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      “Ma, Pa, what are you both doing here?” I ask as my parents sneak behind the counter at the bakery, Cinnamon Roll Saviors.

      “We came to check in on things.” My mother smiles.

      “You know I have everything under control.” I shoot them a knowing look and they look between each other.

      “Steve stopped by the house today, he said you broke up with him out of nowhere,” my pa adds.

      I clench my jaw and I think about how I want to proceed. I know my parents like Steve, he is good like that. Classy in front of my parents, but the rest of the time he is a completely different person. I didn’t have the guts to tell my parents that he slapped me last weekend, and break the glass that the man they knew wasn’t who they thought he was. It had broken before my very eyes when his hand impacted with my left cheek. It took me a few days to build up the courage to leave him, but once I did, I felt lighter. But I can’t explain that right now.

      I pull my parents into the back of the kitchen, giving us a quiet space to talk. I motion to Jen to help out in the front and she nods. She knows what my family can be like and I have a feeling she doesn’t want to be in the middle of another “helpful” lesson about making cinnamon rolls from my parents.

      “I did, I think it’s for the best,” I explain.

      “We just wanted to make sure you were doing okay, we know how much you liked him,” my mom points out. And it was true, I was over the moon about him, but once he put his hands on me, my feelings were all but gone.

      “I know, I’m sure this was for the best though. I promise I’m doing fine and so is the bakery,” I assure them. Cinnamon Roll Saviors has been in the family since my parents started it almost thirty years ago, it is like their second baby, after me. Sometimes before me.  So when they reached the age that they wanted to retire, it only made sense that I stepped up and took over for them. I’ve basically been running the place for the last few years anyway, but they had made it official a few months ago.

      “We know you can handle the bakery but if you ever need us, we’re just a phone call away,” my pa says. I nod, knowing he means more about the bakery than myself. Sure, I can always call if I need something, but they will be more likely to help if the bakery is in trouble instead.

      “I should let you get back,” Ma says, smiling. She gives me a big hug and whispers in my ear, “Just give Steve a call.” I nod to please her but I have absolutely no intention of doing that. I can’t imagine ever seeing him again, let alone speaking to him after what he did. The fact that he’s gone behind my back to my parents is just a sign of how manipulative he is.

      My parents leave and I feel a little lighter. Like there is less pressure on me without them being around. I get back to manning the front counter like I always do and send Jen, our lead baker, back into the kitchen. She’s not the quickest on register and I’m not the best at the actual baking. Something I hadn’t picked up from my parents. But that’s why you can hire people to do the things you can’t do.

      “What can I get you?” I say in my most friendly customer service voice.

      “A cinnamon roll and five minutes of your time.” I look up at the familiar voice and I can’t believe I didn’t see it was Steve. His dark eyes and dark hair standing tall before me, looking like a lost puppy without me.

      “One cinnamon roll, coming up.” I force a smile and head to the case to pick out the grossest looking one. I wished no customers were behind him because then I could just throw it at him and tell him to get lost. But no, I need to think about what is best for the family business, not just what would make me feel better.

      “Here you go, that’ll be three seventy-five,” I say cheerily and try not to flinch when our hands graze as he hands me a five dollar bill. To make sure that doesn’t happen again, I drop his change on the counter.

      “Please, Lainey, I’m so freaking sorry. Can’t you just forgive me already?” he begs. He’s actually begging like he has a real chance of getting me back.

      “No. I’m working, Steve. You can’t just show up here and demand I speak with you,” I whisper growl.

      “Fine.” He scoops up his change, throwing the coins in the tip jaw and grabs his cinnamon roll before storming out the front door.

      I can still feel my body tensing at the thought of him being so close to me. But I try to push it out as I help the next customer in line. This time I look up at each customer, so I’m not surprised. Not that I think Steve would come back today, but you never know with him. He seems to be something of a loose cannon lately.

      Sure, when we dated he was a little bit intense with how much control he wanted to have over me and how secretive he was about certain things. Like where he was when I was working and he wasn’t at work. But I try not to let those things bother me anymore. I mean the worst was already done, he’d hit me in the middle of one of our last arguments. I had asked where he was since it was late and I was waiting at his apartment for him. He had gotten aggressive, angry, and told me it was none of my business and when I pushed him just a little bit more, he slapped me right across the face.

      I stormed out of his apartment and three days later I broke up with him. My best friend, Jen, came with me to get my stuff and make sure he didn’t try anything else with me. Of course, all he did try was to get me to take him back. The usual business of ‘he didn’t mean it’ and he’d ‘never do it again’. I’ve read one too many books and seen one too many movies to know the man who hits you once, will always hit you again. So as much as I loved him, and I did love him, I couldn’t stay with him.

      “Excuse me? Could I get some more coffee?” an older woman asks, holding out her mug. I nod and grab a fresh cup from the coffee pot behind me. That is another thing we offered, free coffee refills.

      “Here you are, ma’am.” I smile and she takes the steaming mug.

      I need to stop thinking about Steve and start thinking about literally anything else. I can throw myself into the bakery, maybe start some renovations or something that will distract me. But we’d renovated the whole place only five years ago after that nasty flood. Maybe we can introduce a new item or something. We are famous for our cinnamon rolls that were my great great grandmother’s recipe, but maybe we can introduce a new item with a spin on it. I’m overthinking it when I see my favorite customers come in.

