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			For the jolliest Holly I know, Holly Root! Thanks for always having my back.

			Also for Kristine, who has also baked her way through the pandemic. We are sisters in gluten.
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			CHAPTER ONE
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			Painted Barrel was all around a decent place for a girl to live, but it was terrible for desserts.

			Holly Dawson gazed into the window of the town’s lone bakery-slash-doughnut shop. Glazed doughnuts were in the window. Glazed doughnuts, of all things. And apple fritters. A window was there to advertise your wares, to show off what you could do. You didn’t put apple fritters in the window, or glazed doughnuts. That was like a cowboy showing that he knew what a horse looked like. They were basics. They were boring.

			She passed this window every day, looking for new things. Holly loved baking. It was her favorite hobby, and she dreamed of opening her own pastry and sweets shop someday. Not here, of course. Painted Barrel had less than three hundred people. They had one bar-slash-restaurant and the doughnut shop that also passed as a café. That was it, foodwise, and it really couldn’t support more. Holly couldn’t afford to open her own place, either.

			But she liked to dream. In her dream, it was her shop with a window on Main Street, and she’d fill it with all kinds of darling, enticing-to-look-at sweets. Pink cupcakes with chocolate stars on top. Trays of fluffy profiteroles with gooey crème oozing out of them. Mini cakes and fruit-laden tarts. Shortcakes puffed with whipped cream and colorful macarons in every shade. Exciting things. Fun things. Delicious things.

			Not glazed doughnuts.

			Hands in her pockets, she stared at the window for a minute longer, and then checked her phone for the time. She had a few minutes before she had to be at work. She glanced down the street at Wade’s saloon, Painted Barrel’s lone restaurant. The parking lot in front of it was empty, other than Wade’s truck, so she could afford to dawdle a little. Holly took one last look at the window and headed inside.

			The bell clanged, announcing Holly’s presence, and the girl behind the counter got off the stool she was sitting on, putting her magazine aside. Geraldine wasn’t the most enthusiastic employee, but Holly had heard that she was related to the owner, and that was how she’d gotten the job here despite being a high school dropout. Not that Holly was jealous. Sure, she was a high school dropout, too, and running a sweets shop was her dream. She doubted Geraldine made more than minimum wage and Holly barely stayed afloat with the tips she made at the saloon. So, no, she couldn’t have Geraldine’s job.

			Even if it irked her that she wanted it.

			She smiled overbrightly at Geraldine and gazed at the offerings behind the glass. Pigs in a blanket, doughnuts, doughnuts, more doughnuts, and some sad, stale-looking cupcakes shoved to one end. A couple of chocolate chip cookies that were too flat and had clearly been made with the wrong kind of sugar. Figured. Still, now that she was inside, she supposed she should buy something and support local business. “Anything new today?”

			Geraldine grinned and leaned on the counter. “You say that every time you come in. Nothing new, no.”

			Did she? Maybe it was because she always hoped they would see the opportunity right in front of their eyes. “You know, I’m something of a baker myself. I could make some stuff and sell it on consignment if you’d give me a chance.”

			The look in Geraldine’s eyes grew frosty, as it always did every time Holly brought this up. “I’ll talk to the boss about it. Again.”

			Yeah, Holly knew that wasn’t going to go anywhere. She’d pitched it multiple times, only to be shot down every time. People didn’t like change. She had to try, though. Not only because her baking was something of a source of pride for her, but also because Holly desperately needed the money. “Just let me know. Can I get two cookies?”

			Holly took her purchase—Wade would like the sweets—and headed back onto the street. Just in time. There was a truck pulled up in front of the saloon now, likely waiting for the lunch rush, and as she watched, another pulled up, too. A busy day wouldn’t be so bad. Hopefully people would be generous with their tips. She doubted it, though. People got stingy during the holidays, which was tough. It was like, because they were spending money on presents, everyone else should go without. Considering Holly lived on tips, it wasn’t her favorite time of year, workwise.

			She blanched when a third truck pulled up, because she recognized it and the two dogs hanging out in the back of the bed. One was a great big, beautiful Belgian Malinois, and the other was a retriever wearing a bright yellow vest with emotional support animal in black lettering along the sides. They both wagged their tails as she walked past, looking for pets. Holly loved animals, but she was not a huge fan of the owner of that truck.

