

    
            Chapter One





			“Oh, my God. Go.” Tara McCoy made a shooing gesture. “I got it.”

			Shawn lifted both hands in defeat. “I’m going, I’m going. Just, you know, be nice.”

			Tara let out an indignant huff. “What is that supposed to mean?” She knew full well what Shawn meant. 

			“You can be a little intense is all. You know. Chop-chop.”

			“The fact that I don’t dawdle with customers and trade town gossip does not make me intense.” She frowned. “Or unfriendly.”

			Shawn didn’t even pretend to buy it. That was the problem working with a sibling. Or at least one of the problems. They knew too much to let you slide on anything. “I know you care about customers. But the little old lady who comes in to buy herself a treat to perk up her afternoon deserves the same level of care and attention as one of your brides.”

			“Even if the bride is ordering four hundred cupcakes?” She didn’t know why she asked. She knew Shawn’s answer to that, too.

			“Even then.”

			One of the drawbacks to taking over the family bakery was the family part. Shawn was perfectly content to run things the way they had always been run. That meant simple recipes and a laid-back, coffee-shop vibe that had as much to do with being a place to go as a place to buy cupcakes. There was nothing wrong with that of course, but Tara wanted more. Shawn had been willing to let Tara spice up the recipes, but she’d dug her heels in on any other changes. Which made turning Coy Cupcakes into a high-end dessert destination an uphill climb. 

			“If you keep pouting, I’m not going to go,” Shawn said.

			“It’s a dentist appointment. You have to go.” Shawn wouldn’t actually skip. But pushing Tara’s buttons and pointing out that for all her pastry chef training, she wasn’t the best at everything? That happened at least once a week.

			“I guess it’s only an hour.” Shawn let out a world-weary sigh. “Promise to stay up front and smile if anyone comes in.”

			Tara shook her head. “Go.”

			Shawn finally did, and Tara stood behind the counter with her arms folded. She tapped her foot and looked around. It was one in the afternoon on a Wednesday. Chances were high no one would come in anyway. She fussed with the arrangement of things in the display case for a minute and gave the front glass a wipe down even though it didn’t need it. 

			She checked her email, but no new inquiries had come in since she checked that morning. And, of course, she’d replied to all those that had been there then. She tidied the business cards she’d designed and insisted live at the front register for anyone who happened to pop in but might be considering a larger, custom order in the future. Then she checked that there were spare rolls of receipt tape and Coy Cupcakes stickers tucked under the counter. She might give Shawn a hard time about being casual, but Shawn didn’t mess around.

			This is ridiculous. It was one thing to be friendly. It was another to waste time. And Tara McCoy did not waste time.

			She propped open the swinging door that separated the kitchen from the front of the shop and went back to the batch of chocolate cupcakes she’d been swirling with salted caramel buttercream. And since she could have fun, dammit, she flicked on the little speaker she kept tucked on the shelf in the corner.

			She frosted that batch and decorated them with chocolate curls, then bagged up the brown sugar Swiss meringue buttercream that went with her riff on pineapple upside down cake. Those got piped with a simple cloud and topped with a perfectly caramelized dried pineapple flower. Satisfied with the results, she put a half dozen of each on the trays she’d special ordered to dress up the display case and carried them out.

			She slid one tray into the open spot in the case and set the other under a vintage glass cake dome. She jutted her hips side to side and gave a little twirl. Because she could be fun and productive at the same time, thank you very much. Pleased with herself as much as the cupcakes, she strutted her way back to the kitchen because she did, in fact, feel good as hell. She picked up the piping bag of frosting and told it so, asking how it was feeling for good measure.

			“Hello?”

			Tara spun around, frosting still in hand. 

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” The stranger—customer—gave an easy smile that seemed more flirtatious than apologetic.

			She dropped the piping bag, swore, and picked it up. Then she set it on the table and hurried out, pulling the door behind her to at least muffle the music. “No, no. I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

			The customer’s brow lifted. “No? Are you not open?”

			“I mean, right at that moment. It’s usually pretty slow between lunch and when school lets out. I was just, um, doing some frosting.” Why couldn’t she stop talking? Because feeling like an idiot flustered her, obviously. And the fact that she’d been caught by a legit hottie wasn’t helping matters.

			Stranger McGoodlooking hooked a thumb in the direction of the door. “I could come back later.”

			Tara laughed, though it came out a little too loud to pass for cool. “It’s fine. Um. Are you interested in some cupcakes today?”

			“I think I am.”

			They made a show of perusing the case, giving Tara the chance to peruse them. Tall and kind of lanky, sandy blond hair and hazel eyes. Jeans and a heathered gray sweater that was technically casual but looked expensive. Definitely not local. Which was fine by her. Shawn might like the local clientele, but she knew the bread and butter of a high-end cupcake shop were tourists and catered events. “What can I get you?”

			“What would you recommend?” 

			If they were trying to put her at ease, it was well played. She could talk cupcakes in her sleep. “Well, if you like chocolate, the salted caramel is my favorite. We also do a lemon drop that’s really nice.”

			“Cool, cool. I might have to try one of each.”

			Tara grabbed a box and remembered Shawn’s instructions to smile. “Coming right up. Can I get your name?”

			“Um. Casey.” The customer—Casey—offered an almost sheepish smile. “Stevens.”

