
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Coffee and Chai

        

        
        
          Appalachian Seasons of Love Series, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Jaylie Wright

        

        
          Published by Jaylie Wright, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      COFFEE AND CHAI

    

    
      First edition. November 13, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Jaylie Wright.

    

    
    
      Written by Jaylie Wright.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This book is dedicated to my amazing friend, indie author Tina Cyr, who "forced" me to write this book for a contest a few years ago. While I didn't win, it led to the birth of a series and my venture into contemporary romance writing. Thank you, Tina! 

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 - Proposals
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“As the first snowflake settled, it whispered secrets of a winter tale waiting to unfold,” Drummer narrates to the boardroom full of executives as his slideshow commences.

I sit back and tune him out. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love for our company to be chosen for this advertising campaign, even if they choose Drummer’s proposal over mine; but Drummer Abbott lost his ability to woo me with his swagger years ago. I see straight through it now.

“And that is why you should choose my design for your holiday campaign.”

Across his chiseled face, Drummer beams his famous thousand-watt smile, causing a wave of smiles to appear throughout the audience in the boardroom. Well, most of them anyway.

Personally, that smile causes my stomach to clench, and not in a romance novel kind of way. Just having him in the same room as me is challenging enough, but that smile makes my teeth grit together and my fists clench.

When I chose design and marketing as my degree in college, I was naïve to think that my designs would speak for me. Now, I’m in a career where the designs themselves warrant little attraction; rather, my ability to sell them is what will make or break my career.

Currently, I’m afraid of losing this advertising campaign to none other than Drummer. The man has been the bane of my existence since our freshman year at Yale University School of Art. Every assignment then, just as every proposal now, came down to a choice between him and me. My designs have always been better, but his persuasive aura has always swayed an audience.

Discreetly, I take a second to assess the faces of the Bright Forest Card Company’s executives. It’s no secret that people no longer send greeting cards as they had done in the past. For some reason, Bright Forest believes that the right campaign will inspire a return to snail-mail Christmas cards and family holiday letters, as well as card sending for the lesser holidays. They want to launch the campaign this Christmas and run it throughout the year, doubling down commercial air time during each federal and religious holiday. Like everyone else who wants the best, they came to us to create a miracle.

“Thank you for your proposals. Both of you did an outstanding job, giving us two viable prospects. If you will excuse us for a few minutes to discuss these options, we will call you back in when we’ve made a decision. Thank you!”

I quickly gather my items and rush out the door to avoid the gossip crowd. While some say cliques and gossip are junior high behavior, it has been my observation that it only gets worse in an office setting. Even with my quick departure, I can hear them behind me.

“Oh my god, Drummer! That proposal was genius!” Kara squeals, her voice just about popping my eardrum as it raised two octaves.

I roll my eyes and swallow my nausea back in response.

“Thank you, Kara. Christmas has always been important to me. The joy felt during the holidays is inspiring!”

Drummer’s deep voice is warm and sweet like hot chocolate, and it takes all my strength not to make a gagging sound in response.

“Well, Ms. Wynter’s designs were beautiful, too,” Teddi’s mouse-like voice chimes.

“Yes, Natalie’s graphics and layouts have always been stellar,” Drummer says. “My growth has always been in direct response to her continued excellence in design.”

“So confident, and still so humble - you’re just perfect, Drummer,” Kara gushes.

Under my breath, I hiss, “Lameculo.”

In an effort to avoid having to endure more of Kara’s whiny ass kissing, I turn into the break room and use the toe of my shoe to knock the doorstop out from under the door so it will shut behind me. Quickly, I grab my chai tea pod and pop it into the Keurig. I pour a little toffee flavored creamer into the bottom of my mug and start the machine. The toe of my shoe is tapping rapidly, partly due to my raw nerves from having publicly spoken, and partly because of the impending arrival of Drummer and his groupies, who are sure to want their skinny mochas before returning to the boardroom. The chugging sound of the machine stops my foot, knowing I can step back out any second now. Before that happens, though, the door swings open and instantly my ears are instantly berated by Kara’s giggles.