			Sure enough, three guys piled out of the truck, all of them wearing hats. One was Jason Clements, the mayor’s lanky husband and a real nice guy. She liked him as a customer—he tipped well. Then there was Carson, a guy with salt-and-pepper hair and a grim expression. He worked at Price Ranch—Jason and Sage’s ranch—and since most of the guys they hired were ex-military, Holly suspected he’d seen some shit. He was polite, though, which was all she asked.

			And then there was the driver. Adam.

			He was tall and gorgeous, dressed in jeans and a puffy vest over his long-sleeved shirt, and wore a worn baseball cap over his dark hair instead of a cowboy hat. Thick slashing brows added to the sardonic look on his face, as if he was always laughing at you. And he had the most perfect mouth, framed by a goatee that made him look dangerous and just a bit dashing. Too bad he was a jerk and a shitty tipper.

			God, she hated him.

			Her day had definitely taken a turn for the worse already. That was another one of the problems with small towns. If you hated someone, it was absolutely impossible to avoid them. And she got paid on tips, which meant she had to be nice. So Holly pasted a smile on her face, held the door open for the others to file in, and sucked it up. “Take a seat anywhere, boys. I’ll be with you in a jif.”

			

			•   •   •

			Adam Calhoun did his best to ignore their waitress as he took off his hat and hung it on a peg near the door. It was clear she loathed him and was pretending for the tip. He hated that sort of thing, and it just made him want to stiff her even more. She was so obvious about it, too, her smile fake and sweet as she poured cups of coffee and took orders. She didn’t even glance at him as she took his down, just focused on her pad as she wrote. She had plenty of smiles for Carson and Jason, though, which just irked him.

			It wasn’t that he was ugly. Most women thought he was nice-looking. Adam was just vain enough to know that he had a good smile and a decent personality, and that usually let him get the attention of most women he flirted with. Most. Because waitress Holly was probably the prettiest thing in this town—and several others around—and yet she couldn’t stand him. He drained his coffee cup while the others ordered and then held it in the air, a silent request for more.

			Her eyes flashed with anger momentarily, and it was quickly covered up by that fake smile again. “Be right back.”

			She hustled off, her round bottom shaking with every step, and okay, he was red-blooded male enough to watch.

			“Now you’re just baiting her,” Jason commented, sipping his own cup.

			Maybe he was. There was something about Holly that drove him absolutely up a wall. Maybe it was that she was always all smiles, even when she clearly didn’t feel like it. Her clothes were a little tighter than they probably should have been, her festive red sweater practically painted on her lush figure, and her jeans showing off her curves. Her dark brown hair was pulled up into a bouncy long ponytail atop her head and fastened with a big, garish Christmas bow. She looked festive and flirty and it irked him.

			Maybe it was that the first time he’d come in, she’d flirted up a storm with him and so he’d tipped well. He’d even come back later that night, after thinking about her all afternoon, only to see her flirting with another customer like she’d done with him, and he’d realized it was all for tips. It made him angry. Made him feel stupid. So he’d left a dollar.

			He’d left a dollar ever since, too. Just to make a statement.

			He had a dollar sitting in his wallet today, waiting for the opportunity to poke at her again.

			Holly brought back the coffee, taking his mug with a cool expression and filling it quickly. “Separate checks today, boys?”

			Jason raised a finger before Adam could answer. “One check. I’m paying for lunch today.”

			“In that case, make my sandwich a double,” Adam drawled. “Didn’t know it was free.”

			The waitress’s demeanor brightened. “Well, aren’t you sweet, Jason Clements.” She winked at him. “You want me to pack up a sandwich for your lovely wife, too? The bread’s nice and fresh and I can make hers with extra pickles, just as she likes.”

			Jason nodded. “That’s a great idea. Thanks.”

			“I’ll have it ready by the time you leave.” She touched Carson’s shoulder, then leaned over him to pour his coffee, and Adam found himself staring at her tits. She wasn’t shoving them in anyone’s face but . . . how did she expect a man to concentrate when she wore a sweater like that? Ridiculous. She patted Carson’s shoulder again, then turned and left, swanning her way to another table full of men. A moment later, her bright laughter floated through the saloon, and it made him grit his teeth.

			“You’re glaring,” Jason commented to Adam.

			He shook his head. “I bet she forgets my order. That’s all.” He leaned back in his chair. “So, what’s the special occasion today?” They came into town once or twice a week for lunch if weather—and the work—permitted. Normally they paid for their own, though. Adam didn’t mind that. Sure, the boss had married a wealthy woman and could afford to pay, but if Adam couldn’t pay for his own sandwiches, he needed a new line of work.

