired man with a coconut bra at the far end of their little group. He stands a little bit taller than the rest. “Is that Charlie?”


Caleb doesn’t bother following my stare. “Yeah, it is.”


I watch as Stella’s half brother shimmies, a drink in each hand. “He drove down from New York?”


“You know him. He never misses a party.” Caleb keeps his hand and his eyes on me. “Alex won’t remember anything past an hour ago. I promise. Let me drive you home.”


“But his drink.”


“I’ll drop it off, and then we can go.”


“How will he get home?”


“We rented a Margaritaville bus.” Of course they did. Caleb gives me another bashful look, his blush deepening to a deep crimson. “He really loves a tropical theme,” he mumbles.


I roll my lips against a smile. “Will we be stealing the bus, then?”


“What? No.” He looks alarmed. “I drove separately.”


“Do you hate Jimmy Buffett?”


A smile hooks the corner of his mouth. “I think everyone hates Jimmy Buffett a little bit.”


“Except Alex.”


“Except Alex, of course.”


His smile tumbles headfirst into a grin, so bright and sudden and beautiful that I have to remind myself to breathe. Those dimples blink back to life in his cheeks, and it’s a good thing he’s holding on to my arm. His thumb rubs once along the inside of my elbow—an aimless, unthinking touch. Caleb tilts his head forward, and a lock of dark hair falls over his forehead. Some far recess of my mind is still whispering, What in the hell is going on?


When did Caleb Alvarez get so hot?


“If you’re sure,” I murmur.


I’m not sure. I’m probably the least sure I’ve ever been. What secret will Caleb reveal next? Can he play the harmonica? Does he also have a strange animal bobblehead on the dash of his car? Is he sneaky hot but also a terrible driver? Oh god, does he drive in silence? Does he hate music? I have no idea. I’m truly just along for the ride at this point, my mind sufficiently blown by a set of strong biceps and a shirt with rotating palm trees.


“I’m sure.” He is resolute as he uncurls his fingers from around my arm and picks up the fruity concoction in front of him. I watch the way his shirt stretches across his chest with rabid interest. I feel like I’m in an alternate dimension where the nice, unassuming guy who comes into my bakery with almost militant precision is suddenly a dreamboat in a Hawaiian shirt. “Just give me a second to talk to Alex, and we’ll get going.”


He ambles away, crossing through the tables, somehow managing to not look ridiculous. I watch him go.


So does every other woman in the establishment. A few men too.


Celia whistles low. Damn, I didn’t even realize she was still standing there. “You made quick work of that.”


I scratch once at my eyebrow and watch as Caleb attempts to extricate Alex out of his sloppy salsa routine. Alex pulls an evasive maneuver while Charlie fist-pumps aggressively.


“We live in the same town. I know him.”


“I’d like to get to know him,” she mumbles under her breath.


I turn to look at her and raise both eyebrows. “Don’t hold back on my account.”


She waves her hand. “Nah. I sensed vibes.”


“There were no vibes. He’s just a really nice guy.”


The nicest. I routinely watch him help little old ladies cross the street. He volunteers every year for dig day at the farm, when residents of the town help us prep the fields for the new season. Half of the time, I can’t tell if he genuinely enjoys the butter croissants he religiously orders or if he just wants to support a local business. Stella once referred to him as chronically kind. He is sweet and funny and is never too busy to stop and help load seven fifty-pound bags of sugar into my hatchback.


Dane, our town sheriff, fired him from his deputy position four months ago for being too nice. From what I hear, he accepted one too many parking ticket payments in the form of IOUs written on the back of old receipts. I heard from Matty at the pizza shop that some of them got pretty explicit.


He’s been substitute teaching at the high school ever since.


I watch as Alex attempts to dip his older brother. All of the people gathered around the table cheer. I grin. “Like, a really nice guy.”


“Sure, sure.” Celia sets the glass she’s been polishing for close to fifteen minutes to the side. Picks up another. “I’ll make it two slices to go.”


Caleb finally wrestles Alex into a stationary position. I watch them with their heads huddled together. Caleb says something that makes Alex brighten, and then he’s trying to get on top of the table again, hand shielded against his eyes even though the sun set hours ago. He spots me by the bar.


And then he screams at the top of his lungs.


“Laaaaaaayla!”


Caleb looks mortified.


I make my way over to the table before he can begin launching projectiles across the beach bar. As soon as I’m close enough, he makes a spectacular swan dive off the top of the table and lands somewhere near my feet. He wraps both of his arms around my legs.


“Laylaaaaaaa!” He drags out the syllables of my name on a warble in his best Eric Clapton impersonation. “You came to my birthday party!”


I try to haul him up with my arms beneath his, but we’re impeded by the six-foot-five wall of muscle suddenly bear-hugging us both. Charlie smells like an entire shelf of liquor, his big dumb face pressed into my shoulder.


