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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      West

      My three chattery reasons for living, my daughters—Scarlet, Sienna, and Nova—were even more animated than usual this morning as they ate their breakfast.

      Maybe it was because today was the first day of summer break, and their favorite babysitter, seventeen-year-old Allison, would be their full-time companion for the next two and a half months.

      Maybe they were feeding off my emotional state. I tried to hide it, but this was a big day for me too. I couldn’t deny I was shaky inside with exhilaration and determination.

      “Can we go swimming every day, Allie?” four-year-old Nova asked.

      “We’ll go swimming a lot if you want to,” the babysitter said, taking the fourth chair at the table.

      Allison had shown up right on time at seven thirty, her eyes bright and eager for her first day of her summer job. I trusted Allison. She was the most responsible seventeen-year-old I’d ever met and loved my girls. But this was new. Full-time was a lot. My girls were a lot.

      “One day at a time, Nova,” I told my youngest as I filled my travel mug with coffee.

      “I want to do all…the…things!” she said in a burst of exuberance that almost always made me grin.

      “Right now the thing you need to do is eat your breakfast,” I told her, dumping ice cubes into my five-gallon water cooler I took to the jobsite every day, wherever we were working.

      “I’m done, but Sienna’s not,” Nova said.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Nova’s and Scarlet’s plates were indeed empty. Sienna’s had a half-eaten piece of toast and both her sausage links, which were pushed to the farthest side of her plate.

      “What’s wrong with your food, Sienna?” I asked.

      “Sausage is just…ew, Daddy,” Sienna said, wrinkling her nose.

      “You ate it yesterday,” I said.

      She stared at her plate, nostrils flaring, head shaking, as her sisters looked on.

      “It’s just sausage, Si-Si,” Nova preached.

      Sienna picked up her toast instead and took a dainty bite.

      “I’ll take your sausage,” Scarlet, Sienna’s fraternal twin, offered enthusiastically.

      Sienna shoved her plate to her sister and continued to eat her toast.

      I shrugged and considered it settled, then glanced at the time. Twenty till eight. Time for me to boogie. I turned to Allison.

      “There’s plenty in the fridge for lunch for all of you. If you go to the beach, don’t forget the arm floats for Nova.”

      “A Novel Place is having story time at eleven, so I thought I’d take them,” Allison said, and I swear if I could double her wages, I would.

      “They’ll love it,” I said. I took my wallet out and gave her a couple of bills when the girls weren’t looking. “Get them each one book,” I told her quietly.

      Money was tight, as usual, but books were one thing I stretched to make work.

      Money would be less tight if I landed Davis Morten’s position at work.

      My phone buzzed with a text message. I pulled it out of my pocket to see my boss’s name.

      
        
          
            
              
        Levi: Running late. Plumbing emergency at my mom’s. Start without me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        West: I got it covered. Take care of your mom.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Levi: You sure? You good with this?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        West: 100% sure.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I gotta roll,” I told Allison and my girls. “Love you, squirrels,” I said to my daughters, rounding the kitchen table and kissing each in turn.

      “Love you, Daddy!” they all said.

      I grabbed my lunch from the fridge, my day’s worth of beverages, and my work bag.

      “Be good for Allison,” I called on my way out the door. “Allison, call if you need anything.”

      “We’ll be fine,” the babysitter assured me.

      I headed out into the morning sunshine. The weather was already promising to be sweltering by afternoon. I was thankful to be starting a weeks-long indoor project. A cush job, as Nick Carlisle, the lead of the other crew and my competition for Davis’s job, had pointed out last week. I’d happily take it, as he was overseeing a boathouse, deck, and gazebo build.

      I climbed into my SUV, my mind switching from little-girl mode to work.

      Levi Dawson, the owner and head contractor, had turned things upside down at work last week, or rather Davis’s retirement announcement had. Levi’s method of replacing the fifty-something workhorse was smart as hell. He’d pitted me versus Nick Carlisle, as we had seniority and the most experience. For the next two to three months, we’d each lead a crew on separate projects. At the end of the summer, he’d make one of us the foreman directly under him for good.

      That was going to be me if I had anything to say about it.

      The project I was heading up would likely take close to two months, maybe more, depending on any supply delays. Apparently it was a big-ass project, and the homeowner was paying big-ass bucks to have it squeezed into a cancellation slot.

