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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why are you staring into the cabinet, Allison?" 
 
    My roommate, Jessica, asked the question from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and smiled tiredly at her. I was so lost in thought that I didn't even know she had come into the room. She was in her own bedroom when I came into the kitchen. 
 
    It was Friday at midnight, and I knew she had just come home from work. I heard her car pulling into the driveway a few minutes before. She still had on her uniform from the restaurant—all black—a pair of slacks and a button-down shirt. 
 
    I reached up and absentmindedly took a glass from the shelf since I was almost sure that was why I was standing there in the first place. 
 
    "I was thinking about work," I said, answering her question once I began making my way to the fridge. I held the glass at the right angle and pressed the lever to get water from the door. 
 
    Again, I got lost in thought, watching the thin stream of water as my glass filled. 
 
    I wasn't used to having someone watch me when I was trying to space out. I had bought the house a year ago and I had lived alone until last month when Jessica moved in. She was a friend from work who found herself in a bind when her apartment flooded on account of a burst pipe. I told her she could stay at my place for a few weeks. It was only a two-bedroom, so I had to move some of my things around to make room for her, but it wasn't that big of a deal. 
 
    She liked it at my house and, after only a day or two of being there, she asked if she could start paying me rent and stay for a year. We had settled on an amount that was cheap for her but also made it worth going through the trouble of having a roommate. 
 
    It really wasn't so bad. I didn't mind living alone, but I also didn't mind the company She and I had gotten along fine since we first met. We worked for the same family of restaurants. Jessica was a server at the fine-dining restaurant that was attached to and associated with the bakery where I worked. The restaurant was called The Savanah, and the name of the bakery was Sweet Supreme. 
 
    Jessica went to school part-time and waited on tables as well. She also went out a lot. I didn't see much of her, honestly. She was quiet when I was sleeping and considerate as far as roommates went, so I didn't mind her staying. 
 
    I wasn't thinking about that, anyway. 
 
    My mind was completely preoccupied with something else. 
 
    I sighed absentmindedly as I stared into space. 
 
    "Allison, why are you so out-of-it?" she asked. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm just tired," I said. 
 
    She nodded. "I was wondering what you were still doing up." Jessica had only been living with me for about a month, but she knew my schedule. As a pastry chef, I worked Monday through Friday from 6am to 2pm. I was usually exhausted on Friday evenings and passed out by ten o'clock. 
 
    "I took a nap earlier," I said, sitting on a stool at the end of the bar. Jessica was sitting on the adjacent barstool, and she had tapped the counter indicating that she wanted me to join her. Part of me wondered why she wasn't getting ready. I knew she had plans to go out. 
 
    "Are you feeling okay?" she asked after I sat down. 
 
    "Yeah," I said, even though I really wasn't. It was nothing physical and nothing I wanted to share, so I didn't mention it. 
 
    "I heard one of my tables talking about you tonight," she said. 
 
    This was something Jessica said to me quite a bit—just about every time someone made a comment about their dessert. I smiled and nodded, but I had been in a really bad mood all day, and it was difficult to pretend that I cared. I honestly hadn't expected Jessica to come into the kitchen until she was done taking her shower and getting ready, at which point I would no longer be in there. 
 
    "It was Ezekiel Tanner and his whole family," she continued, "and they went off about how much they loved that birthday cake. Ryan was in heaven. He was talking you up to them—saying how amazing you were." 
 
    Ryan was the manager of The Savannah. He also happened to be a huge basketball fan, which was why he was so happy about impressing Ezekiel Tanner. We lived in Lexington, Kentucky, so that explained his infatuation with the sport. If Lexington wasn't officially the basketball capital of the world, it should be. People in this town were crazy for it. It was as much of an obsession for them as horse racing. 
 
    The members of the UK Wildcat basketball team were basically superstars, and Ezekiel Tanner was perhaps the most beloved past player. He was a Lexington boy, born and bred, and he had an epic run with the Wildcats followed by an equally as impressive career in the NBA before moving back to Lexington with his family. 
 
    He owned a beautiful horse farm where they raised and trained Thoroughbreds. It was one of the most successful farms in Lexington, and that was saying a lot. Ezekiel Tanner was, hands-down, one of the most famous people in Kentucky—probably in the U.S. 
 
    It was too bad I hated him. 
 
    I didn't care at all that he liked my cake. 
 
    In fact, it made me cringe to hear that they were the ones Jessica was talking about. 
 
    I should have seen it coming, though. 
 
    Earlier that morning, I had made the cake she was referring to. 
 
    I had been the one to write Happy Birthday Zeke on it. I knew exactly who it was for—I just didn’t know they were going to eat it at the restaurant. 
 
    "I thought you'd be happy," Jessica said. "You'll probably get a raise out of the deal. Why do you look like your dog just died?" 
 
    I offered her a fake smile. "I'm not going to get a raise," I said, pretending to be playful and trying to focus on anything besides the resentment that rose up inside of me. 
 
    "You might," she said, smiling and looking happy and excited. "Ryan was saying all kinds of stuff to them about you. Allison's our head pastry chef… she's brilliant… we're lucky to have her… stuff like that." 
 
    Again, I faked a smile. 
 
    "Are you sure you're feeling okay?" she asked. 
 
    "Yeah. I just don't really care about impressing them." 
 
    "Who? Ryan?" 
 
    "No. Ezekiel Tanner." 
 
    Her face morphed to one of utter confusion. "Why not?" she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. "I don't know. I don't really care for them." Even as the words came out of my mouth, I regretted saying them. No one in Lexington would dare say they didn't care for the Tanners. They were an institution here. Before I had time to backpedal and say that I didn't care for basketball, Jessica said, "What do you mean you don't care for them? They're awesome. It was a big group and they were all so nice. They tipped me almost thirty percent. It was my best night ever." 
 
    "That's cool," I said, doing my best to seem neutral. "I guess it was a birthday party." 
 
    "Yep. Twenty-two of them. I made bank." 
 
    "Did you wait on them by yourself?" 
 
    "No, Sadie helped me. She was beside herself the whole time—checking herself in every available mirror. There were like eight hot guys there. She could barely talk for the first thirty minutes." 
 
    I knew enough about the Tanners to imagine who some of those "hot guys" must have been. Ezekiel and Rhonda Tanner had two strapping boys of their own, and they had cousins and lots of athletic friends. 
 
    I was the same age as Zeke Tanner (the oldest and his father's namesake). At one point in our lives, from the ages of 10-12, he and I had been friends. Maybe I even had a crush on him back then. 
 
    My face uncontrollably turned red when I thought about Zeke and how it all ended. I could feel it happening. I drank a sip of water, and stood up from my stool, hoping Jessica wouldn’t notice. I went to the sink and set my glass in it, but I was so wound-up that I knocked it over. I made quick work of picking it up before deciding it was best that I head to my room. 
 
    "Have fun tonight," I said, offering Jessica another smile as I walked around the bar. 
 
    "What's the matter?" she asked, reaching out and touching my arm as I passed. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You. Your face and your eyebrows are, I don't know, you just look mad." 
 
    "I'm not mad, I'm just, uhhh, nothing." 
 
    "What is it? Tell me. Do you know the Tanners or something?" 
 
    "I used to. My dad worked for them when I was younger." 
 
    "Were they mean to him or something?" She asked the question looking like that couldn't possibly be true but she would go ahead and ask anyway. 
 
    "No, it's fine, he… nothing. It's fine. I'm sure they're good people or whatever." 
 
    Jessica squinted and turned her head a little as if trying to figure me out. 
 
    I gave her another smile that I hoped was reassuring. "I'm just tired, that's all." But because I had been obsessing about it all day, I added, "And my dad got fired from there because of something I did." 
 
    I clamped my mouth shut, knowing I shouldn’t have given that much information. I definitely knew better than to say that the whole ordeal was pretty much the most terrible, humiliating thing that had ever happened to me. I couldn't say that for years, I wished I could move to a whole different city because of it. 
 
    Thankfully, I never ran into them, though. As it stood, I had heard about the Tanners a little through the grapevine over the years, but there had been no actual run-ins. This birthday cake was the first close call I had. 
 
    "Allison." She snapped in the air in front of me to get my attention. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Didn't you hear me?" 
 
    "No. What'd you say?" 
 
    "I asked what happened. What'd you do to get your dad fired?" 
 
    At first, I felt mad at her for asking that, but then I realized it was probably a logical question based on the information I had given her. 
 
    Jessica didn't know I had grown up in a poor family. She didn't know I had six brothers and sisters. Maybe she did know that much, but she definitely didn’t know how poor we were. She didn't know that my mom had a bad back and couldn't work, or that my dad's job as a stable hand barely fed our family. She didn't know that my big brothers were hungry teenagers who ate everything in the house and that many times, it was left to me to make sure myself and my younger siblings didn't go hungry. 
 
    In my mind, the Tanners would never miss the small amounts of cash I took from of the countertop. I saw myself as a young Aladdin, taking a loaf of bread from the market when we were too poor to feed ourselves. 
 
    In that scenario, in the movie, Aladdin had felt like the good guy. I wanted to be the one who was brave enough to take action. I knew when I did it that it was stealing, but to me, I felt like Robin Hood. I felt justified. It wasn't like I was doing it to go to the store and buy a toy. I bought food with it. McDonalds hamburgers. 
 
    The problem was that, on one specific occasion, the stable manager caught me. He didn't stop me right when he saw me take the money, either. He let me go ahead and go home with it. I bought hamburgers for myself and my siblings, and the next day, I went to work with my dad, and he got fired. 
 
    The stable manager, Bill was his name, didn't just let my dad go all nice and tidy, either. He got the owner (Ezekiel Tanner) involved and he made a big show of it. They told my dad his daughter had been caught stealing off of the workroom counter the day before. Bill said he had seen me do it with his own two eyes. He reprimanded my dad for bringing me with him to work in the first place. Dad told them he had a lot of mouths to feed, and Bill laughed and told him he was lucky they weren't pressing charges. He said the Tanner farm can't tolerate such dishonest, deviant behavior. 
 
    It was humiliating. 
 
    Devastating. 
 
    I heard the whole conversation because I was spying on them. I couldn't even see their faces when they were talking, and still, the whole thing was burned into my memory as if it had happened yesterday. I could still remember exactly where I was standing and what I was staring at when those words were said. I still remembered how it smelled. 
 
    During the two years that Dad worked at the Tanners' farm, I went to work with him all the time. I loved horses and I begged him to let me tag along. He agreed as long as I stayed out of the way, which I always did. I made myself invisible, especially to people like Bill who seemed like they were in charge and maybe a little grumpy. 
 
    That wasn't the first time I had taken a few bucks off of the counter, but it was the first time I had been caught. I regretted doing it, but there was nothing I could do to fix it or take back what I had done. 
 
    It was a huge blow to my family when my dad got fired, and believe me, I paid dearly for it. He whipped me good and then he didn't say a word to me for a year. 
 
    The misery, hunger, and strife I faced in those years of my adolescence were exactly what drove me to become a pastry chef. It may seem simple for some people, but a fancy, delicious pastry was something I was never able to enjoy, and I made it my life's goal to remedy that. 
 
    I was driven to be successful at it, too. After that terrible summer and the shame spiral that followed, I decided to take my fate into my own hands. Obviously, though, I never did quite get over that incident with the Tanners—not if I turned red at the mention of their name. 
 
    Most of all, I hated the humiliating end to my friendship with Zeke Tanner. He and I were close before that happened. He was busy with basketball and other activities, and I tried to be invisible when I was at the farm, but he would always try to find me. I spent enough time with him that we became good friends. In my hopeful adolescent mind, I wished that one day we would be more than friends. 
 
    Zeke had not been present during the conversation where my dad was fired, but I knew in my heart that he had heard about it. I was sure his dad had brought it up at dinner that night. And in my mind, they had a big conversation about the no good, dirty, stealing kid who had taken money from the family and gotten her dad fired because of it. 
 
    His family was high-profile enough that I had seen glimpses of him over the years. I knew what he looked like now, but it wasn't because I sought him out or wanted to see him. The few times that I had seen him, which was in pictures, had just been plain unavoidable. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Allison," Jessica said. Her tone had grown slightly impatient. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You keep doing that." 
 
    "What'd I do?" 
 
    "I ask you a question, and you just sit there and stare into space." 
 
    "I'm tired," I said. 
 
    "What did you do so bad that your dad got fired?" She was smiling a little when she asked the question. It was as if she thought it was cute and not devastating and humiliating at all. The memory of it did not match her good humor. 
 
    I answered with as much nonchalance as I could. "I stole five bucks off a table," I said with a shrug. 
 
    She gasped, and the sound caused me to glance at her. She was smiling at me like it was no big deal and her gasp had been sarcastic. "I can't believe they ended your dad's career over five bucks," she said. "That is kind of rude." 
 
    "I wouldn't call it ending his career. He was just a stable hand. Plus, they didn't know how much it was. Bill just told the owner he had seen me take money from the counter, which was the truth." 
 
    "You should've told them it was only five dollars," she said. 
 
    "It wouldn't have mattered," I said with a shrug. "It's over now. It's not really their fault, I guess, but that's why I have a bad taste in my mouth when it comes to the Tanners." 
 
    "Well, they don't have a bad taste in their mouth when it comes to you!" she said, laughing at her own clever joke. "Seriously, though, Zeke Tanner looooved that cake. Everybody kept messing with him about it. I saw him inspecting it when they cut into it. He was looking at it like it was a science experiment." 
 
    The mention of Zeke's name gave me the chills. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood up. My mind raced, and I wondered if at any point during this conversation I had mentioned him or my friendship with him to Jessica. I stared blankly at her, trying to think back to all I had said. 
 
    She stared back at me, laughing a little. "You should just forget that stuff from when you were a kid. Just concentrate on the great news that they loved your cake. I'm sure Ryan already told Patrick about it by now. Mrs. Tanner said they order the strawberry shortcake for him every year because it's his favorite, and he never loved it that much." 
 
    "I'm glad they enjoyed it," I said, hoping my smile was more convincing this time. 
 
    "They devastated the whole thing. They fought over the last piece. I heard them talking to Ryan about ordering another one." 
 
    I gave her a parting smile as I turned and began to walk toward my bedroom. "I didn't change the recipe that much," I said lightheartedly. 
 
    "Well, whatever you did, they loved it." 
 
    I had been walking away as she spoke and I turned to look over my shoulder. "Thank you. Thanks for telling me. Have fun tonight." 
 
    "Are you sure you don't want to come? You did take a nap." 
 
    "I'm sure. But thanks. Tell everyone I said hi." 
 
    I didn't sleep well that night. I experienced an odd mix of emotions, and I was haunted by thoughts and memories—even in my dreams. That whole ordeal was definitely the most regretful, embarrassing thing that had ever happened to me. I felt a sense of doom and dread at anything having to do with the Tanner family. The whole scene with getting called out and my dad getting fired had been a cloud that hung over me for the longest time, and having it brought to my mind again was no fun. I had been feeling sick ever since that morning when I saw the order and made the cake. 
 
    But, inexplicably, somewhere inside, I felt undeniable pleasure from hearing the news that Zeke enjoyed it. I kept picturing him staring at it like a science experiment. It had been so long since I had seen him up close that I just sort of made up the details of what he looked like in my mind. 
 
    I could've easily gotten on the internet and searched their family to see a recent photo of Zeke, but I didn't let myself do it. Knowing basically what he looked like from accidental glances at pictures over the years was enough. I didn't want to know anything about him now. It was none of my business what he did with his life. I would just be torturing myself to search and find out whether or not he had a girlfriend or was married. I figured, based on the fact that he had time to stare at a slice of cake, that he was healthy and happy, and that was all I needed to know. I didn't even need to know that. I had a weakness for Zeke Tanner, and I knew myself well enough to know that if I started to look into him and what he was doing now I would only end up regretting it. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was standing in my baker's fortress the following Monday, surrounded by worktables and stocked shelves of stainless steel, when Patrick Hobbs peeked his head around the corner, smiling at me. 
 
    "There's my superstar," he said. Patrick was the owner of the bakery and restaurant. He had always been friendly and cordial with me, but he had never, ever burst into my space with a huge grin and called me a superstar. I was stirring coconut sauce by hand, and I looked up and smiled at him. 
 
    "Thanks," I said. 
 
    "You don't have anything to thank me for yet," he returned playfully. "But you will in a minute." 
 
    I gave him a curious stare, and he raised his eyebrows at me several times. 
 
    "You're awfully chipper for 8am on a Monday." 
 
    "That's because I got a call from my old buddy Ezekiel Tanner this weekend." 
 
    And, just like that, my body felt flush. I experienced that hot/cold sensation of adrenaline that flooded my body with no place to go. My mix of emotions was roughly eighty percent dread, twenty percent joy. I wanted to set down my bowl and say that I needed to use the restroom—make any excuse to leave the conversation. But I didn't. I just smiled quietly and waited for him to continue. 
 
    He tilted his head at me like he was trying to gauge my reaction. "You do know who Ezekiel Tanner is, don't you?" 
 
    I nodded and smiled casually as I stirred absentmindedly. "The basketball player?" 
 
    "Yeah. He came in this weekend with his family, and apparently, your strawberry shortcake was a major hit." 
 
    "I knew it was a hit before Ezekiel Tanner said so." I was messing with him and trying to seem confident and unaffected. 
 
    He grinned. "I know, but this is big," he said. "He called with a proposition for me. He wants you. Isn't that exciting?" 
 
    "Wants me for what?" I asked. I turned to the side and cleared my throat, feeling like I might choke on nothing. 
 
    "To work an event at his house." 
 
    "I don't do events," I said. "I'm not a caterer. I'm a pastry chef." 
 
    "I know, and he doesn't want you to be a caterer. He wants you to come do your thing—be a pastry chef—at a banquet." 
 
    I stopped stirring and stared at him, wondering if I could possibly be hearing him correctly. He seemed a little taken aback that I wasn't jumping for joy. 
 
    "This is where I work, though." I gestured around myself. "This is where all of my supplies are. I make the pastries here, and send them out there, into the world. I can make twenty strawberry shortcakes and a thousand petit fours for his event, no problem. But I can do it right here. I don't need to be at his house for that. That would make it harder, actually." 
 
    "He doesn't want you to do it for your pleasure, he wants you to do it for theirs. They want you to be there. That's the whole point. They were really impressed with your skills, and Ryan talked you up. I already told them you'd be glad to do it. I assumed you'd want to. You need to. They'll pay you good, and even if it's not for the money, you should want to do it for public relations." 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to say that I didn't care diddly-squat about public relations or about money. 
 
    "I didn't know you were friends with Mr. Tanner," I said instead. 
 
    "We're not friends. I was joking when I said he was my buddy. I couldn't believe he called me. I wish we were friends. Maybe we will be after my all-star chefs make a showing at his big banquet." 
 
    "How many of us are going?" I asked. 
 
    "You and John, and whatever crews y'all need. Ezekiel said they'd hire us for the catering, too. Not just dessert. He put me in touch with the lady who's organizing the whole thing. I even got an invite. He said I was welcome to come as a guest." 
 
    In that moment, I wanted to say all sorts of things to turn down the gig and put an end to this conversation, but that was extremely out of character for me. I felt like it would be obvious that I was being emotional and not professional. I was normally determined and confident in my job, and I had always been an easygoing employee. Patrick would naturally assume that I would go along with a request like this. 
 
    "I've never done anything like that before," I said, trying to get out of it without complaining. 
 
    "It won't be a big deal," Patrick assured me, waving me off. "You won't have to do any baking onsite. Maybe just take stuff for a few different desserts and put them together once you're there. They usually use Seasons. This is huge. It's an annual thing. If we kill it this year, who knows." 
 
    "Did John agree to it?" I asked. 
 
    "Uh, y-yeah, I mean, I didn't tell him about it yet, but yeah, of course he will. John won't even hesitate. He loves UK basketball. He'll be stoked. It's Ezekiel Tanner, Allison." Patrick stared at me, looking confused. "It's a dinner party at his house. He has a huge horse farm. Everybody wants to go to this dinner. Even people he played with in the NBA. I heard Shaq went to one of them. I think he has some big name usually come in and make an inspirational speech. You know—getting the team ready for the season. It's service for a hundred and twenty, give or take. I figured you'd want to take Brenda and maybe one other assistant." 
 
    I thought back to my dad working at the farm. They didn't have any such dinner back then. I would have heard about it. 
 
    "You know their son plays for the team, right?" 
 
    "Who?" I asked, instantly thinking of Zeke when he mentioned their son. 
 
    "Jordan," he said. "They call him JT, but his name's Jordan. He's going into his junior year. He'll probably get quite a bit of playing time this year—maybe even start. He's really good." 
 
    Zeke's little brother, Jordan, was only three or four years younger than us, but back then, when my dad was working for their family, he seemed like a baby. I had seen the whole family in the media a few times during racing season with their horses, but I didn't know Jordan was playing basketball. It made sense though. He and Zeke had been training since they were old enough to walk. 
 
    "So, we're all set, right?" Patrick asked. 
 
    "You kind of already told him we would, right?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "I could always just make the stuff and send it with Brenda," I said. Brenda was my right-hand lady and best assistant. She could easily do the job of serving-up desserts. 
 
    "No, you can't," Patrick said. "Because they specifically asked for you—my head pastry chef. Ezekiel called me himself. Can you believe that? You must've really made an impression." 
 
    "I didn't even meet him." 
 
    "I know. I meant your cake must have really made an impression. They talked to Ryan about you. You were the first person he mentioned when he called." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    I chose to put the upcoming event at the Tanners' farm out of my mind. It was a month away, and I told myself that anything could happen before the time came. They didn't know what I looked like. Maybe I could finagle a way to make the desserts and have Brenda go in my place. Who knew… maybe I would have strep throat when the time came. A lot of things could happen in a month, so I made a conscious effort to forget about it and not let it cause me stress—at least until it was closer to time. 
 
    That plan was blown to pieces two weeks later. It was Friday at 1pm, and I would get off work soon. It had been a busy week, full of special orders, and it had gone by quickly.  
 
    "Someone's here asking to speak with you," Brenda said. She had just gone to the front to put a tray of tiramisu in the display case. She was still holding the empty tray in her hand when I glanced at her. 
 
    "Who is it?" I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    "Two young men. I've never seen them before, but they're good looking—tall and handsome. One of them was asking about a strawberry shortcake. He wanted it for tonight. He mentioned wanting a big one, which I assumed was the eighteen-inch. I told him I didn't think we could today, but he asked if he could talk to you about it." 
 
    I instantly thought of Zeke. I glanced through my shelves, trying to see through the kitchen windows into the front of the bakery. 
 
    "Not for today," I said. "We have too many orders ahead of them." 
 
    "I told him that." 
 
    "Tell him it's the same shortcake in the parfait cups," I offered. "I just sent a dozen of them out like an hour ago. I'm sure they're all still out there." 
 
    "He saw those," she said, shaking her head. "He's not interested. He wants to speak with you." 
 
    At that point, I still had no idea who it was out there, but I had to assume it was Zeke. There was nothing I could do to keep my heart from racing. I craned my neck, trying to see the two men Brenda was talking about. 
 
    "Their waiting at one of the tables," she added when she saw me peering out there. "You can't miss them. I told them it might be a few minutes." 
 
    I had been working with crust. I had a rolling pin in one hand and I was up to my elbows in flour. I wiped my forehead with my forearm, pushing up my sleeve in the process. I unintentionally let out a sigh. I was at the end of a long week and not at all prepared for an interaction with one of the Tanners. 
 
    I knew I would go out there, though. It wasn't often that a customer asked to speak with me personally, and when they did, I always obliged. 
 
    As I stepped into action, I had to remind myself that even if it was Zeke out there, he had no idea who I was. He hadn't seen me in over ten years, and I had no doubt changed tremendously since then. I knew he wouldn't recognize me. He had more important things to think about than the girl he used to play with who stole money from his stable kitchen. 
 
    I asked Brenda to take over where I left off with rolling the crust, and she agreed with a nod, heading off to put away the dirty tray and wash her hands. 
 
    I used my apron to wipe any remaining flour off of my hands as I walked toward the swinging door that led to the front counter. There was a window in the door, and as I peered out of it, I could see the table where the guys were waiting. The bakery area only had eight tables, and it wasn't busy in there this time of day. I could easily see the men. I could see Zeke. There he was, plain as day, sitting in my bakery at a little booth for two. My heart felt like it could come unglued. 
 
    Zeke was wearing jeans with his legs casually straddling the corner of the booth. He was leaning back and looking confident and relaxed as he smiled up at his brother. Jordan was standing right next to Zeke. He was holding his phone and shifting his weight. He was poised to leave where Zeke looked content and comfortable. He had one arm resting on the table, and one on the back of the seat. They said something to each other, and the next thing I knew, Jordan walked toward the door. 
 
    I blinked, watching through the window as Jordan left. I focused again on Zeke, who had grown curious and was now looking around. I had just glanced his way when his eyes scanned the area where I was standing, on the other side of that window. I instantly slammed my body to the side of the door, ducking out of the way where Zeke could no longer see me. 
 
    We had made what I thought was eye contact for a split second before my body could catch up with my brain and get out of the way. I looked around, feeling panicked and not really knowing why. 
 
    Then I straightened again and took a deep breath, reminding myself that he would never, in a million years, know who I was. There was a small mirror close to the door, and I glanced at it. I adjusted a few strands of my hair and focused on my own dark eyes, thinking please keep it together, Allison. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and with no further hesitation, I walked out of the door. I pretended I was going to speak with a normal customer—someone with whom I had no history. He was a normal customer, a normal customer, a normal customer. 
 
    I didn't make eye contact with Zeke until I came around the counter and headed through the small dining area. One of the girls at the counter was helping a customer down at the other end, but otherwise Zeke was the only one out there. I didn't pretend to wonder whether or not he was the right person. I just walked up to his table. 
 
    He stood as I approached. 
 
    Boy, he had really grown. 
 
    My thoughts were scattered and I was breathless as I watched him stand and stretch to his full height. I was planning on taking another step toward him, but I stopped short on account of his stature. His dark eyes were striking—handsome and kind. I couldn't look directly at them. He was wearing a three-button shirt without a collar. It was short sleeved and it hugged his chest just enough that I could see the shape of his body. He wasn't outrageously tall, but he was definitely over six feet, and broad across the chest. He was a big man. 
 
