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  Chapter One

Skylar


“Quit eating the cookies.” I tug at my collar, certain I can feel hives creeping up my neck. “You’re cutting into my profits, and I already have to close for a day—” 
My brother grabs a stack of three cookies and pulls out his wallet, tossing a fifty on the counter.
I scowl at him and sanitize the spot after pocketing the money. He grins as he watches me slip it into my apron.
“So, you’ll take some of my money.”
“I don’t need your money—”
Another annoying smile. “You can have it, though. All your loans paid off—”
I reach into my pocket, and he puts his hands up. “Keep the money, okay? I’m eyeballing that tray of brownies—”
“Jace!” I shield the baking rack from him. “Those have a huge profit margin. Stay back.”
He laughs, eating a giant cookie in three bites. “Any milk in stock?”
“Grab one from the front. Anything with a close expiration date is fair game.”
“Even for a paying customer?” He pulls out another fifty.
I block the counter before he can dirty it again. “Do not pay fifty dollars for a carton of milk.” I shake my head and get back to packaging cookies. “No wonder everyone thinks pro athletes aren’t the brightest. You get all that money, and you forget the value of it—”
He opens a carton of milk and downs it in seconds, unfazed by anything I say to him. Our relationship has always been like this. It’s unconventional, but our childhood wasn’t exactly normal. He has always been my rock, and I never want him to think I would take advantage of his generosity.
Sure, he offered to pay for all the loans when I opened my bakery, but professional sports aren’t always reliable. He could get injured or something. I said no because I wanted him to establish himself and not spread himself so thin he couldn’t live the life he wanted to live.
Am I drowning in loans? 
Up to my eyeballs.
If Jace finds out just how bad it is, he’ll be down at the bank, paying them off before I can stop him. But I’ve been independent for a long time, and I like that independence.
Maybe that’s why my neck is itching. I have to close the bakery for a day while I move across town, and I can’t do it by myself. Some of my friends are helping, and I want to make it as quick as possible so I’m not wasting their time. At least I live in a small town and the move should be fast, but still, it’s the first time I’ve closed Sugar & Spice on a non-holiday.
To recoup the cost of a closed day, I’m here after closing, setting up a pop-up stand for tomorrow. It’ll go right outside the door where people can take their baked goods and leave money in a small lock box I use for events. Jasmine Hollow is a trustworthy town. And, despite my brother’s insistence he could work in the bakery for a day, I know this is the best option.
I shudder just thinking about it. My brother running the place would be a disaster.
I’d rather risk someone stealing some cookies than deal with whatever predicament he’d find himself in. He means well, but he’s always causing some sort of trouble or getting into a situation no normal person would end up in.
“You’re doing that thing,” Jace says.
“What?” I line up stickers on the cookie boxes and seal them.
“That thing where you’re so caught up in your thoughts you don’t notice the world around you.”
I stick out my tongue and stack the boxes in my arms. He takes the top two and shakes his head.
“It’s not going to hurt you if I help—”
“I just want to get going. Tyson’s going to be at my house with a truck first thing in the morning. Ryan and Emma are coming—”
“Isn’t she like enormously pregnant?”
A longing ache passes through me, and I swallow it away. “She’s barely showing. Still, I doubt Ryan will let her lift a finger—and don’t mention the word enormous around her.”
“I would never.” He presses his lips shut and pretends to lock them. The lock doesn’t take though, and his mouth is open a second later. “I’ll be at your house before he gets there to help load the truck.”
“Thanks,” I mumble, kicking the kitchen stool in front of me before I climb up it and reach for some decorative boxes in the farthest corner.
Jace comes up next to me and grabs the boxes that were eluding me.
Why he got all the height and I got all the brains, I’ll never know.
“I didn’t need your help.”
He smirks and places the boxes on the counter. “Sure.”
Without acknowledging him, I fill the boxes with some treats for my friends. It’s the least I can do. I hate when people take time away from their lives to do something for me, but when I said I was doing this all on my own, Emma put her foot down and insisted on asking Tyson from Jasmine Hollow Resort if he could bring one of their trucks.
His wife, Aubrey, is pregnant, too. There’s a baby boom happening all over Jasmine Hollow, and it’s been great for business, even if it’s been painful to watch. Aubrey is obsessed with my lemon bars, and even though she’s pretty new in town, we’ve become friends from the sheer amount I see her in my shop. When she came in with her three men the other day and filled me in on their great news, I was happy for her. Truly. But I want it to be me.
“We’ll get it all done tomorrow, sis,” Jace assures me. He frowns and pauses with his last cookie up to his mouth. “Some guys from the team would’ve helped, but they’re helping our new coach move at the same time—”
My stomach drops. “Seriously? Your coach is moving in tomorrow and you’re helping me?”
He shrugs.
“Why didn’t you tell me? You want to make a good impression—”
“And you think him finding out I didn’t help my sister would be a good impression?” He shakes his head and shoves the cookie in, followed by a large swig of milk. “There are plenty of people helping him. It’s all good.”
The rest of the Thunder—Jasmine Hollow’s hockey team—helping the new coach probably will make things go fast. No one’s going to notice Jace missing. His coach is no doubt moving to the rich part of town where the Rush brothers live and the houses are like five miles apart. Okay, maybe not that far, but he won’t be sardined in, living amongst the regular folks with loans they can’t afford.
I could be jealous, but it’s nice daydreaming about how the other half lives. 
Before I can stop him, Jace has the rest of the boxes loaded in his arms and is propping the front door open for me. “Come on, my sister’s impatient and we’re burning daylight.”
I shoot him a dirty look and follow him out the door.






  
  Chapter Two

Skylar


My eyes snap open at four am. I can’t help it. Even though I set my alarm for six, I’m too used to my schedule, and I can’t go back to sleep.  
Groaning, I stretch and reach for the glass of water on my nightstand. The air quality in this old building isn’t great and as much as I have loved living here for the past few years, I’m not that sad to leave it behind.
It’s a historic building that has been a hot button debate at every town meeting for the last five years. Half the town wants it torn down; the other half wants it preserved. I just want out of it so I can wake up without a scratchy, dry throat every morning.
My new place on the other side of town is closer to the river, and the air felt crisper the second I opened my car door to scope the place out. It’s one half of a townhouse and the owner is from out of state, so a local company is managing it. Everything was straightforward and easy, like it was meant to be mine.
Eventually I’ll own a house, but for now, any extra money goes toward my bakery loans. Some days, I’m tempted to take Jace up on his offer, but I can never bring myself to go through with the call. He’s already been there for me more than any brother should have to be, and I don’t want to be a burden on him when he’s at the height of his career and should be enjoying himself.
I can get by on my own and I’m fine with doing things by myself. If I could move by myself, I would, but my friends offered and I’m not so stubborn to refuse all their help. Especially when that would mean closing the bakery for at least a week while I hauled everything over in my hatchback.
Sliding my feet into my slippers, I wrap my robe around me and walk out to the kitchen. Almost everything’s in boxes—I spent every evening packing for the last few weeks so I could just load things into Tyson’s truck and be done with the move as fast as possible.
My fingers itch to work some dough, knowing that I won’t be able to until tomorrow. My mind is racing with all the things I’ll have to prep early tomorrow. I always prepare the day before. Even if I’m going to be closed for a holiday, I come in for a couple hours the night before so I can keep operations running smoothly.
Jace talked me out of doing that today, telling me it was important to settle in and give myself a night to adjust to my new place. I agreed with him when he said it, but now I don’t know. My
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