      I checked the address for the job and noted it was on Honeysuckle Road, out by my buddy Max’s house, if I wasn’t mistaken. I pointed the SUV that way.

      As Levi was the one to meet with potential clients and bid out projects, I didn’t know much about this one other than what the plans told me. It was a main floor gut of a big house directly on the shore. That tracked with being a neighbor of Max, who’d played in the NFL a few years back and had the lakeside house to show for it.

      Since Levi had planned to meet the homeowner and me first thing this morning to go over the project in detail, I didn’t even know the homeowner’s first name. She was apparently new to town, obviously had some cash, and I couldn’t help but picture a hoity-toity widow in her sixties. None of that mattered to me. I just hoped she was easygoing, not a clientzilla, because I intended to rock the hell out of the project.

      As I drove through downtown Dragonfly Lake, a text message sounded through the SUV’s Bluetooth system. My ex-wife’s name popped up on the display.

      “Happy fucking Monday,” I muttered to myself.

      I didn’t hear from Flora often, which pissed me off on the girls’ behalf but was a blessing as far as my peace level was concerned. There was nothing peaceful about Flora.

      I had the Bluetooth system read her message to me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Flora: We’ll be in the area tomorrow. Want to take the girls to an early dinner before Gil’s show. Can we pick them up at three?

      

      

      

      

      

      “God dammit.” I pounded the steering wheel. “Three isn’t fucking dinner; it’s the middle of the afternoon.” The girls would need a fourth meal before bedtime if they ate at three.

      Flora’s appearances were few and far between. As much as I questioned whether she was a positive part of the girls’ lives, she was their mother. I kept hoping she’d get her shit and her priorities together and be someone they could look up to, but that seemed to be more and more of a pipe dream.

      I dictated my response.

      
        
          
            
              
        West: Do I have a choice?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Flora: Don’t be like that.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        West: Honest question. Do I have a choice between three tomorrow or maybe you could fit them in the next day and spend more time with them?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Flora: We have to be in Omaha the next day.

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course they did.

      In other words, my only choice was either to let the girls spend a tiny slot of time with their mom or make them miss out altogether. It was a shitty choice, but when I’d gotten full-time custody, I’d agreed Flora could visit her daughters whenever she wanted to. Back then, I’d hoped she’d be a regular presence in their lives instead of a special event whenever she and her guitarist boyfriend happened to be close enough to stop by for a few minutes.

      
        
          
            
              
        West: I’ll be working at three.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Flora: I can get them at daycare.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        West: They have a full-time babysitter at our place. Where do you plan to take them?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Flora: Gil wants Dragonfly Diner. We’ll go there.

      

      

      

      

      

      I clenched my back teeth together. She put her boyfriend’s desires over our girls’. Every. Single. Time.

      You’d think I’d be used to it by now, but she continually disappointed me. That was Flora though. She’d been fun when we first met in the army. She’d gotten pregnant before we’d even thought whether we could make it long-term, but did that stop us from trying? Hell no. If I had a dollar for every bad decision I’d made where relationships were concerned, I could retire.

      
        
          
            
              
        West: Pick them up at my place. Have them home by five.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Flora: We’ll be done before that. Gil needs to be in Nashville by six.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fucking fantastic.

      I didn’t respond. I had nothing else to say, at least nothing civil or productive.

      I drove by Max’s house and verified his house number was two lots down from my target.

      When I spotted the right numbers on a mailbox, my brows went up. Ms. Holiday’s house was cottage-style, but that term was misleading because cottage made you think small. There was nothing small about this place.

      The exterior was white siding with gray stonework. The structure was an L-shape, one side a connected three-car garage with a bonus room above it, complete with a cupola. On the garage.

      Definitely seven figures, I thought as I pulled up along the curb and killed the engine. I could see why Levi claimed this was gonna be a showpiece.

      As I climbed out of the truck, I got another text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Flora: Tell the girls I’ll see them tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Go to hell,” I said under my breath, my irritation flooding right back in. Flora had that effect on me.

      I pulled my tool belt out and put it on, catching myself in a scowl.

      The bitch of it was, while Flora annoyed me with everything out of her mouth—or her fingertips in this case—I was more pissed at myself when it came to her. She was Exhibit A in the case of me rushing in with a woman.

