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	The Wicked Men of Rockland City Series

	 

	 

	Nestled on the Chesapeake Bay, in Rockland City, Maryland, this small industrial city has witnessed the struggle for dominance by two families: The De Lucas and the Barneses. For good or ill, their lives, and those associated with them, have intertwined for years.

	 

	The Barnes family represents law and order. The De Lucas embodies the complete opposite, and soon their various criminal enterprises overtake everyone’s lives with disastrous results. Once the smoke clears, the question remains of who will survive. Passions run high, so do old and new resentments—and old and new friendships and loves.


 

	Author’s Note

	 

	I wrote The Wicked Bad in 2013. It was published with Crimson Romance’s spicy line. I got the rights back in November 2016, and I later got the rights back for book two, His Wicked Celtic Kiss. I decided that I would republish/publish this series myself. For a sneak peek of His Wicked Celtic Kiss, check it out at the end of this book.

	After taking the historical romance path for a few years, I got the urge to turn to this contemporary series once again. Here is what I have planned so far. It will contain the following books:

	 

	Book 1: He’s the Wicked Bad (change in previous title) Nick’s story

	Book 2: His Wicked Celtic Kiss (no change in previous title) Lorcan’s story

	Book 3: His Wicked Cold Heart (all new) Liam’s story

	Book 4: He’s so Wicked Good (all new) Tyler’s story

	 

	Both books one and two have major editing and revisions. And a change in the heat level for book one in particular. 

	Rockland City is fictional, and in no way a reflection of any similarly named city in Maryland or elsewhere. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	 


 

	 

	Summary for He’s the Wicked Bad

	 

	 

	 

	Dark and brooding, Nick Crocetti was labeled a ‘bad boy’ from the moment he arrived in Rockland City. Now the owner of the bar, The Chief, whispers of criminal dealings and a murky past still swirl around him. Being alone suits Nick, until his high school fantasy enters his life once again.

	 

	Veronica Barnes is leaving behind a disastrous marriage along with her high-paying consulting career. Returning home, she is determined to follow a lifelong dream of opening a bakery. Meeting her secret high school crush, ‘the wicked bad’ Nick, stirs up her emotions in ways she never imagined.

	 

	Despite the mutual physical attraction—past and present—Nick and Veronica are wary, and, even though they would never admit it, —lonely. Breaking down the barriers of past heartbreak seem insurmountable, especially when the intimate bond moves toward something neither counted on—nor wanted. Acknowledging their feelings may be more than they bargained for. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Prologue

	 

	 

	 

	Veronica Barnes was taking a hell of gamble returning to her hometown to start her own business. But she believed that if you were going to toss the dice, might as well do it on familiar territory.

	The MacDougall Graphics company crane was in the process of installing the Titus Bakery sign that she’d ordered. Veronica watched the doings while trying her best to stem her temporary anxiety. The temptation to call out to the workers that the sign wasn’t level nagged at her, but surely these guys knew their business. After several measurements, the men did hang it to her satisfaction. 

	One crisis avoided.

	The quaint, medium-size building her business resided in had an old brick facade with art deco wood trim around the doors and windows. This structure had been around since the 1920s. Now it was hers, lock, stock, and worn bricks for she’d bought it outright. On the stoop was a decades-old intricate mosaic design of small ceramic tiles that were still in beautiful shape. The inside had been renovated twice, the most recent fifteen years past, so it didn’t need much work except the bakery area itself.

	The large storefront windows were also a plus. However, a hot sun beating in on displayed baked goods might not be a good idea, especially with summer practically here. Darkening blinds and refrigerated units would be needed for any items that needed to be kept cold like her cherry squares. Veronica pulled her iPad Mini out of her purse and typed in reminders for later.

	The distinctive hum of a V-8 engine filled her hearing. Must be her brother, for who else would be driving what was unmistakably an unmarked police car? Tyler Barnes opened the door of the older-model black Crown Victoria and leaned on the driver’s side window. 

	“Hey, Sis. What in the hell is this with the Titus Bakery sign? You’re a Barnes again.”

	Veronica pushed her glasses up her nose, slipped her iPad in her oversized purse, then crossed her arms in mock annoyance. Tyler, her older brother by a little over a year, was a detective with the Rockland City Police Department’s Major Crime Unit: a fancy name for three detectives working in a cubbyhole of an office. Blond and six-foot-one with a lean musculature a cover model would envy, his popularity with females hadn’t waned since high school. At least that is what she’d observed since returning home. 

