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CHELSEA CHATHFORD WASN’T an advocate of Cinderella fantasies, but she’d found herself stuck in one for the last year. Wishing on stars. Dreaming of a Prince Charming who wasn’t always princely. Or charming. But with the New Year rapidly approaching, her fervent holiday wish was to have Vaughn Jennings, her Prince Charming of choice, naked. 

Okay. Naked and an eager participant in whatever direction her fantasy took. Because that’s what it was. 

Fantasy. 

It was on days like this, even standing amid sawdust, working with the best tools money could buy, that Chelsea really missed Cumberland, the small town she’d grown up in Harlan County, Kentucky. 

It was a long way from Harrington, North Carolina, where she worked for Jennings Restoration. It didn’t matter she was doing what she’d trained to do. That she was recognized for her skills. And not lusted after for her breasts. When the end-of-year holidays loomed out in front of her, long and lonely, she got homesick. 

Momma would be gone thirteen years this December. Papa was still alive, still living in Harlan County. He hadn’t

made it down to Harrington for Thanksgiving. She wouldn’t be going home for Christmas. She’d be here, in Harrington, ringing in the New Year by herself. 

That was really the problem. 

She was alone. And she was tired of it. 

She wanted a life shared with someone she loved. She wanted a husband. And since it didn’t appear one was going to fall out of Santa’s sleigh to land under her Christmas tree, she’d settle for a steady man in her life. But he had to love her. Accept her, too, exactly as she was.

No easy feat.  

There were five-feet-ten-and-a-half-inches of her. And a solid one-hundred and seventy pounds. Most men she looked in the eye. And the few interested ones she could look up to, well, they didn’t know how to handle what she did. 

She was a master carpenter. 

Not the usual profession for a woman. 

She clamped the piece of Kentucky cherry. Slowly ran an appreciative hand over the fine-grained wood she’d chosen to use for this reproduction. She reached for the gouge needed to make the dovetail joint. 

It was in her papa’s workshop in Cumberland, working by his side where she’d learned to be a carpenter. She’d been burying her grief at her momma’s passing. He’d been teaching her a trade. One he’d hoped she’d use in Harlan. 

The hum and whine of the state-of-the-art equipment in Vaughn Jennings’ Harrington, North Carolina shop reminded her of how far she’d come. Going home every night to an empty apartment, loving a man who didn’t love her back reminded her of how far she had yet to go. 

It wasn’t easy being a woman in a predominately male profession. It wasn’t easy finding a man who’d understand her. And accept her. Work boots, chisels, and tomboy tendencies. Tool belt, jeans, and Jim Beam. She wouldn’t change who she was to get a man. Or to keep one.  She was done doing that. Had the emotional baggage stuffed down deep inside to prove it. 

“Hey, Cha-Cha.” 

Chelsea lifted her head at the sound of her nickname. Everyone in the shop had one.

“You got that estimate for Hard-ass?” the latest office temp asked. 

Even Vaughn, the owner of Jennings Restoration had one. 

“You shouldn’t call him that,” she told the woman. 

She got a shrug of indifference for her effort. “It’s on the table.” Chelsea jerked her head in direction. 

Vaughn. Her heart threw itself into a tailspin. 

Her Prince Charming was her boss. She’d liked and respected the man from the start. For four years they’d built a friendship. But somehow, in the last year, with every moment they’d spent together, the like had deepened, and it had turned into the worst kind of love. 

The fatal, one-sided kind.

And although she loved him, Vaughn only saw her as a dedicated employee, a master carpenter he couldn’t run his shop without. 

She sucked in a deep breath to dull the pain. Inhaled the scent of sawdust and varnish and tried not to discern that she could still sniff out the man’s cologne. He always smelled so good. “Enough,” she chastised herself. 

He had a stupid rule. One he followed like a religious zealot. And it was plastered on every wall in the shop. Big black letters on bright yellow metal. 

No employee dating. 

She wanted to take her frustration out on those ridiculous signs. She looked over to his office and she wanted to take her frustration out on him instead. 

He was sitting at his desk, leaning over it. Intently concentrating on the pile of papers in front of him. All broad shoulders, dark hair, and brooding intensity. He did everything with intensity. And passion. 

And wasn’t that just the most exciting thing ever?  

He was the James Bond of Harrington. Sexy. Mysterious. Dedicated. He knew their business like he’d been schooled at the master’s feet. And he had a mystique about him that intrigued every woman he met. 