			Jason pulled out a couple of red and green envelopes and slid them across the table to both of them. “Sorry about the glitter. Sage wanted a festive envelope.” He gestured at them. “I’m giving you your Christmas bonuses early because I need to ask a favor.”

			Adam picked up his envelope and casually glanced inside. The check was for more than two months’ pay. Damn. That was generous. “Whatever the favor is, I’ll do it.”

			“You might want to hear what it is first.” He leaned back in his chair, rubbing a hand over his short, military-precision haircut. “Me and Sage decided we’re going to take the kids and visit family back east for the holidays. We’re going to be gone until after New Year’s.”

			Adam glanced over at Carson, but the man was impassive. He never talked unless directly prompted, and he didn’t look as if he had anything to say about this, either. “Kinda a long holiday,” Adam ventured. “Something going on?”

			Jason rubbed his neck, clearly uneasy. “Sage needs a vacation. She says she doesn’t, but I want her to get away for a while. To relax. The stress isn’t good for her . . . or the new baby.”

			Adam blinked at that. “Another baby?” Both of their children were still extremely young. The little one wasn’t more than six months old.

			His boss grimaced. “It was a surprise, but not that much of a surprise?” His look grew sheepish. “It’s not like we don’t know how babies are made. I’d hoped to have more time before the next one, but the universe has other plans.”

			Carson just snorted.

			As in, Jason couldn’t keep his hands off his wife. Adam didn’t blame him. He’d never met someone more cheerful or kind-natured than Sage Cooper-Clements. She always had a sparkle in her eye and a kind word for everyone. From the day that Adam had walked onto their ranch, she’d made him feel welcome. He could see why Jason loved her.

			And as if to prove that a woman could be beautiful and utterly annoying, the waitress returned with another round of coffee. “Sandwiches will be right out.” She smiled at Jason, patted Carson’s shoulder, and completely ignored Adam. Figured.

			Jason seemed oblivious to their waitress’s bad attitude. “I know we’re leaving early, and we’re shorthanded, but I feel this is important. Sage needs a break. It would mean someone working over the holidays, and if you’re interested, I can pay extra to make up for the fact that you can’t go home.” He looked at Carson, then at Adam. “If you’ve got plans, one of the hands at the Swinging C offered to help out, but I’m hoping we can manage.”

			Adam shrugged. “I’m not going anywhere.” His brother back in Iowa might be a little disappointed that Adam wasn’t going to return to the family farm for Christmas, but he was used to Adam not being home. His parents were long gone, and the ex-wife . . . well. There were no good feelings left there. “Happy to stick around.”

			“Can’t,” Carson said, voice rusty. “Leaving on the twentieth to visit family. Back on the twenty-seventh.”

			Adam rubbed at his goatee. “I should be okay for a week on my own, as long as Swinging C is on call if any sort of crisis happens.” It’d mean long hours of grueling work, doing the jobs of three men, but extra pay would be nice. Extra pay was always nice.

			Jason looked relieved. He rubbed a hand over his shorn hair again. “Excellent. I trust you guys, and right now things are slow. Calving’s not for months, so I don’t feel too bad about leaving for a while. You have my number if you need anything. And the greenhorn will be here bright and early in January. I’ll be back in time to take over training him and then we should be full staff again.” He gave Adam a grateful look.

			Adam just nodded. He was the one that was grateful. After leaving the Navy, he hadn’t known what to do with himself. He’d gone back to the family farm for a time, but his older brother liked things run his way, and Adam had felt useless and restless. It was the same restlessness that had made him decide to leave the Navy, the feeling that perhaps he wasn’t meant to be career as he’d thought. He’d no longer enjoyed the rigid daily routine or the endless travel. He’d wanted to stay put. Set down roots. Focus on the next chapter of his life.

			He just didn’t know what that was.

			He’d thought the reason he wanted to leave was his wife, Donna. To spend more time with her, maybe make a family. But the moment he returned home, he realized a few things—he wasn’t in love with Donna, she wasn’t in love with him, and she hadn’t been faithful while he’d been overseas on deployment after deployment.

			The divorce had been swift, and Adam had been left even more rudderless than before. He’d reached out to old buddies via email, just looking to fill time, and Jason had offered him a job on his ranch. While Adam had farming experience, ranching cattle was a completely different beast, but Jason and his wife had trained him and given him a place to stay. Now, a year on, he was comfortable in his job and happy. He liked ranching. He liked Wyoming and the frosty mountains. He liked Painted Barrel and its people.

			Most of its people, anyhow.