    I stared up at him, begging myself to stay calm and act normal. He was almost a foot taller than me, and I had to look up to focus on his face. I stared at the spot right in between his eyes so that I could avoid looking at any of his features directly. I could see his dark brown eyes in my periphery, but I didn't look directly into them. 
 
    "Hi there, I'm Al-Allie. Brenda said you had a question about the shortcake." 
 
    I tried to sound confident and matter-of-fact. No one ever called me Allie, but the child version of Zeke had known me as Allison, and I couldn't bring myself to say my name. I thought I had done an okay job of saying it naturally even though it felt very unnatural. I smiled blankly at him afterward. I did my best to look at his eyes without really seeing them. I stared and blinked with what I hoped was an engaged expression. Gosh. 
 
    "Hey, Allie, I'm Zeke Tanner," he said, shaking my hand. "And yes, I did have a question about the shortcake. I saw you had it in a cup over there, but I was hoping to… a couple of weeks ago, I came here for my birthday, and we ordered it in cake form. It was in these thin layers… a little different than the cups over there." He paused and his face broke into a grin. 
 
    The movement tricked me into looking at his mouth, which was a huge mistake. My chest tightened at the sight of his smile. It was wide and it curved upward, exposing his white teeth, all lined up in a tidy row. I was not going to be able to keep it together. 
 
    "I'm sorry," he said, shaking his head at himself. "I know the stuff in the cups is the same thing you put in the cake. The other lady already explained that to me. I actually came by and got one of those last week. They're good. It's just… not the same. The ingredients are the same, but they're in different proportions than they are in the cake. And well, since that cake was probably the best thing I have ever tasted, I was hoping I could have it again. Something great just happened, and I wanted to treat myself. To celebrate. I'll buy a few of the cups if you can't make a cake, but I wanted to talk to you in person—just to see if maybe I could pay you extra for the short notice and possibly get one." 
 
    I didn't really care that it was the end of the day or that I shouldn’t have taken the order. I was so wound up about standing there talking to him, that I had to agree to do it—simply to get the conversation over with and get him out of there. 
 
    "Sure," I said with a nod. "I don't have enough of my ingredients to make an eighteen-inch, but I can make a small one—maybe a six-inch little personal one. Would that work?" 
 
    His smile broadened again, and this time I had the sense not to look directly at it. I stayed numbly focused on the area near his eyes. 
 
    "Yes, it would work. Thank you so much for doing that." 
 
    I almost asked what the occasion was. He said he had exciting news, and that made me curious, but not curious enough to ask. 
 
    "You're very welcome. I'm glad you caught me before I left for the day. I'll go back there and put it together now. It'll take ten minutes or so. I'll have Brenda bring it up." 
 
    "Oh, so, should I wait?" he asked. 
 
    I shrugged. "That's up to you. You can, or you could come by again to pick it up. If it's any later than four o'clock, you'll have to go in through the restaurant. Either way, you can tell them I said it was waiting in the fridge. They'll know how to get it for you." 
 
    "Thank you," he said. He reached into his pocket and took out his wallet. "No, you can just pay for it when you pick it up. I don't even know how to work the register." 
 
    "What about… can I… can I tip you for making it for me on such short notice?" 
 
    I held my palm out, facing him and shook my head to deny the tip. I smiled as I began to walk away. "That won't be necessary, but thank you. It's no problem to whip up a small one. I'll have it ready in a few minutes." 
 
    "Thank you for doing this," he said. "I'll be back to pick it up in a minute." 
 
    "Sounds good." I nodded and smiled and then I walked away. 
 
    I had rushed that whole interaction, but I didn't believe I came across as rude. We said all we needed to say. I turned and continued walking toward the kitchen, feeling stiff and rigid and aware of every step. I didn't realize my heart was pounding until I heard it in my ears. 
 
    "Did you tell him to buy the parfait cups?" Brenda had started layering pecans onto the crust, and she spoke to me as she worked. 
 
    "No," I said. "I'm putting together a small layer cake for him." 
 
    "Today?" she asked, glancing up from her work. 
 
    I nodded. "Right now. I'm just gonna bang it out really quick. I have everything I need." 
 
    "For an eighteen-inch cake?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I told him I would make a six-inch." 
 
    "It'd be the same thing for him to buy two or three of those parfait cups," she said, looking a little annoyed. 
 
    "He said the proportions were off in the cups." 
 
    "Oh, my goodness. Did he really?" she appeared to be a little agitated, like she was taking up for me since he was being picky, but I just smiled. 
 
    My desire to please Zeke had nothing to do with me liking him. The truth was, he was ultimately correct in saying that about the proportions. With the way the cups were layered, they ended up containing more cake and less strawberries and whipped cream. I actually agreed with him and knew that I, myself, would rather eat it in cake form for that very reason. I had already made a mental note to change my approach to the cups, starting on the next batch. 
 
    "I don't mind," I said. "It'll only take me a minute to make a baby one." 
 
    "I know you still need to ice those last few round cakes," she said, still taking up for me. "Why don't you get started on those, and I'll take care of the shortcake? I'm almost done with these bars." 
 
    Brenda could ice a cake, but I was proficient at it, and it took me about half the time it did her. She knew I needed to get started on the round ones since it was almost time for me to get off work. She was being nice by offering to put together that strawberry shortcake, but I simply didn't want her to. 
 
    I wanted to be the one to make it. 
 
    I liked Zeke back then and I still liked him now. It wasn't just his looks, either, although that part was hard to ignore. Zeke had this magical mix of confidence and humility that not many men possessed. I had never met anyone quite as humbly captivating as he was. No way no how was I going to let Brenda make his cake. I felt happiness and anticipation at the thought of making something that he enjoyed. Now that I had seen him and spoken with him, I would be able to imagine his enjoyment all too clearly. It made my stomach tense-up to think about it. I felt way too much happiness at the thought of pleasing him. 
 
    In the midst of those daydreams, I reminded myself that I didn't know what his good news was. Maybe he was getting married. Maybe he already was married and he was becoming a dad. It could be anything, and it was probably something I didn't want to know about. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    I took great care constructing that strawberry shortcake for Zeke. I made it to my own liking, which I knew would be good since this dessert happened to be one of my all-time personal favorites. I had to make another batch of whipped cream to make it right, and this caused me to run around like I was on a timed cooking show, but it was worth it. I was proud of the finished result. 
 
    I put the beautiful cake into a box and stamped it with not only the bakery stamp, but also my own personal stamp. I used a custom, circular stamp that was an artistic carving of my initials. I always used red ink. My initials were in English lettering, but it resembled a Chinese chop, which was like a signature. The red color looked nice and it contrasted nicely with the big black logo stamp that said Sweet Supreme Bakery. 
 
    I was satisfied with the box itself and the dessert that was inside of it. I asked Brenda to take it to the front once I was done. I really wanted to peek through the window to try to see if he was out there, but I knew I would get caught. And since I was no longer in middle school, I decided to stay where I was and get to work on the last of those special-order cakes. 
 
    I concentrated my efforts on making an even layer of icing, and in the focus of it all, moments passed like seconds. It seemed like Brenda had only been gone for ten seconds when she came back. 
 
    One of our bakers, Sammy, was walking by with a tray of baguettes and he converged with Brenda in the narrow passageway just as she came into the kitchen. 
 
    "What's that?" he asked. 
 
    I glanced at him, wondering if he was talking to me, but he was looking at Brenda. 
 
    "I don't know. It's for Allison." 
 
    That was enough to quench Sammy's curiosity, and he continued leaving the room, backing into the swinging door before letting it fall behind him as he walked out. 
 
    Brenda looked at me through the shelves and then held up a gift bag. 
 
    "What's that?" I asked. 
 
    "Mister Tanner left it for you," she said with wide eyes. "Did you know who that was? Ezekiel Tanner's son. I didn't know that until Kassie told me just now. She rang him up. She recognized him, and she saw his debit card. Did you know that was him? He left this for you. He said you wouldn't let him tip you for making the cake." 
 
    I felt speechless, and I was thankful that I had the excuse of being preoccupied with my work. 
 
    "Wasn’t that nice of him?" Brenda said. "He seems like such a nice young man. And so handsome!" 
 
    This was coming from the same lady who, fifteen minutes before, was annoyed that he wanted me to make the cake. Obviously, he had managed to charm her while she was out there. 
 
    "Just set it over there," I said, since I had my hands full and was too nervous to open it in front of her. 
 
    "What'd she get?" 
 
    I heard the question before I even saw Kassie come in the door. She peered through the shelves to my station as she walked in. 
 
    "What was it?" she asked again. "What was in the bag?" 
 
    "I haven't opened it yet," I said. 
 
    "Yeah, she hasn't opened it yet, Miss Nosey." 
 
    "I'm not being nosey. You said she doesn't even know that guy." 
 
    "I don't know him," I agreed, even though it was a lie. 
 
    "I saw you talking to him," Kassie said. 
 
    "To take a cake order," I said, going back to icing the cake. 
 
    Kassie propped herself against the table next to the place where the bag was resting. I could see her from the corner of my eye. She leaned over it like it was just too interesting to resist. "His name's Zeke Tanner," she said. "His dad's a famous basketball player." 
 
    "I know who he is," I said. "I just… I don't… I don't know why he brought that bag. It's just because I agreed to make that cake and I wouldn't let him tip me. It's not because I know him." 
 
    "Then you won't mind if I have it," Kassie said. 
 
    I watched as she leaned further over the bag and tried to look inside. There was tissue paper in the top, and I could see her peering this way and that, trying to see what was under it. She didn’t touch it, but she sure did some hard looking. 
 
    "Leave that alone!" Brenda said in a motherly tone. "That belongs to Allison." 
 
    We all got along, but Kassie was young and talkative, and it was a normal occurrence for Brenda to fuss at her. 
 
    "Yeah, but she doesn’t care about it," Kassie said, unfazed. 
 
    "How do you know that?" I asked. 
 
    "Because you just said so. It's just a tip. You weren't expecting it. Plus, you didn't even look in it yet." 
 
    "Kassie's just curious because that gentleman who brought it was so handsome," Brenda said. 
 
    "Yeah, he's handsome," Kassie agreed. "I'm not gonna lie. I wish he brought me that bag." She paused, and when no one said anything right away, she added, "I'll give you twenty-bucks for it. Sight-unseen. Grab bag style." 
 
    "No," I said, maybe a little too quickly. 
 
    "Thirty," Kassie said. "It's just from Mindy's. It can't be worth that much." 
 
    "Mindy's has some expensive stuff," Brenda said. "I went over there to buy something for my little niece's birthday, and I was surprised at how high everything was." 
 
    (Mindy's was a local toy store that happened to be right next door to us, in the same building.) 
 
    "Still," Kassie said, "I'm sure he didn't spend a ton of money if he was just looking to tip for a little cake. I mean, the whole cake doesn't even cost thirty bucks. You'd be getting a great deal to sell it to me." 
 
    "Why do you want it so bad?" I asked. 
 
    I was trying not to be too adamant about keeping it, but there was no way on earth she was getting it from me. I wouldn't have even taken a hundred bucks for it. 
 
    "So, is it a deal?" she asked, ignoring my question and peeking inside again. 
 
    "No, it's not a deal," I said. "It's mine. I want it. I'm excited about it. I love toys. The only reason I haven't looked at it is because I'm busy. I have my hands full." 
 
    "Speaking of being busy," Brenda said, looking at Kassie. "You have a customer." 
 
    Without any further argument, Kassie headed to the front, leaving the door swinging behind her. 
 
    "She offered thirty dollars for that bag not even knowing what's in it," Brenda said. "It must be because it came from Ezekiel Tanner's son. I heard he plays basketball too—for the Wildcats." 
 
    I came close to mentioning that it was Zeke who brought the gift, and that he did not play basketball, but I chose to remain quiet. I just nodded like I agreed. "Probably so." 
 
    "She might be right, though. You might be getting a good deal if you take the thirty dollars. I can't imagine that young man would want to tip you more than the cake's worth. Unless… you… just… care about having it." Brenda was talking absentmindedly while we both continued to work. It was something we did all the time. 
 
    "It's not that I want it," I said. "I mean… yes, it is. It's only that I want it. I want it for no reason, is what I'm trying to say. I like toys, and it's fun to get a surprise. I don't care what's inside. I'd rather have the mystery than thirty bucks." 
 
    "How about fifty?" she asked. 
 
    "Are you trying to buy it now?" I asked in disbelief. 
 
    "No, I was just wondering what you would have taken." 
 
    "Not fifty," I assured her. 
 
    "A hundred?" she asked, glancing up from her work. 
 
    "No," I said without even having to think about it. 
 
    She whistled. "My gracious, you sure do like a surprise," she said. "I'll have to remember that about you." 
 
    "No, it's not that I like surprises in general. I just want what's in the bag." 
 
    "Well, you deserve it. You sure made that young man happy by whipping together that cake." 
 
    "I'm glad I could do it," I said, still trying to calm my nerves. "An hour later, and he would have been out of luck." 
 
    *** 
 
    I did not look in the bag while I was at work. 
 
    It was not difficult to wait. I felt like I didn't have any other option, really. It wasn't just a tip from a client I didn't know. Maybe Zeke didn't know me, but I certainly knew him, and with all the emotions that were tied to my memories of him, I knew it would be wise for me to wait until I was alone to open it. 
 
    Part of me thought it would be a slingshot. He and I went through a phase where we played with one all the time, and that was my first thought when I heard them say it was from Mindy's. Of course, for it to be that, Zeke would have to know who I was, which was both unnerving and improbable. Not to mention, the bag seemed too big for that. 
 
    Either way, I did not open it while I was at work. I didn't even peek while I was in the car. I waited until I got home. I had been standing all day, so I kicked off my shoes and took the bag straight to my bedroom where I sat on the edge of my bed. 
 
    I peeled off a couple of layers of tissue paper before revealing what looked to be a stuffed animal. It was black and white, and I could tell it was soft before I even touched it. I reached inside. Yep. It was soft and squishy, and I smiled as I brought it out of the bag. 
 
    I could not wipe the smile off of my face. 
 
    What girl didn't love a stuffed animal? 
 
    And this one was extra cute, I could tell that before I even turned it over. A dog. It was a floppy, mostly-white dog with a few black spots. It had black ears and a black spot over one eye. It was slightly under-stuffed in the best way possible. I took pleasure in the feel of the soft fur under my fingertips. 
 
    This lovely stuffed dog had not come from a claw machine or the dollar store. It was a high-quality, made-to-last stuffed animal. It was the perfect size to be extremely huggable. I knew that because I hugged it. I squeezed it and buried my face next to it, rubbing it against my cheek. It even smelled good—it had that soft, new toy scent. 
 
    I instantly thought of my new doggy as a boy, and I smiled at the child-like joy that occurred in me as a result of being given something so simple. I could not think of a better gift. It was perfect. It was not the first gift I had been given by a man, or even by a customer, but it was the best one. 
 
    I had learned that as a pastry chef, I had a special type of power over some people. Obviously, there were people in the world who didn't like my style or the desserts I made, or who didn't eat sweets at all. But on the opposite end of the spectrum, there were those who really connected with what I did. Fans, if you will. 
 
    They say that the way to a man's heart was through his stomach, but I had learned that statement had nothing to do with gender. Women were just as likely to be charmed by something they tasted. There were people, men and women, who would find something of mine they liked, and nothing else would do. For instance, once a month, we sent a box of my sugar cookies to a lady in Oklahoma. She had gotten hooked on them when she was visiting family in Kentucky, and she simply had to have them. Every month, she mails us a check, and every month, we mail her a box of sugar cookies. 
 
    That being said, I've learned as a pastry chef that people would do just about anything for a taste of their favorite dessert. Zeke Tanner was apparently one of those people. I knew good and well that the sweet gift had nothing to do with him knowing me and everything to do with the fact that I was the one who could make his new favorite dessert. 
 
    As I held onto that dog, I grinned, thinking about the time and care I had put into layering that cake. I did that before he even brought me the gift. I had constructed it delicately, and I knew my care and consideration would come across when he tasted it. I was way too happy at the thought of making Zeke Tanner smile. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zeke Tanner 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks later 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night of the basketball banquet 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zeke had a date for the party, but it wasn't somebody he was actually dating. In the five years since Zeke's parents had been hosting it, Lindsay Shepherd had come as his guest every time. He had known Lindsay for a long time. Her family owned a horse farm, so the two of them had always run in the same circles. 
 
    Lindsay was different than the other girls, though. She was a late bloomer/tomboy type who didn't care about fitting-in, therefore she had always been a bit of an outcast. She was in her early twenties now, and it was only in the last year or so that she had started to turn men's heads. 
 
    Lindsay was a couple of years younger than Zeke and she had no siblings of her own. She had always looked up to him. Zeke was popular, but he was also the type who was drawn to an underdog, and he and Lindsay got along great. He saw himself as a big brother figure to her. 
 
    Lindsay was a huge fan of the team and she always jumped at the chance to meet the players and speak with any of them in person. It was to the point that she now assumed she was going to the party even before Zeke mentioned it to her. One year, Zeke was even seeing another woman that he brought with him, and Lindsay still came. She called him at the end of every summer to see what date they had picked. She wasn't technically his date, but she stuck by him most of the time since he was the person she knew the best. 
 
    His friendship with Lindsay had never and would never be more than that. She had turned into a pretty young woman, but they viewed each other like siblings or cousins—family. 
 
    At this very moment, however, the familiarity he had with Lindsay was rather inconvenient. He had just walked into his parents' kitchen and spotted the woman from the bakery—the pastry chef. He was about to go over there and try to talk to her when he felt Lindsay's arms wrap around him dramatically from the side. He had seen her walk up, but she approached him quickly and he barely had time to brace himself. 
 
    "I knew you'd be early," she said, squeezing him. "I was going to go to your house first, but I figured you'd already be here." 
 
    Zeke's house was technically on the farm, but the property was so big that he couldn’t see his parents' house from his place. He could see one of the stables at a distance, but not the big house. Jordan had a piece of property on the farm as well, but his house wasn't built yet. Plans were being made, but they hadn't broken ground on it. Zeke's had only been completed for about a year. Lindsay didn't come over all the time or anything, but she had been to his house a few times since he moved in, so she knew right where it was. 
 
    Zeke was a little on edge at the moment, and he found it difficult to concentrate on what Lindsay was saying. He had just worked up the nerve to go talk to the woman, Allie, from the bakery when Lindsay had rushed up to him latched onto his waist like a koala bear. 
 
    A little stiffly, Zeke turned to the side, looking down at her. Lindsay pulled back, staring at him. 
 
    "Oh man, Zeke, you look especially good tonight," she said. "Seriously. Dang. You even shaved and stuff." 
 
    She reached up to touch his face, but he pulled back a little, evading her touch. He smiled down at her, trying to act natural, but he knew how their proximity looked, and he didn't want anyone to get the wrong idea. 
 
    He glanced at Allie the first chance he could. She was focused on whatever she was doing—smoothing some kind of chocolate icing on the side of a cake. She wasn't looking directly at them, but he was relatively sure she could see him in her periphery. He smiled at Lindsay, doing his best to treat her kindly like he always did. 
 
    There were what must have been eight or ten people in the kitchen besides him and Lindsay. It wasn't all-out chaos in there, but there was definitely action. 
 
    Lindsay stepped back and did a twirl for him. She had on a little black dress. The event was semi-formal. Zeke wore a tie every year, but this year he had on a vest and jacket as well. 
 
    "You look nice, too," he said, since she was expecting him to comment on her twirl. 
 
    "Thank you," she said with a slow nod. "I didn't know you were going to be so dapper, or I would have worn sequins." 
 
    Zeke smiled. Lindsay had no idea that he was preoccupied with noticing the pastry chef, so she was just treating him like normal. He wanted to usher her out of the kitchen as quickly as possible, but at the same time, he wanted to stay there. 
 
    "Why are you so dressed up?" Lindsay asked. 
 
    "I'm not," he said. "These are the same pants I wore last year. I just put on the jacket." 
 
    "Fan-cy," she said, making a playful face. "I'm so nervous," she added, clapping her hands together in tiny motions. 
 
    This was how Lindsay behaved every year. It wasn't that she had the hots for any particular player. She simply loved UK basketball. She went to all their home games, and this banquet was the one and only place where she could be up close and personal with members of the team. 
 
    "You look great," Zeke added, trying to give her confidence. She deserved to be confident. She was smart, and she was an attractive young woman. It was also an added bonus that she was the heir to her family's thriving horse farm. Zeke knew she had nothing to be nervous about in front of a bunch of smelly basketball players, but every year she was wiggly and jittery and she did her best to calm down and hold it all in. 
 
    Today, however, Zeke did not have time to stand there and pump her up. The guests would start to arrive in thirty minutes or so, and he had to accomplish something between now and then. He had to talk to the pastry chef. He had met her two weeks before, and the memory of that interaction had been with him ever since. 
 
    Something about her was comfortable—familiar. He had walked to the toy store next door and bought her a stuffed animal, for goodness sake. Zeke had never even bought a stuffed animal for a girlfriend. He wasn't normally a stuffed-animal-purchasing sort of guy. 
 
    He thought perhaps he had been charmed senseless by his new infatuation with her famous strawberry shortcake. He figured it had more to do with that and less about general attraction. Although, he was attracted to her as well—not just her looks but her personality, too. Lots of girls were attractive and friendly, though. That's why he thought this has more to do with the shortcake. 
 
    He had to talk to her again to make sure, and he had been waiting two long weeks to do so. 
 
    "Could you possibly go upstairs and ask Jordan something for me?" Zeke asked, looking at Lindsay like he just remembered something. 
 
    "Sure." She was hesitant. She agreed, but she phrased her answer like more of a question than a statement. It was obvious she was confused by the request. Lindsay and Jordan were closer in age than she and Zeke, but she had always been better friends with Zeke. "What do you need me to ask him?" 
 
    "If I can borrow his watch," Zeke said, making something up on the spot. "The black and silver Tudor. He'll know which one you're talking about." 
 
    Lindsay had a small purse with her, and she took her phone out of it and started pushing buttons as she stared at it. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Zeke asked. 
 
    "I'm texting your brother," she said. "To ask him to bring down the watch." 
 
    Zeke put his hand in front of her phone. "Don't text him," he said. "He's busy. I mean, we're in the same house. He's right upstairs. It'd be weird to text him." 
 
    Lindsay looked at Zeke with a suspicious glance. 
 
    "Please," he said. "He'd be more likely to give it to you if you just go ask him in person." 
 
    "So, I'm supposed to just go knock on his bedroom door?" she asked hesitantly. 
 
    Zeke nodded. "You know which one is his room, right?" 
 
    Lindsay agreed that she did. 
 
    "Thank you," he said. He knew she wanted to do it, anyway. Not because she had a thing for Jordan but more because he was a Wildcat. 
 
    "You're welcome," she said, turning to walk out of the kitchen. 
 
    Zeke glanced at Allie the moment Lindsay turned her back. The problem was that she was no longer standing there. 
 
    He crossed the kitchen in a hurry, carefully dodging people and taking long, measured strides until he made his way to the other woman who was working with desserts. She was an older woman, and he remembered talking to her at the bakery. 
 
    "Hey, do you know where… Allie went?" he asked, skipping the small talk since he knew his time was limited. 
 
    "Who? Oh, Allie? Do you mean Allison?" 
 
    "The pastry chef," he said. "Dark hair. She was just here. Is her name Allison?" 
 
    "Yes sir, she went outside to get something out of the van." 
 
    She glanced at the door that led to the side entrance, and that was the only clue Zeke needed. He instantly took off, headed that way. 
 
    "She'll be right back," the lady called. 
 
    But it was too late. Zeke was on a mission to find this woman and talk to her again. He made his way through the kitchen and easily found the door on the far side. He opened it and instantly began looking for her. The kitchen door led to a back driveway that the family referred to as the service entrance. There were several vehicles parked there, all belonging to staff and other people who had been hired for the event. 
 
    It didn't take long for him to find the van or the pastry chef. She was standing around back with the cargo doors open. He could only see her legs and a portion of her back until he came closer. 
 
    "…seventeen, eighteen, nineteen…" she was mumbling, counting to herself. 
 
    Zeke didn't want to interrupt her so he approached quietly. He didn't mean to startle her, but sometime while she was counting in the twenties, she heard him or caught sight of his movement. She gasped a little and moved to the side, regarding him with a stunned expression. 
 
    He could see her expression shift and change as she made eye contact with him. She paused, staring at him with wide eyes. Even in the afternoon light, her eyes were dark, seemingly bottomless—he knew they were about the same color as his, and he almost felt like they reflected his own. 
 
    "I'm sorry to interrupt your counting," he said. 
 
    "Oh, it's… it's fine. I don't even really need to know how many… I'm just taking some of these plates into the… I just kind of wanted to see how many were in a stack." 
 
    "Do you need help?" he asked. "I'd be happy to help you carry them." 
 
    "Oh, that's all right, I'll get… you probably should get back in to your… party." 
 
    She glanced behind him curiously as if checking to see if anyone had followed him out. She looked a little nervous and it made him take a step back. He wished he could say or do something to make her more comfortable. In a perfect world, he would be able to just reach out and hug her. He really wished he could do that. 
 
    "I saw you inside," he said, explaining himself. "I just wanted to come out here and tell you how much I loved your dessert." 
 
    Really, Zeke? How much you loved her dessert? 
 
    His eyes scanned her face. To him, she was gorgeous. Perfect. Maybe her eyes were a little too close together by the world's standards, but they were big and brown so it didn’t… no… on second thought they were not too close together—not even by the world's standards. They were perfect. Her face was adorable—big eyes, perfect rounded nose, and full, curvy lips with not a stitch of lipstick. 
 
    It was out of sheer nerves that he continued the ridiculous conversation. 
 
    "That cake. It's not spongy like other strawberry shortcakes." He stopped talking since apparently all he could think to do was talk about food. Ridiculous. 
 
    Zeke had a strong will and a mind of his own. He was confident and never felt pressure to conform. He never had a problem with one-on-one conversations. So why was it that he felt broken at the moment? It was like his normal functions didn't work correctly. It was just that this girl was so familiar to him. He experienced a sort of déjà vu when he was talking to her. It was confusing, to be honest. He felt like he had previously had this exact conversation in this same spot with this same girl. 
 