			She barely resisted a face-palm. Names might be standard fare for phone orders and wedding consults, but they definitely weren’t part of counter service. “Sorry. I’m used to talking with customers on the phone more than out here.”

			Casey offered an affable nod. “I don’t mind. It’s nice to meet you.” 

			Tara nodded, happy for the graceful smooth over. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, too. I’m Tara.”

			Casey pointed at the case. “I shouldn’t, but since we’re on a first-name basis, can you put one of those red velvet ones in there, too?”

			She added it to the box. “You absolutely should.”

			“Way to twist my arm, Tara.”

			Tara blushed, though she wasn’t sure why. Feeling flustered for an entirely different reason, she totaled up the order and spun the screen around for Casey to swipe her card. “Thanks for coming in today. We hope to see you again.”

			Casey’s smile turned sly. “I think you will.”

			Before she could decide whether to take Casey’s answer at face value, or ask her to elaborate, Shawn strolled in. “Look at you, helping customers like it’s your job.”

			Casey glanced briefly at Shawn before giving Tara a playful look. “Do you not actually work here?”

			Tara ignored Shawn, who would doubtlessly tease her later, and went for her own version of a playful smile. “Of course I work here, but Shawn here keeps me locked in the kitchen most of the time.”

			“Only because you’re the better baker.” Shawn turned to Casey. “My sister makes the best cupcakes. You’re in for a treat.” 

			“I can’t wait.” Casey took the box Tara had set on the corner. She headed for the door but stopped when she got to Shawn. “You should let her out more. I bet customers would come for the entertainment as much as the cupcakes.”

			Casey didn’t elaborate or give Shawn the chance to reply. She simply offered a wave and was gone. Tara stared after her, unsure whether to be amused or mortified.

			“What was that about?” Shawn asked.

			Tara blew out a breath. “She may have walked in on me dancing like a fool and singing into a piping bag.”

			“I’d have paid money to see that,” Shawn said without missing a beat.

			She and Shawn didn’t have a teasing sort of relationship, so the quip left her as stilted as getting caught by Casey in the first place. “Stop.”

			Shawn hung her jacket and came behind the counter. “I’m serious. You’re fun when you let loose.” 

			That was Shawn code for “you’re usually so uptight.” Which, to be fair, she was. Ten years in high-pressure pastry gigs could do that to a person. But that was done. She was home now. And she might be trying to up the ante of what Coy Cupcakes had to offer, but there was no point acting like she was in competition with anyone but herself. “Well, leave me in charge of the register and who knows what might happen.”

			“We’ll have to get you your own tip jar.” Shawn laughed. “Seriously, though. Thanks for covering for me.”

			“No big deal.” Even if she managed to embarrass herself in front of the one—totally gorgeous—customer who happened to stroll in.

			“It looks like you distracted her enough to leave her phone.” Shawn held up a sleek device in a case that had more to do with looks than protection.

			“Crap.” She grabbed it and sprinted out to the sidewalk. Unfortunately, there was no sign of its owner.

			“She’ll come back,” Shawn said. “There aren’t that many places she could lose it.”

			That was true. Unless it was summer or peak ski season, Rocky Springs rocked the sleepy small-town vibe during the week. “Why don’t I hold onto it? We don’t want someone knocking it to the ground in the after-school rush.”

			Shawn gave a rather obnoxious knowing nod. “And when she comes in, should I send her right back?”

			It might be silly, but she liked the idea of seeing Casey again. Even if only for a minute. “You do that.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			The bar had mostly emptied out by eleven. Casey still wasn’t used to how early the town went to sleep. Then again, as she zipped up her coat and stepped outside, ice crystals swirling in the air, she couldn’t help thinking how nice it would be back at her place with a fire going and a blanket to snuggle under. Having company would make it even nicer.

			Tara wrapped a scarf around her neck before joining her on the sidewalk. Streetlamps lit the street, but aside from the Keg, no other businesses were open and no cars drove past. “I’m not sure how long it will take me to get used to how quiet it is here.”

			“Just wait for our first real snow day. Everything shuts down and it’s so quiet. Even downtown.” Tara had an almost dreamy look as she gazed up at the ice crystals glinting in the halo of the streetlight. 

			“I take it you like those days?” Casey fought back a shiver, pulling her zipper higher to close off the exposed part of her neck. 

			“That coat of yours would probably be fine for a rainy day in California, but you’re going to need something warmer here. And, yes, I love snow days. You know we’ll have months where the temperature never gets above freezing? And plenty of days where the high is in the negatives.”

			“I can handle the cold. I like it actually.” 

			“Mmhmm. California cold is not the same as Colorado cold. And this isn’t cold yet.” Tara winked at Casey. “We’ll see how you feel about the cold in January.”

			“Did you mean to wink at me?” Casey grinned, enjoying the rush of color on Tara’s cheeks. 

			“I was making a point about how your LA ass is going to be in for a rude awakening.”

			After swapping stories about failed relationships, they’d spent the rest of the time at the bar talking about business, with Tara offering advice on what to expect when tourist season hit. Despite the innocuous conversation, it’d been impossible not to notice how the temperature seemed to spike whenever they accidentally brushed knees or shifted closer to say something. 

