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Chapter 1
“How dare you!” screamed Vanessa, fury blazing in her eyes.
Dallas hustled around the other side of the overstuffed couch, trying to put more distance between them. Sweat dripped down her back. How the hell had it gotten to this? “Why are you mad at me? You’re the one who cheated.”
She instantly regretted her words. The fury doubled. She wouldn’t have been surprised if smoke started billowing out of her ears. She’d seen the woman mad more times than she could count, but never like this. Her heart began to beat rapidly as Vanessa reached for a vase on the accent table next to her.
“Van, no, don’t—”
In slow motion, the silver vase went hurtling through the air at her head.
Dallas gasped as she sat up, drenched in sweat.
“Fuck,” she hissed as she looked around the room, still foggy from the dream. It had felt so real. She heard the high pitch of her ex-wife's voice so clearly. The feel of the plush carpet under her feet. The fear coursing through her caused her lungs to seize like they were in a chokehold.
She dragged herself into a better sitting position and used the sheet to wipe sweat off her neck and bare chest. There would be no more sleep tonight.
***
Dallas Hayes shut the tailgate of her truck with a loud pop. “That’s the last of it.”
“You ready for this, sis?” asked her brother, Denver. He was taller than Dallas, but they shared the same short, silver hair and bright gray eyes that were starting to be accented with more wrinkles than Dallas would have liked.
Dallas squinted up at him, the late morning August sun blinding her. She lifted her hand to shield her eyes and the uncertainty coursing through her. She didn’t want to admit she was nervous as hell. “Yeah, I am. I need this move.”
He nodded, scraping his booted foot into the gravel driveway. The siblings had always been close, but they grew even closer when Denver moved back home five years ago to help their mother run the family farm. Their mother had passed away a year ago, and Denver and his wife had decided to continue working the family farm. Their other siblings had spread further out into the US, wanting nothing to do with the little hog farm in southern middle Tennessee. All the siblings, seven in total, got along great, which is why she found some comfort in moving to Bucksnort, Kentucky. Her support system was large and helped soak up some of the fear of starting all over at 48.
Denver slapped her shoulder and pulled her into a bear hug. She laughed as their hug turned into a small wrestling match before they parted, red-cheeked and gasping for air but smiling ear to ear. “Call me when you get to Abilene’s.”
Dallas nodded, knowing she wasn’t going straight to their sister’s home but to Dallas’ new apartment. She loved her siblings to death. She didn’t know what she would do without them. However, no matter how old she was, she was still the baby to them, and they treated her as such. She appreciated everything they did for her, but living with Denver and his wife, Erin, for the last five months and then moving in with Abilene, even if just for a few days, sounded like hell. She had stashed a blowup mattress in the cab of her truck. She would sleep in her new place, even if she had to wait a few days for the moving truck to arrive. “I’ll call. Be sure to take care of Goldie for me.”
Goldie was a moody old goat who had taken a shine to Dallas over the last several months. She would miss the old lady.
“I will. You got your cane?”
She wanted to huff at his question but refrained. He was just worried and being a Papa Bear. “Yeah, it’s in the passenger seat.”
“And you’ll do your exercises and keep your appointment with the new doctor and physical therapist?”
“Yes, Dad,” she drawled out with a roll of her eyes.
She gave the farmhouse one last look before hugging Denver goodbye and setting out on the road to her new life. She would miss the view of the fields but couldn’t wait to see what this next adventure looked like.
Dallas was still a little in disbelief that she was starting over.
With her marriage to Vanessa over and the divorce finally settled, she was free to do whatever she wanted. Anything that made her heart happy.
Vanessa had been shocked when she requested to be bought out of their insurance business. The look on her face was priceless and gave Dallas some gratification. Apparently, Vanessa thought Dallas would just roll over and take it, that she would stay with the business despite the fact that she had cheated with their business partner and Dallas’ longtime friend. Neither of them had expected her to wash her hands of it all. Her sweat and blood had been poured into that place. They had worked so hard to make the business a success, but Dallas couldn’t fathom spending even another minute around either of them. No amount of money was worth that.
If she were honest with herself, even she was surprised by her decision. Call it a little midlife crisis moment, but when the idea to take the money from the divorce and do something she had dreamed of doing for years came, it was something she had to do. She had to chase her dream.
So now, with her truck packed with the essentials and a moving van arriving in a few days with the rest of her stuff, she was about to drive five hours to Bucksnort, Kentucky, to open up a bourbon bar. She would be in the heart of bourbon country, offering a variety of brands, creating bourbon flights, hosting tasting nights, and featuring food choices that utilize local resources. She was excited and terrified all at the same time.
It had been months in the making. She didn’t have time to travel to Bucksnort every time there was a decision to be made, so she was relying heavily on her nephew, Jackson. He was going to be her right-hand man. She looked forward to seeing what had developed over the last few weeks.
With a little trepidation, she put the truck on cruise control once she pulled onto the interstate, turned on some Ashley McBryde, and tried to squash the anxiety building in her gut. Midlife crisis or not, she was on her way to a brand-new adventure.



Chapter 2
“Shit,” Laurel hissed as pain surged through her knee as it connected with the bathroom vanity. Seven years in the same apartment, and she still managed to hit her knee on the damn thing once a month.
“Laurel!” a distant voice called from outside. She strained to hear it over the drumming of rain on the tin roof above her head.
She limped over to the window, popping it open. Windy mist met her instantly. She was not surprised in the least to find her employee and best friend standing below, getting soaked. A mischievous grin tugged at her lips. “Can I help you, ma’am?”
“For fuck’s sake, throw me the keys!”
“I’m sorry, what did you say?”
“I’m getting soaked!”
“Maybe you should keep better track of yours,” she teased but quickly turned around, ignoring the slight pain still lingering in her knee, to run to the living room to get her purse. She chuckled the whole way.
With keys in hand, she returned to the bathroom. Marley was forever losing things. She’d probably find her keys in some odd place over the next day or two. “Here you go!”
Because of the purple and white awning overhang above the shop door, Laurel had to toss them out over it.
Marley missed catching them. Instead, they landed hard on the sidewalk. Laurel cringed, hoping the seashell keychain her aunt had gifted her from her trip to Mexico was still intact.
The rain began to double its efforts, prompting her to shut the window before her whole bathroom flooded quickly. The last thing she needed to add to her already messy morning was soaking up rainwater. Turning, she started getting ready for her day.
She was only 20 minutes late when she finally arrived at her shop downstairs. She had paused long enough to throw the pinto beans that she had soaked overnight in the slow cooker for dinner. She couldn’t wait to dig in. Having dinner already taken care of gave her a little bit of comfort as she mentally ticked that off her list for the day.
Usually, she would feel grateful walking into her shop because she was living her dream running a fabric and sewing shop, Knotty Threads, but every so often, she was just tired. Despite her body and mind telling her otherwise, she had gone ahead with the launch of a new fabric collection, Prairies and Petals. It had been a hit, going viral in the sewing community. The preorders far exceeded her expectations, which led her to rush another order for the actual launch to ensure she had enough. She had been up all night cutting the pre-orders so they would be ready to go out the morning of the launch. It had only been one month since the last launch, and she was still getting a high volume of orders from it. At times, it felt as if she were drowning in a sea of cotton fabric.
“I’m so sorry I’m late. I was up until two this morning, and I overslept,” she apologized to Marley, her cheeks tinged red. She hated being late, especially when she was literally just upstairs. She prided herself on keeping a schedule. It made life much less complicated.
“It’s alright. You can make it up to me with lunch. I forgot mine again,” admitted Marley.
“Deal,” laughed Laurel.
The day progressed faster than Laurel had anticipated. She was sure business was going to be slow when she checked the weather and saw it was supposed to rain the entire day, but there had been a decent number of customers coming in.
She worked on the online orders while Marley worked with customers up front.
Laurel enjoyed it when she was able to get into a rhythm with the orders. She was quick to grab the correct bolts of fabric, flipping them over to measure the correct yardage, then cutting, folding, and placing them in neat stacks on her large work surface. Then one to the next, then another after that, only pausing long enough to occasionally apply lotion to her dry hands. The fabric practically sucked the moisture from them.
At lunchtime, Laurel’s stomach was rumbling so loudly that Marley heard it from her spot at the counter. She raised a thin black eyebrow at her. “Hungry?”
Blushing, Laurel nodded with a laugh. “I’ve only had coffee. How about I walk to Frank’s to get us lunch?”
“That would be great.”
Laurel grabbed her purse and started for the door. She was happy to see that the rain was currently just a light drizzle. She grabbed an umbrella by the front shop door that she had repurposed herself with the most adorable green and cream gingham pattern. She had fallen in love with the pattern the instant she saw it.
The August air had an unusual chill to it when she stepped out, and she pulled her sweater tighter around her. It would probably be muggy and oppressive tomorrow after the rain. She was looking forward to the holidays and the cold weather they would bring. Hot chocolate and cozy pajamas. Christmas-themed quilts thrown over everything. And all the holiday-themed sweaters she could get her hands on. It was her favorite time of year.
She carefully picked her way over the wet sidewalk to Frank’s, a deli that sold made-to-order sandwiches and always had two different soups of the day. They had opened the store a few years ago and developed a cult following in town. The soups were delicious, and the quality meats and cheeses for the sandwiches couldn’t be beaten.
A bell chimed as she walked through the door, leaning her wet umbrella against the wall beside it. When she looked up, she immediately noticed she was not the only one who had Frank’s on her mind, because the small storefront was packed with people chatting and lined neatly along the room. A cloud of savory scent hung over them, enticing their bellies into anticipation. Frank and his son, Eddie, were busy filling orders, while his wife, Jean, attended to the customers. Even though it was just the three of them, the line seemed to be moving steadily.
Glancing at the specials board, she quickly decided on the tuna salad and twice-baked potato chowder. She double-checked the text Marley sent with what she wanted: a roast beef sandwich and the same soup.
“Hey, Laurel, what can I get you?” Jean greeted her with a cheerful smile. She leaned against the tall counter, a pen and order pad in her aging hands.
"Can I get tuna salad on wheat, roast beef and Swiss on rye, and two cups of twice-baked potato soup? Oh, and some extra pickle spears.”
She paid and stepped to the side, noting how sore her feet already were from standing at the cutting table all morning. She was exhausted. She hoped the day went by as fast as the first half because she wanted nothing more than to watch the latest episode of the trashy reality show she had been hooked on, then go to sleep.
As she waited for her order, she cringed when the unmistakable voice of Jonathan Sumner sounded. It crawled over her like nails on a chalkboard. “I think that sounds like a great idea, Laurel. I’ll have the tuna and soup as well.”
“Motherfucker,” Laurel muttered low, her back still to Jonathan. The old man in front of her turned, raising an eyebrow. She grimaced. “Sorry.”
Reluctantly, she turned to find the perpetual thorn in her side since she was 10 years old and had started filling out. Jonathan noticed the new changes in her body as puberty took hold and had been enamored with Laurel ever since. No amount of refusal seemed to deter him. He only seemed to crank up the effort when he found out she was a lesbian when they were in high school. She loathed Jonathan Sumner.
Through a forced smile, she acknowledged him, nodding. “Hello, Jonathan.”
“Hello to my favorite little seamstress.” He grinned and attempted to put a long arm around her, but she knew that move well and blocked it with her large purse. The smile never left his handsome face. Even Laurel couldn’t deny that the man was attractive. Tall, broad-shouldered, light auburn hair, and a jaw so sharp it could cut glass. He was the most sought-after bachelor in town, and she detested him.
She rolled her eyes, side-stepping as the line moved more. Her voice was steely and cold. The complete opposite of her usual self. “I’ve told you before, I’m not a seamstress.”
“Seamstress, blanket maker, whatever,” he dismissed her. He looked her up and down, taking in her wrap dress. Laurel was built like a bolded number 8 and knew how to dress her figure. He pinched the fabric on the shoulder of her dress. “I bet you even made this, uh, quirky little thing.”
She had. When she saw the pale blue fabric with little gold buttons and spools of thread, she instantly cut off a few yards for herself, knowing her social media following would eat it up. She wasn’t going to give Jonathan the satisfaction of confirming that, though.
“Laurel,” Frank called out, holding up a bag.
“Got to go,” she said quickly to Jonathan and dashed to get the bag. She wasted no time heading for the door and grabbing her umbrella.
She let out a breath as she stepped out, popping the umbrella open with one hand. The rain hadn’t stopped, and she wished she had worn proper rain footwear instead of heeled booties. Her steps were slower than she would have liked so that she could avoid splashing water up.
Because of her poor choice in footwear, Jonathan had no issues catching up to her with his order in one hand. How did he move that fast? He grabbed the umbrella from her hand, lifting it several inches to cover himself, which left her lower half unprotected from the rain.
“You know, I have tickets to Moulin Rouge at the playhouse in Louisville next Saturday. It’s a limited showing. We could drive up early, have dinner, and then see the show. I could even book a room at a lovely hotel just down the road. We could make a weekend out of it.”
Laurel snorted, earning herself a frown from Jonathan. “Jonathan, have I ever given you even the slightest, tiniest, wee little bit of a hint that I want to go anywhere with you, let alone on a date that ends with us alone in a hotel room?”
“We’ve vacationed together many times.”
“With our families as kids. It’s not the same. You need to accept that we’re not going out.”
He winked at her, drawing to a stop in front of her shop. “I’ve always believed that if I want something, then if I try hard enough, I'll get it. And I want you, Laurel Darby.”
“It’s not going to happen. We’ve been over this a thousand times.”
“Then I hope one thousand and one does the trick.” He smirked, closing the umbrella and opening the door for her. “I’ll see you later.”
Laurel sighed, nodding her head at Jonathan. By this point, nothing he did surprised her. She took the umbrella and walked in, thankful he didn’t follow.
“Was that Jonathan Sumner?” asked Marley, as if her eyes hadn’t followed him through the front window until he disappeared.
“Unfortunately,” Laurel muttered, setting the bag of food down on their table.
“He’s so dreamy looking,” sighed Marley.
“In a nightmare sort of way.”



Chapter 3
Laurel worked through her lunch, taking bites while she edited a video for her social media. While her shop made decent money, her online business did much better.
Her fan base ranged from professional seamstresses to people who just enjoyed watching her sew or cut fabric. She hosted online and in-person classes for beginners, teaching them to make everything from potholders to patchwork quilts.
What really drove up the views were her hand-pieced and stitched portraits. Using appliqué and embroidery, she made fabric art. She would take time-lapses of herself sketching the pattern, cutting pieces of fabric to form the face of a person, sewing them down, sometimes layer by layer, and using thread to create details like fine lines around the eyes. She had one project go viral, getting 2.5 million hits in two days. She never anticipated anyone would want to see her portrait of her favorite customer, Barbara, let alone that many, but after that one video, her little business took off. And she gladly went along with it.
The rest of the day went by without a hitch. She was dead on her feet when she finally shut the lights off and locked the door.
Not for the first time did she grumble to herself that she had to leave out the back door into the rain just to step a couple of feet over to go through the door that led to her upstairs apartment. She wished Marta, her landlord, would install at least a cover over the doors so she wouldn’t get soaked.
Despite that, Laurel loved having her apartment over her shop, though some days she wondered if it was actually a bad thing. She stayed late because she told herself she didn’t have far to go home. She would make excuses to stay at work, thinking what a waste it was to be upstairs doing nothing when she could be downstairs being productive. Turning her brain off was hard. How was she supposed to stop? Her aunt, Adella, had been heavily hinting at taking time off. The thought of stopping for any length of time made her chest hurt, and anxiety immediately squeezed all the air from her lungs.
Growing up, Laurel didn’t realize she had a privileged life. She lived in a large house with a housekeeper, Florence. Her clothing was often refreshed with the latest fashions. She never wanted for food. She never worried about bills. It was a lifestyle most would love to have, and she had lived in ignorance of its rarity in the small, rural Kentucky town.
Laurel’s family-owned company ran the most successful real estate business in central Kentucky. Her grandfather started it when he was 27 years old. He built success from the ground up, flipping houses, building housing developments, eventually moving on to commercial buildings, and then into investing. Laurel’s family was more than comfortable. They were the second richest family in Bucksnort, Jonathan Sumner’s family being the only one above them. The Sumner family was full of lawyers and political figures, which paired well with the Darby empire. Both families wanted for nothing but devoured everything around them. A group of sometimes unethical sharks.
And that was what spurred Laurel on. She may be a Darby, but Laurel wanted to build her own company. To make her own money. Her uncle had been furious when he found out she had taken out a loan from a local bank instead of using family funds. And then rented a building from someone else when they had plenty of property she could use. It took a few months for him to come around to her reasoning, but he eventually stopped passively aggressively mentioning it. Aunt Adella was more confused by it. She grew up in a wealthy family and then married into the Darby clan. Like Laurel, she never wanted for a thing. However, unlike Adella, Laurel didn’t want to be handed her ticket to life. She wanted to earn it. Hence her current situation.
Once Laurel started finding success with her shop, she couldn’t turn it off. She couldn’t remember the last time she had gone out with friends. Or took a full day off. She couldn’t even guess which year her last date was. She lived vicariously through reality TV while she worked. She had thought about getting a cat, but that would just be one more thing that would take away from the shop.
Aside from family lunch held every second Sunday of the month at Adella’s, she didn’t have anything else going on except work. Work, work, work.
She unlocked the back door, then locked it behind her before trudging her way up the stairs to her apartment. She cast a glance at the door of the apartment across from hers out of habit. No one had lived there in about a year. She knew someone had rented the store beside her but had yet to meet anyone. She hoped whoever it was didn’t get in the way or was too loud.
Once safely inside her apartment, she flipped the lights on. The smell of pinto beans, seasoned with bacon, hit her immediately. Her mouth started watering. All she needed to do was pop a pan of cornbread into the oven and slice a white onion, and dinner was done. She loved a pot of beans. Growing up, Florence had to sneak to make Laurel some. Adella didn’t like traditional Southern food, but Laurel loved it. In her apartment, she could make whatever her heart desired.
Her phone buzzed from her purse, which she had deposited on her kitchen counter. She dug it out. “Hey, Aunt Adella.”
“Hello, Laurel, I wanted to remind you about our lunch this Sunday. I called earlier, but you didn’t answer, nor did you call me back,” complained Adella in her high-pitched voice. Laurel didn’t know for sure, but she had a hunch her aunt’s shrill snores at night were why she and Uncle Stanford slept in separate bedrooms. She loved her aunt to death, but sometimes the sharp, whistle-pitched sounds she made were a bit much.
Laurel’s lips turned down at the reminder. She hated Sunday dinner. She always tried her best to get out of it, but Adella wasn’t accustomed to being told no. “I remember. I’ll try to make it.”
“Don’t start with the excuses. I know what you’re doing. You’ll be here at 1:00. I miss your face, Laurel. You don’t come to see me enough. I shouldn’t have to force you.”
Guilt shot through Laurel’s gut. Adella was as skilled at manipulation as Laurel was at sewing. Only one of them used their powers for evil. With a sigh, she nodded to no one. “You’re right, I’ll be there. Can I bring anything?”
“Just yourself. Florence will prepare everything like usual.”
There was one bright spot. She loved Florence. She had been with the family for as long as Laurel could remember, as housekeeper and cook. When Laurel’s mother died, she lived primarily with her aunt and uncle. Her father loved her, but he had no idea what to do with a three-year-old girl. He spent most of his time traveling for work and would spend time with Laurel when his schedule allowed. Adella and Florence were essentially her parents from then on. The mention of Florence made the dread in her gut lift. “I’ll be there at 1:00 then.”
After hanging up, she turned the oven on to preheat while she changed into her pajamas. Her stomach let out a loud grumble when she walked back into the kitchen. Waiting for the cornbread to cook felt like forever, but after about 30 minutes, she ladled a large portion of beans into a bowl, accompanied by a small plate with cornbread and slices of raw onion and bread and butter pickles. A must for a bowl of beans.
Taking her food to her bedroom, she settled into her bed, a food tray over her lap. An episode or two of trash reality TV would do her some good.
As she attempted to unwind, she kept finding herself reaching for her phone to check the shop's social media accounts. Anxiety crept into her gut whenever she went too long without seeing what was going on or posting. Not for the first time did she think that perhaps therapy would be a good idea.
After a couple of episodes and a melatonin, she shut everything off and snuggled under her comforter, hopeful that the sleep would be restful. It didn’t take long for it to claim her as the rain continued to tap above on the tin roof.



Chapter 4
Dallas sighed with relief when the "Welcome to Bucksnort" sign came into view.
Her five-hour drive took nearly nine hours between traffic and one of the worst storms she’d seen in years. She had thought pulling over for dinner would give her aching knee and cramped hands from gripping the wheel a break and let the storm move along, but it was as if it had decided to take the trip with her, waiting outside the diner until she was back in her truck. It was still tagging along with her when she first entered town.
The windshield wipers thumped back and forth as she squinted at the alley the GPS led her to. She knew there was a back door to the building that would be her bar. She was thrilled when her nephew found a building with an apartment above it. She wouldn’t have to commute or deal with two different locations. Jackson had texted her on the way that he put the keys under the mat.
She swore under her breath when she pulled her truck into the little alley. She was going to get soaked. A compact SUV sat close to the door but wasn’t blocking her from getting to it. She pulled behind it and shut off her engine as the rain and wind pummeled the truck. It rocked slightly.
“Well, Dallas, home sweet home,” she muttered to herself. She hoped this mess of weather wasn’t an omen of how her time in Bucksnort was going to go.
Taking one more look at the sloshy mess pelting her truck, she grabbed her duffel bag and went out in the pouring rain.
Water splashed up with each hurried step, soaking her jeans. The keys were under the mat, just as Jackson had promised. She luckily picked the correct one on the first try, and with a twist of the knob, she was inside the little hall and out of the storm. The weather was muffled immediately as the door shut behind her.
She turned and groaned when she looked up. “So many fucking stairs.”
All she wanted to do was inflate her bed and get off her knee. She could feel the tightness from the swelling she had developed during the drive.
With a grunt and a groan, she stiffly made her way up, already dreading that she would have to make another trip down to get the blow-up mattress and bedding.
A sense of relief washed over her when she finally reached the top. She glanced at the doors, noticing each had a number. Hers was apartment #1. She had no idea if anyone was living in apartment #2, but she assumed someone did by the car outside.
Turning to her door, she took a deep breath. “Well, it looks like this is it. Time to start my new life.”
She slid the key in, turned, then pushed the door open to a darkened apartment that smelled stale and dusty. She would need to air it out when the rain stopped.
Groping around the wall just inside the door, she found a switch and flipped it on. It was larger than the pictures Jackson had sent.
The living room and kitchen were open-concept, with plain beige carpeting, white walls, and wood kitchen cabinets. No personality at all. It was unfurnished, and every movement she made echoed off the walls. Though Jackson had complained about the carpet running throughout the apartment, she was silently glad for it. It was easier for her to keep her footing. She would add nonskid rugs to the kitchen and bathrooms' tiled floors as soon as she could.
She dropped her bag on the floor and turned, stepping back out into the hall. She sighed again at the set of stairs, wondering briefly why she didn’t just go to Abilene’s after all, but then she remembered this was her new start. It wasn’t supposed to be easy.
Accepting her current situation, she descended the stairs at a hobble, holding tightly to the railing. The rain had increased its assault outside. She couldn’t remember the last time she had experienced so much rain. It was never-ending. She would be stiff for days.
She grabbed the box containing her mattress, then slung it over the top of another she had packed her bedding in. Loaded down now, she had to move more slowly, which caused her clothing and short hair to become even more saturated with rainwater. Some trickled down her forehead and into her eyes, causing her to blink rapidly.
With arms full, she struggled to open the door but managed to get inside without incident. She was tempted to stop at the bottom of the stairs to rest but decided against it. It was best to keep moving. The quicker she moved, the faster she could lie down.
She was so focused on making it up the stairs safely that she didn’t notice the person standing in the doorway of the other apartment, bat raised high, until the last step.
Startled, she didn’t lift her bad leg up enough, causing the front of her shoe to catch the lip of the last step. She tumbled forward, boxes thrown across the small platform, and landed hard. Searing pain shot through her knee, causing her vision to blur as she went sprawling on the floor before clutching her knee. “Motherfucker!” she swore between clenched teeth.
“Are you okay?” a frantic, southern drawl sounded above her.
“Do I look okay? What the hell?” she groaned as she rolled onto her back.
“Well, I don’t know who you are. I heard noise and thought it was a burglar or something.”
“Do I look like a bur—” the question died on the tip of her tongue as she looked up at the pissed-off woman.
Dark brown hair framed a heart-shaped face that held a few laugh lines around full lips and blazing blue eyes. Dallas couldn’t help but immediately think she looked like a young Delta Burke, the first celebrity crush she ever had and was instrumental in recognizing her love of women.
Dallas’ eyes roamed down to a pale blue nightgown that hugged delicious, full curves so sharp one could wreck themselves on them. Mouth filling with saliva, she licked her lips and swallowed hard. The pain had become an afterthought at the sight of the gorgeous woman. It was on the second round of her eyes roaming over the woman that she noticed the bat was still held defensively in delicate hands.
She shook her head, breaking the trance the angry woman had on her. The pain in her knee penetrated her thoughts, and she was irritated once again. Hot or not, the woman caused her a lot of pain and probably a week's worth of setbacks. She’d barely be able to move tomorrow.
“Could you put the bat down?” asked Dallas as she sat up gingerly, wincing at the pain.
The woman slowly lowered the bat but still held it to her chest, watching Dallas closely. “Are you in pain?”
Pride stinging, Dallas wanted to protest, but she didn’t have the fight in her. “Yeah, I got a bad knee. It was already swollen from the drive, and hitting it didn’t help.”
The bat fell to her side in one hand as worry took over the woman's soft face. “I’m sorry about that. I should have announced myself. I can help you up.”
Dallas held her hand up to stop her, shaking her head. “It’s easier if I do it myself. Do you have something like a kitchen chair?”
“Yes,” answered the dark brunette, her face brightening at being able to help. She disappeared into her apartment only to quickly return with a polished wooden chair. “Will this do?”
“Yeah, that’s great. Put it against the wall,” she instructed, pointing to the wall closest to her.
The woman watched intently as Dallas scooted her way over to the chair. She wanted to tell the woman to stop staring at her. To stop taking a hit at her pride. She didn’t like people to see her in weak moments like this.
The weight of her eyes never left Dallas’ body. Even through the cold, soaked clothing, she could feel the heat of her gaze. After a couple of minutes, she had managed to stand but was hesitant to put weight on her leg. She rested her foot gingerly on the floor, a hand on the back of the chair.
“I’m Laurel Darby, by the way,” the woman said, holding her handout. It was then that Dallas realized the bat was gone. She must have deemed Dallas safe enough to no longer need a weapon. Or maybe it was just because Dallas was down to one leg.
Dallas took the offered hand. It was warm and soft, exactly what Dallas would expect, but the fingertips were a little rough as they trailed off her hand when they released. “Dallas Hayes. I guess we’re neighbors.”
“Looks like it,” agreed Laurel. She poked her head inside Dallas' apartment, then turned around with a frown. “Are you planning on staying here tonight? You don’t really have anything.”
Annoyance nudged at Dallas. Who did this woman think she was? Between the pain and the kick to her pride, plus the fact that she was soaked and growing cold, she was well on her way to being pissed off again. “Yeah, I was.”
Laurel shook her head, then stepped into Dallas’ apartment to grab her duffle bag. “You don’t even have towels up here. You can use my bathroom to get freshened up.”
Dallas’ mouth dropped open as Laurel walked past her with her bag, leaving a ghosted scent of lavender and a tug in Dallas’ gut. She liked a take-charge woman but hadn’t expected it from her.
Intrigued and wanting to get out of her cold, soaked clothes, she carefully took stuttered steps across the landing and to Laurel’s door. She gripped onto the doorframe, wishing she had her cane, and was about to complain to Laurel that she needed to go back to her truck but stopped at the sight of the apartment.
Laurel’s apartment oozed femininity. From the pink walls to the rose-themed kitchen to the white lace curtains. Little knick-knacks and pretty, floral paintings on the walls. It was like every stereotype of femininity threw up in the room. The overstuffed beige couch did look inviting with its plush cushions, pink throw pillows, and a thick quilt on the back.
“Dallas? You can come in. You don’t have to stand in the door,” commented Laurel. Dallas' old, worn hunter green duffel bag stood out, hanging off Laurel’s shoulder. She held onto the strap with two hands. Dallas knew it was heavy.
“I, uh…” Dallas winced, not wanting to admit she needed her walking aid. The throbbing in her leg was getting worse, and she knew putting weight on it would likely mean falling to the floor again. Sighing, she sucked up what little pride she had left. “I need my cane. I can’t put all my weight on it like this.”
Laurel frowned, tilting her head, then dropped the bag onto the couch. “Where is it? I can get it for you.”
“You know, you just met me, right? You have no idea who I am. You’ve invited me into your home and are offering to leave me alone in here. It’s kind of stupid of you to be this trusting.”
A sharp eyebrow arched at her, followed by a shrug as she took the bulk of the bag in her hands. With more strength than Dallas expected the delicate-looking woman to have, she heaved the bag past her, landing in her own apartment, where the door was still standing wide open. With purposeful steps, she charged forward, prompting Dallas to stumble out the door. “Well, if you’re going to be unappreciative, then you can just do it yourself.”
Laurel slammed her door, leaving Dallas equal parts stunned and turned on. This woman is spunky.
Sighing, Dallas turned back to her apartment, grumbling but grateful that Laurel's kitchen chair was still in the hall. She carefully walked over to it and pulled it into her apartment, shutting the door behind her.
“This was a mistake,” she admitted to herself with heavy shoulders.
The apartment walls loomed in on her. The rain against the window sounded eerily similar to gunshots in the distance, and her body hurt, throbbing more with each minute. What had made her think this was a good idea? She could be in her cozy bed back at the farm, blissfully dry and drifting off to sleep. Instead, she was on the verge of shivering and feeling sorry for herself.
Her pocket began to buzz in her jeans, breaking her thoughts from her personal pity party. Abilene’s name flashed on the screen. She slid up to answer. “Hello?”
“Where are you?” Gee, no hello at least?
Dallas sank into the kitchen chair. She couldn’t repress the groan that came from deep in her chest. “Hey to you too, Abbie.”
“Where are you at? You were supposed to be here hours ago.” That was the worst part of being the baby of the family. Dallas was still being treated like she was 16.
“I decided to stay at my apartment tonight.” Dallas waited for the verbal lashing she knew was coming her way. One, two, three…
“Dallas Deana Hayes, what part of the doctor saying you need to take it easy do you not understand? You don’t even have a bed in that apartment. It’s storming and dark, and you could get hurt. You come here right now.”
Dallas winced at the harsh, demanding voice yelling in her ear. “I’m fine. I have a blowup mattress and some snacks in my bag.”
Abilene let out the most guilt-riddled sigh Dallas had ever heard. She knew her sister was changing tactics, and she’d feel even worse by the end of it. “I made your favorite for dinner. Do you know how long it takes to assemble a cheddar jalapeno meatloaf? I had to make two because my stomach can only handle the normal kind. And not to mention the price of meat and cheese lately. I even got the nice cheddar. You know, from the deli part of the store.”
“Abilene,” Dallas groaned, her voice becoming whiny.
“And let's not forget that I spent the better part of the morning stooped over dusting and vacuuming and washing the bedding in the guest room so you could rest in a clean, comfortable room…”
Closing her eyes, she rested her head on the back of the chair. “I’m sorry, I should have come over. I just wanted to get into my new place. I didn’t mean to put you out.”
“You didn’t put me out. You could never. I love my baby sister. I just want you to have a good transition here. Moving and changing your life, not to mention being divorced and single at your age—”
“Okay, okay, I’ve learned my lesson. I promise I’ll make time to come over tomorrow to see you and have my favorite meatloaf.”
“Come here tonight. It’s only a 20-minute drive.”
Dallas gently rubbed her knee. It was twice the size it should be and was quickly running out of room in her jeans. There was no way she was going back down the stairs tonight. “I’m going to stay here. I’m already settled.”
“Then get unsettled and come here.” There was no arguing with Abilene when she was set on something. Dallas knew from the tone in her voice that she wasn’t going to stop unless she had a good reason.
“I can’t,” sighed Dallas. “I fell and hit my knee, so going back down those stairs tonight isn’t an option.”
Silence met her confession before Abilene’s sharp voice broke through. “Are you serious? You’ve hurt yourself already? I’ll call Jack—”
“No, no, don’t call him. He’s probably already in bed. Besides, he’ll be here tomorrow morning anyway. I’ll be fine.”
“You need help, Dallas.”
Dallas gritted her teeth. She despised asking for help. “I’ll be fine, I promise. I need to go, though.”
Abilene sighed with all the guilt-filled air she had in her 65-year-old lungs. “Okay, call me in the morning.”
“I will. I promise.”
Hanging up left Dallas with a little bit of relief. She had fully expected her sister to insist on sending Jackson.
She allowed herself to rest while browsing on her phone. She briefly thought of soaking in a bath but didn’t have a towel, and she still had to blow up her mattress. How she was going to manage to do that from a chair would be interesting.
A knock on the door echoed loudly in the empty apartment. She called out, “Come in.”
She was surprised when Laurel walked through the door instead of Jackson. She looked less than thrilled to be there. “Abilene called and asked if I could help her stubborn sister.”
Dallas blinked a few times before responding. “You know my sister?”
“Yeah, I do. She’s been one of my regular customers for years. She told me about you renting the place beside me a few months ago.”
Dallas’ stomach dropped as her cheeks heated. “So, you knew who I was?”
“Yep,” Laurel said with her arms crossed and lips pressed thinly.
Dallas didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t expected that.
“This is where you apologize for calling me stupid.”
Ducking her head, Dallas wondered how many more punches to her pride she could handle in one day. She rubbed the back of her neck, looking up sheepishly. “I’m sorry for calling you stupid. I guess I let my frustration with my knee and the rain get the best of me.”
Laurel smirked, her deep blue eyes shining playfully. “Thank you. Now, let’s try this again.”



Chapter 5
Laurel still couldn’t believe how her night was going.
She had just been soundly asleep when a noise brought her out of sleep. Fear had gripped her when she realized that it was coming outside her door. She didn’t know if someone was breaking in, so she grabbed her trusty bat and went to investigate. She wasn’t a violent person but wasn’t going to just not do anything. She had swung it a few times to get the feel as she crept to her door, listening intently until she deemed it was time to open it and confront whoever it was.
What she hadn’t expected was Dallas Hayes, Abilene Bowers’ hot silver fox sister, soaked to the bone and literally falling at her feet. The woman was hot, but her attitude diminished the attraction. She didn’t care for rude people, especially when she was just trying to help.
She held the umbrella close as she sloshed her way to Dallas’ truck. The rain had been comforting, tapping on the roof as she was falling asleep, but now it was just annoying. She found Dallas’ cane where she said it would be, then quickly made her way back inside.
She took off her rain boots and stashed her umbrella by the downstairs door before locking it. Neither of them would be leaving again for the night, and she had zero desire to have to get the bat again. Bucksnort was relatively safe, but she didn’t want to chance someone coming along and finding the door unlocked.
When she returned to the apartment, she noticed the water in the bathtub had stopped running.
Once Dallas had swallowed her pride, she asked if she could take a quick bath. Laurel could tell it had been difficult for her to accept the help, but the woman was clearly exhausted. She had been firmly set on not leaving to go to Abilene’s. Laurel wondered if it was partly because of her knee. She tried not to make the other woman feel helpless when she had helped Dallas to the bathroom.
Abilene had been apologetic when she called. She didn’t know she hadn’t been the one to wake Laurel up. The concern in her voice made Laurel smile. She could tell Abilene was worried by the worry lacing each word. Being in a close family was not something Laurel had the luxury of experiencing. She didn’t even hesitate when Abilene asked her to go help her sister.
She knocked on the bathroom door. “Dallas, I’ve got your cane. Do you want it in there?”
“Yeah, you can just put it by the door.”
Cracking the door, Laurel resisted the urge to look in the mirror that she knew was opposite the bathtub. She thought the woman was hot, but she wasn’t the type to take advantage like that. She tucked the cane by the door and pulled it almost closed. “Are you hungry? I have leftover pinto beans and cornbread from dinner.”
There was a long pause, prompting Laurel to wonder if she shouldn’t have offered, but then Dallas answered, “Yeah, that sounds great.”
The answer made Laurel smile for some reason. She should be irritated at the woman for disrupting her much-needed sleep, but she wasn’t. “Okay, I’ll get it heating up. Do you like white onion with yours?”
“Yeah, and hot sauce if you have some.”
She shut the door and went to the opposite end of the hall to the linen closet. She grabbed some sheets and a couple of pillows that she had for when company stayed the night. Though people rarely stayed over, she liked to keep some on hand just in case. She had a cousin who would pop into town occasionally, out of nowhere. More than once, she was thankful she had spent the extra cash for a couch with a nice pull-out bed. It would be much more comfortable to sleep on than that blow-up mattress that Dallas had brought. And she suspected it would be easier to get up from.
Laurel smiled to herself as she placed the cornbread back in the oven to warm and portioned out some beans into a pot to reheat. The realization that Dallas had managed to do something that seemed nearly impossible just hours earlier hit her. Laurel had not thought about the shop or the new launch since she was pulled from her sleep. It was a nice break, even if it was short.
By the time Laurel had the foldout made up, Dallas was stepping out of the bedroom, leaning on her cane. The scent of clean pine and musk rolled through the room. Laurel liked the smell and wondered if it was from body wash.
Dallas’ eyebrows raised high when she saw the made-up bed. “Oh, thank you. I could have helped with that. I hate that you’re going to all this trouble.”
Laurel shrugged, walking over to the kitchen, her cheeks heating a little. “It wasn’t much, and I did cause you to get hurt.”
“True, you nearly took me out,” teased Dallas, a smirk on her face. Laurel decided she liked that look way more than the pissed-off look from earlier. She could feel Dallas watch her as she spooned the beans into a bowl beside a small plate with a thick slice of yellow cornbread and cuts of raw, white onion. “That smells fantastic. I didn’t realize I was hungry until you mentioned food.”
“It’s nothing fancy. I’ve been so busy lately that I’ve been making a lot of crockpot meals. Beans are excellent when it comes to an easy dinner. Just soak them, then toss them in with a ham hock and some onion and seasonings, then let it do its thing. Boom, dinner,” said Laurel cheerfully as she placed the bowl and cornbread on the little white-painted table with rose-printed placemats she had made herself. “I’ll grab a spoon and the hot sauce.”
Laurel noticed Dallas moved more confidently with the cane as she went to sit at the table. She couldn’t tell if the swelling had gone down because of her plaid cotton pajama bottom, but she doubted it had gotten much better. She couldn’t help but notice the long-sleeved brown Henley fit Dallas very well. The woman wasn’t thin but wasn’t overweight, just solidly built. She was clearly braless by the hard peaks of her small breasts showing through the textured fabric.
“So you own the craft store next door?” asked Dallas as she took the spoon that Laurel held out for her. Laurel also set a bottle of hot sauce by her.
“Quilt shop, but yes, Knotty Threads is my shop.”
She nodded at Laurel’s reply before hefting a spoonful into her mouth. Dallas moaned. “This is good. I don’t suppose you have any milk?”
Smiling, Laurel nodded, then turned to make up a glass. Her chest filled with warmth. Dallas' compliment pleased her more than it should have. It was just beans after all. “What is your store going to be?”
“A bourbon bar,” answered Dallas between bites. She shook a healthy amount of hot sauce into the bowl.
Laurel frowned to herself as she unscrewed the cap to the milk jug. “A bar? That sounds…loud.”
A pause of silence met her words before Dallas finally spoke. “I suppose the word 'bar' would give you that impression, but it’s more upscale. Like a tasting bar, not a bar in the traditional sense.”
Laurel set the glass down beside Dallas. “Still, alcohol makes people get loud.”
Shrugging, Dallas grabbed the glass. “It will be more like a restaurant with food and tasting experiences. Not throwing back shots. My god, I think this food is just what I needed.”
Laurel offered a warm smile in response to the praise as she slid into the seat across from her. In the softer light of the kitchen area, she noticed for the first time the fine lines etched around Dallas’ mouth and eyes—subtle, lived-in details that time had given her. She was older than Laurel had originally guessed, and the realization stirred something inside her.
Laurel had always found herself drawn to older women, though she’d never examined the why too closely. Maybe it was the calm that came with having already weathered a few storms or the way they moved through the world without apology, as if they'd already learned which rules were worth keeping and which were made to be broken. That was a level of confidence she wished she had.
Dallas must have taken her silence as worry, because she frowned a little as she spoke. “I promise, it’s not that type of bar.”
“I hope not.” Somehow, Laurel didn’t believe her.