    Was that possibly what love at first sight was? When you felt like you already knew a person you had just met? He felt comfortable and at home with her. 
 
    "I'm so glad you liked the cake," she said. 
 
    Maybe that was why. 
 
    Maybe it was the cake. 
 
    He remembered having that thought already. Maybe love potion number nine was one of the ingredients. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Allison 
 
      
 
      
 
    How in the world had Zeke Tanner ended up standing with me at the back of the van? One minute, he was in the kitchen with his girlfriend, and the next, there he was, standing next to me in the driveway. 
 
    "I loved it," he said. "Thank you for making it that same day. I felt bad asking you to do that." 
 
    I turned and carefully began stacking plates in a plastic carrier. I absentmindedly made two stacks of the small dessert plates in the crate, not bothering to count them. 
 
    "You shouldn't feel bad," I said, keeping the conversation going. "I was there making cakes, anyway. Plus, I got a pretty sweet stuffed dog out of the deal." I glanced at him. "I wasn't expecting that. Thank you. You didn't have to do that." 
 
    Zeke reached out and touched my arm. My eyes met his and I gave him a curious look which he answered by reaching out to take the crate from me. He was being chivalrous, but the thing was… his proximity was too much. He was looking more dashing than ever. His perfect, masculine face was clean-shaven, and he had on a suit. I could smell the clean, woodsy smell of his deodorant or cologne or whatever he had on. It was too much—sensory overload. I was too taken off-guard to know what to say or how to act. 
 
    "You're very welcome," he said. "Thank you for making the cake." 
 
    "I got it," I said, referring to the crate, which he was trying to take from me. 
 
    "Is this all you need to take inside?" he asked. "Can I help you with something else?" 
 
    "No, no, that's okay. This is all. You need to… I don't want you to… we've got it," I said. "You're the host, and there are people inside who are… waiting for you." 
 
    "No one is waiting for me," he assured me. 
 
    "Okay, but I've got this," I said. "It's your party. You guys hired us to be here, so you shouldn’t be the one working." 
 
    "I'd like to help if you'd let me." 
 
    "You could close the van door for me, if you don't mind." 
 
    He did that, and we began walking toward the house. 
 
    "How do you know it's my party?" Zeke asked once we were on our way inside. It was a casual enough question, but I couldn't help but feel like he had found me out. I stayed cool, smiling at him as we walked toward the kitchen. "Well, I know most of the people working here, for one, so I know you're not staff. I just figured you were the host. You're a little overdressed for catering." 
 
    "I'm probably overdressed period," he said. "I usually don't wear a jacket to this thing." 
 
    I remembered the girl in the house. I couldn't hear everything they were saying, but she had been remarking on how dressed up he was. I felt sick to my stomach at the memory of it. 
 
    "You look handsome," I said, trying to sound unaffected. "I'm sure your girlfriend or wife is happy, you know, about the jacket or whatever. It looks handsome." 
 
    The kitchen entrance had a screen door as well as a regular one, so we would have to open two doors to get inside. I stood back as we approached the entrance, and Zeke stepped forward to open them for me. With the way we were standing and how he had to maneuver the door, he came rather close to me in the process. He leaned in to open the screen door, and he paused as he held it open. He was standing less than a foot from me when he hesitated, and I looked up at him. His hand came up and gently touched my back. 
 
    "I wish you would've let me carry that," he said. "I feel bad walking in with a lady who's carrying heavy dishes while I'm holding nothing." 
 
    "They're not heavy at all," I assured him. 
 
    Zeke opened the inside door and I walked past him. His hand on my back was fleeting, but it had happened. 
 
    I had mentioned his girlfriend or wife. 
 
    I even told him he looked handsome. 
 
    I couldn't believe I had done that. 
 
    It felt like I was in a dream. 
 
    It was surreal that Zeke had gone outside while I was out there. I had not expected him to do that. Only moments before, he was in the kitchen with a gorgeous blonde. As I was counting those plates, I had been feeling let-down about it, and the next thing I knew, I turned and there he was. My heart was still beating a like crazy as we walked inside. 
 
    The atmosphere inside was hectic as John and the other chefs prepped for dinner service. I went to the left side of the kitchen where Brenda and I had a station set up. Zeke followed me, and I glanced at him once I set down the crate. 
 
    "I know you're busy," he said. "Would it be okay if I help you… I don’t know… clean up and carry things out tonight once you're done?" 
 
    "No," I said, smiling a little. 
 
    "No, you don't mind if I do, or no, it won't be okay?" 
 
    "No, you don't need to do that. It's not that I mind, but it won't be necessary," I said. "I'm going to pack up and sneak out of here as soon as I'm done serving dessert. We've got people staying behind to take care of cleaning up and taking everything back to the restaurant. Thank you, though. That's really thoughtful of you to ask." 
 
    "I'm sorry to burst your bubble if you think I was just being nice, but I'm kind of thinking of myself." 
 
    He had gone to stand on the other side of the counter, and I glanced at him with a cautious grin. He was breathtakingly handsome in his suit—so big and masculine—and he was smiling at me with a hint of challenge in his expression. If I didn't know better, I would think he was flirting with me. 
 
    He looked me over like he was studying me closely, and I glanced down again, focusing on my work. The last thing I wanted was for Zeke to figure out who I was. I was already nervous enough coming into this house. It wasn't as familiar as I thought it would be, though. I had only been in the main house a time or two when I was younger, and even then, it had changed. There had been a kitchen renovation. I knew it because of how modern and beautiful everything was. Plus, all of the equipment and appliances were new. 
 
    I had done most of the work at the bakery, but I saved some finishing touches for the event. I knew I had to make some fresh whipped cream tonight, and I reached into the cooler for my ingredients. Zeke was still standing there, hesitating to leave. 
 
    "I named him Bo," I said, trying to think of something to say that would also distract Zeke from putting together who I was. I glanced up at him when I made that random statement, and I could see that he was confused. "The dog," I clarified. "The little stuffed toy. I named him Bo." 
 
    He smiled inquisitively at me, but he didn't say anything. I had no idea what he was thinking. 
 
    "I know you have things to do right now, but may I please… see you again… tonight, Allison? Once you're done here?" 
 
    His face. His haunting dark eyes. I was a total wreck. I couldn't even think straight, let alone get words out of my mouth and make plans with him. so many things crossed my mind in those seconds. I wondered if Zeke still lived at home and if I would end up running into his parents if I made plans with him. The Tanners had someone organizing the event for them, so I hadn't even seen either of his parents since I had been there. I was content to keep it that way. 
 
    I speculated for a few seconds while I hesitated, pouring cream into a mixing bowl. I glanced at Zeke to answer his question, and I still wasn't sure what I was going to say. Thankfully, at that moment, the blonde walked into the kitchen and helped me out. She gave me an excuse to cut the conversation short. I smiled at him a little bit dismissively and nudged my chin in her direction. 
 
    "Maybe another time," I said with a little smile even though I didn't feel happy. 
 
    The blonde was walking toward him wearing a huge grin. Her hair was pinned up and her black dress accentuated her adorable figure. 
 
    Jealousy was not something I normally struggled with, but goodness, this blonde made me feel literally sick to my stomach. She approached him holding her hand out, offering-up what seemed to be a man's watch. 
 
    "This is my friend from way back when we were kids," Zeke explained. 
 
    All of the blood that had been in my head left suddenly, and I felt a wash of adrenaline, dread, whatever it was. I thought he figured out who I was, but then I realized he was talking about the blonde and not me. 
 
    "Lindsay's family owns Shepherd Farm. We've been friends a long time." 
 
    Lindsay realized that he was introducing her to me, and she looked at me and gave me a little bow. "Hello," she said. "I'm Lindsay Shepherd. And I'm pleased to make your acquaintance." 
 
    She glanced down at what I was doing and her eyes widened with genuine interest. "Are you a chef?" she asked. 
 
    "A pastry chef," I answered. 
 
    "Mmm, even better," she said. She handed Zeke the watch. "I had to fight your brother for it, by the way," she said. "You should thank me. He said he was going to wear it tonight." 
 
    "Thank you," Zeke said as he took it from her. He deftly fastened it onto his wrist. I glanced at him while he was doing it, and my eyes went to his hands. I stared at his bones and muscles and the way his hands moved. He was no longer a boy. He was a man, and the sight of him doing something as simple as attaching a watch to his wrist gave me all sorts of feelings. 
 
    "Is it Allison or Allie?" Zeke asked, looking at me. 
 
    "Usually Allison," I said. "But either is fine." 
 
    "It's very nice to meet you, Allison the pastry chef," Lindsay said. "I, for one, am excited to taste what you're making here." She held her hands together and made a greedy face, and I smiled. I felt relieved that Zeke hadn't been talking about me when he said we had been friends since we were kids. It was also a slight relief that Lindsay was such a nice person. It made my jealousy of her not so nauseating. I took a deep breath and acted natural as I began whisking cream by hand. 
 
    "We better let you get back to work," Zeke said. 
 
    I nodded. "It was nice to meet you, Lindsay, and nice to see you again, Mister Tanner." 
 
    The kitchen was so chaotic that the two of them just walked off with no further conversation. I held my breath until they walked away. I knew going in that working an event at the Tanners' might prove to be an emotional rollercoaster, and I was right. I just didn't expect Zeke to come up and talk to me right at the beginning. 
 
    I worked on whipping cream while I began to replay the whole interaction in my mind. 
 
    "Somebody was anxious to see you," Brenda said, coming to stand next to me. She had a finished chocolate cake in her hands, and she set it down in preparation to cut it. 
 
    "Who?" I asked. 
 
    I looked at her, and she leveled me with a motherly stare. "Who," she said mocking me. "That was the same gentleman who brought a gift to the bakery that day, wasn't it?" 
 
    "That was just a tip," I said. "But, yes, he is the same gentleman." 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. "It seems to me like he's not just interested in your shortcake." 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to mention that he was there with a date and neither of us should be thinking that way, but I didn't. I just smiled at her and continued working. I absentmindedly remembered Zeke introducing Lindsay as his friend, but then I reminded myself not to get my hopes up. 
 
    "What was it, by the way?" Brenda asked. 
 
    I glanced at her. "What was what?" 
 
    "What was in the bag that day? You never told me what he brought you." 
 
    "Oh, that. It was just… a little stuffed animal." 
 
    Brenda made a noise like she was a little surprised. "Huh, maybe you should have taken that thirty dollars from Kassie." 
 
    I didn't clarify that the stuffed animal was really nice and probably cost more than thirty dollars. I also didn't say it I wouldn't trade it for the world. 
 
    "Probably so," I said instead. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zeke 
 
      
 
      
 
     Lindsay stayed by Zeke all evening. 
 
    She wasn't needy, but she also didn't go very far. She always did that at these parties because she was nervous about encountering the guys on the basketball team, and Zeke made her feel comfortable and secure. 
 
    It was the first year that Zeke was slightly annoyed by her presence. He didn't mind her being there, but he knew the beautiful pastry chef had been a little confused about who Lindsay was in his life, and he didn't want there to be a misunderstanding. He wanted to clarify, but it was such a busy evening that he didn’t have the chance. 
 
    It was all Zeke's doing that the pastry chef was there in the first place. He didn't ask much of his parents, but he specifically requested that they hire her for the event. He said he had such a good experience for his birthday that he knew she'd be great for the party. This translated to them hiring her whole restaurant. The Tanners had someone organizing the whole event, but Zeke never made special requests like this, and Ezekiel had taken it upon himself to call and secure the deal. 
 
    Fortunately, everything seemed to go off without a hitch. Everyone commented on how much they enjoyed the food. Zeke was glad that it worked out, but he was far more concerned with the dessert than dinner. He wasn't even concerned with dessert as much as the woman who was preparing it. He wanted her to get out of the kitchen and come sit next to him at the dinner table. 
 
    He didn't even know her name. She had told him two different things. He wasn't sure whether to think of her as Allison or Allie. Allison seemed more natural for her, and he wondered why she had told him otherwise the first time they met. 
 
    There was something about her—something about the way she looked at him. It wasn't the words she said to him, but rather the way she seemed to avoid eye contact. It was as if she was keeping something from him. It didn't seem like she was deceiving him, but there was something a little shy or secretive in her demeanor. 
 
    One minute, she would beam at him with a beautiful smile, and then she'd look away bashfully. It was like she went back and forth about wanting to let her guard down. Granted, this was a lot to perceive, given the fact that they'd only had brief conversations, but Zeke was perceptive. He could tell she was intrigued by him, but it seemed like she didn't want to let herself be. He thought maybe she was married or had a boyfriend, but if that were the case, he was certain that there wouldn’t have been a spark of interest. She also named that stuffed animal, which pleased Zeke tremendously. The only thing that would have been better was if she would have named it Zeke. Maybe that was too much to ask. 
 
    He couldn't get her out of his head. He was thinking about her when he heard someone mention her at the table near his. 
 
    "Bro, did you see that chick who made this chocolate cake?" 
 
    The house had a small ballroom which was full of tables that had been set up specifically for the party. The comment had come from the table a little behind and beside Zeke. There had been talking and murmuring all night from the tables around him, and Zeke never cared much about paying attention to any of it, but he glanced behind him the instant he heard this bit of conversation. 
 
    "Does she look good?" Eli was the one who asked the question, and he was looking at Case when he said it. 
 
    Both of them were basketball players. 
 
    Zeke's hands balled into fists as he watched Case to see how he would respond. 
 
    "Dude, I went back there to check out the kitchen earlier, and there was this little female bent over the table, putting her perfect little dollops of whipped cream on that pie or whatever it was. She was looking snatched, bro. I was like, baby girl, you can feed me whipped cream any day." 
 
    Zeke's blood pressure rose exponentially. He could feel himself getting hot. He sat up straight in his chair, feeling like he was about to get into an actual fight. Case Christensen was smiling at Eli Rollins, looking smug—satisfied with himself. They were both seniors, starters. Eli had a girlfriend—Zeke knew that because they were both friends with his brother. Case Christensen was a high-profile player, an NBA hopeful. Zeke had met him several times, and while they weren't best friends, he thought he was an okay guy. Not anymore. Right about now, Zeke wanted to kick him out of the party—out of the house. 
 
    The memory of him calling her baby girl and the part about whipped cream sent another wave of rage through Zeke. He stared at Case thinking I dare you to say another word. 
 
    The two guys laughed, and Eli said, "Bruh, just go get her number." 
 
    "I will," Case said. He nudged his chin confidently and pointed at the empty dessert plate sitting in front of him. "She's the one who made that cake, dude. Can you imagine comin' home to a little honey who can make a cake like that? Heaven, bruh." 
 
    That was it. That did it. Zeke could not sit and listen to any more of this garbage. He felt like he might actually explode. There had never, ever been a fight at one of these dinners, but there was a first time for everything. Zeke slid his chair back and stood up. 
 
    "Where are you going?" Lindsay asked, looking up at him, confused. 
 
    "To get some air," he said. 
 
    "Neil is about to give a speech," she said. 
 
    Zeke gave her a little smile and nod, but he didn't offer any explanation. He didn’t care about Neil's speech. The only thing he cared about was getting to Allison. He had seen her a few times during the evening, but she had her hands so full that it had been impossible for him to approach her. 
 
    He maneuvered his way through the tables. He was so overheated that he took his jacket off as he walked. He carried it with him for a few steps, but this was his parents' house, and eventually, he just tossed it onto the nearest available surface—the back of an arm chair in the next room. He loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt as he walked. 
 
    He was burning up. He could think of nothing besides finding Allison. He unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled his sleeves, trying to do anything he could to escape the confines of his suit. 
 
    His stride was determined, and before he knew it, he rounded the corner that led to the entrance of the kitchen. His eyes instantly went to the place where she and the other woman had been working all evening. 
 
    Neither of them were there. 
 
    He scanned the room, noticing other staff members, but not seeing Allison or her partner. 
 
    "Did you need something?" It was a woman's voice. She had come up beside him, and he turned, hoping it was Allison. It wasn't. It was one of the servers and she was carrying several dirty plates. 
 
    "No, I was, uh, looking for… there were a couple of women here a little while ago, making desserts." 
 
    "Oh, from the bakery. Allison and Brenda. They were here…" she hesitated and looked around with an expression that was completely confused. "They might have gone. They probably did. I'm actually not sure." She was trying to help, God love her, but she was completely clueless. 
 
    "That's okay, I'll look for them," Zeke said. 
 
    He walked through the kitchen and out of the same door that led to their van. It hadn't been long since they had finished dinner. He had planned on trying to catch her before she left, but perhaps it had been longer than he thought since dessert was served. 
 
    He saw a couple of people standing near the back of the van, and he felt relieved as he walked over to them. He fully intended to see Allison when he rounded the corner, but it wasn't her. It was the older lady and she was standing next to a guy. 
 
    "Oh, hi," the woman said, doing a double take at Zeke when she saw him walk up. 
 
    "Hi," Zeke said, glancing around at the vehicles that were parked nearby and fearing that he already missed her. 
 
    "Is something the matter?" the lady asked. 
 
    "No, I was, uh, looking for…" 
 
    "Allison?" 
 
    "Yes." He stared at her, waiting for her to tell him where she had gone. 
 
    "She left with a gentleman." 
 
    That was perhaps the worst thing she could have said. 
 
    "The lady who owns the place came up with him and asked if they could take some of the leftover desserts somewhere. Allison was finished and she was leaving, anyway, so she said she'd go with him." 
 
    There were so many things wrong with what she had just said. First, he was having to worry about Case Christensen, and now another man? 
 
    "The lady who owns the place is my mother," Zeke said. "Was that who came up to her?" He had just seen his mother. He thought she had been in the ballroom all evening. 
 
    Brenda shook her head with a regretful expression. "No sir, I'm sorry. It was the manager. The lady who put everything together. Vanessa. She came up with a man. They were going to take some of the leftovers to a different location. Allison went to help him." 
 
    "Did they say where they were going?" 
 
    Brenda shook her head. "I didn't hear all of what they were saying, but they mentioned horses, if that helps. I know they drove. Allison had her car parked right here." She motioned to an empty parking space. "Vanessa would know." 
 
    "Do you know if she's coming back?" 
 
    "I don't know. I don't think so. She told me goodbye when she left." 
 
    Zeke went inside to find Vanessa and figure out exactly where Allison had gone. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Allison 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Patrick first asked me about working a private party at the Tanners' house, I panicked. I assumed I would have to finish and plate all of the desserts while people were standing there watching me—while the Tanners were standing there watching me. 
 
    As was the truth with most things I dreaded, the reality of it turned out to be a lot less daunting than the anticipation. 
 
    Brenda and I made a cozy little spot in the kitchen and went to work like we were in our own bakery. There were four dessert options, and we plated thirty of each. We knew we would have to plate some on the spot, but preparing thirty portions of each was a good starting point. 
 
      
 
    The options were as follows:  
 
    Chocolate Opera Cake 
 
    Cheesecake 
 
    Banana Pudding 
 
    And, of course, 
 
    Strawberry Shortcake 
 
      
 
    We had planned on serving upwards of a hundred and fifty, but they were hungry basketball players, and several of them ordered more than one dessert. By the time it was all said and done, we had plated over two hundred desserts. We prepared way more than we thought we'd need, and we nearly ran out of chocolate opera cake and the shortcake because so many asked for seconds. 
 
    It was a hectic evening, but everyone seemed to love the food and desserts, which was gratifying. The kitchen wasn't completely open to the rest of the house like it was in some modern floorplans, but there was a big doorway that looked into it, and it was open enough that some of the guests came by and looked in curiously to see what we were doing. We were able to be observed, but it wasn't nearly as intrusive as I expected. 
 
    I saw Zeke come by twice. 
 
    He could have come by more, but I had my head down, focusing on making each plate look the way I wanted. Some of the other chefs were excited when the basketball players would come to the kitchen and have conversations with them. 
 
    I didn't care about the basketball players. If I was starstruck by anyone in that house, it was Zeke. I could hardly concentrate on my work or even breathe during those two times when I glanced up and saw him standing in the doorway. I was both relieved and disappointed that I didn't get to talk to him before it was time for me to leave. 
 
    Vanessa, the lady who was organizing the event, came into the kitchen just as I was packing my things. There was a gentleman with her who she introduced as Paul. He was a young man, but he was dressed in jeans and boots and not slacks and a tie. I heard tidbits of their conversation and gathered that he had come to the party to pick up leftovers for the staff who worked in the stables. 
 
    Vanessa mentioned getting someone to help him take things over, and since I was done for the evening, I offered my services. I was feeling brave after a successful night of not being recognized, and I felt curious about the stables and wanted to see them again. I had spent a lot of time there when I was younger, and thought it would be interesting to see if or how everything had changed. 
 
    It might sound silly, but I wanted to see it for Zeke's sake. In my mind, I thought of this as his farm, and I felt like seeing it was giving me an indication of how he was doing life. Plus, I didn't know this guy named Paul, so I knew he wouldn't put two-and-two together about me having been there before. He seemed nice, too, which only added to my confidence. I pretty much jumped at the chance to go by the stables with him on my way home. 
 
    We loaded food into the backseat of Paul's truck and some leftover desserts into my car, and I followed him to the stables. It was dark, but I could tell that the property had changed. We drove past the stables and took a right, driving down a road that used to be open field. We pulled up at a different set of stables—a whole new building. It looked a lot like the old one architecturally, and I experienced an odd mix of fear and excitement as I parked and walked up to it. 
 
    "Is this new?" I asked Paul as we carried our first load of food into the entryway. I knew the answer to my question because the structure we were walking into had not been there years ago. 
 
    "Not really," he said, surprising me. "I've been here four years, and it was here when I started. It was pretty new back then, though. I think it was built about six or seven years back. They added this barn and another covered arena right behind it. It's a big farm—two hundred acres." 
 
    Some people referred to the stables as barns, but make no mistake, it did not feel or look like a shabby, old, rotted-wood tobacco barn—or even the red kind you see in all the storybooks. This was a state of the art facility with old world, Spanish-inspired architecture. There were tile roofs and archways. These horses had it better than most people. 
 
    "I came here when I was a kid," I said as we walked through the open doorway. 
 
    "Oh, you probably went to the old barn, then. We passed it on the way here. This one's basically the same, just bigger. It's got apartments, too, down on that end. I get to call it home like the horses." 
 
    "Oh, really? That's cool," I said, looking around. 
 
    "Did you get to see the horses?" 
 
    "Not yet. I just got here." 
 
    He laughed. "I mean when you came before. You said you came here when you were younger." 
 
    "Oh yeah, definitely. That was back when they had Midnight Run." 
 
    "Ahh," he said, nodding with a smile. 
 
    Midnight Run was one of their most famous horses. He won the Belmont and Preakness. 
 
    "I've only seen pictures of that one," Paul said. 
 
    The main walkways were open to all of the stalls, but Paul and I circled around to the left, into the kitchen. It was cooler in there than it was in the main hall, and we set the trays of food onto the countertop. 
 
    "It'll all need to go into the fridge," I said. 
 
    Paul nodded. "We'll just set it here for now and go get the rest. I need to clean out the fridge to make room." He smiled and raised his eyebrows. "I might just have to hoard some of it in my apartment before all my guys get in here and destroy it." 
 
    I smiled at him and nodded. "You should," I said. 
 
    "Did you make it?" he asked. 
 
    "The sweets," I answered. 
 
    He smiled. "Oh, that's the best stuff." 
 
    We made two more trips to our vehicles, each time stashing the aluminum trays on the countertop in the kitchen. We talked the whole time—some about my job, and some about his. He was a nice guy, and it was otherwise quiet in the stables. I felt so comfortable that I asked if I could see a few of the horses. 
 
    "This is my favorite mare," Paul said as we approached the third stall. He opened it so we could walk inside. He hadn't done that for the first two, so I figured she was a sweet girl. 
 
    "Destiny, huh?" I said, reading the nameplate. 
 
    "She's such a good girl." 
 
    I walked inside and my hand drifted to the spot on her neck where everyone always petted horses. It was the first time in a long time that I got to put my hand on the warm, soft fur of a horse. 
 
    Destiny was a beautiful, dark bay mare. I hadn't been allowed to go to work with my dad after the incident, and the feel of a horse's soft fur beneath my fingertips after such a long time caused tears spring to my eyes. 
 
    "She's so pretty," I said, trying to distract myself. 
 
    "We bred her with Tapit a few years back, and their foal placed third in the derby this year." 
 
    "Wow, that's a good girl," I said, still stroking her neck. 
 
    "Ransom Note," Paul said proudly, thinking I would know the horse he was talking about. 
 
    "Ahh," I said, nodding even though I had no idea. It might seem like an insignificant thing to some people, but after the incident at this farm, I had done my best to ignore all things horse racing. 
 
    I didn't want to take up too much of his time, so I figured Destiny would be the last horse I would see for the evening. I took a second to pet her and enjoy the moment. 
 
    I was staring at the side of her face when I heard Paul say, "Hey Zeke." 
 
    I had thought I heard someone walking, but I didn't think anything of it until Paul spoke. My brain registered what he said, and my stomach was already tied in knots by the time I looked up and saw Zeke standing outside the stall, looking in. He had taken off his jacket, loosened his tie, and rolled his sleeves. His cheeks were ruddy, and he had a general appearance like he had been in a hurry. He smiled when he saw me, but it was a curious, cautious smile as he took in my surroundings. He regarded me for a second, and then he focused on Paul. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Miss Allison worked at that dinner y'all had tonight at your dad's. She's a chef. She made the desserts." 
 
    "I know," Zeke said. "I meant what are you doing in here?" 
 
    "Oh, she helped me bring some of the leftovers to the kitchen. It smelled so good. I can't wait to dig in. I'm about to take a whole tray of it to my apartment and eat about three helpings." 
 
    "That's good," Zeke said. "It was tasty. You'll like it." 
 
    "Justin and Jude were ribbing me cause they got to go to the party. I'm gonna have to tell them I got dinner plus leftovers delivered to my door by the chef herself." 
 
    Paul was grinning as he spoke. Zeke smiled too, but something was off about it. It seemed like he was curious as to why I was in one of the stalls with one of their horses. 
 
    "I asked Paul if I could see a few of your horses," I explained. "I hope you don't mind." 
 
    "Oh, he doesn't mind," Paul said. "She likes horses. And she said she's been to your farm before—back before y'all built this barn." 
 
    I went numb at those words. 
 