			Casey wasn’t sure what to do about the tangle of feelings in her chest. One minute she wanted to relax and flirt, but the next she reminded herself she’d barely gotten over the shock of everything with Pavia. She had to focus on why she was in Rocky Springs—to build a life for herself on her own. Latching on to the first available woman who seemed vaguely interested would only be a distraction. And she still didn’t know for sure how much of Tara’s interest was making sure the Sweet Spot didn’t drive away customers from Coy Cupcakes. 

			Casey pointed to a sign in the candle shop next door. Display coming! Hold your breath. “About that window display contest. Want to give me some pointers, or are you worried anything you tell me could help me win?”

			“I’m not worried.”

			Casey laughed. “I love the confidence.”

			“Sometimes I have a reason to be confident.” Tara cleared her throat. “Anyway, it’s a big thing around here. Everyone decorates their windows and then Pete from the Bulletin oversees the judging.”

			The Bulletin was the local paper. Casey hadn’t met Pete, but she’d heard his name and figured if he was on a first-name basis with other shop owners, it meant she had no chance of winning him or any of the other judges over. “Is it required to participate?”

			“No.” Tara’s brow bunched. “But it’s fun? And I thought you liked friendly competition.”

			“I do but…Well, I’m realizing decorating my window will call more attention to my business and might make more locals hate me. Plus, I’m guaranteed to lose.”

			Tara stopped walking and faced Casey. “You probably will lose. I hate to say it but it’s true.”

			“Because of this Pete guy from the Bulletin? Is he friends with Gary Jenkins?”

			“No. Pete hates Gary Jenkins.” Tara paused, seeming to decide how to answer. “Voting is technically open to anyone, but the women over at the Rotary Club make up most of the voters.”

			“And these women don’t like my kind of shop?”

			Tara bit the edge of her lip. “Well…”

			“Got it.”

			“That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t enter the contest. Participating is good for business—for everyone’s business because it’s the Christmas vibe that brings the tourists in—and the decorating can be fun even if you don’t win.” Tara looked past Casey and motioned to the jewelry shop behind them. “Look, Bonnie and Rick have already started.”

			Two elves were positioned in the window, one down on his knee holding up a velvet box with a ring, the other clasping her hand to her chest. “That’s kind of cute.”

			“Right? And it gets so much better. In a week, that window will be filled with bejeweled elves. Some of them down on their knees, some of them kissing, some of them hiding under a tree like they’re trying not to get caught…”

			Casey had been looking at the window, but she turned back to Tara. “So elves in compromising positions are fair game for this contest?”

			Tara laughed, then clapped her hand against her mouth as she laughed harder.

			“You’re getting the same visual I am, aren’t you?”

			Tara sobered enough to swat Casey’s arm. “You’re terrible. No elves allowed in the sex shop window.”

			“Why not? They clearly can be kissing and on their knees if they have jewelry.” Casey motioned to the window behind her, playing all innocence. “And I do sell some nice rings.”

			Tara threw up both hands. “No. Big no. If you have an elf in your store wearing a cock ring, you won’t only have Gary Jenkins coming after you.”

			“They say there’s no such thing as bad publicity. I don’t think it’s true, but I wouldn’t mind more customers peeking in my window.” Casey grinned.

			“Just no.” Tara shook her head, her eyes sparkling. 

			“Fine. No elves. I’d rather have Mrs. Claus anyway. You know she needs some quality toys for her alone time. While Santa’s climbing down everyone else’s chimney, you think she should be home knitting?”

			“I don’t know what to do with you.” Tara smiled and Casey’s chest tightened. She was always attractive but truly gorgeous when she smiled. 

			Tara continued, “Now you have me thinking about which vibrator Mrs. Claus would like.”

			“Maybe I can add that to the window display? A little sign with the question—”

			“You better not. We’ll both have trouble on our hands if I’m supporting you then.” 

			Instead of another joking response, Casey found her gaze locked on Tara. “You on my side officially now?”

			Tara gave a half shrug. “Yeah. I am. I’ve decided you succeeding could help both of us.” 

			Tit for tat and nothing more? When Tara turned to start walking again, Casey fell into step, mind spinning. Had the evening been purely business for Tara? One minute she was certain they were flirting, but maybe Tara was only thinking of how her bakery could benefit. Considering how unsure she still was about her shop making it, and about how long she’d be staying in Rocky Springs, she didn’t need to entertain the idea of dating anyway.

			“I could help you come up with some ideas for your window,” Tara said. “Coy Cupcakes has won the last two years. I know what the judges look for and like.”

			“You want to help me win?”

			“Oh, I’m planning on winning.” Tara’s raised eyebrow threatened to have Casey whimpering. She had the perfect amount of sexy confidence. “It’s not only about winning though. I want our whole block to look good so we draw more shoppers.”

			“Right.” Casey recalibrated. Tara wasn’t flirting. She was still thinking of her bakery. It would be extra work, but she didn’t want to be the one undecorated window. And if Tara’s offer was only to ensure both of their businesses looked better, she had no reason to say no. “What’s your consult fee?”

			“No fee. But if you want to give me a discount on something in your store, I won’t say no.”

			Before she could ask what item Tara was thinking of, Tara stopped by a silver Subaru Outback. Everyone in Colorado seemed to have the same car.

