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        They call me, Player… but who am I really?

      

        

      
        I’m a firefighter with a secret.

      

        

      
        I moved to the small-town to escape my past.

      

        

      
        Then she interrupted my plans.

      

        

      
        The sexy baker’s infectious smile and homemade bread made me question my future.

      

        

      
        I want to stop pretending…

      

        

      
        …but if I share my past it could mean I risk a future with Anika.

      

        

      
        Is that a risk I’m prepared to take?

      

        

      
        Crystal Shores is a small-town romance series with recipes made by the characters in the back of the book. 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Anika
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      “Good morning.” I stepped up to the window at For The Love Of Coffee food truck and leaned on the little counter. “It’s so weird seeing you inside there now.”

      “I know. How are we supposed to enjoy our favorite coffee together?” Sarah set my cup down in front of me. I stopped by to order my morning joe at the same time every day, so she always had my tall latte with three shots of espresso ready for the occasion. “Wait.” She held her hands up and disappeared into the truck.

      “Am I supposed to wait to drink it?” I pulled the cup closer and inhaled the scent. “I really, really need a taste.”

      Sarah hopped in front of the window and held out her cup. “Now we can enjoy a couple of sips together.” She held the cup out in front of her and I tapped the rim of my cup against hers. “Cheers.”

      “So much better together.” I sighed and took the much-needed drink. “So, is Abby gone forever now since she met the hottie by the beach?”

      “Yeah, I guess she’s setting up shop down in Wilmington permanently.” Sarah held up a pink cookie. “She may regret that decision though.”

      “What is that?” I grabbed it from her hand. “Wait, is that her famous raspberry macarons?”

      “Well, my version of her famous cookie.”

      I popped the little cookie into my mouth. “I’m happy to report, it still tastes amazing.”

      “Well, at least I have one positive because it’s a shit show back here.”

      “You’re doing amazing.” I reached out and grabbed her hand. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Plus, bonus, the coffee still rocks.”

      “I love your positive attitude.” She bent down for a split-second and then popped back up with a container full of chocolate something. “Oh, did you hear? Little Lemon Bakery is opening back up.”

      “Wait, seriously? I haven’t heard that yet.” I didn’t mean to sound so shocked, but the building was right next door to my shop and had been boarded up for years. “It’s been forever since we had a bakery full of sweets.” I tried to remember how long it had been since the place closed. As I thought back, memories popped in my mind. “My mom used to bring treats home from the bakery when I was little.”

      “Did your mom tell you what it was like when Little Lemon was open?”

      “Not that I can remember but now I need to ask her.”

      “What happened to the bakery?” Sarah was attempting to spread the chocolate buttercream that went on the center of the raspberry macaron. Attempting was the key word.

      “I think the woman that owned the place retired.” I grabbed the knife and container. “Let me help before you poke your eye out or fling this knife in my direction.”

      She pushed the ingredients my way and sighed. “If I could just make coffee and get all the baked goods already made that would be the highlight of my day.”

      “Well, I’m happy to bring bread by daily.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. I would rather share with you than have leftovers that I need to pitch at the end of the day.”

      I worked at my family owned bread bakery. My grandma opened Knead A Little Love long before I was adopted. The bakery made several different kinds of bread daily. There was one special sourdough cinnamon roll that was prepared twice a week; otherwise most of the items were not sweet.

      Mom would tell me stories about when she was a little girl and helped grandma knead dough on the butcher block table. She would talk about a groove that was in the center of the table where grandma had worn it down over time. The table was still the focal point of the kitchen and it definitely dipped down in the center just like mom described.

      Our place was unique because everything made at the little shop was prepared with our special hundred-year-old sourdough starter. Well, it was more like hundred and twenty years by now.

      “Do you make bagels?”

      “No, but we could.” I spread the chocolate buttercream on the last cookie.

      “That’s what I need, bagels and toast.”

      “Have you heard when Little Lemon Bakery is opening?” I popped the last cookie into my mouth.

      “No clue, but I hope soon.”

      Since Knead A Little Love only made bread. Crystal Shores was definitely missing a place that had a variety of sweet desserts. For the last several years, Abby’s food truck made up for what we were missing in the small town. The food truck offered a handful of desserts but definitely not enough. The town needed a place where they could load up on dozens of sweets and make large orders for weddings or parties.

      I heard a truck door slam behind me and turned at the sound.

      “Please tell me you have coffee?” Eddie and another firefighter stepped up to the little window.

      “Hi.” Sarah had the cutest smile on her face. “Always.”

      “Hey, Eddie.” I wrapped my hand around my cup and pulled it closer to me.

