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One year later

––––––––
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I move my eyes across the screen, studying the numbers on the spreadsheet until my eyes start to cross. I let out a pained sigh. This small business is going under fast.

And I’ll go down with them if I don’t jump off this ship.

Times have been tough lately. The White Crested Lodge cut Granger’s hours a few months ago and he’s had to take some side work here and there to make up for the loss in income. It’s been hard on him. Hard on us. I hate seeing him work his life away, even though he says he doesn’t mind, so long as he has me to come home to. Still, I worry about him.

And I worry about how my most recent news will affect him.

I close out the spreadsheet and chew on the inside of my lip, wondering which news I should break to Granger first. The fact that I may face a layoff soon, or the lovely news that we—

My desk phone rings, startling me from my thoughts.

“This is Paige.”

“Hey, girl. What are you doing?”

I push the laptop shut and lean back in my chair. “Sitting here feeling sorry for myself when this should be the happiest time in my life.”

“Well, maybe I can brighten your day.”

My best friend’s words raise my eyebrows. “That would be nice. What you got for me?”

“I cleared everything with my boss. She’s given me the green light to put you on accounts receivable. It pays double what you’re making now, with full benefits and a shorter commute.”

I bolt upright in my chair. “Are you kidding me, Callie?”

“Nope. I’m stone-cold, serious. And you can start next week. If you want.”

My jaw drops. This is honestly the best news she could have given me. Last year, Granger and I had a small wedding ceremony, after which I moved to Hawks Ridge and landed a job as an accountant at a local brewery.

At first, it was great, and I've learned a lot working here. But over the last six months, I’ve been watching their numbers drop while they also continue to have frivolous expenses. They’ve already laid off a few of the factory workers near Virginia, and I know it’s just a matter of time before they crash and burn.

When I saw this coming a few months ago I went shopping. You know, for some retail therapy. Because what's better than spending money when you're staring unemployment in the face?

That's when I met Callie. She and I reached for the same dress at the same time, both of us insisting that the other take it and try it on. Neither of us was willing to steal from the other a dress we both liked.

We struck up a conversation, learned we had a lot in common, and we've been inseparable ever since. Callie knows of my career hardships, as does Granger. But she also knows one other little detail about me that I haven't yet shared with my husband. And this certain little detail will be a very expensive addition to our world.

“Of course I want to start next week. I don't even need to think about it.”

“Awesome. I mean, you know it's a great company to work for because—”

“I know, I know!” I say, struggling to keep my voice down. “You're always telling me how much you love your job and how great the owners are, how much they appreciate you and all the bonuses you get, the paid vacations ...”

“Yep,” she laughs. “And we're just continuing to grow and increase our revenue. Proof that taking care of your employees and treating them right really does benefit your bottom line. But you'll see all that when you get here.”

A thrill of excitement runs through me. “Oh my god, I can't wait. And you're sure that your boss doesn't need to interview me?”

“Nope. She trusts my judgment. Check your email. There’s a formal offer in black and white. Read it over, make sure everything looks good, then reply with your answer. I’ll call over the weekend and we’ll iron out when you start.”

“Ok, I’ll check it right now.” I end the call with Callie, so relieved about my future. Our future. Now, I can finally relax about this baby on the way. The only tough part will be letting my supervisor here know I’m leaving. He should be relieved, though, given their current state of financial affairs.

I do as Callie said, checking the offer and nearly falling out of my chair when I see what my new salary will be. Hell, it’s so good that Granger could quit his job if he wanted. Then, I open a blank document and start typing up my resignation as fast as I can, anxious to get home to my sexy husband.

Once the hard part is over, I leave the office early, sending Granger a text with clear instructions to come home with an appetite. He replies with a devil emoji, and I can’t help but laugh.

I stop at the store and pick up everything I need to make chicken cacciatore, one of our favorite meals these days, and a bottle of sparkling cider.

After grabbing a quick shower, I get everything cooking, thinking about how happy I am to start this new job and tell Granger our awesome news. I find my hand frequently moving to my stomach, anxious to feel our little baby move. It’s too soon for that, though.

Once everything is almost ready, I hear Granger pull into the driveway, and I’m suddenly a nervous wreck. I scramble to pull the matches from the drawer, lighting the taper candles I set out and getting everything else on the table in record time.

When he walks through the door, I hear him call out to me.

“Damn, baby. Smells good in here!”

I beam brightly when he walks into the kitchen, and all my nerves melt away. I swear, just the sight of him is enough to ground me.

His gaze spans the kitchen table, then back to me, a slight look of fear settling over his expression. “What’s going on, love? I didn’t forget something important, did I?”

I shake my head and extend my hands in his direction.

He tosses his lunchbox on top of the fridge and comes to me, a smile slowly spreading across his rugged face. “Do you have some good news for me?”

I nod and he smiles again, tipping his face towards mine. “Good. Because so do I.” 

“Really? What’s your good news?” I didn’t expect this, for him to come home already happy and filled with news for me.

He kisses the tip of my nose. “The owner came in today. Offered me the manager’s position. No more hustling for side gigs. No more back-breaking work. Just a typical pencil-pushing office job.”

I draw in a breath and hold his face in my hands. “You’re joking.”

He shakes his head and beams at me. “Nope. I’ll get a salary bump, normal office hours, the works. Of course there’ll be days I may have to stay a little late, and it’ll come with a little more stress than maintenance. But the pay increase will hopefully be worth it.”

I chew on my lip, knowing that a desk job isn’t what will make Granger truly happy. I turn away from him, pulling down several plates. “What happened to starting your own handyman business? I think you’d really be good at it. And you already have a solid reputation around town. You know people will hire you.”

His hands go to my shoulders as I set the plates on the table. “Baby, I know. But we need some financial stability right now. We don’t have enough income for me to gamble our future on something I hope will work.”

I turn to face him. “That’s the thing, though. We kinda do.”

His brows lift and I stand on my toes, planting a soft kiss on his lips. His hands immediately wander down to my hips, and a hot urgency runs through my blood. “Let’s sit down and eat before our food gets cold, and I’ll share my good news.”

His eyes snap back to the candles. “Oh, right. I almost forgot you have good news, too.”

We get seated at the table, Granger spooning heaping portions of pasta and chicken cacciatore onto my plate before filling his. I love how he always serves me first. Makes me feel cherished, adored, and loved for who I am. I still occasionally get flashbacks to when I dated Jason, and he always forced his portion control onto me.
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