			“It’s all good,” he told his friend. “You and Sage take as long as you need. Me and Carson will handle things, and I’ll hold down the fort while he’s gone.” He grinned at them. “What could go wrong?”

			Carson just snorted and knocked on the table, warding off bad luck.

			Yeah, it was probably a bad idea to toss that out into the universe. Adam knocked on the table, too, just in case.

			“I’m coming, I’m coming,” the waitress called out. Holly apparently thought they were knocking to get her attention, and she hustled over, sandwich plates stacked up on her arm. She set down each one in front of the right person, cast Adam a tight look, and then sauntered off again.

			Well, Adam wasn’t gonna apologize for knocking. Especially not to her. He was tempted to knock again, just to be a jackass, but the sandwich looked too good. He tucked in—and nearly groaned aloud.

			The service at Wade’s might not be his favorite, but damn, the food was incredible.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			The last customer was gone, the dishes done, and Holly pounded and kneaded her sourdough while Wade cashed out the register and added up the tips. It was a relaxing end to the workday. It allowed Holly to do her favorite thing—baking—and to work some of her frustrations out on the dough. She kneaded it with particular force today, imagining it to be the face of a certain cowboy who’d made her day start off badly, and it had just gone downhill from there.

			Knocking on the table to get her attention, as if she were a dog to be called. She jammed her fist into the dough, gritting her teeth. The only reason the tip had been decent was because Jason had paid with his credit card, and Jason was always generous. Even so, when she’d cleared the table, she’d found a single dollar bill left in the spot where Adam Calhoun had been sitting, folded lengthwise. It had made her want to explode with frustration. It was a slap in the face, that damn dollar, a reminder that he thought she was shit at her job.

			She should have spit in his sandwich.

			Holly flipped the dough again and gave it another rough knead. The gluten in the dough was working, and she was satisfied, so she plopped the dough into a bowl, covered it with Saran Wrap, and tossed it into the fridge to prove overnight. As she cleaned up the flour-covered countertop, she hoped the rest of the tips were decent. Everyone had seemed to be in a bad mood, hurrying through their day, and no amount of cheerfulness from her had been enough. Now she felt drained and tired . . . and she needed to put on her game face for a while yet.

			She washed her hands and headed out into the main part of the bar. “Dough’s rising for tomorrow. All done with the tips? I need to hustle on home.”

			Wade smiled at her, pushing an envelope in her direction. “Polly calling in?”

			She nodded, tucking the envelope into her pocket without even looking. She’d count her tips later. “She’s coming home for the holidays. It’ll be nice to see her again.”

			“Done your Christmas shopping?”

			“God, no.” Holly laughed. “I figured I’d just bake everyone something. Hope you like fruitcake.”

			“I hate fruitcake, but I’ll absolutely eat yours,” Wade told her, and patted his stomach. He was a big, solid man with a bald head and a thick mustache and an intimidating stare. He was also the kindest man she’d ever met, and the most giving. Now, if he’d only let her sell her desserts at the restaurant, they’d be on the same page. Wade ran a bar, though. People wanted sandwiches and burgers, chips and wings. They didn’t want petit fours or éclairs or light-as-air confections. If someone did order a dessert, they always wanted that crappy cheesecake that Wade got from a wholesaler.

			As a compromise, he let her bake fresh bread for the restaurant, and their sandwiches were always a hit. She supposed it was something. Not much, but something.

			“Fruitcake it is,” she teased, and they both knew full well that she’d probably make him a deluxe chocolate cake of some kind, the more decadent the better. Fruitcake was just a running joke. She grabbed her coat and flung it around her shoulders, and then waved at him. “See you tomorrow!”

			Holly raced out the door, mindful of the time, and shivered as she hustled down Main Street. Most of the buildings here were restored old wooden frame houses from the turn of the century, and it gave Painted Barrel a decidedly Old West look. She was renting a refurbished apartment above the dry cleaner’s, because housing was scarce in a town like this, and she didn’t need much, not with her little sister, Polly, gone off to college. She climbed the stairs, unlocked the door, and was immediately met by a flying bundle of barking excitement.

			“Pumpkin!” she cooed, putting her hands down and scooping up the tiny dog. “Is it time for walkies?”

			The little thing yapped in her ear, then showered her face with doggy kisses.

			“Come on, then,” Holly said. Even though she was tired, her poor little pup had been locked up in the house all day and needed relief. She grabbed the leash, headed back down the stairs, and walked Pumpkin up and down Main Street, even though it was after midnight. The time didn’t much matter, she supposed. Painted Barrel was safe no matter the hour.

