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      Charlotte

      

      I’m greeted with a standing ovation when I walk into work on Monday morning. No, seriously. All five of my coworkers immediately stand up and applaud as I stumble in a few minutes late, McDonald’s coffee in my hand, an overstuffed work bag in the other. My boss, Jenny, pokes her head out from her office when she hears the commotion, and then she joins in, clapping her perfectly manicured hands at my entrance.

      “Thanks, guys.” I dip into a curtsey, nearly spilling my vanilla iced coffee in the process.

      “Rockstar!” Alicia says, giving me a high-five as I walk past her desk to mine. “We should give an award to the event planner who has to do the worst event of the year. Because you’d be the winner…pretty much every year.”

      Everyone agrees with her. Even me. Mrs. Evelin’s over-the-top pet wedding was by far our worst event of the year. The woman is eighty years old, has expensive tastes but a very limited budget, and wanted to marry her purebred Persian cat with her neighbor's rescue cat, an orange tabby with the habit of puking up hairballs at the worst times. She invited everyone in Shady Pines Retirement Homes to the ceremony, except for Barbara, her sworn mortal enemy who lives in room 4B.

      It was a nightmare event that tested every ounce of my professionalism, but I somehow managed to pull it off, and I even kept Barbara from 4B from attending even though she tried to sneak past me three times. A cat wedding for an eccentric elderly woman was not the reason I got into party planning after dropping out of college, but at least it was just cats and not dogs. Ideally, I’d spend my career planning elegant, gorgeous (human) weddings, and fun parties, but a girl’s got bills to pay, and whenever someone doesn’t want a gig, Jenny knows she can count on me.

      I drop my bag onto my desk and plop into my desk chair with all the enthusiasm that Monday mornings deserve. At least my chair is super comfy. The office at Perfectly Planned is an open floor concept, so the girls and I work in the same room, while Jenny has the only real office in the building. She got our input when we ordered new furniture a few months ago and we all fell victim to that gorgeous “cross-legged” furry chair on TikTok, so now we all have one. Mine is pink.

      I log into my computer, sip on my coffee, and yawn. Something feels different today. Off, for some reason? Brows furrowed, I look up. “Something’s different,” I say.

      Alicia peers at me from over the top of the computer monitor. She dips her head to the right, subtly motioning toward Felony Melanie’s desk.

      Hey, that’s not a name I gave her or anything. It’s what everyone calls her, and that’s how she introduced herself to us when Jenny hired her. She’s my boss’s sister-in-law who has been fired from every job she’s ever had, and a few months ago, my boss took pity on her and offered her a junior party planning position.

      Felony Melanie’s desk is empty. And not like mine was a few minutes ago because I was late—all her stuff is gone. That tacky framed photo of Dwane The Rock Johnson, the purple fuzzy pen holder, and the sweater she kept on the back of her chair. It’s all gone. Like she was never here in the first place.

      My eyes widen at Alicia. Her eyes widen back, sharing a silent what the heck moment with me. Jenny must be a mind reader because she steps out of her office again.

      “Hey, ladies,” she says, running her fingers through her light brown hair and twisting it into a messy bun on top of her head. “As you may have noticed, Felony Melanie is no longer working here.” She shrugs in a what-can-you-do kind of way. “She quit over text yesterday. Said she’s just not really into party planning.” Jenny rolls her eyes. “Ah well. I fulfilled my family obligations of offering her a job, and now she can go mooch off someone else’s kindness. Anyhow, she only had two projects going. Alicia, you can take the Meyer retirement party, and Charlotte, you’ve got the other one.”

      “Which gig is that?” I ask, turning to my computer and pulling up the master spreadsheet that lists all our clients, events, due dates, and which party planner is assigned to them.

      She pinches the bridge of her nose. “I really can’t remember, I’m sorry. It’s something she begged me for because the client was hot.” She snorts, shaking her head. “That woman is something else.”

      “Must not have been a hot enough client for her to keep working here!” Shayla says from across the room.

      “Don’t worry, it’s not another cat wedding,” Jenny says. “I’ve only ever had one of those in my career and I doubt I’ll have another one.”

      “Found it!” Shayla says while I’m still scrolling through the spreadsheet looking for Felony Melanie’s clients. “It’s not a cat wedding, but it’s a dog thing.”

      “Ah, yes. The canines,” Jenny says, snapping her fingers.

      My blood runs cold. “I can’t do dogs,” I say, shaking my head. The jagged scar on my wrist starts to burn, or maybe that’s just from my imagination. That injury has healed for over a decade, but the mental trauma of it is still very much alive. “I don’t want anything to do with dogs.”

