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  CHAPTER ONE 

Belinda


“Honey, you’ve got to talk to me. You don’t have to come back to work, but you have to come out of there and talk to me.” 
I swished the water around in my mouth and spit it into the sink. I’d told myself if I ever faced my no-good cheating ex-husband again I’d be strong. I’d be unbreakable. Cool. Unbothered. Never in any of the scenarios I’d imagined had I ended up in the bathroom throwing up, so destroyed by the encounter. 
He’d left me for a younger, thinner woman…and then he’d had the audacity to walk into my place of employment with her and request I be the baker to make their wedding cake.
“Belinda. Sweetie, I’m getting scared now.” Maddie knocked on the bathroom door again, a little harder than the previous knock. “If you don’t come out of there, I’m going to send Ally in.”
Oh, I did not want that. I rinsed out the sink, groaned at my splotchy, slightly green-hued complexion reflected in the mirror and turned to open the door, poking my head out. “Is she back?”
“No, not yet, and Sheriff Hays hasn’t called, so I don’t believe James has caught and killed her yet.” 
“Maybe we shouldn’t joke about that,” I said, finding it hard to believe we’d just been laughing as her glitter-bombed fiancé, James, had chased her sister, Ally, out of the bakery not that long ago. Not that long before my ex had walked in with his tiny new fiancée and requested I make their wedding cake. “This seems to be a day of unimaginable things. Tempting fate doesn’t feel wise.”
“You do not have to make that jerk’s wedding cake,” Maddie said, her eyes full of sympathy and a glint of ire. “No one on earth would expect you to.”
“Except, apparently, my ex-husband.” My stomach took a dip and I covered it with my hand, which only reminded me of how much it and my waistline had expanded since my marriage, and how that expansion had led to my divorce.
“Oh, I don’t think that swine expected you to agree to make that cake either. For whatever reason, the jerk just wanted to rub his new engagement in your face in the most horrible way possible.”
Well, if that had been his intention, it had worked. Although I wasn’t sure why he’d felt the need. He was the one who’d cheated and the one who had left. All I’d done was gain weight. Apparently, that was too terrible a thing for him to accept. “You’re sure he’s gone?”
“Oh, he’s gone,” Maddie said, her tone suggesting she hadn’t treated him with the same level of politeness she gave our other customers. “If he wasn’t such a vile toad, I’d have drop-kicked him out of here and that tramp right along with him, but I wouldn’t put it past him to raise a stink after all that stuff he said about the bakery not having the right to refuse him service. Although technically, we have the right to refuse service to anyone we want, but…”
“I wouldn’t ask you to refuse him service,” I said, my stomach rolling even more. “Not after the social media crapfest you just went through.” 
Maddie Baker was the most famous person to ever come out of our small town of Cupid’s Bottom. She’d made a name for herself as a food blogger and highly revered food critic before she’d been given her own show on The Delicious Channel, a network dedicated to all things food related. Then her slimy producer, who happened to have been her fiancé at the time, had cheated on her before running off with the woman he’d hoped to replace her with. But not before pulling off an elaborate scheme that had made her look awful on camera and kicked off a storm of hatred for her online. She’d gone through a lot before her name had been cleared, her reputation restored, and I wouldn’t do anything to cause any backlash against her or her family’s business. A family I felt a part of. A family that had been there for me whenever I’d needed support. I refused to allow anyone to harm them if I could help it. 
“I would gladly go through all that again before I’d ask you to play into that jerk’s mind games. Whatever he wants from asking you to do such an unthinkable thing, he’s not going to get it. Neither is she. I thought the woman Rick ran off with was the lowest of the low, going along with his shenanigans to take my show out from under me, but asking the woman whose husband cheated with you to make your wedding cake? Oh, she’s the worst.”
Yes, she was. Especially since I’d once thought of her as a friend, but she’d been a snake in the grass the whole time. 
“Ally Baker!” James’s voice thundered along with the sound of the chime over the front door to the bakery.
“Uh oh,” Maddie said before turning to dash down the hall and through the kitchen to the storefront. I followed along and we stepped out to see James standing in the middle of the room, combing his fingers through his hair and shaking it out, causing glitter to fall off him and onto the floor.
“Don’t do that there,” Maddie said, stepping beyond the counter to grab his arm. “That stuff is getting everywhere. Where’s Ally?”
“If I knew, I’d be hiding the evidence,” he groused. “She’s a fast little demon. I thought she might have run back here after losing me.” 
“No, I don’t think she did,” Maddie said.
James narrowed his eyes. “How wouldn’t you know? Are you covering for her?” He spread his arms wide. “Do you see what she did to me?”
“Well, you did lock her in a cooler, and she said she would get you back. You have to keep your guard up around Ally. She always gets her revenge.” Uncertainty flittered through Maddie’s eyes. “Do you still want to marry into this crazy family?”
James’s angry eyes warmed and his mouth softened into a crooked grin. “Yeah, you’re just my kind of crazy. Glitter, rabid sister, penis cakes, and all.”
My heart swelled for the couple who had more than earned their happily ever after as they kissed. Then James looked over, noticed me, and stiffened as his love-struck grin turned into a scowl and his brow creased. 
“What happened?”
Apparently, I looked just as bad as I felt because the moment he saw me, James picked up on the fact something had gone down while he’d been chasing after Ally. 
“Belinda’s ex-husband showed up not too long after you chased Ally out of here,” Maddie said. “With his fiancée, the woman he cheated on Belinda with.”
“What?” James looked from Maddie to me. “Why? What did he want?”
“He had the audacity to request Belinda make their wedding cake,” Maddie said after I looked away, not quite able to bring myself to say the words.
“What??!” James’s voice echoed off the walls just as Ally stepped through the kitchen door behind me, a large water gun raised and pointed at him.