	They had always been close. Though Veronica hadn’t visited Rockland City much lately—besides a couple of Thanksgivings and their father’s funeral—they kept in constant touch mostly through emails and texting.

	“I don’t like the name Barnes Bakery,” she replied. “Don’t ask the reason; maybe it’s the number of syllables. Besides, since I’m using the divorce settlement money to start this venture, it seems fitting to call the place after Billy-boy Titus.”

	William Titus: her fourteen-week mistake. A lesson hard learned. 

	Hot sex doesn’t translate into lasting love or a lasting marriage. How she secretly wished that it had. Caught up in the throes of a drunken Las Vegas weekend with wealthy real estate entrepreneur, William Fortescue Titus II, they’d wound up at one of those cheesy chapels that dot the strip. Well, drunk on his end. Veronica, however, had been drunk on what she thought was love.

	Thirty-six hours later, they’d realized their mistake. 

	Divorce was the obvious next step, and when it became official, Veronica was given a settlement check with an obscene number of zeros on it. Gathering up her courage, Veronica quit her consultant’s job in San Francisco, California, and headed home to Rockland City, Maryland. Tyler was the only immediate family member in town. Since her father died, her mother moved to Port Ritchie, Florida, to live with her older sister, Elmira, among the orange groves and alligators. 

	At thirty-three years of age, Veronica was more than ready for a life change. She could’ve opened a bakery in San Francisco, but even with the generous settlement, she couldn’t afford to rent retail space there, let alone buy it. Rockland City was much more inexpensive and had the familiarity thing going for it. And her brother, who she had missed dreadfully, though she would never admit it aloud. At least, not yet.  

	Veronica took a deep breath hoping to inhale fresh air. Instead, she wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Eww, is that the pulp mill? It smells as awful as when I left.”

	Tyler shrugged. “I don’t even notice it most days. It’s always worse when it’s muggy like this.”

	Before she could speak, Tyler held up his hand as if he knew of her upcoming question. “Before you ask. Yes, I put someone trustworthy on getting the flyers out, slipped under doors, left on car windshields, blah, blah, blah.” Then he held up his finger to still her response further. “I supervised. It was done to your exact directions. Besides, I shouldn’t have done it all, as it’s actually illegal. City ordinance and all. Though no one really enforces it.” He grinned mischievously.

	Veronica gave him a quick hug. “Thank you, I’m so nervous. The mixers and ovens were delivered this morning, and I had no idea the flour comes in seventy-five-pound bags. How am I going to lift it?”

	Tyler rested his hands on her shoulders. “I’ll help. Are you sure you’re ready for the grand opening in three days? Have you hired an employee yet?”

	“I can manage for a while until the business gets off the ground,” she replied.

	“You’ve got the money, Ronnie, hire someone. You said the baking alone will have you up at four in the morning. You can’t put in fourteen-hour days.” 

	Veronica rolled her eyes. Tyler always tried to boss her since they were kids. But she grudgingly admitted, the golden-haired Adonis had a point. 

	“I’ll contact the employment agency right away. The reason that I called you in addition to lifting the sacks of flour? I want you to inspect the rooms in the rear. I’ll be living there.”

	Tyler’s eyebrow arched. “Why? I said you could stay with me as long as you like. I’ve got an extra bedroom. Why live in cramped rooms in the back of the bakery? You’ll never get away from the heat and the smell.”

	“There’s nothing wrong with the smell of fresh baked goods. It’s a proven fact no one gets angry in a bakery. The odor soothes people. Plus, they come in to purchase items for happy occasions like birthdays, anniversaries, graduations, and bar mitzvahs. Besides, the bakery and the apartment are air-conditioned.” Veronica chuckled. “How can you have your lady friends over if your sister’s there? I must be cramping your style at the moment. Of course, there were nights you didn’t come home.”

	“I was on a stakeout. I told you,” Tyler grumbled. 

	“Better check your voice mail. A couple of the ladies called your apartment. I took the messages. Tiffany and…wait. Was her name Phoenix? Or Arizona?” Veronica gave him a teasing smile.

	“I’ve got to get rid of that landline,” he said through clenched teeth.

	“Mom is heartbroken. When we spoke three nights ago, she asked if you were seeing anyone serious. She’s dying for beautiful blond grandchildren, Ty.” 