Chapter 6
By Tuesday morning, Laurel's nerves were frayed. She’d spent the whole weekend double- and triple-checking orders, tweaking her promotional posts, and second-guessing every choice she’d made. The launch meant everything to her, and the pressure was sitting squarely on her shoulders. Its weight was growing by the minute.
She hadn’t slept more than four hours a night since the week started—her brain just wouldn’t quit. But then there was that one night. The night Dallas had shown up.
It had surprised her how easily she’d settled back into bed with Dallas just in the living room. For the first time in weeks, her thoughts had quieted, and her body allowed her to rest. She’d actually slept six full hours, uninterrupted. She hadn’t expected to feel that kind of comfort with a stranger in her home, but it didn’t bother her. There was something about Dallas that put her at ease.
That next morning, she woke to the smell of eggs and bacon. Dallas had made her breakfast as a thank you for the help. Or at least that was what Laurel gleaned from the little bit of conversation she had with the woman. Not an outright thank you, but the intention was there. It was a nice gesture, and for once, someone had taken care of Laurel. She had showered a little slower that morning, knowing she didn’t have to worry about breakfast. They had exchanged polite chit-chat before both left to get their days started. She hadn’t really seen much of Dallas since.
With her hands on her hips, she examined the enormous pile of boxes and stuffed crates full of mailers. She was sure that she had everything ready to go out when the mail truck arrived. She had called the post office as soon as they opened to let them know there was a larger-than-normal shipment that would likely take up the better part of a truck, her largest load to date. Excitement raced through her as she reached for her phone to snap a picture. She’d also try to get a picture of them in the mail truck to post on her socials.
“Have you looked outside?” asked Marley as she walked into the back room.
“No, I’ve been pretty focused on this. What’s going on?”
“Let’s just say I understand why we’ve been slower than I expected this morning. Especially for a new launch,” said Marley with a grim face.
Laurel frowned and headed for the front door, the only sound coming from the rubbing of her rainbow tights between her thighs and the thumping of her purple metallic wedges. She went for bright and bold on launch day. It gave her a boost of happiness, but the happiness didn’t last long as she noticed the shop was empty. She had expected at least a decently steady crowd shopping in person today. They had done so much marketing.
She heard the noise before she saw the issue. Men shouting and engines roaring infiltrated the front of the shop. Metal on metal pinging obnoxiously away, only to be more amplified by the echoing effect of the square's tightly packed buildings. What the hell?
Peeking out the front glass door, she was met with controlled construction chaos. Men in neon construction vests, blue jeans, and work boots were scattered around the front of the building, along with various trucks and heavy machinery. A large steel sign was hanging in the air by a small crane. She couldn’t see the front of it. There were also people building something that looked like shelves in front of her shop in the middle of the street, and a man with a circular saw was blowing sawdust everywhere. The entire area was covered with workmen.
Her eyes widened. They were monopolizing the whole block. The street had been blocked off. That meant that any customers would have to park down the road and walk to her shop amidst noise and a large group of men. The majority of her customers were female. How comfortable would they feel walking past a massive number of construction men?
Her face flushed with heat as her heart began to race. Today was supposed to be a big day. This was awful! She couldn’t fault people for not coming to the shop under these circumstances.
“This is ridiculous. They can’t just block the whole road!”
Marley nodded beside her, crossing her arms. She narrowed her dark brown eyes at the men closest to the shop. “It is ridiculous. People aren’t going to want to come in with that mess out there. And honestly, I couldn’t blame them.”
Anger rolled through Laurel. She had been working so hard on this launch, and even though the in-person launch would have been smaller than the online one, it was still a big day for the shop. They had gone all out, making a whole display of the P&P line. She had even ordered cupcakes from the bakery on the other side of the square in complementary colors for those who came in.
She jerked the door open, stepped onto the sidewalk, and muttered to herself as she shot glares at every male who met her gaze. “So much for the bar not being a problem."
She looked around for Dallas but only saw strangers until she spied Jackson near the front of Dallas’ shop. Abilene had mentioned a few weeks back that he would be helping with the new bar.
With purposeful steps that turned more than a few heads in her direction, she stomped over to the young man. He could obviously read her mood without words, because his eyes went wide and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed thickly. He nodded to her, “Uh, hi, Ms. Darby.”
“Where’s Dallas?”
“Um, she, um, I think she’s supposed to be back soon. The movers are coming with her things, and she said something about being back before they got here.”
“I need this…this stuff gone immediately. It’s blocking the street. My customers can’t get to my shop,” she demanded as she waved her arms towards the work. Her tone and glare could have melted the steel sign dangling above.
Jackson winced at her anger. “I can’t really help it, ma’am. We have to get this sign placed and finish installing the beams and bar. This was the only day the crane would be available.”
“I really don’t care what you have to do. You can’t just monopolize the whole area because it’s convenient to your plans.” Laurel knew she was making a scene and that she was the cause of the fidgety dance Jackson was now doing. She really didn’t care at the moment, though. Today was important to her. She had worked so hard for the perfect launch. She needed customers to make that happen. “I’m launching a new fabric line. This has been months in the making. How are my customers supposed to come in and shop? The majority of my sales are from women. Do you really think they’re going to shop with all this mess and men?”
Jackson opened and closed his mouth a few times as he tried to find the right words. “I’m really sorry, Ms. Darby. I didn’t think anything about it, and I doubt Aunt Dee did either. I guess we could have given you a heads-up.”
“Yeah, that would have been nice to know prior to now.” She cast one last blazing glare at him and the men who were brave enough to meet her gaze before she turned in a huff, stalking back to her shop. She could feel the weight of many eyes on her as she opened up her shop door but didn’t really care.
“Well? What happened? Are they going to move it?” Marley asked as soon as she walked in.
Laurel shook her head, anger bubbling up within her. She wanted to scream and cry all at the same time. Today had meant so much to her. She had put in exhausting hours and effort into the project. She wanted the perfect launch, but that wasn’t going to happen thanks to Dallas and her damn bourbon bar. I knew that thing was going to cause issues. I just knew it!
“There's nothing we can do. Dallas isn't over there, and Jackson wasn't any help, and I'm pretty sure I scared the hell out of him.”
Marley walked up to Laurel and gave her a big hug, smoothing her hand over Laurel's back. She smelled like peaches and cream, and the scent had a calming effect on Laurel. “We can still make the most of this. We'll make a post online that there were some slight problems, but they are still more than welcome to come in to purchase. We’ll even offer curbside pickup. They can just call the shop when they get here, and we'll take it out there to them so they don't have to mess with all the parking. We’ll tell them to stop at the blockade.”
Her words calmed Laurel further. She was thankful for Marley's level head in the moment of crisis. They would just have to make the best of the situation and hope that everything else goes well. She did do most of her big business online, so it wasn't like they were going to lose a ton of money. Still, that wasn't what she had intended for the day. She was just going to have to accept that the plan had changed.
Laurel sniffled back the tears that she had managed to prevent from falling as she pulled back from the embrace. "You're right, we can still make the best of this, I guess. Will you help me throw together a post explaining the parking problem?"
Marley smiled at her and nodded. "Of course I will.”
The response to the video that they posted was heartwarming.
She hadn't expected so many people to comment or share, so that word got out. There was even a slight influx of online sales. The response soothed her nerves and made her feel a little better. It might not have been the way she had wanted it to go, but it had been salvaged, and for that she was grateful.
As she was packaging up a few more online orders to go out in that day's mail, Marley hurried to the back and interrupted her. She could tell by the look on Marley's face that whatever she was about to tell her was not going to be good. “Oh, god, why do you look like that?”
Marley nervously pushed back a piece of long, curly, black hair over her shoulder as she bit her lip. She cast a worried look at the mountain of packages behind Laurel before explaining. "The mailman is here. He can't get to the back to load up the truck.”
“What do you mean he can't get to the back? The side street isn't being blocked by the construction. He can just go around the block to the back alley.”
“He says he tried that. There is a truck back there that has the entire alley blocked.”
Laurel banged her fist against the cutting table. “For fuck’s sake, what else could go wrong today?”
She didn't go to the front of the shop to see the mailman but instead went through the back door to see what the problem was. It didn't take her long to figure it out.
The back alley was just as chaotic as the front. Apparently, Dallas’ moving truck had arrived, and movers were going back and forth with boxes and various other things.
“Where is Dallas?” she barked at one of the movers.
He nodded his head up the stairs to where their apartments were. "She's up there." He went back to his moving process. Her anger didn’t seem to faze him in the least.
Laurel stomped her way up the steps, not even moving over for one of the movers who was descending them with a dolly. Dallas had impacted her day twice now. She was quickly losing patience with the woman, and she hadn't even seen her yet.
Laurel let herself into the apartment, barging through the open door as if she owned the place. Dallas' head snapped up at the intrusion as she was rummaging through a box of something at the kitchen counter.
“Well, just let yourself in, Laurel. Jackson tells me you're not happy with the construction out front.”
Laurel's blood boiled at the casual tone of the comment. How dare this woman mock the seriousness of the situation?
With her hands on her hips, she glared at the older woman. "Yes, I do have a problem with the construction. I launched a new fabric line today that I've been working on for a very long time, and your construction has prevented people from coming into my shop to purchase anything.”
Dallas snorted, shaking her head as she resumed her rummaging. "I'm sure there was going to be a huge line for fabric today. Look, I apologize for messing up the little thing you have going on, but I've got a lot to do, and it's just one day. Everything should be back to normal tomorrow.”
Laurel blinked a few times, trying to process exactly what had just been said to her. It wasn't the first time that people had downplayed her business or not taken it seriously. Just because it wasn't someone's cup of tea didn't mean it wasn't important to other people, especially to Laurel. She had put her blood, sweat, and tears into the business, and she didn't take kindly to somebody making light of it.
With controlled breaths, she held back frustrated tears and the lashing on the tip of her tongue. Instead, she spoke calmly to Dallas. Her hands were shaking as she held them out to explain herself. She knew Dallas could see the tremors running through them. "I have spent months working on this launch. I have worked 14- to 18-hour days to get things ready and absolutely perfect for it. I know it may not interest you, but this is my business, and I take it seriously. I need to get my online orders out in time. This is a huge deal for me. I have over a thousand packages downstairs that need to go into that mail truck, and they can't get to my door either way because of you. Now I need you to do something about it. I'm also going to ask you kindly not to belittle or downplay my store again. I don't particularly see the point in a bourbon bar, but I don't go around making you feel like you're not doing something that is important to you. I deserve the same respect as other business owners.”
Dallas grimaced, guilt flickering across her face. She rubbed the back of her neck, the tips of her ears flushing red.
"Look, I'm sorry,” she said, her voice softening. “I didn’t mean to sound like an ass. I just—what do you need, exactly? I can’t get the movers to back the truck up now; they’re already halfway unloaded, but maybe there’s something else I can do. I want to help if I can.”
“Laurel!”
Laurel turned at the sound of Marley’s urgent voice. She stepped out onto the landing and saw Marley at the bottom of the stairs.
“What is it?” she asked, dread curling in her chest.
“The mail guy left,” Marley said. “He said he didn’t have time to wait around.”
Laurel’s heart sank. The words hit harder than they should have, like the last thread holding her together had finally snapped. A lump rose in her throat, large and suffocating. She swallowed hard, but it didn’t help.
“Thanks, Marley,” she managed with a tight voice.
She walked back into the apartment, her shoulders sagging. “Well,” she whispered, lip quivering as she held back a sob, “I guess it doesn’t matter now. The mail truck’s gone. And all my packages are going to be late.”



Chapter 7
Dallas hadn’t meant to be an ass to Laurel twice in one week, but somehow she had managed to do just that.
It had already been a long day, the kind that crawled under your skin and refused to leave. She still had a mountain of unpacking to do. Between the work on the bar and trying to make her apartment feel even remotely like home, she had been moving nonstop, running on coffee and determination. Not that she really knew what home felt like. When she was with Vanessa, she was always on alert, ready for the next argument. Then at Denver’s, she felt like a guest and a child at the same time. This would be a new experience.
When Laurel came back inside her apartment, Dallas wasn’t prepared for the look on her face. Her eyes were glossy with unshed tears, her chin trembling like she was barely holding it together. Maybe Dallas wasn’t the only one hanging by an exhausted thread.
Panic rose in Dallas chest. She stood frozen, her heart thudding hard. Had she really caused this reaction? She hadn’t meant to hurt her, and the look on Laurel’s face had suggested her heart was breaking. Dallas never wanted to see that look again. She didn’t know why, but she felt like she needed to protect the woman.
She may have been a little self-absorbed. Maybe she had to be. Her whole life was changing, and every day felt like a scramble just to keep up. Things were progressing at a neck-breaking speed with the bar, and though she liked that, it was hard to stay on top of things.
“Well, I guess it doesn't really matter now anyway,” she said quietly. “The mail truck is gone, and all of my packages are going to be late.”
There was a crack in her voice, small yet sharp, and it went straight through Dallas like a knife. Before she even realized what she was doing, Dallas crossed the space between them and wrapped Laurel in her arms. It was instinct, plain and simple. She didn’t stop to think. She just moved. She needed to feel Laurel in her arms, or she might just die from the frantic beat of her heart and strangled breath that left her.
Laurel melted into her without hesitation, and Dallas blinked, a little overcome by the soft, plump body against her own. The curves of her body fit against Dallas like puzzle pieces, and her hair smelled of vanilla and something warmer, like dark molasses. God, she could’ve drowned in that scent. But instead, she stood there, completely soaked in guilt.
“I’m really sorry,” she murmured into Laurel’s hair. “I keep managing to mess this up for you. And I swear, I won’t ever talk down about your shop again. That was a total dick move. Just tell me what you need to fix this, and I’ll make it happen. Whatever it is.”
Laurel's arms snaked around Dallas' middle, and she could hear her sniffling in the crook of her neck. She resisted the urge to shiver at the warm breath ghosting the skin of her neck when she spoke. Now was not the time for her libido to show itself. "I have so many packages downstairs that should have been sent off today for my launch. There's no way I can fit all of them in my car, and there's not much time before the post office closes, so I can't even make two trips. I can't have Marley go with me because the shop needs to stay open for customers coming in for the launch.”
Dallas pulled back, observing Laurel's face. Her eyes were wet, and her nose was red. She was quite possibly the cutest thing Dallas had ever seen with her little dimpled cheeks and long black eyelashes. She reached up and brushed away the wetness that was on her cheeks with the back of her hand. "Why don't we put them in my truck? They should all fit in it between the double cab and the bed.”
Laurel sniffled again, and Dallas braced herself for the moment she’d pull away. But she didn’t. She stayed right where she was, curled into Dallas like it was the most natural thing in the world. So Dallas kept holding her, letting the silence stretch as Laurel considered her offer.
After a long moment, Laurel nodded. There was a flicker of hope now, her eyes brighter and shining like maybe things weren’t quite ruined after all. “Yeah,” she said softly. “I think that might actually work, but who’s going to do it? I’ve never driven a truck that big. And you’ve got to stay here for the movers.”
Dallas thought about it for a moment. Someone just needed to be available to the movers to tell them where to put things. She really didn't care that much about where things went as long as it made sense. "How about this? I'll get Jackson to help me load the truck with the packages, and he can continue to manage the bar stuff. You stay up here and direct the movers where to put my shit? All the boxes are labeled, and it's not like this is a huge apartment. I just need somebody here.”
She puffed out her bottom lip as she thought over the suggested solution. It took everything in Dallas not to lean down and capture the pouty lip between her own. Why was this woman having such an effect on me? “I think that sounds like a good plan.”
***
Laurel hadn't been joking when she said she had over a thousand packages that needed to be sent. It took Dallas and Jackson 20 minutes to load the truck, and by the time they were done, it was completely full of bright, purple polka-dotted packages. They had to cover the bed with a tarp to keep everything protected. She had no idea people cared this much about fabric and buttons. She had kept that thought to herself this time.
Jackson slammed the truck's tailgate closed and turned to face her. He had a sly grin on his face, and Dallas knew whatever was about to come out of his mouth would be mischievous. "Man, this woman really has got you by the balls, doesn't she?”
Dallas rolled her eyes, not wanting to admit that Laurel did seem to have an effect on her. “It was the only nice thing to do, considering we have ruined her day twice now.”
Jackson didn't look convinced. He shook his head, still grinning. "Whatever you say, Aunt Dee. All I know is she has you hauling her stuff to the post office while she stays here and puts whatever she wants wherever she wants in your apartment.”
Dallas faked a casual shrug, but the truth settled in her chest heavier than she liked. He was right, and she knew it. When was the last time she had felt a warm pull towards someone else? Had she ever felt it with her ex-wife? With Vanessa, everything had felt like a negotiation, a power play. Being with Vanessa had felt more like preparing for war than finding peace. She didn’t know what was going on, but she found herself liking the younger woman more and more, and she had a natural instinct to protect her.
“It’s just the nice thing to do. You want to get along with your neighbor.”
Jackson snorted. "Do you mean get along with your neighbor or get in bed with your neighbor?”
Heat began to creep into Dallas' neck and face. She grabbed the handle of her truck and opened the door. She had to cut off this line of discussion. She wasn’t ready to think any deeper. "I think it's time for you to go back up front. Don't you worry about me and my bed.”
“All I'm saying is she's up there telling people where to put that bed, and you're going to run her errands.”
Dallas shook her head and didn't respond. She hoisted herself up in the truck, started it up, and headed to the post office with a grin on her face.



Chapter 8
Laurel slid the spatula into the clear baking dish, scooping out a portion of lasagna. It smelled delicious. She debated helping herself to an extra scoop after the day she had had. She deserved to treat herself after all the chaos.
She had decided she wanted all of the carbs for dinner. So she popped a lasagna into the oven that she had made and frozen the last time she made lasagna from scratch for days such as these. Before she closed up shop, she had ducked back upstairs to preheat the oven and then tossed it in. The only thing she had to do was cut and serve. She decided to make it fancy by cutting a French bread in half that she had bought earlier in the week and covering it with Parmesan and garlic herb butter. It smelled heavenly, and it had hit the spot, as she found comfort in the layers of meat, cheese, and homemade tomato sauce.
As she ate, Laurel heard the familiar sound of boots on the stairs again. Dallas was still working away. The sound settled heavily in her gut, stirring some of the guilt she hadn’t been able to shake since earlier. She still felt justified in being upset. Dallas had been dismissive of her and her shop. But now, in the calm of her kitchen, the heat of the moment had passed, and all that remained was the thought of how Dallas had held her.
That hug hadn’t been awkward or obligatory. It had been real—warm, steady, maybe even a little protective. And Laurel hadn’t pulled away. She’d let herself rest there, even if only for a moment. That part stuck with her more than anything. She needed the contact at that moment and found it in Dallas. The older woman had given her a safe spot to collect herself.
She sighed and set her fork down, her appetite fading. Maybe she could’ve handled things better. Maybe they both could have. It didn’t have to come to an explosion.
Wanting to offer something as a peace offering, she filled a plate with a generous slice of lasagna, added a sprinkle of extra Parmesan, and slid on a piece of garlic bread still warm from the oven. She wrapped a fork in a paper towel and held the plate steady in her hands. She headed for the door to see if Dallas was hungry.
She knocked on Dallas’ door, but there was no answer, so she decided to go and check her bar. The back door was unlocked, and she let herself in, hearing soft '90s country playing somewhere at the front of the building. She followed the sound until she came to its source.
“And here I thought I was the only one that liked '90s country on this block.”
Dallas jumped at the sound of Laurel's voice, turning around quickly. Her surprised expression turned into a large smile. "Everybody needs a little Deana Carter in their life. What do I owe this visit for?”
Laurel looked sheepishly down at the plate and back up again, shrugging. "I feel a little bit like an ass for my behavior today, so I thought I'd bring a peace offering.”
Dallas' eyes drifted to the plate in front of Laurel. They widened at the sight of the steaming plate of food, and she licked her lips. "Is that homemade?”
“Yep, I even make the sauce myself. I do have to admit I cheated a little on this one. The last time I made lasagna, I made a second one to freeze to have on hand in case of a carb emergency, and it felt like it was exactly what I needed after today. Technically, I just baked it in the oven and didn't assemble it today, but it was definitely made with my own hands. I don't know if you've eaten yet or not.”
Dallas shook her head, her short gray hair tousled just enough to look effortlessly sexy. Laurel’s breath caught when she realized Dallas had changed—sweats hung low on her hips, showing a hint of her soft belly, and the old, worn-out t-shirt clung to her biceps in a way that made it hard to look away. The memory of being held in them flashed through her mind once again. Dallas looked unfairly good in something so casual. Laurel swallowed hard and forced herself to focus on the plate in her hands instead of the way her body was coming alive for the first time in a while.
Dallas glanced at the food and gave her a crooked smile. “I was actually just thinking about DoorDashing something,” she said, her voice low and warm. “But this sounds so much better.”
Laurel handed the plate over to Dallas, who eagerly took it and the fork. Their fingers brushed, sending a jolt of electricity through Laurel. My god, it was just a touch. Get it together.
"This looks delicious. And to think I almost had to have Arby's for dinner," chuckled Dallas.
“I mean, their beef and cheddar is pretty good," said Laurel with a smile. She loved seeing somebody enjoy her cooking, and Dallas, twice now, seemed excited for it.
“Can I get you something to drink? I've got almost a full bar back here. I could use a drink after the day I've had, and I'm pretty sure you could, too.”
Laurel bit her lip and looked around. Behind Dallas was a massive amount of bottles that were in desperate need of organization. The bar was beautiful. Breathtaking. The deep cherry handmade shelves were accented with lights that gave off a soft, yellow glow. Mirror glass hung behind in some spots, giving off reflections from the rest of the bar. The bar itself was long and made of the same deep cherry wood, polished to a high shine with intricate details on the edging. Above hung three chandeliers made out of old bourbon bottles and metal. It gave off an industrial cowboy feel that, for some reason, seemed to work.
“I have to admit, I'm not the biggest fan of bourbon. Actually, I don't like bourbon at all.”
Chuckling, Dallas nodded her head. "Yeah, it's not for everybody, but I really enjoy it. There's something about that burn that goes down your throat after the first swallow that's just addicting. Do you like another kind of liquor? I've got more than just bourbon. I even have a few wines. I plan to get more, but I haven't received the shipments for those yet.”
“Is the wine sweet?” asked Laurel with a tilt of her head.
Nodding, Dallas turned and popped open one of the refrigerators below the bar. She pulled out a bottle with a label that made Laurel think of a paper bag and had pretty strawberries stamped on it. She recognized the name of a local winery. "I've got this strawberry Moscato that's absolutely delicious. It's a local place. I'm trying to keep as many local things on tap as I can.”
Laurel smiled big and nodded, "I think that sounds perfect.”
“A glass of strawberry Moscato coming up for the lady," said Dallas with a handsome smile and a wink.
Laurel almost melted right on the spot. When they weren't getting into it, Laurel really liked Dallas. "I really am sorry about the way I behaved today. I've been under a lot of stress, and I really just wanted today to be perfect. I understand that we're going to have to figure out how to work together, and it may take time.”
The bottle of wine popped loudly as Dallas uncorked it. With skilled hands, she filled a wine glass and gave it to Laurel. Their fingers brushed again, and she thought it had been intentional by the smirk on Dallas’ face, prompting Laurel to bite her lip and look down at the glass. She hoped that her red cheeks didn't give away her attraction. She wasn't sure where all of this was coming from. Maybe it was just the stress of the day making her more sensitive than normal. Or maybe she was just horny. It had been a while. "Thank you.”
Motioning to the stools on the other side of the bar, Dallas said, “Please have a seat. It looks like twice this week, you've kept me company while eating your delicious food.”
Laurel went around the bar, glass in hand, and slid onto a stool with a black leather cushion and rustic, oak-stained wooden legs. “We do seem to be making a habit of it.”
Dallas licked her lips and briefly looked at Laurel before looking back down. "Maybe one of these days we'll actually have dinner together? That is, if we can iron out some of these differences we've had.”
The heat in Laurel’s cheeks traveled south, pooling into her belly. She didn't know if Dallas was hinting that they should go out together or if she was just being friendly. Either way, it seemed to be having an effect on her. “Yeah, that would be nice, maybe once you've gotten settled in?”
“I think that sounds perfect.” Dallas took a bite of the lasagna and moaned with a mouthful of food. She chewed and then swallowed, looking at the plate like it was the love of her life. "My god, you can cook.”
Laurel let out a laugh. "I'm guessing you approve?”
“Oh, I very much approve. If you ever need somebody to be a taste tester, you know where I'm at.”
"I'll keep that in mind. How's your knee? I noticed you're getting around a lot better than the first night.”
Dallas didn't speak for a few moments. Laurel realized that maybe it had been a little too personal to ask, but then Dallas finally spoke up, pushing a bit of tomato across her plate. "It's better. I went and got a steroid injection in it this morning. That's where I was when you were talking to Jackson. It always feels better after I get one, but unfortunately, it doesn't last too long. I'm hoping it'll last long enough for me to get through this next week and to opening night.”
“I hope you don't mind me asking things like that. It didn't occur to me until I already said it that maybe it was a little personal.”
"I don’t mind you asking me questions. The knee thing does bother me a little bit because I'm still getting used to it. I used to be able to do anything I wanted to. I was in really good shape, and now I'm restricted, and it's been an adjustment. But enough about me. Tell me how your launch went. I'm really sorry that I downplayed that. It was disrespectful of me.”
Laurel wanted to ask Dallas what had happened to her knee, but she knew Dallas wanted to change the subject, so she went on. "The online orders were fantastic. It's the biggest launch I've ever had. I had packages going to every single state in the country.”
Blue eyes widened as Dallas wiped a dribble of sauce from her chin. “That’s great!”
“Yeah, I’m really happy about it, especially since the in-person didn’t go so well,” complained Laurel. She and Dallas shared a wince as soon as the words left her mouth. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring it back up.”
Dallas shook her head, a look of regret on her face, causing the lines around her mouth to increase. “No, you have the right to complain. It should have occurred to me to talk to you about blocking the road and alley on the same day. A heads-up should have happened.”
Laurel took a sip of the sweet wine, rolling it around her mouth, enjoying notes of ripe strawberries and maple. Dallas picked the perfect one for her. Laurel swallowed and shrugged. “How about we promise to keep each other updated on things that will affect the other's business from here on out?”
“It’s a deal,” agreed Dallas, holding out her short, neat glass of amber liquid to Laurel. Laurel lifted her wine glass, and a sweet chime of clinking glass sounded out in the large room when they met. They both took sips, eyes locking over rims.
Laurel was the first to look away, not wanting to embarrass herself. Dallas was charming in a laid-back, cool way. She shifted her eyes to the glass Dallas sat back on the counter. “How do you choose which bourbon to drink when you have what appears to be hundreds of kinds?”
A wicked grin tugged at Dallas’ lips. She reached over, grabbing a glass bottle that was flat like a large flask with a light brown and black label. “Knob Creek Nine Year is my personal favorite. It’s rich and woody but has a hint of sweetness, almost like a piece of fruit. It burns a little going down and lingers on the tongue like a good night with the right woman.”
Laurel’s mouth went as dry as sand as Dallas pushed her glass in front of Laurel. She looked down at the bourbon but only saw a mental glimpse of Dallas’ short, silver hair between her naked thighs. She licked her lips with a dry tongue and blinked up at Dallas. “I didn’t realize bourbon was that deep.”
“Sort of like I didn’t think a fabric shop was that deep. Give it a sip.”
That made sense to Laurel. She knew others just saw fabric, while she saw endless possibilities. Bourbon was probably similar. She lifted the glass, taking a sniff. The burn of high-proof liquor assaulted her nostrils. She wrinkled her nose. “It smells strong.”
“Hundred proof.”
“That’s really high,” squeaked Laurel.
“It’s pretty standard in nicer bourbons.”
She brought the glass back up to her lips, this time parting them to allow the copper-colored liquid to slip in. It wasn’t unpleasant at first, but the mild sting of strong liquor on her tongue made her quickly swallow, followed by a fit of coughs. The coughing fit prompted Dallas to grab a bottle of water from under the counter, then come around, taking the cap off as she went. She handed the bottle to Laurel, who took it gratefully.
Dallas slipped her hand onto Laurel’s back, smoothing circles over it in comfort. “Are you okay?”
Laurel nodded as she took sips of water between trying to clear her throat. She was both aware of how she must look to Dallas and the warm, soothing hand on her back. Her face felt as hot as her throat, raw and angry. After a couple of minutes, she was able to speak again. “That was a little strong.”
With a sympathetic smile, Dallas nodded, her hand coming to rest at Laurel’s waist. It burned through her clothing as if it were trying to brand her body with its imprint. “Yeah, sorry about that.”
Laurel resisted the urge to shudder at the touch. “It was my fault. I swallowed too quickly, and it went down the wrong way.”
Dallas searched her face quickly before dropping her hand and going back around to her plate. She had eaten over half of it already. “Next time we’ll try something with a little less bite.”
Laurel’s chest tightened at the idea of them hanging out more. She liked Dallas. Well, most of the time. She grabbed her glass and turned around on the stool to take in the rest of the room. There were tables and chairs stacked in the corner with a similar metal and wood theme. Above were more unique lighting fixtures using old bottles. She glanced up at the ceiling, spotting the dark brown wooden beams, a nice stark contrast. “Did you install those beams?"
“Yep.”
“It feels like almost steampunk meets western in here.”
Dallas wiggled her eyebrows, her face brightening. “That was the goal. Sort of hard and rough but also a little playful.”
“I think you achieved that goal.”
“Want the tour?” asked Dallas.
“I would love the tour.”



Chapter 9
Dallas grabbed her glass and extended her arm. Laurel slipped her hand into the crook of her elbow like it was the most natural thing in the world. Her touch was warm, fingers brushing lightly against Dallas’ skin, and it sent a slow ripple of heat up her spine. Dallas liked the way Laurel fit against her side. The look she gave Dallas hinted that she was feeling similar.
She couldn’t help but wonder how old the dark brunette was. She looked younger than Dallas. A little less worn at the edges. Would it be rude to ask? She suspected Laurel wouldn’t be offended, but they were just starting to get along. She didn’t want to chance it.
She led them through the front door and outside to the sidewalk. Post lamps lined the empty street, giving a soft light in the darkness. The heat of the day had given way to a brisk chill, allowing a break from the mugginess.
She motioned up at the darkened sign with her glass. “Imagine that brightly lit with a yellow glow behind it. Those canister lights will highlight the windows as well.”
Dallas felt Laurel scoot a little closer to her, their hips barely ghosting each other. “Where did the name come from?”
Pride swelled up in her chest as they gazed up at the words Charred Oak. “My grandfather’s farm. He took a chance on a large plot of land that had once been filled with oak trees, but a nasty fire burned half the land. When he was asked why he would waste his time on land that wasn’t pristine, he said, “It’s just a bit of charred oak,” and from there it was formally named Charred Oak Farms. I’ve never done something like this before. He took a chance on the farm, and I’m taking a chance on this. Both are from the ground up. I figure maybe using the name could give me a little luck. Maybe I could have success like Papaw.”
Dallas looked down to see an awestruck Laurel staring back at her. “That’s so touching.”
Heat graced Dallas’ cheeks as she realized she had just blurted out something so personal to a virtual stranger. She cleared her throat. “Yeah, well, sometimes I can be a softy, I guess.”
“When you’re not being an ass to poor innocent quilt shop owners?” teased Laurel with a flutter of eyes and a sly grin.
Dallas’ heart flipped in her chest. This woman. “Hey now, you’re not always so sweet yourself. If I remember correctly, you nearly made Jackson cry.”
Wincing, Laurel looked guilty. “Yeah, I should probably apologize to him. He looked terrified. That anger should have been taken out on you instead.”
Dallas couldn’t help but laugh. “True. That should have been my cross to bear.”
She felt Laurel shiver next to her and lean closer, closing the gap between their hips. She wanted to wrap her arm around Laurel but decided against it. “Why don’t we go in? It’s a little chilly out here, and you’re not exactly dressed for it.”
They both glanced down at Laurel, who was clad in a pink pajama top and matching shorts, leaving her legs bare, and her feet only covered by the slip-on, fuzzy purple house shoes. Every time Dallas saw Laurel, she was dressed in something vibrant and happy, much like Laurel’s personality. She was quirky, but somehow that didn’t bother her. It only made her want to see more.
“Yeah, I hadn’t intended to be out here,” agreed Laurel. She tugged on Dallas’ elbow. “Show me more.”
Dallas led them back inside to continue the tour. “The left side will be booths and a few in the corner. In the middle will be those tables and chairs and two sets of couches and armchairs.”
“Like for a relaxed vibe?”
Dallas nodded, then took a sip of her drink. “Yes, exactly. And in that right corner, we’ll have a small stage.”
“That sounds like a great setup.”
“I think it will be,” Dallas agreed hopefully. “All these shelves will be stocked with various liquors, the majority being bourbon, of course.”
Laurel nodded.
Dallas led them behind the bar. “Obviously, this is the bar.”
“Obviously,” Laurel laughed lightly with a smirk. She took a sip of her wine, and Dallas’ eyes locked on her tongue darting out to lick a small dribble of wine from the corner of her full lips. She had to force herself to look away.
She motioned to another door by them. “And this is our little kitchen.”
“You’re serving food?”
“Yes, limited and not complicated, but tasty, using as many local items as possible. I’ve been working with a young chef to make up the menu. He’s come up with some great things, and I’ve managed to find all the meats and grains locally, along with things like honey. He’s got these mini cheeseburgers that are Asian-style with a sweet and sour bourbon drizzle on top that are fantastic.”
Laurel’s eyes shone bright. “That sounds tasty.”
Dallas took a sip of her bourbon and nodded enthusiastically. The warming sensation in her throat went well with the one in her chest that seemed to be growing the more she was around Laurel. “It does. He’s coming by in two days to go over the final menu and give me a final tasting. I’m looking forward to it.”
“You’ll be eating good with this operation in your place.”
Dallas nudged her hip against Laurel’s and grinned mischievously. “It won’t hold a candle to that lasagna I just had.”
Laurel’s cheeks reddened as she rolled her eyes and squeezed Dallas’ arm. “You, Dallas Hayes, are a big flirt.”
“Only with pretty ladies.”
Their eyes locked, nervous blue meeting confident, stormy gray. Something electric passed between them. She could feel it in the air around them. Dallas’ gaze dipped to Laurel’s mouth just as she dragged her tongue slowly over her bottom lip. Laurel didn’t look away; her breath hitched slightly as she mirrored the motion, her tongue gliding across her own plump lip.
Dallas felt the heat coil low in her belly. She didn’t know if it was the alcohol or not. Maybe it was ego. Maybe it was need. Maybe it was the way Laurel made her feel alive for the first time in months.
Drunk on the moment, Dallas leaned in, breath brushing against Laurel’s skin, and Laurel didn’t move away. But just as the space between them disappeared—
“Dallas?” a voice called out from the front.
Both women jumped, the spell broken and hearts racing a mile a minute.
“Shit,” whispered Dallas.
Laurel nodded frantically. “Yeah.”
“Aunt Dee?” Jackson called out again, his voice growing closer.
“Back here!”
Jackson soon appeared, a smirk forming on his face when he spied the two women standing close. He raised an eyebrow at Dallas. “Am I interrupting?”
Dallas pretended her cheeks weren’t burning and shook her head as casually as possible. “No, I was just giving Laurel the tour.”
"A tour, huh? Where’d the plate of food on the bar come from?”
Dallas’ eyes shifted to Laurel, who was also a lovely shade of red. She looked cute when she blushed.
Laurel tried to repress a smile but failed. “I brought a plate to Dallas for being an ass today. I’m sorry I was mean to you, by the way. You didn’t deserve that directed at you.”
Jackson smiled awkwardly, shifting from foot to foot. “Ah, it wasn’t unearned. We really should have talked to you first. I’m the assistant manager. I take responsibility for that. Well, Aunt Dee should take most of it, but I could have also said something.”
Dallas snorted, shaking her head. “Sure, throw me under the bus.”



Chapter 10
Sunday came with a sense of both relief and dread.
The shop had shorter hours on Sundays. Marley and Laurel took turns rotating weekends so one of them got the day off. Today was Laurel’s turn, and while she looked forward to not working, she dreaded going to her aunt’s for lunch. She liked her aunt and uncle, but it was usually a stuffy affair. The last thing she wanted to do was spend two hours with people who didn’t really understand her and certainly didn’t want to try. She never left feeling anything but down.
Laurel Darby wasn’t known for being a boring dresser. She was a real-life Ms. Frizzle most days. Bright colors, happy or unique patterns, and accessories that always complemented whatever she wore. It was like her own little form of rebellion against the Darby line. They couldn’t police her from the heart of town, safely in her shop. But they could in her childhood home.
So, unfortunately, today, she would have to dress like a traditional Darby; otherwise, she would have to spend two hours enduring snide remarks about her “silly” outfits, which would take a toll on her mental health and set the mood for the whole week. It just wasn’t worth fighting it.
She donned a boring blouse, tucked into a boring black skirt, and a boring black blazer. She looked every bit the conservative sort she didn’t care for. Add in little gold hoop earrings and black pumps that she called her “funeral high heels,” which she wore to funerals and these luncheons that felt like funerals, and she was ready for the monthly required family gathering.
With her ridiculously expensive, simple black patent leather bag, which her aunt had gifted her for Christmas, slung over her shoulder and keys in her hand, she stepped out into the hall and shut her apartment door. The door across the hall opened then, and Dallas’ silver-haired head popped out.
“Good timing. I was wondering—” Dallas stopped, frowning as her gray eyes dragged up and down Laurel. Normally, when she did that, Laurel had felt a thrill, but it was clear that this time, Dallas wasn’t checking her out for fun but concern. “Who died?”
Laurel couldn’t hold back the snort that flew from her. “It’s my monthly required visit with family. My aunt expects me to look the part of a proper Darby.”
“You look like you’re going to a funeral.” Dallas’ frown deepened as she stepped all the way out of the apartment. She was back in sweatpants, but unlike last time, her t-shirt had been replaced by a dark gray tank top that showcased a cluster of tattoos on her impressive upper arms. Arms that could be the picture of perfection, especially for Dallas’ age, though she still didn’t know what that age was. Curiosity piqued and already feeling off-kilter thanks to the family luncheon, she blurted out, “How old are you?”
Dallas raised an eyebrow at her as the frown turned to a smirk. “That came out of nowhere.”
Laurel’s cheeks warmed. “Just curious.”
“I’m 48. Do I look my age?”
“Those arms certainly don’t look 48,” admitted Laurel as she eyed the well-defined limbs. Her eyes snapped to Dallas when she realized she had spoken her thoughts aloud. She gave Dallas a sheepish grin. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”
Chuckling, Dallas took a few steps forward, prompting Laurel to swallow thickly as the older woman entered her personal space. Not that Laurel really minded.
Dallas came so close that she could feel the heat emitting from her body. She reached down and grabbed Laurel’s hand. Laurel’s mind became overwhelmed at the sudden change in events as her hand was guided to Dallas’ bicep. “Give her a squeeze,” Dallas instructed in a huskier voice than usual.
Laurel’s eyes locked with Dallas’. Her hand was gently placed on Dallas’ warm, firm bicep. The rough hand laid over the top of hers squeezed, and Laurel let out a soft “oh” as she felt the hard muscle twitch underneath. It sent a shot of electricity coursing through her hand, up her arm, and nose-dived right to her clit. Heat engulfed her face and filled her belly. When was the last time she’d felt another woman? Had anyone ever had this sort of magic over her body?
She tore her gaze from Dallas’, no longer able to take the intensity, and instead looked at the tattooed arm she was currently running her fingers over. The black and white portrait of an ethereal woman covered only by a ripple of ribbon over her hips and bare breasts caught her attention. She traced the curves of the woman with a purple, manicured fingernail, from her shoulder to her hip. Surrounding the beautiful woman were vines and roses.
“This is beautiful,” she breathed as she unconsciously took another step forward. She was close enough that her breast and belly were now pressed against Dallas, and judging by the hitch in Dallas’ breathing, it was a welcomed closeness.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
Ringing sounded from Laurel’s purse, causing the spell between them to be broken once again.
Laurel cursed to herself. This was the second time they had been interrupted in a heated moment. She gave Dallas a guilty smile as she pulled out her phone. It was her aunt. She ignored the call, deciding instead to call her back in the car. She knew it was most likely just Adella making sure she was on her way.
With a huff, she gave Dallas an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that. My aunt’s probably just making sure I’m on my way.”
“Yeah, no problem. The lunch that you have to dress like it's a funeral for.”
Laurel laughed. “Yes, they don’t appreciate or approve of my normal attire.”
Dallas scoffed. “Fuck that. You’re a breath of fresh air. I like your outfits.”
Overcome with shyness, Laurel awkwardly smiled. Dallas had noticed and approved of her style. “Thank you. I appreciate that. Um, you wanted to ask me something when I first came out.”
Dallas blinked a few times as if trying to remember what it was, and then clarity hit. “Oh, right. I was wondering if you minded if I used your washer and dryer. I’ve got a set ordered, but they won’t be delivered for another week, and I’m completely out of clean pants and underwear. I'd love not to have to go to a laundromat.”
The thought of Dallas going commando in those light grey sweats brought the heat back to Laurel. She swallowed and forced herself not to glance down Dallas’ body. “You can use them. I’ll unlock the door.”
She unlocked it and bid Dallas goodbye as she walked down the stairs. At the bottom, she heard Dallas call out, “Hey, how old are you?”
Grinning, Laurel glanced up over her shoulder. “34.”
***
Laurel’s first mission when arriving at her aunt and uncle’s home was making a beeline for the kitchen, where she hoped like hell a glass of spiked sweet tea was waiting for her.
Florence Rice had been the Darbys’ housekeeper and cook for as long as Laurel could remember. She and Adella were the closest things to mother figures she had. While Adella loved her niece and vice versa, it was Florence who gave her the maternal love that Adella lacked and Laurel craved.
Though her face was lined with more wrinkles and her hair had thinned over the years, Florence’s bright smile when Laurel stepped into the kitchen was the same heartwarming look as it was when she was a small child.
Florence wiped her hands on her apron, a handmade gift from Laurel, and opened her arms wide for Laurel to sink into.
She buried her face into the neck of the other woman, breathing in the smell of mint and jasmine. It was a scent that she associated with home and love. “I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you, little one,” Florence hummed back as she rocked them side to side before letting go. “I’ve been watching your videos. How awful that you had issues on your release day.”
“I know. I couldn’t believe how awful it got, but it ended well enough. I’ve got to tell you about this hot new neigh—”
“Laurel!” Her aunt chimed loudly as she entered the huge, white-on-white marble and chrome kitchen. “You’re late.”
Suppressing a sigh, Laurel plastered an apologetic smile on her face. “I’m sorry, I got held up by my new neighbor.”
Laurel heard Florence moving around behind her, and soon a tall glass of sweet tea slid to her on the island counter. She gave Florence a knowing smile. There would be two shots of vanilla brandy mixed into the super-sweet iced tea. Sipping it for the next two hours would be her saving grace.
Adella didn’t look convinced by Laurel’s excuse but didn’t push it. “Come on, let's go talk to our guests. You’ve kept them waiting.”
“Guests?”
Jonathan Fucking Sumner.
He sat in the front lounge beside his father, Albert. Both men were tall and well-built, and oozing with smug confidence. They were carbon copies of each other, except the senior Sumner had a few more lines on his face. Laurel suspected he dyed his hair because she had never seen the first gray hair on his head.
Jonathan’s eyes lit up upon seeing Laurel. He quickly stood and walked over to her. He held his hand out for hers. “Laurel, you look stunning.”
Laurel’s left eye twitched as she bit the inside of her lip. She felt the weight of Adella and Albert’s eyes on her, waiting for her to be the proper Darby. She held her hand for him to take. “Hello, Jonathan.”
He leaned forward and pulled her hand to his lips, kissing the back. Her face must have given her internal cringe away because her aunt pinched her on the back of her arm discreetly.
Jonathan either didn't notice or didn’t care because after his assault on her hand, he stood up straight, still holding her hand hostage, and smiled at her. “I’m so happy Adella and Stanford invited us to come today. It’s given us a chance to see each other.”
Laurel tugged on her hand, and after the third try, he let her go. It took all her control not to wipe it off on her leg. “Yes, well, this was a surprise.”
Another pinch landed on her hip before she was guided towards the formal dining room. “I apologize for my niece's tardiness and lack of apologizing for it.”
“No worries. Laurel is worth the wait,” said Jonathan. He held out his arm for her to take, and she knew better than to not take it; otherwise, Adella would launch another pinching attack. She took a deep gulp of spiked sweet tea.
The group started the meal after they were joined by her uncle, Stanford. Even though it was lunch, there would be several courses of small dishes accompanied by boring talk between the men while Laurel and Adella smiled and pretended they cared. They didn’t. It was a silent understanding between them. They were merely pretty accessories, waiting for the real ones to occasionally throw some snippet of conversation their way.
Laurel would have been happy being ignored the entire time, but unfortunately, that didn’t happen.
“Laurel, I noticed the space attached to your store had been rented. What is going on in there?” Stanford asked, prompting all the eyes to turn in her direction.
She cleared her throat, trying to decide how much information she should give them. “It’s a bourbon tasting room.”
Silence met her, thick like the gravy over their heirloom herbed chicken breast they were currently eating. Jonathan was the first to break the silence. “And who owns it?”
“Dallas Hayes.”
The three men shared glances, silently asking if anyone knew who that was. The older men shrugged and shook their heads. “Is he from here?”
“No, she is from Tennessee.”
“She? A woman opening a bourbon bar? That sounds…” Stanford trailed off as if he were looking for the correct words.
“Queer,” Albert finished for him.
Laurel inwardly cringed as her aunt stiffened beside her. Laurel came out in her early twenties, though she rarely dated. Her aunt and uncle preferred to ignore that part of her, and since she never brought anyone home, they never had to entertain it. Out of sight, out of mind.
Surprisingly, it was Jonathan who changed the subject. “I’ll swing by sometime this week and find out more. It never hurts to welcome new people. Speaking of local businesses, Laurel and I had a wonderful lunch not long ago from Frank’s Deli.”
For fuck's sake, Laurel groaned inwardly. All he did was walk me to my shop.
She lingered long enough after the meal to not be rude, but unfortunately, Jonathan insisted on walking her out, much to her aunt's delight. She’d always loved him and hoped they would get together. Fat chance of that happening. Even if she were into men, he wouldn’t be the one she attached herself to.
“You really do look lovely today,” he commented as he walked beside Laurel to her car.
“Thank you, Jonathan.” Laurel couldn’t help but think of Dallas earlier. While Jonathan liked the change in her clothing, Dallas hadn’t. It was as if she was personally offended on Laurel's behalf that her family expected her to change her personal taste just for them.
“I’m sorry about my dad, by the way. For using the word queer. I know you’re fond of that community.”
Sighing, they stopped in front of her car door. She pushed a piece of flying hair from her face. The day was windy and overcast. “I’m not just fond of the community; I’m a part of it. You know that.”
He shrugged but didn’t argue back; instead, he opened her car door for her. “I hope you have a nice evening. I really did like seeing you today.”
She put on a nice smile since he didn’t push her. “It was nice. The salmon bites were delicious.”
“I think I liked the rhubarb tart at the end the most. In you go,” he instructed, but there was no demand in his voice.
She slid in, tossing the boring purse into the passenger seat. “Well, have a good afternoon.”
“You too, Laurel,” he said and shut the door.
She started the car and was about to put it in drive when he knocked on the window. Laurel cursed under her breath but rolled it down. “Yes?”
“Stay right here a moment.” He turned and jogged to his car, a sleek, red, sporty number that probably cost a small fortune. He came back with a bag.
“What’s that?” she asked as he carefully pushed it through the window into her lap.
“Can you fix this? It’s our family christening gown. My sister is having our family’s first grandchild, a little girl, and she’s been really bummed since our mom passed away. I thought she’d like to use it since our mom used it with us, but it wasn’t stored properly.”
Laurel carefully pulled the yellowing little gown from the bag. It had definitely seen better days. She could quickly tell most of the moth-eaten lace edging would need to be replaced, but the body of the gown didn’t appear to be in as bad shape. “I’ll have to remove some parts, but I think I can make it look really close to the original, and I’ll try to keep as much of the original as possible.”
A genuine smile crossed his face as he nodded. “Whatever you need to do. I wouldn’t trust this with anyone else. Just text me when you’re done. I’ll pay whatever it costs.”
She returned the smile. “Sure, I’ll get back to you.”
“Thanks, Laurel.”
She rolled up the window and carefully placed the bag beside her. Maybe Jonathan wasn’t a complete ass.