“Layla.” He sounds suspiciously close to tears. “It’s so good to see you.”


I press my palm to his forehead and push him off me. “You saw me last weekend, you brute.”


Stella and her boyfriend Luka had dinner at their place, and I had the distinct pleasure of watching my best friends and their significant others fawn over each other. Charlie left after fifteen minutes, claiming a stomachache, and I concluded my evening with the best date I’ve had in months—a shiny bottle of sauvignon blanc and a plate of peanut butter fudge cookies I made myself.


“Still,” Charlie slurs. He pulls back, his big blue eyes wide as saucers. He’s wearing a coconut bra, and a flower behind his ear. He looks ridiculous. “Wanna do a shot?”


Alex lets out that high-pitched screech again. A chant of “Shots, shots, shots” starts up among the entire Alvarez group. I feel two strong hands on my shoulders, gently guiding me away from the drunk lovebugs hanging all over me.


“Maybe we shouldn’t have said goodbye,” Caleb mutters. One of his uncles tries to hand him a tiny shot glass. Caleb makes a face and shakes his head, then looks over my head. “Christ. I think Charlie is encouraging people to take body shots off him.”


I don’t even want to look. “I’ll take your word for it.”


“Right. Time to go.”


He holds his hand out to me, palm up.


I twist my fingers through his, and together we make our escape.
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LAYLA


THANKFULLY, CALEB DOES not have any strange bobbleheads on the dash of his car.


Just one of the pine tree air fresheners with the Lovelight logo that Stella started selling at the farm a couple of months ago. An old newspaper wedged between the center console and the driver’s seat. A box from my bakery that he tries to hide as soon I slip into his Jeep.


I stare at him as he gets situated in the driver’s seat, adjusting the air vents so they blow on my legs and not my face. He checks his rearview and side mirrors, and I smile. Of course Caleb checks his mirrors every time he gets in the car. I bet he knows his tire pressure too.


I narrow my eyes and watch him, a restless feeling under my skin. “Did you get a haircut?”


He drags his fingers through his hair, self-conscious. “No.”


“Did you grow, maybe? Taller?”


He snorts. “I haven’t grown an inch since I turned eighteen.” He narrows his eyes right back at me. “Why?”


“A nose job?”


He looks offended. “No.”


“Hip replacement?”


He laughs at that. “No. What’s gotten into you?”


“You just seem … different, is all.” Hotter, my brain screams at me. Level ten attractive. I swear on my butter-and-jam baguettes that I have never noticed Caleb looking like … this … before. A passing attraction, maybe. An Oh, he’s cute  in an unassuming sort of way.


This is … not cute.


This is violently attractive.


I’m rattled by it.


I settle back into my seat and watch as Caleb continues adjusting his driver settings like he’s about to launch us into space.


It’s the Hawaiian shirt.


It has to be.


“I’m surprised,” I say.


He gives me a hesitant look out of the corner of his eye, making sure I have my seat belt on before he guides the car out of Park. I think he’s regretting offering me a ride home. “By what?”


“That you didn’t want to take the Margaritaville bus.”


Another laugh rumbles out of him. Caleb’s smiles are frequent, but his laughs are rare, and I find myself sinking lower into my seat at the sound of it. His laugh is nice. Warm. “Nah. The lights give me a headache. Plus, I got out late from school today. I missed the bus.”


There’s irony in that statement somewhere. “How is that going? The teaching?”


“It’s good. Different. I’m learning. I’m lucky Katie Metzler decided to go on that soul searching trip in the Florida Keys.”


An odd choice for a self-discovery trip, but okay.


“The school was pretty desperate for a Spanish teacher for their summer session, and they didn’t care that I basically had zero qualifications. I’m getting my certification while I fill in. Hopefully I’ll be a full-time staff member by the start of the new school year. It couldn’t have been better timing, all things considered.”


“Were you upset? With what happened at the sheriff’s station?”


“You mean when Dane fired me?” He huffs out a laugh. “No, not  at all. It was time. We both knew being a deputy wasn’t a good fit for  me anymore. He only fired me so I could get the severance package.” Caleb glances at me briefly. “Maybe I should have been upset, but I don’t know. I was mainly relieved. I think I can help more people as a teacher. More kids, at least.”


Especially in our tiny town, where Caleb spent more time keeping Ms. Beatrice from using her car as a battering ram outside of her coffee shop than preventing any sort of major crime. I’m sure Dane has it handled on his own.


“Alex keeps telling me I should forget about the certification and just show the kids old reruns of the telenovela my abuela  always made us watch. She never missed an episode of Corazón Salvaje.”


I grin. I see him around town with his grandma sometimes. He towers over her, and she’s usually bossing him around, making him carry her groceries. “Wild Heart?”


