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Loving Sweets

Falling in love was for other people...

My world was simple: early mornings at the bakery, hanging out with my best friend and talking to my adult daughter who lived across the world. Then Brian Billups barreled into my life like a storm I never saw coming. Crushing on a younger man belonged in the pages of an age-gap romance novel—not in my real, responsible, middle-aged woman life.

So why does my pulse flutter every time he walks into the room? Why does my heart whisper that maybe—just maybe—I’m allowed to want more?

Age was just a number...

No woman—not even my ex-wife—ever affected me the way Yo Kim did. One smile from her and my heartbeat forgets how to behave. The warmth she pours into her baking, the quiet strength she carries, the fierce love she gives her daughter... every part of her pulls me closer.

Just thinking about her sends heat rolling through me, a slow, undeniable burn that refuses to fade. Resisting her feels less like strength and more like denial.

What will it take to convince her that our story isn’t a fantasy—it’s the beginning of something real, powerful, and impossible to walk away from.
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Yo

I woke with a start, sweat coating my skin as I stared up at the fan’s blades circling at a clipped pace. My heart pounded in my chest as I sat up and swung my legs off the edge of the mattress.

My chin dropped to my chest, and I sighed loudly. My nightgown clung to my skin, and I damned whatever god or gods would make women go through cougar puberty.

Or...

Images of a naked male body writhing over mine flashed in my mind. Not just any man’s, his. His hands glided over the length of my body, pinching and plucking my nipples, his fingers digging into the flesh of hips that had birthed my amazing daughter.

I shook my head, but the dream was too fresh, its hold relentless around my consciousness. The smell of sex, sweat, and his cologne wrapped around me as if it had been more than a dream.

I’d had a sex dream with him, Brian Billups, the much-too-young realtor who was sexy, sweet, and all too tempting for me.

Looking at the red lights of the clock on my nightstand, I sighed and set out to start my day an entire hour earlier than usual.

As I passed a mirror on my way to the bathroom, my feet came to a halt, and I nearly lost my balance. Matted hair stuck to the edges of my face, and sweat darkened my nightgown.

“A shower it is,” I muttered to myself.

With a twist of my wrist, I had the water running so it could warm up while I brushed my teeth. A few minutes later, I had my hair shampooed and soaked in conditioner. I ran the sudsy loofah over my body, something I’d done a million times in my fifty years, except this time, flashes of a male hand caressing my porcelain skin came to mind. The harder I tried to push the images aside, the heavier my breasts felt. I pressed my thighs together as an ache formed between them. If I ran my fingers through my folds, I knew I’d find evidence of my arousal, arousal the likes I’d never experienced before, not even with my ex-husband.

A growl of frustration tore through my throat, and I hung up the loofah without rinsing it off. I flipped the water to cold and clenched my teeth as the frosty bite stole my breath away. I stood under the cold spray until my hair was rinsed and goose bumps covered every inch of my skin.

Frustration consumed me as I hurriedly dried and dressed. I tossed my wet hair up into a messy bun and jogged downstairs to my bakery. After taking stock of what goodies I had left over, regardless of the fact I’d done the task the day before, I grabbed ingredients and set out to bake.

Hours later, delicious scents filled the kitchen, and I was no closer to forgetting my sex dream. When Seventeen’s “FML” quit playing through my speakers, I paused and found my phone alerting me to a phone call from my daughter, Belinda, and excitement replaced my annoyance.

I wiped my hands clean on a towel as I hurried around the counter. “Hello?”

“Eomma! How are you?” Belinda asked.

Looking around the mess I’d made in the kitchen, I realized my stress had melted away with Bea’s call. “I’m talking to my baby girl, so I’m wonderful. How are you? Are you eating? When are you coming home?”

Belinda, or Bea as I called her for short, laughed. “I’m doing well, Ma. I had a minute, so I wanted to call you to check in and tell you I can’t come home next month, but I’m trying to get time off soon.”

My heart deflated. “No? Is everything okay?”

“One of our doctors had to go home early, and the extra one hasn’t arrived yet. We’re on a skeleton crew right now, and leaving would hurt them. But it’s okay. I’ll come home for a bit soon.”

Bea had barely finished her residency when one of her contacts had reached out to see if she wanted to work for Doctors Without Borders. My heart had squeezed at the idea of not having my daughter nearby, but I’d seen the sparkle in her eyes at the opportunity to help people in Morocco. I refused to be the wall between her and what she wanted. I’d had her for over two decades, but I’d raised her for the world, no matter how heavy it left my heart at times.

“Well I hope so. I miss you,” I said, forcing a lightness to my voice I did not feel.

“How’s the bakery? Meet anyone?” Bea asked.

I chuckled. “Bakery is a mess, but I’ll have it cleaned up soon.” I peeked at my watch and realized I needed to unlock the front door. “Do you remember the empty space next to me?”

“Yeah, where the Norina KnickKnack shop used to be?” Bea asked.

I flipped the lock on the door and gave the dining area a cursory glance. “Yeah, that one. A pilot named Maverick bought it. He’s turned it into his office.” I found my earbuds and shoved one into my ear. “Hold on.” The moment it connected, I set my phone down and faced my mess. “Okay, so yeah, I met him and his secretary, Penny. I think you’d like them.”

“No, Eomma, I meant, are you getting out there and dating? Is Maverick single? Maybe—”

“Dating? Maverick is head over heels for Rose Marie. Remember Rose Marie? Oh, I forgot to tell you her momma died.” I shook my head as I set the finished pastries I’d been working on in the industrial-size refrigerator.

