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      She's his little sister's best friend. Completely off limits.

      And now they're working together.

      Jaxon Green's plans to offer a summer camp for kids at his thoroughbred training facility get derailed when his cook walks out a few days before camp begins.

      There's only one person available to help on such short notice: Willow Daniels, his little sister's college roommate and best friend.

      The problem is, Jaxon's feelings for Willow are anything but brotherly.

      How is he supposed to resist her, when they're going to be working side by side for weeks?

      Willow Daniels loves the Green family -- all of them.

      They've always been so kind to her.

      No one, not even her best friend Sophia, knows that Jaxon is Willow's secret crush, the only man who makes her heart beat faster.

      She has to keep him in the friend zone, or risk losing the Greens' esteem.

      Will a rival for Willow's attention force Jaxon to make a move?

      And if he does, will Willow let him into her heart?
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      Welcome to the small town of Elm Ridge, Kentucky, where you’ll swoon, smile, and fall helplessly in love with the Green family. This heartwarming romance has no cliffhangers and no cheating.
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      This book is a work of fiction.

      While references may be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the names, characters, places and incidents are completely fictional.

      All names, characters and events described within have been imagined by the authors.

      Any resemblance to reality (actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, event, or locales) is entirely coincidental.
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      If the answer is yes, then go to :

      https://oliviasands.com/BM

      to sign up for Olivia’s newsletter and receive

      * Flash Fiction stories,

      * exclusive previews,

      * special promo opportunities,

      * and be informed of new releases.
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      PS: If you don’t know what Flash Fiction is, please go visit my blog: https://oliviasands.com/blog/
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      Jaxon braced himself and managed not to crush his cell phone. The big man took a deep breath and as calmly as he could asked, “Will you be there at eight tomorrow, so we can work out the discrepancies?”

      Rita didn’t answer right away. He could hear her breathing. She was still on the line. Patiently, he waited, but the only sound that came sounded like... a snore? Had she fallen asleep on him?

      “Rita?” he asked softly, drawing on the very small reserve of patience he had left for this woman.

      Despite the glowing recommendation she had provided, she was proving to be a disappointing hire.

      “Rita!” he repeated more forcefully.

      “Yes, yes, I heard you the first time,” Rita replied, slurring her words.

      Was she not sleeping but drunk?

      A drinking problem would explain a lot of the issues she’d been having while running the kitchen of his facility. If that was the case, she would have to go. He couldn’t possibly have an inebriated person working around the young children attending his new summer camp program. He felt for her—alcoholism was a real disease. But he couldn’t trust her around a bunch of children if he couldn’t trust her to be sober.

      But if he fired Rita, how was he going to manage the kitchen?

      “And no, I won’t come on Monday. Hell, I won’t come on Tuesday either. You know what, if you’re gonna go behind my back to check the books, then I quit!”

      “You what?” Miraculously, he managed to keep his tone civil. He wanted to unleash his wrath but had a feeling it wouldn’t be productive. This entire conversation felt unproductive, just like the last few he’d tried to have with Rita.

      Doubting he would be able to hold back for long, he left his mother’s kitchen, where his sister Sophia and her best friend Willow were pulling a gigantic cake out of the oven.

      “I quit,” Rita repeated, words still slurring. “I won’t work with someone who doesn’t trust me, and that’s all there is to it!”

      The kitchen door slammed shut behind him, and Jaxon stomped toward his brother, and growled into his cell phone, “So that’s it? You’re leaving me hanging?”

      The line went dead. Just to make sure, Jaxon checked his cell phone screen. Yep, she had hung up on him. It took a moment to get a handle on his anger, and he had to breathe calmly.

      “Something wrong?” Colton looked up at him.

      “The cook just quit,” Jaxon tucked the phone away in his back pocket. “I’ve got ten kids arriving on Monday and double that the following week, and no one to cook for them.”

      “Time to pull out the Betty Crocker cookbook,” his brother teased.

      Jaxon was not amused. “I’d better go find a quiet spot to make some phone calls.”

      “Good luck,” Colton called after him.

      He’d need more than luck. Dropping on a bench by the back porch, he took in the large holiday gathering of friends and family. What a mess. He sucked in a deep breath and considered his options. None of which looked very promising.

      Across the way his buddy Gunner looked in his direction. Too bad the guy didn’t know his way around the kitchen the way he did around a horse. Laughing, Gunner’s sister Mackenzie came up beside him followed by her two kids. They looked so happy. No one would have known that only a short while ago the two siblings had grown so alienated the only way they could talk to each other was with a lawyer. Fortunately, that lawyer had turned out to be Grace. The woman knew what she was doing. Now Gunner and Mackenzie were once again thick as thieves just as they’d been growing up.