“That’s the one.”


I hum in consideration. “It’s not a bad idea.”


“The school board might have something to say about it.”


I snort a laugh and peer over my shoulder at his back seat. His car is tidier than the mess of crumpled receipts, old mixing bowls, and expired candy canes that litters mine. It smells like cinnamon in here, like he’s got a whole batch of gingersnaps somewhere. I reach for the edge of the pastry box half wedged beneath my seat, hoping there’s something sweet inside. I forgot my damn slices of cake at the bar, distracted by Caleb trying to herd the entire Alvarez group like a bunch of drunken cats.


I rattle the white box I rip out from beneath the seat with a yank. I’m conscious of the fact that I’m wearing a very tight green dress, and the material is probably all the way up around my waist at this point, but Caleb’s eyes are firmly on the road. Thank god. “Is there anything left in here?”


“You think I have that kind of self-control?”


I give him a bland look. “I absolutely do.”


Every week, he comes in and eats exactly one croissant while staring longingly at an entire case full of buttercream cronuts. His self-control is steel enforced. His hands flex and release on the steering wheel, and I shimmy back in the seat. My gaze crawls up his arms to the slope of his shoulders, the hollow of his throat, and the strong line of his jaw. One hand releases the steering wheel to comb through his dark hair. With night pressing in around us, it almost looks like spilled ink. Chocolate melting on the stovetop.


Honestly. I’ve known Caleb for years. How have I never noticed how handsome  he is?


Probably because I’ve been lost in my manic motivation to find a life partner. Or the string of lackluster men I’ve allowed to yank me around for the past couple of years. Or maybe my self-imposed rule to never, ever date someone within town limits. I think it made me have blinders.


Our town population is somewhere around seven. I can’t imagine having to see a date gone bad everywhere I look. If I had to see Bryce on the regular, waiting in line at my bakery, ordering my favorite salted white chocolate oatmeal cookies—I’d die. I would simply cease to exist.


And I’d probably be arrested for murder.


Caleb clears his throat. “Can I ask you a question?”


“You saved me a hefty Lyft bill tonight. Not only can you ask me a question, you can also enjoy free coffee at the bakehouse all week.”


A smirk curls at the edge of his mouth. “You already give me free coffee.”


“Well, now you get coffee and  a question.”


He pauses for a second. “Just the one?”


“Does it matter?”


He looks shocked that I’d even ask. “Of course it matters.”


“How so?”


“If I only get one question, I should pick something good.”


“I guess you should,” I say with a laugh.


He hums, the sound rich and low between us. I watch the streetlights paint his face in shadow. Golds and silvers and warm, warm red. The smile slips from his mouth and his gaze trips into something hesitant. His eyes dart to me and then back to the road.


“Why did you go to dinner with a guy like that?”


I fidget in my seat. “A guy like what?”


He mumbles something I don’t catch beneath his breath. “A guy that leaves you with the check and steals the silverware on his way out,” he says louder, clearer.


I sigh and press two fingers to my forehead. “You noticed that too, huh?”


“I heard you talking to Stella in the bakeshop a couple of weeks ago”—Caleb hesitates—“about a guy who used a lint roller on you before you got in his car.”


Ah, yes. Peter. He also made me put those little disposable surgical booties on over my heels, but I keep that to myself. I glance out the window and tuck my hair behind my ears. I straightened it tonight, something sleek and shiny. I feel silly about the effort now.


“I’ve had some bad luck recently with dating,” I finally manage as an explanation. It’s an understatement, but how else could I possibly explain the dumpster fire that is my love life?


Peter and Bryce aren’t even the worst of it. I had one guy ask me if we could pick up his mom after lunch and take her to her dry cleaner. I had another guy bring his best friend and proceed to act like I wasn’t even there at all. They talked about fantasy football for forty-nine minutes and did seven pickleback shots.


Each.


“And that guy—what was his name—Justin?”


“Jacob,” I supply quietly.


He’s the one that hurts the most. All of the rest—I can play them off as amusing stories to entertain my friends. Forays into the wild and weird world of dating. But I had been with Jacob for months. I had given him so many pieces of myself in a desperate attempt for it to work. I wanted so badly for someone to just … stick … that I made excuses, justified his crap behavior, and told myself he would get better. His ambivalence. His indifference. I told myself that he just needed time to settle into a comfortable rhythm. He just needed some time to like  me.


But the more time I spent with him, the more I felt like I was losing those bits of myself that I had given him so freely. He didn’t prioritize me or our relationship. He was more committed to his phone than he ever was to me.


I deserved better than that. I deserve  better than that.


“Jacob sucked,” Caleb says. His jaw does that clenching thing again.


“He did.”


“What’s going on, then?” Caleb nudges the turn signal with his wrist, and we merge off the highway, closer to home. “These guys all seem like—”


“Douchebags?” I offer. Assholes? Giant, humiliating wastes of my time?


