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Chapter 1 
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Emery Hayden gazed out her windshield at the snow flurries, wondering what in the name of serious inconveniences was going on. It was only November, they hadn’t even celebrated Thanksgiving, and while she knew Richland, Massachusetts, received more than its fair share of snow every year, this was much too early for it to be happening.

Pulling into the Ludwig-Morgan parking lot, she wondered how close to the door she’d be able to park, having a suspicion when her work day ended, she’d be tromping through more than a few flurries to reach her car. Not particularly pleased with the closest space she could find, one of two empties side by side, she carefully backed into it. After she shut off the engine, a red Jeep practically whooshed into the space beside hers and she was thankful she hadn’t already opened her door. 

Not turning her head to look at the driver because she knew exactly who it was, she decided to wait until Fletcher Carlisle had disappeared inside the building before she made a move. She heard the Jeep’s door close, then she picked up her purse, her eyes on her lap so she wouldn’t make eye contact with the man.

Maybe if she could move past the fact he had stood her up for a blind date when she was in college ten years ago, she would feel less animosity toward him.

No, that wasn’t exactly right. 

If it had only been the blind date that never happened, she’d be over it.

She was over it.

What she didn’t understand was why he was so obnoxious to her. Well, maybe not obnoxious. Unpleasant, definitely. Borderline rude. As if she had done something to him, when he was the one who had stood her up.

When she first heard his name at L-M, learning he worked in the tech support department, she’d been annoyed that someone from her past had returned to haunt her. And because the blind date had been arranged by friends of friends of friends, she hadn’t even known what the guy looked like, making her wonder every time she saw an unfamiliar man in the company if he could be Fletcher Carlisle. 

And when she’d finally been able to add a face to the name thanks to a colleague in the customer service department, she’d seen the man was gorgeous. But she had soon learned after one or two interactions with him that gorgeous meant nothing when the personality was just the opposite. But it also helped her realize, because of the way the man spoke to her, it was actually a relief he was so cranky. It actually made her life less complicated.

Climbing out of her car, she began the walk to the front door, squinting so she didn’t get an eyeful of snow.
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FLETCHER CARLISLE WONDERED why Little Miss Sunshine hadn’t left her Honda. Maybe she was enjoying the snowflakes. Maybe she was painting her nails. Maybe she was checking her horoscope. Who the hell knew with her?

Bad enough she had been a no-show back in senior year at UMass, then she had to show up at Ludwig-Morgan in the customer service department. Once he saw that face and learned who she was, he also realized she was living in the same damn condo complex he lived in.

And that face ... that face he could have been looking at since senior year if she’d done what she should have done and not ghosted him at the coffee shop that day... 

But she had ghosted him.  

And ever since he’d discovered who she was at L-M, she’d treated him like the dirt under her feet. Why, he had no freakin’ idea. Must have been one of those hate-at-first-sight situations. Or maybe even hate-before-first-sight things, if those existed. It was some damn thing he had no clue about. When he heard a car door slam, he grinned and slowed his pace, stepping beside a pickup where he’d be less noticeable. “You thinking about leaving early so you can go home and build a snowman?”

What was he doing, still lurking around outside? “If I did, you’d probably just knock it down, so what would be the point?” Emery quickened her pace, thankful the flurries weren’t accumulating. Yet. All she would need would be to slip and fall right in front of him. He’d probably laugh at her.

Not acknowledging she may have a point, Fletcher hurried to keep up with her, then scanned his access card and held the door, knowing that would piss her off.

Emery gritted her teeth, knowing she should have just stayed in the car until she had seen him actually go into the building. And now that he was being as polite as a normal human being, she needed to respond. “Thank you.” She’d spoken quietly, but at least she’d been polite.

He grinned. “What was that? Couldn’t quite hear you.”

She knew damn well he had heard her. He had never yet failed to hear anything she’d ever said to him. Not one little thing. Remaining silent, she headed for the elevator, hoping he took the stairs, as he usually did.

But of course he didn’t take the stairs today. He just stood right beside her. What a lovely Monday it was so far, between the snow and Mister Pain in the Neck. And she couldn’t even whine about the latest with him since Lexie was tired of hearing her complaints, maybe because Lexie had never met or even seen the man. Not even once, because whenever Lexie came over, Fletcher Carlisle never seemed to be around. She supposed that was a good thing, but it would have given her whining more substance.