“You know, you might drop a skirt size if you switch to a fat-free creamer,” Kara says to me as she reaches beside me into the cabinet to retrieve a cup.

I’m not sure if I am embarrassed to be called out about my figure, or if I’m thankful her voice has returned to the normal pitch for a human.

“That’s unkind, Kara. Natalie’s figure is just like a classic Hollywood starlet’s. I wouldn’t be surprised if that look ends up making a comeback in the next couple of years, considering men still view Marilyn Monroe, Jane Mansfield, and Sophia Loren as some of the sexiest women to have ever lived. Maybe more women need to drink chai lattes with full fat toffee cream,” Drummer says lightheartedly as he reaches into the cupboard on the other side of me.

Honestly, I don’t know if he thinks he is defending me or rubbing it in that I am curvy in a supermodel world. What I do know is that being between the two is probably the least comfortable place I could be, so I ignore them both. As soon as the machine stops dripping, I pop open the top, yank out the empty pod, toss it in the wastebasket, and exit the breakroom. Trying my best to look calm and professional, I hurry back down the hall to wait by the boardroom in peace. I steal a glance and see the executives gathered at the corner of the table, their heads together in conversation.

With Kara’s words echoing in my mind, I glance down to look at my attire. My blouse is loose fitting satin, not necessarily high necked, but certainly not low cut. My skirt is fitted at the waistline, straight cut but not as snug as a pencil skirt, ending just past the knee. I am well-aware of my thicker than average thighs and butt, so I do what I can to hide them. My hips are somewhat narrow, but my full bottom requires me to buy many of my skirts and pants a size too large for my waist in order for them to fit my rear. My blouses never have buttons for the same reason. I will even wear a fitted top in a size too large for my waist to accommodate my bust.

“There’s nothing wrong with your clothing, Natalie. You’re overthinking.” I hear Drummer’s smirk in his voice before I snap my head up to see it. “Kara was just egging you on back there.”

I nod curtly, disliking his amusement at my expense.

“I see they are still deliberating. Never a good sign when they take this long.”

He sighs and leans against the wall near the door. I nod my head again politely and look back through the window, observing the way the group seems to be divided, three to one side and three to another. My nerves spike a little, but I raise my cup to my lips and take a sip of my chai latte in faux confidence, hoping to convince onlookers that I’m not as fearful of losing the vote as I truly am. More employees gather alongside us, and a few moments later, the Bright Forest executives ask us to return to the conference table.

“We’d like to begin this conversation by saying that the reason we came to Kincaid Marketing Group is that we want the best. The year-long campaign has to be top-notch! To invest this kind of capital is a gamble; and quite frankly, none of us are gamblers! Yet here we are. Mr. Abbott, your speech and your pizzazz have sold your proposal.”

The room erupts in applause as I feel my heart break. Every design I create has a piece of me in it, so I always feel the pain of personal rejection when one is not chosen. Still, I force my expression to remain unemotional as my hands join those around me in congratulating Drummer.

“As I was saying,” Mr. Richmond interrupts sharply, “you impressed us with your ability to sell, but your actual graphics could not compare to Miss Wynters’.”

I feel my stoicism break as my eyes widen in shock.

Mr. Richmond continues, “Our conversation has led to a split between us, and since we view ourselves as family in our company, it has ultimately led to a compromise.”

I discreetly glance around the room to see everyone on the edge of their seats. Mr. Richmond opens a laptop and types what I assume is his password. After a few clicks, he spins it around for all to see an expanse of wooded property in the mountains somewhere. A road winds through the trees, with eight cabins dotting the property along the road. We all silently stare at the screen, wondering what this has to do with our meeting.

“As I mentioned, we at Bright Forest view ourselves as a family. Ten years ago, we bought the property and built vacation homes on it. Every year, we leave the day after Thanksgiving to go to these cabins with our spouses and children, then we return the day after Christmas.