      When we’d met, we’d been all about lust and cutting loose. We’d had fun together. Just before I was discharged, we found out she was three months pregnant. Flora’s discharge was two months after mine.

      I’d known she wasn’t ready to settle down, but I also knew everything changed when babies came into the mix. I convinced her to give us a chance and move to Dragonfly Lake with me.

      Looking back, I could see she was never going to be content in a small town. She likely wouldn’t be happy in a big city either. What Flora apparently preferred was roaming, living on the road, and avoiding responsibility.

      I should’ve seen that early on. When we’d started having problems, before the twins were even born, I should’ve faced that and let her go. Instead we were on and off for years, long enough for Nova to be conceived. My youngest daughter was the sole reason I couldn’t regret being a stubborn dumbass who didn’t know when to throw in the towel.

      As I walked up the driveway, I fought to shove my irritation away. This job was important. My chance to prove myself. To prove that, while I was shit at relationships, I had value when it came to my career.

      I rang the doorbell and eventually heard someone approaching inside. I stood taller and forced my mind away from my ex, toward exceeding expectations on this project.

      When the door opened and I laid eyes on the client, my heart skipped a beat.

      Holy shit balls.

      Ms. Holiday was not a sixty-year-old widow.

      I’d seen this woman before. I’d noticed her at Chance and Rowan’s party a couple of weeks ago before I’d had to run out for a kid emergency. How the hell could I not notice her?

      She was beautiful, with piercing blue eyes beneath long lashes, unadorned lips that curved into a sexy-without-trying smile, and an air about her that spoke of money and class, in spite of her casual outfit of cutoff denim shorts that revealed gorgeous legs, a sleeveless top with a halter neckline that showed off sexy, delicate shoulders, and blinged-out flip-flops my daughters would drool over.

      Ah, hell.

      I cleared my throat and felt like an old-time cartoon character with stars dancing around my head but fuck that.

      “Morning,” I said. “I’m West Aldridge from Dawson Construction.”

      “I know.” Her smile turned knowing in a way that made my blood race. She held out her delicate-looking hand and surprised me with the firmness of her shake when I took it. “I’m Presley Holiday.”

      My blood raced like it was not supposed to race on a job. Or preferably ever.

      “Come on in, West.”

      I followed her inside, cussing inwardly and steeling myself against the effect this woman had on me in the first five seconds of meeting her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Presley

      West Aldridge at close range had even more impact on me than he had across a crowded patio three weeks ago at Rowan and Chance’s party.

      Those stunning green eyes were kind and attentive. His square jaw was solid, strong, and made all the more masculine by his beard. When we’d shaken hands, his was large and undoubtedly powerful, yet his touch had been restrained, almost gentle. As we’d made physical contact, my heart had fluttered in my chest.

      I was so not the flutters-from-a-guy type.

      As I stepped back to let him into my home, I took him in as a whole. He wore a black tee that revealed biceps I wasn’t going to get out of my head anytime soon. His muscular legs were thick beneath cargo pants. And that tool belt…

      I hadn’t realized I was into guys with beards and tool belts until now.

      “Levi had an emergency,” West said as he looked around at my new home. “He might join us later, but we’ll start without him.”

      “I’m sure you and I can handle it just fine,” I said, allowing my lips to curve into a flirty smile.

      “Once you show me around, I won’t need to bother you.” His tone wasn’t unkind, just businesslike. No grin in return. Not at all flirty.

      Okay. I could read a guy. Business it was then. He’d be here for who knew how many weeks. Getting along was key. Which of course meant crossing any lines into flirtation would be a bad idea.

      I was down with that. This eye candy might’ve been part of the reason I’d called Dawson Construction in the first place but only a small part. Multiple recommendations for Levi’s company from my friends and their friends weighed a lot more heavily than the instant attraction I’d had to West at that party.

      That kind of reaction to a man wasn’t normal for me, but then nothing in my life had been normal for the past three weeks. I’d jumped straight off the cliff of normal when I’d walked out on my career.

      “I’m assuming you have the plans from Levi?” I asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He held up a thick contractor’s portfolio, but I almost didn’t notice as I tried to swallow the ma’am.

