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The phone rang, cutting through the silence of the early morning. Bella groaned, her eyes barely cracked open, squinting at the blinding light seeping through the curtains. She flopped her hand around the nightstand, knocking over a few items before finally landing on the phone and swiping it on. “Hello?” Her voice was thick with sleep, and her words came out slower than usual. “Good morning, sunshine.” Zeke’s voice, smooth and playful, echoed through the receiver, causing her to wince. He always had that effect on her, even if it was just a morning call. She squinted at the clock on her nightstand. “What do you want, Zeke? It’s... too early for whatever charm you’re about to lay on me.” She yawned, still half asleep, and let out a frustrated breath. “Yeah, well, you might want to check the time. You overslept.” There was a teasing edge in his voice, but Bella could hear the hint of amusement behind it.

She rubbed her eyes and glanced at the clock again, but this time, everything clicked into place. Her heart dropped when she saw the time. “Shit!” She cursed under her breath, throwing the covers off and swinging her legs over the side of the bed. “Work started two hours ago!” Zeke chuckled lightly. “You might want to hustle, Bella. Wouldn't want to lose your shift over something as silly as sleep.” “Thanks for the heads-up,” she muttered sarcastically, scrambling to find her shoes, her voice growing clearer now with the panic setting in. “If I didn’t have to hear you flirt with me at the crack of dawn, I might have a chance of making it.” “Anytime, beautiful,” he said, his voice dripping with charm. “Good luck at work.”

Before she could shoot back another snarky comment, the line went dead. She stared at the phone in her hand for a moment, sighing in exasperation before muttering another curse. “Asshole,” she mumbled, then ran for the door. Bella stormed into the living room, her mind racing with frustration. Jeremy was sprawled out on the couch, headphones on, eyes glued to the screen of his gaming console. He didn’t even notice her at first, so she stood there for a moment, her arms crossed, fuming. “Jeremy!” she snapped, making him jump slightly and pull off his headphones. “Why the hell didn’t you wake me up?” He shrugged nonchalantly, barely looking up from his game. “You looked peaceful. Didn’t wanna disturb you.” “Peaceful?” She threw her hands up in disbelief. “I’m late for work! I should’ve been there two hours ago!” He finally shifted his gaze, a half-smirk forming on his face. “Well, that’s not my problem, is it?”

Bella’s patience was thinning by the second. “I need a ride. Can you take me? I’m running out of time.” Jeremy’s eyes flickered back to the game. “Sure... if you’ve got gas money.” She froze. “Gas money?” she repeated, her voice dripping with disbelief. “You want me to pay for your gas, too?” “Yeah, well, I’ve got things to do too,” he muttered, his tone casual. “You can help out.” Bella clenched her jaw. “I don’t have any gas money, Jeremy. You know that.” Jeremy let out a frustrated sigh but didn’t bother turning away from the screen. “Then I guess you can sleep with me instead. How’s that sound?” Her face twisted in disgust. “You’re such a pig,” she snapped, her voice full of anger. She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. “Grow up.” Without another word, Bella turned and stormed back down the hallway toward her bedroom, the sound of Jeremy’s smug chuckle fading into the background. Bella quickly grabbed a red polo shirt from the closet, yanking it over her head, and pulled on a pair of jeans as she fumbled for her phone. Her fingers trembled slightly from the frustration of the morning, but she took a deep breath, dialed Zeke’s number, and waited for him to pick up.

“Zeke,” she said, her tone clipped as she paced around the room, trying to gather herself. “Jeremy’s being a total ass. I need a ride to work. Can you help me out?” There was a brief pause before Zeke’s smooth voice answered, filled with that unmistakable charm. “Of course, Bella. I’ll be there. Don’t worry about it.” Relief washed over her, and she sighed, her shoulders relaxing just a little. “Thank you. Seriously. I don’t know what I’d do without you right now.” He let out a small laugh, the kind that always made her stomach flip, even if she hated to admit it. “I’d never pass up on an opportunity to see you. I’ll be there soon.” Bella couldn’t help but roll her eyes, a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips despite herself. “I’m sure you wouldn’t, Zeke.” Zeke’s voice crackled through the phone, smooth but full of confidence. “Hang tight, Bella. I’ll be there in ten.”