“One move and you’re covered in pickle juice,” she warned, stepping around me for a better shot. “You deserved that, James. I told you I’d get you b—” Picking up on the fact she’d missed something, Ally looked between the three of us. “Uh…what’s going on? Why isn’t the giant angry man charging toward me?”
“I think the giant angry man is entertaining the idea of charging toward someone else,” Maddie said.
“Damn right I am,” James said, ignoring Ally, his anger over the prank she’d pulled on him transferred to my ex. “Do you want to tell me what happened again? Surely I misheard you.”
“No, you heard Maddie just fine,” I said, releasing a sigh. I didn’t think I was going to throw up again, but I still didn’t feel good. I stepped forward and rested my palms on the counter, needing the support. “My ex came in here with his new fiancée, the woman he cheated on me with, right after the two of you ran out, and he looked right at me and with a straight face, announced the engagement and said he wanted me to make their wedding cake because he wanted only the best for his bride.” 
“That no-good, cheating son of a bitch,” Ally growled, lowering the water gun. 
“I’ll kick his ass,” James said, turning toward the door. “Which way did he go?”
“Please don’t do that,” I said, but James was already out the door. Fortunately, Maddie grabbed one of his muscular biceps, dug her heels in, and tugged hard enough to stop him. “Really, James, he’s not worth the trouble, and you know it would be trouble.” 
I hated to point it out, but James had served prison time and was still on probation. He wasn’t a bad guy despite the manslaughter charge. Actually, he was a damn good guy. One of the best I’d ever met, and I didn’t hold his crime against him. Given the circumstances, I didn’t consider it a crime at all. None of us did. Even our small town’s sheriff, who’d been tasked with monitoring James to ensure he stayed on the straight and narrow once he’d moved to Cupid’s Bottom, seemed regretful of the fact he had to treat James like an ex-con sometimes. 
I felt horrible in the aftermath of facing Stu and the woman who’d taken him from me, but how I felt was nothing compared to how terrible I would feel if James got sent back to prison for violating his parole by teaching my jerk of an ex a lesson in common decency, which I knew was what he would do because James was a good, honorable man. Maddie was lucky to have found him, especially after all she’d gone through with the piece of work she’d nearly married. I was not ruining their happily ever after by allowing James to defend me. 
“That man can’t just walk in here and mistreat you,” James said, turning back toward me. “What the hell is his problem anyway? What kind of sick jerk leaves his wife for someone else and then asks the woman he cheated on to make his stupid wedding cake? Somebody needs to kick his ass.” 
“As much as I agree,” Maddie said, “it can’t be you, James. I love you and even though I would marry you no matter what, I do not relish the idea of marrying you through a set of prison bars.”
“Fine,” he growled. “But the day after my parole is up, I’m hunting that pig down and kicking his ass. And she is not making his cake. In fact, he is banned from this bakery.”
“You can’t do that either,” I said. “Maddie is finally getting past that whole PR debacle that forced her to come back home. Things may have worked out in the end, but I can’t let the two of you ban my ex so he can go blabbing to the media and drag Maddie’s name back into some other media mess. You’ve been through enough of that.”
“I can handle it,” Maddie said, so much compassion in her eyes it nearly brought tears to mine. “You are my best friend. That little turd is not going to hurt you any more than he already has.”
“Which is why we should most definitely make his cake,” Ally said, an all too familiar gleam in her blue eyes. They sparkled with pure mischief and, considering she’d just glitter-bombed James as retaliation for what was really quite an innocent little thing that had happened between them, I feared where her mind had gone. The cute blonde was anything but. She was a big stick of dynamite in an adorable little package. 
“We are not making a giant pecker cake for that worm’s wedding cake,” Maddie said, elbowing her fiancé in the ribs when he failed to hold in the laughter the idea caused. The corners of her own mouth twitched before she continued. “As satisfying as it would be to see the horrified look on his face…”
“Yes, we absolutely cannot do that,” I warned Ally, who had recently revitalized profits after using her brilliant art skills to create custom bachelor and bachelorette cakes, branching out into adult cakes and baked goods for all occasions. Her specialties were three-dimensional penis cakes and molded chocolates. Between her naughty treats and Maddie’s delicious donuts, Baker’s Dozen had been well in the black for months. My wedding cake designs were still pretty popular, but hadn’t reached anywhere near the global acclaim the Baker sisters’ goodies had amassed. “Maybe I should just quit.”
“What? No,” Maddie said.
“The hell you will!” James spluttered.
Ally’s eyes blazed blue fire. “I will see that man dead and fed into my mixer before we allow that to happen.”
I studied the tiny spitfire. She really was pretty and downright cute, but between the tattoos, the strip of rebellious blue color in her hair draping over her eyes, and her history of morphing into an angry alley cat when someone made the mistake of pressing her buttons, part of me feared she would carry out her threat. 
“No one is killing Stu for me. He isn’t worth the trouble that would cause, and honestly, the bakery is doing better than it ever has, and my cake designs are only a small part of that. You don’t need me here. I can just leave so Stu is no longer a problem for you.”
“Ally isn’t going to chop up your ex and mix him up in a cake,” James said dryly, folding his arms over his broad chest. The shift in posture caused a small shower of glitter to fall from his head and shoulders onto the floor. It would have been humorous if the situation I was in wasn’t so absolutely not funny whatsoever. “And I thought we had a chat about selling yourself short. Don’t make me have to repeat myself.” 
“You are as important a part of this team as the rest of us,” Maddie said, “and unless we’ve done something to sour you on this job, there is no reason for you to quit. Certainly not that troll.”
“Or the skank he decided to make trophy wife number two,” Ally added. “No offense. I mean…You know what I mean.” 
I nodded. Ally wasn’t being hurtful. I had been a trophy wife. A former beauty queen with a shapely figure and dazzling smile, I was the perfect arm candy when Stu and I had dated. I was a lovely bride and had been the perfect hostess and date for all of his work functions. But I’d foolishly believed Stu had married me because he’d loved me, and I’d stopped struggling so hard to fight the ever-rising number on the bathroom scale. I’d allowed myself to rest. I’d allowed myself to eat. 
