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Cammie Asher knew it wasn’t going to be a good day as soon as Rita passed Cammie’s cubicle muttering unpleasantries. Cammie had looked up from her laptop and seen the coffee stain on her boss’ white pants and also knew there wasn’t a big enough stain stick in the world to clean that mess off. And since Cammie was the department admin and her cube was the closest to her boss’ office, Cammie expected she would be on the receiving end of perhaps a few more unpleasantries. Maybe even a few dozen.

Ten minutes later Cammie was summoned to The Inner Sanctum by way of a shout. She smiled, but only on the outside, as she walked over to stand in Rita’s doorway to await the first fray of the day. Maybe she should rethink her plan to remain at Felton Engineering until the day she retired, which wouldn’t be for another thirty-five or forty years. Even though she knew time flew, there were occasions when it didn’t fly quickly enough, and if she weren’t standing in the line of fire right now, she would also remember if she were in a position of wishing time and/or her life away, maybe she needed to be in a different position. “Yes?”

“Arcadia has their knickers in a twist because they haven’t received their rollers. Take care of that, will you?” Rita Jessup said.

Although it had been framed in the form of a question, Cammie knew it was not a request and she aligned her facial features and hoped she appeared either concerned or reassuring. “Of course.” Dismissed, Cammie turned and slowly walked to her desk, knowing she needed to speak to the shop manager. She wondered which would be less unpleasant, by phone or in person. 

Of course by phone would be better, but the man never answered her calls and leaving a voicemail was too chancy since he might then claim he didn’t receive it. Picking up the handset, she gave it a try. After it went to voicemail she disconnected, gearing up to go downstairs to the first floor, her own knickers now in a twist. 

Maybe she should think of it as putting on her big girl panties instead. Except at Felton’s, she always needed her big girl panties except for when she took her lunch breaks, when she and Lily exchanged war stories. Cammie had wondered if working in Purchasing with Lily would make for a more pleasant work environment, but Lily’s stories had made it clear that department sounded as if it were a fire and frying pan situation, so for now Cammie would just stay where she was. Maybe Accounting would have an admin position open up at some point. She didn’t know anyone in Accounting so she hadn’t heard any reasons to avoid that department. 

Taking the stairs from the third floor to the ground level, she told herself to enjoy her small taste of freedom and being out of shouting range of her boss. Passing through the lobby, a large open space fronted by windows, she aimed for the steel door leading to the shop. As soon as she pulled it open, she was hit with the sounds of machinery, voices, and music. Toby Keith, if she wasn’t mistaken. Here resided all the good women and men who built the Felton products to their customers’ exact specifications. And in charge of all of these good people was one Cade Bridges, her least favorite person in the company.

Perhaps her least favorite person in the town of Boswell. 

But why stop there? Why not make it in the entire state of Massachusetts? 

Striding to his office door, she wondered if she’d find him at his desk, even though he hadn’t bothered to answer his phone about two minutes ago. For possibly the hundredth time, she asked herself how in the name of all creation, with all the companies in Boswell and the surrounding towns, had the two of them ended up working at the same company?
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CADE BRIDGES KEPT HIS eyes on his monitor. He knew who was standing in his doorway because she always appeared in his doorway when he didn’t answer her calls. He could even picture the expression on that face. What he didn’t know was what she was wearing today, dress or pants. And one more thing, what she’d done with that blonde hair today. Could be down, could be piled on her head.  

He also didn’t know why she was here. Maybe there was a screw up he wasn’t aware of. Maybe one of their customers was getting antsy, wanting an earlier ship date. Sometimes they could manage a rush order, and sometimes they couldn’t. He hoped whatever it was could be resolved before he took his vacation in eleven days so he could then pretend to himself there would be no problems while he was gone. Knowing he could ignore Cammie Asher for a while longer might provide him with some amusement, but he may as well get it over with. Turning his head, he took in the red and white dress and red shoes, hair down, lips unsmiling. That was about right. “Can I help you?”

If only someone else in the shop could be her contact person, her life would improve by measurable increments, but she’d tried that once in order to avoid Cade Bridges and she preferred not to think about the consequences of that hopeful foolishness. 

Just keep it short and sweet, Cammie. 

“Arcadia’s rollers?” she said. It was a shame she couldn’t have shortened it even more and just said the customer’s name but the shop was working on multiple orders for Arcadia.