			And she had a fierce guard dog with her. Holly snickered to herself at the thought. Pumpkin was five pounds of fluff, and because the dog loved being pampered, that fluff was normally cut so that Pumpkin resembled the world’s cutest teddy bear of a dog. She was the happiest little thing, and Holly adored her. Sure, she was supposed to be her sister’s, but Polly’s clever, technical brain had never really connected with the needy little Pumpkin, and so Holly had taken her on. Now they were inseparable.

			She thought about her sister as Pumpkin daintily picked her way through the crusted snow on the edge of the sidewalk, looking for the perfect spot to do her business. It had been months since she’d seen Polly, and the semester of college was wrapping up. That meant exams for Polly—a very stressful time for her—but it also meant that it was almost time for the semiannual shakedown, aka tuition fees.

			Holly had been saving her tips, but it wasn’t nearly enough, and college seemed to get more expensive every time she turned around. She’d never complain to Polly, but even the student loans and grants her sister got were barely a drop in the bucket. She should have talked her into going to a cheaper college, or living in a cheaper dorm, but Polly had wanted the full experience, and damn it all, Holly was going to give it to her.

			After all, they only had each other.

			Once the dog was finished with her walk, Holly headed back up to her apartment and sent her sister a text letting her know that she was available. Immediately, the phone rang, and she picked up the video call.

			“Hey there, stranger!” Polly’s voice was cheerful despite the late hour. “How was work?”

			Holly’s heart eased a little at the sight of her sister’s happy expression. Polly looked tired, sure, but she also seemed to be thriving at college. She knew it provided her opportunities that small-town Wyoming simply couldn’t, and so she was thrilled for her sister, even if it meant putting her own wants and needs aside for a while. Wasn’t that always the case, though? Her sister had recently cut her long, straight dark hair into a thick fringe of bangs that framed her glasses neatly and made her look more sophisticated and intelligent than ever. She felt like a proud parent just looking at her. The proud parent of a hipster, sure, but a proud parent nevertheless. “Work was work. Some cowboy came in for lunch and was crappy to me and that seemed to set the mood for the rest of the day, but it’s over now.” She shrugged. “How’s classes?”

			Polly’s eyes widened. “Oh god, are they rough.” Her sister proceeded to ramble on about computer science and coding languages and advanced chemistry and all the things that Holly knew absolutely nothing about. She listened to Polly talk, though, because she just loved hearing how passionate her sister was. Polly adored college and learning, and she studied hard to get decent grades. More than anything, Holly was just glad that her sister was going to be a success. One of them should be, at least.

			The dog crawled into Holly’s lap as her sister talked about how frustrating one of her professors was and how she’d been taking extra tutoring just to pass the class, and how much time the tutoring ate up. “Which reminds me,” Polly said. “My card is empty. Can you put some more funds on it? I had to pay for the tutor and between that and food, I’m dry.” She grimaced. “I hate to ask.”

			“No, it’s okay.” Holly was expecting it, even if it meant pinching pennies for a while. “I’ll take my tips to the bank tomorrow and get them transferred over to you. Give me a day.”

			“You sure you don’t mind? I know tuition’s coming up soon.”

			“All handled,” Holly lied. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

			Polly’s eyes filled with tears. “Don’t think that I don’t appreciate you, sis. I’m so lucky to have you. Thank you so much. Now that I’m here . . .” Her voice trailed off. “I’m just so . . . I feel like it’s where I’m meant to be.” She put a hand to her chest. “I feel like my whole life is ahead of me now, you know?”

			No, Holly really didn’t know. Ever since their parents died when Holly was seventeen and Polly thirteen, she’d put her life on hold to take care of her sister. She’d gotten two jobs to make ends meet, she’d packed lunches and handled parent-teacher meetings and just . . . handled it all, because Polly needed her and they were all each other had left in the world. Sometimes it felt a little unfair, but that was just how things were and she accepted it. “I’m so glad. I love you, too.” She leaned in toward the phone’s camera. “And is it cold there? You’re wearing a scarf!”

			“The weather’s actually really nice.” Polly fingered the scarf thoughtfully, a hint of a blush on her cheeks. “The scarf was a gift from Sasha.”

			Oooh, Sasha. The chemistry advisor. It wasn’t the first time Polly had mentioned this “Sasha”—and Holly hadn’t asked if Sasha was a man or a woman. Didn’t matter. Sasha made Polly light up, and that was all that was important as far as Holly was concerned. “So am I going to get to meet Sasha when you come home for the holidays? I’m sure we can squeeze another on the couch.”