I still worked out and despite Stu’s claims otherwise, I hadn’t just let myself go. I hadn’t started overeating. I’d just stopped starving myself and allowed myself to exist in the body I’d been meant to have because despite a regular exercise routine I still maintained and a diet that really wasn’t any different from Maddie or Ally’s, I’d gained the weight I’d fought my whole childhood to keep off. And Stu no longer had a trophy wife. He had an embarrassment he refused to take to work functions, and one he’d left as soon as he’d found a replacement. He hadn’t even bothered with the divorce proceedings until he had my replacement all lined up. All his vows to honor and obey had gone out the window with the clothes I’d outgrown, taking a sizeable chunk of my self-esteem with them.  
“I know you guys mean well and I love you so much for all the support you’ve given me, especially since we lost Billy.” I had to swallow to prevent my voice from cracking. I still struggled to talk about the loss of my brother, which had happened a few short months ago, and his son Tommy and I were still adjusting to our new family dynamic. “I can’t let the biggest mistake I ever made cause you any trouble.”
“And you can’t let that mistake hurt you any more than he already has,” Maddie said. “You have Tommy to care for now. You need a job and you are damn good at this one. And you’re family,” she said, her voice stronger, laced with anger. “We take care of family, so like I said, unless you’re unhappy with things here, you are not leaving.” 
“And I don’t think you’re unhappy here,” James said. “You need this place as badly as I needed it when I got here. More importantly, you need these good people. Screw that loser. You are a smart, kind, beautiful woman with good friends who love you, a nephew who needs you, and you’re lucky to be rid of that waste of flesh. Now you can do whatever you want without him holding you back and if you want to be married again, you can find a man who is actually worth you this time around.”
Moisture pooled in my eyes and I swiped the back of my hand across them, knowing that if I allowed myself to cry, I might not stop. “That’s very sweet, James, but I don’t think marriage is in my future.” 
“He’s only telling the truth,” Maddie said. “You were always too good for Stu. It may not seem like it, but you’re the lucky one. Let Cookie have him and find out for herself he’s not the prize she thought she won. Serves her right.” 
My nose scrunched involuntarily at the reminder of the woman who’d snatched my husband’s name. Cookie. So ironic it was almost laughable.
“And I am all for being a strong, independent, single boss lady,” Ally said, “but only if it’s what you want because, girl, you have a hottie out there if you want him.” 
I rolled my eyes as my friends smiled. “I already told you all to stop about him.” 
“He’s hot,” Ally said. “You must be out of your mind if you think a hot guy is going to keep coming in here to drool over you and we’re going to just ignore that.” 
“He doesn’t drool over me.”
“He certainly puffs out his chest and marks his territory,” James said. “Assuming the hottie you’re talking about is Marco. For what it’s worth, he seems like a decent guy.”
“How did we go from discussing me making a wedding cake for my ex to talking about the fire department hottie?” I asked, my voice hitting an unintended octave that made me wince. I massaged my temples and willed my heartbeat to simmer down. “One mess at a time, guys. I have enough on my plate without adding disastrous dating into it. I have a child to take care of and that is where my focus needs to be. And you’re right that I need this job, as long as I don’t cause any—”
“Don’t even finish that sentence,” Maddie said. “You working here is not up for debate. You are staying as long as this building stands, and you might think your cakes aren’t as important as my donuts and Ally’s monstrosities—”
“Peckers,” James said. “Ally’s peckers.”
“Don’t you start dropping that word at every chance too,” Maddie warned him. “Ally already drives me nutty enough doing that.”
“Heh, heh, she said nutty.” Ally’s grin vacated immediately as her older sister glared at her. “What? You said it.”
“You have the sense of humor of a twelve-year-old boy.” 
“Your future hubby is over there chuckling too.” 
Maddie turned her glare toward James. “Well, at least he has the excuse of having been a twelve-year-old boy at one time. Really, you two. You’re ridiculous.” She huffed out a sigh. “Anyway, as I was saying before Chuckles and Yuck-It-Up interrupted, your wedding cakes are just as important to Baker’s Dozen as anything else we make.” 
“Both of you can do wedding cakes,” I pointed out. 
“Yes, but your designs are amazing, Belinda. Ally is a gifted artist and I’m great with flavors, but when it comes to creating truly elegant wedding cakes, you are so far beyond our capabilities. You’re staying, and it is completely your decision whether you want to take this cake order or not.”
“Oh, you can’t actually be suggesting—”
“Ally, it is Belinda’s decision.” Maddie looked at me with warm, sympathetic eyes. “And we will support you in whatever way you need.”
“Especially if what you need is for Stu to discover how it feels to fly without wings,” James said.
“You are not laying a hand on him,” I said, pointing a stern finger at the big teddy bear, who was as sweet as he was intimidating. I blew out a breath, relieved to find the nausea that had plagued me earlier seemed to have settled and I no longer felt too anxious to think clearly. “I’m all right now. That was just so unexpected, seeing him like that out of the blue. The announcement of the engagement along with his audacity… It just kind of sent me into a whirl. But don’t worry. I’m okay.”
“So, are you going to make their wedding cake or tell them to go honeymoon in the hottest pit of hell?” Ally asked. “If you make it, I have some suggestions.”
“I am not adding laxatives, ghost peppers, or any other special ingredient you may think of,” I told her. “If I decide to make it, I won’t do anything to get us sued, and neither will you.”
“So, you’re actually thinking of doing it?” Ally looked at me incredulously, and I supposed I couldn’t really blame her. I didn’t imagine many women would consider making the wedding cake for her ex-husband and the woman he’d left her for. At least, not without making one that Ally would approve of. 
“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” I answered honestly. “I don’t really relish the idea of doing it, but for whatever reason, leaving me wasn’t enough. Stu and Cookie want to rub my nose in it and I don’t know, part of me wants to show them they didn’t break me.” 