			“I could come by Monday morning if you want, after the weekend rush.” Tara hit the button on her key fob and opened the door. “If you want a chance at second prize, you gotta get started early.”

			“Who says I’m not going for first?” Casey felt her heart jump up in her chest when Tara narrowed her eyes at her. “I mean, second place would be fine too.”

			“Mmhmm. That’s better. I’m not helping you win, remember?”

			She didn’t want to outcompete Tara, but she loved ribbing Tara. And Tara wasn’t rushing to leave. She leaned against the open doorway of her car as if hoping Casey would keep her longer. 

			“What time?” Tara asked.

			It took Casey a moment to realize Tara was still thinking about the window display. “I’m usually at the store by ten. Would that work for you?”

			Tara nodded, then seemed to reconsider. “I have a tasting scheduled with a bride at nine thirty. It might run late.”

			“Whenever you come will be fine. I have no other plans besides being at the shop.” She had a feeling Tara would understand rather than find her boring because of it. After a morning workout, shower, and breakfast, she had nothing to do but to come to work. And the truth was, she’d never looked forward to work as much as she did now. 

			“Can I get your number? I’d feel better if I could shoot you a text if I’m running late.”

			Business only. Still, she couldn’t help a rush of happy excitement when she gave Tara her number and felt her phone vibrate with Tara’s text. 

			“Do you like the breakfast burritos from the Cantina?”

			“You offering to pick one up for me?”

			“I am.” It seemed only fair to get breakfast. A store discount wasn’t much in exchange for help with the display. At least, that was the excuse she used to stop her brain from asking if she knew what she was doing getting closer to Tara. No, she didn’t. But she loved the zinging feeling in her body every time Tara looked at her, and her libido had officially come out of hiding. 

			“In that case, tell Juan I’ll take my usual.”

			“You’re on a first-name basis with the chef?”

			“Juan is like a big brother,” Tara said. “We went to school together and our families all know each other.”

			“I keep forgetting everyone knows everyone else in this place.” 

			“Didn’t know what you were getting into with a small town, did you?” Tara raised her eyebrow but laughed. “Night, Casey.”

			The words were simple but unexpectedly hit her square in the chest. She found herself smiling long after Tara drove off. Smiling as she walked the next block to her car, smiling as she drove home, and still smiling as she pulled into the driveway of her rental. 

			It wasn’t until she flicked on the lights and spotted her reflection in the hall mirror that she realized how goofy she looked grinning with no one in sight. But she felt too lit up inside to care. It’d been too long since she’d had an easy fun night with a beautiful woman. No pressure, just talking and flirting. Of course it hadn’t been a date. Again, she reminded herself, it had only been networking. 

			“But it was nice networking,” she murmured, sticking out her tongue at her reflection. 

			Everything had been miserable and hard with Pavia for so long—months before the breakup—that she’d only felt relief when Pavia asked for a divorce. The circus that followed had been a shitstorm, and when she’d left LA vowing never to date again, she’d truly believed she wouldn’t. 

			“Fortunately, Tara is nothing like Pavia,” she said, feeling silly for having a conversation with her reflection but forging on anyway. “Which doesn’t mean she’d want to date me. Or that I should date anyone anyway.” 

			What she couldn’t help thinking about, though, was that not only were Pavia and Tara completely different, she felt different around them. With Pavia, she’d always felt the need to be someone Pavia would approve of. With Tara, she didn’t want to be anyone except herself. She also couldn’t help smiling around Tara. She simply felt good with Tara and loved the energy that seemed to flow between their bodies.

			Even when one of them pushed the other’s buttons, there was this almost magnetic pull, and her heart had tripped over the way Tara had said “Night, Casey.” The warmth in her voice like a precursor to a kiss.

			“Except we weren’t on a date.” She sighed. 

			Maybe it was only networking, but the curtain had been officially pulled back on her past and Tara wasn’t running the other direction. Tara knew who she was, knew who her parents were, knew her ex, knew about the scandal—and didn’t seem to care one way or the other about any of it. For the first time, she had a chance at simply being herself with no preconceived expectations to live up to. 

			“All I have to do is make sure the Sweet Spot stays in business so I have an excuse to hang around town.” And to hang around Tara. 

			

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Tara hadn’t planned to dive into her window display until Monday, but the Christmas market crowd had thinned by early afternoon Sunday. Not uncommon for the first weekend. More soft launch than full swing. And since she’d promised Casey help on Monday, anything she could get done would put her a step ahead of schedule.

			She’d spent way too many hours coming up with the design and even more collecting and assembling the pieces. But that meant she only needed to arrange everything and boom—Cupcake Christmas Village. It would be her most intricate design to date and she had every confidence it would deliver another Rocky Springs Best Christmas Window ribbon.

			She took a step back and folded her arms, tipping her head one way, then the other. She’d gotten the fleece arranged perfectly to look like a snowy mountain village and arranged a few of the buildings. A ski lift made of LEGOs and string would finish setting the scene. Then she could populate it with the felt cupcakes she’d made and decorated to look like frosted cartoon inhabitants, going about their holiday fun.

			“What’s wrong?” Shawn asked from behind the counter.

			“Nothing.” She made circles with her hands. “I’m considering.”

			“That sounds ominous.”

			Tara turned her full attention to Shawn. “You just don’t like that I’m competitive about this. But if we don’t do it to win, why do it at all?”