			Polly bit her lip and got quiet. “Actually, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about today.”

			Oh no. A sinking feeling swept over her. Holly kept her voice light, though. She didn’t want Polly to feel bad. “Oh?”

			“Yeah. There’s a two-week informal prep course that starts over the holidays. I think it started as just a lot of students getting together when they couldn’t go home and just tutoring one another. It’s supposed to be really beneficial and . . .” She chewed on her nail, clearly not wanting to spit the words out. “And since Christmas is just you and me, I thought maybe I’d stay up here and give the prep course a go. I could really use the extra study time. Next semester I’m going to try and take advanced physics, you know, and it’s going to be really tricky and—”

			Holly just smiled, even though her heart was breaking inside. “Don’t worry about it at all, Polly. Really. If you think this will help you with your grades, then go for it. Heck, even if it doesn’t, you’ll get the chance to make some new friends, right?”

			Polly gave her sister a shy look. “That’s right. It’s just so nice to be able to really talk to people, Hol. To rattle on and on about the things that interest me and no one’s going to judge or look at me like I’m boring them.”

			Holly’s heart broke for her sister all over again. Painted Barrel had been rough on a brilliant, shy kid who dreamed of private schools where they taught organic chemistry and higher-end math skills. Painted Barrel was lovely and sweet, but it was a very tiny town and the school’s curriculum was very basic. The kids that had gone to school with her brilliant Polly had been more interested in football and school dances and flirting than calculus or STEM. Holly couldn’t fault them, either—her favorite class back when she was at school was English, and that was because her teacher would fall asleep at her desk and the kids would pass notes all class long. She’d never been much of a learner, but she knew Polly had felt stifled. “You should absolutely do the prep course. Is it . . . extra? Moneywise?” Not that she had extra, but she’d scrape it together somehow. She’d ask Wade if she could take on more shifts. She’d hit up all the bakeries and doughnut shops within an hour’s radius and ask if they needed help over the holidays. She could sell fruitcakes on Etsy.

			She’d figure something out.

			“It’s not really extra, but I might need a little cash if everyone goes out to eat.” Polly bit her lip. “I order cheap, but I still like to go.”

			“Of course you should go,” Holly promised. She knew what it was like to see everyone going off and having a good time without you. “I’ll send a little more this time, and you can always just tell me if you need more.”

			“Are you sure, Holly?” Polly’s voice was soft. “I know it’s the holidays . . .”

			“It is,” Holly said brightly. She squeezed Pumpkin against her, ruffling the dog’s soft fur with her fingers. She’d be crying into that fur later tonight, but right now, she was holding together really well. “You can come home in the summer and I’ll absolutely smother you in big-sister love. Until then, we have our Friday night calls. And because it’s the holidays, what should I bake and send to you? What would your dorm like?”

			Polly’s eyes lit up. “What are those little cheesy cracker things called? That are shaped like stars?”

			“Uh, cheese crackers?”

			Polly giggled, and Holly’s heart warmed. She loved her sister so much. Maybe being apart for Christmas would be a good thing. She’d get in some extra work, send her sister some money, and focus on getting that tuition payment in for January. And she’d bake her heart out.

			She’d make it work. She always did.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			[image: ]

			Holly was determined to have a good day the next day, which was why it was so damned frustrating when Adam Calhoun was waiting at Wade’s the moment she walked up.

			He sat on the bench outside the restaurant, his big, fearsome-looking dog at his side. Even if the dog looked intimidating, he still wagged his tail eagerly as she approached. Good boy, she thought, though she kept her expression remote. She deliberately ignored him, not saying hello as she let herself into the saloon. She wasn’t officially on the clock until she walked through the doors, and it wasn’t like he was going out of his way to be nice, either. She set her handbag down behind the counter and hung her coat in the kitchen, said hello to Wade, then headed out to the bar.

			And if she was deliberately stalling a bit as she put on her half apron, well, no one had to know.

			Adam walked in before she flipped the closed sign over. It was like he’d gotten tired of waiting. He just sauntered in as if he owned the place, glanced at her, then deliberately turned the sign on the door over. “It’s lunch hours now.”

			She gritted her teeth. “I know. I was just about to head over to the door and turn the sign myself, but it looks like someone was too impatient.” She delivered the words with an ultra-sweet, saccharine smile while mentally shooting daggers in his direction. “Is there something I can help you with, sir?”