      I was thirty-five years old. I’d put West close to my age, maybe a couple of years younger. There was no need for him to ma’am me. But maybe that was just him being polite.

      “We’re gutting this whole level,” he said. “Opening it up. New kitchen, new master suite, powder room, utility room, new everything, plus finishing the bonus room above the garage.”

      “Yes.” I stepped from the foyer into the hall. “There’s the formal dining room.” I pointed at the mostly enclosed room, then to the opposite side. “Living room, obviously.” We walked down the short hall to the kitchen doorway. “Powder and utility are that way. Kitchen’s here.”

      He glanced to the powder room, then followed me into the kitchen. “We got some eighties going on here with the walled-off rooms, huh?”

      “So much eighties,” I said. “I fell in love with the lot and the view. The house is okay but…”

      “We’ll make it better. Nice breakfast nook. We’re updating the glass there, right?”

      He wasn’t referring to his notes, so I could tell he’d studied the plans.

      “Right,” I said of the sunroom-style alcove. “Make it look like today instead of yesteryear.”

      He eyed the kitchen, taking in relevant details, nodded, then said, “And the master?”

      I led him through the living room to the empty master suite that looked out on the lake, just like the breakfast nook and the living room.

      “That’s quite a view,” he said, glancing toward the lake before stepping in the opposite direction, past the closets, and looking into the bathroom. “Are you not living here?”

      “I am. I moved in on Saturday, but knowing you guys were starting today, I have everything either on the second floor or in storage.”

      He nodded. “It’s gonna be loud. No way around it. You don’t work from home, do you?”

      “I…don’t work.” I forced a smile, trying to cover how much that was messing with my head.

      I could see him trying to puzzle that out. No job. Big house. Expensive remodeling project.

      “I was an investment banker until three weeks ago,” I explained.

      His brows shot up. “But now you’re not?”

      “Now I’m not. I loved the job…until I didn’t. It was long hours, high stress, starting to become toxic. My boss was a condescending, sexist jackass.”

      “Sounds like leaving was a good decision then,” he said as he checked something in his portfolio.

      “Yeah.” Even I could hear the lack of conviction in my answer, but that wasn’t accurate. Leaving my job was the right decision. I nodded and tried again. “It definitely was. I’m just trying to figure out what to do with myself.”

      “You don’t have something lined up?” His brow furrowed as if that didn’t compute.

      “No.” I let out a little laugh, hoping that hid how I was freaking out pretty much full-time. “This remodeling project is it.”

      When I’d left my job, I’d been fueled by multiple things: concerning news from my doctor, ongoing insistence by my BFF, Chloe, that my job wasn’t worth the stress and lack of respect from my boss, and chronic resentment at said boss. Walking out, seeing his stunned expression, had rocketed me to a natural high that had lasted for days.

      “Levi said you purchased this place earlier in the spring?” West said.

      I nodded. “It’s funny how things work out. I bought it on a whim when I was still working and living in Nashville. Had no idea what I’d do with it. Rent it out, use it for a weekend place... When I quit my job, all I could think about was getting away, out of the city. Far away from everything. Starting over.”

      Recovering.

      Getting healthy.

      Learning to relax.

      That was turning out to be quite the challenge.

      “Gonna be rough for a few weeks,” West said, “with a work crew here every day, making a racket.”

      “I figure I’ll spend time outside, floating on the lake, reading, gardening.”

      “You garden?” He didn’t hide his surprise.

      With a self-conscious grin, I admitted, “Not yet. It’s supposed to be soothing. Meditative. I bought some flowers to plant.”

      Please, let it be meditative. Let me get swept away by it, taken out of my head.

      My head wasn’t a good place right now.

      For the first two and a half weeks after I’d quit, I’d kept busy by getting my Nashville condo ready to sell. I moved things to storage, painted, made some minor repairs, had the flooring replaced. I hired a staging company. I put it on the market a week ago and got a good offer right away. Then this past Saturday, I made the move to Dragonfly Lake.

      Once the movers had left and I was alone in my new place, I expected to feel invigorated, excited, joyful. I’d done it. I’d taken a huge step toward changing my frantic, unhealthy life.

      Instead, I’d been jittery, unable to sit still, nearly panic-stricken at the emptiness that stretched out in front of me.