      “It’s good to see you, Anika.” He leaned over and hugged me.

      “Tell me, why have coffee in the title if you don’t have any?” I teased and made my way over to the picnic table. I didn’t need to be back at the shop for another hour, so I planned to enjoy every moment of my break.

      “You laugh but it could happen.” Just then Sarah set two steaming cups down in front of the guys.

      “Not with Sarah in charge.”

      “Exactly, listen to Anika.” Sarah pointed at me and winked.

      The guy with Eddie smiled and walked over to the picnic table. “I don’t think I’ve met you before. I’m Jackson.”

      “Oh, here we go,” Eddie laughed and sat down opposite me. “Player working his magic…again.

      “Shut up. I’m just saying hi.” Jackson rolled his eyes.

      “Hey.” I shook his hand. “I’m Anika.” I tried not to stare but his smile was throwing me off. Then he took his baseball cap and sunglasses off. That’s when I realized who he was. “Shit.” I hopped up a little too quickly and almost spilled my coffee. “I forgot to prepare a recipe for a customer.”

      “Oh no, do you need any help.” Sarah stepped out of the truck and wiped her hands on her apron. “Not that I can leave or anything.”

      “You’re good, thank you though.” I kissed her cheek and waved.
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      “Was it something I said?” I took a drink of my coffee. “Or does she really need to prepare something for a customer?” The woman left suddenly the moment I said my name.

      “I have no idea.” Sarah sat down next to Eddie and grabbed his coffee. “Hmmmm…this is the first break I’ve had all morning.” She actually moaned as she took a drink.

      “So you’re stealing my coffee to celebrate?” Eddie tried to look serious but instead smiled and leaned over to kiss her cheek.

      “Doesn’t Anika own the bread shop?” It finally popped in my head. I knew she looked familiar.

      “Yup, she sure does.” Sarah rested her elbows on the table. “It’s one of the oldest businesses in Crystal Shores.”

      “Look at you–” Eddie poked Sarah’s side– “sharing history about Crystal Shores.”

      “Well, I figure I should learn something if I’m going to be parked all around town.”

      “And we definitely need your coffee.” I took another sip. “Don’t tell Abby I said this, but your coffee is even better. Did you change the recipe?”

      “She added an extra shot of love.” Eddie wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed the side of her neck.

      “And that’s my cue to leave.” I hopped up and leaned over the table to kiss Sarah’s other cheek. “Thank you for the coffee.”

      “Anytime, Sweetie.” She touched her hand on my cheek. From the moment Sarah arrived in Crystal Shores, Eddie and his daughter, Kelsey were smitten. “Stop by later, I may have bread from Anika’s shop.”

      The firehouse was only a stone’s throw away from where Sarah had parked the food truck. “I don’t need extra carbs today.” I lightly tapped my hands over my stomach.

      “Oh, you’ll work them off in five minutes.” She rolled her eyes. “A few extra calories won’t hurt you.”

      I had lived in Crystal Shores for almost eight years now, so it felt like my home. Of course, just like anything, there were good and bad things with living in a small town.

      “There he is.” Ethel hit Irene’s arm. Not too long after I started at the firehouse these women would show up unannounced. Eddie and AJ told me the two older women were born and raised in the small-town and had to know everything that was going on. “I told you he worked today.”

      “Ladies.” I stopped in the big open doorway of the firehouse. “Is everything okay?” I knew they were fine but I still had to ask.

      “We are now,” Ethel laughed and looped her arm into her sister’s and leaned her head on Irene’s shoulder. “When is the firehouse going to have a calendar?”

      “A calendar?” Eddie stepped into the building at that moment.

      “Yeah–” Irene said and patted her sister’s arm– “then we can stare at you all day long and still get some work done.”

      “Speaking of work, is your store closed today?” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the side of the truck. The women owned and operated a small gift shop, Treasures by The Lake that had every kind of trinket imaginable. Someone, I think it was Eddie told me, Ethel and Irene opened the place when they were like twenty-two. They were sixty-two now. The shop was part of Crystal Shores history.

      “What time is it?” Ethel straightened.

      “Um–” I looked at my watch– “just after ten.”

      “We’re late.” Irene pushed Ethel down the sidewalk.

      “Bye, Ladies.” I waved and struggled to hold in my laugh as I watched them stumble trying to hurry to open their shop. “A calendar? Really?”

      “You would make two older women very happy though.” Eddie helped to clean the fire truck.

      “You’d be in the calendar, too.” I grabbed a boot and threw it at him.

      “They want the single guy on the cover.”

      “They want–” a woman’s voice said from behind us– “the hot firefighters, single or not.” Rose, our dispatcher was standing in the doorway holding a yogurt container. “It could be for charity.” She put a spoonful in her mouth and walked back into the front room.