    "Has she?" Zeke said. He looked at me. "When was this?" 
 
    I glanced at him briefly before looking away. "It's been a long time," I said, trying to seem casual. "I think I came with a friend one time." 
 
    Lie, lie, lie. 
 
    I could not help myself—I didn't feel like I had another choice. Hot rushing blood rose to my face, and I stepped to the side, using the horse's head as a shield and hiding myself from Zeke's view. I rubbed Destiny's dark fur, pretending I was really getting into it. 
 
    "Is the party already over?" Paul asked. 
 
    "No," Zeke said. "Almost. I think a couple of people were going to talk." 
 
    "Well, I'm excited to try some of Allison's desserts. Vanessa was saying her chocolate cake was amazing." 
 
    "It was," Zeke said. "That's what I had tonight." 
 
    It crossed my mind to wonder why he didn't eat the shortcake, but I didn't say anything. 
 
    "I'm going to get out of your way," I said, giving the horse a few last pats. "I appreciate you letting me meet sweet Destiny. She's such a pretty girl." 
 
    "You might as well go get some of that food while it's hot," Zeke said to Paul. "I'll show Allison out." 
 
    "Oh, I know how to get out. I'm done. I just wanted to say hi to these babies." 
 
    I moved around the front of the horse again, heading for the door—heading in Zeke's direction. He stood back while Paul and I opened the door and stepped out of the stall. 
 
    I smiled at him as I passed by. He smiled back at me. His smile. Goodness gracious. It was closed-mouthed, but his face moved and stretched in all the right ways. Zeke always had a certain magnetism about him, and his secret weapon was his smile. I wanted to fall into his arms. 
 
    "Go on ahead and do what you need to do, Paul. I'm going to take Allison to see Mayhem." 
 
    "All right," Paul said. "Well it was nice meeting you, Allison." He had on a baseball cap, and he touched the brim of it with a nod. 
 
    "Nice meeting you too," I said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stared at Zeke after Paul walked away. 
 
    His stature shouldn't have surprised me since I had already stood next to him, but he was so much taller now than when we were kids. I regarded him, almost feeling like he was a different person from the boy I knew back then. I wished he was a different person, actually. 
 
    I had thought of him enough lately that I had already been through the scenarios in my head. In an ideal world, Zeke and I would ride off into the sunset together. He would date me and marry me just like any other normal couple. 
 
    That, however, would never happen with us. 
 
    I wasn't trying to be a pessimist, but really. It would eventually come out that I was the girl who had stolen from them and gotten her father fired. Just the fact that my father was a stable hand and my family struggled to get by was probably a deal-breaker for a family like the Tanners. There was just no way they would accept me once they realized who I was. I had already come to that heartbreaking conclusion on my own. 
 
    Right then in that moment, though, while I was alone with Zeke and he was looking gorgeous. Right then when he had left the party and rushed over to me—in those seconds, my heart longed for a long-shot happily ever after. I experienced an ember of hope as I stood with him in that corridor. 
 
    It was quiet except for the sounds of horses moving around and the occasional snort or nicker. 
 
    "Should I be afraid?" I asked, looking up at him and trying to ignore my own rush of emotions. 
 
    "Probably so," he said with a confident grin. 
 
    "Why? Is he mean?" I asked. 
 
    "Is who mean?" 
 
    I tilted my head at him and made an expression to reflect my confusion. "Mayhem. Is he mean? Should I be afraid of him?" 
 
    "Oh, no. That's what you were talking about? He'll be fine. You don't want to come up from behind him or anything, but he won't hurt you." 
 
    We started walking toward the end of the stables in the opposite direction that Paul had gone. 
 
    "Why'd you say I should be afraid?" I asked. 
 
    "Because I didn't know you were talking about Mayhem. I thought you were just saying in general." 
 
    "Why should I be afraid in general?" I asked, glancing around. 
 
    He hesitated for a few seconds. "Nothing," he said, smiling and shrugging it off. "You shouldn't." 
 
    We took a few steps in silence. 
 
    "You ate the chocolate cake tonight," I said since I noticed when he mentioned that before. 
 
    "I did," he said. "It was good. Too good. I should have had the cheesecake." 
 
    "Why? You like cheesecake?" 
 
    I glanced at him, and he shook his head. "I hate cheesecake." 
 
    "You hate it?" 
 
    "Yeah, I don't like cream cheese on anything besides bagels. Even then, it's not my favorite." 
 
    "Then why would you want to eat cheesecake?" 
 
    "Because maybe it would be good for me to hate something you made. They're all too good. As it stands, I'd like to double whatever they're paying you at The Savannah and get you to come here and be my private chef." 
 
    I let out a laugh. "The problem is, you'd never have any real food." 
 
    "I can eat regular food like I'm used to," he said. "And you can just take care of the desserts." 
 
    "That's a pretty steep price for a personal pastry chef," I said, knowing he was joking. 
 
    We were walking slowly as we talked, but by that point, we made it to Mayhem's stall. Zeke stopped at the door, propping his arm on the top of it. Mayhem was a strikingly huge, strikingly gorgeous, grey Thoroughbred. Zeke glanced at me. I could see him do it out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    "You seem so familiar to me," he said. 
 
    I absolutely dreaded hearing those words from him, so I was thankful and relieved that I happened to speak at the exact same time as him. 
 
    "So, you didn't get any shortcake?" I asked, talking over him. We had both started speaking at once, so it wasn't like I was trying to avoid hearing him. 
 
    "I had the chocolate, but it was good, too," he said, answering my question. 
 
    I smiled shyly at him and then turned my attention to Mayhem without addressing his comment about me looking familiar. "He's gorgeous," I said. 
 
    "He's mine," Zeke said. "My parents didn't have anything to do with this one." 
 
    I remembered back to when we were younger. Zeke wasn't that big into horses. He got in trouble for it, actually. He had a mechanical mind, and he would take things apart and put them back together. His parents' desire was for him to focus on horses and basketball since those were their passions, but Zeke was a dreamer. He was athletic and naturally talented at basketball, but he only practiced as much as they made him. He would rather spend his time taking apart a lawnmower and making a scooter out of it, or making slingshots and catapults out of things he found lying around. 
 
    "I didn't know you were into race horses." 
 
    I must have said it like I knew too much because he answered with, "How would you?" 
 
    "I don't know. I-I just thought… I don't know what you do, actually. Is this your job? Investing in horses?" 
 
    "No. Mayhem's my first one. My parents love it, obviously, and I don't mind being around horses, but no. I just like an underdog story." 
 
    "How in the world could you justify calling this magnificent creature an underdog?" 
 
    He smiled at my enthusiasm. "He was one. He was small. The breeders sold him cheap because he was so small." 
 
    "You weren't small. I don't believe it," I said, cooing at Mayhem who blinked and shook his head before blowing air out of his nose. I turned to Zeke. "Is he fast?" 
 
    "We just started getting him out there," Zeke said. "He just turned two. But yeah. He's fast. He's doing well." 
 
    "So, now you're all into it?" I asked, smiling at him. 
 
    "I guess so," he said. "It's more fun when they're yours." 
 
    "Are you so hooked that this is what you do for a job now, or do you have another one?" 
 
    "I have another one," he said. 
 
    "What do you do?" 
 
    "Well, I've been working on a set of tools for horseshoeing. It's a motorized tool, similar to a Dremel, but it's got a quiet motor. Almost silent. I partnered with a tool company recently, so my design will go into mass production soon. I just signed a contract. It's a big deal. They're gonna make a million of them." 
 
    "Oh, man. Congratulations," I said. "Is this pretty recent, then?" 
 
    "We signed the deal two weeks ago," he said. "That's why I stopped by the bakery—to get a treat for myself." 
 
    "That's awesome," I said. "I'm proud of you!" 
 
    The words came out so naturally that I didn't even realize at first that I had said anything out of the ordinary. It was out of sheer regret and fear of getting caught that I leaned over the stall and touched Mayhem's face. I reached around, stroking the far side of his cheek while placing my face close to his on the other side. 
 
    "He's a little hard to get," Zeke warned. "Don't let him take you by surprise if he shakes you off. He's got a hard head. I don't want him to accidently hurt you." 
 
    "If you hurt me, it's my fault, huh, boy?" I was answering Zeke but talking softly to Mayhem. I stood there, rubbing his jaw while resting my face near his neck. "Thank you for the hugs," I said to Mayhem as I patted him twice more and leaned back. I smiled at Zeke. I was about to thank him for letting me meet Mayhem and say something about leaving. 
 
    "Would you like to come see my workshop?" He made a self-deprecating noise. "Uhh, that sounded… so cheesy… but… I really do have a workshop, and I was just wondering if you'd be interested in… never mind. I'm sorry. I know you've been working all night, and—" 
 
    "I'd like to see it," I said. "Your workshop, I mean." I glanced around. "Is it here? Is it part of this building?" 
 
    He smiled. "No, it's at my house. But that's only right over there. It's here. On the property. We could walk there from here." 
 
    "Oh, you have a house right here with your parents?" I smiled, but inside I felt disappointed. Maybe part of me thought that if he lived way over on the other side of Lexington I'd be able to see him a little bit and avoid his parents. But really, seeing him a little bit wouldn't do, and I knew that. 
 
    "How did you know this farm belonged to my parents? I didn't even think we talked about that?" 
 
    "I recognize your family name. You guys are kind of high-profile. Everybody in the kitchen tonight was stoked to be cooking for your dad. And everyone at the restaurant was talking about you coming in for your birthday. In fact, a girl I work with tried to give me thirty dollars for that stuffed animal." 
 
    "But you wouldn't sell it to her," he said it like a statement and not a question. I had already told him I gave it a name, after all. 
 
    "No, I wouldn't. I didn't even know what was in the bag when she tried to buy it from me. I hadn't opened it yet." 
 
    "Are you glad you didn't sell it?" he asked. 
 
    "So glad," I said. "I seriously love that little dog." 
 
    We had started walking toward the main opening again. Destiny's head was hanging over the stall as we walked past, and she was looking at us, so I stopped and petted her neck and shoulder for a few seconds. 
 
    "Why do you have to be so sweet, girl?" I asked, talking directly to her. "You're a snuggle bug. Dangerously cuddly, baby." 
 
    Destiny rubbed her face against mine, and I squeezed her and patted her again before reluctantly pulling away. I made a slight groan of disapproval. I loved horses, and I didn't realize how much I had missed being able to touch one all these years. I doubled-back and patted her again as I began to walk away. 
 
    "I'm so happy I got to come over here," I said. "That made my night. I never, ever get to pet a horse. It's been years." 
 
    "Ohhhh, my, goooosh. Yeeessss." Zeke said the words slowly and with a groan. He sounded utterly relieved, and I glanced at him as we walked. 
 
    "What happened?" I asked. 
 
    He looked at me with a completely serious expression. "I have something you want," he said, "and it feels grrreat." 
 
    I smiled at him and shook my head, and he grinned back at me. "Seriously, you like horses and have nowhere to go to see them? This is the best thing I've figured out all night." 
 
    He was definitely flirting with me, and I was so overwhelmed that all I could do was smile and shake my head like he was joking around. I looked his way and he pumped his fist confidently, scrunching up his face and doing a little dance move. He was being silly, but it wasn't silly looking. He was manly, capable, confident and smooth. He was captivating, mesmerizing—a good dancer without even trying. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zeke had driven a golf cart to the stables. His house was on the backside of the farm, and when the weather was nice, he used one of them to get around. He had driven one to his parents' house earlier. My car was parked at the stables, and I started to get into it, but Zeke offered me a ride on the golf cart, promising that he'd make sure I got back to my car once we were finished. 
 
    I didn't even think about denying him. It was a beautiful evening, and a ride on a golf cart through their picturesque farm seemed like the perfect thing to do. The fresh air of early fall was exactly the right temperature—like there was no warm or cool air at all. 
 
    It was a perfect moment for me. I was alone with Zeke, and I was getting to enjoy the farm under the cover of darkness. Zeke had mentioned thinking I was familiar, but he had no idea who I was. His family was busy at the moment, so I knew they wouldn't be surprising us. It was the best possible scenario. I was comfortable and happy, and it seemed like he was, too. We got caught stealing glances at each other quite a bit. 
 
    Zeke's house wasn't extravagant, but at the same time, it was gorgeous. It was nestled in the back corner of the property. His lot was fenced and there were trees on the property giving it a more shady, woodsy feel than some of the more open pastures at the farm. I remembered this area when I was a kid, and back then, it didn't even seem like it was part of the farm. 
 
    The house itself was beautiful. It was an unpretentious craftsman style house nestled in the middle of the lot. We approached the house from the back, so I didn't see the u-shaped driveway that led to the east road until we went around to the front. 
 
    "Oh my gosh, is this yours, Zeke?" I asked. I felt so proud of him and happy and I had to do my best to tone it down. 
 
    "It is," he said. "I park in the back. My workshops back there. I just brought you up here to show you the front—you know, give you the full tour." 
 
    Several things hit me when he said that, and I felt a wave of dread and regret. I must've been so swept away that I had forgotten all about the blonde at the dinner party, but now that he was talking about giving me a tour, she came to my mind. 
 
    "I didn't think we were going to do all that," I said. "I thought I might just peak in your workshop for a second. You should probably get back to your party and, you know, Lindsay." 
 
    He grinned as he turned off the golf cart and stepped out of it. "I'll bring you back to your car whenever you're ready, but you don't need to worry about Lindsey. She's rubbing elbows with the basketball team right now. She's basically in heaven." 
 
    "And you don't mind that?" I asked the words hesitantly, showing him that I was a little confused. 
 
    "I guess you still think she's my girlfriend, so I'll go ahead and clarify that she's not. We've been friends a long time, but never anything more than that. I go months at a time without talking to her, but she loves UK basketball and she comes to this party every year." He tilted his head a little as if wondering if that explanation would suffice. 
 
    "Oh, I… I didn't care if she was your girlfriend… I just didn't want you to… I mean… I didn't want to take you away from the party. I just didn't want her or your family to wonder where you were while we did the full tour." 
 
    He was standing next to the golf cart, but I was still sitting down on the seat, regarding him. He was self-assured, and so very handsome. He was one of those men who looked like they belonged in the pages of a magazine. He smiled and shook his head at me like I had nothing at all to worry about. 
 
    "She's fine, they're fine, everybody's fine. And, as for me, I'm right where I want to be, I can assure you of that." 
 
    "Well, in that case, I'd love a tour." 
 
    For the next half-hour, we meandered through Zeke's house. We took our time and I asked about some of the art and trinkets he had collected over the years. He had simplistic, masculine taste, but his place was warm and welcoming. There were three bedrooms and two bathrooms. It was roomy but not gigantic, classy but not ostentatious. 
 
    Zeke must have taken off his tie and vest as we walked because by the time we made it back to the living room, I noticed that he was no longer wearing them. He had on dark grey slacks and his white button-down shirt was unbuttoned and rolled in all the right ways. It was thin enough that I could see and appreciate the tight white sleeveless undershirt he had on beneath it. I tried not to notice those small things about him, but I was thrown for a loop by his manliness. I had a crush on him all those years ago, so I shouldn't have expected things to be different now, but still, I kept getting blindsided by attraction. 
 
    I found that it was better when I wasn't looking directly at him, so I spent a lot of time noticing things in his house and asking him about them. Finally, we made our way into his workshop. It was attached to his house and it was climate controlled and clean, but it definitely had a workshop or studio vibe to it. 
 
    It was one giant room—larger than a two-car garage and more comfortable too. There was a bay door on the far side, but it was closed. From where I was standing, the right side of the room was mostly open. There were shelves and supplies lining the walls, and even a couch and a fridge, but the floor space was open. The right side, however, was more crowded. It contained different tables and machines, and we headed in that direction. 
 
    This place was amazing. The tables and shelves were sturdy and looked like they were built for the room. There were a lot of materials, different types of wood and metal with gears and trinkets. There were all sorts of other things, too, but it was all organized. 
 
    I spent two or three minutes just walking slowly through the tables on the left side of the room and looking at everything, taking it in. Sitting out on a table on the left, was what looked to be a work in progress. There were gears and wires and small metal parts everywhere. I tried to pick up clues as to what he was working on. He might have been welding or soldering something. 
 
    "What is this," I asked, pointing to the table. 
 
    "I'm working on a mechanism for an automatic ramp. It's for horse trailers. They could be used for other things, but horse trailers were what I had in mind." 
 
    "You're an inventor," I said, realizing that was his job title. "You invent things for horses." 
 
    He nodded. "I see why you'd say that, but I don't limit myself to horse-related things. I grew up on a horse farm, though, so it's what I know, I guess." 
 
    "They say necessity is the mother of invention," I said. 
 
    "Yes, they do say that," he agreed, grinning. 
 
    "Who said it?" I asked, since I didn't know. 
 
    "Plato, I think." 
 
    "Well, he was right. I've thought of several different things that I could invent to help me in the kitchen." 
 
    "We'll let's build them," Zeke said without hesitation. 
 
    He was so quick and matter-of-fact with his response, that I said, "Right now?" 
 
    He let out a little laugh. "Well, probably not right now, unless it's something easy. But you can come back and I'll help you build anything you want. Just say what you need, and we'll build it." 
 
    My heart broke a little when he said that. I felt like this evening was my one little window to see Zeke and catch up with him. I smiled past the disappointment. 
 
    "That'd be awesome," I said, even though I didn't mean it. "A ramp, huh? I can't believe you just signed a deal on that other thing, and you're already onto the next project. I thought you were going to show me the horseshoe stuff." 
 
    "Oh, that's already done. I've moved onto the next thing. I have the prototype over there if you'd like to see it, though." 
 
    "I'd love to," I said. 
 
    We walked over to another table, one that was lining the same wall as the bay door. There was a case on the edge of it, and Zeke leaned over and opened it. It was roughly the size of a briefcase but deeper. I stared inside, smiling at the tools that were neatly organized and perfectly packaged in some kind of special gray foam. 
 
    "You made this?" I asked in absolute wonder. 
 
    "Well, not the packaging. The company I signed with put that together. But the tools are my designs." 
 
    None of it had been used. It was all beautiful and shiny, and it was top-of-the-line, I could tell just by looking at it. There was a narrow metal plate on the inside of the box that ran the entire length of it. I leaned in so I could read the words written on it.  
 
    Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths. Proverbs 3:5-6 
 
    I had heard that Bible verse before. 
 
    I read it and then I turned and looked up, my eyes meeting his. 
 
    "You put a Bible verse on it?" I asked. 
 
    He smiled since the answer to that was obvious. 
 
    "I mean, I was, what I was asking was, did you put it on there or was that the company who's manufacturing them?" 
 
    "No, that was me. I wrote it in the contract that I wanted it on there." 
 
    I nodded. "You're a big Christian," I said, observing. 
 
    Zeke let out a little laugh. "I wouldn't say I'm a big Christian, unless you're just talking about my actual size, but yes, I'm a Christian. There's a story behind how that ended up on the case." 
 
    A few seconds of silence passed. 
 
    "Aren't you going to tell me?" I asked. 
 
    "It's not really that big of a deal, but basically, about a year ago, a couple of guys from the company who's manufacturing these tools came here to see the set before we ever even started negotiations." He paused, but then continued. "Now, let me just preface by saying that I'm not the type of Christian who stands out on the street corner with a sign. I'm not even one who usually gets into conversations with strangers about God. Sometimes I don't even feel like that good of a Christian. But that day when those guys were here, they came and toured my shop. They were interested in the horseshoeing set, but I had several different things I was working on that I wanted them to see. I had my best stuff set out and everything ship-shape, trying to make a good impression on them. And while they were here, the only thing I wanted them to notice was this…" 
 
    Zeke took a few steps to the side, and pointed to the edge of a shelf. There was a small piece of paper taped to it, and on it was another Bible verse—a different one. This one was hand-written in neat block print. 
 
    "I wrote this down one time when I was struggling with something, and I try to look at it when I need to be encouraged. It's not like I look at it all the time or anything, but that day, when those strangers were touring my shop, I honestly felt like it was the only thing of worth in this whole place. It was weird. I didn't care about them seeing all the different things I had done—that I'd been working so hard on. I cared, but they were secondary to how I felt about them seeing that verse taped up on my shelf. I innately knew that the words on that paper were the best thing I had in here. It was the one thing I hoped they saw most." He took a deep breath. "So, long story short, I figured if I'm going to put something out into the world on any kind of mass production level, I wanted to add scripture to it. I told them that day that if we made a deal, I would want to write it in the contract." 
 
    I scanned the verse he had taped to his shelf. It was from Philippians. 
 
    "Why'd you put a different one on the tool set?" I asked. 
 
    "That one will be on a tool set, too," he said, pointing at the shelf. "There are ten different ones in rotation during production. I just got on Google and found ten verses that I liked and thought would be good. I'm excited. It's a mystery which one you'll get when you buy it." 
 
    I smiled. "Collect all ten," I said, sounding official, like a commercial. 
 
    He grinned at me. I was joking around, but it was only because my heart felt tweaked by that whole story and I didn't know how else to react. Zeke Tanner was hands-down, no-doubt-about-it, a-hundred-percent, too good for me. 
 
    "I should probably be heading home," I said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zeke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roughly three weeks later 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zeke had talked to his favorite pastry chef every day for the past three weeks. 
 
    He actively pursued her. 
 
    The problem was that he couldn't tell how she felt about him. On the phone, they got along wonderfully. They enjoyed the same things and had a similar sense of humor. They sometimes talked for hours. 
 
    It wasn't like Zeke to jump into things, but he kept catching himself feeling like he loved her. He never even really let himself think about that, though, and he certainly didn't mention it to Allison. She was already a little skittish as it was. 
 
    Most of the time, she was fine when they were on the phone, but she always had a way of eluding questions about her family. One time, he had asked her what her dad did for a job, and she dropped her phone and broke it. 
 
    They talked about deep subjects like life and God, yet it was like pulling teeth to get her to tell him her about her parents and siblings. She kept conveniently misunderstanding his questions when he asked about her family. He knew they lived in town, and that she talked to them, so he couldn't understand what the problem was. 
 
    He figured she was just the guarded type when it came to getting close to someone because she also avoided going to his house. He had invited her over three times since evening of the party, and she always had an excuse. He had talked to her a ton, but he only seen her twice in the last three weeks, and it was because he went to the bakery. 
 
    In spite of the odd little things she was distant about, Zeke was fairly sure Allison liked him. The way they talked and laughed and connected on the phone convinced him of that. 
 
    There was no question whether or not he liked her. He definitely wanted to be with her in more ways than just talking on the phone. He wanted to be next to her—he would see her all the time if she would allow him to. His attraction had nothing to do with her pastries, either. He hadn't even eaten anything she had made lately, and she still managed to consume his thoughts. 
 
    Zeke had dated a few women. He wasn't what you would call a player, but he wasn't inexperienced, either. He knew the pleasure of a woman's kiss. He had never in his life, however, wanted to kiss someone as badly as he wanted to kiss Allison Lacey. 
 
    He had seen her at the bakery only a few days ago, and he had almost done it then. If there wouldn't have been so many people around, he would have. 
 
    Her lips. He remembered clearly how her mouth moved and stretched when she spoke and especially when she smiled. He wanted her to be his woman. He didn't just want the bright, funny, sweet woman he had gotten to know over the phone—he wanted to be with her physically. He wished she would be around to sit next to him and watch a movie. He wished he could pick her up so they could go places together. He wanted everything with Allison. 
 
    Zeke had dated women who he was genuinely interested in at the time, but no one had ever consumed his thoughts and plans like Allison did. She was so familiar and comfortable to him, that it was as if she had always been a part of his life. He felt close to her in a way he didn't feel with other women. He was certain she had feelings for him, too. This was why he was completely confused when he talked to her on the phone that Thursday afternoon and she said, "I, uh, just wanted to let you know that I think I might see your brother tonight." 
 
    "See my brother? What do you mean?" 
 
    "Well, I sort of got roped into going bowling with some people from work, and long story short, it's possible that your brother might be there." 
 
    In those brief seconds, Zeke racked his brain, trying to figure out what Allison was saying and what connection she could possibly have to his brother. And did she say something about bowling? Why would they be doing that on a random Thursday night? 
 
    "Tell me the long story," he said. 
 
    "What?" she asked. 
 
    "You said long story short, my brother was going to be there, but I don't want you to shorten it. Tell me the long version. I'm confused." 
 
    Allison took a deep breath as if gathering her thoughts, and the sound of it made Zeke feel tight-chested, expecting the worst. 
 
    "I wasn't even going to mention it, but when I found out your brother might be there I figured I probably should so you didn't wonder. These two guys came into the restaurant today to eat. My roommate was working the lunch shift, and she waited on them. Apparently, they're basketball players. They were talking to her about the dinner at your house, and she told them I worked at it. Anyway, she made plans for us to go bowling with them. She was so excited about it that I couldn't say no. She knows I have work tomorrow. She said it wouldn't be late. I had already told her I didn't have other plans before she asked me." 
 
    "You're telling me you're going on a double date with my brother?" Zeke asked. 
 
    "No, no, no, it's not that at all. It's nothing like that. It's not a date. It's a whole group of people. That's why I was thinking your brother might be there. Jessica was freaking out that we got invited. She said it was guys from the basketball team." 
 
    "So, two guys invited your friend bowling, and now you're going, and you think my brother is going too?" 
 
    "Pretty much," she said. "I’m not sure actually. Jessica worked it out. She just rushed back to the bakery earlier today, begging me to go bowling with her tonight. I agreed to it before I even knew about the basketball players." 
 
    "Who were they?" Zeke asked. "Was my brother at the restaurant?" 
 
    "I don't think so," she said. "Not that I know of. Jessica said their names, but I can't remember." 
 
    "Was it Case? Was one of them Case Christiansen?" 
 
    "Yes, I think it was," she said, sounding surprised that Zeke could have guessed it. 
 
    Zeke felt anger and confusion rise up inside him. He was so ramped-up he could not even think straight. He knew in his heart that Case had sought Allison out and gone to that restaurant on purpose. He took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. 
 
    "Case Christensen came into your bakery today, and asked you to go bowling?" he asked, clarifying. 
 
    "No, he came into the restaurant. Him and another guy. Tristan, I think. Or Travis. Something with a T. I didn't even see them. There were two guys, and they talked to Jessica. They sat in her section. They told her some other people were going to be there." 
 