      “It’s a nonprofit,” Jenny says, flashing me a smile. “You’ll just be in their office building. I’m sure you’ll be completely safe from dogs.”

      My stomach twists into knots. She must see the puke-ish look on my face because her features soften. “Is anyone else available to take over this gig?” she calls out.

      One by one my coworkers drop out. They’re all too busy, booked with other events on the same day. Events they’ve worked too hard on and can’t just drop to help me out or swap places with me. Tension builds in my shoulders. Maybe if they knew how truly terrified I was of dogs, they’d be more understanding and want to help me out. But I don’t let people see that side of myself. Most people love dogs. I’m the weirdo who wants to be far, far away from them.

      My jaw starts to ache and I realize I’ve been clenching it. I try to loosen it, try to relax, but it’s not working. Fear creeps up my shoulders and tightens my throat. A party planner must be professional at all times. They must always be on their best behavior, ready to tackle any problems that come up during the event. And believe me, problems will come up. They always do. What if someone parades out a dozen dogs at this event and I have a panic attack and humiliate myself and the client?

      “Charlotte?” Jenny’s voice catches my attention. I think maybe she’s said my name more than once.

      “Sorry,” I say. “What’s up?”

      “I said come to my office so I can give you the client file,” she says, making a weird smile. Yep. She definitely said my name more than once. I draw in a deep breath. I tell myself to breathe. To relax.

      I tell myself everything will be fine. Jenny gives me the file and I slink back to my desk hoping the panicked feeling in my chest goes away soon. Maybe the nonprofit in question is actually something that makes dog stuffed animals for kids and has no real dogs there. Yes, that would be great.

      I open the file.

      Alden Brothers K9 | Alden K9 Foundation

      My stomach squeezes. That does not sound like a stuffed animal company. I take a long sip of my coffee and pick up the phone. Might as well get this over with.

      “Alden Brothers K9, what’s up?”

      “Um,” I say, caught off guard at the casual greeting by whoever answered the phone. “Hello, this is Charlotte Brooks from Perfectly Planned. I’ve taken over the account for your upcoming event and I was hoping to schedule a quick meeting to go over the details.”

      “Oh, yeah you’ll probably want my brother,” the voice on the phone says. “Most women do want him, actually,” he says with a snort. “Hold on a sec, I’ll go get him.”

      I take a deep breath while I wait. And wait. And wait. Is this an actual professional nonprofit organization, or is it some kind of joke? Several minutes pass and then finally I hear, “Hello, this is Caleb. How can I help you?”

      The voice is deeper than the first person I talked to. He sounds more mature, which is a good thing. I introduce myself again.

      “Where’s Felony Melanie?” the deep voice says.

      I can’t help but chuckle. “You call her that too?”

      “That’s how she introduced herself,” he says. “Do you have a nickname as well?”

      “No… I’m just Charlotte.”

      “Well, Just Charlotte, why don’t you come up here today and I’ll get you up to speed on the event?”

      “That sounds great,” I say, flipping through the extremely thin file on my desk. “Can we meet somewhere without dogs?”

      “Are you allergic?”

      “A little,” I say, because I don’t want to lie, but having an extreme fear is kind of like an allergy, right?

      “Sure thing, I got you. See you soon.”

      Alden Brothers K9 is located across town out in the middle of nowhere. There’s a fairly famous dirt bike track out here, too, I think. I don’t ride dirtbikes and I certainly don’t want to adopt a dog, so I never drive this far out of town where the buildings end and the road becomes two lanes with no sidewalk, and the land just stretches out as far as you can see. To my left: a farm with cows grazing. To my right: another farm. But there aren’t any cows on this side of the road.

      I turn into the long driveway that has an old mailbox with faded numbers of the address on it. The numbers match, but there’s no sign indicating this is a business. Luckily, I also don’t see any dogs as I drive up the property. There’s a large white three story house to the right with several cars in the driveway. To the left is a couple of smaller buildings and a huge brown barn. I’m not exactly sure where to go, but I park my car in front of the first building and get out, looking for a welcome sign or some indication that I’m in the right place.

      A dog barks. I flinch, spinning around. A massive dog runs toward me at full speed, barking every few seconds. It’s going to attack me! No, no, no, no.

