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            FIND YOUR NEXT SMALL TOWN ESCAPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to my world of steamy small-town romance, where rugged heroes fall hard and happily-ever-after is always worth fighting for.

      Pick Your Escape

      Small Town Romance

      All I Want

      Annapolis Harbor

      Ever After

      Second Chance Harbor

      Mountain Town Romance

      Mountain Haven

      The Wilde Brothers

      Beach Romance

      The Kingston Brothers

      Holiday Romance

      The Monroe Brothers

      The Calloways

      The Sterling Brothers

      Blind Date with a Small Town Romance

      Let fate choose your next steamy small-town romance. Each blind book is a surprise love story waiting to sweep you away.

      Go on a blind date

      Most Loved Tropes

      Fake Fiancé Love

      Best Friends to Lovers

      Gruff Single Dad

      Protector Small Town Heroes

      Second Chance Love

      Enemies to Lovers

      Shop the tropes

      Lea Coll Books

      Strong heroines.

      Protective heroes.

      Unforgettable love stories.

      Steamy

      HEA

      No cheating

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          ASPEN

        

        
          
            [image: An image of a small town.]
          

        

      

    

    
      "I'm pregnant."

      "That's amazing. Congratulations."

      Eve smiled. "We're excited to expand our family."

      Eve had married Maddox, the fire chief and a single father. It made sense that they wanted to start a family right away to ensure the kids would be close in age. But I'd only just started working as her assistant. What did her announcement mean for my job?

      "I need you to work closely with Cooper on the renovations."

      “You want me to work with Cooper?" My brothers' best friend. My brothers recently opened a contracting company, and their best friend, Cooper, was the supervisor. Growing up, he was always hanging around, and he was so annoying.

      "It would be helpful if you could take my meetings with him. I've been feeling tired and nauseated.”

      "I'm sorry you're not feeling well. I'm happy to help," I said, even as my stomach sunk.

      Her shoulders lowered, relief visible in her gaze. "Thank you."

      But there was a roaring in my ears. I couldn't believe I had to work with the one guy who drove me crazy.

      “We’re going into the holiday season. I’m going to need all the help I can get between the seasonal events and the town’s renovations.”

      “I’m here for whatever you need.” It would be more responsibility than I was accustomed to in a job. But I was excited about the opportunity.

      "I know you don't always get along with Cooper, but I'm hoping you can put any hard feelings aside for this," Eve said.

      I laughed it off. "We fight like siblings, but I can ignore my feelings and do what needs to be done for the town."

      She let out a breath. "I'm thinking about making your position permanent. Let's treat this as a trial period to prove that you're the best person for this position."

      "I'd love to work for the town." Of all the jobs I worked over the years, this one was the one I could see myself in for a long time. I didn't get bored, and I looked forward to going to work each day. But now, I'd be working with Cooper, and a sense of dread took up residence in my gut.

      "When Maddox and I talked about how I was going to handle all my responsibilities while pregnant, he was worried they were too much. I'm so relieved that you'll be handling the day-to-day details."

      "What will you be doing?" Did she mean that I'd be handling all the responsibilities? She planned the events, coordinated performers, vendors, and parking, and she dealt with any issues that arose from the shop owners to the visitors.

      "I'm going to work from home. That will make it easier for me to rest and take it easy."

      I hadn't anticipated that this position would turn into a full-time one. For once, I was excited at the prospect of more responsibility. "You can count on me."

      She pulled out her laptop and opened the screen to a spreadsheet. "That's great to hear. Let me go over my schedule with you. I meet with Cooper, or talk to him on the phone, several times a week. We work closely together to coordinate the repairs.”

      I nodded at the appropriate times, but all I could think about was that I was going to work with Cooper. The man I tried to avoid as much as possible. He already worked with my brothers and hung around our house all the time. Now I was expected to work with him too. I wouldn't be able to escape.

      "The good thing is that you're already living in town, so you'll be close to the action," Eve said with a smile, as if it were a good thing to be so close to work and my new colleague.

      I'd recently rented the apartment above Reina's bakery, Sweet Dreams. "I'm here for whatever you need."

      Eve grinned. "I knew I could count on you. Cooper had some reservations that you would be professional."

      The roaring in my ears only intensified. "He said that?"

      Eve waved a hand. "I told him he doesn't know you like I do. You've gone above and beyond for me. If I can rely on you, then he can too."

      "I'm glad you were able to alleviate his concerns," I said stiffly, even as irritation slid down my spine. Cooper had talked badly about me to my boss?