			“Do you know how badly I want to psychoanalyze that statement?”

			She resisted flipping her middle finger, if only because she’d given up the gesture since moving home. Well, mostly. But in the case of Shawn, it would only get her more digs and commentary on her anger issues. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to win. But I’ll have you know I offered to help Casey with hers.”

			“Because you like her?”

			“Because I’m competitive, but not heartless.” And maybe a little bit of what Shawn had said. “Do you know I had to break up a confrontation between her and Gary Jenkins right in the middle of the market?” She could still see the look on Casey’s face—fear and frustration mixed with something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

			“Seriously? Did Casey deck him?”

			“She was trying to reason with him. I stepped in and placated so he’d go away.” Tara shook her head. “I’d have liked to deck him.”

			“I’m a legit pacifist and I’m with you on that one.”

			“Right? Anyway, I told her she should do her window so she could be seen as a joiner who’s embracing town traditions and such. And then I offered to help because she seemed slightly terrified by the idea.” Maybe not terrified, but dubious at least.

			“That’s very noble,” Shawn said.

			She shrugged. “Well, I did tell her I’d help her get second place.”

			“There’s my sister.”

			Tara gave a fake laugh before hooking her thumb at the window behind her. “I’m going to go see how this looks from outside.”

			Shawn offered a salute in return and went back to assembling cupcake boxes. “Let me know when or if you want a second pair of eyes.”

			“I’ll bring you in for fine-tuning,” she said on her way out the door.

			Outside, the weekend traffic had cleared, and the lull of Thanksgiving week was in full swing. Nearly all of the parking spaces sat empty, and the sidewalks were clear of pedestrian traffic. Mostly clear. 

			Standing out front of the Sweet Spot stood Casey. A Casey clad in jeans, hiking boots, and a puffer vest over plaid flannel. Like she belonged in Rocky Springs. Or maybe a queer L.L. Bean catalog. Was that redundant?

			Tara ignored her own window—along with the flare of attraction—and walked over. What she found was Casey frowning at a completely empty display window. “Hi,” she said.

			Casey turned and the frown became a smile. “Hi.”

			“I was about to ask if you were getting a head start, but I see that’s not the case.”

			Casey took a deep breath and blew it out in a huff. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”

			For some reason, the comment made her feel more playful than worried. Which was weird for her but whatever. “I think you’re going to have to be more specific. Are we talking about your outfit or competing against me in the window contest?”

			Casey looked down at her clothes before looking at Tara, eyes wide. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”

			“Nothing. I was teasing you. It’s great. Rugged but relaxed.” You look pretty damn hot, actually.

			Casey visibly relaxed. “Oh.”

			“Clearly, I didn’t do it very well. The teasing, I mean.” Sadly, that was more on brand for her than teasing in the first place.

			“No, no. It’s me.”

			She went for a dramatic eye roll. “If I had a dime for every time I heard the old ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ bit.”

			Casey scrubbed a hand over her face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

			Tara put a hand on her arm, regretting all attempts to be clever or cute. “Hey, I was kidding. What’s wrong?”

			Casey’s gaze went to Tara’s hand and fixed there. Tara swallowed, wondering if Casey experienced the same jolt. Nothing to do with static electricity and everything to do with pheromones. The kind that had her thinking of skin on skin and her hands on places a whole lot more intimate. “Um.”

			As much as she didn’t want to break the contact, she had a feeling something was up. And, well, they couldn’t stand like that for the rest of the afternoon, could they? She reluctantly pulled her hand back and stuck both in the pockets of her chef pants. “Did something happen?”

			“Oh, you know. Just another run-in with the town asshole.”

			Her pulse ticked up at the mere thought. And not at all in the way it had a moment before. “Seriously? Just now? What did he say?”

			Casey glanced skyward. “Let’s see. ‘If you put a slutty Mrs. Claus in that window, so help me God, I will burn your store to the ground.’”

			Forget racing pulse. Her head practically exploded with rage. “Did you tell him you’d be filing a police report for not only harassment but a physical threat?”

			Casey shook her head. “I froze. Stood there like an idiot while he stared me down with his beady little eyes and breathed on me.”

			If it hadn’t been such a serious situation, she might have laughed at the accuracy of the description. “Casey, you have to stand up to him.”

			“Like you did the other night?” 

			Tara winced. “Okay, I deserved that. But I thought you were going to send him a letter?”

			“I am. It’s been like a day. I haven’t had a chance yet.” Casey’s voice took on a defensive edge.

			“That’s totally fair.” She lifted both hands in concession. “It’s just, I don’t take kindly to threats. Especially the arson kind made against businesses literally attached to mine.”

			“You don’t think he’d really…”

			When Casey didn’t continue, Tara shook her head. “No. He’s a bully. Which means, at the end of the day, he’s a coward.”

			Casey nodded. “Yeah.”

			“And for the record, I’m not only pissed because our buildings are attached. He’s crossed a line that is not even a little bit okay.” 

			That seemed to lighten the mood. “Thanks.”

			“For what it’s worth, I think your letter will work. Especially if you allude to making his threat public, too. People might not like your shop, but they like vigilantes even less. At the very least, it’ll tone things down.”

			“Okay.” Casey seemed barely convinced at best.

