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Chapter One

Garrett

I leaned in close and kissed her, slow and gentle.

Her name was Bailey, and she was gorgeous. 

Long brown hair, big brown eyes, a natural-looking tan. A perfect smile with a cute little gap in her front teeth. A spray of freckles across her nose. She spent a lot of time outside, it looked like. She wasn’t wearing a lot of make-up, and she was dressed in jeans and a flannel over a lacy camisole. She wore work boots instead of heels. 

My kind of girl. No-fuss, a little rugged, and with brown eyes. 

I’d walked into this bar instead of The Republic on a whim, and now I was glad for it. I wouldn’t have met her if I’d gone to my usual drinking spot.

She eased back from the kiss, looking up at me. Her eyes were a little hazy.

I imagined mine were, too.

We’d both been drinking hard all night. I knew I was a mess, and she had been going drink for drink with me since eight o’clock. 

She smiled, then bit her lower lip almost shyly. “Do you wanna get out of here?” 

This wasn’t like me. 

I wasn’t the type of guy who took a different girl home every night. Hell, I hadn’t had a hookup like this in months. 

But it had been a shit day, and this gorgeous woman was asking me to leave with her. And I wanted to. I wanted to get laid, finish off the day on a high note. And I wanted to make her feel good, too. 

I wanted to do this.

So I nodded, wiping my palms on my jeans.

Bailey smiled. She turned to talk to her friend for a moment; I paid for my drinks, and we both stood up. Bailey said goodnight to her friend—Jessie? Julie? I couldn’t remember her name. 

And then she turned to me and smiled. “Let’s take a Lyft? I’m not sure I’m up for a drive right now.” 

“Sure. I’ll pay.” 

I called the car. We kissed again while we waited for it to arrive, and even more on the ride back to her apartment. 

This wasn’t like me.

But I was so excited, I could barely concentrate. 

Or maybe that was the beers and the shots. 

The car stopped outside a cute little house on the west side of town. Bailey got out, turning to look at me. 

“C’mon,” she said, waving her hand toward me. 

I smiled, following her. 

The house was cute. It looked like the kind of place where a bunch of girls lived together. It was beautifully decorated and smelled good. I started to take my shoes off in the living room, but Bailey looked back, laughing. 

“Bring them to my room. I don’t want my roommate to be mad.” 

I nodded and picked them up, grinning as I followed her down the hall. 

She opened the door to one of the rooms and went inside. I followed. 

The room was packed with boxes.

The bed stood in the middle of the room, up against one wall. A dresser was in a corner, small boxes resting on the surface. The open closet looked almost empty. 

I didn’t know if she was coming or going. 

But I didn’t have time to ask. 

She was on me as soon as the door closed, pulling me into a hard kiss.

I groaned, wrapping my arms around her.

Bailey walked me back toward the bed, pushing me down on to it. She climbed on top of me, straddling my hips.

I was already hard. 

She looked down at me and smiled. “You’ve got a condom, right?” 

I nodded. 

“Good.” 

And she leaned down to kiss me again.
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Chapter Two

Bailey

Twelve Hours Earlier

Moving back to Richland was a step I hadn’t planned on. I didn’t want to be here. I wanted to be traveling still, exploring the country.

Unfortunately, the money had run out completely, and this was all I could come up with.

I unloaded the last box from the back of my truck and carried it inside. Jackie was in the kitchen. When I closed the door, she turned to me and smiled, holding up two glasses of iced tea. 

Sweetened, I assumed. The right way to drink it. 

“Is that the last one?” she asked.

“It is. I’m all moved in.” I put the box on the coffee table and smiled at her. “Thank you. For letting me crash here for a while.” 

“Of course!” Jackie laughed. “I was so excited to get your call. It’s gonna be good to have a lot of time to catch up and reconnect.” 

I smiled. Jackie had been my best friend growing up, and I knew I could call her when I reached the point of desperation. She was one of the sweetest, kindest people I’d ever met, the sort who would open her house up to a complete stranger in need. 

Letting in an old friend was a no-brainer. 

I smiled at her. “Well, still. Thank you. I promise, as soon as I get a job, I’ll start paying rent for the room.” 

Jackie waved her hand. “It’s not that different to have two people here instead of one. Take care of yourself, okay? Get settled. And if you need to buy furniture or anything, handle that before you worry about rent.” 

I smiled. “Well… maybe we’ll have to take a trip to Target when I get my first paycheck. There’s a side table there I’m kinda obsessed with.” 

“The one with the glass door? Kind of farmhouse-looking?” 

I nodded. “That’s the one.”

Jackie laughed. “I figured. Sounds good. We’ll go get it when you have money.” 

We both laughed. Jackie came into the living room and sat down on the couch. I left my box where it was and sat with her. She handed me a glass of tea and I took a long sip.

Sugary-sweet. Perfect. 

“So how does it feel to be back in good ol’ Richland?” Jackie asked. 

I laughed. “It’s…fine? I mean, it’s not what I had planned for myself, but, you know. It’s the same as ever.” 

Jackie nodded. “Isn’t that the truth? Not much changes. All I can tell you is that there’s a new bakery in town and it’s amazing.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah. Bakeology. It’s not too far from the Beanery. We should go sometime. They have these rum cupcakes that are just the absolute best.” 

I laughed. “That sounds great. I’ve never had a rum cupcake.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah. But it sounds delicious!” 

Jackie chuckled. “I figured you’d have tried everything, traveling around like you’ve done.” She sipped her tea. “I was always a little jealous, seeing you post on Facebook and stuff. All those gorgeous pictures.” 

I sighed. “It was fun, but it wasn’t as great as it looked.” 

“How could it not be great? You saw so much cool stuff! You were all over the west.” 

I smiled. “Yeah, but I was sleeping in my truck. Doing odd jobs for money.” 

Jackie made a thoughtful noise. “So maybe it wasn’t glamorous. But it was still cool. Those photos you took at the Grand Canyon are amazing.” 

“I’m pretty proud of those.” I smiled at her. “I’m glad you liked them.” 

“I loved them.” Jackie paused just for a second. “So, have you seen anyone else since you got back? Your ex?” 

I groaned.

Why did she have to bring him up? 

“No,” I said, taking another sip of tea. “I haven’t seen him, and I want to keep it that way.” 

“Right, right. It wasn’t the cleanest of breakups.” 

“Not at all.” I shook my head. “That’s a chapter of my life that can stay closed.” 

“Okay, well, that means there’s room for a new guy, yeah?” Jackie grinned, raising her eyebrows. 

“No.” I shook my head. “Not at all. I’m staying away from men for now.” 

“Why?” 

“So I can get my life together. Get back to work, get back on my feet. I gotta start living, you know?” 

Jackie nodded. “Yeah, but don’t isolate yourself, Bailey. It’s not good for you.” 

“I won’t. I’m super down for, like, a girls’ night or something. I’m just not looking for a man right now.” 

“Girls night, huh? Maybe you and I should go out tonight.” 

I raised my eyebrows. “Really?” 

“Yeah. My treat.” 

“You sure about that? I can be a pretty hard drinker when I want to be.” 

Jackie laughed. “Go crazy. Celebrate having a place to live.” 

“Maybe celebrating a new job?”

“A new job?” Jackie gasped. “Where?” 

I laughed. “I have an interview at three. At the vet’s office.” 

“Really? I didn’t know you wanted to be a vet.” 

It was my turn to laugh. “I didn’t do great in college, but I did manage to get an associate’s in veterinary science. I’m definitely qualified to be a vet tech. And I can tell them the story about helping a cow give birth in Middle-of-Nowhere, Arizona.” 

“Wait, what?” 

I grinned. “It’s a gross story, Jackie. You won’t like it.” 

“Okay, but…but did the cow survive? And the baby?” 

“Yeah, they survived. Everybody’s happy and healthy. Or at least they were when I finished showering at the ranch and drove away.” 

She let out a whistle, shaking her head. “No, thanks. That’s not for me.” 

“No? You don’t want to be elbow-deep in a cow’s—”

“Whoa! Okay! No more.” Jackie started to laugh, shaking her head. I laughed with her. 

It was good to feel like I was welcome here.  

We chatted a little longer while we drank our tea. Jackie told me about the Beanery and about some of her coworkers. She told me about a few businesses that had opened while I was away, but only the bakery sounded like something I wanted to check out. 

But finally, I looked at my phone. I needed to shower up and get ready for my interview. 

Jackie took the opportunity to look at her phone, too, and stood. “I gotta go get ready for work,” she said. “And you have an interview to get to!” 

I nodded. “I do. I have to hunt in these boxes for some nice clothes to wear.” 

Jackie smiled. “You’ve got this, though. They’re gonna be so happy to have you.” 

“I hope so.” I smiled back. 

Jackie grabbed her purse from beside the table. “Well! Good luck, okay? I get off at nine tonight. We’ll go out and have some drinks.” 

“Sounds good, Jackie. Thank you.” 

She headed out, closing the door behind her. 

I took a deep breath and went to get ready.

I wanted this to be a good day. I wanted it to be a good start to my return to Richland.
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Chapter Three

Garret

Twelve Hours Earlier

I woke up in a fucking fantastic mood.

I kept it rolling, too; cooked myself breakfast, stopped off for coffee on my way to No Regrets. My schedule for the day was full, and I was excited about it. 

I was really starting to take off. 

The shop was full of great artists. Benny and Bradley, the owners of the shop, were some of the best artists I’d ever worked with. Logan, too—he did incredible work, especially with photorealistic animals. And Ryker, he was incredible. 

Hence why the four of them were now co-owners of the two shops. 

Benny and Logan ran our new location across the river in Ohio. Bradley and Ryker stayed at the home shop, in Richland. I kinda bounced between locations as needed, but was usually at the main location.

 Which was fine by me. I liked Richland. I liked the clients at the home location. I liked being close to Bakeology and the Beanery and The Republic. 

But I didn’t always like working with Ryker. 

And today was going to be one of those days where he just got under my skin. 

He was at the front desk with Zoe when I walked in. He looked up, grinning at me in that overconfident way he always smiled. “Good, you’re here. We need to talk about your schedule for today.” 

I raised my eyebrows, sipping my coffee. “What about it?” 

“You’re packed. Back to back.” 

“That’s good, right? A lot of business coming in.” 

“Yeah, but my schedule’s lighter. I figured you’d need some downtime, so I took a couple of your clients.” 

I blinked.

No. 

“What do you mean, you took them?” 

He shrugged. “You’ve got two people who haven’t even done consultations yet. There’s no reason why I can’t take over.” 

“Yeah, but…they’re my clients.” 

“They’re new. I looked them up in the system and they don’t have profiles. Technically, they’re nobody’s clients.” 

I frowned. This was a dick move on his part. He had to see that, right? “But they chose me for a reason.” 

“Probably because you’re the cheapest artist in the shop.” 

Cheapest? 

Maybe I was the newest, but Benny and Bradley had hired me for a reason. They didn’t waste time on people who didn’t have any skill. 

I put my coffee cup on the counter. “No. You’re not taking my clients.” 

Zoe, dressed in a black vinyl dress with her hair freshly dyed a bright teal, gave me a nervous smile. “Uh…Ryker already had me call the clients and ask if they’d be comfortable changing artists.” 

I looked back at Ryker. “Are you shitting me?” 

“What’s the problem, huh?” He shrugged. “You should be thanking me. I made sure you get a lunch break today.” 

“I need the money, not a lunch break! I’m still trying to build my client base, Ryker!” 

Why did he have to be like this? He did this all the time—undermined people, went behind their backs, and tried to frame it as a favor. But it was never a favor; it was always about himself, making himself look good. 

Ryker just shrugged. “It’s already been done, dude. Sorry.”

“How about you ask next time?” 

“I’m the boss. I don’t have to ask.” 

“Ryker.” 

We both looked toward Bradley, who was at his station, cleaning it for the day. He frowned at us both, but it lingered on Ryker. 

“Don’t steal clients, man. You know better than that.” 

“I’m doing him a favor. Jesus.” Ryker shook his head. He gave me a cold look, then moved out from behind the counter toward the back. 

I shook my head, reaching for my coffee cup.

Zoe gave me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, Garrett. I didn’t know he hadn’t talked to you. I just, y’know, assumed.” 

I snorted. “Yeah, well. A good coworker would’ve checked in before changing shit up.” 

“Watch it,” Ryker snapped, looking over his shoulder. 

“Ryker. Garrett.” Bradley’s voice sounded almost commanding. He didn’t want anyone to forget that he was at the top of the food chain here. “Both of you. Knock it off.” 

I went silently, stalking to my station—thankfully beside Bradley now, not Ryker.

Bradley leaned over the half-wall. “Hey. I’ll talk to Ryker later, okay? Let this one go. It’s not gonna happen again.” 

I looked up at him. “You sure about that? Because he kinda just does whatever he fucking wants.” 

“I’m sure. I won’t let it happen.” He reached out, patting my shoulder. Like a big brother. But that made sense; he’d been a great big brother to Kenzie, and she and I were close in age. I didn’t mind if Bradley treated me like a kid brother.

And right now, I couldn’t believe I’d ever wanted Ryker to treat me like a kid brother.

When I had started at the shop a year ago, I’d thought he was the coolest. Confident, stylish, and talented. Exactly the kind of guy I wanted to be. He’d been a womanizer, too, and proud of it. 

I’d thought he was so great. 

And now he was just kind of a prick. One of those guys that has to be top dog, no matter what. Alpha to the point of being obnoxious.

I wanted to be his friend, but I needed him to chill out a little before that could happen.

I looked at Bradley and nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Just don’t let him steal my clients again, okay? I’m not all right with it. If my workload is too high, I’ll talk to somebody.” 