      How was I going to work with him so closely when we couldn't be in the same room together without fighting? He was always criticizing me, and it was only going to get worse. But I'd promised Eve that I'd work with him. This was such a mess.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon going over her job duties and what she expected me to handle. The entire time, I nodded and smiled at the right times, but I couldn't wait until I had a chance to confront Cooper.

      It wasn't okay for him to bad-mouth me to Eve. I wasn't his younger sister. He needed to treat me like a professional.

      I had Cooper's phone number. Not that I ever used it. My brothers said I could rely on him like I would a brother. He had been at every family event and most dinners growing up. He was everywhere, and it was only going to get worse.

      When work ended for the day, I cleaned my desk and pulled on a jacket. On the sidewalk in front of town hall, I pulled out my phone and found his contact information. I hesitated only for a second, then typed out a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aspen: We need to talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cooper: About?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aspen: You told Eve I couldn't be professional.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cooper: I'm worried about our ability to work together. Aren't you?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was easy for him to say. He already had a plum role as the supervisor of a contracting company. His position combined with his relationship with my brothers were solid.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aspen: Meet me at the bar across from the bakery.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cooper: Now?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aspen: Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      I knew he was irritated that I'd interrupted his workday, or whatever he was doing, so that we could hash this out. But I couldn't wait a minute longer. I had to know why he'd tried to sabotage me.

      I headed toward the bar, growing more irritated with each step. How dare he talk badly about me? He didn't know me, and over the years, he'd treated me like an annoying little sister.

      He was just like the rest of my family, believing I was impulsive and irresponsible. I tried to ignore those comments, but it set me off that he'd insinuated I couldn't do my job.

      I was done with being talked down to. I was tired of feeling less than because I didn't take the path that everyone else did. Who said you had to finish college and find a boring office job?

      I reached the heavy wooden doors at the same time as Cooper and drew up.

      He opened the door with a flourish of his hand and a mocking bow. "After you."

      I wanted to argue, but I was going to be mature and pick my battles. This isn't one I was going to win anyway. He had good manners.

      I swept past him and into the dark interior. It was still early, so there were only a few people sitting at the bar.

      He came to stand next to me. "Where do you want to sit?"

      Without responding, I started for the table in a dark corner, not wanting anyone overhearing our conversation.

      Somehow, he beat me to the table and pulled out my chair.

      I sat as he pushed in my chair. Then I waited for him to take the seat across from me.

      He inclined his head toward the bar. "You want me to grab something from the bar?"

      "I don't want a drink." My stomach was churning, and I wanted to get this over with. I'd never been alone with him like this, and it was unsettling to have his focus on me.

      He raised a brow, his demeanor deceptively calm. "What did you want to talk about?"

      I sniffed. "I met with Eve. She asked me to work with you."

      He nodded. "She talked to me about it already."

      It irked me that she talked to him first. "Apparently, you told her that I couldn't be professional⁠—"

      He opened his mouth to interrupt, but I held up my hand. "I'm tired of you and my brothers talking about me as if I'm not a responsible, mature adult. And it's not okay that you told Eve that I wouldn't be able to handle the job."

      He leaned back in his chair as if he didn't have a care in the world. "You know we don't get along."

      My jaw tightened. "You insinuated that I couldn't rise above our personal issues and be professional."

      He crossed his arms over his chest. "Honestly? I don't know if you can."

      I was so infuriated. How could he be so calm when I was ready to explode? "She wants me to prove that I'm the right person for this job. She wants it to be a permanent position."

      His forehead wrinkled. "I didn't know you were looking for a full-time job."

      I looked away from him, feeling fidgety under his scrutiny. "I'm tired of everyone in this family assuming that I'm flaky. Just because I didn't know what I wanted to do with my life the second I was born, doesn't mean that what I want isn't valid."

      He raised a brow. "What do you want?"

      "If we're going to do this"—I gestured between us—"then this is strictly professional. No jabs about how you think I'm immature or telling my boss that I'm not qualified to do my job."

      His expression was somber. "This job is important to you."

      "Yes."

      His face was pinched. "I'm sorry. I didn't realize⁠—"

      "That's because you don't know anything about me," I interjected, my voice filled with irritation.

      His jaw tightened. "I don't want to fight."

      I clenched my hands into fists at my side. "So don't."

      He gave me a look. "You make it difficult."

      I tipped my head to the side. "You're saying it's my fault that you're infuriating?"

      He let out a breath. "You don't make it easy."