“This cabin,” he points to the largest of the buildings in the middle of the property, “is actually a large dining hall with multiple offices inside. If we need to host meetings, they take place here, with the visiting company’s representatives using the single guest cabin. This year, we would like both Mr. Abbott and Miss Wynters to stay in that cabin. This will give you both an opportunity to get to know us as a company and provide you with the opportunity to work together on this project. We need your designs, Miss Wynters, and your charisma, Mr. Abbott. We believe your joint efforts will best execute this campaign. All expenses for the month-long trip will be covered by Bright Forest, and we are prepared to increase our payment, Alexis, as we’ll be taking two of your brightest employees with us.”

Mr. Richmond makes eye contact with Alexis Kincaid, our company’s CEO. In reply, Alexis nods at Mr. Richmond, then whispers in Miss Onassis’ ear, presumably for her to draw up a new contract.

“As I said before, we don’t gamble. Having you both on this campaign assures us of its success.”

Pointedly, Mr. Richmond looks at Drummer, then at me.

“Have the new contract drawn up, Alexis, and we’ll have it signed immediately, as Thanksgiving is just three days away. We’ll have your travel arrangements organized by business-end today. If you have any questions or concerns, please contact me directly.”

He then slides a business card to me before sliding one to Drummer.

“Uh, pets? Finding a pet sitter this time of year and for such a long period poses a challenge,” Drummer uncharacteristically stutters out.

I’ve never seen him so unsure in his speech before, and I nearly laugh aloud in response!

“These are family-styled homes. Bring your pets, warm clothing, and your computers. My assistant will email you specifics this afternoon,” he finishes.

Drummer looks at my hand that has written everything Mr. Richmond said onto my notepad without my looking at it, and he smirks. I roll my eyes and sigh in response. He has always just memorized what is said in meetings, whereas I have always had to write things down. It helps me focus when my mind wants to wander. I learned tricks to manage my ADHD and mild anxiety years ago; but even years later, I diligently have to use my tricks to be purposefully focused in meetings. For the same reason, my cell phone is still in my desk drawer. I may be a perfectionist, but my lack of executive skills makes it all the harder to meet my own standards, hence the anxiety.

Drummer and I provide our details to two of the executives, who then send the details to Mr. Richmond’s assistant. Once they dismiss everyone, I scurry down the hallway to my office, promptly shutting the door. I sit down at my desk and withdraw my phone from the side drawer. Hurriedly, I type a blunt text to my siblings and mother, explaining why I will not be spending the holidays with them this year.

I then send the same text to my best friend, who replies with an eggplant and fire emoji before the words, “Be sure to get some of that while you’re holed up with Mr. Sexy!”

I roll my eyes at the nickname she gave Drummer when we were all in college together. After replying with a single finger emoji, I receive notification of an email from Bright Forest. According to the email, we’ll be boarding a flight to Greensboro, North Carolina, tomorrow morning!
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Chapter 2 - Masculine Animal
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“Calm down, Natalie. It won’t take that long. All of the people who tell you to only bring a carry-on are just paranoid about worst-case scenarios,” Drummer says in his deep, calm voice. 

We are standing near the baggage claim, waiting for the suitcases that Drummer checked for the flight. I watch as he smiles at the women passing by, who ogle him openly, hoping that he’ll give them his attention. Drummer has always had this effect on women. While they are oftentimes aggressive in their flirtations, Drummer rarely responds in kind, though he is always courteous in response. A smile is usually enough to make them feel seen, but sometimes he has to pacify them with a verbal response. Come to think of it, I have never seen him lead one on or ask for a number. 

Standing near Drummer, I tap my foot and check my watch. We’ve already spent nearly fifteen minutes waiting for the luggage to appear, and I’m supposed to be at the pet counter to get my dog, Ticia, in five minutes. There is not enough time to wait on the luggage carousel to start shooting out suitcases. Besides that, standing still like this makes my skin crawl with a need to move or do something. 
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