He laughs, but it doesn’t sound very funny at all. It’s sharp at the edges. “Yeah,” he agrees. “They all sound like douchebags.”


I don’t say anything in response. I don’t need the reminder that my romantic life is a disaster. That the one thing I’ve always secretly, quietly hoped for is as much a mystery to me as dark matter and extraterrestrial life. It doesn’t matter how many dates I go on; I’m as far away from it now as I’ve ever been.


I don’t understand how something so easy for everyone else can be so difficult for me.


“Layla.” Caleb presses out my name with a sigh. When he says my name like that, it feels like two hands curled around my shoulders, a gentle shake. “Why are you giving these guys your time? Why are you settling for crumbs when you deserve the whole damn cake?”


My chest pulls tight. An ache, right in the middle of me. “That’s a really lovely thought, but sometimes crumbs are all you’ve got.”


I can tell he doesn’t like my response, so I turn and stare out the window, watching the land slowly change as we move away from the coast. Everything here is rich and vibrant, late summer settling in earnest. Lightning bugs dance outside my window, quick flashes of gold as we speed past.


I wait for him to try and talk me out of my sad little conviction. When he doesn’t, when he just patiently waits for me to go on, something unlatches, and my words tumble out.


“I don’t know. I guess—I guess I’m just looking in all of the wrong places. I want someone to be mine. And not everyone is perfect right off the bat, you know? Sometimes people need a little time before they shine. Everyone deserves a chance.” I shrug again, feeling naive in the worst of ways. I mean, Peter stepped out of his car with a lint roller. Not so sure he deserved any of my attention after that. “And with Stella and Luka together, and Beckett and Evie, I’m kind of surrounded by it. I guess I’ve been thinking that crumbs are better than nothing.” I rest my forehead against the cool glass of the window. “Maybe that’s my problem. Maybe I should swear off cake altogether for a little bit, crumbs and all.”


Caleb is silent, the rumble of his Jeep beneath us the only sound. Wind at the windows and the low hum of voices on the radio.


“This analogy got weird,” he finally says.


“It really did.”


The truth is I watched Stella fall in love with Luka, a man she’d harbored a crush on for close to ten years. Then I watched Beckett begrudgingly fall in love with Evelyn, a woman who couldn’t be more his opposite. And after Beckett declared his love via social media—a shock to literally everyone, Beckett included, probably—our little Christmas tree farm became a destination for anyone hoping to snag a little romance for themselves. I have seen more proposals, first dates, and sickeningly affectionate couples in the past three months than any person stuck in a dating rut should have to endure.


I want that for myself.


“Didn’t—” Caleb starts and then stops, hands flexing on the wheel. “Didn’t Jesse ask you out a couple of months ago?”


I raise an eyebrow at him, and I swear he blushes all the way to the tips of his ears. Cute.


“It was trivia night,” he mutters. “I’m pretty sure the whole town heard him ask you out.”


That’s right. He practically yelled it into the microphone while I was getting another pitcher of beer. I shrug. “I don’t date anyone within town limits.”


Caleb blinks. “Oh.”


“With my track record, I’m not exactly eager to relive the ghosts of dating past every time I need an artichoke from the grocery store.”


“Is that often?” Caleb’s smile is a slow thing. It starts at one edge of his mouth and tugs until his whole face is alight with it. I can’t stop staring at him, confused and captivated. I need a bucket of cold water over my head. “That you need artichokes?”


“You’d be surprised.”


“I’m sure I would.”


We lapse into silence again, the steady rumble of the road beneath us and the hum of something slow and soft on the radio. Exhaustion settles deep in my bones and my shoulders curl in. I am so, so tired. Tired of doing the same thing over and over and getting nothing in return. Caleb is right. I am settling for crumbs.


“I think I’m done,” I declare. These dates are getting me nowhere. Just hardening my heart more and more with every failure. I don’t understand why finding someone is so difficult for me. “No more cake for me. No cupcakes or even … jelly rolls. Strictly vegetables for this gal.”


Caleb doesn’t comment on my determination to carry on with his analogy. He just props his elbow up against the window and rubs his knuckles along his jaw. “If it makes you feel better,” he says, “I haven’t had much luck with dating either.”


I can’t help it. I snort. Caleb with the hair and the face and the dimples and the shoulders. Any of the women at the tiki bar tonight would have happily had dinner with him. I bet when he unbuttons that ridiculous Hawaiian shirt when he gets home, phone numbers fall from it like tiny pieces of confetti.


“I find that very hard to believe.”


“What? Why?” He is the very picture of confusion.


“Look at you.”


“Look at me?”


