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Brad

He waved his thanks to the snowplow driver as he pulled in, grateful to find the parking lot was almost completely cleared. Gray light filtered down through the clouds, casting a silvery sheen over everything in town and making the newly fallen snow sparkle.

As usual, his was the first vehicle there, but he preferred it that way. Arriving early, before the general roar and hum of the day, allowed him to center his mind and prepare. He enjoyed the quiet moments alone in his office, sipping his coffee, readying himself for the tasks ahead.

His breath froze in the frigid air and his boots crunched against the snow-covered walkway as he made his way to the entrance of the red-brick building. In the short distance from his SUV to the front doors, his face stung, and ice crystals clung to his stubble. He mentally kicked himself for forgetting his ski-mask at home. He’d even set it out on the entryway table the night before.

Snow had been falling off and on the last five days in Cherry Orchard. Most of Missouri was under what the National Weather Service was calling an Extreme Cold Warning and it was likely to continue for another few days. Brad had lived in the state most of his life and was used to the manic up and down in temperatures in the heartland, but this long stretch of dangerous cold was rare.

He stomped his boots on the mat when he stepped inside, then flipped on the lights in the entryway and hall before he headed toward his office.

The Cherry Orchard Community Center was in an old elementary school, long past its prime, with classrooms lining the wide hallways, a large cafeteria in the center, which had also served as the school’s gymnasium, and a nice-sized industrial-style kitchen. A cluster of offices ran along the first hallway.

He stepped into the waiting area and flipped on those lights as well. Old, thrift-store chairs lined two walls with a simple wooden end table in the corner. The receptionist’s counter was neat and orderly, which didn’t surprise him. His assistant, Erma Cook, ran a tight ship.

Brad’s office had been the principal’s back in the day. With its dark paneling and linoleum flooring, he imagined it had fit right in with the nineteen-seventies and nineteen-eighties. He’d hung a few framed inspirational style posters and added a colorful throw rug, but he wasn’t much of a decorator. If the room was functional for his purposes, he didn’t worry too much about aesthetics.

He tossed his coat onto the small green sofa, along with his gloves, before heading out to make a cup of coffee. His phone pinged and he slipped it from his pocket.


Ethan: Want to grab lunch today?

Brad: Can’t. Have a lunch meeting today.

Ethan: Sunday for football?

Brad: I’ll be there.


The Kansas City Chiefs were playing at noon, so Brad would make sure to get there early. Maybe order some pizza and wings to take over. He’d check with River, Ethan’s boyfriend, when he arrived later.

River had started working at the center about a week before Christmas. Because Ethan was Brad’s best friend, he’d let the board handle the interview and hiring, ensuring there would be no worry about possible bias. Everything by the book. There had been an opening at the center and River applied, just as anyone else would. Having the board hire River meant he was given the position fairly and there would be no hint at impropriety.

He scrolled through social media, catching up on what was happening around the world, until his coffee was ready and he took it to the office. He had a busy day ahead of him and needed to jump right in, although every day was busy. Brad didn’t mind. In fact, he preferred it. There was no way to get everything he needed done in a normal forty-hour week and he ended up working most evenings at home or staying late at the office. It came with the territory when you ran a nonprofit organization.

Brad believed in the mission of the community center, too. He knew how important the place was to people and did everything he could to make sure it thrived. Funding was an ongoing issue, though. He’d been there five years and not one of those years had been financially easy.

Some months he felt like he was on a hamster wheel, going round and round, moving in place, striving to make sure they made it through another year. Another month. Another day. Federal grants had dried up and local grants could be hard to come by, even when programs bettered people’s lives. Through fundraisers and donations, the center forged ahead.

He glanced at the oversized paper calendar he’d hung on the wall. Even though he had a calendar on his phone that synced with the one on his laptop, he liked being able to see it on the wall where he could just glance at it. Today’s activities included the lunch meeting he’d mentioned to Ethan and several Zoom meetings. But first on the day’s agenda was a report he needed to finish and send to the Board of Directors. There was also a new GED class starting in the evening and Brad was planning on sticking around for that to make sure the new teacher had everything he needed.

He hadn’t heard Justin, the maintenance man, arrive, and he jumped when the man rapped on his open door.

“Hey, Boss. Working early like usual, I see. Early bird catches the worm and all that, huh?”

Brad grinned at him. “You bet. How’s your morning going?”