“That’s our girl,” Maddie said, a proud smile on her face. “No one will blame you if it’s too much, and I will gladly be the one to tell him to kick rocks, but it would definitely do a number on him if you treated this like any other order.”
“I like that idea,” James said, grinning. 
“Yeah, I suppose that’s one way to get back at him,” Ally said, although she looked a little put out about it, but she caught sight of something beyond the bakery window and perked up. “But if you’re going to do that, you really should go to the wedding too. With Captain Firehose draped over you.”
Oh crud. I looked out onto Main Street to see the dark-haired, brown-eyed, muscular object of many NSFW dreams jogging toward the bakery, and of course I would. Of course Marco Amoros would be the first runner to cross the finish line in the 5K the town was holding with enough time left to spend chatting in the bakery, reminding me of just how physically perfect he was…and how absolutely insane it was that my friends kept trying to talk me into starting something up with the man. The man I dreaded stepping into the bakery almost as much as I dreaded Stu returning. 






  
  CHAPTER TWO

Marco


Adonut probably wasn’t the most sensible thing to grab after finishing a 5K, but sense had a way of vacating the premises whenever Belinda Johnson’s pretty blue eyes came into view or her face appeared in my mind, as it often did, haloed by that sexy mane of blonde hair that just barely reached her shoulders. 
If I had sense, I’d take the hint. Something about me brought out her armor. She barely spoke to me. Most of the time, she found some reason to flee the storefront whenever I dropped in. I dropped in way too much, especially considering I really wasn’t all that into sweets. Except for that woman’s sweet smile. Not that I often found myself on the receiving end of it. My presence warranted more of a panicked or leery look, but when I caught her off guard through the window, helping others… Man, that smile could bring the sun out in the middle of a thunderstorm. Or some sappy crap like that. The woman had me writing bad poetry in my brain every time I saw her. And having dreams that left me one unsatisfied cranky jerk in the morning.
I could just ask her out. Get it over with. Worst-case scenario, she turned me down, which I highly suspected she would do given the fact she never seemed to want to be in the same room with me for very long. Even after her brother’s funeral, I’d shown up at her house with the rest of the town to offer support, but I’d stayed outside with Tommy. That kid needed a friend, and, well, he’d said more words to me that day than she had in all the visits I’d made to the bakery combined. And I visited a lot, always volunteering to be the guy the firehouse sent to pick up the bakery’s daily delivery to the local nursing home. And whatever other activity I’d found as an excuse to stop in. She’d thanked me for coming, just as she had everyone else who had shown up, but hadn’t said much else to me, and I hadn’t known what to say to her. What was I supposed to say to a woman who’d just lost her brother and taken in his kid? I certainly couldn’t have asked her out then. 
I’d given her time, tried to get to know her better, but the more time I’d given her, the more I’d started to doubt myself. Hell, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so nervous about asking a woman out. I wasn’t sure I ever had been. I hadn’t been drawn to one quite as badly as I was drawn to Belinda. I was pretty messed up about Belinda Johnson, just a big dumb ball of putty desperate to let her get her hands on me…which was why I found myself jogging toward Baker’s Dozen after taking first place in the 5K. 
I rubbed my forearm across my face to blot the sweat, only smearing it instead, and pushed through the bakery door, immediately coming to a stop as I took in the scene before me. I’d seen some odd things in the bakery, mostly because of Ally who was a bit of a firecracker when someone set off her temper—often resulting in egg or pie-throwing—and I never knew when I would enter the bakery and be asked if I wanted to see her pecker. She seemed to get a kick out of asking that every time she finished one of her popular three-dimensional penis cakes. Despite all that, the giant glitter monster standing in the middle of the room among the rainbow sparkles that appeared to have also come from him before covering much of the floor was extremely unexpected.
We stared at each other for an awkward moment before I broke the uncomfortable silence. “My guy. What happened and where is the unicorn who violated you in this way?”
James rolled his eyes, reached up to grab a handful of the sparkly rainbow dust coating his hair, and blew it at me. I sidestepped the colorful assault as the women laughed. The Baker sisters, at least. Belinda didn’t laugh. Belinda was wearing her armor, her back ramrod straight and her eyes wide. Deer in headlights before narrowing into something less panicked, more defensive. Yeah, I used to think maybe she was just shy, but I thought that less these days. I was thinking more along the lines of her just not liking me, and I had no clue what it was about me that got that reaction from her.  
“No unicorn,” James said, directing a glare in Ally’s direction. “Just a rabid honey badger.” 
“Ah, of course, I should have known.” 
“Watch it,” the feisty blonde warned. “There’s more glitter where that came from.”
“Really? Because it looks like you dropped a factory’s worth on him.” I raised my hands. “And no offense meant. I would never want to go toe to toe with you.”
“Do I scare you?” She smiled at the thought, and that was when I noticed the water gun in her hand. Knowing her, it was probably filled with toilet water. Or maybe battery acid.
“Beyond words can describe.”
“You could learn a lot from this man, James, but I suppose after this little lesson, you’ll think twice before locking me in a cooler again.” Ally leaned against the counter and nodded toward the medal I held in my hand. I’d grabbed it to avoid running over the woman who’d tried to hang it around my neck as I’d crossed the finish line and kept right on going. “First to cross the finish line, huh? And you just couldn’t wait to get your hands on a…sweet treat?”
“Something like that,” I said, fighting back a smile at the little hellion’s double entendre. If I was a smoother guy, I’d probably take the opening to say something slick and flirtatious, something to make Belinda melt right into my arms, but I lacked that talent. And everyone was watching. And something felt off.
“Um, did I intrude in a conversation I shouldn’t have or something? The air feels kind of weird in here, and not just because I can see little sparkly bits of glitter floating around in it.”
“Nah, we just had an uninvited guest,” James said, waving a hand in front of him before he closed his meaty fist around something and looked at it. “Dang. There is glitter floating in the air.”
