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      CHARLOTTE

      

      Never in my wildest dreams did I think that being a barista would feel so fulfilling. Knocking espresso grounds into the recycle bin for the hundredth time that day, I find myself humming along to the song on the radio.

      The quaint coffee shop Moosely Coffee in Three Rivers is night and day from the corporate world I left behind in Anchorage. I love the excited chatter, the quirky Alaskan décor, and even the insane rushes of people—both local and tourists. It feeds my creative soul in a way I never thought possible.

      “Can we get three caramel macchiatos?” a woman decked out in hiking gear asks.

      “Absolutely. What size?”

      She and her friends look up at the board and giggle over our unique size names. “Grizzly bear. All three.” Our largest and most popular cup size.

      I ring them up and set to work. But I’m hardly finished with the first cup when Adalyn nudges me with her elbow.

      “Don’t look now,” my best friend, the same one who came up with the plan to uproot our Anchorage lives and try out simpler small-town living, says. “But your beau has arrived.”

      “Not my beau,” I mutter under my breath, never letting my smile falter. Nina, the owner, has one rule: always smile. Even when you’re irritated, or overwhelmed, or tempted to dump coffee on someone. A smile is job security, as Nina reminds us daily.

      “But he wants to be.” At her over-the-top suggestive tone, I shoot her an eyeroll only she can see before I start on the second macchiato. Brooks Montgomery has already stopped by five times this week, laying the charm on thicker with each morning visit. He’s after a date with me. One he’s not going to get.

      “Not interested.”

      “Liar.” Adalyn flashes me a purposely cheesy grin before taking the next order, giving me a few undisturbed seconds to finish up mine. But even the polite chitchat with the three hikers as I hand over their drinks isn’t enough of a distraction. I can feel the Army veteran’s gaze burning into me.

      To deny that he’s insanely attractive would be futile. The soldier is panty-melting hot.

      But when I decided to leave behind the office job that ran me into the ground, I made myself a promise. I’d focus on myself for one year. No more late nights at the office preparing reports for a boss who never gave me credit. No more wasting time trying to impress first dates that never turned into a second. And no more men. Period.

      We’ve been in Three Rivers for only half of the summer, and I’ve never been happier. Adding in a complication of the sinfully sexy male variety would jeopardize all the progress I’ve made since moving to town. I love having free time to paint, to hike, and to just sit on the porch and breathe. All things that I never got around to doing while living in the city.

      “What’s the special today?” It’s not fair that even the sound of Brooks’ deep voice does things to mess up the steady rhythm of my heart.

      I paste on my smile, promising to get even with Adalyn later for forcing me to take his order, and ignore the overwhelming reaction my body is having to this man. “S’mores mocha. Would you like to try one?”

      “If I said yes, would you have dinner with me?” The corner of his mouth lifts, drawing my attention to his lips. Just staring at them for a single second reminds me it’s been way too long since a man has kissed me in a way that sets my body on fire. I bet Brooks could do some amazing things with those lips.

      But I’m not going to find out. Down, girl. “No.”

      “You know I’m just going to keep asking until you say yes.”

      “Or until you find some other girl to torture,” I fire back with an extra cheeky grin.

      Brooks leans both elbows on the counter, bringing those dangerous lips closer. A strong rush of his delicious, woodsy cologne hits me, causing tingling in places that tingling has no business for at least ten more months. “There is no other woman I want.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “You’re just saying that because I’m not giving in.”

      “I’m saying that because it’s true.” He pushes off the counter, standing back to his full height, which is at least six four, maybe six five. Dammit, I love a tall man. “Sooner or later you’ll realize we’re meant to be.”

      I laugh long and hard at that, because now I know it’s just a line. I’ve been pursued like this before, which means I’m not completely clueless about how this works. I’ll stop being interesting the moment the man gets what he wants.

      It’d just be easier if I didn’t secretly want it so badly myself. Dammit, I’m horny. At least I didn’t ban battery operated boyfriends for a year. “I’ll get that s’mores mocha for you.” When I’m able to turn around and focus on making his drink, I finally let out a breath I didn’t even realize I was holding.

      “You’re all flushed,” Adalyn says to me in a hushed tone that thankfully is drowned out by the ruckus around us.

      “Am not.”

      “Oh, you so are.” She laughs all the way to the counter to hand off her order.