Bradley nodded. “Don’t worry about it. How about you get set up for the day, huh? I’ll talk to Ryker in a little bit.” 

I nodded and turned away to start cleaning my station. I wanted to focus on my work today, really throw myself into it.

I didn’t want to think about Ryker.

But that was impossible.

He was loud all day long. He’d been the first one to the shop, so he’d gotten to pick the playlist for the day—all motorcycle rock, all songs I hated. He was talking loudly, too. He wanted all of us to know what he and Sydney had gotten up to the night before. 

I didn’t get what Sydney saw in him.

She was a gorgeous girl, curvy, and she dressed like a pinup girl. She and Ryker looked good together, but she was so smart and successful. I couldn’t understand why she’d go for a dog like Ryker.

Whatever. It wasn’t my place to worry about their relationship.

I tried to focus on my work for the rest of the day, doing my best to keep my back to Ryker. He kept talking shouting every comment, question, and observation. The whole day through. It was like he was trying to get under my skin. 

The end of the day didn’t come soon enough, but Bradley finally locked the doors while the rest of us cleaned up our equipment. 

Bradley came back to his booth and leaned over the half-wall separating us. “Hey. Let’s go have a drink, yeah? Unwind a little?” 

Ryker lifted his head. “Drinks sound great. The Republic?” 

Hell no. 

If he was going, I wasn’t. 

“I’m gonna go home,” I told Bradley. “I’m not up for it tonight.” 

“Still being a little bitch about the clients?” Ryker asked. “Shit. Sorry. If I’d known it would be such a big deal…” 

“Shut up, Ryker.” I stood up, scowling at him. 

He blinked in surprise. 

I kept talking. “You always gotta act like you’re better than everyone, know more, whatever. It’s fucking obnoxious, you know that?” 

“What the hell is your problem, Garrett?” Ryker moved to leave his booth. 

Bradley left his faster, standing between us. “Cool it. Both of you. We’re not fighting in the shop.” 

I huffed and turned away. “Fine. Fine. I’m out. I’m going home.” 

I wasn’t going home.

I was going somewhere else, somewhere far away from The Republic. Far away from Ryker. 

I was going to get drunk as hell and forget that today had ever happened. 
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Chapter Four

Bailey

Six Hours Earlier

Jackie had sent me an address for where we should meet. I walked into the dive bar and smiled because I saw her right away. She was still in her jeans and Beanery t-shirt, with her hair in a ponytail. She turned and waved when she saw me. 

“Bailey, hey!” 

“Hey.” I grinned, crossing the bar to sit beside her. “Guess who’s the new vet tech at Richland Veterinary?” 

“Shut up, really?” Jackie laughed, throwing her arms around me. “Congratulations! First round’s on me, then, okay?” 

“What? You don’t have to do that. I’m employed now.” 

“Shut up, I’m buying you a beer. And a shot.” Jackie held up one hand, waving for the bartender. 

A moment later, we both had a full glass of beer and a shot of whiskey in front of us. We clinked out shot glasses together and knocked back the shots. 

“Whew!” Jackie made a face as she put her glass down. “Shit. That had some kick to it.” 

“It’s good.” I smiled and put my glass down. “That’s great. Real nice whiskey. Thanks, Jackie.” 

“Of course.” She beamed. “Getting a job is super cool. We gotta celebrate!” 

I wasn’t going to protest. If she wanted to go crazy tonight, then we would. 

We sipped our beers while I asked Jackie about her day. She was pleased to report that there were no crazy customers or dramatic outbursts. It had been just a normal, average day. She asked me about the interview and I grinned.

“I think the cow story got me the job.” 

“Cow story? Oh—oh! No, really?” 

“Really.” I laughed. “The vet was super impressed.” 

Jackie made a face, mimicking throwing up. I laughed again, harder than before. 

Maybe moving back here hadn’t been such a mistake.

There was still the question of my ex, of course. In a town this small, I was bound to run into him eventually. And that would probably be ugly.

But maybe he’d grown up while I was gone. Maybe he’d settled down with a nice girl and gotten his shit together. 

Maybe he’d be as content to leave me alone as I was content to be left alone. 

The bar was starting to pick up as more people finished their days at work and came in for a drink and a bite to eat. Somebody had put music on the jukebox—modern, poppy country, from the sound of it. Inoffensive, kind of fun. 

Not the worst thing to listen to. 

Jackie turned her head to look at me. She opened her mouth to speak, but stopped. She leaned forward, peering around me.

“Whoa, he’s cute.” 

“Who?” I turned my head to look. “Damn.” 

He looked strong, with sandy brown hair and blue eyes. Both arms were covered in full sleeve tattoos, and there was just a hint of black ink peeking above the neckline of his faded t-shirt. 

I flicked my tongue over my lower lip. 

“Right?” Jackie asked. “I’ve never seen him before, but…damn. He could take me home in a heartbeat.” 

I looked at her. “I don’t wanna listen to you screw some dude, Jackie.” 

“Oh my god, Bailey. It happens. People have sex. You’re gonna have to deal with that. And I won’t care if you bring somebody home.” She paused, glancing back at the guy down the bar. “Even him. I mean, I’d be a little bummed to miss out, but one of us oughta try before somebody else snaps him up.” 

I laughed. “Not me. Avoiding men, remember?” 

She rolled her eyes. “Come on. Did you get a look at his ass yet?” 

“No.” 

I made my voice as stern as possible, but maybe I needed to go find the bathroom. Just to sneak a peek. 

Jackie clicked her tongue. “Well, it’s good. Really good. He’s got a great ass.” 

I giggled. “I’ll take your word for it.” 

But I looked again.

He was looking right at me. 

I turned back to my beer, cheeks flushing. 

Jackie sat up a little straighter in her chair. “You might be avoiding guys, but I’m not.” 

“Go get ’im, tiger.” 

“Oh, I will. I’ll get him all night long.” 

I laughed. More power to her, really.

Suddenly, her eyes went wide. “Oh shit,” she mouthed.

“Hey,” a masculine voice said behind me.

I turned my head.

It was him. 

He’d moved closer, sliding into the stool beside me. He leaned casually on the counter, chin resting in one hand, the other hand holding a pint glass.

“Um, hi,” I said.

He looked to Jackie and smiled at her. She smiled back, but from the corner of my eye, I could see her deflate a little. 

He was already looking at me again. Not her.

Shit.

His gaze shifted back to me and I squirmed uncomfortably. He held his right hand out. “I’m Garrett.” 

“Bailey. Nice to meet you.” 

“Bailey,” he repeated. “Good to meet you too.” 

I bit my lip. 

He watched, eyebrows lifting just a little.

He was gorgeous. And he smelled amazing.

Maybe…maybe I didn’t need to stay away from guys. 

“This is my friend, Jackie,” I said.

“Hey, Jackie.” He shook her hand. Then he turned back to me.

Oh, shit. I flicked a glance at Jackie, worried she would be upset. 

Jackie raised her eyebrows and mouthed the words, Go for it.

“So, Bailey.” Garrett kept talking, even as he signaled to the bartender for another beer. “I’m not great at small talk, but I’m gonna try. Are you from here? Or visiting from the other side of the river?” 

“I’m a local,” I replied. Not exactly; I was born and raised here, but I hadn’t been around in a few years.

“Cool.” He chuckled. “I’m definitely not a local. I’ve only been here a few years. Moved from California.” 

“California? What part? I used to travel a lot out that way.” 

“Petaluma. It’s a little ways north of San Francisco.” 

“Never heard of it.” I turned to Jackie. “How about you?”

“I haven’t,” she said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, okay?”

I nodded and squeezed her hand. Then I turned back to Garrett. “So, tell me about Petaluma.”

“It’s not that great.” He chuckled. “A lot of dust. They host the World’s Ugliest Dog competition every year.” 

“What a claim to fame.” 

“Right?” He chuckled. “I mean, everything else I could tell you about it is depressing.” 

“Aw, man, I don’t want to be depressed. I’m out here celebrating.” 

Garrett smiled. “Yeah? What are we celebrating?” 

“A new job.” I took a sip of my beer. “I just got hired at the vet’s office.” 

“Congratulations.” He tapped his glass against mine. 

He sounded so genuine. 

“Can I buy you a drink, then? To celebrate? No strings attached, just a congratulatory beer.” 

I nodded. “That sounds good. What do you do?” 

He snorted and shook his head. “Man, work is the last thing I want to talk about. I had a crap day with a coworker who’s on my last damn nerve.” 

“Aw, man. That sucks. Well, here, drink up. Let’s have a good night.” I tapped my beer against his this time. 

He smiled again.

I liked that smile. A lot. 

I was definitely going back on what I’d said about avoiding men. If he wanted to go for a ride, I’d be happy to take him. 

We chatted for a while. I told him about traveling, and he told me a little about California. Eventually, he got up, mumbling that he was going to the bathroom.

His words were slurring a little.

He sounded as drunk as I felt.

Jackie came back to the table. Immediately, she elbowed me. “Girl, if you don’t take him home, I’m never gonna forgive you.” 

I laughed. “Okay, but what are you gonna do?” 

“I’ll hang out here. I got other friends. Or I’ll make some new ones.” She looked pointedly at a couple of guys sitting at the bar. 

That sounded like Jackie. She was such a vibrant personality; she could make friends with anyone. 

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’m positive.” 

“Okay. Okay. I’m gonna take him home.” 

“Good. You better.” 

I grinned. “You’re the best, Jackie.”

“I know.” She laughed. “Have fun.” 

“Oh, I’m gonna.” 
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Chapter Five

Garrett

We made it to Bailey’s bedroom, tumbling into her bed. I tried not to think about the boxes around the room. 

Hopefully, she wasn’t leaving town anytime soon. But she’d talked about a new job. That had to mean she was staying, right?

We hadn’t really started yet, and I already knew I wanted more of her.

Bailey kissed me hard, nipping at my lower lip. 

Her hands were all over me—combing through my hair, then running down my arms before sliding up under my shirt. Her fingers dug into the ridges of my muscles, exploring. 

I was already rock-hard, my jeans painfully tight around my cock. 

“Bailey,” I groaned.

She lifted her head, looking down at me. Her smile was playful, almost mischievous. 

She rolled her hips against mine. 

I gasped and closed my eyes, head falling back on the mattress. 

“Mmm, you’re sensitive,” she said. “I like it.”  

Her hips moved again, grinding against me. 

There was no way she didn’t feel my cock twitch. 

“Please, Bailey, don’t tease.”

“Why? It’s half the fun. Getting each other worked up, desperate for it.” 

Every word she said only turned me on more. 

“Don’t—shit—don’t tell me you’re gonna bust out handcuffs next.” 

“Why? Are you into that?” 

I shook my head. “Nah. I like to be able to do this.” 

I put my hands on her hips and rolled us both over. 

Bailey grinned. She lifted her arms above her head. I took it as an invitation and pulled her shirt off, dropping it on the floor. 

Her bra went next, hitting the floor near her shirt.

She pushed my shirt up, and I let her remove it. She threw it over her head; it bounced off the wall before landing on one of the boxes. 

I finally looked down.

Her tits were perfect. 

Not huge, but perfect. A solid handful each, with hard nipples. 

I leaned down and took one in my mouth.

She groaned softly, stroking one hand through my hair.

I moved my other hand, cradling her other breast in it, giving it a little squeeze.

Her hips arched toward me. 

I wanted a taste of her, but if I did that, I’d never make it to the main event.

Next time. 

Because there had to be a next time. 

I fumbled with the button of her jeans, making her laugh. She pushed my hands away and undid it herself, lifting her hips. 

I hooked my thumbs in the waist of her jeans and underwear, pulling them both down at once. Bailey wiggled a little to help me get them down, and in under a minute, she was naked under me.

She was gorgeous.

Every part of her was stunning.

I sat up just a little, pulling my wallet from my back pocket and removing my spare condom. I left the wallet on her nightstand and undid my jeans, shedding them and my boxers. 

Immediately, Bailey reached down, running her fingertips over my cock. She closed her hand around it, stroking slowly. 

I groaned out loud, eyes closing again.

Bailey just kept stroking. She lifted her head, kissing my neck. 

“I can’t wait to get you inside me,” she murmured.

“Then let go.” I chuckled and turned my head to kiss her.

She kissed back, hard, her tongue sliding into my mouth.

I sucked on it while I rolled the condom on, my cock twitching in my hands.

I hadn’t wanted a girl this bad in a long time. 

I shifted, adjusting to line my hips up with hers. 

She leaned back, looking up at me with a bright smile.

I thrust forward into her.

The moan she let out made me shiver with desire. 

I started to move inside her, tilted my back in pleasure. She felt so hot and tight around me, her pussy clenching each time I buried myself inside her.

This wasn’t going to last long. 

Bailey pushed herself up on her elbows, raising one arm to wrap around my neck. She kissed me again, biting down on my lower lip this time.

I grunted against her mouth. 

She was incredible. 

And I was already so close. 

I pulled back from the kiss. “Bailey—”

“I know. I’m almost—” 

That was all I needed. 

I thrust deep inside her, burying myself in her. My vision went white, just for a second. 

I felt her nails scrape down my back, heard her crying out.

She was saying my name.

I wanted her to scream my name like that every night. 

Everything slowed down. I leaned over her, panting. She kissed me again, not as hard this time. Eventually, we untangled ourselves from each other and took turns rushing to the bathroom to clean up. 

And then we lay down in her bed, side by side.

I turned my head to look at her. She was gazing at me, her eyes still hazy, blankets pulled up to her chin. Adorable and sexy at the same time.

I smiled. “Hey, we should go out some time.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah. Like on a date. I’m not usually a one-night stand kind of guy, and, well, I like you, Bailey.” 

She grinned. She had a little gap in her teeth. It was adorable.