    "So, you never talked to them? They wouldn't even know if you went or not." 
 
    "Well… I …. what does that mean?" 
 
    "It means the date is with your roommate. She's the one who talked to them. Jessica could invite some other friend to go with her and Case wouldn't know the difference." 
 
    Allison sighed and hesitated, stuttering as she spoke. "W-well, I, uh, I'm." She paused and let out a breath. "I'm saying it wrong," she said. "I guess they talked about asking me specifically because Jessica said something about how they ate my desserts that night at your party. That was the whole point of them inviting us was that they were so impressed with the chocolate cake." 
 
    Zeke wanted to squeeze some sense into her. He wanted to say the truth which was that Case Christiansen's intentions were not innocent. He wanted to forbid her to go. If only he had the right to do that. Why couldn't Allison just be his girlfriend already? 
 
    "Are you okay?" she asked. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine," he said. "I just don't think… never mind." 
 
    "You don't think I should go?" she asked. 
 
    "No, I mean, yes. I don't think you should go. That's not what I was going to say, though." 
 
    "What were you going to say?" she asked. "I just don't think it was an accident Case ended up in your restaurant. I don't think it was coincidence that he talked to your roommate, or that you ended up agreeing to go out with them tonight." 
 
    "What are you saying?" she asked after a pause. 
 
    "That Case wants to go out with you." 
 
    "I've never even met that guy," she said. "I'm just helping out my friend." She spoke like maybe she thought Zeke was being a little paranoid, so he shut up. It went against all of his instincts for him to do so, but he knew that forbidding Allison to go would be overstepping. 
 
    "Okay," he said complying and trying to sound as calm as possible. 
 
    They talked on the phone for an hour after that. They dropped the subject of Case, but several times, Zeke was tempted to bring it up again out of nowhere. He came close to telling her he had heard Case talking about her at the party, but he didn't. She was a grown woman, and she could go bowling with her friends if that was what she chose to do. She could take care of herself and make her own decisions. They moved on and talked about other things. 
 
    It was after eight o'clock that evening when Zeke got a call from her. He had gone to the gym with a few friends to play a pick-up game of basketball in an effort to try to blow off some steam. When his phone rang, he was in the locker room, deciding whether he wanted to take a shower at the gym or wait until he got home. 
 
    He had to dig in his bag to find his phone. It was Allison calling. He felt an undeniable wave of relief when he saw her number flash across the screen. He assumed she had a terrible time bowling and was now at home in her pajamas. 
 
    "Hello?" he said, putting the phone to his ear. 
 
    "Hey." It was Allison, but she was speaking quietly. 
 
    "Hey. Is everything okay?" he asked. 
 
    "Yeah, it's fine. I'm fine. I was just seeing what you were doing." 
 
    Zeke could hear background noise, and he could also hear movement and rustling like she was moving around. She was speaking quietly and directly into phone, and he instantly got the feeling that things were not okay. 
 
    "Where are you?" he asked. 
 
    "At the bowling alley," she said. "We just got here." 
 
    "How did you just get there? I thought you were going at six o'clock." 
 
    "They came to the house at six. We went to eat first." 
 
    Zeke felt frustrated about them going to eat, but he didn't say anything. He didn't know what to make of the fact that she called. He couldn't tell what she was thinking. "Were you just calling to check in with me or something?" he asked. 
 
    The other guys were talking in the locker room, so he used his finger to close his other ear as he waited for her answer. 
 
    "Where are you? Are you busy? It sounds like you're busy." Her words were quiet and rushed, and the background noise that was behind her was changing. 
 
    "Are you okay, Allison?" 
 
    "I'll be right back. I'm stepping outside to take this phone call real quick." Allison was talking to someone else, and Zeke grew increasingly agitated as he waited for her. "Okay, I'm sorry," she said, focusing on him again. 
 
    "I didn't know anyone was picking you up," Zeke said, since it was the first thing on his mind. "I assumed you were going to meet them somewhere." 
 
    "I did too. Jessica set it up. She's the one who’s been talking to them. I was just coming along for the ride because she was so excited about it. I thought there were going to be a bunch of people. That's why I told you I thought your brother might be there. She thought it was going to be some of the guys from the team." 
 
    "But who is it? Who are you with?" 
 
    "You know, just me and Jessica with those two." 
 
    "What two?" 
 
    "Tristan and Case." 
 
    "Just you four?" he asked. 
 
    "Yeah." Her voice was quiet, uncertain. 
 
    "Are you having fun?" he asked. "Or are they making you uncomfortable?" 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Allison 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn't know what to say to answer Zeke's question. Yes, they were making me uncomfortable. Case was. I was extremely uncomfortable and I had been since they picked us up. It was a double date if I had ever seen one, and the guys were definitely used to girls who would be relaxed and flirt with them freely. 
 
    I watched Jessica fall under their spell. She laughed at all their jokes and she wholeheartedly returned any special attention that Tristan gave her. I hated when they concentrated on each other because that left me with Case. It was obvious he thought we were going to pair up. 
 
    He had been smiling and staring at me the whole time, and as if that wasn't enough, he reached out and touched me any chance he got—hand to the back—hand on my side—hand on hand. None of the contacts were for very long, though. He didn't give me the chance to pull away or act uncomfortable before he would take his hand away again. Some of the brushes almost came across as accidental, but they were definitely on purpose. 
 
    Case was undeniably confident—a smooth operator who was used to meeting no opposition at all from females. But he certainly did let it happen again and again. Maybe I was a bit old fashioned, but he was way too touchy-feely for a first date. 
 
    Granted, a lot of women would probably love to be in my positon. These guys were tall, handsome, athletic, and popular. Two different people had come up to us in the restaurant just to shake their hands and talk to them about the upcoming season. 
 
    The problem was, I had no idea how I had gotten myself into the situation or how I would get myself out. He was nice. He had paid for everyone's dinner, and he wasn't doing anything so forward that I could get away with being in a bad mood about it. I felt like if I told him to leave me alone that would be going overboard for what the situation was. I couldn't say leave me alone or stop touching me because technically he wasn't doing anything. 
 
    The four of us had good conversation, and by all accounts, it had been a fun, successful evening. If I got mad or demanded that they take me home, it would seem a little out-of-nowhere. It was for this reason that I decided to make the best of it. 
 
    Everyone was already situated at the lane, waiting while I finished my phone call. 
 
    "No, no I'm not uncomfortable," I lied. "I was just checking in with you since we're running later than I thought. I know we usually try to talk before I go to bed." 
 
    Saying that out loud made me realize how much I had been talking to Zeke lately and how much I took comfort in that new routine. 
 
    "How late are you going to be out?" he asked. 
 
    Tomorrow was Friday, and I had to wake up for work at 5am. On work nights, I was normally in bed at 10pm at the latest. Zeke knew that. 
 
    "I don't know," I said. "I'm sure not too late, but we haven't even started playing yet." 
 
    I wasn't just calling him to check in. The truth was that I felt guilty. It wasn't like I was Zeke's girlfriend, and yet I still felt like I was cheating on him. I wanted him to know I wasn't—that it was him I was thinking of the most. I hadn't stopped thinking about him all night. 
 
    "Are you just calling me to say that you're not going to call later tonight?" His question was matter-of-fact, and it broke my heart a little. 
 
    I hesitated. "And that, I don't know, that I wish it was you. You know, that I'm bowling with." 
 
    He was quiet for a few seconds. I heard him take a breath right before he said, "Are you on a date right now?" 
 
    "No. I… no… I'm definitely not… I don't think of it that way." 
 
    "How does Case think of it, Allison?" He was aggravated. I could hear it in his voice. His protective tone gave me all sorts of feelings. 
 
    How did he even know it was Case who had singled me out? It was almost like he could read my mind. "I don't know what Case thinks," I said. 
 
    "Did he try to kiss you?" 
 
    "No. Goodness, no. All we did was eat dinner." 
 
    "Is he acting like he wants to hook up with you?" he asked. 
 
    "In what way?" 
 
    "In any way," Zeke answered. 
 
    I turned and could see Jessica walking toward me. I knew they were waiting for me. "You don't need to worry," I said to Zeke. "It's just friends. I just… I don't know… miss you, that's all. I wanted to tell you that." 
 
    "Allison." He said my name like he could tell I was about to get off the phone and he wanted to tell me one last thing. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Can I come over?" 
 
    "Yes. When?" 
 
    "Tonight. Can I see you?" 
 
    "I would, but I have work so early in the morning. It's already going to be late when I get in. Can we do it tomorr—" 
 
    "How is it that we've been talking for a month, Allison, and I never get to see you? How does he get to go ask you out one time and you say yes to him? Why is that happening?" 
 
    His direct question made me feel weak in the knees. I literally ached to be next to him. I yearned for it. 
 
    I was speechless and breathless as I replied. "I, I, don't know, Zeke. I was doing this for Jessica, basically. I didn't know. And with you, it's… I don't know what to tell you… it's complicated." 
 
    Jessica was walking up to me as I finished the sentence. She had wide eyes as if asking me why I wasn't coming back to the lane. 
 
    "How is it complicated? It doesn’t have to be. I'll take you bowling if that uncomplicates things." 
 
    "It's not about that," I said, being cryptic now that Jessica was standing next to me. "I have to go," I added. "Jessica's right here waiting for me to start the game. I'll call you tonight when we're done. I'll be home by ten." I said that last part for Jessica's benefit. "Maybe we can talk about something for tomorrow night." 
 
    "I already asked you about that barbeque." Zeke said. 
 
    My heart fell. He had invited me to a barbeque at his parents' house tomorrow night. His extended family (aunt, uncle, and cousins) were going to be there. He had invited me a week or so ago, and I told him I had plans. Technically, it was true. I had given away baking lessons during a charity event, and I had the first of three set up for Friday at 4pm. It would only last an hour-and-a-half. Technically, I would be finished with the whole thing before dinner time, and I could still make it to Zeke's in time for dinner, but I didn't tell him that. 
 
    "Maybe Saturday, then," I said, walking back to the bowling lane with Jessica. "I'll call you when I get home tonight, though," I promised as we approached our spot. 
 
    Case smiled mischievously at me and I returned the smile and gave him a little nod. 
 
    "I'll call you in a little while," I said to Zeke. 
 
    We played two games, and everyone was having fun, so I did my best to be a good sport about it. I bowled pretty good considering I hadn't done it in years. I got ninety-something on the first game, and I broke hundred on the second. The guys were competitive, and they blew us out of the water, but I managed to beat Jessica by a good thirty or forty points each game. I wasn't trying to destroy her or anything, but I also didn’t throw the game on purpose. Plus, she was the one who had gotten me into this mess tonight, so I didn't feel too bad beating her. Bowling was actually pretty fun. I would've definitely enjoyed it a lot had I been there with Zeke. 
 
    It was after ten o'clock when we finally left the bowling alley. Jessica sat in the backseat with Tristan, and I rode shotgun while Case drove. I didn't even look into the backseat, but I knew they were not paying attention to us. Case turned the music up loud so that we wouldn't hear the sounds of them kissing. 
 
    He smiled at me from over the console, and when I smiled back at him, he reached over to hold my hand. The music was bumping and my heart was pounding—not because I wanted to hold his hand, but because I didn't know what to do. I held it for the span of a few heartbeats, but I had to eventually let it go. 
 
    I reached forward and retrieved my purse from the floorboard, digging in it as an excuse to break contact with him. He looked at me, and I glanced at him with a little smile that I hoped wasn’t awkward. I wanted to lean over and explain to him that I couldn't do that because I was seeing someone, but the music was loud, and he smiled at me like he didn't require an explanation. 
 
    I had already established that I had to wake up early in the morning. The guys knew that I would be going inside to shower and go to sleep as soon as we got to my house. I started with the goodbyes before we even pulled into my driveway. 
 
    "Thanks for dinner and bowling," I said once we turned onto my street. 
 
    I hated feeling like I owed Case anything, but he would not let me pay for anything tonight. 
 
    "You're welcome," he said. "I had fun. We're gonna have to do it again." 
 
    I almost said, "That won't be possible because I'm seeing someone," but the words were stuck in my throat and I could not get them out. 
 
    First of all, I wasn't committed to Zeke besides in my heart. And secondly, it was just plain awkward for me to say that after we'd been laughing and having fun all evening. I felt weird and guilty and all sorts of other bad feelings, but I couldn’t bring myself to lay it all on the table with the music playing and our friends right there in the backseat. 
 
    Thankfully, we pulled into my driveway. 
 
    "Imma call you," Case said. "Maybe next time we get together you can make me some of that chocolate cake." He glanced at me, and I gave him a somewhat forced smile. He didn't seem to notice that it wasn't sincere. Case stopped the vehicle in my driveway. He put it in park but he didn't turn off the ignition. 
 
    The music was still playing loudly. It was rap, but it was a slower, mellower version of rap that I didn't even know existed. Case shifted in his seat. He glanced into the backseat before looking at me with a smile. His eyes drifted to my mouth. 
 
    I knew what he was thinking. I could tell he was expecting us to kiss. I told myself just to do it—just one quick one on the cheek. Kissing him would be easier than explaining why I didn't want to. 
 
    Maybe it was because I knew he expected it. Maybe I thought I owed it to him after he took me out and spent money on me. And maybe I was feeling stubborn and reckless because I knew I would never have what I really wanted, which was Zeke. Either way, I came really close to kissing Case Christiansen in the front seat of that SUV. 
 
    He was handsome, and he was into me. 
 
    I was so close to doing it that I actually leaned forward a little bit. I gave myself permission since Zeke would never be mine anyway. 
 
    I hesitated for a few seconds, looking at Case. 
 
    I just couldn't do it. 
 
    All I could think of was Zeke. 
 
    Case was leaning in. 
 
    Maybe it was too late to back out. 
 
    No. 
 
    I had to. 
 
    I had to stop. 
 
    "I can't," I whispered when his mouth was close to mine. "I'm so sorry." 
 
    "What's the matter?" he asked. 
 
    I felt breathless. "I—I didn't know this was… when Jessica asked me to go out, I didn't know it was a date or whatever. I'm sorry. I'm actually kind of seeing someone." 
 
    He paused for a second, looking like he was thinking. "Wuh, is it serious?" he asked, speaking quietly, staring at me. 
 
    I hadn't expected him to say that, and it caused me to answer hesitantly. "Uh, no, I mean, I don't… no. But I couldn't just…" I trailed off because I couldn't imagine that he would need me to actually clarify how serious it was. 
 
    Case gave me a slow smirk and rubbed his jaw. "I'm pretty sure I'm better than him," he said. 
 
    Okay, those were fighting words. 
 
    Nobody was better than Zeke. 
 
    "I'm sorry," I said, making my best regretful face. "I didn't mean to lead you on or anything." I reached for the door handle. "I had a fun time tonight. I appreciate everything." 
 
    I opened the door, which made the light come on in the vehicle. I smiled and waved at Case a little as I closed the door. I didn't even look into the backseat to see if Jessica was following me. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Case kicked Jessica out of his SUV and told Tristan to get into the front seat. He peeled out of my driveway and Jessica came into the house and told me the whole story. She wasn't happy. She scowled at me and told me I was weird for not being into him. I felt confused and bummed out. I liked Jessica, but it stunk to think I was doing her a favor all night and she ended up being mad. 
 
    I chose to take a shower and regroup before calling Zeke which meant it was nearly 11pm when I finally got around to it. I got into bed, figuring I would talk to him until I went to sleep. I dialed his number, and he answered on the second ring. 
 
    We talked for three hours. We had done that before, lots of times, but never beginning so late on a work night. I knew I wouldn't get enough sleep, but I didn't care. I wanted to hear his voice. Talking to Zeke was almost as good as him being next to me. He offered to let me go several times, but I didn't want to hang up. 
 
    It was weird since I didn't technically have him in the first place, but I felt like I had almost lost him tonight, and it was a great relief to talk to him on the phone like we always did. 
 
    We did not bring up Case at all. He didn't ask any questions, and I didn't offer any information about it. I was exhausted by the time I let him go, and even then, it was difficult to say goodnight. 
 
    I missed him. I wished there were a way to have him next to me. I knew we couldn’t be together for good, but I wanted as much as I could have of him. I wanted to see him as soon as possible. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was busy at work the following day, but it was Friday, and after the private lesson, I would have two days off. I didn't know what to expect from giving a private pastry lesson. I had never done anything like that before. 
 
    It was easier than I expected, though. The couple was extremely nice. I had talked to the wife, Sara, beforehand, and she was so friendly that I knew we would get along fine. Ricky and Sara Wilde were their names. They lived in a nice house in a gated neighborhood off of Nicholasville Road. They had three children. Two of them were grown and had already moved out of the house, and the youngest was sixteen. 
 
    I brought ingredients that were already prepped and ready to go. We did some light mixing and we baked one cake to use in the parfait cups, but mostly we put together things that I had already prepared. I tried to give details about what I was doing since I was sure they would get the most out of it that way. I explained that baking was an exact science and I emphasized the importance of making precise measurements and being thorough when following a recipe. There were no dashes of this and pinches of that in baking—not if you wanted to do it the right way. 
 
    We made two dozen desserts, and Ricky and Sara assured me that whatever they didn't share with other people would get devoured by their sixteen-year-old. 
 
    I liked them so much. We had a lot of fun. They asked me questions about baking, but they asked personal questions, too. 
 
    They told me about their children. Their oldest, a boy, was a single dad who worked with race horses at his uncle's farm. (Go figure.) Their middle child, their only girl, was a senior at UK. She played piano and was studying to be an elementary school teacher. The youngest, another boy named Tanner, was sixteen-years-old and was all about basketball. (Go figure on that, too.) He played for a well-known AAU team and also for his high school. 
 
    We made fast friends. I liked them so much that I agreed to have dinner with them when they asked. They had plans to eat at Sara's brother's house, and we decided to take the desserts over there to impress everyone. Sara said she wanted to trick everyone into thinking she had baked it by herself. I agreed. She had a big hand in making everything, so I didn't see any harm in letting the others believe she had done it without my help. Besides, I figured it would be nice to just have dinner with people as a random guest and not be known as the girl who made the desserts. 
 
    I was happy to have the dinner plans. It made me feel less guilty about telling Zeke I couldn’t go to dinner at his parents' place. 
 
    All was right with the world until their sixteen-year-old came home and I put everything together. Thinking back on our conversation during the lesson, I should have put the pieces together sooner, but I didn't. 
 
    Tanner came in through the door in the kitchen. He was carrying a backpack and a basketball, and I deduced by his sweat and his athletic clothes that he had been playing or practicing. He was a tall, handsome boy, and it was obvious by his appearance and his general swagger that he was popular at his school. 
 
    "Who brought you home?" Sara asked. 
 
    "Derrick." He peered curiously at the counter where we were working. "What are y'all making me over here?" he asked. 
 
    His mother had just whipped cream with a hand mixer, and after he set down his things, he came over to stand next to her. I watched as he unabashedly and without warning reached out and dipped his finger right into the bowl. 
 
    "Tanner Charles, you better get your dirty fingers out of my whipped cream!" 
 
    "Your mother made that from scratch," Ricky said. "It's not Reddi-wip, son." 
 
    Tanner stuck his finger in his mouth. "I know it's not," he said with his mouth full. "I see the beaters right here. Are y'all done with those? Can I have them?" 
 
    "That's Allison's mixer," Sara said. "I'm sure she doesn't want you licking her beaters." 
 
    "I'm fine with it," I said, popping one of them off. "We're done using it for tonight, and it'd be a shame to let that whipped cream go to waste." 
 
    "I like this girl," Tanner said, taking the beater from me with a smile. 
 
    "This girl, this lady, has a name," Sara said. She pointed toward the counter. "Allison taught us how to make all this. She's a pastry chef who came over to give us a lesson. But don't tell your Aunt and Uncle. I'm tricking them into thinking I made it by myself. Allison's going over there to eat with us, but we're not gonna tell them she helped me." 
 
    "Yeah right," Tanner said. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You're never going to be able to pull that off." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because you're a bad liar," Tanner said. "And no offense, but you've never been much of a chef either." 
 
    "Hey, hey, hey, watch it," Ricky said, taking up for his wife. 
 
    "I mean, she can make chicken spaghetti and stuff, but do you think Uncle E would ever believe she made a cake and cut it up and layered it into these little cups like this? This looks like something from a store." 
 
    "Allison works at a bakery," Sara said. "So, it is the stuff you buy in a store. I'm still telling your uncle I made it just to see what he says." 
 
    "Speaking of going to dinner," Ricky said. "You need to go get cleaned up. We're leaving in ten minutes." 
 
    "No point in getting cleaned up," Tanner said. "Uncle E called me and left a message. He said he wanted to play a little after dinner. Last time I was there, I almost bested the old man. I think he wants a rematch." 
 
    "Just y'all two?" Sara asked. 
 
    Tanner shook his head as he reached out to take the second beater from me. "He didn't say, but I doubt it. Justin's coming, and I'm sure Jordan and Zeke will be there. We'll probably get a game going." 
 
    "You still need to get cleaned up," Sara said. "Even if you play basketball after dinner, I don't want you going over there looking all sweaty. At least go wash off a little put on some deodorant." 
 
    "Mom!" he said, getting onto her for saying such a thing in front of me. 
 
    "Listen to your mother and go get washed up," Ricky said. 
 
    It didn't matter. 
 
    Tanner had no reason to be embarrassed. 
 
    I barely heard anything they were saying, anyway—not after he said the words Jordan and Zeke. 
 
    I should've realized what was going on sooner. His name was Tanner, for goodness sake. My heart had lurched when she first told me his name, but I honestly didn't think it meant anything. Lots of guys were named Tanner. It took him saying those specific names for me to get it. 
 
    Now it all made sense. 
 
    Uncle E was Ezekiel. 
 
    My heart began pounding in my chest. 
 
    Had I possibly agreed to go to dinner at the Tanners'? 
 
    That couldn't be true. 
 
    I felt like I was in some kind of dream. 
 
    What were the chances that these two families were connected? They had to be astronomical. 
 
    My mind raced, automatically wondering if their buying this lesson and setting this up was part of some big, elaborate plan. It couldn't be a coincidence. Could it? Had Zeke known about this all along? Surely he couldn’t have. 
 
    "Is that right?" she asked. 
 
    "Ma'am?" 
 
    "This last batch of whipped cream… does it just go on top of these cups?" 
 
    "Yes," I said. "We'll pipe it out, though." 
 
    I began working on putting the whipped cream into a pastry bag, but my mind was racing. 
 
    I wasted no time at all canceling plans. 
 
    "I am so sorry," I said as I scooped whipped cream into the bag. "I totally forgot I had plans for dinner tonight. My roommate. She's… we made plans. I can't believe I forgot." 
 
    I was an awkward liar, but I stuck to whatever came out of my mouth. I knew the old roommate excuse would be a safe bet. 
 
    "Oh, are you sure?" Ricky asked. "You should come. Do you like basketball? Sara's brother is a famous basketball player. Ezekiel Tanner." 
 
    "She might not even like basketball," Sara said. 
 
    "Who doesn't like basketball?" Tanner said. 
 
    "Plus, how often do you get to eat at Ezekiel Tanner's house?" Ricky added. "We weren't even gonna tell you where you were going." 
 
    "Oh, man, that would have been so cool," I said, trying to sound surprised and disappointed and all the other things I should be in that moment. "I really wish I could." 
 
    I had already showed Sara how to use the pastry bag, so I handed it to her once it was filled, and she began putting the last layer on the parfait cups. 
 
    "Bring your roommate," Ricky offered. "It's a barbeque, so it'll be laid back. He's got kids your age. They're all really nice." 
 
    "That would have been so fun," I said. "I really wish I wasn't already committed to this other thing." 
 
    "Don't you think you could—" 
 
    "Honey, she said she can't," Sara said. 
 
    Ricky shrugged. "Well, I guess your brother might actually believe you about the desserts if you don't have anyone else with us." 
 
    "Tanner will tell on me," Sara said. 
 
    They continued talking to me and joking around like they had been, but my mind was fixed on the unbelievable coincidence. How was it that I had gone over a decade without being confronted with the Tanners, and now they were popping up every time I turned around? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zeke 
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole family came over for barbeque that Friday evening. There were quite a few of them. Zeke's family consisted of four, then his aunt and uncle came with their three kids Justin, Stella, and Tanner. Justin, of course, had his little girl. 
 
    Zeke's cousin, Jude, was there too. He was a college student who lived at the farm (in one of the apartments connected to the stables). He worked with their horses while going to college at UK. Jude's dad, Ben, was Ezekiel's brother. He and Jude's sister, Livi, lived in Philadelphia and only got to see the rest of them once or twice a year. They were not there for dinner that evening, obviously. 
 
    There were two extras, though. Stella and Jude both brought the people they were dating. Everyone besides Zeke's brother, Jordan, was already there by the time Zeke came over. 
 
    "It smells good in here," Zeke said, coming into the kitchen where everyone was standing around. 
 
    He hadn't seen his mom in a day or two so he hugged her first, and then his Aunt Sara and Stella before going down the line with greetings and handshakes to his uncle and cousins. His cousin Justin was holding his daughter, Piper, who was two-years-old. She reached out to give Zeke a hug when he came close. It was during that hug that Zeke noticed familiar looking cups of desserts sitting on the counter. 
 
    "What's that?" he asked. 
 
    "Oh, Aunt Sara made dessert and brought it over here," his mom said. "Doesn't it look good?" 
 
    Zeke turned to stare at his aunt with a skeptical expression. He would recognize that strawberry shortcake parfait anywhere. Plus, the plastic cups were the same size and shape as the ones they had at the bakery. He instantly figured that they were lying to him and that Allison had shown up at dinner to surprise him. 
 
    "Where is she?" he said. 
 
    "Where's who?" Aunt Sara asked, looking slightly offended. 
 
    "The girl who made these," Zeke said. "Allison." 
 
    "Ooooooh!" Ricky put a fist over his mouth and made a groaning noise like someone was in trouble. "You got caught already. I told you! She was trying to pull one over on y'all." 
 
    "Where is she?" Zeke asked. 
 
    "Where's who?" his mother asked. "I'm so confused." 
 
    Zeke looked around the kitchen, searching for Allison. 
 
    She wasn't there. 
 
    Was she hiding? 
 
    "Okay, I didn't technically make them," Sara admitted. "I mean, I did make them. But I had help." 
 
