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			Iris Parker emptied the rest of her champagne flute into her mouth and swallowed, the bubbles fizzing up into her nose. Although she’d never been much of a champagne drinker, she made an exception for weddings, and gladly held up her glass to a passing waiter. After this many refills, he should just leave the bottle, she thought, chuckling to herself. The champagne buzz fogged her emotional state like no other buzz, blocking the fact that this was a wedding and making it feel like just another party with dancing and tons of food. While she could join her colleagues at the open bar, there was something delightfully decadent in getting drunk off champagne. Alone.

			Isabel slid into the seat next to her, looking rumpled but happy. Her black curls had begun to come undone from their twist, and a few tumbled around her face, giving her an overall sexy-disheveled appearance. Iris wasn’t used to seeing Isabel dressed up, since she generally wore baggy, androgynous clothes to work. But tonight she was rocking a fitted blue cocktail dress that looked beautiful against her golden brown skin. Her boyfriend, Caleb, probably loved it. Iris glanced past Isabel, expecting to see Caleb right behind her as usual, but he was nowhere in sight. Shocking—ever since the couple had made their relationship public a few months back, they’d been virtually inseparable.

			“Where’s Caleb?” Iris asked, leaning closer to Isabel to be heard over the music.

			“He’s getting us drinks.” Isabel scooted her chair a few inches closer so they wouldn’t have to shout. She was practically glowing, and Iris couldn’t help feeling happy for her. While Iris was supposed to be the impartial human resources manager, neutral toward all her coworkers at PI Games, she’d developed a soft spot in her heart for Isabel ever since the other woman had called out that asshole Lloyd on his sexist behavior. When Lloyd had quit a month later, no one had complained, and the new sales and PR guy Iris had been instrumental in bringing on was both talented and personable. Isabel and Caleb had also managed to maintain an office romance for almost five months without crossing any boundaries, making Iris’s job a lot easier.

			“Aren’t you going to dance?” Isabel’s voice broke off Iris’s train of thought and returned her to the present.

			“Probably.” Iris tipped the champagne flute back, downing half of the liquid bubbles in one long gulp. Even to her own ear, her voice had a mild slur. She wasn’t hiding her drunkenness as well as she’d hoped, which was funny considering she pretty much had never let loose in front of her coworkers before. Well, first time for everything, she thought as she took another generous sip. What better place than at a wedding?

			They both looked out at the dance floor. Will Garnett, the owner of Players Incorporated—PI Games—was spinning his new bride, Gwen, around the floor like he was a champion ballroom dancer and not the balding, squishy, middle-aged owner of a game design company. Iris watched them both with unfocused attention, the alcohol making her feel detached from the whole experience and pleasantly light-headed. Will was a good guy. He deserved this kind of happiness. Their small company felt like family to Iris, and despite her normal aversion to weddings, she was happy Will had invited the whole company to celebrate with him.

			Caleb appeared carrying two glasses and handed one to Isabel. “You changed tables. I thought you disappeared on me.” Like his girlfriend, he cleaned up nicely, the picture of decorum in a gray suit and blue tie. How sweet: they matched.

			Isabel took the proffered glass and nodded to the seat next to her. “Iris looked all alone over here and I wanted to visit.”

			Iris waved her hand in a vague dismissal. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get up and dance. I’m just trying to let all that cake digest first.”

			“Oh, that cake.” Isabel tipped her head back and closed her eyes, letting out a small moan of pleasure like the memory alone was enough to overwhelm her. “That cake was incredible. Easily the most beautiful wedding cake I’ve ever seen, and it tasted so good I snuck seconds. Do you know where he got it?”

			Iris nodded. “Sugar Rush over on . . . on South Street.” It took her a minute to remember the place in her alcohol-soaked state. “I recommended it to him.” Her relationship with Sugar Rush was more serious than any actual romantic relationship she’d ever had. She wasn’t on a first-name basis with the staff yet, but they definitely were starting to recognize her when she came in for her once—okay, twice—weekly indulgences.

			It didn’t hurt that the head baker was hotter and sweeter than any of the desserts they offered.

			“YMCA” came on, a song that was impossible for all but the most determined wallflowers to avoid, and Iris let herself be dragged onto the dance floor by Isabel and Caleb, toeing off her red pumps before she broke an ankle. Everyone was dancing now, jumping around like lunatics, and Iris got swept up in the madness for several songs. She knew she was a good dancer, and under the influence of champagne and camaraderie managed to forget that she was among work colleagues long enough to loosen up and flail around with the best of them. Most of the people left at the reception were other PI Games employees, and even though it was kind of strange to see them in this environment, Iris liked the upbeat mood of her goofy, geeky coworkers.

			Before long, Will was at her side, taking her hand. “Iris! You owe me a dance.” He was all smiles, joy personified, and Iris let him sweep her into his arms. He started with a fake tango and dipped her, then spun her out toward the crowd and twirled her back in again, exaggerating his moves with such flair that she was laughing uproariously by the time they settled into a casual, friendly dance at a moderate pace.