      I wasn't sure how we were going to work together. I couldn't be in the same room with him without sniping at him. I assumed it was because I had five brothers and didn't need another one taking my parents' attention away from me. When I was younger, I didn't care why he was at our house all the time; I was just annoyed that he was.

      He was quiet for a few seconds. "Maybe we should try and hang out together so we can get to know each other outside the dynamic of your family."

      "What are you proposing?" I asked cautiously.

      "Why don't you come over tonight for dinner? I'll cook, and we can put these bad feelings in the past."

      "You really think that's possible?" I crossed my arms over my chest, panicking at the idea of being inside his house. If we couldn't stand each other, how was that going to work?

      He raised a brow. "What do we have to lose?"

      "My job. The apartment." Everything was tied to Eve and this town. If I lost this job, then I'd have to find a new place to live.

      "Don't you think those are good reasons to put our past behind us and attempt to get along?"

      I hated that he was being so reasonable. I wanted to rail at him about all the ways this was never going to work. But that wasn't the mature thing to do in this situation. "Of course."

      "We'll see if we can't find some common ground."

      "Our common ground is my family." The family that he infiltrated when I was younger and then never left. The last thing I ever wanted was one more brother. I had enough of them, and they were all irritating.

      "You know how you fall back into the role you had as a kid when you're around your parents and brothers?"

      "I guess."

      "It's the same with us." He waved his hand. "You see me as another brother competing for your parents' attention."

      "You're saying that you see me as a little sister?" I asked, unsure why that bothered me so much when I'd drawn the same conclusion over the years.

      He cleared his throat. "I don't know what else you'd call it."

      I sighed and looked away, noting that a few more people had filed inside since we'd arrived. "We can't fight all the time. It's not fair to Eve. She probably needs to reduce her stress while she's pregnant."

      "I agree."

      My face pinched. "I don't like it."

      "I don't either," he agreed.

      I stood and held out my hand for him to shake. I thought the change in position would give me control over this situation, but he was almost as tall as me sitting.

      His hand closed around mine, and I was unprepared for the jolt of electricity that shot down my arm to my elbow.

      I quickly pulled away, shaken from my body's reaction to his touch. To cover my shock, I asked, "Can you cook?"

      His lips quirked. "I'm a single man living alone. I need to eat."

      I frowned, not liking that he was single. "I thought you were dating Cassie or Callie?"

      He sobered. "Her name was Tess. We broke up."

      What kind of woman did he attract? Why didn't it work out? I couldn't help but ask, "Was it your grouchy personality?"

      He considered me for a few seconds before he finally nodded. "She said I was emotionally detached.”

      I was a little surprised by his answer and didn't have a quick comeback to his honest admission.

      He stood and pushed the chair into the table. "I better go grocery shopping if I want to have something edible on the table for dinner tonight."

      I nodded, my stomach flipping at the idea of being alone with him in his house. "Right."

      He gestured for me to walk in front of him, and I was hyperaware that he was following me. Was he looking at my ass? But that was ridiculous. He was like a brother to me, wasn't he?

      When we reached the door, he leaned past me and pushed it open. He was standing close. So close I could smell his clean, masculine scent.

      As soon as I was outside, I moved away from him, drawing in cool air to clear my lungs. If we were going to work together, I shouldn't be thinking of him as anything other than an older brother. One I respected.

      "Where you headed?"

      "Home." I needed to get away from him and figure out how this had gotten so out of control so quickly. I was supposed to yell at him, and then we'd go our separate ways. How did I agree to dinner with the enemy?

      "You're living above the bakery now?" he asked, easily keeping pace with me.

      Was he intending to walk me home? "I am."

      "You like the apartment?"

      "It's small, but it's all I need." I'd love to buy a home someday, but the cost was out of reach. Even though I worked multiple jobs, cobbling together the wages from each didn't come close to a down payment. As much as I liked my easy lifestyle, it wouldn't pay for the things I'd eventually want in my life. That's why this job was so important. I wanted to make it permanent. For once in my life, I craved stability.

      He stopped at the base of the steps to my apartment. "You have my number?"

      "I do." Not that I'd ever use it.

      He raised a brow at my curt tone. "You know where I live?"

      "No but my brothers do." I tried not to listen to details when he was talking to my mom. The less I knew about him, the better.

      "I'll text you the address. We probably shouldn't tell your brothers about this."

      My nose scrunched. "They're going to know that we're working together."

      He shook his head. "If they hear that I'm making you dinner, they won't understand."

      I chuckled. "Probably not."

      "I don't need that kind of stress in my life. Your brothers can be intense."