The older man smiled, his leathered skin crinkling. “My heart’s still ticking, so it’s a good day. Just wanted you to know the walkway has been shoveled.”

“You did it?” Brad’s chest tightened with worry.

Justin shrugged. “Max is off today and I couldn’t take a chance of Erma falling. You know I’m a little sweet on her,” he said with a wink.

“Hey, I should have done that. Let me know next time. Remember, that was the deal. You’re not supposed to be exerting yourself too much and it’s dangerously cold out there.”

Justin rolled his eyes. “I’m not that old. You don’t need to treat me with kid gloves.”

Brad raised an eyebrow. “Yes, actually, I do. Your heart attack was only six months ago.”

“A very minor heart event,” Justin corrected good-naturedly. “And I’m fine.”

Brad knew not to push and wound the man’s pride, but he vowed to keep a better eye on Justin. He should have known Max was off and regretted not looking at the schedule earlier, as he usually did every morning. Erma kept a weekly schedule pinned to the board on the wall next to her desk.

By the time Erma arrived, he’d finished the report, emailed it to the board, and was already working on the next item on his list. Brad tended to get lost in his work without coming up for air, which he assumed most people without a social life tended to do. He was single with no prospects, no pets at home, and no real hobbies to speak of. Oh, he’d had hobbies in the past, but work had slowly eaten up more and more of his time, pushing away everything else. He couldn’t say if it was due to loving his job or if he was trying to fill the emptiness he sometimes felt. More than likely a combination of the two.

Brad knew he was what most people would call a workaholic, but the truth was, he was driven. He found purpose in working at the center and knowing he was making a difference in people’s lives. Sure, he wished he had a man in his life. Hell, he even wished he had a pet. But with the number of hours he gave to the job, he didn’t feel he had enough time to give to an animal.

As for a boyfriend, he’d made the decision to stop looking a while ago. He hadn’t had much luck in the love department. Not like Ethan. When Ethan met River last fall, they’d fallen hard and fast for each other. His best friend was happier than Brad had ever seen him. He hated to admit it, but there were times when Brad watched them together, seeing the love between them, the looks, the little gestures, he felt a stab of jealousy. But it was always fleeting, and he chalked it up to his own loneliness.

A few minutes before noon, Erma wandered in and reminded him the man from the new factory would be there any minute.

“Wow,” he said and looked up from the laptop. He’d let the morning get away from him. “Thanks. Remind me what his name is again, Erma?”

“Mr. Theodore Hyatt.”

“Got it. Thanks. Just let me know when he gets here.”

“Will do,” she promised and returned almost immediately to let Brad know the man had already arrived.

He smoothed out his shirt and ran his fingers through his shaggy brown hair. He really needed a haircut. He followed Erma out the door and she sat back at her desk, needlessly pointing to the only other person in the room.

When the man rose from the chair, Brad’s breath caught in his throat. He wasn’t sure why, but he’d expected to meet a middle-aged or possibly older gentleman. This guy was not only the same approximate age as Brad, but he was also drop-dead gorgeous. Auburn hair cut short and swept to the side. Clean shaven, with a few freckles sprinkled across his nose and cheeks, full rosy lips, deep brown eyes, and only an inch or two shorter than Brad’s own six-two. Tall and slender and wearing a tie to boot.

Everything about this guy was Brad’s kryptonite. My God, had he ever been so stunned before? His tongue felt thick and he wasn’t sure he still had the ability to speak.

The man stuck out his hand, oblivious to what Brad was going through.

“Hi. I’m Theodore Hyatt. With Geraldine’s Chocolates. My friends call me Theo.”

Erma cleared her throat—loudly—and Brad pulled himself from his stupor, quickly shifting into professional mode.

“Then Theo it is. I’m Brad. Brad Drummond.” He took Theo’s hand and shook it, ignoring the heat skittering across his skin.

He could handle this.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Theo

Brad Drummond was not anything like Theo had pictured. Not that he’d really known what to expect. But Jesus Christ on a Cracker, Brad looked like a brawny lumberjack that had just stepped out of one of Theo’s fantasies. Thick dark brown wavy hair, dark stubble, gorgeous green eyes. He could even see dark, curly hair sticking out of Brad’s neckline. The only thing missing was the plaid flannel shirt.

He mentally pulled himself together, put on his work face, and shook the man’s hand. Theo pointed at the large brown bag at the foot of the chair in which he’d been sitting. “I know we talked about going out to eat, but with it being so cold and possibly more snow on the way, I stopped and grabbed some sandwiches from a deli. I hope that’s okay?”