			“Sir?” He arched an eyebrow at her, swaggering up to the bar like the cocky asshole he was. “Someone’s angling for a tip.”

			Ugh, this guy. “Yes, I’m sure if I play my cards right, I’ll get a whole dollar from you.”

			He just smirked at her from under the brim of his baseball cap. “It’s a dollar more than you deserve for this kinda service.”

			“If you don’t like it, you’re free to go somewhere else.”

			“Ain’t nowhere else.”

			Holly gave him a cool smile. “That’s not my problem. Now, did you have an order? Or are you just here to take up counter space that a paying customer could use?”

			Adam turned slowly, pretending to look around the completely empty bar. Well, sure it was empty. People would trickle in over the next half hour. Until then, this was the perfect time for her to work on baking the bread she’d left proving all night. Of course, she couldn’t do that if this jerk was in her face, making her hate his guts.

			“Order?” she asked again, getting out her notepad and holding her temper.

			To her surprise, he pulled out a piece of paper and rattled off a half dozen different sandwiches. Ah. He was getting lunch for everyone. It wasn’t so unusual. They had a lot of walk-ins that picked up brown-bag lunches and headed back out. They weren’t her favorite, of course. Tips were always better when someone sat down to eat, because then she could charm them with conversation. After six years of working at Wade’s, she had that part of her job down pat.

			So she took the order and got to work, moving to the far end of the bar. The refrigerator case at the end held cold cuts and sandwich fixings, and she began to busily pull the order together. The sooner she got him out of here, the better.

			“Uh, excuse me,” came the hated voice down the bar.

			Holly looked up from the multiple sandwiches she had lined up and in mid-assembly. “Yes?” Was he going to pick at everything she did?

			“You’re using the wrong bread.” He moved down to where she was working, pointing over the bar. “I want the same bread we had yesterday. On all of ’em. Don’t cheap out on me.”

			Cheap out on him? Holly’s spine stiffened. “We’re out. We won’t have any until this afternoon.” The bread she was putting the sandwiches on was perfectly nice, normal bread, and she made a good sandwich. Nobody seemed to care what bread she used, most of the time. Of course this guy would. She didn’t know if she was flattered or irritated that he was making such a big deal.

			Irritated, she decided when she looked at his stubborn, handsome face. Definitely irritated.

			“I think you’re lying because you don’t like me.”

			Holly gave him an exasperated look. “Dude, they’re sandwiches. Why would I lie about the bread?”

			“Because you don’t like me,” he continued stubbornly.

			Well, no, she didn’t like him. But she worked in a restaurant. She never sabotaged the food if she had a tiff with a customer, because that was just asking to get fired. “That has nothing to do with your order. You—”

			“Is there a problem?” Wade asked, coming out of the back. He wiped his hands with a towel, affecting his mild, cheery “customer” smile.

			“Of course not,” Holly began.

			But Adam—that horrible jerk—nodded. “She’s using the wrong bread on the sandwiches. I asked for the other kind specifically.”

			So they were really going to fight over sandwiches. She sighed heavily. “And as I’ve explained, the homemade sourdough won’t be ready until later this afternoon. We’re out.”

			“How do you know you’re out?” the infuriating man asked, arms crossed over his chest.

			“Because I’m the one that makes the damn bread,” she snapped. “And I haven’t made it yet. I’m standing here arguing with you.”

			“Now, now Holly,” Wade said in his gentlest voice. “I’m sure we can all settle this easily.” He beamed at Adam Calhoun. “I’m real sorry, but if Holly says we’re out, we must be out. Let me make it up to you. I’ll throw in some extra cheesecake for everyone with your order. How’s that?”

			“Fine,” Adam said in an exasperated voice. When Wade turned away, she heard Adam mutter, “That shit’s like eating glue.”

			Holly’s lips twitched. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a smile, even if he was right about the cheesecake. Didn’t matter. She still didn’t like the jerk. But she made sandwich after sandwich with no more protest, putting extra bacon on like she always did, and wrapped them all up neatly in butcher paper. She even threw in a baked doggy treat for his pup, because he probably needed a bit of extra love if he had this guy for a dad. Wasn’t his fault that he had Adam for an owner.

			She handed him his order in silence.

			He set down a single dollar—creased lengthwise down the middle—on the counter. “For your service.” Then he turned and left.

			Dear lord, she hated that prick.