      I feel Brooks watching me, and it makes my hands shaky. The man makes me nervous in a way the most intimidating CEOs couldn’t manage. I was a force to be reckoned with in the corporate world. A tired, depleted force, but a force nonetheless. “Here you go,” I say, sliding the cup across the counter so I don’t accidentally brush his fingers like I did two days ago.

      My nerves were on fire for the whole damn day after that.

      “No phone number?” Brooks asks, a playful frown on his face as he twists the cup.

      “I don’t even have a phone.”

      “Really?” The intrigue in his gaze makes me immediately regret the lie. It’s believable enough. I don’t have any family, and the few friends I left behind have my email address. Hardly anyone has my actual number. It’s been absolutely liberating.

      “She’s all about simplifying,” Adalyn says to Brooks, coming to my aid.

      Brooks drags his gaze up and down my body, making me feel naked. My body shivers in that dangerous way that begs for a release I know only this man can give me. No, no, no. Get your horniness under control woman!

      “There’s nothing I can say to make you change your mind?” Brooks asks, like he has every day this week.

      “Nope.” In two minutes, I should be free of the man until my next shift. “Enjoy your coffee.” I pretend not to watch Brooks as he struts toward the door, but damn that man has an ass that could make a girl do very naughty, irrational things.

      “You done drooling?” Adalyn teases.

      “I was not drooling.”

      “You kinda were,” a customer says, teaming up with Adalyn. Two more ladies nod in agreement.

      “Your rule is dumb,” Adalyn says after she starts the next order.

      “Taking care of myself is dumb?” I challenge, though my tone isn’t as tough as I intended. Probably because I’m starting to agree with my bestie.

      “This year is all about you, right?”

      “Right.”

      “And so is that man. If you ask me, the two things go hand in hand. Let that man release some of your sexual frustration.” She pauses in wiping down the counter, adding, “And give the poor man your phone number.”

      “Good thing I didn’t ask you.” Tempting as hell or not, Brooks Montgomery has Caution! You may get burned really fucking bad! written all over him. If I really want this to be the fresh start I intended, I have to stick to my resolution.
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      “Fuck that bed frame is heavy as shit,” I say to my buddy Jett after I catch my breath. I’ve been helping him move into his cabin since I left the coffee shop. Manual labor always makes me feel better after rejection.

      But I’m not giving up on Charlotte Monroe. Not by a long shot. Since the moment I laid eyes on her, I knew I had to have her. It’s not just one thing about her that has me fixated. It’s everything. Her smile, her delicious curves, her sparkling eyes filled with both kindness and a hint of mischief, and the amazing way she treats customers.

      “It’s never moving again,” Jett says, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead with a ratty rag. “I’m done relocating for good. I’m going to die here.”

      “I don’t care if you just move it downstairs. If you move it an inch, you’re asking Storm to help you. Fuck, he should be here helping us now.”

      “He just got his pilot’s license,” Jett says. “No way in hell he was going to move furniture when he could spend the day in his own plane.”

      “He’s still an ass for bailing,” I say in jest. “What the hell you need a king-sized bed for anyway?” I ask as we head down two flights of stairs to the trailer in the driveway. The cedar log bedframe is a beauty, but fuck does it weigh as much as a small house.

      “You act like it’s going to stay empty.”

      “Something you’re not telling me?” Jett just arrived into town last night, and he came alone. Honestly, I’m relieved he ditched the drama queen. He deserves a good woman. Giving him shit about the bed is just a way to rile him up.

      He shoots me a mischievous smirk. “When there’s something to tell, I’ll tell.”

      We move the mattress next, a heavy ass dresser, and then a shit ton of boxes. But all that sweat doesn’t bring me any closer to a plan to win over the woman who is destined to be mine. I need to change my tactic, but getting her to reveal anything personal to help me out is tougher than a march up a mountain with a hundred-pound ruck on my back. “I’m hungry,” I say to Jett as I close the trailer door. “You need to feed your help.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Jett’s cabin is a ten-minute drive from town. Nice and secluded but minutes from small-town convenience, much like my own. We head to The East Fork and find a table on the patio. I’m slightly surprised that none of our Army buddies are here. There’s so many of us now that bumping into each other in this tiny town is unavoidable.

      But there is one person I recognize picking up a to-go order just through the doorway
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