Finally the elevator arrived, and she was so tempted to leave and just take the stairs, but when three people, in mid-conversation, stepped out, it seemed ridiculous to run away. She stepped inside, ignoring the wave Fletcher sent her, as if she didn’t know where she was going, then she pushed her floor button and moved to the side. He could push his own damn button. At least they didn’t work on the same floor.

Fletcher knew his presence on the short elevator ride would have an effect on The Princess, and the glare she was aiming at the LED screen made it clear he was spot on. “Maybe later you can build a fort with all that snow and we can battle it out with snowballs.”

Emery told herself the elevator had a camera with audio capabilities, otherwise she would have told him what he could do with his snowballs. When the doors slid open at her floor, she couldn’t help herself. “As enjoyable as I would find it to throw something at you, you’ll have to play all by yourself.”

He watched the doors slowly close and he wondered what it would be like to play with Emery Hayden the way she should be played with. As the doors opened again at his floor, he knew there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell he’d ever be lucky enough to find out.
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As Emery took the elevator at the end of her day, accompanied by a few of her customer service colleagues, she appreciated the fact the flurries had stopped shortly after she’d reached her cubicle that morning, according to frequent looks out the windows. Other than the interaction she’d had with Fletcher Carlisle, her day had been pleasant. She had chased down orders and assisted customers in any way they needed, but it was a Monday, and she was happy to be able to go home, possibly putting on her pajamas before making dinner. It was getting so dark so early, so why not put on her jammies?

It wasn’t as if she had any kind of social life this time of year. Or any time, really. She hadn’t had a boyfriend since ... Well, why think about boyfriends? She was without a man in her life at this time, and she was fine with that. It meant she’d be able to spend the holidays with her family instead of having to decide whose family she and her mythical boyfriend would be with.

Between Thanksgiving, the days around Christmas, and possibly New Year’s, there would be many social occasions. And she’d be seeing Lexie, who was also between boyfriends. 

Even without a boyfriend, her life was full. 

Everything was fine. 

Just fine.

Her phone rang after dinner with Lexie’s ring tone, and Emery tapped the screen. “Hi, there. What’s happening with you?”

“Ugh,” Lexie Kelvin said. “Other than the fact my new boss is still an idiot and I need to get out of here, not much. Oh, except for the fact I was just on the Ludwig-Morgan website, and specifically the available positions section, and I saw you’re looking for an admin in the Technical Support department.”

“We are? I had no idea. Are you applying?”

“I just sent my resume in.”

“Lexie, I love this. I really, really hope you get it. I’ll give you a glowing recommendation if you need one. Having you there would be super-duper-ice cream-scooper, and we can have lunch together and talk about work and other fun things.”

“And I could finally get to see the eternal thorn in your side, Fletcher Carlisle.”

Emery groaned. “See him? You’ll be stuck working with him, you poor thing. But don’t let that thought deter you. You need to be there. You won’t have to exactly work with him. He’s just there, in the department, with all the other tech people. They’re on their phones and on their laptops all day, and you’ll probably have your own work to do.” She took a breath. “I really hope you get it, Lexie. Really.”

“I really do, too, bestie. Did you and Fletcher have any squabbles today?”

Grimacing, Emery knew it would be wiser not to add to the collection of complaints she had already shared if she expected Lexie to come and work in the same department as the man. Her friend would find out soon enough just what Fletcher Carlisle was made of once she was hired. “Nothing worth mentioning.” And it really wasn’t.

“Well, I hope you weren’t too bored because it was such a quiet day. I hope I hear from Taylor Browning about an interview.”

“She’s the HR Director.”

“Do you know her?” Lexie asked.

“Not well.” There was no need to mention she found the woman a little standoffish. Once Lexie had her interview, Emery would share her impressions about the director’s lack of warmth, or emotion, or whatever the woman’s problem was. Or maybe it was Emery she had the problem with. 

“I can’t wait to say goodbye to Danvers Manufacturing, and particularly Coreen Riley. Any boss has to be better than that woman.”