			

			•   •   •

			Adam was in a foul temper by the time he got back to the Price Ranch. It was just a damn sandwich run. Why was he letting a foul-tempered waitress get the best of him? Next time he’d just send Carson instead of going himself. He’d volunteered because Carson had been mucking stalls—not Adam’s favorite task—and Adam’s dog, Hannibal, always loved a ride in the truck. So he’d gone. Yeah, well, never again. Now he was in a crap mood, his sandwich sucked, and he was pretty sure that the next time he went to the only eatery in town, he was going to have spit in his food.

			He brought the food to the main house, where everyone seemed to be bustling. Sage had one baby on her hip and the other helping her fold laundry. Jason was on the phone, pacing in the kitchen, so Adam just left their food where it was. He’d heard that Sage wasn’t thrilled about the idea of leaving town for an entire month and had to be sweet-talked into a vacation. She was probably as prickly as that waitress and—

			“Oh, Adam, is that you?”

			Adam hid his grimace and turned around to face his boss and the mayor of Painted Barrel, Sage Cooper-Clements. Well, Jason was technically the boss of the day-to-day stuff, but the ranch belonged to Sage’s family. And Sage was the sort that liked to try to manage everything. Not in a bad way, just in an endless need to make things run smoothly. She ran the town, too, as mayor for the last year or two, and he’d seen her at every event the town had to offer, as well as looking after her children and helping with the ranch.

			Yeah, he supposed she needed a vacation.

			But he smiled at her. “Just dropping food off. I’ll be out of your hair in a minute.”

			She put down the laundry she was folding and headed over to him, balancing the baby on her hip as she moved. “I wanted to ask you . . . are you going to the Winter Festival?”

			That felt like a loaded question. “I’m pretty sure. Doesn’t everyone go? It’s next weekend, right?”

			Sage nodded brightly, her smile dimpling across her face. “First official weekend in December! Are you bringing a date? Is Carson?”

			Alarm bells went off in his head. “I can’t speak for Carson, but no, I’m not—”

			“I have a friend of a friend who’s looking to meet someone in town. She’s lonely and just got divorced and is finding it hard to get back into the dating pool, and I thought, well, I know this lovely young man that works for me and I wanted to ask you . . . ?” She trailed off, probably hoping he’d finish her sentence with enthusiasm.

			Enthusiasm was not what he was feeling at the moment. Dread was. Adam didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but dating some stranger was the last thing he wanted at the moment. Ever since finding out about Donna and the “boyfriend” she had while she was married to Adam, well, it had kinda soured him on relationships. And if he felt lonely, that’s what his hand was for. “I’m not looking to date right now.”

			Sage gave him an apologetic look, adjusting the child on her hip. “I know I’m being nosy, but I thought I’d ask. It never hurts to ask, right?”

			“Of course not. And I’m sure there’s a few lonely men in town. I’m sure she won’t have a hard time finding someone to date.” Not unless she had a personality like the sandwich harridan back at the restaurant. No wonder that one was single.

			She just sighed and pulled a lock of her long hair out of the baby’s mouth. “Jamie’s shy. And I know you well and know you’re a gentleman. You’d make a lady feel special, which is why I thought I’d ask.” She thought for a moment. “How old is Carson?”

			“You want me to ask?”

			“No, no, it’s all right. I was just thinking . . .” She pursed her lips. “It’s nothing.”

			He supposed he should go warn Carson before Sage decided he needed to be managed, too. “I think I’ll go eat my sandwich now.”

			“Oh, of course.” Sage chuckled, clearly embarrassed. “Go and eat. I’m sorry to keep you. I’m just trying to get everything in order before we go. You know how it is. How . . . how are you and Carson going to manage with food, by the way? Should I buy groceries for the house?” She gave him a curious look. “Do you cook?”

			“No, ma’am. I got used to having someone else handle my meals for me when I was in the Navy,” Adam joked. “I’m afraid it’s spoiled me. Don’t think Carson cooks, either. I’m sure we’ll figure something out. If nothing else, we can always do peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for the next while.”

			“Oh, that hardly seems fair.” She bit her lip. “I’ll talk to Jason and see what he suggests. There’s just not enough time in the day . . .” She checked her watch and sighed. “Which reminds me, I need to head into town.”

			Sage walked away, pulling out her phone with her free hand and typing as she headed back toward the laundry and her other child, multitasking. Adam took that momentary reprieve and raced out of the house with his sandwich and Carson’s. He planned on avoiding Sage up until she left. Not that she wasn’t a nice person and great to work for, but the matchmaking suggestion had spooked him.

			The last thing Adam needed was a romantic entanglement. He liked being single. He liked being in a relationship with the only person he could count on.

			Himself.
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