			“It will. I promise.” Maybe a stretch, but she was all in on Team Sweet Spot at this point and prepared to go to the mat for it. “And you know what? I have an idea.”

			Casey’s eyes narrowed. “Why does that worry me?”

			She laughed, thoroughly pleased with herself. “Just trust me. Are you going to be here a while?”

			“Okay and yes. And trust me when I say I have nowhere else to be.”

			She had a flash of Casey going home to an empty apartment—or house or wherever she lived—followed by one of Casey coming over to her place for dinner. And maybe more than dinner. She promptly shoved the thought aside. One thing at a time. “I’ll be back in twenty.”

			She probably should have popped back into the shop and told Shawn where she was going. But she didn’t want to waste the two minutes explaining or the ten Shawn would spend making fun of her for having a thing for Casey. Fortunately, the sun shone bright, and the temp had climbed to the mid-forties, so she jogged home and used the key she hid under the planter by the front door to let herself in. After a few minutes of rooting around, she found what she was looking for. 

			She jogged back to the shop with more enthusiasm than true stamina, arriving out of breath and with a stitch in her side. “Holy crap.”

			“Are you okay?” Casey asked, voice full of concern.

			She pressed a hand to the soft spot between the bottom of her rib cage and her hip. “Not. A. Runner.” 

			“Fair. I’m not sure if I should thank you or apologize for whatever is about to happen.”

			“Thank me.” She straightened and handed the bag to Casey. “Victory.”

			Casey pulled out the dress—red velvet edged with white faux fur. “Is this a slutty Mrs. Claus outfit?”

			She snatched the dress from Casey’s grip and shook it out. “It’s a non-frumpy and yet completely respectable Mrs. Claus outfit, thank you very much.”

			Casey lifted a hand. “I stand corrected.”

			“I was thinking you could use it for your display.”

			“Really?” Once again, Casey looked dubious.

			“Totally. You could have a tree and stockings and maybe a little table with a cup of tea and some of your books. A cozy night, but with the promise of more to come. It could be a play on how sometimes naughty is nice. Or, like, whether you’re stuffing your own stocking or waiting for Santa, we’ve got gifts any grownup would love.”

			Casey blinked at her a few times.

			“Too much?”

			“No, I’m wishing I had something to write on. Did you just come up with that?”

			Heat rose in her cheeks, though she couldn’t quite pinpoint why. “I mean, I’ve been thinking about it.”

			“You have?” Casey seemed delighted by the prospect.

			“Well, no offense, but I was a little scared of what you’d come up with on your own.”

			Casey pouted and it was way cuter than it had any business being. “I wouldn’t actually put any elves in compromising positions. Not in the public display at least.”

			A snort escaped. “Likely story.”

			“This is really great, though. Are you sure you don’t mind me borrowing it?”

			“Not at all.” She held it out for Casey to take.

			Casey did but continued to hold it up. “Do I want to know why you own this?”

			She lifted one shoulder, trying to channel casual and flirty. “I may have rocked a Christmas pageant or two in my day.” 

			Casey, to her credit, didn’t look surprised. “And you don’t need it this year?”

			“I keep myself plenty busy with baking and our booth at the market.” At least that’s the excuse she used. Casey didn’t need to know, but she absolutely hated anything even resembling public performance.

			“That’s too bad,” Casey said.

			“What makes you say that?” 

			Casey glanced from Tara to the dress and back. “I bet you look pretty damn good in red.”

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			“Give me two seconds,” Natalia said. “I have to flip someone off.” 

			Typical Natalia. “Go right ahead. I’ve got to unlock the store anyway.” Casey set down her phone along with the bag from the Cantina as she searched for her keys. 

			She stepped into the store just as Natalia came back on the line. “LA drivers. I swear. If I wasn’t one of them, I could never deal. Anyway. Back to your baker girl.”

			“She’s not my baker girl.”

			“Mmhmm. Sure. And you totally don’t have a crush on her.”

			She couldn’t outright deny Natalia’s claim, but calling it a crush made it sound high school level. “It’s more like an attraction that I’m not sure what to do with.”

			“That’s a crush. Otherwise, you’d ask her out on a date because you clearly want to lick her cupcakes.”

			“Lick her cupcakes?” Casey groaned. “Can we not go there?” 

			“You know how much you want that frosting in your mouth. Mm. And the cake part is going to be so—”

			“Don’t say it.” Casey laughed. 

			“Don’t say what?” Natalia asked, all coy.

			“You know the word.”

			“Moist? God, I love it moist.”

			“Stop. Please.” When Natalia got going, her dirty mind surpassed all expectations.

			“Fine. I’ll be good and not say moist.”

			“I’m rolling my eyes at you.” Casey flicked on the store lights and flipped the sign on the door to open. “The thing is, after everything with Pavia, I’m not sure it’s a good idea for me to date anyone.”

			“Ever? Or are you going to give yourself a time frame?”

			“I don’t know.” That was partly why she’d called Natalia after spending all night thinking of Tara. 

			“Taking some time would be good if you’re going to work on your issues. Otherwise you’re just moping.”

			“I’m not moping. I’m…” What was she doing? “I’m keeping myself busy so I don’t have time to think.”

			“So your plan is to work so much you can pretend you don’t have issues?” Natalia sighed. “I’m pretty sure you tried that last time. Remember how it turned out?”