“Even more now that you waved your arm around like that,” Maddie scolded him, and stopped just short of thwacking him on the arm, realizing doing so would have sent up another puff of sparkly air. 
“Something tells me you aren’t referring to the unicorn that took a dump on you, although that would have been my first guess.”
“Dude, what is it with you and the fixation on unicorns?”
“You tell me, Princess Rainbow Sparkles.” 
James shot me a look before glaring at a grinning Ally and slowly turned toward his wife. “I love you, but I’m going to have to lock your sister in the cooler until we can have her exorcised.”
“No, you’re not, but you’re going to have to get this mess off of you and Ally is going to clean all this up or else she’ll be looking for a new job.” 
“Hey, I own this bakery too,” Ally reminded her, “but yeah, this needs to be cleaned up.”
“Get on it then,” James said before answering my previous question. “Belinda’s ex came in here. The jerk brought his new fiancée and—”
“I’m sure Marco doesn’t care about any of that,” Belinda said, finally speaking, or shouting would have perhaps been a better word for it. Even Ally jumped from the volume of the sudden outburst. Seeming to realize she’d been louder than she’d probably intended, Belinda’s cheeks turned pink and she smiled nervously before lowering her volume. “He just ran a 5K, after all. He must want something to eat… or drink. I don’t think he’s ever actually eaten a donut. Orange juice?”
Her volume had gone down, but the shakiness was still there and I recognized it as panic. Whatever James had been about to say, Belinda didn’t want me to know. That bothered me because I’d clearly heard the word ex and the mention of an ex putting that kind of panic in her brought out my protective instincts. Then there was the hardness in her latter statement. That brought out something else.
“A donut actually sounds pretty good.” I stepped closer to the counter and overtly scanned the donuts in the display case. While it was true I really didn’t eat a lot of sweets, there was something in her tone that came off prickly. Like I was too good for a donut. I knew there were people who saw me, saw my washboard abs and evidence that I didn’t skip leg day and thought I was a total lunkhead. I didn’t think I pushed it too far. It wasn’t as if I used steroids or anything. I wasn’t as big as a professional wrestler, but it was clear I lifted. Maybe that was Belinda’s problem with me. Maybe she thought I was some roid-raged gym bro overcompensating for a small package. Maybe she was actually offended that she’d never seen me eat anything sweet. She did work in a bakery after all. It was possible she was as passionate about her job as I was mine, although I wouldn’t hold it against anyone if they ran from burning buildings instead of to them. 
The bell over the door chimed before I could ask her what she recommended and the instant laughter clued me in to the new visitor before I turned to see the ten-year-old doubled over, clutching his stomach with one hand and pointing at James with the other. 
“Hey, kid.”
“Hey, Marco. You killed it!” Tommy’s eyes rounded as they focused on the medal in my hand. “You smoked right through the finish line and just kept on going.”
“I really wanted a donut,” I said, looking right at Belinda. Her cheeks grew rosier as she looked down at her hands on the counter and I heard Ally cough to cover up the laugh she barely held back. Clearly, I hadn’t been the only one to pick up on the accusatory undertone when she’d made her comment about never having seen me eat a donut.
“Then I see why you didn’t stop. All they had for the winners was fruit and bottled water.” He reached out to touch the medal dangling from the wide ribbon, so much admiration in his eyes, you’d think it was made of real gold. “This is so cool. I hope I can have a medal someday, but I don’t think I’ll ever be that fast. You’re like The Flash.”
“I’m just a guy, and it’s just a piece of cheap metal. If you really want a medal, you can have this one.” I looped it around his neck, grinning at his surprised gasp. “For being a good kid and minding your aunt, which is a lot more important than coming in first place in a race. I didn’t do it for the title or the medal. That race raised money for the animal shelter. People backed me and coming in first place tripled their promised donations, so that’s a lot of money going toward helping a whole lot of puppies and kittens. Competition can be an ugly thing. You should only do it if the prize is improving yourself or helping someone.”
Tommy frowned. “Is being on a baseball team a bad thing?”
“No way. I played in school. Being on a team teaches teamwork, and it’s a way to help because while working as a team, you help your friends. And you learn discipline, responsibility, and a good work ethic. And it’s good exercise, which is good for your brain. All ways of improving yourself. It’s a good thing as long as you focus on those aspects, stay on top of your schoolwork and other responsibilities, and always play fair. Do you play?”
“I want to. I was going to try out when I start middle school next school year.”
“Awesome. I’m available if you need some coaching.”
Tommy’s eyes rounded before he turned toward Belinda. “Did you hear that, Aunt Belinda? Marco is going to coach me! I gotta tell Petey Barnes!” He zipped out the door before Belinda could respond, but she, of course, had something to say to me. 
“I can’t ask you to do that.” 
“You didn’t ask me. Neither did Tommy. I offered.” I spread my arms out. “I’m a single guy without a lot to do outside of work, so if I can help train a kid to do something I’m pretty decent at, why not?” I softened my voice. “And it would be a good thing for him. Playing a team sport, being a part of that, will give him something to take his mind off of what happened to his dad.”
“And don’t forget that Petey Barnes is a little punk-faced jerk,” Ally chimed in. “Brat thinks he can dominate all the other kids. Training with Marco, our resident superhero—”
“Not a superhero.” 
“Shut your perfect face, Captain America. As I was saying, training with Marco gets your boy some street cred. Petey the Punk can suck it.”
“Don’t say an eleven-year-old can suck it,” Belinda said. “Even if he is an obnoxious, bullying twerp.” 
“Bullying?” My hackles raised. “Is Tommy being bullied?”
“Nothing physical,” Belinda said. “The kid is just a…”
“Little rat-faced douche canoe,” Ally supplied.
“Something like that,” Belinda said. “And thank you. If you really don’t mind working with him.”