	“So, go ahead. Give her some,” Tyler snapped.

	“I touched a nerve. Sorry.” She affectionately punched his arm. “Lighten up, I was only teasing.”

	“It’s been a long night. I’m sorry too.” He kissed her forehead.

	“Come on, let’s do an assessment. You can help finalize my list of products. I’ll start with only a few, and hopefully, expand as my business does. Fingers crossed. I was thinking butter flake rolls, cloverleaf rolls, chocolate chip cookies with pecans, perhaps a French bread—”

	“Cinnamon rolls?” Tyler’s face brightened. “Damn, you make the best ones ever.”

	Veronica nodded. “Of course, cinnamon rolls.” 

	She had missed her brother, but moving back home was also bittersweet. Tyler looked so much like their father. Her late father’s passing was a blunt ache that would never go away. Tears beaded on her eyelashes at the thought of him. Veronica would have loved him here giving advice and hugs in equal measure. Teagan Barnes had been a strapping, handsome man who never got sick until he suffered a fatal heart attack. His sudden death had devastated them all, especially her mother. 

	Swallowing down the knot of emotion lodged in her throat, Veronica nodded, as if affirming life does go on. Teagan Barnes would be the first person to say so. Though being in Rockland City stirred up all sorts of emotions, one truth rang clear. 

	This was a new beginning. A new life. 

	And she was more than due.


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	First crush? 

	Nick Crocetti never liked the crush analogy. To him, it was a verb, smashing something—like a heart—until nothing remained but nagging pain. Guess it fit after all. At least it did with a certain woman from his past. Maybe first lust was more appropriate. No, it had been more; he could at least be honest with himself on that score.

	Nick couldn’t stand any form of rank sentiment or self-reflection. Especially in himself. Those emotional memories were missing from his tumultuous life, so why in hell were they rearing their ugly heads now?    

	Because of this. 

	Nick glared at the colorful flyer he’d snatched from the floor. Earlier this morning, someone had slipped it under the door of his bar. A name from his past stared at him as if lit up in neon. 

	Veronica Barnes Titus. 

	Ronnie Barnes. 

	She was the reason for this surge of turbulent and unwanted emotions. The reason Nick tried to rationalize his reaction into a dismissive “first crush” category.

	The annoyingly cheerful leaflet announced the grand opening of Titus Bakery on Coburg Street. Surrounding the text were cutesy-ass drawings of cookies and loaves of bread with smiley faces. 

	Titus? 

	A while ago, he heard gossip that she’d married. The news had been a solid blow. But recently, he’d been told of her divorce. Not that the information would do him any good; she lived on the other side of the country. 

	Not anymore. She’d come home. 

	Why was she using the name Titus if she was divorced? 

	Any chatter concerning Veronica Barnes had piqued his interest through the years, though he made sure to act as if he didn’t give a damn. 

	But he was interested. 

	Always. 

	With an exasperated grunt, Nick closed the door. He tossed his keys on the bar and hit the light switch. The fluorescent bulbs flickered and buzzed, washing the brick interior in a hazy illumination. After stepping behind the bar, he powered up the XM Sirius satellite radio unit, and Classic Vinyl kicked in, blaring Gary Wright’s “Dream Weaver.” Once he turned the volume down, he spread the flyer out on the counter. 

	The song and its dreamy melody certainly caused memories to roar through his mind, whether he wanted them to or not.

	Nick had arrived in Rockland City at the start of twelfth grade to live with his uncle—a man he’d barely known. Nick’s parents had just obtained a divorce and were about to go their separate ways, and neither wanted a hulking six-footer who hadn’t finished growing with a penchant for getting into trouble. 

	And he often had been in one mess or another. His parents had washed their hands of him. No skin off his back. He was never close to either of them. The only relative that agreed to take him—and his motorcycle—was his uncle.

	His lips curved into a cynical smile as he thought of his first bike, a secondhand fire-engine-red 1975 Indian. Nick had removed the baffle plates from the bike’s exhaust muffler to annoy the hell out of everyone. Make a noise the only way he knew how.

	But back to Veronica Barnes. 

	At school, he’d admired her from afar. When they had passed each other in a crowded hallway or the cafeteria, he reveled in her sunny presence. Imagine what it would be like to be the recipient of all she had to offer.

	Nick wasn’t afraid of anyone or anything. 