Chapter 11
Dallas stood back with her hands on her hips, admiring her hard work.
“Not bad at all,” she muttered to herself.
With opening night coming up fast, she felt like she had been running in circles. T-minus three days. Three days to get everything perfect. Three days until her make-or-break moment. Just three short days.
The back of the bar had been a labor of love. She had moved the hundreds of bottles around a dozen times by now. Did she create the typical top-shelf, middle, and lower-quality layout or group them by region, with Kentucky brands center stage? She had even tried grouping a featured set in the middle and moving outwards. In the end, she settled for local brands at the front, then top, middle, and bottom. A lot more thought went into it than most would have expected.
She still needed to figure out what to do about the shelves below the counter. She thought black curtains would look nice, but they would need to be a certain length. Her thoughts drifted to the curvy brunette next door. Laurel could help, maybe. Or at least give her an excuse to talk to her.
She had been a little conflicted since Sunday morning regarding their age difference. Those 14 years were a pretty big gap. Not to mention, they were total opposites. Just like their shops, Dallas was wood and metal, a good burn, and a dark room. Laurel was bright and colorful, sweet and eclectic.
Was Laurel even interested in her? Maybe she was jumping the gun. Surely she wanted someone closer to her own age. Someone she might have more in common with. She was pretty sure she wasn’t seeing anyone at the moment. No one ever visited her, and she mostly stayed in the shop or her apartment. She seemed about as much of a shut-in as Dallas herself.
She reached into her back pocket to check the time on her phone. It was just after 1 pm, and she hadn’t eaten since that morning. Her stomach growled in response to seeing the time.
“Damn, I need to find something to eat.”
She debated going to grab something or heading upstairs to make a ham sandwich. Nothing fancy, but it would fill her stomach. As she was pondering her decision, she heard the front door open, and a voice called out.
Turning, she saw a man, younger than herself, coming into her store. He wore a casual blue suit with a white shirt that just screamed money. His smile was as fake as his veneers as he took in her appearance. Her t-shirt and jeans didn’t seem to impress him.
“Hello, I hope you don’t mind me popping in. I wanted to welcome you to Bucksnort. I’m Jonathan Sumner, local lawyer and lifelong resident.”
“Hello, Jonathan, I’m Dallas Hayes. I appreciate you coming by,” she said as she shook his hand and returned his fake smile with her own. Her grip was stronger, and her hand was rougher. That gave her a small amount of satisfaction.
Jonathan turned around in a slow circle, taking in her bar. He nodded approvingly. “This looks good. I like what you’ve done here. When do you open?”
“This Friday. We’re really excited for it.”
“I would imagine. Are you from nearby? You don’t look familiar. I know most families in this town.”
“I’m from Tennessee. I decided to relocate here because I loved it so much when I would visit my sister.”
Jonathan walked over toward the bar, eyeing the bottles. “Is that a Colonel E. H Taylor Small Batch?”
Dallas smiled, pride swelling in her chest. She had worked hard on curating an impressive collection. “It is. Have you had it before?”
Jonathan shook his head, not taking his eyes off the wall of bottles. “No, I’ve wanted to. It’s nearly impossible to find around here.”
“I did have to work to find it. Want a sip?”
“I would love one.”
Dallas went around the counter and carefully took down the bottle. She had already opened it to have a taste for herself. The notes of toffee, ripe apples, and the barest hint of orange had played beautifully together on her tongue.
“So, who is your sister?”
“Abilene—”
“Bowers,” he finished for her.
She nodded as she poured both of them half a shot. She wasn’t going to give this stranger a full one for free, even if he seemed some sort of prominent figure. “That’s her.”
“Her husband, Carl, did the custom cabinets in my parents' home. Very talented woodworker.”
“Yeah, Carl does great work. He designed and installed this whole bar and shelving. He even hand-carved the accents himself.”
“It’s beautiful work. So is this a regular bar or—”
“A tasting bar. We’ll have tasting flights, rare bottles, tasting nights where we’ll pair bourbon and food, things like that. We’ll also have a food menu. We’re selling an experience more than just drinking.” She slid the shot over to him.
“To new beginnings,” he said, and clinked his glass with hers.
“To new beginnings.”
Both tipped their glasses back but didn't swallow immediately; instead, they rolled the amber liquid around on their tongues to get a thorough read of the notes the flavorful liquor held.
Dallas closed her eyes briefly, enjoying the warm and sweet notes. She loved a good bourbon. It wasn’t about getting drunk or even tipsy. There was an art to making craft liquor. Finding a process to create a truly unique flavor profile. Even the burn going down the throat was different for each.
She swallowed and arched an eyebrow at the newcomer. “Tell me that wasn’t beautiful.”
He finally had a genuine smile on his face. “That was. I’m going to need to double my efforts to find a bottle. I don’t suppose you could help with that?”
Dallas nodded. “I can. Do you have a card?”
As Jonathan was producing the card, the back door slammed, and Laurel’s sweet southern drawl called out. “Dallas, are you in here?”
Both Dallas and Jonathan straightened at her voice.
“Up front,” she called out.
The curvy, dark brunette came through the back hall wearing a bright pink wrap dress with a deep V in the front that gave a generous view of her ample cleavage. It immediately drew both their eyes in. Only Dallas frowned when she noticed Laurel's bright smile turn to surprise. Her hand automatically went to pull her dress up to cover her chest as she turned to the man. She was holding a plate in the other hand. “Jonathan, what are you doing here?”
It didn’t take a genius to notice Laurel’s shift in mood immediately, but apparently this dumbass didn’t realize it because he turned on obnoxiously heavy charm. “Laurel, my sweet, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be next door, sewing something?”
She let out a steady breath before addressing him. Dallas didn’t like this change in the sweet woman. “I do leave my shop, Jonathan. I was going to text you, though. I was able to find some vintage lace that is almost an exact match to what is on the christening gown. I should hopefully have it in tomorrow so I can start on it.”
“Thank you for that. What do you have there?” he asked, nodding his head at the plate.
She cast a glance at the plate nervously. “I was just seeing if Dallas had eaten lunch.”
Clearing her throat, Dallas stepped closer to Laurel. “I haven’t actually. I was about to go find something when Jonathan came in.”
“I was just welcoming Dallas to Bucksnort,” Jonathan interjected and moved closer to Laurel.
What the hell? Why is he crowding in on her like that?
Laurel put a smile on her face and walked around Dallas and behind the bar, effectively making Dallas a shield against the encroaching Sumner.
It didn’t go unnoticed by Dallas. The move was deliberate.
She didn’t always look so butchy. In her younger days, she was more feminine and knew exactly what Laurel was doing, as she had done it before, too. She stood up taller and squared her shoulders, creating a larger barrier between the two, and placed her hand on Laurel’s lower back. It was an impulsive move, half wanting to provide comfort to Laurel and half wanting to show she had dibs on her. “Did you bring me something?”
Laurel relaxed a fraction and turned her cobalt blue eyes up at Dallas. For once, she wasn’t in high heels. Instead, she was in her fuzzy purple house shoes that Dallas had noticed she changed into when not in the front of the shop. “I made a BLT and deviled egg potato salad for lunch and thought you might like some.”
Focusing her attention solely on Laurel, she looked into Laurel’s eyes and smiled as she rubbed her lower back. She gave Laurel a questioning smile. “Deviled egg potato salad?”
Laurel let out the cutest snort and explained. “I know it sounds weird, but it’s actually really good.”
“I have no doubt. Everything you’ve made me so far has been delicious.”
Dallas knew she was rubbing it in Jonathan’s face. However, the body language change in Laurel told her that Laurel wanted nothing to do with him, and she wanted to stake her claim. To make it plain as day, he would have to get through Dallas. She wanted to be a safe place for Laurel.
Jonathan cleared his throat loudly, drawing their attention. “Well, I should be going. Laurel, I’ll call you. We can have dinner and discuss that special project you’re doing for me.”
Cocking her head to the side, she gave Jonathan a puzzled look. “I don’t think that it would need all that, really.”
“I’ll call you,” he insisted before turning to Dallas. “Thank you for the tasting, Ms. Hayes, and good luck on your opening night.”
He turned sharply and stalked out of the shop without a look back. Neither Dallas nor Laurel spoke until he was out of sight.
“Damn, he’s a piece of work,” Dallas commented.
“You have no idea. Jonathan has been a thorn in my side since we were in school. He doesn’t understand what ‘no’ is.” She set the plate down on the bar with a sigh.
Dallas frowned. “He hasn’t. I mean, has he tried to…” She trailed off, unsure of how graphic to be.
Laurel shook her head. “No, not that far. He just gets in my personal space, and no matter how many times I turn him down, he never seems to stop. Even after I came out, he still hits on me. Like it’s a phase or something. I’m just some trophy or conquest to him.”
A mix of anger and excitement shot through Dallas. How dare this asswipe harass her for so long? The entitlement. Laurel deserved to have peace of mind, but he clearly caused her to go on alert whenever he came around, and Dallas couldn’t blame her. The excitement conflicted with the anger. She now had clear confirmation that Laurel Darby was interested in women. Dallas had been worried about the age difference, but every time Laurel came around, she completely forgot the age gap. What did it matter? They are both adults. They weren’t even young adults. There wasn’t some sort of power imbalance. If anything, Laurel had a leg up. Her shop was up and thriving. Dallas was still unpacking, recovering from a messy marriage, and hadn’t even opened her shop yet. She was 48 and starting over. It was almost embarrassing to her.
Dallas was pulled from her thoughts by the gentle squeeze of Laurel’s hand. She looked down to find Laurel’s fingers laced with hers. “He has no right to make you feel like that.”
“And thank you for that,” Laurel said, her voice soft but filled with gratefulness. “I know you could tell I didn’t want to be around him, and you let me use you as a buffer.”
Dallas’ heart could have slammed right out of her chest. The hand in hers felt so small and so trusting. She didn’t hesitate.
She lifted it slowly, eyes never leaving Laurel’s, and pressed a soft, lingering kiss to the back of it. Her lips burned in the most pleasant way. She felt the slight tremble in Laurel’s fingers and saw the way her throat worked as she tried to swallow. Dallas knew she felt the same heated attraction she herself felt. Was this what magic felt like?
Dallas released her hand, only to reach further. Her palm slid around Laurel’s waist, fingers pressing gently into her as she drew her closer. Laurel came willingly, melting into her, those soft curves fitting against Dallas like they were meant to be one.
Laurel’s breath hitched, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, her hand smoothed up the length of Dallas’ arm, slow and deliberately, until her fingers curled around her shoulder, and she tilted her face up, eyes full of heat and open vulnerability.
The look she gave Dallas was all the permission she needed. She leaned her head down, and the whole world ceased to exist when her lips met Laurel’s. A fire plumed in the pit of her stomach. Soft, hesitant lips moved against her own, melting her further. Her hands moved to Laurel’s hips, gripping onto them like the brunette might slip away at any moment. The heat pooling in her belly sank lower, between her legs.
A little moan escaped between them, and Dallas had no idea who made the noise, but it made her smile into the kiss. Kissing Laurel felt as natural as air. And just as needed.
Laurel was the first to pull back, her blue eyes heavy with headiness and lips red like she had put on lipstick. She leaned against Dallas, smiling up at her. “Wow.”
Chuckling, Dallas nodded. Her heart was racing. “Yeah, wow, pretty much covers it.”
“We should do that again sometime,” suggested Laurel with a coy smile. She lightly ran her fingers over Dallas’ biceps. “I really like your arms.”
Dallas suppressed a shiver as she imagined those fingertips rubbing circles on other things. She tightened her grip, momentarily wondering if she would be going too far if she grabbed a handful of Laurel’s full ass, but decided against it. “I like you being in my arms. Maybe after opening, we can go out? Let me take you out on a proper date.”
The sparkling smile that lit up Laurel’s face made Dallas’ heart skip a beat. “I’d love that.”
Laughter sounded outside the store, and both of them turned to see a group of older women walking by, happily chatting among themselves. Two of them pulled a collapsible moving cart filled with sewing machines, some in cases and others not.
Dallas raised an eyebrow at Laurel. “I assume they’re your customers?”
“Yep, that is the Praise Him Senior Ladies from the Baptist church on 3rd Street. They pay for weekly private quilting lessons. I should probably get going. I still need to grab the snacks and sparkling grape juice for it from my apartment. I like to make the private lessons like a treat.”
“Well, while you do that, I’m going to eat this delicious plate of food you brought me.”
Laurel rolled her eyes. “You haven’t even tried it. It may not be delicious.”
“I have faith in your cooking abilities,” countered Dallas with a smirk.
“You’re too sweet,” she said, then reached up, tugging on Dallas’ T-shirt. “One more kiss before I go?”
“How could I say no to that request?” Dallas felt the same feeling of excitement as the first time. What was it about this woman that had such an effect on me?
They parted and bid each other goodbye. Dallas took a bite of deviled egg potato salad and moaned out loud to herself. “I could get used to this.”



Chapter 12
To say Laurel walked back into her shop on cloud nine would’ve been putting it mildly. She felt light as a feather from the inside out, like every nerve in her body was still humming from that kiss.
She hadn’t expected it. Not then. Not there. But the second Dallas’ mouth met hers, everything else had fallen away. The world had narrowed to the press of soft lips, the strong grip of the hands on her hips, and the way Dallas had kissed her like she meant it. Like she needed Laurel to feel her desire without words.
Laurel hadn’t expected it to happen. And now that it had, she couldn’t stop replaying it. She was in trouble. Delicious, toe-curling, heart-thumping trouble. And surprisingly, she didn’t want to avoid it. She had avoided dating for so long. Was getting to know Dallas worth taking time from her business, and eventually having to deal with family finding out? She had a feeling that she was going to know the answer soon enough.
Her lips still tingled as she went upstairs to grab the BLT sliders and potato salad on mini French bread slices. She also had a small veggie tray she cut up the night before. She packed the containers and a few bottles of sparkling juice and headed downstairs.
The ladies had made it clear they didn’t drink and wanted an alternative when they first booked her. Laurel thought that was odd since she had bumped into two of the women at the local liquor store on separate occasions. Small-town church politics at its best. Someone in the group, Laurel suspected it was Mona Geese, the group leader and the loudest of the ladies, probably made a self-righteous comment about drinking.
She was a little out of breath when she shuffled into the main part of the shop, having only paused long enough to switch her house shoes for the cutest purple jelly sandals that she adored, but they rubbed the hell out of the back of her heels, so she wore them sparingly.
“Good timing, your ladies' church group is setting up,” said Marley as she walked up to the main cutting table in the middle of the store.
Laurel put the bag on the counter for a moment. She looked around to make sure no one was close, then spoke in a low voice. “I kissed Dallas. Or maybe she kissed me. I don’t really remember, but we kissed!”
Marley’s eyes widened almost as big as her smile. “What? I need to know everything!”
Laurel shook her head. “Give me a minute to set this up, and I’ll come back over while they get their plates.”
Laurel quickly set off for the event room in the back corner of the store. It was a separate area with tables, chairs, and a small kitchenette that was primarily used for Laurel’s sewing classes. On weekends, however, there would be the occasional low-budget baby shower or birthday party that rented the space.
“Hello, ladies, how are we today?” Laurel greeted them as she walked in and made a beeline for the kitchen counter that was at the farthest wall. It held a sink, refrigerator, cabinets, a small dishwasher, and a microwave. In the cabinets were vintage cups and plates she’d gathered from thrift stores. It was a cute, quirky way to save on buying plates and cups while also reducing paper and plastic waste. She washed her hands and started pulling down plates and cups.
A chorus of hellos sounded behind her. Mona’s high-pitched voice stood out. “What goodies do you have for us today?”
“I finally made those BLT sliders Wanda requested, and look what I found,” she sang the last few words as she held up a bottle. “Cranberry-blueberry sparkling juice!”
The ladies let out another appraising chorus of sound, and quickly the bottle was snatched from her hand.
She knew a lot of it was put on. Fake friendships with matching smiles, but they did genuinely seem to like her lessons, and it wasn’t any of her business what went on in their little circle. They paid their bill each week and had bought their supplies directly from her shop, including many of their sewing machines, so she didn’t mind the fakeish vibe that came with them.
“Everyone, get yourselves a plate and drink. I’ll be right back. I’m going to get the attachments we’ll need for attaching the binding to your quilts.”
She dashed back to Marley as quickly as she could, the need to tell her friend burning her from the inside out. “I have to be quick.”
“Spill it then,” Marley demanded eagerly.
Laurel took a deep breath and looked around to make sure no one was near. “So, I took Dallas a plate for lunch.”
“You’re really sucking her in with this food tactic.”
Laurel faked shock. “It’s not a tactic. I just want to make sure she’s eating.”
“Only because you want her to eventually eat something else,” snorted Marley.
“Seriously?” Admonished Laurel, but then she shrugged. “Well, maybe subconsciously."
“I support you in that endeavor.”
“Thank you, but anyway, when I walked in, Jonathan was there!”
“Sumner?”
“Yes, he said he was welcoming her to town. You know how he is. Always wanting to be the center of attention. He doesn’t care about her shop. He just wanted to sniff out the newbie in town to see if she would be useful to him.”
“Sounds like him,” agreed Marley.
Laurel glanced back at the event room, the door wide open. There were only a couple of ladies left to get their plates. She needed to hurry. “So, you know how I am when it comes to him; I automatically went on the defensive, and Dallas noticed immediately. Of course, Jonathan didn’t because he never pays attention. Dallas was so great. Jonathan clearly didn’t like that I was bringing Dallas food and started moving closer to me, and Dallas let me use her as a barrier so he wouldn’t be breathing down my neck again.
Anyway, Jonathan left in a huff when Dallas mentioned that I had made her plates of food before. After he was gone, she pulled me close, and I couldn’t stop myself, Marley, I swear. I just started touching her arms all sweet-like. Like I was trying to send a signal but not be too forward, and she leaned in and we kissed!”
“Oh my god, I’m dying,” gushed Marley with a little jump.
“It was the hottest kiss of my life. It just came out of nowhere, but also, it didn’t. I think we’ve been working up to it.”
“What happened after?”
“We’re ready when you are, Laurel,” called Mona from the doorway of the event room. She gave the younger woman a disapproving look.
“Coming,” Laurel replied with a forced smile.
Mona ducked back into the room.
She turned her attention back to Marley. “Okay, I have to go, but to make the rest of it short, we’re going on a date after her bar opens, and we kissed again. Now, I really have to go before that old harpy wrings my neck and the others put me on a prayer list instead of intervening.”
If the other ladies noticed Laurel’s tardiness, they didn’t show it. With bellies satiated and a false high from the sparkling juice, the group was practically buzzing with excitement.
From her position at the front of the class, she pulled out the materials and attachments and began the demonstration. Binding the edges of their quilts would be the last step in the process. She had shown them how to make their own bias tape in the last class. It was a folded line of fabric that was sewn on the sides like a clamp to close and secure the edges of the quilt. Once they attached the bias tape, their quilts would be complete. She wasn’t sure if they would want to continue the classes afterward.
She offered a range of instructional classes, from beginner to advanced, including challenging quilt patterns, appliqué, and how to create your own patterns. She also offered hand-sewn options, such as embroidery, crazy quilts, and paper piecing. Those were her favorites.
As she went around the class checking on their progress and offering tips, she heard Pearl and Maggie discussing the upcoming Corn Festival, the largest event in the county, held every year on the square. It was the biggest financial weekend of the year. Not only did the whole county turn out, but so did the neighboring counties. It made up 10 to 40 percent of the stores located on the square's yearly sales. It was a crucial event for the retailers and restaurateurs.
“I still can’t believe they’re moving it,” said Maggie as she fidgeted with the hem of her quilt.
“Did they decide for sure?”
Maggie shook her head. “No, but does it really matter with a Sumner involved? They’ll just do what he wants.”
“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help hearing. What is going on with the festival?” asked Laurel.
The women exchanged a look before Maggie spoke. “Jonathan Sumner has put in a request to host the festival at that new event venue he’s built. The one for weddings and such on his property. He wants to move it from the square.”
Laurel couldn’t hide her surprise as her mouth dropped. This was awful. Absolutely disastrous. The businesses on the square relied on the Corn Festival to provide a needed boost before winter. It was a Bucksnort tradition to have it on the square.
Laurel frowned down at Maggie. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, Silvia’s granddaughter works at the paper and said it would be coming out tomorrow on the front page.”
The conversation drifted from the festival after that and onto Silvia’s granddaughter hooking up with a man she’d only known for a few days. Gossip was alive and well in the ladies' church group.



Chapter 13
“Did you get one?” Marley asked Laurel the moment she stepped back into the shop the next morning.
“Yep, I don’t know when the last time I bought a newspaper was, but they’ve gone up.”
She slapped it on the table, smoothing it out so the front page was on top. Her heart dropped at the headline.
“Sources say the historic Corn Festival is potentially moving. Town Council to vote next Friday,” Marley read aloud.
Laurel scoffed. “Sources say? So they weren’t even going to make it public. I bet Jonathan isn’t happy the news leaked out before it could go down.”
“I bet he’s throwing a tantrum right this minute. So, what are we going to do without those sales? Are we going to have to buy a booth or something?”
Laurel grimaced. What were they going to do? She depended on the festival to help cover the square maintenance fees and help pad the line for the slow season after Christmas. Sales were always down in January and February. The increase in online orders would help, but she was paying for more in production and product to meet the demand. This wasn’t good at all.
She shook her head slowly. “I honestly don’t know.”
***
At noon, she left the shop to run to Frank’s for lunch. They had vegetarian chili for their soup special, and Laurel loved it. It was loaded down with veggies and had a kick from roasted jalapeños.
She decided to stop by Dallas’ bar on the way. Partly to ask if she wanted anything, but also because she just wanted an excuse to see her.
That first kiss had been replaying in her head ever since. The softness of Dallas’ lips and her tight grip on her hips. Just thinking about how amazing it felt to be pressed against the older woman made her cheeks heat up. It had been hard to think of anything else.
The front door was unlocked, so she let herself in. She could just see Dallas’ head behind the bar. She walked up and called out to her. “Hey, Dallas.”
Surprised, she jumped up, sending small curtain rods clattering to the floor. “Fuck,” she hissed, standing up.
“Everything okay?”
“Does it look like everything is okay?” Dallas fumed, motioning to the floor.
Laurel stepped back at Dallas’ anger, a worried frown tugging her lips down. “Oh, I—”
Dallas held up her hand, sighing. “Shit, I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have taken my anger out on you.”
“It’s okay. You seem a little frustrated.”
“No, it’s not okay. I’m sorry. I spent a good portion of the last ten years constantly ready for an argument with my ex-wife, and I’m still learning that communication doesn’t have to involve snapping at each other. I promise I’ll try to catch myself next time.”
That broke Laurel’s heart a little. She couldn’t imagine living like that. “I understand. At least you’re aware and working on it.”
Dallas stepped over the fallen rods and a pile of black fabric, reaching her arms out to give Laurel the choice of contact or not. Laurel hesitated for a second but stepped into the embrace after dropping her purse on the bar. With her high heels on, she and Dallas were the same height, allowing Dallas to rest her head on her shoulder, her face pressed into Laurel’s neck. Her breath was hot against her skin when she spoke. “You smell good.”
Wrapping her arms around Dallas’ torso, she could feel dampness through her t-shirt. “And you’re sweaty.”
That elicited a laugh from Dallas, the sweet sound making Laurel’s heart flutter.
“Yeah, sorry about that. If it’s grossing you out, I can let go, but I could really use another minute of this. It’s been a rough morning,” she admitted, nuzzling her face just under Laurel’s ear. Her lips ghosted over the sensitive spot there, causing her to shiver with pleasure.
“Mmm, I think I can tolerate it for a little longer,” Laurel teased. She began running her hands over Dallas’ back as she felt Dallas shift her weight to one side. “Is your knee bothering you?”
“Yeah, I’ve been doing a lot of physical stuff lately. It’s not used to all this moving.”
They stood holding each other for a couple more minutes before Dallas pulled back with a sigh.
She gave Laurel a quick kiss and grabbed her hands. She dragged her eyes over Laurel, making her feel exposed but in a good way. The kind of way that sent heat north and south in her body. “You look nice today. Well, you actually look good all the time, but still.”
Laughing as she blushed, Laurel squeezed her hands. “Thank you. Is there anything I can do to make your day better?”
Dallas reached up, cupping her face with one hand, running her thumb over her cheek. “Just seeing you makes it better.”
“You’re so sweet. Come here, you deserve a kiss for that one.”
I could get used to kissing this woman, Laurel thought as she leaned into the kiss, swiping her tongue over Dallas’ bottom lip before pulling it between her teeth. Dallas groaned against her, her arms gripping Laurel tightly against her. They were both panting lightly when they separated.
Dallas was the first to speak. “If that’s the reward I get for complimenting you, then that’s basically all I’m ever going to do.”
Laurel barked out a laugh. “We’ll never get anything done.”
“Not a bad way to spend our time, though.”
“What’s going on here?” asked Laurel as she pointed to the mess on the floor.
Blowing out a breath, Dallas rubbed the back of her head as she stared at the mess. “That’s just one of many things that aren’t going right today. I thought I had the right size of curtains to cover the shelves underneath, but they're several inches too long, and I have no idea what to do other than just cut them off or say to hell with them. I’d like to put them up. It would make the bar look neater.”
Laurel opened her purse and rummaged around before pulling out a retractable measuring tape. “I may be able to help with this.”
“Why am I not surprised you have a measuring tape with you at all times?”
She laughed and sank down to the floor on her knees. Picking up the rod with a curtain on it, she popped it into place. It was a lot longer than it needed to be. It gathered on the floor and would be a tripping hazard if left the way it was. “Will you grab the little notepad out of my purse?”
Dallas rummaged around in it before producing a small, hot pink notepad and a pen from the spiral spring that ran down one side. She measured the curtains, folding them where they needed to lie, and jotted down the measurements. In just a couple of minutes, she was motioning for Dallas to help her up. “I can have them mended by the end of the workday. They’ll fit perfectly.”
“Shit, you don’t have to do that. I’m sure you’ve got a lot to do.”
“Nonsense. If I didn’t have time, I wouldn’t have offered. Speaking of offering. I came by to see if you wanted anything from Frank’s. I’m heading there to grab lunch for me and Marley.”
Dallas tilted her head. “Is that the little deli place around the corner?”
“Yep, the best sandwiches in town. I’m getting their soup special, vegetarian chili, and a turkey club.”
“Yeah, if you don’t mind. I tried them last week and loved the Italian sub.”
“Do you want to Google their menu, or do you know what you want?”
“I think I’ll take what you’re getting.”
“I’ll be back then.”
She went to the door, then Dallas called out to her. “Actually, can I go with you? I think I need a minute out of this bar.”
When they arrived back at Laurel’s shop loaded down with food, they assembled around the main cutting table with Marley. There wasn’t anyone else in the store, so they pulled out stools from under the table and began opening containers, filling the space with delicious smells.
“My goodness, you just can’t beat their cheddar and beef sandwiches. Arby’s has nothing on them,” said Marley after taking her first bite. A little cheddar dribbled from the corner of her mouth.
“Maybe I’ll try that next,” said Dallas as she popped the lid off the container of chili. They topped it with diced red onions, pepper jack cheese, and a dollop of sour cream. The onions overwhelmed the other smells. “My breath is going to stink after these onions.”
“That’s okay, so will Laurel’s,” quipped Marley with a smirk.
“Marley,” admonished Laurel. She snuck a shy look at Dallas, who returned it with her own smug smile. Butterflies danced in her stomach.
“I take it Laurel told you about our kiss. Well, kisses.”
Eyes widening, Marley leaned in. “How many kisses are we talking about here?”
“Y’all,” groaned Laurel. Her face was beyond hot.
“She’s on the shyer side,” explained Marley. “So, Dallas, what do you think of this whole Corn Festival moving thing?”
Dallas paused as she was about to take a bite of her sandwich. “It’s doing what? This is the huge festival that’s hosted here on the square, right?”
Laurel stretched forward, grabbed the newspaper, and slid it in front of Dallas. “Your favorite person wants to move it.”
Frowning, Dallas set her sandwich down and lifted the paper. The only sounds were the chewing and rustling of paper that the sandwiches had been wrapped in while she read over the article. Laurel cast a few glances her way, and each time, the lines on her forehead deepened.
“This is bullshit,” she said once she was done, looking between the other two women and the paper with a bewildered look. “Surely he can’t get away with this.”
“Unfortunately, in this town, Sumners often get their way. They’re the most prominent family in Bucksnort aside from Laurel’s.”
Dallas’ frown deepened further, hard lines forming around her mouth. She turned to Laurel. “Your family is important?”
A rush of embarrassment flowed into Laurel. She hated it when people talked about her family. She wasn’t like them. She worked hard to separate herself from them. Their influence in the county was deep, but she never used it personally. She avoided meeting Dallas’ gaze by staring down at her chili, stirring it harder than she needed to. “My family is well known, but I don’t get involved in anything they do. My monthly dinner is about it.”
Dallas hummed her response and went back to her sandwich in an almost dismissive way. Laurel had no idea how to read that response, but she knew she didn’t like it.



Chapter 14
Today was the day, and Dallas wasn’t sure she had ever been so anxious in her life.
She reached into her pocket and pulled out a roll of Tums, popping two in her mouth. She sent up a silent plea for them to settle the acidic stomach that was currently plaguing her. It had been like that for the last 48 hours or so. She would worry herself into an ulcer if it didn’t let up soon.
“You ready for tonight, Aunt Dee?”
About as ready as I am to repeatedly slam my head into a wall. “Yes. Well, sort of. Let’s go over it again.”
Jackson rolled his eyes. “We’ve been over the plan a hundred times. We’ve got the prep done. The wait staff should be here anytime. Hunter and Ally are back there right now getting everything prepped for the food. You’ve been over the bar probably 20 thousand times. We’re as prepared as we can be.”
Dallas wasn’t so sure, but she didn’t argue.
Opening a new place came with a million moving parts, and this evening, they all felt like they were spinning out of control. She couldn’t decide what made her more anxious—the possibility that no one would show up or that the entire town might flood through the doors. The more she thought about it, the more she wished she had done a soft launch. It would have given her a chance to work out the kinks and spot the weak points before they became huge problems. Too late for that now.
Instead, she was heading into the night blind, and that lack of control sat heavy in her chest.
About thirty minutes before the doors opened, Dallas was already sweating through her newly changed clothes. She stood in front of her mirror, tugging gently at the deep green tie around her neck, wondering if she should keep it or go without. The vest was sharp, tailored just enough to define her shoulders, and the brown dress pants clung to her thighs and ass like a glove. Her bronze oxfords gleamed beneath the perfectly hemmed cuffs, and everything about the look screamed confidence. But inside, she was anything but calm.
"You’ve got this. You can do this. It’s going to be great," she whispered to her reflection, her voice faltering.
She had ducked upstairs just long enough to change, splash cool water on her heated face, and breathe through the rising panic. The cool water had brought a moment of relief. She slid a comb through her short hair and then rolled up her sleeves. This wasn’t just opening night. This was her night. The first real night of her new life.
Stepping out of the bathroom, she jumped like a scared cat at the sudden knock that echoed through her apartment. God, my nerves are shot.
“Come in,” she called, her voice catching slightly.
The door opened, and there was Laurel, all soft curves and brilliantly smiling. Her dark curls spilled around a bright purple headband, and a cream cardigan wrapped around her shoulders like a hug. The matching bright purple dress stood out against the plain, white walls of her apartment. They could not have looked any different. Rainbows and sunshine, rustic and stormy.
Her eyes swept over Dallas slowly, drinking in every detail.
“You look hot,” Laurel breathed, her eyes lingering longer than necessary. Dallas felt heat pooling deep in her belly and rolling lower below her leather belt as their eyes met again.
Dallas let out a nervous laugh, feeling a small amount of anxiety lift at just being in Laurel’s presence. “I feel hot. Like, sweating-through-my-shirt kind of hot. Probably not the kind of sexy you meant, huh?”
Laurel rolled her eyes and closed the distance between them.
She brushed her fingertips over Dallas’ neck, causing her to close her eyes as if they sent tingling down her spine. Laurel pressed against her, and Dallas could feel the soft, round hills of her breasts against her own smaller chest.
The contact momentarily made her forget all about opening night as Laurel tugged her face down to her own. This was just what she needed. Exactly what would soothe her restless worries for a moment.
Their lips crashed together like waves, and Dallas had a brief thought she would gladly drown in the woman. The switch from being riddled with anxiety to completely crotch-drenchingly turned on was enough to make her dizzy, and she wrapped herself around the curvy woman for support. Laurel responded immediately to her silent plea as Laurel took some of Dallas’ weight in the embrace. She needed this. Needed the contact and distraction to clear her mind and ground her.
Without thought, she felt her own hand slide down from Laurel’s waist, over her generous hips, to her full ass. The little gasping moan that slipped out between their lips let Dallas know her touch had been welcomed. With a strong hand, she gave Laurel’s bottom a squeeze. The wandering hand seemed to move on its own as it began to search for the hem of the dress, seeking another squeeze but with less fabric.
Laurel laughed softly against her lips, her breath warm and teasing. She pulled back just enough to meet Dallas’ eyes, her gaze sparkling with mischief. “As much as I’d love to see what that hand can do, you might want to take care of the line out front first.”
Dallas blinked. “A line?”
Laurel grinned and kissed her again quickly before taking her hand and tugging her toward the window.
Dallas allowed herself to be moved. The moment her eyes dropped to the street below, her breath caught. “Shit,” she whispered.
There they were. A sea of people, at least thirty heads and probably more. The line spilled down the sidewalk, stretching past the front of her bar and disappearing behind the white-and-purple awning of Laurel’s shop. A line. For her bar.
Her vision blurred with tears that were quickly springing up. She reached out, pressing both hands to the windowsill and leaned against it. Her heart pounded so hard it echoed in her ears. It was happening. It was really happening.
A soft hand found her lower back, grounding her once again. Laurel leaned in close, her voice gentle and filled with pride. “It goes past my shop, the last time I looked. They’re all here for you, Dallas. They’re here because of what you built.”
Tears spilled freely now. She couldn’t stop them even if she tried. A sob escaped her throat, and she let out a shaky breath as if the fear, exhaustion, and hope she’d been carrying had suddenly decided to rise to the surface all at once. It was overwhelming.
She laughed through it, aware she was showing Laurel a very vulnerable side of herself, and didn’t mind. She rarely let others see her like that. Laurel was quickly becoming a safe place for her. She let out a wet chuckle. “I can’t believe I’m crying.”
“You earned those tears,” Laurel said quietly, wrapping her arms around her from behind. “Let them fall. It’s a big day. Emotions are normal. I still remember my opening day. I was a mess.”
And so she did, just for a moment. A brief moment in time where her heart swelled and a wash of pride flowed through her. But just briefly. Then she straightened and wiped her eyes. “I should probably get to work.”
“Yeah, your customers await. I came up to tell you good luck, and Marley and I will be coming by later to see what the new place is all about.”
“Does that mean you’ll be having some more whiskey?” teased Dallas.
Smirking, Laurel rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t go that far.”
“Walk me to my store?”
“I would love to.”
Dallas grabbed Laurel’s offered hand and allowed herself to be pulled from the apartment and down the stairs. At the back entrance to her bar, she gave Laurel one more kiss and then walked in, the back door shutting like a jail cell. No going back now.
She could hear Jackson giving the newly hired staff a pep talk. She was overcome with pride. He was such a good young man, and she was happy to go into this venture with him by her side.
Steeling herself for a moment, she closed her eyes, taking a deep breath before slowly releasing it. Showtime.