I broadly gesture at the whole of him. Like Vanna White. Or one of those pretty ladies at the car shows. I feel like I should be holding a cardboard number over my head. Tens across the board. “Look at you.”


A confused smile twists his mouth. He clears his throat. “When was the last time you saw me with someone around town?”


“Besides Alex?”


“Yes, besides my brother.”


I usually see him with his tiny grandmother. His mom and dad too, at the farmers markets on Sundays. An entire fleet of cousins who always seem to be bickering, Caleb trudging along at the very front of the group, trying to keep everyone organized.


“I’m not someone that’s—” He stops abruptly and sighs. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this,” he mumbles, embarrassed. He takes a deep fortifying breath and blows it out. “Okay. I’m really bad at dating, I think. Not Peter-with-the-lint-roller bad, but I don’t really know what I’m doing.”


“What do you mean?”


“Maybe I say the wrong thing, or maybe I’m too hesitant. Or too forward. I have no idea if I’m doing too much or too little. All of my relationships, if you can even call them that, stall out around the fourth date. Even when I think they’re going well.”


“Every time?”


He nods. “Yeah. Every time. Give or take a date.”


“Huh.”


“Yeah.” He looks like he wants to open his door and roll right out of this car. He releases a sigh from the very depths of his soul. “I think I’m—I think I might be too much. For some people.”


Something in his voice loops around my chest and squeezes. “Too much?”


Pink lights up his cheeks again and climbs all the way to the tips of his ears. “I have trouble reading cues. I get ahead of myself, probably. The last woman I dated, she told me I was a nice guy. But she said it like it was a bad thing. Alex tells me I’m a doormat in relationships, that I put people on a pedestal they don’t necessarily deserve, but—I don’t know—I don’t think seeing the best in someone is a bad thing. I don’t think being nice is a bad thing either.”


“It’s not.” I think about that time he gave a tiny little girl his untouched croissant after she dropped her cake pop on the ground right outside the bakehouse and burst into tears. The way he got down on one knee so he could wipe her tears with the sleeve of his shirt. “Being nice is the best thing.”


He shrugs like he wants to disagree. I feel that like a pluck to my heart. Caleb shouldn’t change a thing about himself, his kindness especially. I frown at his profile, the clench of his jaw.


He shouldn’t be wasting his time on crumbs either.


We rumble past the Inglewild town sign, an old faded thing with hand-painted lettering. Home. Finally.


The stars are cast like gemstones across the night sky, brighter now that we’re with the grass and the trees and the fields. I think about Caleb and I think about me, the both of us stumbling through our respective love lives.


“What a pair we make,” I say, just for us and the moonlight. “We really have no idea what we’re doing, huh?”


“It’s nice to know that I’m not alone in the struggle.” He tilts his head to the side, thoughtful. “Maybe that’s the answer.”


“You’re absolutely right,” I say with a nod. “Let’s drown our feelings in dessert.”


“That is … not what I said.”


“Oh.” That must have been what I was thinking about. I spent the last half of my date with Bryce daydreaming about what I’d eat when I got home. Chocolate cake with a thin mint drizzle. Strawberry shortcake and ice-cold lemonade. Peach cobbler. Blueberry crumble. My options are limitless.


Caleb drums his fingers against the steering wheel. That damn Hawaiian shirt stretches over his bicep again. Thank you, Alex Alvarez, for your commitment to a theme. “Maybe we should date each other.”


My grin falters. I probably look like one of those freeze-frame photos you get at the end of a roller coaster—the shot after that first big plunge. A little bit delighted and slightly confused. Kind of terrified. I was never prepared for those pictures as a kid.


I’m not prepared for Caleb’s suggestion either.


“Are you”—something cold steals over my chest and presses down on my lungs—“are you making fun of me?”


“What? No!” His eyes dart between me and the road. Thankfully, we’ve slowed to a crawl within town limits. “No, Layla. I am not making fun of you. Think about it for a second.”


“I’m thinking about it.” And coming up blank. I’m not exactly sure how he arrived at We should date  from Wow, we’re both really bad at this.


Caleb’s face falls at my lackluster response. “Is it that unbelievable of an idea? To date me?”


No. Maybe? Okay, probably yes. I have never once entertained the idea. Not for a fraction of a second. My rule about dating in town, certainly. But also …


He’s Caleb. The guy who comes into my bakeshop and hits his elbow on my counter display. The guy who leans up against my counter with his legs crossed at the ankles and makes dumb jokes about donuts. He has always been firmly—perfectly—in the acquaintance column. A friend, even. I’ve never once considered exploring anything else with him.


But could I?


“It’s not you,” I offer, and he huffs a sound that should be a laugh but sounds too self-mocking to contain any humor. “Caleb. You caught me off guard. I wasn’t expecting you to say that.”


“That’s fair,” he concedes. His shoulders relax from where they’re pressed by his ears with a gusting breath. “I was just thinking. We’re both fed up with dating. It could be like a—like a social experiment.”