	However, Veronica Barnes had rendered him mute. He had tried more than once to screw up the courage to approach her and talk to her, maybe suggest that they get a burger or whatever. But he was gone by March of his senior year. 

	Didn’t see her again until her father’s funeral, where he followed his standard MO of keeping a respectful distance. Years had passed, but she was still the stunning blonde he’d remembered with the glasses that always slid down her nose. 

	Besides, it’s not as if they’d ever spoken to each other. Nick should’ve offered his condolences; it would have been the decent thing to do. But there would be no hiding his desire for her; she would have seen it in his eyes. It would have been a crass statement at a funeral, especially her father’s. 

	He still wanted her. 

	Still yearned. 

	Still wanted to bask in Veronica’s warmth and sweetness. Nick ached to hold her close, move his hands along her curves, nuzzle her neck, whispering sexy words in her ear, telling her in no uncertain terms what she did to him. What she had always done to him. Nick dreamed about her more than once since his teens. He became aroused now, thinking about her. 

	Her bakery was located at 35 Coburg Street. If he remembered correctly, it used to be a beauty parlor. What would be the harm in checking the place out? Nick folded the flyer and stuffed it in the back pocket of his jeans. 

	Nick reached for a bottle of water from the bar fridge. Why was Veronica Barnes have him acting like he was still in high school? The unsure teenager that he used to be, which Nick thought he had moved past. Apparently, not as far as she was concerned. He screwed open the top and took a long draw on the ice-cold water.

	Nick leaned on the counter and gazed outside into the parking lot. There stood the object of his current affection: his Dark Horse Indian, one of two motorcycles he owned. Damn, it was beautiful, all black and sleek with the telltale fringed leather seat. If anyone touched his baby, he’d rip out their spine. The bike was his prized possession. 

	Guess he’ll be buying cookies or bread at the grand opening of Titus Bakery. Why not casually stroll into her place of business, strike up a conversation about whole wheat rolls, or whatever the hell. Nonchalantly ask her out for a coffee. 

	A walk. Dinner even. Nick was pleased with his plan. 

	Decision made. 

	As he was about to carry on with his prep routine, a Lexus pulled into the parking lot. A tall man emerged from the rear passenger area dressed all in black, from his mid-length leather coat, pants, and boots. Even his hair and goatee were black. The man, who gave off a certain familiarity, strode toward Nick’s front entrance with an arrogance borne of privilege and wealth. Already Nick didn’t like him.

	Goatee stopped in his tracks when he spotted Nick through the large window. He pointed to the door. Nick shook his head, but Goatee was insistent. 

	Grunting, Nick moved from the counter to the door, unlocking the three deadbolts, then pulled on the large oak door and stood on the threshold. “We don’t open until ten.”

	“I’m aware.” He held out his hand. “Liam De Luca. You know my younger brother, Kieran.”

	No wonder he looked familiar. The two close-in-age brothers could pass for fraternal twins with the black hair and gray eyes. By the time Nick had arrived at Rockland City High, Liam was already gone having graduated the year before. Or was it two years? Anyway, he knew Kieran slightly. Though not so much lately. 

	Nick took the hand and shook it. “What can I do for you?”

	“I’d like to talk business.”

	Nick stepped back, allowing De Luca to enter. 

	The man removed his sunglasses, and his assessing gaze scanned the room. “Classy. I like the brick interior and all the neon. Not what I expected.”

	Which was everyone’s reaction. But what in the hell did De Luca want with him? The last thing Nick wanted was to be tied up with the local gangster clan. 

	Been there, so done with that.     

	He didn’t need the aggravation that came with such dubious ties, business or otherwise.   

	Vinnie De Luca, the head of the family, had married an Irish girl from County Kerry. The De Luca progeny were given Irish first names for that reason. A lot of blue-collar cities and towns in the eastern U.S., like the one Nick was born in outside of Newark, New Jersey, had deep Irish and Italian roots. Hell, Nick also possessed an Irish-Italian background. 

	Nick pointed to the table by the window. “Take a seat.”

	De Luca sat, crossing his long legs. “I’m looking at the empty warehouses in the dock area here on Lower Water Street, and on Dock Street, for a possible urban renewal project for De Luca Construction.”

	Rockland City was a small blue-collar metropolis nestled on the Chesapeake directly across from Washington, D.C. Nick’s bar, located in what was once the manufacturing and industrial heart of the city, was not easy to find. 