Cade had worked with Cammie for long enough to know what she was asking and he wished he could tell her that her harridan of a boss had sent her on another wild goose chase, show her he could be empathetic to her plight. Maybe if Cammie had ever come down off her high horse he might have. But the ice princess hadn’t changed, not even after all these years, and he’d resigned himself to the fact she never would. “What about them?”

Cammie knew Cade knew “what about them” but he was choosing to be difficult. The way he always chose to be. “Might you have a shipping date for those rollers for Arcadia?”

“As you’ll notice if you look at your laptop, the promise date is in three days. The customer was made aware of this date. Twice.”

Checking the program on her laptop, which would have given her what she’d just asked Cade for, would have been a waste of her time for a couple of reasons. First, because if Rita had seen her sitting at her desk instead of moving mountains to get Arcadia their rollers, Rita would have thrown a lion sized hissy fit, and second, even if Cammie had seen the promise date was in three days, she knew better than to point that out to Rita without having received confirmation from the shop manager. 

As it was, Cammie would still need to point that out to Rita. Unless she caved and called the customer and explained in her most persuasive voice they still needed to wait three days. She could decide which option was less hellish while she walked back to her department. “I am terribly sorry for disturbing you.”

“Doubt that very much,” Cade said, shifting his gaze back to his screen.

“You are correct.” Cammie left before Cade had a chance to bid her adieu or go jump in a lake, or come up with any other quaint phrases that meant “leave me alone”.

Cade stared at his empty doorway and thought about his vacation. Yes, he’d be away from home. Yes, he’d be staying in different lodging. Yes, his meals would be prepared for him. Seemed like it should be something he was looking forward to. And he was, for part of it. Seeing Beau again would be good, but as for the rest of it, no. Looking forward to returning to work after the week away wasn’t going to happen either. 

Maybe he could console himself with the fact Tori wouldn’t be stopping by his office anymore. Except his inability to judge her character continued to haunt him. How the hell had he missed the signs after almost three months with her? Shaking his head, he told himself to focus on his outstanding orders and nothing else.
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As Cammie took the stairs to the third floor at the speed of a turtle, she wished she had the guts to be a coward and go to Purchasing and use Lily’s phone to call Arcadia to smooth the troubled waters, but with her luck she’d be found out and awkward questions would be asked and she’d end up looking like a fool. Waiting until Rita left her office for lunch seemed at first to be a good option, but Cammie knew Rita would never wait hours to hear the Arcadia problem had been dealt with. So she’d need to make the call from her desk, and hope Rita either had her door closed and wouldn’t hear Cammie’s mea culpa or Rita would be on a call, her strident voice drowning out all other voices in a twenty-five foot radius.

Reaching her cube, Cammie saw Rita’s door was unfortunately not in the closed position, and she sat as if in slow motion, preparing her little speech and hoping for, if not a miracle, then at least some good luck.

The good luck only lasted until the call was answered on the third ring. “Arcadia. Brad speaking.”

Cammie looked up into Rita’s eyes, hoping she hadn’t flinched. Also hoping her boss didn’t start in on her right now. “Yes. Good morning, Brad. This is Cammie Asher from Felton Engineering, and I’m calling about your order for rollers.” And why was Rita still standing there? Couldn’t she hear Cammie was taking care of the situation? But while she bamboozled her way through an apology that wasn’t really an apology about how Warren, who happened to work in Brad’s department, had been made aware the rollers would be shipped in three days, Rita’s eyes continued to bore into hers.

Until Cammie’s eyes couldn’t take it anymore and she looked at her monitor instead, frowning as if she were listening to Brad, when she was actually on hold while Brad verified with Warren what Cammie had just told him. Afraid Rita was going to catch on, Cammie tried adlibbing a few words here and there, hoping Brad didn’t return and catch her. 

When Brad reported the update from Warren, Cammie felt her heart sink to her stomach. Or possibly to an ankle. “I see. Thank you, Brad.” Replacing the handset, she really, really wished she did not have to meet Rita’s eyes again, but since she had no alternative, she hoped her own eyes would remain in a neutral position. “Warren believes we’re shipping the rollers tomorrow.”

“Because I told him we’d ship them tomorrow,” Rita said. “Make sure that happens, Ms. Asher.”

Ah, the Ms. Asher again. Standing, she said, “I’ll speak to Cade Bridges.” Unless I find another position with the company before I reach his office. With a boss who treats employees as actual human beings and is in such desperate need of me I’ll have to start immediately.

“See that you do. I don’t know why you didn’t handle this the first time you went to his office. I don’t like to see my people wasting time.”