Before she could respond, the line went dead. Bella set the phone down and let out a frustrated sigh. She had barely gotten the chance to process what just happened when her mind started to race. This wasn’t just about getting to work anymore; there was a bigger mess she had to deal with. But she wasn’t going to let it ruin her day. Not when Zeke was on his way. She grabbed her shoes and stormed out of her room, heading straight for the living room. There, she found Jeremy sprawled out on the couch, eyes glued to the TV screen. “Jeremy,” Bella said, her voice hard, cutting through the silence. He glanced up, but there was a smugness in his expression. “What’s up?” She crossed her arms, her patience already running thin. “How am I getting to work today?” He smirked, stretching lazily before glancing over at her. “You were going to take the bus, right? Or were you planning on me giving you a ride?” “No,” she said, voice firm. “Zeke is picking me up.”

The air between them instantly shifted. Jeremy’s eyes narrowed, his smirk faltering. “Zeke? Why the hell is he picking you up?” He got up, the jealousy in his voice rising. “Why did you fucking call him?” Bella’s eyes shot daggers at him. “What, you’re seriously jealous because Zeke’s taking me to work? I had to ask him because you said you wouldn’t give me a ride, Jeremy. He’s just being a friend.” “A friend? Really?” Jeremy sneered. “I bet that’s all he wants. You don’t think he’s doing it for any other reason?” “Why don’t you ask him yourself?” Bella shot back, her voice sharp with frustration. “You’re the one who’s too busy being jealous to even notice what’s been happening right in front of you. Zeke’s more of a man than you are, Jeremy. And I’ve had enough.”

His face twisted in disbelief, his anger finally bubbling to the surface. “You’re choosing him over me?” Bella gave a cold laugh. “You don’t deserve me. I’m done with this—done with you. You can sit around playing games all day, but you don’t ever show up when it matters. I’m not doing this anymore.” “You really think he’s different?” Jeremy spat, stepping closer, his voice thick with venom. “You’ll realize soon enough he’s just using you. You’ll come crawling back when you wake up to the reality of it.” Bella didn’t flinch. She stepped back, grabbing her purse and heading for the door. “I’m not waiting around for that. You can pack up your stuff and get out.” Jeremy stood there, stunned, his mouth opening and closing as if trying to figure out what to say. But Bella wasn’t giving him the chance. She grabbed her shoes and slammed the door behind her.

As she stepped out into the crisp air, she saw Zeke’s black sports car parked a little way down the street. The sound of his honking reached her ears just as she stepped off the porch. She glanced over, and there he was, standing by his car with a grin that softened her frustration. Zeke waved, holding her favorite caramel frappe with extra whipped cream and caramel, along with a bag of food. “Morning, Bella,” he said, his voice warm. “Figured you could use this after the morning you’ve had.” Bella’s lips curved into a smile as she walked toward him, taking the drink and bag of food. “You’re a lifesaver,” she said, her tone softening. Before she could ask how he knew about the fight, Zeke raised an eyebrow. “You think I didn’t hear Jeremy yelling at me before driving off? It’s all good, though. I’ve got your back, Bella.” She let out a quiet laugh, unable to hide her relief. “Thanks for being here.” Zeke gave a small shrug. “Wouldn’t miss it. Now, let’s get you to work”