“I’d like that. So, when do you want to go out?” 

“Tomorrow? Are you free tomorrow?” 

“Yeah. I don’t start my new job until Monday.” 

“Cool. D’you know where No Regrets is? The tattoo shop?” 

Bailey’s smile vanished. 

I blinked at her. “What? Is that bad? I mean, I’ve got a lot of ink, so it can’t be a turn-off.” 

She sat up slowly, looking down at the blankets. 

“Bailey? Bailey, hey…” 

“Just…stop for a sec.” 

I went silent. 

What had I done wrong? 
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Chapter Six

Bailey

He worked with my ex. 

I had just hooked up with my ex’s coworker. 

This was bad on so many levels. What if they were friends? What if they liked to trade stories about the girls they hooked up with? 

What if he told Ryker I was back in town and screwing around right off the bat?

This was definitely not what I needed.

I had to get this back under control. 

In the meantime, he was staring at me like I was losing my mind.

I said, “Sorry, sorry. Um, do you need anything? A glass of water, or a snack?” 

“No, I’m good.” Garrett frowned, hesitantly reaching out to touch my shoulder. “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. Great,” I said. “I’m fantastic. That was the best sex I’ve had in a long time.” 

“Really?” He smiled. 

God, it was adorable.

“Really,” I said. “That was great. I feel really good.” 

“Are you sure? Because you seem tense.” 

I was very tense.

It wasn’t like I’d done this before.

I took a deep breath. “I’m good. I promise.” 

“Bailey. If something’s wrong…” 

I looked at him, sighing heavily. I just needed to do it. Rip the bandage off. Maybe he would agree to keep this quiet at work. “So, you work with a guy named Ryker? Ryker Hart?” 

Garrett made a face. “Unfortunately.” 

Unfortunately. 

That sounded like it would work out in my favor. 

“So…you’re not friends?” 

“Hell no. He’s a pain in my ass on a good day.” Garrett shook his head. “He’s obnoxious and arrogant.” 

I wondered what that said about me. I’d dated him for a long time. 

But maybe he’d changed. 

I’d certainly changed since he and I had broken up. 

Garrett shifted uneasily. “I, uh…I gotta ask, though. Why are we talking about Ryker? I mean, is everything okay? Are you…wait…” 

He stopped, looking into the middle distance. 

“Holy shit,” he said softly. “Bailey. You’re…you’re Bay.” 

Bay.

The only name he ever called me. 

“Yep. That’s me.” I sighed heavily. “I’m Bay.” 

He looked up at the ceiling as if hoping for an escape or some kind of divine intervention. “Oh, shit.” 

“Ouch,” I whispered, shutting my eyes. 

Garrett stammered nervously. “No, I mean—I mean, I still like you! I just—the way he talked about you? I was pretty sure you weren’t real. That he’d just made up some dream girl.” 

I opened my eyes to look at him and laughed, shaking my head. “No. I’m not a dream girl, and I’m pretty sure I’m real.” 

“You seem real enough to me.” 

I looked at him and smiled.

He was sweet. Really sweet. I’d never been with a guy who was so kind. 

I said, “I didn’t know you were an artist.” 

“Yeah. I’ve been there a year. Well, a little over at this point.” 

“That’s cool.” I smiled almost shyly at him. “I guess I kinda have a thing for tattoo artists.” 

Garrett laughed. “So, me working with Ryker isn’t a deal-breaker?” 

I shook my head. “No. Not at all.” 

It wasn’t every day that I met a guy this nice. Especially in a town like Richland.

And he was my type, for sure. Tall and tan with a lot of ink. 

But still, probably off-limits. That would be common sense.

“You wanna stay the night?” I asked fighting that common sense.

Garrett nodded. “I can stay. I’ll have to clear out in the morning so I can clean up before work, though.” 

“That’s fine. I get it.” I smiled. “No worries.” 

“Cool.” He nodded. “Are we still on for our date tomorrow?” 

“Absolutely.” I smiled and moved to lie back, wondering if that answer was really a lie. Could I actually date someone that is that close to Ryker?

Garrett settled down beside me, sliding one arm under my head. 

It was comfy.

“Sleep well, Garrett.” 

“You sleep well, too, Bailey.” 

I stared at the ceiling, wondering what I had just gotten myself in to.
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Chapter Seven

Garrett

I got a Lyft back to the bar the next morning and drove home, head pounding. I drove with the windows down. The fresh air helped a little with the hangover, and it was cool enough that I didn’t feel like I was going to puke in my car. By the time I’d showered, eaten some bacon and eggs, and drunk a half-pot of coffee, I was starting to feel a lot better. 

And I had a little time before work. It was one of the days where the shop opened later, so I got to relax a little. 

And my favorite way to do that was to draw. 

I sat on the couch with another cup of coffee, the back door of my duplex open to let the clean morning air in. It was mostly quiet outside. Birds chirped in the trees, and a dog barked at something a few streets over. 

I did a few warmups, then settled in to start drawing. 

I didn’t think about what I was working on, just let it happen. Lines on paper started to take shape, almost without any direction from me, and soon the sketch started to take form.

Bailey, half-asleep and smiling in the early morning light.

She was gorgeous. I liked her smile, the scattering of freckles across her nose. I liked her laugh. I liked that she was happy to go beer for beer with me, even if it meant she felt like shit the next morning.

But she’d been with Ryker. And if what he said was true, they’d been together for a while.

The fucker managed to make me feel like second-best, even when he wasn’t actively part of the situation.

I leaned back for a moment, sipping my coffee. I had to get over that. I had to get over letting him making me feel so inadequate. 

He and Bailey had broken up. And she’d chosen to take me home with her. 

It had nothing to do with Ryker.

And besides, she didn’t seem to want anything to do with him. She’d looked happy when I told her that Ryker and I weren’t friends. 

I kinda wanted to keep it that way. 

The less I talked to him, the better. Especially if I was dating his ex. 

But at the same time, they’d been broken up for five years. Ryker was with Sydney now, and everything seemed good between them. 

Maybe I needed to dig into that a little. Just a little. Make sure there was no trouble in paradise. 

I flipped my sketchbook closed and left it on the coffee table. I had another one at work that I used for designs; this one was just for me.

And if there was a drawing of Bailey in it, I definitely didn’t want to bring it to the shop. 

The door was already unlocked when I arrived. I let myself in, peeking first to see who was there.

Ryker. 

Shit.

He glanced up at me, but was on the phone, listening intently to whoever was on the other end. He turned his back and I walked into the shop.

Fine by me. I could set up for the day in peace while he was distracted. 

But I couldn’t help overhearing his side of the conversation.” 

“Mm-hmm, yeah, we can do that tonight. Wait, it’s happy hour with the guys.” 

Right, that was tonight. Shit.

“Well, I mean… Yeah, you know what? Let me make an appearance and then we can go get dinner in Malone. Yeah, I know the place you like. Of course.” 

Ah. 

He was talking to Sydney. 

No wonder he didn’t want to look at me. 

“Of course. Yeah. Well, of course it’s going to be great. You organized the files, didn’t you? And you remembered to change the wording on that clause? Then you’re golden. Don’t sweat it, cutie.” 

Cutie? It was hard to imagine that word coming out of Ryker’s mouth, but he’d just said it. 

If he ever stole my clients again, I’d tell the whole shop about his conversations with Sydney. 

“Yeah,” he said. “Okay, I’ll see you tonight. Have a good day. I love you, babe.” 

He hung up the phone and turned, looking at me. “You didn’t hear that.” 

“I didn’t hear shit,” I replied. 

“Good.” 

A tense silence fell between us. 

I wasn’t going to apologize. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Anybody would have been angry to have their clients stolen. 

But working like this for another full day was going to be awful. And I didn’t want to be in a bad mood when I met up with Bailey later. 

Bailey. 

If Ryker found out, he’d never forgive me. 

I had to smooth things over so his anger wasn’t compounded by the argument yesterday. 

“Hey, man, uh…about yesterday…” 

Ryker looked up. He sighed and rose, grabbing his wallet from his back pocket.

He removed a hundred-dollar bill and held it out. 

“What?” I shook my head. “I don’t want your money, dude.” 

“No, look, I talked it over with Syd and it was a shitty thing for me to do. So here’s half the cut. I gotta make a little for my time, but…they were your clients.” He nodded toward the bill. “Take it.” 

I rose and went to grab the hundred, slipping it into my own wallet.

It would pay for a nice dinner and some good wine tonight. 

“Sorry.” Ryker shrugged. “I don’t apologize often, so appreciate it.” 

I chuckled. “Nah, I get it. Sorry for yelling at you in front of Bradley and Zoe.” 

“It’s cool. You have every right to be pissed. I would’ve lost it if somebody took my clients, too. Really, you handled it pretty well.” 

I smiled. “Yeah, well, next time it happens, I’ll kick your ass. I don’t care who’s in the shop.” 

“C’mon, you’d beat me up in front of my girl?” 

“Any day of the week.” 

Ryker laughed. “Fine. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again.” 

“Good.” 

Just like that, the tension was gone. 

Mostly, anyway.

I’d still hooked up with his ex. An ex he’d talked about a lot before meeting Sydney.

That was something I wanted to check in on, and there was nobody here to listen in. I cleared my throat. “How is she? Sydney?” 

“Ah, she’s great.” Ryker lit up in a way I’d never seen. “She’s so smart. She got this huge case ready for the office and she’s nervous about it, but I know it’s gonna be great.” 

I smiled. “Good. So you two are good?” 

“Yep. Going on a date tonight. She likes this Mexican place in Malone. They have pretty great margaritas, so I don’t mind going.” 

“Ooh, the big city. Cool.” 

Note to self, avoid Mexican places in Malone tonight.

I shifted uneasily. “So, you’re not thinking about Bay anymore?” 

Ryker looked at me like I’d spit on him. “The hell are you bringing her up for?” 

Shit. I had to cover my tracks, now. “I mean, you don’t talk about her like you used to. That’s all.” 

“Okay, well—” 

The door opened.

Bradley walked in, carrying a box from Bakeology. “Morning, assholes!” he called. “I brought muffins for the team. The gluten-free one is for Zoe, so don’t touch it.” 

Ryker gave me a cold look. He leaned forward, voice lowered. 

“I’m so over her. She’s not worth another second of my time. She’s selfish and one of the shallowest bitches I’ve ever met in my life, and I pity the next guy she gets with. She’s gonna suck his soul out and kick him to the curb when he needs her support.” 

I backed away. “Jesus. Sorry I asked.” 

But he was over her.

That was all I needed to know. 

I turned, shoving my wallet back into my pocket, and headed up front. Bradley stood behind the counter, looking over the schedule for the day. 

“Which one’s the gluten-free?” I asked.

“The one that looks like a rock, dude. The others ones are banana nut.” 

“Cool.” 

I grabbed a muffin and looked back at Ryker. 

Bailey hadn’t seemed selfish or shallow to me. She’d seemed sweet and fun. She was exactly the kind of girl I wanted to spend more time with.

And if Ryker was over her, then I was in the clear.

I smiled as I took the muffin back to my station, ready to start what I hoped would be a very good day.
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Chapter Eight

Bailey

That clinking in the kitchen was going to drive me crazy. 

That, or make my head explode. One or the other.

My head was throbbing. My stomach felt like it was on a roller coaster while I was lying in bed. 

But at the same time, there was a deep, wonderful feeling of relaxation that came with having enjoyed a really good orgasm the night before.

Still, though—the clinking was going to kill me.

I rolled my miserable ass out of bed and went to brush my teeth, desperate to get the taste of cheap beer out of my mouth. When that was done, I started for the kitchen.

I ended up collapsing on the couch, curling up in a ball.

A moment later, Jackie was by my side, holding aspirin in one hand and a huge mug of coffee in the other.

She really was a good friend. 

“So how was last night?” she asked.

Bless her, she was talking quieter than normal. 

I gave her a thumbs-up, then reached for the aspirin and coffee. I swallowed the pills, washing them down with a long drink from the mug.

“Sounded like it was a good time,” she said with a wink. 

“Wait, what?” 

Jackie shrugged. “It just sounded like you and what’s-his-name were having a great time.” 

“You heard us?!” 

“We live in the same house and the walls are thin, Bailey.”

“But you were still at the bar when we left!” 

“Yeah, and I came home. Right about the time you were screaming his name.” 

“I wasn’t screaming!” 

“You sure about that?” 

My face went hot and I looked away from her.

She laughed. “Don’t worry, okay? I’m not upset or anything. I’m really happy that you had a great time. You deserved it. You deserved to celebrate.” 

Well, she was right. I did deserve to celebrate. Still, “Sorry we were so loud. That was rude to do to you when you’ve been so generous with letting me stay here.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, patting my arm. “It didn’t bother me in the slightest. But I have to know, was it good? Like, was he good in bed?” 

Slowly, I nodded. “Like…amazing. Really good.” 

Jackie grinned. “I’m so jealous! I wanted a piece of that, but he was only looking at you.”

“It’ll be you who gets the hottie next time,” I said.

“Fine with me,” she said with a laugh. “Seriously, though, it was nice to watch—he only had eyes for you from the beginning.”

I felt warm inside when she said that. I didn’t want Garrett to look at any other women. I liked him looking at me. Even though of his connection to my ex.

“Yeah, well…” I hesitated when I remembered the feeling when he told me where he worked.

“So, you’re going to see him again, right?”

“Um, no. Never again, well, maybe. I dunno.”

I sighed and looked at Jackie. 

“Well, it sure sounded like the sex was good,” she said with a huge smile on her face.

“It was amazing, but, there’s a downside.”

“How can there be a downside? He’s smart and gorgeous and he doesn’t make weird sounds when he finishes. Sounds like a catch to me.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “You’re weird.” 