      I laughed. "There's no way my brothers would believe that you were interested in me."

      "I don't want to take a chance," he said tightly.

      "Morgan's dating his best friend's sister. Not that what we're doing is dating." I couldn't believe I'd even mentioned dating.

      "It's a trial to see if we can survive working together."

      I gestured between us. "I don't have high hopes for this working between us."

      "Your brothers gave me a chance by naming me the supervisor of the business, and the town is our biggest contract. I don't want to screw it up because I can't get along with you." There was something in his tone that got under my skin.

      "I'll see you tonight." I spun on my heel and headed up the stairs.

      When I looked down, he was still standing there, watching me. I gave him a little wave, then put my key in the lock and pushed the door open. I didn't let out the breath I'd been holding until the door was shut behind me.

      I'd never seen Cooper as anything other than an irritation, another brother I didn't want or need. But there was something about being close to him that had my nerves going haywire. What did it mean?

      Was I attracted to him?

      I couldn't like my brothers' best friend. It was so cliché, and I found him so annoying.

      It was just a shock, one I'd get over. It would be apparent at dinner that we couldn't work together. Somehow, we'd figure out how to make this work by staying far away from each other.
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      Why had I invited her over for dinner? She was like a sister to me. An annoying little sister that I avoided at all costs.

      I needed to work closely with her, and I needed it to go well because my job depended on it. The Sterlings had entrusted me to run their new business when the only experience I'd had was working construction for other companies. I'd never been in a leadership role. Why did I think I could be the man for the position?

      Aspen was the one woman who had the power to blow up my plans. I couldn't understand her. She worked multiple part-time jobs and never seemed to settle on any one thing, whether that was a job or a boyfriend. Instead, she flitted from one thing to another without a care in the world.

      She could afford to be carefree. She had a family that loved and cared about her. Who'd offer her a place to live if she needed it. She hadn't grown up in a volatile situation where money and food were sometimes scarce and emotional support nonexistent.

      I craved stability and financial security, and this job represented everything I'd ever wanted. If I could make this contracting company a success, then I'd have both. But Aspen's involvement could wreck everything. How did I know that she wouldn't walk away and screw me in the process?

      The only way I could control the outcome was to be involved in every aspect, and that included working closely with Aspen. I needed to ensure that everything was handled, that nothing was overlooked.

      I'd told her it was to prove that we could get along and work together. But I was fairly sure that wasn't going to happen.

      She was reckless and impulsive. Everything I couldn't afford to be. We had nothing in common. This dinner was a means to an end. I wanted to know everything she was doing so that I could head off any problems.

      It wasn't some grand scheme to get along. I could care less about that. I just needed to know what she was doing and ensure that everything would be executed to my specifications. Surely, Aspen didn't really want this job. She'd be off to the next thing sooner rather than later. I just needed to contain her for now. I could head off any issues before they exploded in my face.

      I needed to keep her close so that I could ensure everything was handled correctly.

      Why I was spending so much time figuring out what to cook in the meat aisle of the grocery store was confusing? It didn't matter what I made. I was cooking a meal for Aspen. The younger sister of my friends. The girl who'd turned into a woman. Not that it mattered.

      She was still irritating.

      She'd hate that I saw her that way. But I had to, or I'd think about all the ways she'd grown up to be a beautiful woman. One who her brothers would not want me thinking about.

      No matter what my intentions were, if they found out about our dinner, they'd have more than a few choice words for me. There would probably be a few well-placed fists involved, and I'd deserve it. I knew the risks, but I couldn't see another way to keep her in line.

      She was flighty, and I was steady.

      I moved from the meat to the seafood, and my gaze landed on the fish options. I'd add a little lemon garlic pasta, and we'd be good to go. Maybe a nice chunky bread to dip in olive oil.

      What was I thinking? This wasn't a date. I wasn't trying to impress a woman. Even if I was, she'd conclude that I was emotionless, just like my last girlfriend had, and would want nothing to do with me.

      That stung, but this wasn't a date. So what Aspen Sterling thought about me didn't matter. Not in the slightest. With that vow, I grabbed everything I needed for dinner, including a bottle of wine. Aspen seemed like a woman who enjoyed a glass of wine with dinner.

      I ignored that voice in my head that said this wasn't a date. I was cooking dinner for a woman, and I always treated a woman right, even if I wasn't in touch with my emotions. On the way home, I stopped by a florist and bought a bouquet.

      Then I argued with myself all the way home about whether I should give it to her when she arrived or put it in a vase and pretend it was ambiance for the dinner table.