      “Nope, not going to happen.” I pulled out a hose and began to recoil it.

      “A charity?” Eddie stopped what he was doing for a split-second.

      “Don’t give it another thought, it’s not happening.”

      He shook his head. “Exactly, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “Unless...” Sarah stepped up beside us.

      I held up a hose and was just getting ready to wash the truck down. “Don’t say it.”

      She put her hands in front of her face and jumped behind Eddie. “What if the charity was something special though?”

      “Like?” She had me curious.

      “Like–” she stepped around Eddie and placed her hands on her hips– “it would raise money for abandoned or stray animals. Mack would love to have some extra help at the rescue.”

      “We could raise money for the cute furry animals without my half-naked body on a twelve-month calendar.” I turned the water on and started to wash one side down. “Instead of a calendar, let’s do some type of food thing. Isn’t the blueberry festival happening soon?”

      Sarah was only a few feet away. “I don’t know. The calendar does sound fun.” Without thinking it through I turned the hose on her. She squealed and ran out of the building. “Or not.”

      There was no way I planned to pose for a damn calendar.
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      “Tell me what you think?” I set a bag full of homemade sourdough bagels on the counter. “I had to look up exactly how to make bagels.”

      “So what you’re saying is, you went down a rabbit hole looking at bagel recipes earlier. Did you get any work done?” Sarah brought the bag close to her nose and inhaled the aroma. “Fresh baked bread makes me so happy.”

      “I may have been distracted but I think we could potentially have a winning recipe.” I pulled a piece off of one of the bagels and popped it into my mouth.

      “Let me be the judge of that,” a male voice said from behind me. “Where I grew up, sourdough bread was on every menu.” Jackson stepped up to the counter and grabbed a bagel from the open bag Sarah was holding.

      “Where did you grow up?” The question slipped out. I mean, I didn’t really care.

      “San Francisco.” He took a bite, but then he stopped chewing and looked over at me.

      “What’s wrong?” If he was a sourdough connoisseur, his face had me worried.

      Jackson pointed at the bagel in his hand and took another bite. “That’s fucking good.” He was talking with his mouth full and so he quickly placed his hand over his mouth. “How did you learn to make bread this good?”

      Sarah pushed the bag toward him. “I’ll let you both discuss. I need to make more of my version of macaron cookies.”

      I glanced at Sarah and back at Jackson. “It’s a hundred-year-old starter.”

      “That could put many of the bread recipes in my hometown to shame.”

      Jackson was standing there with his sunglasses on his head and his baseball cap positioned backwards. Everything about him screamed ladies’ man. He was too handsome. Why did firefighters have to be so damn hot?

      “Well, I don’t know about that but thank you for saying it.” I stepped away and pushed the bag I was holding higher on my shoulder. “I need to get back to the shop.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He continued inspecting the bagel and took another big bite. “Anika.” I was maybe twenty feet from the food truck when I heard my name.

      “Yeah.” I turned to face him.

      “I’m just making sure I said your name correctly.”

      “Um, okay.” I stood there for a moment and took in all his features. Then I realized I was staring at him and turned to walk back to the shop. The building for Knead A Little Love was positioned right in the center of town. When my grandma opened the place it was the only business where people could buy homemade bread. She wanted the building in a central location. Then slowly as the town grew, taller buildings were built around our little shop, but it was still smack-dab in the center of Crystal Shores. Little was an appropriate word, because the other buildings surrounding the shop were huge compared to our simple brick building.

      The moment I walked into the kitchen I grabbed an apron. Sophie my nine-year-old niece ran up to me and wrapped her arms around my waist. “What’s that for?” I rubbed my hands up and down her back.

      “No special reason.” She squeezed a little tighter and then stepped back. “Can I help make something?”

      “Sure.” I tapped my finger on the tip of her nose. “Guess what I learned how to make today?”

      “Bread cake.”

      “What?”

      “Doesn’t that sound awesome?”

      “Um, can I say no?”

      Sophie sat down on the little stool by the prep table. “Wait, hear me out first.” Then she started using her hands to animatedly share the idea. “You make a really soft dough, layer it with maybe a special frosting or fruit glaze.”

      “What about the outside? Would you cover it?”

      “Nah, there would be enough on it already.” She reached over and grabbed a cinnamon raisin bun sitting in a small basket. “Unless–” she set the bun down and clapped her hands together– “You create a see-through glaze.”

      “Like a mirror glaze but clear?”

      She pointed at me. “Exactly.”

      “So when are you creating this recipe?” I pulled my special jar of sourdough starter down off the shelf.