Cammie wondered if it would be possible to move her five years’ worth of 401k money to a new company. Or would she have to wait until she had reached actual retirement age? Felton was contributing to her retirement fund, and she knew from talking to friends that employers who matched six percent were rare. Leaving Rita and her evil eyes behind without another word, she headed back downstairs toward another pair of evil eyes.

Except Cade’s eyes weren’t evil. They were more cold than anything. But only when she was with him. Because she’d seen him smiling with plenty of other people during the years she’d known him. Everyone else, really. But never with her. 

Which was fine because being around Cade Bridges did not inspire her to smile because being able to forgive the man was a virtue she hadn’t been blessed with, and she didn’t see that changing anytime soon. 

But never mind the past. How in the hell was she going to fix the latest Rita-Wreck-Fest?

This time when she reached Cade’s doorway his office was empty, and she spun around, her eyes slowly scanning the noisy shop. People were everywhere, working at their stations, at the machines, walking around, but none of them were Cade Bridges. 

On the plus side, Rita was nowhere around, and Cammie doubted if the woman would deign to lower herself to make a trip to the gigantic, concrete-floored warehouse-sized space to come looking for Cammie, so that was something. Eventually she’d have to return upstairs with good news for Rita, but it wouldn’t be in the next minute. She wished her vacation were starting tomorrow instead of in eleven days. She also wished it weren’t a vacation in name only.

Cade noticed the red and white dress first, then he wondered what the ice princess was doing in his humble surroundings so soon. He let his eyes travel from her high heels to the top of her head a couple of times knowing she hadn’t spotted him yet, but that was about to change.

And there. Her eyes and lips changed into their usual look when she was in his vicinity. Maybe his own did the same. “Can I help you?”

The man hadn’t helped her ten minutes ago, and she doubted he’d be able to help her now, but she didn’t have a lot of options. “Is there any chance the rollers for Arcadia could ship tomorrow?”

Cade wondered why she hadn’t asked him that question the first time. Until he realized this had Rita Jessup written all over it. “Zero chance. We’re backed up as it is.”

And there was no overtime, Cammie knew that. There seemed to be an email every other week stressing the fact. Of all times for the higher ups to cut overtime ... 

This was it then. She needed to go tell Rita the news. It was a good thing she was wearing her big girl panties. “Thank you.” As much as it galled her to thank him for doing absolutely nothing to help her, she wasn’t going to tell him how she really felt. But she was thinking it so strongly she imagined he’d see it in her eyes. Only he didn’t bother looking at her eyes, he just walked around her to return to his desk and she headed back upstairs, chin up. 

Standing in Rita’s doorway, she waited for her boss to look up.

“I trust you took care of Arcadia?” Rita asked.

“We won’t be able to ship it until the original date. In three days.” Cammie braced herself for the repercussions. The glare was the first phase and, oh yes, it was there in full force. Next would come mentions of incompetence and laziness.

“I see. Apparently if I need something done around here, I have to do it myself.” 

Rita waved her hand, as if shooing Cammie away, and Cammie was happy to return to her desk. Was it going to be that easy? She heard Rita’s voice then, asking Mark, the president of Felton, how he was doing, and Cammie wondered how soon she was going to be thrown under the bus.

Then she wondered if mid-morning was too early to take her lunch hour.
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Cammie spotted Lily at their usual table in the cafeteria and hurried over, lunch bag bouncing against her hip. “Hello, my friend.” Pulling out a chair, she dropped into it.

“Hi, Cammie,” Lily York said. “How is your day going?”

“Breathtakingly fantastic. And yours?” Cammie unzipped her bag and pulled out the turkey sandwich and bag of grapes.

“That well, huh? Is our friend having a bad day?”

“You might need to be more specific about which friend, since I’ve enjoyed spending time with two different ones today.”

“Why don’t you tell me about both of your friends?” Lily said. “Unless you’d rather talk about the wedding.”

Cammie grimaced. “You know, I should be so excited and filled with anticipation about Skylar’s wedding, and I am, but why does he have to be the best man and ruin it for me?”

“It’s such a shame you and Cade rub each other the wrong way.”

“I’ve gotten used to us not getting along in here. What’s a shame is the fact Beau asked him to be his best man. As soon as Skylar called to say they were engaged and she asked me to be her maid of honor, I hoped with all my heart Beau would ask someone who lives near them to stand up for him, but, no. And they have all these group activities planned for the wedding party and there’s no way I can get out of any of them. Unless I get appendicitis right before I’m supposed to go. Driving seven hours to Little Birch, Pennsylvania, would be out of the question if I had appendicitis, right?”