	After World War II up until the late Seventies to early Eighties, these few blocks had been alive with thousands of workers employed at the sugar refinery, bottling plant, brush factory, or at the pulp mill. All of the businesses were gone, except for the pulp mill. But even that was a shadow of its former self. Only two shifts remained, barely a couple of hundred workers. 

	Nick preferred that his bar remained lost among the ghostly, empty caverns of abandoned factories. The thought of deluxe condos, or whatever the fuck, crowding in on him, churned his guts. 

	“What kind of urban renewal? Are you going to be bringing manufacturing back to Rockland City?” he sneered. “There’s been enough shit talk like that from local, state, and federal politicians.”

	“Like some, I don’t make empty promises. That way of life is ancient history. I was thinking of turning some of this into residential condos, with a few retail shops. Upscale, of course.”

	Nick crossed his arms. “And my bar doesn’t fit into your cookie-cutter scheme for rich millennials and/or fat cat, retired baby boomers.”

	De Luca shrugged. “Maybe—or maybe not. Who knows, you could attract a whole new clientele.” He paused. “If I decided to build in this immediate area, would you be interested in selling? I did some investigating. You own this building. Bought and paid for. You live upstairs.”

	“Yeah, I do, so you can understand why I’m not keen on giving up my home.” The first one he ever really had. 

	“Do you make a profit?”

	Nosy bastard. 

	He could throw him out, but Nick understood enough about dealing with these criminal types to know it was better to stay vague and remain cordial. To a point. 

	“Enough to get by and then some. Why?”

	De Luca stood. “Well, think about it. Nothing is written in stone, not even sure I will pursue this. But decide on an asking price in case.” He reached in his pocket and placed a fancy black and silver business card on the table. With the tip of one perfectly manicured nail, he slid it across to Nick. “Call if you have any questions. I’ll be in touch.” Putting on his sunglasses, De Luca departed. 

	Nick watched him through the window. A beautiful woman with long golden-brown hair was standing by the passenger door. De Luca swept her up into a passionate kiss. The driver got out of the car and opened the doors for them, and they climbed in. With a squeal of the tires, the Lexus tore out of the parking lot and disappeared around the corner.

	He rolled his eyes. Luxury car, check. Trophy girlfriend, check. Personal driver, check. 

	Must be damned nice.  

	Liam De Luca was born with a silver spoon up his ass. The type of guy born on third base thinking he hit a triple. No doubt was used to getting whatever he wanted. Well, the mobster wasn’t laying his hands on this bar. Not as long as Nick was walking this earth and drawing breath.

	With a frustrated exhale, he shook his head. Sell his place? After all he went through to get it? After all the blood and sweat he’d poured into this bar and the residence upstairs? They would have to drag him out of here kicking and screaming. Which no doubt was the De Lucas’ standard agenda. He would have to remain vigilant. There weren’t any other businesses in the area; he would be all alone on this. 

	Stand up to the De Lucas? Shit. 

	The Budweiser truck pulled into the parking lot with the snack vendor’s panel van right behind it. So caught up in his trip down memory lane, and his recent gangster guest, that he’d neglected to do the inventory check. Too bad there wasn’t an app for that. Or maybe there was. Nick vaulted out of his chair and headed to the bar. Reaching under the counter for his clipboard and pen, he turned toward the wire display rack mounted on the wall.

	Nick made a small but tidy profit on the snacks, especially on the weekend. Nothing fancy for his blue-collar customers, small bags of plain Lay’s Chips, Planters salted peanuts, pretzels, Combos, Ritz Bits, and Doritos were the only food items he offered. 

	Once he had toyed with the idea of selling sandwiches, but then he’d drown in all those food preparation rules and licenses. 

	Inspectors. No thanks. 

	Bad enough that the snacks wound up on the floor, crushed under work or biker boots. Or worse, grease smears on the velvet of his prized pool table. 

	Quickly moving to his glass cooler, he did a quick count of the beer bottles. They matched the previous night’s inventory. 

	He only sold beer in bottles, didn’t want the muss or fuss of having beer on tap, plus his place wasn’t big enough to carry the extra expense and hassle. Besides the big national brands, he also sold a few craft beers to encourage the support of local businesses. Also, in his inventory was one Eastern Canadian label, an IPA, Alexander Keith’s. More for his personal preference, but a few of his regulars ordered it on occasion.

	The door swung open, and the Budweiser guy wheeled in five cases of brew. “Nick, how’s it goin’?”