      “Not me. You’re creating it.”

      “Me?” I burst out laughing. “In my spare time, I’ll get right on that.”

      My niece stopped by the shop every day after school. She was nine and full of creative ideas. I loved that she wanted to be a part of the family business. My sister chose a different path but her daughter showed all the signs bread making was in her blood.

      “What’s this?” She set the bun down and hopped off the stool. “Did you make bagels?”

      “That’s what I learned how to make today.” I stepped up beside her and picked up the two burnt bagels still sitting in the oven. “Well, not these. The good ones are being enjoyed by someone.” I moved a piece of burnt bread in between my index finger and thumb. The vision of Jackson popped into my mind.

      “Are there more?” She broke the burnt bagel in half. I didn’t answer right away so she shook my arm. “Aunt Anika, are there more?”

      “What? Sorry.” I shook my head and turned to face Sophie. “Not here but we could make some if you want.”

      Just then my phone rang. “Hold that thought.” I ran into my office to answer it. “Thank you for calling Knead A Little Love. How can I help you?”

      “Jackson stole my bagels.” I knew it was Sarah.

      “He what?”

      “Yeah, I guess he’s a fan, so I need more.”

      “Does he really need that many?”

      “Well, that’s a different conversation.” She paused and I figured she was taking care of a customer. “Hey, what about…I mean, if you want.”

      “If I want what?”

      “We could plan a double date. You and Jackson with Eddie and me.” Well, that thought was out of the blue. Sarah didn’t seem like the matchmaker type, but she was good friends with Jackson.

      “Um, I’m not sure I have time.”

      “What are you talking about?” She burst out laughing. “It’s a guy. He’s hot. You’re a girl. You’re stunning. What could be better?”

      “Yeah, I’m good but thanks.” Then I started to make crackling noises like my phone suddenly had a bad connection. “I need to go. Um…crackling sound…talk to you later.”

      As I was hanging up the phone Sarah yelled, “This conversation is not over.”

      “Bye.”

      I hit end and sat back in my chair. I glanced into the kitchen. Sophie was spreading butter onto another cinnamon raisin bun. I grabbed a pen and moved it back and forth in between my fingers and thought about what Sarah suggested. Me out on a date with the man better known in town as “Player.”

      Yeah, no. Staying single sounded more appealing at the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          Jackson

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Please tell me you have more bagels?” I rested my arms on the little counter at For The Love Of Coffee.

      “You stole a dozen from me two days ago. How is it possible you need more?” Sarah continued to stir something in a large metal bowl.

      “It’s not my fault they were that delicious.”

      “Well–” she turned to face me– “maybe you need to go to the source and get your own.”

      “Maybe.” I winked and tapped my hand on the counter before walking away.

      Without thinking it through I walked over to Knead A Little Love. It wasn’t the bagels that were on my mind. The woman who made the recipe may have popped into my thoughts while eating every single one of the bagels.

      The building where Anika worked was tiny compared to all the other businesses. It was obvious the place was old just by the look. The brick on the outside of the building was distressed and aging which gave the place character. I stopped in front of the shop and stared at the details. There was so much history in the tiny place.

      Right before I grabbed the door to head inside, Anika walked up front holding a sheet pan. I watched as she carefully added some rolls into the glassed-in case. Then she turned to walk back into the kitchen.

      “Are you going inside?” A woman was staring at the door with an annoyed look on her face.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry.” I opened the door for the woman because I was a gentleman.

      “Welcome to–” Anika said as she walked back up front– “Oh, hi.”

      “She was here first.” I pointed to the woman who continued to look annoyed.

      “Hi there. What can I get you?” Anika wiped her hands on her apron.

      I stood there and watched as she pulled bread from four different shelves and put them carefully into a box. She had her hair covered with a beautiful hot pink silk head wrap. The woman had never crossed my mind until Sarah started talking to her. The more they chatted, I found I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.

      “Okay, your turn.” I realized she was talking to me.

      “Right.” I stepped up to the counter. “Do you have more bagels?”

      “I just sold the last one to that woman.”

      “Oh.” I turned and watched the woman walking down the sidewalk holding a box close to her chest. “Well, shit. Do you take orders?”

      “Sure.” She walked over and grabbed a notepad. “How many would you like to order?”

      “One dozen should be enough.”

      “Is this for the firehouse?”

      “No, just me.”

      “Oh, okay.” She walked over to the small white computer at the front counter. “You can freeze some for later.”

      “They won’t last two days.” I smiled and leaned my hands on the counter. “But thanks for the tip.”

      “You like carbs, eh?”

      “I’m a growing boy.” I shoved my hands into
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