      By the time I pulled into my driveway, there was tension between my shoulders and a headache forming at the base of my skull. Aspen was more trouble than she was worth.

      I'd never had to work this hard to convince myself that something wasn't a date. This was a business arrangement. We shouldn't be drinking wine or smelling flower petals.

      Determined to set the tone right, I put the flowers in a vase my mom had given me when I moved in, filling it with water and the flower food the worker at the store had insisted it needed. Then I arranged the stems so that the flowers looked nice.

      Except I wasn't even sure how to do that. I finally gave up and moved toward the stove to cook.

      I texted the address to Aspen, then wondered if I should add a see you soon message. I decided against it because this wasn't a date. This was a business dinner to get to know each other better. We'd be working together. Nothing more. It was better to be short with her.

      One glass of wine wouldn't lead to another. Besides, what woman spent time around me and didn't conclude that I was made of stone, incapable of being the kind of man they needed? Someone who expressed their feelings and was empathetic to whatever was going on in their lives.

      Instead, I was focused on work and building the business that would sustain me and my family for a long time. I didn't have time to flirt with my best friends and business partners' sister. That would be a mistake. One I wasn't willing to make.

      I seasoned the fish and slid it into the oven. As I heated water in a pot for the pasta, I couldn't help but think that I'd screwed up already. When I was a teenager and I realized that Aspen wasn't so little anymore, I knew I had to put those feelings in a box.

      It was vital that I kept her in her role as my friends' younger sister. I repeated the purpose of the evening in my head as I straightened the first floor of the house. I could at least prove to her that I was a good guy. One who could cook and clean. It might have been a bachelor pad, but I didn't have to meet every stereotype she had of the perpetually single man.

      Then I berated myself again for acting like I had to impress her. She wasn't a woman I was interested in.

      My ex's opinion was fresh in my mind. Tess didn't think I was capable of feelings, or that I ever would be. I thought I'd left my past where it belonged, but unfortunately it had left scars. Big ones.

      When the doorbell rang, I was just pulling the fish from the oven. I set the casserole dish on top of the stove and went to answer the door.

      When I opened the door, Aspen stood on the porch wearing a dress and a cardigan. She looked sweet and appealing. I wanted to push that cardigan off her shoulders and touch her bare skin. I'd shift those spaghetti straps off her arms and see how plump her breasts were.

      I felt hot all over, and I swayed on my feet.

      Concern flashed through Aspen's gaze. "Are you okay?"

      I waved a dismissive hand. "The kitchen is warm."

      She glided past me into my foyer, a bakery box clutched in her hands. She shoved it in my direction. "For dessert."

      "You didn't have to bring anything over. It's just dinner between business associates." I'd practiced that line for an hour, and she winced at my curtness.

      I took the box while she hung her jacket on a hook. "I'll eat it at home then."

      I swallowed over the tightness in my throat. I hadn't meant to make her feel bad, and I wasn't sure how to fix it. It was better to get this evening moving forward. "I'm still cooking."

      I turned and made my way to the kitchen, expecting her to follow. I added the cooked pasta to a pan with garlic, lemon, and a cup of the boiling water. I stirred and let it simmer for a minute. Then I remembered I had a guest.

      Aspen stood by the counter, an uncertain expression on her face.

      "Would you like a glass of wine?" I asked stiffly.

      She shook her head. "Water's fine. It's a business dinner, remember?"

      "That's right." I filled a glass with ice and water and handed it to her.

      Then I filled a second for myself and drained the glass. It was unbearably hot in here. Would it be rude to open a window?

      Her gaze was on the various pots and pans I'd used. "I can't believe you cooked."

      I raised a brow. "I invited you for dinner, didn't I?"

      She set her glass on the counter. "I thought you might buy something and reheat it."

      "I told you I had to learn how to cook, living alone." And when her gaze stayed on me, I added, "My mom worked a lot when I was younger. I had to take care of my sister."

      Her expression softened. "How is Emery?"

      I'd forgotten that she was in the same grade as her. "She graduated from the local community college and transferred to University of Colorado."

      "That's great."

      "Yeah, it's all I ever wanted for her." I wanted her out of our family's house and living a life far away from here.

      "You didn't want the same?"

      I stiffened. "I got a job working construction in high school. I felt good about myself, putting in a hard day's work and getting paid for it. I was able to be home when she got off the bus and cook us dinner. It was a good job."

      "I'm not saying it's not. I just wondered if you wanted to go to school too?"