    "Lots of help," Tanner added. 
 
    "Ricky won a silent auction at his work. It was a baking lesson from the girl at Sweet Supreme bakery. Their pastry chef came to the house and helped me make these." 
 
    "Oh, we hired them for the basketball banquet this year," Rhonda said. She looked at Zeke since it had been his idea. "Remember?" 
 
    "Yes, I remember, Mom." 
 
    "Is that the same strawberry shortcake you like?" Rhonda asked, pointing at it. 
 
    "Yes, it is." 
 
    Rhonda was saying something about it being Zeke's lucky day, but really, he didn't care a thing about the shortcake. "So, Allison's not here?" he asked, looking straight at his aunt and hoping for a straight answer. 
 
    "No, she's not. I wish she could have made it, too. She was going to come over here with us, but then at the last minute, she remembered she had plans with her roommate." 
 
    "She was a sweetheart," Ricky added. 
 
    "Yes, she was," Sara agreed. "Smart as a whip in the kitchen, and she took your uncle Ricky's teasing like a champ." 
 
    "That's the same people we hired at the banquet," Rhonda pointed out again. "And Zeke's birthday. We had this strawberry cake both times." 
 
    "Oh, I remember that," Jude said. "That's the same stuff in those cups? Yesss. That was so good." 
 
    "So, you didn't even make these?" Justin asked his mom. 
 
    "I did make them, I just had help," Sara defended. 
 
    "Your mom did well," Ricky said. "She had help, but she did most of it. She put 'em all together and everything." 
 
    Sara looked to Zeke as if she had just remembered something. "Did you say her name was Allison earlier? How did you know? Do you know her?" 
 
    "Yes, I know her," Zeke said. "I know her well. I've been talking to her for weeks. She was supposed to come over here with me tonight, but she couldn't because she had some baking lesson to do." 
 
    Ricky laughed. "Small world. We were that baking lesson." 
 
    "Who have you been talking to for weeks?" Rhonda asked, hearing only parts of what he had said. "That baker? Was that the girl you showed us on Facebook? I didn't know you'd been talking to her." 
 
    Everyone was talking at the same time, so Zeke got by with just nodding at his mom to answer her question. 
 
    "I'll be right back," he said, leaving the room. 
 
    Zeke was confused and a little annoyed to be honest. 
 
    How was it that his aunt and uncle got to spend time with Allison? 
 
    He knew she liked him. Based on their phone conversations, they might as will be a couple. 
 
    Why was it that everyone else got to see her and he never did? What was he doing wrong? 
 
    Maybe he needed to win an auction and take a baking lesson, or perhaps he should ask her roommate to go out on a double date. Zeke was normally an easy-going guy, but this woman had him all wound-up. 
 
    "Hello?" he had called Allison as he walked to one of the back bedrooms at his parents' house. 
 
    "Hey," she said, sounding surprised. 
 
    "My aunt brought the dessert that you made," he said. 
 
    "She did most of it," Allison said with a smile in her voice. "I just sort of taught her what to do." 
 
    They were quiet for a few seconds while Zeke figured out what to say. "Allison, why did you not come over here? Aunt Sara said you were going to come with them. I wished you would have surprised me." 
 
    "Oh, I… there's a… Jessica… she's…" 
 
    "Is she off work? Because I thought she usually works at the restaurant on Friday night." 
 
    "No, she's working, I just… I don't know… I'm sorry." 
 
    Zeke could tell Allison was uncomfortable. 
 
    He could tell she'd been caught in a lie. 
 
    "Just be straight with me, Allison. Are you trying to avoid me? Do you just not like me? Because I'll just leave you alone if—" 
 
    "It's not that, Zeke. I like you so much. You don't know how much I do." 
 
    He could hear the humble vulnerability in her voice as she spoke. She sounded shaken and sincere. Zeke had the urge to protect her, comfort her, let her know that there was no reason to be afraid. 
 
    "Come over, then, Allison, please. You know where we live. Just get in your car and come over here." 
 
    "It's not that… I can't. I just can't." 
 
    She sounded sad about it. 
 
    "Why not? What am I missing?" 
 
    "I would like to see you," she said. "I'm just not going to your parents' house. I… It's not them, it's me. I'm just not ready… for that." 
 
    "Can I come to you?" he asked. 
 
    He felt like he might burst into a thousand pieces if he couldn’t see her right then. He felt like something needed to be straightened out between them. He had to get to her. 
 
    "Can I come to your house instead?" 
 
    "Yeah, but…" 
 
    "But what?" 
 
    "I don't want you to do that. Your cousins are there. They were planning on playing basketball with you guys." 
 
    "I'm not worried about that," he said. "I can play basketball any time." 
 
    "Yeah, but… why don't you stay and have dinner? I don't want to take you away from—" 
 
    He cut her off again. He couldn’t take it anymore. He knew she wanted to see him, and it was silly to waste any more time. 
 
    "Text me your address. I'll be there in twenty minutes or however long it takes me. I'm leaving now." 
 
    Allison lived by the college off of Rosemont Garden. It took Zeke exactly twenty minutes to get there, and he was driving fast. The house numbers were clearly visible, and he pulled into the driveway without hesitation, parking behind her car. It was a small, older, ranch-style brick home in a charming neighborhood. 
 
    The place looked like it was well taken care of, and he absentmindedly wondered who mowed her lawn. Allison had told him she liked to work in the flower beds but she had never mentioned mowing the grass or weed-eating. He wondered as he walked up if she did that stuff, too. Someone had to. He imagined her out there with a lawnmower, that made him feel proud and protective at the same time. He wanted to mow her grass. 
 
    He also felt proud of her for saving up a down payment and buying this place on her own. She didn't say much about her family, but from what she did say, he gathered that she didn't get any financial help from them. 
 
    He knocked on the door, and it opened between the first and second knock. 
 
    And there she was. 
 
    His sweetheart. 
 
    He had gotten to know her voice and her heart, but he hadn't had the pleasure of holding her in his arms. He was thirsty for her—absolutely desperate. He wanted to take a hold of her and never let her go. He wanted to rush up to her and sweep her off of her feet. He wanted to kiss her and cherish her. In those seconds, it took every ounce of his restraint to keep calm and keep his hands to himself. 
 
    "Hello," she said, stepping back so he could come inside. "Welcome." 
 
    Her house was small and older, but it had been updated, and it was well cared for. It smelled and looked nice in there, and he felt at home instantly. 
 
    "I like your place," he said, making conversation in an effort to stop himself from physically claiming her in some way. 
 
    "Thank you," she said. "I can't believe you've never ever been here." 
 
    "I can't either," he said. "Who mows your grass?" 
 
    Allison smiled and tilted her head curiously. "Who mows my grass? Me. Why? Did I do a bad job? I don't know how to do anything fancy. I just kind of circle around from the edges to the middle." 
 
    She was so adorable that he literally could not keep his hands to himself. He had been in the house all of thirty seconds, and he reached out and took a hold of her, gently pulling her into his arms. 
 
    She hesitated, looking slightly surprised, but Zeke didn't let her go. He held onto her loosely. She could've freed herself if she wanted, but she stayed there, looking up at him. 
 
    "Hi," she said. 
 
    She was breathless and nervous and he grinned down at her wondering if she had any idea how much he liked her. He felt like he could squeeze her and never let her go. He had to be gentle—take it easy. He smiled at her and took a deep breath. "You did a good job mowing," he said. 
 
    "Thank you, but why are you so obsessed with my lawn?" 
 
    "Your lawn is not at all my obsession, Allison. Your lawn is the distraction." 
 
    "From what?" she asked. 
 
    "From what I really want." 
 
    She took a deep, hitching breath, and he tugged her slightly closer. Zeke didn't feel like explaining himself. All he wanted to do was kiss her, taste her, put his mouth on hers. He took another calming breath, trying to remain patient as he stared at her gorgeous, innocent, face. Her familiarity was like nothing he had ever experienced. It was like she was already established in his heart. 
 
    "What is it that you really want?" she asked. She made an expression like it was a genuine question, and it made him smile. 
 
    "You're going to get yourself in trouble asking questions like that." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Allison 
 
      
 
      
 
    For nearly a month, I had done my best to avoid getting close to Zeke, but I just couldn't do it anymore. 
 
    He called and said he was coming over to my house, and twenty minutes later he showed up on my doorstep. I had always seen him in jeans or a suit. He always looked sharply dressed. Tonight, he was wearing athletic clothes—black, fitted sweat pants with a thin gray-and-black hoodie that matched them perfectly. 
 
    He looked like an athlete. It was similar to the way Case was dressed last night. Was that just last night? Getting stuck on that accidental date with Case had only made me realize how strong my feelings were for Zeke. I was breathless from the moment I opened the door and it only went downhill from there. 
 
    Something had gotten into Zeke. 
 
    He looked at me differently. 
 
    He took me into his arms. 
 
    I was still terrified to yield to him, but my feelings and desires won out, and I went easily into his embrace. 
 
    At one point in our conversation, he told me I was going to get myself in trouble asking questions like that, and in that moment, I knew that trouble was my middle name. 
 
    His big arms were wrapped protectively around me, and I stared up at his perfect, masculine face feeling brave and not caring one bit that we probably couldn't be together in the long run. 
 
    All that mattered was this moment. 
 
    My fears were gone, and there was nothing but the pounding of my heart and the anticipation of his kiss. I had been a little stiff when he first took me into his arms, but I relaxed and took a deep breath, wrapping my arms gently around him. His shirt was not thick, and I could feel his skin and muscles underneath. 
 
    He had some barely-there facial hair that grew in patches above his lip, on his chin and along his jaw. He was so much taller than me that his jaw was the primary thing I saw as I looked up. His top and bottom lips were equally full, and even when his face was resting and not smiling, his mouth did not turn downward. 
 
    Physically, he was all the things I could dream of in a man. His mouth moved as a smile touched his lips, and I realized that I had been staring at him—at his mouth. My eyes met his when he smiled. He had gorgeous, dark brown eyes framed with dark lashes, and they squinted as his smile broadened. His teeth flashed, and I glanced at his mouth again. He had pointed canines and I caught sight of them, feeling like he could eat me alive—wishing he would. 
 
    I had been avoiding this situation because I figured my desire would prove to be too much, and I was absolutely right. 
 
    "Why are you smiling? I asked. 
 
    Zeke adjusted, holding me tighter. "Oh, I was just thinking about Mayhem. He had a good day today. Justin said he's looking fast out there." 
 
    I had been weak in the knees with desire, ready to throw caution to the wind and kiss him, so I wasn't expecting him to say he was thinking about a horse. 
 
    "Really?" I asked. "You were thinking about Mayhem?" 
 
    "No, I wasn't, Allison," he said with a straight face. "He was the last thing on my mind. I'm just messing with you." 
 
    A few seconds of silence passed between us and then he grinned a little and said, "You know what I was thinking." 
 
    I blinked at him shyly. "I think I do, but…" 
 
    "But what?" he asked. 
 
    "But you're too tall. You're too high up there."  
 
    Slowly he ducked, bringing his face closer to mine. He brought one hand to the back of my head, lightly resting it there—holding me in place. "Is this better?" he asked. His face was only inches from mine now. 
 
    "Yes." I only said the one word, and it came out desperate and breathless. 
 
    He leaned in, closing the last inch or two until his mouth was barely brushing mine. "I'm going to kiss you," he said. 
 
    He spoke quietly, but it wasn't a whisper. I could still hear his deep voice reverberating in his chest. He hadn't kissed me, but lips touched mine as he spoke. I felt out-of-my-head with the effort it took to restrain my urges. 
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    I moved first. 
 
    I stretched up, placing my mouth firmly onto his. 
 
    He met me. He pressed his lips to mine gently, supporting the back of my head, pulling me toward him. Ever so gently, he kissed me. Four or five times he did it. He pulled back and then kissed me again. 
 
    "Oh, Allison, come here." 
 
    He took me by the hand and pulled me into my living room, and in one swift motion, he sat in the corner of my couch and pulled me onto his lap. I curled up on his legs, adjusting and smiling and feeling like I could not possibly be any more comfortable than I was right then. It felt so good, so right. Zeke held me there and we stayed there in each other's arms for what must've been two full minutes. It was a thoughtful hug where we just stayed there and held onto each other like we were relieved. 
 
    "I needed this," he said, finally. His deep voice sounded different with my head on his chest, and I smiled again. 
 
    "Me too," I said. I was so curled-up on his lap that my face was resting on the front of his chest, near his neck. As I spoke, I lifted my head, looking at him. His jawline was straight and strong, and I reached up and put my hand on the other side of his face so that I could feel it. I rested it there lightly, letting my fingertips touch his cheek. 
 
    "Guess what?" he said. 
 
    "What?" I asked. 
 
    He turned and kissed me. 
 
    We both smiled as we broke the kiss. My hand was still on his face, and I used it to pull him toward me again. I kissed him, and this time, I opened my mouth a little, tasting his bottom lip. 
 
    That was all the encouragement he needed. He tilted his head and leaned in, kissing me deeper. My hand was on his jaw, and I could feel it move as he opened his mouth. My blood turned warm and I lurched toward him. I was helpless to do anything but give in. 
 
    In the glorious moments that followed, Zeke enveloped me with the physical proof of his love, patience, and desire. Warmth, softness, silkiness. Flowing, smooth, tender but unbridled affection poured through us. We exchanged more in those moments than just a kiss. His touch was careful, but it was obvious that he was restraining himself—holding back. Urgency bubbled inside me when he deepened the kiss, and I grabbed fistfuls of his shirt, pulling him closer—wanting more. Zeke's kiss awakened bodily sensations I hadn't yet experienced. I felt a pressing need in the pit of my stomach. I couldn't get enough. I was greedy for him. I wanted no one else to ever have him in that way ever again. I wanted Zeke to be mine forever. 
 
    After an unknown amount of time, he finally pulled back, breaking the intoxicating kiss. 
 
    I felt spent and out of breath. 
 
    Our faces were still right next to each other. 
 
    "Allison," he said my name slowly and in a tone that was unreadable. 
 
    "Zeke," I said, reaching up and touching the side of his face. 
 
    We looked into each other's eyes. Even though our kiss had been careful and mostly disciplined, I felt relentless and reckless. I would have agreed to marry him if he had asked me to right then. 
 
    "Be mine," he said. 
 
    His statement was sincere, beseeching. I was so swept away that I nodded, agreeing before I could even think about it. 
 
    "Wait, no," I said a few seconds later. 
 
    I had been blinded by love and desire when I nodded, but I couldn't let him take that as a commitment. "Were y-you just saying that like the valentine candy?" I asked, stuttering and smiling a little. 
 
    His eyebrows furrowed. "What do you mean?" 
 
    I pulled back a little and dropped my hand from his face, but I stayed close to him, situated on his lap. "You know, be mine, like the little conversation hearts. Be mine, let's talk, hug me. You know what I'm talking about." 
 
    "Yeah, I know what you're talking about, but that's not what I was saying. I’m actually telling you I want you to be my girl, my lady, mine. It has nothing to do with candy." He gave me a little squeeze. "Just let me have you, okay?" He was being lighthearted about it, but I knew he was sincere. 
 
    I was so swept away by Zeke holding me and kissing me that I hadn't been thinking straight. I sat up a little, regarding him seriously. 
 
    "I… can we just… have it like this for now?" I asked. 
 
    "Like what?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't know, where you just… come over to my house every once in a while. We don't need to tell people about, you know, we don't need to tell your family or whatever. They don't need to… uhhh… never mind. I don't know what I'm saying or what you're even asking, exactly." 
 
    Zeke tilted his head at me, trying his best to understand. "Are you dating someone else?" he asked. 
 
    "No. Oh, gosh. No. Last night, I couldn't even… no." 
 
    "What happened last night?" he asked. 
 
    "Nothing," I said, maybe a little too fast. "That's what I'm saying. I don't think of anyone that way." 
 
    "Not even me." It was more of a statement than a question. 
 
    "Yes, I do, Zeke. I really like you. I really do. You must know that by now." 
 
    "You just don't want to be my girlfriend?" He stared at me with the utmost sincerity. He was the most handsome man I'd ever seen, and there he was, looking at me with love in his eyes. I felt like I wanted to cry. My eyes began to sting. 
 
    "It's not that," I said. " I like you so much. Please don't ever think I don't. It's just that I can't have you as a boyfriend. Not officially, at least. I would love to have you in my life, still. I would love for you to come see me at work or at my house anytime you want. That would make me so happy. I just can't… you know… be your girlfriend—not in that way." 
 
    "No, I don't know. I don't get it, Allison. Why don't you explain it to me?" 
 
    I sighed. I was so happy and content in his arms, that the last thing I wanted to do was to start talking about my past and my fears and all those things. 
 
    "I just need to take it slow," I said, hoping that was a normal excuse. "I need time." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    A month later 
 
      
 
      
 
    I saw more of Zeke in the weeks that followed. I got away with telling him that I just wasn't ready to meet his family or introduce him to mine. Apparently, there were enough people in the world who just randomly didn't want to meet each other's parents that he thought it was reasonable. 
 
    Every once in a while, he would mention something about me meeting his parents or ask me why I didn't want to come see the horses, but for the most part, we fell into a routine where we talked on the phone a lot and sometimes he would come to the bakery or to my house. 
 
    I usually asked him to come by my house when Jessica wasn't home, so she didn't know anything was going on at first. She had started asking questions, lately though. He had come to see me at the bakery enough by now, too, that some of my coworkers had started noticing. 
 
    I checked in with my siblings and parents quite a bit, but I never mentioned Zeke to them. In my mind, the situation, although wonderful, was temporary. I knew I couldn't do this forever. I needed to go either one direction or the other. I had to face my fears and be honest with him, or let him go. 
 
    Obviously, I did not want to let him go. 
 
    I realized I had loved Zeke all those years ago. He was still the same handsome, kind, smart, witty boy I knew back then. Only now, he was in a physical package that was not boy-like at all. 
 
    I loved him. 
 
    I truly did. 
 
    I didn't want to lose him. 
 
    The problem was, if I chose to be honest with him about everything rather than letting him go, there was a chance I would get rejected. 
 
    Zeke loved his family. His whole life was built around them. He lived and worked from his home on the farm. He respected and looked-up to his parents and spent a lot of time with them and his brother. They all had a close relationship. I knew they were a big part of his life. Zeke liked me. There was no question about it. But I didn't want to put him in a position where he had to choose between me and his parents if they didn’t approve of me. I knew he wanted to be with me, but I honestly didn't know what he would choose if it came to that. 
 
    And that was precisely why I was terrified. 
 
    This thing was, I couldn't be mad at them. I knew they were good people. Honestly, looking back on it, my dad getting fired probably had more to do with Bill, but Ezekiel had been there, and he had been the one to tell my father they were letting him go. 
 
    I still cringed when I thought about it. It was terrible that the most humiliating thing in my life happened to intersect with the human I was most fond of. It was a perplexing circumstance, and I couldn't understand why God had put me in the middle of it. I dreaded the confrontation that would come from telling the truth, and because of that, I let weeks pass while carefully evading the topics of families and parents and the fact that we knew each other as children. 
 
    A few times, he said it seemed like he's known me forever, or things like that, but that topic, too, I managed to squash. I made it all the way to November without having to bring it up. 
 
    I went to stay the weekend with a friend in Nashville, Tennessee. The Middle Tennessee Fall Music Festival happened the first weekend of November, and it was one of my all-time favorite festivals. (Not that I had been to that many, but this one was awesome.) 
 
    Among the festivities, there was a baking contest, and Mica and I were two of three judges. Mica was the girl I was staying with while I was there. She was one of my best friends. I had never labeled someone as my best friend, but Mica was my girl. 
 
    I wasn't the type who needed many close friends in life. I worked with so many people at the restaurant and bakery that I never really talked to many people in my spare time. I certainly never felt the need to share feelings with anyone. I had always been independent that way. If I really needed to vent about something, I would call one of my siblings. Even Jessica and I had a low maintenance friendship. We lived together and checked-in with each other, but we didn't just sit and talk about our emotions. I didn't necessarily do that with Mica either, but she and I were a lot alike, and it was a connection I had maintained over the last few years. 
 
    She was also a pastry chef and we had worked together for a time in Cincinnati, studying with and being mentored by Bruce Daigle. I had gone to a small culinary school, and Mica had gone to one of the biggest and most prestigious ones, but that didn't matter. We had similar styles and had always bounced ideas off of each other and encouraged each other in our careers. 
 
    Nashville wasn't that far from Lexington, but we didn't get to see each other much—maybe two or three times a year. This fall festival weekend was one of my favorite times to catch up with her. 
 
    She had gotten me the job as a judge. I had done it the year before also. We weren't judging the baking contest until Sunday afternoon, and I still had to be at work at 6am Monday morning, but it was worth it. I loved this festival. I knew that I would want to stay for the whole weekend. I took off work that Friday, and drove down first thing in the morning. 
 
    It was my type of fair, and I had been looking forward to it for months. There were rides and traditional carnival games, but there were also fall-type games like cake walks and bobbing for apples. It was all the stuff I saw on television but I never got to do as a child. Basically, I was in heaven. 
 
    The only thing that could have made it better was if Zeke was there with me. I had invited him to come, but he decided not to. I told Mica I had been seeing someone, and she was anxious to meet him, but he stayed at home. Zeke said that he wanted me to be able to spend time with my friend. I could respect that, but I missed him. 
 
    Mica had a long-term boyfriend who was with us quite a bit when I visited. I liked Carter, but I wished I had Zeke there during some of the third wheel moments. I didn't want to push the subject (especially since I normally took things slowly) but I was sad he hadn't come. 
 
    I arrived in Nashville Friday before noon. I went straight to the bakery where Mica worked so I could eat an early lunch and grab her house key. She lived in a cool neighborhood, and I spent the afternoon window shopping and walking around. 
 
    Friday night, Mica, Carter, and I went to the festival. We checked-in and got our passes and then we watched a really good folk-rock band named Blue Jean Baby. Mica brought some sweets to the greenroom for the band to enjoy, and they loved everything so much that they took pictures with us and posted it to their social media. 
 
    I talked to Zeke that evening once we got home, and I told him about it. I liked to think I was above doing or saying things to get a rise out of Zeke or make him jealous, but the truth was that it pleased me immensely when he found the photos on the band's Instagram and started complaining about how good I looked and how close I was standing to all the guys. The truth was that he had absolutely nothing to worry about. I was having fun, but Zeke was constantly in my thoughts while I was there. 
 
    Saturday was full, too. Carter had to work during the day, but Mica and I stayed at the fairgrounds, watching bands and taking in the sights and sounds. We went back to her place for few hours later in the afternoon to rest and hook up with Carter before going back again. 
 
    It was dusk by the time we made it back, and the bright, colorful lights from the rides and attractions shone clearly in contrast to the evening light. I loved the fair at night, and the cool, crisp, fall air made it even better. 
 
    The parking lot was packed, and we had to park way farther back than we had earlier that day. That was one thing our judges pass didn't get us… there was no VIP parking. 
 
    My phone rang just as we were getting out of Carter's truck. I had texted Zeke earlier to check in, and I hadn't heard back from him. I was happy to see his name on my screen. I missed the sound of his voice, and I didn't hesitate to answer the call. I followed a few steps behind Mica and Carter so I could give myself the best chance of hearing him. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Hey there, beautiful." 
 
    I smiled. "Hey, I miss you so much." 
 
    I did not care if I sounded cheesy. It made me genuinely happy to hear his voice. I pressed the phone to my ear like my life depended on it. 
 
    "I miss you, too," he said. 
 
    "Where are you?" I asked. I heard noises all around me, but it seemed like he was somewhere noisy, too. 
 
    "I was going to ask you the same thing," he said. 
 
    "We're just getting back to the fair. We went to Mica's for a little while, you know, to eat a little something that wasn't deep fried. But we're back now. At the festival. Zeke?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm here." 
 
    "Why is it so loud where you—wait. What's that in the background? Zeke? Where are you?" 
 
    I heard a buzzer ringing in the background and lots of noise. I took the phone away from my ear, listening to make sure that I wasn't only hearing things in my own vicinity. 
 
    "Where do you think I am?" he asked. I could hear a smile in his voice. Something was going on. My insides began buzzing. I knew Zeke wasn't in Nashville, but I hoped against hope that he had driven down to surprise me. 
 
    I had invited him several times, so maybe technically it wouldn't be a surprise, but honestly, I did not think he would do it. My thoughts were all over the map. I was trying to keep up with Mica and Carter while looking around for any sign of Zeke. 
 
    I began walking quickly. I passed Mica and Carter on my way to the entrance of the fair. I heard her call out something to the effect of, "Hey why are you in such a hurry?" I glanced back at her with a smile and a finger in the air telling her I'd be back, but kept walking at a faster pace. 
 
    "Tell me where you are right now," I said to Zeke. 
 
    "I'm kind of in the middle of everything," he said. "There's a ticket booth in front of me and a guy throwing darts at balloons on my right." 
 
    "Are you here?" I asked. "In Nashville?" 
 
    "Yes, I’m here, in Nashville," he said with a smile in his voice. 
 
    "Are you at the fair?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "This fair? The same one where I’m at?" 
 
    "Yes," he said, laughing. "I'm in that main area, by the Ferris wheel." 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "Yes," he said. "The base of the Ferris wheel is probably twenty feet from where I'm standing right now." 
 
    My heart wanted to burst. I instantly had the feeling that I would not be able to walk quickly enough. I felt almost stuck in one place—like everything was in slow motion—like one of those dreams where you couldn't get your body to work properly. I glanced over my shoulder at Mica who was several feet behind me now. She and Carter were talking and walking casually, and that was not going to cut it. 
 
    "Zeke is here!" I called. "He's inside. By the Ferris wheel. I'm going. I'll meet you guys over there." I still had the phone to my ear. "Hey, I'm hanging up so I can get through this crowd, okay? Stay right where you are. Stay by the ticket booth. I'm coming right now." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fair was packed, and I couldn't break into a full run, but I did something between walking fast and jogging. I carefully but quickly maneuvered through the masses of people. I stayed focused on reaching the Ferris wheel. The main area was huge and congested, and I searched the many faces near the ticket booth, hoping each one I saw would be Zeke. 
 