“Sounds good. We can eat in the cafeteria if you’d like?”

“Lead the way,” he said, sweeping out his arm before he picked up the bag.

Brad led him out the doorway and down the hall and Theo fell into step next to him. “This reminds me of a school. Like the elementary school I went to back in Ohio.”

“It was. Back in the nineteen-seventies and eighties. The town built new schools a while back and this one was left vacant for years.” Brad pressed his hand against Theo’s back to guide him through the open doors into the dining room.

Theo ignored the way his skin heated where Brad touched him. This was a business meeting, not a hook-up. Not that he’d had any of the latter in a while. But he needed to be professional.

The room was empty save for a couple of round tables set up at one end. He could see long cafeteria-style tables stacked up at the other end. “This is perfect for what I want to talk with you about,” he said excitedly and set the bag on a table. He turned and slowly scanned the room, mentally organizing the tables as they would need to be set up.

Brad watched him, his brow furrowed. “We’ve got some sodas in the fridge. Or water?”

“Do you have a non-cola?”

“I think we do. Be right back,” he said, holding up a finger.

Theo took the wrapped sandwiches out of the bag, along with some potato salad, napkins, and plastic silverware, but realized there were no paper plates.

“Hey,” Brad called from the doorway into the kitchen, “do we need plates?”

Theo laughed. “I was just thinking that. Yes. Thanks!”

Brad came back with two sodas and some paper plates and took the seat on Theo’s left.

“I hope you like meatball sandwiches. I should have called to ask. It was a spur of the moment thing.” He slapped his forehead. “Shoot, I didn’t even think. Are you vegetarian? Sheez, I’m usually much better at this,” he admitted as he raked his fingers through his hair.

“Not a vegetarian. Love meatball sandwiches,” Brad told him and reached over as if to touch Theo’s arm and reassure him, but pulled back quickly. “Now, tell me about this idea of yours.”

“As you’ve probably heard by now, Geraldine’s Chocolates purchased the factory on the edge of town, and we’ll be opening later this spring. June at the latest, we hope.”

Brad nodded. “It’s been tough since it closed. You’ll get a lot of applicants from Cherry Orchard.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for, but we need to get the word out to the community about hiring. We’d like to work with the center to hold a job fair.”

Brad grinned at him, his green eyes sparkling as he leaned toward Theo and grasped his forearm, giving a little squeeze before letting go. “We would absolutely love to host a job fair here. Tell me more.”

Even after Brad pulled away his hand, Theo still felt his touch and he pressed his hand to his arm, thrilling at the way his skin buzzed. He caught Brad’s gaze and dropped his hand, refocusing on their conversation. A smile played at Brad’s lips as Theo struggled to remember what Brad had just said. Apparently being touched by the man who starred in all your fantasies erased your memory.

“I said tell me more,” Brad whispered.

Shit. Had he said that out loud? He decided to push forward and ignore the alarm bells screaming at him in his head. “Geraldine’s makes chocolate candies, chips, and shavings, and with this factory we’ll also be making white chocolate and butterscotch chips. We sell them to companies that make cookies, brownies, even cereal companies. We also make chocolates for holidays, like Santas, Easter Bunnies, hearts, and gift boxes of candy, but we won’t be producing those at this location. We’ll be hiring for a lot of different positions on the floor, as well as some in the office. Machine operators, packagers, quality control technicians, executive assistants, even a few in human resources, which is my department.”

“How long have you worked for Geraldine’s?”

“A little over five years back in Ohio. When they purchased this factory, I was offered this job.” He shrugged. “I liked the idea of a new start, a move. And this is a great company to work for. Great benefits, competitive pay. Geraldine’s really cares about their employees. I’m not just saying that, Brad. They really do.” He was talking too much. Depending on his level of comfort around people—and if he was speaking to a stranger or someone he knew—he may completely clam up or ramble. He could hear himself babbling and was helpless to stop himself, though. “And you know, I was ready for a change and well, here I am in Cherry Orchard. New chapter of life. Voila!”

Brad’s lips curved into a smile as he listened. He’d set down his sandwich and leaned back in his chair, giving all his attention to Theo.

“Wow. I went a little off script there, didn’t I? I’m sorry.”

Brad tilted his head and leaned forward. “No need to apologize. I enjoy listening to you, Theo. And I’m all in for the job fair. When would you like to set it up?”