      I scramble backward, desperate to climb back in my car but the door is closed. I can’t get my fingers around the door handle. I can’t concentrate. The dog is getting closer. It’s going to hurt me. I scream.
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      “Nein!” Retired K9 Rex skids to a stop just a few feet in front of this terrified woman. She’s screaming and panicking, unable to open her car door. Rex’s tail wags as he looks to me for his next command. He’s hoping he’ll get to meet the new person and maybe get some ear scratches. Judging by her absolute panic, ear scratches look doubtful.

      “Hey there,” I say, giving her a wave. “You must be my party planner.”

      She turns around, her eyes wide with fear. “Why isn’t that dog on a leash?” Her breath is strained, her chest heaving as she draws in sharp breaths, trying to calm herself down. “I told you I was allergic!”

      Allergies don’t tend to bother people when they’re outside, fairly far away from the dog. Something tells me she doesn’t exactly have an allergy, but maybe more of a fear.

      “Sorry,” I say, pointing to my feet so Rex will fall in line. He sits with his back pressed to my leg. Rex doesn’t need a leash because he’s well-trained and he always behaves a lot better without one, but leashes aren’t always used because they keep the dog restrained. Sometimes they’re used to keep people feeling safe and in control. This poor woman is clearly terrified of dogs, which makes me wonder why she’s even here. But it doesn’t matter. All of our dogs should be on leashes. We’re a real business with a new nonprofit on the property now. We need to do better. I need to do better.

      I tug on the short blue leash around my shoulders and sheepishly clip it to Rex’s collar, feeling like an idiot, not like an experienced K9 handler and co-owner of a K9 foundation. “This is K9 Rex,” I say, gesturing to the four-year-old German Shepherd. “He’s very well trained. He won’t hurt you.”

      “Any dog can hurt anyone,” she says, jaw rigid as she stares at Rex. I’m guessing she doesn’t know that sustained eye contact can serve as a form of aggression to dogs, but I’m not about to tell her and upset her even more.

      “You are my new party planner, right?” I ask, remembering that she never technically answered my question. A woman from Perfectly Planned said she’d stop by this morning, and we’re not expecting anyone else. Well-dressed strangers don’t exactly stop by our part of the middle-of-nowhere very often. And a beautiful well-dressed stranger? Well, that’s never happened.

      “Yes,” she says, taking another sharp breath. Her skin has flushed a grayish pale color and her whole body shakes. I’ve never seen someone so terrified of dogs. Not even when K9 Ranger and I chased and apprehended criminals.

      “Please give me a moment and I’ll put Rex back in his kennel.”

      She nods, still pressed against her car, one hand on the handle as I slip into the nearby building and let Rex into his air-conditioned indoor kennel, promising him I’ll be back soon to play fetch. Rex loves fetch more than anything, and as a high energy working dog, he needs to be played with several times a day to burn off his energy.

      “Hi, I’m Caleb,” I say once I’ve returned. I reach out to shake her hand. “I’m sorry about that.”

      She hesitates before slowly reaching out to take my hand, her grip surprisingly firm despite the obvious terror still lingering in her eyes. "Charlotte Brooks," she says, her voice steady but tight. “From Perfectly Planned. And I really hope there won’t be any more surprises like… that."

      “No more surprises," I promise, flashing her my most charming smile. She’s even more beautiful as the fear leaves her face. “Rex is safely in his kennel, and my dog is in the house. I’ll keep them out of sight while you’re here. You don’t need to worry. You’re way too pretty to be put in harm’s way.”

      Her shoulders stiffen, though she’s still glancing warily toward the kennels, like Rex might bust out at any moment, ready for round two of scaring the crap out of her. Usually my compliments put any woman at ease. Felony Melanie was twice my age, but a few well-placed compliments got me twenty percent off. I step back, gesturing toward the main building. “Why don’t we head inside? I’ll show you around, and we can talk about the plans for the event.”

      Charlotte nods and follows me, keeping a careful distance. As we walk into the newest building which functions as our offices, I catch sight of my brother Ethan leaning over a clipboard by the reception desk, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Ethan, this is Charlotte, our new event planner,” I say, stopping beside him.

      Ethan glances up, taking her in with a quick once-over. He nods politely, leaning over the counter to shake her hand, though his expression remains serious. When I’d begged my oldest brother to take on the management position here, I should have known he’d do it one hundred percent seriously. “Welcome. Glad you’re here. This event’s important to us, so let me know if you need anything."

      "I will," she says, her voice more confident now that we’re away from the dogs.

      Ethan looks at me, his eyes narrowing slightly. "And Caleb, maybe next time make sure all dogs are leashed before the guests arrive."