“I don’t mind at all. He’s a good kid who got a bad deal. Teaching him how to play baseball is nothing.”
“Oh shoot. People are headed this way,” Maddie said, looking out the front window. “We’ve got to get this place cleaned up. Grab the brooms and dustpans, Ally. James, go get out of that mess. Stop!” she screeched as her fiancé took a few steps toward the Employees Only door. “You can’t walk through the kitchen. You’ll get glitter everywhere. Go outside and around the back.” 
“Woman, are you as nutty as your sister?” James spread his arms wide. “I can’t go out in public looking like this. The kitchen will be fine.” 
He turned toward the kitchen door and with each of the three steps he took, glitter fell from him and a cloud of the debris flew around him. Maddie grabbed his biceps to bring him to a stop, then let go to dust the glitter from her hands. 
“I cannot have glitter in our kitchen appliances and batters, James. That’s a health code violation. You’re going to have to go out and around.”
James cast a glance out the front window to the approaching 5K participants I could now see, and I felt his pain. There was no way he could exit the front door without them seeing him and a giant man like James covered in rainbow glitter and what looked like some sort of small feathers would be gossip fodder for at least the next month for the small-town inhabitants. 
“I can get him up to his apartment without raining glitter everywhere. Do you have two large trash bags and some duct or masking tape?”
“You have to be kidding me,” James said a moment later after the women quickly acquired the requested items. 
“Either step your giant butt into this bag or walk out there,” I said, nodding my head toward the window. 
James took a quick look, saw the approaching 5kers were almost upon us, and bit out a curse as he stepped into the trash bag. I had Maddie hold the edges while I covered the top of his body with the other bag, and Belinda quickly zipped around him with the roll of duct tape.
“I’m suffocating,” James said, his voice muffled. 
I poked a small hole through the top bag where I estimated his mouth to be and crouched. “Alley-oop.” 
James let out a round of profanities as I slung him over my shoulder and rushed through the kitchen door, leaving the women to hastily clean up the storefront. I’d helped out in the bakery when Belinda had needed time off to handle the funeral arrangements and see to Tommy’s care after her brother had been killed in a car crash so I knew my way around, not that it was hard to figure out the staircase leading to the apartment James still lived in over the bakery was just beyond the door at the other end of the kitchen, making it accessible from the kitchen or from the alley behind the bakery. 
“This may be a bad time to ask, but is the apartment door unlocked?”
“Spare key on the hook by the door, unless you want to unwrap me and dig around in my pocket, but you’re gonna have to buy me dinner first.”
“Hilarious.” I grabbed the key before I exited the other end of the kitchen and made my way up the staircase. James was a six-foot-three sack of bricks, but I could handle the weight and I figured it best I take him all the way to his bathroom before I unwrapped him and gave him more glitter to deal with cleaning up. I unlocked the apartment door, pushed through, and easily found the bathroom in the small apartment. I deposited him in the shower and ripped the top trash bag open, causing a cloud of glitter to blow out in a cloud. Some of it found its way down my windpipe and brought on a coughing fit. “Damn.”
“Yeah. Don’t get on Ally’s bad side,” James muttered, tearing the rest of the way out of the top bag and stepping out of the bottom one before handing it to me, careful to do so in a way that kept the glitter inside from spilling everywhere. “I can handle cleanup from here, provided this crap doesn’t gunk up the shower drain. Thanks for sparing me a little bit of humiliation.”
“No problem,” I said with a chuckle before quickly snapping a picture of him with my cell phone and dodging the glittery hand that swiped out at me. I ducked out of the bathroom. “I’ll be out here.” 
“Laugh it up, jackass,” James grumbled before I heard the water turn on. I wished him luck getting all that glittery mess off of him and found the wastebasket to discard the trash bags, careful not to leave a trail of glitter as I did. 
I could have left, returned to the bakery to help the women who were probably still cleaning up bits of glitter, but as James showered, I thought about what he’d been about to say and how Belinda had clearly not wanted me to hear it, so I waited. 
James was still cussing a blue streak when he emerged from the bathroom with a towel slung around his hips and grabbed a change of clothes from his bedroom closet before returning to the bathroom. I leaned back against the wall outside the bathroom. “Hey, Belinda isn’t seeing anyone now, is she?”
“No.”
“Do you think I have a shot?”
James poked his head out of the door. “Are you about to ask me to find out if she likes you? What, are we a couple of teenage girls now?”
I delivered a pointed look his way, my gaze fixed on the purple and pink sparkles he’d missed along his hairline. “If the glitter fits.”
“Jackass.” He disappeared back into the bathroom, and I heard the rustle of clothes as he dressed. “I’ll tell you what I know. She’s a real sweet woman who got screwed over pretty bad by her ex-husband. She was a beauty queen, and I’m not just saying that. She was an actual beauty queen. She won a ton of crowns and stuff, and from the sound of it, that was all the appeal she held for him. Once she stopped all the competition stuff, hung up her crown and settled in to be a wife, I guess she gained weight. The jerk she married started looking elsewhere because he didn’t want a wife. He wanted eye candy. He left her for a younger, thinner woman and Belinda’s self-esteem took a big hit.” 
Wow. What the actual hell? I wasn’t a lifelong resident of Cupid’s Bottom, so I didn’t know what Belinda had looked like before she’d gotten married, but she was gorgeous now. Yes, she was heavier than average, but she had a great shape. She had curves in all the right places as far as I was concerned, so her fuller figure wasn’t a turnoff at all. And again, she was gorgeous. The thought of a man having a woman like her and tossing her aside, hurting her in the process, was unfathomable to me. What an absolute ass.  