Bella couldn’t help but smile. “You're a mind reader,” she said, accepting the coffee and taking a grateful sip. “And the bag of food?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Breakfast. You look like you need it,” he replied casually, still grinning. She stepped closer to him, feeling the stress from earlier start to melt away. “You’re a lifesaver, Zeke. I swear, I don’t know what I’d do without you.” He chuckled, shrugging lightly as she leaned in to give him a quick hug. “Anytime, Bella. Just don’t make a habit of needing me,” he teased. Bella laughed, pulling away but still holding the coffee in one hand and the food in the other. “Don’t worry, I’ll try to manage,” she said with a wink, though she felt a lot less stressed now that he’d shown up for her. Zeke flashed her a playful smile as he opened the car door for her. “I’ll hold you to that,” he said, and as she slid into the passenger seat, the weight of the morning finally began to feel a little lighter. As Zeke pulled out of the driveway, he casually slung his arm over the back of the passenger seat, his muscles flexing as he gripped the wheel with one hand. Bella tried not to look, but there was something about the way his arm moved that made it hard to ignore. She couldn’t help but think it was kinda hot—watching him drive so effortlessly, the power in his muscles subtle but undeniably there.

Zeke glanced over at her with a teasing grin. “What’s up, Bella? You okay over there?” She quickly snapped her eyes away from his arm, trying to play it cool. “Oh, uh, nothing,” she muttered, still trying to shake the images in her head. “I’ve just... never seen Jeremy drive like that before.” He shrugged, his grin widening as his eyes flickered back to the road. “Jeremy’s not cool. Never has been.” Bella smirked, not missing the way his lips curled up. “Yeah? You think you’re cooler than him?” Zeke’s eyes flickered to her for just a second, the glint of mischief in them undeniable. “Of course. I’m way cooler. I don’t need to try, though,” he added with a wink. “I just am.” She couldn’t help but chuckle, but there was a warmth spreading in her chest that she wasn’t sure how to handle. “You’re something else, you know that?” He leaned in a little closer as he drove, his tone suddenly lower, a bit more playful. “Well, if you like what you see, I’ll gladly give you a front-row seat anytime,” he said, his voice smooth with just a hint of flirtation. Bella rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t hide the smile pulling at her lips. “You really never stop, do you?” Zeke shot her a grin that was equal parts cocky and charming. “Why would I? You’re just too fun to tease.”

As they drove, Bella couldn’t resist the temptation any longer and opened the bag Zeke had handed her. Inside, she found a breakfast sandwich wrapped neatly in paper, a small container of crispy hashbrowns, a side of apple slices, and a blueberry muffin that was still warm. She looked up at him with a raised eyebrow. “Seriously? You went all out,” she said, already picking up the sandwich and taking a bite. Zeke flashed a grin. “Figured you’d need something to start the day. Can’t have you running on empty.” Bella took another bite, savoring the flavors. “You really didn’t have to do all this,” she said, genuinely surprised. Zeke gave her a sly smile, his eyes flicking briefly to her. “I like to spoil the people I care about. You’re one of the lucky ones.” She couldn’t help but roll her eyes, but there was no hiding the warmth in her chest. “You’re unbelievable,” she said, as she reached for the hashbrowns.

By the time they arrived at the mall, Bella had finished her breakfast, feeling a lot less frazzled than when she first got into the car. She wiped her hands on a napkin and looked over at Zeke as he parked. “I’ll be here at 4 to pick you up,” Zeke said, throwing her a quick grin as he turned off the car. She blinked, slightly taken aback. “How do you remember what time I get off?” Zeke gave her a playful smirk. “I remember everything you tell me, Baby Bells,” he said, his tone teasing. She raised an eyebrow, genuinely curious. “Oh, really? Okay, what was my pet turtle’s name when I was five?” Zeke didn’t even hesitate, his grin widening as he glanced at her. “Susie.” Bella froze, her mouth hanging open slightly as she stared at him. “How the hell do you know that? I had that turtle before we even met!” Zeke shrugged, his smile casual, like he hadn’t just stunned her. “I don’t forget things that matter.”