			Beaming, he looked down at her. “I’ll bet you never thought this day would come.”

			Iris shrugged and grinned. “You deserve it more than anyone.”

			“Look at her, Iris. Look at that amazing woman.” They both looked over at Gwen, who was somehow dancing with both Matthew, a programmer, and Phil, one of the artists, forming a laughing, awkward triad. “How’d I get to be so lucky?”

			“Because you’re the nicest guy in the world, that’s how.” Iris squeezed his shoulder where her hand rested. She thought back to the past four years working with Will, how he managed to run a business with both integrity and compassion in a continuously changing technological landscape. No one could ask for a better boss.

			Will chuckled. “You flatter me.” His gaze was fond, almost paternal, as he looked down at her. “You know, there’s someone out there for you, too.”

			Iris refrained from rolling her eyes because Will was happy and wanted everyone around him to be happy in the same way. “Thanks, Will. I’m sure he’ll turn up someday.” Now wasn’t the time to share her private belief that some people were better off alone, herself being one of them. Monogamy and marriage were nice for those who could make it work—and hopefully Will and Gwen would be among those rare few—but she knew that being alone didn’t mean being lonely.

			Will squeezed her into a hug. “I know he will.” He let her go, his eyes bright. “You have fun tonight!”

			“You, too.” She smiled as he danced away, rescuing Gwen from her ridiculous group dance. The slower music led back into some dance remix of a pop song, and then something Iris didn’t recognize with a really catchy beat.

			When she finally got winded enough to take a break, she realized it was almost midnight. Where had the night gone? She hadn’t had this much fun in a long time, although her feet were going to be killing her in the morning. Her head, too, probably. Iris extricated herself from the crowd and made her way back to the table, still wobbly, where her champagne glass had been refilled in her absence and subsequently gone flat. She drank it down anyway, the liquid tasting a little sour, but it was a shame to waste champagne. A shame to waste any alcohol, really, she thought as she leaned her chair back and rubbed a knuckle into the sore arch of her foot.

			Isabel and Caleb weren’t far behind her. “So what are you doing with your time off?” Isabel asked, propping her feet up in Caleb’s lap. Iris couldn’t help a twinge of jealousy when Caleb started massaging Isabel’s feet. She needed her own official foot masseur.

			Before Iris could answer, the waiter came by with yet another bottle of champagne, but she waved him away. She was already too drunk to drive, and if she kept drinking, she was going to be too drunk to even take a cab. “I’m going to Clearwater Beach for a few days to lie around and do nothing,” she said in response to Isabel’s question. The very thought of it made her body relax. A whole week off, paid, without eating into her regular two weeks of vacation. What an unexpected luxury. Will was a great guy, closing the entire business for a week as a gift to his staff while he was on his honeymoon. Under the influence of alcohol and good cheer, Iris felt even warmer than usual toward the guy.

			Kylie, one of the animators, came over to the table. Her girlfriend trailed behind, giggling, looking as drunk as Iris felt. “Hey, a bunch of us are going to Three Coins. You guys want to come?”

			The diner was a favorite, one of the best twenty-four-hour food spots in Tampa, and Iris was starting to get hungry again, even though the prime rib had been succulent and perfectly cooked. “Yeah, I’m in. What the hell.” She pushed up to her feet, wobbling as she stepped into her heels, and looked over at Isabel and Caleb. “You guys in?”

			Isabel and Caleb looked at each other, communicating without words in the way Iris had noticed lots of couples could do after a few months together. After a moment, Caleb shrugged. “Sure, okay.”

			A half hour later, Iris was stuffed in the back of a cab with several of her coworkers as part of the third vehicle in a one-in-the-morning taxi caravan to Three Coins. Almost a dozen of the PI Games staff had taken Kylie up on her offer, so they filled a whole section of booths in the small diner.

			Iris hadn’t really considered hanging out with coworkers before. She had her social circles, mostly friends from college, but being the human resources manager always left her aware of the potential for conflicts of interest. With all of them packed into the red vinyl booths, though, laughing raucously over breakfast platters, burgers, and overflowing pasta bowls, she felt the warm glow of camaraderie that didn’t fade even as the alcohol wore off under the combined influence of time and ice water.

			By the time she stumbled out of the diner and into a taxi at five o’clock, pink rays of sunrise beginning to push back the carpet of stars, she felt awash in affection for her fellow PI Games employees and for the world as a whole, the hangover still probably a few hours away.

			---

			Ping. Iris opened her eyes as she heard the familiar chime of her cell phone from within the depths of her spangled clutch. As the taxi turned a corner, she dug out her phone and squinted at the message from her best friend, Jen.

			Can’t go next week, sorry. Aidan got chicken pox.