      I remembered the bad grades, the teachers' frustrations with me. "Nah. School wasn't my thing."

      Her nose wrinkled. "It wasn't mine either."

      "I forget that you went to college."

      Her cheeks flushed. "Yeah, but I dropped out. My family thought I was crazy for walking away."

      "Your brothers didn't all go to college either." I'd learned the business side of things by researching as much as I could and trial and error.

      She sighed. "For some reason, my parents expected me to. I'm not doing skilled labor like them."

      Silence fell between us. I busied myself by checking the simmering sauce.

      We'd never had to talk to each other outside the presence of her family. And then, we only exchanged sharp barbs. We hadn't had to make small talk. I wasn't sure what else we had to talk about besides Emery.

      I finished the sauce and poured everything into a serving dish complete with a spoon. Then I plated the fish. "I almost forgot I bought bread."

      I grabbed the loaf, cut it, and arranged the slices on a platter. Then I poured olive oil in a small bowl with rosemary. "I meant to do that so you could eat while I was cooking."

      She picked up a chunk of bread and dragged it through the oil. "This is perfect." She ate a bite, and a drop of oil landed on her chin.

      "You have something⁠—"

      She flushed. "Oh. Whoops. I'm a little clumsy when I eat."

      I'd heard what her family said about her over the years. Had she internalized their comments? "Is that true though?"

      She shrugged. "I guess so.”

      I thought about that for a few seconds and then said, "I wonder if we're a product of our family dynamics. If we don't form our personalities based on them, and then we spend our whole lives living in them."

      She raised a brow. "That was kind of deep."

      "You seem surprised." The point of this dinner was to get to know each other and find some common ground. I needed to reveal a bit of myself for that to happen.

      She looked away. "I didn't realize you have depth."

      I chuckled. "Are you saying I'm shallow?"

      She shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe. You don't exactly share anything about your family life."

      My shoulders tightened. "There's nothing to tell."

      She sucked in a breath and then asked in a rush, "Then why did you spend your childhood at our house instead of your own?"

      "It was fun at your house. There were always laughter and teasing. My house was different." It was quiet and tense. We worried our dad would show up and demand our mom give him money. Money we needed for groceries. I found the Sterlings, and Emery had a group of friends, jumping from one house to another. We had our own methods of coping.

      Aspen tilted her head to the side. "Your family’s a big part of who you are?"

      "How would you relate that to your own family?" I heard what her family had said about her over the years. She was flighty and impulsive.

      She chewed her lip. "My parents would say I'm rebelling from expectations. If they placed demands on me, I did the opposite. But I'm not sure how my birth order or my family would have caused that."

      "Maybe it was a way to be seen in a large family. You had to be different to get attention."

      "I guess it's possible."

      At least she'd forgotten to ask more questions about my family. No one wanted to hear about that. I'd gotten through it, and that's all that mattered. Emery was living her dream life on campus, and she was safe. If my dad tried to hit her up for money, he'd have me to deal with. I'm bigger and stronger than I was back then.

      "Are you’re parents happy now that you're working for Eve?" They'd always wanted her to settle on one job.

      She pressed her lips together. "I don't talk to them about it."

      "You don't think they'd want to know?" I set the food dishes on the table I almost never used.

      "They'd have opinions I don't really want to hear." She folded napkins and set them under the silverware.

      "You don't have to set the table."

      She looked up at me and smiled. "I want to help. You went through the trouble of cooking dinner."

      I pulled out her chair. "Sit."

      She complied instead of arguing with me, and I refilled her glass of water.

      She touched the petal of a yellow lily. "These flowers are lovely."

      "I got them at the florist in town."

      "It's a nice addition to your table. You always have flowers?"

      "Just when I have guests." So far, that had only been Emery.

      I passed Aspen the bowl of pasta, and she scooped some onto her plate.

      "What are you working on for the next few months?" I asked, plating the fish.

      Aspen's eyes widened. "Eve entrusted the holiday season to me. It's a little scary. And she wants me to work closely with you on the schedule of repairs and renovations."

      "I usually keep her apprised of our plans."

      "I think she wants me to be more involved since one of the shops flooded, and then there was a fire in another one."

      My stomach twisted. "You don't think she's going to want to go with another contractor?"

      She pursed her lips. "I don't know."

      This was worse than I thought. I needed to ensure that nothing else happened on my watch. "I'll speed up the timeline of repairs. Hire extra crew."

      She frowned. "She didn't say anything about that."

      I cut a bite of fish, not feeling very hungry. "I don't want her
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