After the call, Emery wondered about Lexie’s boss. Lexie seemed to like everyone, almost always able to see the good in people, meaning Coreen Riley had to be an amazingly horrible person. Then Emery thought about Isaac, her own boss, and the department manager, and she was thankful he was a reasonable and fair man.
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ON FRIDAY MORNING WHEN Emery logged onto her laptop, she saw a company-wide email sent from Taylor Browning, a most unusual occurrence. Oh, no. She sat straighter before taking a slow breath and advising herself to open the damn email and see what it was all about. It didn’t make sense to freak out and imagine the worst before she even had the facts.

After glancing around at what she could see of the other cubicles, wondering how many of her department and/or company colleagues were reading along with her, she clicked on the email and began to read.

It was brief, it didn’t mean much to her, it wasn’t a threat of any kind, and she gave it another read while she thought about it. 

It actually sounded kind of interesting. And because she suspected there would be so many people in the company who might want to get involved, she immediately sent her response to the director. Even if she wasn’t able to get in, she’d be able to tell Lexie a little more about Taylor Browning after the exchange of emails.
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FLETCHER READ TAYLOR’S email, then picked up the receiver to call across the office.

“Fletch,” Adrian Garrett said. “A little early for lunch, isn’t it?”

“Did you read the email yet?”

“Want to be a little more specific?”

“The one from HR.”

“Oh, that email. What about it?”

“I think we should be on that committee.” Fletcher suspected he knew what Adrian was going to say, but he had to take a shot.

“You must have me confused with someone who enjoys committees.”

“You’d vote with me on the best way to do this. Who knows what kind of people are going to volunteer? Probably people with asinine ideas that need to be voted down. We will be the combined voice of reason.”

“No thanks, buddy. You’re going to be the voice of reason on your own. Anyway, I have a social life. There’s no time for this stuff.”

“Since when do you have a social life? Did you meet someone?”

“Not yet,” Adrian said. “But I hope to, soon.”

Don’t we all? “Come on. You can do this.”

“Not today, my friend. But thanks for thinking of me.”

“How do you know you won’t be working with some girl who turns out to be the one you’ve been waiting for?”

“You’re looking at this as a dating opportunity?”

Fletcher hadn’t been, not until the words had come out of his mouth, but he knew he could never get that lucky. But he also knew if he didn’t offer his input, he might end up being forced to do some team-building BS nonsense that would piss him off. “This is an opportunity to have some say in activities that might otherwise come at us. Forced activities.”

“An interesting point. The answer is still no.”

Disconnecting, Fletcher wondered if there was anyone else he trusted as much as he trusted Adrian. 

Nope. 

Rereading the email, Fletcher shook his head and wished the thing hadn’t come along to ruin his day. And, most likely, many days in his future.
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“Guess what, Emery?”

Emery smiled as Lexie’s excited voice blasted through the Honda’s speakers on her drive home on Friday. “Tell me now.”

“I have an interview at Ludwig-Morgan on Tuesday at eleven, and I almost can’t believe it.”

“Congratulations. And I can absolutely believe it. Want to go out tonight to celebrate the interview? Or we can get a delivery, or do something. This news deserves recognition.”

Lexie laughed. “Yes, let’s recognize my interview. Dinner out sounds fun, if you feel like going out.”

It was cold and dark, but it wasn’t snowing. “I definitely feel like dinner out. Do you want me to pick you up?”

“I’ll get you. I’m so excited I probably won’t sleep much tonight, but it’s Friday and it doesn’t even matter.”

Emery grinned. “Then I’ll see you when you get here and we’ll party hard. Well, at least until seven-thirty or eight.” 

As Lexie drove them out of Emery’s complex parking lot, she said, “Where do we feel like going?”

“This is your celebration. I think you should choose. There’s Dino’s or Victoria’s or Steak Shack. Or the Chart Room. Unless you feel like pancakes or breakfast things.”

“Let’s do Dino’s. With all those TVs it feels like a party-hard kind of place.”

“Sounds perfect. Every time we go there and see all the games and the sports’ shows, I imagine what would happen if suddenly every single TV started broadcasting a rom-com.” Emery laughed. “Can you picture the looks on all the guys’ faces when they saw it? I am so easily amused.”

“That would be hysterical, Emery. I wonder what it would take for the manager to agree to do that, even for one minute. Maybe we should look into that. Right in the middle of a football game. But it would be safer during a commercial.”