She sat there for a second, trying to wrap her head around it. “That’s... creepy, Zeke.” He chuckled, clearly enjoying her reaction. “You’ll get used to it.” Bella walked through the doors of the mall, heading straight for the department store where she worked. She tried to shake off the lingering thoughts of Zeke and the drive over, focusing on the task ahead. The last thing she needed today was another confrontation. As she stepped into the breakroom, her manager, Ms. Richards, was waiting for her with her arms crossed. The woman’s sharp eyes immediately found Bella’s, and the tension in the air was almost suffocating. “You’re late,” Ms. Richards snapped, her voice clipped. “Again.” Bella’s stomach twisted, but she kept her head up. “I know. I’m sorry. I—”

“And where’s your name tag?” Ms. Richards cut her off, her gaze narrowing. “You’re supposed to wear it at all times, Bella. This is basic stuff. You’ve been here long enough to know better.” Bella let out a small sigh, trying to remain composed. “I... I forgot it at home. I’ll bring it tomorrow.” Ms. Richards didn’t look convinced. “This is the second time this week, and I’m tired of excuses. One more tardy, one more slip-up, and you’re fired, understand?” Bella’s chest tightened at the words, but she nodded quickly. “Yeah, I understand. It won’t happen again.” Ms. Richards didn’t offer her any sympathy. She just gave Bella a final, cold look before turning away. “Get to work. And don’t be late again.”

Bella exhaled slowly, frustration building inside her. One more mistake, and she could lose this job, just like that. Bella made her way to the register, a sense of dread settling in her stomach as she saw the long line of customers waiting. Of course, there was no one else behind the counter to help, and with a sigh, she stepped up to the register, doing her best to keep her cool. The first customer in line was an elderly man, his wrinkled face twisted into a frown as he shuffled forward with his shopping bag in hand. “What the hell took so long?” he grumbled, his voice sharp and impatient. Bella forced a polite smile, despite the irritation bubbling up inside her. “I’m sorry for the wait, sir. We’re a little short-handed today.” The man didn’t seem to care about her explanation. He scowled deeper. “I don’t give a damn about your excuses. I’ve been standing here forever, and you’re just now getting to me?” Bella’s patience was running thin, but she kept her tone steady, not wanting to escalate the situation. “I understand, sir. I apologize for the inconvenience. Let’s get you checked out as quickly as possible.”

The man huffed, still glaring at her as he placed his items on the counter. “It’s about time someone does their job around here. You all need to get your act together.” Bella rang up his items, keeping her hands steady even though her heart was pounding. “I appreciate your patience, sir,” she said, handing him his receipt. “Thank you for shopping with us.” He grumbled under his breath, clearly unsatisfied, but took his bags and shuffled off without another word. Bella took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. The man was a handful, but she’d dealt with worse. Still, she couldn’t shake the frustration gnawing at her. After clearing the seemingly never-ending line, Bella let out a heavy sigh of relief. Her shoulders ached from standing, and her brain was fried from the barrage of complaints and forced politeness. For a blissful moment, the store was quiet, and she allowed herself to lean against the counter, savoring the temporary break.

That peace didn’t last long. A bubbly blonde approached, balancing a massive stack of clothes that threatened to topple over. Beside her was an older man with a distinguished air, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly combed back. He looked like the kind of guy who owned a yacht—and named it after himself. Bella straightened up, plastering on a professional smile. “Find everything okay?” The blonde beamed. “Oh, absolutely! I always do. You guys have the best sales.” She set the mountain of clothes on the counter with a proud grin. Bella's eyes widened as she began scanning the pile. “You’re really stocking up, huh?” “Yep! Gotta treat myself,” the blonde said cheerfully. Bella hesitated, curiosity getting the better of her. “Not to be nosy, but... how do you afford all this stuff?”

The blonde giggled, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “Sugar daddy, obviously.” She nudged the older man playfully. Bella blinked, surprised. The man gave her a charming, if slightly smug, smile. “You’re pretty enough, you know,” he said warmly. “You could easily find yourself a sugar daddy if you wanted.” Bella snorted, unable to hold back her reaction. “Yeah, no thanks. I’m not into wrinkly balls
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