“I guess I’m just a simple woman. It doesn’t take a lot to make me happy. But what’s the downside?” 

I sighed again. “You remember Ryker, right?” 

“Of course. I barely saw you toward the end of high school. You were with him all the time.” 

“Yeah.” I nodded. “It turns out that he works with Garrett.” 

Jackie blinked. “Well, that’s not surprising. It’s the only good tattoo shop in the area, and a guy with that much ink in Richland has to be an artist or at least get work done there.” 

“You couldn’t have brought that up last night?” 

She shrugged. “You were having fun. I didn’t want to ruin it for you.” 

“Jeez, Jackie. You could’ve saved me a heart attack. I thought I was going to die when he said he worked at No Regrets.” 

“Sorry. I didn’t know it was that big of a thing.” 

Of course it was that big of a thing. She knew how my breakup with Ryker had gone. We definitely hadn’t split on good terms. 

I opened my mouth to reply, but my phone chimed in the bedroom. 

I looked to Jackie, giving her my best puppy dog eyes. “Jackie?”

She heaved a dramatic sigh as she stood up. “I got it, I got it. Don’t worry.” 

“You’re an angel!” I whisper-shouted after her.

She left the room and came back a moment later. “I didn’t know it was serious enough for you to exchange numbers.” 

Had we exchanged numbers? I vaguely remembered doing that in the car on the way back here. I held my hand out for my phone and opened the text.

Good morning, I just wanted to make sure you’re feeling okay. I feel like garbage, lol. Are we still on for tonight? Any preferences on where we go? 

I smiled at my phone.

He really was a great guy. 

Jackie raised her eyebrows. “What? What did he say?” 

I turned the phone toward her, letting her read the text. She grinned.

And then she snatched my phone out of my hand and started to type furiously. She got up, moving away from the couch and out of my reach.

“Jackie! Wait, what—what are you saying?!” I started to stand up, but the room shifted around me and I dropped back to the couch.

“Nothing,” she insisted. “Just telling him how great last night was!”

“Jackie, no—” 

“Yes!” 

She tapped on my phone screen and tossed my phone back to me. “You’re welcome, Bailey.” 

I flipped the phone over and read the message she’d sent.

Hey! Last night was great. I feel like I got hit by a truck, but not too bad to go out tonight. I’m good with whatever, but I will say I LOVE Italian food! Maybe we can have a repeat of last night? ;) 

I gave her the dirtiest look I could muster with the light hurting my eyes.

She grinned. “When you feel alive again, you should unpack your room. I can find a reason to be out of the house tonight, if you want.” 

I stared at her a moment longer, then sighed. “No, I don’t want to kick you out of your house.”

“You’re not kicking me out if I’m leaving to find a guy, right?”

“All right, but seriously, only if it’s something you want to do.”

“It is. And no telling I’ll be successful.”

I bet she would—she was a catch. “If you come home early, no worries,” I said. “Just give us a little space, and for the love of god, don’t listen in!” 

She laughed. “No promises, but I’ll do my best.” 

I picked up one of the throw pillows on the couch and threw it at her. 

She dodged it, laughing harder. “I’ll make you some toast and bacon. It’ll help, promise.” 

I shook my head as I leaned back on the couch, curling up in the fetal position again. “That sounds really good. Thanks.” 

“You’re welcome, Bailey.” She blew me a kiss.
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Chapter Nine

Garrett

Zoe locked the front door and flicked the sign to Closed. 

We were done, and I was too eager to get out of here. 

We all set to cleaning our stations for the night, sanitizing where necessary, and organizing our inks. 

Maybe I was going a little faster than normal, but I had a date. This was my first real date since I’d moved to Richland.

Bradley looked up, noticing my speed. He raised his eyebrows. “You that excited to go drinking tonight?” 

Right. I’d thought about the happy hour earlier, and then it had just left my mind. It was hard to think of anything but Bailey, and how excited I was to see her tonight.

“Uh, actually, I have other plans. I’m skipping happy hour tonight.” 

Ryker and Bradley looked at each other. 

Ryker grinned. “Oh yeah? Who is she?” 

Shit.

I couldn’t tell him the truth. 

“Uh, just an old friend. From California. She happened to be traveling out here, so she wanted to meet up.” 

“An old friend, huh?” Ryker leaned against his half-wall, looking across the aisle at me. “Is she hot?” 

“Why do you care? You’ve got Sydney.” 

“I can ask,” he said. “You got pictures? Is she cute? I bet she’s blond and drives a Jeep.” 

“You just described, like, half the girls in California.” 

“So?” 

“So, just, quit asking.” I shrugged.

He cocked his head. “You’re sensitive about it.” 

“I’m not sensitive about shit, Ryker. She’s just a friend.” 

Ryker shrugged. “Must be an important friend if you’re canceling our plans to meet with her.” 

“I have friends outside of you guys.” 

“Girl friends?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Bullshit.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Guys and girls can be friends without having sex.” 

Except that I was definitely meeting with a girl who I planned on having sex with.

That I’d already had sex with. 

That was his ex. 

Ryker opened his mouth to say something else, but Bradley cut him off. “Ryker, lay off. Let him be excited about seeing a friend.” 

Ryker shrugged and went back to his station. 

Bradley looked at me and smiled. “Have a good time with your friend. But you better be at happy hour next week.” 

“You got it.” I smiled at him. “Thanks, boss.” 

“No worries. Get out of here. Just come in a little early and finish cleaning then.” 

I grinned and grabbed my stuff to head out. 

* * * * *

I showered and changed into a nice outfit—dark-wash jeans and a black button-down with cool graphics over a t-shirt. I checked myself in the mirror one last time.

I thought I looked pretty cool. 

I just hoped Bailey thought so, too. 

I heard my phone chime in the living room and went to grab it. It was a text from her. 

Hey! Getting ready for tonight. What time are we meeting up? 

I texted her back. I’m almost ready, so whenever you’re good. There’s a nice Italian place on the south side of down. Medici’s? It’s pretty good. 

See you there in half an hour?

Sounds perfect. See you there.

I smiled. This was gonna be a good night.

* * * * *

I got to the restaurant a little early and went inside. The bar was pretty quiet, so I grabbed a seat and ordered two glasses of wine. Not the highest-quality, but mid-range. Still nice. 

Not anything cheap.

I didn’t want her to think I was cheap. I didn’t want her to think I was flaunting anything, either; I didn’t have a lot of money, but I wanted to treat her right. 

I hadn’t liked a girl this much in a long time.

I took a sip of my wine, watching the clock on my phone.

I didn’t even hear her when she came in until she spoke.

“Hey, you.” 

I turned to greet her. 

She looked incredible.

She’d dressed up for the date. She wore a form-fitting black dress with a low neckline. The fabric clung to her just right, highlighting her soft curves. She’d curled her hair and put on just the right amount of makeup. A silver necklace hung around her neck, a single pearl dangling from it.

My mouth went dry. “Hey. Wow. You look…wow.” 

I picked up the untouched glass of wine and offered it to her. 

“Thank you,” she said, and took the glass. She took a sip. 

When she lowered the glass, there was a lipstick mark on the rim. 

I smiled. 

She probably had no idea, but I thought that was insanely hot.

It was going to be hard to keep myself under control during dinner, but I had to try. 

A hostess took us to our table, a nice little booth with a candle glowing in a frosted glass jar. I sat across from Bailey, gazing at her. 

How had Ryker let this one go? 

I hated that I kept thinking about that—him with her, him dating her and then leaving her.

I wondered if he’d cheated on her. 

It seemed like the kind of thing he would have done.

I couldn’t keep dwelling on that. This bullshit jealousy would only ruin what we had going. Which wasn’t much yet, but it was still something. And it had the possibility of turning into more, as long as I didn’t get in our own way.

Bailey looked at me and smiled. “How was work today?” 

“Oh, fine. I spent a few hours working on this guy’s back piece. It’s coming out great. Kind of a jungle animal theme. We’re doing color now. The lion has this really badass crown that I’m getting to do some cool stuff on. Really making it look metallic.” 

Bailey listened, her eyebrows raised. “That sounds neat.” 

“I’m pretty proud of it. I’ll show you some pictures when it’s done, if you like.” 

“I’d love to see.” She took another sip of her wine before talking again. “I’m really excited to start work on Monday. I’ve missed being around animals.” 

“Have you always wanted to work with animals?”

She’d certainly dated one.

Shit, I had to stop thinking like this. 

I liked her. I wanted her to like me. Ryker didn’t matter anymore. 

I wanted to treat this gorgeous woman right and see her smile like that forever. 

She answered me, thankfully pulling me away from my thoughts. “Yeah, I’ve always loved animals. I grew up on a farm a little ways outside of town, so I’m used to being around livestock. And we always had dogs and cats.” 

“Which one do you like better?”

“What?”

I smiled. “Are you a dog person or a cat person?” 

Bailey laughed and shook her head. “I feel like there’s a wrong answer here.” 

“No wrong answers. I’m just asking.” 

She sighed. “Cats are lower-maintenance. But you can take a dog hiking and camping.” 

“You can take a cat hiking and camping, too, if you train it to walk on a harness.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah. I follow one on Instagram. Her owners take her out all the time. On kayaks and hikes and stuff.” 

She tilted her head. “So you’re a cat person.” 

“Nah.” I chuckled. “I like them both about the same. I’ve had both as pets.” 

“Do you have any pets now?” 

“No. I was gonna get one soon, maybe. Thinking about adopting a little cat for now. Well, not little. Older.” 

“Good for you. Older cats don’t usually get a lot of love.” 

I smiled. 

It felt good to know she liked answers like that. And they were all genuine, too; I wasn’t about to lie to impress a girl. 

I took a long sip of my wine. Our waiter came and we ordered our dinner before falling back into easy, natural conversation. Bailey was smart, and she was fun and funny. She told me some stories about her travels, which sounded incredible, and even pulled her phone out of her bag to show me some photos.

I’d always known that the Grand Canyon was gorgeous, but her pictures were even more breathtaking.

Maybe I just liked them more because they were from her. 

I looked up at her, sighing. The last time I’d had it this bad for a girl was before I’d moved to Richland. There had been a couple dates here and there, but I’d really wanted to settle into a new life before I got into a relationship.

But now I was feeling pretty settled, and I was pretty sure I wanted to be with her.

But there was still one thing in my way. 

I hesitated, looking down at the table between us. “Bailey, can I ask you a question?”

This was risky, but I needed to know. I needed to find out a little more about her past.

I needed to know how likely it was that Ryker would kick my ass when he found out. 

Because he was a tough guy, and I’d seen him in a fight. I’d fought alongside him.

I wouldn’t stand a chance if he went after me. 

And I wasn’t sure how much Bradley and the other guys bought into the ‘guy code’ shit about not dating each other’s exes. I needed a little bit of information so I could protect myself in case they tried to fire me, tried to force me out of the friend group. 

I didn’t have any other friends in Richland, and I really didn’t want to lose the good relationships I’d built at No Regrets. That place was my second home. 

But God, I wanted her.

Bailey blinked. Maybe she could sense the sudden shift in my mood. “Uh…yeah. Anything you want.” 

“You and Ryker…” 

Her shoulders dropped. She lowered her head, sighing wearily. 

Like she’d been anticipating it. 

“I—I don’t want to talk about it much,” I said quickly. “It’s just that he talked about you all the time. Until he got with his new girl.” 

“He has a new girl?” 

“Yeah. Sydney. They seem pretty happy.” 

“That’s good.” 

“Yeah, it is. I’m happy for him. I’m happy I don’t have to hear about him screwing around all the time now. I swear, he’s hooked up with every single girl in Richland, and half of Malone, too.” 

Bailey laughed. “Sounds about right.” 

I nodded. “Yeah, well, I was gonna ask how it ended between the two of you. I have to be honest, I’m a little afraid he’s gonna throw me through the shop’s front window when he finds out about us. We’re not usually on the best of terms.” 

Bailey bit her lip. Slowly, she nodded. “Okay. I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you everything you want to know.” 
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Chapter Ten

Bailey

Of course he wanted to know about me and Ryker.

It was normal to want to know a little about your potential partner’s exes. I was a little curious about Garrett’s past experiences, and it was fair for him to ask about mine, too.

That didn’t mean I wanted to talk about it.

But I liked him. And he worked with my ex, so he needed to know a little about our past. 

He needed to know how serious everything had been, and how ugly the breakup had gotten. 

I sighed, reaching for my wine glass and taking a long sip. I could feel Garrett watching me, waiting for me to start my story.

Where to start was the problem. 

I sighed heavily and started at the beginning, in high school. How Garrett had been the hot upperclassman and I was a freshman who wanted to be cool. But he’d really cared for me. He was sweet then, and patient. He didn’t put any pressure on me for sex, which was better than a lot of guys back then. 

Garrett looked almost confused when I said that. “Really? Because all he talked about before Sydney was how he was hooking up with different girls.” 

I laughed. “He’s always wanted to be the big dog, you know? I mean, a lot of his hookups might not have even happened.”

“I guess that’s true.” Garrett shrugged. “I guess he could’ve just made it up. Guy talk and all that.” 

“Right?” I laughed. “Anyway, so he got accepted to college and moved away. We made it work long-distance. It was pretty good, but I missed him. A lot. And I got clingy and dramatic and it reached the point where Ryker quit law school to come back and be with me.” 

Garrett let out a low whistle.

I laughed bitterly.

I’d really messed it up. 

I’d messed him up. 

“I mean, he wasn’t happy there, anyway. He didn’t like being in law school. He was too much of a free spirit for that. Artistic. You know. He’s a really great artist.” 

Garrett nodded. “Yeah, he is. He’s got a lot of talent and he’s worked hard to get where he is.” 