A laugh bursts out of me, bright and loud. “Just what every woman wants to hear.”


He tosses a grin in my direction, and okay, maybe it’s not such an insane idea. To date Caleb. Experimentally date Caleb? Whatever this is. “Wouldn’t it be easier, though? To go on a date and get actual feedback? Maybe we can both figure out what we’re doing wrong.”


“If you suggest a survey, I might punch you in the face.”


“If I suggest a survey, I might punch myself in the face.”


I arch an eyebrow at him. “So, what? We’ll go on a date, and you’ll tell me all the things I’m doing wrong?”


My voice wobbles around the edges. An old, tender bruise flares to life in the center of my chest. An aching insecurity that I’m the reason none of these relationships are working out. That I somehow manage to attract the worst kind of men. That these disappointments are somehow my fault and exactly what I deserve.


“No,” he replies quickly, voice sure in the quiet between us. “That’s not it at all. I think you need to be treated right by someone. I think you need to see that you can  be treated right by someone. We’ll go on a couple of dates. I’ll help you into your jacket. I’ll hold your hand and listen about your day. We’ll go to dinner. Eat spaghetti, or whatever you want.” A sly smile tugs at his bottom lip. “I won’t steal the silverware on the way out.”


Well, damn. Okay. That actually sounds really nice.


“And what do you get out of this little arrangement?”


“Besides time with a beautiful woman?” Heat flushes the back of my neck, and I shift in my seat. “Hopefully, you can tell me why I’m so bad at dating.”


“A social experiment?”


“Yes.”


He slows to a stop in front of my little house. I painted it a pale pink last spring and planted enough flowers in the gardens to make it look like Mother Nature threw up all over it. Lilies and gardenias and big bright sunflowers. I like to sit on the front porch in the evenings and smell the lavender. Sink my toes into the cool grass and watch the sky blink awake with the stars.


I unbuckle my seat belt and slip from Caleb’s car, holding the door open with the palm of my hand. I stare at him sitting there in his dancing pineapple shirt, hair in disarray, sticky summer heat clinging to my shoulders and the backs of my knees. He stares right back, a smile in his eyes, his gaze nowhere but right on me.


Caleb Alvarez. Who knew?


“For someone who is supposedly bad at dating, you’re awfully smooth.”


The smile in his eyes slips to his mouth. I trace the angles of his face in the moonlight. “Just with you, Layla.”


Bad at dating, my ass.


“I’ll think about it,” I promise with a laugh.


He looks like he wants to say something else, but he swallows it back and gives me a nod instead. “I’ll see you on Monday?”


A butter croissant and a coffee with just cream. He sure will.


“I’ll see you on Monday.” I tap the hood of his Jeep twice. “Thanks for the ride.”


His smile spreads into a grin, and those brown eyes sparkle. Oh, boy.


I’ve got a feeling I’ll be thinking about a lot of things where Caleb Alvarez is concerned.


Starting with those three damn buttons and the smile lines by his eyes.
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CALEB


I DON’T SEE Layla on Monday.


Darlene from dispatch calls me on my cell and informs me that my brother is seven minutes late opening up his bookstore. Why this is my problem, I have no idea. She still hasn’t gotten the memo that I no longer work for the sheriff’s department, and calling me sixteen times a day with the random happenings around town does not fall under my responsibility anymore.


That’s great, Darlene. I’m glad they have hazelnut lattes at Ms. Beatrice’s again.


I’m sorry to hear that Mabel cut you off in front of the hardware store.


I can’t do anything about whoever is dumping hundreds of plastic ducks in the fountain in the middle of the night. The kids love it though.


No, I did not catch the latest episode of The Bachelor. I have never watched The Bachelor in my life.


I hang up my phone and flex my hands on the wheel, staring hard at the road that leads down to Lovelight Farms. Alex is hungover. I know he is. But if my mother finds out I left Alex alone on the floor of his kitchen, she’ll smack me all the way down the driveway and back up again.


“Shit,” I sigh. I turn left instead of going straight, heading toward town and my idiot indulgent brother. The massive weeping willows that hug either side of the road mock me in my rearview mirror, their branches swaying softly in the breeze that drifts in from the fields. You’re late, they whisper. She’s going to change her mind.


Great. In addition to impulsively proposing dating experiments to pretty bakery owners, I am now talking to trees.


I had hoped to see Layla this morning. I wanted to salvage … something … from our conversation Saturday night. I blame the sad look on her face and the way she kept trying to smile her way through it. I also blame that dress she was wearing and the way the mint green material hugged her thighs in the passenger seat of my car. I couldn’t think when she was sitting there looking like that. I couldn’t think when I saw her at the bar either.