      At least he wouldn’t have to worry about broken branches in his family tree. The Green family was tight—sometimes too tight possibly. But even when he had gone through his rebellious phase, Jaxon had never lost sight of his core value and priority: family came first. It saddened him to know not every family was like that.

      The delicious scent of chocolate escaping through the kitchen door as it swung open again for Sophia and Willow distracted him from his thoughts about Gunner and his sister. Jaxon watched as Willow brushed a sheaf of hair from her eyes and then smiled at them. Warm and welcoming, she had a beautiful smile. Heck, everything about her was beautiful. Her personality was even more endearing than her looks. Right, but she was his sister’s bestie. That made her off-limits for more than one reason.

      “Come on,” Sophia said. “Dad says the steaks are almost done.

      Jaxon stood. Nothing like the promise of a nice juicy steak to get a man moving. Jaxon He figured he’d be up from his deathbed with the right cut of meat seared to a perfect medium-rare. Good thing for him, his family liked to serve up the best beef, raised right on Green land. They served it at least once a week between Memorial Day and Labor Day. Sunday parties were a sacred tradition in the Green family, and it would take everyone coming down with the worst case of flu for one to be canceled.

      Following tradition, on Memorial Day Jaxon’s uncle, Ashton, had hosted the first party of the season with the assistance of his wife and six daughters. It had been a blast. Two of Jaxon’s cousins were great cooks. Bailey had gone pro and, at the tender age of twenty-two, she was already a sous chef at Top Skewers, the best restaurant for miles around. Her sister, Audrey, was a great cook as well.

      Maybe, Jaxon realized, Audrey could help with his problem. “Do you know if Audrey has anything planned for the rest of the summer?” Jaxon asked his sister as the small group made its way to the front lawn to meet with other guests.

      “I’m not sure,” Sophia answered. “Why do you ask?”

      “‘Cause my cook just quit.” He didn’t add that he probably would have fired her if she hadn’t.

      “Rita? Oh no. What’s wrong with her? Is she sick?” Willow asked, voice full of concern.

      Her question brought a smile to Jaxon’s lips. This was typical of his sister’s best friend—she cared about everyone. Sophia always said that Willow was one of those people for whom there are no strangers, only friends she had yet to meet. That summed her up pretty well.

      “I’m not certain what’s wrong with her,” Jaxon confessed. Of course, he had a good idea, but sharing that felt too much like gossiping. He needed to focus on his problem, not on why it had happened. “I just know I’m in dire need of a cook.”

      “Then I guess you’re in luck,” Sophia said, grabbing his arm with a huge smile.

      “I am?” He blinked at her. What was his sister up to?

      “Yes, indeed. Don’t you know that there’s this amazing young woman in town and…” Sophia’s smile grew wider “... she’s been looking for a job all week. Guess what? It turns out she’s a licensed nutritionist. And you need a cook. That sounds like a perfect match to me.”

      At the end of his sister’s sentence, Jaxon’s smile vanished as quickly as it had grown. Sophia’s suggestion was a good one, but it wouldn’t work for him. “I think I’ll have to figure something else out.”

      “Why?” Sophia asked. She was getting those frown lines around her eyes that always revealed she was displeased, no matter how placid her expression otherwise.

      “You just said she’s a nutritionist. She’s overqualified for the job,” Jaxon answered. “I love the idea of giving the kids a balanced diet but, you know, this is just a summer camp thing. It’s a new program, and I’m not charging the families enough to pay to keep a nutritionist on staff. The amount I’m charging will barely cover the cost of the program as it is.”

      “If it’s money you’re worried about, I would do it for Rita’s salary,” Willow interrupted, her expression earnest.

      Jaxon stopped dead in his tracks and looked at the woman who had been attached at the hip to his sister ever since their freshman year of college. “You’re the nutritionist?”

      “Of course she is,” Sophia answered for her friend. “And like me, she’s also a nurse. But while I went on to become a nurse practitioner, Willow decided to branch out into something fun but still health-related—nutrition.”

      “It must have slipped my mind.” Jaxon should have remembered.

      “So, what do you say?” Willow asked, her eyes darting between Sophia and him. Hope shone in her eyes.

      She seemed to be hanging on what he said next, which left Jaxon feeling pressured. Lord knew he wanted to have her around, which was precisely why he should find a graceful way to decline. He opened his mouth to do just that, but he couldn’t bring himself to crush the optimism in Willow’s expression.

      “Please say yes!” Sophia pleaded. “Then she’ll be able to spend the rest of the summer with us in Elm Ridge.”

      “Okay, fine,” Jaxon said, raising his hands in surrender and turning toward Willow. “You’re hired!”