Chelsea knew. She’d been enraptured with him from the first moment they’d met. As had a half-dozen other women he’d dated over the years. 

“What is your angle, Mister Garrett Vaughn Jennings?” No one knew much of his past, other than what was generically written in the business journal. “What secrets are you keeping close to your vest?” she whispered, as she tightened the clamp holding her newly glued joint. The man was thirty-years old. Surely there had been one woman who’d been able to divert his attention from his stupid rule.

And damn, but didn’t her foolish heart fill with hope she could be that woman. That she could be the one who’d capture his attention. And ultimately his love.

It would be the perfect holiday gift. An answer to her holiday wish. 

She glanced up at the stupid yellow and black signs posted on every wall in the shop. 

No employee dating. 

And she sighed. It was the dumbest rule he’d ever come up with. She pushed her long blonde ponytail back over her shoulder. She’d never be the woman he loved. Because she worked for him. And he would never know her beyond the professional. 

*   *   *
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“CHELSEA!” LAUREN FOSTER-Forsythe called out as she left Vaughn’s office. The former country music star had left him with a scowl on his face. She didn’t usually have that effect on men.

“Losin’ your touch?” Chelsea teased. 

“Very funny,” her friend replied, holding out a creamy ivory envelope. She shook it. “Take it.” 

“What is it?” Chelsea warily asked, holding a piece of rough-cut walnut in front of her. 

“Set your little board down and find out.” 

“It’s not a little board.” 

It was a gorgeous piece of rough cut she’d found in an old barn outside her hometown on her last visit. 

“And it will be a gorgeous piece of walnut when I’m done planing and sanding it.” 

A perfect addition to one of the mantels in Bliss, the infamous house on the water, in Albemarle Sound. The house Lauren, as president of the Harrington House Historical Society, oversaw. 

Chelsea was a history buff. She had the perfect job. 

“I know it’s not little. And you shouldn’t be lifting it.”

“I can lift it just fine.” 

She was not petite. Not since she’d been ten. 

“I’m sure you can. I wish I was in half as good a shape as you are.” 

Lauren Foster-Forsythe was cover-girl gorgeous.  Even after giving birth.  

“I think your boss should be out here doin’ that for you.” 

Chelsea pointed a finger of warning. 

“You can stop your matchmaking right now. It’s not gonna happen.” 

Vaughn Jennings was never going to see Chelsea as anything but an employee.  

“Come on, Chels. Wouldn’t it be fun to see all that lean muscle rippling?” 

“Lauren.”

“Get a glimpse of his ass when he bent down—”

“Will you stop? It still wouldn’t matter.”  

“Sure it would.” 

“No, it wouldn’t.” 

She’d still be his employee. And short of quitting, that was how it was going to be. He was her boss. And the initiator of the stupid ass No Employee Dating rule. 

“I’ve seen the rule enforced.” 

It was why she was dragging her own lumber to the planer instead of having Josh do it for her. And why the shop was suffering through a temp invasion while Vaughn looked for another office assistant to replace Sarah.  They’d been caught dating. And fired for it.

They were unemployed. But blissfully happy. 

Maybe that was the trick.

“I should never have told you.” 

If anything, it made her look pathetic. Chelsea turned. Reached for her protective eyewear. 

“Chelsea.” Lauren grabbed her arm, stopping her. “You said you’d think about it.” 

“I did. The answer is no.” 

Attending an expensive fundraiser was way out of Chelsea’s budget. 

“Hobnobbing with Harrington’s elite, NASCAR’s finest, and country music’s superstars will only give me a bad case of hives.” 

“No, it won’t. Come on, Chels. It’s going to be fun. We’ve even got a celebrity bachelor auction planned.” 

Chelsea shook her head side to side. 

“Come on,” her friend pleaded. 

“No. You’ll have to hone your matchmaking skills on someone else.” Chelsea’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Vaughn and me?” She slowly shook her head side to side. “It isn’t going to happen.” 

She needed this job. She wanted this job. 

Besides, she wasn’t Vaughn’s type. And she had a whole list of what she wasn’t. Sophisticated. Beautiful. Or the three W’s, as she liked to call them, worldly, wealthy, and working anywhere but here.

Chelsea schooled her features to hide her hope, and her vulnerability. It was tough being alone this time of year. Tougher when she loved someone who would never look beyond his stupid rule to really see her as anything more than an employee. Or to love her despite his stupid rule. 