			Well, shit. She’d been looking forward to that trip ever since they’d booked it almost six weeks ago, back when Will first announced his plans to give everyone the week off following his wedding. The first thing she’d done was call her best friend and invite her for an extended weekend getaway. Jen had requested time off from work, asked her husband to play “single parent” for a few days, and they had planned to leave Thursday morning. They would lie on the beach, drinking piña coladas and daiquiris and absorbing the last bits of sun before the season ended, ignoring adult responsibilities for some frivolity. It was going to be perfect.

			The key word being “was.”

			Iris texted back to offer her condolences (she wasn’t an asshole, after all) and assurances it was okay, but she couldn’t help the wave of sadness that accompanied her response. She didn’t want to resent Jen for her other responsibilities, especially those related to her family. It was hard not to feel that they were drifting apart, though. Maybe she was the one trying too hard, clinging to a college friendship even though she’d turned thirty last month. Jen had been her best friend, but now she had a husband and a five-year-old, and beach getaway weekends could no longer be her priority. It wasn’t personal, Iris knew, but she couldn’t deny that it stung.

			Staring out the taxi window and watching the sun come up, she felt the loneliness steal over her like a creeping chill. After pulling an all-nighter, her first since college, her eyes felt gritty and her head thick with pressure, and the lump in her throat had to be from Jen’s bad news. Too bad she hadn’t gotten this news after a good night’s sleep, or maybe while she was still drunk, as opposed to the half-drunk sleepless state in which she now found herself. Well, she was probably sober by now. So her regrettably sober sleepless state, then. Still shitty.

			The taxi turned down South Street, and she spotted an amber glow through the Sugar Rush windows, the building already illuminated even though it was just after dawn on a Sunday. Suddenly she had an incurable craving for pastry. Sugary, fatty pastry. Maybe those Danishes they had with the raspberry filling and confectioners’ sugar on top.

			Mouth practically watering, Iris tapped on the glass divider and pointed toward the homey-looking storefront with the redbrick facade and striped awning. “Just drop me off here.”
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			Owen Hobbs pressed the rolling pin down and watched the dough curl up around its edges. With a firm, confident push, he flattened out a section, working on instinct to roll out the dough to the exact thickness required for Sugar Rush’s signature Danish. He didn’t even need to think about his task now that it was under way, his muscles moving automatically from one step to the next, his mind lost in the meditative exertion of baking.

			All around him, the kitchen hummed. The central air worked nonstop to cool the room, fighting against the ovens with their continuously seeping heat, their duel a low background noise that soothed Owen in the early-morning hours. He’d never been one to listen to music, preferring instead the white noise of the machines themselves. Having the bakery to himself from 4 A.M. until eight gave him plenty of time to think. This morning, for instance, he was thinking about the wedding cake he’d dropped off yesterday and wondering how it had gone over. It had been a gorgeous concoction, possibly his favorite to date: classic red velvet with cream cheese frosting, decorated in a solar system motif, with the planets wrapping up and around the entire cake and a cascade of fondant stars spilling from the top layer. Apparently the bride was an astronomer. Wedding cakes might be the best part of his job. He liked to think it was because they demanded the highest quality product, his absolute best, but maybe he was really just a romantic. He smiled thinking about the ribbing he would get for that sentiment from his coworkers. To them, he was a hard-ass boss with impossibly high standards and no tolerance for bullshit. They’d never see him as a big old softie at heart.

			Of course, he had never given them cause to see him that way. No relationships, no lovers, nothing but work and the occasional work-related social gatherings he hosted to keep his employees happy. His job was enough for him. Between the actual baking and the “everything else” that accompanied running a small business, he was up to his eyeballs in commitments and stress. Just this week, his assistant baker, Juan, had forgotten to update him when they’d gotten an unusually large order of pound cake for an office party, using up more eggs and butter than expected and necessitating an emergency supply run to the local Costco instead of getting it direct from their wholesaler, a snafu about which Owen had very clearly conveyed his displeasure. Their main cashier, Sarah, had miscounted the cash for the bank drop and he’d had to redo the entire thing. Small mistakes, but they added up. If he couldn’t rely on his staff to be perfect at their jobs, how could he ever hope to have a life outside the business?

			As soon as he thought this, though, he felt a twinge of guilt. This bakery had been his dream ever since he’d overachieved with soufflés in ninth-grade home ec and started considering something other than traditional college. Grueling training, exhausting internships, and one prestigious culinary arts degree later, he’d purchased this bakery from his uncle and never looked back. Asking for a life beyond the bakery felt like he was cheating all the hard work he’d done and the sacrifices he’d made to get to where he was.

			A subtle shift in the smell emanating from the closest oven let Owen know the croissants were done. He used a towel to slide the hot sheet pan out of the oven and set it aside to cool. The croissants were perfect, half plain and half almond, golden brown on top and light and flaky all the way through. With the croissants resting, he returned to the Danish dough and began slicing it into sections that he could fold up around their different fillings.