      “Leanne, I swear you’re only getting bigger.” I smile at the six year old in front of me.

      “And this little man, can he have a cinnamon roll yet?” I tease, looking at baby Emmett strapped to Reagan’s chest.

      “Not yet, he’s still on breastmilk and cheerios.” She smiles. She’d been one of my regulars for as long as I could remember, coming here in high school with her now husband, Grayson. Then coming with her daughter and now their second child, Emmett.

      “Can we grab two iced coffees and a chocolate chip cookie, and a cinnamon roll to split?” Grayson says, walking in a minute later.

      To anyone else, their little family would be intimidating. Grayson and Reagan are covered in head to toe of tattoos, considering Reagan owns the local tattoo shop, Rainy Day Tattoos. But it is how close their family is that always makes me jealous. Even when it was just Reagan and Leanne, I longed for the closeness that the two of them had. I wonder if I’ll ever have kids and a family like them. I thought I was getting closer to that with Steve, but well, here we are.

      “Coming right up,” I say, bursting my own little bubble. “Go pick a table and I’ll bring it over,” I suggest; there is no line behind them so what is the harm. I want to soak in a few more minutes with them before I have to get back to work.

      “Are you back to work yet?” I ask Reagan as I bring over everything.

      “I am, I officially started last week but just to catch up on managerial things. This week I actually get to be tattooing again,” she says proudly.

      “Stay at home daddy then?” I tease Grayson.

      “Oh yes, I’m looking forward to it,” Grayson says proudly as he bounces the baby on his knee.

      “You guys give me hope for the future,” I say aloud.

      “Good, you’re still young, girl. You’ve got plenty of time before you settle down,” Reagan says reaching for my arm. She gives a light squeeze and a smile, and I nod before heading to help the next person at the counter.

      While I help my customers, I can’t help but keep an eye on them. They laugh and chatter about, giggling when Leanne gets chocolate all over her nose and baby Emmett almost knocks over the iced coffee. They’re an imperfect family if you look close enough, but I think that’s what makes them almost perfect. I can’t help but feel a twinge of jealously while I watch them.

      “Hey, Laine? It’s time to clean up,” Jen reminds me and I look at the clock, realizing it is already ten minutes past closing. So I quietly flip the sign on the door and ask the last two customers if they can make their way out. Thankfully they’re both polite tonight and don’t give me a hard time.

      I meet Jen in the back and she hands me a celebratory iced coffee. We made it through the week, we have a ritual of celebrating that. It is the little things that we appreciate.

      “So, how are you doing?” she asks, giving me a knowing look. She tilts her head down, looking at me over her glasses with her dark eyes.

      “As good as can be expected, I guess.”

      “What did your parents want today?”

      “For me to call Steve.” I clench my jaw.

      “WHAT?! Are they nuts or do they not know everything?” she exclaims.

      “They don’t know everything.” I don’t bother telling her that he showed up here earlier, I know that would just upset her even more than knowing my parents tried making me talk to him.

      “Well still, you can’t call him. I mean, it’s your life but you know what I mean.” She sighs.

      “No, trust me, I won’t.” I promise her anytime I was feeling low or thought I’d want to call him, I’d call her instead. It has only been a few weeks but so far it is working out for us.

      “Look, everything back here is done but you may want to sweep the front. Otherwise I think we can head home.”

      “I’ll sweep the front, you head home,” I decide.

      “Okay.” Jen hugs me and takes her iced coffee with her, heading out the back door of the shop.

      It’s eerie when it’s closed. The sun is starting to set, and the lights are all off inside. But I feel safe here, it isn’t like anyone is going to rob a bakery. So I close up the front, sweeping and cleaning out the rest of the case since I’d forgotten to do that earlier. I dump the pot of coffee and I’m about to head out when I feel a chill run down my spine. I glance out the front windows and a shadow zooms by. I could’ve sworn I saw someone but I don’t know. There are at least ten other stores and shops on this block, it could’ve been anyone. So I push the thought out of my head and decide to head home.
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      “Carter!” Reagan greets me on one of my first days at Rainy Day Tattoos.

      “Reagan!” I smile back. I’m not normally so excited, but something about a new job and a fresh haircut had made me feel optimistic.

      “Wow, what a bold hair change!” Addison comments. “It looks so nice,” she adds with a smile.

      “Thank you, I was feeling something different.” I touch my newly cut and colored red hair.

      “It looks awesome.” Reagan smiles.

      “Thanks.” I blush. I’m not used to so much attention, but I kind of like it.

      “So, I’m going to have you do some paperwork with Addison and when you’re done you can start seeing clients,” Reagan instructs. The last few days she had me watch Lynn and her just to see how things are done here and I appreciate how easy they are to talk to. Even Lynn, who’s incredibly quiet, has taught me a lot and kept me involved in her process of tattooing people.

      It isn’t that I don’t know how to tattoo, I actually have years of experience but I get it, every shop has their own way of doing things. This place is definitely different than my last male-operated shop. I was the only woman in the crew and they made a point of mentioning that as much as possible. It would be nice to work in an all-female shop for once.

      “Sounds good,” I answer, realizing Reagan is waiting for a
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