	“Great, Jack. Bring the order over here.”

	It was time to get to work and forget about mobsters. 

	And push Veronica Barnes out of his mind. 

	At least—until he made the trip to her bakery.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	Veronica sat in her chair, tapping her pen nervously against her cheek. The grand opening was tomorrow, and she still hadn’t found anyone suitable to hire. The gum-snapping, surly teen, or the older woman who complained about her creaking and aching hips were not ideal employee material. Maybe she was too critical, but if Veronica was going to work with someone this closely, she had to be. There was one more interview today then she must return to her baking. 

	If the person had a pulse, they were hired, at least temporarily. Veronica thought people were looking for work with the downturn in the local economy. Maybe she was mad for trying to start a business in this unstable environment. Rockland City had lost a lot of manufacturing jobs, especially in the past two decades. You could run down a long list of places that had closed. Even the pulp mill, Tyler informed her, had cut the number of shifts. Veronica had just finished forming that thought when a young woman walked through the door.

	Standing before Veronica, she smiled broadly. “I’m your eleven a.m.”

	Without hardly glancing at the person, Veronica declared, “You’re hired.” 

	The woman laughed. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

	Veronica glanced at the list that she’d received from the employment agency. She’d been too busy to study it closely until now.

	Julie Barnes. 

	This was her cousin? Veronica’s gaze locked with Julie’s. Wow, it was her cousin.

	Granted, she only seen Julie twice in the past twelve years, before Veronica left for university, and at her father’s funeral five years ago. They were friendly in high school and had lost touch for the past several years. 

	Who stopped the correspondence, and when? Veronica couldn’t remember. She heard that Uncle Charlie and Aunt Susan had moved to the Philadelphia area a few years ago and assumed Julie had gone with them. Veronica couldn’t recall if her mother told about it or not. How terrible. She should’ve made more of an effort to ask about her extended family.

	 “As you see, I’ve lost weight. I don’t blame you for not recognizing me.”

	Actually, her cousin had lost a lot of weight. “Congrats.”

	“Thanks. We last spoke at your father’s funeral, but I’m sure the day was a blur to you,” Julie said in a soft voice. “I’m so sorry about Uncle Teagan. I miss him.”

	There it was again: the stab of pain in her heart. That stab also included the realization that Julie visited with her father more often than she had in the last years of his life. 

	Veronica nodded. “A complete and total blur. It still is.”

	“Entirely understandable,” Julie said, empathy in her voice. 

	Veronica came from behind the counter and pulled her cousin into a warm embrace. “It’s been so long, Julie,” she whispered.

	“Way too long.” Julie patted her back then stepped away, giving Veronica a earnest smile. “I’m happy to see you. So glad you moved home.”

	“So am I, and I wish I’d done it sooner. God, the memories are flooding back. We had a lot of good times growing up.”

	“And some not so good. You once came to my rescue. Remember?”

	Veronica’s eyebrows furrowed. “I did?”

	 Julie nodded. “In high school, Penny Winters was teasing me mercilessly. You stood up to her when no one else would. I never forgot it.”

	With the mention of the school bully, the memory returned in living color. “I remember that. I can’t stand bullies. We’re family. It’s a given I would step up.”

	“I made a few changes in my life, but the most important step? Loving who I am. I’m comfortable in my skin, at whatever weight.”

	“Amen,” Veronica smiled. 

	“Now, you’re coming to my rescue once again.” She paused. “I ran into Tyler downtown two days ago. He told me that you were home and looking for a full-time employee.” The smile slipped away. “I’m in-between jobs. I need the work, Ronnie.”

	“Well, as I said, you’re hired.” She gave Julie a starting hourly wage figure. “Your wages will go up along with the hopefully growing success of the baking venture.” Julie nodded. “I’ll be using you to assist the customers, tally the inventory, and let me know what items are getting low. I’ll be doing the baking. Can you start right away, like tomorrow?”

	Julie slammed her purse on the counter. “I can start now.”

	Veronica clasped her hands together with delight. “Wonderful. First up, we will have to read the instructions on how to operate the cash register. Are you a neat printer?”

	“Yes, in fact, I am.”

	“Great.” Veronica pointed to the pieces of blackboard hanging above each section of slatted wood display shelves. “This also will be part of the job. If you can draw pictures of bread and cookies along with the descriptions and prices, I bought colored chalk.”