			An unexpected sound made him pause, the last spoonful of jam shivering above the final unformed pastry. Was that the bell over the door? He thought he’d heard the chime, but that was ridiculous. It was Sunday and just getting light outside. He’d place the weekly order today and would pick it up tomorrow morning, so it wasn’t like he was expecting any deliveries. He put the last spoonful of jam in the center of the dough circle and set it aside. Wiping his hands on a clean towel, he pushed open the swinging door of the kitchen and went to investigate.

			A woman was inside the shop. A woman who obviously couldn’t read the hours posted on the door. She looked up as he entered, her eyes wide. Now that he got a better look at her, she seemed familiar, a patron he’d noticed before. Maybe one of the regulars. He didn’t spend much time behind the counter, but he recognized many of the regulars even if he didn’t often speak to them. Talking with the customers was the cashiers’ job.

			Looking at this particular customer, though, he thought maybe he’d been too hasty in passing off customer service duties to the cashiers. She had the look of someone who’d been up all night, her makeup a little worn, her curls tousled, but her overall look was still gorgeous, all sexy pinup girl with cat-eye glasses. She wore a black dress with white polka dots and a red sash, an outfit that wouldn’t be out of place in a 1940s calendar. Her white-blond hair had probably been in perfect ringlets at the start of the evening, but now most of them had come at least partially undone. Her whole look was sex-mussed and spoke of a night of revelry, with maybe a little debauchery on the side. Perhaps she’d just come from a wild night of fucking, with some man’s hands raking through her hair and leaving it unkempt, perhaps half dressed in the backseat of a car or a public place, her skirt hiked up around her hips and her lipstick kissed away by a lover.

			This whole thought occurred in an instant and left him flushed and discombobulated. Jesus, Owen, you seriously need to get laid. He cleared his throat. Regardless of what had brought her to his shop, she was here now in the wee hours before opening, and he could at least be polite before sending her off and returning to his Danishes. That politeness didn’t include unsolicited sex fantasies. He slung the towel over his shoulder. “Can I help you?”

			She smiled, an innocent grin that was at odds with the sultry look of the rest of her ensemble. “I was hoping to get something to eat,” she said.

			Curiosity got the better of him. “You’re pretty dressed up for not even six on a Sunday morning.”

			She looked down at herself, and her pale skin colored as her expression turned sheepish. “I was at a wedding. We stayed out all night.” She came up to the counter, setting her purse down on the empty space. Some kind of red netting was puffing out of the half-closed zipper of the bag. “What about you? Are you always here this early?”

			Clearly she had no idea about the hours bakers worked. “Yeah, pretty much. Normally my shift starts at four.”

			“Four in the morning? Fuck me.” She winced as soon as the curse left her mouth. “Sorry. No filter. I haven’t slept.”

			Her grin was adorable. Owen found himself grinning back and approaching the counter without even meaning to step forward. He looked down and poked the red netting peeking out of her purse. “Whatever that is, it’s trying to escape.”

			“My crinoline.” She waved a hand. “It goes under the dress. I took it off.”

			Owen couldn’t ignore the hardening under his baker’s apron at the thought of this woman taking anything off. But a little voice in the back of his head reminded him that the Danishes would need to go in within the next fifteen minutes or he’d be off schedule, and the olive and rosemary loaves would be done rising soon as well. Even for this lovely unexpected guest, business had to come first. “Can you give me just a minute? I need to put some pastries in the oven.”

			“Oh! Sure. Take your time.” She waved her hand as if dismissing him, like she was the one in charge, and his thoughts went to improper places yet again before he could stop them. He ducked into the kitchen before he could give anything away.

			It only took five minutes to fold up the Danishes and pop them and the breads into the side-by-side ovens. And hey, if he was rushing his prep to finish a little faster than usual, well, at least his employees weren’t there to witness it.

			---

			Iris looked around at the empty shop while she waited for the baker to reemerge from the kitchen. Sugar Rush at six on a Sunday morning was a different place from Sugar Rush at a quarter to nine on a weekday. While the display cases held pastries, it was only half of what they usually had out. Under the fluorescent lights, she was sobering up more quickly than she had expected.

			The swinging door to the kitchen opened, and the baker stepped out again—undeniably hot, but probably thinking she was certifiable for stumbling into a bakery before it even opened—wiping flour-covered hands on a white towel. She’d been ogling him for the last few months she’d been coming here, but had never actually had more of an interaction with him than the conversation required for a quick business transaction. He’d always been busy, staffing the counter or rushing to stock pastries while the line of customers snaked across the black-and-white tile floor and out the front door onto the street. She didn’t even know his name. What she did know, though, was that he was close to six feet tall and looked to be in his early thirties, his dark, wavy hair was just long enough to flip up around the tops of his ears, and his chiseled jawline would be perfect for nibbling on. Iris gave her head a little shake to dislodge that last thought—maybe she was still a little bit drunk after all.