“Rules are made to be broken; you know.” 

“Not this one.”

“Is it so wrong for me to want to see my best friend happy?” 

Chelsea held a hand, palm out. 

“Do not go all girlie on me.” 

And even though Chelsea succumbed to the same malady on occasion, she was, for the most part, a tomboy. Born and raised to run wild in Harlan County. And sadly, to lust after Garrett Vaughn Jennings in Harrington. 

That was the way it was. The way it would always be.

“Come on, Chels. This is a chance for you to see him outside of here.”

“I don’t need to.” 

She saw that dark hair and perpetual three-day scruff on his handsome face every night in her dreams. 

“Besides.” She sucked in a deep breath. “Seeing him outside of here won’t change his rule.” 

It was the one thing Vaughn refused to budge on. He was mulishly stubborn about it. 

They’d spent plenty of late nights arguing over it when she fought to reinstate Josh and Sarah. She’d hadn’t gone so far as to tell him his rule was dumb-ass stupid, but she’d come close. 

It didn’t matter because Vaughn countered with, “Rules are rules, Chels. And what good are they if they’re not followed?”

His rule was still dumb. In her opinion.

“He might change his mind, Chels. You know well as I do, Christmas is the season of miracles.” 

“Christmas will pass like it always does.” 

With no miracle for Chelsea. No declaration of love from Vaughn. No rescinding of his stupid rule.

Lauren looked over her shoulder. 

“He’s what? Six-foot five?” 

“Will you stop?”

“I’m just making conversation.” 

Lauren glanced into Vaughn’s office, then back to Chelsea. 

“So what is he? Six-four? Six-five?”

“Six. Vaughn’s six-foot six.” 

The perfect height to make Chelsea feel feminine and sexy.  

“Come to the fundraiser, Chels. Have some fun. Land yourself a date. Then reel him in and ring in the New Year with love.” 

“You are such a dreamer,” Chelsea scoffed, ignoring the pinch in her heart. How many times had she dreamed that exact scenario? Only about a hundred different times. She sucked in a short breath. Let it out just as quickly. “Just because you have a fairytale romance, doesn’t mean it’s in the cards for everyone else. Thank you for the invite, but I can’t attend.” 

And with her resolve shored up, and her foolish hope tucked away, Chelsea pushed her safety glasses back onto her face. 
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“RULES ARE RULES, LAUREN.” Garrett Vaughn Jennings the Third felt the need to point that out. “And they’re not meant to be fun.” They were meant to be learned, obeyed and lived by. “They’re not made to be broken. Okay?” 

He’d learned that lesson the hard way. 

“Look.” 

Lauren rubbed a wrinkle from her forehead. One he’d probably put there. 

“You agreed to be part of this fundraiser. For Bliss.” 

Like he had to be reminded. Of his commitment. Or the infamous house on the water. Harrington House was Lauren’s passion. She dedicated a large part of her life to preserving it. 

He understood preservation. 

“You agreed, Vaughn,” she reminded him. 

Like his word actually had value. And he didn’t want to think too much about that small victory. 

“I did.” 

He had. 

“But I didn’t agree to be part of it looking like a redneck gigolo.” 

“You don’t.” 

He snorted his opinion. 

“Who the hell thought this get-up makes me look like a respectable owner of a restoration company?” 

“With your charming personality, we had to pull out all the stops.” 

“I can be fun. Just like the next guy.” 

She was already shaking her head side to side. 

“No, you can’t.” 

“Yes, I can,” he stubbornly argued. Because he was a man. And that’s what men did. But she was right. He wasn’t fun. Or happy.

He hadn’t been for a very long time. 

He did a quick sweep of those gathered in the Harrington Civic Center where this dog and pony show was taking place.

Laughter was in close competition with the music from a jazz band playing in one corner. The eligible bachelors were everywhere. Role playing in whatever costumes they’d been given, and obviously enjoying it as they “networked’ with the professionals gathered. And they were moving and shaking it with the eligible women. Something he should be doing. And yet, he didn’t. 

Had no desire to.

“I’m a businessman.” 

He pulled at the shrink-wrapped plain white cotton adhering to his chest. 

“Who the hell thought a wife-beater spelled respectability, huh? Can you answer me that?” 

“Look. I don’t know what hills you come from.” 

He hailed from Savannah, Georgia where generation after generation of Jennings were born and bred. Had lived and flourished, too. Until, like the dinosaurs, they met an untimely extinction.