Chapter 15
Marley whistled when Laurel stepped out of her darkened storefront. Both had gone home to change, deciding to meet at 7:00. Marley motioned for Laurel to spin around, which she obliged. “You look like a sexy snack in that.”
Blushing, Laurel looked down at herself. She decided to freshen her makeup and change her clothing. She hoped Dallas liked her outfit. It was more daring than she usually wore. Laurel was comfortable in bright colors and playful patterns, but sexy wasn’t her usual go-to. The black crop top knotted under her breasts, giving them a generous outline of their fullness, and the matching floor-length maxi skirt swayed seductively with each swish of her thick hips. She’d tossed her hair up in a loose, wild updo with a few strands pulled out to frame her heart-shaped face and added some gold hoops. She felt sexy and confident and hoped like hell no one told her aunt she had some of her belly showing. She could just hear Adella’s shrieking voice now.
“Let’s hope Dallas likes it.”
“How could she not?” Marley looped her arm in Laurel’s, and they walked the short distance next door. “You’re totally getting laid in that.”
“Marley,” Laurel groaned.
Chatter and commotion met them when they opened the door. Laurel had been surprised and pleased that she could hardly hear anything in her apartment or store.
“They're crowded,” observed Marley.
“Really crowded.”
Walking in, they were immediately hit with the full force of the noise and savory smells of whiskey and food. A few heads turned their way, then back to their conversations.
They stood awkwardly for a few minutes before a red-faced young woman dressed in all black finally came up to the hostess podium. She brushed back a long piece of hair that had come out of her ponytail. “Welcome, ladies. Just the two of you?”
They nodded.
“Uh,” she looked down at the podium and then around again.
Laurel spotted Dallas behind the bar. “Could we sit at the bar?”
She looked almost relieved at the question. “Sure, it looks like there are two seats.”
As they made their way through the packed bar, Laurel looked at the tables as they passed and frowned. A good amount didn’t have drinks or food. Some people had bored or annoyed looks on their faces. It caused a knot to form in her stomach. She could feel disappointment hanging heavy in the air.
About halfway through, a waving hand caught her attention. She smiled and motioned for Marley to follow her.
“Sarah, Danika, I haven’t seen you in forever!” she gushed as she gave hugs to the couple. Marley followed suit. All four had gone to school together.
“Wow! You look fantastic.”
“Thank you.” Laurel blushed at the compliment.
“We’ve been knee-deep in apples at the orchard. It’s peak season,” explained Danika. Her family owned the local apple orchard. “We decided to treat ourselves to a night out.”
“We came to support Laurel’s new girlfriend, Dallas, the owner,” chimed Marley.
Laurel gasped, her face heating up. “We’re not dating.”
“You’ve made out with her,” retorted Marley, rolling her eyes.
“Oh, you’re seeing the hot silver fox behind the bar?” asked Sarah, her grey eyes lighting up. She loved a piece of gossip.
“No, not officially or anything. We haven’t actually gotten to spend a lot of time together because of work, but we plan to go out to dinner soon.”
Danika raised an eyebrow, her dark brown eyes holding suspicion. “But you’ve made out?”
Wincing with a nervous laugh, Laurel shrugged. “I mean, just a little bit.”
“Well, we love that for you, truly. It’s about time you find someone,” said Sarah, her eyes softening with her kind words.
“We’ll see how it goes.”
Danika cast a glance up at the bar and back. “I hope your dinner with her goes better than ours tonight.”
“What do you mean?”
The couple glanced at each other again, looking as if they were deciding how honest to be. Sarah spoke up after a tick. “We’ve been here for almost an hour and just now got our drinks. We’ve seen a few people get up and leave. I don’t think they have enough help.”
“Oh shit, that’s not good,” expressed Laurel, worry beginning to cloud her mind. “Excuse me, y’all. I want to go check on her.”
Laurel left them with Marley trailing behind her. She waved at two more tables with people she knew on her way to the bar. She knew or was familiar with the majority of the faces in the room.
Her heart broke when she made it to the bar.
Sweat clung to Dallas’s forehead as she moved quickly, her limp more pronounced with each step. The stuttered step was subtle enough that most wouldn’t notice, but Laurel saw it clearly. The pain was evident if you knew what to look for.
Gone was the smooth, confident grace from the night she’d given Laurel the tour. Now her movements were stiff and her expression tight with discomfort. Her lips were pressed into a firm line, and the furrow between her brows deepened with every step. Laurel wanted to make the pain and stress go away immediately.
She didn’t even look up when they slid onto stools. “What can I get you?”
“I think the better question is, what can I do for you?”
Dallas’ head jerked up at Laurel’s voice. “Laurel?”
“Are you okay?”
Dallas looked around the room with troubled eyes. “I severely underestimated the wait staff-to-customer ratio. We’re so swamped. One of our new waitresses didn’t show. There was an issue with the grill that set us back. I can’t seem to get drinks to people fast enough, and Hunter can’t get the food cooked and plated quickly enough, even with an assistant.”
The smooth, composed husky voice Laurel was accustomed to was overwhelmed with panic, giving it a higher pitch. A pang of sympathy went through her heart, and she became overwhelmed with the need to make it better. Dallas needed her.
“Shit, there’s more walking out,” Dallas hissed.
Laurel glanced over her shoulder to see Mr. and Mrs. Gobble leaving through the front door. She knew them and wished she could talk them back into staying.
The defeated look on Dallas’ face when she turned back around was all she needed.
She turned to Marley, determination filling her. “Are you in?”
Nodding, Marley knew exactly what her best friend was asking. “I’ll go to the kitchen and pitch in. You take up here.”
They left their stools with a purpose.
Marley headed straight to the back while Laurel went around the bar. As she tucked her purse under the bar, she called to Dallas, “What do you need me to do?”
Riddled with shock, Dallas moved close to her so no one could hear them. Laurel wanted nothing more than to take Dallas in her arms and soothe her worries. “You don’t have to do this.”
The crack in her voice, that faltering sound, made Laurel’s heart break once more and made her even more determined. She ghosted her fingers over Dallas’ hand briefly. “I want to. There’s clearly interest in this place, and we’ll survive tonight and regroup in the morning. And if that isn’t enough reason, then let’s just call this repayment for the excellent ass grab earlier.”
A flash of cockiness graced Dallas’ face before falling into gratefulness. “Thank you, Laurel. This really means a lot.”
Laurel’s heart warmed at her words. She smiled brightly at the older woman. “You’re welcome. Now put me to work, boss.”
***
Laurel had no idea so many people liked bourbon. Despite being a lifelong Kentucky resident, she never really got the big deal.
Her first task was to fill bourbon flights for the two specials: one with four brands and one with eight. Each short snifter sat neatly on a curved slab of bourbon barrel wood, giving it a look that was both rustic and elegant. She was supposed to pour just half an ounce into each glass, but the first few she did slosh over the rim. Her hands weren’t exactly steady with the anxiety from doing something new, but eventually she found a rhythm.
“Now take it to table four,” Dallas instructed, pressing a laminated table chart into her hands. “Front window. Don’t forget the card with the names and tasting notes.”
She glanced at it. Jefferson’s Ocean. Eagle Rare. 1972 Small Batch. Notes of this and scents of that were listed on a nicely printed card.
“Can do,” she said, though she wasn’t so sure.
Balancing the tray carefully, she moved through the packed bar with the kind of fragile grace that came from sheer terror. Her heart thudded in her ears. The low pour helped, thank god, but the trembling in her arms didn’t. How did people do this all the time?
Table four was full. The Gallaghers and the Watts. Locals, familiar faces. Familiar enough to add a little more pressure.
“Hey, y’all,” she said with a wide smile. She tried her best to turn on her natural charm. She was good with people. Hopefully her nerves didn’t affect that. “I’ve got your flights here.”
“About time,” muttered Chuck Watts without even looking up.
Laurel’s jaw tightened. His wife, Ellen, gave his arm a quick smack and turned to Laurel with an apologetic smile. “Thanks, Laurel. I didn’t realize you were working here.”
“I’m just helping out tonight,” she said, setting down the tray of eight in front of Chuck with careful precision.
“You could’ve helped an hour ago,” he grumbled.
Her tongue twitched with the urge to snap back, but she swallowed it down, biting the inside of her cheek briefly instead. “We appreciate your patience,” she said sweetly. Her voice was smooth as honey, but her blazing eyes made him look away.
She pivoted quickly and headed back to the bar, blood rushing in her ears. Heat crept down her neck and across her chest, and not from the bourbon this time, but from the frustration building just beneath her polite smile. She could feel Dallas watching from the other end of the bar, and that did something else entirely to her blood, something hot and thrilling in a very different way.
She grabbed the next flight order and took a steadying breath. It was going to be a long night.



Chapter 16
Throughout the rest of the evening, Dallas kept sneaking glances at Laurel. She was awe-inspiring. Her ease with the customers. How quickly she picked up on things and unashamedly laughed at herself when she messed up. That laugh touched a part of Dallas’ heart that she didn’t know existed.
The undercurrent of agitation from the customers was replaced with the exact atmosphere that she had been hoping for. Laid-back, cheerful chatter. Heads nodding in approval after sipping from snifters. Laughter over shared appetizers. People coming together to shed the week's worries and stress.
Once Laurel and Marley got involved, they were able to catch up. Laurel chatted up customers and smoothed over irritation. Marley was able to get food to the customers quicker, filling their cranky bellies. With them, the waitresses could focus more on taking care of their customers. Dallas was able to catch up on drinks. It somehow all worked, and she had never been more grateful.
Closing time arrived, and with it came a silence save for the movements of cleaning and sorting that made the room feel less mesmerizing. The chatter, the clinking, the laughter—all gone and now replaced with the sweeping of a broom, the clatter of glass on glass, and the occasional sigh from some tired soul.
As things were cleaned and put back together, the heaviness of the evening began to weigh on Dallas’ shoulders. She had actually done it. She made her dream come true. After all the hell she had been put through over the last year, here she was standing behind the bar of her own place. She briefly thought of Vanessa. She would lose her shit if she saw it. She had no doubt someone had mentioned it to her by now, but to actually see it would be like rubbing it in her face. A big fuck you, Vanessa. It was almost worth rejoining social media to post her success, but she decided against it. It wouldn’t be worth stirring her up.
As she closed down the register, Marley walked out of the back. She looked exhausted. “Oh boy, I don’t know how people do this every day. I’m beat.”
Dallas returned the comment with a grin. “Long night, huh?”
“Definitely. Do you mind if I take a plate of leftover food from tonight? I’m starving.”
“Yeah, take whatever. I’m sorry you had to step in and help. I’ll get a check together tomorrow for tonight’s work and bring it by the shop.”
Marley smiled kindly and shook her head. “No way. This is what friends do for each other. Of course, if you let me take a bottle of beer to go with my midnight dinner, I wouldn’t say no.”
“It’s a deal.”
Everyone trickled out, bidding goodnight and congratulating Dallas. Eventually, it was just Dallas and Laurel, who looked tired but still had those bright, shining blue eyes aimed at her. “Tonight was an adventure. I never thought I’d do waitressing.”
Chuckling, Dallas dipped her head. “Yeah, sorry about that. You really did have the whole room wrapped around your finger tonight. You got out there and charmed the whole place.”
Laurel flashed a bashful smile. “I just did what I do best: gab people's ears off.”
“You single-handedly kept butts in seats. I don’t know how I can thank you for that.”
“I do.”
“Yeah?” she asked, curiosity piqued.
“I’m hungry. I’m sure you’re hungry. Why don’t I go heat up the gumbo I made last night, you make us some drinks to unwind, and I’ll meet you at your apartment after I change out of this?” she instructed, motioning down at herself.
Dallas licked her lips as she slowly scanned the delicious curves Laurel had put on display. The dark brunette’s outfit choice hadn’t escaped her throughout the evening. She had taken quick glances whenever the opportunity had arisen. She found herself nodding, reaching out to Laurel. “I did notice your outfit tonight. You’re gorgeous.”
A pleased smile graced Laurel’s face as she let Dallas grab her by the hip, her fingers pressing into her. “I wanted to wear something a little different for your opening.”
“I love that you wanted to dress up for tonight. I don’t think you could have looked better.”
Blushing, Laurel looked up. “Thank you. I hoped you would like it. What do you say about a quick dinner?”
“I think I’d love that.”
They shut off the lights and double-checked that the place was locked up before heading upstairs. When they arrived at the top, Dallas touched Laurel’s shoulder, getting her attention. “I think I’m going to take a quick shower. I’ll leave the door unlocked so you can let yourself in.”
“That works. I may do the same. I worked up a sweat.”
An image of Laurel under a spray of water flashed through her mind. If they were further in their courtship, she’d ask if she wanted to join her, but she bit that back. “Sounds good.”
In the quietness of her apartment and without outside stimuli, Dallas became more aware of the shooting pain in her knee. She didn’t have to look to know it was swollen. She and her knee had become in tune with each other at this point.
Limping her way to her bedroom, she rummaged around her dresser drawers. She grabbed black boxer briefs, some jogging pants, and an old t-shirt. Normally, with a lady coming over, she’d put a little more effort into her appearance, but it was late, and Laurel was probably just as tired as she was, so comfort won out. Somehow, she knew Laurel wouldn’t mind one bit.
The shower gave her renewed energy. The warm water washed away all the sweat and grime of the day. It was like baptism. All her worries and stress washed down the drain over the last few weeks, leaving her clean and refreshed.
As she pulled on her clothing, she briefly wondered if Laurel's coming over would lead to anything else. Should she put on a little cologne, or should she have run a razor over her legs? She shaved yesterday, but a bit of stubble had already started growing in. Would the spunky younger woman be touching her in places that needed shaving or anywhere at all, even? She didn’t know, but she shrugged off the worry. It had been a long-ass day. She doubted Laurel cared that she was arriving at their 1 am dinner date just like she was.
When she stepped out of the bathroom, she immediately noticed noises from the kitchen and peered down the hallway. Laurel was just putting a pot down on the stove. She didn’t have to see or smell it to know it tasted delicious. She padded into the open living room and kitchen area. “You're either quick, or I was slow.”
She laughed. “I cheated and didn’t wash my hair. I had zero desire to dry it or sleep on a wet pillow. I had this heating up while I was in there.”
“Well, whatever works. I’ll grab bowls,” said Dallas.
She gathered bowls and spoons, and before long, both were seated at her small kitchen table. She moaned aloud when the flavorful gumbo hit her tongue and went down her throat. The shrimp and andouille sausage, mixed with the richness of the broth, spoke to the patience required to patiently cultivate a deep roux. Before she knew it, she had drained her bowl, feeling more than satisfied.
“Are you happy with your opening night?” asked Laurel as she took a bite, the spoon slipping between plump lips.
“It could have gone better. I underestimated the crowd size. Had the other waitress shown up, we would still have been swamped.”
“So tomorrow you regroup?”
“Yeah, we’ll regroup and see if we can’t get some help last minute. There were other people we interviewed who would have worked, but I didn’t want to overhire. I guess I’ll call some and offer an incentive to come in.”
Nodding, Laurel scooped up another bite. Dallas noticed she ate much slower than she did. “That sounds like a good plan. If you need me to help, just let me know. I don’t mind helping again. Though I’ll show up in a different pair of shoes. My choice tonight wasn’t waitstaff friendly.”
Dallas felt some guilt seep into her happiness. She frowned. “I’m sorry about that.”
“Don’t be. I volunteered to help.”
They chatted a little more as their meal wound down. It was nice to just be one-on-one.
She fisted a yawn, the late hour taking its toll. She wasn’t sure if it was the rum and coke she’d made them or if it was the delirium from that whole day, but before she knew it, the words of an invitation were tumbling out of her mouth. “Do you want to stay over and snuggle?”
Silence met her invitation. With each tick of a second going by, she regretted her loose lips, but then Laurel answered, “I’d like that.”
Relieved and thrilled at the same time, Dallas nodded. “I would, too.”
They stared at each other for a moment, gray meeting blue, as if giving the other a chance to back out but neither did.
They cleared away the dishes and began to shut off the lights.
An anxious anticipation hung heavy in the air. She would be completely satisfied if all they did was cuddle, but she couldn’t help but wonder if they’d do a little more. She was tired. So tired. But the shower and food gave her a bit of new energy, and Laurel showing up in a little cotton nightgown that showed a grateful glimpse of full thighs with a few sweet dimples in them made her think she could give the younger woman whatever energy she had left if she wanted it. She was at a crossroads in exhaustion where she would be happy to go to sleep tucked against Laurel and also fucking her until her eyes rolled back in her head and the sheets were soaked.
She grabbed Laurel’s hand and flipped off the last light in the kitchen before guiding them to her bedroom.
“Do you mind if I take off my sweatpants?”
“Not at all,” Laurel replied, placing her phone and keys on the side before slipping under the covers.
Dallas ditched her bottoms and turned to sit on the edge and then swung her legs over. It was a move that kept her from putting weight on her knee.
Once under the covers, the sheets cold against her heated skin, she turned to face Laurel. There was just a hint of light sneaking through the edges of the blinds from the street lamps below. The hills of Laurel’s body were elevated under the low light.
“Since tonight is your day, you can decide if you want to be the big spoon or the little one. I’m game for either,” said Laurel, her voice soft with a proud note to it.
Laughing, Dallas reached her arm out, her fingers finding Laurel’s torso. “I’m not the little spoon type. Come here.”
Laurel didn’t hesitate. Her body slid against the sheets easily, turning on her side when she arrived next to Dallas.
Dallas waited to see how close Laurel moved towards her and let out a happy sigh when the other woman pressed the length of her body against hers. She took that as a sign that Laurel was okay with touching and ran her hand over her hip, enjoying the softness under her hand and sliding her arm around her waist. She pulled Laurel even closer as a thrill ran up her spine, and a little moan of approval greeted her ears.
New energy coursed through her. Perhaps Laurel was feeling the same way? Having her body pressed so close, not even air could get between them. The smell of her sweet perfume. The knowledge that only a little cotton nightgown separated her from really feeling the brunette.
“Dallas?” Laurel’s voice was so low she almost didn’t hear her.
“Yeah?”
There was a prolonged pause. “Are you tired?”



Chapter 17
A burst of arousal shot through her. She moved her body against Laurel’s as her arm came up to rest just under her breasts. She could feel the heat radiating off them. “Not if you’re not.”
Laurel’s response was turning over.
The separation left the front of her cold once the body heat was gone. She reached out and hooked her arm around Laurel, pulling her back against her, but this time they were facing each other. Large, soft breasts pressed against her own smaller chest, and it took everything in her not to reach for one to caress.
Arms wrapped around her neck, pulling her to Laurel. The softest of lips met hers with such a hard demand that the contrast was dizzying. Laurel was as turned on as she was.
Without thinking, she rolled forward to be on top, but the moment she put her knee down, sharp pain penetrated her lusty haze. She broke the kiss, hissing in pain. “Fuck, my knee.”
Laurel’s hand found its way to her leg and began rubbing her thigh as Dallas rubbed her knee. “Do we need to try this another night?”
She shook her head. “No, no, I can do this. I just need to stay off my knee.”
“Are you sure?”
Dallas felt a nudge of annoyance at having to reconfirm herself. Not because Laurel didn’t believe her, but because it made her feel weak. She’d never had to worry about being on top of a woman before. She had always been in pretty good shape. Her body had never let her down. Yet here she was, unable to top her partner, to cover Laurel with her body like a blanket. She always loved that feeling. It made her feel strong and protective. She wanted to give Laurel pleasure after pleasure, but in that moment, she didn’t feel as confident as she normally would have.
This was the first time she would be with a woman since her marriage ended. Being nervous was normal for the first time with someone, but now it was like she was using a foreign body. Or a broken-down one.
She swallowed down her uncertainty and nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure. I just need to avoid putting weight on my knee. I’m sorry I can’t… well, I can’t really be on top like I’m used to.”
A warm, soft hand came up to caress her face. She turned into it, finding comfort in the way it cupped her. “Oh, babe, I don’t care how we do with this; I just want to be with you. Let’s stay on our sides for now.”
Dallas felt a bit of relief lift off her shoulders. “Being on our sides sounds good. Can we take this gown off?”
Laurel let out a giggle. “Yes, but only if you take your clothes off, too.”
“I’ll do whatever you want to get you out of your clothes.”
Laurel laughed again and sat up to help Dallas remove her shirt. Dallas forced down some embarrassment at awkwardly sitting up enough for the help, but let it go as it was Laurel’s turn. Laurel tugged her gown over her head, Dallas helping pull it over her head with one hand. She was propped up on her other arm. She knew she had to swallow some of her pride and adjust to her current limitations if she wanted this to happen. And she desperately wanted it to happen.
When Laurel turned back to Dallas, leaning on one hand, Dallas let out a soft moan. Though the shadows of the room didn’t give a full view, she was able to see enough to make her ache with not only desire but also adoration. “God, you’re beautiful.”
She reached out, needing to feel her skin. To feel all the curves and grooves. Never had she been with a woman of Laurel’s size. Vanessa was rail-thin, and her few girlfriends before that were average size, so when Laurel started drawing her attention, she was surprised but enthralled.
Her hand found its way onto Laurel’s belly, enjoying the heated softness underneath. “I need more of you.”
Laurel gently picked up Dallas' hand, bringing it to her mouth to kiss her knuckles before leaning down. “Let’s get you equally naked.”
“Aren’t you wearing panties? Those need to go, too.”
“Does it feel like I am?” Laurel turned over and moved to hover over Dallas.
Dallas slowly slid her hand down Laurel’s body, over her belly and pubic mound, immediately feeling a tug between her own legs as her finger carded through curls and then to the softest, most welcoming plump lips she had ever touched. A deep moan left her chest, and fire burned in her belly.
Laurel sucked in a breath above her, her hips tilting toward Dallas’ hand in a needy response.
Taking that as permission, Dallas slid her finger through hot, wet folds to find and brush two fingers over Laurel’s clit.
Moaning a whimper, Laurel adjusted to be closer, putting her knee between Dallas’ legs seeking more.
“Come closer; I want your boobs.”
Laurel did as instructed, and the moment one of her breasts was over Dallas’ face, she leaned forward, sucking the nipple into her mouth. The velvety heaviness that lay on her face was like experiencing heaven. She could smother under the large breasts and would die happy. And judging by the groan above her, Laurel wasn’t opposed to the position.
“Oh, this—this is great.”
Grinning against the nipple in her mouth, she was pleased to hear the verbal confirmation. Maybe being on the bottom wasn’t so bad.
Angling a little to one side for better access, she slid the two fingers down, seeking Laurel’s entrance. Sinking into her made both of them moan. Slick with need, Laurel easily took her. The warm walls around her fingers were tight and welcoming, and when she adjusted to rub her clit with her thumb while starting to pump in and out, Laurel let out a sound of delight that set her heart on fire. She wanted nothing more than to give Laurel all the pleasure she could.
“Mm, this feels amazing,” Laurel panted above. “Bite me a little.”
Dallas let out a muffled groan as she did as she was told, and was more than a little delighted that Laurel felt comfortable enough with her to ask for what she wanted. She lightly nibbled the bud in her mouth, mimicking the pressure with fingers on her other breast. She was using all her focus to keep one hand steadily going in and out of her while playing with her breasts with the other and her mouth. It was a sexual balancing act that Dallas was determined to accomplish.
Above her, Laurel’s body was coming alive. Her belly was brushing against Dallas’ and her thighs were dripping with slick. With each thrust, Laurel began to meet her, burying her fingers further, deeper inside.
She added a third, prompting Laurel to gasp and grind against her hand. “Fuck, that’s— that’s it. Just a little more…”
Dallas grinned as the walls around her fingers began to clench. She became so tight that Dallas had a hard time getting traction with her thrusts, but it didn’t matter. Laurel was panting and losing control as she rode her hand on the waves of orgasm. Warm wetness rolled down Dallas’ wrist, and she loved every bit of it. She hadn’t felt this alive in years. Laurel seemed to ignite a passion within her mind and body that she never knew was there.
A revelation hit her. She didn’t need to be on top. She had given Laurel what she needed by working as a team, and she was surprised to find she didn’t mind at all.
She continued to pump her fingers until Laurel began to sag down, the remnants of orgasm trickling out of her. Her breathing was ragged, and as she lowered herself down, Dallas removed her fingers. She could feel Laurel’s shift in emotion immediately. The brunette lay down, reaching for Dallas with a whole different kind of need.
“Come here, baby, I’ve got you,” she whispered as she gathered Laurel in her arms.
She could hear Laurel trying to get her breathing under control. She rubbed soothing circles from her neck all the way down to the top of her butt and then up again, allowing Laurel a moment to get herself settled.
“That was intense,” Laurel whispered into her neck. “I can’t believe I did that. Like, be up there like that.”
“Mm, it was hot. Really hot.”
A giggle sounded from her neck. “You don’t think I was a little…forward? I mean, it’s our first time.”
“Forward? Absolutely not. That was the hottest thing ever, and I didn’t feel like I was letting you down by being under you.”
Laurel pulled back. “Why would you think that?”
Biting her lip, Dallas thought about it for a moment. “I guess because I’ve been expected to be the top and giver for so long. You didn’t mind that I wasn’t all macho on top.”
Fingers reached up to caress the side of her face. She nuzzled into it, not used to the affection but gobbling it up like it was as vital as breathing. “Oh, Dallas. I hate that you weren’t treated equally. You deserve pleasure and to be taken care of, too.”
Overcome with the need not to look weak, she started to protest. “I mean, I got off…”
A finger pressed against her lips. “Don’t. Don’t try to make neglect okay. You deserve to be pleased as much as I do.”
A lump bubbled up from her chest, strangling her. Vanessa always put her needs off like an afterthought. Dallas loved giving her partner pleasure and had learned to overlook the lack of reciprocation. She let out a breath. “I like giving.”
“And so do I,” Laurel whispered as she kissed along her jaw until she reached her earlobe. She nibbled it like it was a delicacy, eliciting a rumbling moan from Dallas. “What do you like?”
It took Dallas a moment to understand what Laurel was asking. What did she like? Her mind immediately went to something she hadn't had in over a decade.
“What did you just think of?” asked Laurel as she rubbed her hand up and down Dallas’ chest. Every light swipe of her hand over her breast made her shudder. “Please tell me.”
Every nerve in her body lit up at those honey-smooth words. She found herself tattling on something she’d been missing for so long. “Oral. She wouldn’t… I mean, it’s been so long since—”
The finger was back, pressing against her lips. Telling her enough. She inwardly groaned at the control Laurel was having over her. This whole night was like learning how to have sex again. “Lie back, baby.”
Despite a hollow voice in the back of her mind protesting, she did as she was told. Giving up and accepting whatever Laurel wanted to lavish her with.
And lavish she did.
With her silent answer, Laurel slid back up over her once again.
Her mouth trailed down her neck, leaving a trail of liquid-hot kisses along her skin. A shudder wracked her body as a lip enclosed around her nipple.
“Shit,” she moaned. Her hands needed something to do, and they found their way into Laurel's messy hair.
Her tongue lapped, and her teeth teased Dallas’ chest. She allowed herself to let go. To release old expectations and enjoy being taken care of for once.
Laurel began to trail down her torso, leaving little kisses here and there. It was like hot, erotic stamps on her skin that sent a jolt of pleasure to her core with every contact.
When Laurel reached her underwear, she was a panting mess.
“Let’s take these off.”
She lifted her hips the moment she felt fingers under the waistband. She knew without a doubt that they were soaked.
“Mm, baby, are you ready?’
“Yes,” she gasped as the cold air of the room hit her hot center.
Laurel hummed approval as she settled between Dallas' legs.
Dallas chanced a look down. Laurel’s silhouette was plain erotic, with her large ass high up and head just above her mound. It was the hottest sight she had ever seen, and when Laurel dipped her mouth down, her tongue making contact with her clit, she lost all outside awareness. It was just her, Laurel, and that mouth. Nothing else mattered.
The velvety tongue seemed to be memorizing every inch of her. Her heart was beating in step with the throb of her clit. Pleasure was building low in her gut. Too many sensations to keep straight.
Laurel’s tongue concentrated on small circles at first, eliciting moans from Dallas that she normally would have hidden, but Laurel didn’t make her feel like she couldn’t enjoy herself. Laurel wouldn’t think less of her if she let her hard shell shatter.
The swirls and swipes became harder. More urgent. Then she lightly grazed with her teeth, and Dallas almost leaped off the bed. “Fuck, that’s it. That—shit, I’m almost there.”
She was sure she heard Laurel chuckle but couldn’t think much more when those luscious lips began sucking on her clit, increasing pressure and making her come undone. Tingling numbness started in her toes and fingers. Her thighs and gut clenched. Before she knew it, Laurel was milking the largest orgasm she’d had in over a decade from every inch of her body with just her tongue and attentiveness.
With gasping breath, she rode the waves of orgasm until she flopped back, panting for air. Her mind was a mess. Had that just happened?
A soft, damp hand smoothed her chest as Laurel pulled her into an embrace. “It’s okay, babe, just enjoy. You deserved this.”
Deserved this? That was such a foreign concept.
It was then, against Laurel's damp chest, safe and adored, that Dallas realized she had found exactly what she didn’t know she was looking for.



Chapter 18
Laurel opened the bathroom door to the smell of fresh coffee hanging in the air. The promise of caffeine led her to the kitchen, where Dallas was standing in her T-shirt and black boxer briefs. God, that woman has beautiful thighs.
The memory of those thighs around her head the night before flashed across her mind, making her face flush and her clit ache. It had been a great way to end the night. She had no idea where the energy had come from, but she hadn’t minded using it up.
She pushed back at the uncertainty of her actions the previous night. Never had she slept with someone she hadn’t been exclusively dating. Not that she’d dated that much.
It was usually something she had to work up to, but with Dallas, there was something different. Something pulled her to the older woman. She was calm, had a fantastic wit, and didn’t seem fazed in the least by Laurel’s quirkiness. She knew she got stares with her colorful and imaginative outfits. She knew people didn’t understand her passion for sewing and quilting. And she definitely knew they thought she was nuts for rebuking a comfortable life that the Darby name could provide her. Even turning Jonathan down left and right earned her confused and sometimes hateful looks, but Laurel didn’t want to live a life where she couldn’t be herself. And a Darby life was not something she would want to endure.
That was one thing she found so admirable about Dallas.
Dallas was taking charge of her life and living out her dream just like Laurel. And she didn’t have the Darby money safety net that Laurel did. The whole outfit was squarely on Dallas’ shoulders, and if she failed, it would be life-altering, like starting over once again. Laurel admired the guts she had to have in that pleasantly strong body of hers.
“Want a cup?” Dallas asked as she turned towards Laurel. She leaned back against the counter casually, her strong thighs on display and her hair still disheveled.
“Yes, please,” answered Laurel.
Dallas turned around to grab a mug from the cabinet, and Laurel took the opportunity to take a quick look at her round ass. Dallas had nice, firm curves that Laurel could look at all day long. “Are you hungry? I know it’s a little early, but I thought maybe we could get dressed and go to the cafe a block over? Neither of us has to be in for about an hour or so.”
The thought of not ending their time together was tempting. Too tempting for Laurel to resist. “I’d love that. I think I’ll skip the coffee then and go get ready real quick. I’ll have some at the cafe.”
Laurel gave Dallas a quick peck before going to her apartment. She wanted to wash away the evidence of last night's activities. The public didn’t need to see her sex-desheveled state.
Knowing that Saturday would be a busy day and the feel of a slight ache in her feet was leftover from her brief stint in the restaurant the night before, she decided comfort was in order for the day. She washed quickly, choosing not to wash her hair to save time. She sent a slight thanks to whoever invented dry shampoo. Tossing her hair up in a fluffy bun with a large, satin scrunchie, she slipped on a peachy, tie-dyed t-shirt dress and her favorite pair of well-worn pink low-top Converse. She felt much better.
Now ready for the day, she grabbed her purse and headed to Dallas’ apartment.
Dallas whistled when she saw her. “I like laid-back Laurel.”
Laurel let out a giggle. “Thank you.”
“Ready to go?” Dallas asked, stuffing her wallet and phone into her jeans. She had also gotten herself cleaned up.
“Yep,” she answered with a smile.
“I’ll drive.”
The cafe wasn’t very far. It was an easy, short walk, but Laurel went along with Dallas driving them there. She figured if her feet still hurt from the night before, then Dallas was probably feeling something similar with her knee.
It was nice riding passenger princess for a change. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been out with a partner. “Is this our first time out having a meal together? Outside of our building, I mean.”
“Hm, I believe so. Look at us leaving the shops for a change,” Dallas said, laughing. She reached over, taking Laurel’s hand, and gave it a squeeze.
Holding hands. Going out. This was something Laurel could get used to.
The cafe was buzzing with activity.
As they stepped in, they stood by a sign telling them to wait, then a voice called out. “Laurel! Just find a seat. I’ll be over there in a minute,” yelled Jamie, a woman she had gone to school with.
Laurel gave her a wave and a smile before they looked around for a spot.
Dallas placed a weighty hand on her lower back and pointed to the far side of the restaurant. “There’s a booth.”
They walked over to the cream-colored booth with red accents, and each slid into a side. Laurel looked across the table, a blush rising on her cheeks. “Isn’t it a little weird that, like, just an hour and a half ago we were, you know…,” Laurel lowered her voice and leaned in, prompting Dallas to do the same. “In bed, and here we are having breakfast.”
A husky chuckle released from Dallas’ chest as she smirked. “You mean when we were naked in bed after defiling each other hours earlier?”
“Dallas!” Laurel hissed low as she looked around to see if anyone heard.
The chuckling continued as Dallas reached for the menus tucked behind the sugar, salt, and pepper shakers. She handed one to Laurel with a twinkle in her eye. “Are you going to tell Marley about our naughty night?”
Heat crept up and down her body at the comment. Dallas was a hoot, and she loved her wit. She shrugged. “Honestly, probably. I’ll keep the real intimate details to myself, though.”
“Be sure to tell how good I am,” teased Dallas.
Laurel rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide the smile on her lips. “I’ll be sure to mention how much of a sex god you are.”
They shared a smile, then both glanced over the menu. Everything sounded delicious. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to go savory or sweet. Pancakes sounded heavenly, but bacon and eggs sounded devilishly good.
“What are you thinking of getting?” she asked.
“I’m not sure. I’m torn between pancakes or bacon and eggs with toast.”
Laurel’s face lit up. “That’s my problem.”
Barking out a laugh, Dallas closed the menu. “How about we share? I’ll order the bacon and egg platter, you order the pancakes, and we’ll ask for a couple of plates so we can split them.”
“You, Dallas Hayes, are a genius.”
“I try.”
It wasn’t long before Jamie arrived and took their orders. When she brought two steaming cups of coffee, Laurel could feel the eagerness inside her for the caffeinated beverage. She sighed contentedly as the hot liquid slid down her throat, leaving a hot trail all the way down to her belly.
“I swear coffee is life,” she moaned low.
“It definitely makes it better.”
“So what are your plans today? I assume regrouping?”
Letting out a long sigh, Dallas looked out the window as if it had all the answers. It was a minute before she spoke. “Yeah, I guess that’s one way to say it. At least I know what went wrong last night. We should have a better handle on it tonight, though I’m still short a waitress. I had a few others apply for the job, but I didn’t want to be overstaffed. I’m thinking of calling them and seeing if they’re still available.”
“That’s a good idea. I can help out again tonight if you need it.”
Jamie approached them with a tray full of food. It looked delicious, prompting Laurel’s belly to growl. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until a pile of bacon was in front of her.
“I’ll split the pancakes if you split the eggs and bacon.”
“Sounds like a plan,” agreed Dallas.
In just a couple of minutes, both had a sweet and savory combo of deliciousness in front of them. Laurel was slathering butter on her pancakes when Dallas spoke.
“I really did appreciate your help. I know I said it last night, but it bears repeating,” said Dallas. Gratefulness was shining through her clear gray eyes. My god, I could drown in those eyes.
“Thank you. Seriously, though, if you need help, just let me know.”
“Thank you for the offer. Hopefully I won’t have to. I really want tonight to go right without the extra help. I hope I’m not sounding ungrateful because I’m not. I just don’t want to keep asking.”
Picking up the syrup, Laurel’s mouth watered with anticipation as the golden brown liquid drizzled over the stack of pancakes that were cut in half. “I get it. I remember needing to do things on my own terms when I first opened. I still do, actually, but I’ve gotten more comfortable.”
“Yeah, I—” A buzzing vibrated the tabletop. Dallas gave an awkward smile and answered her phone. “Hey, Abilene.”
Laurel tried to tune the conversation out in order to give her a little privacy by focusing on the food in front of her. It was hitting the spot. Her belly was filling, giving her a renewed purpose for the day. She hoped the feeling would last. They didn’t exactly get a full night's sleep.
After a few minutes, Dallas was off the phone and gave her an apologetic look. “Sorry about that. My sister and brother-in-law are coming to the bar today, and she was confirming it again. They wanted to go last night, but Jackson told them it would make him too nervous to have his parents there the first night.”
“I yelled at a guy who would have been too nervous to have his mom and dad there?”
Dallas chuckled. “Yeah. He’s a real big boy. It’s crazy how much he looks like my brother Denver when he was his age. Looks like he was pulled right out of his ass. He doesn’t look anything like his dad, Carl.”
“I know Carl. And Abilene. Dallas, Denver, Abilene. You’re all named after towns.”
With pride in her eyes, she wiped her mouth off before speaking. “Yeah, there are seven of us. I’m the baby. Our dad was a trucker. It was how we made ends meet with such a huge family and hard seasons on the farm. We’re all named after the city he was in when she called to tell him she was pregnant. There’s Denver, Independence, but we call her Indie, Abilene, Glendale, but we call him Glen, Macon, Hutchinson, but he goes by Hutch, and me, Dallas.”
“I love that,” confessed Laurel, her heart warming. It was such a sweet tradition.
“Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Do you have siblings?”
She shook her head and stabbed a bit of egg. “No, it’s just me. I was mostly raised by my aunt and uncle. My mom died when I was little, so it was just me and my dad. He’s not the most paternal, so he mostly just came to see me at their house. Like a part-time dad.”
A frown crossed Dallas’ face. “I can’t imagine that. I was blessed to come from a big, involved family. We didn’t have hardly anything, but we did have each other.”
A little sadness dipped into Laurel’s heart. She had wished many times that she had siblings. What would life have been like with a built-in friend? Would they have gotten along even? Would holidays be less stuffy? Would they have competed against each other?
“It is what it is, I guess. I’ve been privileged to want for nothing, so I guess it balances out.”
“So, when do you want to go on our first official date?”
She was grateful for the change of subject. “Hm, we’re both off Monday, right?”
Nodding, Dallas took a sip of her coffee before verbally confirming. “Yeah. We could do that evening.”
A thrill of excited anticipation shot through her. She nodded. “I would like that. Where do we want to go?”
A voice called out, “Laurel?” grabbing her attention.
She turned to find Susan Giles, the owner of the antique shop next to Laurel’s. She smiled at her. “Hey, Susan.”
“I hope I’m not interrupting,” she said, glancing between Laurel and Dallas.
“Not at all,” answered Dallas.
Susan was a rail-thin, gray-haired woman with thick-rimmed glasses and several laugh lines. Laurel liked Susan. She was a kind woman who had been a shop owner on the square for 30 years. She was a staple there. She held a to-go cup of coffee and a bag that Laurel presumed contained her breakfast. “I was going to come to your shop today. Actually, I’m going to go by all the shops on the square once my niece shows up to cover me.”
“Have you met Dallas Hayes?” asked Laurel as she pointed to Dallas. “She’s the owner of the new bourbon bar beside me.”
“No, I haven’t. Hello, I’m Susan Giles. I own Moonbeam Antiques beside Laurel’s shop,” she explained. She set the coffee down and held her hand out.
Dallas wiped her hands on her pants before shaking her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Susan.”
“What was it you wanted to tell us?”
Susan looked around and dropped her voice a fraction. “I’m sure you heard about the Corn Festival being moved.”
They nodded in unison.
“I’m holding an emergency meeting Monday night to see how we want to deal with this. They’re meeting to vote on it, and we need our ducks in a row. I was actually hoping we could use your event room. My shop is too packed for it.”
“Uh…” Laurel grimaced at Dallas, sending her a silent apology. “Sure, that’s fine. What time?”
“6:30. That should give everyone a chance to close up and head over. I know you’re off, but other shops are open.”
“That works. We’ll see you there.”
When Susan left, Laurel reached for Dallas’ hand and squeezed it. “I’m sorry, I just broke our date night.”
Shaking her head, Dallas patted Laurel’s hand with her other one, giving her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry about it. I understand. This is important. We need to do something. How about a late dinner afterwards? I’ll cook this time.”
“You’ll cook?” Laurel raised a brow, giving her a teasing smile.
Dallas feigned offense, putting her hand on her chest in mock shock. “Excuse me, I’ll have you know I’m an excellent cook.”
“Really?”
“Well, I make a pretty good breakfast for dinner and a burger. And I can grill,” she admitted with a laugh and shrug.
“Well, I’ll make dessert then.”
Dropping her gaze down and then slowly back up, she deliberately dragged her tongue slowly over her lip. “I was hoping you would be the dessert.”
An explosion of heat shot through her body from her face to her clit, which twitched involuntarily at the memory of what that tantalizing tongue could do. “I’ll even let you have seconds.”