			“All right, it’s all in the oven.” He scratched his cheek with a forefinger, leaving a trail of flour that he’d missed with the dish towel. “I’ve seen you here before, right?”

			Good, he recognized her, probably from times she was dressed nicely for work and not looking like she was barely sober after an all-nighter. “Yeah, I live just a few blocks that way.” She gestured vaguely in the direction of her apartment. “I come in here before work sometimes.”

			He leaned on the laminate top of the pastry case, giving Iris a close-up of his forearms. She could see the muscle definition, which looked unbearably sexy. Wow, she really hadn’t gotten enough sleep. “Where do you work?” he asked.

			“PI Games. Players Incorporated. They’re a game design company.”

			His eyebrows went up. “Really? I just made a wedding cake for the owner. Is that the wedding you were at last night?”

			Iris nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, Will. I actually recommended this place to him when they were trying to choose a bakery. I always like your pastries. The cake was delicious, by the way, and freaking gorgeous, with those stars and everything. We’d have eaten all of it if they didn’t take the top layer for their anniversary.”

			He made a face. “I wish people wouldn’t do that. God, freezer-burned cake is terrible. I know it’s tradition, but I wish we could start a tradition where you just buy a new cake on your anniversary. The integrity of the ingredients, it’s not meant to last a year. It’s an offense to bakers everywhere.” He shook his head, looking sincerely distressed, and it was adorable. After a moment, he laughed. “Listen to me. Nobody cares about this. I’m Owen, by the way.” He extended a hand across the countertop. “Owen Hobbs. I’m the owner.”

			“Iris Parker.” She took his hand, which was warm and still lightly dusted with flour. “It’s nice to meet you.”

			“Likewise.” He held her hand for a moment longer before releasing it. “So what’s your poison this morning?” He gestured to the display in front of him. “Are you a sweet or savory person?”

			“Sweet, but I have a feeling you’re not really open yet.” She raised an eyebrow. “Am I right?”

			Owen smiled, open and broad, meeting her gaze. His dark eyes sparkled. “Okay, you got me. I felt bad telling you. But I’ve got some croissants that just came out of the oven, a pot of coffee still warm, and you got me a wedding cake order. The least I could do is get you breakfast off-hours.”

			Iris returned his smile, aware that they had definitely just crossed into flirting territory. “Got any almond croissants?”

			“Of course.” He disappeared into the kitchen, then reemerged a moment later with a flaky pastry that smelled of butter and almonds on a plate. “They don’t get much fresher than that. How do you take your coffee?”

			“Cream and sugar.” Iris watched him when he turned to make her coffee, checking out his shapely behind in those jeans that looked molded to his frame. Whoa, down girl, she reprimanded herself.

			He turned back and set the cup of coffee down on the counter. “Does that about do it?”

			Iris started digging around in her clutch. “At least let me pay you for this.”

			Owen held up a hand. “No way. Consider it a thank-you for the business. Besides, the registers aren’t open yet.”

			“Okay, if you insist,” she said, then paused. While she was enjoying the conversation, it would be easy to overstay her welcome. “Oh, I should probably take this to go, actually, and let you get back to work.”

			He gestured to the open tables. “Too late for that. You’re here now. Have a seat. Enjoy your breakfast.”

			She took her plate and cup and slid into a chair at one of the tables, aware of Owen watching her. While it wasn’t intended to be the way she met the guy, at least the ice was broken now. Perhaps she could salvage this encounter after all. “Do you want to join me?”

			He glanced behind him at the closed door to the kitchen, then back at Iris. “I guess I can take a short break.” He grabbed his own cup of coffee and joined her at the table.

			---

			Owen couldn’t just leave her sitting there alone while he disappeared into the kitchen and finished baking. It wasn’t like she was going to break into the safe and steal the cash float—at least he didn’t think so—but she was hot and flirtatious, and he was eight minutes ahead of schedule. This behavior right now, as she leaned forward on the small table and looked up at him through her lashes, was pretty direct. His sleep and work schedule didn’t allow much time for dating, but it didn’t take a Casanova to recognize the moves she was making.

			And he didn’t mind them one bit.

			He watched as she picked up the fresh almond croissant and took a bite, the pastry flaking off and fluttering down to the plate, a few bits sticking to her lips as she chewed and swallowed. Her eyelids fluttered closed when the bite touched her tongue, and she made a soft noise in her throat that sounded out of place under these fluorescent lights, a sound more suited to the bedroom. She had to be doing that on purpose. She ran her tongue across her lips, gathering the flakes she’d missed, and opened her eyes. When she saw him looking at her, she smiled. All right, so she was definitely doing this on purpose. She took a sip of coffee and then looked to the side, staring out the glass windows at the quiet street, now bathed in the orange light of daybreak.