    Finally, I caught sight of him from a distance. He was standing with his back to the side of the ticket booth, looking out at the crowd. I smiled even though he didn't see me. I could not be any prouder of him. He was taller than most of the people out there, and handsome, too. Even from a distance, I could appreciate how utterly good-looking he was. It was cool out, and he was wearing jeans and a white shirt layered with a dark red, hooded jacket. 
 
    Zeke Tanner drove all the way to Tennessee for no other reason than to see me, and my heart felt like it might burst from happiness as I closed the distance between us. He caught sight of me as I drew near, but he stayed where he was and let me come to him since it was an out-of-the-way section of the path. 
 
    He smiled at me, and I walked directly into his arms—smacking into him and holding onto him tightly. He smelled and felt wonderfully familiar and I could not wipe the grin off of my face. I pulled back, still smiling as I stared at him. 
 
    "What are you doing? I didn't know you were coming!" 
 
    "I know, because I didn't tell you," he said. 
 
    I held onto his waist, leaning back to stare up at him. "I'm so happy you're here. How long are you going to stay? Are you spending the night?" 
 
    He nodded. "I was planning on watching the contest tomorrow and heading back with you if that's okay." His dark eyes were just too much. In them, I could see the reflection of the lights of the carnival—the colorful, moving lights shining on the dark midnight canvas of his eyes. 
 
    "I was missing you," he said, staring at me. 
 
    I wondered if he could read my mind because I had been thinking the same thing. I stretched upward and placed a kiss directly on his mouth. He noticed what I was doing, so he leaned down, meeting me, kissing me back. His lips were soft and warm, and I did not care that a ton of people were around. None of them were paying attention to what we were doing, anyway. As far as I was concerned, there was no one else. It was just me and Zeke. He looked at me like he felt the same way. He grinned and then leaned down and gently kissed me two or three more times. 
 
    "I hope you're not mad at me," he said. 
 
    His expression had shifted and he looked suddenly tentative. 
 
    "Mad? I would never be mad. I'm the one who begged you to come. I'm so happy. Mica brings this big quilt, and we lay it out to sit and watch music. There's a good band playing in just a few minutes." I touched the side of his handsome face. "I'm so excited you're here, Zeke. I kept thinking I wish you were there with me, sitting on that blanket. And plus, I want you to win me a stuffed animal." 
 
    He smiled. "What's Bo going to say if you bring home a new stuffed animal? He might get jealous." 
 
    "Bo won't know," I said. "I just want the thrill of winning it. I want to win it and carry it around. I'll probably end up giving it to a little kid before we leave." 
 
    "It sounds like you already have big plans for this stuffed animal," he said, smirking at me. 
 
    "I totally do. There's a basketball game over there, and all weekend I've been wishing you were here to play it and win a prize for me. They have the big ones over there." 
 
    We were locked in each other's arms and staring at each other when he tilted his head, making that same uncertain expression he made a minute ago. 
 
    "I wasn't talking about me coming here when I said I hope you don't get mad, though, Allison." 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked. 
 
    He stared into my eyes. "Promise me you won’t be mad," he said. 
 
    "What? I asked fearing the worst, fearing that he had come to break up with me. 
 
    "Jordan had a game in North Dakota today. My parents were sitting there in the house with no plans when I went over there and told them I was coming to Nashville." He paused but then spoke again. "They've been wanting to meet you, and my dad loves things like this—music festivals." 
 
    "I hope they're not coming." It was a rude, uncalled-for thing for me to say, but it came out of my mouth before I could stop it. "I mean, that's not what you're saying, is it? They're not coming here? Are they?" 
 
    "Yes, they are, actually. That's what I was trying to tell you. They asked if they could come with me, and I didn't know what to tell them." 
 
    I gave him a confused look. "When are they coming?" 
 
    "They already did." 
 
    I thought I might actually pass out. I was thankful that Zeke was holding onto me, giving me some support. 
 
    "Are you saying they're here right now? At this fair?" 
 
    "Yes," he said. "They're right over there, standing in line for some kind of noodle dish my mom wanted."  
 
    Part of me wanted to look around and try to find them, but I was too scared. I just stood there and stared at Zeke. 
 
    He must have noticed my change in countenance because he gave me a soft, encouraging smile. "I don't know why you get so scared to meet them. They already know about you. They remember you from the party. They know you make me happy, Allison, and they love that I'm seeing you. I know you want to take things slow. You meeting my family doesn't mean things have to change between us." 
 
    "Can they see us right now?" I asked. I was more nervous in those seconds that I had been a long time. 
 
    "Yes, they probably can. They're right over there at the Japanese grill." 
 
    Zeke nudged his head toward the right, but he didn't take his eyes off mine. I tried to let go of him and step back, but he held onto me. 
 
    "Please don't," he said. "Please don't pull away." 
 
    "Zeke, please don't take it personal. This is not about you. It's not about me not wanting to be with you. I do want that. This is about me. It's something from way back—something I've been needing to deal with and I just haven't." 
 
    "Please just tell me what's going on, Allison. I have no idea what you're saying." 
 
    That was my moment. I had no other choice but to come out and tell the truth. His parents were probably staring at us as we spoke. I gazed at him, wondering where to start. 
 
    "Your parents won't like me," I said. "Not once they know me. Not once they know who I am." 
 
    He gave me a confused expression. "How could you even say that?" he asked. 
 
    "Because it's true, Zeke. I'm not good enough for you. That's what I been telling you this whole time. You're too good." 
 
    "I don't understand why you say that," he said, looking confused and maybe a little irritated. "Is it because I put Bible verses on those tools?" 
 
    "No. It's not that. Your parents… they have… they have good reason not to like me," I said. "Actual reasons." 
 
    "What are they?" he asked. "Enlighten me, please, Allison." 
 
    I glanced a little bit to the left and right. I didn't want to make eye contact with his parents just in case they were looking straight at us, but I also wanted to take in our surroundings so I could make sure no one was walking up to us. I also needed to see if there was a convenient spot for us to take refuge. 
 
    "Can we go somewhere?" I asked. My voice came out quietly, but he had heard me. He could see that I was serious. Mica and Carter would be on our heels, and his parents would no doubt be joining us soon. I had to go somewhere else if I was going to be honest with him. 
 
    Zeke didn't ask me why I needed us to be alone, he simply held my hand, pulling me along as he looked for a quiet place. 
 
    Turns out quiet places at a fair were hard to come by. The place was full of people, talking and laughing. There were beeps and buzzes and music and all sorts of other sounds. Zeke led me around the bumper cars to a small, out-of-the-way nook behind the booth of the person who was making announcements and playing music. 
 
    He situated me in his arms, holding onto me in spite of the fact that I was somewhat stiffer than I had been before. He gave me a squeeze, looking at me sincerely. "What's going on, Allison?" 
 
    "I know you Zeke," I said. I had no other choice but to just spit it out. "From way back, I mean. I knew you when we were kids. We were friends. I used to hang out at your farm. My dad used to be a stable hand. We shot slingshots. I watched you take apart that—" 
 
    I stopped talking mid-sentence because Zeke suddenly pulled me in, holding onto me so tightly that my face pressed against the muscular wall of his chest. His big arms completely enveloped me holding me to him. 
 
    "I knew I knew you, Allison. I felt it. Oh, my gosh, I remember you so much. I cannot believe you're that same girl. Why didn't you tell me sooner? Why would you be afraid to tell me that?" 
 
    He held me there, unmoving. He was like a solid rock, surrounding me. We were hiding from the world in that makeshift alleyway, and I was so content in his arms that I didn't answer him—not right away, at least. 
 
    "I wondered where you went," he continued before I had the chance to say anything. "I thought you just quit coming over. I asked Bill and Allan about you, but they didn't know anything. They acted like they didn't even know who I was talking about. Over the years, I wanted to look you up, but I didn't even know your last name. All this time, I knew there was something familiar about you." 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. "There's a reason why I didn't bring it up to you," I said. "It's not just that we knew each other. There's more." 
 
    Zeke pulled back and tilted to the side just far enough that I could tell he was trying to focus on my face. I glanced up at him, but then I was too shy to look at him straight on, so tilted my head down, staring upward at him through my lashes. 
 
    "What is it? What's on your heart, Allison?" 
 
    "I did something I really regret when I was at your stables, Zeke. Your parents know about it. They fired my dad because of me." I paused and glanced away, taking my eyes temporarily from his, staring blankly at the back of the red and white tent that was beside us. "They're not going to like me," I said, holding back tears. "Once they put it together who I am." 
 
    He reached up and put his hand on the side of my face, but I couldn't bear to glance at him. I rested my forehead on the side of his chest. "What did you do?" he asked. 
 
    "I stole money. Bill caught me and he and your dad fired my dad over it. He didn't talk to me for a year after that." 
 
    "Who didn't? Bill?" 
 
    "My dad." 
 
    He used his hand to tilt my chin. "Oh, baby, you're kidding," he said. 
 
    I let out a humorless chuckle, not looking at him. "I wish I was." 
 
    "What kind of money are we talking about here?" 
 
    "Five bucks." I shrugged. "Not total. Probably fifty or sixty, total. I don't know. That time I got caught wasn't the first time I had stolen off that table. But that time, it was just five bucks." 
 
    He put his hands around me again, drawing me near and seeming undaunted by my confession. "Why'd you do it?" he asked after we were quiet for a few seconds. 
 
    I had thought about that a lot over the years. I was hungry, but I wasn't starving. The truth was that I didn't have to take it. 
 
    "Just being selfish," I said. "I didn't have it, and I saw it and wanted it." 
 
    He took a deep breath. "I'm so sorry," he said. 
 
    He spoke slowly and sincerely, and those were just about the last words that I expected to come out of his mouth. I was thankful that my face was against his chest again and I wasn't forced to look at him, because I felt like I might cry. 
 
    "Why would you tell me you're sorry when I'm the one who stole?" I asked, barely getting the words out. 
 
    I felt Zeke's chest rise and fall as he took a deep breath. He rubbed my back in a comforting gesture. "I know you, Allison. I know you well enough to know you'd never try to hurt anyone. I'm sorry for a lot of reasons. I'm sorry you couldn't get the five bucks somewhere else. If I wanted five dollars growing up, all I had to do was ask for it. I've never been in a situation where I had to risk taking it without getting caught. I'm also sorry for the time your dad was mad at you. And for these months you've spent with me where you didn't feel like you could tell me about this." 
 
    I felt a mix of relief and embarrassment, joy and shame. A few tears rolled down my cheeks as I rested against his chest. I didn't bother wiping them away. 
 
    "You still shouldn't be sorry for me," I said. "I'm the one who should be sorry. I should've been honest with you when we first started hanging out. I should have told you who I was from the beginning. I remembered you all along. I just… I like you so much, and I hated the thought of things coming to an end. I wanted to enjoy you while I could." 
 
    "Why would you even say that?" he asked. "Why would you think things between us would come to an end?" 
 
    He pulled back so he could look at my face while he waited for my answer. 
 
    Both of our phones were ringing, I could hear them in our pockets. 
 
    "It's probably Mica," I said. "Let me just tell her I'm okay so she doesn't keep calling back." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    My phone had been ringing the whole time I was talking to Zeke, and I finally picked up. I knew Mica would call until I did. Zeke's phone rang once too, but mine was blowing up. I shimmied out of his grasp just enough to answer my phone and put it to my ear. I stayed close to him though, resting with the side of my head against his chest. 
 
    "Hello?" I said. 
 
    "Where in the world are you guys? We've been looking all over the place for you. I thought you said you were going to be by the Ferris wheel." 
 
    "I had to talk to Zeke for a minute," I said. "We came over here to find a quiet spot." 
 
    I was so on-edge emotionally that my voice came out sounding somewhat strained. I tried my best to come across as happy and undaunted, but it was difficult under the circumstances. 
 
    "Ohhhh, I see," she said. Her tone was teasing, and I knew she thought we had run away in order to hide and kiss each other. "Well, hey, I'm gonna grab a caramel apple, and then after that, we're just going to go find a spot over by the main stage. You know where we usually sit. Just look for us. You'll see my quilt." 
 
    Her voice was loud. I knew Zeke could hear her talking. My phone was still turned up from earlier when I was trying to hear Zeke. I had it tilted away from my ear since Mica was basically yelling. Zeke motioned for me to give him something by flexing his hand. I glanced up at him and he gently took the phone away from me. 
 
    "Hey, Mica," he said. 
 
    "Hello!" I heard Mica's voice. "Is this Zeke?" 
 
    "It is," he said. 
 
    "I can't wait to meet you," Mica said. 
 
    "I'm looking forward to it," Zeke said with a smile. His hand remained on my back, keeping me close the whole time. This was such a relief. "Hey, do you guys happen see my dad out there?" he asked. 
 
    "Your dad's here?" Mica asked, surprised. "Does he live in Nashville, or did he come down here with you?" 
 
    "He came with me," Zeke said. "It's both of my parents, actually. My mom's here too. They should be right around there somewhere. My mom was getting those teriyaki noodles. It would be amazing if you could find them and ask them to go with you guys to get seats for the concert. Allie and I will be there in like five or ten minutes." Zeke rarely called me Allie—only when we were being extra sweet with each other. I had to smile at his choice to do it right then. 
 
    "I'd be really happy to do that," Mica said. "If you can tell me what your dad looks like. 
 
    Zeke hesitated. "Do you not know who my dad is?" he asked. 
 
    I cringed, because I hadn't told Mica anything about Zeke's family. She, no doubt, would know who Ezekiel Tanner was, but she didn't know he was Zeke's father. 
 
    "Well, no, but if you explain what he looks like, I can try to find him. There's a lot of people out here, though." 
 
    "His dad is Ezekiel Tanner, the basketball player," I said, stretching onto my tiptoes so that I could speak near the mouthpiece. 
 
    I heard her yell. "You're kidding!" she said. "Carter just told me, not thirty seconds ago, that he saw a guy who looked just like Ezekiel Tanner. Oh my gosh, yeah, I totally see him right there. That's gotta be him. Is that seriously your dad? Oh snap. My dad was seriously a huge Pistons fan. Are you messing with me right now?" 
 
    I heard mumbling from the other end of the phone. It was Carter talking, and he was saying something about the name Zeke matching with the name Ezekiel. 
 
    "No, I'm not messing with you," Zeke said. "I figured it'd be easier for you to find him then for me to try to get him to find you." 
 
    "Yeah, I found him. I see him right there. He's standing there, eating food off of your mom's plate. This is crazy. I can't believe that's your dad." 
 
    "Would you mind introducing yourself?" Zeke asked. "I'm sure they'll want to go with you guys to the stage." 
 
    "Yeah, no problem," Mica said. "I'm actually approaching them now. Would you like to say something? Hello, I'm Mica, Allison's friend. I'm sorry to come up to you like this, but I have your son on the phone." 
 
    "Go ahead and hand him the phone," Zeke said. 
 
    I heard Ezekiel's voice. "Hello?" 
 
    "Hey, dad. I came over here to talk to Allison for a second. She wanted me to win her something at one of these games. That's her friend, Mica, who just handed you the phone. They're planning on seeing a concert. You and mom can walk with them to find a spot, and we'll meet you guys over there in just a few minutes." 
 
    "Alright. Sounds good. Your mom was wondering where you went off to." 
 
    "Okay, tell Mica I said thanks," Zeke said. 
 
    I could hear Ezekiel saying, "Zeke says thank you, Mica," as Zeke handed the phone back to me. I put it to my ear, but Mica must have assumed we were finished having a discussion, because I heard the digital bleep sound of her phone hanging up. 
 
    I put my phone into my pocket and glanced up at Zeke. 
 
    "She had no idea who my dad was," he noted. He was speaking in a serious tone as if just stating a fact. 
 
    Having Ezekiel Tanner for a father was like having Michael Jordan, Larry Bird, or Magic Johnson for a dad. He wasn't just popular in Lexington. He was a household name in all of America and probably the world. 
 
    "I told her about you, but I didn't mention your dad," I said. 
 
    "Are you mad at my dad?" he asked. 
 
    It was the last thing I expected him to say so I answered quickly. "No. Zeke, no. Why would you think that?" 
 
    "Because of what happened," he said. 
 
    "No. Your dad did what anyone else would do. He should be mad at me." 
 
    Zeke cupped his huge hand underneath my chin, holding my face and looking straight at me. "No one is going to be mad at you, Allison." 
 
    "You don't know that. I'm not sure your parents will love the idea of you being with someone who took money from them at one point. Plus, my family…" I trailed off, figuring out how to put it. "My dad is a stable hand, and my mom doesn't work. They don't have money, Zeke. I know money doesn't mean everything. I'm not trying to say that. But they're not like your parents at all. They're not even like the people who come to your house for dinner parties." 
 
    "So, let me get this straight… you're telling me that because you took five bucks from—" 
 
    "Fifty bucks," I interjected. 
 
    "Fifty bucks, whatever. A hundred, a thousand, it doesn't matter. You're telling me that because you made a mistake as a child, and because your family isn't rich, that you thought we couldn't be together? Is this what all this taking it slow has been about?" 
 
    "Yes, but you're saying it like it's not a big deal and it is. Your parents aren't going to like me once they figure out who I am. Even if they pretend they like me they're not going to… deep down, they're not going to think I'm good enough for you." 
 
    "And you would just rather give up and never ask them? You don't even want to give them the benefit of the doubt?" 
 
    "Yeah but they could be nice and pretend to like me and still not think I'm good enough for you." 
 
    "That's silly. That's not the Allison I know. The Allison I know is a risk taker. She's not scared. She doesn't hide from things." 
 
    "Maybe I'm not, normally, but this is different. This is… I don't know… close to my heart. That whole incident was pretty much the worst thing that happened to me when I was a kid. It's hard for me to just pretended doesn't exist." 
 
    "You don't have to pretend it doesn't exist. Something can exist and you can still choose to move forward in spite of it." 
 
    "What if they hate me?" 
 
    "They won't. They'll love you. They already do just from what I've told them. They know I love you, and that's all that matters." 
 
    He was being honest and serious, but I couldn't stop a nervous smile from touching my lips when he said those words. 
 
    "Yeah, I said it," he said in a challenging tone. He lowered his head and placed a kiss directly on my lips. He used his hand on my chin to make sure I didn't flinch or move away. I wasn't going to. 
 
    I kissed him back easily, my lips molding to his. My gut clenched with that familiar yearning sensation that came when I felt his mouth against mine. I had been missing him, and my whole body felt alive with an electric feeling when he kissed me. He left his lips on mine for so long that I accidently whimpered when he broke contact. 
 
    He smiled at the sound and leaned in to kiss me again. This one was equally as soft and sweet, but it was quicker. He pulled back afterward, focusing on my face as he reached up to smooth the hair by my temple. He stared at me like he really cared—like he meant it when he said he loved me. 
 
    "Listen, Allison. I don't even know if my parents would remember what happened when we were kids. But let's not even worry about that tonight, okay? Just put it out of your mind like it doesn't exist. They think I just met you a few months ago. Let’s just keep it that way for now. There's no need to tell them we knew each other back then." 
 
    "What if they figure it out?" I asked. 
 
    "They won't," he said. "And even if they do, which they won't, it would still be fine. Everything would still work out. But none of that's going to get brought up tonight. I promise. We're going to go out there, I'm going to win you one of those giant stuffed animals you want, we'll find your friends and my family, we'll watch some music and eat some food, and it'll be wonderful, okay?" 
 
    "You're gonna win me one of those big stuffed animals?" I asked, hopefully. "I wanted the monkey." 
 
    He nodded. "The monkey it is. And, yes, I have to win it," he added. "I told my dad that's what we're doing right now." 
 
    "Well, we better go," I said. 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. I wasn't doing it to get him to kiss me, but the movement drew his eyes to my mouth, and before I knew it, he was kissing me again. His mouth touched mine, and I felt it stretch as he smiled. He kissed me again, but it was one of those where he had to work against the smile to make his lips soften. He kissed me twice like that, smiling between the contacts. 
 
    "What?" I whispered. "Why are you grinning?" 
 
    "I'm sorry. I can't help it. I'm just happy. Happy that the problem wasn't that big of a… I couldn’t figure out why… never mind. We're not going to talk about it tonight. I'm just happy, that's all." 
 
    I experienced the sensation of an actual weight being taken off of my chest and shoulders. It wasn't completely cleared-up in my mind, but bringing things to light with Zeke had already done something—flipped some sort of emotional switch inside of me. Of course, his parents still didn't know who I was, but at least Zeke did. 
 
    I hadn't expected things to go so smoothly. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I thought he might have known about the theft all these years, so it was a twist for me that he didn't even know what I had done. He thought I had just stopped going to the farm. 
 
    He assured me that he was happy, and he was looking at me and smiling like that was the truth. I stared into his brown eyes, seeing them in a different way now that some of my walls had come down. 
 
    I smiled. "I'm happy too." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    We went straight to the basketball carnival game. It was just a row of hoops with a giant net underneath that caught the balls and made them roll back to the guys who were working the booth. There were signs everywhere that advertised that they were regulation size hoops. It seemed legit and it looked easy, but I knew it couldn't be because the prizes they offered were so big. 
 
    It cost two dollars a shot and five dollars for four shots. One in wins a basketball, and two in wins a giant stuffed animal. It sounded simple, but Zeke found out (by missing his first four shots) that it wasn't. He barely missed them, though. 
 
    "I'm going to get one in," he said, nodding after his forth shot hit the rim and bounced off. "I'll do it. One or two more tries and I'll get it." He looked at me. "I'm not trying to make an excuse, but the rim is higher than usual. It's not that far off… it's probably eleven or twelve feet." He looked at the guy who had taken our money. "And this is a little further back than a regular three-point shot, isn't it?" he asked, looking at the set-up like he was calculating. 
 
    "It might be a little," the guy said with a smirk. 
 
    Zeke glanced at me again with a shrug. "It's a subtle difference, but my muscle memory is working against me a little." 
 
    I glanced at the guys working the booth, and they smiled at each other in such a way that I knew Zeke was right. 
 
    "It's no problem. I'll get it on the next one." He nudged his chin at me. "Why don't you give it a shot?" 
 
    I laughed. "If you can't do it, there's no way I could. That would just be comical." 
 
    He scowled playfully at me. "Who said I couldn’t do it?" he asked, making me laugh. 
 
    "I'm just saying… me trying is a sure-fire way to waste five bucks." 
 
    Zeke dug in his pocket and took a ten-dollar-bill off of the outside of the wad of cash in his money-clip. He handed it to the guy. "We'll each take four shots," he said. 
 
    "No!" I insisted. "We'll waste mine. You take eight." 
 
    Zeke shook his head confidently. "I won't need eight," he said. 
 
    "You're going to laugh at me," I said, feeling nervous. I knew, however, that it was no big deal for me to take a few shots, so I sucked up my apprehensions and went for it. I had a small purse hanging on my hip with the strap across my body. I shifted it so the purse was behind me. 
 
    I wasn't a basketball player, but I had brothers, and I, at least, knew how to hold the ball while I shot it. I used my left hand on the side of the ball to guide it in, and pushed the ball toward the hoop with my right hand. I bent down and sprang up when I shot to try to get it to go the distance. I let it fly, and it went through the air in a perfect arch toward the hoop. 
 
    The only problem was that it was about six feet short. It was miserably short—not even close. It landed in the middle of that net part underneath. 
 
    I turned and stared at Zeke, smiling with wide eyes. He grinned at me, and I looked away as the guy working the booth held out a basketball for me to take shot number two. 
 
    Zeke came to stand right behind me the way guys do when they're trying to show a girl how to shoot, aim, or hit something. He positioned himself right behind me, putting his hand on my waist and lining me up to take the shot. I held the basketball in front of my chest with my hands in position the same as I had done before. Zeke's arms came around me and his hands covered mine. 
 
    "Guess what?" he said, speaking directly into my ear. 
 
    "What?" I asked, relishing the feel of him standing so close. He was warm and comfortable, and I leaned into him. I would much rather just stand there with his face next my ear than take the shot. As far as I was concerned, we could stand like that all night. 
 
    "I have no advice to offer you," he said, speaking into my ear again and giving me chills. 
 
    I grinned even though he couldn’t see my face. "You don't?" 
 
    "No. You did just fine by yourself. I just wanted to come stand behind you like I was telling you something—coaching you. Really, I just wanted to stand here and whisper in your ear." 
 
    I smiled and took a deep breath, nodding like he had actually offered me advice. "I think I got it," I said, since the guy was staring at us, waiting for me to shoot. 
 
    "Okay. No pressure." Zeke let his mouth touch my ear as he spoke and he nipped it with his lips a little before he pulled away. He didn’t kiss me, but there was definitely intentional mouth-to-ear contact. 
 
    I dribbled the ball twice before letting it fly again. 
 
    Miss. 
 
    Shot two was at least two feet short of the hoop. 
 
    I didn't feel like I could get it all the way there without hurling it through the air and using my whole body. 
 
    The guy handed me a ball for my third shot, and I did it again. 
 
    Miss. 
 
    This one, I threw a lot harder. I jumped a little as I released it. It went far enough, but it missed the hoop completely. It hit the edge of the backboard and shot off to the side. 
 
    The guy handed me ball number four, and I winged it again. 
 
    Miss. 
 
    This one was closer than the others, but it still wasn't close to going in. 
 
    I smirked at Zeke a little as I stepped back to give him space. "Sorry," I said. 
 
    Instead of taking his place at the line like I thought he would do, Zeke came straight over to me. He smiled as he reached out for me, resting his hand on my lower back as he bent to say something to me. I was hyper aware of his hand. It felt like a protective, possessive gesture, and it gave me all sorts of warm fuzzy feelings. I could see that he was moving in to speak to me, so I tilted my head, offering him my ear. 
 
    "You’re really hot when you're doing that," he said. 
 
    I laughed—more from excitement and nerves than from what he was saying. Zeke tightened the grip he had on my waist. "Seriously, I did not know you could shoot a basketball," he said. "You got me all stirred-up watching that." 
 
    I squeezed his arm. "All right, well, use that energy and win me a monkey," I said. 
 
    Zeke stepped back, taking a deep breath to prepare himself as he gazed at the hoop. He stood at the line, but before the guy could hand him the basketball, Zeke took off his jacket. 
 
    "He's getting serious," the guy said, teasing him. 
 
    "You're right I am," Zeke said. "It's on me to win my lady a monkey." He pushed up his sleeves before gesturing for the guy to throw him the ball. "I'll win it even if I have to stand here and blow a hundred bucks." 
 