“But in these hills,” she went on. “Women love wife-beaters. We find them sexy. And you,” she pointed a finger at him to drive home her point. “You agreed to be part of the bachelor auction.” 

“I agreed.” He pushed her finger aside. “When I thought I could wear the suit and tie I came in.” For him, it projected respectability. Even if it was a prop, no better at instilling the falsehood than the outfit he was currently wearing. 

Respectability isn’t something you put on, Garrett. It’s something that’s earned. 

Vaughn ignored the voice in his head. The one that sounded exactly like his father. 

He could never make up for what he’d done to him. 

Or to his grandfather’s legacy. 

He wondered why he was still trying. 

“Look.” Lauren squeezed the bridge of her nose with her fingers. “When the auction actually takes place, you’ll be allowed to wear whatever you want. Okay? Does that make you happy?” 

“No.” 

It was Friday night. The night the numb nuts left the shop early and Chelsea stayed late. He wanted to be back there. With her.

That would make him happy.

Just the two of them. Taking inventory. Looking over the next week’s assignments. Talking to her. Spending time with her. Enjoying her company as much as he hoped she enjoyed his. Maybe even making her laugh. 

Contrary to what Lauren thought, he did that. On occasion.

And Chelsea was smart. Nobody knew carpentry like she did. And she was unpretentiously beautiful. And sexy. God, she was hot. And— 

He couldn’t do anything but lust after her from afar because of his No Employee Dating rule. 

He was the numb nut. 

“Bobby Wayne.” 

Lauren snagged her husband, the retired NASCAR great, from the crush of people surrounding them. 

“Hey, Sugar.” 

The man in question wrapped his arms low around her waist and pulled her close. He lowered his head. Kissed his wife. Right there in front of everybody. 

It was what Vaughn wanted to do. With Chelsea. 

Declare his intentions and kiss her right there. In front of everybody, his rule – the one he lived by now – be damned. Would she show up tonight? He’d been looking for her in every blond-haired woman who’d come through the door. 

“Talk some sense into him, okay?” Lauren told her husband as she slowly peeled herself out of his embrace. 

“Why can’t I be over there?” 

Vaughn pointed to a group of men in suits gathered around a baby grand piano. It was pansy ass lounging against the big instrument, in his opinion, but it beat the hell out of the group of men in leather pants and nothing else hanging around a Harley in the other corner.  Or the group of bare-chested men behind the bar wearing bowties, flipping glasses and juggling lemons like trained seals. 

“Do you even play the piano?” Lauren wearily asked. 

“No.” 

“Then you can’t be a piano man. They’re musicians. From Nashville, Vaughn.” 

She bent down. Retrieved the child-sized plastic hard hat he’d been given earlier. The one probably confiscated from Bobby Junior’s toy chest. The one Vaughn had thought he’d stashed out of sight under a table nearby. 

Lauren handed the hat to him. “Put this on. And you,” she turned to Bobby Wayne. “I don’t care what you have to do, or what you have to promise, but you get him smiling and friendly-like,” she told her husband before she turned. 

Bobby Wayne saluted his wife. Watched as she was swallowed up by the huge crowd that had come out for tonight’s festivities. 

He turned back to Vaughn. 

“So, what’s it gonna take? You wanna date with Dana?” 

Dana McMann was NASCAR’s hottest, newest driver. 

“No.” 

She wasn’t Vaughn’s type. It appeared in the last year, he’d become very selective in who turned him on. 

“Nobody turns down a chance with Dana. Are things not working right? You need a little blue pill?”

“No, I don’t need a pill,” Vaughn muttered. “I’m thirty. Not eighty. That’s the last thing I need.” 

He had no problem getting it up, especially when a certain statuesque blond of hourglass proportions was nearby. 

“You wanna a contract to build the Bobby Wayne Forsythe Museum and Racing Annex at Bliss?” 

“I wouldn’t turn it down.” 

Vaughn was a businessman. And the Forsythe’s were his biggest client. The famous couple had awarded Vaughn’s company the contract to restore Bliss, not once, but twice. They’d given him a golden opportunity when he’d needed it most. And Lauren, as overseer of Bliss was still sending projects his way. 

Crap.

There was no getting out of this. He’d stand here like a trained seal. 

Bobby Wayne patted Vaughn’s stomach. 

“You’re gonna do what Lauren wants, right?” 

“I gave my word,” he reminded his friend. 

And his word had to mean something. 

If to no one
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