			“So, you said you own this place?” She looked back to his face, making eye contact again. Her eyes were lovely, intense blue, framed by those adorable cat-eye glasses. Owen was caught off guard by how attractive she was. Now that he took a closer look, Owen realized he had in fact noticed her at the bakery before, of course, but she’d always been in a tailored business suit, her hair up in some kind of twist or otherwise perfectly shaped, her makeup impeccable, a tight look on her face as she glanced at him over her glasses. There was something about her this morning that looked . . . disheveled. Unbuttoned. And it was sexy as hell.

			Damn, if he kept on that train of thought, he was going to have a difficult time sitting at this table. He drank some of his coffee too fast, burning his tongue. Shit. Now he’d be down a few hundred taste buds or so, never a good situation for a baker.

			Her gaze was still on him. Oh, right. She’d asked him a question and he hadn’t answered. “Now I do. My uncle was the original owner, and I bought it from him about five years ago when he retired. I’d been working for him since high school, so I don’t think he felt he had a choice in the matter.” He grinned. “He swings by every few months to make sure I’m being as much of a hard-ass as he was.”

			“And are you? A hard-ass, I mean.” She raised her eyebrows at him, and he had to grin at the flirty implication.

			Owen gave a modest shrug. “I like to think I’m fair.”

			“So, you bought your uncle’s bakery. Nepotism at work. I like it.” She smiled and took another bite of her croissant. “This is fucking phenomenal. I mean it. Best one I’ve ever had.”

			“Well, they’re always best when they’ve just come out of the oven.” He took another sip of coffee, slower this time. “So how was the wedding, you know, apart from the incredible cake and all?”

			“Great, actually. A lot of fun.” She brought the bone-white china mug to her lips and sipped her coffee, her lip curling over the edge with delicate precision, and Owen couldn’t look away. When she put the mug back down, she licked her lips once. “Will, the guy who got married, is my boss. He owns PI Games. He gave us all this week off to celebrate.” Her expression turned sour. “I was supposed to go to Clearwater Beach with a friend, but her kid got sick and she had to back out at the last minute.”

			“I’m sorry. She must be disappointed, too.” Owen knew what it was like to have to cancel plans, and it sucked.

			Iris nodded. “I feel a little selfish being bummed out about it, but I’ve been looking forward to the trip for weeks.”

			“Hey, it’s normal to feel disappointed. You made plans and they fell through.”

			Iris gave a half shrug. “Yeah, I know. I’m not saying she should leave her sick kid. I’m not an asshole.” She traced her fingertip around the lip of her mug before continuing. “I just wish I had something exciting in my life right now so I wasn’t pinning all my hopes on a silly beach trip.”

			“Your job is exciting, though. Game design? That’s a very cool field.” Far more interesting than baking, at least.

			Iris raised an eyebrow. “I’m the human resources manager.”

			Owen winced. Shit, yeah, that was hard to sell as exciting. “Yeah, I’ve got nothing.”

			Her lips curled. “What about you? Is the baker’s life all glamour and fame?”

			Looking around at the shop, Owen laughed. Glamour and fame, right. “More like going to bed at eight and smelling like butter all the time.”

			Iris’s smile was indulgent. “Oh come on. Delicious sweets that make people happy? That isn’t so bad.”

			“I’m sure your job isn’t so bad, either.” Owen finished his coffee and checked the clock. He didn’t want to go, but another few minutes and he’d need to start the next round of pastries. “And you have a whole week off now to just relax and do whatever the hell you want.”

			“That is true.” Iris raised her coffee to her lips for another long sip, then returned to her croissant. He liked watching her enjoy something he baked. He seldom stopped to visit with the customers and see their appreciation for his work. Whenever he was up front, he was restocking. He should try to spend more time out of the kitchen.

			Iris stared out the window for a moment, thinking, before straightening up in her chair. “Hey, I was wondering . . . Would you want to get together sometime?”

			Owen could feel the surprise on his face. “What, like on a date?”

			Iris shrugged. “Whatever. I’m still headed to Clearwater without my friend, and the beach is more fun with company. Thought you might like to come with.”

			Owen considered his schedule. Yeah, he should really get out more often, but he didn’t want to give this woman the wrong idea. He was already in a relationship with his small business, and it took pretty much everything he had to give. “I don’t have much time to date.” That was the truth, but it was only part of the truth.

			She considered him, head tipped to the side, sizing him up. He let her examine him, amused. Good luck, Iris Parker. He didn’t give up his secrets that easily.

			“And what if I’m not interested in dating? What if I just want a little fun at the beach?” Those blue eyes stayed locked on him as she finished her croissant, chewing and swallowing the last flaky bite. “Still not interested?”

			Well, that changed the situation slightly. He hadn’t dated in quite some time, and he hadn’t had a one-night-stand since college. Flings weren’t really his style. But Iris intrigued him, enough so that he wanted to see her again. He leaned back in his chair. “I’m technically off on Monday and Thursday. I could come down for the day.”

			“Technically?” Iris raised an eyebrow.

			Owen gave her a sheepish smile. “I usually come in to work anyway.”