James emerged from the bathroom and leveled a hard look directly into my eyes. “I like you, and any idiot with half a functioning brain cell can tell you’re interested in her. Do you have a shot? In general, sure. You have as good of odds as any other man, but you have a great big wall to break through to get that chance because that man hurt her bad and from what I can tell, he tore her confidence to shreds. And fair warning, Belinda is my soon-to-be wife’s best friend. I like you, but I won’t just shrug it off if Belinda gets hurt, and I won’t just stand by and let anyone wreck her confidence any worse than it’s already been wrecked, so if you decide to break down that wall and go for that shot, you’d better not hurt her. These women are special to me. They’re my family. Hurt one of them and you’d better pray those muscles aren’t just for show because you’re going to have to use every one of them when you face me.”
“Aren’t you on parole?” I couldn’t help asking, impressed by his protectiveness of Belinda, but still amused. 
“Yes, I am. Do you think that thought will even cross my mind if you hurt her?”
“No, I don’t. To be honest, it raises my respect for you a notch.” I clapped him on the shoulder and laughed as tiny particles of shiny multi-colored glitter floated through the air. “Even though I’m pretty sure that despite your best efforts in that shower, you’ve probably got the glitteriest, most spectacularly colored butt crack in all of Cupid’s Bottom. Hey, maybe we should just rename the town James’s Sparkle Bottom.”
I ran out of the apartment, down the stairs, and escaped through the bakery’s back door before the surly ex-con could catch me. Halfway down the back alley, I realized I’d forgotten my donut. Oh well. It would give me something to chat about with Belinda the next time I went to the bakery. Maybe I’d grab a dozen just for myself so she could see I wasn’t half as fixated about potential weight gain as her ex apparently had been. 






  
  CHAPTER THREE

Belinda


“Hottie alert!” 
At Maddie’s announcement, I looked toward the front of the bakery where she was about to turn around the Closed sign and my heart skipped a beat as, beyond the window, I caught sight of Marco crossing the street. In a snug black T-shirt with the fire department’s logo on the front and black pants that seemed to have been tailored to fit him just right, he cut quite the figure. Of course he did. The man looked sinful in full turnout gear too, not that we had many fires in Cupid’s Bottom. There’d been a string of false alarms called in when he’d first joined the department, though. Funny how those calls had always taken place when he’d been on duty and they’d always come from women. 
He looked up just before he stepped onto the sidewalk in front of our bakery and his eyes met mine through the glass. The corners of his mouth tilted up into a smile. My heart plummeted down into my stomach and I turned toward the kitchen door, running smack into Ally. 
“Stay and talk to him,” she ordered, pointing to the spot where I’d just been standing by the cash register. 
“Talk to him!” James yelled from the kitchen, overhearing. 
“You don’t even know who she’s talking about!” I yelled back. 
“Like it’s some big mystery,” he called back. “Don’t make me lock the two of you in the cooler until you can manage an actual conversation, because it’s a tempting thought.” 
Ally and Maddie laughed, and I swallowed down the panic clawing at my stomach as the bell chimed over the door. I turned to face the object of my fear and anxiety, praying James would keep his mouth shut and behave himself. It was bad enough never knowing what might fly out of Ally’s mouth, but James… James might actually throw me into the cooler with Marco. The man seemed to think locking people in the cooler was an excellent way of dealing with their issues.
“Hey, Maddie.” Marco smiled down at Maddie as she held the door open for him. “Sorry I’m running a little late. I got caught up at the station.” 
“Oh, you’re fine. We knew you were coming,” Maddie said. “We know the time the department’s delivery guy shows up to grab the goodies for the nursing home for us can change depending on the day’s events. It seems like that’s usually you.” She smiled knowingly and under his dark complexion, Marco may have actually blushed. “Is everything okay? I hope nothing major delayed you.”
“Oh, no, nothing bad. Sorry. I didn’t mean to give that impression. Just some annual training. No big deal.” He looked over at me just as I resumed my spot at the cash register, then glanced at the box of muffins resting on the counter. “So, these are going to the nursing home?”
“Just muffins today,” Maddie said, shooting me a look she probably hoped would prod me into speaking, but I just stood still as Marco approached the counter. “We sold out of donuts about an hour ago.”
“Really? Shoot. I forgot to grab one this morning and was looking forward to remedying that.” 
“Maddie just made an experimental batch of her comfort donuts,” I said, finding my voice as irritation flooded me. Looking forward to a donut, my patoot. The man looked like his body repelled sugar, but for some reason, he seemed determined to prove he ate like regular people. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if you tried one out.” 
“Oh?” He directed a full-watt smile at me and I might have forgotten my own name for a split second. “Sounds a little dangerous. What went into the experimentation?”
“Animal sacrifice,” Ally said in a grave tone, grinning as Marco’s eyebrows went up. “Milk, butter…the souls of the unborn.”
“Quit calling the eggs that,” Maddie snapped. “They’re cinnamon donuts with a blueberry pie filling and a streusel-like topping. They turned out pretty good, I think. You can have one on the house as my first nonbiased taste-tester.” 
I nearly snorted seeing the way Marco cringed at the description of the donut, sure he was calculating the sugar and calories and trying to compute how many more deadlifts or whatever it was he did to get that body that he would have to do for each nibble he forced himself to take. “Something wrong? You really don’t have to eat a donut. It’s kind of obvious you don’t like them.” 
“Actually, Maddie, I’m sorry, but I’m allergic to blueberries,” Marco said, ignoring me and stopping her before she’d made it into the kitchen to grab him one. “But I appreciate the offer. I’m sure there will be more opportunities for me to try one of your donuts. I’ve heard a lot of great things about them, and I—” 
“Here, jerk.” James stepped out of the kitchen with a little paper plate in hand. Whatever was on it was covered with a napkin. “You ran out of here so fast this morning you didn’t get the donut you wanted, so I set a little something aside for you and made it special.”
Marco eyed him warily as he set the little plate on the counter and removed the napkin with an exaggerated flourish to reveal a little round multicolored…something that defied words. 
“Is that a bedazzled bee butt with a tiny little stinger?” Ally asked, which caused Marco to burst out laughing. 