      My single-minded purpose since grad school had been to earn a shit ton of money, then invest it and turn it into a double shit ton. Quadruple. Tenfold.

      By working my fool ass off, plus having spot-on gut instincts and general good luck, I’d accomplished a bigger net worth than I’d thought possible. When most people would think, I’ve made my nest egg; I’m good, I became determined to do it again. Build it into more. Climb higher.

      “I’m gonna take a closer look at the kitchen,” West said, closing his portfolio and leaving the bedroom, dragging me out of my musing.

      I followed him. “I was under the impression there’d be a whole crew here. I bought a dozen donuts for you guys,” I said, gesturing to the box on the counter as I reentered the kitchen.

      West was eyeing the windows in the sunroom, then turned his attention to me.

      “Paul, Nathan, and Fritz will be here shortly to get started with demo. Some days it’ll be the four of us. Some days it’ll be more. Just depends on the day and the tasks. You didn’t have to get us anything, but thank you.”

      “I would’ve gotten coffee too, but I don’t love the bakery’s one-size-fits-all pot of java. I haven’t figured out the best place to get coffee in town. What’s your favorite?”

      He paused as if he hadn’t thought about it before. “I just make some at home. I don’t know of a good coffee source in town.”

      “You’re kidding me.” This town might be small, but its people still needed good coffee.

      “No, ma’am.”

      Ma’am again.

      “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      “You can ask,” he said.

      “How old are you?”

      “Thirty-one.”

      I filed that away. “I’m only four years older. You don’t need to call me ma’am.”

      With a tilt of his head, he said, “Are you not from the South? It’s a way to be polite.”

      “Be less polite. Pretty please? Just call me Presley.”

      “Yes, ma—” He stopped himself, laughed. “Presley. I’ll do my best.

      “And please eat some donuts.” I opened the box and held it out. “Save me from myself.”

      He grinned, and my God, my heart… I swear it fluttered again. It didn’t make sense how much this guy’s smile affected me.

      “You got a sweet tooth?” he asked as he took a single glazed donut from me.

      “If it’s bad for me, I crave it. Sugar, wine, coffee, you name it.”

      “The guys’ll take some of these off your hands when they get here. I’m going to poke around a little deeper, see what we’re up against.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “No, ma— Dammit,” he said quietly. “Presley. I’ll just do my thing, and you can do yours.”

      “Okay,” I said, as if I had any idea what my thing was. “I’m going to eat a donut out on the patio, then maybe plant flowers.”

      After that, I had no clue, but I needed to figure it out. It was that or lose my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Presley

      Sunrise on the lake was a thing of beauty, and I had a front-row seat to it. Every day for the rest of my life, if I wanted it.

      I’d woken up at quarter till five, even though I had no reason to be awake until West and his crew arrived. Old habits died hard.

      New habits were going to take a bit.

      Like sleeping. Relaxing. Plus filling my waking hours with…something.

      I’d texted Chloe, my best friend since business school, and asked her if she could get away for breakfast at the Dragonfly Diner.

      Breakfast was something. It would fill an hour.

      Baby steps.

      Just after I was seated at a booth along the front windows with a view of the heart of town, Chloe came in, glanced around, greeted Patrick—one of the servers—by name, and headed toward me.

      I stood and hugged her.

      “God, it’s good to see you,” I said.

      Chloe laughed. “I just saw you Saturday. Because you live in town now,” she said with pronounced enthusiasm.

      “I’m still getting used to that,” I said as we slid into opposite sides of the booth.

      “Good morning, ladies.” Patrick came up to our table with a coffeepot. “Do we want coffee?”

      Chloe flipped her mug over. I eyed the pot, knew it would be mediocre, and turned my mug upright anyway.

      “Yes, please,” I said in case my face had revealed my thoughts about standard diner coffee. Normally I liked my coffee black, but that was when it was the good stuff and I wanted to savor the true flavor. “Could we get real cream too?”

      “You bet, sugar. Do you need some time with the menu?” Patrick asked as he poured.

      Chloe looked at me in question.

      “Those waffles…” I said.

      “Dragonfly Dust,” Chloe said.

      “Those. Please.”

      “That’s really why you moved to town, isn’t it?” Chloe said.

      “Definitely a perk,” I said.