He enjoys listening to me?

“That’s great! I mean about the job fair...not about you enjoying...I mean, okay, I was thinking sometime in February? We’re hoping to start training in April, but until the factory is completely renovated, that date is fluid. Still, we’ve got a lot of positions to fill, and it will take some time.”

“I’m sure we can work something out for next month. We’re holding a Valentine’s dance for the community on Saturday the fourteenth, so we can’t do it that weekend, but I think the rest of the weekends should be fine. Assuming you were thinking of holding the fair on a Saturday, right?”

Theo nodded. “Yes. What about the weekend before the dance? The sooner I get on this, the better.”

“Like I said, I think that weekend is open but let me double check with Erma when we get back up there.” He took a drink of his soda, but kept his eyes on Theo. “Why were you ready for a change? If you don’t mind my asking?”

Theo nervously chewed his lower lip. “I guess I was just spilling all my secrets, huh?”

“Well, not everything,” Brad teased.

Surprised at Brad’s tone, Theo’s cheeks heated and he stumbled over his words. “I-I...I mean, I guess we all have secrets, but I don’t really have anything big. I mean, sure, I wish I would meet someone. Tired of being lonely. When you’re new in town, it’s hard to make new friends, too. So yeah, I guess there’s that. It’s hard living out of a hotel, too.”

At Brad’s low chuckle, he stopped, mortified. “Oh, my God, you weren’t really asking about my secrets.”

“No, but I appreciate your candor,” Brad told him, his eyes dancing with humor. “I was asking why you were ready for a change? Why you moved to Missouri?”

Theo’s skin prickled under Brad’s gaze, and he tried to brush away the excitement coiling in his belly, focusing on Brad’s questions instead. “I think I was caught in a rut. I really do like working for Geraldine’s, but the rest of my life was so...ho-hum. Boring. Nothing new. I don’t have any family. My biological dad died when I was a baby. My mom remarried, but she died when I was ten. I lived with my stepdad until I graduated high school, but...we’re not in contact anymore. No siblings either, so nothing really holding me there in Ohio. I think I was restless for something new, too.”

Brad nodded. “I get that.”

As they ate, their conversation drifted back to the job fair, and they discussed what it would look like. Theo explained the company would put advertisements in the paper, online, and signs up around town, as well, and he promised to create some flyers and email them to Brad as soon as possible.

They crumpled up their trash and dropped it in the paper bag before Brad took it and tossed it into the trash can by the door. Theo was surprised at how reluctant he was to leave. He’d enjoyed the time with Brad immensely, which was not Theo’s typical reaction to meeting someone new.

He mentally chided himself, though. It had been a professional lunch, not a date. My God, Theo had literally told the man how lonely he was. His skin flushed as he replayed what he’d said, mortified he’d let his mouth run away from him.

Brad led him through the door, pressing the palm of his hand to Theo’s lower back again, guiding him down the hall, and Theo found himself wishing that hand would slip up under the fabric of his shirt. Warm skin on warm skin. His breathing was a little unsteady by the time they reached the front office and he wondered if Brad could feel him trembling.

Brad dropped his hand and Theo instantly missed the connection. Theo started to step inside to grab his coat from the chair, but Brad stopped him with a question.

“Do you like football?”

He turned back to Brad, his brow furrowed. “I do. I mean, I don’t follow everything, but I’ll watch a game here and there.”

“I’m going to a friend’s house on Sunday to watch the game. You should join us if you don’t have plans.”

Theo’s heartrate sped up and he broke into a grin. “I’d love that!”

Brad punched Theo’s number into his phone, then texted him, so he had Brad’s number as well.

“I can pick you up, since you probably don’t know your way around town yet.”

“That’d be nice. Thank you. I’m staying over at the Fairmont by Marriott.”

Brad nodded. “I know where that is. The game starts at noon. Pick you up at eleven A.M.?”

“I’ll be ready. Oh, and did you want to check on the Saturday before the dance? For the fair?”

Brad stood in the doorway and had Erma check the schedule. “We’re going to be holding a job fair for Geraldine’s Chocolates. Looking at the Saturday before the dance,” he explained.

“The date’s open. Want me to add it to the schedule?”

“Thanks, Erma.”

Brad turned his attention back to Theo, a large smile spreading across his face. His emerald-green eyes sparkled, crinkling at the edges and Theo couldn
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