“I think it’s supposed to be a unicorn,” he said, wiping his eyes. “Considering where I am, I suppose I should be relieved it’s not a tiny pecker cake. I’m scared to ask where that glitter came from though.”
“It certainly didn’t come from where you implied I’d missed it this morning,” James replied, causing Marco to bend over laughing. “It’s edible glitter I rolled a donut hole in, and the horn is royal icing. I wouldn’t give you anything gross, no matter how funny it might be. Seeing you throw up isn’t worth harming the business.” 
“Good to know,” Marco said.
“Sometimes I can’t quite figure out if you two are friends or foes,” Maddie said.
“We’re still deciding,” Marco told her, and winked. He picked the crazy-looking donut hole up and, after a dubious look at it, took a bite. His brow furrowed as he looked at the cake center he’d revealed, and I tried not to choke on my own saliva as his tongue darted out to get the glittery cinnamon on his bottom lip. “Is this gingerbread cake? And cinnamon powder? I was expecting just a plain donut hole.”
“Oh, honey, you can’t ever expect plain anything here,” Ally said.
“Of course. What was I thinking while in the domain of the princess of penis cakes? This is delicious.” He looked over at me, the corner of his mouth curved. “Belinda Johnson, why do you look so surprised I like this? It’s probably not good business to look so surprised when people like your products.”
“Oh. No, I…” Heat filled my face as I realized everyone was staring right at me, grinning. Except James, who shook his head as if disappointed in me. For what, I had no idea, but that thought and the smirk Marco’s grin turned into after he downed the rest of the donut hole in one bite raised my hackles. “I guess I’m just surprised that you would enjoy something like that. You’ve never bought anything here in all the times you’ve come by.” 
“That’s true. I usually come by at the end of the day to pick up what you need delivered to the nursing home and you guys have been doing so great, you’re usually all sold out of Maddie’s comfort donuts so I haven’t had the opportunity to see what all the fuss is about.” He leaned forward and dipped his voice a little lower. “And as much as I’d love to taste your sweet goods, I don’t know if I’m ready to jump right into wedding cake.”
I heard a gasp and a barely concealed snort, and turned just enough to see Maddie covering a giddy Ally’s mouth with her hand before the younger sister could say anything guaranteed to embarrass me more than I already was. If I thought I was warm earlier, I was having an absolute hot flash now. Especially seeing the way James grinned, amused by the exchange. They thought it was adorable, but I didn’t. Marco wasn’t cute. He was dangerous.
“Belinda doesn’t just do wedding cakes,” Maddie said, breaking the silence we’d fallen into, thankfully, before the moment grew any more awkward. “You should try her petit fours. We sold out today but we can put a variety box aside for you tomor—”
“He doesn’t want to try my petit fours,” I snapped, not intending to, but the longer Marco stood there looking at me, the more uneasy I felt. Why was he here pretending he actually ate junk food? That he wasn’t some health nut to whom physical perfection was obviously important? What exactly did he think he’d gain from eating a donut or a tiny little cake in front of me? Was that how he thought he would get into my bed? The chubby one must love cake? 
“Actually, I think I do,” Marco said, his tone no longer playful. “But if you think you have nothing worth offering…”
“I didn’t say that,” I nearly growled, folding my arms under my breasts as I met his determined gaze full-on. “I just don’t think you’re the type of man who enjoys the kind of dessert I bring to the table. You seem more the type to consider a banana and cup of yogurt the perfect treat.”
“That’s literally what you had for breakfast today,” James said, and grunted when Maddie elbowed him in the gut and shook her head for him to shush.
“Tell you what, Belinda. Why don’t you make me up a sample of your best dessert and let me decide for myself if I like it instead of telling me what I do or don’t want?” Marco picked up the box of muffins off the counter, keeping his gaze on me while he did. “I’ll be back for that tomorrow, if you’re up for the challenge.”
I couldn’t respond. I could only watch and wonder what had just happened as he nodded his goodbye to James and the Baker sisters and made his departure.
“Considering all the double entendre sprinkled into all that, is anybody else unsure if he wants Belinda to have an actual cake waiting for him here tomorrow or just present her hindquarters to him when he shows up?” 
“Ally!” Maddie and I both snapped, appalled by her crassness, but James laughed.
“I do believe the man just made his move,” he said. “A bold move. A little corny, yes, but bold. So, Belinda… are you going to do something about the obvious attraction there or continue to kick the guy’s kneecaps out for no good reason?”
“I’m not kicking his kneecaps out. What does that even mean?”
“It means you were just trying to pick a fight with the poor guy,” James said. “Do you have any idea the amount of guts it took for him to make a move and you all but insulted him? Seriously, what’s with the crap about what he eats?”
“What’s with the pretending he eats donuts?” I shot back.
“He likes you. You work in a bakery,” Maddie said. “Maybe he’s trying to show a common interest. Do you not remember how James went on about my donuts when he started here?”
“James actually eats donuts!”
“You only know that because you work with him so many hours a week, you can’t miss seeing him eat. You have no idea what Marco does or doesn’t eat.” 
“Look at him, Maddie. Does he look like a man who eats junk food?”
“Does James?” she shot back as she gestured toward her rather fit fiancé. 
“Well…” Ally said, poking a finger into James’s belly, where he had softened a little over the last few months.
“Hey!” He frowned as he swatted her finger away. “Keep your finger out of my gooey center, you little rodent. And after having to work out to stay tough and intimidating around murderers and gangbangers for five years, I’m relaxing a bit. Get off my back.”
“My man is still perfect,” Maddie said, patting James’s shoulder as she glared at Ally. “I’ll have you know these abs are extremely licka—” She pressed her lips together, realizing the TMI she’d started to drop and promptly turned red as James guffawed. 
“Well, that image is stuck in my brain now,” Ally muttered before pretending to fight back a gag reflex. “Anyway… that guy really likes you, Belinda. Why, I don’t know, not after the way I just saw you treat him, but he does
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