Chapter 19
The smells coming from the kitchen made Dallas’ stomach gurgle. She rubbed her belly absentmindedly as she wiped up some spilled liquor on the bar. Her breakfast with Laurel was long gone. She knew it might be a little while before she could duck out to grab something to eat. She was surprised Laurel hadn’t been by or texted about lunch. They had been having more and more meals together lately, and she was increasingly looking forward to them.
The square was hopping, judging by the steady stream of passersby and the lunch rush. They had been more prepared for lunch. Jackson had managed to get one of the women they had almost hired to agree to come in that evening. It felt like a heavy weight had lifted from her shoulders. Doubt still crept its way in occasionally, but she was trying to keep it at bay as best as she could. She wanted more than anything to succeed.
As noon came and went, the crowd thinned a little, and she was able to sneak a few bites of their Asian zing mini meatballs. She was pretty sure Hunter was putting something addictive in them because she couldn’t get enough. The pinch of heat and the sweetness in the chili sauce were perfect. She was glad she had gone with a younger cook. Putting faith in his ability to create a unique menu had yielded dishes that were familiar yet different, which had been a big hit.
A light chime of bells drew her attention to the front door. In walked two faces that matched the huge smile that took over Dallas’ face.
Abilene and Carl stepped through the door. Both smiled brightly as they looked around the room, taking it in. They didn’t take long to notice Dallas behind the bar. She was excited to see them, but then the familiar faces of Denver and his new wife, Erin, popped up behind them, and that overjoyed her. She had no idea that they were going to drive up. It was a happy surprise that also made her belly do a little somersault of nervousness. She really hoped they liked the place.
“Baby sister," barked Denver, his arms held out wide. He was a huge man, and he dwarfed her when he wrapped his arms around her.
She pulled back, laughing at the bear hug she had just received. She playfully shoved him. “What are you doing here?”
“We wanted to come see your place,” answered Erin. She gave Dallas a quick hug.
Her heart warmed. She loved how supportive her family was. They drove hours just to see her. “Well, welcome to Charred Oak. Come on, sit over here.”
She got them settled at a table near the bar so she could keep an eye on them. She nervously handed them menus. She knew they would never say anything negative about her bar, but she still wanted to make a good impression. Her heart rate was increasing by the minute.
“What are these flights?” asked Abilene, holding the menu out far and then pulling it close, squinting. “I need my glasses.”
Dallas chuckled. “We have a few bourbon flight options. None of them are sweet, though.”
“Are we drinking? We should do day drinking,” commented Erin, grinning around the table.
“What about driving home?”
“I’ll just have one drink so y’all can enjoy,” said Carl. “We’re going to walk around the square after this anyway. I’ll be fine to drive.”
“Denver, you may like the Elijah Craig flight. They’re different kinds: Toasted Barrel, Small Batch, and Straight Rye.”
Abilene grimaced. “Ick, rye? That’s just awful.”
“Nah, you’re just a wimp,” laughed Denver, winking at his sister. “I like rye. Gives it a great burn. Puts hair on your chest.”
“I didn’t need that mental image. Besides, I’d rather have something sweet. I don’t enjoy burning my throat.”
Dallas smiled at the pair. She loved how her family bickered and teased each other. “I’ve got a drink I’ve been working on that you may like, Abbie. It’s whiskey-based but sweet.”
“It’s for her new girlfriend,” a voice announced behind her. She turned to find Jackson walking up to the table. He leaned down and gave his mother a hug.
“Girlfriend? What girlfriend?” questioned Erin, her voice a little louder than Dallas would have liked.
Dallas rolled her eyes, trying to play it cool, but knew the heat she felt growing in her cheeks would be giving her away. “We’re not officially together.”
“Yet.”
“Come on, spill. I want to know who this lady is.”
Sighing dramatically, Dallas tried her best to repress a smile, but her eyes were shining as she spoke. “Do you know Laurel Darby?”
“I love Laurel!” gushed Abilene.
“The only good thing to come from the Darby empire,” remarked Carl, shaking his head as he looked over the menu. “I’m thinking nachos for the table. That sound good to y’all?”
“I’m game for nachos and for meeting this lady,” agreed Denver, shooting a look at Dallas.
“She’s next door! The fabric shop. We can go after.”
Groaning, Dallas shook her head. “I don’t want y’all half drunk going over to look at her like she’s an animal at the zoo.”
“She and Aunt Dee have really been hitting it off. Laurel cooks her food,” interjected Jackson. His mischievous grin gave a clear indication that he was enjoying adding to the conversation.
A chorus of “oh’s” and head-nodding approval went around the table. Dallas wanted to crawl under her bar as embarrassment coursed through her. She shot Jackson a glare. He wasn’t helping the situation.
She needed to redirect them. “So, let’s start with drink orders.”
Having her family there was enthralling.
Their boisterous laughter filled the room, but not in an obnoxious sort of way. They praised everything that was delivered to the table. She could see the red creeping into their cheeks as the alcohol warmed them.
Carl sat back and watched the three become more playful and animated, which was just fine for him. He was generally a more laid-back person. When you married into the family, you either joined the loud, rowdy crowd or sat back and enjoyed watching the show. If one took a third option, they usually didn’t last.
Between all of them, they ordered most of the items on the menu. Denver enjoyed his whiskey, while Erin and Abilene each downed two glasses of Dallas' experimental blackberry cocktail. Carl nursed a beer and a glass of water. They praised everything that passed their lips, and Dallas didn’t think it was just because they were her family. They seemed to genuinely enjoy everything.
By the end of the meal, they were patting their bellies, and three of the four had half-drunk smiles on their faces. Dallas didn’t envy Carl. She knew firsthand how much trouble Abilene and Erin were when they were buzzed. There was no telling what they would be buying once they started drunk shopping around the square.
Jackson got a round of to-go waters to help counter the alcohol. He sat them down as Dallas began clearing plates into a bin. “So, how was your first experience at Charred Oak?”
“Perfect!”
“I loved everything.”
“We’ll have to drive back down and have the whole clan show up.”
Dallas winced but smiled. The whole family. That would be total chaos. “Maybe we wait until we get a little more time under our belts before we do that.”
“Jackson, how do I leave a review?” Abilene asked her son as she offered him her phone. She then reached into her purse to pull out a pair of glasses. Her tongue was pursed just slightly between her lips as she concentrated in her tipsy haze.
Dallas could see the smirk he was trying to hide.
Abilene and Carl had tried for a long time to have a child, and eventually, they gave up. Accepting it wasn’t for them, they stopped trying and led a quiet life together until one morning, after a routine visit to her gynecologist, she received a call changing her whole world. At 45, she was shocked to find herself pregnant at last. It had been a joyous surprise. The entire family threw a party, and then a few months later, a baby shower. While every birth was a celebration, there was something extra special about Jackson. Maybe it was the long-lost hope that they would be blessed with a child and then was. Or maybe it was that they were all in different phases in life, where a little more joy could be had by all. Whatever it was, he felt almost like the whole family’s child.
With the large age gap, his parents were always the oldest of his peers, and that had bothered him somewhat as a teenager, but he had grown out of it. Now, he looked to them for guidance and tried his best to have a little extra patience when they needed technical help. “Here you go. This is on Google.”
She carefully took the phone, looking down at the screen through pink reader glasses that were pushed down her nose. “And people can see this?”
“Yep.”
She began typing, with concentration on her face.
“So, Dallas, are you going to come by this evening?” asked Carl. “I’m going to grill out since Denver and Erin are in town. We’d love for you to come by. Maybe bring that girlfriend of yours.”
“I wish I could. I’ve got to close. What about tomorrow morning? I can come by for breakfast.”
“That sounds good. We’re not leaving until about noon anyway,” chimed Erin. Her eyes were a little hazy, but her smile was pleasantly bright.
“What is this?”
Everyone turned to Abilene, who was frowning at her phone.
“What are you talking about?”
She held the phone out to Denver, who took it with a matching frown. He read silently before looking up. His gaze met Dallas’. He had the same look on his face as he did when he told her that their mom had accidentally run over her favorite barn cat. “Have you read your reviews?”
Dallas’ stomach dropped. With all the chaos of the last few days, it hadn’t occurred to her to check reviews. She knew going in that people would have opinions of her business. That was unavoidable, but the reality of someone already voicing their opinion made her heart race, and a cloud of dread formed over her head. “How bad is it?”
He shook his head. “It’s not good. There are others that are great, but this one isn’t so nice. They say they write for the local newspaper.”
“Let me see,” demanded Dallas with her hand out. Her face was quickly heating up.
She cast her eyes over the screen, having a hard time focusing for the moment, but then the words unblurred, and she saw the two-star review.
Charred Oak Bourbon Lounge has everything it needs to be a booming business except the most important part: competency. While the blend of rustic wood and metal creates a pleasing, eye-catching scene, the actual act of dining fell not only flat but also tripped down a flight of stairs and landed on a bed of nails, bleeding a slow, painful death. If the first night is any indication of how this business will be run, then I don’t foresee it lasting long. While the decor was on point, the service failed. My guest and I waited 25 minutes to place our order and another 20 minutes to get our drinks. We each ordered a bourbon flight and a glass of water. While I take issue with the bar's poor management, I will say they have every bourbon you can imagine. A lot of thought and effort went into stocking it. Our meal would have been great if it hadn't arrived an hour after we got there and hadn't been cold. The deviled egg flight was the highlight, but that was probably because it was supposed to be cold. The rest of our meal was just okay. All in all, I would give them one more try, but no more. They have to work out the kinks; otherwise, they’ll be closed by Christmas.
Dallas’ lungs tightened, all the air leaving in a whoosh. She reread it once and then twice. Had this person really found her bar that awful? What if people saw the review? Could it discourage customers from coming in? What if he was right and she closed by Christmas? All the blood, sweat, and tears she had poured into it just burned up and reduced to a smoldering pile of ash. Like charred oak. The irony.
Somewhere in the back of her mind, she could hear Vanessa's shrill laugh, taunting her. Smiling in approval at her failure.
“Hey, it’s okay, Aunt Dee. It’s just one review,” Jackson said softly, putting a hand on her shoulder.
She could feel a tightening in her chest and water building in her eyes. She didn’t want to cry. Not in front of everyone. Not in the middle of a shift. She swallowed down a fist-sized lump in her throat. It took two tries to find her voice. She attempted an encouraging smile, but it only came off looking weak. “It’s okay. We’ll make them see we’re worth it.”



Chapter 20
Laurel set down the pair of scissors she had been using for the last half hour and rubbed the back of her neck, tilting it from side to side until a chorus of sharp pops echoed in the empty shop. She wasn’t surprised by the tension.
Her shop was technically closed. Mondays were usually both Marley and Laurel’s day off, but she had thrown herself into filling the online orders that came over the weekend just to keep her mind busy. Anything was better than sitting still and letting the worry gnaw at her. Tonight’s meeting weighed heavily on her mind. She wished more than anything that she had said no when Susan asked her to host it. She always hated these meetings.
She had tried to prepare. She had gone to the grocery store first thing that morning, not only for her usual shopping but also to buy punch ingredients and make arrangements for the food, trying to brace herself with the comfort of routine. But she knew how these meetings went, and no amount of cheese cubes and polite small talk would make it better.
They would start civil enough, milling about with forced smiles and shallow compliments. Pretending to be more neighborly than they were. Then someone would say the wrong thing, and it would all unravel—voices rising, tempers flaring, the room heating up quickly only to plateau and dive back into polite conversation, resulting in hardly anything being accomplished. And afterward, she would be left alone to wonder if it had even been worth it.
The memory of the last meeting, of the way things had gotten so tense she had thought someone might actually throw a punch, made her stomach twist.
She blew out a breath and pressed her fingertips to her temples, trying to will away the headache that was starting to form.
She put the last of the cut fabric, three yards of her Moon and Shine line, on the top of the sizable stack the customer had ordered. It was a good seller. A hit with nursery and homemade baby wraps. The blues, silvers, and grays, along with hints of yellow gold, created a whimsical, mellow vibe for the moon and stars pattern. She leaned over to the running order list they kept on the cutting table and jotted down that she would need to order more. The bolt was running low.
A light knock sounded on the front door of the shop. Laurel looked up to see Dallas' smiling face framed by her hands as she pressed close to the window, peering in. The sight of her immediately eased the tension Laurel had been carrying all day. Apparently, a dose of Dallas was just what the doctor ordered.
Both of their smiles widened at the same time, an unspoken thrill passing between them. Laurel hurried to the door, fumbling a little with the lock in her eagerness to touch her. The second the door swung open, Dallas swept her into a hug so tight and full of so much warmth that it knocked the breath from her lungs, and then, before she could say a word, Dallas' mouth was on hers.
The kiss was fierce and hungry. Dallas' strong hands roamed Laurel’s back, dipping low to squeeze her ass before sliding back up again, making Laurel gasp into her mouth. They hadn’t seen each other since breakfast yesterday, but it felt like a lifetime. Maybe it was the nerves, maybe it was how new and thrilling things still felt between them—but whatever it was, it caught them both in its grip. She felt like a teenager again.
When they finally pulled apart, they were both breathing hard, their foreheads resting together for a moment as they caught their breath.
“That was a great way to greet me.”
Dallas nodded, her gray eyes soft and full of something deeper than just lust. It tugged at Laurel’s heart. “Yeah, I liked that one.”
Laurel reached up, threading her fingers through the hair on the back of Dallas’ head. “Have I told you how sexy I think your hair is? The silver and black hairs mixed together are giving, like, hard silver fox vibes.”
Closing her eyes, Dallas leaned into Laurel’s fingertips, playing with her hair. She let out a soft moan as her hands found Laurel’s hips. Her fingers dug lightly into them. “No, you haven’t, but even if you had, I wouldn’t mind hearing it again.”
A couple of voices drifted close to the front door. Laurel dropped her hands. “Maybe we should shut the door.”
“Yeah, we don’t need an audience.”
Dallas stepped just outside the door, bending down to grab something. Interest piqued, Laurel strained to see what she had.
“Abilene insisted I bring you a slice of chocolate pie.” Dallas handed her a plastic bag containing a Tupperware bowl. “It’s really good. She makes the best chocolate pie.”
“Aw, that was sweet of her. So I assume that means you’ve told her we’re sort of seeing each other?”
Dallas flipped the deadbolt on the door. When she turned around, Laurel noticed a deep shade of pink creeping up her neck. “Yeah, uh, actually Jackson outed us yesterday when they were at the bar. I forbid them from coming over here and bothering you. They can be a bit overwhelming. My brother Denver and his wife, Erin, came in from Tennessee to surprise me.”
A jolt of excitement shot through Laurel. “They wanted to meet me? I would have loved to meet them.”
Closing the gap between them, Dallas leaned down and gave Laurel a quick kiss. “I know you would have, but I didn’t want them coming over here half drunk. Especially without me.”
“Why? Are you afraid they’ll out you as a thumb sucker when you were a kid or show me pictures of your awkward teen phase?” teased Laurel as she put the pie down and wrapped her arms around Dallas’ middle. While her arms and shoulders had nice muscles, her belly was a little softer, and Laurel appreciated the feel of their stomachs pressed against each other.
Dallas scoffed as she mimicked Laurel’s movements. “I was always cool.”
Laurel raised an eyebrow with a questioning smirk.
Dallas shrugged and grinned. “Well, mostly. There was that whole Madonna obsession as a teenager, but we don’t need to talk about that.”
Letting out a laugh, Laurel pulled away and slipped her hand into Dallas’. “Come on, you can help me get the room ready.”
The meeting would hopefully last no longer than an hour. There was something about having Dallas there with her that made Laurel’s nerves dampen further.
Dallas did everything she was asked to do to prepare the room.
They pulled the tables down and situated the chairs. On one table against a wall, Laurel made the punch while Dallas unwrapped the little sandwiches Laurel had gotten earlier. She didn’t feel like making anything, so she put in a last-minute request to Frank’s to make up a little platter for the evening.
“Did you buy this yourself?” asked Dallas as she popped an olive in her mouth. The tray had sandwiches cut into quarters, each with different meats and cheeses, along with pickles and olives in the center. Dallas moved to a box with individual bags of chips and began pulling them out to arrange by the tray.
“Yeah, I didn’t feel like making anything myself. I’ve been a little run-down today.”
Dallas frowned. “Will the others contribute?”
“Not usually.” Laurel tried to remember the last time someone did. Maybe when she first opened the event room? Did they even then?
“That’s not fair. You didn’t even arrange this meeting. Everyone should pitch in.”
Laurel felt her cheeks start burning. She had thought the same over the years, but it never seemed to work out that way. She had even mentioned purchasing things before, hoping people would get the hint, but they never did.
One time, she didn’t buy anything, and it had turned into an all-out pity party. Snarky comments led to irritated confrontations. They accomplished nothing during those two hours they were there. The rising tension had caused Laurel’s anxiety to increase, and she silently vowed to just get the snacks next time. It was easier that way.
She let out a sigh as she began putting out mini bottles of water. “It’s just easier to provide them. Some of them can be vocal. Putting food in their hands will sometimes keep their mouths busy chewing.”
Dallas looked as if she wanted to argue but just shook her head. “I’ll write you a check. You shouldn’t be made to pay for it all.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I want to. It’s only right.”
Gratefulness enveloped her. Dallas really was something.



Chapter 21
Dallas was irritated, verging on pissed. Yet another set of people expected Laurel to do things just because they wanted her to.
Laurel had mentioned before that her family expected certain behavior from her. Dallas still remembered the dull outfit that seemed to dim Laurel’s sparkling personality that she had to wear to lunch at her aunt and uncle’s. It was like forcing a peacock to cover its beautiful feathers. Or asking the clouds to cover an early morning sunrise. It was simply wrong. Hiding beauty, inner beauty that had the power to uplift and change another person’s whole mood with a single smile, was an abomination.
And Dallas loved that smile. The large blue eyes and heart-shaped face. The lack of hardened lines that come with a jaded life. The plump lips that formed smiles that made her melt. Melt! Who knew that wasn’t just some hokey cliché? Her heart warmed to the point it felt like it would melt like chocolate when she blessed Dallas with a dazzling smile. It touched parts of her that she didn’t even know she possessed.
Dallas didn’t say anything else about the money to Laurel as they finished setting up the room.
An event room was a great idea. Dallas had considered offering the option of people renting the restaurant on Mondays, and after seeing how much the room was used, she was seriously debating the idea. Not only did people rent the room for their own events, but Laurel also taught several classes, ranging from beginner to advanced. People seemed to really enjoy them.
When people began arriving, Dallas wasn’t sure what role she needed to play. Did she stick with Laurel in case she needed help, or did she mingle? Should she grab a plate and a seat?
In the end, she decided to stay close to Laurel.
“I wish I had something harder than punch right now,” Laurel muttered to Dallas as she smiled politely at people trickling in.
Dallas leaned in close and nudged her with her elbow. “Want me to go next door and get something?”
That made Laurel giggle, sending a shot of satisfaction through Dallas’ chest. Laurel shook her head. “Not enough time, but maybe I’ll take a drink with the dinner you’re making me?”
“Anything you want, baby,” Dallas whispered low. She drank in the sight of the barely concealed shiver that rushed through Laurel.
Unfortunately, their playfulness had to end when they were approached by a stern-looking man with a red face and one of the thickest mustaches Dallas had ever seen. “Laurel, I really hope this is a productive meeting. I need to get home to Norma. She’s been sick as a dog since her mother left, thank you, God. That old hag has been with us for three weeks.”
Dallas didn’t know what to think of the man. She didn’t care for the way he spoke, but Laurel seemed not to be fazed in the least by it. “I’m sorry to hear about Norma, Rodney. Hopefully, she feels better soon. I don’t really know much about this meeting. Susan was the one to arrange it. I’m just hosting like normal.” She turned to Dallas, motioning with her hand. “Have you met Dallas Hayes? She owns the bourbon bar next door that just opened up.”
His attention turned to Dallas for the first time since approaching them. He looked her up and down. Not in a lecherous way, but more just sizing her up. She had no idea what he would say but was surprised when he held his hand out for her to shake. “Rodney Higgins. I run the hardware store around the corner. I’m also a Jack Daniel’s man myself.”
Cracking a smile, Dallas gave him a firm handshake. Jack Daniel’s whiskey fans were never that hard to pinpoint. Usually, an older man who just liked what he liked, which was a shame when there were so many other choices out there. Still, she couldn’t deny the nostalgia in the liquor. It was the first one she’d ever tried. “It’s nice to meet you, Rodney. I’m more of a Knob Creek fan myself, but nothing beats a Jack and Coke after a long day.”
That made him smile. “Very true.”
Laurel continued to introduce her to the others. They were friendly, but some seemed stiff. Emotions were high. People were making their plates and taking seats. The clatter was loud, and some of the sounds were laced with irritation. She wasn’t sure why people were already upset.
After it seemed like everyone was situated, Susan stood and drew everyone's attention. Dallas was seated near the front with Laurel beside her. She wanted to reach out and take her hand but decided not to. This was business.
“So, as I’m sure you are all aware, the Corn Festival is in jeopardy of moving to a new location.”
Grumbles met Susan’s words.
“It seems as though Jonathan Sumner is trying to move it to his new event location, which he has built onto his property. It’s been built for weddings, parties, things like that.”
“I’ve seen pictures on his Facebook. It’s gorgeous. There are water fountains, a lake, sitting areas, and gardens, and in the center is this huge building that’s made mostly of glass. It’s going to be the most popular wedding spot for counties around,” interjected Mia Gardner, the owner of Mia Bia Bridal. It was on the far side of the square, across from the heart of it that held a large white gazebo. It was the only place in town to buy formal dress clothing.
“We can’t afford to lose the festival. Sumner has more money than he knows what to do with. We don’t.”
Heads nodded, and muttering in agreement ensued.
Susan held her hand up to quieten the group. “I know. I agree. The issue, though, is how do we fight this? The town council is meeting soon. Jonathan has petitioned to move it to his location. They’ll vote then. I’ve talked to a few board members, and Sumner has been putting pressure on them to agree. We all know how much sway the Sumner name has here.”
“How are we supposed to compete with that? Can we try having townsfolk sign a petition to keep it here?”
“I don’t know about you all, but I can’t afford to pay the maintenance dues if we don’t get to keep the festival here,” said Ira Sherman, who owned Sherman’s Floral and Events. He and his wife were sitting in the back.
Dallas frowned and leaned over to Laurel. “Dues?”
Susan heard her and answered before Laurel could. “The square has a unique arrangement with the city. The building owners have to pay the city for the upkeep of the sidewalks, lawn, and gazebo, among other things. Those of us who own our buildings pay them, and those who rent will most likely see a hike in rent if we lose the festival. For decades, the festival has been what paid those dues.”
“And that’s from an increase in shoppers?”
“Some of us don’t sell normal retail,” explained Raymond Griffin. He owned an insurance branch of a national brand. “We use the opportunity to advertise, and I, like others, rent space in front of my office to locals. I get a small cut of their sales and booth fee that goes towards the dues.”
“Yeah, we rent the space in front of my hair salon, but also we’ll have fun things inside like face painting and putting sparkly clip-on extensions in kids' hair.” Dallas already knew the woman’s name was Jenesis Winters, owner of To Dye For. She had been in desperate need of a haircut not long after she had arrived, and Jenesis had squeezed her in.
“We have an increase of indoor customers, but we’ll also have a booth set up outside for people to buy a small selection of items like quesadillas, and chips and queso for people to buy instead of coming in,” chimed Hector Meza. He was another one of the few people Dallas had met before the meeting tonight. She had ordered from his Mexican restaurant several times since moving in. Her waistline was steadily increasing thanks to that and Laurel’s delicious cooking.
“So, how do we fix this? Do we have a realistic option of going against a Sumner?”
“Well, I think we need to be there that night and speak up. I also think we need to start a petition.”
“What about trying to talk to board members?” asked Frank from Frank’s Deli.
Susan bit her lip and shrugged. “We can try. I don’t know how far we can get with it. I would encourage anyone with connections to use them. Most of us have been here our whole lives. Surely we can find people to listen to us.”
Murmurs and nods run around the room.
“Laurel,” Susan called out. The room zeroed in on the dark brunette.
“Yes?”
“Can you see what your family can do? Surely they have sway.”
Red began taking over Laurel’s face, and she sat up a little straighter. Dallas could sense a shift in her mood just from sitting next to her. “I don’t really ask for things like that.”
Susan bristled at the words, her eyes narrowing. “Well, try. The rest of us don’t have family money to fall back on.”
Laurel’s shoulders slumped, and that was all Dallas needed. Anger began to rise within her. “Hey now, that’s not fair to say. Laurel works as hard as the rest of us. Her family doesn’t provide for her. Also, you’re the one who decided to have this meeting and then pushed it off on Laurel. She set up this place, bought the snacks and drinks, and you all had no issues consuming them. I haven’t heard of or seen a single person pull out their wallet to contribute. She’s probably also going to be expected to clean this up on her own. All you’re doing is taking from her, then you belittle her. That’s not right.”
Silence had never sounded so loud to Dallas. Not a single utterance of noise was made for a solid minute. Not a scrape of a chair or shifting of clothing. Dallas could feel the weight of all those in the room’s gaze, but she didn’t care. Laurel was more than just a Darby. She wouldn’t stand by and see her lover be taken advantage of and then disrespected.
In the end, it was Rodney who broke the tension. “I’ll stay and help Laurel.”
A few others called out they’d also stay or pitch in a few bucks. By the time they were done, the stiffness in the air had dissipated. Susan had finally recovered from being admonished. She declared that she would prepare the petition papers for everyone to sign and distribute. She didn’t look in their direction again.
With a plan in place, they disbanded.
A few people stayed over, including Dallas, to help Laurel. It didn’t take ten minutes to put the room back to its original setting. Laurel hadn’t spoken much, just given some instructions in a soft voice.
Dallas grabbed the big trash bag and tied the top. She went to the back of the store to the alley where the dumpster was. Her mind was clouded with worry.
Laurel hadn’t acknowledged her since she took up for her. She’d not made eye contact with anyone. Had she overstepped? Gone too far?
As she slammed the lid on the dumpster, she turned to see Laurel coming out of the back door, turning to lock it.
I guess we’ll see if I’m in the doghouse.
Dallas walked to the door that led to their apartments, wondering if she was going to hers alone. It was odd. With Vanessa, there would be yelling, loud huffs, and snapped replies. Those reactions she could handle. She knew what to do with the loud and angry responses. But with silence? It made her mind run a million miles a minute and sweat form on her neck and lower back. She felt so out of her depth.
She held the door open for Laurel, who walked in without a word.
With each step up the stairs, dread built larger and larger in her gut. She debated making a joke to ease the oppressive silence, but would that help or make it worse? Jokes made it worse with Vanessa, but Laurel wasn’t anything like her. She was the complete opposite. She couldn’t believe she was wishing Laurel would start yelling or cursing. That response she understood. That would have been far more comfortable than the deafening quiet.
When they made it to the landing, Laurel stood by Dallas’ door, waiting but not looking up. Was that a good sign or a bad sign?
With uncertainty coursing through every vein in her body, Dallas pulled out her keys but hesitated. “You know, if you want to be alone or something, that’s fine.”
“Just open the door, Dallas.”
What the hell was she supposed to do with that?
Biting back a sigh, Dallas did as she was told.
The rush of air-conditioned coolness met them as she motioned for Laurel to go first. Shutting the door behind them and twisting the lock felt like sealing herself in for something, but she didn’t know what.
She turned to find Laurel looking directly at her, her eyes filled with tears and her pouty bottom lip quivering. The need to apologize immediately hit her. She took quick steps toward her. “Laurel, I’m sor—”
“Thank you,” she sobbed, cutting off the apology. She threw herself into a stunned Dallas.
Shocked, Dallas stumbled a little but righted both of them quickly, ignoring the little bit of discomfort that came from her knee. She wrapped her arms tightly around Laurel, burying her face in her hair as she tried to soothe her cries. She understood now. “Oh, Laurel, you don’t have to thank me. I’ll always stick up for you.”



Chapter 22
The sheer amount of tears that left her eyes was shocking. Laurel wasn’t sure where it was all coming from. It was like someone turned the faucet on full force and walked away.
When Dallas had spoken out in a room full of strangers to take up for her, she was shocked. Floored. These were people Dallas would have to work with occasionally, and she had no issues with putting that in jeopardy to call out their behaviors, all for Laurel.
When Susan had called her out, pointing out her family’s influence and wealth, she was stunned. It wasn’t like Laurel hadn’t heard it before, but never had someone said it so publicly. Anger and sadness had fought inside her after that, and all she could do was put her head down. She had worked hard to make her business a success. Not a penny of Darby wealth had been put into her shop. She secured a loan all by herself. She paid it off last year and was proud of that accomplishment. Laurel and Laurel alone had done that. Every decision was her own. She was running a business that paid her bills and allowed her to employ Marley full-time. She would probably soon need another set of hands with the increase in sales. The hard work of building Knotty Threads had been done by Laurel’s own two hands, and to have someone publicly imply that her family had bought her the success she had earned was heartbreaking and infuriating.
When Dallas’ voice spoke out, her heart filled several times. She wanted to turn and throw her arms around the older woman’s neck. Her knight in shining lesbian armor. Never had she had someone take up for her like that. Even Florence had her limits because of her position. No one simply said, 'No, you’re not treating Laurel like that.' But Dallas did and without hesitation.
It had taken every ounce of self-restraint she possessed to keep it together for the rest of the meetings and clean up. It was hard. So hard not to seek comfort in Dallas and thank her, but she didn’t want to make a scene.
Now, here in the safety of the apartment, she could no longer hold back. There was nothing standing in her way as she let every ounce of salty tears release. Years of pent-up frustration and sadness at how people viewed and treated her rolled out of Laurel. It was a therapeutic experience. A relief on so many levels. When the last of the tears ceased, her shoulders felt lighter. Her heart was happier. A peace she hadn’t experienced before fell over her.
“Feel better?” Dallas asked, her strong hands rubbing soothing circles into her back. The touch made her feel even safer. Like nothing could get past Dallas to hurt her.
“Hm, yeah,” whispered Laurel. The image of Dallas, confident and pissed, taking up for her flashed through her mind. It was hot. Sexy. Dallas was her protector.
A rush of heat pulsed between her legs. The strength of Dallas’ arms around her and the musky pine scent that clung to her, something Laurel now instinctively associated with the older woman, only made the throbbing more intense. She needed Dallas.
Laurel pulled back just enough to meet Dallas’ gaze, her own eyes blazing. Slowly, she let her fingers trail down the front of Dallas’ chest, applying enough pressure over her nipples to elicit a surprised intake of air from her, then dragging down until she reached the waistband of her jeans. She slipped four fingers behind the belt, tugging her closer with a bold, hard pull.
“Are you really hungry for dinner, or should we start with dessert?”
With widening eyes, Dallas let out a little breath as shock took over her face. Laurel could tell she was surprised by the swift change in mood. “Are you sure?”
Laurel gripped the front of her jeans harder and began pulling her to the bedroom. She gave her a playful grin as a reply.
She saw Dallas swallow hard and let herself be moved. “Okay, yeah, dessert it is.”
Laurel giggled, meeting Dallas’ gaze with challenging eyes. Dallas raised an eyebrow, meeting her challenge. In a flash, Laurel dropped her hand and took off for the bedroom, laughing as she heard Dallas behind her, “Oh, you’re getting it now.”
Dallas caught her before she got to the bed.
Hands grabbed her hips, and hot breath on her ear sent shivers down her spine. “Got you.”
My god, this woman.
Dallas’ strong hands yanked Laurel flush against her body. She could feel the small mounds of Dallas’ chest pressed to her back along with the hard ridge of her belt digging into her ass in a way that made her knees weak. One hand gripped her hip, while the other slid up and cupped her breast roughly. Laurel gasped, arching into the touch as Dallas pinched her nipple through the layers of dress and bra, sending electric shocks straight to her core.
She opened her mouth to speak, but all that spilled out was a moan.
“Are you enjoying this?” Dallas growled low against her ear before biting down lightly on her earlobe.
Laurel melted into her, clutching at the muscled arm wrapped around her as she choked out a throaty, “Yes...”
Dallas' arm shifted under her breasts, locking her even tighter in place. Then the hand that had been teasing her breast slid lower, gliding down before disappearing beneath the hem of her dress. Laurel’s breath hitched. She gripped the arm around her chest as she felt fingers graze over her panties, stroking just enough to torment her.
A deep hum of approval vibrated against her back as Dallas swiped slowly over her soaked underwear. “You’re already so wet. Is this for me?”
“Yes,” Laurel whispered, her voice trembling with need.
“Do you like it when I touch you?” Dallas asked, her tone pure heat, increasing the pressure just enough to ghost across Laurel’s swollen clit through the thin fabric.
“Yes...yes, please, more,” Laurel whimpered, grinding helplessly against Dallas’ hand. The throbbing was almost unbearable now, pleasure winding so tightly inside her she felt she might unravel with just one more touch.
Dallas nipped at her ear again, then nudged her with her nose in a silent demand for a kiss. Laurel strained her head back, and the kiss that followed was rough, desperate, and sloppy. It wasn’t their most coordinated, but it was one of the most devastatingly needy kisses of her life.
Dallas pulled back, leaving Laurel gasping, only to hit her with a breathless, commanding whisper. “Spread your legs.”
A bomb of heat detonated deep inside her, causing a fresh rush of wetness to soak through her panties. Without a second thought, Laurel obeyed, her heart hammering as she opened herself up for Dallas’ touch. She had never needed someone so badly before.
Strong fingers slipped under the waistband of her panties, sliding over her plump belly, leaving a searing trail across her skin. Dallas’ palm cupped her thick pubic mound. “God, I love touching you here,” she rasped. “It’s so soft... fits perfectly in my hand.”
Laurel had never thought of her large mound as hot. Until Dallas made it sound like the sexiest thing in the world. Fingers threaded through her curls, teasing just at the edge of where she needed her most.
“Please,” Laurel begged, her voice trembling. “Touch me.”
Dallas chuckled low against her ear; the sound was almost taunting her. “I am.”
Laurel whimpered in frustration, her whole body humming on the edge. “My clit,” she whined. “Please. Touch my clit.”
If Dallas’ plan was to drive her insane with slow, torturous teasing, she was succeeding. By the time her fingers finally slipped lower and pressed against her aching nub, Laurel’s entire body jolted like she’d been struck by lightning. Goosebumps raced across her skin as the breath punched out of her lungs. How was it possible that her legs were tingling but also numb at the same time?
She couldn’t control herself anymore. Her hips bucked shamelessly against Dallas’ hand, seeking more friction, but Dallas kept her right on the edge. She was giving her just enough to keep her teetering but not enough to tip her over. It wasn’t until Laurel was nearly growling with need that Dallas finally gave in, swirling and rubbing rough, precise circles that set her on fire from the inside out.
Wetness was everywhere now, soaking through her panties and slicking her thighs, and Laurel couldn’t stop the cries falling from her lips. One hand shot up into Dallas’ hair, anchoring herself as her knees threatened to give out entirely. She wouldn’t be able to stay standing much longer.
“Dal—Dallas, I can’t,” she gasped, her voice wracked with emotion.
“Shh, I’ve got you,” Dallas soothed against her ear, never slowing her hand.
“But... your knee,” Laurel choked out, panic threading through her even as the pleasure climbed higher, hotter, and unstoppable. She was a delicious mess.
“I’ve got you,” Dallas repeated firmly.
And she did.
The orgasm tore through her like a wave, drenching her panties and her thighs, stealing every ounce of strength she had. Laurel shattered against Dallas, trembling uncontrollably as pleasure wracked her body. Somehow, Dallas held her up, one arm locked tight around her ribs, the other still coaxing every last aftershock from her oversensitive clit.
When it was finally over, Laurel sagged back against her, panting and dazed. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew she should worry about Dallas’ injured knee, but the bliss flooding through her made it hard to care about anything but the safety and heat of the woman holding her up like she was the most precious thing in the world.
Dallas’ lips left a trail of soft kisses as she withdrew her hand and settled it on her belly. She could feel her wet, warm fingers against her skin even through the dress she was still wearing. “You’re so beautiful when you come.”
Laurel smiled. Dallas’ words were laced with affection and honesty. “That was amazing.”
“And I haven’t even gotten you naked yet,” Dallas growled. “I’m not done with you.”
She let out a delighted, “Oh.” What a way to end the evening.



Chapter 23
Dallas flipped the grilled cheese, pleased to see its golden brown edges. She turned off the stove eye with a click.
“Hey, babe, what do you want to drink? I’ve got water, beer, milk, and apple juice,” she called out.
She heard a snort come from the bedroom, followed by, “Apple juice? Isn’t that for kids?”
“Don’t judge me. It’s good.”
There was a pause, then, “I’ll try the juice.”
Dallas chuckled to herself as she reached up to get a glass from the cabinet. She padded over to the refrigerator, tugging the door open. A pleasant rush of cool air hit her bare chest. She grabbed a bottle of Blue Moon beer and the apple juice.
Dallas had always had a slight obsession with apple juice. Since she was a kid, she would put away a couple of glasses a day at least. She loved the sweet taste and seemed to have conditioned her body to crave it.
She poured the glass of juice and popped the top off her beer.
With drinks made, she went back to the pan where two grilled cheese sandwiches waited. It was one of the few things she was really good at making. She placed them on two plates and grabbed the spatula to cut each one in half. She topped the plates with a small bunch of green grapes and a handful of chips. Not the nice steak dinner she had planned on making them tonight, but after a couple of hours of lovemaking, it would definitely hit the spot.
She didn’t have a fancy tray to take everything into the bedroom, so she put them on a large sheet pan. Was it pretty? Absolutely not. But it would do, and she knew that Laurel wouldn’t mind.
With careful steps, she went back to the bedroom, pleased by the sight of Laurel, still naked in her bed. Her dark hair was in a tousled mess, and she had the covers pulled up around her curvy body. The tops of her creamy white breasts were on display, surrounded by the navy blue blanket. Dallas had spent a lot of time in the last two hours lavishing every inch of the younger woman's body with kisses and caresses, and the sight of her sent her libido back up.
Laurel’s eyes roamed over Dallas’ bare chest, and the look she had on her face said she was feeling the same. When she got up to find something to eat, she only slipped on her boxer briefs, not bothering with a shirt.
“I have much-needed food for my baby.” She bent down to carefully place the pan on the bed.
A large smile took over Laurel’s face as she eyed the grilled cheese. “It looks great.”
“Not exactly the ribeyes I had planned on grilling, but it’ll do.”
“It’ll more than do. I’m starving. You really took the energy out of me,” she teased, picking up a slice of grilled cheese.
“Um, if I remember correctly, you basically demanded I do that,” she returned with a wink and then popped a grape in her mouth.
“I wasn’t complaining. Just blaming you.” She barked out a laugh.
“That’s the type of blame I’ll gladly take.”
They ate in silence for a few minutes, meeting the demands of their empty bellies. It wasn’t even that late, but it felt like it was past midnight. Dallas silently vowed to make their next date a real one. Laurel deserved to be taken out and shown off. Treated like the amazing woman she was.
Laurel’s voice broke the silence. “Thank you again for taking up for me.”
Dallas reached over, firmly rubbing her thigh through the blanket. “You don’t have to thank me. I’ll always have your back.”
Vulnerability filled Laurel’s face. “You’re so sweet. I really appreciate that. I just—I hate when people reduce me down to just a Darby. I’m not like my family. I’ve worked hard, and I think I deserve to be acknowledged for that.”
Dallas leaned over and kissed Laurel before returning to her sandwich. Her mind prickled at the honesty of Laurel’s words. “You do deserve that. You’ve worked your ass off. I have to admit I was worried I had upset you. I—I’m not used to dating someone that’s not explosive, so when you went quiet, I had no idea what to do. I thought you were mad at me.”
“Explosive?”
Dallas took a swig from her bottle. She vaguely tasted it as flashbacks overwhelmed her of that night. All the nights she’d been screamed at. Every time, she had responded the same, giving back just as much rage. When they had first gotten together, she had never raised her voice to a partner, but after a few years, she found herself matching Vanessa octave for octave. It was something that slipped in unnoticed.
Dallas swirled the amber liquid around in the bottle, not looking at Laurel. “Vanessa is the reason for my knee injury. I had caught her cheating with our business partner and confronted her. She acted like I was the one in the wrong for acknowledging the affair.”
Laurel’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”
“Seriously. That’s Vanessa for you. Do as I say, not as I do, and definitely don’t point it out. When I confronted her, I broke that cardinal rule. She lost it. She started throwing things at me and screaming. I screamed back. The next thing I know, we were outside. I was trying to leave. I put a bag in my truck, and she pulled her SUV behind it to block me. I didn’t—I didn’t think she’d…”
Laurel gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “Please tell me she didn’t.”
Nodding, Dallas swallowed back the lump that had lodged itself in her throat. So far, she hadn’t discussed what happened with anyone but family and a therapist. Her voice cracked when she spoke. “Yeah, yeah, she did. The last thing I remember is walking towards the SUV, and then the headlights coming at me. When I woke up, Denver and my sister Indie were there, but Vanessa wasn’t. They explained she had hit me with the car but told police it was an accident. My family didn’t believe her for a minute, so while they were all at the hospital, they sent my nephew, Brice, Indie’s son, to look at the security camera. He’s a techy guy. I’m really proud of him. He’s so smart. Anyway, she had deleted the video, but she didn’t realize that when we initially asked Brice to install them, he also set it up to a cloud as backup. The video showed her driving right in front of me. She never hit the brakes.”
“Dallas, no,” Laurel whispered in a strangled voice.
“Yeah, they used the video to keep her away. There’s no way she normally would have allowed someone to tell her what to do, but they threatened to turn her in. They wanted to give me the option of it when I was in a state to think clearly. I choose not to as long as she agreed to a divorce and to buy my part of the company. I sunk all of it in the bar.”
“So, she’s just getting away with it?” The disbelief in Laurel’s voice cut her to the core. She knew others didn’t agree with her choice. They didn’t understand Vanessa like she did. The safest and best option was essentially blackmail. There was no guarantee if she were to turn her in. There was one with blackmail.
Dallas sighed. “I know, I know. My siblings had a similar reaction, but I know Vanessa. I know the best route to take.”
Laurel bit her bottom lip, reaching out to stroke Dallas’ forearm. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. So, she’s what hurt your knee?”
“Yeah, the impact completely shattered my knee, broke three ribs, gave me one hell of a concussion, and a shit ton of bruises and cuts. I had to have a few surgeries to rebuild the knee. The ribs and concussion healed on their own.”
“I can’t imagine what all that had to feel like. To have someone that close to you hurt you. Your wife, of all people, betrays you like that. I just can’t fathom it.”
She shrugged, taking a sip. “At that point, it wasn’t much of a marriage. It was more like The Hunger Games. We were in competition and struggling to survive. I wasn’t even that surprised she had an affair. The shock was that it was with my best friend, Jackie. She was also our business partner.”
“Oh, Dallas, that had to be hard. Do you miss her? Vanessa, I mean.”
Dallas paused. There was no jealousy in Laurel’s voice. Zero judgment. It was such an odd thing. Had she been having this conversation with Vanessa, she would have heard all those things sprinkled with anger. She’d be so jealous that she would make the entire thing about her and make Dallas feel bad at the same time.
But not Laurel. Her concern was genuinely for Dallas and her feelings. It was such a foreign reaction. A breath of fresh air she hadn’t realized she needed.
She shook her head. “No, not at all. I think the marriage was over long before the affair, but we were both too stubborn to be the first one to end it. I’m happy now. It took a few months to get comfortable with not constantly having to be ready for a fight, but now, I don’t know. It’s like a huge weight is gone, and I can breathe again.”
There was another pause, this time from Laurel. She seemed to be thinking over her next words. “Do—do you think you’re ready for, like, a relationship? I mean, I know we’re not exactly exclusive, but we are dating, I think. Right? Does it feel too soon?”
Dallas' heart broke a little at the worry now lacing Laurel’s words. She reached back over, repeating her soothing stroke on Laurel’s thigh. “Not at all. I think it’s perfect timing. I stopped having romantic feelings for her a long time ago. What we have feels worlds different. You actually care about me. You want me to be happy even if that’s not us being together. Vanessa never cared about things like that. She wouldn’t look out for me.”
Relief flashed over Laurel’s face. She placed her hand over Dallas’ hand. “Good, I do want you to be happy. Even if that’s not with me, but I’m glad it is.”
Dallas was glad, too.