      "I know," I mutter, scratching the back of my neck. "It was a mistake. Won’t happen again."

      Ethan arches a brow, clearly unimpressed, but he doesn’t say anything else before returning to his clipboard. Charlotte watches the exchange with a flicker of curiosity, but she doesn’t comment.

      "Let’s keep moving," I say, leading her down the hall. I open the door to my office with a flourish. “This is where the magic happens.”

      Charlotte peers into the small, sparsely decorated room, lips pressed together, and eyes avoiding my charming smile. Okay…I’ll just try a little harder. It’s not hard making women swoon. She just might be a little trickier than usual.

      “Have a seat.” I sit at my desk, which is kind of a mess. I crumple an empty soda can in my fist and toss it across the room. It lands in the trashcan perfectly. Most women flash me a little impressed smirk when I do that. This one does not.

      “The file I received on this event is very thin, so we’ll need to take it from the top,” Charlotte says, sitting so straight you’d think she’s in yoga class. “What exactly is this place? A nonprofit and a dog boarding facility or something?”

      “It’s a work in progress,” I admit. “My brothers and I were given the property from our parents and I convinced them to turn it into a business. We do dog training, dog grooming, boarding, and our newer nonprofit, the Alden K9 Foundation. Our mission is to take in retired working dogs and find them perfect homes in retirement. A lot of police and military dogs are used until they can’t work anymore and then they have nowhere to go, and they don’t always have the best temperament to be adopted due to the nature of being a working dog.”

      “So let’s let them run loose on the grounds,” she says sarcastically. “That makes sense.”

      “Rex is my case study,” I say, flashing her my best smile. It bounces off her blank expression, having charmed her exactly zero percent. Is there something wrong with my face today? Usually it gets a lot more attention from beautiful women. I clear my throat. “He’s, uh, very energetic. Way too young to be retired, but he had some aggression issues mostly from being kept in a crate or on a leash. His original handler was transferred to another division and had small kids in the house so he couldn’t keep him. He shouldn’t be old enough to be retired, but due to aggression they wanted to euthanize him. I’m hoping to rehabilitate him, find him a good home, and then brag about it at the gala so I can get more donors.”

      “Right…” She marks something in her file and then flips the page. “Felony Melanie wrote “gala donors,” and then a question mark. Am I right in thinking we still have to find donors?”

      I shake my head. “No, actually we’ve got a Platinum Level donor lined up. WLB Construction pledged twenty five thousand dollars. That’s all I’ve got though, so we need more.”

      She coughs. “Great. Cool. That’s uh, wonderful.” She shifts on her feet—is she not impressed with my big donor or very impressed? I can’t tell. “That means we have gold, silver, and bronze level sponsorships available to sell. Do you have dollar amounts in mind?”

      “Um…” I shrug. “Whatever is standard, I suppose.”

      "It’s fine," she says quickly, scribbling something in her notebook. "We’ll make it work. What’s the theme of the event?"

      I pause, scratching my chin. "Uh… dogs?"

      Her pen freezes mid-air, and she looks up at me with a deadpan expression. “That’s not a theme, Caleb.”

      I like it when she uses my name. I shrug. "It’s a K9 charity event. What else would the theme be?"

      She sighs, muttering something under her breath about amateurs. Before I can defend myself, the door swings open, and Leo strides in, holding a paintbrush and wearing his usual mischievous grin. “Hey, Caleb, I need your input on the mural for the east wall—” He stops when he notices Charlotte and gives her a once-over, his green eyes sparkling. “Oh, hello. Who’s this?”

      Charlotte glances between us, looking mildly annoyed. “Charlotte Brooks. The event planner.”

      Leo’s grin widens as he offers her a paint-smudged hand. “Leo Alden. The talented one in the family. Two years younger than this geezer.”

      “I’m twenty-six, jackass.” I roll my eyes. “Leo, this is a serious meeting. Go paint your mural. You don’t need my input.”

      He winks at Charlotte. "Come get me if my brother needs a good smack on the back of the head. He has no manners around pretty women.”

      “I’ll be fine, thanks.”

      Leo finally leaves, and I let out a long sigh. “Sorry about him.”

      Charlotte doesn’t respond, too busy jotting down notes. After a moment, she closes her notebook and looks up at me. "I’ll work on getting more donors, and I suggest you work on that too. We’ll need to figure out vendors, catering, and seating arrangements. Based on what I’ve seen so far, I’m guessing neither you nor Felony Melanie planned any of that yet."