Lily grinned. “Do you want me to light a few candles in support of the appendicitis idea?”

“Maybe.” Cammie took a bite of her sandwich.

“Hi, girls. Can I join you?” 

Cammie watched Tori sit without waiting for an answer, and she wished the walking Felton grapevine had chosen a different table. Then she reminded herself she was being uncharitable. Still, there was a distinct gleam in Tori’s eyes and she braced herself for whatever was about to come raining down on Lily and her.

“You know Cade and I have been dating for a while, right?” Tori asked.

Cammie hadn’t known, nor did she particularly care, and as she was busy chewing she wasn’t able to respond.

“Well, if he seems grumpy, it’s because I broke up with him. I had to. If you ever date him, you’ll understand why. But I suggest you don’t and save yourself the trouble. I’m not going to say he cheated.” Tori held up a hand. “You can decide for yourself.”

Lily said, “I’m sorry.”

Cammie glanced at Lily, soft-hearted Lily, who never had a truly negative thought about anyone. She was curious about why Tori had even started dating Cade Bridges, but that was one more question she didn’t need an answer to. Tori hadn’t brought her lunch to the table, and Cammie wondered if she was too upset to eat, then Tori stood.

“I just wanted to tell you. You know, one girl to another kind of thing. I’ll see you later,” Tori said.

Cammie watched Tori leave, then met Lily’s eyes again. “I’m not sure what to say after that. Or actually, I have nothing nice to say after that. Except why would she date him, of all people?”

“Because he’s gorgeous? He’s got that thick dark hair, he’s tall with those long legs, he walks like a jungle animal, maybe a panther or a cheetah, and he seems all broody or moody or strong and silent.”

Staring at her friend, Cammie said, “Not that you think the world of him or anything. Where did all that come from?”

“I know you don’t like him, and I don’t know exactly why, other than he seems very unhelpful,” Lily said. “But lots of people here are unhelpful and he’s the only one you seem to really, really dislike. What’s so special about him?”

She hadn’t know Lily for very long. Maybe only two years, since Lily started at Felton well after Cammie did, but she liked and respected Lily, and they spent time outside of work together. “I’ll tell you, but please understand it might sound silly to you, but trust me, I took it very seriously, and I still do. And when I hear things like what Tori just said, it only reinforces my feelings.”

Lily leaned forward. “Spill, Cammie.”

“So Skylar and Beau used to live in Boswell. Skylar and I were friends, and Beau was friends with Cade. We weren’t friends with the boys, since we all met in sixth grade and there was no mixy-matchy stuff at that age. We knew of the boys because they were in our neighborhood, but we didn’t play sports with them or even talk to them. Anyway, the boys used to play baseball in the park, and one night I was sleeping over Skylar’s house and we were teasing each other about the boys, and which ones we thought were cute and if we wanted to marry one of them. You know, silly stuff little girls talk about. And one of us, I don’t remember which one, had the great idea to go to the park and hide in the trees and watch the boys play ball. We had been there a while, watching them, and Skylar dared me to kiss the next boy that came into the woods. I knew no boys would be coming in there unless someone hit a ball really hard, so I agreed.” Cammie grimaced.

“Did one of them come into the woods?” Lily said. 

“Yes. And I couldn’t go back on my dare. We’d been standing by this big tree, and we heard the crack of the bat, then we saw the ball come bouncing in, and Skylar hid behind the tree, and I hid behind another tree, and the boy that came charging into the woods was Cade Bridges. He had a glove on his left hand and he was looking all around for the ball and he didn’t see me until I jumped out and I think I scared him, and before he could do anything, I kissed him. Just mashed my lips against his. Then I started running, and I saw Skylar running ahead of me, both of us trying to get out of there. 

“Then I heard Cade Bridges spit twice. Twice. Then he coughed as hard as he could. I had been about to laugh with Skylar until I heard Cade’s opinion of my kiss, then I was mortified. I knew he was going to tell the other boys what I did, and I wished I’d never accepted Skylar’s dare.” She stared at Lily. “Yes, I know it was sixteen years ago, but I’ve never forgotten. And clearly Cade hasn’t forgotten my disgusting kiss either. And I’m reminded of it every time I see him.”
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CADE LOOKED ACROSS the caf at the table holding both Cammie and Tori, and he suspected he knew what was being spread around.

“Why don’t you say something?” Graham Cole asked.

When Cade looked across the table at Graham, he saw his friend had his eyes on Cammie’s
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