Chapter 24
Inhaling deeply, Laurel took in the bitter and sweet notes of the coffee in her hands. She needed every ounce of it today.
She and Dallas had talked well into the night about things that were both lighthearted and deep. The conversation had flowed naturally. She couldn’t remember the last time she connected with someone on that level. The openness they shared with each other was something else. She wasn’t sure she could put it into words. It was special; she knew that. And she had this overwhelming feeling that if they were to nurture and grow their connection, it would only deepen further into something wildly profound.
Because of their late night, Laurel was dragging a little that morning. She needed to wake up and hoped that the coffee would do the trick. If not, she was in for a long day.
“Hey, Laurel, we’re almost out of bags,” Marley called out from the front.
“The ones for purchases?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll order some now.”
She went over to her open laptop and pulled up the site to place another order. Tuesdays weren’t super busy, so she had already been working on inventory and replenishing things that they needed. There were a lot of things that went into a business that people really didn’t think about. Everything in the store was her responsibility. From the bolts of fabric lining the shelves to the electricity flowing through the lights above to the toilet paper in the bathroom. Everything. Despite Laurel’s bright and sometimes chaotic outward appearance, she was detail-oriented to a fault. She had a spreadsheet for everything. Lists and accounts. Files and schedules. She made sure nothing was left out if she could help it.
She double-checked the master list of things needed or scheduled to come in, quickly filling out an order sheet with one of her suppliers. The tap, tap, tap of her keyboard clicked away in the silence of the back room. She was so engrossed by her task that she didn’t hear someone walk into the room at first, but the weight of their gaze eventually pulled her attention away from her laptop.
At the entrance of the doorway was Jonathan, dressed in a high-quality gray suit that Laurel could tell had been tailored to fit. He had a genuine smile on his face. Not a smirk or condescending smile, but as if he were happy to see her. “You looked like you were deep in thought, so I didn’t want to bother you.”
Laurel gave a soft laugh, shrugging. “I tend to get lost in my spreadsheets. I’m guessing you got my text about the gown being ready?”
He nodded and pushed off the doorframe. “Yeah, that was quicker than I expected.”
“I wanted to make sure you had it in time. Follow me,” she instructed. She walked past him to the front.
Marley looked over her shoulder at the pair as they approached. “Oh, good. Can you watch the counter while I go to the bathroom?”
“Of course.”
Marley gave Jonathan a nod and then left them to their own devices. No one else was in the store. Laurel reached under the main table, pulling out a white gift box.
With careful movements, she gently pried the lid off the box. Inside, the gown was nestled between sheets of white tissue paper. She lifted the gown out, holding it up so he could see. “What do you think? Isn’t it pretty?”
“Very pretty. I appreciate you going the extra mile to wrap it.”
His eyes grew wide as he took in the garment. He reached for it, rubbing the soft, cream-colored linen. “It looks just like it used to.”
Pride swelled in Laurel’s chest. “Well, the lace I replaced it with is just a hair different, but unless you had really looked closely at the original, you wouldn’t even know now.”
“This looks amazing.”
“And I took the salvageable pieces and made a little bow with a barrette attachment. That way, you still have some of the old, and if a girl wears it, there’s an accessory to match.” She pulled the bow out and held it up to the dress.
“Oh, Laurel, that was really nice of you.” He took the bow from her, pinching it between his fingers as he held it up close. He nodded approvingly. “My mother would have loved it. I know my sister will, too.”
Laurel began assembling the gown and bow back into the box, taking care not to crease the gown or tissue paper. She took pride in the little details. She moved to the register with the package, placing it in a bag. “I’m assuming that’s all you need?”
“Yeah, I don’t really have a need for anything else here,” he said with a chuckle.
He’s in a good mood, Laurel thought. An idea hit her as she checked him out. “Jonathan, I don’t suppose we could talk about the Corn Festival sometime soon?”
He paused, putting his credit card in his wallet. He raised an eyebrow that looked a little too nice not to have been plucked recently. “I suppose we could.”
“Great, when’s good for you?” asked Laurel, her hopes rising. Maybe if she were able to put it out there plainly for him. Explain how detrimental it would be for so many businesses, and perhaps he would see the light then.
The front bell chimed, signaling a customer. She glanced around Jonathan to smile at Reba Owens, one of her best customers, who smiled and waved. “Hello, Reba, just let me know if you need anything.”
“Hello, Laurel, I will. Hello, Mr. Sumner.”
He raised his hand and smiled. “Mrs. Owens.”
“So what do you say? I could swing by your office on my lunch break tomorrow.”
He tilted his head, and Laurel knew instantly he was forming a plan she didn’t like. The glint in his eye was back. The one that meant he was about to try something. No matter how many pleasant conversations they had, he always seemed to do something that brought his real side back to the front of her mind. “Actually, I’m pretty booked all week during the day, but I do have room for dinner tomorrow night.”
Motherfucker.
Of course, he would only have time for dinner.
“Laurel, do you have any of the Bohin needles in size 10? The in-betweens?” asked Reba.
“Yes, ma’am, just to your right and down a little. I got a new shipment in last week. They changed the packaging.”
Reba rolled her eyes. “Don’t they always?”
“Well? Tomorrow night, 7:00?”
With dread, she nodded. “Okay, 7:00 it is. We could meet next door. The menu is really good.”
He was shaking his head before she was even finished getting out the words. “No, that won’t work. It’s too loud. How about Manny’s? It’s quieter, and who doesn’t love Italian?”
Laurel did a quick calculation in her mind. Manny’s was on the other side of town and a nice place. She’d been there several times over the years.
“Laurel, I’m not seeing them,” called out Reba.
Dammit. She needed to end the conversation now and help Reba. “Okay. Manny’s at 7:00. But let me be clear, this isn’t a date.”
Jonathan's smile could have lit up a whole city block. He grabbed the bag and began heading to the door. “Fantastic. I’ll pick you up at 7:00.”
“I can drive myself.”
“Nonsense. I’ll pick you up.”
He was out the door before she could argue.
***
“You did what?” asked Marley in a high voice.
“Well, what else was I supposed to do? And what was taking you so long? I could have had more time to negotiate had you been out here to take care of Reba.”
Marley looked sheepish. “I sort of lost track of time. Those TikToks with the old women cooking just suck me in every time.”
Laurel glared at her friend and employee, then relaxed her gaze. She also got sucked into those videos. “I guess I can forgive you.”
Marley threw her arm over Laurel’s shoulder. “See? Totally not my fault. Now, how are you going to tell Dallas?”
“Tell Dallas what?”
Marley frowned, pulling away. “Uh, you have a date with Mr. Sumner.”
“It’s not a date. I even told him it’s not a date.”
“And since when does he listen to you? Or anyone for that matter.”
She had a point. A good point. “I…fuck, you’re right. I mean, we’re going to a place I know strictly for dinner. That’s all. I made it clear it wasn’t a date. Besides, I want to stay on his good side until I get him to agree to drop his petition to move the festival.”
“Laurel, I love you. I really do, but you’re delusional.”
Laurel wasn’t sure she could argue with that.
***
Later in the day, the reality of what she had agreed to began to weigh more and more on her mind.
She reminded herself that she needed to do this for the sake of the community. She needed to help them. They had all agreed to try their hardest, and she knew Jonathan liked her. Maybe that would be her strong point. Perhaps she could persuade him. They went back as far as kindergarten. They had known each other for most of their lives. Reasoning with him had to work.
She finished tidying up the embroidery floss that a customer had allowed her child to play with. What had once been a carefully organized rainbow display was now a jumbled mess. She had watched in horror as the little boy destroyed area after area, all while his mother talked on her phone, completely ignoring her child.
Her pocket buzzed in her cardigan. She almost ignored it. She had hit her social interaction limit for the day but couldn’t resist checking it. Her aunt’s name flashed across the screen. “What now?” she muttered.
She didn’t answer it, deciding to put it off until later. A couple of minutes went by, and the phone buzzed. It was her aunt again. Worried that maybe something was wrong, she slid the bar to answer. “Hello?”
“Laurel Diane Darby, what is this I’m hearing about you seeing someone and not telling me?” scolded Adella, her normally carefully concealed southern accent coming out thick. Shit.
Her stomach dropped, and she wanted nothing more than to hide under her cutting table. Why was this day so difficult? “I’m sorry, what?” Ignorance may buy her some time.
“I’ve heard from three different people that you have taken up with that…with that new bar owner next door.”
Laurel could tell by the tone and pause of her aunt’s voice that she wanted to say more but was holding back. Her family hadn’t taken her coming out very well at first in her early twenties, but then did what Darbys do best and virtually ignored it. As long as she wasn’t a flashing queer billboard, then they could live with that. It helped that Laurel had spent a lot of time throwing herself into her business, pushing romance to the back burner. That was, until the silver-haired fox literally fell at her feet.
Laurel tried to remember if she and Dallas had been open about their closeness. They’d kissed in the shop. Kissed in the bar. Kissed in the alley. Had breakfast together and held hands on the way back to the shop. Dallas had taken up for her at the meeting and had stayed glued to her hip. Looking back, there were a lot of opportunities for someone to see them, especially for a small town where everyone knew everything about each other.
Had Adella called on any other day, Laurel would probably have tried to get out of the conversation, but she didn’t have it in her. She sighed, accepting whatever Adella would say. “Her name is Dallas Hayes. She’s a very nice woman, and yes, we’ve been seeing each other.”
There, it was out in the open. No lying. No avoiding. Just the truth.
The long pause that followed seemed to last a few hours, but it couldn’t have been more than half a minute or so. Finally, Adella spoke. “I see. I’ve heard she’s older than you.”
“Not too much older. She’s a really great woman, I promise.”
“Well, I guess—I guess we should meet her then. Bring her to lunch on Sunday.”
Laurel couldn’t repress the groan that came tumbling out of her. “But—”
“No buts. I want to meet her. Bring her.”
The call ended, and Laurel let out a frustrated, “Fuck.”



Chapter 25
The smoky and peppery notes of Johnnie Walker Double Black Label slid down Dallas’ throat, leaving a bit of afterthought sweetness. She wasn’t the biggest fan of Johnnie Walker but appreciated the way it went down.
“Well?” asked Jackson.
“Not bad. I’m not the biggest fan of how smoky it is, but I know others like it. I think we should add it to the Sophistication Flight special next week.”
“I’ll add it and get the tasting sheets printed.
She capped the bottle and placed it back on the shelf. Standing back, hands on her hips, she surveyed the wall of bottles. She liked to keep them neatly aligned and fully stocked if possible. Something about them being in order made her feel in control.
The evening rush hadn’t started yet.
The lull between lunch and dinner was a good time to play catch-up and get ready for the evening. By now, Dallas and the crew had gotten on a good schedule, figuring out what worked and what didn’t. There were no more staffing issues after those first few days, much to Dallas’ relief. She was still worried about how they were being perceived by the public. The awful review was still hanging out in the back of her mind like a shadow following her everywhere. She hadn’t gone back to see if there were any new reviews. She wasn’t sure her heart could take it.
Movement at the front of the building caught her eye. A big smile spread across her face as Laurel approached the bar. It had been a few days since the meeting with the other shop owners and their evening after. She had missed her.
Laurel slid onto one of the bar stools in front of Dallas.
“Hey stranger,” greeted Dallas.
Laughing lightly, Laurel nodded. “Hey.”
“I haven’t seen much of you in the last couple of days.”
“Yeah, I’ve been a little busy.” Though she was smiling, Dallas got the feeling that something was off.
“Everything okay?”
Laurel’s eyes darted away briefly before nodding at a menu nearby. “Marley and I are hungry. Can we get an order of nachos to go?”
“Sure.”
Dallas stepped over to the ordering kiosk. She didn’t want to press Laurel but knew from her body language that there was more to whatever was bothering her than just being hungry.
She input the order before hurrying back to Laurel. Leaning in close so only Laurel could hear, Dallas brushed her fingers lightly over Laurel’s forearm. “How about we stay together at one of our places tonight? Jackson’s closing, so I can leave around nine.”
The way Laurel’s teeth sank into her bottom lip made Dallas’ stomach clench. It wasn’t a playful nibble. Something was indeed wrong.
“Um, about that…”
A sudden, choking fear gripped Dallas’ chest. Her lungs locked up so tightly she barely heard the chatter around them anymore. In a heartbeat, the noise of the bar melted away, replaced by the thundering rush of her own pulse in her ears. Was Laurel about to end things?
The world narrowed to the two of them, the small, nervous fidget of Laurel’s hands, and the crushing panic building inside her. Dallas forced her voice to stay steady. “Go on.”
Laurel’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I…I agreed to go out with Jonathan tonight. Not on a date, I made that clear, but to talk to him about the Corn Festival.”
Dallas blinked, trying to process the words, but her mind refused to make sense of them at first. Confusion crawled across her features before her brows knitted together sharply. Surely she hadn’t heard that right. “You what?”
“I know it sounds weird, but I need to see if I can convince him to drop the petition to move it.”
Dallas shook her head slowly. She stared at Laurel, almost willing her to hear how reckless this sounded. “We both know he’s going to turn this into something it’s not. This isn’t a good idea, Laurel. It’s not safe.”
Laurel’s back straightened. “I have to at least try. I’m not stupid, Dallas. I know exactly who I’m dealing with. But if I don’t do something, I’ll regret it.”
The stubborn tilt of her chin made Dallas' heart twist with equal parts anger and fear. “I don’t want you going out with him.”
“It’s not a date, Dallas. It’s just like a business dinner.”
“I don’t care how you word it; it’s still a bad idea.”
“I’ll be fine.”
Dallas shook her head sharply. “You’re not going. You could get hurt.”
Laurel’s mouth tightened. Her voice came out clipped. “Well, it’s a good thing you don’t get to tell me what to do, isn’t it?”
The words hung between them, heavy and tense. They stared at each other, locked in a standoff that buzzed with many emotions. Hurt, fear, frustration, something raw and unspoken simmering just beneath the surface. Would this be their first argument? How far was Dallas willing to push Laurel?
Dallas’ jaw clenched as her mind raced between worst-case scenarios. Jonathan wasn’t just another rich asshole; he was used to getting his way at all costs, and Laurel didn’t seem ready to believe how far a guy like that could go.
Finally, Laurel’s shoulders sagged. The fire in her eyes dulled into something softer, pleading, almost. She held her hands out, palms up, a silent request for connection.
Dallas’ heart cracked. Even furious, even terrified, she couldn’t not reach for her. To not touch her when Laurel needed her. She wrapped her rough hands around Laurel’s smaller ones, grounding herself in their warmth.
“I don’t want to argue. I know this isn’t what you want to hear,” Laurel said, her voice only a little unsteady. “And Jonathan will probably blow me off or tell me no. But I have to try. I need you to trust me, even when it scares you.”
Dallas ran her thumbs slowly over the backs of Laurel’s hands, struggling to find the right words around the lump in her throat. “I do trust you. It’s him I don’t trust. Not for a second. I don’t want to come across as controlling. I’m not that kind of person, but just the idea of you being in an unsafe situation makes me want to whisk you away and hide you somewhere. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
Laurel’s eyes soften. “Oh, Dallas, I know you just want to protect me. It makes me so happy that you care so much, but I’ll be okay. We’re having dinner at Manny’s. It’s an Italian place across town. I’m just going to have a meal with him and talk about the festival.”
“So you’ll be in public?”
Laurel nodded. “Yes.”
“What time?”
“7:00.”
Dallas nodded, more to herself than to Laurel. “You’ll call me if you need me?”
A warm smile greeted her. “Of course. And if you still want to spend the night together after I get back, then I’m game.”
“I’d like that.”



Chapter 26
Dallas glanced at her watch. 7:10. Laurel was already with the dipshit.
Her stomach had twisted itself into knots. She still couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that Laurel had agreed to such a ludicrous meeting. Jonathan wasn’t going to magically grow a conscience and change his mind about the festival. He would twist this into something it wasn’t supposed to be. He'd been sniffing around Laurel for years. Tonight was a trap she’d walked right into, and Dallas hated every second of it.
“She’ll be okay,” Jackson said from behind the bar, catching her looking at her watch for the third time. His voice was calm, but there was a flicker of sympathy there.
“I want to believe you, I really do,” Dallas muttered, tapping her fingers against the bar top. “But that man just reeks of entitlement and jackassery.”
Jackson snorted as he slung a bar towel over his shoulder, hefting a tub of dirty dishes onto his hip. “Pretty sure that’s a birth requirement if you’re a Sumner. Maybe they stamp it on the birth certificate.”
“Do you think they return the babies born with, like, a heart or a soul as defective?”
"Nah, they probably just ship ‘em off to the ‘loser’ branch of the family tree.”
Despite herself, Dallas laughed with him, the sound easing some of the pressure in her chest. But the relief was fleeting. When the laughter died down, she found herself staring at the door, wishing Laurel would just walk through it already, safe and smiling.
Because deep down, no matter how much she trusted Laurel, the idea of her sitting across from a man like Jonathan Sumner made her uneasy.
Dallas glanced at the drink orders lined up in front of her and got to work assembling them. Maybe work would help take her mind off the time.
It wasn’t their busiest night, but it was steady—the kind of flow she liked. She was starting to notice the different rhythms of the week. Fridays buzzed with energy, full of people looking to blow off steam after a long workweek, while Wednesdays were slower, more relaxed, almost lazy in comparison. She sold the most beer on Fridays, while Saturdays and Sunday brunch were all about bourbon flights. Each day brought its own vibe, and she was learning to love the patterns.
Tossing a few drinks together, she passed them off to Tina, the new waitress that saved their ass the second night. She had turned out to be a fantastic addition to the staff. Efficient and reliable, so far as Dallas could tell.
Jackson was also doing an excellent job. She could not be prouder of him. He was coming into his own. Developing into a fine young man. He took his role as assistant manager seriously, and she was thankful to have him there beside her.
As the minutes dragged by, she couldn’t help but grow more and more anxious. Maybe she was making herself nervous, but there was a voice of misfortune shouting in the back of her mind. That voice that sometimes kept you up at night, replaying disasters in your mind while all you wanted to do was fall asleep. And hopefully not dream. She hated that voice and the way it was making her feel at the moment. It took everything in her not to call Laurel.
She set what had to be the thirtieth Jack and Coke of the night on a tray, her movements quick with barely contained restlessness. Tina swooped by, grabbing the drinks for her table.
Dallas wiped her palms on a bar towel, already reaching for the next order when a voice, low, silky, and all too familiar, slithered down her spine like ice water.
“Extra dry martini with three olives.”
Dallas froze. Every hair on her body stood on end as the breath in her lungs seemed to solidify into heavy bags. She would have preferred the devil himself walking into her bar over that voice.
Slowly, she turned. Her gray eyes locked onto caramel brown eyes—eyes she used to find beautiful, back when she didn’t know better. Back before she realized how much cruelty could hide behind that charming smile. It was like dressing a viper up as a baby doll. All sweet and innocent, then the mask would fall away and a viper would strike out, giving you a bite full of venom.
"Vanessa," Dallas said, her voice filled with disbelief and disgust.
Vanessa’s signature grin was as polished and poisonous as ever. “Hello, Dallas.”
The tension between them was electric. She wouldn’t have been surprised if a bolt of lightning formed. Or the floor opened up and the flames of hell called the demon in front of her back home.
“Oh shit!” Jackson blurted from somewhere behind her. His voice cracked halfway through, and Dallas didn’t have to turn around to know he was staring, wide-eyed and horrified.
“And little Jackson,” Vanessa crooned, her voice sweet enough to rot teeth. “Look at you, all grown up.”
“Uh, hey. Yep. All grown up. Very busy. I have to go, uh, check on some...kegs or something.” His words tumbled over themselves as he backed away, stumbling over the nonskid mat under his feet. He disappeared into the kitchen, but not before Dallas caught him muttering, “...calling momma.”
Dallas had zero doubt that Abilene would be barreling through the front door within twenty minutes, and she honestly welcomed it. She had no desire to deal with Vanessa on her own, and Jackson was probably cowering in the back under a prep table. She always did make him uneasy.
“Why are you here?” Dallas asked, her voice flat. Her palms were drenched in sweat. “I thought we agreed to never see each other again after you hit me with your car.”
The words hit their mark. Dallas caught the slight twitch in Vanessa’s eye. A small victory for her.
“That was an accident,” Vanessa said through gritted teeth.
Dallas barked a humorless laugh. “Most people hit the brakes during an accident. You gunned it.”
Vanessa exhaled slowly through clenched teeth, like she was trying to exorcise her inner demon and was failing. When she looked back up, her fake smile was firmly in place, her brown eyes softening in an act of false warmth. Dallas was shocked at how quickly she was noticing things that she had been so fooled by in the past.
“It’s in the past, babe. I’m just here to see your new place. It looks amazing.”
Dallas snatched a bar towel and scrubbed at a perfectly clean spot on the counter, needing something to do with her hands before she broke a bottle over Vanessa’s pretty little head. That wouldn’t look good to the customers. She tried to breathe it out subtly. She was surprised she wasn’t scared. Anger and annoyance were crashing over her head in waves, but not an ounce of being frightened.
“One,” she said, voice tight, “I’m not your babe. Not now, not ever again. Two, I don’t want you here. Not in my bar, not in Bucksnort, and sure as hell not in my life.”
“Why are you being so hostile? I come all this way to see this bar of yours, and you’re being ungrateful.”
“And why did you think it would be a good idea to come here? Does Jackie know where you are?”
Mentioning Jackie only served to make her bristle at the name. “I’m not with Jackie.”
“Did she go back to her wife?” asked Dallas with a snort.
Her barely restrained eye roll said it all. Someone got dumped.
“She did, didn’t she?”
“Damn it, Dallas, I’m not here to talk about her. I’m here to see you and support you. I miss you, Dee. We were a good team…”
Dallas’ pocket buzzed. She instantly thought of Laurel. Pulling out her phone, she was right. A text came in from Laurel.
Laurel: I don’t think this was a good idea.
“Fuck,” Dallas hissed.
“Dallas, Dallas! Are you listening to me?”
Dallas was not. She texted Laurel back quickly.
Dallas: Do you need me?
A hand reached out, tugging at her rolled-up sleeve. “I’m pouring my heart out to you right now, and you’re on your phone?”
She didn’t hear her. A second felt like a minute. Why wasn’t she answering back?
Dallas: Laurel?



Chapter 27
Letting out a breath, Laurel looked herself over once more. She didn’t want to look like she was on a date, but she also wasn’t going to show up to Manny’s in sweatpants. By Bucksnort standards, it was an elegant dining experience.
She picked up her phone to FaceTime Marley. Her friend picked up almost immediately. “Hello, my bestie.”
“I need help. Does this outfit say 'date' or 'platonic dinner'? I intentionally decided to wear these wide-leg pants to not give a good look at my legs or ass.”
Laurel set the phone down on her bedroom side table and stood back, spinning around.
“Hm, I think it’s platonic. No cleavage. Nothing see-through. You’ve got a little bit of shape but not a ton, thanks to the blouse. Honestly, it looks more like a business dinner than anything.”
“Business dinner? That’s perfect.”
“Shouldn’t you be leaving soon to get there by 7?”
Laurel paused before answering. “Actually, he’s picking me up.”
Marley frowned and pulled the phone closer to her face. “Did you just say you’re riding with him?”
“I know, I know, but it’s just across town.”
“Does Dallas know?”
“Uh…”
“Laurel, are you serious?”
“Well, I didn’t want to worry her. And besides, I’m an adult. Just because we’re seeing each other doesn’t mean she can tell me what to do.”
Laurel knew she probably should have told Dallas. If just so someone would know, but she knew Dallas would push back. It’s not like Jonathan was a stranger. They’d known each other since childhood. They had had dinner at each other's houses many times. Their families had even been on mini-vacations before. They were rarely alone since his sister was always there. She wouldn’t call the Sumner siblings friends, more like social acquaintances, but certainly not strangers.
Marley sighed. “I know you’ve got a thing about people telling you what to do, but I don’t think Dallas would tell you that to control you. She’d just be worried like I am.”
Guilt started ebbing at her. “I know. And you’re right. She would just want to make sure I’m safe, but I swear I’ll be careful. He’s not going to do anything besides maybe hound me for a real date.”
“Well, just be careful.”
Laurel locked her store door behind her. She had told Jonathan to pick her up out front to avoid using the alley. Jonathan drove a sleek, low-to-the-ground sports car that would not have fared well with the potholes.
He double-parked and hopped out, jogging around to the passenger side. He gave her a once-over as he opened the door for her. “You look…different. I don’t know the last time I saw you in pants.”
Shrugging, Laurel stepped over to the open door, having to hunch down to slide in. “I wasn’t feeling a dress.”
Laurel knew luxury when she saw it. Or felt it. All black on black. The seats were surprisingly comfortable for a smaller car. Supple leather with immaculate stitching. The dash had a beautiful screen with every diagnostic you could think of in low, warm light. She wouldn’t have been surprised if it could have done her taxes. Even the purr of the engine somehow hummed the sweet sound of money. She clicked her seatbelt on and tried not to look anxious.
“This is a nice car,” she complimented once he was in the driver's seat. She noticed that raindrops started to litter the windshield.
“Thank you. It was a gift to myself for Christmas.”
Laurel laughed. “I gifted myself a new quilting frame for Christmas.”
He gave her a puzzled look. “Frame like a picture?”
“No, it’s a wooden frame that is used to quilt the quilt. A quilt has three layers: the top, the batting, which is the middle, and the backing. You pin the layers together and put it on a frame. That is where you do the quilting. You sew the pieces together, and then once that’s all done, you bind the edges, and ta-dah, you’ve got a quilt.”
He put the car in drive. “I never realized there were that many steps to a blanket.”
“Quilt. Blankets don’t have multiple layers with stitches that secure the layers together. That’s what it is. You quilt the layers together, whether by hand or machine.”
“Definitely more than I assumed.”
They exchanged pleasant conversation as they exited the square. It didn’t take long to get to the middle of town.
“I haven’t eaten at Manny’s in a while. I’m looking forward to their shrimp scampi,” Laurel said, glancing out the window.
The streets of Bucksnort were mostly quiet now, the little town winding down for the night. The restaurants glowed warm, the gas stations brightly fluorescent. Shops and businesses darkened. Even Walmart closed by ten.
“They do have good food.”
A flicker of lightning cracked across the sky in the distance, briefly illuminating the landscape around them. As they approached the turn for Manny’s, Jonathan drove straight through the intersection instead.
“Shouldn’t we have turned back there?”
He glanced at her with a practiced, confident smile. She knew that smile well. He could turn it on at the drop of a hat.
“I had a better idea,” he said, eyes flicking back to the road.
Laurel stiffened. “Better idea? We agreed on Manny’s, Jonathan.”
“I know,” he said with a light chuckle, “but then I thought, the best place to talk about the festival would be at the perfect place to host it.”
Her stomach turned. Shit. “Jonathan, I don’t want to go to your house. That’s like 40 minutes out in the middle of nowhere.”
“Thirty, maybe twenty if you want me to hit the gas.”
“What I want is for you to turn around and go to Manny’s.”
He didn’t respond right away. Instead, he adjusted the windshield wipers as the rain increased its assault.
“I had the chef come in; he’s the one who’ll be catering for the venue,” Jonathan finally said. “He’s making something special for us. Still Italian though, since I know that’s what you wanted. You’ll love it.”
She slipped her hand into her purse, her fingers clenched around her phone. This was exactly the kind of maneuvering Jonathan had always been skilled at: smiling while ignoring boundaries and using charm to disguise control. She unlocked her screen and typed a quick message to Dallas.
Laurel: I don’t think this was a good idea.
The signal was still strong, but only for now. But she remembered how spotty it got the farther they drove toward the Sumner estate. She could barely get a signal the last time she was forced to attend a barbecue two summers back.
“Seriously,” Jonathan continued, his voice smooth as the bourbon Dallas loved so much. “I’ve got the whole place lit up so you can see it. The gardens are beautiful at night. We’ll have some wine and walk a bit. Hopefully, the rain stops soon.”
“No.” Her voice was firmer now. “Take me back, Jonathan. I don’t want to go out there.”
He sighed. “Laurel, come on. Don’t be difficult. It’s just dinner.”
Her pulse quickened. “I said no. Turn the car around.”
“I’m not turning around,” Jonathan said, his voice low and unyielding.
Her phone buzzed in her lap.
Dallas: Do you need me?
Laurel stared down at the screen, biting her lip. Was she overreacting? Dallas was at work. She hated the idea of making her leave in the middle of a shift. However, there was something unsettling about this situation. She could feel it in her gut.
Jonathan kept talking. “You know, I just don’t understand you, Laurel. You have the whole world at your disposal. We come from the same background; only I’m the one doing what is expected of us.”
“What are you even talking about?”
He let out a loud, annoyed sigh. “Do you know how many people would give anything to have our lives? And you throw it away to hide in your shop and pretend you’re not a Darby.”
“I don’t use my family’s influence. I’m independent.”
“And that’s the problem.” His voice became sharper as he jabbed his pointer finger toward the night sky. “You don’t see what you have. You’re the sole heir to the Darby empire. Money. Property. Businesses. Political pull. Do you know what I could do with that kind of leverage?”
Her phone buzzed again.
Dallas: Laurel?
Her chest tightened. Jonathan’s words felt like static in her brain, loud and disorienting. She gripped the phone tightly, her thumb hovering over the keyboard. But right now, she needed to deal with the man beside her.
“What are you even saying?” she snapped. “Take me back now.”
Without warning, Jonathan slammed the brakes. Laurel’s body whipped forward, her seatbelt catching her with a painful snap against her chest. Her breath hitched as the car screeched to a halt on the wet road. The storm outside flashed again, thunder rolling in close behind.
He turned to face her. “I’ve tried to make you come around naturally to this idea, but I see I need to lay it out for you. My parents have been pressuring me to settle down. Yours have, too. You and I—we could have something that works. It doesn’t even have to be a real marriage. Just... convenient. On paper only, but it would be enough to pacify everyone.”
Her stomach churned as the air in the car seemed to be disappearing. The words ‘marriage of convenience’ slammed into her like cold water. “Are you insane? Why would you even want that?” The wind rocked the little car as the rain began to pour harder. My god, I’m the white woman who gets murdered in a horror movie. Why didn’t I listen to Dallas and Marley?
“Were you not listening? To get our parents off our backs. It would benefit you even more. You have no interest in the family business. I have no issues with running it once Stanford needs a replacement.”
“Please take me home,” she begged.
“I have a proposal.”
“I don’t want to hear it unless it’s on the way back to town.”
He ignored her plea. “I understand you’re—well, let's face it, Laurel, you’re different. From the odd clothing to a business selling hobby stuff to the lesbian thing, it’s just not normal; however, I think we can make this work. You can see anyone you want, in private, of course, as will I, but outwardly we unify the Sumner and Darby families. I’ll even let you hyphenate your name if you want to be more modern.”
She blinked at him, not believing the mess of a proposal that came out of his mouth. She needed to get out of there. “Take me home, Jonathan. I’m not doing this with you.”
“This is a simple business arrangement. You can run your shop, and I’ll run our families’ businesses. Everyone will get off our backs. It’s the perfect solution.”
“Take me back now,” she demanded, anger fueling her on.
They stared at each other, the tension in the car thick and crackling with the same electricity charging the sky outside. Seconds dragged out, the storm hammering around them, until Jonathan let out a sharp sigh and turned forward. Without another word, he pressed the button to unlock the doors. The sound of the locks clicking off echoed in the small space.
“Get out.”
“What?”
“I’m not driving you back to town. You want to be stubborn? Fine. You can walk. Maybe some time alone will help you realize how much you’re throwing away.”
“It’s pouring,” Laurel said, her voice tight, disbelieving. Her heart slammed against her ribs, nearly drowning out the hammering rain.
“A little water won’t kill you. Either ride with me to my house, or you walk. Your choice.”
It wasn’t even a choice. The thought of staying trapped with Jonathan any longer was unimaginable. She swallowed the knot in her throat as she slipped her phone into her purse, then unlatched her seatbelt. Her body moved almost on autopilot as she pushed open the door and stepped out into the storm.
The rain was like ice against her skin, stealing her breath in a sharp gasp. She slammed the door behind her, the sound muffled by the roaring downpour.
Jonathan rolled the window down, his voice calling out to her. “And Laurel? I will be hosting the Corn Festival at my place. Whether you like it or not.”
The window slid back up, and a moment later, the car tore off down the slick road, sending a wall of dirty water splashing over her legs. She stood stunned, the shock of the cold locking her in place for a heartbeat. Then the rage broke through.
“Fuck!” she screamed into the night, her voice ripped away by the wind.
This wasn’t supposed to happen. This was supposed to be simple. Talk to him about moving the festival, and then go home. Instead, she found herself stranded on a back road, completely soaked, her heart pounding in her ears.
Tears blurred her vision—hot, furious tears that mixed with the rain. Her fingers fumbled to pull her phone from her purse, the touchscreen barely responding under the onslaught of water coming down. She jabbed at the buttons, shaking so hard she nearly dropped it, and finally pressed it to her ear with a hand that wouldn’t stop trembling. The line picked up almost immediately.
Her voice cracked. “Dallas? Please come get me.”



Chapter 28
“What?” Dallas asked distractedly. Why wasn’t Laurel answering her back? What was taking so long?
“Will you pay attention to me?” Vanessa demanded. Her cheeks were growing red, and the twitch was increasing. Had Dallas not been so worried, she would have enjoyed seeing it.
Dallas ignored her again and instead called out to Jackson.
“I can’t believe I drove all this way to be treated like this.”
“I didn’t ask you to drive up here,” corrected Dallas. “In fact, I thought I had made it clear that I never want to see you again. That fact still stands, by the way.”
Jackson returned to the bar, looking uneasily at Vanessa before focusing on Dallas. “Yeah, Aunt Dee?”
“What’s the name of the Italian place in town?”
“That’s a great idea. We can go somewhere quiet so you can hear what I’m saying.”
Dallas rolled her eyes. “Jackson?”
“Uh, it’s Manny’s on the other side of town. Like you’re heading to the interstate.” She started to pull up her maps app on her phone. She could be across town in ten minutes if Jackson could watch the bar. She was interrupted by a familiar, furious voice.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
All three turned to see Abilene quickly making her way over to Vanessa with Carl scrambling behind her. Her eyes were blazing, and both Dallas and Jackson shrank back at the sight instantly. No one messed with angry Abilene.
“Abilene? What are you doing here?” asked Vanessa, surprise lacing every word.
“I, uh, called her,” answered Jackson with a sheepish look on his face. He was hiding behind Dallas but was still able to look over her head because of his height.
“You called your mom?”
“Damn straight he did. You’re not supposed to be anywhere near Dallas. That was the agreement,” the older woman seethed. Dallas was happy the anger wasn’t aimed at her. She noticed a few customers turn toward the scene unfolding. Dread added to the anxiety she was already filled with. This wasn’t the place to do this, but she couldn’t focus on that while Laurel could be in trouble. Her mind was racing. She needed to worry about her business. She should be more upset than she was about Vanessa being there. Yet, all her thoughts were consumed with Laurel. That creep could be harming her right at this moment.
“I’m not here to cause trouble. I just want to talk to my wife.” Vanessa was hitting back at Abilene with just as much attitude, which was about as smart as smacking a hornet's nest. “And it’s none of your business, by the way. She’s a grown adult.”
“She’s not your wife.”
“There you go, trying to control her like she’s still your five-year-old baby sister. You’re the controlling one.”
“I’m not the one who ran her down!”
Vanessa slammed her fist on the bar. “It was an accident!”
Dallas’ phone buzzed, pulling her attention away from the nasty scene playing out in the middle of her bar. As Laurel's name appeared on the screen, she exhaled in relief. Her fingers had never moved so fast to answer a phone call before. “Laurel?”
The cracking voice that answered back somehow broke her heart and made it race at the same time. “Dallas? Please come get me.”
Shit, what has that bastard done?
Thunder rattled the windows of the bar, and Dallas heard Laurel yelp on the other end of the phone. “Where are you?”
“I don’t really know. There’s nothing around but trees.”
“Trees. Are you outside?”
She could hear Laurel sniffle into the phone. “He made me get out of the car.”
Abilene gave Jackson a concerned look. He shook his head and said, “Jonathan Sumner strikes again.”
“Oh, poor Laurel.”
“Who is Laurel?” Vanessa asked, annoyed.
“Someone far better than you,” Abilene snapped back. “Someone who will treat Dallas the way she deserves to be treated.”
“You’re seeing someone?” Vanessa shrieked.
“Will you shut up?” scolded Dallas. “Laurel, babe, you’ve got to give me more than that.”
“Tell her to share her location with you,” instructed Jackson.
“Jackson said to share your location with me.”
“I can’t believe this. It hasn’t even been a year, and you’re already calling someone your babe."
Dallas heard a ping in her ear. She looked at the screen and saw an alert indicating that Laurel had shared her location. She clicked on it, squinting as she zoomed in. It looked like Laurel was in the middle of nowhere. “Okay, I’ve got it. I’m on my way, baby. Hang tight and stay out of sight if you can. Don’t get in a car with anyone.”
“Baby?” hissed Vanessa. “I came all the way here to see you. To fix our marriage, and you’re running off with another woman?”
Dallas took a deep breath and looked Vanessa straight in the eyes. “Let me be perfectly clear. I’m not getting back with you. I love my life now. I have a woman who treats me better than anyone ever has, and she needs me right now, so I’m going to go. If I see you in my bar again, I’ll go to the police, get a restraining order, and turn in the video of you running me down.” Dallas turned her attention to Jackson, Abilene, and Carl, who was holding Abilene’s purse and looked like he was prepared to pull Abilene back if needed. Though he probably wouldn’t. It was best to let Abbie do her thing when she was riled up. “He’s just abandoned her on the side of the road. I’ve got to go get her. Can y’all hold it down here for me?”
“Of course.”
“Absolutely.”
“You go get her. Don’t worry about the bar.”
A little pressure left the vice grip around her lungs. “Thanks, guys.”
She turned to go, then remembered the intruder. She looked at Abilene and motioned to Vanessa with a nod of her head. “Would you take care of that?”
“It would be my pleasure.”
***
Getting to Laurel felt like crawling through hell.
Dallas didn’t remember half the drive, only the blur of lights and signs she never read. She ran a red light without blinking. Blew through a four-way stop like it wasn’t even there. As soon as she hit the edge of Bucksnort, her foot hit the gas pedal to the floorboard. Her truck raced down the slick, rural road as she fishtailed around a bend. She gripped the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckles turned white. She had to get to Laurel.
She hadn’t even thought about Vanessa. Hadn’t given her a second thought since she left. All she could see was Laurel—scared, alone, wet, and stranded on some forsaken road after that bastard had abandoned her like trash. She couldn’t fathom leaving a precious gem of a human being like Laurel on the side of the road.
The storm had let up, but not completely. The wet blacktop was a mirror in the headlights, and there were no streetlights out so far from town. It wasn’t until the last second that she spotted a person’s silhouette. Hunched, arms wrapped around herself, barely separate from the shadows.
Dallas slammed the truck into park so hard the gears groaned, then flung herself out the door. Her boots hit the wet road with a splash, her bad knee buckling slightly from the force of the stop, but she quickly caught herself with the door handle. She rounded the truck just as Laurel stumbled toward her.
Completely drenched and shivering uncontrollably, Laurel fell into Dallas's embrace. Her cold body sent a sudden chill through Dallas, making her shudder as the temperature seemed to drop drastically. Laurel’s strangled cry came out as a broken gasp. She never wanted to hear that sound come out of Laurel again.
“I’m sorry,” Laurel choked out. “I was wrong. I was so wrong.”
“No, no, don’t say that.” Dallas wrapped her arms around her tighter, one hand at the back of Laurel’s head, the other locking around her waist. “Don’t you dare blame yourself for this. That son of a bitch is the one who’s wrong. You hear me? This is all his fault. Not yours.”
Laurel shook in her arms, every sob shaking Dallas in turn. It was like holding someone who had cracked open. An emotional flood crashing out of the brunette.
“I’ve got you,” Dallas whispered, pressing a kiss to Laurel’s wet temple. “I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”
The scent of wet pavement, pine trees, and Laurel’s vanilla scent filled her nose. It hit her all at once how easily this could have ended badly. He left her on the side of the road where she could have been hurt, hit by a car, or attacked by an animal. The thought of him left Dallas burning with fury, but Laurel needed her to be calm. Not furious. Not now. She reminded herself that it was okay to have conflicting feelings and not go with anger first. It was something she’d learned in therapy. She was thankful for it now.
“Let’s get you out of this mess and home,” she murmured, guiding Laurel gently toward the truck.
As she pulled open the passenger door, Dallas caught a glimpse of herself in the rain-slicked window: wet, furious, and scared. But behind that was something deeper. Was this the start of love? It felt like it. Deep in her chest, buried in a heart she never thought would want for another person again, was a spark growing for the brunette, and nothing, not storms, not the past, not rich boys with God complexes, was going to take Laurel from her.
Dallas didn’t bother checking back into the bar. She had no doubt Jackson was capable of taking care of the bar, and she definitely knew Abbie would have taken care of Vanessa. She sent a quick text to Jackson.
Dallas: Found her. Taking her home.
She cranked the heat up in the truck. Despite it being early fall, the temperature had dropped over the last few hours. Couple that with rain, and she knew she needed to get Laurel warm. She kept glancing sideways at Laurel. She was quiet aside from a few whimpered sobs. Each one was like a knife in Dallas’ heart.
When they reached their place, she helped her out of the truck, guiding her up the stairs with a steady hand on her back, and then gently grabbed Laurel’s purse once they were at her door.
“This thing is like a bottomless pit,” Dallas muttered, rummaging through makeup, receipts, three tape measures, and what felt like a half-dozen pens.
“I… kn—know,” Laurel managed through chattering teeth, trying for a smile but landing somewhere between a wince and a frown. Dallas briefly wondered if some of her current state was shock from the whole situation.
Dallas finally fished out the keys and unlocked the door. The soft scent of vanilla spilled out, warm and familiar despite the cool air inside. Laurel stepped in, hugging her arms around herself, and Dallas quickly crossed the room to turn off the A/C that had been needed earlier in the warmth of the day but not anymore.
“Let’s get you into the shower,” she said gently. “You need to warm up.”
Laurel didn’t argue, just nodded and shuffled toward the bathroom. Dallas followed close behind.
The bathroom was soft and pink and unapologetically Laurel. A ruffled shower curtain, a matching rug, a little framed embroidery hoop on the wall that read, Be gentle with yourself. There was even a cheerful painting of a rainbow squirrel. Before she met Laurel, Dallas would’ve rolled her eyes at the audacious femininity oozing from the room. But now she found it endearing. She loved how unapologetically authentic Laurel was. She created spaces that gave her peace and happiness.
Laurel stood in front of the mirror, her hair stuck to her face in wet tangles, mascara smudged down her cheeks in little black rivers. Her shoulders curled inward as if she wanted to disappear into herself. “Don’t…look at me,” she whispered with a chatter of teeth. “I look… awful.”
Dallas stepped in close and touched her cheek, gently guiding Laurel to face her. “Hey. Look at me.”
Reluctantly, Laurel lifted her gaze.
“I could never not want to look at you.”
She cupped Laurel’s face in both hands, her thumbs gently brushing under her eyes. Her heart felt like it was splitting open right there in the small, floral wallpapered bathroom. “You’re still the most beautiful flower in the garden to me,” she said, her voice cracking just a little. “Even when the storms hit you. Especially then.”
Laurel’s eyes filled with fresh tears, mixing with mascara and rain, and a small smile tugged at her lips. “Oh, Dallas.”
Dallas leaned in and kissed her, slowly and tenderly, as if trying to fill Laurel with a sense of safety and caring simply from the touch. Laurel melted into it, arms sliding around her waist, fingers curling to fist the back of Dallas’ shirt like she never wanted to let go. And Dallas didn’t want her to. She wanted to keep Laurel safe in the little apartment forever so the outside world didn’t try to stomp out the bright light that Laurel radiated.
When they finally pulled apart, Dallas kissed her forehead. “Come on,” she said gently, stepping toward the tub. “Let’s warm you up.”
She turned the knob. The old pipes groaned in protest before the water began to rush. Steam rose quickly, already starting to fog the mirror in the small bathroom.