Emery laughed again. “Yes, Lexie. That would be a riot. Actually, it might cause a riot. We should probably wait until April Fool’s Day instead.”

Once they were seated at Dino’s, Emery looked around the crowded restaurant but didn’t see any familiar faces. Not a surprise, since Richland’s population was over eighty thousand. Tonight’s clientele seemed to be in the under-sixty age group, and the multiple televisions were showing a variety of hockey, football, and basketball games. “This would be the perfect crowd to surprise with a rom-com.” She really needed to let that idea go. “So what are you having tonight, Lexie?”

“You just made me think of another thing Dino’s could do. What if a guy wanted to propose in a kind of big way, and made a video of himself asking his girlfriend to marry him, then had Dino’s play the video on all their TVs when the guy and the girl were here having dinner? Would that be romantic or what?”

Emery grimaced as she remembered multiple scenes in rom-coms where public proposals hadn’t gone well. Not well at all. “Well, it could be very romantic if he’s very sure she’ll say yes. Otherwise, he’d never be able to return to Dino’s, and their food is really good.”

“I agree about the being sure part. But it would be very cool to witness the whole thing, if she said yes. Maybe one of their friends could secretly video them at the table before and during the showing of the proposal video.” Lexie sighed. “It all sounds very romantic. I need a boyfriend so we can do romantic things, too.”

“Your day will come. So will mine. Someday. Meanwhile, we’re celebrating your interview with ... what? Salad, sandwich, burger, soup, a selection of appetizers and desserts? What’s it going to be? I think our server is coming so we need to think fast.”

After their meals were served, Lexie said, “What are you doing for Thanksgiving? Are your parents hosting again?”

“Yes, thank goodness. I’m afraid one of these years they’re going to try to get me to do it, and my place is too small. Even if it’s just my parents, and Wyatt and Monique, and me, I really don’t have much counter space.”

“I hear you. Any baby news from Wyatt and Monique yet?”

“No, but they’ve only been married a year. I can’t wait until they have a baby. Then we’ll be adding a high chair to all the family dinners.”

“I can’t wait for Drew and Katrina to get on it, too, but they’ve only been married for six months, so I don’t think that’s happening any time soon. And I don’t know if adding a baby to the family will make me feel even more pressured to bring someone home for holidays. It would be really nice if I could actually find someone to bring home.”

Emery lifted her glass of water and tapped it against Lexie’s. “Those elusive someones are out there, and one day we’ll bump into them. Maybe even literally.” She thought about Fletcher Carlisle parking right next to her on Monday, then wished she hadn’t. “How is your soup? As delicious as it looks?”

“It is celebration-worthy. How is your salad?”

“Absolutely fantastic. I’m so happy we did this tonight.” Emery wanted to suggest they do it again once Lexie secured the job, but she knew better than to risk jinxing her bestie’s chances.

“And now we have the weekend to just relax. And light a few candles in the hopes my interview is successful.”

After Lexie dropped her off at home, Emery wished she knew Taylor Browning better. Or that Taylor was more approachable. The woman had eyes that reminded Emery of a lizard’s eyes. Or at least the lids did.

Having acknowledged the reality that Thanksgiving was fast approaching, Emery decided to make a call to get her shopping list figured out.

“Hello, Emery,” Gina Hayden said.

“Hi, Mom. How are you and Dad?”

“We’re fine, and we’re really looking forward to seeing you on Thursday.”

“I’m looking forward to it, too. What can I bring this year?”

“We’ll have apple and pumpkin pies, and ice cream, and the usual sides with the turkey.”

“I can bring sparkling cider and a pecan pie and an appetizer, maybe.”

“Thank you, Emery. Anything you want to bring will be nice.”

“Do you know what Wyatt and Monique are doing?” Emery had standards to uphold and she didn’t want to look like a slacker.

“Monique is making a dessert, but Wyatt didn’t specify what it would be. And Wyatt mentioned wine.”

“Sounds good.” And it seemed as if Emery wouldn’t need to feel ashamed about her offerings being meager. After a discussion of who in the family was up to what, they disconnected and Emery headed for her room to get ready for bed, wondering when she would hear something from Taylor about the committee she had volunteered for. Maybe it could become a topic of conversation for Thanksgiving.
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