			“The wedding or the divorce?” Natalia knew there’d been problems from the very beginning of her relationship with Pavia. Problems she hadn’t wanted to address for fear of losing Pavia. The dumpster fire she’d ended up with made that fear laughable.

			“We could start with either. You fucked up royally on both accounts.” 

			She couldn’t help smiling. Only Natalia made her feel loved and accepted while pointing out her glaring failures. 

			“Since you aren’t working on your issues,” Natalia continued. “My vote is you get laid. Baker girl is hot. If she loaned you a sexy Mrs. Claus outfit—and made a point of telling you she’d worn it—she’s interested.”

			“The Mrs. Claus outfit is for this window contest thing and I’m not sure, but she might only be helping me because it helps her store too.” That thought had circled in Casey’s mind along with the memory of Tara’s hand on her arm. Things didn’t feel one-sided, but what was Tara’s goal? She half-hated that the question even occurred to her and yet everyone had something they wanted.

			“Casey, do you want to get laid this year or not?”

			“I’m currently surrounded by sex toys and you ask me that?” Casey chuckled.

			“I’m serious. Maybe this thing with the baker is exactly what you need. A little fun with the girl next door to get you out of your head.”

			“That sounds like a rebound. You know that’s not me.” She picked up a vibrator that someone had set on the wrong shelf and put it back in its place. “I don’t do casual sex.” 

			“I know.” Natalia grumbled. “Which is how you ended up married to the wrong woman. How you ended up owning a sex store is a lot more complicated. And your insistence on the whole idea of a soulmate? A therapist would have a field day with that one.”

			“Sometimes I think I’ve told you too much.” But she trusted Natalia more than anyone and they’d both told each other plenty of secrets. “I like Tara.” A lot. “But I’m not sure I know what I’m doing at this point. Honestly, I don’t think anyone should date me right now.”

			“You need to let loose a little. Not every woman you fall for is supposed to be the one. Sometimes they’re only the one for the moment.”

			“This from the person who obsessively listens to relationship podcasts and goes to weekly therapy.”

			Natalia snorted. “You have to have fun in life. Unless you’re ready to sign up for therapy and then you have some self-work to do before any fun.”

			“Well, that’s what I’m wondering.”

			“Wait, you’re actually considering it?”

			Casey glanced at the Mrs. Claus outfit she’d fitted on the mannequin. She wished she could have seen it on Tara. She also wished she was in a place where she could ask someone out and not feel like she’d be towing a baggage cart to their first date. “You said your therapist does online sessions?”

			“She does. Oh, Casey. I’m excited.”

			“That makes one of us.” Casey wished she felt excited. It felt more like some ominous package she’d delayed opening for far too long. 

			“It’s hard, but in a good way. I promise.”

			“I know.” But she hadn’t wanted to rehash the mess that was that relationship. Now she knew she owed it to whoever she dated next. “I’m not sure what Tara wants. Mostly we talk about work, you know? And we’re just getting to know each other… But I like her. She’s serious. And focused. I mean, she can joke around too, and I feel like I can be myself with her, but I like that she’s got goals. Which is why I don’t want to get into something with her and then have all the stuff I haven’t dealt with be a problem.”

			“Ah, Case.” Natalia made a sound like she was looking at a sad puppy.

			“Am I that pathetic?”

			“No. I love hearing you like this. You’re finally ready for something real.”

			Was that it?

			“Why’d you have to move all the way to Colorado? I want to hug you right now. You and the baker are going to be so adorable together.”

			“What if I’m more messed up than I think? What if she shouldn’t date me?”

			“You’re definitely messed up. But in a sweet way.” A loud honk sounded on Natalia’s end of the line followed by a curse. “I gotta go. I’ll send you the contact info for Judy. Fifty bucks says you jump the baker girl before your first session.” 

			Casey was still laughing when the bell over the door jingled. She looked up to see Tara with a curious look on her face. 

			“Am I interrupting something?”

			“Oh, no. I was…” She wondered what Tara would think of the truth.

			“Standing in the middle of your sex shop entertaining yourself?”

			Casey laughed even as her cheeks warmed. She waved to her phone. “I was chatting with my friend Natalia.”

			“About good things apparently.” Tara’s smirk made her even sexier. 

			Instead of the usual baker outfit, she had on a pair of dark leggings with a red sweater and her hair was down. Was she trying to be extra sexy this morning? 

			“Or not?” 

			Belatedly, Casey realized she’d been simply staring. Now she had to say something, and her mind had no ready excuse. “We were talking about going to therapy. Me going to therapy. Natalia already goes. She loves her therapist.” And now she was rambling. 

			“Therapy can be a good thing.” 

			But not sexy. Casey gave herself a mental shake wishing they could start over from the beginning. “How was the tasting with the bride?”

			“Great. She placed an order for two hundred cupcakes.” Tara set down a bag overflowing with Christmas decorations. “Apparently, my cupcakes really are bussin’.”

			“They really are. And I noticed you’ve started your window decorations.”

			Tara lifted a shoulder. “I love decorating. It’s hard for me to resist.”

			“Thanks again for helping me.”

			“Don’t tell anyone but I’ve been looking forward to it.” She pulled a string of lights from her bag. “You know, I went to therapy after my last relationship.”