    I watched as Zeke dribbled twice and then lined up the shot. He was more careful and calculating this time as he let it go, and I watched as the ball traveled through the air and went directly through the hoop. It did not hit the rim at all—it was nothin' but net, as they say. 
 
    I threw my arms up and cheered. I let out a yell and gave him a shocked expression when he looked at me. 
 
    "You got yourself a basketball," the guy said, handing Zeke a ball so he could take his second shot. 
 
    Zeke missed the second shot. 
 
    It hit the rim and almost went in, but it bounced out. 
 
    He took his time lining up the third shot, breathing deeply and calculating before letting the ball go. 
 
    And that was a wrap, folks. 
 
    He didn't even need the fourth shot. 
 
    Just like the first shot, the third one went right down the hatch. 
 
    I yelled and jumped and hugged him, and the next thing I knew, the carnival worker was handing me a gigantic monkey. It was even bigger in my arms than it looked on display. 
 
    We walked through the fairgrounds with me holding the monkey in one arm and the other arm around Zeke's waist. He held me around the shoulders. We must have been a sight with that giant monkey because everyone stared at us as we walked by. 
 
    We had no trouble at all finding Mica, Carter, and Zeke's parents. Mica's quilt was brightly colored and I knew she would be on the left side of the crowd since that was where we sat every time. A band was playing and there was a lot of noise, but I pointed them out to Zeke so that he would know where we were headed. 
 
    I could tell as we walked toward them that everyone was getting along just fine. The guys were watching the band, and Mica and Rhonda were talking to each other, both smiling and laughing. 
 
    Everything seemed great, but I couldn't help but feel a little anxious. I had so many years of fear and regret built up that just seeing his parents triggered me to feel some panic. 
 
    I was no stranger to dealing with nerves. I pushed myself as a person and in my career enough to know that nervous anticipation was something I would face continually in life and I had the fortitude to overcome. The feeling at the moment, however, was slightly overwhelming. It grew as we approached them. I truly felt like I wanted to run away instead of facing them. 
 
    "I'm nervous," I said, looking up to speak to Zeke as we walked. 
 
    He turned and smiled down at me. "I’m right here," he said, pulling me close. "I got you. Everything will be great." 
 
    They caught sight of us as we approached, and I knew there would be no going back. 
 
    I smiled, reminding myself that none of my past sins would be mentioned and that everything would be great. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I guess you did win a prize," was the first thing Rhonda said to us. 
 
    She was smiling, and it put my heart at ease. 
 
    Ezekiel got to his feet, and stepped in to hug me. I was holding the monkey, and I wasn't expecting him to do that, so I was a little stiff at first, but his embrace was warm and sincere. 
 
    Zeke's supporting touch never left me. His hand rested lightly on my back, even as I hugged his dad. 
 
    "Thanks for letting us tag along," Ezekiel said as we embraced. 
 
    "Oh, I'm so glad you're here," I said. 
 
    Rhonda had stood up by the time I was done hugging Ezekiel, and I turned to her realizing she wanted a hug too. I hadn't anticipated that they would get to their feet, and I felt overwhelmed by the sweet reception. 
 
    I set the giant monkey onto the quilt before I hugged his mom. She was a beautiful woman who did not look old enough to have grown children. She was dressed casually but well put together, and she smelled like the perfume counter at Macy's (in a good way). She squeezed me tightly, giving me two pats on the back before letting me go. 
 
    I thought we would sit down and be finished with the greetings after that, but Rhonda did something else. Before I could disengage, she took my face into her hands and proceeded to stare at me, inspecting me sweetly. 
 
    "Mom, we need to sit down. We're blocking everybody." Zeke was worried about me, but I felt inexplicably happy and peaceful. 
 
    "I'm sorry my hands are cold," Rhonda said, looking straight at me. "But I just had to see your sweet face. My son has been talking about you for weeks." 
 
    "Honey, you're not supposed to tell her that," Ezekiel said. 
 
    "Oh, that's okay, I know he's got a huge crush on me," I said, shaking my head a little and pretending to be totally serious even though I was joking. 
 
    His parents both got a kick out of that, and it segued into us all laughing and sitting down together on the blanket. 
 
    "How did you win this?" Mica asked, looking at me with an amazed expression once I sat down. 
 
    "The basketball game," I said. 
 
    Her quilt had plenty of room for all of us, but we had to sit close to each other. Zeke took the spot by the edge, and as I sat down, he pulled me in, encouraging me to situate right next to him. I did so with no hesitation at all. I sat with my backside against his legs, and Zeke adjusted with his arm resting on me. 
 
    "How many did you have to make in for that?" Mica asked. 
 
    "Two," Zeke said. 
 
    "Two out of four," I said. "You get four shots. If you make one, you get a basketball, but you have to make two to get the monkey. It didn't even take Zeke all four shots," I said. "He got the first and third one." 
 
    "Yeah, we won't talk about the first set of four that I got completely devastated on," Zeke said, causing everyone to laugh. 
 
    "They cheated," I said, taking up for him. "It was higher and farther than a regular hoop. He had to get used to it." 
 
    I looked at Zeke, and he grinned sweetly at me for taking up for him. 
 
    "Mica was telling us about the contest you ladies are judging tomorrow," Rhonda said. "I hope you don't mind if we stick around and watch that." 
 
    "Not at all," I said. "We were so busy winning the monkey that I haven't even talked to Zeke about your plans. I assumed you were spending the night, but I haven't even asked him about it." 
 
    "We are," Rhonda said. "We got a hotel not too far from here. Zeke wanted us to drive the Suburban so that he could ride home with you." 
 
    I looked at him and he gave me a tiny innocent shrug and smirk. I wanted to be on the receiving end of that smirk for the rest of my life. I looked at his lips, feeling warm and tingly when I remembered how he kissed me in the alley behind the bumper cars. 
 
    "Does Jordan have a game tonight?" I asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "They played at one o'clock today," Rhonda said. "We watched it on my iPad on the way over here." 
 
    "How'd they do?" I asked. 
 
    "We won," Ezekiel said. "Jordan had a good game." 
 
    "Do you play any basketball?" Mica asked, looking at Zeke. The monkey was sitting next to me and I looked at her and put my hand on it as if that was proof enough. She laughed. 
 
    "Zeke had more natural talent than his brother did," Ezekiel said. "He could have played college ball, easy. The only problem was that he was more interested in engineering than basketball." 
 
    "I still play all the time with friends just to stay in shape," Zeke explained. "I like it. I just don't devote my life to it." 
 
    "How about you?" Ezekiel asked. I turned to him and noticed that he was talking to me. "Have you ever played any basketball?" 
 
    "No sir," I said instantly, smiling at him. 
 
    "Don't let this girl fool you," Zeke said. "She can shoot. She almost won the prize before I did." 
 
    I laughed, but it was difficult for me to pay full attention to what they were saying because the family next to us had begun packing their things. The children's band that was playing when we walked up had just finished their last song, and the stage was now being set for the next band—the one we had come to see. 
 
    Ever since we had first walked up, I had seen this little girl eyeing my monkey with great interest. In the midst of our conversation, I heard her talking with her family about it. It was a mom, a dad, and three young children. The little girl who had been looking at me was the oldest, and she looked to be five or six. There was also a young toddler and an infant. They were sitting close enough to us that I could hear some of their conversation. 
 
    The girl asked her dad if she could have a monkey like mine, and he explained to her that you couldn't buy those, you had to win it. He reminded her discreetly that they had already discussed the fact that they were just there to hear the music and were not going to play any games. The mother told her that the games were super hard and winning one that big would be almost impossible, anyway. 
 
    They didn't know I could hear them since we were having our own conversation, but I was tuned-in to what they were saying because of the way the girl had been looking at me when we walked up. 
 
    "Can I at weast try to win one?" she asked. 
 
    I heard her ask the question just as they were packing the last few things into the stroller. 
 
    "Didn't you hear what your mama said?" the dad asked. 
 
    "Yes sir," she answered. 
 
    It was her precious voice and her manners that put me over the top. I couldn't stand it. I made a wide-eyed face at Zeke. 
 
    "I'm sorry, but I think I might have to give this to—" 
 
    "I know," Zeke said, cutting me off before I could finish. 
 
    "You know what?" 
 
    "You better hurry," he said. "They're leaving." 
 
    I turned and reached out over Zeke's lap, stretching as far as I could until I touched the bottom of the mother's leg. 
 
    She quickly looked my way with a curious expression. I pointed at the monkey. "Can I give this to her?" I asked, trying not to let the little girl see or hear me. 
 
    "Oh, no, you don't have to do that," she said, shaking her head. 
 
    "I want to," I assured her. "I'd love for her to have it… if you don't mind." 
 
    She looked at the dad who was now listening to our conversation. He looked at the little girl. "Anabel, this lady's got something to tell you," the dad said. 
 
    "What is it?" she asked, glancing at me from the other side of the stroller. 
 
    "Go see her and find out," he said. 
 
    She walked around the stroller and came up to me, standing at the edge of our blanket. She tried her best to look at me, but the monkey was too interesting. She kept sneaking glances at it. 
 
    "Is your name Anabel?" I asked. 
 
    She nodded, glancing at her mom for reassurance. Her mom nodded at her, and then Anabel looked at me again. 
 
    "Because we were talking about it earlier, and we really wanted to give this monkey to a girl named Anabel." 
 
    "Really?" she asked in amazement. "I'm Anabel!" 
 
    "Well, then I think you should have this monkey," I said. "Don't you?" 
 
    She nodded seriously. 
 
    I looked at the monkey. "Is this the Anabel you want to go home with?" I asked, talking to him. 
 
    I moved him with my hand on his back to make him nod as an answer to my question. He was huge and fairly stiff, so his whole body moved, but she got the idea that he was replying with a yes. 
 
    "He does!" she said, giggling and jumping. "He said he does! He said yes!" 
 
    I lifted the monkey and handed it to her. It was so huge that I could hardly see the girl anymore once she took it from me. She could barely carry it. 
 
    "Tell the nice lady thank you," the dad said. 
 
    "Thank you!" Anabel said from behind the giant monkey. 
 
    The couple thanked me again before turning to leave. As they walked away, I could hear the man saying Ezekiel's name to his wife. He thought he recognized him as the famous basketball player, but I could tell he wasn't sure. 
 
    Ezekiel looked great, but he had obviously aged a bit since his days in the NBA. He wore glasses now and he had on jeans and a jacket rather than a basketball jersey, so most people weren't sure that it was him and therefore left him alone. 
 
    "Oh my gosh, that little girl was so adorable," Mica said once they were out of earshot. "I'm Anabel!" she added, mimicking her sweet voice. 
 
    "That was so nice of you to give it to her," Rhonda said. I smiled and reached up to pat Zeke's shoulder. "I figured I know a guy who could win me another one if I need it." 
 
    "Speaking of needing things," Ezekiel said. "I think I might go get something to drink before the band gets started. Does anyone else want anything?" 
 
    "Will you get me one of those caramel apples?" Rhonda asked. "That looks so good. Do you need me to go with you?" she added. 
 
    "I was going to ask Allison if she would come with me," Ezekiel said. "Since she knows her way around." 
 
    "Sure," I said. 
 
    "I'll go with you guys, too," Zeke said. 
 
    He offered quickly, not wanting me to be uncomfortable without him. He was trying to help me out, but I felt good after giving that monkey away, and I wasn't scared or reluctant about going with his dad. I stood up, straightening my clothes before glancing down at Zeke. "I got it," I said. "I'll go with your dad." 
 
    "You sure?" he asked. 
 
    I nodded, and Ezekiel and I headed away from the stage area toward the throughways where the games and concessions were situated. 
 
    In the back of my mind, I thought he might take me back to the basketball game and win me another monkey since I had given mine away. I certainly didn't expect him to put his arm around my shoulder and drew me close to him as we walked, but that was what he did. 
 
    "Thank you for coming with me," he said. 
 
    I glanced up at him. "You're welcome. I don't mind at all. I thought it was a good idea to get something to drink. Although, I should probably use the restroom first if I'm going to do that." 
 
    "Me too, actually," he said. 
 
    I smiled at him. "Come on, and we'll use the nice ones." 
 
    "Those were nice," Ezekiel said, once we met up again outside of the fancy mobile restrooms. "That felt like the Ritz-Carlton. There was an attendant and everything." 
 
    I smiled and nodded at him. "I know. They're almost nicer than my bathrooms at home." 
 
    Ezekiel laughed, and when he did, I could see Zeke in his expression—his smiling eyes. "You look like your son," I said, since I was nervous and therefore saying everything that crossed my mind. "Or, he looks like you, I mean." 
 
    Ezekiel nodded and followed me as we headed toward the main concentration of concessions. He reached out and put his hand on my arm holding me back, stopping me in the middle of all those people. 
 
    I glanced at him curiously. 
 
    "Do you mind if we put off the drinks for just a minute?" he asked. "Do you think we could find a place where we'll be out of the way? I'd like to talk to you for a minute or two while we're alone." 
 
    "Sure. No problem," I said. 
 
    I tried to seem happy and casual, but my heart was already pounding like it was about to explode. Why, oh, why hadn't I taken Zeke up on the offer to come along? I was an idiot for denying him. He should be here with me right now. None of this would be happening if he was here. What was I thinking going alone? 
 
    We waked to the side of the walkway. It wasn't a place that was as hidden as the one where Zeke and I had been earlier, but we were off the beaten path and no one was paying attention to us. 
 
    Ezekiel wore a serious but otherwise unreadable expression as he took me by the shoulders and manually turned me to face him. We were face to face now, standing only a foot or two apart. He was even bigger than Zeke, which made him pretty much a giant. 
 
    I blinked at him, feeling terrified and reluctant. I just knew this conversation was about to be a disaster. 
 
    Ezekiel took a deep breath, looking like he was the one who was nervous. I couldn't even fake a smile anymore. I just stood there and waited for the moment of doom. He reached out and took my hands. His hands were different than Zeke's—same size but more callused. He held me securely, cupping my hands in his and staring at me. 
 
    "That night, a couple months back, when we had the team over for the banquet, Zeke, he, uh, must have talked to you that night because he came to his mother and me the next day, telling us about you." 
 
    I nodded but didn't say anything or interrupt him. 
 
    "He got on the website of your job and followed a trail to Facebook. He was showing us your picture and everything, and there was a photograph of you with your family." 
 
    He took a deep breath, and I did my best to keep my composure. 
 
    "I recognized your father right away," he said. "I saw the picture, and I knew the man in it was the same guy. Years ago, your father used to work for us at the farm." 
 
    I honestly felt like I might throw up. I couldn't believe he was dragging it out this long and telling the whole story. Why couldn't he just come out and say that I should leave his son alone? Just get it over with, for goodness sake. I held steady, but I had to resist the urge to just rip my hands out of his grasp and run away. 
 
    "There was an incident that happened at our farm years ago, back when your dad worked for us. I don't know if you knew anything about this, but it was alleged that one of his children, one of your siblings, I guess, or maybe even you, took some money off the worktable in our old stables. I ended up letting your dad go because of that. It was the recommendation of my stable manager, but ultimately it was my call." 
 
    He paused for a few seconds, taking another deep breath. 
 
    "Allison, I've made tons of mistakes in my life. I've let people down, and I've hurt people, sometimes unintentionally and sometimes just out of being stubborn or strong-willed. I'm not perfect. But I did know your dad had a big family, and letting him go without knowing the whole story of what happened… well, that's something that has been in the back of my mind for all these years. I might have even called him and tried to make things right since then, but I didn't know how to reach him." 
 
    He paused again, tilting his head regretfully. 
 
    "Anyway, I know this is probably coming out of nowhere for you. You were so young that you probably don't even know what I'm talking about, but I feel like I owe you an apology. Letting your dad go without knowing the whole story was not my wisest moment. I know your family might have been affected by that, and I should've made a different choice. If I had it to do all over again, I would. My wife doesn't know a thing about it. I saw your picture on Facebook with your dad, and even then, I didn't say anything to her. Part of me hoped it would never come up again. Maybe I hoped that my son would just mention you once." 
 
    He tossed his hands into the air with a little smile. 
 
    "But God works in ways we don't always understand, Allison, and here we are. My son seems to be very fond of you, and I don't want something I did to put that in jeopardy. Anyway, I just wanted to tell you that I'm sorry if you or your family had to suffer at all for that decision. If you do remember any of that or think that your father was treated unjustly by me, I don't want that to factor into the way you feel about my son. I would hate for him to have to pay for his dad's mistakes. I don't know if your dad is still working or not, but if he is, I would be glad to have him back." 
 
    I had been doing a good job of controlling my expression, controlling my tears, but this was just was too much. Tears sprang to my eyes, and my face contorted uncontrollably. I quickly tore my hands from Ezekiel's in an effort to cover my face. 
 
    He instantly pulled me in, his big arms pulling me in and enveloping me protectively. "Oh, honey, don't cry. I'm so sorry." 
 
    I shook my head, not wanting him to feel bad for me. I tried to get the words out calmly, but I was overwhelmed and crying and had a hard time catching my breath. 
 
    "I'm not… it's not… this isn't your fault. You shouldn't feel bad. I'm… I was the… I did it. It was me who took the money. It was true. You shouldn't have felt bad all these years. You didn't do anything. I did. He was right. I took the money. Mister Bill saw me do it." 
 
    I thought Ezekiel would let me go or push me away after my confession, but he held onto me. 
 
    "I'm so sorry," I said. "That wasn't the first time I had done it. I stole from table a few other times when I went with my dad to work. Two, three, five dollars here and there. Bill was right. He caught me. I don't know why I did it. I’m so sorry. That was probably the biggest failure of my whole life, Mr. Tanner, honestly. And it's not your fault at all. It's mine. I like Zeke so much, and I really regret that I… did that." 
 
    I took a slow, deep breath, filling my lungs and trying to calm myself down and gather my wits.  
 
    Ezekiel continued to hold me tightly, rubbing my back with care and compassion. "Don't cry," he said. 
 
    "I'm so sorry I brought it up. I thought it was about me and your dad. I had no idea you were involved, sweetheart. I thought you wouldn't even know what I was talking about." 
 
    "I'm so sorry I did that," I said. "I hope you don't think… I'm not a bad person. I hope you can forgive me." 
 
    "I can and I do, sweetheart," he said. "You were just a child. I hope you can forgive me, too. I was too quick to dismiss your dad over that. I hope that didn't cause trouble for your family. You were the child in the situation and I was the adult. I should have used more wisdom." 
 
    I pulled back and wiped the area below my eyes with the back of my finger, hoping to restore some order to my face. 
 
    "It didn't cause trouble," I said. 
 
    I lied because he did not need to shoulder the burden for something that was my fault. 
 
    "Thank you for… forgiving me," I said. "It's been on my mind so much, and I was dreading… I just didn't even want to face you guys or come to the farm. I thought you'd figure out who my dad was, who I was, and be upset that Zeke was—" 
 
    He cut me off. "Zeke is a smart young man, Allison, and if he comes to his mother and me and says he's found a special lady, well then, we know she's special. I'm thankful that our paths crossed again, honestly. It's a weight off my shoulders to talk to you." 
 
    "Mine too," I said, thinking you have no idea. 
 
    He smiled and glanced around mischievously, looking this way and that way the corners of his eyes. "Okay, now we just have to promise to never speak a word of this, ever again. I'll call your dad sometime and talk with him, but otherwise, let's keep it between us. Not even Miss Rhonda needs to know about it. It'll be our little secret." 
 
    I grinned at him and nodded even though my eyes still stung a little bit. "Deal." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Almost a year later 
 
    (A week after our wedding) 
 
      
 
      
 
    I might not have deserved such grace and forgiveness in my life, but I was certainly thankful for it. 
 
    Only a week or two after Mr. Tanner and I had that conversation at the fair, my father went to work at the farm. Neither of them told me what was said about the events in the past, and I didn't ask. They worked it out. 
 
    I hoped that my father never admitted to giving me the silent treatment over it. I didn't want Mr. Tanner to feel bad for me or think differently of my father because of that. And honestly, I felt like if I was given grace, my father should have it as well. I understood God's love and the idea of grace on a whole new level as a result of all this. 
 
    Mr. Tanner gave my father a job that was a lot less labor intensive than the one he was used to. He now worked as a supervisor. I knew he made more money, too, but there again, I didn't ask for details. I knew my dad would do a good job for Ezekiel, and I loved having him around and feeling like that dark, regrettable time in my life had been fully restored. 
 
    I had spent a lot of time on the farm during the last year, but I didn't officially move in until last week when Zeke and I got married. 
 
    We had the ceremony and reception on the family property. It was so picturesque and perfect there was no need to consider another location. We thought we would do something really small, but by the time we made a list of our family and friends, we ended up inviting over a hundred people. I think more than two hundred showed up. 
 
    Zeke surprised me with an amazing, unexpected wedding gift. 
 
    Mischief. 
 
    A horse of my very own. 
 
    He was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen—the best, most thoughtful gift I had ever been given. 
 
    Mischief was the half-brother of Mayhem, both sired by the same horse. He had been bred on the farm. I had met him when he was first born, but I had no idea he was meant for me. 
 
    Zeke made a speech at the wedding, telling everyone I had already fallen in love with a foal on the farm and that I had no idea he was mine. I found out about this special gift only a week ago at the wedding, so I was still settling into the idea of being an owner. 
 
    Zeke made sure I felt like everything he had was mine, and I knew that was the truth. He knew that sentiment went both ways. We loved each other, and we didn't hold anything back. But, even though everything we had was shared I paid extra-special attention to my boy Mischief once I found out he was mine. I wanted him to be a champion—if for nothing else than simply having bragging rights. 
 
    My dad was fond of him, too. He came and checked on him during his free time. 
 
    "What's got you smiling, beautiful?" Zeke's voice came from behind me, and the sound of it made my smile grow. 
 
    "How'd you know I was smiling?" I asked when he came up behind me. He lowered his head, letting his cheek brush the side of my neck before kissing me gently. His warm, slightly open mouth on the side of my neck caused my insides to turn to hot liquid. I helplessly tilted my head to the side to give him better access. 
 
    "I could see your reflection in the window, my sweet love," he said, kissing my neck between every two or three words. 
 
    I was standing at the kitchen counter, looking into a bowl of chocolate, and I hadn't even realized he could see me. I had no idea what window he was talking about, but I didn't care. I leaned back, sinking into his chest. 
 
    "What where you smiling about?" he asked. 
 
    "I was thinking about Mischief," I said. 
 
    "The horse?" he asked. 
 
    I chuckled at his joke, but didn't clarify since he already knew I was talking about the horse. 
 
    "What were you thinking about him?" he asked. 
 
    His mouth was literally on my neck. I felt his hot breath and felt it move when he spoke. 
 
    "How fast he's gonna be," I answered breathlessly. I was lucky I didn't forget the question with Zeke's mouth touching my neck like it was. His hands came around my waist, and he pulled me even closer to him. I completely stopped stirring the chocolate. 
 
    "You think he'll be a winner?" he asked, moving slowly behind me—holding me—touching me. 
 
    "I know it," I said. "I was whispering to him about it today. Right in his ear." 
 
    "What'd you tell him?" Zeke asked. 
 
    "That he's a champion. That he's the best in the world. That he's the most loved, most capable, smartest, fastest, most cared-for horse who's ever been born." 
 
    Zeke switched to the other side of my neck and kissed me again. "And what did he say to all that?" he asked, speaking against my skin. 
 
    "He knows it already," I said. "But I still tell him, anyway." 
 
    "Sounds like the stuff you tell me," he said. 
 
    "Because it's true for you, too," I said. "It's true for both of you." I set down the bowl and left the spoon resting on the edge of it. I held his arms in place, securing them where they would stay wrapped around me. "Both of you guys are champions." 
 
    I felt his mouth and cheeks move as he smiled against my neck. "I guess so, with you telling us we are all the time." 
 
    "Well, I'm just stating facts," I said. 
 
    Zeke kissed my neck again, this time with an open mouth, gently tugging on my skin. 
 
    I reached up and placed my hand on the side of his face. I wasn't looking at him, but my fingers knew where to go. My fingertips gently grazed the back of his neck and the area behind his ear, holding him closer to me as he kissed me. He moved up my neck, kissing me a few more times before resting his chin on my shoulder. 
 
    "What are you making?" he asked. 
 
    "Chocolate ganache." 
 
    "Sounds fancy." 
 
    "It's not. It's just two ingredients." 
 
    "Is it delicious?" he asked. 
 
    "You eat it all the time," I said. 
 
    "Really? I didn't know," he said. We both knew he was messing around. "Did I have any yet tonight?" 
 
    "No. I just made it." 
 
    "What's it for?" 
 
    "Some brownies I'm taking to your mom's tomorrow." 
 
    "For my dad?" he asked. 
 
    I nodded. They were for everyone, but these specific brownies were Ezekiel's favorite. He had called me earlier today to request them. 
 
    "I better test that icing," Zeke said. "To make sure my dad will like it." 
 
    I smiled as I dipped my finger into the ganache. I went all the way up to the first knuckle and got a nice man-sized, thick scoop of the chocolate for Zeke to taste. 
 
    Without looking at him, I held my finger over my shoulder, and before I knew it, I felt him bite. His warm mouth came over my finger, and it made my tummy tickle. I smiled and held my breath at the feel of it. He kept it in his mouth long enough to expertly suck all of the chocolate off, and by the time he was finished, my engine was officially revved. 
 
    I turned a little bit, looking at him. "This, uh, this stuff, uh, needs to… it needs to sit here and rest for a little while before I can do anything with it. It's got to… acclimate." I was obviously lying. 
 
    "Oh, really?" he asked. "How long does it have to do that?" 
 
    "About an hour," I said. "I should really leave it alone and figure out something else to do for an hour or so. You know, some way to waste time." I pretended to be serious, but I was breathless and shaken, and Zeke knew I was making all of this up. 
 
    "Oh, okay, Mrs. Tanner, well, I think we could probably kill an hour, no problem," he said, still pretending that it was a serious matter. He flexed a little, bowing his chest and squeezing me tighter. "I can definitely think of something to do for that amount of time." 
 
    "You can?" I asked, glancing up and flirting with my husband. 
 
    Zeke gave me a mischievous smile, assuring me he would think of something.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    (till book 2)  
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