Chapter 29
Laurel wasn’t sure if the shiver that ran down her spine was from the cold or from the look in Dallas’ eyes as she gently undid the first button of Laurel’s blouse. The chill clinging to her body wrestled with the heat rising in her chest. Dallas had dropped everything to come for her without any hesitation. Guilt mixed with appreciation in her. Dallas wouldn’t have had to do that had she listened to Dallas and Marley in the first place.
“Did he hurt you?” she asked, her voice low and restrained. “Did he touch you?”
“No, he didn’t.”
Her blouse hit the floor with a soft, wet plop. Then her pants. The air was cold against her damp skin, but Dallas’ touch, those warm, calloused fingers, left a burning trail as they slid to the back of her bra and unclasped it. She let it fall, not bothering to cover herself.
She watched as Dallas’ eyes swept over her breasts, lingering briefly on her rock-hard nipples. Her mouth parted, just a little. “You’re freezing,” she murmured. “You need to be under the water.”
Laurel stood still, letting Dallas stoop slightly to slide her panties down her thighs. Once she was bare, Dallas didn’t leer. She slowly ran her palms up Laurel’s sides, along her arms, sparking warmth everywhere she touched.
“Come on, sweetheart,” she whispered. “Let’s get you warm.”
The hot water hit Laurel’s skin like a kiss and a slap all at once. She gasped at the sting, then sighed into it as her body adjusted, her muscles loosening, unwinding one tense knot at a time. She tilted her head from side to side, not surprised when a few pops sounded.
“Feel better?” Dallas called through the curtain.
“Mm,” Laurel moaned. “Getting there.”
The curtain slid aside, revealing Dallas' silver head. “Mind if I join you?”
“You’re more than welcome.”
Dallas stepped into the tub, and Laurel drank in every detail—the way the water beaded down her strong shoulders, the softness in her belly, the tightness of her small nipples and full thighs, and then the angry red scar on her knee.
Dallas stepped closer, a washcloth in one hand and a small bottle of shampoo in the other. “Do you want your hair washed first or your body?”
“You’re doing it for me?”
Dallas stepped closer, only an inch or two between them. Her voice was raw and husky and sent heat rushing between her thighs. “I’m here to make my baby feel better. So… hair?”
Laurel’s chest tightened. This was a new experience for her. Being taken care of. Being handled so gently, so completely. “I’ve never had anyone do that before.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever cared enough to do it for someone,” she whispered. “But I’d do anything for you.”
Dallas’ words hit something in Laurel that went beyond a casual romance. It was like a tether to something deeper—some place inside her that had long been neglected. “I’m honored then,” she whispered, voice thick. “Let’s start with shampoo.”
“Shampoo it is. Turn around,” Dallas said softly, but with quiet command, sending heat curling low in Laurel’s belly.
She obeyed, closing her eyes as warm water cascaded down her back. Dallas’ fingers threaded into her hair, massaging the shampoo into her scalp with deliberate care. It was intimate, yes, but not rushed, not greedy. Just focused on taking care of her.
Yet, Dallas’ crotch would occasionally brush against the swell of her ass—just enough to make Laurel’s breath hitch. It was an accidental-on-purpose kind of touch. Every press stoked the fire smoldering in her core, coaxing it to life.
By the time Dallas applied conditioner and combed it through with gentle fingers, Laurel was warm all over, not just from the water but from being handled like someone cherished and wanted.
Dallas held up two bottles. “Uh, pink with strawberries on the front or purple with what looks like—oh, it says lavender.”
“Lavender. It’s supposed to be calming and help you relax.
“Lavender it is.” Dallas grinned.
Laurel reached forward to twist the knob, increasing the hot water. She no longer felt cold but liked the heated water against her skin. As she stood there, steam curling up around their bare bodies, she realized something strange: she wasn’t self-conscious. Not with Dallas. Not when she was looked at like this. Not when she was touched like something treasured.
The scent of lavender hit her nose just before Dallas began to trail the warm, lathered cloth over her skin. It started on her shoulder—a soft stroke, followed by a slow, kneading pressure that sent goosebumps along her skin.
The cloth slid down Laurel’s back, over her hips, circling each butt cheek with a teasing, tender devotion. Then a kiss at the base of her neck made Laurel’s breath hitch. Dallas wasn’t just washing her. This wasn’t just foreplay. It was a promise in motion. Dallas was showing her, in every touch, every glance, that she wanted all of her.
Dallas trailed the washcloth down her arms, over her hands, each finger receiving its own moment of attention. “Do you want to talk about tonight?” she asked, her voice low and careful. “Or wait?”
Laurel swallowed. She wasn’t sure. The night had been surreal, a blur of thunder and headlights and fear. “I don’t know. I may get upset again,” she murmured. “It’s not even something I can believe. It felt like a cheesy movie with a bad ending.”
Dallas slid her thumbs to Laurel’s lower back and pushed with firm pressure, drawing out a moan from Laurel’s lips. “Did he say something off-putting?”
“Could you do that again, but on my hips?”
Dallas chuckled, breath warm against Laurel’s neck. “Yes, ma’am.”
Laurel felt those strong hands shift outward, finding the knotty muscles that wrapped around her hips, and pushing her thumbs firmly into them. A delicious groan escaped her lips.
“He, oh, god, that’s nice. He made me a proposal.”
“Proposal?” Her voice had that edge again. “Did he invite you to join some asshole country club?”
Laurel laughed. “Oh no. I decline the local country club's invitation every year. They would love to have another Darby on their books.”
“I can’t see you at a country club.”
“Me either. This was… a marriage of convenience proposal. To join the families.”
There was a long pause, followed by a stunned voice. “Huh?”
Laurel couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yeah, my reaction too. We were supposed to go to Manny’s.”
“I didn’t realize he was picking you up.” There wasn’t anger or jealousy in her voice, so Laurel decided that was a win.
“I didn’t think it would hurt since Manny’s is across town. I really am sorry I didn’t listen to you. I naively assumed that he would stick to the plan and take me there.”
A washcloth-covered hand made its way to her front, over her collarbones and upper chest. “But he didn’t stick to the plan. That was why you were on the back road.”
“Right. He decided to take me to his place. His excuse was to show me the event venue and why the Corn Festival would benefit from being held there. He even arranged for the chef who would be head of catering to make us dinner,” explained Laurel. She let out a surprised gasp when Dallas ran her hand over her right breast, the texture of the washcloth dragging over her nipple causing a pang of pleasure to jolt through her. “Oh!”
Chuckling in her ear, Dallas did the same to the left, cupping her and running her thumb over an already hard nipple. “And you didn’t want to go, right?”
“No—no, god, that feels nice,” she wheezed out, arching her ass against Dallas without realizing it.
“Talk to me, baby. Why did he put you out of the car?”
Warm arousal trickled out of her. Why was this turning so erotic? And then it hit her. Dallas was deliberately distracting her so she didn’t get upset while recalling what happened. To get the story out without being overwhelmed again. She smiled at the realization. Dallas could have gotten mad and rubbed it in that she was right about Jonathan, but she was more concerned with Laurel’s emotional state. “I told him I didn’t want to go to his place, so he slammed on the brakes. He just stopped in the middle of the road. That was when he started talking about a proposal.”
Dallas trailed the cloth lower to her belly. Her other arm came around, quickly finding her nipple. She pinched her, sending a bolt of pleasure between Laurel’s legs. “And what was the proposal exactly?” The breath on Laurel’s neck was somehow hotter than the water.
Laurel’s mind became a little fuzzy. How was she supposed to answer questions with fingers tugging and rubbing her nipples into a pleasurable frenzy? Need was building quickly, her clit throbbing a beat in time with her racing heart. “He, uh, fuck.”
“Go on. Explain it to me, baby.” Had she suddenly become part cat? Laurel was convinced that she just purred in her ear.
“Shit, you’re not making this easy.”
“The longer you take to explain, the longer you’ll have to wait for what you really want.”
Laurel whined, “Tease.”
Dallas chuckled, dipping lower but just to the tops of her thighs. “Tell me, and you’ll get a reward.”
God, this woman’s voice was oozing with straight-up sex. “He told me that I was wasting my privilege as a Darby. He proposed we get married so our families would lay off telling us to settle down. It would be a marriage of convenience only. I could still keep my business and see you in private. He’d see whoever he wanted also in private, and we’d just keep up appearances while he grew our empire. He actually used the word empire.”
Dallas’ hands paused once again. “What the fuck?”
Laurel decided to switch tactics, with Dallas momentarily shocked. While she appreciated Dallas wanting to make sure she didn’t get too worked up she also wanted to come sometime before dawn.
Closing her eyes, she stepped back under the shower, letting it start to wash away the conditioner. She carded her fingers through her wet locks. With each movement, she let her breasts sway and bounce just a little, knowing Dallas was watching. Putting on her little show only seemed to increase the warm wetness between her thighs. She had never put herself on display in such a way, and it was thrilling. A little show for Dallas’ eyes only. She let out a little contented moan before nodding. “Yeah, that was basically my response. When I refused and made it clear I wanted to go home, he kicked me out.”
“Bastard,” muttered Dallas.
Laurel slid a hand out of her hair and down her chest, rubbing her nipple as she bit her lip. She moaned, “Mm.”
“Damn it, woman.”
Laurel opened her eyes. Heated eyes stared into her own as Dallas pulled her roughly against her. Their wet bodies slid against each other. The feeling was intoxicating. Laurel didn’t mind at all that her belly was rubbing Dallas’ flatter one, which was surprising to her. She wasn’t self-conscious in the least. And it definitely wasn’t bothering Dallas, if her groping hands were any indication.
She gasped when Dallas pushed her against the cold shower wall, the temperature change sending a shock through her. “Dallas?”
Dallas crashed against her, the weight and warmth of her body a welcome addition. Their mouths instantly dove into a deep dance of exploration. She felt Dallas nudge her legs apart with her knee, sending a shiver of anticipation through her. She spread them willingly. She needed Dallas inside her. To fill her and make the memory of the night disappear. Release all tension.
“Shit, please, Dallas,” she gasped as they broke apart.
Dallas pressed her forehead to Laurel’s. Her gray eyes were intensely dark with desire. It was hard to look at them but impossible to look away. “Tell me what you need.”
Swallowing hard, Laurel breathed out, puffing out her lip. “I need you inside me. Please, baby.”
“I love you when you pout that lip out,” growled Dallas as she took Laurel’s bottom lip between her own, kneading with her teeth.
Whimpering, Laurel thrust her hips forward to get her point across.
Dallas chuckled at her impatience, letting go of her lip and moving her mouth to Laurel’s ear. She nipped her earlobe as her hand found its way between the brunette's thighs. She knew Dallas could feel her slick, slippery arousal even though they were both wet from the shower.
Laurel thrust her hips forward again, seeking Dallas’ fingers. Another chuckle sounded, and she was about to whine again when Dallas’ fingers spread her thick lips apart and, without hesitation, plunged two fingers deep inside her.
She cried out in pleasure and surprise. It was amazing. Tingles started in her core but slowly built out, stretching out like ivy, leaving her weak and deliriously aching as Dallas pumped in and out of her. She wrapped her arms around Dallas, running her hands frantically over her back. Laurel’s foot slipped, and Dallas snaked an arm around her waist quickly, catching her without disrupting the rhythm of her fingers.
Hot lips latched onto her neck, nipping and tonguing her wet flesh until she reached Laurel’s ear. “Touch your clit.”
“What?”
“Touch your clit,” instructed Dallas with more demand in her voice. It sent another tingle through her.
Biting her lip, Laurel tentatively slid her hand between their bodies. She’d never touched herself in front of someone else before. She hesitated a moment at the top of her slit.
“Little circles,” Dallas rasped, her breathing growing heavy as her arousal increased. She had Laurel secured with one arm and was fucking her with the other. “Come on, baby. I want you to touch your clit. Start with little circles.”
“Okay,” she gasped out, wanting both to please Dallas and try this new opportunity.
With only a small pause, she slid her finger between her legs. She found the little bud right where she knew it would be. Pushing down brief embarrassment at masturbating herself while Dallas pumped in and out of her, she did what she was told, swirling small circles. The first touch sent a shock of pleasure through her body. She gasped. She didn’t realize she needed the extra touch.
“Harder circles,” she demanded, and Laurel did exactly as she instructed. A prickling sensation formed in her legs, creeping down to her toes. She could feel herself starting to tighten around Dallas’ fingers.
Dallas kissed her lips hard, then pulled back to look into her eyes. “That’s it. That feels good, right? You’re so fucking beautiful like this. I want to watch you come.”
Clit, fingers, those grey eyes staring into hers, and words dripping like honey down her spine. It was all so intense and electrifying. She tried to speak, but an explosion of pleasure burst from within. Her body was on fire and yet cold at the same time. She couldn’t maintain eye contact anymore. Instead, she closed her eyes and leaned her head back as Dallas did the hard work of keeping her upright. Both their fingers worked to coax the waves of orgasm from her. Ribbons of orgasmic bliss swirled in and out of her until she was completely spent, sagging against the shower wall and in Dallas’ arms.
Dallas held her until she was able to stand on her own.
When her brain was no longer cloudy with lust, she cupped Dallas’ face, placing a kiss on the older woman's lips. She hoped with all her being that it somehow conveyed all the emotions within her, ones she understood and ones she didn’t, to Dallas. Tonight, she had been rescued and pampered and, if she read far enough into it, loved.
She blinked back tears as she pulled away to meet Dallas’ gaze. “I love how you make me feel.”
“I love how you make me feel,” she countered. “I don’t know if I’ve ever felt like this.”
The vulnerability on Dallas’ face made her heart ache. So many words were not said, but didn’t have to be. “Me too. Can we go to bed?”
Dallas nodded. “Yes, I would love that.”



Chapter 30
Dallas strained her neck to see if anyone was around before she opened the back door of their communal hallway. Clad in a pale blue robe with little roses that she borrowed from Laurel, Dallas moved quickly to grab the Mexican takeout bag. The last thing she wanted was to be caught wearing the thing.
Both of them had missed dinner, so Dallas called Hector’s to place a quick order before they closed. At this point, she was sure she was one of their best customers. She really needed to start making her own meals and stop relying on Laurel, Hector, or the bar for food. Her pants were starting to get a little too tight around the waist.
“I’ve got dinner,” she announced when she walked back into Laurel’s apartment. Laurel was getting them drinks, her damp hair falling around her shoulders. She had on a simple yellow nightgown that showed she wasn’t wearing a bra or panties. Dallas loved it when she wore those little gowns. Whenever she walked by, the bounce of her bottom was extra jiggly and made Dallas’ belly tighten. Dallas had never been with a larger woman. She was the complete opposite of Vanessa. She wasn’t sure if Vanessa ate at all or just subsisted on the souls of all those around her. Laurel was voluptuous. Every time they made love, she found herself touching every inch she could. The swells of her large breasts that sat on her upper belly, her rounded hips, and those soft thighs with dimples here and there that called for her to go headfirst in between them. Everything about her body screamed woman, and Dallas was like a hormonal teenager again at discovering her love of a larger lady.
“I’ve got sweet tea; is that okay?”
“That’s perfect.”
“I put a little vanilla brandy in mine. It’s my favorite. Do you want some?” Laurel asked as she held up a vintage pink crystal glass.
Dallas couldn’t repress a grin. She didn’t care for a sweet drink but wanted to taste what Laurel liked. “That sounds good. How about we eat at the kitchen table? We’ve got a lot of containers.”
“That works.”
Dallas set the two bags on the table. She heard laughter ring out and turned to Laurel with a raised eyebrow. “What’s so funny?”
“You in that robe,” giggled Laurel, her eyes sparkling.
Dallas looked down.
She had thrown it on instead of going back to her apartment for dry clothes. She didn’t see the point when they’d just be going to bed naked but didn’t want to go to the door that way. “You don’t like my new look?” She pinched the hem between her fingers and spun exaggeratedly before flipping imaginary long hair over her shoulder. It sent Laurel into a fit of laughter.
“You’re so cute,” commented Laurel when she recovered. She turned back to the drinks and poured some brandy in before bringing them back to the table. “I’m starving. Have you noticed a lot of our quality time is sex, then food after?”
“I’m not complaining.”
“Me either, but we still haven’t gotten to have that date.”
Dallas didn’t miss the hopefulness in Laurel’s voice. Guilt seeped in. Other than their breakfast at the cafe, they hadn’t done anything outside their building. Dallas needed to fix that. The last thing she wanted was to give Laurel the impression sex was all she wanted from her. “I’m sorry we haven’t yet. Things seem to pop up. We’re leaving this building soon, I swear.”
Laurel bit her lip and ducked her head; a sign that Dallas had noticed usually meant that she had something to say, but she was worried about saying it. She didn’t push. Laurel had been through enough this evening. Instead, she started pulling food out of the bags.
“We’ve got chips, salsa, and queso. Here are your enchiladas, and here are my tacos and a side of beans. I’m going to apologize now because they don’t always agree with my belly.”
Laurel barked out a laugh as she took a seat. “You just poot away. That will clear the way for me to do it at some point.”
Dallas smiled widely. “So I get to be the first one to be gassy so you can be later?”
“Exactly. I’m a lady after all,” said Laurel, fluttering her lashes in an exaggerated fashion.
They both broke out into laughter. The kind that made a person's face hot and their sides ache. It was refreshing and addicting, and Dallas didn’t think she could ever tire of how Laurel made her feel.
Without thinking, Dallas stepped over to Laurel and hooked her finger under Laurel’s chin, forcing her gently to look up at her.
She could get lost, no, drown in those blue eyes. Nothing in the world was more beautiful than Laurel’s kind eyes and infectious smile. She leaned down and kissed her lightly before pulling back. “Would you like to be exclusive? Just you and me. I know it’s still new, but I can’t imagine wanting anyone else.”
Laurel’s face brightened so much that Dallas was pretty sure if she stuck a light bulb in her mouth like Uncle Fester on the Addams Family, it would light up like the sky. “I would love that. I’ve been thinking about it, too. I want me to be yours and you to be mine.”
She leaned in, her lips meeting Laurel's once again. It was tender and warm and sent tingles down her spine. She pulled back before she got the urge to drag Laurel to the bedroom. “Me too.”
They began popping open containers. The room filled with delicious smells that made Dallas’ mouth water. She hadn’t realized just how hungry she was until that moment. “God, I’m starving.”
“Hm, me too. I forget how much I like their enchiladas.”
“I always think I’m going to try something new, but I seem to get tacos every time. I have no idea what this sauce they serve with it is, but it’s addictive.”
They dug into their meals, allowing silence to take over for a few minutes. Dallas sneaked glances at Laurel, swelling with pride that the brunette was officially hers. She had thought of asking Laurel out before but feared it was too soon. Maybe Laurel wanted to go slow. That clearly wasn’t the case, though. She was thrilled with this new development.
“Dallas?”
Dallas blinked a few times, Laurel’s voice breaking through. “Yeah?”
“Thank you for saving me tonight. I know you were busy at work, and it probably messed things up.”
She swallowed a bite, then cleared her throat. She had completely forgotten about Vanessa. Her cheeks reddened a little. “Uh, it wasn’t anything. Actually, I forgot all about what happened. Vanessa came to the bar tonight.”
Laurel stopped mid-sip, her eyes growing wide. She put the glass down and appeared to struggle with deciding what her next words would be. She opened and closed her mouth a few times before finally speaking. “How did seeing her feel?”
How did she feel? She was surprised she hadn’t had flashbacks of that night. She had been so consumed with Laurel that she hadn’t really given her ex a thought. “Honestly, I’m sort of indifferent. Maybe annoyed or pissed would describe it, but really not much. I was more preoccupied with you. I told her I wanted nothing to do with her and asked Abbie to take care of her.”
“Abbie? Like your sister?”
Dallas nodded.
“Why was she there?”
Dallas couldn’t help but laugh at the memory of Jackson’s face. “Jackson called her. He’s always been scared of Vanessa, even when he was younger. Something about her never sat right with him. I should have taken that as a sign. Any time she tried to hold him when he was little, he would start hysterically crying and then instantly stop when he was passed off to someone else.”
Laurel snorted, tilting her head. “He called his momma? The grown man called his momma.”
“Didn’t you almost make him cry?”
There was a pause. “That’s beside the point.”
Dallas grinned. “I wasn’t even surprised he did it. He’s always been a momma’s boy. They’re really close. Carl doesn’t stand a chance when they team up against him.”
“That’s sweet. I like Abilene. She’s nice.”
“I doubt she was nice to Vanessa. I asked Abbie to get rid of her as I was leaving to go get you. Vanessa wasn’t happy when she heard me call you baby. I think she was surprised I actually moved on.”
“And you don’t miss her?” asked Laurel, uncertainty lacing her words.
Dallas reached out to squeeze Laurel’s hand. She had her head hung. “Hey, look at me.”
She lifted her head to show worry-filled eyes.
Dallas gave her a reassuring smile. “I don’t want anything to do with her. Or anyone else, for that matter. Just you.”
A small smile graced her face. “Just me?”
“Just you.”
She bit her lip again and fidgeted in her chair. “I—I hope you still feel like that after this weekend.”
Frowning, Dallas asked, “What’s happening this weekend?’
Sighing, Laurel looked like someone had just kicked her dog. She wouldn’t meet Dallas’ eyes as she said, “My aunt called today. She’s heard about us… seeing each other. She wants us to come to brunch on Sunday.”
Dread curled low in Dallas’ gut. She didn’t know all the details about the Darbys, but she knew enough that they had money, expected family members to behave in certain ways, and had never supported Laurel. They’d never made Laurel feel like she truly belonged—not unless she dressed herself down to fit their narrow-minded image of acceptability. And loving a woman would definitely not fit in their world.
Dallas’ family wasn’t perfect, but when she came out, they accepted her. A few distant family members had issues with it, but no one who really counted. It had never been something she needed to worry about. If she brought Laurel home to meet everyone, they’d accept her with open arms. She would probably be hugged to death.
“You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” Laurel said quietly.
Dallas swallowed hard around the sudden lump in her throat. “No, no, I would love to go.”
Laurel raised an eyebrow. “Come on, babe, let’s be real here.”
“Okay, I admit I’d rather stay in our little cocoon right here, but if showing up to brunch to be inspected by your family is part of being your girlfriend, then I’m there. I’ll do whatever you ask.”
Laurel’s breath hitched. “Oh, Dallas.”
Dallas smiled. “You shouldn’t have to go to that table alone anymore. Not when I’m here. Not when I care about you this much.”
The look in Laurel’s eyes shifted from surprise to something more vulnerable, more open. “You care about me that much?”
Dallas shrugged one shoulder. “I’m falling for you, Laurel Darby. Hook, line, and bobbin.”
Laurel laughed at the sewing reference. “That’s the cheesiest thing I’ve ever heard.”
Dallas grinned. “Wait until you hear my toast at our wedding.”
“Dallas.”
“Too soon?” she teased, with a wink.
“Maybe,” Laurel smirked playfully. “But I’m not saying no.”



Chapter 31
Laurel had changed clothing four times in the last hour.
She looked herself over in the mirror once again with a critical eye. She was pretty sure that it was just nerves. Or maybe delusion? Like if she got her outfit just right, then brunch would go over perfectly, and there would be no need to worry. It was a foolish wish, but she was grasping at straws at this point.
She had given Dallas multiple opportunities to bail on their brunch date with her family, but each time, Dallas turned her down. It warmed her heart and made her a little nervous at the same time. Why would she want to subject herself to that? It wasn’t like she was going to break up with Dallas if she didn’t go. Or did Dallas know that? Their relationship was so new. Maybe Dallas thought it was that fragile?
Dallas didn’t deserve to walk into the lion's den. She knew her family was intimidating. Judgmental. It was nothing new to her, and she doubted Dallas truly understood the unique dynamics of her family. Dallas came from a family of warmth and love. They had no issues with her seeing Laurel. In fact, they seemed to approve. Abilene had come by the store to invite her over for dinner anytime, with or without Dallas. She actually believed they wanted her to come for a meal.
She adjusted the belt of the plum-colored wrap dress around her waist. It was tied in a bow on her left side, giving her a sharper shape. With her hair in bouncy curls and the earrings her aunt and uncle gave her for her birthday two years ago, she finally decided the outfit was as good as she was going to get. Formal wear wasn’t expected, but she wasn’t about to show up in one of her rainbow skirts.
A hard knock sounded from her door. No doubt Dallas was coming to collect her.
She sighed once more and shrugged. “This is as good as we’re going to get.”
She quickly reached for her favorite perfume, Chance by Chanel, finding comfort in the floral-spicy notes, and spritzed herself. She’d worn it since high school, when her father bought her a bottle as a “sorry I haven’t been around” gift. She got a lot of those over the years, the perfume being one of her favorites. The saleswoman who convinced him to buy it got a silent thank you from Laurel every once in a while.
Opening the door, she was met with a very nicely dressed Dallas. “Oh, wow.”
Dallas raised an eyebrow, motioning down. “I take it you approve?”
From the maroon button-down dress shirt to the dark gray dress pants to the mahogany Oxford shoes, she couldn’t think of anything more perfect unless it involved taking every article off the woman. She had even put some gel in her short, silver hair so that it had a little texture and swept it to one side. Laurel’s mouth watered. “You’re hot.”
“Hot, huh?”
“Yeah, like really hot. Let’s not go and see what’s underneath these clothes,” she said, grabbing Dallas’ wrist.
Dallas twisted out of the grip. “No, ma’am. We’re doing this. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you trying to let me out of this left and right. We’re having brunch with your family, and that’s the end of it.”
“Am I that transparent?”
“Yeah, but that’s something I like about you. I don’t want fake. I’ve had fake, and it’s not for me.”
Laurel couldn’t help but smile at that. “Well, I guess we’ll go endure this together then.”
“That’s the spirit.”
***
Dallas insisted on driving. Laurel couldn’t help but wonder if it was her way of having some control in the situation. She was trying to act cool, but the telltale signs of white knuckles gripping the steering wheel and chewing on her inner cheek gave her away. Laurel admired Dallas’ performance of easygoingness for Laurel’s sake. She knew the woman was nervous.
Laurel had felt bad about Dallas missing work once again for her in one week, but apparently Jackson was more than happy to cover for her. The relationship between the aunt and nephew was special. It was something she had not seen before in her own life. To Laurel, Florence was as close to the kind of bonds Dallas had with her family. She could only do so much as an employee, though. There was always a line drawn between them.
Laurel gave Dallas instructions to find the home. Not really a home. More like a cold mini mansion with an immaculate lawn.
Like Jonathan and his father's homes, Mr. and Mrs. Darby lived further out of town, taking advantage of the rolling hills and lush acres. The home had been built when she was just a toddler. Her aunt and uncle built her a suite with a bedroom, bathroom, and playroom, which later turned into an office. It was as if they always knew she would end up there. They really did raise her as their own, but in the traditional Darby way, their love was always served with expectations and a slight chill. She had no doubt they loved her, but they didn’t understand her.
They pulled up around back and both sat staring at the four-story home.
“This is… well, this is huge,” observed Dallas.
“Yeah,” Laurel agreed lamely.
“Am I dressed well enough?” she asked, looking down at herself. Laurel could hear uncertainty in her voice.
She leaned over, caressing her arm. “You look damn good.”
Dallas' face didn’t look as convinced, but she nodded. “Okay, well, I guess we should go in, right?”
“Right.”
Neither moved. They both stared at the imposing structure as if it were going to grow legs and start walking off. Or bend forward and gobble the truck up with them inside it.
“Why am I so intimidated? I’m almost middle-aged, and I feel like I’m 17 and meeting the parents for the first time.”
Laurel nodded in agreement. “I’ve never brought anyone home before.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously. I’ve never been with someone who mattered enough,” she answered honestly. Never had there been anyone worth the hassle.
“I’m flattered,” Dallas admitted honestly.
Laurel reached for Dallas, grabbing her hand and lifting her other hand to turn her face towards Laurel. “Whatever they say or however they act, just know I’m leaving with you. I don’t want the kind of life they want for me. I love my life, and I’m very happy you’re a part of it.”
Some of the concern lines on Dallas’ forehead and around her mouth disappeared. “Really? You don’t mind that I can’t buy you the world?”
Smiling warmly, Laurel leaned forward and pressed her lips to Dallas’. It was just what their souls seemed to need. A healing salve to dismiss their worries. She pulled back, pressing her forehead against Dallas’. “I want to make our own world. Just you and me. We make the rules. We take on the challenges, and we find strength in each other. That’s the world I want.”
Her words seemed to work. Dallas kissed her once more, then lifted Laurel’s hand to her lips. The grey eyes looking at her over their intertwined hands made her melt. “I want that too.”
“Let’s get this over with, then. The sooner we go in, the sooner we can leave.”
Stepping out of the truck, Laurel inhaled the fragrant pines on the wind from the back of the property. She loved the smell. It was so clean. In an artificial family, the raw and natural scent was a refreshing change.
“I’m assuming I don’t hold your hand.”
“No, not here,” answered Laurel with a hint of sadness in her voice. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay, babe. I understand.”
She didn’t know if she felt relieved or guilty over Dallas’ words. They shouldn’t be in a situation where they understand they can’t do something as simple as hold hands.
Laurel led them through the back, hoping to encounter Florence first before the others. She wanted Dallas’ first encounter to be one of kindness.
Like an amateur spy in a cheesy movie, Laurel slowly stuck her head in the massive kitchen door, looking left, then right, before allowing Dallas to come in.
The room was empty, but the stovetop had pots and pans with steam coming from them, so she assumed Florence wasn’t far. The room smelled heavily of herbs. She detected thyme and basil for sure as she sniffed the air.
“It smells good in here,” commented Dallas.
“Thank you,” a voice said from their far right. Florence emerged from the pantry, arms loaded with various items.
They both jumped, and then Laurel grinned. Of course, Florence would be in the pantry. Her nearly white hair was in its usual low bun, and she wore a navy blue apron. “Do you need any help?”
Florence started shaking her head before she was finished with her sentence. “No, thank you, child; I’ve got it.” She went over to the large kitchen island and deposited the items on it. She turned, wiping her hands on her apron. “And who do we have here?”
“This is Dallas Hayes. She owns Charred Oak, the new bourbon bar next to me.”
Dallas reached her hand out. “It’s nice to meet you…”
“Florence, Florence Rice,” she answered and shook Dallas’ hand. “How are you liking it on the square?”
“It’s good. I didn’t realize just how much the town centers around it. I’ve really been enjoying it, though.”
“Well, that’s good. I hope you continue to.”
They watched her as she started sorting the items from the pantry. “Dallas, I hope you like salmon. Mr. Darby requested it.”
“I love salmon. I’m not a picky eater,” Dallas chuckled. "I grew up in a big family where you ate what you had when you could, or your siblings would."
A smile tugged at the older woman’s lips. “I’m from a large family as well. The fourth out of six.”
“I’m the baby of seven.”
“Oh, the baby.”
Smiling sheepishly, she nodded. “Yeah, I know.”
The sound of high heels clicking alerted them to someone approaching. Laurel felt Dallas stand up a little straighter. She hated this. Hated how just being in the house was putting her girlfriend on edge. This meal couldn’t go by fast enough.
Adella’s slim figure and prim hair gracefully walked into the kitchen. Dressed in a cream cashmere sweater, beige tailored slacks, and short-heeled pumps, she looked the perfect picture of upper-class casual. Pearl earrings and a simple gold chain completed the outfit. She smiled kindly at the pair, her gaze lingering on Dallas. Calculated brown eyes quickly took in every detail. “Well, hello. I didn’t realize you were here.”
“We just got here. We were talking to Florence,” answered Laurel. She could feel a ball of nervousness begin forming in the pit of her stomach.
No one spoke for a moment, awkwardness lacing the air around them, until Adella broke it. “Well, aren’t you going to introduce us?”
Fuck, Laurel thought. She’d already started making things weird.
She cleared her throat and waved her hands around like she was directing traffic, which made her feel like she must look like a fool. “Dallas Hayes, this is my aunt Adella Darby. Adella, this is Dallas Hayes.”
Dallas seemed to be handling things a lot better than she was as she smoothly stepped forward, holding her hand out to Adella. “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.”
Ma’am was a nice touch.
Adella’s rigid posture melted just a fraction, her shoulders dropping enough that she didn’t look like she had shoulder pads in her sweater. She slipped her hand into Dallas’ and smiled thinly. “It’s nice to meet you, too, Dallas. I’ve heard some about you, but none of it from Laurel.”
Ouch. Laurel couldn’t help but wince. She usually liked living in a small town, but there were times when it was annoying. Her relationship was so new. They were still feeling it out. It wasn’t fair that people expected them to put themselves out there so soon. They should have been allowed to nurture and grow together and then decide when and with whom to open themselves up. Not to be someone's entertainment or approval.
Dallas jumped in before Laurel could find her words. “Yeah, my family hasn’t gotten to really meet Laurel except for my sister, Abilene, who is one of her customers. We’ve just been really busy with my opening and Laurel’s new fabric launch. I have to say, from what I’ve seen of your home, it is absolutely breathtaking.”
Was she schmoozing Adella?
Adella pressed her hand to her chest, her cheeks tinged pink. “That’s so kind of you. Would you like to take the tour?”
Dallas stepped forward and held out her arm for Adella to take, her chivalrous side on full display. “I would love to. Especially with the lady of the house as my guide.”
Adella giggled. Honest to God, she giggled as she slipped her hand into the crook of Dallas’ arm.
Laurel’s mouth dropped open. What was going on? She looked over to Florence, who was trying to hide a smirk. Laurel pointed and mouthed, ‘What the hell?’
Florence shook her head, turning to her stove with her smirk now on display.



Chapter 32
If acting cool were an art form, Dallas could call herself an artist. At first, brunch at the Darby mini mansion had intimidated her, but she managed to channel a charm she wasn't sure she possessed before today.
She knew that Florence was the one who had taught Laurel to be more down-to-earth. Though she was a cook and housekeeper, according to Laurel, Florence was an au pair, which apparently was just a fancy word for a live-in babysitter. A Jackie of all trades in the Darby home. Laurel had spent a lot of time with Florence, and she credited her for encouraging Laurel’s creativity and separation from the expected Darby stuffiness. Because of that, Dallas had been surprised by Florence's lack of warmth when they arrived. Was that what Laurel thought was normal warmth? If it was, she was shocked that Laurel was as down-to-earth as she was.
Arriving at the large mini-mansion had intimidated her. The home was massive and oozed wealth and affluence. Dallas grew up in a three-bedroom farmhouse, sharing a room with her sisters. The family of nine shared a single bathroom. There was no such thing as privacy. It wasn’t unusual for someone to be in the shower while another person peed or brushed their teeth. There was no lock on the door. If you really wanted privacy, you had to open the first drawer of the vanity that was right by the door. The door would only open about two inches then, just wide enough for someone to poke their nose in and complain about needing the bathroom.
Now she was being led around a house that was ten times larger than her childhood home. Two people lived there. Three before Laurel left. She was surprised to find out that Florence didn’t even live in the main house; instead, she was in a one-bedroom cottage tucked away from view half a mile away. A woman who was a part of the family since before Laurel came to live with them wasn’t even really treated as family.
Everywhere she looked, there was opulence. Did anything come from Wal-Mart? The curtains in the sitting room, which was apparently different from the formal room, were longer than Dallas’ truck. The windows were huge. The cream carpets made her uncomfortable, like she’d stain them just by glancing at them. The lounge furniture looked as if an ass had never sat on it. Full bathrooms, half bathrooms, and a random toilet in a little closet. How many spots did a house need to piss in?
Then there were pictures. No, not pictures. Paintings. Huge-ass paintings of family members and random scenery. Old pictures of people who looked like they never touched grass in their lives. Pictures of fields of flowers. Random picture frames that turned out to be mirrors. It wasn’t until they finally landed in a hallway on the second floor, far from normal guest view, that she finally found something akin to photos in her own childhood home. A little Laurel with chubby cheeks, light brown hair, and a smile so wide it was almost ear to ear. Laurel, a little older, in a white dress and pigtails, holding an Easter egg basket. Laurel, somewhere on the cusp of teenagerhood, looking every bit as awkward as the age requires. Then, Laurel was in a white gown, around 16, with matching gloves and her hair curled a little too tightly. She recognized the tight smile and people-pleasing eyes that Laurel got during the meeting with the business owners on the square.
Then she spotted a picture of Laurel on her graduation day from college. Dressed in a purple graduation gown and cap, she had her aunt to her left and two other men to her right. They looked similar, and their eyes matched Laurel's, so Dallas assumed that they were her father and uncle. At first glance, it looked like a normal family photo, but then she realized it wasn’t anything like her graduation picture.
“Who is this?” she asked, pointing to the two men.
“Oh, this one is my husband, Stanford. The other man is Laurel’s dad, Elliot.”
Dallas’ brows knitted together. Stanford stood between Laurel and Elliot. What father wasn’t the one immediately beside his child? Laurel was sandwiched between Adella and Stanford, and Elliot was on the side like a distant family member. Dallas’ heart broke for her girlfriend.
“And this is Laurel’s room.”
Dallas walked in and finally found hints of the Laurel she knew. In a world of beige and blah, the room had every color of the rainbow. A teal fuzzy rug. A hot pink comforter. Mint green walls. Fake flowers in vases and quilts. So many quilts. There were three ladders in the corners with a quilt on each rung. Patterns of different kinds, like squares, flowers, and thin, long lines. Some were very simple, while others were a little more intricate. Dallas didn’t know anything about quilts, but it was obvious that the quality and complexity increased with each one. Dallas realized she was seeing Laurel’s talent with a needle and thread evolve right in front of her. She could imagine a young Laurel sitting in this room, sewing away in the only place in the world she could truly be herself. It made her a little sad to think about.
“Laurel’s room was always so…so—”
“Laurel?” Dallas offered the older woman.
“Yes, exactly.”
And that was exactly as it should be.
“Looks like Uncle Stanford is here,” Laurel informed, looking out the window. She had been really quiet during the tour.
“Oh, good. I need to speak with him. Laurel, dear, why don’t you finish giving Dallas the tour and meet us in the sitting room for drinks?”
“Of course.”
No one spoke for a moment as they listened to Adella’s footsteps fade away. Once Dallas was sure they were alone, she crossed the room, pulling Laurel into her arms. “Are you okay?”
“Of course,” she replied automatically. Her body was stiff and not its normally cuddly, cozy self.
“Hey, look at me,” Dallas instructed as she lifted Laurel’s chin with her finger. The face that tilted up at her wore a mask. Someone foreign and ugly was covering the bright and infectious person underneath. “You’re safe with me. Even in this house. You don’t have to be anyone else but yourself.”
There was a crack in the surface at Dallas’ words. Laurel frowned and bit her lip. “Thank you. It’s always hard to be here. Today, especially.”
“Because of me?”
Laurel nodded, ducking her head. “Yes. I’m sorry. I just want them to like you.”
Dallas kissed her forehead and then gave her girlfriend a big grin. “I get that, but at the end of the day, even if they don’t, I’m not going anywhere.”
“You promise? Even if they’re not nice to you?”
The hopefulness in Laurel’s eyes broke her heart. She brushed the back of her hand over Laurel’s cheek. “Oh, baby, nothing they do can run me off. You’re the only one who gets to decide if you want to see me.”
Her words made Laurel’s face brighten, giving her a better glimpse of the woman she knew outside the walls of the Darby family’s mini mansion. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”
She gave her another kiss and then offered her arm to Laurel. “Now, let's finish this tour so we can eat and get the hell out of here. All this hoity-toity shit is a bit much for a simple gal like me.”
“That sounds like a plan.”