I am ninety-nine percent sure I made a total ass of myself, sharing the dismal state of my romantic life. With a setup like that, the chances of her agreeing to my proposition are slim to none.


Date me, Layla, I basically said. I’m really fucking terrible at it.


I pinch the bridge of my nose.


I was joking.


Kind of.


Not really.


All right, I wasn’t joking at all, but I’m prepared to sell that lie if I need to.


I do struggle with dating. That’s the truth. I can never seem to figure out the right thing to say at exactly the right time. I overthink and then overcompensate for overthinking and then overthink myself overcompensating. It’s a vicious cycle.


But there’s another reason too. I’m convinced I’m picking the wrong type of person. Because the right type of person is about five foot three, has cropped brown hair and hazel eyes, a collection of ridiculous aprons, and absolutely no clue about my crush. I’m not sure she’s ever thought of me as anything more than the guy with a croissant problem who ambles into her bakery three times a week for the exact same order.


I’m not so sure explicitly telling her I’m bad at dating is going to help her see me in a different light, but here we are.


I’ve always had a thing for sweeping love stories. I used to sit at the little wooden table in my grandparents’ kitchen when I was a kid and listen to my abuelo  talk about the exact moment he met my grandmother, the love of his life. I’d scuff my shoes across the floor and watch my abuelo’s face change. I’d watch every bit of him light up.


The first time my grandfather saw my grandmother, he was buying fish at their local market. She had her hair pulled into one long braid and was selling huaraches  from a tiny wooden stand. He said he took one look at her and bought everything she had. What he intended to do with over thirty pairs of women’s sandals, I have no idea. But she walked him home with bags hanging off both their elbows, and they were married one month later. Love at first sight, he said.


My dad met my mom when he was standing on the balcony of his apartment. He was watering his plants and saw her standing on hers. Una santa, he’d always tell us when we were kids, climbing all over him, asking to hear the story again. He thought she was a saint. He would whistle from his open window to hers, and she would appear there with a bottle of wine and a cork between her teeth. They’d talk until the sun was low in the sky, both of them in their windows, the wine bottle passed back and forth.


I grew up with these stories. Tender and romantic and absolutely useless at helping maintain my expectations for relationships. I know what I want and what I don’t, and I’m not willing to settle.


Layla should feel that way too. She shouldn’t settle. She shouldn’t be out on dates with guys who steal the silverware. Guys who leave her standing at the bar by herself with a pen between her teeth, paying for a mediocre dinner and bad company. I saw her once at the farmers market with that Jacob guy she was with for a while. She was holding up a bouquet of flowers, trying to show him the different blooms. He ignored her completely, busy on his phone. I can still remember the way her face fell. The way she carefully put the flowers down and curled in on herself.


Anger burns sharp in my gut, and I slap at my turn signal harder than I mean to.


She deserves better.


I’d like to try my best to show her that.


If she’ll let me.


Alex’s car is in the driveway when I park, the curtains drawn over the windows. I don’t bother knocking. I just grab the key from where it’s wedged under a small statue of the Virgin Mary in his garden and elbow my way through the door. Our grandmother bought him that statue four years ago, and we’re both afraid to move it. Every time we so much as stare at it for too long, our abuela  appears at the front door as if we summoned her.


“Rise and shine,” I shout down the short hallway. I make sure to slam the door behind me. A groan echoes from the depths of the house.


I hear his voice in the kitchen, faint but there. “Solo déjame morir.” 


Alex always reverts to Spanish when he’s feeling dramatic. I grin as I follow the sound of his wheezing and find him sprawled across the floor in front of the fridge, his glasses on his chest and a bottle of Gatorade clutched in his hand. His bag is still over his shoulder, and his shirt is half tucked in, shoes unlaced on his feet. It looks like he made a valiant attempt to get out the door this morning but had a change of heart halfway across his kitchen.


“I’m not going to leave you here to die,” I reply. He makes a pitiful whimpering sound and rolls onto his side, his knees to his chest.


“I sat down for a minute,” he whines. “I don’t think I can get up again.”


“You can.”


He groans. Long and loud and obnoxious. “Fine. I don’t want to.”


“You’re supposed to open the store.” I nudge him with my foot and he swats at my ankle. I kind of expect him to snap his teeth at me too. He’s always the worst when he’s hungover. “And I have to get to school. Let’s go.”


“I am ten—” He turns slightly and squints at the clock above the microwave. “I am twelve minutes late. I own the store. This is my right.”


“People are worried.”


“Darlene doesn’t count as people. The old bat.”


I snicker. She is an old bat. “I’ll tell her you said that if you don’t get your ass in gear.”


He glares at me and slips his glasses on. “It’s nothing I haven’t said to her face. The only reason she knows the store isn’t open yet is because she shows up every Monday and sits in the back and reads all of the saucy parts of my paranormal romance novels without paying for them. I caught her taking pictures on her phone a few weeks ago.” He sits up with a huff. “It is not out of the goodness of her heart, I promise you.”