      “Oh, new resident?” Patrick asked. “Welcome to Dragonfly Lake. The waffles are a marvelous reason to move here. What can I get you, Chloe?”

      She hesitated.

      “You want the waffles,” I said, knowing my friend’s sugar tooth.

      “We’re celebrating your move. I want the waffles.”

      “You got it.” Patrick hurried off to another table.

      The place was filling up fast, despite it being barely six thirty.

      I eyed my mug, knowing the java was subpar. I’d had it before. With a sigh, I glanced around for Patrick to see if the cream was on its way. The bowl of artificial creamers on the table… No.

      “You’re such a snob,” Chloe said, laughing.

      “I like good coffee.”

      “Bronson’s spoiled you.”

      “I miss Bronson’s.”

      The indie artisan coffee shop was across the street from my condo in Nashville. Chloe had lived two floors below mine until she and Holden hooked up, and Bronson’s had been our daily routine for years. I’d kept it up even after she moved out. Bronson’s specialized in craft-brewed coffee. Once you started drinking the high-quality stuff on the daily, it was impossible to go back to standard fare.

      “Is there really not one place to get”—I lowered my voice—“even halfway decent coffee in this town? Like, even somewhere off the square? Anywhere?”

      She tilted her head and shot me a look that said, Sorry but no. “You have money. Go online and buy the nicest home coffeemaker you can find.”

      “I’m on it. At least the waffles are going to be amazing.”

      “Nothing compares,” Chloe said as Patrick delivered an individual-sized cream pitcher.

      “Your waffles just came up,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

      We thanked him, and I poured cream into my coffee.

      “Where’s Sutton this morning?” I asked as we waited. “I figured you’d bring her with you.”

      “Holden’s taking her to Quincy’s at her usual time. It’s hard to pivot with a one-year-old. She was just waking up when I left.”

      “I didn’t think about that when I invited you out. I’m confusing Mom Chloe with Single Chloe. Sorry about that. It’s okay to tell me no.”

      “I didn’t want to tell you no. Holden can handle it just fine today. You sounded a little…desperate in your text.”

      “You can’t hear a text.”

      “You know what I mean. Something about the please tell me you can save me from myself and meet me for breakfast.”

      “Ah,” I said. “I might’ve felt a little desperate.”

      Patrick returned with our waffles, saving me from having to say more.

      “You’re amazing,” I told the server who was probably in his late forties.

      “All I do is deliver,” he said dramatically. “These waffles speak for themselves.”

      Dragonfly Dust Waffles were thick Belgian waffles that had blue, green, and purple sprinkles in the batter. On top was a generous tower of homemade whipped cream and more sprinkles, these in the shape of tiny dragonflies in the same colors. They were a thing of culinary beauty, a treasure at this unassuming diner. Almost enough to make up for the blah brew in my cup.

      Once Patrick left us, I poured pure maple syrup on my sugar-laden waffles and took my first bite. The sensory pleasure of sweetness on my tongue was instant.

      “Between this and donuts from Sugar, I might become diabetic before I hit thirty-six,” I said.

      Chloe laughed. “They do have eggs here.”

      I made a face that showed my opinion of eggs, particularly as I dipped my next bite into the thick, fluffy whipped cream.

      “So what’s up with the desperation?” Chloe asked.

      My waffle-induced endorphin rush faded. I chewed and stared at my food, organizing my thoughts.

      “Things sort of caught up with me over the weekend,” I said. “I finally got all the moving details and real estate stuff taken care of. I’ve been consumed by that for the three weeks since I quit, you know?”

      “You basically overhauled everything in your life in three weeks,” Chloe said empathetically, nailing the issue like only my best friend could. “And now you have time to think.”

      “What have I done, Chloe? Like, I threw away more than a decade’s worth of career. All my life goals were tied up in that job. Now suddenly I have this blank slate, and I don’t know what to do with it.”

      “You said you don’t want to go back to investment banking, right?”

      I let the idea roll around in my head while I ate another bite. The thought of starting a new position with a different company doing what I’d done since grad school… There was a part of me that missed the challenge, the thrill of success, the sense of accomplishment, but… “Honestly? It sounds exhausting.”

      “I’ve thought you were nearing burnout for the last year or two.”