Chapter 33
There was something about walking into the sitting room with Dallas that made Laurel think of walking to the gallows. Was the pressure in her chest and cramping in her stomach what others experienced before walking to their death? Should her life be flashing before her eyes?
“You okay? I can feel you shaking,” asked Dallas in a low voice before they walked into the room where she knew her aunt and uncle would be.
“I, uh, yeah. I’m just nervous.” Nervous, completely terrified. Same thing, right? Why did I agree to this?
“Don’t worry, I’m here.” She gave Laurel's hand a quick squeeze before letting go and putting some space between them.
With a weak smile, she led them into the room, trying to steel herself for whatever was next. She took comfort in Dallas’ words about being there for her no matter what happened. She believed her, and that knowledge may just be what made the situation survivable.
Walking in, she saw her uncle sitting in a sleek leather chair. There was an air of awkwardness that Laurel was sure would be the theme of the gathering.
She was surprised when Stanford spoke first. “Hello there, you must be Dallas.”
“Yes, sir, I am. You must be Mr. Darby.”
Maybe it was just her imagination, but it looked like Stanford wasn’t fazed by Dallas at all. He looked like he was just meeting someone new. They shook hands. They exchanged casual pleasantries.
Meanwhile, Adella was slowly becoming more and more red in the face. Apparently, the charm of Dallas didn’t transfer over when Adella had an audience.
What was that? Did Adella also have a fake side with her husband? Or had she expected Stanford to be the one to give Dallas a hard time so her hands could stay clean?
“You know, I would normally ask what you would like to drink, but I feel like you may be a better bartender,” Stanford said as he motioned to the bar cart.
Dallas grinned like she was ready for a challenge. Laurel loved the look in her eyes as she nodded. “Yes, sir, what would you and the lady of the house like?”
Laurel felt as if she were in an alternate reality.
Next thing she knew, Dallas was at the cart. She made Stanford a scotch on the rocks with a twist of lime. Adella requested a gimlet and hummed in pleasure as she tasted her drink.
Before she could make sense of it, a Coke and vanilla brandy was pressed into her hand. She gazed up at Dallas a little dazed. She had expected cold shoulders and stuffy conversation, but Dallas and Stanford seemed to be hitting it off.
By the time they moved to the dining hall for their meal, Dallas and her uncle were relaxed and almost best buds. Adella seemed just confused about what she was. Where had this come from?
Once they were all seated, they were served the first course: a salad of arugula, pears, cranberries, pecans, and crumbled goat cheese, accompanied by a tangy and sweet raspberry vinaigrette. It didn’t escape Laurel that Florence had made her favorite salad. It was something she did over the years. Somehow, making a dish that Laurel enjoyed was a secret source of comfort that Adella and Stanford never seemed to catch on to.
It didn’t take long before Adella started peppering Dallas with questions.
“So, Dallas, I understand you’re new to the area?”
She nodded, wiping her mouth on a cloth napkin before speaking. “Yes, ma’am. I’m from Tennessee originally.”
“What made you decide on Bucksnort?”
“My sister and brother-in-law live here. Abilene and Carl Bowers.”
Stanford nodded. “I’ve had Carl work on a few projects here. He redid the railing for the main stairs. Beautiful work.”
“Yeah, he’s really talented. He hand-carved the bar and shelves of my bar. It’s stunning work.”
“A bar. That’s what you do, correct? Sell alcohol.”
Laurel wasn’t sure if Dallas heard the unspoken judgment lacing her words until she spoke. “Yes, I do sell alcohol, but it’s not just that. It’s a bourbon tasting lounge. We serve an experience, not just liquor.”
“Still, you’re pushing—”
“Would you like for me to clear these away?” asked Florence. She had appeared out of nowhere.
Adella looked startled but nodded. “Yes, Florence.”
Laurel took the opportunity to redirect the conversation. “People seem to really be enjoying the place. There’s a steady flow of people coming in and out.”
“Yeah, I’ve been pleased with the turnout. I’ve had people come from nearby counties to give it a try.”
Stanford nodded. “That’s good. Our little town likes to support local businesses, and getting outside engagement is even better. Do you think it will continue?”
“I hope so.”
“Do you have any experience in this field?”
“I have experience running a business, but not in the food industry. I co-owned a successful insurance company with my ex-wife and business partner before this. They bought me out, so I took that money and decided now or never.”
“Ex-wife? You’ve been married before?” Adella asked with a frown.
Laurel wanted to crawl under the table and take Dallas with her. Adella was going to find every flaw she could in Dallas. She was starting to sweat from worry.
“Yes, I was married for ten years,” Dallas answered honestly. If she were agitated by the questioning, she didn’t show it.
There was a long pause before Adella spoke again. “I see. And why did it fail?”
“No, no, you’re not doing this,” interrupted Laurel. Even she had been surprised by her words, but the urge to keep Dallas safe was overwhelming. The need to protect Dallas was strong.
Adella’s eyes widened, clearly not accustomed to Laurel telling her what to do. “Excuse me?”
Taking a deep breath, she drew on every ounce of bravery she had in her body. “I’m not going to let you pick her apart. She’s a good person.”
“I never said she wasn’t a good person, but there has to be a reason her marriage ended. I’m just trying to look out for you.”
“It’s okay, Laurel, I understand.”
“I think I have every right to worry. You’ve taken up with someone twice your age by the looks of it, and she’s already been divorced, and I have to find out about this relationship from everyone but my niece!”
Laurel threw her napkin on the table. “She’s not twice my age. We’re only 15 years apart.”
“That’s still a large gap. She is taking advan—”
“Adella, stop.”
The room went immediately silent as heads turned to look at Stanford Darby, who sat stone-faced at the head of the table. An air of authority surrounded him.
“I, but,” sputtered Adella.
He held his hand up. “No, Adella. It’s no wonder she didn’t bring Dallas around before now. We both know Laurel does things,” he paused as if looking for the right word, “differently than we do. There’s nothing wrong with that. She’s made herself successful without our help, and we should trust her judgment.”
Adella looked as if she had been smacked. The wind had been taken out of her sails as she sagged into her seat with a pinched look. “Whatever you say, dear.”
Laurel’s heart swelled. She had never been acknowledged like that by either of them. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. We are really proud of you, even if we don’t say it.”
Florence entered the room with a little cart full of plates. She seemed to be having the best timing today.
The smell of grilled salmon on a bed of risotto with lemony asparagus made Laurel’s mouth water.
“This looks really good. Thank you,” commented Dallas as Florence placed a plate in front of her.
“It’s my favorite. Florence makes the best salmon and risotto.”
Florence placed a refilled glass of sweet tea in front of Laurel. When she looked up to thank her, the older woman winked at her. She smiled into her glass as she tasted the spiked drink. Leave it to Florence to give her a little extra liquid courage.
“Laurel, I heard you were supposed to have dinner with Jonathan Sumner. How did that go?” Adella asked with just a little too much hopefulness in her voice for Laurel’s liking. Was she switching tactics?
Dallas snorted, her face transforming into irritation. “Probably not the way he expected it to go.”
Laurel wanted to tell her to be quiet, but it was too late for that.
“What does that mean?” Stanford asked.
“That means he left your niece on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere at night during a thunderstorm.”
Adella let out a little gasp. Her eyes widened at Stanford in a way that suggested she was silently conveying something that only couples who had been together could gleam from their partner without words.
Laurel dropped her head, staring at the dish as if it would open up and swallow her at any minute. She hadn’t wanted to talk about it. It was something she wished to bury deep and never think about again.
“Laurel, what happened?” Stanford gently demanded.
Sighing, Laurel pushed back tears that popped up quicker than she would have liked. She glanced between the married pair. “We were supposed to have dinner to discuss the Corn Festival. Instead of going to Manny’s like we agreed on, he tried to get me to go to his house. I told him no. He got mad. The next thing I know, I’m in the dark on the side of the road in a storm. I had to call Dallas to come get me.”
“That doesn’t sound like Jonathan. He’s a lovely boy,” countered Adella.
“It took an hour for her to stop shivering,” Dallas spat out.
“That doesn’t sound like a lovely boy to me,” huffed Stanford. He tipped his glass to his wife. “I told you that he was off.”
“Maybe it was just a misunderstanding. Would it have hurt you to go along with it? He has a beautiful home.”
Dallas opened her mouth to speak, eyes blazing with anger, but stopped as Laurel held her hand up. “Please, just stop. He’s not a good person. I’ve known he was a bit overbearing, but this showed a whole deeper side of that. I thought I could get him to change his mind, but we didn’t even get that far.”
“What was it you wanted him to change his mind about?”
“The Corn Festival. You know it’s held on the square every year?”
They all nodded.
“Well, he’s put in a bid to move it to his new event venue. That would take so much money away from local businesses, ours included, if he succeeded.”
Stanford took a bite of food, looking thoughtful. He swallowed and frowned. “So, you want him to drop the bid?”
“Yes, but it didn’t work out. All it did was make him want it to be his way even more. Now the whole festival is going to move, and it’s all my fault.” She dropped her head once more as guilt clouded over her. Any chance they had had was now gone. A man like that would just double his efforts to spite her.
“No, it’s not. You did nothing wrong,” said Dallas. Laurel could tell she wanted to reach across the table and hold her hand but refrained.
“Let’s talk about something different.”
The rest of the meal went more smoothly. Adella had become less confrontational thanks to her husband’s scolding. By the time they left, it had almost become a pleasant experience.
As they were bidding everyone goodbye, Stanford motioned that he would walk them out. Laurel couldn’t remember the last time he walked her out, so she was a little worried.
“It was nice meeting you, Dallas,” he said, holding his hand out when they reached the truck.
“It was nice meeting you as well.”
“Laurel, I may have a solution to your Corn Festival problem,” he said as he turned towards her.
Dread filled her belly. “Thank you, but I mean this with all respect; I don’t want to throw around the Darby name.”
He held his hand up. “That’s not where I’m going. I know you want to do things your own way. I just had a thought and wanted to share it.”
“Okay, I’m sorry. I’ve been a little on edge.”
“Not a problem. I understand. I was thinking. This is impacting a lot of businesses, correct?”
“Yes.”
“So why not play your biggest hand? No one goes to a festival when there’s nothing there.”



Chapter 34
Teaching Jackson to cut fabric had been one of the only highlights of Laurel’s week. She was dog-tired and couldn’t wait for the whole Corn Festival ordeal to end.
“You’re doing a good job, young man,” praised Lynn Booker, one of Laurel’s regulars. She seemed to have a thing for young men, judging by the way she was looking Jackson up and down.
“Thank you, ma’am. I think I’ve just about got the hang of it.”
“Oh, no, call me Lynn,” she all but purred her name. Laurel held back a grimace. She’d never seen Lynn act like this. If she had a tail, it would have been twitching like a cat in heat.
“Here, Lynn, I’ll get you rung up,” offered Laurel. Anything to give Jackson a break.
“Can’t Jackson check me out?”
“We really need to get locked up.”
Lynn wasn’t happy with that but didn’t argue. Laurel wondered if she would take up bourbon when she found out he had just been helping for the week; then it was back to Charred Oak full-time.
Jackson had been a godsend. She had refused the help at first but gave in at Jackson, Dallas, and Marley’s insistence. She spent as much time as she could meeting with the businesses around town. Jackson had filled in here and there to give Marley a break.
“That woman has been in here six times in the last four days. I think she’s tracking me,” said Jackson as soon as Lynn was out the door.
Laurel barked out a laugh as she went to lock the door and flip over the closed sign. “Maybe you should continue popping in to help. It sounds like a great way to increase sales.”
“I don’t mind helping, but I think I’d like to stick to bourbon when things get back to normal.”
“Okay, but I still think you’d bring all the grannies to the shop.”
He laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind if I need extra cash.”
He bid her goodbye and left through the back to go to Charred Oak.
***
She went through the motions of closing down the shop, but each turn of the key, each flick of a light switch, felt heavier than usual. The clock ticked steadily on the wall, causing anxiety to rise within her. Every second closer to the council meeting tightened something inside her chest.
Tonight was it—the night the town council would decide the future of the Corn Festival. The weight of it pressed heavily on her shoulders, not just because of her personal stake in the ordeal but because so many others were counting on her. Somehow, somewhere along the line, she had become the leader of it all. She hadn’t planned to be the voice for all the business owners. But now she was. And she couldn’t afford to let them down.
She let her fingers linger on the shop’s main cutting table for a moment, grounding herself. The same table where she’d cut fabric, helped customers, and laughed with regulars. This was her safe space. The one place she had full and absolute control.
When the last light flipped off, she let out one last breath. Regardless of what happened tonight, she would be returning to the space after, and she took comfort in that.
She tossed her purse over her shoulder and locked the back door.
She had gotten used to going through the back to the bar. She sniffed the air, wishing she could take a minute to grab something from the kitchen. She had gotten used to that as well.
Dallas was in her usual spot behind the bar, popping the cap off a beer for a woman seated at the bar. She looked familiar, but Laurel couldn’t quite place her. Possibly a past customer.
She hung back at the end of the bar, not wanting to interrupt the customer exchange. It didn’t take long for Dallas to spot her.
She grinned widely as she approached, leaning forward to plant a quick kiss on Laurel’s lips. It sent a flutter through her belly. “Hey, gorgeous.”
Laurel giggled. “Hey, you look nice today.”
The older woman was in a pair of dark denim jeans and a black button-down tucked in. Laurel loved how her ass looked in jeans, especially after putting on a few pounds thanks to Laurel and bar food. “I clean up. I thought I’d look half decent for this meeting.”
Laurel couldn’t stop the grimace that took over her face at the mention of the council meeting.
“I’m sorry, I know you’re nervous, but it’s going to work out. You’ll see. You’re going to do amazing.”
Laurel wasn’t so sure.
The community building continued to fill up. Laurel was shocked to see so many people. People she had paid personal visits to. People who had lived their whole lives in Bucksnort. People who, hopefully, wanted to keep control of their little town.
“Laurel, Dallas,” someone said behind them.
They turned to see Abilene and Carl approaching. They each hugged hello.
“Abbie, Carl,” Dallas greeted back. “I wasn’t sure if you’d make it.”
“Of course. We’re here to support Laurel and our community.”
Laurel’s heart warmed. She was quickly falling in love with Dallas and her family. “That’s so sweet of you.”
“We do for family. Now, let's go find a seat.” Alibene hooked her arm with Laurel’s and moved them to find seats with Dallas and Carl trailing behind.
Chatter filled the room as they took their seats.
“There’s the jackass now,” muttered Dallas, nodding her head.
Jonathan walked in, turning heads. He was in his usual power suit and wore his trademark fake smile. He looked around the room before landing on Laurel.
Dallas’ strong arm wrapped around her shoulder, pulling her in close. Jonathan’s eyes narrowed at the display before turning away to take a seat on the other side of the large room.
“Are you pleased with yourself?” asked Laurel with a smirk.
“Actually, yeah.”
She rolled her eyes but was inwardly pleased with Dallas’ protective ways. It wasn’t overbearing but was just enough to make her feel safe.
The look on the council's face when they took their seats suggested that they had not anticipated such a large crowd. Wide eyes looked over the crowd, then at each other.
The meeting got started with Wade Williams leading the way. They reviewed the last meeting's minutes and addressed matters on the agenda. Laurel had hoped they would start with the Corn Festival, but no such luck. The longer they stayed, the hotter the room grew. She wasn’t sure if it was the building's air conditioning not keeping up with all the body heat in the room or if it was the raging inferno that was blazing inside her stomach. She was happy she didn’t have time to eat now.
When it finally came time to discuss the Corn Festival, she was sure she was going to pass out. The pressure was increasing. Her lips were numb from pressing them tightly together. The bounce in the leg was almost lifting her foot off the ground.
“Next, we have a proposal from Jonathan Sumner to move the Corn Festival to the newly constructed event venue, Sumner Gardens. Mr. Sumner, would you like to come up and tell us why you think the council should grant this move?”
Standing with effortless grace, he walked up to the podium. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen of the city council, for taking up my bid. Sumner Gardens is a 15-acre event venue with sprawling gardens, multiple water fountains, a chapel, a main hall, fine dining catering, and a pond with swans.”
“Really? Fucking swans?” Dallas muttered in Laurel’s ear.
Despite her nerves, she couldn’t help but smile.
“There’s plenty of parking and restrooms, of course; we can have more brought in…”
“He’s forgetting the part where he gets money.”
“Of course, I’d only ask for a small fee in exchange for allowing the public to use the venue.”
“And there it is.”
Laurel smacked Dallas’ leg playfully.
He rattled on for a few more minutes and then stepped down.
Shit, this is it.
The members of the council made notes and chatted briefly amongst themselves before Wade cleared his throat. “And now we’ll hear from the public.”
Laurel had never felt so many eyes land on her before. The heat in the room increased. Her chest felt like her lungs were dehydrating into raisins. She might have just passed out had Dallas’ comforting hand not touched her thigh, bringing her back. “Go on, babe, you’ve got this.”
She swallowed hard and rose on shaky knees. They felt as stable as jelly.
With her skin burning and heart racing, she gripped the sides of the podium like a lifeline. She cleared her throat and was startled when it came over the sound system from the live mic in front of her. “Um, hello, I, uh…”
Wade smiled kindly at her. She had known him all her life. He’d go to parties hosted by her uncle and aunt. “It’s okay, Laurel, take your time.”
She knew she couldn’t afford to take much time. They were running low on minutes for the two-hour meeting. She took a deep breath and started again. “Hello, my name is Laurel Darby, owner of Knotty Threads. I’d like to challenge Mr. Sumner’s bid to move the Corn Festival.”
A snort sounded behind her, and she didn’t have to turn around to know it was Jonathan. He probably thought he was belittling her, but all that sound did was bolster her confidence.
Dallas was right; he was a jackass. An entitled jackass that needed to be taken down a notch. An image of his face, pinched and furious, looking through that ridiculous sports car window, flashed through her mind. Jonathan Fucking Sumner would not win this one.
She stood taller, breathing deeply; her voice was even and strong when it came out. “The Corn Festival has been held in the same spot for decades. It is in the heart of town. The central hub. Every year, people flock to the square to enjoy a festival that has been a part of their own history. Patrons enjoy familiar businesses, games, and shows, and they embrace them. Our businesses have relied not only on the revenue but also on the interactions with customers. We build relationships with them. We give them comfort and quality by consistently hosting the festival they have known their whole lives in the same spot as always.”
“Ms. Darby, I have a question,” said Ashlee Adams, the youngest member of the committee and rumored to have had a few hook-ups with Jonathan. “Mr. Sumner is offering a more natural, open space instead of a cramped, stuffy four blocks that disrupts driving patterns and frankly doesn’t sound as appealing as a beautiful garden. How can you compete with that?”
Who did this woman think she was?
“I’m sure you’re aware of all the businesses involved in the festival.”
She nodded, looking mildly annoyed.
“So I’m sure it would be hard to imagine a Corn Festival without those businesses.”
The room went stone silent. Only the groan of the two ceiling fans above made noise. They sounded like they were in the fight of their lives to keep up the pace.
“The festival is a community event. Customers go to the festival to shop, eat, play games, and so forth. Customers aren't going to drive 30 minutes out of town to a festival that doesn't offer any of that. Customers may make the festival, but business owners are the foundation. My shop, Knotty Threads, will not participate if it moves.”
Laurel stepped to the side, and Dallas took her spot.
“Dallas Hayes, owner of Charred Oak Bourbon Lounge. I will not be participating in the festival if it is held at Sumner Gardens.”
Dallas moved away only to be replaced by Hector. “Hector Meza, owner of El Mejor restaurant. I will not be participating if the event is moved to Sumner Gardens.”
Business owners lined up, all saying the same thing.
“Frank Moreno of Frank’s…”
“Carl Bowers, owner of Bowers Carpentry…”
“Elisa Mathias, owner of Bell’s Boutique…”
“Dean Mills, owner of Mills Woodworking…”
“Bella Dover, owner of Happy Hills Honey…”
“Sadie Willis, owner of Sadie’s Handicrafts…”
And on and on. With each person, Laurel’s confidence grew as Jonathan’s face reddened. More than 80 vendors withdrew their participation. The event typically featured around 100 vendors and businesses. The Corn Festival was gutted in the span of 30 minutes. The move was a gamble. There was no way of knowing if their threat would work, but Laurel had spoken to every business there, either in person or by phone. She campaigned hard because they needed to make a stand. Were they going to allow Jonathan to take over, or would they make a stand to keep control for themselves?
Once everyone had spoken, the council members huddled together to make their decision. Laurel was a ball of nerves, but she was hopeful. Dallas held her hand as they sat and waited. The smoothing circles rubbed on the back of her hand gave her something to concentrate on as the minutes ticked by. Finally, they returned to their seats and called for attention.
“As members of the city council, it is important that we make decisions that are best for Bucksnort and its inhabitants. While Mr. Sumner’s proposal has many good qualities, it is clear that it is in the community’s best interest to keep the Corn Festival at the square.”
Jonathan leaped up, red-faced. “You can’t be serious. My venue is perfect.”
“Unfortunately, Mr. Sumner, while your venue is a good option, you can’t make much of a festival without businesses and vendors.”
Laurel wouldn’t have been surprised if smoke started billowing out of his ears. She had never seen him lose his cool so much. She wondered how often he didn’t get his way. Would he throw a tantrum?
“We can find more vendors.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Sumner, the community has spoken.”
Cheers erupted around the room. Clapping and whoops of joy rang out. Jonathan turned and shot her a deadly glare. “This is all your fault.”
She shrugged, feeling more confident than ever. “I told you to take me to Manny’s.”
Dallas barked out a laugh, prompting Jonathan to storm off.
“You were epic, baby. I don’t think I could be any prouder of you.”
Laurel gripped the front of Dallas' shirt and pulled her in close. “Thank you. Now kiss me, and let's get the hell out of here.”



Chapter 35
It took almost an hour to leave the community building and the parking lot. So many people wanted to talk to Laurel. Congratulate and thank her. The sheer amount of them was overwhelming, but Laurel just smiled away, chatting to everyone who approached her. She felt like she owed each person a moment of her time.
Nervousness of being the center of attention had put her on edge, and several times she found herself reaching out to brush her hand against Dallas’ thigh or hand to ground herself in the safety she provided. She stayed close to Laurel, as if she knew her presence was a lifeline.
By the time they made it to the truck, Laurel was emotionally worn.
Dallas slid into the driver's side and shut her door, sealing them off from those outside. They both let out sighs in unison, then looked at each other.
“That was a lot.”
Laurel nodded. “Yeah.”
Dallas put the truck in drive and steered it out of the parking lot slowly. People were still milling about, riding the high of their victory. Jonathan was the first to leave. He had glared one last time at Laurel and then stalked out. She didn’t care, though. He deserved not to get his way. She hoped this would be the final act to get him to leave her alone.
Dallas reached for her hand, lacing their fingers together and resting them on her thigh. She glanced over, her heart full of pride. Dallas had really stepped up and supported her. She didn’t know what she had done to deserve someone so special. There had never been a time when she thought she would be in a relationship like this. One with equal parts and a person who looked at her like she was made of gold. Like she was the most precious gemstone in the world. She supported Laurel at every turn, sometimes even taking some of the burden when Laurel needed it.
She placed her other hand on top of the clasped pair and smiled happily out of the window.
It didn’t take long to get back to the square. The sun was setting, and an array of gold, pink, and blue was painted in the changing sky. It was a lovely day. The heat didn’t seem so oppressive when the sky was as pretty as it was now.
When they arrived at the top of the landing of their apartments, Dallas turned to her. “Stay right here. I have a surprise.
Laurel tilted her head. “A surprise?
“Yep. Stay put.”
She disappeared quickly into her apartment after unlocking it, then reappeared. A familiar gift bag was in her hand. She realized it was one they used at the shop for gifts.
Dallas took a deep breath while shifting from foot to foot. “Uh, so I got you something. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to wear it. I just thought you’d look nice in it. Marley helped me pick it and the size and wrapped it for me.”
Anticipation prickled her skin. She took the bag, purposely brushing her fingers against Dallas. “You want me to try it on?”
She nodded. “Yeah, um, only if you want to wear it, though. If not, you do need to change. I’ve got another surprise after this.”
“What kind of surprise?”
“Now, if I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise. I’m going to go change, too.”
“Fine,” she pouted but turned to go into her apartment.
Excitement coursed through her. She had never had a lover buy her clothing before. A gesture like that had never crossed her mind.
She went into her bedroom and placed her purse and the gift on the bed. She stared at it for a moment, letting her curiosity build before she could stand it no longer. The pink bag held a bundle of clothing wrapped in white tissue paper. She shifted the layers of paper back and let out a small gasp.
The outfit was two pieces, a crop top and a flowy skirt in pale pink with wavy white trim on the bottom of the top and on the middle and bottom of the skirt. It was the sweetest set she’d ever seen. She snapped a picture and texted Marley.
Laurel: This is the cutest outfit ever!
While she waited for the reply, she grabbed the clothes and dashed into the bathroom.
Marley: I know! She picked it out herself.
Laurel: I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.
Marley: I wasn’t going to ruin the surprises.
Laurel: …surprises? As in plural?
Marley: Got to go!
Laurel: Go where? It’s your cellphone. You have it on you at all times!
Despite not getting an answer, she shook her head and laughed. The top was sleeveless and had a small V in the front. Just enough to show a little cleavage but not busting out. The clothing fit just right. The soft fabric was flowy and whimsical, and she felt like a boho princess. She couldn’t resist swaying her hips to make the shirt swish about.
She swept her hair up in a loose updo, putting a large white flower clip in it. It matched the style of the outfit perfectly. She fixed her makeup, and as she was donning some sandals, she heard Dallas call out, “I’m in the living room.”
“Be right there.”
She grabbed a small cross-body purse from her closet. She didn’t want to lug her larger purse around so she took out her phone, wallet, keys, purse chapstick, and stuffed them in it.
When she walked into the living room, she stopped short at seeing Dallas. “Oh!”
“Damn, you look amazing. I hope I look half as good.” Dallas’ lips turned up into a wicked grin as she held her arms out and spun around. She wore a white linen top and slacks in the same pale pink as Laurel’s outfit. The pair fit her ass like a glove. “What do you think? I thought about what was something that would make my baby smile, and then it hit me; matching outfits.”
Maybe it was the totality of the day descending on her or perhaps a spike in hormones, but the next thing she knew, she was tearing up and holding her arms out for Dallas, who came to her immediately.
“I hope those are happy tears.”
“They are. This is so thoughtful of you,” she said, sniffling.
“And I’m not done yet. Come on, we’re running late.”
“For what?”
“Something I’ve been meaning to do.”
“Hector’s?” Laurel asked as Dallas pulled the truck in front of the restaurant.
“Hector’s. You’ve been asking to go on a date, so we’re going on a date.”
They were immediately taken to a booth in the back where two lit candles and a white tablecloth waited for them. Laurel’s chest filled with excitement. “Did you arrange this?”
“Maybe,” she smirked as they slid into the booth across from her. “Nothing says fancy date night like a tablecloth and chips and salsa.”
A frozen peach margarita was placed right in front of her. Her eyes widened and she thanked the waitress. “I love a peach margarita. How did you know?”
“I looked for the sweetest flavor they had and assumed it would be that one,” explained Dallas with a laugh. She picked up the beer that was placed in front of her and winked before taking a hearty sip.
Laurel’s eyes lingered on Dallas’ mouth as she pulled the bottle away and slowly dragged her tongue across her lips. She gulped, acutely aware of what that tongue could do. “You seem to have thought of everything.”
“I tried. I’ve not planned a date night in, well, years. Vanessa and I would really only go out for business. There was always someone we needed to wine and dine, it seemed like, but it wasn’t a date. If I had tried to have a date night with her, it would have gone from a stiff silence to us trying to have a conversation, then an argument would have happened. By the time we’d arrive back home, it would be back to silence, then some yelling, and I’d sleep in my recliner. It just didn’t seem worth the hassle of putting on a bra and real pants.”
Laurel wanted to laugh, but it made her sad that Dallas had spent so much time in a relationship where she was at war. She couldn’t imagine Dallas in that state. She had told Laurel about learning to speak normally instead of shouting when there was conflict after they broke up. The idea of Dallas shouting at her was foreign. There had been that moment when she was frustrated in the bar, but she quickly apologized.
“I can’t imagine that. I don’t think I could ever yell at you or want to cause you to be on alert. Why be with someone if you don’t like them?”
“After a while, you just get comfortable with the uncomfortable, I guess. I’m happy now, though. I can’t imagine going back to that.”
“Have you heard anything else from her?”
The waitress came over, interrupting them, and took their order. Once again, they got the same thing as usual.
“I haven’t, but I did finally remember to ask Jackson how Abilene handled her.”
“Please tell me it was epic.”
Dallas grinned. “Apparently, Vanessa didn’t take the hint when I told her I didn’t want to have anything to do with her. She tried to follow me to the back, but Abby got in the way. Cussed her for all she was worth from the restaurant and outside, all the while having Jackson pull up the video from the night she hit me. Then she played it while loudly saying, ‘This woman is an abuser and I have proof.’ When she started that, Vanessa must have decided she’d had enough and left. Abby then had Carl drive her behind Vanessa’s car out of town until she was on the interstate.”
Laurel’s mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?”
“Yep. That’s why no one takes on Abby. She’ll always go the extra mile to get her point across.”
“And poor Carl is just along for the ride,” she laughed.
“Exactly. I think he likes her wild side. He just shakes his head and follows.”
She smiled. The dedication Carl had for Abilene was heartwarming. “I love that.”
Their meal arrived, steaming plates of food that made Laurel’s mouth water and her belly grumble in impatient anticipation. Their conversation trailed off for a few minutes as they began eating. The rich red sauce over the enchiladas was just as good as the last time. The flavors and drinks filled her belly.
“I hope you enjoy the next part of our date night.”
Laurel raised an eyebrow. “Next part?”
“Yep.”
“Dinner and our outfits aren’t all?”
“No, I’ve got another surprise.”
***
“Dallas, I don’t know if you’ve noticed this or not, but I’m not the climbing type.”
She felt a hand pat her bottom as she took another step up the fire escape. The sun had set, and it was dark in the alley. “We’re almost there. Don’t worry, I’m right here if you need me.”
“What I need is back on the ground. Why are we climbing Susan’s building?”
“You’ll see.”
Laurel tried not to be irritated and keep an open mind, but she didn’t like heights, and the groaning of the metal stairs made her nervous.
When she reached the top, Dallas scooted past her to assist her in going over the ledge. Laurel had her skirt gathered in her hands and was aware that anyone passing down below would get a nice eyeful were they to look up.
As she smoothed out her skirt and then stood up straight, she let out a little gasp.
Dallas wrapped her arms around her from behind. “I hope you like it. It took me and Jackson some time to fix up. I thought I’d have to sweet-talk Susan, but she agreed immediately to let us use the roof. Ours doesn’t have easy access like this one.”
In front of her was a blow-up mattress covered in pillows and blankets arranged under a pop-up canopy with white Christmas lights around it, creating a soft glow. On one end of the canopy was a white sheet and a projector. A small cooler and a basket filled with chips and candy were beside the bed. It was like a little fairy campout.
“Oh, Dallas, this is so pretty,” she breathed, hugging the arms wrapped around her.
“Well, I know you’ve been so busy lately that you haven’t been able to watch the last couple of episodes of that reality TV show you like, so I thought, why not make sure you catch up on them? Jackson helped me set it all up. He showed me how to use the projector.”
Laurel felt tears start up again. She was overcome with gratitude. “This has to be the sweetest date night ever.”
“You deserve it,” whispered Dallas as she kissed the side of her neck. She felt Dallas' hand move, brushing against the exposed skin between the crop top and skirt. The hand kept moving up, finding it was easy to cup one of her breasts. “Oh, well, this is nice, easy access. Maybe you wear these two-piece things more often.”
She giggled as a shiver of pleasure shot through her as Dallas massaged her over her bra. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Dallas teased her for a moment longer then she let her go, prompting a disappointed pout from Laurel. She quickly got over it, though, as she was led to the makeshift bed. She noticed that Dallas had even set up a box fan to help cool them off from the warm weather.
Hiking up her skirt, she descended onto the bed as Dallas fiddled with the projector. It was a clear night, and the Christmas lights were the perfect touch.
“Don’t forget to check out the snacks. I got you a pack of strawberry Twizzlers.”
“I love those,” she hummed and rummaged in the basket. There was an assortment of treats, but she grabbed the Twizzlers first, followed by a cold bottle of water from the cooler. Dallas fiddled with the projector a little longer, and then it came to life. Dallas joined her on the bed after turning the fan on. She hadn’t noticed all the cords leading off from the electronics. A lot of work had gone into this.
She leaned against Dallas, happily swirling the rope candy in the air as the theme song to the show came on. She sighed contentedly. “Today has been one end of the emotional rollercoaster to the other.”
“Yeah, it feels like the council meeting was a week ago.”
She tilted her head up. “What would you have done if we lost and Jonathan got his way? That would have been a horrible letdown before a date.”
Leaning forward, Dallas stretched to press her lips against Laurel’s before pulling away. She looked into Laurel’s eyes and cupped her face. “I would do whatever you needed. Anything today could have been put on hold. If you needed to stay in and do nothing, then we’d do that. If you needed to get out of town for a while, I’d make it happen. Hell, if you wanted to dress all in black and egg his house, I’d go buy every egg the store had.”
Laurel couldn’t help but laugh at the mental image of them sneaking around the front of Jonathan’s stupidly large home, throwing eggs for everything they were worth. And she knew Dallas would do it. She’d be like Carl. Always along for the ride to support her. “Maybe we keep that one for a rainy day. I’m not discounting it.”
“I’m game. Just give me the go-ahead. I want to go wherever you are, Laurel Darby. Just you and me against the world.”
“Just you and me,” Laurel whispered.



Epilogue
There wasn’t anything better than a fried pie from Ms. Jenkins’ fried pie stand. It was something Laurel looked forward to every year. The flaky crust, the peach filling, the little bit of grease on your lips after a bite. The whole hand pie was made from scratch, bringing up memories of past Corn Festivals. Like childhood in dessert form. Florence would take her to the festival every October.
She bought two dozen of them. Half peach, and the other half apple and cherry. She planned to gorge herself for a day or two and then freeze the rest. That is, if she could keep Marley and Dallas out of them.
She swatted Marley’s hand as she reached under the table, knowing full well she was reaching for another one. “Stay out of those. If you want another one, go buy your own.”
“Why should I when you’ve got more than plenty?”
“Because they’re mine. I’m going to freeze the rest and enjoy them over the next couple of months.”
Marley rolled her eyes. “Right, like you’re not going to just keep eating like the rest of us.”
“They’re mine,” she stressed. She rarely told people no, but she would for those pies.
She looked around, happy to see the store brimming with customers.
Both had been constantly on the move that morning as the second day of the festival was in full swing. It was shaping up to be their best year yet.
She noticed some movement outside the shop. “I’m going to go check on Joanne and Bailey. Are you okay here?”
Marley nodded, her eyes briefly dropping down to the table. “I got it.”
Laurel narrowed her eyes. “I better not come back to any more fried pies missing.”
“We’ll see,” Marley taunted, smiling brightly.
With one last glare, she turned and went outside.
She had agreed to a deal with two friends who were also regular customers for a bracelet-making booth. Laurel supplied the beads and cords and the extras at cost, plus 5% of sales, while Joanne and Bailey ran the booth and didn’t have to pay a fee for using the front of her shop or an upcharge for the supplies. It would work out well for all three of them.
She stepped out onto the sidewalk to see the booth surrounded by little girls and mothers who looked like they’d rather be doing other things. She slipped by them to stand behind the table. Both women were smiling but looked a little overwhelmed.
“How’s it going?” Laurel asked.
“Busy. Really busy,” Bailey answered, helping a little girl slip a stubborn bead on the elastic cord.
“Do you have it under control, or do I need to see if Marley can come help?”
“No, we’ve got it. It keeps fluctuating. You could get us some water, though.”
“Water coming up.”
Laurel hustled back into the shop, ducking around customers. She glanced over at Marley, who was mid-bite into another pie. “Put it back!”
Marley jumped, looking guilty.
She grabbed some water bottles from the event room refrigerator, stepped back outside and delivered them to the two women. The table was still covered with chatty little girls. She didn’t envy them. The giggling was nonstop. As she was about to go back inside, she heard someone call her name, “Laurel!”
She turned to see Jenesis Winters at the booth in front of Dallas’ shop.
Abilene and Jackson stood behind a table with a few slushy machines behind them. Dallas had decided to set up a frozen Bourbonrita booth. She had spiked and virgin frozen cocktails that customers could buy and sip on as they perused the square.
Jenesis had a drink carrier in her arms. She smiled brightly at Laurel.
“Hey,” Laurel greeted her. “Looks like you’re going to have a good time.”
She laughed, looking down at the drinks. “They’re mocktails. I got them for my girls at the shop. We’ve been swamped, and I wanted to get them a treat. They can have the alcoholic ones after work.”
“I understand. I plan to have one later myself.”
A thoughtful look took over her face. “Look, I just wanted to thank you again for all the hard work you did to keep the festival here. It really saved a lot of us.”
Each word settled heavy in her chest, not like a burden but like peace, a confirmation that all the stress, the meetings, and the sleepless nights had been worth it. Jenesis wasn’t the first one to thank her either. Multiple people had dropped by, seeking her out deliberately, to tell her that they were thankful for her hard work.
She smiled gratefully. “You’re welcome. Of course, I couldn’t have done it without all of the business owners showing up. We really did work well together.”
***
Later in the afternoon, the business had slacked up some. There would be another rush in the evening, so while it wasn’t as busy, she let Marley go have a late lunch. They would keep the store open until 8 pm. The festival would go on tomorrow as well. She was looking forward to Monday, when she would finally get some rest. She wanted nothing more than to spend the whole day in bed, binge-watching movies, noshing on snacks, and enjoying all of it with, hopefully, a naked Dallas beside her. They were so busy preparing for the festival that they had hardly seen each other, and when they did, it was just to eat and sleep.
Laurel grabbed a few bolts of fabric and headed over to the cotton fabric section, restocking them on the rainbow color-coded shelf. They would have to put in a reorder on Tuesday. She was debating keeping the shop closed and working on inventory. They needed it, and after this weekend, both she and Marley could use a reset day.
As she turned to go back to the main table, she noticed familiar heads walking in. She went around some shelves and came face-to-face with Stanford and Adella, both dressed down in expensive casual wear, still a departure from their normal looks.
“Oh!” exclaimed Laurel.
“Hello, Laurel,” greeted her uncle as if seeing them inside her shop was an everyday occurrence.
“Uh, hi.”
An awkward silence fell between them. This was the first time they had ever come into her shop before. Not one time had she ever seen them within the walls of her most proud accomplishment.
“Laurel, I’m back,” called Marley from behind them.
“Okay,” she called over her shoulder.
“You have a lovely shop,” complimented her aunt as she glanced around. In that moment, Laurel noticed several things that needed straightening or refilling thanks to a busy day. “And your outfit is so…so creative.”
She glanced down at herself. She wore a cream-colored shirt, a circle skirt with dancing corncobs, and a headband with green leaves in her hair. The kids loved it, and so did she. “Thank you. And I’m sorry it’s a bit of a mess in here. We’ve been swamped. Um, I wasn’t expecting you here.”
“Well, we thought we would join in the fun this year. It’s been several years since we last attended, and this year it just felt right.”
“I hope you have fun. It’s the busiest year I’ve ever had here.”
“That’s fantastic. I don’t suppose we could steal you away for a late lunch at Dallas’ place?”
“No, I—”
“She would love to,” interjected Marley, coming up behind her. “It’s not too bad right now, so I can cover. If it gets busy, I’ll text you.”
Having a meal outside the Darby home was odd enough, but having it at Dallas’ place was downright weird. It had been so long since the three of them had socialized outside of the Darby home. Looking back, Laurel wondered if some of that was her fault. She had distanced herself as far as she could, only agreeing to the monthly lunch.
And judging by Dallas’ face when she spotted them being seated, Laurel wasn’t the only one who was surprised. She walked over to the table. “Well, a whole Darby table.”
“Hello, Dallas, this is a beautiful establishment, and it seems so busy, even for 3:30.”
“Thank you. Yeah, we’ve been absolutely covered. It’s been a blessing. Can I get you anything to drink?”
Stanford glanced at the special flights menu, then back at Adella and Laurel. “You know what, it’s a fun day. I’ll have the flight named Rye Not? I enjoy rye bourbon occasionally."
There had been something healing about the quick meal she shared with Stanford and Adella. They had a delicious meal, a few drinks, and at no point did it feel stuffy. Laurel had seen a relaxed side of her uncle that was brand new to her. He was almost down-to-earth. Even Adella had smirked at his cheesy jokes and put away two gimlets. Laurel thought the alcohol hadn’t hurt to loosen them up.
Sitting with them, casually in a place she loved among her found family like Dallas, Marley, and even Jackson and Abilene, made some little gap in her heart close. Did one meal and a visit to her shop mean they would change completely? No, that would be ridiculous to think. People didn’t change like that. But they had put their usual routine to the side and made a point of supporting her and Dallas. By the time they parted, Laurel felt lighter than air.
That momentum had carried her through the rest of the evening.
After she closed up the shop, she decided to take a quick shower and have her late dinner at Dallas’.
Hanging out at the bar wasn’t something new to her. She chatted with others, brought her Kindle to sneak in some reading, and talked to Dallas here and there. She tried not to occupy her time, as she knew Dallas was busy, but just being near her, in the same space, made her chaotic mind shut off from the day and allowed her to relax.
By the end of the night, she and Dallas were the only ones left.
Charred Oak was quiet, lit only by the amber glow of bourbon bottles behind the bar and the soft flicker of the Edison bulbs overhead. Outside, the street had emptied. It was as if the festival never existed. But tomorrow it would liven back up.
Dallas stood behind the bar, her sleeves rolled up, two glasses in hand. She poured Laurel a healthy shot of vanilla brandy and one of Knob Creek Nine for herself.
“Here’s to us,” Dallas said, handing over a glass. “To Knotty Threads and Charred Oak.”
Laurel smiled, her fingers brushing Dallas’ as she took the glass. “To us.”
They clinked their glasses gently. The warm, sweet amber liquid slid down easily.
Dallas leaned across the bar just a little, her voice low and her eyes intense. “You know, I’ve had a lot of good nights in here. But this one, this one feels different.”
“How so?” Laurel asked.
“Because I’m sitting across from the woman I love.” Her words came as smoothly as the bourbon surrounding them. Like she’d just been waiting for the right moment to make her confession. “I love you, Laurel Darby. You’ve changed everything about how I see the world. Made it better. Made me better. I’ve never thought a woman like you existed, and I’m thankful every day that I found you.”
Laurel’s eyes welled with tears at Dallas’ words. Never had someone said such loving words to her. She choked back a sob. “Oh, Dallas, I love you, too. I think I have since you rescued me on the side of the road. I’ve never felt like this with anyone else.”
Dallas walked around the bar and pulled Laurel gently against her. Laurel inhaled her scent of bourbon, sweat, and pine from her deodorant. It was a scent she now found comfort in. She was safe within those arms.
They stood close, arms around each other, foreheads pressed together, eyes filled with love.
“I’m so happy we found each other.”
“Me too. Just you, me, and our little slice of paradise on the square.”
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