I smiled. “He is. So, yeah. He dropped out of school, and keep in mind, this was five years ago. I was nineteen and stupid. He got home and I told him it was too late. I skipped town and didn’t look back.” 

“Wait, really?” 

I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll be the first one to admit that it was a shitty move. Like I said, I just didn’t know any better. I was nineteen and had a lot of emotions and I didn’t know how to process them.” 

Garrett nodded. “Nineteen is hard.” 

“It is. And it’s hard to be with someone when they’re in a much different place, you know? And we were in different places in every way. Mental, emotional. Physical, since we were doing a long-distance relationship.” 

“It sounds like it was difficult,” he said in a soft voice.

That was an understatement. 

“It was. It was hard on both of us, and I handled it in about the worst way possible. Everyone kept texting me, telling me what a wreck he was after I left. But I kept telling myself I didn’t care.” 

“But you did?” 

“Absolutely. Ryker was my first love. He broke my heart, and I guess, I broke his too. We have history, as much as I hate it.” 

He made a face. 

“I said first,” I said, smiling. “Not only.” 

“Sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” I chuckled and took a sip of wine. My glass was almost empty, and after this talk, I definitely wanted another. “I left and started traveling. I went all around the country. Fooled around with a lot of guys. Dated a guy pretty exclusively for a while, out in New Mexico. But even at the time, I knew it wouldn’t last. He wasn’t the one. He was my rebound.” 

Garrett raised his eyebrows at that. “You have an idea of who ‘the one’ might be?” 

I smiled. 

Of course he would ask a question like that. 

I leaned back in my chair. 

“Hmm. Well, he’s strong. Tall. I like a guy at least six feet tall.” 

“Okay.” 

I could see it in his eyes—he was mentally checking off boxes.

I kept going. “I like blue eyes. I like guys that dress nice. Artists. I love guys who are creative. But also, you know, guys who are down to go outside and do stuff like camp and hike.” 

He nodded again. “Okay, yeah.” 

I wanted to laugh. I watched him lean forward, eyes bright. He was hanging on every word I said. 

It was adorable.

“And he’s gotta have some drive. I want a guy that’s ambitious, you know? Not lazy. And most of all, romantic.” 

“Romantic, huh? Define your idea of romantic.” 

I looked around the restaurant. “Well, this is pretty good.” 

Garrett grinned. 

I smiled back.

A lot of that was just guesswork, but he looked pretty pleased with my description. 

I hoped it was all right.

Because I had a really good feeling about Garrett.

* * * * *

He kissed me again as we went into my bedroom. 

I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. I wanted him. I wanted him to hold me and kiss me, and I wanted him to hold me down in the bed and make me forget my own name. 

I pulled him toward the bed, kicking my heels off as we went. Garrett shrugged off his jacket, then wrapped one arm around me. He tugged down my zipper. My dress opened and slipped down my shoulders.

I moaned quietly, pulling him closer to me. 

“Garrett,” I murmured.

He pulled my dress down, and as it hit the floor, I stepped out of it. 

His hands moved to my hips, squeezing gently.

I slipped my hands under his shirt, feeling along his muscles.

His abs were insane.

I wanted to run my tongue all over them, feel him move under me.

But something was on my mind.

As good as this felt, I owed it to Ryker to at least tell him I was back in town, suggest that maybe there was another guy in the picture.

I needed to know that he was happy. Because even though I’d been the one to fuck up our relationship, I still cared about him.

A part of me still loved him, even. 

But I wasn’t in love with him. We weren’t together, and that was for the best; from what Garrett had to say, Ryker was with a new girl who made him really happy. 

I eased back from the kiss, putting my hands on top of Garrett’s. “Hey…” 

“Hm?” He lifted his head, looking down at me with a smile. “What’s up?” 

I bit my lip. “I, uh, I think we shouldn’t.” 

“Shouldn’t…?” 

“Sleep together.” 

“Oh.” 

I knew he’d be disappointed, but I just didn’t feel right about it. 

“I—sorry. I want to, Garrett, but there’s a lot on my mind. I wasn’t even sure I was going to go on this date with you.” 

He was quiet for a minute. Then, finally, he looked at me. “Ryker?” 

I nodded. “I want to talk to him. Clear the air. And then we’ll see about this thing you and I have going. Because I’m really into you.” 

His smile returned. “Well, that’s good. I’m really into you, too.” 

I smiled back. “Stay the night?” 

“Yeah,” he said. “I’d like that.” 

I pulled him toward my bed, content to sleep in my underwear. He followed, stripping down to his boxers before climbing into bed with me.

I fell asleep fast, his arm over my waist, and didn’t dream. 
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Chapter Eleven

Garrett

I slept great. 

Bailey’s bed was comfortable, and she was so warm. It was impossible to sleep badly when I was next to her. 

I went to work in a great mood, even stopping to grab coffee for the guys. The place was going to be full today; Malone was having power problems, so the whole group was coming back to the home shop.

It was gonna be cool to work with Benny and Logan again. It was nice to have the shop a little quieter sometimes, but I did miss them when they were over at the new location. 

The morning was quiet. We all chatted, did our work. 

I thought about Bailey a lot.

She said she wanted to talk to Ryker before we kept seeing each other, and I could respect that. He’d been a big part of her life for a long time. 

She deserved the chance to clear the air. That way, she and I could start a relationship without any guilt or anxiety.

But I hoped it happened quickly.

I wanted her. Not just sexually—although I definitely wanted to sleep with her—but I wanted to take her out without worrying about Ryker seeing us or hearing about it. I wanted to spend nice nights together and not be stressing about word getting around.

I wanted to give this a real try and not have to sneak around.

I wanted to make her happy the way she deserved. 

But still, as much as I was eager for her to rip the bandage off and talk to him, I was shocked as hell when she walked into No Regrets a little after noon.

But not as shocked as Ryker. 

His tattoo gun clattered to the ground when he saw her—thankfully he was cleaning it, not working on anyone.

“Bay?” 

His voice sounded tight.

Shit. 

What if he still wanted her? What if he broke up with Sydney to get back with Bailey?

I kept my head down, but stole glances at her as she came up the stairs to stand at the entrance to Ryker’s booth. 

She didn’t even look my way.

Probably for the best. 

Around the shop, the guys’ heads popped up. Everyone was watching.

We hadn’t seen anything like this since Benny’s ex had walked in a few months ago, but the circumstances had been very different. Bryn had been our business rival and a pain in our collective ass since I started, although they’d worked things out. 

Bay was almost a legend. 

She smiled at him, leaning over the half-wall. “Hey, you got an appointment coming up?” 

“Why?” he asked, his voice full of suspicion.

“I was hoping we could talk?” 

Ryker hesitated. He glanced at the clock on the wall, then turned toward the front. “Hey Zoe? If my next guy shows up, tell him I had to take care of a…personal matter.” Then he turned to Bradley. “Boss, can I borrow your office?” 

“Yeah, sure. Go for it.” 

“Cool.” 

He stepped out of his station and went toward the back. Bailey followed.

I watched her go until the office door closed behind them. 

Time slowed to a crawl. 

The next five minutes felt like an hour, but the door finally opened.

Bailey came out of the office, walking quickly.

Her head was bowed, but I could see the tears on her cheeks. 

She glanced up, her eyes meeting mine. She shook her head.

No.

No what? I didn’t have a clue what it meant.

I didn’t make a move to go after her, or even talk to her. But did she mean we couldn’t see each other at all? That something was still there between her and Ryker? 

If that was the case, I wasn’t sure I could stay at No Regrets. 

I wasn’t sure I’d even want to stay in Richland.

Ryker came out of the office a moment later, head up. He looked like nothing had happened.

I had to know.

I cleared my throat. “Hey, uh, is she okay?” I asked. “That girl came out of here in tears, dude.” 

Ryker snorted. “She’s my ex.” 

“Oh.” 

“Yeah. I mean, it’s all good. She’s just back in town and wanted to let me know. So it wasn’t weird if we saw each other out and about.” 

“Then why was she crying?” 

He puffed his chest out.

Anger surged up inside me.

“‘Cause she still has a thing for me, obviously,” he said. “I’m the best she’s ever gonna get. And now she’s all upset because she’s shit out of luck. I’m with Syd and I’m happy. I don’t want to get back with Bay.” 

I looked away. Because if I tried to keep the conversation going, I was going to say something stupid. 

She could do so much better than him.

I could be so much better than him. 

And I was going to make sure that he didn’t convince her to stay away from me. 


[image: ]

Chapter Twelve

Bailey

I had seven texts by the time I made it home, all of them from Garrett.

Of course he was worried, but I needed time to process.

Ryker was such a jerk. I wondered why I even hesitated with Garrett and had concern for Ryker.

Of course, he framed the whole thing like I was coming in for a second chance. He made sure I knew how happy he was with his girlfriend, how hot she was, how great the sex was. 

I wasn’t a violent person, but slapping him had crossed my mind. 

And now I was on the couch at Jackie’s, my feet kicked up, listening to my phone chime with reminders that I had unread texts.

I just couldn’t deal with them right now. 

I couldn’t think about Garrett or Ryker. 

Honestly, I couldn’t think of anything but how stupid I felt. I’d said I was going to swear off men, and here I was, letting two of them mess with my head. 

I shouldn’t have let Jackie talk me into sleeping with Garrett. If I hadn’t, none of this would have happened. 

My phone went off again.

I groaned and picked it up, reading the text messages I had. 

Bailey, are you okay?

What happened?

He’s being a jackass about it, trying to tell us you still have the hots for him.

Can I see you after work? Just to talk?

Bailey?

Are you all right?

Please just let me know you got home safe? 

I’m worried about you.

What a sweet guy.

But honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk to him right now.

I didn’t want to talk to anyone.

Of course, as soon as I thought that, I heard Jackie’s key in the door.

I turned my head, looking up as she came in. Her smile faded as our eyes met.

“Bailey, are you okay? Girl, you look like you just got your heart broken.” 

“Is it that bad?” 

“Have you looked in a mirror lately?” 

“Hell, no.” 

She smiled sympathetically and dropped her bag by the couch, sitting down next to me. 

“Okay, spill it. What happened?” 

I sighed. “I went to No Regrets.” 

“Why did you do that?” she asked.

“Because I wanted to talk to Ryker before I kept this thing going with Garrett.”

She made a little ouch noise and rubbed my shoulder. “And I’m assuming it went poorly?” 

“You’ve met Ryker, right?” 

She laughed softly. “Yeah. I have.” 

As hurt as I was, I appreciated that Jackie could smile at a time like this. I needed a little humor after the day I’d had.

“He was kind of a jackass. He wouldn’t really let me get a word in, you know? Just started in about how it was too late for me to come begging, how he had moved on and gotten a new girlfriend and she’s super great and sexy.” 

Jackie rolled his eyes. “Oh my god.” 

“Right?” 

“He’s turned into such a jerk.” She frowned.

I nodded. “It’s really off-putting. Like, he still looks good, but he’s being a dick.”

Jackie put a hand on my shoulder. “Okay, so what about your other guy? Garrett?” 

I shrugged. “He’s really great. But I feel weird dating him after me and Ryker, you know?” 

“Okay,” she said, “but here’s a thought.”

“What?” 

She leaned close, looking into my eyes. “Fuck Ryker and fuck what Ryker thinks.” 

I snorted. Only Jackie would give me a response like that. “It’s not that easy, Jackie.” 

“No? Why not?” she asked.

“Because they work together.” 

“So?”

“So, it’ll be weird. Especially if Ryker still thinks I have a thing for him.” 

She looked at me for a long moment. “You don’t, right?” 

“Hell, no.” I shuddered. “Especially not after today. I can’t believe you’d even consider that.” 

“Okay,” she said, holding up her hands. “Sorry, just had to check.” 

“I get it. It’s cool.” 

She sighed. “Well, listen. I think you and your fella should talk. Invite him to meet you at the bar tonight. Have a drink and a heart-to-heart.” 

That wasn’t a bad idea. And if we didn’t meet until later, I’d have some time to think and figure out what I wanted to do.

Because right now, nothing made sense.

I sent him a text.

Hey. I’m home, talking to Jackie. I’m okay, I think. Can we meet tonight? At the same bar as last time? I just want to talk about some stuff.

The response came in immediately.

Of course. You sure you’re okay? 

I’m all right. I will be. Just gotta think through some things.

Okay. I’ll see you tonight. Eight?

Eight is good. See you then, Garrett.

I tossed my phone on the coffee table and closed my eyes. Jackie got up from the couch.

When I opened my eyes again, she was holding a bottle of beer out in my direction.

“Here. Drink up. You need to get your nerves under control.”

“Is it that bad?”

“You’re like…vibrating with stress. I can feel it coming off of you.”

“Shit. Sorry, Jackie.”

“Don’t be sorry,” she said. “Just have a drink and figure out what you want to do. Whatever happens, I’ve got your back.” 

I smiled and leaned over, putting my head on her shoulder. She hugged me tight. 

“You’re the best, Jackie.” 

“I try. You’re pretty good, too.”

“You think?”

“Yeah.” She ruffled my hair affectionately. 

At least she was on my side, no matter what I decided to do about Garrett. 
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Chapter Thirteen

Garrett

I had to figure out what was going on.

Bailey wasn’t texting me back anymore. I didn’t know what was happening with her, except that she was sort-of okay and we were meeting for drinks later.

Ryker wasn’t talking about it, either. Once she’d left, it was like Bailey had never shown up at the studio.

I would have imagined that a run-in with his ex would have rattled him more. He had been hung up on her until Sydney came into the picture, and now Bailey was back, and he was being a total prick about it. 

I didn’t know enough about their history to really understand it.

But Bradley would.

And he would have my back. 