      “You might be right. I didn’t see it while I was in it. I didn’t have time to see it.”

      “You didn’t have time to do anything but work, eat carryout, and hit Bronson’s every day.”

      “Fact. I thrived on it for so long…”

      “But you’re human, and that job required a superhuman effort always. Plus your boss…”

      I made a face. “Toad.”

      Rob Landers was the one part of my career I’d detested. He was twenty years older than me, had been in the industry forever, had been good at the job in his day, but he sucked as a manager. Throw three parts barely veiled misogyny into the mix, and I’d been at a slow boil for the past few years.

      From the day he’d become a partner and been put in charge of my division, my love for the job had slowly leaked out of me. The final straw came when I’d expressed interest in becoming a partner. He’d assured me I had no chance, even though I was the youngest VP in the firm’s history and had the numbers to back up my competency.

      Normally when someone told me I couldn’t do something, I put my head down and proved them wrong, but between years of friction with Landers and other old-schoolers in the industry, the extreme demand of the career itself both in terms of time and stress, and my doctor’s advice, his condescension had snapped something in me. I think I’d been working toward making changes in my life on some level for months. He merely fast-forwarded me.

      “You were a badass superhuman investment banker for more than a decade. You gave it everything,” Chloe said with admiration in her tone. “But I don’t know how much longer you could’ve sustained that, even without the toad. You haven’t had a life since undergrad.”

      She didn’t lie. To succeed at that career, you had to eat, sleep, and breathe it. To succeed as a woman, you had to give up the sleep part and basically hustle for eighteen hours a day.

      “It’s time for you to have a life,” she continued. “Maybe meet a guy, fall in love, start a family.”

      I scoffed. “Should I take cooking lessons first so I can be a good housewife?”

      Chloe laughed. “I’m getting you an apron for your birthday.”

      “You know me better than that.”

      “I know you’re not the relationship type or the ‘stay at home and look at the lake all day’ type.”

      “And I’ve been at home looking at the lake for two days straight now.”

      “Thus the desperation.”

      “I’m losing my mind.” I dared a drink of coffee, then chased it with a bite of waffle.

      “Didn’t the remodelers start yesterday?”

      “They did. Demolition is loud. I spent most of the day outside. I even planted flowers.”

      Her brows went up as if she couldn’t believe it.

      “Twenty pots,” I told her. “I set them around the deck and along the steps going down to the water. They’re gorgeous, but next time I’m hiring a landscaper.”

      “Gardening is supposed to be relaxing. Therapeutic.”

      “I’m not the right girl for that. It turns out I don’t like dirt.”

      Chloe laughed. “That’s an important thing to learn about yourself, I guess. Cross landscaper off the list of possible new careers.” She took a bite, chewed, swallowed. “So demo. Remodeling. Have you seen West yet?”

      I tried to hold back a smile, but the thought of him made that difficult. “Eight a.m. yesterday, he was the one at my door.”

      Chloe’s brows rose. “Not Levi?”

      “Levi had an emergency of some kind, so it was just West at first, then three of the other guys joined him with all the equipment.”

      “And?”

      “They demoed half the main floor down to studs. The kitchen is today.”

      “Yay, demo,” she said dryly. “You know what I really want to hear about. Or rather who.”

      I finished the food in my mouth. “I’m unreasonably attracted to him,” I said in as unbothered a voice as I could manage. Inside, I was bothered just thinking about him. “That guy-in-a-tool-belt thing? It’s for real.”

      “Yeah,” she said, making it a two-syllable word with the tone of du-uhh.

      “He’s not my type,” I said. “Just like you said at the party.”

      When I’d spotted West Aldridge at Rowan and Chance’s gender-reveal party, something had happened to me. There was almost an actual click of lust locking into place. I’d never experienced anything like it before. Not on that level.

      “And yet?” Chloe prompted.

      I shook my head. “He made it clear we’re business only.”

      She tilted her head. “Understandable. Your project is big. He’ll probably be in your house for weeks.”

      I couldn’t deny the way my blood heated at that thought. “I might’ve had a handyman-nailing-me fantasy or two last night,” I said, grinning. “Another reason I need something to occupy my mind and my hours. In his mind, I’m his client and nothing else.”

      “Rowan said he’s all about his little girls and doesn’t do relationships.”