“Either way, I need to get to school.” And panic about my life choices and the bargains I make with pretty women in the passenger seat of my car. Not scoop him off the floor. “I’ll drop you on my way.”


“Isn’t it summer? Why are these kids in school?”


“Summer school, Alex.”


He gives me a baleful look, hunched over in a half-standing version of the fetal position. “There is a seventy-five percent chance I’ll throw up in your car.”


I blow out a sigh. “I’ll roll down the window.”


“Fair enough.” He pushes up to his knees and dry heaves into his fist. “Dios mio. I think I might die today.”


I frown. “How are you still this hungover?”


“Luis, Aaron, Charlie, and Sofia stayed over the whole weekend. Tío Benjamín too. There was tequila involved.” He squints. I can  imagine tequila was involved if Charlie and all of our cousins were. “I  think.”


“Ah.”


Alex shudders as he unrolls himself to his full height, hands braced on his hips. “You didn’t see Benjamín when you came in?”


“I didn’t.”


I’m surprised he wasn’t in the bushes when I pulled up. It wouldn’t be the first time.


Alex frowns. “I could have sworn he was still here.”


My mother’s youngest brother never misses a celebration and never forgets to bring the tequila. I’m not interested enough to solve the mystery as to where he’s disappeared to this time, already annoyed with having to stop by in the first place.


I promised Layla I’d see her today. I don’t want to start out … whatever this is … with a broken promise.


Alex finally manages to pick himself up off the floor and begin a slow, creeping shuffle to the front door. He’s halfway down the hallway when he trips on something and tumbles headfirst into the wall. A picture of us from when we were kids rattles in the frame as he catches himself.


A pained moan floats out from the coat closet. We both look down. Two legs stick out from a crack in the door. I don’t know how I missed them when I first came in.


“Leave me here to die,” warbles Charlie’s voice from inside.


Alex laughs and wedges the door open farther. He tosses his bottle of Gatorade inside without bothering to look where it might land. There’s a thud, another groan, and the two legs jutting out into the middle of the hallway shift slightly.


“Stay as long as you like, but lock up when you leave, yeah?”


There’s silence for half a second. “I’m eating all of the leftovers in the fridge before I go,” Charlie grumbles.


Alex rolls his eyes. “I assumed you would.”


Neither of us care to hear his response. We make our way to my Jeep, Alex’s walk more of a stagger than anything coordinated and purposeful. The third time I check my watch, he grunts at me and slides into the passenger seat like his entire body might combust at any moment. Given the pale color of his usually dark skin and the sweat beading at his temples, it’s likely.


I offer him the empty pastry box Layla was messing with the other night.


“In case you get sick,” I say.


His mouth settles into a grim line. “Not a bad idea.”


It’s a silent drive as Alex does his best to keep himself together in his seat, and I do my best not to catastrophize in mine. Was Layla waiting for me this morning? Did she already make a decision? Is she going to laugh in my face? Or worse, will she pretend like we never had the conversation in the first place? I won’t be able to walk into her bakery ever again.


Christ, that would mean I have to give up croissants.


I can feel Alex staring at the side of my face. I meet his stare as soon as we hit a stop sign. He used to get the same look on his face when we were kids and he was about to con me out of the last concha.


“What?” I ask.


He slumps down farther in his seat. “Did I see Layla at the bar on Saturday, or was that the influence of seven piña coladas and a platter of crab dip?”


“She was there.”


“Did I also see you leave with her?”


“We talked about this with you before we left. We both said goodbye.”


“Do I need to remind you how much alcohol I consumed on Saturday?”


Fair point. “I drove her home. Her date ditched her and she needed a ride.”


Alex makes a grumbling, disapproving noise. “What an asshole.”


“Yup.” I haven’t been so kind when thinking of the man she had dinner with. I’ll never understand how anyone could sit across from Layla and be anything other than mesmerized. Her smile. Her wry humor. The absolute joy she radiates when she talks about … anything. Did he even realize how lucky he was to have all of her attention? I’ve seen her three days a week for the past five years, and I don’t think she’s noticed me once.


Although, maybe she has. I don’t know. I didn’t realize she had a rule about not dating people in town. That makes me feel slightly better.


“So you … drove her home.”


“I did.”


Alex hums, somehow managing to infuse those three syllables with enough smug satisfaction to make my teeth clench.


We roll to a stop at a red light. The only red light, really, in this tiny town. I usually like living in a small town, close to all of my family. But on days like today, I’d really love to be a little anonymous.


Alex’s face is fully against the passenger-side window, his hands clenched tight around the straps of his bag. And yet he’s still smiling like he knows something I don’t.
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