Luckily, Ryker left early. His schedule had been pretty light all week, and he was enjoying having some extra time with Sydney. 

I was enjoying extra time without him.

I waited until the shop closed to ask Bradley to talk. Zoe cut out as soon as we closed, leaving us alone in the shop.

I looked across my half-wall at him and sighed. “Hey, Bradley?” 

He looked up, eyebrows raised. “What’s up?” 

“I just, uh, got a question. About Ryker.” 

“Jesus, Garrett…” 

“I know, I know. So, that girl.” 

“Bay?” 

“Yeah. How bad was Ryker? After they broke up?” 

He gave me a suspicious look. “Why do you want to know?”

“I just do.” 

“Is this some kind of blackmail shit?” 

“What? No! God, no! I just…I need to know.” 

Bradley sighed. He leaned on the wall between us, arms folded. “He was a wreck. Like, completely falling apart.” 

I swallowed. 

Bradley kept going, looking down at the floor. “He was totally in love with her. Wanted to marry her. And after she split, he kept trying to contact her. She wasn’t having it, though. Didn’t call or text back at all.” 

“Oh.” 

“Yeah, it was bad. Really bad. I was a little surprised by how nonchalant he was, you know? With her walking into the shop like that.” 

I bit my lip, looking away.

I was so screwed. 

And Bradley somehow sensed it. He leaned over the wall, slugging me in the shoulder. “All right, now ‘fess up. Why are you so hung up on Ryker and Bay?” 

Shit.

I didn’t really have a choice, did I?

“Well, nobody told me ‘Bay’ was short for Bailey.” 

Bradley raised an eyebrow. “And?” 

“I thought it was a nickname. Y’know. How you call your girlfriend or whatever your bae.” 

“And?” 

“And, we…met at a bar. She told me her name is Bailey. Which isn’t a lie.” 

Bradley went silent, staring at me. 

He was disappointed. 

I would have preferred him being pissed. 

He said, “Garrett, you didn’t.” 

I sighed. “I slept with her. And we went on a date last night. And now she’s acting weird, and I want to get with her, you know? Like, I want her to be my girlfriend.” 

“You want Bay to be your bae.” He smirked. 

I rolled my eyes. “Hilarious.” 

But he was right.

I wanted that. More than anything.

Bradley sighed heavily. “All right, look. If you want to do this, you gotta handle Ryker. It’s not up to only her. You’re the one who wants to date his ex.” 

“Bro code and all that crap.”

“It’s not bro code. That’s bullshit, and you know it.” He gave me a stern look. 

He really was everyone’s big brother. 

“You want her,” Bradley said. “And he’s your friend. I know you butt heads sometimes, but he’s still your friend. So you need to handle this head-on. And fast. Because if he finds out from anyone else but you, he’s gonna knock your teeth out.” 

“My parents spent a lot on braces. I better make sure that doesn’t happen.” 

“Exactly. So figure your shit out fast. And try not to do it in my shop. I don’t want to have to clean up any more blood than usual.” 

I nodded. “Right. Right. Got it. I’ll talk to him. Soon. But I gotta talk to her first. I don’t know what the hell’s going on.” I looked at him, frowning. “Does Lora ever do this thing where she, like…she won’t really tell you what’s wrong, but you know something’s wrong.” 

Bradley snorted. He shook his head—he clearly understood that too well. “She used to sometimes, but now we just talk about it. You better nip that shit in the bud, too. No reason not to talk like adults.” 

That was a good point.

“Okay.” I nodded, pulling my phone from my back pocket to check the time. I sighed. “All right, well, I gotta finish cleaning. I’m trying to wrap my shit up here so I can go meet up with her.”

Bradley nodded. “Get it done and get out of here. Straighten it all out and get your head clear, got it?” 

“Yeah, I got it.” I smiled at him, turning away. 

* * * * *

I pulled up to the bar where we’d met, parking next to Bailey’s car.

She was waiting at a booth inside. Two beers sat untouched on the table. 

I slid into the bench across from her, giving her a smile. “Hey.” 

“Hey.” 

She looked tired. 

Or maybe she looked sad.

Sometimes, they looked kinda the same. 

But I kept my smile in place and offered her my hand. She took it, laying hers in mine. 

I squeezed a little.

She didn’t squeeze back. 

“So,” I said, “are you okay?” 

Bailey sighed. She bobbed her head, a non-answer that made my stomach drop.

I liked her so much. I really felt like we had a connection.

And she looked like she wanted to skip town all over again.

“Garrett, I…” 

She trailed off. I didn’t interrupt; I just wanted her to collect her thoughts, tell me what she was feeling.

But I squeezed her hand again anyway.

She exhaled, looking up at me. Her eyes were wet with tears. 

“Garrett. When I moved here, I said I wasn’t going to rush into a relationship. I didn’t plan on this, you know?” 

I could see where this was going, and I didn’t want it to continue, but if this was what was best for her, I wasn’t going to try and tell her no. 

She sniffled softly. “You’re a great guy, but coming back here, seeing Ryker, it’s…a lot.” 

I nodded slowly. “I get it.” 

“I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“I’ll be okay.” It was going to hurt. Hell, I was hurting already. I wished I was anywhere but listening to her break things off. It wasn’t fair—we hadn’t even gotten a proper start to our relationship.

“But you’re really sweet, and you’re really good in bed, and…” 

I smiled at her. “Hey. It’s okay, Bailey.” 

I put my free hand on top of hers. 

She lowered her head, sniffling again. “I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be sorry. It’s all right. You gotta take care of yourself first, you know?” 

She looked up at me, her eyes wet with tears. 

I just smiled. “It’s okay, Bailey. I get it. Maybe we can just hang out sometimes, huh? Be friends?” 

She hesitated, but nodded. “Yeah. It’s too soon for me to be feeling like this, you know?” 

“I get it,” I said, inwardly wincing. This sucked.

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Okay.” She pulled her hand out from between mine and took a long drink of her beer.

I understood where she was coming from, but understanding didn’t make it hurt any less. 
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Chapter Fourteen

Bailey

I left after I finished my beer, driving home alone.

Garrett had been so sweet, but I knew he was probably hurting. I knew I was. 

I should’ve stuck to my guns. I shouldn’t have let Jackie convince me to get with him, especially after I’d told her I didn’t want to jump into a relationship. 

I hadn’t even wanted to jump into a casual fling. I’d wanted to settle in, be single for a while. Deal with Ryker on my own terms, not rush that so I could feel like I had permission to sleep with another man. 

Because that’s what this was about. 

I felt like I needed his blessing to move on with my life.

I didn’t sleep at all. My thoughts ran in circles all night. I wanted to apologize to Garrett; I wanted to find a way to stop letting Ryker control my life. I wanted to convince myself that Ryker’s opinion and thoughts were irrelevant.

I was my own person. I could sleep with Garrett if I wanted. I could sleep with the whole crew at No Regrets if I wanted. 

But I was so worried about what Ryker would think.

This wasn’t like me at all. 

I gave up on sleeping when the sun came up, and headed for the kitchen. I made coffee and breakfast—French toast with bacon, enough for me and Jackie, both, even though she wasn’t awake yet. 

I took my plate to the back deck and sat down, sighing heavily.

This sucked. 

It sucked to have hurt someone I cared about, and it sucked to be torn up about it.

It sucked to regret coming back here.

Maybe I should have stayed out west. I could have found a place to stay in New Mexico, or maybe Nevada. Somewhere hot and sunny and rugged. 

I could have avoided all of this crap with men. 

They really did ruin everything.

I couldn’t let this happen again. No matter how good a guy looked, I couldn’t let myself get tangled up in anything else.

And when I was ready to finally date again? Well, I was staying away from tattoo artists altogether. 

Maybe even writing off guys with any ink.

I sat outside for a while after I finished eating. I didn’t realize how much time had passed until Jackie opened the door.

“Bailey?” she asked. “You okay?” 

I shrugged. 

She came out to the porch, a cup of coffee in one hand and her plate in the other. She sat down beside me, frowning. “You were up early.”

“I didn’t sleep.” 

“What?” She frowned, cutting off a bite of her French toast. 

I sighed. “Yeah, I didn’t sleep at all.”

“Why?” 

I frowned. “I broke up with Garrett.” 

Jackie lifted her head, looking at me with wide eyes. “Wait, what?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Why?” 

“Because…it just…it was too soon, and with Ryker, and…” 

“Oh my God, Bailey. You can’t worry about what Ryker thinks.”

“It’s his coworker, though!”

“So? He’s got a new girl. You’re allowed to have a new guy.” 

I sighed and looked away. “I don’t know, I just don’t like this, Jackie. I don’t think it’s right. Especially after he was such a jackass yesterday.” 

“I know, but like…hear me out.” 

“I’m listening.”

“Screw him,” she said.

“No. Never again.” I couldn’t help my smirk.

Jackie rolled her eyes. 

I went on, “He was a big part of my life for a long time. I can’t just ignore him.” 

“Yeah, but he didn’t care if you’d be upset when he got a new girlfriend. Why do his feelings matter so much to you?” 

I shrugged. “I just feel bad about before, and I want things to be easy.” 

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but nothing is easy.” Jackie smiled, reaching to pat my hand. “It sucks. It’s hard. It’s hard to date and it’s hard to care about people. And you need to think about what you want. Not what you think some guy you haven’t talked to in five years wants for you.” 

God, I hated when she was right.

I leaned back in my chair, closing my eyes. “Okay, but what if I do care what he thinks?” 

“Why? Do you still have a thing for him?” 

“God, no.” 

“So it doesn’t matter. You’re just being a pushover.” 

“I am not,” I said, glaring at her.

“You are. Because you’re letting a guy that isn’t into you dictate your next relationship.”

Did she really have to keep hitting the nail on the head like that? 

I sighed again. “Okay. I just need to think. For a while.” 

Jackie nodded. “Well, let me finish my breakfast, and then I’m out of your hair, okay? I gotta get to work soon, anyway.” 

“Okay. I’ll probably be in the bath for a while. Or out here.”

“Have fun. And call if you need me, okay?” 

“Okay.” I smiled faintly. “Have a good one.” 

“You, too.” 

Once she left and I cleaned up the kitchen, I went back to my room, falling back into bed. 

This time, I managed to fall asleep. 
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Chapter Fifteen

Garrett

Bailey wasn’t talking to me at all anymore.

I’d texted her when I got home from the bar, just to make sure she was home safe.

No response.

I’d tried again this morning—Hey, just wanted to make sure you’re okay. Hope you’re feeling all right. 

Nothing.

I didn’t want to be upset, but dammit, I was. 

And when Ryker walked into the shop, my anger suddenly had a target.

Because dammit, if he wasn’t such a jerk, this wouldn’t be happening. I wouldn’t have lost out on a girl I really cared about.

I glared as he walked up to his station.

He didn’t even look my way.

Why did he have to be such an ass all the time? 

Why were women always falling over themselves to get with him? Yeah, he was super macho-looking and dressed nice, but so did a lot of other guys in Richland. 

I’d never really wanted to fight a guy before, but today, I was in the mood. 

I looked at Ryker. He stood with his back to me, working in his station. 

“Hey.” 

He turned his head. “Oh, shit. Hey, man. Sorry, I was in my own world. How’re you?” 

I shrugged. “Been better.” 

“Oh. Everything okay? Or…” 

I frowned. “So…that girl.” 

“Who?”

“The girl that was here yesterday,” I said. “To talk to you.” 

“Bailey?” He raised his eyebrows.

“Yeah.” 

“What about her?” 

I shrugged. “She’s hot.” 

Ryker snorted. “Don’t even, dude.” 

I looked up. “Why? Like, she’s really gorgeous. I’m a sucker for pretty brown eyes.” 

“There’s history there. I don’t want any of you messing with her.” 

I scowled. “You can’t have Sydney and Bailey, both.” 

“I don’t want Bailey. But I don’t want her with you.” 

I stood up.

The door opened.

Bradley walked in, Zoe right behind him.

I didn’t care. This was happening now. 

“You can’t tell her who she can and can’t be with,” I said.

“What the hell? Why do you care so much? It’s not like you even know her! She just got back to town.” He threw his hands up, shaking his head. “Just shut up, Garrett. Fuck.” 

“No. No, I do know her. I know she’s smart, and she’s fun. She likes animals and camping and she loves traveling. She’s gorgeous and sexy.” 

“Garrett—” 

“I’m not done,” I snapped.

Bradley stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at us. 

I was pretty sure I heard him mumble something. It sounded a lot like, “Dammit, Garrett.” 

I didn’t care.

I didn’t care about anything but making Ryker understand that he couldn’t control a girl he wasn’t with. 

“You have this girl who came back here to try and get some closure on a bad chapter of her life, and you just treated her like shit. She cares about you. She cares about you and your feelings enough to come in here and try to smooth things over.” 

Ryker came over the wall at me.

And for a second, I thought that maybe I’d really messed up. 

He lunged, grabbing me by the shirt collar.

My back hit the wall. 

Bradley and Zoe were both stumbling up the stairs, trying to get to us.

Ryker bumped me against the wall—not enough to hurt, just enough to remind me that he was bigger and stronger than me.

“You stay the hell away from Bailey. Got it? Don’t go fucking near her.” 

“Fuck you!” I moved to take a swing at him. 

And he was suddenly out of reach, Bradley and Zoe both holding him back. 

“Garrett, get the hell out of here,” Bradley snapped. “Walk your ass down to Bakeology and wait for me.” 

I ducked around the three of them and hurried off. 

And as I did, I could hear Ryker shouting after me.

“Stay the hell away from her, Garrett! I swear to god, if you go near her—” 

The door slammed shut, cutting him off, but I could guess the threats that came after.

* * * * *

Kenzie didn’t say anything—she just brought me a cup of coffee and put it in front of me. A moment later, Lora appeared with one of her rum cupcakes. 