			“You did?”

			Tara nodded. “It helped. A lot.”

			“I had issues before the divorce, and I probably should have gone then.” She shook her head. “I feel like I’ve got a handle on some things—like going for what I want with this shop—but the rest of my life is kind of a mess.” She forced a smile, but when Tara only held her gaze, a look of understanding in her eyes, she dropped the guise. As unsexy as the conversation was, it felt better to have the truth out in the open. 

			“Don’t be too hard on yourself. Most of us are messy. Although I don’t know anyone else who’s gone through what you went through with your ex and then decided life would be easier if they moved to a small town and opened a sex shop.” 

			Casey chuckled. “Clearly, I wanted more people mad at me. All of LA wasn’t enough. I had to get the Rocky Springs locals riled up too.” 

			Tara rolled her eyes. 

			“Oh. I almost forgot. When I got us burritos, Juan made me promise to say hi.”

			“Juan’s a sweetie. Did he give you the locals discount?”

			“He did.” 

			“Good.” Tara turned her attention back to her bag of decorations. She pulled out a wreath and asked, “Did you decide whether or not you want to go with the Mrs. Claus scene?”

			“Yeah, I think it’s going to be perfect.”

			“Where is the Mrs. Claus—” Tara’s voice broke off when her eyes locked on the mannequin. “Oh. Wow.”

			“Wow, meaning you don’t like it?”

			“I wasn’t expecting it to look quite like that.” Tara bit the edge of her lip.

			The dress didn’t fit perfectly, but from Tara’s expression, it looked worse than she’d thought. She adjusted the bottom edge of the skirt. “Do you think it’d be better if the skirt was a little longer? Maybe tone down the sexy vibe?”

			“In this case, I think it’s okay if Mrs. Claus has a little sass. You do own a sex shop.”

			“But you don’t like it?”

			“It’s not that. It’s just…her bulge is…big. I mean, it’s fine but it’s definitely noticeable.” 

			“Oh, the strap-on! I forgot to take that off. I swear I was going to.” Talk about ways to scare the locals. And Tara, apparently. Casey’s cheeks burned as she reached under Mrs. Claus’s skirt to unhook the harness. She heard a coughing sound and looked behind her to see Tara with a hand over her mouth. “Are you laughing at me?”

			“I’m trying not to. But I wish I had my phone. This would be the best video.”

			“With my luck, it would end up online,” Casey joked, knowing she looked incompetent when the harness buckle wouldn’t unclasp. She resorted to wrapping an arm around the mannequin and aggressively wiggling the strap. “It’s usually not this hard to get off.”

			“There’s so many things I could say in response to that,” Tara said. “I really wish I had my phone.” 

			Casey looked over her shoulder, and the mannequin tipped. Tara rushed forward as Mrs. Claus pitched to the side, bumping against Casey to catch the mannequin. One second later, the hook on the harness slipped and Casey tugged the strap free, the Magnum cock wiggling in the air triumphantly. Tara, her arms still latched around Mrs. Claus, took one look at Casey with the cock held high and burst out laughing.

			“What the heck are you two doing?” Shawn’s voice broke through.

			Tara sobered enough to look at Shawn and deadpan, “Decorating, obviously.” 

			Casey couldn’t help but laugh then and Tara only laughed harder. Shawn joined in, clearly not sure what was going on but rolling with it. Finally, Tara collected herself enough to right Mrs. Claus and turn to Shawn. “We had a little incident. Did you need something?”

			Shawn held up Tara’s phone. “You got a call. I thought it might be important.”

			Tara’s smile faltered but only for a second. “I’ll check the message later.”

			“Okay. Um…yeah.” Shawn glanced back at the open doorway. “Casey, do you want me to put up the closed sign while you two decorate?” 

			“That’s okay. I probably won’t get many customers this time of day anyway.”

			“Alright. I’ll be over at the bakery if you need anything.” Shawn set Tara’s phone on the closest counter and hurried out.

			When they were alone again, Casey looked at Tara. “Sorry. That was—”

			“Don’t worry about Shawn. I can explain later.” 

			Casey wanted to ask her out then and there. She cleared her throat. “Should we maybe take a break and eat those burritos before we get too much further into this?”

			“Oh. Sure.” 

			Casey set the harness down and went to the front counter where she’d left the bag from the Cantina. “Juan sent me with extra green sauce for you.”

			Tara made a happy groaning sound. She took the foil-wrapped package marked with her name and a little heart.

			“Does Juan have a crush on you too?” Casey realized what she’d said only after the words left her mouth. 

			Tara’s lips formed an “O” but she promptly took a bite of the burrito as she shook her head. She chewed for a moment, giving Casey way too much time to feel awkward. “Juan is married with three kids and loves his wife. I’m sure it was Jasmina who drew the heart.” At Casey’s questioning look she added, “She almost always works the register. Petite, dark brown hair, big smile and big boobs. Real easy on the eyes.” 

			Casey pressed her lips together. “I feel like this might be a trick question. If I say yes—”

			“I’ll know you checked her out?” Tara grinned. “Everyone does. And Jasmina loves to flirt. The last time I was at the Cantina she teased Juan that she’d leave him as soon as I made her a proposal.”

			“I’m not surprised there’s competition.” Since she’d
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