	Julie beamed. “You’re in luck. Not only is my cursive writing and block printing top-notch, but I can sketch as well.”

	Veronica clasped her cousin’s arm. “I’m glad you came in today. And I’m so sorry we lost contact through the years. There’s no excuse at all. I became caught up in my life and my work on the west coast. The trips home had lessened the past few years. Though my parents came to visit me a few times. Tyler did once before he entered the police force.”

	Julie grasped her hand and squeezed it. “I remember your parents telling me about it. Well, you’re home now. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do. And it’s not your fault; it was me who didn’t reply to your last email. That’s all on me. And it’s a discussion for another time.”

	“I do have one question. Why aren’t you in Philly with your parents? When did they move there, I forget?”

	“Three years ago. I thought about going, but my life is here. They understood. Dad accepted the promotion to juice up his retirement fund. When he does retire in a few years, they’re moving back here. Philadelphia’s not all that far. They left me the old Ford Edge, so at least I have transportation.” Julie pointed toward the parking lot.

	Veronica glanced in that direction. “Doesn’t look all that old. In fact, it looks brand new.”

	Julie smiled. “It’s seven years old, but you remember how Dad always treated his vehicles like they were babies. I’m continuing the tradition.”

	“I’d like to see your parents,” Veronica said. “I don’t like that we all drifted apart.”

	“Enough of that, let’s not dwell on regrets. I can’t wait to get to work! What do I do first, boss?”

	Veronica was home, truly home.

	To have her cousin here assisting was more than she could ask for. She wanted them to become reacquainted—and become good friends again. 

	Things were looking up.

	 

	 

	*    *    *

	 

	 

	Grand opening day arrived, and Veronica’s idea of distributing flyers had worked well, judging by the steady stream of customers. 

	“Four years as a cashier at the Food Lion, this is second nature to me,” Julie said. The grocery chain had given her an excellent reference, which was proving out as Julie handled the patrons with a friendly smile and lots of patience.

	Already they worked together like a well-oiled machine. The chocolate chip pecan cookies were selling like hotcakes. 

	“Little bakery joke,” Veronica had winked to Julie.

	She was furiously mixing up another six dozen as she glanced at the clock, almost lunch and time to cover Julie’s break. As she glanced in the mirror, the reflection showed a sweaty mess. Her long hair was tucked haphazardly under a plastic cap with a few loose strands framing her flushed face. 

	Veronica stepped into the bathroom, removed the cap and gloves, washed up, and straightened her hair. Taking off her industrial apron, she tossed it on the nearby bench then strode into the shop. Five customers were browsing among the cinnamon rolls and French bread. Excellent. Today was going better than she had hoped. Fingers crossed it continued.

	Julie reached under the counter for her purse. “I’m heading to Jake Spooner’s diner for a chicken salad plate. Can I bring you anything? I know you won’t take a break.” 

	“A chicken salad plate sounds amazing. And an extra-large iced tea, no sugar.” She pressed a twenty-dollar bill into Julie’s hand. “Lunch is on me today. You sit and enjoy your break.”

	“Thanks. Oh, we’re down to two dozen cloverleaf rolls, they’re a big seller.”

	Veronica nodded. “I’ll be sure to make more tomorrow. Go to lunch.” 

	Julie waved as she walked out the door. Veronica exhaled and then glanced around the store. 

	My business. My own bakery. 

	How tempting it would be to twirl about the store in full Julie Andrews-the-hills-are-alive mode. Her insides still fluttered with excitement. How long had she dreamed of this? Since her teens, when she found that she could whip up bread and rolls better than her Granny Jennie. There was nothing like running your hands through the dough, kneading, and creating. She received more satisfaction in one day with her bakery than all eight years toiling away at Byant Consulting. Yes, running her own business would be hard work, but, so far, she reveled in it.

	While ringing up a customer’s order, the door banged open, smacking hard against the wall. The loud noise gave her a start. Veronica glanced in the direction of the sound. Someone wearing motorcycle boots was marking up her newly varnished and polished wood floors. 

	Why would a scruffy biker be browsing around in her bakery? Well, she assumed they liked bread and cookies the same as anyone. Veronica had to wait on the next customer, and, because of it, was never able to look much beyond the scuffed boots. The big ape clomped about the place, the ancient wood floor planks creaking loudly under his heavy tread. 

	The man couldn’t stand still. He walked from one end of the store to the other and back again. Veronica had the feeling he stole glances at her, but
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