I bit into it, scowling. 

Ten minutes later, Bradley walked into the shop. He waved at Lora and Kenzie, but didn’t stop to chat. Instead, he came right over to sit down at the table across from me.

“Garrett.” 

“Bradley.” 

“What the hell was that?” he asked.

“You told me to handle the situation.” 

“I said not in my shop.” 

“You weren’t there.” 

Bradley sighed heavily. Lora approached the table, putting down a coffee and a cupcake for him, too. 

He touched her hand, just for a minute.

I hated how jealous I felt. 

I folded my arms on the table, shaking my head.

Bradley leaned back, watching me. “C’mon, dude. Talk.” 

“I just—I hate him.” 

“You don’t. You’re pissed off. You don’t hate anyone.” 

“Okay, fine. I’m pissed off.”

“Why?” 

“Because I like Bailey. I want to go out with her. I don’t want him to make her feel like she can’t be with me.” 

“And you thought yelling at him was gonna get your point across?” 

I huffed, shrugging. “I just…shit. I’m pissed. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Obviously.” 

“Shut up, Bradley.”

“No, I’m gonna make sure you know that you messed this one up.” 

“Fine.” I picked up my cupcake and took a bite.

Bradley sipped his coffee.

I hung my head. “She broke up with me. Because of him. Because he was such a jerk when she came by. And now he’s acting like he gets to decide who she dates.” 

“I do that with Kenzie.”

“It’s different, man. She’s your sister. Not your ex.” 

Bradley shrugged. 

I shook my head. “Look, it’s not fair. He can’t keep controlling her. He can’t control me.” 

“He shouldn’t,” Bradley said. “But what are you gonna do about it?” 

“I mean, nothing. If Bailey doesn’t want to try…” 

“So why aren’t you mad at her?” 

“Because the only reason she said no is Ryker!” 

Bradley leaned toward me. “Garrett, look. You gotta figure this out. I won’t have two of my guys fighting in the shop. Especially not over a woman.” 

I shut my eyes. “Do you think…do you think he still loves her?” 

Bradley raised his eyebrows. “No. I don’t. But I think he cares about her and doesn’t want to admit it.”

“Then the problem is him.”

“Is it?” 

“Well, yeah. If he wasn’t being a dick—” 

Bradley held a hand up and I fell silent.

“He thought she was the one,” Bradley said. “He thought they were good, and then she skipped town. He’s got a lot of anger and sadness about her. And he’s gotta deal with that.” He shook his head. “Take the rest of the day off. Get your head clear and figure out what you want to do.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Think about whether you think you can still work around Ryker. Think about whether Bailey is really worth all this.” He patted my shoulder, then rose and turned toward the counter.

He wanted to talk to Lora.

And I wanted to get the hell out of here.

I rose and left the shop, taking my coffee and cupcake with me.


[image: ]

Chapter Sixteen

Bailey

I got the text and groaned.

Almost got in a fight with Ryker. Just wanted to tell you. I’ll leave you alone now.

Dammit, Garrett.

I sighed, rolling over on the couch. I’d dozed off watching true crime documentaries and had weird dreams—my own fault, really. And now I was waking up to this, and a terrible headache.

I always got headaches after a long cry.

I sat up and sighed heavily. 

This wasn’t easy for either of us. I knew he was struggling, but getting into a fight with Ryker was stupid. 

I hadn’t replied to any of Garrett’s texts so far, but I couldn’t let this one go. 

Are you serious? What the hell were you thinking?

Clearly I wasn’t. Bradley said the same thing.

At least somebody in that shop thinks, I wrote back. What a couple of jerks—him and Ryker, both.

Really don’t need you being like this, too. 

I rolled my eyes.

Why was he being such a baby when he was the only reason there was a problem? 

I put my phone down and walked away, going to the kitchen. I poured a glass of iced tea and took a long sip. 

I had to figure this out fast. Before Garrett ended up in the hospital. 

My phone went off again, but I just let it chime. I had to clear my head before I could work through this. I went into the back yard with my glass of tea and a blanket from my bed. I spread the blanket out and lay in the grass, my eyes closed. 

I had to work it out. On my own. With nobody else telling me what to think or feel. 

I wanted this to end with everyone happy. That’s what mattered most. I didn’t want Ryker to hurt, I didn’t want Garrett to hurt, and I sure as hell didn’t want to be hurt myself. 

But what happened if I removed Ryker from the picture? He had a girlfriend, and from what I kept hearing, they were happy. 

If I didn’t factor in Ryker, it was just me and Garrett.

And I knew I liked him.

I wanted to let my feelings for him develop. I wanted to get to know him better. I wanted to really care about him, and I wanted him to be a part of my life.

And why should I deny myself happiness because of someone else? If Ryker was pissed off, well, that was on him. That was for him and his new girl to deal with, not me. 

At the end of the day, it didn’t matter whether he liked it or not. 

I needed to move on with my life. I needed to find some happiness of my own, and he needed to focus on his happiness. 

I needed to get in touch with Garrett, and for the right reasons this time.

But first…a little cloud-watching.

For the soul.

* * * * *

We met at the same bar as always. 

I got there first—like usual—and found the bar packed. But nobody we knew was here, and there were two stools open at the bar. 

I sat in one and put my bag in the other. 

A few minutes later, I felt a hand on my shoulder. 

I turned and saw Garrett. 

He looked handsome as ever, in a pair of dark wash jeans and a red t-shirt that showed off the ink on his arms. He also looked nervous. 

But I smiled and moved my bag, letting him sit down. “Hey.” 

“Hey.” 

He waved for the bartender and ordered two beers. Then he turned to me, giving me a nervous smile.

“It’s okay,” I said gently. “This is a good conversation, I promise.”

“Not breakup part two?” 

I laughed, shaking my head. “Not breakup part two.” 

He exhaled, visibly relaxing.

God, he was almost as nervous as me. 

“I just… wanted to talk. Because I did some thinking, and… and I might have made some decisions without thinking about myself first.” 

“Oh.” Garrett nodded. “Okay, um… what… what are you thinking?” 

“I’m thinking I need to stop caring what my ex thinks. To an extent.” 

“Okay.” He nodded. “Okay, uh… yeah. Yeah, that’s… I mean…” 

I chuckled. “Take a deep breath, Garrett.” 

He groaned, but took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

“It’s okay.” I put my hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. “It’s okay.” 

He looked at me, still nervous. “Are you sure?” 

“I’m sure it’s okay, Garrett. I know what I want to talk to you about, and I know it’s okay.” 

He swallowed, nodding. As he did, the bartender brought our beers. I took mine and took a long sip, drinking deep. Garrett did the same. 

“Okay, so what’s going on?” he asked.

“I spent a lot of time outside today. Just thinking.” 

“That sounds nice.” 

“It was pretty good. My roommate makes great sweet tea, and I drank almost the whole pitcher.” 

He chuckled.

It was nice to hear him laugh. 

He turned on his stool so he could look me directly in the eyes. “So what did all that sugar help you figure out?” 

“That I want to be with you.” 

His eyes lit up. “Really?” 

“Really.” 

I smiled, shifting on my bar stool to get a little closer to him.

He wrapped an arm around me. 

“I just think we need to keep it quiet for a bit,” I said. “Let things settle. And then we’ll go for it.” 

“Okay.” He nodded. “Yeah. That sounds good.”

Garrett leaned toward me.

I smiled, tilting my head. 

Our lips met, and it was just as good as the first time he’d kissed me.

But he pulled back suddenly.

No.

Someone had pulled him back from me.

And I looked up into Ryker’s furious face. 
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Chapter Seventeen

Garrett

I spun around on my stool, yelping as a strong hand gripped my shoulder.

Ryker.

And I had been kissing Bailey. 

I glanced down.

His other hand was balled into a fist at his side. Ready to strike.

I was screwed.

He wasn’t going to let me off with a warning again; he’d done that already today, screaming the threat as I ran from the shop.

This was going to hurt. 

Hopefully he’d just take it out on me. Not Bailey. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he growled, lifting his fist. “I told you to stay away from her.” 

“Ryker!” 

It was a woman’s voice, but not Bailey’s. 

I looked over Ryker’s shoulder.

Sydney stood behind him, her mouth half-open in horror.

“Jesus, Ryker, let him go.” She stepped forward, grabbing his hand. 

His grip relaxed and he stepped back, but his other hand remained curled into a fist.

Sydney sighed heavily, shaking her head. She gave me an apologetic look. “Shit. Garrett, hi. Are you okay?” She glanced to Bailey and smiled. “Sorry, I hope this won’t ruin your date. Garrett’s a cool guy.” 

“No, it’s cool.” But Bailey didn’t sound like it was cool.

Sydney looked at the three of us in turn, ending on Ryker. She put her hands on her ample hips, looking up at him. It was almost comical. 

“Ryker Hart. What the hell were you thinking, attacking Garrett like that?” 

Ryker shrugged, looking anywhere but at Sydney. “I told him to stay away.” 

“From what?” 

He nodded his head toward Bailey.

Sydney raised her eyebrows. She turned to Bailey and sighed. “I’m sorry my boyfriend is being an idiot.” She held her hand out. “I’m Sydney.” 

Bailey hesitated, then took her hand and shook. “Hi. I’m Bailey.” 

“Bailey… Oh. Oh, shit, are you Bay?” 

Bailey’s face went red and she nodded. 

Sydney sighed. “Well. Again, I’m sorry that Ryker’s acting like an idiot.” She turned her head back to Ryker. “Apologize to them. For ruining their date.” 

Despite how scared shit I was a minute ago, this was actually pretty amusing. I would’ve paid money to watch Sydney put Ryker in his place under any other circumstance.

“Syd…”

“Ryker. Now.” 

He sighed. “I’m sorry.” 

Sydney wasn’t impressed. She raised an eyebrow. “Sorry for what?” 

“For ruining your…thing.”

“It’s a date, Ryker.” Sydney raised her eyebrows.

“She’s my ex,” Ryker said.

“Why are you so concerned with who your ex is going on dates with?” She folded her arms over her chest, tossing her head so her black hair fell over her shoulders. “Is there something you need to tell me?” 

“What? No! I just…” He sighed and shook his head. 

I glanced at Bailey. She was staring at the floor. 

Sydney was only looking at Ryker. “What?” 

“I want the best for her.” 

So that’s what it was.

He didn’t think I was good enough.

I lowered my head. 

Ryker kept talking. “I just…Bailey’s a great girl, Syd. And I want her to have all the happiness in the world. Because I couldn’t give it to her.”

Sydney sighed. She reached out, taking his hand.

I saw him squeeze it. Then, he tugged her closer and looked at Bailey.

“Look,” he said, addressing her. “I found the one for me. And I want you to find the right one for you. Not get caught up in a fling that’s never gonna turn into anything real. You deserve someone who loves you.” 

“I do,” I blurted.

I bit my lip to keep my mouth shut, but the words were already out. 

All three of them looked at me, wide-eyed.

Bailey looked the most surprised of all of them. Her mouth was open in shock.

I looked down at the floor, face hot.

I’d just blurted that out to a full bar, and to the girl I’d been sort-of dating for three days, and her very angry ex. 

And now I wanted the floor to swallow me.

Maybe I’d just proved Ryker correct, that I didn’t deserve Bailey.

But thankfully, Sydney had some tact and understanding of how to diffuse a situation. She took Ryker’s hand. “Come on. Let them enjoy their night.” 

She pulled him from the bar, back to some table away from Bailey and me. 

I turned back to the bar, slumping forward on the surface. The bartender approached, and I flagged him down. “Shot of whiskey? Please? Actually, a double?” 

When he brought the whiskey, I knocked the whole thing back. 

Bailey wasn’t talking.

So I didn’t, either.

But then she put her hand on my shoulder and gave me another little squeeze. “Hey. Don’t get too wasted, okay?” 
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Chapter Eighteen

Bailey

He said he loved me.

After that, I didn’t hear another word that anyone said. 

I sat at the bar in shock, clutching my beer in both hands. I watched Garrett go through the motions of ordering a shot and knocking it back, but I couldn’t pick out any words.

My heart was pounding that hard in my ears.

I picked up my beer and drank until the glass was empty. 

For a moment, Garrett and I both sat in silence. 

From the tension rolling off of him in waves, I knew I’d have to be the one to start the conversation. 

And we definitely needed one.

I reached out and clasped his shoulder. “Hey. Don’t get too wasted, okay?” 

He looked up at me, blinking. “Why?” 

“Because we gotta talk.” 

“I didn’t—We don’t have to talk, really. We can keep it casual.” 

“Garrett.” 

He went quiet. 

I sighed. “Stop worrying and listen. Okay?” 

“Okay.” He wouldn’t meet my gaze.

My heart hurt for him, he seemed to feel so terrible. I had to set things straight as soon as possible. In a soft voice, I said, “You don’t have to back off.” 

He grimaced. “Are you sure? ’Cause I…” 

“You’re good.”

He nodded slowly. “Okay. Okay. That’s, uh…good.” 

I chuckled. “You’re ridiculous, you know that?” 

“What? How?”

“You just are.” I shook my head. “You and Ryker really aren’t that different, you know.” 

He scowled.

“Relax,” I said. “You have all the good qualities in common, don’t worry.”

“Okay.” 

He didn’t sound like he believed me at all. 

But I kept going, wanting Garrett to calm down and understand what I was getting at. “But there’s one thing I can tell you do much better than him.” 

“What?” 

“Devotion.” 

Garrett scowled harder, his eyebrows getting even closer together. The poor guy was obviously confused.

“You don’t give up,” I explained. “And you convinced me to fight for what I wanted instead of running. And that’s a lesson I needed to learn. Ryker tried, but it was too late. And really, that’s for the best. Because he found Sydney, and I found you.” 