“That’s so sad. Is Rose Marie okay? Her friend Kennedy babysat me that one time you and Appa—never mind. So you’re not seeing anyone?”

I rolled my eyes at her pestering. “No, Bea, I’m not seeing anyone.”

“Eomma, aren’t you lonely? You work too much. Maybe if you closed the shop one or two hours earlier, you could go out with a friend.” Bea was like a dog with a bone.

Lonely. Yes, I was lonely, but I wasn’t going to admit that to my daughter. I missed companionship. I had a few friends, but it wasn’t the same as the excitement and attention from a man.

Like the attention Brian gives you? my stupid brain asked.

“I’m fine, Bea. Don’t you worry about your old eomma. Dating is for the young.” My chest squeezed as my eyes stung with tears.

“What? Why on earth would you think that? You’re not too old. You’re in the prime of your life, Eomma! Just because Appa left doesn’t mean your sex life did as well.”

“Belinda! My sex life, or lack of one, is not something I will ever discuss with my daughter!” Anger and embarrassment warred within me. I took the cloth I’d been using to wipe down the counters to the sink and roughly rinsed it.

Bea sighed. “Eomma, I’m not interested in details. I just want you to remember you’re a woman first. I want you to be healthy, and part of that includes having a healthy sex life. That’s all.”

“You are my daughter first. Take that medical degree somewhere else!” I made a sound of displeasure and carried a tray of cooled pastries I’d baked an hour ago toward the display case. “My sex life is none of your bus—”

My eyes landed on the brown eyes that had been haunting my dreams last night, and I nearly dropped the tray. Blood filled every cell of my being as a full-body blush overcame me. If it were possible for hair to blush, I expected mine would’ve turned the color of the strawberry jam I’d used in my last batch of strudels.

“Eomma? Are you okay?” Bea asked, her voice filled with concern.

No, I absolutely was not okay. “I have to go.” Go dig a hole and jump in so I can die of embarrassment in peace.

“Okay, well, one last thing. I kinda, sorta, might have signed up to go to get sent to the Middle East when I finish up here. But we can talk about that later. Love you, Eomma!”

My heart sank lower than I thought was possible. “To the moon and back, Bea.”

Eyes glued to Brian’s, I watched his amusement fade into concern. “Are you okay?”

Anger elbowed its way forward, replacing the jumble of emotions caused by his arrival, my embarrassment, and the bomb of information Belinda had dropped on my heart.

Pushing my shoulders back, I stood straighter as I closed the gap to the counter and set the tray of pastries down a little harder than needed. “You’re here early. How may I help you?” I asked, my words sharp and cold as I ignored his question.

A shadow crossed his eyes as his jaw muscles clenched and unclenched a few times. Neither of us moved for a breath. “I am... I was hoping to buy a few pastries for an open house.”

I bit the inside of my cheek as shame, hot and sticky, filled me. Nodding, I moved toward the filled case. “What would you like? I also have strudels and peanut butter cheesecake in the back.” My words were coming out steadier than I felt. The change between us felt cold and unnatural, but it was what I told myself I wanted.

Liar, my brain shouted.

Brian pointed toward six different pastries, and I boxed them up in silence.

I moved to the register. “That’ll be fourteen ninety-six.”

He handed me a twenty-dollar bill, and it took everything in me to keep my gaze focused on anything but his face. Our fingers brushed, and the brief touch sent electricity up my arm and straight between my thighs. When I pulled back, Brian refused to release the money. “Yo? Did I do something to upset you?”

“No,” I muttered and gave the bill another tug.

He placed his free hand over ours. “Yo, look at me, darlin’.”

I shut my eyes, his softly spoken endearment running along my skin, reminding me of the feel of Dream Brian. Not even my ex had used a term of endearment with me.

The press of two warm fingers below my chin startled me. My gaze shot up to his, and my thoughts scrambled with the difference in our ages and how much of a bad idea it was to entertain the undeniable attraction between us.

“Yo, I don’t know what I did to upset you, but I’m sorry. Please tell me, so I don’t do it again.” His voice was gentle and barely above a whisper, even though we were the only two in the store.

As if on cue, or perhaps I’d conjured him, Carol, one of our town’s ROMEOs, retired old men eating out, pulled open the door, breaking whatever insanity had come over me.

I jumped back, no longer in contact with any part of Brian. “Good morning, Carol!” The rough sound of my voice was foreign to my ears. I cleared my throat and forced a smile. “I’ll be with you in a moment. I also have a few things in the back to put in the case as well.”

Brian stared at me, his head cocking to the side as he studied the one-eighty. I took advantage and snatched the twenty from his still outstretched hand and made quick work of getting his change.

“Thanks for coming in!” I said and turned quickly to Carol, who was watching Brian and me far closer than I wanted. “Hey, handsome, how can I help you?” I said, brushing past the strange greeting but needing to do whatever I could to push Brian away.

“Handsome? Now that’s the kind of service a man can get used to. What goodies will you be bringing out?” Carol asked, his attention still flipping back and forth between Brian and me.

Why hadn’t Brian left yet? My cheeks flushed as I recalled the cheesecakes I had made with him in mind. “I have a peanut butter cheesecake and strudels.”

Carol put a hand over his heart. “Strudels? A woman after my own heart.”

A loud sigh filled the air a moment before Brian slipped out of the door. I should have been relieved, but instead I rubbed my arms, suddenly cold without Brian’s nearness and missing the warmth of his smile.
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