			“Ah, one of those types.” Iris smiled. She pushed up from the table and took one of the business cards out of the dish on the counter. With her back to him, she bent to scrawl something on the back, giving him a (probably deliberate) long look at her ass in that polka-dotted dress. Turning around, she leaned back against the counter and held up the business card between two fingers. “Maybe you should call me on Wednesday. You can take a real day off Thursday instead of a technical one.”

			Owen got to his feet as well and plucked the business card from her hand, reading the number scrawled there on the back. This close to her, he could smell her faint perfume, or maybe it was just the scent of her hair. Whatever it was, it was pleasant.

			One corner of Iris’s mouth turned up in a saucy smile. “Bye, Owen. Thanks for breakfast.”

			“Bye.” He watched her go, the tiredness gone from her walk, which was more of a saunter even in her red high heels. His gaze followed the curves of her figure until she was out of sight.

			With Iris still on his mind, Owen retreated into the kitchen and started prepping the scones, his body working on autopilot as he began measuring ingredients into the giant Hobart mixer. He’d never been propositioned so directly before. He wasn’t being entirely truthful when he told Iris he didn’t date. In actuality, he used to date quite frequently. But it hadn’t taken him long to learn that not many women wanted to dominate a man in bed. Sure, a little roughhousing now and then, some joking commands, but when it came down to serious play, none of his previous partners wanted in. He ran through a list of past girlfriends as the mixer crumbled the butter in with the flour mixture, remembering the way they’d each taken the request, how each relationship had fizzled thereafter. And it wasn’t like very many BDSM clubs or groups suited a guy who went to bed before dark.

			Outside of the bedroom, he was confident and in command, and he tended to attract women who wanted a powerful figure in the bedroom. They didn’t understand that for all his power, he craved submission. He wanted to be challenged and forced to yield. He hadn’t yet met a woman who was interested.

			Iris, though. She was exactly his type, with her retro-sexy look and flirtatious expression. It was unlikely she’d go for his kink, but at least he was looking at a little strings-free sex. Vanilla sex was better than no sex at all, right? Well, not long term. Long term, he would rather not get mixed up with someone who found his proclivities distasteful. But for a one-night stand, maybe he could suspend his more unusual tastes and get laid by a beautiful woman who clearly wanted him.

			And she did clearly want him.

			Once the scones were in the oven, he moved on to the pastries that wouldn’t start selling until lunchtime. As he mixed and measured, though, his mind kept returning to Iris and her tantalizing promise of fun at the beach.

			That daydream disappeared when his opening cashier showed up a full five minutes late. He could feel the frown etching his face when Sarah came in, breathless and a little sweaty, but the cinnamon buns had to be glazed and he didn’t have time to stand at the door and glare. He didn’t even have to say anything because she was apologizing before she hung up her purse.

			“I’m so sorry, Owen. I know I’m late. I know punctuality is your number-one commandment, but my car had a flat and I didn’t have time to change it so I got on the bike and rode down here as fast as I could.” When he looked up from the buns, she was running a clean towel under the faucet, which she then used to wipe her face and the back of her neck, her skin red with exertion. Well, she’d definitely taken his warnings about being on time seriously.

			“You rode your bike all the way down here?” he asked incredulously.

			Sarah nodded, chugging a glass of water. When she finished, she wiped her mouth and tossed the towel into the hamper. Then she unpinned her bun, shook out her long brown hair, and pulled it up into a twist, adding, “It’s only a few miles. I should probably bike it more often.” She put the glass into the dishwashing bucket and started washing her hands for her shift. “I understand if this means I’m going to get written up. You were very clear when you hired me that tardiness would be unacceptable.”

			“How long have you been working here, Sarah?” Not waiting for her to answer, Owen passed through the swinging door and into the front of the store, carrying the tray of cinnamon buns. He heard her follow him.

			“Six months now.” She started setting up the register for the day, moving with the efficient competence he’d come to expect from her. Despite still being in college, she was mature and dependable, a reliable cash handler and a pleasant face for the customers. He’d never seen her get rattled by any angry customers, and she’d never screwed up an order.

			“And how many times have you been late?”

			“Including today? Once.” Sarah glanced at him, then returned to counting the cash drawer, her lips moving as she counted silently.

			“I’m not going to write you up for car failure, Sarah. You biked down here. I’m not a complete ass.” He was surprised this was even a concern. Yes, he worked his employees hard, but he wasn’t a total dick. He’d learned how tough was too tough from his uncle, who saw no gray areas in business, only black and white, as clear as the tiles checkering the bakery floor. His uncle would have written Sarah up for those five minutes. Of course, his uncle had always seen the bakery as a business venture, not a labor of love. He didn’t appreciate the texture of bread dough beneath his palms or the satisfaction of perfectly smooth fondant. Owen wanted the business to run like clockwork, but only because that’s how a business like his survived.

			“Thanks, Owen.” Sarah grabbed her apron from the peg on the wall, tied it into place, and straightened her name badge. Owen glanced at the clock. They would open right on time.