      “Thank you! Thank you, Jaxon!” Willow jumped into his arms. They tightened around him, making it hard to breathe, but not because she was squeezing too tightly. She was squeezing just right, and his brain was in overload from the sensations flooding him. Somehow, he hugged her back clumsily.

      There was something about his sister’s best friend that had always called out to him. Since Sophia had invited her to spend the summer with them a few years back, Willow had become a family fixture. She had been adopted not only by his brothers and their parents, but also by their cousins. She might fit in even better than Jaxon himself had during his rebellious phase.

      As the years passed, Sophia and Willow had shed their tomboy attitudes to become more feminine, and right that instant, holding her that close, Jaxon second-guessed his impulsive decision.

      Now that he thought about it, he wasn’t sure anymore. Maybe working closely with her was not such a great idea. Being around Willow all the time would seriously press his ability to keep thinking of her as the young tomboy he’d met years ago. She was anything but now, and he doubted his ability to remain immune, or at least maintain the charade of being aloof.

      Though there could be another way to look at the situation, he thought. So maybe it was a good idea. It was one way to make sure she remained off-limits. She would be his employee, after all. And that meant that no matter how tempted, he’d have to remember she worked for him. That should keep his thoughts on the straight and narrow.

      He hoped.

      “And you know,” Willow said, letting him go, “Since your parents have so graciously invited me to stay for the summer, I’ll be living rent-free. I could share my salary with Audrey if she needs the work as well.”

      Typical Willow again. Even though, as far as he knew, her financial situation was somewhere between precarious and desperate, she was willing to forego some of her newly-found income to share it with Audrey. Generous to a fault.

      So pretty and so sweet. He wanted to hug her again. Not a good idea. So instead, he just nodded. “That’s nice of you to offer, Willow. I’ll see what I can do so no one has to share though.” He’d already tweaked and stretched the budget to the snapping point, but it didn’t sit right to have two women doing the work for the wage that would be fair for just one. And Audrey had been the first person to pop into his mind to ask for help.

      She blushed and smiled before looking away in embarrassment. “Of course. I mean, it’s no big deal.”

      The blush gave her such a pretty glow that the urge to hug hit him even harder. He swallowed hard and walked away toward the grill, mumbling about helping his other brothers out. In reality, he was the one who needed a helping hand—and maybe a lick of common sense. His brain told him having Willow around was going to mean trouble, but his heart was set on ignoring that wise counsel. His body fell somewhere in between the two, but the traitorous thing was clearly leaning toward siding with his heart.

      He had a feeling he was about to make a big mistake.

      That didn’t mean he was going to stop himself from making it.
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      Willow had to force herself not to jump for joy. Thanks to Sophia’s quick thinking, she had a job in Elm Ridge. And not just any job, but a job that would give her an excuse to speak to Jaxon several times a day every single day of the week. Who knew how much time she’d get to spend with him? How perfect!

      Of all the Green brothers, Jaxon had always been her favorite. He wasn’t the handsomest of the lot. That was Braxton, hands down. Braxton, the heartbreaker. His perfect Hollywood movie star beauty was such that Willow had actually seen women distracted enough to walk into lamp posts after crossing his path! Not her, of course. She even suspected some of his clients to come up with imaginary symptoms to bring their pets to his office for a consultation with the family vet. Not Willow. Willow went for substance over style, though Braxton had plenty of substance as well. He just didn’t make her heart race the way Jaxon did.

      Jaxon’s face wasn’t as perfectly etched as his brother’s, but Willow didn’t care. She didn’t even mind the tiny scar a riding accident had left on his nose. Quite the opposite, actually. One of their college friends once joked chicks loved scars when she was trying to soothe her boyfriend who’d recently gotten stitches after an accident in his culinary arts program. Willow had nodded along in agreement as an image of Jaxon’s scar had popped into her head. She’d loved it then, and she loved it now. His imperfect face made him feel more masculine. And she could have traced the lines of his face with her gaze for hours.

      Watching the tall hunk walk toward the barbecue pit to help his father, Willow sighed. Jaxon was perfectly imperfect. She liked a few flaws, and he had just the right amount.

      The thing she loved most about him was his smile, though there wasn’t anything flawed about that. When he smiled at her, he took her breath away. The problem was, he didn’t smile that often. Except today, when he’d smiled right at her. Her. She’d been the sole reason for his smile, which was such a rare occurrence she could practically remember each time it had happened. And he’d hugged her too. Just the thought of it made her feel like she could fly away.

      Come on, girl, get a grip, she scolded herself. It was a smile and a hug, not a declaration of undying love. At her age, she should be ashamed to be harboring such a big crush, but she didn’t feel an ounce of regret.

      “So,” Sophia said, looking at her sideways, “you’re going to cook for the kids. A bunch of kids.”