I reached out and took his hand. 

“Everything I feel for you is real, Garrett. And I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.” 

I leaned close and kissed him. 

He kissed me back.

This time, nobody pulled us apart.

* * * * *

We went back to Garrett’s place when we left the bar. We could’ve gone to Jackie’s place, but I knew Jackie was home, and the last thing I wanted to worry about tonight was disturbing someone else.

I wanted us to be able to do exactly what we wanted, as loudly as we wanted, without worrying about anyone else hearing.

And what I wanted most was him.

I let Garrett pull me into his small, clean duplex. He kept it neat, which was a bonus for sure—I liked a clean place. Guys could be so messy, and I didn’t want to have to come in and be a caretaker for the guy I was dating. 

But Garrett clearly didn’t need a caretaker.

As soon as the door was shut, he tugged me close and kissed me. It was slow and gentle, his lips brushing against mine before he really leaned into it.

I slid my arms around his neck to pull him closer.

I never wanted him to be far from me again.

He slid both arms around my waist, holding me tight. We stood in the living room like that for a long time, holding and kissing each other.

We had all the time in the world. No need to rush now. 

Garrett broke the kiss and pulled away, giving me a lopsided grin. “Bedroom?”

“Yeah. That sounds good.” My voice sounded sultry.

“Cool.” He took my hand and turned, leading me to the back of the duplex. His room was just as tidy as the front of the house. 

I smiled, wrapping my arms around his waist from behind. “I like your place.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah. It’s quiet. And clean.” 

He chuckled. “I do my best.”

I gave him a squeeze. “You’re doing great.”

He laughed, turning in my arms, and kissed me again.

We made it to his bed, climbing in and settling against the pillows. Garrett kept kissing me, his hands roaming over my body. 

I needed to get my clothes off so I could feel his hands on my skin. I could feel that I was already wet, already desperate for him. 

I hoped he wanted me just as bad.

Slowly, I sat up. I shrugged off my flannel, then pulled off the t-shirt I wore under it, tossing it to the end of the bed.

Garret sat up, kissing my neck. 

I moaned out loud. 

“Love when you make that sound,” Garrett mumbled, his lips moving against my skin.

I smiled and moaned again, just for him.

He unhooked my bra and pulled it off. 

As soon as it was gone, he put his hands on my breasts, squeezing gently. 

He knew everything I liked, and it was going to drive me crazy. 

Honestly, if he and Ryker weren’t in such a bad place right now, I would have assumed Ryker had given him some pointers by telling him what I liked. But nope, Garrett must have a good instinct for my body and its responses.

I slid my hands under his t-shirt and pushed it up, then off. I ran my hands down his back, feeling his muscles move under my fingers.

His hands slid between us, undoing my jeans. I shimmied my hips, wiggling them down. 

Garrett pulled my panties down, too, and in just a few seconds I was naked in his bed. 

Immediately, his fingers moved between my legs.

He spread me open, bumping his fingertips against my clit. 

I gasped. 

“You like that?” His voice was a low rumble, something I felt as much as heard. 

I could only nod, my hips grinding down on his hand.

He chuckled, shifting his position and pushing two fingers into me.

I tilted my head back, moaning toward the ceiling. 

I was his, as long as he wanted me.

He held me close, one arm around my waist, the other working his fingers inside of me. I rocked my hips into his touch, desperate for more.

One of my hands dropped between us, tugging at the zipper of his jeans. I wanted him. I needed him.  

His cock sprang out, already rock-hard. I curled my fingers around it and started to stroke, drawing a moan out of him. 

“Fuck, Bailey,” he mumbled, kissing my neck again.

I smiled to myself. “Tell me you have a condom.”

“Of course.” He removed his arm from around my waist, reaching into the nightstand and pulling one out.

I tore it open and rolled it on, then stroked him again. 

He shivered, his fingers stilling inside me. 

I had a chance here, and I wasn’t going to let it pass me by.

I rose up on my knees, shuddering as his fingers slid out of me. When I sank back down, I guided his cock inside, groaning as he filled me. 

He wrapped both arms around me, holding my body against his. “Bailey…” 

“Garrett.” His name was a whisper on my lips that escalated into a moan.

He felt so big inside me. I rocked my hips, letting myself get used to the feeling of being filled.

When I was ready, I moved, lifting myself up and sinking down slowly.

Garrett held me tighter, flexing his hips as I dropped down again. 

I turned my head and kissed him, even as I continued to move.

His fingertips dug into my back. 

I hoped they left bruises—I wanted a reminder of tonight. 

I kept moving, picking up my pace. Garrett kept me close, moaning against my neck or shoulder, pressing kisses or nipping at whatever spot he could reach. 

I was going to fall in love with him.

Fast.

And this lovemaking wasn’t going to last long. I could feel the heat building inside of me, growing hotter and hotter. I tilted my head back, letting out a sharp, desperate moan.

It came out as his name—Garrett.

His hands dropped to my hips, pulling me back down against him. He thrust up once, twice, then groaned. “Bailey. Bailey.” 

The heat within me broke. My legs trembled and I tightened my hold on him, wanting him as close as possible.

And then it was over. We sat in his bed, panting, clinging to each other. 

I lifted my hands to his cheeks, tilting his head up to look at me.

He gave me a warm, hazy smile, then leaned close to kiss me, just as gently as the first time.

“Love you, Bailey.”

I took a breath and said the truth that had been knocking around in my mind all evening. “I…I love you, too.” 
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Chapter Nineteen

Garrett

I didn’t want to go to work the next morning.

But I got up. I showered and dressed, and kissed Bailey goodbye. She was planning to stick around the house a little longer, and I didn’t mind. She could lock up when she left.

She’d probably have her own key soon, anyway.

We were going fast. I knew we were, but it felt right. Every instinct I had, every gut intuition, told me this was the way to go. We were both happy, both enjoying this.

But there was still one thing in between us and real joy.

Ryker.

Sydney had talked him down last night, but here at the shop, there was no Sydney. It was just me and him, and a couple guys who had known him way longer than they’d known me. 

And the whole crew would be at the home shop today, so if there was going to be a fight, there’d be a crowd for it.

I parked outside, taking a look around. The lot was full already. On the one hand, I wouldn’t have to deal with Ryker one-on-one. 

But would the other guys stop him again if he came at me? 

Only one way to find out. 

But not yet. 

I sat in my car, scrolling through music on my phone. I needed something angry, something intense to get me pumped up for the day.

I picked the right song and leaned back, closing my eyes. 

I turned the volume up and tried not to think.

But it was impossible. I didn’t know what the day would be like. I didn’t know what Ryker would be like.

Maybe he’d pretend nothing happened. But that wasn’t like him. He usually confronted his problems head-on.

Which meant he’d probably try to start a fight.

But maybe I could beat him to the confrontation.

That had to be the plan. I had to be the one to start whatever happened between us. 

I nodded to myself. 

The song ended, and it was time.

I grabbed my stuff and walked in, keeping my head down. 

Zoe said good morning, like always. I heard the guys greet me, too—Bradley, Logan, Benny.

Ryker’s voice was not among the chorus of greetings.

I glanced up. He was watching me from his station, mouth set in a tight line.

I tossed my bag into my station, but stood at his, fixing him with the most neutral expression I could manage.

“What?” he asked, huffing. “You got something to say?” 

Around us, the shop went silent.

I could feel them all watching—Zoe, Logan, Benny, Bradley. All of them staring at me, wondering what the hell I was going to do. 

“Garrett…” Bradley’s voice was low. He was standing close behind me, watching. “Look. We all know what happened. Just think clearly.” 

I glanced over my shoulder at him.

I was thinking clearly.

I’d never thought more clearly in my life. 

I looked back at Ryker and said, “I’m not backing down.” 

“Okay.” He shrugged. 

I frowned. He couldn’t just act like he didn’t give a shit. I knew better. He cared about this a lot. 

“I like her,” I said. “I love her. And I’m not giving up.” 

He looked at me, eyes cold. 

I just kept going. “If you’re not man enough to act like an adult and let me date her, fine. I’ll quit my job and you don’t have to see me anymore.”

“Don’t fucking insult me like that, Garrett.” 

“I’m not the one with the problem.” 

He straightened up, hands clenched at his sides.

He took a step forward, closer to me.

I shifted my weight, making fists of my own.

I could feel Bradley tense behind me, but I didn’t care.

Ryker looked down at me and straightened to his full height. “No man is ever going to be good enough for her,” he growled. “She’s one of the best girls I’ve ever known. Nobody deserves her. Nobody on this planet is good enough.” 

The door opened. 

I heard Zoe’s voice, breaking through the tension between me and Ryker.

“Bailey, good timing,” Zoe said. “They’re about to kill each other up there.”

And then Bailey’s voice, exasperated. “Shit. Okay.”
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Chapter Twenty

Bailey

I walked in to see Garrett and Ryker face to face, clearly on the verge of kicking the shit out of each other.

I sighed heavily, shaking my head.

Zoe, her hair bright pink, gave me a tired smile. “Bailey, good timing. They’re about to kill each other up there.”

I rolled my eyes.

They were still being children, and I had to do something to put a stop to it.

“Shit. Okay.”

I moved toward the stairs, climbing them and standing next to them. Bradley stepped aside to let me pass. 

I looked up at Ryker first.

He glanced at me, and all the anger melted out of him.

He took a half-step back, turning his body and folding his arms. His hands relaxed, no longer tightened into fists.

“Bay.” 

“It’s Bailey now, Ryker. Please?” 

“Fine. Bailey.” 

I smiled at him.

He huffed and shook his head. After a moment, he extended his right hand to Garrett. 

Garrett looked at it, scowling.

Ryker frowned, but spoke up. 

“Look. You’re not good enough. Nobody is. She deserves the best. But, you’ll do. You better take care of her.” 

Garrett looked up, but still didn’t say anything. 

Ryker continued. “If you cheat on her, I’ll kick your ass. You hurt her and make her cry, I’ll kick your ass. I ever hear that you raised a hand to her, they’ll find your hands on the side of the interstate in Montana. Got it?” 

“I got it.” Garrett frowned. 

Ryker dropped his hand, sighing. “Look, you’re a good guy. Okay? You’re nice and you don’t run around with a bunch of girls and I know you’ve never taken advantage of anyone. So, I mean it. Take care of her. Because she’s worth it.” 

He held his hand out again.

This time, Garrett took it. They shook hands, one solid pump, then let go of each other.

I smiled.

I put one hand on Ryker’s shoulder. He looked down at me, and I rose on my toes to kiss his cheek. “That means a lot. Thanks.” 

He shrugged. “Seriously, though, if he hurts you…”

“You’ll be the first to know, and I expect to be defended appropriately.” 

“Yeah, you got it.”

“But don’t neglect Syd. She seems cool. I want to hang out with her.” 

“I can give you her number.” 

“I’d like that.” I patted his shoulder, then turned.

Garrett looked at me, eyebrows raised—that hopeful, earnest face that made me melt every time.

I pulled him close and kissed him hard, in front of everyone.

The other guys started to clap, some of them laughing. Ryker nudged me, a playful punch in the shoulder. Somebody wolf-whistled.

This was the best turnout I could have imagined.

I eased back from the kiss, smiling at Garrett. “You good?” 

He nodded. “I’m good, yeah.” 

I smiled at him. “Dinner tonight?” 

“Pick a place and tell me when.” 

“Deal.” I kissed him again. 

He held me tight, squeezing me just a little. 

I eased back. “I gotta go, and you gotta work. But…see you tonight?” 

“Tonight, yeah.” 

I smiled and let him go. 

Everything was going to be just fine.
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Chapter Twenty-One

Garrett

Everything felt so normal after Bailey left.

Immediately, the teasing started. I didn’t mind, though—it was all in fun, all good-natured.

And when the shop opened, I settled in to work with no issues.

I went through a few clients, working with a clear mind. Everyone was happy with their pieces when they left, and a few slipped me extra tips on their way out.

I’d just finished another piece when Logan stood up, leaning over the half-wall between us. I liked him; he was quiet, but nice, and a talented artist. I didn’t see him much anymore, since he worked at the shop in Malone most days. 

It was nice to have him back.

He cleared his throat and I looked up. “Hey, Garrett, you got a sec? Can we talk?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, of course. What’s up?” 

“Uh…outside?” 

He glanced at Bradley as he said it. 

Ah, shit.

Was he quitting?

I got up and nodded toward the door. “Let’s go, man.” 

We walked outside and down from the door, standing at the corner of the building. You could see most of the street from here—The Beanery, Bakeology, a few of the little shops that thrived in this part of town.

The door to Bakeology opened and a cute blonde walked out. She turned back to the door, locking up.

Kenzie. Bradley’s kid sister and one of the girls who worked at Bakeology. She was a hell of a baker, and cute, and made the best coffee in town. 

And now she was off work.

It was almost closing time for us, too. 

She looked toward the shop, her ponytail bouncing. She raised one arm and waved. I waved back. So did Logan.

“Hey, man, watch it,” I teased. “Bradley will lose his mind if he sees you waving at his sister. You’re the last one of us that’s single. You’re a threat.” 

“Yeah…that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” 

Shit.

Logan and Kenzie always flirted with each other. Harmless as it seemed, Bradley was quick to shut it down each time.

If Logan had a thing for her, it was gonna cause trouble.

“What’s up, man?” I asked him, frowning. 

“I’m in trouble.” 

“What, you have a crush on Kenzie?” 

“No.” He shook his head, expression grim. “No. Way worse than that. I, uh…I might’ve slept with her last night.” 

I looked up at him in shock.

When Bradley found out—and he would—he would murder Logan. 

“Dude,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re fucked.” 
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