		

	
		
			3 [image: ]

			When Iris’s phone went off at one that afternoon, it startled her out of a dead sleep into immediate fight-or-flight mode. Heart pounding, she realized after a couple of disoriented moments that no, they weren’t being invaded, and yes, she’d forgotten to put her phone on mute before collapsing on bed. She flopped back down on her pillow and pulled the phone off the nightstand. “Hello?”

			“Don’t tell me I woke you up. It’s one in the afternoon.” Jen’s voice was familiar and a little bit patronizing, and even though it was one, it was still way too early for this crap. Iris rubbed her hand over her eyes and then blinked away the burning sensation. She apparently had conked out with all her makeup still on. What a mess.

			“I was up all night at the wedding.” Iris rolled over and snuggled back into the covers. “I can see your judgy face even through the phone. Stop it.”

			“I’m not being judgy.” But Jen’s tone suggested otherwise. Ever since having a child, she’d gotten a wee bit sanctimonious. Iris thought it was way more hilarious than irritating, especially since Jen had been the wildest of wild in college and had no grounds for sanctimony. Iris gave her good-natured shit about it all the time. “Listen,” Jen continued, “I’m calling to apologize about this week. You know how much I was looking forward to this trip, too.”

			“I know, I know.” Iris rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. The light streaming in through the blinds was enough to keep her up now. Damn it. She’d hoped to sleep all day.

			“It’s not as good as girls’ weekend, but I was hoping I could take you out for food today as an apology.”

			Iris’s stomach gave a loud rumble as if on cue. She heard Jen snicker on the other end of the phone. “Tell me you heard that.”

			“I heard that,” Jen replied. “So is that a yes?”

			“Sure, sure. But give me a few more hours to get up, will you?”

			Jen snorted. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes, Sleeping Beauty.” She hung up.

			Groaning and complaining to her empty bedroom about her asshole friends, Iris rolled off her bed. She’d at least stripped out of her clothes before collapsing, her dress now a pile on the floor that only dry cleaning would save. Leaving it as is, she pulled some yoga pants and a tank top out of the drawer. After a moment, she thought better of it and put them back. Jen would give her hell if she went out looking like a hungover college kid—even though she wasn’t actually hungover. She grabbed some jeans and a nicer top and took them into the bathroom for her shower.

			True to her word, Jen showed up twenty minutes later, buzzing the apartment until Iris pressed the button to open the downstairs door. By then, Iris had showered and made herself presentable.

			“Hey! You don’t look like shit.” Jen wrapped Iris in a hug. While still pressed against her friend, she asked, “You’ve had chicken pox, right?”

			Iris pushed her away. “What the hell? Don’t tell me you’re sick, too.”

			Jen laughed. “I’m just teasing you.”

			Iris grimaced. “You know my parents were anti-vaxxers and I didn’t get all my shots until college.”

			“Right, I forgot.” Jen stepped back to scrutinize her face. “You look pretty good for being up all night.”

			“You look pretty good for having a sick kid.” Iris looked Jen up and down. Sure, she could spot a few “settled mom” qualities about Jen, like her sensible sneakers and her giant diaper-bag-sized purse, but otherwise, she looked just like she had in college, except a few years older. She still had perfect long blond hair that never frizzed even in Florida humidity, which she clearly took care to style rather than throwing it up in a ponytail as Iris usually did, and her makeup always looked beautiful. Iris had braced herself for when Jen stopped being interested in going out altogether, trading in dinners out and late-night dances for “wine and paint” nights and candle-making parties. It was only a matter of time. She herself was aware of her own decline into the boring thirties, a decline that she’d probably accelerated by going into HR. She liked the field, which made it worse. What kind of person enjoyed a job that was 90 percent paperwork? Sometimes she thought she was doomed to live the rest of her life as the poster child for minutiae. She wanted excitement but had chosen a career that promised anything but, and she didn’t get nearly enough of that excitement elsewhere. Occasionally, the dull future ahead of her was so stifling she felt like she couldn’t breathe. Maybe that’s what she deserved for giving up on her dreams.

			Jen nodded toward the door. “Let’s get you some food, yeah? Can you handle something fried?”

			Iris grabbed her purse. “Hell yes. Let’s go.”

			Half an hour later, they were both waiting for their order at the Green Iguana, which Jen had always insisted had the best chicken wings in all of Tampa. Iris wasn’t sure herself, but it was easier to go along with the decision than argue with Jen. She liked the Green Iguana, and since they’d been going there together since college, it felt like tradition.

			“I’m sorry I’m leaving you to spend your vacation alone at Clearwater Beach.” Jen stirred her straw around in her water, looking sincere in her regret. “I’d much rather be lying on a beach with you than sponging calamine onto Aidan. But, you know, kids have needs. I can’t be responsible for just myself anymore.” She tucked her hair behind her ear.
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