      Something about the way she said it brought Willow down from her fluffy little cloud. “Yeah...?” Her answer sounded tentative even to her own ears. And it suddenly hit her why Sophia was looking at her like that. She leaned over toward her best friend and whispered. “Why did you offer my services when you know that I can’t cook?”

      Sophia smiled but didn’t answer right away.

      On paper, Willow was an amazing professional. She’d aced all her finals. She knew everything there was to know about food. During her internship in one of Manhattan’s largest hospitals, she’d rocked the place, and everyone had raved about her suggestions. And she’d improved the nutritional quality of the meals served to the patients without ever working in the kitchen.

      Truth be told, she was competent in theory. There was no denying that. She’d even received an offer from a New York publishing house for the book she had prepared in secret while working on her degree. Her comprehensive manual about proper nutrition for vegetarians and vegans would be published in the fall. She hadn’t told anyone yet, nor had she deposited the advance check sent by the publisher. Why? For sure, somehow between now and September first, everyone was going to realize what a fraud she was. Why cash a check when it never should have been given to her?

      Sophia would call it imposter syndrome, but Willow knew that wasn’t the case. Imposter syndrome suggested someone with talent was doubting themselves. In Willow’s case, she had no skill, at least when it came to preparing the recipes she’d so carefully crafted in her book. She was an imposter, all right, and she dreaded the moment everyone found out.

      Willow blinked hard several times while waiting for Sophia to say something. She’d made a terrible mistake asking Jaxon to give her the job.

      “Listen now,” her best friend finally said. “Cooking for kids is not rocket science. Seriously, it’s not. It’s about finding a balance between what’s good for them and what tastes good enough to be eaten.”

      Willow nodded and tried to free herself from Sophia’s grip in vain. Sophia held on to her arm with all her might. She was mentally rehearsing how to un-offer her services rather than paying much attention to Sophia.

      “I have no doubt you can figure it out. Hey, if I didn’t, I never would have suggested to Jaxon to hire you,” Sophia added. “I want his summer camp to be a success, and that won’t happen if all the kids call home to complain they’re being starved to death.”

      “But—” Sophia’s words were starting to get through to her, quelling the sense of panic that had insisted she immediately resign.

      “No buts about it. You’re going to learn how to compromise—find a balance between healthy and delicious to a kid’s palate. From now on, you’ll have to concentrate on the flavor and not just on the nutrition, okay?”

      “Right, it can’t be that hard to combine both,” Willow answered, unsure who she was trying to convince. “But what if it is?”

      “You’ll have Audrey to help, too. You can do this, Willow,” Sophia insisted.

      Yes, she would. But the thing was, Audrey only knew conventional recipes, while Willow had something else in mind. Few of her recipe ideas were anywhere close to conventional. But Sophia did have a good point. She and Audrey could start with traditional recipes and work in proper substitutes, ingredients that would work but were healthier than the normal options. How hard could it be to teach Audrey that and then observe when Audrey was cooking? She’d pick it up in no time. Right?

      Willow’s mind raced as they resumed their walk toward the large tables where most of the members of the Green clan were gathering, waiting for food or resting from dancing. This was turning out to be the best party ever. She was so lucky to have met Sophia. They’d been thrown together on their first day of college when they were paired together in the dorms. They’d hit it off right away, and when Sophia had invited her new roommate to go home with her during the fall break, the love-starved Willow had gone and instantly been adopted by the entire Green clan. Meeting Sophia—and by extension, her family—had been a life-changing moment for her. And she never let herself forget it.

      As Sophia let go of her arm to go greet some latecomers, Willow went searching for Julia Green to offer her help, in case there were any last-minute chores to be done. One thing was for sure, no one would ever say Willow was a freeloader, and she did her best to make sure that never changed. She always went out of her way to give a hand to Sophia’s mother.

      Now, there was an incredible woman. Julia Green had done a fabulous job of raising seven kids while running the Red Widow Bourbon distillery, a business she and her late sister had inherited from their mother. Willow had always had such respect for her.

      “Here’s our savior,” Julia said to two of her nieces, her smile widening at Willow. “Jaxon’s savior, especially.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “How did you find out already?” she asked, sincerely puzzled.

      Willow and Sophia had walked almost directly from the kitchen to the front lawn. How had the news of her securing the cook position traveled to Julia already? News traveled quickly in the Green clan, but this was pushing believability.

      “Because it’s my job to know everything,” Julia answered with a wink. She tilted her head to the side in the direction of a table where Jaxon and Gunner were chatting away.

      Oh, that explained everything! With their longer legs, the men had reached Julia’s table a few minutes before them.

      “For some reason, I always associated nutritionists
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