      I grin sheepishly. "You’d be guessing right."

      She sighs again, clearly exasperated. "This is going to be a lot of work, Caleb. Are you sure we can pull it off in three weeks?"

      "Of course," I say, trying to sound confident. “We’ve got you now, don’t we?”

      She shakes her head, muttering something about working miracles. “Can you take me to see the event space? It’s that big barn, apparently? What about the rest of the area…there are a lot of buildings around here.”

      “Barn for the gala, but this building will be for restrooms and staging for the caterer.” She’ll be impressed that I actually knew the answer to something. I try the smile again.

      She doesn’t even notice it. “I’m basically starting from scratch here, but my career is important to me so I will make this gala an incredible night that will bring in a ton of money for your retired dogs. This is a very tight deadline and a lot of things can go wrong.”

      She looks at me, eyes focused and lips in a flat line. “Caleb, is there anything I need to know about this event, or the organization before I go all in? Anything that could cause problems later on?”

      “Yeah, a big problem.” I lean back in my chair, lacing my fingers behind my head. “You might fall in love with me.”

      She stands. “Wonderful, so there’s absolutely nothing to worry about here.”
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      Charlotte

      
      I’m a woman in the service industry and I am no stranger to flirtatious men. That doesn’t make it any less annoying, though. Caleb Alden is tall enough, muscular enough, and has a head of brown hair that’s just long and shaggy enough to make him the ideal handsome man. But I seriously could not care any less about his handsomeness or his flirtatious banter.

      My career has only just gotten started, and I’m on track to turn myself into someone important in the event planning space. I’m working toward a good salary, my own mortgage payment, and a retirement fund. I will not live my adulthood working crappy jobs paycheck to paycheck like my parents did. I love them, but I won’t be them. This guy is no stranger to flirting with women, clearly, and he knows he’s handsome. I don’t know what kind of validation he’s hoping to get from me, but it’s not happening. I’m here for the job, nothing else. Hopefully this job’s biggest donor won’t throw a wrench into anything.

      WLB Construction is owned by my ex’s dad, not my ex. He won’t have anything to do with this. I stiffen my shoulders and tell myself it’ll all be fine.

      “Let’s see the event space.”

      Caleb leads me back through the building and I make a hasty sketch in my notepad of the layout of this place. It’s a large old farm turned business and nonprofit and the whole area kind of looks like it’s having an identity crisis. There’s a lot of acreage here, with a long winding gravel driveway from the road. The three story old Victorian home to the right of the property is gorgeous and has been beautifully maintained. Then there’s the massive barn to the left. It has that beautiful, classic barn shape that makes you think it should be painted red, but it’s made of dark brown stained wood, or maybe it’s just really old, I can’t tell. Then there’s a more modern building that’s between the two, but closer to the barn. Fresh concrete sidewalks tell me it was probably built in the last year or two.

      “How long has this place been open?”

      “Almost a year,” Caleb says. “The foundation was created three months ago. I wanted to have the gala on the exact one year anniversary but that’s a Monday, and my brothers said no one will go to an event on a Monday. This is our first big fundraising event, and it’s my full time job that’s not paying me a salary yet. I need this to be successful.”

      “What’d you do before this?” I ask. I don’t know why I ask, maybe I’m just trying to get a feel for how serious this guy is about his fledgling new nonprofit. I’ve planned events for nonprofits before but they’ve all been huge organizations that run like well-oiled machines.

      “I was a police K9 handler. SWAT certified.” That last bit seems to be thrown in to impress me with the way he flexes his forearms and rolls his shoulders back. It is impressive, but I don't care. I’ll choose a badass career over men every single time.

      “So you know what you’re talking about when it comes to dogs.” It’s not really a question but he answers.

      “Yes, ma’am.” We’ve reached the massive barn doors and he pushes it open. “Tah-dah! Here’s our event space.”

      I stand on the dirt, gripping my clipboard between my folded arms, and take in the place. It’s a freaking barn. An old freaking barn. An old, dirty, abandoned-looking freaking barn.

      The sound that escapes my mouth is something like a groan and a gasp of horror. “Okay,” I say. I take a deep breath and try again. “Okay… Well, there’s plenty of natural light…streaming in through the broken boards. And high ceilings…with cobwebs. And…empty room.”

      My heels click softly against the hay-scattered wooden floor. At least it has a floor, though, underneath all this hay that can be cleaned up. I glance around, studying the space and trying so hard to imagine it as a fundraising gala. Right now it looks like it’s on a list of old buildings to be torn down
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