      “I wouldn’t want a relationship, just a mutual relieving of tension. A satisfaction of curiosity. I doubt we have anything in common.”

      Chloe shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll get to know more about him if he’s spending eight hours a day in your home.”

      “Possibly,” I said, though I wasn’t so sure. We’d talked a few times yesterday, but it was only about the project. That and I’d given him the garage code so they could get in whether I was home or not. “Ideally I won’t be sitting around at home all day every day.”

      “Which brings us back to, what do you want to do with the rest of your life?”

      I shoved the last big bite of waffle into my mouth, hoping the sugar rush would compensate for the unpleasantness her question aroused.

      “I used to like that you were so direct,” I grumped once my food was gone.

      “You still like that I’m direct.” Chloe pointed at me with her fork. “Sitting around, planting flowers isn’t doing it for you. What would? A part-time job somewhere like the boutique? A gym membership and a personal trainer?”

      “No and no,” I said easily, though I should definitely consider the trainer.

      “What about finance stuff? Could you open a personal financial-services business?”

      I had the background for that, but advising individuals on saving and investing sounded like torture. Some people were made for nurturing, hand-holding, and teaching, which would be a lot of what a small-town financial-services business would entail, but that wasn’t me.

      I’d gone into finance to make big money. I didn’t care if people judged me for that. It was who I was, who my background had made me, and I wasn’t going to apologize for it. But I was going to be honest with myself about what called to me.

      I made a gagging sound as I automatically reached for my mug, then stopped myself from taking a drink.

      Chloe laughed. “Okay, so we know what you don’t like. What do you like?”

      “Coffee,” I said, staring at the butterscotch-colored, diluted joe in my mug. “Good coffee.”

      “So you said,” she said indulgently. “Talk to Monty, the owner here. Suggest some better coffee.”

      My mind was off and running in a different direction. “What if I opened my own coffee shop instead?”

      Anyone else might not’ve taken me seriously, but my business-school bestie took the baton and went. “You’ve got the money, the coffee knowledge, and the business background.”

      I sat up straighter, my sad mug forgotten, and met Chloe’s gaze. Without words, we shared the understanding that this could be exactly what I did for my next career.

      “Wow,” she said.

      “Wow. I need to think through everything, but I haven’t felt sparked like this since I quit. Since before I quit.”

      Patrick slid the bill tray onto our table and kept on going, as if he sensed there was something big going on with our discussion, and he didn’t want to interrupt.

      Distractedly I pulled out my card and set it down to cover the bill.

      Chloe took her purse out, but I waved her away.

      “I’ve got this one. You can get the next time. Chloe!” Excitement zipped through me at the coffee shop prospect.

      Our eyes met again, and my brows shot up. It was all I could do to sit still.

      “I have to get to work, but tell me what I can do,” she said. “I can help you research or taste test or whatever.”

      I laughed, because this was sort of crazy and yet sort of awesome.

      “I’ll definitely keep you posted.”

      By the time I walked out the diner door, I was absolutely buzzing with possibilities.
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      West

      Day two of the Holiday project was nearing an end, and I had yet to see Presley.

      Which was just fine with me.

      The guys and I had made good progress on the demo and hoped to finish gutting the main floor tomorrow.

      Though ripping out cabinets, yanking up flooring, and pulling down drywall was damn hard work, this job, at least today, nearly felt like cheating in the battle with Nick, my competitor for the foreman position. Presley had cranked up the AC considerably yesterday when she’d noticed my guys sweating, so the temp was close to thirty degrees cooler than the other crew’s outdoor project in the Tennessee sun.

      Nick was also dealing with a disruptive homeowner on their jobsite. Mr. Castille, a retired teacher, was apparently questioning everything they did and how they did it. Nick had to take time out to explain every step, which had to be exhausting and would likely put the project behind schedule soon, if it hadn’t already.

      The job went more smoothly when the homeowner didn’t interfere or, like Presley, didn’t even bother to be home.

      I hauled an old cabinet from the laundry room out to the truck for donation, as the cabinetry was still in usable condition. As I had every single time I’d come out here today, I glanced around for a sign of Presley.

      I was jonesing for a glimpse of her. Just a glimpse. A guy couldn’t get in
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